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    To the Reader


    A Special Thank You from Rabbit Valley


    Thank you for purchasing this ePub, and thank you for being a loyal customer of Rabbit Valley® Comics.


    This is the very first time that we have offered an ePub format of a book. Because we have never done this before, we would like to ask of you the following:


    Please treat this book as if it was a physical thing. Please do not make copies. Rabbit Valley is run by two people who depend on its proceeds to pay for their rent. This is not a publication put out by a massive multinational corporation. It is literally Andrew, Sean, our friend Kurst doing the website, and Alflor Aalto for writing this book. Thank you for your understanding.


    Please send us feedback. We have never done an ePub before. The only testing we can do is with our iOS devices, so if your reader of choice does not work with something, we need to know. Our email address is customerservice@rabbitvalley.com.


    Please let others know where to get a copy of this book if you enjoyed this one. We can sell and ship anywhere in the world by ordering from our website, http://www.rabbitvalley.com.


    Thank you very much for your support,


    Andrew and Sean Rabbitt, and your author, Alflor Aalto
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    This book goes out to all those people who feel alone and lost. As a far better writer than I, Oscar Wilde, said: “Who, Being Loved, is Poor?” And someone out there loves you. You may not realize, you may not know it, you may not think so, but it’s true. So hang on until you find that person, and if you have, keep them close

    

    Special thanks to Tsai Wolf, our illustrator
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    Chapter One


    Otters make great swimmers, and Arden was no exception. He’d been one of the top swimmers in the country ever since his freshman year at Elton High. Trouble was, he was as far from swimming or the water at that moment as he could possibly get. The hot August sun beat down on his unprotected head as the young otter huffed and panted, making his way doggedly around the school’s track. His shirt was wet, hot and sticky. It clung to his torso, only adding to the discomfort of the heat and the dull pain that shot through his legs each time he took a step.


    The soccer team was out on the football field that day. Arden had heard from some kids at school that the artificial turf made practice a bit easier on hot days like this. He let the stray thought drift to the back of his mind and continued his run, paying little attention to the players. He regretted this unconscious decision only a few moments later.


    “Heads!” The loud cry was followed immediately by a blurred streak of white and black flying right at him. The soccer ball hit Arden square on the forehead and threw him off balance.


    The young otter was too stunned to brace himself and hit the ground with full force. He lay there with his eyes closed, trying to figure out what exactly had just transpired.


    “You alright?”


    Arden opened his eyes slowly. Through the blur, he recognized Mark, a wolf from the soccer team, standing over him. “Huh?” He meant to say a lot more, but his thoughts were still far too scattered for any of the more complicated words.


    “You took quite a hit, there.” Mark slapped his own forehead and winced. “Straight on. Just lay still for a bit. Things should start to focus more.”


    Arden took the wolf’s advice. He lay there, thankful for the cool shade that Mark’s body provided. When the world stopped spinning quite so much, he judged it safe to get up. “I’m fine.” He sat up and touched his forehead gingerly. “Never knew running was that dangerous.”


    “Ah, a sense of humor! So not all is lost.” Mark’s canid muzzle broke into an adorable grin.


    ‘Adorable?’ Arden shook his head. ‘I must still be hallucinating.’


    “I’m Mark, by the way.” The wolf watched him intently.


    “Oh, er... I’m Arden.” He already knew the wolf’s name, but some lingering doubt kept him from saying so.


    “That’s a nice name... Arden. Very unusual.” Mark extended his paw. “Come on, let’s get you off the ground.”


    “Thanks.” Arden took the wolf’s paw, feeling the soft, well-groomed fur.


    They stood around for some pawful of long and uncomfortable moments until Mark spoke again. “So listen...” He looked this way and that, avoiding Arden’s eyes. “Practice is over, and you look like you need to cool down a bit after your ordeal. How about a smoothie?” His bright blue eyes met Arden’s green for a fleeting moment and he looked down again. “Unless of course... unless, you know, you have other things to do. I mean, I was just heading to the smoothie shop myself and I thought that maybe you’d want-”


    “I’d love to.” It was Arden’s turn to smile. Something was happening inside him, and he was strangely disinclined to run away from the new feeling.


    “Great!” Mark’s muzzle broke into a grin again. “I know this awesome place right down the road from here.”


    “Rabbit’s? Never been there myself.” The world stopped spinning completely, and Arden decided to try walking.


    Mark followed him. “Oh, you’ll love it! They take fresh fruit and mix them with sorbet. They’re good for you, too.” He patted his taut stomach. “I gotta stay in shape for soccer, so junk food is a big ‘no.’”


    They started walking towards the exit when a voice called from behind. “Yo, Marky Mark, me and the boys was gonna go grab a slice at Ginno’s. Wanna come with?” It was Andy, a very unpleasant-looking weasel.


    Arden sighed at having his chance to spend time with Mark ruined so easily.


    To his surprise, Mark waved the weasel off. “Nah, I’m just gonna hit up Rabbit’s.”


    Andy shrugged. “Suit yourself, man.” He jogged back to the field and joined the rest of the team.


    “Never was a fan of Gino’s. If I’m gonna have pizza, the least I can do is make sure it isn’t dripping with grease.” Mark walked casually beside the otter. “Besides, it’s way too hot for pizza.”


    “Yeah.” Arden wiped some perspiration off his forehead. “What is it, like ninety out?”


    “Something like that, yeah.” Mark squinted up at the sun and then looked back at Arden. “Worse for you, though. Otters don’t get summer fur, do they?”


    “Nope.” Arden ran a paw through his thick coat of fur. “It’s not too bad indoors or in the water. I don’t go out much when it’s this hot out.”


    “Speaking of,” Mark tilted his muzzle quizzically, “what brings you out to the track? I don’t think I’ve ever seen an otter jogging. You guys aren’t really built for it. No offense.”


    “Oh, it’s this whole fitness test thing in gym.” Arden blushed, feeling incredibly self-conscious of his running ability. “You need to run a nine-minute mile... and I can barely run a mile, let alone do it in nine minutes.”


    Mark rolled his eyes. “See, that’s just stupid. You’re an otter. Why in the world would they expect you to run well?”


    “Oh, I agree!” Arden perked up instantly. “Man, I’m so happy at least somebody understands!” Although this made him wonder again why he’d decided to go out running in the first place. “We just got a letter saying that anything under nine minutes would mean extra gym time this year.”


    Mark raised his eyebrows. “Really? Wow, that’s rough.” He smiled. “Well, if it’s any consolation, you were looking pretty good out there.”


    “Thanks.” Arden folded his ears, embarrassed at the compliment. His inner voice piped up again. ‘Why are you even embarrassed? He’s just complimenting you. And why are you still staring at his adorable smile? No, no. Not adorable... just a smile.’


    “Ah, here we are!”


    Mark’s voice jarred him back to reality.


    “Rabbit’s Smoothies and Healthy Eats.”


    “Cool.” Arden nodded absentmindedly and followed the wolf inside. He was greeted by a cool blast of air from the A/C. The young otter stood still for a while, letting the cold air leach all the heat out of his fur. He opened his eyes and took a look around. The place was small but very neat. Beautiful paw-painted murals graced the walls, depicting nature scenes from around the world. The rest of the décor was picked to match – green tables and chairs, a green menu board over a green counter where a weasel stood dressed in a green smock with the Rabbit’s logo stitched on it in white.


    Mark walked straight to the counter. “Hey, Jenny!” He reached over the counter and gave the weasel a quick hug. “This is Arden. Now, Arden has never had a Rabbit’s smoothie before, so make his extra special, okay?”


    Jenny giggled. “Will do, Mark.” She peeked around the wolf. “Hi, Arden, what would you like?”


    Arden was too busy looking over the menu to reply at first. All of the names were fancy, and none of them actually betrayed the contents of the smoothie. He shrugged. “I have no clue; there’s so many to choose from. I’ll just have whatever Mark’s having.”


    “Two Laguna Blasts, then.” Mark slipped Jenny a twenty. “My treat.”


    Arden opened his muzzle to protest, but those eyes... and that smile. He nodded obtusely. “O-okay.”


    “Good,” Mark winked and put his wallet away. “I’m glad you didn’t put up a fight. I’m extremely stubborn, so it would not have worked. Here, let’s sit down.” He motioned to a nearby table. “Usually, I like to sit outside, but not today.”


    “Yeah, definitely not.” Arden took a seat in one of the flimsy plastic patio chairs.


    Mark sat across from him. “So...” He propped his elbows on the table and rested his head in his paws. “What do you do besides run, eh?”


    “I’m a swimmer.” The gift of speech was returning again.


    “Oh yeah, that’s right!” Mark’s ears instantly perked up. “You placed, what, third in nationals last year? You were in the papers!”


    Arden could feel a familiar hot flush creeping up the back of his neck. “Yeah, that was me.” He hated all the attention, but beg as he might, the article still got printed in several of the city papers.


    “Well, now I don’t see why they’re making you run at all.” Mark harrumphed. “Bureaucrats.”


    The embarrassment quickly faded, and Arden smiled. It was nice to have someone who understood and commiserated with him. “Yeah. Everyone else on the team just sorta took the whole thing in stride. I mean, I understand why, of course. Arguing with Coach about letting us slide is a losing battle. The last person who tried it got booted from the team.” Still, he hated talking about himself and quickly changed the subject. “So, how about you, Mark. What do you do?”


    “I play soccer!” Mark swelled proudly at the fact. “I just got captaincy this year. I’m pretty stoked. Also... I, um...” He folded his ears and rested his tail in his lap. “I like to read.”


    “Do you really?” Arden couldn’t help but giggle at the wolf’s shyness.


    “Yeah.” Mark glanced abashedly over at him. “I’m- I’m kind of a nerd.” He sighed.


    “A brave nerd at that.” Arden wondered how far he should go before he would be outnerding the wolf. “I love to read, but I wasn’t gonna mention it. Thought you’d think I’m weird.”


    Mark brightened up again. “That’s awesome! What do you usually read?”


    “Oh, you know, fantasy...” Any minute now, the wolf would start laughing and call him a geek; Arden knew it. But some inner instinct urged him on. “Ever heard of the Redwall series?”


    “Of course!” Mark narrowed his eyes. “Veil: good or bad?”


    “I think he was good.” Arden smiled with relief. “Although you never know... maybe his motives were selfish.”


    They discussed their favorite Redwall books for almost an hour, interrupted only once by Jenny bringing them smoothies.


    Arden took a sip of his smoothie. “Wow! This is really good!”


    “Told you.” Mark drank his slowly, savoring the taste with his eyes closed and a blissful smile across his muzzle. “Don’t drink too fast, though. On a day like this, you’re virtually guaranteed a brainfreeze.”


    He spoke too late. A numbing cold spread up through Arden’s skull, followed by a pounding pain. It combined with the bruise and made the otter cry out. “Oww!” He held his head in both paws and shut his eyes.


    “Oh, I’m so sorry!” Mark stood up and took him by the paw. “Come on, let’s get outside. The heat’ll help.”


    They walked outside into the sweltering sunlight.


    To Arden’s surprise, the headache receded as quickly as it had come. He sighed with relief. “Oh, that feels much better, thank you.”


    “Oh, don’t thank me.” Mark looked completely downcast again. “I just keep hurting you.”


    “Hey, don’t worry about it.” Arden threw his arm around him. “I guess it’s just an injury-prone day for me. Besides, you have no idea how many times I’ve hit the side of the pool doing backstroke. I’ve had way worse bruises than this.”


    Mark’s eyes stayed sad, but he smiled wanly. “I guess. I still feel bad. So anyway, where do you live?”


    “Gordon Street. I think we used to take the same bus back in middle school.” Arden remembered the fact quite well but felt embarrassed to admit it.


    “Oh yeah, I remember now!” Mark’s deep blue eyes met Arden’s green and lingered for a little while longer this time. Arden closed his eyes and sighed. Realizing his inappropriate reaction made him extremely nervous again. Mark didn’t seem to notice, however, so Arden relaxed.


    The boys walked down the street together in the direction of their neighborhood. It wasn’t a long walk, and it was only made shorter by the animate conversation they made along the way.


    Arden knew the neighborhood well. It was the epitome of suburbia. The front lawns of each house were trimmed to perfection and through the use of strategically placed sprinklers, were a bright, lush green. The houses were neat and tidy. They were almost completely identical, too, as if every single one was built from the same blueprints. There was a sense of peace and order – not a thing out of place. Some called it boring, but Arden enjoyed the feeling of security it provided. His life was crazy enough as it was – high school, swimming, this damn fitness test.


    They reached Arden’s house first. It was just about as typical as every other house on the street – white siding, two floors, two-car garage. The only thing that was sort of out of place was a large pink flamingo sticking out of the lawn. Mikey, Arden’s brother, had given it to their dad for Christmas back when he was six, and it hadn’t moved since.


    “Ah, right!” Mark stopped by the mailbox and looked over the house. “This is your place. I remember now. I guess I just sorta forgot since eighth grade.”


    “Yeah, it’s been a while since we rode the bus to Tomston, huh?” Arden remembered those days quite clearly. He’d have to get up before six each morning, bolt down his breakfast and run to the bus stop only to spend another forty minutes bumping around in the back of a noisy school bus. Fortunately, Elton Macenfield High was only a fifteen minute walk away.


    Mark spoke again after a few seconds of silence passed between them. “So, um... when do you plan to go running again?”


    “Tomorrow, I guess.” He didn’t plan to run tomorrow, but something about the wolf made Arden want to see him again as soon as possible. “I have to get into as good a running shape as I can.”


    “Great!” Mark’s tail seemed to acquire a life of its own. It wagged back and forth excitedly, doing nothing to hide the wolf’s happy reaction at Arden’s reply. “We could... maybe... maybe get some smoothies again or something.”


    Arden spoke before Mark had time to feel uncomfortable again. “Sounds wonderful! My treat this time, though.”


    Mark shrugged. “Fair enough.”


    They shook paws and parted.


    Arden walked down the short cobblestone path and opened the front door. The blaring sound of videogames led him straight to the living room.


    Mikey was sitting on the couch, clutching a PS3 controller. “Hey! How was your run?” He glanced up at Arden briefly and went back to his game.


    “Not too bad.” Arden dropped his backpack by the door and plopped down next to his brother. “I think I might actually have a chance to make the nine minutes.”


    “Nice!” Mikey’s attention was still devoted squarely to the TV. “I’m glad I don’t have to worry about that for another few years. In four years, who knows, maybe I won’t have to do it at all.”


    “Oh yeah, yeah, rub it in!” Arden shoved his brother playfully.


    Mikey squealed and windmilled his arms to maintain balance. “Heeey! Do you know how long I had to play to get to this spot? There isn’t another checkpoint for miles!”


    “Saw-ree!” Arden put on a mock expression of penance and tried not to laugh.


    Mikey loved to play videogames. His attention in life was evenly split between that and sports. He never liked swimming because of all the rules and the chlorine in the water, but he took to lacrosse very well and played it all throughout elementary and middle school. Like most otters, he wasn’t a good runner, but he made a great goalie. He was tall for his age, too – more than a head taller than Arden. In fact, aside from sharing their mother’s emerald green eyes and their father’s short ears, the two brothers looked nothing alike.


    “Arden!” came a shout from the kitchen. “You better not be getting your sweat all over the new couch!”


    “I’m not, Mom!” He got up quickly and padded over to the kitchen. “What’s for lunch, anyway?”


    “Salmon.” His mother stood by the stove, already starting on dinner. “It’s in the microwave, dear.”


    “Thanks, Mom.” He headed over to the microwave and hit ‘fish’ on the speed settings.


    “How was the run, dear?” Mrs. Halinen turned around briefly to give him a peck on the cheek.


    “Oh, pretty good, I guess.” He remembered his incident with the soccer ball “I got hit in the head with a soccer ball... It was an accident, Mom!” He added knowing his mom would immediately go looking for the mean boy who threw the ball at him.


    “Hmm... there’s still a bit of a bump.” She wiped her paws on a towel and examined Arden’s forehead more carefully. “Grab some ice from the refrigerator. I hope whoever hit you apologized, even if it was just an accident.”


    “He did, Ma.” Arden took an icepack out of the freezer and placed it on the bruise. Although, come to think of it, he was so absorbed in his conversation with Mark that the pain only now came back. “We actually went out for smoothies afterward.” He didn’t know why he was so reluctant to mention it; his mother loved it when he made friends.


    “That’s wonderful, dear!” Mrs. Halinen smiled and patted him on the shoulder. “What’s his name?”


    “Mark.” He couldn’t help but smile at the mention of the wolf’s name. “He’s the captain of the soccer team.”


    “Oh, very nice!” Mrs. Halinen smiled and turned back to the halibut she was preparing. “You know, you could be captain of your swim team if only you’d push Barken more.”


    Barken was a tough-as-nails, ex-marine otter, who coached the team with an iron paw. The thought of pushing him (both physically and verbally) seemed ludicrous to Arden. “It’s okay, Mom.” He repeated the same thing he said every time the argument came up. “I’m just happy being a decent swimmer. Being captain is too much of a headache, anyway.”


    Mrs. Halinen seemed to understand that this is as far as she was going to press the issue at this point, so she changed the subject.


    “You should invite Mark to dinner sometime. You know how much I love meeting your friends.”


    “I will, Ma.” He sighed happily at the thought “I will...”


    Arden lay in bed that night with his arms folded behind his head, thinking. He certainly had a lot to think about. He was never as oversexed as some of his friends, but he’d always considered himself to be straight. Although, thinking more about it, he realized that his only ‘girlfriends’ happened in elementary school because his parents thought it was adorable and in middle school because it was expected of him. He never seemed to be as entranced with them as most of his friends were. Could it be because he liked boys all along? Could it be that he never noticed it because he’d grown up on the swim team, and seeing his friends naked in the locker room was so routine? And then there was the matter of Mark. Arden imagined the wolf – his gray fur mingling beautifully with the white fur on his underbelly and throat. He thought of the wolf’s strong legs formed from all those years of playing soccer...


    Arden felt a stirring in his sheath. But this time... this time, it didn’t feel wrong or strange. It felt good. He was gay. Any thoughts of denial vanished whenever he imagined Mark.


    “I’m gay.” He said the words first in his head and then out loud.


    It felt good after all these years of confusion to finally realize who he was. A weight was lifted off his chest and he was only too happy to let it happen.


    But what about his parents? His friends? Would they be as accepting of him as he was? Arden, the gay otter, was the exact same person as Arden, the straight otter... but would that be enough for them? Mostly, he was afraid of his parents. Engvard and Tarja Halinen were by no means homophobic, conservative, religious nuts; but the thing is, the subject just never came up. Arden realized that he had no idea how they would react to his newly-discovered sexuality.


    ‘So, don’t tell them.’ His inner voice spoke up for the first time since his run that morning. ‘It’s not like you have any reason to. You don’t even have a boyfriend.’


    “Yes, I...” Arden stopped himself. He hardly knew Mark; now that he looked at things from a more logical perspective, he couldn’t see a single reason to even think that Mark would ever consider being his boyfriend. Besides, Arden had heard quite a bit about the wolf’s private life through the grapevine. Being captain of the soccer team made him a hot commodity for the females of the school. When they weren’t flocking around him, they were standing in groups gossiping about him.


    In fact, Arden was fairly sure that Mark had had a steady girlfriend for the past two years, at least.


    Oh, how he envied her. She got to hold him, look into his blue eyes and kiss that sweet gray muzzle... to touch that well-built body...


    Thinking all that caused another stirring in his sheath.


    “Ah, what the hell.” He slipped his boxers off. “Might as well celebrate my new-found gayness.”


    With that, he began tenderly stroking his growing maleness.


    He never considered himself to be much into masturbation, but making Mark the subject made everything different.


    Each stoke sent waves of electricity though his body making him shiver and moan softly. He wanted to make it last – he wanted the sensation to keep building forever – but his logical mind was no longer in control.


    His paw stroked faster and faster up and down his shaft. The tip was already leaking fluid, lubricating everything nicely. He imagined Mark’s paw there instead of his, the wolf’s muzzle lovingly licking Arden’s chest and then finding its way further down. Whenever he thought the sensation couldn’t get any stronger, it did. Finally, after a couple of blissful minutes of stroking and panting, it happened. His back arched, his muscles tightened, and the lightning storm inside his body escalated beyond anything he could imagine. With a throaty moan, Arden released himself all over his paw and stomach.


    For several minutes, he just lay there panting and enjoying the warm after-effects of the orgasm. Yeah, he was gay. Any doubts he may have had lingering in the back of his mind were released with the rest of the warmth that now covered the beige fur on his stomach.


    As the orgasm faded and his member began to retract back into his sheath, Arden decided that he should probably clean up before falling asleep. He padded quietly across the hall to the bathroom and took a quick shower. It wasn’t one of his usual long showers because he was far too scared of getting caught showering in the middle of the night.


    Rather than using the dryer in the bathroom, Arden opted for the drying mat in his room. As he lay there, the mat slowly leaching water out of his fur, he began thinking about the future. Should he even bother saying anything to Mark? If he decided to tell his parents, would he find himself homeless?


    These questions and many others spun around in his mind as he slowly drifted off to sleep.


    

  


  
    Chapter Two


    The next morning, Arden saw Mark at the track again. The soccer team was just finishing practice when he entered the stadium. He thought about coming over to talk to Mark, but the more he thought about it, the more nervous he got. Mark’s teammates might not have been as intimidating as some of the guys on the football team, but they were still pretty scary. That, and he wasn’t even sure if Mark would want to talk to him in front of his friends.


    Mark, it seemed, had other thoughts. “Hey, Arden!” He waved his paw cheerily and jogged over to the otter. “How’s your head?”


    “Oh, it’s fine.” He’d actually forgotten all about the injury until Mark reminded him. “Nothing that an icepack and some sleep couldn’t cure. Besides, I’ve had worse. Like I said, backstroke is pretty dangerous if you don’t stop in time.”


    Mark giggled and sat down next to Arden. He did a couple stretches and looked over. “Mind if I join you today?”


    “Uhh... sure,” Arden hesitated, again feeling extremely self-conscious about his running ability. “I thought you’d be dead from practice.” He added the last bit when he saw Mark’s ears fold back.


    “Nah, Coach is taking it easy on us.” Mark got up and started jogging in place. “There’s only two weeks left ‘til the season starts, and he doesn’t want us to be too wiped by that point.”


    “Ah, gotcha!” Arden stood up as well; he felt a little silly about jogging in place, so he settled for doing a couple more stretches. “Well, you’re more than welcome to join me. Though for you, it’ll be more like walking.”


    “That’s cool.” Mark flashed him another one of those adorable canine smiles.


    That was all it took. Just like that, Arden stopped caring about how good a runner he was. His... friend wanted to spend more time with him, and that was pretty awesome.


    They started jogging quietly. Arden didn’t want to get tired too fast, and Mark didn’t seem to mind.


    “So, what do you plan to do with your last two weeks of summer?” The wolf wasn’t the slightest bit out of breath.


    “Not sure.” Arden felt like collapsing already and tried his best not to pant too much. “Books. Running. Something like that.”


    His clipped responses discouraged further conversation.


    After finishing their first lap, Mark did something Arden both wished he did and didn’t do. The wolf jogged over to the side for a brief moment, slipped off his shirt and threw it on the bleachers.


    With just one glance, Arden felt his shorts tighten. The wolf’s body was just as perfect as he’d imagined the night before – creamy white, not overly muscular, but very athletic. He didn’t have much more than an ounce of fat on his entire body. His shorts were low enough for Arden to see the V shape formed by the wolf’s hips. The tingling sensation was almost too much to contain. Arden did his best to think of something, anything else. It took him several minutes of focusing and looking away before he felt it safe to run without keeping his paws down at groin level. He was sweating profusely, more from the nervousness than the fact that it was another ninety-degree day outside.


    Mark may have noticed this, but he didn’t say anything. Maybe he didn’t notice at all. Maybe he didn’t want to embarrass Arden... maybe he hoped he didn’t see it because he wasn’t gay to begin with and hoped Arden wasn’t either.


    They jogged the rest of the five laps in silence.


    ‘That’s like a mile, right?’ Arden furrowed his eyebrows, trying to mentally calculate the distance. He wanted to ask Mark but decided against it. He stopped at the gate and plopped down on the ground to regain his breath.


    Mark sat down next to him. “Not bad! Not bad at all.” He smiled at Arden and patted him on the shoulder.


    “Oh please!” Arden rolled his eyes but couldn’t help smiling back. “You’re not even winded.”


    “I’m a wolf.” Mark reminded him. “Tell me to do two laps in the water and I guarantee you, I’ll be like ten times worse than you are now.”


    “Swimming’s not that hard.” Arden lay back with his paws behind his head.


    “Not for you, maybe.” Mark lay down next to him and looked up at the sky. “My mom tried to take me to the pool as a cub, but that was a miserable failure. I learned to swim just well enough not to drown. That’s about it.”


    “We should go sometime.” Remembering the reaction that the wolf had garnered just by taking his shirt off, Arden began to reconsider his proposition.


    “That could be fun.” The wolf’s attention seemed focused mainly on a small cloud that was drifting by overhead. “Will I have to wear a Speedo?”


    Arden sat up as quickly as he could, trying not to look like he’d just been stung by a bee.


    His member was growing already, just from the occasional glances at Mark and smelling the wolf’s intoxicating musk... the thought of him in a Speedo brought the shaft to its full stiffness.


    “Err... no, you don’t have to.” He tried to cross his legs in a way that would hide his erection. “You can... uhh... just wear trunks if you want.”


    “’Kay.” Mark continued watching the hovering cloud.


    The boys lay (or sat) there for a few minutes, each thinking their own thing until Arden began to stand up (his member safely back in its sheath). “So, how about those smoothies?” He did his best to keep both his thoughts and eyes as far from the wolf’s body as possible.


    “Lead on.” Mark hopped nimbly to his feet and ran to grab his shirt.


    Arden managed to sneak one more look at the wolf’s beautiful, muscular back before the shirt covered it. He sighed.


    The two made their way off school grounds and over to Rabbit’s. The place was packed. People were sitting in chairs, standing at the counter and one bat was even hanging upside-down off a ceiling beam. The boys waited in line and grabbed their smoothies. Mark got his usual but Arden decided to go for the Arctic Fox Rush. It tasted something like blueberries mixed with vanilla yogurt. He loved it.


    Unable to find a place in the shop, the two decided to drink the smoothies on their way home. It proved to be an amazing idea because between the smoothies and being engaged in a conversation about the newest Redwall book – which, as it turned out, both boys had preordered – Arden forgot all about the blazing heat. In fact, he forgot all about where his house was, too, because they were about half a block down the street before he realized he had passed it.


    “Whoops, backing up.” Arden giggled making beeping noises and walking backwards.


    Mark laughed and did the same.


    “Oh, umm... Do you wanna come over for dinner tomorrow?” Arden asked the question quickly. He felt like if he didn’t get the words out fast enough that he would clam up and rethink his decision.


    “Sure!” Mark pulled out his phone and dialed a number. “Let me just call my mom to double check. Hey Mom... Yes, I’m on my way. No, I stayed after to do a couple of laps with a friend. His n... no, Ma, I’m not on drugs. His name’s Arden. He just invited me to dinner tomorrow night, actually. Can I go? He lives right down the street, Mom. Yes, the Halinens. Okay Mom... Love you too.” He hung up the phone and grinned sheepishly. “Mothers. Oh, and yeah, my mom said I can go... But I have to be home by ten.”


    “Sounds great!” Arden smiled. “I’ll see you after practice tomorrow, then. We could go for a run again and then head to dinner.”


    “I’d like that.”


    Hearing the wolf’s response made Arden’s fur tingle. “Awesome!” He began to think that perhaps he was showing a little too much excitement for someone who just got his friend to come to dinner, but Mark grinned too and it was all right.


    “I’ll see ya tomorrow, then.” Arden stood around, shifting from paw to paw. He didn’t want to leave, but he knew he had to.


    Mark shook paws with him. “Count on it.” With another grin toward Arden, he set off down the street.


    The next day, the boys met at the track, as planned. They jogged together and Arden was happy to find that his time was improving steadily.


    Mark encouraged him every step of the way. “Just push it a little more and you’ll wreck that fitness test.”


    After the run, the boys headed straight to Arden’s house.


    They chatted about books and music they liked, and like the day before, almost went straight by Arden’s house.


    Arden’s mom greeted them at the door. “Ah, so you must be Mark.” She smiled broadly. “Always good to place a name to a face. Arden’s told us so much about you.”


    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mrs. Halinen.” Mark bowed his head slightly, smiling back.


    “Make yourselves at home, guys.” Mrs. Halinen was already heading back to the kitchen. “Just don’t wander off anywhere or go swimming; dinner will be in about ten minutes.”


    “We’ve got enough time, Ma.” Arden dropped his backpack off in its usual place and started walking up the stairs.


    “Not if you want Mark to be dry, you don’t.” His mom shouted from the kitchen. “I’m sure wolves don’t dry quite as quickly as otters do.”


    “Yeah.” Mark looked at Arden almost apologetically. “We better wait till after dinner.”


    They settled for playing some video games instead.


    Mikey joined them at some point later. They managed to play one round of Jaw Breaker (Mikey’s newest mindless button-masher) each before Mrs. Halinen called them to dinner.


    Arden was used to his mother’s cooking, but Mark seemed blown away by it. He sat and stared at the Atlantic trout roasted with garlic and herbs, baked potatoes and a vegetable dish called Kaalikaaryleet – something he tried to pronounce several times without much success. After his fifth try, he drooped his ears comically and went in for a second helping.


    Mr. Halinen came in a few minutes later. He pecked Mrs. Halinen on the cheek and looked over at Mark. “Ah, and who have we here?” He smiled at the wolf and extended his paw.


    Arden stood up and walked over to embrace his father. “Dad, this is Mark.”


    Mark shook paws with him. “Pleasure to meet you, sir.”


    After the exchange of pleasantries, dinner continued as usual.


    Mr. Halinen spent some time talking about his day at work. As it turned out, both he and Mark’s father worked at the Orwell National Bank downtown, only in different departments. This lead to even more conversation about jobs and ended with Mr. Halinen promising to invite Mark’s entire family to dinner sometime in the next few weeks.


    Arden was enjoying himself immensely. Not only was his... friend at the dinner table with him, but he also seemed to be getting along with his family. He didn’t talk much, preferring instead to peck at his food and watch Mark.


    The wolf was chatting away with Mr. Halinen, and seemed completely at ease. His beautiful blue eyes moved from Mr. to Mrs. Halinen as he told them about school and his time on the soccer team. His melodic voice was soft and gentle...


    “Isn’t that right, Arr?”


    “Huh?” Arden realized that his dad just asked him something, but he couldn’t for the life of him remember what it was.


    “Your dad was just telling me about your coach.” Mark stifled a smile at the otter’s confusion. “Says the guy wouldn’t know talent if it came by and bit him on the nose.”


    “Oh, he’s okay.” Arden recovered quickly. He didn’t want to be caught ogling Mark; much less get caught ogling him in front of his parents.


    “Well, you’re the fastest one on the team and he still hasn’t promoted you to captain.”


    “Dad...” Arden sighed. Not this argument again. They’ve had it a million times before. Arden was perfectly happy just swimming and winning medals, but his parents wanted him to talk to Barken. Talk... to Barken – as if that was even possible – and convince him to make Arden the captain of the swim team.


    Mr. Halinen shrugged as he always did. “Just saying. Barken needs to recognize his swimmers’ talents, that’s all.”


    “Yeah, yeah.” Arden took the momentary silence to change the subject. “So, I’m almost down to nine minutes on my mile!”


    “That’s fantastic, sweetie!” Mrs. Halinen patted his paw. “We’re so proud of you!”


    Dessert was served right after dinner. Arden’s mom had baked a fresh quince pie and served it with ice cream and chocolate sprinkles. Although he refused seconds at first, Mark ended up having thirds as well.


    The boys helped clean up the table despite Mrs. Halinen’s protests and went to the living room to play a few more rounds of Jawbreaker and wait for their food to digest. Arden didn’t believe in the whole ‘wait a half hour after you eat’ thing, but his mother insisted that they wait.


    It was fun despite Mikey having a clear advantage over the other two. Having played that game almost nonstop since he got it, the otter knew every combo and special move. After the other two protested that it was unfair, he spent a couple of minutes practicing with each of them, giving them a crash course in being a “Jawbreaker Warrior” (a term that caused Mark and Arden to share a look and burst out laughing).


    After the half-hour was up, the boys changed into their bathing suits (in separate rooms, of course) and headed out to the pool, with Mikey promising to join them later. In the process of teaching Mark, he discovered some sort of new secret character he didn’t know about and he insisted on unlocking it before doing anything else.


    The Halinens’ pool was large. Not only because they were otters, but because Mr. Halinen believed in going big or not going at all. Its irregular shape made it look more like an artificial lake than a swimming pool. The lights mounted inside the floor and the waterfall that flowed down into it form the hot-tub gave the whole pool a surreal, tropical feel.


    Within a few feet of the edge, Arden broke into a sprint and dove in without the slightest splash. “Come on!” He came back up to the surface. “The water is great!”


    “Are you sure it’s not too cold?” Mark stood on the edge, carefully probing the water with his foot.


    “Positive.” Arden swam over to the side. “We keep it heated to eighty-two.”


    Looking at Mark in nothing but a skimpy bathing-suit made Arden very hard. He was grateful for the fact that the water was hiding his erection because it allowed him to admire Mark as long as he wanted to without worrying about the wolf seeing the tent he was pitching.


    “Alright, then.” Mark took a deep breath and did a running jump into the pool. He attempted to dive, but it came out as more of an awkward belly flop. After several seconds, the wolf’s head broke the surface of the water. “I’m not very good at diving either.” He carried a note of embarrassment in his voice.


    “Don’t worry, I’ve seen worse. I work summers as a lifeguard, so I see all kinds of swimmers.” He kept his hardness pressed against the pool wall to better conceal it.


    “So now that we’re in here...” Mark pushed off the wall and kicked on his back. “What do we do?”


    “Well, my brother and I usually play-fight...” Arden stopped, remembering his erection. “But we can just relax and float around. It’s been a hot day; nothing like a nice swim to cool off.”


    They swam around for a little while, paddling lazily back and forth, enjoying the cooling sensation provided by the water.


    Mikey came in about ten minutes later and joined them. With three of them in the pool, they decided on a game of Marco-Polo. The otters would have won easily, but they agreed to stick to wading rather than swimming and to keep to the shallow end of the pool.


    After a number of rounds, they realized that perhaps the odds weren’t as in their favor as they’d thought. Mark may not have been a very good swimmer, but his keen sense of smell allowed him to find the otters quickly and even identify which one he’d grabbed.


    Marco-Polo segued smoothly into a round of underwater wrestling. Once again, the brothers, who were much more adept at staying under and swimming than Mark was, took it easy on him. Arden was very careful not to let his shorts brush up against any of his opponents, fearing embarrassment in front of both Mark and Mikey. One time, he thought he felt Mark’s stiffness brush up against his leg; but the contact was so momentary that he wasn’t sure if it actually happened or if he just really, really wanted it to.


    The wrestling went on for a good hour or so. By the end of it, Mark had improved quite a bit and was actually able to hold his own against the otters.


    “Holy cow, it’s nine already!” Mikey rubbed the water droplets off his watch. “I better go finish my project or Mr. Roberts will be on me first thing tomorrow morning. And Mr. Roberts is the last person I want on me.”


    After Mikey left, Arden and Mark paddled over to the pool side.


    “Thanks for having me over.” Mark took a step towards the otter.


    “You’re welcome.” Arden did the same. “I had a ton of fun!”


    Their muzzles drew closer.


    “We should do it again, then.” Mark’s voice was just a whisper – soft and smooth. “Maybe you can come over my house next time.”


    “I’d like that.” Arden felt the wolf’s paw brush his. He could smell Mark’s musk clearly now. A pleasant warmth that started in his chest just moments ago was spreading lower and lower.


    Their muzzles were just a few inches apart, slowly drawing closer. Arden found himself lost in those beautiful blue eyes...


    

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Oh man.” Mark drew back quickly and glanced at his watch. “I should go. My mom hates it when I’m late for curfew.” The suddenness of the wolf’s reaction robbed Arden of breath. He was so close he could practically feel Mark’s muzzle touching his. When the wolf drew back to check his watch, a wave of bitter disappointment quickly swept in to replace the warm, tingling sensation he felt only moments before.


    “Yeah.” He tried desperately to fight the lump in his throat. “You should get going. I’m betting your mom’s gonna to be pretty steamed if you’re late.”


    “I’ll be okay.” The look on his face betrayed something else... nervousness? Sadness?


    “You can use the dryer in the downstairs bathroom, if you want.” Arden forced a smile.


    “No, it’s... it’s okay.” Mark climbed out of the pool and shook himself off. “No time.”


    Arden watched him dress. The playfulness and energy was gone from those bright blue eyes. It was replaced with sadness and a certain shiftiness that made it seem like the wolf was nervous about every small movement he made.


    With some difficulty, Mark managed to pull his shirt on over his still-wet fur. He took one more look at Arden. “I’ll... uh, see you later.”


    ‘Later... not tomorrow, but later.’ Arden did his best to smile through the tears that slowly welled in his eyes. He blinked them away quickly, hoping that Mark wouldn’t be able to differentiate between the tears and the pool water. “Okay.” It took all his effort to make the word come out without sobbing.


    “Thank your mom and dad again for me, would you?” Mark stuffed his shorts into his backpack. “I’m gonna sprint home to make sure I don’t get grounded.”


    With that, the wolf broke into a run, pausing only momentarily to hop the fence.


    “Bye.” Arden stood and stared at the fence, too slow to process that the wolf was already long gone.


    He lowered himself back into the pool and let the tears flow freely.


    So, this was it, then. Letting his sheath do his brain’s job, he made Mark so uncomfortable that now any chances he had at a decent friendship with the wolf were gone. He was no better than any other creep out there. No, he was worse; not only was he a slime, he was going to hell for being gay, too. He didn’t believe in that last bit, but at this point, he felt that hell would be a fitting place for him to spend eternity. Sure, he wanted to have a romantic relationship with the wolf, but would a friendship have been so bad? Mark was smart, funny, had a great taste in books and music. But more importantly than anything else, he understood; he understood Arden’s choices in life and respected them... up to this point, anyway. Now, it was all gone. They would be strangers again, shooting passing glances at each other and then moving on, each burdened with their own kind of sadness – Arden, who had come so close and lost, and Mark, who had opened himself up only to be used.


    Arden continued to swim the perimeter of the pool, trying to cry out all the tears he had left. He had to because if he went back into the house now, it would mean questions.


    Where’s Mark?


    Are you okay?


    Did you have a fight?


    Arden wasn’t sure he could speak at all, let alone deal with his mother’s curiosity.


    So, he swam on.


    When he realized that all these tears came from feeling sorry for himself, Arden only felt worse.


    ‘Why are you even crying?’ His inner voice arrived just in time to add insult to injury. ‘This is all your fault. It’s Mark that should be crying.’


    Imagining the wolf crying – those beautiful blue eyes flooded with tears, brought Arden to a new low. It was like a perfect antithesis to the bliss and pleasure of the previous night’s orgasm.


    He wasn’t sure how much time had passed when he finally finished crying. He was exhausted and wanted nothing more than to just plop down on his bed and sleep for days. There would be nightmares, but that was only to be expected.


    Arden pulled himself slowly out of the pool and headed into the house. He made a dash for the dryer, hoping that nobody would catch him to begin the interrogation... and he almost succeeded.


    “Dude, are you okay?” It was Mikey.


    “I’m fine.” Arden tried not to sound upset or angry. Either one would lead to a conversation, and he knew that he didn’t have it in him to continue lying to his brother. He stood there, still dripping, trying to keep his whole body from shaking. He wanted so badly to run over to his brother, hug him, and tell him everything... so, he did.


    Mikey listened with undivided attention. When Arden told him he was gay, he smiled. “Feels good to get it out in the open, doesn’t it?”


    This warm acceptance made Arden tear up again, not because of Mark, but because he felt like the luckiest otter in the world to have someone who listened and didn’t care if he was gay or not – someone who loved him.


    He rested in Mikey’s arms for several minutes, just crying and feeling his brother’s comforting embrace.


    “Thanks, Mikey.” He sighed, finally letting go. “Thanks for listening.”


    “We’re brothers, Arden.” Mikey smiled. “That’s part of the job.”


    Arden nodded. “Oh, and... could you not tell Mom and Dad about this? I’m not sure if I’m ready for that yet.” Coming out felt good, but he still wasn’t sure where his parents stood on the whole homosexual debate. He would have to probe things carefully before making his move... like he should have done with Mark.


    Did Mark have anybody’s shoulder to lean on now? Was he even sad or just angry? Angry that someone he’d trusted just wanted to get in his pants.


    “Hey, Arden.” Mikey must have noticed that his brother was about to start crying again. “It’ll be alright. Give it a few days. If he doesn’t find you himself, find him and try to patch things up... that is... if that’s what you want.”


    ‘Is that what I want?’ Arden knew this wasn’t the way to phrase the question. ‘Is that what Mark wants? Or does he just want to be left alone?’ He gave Mikey one more hug and went to the dryer.


    He stood in the dryer – something he thought was a telephone booth when it was first installed all those years ago – letting the waves of warm air dry his fur and relax him. He didn’t want to think about anything. Thoughts would have plenty of time to gnaw on his conscience once he fell asleep.


    Several times, the drying cycle ended. Each time, Arden would restart it and stay in for just a few more minutes. He was dry by the end of the first cycle, but the warmth and the noise seemed to temporarily distract him from thinking about what had just taken place in his pool.


    When the heat began to get uncomfortable, Arden shut off the dryer and opened the door. All the thoughts he was trying to escape came rushing back. It felt like stepping out of Rabbit’s into the ninety-degree weather outside. But this time, Mark wasn’t there to distract him from it all.


    He padded over to his bed and fell asleep almost instantly.


    Morning arrived in what felt like minutes. Arden didn’t remember what he had dreamt about, but the tear-stained pillow made things fairly obvious.


    His body protested every step of the way, but he forced himself to go to the track. Despite being exhausted and in no mood to run, Arden knew that going to the track was the absolute best thing he could do with his time. It would help him avoid his parents’ questions about Mark, help him clear his head and maybe... just maybe, Mark would actually be willing to talk to him about what had happened.


    The soccer team was already done with practice when he arrived. They were sitting on the bleachers and talking. He noticed Mark and realized that the wolf looked worse than he did.


    Mark looked like he hadn’t slept in days. His eyes were red, his ears were drooping; and whereas his teammates were chatting animatedly, he just sat there... looking up at the sky.


    Arden wanted to run up there and hug the wolf, to tell him he was sorry. He didn’t, of course. Not only would he be effectively outing Mark to all his teammates, Arden estimated that he was probably the absolute last person in the world that Mark wanted to see.


    So, he started jogging. Every time he passed by Mark, he tried to make eye contact, but the wolf just kept looking elsewhere. One time, he thought he could see the wolf looking back at him from across the field, but he realized that, much like the wolf’s erection brushing against him in the pool, it was all just a figment of his wishful imagination.


    Five laps and twenty minutes later, Arden finished his run. He left the field as quickly as he could. Much like his head injury, the overwhelming sadness of the previous day had receded into a knot in his chest – something that only bothered him if he thought about it.


    It was as if his life was set on repeat for the next few days. He would go running, try to make eye-contact with Mark, fail and go home.


    This day was no different. He went home, hardly noticing his mother ask him about his day, and replied to everything with curt, single word answers.


    The only person he really wanted to talk to was his brother.


    He found Mikey in his room, chatting with someone on the computer.


    “He completely ignored me,” Arden started without preamble.


    “Just give it time.” The otter swiveled in his chair to face him, IM conversation forgotten. “Things like that have a tendency of working themselves out if you let them.”


    “Thanks.” Hearing his brother’s encouraging reply made Arden feel a bit better. Maybe Mikey was right. Maybe he just needed time – a short while for Mark to come up and talk to him, or a much longer while to get over the hurt and move on.


    He went to his room and slumped down on the bed. He got up just moments later, feeling too restless to be lying down.


    Unable to think of anything in the house that would draw his attention for more than some fleeting moments, he decided to take a walk.


    “I’m going out to hang with some friends.” He lied openly to his mother without the slightest bit of remorse. “I’ll be back by dinner.”


    Mrs. Halinen just smiled and nodded. “Have fun, dear.”


    It was only much later that Arden realized how strange that was. His mother would normally ask him whom he was going with, whether he had his phone, money, school ID. She probably realized something was wrong, but didn’t want to press.


    After several hours of aimless wandering, Arden found himself in front of Rabbit’s. With an hour to spare before dinner, he decided to go in.


    The place was empty except for Jenny. “Hey, Arden!” She greeted him with a warm smile. “What can I get you?”


    “I’ll have a Laguna Blast.” Arden paid for the smoothie and sat down at one of the tables.


    Sometime later, Jenny returned with his smoothie. “Here you go!” She put the smoothie down on the table.


    Arden wished he could smile back, but the best he could manage was a forced grin.


    “Oh, listen.” Jenny pulled out one of the green chairs and sat down across from him. “Tell Mark I said I’m sorry.”


    “Sorry?” Arden looked up at her. “For what?”


    “Oh, didn’t you... umm... Maybe I said too much,” she stammered and started to get up.


    “Jenny!” Arden hoped that the sadness in his eyes would be enough to sway her. “Please tell me what happened to Mark.”


    It worked. Jenny sat back down and looked at Arden for several long heartbeats, trying to figure out how to proceed. “Well, Mark broke up with Katelyn. I thought you knew already since you guys seem so close.”


    “Broke up?” Arden felt that this was too, somehow, his fault.


    “Yeah. I’m not sure who dumped who, but she seemed pretty mad when I saw her.” Jenny got up from the chair. “So, anyway, if you see him, tell him I said I was sorry. It must suck to break up with someone you’ve been dating for this long, but he’ll find someone else.”


    “I... I will.” Arden also stood up. “I’ll see ya later.”


    “Bye!” Jenny cleaned up the table and returned to the counter.


    Arden knew what he had to do now. He had to go to Mark and support him as best he could. The wolf would probably be apprehensive, but he didn’t have anyone else, and his hurt was probably far greater than Arden’s. He’d dated Katelyn for a long time... maybe... maybe he even loved her.


    Arden made it to his neighborhood in record time. Then, after walking past his house and all the way down the street, he realized that he didn’t actually know where Mark lived. Short of trying every house on the street, Arden saw no way of finding the wolf.


    He tried calling him, but got sent to voice-mail – once after three rings, and once after just one.


    Feeling defeated, Arden went home.


    He barely tasted dinner, barely heard his parents talking and barely remembered going up to his room and falling asleep.


    The next day, he came to the track as usual. This time, however, he would confront the wolf, even if it meant being jeered at by the soccer team.


    To his surprise, he didn’t see Mark anywhere. Arden glanced at the clock on his cell-phone; there was still about ten minutes of practice left. Everyone else was out on the field.


    So, where was Mark?


    The wolf was probably so tired of ignoring Arden that he decided to skip practice altogether.


    His last real chance to talk to the wolf had come and gone. Now, there was nothing he could do but forget.


    Arden broke into a jog, trying to empty his mind before the tears came. About three quarters around the track, he thought he heard a sound coming from behind the bleachers. It was so faint that he didn’t give it much thought at first. On the second lap, he heard it again. This time, he decided to investigate.


    Just as he rounded the corner and peeked behind the bleachers, he saw a flash of gray disappear around the corner.


    Arden never knew he could run that fast. The pain in his feet was forgotten along with his heavy tail and the unremitting heat. He followed the gray streak all the way around the bleachers and behind the pool complex before the pain and fatigue caught up with him.


    “Wait!” He prayed the wolf could hear him. “Please, Mark!”


    The exhaustion was making him feel nauseous; everything started to spin and blur together.


    “I can’t run as fast as you.” He lost his balance and fell to the ground. “Please...” Looking up, he saw Mark standing in the shadow of the building, watching him.


    The pain and disorientation vanished again; Arden got up and walked cautiously over to the wolf.


    “I’m sorry.” Mark’s voice was nothing more than a faint whisper. Arden could feel just how difficult it was for the wolf to speak.


    “For what?” It felt strange to hear Mark say exactly what he was about to say himself.


    “For making a pass at you in the pool.” Mark pawed his eyes, trying to wipe away the tears. “I shouldn’t have presumed you were interested. It’s just... when I first saw you at the track... you were so... so beautiful. I... I kept wanting to tell you, but I could never gather up the courage. I even skipped out on practice today.” He sobbed and turned away.


    Arden felt the knot in his chest start to loosen. The pleasant, tingling warmth he never expected to feel again, returned.


    “I don’t want to be gay!” Mark stopped crying and looked up at him. “But... I can’t help it. I’ll stay away from you from now on, though. Just please, please don’t tell anybody on the team; they’d eat me alive if they found out.” He sighed and began walking past Arden in the direction of the football field.


    The otter grabbed him from behind by his shoulders and spun him around with a strength he never knew he had. “I don’t want to be gay either.” He held Mark close, drowning in the wolf’s endless blue eyes. “But if I wasn’t, I would never have fallen for you. So, in a way... I guess being gay’s a pretty good deal.” He wanted to say more, but never got the chance because their muzzles finally met.


    Their lips parted and their tongues went to work, lovingly exploring each others’ muzzles.


    Now, Arden understood; he understood why kids felt the need to stop in the middle of the hallway and try to stuff their tongues down each others’ throats – the feeling was phenomenal. It was like his orgasm from all those nights before but longer lasting, more passionate. It filled him with warmth from the tops his ears all the way down to the tip of his rudder, forcing out all the fatigue, sadness and self-doubt.


    He wrapped his arms around the wolf and held on, praying that time would somehow stop so he could be stuck in this moment for eternity.


    “Wow!” Mark gasped once their kiss had ended. “So this is what all the fuss is about. I guess I’ve been doing it wrong all these years.”


    “Or with the wrong person.” Arden grinned, giving the wolf’s nose an affectionate lick.


    They stood with their arms wrapped around each other for a long time, sharing another magical kiss in the process.


    “Thank you.” Arden took Mark’s paw in his.


    “For what?” Mark tilted his muzzle quizzically.


    “For not running away.”
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    Chapter Four


    The boys walked home in silence. It wasn’t because either of them felt awkward but because they were both afraid to let words ruin such a beautiful moment. Every once in a while, they would glance at one another and smile. Gone were the awkward, furtive glances of the past; they were replaced by a loving, open gaze through which the boys communicated their affection without a need for words.


    As they approached Arden’s house, the otter grabbed Mark’s paw and pulled him into a space between a series of tall hedges that separated the front yards his and his neighbor’s house. The wolf was slightly surprised at first, but when Arden wrapped his arms around his waist and kissed him deeply, he was more than happy to return the gesture.


    After they finished kissing, Mark examined their location. “Well, this is convenient. How’d you find out about this place?”


    “Oh, I’ve known about it back from when Mikey and I used to play hide-and-seek together.” Arden recalled all the times he’d hidden there, not even imagining that he’d be in these same bushes, years later, making out with a beautiful, young wolf.


    “So, I was thinking,” Mark trailed his claws lazily through the fur on Arden’s back, making the otter’s knees weak. “Since you invited me to dinner, would you maybe wanna come to my house for a sleepover?”


    Arden’s erection had started to go down by that point; the mention of a sleepover brought it back to full hardness. “Do you even have to ask?” He slid his paws slowly into Mark’s shorts and was rewarded with the warm, throbbing of the wolf’s fully-erect member.


    He slid his pawpads down further, stopping when he felt a bulge at the base of the shaft. ‘Must be a canid thing.’ He gave the bulge a small squeeze.


    Mark moaned softly and closed his eyes. “Wow.”


    The wolf’s delectation made Arden even more excited. He began to stroke faster, feeling the bulge grow with each nervous stroke.


    Mark moaned even louder. Fearing that someone might hear them, Arden slowed his paw down and continued with gentler, more measured strokes.


    The tip of Mark’s maleness was leaking fluid quite a bit now – to the point where Arden had to stop and wipe the excess off on the grass before continuing.


    Mark’s panting got louder. He pulled Arden close and they kissed. The kiss seemed to be the final piece of the puzzle; the wolf groaned into the otter’s mouth and climaxed all over them both.


    Arden felt like he was sharing the wolf’s climax. So strong was the sensation that he almost came himself.


    “Wow! Just... wow!” Mark pulled Arden into a tight, sticky hug and nibbled on the otter’s neck fur. “After something like this, using my own paw will just feel a bit substandard.”


    “Oh, I don’t know...” Arden reached his sticky paw into his own pants to tease his hardness.


    “Why don’t you let me take care of that?” Mark removed Arden’s paw from his shorts and licked it clean. His other paw, meanwhile, found its way down into the otter’s shorts. “Ooh! Otters don’t have a knot, do they?” He explored Arden’s maleness with his paw.


    “Oh, is that what that bulge was?” It was increasingly difficult not to moan in mid-sentence.


    “Yes.” Mark nuzzled his ears. “And for someone without one, you sure knew how to use it.” He teased Arden’s tip with his claw, igniting that familiar electric current in an unfamiliar, spine-tingling way.


    Arden wasn’t sure if he could handle these new sensations outside the privacy of his bedroom, but the rest of his body completely ignored him.


    “Good so far?” Mark sped up his strokes ever so slightly.


    Arden wanted to say ‘yes,’ but all that escaped his throat was another moan.


    “Just making sure.” Mark smiled. “It’s my first time with... you know... another guy.”


    Arden chose not to reply this time, knowing that his retort would be unintelligible at best. Instead, he just moved his paws up and down the wolf’s well-built, creamy chest. He wanted to remember this moment for as long as he could – the pleasure, the warmth, the feel of Mark’s paw on his member. It was like everything he wanted from life was happening at the same time.


    It only took another minute before Arden braced himself against the wolf’s shoulders, groaned and climaxed all over the place. The orgasm went on for what seemed like an eternity, making Arden shudder as every nerve in his body fired off at once.


    When it was over, they shared another (very) sticky embrace and a kiss.


    Arden was reluctant to leave the place that has come to mean so much to him over the past so many minutes, but he knew it was time.


    They both needed to clean up before seeing their parents. Arden’s mom probably wouldn’t even notice (otters didn’t have a very sharp sense of smell), but Mark’s mom would.


    They shared one more kiss, and Mark sprinted off towards his house, hoping to get back and clean up before his mom got home. He promised to call Arden after dinner to let him know how things went.


    After the wolf disappeared from view, Arden turned around and made his way through the bushes. ‘Hm, if I remember things correctly, this should lead me straight to the back yard and the...’ He didn’t get to finish his thought, because at that moment he did emerge in the back yard... to find his mom and brother sitting in the lounge chairs by the pool.


    “Uhm... Arden, dear...” His mom looked up from a book she was reading. “We do have a front door, you know.”


    “Aaa... I know, Mom.” Arden quickly threw his backpack in front of his sticky (now, rapidly hardening) stomach fur. “I just, I just thought I’d see if the old passage Mikey and I made through the hedges was still there.”


    Mrs. Halinen cocked an eyebrow. “Okay, then.”


    Mikey was shaking with silent laughter behind her.


    “Well... lunch is in the microwave. Oh, and Arden...” She looked up from her book again as he made his way to the patio door. “I know you haven’t been in the best of moods these past few days. If you want to talk about it, let me know.”


    “I’m okay, Mom.” For the first time in these past few days, he wasn’t lying about it. “Things just kinda worked themselves out.”


    He smiled at Mikey, and his brother smiled back and gave him a thumbs up.


    Arden made his way upstairs quickly and took a long shower. He didn’t want to lose Mark’s musky scent, but he knew that it would lead to questions – questions that he just wasn’t ready for. When the time came, he would share his love for Mark with the world; but for now, he wanted to keep the wolf for himself.


    Thinking about Mark and smelling the last traces of his scent got Arden excited again. Despite his body’s protests, he decided to wait until his next meeting with Mark.


    He got out of the shower, dried off and went to eat lunch.


    The Lohikeitto (salmon soup) tasted amazing. Arden realized that this was the first time in days that he actually paid attention to what he was eating. He had no worries, no regrets, nothing on his mind but Mark’s smile... and soup.


    After lunch, Arden headed upstairs to check his email – something he hadn’t done in weeks. Just as he was logging in, he heard the unmistakable click of the mail slot cover. He shut off the computer monitor and rushed downstairs.


    His mom was already there, picking through the letters. “Wow, you’re today’s lucky winner!” She tossed him a large stack of letters. “These are all for you.”


    Arden caught them and pawed through the envelopes, glancing briefly at the headings.


    Credit card applications (he wasn’t even eighteen yet, and they were already coming after his money), a brochure from Carnegie Tech, another one from Teason and one from Lakeforest.


    He tossed them idly aside and focused his attention on the big envelope that remained in his paws. Arden already knew what it was going to be, but that didn’t diminish his excitement one bit. He tore the brown paper to reveal a copy of The Rogue Crew, the newest Redwall book he had preordered some weeks ago.


    College and credit cards forgotten, he headed upstairs to his room and began reading.


    About four hours later, his brother came in to tell him that dinner was ready.


    With a great deal of reluctance, Arden put down the book and followed him out the door.


    “Good book so far?” Mikey asked as they descended the stairs.


    Arden stood on tip-paw and threw his arm around Mikey. “Oh, you wouldn’t believe it! Not only is it amazing, it’s about otters, too!”


    “I’ll have to read it sometime, then.” Mikey smiled. “And I guess that other thing turned out to be pretty amazing as well, huh?”


    “Let’s just say that this book would have to start granting me wishes or something before it’s even a contest.” Arden smiled back.


    “I’m glad.” Mikey stopped on the last step and gave his brother a warm hug.


    Dinner was a lively affair. The events of the day made Arden chatty and open. He talked to his parents about how close he was to making the cut for running and about how excited he was for school to start.


    Both Mr. and Mrs. Halinen seemed very relieved that whatever was bothering their son was now in the past.


    “So, I was thinking that this weekend we should take the boat for a spin.” Mr. Halinen had bought a boat on Lake Cavenrich at the beginning of August and has been planning to take the family for a ride ever since.


    “Awesome!” Mikey jumped out of his seat and came dangerously close to knocking over the entire table. “Can we rent wake-boards?”


    “Sure!” Mr. Halinen beamed, clearly happy that someone else shared his enthusiasm.


    That was all Mikey needed to hear. He grabbed his plate, fork and cup with one swift motion, tossed them into the dishwasher and bounded up the stairs to his room.


    “What about you, Son?” Mr. Halinen turned to Arden. “You don’t seem too excited.”


    “Oh, I am.” He loved boating, but something... “Can Mark come?” He realized the one thing that would be missing from the trip.


    Mr. Halinen shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Just make sure his parents are okay with it.”


    “I will.” Arden bounded up the stairs with enough energy to top even his brother.


    Once in his room, he picked up the phone and dialed excitedly.


    After three rings, a strange female voice answered. “Who is this?”


    “It’s... err... Arden.” It was probably Mark’s mom. “Is Mark there?”


    “He is.” Mrs. Heeley’s voice was cool and measured. “But he cannot come to the phone right now.”


    “Why not?” Arden slapped a paw to his forehead, realizing, perhaps too late, that his answer might have sounded a bit rude.


    “Because...” Mrs. Heeley’s tone grew a bit more impatient. “Mark is grounded. He decided to skip soccer practice today and God only knows what he was doing during that time.”


    “He was with me!” Arden said quickly. “I got... sick and Mark helped walk me to the bathroom and stayed with me until I felt better,” he added, hoping that Mark hadn’t already made up an excuse.


    “So, he was helping a friend?” Mrs. Heeley sounded a little more relaxed. “Well I guess I won’t be as harsh on him, then. He will only stay grounded until Monday.”


    “Glad I could help clear things up.” Arden restrained a sigh of relief.


    “As am I.” Mrs. Heeley’s tone was definitely softer now. “Oh, did you want to speak to him, dear?”


    “Yes please!” Arden tried not to sound too excited.


    “Just give me a minute to find him.” Mrs. Heeley placed him on hold.


    Arden breathed a sigh of relief. He was happy that the wolf had decided to take a path similar to the one he usually took himself – lie, but keep as close to the truth as possible. He lay on his bed, eagerly anticipating to hear the wolf’s melodic voice.


    “Hey!” Mark was clearly just as excited as the otter. “Thanks for... well, whatever you said to my mom. She told me I was only grounded ‘til Monday now, and I get to keep my cell phone!”


    “Oh, I just told her that I got sick and you were making sure I was okay... so make sure to stick to that story if she asks.”


    “Well, I guess to some extent you were sick,” Mark said. “... Lovesick. Err... sorry. That was really corny.”


    “I liked it!” He didn’t care how corny the line was; all that mattered was the pleasant warmth that came with just hearing the wolf’s voice. “Besides, ‘sick’ is a great metaphor for how I felt the past few days.”


    “You and me both.” Mark sighed. “So, listen. I think I’ll play it safe and wait ‘til Monday, but I will ask my mom about having you sleep over. You still want to... right?”


    “Mark...” He found the wolf’s lack of confidence incredibly cute. “I have feelings for you that I’m only now beginning to understand. I would fight for every minute I get to spend with you... so yes, I do still want to.” He waited for a response. “Mark?” The silence lasted so long, he thought the call got dropped.


    “I... I’m sorry.” The wolf’s voice sounded weak and shaken. “It’s just that... well... when I was grounded today, the only concern I really had was not being able to see you for a whole week. I scolded myself for getting attached so quickly, and it’s just the most amazing feeling in the world to know that you feel the same about me.”


    It was Arden’s turn to choke up. “I love boating.” He continued quickly, knowing that his response must have sounded very odd. “Whenever Dad decides to go, I forget about everything else and run upstairs to pack. When he asked me this time, I wasn’t sure if I’d want to go, since that meant I wouldn’t get to see you for those few days. I was actually going to ask if you wanted to come... but I guess that’s out of the question now that you’re grounded.”


    “Yeah.”


    Arden could practically feel the wolf’s tail and ears drooping. “But it’s only for the weekend, so it’s not all bad. We’ll have the rest of next week to hang out.”


    “I guess.” The last sentence made him think for the first time about school and what it would mean for their relationship.


    The boys talked for another hour after this. Arden mentioning that he had received the new Redwall book, prompted an instant discussion. Mark wasn’t going to get a chance to read it until Monday, so Arden was sure not to give away any spoilers.


    “Well, I have to go pack.” Arden got out of bed rather reluctantly. He wished he could just talk with Mark for the rest of the night and into the morning, but realized that he needed his sleep (he hated sleeping in the car). “I’ll call you when we get back on Sunday. Actually, it might be a little late... so maybe I should wait-”


    “Not a chance!” Mark cut in. “I’ll stay up all night if I have to!”


    “I’ll talk to you Sunday, then.” Arden couldn’t help but chuckle at the wolf’s enthusiasm. He said goodbye, hung up the phone and started packing.


    Having long since grown tired of forgetting things, he had written a series of lists for himself that he kept on the computer. There was a list for everything: school, skiing, swim meets, boating, camping, relative’s house, et cetera.


    He went over to the computer and switched the monitor on. The screen blinked to life, showing his email account. Remembering his original intent from that afternoon, Arden logged in and scrolled through his emails. There were a couple from his best friend, Sam. Seeing them made Arden realize guiltily that he hadn’t spoken to him in over a month. He wrote himself a reminder to call the otter as soon as he got back from his trip – after Mark, of course.


    The rest of the emails were fairly mundane: colleges, scholarships, lotteries, Viagra advertisements.


    Seeing that there was nothing else of importance, Arden minimized the window and went on to check his packing list.


    After packing everything he needed and double-checking it, he decided to go talk to Mikey.


    The otter was in his room. He wasn’t as astute as Arden in the matters of organization and did not have a packing list. His dresser, closet and the drawers underneath his bed were all open, their contents piled arbitrarily all over the floor.


    “Need help?” Arden knocked on the door-frame to announce himself.


    “No, no. I... yes.” Mikey folded his short ears. “I’m completely lost right now.”


    Arden went back to his room and printed a copy of his packing list.


    With a few modifications, it proved useful to Mikey as well. Within the space of the hour, the brothers packed Mikey’s stuff and cleaned up the room.


    “Thanks, Bro.” Mikey put the last of his shirts back into the closet.


    Arden chuckled. “After what you did for me these past few days, this was the least I could do.”


    They shared a warm hug and headed downstairs, having decided that they both deserve a break.


    They made peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and headed over to the living room.


    “We never finished playing co-op mode in this, did we?” Mikey fired up Rebel Command on his PS3. “I completely forgot about it ‘til this morning when I read that the sequel was coming out in November.”


    “That’s right, we didn’t!” Arden remembered, with some guilt, that he abandoned their nightly gaming tradition in favor of reading the newest Redwall book.


    It was tough to get back into the flow of the game – especially since they had to pick up from where they left off and the enemies at that stage were intended for more skilled players.


    With Mikey’s constant help (“Just like the good old days, huh? I keep having to save your ass.”) they managed to make some good progress.


    They stopped when their mom marched groggily down the stairs.


    “Do you guys know what time it is?!” She yawned and blinked to get used to the bright light in the living room. “You better get to bed this instant, or you’re not going anywhere tomorrow!”


    Knowing that their mother was deadly serious, Arden and Mikey switched off the game and went to bed.


    Arden lay awake for a little while longer, thinking about (of course) Mark. Would the wolf still like him after having some time to himself to think about things? Would he still like the wolf?


    Arden decided that these questions were stupid. Of course they would still have feelings for each other.


    With that comforting thought, he fell asleep.


    Had he gone to check his email again after his game with Mikey, he would have noticed a new email in his inbox. But the auto-shut down settings went into effect at that moment and the computer went to sleep too.


    

  


  
    Chapter Five


    It seemed like only moments later that Arden’s mom shook him awake. “We’re gonna play Rebel Command ‘til four in the morning!” Her voice was mocking and high-pitched. She completely ignored Arden’s attempts at falling back asleep. “It’s a good thing I came downstairs, too; otherwise, you’d still be playing.”


    She grabbed his blankets and pulled them off, making Arden jerk awake to try and hide his morning wood.


    Fortunately, Mrs. Halinen was already out of his room and across the hall. “Miiiikey! Wake up, sleepyhead!”


    Seeing that his mother was not going to relent, Arden got out of bed and headed to the bathroom.


    He did everything on autopilot, much like had done when he had to wake up for practice at 4 am during the school year.


    ‘At least I don’t have to groom my fur.’ He brushed his thick fur with his claws and yawned.


    This, of course, brought along thoughts of Mark.


    ‘It’s only for two days.’ Arden smiled at the thought of sleeping over with the wolf. He took one last look in the mirror and headed out of the bathroom.


    “Took you long enough!” Mikey was standing in the doorway, swaying groggily from side to side; mornings were not his thing. Just the fact that he was upright and talking surprised Arden.


    “The throne room is all yours, Your Majesty!” Arden made an exaggerated leg and gestured to the toilet.


    “Yeah.” Mikey grumbled something under his breath and walked into the bathroom.


    Arden chuckled at his brother’s comical anger, knowing that mornings were yet another reason why Mikey never got into swimming.


    He went back to his room, grabbed his bags and brought them downstairs.


    Mrs. Halinen was already there, making breakfast.


    “Turkey sausage and eggs,” she announced when she saw Arden. “No time for anything fancy; your father wants to leave in a half-hour to beat the weekend traffic.”


    “Okay.” Arden piled some food onto his plate and sat down at the kitchen table.


    He was just finishing his food when Mikey walked in. He looked a bit more presentable, but no less grouchy.


    “Sausage and eggs.” Mrs. Halinen motioned to the skillet.


    “Cereal.” Mikey opened the cupboard and pulled out a bright red box of Sugar Bites. He poured himself a bowl and rummaged around in the refrigerator for milk.


    “Honey, you can’t just eat cereal all the time.” She knew full-well that she was not going to win this argument, but she tried anyway. “Especially those Sugar Bites! They’re nothing but sugar and calories.”


    “Just what every growing boy needs!” Mikey took a bite, chewing demonstratively; his sense of humor was slowly starting to awaken.


    “Ah, good! Everyone’s here!” Mr. Halinen walked in from the garage. He was dressed in his captain’s uniform, a gag gift the family got him for Christmas that he took all too seriously. “Here’s the drill. We leave as soon as possible, get on I-86, arrive at the lake, rent wake-boards, gas up the boat and have a ton of fun!”


    “Sounds wonderful, dear!” Mrs. Halinen pecked him on the cheek.


    “Mikey...” Mr. Halinen turned towards the otter, but the look Mikey gave him made him rethink whatever he was going to say. “... you just keep on eating. Arden, help me get all the bags into the car.”


    “Okay, Dad.” Arden got up and put his plate into the dishwasher.


    He followed his dad into the garage, where the Tuareg stood, trunk open, waiting to be loaded.


    As they were stuffing the last of the bags into the trunk, Mikey and Mrs. Halinen joined them.


    After numerous final checks and making sure everyone had gone to the bathroom before leaving, Mr. Halinen started the car and they were off.


    The drive was quiet for the most part – the silence being broken only by Mikey complaining that he was bored. Mr. Halinen agreed with him and suggested they all sing show-tunes together to relieve the boredom. Upon hearing that, Mikey promptly put on his headphones and fell asleep.


    Arden couldn’t for the life of him understand how people slept in cars. He needed a flat surface, a nice pillow and a blanket to even consider sleeping; instead, he switched on his iPod and spent his time staring out the window.


    He was beginning to miss Mark already, but the more logical part of his brain realized that this was probably a good reprieve. It would give him some time to figure out what he was really feeling. Was it love? Or was he just a teenage boy who didn’t know any better?


    He was fairly sure it was the former, but was reminded of the time he read Romeo and Juliette in English class. Their teacher, Mr. Barry, told them that the cause of all of Romeo and Juliette’s problems stemmed from their overactive hormones.


    “Even if they were in love, wouldn’t it have been smarter to wait than to fake your own death and then commit suicide?”


    Back then, Arden heartily agreed with that statement; but now, he wasn’t sure. He began thinking of just how far he would go to preserve his relationship with Mark.


    ‘As far as I have to,’ he said to himself.


    ‘Oh really?’ His inner voice challenged him again. ‘Just like you were willing to go as far as you had to, to become captain of the swim team?’


    Arden thought about that. He decided that there really was no way of knowing how much he would be willing to do until the time came to prove it.


    He spent the rest of the ride looking forward to the conversation he would have with Mark... and the sleepover.


    They made good time and arrived at the lake just after eight o’clock.


    Mr. Halinen left them to unpack the stuff and bring it to the boat while he went over to the beach shop to rent wake-boards.


    Arden was the first one on the boat. It was a large, twin motor craft, sleek and quick (or so his father said). He placed the key into the cabin-door lock, but found to his amazement that it was already unlocked. Thinking that his dad had probably decided to take a detour on the way to the Wave Shop, he opened the door and went inside.


    “How about those wake-boards, Dad?” He turned on the lights and nearly dropped the bag he was carrying.


    Instead of his dad, Sam sat perched on the top bunk, playing his GameCub. “Yes, how about them?” He jumped down from where he was sitting.


    “Sam?” Arden was still processing what he was seeing.


    “Do I look that much like your dad?” Sam walked over to Arden.


    “Oh, I think you two look somewhat alike.” Arden rubbed a his paw over his chin, pretending to study the otter.


    “I missed your sense of humor!” Sam pulled his friend into a warm embrace.


    “So, how’d you get here?” Arden gladly returned the hug. He missed his best friend too, but he was interested in having a couple of questions answered first.


    “Your dad invited me. Asked my dad to drive me over.” Sam pulled back and beamed at Arden. “Said you were in a funk and he wanted to surprise you.”


    “Well, I’m sure glad he did!” Arden parted the embrace, put his bag away and plopped down on one of the beds. He felt guilty about not spending any time with Sam, and this weekend would be a perfect opportunity to fix that.


    “So...” Sam sat down next to him. “What have you been up to all this time?”


    Arden told him about getting ready for the fitness test and about how he met Mark. He decided to leave out the “sticky” details for now, promising Sam that they’d talk more about it when they got some privacy. He resolved that by the end of the trip, he would tell his friend about his sexuality and his relationship with the wolf.


    “Hey, Sam!” Mikey bounded in, followed by his parents.


    “Hello, dear!” Mrs. Halinen walked over to Sam and the two embraced.


    “We got the boards, Ar!” Mikey was practically vibrating with excitement. “They’re so sweet! Marrek Novas! I think they’re brand new, too!”


    “Good stuff!” Arden ran out to the deck to see the boards for himself; Mikey’s excitement was becoming contagious.


    The boys spent all day riding the wake of Mr. Halinen’s new boat.


    Arden was clearly the one with the most experience, but Mikey’s excitement served to balance out his lack of skill.


    Once it got dark, and a patrol-otter told the boys they weren’t allowed to ride anymore, they put away their gear and took the boat back to port. After securing the boat and making sure all the doors and hatches were bolted down and locked, everyone piled into the Tuareg and headed to Little Joe’s.


    The place was crammed full of tourists and other boaters out for a late dinner.


    They were waiting in line for a free table when Arden pulled Sam aside. “Remember how I said I’d finish my story later?” He ignored the otter’s questioning look. “Well now’s a pretty good ‘later.’ Let’s go outside.”


    Mrs. Halinen watched them go. “Where are you going, hon?”


    “I need to talk to Sam in private.” Arden smiled disarmingly. “We’ll be quick. Just have Mikey text me when our table is ready.”


    They left the restaurant and headed out to the parking lot.


    “Okay.” Sam leaned back against one of the cars. “I’m all ears.”


    Arden told him the rest of the story. About the incident in the pool and the teary but joyous confession some three days later.


    Sam listened attentively the whole time and smiled when Arden told him that he was gay.


    “You know... I always suspected it.” He winked. “I mean, you never... ever showed me your collection of porn mags. I was beginning to get offended, but now I finally understand why.”


    “So... we’re cool, then?” Arden could feel palpable relief at the fact that his best friend had taken the news so well.


    “Like a bucket of ice water.” Sam embraced him.


    Arden headed back to the restaurant in even higher spirits than before.


    By the time the boys came in, the rest of the family was already seated in one of the booths.


    Mikey had his cell phone out and was typing a text message. He stopped when he saw the boys walk in and waved to them. “I ordered your drinks.” He gave each of them a coaster. “Iced tea for you and a Coke for Sam.”


    “Sweet, thanks.” Arden opened the menu and began studying it. Like many lake-side restaurants, this one mostly served fish.


    He decided to go with the trout while Mikey and Sam got fish-fingers.


    The meal was simple but delicious. Arden ate slowly, watching everyone else. He was happy that for the second time that week things had turned out okay.


    They stayed the night at a Holiday Inn down the road from the lake. This time, all three boys were asleep long before Mr. and Mrs. Halinen.


    Early the next morning, the whole family was already out on the lake, intending to enjoy their last day to its fullest extent. Unfortunately, they couldn’t stay too long because the boards needed to be returned to the shop before five.


    After returning the boards and re-packing the car, they took one more look at Lake Cavenrich and headed home.


    Mr. Halinen dropped Sam off first. Arden promised him that he’d keep in touch, fully intending to keep that promise this time around.


    It also reminded him that he’d get to talk to Mark tonight.


    As soon as they pulled into the driveway, Arden sprang out of the car and bolted to his room.


    “I’ll get my stuff out of the car later!” He bounded up the stairs.


    Once he was in the privacy of his room, Arden flipped open his phone and dialed Mark.


    The wolf picked up after just two rings and their conversation began.


    Arden told him about the trip to the lake, about Sam coming along and about finally coming out to his best friend.


    “Wow, you’re brave.” Mark didn’t sound nearly as thrilled as Arden had thought he’d be. “I don’t know if I’ll ever come out to my friends. I think they’d tear me to pieces if I did.”


    “You come out when you’re ready.” The last thing he wanted was to push Mark – especially after seeing how insecure the wolf was about himself.


    “Thanks.” Mark sighed. “Besides, I came out to you... and that’s all that really matters to me.”


    “And I’m glad you did.” Arden lay down on the bed and looked up at the ceiling.


    They talked some more about each others’ friends and what school would be like now that they were together. Neither of the boys was sure about the latter. They danced around the subject for a while and decided to cross that bridge when they got to it. The conversation ended on a lighter note with Mark telling Arden that his mom agreed to the boys having a sleepover.


    “How about Tuesday?” He clearly wanted to say Monday, but decided to give Arden some time to talk it over with his parents.


    “Sounds great!” Arden got up from his bed. “I’ll double-check with my parents and let you know tomorrow. Actually... hold on. I have to check my schedule, my grandmother’s birthday is either this Tuesday or next.”


    He placed Mark on hold and went over to his computer. As it booted up, his MailAlert widget popped up, telling him he had one unread message. ‘This will only take a second.’ Arden opened his email account.


    The address was unfamiliar: sweetprincess@furmail.com; there was no subject.


    Arden opened it up, and began reading.


    Hi Arden,


    You may not know me, but I know you. I don’t know who you think you are, but you are NOT going to steal my boyfriend from me, you filthy queer!


    But I digress... I’ve got some pictures that I think you’d LOVE to see.


    Why don’t you call me (883)456-3500... and don’t worry, I go to sleep pretty late.


    -Katelyn


    Arden froze. His throat went dry and his heartbeat escalated. He no longer felt warmth or happiness; just cold, paralyzing panic. He sat there, not daring to move. It felt like any minute now, Katelyn would walk through his front door and tell his parents everything. She had pictures, too. ‘How could I have been so stupid?!’ He kicked himself mentally for being so thoughtless. ‘We were making out in the middle of the school campus. Anyone with eyes could have seen us!’


    His cell phone beeped twice, reminding him that Mark was still on the line.


    “Whew!” Mark breathed a sigh of relief when Arden answered the phone again. “I thought you hung up or forgot about me.”


    “I... I’ll call you back.” The fear in his voice was almost palpable. “Need... need to do something first.”


    “O...kay.” Mark was clearly confused, but he didn’t pry for answers.


    “Thanks.” Arden hung up before the wolf could respond.


    He sat back in his computer chair, trying to figure out his next course of action. If he just ignored Katelyn, she was liable to show up when he was least expecting her and out him... to his parents, to his classmates... teachers.


    No. He had to take care of this before it spread.


    Paws still shaky from the shock, he dialed the number. Katelyn picked up after four rings.


    “Who is this?” Her voice sounded pleasant and cheery.


    “Arden. You said to call.”


    “Ah yes!” A nasty edge crept into her voice. “I’m so glad you got back to me. I thought I’d never hear from you.”


    “Just leave us alone.” Arden did his best to keep his voice level. “Please.”


    “Well, you do have manners, I’ll give you that.”


    Arden could feel just how much she was enjoying herself.


    “But no; I think I won’t.”


    “What do you want?” Arden knew full-well what the answer was going to be.


    “I want what’s mine,” Katelyn hissed. “You took my boyfriend from me and I want him back.”


    “Why? He never loved you anyway!” He knew he was playing with fire, but he didn’t care.


    “Love? Hahahaha!” Her laugh reminded him of the Wicked Witch in the Wizard of OZ – high-pitched and nauseating. “Do you really think I care if he loved me? Oh, you poor simpleton, let me explain. Mark is the captain of the soccer team and one of the hottest guys in the school. Whoever he dates gets an instant boost in status. Not to mention the fact that if I take him to prom, I’ll be prom queen, so who gives a damn about love?!”


    Arden let some time pass before replying. The fear and shock faded away; anger was all that remained. He was squeezing the phone so tight that it threatened to snap at any moment. She just wanted to use him. She didn’t care for the wolf, not even when she thought he was straight. Mark was never anything more to her than an accessory – something you carried around to show how cool you were.


    Thinking all this made him wish he could reach through the phone and strangle Katelyn.


    “Anyway,” Katelyn continued after no doubt pausing for effect. “Once I show these pictures to your parents, they won’t let you within a mile of Mark. And I’m sure that they’ll tell his parents to stay away from their faggot son. Wouldn’t want anyone else’s children getting ruined, do we?” She spoke about him like he was a defective toy of some sort. “You know... on second thought, maybe I won’t out you,” Katelyn said after a slight pause. “You can actually make getting back together with Mark very easy for me. Here’s what you’re going to do... call him up... and dump him. Tell him whatever you have to. And once you dumped him... and I’ll know if you’re lying... I’ll erase those pictures, and no harm done. And, whatever you do, don’t tell Mark about our little chat. Got everything? Good. You have until five o’clock tomorrow. I’ll trust you to do what’s right. Tootles!” She hung up before Arden could reply.


    He let the phone drop from his paw. So this was it – the moment that he thought would never come, the time to test just how far he would go to stay with Mark. If he didn’t dump Mark, he could lose everything – his family, his house, any chance he had of going to a decent college... but if he did... he would lose the one person who made things so clear for him; the one person who helped him understand who he really was; the person he loved.


    He spent a few minutes thinking things over and then picked up his phone. His paws didn’t shake as he dialed the familiar number.


    Mark picked up after just one ring. “Arden... Arden, is everything okay?”


    “Mark...”


    I’ll trust you to do what’s right.


    “I...”


    Who gives a damn about love?!


    “I love you.”


    “I love you, too.” Mark’s voice was shaky, on the edge of tears.


    “I have to do something... But first... tell me you trust me.”


    “Arden...”


    “Tell me you trust me!” Arden repeated, tears welling up in his eyes.


    “I trust you.” Mark’s voice fell to a whisper. “And I love you.”


    “I’ll call you when it’s over. I might be sleeping over your house sooner than expected. Wish me luck.”


    Before Mark had a chance to say another word, Arden snapped his phone shut.


    He took a deep breath, held it and exhaled.


    He knew what he had to do.


    With this resolve in his mind, he headed downstairs.


    

  


  
    Chapter Six


    Arden expected his paws to feel heavy, but they were lighter than ever. He expected to turn around at least once to rethink his decision, but he kept marching forward. He walked slowly and leisurely; there was no reason to hurry.


    He found his parents sitting in the living room, reading.
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    “Don’t forget to take your bag out of the car, honey.” Mrs. Halinen looked up from her book as he walked into the room.


    Even meeting her gaze served nothing to diminish Arden’s resolve.


    “Mom, Dad.” He paused long enough for them to put their books down and look at him. “I’m gay.”


    That was it. No preamble, no stammering, no lengthy speeches. ‘I’m gay.’ Two words that would decide the rest of his life.


    Mrs. Halinen sighed and put her book down. Arden watched her leave the room.


    He sighed. ‘So begins.’


    His mom would leave the room and spend the next several hours in tears while his dad screamed at him and told him to get out of his house. He was about to take out his cell phone and call Mark when he realized that while his mom did leave the room, the tears and his father’s yelling were conspicuously absent.


    Arden stood there entirely dumbfounded, trying to decide what to do. His resolve began to melt away, exposing a fresh layer of panic.


    What if his mother went to call the police... or the church... or...


    His thoughts were interrupted by Mrs. Halinen walking back into the room. She was clutching something in her left paw. Money?


    ‘My last allowance.’ Arden extended his paw.


    Fear turned to confusion when Mrs. Halinen walked straight by him. “Here.” She tossed the twenty dollar bill at his father. “Happy now?”


    “Not yet.” Mr. Halinen graced her with a self-satisfied smirk.


    “You were right and I was wrong.” She sighed. “Honestly, Engvard, you’re being such a cub right now.”


    “Well, that’s what you get for assuming things.” Mr. Halinen pocketed the money and sat back down.


    “Huh?” Arden spoke up for the first time since his confession. Not a very eloquent line but pretty good considering his current state of confusion.


    “Oh, don’t worry, Son.” Mr. Halinen winked. “Your mom will get over it.”


    “But I’m gay.” Maybe they just didn’t hear him.


    “Oh, we know.” His mother smiled.


    “Yes, we both know now.” Mr. Halinen smiled even broader and nudged his wife. “Used to be just me, though. Your mother’s a little slow to catch on sometimes; you know how she is. But hey; now, I’m twenty dollars closer to a new pair of skis!”


    Mrs. Halinen rolled her eyes and chuckled.


    “So, it’s okay?” Arden was beginning to smile too. He knew for certain he was either hallucinating or dreaming. Either way, this daze would lift, and he would find himself in his room again, no closer to his goal.


    “Son, we love you.” Mr. Halinen got up from the couch and walked over to him. “We loved you when you were Arden the fire-otter, who decided to put out the fire in my bookcase with the garden hose, and we will always love you.”


    “Yes.” Mrs. Halinen walked over and pulled both of them into a big hug. “We’re only sorry that society has made it so hard for you to tell us that.”


    “Speaking of which,” Mr. Halinen raised an eyebrow, “whatever made you decide to tell us now?”


    Arden told them about his feelings for Mark and his talk with Katelyn.


    “That’s wonderful, dear!” Mrs. Halinen beamed. “He is a very nice young wolf. Just be safe, okay?”


    “And as far as Katelyn goes...” Mr. Halinen’s smile turned a little more mischievous. “I’ve got an idea. Call her and tell her you couldn’t do it. Say something like ‘I didn’t have it in my heart to dump Mark.’... or whatever you need to say to make sure she pays us a visit.”


    “I will!” Arden pulled his phone out of his pocket. Somewhere between that and dialing Katelyn’s number, it hit him: he told his parents that he was gay... and they accepted him. The obstacle he feared so much was now overcome. He needed to call Mark, he needed to tell the wolf that they were another step closer to being accepted... but first...


    “Oh, hi, Arden!” Katelyn’s nasty voice cooed, but it could do nothing to puncture his bubble of happiness.


    He tried his best to sound sad and distraught. “I couldn’t do it.” That was the truth. When he last talked to Mark, he contemplated it, but the thought of not being with the wolf drove the idea from him with a force that made his head spin.


    “Hm, suit yourself.” Katelyn sighed dramatically. “And there I was, trying to help you. Oh well; I guess we’ll just do it the hard way. I’ll be seeing you in a bit, sunshine.”


    This time, it was Arden who hung up first. “Yes, you will.” He flipped his phone closed and smiled.


    “Did she buy it?” Mr. Halinen was bouncing eagerly on the balls of his feet.


    “I think so.” Arden couldn’t help but be amused at his father’s giddiness. “She said she’ll ‘be seeing me in a bit.’”


    “Ooh, this is gonna be fun!” Mr. Halinen rubbed his paws together. “I’ll let you know when she comes over. I think you have at least two more phone calls to make.”


    “Oh, that’s right!” The thought of Mark waiting for his call made him twinge guiltily.


    He ran upstairs and dialed the wolf’s number as fast as he could.


    The phone barely rang once before Mark picked up. “Please don’t hang up this time!”


    Arden could tell that he’d been crying just moments before. “I’m so sorry, hon.” He cradled the phone with his paws. “I just needed your support without you talking me out of what I was about to do.”


    “You came out to them, didn’t you?” Didn’t miss a thing, that wolf.


    “Yes.”


    “And I’m guessing by the tone of your voice that it went okay.”


    “Oh, better than okay!” Arden closed his eyes and savored the warmth in his chest. “They told me they love me... and that they love you, too.”


    “You mean they’re okay with us... being together?” Mark whispered the last part.


    Arden realized then that his parents were probably within earshot.


    “Yup!” Saying that caused Arden to grin even more broadly. “As it turned out, they actually had a bet going on whether I was gay or not. My dad won.”


    “So, your parents would be okay with us sleeping together.” The question alone made Arden’s fur tingle.


    “Well, they didn’t say it in so many words.” He lay on his bed, looking up at the ceiling for the second time that night. “But I think they realize that with two teenage boys, that’s pretty much inevitable.”


    “Speaking of sleeping together.” Mark lowered his voice again. “How about that sleepover?”


    “Oh crap, I completely forgot to ask, hold on!” He put the phone on his bed, and ran downstairs.


    Mrs. Halinen had already gone to bed by that point; her husband was still sitting in his chair, reading a book.


    “Hey, Dad...” Arden paused, musing at how he seemed to have more trouble asking his dad about the sleepover than he did telling him he was gay.


    “Yeees...” His father lowered the book he was reading.


    “Mark asked if I could come over on Tuesday.”


    “Ooh, a sleepover!” A knowing grin played on his muzzle.


    “Yeah.” Arden felt his face flush.


    “Fine by me.”


    Arden kissed him on the cheek and started walking away.


    “Arden, I’m not going to lecture you on safe sex. God, I know how awkward those talks are, trust me.” He cleared his throat. “I will just trust you to know what’s right.”


    “Thanks, Dad!” He loved his family more than ever at that point. Not only did they love him, but they continued to love him after his confession as if he never said a word.


    He ran up to his room to break the good news to the wolf. “Dad says I can come over!”


    “Awesome! I’ll see you tomorrow, though, right? You’ve got to keep up with your training if you want to make the cut for the fitness exam.”


    “Even if I didn’t have to make the cut,” Arden corrected him, “you’d still see me tomorrow.”


    “Tomorrow, then.”


    “Yup. Love you!” Even yesterday, Arden would have felt unsure of whether he meant it or not; today, he couldn’t be more certain.


    “I love you too, Ar.” Mark spoke firmly. “Please remember that. I’ll be here for you no matter what.”


    “Thank you.” He felt the familiar warmth return upon hearing those words.


    He waited for his cell phone to end the call and then dialed Sam and told him the story.


    “I figured they’d be okay with it.” Nonetheless, he sounded relieved. “They’re Finnish. It’s not such a big deal in Scandinavia.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me that before?” He wasn’t angry at his friend, but that bit of information would have made things a lot easier.


    “You never know. I didn’t want to be wrong.”


    Arden was about to tell him about the sleepover, when he heard the doorbell ring.


    “I’ve got to go, Sam.” He hoped that he didn’t sound like he wanted to get rid of his friend. “I’ll call you tomorrow.”


    He ran downstairs.


    Mr. Halinen was already waiting by the door. When he saw Arden, he motioned for him to hide in the living room.


    Once his son was out of sight, Mr. Halinen opened the door. “May I help you?” He looked impassive, feigning total ignorance.


    “Yes.”


    Arden heard Katelyn’s voice. If he weren’t so happy, he would have rushed out right then and there and choked her to death. As it was, he decided to wait.


    “Is Arden there?”


    “Arden!” Mr. Halinen turned in his direction.


    After waiting to seem like he was far away from the door, the otter came over to stand next to his father.


    “K... Katelyn?” He was really getting the hang of this acting thing. “Can we... we maybe talk in private.”


    “Oh, it’s rude to keep secrets from your family.” She paused, smiling nastily. “And speaking of secrets... I have a few pictures that you might want to see, sir.”


    “What kind of pictures?” Mr. Halinen tilted his muzzle comically.


    Katelyn seemed too absorbed in herself to realize it. “Oh, just pictures of Arden and his... boyfriend.”


    “Oh, that’s perfect!” Mr. Halinen’s eyes lit up. “We were just talking about getting a picture of the two boys together. Can you print us... let’s see... one, two, three... oh, and one for Uncle Marku... so four; yes, four copies. I’ll reimburse you if you want.”


    Between his father’s innocent expression and Katelyn’s deer-in-the-headlights one, Arden did his level best not to laugh. He bit his tongue until he could taste blood.


    “Ah... A... I need to go.” Katelyn blinked several times and turned around. She walked off before either of the two otters had a chance to reply.


    Mr. Halinen called after her. “Don’t forget those pictures!”


    He barely closed the door before the two doubled over with laughter, tears coursing from their eyes.


    “Oh, you two.” Mrs. Halinen came down the stairs. She, too, was smiling.


    “So Dad, why Uncle Marku?” Arden recovered slowly from his laughing spasm.


    “Well, he’s gay too... didn’t you know?”


    “No...” But then he remembered something “wait, so... Uncle Kusti is...”


    “His husband, yes.” Mr. Halinen shrugged. “We always sort of assumed you knew. I mean, they do live together.”


    “Wow.” Arden chuckled. “I should hang out with the family more, huh?”


    Mrs. Halinen nodded. “We were actually going to ask you if you wanted to go to Finland over Christmas break.”


    Arden only had one question. “C-”


    “Yes, Mark can come too.” His dad added, smiling.


    “But I’m sure telling him can wait ‘til tomorrow.”


    At this point, Arden wouldn’t have rescinded the possibility that his parents could read his mind.


    “Oh suure! Don’t include me in family bonding.” Mikey stood at the top of the stairs, arms folded, but wearing a huge grin. He ran down the stairs and swept them into a hug. Despite having fairly long arms for an otter, his were still not long enough; not that it mattered. Arden closed his eyes and enjoyed the moment. He and his family were close, but over the past few days they grew closer than he ever thought possible. There were no secrets anymore. He felt pressure building up behind his eyes, but he didn’t mind; those were tears of joy.


    Mark was waiting for him at the track the next day. “Coach twisted his ankle, so practice was canceled.”


    “Maybe you’ll have enough energy to keep up now.” Arden laughed. Laughing came easy to him now; he hoped that would be the case more often than not in his life.


    “Oh, we’ll see about that.” Mark broke into a sprint.


    Arden watched him round the track and come up behind him.


    “Who says I was talking about running?” Arden smiled alluringly at the wolf.


    “Wha... what, right now?” Mark stared at him, muzzle agape, finally realizing that the otter meant.


    “Yes. Right here, on the track.” Arden patted the bulge in his pants “If you’re that eager, that is. Me, I think I’ll just wait ‘til tomorrow.”


    “Yeah.” Mark tore his eyes from the otter’s bulge and smiled. “That sounds like a good plan. Although, I don’t know which one of us is more eager.” He looked back at Arden’s rapidly-tightening pants.


    They jogged the rest of the way in silence, enjoying each other’s company.


    After the run, they went to Rabbit’s and got smoothies.


    Arden half-expected to see Katelyn there waiting for them, but, remembering the events of the previous night, he decided that she would be out of their fur, at least for a while.


    They drank their smoothies on the way home. Both boys paused momentarily by the row of hedges next to Arden’s house. They looked at each other and smiled, deciding that waiting one more day would only make things sweeter.


    Arden called Sam that night and caught up with his friend on the events of the past month. He was glad to be talking to the otter again. It felt like every day they spent apart made it harder and harder to get back together. “Why don’t we meet up at Rabbit’s tomorrow? We can hang out, get smoothies, and you’ll finally get to meet Mark.”


    “Sounds awesome!” He could feel Sam’s excitement right through the phone. “Just text me when you’re done with your run.”


    “You could join us for that too, you know.” Arden offered to run with Sam before, but the otter declined.


    “I could... but I think I’d rather just ask my dad to call the Board of Ed. and threaten them with a lawsuit. That option is a bit easier on my legs.”


    “Suit yourself.” Arden chuckled.


    They talked for a little while longer before bidding each other good bye and going to sleep.


    Arden got to the track extra early on Tuesday and sat in the bleachers, watching the soccer team practice. He could immediately see why Mark was captain. The other players were good, but the wolf had a certain something to him that made him a natural leader. It seemed like he was the one in control of the entire game. He called passes and shouted encouragement to everyone else. Arden felt a swelling of pride for the wolf... as well as a different kind of swelling in his shorts.


    By the time practice was over, he managed to calm his excitement somewhat.


    The run seemed to fly by; Arden realized after checking his cell phone that he was now down to eight minutes on his mile. It was a vast improvement, especially over the twenty minutes he clocked in the three days after Mark came over for dinner. Then again, it was a surprise to him that he was even able to run then.


    On their way to Rabbit’s, he texted Sam.


    The otter showed up about ten minutes after he and Mark did, greeting them both with a smile and a paw-shake.


    They got smoothies together and sat down in their usual place.


    “We should come here more often.” Sam took another sip of his smoothie. “This place is great!”


    “Yeah.” Arden sighed, looking into Mark’s blue eyes. He remembered his first visit to Rabbit’s. “This place is pretty cool, alright.”


    The smoothies ended long before the conversation did. The boys talked about anything and everything. Arden was happy to see his best friend and his... boyfriend hitting it off so well.


    He resolved that all three of them should hang out together once school started.


    They walked back to their neighborhood together, bidding Sam goodbye once they reached his house. A block and a half later, Mark stopped. “Home, sweet home.” He nodded to a large house with lemon-yellow siding and a lemon-shaped mailbox. “My mom likes lemons.” He added, seeing Arden examining the mailbox.


    “I can tell.” Arden followed him inside.

  


  
    Chapter Seven


    I hope my mom isn’t home yet.” Mark closed the door behind them. “This way, we can get some time to ourselves without...you know, them walking in on us.”


    Arden nodded. “I hear ya.” After the phone conversation with Mrs. Heeley he didn’t want to meet her at all, much less Mr. Heeley, who was probably even more of a stickler for the rules than his wife.


    “Mom!” Mark stepped up onto the stairs. “Anyone home?”


    He stood there for several moments, waiting for a response or a sound. Arden noted how nervous the wolf was. Mark stood stiffly, as if expecting someone to pounce on him. His ears swiveled back and forth, trying to pick up any hint of a presence inside the house.


    “Well, I guess it’s just us.” Arden chuckled nervously. “Wanna show me your room?” He took the wolf’s paw and gave him a kiss on the nose.


    “Sure.” Mark’s ears swiveled forward, some of his nervousness fading. The wolf stopped him when Arden began ascending the staircase. “My room’s downstairs. Upstairs is my parents’ room, the guestroom and my father’s office.”


    “Yeah, wouldn’t want to get sticky in any of those.” Arden giggled. “Lead on, then.”


    Mark took him through the kitchen – lemon-themed, as expected.


    He pointed to a door on the other side of the kitchen. “My room’s down this way. Want anything to eat while we’re here?”


    “Nah, I’m okay for now.” Arden was far too excited to eat. “Might as well wait ‘til your mom gets home. Maybe we can have dinner together or something.”


    “Sure.” Mark headed towards the door.


    Arden followed him. The door opened up to a staircase which in turn opened up to a large room. The walls were paneled with mahogany – something Arden could hardly see because every inch of them was covered with posters of famous soccer players. The room wasn’t overly messy, but it was obvious that Mark had cleaned up just for his boyfriend’s visit. The books were hastily crammed into a large bookcase and a cover was thrown over the bed.


    “So, in the interest of not getting caught...” Arden slipped off his shirt, exposing his well-muscled chest, and walked over to Mark. “...I think we should get started.”


    The wolf needed no second bidding. He swept the otter up into his powerful arms and carried him to the bed. “I want to try something.” He laid the otter down gently and undid his pants.


    “Well, whatever it is...” Arden wiggled his legs to help the pants slide off. “I’m lovin’ it so far!”


    “Betcha can’t guess what it is.” Mark slipped the otter’s briefs off and laid them down next to the already discarded pants. He began brushing Arden’s sheath with his pawpads.


    “Bet you I could.” Arden was beginning to pant; speech was becoming more and more difficult, so he fell silent.


    His member didn’t need much coaxing. It was already peeking out when his underwear came off; Mark brushing it brought it to full hardness.


    “Now, don’t be too critical. This is my first...” His last words were muffled by Arden’s maleness sliding into his muzzle.


    The otter arched his head back and moaned. He thought he was ready, but clearly he couldn’t even begin to imagine what being in Mark’s muzzle would feel like. The warmth felt like it wasn’t just enclosing his member, but his entire body.


    He closed his eyes and let the sensation fill him. It was like drinking warm tea in the dead of winter. Just then, Mark’s tongue brought him out of his fantasy and into an even better place. The wolf teased the opening with his tongue while bobbing his head up and down slowly. His motions sped up a little, perfectly matching the buildup of sensations in Arden’s body.


    Looking for something to do, Arden’s paws found their way to the wolf’s head. He ran his blunt claws through his boyfriend’s soft fur, moaning again when Mark began to caress the sac with his tongue.


    It didn’t take long; the sensations were so new and overwhelming that Arden would have probably climaxed sooner, had he not been doing his best to hold back and make it last. Putting his paws on the wolf’s shoulders, Arden thrust into Mark’s muzzle and coated the wolf’s tongue with his warm seed.


    Mark was smiling from ear to ear as he licked the last bits of Arden’s cum off his lips. “Was that okay? I don’t know if I was doing it right or not.”


    “If this was you doing it wrong...” Arden looked at him dreamily. “I don’t know if I’d be able to handle ‘right.’”


    That was all Mark needed to hear. He reached over and licked Arden’s nose, his tail wagging again as if it had a life of its own.


    “So now...” Arden didn’t get to finish. Just as he began pulling down the wolf’s pants, the phone on Mark’s dresser rang and the wolf ran to pick it up.


    “Hello? Oh hi, Dad.” Arden was about to walk over and play with the wolf’s balls, but hearing ‘Dad,’ he decided that it probably wouldn’t be the best idea.


    He sat back in bed and listened to the conversation unfold.


    “We just got home.” Mark threw a bottle of some sort of lotion to Arden. “When are you getting back from work?”


    Arden read the inscription on the bottle: Mr. Fox’s Fantastic Scent Remover. Absorbs almost any scent! Great for those of us with sensitive noses! On the front, a red fox was grinning and giving the world a thumbs-up, clearly unaware that his product would be used by two teenage boys to cover up the scent of their lovemaking.


    “That would be awesome, Dad!” Mark made a motion of rubbing his groin.


    Arden understood. He was going to tease the wolf by rubbing himself and moaning softly, but decided against that as well, seeing how nervous Mark was. He applied the gel liberally to his sheath, and then a bit under his tail. To his surprise, the smell did lift, absorbed magically by the gel.


    “Thank you, Mr. Fox!” Arden smiled, capped the tube and placed it back on the nightstand.


    “Okay, great! I’ll see you at five, then, Dad. Love you!” Mark finished up his conversation and placed the phone back into its charger. “Great stuff, huh?” He walked over to the nightstand and picked up the cream. “I saw it at the pharmacy some time ago. I’m not sure if it was made for covering up the smell of semen, but it sure works.”


    “Looks like you’re running out, huh?” Arden gave the tube a light squeeze.


    “Yeah, well...Katelyn and I...we...well she...” He trailed off, looking down on the ground, his tail and ears drooping.


    “We don’t have to talk about it?” Arden smiled. He was happy just being with the wolf; the past was in the past.


    “No, I... I want to.”


    Arden moved closer to Mark and clasped the wolf’s paw with both of his. “Whenever you’re ready to tell me, tell me.” He looked into the wolf’s gorgeous blue eyes, just like the first time they got close. “If that never happens, I don’t care. Being with you is all that matters to me right now.”


    Mark just sat there for several minutes, looking into Arden’s eyes and sighing occasionally. “After I got back from your house... I was...well, pretty distraught. I spent most of my time shut in my room, crying and trying to figure myself out. I didn’t want to be gay; but you...you made it feel so good that a part of me just didn’t care. I guess my mom noticed that something was wrong. It was probably she who called Katelyn in the first place. Anyway, Katelyn came over one day when both of my parents were away; she told me she wanted to ‘take our relationship to the next level.’ I wasn’t sure what she meant until she started undressing.” This was clearly very painful for the wolf because he unknowingly squeezed Arden’s paw so hard that the otter almost cried out.


    Arden held his breath, not wanting to interrupt Mark.


    “Anyway,” Mark continued after a slight pause, “I told her I was uncomfortable and faked having a stomach ache. I told her that I’d talk to her later and ran off to the bathroom. I’m not sure how long I hid there, but when I came out, she was still there...” He released Arden’s paws and went over to his dresser. Reaching into one of the drawers, the wolf pulled out a small, leather-bound journal. “She was reading this.” He gave it to Arden. “I got it after I began having these strange feelings. I read online somewhere that writing how you feel and then reading it would make things more clear. It didn’t help...especially when Katelyn found it. She got pissed, called me a queer, told me she never wanted to see me again and stomped out the door. I’m just glad she didn’t do anything to you.” His eyes instantly hardened. All sadness was gone from his voice. “If she did...I don’t know what I would do to her.”


    “Yeah, good thing.” Arden forced a smile. He felt like a total heel; Mark was opening up to him, sharing his most painful memories; and he in turn, lied. He didn’t want to lie to his boyfriend, but seeing Mark’s reaction to his own story, Arden decided that it was best to just keep his muzzle shut.


    He was about to open up the journal that Mark gave him, but realized that if whatever was in it made Katelyn so mad, it would surely bring him to tears.


    “So what did your dad say?” He remembered how excited Mark got at whatever his father had told him and hoped to lift his mood a bit by reminding him of it.


    “Oh, my dad wants to take us to Dragon World!” Mark’s ears perked up slightly. “My mom is gonna be working late tonight, but he’s getting home early. D’you wanna go?”


    “Yeah.” Arden wanted badly to taste the wolf in his muzzle, but decided to wait.


    “Awesome! We’ll have dinner once my dad gets home and then we can go.”


    They spent the rest of their time alone curled up in Mark’s bed, sharing an occasional kiss, but otherwise remaining perfectly still, holding each other and gazing into each other’s eyes.


    The sound of the garage door opening announced Mr. Heeley’s arrival.


    Mark gasped and sat up in bed as if he’d just awoken from a nightmare. “It’s my dad.”


    “I know.” Arden put his paw gently on the wolf’s shoulder and squeezed. “Come on, let’s go meet him.”


    “Okay.” Mark gave him one last kiss and threw on a clean shirt. He padded cautiously up the stairs.


    Arden got up from bed and tidied up the sheets. He put on his shirt and sniffed himself to make sure he didn’t smell too much like the wolf.


    “Hey, Dad!” Mark sounded much more relaxed.


    Arden sighed and followed him up the stairs. As he walked, he tried to imagine what Mr. Heeley would look like. A pretty imposing picture came to mind – one of a hulking wolf, a head or two taller than his son. Arden stood by the door at the top of the stairs, steeling himself.


    Mark’s strong voice gave him the extra bit of courage he needed. “Arden, come upstairs and meet my dad!”


    The young otter opened the door and stepped into the brightly-lit kitchen.


    “Oh, hello there, Arden.” It took Arden a while to realize whom he was looking at. To his surprise, Mr. Heeley wasn’t very tall at all. In fact, when the otter walked over to greet him, he found that the wolf was almost an inch shorter than he was. Mr. Heeley was slightly portly, with silver streaks in his dark gray fur. He had Mark’s beautiful blue eyes; but whereas his son’s shone with a passion and life that made them even more beautiful than they already were, Mr. Heeley’s seemed to have lost their shine at some point in his life.


    “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir!” Arden shook paws with him.


    “Oh, likewise.” Mr. Heeley beamed. “Mark’s told us a lot about you.” He coughed delicately into his paw. “Listen, guys, bad news... Dragon World is closed for mandatory maintenance today.” He brightened up again. “But hey, since Arden’s sleeping over, we can just go tomorrow morning. I took the whole day off!”


    Mark hugged his father. “Sounds like a plan, Dad.”


    “And for now...” Mr. Heeley scratched his muzzle thoughtfully. “Hmm, maybe we can go to the beach today, though. It won’t be dark for another few hours. If you hurry up and grab your trunks, we’ll make it.”


    “That sounds amazing, actually!” Arden had certain things in mind, and the beach was the perfect place to make them happen. “We just have to drop by my house so I can grab my trunks.”


    After a few minutes spent gathering appropriate beachwear, they climbed into Mr. Heeley’s Jeep and drove down to Arden’s house.


    Arden ran inside and pecked both his parents on the cheeks. “Hey, Mom! Hey, Dad! I’m just here to grab my trunks. We’re going to the beach!” He bounded up the stairs and into his room. First, he reached for his swimming trunks, but decided against it at the last second and grabbed his green Speedo instead. He was a swimmer, after all. Arden giggled at all the stares he knew he would receive once he got to the beach. He ran back downstairs and got into the car.


    The ride to the beach was quick. They talked some more on the way. Mr. Heeley told Arden about how he had spoken to the otter’s father on Monday, and said that Mr. Halinen had invited the entire family for a barbecue.


    “Last one this summer, I bet,” he said, keeping his eyes on the road. “Fall’s gonna come early this year.”


    Their car pulled into the parking lot of Pendell Beach just after six o’clock. The sun hung motionless over the horizon and the beach was empty, except for a gang of seagulls that seemed preoccupied with a pile of unfinished fast food near one of the garbage cans.


    The boys helped Mr. Heeley unload the beach chairs from the trunk and went into the changing room while Mark’s father took the chairs down to the water.


    Arden stripped out of his clothes and folded them neatly on a nearby bench.


    Mark stopped with his pants half-down and stared. “Wow, you look incredible!” He adjusted his sheath uncomfortably and grinned.


    Arden padded over to the wolf and helped him remove his shirt. “You don’t look bad yourself.” Just like the time in the bushes, he rubbed his paws around the wolf’s perfectly-built chest and well-muscled stomach. He slid his thumbs into the waistband of Mark’s boxers and tugged them down. Mark’s member was already peeking out. Arden slid the boxers all the way down and stood back up. He stood on tip-toe and gently brushed his nose against Mark’s. “Come on, let’s get changed. I’ve got a surprise for you.” He slipped on his Speedo and grabbed his clothes off the bench.


    “Oh nooo!” Mark closed his eyes and whimpered. “You’re really gonna go out dressed like that? I have enough trouble not pitching a tent watching you in your trunks. But this...” He looked lustfully at the otter’s muscular legs. “This just isn’t fair.”
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    “Oh, it’ll be fine.” Arden tossed Mark his trunks. “Come on, get these on and meet me outside.” He gave the wolf a quick peck on the cheek and headed out of the changing room.


    He found Mr. Heeley on the beach, several yards from the tide line. The wolf was leafing through a magazine, half dozing.


    He looked up when he heard Arden coming, and his eyes lingered for a moment in surprise. “A Speedo, huh?” He chuckled.


    “Yep.” Arden beamed. “I’m on the swim team, so I’m more used to wearing Speedos than trunks.” He shrugged. “They’re more aerodynamic.”


    “Makes sense, I suppose.” Mr. Heeley watched him with an amused expression on his face for several seconds more before going back to his magazine. “Wow, would you just look at the rack on her.” He crossed his legs, transfixed by a bikini-clad vixen on one of the glossy pages. “I’d show you, but you’ve got that green thing on, so it might be a little embarrassing.”


    “Yeah, I’ll just take your word for it.” Arden giggled. He turned his attention to the changing rooms.


    Several minutes later, Mark emerged. He walked towards his boyfriend, doing his best not to stare or look like he wasn’t staring. He padded over to the otter and threw his clothes on one of the chairs. “Okay, let’s go.”


    Arden resisted the urge to take the wolf by his paw. He led the way down to the water and waded in. “Oh, it’s perfect!” He continued wading until his paws no longer touched the sandy bottom.


    Mark followed him, but stopped when the water reached the tops of his shoulders. “It’s gettin’ kinda deep.” He glanced around. “I’ll Just stay here; you go on ahead.”


    Arden checked to make sure Mr. Heeley wasn’t looking and grabbed Mark’s paw. “Come on.”


    “But...” Mark looked longingly back towards the shore. “I’m not sure if I-”


    “Mark.” Arden caught the wolf’s gaze. “Trust me. I’ll be right here by your side. If you start to go under, I’ll pull you out. I’m a lifeguard, remember.” He winked. “I’ll even give you mouth to mouth if I have to.”


    “Oh...” Mark took one last look at the shore. “Oh, alright.” He sighed and kicked off from the ocean floor. Arden supported him easily with both paws, using his rudder to stay afloat.


    Together, they kicked and paddled further and further from the tide line. Mr. Heeley shrunk slowly into the distance. Arden stopped by the buoys and put his arms around Mark. “So, time for my surprise.” He kissed his wolf, and they got lost in each other’s arms for a few blissful moments. Arden pulled the drawstring on the wolf’s trunks and slid them down.


    Mark’s eyes shot open. “Ar, what are you doing?”


    “Don’t worry.” Arden smiled alluringly. “Nobody’s gonna see us.” He cupped the wolf’s perky rump with one paw and placed his other paw on the rapidly-growing member. “You made me feel amazing today, and I want to return the favor.” Before Mark had a chance to reply, the otter took a deep breath and submerged. He opened his eyes under the water, quickly getting used to the sea salt’s light sting.


    Mark’s fully-engorged member floated tantalizingly right in front of his muzzle.


    The otter could see a thin wisp of oily fluid emanating from it. He opened his muzzle and pushed the entire length inside.


    Mark shuddered and kicked out with is legs.


    Sense caught up with Arden. He took the throbbing member out of his muzzle and surfaced. “I’m sorry, Mark.” He sighed. “I just wanted to do something nice. Let’s get back to shore.”


    Mark took him by the paw. “Are you kidding? That was incredible! I mean, if you don’t want to finish, I-”


    Arden was back underwater before the wolf had a chance to complete the sentence. He put Mark’s shaft back into his muzzle and caressed it gently with his tongue. He explored the still-unfamiliar length, letting it slide up against his palate.


    Mark’s kicking grew more violent and disjointed. His powerful legs twitched with every new sensation Arden elicited. The shaft in Arden’s muzzle leaked so much he could taste the salty discharge clearly even while submerged in ocean water.


    Arden continued to support the wolf’s rump his paws and lick the salty residue from Mark’s shaft. He didn’t feel the least bit out of breath – water was his element. He could see the knot at the shaft’s end grow bigger with every lick. Once it nearly doubled in size, the wolf began to thrust his hips back and forth instinctively. He buried his claws in Arden’s headfur and thrust one last time, coating the back of the otter’s throat with warm seed.


    Arden blew the rest of his stored up air through his nose and resurfaced. “How was that?”


    Mark was beyond words. He wore a goofy grin and looked lovingly at his boyfriend. “Wow.”


    “I’m assuming ‘wow’ is a good thing, then.” Arden gave his boyfriend’s wilting member another squeeze.


    Mark yipped and drew back. He submerged and beckoned for Arden to follow.


    Once they were both underwater, Mark kissed the otter gently on the lips. He held the kiss for as long as he could before coming up for breath. He blew water out of his nose and looked out towards the open sea. “Look, the sun’s setting.”


    Arden put his arm around the wolf’s waist and they floated in silence, watching the sun sink slowly over the horizon. It colored the water and the clouds a deep pink, then a crimson red and then vanished altogether in a brief flash of blue.


    Mark sighed. “That was amazing.”


    “This whole day was amazing.” Arden glanced over his shoulder to make sure Mr. Heeley wasn’t watching them and kissed Mark on the nose. “Come on, let’s get out of the water before one of the lifeguards comes to yell at us.”


    They swam quietly to shore and waded out to the sand.


    Mr. Heeley was fast asleep in his beach chair with his magazine tossed idly aside.


    Arden shook himself off and threw his towel to Mark. “Here, you need it more than I do.”


    “Thanks.” Mark caught the towel and dried himself off. “Ugh, I really need to brush now.” His fur stuck out in random clumps and was, indeed, badly in need of brushing.


    Arden had never brushed anybody’s fur before, but there was a first time for everything. He winked. “We’ll take care of it later.”


    “Oh, you don’t have to.” Mark lowered his ears. “I usually just brush myself.”


    “Hey.” Arden checked to make sure Mr. Heeley was still asleep and gave his boyfriend another kiss. “I want to do this. Now come on, wake your dad and let’s get home.”


    Mark nodded and tapped his father gently on the shoulder. “Dad. Daaad. Wake up!”


    Mr. Heeley awoke with a start. “Oh my goodness, did I really doze off? Then again, I’m not surprised. It’s been a long day.” He pushed himself out of the beach chair and stood up. “Come on, let’s get home. They’ve got all sorts of rules about being at the beach after dark.”


    The boys changed into their street-clothes and helped Mr. Heeley with the chairs. They loaded everything into the car and headed for home.


    As they were pulling up to the house, Arden noticed another car in the driveway. It was a large lemon-yellow sedan, parked in front of the left garage. He nudged Mark. “Is that your mom’s car?”


    Mark nodded. “Yep. It’s ugly as sin, but my mom loves it.”


    They pulled up next to Mrs. Heeley’s car and got out.


    Arden walked beside his boyfriend. “So, what’s your mom like?”


    Mark shrugged. “I don’t know. She’s strict at times, but always fair. I think she’ll like you.” He held the door open for Arden. “Come on in. I think I smell dinner.”


    Arden sniffed the air carefully. He too could detect the faint smell of casserole coming from the kitchen. He walked slowly into the house, and Mark followed in his wake.

  


  
    Chapter Eight


    Having been completely mistaken about Mr. Heeley’s appearance, Arden didn’t even bother imagining what Mrs. Heeley would look like. He walked into the kitchen, and the woman he saw had to be her. “Hi, Mrs. Heeley.”


    She was an ample bitch, almost a head taller than her son. Had he been thinking of Mrs. Heeley when he’d guessed her husband’s appearance, Arden would’ve come quite close. “Oh, hello there.” She smiled. “You must be Arden. So nice to meet you, dear.”


    “Yes, likewise.” Arden shook paws with her.


    Mark walked into the kitchen next. “Hi, Mom.”


    “Hi, dear.” Mrs. Heeley hugged him and pecked him on the cheek. “Dinner’s almost ready. Why don’t you boys go ahead and sit down.”


    “’Kay.” Mark motioned Arden to take a seat at the kitchen table while he and Mr. Heeley set about helping his mother prepare dinner and serve it.


    Arden was surprised at how much fun he had at dinner. Mrs. Heeley, who insisted he call her Donnah, was livelier than he could have ever imagined her to be. They talked for almost an hour about school, the classes both boys wanted to take and their plans for college.


    At the end of the conversation, Arden decided that maybe he’d judged her too harshly. Sure, she set up a lot of rules; but that was because she cared.


    Mr. Heeley was quiet through most of dinner. He excused himself from the table early. “I’m sorry, everyone. I think I feel another headache coming on. I’ll see you all bright and early tomorrow for Dragon World, though!” He gave Mrs. Heeley a peck on the cheek and headed upstairs.


    Arden helped Mark and his mom clean up, but Mrs. Heeley refused his offer to wash the dishes. “Absolutely not, Arden. You’re our guest. I will not have you washing plates. Now, go on, have fun and enjoy your sleepover.”


    Mark gave his mother a quick hug and headed downstairs. “Thanks, Mom.”


    Arden followed. “You know, your mom is really nice,” he said once the bedroom door was closed. “I was kind of expecting a lot worse. No offense.”


    “Oh, none taken.” Mark sighed. “She can be a bit overbearing at times, not gonna lie. But she’s okay as far as moms go. Not as cool as your mom, though.”


    Arden wasn’t about to deny the fact. “Yeah, my mom’s pretty cool, alright.” He unrolled his sleeping bag next to Mark’s bed, but only lay inside long enough to leave his scent. “You think your mom’s gonna come down to check on us?”


    “Doubt it.” Mark got out of bed and padded quietly up the stairs. He put his ear against the door, listened for a little while and then came back down. “Just as I thought, kitchen’s quiet and Mom’s probably already asleep.”


    “Good.” Arden dug through the wolf’s dresser until he found a fur brush. “Come on, sit down. I wanna brush you.”


    Mark sighed and sat on the bed beside him. “Okay, if you really want to.” He tried to pass himself off as reluctant, but his tail wagged far too much for someone who wasn’t boundlessly excited at the thought of having his boyfriend brush him.


    They undressed quietly and sat back down on the bed.


    Arden sprinkled the brush with scented talcum and positioned himself behind his boyfriend, resting his knees to either side of Mark’s hips. It was hard not to get aroused with sheath rubbing gently against the wolf’s taut rump. Rather than resist, Arden embraced the sensation and moved on to brushing Mark’s back. He held the brush in one paw and used the other to keep the fur from snagging.


    Mark closed his eyes and let out a long sigh. “Oh, that feels incredible, Ar.”


    “Good.” Arden took his time, stopping often to gently massage the wolf’s strong back muscles. This slowed his brushing down considerably, but Mark didn’t seem to mind one bit. After a half-hour, Arden finally finished brushing the wolf’s back and arms. “Alright, lie down on your stomach. I’m gonna do your legs and rump.”


    “Do my rump, huh?” Mark raised an eyebrow and grinned.


    “Oh, don’t think I wouldn’t.” Arden ran a paw over the wolf’s rump again. He was already completely out of his sheath and the idea felt more appealing than ever. “I don’t want to rush things, though.”


    Mark stared off into space for a long time before answering. “I want to, Ar, I really do... I’m just a little scared.”


    Arden put down the brush and laid down next to him. “I understand. Besides, what’s the rush, right?” He finished brushing Mark’s legs and had him turn over.


    The wolf was just as aroused as he was. Arden brushed his chest and stomach, carefully avoiding the engorged shaft.


    By the time he was done, going to sleep without taking care of certain needs was not an option. The boys decided to keep things simple and pawed each other off.


    Mark grinned. “Just like that time in the bushes, huh?”


    “Yup.” Arden got under the covers next to him and snuggled up against the wolf’s soft chest fur. “Your mom goes to work early, right?”


    “Yup. She’ll be gone all day.” Mark nuzzled his ears. “Don’t worry. I ‘accidentally’ locked my door anyway, so nobody’s gonna walk in on us.”


    Arden rested his head on the wolf’s strong chest, feeling the gentle beating of Mark’s heart. For whatever reason, he found the quiet, even thump incredibly relaxing. He fell asleep quickly and easily without a care in the world.


    “Oh crap! It’s almost noon!” Mark flew out of bed, nearly knocking Arden to the floor in his haste, as he hurried to get dressed. “We were supposed to go to Dragon World this morning before the Friday crowds set in. Why didn’t Dad wake us?”


    Arden opened his eyes slowly and stifled a yawn. “Oh, I don’t mind the crowds. I just wanna spend more time with you.”


    “I know.” Mark struggled to get his shirt on over his head. “I just really want to show you a good time.”


    Arden got out of bed and helped the wolf pull the shirt over his muzzle. “I’m already having a great time.” He gave Mark a quick kiss. “I’ve been to the amusement park more times than I can count, but I’ve never been with someone I had such strong feelings for.”


    Mark stopped dressing with his pants halfway on and embraced him. “God, I love you.” He brought his muzzle to Arden’s and the two shared their longest, most passionate kiss yet.


    Arden rested his paws on the wolf’s rump and opened his muzzle willingly. He brushed his tongue gently against Mark’s, feeling the warmth and the overpowering tingling sensation spread throughout his body. He relaxed in the wolf’s arms, completely numb to the outside world.


    They parted the kiss and finished getting dressed. Arden applied some of Mr. Fox’s Fantastic Scent Remover around his fur to get rid of the wolf’s scent. Mark did the same.


    After another quick kiss, the boys headed upstairs.


    Mark raised the shades on the kitchen window. “Oh, now I see why Dad didn’t wake us up.” He sighed, gazing woefully at the sheets of pouring rain outside. “No Dragon World today, it looks like.”


    Mr. Heeley walked in right on cue. “Actually, the forecast says the rain should stop by about five tonight. Although those guys have lied to me so many times I won’t believe that nice weather ‘til I see it.” He reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a cell phone. “How about some sushi?”


    The mention of fish made Arden smile giddily. “That sounds fantastic, sir!” His mother would never have let him get sushi for breakfast. Then again, his mother would never have let him sleep past noon, either.


    Mr. Heeley smiled. “Just call me James, okay? All this ‘Mr. Heeley’ and ‘sir’ stuff is making me feel old.” He called up the sushi place and ordered their smorgasbord lunch special. “It comes with two of every kind of sushi they make,” he explained. “It’s a great way to try everything.”


    They waited for the sushi to arrive and dug in heartily once it did. Arden never knew that wolves had such an appetite for fish. Both Mark and his father ate with a fervor that easily matched his own. The tuna rolls disappeared first, then the salmon, then the eel and octopus.


    By the time they were done, all three of them felt considerably heavier.


    Mr. Heeley stifled a belch. “How about a quiet afternoon nap, boys?”


    “Fantastic idea!” Mark stood up and cleared the plates off the table. “Maybe the rain will stop by then.”


    Mr. Heeley nodded and rose from his chair. “It’s settled, then – we sleep ‘til dinner, eat again and head over to Dragon World. Just don’t let your mom catch you sleeping.” He winked. “You know how she gets when she catches people sleeping during the day.”


    “Oh, I know.” Mark looked at Arden and smiled. “Definitely wouldn’t want to let her catch me in bed.”


    Arden smiled back. ‘Yeah, especially not with your boyfriend.’


    Mark seemed to hear his thoughts and giggled.


    The boys padded down to Mark’s room and the wolf ‘accidentally’ locked the door again. Arden settled down next to him in bed and wrapped his arms around the now-familiar shape of Mark’s torso. Everything felt so good and right, he couldn’t imagine the wolf not being there.


    Mark voiced those exact thoughts out loud. “I don’t know how I’m gonna get to sleep without you in my arms. It’s only been a day and I’m already way too used to it.”


    Arden ran his claws through the fur on the wolf’s chest. “Yeah, it’s gonna be weird, no doubt about that.”


    It took them several hours and several rounds of sticky pawing to fall asleep, but they finally managed to doze off, ready for an evening of fun at Dragon World.


    Arden was first to wake up. He rubbed sleep from his eyes and checked the clock on his cell phone. “Five, not bad.” He stifled a yawn. “Mark, wakey, wakey.” He licked the wolf’s nose.


    “Can you live here and be my alarm clock from now on?” Mark murmured. “I’d gladly wake up to you at any hour of the day.”


    “I’d love to.” Arden gave him a quick kiss and climbed out of bed. “Come on, your mom will be back soon.”


    “Yeah, you’re right.” Mark got up lazily and threw on a new shirt. He dabbed some scent remover all over his neck and arms and passed it to Arden.


    Cleaned up and descented, the boys headed upstairs.


    The rain did indeed stop, just as Mr. Heeley’s forecast had predicted. The wolf had ordered pizza while they were asleep. “Let’s eat quickly, boys. Donnah is getting out of work early tonight. She’ll be home around six.”


    They ate dinner quietly. Arden was too sleepy to talk much, and Mark seemed to feel the same.


    Mrs. Heeley walked in at six, as promised. “Is everyone ready?” she asked. “I bought us tickets online, but we should still hurry to get on as many rides as we can.”


    They all got up and followed her to the car.


    Arden hadn’t been to Dragon World in a while, but he was pleasantly surprised at the fact that he remembered the route perfectly. The place was located on the waterfront, just a few miles down the shore from where they’d gone swimming the day before. It was a large roller coaster park, decked out in a dragon motif. All of the rides were dragon-themed and the staff all wore scaly dragon heads instead of hats.


    Their car pulled into the parking lot of Dragon World just after seven. Mr. Heeley handed them each a printed piece of paper.


    “Okay, guys,” he said, pointing to the bar-code on his own ticket. “Make sure not to crumple these until they get scanned. If we get separated, just meet up back here at nine.”


    Arden wanted to separate from Mark’s parents to get some alone-time with the wolf, but they showed no inclination of leaving. Finally, he gave up trying to lose them in the crowd and just enjoyed himself. They rode a couple of the bigger roller coasters in the park and even had time to play some of the games.


    Mark actually managed to win a giant stuffed fox, which he presented to Arden. “This is to cuddle with if I’m not around,” he whispered, having made sure that his parents weren’t listening in. Arden hugged the fox; it was no substitute for Mark, but just him saying it would be, made it more so.


    They all walked out of the park, munching on fried dough sticks and chatting. Arden was really happy that he got along with Mark’s parents so well; he was expecting hell, but ended up getting a pleasant evening out of it instead.


    They rode home in relative silence. Arden had put the giant fox between himself and Mark, and the two boys held paws behind it.


    As they drove up Gordon Street towards Mark’s house, Arden thought he saw a shape on the front porch. He was right. The car turned into the driveway and its headlights illuminated something he would rather not have seen – Katelyn sat on the porch, texting. She looked up when she saw the car pulling in, with a sly grin on her muzzle.


    The wolf’s paw squeezed his harder and his heart started beating so fast that he thought it was going to burst. He wanted to jump out of the car and run home, but the thought of leaving Mark to face Katelyn and his parents alone made him reluctant to carry out his plan. So, he held on to Mark’s paw and counted the seconds.


    “Oh, hello, Katelyn,” Mrs. Heeley said, getting out of the car. “It’s a little late to be visiting Mark, isn’t it?”


    “Oh, I’ll only be a moment.” She got up and went over to Mrs. Heeley. “I actually came to see you and Mr. Heeley. I think you need to listen to this.”


    Arden furrowed his eyebrows. ‘Listen?’


    And then it hit him...


    Katelyn pulled out a small tape recorder and handed it to Mrs. Heeley.


    Puzzled, the wolf pushed ‘Play’ and turned the volume dial to maximum.


    “And speaking of secrets...I have a few pictures that you might want to see, sir.”


    “What kind of pictures?”


    “Oh, just pictures of Arden and his...boyfriend!”


    “Oh, that’s perfect! We were just talking about getting a picture of the two boys together. Can you pri--”


    The recording didn’t finish. Mrs. Heeley squeezed the device with such force that, with a sickening crunch, it snapped in two. “Inside, now!” Her voice sounded like it could cut stone.


    Mark was making motions with his eyes for Arden to run, but the otter ignored him and followed the wolves inside.


    The door had barely closed when Mrs. Heeley whipped around and came muzzle to muzzle with Arden. “This better be some sort of twisted joke,” she growled.


    “It’s not.” Arden wanted to say these words, but Mark beat him to the punch. “I’m gay, Mom.” His gaze was unwavering. “And this...” He took Arden’s paw. “This is my boyfriend.”


    Mrs. Heeley turned her muzzle towards Arden. “Get. Out. Of. My. House!” She followed the last word with a growl so menacing that Arden took a step back. “I don’t know what you did to my son...” She took a step towards Arden. “...but I will make sure you don’t do any more damage.”


    “No, Mom.” Mark stepped in front of the otter and bared his teeth. “I love him and I won’t let you hurt him.”


    “Step. Away.” Donnah growled again.


    Mark stood his ground. “No!” They were almost touching muzzles then.


    “Why, you ungrateful...”


    What happened next was so quick it made Arden’s head spin.


    Mrs. Heeley pulled back her hefty paw and swung it at her son. It came into contact with Mark’s jaw, lifted him into the air and sent him flying across the living room into a glass coffee table. He laid there, in a pile of broken glass and blood, not moving.


    Just as Mrs. Heeley began making her way towards Arden with violence in her eyes, Mr. Heeley came up from behind and tackled her to the ground. “Get out of here!” He did his best to keep the larger wolf pinned down. “Take Mark with you. Go!”


    Just like that, Arden was in motion with the rest of them. He ran over to Mark’s unconscious form, pulled the metal frame of the coffee table off the wolf and picked him up. Years of swimming had made him strong, and seeing Mark’s senseless form made him even stronger.


    He kicked open the door and took off at a run down the street. There were no tears in his eyes – just grim resolve. He would never let anything bad happen to Mark again.


    He didn’t remember making it to his house, but the next thing he heard was the front door unlocking and his mother’s gasp. “Engvard, call 9-1-1! Hurry.” She helped Arden pull Mark inside while her husband rushed into the kitchen. Just as the front door was closing, they heard Donnah’s voice.


    “Give me back my son!” She ran up to their door with foam bubbling out of either side of her muzzle.


    Mrs. Halinen turned the key in the lock and armed the security system. “Which one?” she yelled back. “The one you almost killed?!”


    Donnah stopped at the door and bashed it repeatedly with her heavy paws in a maddened attempt to break it down.


    “Donnah, you need help! Just go home and cool off! Mark will stay with us; because you are clearly not sane enough to take care of him.”


    “If you think so, then you all need help!” Mrs. Heeley yelled from behind the locked door. “You raised a queer!” Mrs. Halinen’s eyes hardened at the word. “And now he got my son sick, too!”


    “How does it feel, huh?” Donnah continued, pressing her point. “Not only to have raised a freak, but to know that he’s responsible for ruining a complete stranger’s family?!” Mrs. Heeley stepped back when she heard the locks click open. “That’s right! You raised a freak! A child God discarded and forsook. But don’t worry, they’ve got a nice warm place for him in hell!”


    Mrs. Halinen opened the door. She stood almost two feet shorter than the wolf and had to be a hundred pounds lighter, at least. She had to tilt her head back to meet Donnah’s eyes. “First of all, God loves Arden...and Mark. And second...” She swung her left paw, hitting the wolf squarely in the jaw. “...don’t you dare call my son a freak.” She rolled Mrs. Heeley’s unconscious form off the welcome mat with her foot and closed the door.


    With tears welling up in her eyes, she ran over to Arden. “Don’t listen to a word she said.” She wrapped her arms around her son and hugged him tightly “God loves you, we love you, and anyone who doesn’t love you is not worth the trouble.”


    Arden understood. He hugged back and then returned to tending to Mark’s injuries. They weren’t bad; cuts mostly and a large bruise on his temple. The first aid skills he’d learned as a life guard were more than sufficient.


    He was pressing a cold-pack against Mark’s forehead when the wolf started coming around. “Dad!” His screams echoed around the room.


    It took Arden and Mrs. Halinen’s combined strength to keep him on the ground.


    “Lie still,” Mrs. Halinen said. “I’ll send Engvard over to find him.”


    Mr. Halinen had been standing in the doorway, his eyes still wide from what had just transpired. He put on a windbreaker and headed outside.

  


  
    Chapter Nine


    Lay still, hon.” Arden held Mark down with one paw and carefully pulled out a long, thin shard of glass with the other.


    “I still can’t believe she’d do that to her own son,” Mrs. Halinen said. She was on the porch again, tying Mrs. Heeley’s still-unconscious form with some rope she’d brought from the kitchen. “Well, at least the police will be here soon.”


    Just as she was finishing up the last knot, an ambulance and a police car pulled up into their driveway.


    “What seems to be the problem, here?” A fox, dressed in a sharp uniform, stepped out of the police car and greeted Mrs. Halinen.


    “This wolf needs to be taken into custody.” Mrs. Halinen gestured to Donnah. “She assaulted her son, her husband and then tried to break into my house.”


    “I’ll be needing more details than that, ma’am.” The fox looked over the claw marks on the door.


    “Well, at least put some pawcuffs on her.” Mrs. Halinen retested the knots she’d tied. “I’m not sure how long this rope will hold.”


    The fox nodded in agreement. He pulled a pair of pawcuffs from his belt and fastened them around the wolf’s wrists.


    While he was doing so, Mrs. Heeley began coming around. She was disoriented, but no less fierce. “Let me go!” she wailed, flailing her arms, trying to break the pawcuffs.


    “Now Ma’am,” the fox pulled a Taser out of his belt, “if you don’t calm down, I will have to use force.”


    The wolf stopped flailing and fixed Mrs. Halinen with an icy stare.


    “Now, we were talking about a more detailed report...” The fox pulled out a pen and notepad.


    Arden came out then and told him everything that had happened – Katelyn’s visit, Mrs. Heeley’s reaction and Mr. Heeley’s attempt to save them.


    “I think that’s sufficient to arrest her.” The fox cleared his throat and put away the notepad. “I will, of course, have to visit the victim’s house to further confirm the story; but it’s safe to say that Mrs. Heeley will be spending the night in jail.”


    Mr. Halinen’s Tuareg came to a screeching halt next to the house. The otter jumped out and rushed over to his wife.


    “He’s alive, but very badly hurt,” he said, trying to whisper as much as he could to keep Mark from hearing.


    “Sir...” Mrs. Halinen approached the EMS otter, who was busy tending to the remainder of Mark’s injuries. She pulled him aside, out of the wolf’s earshot. “There is a wolf at sixteen, Gordon Street. He’s this boy’s father. He’s very badly hurt. We’ll watch Mark; please see to him.”


    “Will do, Marm.” The otter bowed slightly and touched a paw to his ear as an otter’s sign of respect. “This one will be fine. He was fortunate enough not to get a concussion or any serious cuts. Just keep icing the bruise and monitoring the wounds for bleeding.” He ran off to the ambulance; Mr. Halinen joined him, and with sirens blaring, they took off down the street.


    Mark tried his best to stay awake, but ended up dozing off. Arden thought he’d passed out again, but then the wolf turned on his side and curled up into a ball.


    The otter sighed, tears in his eyes again, and put his arms around the sleeping wolf. He held on and let all the tears that had built up over the course of the evening go. His only wish at this point was that Mark be okay. The future was always uncertain; but now, it was more uncertain than ever. Would Mr. Heeley live through this? If he did, would he want to raise a gay son? Where would Mark go if he got kicked out of the house for good? The tears got stronger; he pulled his arms tightly around Mark, wishing that his embrace were enough to protect the wolf from all those who meant him harm; but he knew it wouldn’t suffice. He felt small and helpless – like a beetle clinging to a flower in a rainstorm, doing his best to hold on, but at the mercy of forces too powerful to truly contend with.


    Arden wasn’t sure how long he lay like this. When he opened his eyes, it was morning; sunlight streamed through the windows, highlighting every speck of dust in its path. He tried to move and realized that a blanket had been put over him and the wolf.


    Mark was slowly stirring and coming awake. Once his eyes were fully open, he turned to Arden.


    “How are you feeling?” Arden asked, mentally kicking himself for having posed such a difficult question.


    “I’m okay.” Mark touched a paw to his head and winced when he found the bruise. “What about my dad?”


    “He’s fine.” Mr. Halinen came down the stairs. “He is in the hospital; broken bones, mostly. We can all go visit him this afternoon.”


    “What about...” The wolf trailed off.


    “She’s in jail.” Mr. Halinen’s eyes hardened. “The trial will be on Friday. You will have to testify.”


    “I...I don’t know if I can.” Mark’s eyes were wet before, but now he was definitely crying. “She’s my mom; she raised me.”


    Mr. Halinen sighed. “Yes, but then she tried to kill you.” He walked over to Mark and put his arm around the wolf. “I know it’s difficult to hurt the ones we love, even if they don’t love us back; but this needs to be done.”


    Mark didn’t reply. He rested his head on his knees and sobbed, looking aimlessly down at the floor.


    Arden pulled the wolf into a hug and gave him a kiss on the cheek-ruff.


    Mark didn’t turn to face him. “Why didn’t you tell me about Katelyn coming over?” He rested his head wearily on Arden’s shoulder.


    “I didn’t want you to worry.” Arden felt a sting of guilt at having lied to the wolf. “I really thought we saw the last of her.”


    “What does she even want with us?” Mark looked at Arden, clearly hoping that he had all the answers. “Does she still like me?”


    “No.” Arden bitterly recalled the phone conversation with Katelyn. “She wants to use you to become more popular.”


    “Well, that’s what I get for not wanting to be gay.” The wolf chuckled dryly through the occasional sobs. “God, if I hadn’t decided to prove how straight I was by dating her, none of this would be happening.”


    “It’s okay.” Arden did his best to smile. “We’ll get through this.”


    “How can you even know that?” Mark drew back from him, his eyes full of fear and doubt. “In the past week, I was dumped by my girlfriend, almost outed at school, almost killed by my mom... My own mother!” He fell silent again, the silence broken only by his own pitiful sobs.


    Arden put his paws on Mark’s shoulders. “Yesterday, I promised myself that I would never let anything bad happen to you.” He looked straight into the wolf’s blue eyes, fixing his gaze. “I realize how stupid such a promise is now; but I do promise you this: as long as it’s within my power, I will always stay by your side. No matter how bad things get, I won’t abandon you. I know it’s not much, but that’s all I have. In the past week, you have made me understand more about myself than I have in my entire lifetime. Remember how I said I love you? I mean it now more than ever.”


    They sat there for what seemed like ages, looking at each other, Mark’s eyes overflowing with tears and Arden’s not much better.


    Finally, Mark pulled the otter in close and hugged him tightly. “Thank you,” he sobbed. “Thank you so much.”


    They ate breakfast in silence, each lost in their own thoughts. Once in a while, Arden would put his paw over Mark’s and smile at the wolf. It wasn’t a happy smile, but an encouraging one. He had already tried telling Mark that everything was going to be okay, but the wolf’s current predicament made that promise very difficult to believe; but he wouldn’t give up. He would continue to hold Mark and be his support until the wolf stepped out of the fog enough to see his bright future.


    Mikey stayed back, claiming that he didn’t want to intrude, while Mark and the rest of Arden’s family got into the car and drove down to the Saint Matthias General Hospital.


    Arden had only been there once, when he gashed his chin open rollerblading. He didn’t remember much of that ordeal, except when the doctor tried to stitch him up with a piece of concrete still lodged in his muzzle.


    The orderly on duty was a petite weasel. “Yes, can I help you?” Her uniform was pressed and starched. She managed to perfectly balance that sense of authority with a softer side that made her easily approachable.


    “Yes, we’re here to see Mr. James Heeley.” Mr. Halinen showed her his ID. “I’m a coworker and friend, and this,” he said as he gestured to the young wolf beside him, “is his son.”


    “Ah yes, he’s in room 214.” She pointed to the elevator. “Second floor, then take a right.”


    They rode the elevator in silence. Arden noticed that Mark seemed to get more and more nervous with each step he took towards his father’s room. He decided to comfort the wolf the only way he could think of – by taking his paw. Mark panicked at first, but then, seeing that nobody was watching, he grasped Arden’s paw and held it tightly.


    The room was quiet and well-lit; Mr. Heeley was sitting propped up in his bed, watching television.


    His face was covered in lumps, and one of his eyes had swollen shut. There were scratches all over his neck, and one of his arms was in a cast.


    He smiled at them when they came in, and motioned for Mark to come closer. Slowly, the wolf let go of Arden’s paw and approached his father.


    Once he was close enough, the older wolf pulled his son into a big hug. “I’m so sorry I let her do that to you,” he said with tears in his eyes. “I’m so sorry.”


    “It’s okay, Dad.” Mark, too, was beginning to cry. “Thank you for protecting me.”


    “Where is she?” Mr. Heeley’s voice grew icy cold.


    “They’re holding her at the station for now,” Mr. Halinen said. “The trial is scheduled for Friday. A friend of mine knows the guy at the prosecution office and he pulled a few strings to speed things up.”


    “I hope, for her sake, that she has a good lawyer.” Mr. Heeley’s voice was seething with hatred. “Or she’ll be lucky to get ten years.”


    “You really want her to go to prison, Dad?” Mark broke up the hug and met his father’s eyes.


    “Son, she tried to kill you for something that you had no choice over.” His tone was soft now. No doubt, he understood how much Mark loved his mother. “It doesn’t matter how much she loved you before; she’s dangerous. Please understand.”


    “So... So, you’re okay with me being gay, Dad?”


    Mr. Heeley’s gaze wavered. “Son, I’ve made many mistakes in my life, but pushing you away will not be one of them. You are gay... and you’ve found someone who loves you.” He looked over at Arden and smiled. “And that... that’s a beautiful thing. Also, this whole predicament may give me a chance to fix some of my own problems.” He took Mark’s paw in his. “Son, you trusted me with your deepest secret. It would be terrible of me not to do the same. I’m gay, Son.” It was as if he just got ten years younger. His eyes began to shine again – not as lively as Mark’s, but more than Arden had ever seen them. It all made sense, especially the awkward glances at Arden in his Speedo.


    “But... Dad...” Mark grasped for words. “You married Mom... and... you had me.”


    “Because I wanted to prove to the world how straight I was. I felt the same way you did. I didn’t want to be gay; I believed, at the time, that I had enough problems... but seeing you hold up Arden’s paw and proclaim to us that you were gay and that you loved him... It made me feel like a coward. You did something I was never able to do – you admitted the truth. It took me a lot longer than you to become wise enough to do so. I was miserable for a very long time, and it hurt so much. I know I’m older now; but maybe I, too, will be able to find love. I hope you can accept me, Son.”


    Mark didn’t respond. He just hugged his father and sat there. For the first time since their night at the carnival, the young wolf was smiling. The smile was weak, but like with any wound, healing would take time.


    “There was only one good thing that came out of all this,” Mr. Heeley whispered. “I had you.”


    Arden came up behind Mark and squeezed him gently on the shoulder. “Take as long as you need to, hon. We’ll be outside.”


    “Wait,” Mr. Heeley called after him. “Thank you for protecting my son... and for being there for him.”


    “Wouldn’t dream of doing anything else.” Arden kissed Mark on the cheek.


    He walked out of the room and shut the door gently.


    Several minutes later, Mark joined him.


    He gave Arden another kiss, stronger and more passionate than before. The kiss did what words never could. It communicated his love and appreciation for one of just a small pawful of people in this world who loved and understood him.


    Arden parted the kiss gently, suddenly remembering that he was standing in the middle of a hospital hallway. “Ready to go?”


    “Yeah.” Mark smiled at him again. “I think I’ll visit him at least once more before he’s released, though.”


    “We will.” The otter corrected him.


    “We... I like that.” Mark followed him into the elevator.


    The drive home was silent again, but it was a much happier silence.


    “You don’t have to drive all the way to my house, Mr. Halinen,” Mark said as they approached Arden’s house. “I think I’d like a walk. I need to do some thinking.”


    Mrs. Halinen waited for the wolf to get out of the car and then embraced him. “Well you can go ahead and take your walk...but if you think that you’re staying in that house all by yourself, you’ve got another thing coming!”


    “Oh, I couldn’t...” Mark began before she cut him off.


    “You can and you will.” She parted the embrace and took Mark’s paw. “Consider yourself a member of our family.”


    “Thank you.” Mark squeezed her paw gently. “I’ll just drop by to pick up some of my stuff.”


    “I’ll come with you.” Arden walked over and took the wolf’s other paw.


    Mark shrugged. “If you want.” He sounded so small and unsure of himself, and it hurt to hear him sound like that.


    Arden stood on tip-toe and kissed him on the cheek. “That wasn’t a question, that was a statement. Come on.”


    They walked down the street together, holding paws. Both of them would have been extremely uncomfortable with this before; but now they didn’t care. No matter how much hatred there is in the world, no matter how many people reject you, there will always be those who love you for who you are... just for who you are.


    Walking back into Mark’s house after all that had happened felt surreal. The whole house was dark and quiet – as if it, too, was recovering from the tragedy.


    Mark stopped in the living room. He stood there and stared at the remains of the coffee table – a testament, along with his scars, to the fact that what had taken place was real. “I just can’t believe it.” He tore his eyes from the broken glass and shook his head. “Why would she do this to me?”


    “Mark.” For once in his life, Arden didn’t have to look for the right words; they found him. “There are people in this world who are so set in their ways that there is simply nothing we can do to overcome them. Like the Crusaders, who would burn entire villages full of females and cubs to the ground in the name of their god. They believed that what they were doing was right. We look back on them now and shake our heads. Maybe one day we’ll be able to look at homophobia the same way. For now, we just have to make the best of what progress we’ve made.”


    “I guess you’re right.” The wolf heaved another heavy sigh and padded quietly over to the kitchen. He opened the door and descended the staircase.


    They packed all the stuff he thought he would need into a suitcase and a small duffel bag and headed back to Arden’s house.


    Arden chuckled. “Heh. I guess I’ve missed my run two days in a row.” Running was the furthest thing from his mind during the ordeal.


    “Well, we can still go.” Mark looked over at him. “In fact, a little exercise might be good to help me clear my head.”


    They dropped the wolf’s things off in Arden’s room and headed over to the track. Their cares were not forgotten, just put on hold.

  


  
    Chapter Ten


    When the boys got there, the track wasn’t as empty as they’d expected it to be. Some of the guys from Mark’s soccer team were doing laps around the soccer field.


    “Probably did something to piss off the coach,” Mark whispered. “Really piss him off, in fact; I don’t think any of them ever stayed this late.”


    As they came closer, one of the guys, Andy, stopped his run and sauntered over in their direction. “Well, well, well!” He stopped several feet from the two boys and jogged in place, fixating Mark and Arden with a wry smile. “Marky-Mark in the flesh! Where have you been, man? Hangin’ out with your boyfriend?”


    Mark pulled his paw back reflexively, even though he and Arden weren’t even holding paws. “No... I...” He started to stammer.


    Before things grew any more awkward, Chris, the coyote left in charge of the runners, stepped in. “Hey, Andy!” He put a paw on the weasel’s shoulder and steered him back toward the other runners. “How about you shut the fuck up and get back to your run.”


    Andy snorted, shot Mark one more sneering glance and returned to the track.


    “Sorry about that, man,” Chris said. “Those guys are total assholes. Your ex-girlfriend’s started spreading rumors about you being gay, and they latched on to them; jealous bitch. Coach made them stay after and do extra laps for being douchebags.”


    “Does everyone think I’m gay now?” Mark’s ears grew more and more noticeably twitchy. He had a panicked look in his eyes, like he was seriously contemplating running off and leaving Arden behind.


    “Nah, just those three.” Chris nodded toward the track. “Everyone else knows you’re too cool to be a faggot.”


    Arden wanted to speak up, but Mark, as if reading his mind, looked him in the eyes. It wasn’t a threatening look, but a pleading one. He saw all the fears and doubts from the night before resurface, masked by a thin veil of self-confidence.


    “Cool.” Mark looked over at Chris and faked a smile. “We just... I came by to see if Coach was still around.”


    “Nah, he went home,” Chris said. “You’ll be at practice tomorrow, though, right?” He gave the wolf a friendly jab to the shoulder. “The whole team’s fallin’ apart without you.”


    “Oh, yeah... Yeah. I’ll see ya tomorrow, then.” Mark turned around, not waiting for Arden to follow him, and headed out.


    The otter stood there, trying to figure out his next move. He wanted to do his run and cool off before talking to Mark, but the wolf’s sudden passage and his jeering teammates finally pushed him to leave the track as well.


    “What was that all about?” He walked just behind Mark, trying to keep his voice level and not start a fight.


    “I’m sorry.” Mark’s ears were folded and he was seconds away from tears again. “It’s just that... I was beginning to feel so normal about the whole gay thing... and then, when those guys started heckling me... I felt like a freak.”


    “There’s-” Arden began, but Mark cut him off.


    “I know there’s nothing wrong with me, Ar. It’s not about that.” He continued walking at a pace too brisk for Arden to match. “I guess I just forgot how much hatred there really is in the world, what with my dad and your family accepting me. Even my mom didn’t shake me as much as those guys did. I’ll have to face them every day in school and at practice now.”


    “I know.” Arden couldn’t think of anything else to say. “It’s tough.”


    “I’ll get better though; I promise.” Mark finally slowed down enough to let Arden catch up. “I’m not perfect...” He put his arm around the otter as they walked. “...but I’m trying as hard as I can.”


    “I know.” Arden smiled and snuggled up against him. He thought he felt Mark’s fur bristle slightly, but he ignored it; the wolf really was trying his best.


    The kitchen was a veritable bustle of activity by the time they got home. Mrs. Halinen, Mr. Halinen and Mikey were busy preparing a huge meal.


    Mrs. Halinen was the only one to even acknowledge their arrival. “Oh, you boys are home early.”


    “Yeah, we decided not to go running. I wasn’t feeling well,” Arden lied, and then it hit him. He wasn’t lying for his sake; he just wanted to avoid a confrontation. Mark was doing the same thing. He wasn’t afraid of being gay, or ashamed of his boyfriend. He just wanted to keep the peace.


    “Well, we were going to cook you a surprise dinner,” Mrs. Halinen said. “But since you’re back, you can help. You’re not getting sick, are you?”


    “Nah, just a leg cramp.”


    “Okay, then. Wash up and come help.”


    Arden decided to use the upstairs bathroom. It wasn’t because it felt more familiar, but because he wanted some private time with Mark.


    The wolf barely made it through the door when Arden wrapped his arms around him and kissed him passionately on the muzzle.


    “Wow, do I get one of those with every paw wash?” Mark grinned.


    “That’s not a bad idea, actually.” Arden turned on the faucet and splashed some water in the wolf’s direction.


    It took them a quite bit of time to get back downstairs; Mark decided to give him a kiss for washing his paws as well, then things went a bit further.


    “Welcome home, hon!” Arden’s mom greeted them as they walked down the stairs together. “How are the bathrooms in Finland?”


    “Finland?” Mark didn’t get it.


    “Well, when you were gone for so long, I assumed you decided to hop a plane to Finland to use their faucets instead.”


    “Oh, we were just-” Arden began.


    Mrs. Halinen rolled her eyes. “Is it something you want your mother to hear?” She smiled knowingly.


    Arden blushed. “Well... No.”


    “Then just say you couldn’t get the hot water going or something.” She chuckled and walked back to the kitchen.


    Mark scratched the back of his head and stared after her. “Can your mom be my mom, too?”


    Arden wasn’t sure if he was joking or not. “Sure. But then what we’re doing would be kind of incestuous, wouldn’t it?”


    “As long as it’s with you,” Mark said, giving the otter’s nose a quick lick, “it doesn’t really matter to me.”


    They walked into the kitchen just as everyone else was finishing up with the cooking.


    “All done here.” Mikey sighed dramatically and took off his apron. “You guys can just wash the dishes.”


    The meal was beyond delicious – Stuffed grape leaves, grilled salmon, mashed potatoes with two kinds of gravy, toast with caviar, and a huge carrot cake for dessert.


    After dinner, everyone headed straight to bed. They all felt extremely drained from the events of the past few days; even Mikey, who normally stayed up into the wee hours of the morning, was asleep by nine.


    Arden and Mark slept in the same bed. Both boys were too tired to play around. They cuddled for a bit and fell asleep in each other’s arms.


    Thursday seemed to come and go with blinding speed.


    They went to visit Mr. Heeley in the hospital. He was still covered in bruises and bandages, but claimed to feel a lot better.


    Afterward, they dropped Mark off at soccer practice and headed home. Arden had an hour to himself before he was scheduled to meet Mark for their (almost) daily run, so he spent the time reading. It felt like years since he’d last opened a book, and he had to start The Rogue Crew from the beginning because he’d completely forgotten how it started.


    His alarm went off an hour later, and he headed over to the track.


    Their run went off without a hitch this time, and they decided to drop by Rabbit’s to celebrate.


    Smoothies in paw, the boys headed home.


    Dinner was already on the table when they got there – shark steak with baked potatoes. Mrs. Halinen chided them for ruining their appetite with smoothies, but smiled when Mark told her that, appetite or not, her food was too delicious not to eat.


    “See, Arden,” she said, smiling at Mark. “This is called a compliment; you should really learn to give them from time to time.”


    Dinner didn’t end until way past seven. They joked and laughed and told stories; Arden was extremely happy that Mark fit so well into his family.


    The only topic not touched on was the trial. None of them were looking forward to it, and the conversation was always steered clear of anything relating to the subject.


    Just like the night before, everyone turned in early. Mark and Arden cuddled again; although it seemed that Mark was a lot less into it than he had been the previous night. He just lay there with his arms wrapped around the otter, staring blankly into space before he fell asleep.


    Morning came way too soon. Unlike with other mornings that snuck up on them, nobody complained. They all got up, groomed themselves, got dressed, ate and headed over to the hospital.


    The orderly on duty was the same one as two days ago; she smiled and nodded as they walked past.


    They reached the room, but before Mark could put his paw on the door, it swung open and a tall, lanky fox walked out.


    “Afternoon.” He touched the brim of his hat and walked off down the corridor.


    Mark watched him disappear behind the closing elevator doors and proceeded into his father’s room. “Who was that, Dad? Mom’s lawyer?”


    “No, er... He... He’s helping me with a few things,” Mr. Heeley said. Whatever the fox was doing, he clearly didn’t want to talk about it.


    Mr. Halinen squeezed his shoulder gently. “Ready to go, James?”


    “As ready as I’ll ever be, I suppose.” He began getting up, but a nurse who’d just walked in stopped him. “I’m sorry, sir,” she said, unfolding a wheelchair that stood in the corner of the room, “but we have to wheel you out. Hospital tradition.”


    “Oh, very well.” Mr. Heeley nodded and climbed into the chair, though somewhat reluctantly.


    They stopped by the front desk to fill out the necessary paperwork, then headed out to the parking lot.


    With some effort, they all managed to squeeze into the Tuareg.


    “Bit of a tight fit, but I wasn’t thinking about this, to be honest.” Mr. Halinen smiled sheepishly.


    When they got to the courthouse, Sam and his father were already waiting for them on the steps.


    “Oh my goodness!” Sam pulled both Mark and Arden into a tight hug. “I leave you two alone for... what... three days? And look what happens. Don’t worry, though,” he added, seeing Mark’s crestfallen expression. “My dad will take care of everything.”


    “Dennis Fradin,” the otter introduced himself, shaking Mr. Heeley’s paw. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”


    “Likewise, I’m sure. I’m assuming you were the one who pushed the trial forward. Those take months to schedule. You have my thanks for that.” Mr. Heeley cleared his throat. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to find a place to change before the trial begins.”


    “You don’t actually have to change,” said Mr. Fradin. “Nothing to win over the jury for good like scrubs. Although, come to think of it, we’ve got this case locked down so tight that it doesn’t even matter.”


    Mark sighed, but quickly composed himself again, clearly embarrassed at having done so.


    Arden gave his paw a gentle squeeze. “Be strong,” he whispered. “I will be right there with you.”


    A voice from behind made them turn. “Ah, it’s the queer-lovers.”


    It was Mr. and Mrs. Clawell, Donnah’s parents. They were both just as large as their daughter, but their fur had long since turned a silvery-gray, so they didn’t look anywhere near as intimidating.


    “My daughter better not go to jail for this, ya hear me?!” Mr. Clawell snarled at James. “I always knew you were a good-for-nothin’ waste of life, just like your faggot son.”


    “Well, if I may give my professional estimate,” Mr. Fradin said, “the lightest sentence she can get is two counts of aggravated assault; that’s up to five years in prison. If the judge decides on attempted murder... well... that could mean life.”


    “You’re gonna burn in hell for what you’re doin’!” Mr. Clawell spat. “Just like the queers.” With that, the Clawells brushed past them and went inside.


    The interior of the courthouse smelled like fresh paint and cigarette smoke. This was apparently one of the few places left in the state where smoking indoors was still allowed; it was obvious that everyone intended to take full advantage of it.


    Sam’s father escorted Mr. Heeley to the nearest bathroom to change into a suit while everyone else waited by the entrance to the courtroom.


    James came out of the bathroom a few minutes later looking much sharper than he did in the scrubs. If anything, Arden thought, he presented an even stronger image – someone who was badly battered but refused to sit in a hospital bed feeling sorry for himself.


    “Everyone’s already inside,” Mr. Halinen said. “They’re waiting for us to begin.”


    “Well, let’s begin, then,” Mr. Heeley said, adjusting his tie.


    They walked into the courtroom together. It wasn’t overly crowded, but there were far more people than Arden expected. Most were wolves – probably from the Clawell side of the family.


    The bailiff met them at the door and showed them to a row of seats at the very front.


    Just as they were sitting down, the doors of the courtroom swung open again and Mrs. Heeley was led in by two fierce-looking bulldogs.


    She wore an orange jumpsuit and filling it well. She had all the makings of an inmate already, Arden mused – the jumpsuit, the scowl and the deep hatred for most living things.


    She looked over at him, as if to say, ‘If I weren’t in shackles right now, I’d finish what I started.’


    They escorted her to the bench and the bailiff stood at attention by the dais.


    “All rise in the presence of the Honorable Judge Dawfrin.”


    Everyone stood up as a tall, elegant stag walked into the room. His black robe trailed slightly behind him; his look was cool and calculating, betraying no emotion.


    “Please, be seated.”


    “We are now reviewing case number three hundred and forty: State versus Donnah Heeley,” the judge said, leafing through a packet of what must have been thousands of cases.


    “The defendant, Donnah Heeley, is accused of assaulting her son, her husband and then attempting to force entry into a private residence. Who will represent the defendant?”


    “I will, Your Honor.” An evil-looking rat stood up. “Mister Ronald Varminn.”


    The judge nodded. “And who will be leading the prosecution?”


    “I am, Your Honor.” Sam’s dad stood up. “Mister Dennis Fradin.”


    Judge Dawfrin nodded. “Very well. Mrs. Donnah Heeley, how do you plead?”


    Varminn stepped forward. “My client would like to plead not guilty by reason of insanity, Your Honor. She was acting under an honest belief that her son was in danger due to his sexuality.”


    The judge scribbled something on a nearby notepad. “Very good. Mr. Fradin, you may proceed.”


    Sam’s father bowed. “Thank you, Your Honor. I would like to call as my first witness...” He trailed off, scanning the crowd.


    Arden reached his paw to the seat next to him, but found that it was empty. Panic gripped him. He realized that he hadn’t seen the wolf at all after they’d entered the courthouse.

  


  
    Chapter Eleven


    Arden darted from of his seat and out the door before anybody had a chance to say a single word. He had to find Mark. Tilting his head up, the young otter sniffed the air carefully for any signs of his boyfriend’s scent. Sadly, his sense of smell just wasn’t sharp enough to discern Mark’s musk among the plethora of other scents that hung thick in the air of the courthouse. He wished badly that they could switch places; the wolf would have found him easily. After briefly consulting a floor-plan that hung by the front door, Arden decided to start his search with the bathroom. Once there, he followed the muted sounds of sobbing to the last stall on the right.


    “Mark.” He approached the stall carefully, as if any sudden movement would spook his boyfriend and cause him to run off again. “It’s me.”


    “I’m sorry.” Mark’s voice emanated from behind the locked door. “But I can’t do it.”


    “Hon.” Arden rested his paw against the lacquered wood. “There’s nothing you can do for your mom. Your dad’s testimony, my parents’ testimony and the physical evidence is enough to put her away for good. Whether you testify or not won’t make much of a difference.”


    “So why should I even do it, then?”


    “Because.” Arden wished Mark would unlock the door so he could look him in the eyes. “Because this is your chance to stand up to her and show her that you are not afraid. To make her realize that you do not believe as she does. You need to do this for yourself, Mark, for us.”


    He stood there for several minutes, his paws on the door, waiting and hoping that Mark understood.


    Finally, the lock clicked open.


    “Just give me a sec to wash up.” Mark came out and headed to the sink; his eyes were mostly dry and his voice was completely steady. He washed his muzzle with some cold water from the faucet, dried off and firmly grasped Arden’s paw. “Let’s go.”


    The courtroom was alive with chatter when the two boys approached it, but they’d hardly passed through the door when everyone fell silent and turned to look at them. Some appeared relieved while others were definitely quite angry.


    “Ah, you found him; good!” The bailiff looked the most relieved of all. “We were going to send an escort to look for you. Missing witnesses are a pretty serious thing, you know.”


    “Sorry,” Arden said. “He just needed some time to himself.”


    He kissed Mark on the cheek – the wolf didn’t even flinch – and went to take his seat.


    “Mr. Heeley, please approach the bench,” the judge said, his voice perfectly level and his eyes as unmoving as before.


    As the wolf came forward, the Bailiff produced a Bible and held it out in front of him. “Please place your left paw on the Bible,” The Bailiff said. Mark did as he was bidden. “Do you, Mark Robert Heeley, solemnly swear or solemnly and sincerely affirm as the case may be, that the testimony you shall give concerning this case shall be the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth so help you God or upon penalty of perjury?”


    Mark nodded. “I do.” His voice remained strong and assured.


    “Very well, Mr. Heeley, please have a seat.” The Bailiff put the bible away and took his place at the bench.


    The judge nodded to Sam’s father. “Mr. Fradin, you may begin when ready.” He directed his attention to a piece of paper lying in front of him.


    Dennis stood up and went to stand by Mark. “Mr. Heeley, you missed the opening statement. So, with the court’s permission, I will read it back to you.”


    “Permission granted.” The judge passed him part of the transcript.


    “Your mother, Mrs. Donnah Heeley, submitted a plea of ‘not guilty by reason of insanity.’” He leafed through the transcript. “Her lawyer, Mr. Varminn, claims that her actions were done strictly in good intention in order to protect you from your sexuality. Would you agree with that statement?”


    “No.” Mark’s eyes grew wide in amazement; did his mother really think that?


    Dennis nodded. “Please describe to us what happened that night, Mr. Heeley.”


    After composing himself for a few moments, the wolf spoke. He told the story just as it happened – returning from the theme park to find Katelyn, Mrs. Heeley’s reaction, their impending flight, and her attempt to break into Arden’s home. Not once did he sound unsure. Arden saw a cold determination in his eyes; his mother’s claims exposed her true nature. She was no longer the saint he was afraid to destroy; she was a demon that needed to be dealt with.


    “No further questions, Your Honor,” Dennis nodded, satisfied.


    The judge turned to Donnah’s lawyer. “Mr. Varminn, would you like to cross-examine the witness?”


    “I would, Your Honor.” Varminn got out of his chair and walked slowly over to the witness stand. “Mr. Heeley.” The rat moved quite close to Mark. Arden wasn’t sure if there was some sort of personal space law; if there was, Mr. Varminn had to have been violating it. “I only have one question for you. Is it true that you’re gay?”


    “Objection!” Sam’s father sprang out of his seat. “Your Honor, that is information that in no way pertains to the case.”


    “Oh, but it does.” Varminn smiled wickedly. “I am simply trying to establish possible motives.”


    “Sustained,” The judge said. “Please answer the question, Mr. Heeley.”


    “I’m gay.” Mark looked straight at his mother as he spoke. It was like coming out to her all over again.


    “Thank you, Mr. Heeley, that will be all.”


    “Why did he do it?” Arden whispered to Mr. Fradin when the otter sat back down.


    “He wants to generate sympathy,” Fradin answered. “Homophobia, while far less common than before, is still quite rampant. This is their only hope for leniency. At the very least, they’ll deem her insane and put her into an institution.” He got out of his seat and approached the witness stand. “For my next witness, I would like to call Mr. James Heeley to the stand.”


    Mr. Heeley rose from his seat and walked over to the bench. Arden noticed then how badly he was limping. If it were anyone else, he would have been sure that the limp was badly exaggerated.


    Mr. Heeley, however, was not one for exaggerations. He wore the same look as his son – cold determination.


    The Bailiff swore him in, and he took the witness stand.


    Fradin stood by his side. “Now Mr. Heeley, please describe the events that took place on the aforementioned night.”


    James’s story began the same way as Mark’s. It ran longer, however, when he went on to describe what happened when the boys fled.


    “I tried to pin her down.” His voice remained steady. “She’s much bigger than I am, of course, so she threw me off pretty easily. I must have landed on my wrist somehow because I heard a crunch and then felt a good deal of pain.” His other paw touched the cast gently, as if recalling the pain at its very source. “She went over to me and stomped on my paw. She said something akin to, ‘Don’t you dare follow me, or you’ll burn in hell with the rest of them.’ I blacked out from the pain at that point.”


    Arden was listening the entire time with rapt attention. Only when Mr. Heeley stopped did he realize that he had tears in his eyes. The events of the night were so draining that he never even stopped to think about what the wolf had to go through to protect them.


    He looked over at Mark; the wolf’s eyes were shut and he squeezed Arden’s paw tighter, clearly doing his best not to snap and say something detrimental.


    Mr. Fradin also seemed quite shocked by the story. “That will be all, Mr. Heeley. Thank you.”


    Mr. Heeley stood up and limped quietly to his seat. He looked tired; more tired than Arden had seen him in days. He felt the same forces that Mark had to contend with doing battle inside the wolf’s father.


    “If it pleases the court,” Fradin’s voice brought Arden out of his daze, “I would like to present some evidence to further clarify the events of that night.”


    Dawfrin nodded. “You may proceed, Mr. Fradin.”


    Sam’s father went to his table and opened his briefcase.


    “These are photographs of both crime scenes.” He passed a set of pictures around to the judge and jury.


    Arden couldn’t see the pictures, but he didn’t have to. He knew the remains of the coffee table and the scratch marks on his door were among them.


    He watched the jury as they looked at the pictures; some couldn’t restrain a small gasp or a widening of the eyes. They clearly weren’t as adept at disguising their emotions as the judge was.


    “Very good, Mr. Fradin.” The judge handed him back the pictures. “Is there anything else you would like to present?”


    “No.” Dennis put the pictures back into his briefcase. “I don’t believe any more is necessary.”


    The judge turned his attention to Varminn. “Would the defense like to cross-examine the witness?”


    Varminn glanced over at Donnah and then back at the judge. “No, Your Honor, that won’t be necessary.”


    “Very well. We will begin with the closing statements, then.” The judge looked over at Dennis. “You may close first, Mr. Fradin.”


    “Thank you, Your Honor.” Dennis stood up and padded over to the bench. “I don’t have much to say. All the evidence and testimony of my witnesses speaks for itself. Mrs. Donnah Heeley is a danger to her family and others. I trust that the jury will agree with me and take the necessary actions. Thank you.”


    “Thank you, Mr. Fradin.” The judge turned to the rat. “Mr. Varminn?”


    “No comments, Your Honor.” He was still wearing a sly grin, but it was obvious he knew he’d lost.


    “Very well, then. The jury will now retire to a private room for deliberation. We will convene once they have reached a decision.” Dawfrin banged the gavel. “Court is adjourned.”


    After exiting the courtroom, everyone (who didn’t want Arden and Mark to burn in hell) decided to go down to the cafeteria to grab some lunch.


    “Easy one.” Mr. Fradin bit into his tuna sandwich and chewed it methodically. “I honestly thought they’d line up at least some sort of defense. Although I guess there isn’t much they could have said. We have witness testimony, evidence; they have nothing.”


    “Well, let’s hope it doesn’t take the jurors too long,” Mr. Heeley ate his roast-beef sub with considerably less relish. “I wanted to take you all out to dinner tonight. I could never thank you enough for all your help.”


    “Oh, it was our pleasure.” Mrs. Halinen embraced him. “With our boys together, we’re like one big family.”


    “And as a friend of the family,” Mr. Fradin added, “I’m always there to help.”


    “So, how bad do you think she’ll get it?” Mark spoke up for the first time since the trial.


    “Hard to say.” Mr. Fradin scratched his chin. “I’m about ninety-nine percent sure she’ll be found guilty... but whether the jury decides to stick with the charges we set or come up with their own is a tossup.”


    An hour later, they were summoned back into the courtroom.


    Once everyone was seated, the judge began. “Has the jury reached a verdict?”


    “We have, Your Honor.” The clerk – a short, stout beaver – stood up.


    “Please read it out loud.”


    “We hereby find the defendant guilty of two counts of aggravated assault, break-in, and child-abuse.”


    “Thank you; you are dismissed.” The judge waited for the jury to file out before continuing. “Will the defendant please rise to face charges?”


    Donnah stood up, avoiding Dawfrin’s eyes.


    “In accordance with state laws, I sentence you to five years in psychiatric penitentiary with up to ten years parole, depending on behavior; you are also ordered to pay a fine of thirty thousand dollars; your parental rights are hereby permanently revoked, and you are to be forcibly separated from your husband, James Heeley. Case closed.” He banged his gavel twice and, just like that, it was over.


    Everyone filed out of the courthouse and stood on the steps breathing the cool evening air.


    Arden expected another bite from the Clawells, but the couple rushed out as quickly as they could, the mother sobbing brokenly into a handkerchief, and they were never seen again.


    “I’m so happy for you guys!” Sam hugged them as soon as they were outside. “Justice prevailed, and so did love!”


    “Thanks.” Mark’s voice was chipper and relaxed. He was smiling.


    “So, you’re okay?” Arden whispered after Sam went over to talk to his father.


    “Yeah.” Mark looked into empty space and sighed. “I guess I am. I’m just really disillusioned, is all. I thought my mother loved me. Until I heard her make these stupid claims, I continued to believe she was good... I see her for what she is now.”


    “How about some dinner, boys?” Mr. Heeley limped over, smiling. “Palazzo’s has their Summer Slam pizzas ‘til the end of August!”


    “Sounds awesome!” Arden’s stomach growled in agreement.


    “Well, let’s get a move-on, then.” Mr. Heeley winked and limped off towards the car. “If we get there quick, we’ll have over an hour to eat before they close.”


    The drive over to Palazzo’s was lively and animated. Everyone was chatting, clearly relieved that such a daunting task was finally behind them.


    The place was packed when they got there, but Mr. Heeley had made reservations in advance, so the hostess seated them right away.


    They all ordered pizzas – the otters chose calamari while the wolves went for sausage.


    “I would like to propose a toast.” Mr. Heeley lifted his glass. “Let us do our best to make sure our children grow up in a happy, friendly environment, and should they decide to have children,” he said as he winked at Mark, “may their children be born into a world that, while not without hatred, is better off than the world we live in today.”


    “Hear, hear!” Everybody chorused.


    They only stopped talking when the pizzas arrived.


    An hour later (when the waiters started staring at them and wiping down tables in their line of sight), they left the restaurant and headed home.


    Mark tapped his father on the shoulder. “Hey Dad, can Arden sleep over tonight?”


    Mr. Heeley Shrugged. “I don’t see why not.”


    Mr. Halinen dropped the three of them off at Mark’s home and bid them good night.


    “I’m not gonna say not to stay up too late,” he said to the boys, “but don’t wake Mr. Heeley. He needs his sleep.”


    Arden embraced the otter. “We won’t, Dad.”


    They waved to him until the car disappeared from view and headed inside.


    “So...” Arden closed the bedroom door and went to sit next to Mark. “How about a little something to unwind?” He unbuckled the wolf’s pants and slid them off.


    Mark was already getting hard. “Sounds good to me.” He lay back on the bed and put his arms behind his head.


    Arden tried to remember what he’d done that day at the beach; it felt so much more simple and instinctual in the water.


    Taking Mark’s throbbing member in his paw, he slowly moved his muzzle up to it and gave it a teasing lick.


    Mark squirmed and moaned softly.


    ‘So far, so good,’ Arden said to himself. He continued to lick the shaft until it started to leak. Eagerly, he lapped up the familiar salty liquid; it didn’t taste too bad. The overpowering musk made him forget about the taste as he took as much of the member as he could fit and slid it into his short muzzle.


    He licked the underside while keeping one paw on the wolf’s growing knot. His free paw found its way to Mark’s sac; he caressed it slowly, feeling his lover’s every joyful reaction.


    Mark’s moans grew louder as he drew closer and closer to release. He put his paws on Arden’s head, stroking the otter’s ears lightly with the tips of his claws.


    It didn’t take long after that; Arden squeezed the knot one last time, Mark arched his head and gave a muted howl, climaxing freely into the otter’s waiting muzzle. It tasted surprisingly good. Arden licked up all the remains and gave Mark’s shrinking member one last lick, making the wolf shudder.


    “Wow.” Mark rested his head on the pillow and looked up at the ceiling. “I really don’t know what else to say.”


    They stripped off their clothes and got into bed together, no longer afraid of being caught. Mark put his arms around Arden and brushed the otter’s ear with his muzzle. Arden felt the happy energy return to his boyfriend – something he was consistently being robbed of. It seemed, however, that every time that energy returned, it was stronger than before. Each trial they went through brought the boys closer and closer together; each trial made them harder and harder to separate. They were both far past the stage where they questioned their feelings for each other; at this point, they just knew.


    “We’re one step closer,” Arden whispered, relaxing happily in the wolf’s strong arms.


    Mark didn’t hear him; he was already sound asleep.


    Arden gave him a kiss on the nose, snuggled in and fell asleep, too.


    

  


  
    Fall


    

  


  
    Chapter Twelve


    Mornings, something Arden really didn’t have to deal with during the summer, were now back with a vengeance. His alarm clock went off at six; the young otter hit snooze with his paw and moved his other paw around the bed, searching for Mark. Slowly, he remembered that Mark wasn’t there; the wolf was at home, in his own bed, probably doing the same thing.


    ‘Five more minutes.’ He made a mental note to set the alarm five minutes ahead.


    The next thing he heard was his Otters in America ring tone. “Hello.” He mumbled sleepily into the phone, stifling a huge yawn.


    “Aww! You didn’t wait for me.” It was Mark, chipper and wide awake.


    “Wait for what?” Arden rubbed his eyes with a free paw and took stock of the surroundings.


    “We were supposed to wa... Wait a minute, did you just wake up?”


    “Yup.” He was fully awake now as he darted to the bathroom to wash up.


    “Well, you better hurry.” Mark chuckled. “I’m outside your house; I guess I’ll wait for you.”


    Arden was no stranger to hurrying up; with practiced ease, he brushed his teeth, washed up, sprayed his fur with deodorant and bounded out the door.


    “Whoa, new record!” Mark was standing in the driveway. He wore jeans and a bright blue polo shirt that brought out his gorgeous eyes more than ever.


    The boys embraced and kissed lovingly.


    “Am I going to have to give you a wake-up call every day?” Mark asked after they parted and headed down the street. He checked the time on his phone.


    “I’d much rather you do it in person.” Arden smiled at him. “I really missed you last night... and this morning.”


    “Me too.”


    They walked in silence for a little while before Arden spoke up again. “So... remember how we kept putting a certain discussion off? I think now’s a pretty good time to have it.”


    Mark put his phone away and focused his attention on the otter. “Which one?”


    “The one about how heavy we’re going to go on the PDA at school.” Arden was really reluctant to continue, but he forced himself; this had to be done.


    “Well, I just use my PDA to write down homework and stuff.” Mark pulled out his iPhone again and brought up the planner app.


    Arden rolled his eyes. “Public displays of affection.” He wasn’t sure if the wolf really didn’t know what the term meant, or if he was just trying to skirt the subject.


    “Oh.” Mark went quiet.


    “Look, we don’t have to do anything if you don’t want.” Arden spoke after a few uncomfortable moments of silence dragged by. “It’s just that we started doing it over the past several days... and I really liked it.”


    “Me too.” Mark looked down at the sidewalk. “That’s why it’s so hard. I want to, I really do.”


    “We can wait.” Arden had a great deal of trouble hiding the disappointment in his voice.


    “I’m sorry, Ar.” Mark brushed his paw against Arden’s but didn’t take hold. “I’ll start coming out to one or two friends at a time. Once enough of them know, we’ll come out together.”


    He put his arm around the otter as they walked. “I really want everyone to know about my awesome boyfriend and be jealous of how lucky I am.”


    They strolled to school with Mark’s arm around Arden, separating when the main building loomed into view. Both boys were reluctant, but they knew that this is how things had to be – at least for now.


    The late bell rang just as they arrived at Arden’s calculus class.


    “I’ll see you in history.” Habitually, Mark leaned over for a kiss; he drew back quickly, realizing where he was, and looked away with a sigh.


    “Yeah.” Arden smiled weakly. “See you there.”


    He walked into class; everyone was already seated, and the teacher was staring him down. He ignored her and took an empty seat near the back.


    “Well, now that everyone’s seen it fit to join us...”


    Arden could still feel the squirrel’s stern gaze boring into him.


    “...we can begin. My name is Miss Florin...” She began writing stuff down on the whiteboard and droning.


    The monotone was very hard to follow, and Arden soon gave up.


    He chose, instead, to focus on his dilemma with Mark. They both wanted to come out to everyone; they were both ready... so what was the problem? He was tossing around different variations of a coming out speech when a nasty voice finally broke into his thought bubble.


    “Mister Halinen!”


    He looked up to see Florin staring at him; some of his classmates were giggling.


    “I’m sorry I’m so boring, but if you want to pass... and since you’re taking AP Calculus, I will assume that you do, in fact, want to pass... you will have to pay attention.”


    Arden nodded politely. “I will... I- I mean, I am.”


    “I hope so. Now, why don’t you come up to the board and solve this little problem for us?” She tapped her claw on a trig problem she had put up.


    Arden went up and did the whole thing in seconds. After giving Florin a smug grin, he returned to his seat.


    “Thank you, Mr. Halinen,” Florin said through gritted teeth.


    Arden nodded and went back to his own thoughts.


    The bell rang sometime later. He wasn’t sure if the teacher ever called on him again; he really didn’t care. This was one of those classes where he would keep his head down, do the work and try his best not to snap at the professor.


    History was next – which meant seeing Mark. Just the thought of seeing the wolf again dissipated most of the unpleasantness brought on by the calculus class.


    When he walked into class, however, some of the former unpleasantness returned. Mark was sitting at the very the back... but Sam was sitting towards the front; both were looking at him expectantly and smiling.


    He stood there, trying to figure out where to sit until a voice behind him said: “Attention passengers, please no standing in the isles!” He turned around to see a short red fox smiling cheerfully at him.


    “Oh, sorry.” Arden quickly took a seat next to Sam.


    “Hey, don’t worry about it. I would have done a seating chart, had I known that picking a seat was that difficult. I’m Warren, by the way... or Mr. Fresto; but don’t call me that, because I hate my last name.”


    Arden liked the fox right away; his clothes might have been a bit shabby, but his smile and his confident paw-shake made everything else seem superfluous.


    Fresto waited for a few more students to enter and then approached the whiteboard. “Good morning, class! My name is Warren. I don’t expect a reply back because I know that most of you are still asleep. Welcome to AP European History.” He picked up a marker and jotted down his name and contact information on the board in flourishing script. “So, let’s dive right in! Who can tell me something about Charlemagne?”


    Arden raised his paw. Not only did he love history, but he was really liking the teacher as well. ‘Not a bad way to balance out Calc.’


    The class went by even faster than Calc had; this time, however, Arden didn’t need to daydream. He paid full attention to Warren and immensely enjoyed the fox’s teaching style.


    The bell rang and Warren made one last announcement as everyone got up to leave. “I almost forgot!” He scribbled the information quickly on the board. “I am the adviser for the Elton Macenfield Young Gay Alliance... or EMYGA. We meet every Wednesday right after school in room 245.”


    Most of the class ignored him; there were even some snickers, but Arden stopped for a moment to jot down the time and room number before catching up with Mark.


    “What an awesome class!” he said after the wolf finally slowed down.


    “Yup.” Mark continued walking, staring blankly at the way ahead.


    “Look, I’m sorry I sat next to Sam.” He tried not to sound annoyed at the wolf’s childish behavior. “It’s just that I haven’t seen him much over the summer, and I was kinda rushed into my seat.”


    “So, you’re not angry at me?” The wolf looked up, his eyes brightening slightly.


    “For what?”


    “For wanting to take my time with this ‘coming out’ thing.”


    “Mark.” Arden stopped him right in the middle of the hallway. “I already told you. I understand. After what happened with... well, you know... after that, I wouldn’t expect you to want to wear rainbow stickers and march in parades. It will take time, and I will be with you no matter how long it takes.” He whispered the last part, even though he knew nobody was listening.


    Finally, the wolf smiled. “Thank you.”


    Arden saw tears welling up in Mark’s eyes and changed the subject as quickly as he could. “As far as History goes, we’ll sit together next time – all three of us.”


    “Sounds good to me.” Mark checked his phone. “I gotta run to class; AP Physics.”


    “Ouch! Well, have fun.” They began walking their separate ways. “Oh, will I see you at lunch?” Arden called after him.


    “Umm... Well, I usually sit with the rest of the soccer team.”


    “That’s okay. I’ll see ya in English, then.” Arden wanted to feel sad or at the very least angry, but then he realized that even if they were openly dating, it would only be right to give Mark some space.


    Biology was fun, if only because the teacher called in sick and the sub, a very overweight bobcat, couldn’t care less about... anything.


    Arden ended up talking to Sam the entire time. He caught him up on the latest news and told him about his progress with Mark.


    “It won’t happen right away,” Sam said, doodling aimlessly in his notebook. “It never does. But once it happens, you will both be happy; because you’ll both do it willingly. Nothing worse than being outed, after all.”


    “Yeah, tell me about it.” Arden chuckled.


    Lunch was never a leisurely affair at Elton; the students got thirty minutes to get to the cafeteria, buy their food and eat it.


    After standing in line for ten minutes for a slice of “whole wheat” pizza, Arden hurried off to find a seat. The place was packed from top to bottom. Every table he went to was full; he couldn’t understand how, despite sprinting from a classroom that was on the same floor as the cafeteria, he was still one of the last in line and one of the last to sit down.


    After what seemed like an eternity, he finally found a seat at a small table, tucked away behind the vending machines.


    “Mind if I join you?”


    He recognized Mark’s voice immediately and spun around. “I thought you wanted to eat lunch with the team.” He couldn’t help but grow a bit suspicious.


    “I didn’t say I wanted to, I just said I usually do.” Mark sat down next to him. “But it’s a new year, and there’s no better time to start a new tradition.”


    Arden loved this new tradition. He enjoyed Mark’s company so much that he didn’t even notice how much his pizza tasted like ketchup-covered cardboard.


    “Aww, that’s adorable! You’re having lunch with your boyfriend!” It was Andy. He and a few guys from the soccer team found Mark and just couldn’t resist a taunt.


    Several of the tables within earshot fell silent and the kids turned to stare at the boys.


    “They’re called friends, Andy.” Chris, who was walking by, came over to help. “I know you don’t have any, but other people do. So, why don’t you go take the five minutes you have before class starts and maybe find yourself a few.”


    “Ha. Ha.” Andy grimaced at the coyote and wandered off.


    “Thanks, Chris!” Mark composed himself enough to speak.


    “No probs.” The coyote smiled. “Listen, if they keep giving you crap we can talk to the coach and get them kicked from the team.”


    “Nah, it’s cool, I’m sure it won’t get that far. Oh, this is Arden.”


    Arden and Chris shook paws.


    “Oh yeah! You’re the guy Mark decked with the ball! Good thing we weren’t playing golf, huh?”


    “Yeah.” Arden laughed. Chris seemed like a nice enough sort.


    “Well, I’ll see you at practice, bro,” Chris said. He shook paws with Mark and walked off.


    The boys finished their lunch quietly and made their way to class.


    “Glad Chris showed up when he did,” Mark said. “I felt like I was about to pass out from the tension.”


    “Yeah.” It dawned on Arden then just how nervous this whole situation made Mark. Before the wolf spoke up, he was planning to mention the gay alliance group to him; but, feeling the tension, Arden decided to wait. He changed the subject. “So, have you heard anything about the English teacher?”


    “Eggurd? Yeah, she was my English teacher freshman year. She’s really cool.”


    Miss Fiona Eggurd was an ancient mouse; her fur was silver from tip to tail and she wore thick spectacles on the bridge of her nose. Despite probably being older than all the students in the room put together, she was far more energetic than any of them.


    “Shakespeare!” she squeaked as the last of the stragglers came in and sat down. “Overdone! No, this year we are going to focus on authors who do not get as much of the limelight.”


    She scurried over to a large wardrobe in the corner of the room and threw open the doors with one dramatic sweep of her frail paws. “Who wants to pass out the books?” she said excitedly. “... for fifteen points of extra credit!”


    There was a mass scraping of chairs as everyone rushed over to the closet.


    “Well, it certainly is nice to see all of you so concerned about your grades.” She smiled. “Might as well give you all some extra credit. Now, what you hold in your paws is the last play by one of the true masters of the English language, Oscar Wilde. Now,” as she scurried to the front of the class, “can anyone tell me why Mr. Wilde was such a controversial figure?”


    Jeena Marbrook’s paw shot up. “Because he was gay.”


    “That’s right,” Eggurd said. “We tend to think of homophobia today as unbearable and rampant, but if we look back at nineteenth-century England we see how lucky we are in comparison. Back then, homosexuality was a crime. People were thrown in jail for admitting to it.” She looked genuinely sad at what she said. “Mister Wilde could have achieved a far greater level of fame had he been straight.”


    She went on to tell them about Wilde’s life. She explained that his homosexuality was revealed because he sued his lover’s father for libel, choosing not to hide it.


    The bell rang too soon. Arden still had a lot of questions unanswered and resolved to do more research on Wilde when he got home.


    He and Mark walked out of class discussing the play they were given. They were both very excited to read it and decided to meet every day after Mark’s soccer practice and read it together.


    Once outside, the boys bid each other good bye and Mark headed off to practice.


    “Text me when it’s over.” Arden waved his phone, calling after the wolf.


    Mark answered without turning around. “Will do!”


    With over an hour to waste, Arden decided to head to the library to get some homework done. He didn’t have much, but he wanted to get it out of the way before hanging out with Mark.


    On the way there, he bumped into Mr. Fresto.


    “Ah, it’s my indecisive friend!” The fox shook paws with him. “How was your first day of school?”


    Arden told him briefly about his day.


    “Glad to hear senior year is going well for you,” Fresto sighed, looking not at Arden, but through him.


    “So, this gay club...” Arden wanted to stop himself, but it was too late. “Are there a lot of people in it?”


    “More than you might think.” Fresto pulled a poorly-photocopied pamphlet out of his bag. “Why, are you interested in joining?”


    “A... I... Yes.” There was no point in lying.


    “Wonderful!” The fox smiled at Arden and patted him on the shoulder. “We meet anonymously, so there’s nothing to worry about.”


    “I’ll definitely swing by, then.” They shook paws again, and Warren walked off toward the teacher parking lot.


    ‘More than you might think...’ Arden scratched his ear. ‘Are there really openly gay kids in this school?’


    ‘Did you think you were special?’ His inner voice again. ‘One in every ten people’s supposed to be gay... so no, you and Mark aren’t the only queers around.’


    The library was empty save for an aging raccoon with thick spectacles at the check-out counter. She gave Arden a surprised smile when he walked in, clearly amazed that anyone would be spending a warm summer day at the library.


    He smiled back and walked over to one of the study tables.


    After an hour of math homework, he finally felt a familiar vibration in his pocket.


    He pulled out his phone and read the text: ‘all set. meet u at rabbits.’


    ‘k,’ he texted back.


    He left the library quickly, eager to see Mark again.


    Rabbit’s was packed; it seemed like the entire population of Elton High migrated over and crammed themselves into the tiny smoothie shop.


    Mark was nowhere to be seen.


    Arden got two smoothies and went outside to wait for him.


    The wolf showed up ten minutes later. Arden registered a slight look of worry about him, but it faded quickly, and he didn’t give it another thought.


    Mark took the smoothie and sniffed its contents. “Laguna Blast?”


    “You bet!” Arden took a sip of his own drink. “So, shall we go and read us some Wilde?”


    “Actually...” Mark pulled out his PDA and scrolled through it. “I have way more homework than I thought I did. Can we get together tomorrow? I think I’ll be up ‘til at least twelve doing it.” He pulled Arden into a hug. “It’s just homework, I promise.”


    “Okay.” Arden hugged back. “We’re still walking back together, though... right?”


    “Unless you moved off our street without telling me.” Mark smiled at him.


    Smoothies in paw, the boys headed home.

  


  
    Chapter Thirteen


    Mom, I’m home!” Arden walked in and slammed the front door. There was no response. He went into the kitchen, half-expecting to see his mother cooking dinner; the kitchen was empty.


    Just as worry was beginning to set in, his cell phone rang.


    The otter answered immediately when he saw the familiar number flash up on the caller ID. “Mom, where are you?”


    “I’m just picking up Mikey, dear.” Her usual chipper voice had a sad tinge to it. “We’ll be home soon.”


    “Is everything okay, Mom?” The worry started edging its way back. Mikey always rode the bus home. Something had to have gone wrong.


    “We’ll talk once we get home. Bye, dear.” She hung up before he could ask any more questions.


    Arden flipped the phone shut and tossed it idly from one paw to the other. He wanted to call back, but decided against it; whatever it was, it could wait a half-hour. With worry slowing time to a crawl, he padded up the stairs.


    He heard the front door open just as he was finishing up the last of his homework.


    Dropping his pencil in mid-sentence, Arden hurried downstairs.


    He saw Mikey first; one of the otter’s eyes was swollen and some dried blood still clung to the fur around his nose. “Mikey, what happened?” Arden ran over and hugged his brother.


    Mrs. Halinen came in and shut the door. “He got into a fight.” She didn’t sound nearly as angry as Arden had expected her to.


    “That’s not like you, dude; what happened?” Mikey was usually the peaceful sort; seeing him bruised and bloodied was almost surreal.


    “Rob Collins started making fun of you in class.” Anger was clearly evident in his voice. “I told him to shut up, but he wouldn’t stop, so I decked him one for ya.” He winked with his good eye.


    “Wait... Collins... Andy Collins’ brother?” The realization made Arden wish he’d given Andy a few bruises of his own.


    “Yeah. Anyway, I need an icepack.” Mikey padded into the kitchen, and Arden followed him. Rather than wrap the ice in something first, the otter plopped it directly onto his swollen eye.


    “Oh, give it here.” Mrs. Halinen snatched the icepack from him and wrapped it in paper towels. She turned her attention to Arden. “So, Andy’s been making trouble at your school too, then?”


    Arden nodded. “Yeah. We mostly ignore it, though.”


    Mrs. Halinen held the compress gently against Mikey’s eye. “And that’s exactly what you should be doing, Michael.”


    The otter squirmed and dropped the icepack on the floor. “Mom! You know I hate my full name!”


    Mrs. Halinen grabbed another icepack from the freezer. “And you know how I hate it when you get into trouble at school. Next time, just ignore them. I’m sure the only reason they even said anything is because they hoped to get you riled up.”


    “It worked.” Mikey threw the icepack into the garbage and stomped off to his room without another word.


    “You’re not gonna ground him, are you, Mom?” Arden asked after his brother had left.


    “No, hon.” Mrs. Halinen pulled a large fish out of the refrigerator. “I’d feel guilty about grounding him; I would have done the same thing in his place... Just don’t tell him I said that.”


    “I won’t, Mom.” Arden grabbed a juice out of the fridge and headed upstairs.


    Mikey was lying in bed, tossing a lacrosse ball up into the air and catching it.


    Arden knocked on the door-frame to announce himself. “Can I come in?”


    “Sure.” His brother continued to toss the ball, staring blankly up at the ceiling. “Let me guess... I’m grounded, right?”


    “No, Mom’s not going to ground you.”


    Mikey caught the ball one last time and propped himself up on his elbows. “Well, that’s a good start.”


    “Listen, Mikey-” Arden began.


    “I know, I know.” Mikey rolled his eyes. “I shouldn’t have done anything. Two wrongs don’t make a right... Trust me, a thirty minute ride with Mom exhausted all the advice you could possibly be trying to give me.”


    “Actually, I just wanted to say thanks.” He smiled at the confused look his brother gave him.


    “For what?”


    “For standing up for me.” Arden took a seat on the bed next to his brother. “It must have taken a lot of guts, and I really appreciate it.”


    “Like I said before, Arden,” Mikey’s muzzle broke into a crooked grin, “We’re brothers. It’s my job to care.”


    After a momentary embrace, Arden returned to his room. He finished up the homework he was working on and decided to call Mark. Even a short conversation with the wolf always made him feel better about his day.


    “Hey, hon.” Mark answered the phone almost immediately. He certainly didn’t seem overloaded with homework; Arden decided not to press.


    “Hey, how was your day?” He was wasting time while trying to come up with a good way to approach things.


    “Not bad, just finishing up some homework. Physics is going to kill me. How about you?”


    He couldn’t think of any other way to tackle the situation other than head on, so that’s what he did. “Listen, Mark... You remember Fresto talking about the gay alliance thing?” He waited another moment before continuing. “I’m thinking of joining.”


    “Cool.” He was expecting silence, but Mark replied pretty quickly; he didn’t seem put off or nervous. The wolf did fall silent afterwards, however. He spoke again after a few seconds passed. “I don’t think I’ll be able to join, though.”


    ‘I wonder what his excuse is gonna be.’ Arden’s inner voice matched his own thoughts for once.


    “I’ve got practice every day after school. But I’ll skip a couple of them to come with you, if you want.” He sounded so hopeful that Arden immediately believed the wolf’s sincerity.


    “That would be awesome!” He didn’t expect such warm acceptance from Mark, especially after the wolf’s reluctance to come out at school. “Well, I’ll let you know how it goes Wednesday and then we’ll see.”


    “Sounds good.”


    They talked for a little bit longer while Arden doodled absentmindedly on a sheet of paper before wishing each other goodnight and hanging up.


    With his homework done for the day, the otter decided to give reading The Rogue Crew another shot. It seemed like every time he started with the book, something happened to interrupt his progress, making him forget all about what he’d read. He plopped down onto his bed and leafed back to page one.


    This time, he managed to make it almost halfway though before dozing off.


    He stood on the shore of a vast ocean. Water stretched as far as the eye could see and disappeared over the horizon.


    “’Tenshun!”a sharp voice barked.


    He realized that he was in a lineup. They were all otters like himself, standing stiffly at attention before a gruff-looking captain.


    “You were all paw-picked to join the Rogue Crew!” he barked. “While you all meet the qualifications; one of you will not be allowed on board.”


    He walked over to Arden and placed his paw on the otter’s shoulder. “I’m sorry, son, but queers are not allowed on the crew.”


    Out of the corner of his eye, Arden saw Mark. The wolf padded over to him and gently took his paw. “Let’s go, hon, it’s not worth it.”


    Arden was about to follow when he heard himself speak. “I’m not gay!” He wanted to fight it, but his voice refused to obey. “I’m not gay, and I’ve never seen this wolf in my life!”


    Mark looked at him with a mixture of sadness and surprise on his face.


    The captain surveyed him. “Hm. I guess I’ll take you at your word, recruit. But if I so much as see you eying any of the men, I will personally throw you overboard.”


    “Yes, sir! Thank you, sir!” He had absolutely no control over his body now. He ran aboard to join the other otters.


    As the ship pushed off, he stood at the stern, watching the tiny shape on the beach grow smaller and smaller. He wished he could cry; he wished he could jump overboard... but he just stood there... watching.


    Arden’s eyes snapped open as he lay on his back trying to stabilize his breathing.


    ‘It was all a dream.’ He kept repeating the words until his heart rate subsided.


    He remembered his promise to never abandon Mark and fully intended to keep it.


    The clock read 5:30; rather than sleep the extra half-hour, he decided to get up and shower.


    He didn’t scrub or shampoo; he just stood in the bathtub, letting the water run over him; his mind was elsewhere.


    ‘I promised myself that I would never abandon him, but what if it isn’t up to me?’ That thought alone scared him more than Donnah Heeley did. The dream felt so real... he knew then, that he’d truly glimpsed what it would feel like to leave Mark forever.


    Arden emerged from the shower, shaking – not from the cold, but from the sheer feeling of helplessness that now permeated his entire being. He realized that, no matter how much he loved his wolf, there may come a time when he would be helpless to prevent their separation..


    He was so happy to see Mark that he almost knocked the wolf over in an attempt to hug him while running.


    “Whoa! I’m happy to see you too, hon!” Mark gave him a quick a kiss.


    Arden didn’t respond; he just held on to the wolf, wishing he never had to let go. Mark’s presence filled him with hope. They were still together. Nothing could change that.


    After a few blissful minutes, reality reared its ugly head, and he pulled away.


    Mark didn’t question him any further about his sudden wave of emotions, and Arden didn’t pursue the subject; he tried to push the dream to the back of his mind, deciding to deal with it when (and if) the time came.


    He sat through Calculus completely oblivious to Florin’s ranting. After he showed her up the day before, the squirrel didn’t seem too keen on putting him on the spot again. His mind wandered, but he kept it firmly away from the night’s dream.


    In History, he sat together with Sam and Mark; Fresto spent the lesson discussing Franco-Germanic relations and ended with a reminder about the EMYGA meeting.


    “Now, as I told some of my students yesterday...” He looked at the clock to make sure he had enough time. “...these meetings are completely anonymous; nobody will know you attend them, and anything you say will be held in confidentiality.”


    There were a few snickers, and a couple of ‘fags’ thrown around, but otherwise the class remained quiet.


    Biology was a bit more involved than last time – if only a bit. The teacher, a large polar bear, seemed to have no clue what he was even doing in a classroom. He would refer constantly to the textbook and mispronounce a good portion of the terms. The information he did actually claim to know was usually wrong. Arden made a mental note to not pay attention to anything Mr. Buxton said; he chose, instead, to use his textbook.


    Mark joined him for lunch again. They only had five minutes to eat, so neither was particularly keen on talking.


    As they got up to leave, a voice called behind them.”Yo, otter-boy, we need to talk.”


    Mark was about to say something, but Arden put a paw on his shoulder. “I can take care of this. I’ll see you in class.”


    “I-” Mark looked him right in the eyes. His gaze lingered ever so briefly before he looked away with a sigh. “Alright.”


    Arden watched the wolf leave and then approached Andy. “What?” He tried to sound as annoyed as possible to move things along.


    “Tell your brother to stop pickin’ on Rob,” Andy growled. He had his fists balled, but he would never have enough spine to throw the first punch – Arden knew that.


    “Tell Rob to stop being a homophobic asshole.” He matched the weasel’s menacing tone.


    “Homos like you deserve to be picked on.”


    “Well then, I have no control over Mikey.” Arden folded his paws and stared Andy down. “Besides, if he’s gonna act tough he should probably hit the gym or something; he punches like a little bitch.”


    “You’re gonna get yours one day, cock-lover.” Andy snorted. He turned around and sulked away, muttering something under his breath.


    Arden arrived at English in pretty high spirits; he was able to avoid a fight and piss Andy off at the same time. This day was turning out to be pretty good, after all.


    “Well, since you’re not in detention, I’m guessing things went okay.” Mark pulled his backpack off the chair next to him, and Arden sat down.


    “Yeah, he just wanted to talk.”


    “Andy, talk?” The wolf cocked an eyebrow “Well, now I’ve heard everything.”


    “I’ll tell you about it later,” Arden whispered just as Eggurd walked in.


    The entire class was dedicated to Wilde and his works again. Over the course of the hour, Arden only grew to love the author more. Eggurd assigned them the first fifty pages of The Importance of Being Earnest and ended the class just as the bell rang.


    Arden tossed his notebook and pens into his backpack and followed Mark outside. “So, we’re reading after school, right?” he asked, slightly nervous at what the answer was going to be.


    Mark nodded and smiled reassuringly. “Yeah, absolutely! I’ll come by your place after practice.”


    Satisfied with the answer, Arden bid the wolf good-bye and went home.


    Mark showed up, as promised, two hours later. The boys ordered pizza and spent the evening doing homework together.


    Arden helped Mark with his Physics while Mark took a stab at the otter’s Biology homework.


    With the boring stuff out of the way, they moved on to Wilde.


    “This is really fantastic!” Mark said when they finished their English assignment. “I had no idea that Wilde was such a witty guy!”


    “There’s a movie version of this, too.” Arden was glad the wolf had enjoyed the play just as much as he had. “It has Dame Judi Dench in it.”


    “Movie night Saturday?” Mark packed up his stuff and hopped off the bed.


    “You bet!” Arden gave him a hug and walked him to the door, happy to finally have spent the evening with his boyfriend.


    He fell asleep pretty quickly after Mark left, looking forward to another fun school-day.


    The next day went pretty much the same as the last one had – boring Calculus, fun History, slapdash Biology, lunch with Mark and a discussion of Earnest in English.


    “I’ll see you after school.” Mark brushed muzzles with Arden briefly before heading off to practice.


    After the wolf disappeared from view, Arden headed back into the building.


    It didn’t take him long to find room 245. When he got there he found, to his surprise, over a dozen students milling around.


    He recognized some of them. There was Cody Harris, a timid raccoon who sat behind him in several of his classes; Ronny Beele, one of the otters on his swim team; as well as several other kids he knew from around the school.


    They all turned to look at him when he walked in. Some looked surprised to see him there, others looked happy, still others looked embarrassed to have been caught at the ‘fag club’ meeting.


    He waved cheerily to them and took a seat.


    Fresto walked in, carrying his usual faded briefcase briefcase. “Wow, we’ve got quite a crowd today! Why don’t we move some chairs into a circle.”


    Everyone got up from their seats and formed a circle at the front of the room.


    Satisfied, Fresto took a seat between Arden and Danny, a stalky cheetah from Buxton’s Biology class.


    They went around the circle and introduced themselves. Everyone but Arden spoke quietly, directing their attention anywhere but at their classmates. After the introductions were made, Fresto paired them up.


    “If you can make just one friend this year with whom you can be perfectly open and honest, even about your sexuality, you will already have gone further than most people do in their lifetime.”


    Arden was paired up with Danny.


    “Hi,” Danny said in a barely audible whisper, paying a great deal of attention to his claws.


    “Hey!” Arden smiled at him. Seeing that Danny had no plans on talking, he decided to speak first. “So, are you loving Biology this year?”


    “Yeah.” Danny chuckled. “Buxton sure seems to know what he’s teaching about, huh?”


    They talked some more about their classes; Arden found out that Danny was also planning to study biochemistry in college. The cheetah had already done a lot of college research and shared his top ten school picks with Arden. To the otter’s delight, the schools he’d arbitrarily picked out at his last guidance meeting were all on the list.


    Just as they’d finished discussing college choices, Fresto re-shuffled the groups.


    This time, Arden was paired up with Cody; while the greeting was similar, the raccoon seemed to be unable to provide more than one-word answers to anything. In the end, Arden gave up and stared at the clock until Fresto called them back into the circle.


    “That was fun, wasn’t it?” He smiled, his bright eyes eagerly surveying the group. “Now, for an announcement.”


    He reached into his briefcase and pulled out a manila envelope. “This came in the mail today.” He opened the envelope and read from a brightly-colored pamphlet.


    “Robert Teller; for those of you that don’t know, Robert Teller is a fairly well-known gay author. Anyway, he is doing a scholarship this year for homosexual students. The winner will receive fifty thousand dollars towards a college education. In order to enter, the student must write an essay about why homophobia is as bad for the straight population as it is for the gay; three thousand words.”


    He passed the pamphlet around.


    When it got to Arden, he leafed through it and took down the information; only two others did the same.


    The meeting ended with Fresto promising extra credit to anyone who wrote the essay. Even this generous offer, however, didn’t spur anyone else into action.


    The other students departed immediately, running off down the hall before anyone caught them near or around the ‘fag room.’ Arden shook paws with Danny and also left.


    He looked around for Mark, but didn’t see him anywhere. Nobody picked up when he called, so he headed home alone.

  


  
    Chapter Fourteen


    Mark wasn’t waiting for him when he got home, so Arden decided to spend the free time researching topics for his essay. His fist thought was to just go with Wilde; the author’s brilliance was severely underestimated during his lifetime; perhaps with greater appreciation for his work then, he would have written more for everyone to appreciate. He found Wilde’s Wikipedia page in his bookmarks and read through it again. Satisfied, he was about to open up his word processor and start writing, when another entry stuck out at him: Alan Turing.


    He wasn’t expecting much when he clicked on it, but the content grabbed him more than Wilde did. Arden learned that Alan Turing was a cryptographer during the Second World War; his work in the field played a pivotal role in turning the tide of war. He was greatly respected by his peers until his homosexual tendencies were discovered. Back then, just as in Wilde’s time, homosexuality was illegal. Turing was given a choice between prison and undergoing a hormone treatment. Being deathly afraid of the former, he opted for the hormones. Drastic changes soon gripped Turing. He grew breasts and suffered from daily migraines and violent mood swings. The agency he worked for deemed him unstable and revoked his security clearance, preventing Turing from continuing his research.


    Reading the article made Arden realize that perhaps his life wasn’t as difficult or trying as he first thought it was. He bookmarked the link and powered off the computer. Just as the DwemerCorp logo faded from the monitor, his cellphone vibrated.


    Arden opened it up and read the text message:


    ‘on my way, sry, hd some stuff to do.’


    The sender of said text-message showed up at his door five minutes later.


    “Sorry I’m late, I-” Mark began.


    “-Had some stuff to do, I know.” Arden chuckled. He let the wolf inside and shut the door.


    “So how was the gay alliance thing?” Mark dropped his backpack off in Arden’s room and the boys headed downstairs to get snacks.


    “It was awesome, actually. I never knew there were so many gay kids in our school.”


    “How many were there?”


    “I counted twelve. Thirteen if you count me.”


    “What about me?” Mark put a straw into his juice box and sipped it tentatively


    “Well, you’re not part of the club yet.”


    “I’m gonna come to the meetings!” He sounded hurt, but Arden took it as a sign that he might be able to use this as leverage.


    “I’ll hold you to that.” The otter smiled and took a sip out of Mark’s juice box. “Speaking of, when are you gonna come?”


    “Well, I can’t next Wednesday.” Mark chewed his lip thoughtfully.


    “How about the Wednesday after?” Arden offered.


    “Maybe.”


    Arden saw that this was all he was going to get out of his wolf for now, so he settled for it. “So, how about that homework?” He walked out of the kitchen with Mark behind him.


    “Well, I actually did most of mine already, but we can still read together.”


    “Sounds good.” Arden sat down on his bed and grabbed his copy of Earnest.


    They read for several hours and actually ended up finishing the entire play.


    “Now, we definitely have to see the movie,” Arden said, closing the book and putting it on his shelf next to his collection of Redwall novels.


    “Yeah, but we’ll already know the ending, so it won’t be as fun.”


    “It’ll be fun if you’re there.”


    Mark sat down next to the otter and hugged him. “I’m sorry I’ve been so distant the past few days.”


    Arden got his hopes up for just a split second, hoping to hear an actual explanation.


    “School combined with practice is just overwhelming.”


    He tried not to show disappointment in the wolf’s cookie-cutter answer; although his ears did droop a bit, Mark didn’t seem to notice. “It’s okay.” Arden hugged him back. “At least we’ll have the weekends together.”


    “Yeah.” Something about his voice just didn’t seem right. In fact, Mark’s behavior reminded him of another point in time – he wasn’t sure when or where – but he distinctly remembered seeing his wolf like this.


    Arden wanted badly to ask Mark what was really on his mind but decided against it. In their brief time together, they had yet to have a fight; he wanted to keep it that way for as long as possible. Granted, fights would be inevitable, but they would come later.


    “Well, I’ll see you tomorrow,” he said. “I’m setting three alarms this time; one of them is bound to wake me up.”


    That got a small chuckle out of Mark. “Okay, I’ll see you then.” They kissed and Mark walked out of the room.


    Arden chose to take the time he had left before bed to start writing his essay on Turing. He powered up his computer and started working.


    It was a quarter past three when he finally powered off his computer. Something clicked in the middle of the writing process and he just couldn’t find it in him to stop before finishing. The essay turned out to be lengthy and, as Arden saw it, very deep and provocative. It argued that had homosexuality not been a problem, Turing might have taken the field of Cryptography and computer engineering to a much higher level than he had already done. Mankind’s progress depends on letting each individual live up to their fullest potential, something Turing – as well as many other great artists, authors and scientists – was never given a chance to do.


    Satisfied with his work, Arden shut off the lights and went to bed.


    He stood at a podium in front of thousands of people.


    “Please join me in welcoming Mr. Arden Halinen!” The presenter announced, passing the mic over to him.


    From a series of cue cards, Arden read a lengthy presentation on the formation of matter and presented his theory on capturing this process and replicating it in a lab. His pride swelled when everybody stood up to give him a standing ovation.


    “You did wonderful, hon!” Mark ran up and embraced him. They shared a kiss. The crowd went silent.


    A voice came from the crowd.”Wait! Nobody told us he was a queer!”


    More angry shouts followed.


    Something flew out of the audience and hit him squarely in the forehead; it was a soccer ball.


    The otter awoke in cold sweat again. Why were these dreams so real?


    He’d heard about lucid dreaming before, but up until that night, he’d never experienced them.


    His alarm clock read 4:00am.


    Deciding that it was far too early to get up, he tried to roll over and get some sleep, but the memories of the dream kept coming back; they burned themselves in his mind until he couldn’t even close his eyes without thinking about them.


    He stopped trying to fall asleep at around five and went to take another shower.


    The water helped soothe him again and make some of the thoughts recede into the background.


    He didn’t feel a hundred percent better when he emerged, but it was a start.


    By the time Mark showed up, he was already on the porch, reading over his Turing essay again.


    “You look terrible!” The wolf ran over and embraced him. “Couldn’t sleep?”


    “Yeah, I spent all night working on that scholarship essay.” That was only a half-lie. “Mind if we drop by Coffeebean? I think I need something to keep me awake.”


    “Sure.” They kissed and headed off down the street.


    “So, this essay thing...” Mark took a few seconds to find his words before continuing. “Will it be publicized?”


    “I don’t know, maybe.” Arden hadn’t really thought about it. Did it really even matter? He voiced his thoughts aloud.


    “No... no.” Mark clearly wanted to say much more but chose not to. Arden, in turn, chose not to prod him.


    The boys reached the Coffeebean in silence; Arden bought his drink, and they went to school.


    “See you in History,” Mark said as they reached Arden’s calculus class.


    “Yeah.” He nodded.


    If before, he simply zoned out in Calc, that day he was on another planet. He had a lot to think about and there was no better place to do it than in a class he didn’t give two nuts about.


    Would the essay be publicized? Would it matter if it was? He hated questions he couldn’t answer. The only way to actually answer them was to wait and see how things unfold. For what it was worth, he liked math for that reason; all the questions had concrete, derivable answers. They didn’t vary depending on the day of the week or the individual’s mood.


    History went about the same as usual. He sat next to Mark and actually paid attention without much effort on his part.


    He stayed after class to show Fresto the essay.


    “This is incredible!”The fox stapled the pages together. “I really wasn’t expecting much from anyone on a topic like this. You really nailed it, I think.”


    “Thanks.” Arden felt a bit better about himself. At least someone was appreciating his work.


    “I’ll send it off for you, if you want.” Fresto offered. “I was going to edit it, but, from what I can see, it really doesn’t need it. I will give it another glance-over before sending it, of course.”


    “Thanks!” Arden said. “That would be great.” He parted with his essay and made it to Biology just before the late bell.


    They were assigned a group project, and he was (very fortunately) paired up with Sam.


    “Well, I guess this is our excuse to hang out, eh?” Sam said as they were leaving the class.


    “Yeah.” Arden felt the guilt return; he’d promised to hang out with Sam more, but things just seemed to fall in his way to prevent that from happening.


    “And practice starts Monday.”


    “Oh, don’t remind me.” Between his evening practice and Mark’s afternoon one, they would have absolutely no availability to spend time together. There were weekends, sure, but once the meets started, those would be very limited as well.


    He sat with Mark and Sam at lunch, but their conversation was limited to commenting on the quality of the food. In trying to promote a healthy lifestyle, the Board of Ed. limited the food selection to organic and whole-wheat products, effectively eliminating all the decent stuff from the menu.


    English was a similar affair to the previous days; lots of energetic banter from Eggurd and not much else. They took a quiz on Earnest, which both Arden and Mark passed with flying colors; a lot of other students seemed a lot less sure of themselves. Clearly Wilde’s wit and interesting writing style were not incentive enough for them to read.


    They handed in their papers early, and Eggurd let them go twenty minutes before class was due to let out.


    “How about a smoothie?” Arden asked as they were walking out the door.


    “Can’t. We’re doing drills and those are best done on an empty stomach.”


    “Okay.” He wasn’t frustrated with the constant ‘no’-themed answers, but they were beginning to form a pattern. The problem was, however, that all of Mark’s excuses were valid; Arden knew something was wrong, but he could never pin the wolf down by pointing out the weakness in his reasoning.


    They talked for a little while longer. It turned out that Mark had gotten a lot of the same college pamphlets as he did; they arranged to hang out on Saturday and leaf through them.


    “And maybe you can sleep over, too.” Mark offered. “I’ll have to clear it with my dad, but I’m sure he’ll be alright with it.”


    “Sounds awesome!” Maybe some closeness was really all that was missing from their relationship.


    ‘Are you trying to fool yourself with that or just practicing lying?’


    As much as he hated his inner voice, Arden realized that it was absolutely right.


    He walked home, nursing his cold coffee – something he’d completely forgotten to drink between being lost in his thoughts and trying to pay attention in class. Realizing that it was completely undrinkable, he tossed it into a conveniently-located garbage can and continued walking.


    For lack of anything to do, he elected to spend the night reading; he picked up his copy of The Rogue Crew, bringing back with it the memory of his nightmare.


    ‘It was just a dream.’ The thought didn’t comfort him in the least. Arden put the book back on the shelf and picked up Marlfox instead.


    By the time nine rolled around, he was ready to go to sleep – not because he was tired, but because he just couldn’t think of anything else to occupy himself with.


    Whatever dreams he had that night, he didn’t remember.


    Friday was a blur. Everything Arden seemed to think about eventually led him to thinking about Mark and his upcoming visit; he didn’t mind. In fact, he was happy to finally have something to look forward to.


    Fresto got back to him about the essay. “I just sent it in; express mail.”


    “Did anyone else send one in?” Arden knew what the answer was going to be.


    “Yes, one other student.”


    He was wrong. “Who?”


    “I’m not allowed to share that information, Arden. I’m sorry.” He really did look sorry, so Arden didn’t press.


    Before he knew it, the bell was ringing right above Eggurd’s head, cutting short his English class and sending him home.


    “Saturday.” He confirmed with Mark as they were exiting the building.


    “Yup!” The wolf smiled. “I’m really looking forward to it!”


    “Oh, me too!” As far as he was concerned, they both were; no need to get suspicious of whether or not Mark meant what he said.


    With the whole Friday to himself — Mark had some appointment or something — Arden decided to call Sam.


    “Ah, so you do have my number.” Sam answered the phone with mock-anger.


    “Hey, dude.” It was good to hear his friend’s voice again; they didn’t talk much in school once classed picked up. “Wanna hang out?”


    “Yeah!” Sam sounded a little surprised, but mostly happy. “Why don’t we go to Gino’s or something?”


    “Sounds good, I’ll meet you there!” He snapped his phone shut and walked the short distance to the small pizza shop.


    Sam was already there when he came in.


    The hostess approached him. “Table for one?”


    “No, I’m meeting a friend.” He nodded to Sam.


    “Oh, okay then. I’ll be right over to take your order.”


    He walked over to the booth and slid in across from the other otter. “So, what have you been up to?” He picked up the menu that Sam had just put down.


    “Driving school!” Sam smiled excitedly. “My dad just signed me up!”


    “Oh man, I should get on that too.”


    “You can be in my class!” Sam’s smile widened. “They’ve still got two spots unfilled.”


    “I’ll talk to my dad.”


    They talked some more about driving school and the kind of car each of them wanted; Sam wanted something fast and sporty while Arden opted for an SUV to make carrying skis easier.


    The waitress came over, interrupting their discussion. They chose to split a large anchovy pizza and got back to the conversation.


    “You see, the problem with your car...” Sam leaned back in his seat. “...is you’re not going to be carrying skis all year, but the terrible miles per gallon still stays.”


    “Yeah, and your slick sports car will have great miles per gallon, then?” Just like old times. He and Sam used to argue about all sorts of things back in the day; neither of them was really right, but it was fun to do.


    “So, I was gonna ask.” Sam changed the subject. “Have you found any scholarships yet? Our parents can afford full tuition, but my dad said he was gonna kill me if I didn’t get at least something.”


    “Yeah, there’s this gay alliance one I just sent in, actually,” Arden said. “Apparently, I wasn’t the only one, too.”


    “Woah, did they tell you who else did it?” Sam took a sip from the Diet Coke the waitress had brought him.


    “Nah. Fresto said he isn’t allowed to reveal personal information or something like that.”


    “Mystery man, huh?” Sam smiled. “Or mystery woman!”


    “I’m betting it was Danny,” Arden said; it was the only option that made any sense. Out of all the kids in the alliance, Danny seemed to be the most gutsy.


    “Danny Ellman? The guy from biology?” Sam leaned forward slightly. “Wow, goes to show you how good my gaydar is.”


    “If it makes you feel better, I didn’t know either.” Arden had lost his belief in ‘gaydar’ even before he discovered he was gay.


    They finished their pizza, paid and went home.


    “We should do pizza nights more often,” Sam said as they stopped by Arden’s house.


    “Friday nights?” Arden really liked the idea.


    “Sounds awesome!”


    They embraced and parted; Arden walked towards his house, and Sam continued up the street.


    Arden’s spirits were really lifted by dinner with his best friend. Sometimes he forgot that there were others in his life besides Mark, and that the wolf wouldn’t always be available for him to spend time with.


    After a quick game of Rebel Command with Mikey (another person Arden’s been neglecting), he headed up to his room and promptly fell asleep.

  


  
    Chapter Fifteen


    The weekend came and went, as did another few weeks, without any major shifts in Arden’s life. He would go to school, do his homework and then go to practice. The running kept him in great shape and he was once again at the top of his team; that wasn’t good enough for Barken.


    “You can win the Nationals!” he would yell every time Arden took an unnecessary pause for rest. “But if you keep slacking off, you’ll always be third!”


    Third was good enough for Arden, but arguing with the coach was pointless, so he gritted his teeth and pressed onward.


    The only reprieve he got was weekends; he and Mark would always find the time to hang out and thoroughly enjoy every minute of it. After a round of sticky panting, he would cuddle up with his wolf, and everything would be just right.


    A month passed, and Arden began to settle into that familiar routine.


    He entered History with a smile on his muzzle and sat down between Sam and Mark.


    Fresto came in with a smile perhaps even wider than Arden’s.


    “Congratulations!” He walked over to the otter. “I just got the news, your essay was chosen!”


    “So, I got the scholarship?” This day was just getting better and better.


    “You bet!” Fresto handed him a sealed envelope. “You need to fill all of this stuff out before officially receiving it, but that’s just a technicality.”


    “Awesome job!” Sam leaned over and hugged him; Mark did the same.


    Their celebrations were cut short by Fresto starting class.


    Paperwork forgotten, Arden listened in.


    After the lesson ended, he thanked Fresto again and hurried to catch up with Mark.


    “I’ll see you at lunch.” Mark nuzzled him quickly when nobody was watching. Arden nuzzled him back and then joined Sam on the way to biology.


    “Congratulations!” Danny greeted him at the door. “I heard you won the scholarship thing!”


    “Thanks!” Arden smiled.


    “Yeah, I was gonna write something, but I just don’t have the guts to open myself up like that.”


    “Wait. You didn’t write the other essay?” Some of the peaceful understanding faded.


    “There was another essay?” Danny looked just as surprised as Arden had been when he found out. “Wow, I guess there’s more than one gay kid with guts in this school, huh?”


    “Yeah,” Arden said, more to himself than the cheetah. “I just wonder who.”


    Biology was actually exciting for once; if only because the students presented their projects while the Mr. Buxton sat around and stared off into space.


    Sam and Arden were the last to present; over the course of September, their Friday nights went from pizza to pizza and homework to pizza and homework and occasional sleepovers. Sam seemed very sad when the project was finished, but Arden assured him that they would still hang out often.


    “We still have biology together,” he reminded Sam. “And even if we didn’t, I don’t need an excuse to hang out with my bestie.”


    Biology segued smoothly into lunch and then into English. Eggurd assigned them a new book by some guy named Samuel Lover. After flipping through it, Arden didn’t seem particularly interested, and neither was Mark.


    They parted outside the classroom just as they always did – as friends – and Arden jogged upstairs for his gay alliance meeting.


    “Ah, and here’s our award-winning writer!”


    He was greeted with applause and cheers from Fresto and the other students. “Thanks, you guys!”


    They all shared a group hug and went on to discuss a pizza-party in Arden’s honor.


    “Congratulations again, Arden,” Fresto said as they were walking out of the school.


    “Thanks.”


    ‘You know who wrote the other essay. Why not confirm it?’


    For once, he decided to give in to his inner voice. “I’m sure Sam’s paper was great too, though.”


    “Yeah, it was probably a pretty close call.” Fresto smiled; his smile was warm and genuine.


    At this point, Arden simply wasn’t capable of one. “I’ll see you later.” He walked away as quickly as he could.


    He only had a few minutes to steam before composing himself again and heading over to the pool.


    Sam was there, but Arden ignored all of his attempts at communication; the last thing he needed was to blow up at his ‘friend’ right before practice.


    “Halinen!” Barken’s gruff voice boomed out as he was finishing a set of backstroke. “What do you think you’re doing?”


    “Backstroke... sir.” The last part he added just because it usually made the lectures less severe.


    “Do you think I can’t see that!?” He was really in no mood for Barken’s games; but pissing off the coach was never a good idea.


    “You can, sir!”


    “Good. Now why don’t you run along and do freestyle like I assigned!”


    “Yes, sir.”


    Arden finished off the rest of practice, trying his best to concentrate and not get yelled at.


    He took his time in the locker room, again ignoring Sam completely.


    “So, you still didn’t find out who wrote that second paper, huh?” Sam asked as they walked out into the parking lot.


    His plan to ignore the otter tore at the seams. “Funny you should mention it...” He tried to keep his anger under control. “I just had a fascinating conversation with Fresto before practice...”


    “Did... he give you any clues?” Sam’s eyes betrayed every emotion that flashed through his brain in that split second.


    “Sam, just cut the crap.”


    “I... I’m sorry.” Tears welled in the otter’s eyes.


    The anger bubbling up inside was far too strong for Arden to care. “Why did you lie to me?” That same anger slowly seeped into his voice.


    “Look, Arden, maybe... maybe we should wait ‘til we get home.” Sam seemed to know that a meltdown was just on the horizon.


    “Why? So you can make up some bullshit story on the way and feed it to me!?”


    “Fine.” Sam looked up, but avoided Arden’s gaze. “Arden, the reason I didn’t tell you is because you’re with Mark.” He paused, breathing deep, trying to compose himself. “I just thought you’d suspect me of having a crush on you. I know how awkward that would make things.” Try as he might, Sam couldn’t stop the tears. “I decided a long time ago that your friendship mattered a lot more to me than any romantic relationship could.”


    “How long?” It all became clear; the hugs, the prolonged moments in the locker-room.


    “About five years now.” Sam sighed. “I wanted so badly to tell you, but I just couldn’t bring myself to do it. I kept hitting the possibility that you might not accept me... and I just wasn’t willing to give up our friendship for that.”


    He looked at Arden as if praying for some sort of sign. Seeing the tears in Arden’s eyes caused him to break down completely. “Arden, I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you.” He spoke through sobs. “I just don’t think I’ll ever be able to find another friend like you. You understand me; nobody else does... I don’t wanna lose that... but I guess it’s too late.” He gave Arden one last hopeful glance and sulked off.


    Arden stood rooted to the spot. He couldn’t figure out what he was going to do next. Let Sam walk away and walk out of his life? That would make things less awkward, but is that what he wanted? Sam hit the nail on the head when he told him why he wanted Arden’s friendship more than anything else; they understood each other. It was a connection unlike any he’d ever experienced; they’d been best friends for as long as he could remember. Would he be willing to give all that up because he felt awkward and lied to?
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    No.


    “Sam, wait!” He couldn’t control his tears anymore.


    He caught up with the otter and embraced him.


    “Arden, you don’t have to do this because you feel sorry for me,” Sam whispered.


    “I’m not doing this out of pity.” Arden hugged him tighter. “I’m doing this for my best friend.” Saying this only made him cry harder.


    “Thank you.” Sam hugged back. His tears only grew stronger.


    They stood for a long time, sharing this embrace. It wasn’t romantic, but friendly. An embrace that said, more than words ever could, ‘we’re going to get through this.’


    “So, what made you want to write this essay?” Arden asked when they finally ended their hug and headed for home.


    “You.” Sam smiled weakly. “When you came out, I decided that maybe it was time I came out too. I was still afraid of losing your friendship, so I decided to let fate make the choice. I told myself that if I won, I would come out to everyone... although I guess I ended up coming out anyway.”


    “Everyone? You were really gonna come out to the whole school? That’s quite a big leap.”


    “Well, I’d have to, won’t I?” His eyes widened. “Wait, didn’t you read the fine print?”


    “No.” Arden shook his head; a feeling of uneasiness was beginning to grow at the pit of his stomach.


    “Well, the winner has to present their essay in front of their school... otherwise you forfeit the prize.”


    “Oh.” He was planning to come out to people, but this was not his idea of a good way to do it.


    “You’re still gonna do it, right?” Sam looked over at him.


    “I don’t know. I’m really going to have to think about it.”


    He changed the subject after that and they made plans to meet for pizza on Friday as usual.


    After one more embrace, Sam went home.


    “How was practice, hon?” His mom greeted him with a smile and a plate of shrimp ‘n’ spaghetti.


    “It was okay, Mom.” He took the plate and pecked her on the cheek. “Barken’s on the warpath again. He wants me to get first in Nationals this time.”


    “If he thinks you can do it, then you probably can!” Mrs. Halinen patted him on the back and left the kitchen.


    Arden wanted to tell her about the scholarship, but he decided against it. If he chose not to present his essay and forfeited it, he could just tell her that he didn’t win. That would be the easy way – just tear up the forms and forget he ever wrote the essay. Wouldn’t it?


    He thought of Fresto and all the others who stood behind him. They were so proud when he won; he’d be letting them all down.


    He needed advice.


    But who could he turn to?


    Mark, Sam, his family, Fresto; Arden knew each of their responses before ever talking to them. The only thing he would need them for would be to reaffirm his decision once he made it. If he decided not to do it, he could go to Mark; the wolf would tell him that he did the right thing, and everything would be all right. If he decided to go through with it, he could go talk to Fresto; the fox would pat him on the back and tell him how proud he was of Arden’s bravery and resolve.


    That was the trouble with knowing people too well – you could never count on them to give you advice that you do not expect to hear.


    He needed a fresh perspective.


    “Hello?” Danny answered the phone tentatively.


    “Hey, Danny. It’s Arden.”


    “Oh hey!” Danny’s voice sounded noticeably calmer.


    “Are you busy?”


    “No. I was just sitting down to watch some TV. What’s up?”


    “I just wanted your help with something.” He wanted to talk to Danny face to face, but realized that the hour was a little late for this; the phone would have to do.


    “Uhh... sure. Is it the bio homework? Because I didn’t get it either.”


    “No, it’s... It’s about the gay pride essay thing.” Arden wasn’t sure why he was being so hesitant. “I have to present it in front of the school if I want to keep my scholarship.”


    “Oh, wow...”The cheetah’s response made Arden realize that perhaps he wasn’t going to get the good advice he’d expected. “You’re thinking of backing out?”


    “Yeah.” Hearing Danny rephrase his potential decision as ‘backing out’ instead of ‘not going forward’ made him feel like a coward.


    “Well, I won’t push you either way,” Danny said. “Just think about how this decision will affect your goals. If you find that coming out like this ruins them, don’t do it; but if it doesn’t impact things... well, I don’t see why you shouldn’t do it.”


    “That’s the thing, though.” Arden wasn’t sure how far he should go at first, but something about Danny’s calm manner made him tell the whole story. He told Danny about his initial plans to come out, and about how uncomfortable that made Mark.


    “I feel like if I do this, we’ll drift apart completely,” he said, realizing for the first time just what that meant.


    “Does he love you?” The question was so simple.


    “Of course.” Or was it?


    “Well, then you’ll get through this. From what you told me, you’ve gotten through stuff like that before. If you’re as important to him as he says you are... well, this shouldn’t be a big thing.”


    It shouldn’t... but what if it turns out to be bigger than he anticipated? Mark was trying hard to slowly come out to people; he had a lot more reservations than Arden. Arden believed that the wolf would come out if given the time; but what if such a drastic change broke him completely. Once (if) he reads the essay, Arden would be completely outed; everyone would know about him, and everyone would assume that he and Mark were dating. Which they were. Would exposing the truth be so destructive? After all, his parents already knew, Mark’s parents already knew; besides, Katelyn was bound to come up with some other scheme to out them; why not beat her to the punch?


    All his thoughts led back to Mark, however. Would the wolf think as he does or abandon him in fear of being ostracized?


    “Arden, you still there?”


    Arden remembered only then that Danny was still on the line. “Yeah, sorry,” he said. “You’ve just given me a lot to think about. Thanks for the advice.”


    “No problem. So, I’ll see you in class, then?”


    “Sounds good.”


    They bid each other good bye and Arden hung up the phone. He was hoping to get closure, but ended up with more questions than answers.


    In the end, it all really depended on Mark; if the wolf stuck by him, Arden realized, he really didn’t care what anyone else would say. But what if he didn’t? Arden remembered his dreams; he remembered his promise to never abandon the wolf if he could help it. Would he be willing to give up on those promises for a scholarship... and a chance at an open relationship; a chance at not having to hide in the shadows.


    He understood fully at that point just how Sam felt. He was torn between what he had and the promise of something better – something that he would have to risk everything to attain.


    Was it worth it?


    He fell asleep with this one question in his mind, hoping, for once, that his dreams would provide him with some clarity.


    

  


  
    Chapter Sixteen


    The next morning, Arden awoke from a night of dreamless sleep. He was still no closer to making his decision and the deadline for the response was approaching very quickly.


    His only solution was to square things off with Mark.


    As they walked to school, Arden couldn’t even begin to formulate just how he was going to approach the subject. Not only that, but he wanted to talk things over in private, not while walking to school.


    “Mark, can we meet tonight?” He finally spoke up. “I need to talk to you.”


    “Why not just talk now?” The wolf smiled, but those twitchy ears gave him away once more.


    “I just wanted to do it in private.”


    “Oh, okay then.” The façade faded and Mark’s worry showed clearly through his features. “Just text me when you’re done with practice.”


    “Okay.” He wanted to tell Mark not to worry; but at this point, he wasn’t sure if he’d be lying. “Thanks.”


    They reached school, and the routine continued undisturbed.


    By the time they were walking out of Eggurd’s class, Arden had almost forgotten about his meeting with the wolf.


    It was only after swim practice that he was reminded by a text Mark had sent him a few nights back.


    He sighed and texted back. ‘All done with practice, come on over.’


    In the few seconds it took his phone to send the text, Arden’s finger hovered over the cancel button. He could stop this. Stop this and forget. He didn’t even need that scholarship; but then he remembered how much more was at stake. It was a chance to put all of his secrets behind him. A chance to truly be himself.


    The little envelope on-screen closed and faded. Arden sighed. “Too late now.”


    Mark showed up twenty minutes later. “So, what’s up?” he followed the otter to his room.


    “Remember that scholarship essay I wrote?” Arden didn’t want to dive right into things, but he couldn’t think of anything else to do. Every minute of stalling was another chance to back out.


    “Yeah.” Mark didn’t look any less confused. “Did they make a mistake or something?”


    “No, no mistakes.” He couldn’t hold back any longer “I have to read it in front of the entire school.”


    “Have to?” There was a tinge of sarcasm in the wolf’s voice, but it was buried beneath so much fear and surprise that Arden hardly noticed.


    “Yeah, otherwise I forfeit the fifty grand.” He was hoping for some sort of sign from the wolf, but Mark kept quiet. “I don’t know what to do. I want to read it, but I don’t want to put you in an uncomfortable situation.”


    “Arden,” Mark put his arm around the otter. “I’m flattered that you would be so considerate, but this is your future; do what you think is right. If anything happens to me, I’ll figure it out.”


    “Are you sure?” He wanted to do it, why was he so reluctant now? Would he have felt better if Mark had flatly forbidden him?


    “Yeah.” Mark smiled. “What kind of boyfriend would I be to hold you back? I know I’m not super big on this ‘coming out’ thing, but that doesn’t mean I’m not trying.”


    Arden felt nothing short of overwhelmed at that point; he felt the tears building. All this time, he was expecting Mark to try and stop him or threaten to end their relationship, but the wolf didn’t mind. Not even a bit.


    “Okay. I’ll do it, then.” He put his paws on Mark’s shoulders and looked into the wolf’s deep blue eyes. It was just like their first encounter. He remembered why he fell in love with Mark in the first place.


    “And I’ll be there to watch.” They kissed and, as always, everything was alright.


    Maybe this is the way things were meant to be. Arden had always pictured his relationship like something in the movies – lots of kissing, hugging and displays of affection, where the characters always ended up together wherever they went. He realized, just as his lips parted from Mark’s, that this just wasn’t life. In life, a relationship was about making the best of the time you have together, and being secure enough to realize that spending time apart will not weaken your connection. School made things tough for them, but they would make it.


    The next day, Arden announced his decision to Fresto.


    “I’m glad you’re going through with this,” the fox said with an audible sense of relief in his voice as he patted Arden on the back. “It would have been a real shame if you’d backed out.”


    “So, when do I have to do it?” Arden was hoping that he would have at least a few weeks to steel himself for the event.


    Fresto pulled the rubber band off his dusty planner and flipped through it. “We’re doing an awareness assembly Monday. I had you penciled in as the opener.”


    “Monday?” Arden’s legs felt like they were about to give out, just like when he first kissed Mark. But in place of the warmth and the tingling present that day, there was nothing but cold fear


    “Yeah. I’m sorry it’s so soon, but just think about it...” Fresto winked. “You’ll get it out of the way and not have to worry about it later.”


    “I... I guess.” In his head, Arden couldn’t disagree more with the fox’s statement even if he tried.


    “Good. Just stay after class on Monday and we’ll walk down to the auditorium together. You’ll do fine!” he added, seeing the panicked look Arden was attempting to hide. “It may seem like you’re going to an execution, but trust me, we live in a very different time now. Most people don’t care about your sexual orientation.”


    “I know.” Arden sighed. “But I’m still scared of what this will do to me and Mark.”


    “Does he love you?” Fresto had a faraway look in his eyes when he asked the question.


    “Yes.” He was sure of it now.


    Fresto, still in a daze, nodded. “Then you’ll make it.”


    “That’s not what I’m afraid of.” Arden took a seat in one of the desks, ignoring the late-bell. “I’m afraid that me coming out will draw our relationship further into the shadows. We already have to keep the PDA to a minimum. Once I’m officially gay... well... I don’t even know what will happen.” He blinked away a tear. “I just feel like he might distance himself from me in public just to not be seen with ‘the queer.’”


    Fresto was fully back in the real world by that point. “Did you talk to Mark about it?”


    “Yeah. He said everything would be alright.”


    “Then trust him.” Fresto put a paw on Arden’s shoulder “That’s the basis of any real relationship – trust. If Mark tells you it will be okay, trust him.”


    “Okay.” He remembered the dream again – the realization that he couldn’t control many aspects of his life. This time, he wasn’t scared; he embraced it. This is just another aspect of his life he could not control, but if Mark told him it would be alright... it would be.


    “Hey, you’re gonna be okay!” Fresto called after him as he was leaving.


    “Yeah.” Arden smiled for the first time that day. “I am gonna be okay.”


    The rest of the day passed rather uneventfully. Some of the classes dragged by, others flew. For the first time since he found out about his impending fate, Arden’s mind was at ease. Every time he doubted Mark’s love, the wolf showed him just how wrong he was. There would be no doubts this time.


    After practice, he and Sam went out for pizza.


    “I’m gonna do it,” Arden said when they sat down in their usual booth.


    “Do... oh, oh! That’s awesome!” Sam reached over and patted his paw. “You’re gonna be okay. You’ll still have your friends and maybe even some new ones; people tend to respect bravery.”


    “I hope so.” Arden smiled. This time, it wasn’t a forced smile.


    “Well, no matter what, you’ll have at least one friend.” Sam smiled back.


    “Thanks, Sam. That really means a lot to me.” It’s moments like this that made him happy to have stuck by his best friend. He loved Mark more than he could imagine, but Sam filled a different void in his life. He needed both of them by his side.


    Sam shrugged. “That’s what I’m here for.”


    They ate their anchovy pizza and headed over to Sam’s house.


    “Guess who just got Inception on Bluray?” Sam tore open a package he found on the porch and showed off his newest purchase.


    “Movie night?”Arden still had some homework to do, but that’s what Sunday night was for.


    “Great minds do think alike!” Sam unlocked the door and they went inside.


    Arden considered asking if he could invite Mark, but decided against it. For a moment, he put himself into Sam’s shoes. He realized then how awkward that would feel for the poor otter; he would be curled up with his wolf on the couch, and Sam would sit awkwardly off to the side. He knew that Sam wouldn’t say anything, but that didn’t make things any less graceless for him.


    They popped in the movie and settled down on the couch. There was an unspoken rule between the two friends that no talking was allowed if the movie was new, but since both boys had seen it before, they talked and laughed through the whole thing.


    “You know, it’s only better the fifth time you see it,” Sam said when the credits rolled.


    “I still can’t believe we saw it four times that one week.” Arden chuckled.


    “Worth every penny, though, huh?” Sam put the disc back into the box and powered off the TV. They shared another warm embrace and Arden bade his friend goodbye.


    He went home, cloaked in a warm, happy aura. It wasn’t the same sensation he got from being with Mark, but he didn’t like it any less.


    Feeling like all his problems were solved, he fell asleep, looking forward to Mark’s visit on Saturday.


    With a pleasant night of sleep behind him, he woke up, got ready and sat on the couch expecting the doorbell to ring at any moment; what he heard, instead, was a car horn. Intrigued, Arden opened the door and looked outside.


    Mark was sticking his head out of the window of a brand new SUV.


    “Wanna go for a ride?” He smiled, clearly enjoying the surprised look Arden gave him.


    “When did you learn to drive?” After talking to Sam about driving school, Arden signed up and was almost halfway done; it didn’t even occur to him to consider that Mark had done the same.


    “Just got my license last week.” Mark killed the engine and hopped out of the car to hug his boyfriend. “I was gonna tell you, but I decided to wait until I got a set of wheels.”


    “That’s awesome!” Arden kissed the wolf on the nose. “So, where are we going?”


    “How about Coaster Island?”


    “That’s like four hours away.” Arden wasn’t against it, he just wasn’t sure why Mark wanted to go there in particular.


    “Three hours and forty-five minutes.” Mark pulled his cellphone out. “I just looked it up on the GPS. See, I wanted to try something, and Coaster Island seems like the perfect place to do it.”


    “What do you have in mind?” This time, Arden didn’t even try to guess; whatever the wolf had planned, he would have to wait to find out.


    “You’ll see.” Mark held the passenger door open. “Get in.”


    Arden climbed in and adjusted the seat to his shorter stature.


    Mark got in on the driver’s side and after checking his mirrors twice, started the car.


    It felt very weird to see him driving. As far as Arden was concerned, they were both kids; driving was the first step into adulthood, and Mark had now passed it. He pulled out of the driveway slowly, taking as much time as he could to make sure that nobody was coming in behind them.


    As they drove down the street, Mark seemed to relax somewhat; his ears stopped twitching and he even had Arden put on some music, not daring to take a single paw off the wheel himself.


    With their favorite tunes providing accompaniment, the drive was remarkably short; Arden didn’t even have time to get bored and start staring out the window.


    They encountered a bit of traffic at the entrance to the theme park. Coaster Island was, as its name suggested, an island; in order to get there, they had to cross a long bridge that lead straight into the parking lot. The problem was that every car had to stop at a booth to pay for parking. The park offered an online ticketing option, but nobody seemed to know about it, or they just didn’t care.


    It was almost an hour later that they pulled into an empty parking space.


    The sun was shining and it promised to be a very beautiful day.


    As they got out of the car and headed towards the entrance, Mark did something completely unexpected – he took Arden’s paw and gave the otter a kiss.


    “Wow, what an amazing surprise!” Arden could do nothing to keep a broad grin off his muzzle.


    “I thought a lot about what you said. I don’t want you to think that I’m ashamed of you or want to hide. I love you.” There was no discomfort in his voice or grip, it felt so natural that Arden believed every word. He wanted, badly, to respond, but found that familiar lump in his throat again and made due with a smile.


    He hated himself for ever doubting Mark. Sure, the wolf was under pressure to act straight, but that didn’t mean he wanted to be that way. Here, where nobody knew them, they were free to be themselves; Arden wished he could live here forever. He abandoned those thoughts at the gate and decided to just make the best of what time he had.


    Fresto was right; hardly anyone gave them a second glance as they walked through the crowd holding paws; they really were in a different time. Arden could tell that Mark was thinking the same thing. Maybe, once he’d tested the waters, he would be more likely to do the same at school. After all, people weren’t that different in their home town; the likelihood was that they would react in the exact same way.


    They rode roller coasters, ate cotton candy, and Mark even tried to climb the Tower of Fear; he didn’t make it to the top, but he still got a prize – a small stuffed shark.


    “I’ve still got your fox at my place.” He gave Arden the shark along with another kiss.


    “Why don’t we stop by on the way home so I can pick him up?”


    “Well...” Mark smiled, “I was actually hoping you’d want to spend the night. My dad’s away on a business trip, so we’ll have the whole place to ourselves.”


    “Oh, I guess.” Arden wanted to act nonchalant, but he realized then that he was grinning like an idiot, which completely gave away his true feelings.


    “Hey, faggots, get a room!” Someone shouted from the crowd.


    Mark’s paws began to shake. Just then, another shout came to answer the first. “Hey, asshole, shut the hell up!” It was followed by several similar comments. Arden squeezed Mark’s paw tighter and smiled.


    The wolf’s paw stopped trembling, and he smiled back.


    They stayed in the park until the sun set. The crowds slowly thinned out as the boys sat on one of the benches, eating hot dogs.


    “We should go.” Mark threw out the rest of his soda and got off the bench. “I’m not allowed to drive after midnight until I turn eighteen.”


    “Let’s boogie.” Arden hopped off the bench and expertly tossed the cup he was drinking from into the trash.


    Both boys were too tired to talk, so the ride home was silent. They made it to Mark’s house just before curfew.


    The wolf barely shut the front door before Arden pulled him into a long, passionate kiss.


    “Thank you,” he spoke, kissing the wolf again and again. “For everything.”


    “You don’t know how good it makes me feel to see you this happy.” Mark picked him up and headed off to his room.


    Their clothes soon made their way to the floor and Arden ended up naked in Mark’s strong arms.


    “So, what do you wanna do?” Mark asked.


    By way of answer, Arden reached into the bedside table drawer and pulled out a small bottle of lube.


    He smothered some of the slick gel under his tail and turned over to face Mark. “Are you okay with this?” He slid his greasy paw up and down Mark’s shuddering member.


    “Absolutely!” the wolf panted, his tail wagging with a speed that Arden had never seen before.


    The otter straddled Mark and sat down slowly on the wolf’s maleness.


    He and Mark had discussed anal sex, but he never found himself quite ready for it. This one day changed everything. The closeness he felt to Mark over the past many hours made him feel happier than he had in a long time; what he was doing now seemed like a natural extension of his love.


    And what an extension! Arden moaned softly as the last of Mark’s wolfhood slid into him, stopping just short of the knot. The mild stretching sensation only served to heighten his arousal. He rocked his hips up and down in rhythm with the wolf, feeling every nerve inside him screaming with pleasure.


    Mark’s paw made it over to Arden’s member and began stroking it – slowly at first, but then getting faster and faster. Judging by the speed of his boyfriend’s paw, Arden guessed that the wolf was pretty close to finishing. He sped up his own motions as well. With every thrust, Mark’s member touched a spot deep inside him that sent sparks of pleasure up the otter’s spine. All Arden could do was hold on.


    Mark wrapped his arms around Arden and held the otter close.”Ar, I can’t- I can’t hold it anymore.”


    With a soft pop, his knot slid all the way inside. Again, Arden expected pain, but pleasure was all he felt. They climaxed within seconds of each other, moaning in one voice and holding onto each other in throes of passion. In those few brief moments, everything was perfect. Everything was just right.


    Exhausted, Arden lay on Mark’s chest and put his arms around his wolf.


    Mark put his arms around him and they fell asleep; bound both physically and emotionally, stronger than ever.


    Arden woke up, still in the wolf’s arms. The happiness from the previous day hadn’t worn off one bit. If anything, waking up and realizing that Saturday wasn’t all a dream, made him even happier.


    He spent the entire day rehearsing his essay and a small introduction speech.


    Mark stayed with him the entire time; the wolf didn’t talk much, but his presence gave Arden a great deal of support.


    Monday flew by. As the assembly drew closer and closer, Arden began to feel more and more nervous. It took all the warmth of that weekend to keep him composed. He thanked Mark mentally for giving him the strength to not back down.


    “You ready?” Fresto tapped him on the back, startling him.


    He’d fallen into such a deep daydream that he hardly realized that History had ended and he was the only one left in the classroom besides the teacher. “Yeah.” His stomach felt just short of bursting open with butterflies as he grabbed his essay and followed Fresto to the auditorium.


    When they got there, he habitually headed over to the seating area.


    “We get the VIP entrance.” Fresto chuckled and motioned towards the stage-door.


    “Congratulations.” Mr. Foreman, the principal, met them at the entrance. Arden’s paw was completely lost in the Kodiak Bear’s massive grip. “This school needs more brave kids like you.”


    “Thanks!” Arden shook the bear’s paw, wishing Mark was there shaking his paw instead.


    Mrs. Feeley, the assistant principal poked her snout out from behind the curtain. “You’re on in about fifteen minutes, sweetheart.”


    Arden sat down in a chair next to Fresto and waited. He heard, vaguely, the principal going up and speaking about tolerance, then the assistant principal...


    “Arden, it’s time.” Fresto was patting his shoulder.


    His paws told him to run, his muzzle told him to just say no and walk away...


    He ignored them and made his way towards the stage.


    The dream from all those nights ago came back; he was in front of a huge audience, exposing his most vulnerable side.


    Slowly, he reached his paw and parted the heavy red curtains.


    “Arden Halinen!” The principal stepped to the side.


    Arden’s stomach churned, and vomiting felt like a distinct possibility, but the otter still made his way forward.


    He placed his essay on the podium and glanced momentarily out into the audience. He didn’t see Mark or Sam, but he knew they were there.


    “Hi,” he began...

  


  
    Chapter Seventeen


    My name is Arden.” He had to hold on to the podium to keep his paws from shaking. “A little while back, I was presented with the opportunity to write an essay. I took it without looking into it much. All I heard then was ‘Winner gets a fifty-thousand dollar scholarship.’ Had I read the fine print, I would have realized that I would have to present this essay to the entire school; I would have backed out and looked for other scholarships. I’m glad I didn’t; this essay has given me the push I needed to come out with my...”


    “Fag!” someone shouted.


    Arden was surprised by just how unphased he was. “Yes, I was just getting to that, thank you.”


    There were chuckles in the audience.


    “I’m gay.” The magical phrase. “And thanks to the support of my friends, family and teachers, I can now stand before you and say so with confidence. My wish, on this day of tolerance, is that everyone have support enough to proudly proclaim who they truly are.”


    Hours seemed to pass... or maybe just moments.


    He wanted so badly to run, to get away as fast as he could and hope that people forgot everything he had just said.


    Just as he began to pry his paws off the podium, the auditorium erupted in applause. Granted, quite a few people were not clapping (Andy’s group being chief among them), but it didn’t matter. Whether it was out of support or respect, most of the students applauded, and some even cheered.


    Arden’s eyes filled with tears and he smiled; everything was going to be okay, he knew that now.


    He waited for everyone to settle down and proceeded to read his essay. When he was finished, everyone applauded again; he could even see sections of the audience rising to give him a standing ovation.


    Unsure of what to do, he bowed and retreated hastily behind the curtain.


    “You were amazing!” Mark ran up and hugged him, followed by Sam and Fresto.


    Arden still felt numb from everything that had taken place; he just smiled and gratefully accepted the hugs.


    “You did it.” The fox beamed. “How does it feel?”


    “Pretty good, actually.” The world didn’t end, he was still very much alive, and Mark was still there.


    “I’ll see ya in English.” The wolf gave him another hug. “I have to do a project in the library, so I won’t be able to go to lunch.” He pushed the door open and walked out.


    Fresto pulled out his cellphone. “So, how about some pizza? I’ve been to the caf, so I know the kind of garbage they feed you kids there. Arden, see if any of your other friends want to come.”


    “Okay.” Arden opened the door and walked outside.


    ‘This is it,’ he said to himself, ‘the secret’s out.’


    He waited outside the auditorium, watching groups of students walking out. Out of everyone, he only really saw one familiar face. “Hey Danny!”


    The cheetah turned and smiled when he saw Arden. “Hey!” He walked over and extended his paw. “Awesome essay!”


    “Thanks.” They shook paws. “You wanna go to Fresto’s class for some pizza?”


    “Sure!”


    They walked back to the auditorium, where Fresto was already placing an order. “Anchovies. Yes, Anchovies! What’s so hard to u... oh, hey guys!” He smiled at Arden and Danny as they walked in, clearly very happy to get a reprieve from his phone conversation. “Why don’t we head to my classroom. We can eat there.”


    He finished placing the order and followed them out of the auditorium.


    The pizza arrived twenty minutes later, but Fresto told them not to rush.


    “I’ll write you guys late passes, don’t worry.” He took a bite out of his anchovy pizza. “Besides, how often do you actually get the time to enjoy your lunch?”


    The pizza tasted great and the conversation was even better; Sam came out to Danny and promised to attend the GSA meetings. Arden only wished Mark was there to complete his happiness puzzle.


    He remembered, twenty minutes after the late bell rang, that he had a quiz in English. Bidding everyone a hasty goodbye, he grabbed the pass that Fresto had written and made a dash for Eggurd’s classroom.


    The classroom was about half-empty when he came in; either the quiz was really short, or half the class had decided to skip. Mark wasn’t there, so Arden went with his first theory. He handed Eggurd the pass and sat down to take his quiz.


    The questions were basic and it was clear that Eggurd had written the test solely because she had to – the old mouse was not a fan of tests. Arden was done with the entire thing in just ten minutes.


    “Congratulations, Mr. Halinen.” Eggurd smiled, taking his quiz. “On the essay, I mean; the quiz was easy.”


    “Thanks!” It had only been an hour since the assembly, but the memory of standing up at that podium was already fading.


    He was rather surprised by how well everything had turned out, in fact. It seemed that Fresto didn’t exaggerate the tiniest bit when he said that everything would remain pretty much the same.


    His phone rang just as he was leaving class.


    “Hey!” It was Sam, he sounded cheery – more cheery than usual, even.


    Arden decided to play along. “What’s up?”


    “Would you mind if we had dinner tonight instead of Friday night?”


    “Sure... why?” Clearly it wasn’t anything bad because Sam’s voice was very easy to read when it came to emotion.


    “I have a thing Friday night?”


    Arden could feel his friend smiling on the other end of the line. “You asked Danny out, didn’t you, ya sly ‘coon?”


    “Ha! I didn’t... he asked me out.”


    “Oh, Sam, I’m so happy for you!” He wished he could reach out and hug his friend right now. If anyone deserved a loving relationship, it was Sam.


    “So, we’ll just go somewhere after practice, then?”


    “Yeah, sounds good; not pizza, though. I’ve had just about as much pizza I can stand for now.” Between Fresto’s pizza parties and his weekly outings with Sam, pizza had lost most of its charm.


    “Chinese, then? There’s some new place that just opened; Hoen? Something like that, anyway.”


    “Might as well give it a shot.”


    They bid each other goodbye and Arden headed home. He hoped sincerely that Sam and Danny hit it off; not only for his friend’s sake, but for his own. Ever since he found out that Sam liked him, Arden felt a good deal of pity for his friend. The otter was good-natured and polite, but that didn’t keep him from feeling like a third wheel in his and Mark’s relationship. On top of all that, Sam didn’t seem like he planned on hiding his relationship; maybe if Mark saw how accepted the boys were at school, he would be more comfortable with following their lead... maybe.


    Practice was grueling; Arden was relieved to finally climb out of the pool, dry off and head to dinner.


    Sam spent the entire walk talking about Danny and how excited he was. Arden didn’t say much, he just listened and smiled; it was nice to see his friend so happy. There were many times when he would talk to Sam about Mark; he always tried to gauge Sam’s level of sadness during those moments. Each time, his friend was chipper and bright; not because Arden had found somebody, but simply because his best friend was happy.


    The Chinese place turned out to be quite a find. They both ordered shrimp-fried rice and it proved to be just as delicious as the menu’s broken English had promised.


    “We should come here more often.” Sam finished his rice and opened the fortune cookie closest to him. “Hmm... It’s empty. What do you think that means?”


    “No clue.” Arden opened his own fortune cookie: ‘You are a very happy man!’


    “Heh, imagine if a girl got this one?” He showed the fortune to Sam.


    “She’d either laugh it off or consider gender reassignment surgery.” Sam chuckled.


    They paid the bill and left.


    It started raining just as they got outside, so Arden called his dad to pick them up. Rather than stand around in the cold autumn rain, the boys went back inside.


    After twenty or so minutes, Mr. Halinen’s Tuareg stopped in front of Hoen’s.


    “How’s the food here, guys?” Mr. Halinen locked the doors and pulled out of the parking lot.


    “It’s actually pretty good,” Arden said. “We should go here sometime; we don’t have enough family nights out.”


    “I don’t suppose they have a health menu, do they?” Mr. Halinen was always extremely health-conscious. “My heart is bad enough as it is. All that fried rice nonsense will put my cholesterol through the roof.”


    “Well, we just had two large servings of shrimp-fired rice, and I feel pretty good!” Arden loved pushing his dad’s buttons.


    “Yeah, but you’re what... twelve?”


    Arden folded his ears. “I’m almost eighteen, Dad!”


    They dropped Sam off at his house and went home themselves.


    Arden scarcely got through the front door before running upstairs and dialing Mark.


    It was late, but he wanted to tell the wolf about Sam and Danny.


    The phone rang for such a long time that Arden was sure it was going to go to voice-mail. He was about to hang up when Mark finally answered. “Hello?”


    “Hey, hon.”


    The muffled voice in the background hinted that Mark might have been in the middle of something, and Arden didn’t want to be rude. “Is this a bad time? I can call you back later.”


    “Look, would you just leave? We’ll talk about this tomorrow.”


    Arden heard the door slam.


    “Sorry, I just had to deal with some stuff. What’s up?”


    “Oh, I just wanted to tell you about Sam.” Arden also wanted to ask who was visiting Mark so late, but decided against it. “He’s going on a date with Danny this Friday.”


    “That’s awesome!” He could tell that the wolf was trying his best to sound cheerful, but he definitely wasn’t fully into it.


    “Yeah! We should go on a double-date sometime!”


    Silence.


    “Mark?”


    “Yeah... yeah. Sorry, I just zoned out.” He really did sound groggy. “Practice just drained me today.”


    “Okay, well... I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”


    “Yeah, maybe we can go out for smoothies or something. Coach has to go to some meeting, so practice got canceled.”


    “Yeah, absolutely!” With the sudden invitation for smoothies, Arden almost forgot about the wolf’s strange behavior... almost.


    They chatted for a few more minutes, and Arden found it more and more difficult to keep from interrogating Mark. Finally, he opened his muzzle to ask about the wolf’s late-night visitor, but some strange force told him that it wouldn’t do anything. If Mark had a secret, he was not about to share it. Rather than let the friendly conversation veer off into an argument, Arden feigned tiredness and quickly ended the call.


    ‘I’m just being paranoid again,’ he said to himself. He remembered the last time he had suspected Mark of something; the wolf took him out for the best day (and night) of his life, and all his suspicions were proven null and void.


    Trust. That was one word he really needed to embrace.


    He tried going to sleep, but found that he couldn’t keep his eyes closed for more than a few moments; was it worry?


    For lack of anything better to do, he went to his desk and scribbled some homework until he felt sufficiently tired to try sleeping again.


    After about an hour of tossing and turning, he finally fell asleep.


    Tuesday came and went; Arden’s suspicions from the previous night faded with it. Mark was happy and clearly very excited to spend time with his boyfriend. Arden tried his best to see through the wolf’s facade of smiles and hugs. He found, to his delight, that there was really nothing behind it. Either Mark managed to turn into an Oscar-winning actor overnight, or he really was as happy as he let on.


    Wednesday went pretty much the same. Sam came with him to the GSA meeting, which was comprised mostly of all the kids congratulating Arden on his presentation.


    “The principal has decided to give us our own room!” Fresto announced excitedly, producing an official-looking letter. “I vote we call it ‘The Pride Room.’”


    His suggestion was met with unanimous agreement.


    “Now, I don’t know which room it is yet, but we should definitely spend a couple of Wednesdays painting it and picking out decorations.”


    That proposition was met with even more hearty approval.


    Thursday was pretty boring; between the test in calculus and his fitness exam (which he passed with flying colors), Arden preferred to file the day under ‘Best left forgotten.’


    Friday started off with pouring rain. Arden was only too happy that Mark had a car. They spent the drive discussing weekend plans and then made a silent dash from the parking lot to the safety of the indoors.


    Florin handed back their tests; the expression she gave Arden when she came around to him, could only have been interpreted as, ‘You fag, why couldn’t you fail so I could make an example of you?’


    History was much more chipper. Sam’s energy was almost electrifying. Arden could tell that the otter was nervous, but he was managing to channel that nervous energy into a kinetic one by drumming his paws on the table and grinning from ear to ear. He sat back and watched with amusement as Sam tried his best not to look at the clock.


    “I love this class, but time’s just going too damn slow!” he hissed to Arden.


    After several more such comments, the bell finally rang. Sam sprang up from his seat and bolted to his next class. Arden chuckled and followed at his own pace.


    When he got there, Sam was sitting next to Danny. They clearly wanted to show more affection for each other, but kept their paws to themselves as they discussed a good place to go for their date. Once again, Arden spent his time sitting back and listening. Sam and Danny seemed to share a certain glow; he remembered having that same glow all those months ago when he just started hanging out with Mark. A certain energy that came just from being next to someone you really liked. For some reason, that energy dissipated as time passed; he almost envied the two and their youthful enthusiasm.


    “I’ll text you and let you know how it goes,” Sam whispered to him as they were leaving biology.


    “Sounds good. I’m guessing I won’t see you at swimming, then.” Arden chuckled. “Whatever will Barken say?”


    “Yeah... uhh... tell Barken I was sick or something. You know the kind of stuff he likes to hear.”


    “Do I?” Arden knew that the only excuse the coach was willing to acknowledge was a debilitating injury of some sort.


    “Yeah, yeah. Just tell him I got food poisoning.” Sam suggested.


    “I’ve already used that one a few weeks back. But I guess I could just say that you caught whatever I had.”


    “You’re the best!” Sam hugged him and dashed off again.


    After school let out, Arden headed home. He was about to call Mark and invite him on a date too, but between the wolf’s soccer practice and Barken, he decided against it.


    He finished his homework and headed to swimming practice.


    He was changing into his bathing suit when his phone rang.


    “Hello?”The otter held the phone against his shoulder as he pulled his jammer all the way on.


    “It’s me.” Sam’s voice was barely audible, but the worry it carried was clearly evident.


    “What’s up?” Arden got a more comfortable grip on the phone and sat down on the bench.


    “Danny’s not here yet.” His voice quivered, just short of tears. “We arranged to meet almost an hour ago and he hasn’t shown up.”


    “Did you try calling him?” Arden felt as if some of Sam’s nervousness transferred right over the phone lines.


    “Yeah, I keep getting voice-mail.”


    “What about his home phone?”


    “Same thing; answering machine. I’ve... I’ve tried leaving a message... a lot of messages, but he still hasn’t gotten back to me.”


    “Halinen!” Barken’s bark pierced the walls of the bathroom. “Front and center!”


    Arden was about to hang up when Sam spoke again. “Hang on, someone’s calling the other line.”


    Choosing between his best friend and practice was easy. “Okay.” He let Sam put him on hold.


    It was a long while later that he finally heard the otter’s voice again, although it was almost unrecognizable.


    “He’s in the hospital!” Sam was crying openly now.


    Arden’s heart sank; he felt sick to his stomach, many times worse than he’d felt before his presentation. His legs started to wobble so much that he had to sit down. “What happened?” he forced the words out in a whisper.


    “I don’t know. His father called, said someone attacked him.” Sam’s speech was barely comprehensible at this point. “Arden, what do I do?”


    “Where are you?” Arden changed faster than he ever had before.


    “I’m... I’m at the movie theater... Cineplex, I think.”


    “Stay there. I’ll get my dad and we’ll drive down to the hospital together.” He sprinted out of the locker room and came muzzle to muzzle with Barken.


    “Practice isn’t over yet, Halinen!” he barked.


    “My friend needs my help and I’m going to be there for him.” Arden walked around Barken and out into the parking lot. “So just pretend I took a day off.”


    He flipped the phone open and dialed his father.


    Each ring felt like an eternity.

  


  
    Chapter Eighteen


    Hello?” Mr. Halinen finally picked up the phone. “Dad,” Arden did his best not to emulate Sam’s current emotional state. “Can you come get me from practice?” He said each word slowly, trying to remember what being calm felt like.


    “I’m sorry, Son; I’m actually right in the middle of a traffic jam right now. I’ll be lucky to get home before ten. Why, what’s up?”


    “Nothing; don’t worry, Dad.” Arden was happy that he hadn’t told his father about Sam; in his current predicament, there was really nothing Mr. Halinen could have done to help.


    “You sure you’re okay?” The worry that Arden was trying so desperately to avoid had found its way into his father’s voice.


    “Yeah, I’ll be fine.” That wasn’t really a lie; he was fine. “I’ll just call Mark.”


    “Oh, that’s right; he’s got a car now, huh? Well-”


    “Look, Dad, I’m kind of in a hurry. I’ll talk to you when you get home.”


    “Okay. Love you!” Mr. Halinen hung up.


    As fast as he could, Arden dialed Mark’s number. His trembling paws hit all the wrong keys, but he finally managed to place the call.


    The wolf picked up right away. “What’s up?”


    “Can you come get me from the pool?” Arden wasn’t sure how much to tell Mark; he resolved to wait until the wolf agreed to give him a ride.


    “Sure. Was practice that tiring... wait, is practice even over?” Mark wasn’t worried yet, but Arden could tell that he was close.


    “No.” He sighed. “Sam needs my... our help. I’ll tell you more on the way.”


    “Okay, I’ll be right there.”


    Arden hung up the phone and stared numbly into space until Mark’s car pulled up next to him.


    “So, what’s going on?” Mark asked once Arden was seated.


    “Someone attacked Danny.” The words sounded like they were coming from somewhere far away. “Sam was waiting for him at the movie theater; he just called me a little while back.”


    Mark didn’t respond. Arden’s sense of smell wasn’t very good, but he was sure that had it been, he would have smelled fear. The wolf faced forward and gripped the steering wheel like his car was about to crash.


    They sped all the way to the movie theater; Mark was so harried and twitchy that he ran several red lights. Each time, Arden held his breath and waited for some oncoming car to strike theirs, but luck was with them. They made it across town in record time and the otter soon saw the bright, neon Cineplex logo loom into view.


    Sam wasn’t hard to spot; he stood on the sidewalk, next to the drop-off lane, heedless of the cold autumn night.


    As soon as the car came to a halt, Arden jumped out and wrapped his arms around the poor creature. Sam’s clothes were soaked from the gentle mist, and he was shaking like a leaf.


    Arden ushered him gently into the back seat and sat next to him.


    “It’ll be okay, Sam.” He held the otter tightly in a warm embrace. “Mark; Saint Matthias, hurry!”


    With a screech of tires, they sped off into the night.


    Arden wished that he could do more for Sam; but try as he might, he just couldn’t think of anything that would magically make things better. “It’ll be okay.” He held on as tightly as he could and repeated that mantra until they got to the hospital.


    Sam didn’t say anything; he just buried his muzzle in Arden’s shoulder and sobbed brokenly.


    This brought back memories of Sam’s parents’ divorce. Arden and Sam were both very young back then; Sam would frequently spend the night with his friend. He didn’t understand why his parents were fighting, or what was going to happen to him; he would hold on to Arden, just as he did now, and cry.


    The boys got out of the car and sprinted across the parking lot. The rain was beginning to pick up, but they would have run just as quickly if it hadn’t.


    They burst into the main lobby and skidded across the wet floor all the way to the reception desk.


    “Daniel.” Arden panted “Daniel Felis.”


    “Are you his family or next of kin?” The receptionist, a bored-looking marmot, eyed them disdainfully over the top of her glasses.


    “No, we’re his friends. His father can vouch for us.” Arden kept expecting Sam to do the talking, but the otter just clung to him and sobbed quietly.


    “I’ll page the orderly, hold on.” She picked up the phone and slowly dialed the number.


    “Hey, Randy, you got a Daniel Felis in your care? Yeah? Is his father there? Okay, there’s three kids who claim to be his friends; can you verify with the dad for me?”


    She leaned back into her chair, her expression unchanging. Arden was very close to just blowing her off and heading upstairs himself, but he realized that he had no idea where Danny was.


    “Yeah, I’m still here,” the marmot murmured into the phone. “Okay; okay, I’ll tell ‘em.”


    She hung up the phone and looked at Arden. “You can go upstairs; but first you gotta sign in.”


    One by one, they hurriedly scribbled their names into the logbook. Then, following the directions the receptionist had given, the boys made their way to Danny’s room.


    “Danny!” Sam spoke for the first time since his phone conversation with Arden.


    He ran over and embraced the cheetah with a huge sigh of relief.


    Danny’s head was tightly wrapped in bandages and one of his eyes was badly swollen. He groaned slightly when Sam hugged him, but was all too happy to return the embrace.


    “What happened?” Sam had just barely stopped crying, and he looked dangerously close to breaking down again.


    “I was on the way to the theater.” The cheetah’s voice was weak and raspy. “They pulled me into one of the alleys and beat me. They must have overheard us in bio.”


    “Who beat you up? Who?” Sam’s paws started shaking again, but with anger this time.


    “Andy and some other guys. They said something like, ‘That’s what you queers get for sticking your necks out.’”


    Arden was brought back to his senses by a jolt of pain in his paws. He realized then, that his claws were digging into his pawpads with such force that they drew blood.


    He unclenched his paws and sighed, looking over at Mark.


    During the ride over, Arden only suspected that the wolf was afraid; now, he knew for sure.


    Mark’s eyes were wide and he was shivering. He stared unblinkingly at Danny as if the cheetah were some sort of ghost.


    Arden put his arm around his boyfriend, being careful not to startle him. “We’ll be outside, Sam.” He lead Mark slowly out of the room. “Mark, what’s wrong?” He held the wolf’s shoulders and looked him in the eyes.


    “I’m so scared,” Mark whispered. “When I saw Danny there... I... I don’t know what I’d do to myself if anything like that happened to you.” He wrapped his arms around Arden, resting his muzzle in the crook of the otter’s neck.


    “Mark, we can’t let people like Andy push us around.” Arden kept his voice to a tender whisper, running his paw gently through Mark’s headfur. “They will be punished; once that happens, others will be less likely to do something like this. We’ll be okay.”


    “You don’t know how much I want to believe you.”


    Arden wanted to believe himself too; he realized only then how much the night’s events had impacted him. Between his parents accepting him and his presentation being met with thunderous applause, Arden had forgotten the ugly spectre of homophobia that still lurked behind the smiles and hugs.


    Unlike Mark, however, he didn’t want to hide; he wanted to fight.


    Something clicked inside him that took the otter from simply wanting a peaceful relationship, to making sure that everyone had a chance at the same thing.


    “He’ll be alright.” Sam padded out into the hallway and quietly shut the door. “They’ve got him on painkillers; he should be out in less than a week.” He looked harried and shaken, but at least he wasn’t crying. “Thanks for coming, both of you.” In a trice, his voice began to quiver again. “When I got the call about Danny... I felt so alone and lost. Thank you.”


    “That’s what friends do.” Arden, too, found himself overcome with emotion. They stood around in front of Danny’s room, each too close to tears for words.


    Finally, Mark broke the unremitting silence. “Ready to go home, guys?”


    “Yeah,” the otters both said at the same time.


    They walked slowly out of the hospital. Just like last time, Arden wished dearly that he would never again have to return.


    “It was my fault,” Sam said as they climbed into Mark’s car. “If Danny and I hadn’t started discussing our plans so loud, this wouldn’t have happened.”


    “Sam.” Arden turned to him and put his paws on the otter’s shoulders; his voice was steady and serious. “This is not your fault, or Danny’s, or anyone else’s. You should have the right to discuss whatever you what wherever you want. If the straight kids can do it, why can’t we? Sam, we’re just as entitled to love as anyone.”


    “I know.” Sam sniffled “I just can’t help but blame myself. Danny didn’t do anything to deserve this.”


    “Arden’s right,” Mark spoke up from the driver’s seat. “I feel the same way you do, Sam, but he’s right. We can’t let ourselves be ruled by the fear of those who can’t accept us. We’ll report them to the police. They’ll be punished.”


    Sam shook his head. “Danny said he doesn’t want to press charges.”


    Arden couldn’t hide his amazement. “What, why not?”


    “He said he doesn’t want to cause any more trouble.”


    “But-”


    Sam rested a paw on Arden’s shoulder. “I feel the same way, Ar, but this one’s up to him.”


    The weekend came and went without much notice. All of Arden’s happiness and plans were put on hold with the attack on Danny. The three boys went to visit him in the hospital once more on Sunday. He looked a lot better, and some of the bandages had been removed.


    “Thanks, you guys.” He hugged each of them in turn. “I don’t have many friends; I really wasn’t expecting anyone to care.”


    “Well, you have at least three.” Arden rested his arms around Sam and Mark’s shoulders.


    “Do you want us to get your homework while you’re out of school?” Sam asked.


    “Umm... nah. I think I’d rather take advantage of this situation and veg out.”


    Sam’s ears drooped ever so slightly, and Danny noticed. “You can still come visit, though,” he added.


    “I will.” Sam hugged him again and kissed him on the cheek.


    It was obvious that the gesture took a lot of courage on his part; he drew back hastily, but Danny smiled and kissed him back.


    They left the hospital in considerably higher spirits than last time.


    Danny was recovering and life would be back to normal soon.


    Things were quiet on Monday; people either hadn’t heard of the incident with Danny or had nothing to say.


    Arden found out later that day that the principal had, in fact, been told about the attack, but chose not to make a big deal out of it. His reasoning was that he did not want people to worry ‘needlessly.’ “If it had been any other minority that got attacked,” he whispered angrily to Sam while Fresto was passing back their tests, “the whole place would be up in arms. This just isn’t fair! How can they ignore a hate-crime like that?”


    “Well, what can we do about it?” Sam shared his opinion, but not his fervor.


    “Why not have a rally?” Fresto had apparently heard snatches of the conversation and decided to offer a solution.


    “Rally?” Both boys looked up at him, one confused and the other determined.


    “Yeah. Protest the under-the-rug treatment of the issue.” Fresto pulled up a chair and sat across from them. “I can help you organize it, if you want.”


    “That would be awesome!” Arden could hardly contain his excitement; finally, a chance to do something! It wasn’t nearly as much as he wanted to do, but it would certainly be a start.


    “Tomorrow, then.” Fresto leaned in close and whispered. “We’ll start a half-hour before school lets out and picket right in front of the buses. This way, we can get the most attention.”


    “Sounds good.” He turned to Sam. “What about you, Sam?”


    The otter was very silent during their discussion, and Arden was beginning to fear that he had gotten cold paws. “Yeah.” Sam seemed unsure, but he pushed on. “Let’s do it.”


    They discussed some more details while the rest of the students trickled into class. Fresto said he’d take care of the signs and posters; all they needed to do was show up.


    “Maybe we can get some of the GSA kids involved,” the fox suggested.


    Arden agreed, but mentally gauged that the possibility was unlikely. The GSA had two gutsy kids, and one of them was now in the hospital.


    Arden met Sam outside school after lunch.


    He’d spoken to Eggurd the day before, and she agreed that his absence would be for a good cause. He later realized how lucky he was that this rally wouldn’t be taking place during Calculus; Florin was already looking for a reason to fail him.


    Fresto showed up about ten minutes after they did.


    He was wheeling a crate in front of him. It was filled with a multitude of different signs, buttons and a gay pride banner.


    “Wow, did you make all of these?” Arden was amazed at the sheer variety of memorabilia.


    “At one point, in my life, yes.” Fresto picked up the flag and looked at it nostalgically. “I was quite the protestor in my college days.”


    “So, what do we do, exactly?” In all the excitement, Arden forgot that he’d never actually done anything like this. He didn’t have the faintest idea of where to begin.


    “Pick a sign, hold it in the air and do what you can to make people see it.” Fresto picked up a sign that read ‘Gay rights are civil rights!’ and slung it over his shoulder.


    “I like this one.” Sam held up a sign. “’I was born this way.’ That’s exactly how I feel.”


    “Not bad. I used that one in Washington.” Fresto examined the sign as if retrieving a piece of memory from it.


    “You picketed in Washington?”


    “Yeah. A few times.” He sighed.


    “So, what caused you to become so passionate about this whole thing?” Arden asked.


    That faraway look the fox had when he asked Arden if Mark loved him came back. “My boyfriend at the time got cold paws in front of his parents and dumped me. He went so far into the closet that he even got married and had a cub.” He wasn’t there anymore, but back in time, some twenty years ago, reliving that event. “I promised myself that I would never hide like that, even if that meant being ridiculed.”


    “I just hope that doesn’t happen to Mark.” Arden mused out loud.


    “That’s up to him.” Fresto patted his shoulder. “Arden, I know how much you want to control this; but this decision is Mark’s and Mark’s alone. He will have to decide where his values lie someday, and when he does... your relationship will either fall apart or become stronger than ever.”


    “Did you ever wish you could go back?” Arden asked. He knew he was overstepping his boundaries, but he needed to know.


    “Back?”


    “Yeah, back to before your relationship fell apart; try to fix things.”


    “Nothing to fix.” Fresto shrugged. He didn’t sound angry or sad, just tired. “There is nothing I could have done to fix that relationship, short of changing who I was... but then it wouldn’t be me in that relationship, but someone who looks like me. You can only deconstruct who you are so far before the person stops being you.”


    Arden understood the fox in principle, but he didn’t agree with him. He felt like, if he were faced with this, he would change. He promised to do everything he could to keep their relationship alive; didn’t that also mean changing if need be? But, how much would he have to change? Would he really become a different person? Did it really matter?


    He knew that he was always happy in the wolf’s company; wasn’t that what this was all about? Being with Mark.


    Besides, the wolf was willing to change for him; it was easy to forget just how much Mark had gone through for Arden. Even after losing his mother, the wolf continued to try. Was it because he knew that this was the direction to go, or because he wanted to be with Arden badly enough to change who he was?


    “Here they come.” Sam’s voice pierced the fog of his thoughts.


    Arden turned his head in the direction of the otter’s gaze; a group of students was heading out of the school. They seemed to be absorbed in conversation; either they hadn’t seen the picketers, or they were purposely trying to ignore them.


    The trio picked up their signs.


    “Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more.” Fresto did his best imitation of a British accent.


    “I’m ready.” Sam was fully prepared now. Over the course of the day, he progressed from shaky and unsure to fully determined.


    Arden gripped his sign tightly in both paws and held it up in the air. “Let’s do this.”


    Fresto nodded. “Here we go!” With that, they slowly approached the small group.

  


  
    Chapter Nineteen


    Hey guys, can we take just one or two minutes of your time?” Arden was the first one to make it to the small group. “A student was beaten up a few days ago for being gay; we’re just trying to spread awareness.”


    “Just ignore them, Ab,” the puma mumbled, taking his girlfriend’s paw and pulling her in the other direction.


    “Hang on, John.” Abby yanked her paw from John’s grasp. “I want to hear this. Who got beat up?”


    “Danny Felis.” Sam came over to stand beside Arden. “He was on his way to meet me when some kids pulled him into an alley and beat him up; he’s in the hospital now.”


    “Oh my God, that’s awful!” Abby’s friend exclaimed. “Poor Danny! Can we visit him?”


    “I’m sure he’d appreciate it,” Arden said.


    “So... are you guys, like, protesting or something?” The third girl, a tall, curvy, raccoon asked.


    Arden couldn’t tell whether she really cared, or if she just wanted to say something for the sake of being noticed. “Yeah; the principal refused to acknowledge the attack, claiming that he didn’t want to needlessly worry students.”


    John took hold of Abby’s paw again. “That’s... great. We’ve got to make the bus home, though.”


    “Actually, I think we’re gonna stay.” Abby pulled her paw back with a quick ‘don’t you dare’ glance in the puma’s direction. “This looks like fun.”


    “Yeah, and we could do our Civil Rights project on this.” The other two girls joined her.


    “Fine.” John smiled at Abby, but his eyes were cold. “I’ll see you tonight, then.” He gave them one last look and walked off towards the buses.


    “So, what do we do now?” Abby padded over to the crate Fresto brought and examined its contents.


    “Pick a sign and follow our lead,” Fresto said. “We want to spread awareness of what happened among the students and teachers.”


    With this new addition to their group, they continued onward.


    More students began to emerge from the school. Some approached on their own, asking what happened and even offering to spread the information about the attack around; others, however, purposely kept as much distance between Arden’s group and themselves as possible.


    Arden spent all of his free time scanning the crowd for Mark. This was his chance to see how the wolf would react in a public situation. Try as he might, however, he didn’t see the wolf anywhere.


    “I haven’t seen him either,” Sam said from behind, as if reading his friend’s thoughts.


    “Do you think he’s avoiding me?” Arden wasn’t sure if he truly wanted to know the answer.


    “He could be.” Sam paused to hand a pamphlet to Cody, who approached meekly and then left as soon as he’d gotten it. “But don’t be paranoid about it. He could very well have stayed after class, or gone straight to the soccer field through the back door.”


    “Yeah, I guess so.”


    “Why do you want him here?” Fresto’s question came out of nowhere, but it was perfectly valid. “I mean, you know how he’d react; why bring things out into the open?”


    “I don’t know.” Arden lowered his eyes. The last thing he wanted to do was to fight with Mark over something like this. “I guess I just keep hoping that he will change his mind... maybe even pick up a sign and join me.”


    “Hope is good; just don’t let it dominate your life and blind you to the facts.” Fresto was right; there were some things that just weren’t going to happen... not for a while, at least; or ever.


    He didn’t want Mark marching in rallies with him; he just wanted him to be open. Not telling everyone he was gay but not hiding it, either.


    The hockey team came next – all big jocks that didn’t look the least bit interested in the protest... or so Arden thought.


    “What’re you guys protesting?” It was Rich Prowers; Arden knew him as the captain of the hockey team, but not much else. He’d transferred to Elton just a year ago, but his prowess and a certain thirst for victory got him the unanimous vote for team captain.


    Abby was the first one to speak up. “A friend of ours was beaten up Friday for being gay.”


    Arden was surprised at just how seriously she seemed to be taking the issue.


    “The principal chose to ignore the issue on the basis of not wanting to raise alarm; we’re just spreading the word.”


    “Rich, let’s get the fuck outta here.” One of the leopard’s buddies stepped in and patted his shoulder. “I’m sure your pops wouldn’t approve you hanging with the queer squad over here.”


    “Which one?” Rich turned to face the bobcat slowly, his voice soft but with a very audible and dangerous edge to it.


    “Huh?”


    “I have two dads, Jeremy; two gay dads. I’m pretty sure they’ll be okay with this.” His voice remained level, but Arden saw his claws extend slightly.


    Others must have seen it as well because a small crowd slowly gathered around the two and encircled them.


    “Woah, dude! I ain’t know you had two dads.” Jeremy backed up several paces.


    “Is that a problem?” Rich took a step forward.


    “Nah, nah, dude... it’s cool!” Arden could tell that it was far from cool, but it was clear that Jeremy wasn’t about to pick a fight with someone who was obviously much stronger and quicker.


    “Good.” Rich retracted his claws and turned back to Arden. “So, can I join you guys?”


    “Uhh... sure.” Arden wasn’t sure whether to be relieved or afraid at this point. “Just... just pick out a sign.”


    Rich went to pick out a sign, came back and surveyed his teammates with an impatient glare. “So, what are you guys standing around for? Either help out or get the fuck out of my sight,” he barked.


    Jeremy and his friends milled around, not knowing what to do. Their masculinity was at stake, but so was being on Rich’s good side. Had this been anybody else on the team, they would have jeered at him and left; Rich was not one to be jeered at. A couple of them turned slowly and walked off while others went over and got signs. They stood towards the back of the group, making every effort not to be noticed.


    With jocks added to their group roster, the demonstration began to get a lot more notice.


    Students stopped by more willingly, and soon they were almost out of pamphlets.


    A few more members of the gay club got involved. In just under an hour, they had an all-out rally.


    “Wow, this is going way better than I envisioned,” Sam whispered to Arden. “I was sort of expecting the three of us to be either completely ignored, or have stuff thrown at us.”


    Arden had envisioned the same thing; he didn’t say anything before because Sam seemed reluctant enough without having his fears voiced aloud. “I guess Fresto was right.” He smiled. “We’re living in a different time than the one we’re all so afraid of.”


    “Yeah.” Fresto walked up behind them. “My first demonstration senior year was a disaster. It was after me and J- my ex broke up.” Arden noticed the slight pause but chose not to draw attention to it. “There were only three of us, and kids started pelting us with pencils and stuff; that’s how I got this.” He traced a claw along a long, thin scar that ran from his ear to the tip of his jaw. “Metal rulers are very painful when used correctly.”


    “I think my parents were there.” Rich spoke up. “I remember them telling me something about that.”


    “Wait; Tim and Alex?!” Fresto’s surprise was almost comical.


    Rich nodded.


    “My God, I haven’t heard anything from them in years. I had no idea they were back in the area!”


    “Yeah, we’ve lived in California for a while; Tim got a job at St. Matthias, so we moved here.”


    “That’s fantastic! Listen,” Fresto pulled up a scrap of paper, “let me give you my number. Have them call me; I would love to meet and catch up.” He scribbled down his cell and handed it to Rich. “They’ve certainly raised a fine son.”


    “They’ll be happy to hear that!” The leopard smiled.


    “Uhh, guys... I’d hate to break up the reunion plans,” Sam nodded towards the school entrance, “but the principal’s coming.”


    Mr. Foreman was, indeed, coming – very slowly and deliberately. His maintained eye contact with the group as he lumbered through the crowd. “Mr. Fresto.” He passed by Arden and Sam and approached the fox directly.


    “Yes, sir?” Fresto put on a look of mock-innocence and faced the bear.


    “I’m assuming this was all your idea.” He gestured his paw to the proceedings.


    “It was all of ours,” Sam spoke up from behind.


    The bear turned slowly around to face the otter. “All of yours?”


    “Yes.” Arden took his turn to speak in the fox’s defense. “We felt that your treatment of the issue was unfair. Had this been a hate crime against any other minority, the whole school would have been up in arms.”


    “Well, there were certainly worse ways you could have handled it,” Foreman said, scratching the back of his neck thoughtfully. He looked over the crowd one more time; Arden followed his gaze. In the hour that they’ve been out there, they managed to gather a substantial amount of supporters.


    “Alright; I will issue an official report to be given out to the students. I just didn’t think the issue was as hot as it is.” This was met with hearty cheering and applause. “Although I don’t even know if it’s necessary anymore.”


    “Thank you, sir.” Fresto offered his paw.


    The bear shook it “You’re very welcome. But next time... submit things to me in writing instead of starting a protest.”


    “Words that aren’t spoken are seldom heard.” Fresto winked.


    “Touché.” Foreman turned around and lumbered slowly back to the school.


    “That also went better than I expected,” Sam said with an audible sigh of relief.


    “Yeah; I guess it did.” After giving Sam a brief hug, Arden proceeded to clean up. There were surprisingly few pamphlets on the ground; once those were thrown out and the signs were put away, it was as if there’d never been a protest to begin with.


    By the time they were finished, the crowd had thinned out to its original members, as well as Rich and Abby. Rich was busy chatting with Fresto about his parents, and Abby was on her phone.


    “I’m waiting for a ride,” she explained, typing a quick text and snapping her phone shut.


    Arden nodded and turned to Sam. “So, Mark didn’t show up at all, huh?”


    “No. I guess he-”


    “Mark... you mean the cute soccer guy?” Abby, who was in the middle of another text lifted her head. “He was here; way in the back, though. Just kinda glanced around and left. I guess he’s not interested in the whole ‘Gay Rights’ thing.”


    “Guess not.” Arden sighed.


    Sam put a paw on his friend’s shoulder. “Look, Arden... maybe he really was in a hurry.”


    “So, you were lying to me?” Arden wasn’t angry; he knew why Sam had done it.


    “I... I just didn’t want you to get upset. You know how these things go.”


    “Yeah; I know. Next time, though, just tell me; I can handle it.”


    Hearing this, Abby almost dropped her phone. “Why, is Mark like gay or something?”


    Arden was very tempted to just tell Abby everything; but was it his secret to reveal? No; it would make him just as bad as Katelyn.


    “I don’t know,” he lied. “He said something about activism work for his civics class; I just thought he’d be interested.”


    “Oh, gotcha.” She appeared convinced and left the subject alone.


    “Well, we’d better go grab something to eat before practice;” Sam tapped him on the shoulder. “You coming, Ar?”


    “Yeah, let’s go.”


    He bid Fresto, Rich and Abby goodbye and walked off with Sam.


    Being reminded of practice also reminded him of Barken; he was pretty rude to him, and Barken did not take kindly to rudeness.


    “Barken’s gonna chew my head off,” Arden voiced his thoughts aloud.


    “Why? Did you tell him off?”


    “Not as badly as I could have.” He really could have said far worse things than he did. “But he’ll still be pissed. I’ll just tell him you got violently ill or something.”


    “Why not just tell him the truth?”


    Arden looked at his friend for any hint of sarcasm, but there was none.


    “I mean... we just stood out in front of the entire school and told the truth. Why not tell Barken?”


    “Okay.” Sam was right. They risked getting kicked off the team; but compared to the other risks they’d taken, this one was pretty trivial.


    The boys had a quick meal of sandwiches and water and headed off to practice.


    They arrived a few minutes before everyone else and decided to take the time to talk to the coach.


    “You better have a very good explanation for what you did, Halinen.” Barken kept his voice low to prevent the conversation from escalating into a booming echo by the structure of the swimming pool.


    “Like I told you last time...” Friday’s resolve returned to him. “Sam needed me, and I went to stand by him.”


    “My boyfriend got beat up.” Sam didn’t sound as sure as his friend, but recalling the night’s events gave him a certain strength that even Arden didn’t have. “Arden came to get me from the movie theater and brought me to the hospital. If you’re going to kick anyone of the team, it should be me.”


    For the first time in Arden’s memory, Barken’s features softened. “I won’t kick either of you off.” His voice remained low, but the anger and bite were gone from it. “You did a good thing, Arden. Standing by the ones you love in tough situations takes guts; I respect that. You too, Sam.” He smiled. “Go ahead and get changed. Just because I respect you, doesn’t mean I’ll be taking it easy on you.”


    The boys nodded and went to the locker room.


    “Wow, I still can’t believe what just happened.” Sam was the first one to shatter their collective daze. When they just started swimming, they believed that Barken had a soft side; but as the years went on, that soft side had never come out. Barken was so strict, tough and relentless that the notion of him having a soft side became a sort of joke among those who knew him.


    “Do you think we’ll ever see this side of him again?” Arden asked.


    “Doubt it.” Sam pulled the tag off his new jammer and began putting it on. “But it’s nice to know it exists.”


    “Yeah, I guess it is.”


    They finished changing and headed out to the pool deck.


    “Fardin, Halinen!” The familiar bark was back. “Whatever you have to do in there besides change can wait ‘til after practice!” The familiar Barken was also back.


    Mr. Halinen picked them up after practice. “So, I hear you boys had quite a busy day.” He shifted clumsily into the passenger seat, so Arden could drive.


    “Who’d you hear that from?” Arden was planning to tell his father the story himself; he wondered just who’d beaten him to it.


    “The principal.”


    Arden had just shifted into drive and started easing on the gas; hearing this caused him to floor the pedal and almost crash into the car in front. He hit the brakes just in time and sat there, recovering from his near-death experience.


    “I guess I should’ve phrased that better, huh?” Mr. Halinen giggled.


    “Probably.” The giggle turned to laughter pretty quickly. The laughter was more out of relief than humor, but it lightened the mood nonetheless.


    “So, anyway.” Mr. Halinen continued his story as they pulled out of the parking lot. “Your principal sent out an email, telling about the incident with Danny. He mentioned a group of brave young students who inspired him to do so; he didn’t mention names, but it didn’t take me long to guess them.”


    Arden and Sam told him the entire story, as well as their conversation with Barken.


    “Barken smiled?!” Mr. Halinen sounded as amazed as they had been when it happened. “Well, now I’ve heard everything. Especially after that time when you broke your paw and he made you get a waterproof cast so you could continue swimming.”


    Arden remembered that incident very well. He broke his paw skiing that year; instead of giving him time off, Barken made him continue going to practice. That was the first year he qualified for Nationals.


    They dropped Sam off at the hospital to visit Danny.


    Arden rolled down his window and called after him. “Want us to come back and pick you up in an hour or two?”


    “No, thanks; my dad said he would come get me.”


    Mr. Fardin took the news of his son’s sexuality surprisingly well. He wasn’t completely okay with it, but he accepted it. It was most likely due, in large part, to the fact that Mr. Fardin had fought tooth and claw to keep his son after the divorce. Arden didn’t mention that to Sam, of course.


    He wanted to call Mark as soon as he got home, but decided against it. He really had nothing to say to the wolf that couldn’t wait until morning. He focused on his homework, instead. There wasn’t much of it, but he took his time.


    Mikey came in a few hours later. “Mom and dad are out.” He was holding a copy of Rebel Command 2, still in its shrink-wrap. “How about some co-op?”


    “Sounds like a plan.” Arden put his homework away and headed downstairs with his brother.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty


    Arden got up early the next morning and prepared mechanically for school. He was on his way out the door when his father caught up with him.


    “So, you’re skipping your driving test, then?” Mr. Halinen cocked an eyebrow comically.


    “D- Oh, crap!” Arden waved his cell phone at Mark, who was parked and waiting in the driveway.


    ‘Driving test today. Completely forgot,’ he texted.


    A few seconds later, the reply came. ‘K.’


    He closed his phone and stood in one spot for several seconds, staring groggily into empty space.


    “Well, the test isn’t for another hour... Coffee?” Mr. Halinen seemed very amused at Arden’s state.


    “That’s actually a pretty good idea, Dad.” He was never as hooked on coffee as most of his classmates, but perhaps it was time to start.


    He went into the kitchen with his father and poured himself a cup – Mariano Roast, his mother’s favorite coffee. It tasted like coal; but at least it would keep him awake. Soon, he gave up on drinking it black and added a ton of cream and sugar to the mix. The two seemed to dull the charred taste slightly, and the otter managed to drink it with relative ease.


    “You’ll get used to it.” Mr. Halinen smiled at his son’s contorted expression. “Once college hits, you’ll be going through several cups each night. Speaking of; have you applied anywhere yet?”


    “Almost.” That was a pretty accurate description of things; he’d looked at pamphlets, filled out a couple of apps, but hadn’t actually sent anything out. Between Mark and Sam’s troubles, as well as his own, he really didn’t have time to think much about college. He found contentment in the fact that nobody else seemed to have done much either; Mark had done about as much as he had, and Sam had just started looking through the mountain of pamphlets piled up in his closet.


    “Well, you’d better get a move on. I hear American schools are pretty competitive.”


    “I will.” He’d have to figure out where Mark was going first; and Sam. What if they decided to go to different schools? Almost unconsciously, he chose Mark... but would the wolf want to go to school with him? Would he actually decide to try an open relationship? He knew that this decision had to come soon; if they didn’t decide to be open right away, things would just continue on the present course; hiding in the shadows, stealing kisses while nobody’s looking...


    Arden got so wrapped up in his daydream that the action of drinking coffee shifted into autopilot. His last sip proved to be too large; the burning sensation overwhelmed him, and he spat the liquid all over the kitchen table.


    “You know, there’s a reason people put warnings on coffee cups nowadays.” Mr. Halinen shifted back to avoid the spill. “Coffee’s hot.”


    “I know.” Arden stood up and went to get some paper towels. “I was just... thinking.”


    “Look, Son; I didn’t mean to rush you. You’ve still got time.” He looked Arden in the eyes. “But let me just give you one piece of advice. Never pick your college based on friends or loved ones. Relationships die; and you do not want to go to a school you hate, just to be with your friends.”


    “Thanks, Dad.” Somehow, his father knew exactly what he was thinking. He also offered up the only logical solution. Arden felt like he was falling into a black hole; at the event horizon, logic starts to dissolve; basic laws go out the window. Whenever he was around Mark, he could see the logical side of things, but it was somewhere far away... it didn’t seem to carry any weight at all. Was that what love felt like? Was it dangerous to feel like this?


    He remembered, again, the story of Romeo and Juliette; they were in love, but that love blinded them to reality so much that it killed them in the end.


    They finished cleaning up the spilled coffee, watched some TV and, an hour later, made their way down to the driving school.


    Sam was already there. He waved to them and smiled weakly as they pulled into the parking lot.


    “I’m so not ready for this,” he murmured. His usual liveliness and confidence were gone.


    “Oh, don’t be nervous.” Arden patted him on the back. “I think we’re the only two here who didn’t sleep through the lectures. We’ll be fine.”


    That part was definitely true; unlike regular school, the teachers at the Thomaston Driving Academy didn’t seem to care whether or not the students actually paid any attention to what they were saying.


    Arden’s comment seemed to help things. Sam straightened up and smiled. “They’re going in alphabetical order, so you’ll be right after me.”


    “What about Jess Ferrier?”


    “Crap! Forgot all about her.” He bounced right back. “Well, at least we’ll have time to talk about it before you have to go up. Maybe I could give you some tips or something.”


    “Sounds good.” Arden wasn’t sure what tips Sam could possibly give, but the otter’s enthusiasm was just too good to ruin.


    Once the head of the driving school arrived, things were finally set in motion.


    The students were ushered into a familiar classroom and split into two groups. The inspectors that were administering the test soon arrived themselves. From the minute they walked through the door, Arden could tell that were polar opposites; one, who introduced himself as Mr. Mathews, was a large boar. He looked like he would rather be anywhere else in the world than at a driving school.


    The other, a tall, stocky raccoon named Mr. Woodsorrel, seemed excited at the very prospect of administering a driving exam. He literally vibrated with excitement as he shook paws with each of the students and told them about the exam. “The route is pretty short.” He pulled out a map of the town and hung it on the whiteboard. “We go two blocks down, around the corner and then two blocks back. Now, as for the groups...”


    Jess Ferrier’s existence did, indeed, turn out to be a good thing. The students counted off and Sam ended up in the same group as Arden – lead by Mr. Woodsorrel.


    There were only two others ahead of Sam, and they both went through quickly; maybe too quickly.


    Arden looked over at the other group; the presence there seemed to be a good deal less cheerful than it was in his own. Rumors circulated, and his assumption that the two instructors were completely opposite proved to be true. Mr. Matthews, as it turned out, was notorious for marking his students down for even the tiniest mistakes and all-out failing them for the bigger ones.


    Mr. Woodsorrel, meanwhile, didn’t even look at the grading rubric until the end of the test.


    “You’d have to, literally, crash the car to fail,” one of the kids behind him whispered.


    Before Sam had a chance to get properly nervous again, the testing car pulled up in front of him and Ryan Ellis climbed out, wearing a triumphant grin on his muzzle. “This guy’s cake,” he whispered to Sam.


    The statement seemed to hold. Just fifteen minutes later, Sam climbed out of the car, wearing a grin similar to Ryan’s. He didn’t say anything to Arden, but the grin was enough.


    Arden climbed into the car with a good deal less apprehension than he would’ve had if Mr. Mathews had been in the passenger’s seat.


    “Hmm... Arden Halinen. Finnish, I presume?” Woodsorrel flipped to Arden’s form.


    “Yes, sir. I was born here, but my parents are both Finnish.” Arden fastened his seat belt and went through the pre-driving checklist in his head. He was pleasantly surprised to have remembered everything correctly.


    “My mother’s Finnish.” Woodsorrel smiled. “Marja Raikkonen.”


    “That’s awesome!” He felt an even stronger connection with the raccoon. “I’m actually going there this winter to visit family.”


    “I suppose I should think about going myself; I’ve never been there and I don’t speak a word of Finnish... oh, whenever you’re ready. Sorry I pulled us into that topic; I’m sure you want to get this over with as soon as possible.”


    “That’s okay.” Arden pulled out of the parking lot and signaled right to turn into the street.


    Woodsorrel directed him down the block to a supermarket lot. There, he instructed Arden to park the car in a generously wide space between two orange cones; Arden did so with practiced ease.


    “Should I park it in reverse?” He put the parking brake on and looking over at the raccoon.


    “Nah. I’m sure you can do that just fine.” Woodsorrel winked. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t have asked me.”


    They pulled out of the parking lot and headed back towards the driving school. On the way, Woodsorrel guided him into a dead end and made him do a three-point turn to get out.


    Once that was done, Arden relaxed completely. He drove the car down to the school and parked it in front of the line of waiting students.


    “How’d I do?” He realized only then that he wasn’t sure whether he was even allowed to ask a question like that.


    “Full Marks!” Woodsorrel handed him a carbon-copy of the test sheet. “Take that to the DMV to get your license.”


    “Thank you so much!” He wanted to hug the raccoon, but settled instead for a friendly pawshake.


    “You’re very welcome. Good luck to you!” Woodsorrel waved to him as he got out of the car.


    Sam was waiting for him when he got out. “Well, I’m guessing by the grin that you didn’t fail.” He hugged Arden. “Either that or you did fail and went crazy in the process.”


    Arden followed Sam off to the side and they stood around, chatting until Mr. Halinen came to pick them up. “Everybody pass?”


    Both boys nodded happily.


    “And before you ask, yes, we can go to the DMV today. We just have to hurry to get there before it closes. Arden, I have your documents in the car; we’ll have to go to Sam’s house to get his, though.”


    They dropped by Sam’s house and then went to the DMV.


    Arden wanted stop by his house to change into a nicer shirt for the photograph, but Mr. Halinen stopped him, explaining that they didn’t have enough time.


    They arrived at the DMV with a good deal of time to spare – which was fortunate because it took them another fifteen minutes to find a parking space.


    Once they finally got inside, the three otters realized why the parking lot was so full. It seemed like everyone decided to come to the DMV at once (as it usually happens).


    Arden saw a couple of kids from his driving school as well as a bunch of others he didn’t know, standing in the New Driver’s License line.


    Jess Ferrier the last person in line; she waved him and Sam over when she saw them.


    “Wow, so you passed Matthews, huh?” Arden walked over to her and shook paws.


    “Yeah, and I think I was the only one too!” She swelled her chest proudly at the fact. “He had me driving around for about a half hour, maybe more, before finally giving up and passing me.”


    “Well, at least you passed.” Sam smiled. “Besides, if you can pass with Matthews, you’re probably good enough to get a racing license.”


    “If I get a license at all.” She chuckled “This line hasn’t moved much in the last half-hour that I’ve been here.”


    The line was, indeed, long and slow; it was made all the slower by the boys’ excitement.


    They chatted for a while, but then even that got old. The last fifteen minutes were spent simply trying not to look at the clock.


    Finally, they were up; Arden went first this time. He handed his documents to the extremely overweight squirrel behind the desk and went to get his picture taken. The photo-room was much cooler and darker, giving him a nice reprieve from the stuffy, foul-smelling interior of the DMV.


    The photographer, a petite mouse, who reminded Arden of Eggurd was sitting on a small stool behind the camera. He seemed to be the only one of the entire DMV staff that was actually excited about his job. He shook Arden’s paw and congratulated him. “Oh, come on, smile; you just got your license!” he said when he saw the blank expression Arden made for the camera.


    Arden smiled, the camera flashed, the printer whirred into motion and he had his license several minutes later. His picture came out worse than he would’ve liked, but he was never very photogenic, so he didn’t mind.


    Holding the license in his paw, he expected a wave of relief to come flowing over him.


    The relief he experienced was markedly small, however. With all the stress of the year so far, the ordeal of getting his license had taken a back seat. He was happy only that it was over.


    He shook paws with the mouse again and went back to the main lobby.


    Sam was waiting for him at the door. “Lemme see it!” He grabbed the license from Arden’s outstretched paws.


    “I know, I know, it’s terrible.” Arden craned his neck to get another look at the photograph.


    “Oh, please.” Sam handed the license back to him. “Nothing beats my yearbook picture last year... and don’t argue because you know it’s true!”


    “Samuel Fardin!” the squirrel behind the desk mumbled in a gruff masculine voice.


    Not wanting to incur the squirrel’s wrath, Sam went into the photo room quickly.


    He came out just a short while later, wearing the same grin he probably wore for the picture.


    “Wow, that photographer guy kinda ruins the whole DMV employee stereotype, huh?” he said, admiring his shiny, new license.


    “Yeah, I wonder how he can stay so happy when he’s surrounded by such downers all the time.”


    Mr. Halinen shrugged. “Crack?”


    Such an unexpected comment caused the three of them to burst out laughing.


    They pushed their way through the crowd that had gathered around the door and took grateful lungfulls of fresh air once they got outside.


    For the first time since he got his permit, Arden didn’t drive home. With his license in-paw, the novelty of driving quickly started to wear off.


    They dropped Sam off and headed home.


    Arden was glad he didn’t offer to drive because he would have crashed into something at that point. A brand new SUV stood parked in the driveway with a bow on it.


    “Now, we were going to wait until your birthday... but hell, I’m just too impatient.” His father giggled.


    Arden was speechless; he just nodded and stared at the new car... his new car.


    His mother and Mikey came outside just as they were pulling into the driveway.


    “Congratulations, hon.” She gave him a big hug.


    Mikey joined the hug.”Dude, I’m so jealous right now!”


    “Oh, you’ll get yours, don’t worry.” Mr. Halinen assured him. “But make sure you keep your grades up; don’t let videogames get in the way. Oh, go on! I’m sure both Mark and Sam are home.”


    Arden’s impatient expression didn’t hide much.


    “Just drive safely, hon, and don’t miss practice.” Mrs. Halinen handed him the keys and kissed him again.


    Slowly, he unlocked the car and got in, taking his time to just look around and inhale the new-car smell. After some fumbling with the keys, he started the car and backed cautiously out of the driveway.


    Mikey ran after him, yelling something. Arden stopped the car and rolled down his window.


    “That bow looks pretty and all.” Mikey reached up to the roof and pulled off the giant bow. “But I don’t think you should be driving around with it.”


    “Thanks.” Arden waved to his parents one more time and rolled the window back up.


    Driving on his own felt surreal; having his father or instructor in the driver’s seat didn’t seem like it would make much of a difference, but it did. He drove slowly, carefully following the posted speed limit until he got to Sam’s house.


    “Whew, I’m so glad I don’t have to keep my muzzle shut about this anymore.” Sam emerged when Arden honked the horn. “Your dad asked to keep the car at our house, and it took every bit of willpower I had not to tell you.”


    “I’m proud of you!” Arden adjusted the rear-view mirror for the umpteenth time. “I don’t know if I would’ve been able to keep it a secret.”


    “Yeah.” Sam powered on the GPS and started playing around with it. “Fortunately, my dad’s no good at secrets; but we’re going Friday to pick something out.”


    “Still going for something sporty?” Arden fumbled around his pocket for his cellphone.


    “I’ll certainly try.” Sam powered off the GPS and fell silent for Arden to answer his phone.


    “Hey!” It was Mark.


    “I passed!” Arden pressed the phone closer to his ear. “I was actually going to drive over and surprise you, but you beat me to it.”


    “Well, I was actually calling about something else.”


    Somehow, he could tell that the wolf was smiling on the other end of the line.


    “My dad’s gone on another business trip... how about a sleepover?”


    “Tonight?”


    Sam smiled mischievously at him and made a kissy face.


    “Yeah, we could... well... do stuff... and then maybe catch a late movie or something. Just swing by after practice... If you want,” Mark added; his hesitation was adorable.


    “Nah, I think I’d rather stay home and read.” Arden winked at Sam.


    “Oh... well... I-”


    “I’m kidding.” He cut the wolf off. “Do you really think I’d say no to that?”


    “I don’t know.” Mark sighed. “We really haven’t had a chance to spend too much time together... I thought you were mad at me for that or something.”


    “Don’t get me wrong, I do wish we could spend more time together.” Arden just didn’t feel like lying then. “But I understand how school can prevent that from happening.”


    “So, I’ll see you after swimming, then?”


    “You bet!” He bid Mark good bye and hung up.


    “So, how about you drive us to practice?” Sam offered.


    “Sure. Go ahead and grab your stuff.”


    While Sam went off to pack for practice, Arden remembered that he hadn’t called his parents to ask about the sleepover with Mark.


    He watched Sam packing through the upstairs window as he pulled out his phone and dialed home.


    As he counted off the rings, he hoped that his parents were home and that they’d be okay with the sleepover; the last thing he wanted to do was to call Mark back and cancel.


    His Mom picked up.


    “Hey, Mom...” He hesitated slightly. “Can I stay at Mark’s tonight?”


    Another moment of silence passed.


    “Sure. Just stop by the house to grab your school stuff. And don’t stay up too late,” his mother said.


    Arden heard the kitchen timer go off in the background.


    “Whoops, fish is ready. I’ll see you in a few, then.” She hung up quickly, and Arden spent the rest of the time reading the car’s manual.


    Once Sam returned, they drove to Arden’s house.


    He packed his stuff quickly, kissed his mom goodbye and drove to practice.


    Barken was back to his usual demeanor; in fact, even having witnessed the otter’s kindness in person, Arden had trouble believing it had actually happened.


    Over the course of practice, Barken found several excuses to yell at him; but nothing could ruin Arden’s good mood. He got his license, a car, and he was about to spend some quality time with his boyfriend... not bad for a Tuesday.


    After practice, Arden went to his habitual spot to wait for his dad, only to remember a few minutes later that he now had a car of his very own.


    He found Sam standing by the pickup lane. “Need a ride?”


    “No, thanks.” Sam checked the time on his phone. “Dad’s coming to pick me up. He wants to take me to dinner to celebrate me getting my license. He invited you too, but I didn’t think you’d want to go; what, with Mark and all.”


    “Yeah.” Arden threw his bag in the trunk and turned back around to face Sam. “Thanks for offering, though. Have fun!”


    “You too!”


    He got into the car and headed to Mark’s house.


    Driving at night was a little scary, but he got used to it quickly enough. If anything, he liked the fact that the roads were quieter and more serene.


    He smiled to himself as Mark’s house came into view, already imagining what he’d do once he got there. The thoughts alone made his sheath stir.


    It was moments like this that made him the happiest – moments when he had something to look forward to rather than something to look back on.


    He barely made it through the door before the wolf pulled him into a passionate kiss.


    “Well, hello to you too,” Arden paused to say before resuming the kiss.


    Their kiss ended only when they got to the kitchen.


    “Hungry?” Mark gestured to the leftover pizza on the counter.


    “Yeah, but not for that.” He put his arms around the wolf and they kissed again.


    That feeling never got old; a flame that started in the chest, and spread through the entire body, igniting every cell with a hungry passion. All his worries about their future were temporarily forgotten; the strength of their passion assured him that they would make it through whatever troubles came their way. As long as the passion and love remained, everything else would take care of itself.


    They parted the kiss just long enough to get down to Mark’s bedroom.


    Their clothes quickly wound up on the floor, and the two boys wound up in bed together.


    “So, what would you like to do today?” Arden knew already what the answer was going to be.


    “I think I’d like to sit in your lap.” Mark licked his nose and reached into his bedside table.


    He pulled out the familiar tube and rubbed Arden’s fully-erect member with the slick, minty-smelling gel. The warming sensation combined with the wolf’s soft paw was enough to send Arden over the edge; but he held on. He gathered all his remaining willpower because he knew that the pleasure he was feeling now was nothing compared to what he would experience in just a few short moments.


    After (very) thoroughly lubricating Arden’s maleness, Mark proceeded to sit in the otter’s lap.


    Once he was situated, his rear rubbing Arden’s member alluringly, he braced himself on his boyfriend’s shoulders and slowly lowered his bottom over the erection. They both gasped simultaneously – Mark from the slight stretching, and Arden from the incredible pleasure and warmth that enveloped him.


    For a time, they just sat still, enjoying the respective sensations. Mark was the first to recover; he began rocking his hips up and down slowly, keeping his arms around Arden.


    Arden took much longer to recover; each time he got used to the sensation, it heightened and made him moan softly. It left him feeling completely engulfed by the electrical new feelings.


    Once he was sufficiently cognitive, he wrapped his paw around the wolf’s swollen knot and stroked it softly. Mark seemed so absorbed in the whole activity that he had completely forgotten about his own needs. He moaned loudly when the otter squeezed his knot and began to pump faster. This, in turn, elicited a moan out of Arden as he picked up the speed of his stroking.


    When the speed had picked up sufficiently, it only took them a few minutes to climax. This time, it was completely synchronized. They held onto each other and shared another kiss – the longest and most passionate of the day – right at the climax.


    Arden was brought back to reality when the wolf stood up, carefully pulling himself free of the otter’s slowly-shrinking member.


    They embraced again and kissed for a good while longer before Mark ended the kiss and went over to his dresser. “So, how about those movies?” He got the usual scent-masker out and tossed it to Arden.


    “Is anything good on?” Arden squeezed a bit of the cream out and applied it around his sheath.


    “The Tourist.” Mark took the cream and applied it around his own person liberally. “I’ve wanted to see it for a while now.”


    “Let’s go, then.” Arden pulled on his clothes and gave Mark another kiss.


    Cleaned up and descented, the boys headed upstairs.


    “I’ll drive,” Arden offered, when he saw Mark heading for his car.


    “Ah, that’s right, you got a car... I kinda forgot all about that when I saw you.” Mark smiled sheepishly.


    “I know the feeling.” Arden unlocked the doors and they got in.


    “Wow, this is cozy!” Mark sat down and began toying with the adjusting controls on his seat. “Even mine doesn’t have lumbar support.”


    “Yeah, I still can’t believe my folks got me a car, let alone one like this!” Arden took another look around the car... his car, one more time and started the engine.


    He’d never driven to the theater before, but he knew the route by heart from all the times he’d been there; the last of which was not too long ago...


    Mark checked the show-times on his phone as they were driving, and it turned out that they were just barely making the 11:15 showing.


    The Cineplex parking lot was surprisingly empty when they got there; Arden parked the car quickly and they ran inside to get tickets. Fortunately, the theater wasn’t sold out and there wasn’t much of a line. They sprinted into the auditorium just as the fire-safety speech concluded.


    After sitting down, Arden habitually put his arm around Mark’s chair. He withdrew it quickly and folded his ears. “Sorry.”


    “No, I’m sorry,” Mark whispered.


    Arden faced forward and tried to focus on the movie, ignoring both the slight pang of sadness and the slight pressure on his bladder. He’d made it halfway through the movie before the latter got the best of him.


    Getting up slowly, he squeezed his way past Mark and out of the auditorium.


    The bathroom on his floor was out of order, so the otter had to waddle up the stairs (doing his best not to make any fast movements) to try and find another one.


    Fortunately, the second floor bathroom was open.


    Arden was about to throw the door open and make a dash for the urinals when he heard a voice coming from inside.


    “Hell, we better not get into any trouble.”


    He recognized Andy’s voice.


    “Don’t try and sweet-talk me, you son of a bitch. I did exactly what you told me, and if we get arrested or something, you can bet I’ll pull you down with us.”


    His bladder forgotten, Arden eased open the door and hid behind the wall that separated the sinks from the urinals.


    “I don’t care what you have do!” Andy yelled. “I’ll call you back later; and don’t think we’re finished talking about this, either.”


    Arden heard the phone snap shut and swung the bathroom door open, making it look like he’d just come in.


    Andy glared at him as he passed on the way to the sinks.


    Arden took his time peeing to make sure the weasel was long gone by the time he finished.


    As he got to the sinks to wash his paws, the otter saw Andy’s phone sitting forgotten on the counter.


    ‘Go on, you know you want to open it,’ his inner voice tempted him.


    Arden obeyed.

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-One


    Slowly, Arden padded over to the sinks and picked up the phone. It was a similar model to his, so he found his way around it with ease. Without any more hesitation, he opened up the call history; what he saw caused him to gasp and almost drop the phone.
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    The last entry read: ‘Chris.’


    His heart started beating faster; he went numb with shock.


    Fortunately, he had enough sense to close the phone and place it back on the sink. Just in time, too, because Andy walked in then, grabbed the phone and stormed out again.


    Arden didn’t hear the door slam; he just stood there, struck dumb by a single five-letter word: Chris. But how could it be? He was so nice; he supported Mark, stood up for them in front of Andy...


    “Arden!” Mark’s voice snapped him back to reality. He realized that he had no clue how long he’d been standing in one spot. “I’ll be right out.” He did his best to shake the daze.


    The bathroom door opened; Mark stood there with a worried look on his face. “Are you okay, hon?” He lead Arden out into the hallway. “You’ve been gone for so long. I went out to look for you.”


    “I’m... I’m fine.” Arden tried to act like nothing happened. “Just had a bit of indigestion, I guess.” He wanted, badly, to tell the wolf about what he saw, but decided that he needed more proof. At this point, even he refused to believe that Chris was behind everything.


    They went back downstairs and caught the last ten minutes of the movie. Mark seemed too engrossed in the ending to notice Arden’s disjointed state. The otter just sat in his seat and stared blankly at the screen. It took a small tap on the shoulder for him to realize that the movie was over and everyone was leaving.


    Still in a haze, he followed the wolf out of the theater. It started drizzling then, but that did nothing to dissolve his present state of disconnectedness.


    “Want me to drive?” Mark must’ve finally noticed the fact that his boyfriend was not all there.


    “No, no it’s okay.” Arden unlocked the doors and climbed in. “I’m fine, really.” He forced a smile. What else could he do? Tell Mark that he suspected that ‘maybe’ one of his closest friends orchestrated the attack on Danny? No; he had to confront Chris directly.


    Mark just nodded, clearly not convinced, and gave him a peck on the cheek.


    Arden tried to start the car, only to realize that the engine was already running. He pushed his mind to focus as he shifted into reverse and pulled out of the parking lot.


    Neither of the boys spoke much during the ride; Arden was grateful for that because he needed every bit of concentration he could muster up.


    Mark continued to shoot worried glances at him, but remained otherwise silent.


    He made it to the wolf’s house without incident – although he did blow past a stop sign once. Fortunately, the intersection was empty.


    Once they were safely in the driveway, Arden breathed a small sigh of relief. He put the car in park, killed the engine and got out.


    “We should probably go see that movie again.” Mark nuzzled the otter and put his arm around him. “You missed all the best parts.”


    “It’s a date, then.” Arden smiled again; more truthfully this time. He would confront Chris, get everything straightened out, and then maybe things would be okay again.


    They went into the house without another word. Mark heated up some Microwave-Pizza, which Arden attacked with a great deal of enthusiasm.


    Up to that point, food was the least of his worries, but the aroma of a Supremeo Pizza made him think of nothing but.


    “Hungry much?” Mark giggled; he was only halfway through his first slice as Arden was picking up his third.


    “Haven’t eaten since lunch,” Arden managed to say between bites.


    “Well, you should’ve said something; we could have stopped somewhere before the movies.” Mark petted the otter between his short ears and went back to his slice.


    “MMPH...” Talking with a muzzle full of pizza didn’t work well, so Arden chewed, swallowed and tried again. “Didn’t have time.”


    “Oh, we would have made time.”


    The conversation went into a standstill until both boys had finished eating.


    “That was... amazing!” Arden sank back in his chair and patted his belly. “I’m pretty much stocking my freezer with these.”


    “Yes, because all you have to eat at home is delicious, home-cooked awesomeness, you poor, poor thing!” Mark finished off his slice and put their plates into the sink.


    “Yeah, but sometimes I just kinda crave junk food, you know?”


    “Well, I’ll be more than happy to share mine with you.” The wolf put his arms around Arden and looked him in the eyes. The warmth and comfort made Arden want to tell Mark everything; but he couldn’t; he needed proof.


    He returned the embrace cautiously, not wanting to be pulled into the comfort to a point beyond his control.


    Mark didn’t notice; the wolf seemed perfectly content just holding on to Arden and sharing the warm silence.


    This embrace gave Arden all the more resolve to confront Chris. Everyone had the right to feel the way he did at that moment – warm, safe and loved... especially Sam. The otter didn’t talk much about what had happened to Danny; but Arden could tell that he was, at the very least, shaken. Arden couldn’t think of any way to make his friend feel better, but he would make sure Sam never had to feel this way again.


    Their embrace lasted just a bit longer before they parted and went downstairs.


    Slowly and quietly, the boys undressed and got into bed. Sleeping in the nude became a tradition of sorts when he stayed at Mark’s. Arden enjoyed the freedom and the feeling of the wolf’s soft fur against his. Mark wrapped his arms around the otter’s body, and Arden slowly fell asleep.


    He woke up sometime in the middle of the night from an overwhelming feeling of fear and sadness; he could just barely recall a dream... something about running.


    Arden tried fishing for more details, but the more he tried, the more they slipped away. He turned over carefully to get a look at Mark.


    The wolf was asleep with a hint of a smile playing on his muzzle.


    Seeing his boyfriend sleeping peacefully, abated the fear and sadness enough for Arden to fall asleep again.


    The next thing he heard was the loud ringing of Mark’s alarm clock.


    Instinctively, he reached his paw over to the bedside table, but found it empty.


    “I used to keep the alarm there.” Mark’s eyes were slitted open, and he was watching Arden’s feeble attempts at silencing the alarm. “But I would just push snooze and fall asleep for a few more hours... needless to say, I overslept quite a bit. So,” he lumbered out of bed slowly and walked over to his dresser, “now I keep it in here.” Sliding one of the drawers open, he pulled out the still-ringing alarm clock and shut it off.


    “That’s actually a pretty good idea.” Arden sat up in bed and rubbed sleep from his eyes.


    Once they were both sufficiently awake, the boys went to the bathroom to clean up.


    Mark didn’t have any otter-fur shampoo, so Arden settled for a brief rinse and brushing his teeth.


    “Hey, at least you get to shower in the mornings,” Mark teased him as they were getting dressed. “If I wanted to shower, I would have to get up at least three hours earlier than I usually do.”


    Arden pondered that and realized that he would never want to be a wolf. Morning showers were something he held sacred; having to wake up an extra three hours early to do it would have made him quite miserable.


    Dressed and scented, they headed upstairs to grab a quick breakfast.


    “Waffles with maple syrup’s all we have left,” Mark reported, checking the freezer.


    “Sounds good.” Arden sat down at the kitchen table and stifled a large yawn.


    The wolf nodded and put a pair of waffles into the toaster.


    “Maple syrup’s in the cupboard.” He waved his paw in the direction of the cabinets.


    Arden got up to get the syrup and made a stop at the refrigerator to get some orange juice as well.


    The waffles popped out of the toaster a few minutes later, and the boys chowed down. A combination of hunger, sleepiness and having too much to think about, kept things silent.


    Arden finished his waffle and put his plate into the sink. He checked the clock on his phone. “We’d better go.” He put the phone back into his pocket. “Fifteen minutes ‘til school starts.”


    Mark nodded, cleaned up the table and followed Arden outside. “Crap! Forgot my keys!”


    “That’s okay, I’ll drive.” Arden unzipped his backpack and fumbled inside for the car keys. “I have got to reorganize.” He finally puled the keys out several minutes later. “This thing’s a mess.”


    “Not as bad as mine, don’t worry.” Mark chuckled.


    They got into the car, and Arden started the engine.


    As they drove down the street, he spotted Sam.


    The otter was running clumsily down the street, holding onto the straps of his backpack with both paws to keep it from flopping around behind him.


    Arden pulled up along side. “Need a lift?”


    “Oh my God, I love you!” Sam opened the rear door and clambered inside.


    “Oversleep?” Arden smiled briefly at him through the rear view mirror before pulling into traffic.


    “Yeah.” Sam was still panting. “My dad leaves early for work, so it’s up to me to wake up and get to school. And I missed my college-prep program, too.”


    “So that’s why you never pick up when I call to offer you a ride, I thought I just had your number wrong.” Mark pulled his cell phone out and brought up Sam’s name. “776-8809, right?”


    “Yup.” Sam lay back against the seat and breathed a sigh of relief. “Ah well, I think I deserve to sleep in at least once, right?”


    “You bet!” Arden said, still keeping his eyes on the road. A thought occurred to him then; should he tell Sam about Chris? Sam wasn’t friends with him like Mark was, and maybe he would offer some support. At the very least, he would tell Sam where he was going; he would feel much safer if someone knew his plans.


    When they pulled up to the school, he nodded for Sam to stay in the car as Mark got out. “I’ll see ya in history, hon.” He gave the wolf a quick kiss. “Go on ahead, I’m gonna try to find a space a tad further from the dumpster.”


    Mark nodded and walked off in the direction of the school.


    Sam waited until the wolf was out of earshot. “So, what’s up?”


    “Sam, I know who’s behind the attack on Danny.”


    The otter straightened up, instantly alert. “Who?”


    “If I tell you, promise you won’t do anything rash.” Arden wanted Chris put away as much as Sam did, but not yet.


    Sam stared at him for a few moments, sighed and looked away. “Fine.”


    “It was Chris.” Arden told him about overhearing Andy at the theater and about Chris’s name in the call history.


    “I can’t believe it.” Sam sat back in the seat, breathing hard, processing the whole thing. “He didn’t seem that bad; why would he want to do all this?”


    “That’s just what I plan to find out.” Arden spoke quickly, not wanting to let Sam interject. “I’m going to confront him, Sam.”


    Sam didn’t interrupt, but Arden could see the look of worry in his friend’s eyes.


    “I’ll be careful. I’ll just tell him what I know and ask him to explain himself.”


    “Have you told Mark?”


    “No, I haven’t.”


    A fleeting shade of disapproval passed over Sam’s features; Arden noticed it and added. “I need proof. He’s best friends with Chris; he wouldn’t believe me.”


    “Why wouldn’t he believe you? Arden, you’re his boyfriend. He loves you.” Sam’s aggravation showed in his tone and stature.


    Arden knew that had Sam been in the wolf’s place, he would have believed him without question; but Mark was different. “I- I don’t know.” He sighed. “I just don’t want to take the chance.”


    “So, when are you going to do it?” Sam’s voice grew a bit more calm.


    “After lunch.” Arden formed his plan as he answered. “He eats at the same time as us; I’ll follow him afterwards and corner him.” He didn’t know what he wanted to hear from Sam; all he got was a sigh and a nod.


    “I’ll be okay, Sam.” He assured himself more than his friend. “He wouldn’t do anything on school grounds.”


    “I just don’t want to see you hurt.” Sam put his arms around the driver’s seat, embracing Arden from behind. “If you get put in the hospital too... I’ll... I’ll kill him.”


    “I’ll be okay.” Arden petted Sam’s arm with his paw.


    They parted the strange embrace and jogged to the school.


    Arden got to his class just as the late bell rang; fortunately, Florin was absent.


    The sub, a large bear, whom Arden had initially mistaken for the principal, was sitting behind the desk, leafing through a newspaper. “Take down the homework that’s on the board and do it quietly,” he grumbled, lowering the paper momentarily to glance at Arden.


    Arden did just that. The homework kept him from thinking about what he had to do later that day. He realized after talking to Sam that he didn’t have much of a plan for what he was about to do; even telling Sam was a last minute decision. Something that seemed so solid and foolproof just a day ago was falling apart at the seams; but he didn’t care. He would go through with it for Sam’s sake... and Mark’s... and his own.


    The bell rang just as he was finishing up the last problem. He stayed after for a few minutes to finish up and jogged to History.


    He froze in the door; Sam was sitting next to Fresto and the two were conversing in hushed tones.


    Resisting the urge to intervene, he went to his desk and sat down.


    “I didn’t tell him, Arden.” Sam sat down next to him.


    Arden let out a sigh of relief and looked away self-consciously; he felt bad about not having trusted Sam. “Thanks. I just didn’t want him to get the authorities involved; not before I’ve had a chance to talk to him.”


    “I know. I’ll have to talk to Danny before deciding what to do, anyway.” Sam patted his paw. “Just don’t get into a fight.”


    A familiar voice reached Arden’s ears. “Fight?”


    The otter’s blood froze for the second time in those few minutes; Mark was standing directly behind him.


    “Florin was out sick today and gave us ten pages worth of homework.” Lying was so easy, but the guilt that followed made him sick to his stomach. “I was going to confront her and give her a piece of my mind.”


    “Yeah, that wouldn’t be smart,” Mark chuckled. Hook, line and sinker.


    With the wolf next to him, Sam didn’t say anything else about Arden’s plans; for once, Arden felt grateful for the silence.


    Biology was a different Matter; Sam sat next to him and shot him worried glances, but remained silent until Danny walked in.


    The cheetah had been released from the hospital early and even allowed to attend class. Several scars were still visible on his muzzle and his jaw made a cracking sound occasionally, but he was otherwise alright.


    Sam told him the entire story.


    Danny listened quietly, but his smile slowly vanished. He sighed. “Please don’t get the police involved.”


    Sam put his paw on the cheetah’s shoulder. “But-”


    “No,” Danny shook his head. “I told you already, I don’t want any trouble. They’ll know that it was us who sold them out. If we let this go, maybe they’ll leave us alone.”


    Arden could see how badly Sam wanted to interject.


    The otter opened his muzzle several times to start a lecture, but settled each time for a quiet sigh. “Fine. Maybe you’re right.”


    The bell rang, but Arden’s normal blind rush to the cafeteria was replaced with a slow walk. He knew that he wouldn’t be able to stomach food at this point, anyway; there was no need to rush.


    As he walked into the caf, he glimpsed Chris. The coyote was sitting at the table with the rest of the soccer team, laughing loudly at a joke someone had just told. He didn’t seem guilty or paranoid at all; it was as if he was completely innocent... maybe he didn’t do it.


    The hateful glare Sam shot in Chris’s direction brought him back to the reality of things.


    They sat at one of the empty tables and munched on some chips from the vending machine.


    The normally hectic and brief lunch seemed to stretch on for hours. Mark was nowhere to be seen, but since he wasn’t at Chris’s table either, Arden assumed that he was at the library again.


    Finally, it was time to go.


    Arden got up slowly and followed Chris out of the cafeteria.


    He walked slightly faster than normal to catch up with the coyote. Once he was within speaking distance, he froze; he was four, and on the high-dive again. His father was at the bottom, cheering him on; his logical mind told him that everything would be okay... he dove. “Hey Chris.” No turning back now.


    The coyote turned momentarily and smiled. “What’s up?”


    “Can we talk?”


    “Sure.” Chris motioned for everyone else to go ahead as he fell back in step with Arden. “What’s up?”


    “I was at the movies last night.” Arden saw no reason to approach things gently. “And I overheard Andy on the phone.” He looked over at Chris; the coyote’s smile was still there; but this time, he could tell just how fake it was. “I know you did it.” He finished, looking Chris right in the eyes.


    “Why don’t we find a quiet place to talk.” Chris motioned him to an empty section of the hallway; it ended in an emergency exit and people seldom went there.


    “I’m assuming you haven’t told Mark,” he said, once they were alone.


    “So, you did do it!” The fear-tempered calm was giving way quickly to anger.


    “That’s right, I did!” Chris laughed dryly. “What else was I supposed to do?”


    “But why?” Arden forced his paws to unclench.


    “Because Mark’s gayness was threatening my entire team.”


    “Your team?!” Arden wanted to say so much more, but Chris cut him off.


    “Yes, my team! Oh, sure, Mark is the captain... but only because I asked coach to promote him. I saw his potential, me! And I will turn him into a champ!”


    “What does Mark being gay have to do with anything?”


    “Everything!” Chris walked around, blocking Arden’s exit. “I’ve seen too many teams fall apart because of faggots. The guys feel uncomfortable with a faggot on the team, and the coach might be a homophobe too. I was not gonna let some queer ruin my chance at getting to the nationals!” He took a step towards Arden. “I spent three years building up my team, picking the best players, the best captain; just imagine my frustration when some cock-sucking otter comes along to ruin everything!”


    It took all his effort for Arden to stand his ground and not lunge at the coyote. How could anyone be so selfish?


    Chris evidently saw the gleam in the otter’s eyes, because he took a step back. “Everything started to fall apart, then. I sent in Katelyn, but she wasn’t enough to fix things. I sent in Andy; but even seeing another queer get beaten up wasn’t enough...”


    “I’m not worried,” Arden lied. “Mark will find you out; if he hasn’t already.”


    “Oh don’t worry.” Chris laughed. “When everything else failed, I took things into my own paws. I’ve got him so afraid of his own queer shadow, he won’t dare suspect anything.” He adopted a softer, more caring tone. “I’m his friend, Arden. That’s right, I’m closer to him than you ever will be; I advise him.” He smiled nastily. “And he believes every word. He believed me when I said that the coach was a raging homophobe. He believed me when I said that he would never play in college if his queerness got out. He believed everything.”


    “So it was you! It was you that kept him from coming out!” Arden was yelling now, but he didn’t care.


    “Yep. And now it’s all so ingrained in his brain, he won’t believe anything else; not even you.” He smiled at Arden one more time and walked off, whistling happily.


    “You won’t get away with this!” Arden yelled after him “The police-”


    “Fuck the police!” Chris laughed again. “My dad’s got more influence in this town than the mayor, so I think I will get away with this pretty nicely.”


    Arden wanted to run after him, tackle him down and beat the living shit out of the person responsible for all of his suffering, but he didn’t. He just stood there and watched Chris walk away.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Two


    Even the distant sound of the late bell failed to put Arden on the move. He would have to face Mark eventually; but what could he possibly tell him? If the wolf was as brainwashed as Chris said he was, would he even believe a word of Arden’s story?


    “Oh, thank God! There you are!” Sam ran over and wrapped his arms around Arden. “Did he hurt you?”


    “No, he- we just talked.” He told Sam everything. The otter listened, tears slowly welling up in his eyes.


    By the time Arden finished his story, both boys were in tears.


    “What am I gonna do?” Arden slumped down against a row of lockers, pawing tears from his eyes.


    “You have the facts now.” Sam sat down next to him. “Why not tell him?”


    “I’m just afraid he won’t believe me.” Was Chris just getting to him, or did he really believe this?


    “He loves you, Arden. Of course he’ll believe you.” Maybe Sam was right.


    He sighed. “I’ll tell him.”


    They embraced once more before getting up and walking to class.


    Arden contemplated skipping, but decided that it would only make Mark ask more questions.


    He walked into class and sat down quietly. Eggurd gave him a look, but didn’t say anything.


    “Where have you been?” Mark whispered.


    “I had a few errands to run; nothing special.” Arden smiled, hoping that he looked sincere enough; although, he really didn’t think he did. His eyes were still red, too.


    Mark bought it, apparently, because he nodded and went back to his work.


    Arden kept wanting to tell him everything; several times, he even turned to him. Each time, he would look into the wolf’s blue eyes and stay silent. Mark would smile at him and he would smile back; that was all.


    In the end, he decided to just concentrate on the assignment Eggurd had given them – or try to.


    Pretending to focus on the work, gave Arden ample time rehearse what he would say to Mark.


    ‘Chris lied to you.’


    ‘Chris wants to keep us apart.’


    ‘Chris was responsible for Danny’s attack.’


    The bell rang, putting his thoughts on hold.


    “I’ll see you tomorrow!” Mark waved to him.


    “Or sooner,” Arden mumbled to himself.


    He waited for Sam to get out of class and they both headed to the parking lot.


    Sam shot him silent glances the whole way home. Whenever Arden looked in his direction, the otter would stare blankly ahead, pretending to be very engrossed in watching the road.


    Arden knew what the unasked question was and finally answered it. “I’ll tell him tonight, Sam.”


    Sam looked away and sighed. “Arden, you don’t have t-”


    “I do have to.” Arden cut him off. “I can’t keep this from him.”


    Sam didn’t answer; he just smiled weakly and nodded.


    He dropped Sam off, promising to pick him up for practice, and headed home.


    “Are you okay, dear?”


    His sadness must have been more noticeable than he thought.


    “I’m fine,”Arden said in, what he what he hoped, was an offhanded way.


    Not waiting for a reply, he ran upstairs quickly and shut the bedroom door.


    He lay in bed and waited until Mark’s practice was over. Time, as is usually the case in such situations, flew by. Arden looked at the clock, hoping to think of some excuse to put off the phone call; short of him being afraid, he couldn’t think of one. He opened the phone and dialed the familiar number.


    “Hello?”


    Mark’s voice made him freeze up. What little resolve he had began to trickle away.


    “Mark, can we meet after my swim practice?” He forced the words out as quickly as he could. “I just wanted to... tell you something.” He was going to say ‘ask you something’ instead to make things seem more harmless, but decided to just go with the truth.


    “Sure.” Mark hesitated. “I’ll be at the track. Coach assigned us running drills and I didn’t have time after practice.”


    “Okay.” Arden would have preferred to talk in a more secluded place, but he didn’t press.


    Rather than talk with Mark some more, he bade the wolf goodbye and hung up quickly.


    He let another thirty minutes go by before calling Sam. “Ready to go?”


    “Actually, I was going to offer to drive.” He didn’t need to see Sam to know that the otter was grinning broadly.


    “You got a car?” It didn’t matter that he was in a lousy mood; Sam’s happiness was enough for them both.


    “Yup! I guess my dad is good at surprises after all. Just wait ‘til you see it!”


    “Well, come on over, then.”


    Sam hung up without even saying goodbye; he was clearly excited.


    The car pulled up several minutes later. It was slick and sporty, just the way Sam liked it.


    He saw Arden open the front door and revved the engine. “Like it? Turbo-charged V6.”


    “Nice!” Arden opened the passenger door and got in. “Let’s see how it drives.”


    Sam didn’t need a second bidding; he pulled out into the street and hit the gas.


    The engine roared to life and they took off down the street.


    “Not bad.” Arden wasn’t really as infatuated with fast cars as Sam was, but he could certainly appreciate one when he saw it.


    Sam sped most of the way, as evidenced by the fact that they got to school twice as fast as they usually did. Arden kept glancing in the rear view mirror, expecting to see the lights of a police car, but their luck held. The two made it to school without incident.


    As they walked to the pool complex, Arden scanned the parking lot for signs of Mark’s car.


    He couldn’t decide whether he wanted it to be there or not. If it was there, he would be able to go to the track right away and get the conversation over with quickly; if it wasn’t, he would have some more time to think of what he was going to say. Both scenarios appealed and repulsed him equally.


    Fortunately, it wasn’t up to him. Mark’s car was nowhere to be seen and Arden walked into the building without a backwards glance.


    Practice was a nightmare; Arden messed up drills, swam extra laps, and completely ignored Barken’s reprimands. He was so absorbed in rehearsing his upcoming conversation that Barken had to pull him out of the pool. “What’s the matter with you today, Halinen?!” The otter yelled right into Arden’s ear.


    “I’m sorry, sir... I was just thinking.” Arden stared off into space again.


    “You are not here to think, Halinen. You’re here to swim!” Even Barken’s musical voice wasn’t enough to snap him out. “Fine.” He looked Arden up and down before continuing. “I wasn’t going to do this, but it looks like I have to. I’m promoting you to captain.”


    “What?” Arden snapped around to face Barken.


    “You heard me!” The coach folded his arms, clearly satisfied at finally having Arden’s rapt attention. “You were always the fastest one here. I didn’t think you needed the motivation; well, now I see I was wrong. Back to practice, Captain!”


    Not knowing how to respond, Arden dove silently into the pool and resumed practice. He did his best to put the wolf out of his mind and focus on the present. When practice finally ended, he felt more drained than ever.


    “Congrats, man!” Sam patted him on the back as they entered the locker room.


    “Uh, thanks.” Arden knew that Sam was right in congratulating him; but for whatever reason he didn’t share his excitement.


    He took his time getting dressed and walked outside slowly.


    “My car’s over this way,” Sam reminded him when he started to head in the opposite direction.


    “Oh, I’m meeting Mark at the track. He’s got some running drills or something.”


    “Want me to wait for you?”


    “Nah, go on ahead.” Arden waved him off. “Thanks for offering, though.”


    “Call me afterwards, okay?” There was that worried look again.


    “I will, Sam. Don’t worry.” He gave Sam one more look and headed for the track.


    Bright halogen lights illuminated the whole scene like daylight, so it didn’t take Arden long to find his wolf.


    Mark was just finishing up a lap; he panted heavily and didn’t notice Arden until the otter approached him. “How was practice?” He jogged over to the otter.


    “I got promoted to team captain.” The words sounded just as hollow and meaningless to him as they did when when Barken spoke them.


    “That’s amazing!” Mark pulled him into a tight hug.


    Arden inhaled the wolf’s rich musk, wishing for the umpteenth time that he could just stop time and live in that one single moment forever.


    “So, what did you want to tell me?” The moment passed as quickly as it had come.


    He stepped back from the wolf. “Mark, I know who was behind the attack on Danny.”


    “It was Andy and his friends.” Mark gave him a confused look. “We already knew that.”


    “It was Chris.”


    The wolf’s eyes widened.


    “Chris was the one who set the whole thing up.”


    “Oh, my God,” Mark mumbled. “He was right.”


    “Who?” Arden already knew the answer.


    “Chris. He said that you would try something like this.”


    “And you believed him?” Arden yelled, deeply regretting his decision not to fight the coyote.


    “I didn’t. But now I see he was right.”


    Arden stood glued to the spot. Chris really had brainwashed Mark.


    The wolf just stared at him in disbelief. “He said he came to talk to you about how tough my position was. How coming out would lead to me getting kicked off the team and not being able to play in college. He said you threw a tantrum and told him that you would do whatever it takes to get me to come out.” He took a step back. “I defended you.”


    “Mark, I-”


    “I know you hate that I’m so closeted.” Mark cut him off. “But I’ll come out eventually. It’s just really tough.”


    “Tough?” Arden put his paws on Mark’s shoulders. “Mark, you’ve been lied to. Chris made it all up; the coach isn’t a homophobe and he certainly has no influence on you playing in college. How long is it going to take before you realize that things aren’t as bad as they seem?”


    “Months? Years?” It was Mark’s turn to yell. “I don’t know, Arden! When you came out, it was all sunshine and roses. Me; I lost my mother, almost lost my father and now, I might lose my chance at a career!”


    “But you can’t lie to yourself forever! Aren’t you tired of constantly sneaking around? Of always hiding your feelings? I know I am!”


    “Well, if you’re so tired, maybe you should find yourself someone else!”


    The last sentence reverberated in Arden’s head like an echo. At first, he couldn’t even process what the wolf had said; he just stood there, staring into those beautiful blue eyes. The realization was so swift it robbed him of breath. It felt like a punch to the gut; he couldn’t speak, he couldn’t cry... so he ran.


    He turned around and ran as fast as he could. He didn’t know where he was going; he didn’t care. Streetlights, cars, people, everything became a blur as he sprinted blindly down the street. He didn’t feel pain or fatigue; he just kept on running. Finally, his body caught up with him. The exhaustion was too much to bear. The last of his strength drained out, taking the veil of denial with it. He fell to his knees and let the tears flow.
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    Chapter Twenty-Three


    Johnny Depp is my absolute favorite actor. I love him not only because he’s gorgeous, but because, unlike most actors with his looks, he can actually act. After a fantastic night with Arden, going to see The Tourist was just the icing on the cake. The movie’s just barely started, and I’m already absorbed to the point where I hardly even notice the people around me.


    Some twenty minutes later, Arden gets up to go to the bathroom; my attention wavers momentarily when he makes his way past me. His tail brushes me slightly, sending a familiar shiver up my spine; I follow him with my eyes for a few more seconds before getting back to the movie.


    At one point in the film, a new character gets introduced – a very attractive male otter. I turn to face Arden, but find his seat empty. Worry creeps in with the cold breeze from the air con. I rummage around in my coat pocket until I find my phone. The display reads 12:30; Arden’s been gone for at least fifteen minutes. Worry for my otter easily wins out over Johnny. I hop out of my seat and walk quickly out of the auditorium.


    The bathroom that all the signs seem to point to turns out to be out of order; I knock on the door just to make sure and continue onward. With each second that passes, the worry grows stronger. In my head, I’m imagining all the worst possible things that could have happened to him; most of those things are completely irrational, but they still scare me.


    On the second floor, I bump into Andy. He acknowledges me with a curt nod, and I can hardly keep from acknowledging him with a fist to the stomach. It sickens me to the core to know that someone’s capable of attacking an innocent person solely because of their sexuality; the sickening feeling is only amplified by the fact that I used to be good friends with such people. These thoughts invariably lead me to the possibility that Andy might have hurt Arden. I am about two seconds away from pouncing on him and beating the living shit out of his conniving carcass when a mouse passes by us, surveying us critically before continuing on. This serves to remind me that I’m in a public place, and beating up Andy would be more trouble than it’s worth; but only a little more. As soon as he’s out of sight, I break into a run.


    The bathroom door isn’t locked, but I’m afraid of what I will find behind it.


    “Arden!”


    “Be right out!” The answer melts some of my tension instantly, but the shakiness in his voice quickly replaces it with more worry. Not waiting for him to emerge, I push open the door and hurry inside.


    Arden’s standing in the middle of the room, looking like he’d just seen a ghost. His eyes are wide, and he’s shaking just enough for me to notice. I survey him quickly for any signs of damage, but he seems perfectly alright; physically, anyway.


    “Are you okay, hon?” I take one of his paws in mine and lead him out of the bathroom. “You’ve been gone for so long. I went out to look for you.”


    There is a slight pause before he speaks. I know he thinks I didn’t notice; he thinks that a lot, I can tell... but I do notice. “I’m... I’m fine. Just had a bit of indigestion, I guess.”


    My first instinct is to press further, but somehow I know it wouldn’t be a good idea. In his current mood, he would only get defensive and clam up more. “Okay.”


    We walk back to the auditorium and catch the rest of the movie, but seeing my otter in such a state of shock, drains all my previous interest in the film. I do my best to focus on the screen and not look at him; he’ll talk to me when he’s ready. I keep repeating that mantra over and over in my head until the movie ends.


    My normal tradition of waiting for the credits to end (there’s usually a cool bonus scene in movies like this) is all but forgotten. I get up with the rest of the audience and make it into the aisle. Only then, I notice that Arden is still in his seat. I inch my way slowly against the outgoing current of people until I’m within arm’s reach of him.


    “Arden.” I tap him gently on the shoulder.


    He awakens from his daze, looks around and gets up.


    As we make our way out of the theater, I turn around constantly to make sure he hasn’t gotten swallowed up by the crowd. Normally, he would comment on my fussiness, but this time he doesn’t say a word.


    Once in the parking lot, he strays ahead and starts heading for the wrong car.


    “Want me to drive?” It’s less of a question and more of an attempt to snap him back into reality. It works... to an extent, anyway.


    “No, no it’s okay,” he mumbles, finally finding the right car and unlocking the doors.


    We get in, and I can’t help but look at him. I want, more than anything, to see inside his mind; to take his problems and share them between us; to face every fear, every doubt together... but I am not a mind reader, and until he decides to talk to me, there’s nothing I can do. I am reminded, of course, of the fact that I’ve kept quite a number of my own problems from him; but the trouble with my problems is that there’s nothing any of us can do about them.


    “I’m fine, really.” Now, it’s my turn to snap back to reality. I realize that I’ve not only been looking at him, but outright staring. His grin couldn’t be more forced; he knows I know this. His eyes are sad and have a faraway look in them.


    He starts the car.


    There really is nothing more to say at this point. I sigh and manage a nod.


    He tries to start the car again; the screeching noise startles him and seems to give him enough concentration to drive.


    On the way home, I can’t resist glancing at him. He glances back, but doesn’t say anything. I’m pretty sure he expects me to talk, but I decide to stay silent as well. Every conversation-starter that comes to mind seems like it would invariably lead to a fight.


    We manage to get to my house in one piece (Arden runs several stop signs, but it isn’t anything lethal). He puts the car into park and heaves a sigh; I perk up momentarily, thinking he’s finally ready to talk, but he just stares straight ahead for a few moments and climbs out.


    It almost looks like he’s wandering through a thick fog... treading softly, not sure of where he’s headed. I want so badly to help him find his way. I catch up with him and rest my arm gently around his shoulders. “We should go see that movie again. You missed all the best parts.” I don’t expect much of a response, but there’s no harm in trying.


    Finally, I get a smile, an honest to God smile. “It’s a date, then.”


    As the front door slams shut, I half-expect him to jump into my arms or pull some other romantic move; instead, he wanders into the kitchen and plops down on one of the chairs. He gives me another smile as I walk into the kitchen; it’s not as sincere at the one before, but better than nothing.


    My stomach grumbles, distracting me from my otter; I realize that it’s been quite a while since I’d eaten, so I pull out several boxes of Supremeo pizza and shove them into the microwave. The smell of food seems to breathe a bit of life into my otter; his ears perk up, and I can see him eying the slowly-rotating pizza hungrily.


    I hardly have time to pull the steaming pizza out of the microwave before he attacks it.


    “Hungry much?” I blow the steam off my slice and take a cautious bite.


    “Haven’t eaten since lunch,” is all he manages to say before diving into the pizza again.


    Maybe he was just hungry. I have a cousin who does the same thing; any time he has to go more than one or two hours without food, he turns into a zombie. It would be easy to just put everything off to that one theory and forget; unfortunately, my brain just won’t let me. My thoughts get sidetracked again from watching him eat.


    “Well, you should’ve said something; we could have stopped somewhere before the movies.” I can’t help but chuckle at the comical sight of my otter gorging himself on microwave pizza.


    He mumbles something, but it comes out as a bunch of incoherent vowels. He clears his muzzle and tries again. “Didn’t have time.”


    We don’t talk much after this. He’s too busy eating, and I really don’t have much to say.


    Finally, the last slice of pizza disappears into that adorable muzzle. He chews it over and speaks once his muzzle is free. “That was... amazing! I’m pretty much stocking my freezer with these.”


    “Yes, because all you have to eat at home is delicious, home-cooked awesomeness, you poor thing!” I take his plate and mine and put them both in the sink. I have half a mind to wash them, but decide to put that off ‘til tomorrow.


    “Yeah, but sometimes I just kinda crave junk food, you know?” He rocks back in the chair, a lot more relaxed than I’ve seen him since our trip to the movies... or maybe he’s just sleepy.


    “Well, I’ll be more than happy to share mine with you.” I wait for him to get up and then embrace him. It isn’t just my junk food I want to share with him... it’s my life. He doesn’t know that; or maybe he does, I don’t know. I hold him, wishing it was always this easy to express how I feel. I thought it was, but Chris has shown me otherwise. It’s like two conflicting artists, fighting over my canvas; one, Arden, paints a beautiful picture, where everyone accepts me and loves me. The other one, Chris, paints over it with all the shadows that the otter seems to leave out. He’s made many valid points; coach is, most definitely, a homophobe. Not only that, but he knows quite a few coaches on the D-1 level at college. If he starts to hate me, it’s a pretty safe bet that I won’t get to play in college; and if I don’t play in college, there’s no way I’ll ever play professionally. He’s also made a good point about the other guys on the team; they all respect me because they think I’m this go-getter alpha male who bangs all the girls in the class... what would happen if they found out I was gay? My captaincy hinges on respect; if I lose it, I might as well quit the team.


    Only one thing keeps me peeking out of the door of my cozy closet, and I’m holding him in my arms. Before Arden came into my life, I would look at guys guiltlessly, go home and paw off. I was completely satisfied being where I was; sure, I never got the physical contact, but it really didn’t faze me. When I first met Arden, it was about the same – a sexy otter jogging on the track, his gorgeous body outlined by a very tight shirt; just something for me to paw off to later to... and yet... it wasn’t. At first, it was guilt; I felt like an ass for hitting him with that soccer ball and just wanted to clear things up... but the warmth in my chest when he spoke, when I looked into those beautiful green eyes... I just couldn’t get enough of it. Every logical part of my brain told me to back out, to leave him be and return to the soccer field and my former life. I didn’t. I stuck with him, and the longer I remained by his side, the more I wanted to be there. My logical mind scolded me ceaselessly; the odds of him being gay and interested in me were astronomical. Why was I even trying? What would people say when they found out? To my surprise, I didn’t care. It wasn’t until I was inches away from his muzzle, in his family’s swimming pool, that it hit me; this is wrong. I’m taking advantage of this guy, when all he wants is a friendship. So, I back out. Logic says that I should be thankful for it, for quitting while I was ahead and not looking back... but I’m not. I begin to wish for nothing more than to be in his arms, to kiss that sweet muzzle. I don’t want to paw off to him, I want to be with him. I got my wish; this gorgeous creature is in my arms right now... but fate won’t let me win that easily. The afterglow of my triumph fades, and all the old fears obscured by this beautiful light come into focus again. I want them to leave, to go away, but they don’t listen. My logic, previously a floating figment of my brain is now personified by my best friend. Chris never lets me forget my career plans, my goals, my aspirations. How can I choose between what I want to spend the rest of my life doing, and the person I want to spend the rest of my life with?


    I drift back to reality slowly, he’s still in my arms and all is okay.


    We head downstairs, undress, and I promptly fall asleep.


    I wake up several minutes before my alarm is due to ring; I guess it’s the whole “biological clock” thing. Arden is still asleep; I lay quietly on the bed, watching him through slitted eyes. He’s so beautiful, even when he’s asleep.


    The alarm goes off, he shudders slightly and taps his paw around the bedside table.


    “I used to keep the alarm there.” I continue to watch him, chuckling softly at his comical efforts. “But I would just push snooze and fall asleep for a few more hours... needless to say, I overslept quite a bit. So,” I force myself out of bed and walk over to the dresser, “now I keep it in here.” I slide open the underwear drawer and find my alarm clock. The ringing only gets louder, so I power it off as quickly as I can.


    He sits up slightly and stifles a huge yawn. “That’s actually a pretty good idea.”


    It takes him a little longer to wake up fully; once he is, we head over to the bathroom. My first instinct is to take a shower with him. I’ve always wanted to do that, but never got the chance. Logic, as usual, comes in to ruin things. I watch him rinse off quickly, grumbling something about forgetting to bring shampoo. “Hey, at least you get to shower in the mornings. If I wanted to shower, I would have to get up at least three hours earlier than I usually do.” Come to think about it, that wouldn’t have been a bad tradeoff, so long as I got to shower with him.


    After a quick breakfast of waffles and syrup, we head to school. Somewhere around halfway there, we run into Sam; he overslept and is more than happy to see us and accept Arden’s offer for a ride.


    Arden parked right next to the dumpster and wants to find a better space so his car doesn’t reek of rotting food by the end of the day. I leave them in the parking lot and head inside.


    My first class flies by before I can even get into it; I don’t really mind. The bell rings, and I file out with the rest of the students.


    As I approach the history classroom, I hear a familiar voice.


    “I know; just don’t get into a fight.”


    “Fight?” I stand just behind Arden. For a second, I can smell fear; before I can figure out where the scent is coming from, it’s gone.


    Arden turns around to face me. “Florin was out sick today and gave us ten pages worth of homework.”


    I can’t help feeling like it’s somehow connected to yesterday’s behavior, but I take him at his word. “Yeah, that wouldn’t be smart.”


    Fresto starts class, and any chance at a further conversation is gone. Just like the last class, it seems to fly by. I catch Sam glancing at me quite a bit and begin to think that maybe he knows more than I do about whatever’s bothering Arden. When the bell rings, I take a few minutes to write down the homework, hoping that my otter would wait for me; but by the time I’m done, he and Sam are both gone.


    Just as I’m walking to my next class, I get a text from Chris. ‘We’ve got a sub, don’t bother coming.’


    I text back ‘thanks’ and go to the library instead.


    I’ve got a huge project in physics and don’t waste any time with it. By the time I’m done, I’ve already missed lunch and I’m late for English.


    Piling all my textbooks hastily into my backpack, I run out of the library and make it to class just before the bell. Eggurd wouldn’t have minded, but hers is a class I actually hate being late to. She assigns us a writing project and leaves us to work. It’s only halfway through my paper that I realize something’s missing; Arden. Just as I start to worry, he walks in to abate my fears somewhat.


    “Where have you been?” I don’t really expect an answer by this point, but it’s worth a shot.


    He smiles innocently “I had a few errands to run; nothing special.”


    ‘Of course’; I can hardly keep from saying that. Instead, I nod and go back to my work.


    The bell rings just as I’m finishing up. He’s still writing; I want to wait, but I’ve got practice.


    “I’ll see you tomorrow!” I wave to him and head out.


    Soccer is what I do best. I hate bragging, but I’ve had very little competition on the field. D-1 Schools like Williard are spamming my inbox with offers so fast that lately my junk filter has just been deleting them, but it’s more than that. Soccer is something that relaxes me. Granted, it’s a grueling game, physically, but when my mind and body are completely immersed in the experience, I get a temporary reprieve from the outside world, sort of like meditation.


    Our home game is coming up, so everyone is starting to pick up the pace. Even guys like Andy, who just never seem to give a crap, are suddenly trying. We play a couple scrimmages, and I run them just as hard as I usually do; this time, they manage to keep up.


    Coach doesn’t seem satisfied. “You guys will never be ready for the game with the snail’s pace you’re setting. Running drills for everyone after practice.”


    Everyone moans collectively before he continues. “And don’t think I won’t assign people to make sure you do them.”


    I don’t really have anything else to do after practice, so I don’t mind as much as everyone else seems to. I pat a couple of the guys on the back and head over to the bleachers to get some water.


    “Hey, Mark.” Chris catches up with me. “Can we talk?”


    I was going to start the drills right away, but the tone of his voice and the look in his eyes screams urgency.


    “Yeah, what’s up?”


    He follows me to the bleachers; just as he’s about to speak, my phone goes off. I don’t even have to check caller ID to know who it is.


    “Hello?”


    “Mark, can we meet after my swim practice? I just wanted to-- tell you something.”


    “Sure.”


    Wow, when’d I become this popular? First nobody wanted to talk to me, now everyone’s vying for my time.


    “I’ll be at the track. Coach assigned us running drills, and I didn’t have time after practice.” I still have to talk to Chris, after all... and who knows how long that’ll take.


    Arden seems satisfied. “Okay.”


    After he hangs up, I turn my attention back to Chris. “What’s up?”


    He hesitates for a few seconds, sighs and finally speaks. “Look, Mark, I didn’t want to have to say anything... but-” With his shifty eyes and his tail between his legs, I put him down as a case of cold paws. Contrary to my expectations, he continues. “I just-- I didn’t think it would be fair to keep this from you.”


    “What?” Chris never had a problem letting me know things; whatever it is, it’s gotta be big.


    “Arden confronted me after lunch today.” He looks me straight in the eyes. “He blamed me for keeping you closeted.”


    For what it’s worth, that part was true, but Chris only did it because he cared. He never said that I shouldn’t come out because it’s not right or unnatural; he always provided logic and facts to back up his opinion. I’ve come to rely on him for that.


    Chris sees that I’m not interrupting and continues.


    “I told him how hard it is for you; how coming out would jeopardize your soccer career, how it would screw up our winning season, how colleges wouldn’t be interested in a reject athlete... but he didn’t listen.” His voice grows shaky. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him cry before. “He said that he will do whatever it takes to make you come out. He said you would see, once you do, that it’s not as bad as people say.”


    Arden’s given me the same spiel before... although without the ‘whatever it takes’ part. “He’d never say that!” I find myself defending Arden without even knowing what to believe.


    “I’m sorry.” His voice gets even shakier than before as fresh tears form in his eyes. “I just wanted to tell you this. Mark, you’re my best friend. You’ve been my best friend for as long as I can remember. I don’t want to see you hurt.”


    Before I can respond, he sulks his head and walks away.


    I don’t want to believe him. My Arden would never lie to get me to come out. Would he? He’s always been the forward-thinking one; he came out to his parents before I did, to his best friend before I did; now he’s come out to the whole school. How badly does he want me to catch up? Maybe the problem isn’t him... it’s me. He is everything I’ve ever wanted, but am I the same to him? Are there some things I simply cannot give him? Am I holding him back?


    My paws begin to shake at the thought. I feel more nervous than I felt right before our first kiss. I’m holding him back. I think back to our visit to Coaster Island; that was the happiest I’ve ever seen him. For those brief moments, we were completely open; we felt so free. I didn’t mind going back to the way things are, simply because I saw no alternative; I still see none... but what about him? The sudden loss of freedom must have felt like suffocation. I remember him trying to put his paw around me at the movies; the look he gave me was more fraught with pain than I thought it was at the time. That was when he realized how things will have to be; kissing in the shadows, pawjobs behind closed doors. God knows, I’m trying; but how long will it be before I can give him the life he dreams of; the life he deserves?


    The worst part of it all is that he loves me. He loves me so much that he would never even think of being with anyone else. He will sit next to me in my closet and let a life of freedom pass him by. He will watch Danny and Sam walking down the street holding paws, kissing, sharing all the affection that he will never get from me in public.


    I see now, more than ever, that I have to change; I have to give him the life he deserves. We will make other gay couples jealous!


    With that resolve in mind, I head off to the track.


    Most of the guys are gone by the time I get there and coach is already packing up his stuff. “I don’t think I have to watch you too close, Heeley.” He smiles. “Just finish up and get outta here.” He gives me one more nod and walks off.


    I do a couple stretches and start the drills.


    Just like with soccer, I focus solely on the work ahead of me... if only so I don’t have to think about Arden. I get so into it that I completely forget our impending talk, as well as not notice his arrival.


    I finally see him just as I’m rounding the track on my last lap.


    I jog over. “How was practice.”


    “I got promoted to team captain.” There’s a definite mismatch in wording and emotion. With that look on his muzzle, I would have expected him to say something like ‘I got kicked off the team.’


    “That’s amazing!” I hug him, hoping that he’s just tired from practice. “So, what did you want to tell me?” We share this embrace about as long as we usually do, but this time, he parts from me even more reluctantly than before. He takes a step back before speaking. “Mark, I know who was behind the attack on Danny.”


    ‘Whatever it takes.’


    “It was Andy and his friends. We already knew that.”


    “It was Chris. Chris was the one who set the whole thing up.”


    ‘Whatever it takes.’


    “Oh, my God.” My heart starts to beat faster. The night grows icy-cold. “He was right.”


    “Who?” The question rings hollow. I can see in his eyes that he already knows the answer.


    “Chris. He said that you would try something like this.” I am still in a complete state of disbelief. How can Chris be right? Is Arden really this desperate to get me to come out?


    “And you believed him?!” He’s yelling now, getting defensive. He usually tries to reason calmly, why would he be yelling? Unless Chris really was right.


    “I didn’t. But now I see he was right.” The words gather meaning as I say them. I guess I really can’t give him what he wants. All this time, he assured me that he would wait as long as it takes; I guess he got tired of waiting. “He said he came to talk to you about how tough my position was. How coming out would lead to me getting kicked off the team and not being able to play in college. He said you threw a tantrum and told him that you would do whatever it takes to get me to come out.” I feel like a total idiot for not trusting Chris. “I defended you.”


    “Mark, I-”


    I don’t wait for him to finish. “I know you hate that I’m so closeted, but I’ll come out eventually. It’s just really tough.”


    “Tough?” He puts his paws on my shoulders as I do my best to steady them. “Mark, you’ve been lied to. Chris made it all up; the coach isn’t a homophobe, and he certainly has no influence on you playing in college. How long is it going to take before you realize that things aren’t as bad as they seem?”


    It’s the same question I pondered less than an hour ago. Back then, it was hypothetical; now, Arden really expects an answer. “Months? Years?” I’m yelling now too; I did my best to stay calm. The more we talk, the more I realize just how unfit for him I really am. He wants an open relationship, a house in San Francisco; he wants to march in parades, to be proud of his lifestyle... and I’m holding him back. “I don’t know, Arden! When you came out, it was all sunshine and roses. Me; I lost my mother, almost lost my father and now, I might lose my chance at a career!”


    “But you can’t lie to yourself forever! Aren’t you tired of constantly sneaking around? Of always hiding your feelings? I know I am!”


    Those last four words... the words I was hiding from. The knowledge that he’d always stick by me was comforting at first, but the comfort slowly turned to guilt; he can do better. Those four words showed me that I was right... I never wanted to be more wrong.


    I want now, more than ever, to keep him by my side, to take my time coming out and to do it with his support. There is only one problem... I love him. I want nothing more than to see him happy... whatever it takes.


    ‘Arden, I know you can’t hear me, but I don’t need you to. I love you... I love you so much that I will set you free.’


    “Well, if you’re so tired, maybe you should find yourself someone else!”


    My vision blurs. I want so badly to walk away. I want to make him hate me... hate me enough to not think back to me when he’s holding hands with his new boyfriend... when they kiss.


    I hardly notice him running away. My chest tightens and my breathing grows heavy. I feel weak; whatever strength I had left seeps out of my body. The overwhelming sadness won’t even let me cry out. I lift up my left paw, just to notice that I don’t feel it anymore. Colors start to dance in front of me as the ground comes rushing in to meet my face... everything goes black.
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    Part 1


    Memories are nasty little creatures. They have a habit of sneaking up on you when you are most vulnerable. Like a loan shark, they wait patiently until you’re trapped somewhere; then, they pounce. My memories came for me as I lay in a hospital bed.


    Last night, my son, Mark, came out to us. It wasn’t exactly by choice, but when my wife cornered him, he proudly stood by his boyfriend, held his paw and said, “I’m gay.” Seeing such courage made me feel like an absolute coward. He had the guts to do something I never did.


    My worst fears lived through my son that night when Donnah attacked him. I tried to pin her down, but ended up having my arm and one of my legs broken in the process. Thankfully, Mark and his boyfriend managed to get away. As for Donnah, she’ll go to prison soon.


    Now, I lay here in bed remembering my own trial from so many years ago. Just like Mark, I was cornered by my parents and asked the same question. I stood there, next to my boyfriend, looked them in the eyes... and lied.


    ‘Warren and I are just friends,’ I told them. ‘Whatever made you think I’m a queer?’


    They weren’t convinced, so I took it a step further.


    ‘He might be a fag, I don’t know, but I certainly didn’t catch anything from him.’


    Warren walked out of my house that night, and out of my life. There were no tears, no fighting; just a sad look in his eyes as he bid me a quiet good bye and walked away. I didn’t sleep for days after that; the decision gnawed at me and weighed me down like a lead overcoat. I walked through life on autopilot, ignoring my friends, neglecting my girlfriend and making my parents very suspicious.


    When they shared their suspicions with me, I lied again; what else could I do?


    I decided to prove to them how straight I was by taking my girlfriend to prom and then fucking her brains out in my father’s car.


    The questions stopped after that; at least from my parents. My inner voice, however, was more active than ever. It gnawed at me until I barely knew who I was, so I decided to shut it out. I began overloading myself with work, taking as many classes and as many extracurricular activities as I could. After college, I married Donnah and had a son. That little cub, whose deep blue eyes reminded me so much of Warren’s, was the only thing in my life that made the voices go away. I could look at him and say ‘See, it was worth it!’


    As for Warren... I never did find out what happened to that fox; I only hope that he found the happiness he deserved.


    Donnah’s trial went as expected. Everyone testified against her; in the end, her lawyer had nothing to go on, and she was found guilty. As tough as it was for me to stand in front of the court and testify against her, it was only tougher for Mark. He was very close with his mother, and her actions from the other night left a permanent impact on him. I was not surprised when he vanished right before his testimony. Once again, it was with Arden’s help that he stood up and did what needed to be done.


    A month passed... our lives had normalized – or as much as they could have. For whatever reason, it didn’t take me that long to adjust. Sleeping in bed alone, just me and Mark at dinner; I guess I really didn’t love Donnah that much to begin with – or at all.


    The phone rings, bringing me back to the dinner table. I stare down blankly at the pork-fried rice in front of me, still untouched, and sigh.


    The phone rings again.


    “I’ll get it.” I rise from my seat and limp over to the counter. The caller ID reads ‘UNAVAILABLE’.


    “Hello?” I hold the phone against my ear, expecting another telemarketer.


    “Mr. Heeley? It’s Harry Wheeler, the PI.”


    “Yes, I’m listening.” While at the hospital, I had a lot of opportunity to think and decided that the time had come to make things right. I hired Harry to try and find Warren, but haven’t heard anything from him... until now.


    “I found him.” Harry sounded very proud when he said it. Either it took him a long time to find Warren, or he wanted to make it seem like it did.


    “Where?” I do my best to sound calm, but the nervous excitement bubbles over.


    “He actually lives right here in town.” I freeze momentarily; right here in town? All this time, he’s been living right under my nose.


    “He’s a high school teacher, actually.” Wheeler continues after a pause. “Mister Warren Fresto.”


    “Warren Fresto.” I repeat the name; so it was really him.


    “Fresto? Is it from school, Dad?” I look over at Mark; he’s watching me, his muzzle turned quizzically.


    “No, it’s-” I break off. Could Mark actually know Warren?


    “I’ll call you back, Harry.” I hang up before the fox has a chance to reply.


    “Who was it, Dad?”


    I sit back down across from Mark, debating whether or not to tell him. My initial intention to come clean quickly dissolves. “Oh, it’s just a friend of mine,” I lie quickly and easily. I’m used to it. “We were talking about old classmates. Do you know a Warren Fresto?”


    “Yeah, he’s my history teacher. I didn’t know you guys went to school together.”


    “Yeah, a long time ago.” At this point, I regret having told him anything. Now, he’ll ask questions; now, he might slip and mention me to Warren. “He probably won’t remember me,” I add, hoping to put the conversation to rest.


    “I could ask h-”


    “No, no.” I cut him off. He’s clearly suspicious now, but I just couldn’t take the chance of having Warren find out before I was ready. “We- er... had a fight. Didn’t part on the best of terms.”


    “Oh, alright.” He nods slowly. It’s pretty obvious that he still isn’t convinced. I feel like a coward again. Mark shared everything with me, and I can’t even tell him about a guy I used to like... used to? Shit, who am I kidding? I wouldn’t be going crazy like this if it was all a ‘used to.’


    We spend the rest of dinner eating quietly. It was nothing special to begin with – just some take-out. Now, I don’t taste anything at all. Thoughts of Warren make everything else fade to incoherency. I catch Mark looking over at me multiple times, but he remains silent. After dinner, I offer to clean up, hoping that menial physical tasks would be enough to give my thoughts a rest. Mark helps me put the dishes in the sink and stands around behind me while I wash them.


    “Dad, I think you should talk to him.” He finally speaks up. The plate I’m washing slips form my paws and lands in the sink with the distinct sound of broken glass.


    “Whom?” Acting like an idiot probably won’t help, but I try it anyway.


    “Mr. Fresto. Warren. You liked him, didn’t you?” My boy’s figured it all out. I feel like a heel for not telling him. Normally, our roles would be reversed – him liking someone, and me prying him for answers. I feel like a little kid who just got caught lying to his parents.


    “Yes.” I put the last plate on the rack and turn around to face him. “Look, Mark... I-”


    “I won’t ask anything else, Dad.” He just smiles at me. “I’m not one to give relationship advice, anyway.”


    “Thanks, Son.” I pull him into a hug while trying to figure out what to do next. Maybe Mark’s right... maybe I really should just take the leap and talk to Warren. Finally, I make my decision. “I’ll talk to him.”


    “Okay.” We part our embrace.


    He leaves me to clean up the leftover food and goes downstairs to his room.


    I proceed slowly, still getting lost in thought every few minutes.


    What happens now? I’ve finally found him; should I confront him? If I confronted him, would he even want to talk to me?


    I can’t answer any of those. It’s like an itch I can’t scratch; I wanted to end it, I wanted to find a way out, but I didn’t even know where to begin.


    Frustrated, I put the last of the food away and go upstairs.


    With nothing else to do, I wash up and hit the hay.


    Sleep comes slowly. Whenever I get too close to that coveted dream state, thoughts of seeing Warren flood my mind, jarring me awake. I try to push them away, but this only makes me concentrate on them more. Conversations with him play out in my head; I try every possibility, but always end up having to explain myself... Why did I come back? Why do I deserve a second chance? The plain and simple answer is: I don’t. Fortunately, I have plenty of excuses to put off my visit; I have work all week, after all.


    Several hours after first laying down, I finally drift off.


    The alarm rings far too soon.


    I fumble for the snooze button while simultaneously trying to cling to the last shreds of my dream. I find the former, but the latter slips away without a trace.


    After several minutes of resisting the inevitable, I finally get up.


    Mark’s already gone to school by the time I get downstairs. I heat up some waffles in the toaster and call it a breakfast.


    As I cram the last of the waffles into my muzzle, the phone rings.


    Who the hell’s calling this early in the morning?


    I walk over to the counter and check the caller ID: ‘WORK’.


    “Hello.” I pick up the phone, fully expecting to be lectured by my boss about something I forgot to do the day before.


    “James Heeley?” It takes me a few seconds to recognize the secretary’s voice.


    “Yes?”


    “Hey, it’s Maria. We’ve had a bit of a mold problem in the building. The place is on lock-down for the next few days; you can take the day off. I’ll email you the schedule for the next few days.” Well, there goes my excuse to not visit Warren.


    “Thanks.” I completely fail to hide my disappointment.


    For lack of anything else to do, I bid her goodbye and hang up.


    I spend the rest of the day watching TV and trying not to think about Warren.


    I fail miserably. It’s just like all these years ago; everything seems to remind me of that fox. All the commercials just happen to be fox-themed, all the songs on the radio are about love. I give up on trying to entertain myself and end up falling asleep on the couch.


    I wake up around half-past two. Unable to think of any other excuse to put off my encounter, I grab the car keys off the coffee table and head to Mark’s high school.


    On the drive there I again try to make up some sort of script to follow when I come muzzle to muzzle with the fox; nothing comes to mind. Absolutely nothing. This scares me quite a bit; if I can’t think of anything to say now, how bad is it going to be when he’s standing just a few feet away from me?


    Caught up in my dilemma, I almost miss the turn to the school. My car screeches to a sudden halt as I slam on the brakes. Fortunately, there isn’t anyone behind me, sparing me the added bonus of a car accident on this wonderful day.


    By the time I pull into the parking lot, all the buses and most of the cars are gone. I walk through the double doors and run straight into a large bear.


    “May I help you, sir?” He looks at me impassively while I try to come up with an excuse. I kinda feel like a high school kid again, caught wandering around during class time without a hallpass.


    “I need to talk to W-Mr. Fresto.” No lies there. “It’s about my son’s essay.” Okay, maybe just one.


    “Very well.” He seems to have bought it. “Just register at the main office, please.”


    “Thanks.” I smile at him and walk away as quickly as possible.


    The main office is easy enough to find; I hurry to fill out the visitor form and misspell my name twice. The deer behind the counter watches me with a faint hint of suspicion as I scribble my name and rush outside.


    Halfway out the door, I realize that I have no idea where I’m going.


    “Uh...Which room is Warren Fresto in?” I ask, turning around and gracing her with a sheepish grin.


    “Let’s see...” She scans her computer for several seconds before finally coming up with the right entry. “Room 224. Second floor, on the left.”


    I nod thanks and make my way upstairs.


    The room is easy enough to find... unfortunately.


    I stop at the door, and panic takes over again. Ice-cold water floods my veins, propelled by my ever-faster beating heart. I want to turn around, run away and never come back. I mean, why bother, right? I’ve lived so many years without him, why stop now?


    But the voice in my head pushes me onward. I place my paw on the knob and ease open the door.


    I freeze again as the door opens to reveal a red fox. My red fox. He’s sitting at his desk, correcting papers. He must not have heard me come in because he doesn’t look up. I take this time to study him; he’s aged slightly, but he’s just as beautiful as I remember him. That slender muzzle, those beautiful eyes. I hold my breath, trying to make that one moment last as long as possible.


    “I’m a bit busy right now, can-” He finally looks up. His eyes widen, and he drops his pen. We spend what feels like an eternity just staring at each other. I push myself to say something, anything, to break the terrible silence, but only succeed in slightly opening my muzzle.


    Warren’s the first to recover.


    “James?” His whisper is barely audible. He probably feels the same way I did when I first saw him – like he’s in a dream. Like all those years that separated us just melted away, leaving us standing on the porch of my house for a final goodbye.


    At last, I gather enough coherency to speak. “Warren, I-” My tongue goes numb; I don’t know what else to say.


    “What... what are you doing here?” I see those familiar tears welling up in his eyes.


    “I came to see you.” My own vision starts to blur. I try to blink back the tears, but it’s too late. In this one moment, all the regret that I’ve been suppressing inside spills out. Like a bursting dam, it floods my entire body with a sense of dread I haven’t felt in twenty-five years. I pray for a chance, just one chance, to go back, to tell my parents the truth, to walk out of the house, holding paws together in the face of an uncertain future... just the two of us.


    “Why?” His voice is shaky and weak. A single tear trickles slowly down his beautiful, russet cheek.


    “I just want to talk.” I don’t even try to keep my voice steady. I want to do so much more; I want to wrap my arms around him and never let go, to kiss him like the first time we kissed, to never be away from him again. But instead, I just stand there, hoping for a miracle.


    “Why?” That word again. It frustrates me more than anything. I don’t know why! I thought I’d run away from all this, but the second I came out, all my high school problems came flooding back. The voices that I thought I’d silenced with reason were keeping me awake, gnawing at me... just like before.


    “I-”


    He cuts me off. For once, I’m grateful. “James, you disowned me, let me walk away!” He’s standing up and shouting now, tears coursing freely down his cheeks. “It’s been twenty-five years! I’ve finally found a balance in life. Why did you come back now!?”


    He realizes the magnitude of his emotional outburst and sits back down.


    “My son came out to me.” I fight back the lump in my throat long enough to speak. “He did something I didn’t have the guts to do all those years ago. He made me realize just how stupid I’ve been. Seeing him and his boyfriend happy together... Warren, it made me see just how wrong I was.” Those last few words cause me to break down completely. “I don’t want it to end like this, Warren.” I stifle a sob; a fresh veil of tears obscures his lovely form.


    He stares at me some more, sighs, puts his papers into a worn messenger bag and walks in my direction. His beautiful blue eyes meet mine, and I recognize the expression. It’s the same expression he held when he walked out of my life all those years ago. I want to tell him this, to beg him for another chance. A small sob escapes my half-open muzzle, but the words never come.


    We stand just a foot away from one another for several heartbeats before he speaks again. “Well, I do.”


    Those three words knock the breath from my body. It takes all my concentration to keep myself together.


    Before I can muster up a reply, he’s gone.


    


    

  


  
    Fix or Forget


    

  


  
    Part 2


    I don’t know how long I stand there, staring into empty space, muzzle agape. All the emotion raging inside me just cannot seem to find release. I want to cry, to fall on my knees and let everything out; instead, I just stand there and stare. By the time I come to, his scent has grown faint, and any hopes I had of catching up with him are gone.


    “All done in here?” I turn around to see an aged raccoon standing in the doorway with a mop in one paw and a bucket in the other.


    “Yeah, I-” I manage to collect myself enough to respond, stopping only because the raccoon’s scent is so familiar. “Terry?” I can hardly believe it. He looks nothing like Terry, but that scent is unmistakably his.


    It takes him a few more seconds to recognize me. “James? Holy shit!”


    We shake paws and wedge ourselves into the tiny desks.


    Sitting there takes me back to my high school years. In fact, this room doesn’t look like it’s been renovated much since I took classes here.


    I look over at Terry again; he didn’t win the ‘most likely to change after high school’ superlative, but he should have. He used to be the alpha-male; perfectly groomed fur, muscular body, sharp hazel eyes. All the girls (and some guys) in school would absolutely worship him. If I didn’t know any better, I would say that the overweight, silver-furred creature sitting next to me was only borrowing Terry’s scent.


    The raccoon finally speaks. “So, what are you doing back at Elton, eh?” His voice is gritty and low, a far cry from the smooth tenor of bygone days. All those cigarettes must have caught up with him.


    “I just wanted to talk to my son’s teacher about something.” It’s none of his business. Besides, if I couldn’t even tell my own son, how could I tell a guy I played football with twenty-five years ago?


    “Fresto? Yeah, he’s a nice guy. Didn’t you guys like go out in high school, or something?” I jerk back and miserably fail to hide a loud gasp; the comment takes me completely by surprise.


    “I-” I actually have no idea what the hell I’m going to say.


    “Dude, it’s fine. Queers have a place in this world just like everyone else.” Another surprise; Terry’s always been a raging homophobe. I guess that just comes with being on the football team; even I was like that at one point in my life.


    “So, is he single now?” The question comes out before I can stop myself. My heart starts beating faster. The classroom only increases my anxiety; the walls seem to close in around me. I feel just like I did all those years ago when one of my friends caught me staring at his legs... maybe it was even in this very classroom.


    Terry shrugs, but doesn’t show any further emotion. “I think so. I mean, I’m not exactly keeping up with his love life or anything.” He watches me curiously for a time before his muzzle breaks into a grin. “You still like him, don’t you?”


    “I-” No point in denying it now. By some strange turn of events, the person I least expected to commiserate and understand has accepted me. I take another second before proceeding. “Yeah.”


    “Nothin’ wrong with that, bro. Well... actually... aren’t you married or something?” He tilts his muzzle slightly.


    I tell him about Mark coming out, about Donnah’s reaction and imprisonment. His eyes widen more and more as my story unwinds.


    “And you guys were high school sweethearts?” I think about what he said, and my amazement grows to match his. I never really thought about it that way, but it’s absolutely true; Donnah and I were high school sweethearts... and college sweethearts. She might have even loved me at some point.


    Terry shakes his head. “Well, at least it’s over now.”


    “Yeah.” That realization should bring relief, but it doesn’t. The word ‘over’ makes me think of Warren; has our relationship gone so far beyond repair that I was a fool for even trying to win him back?


    Terry smiles again and elbows me playfully. “So, are you going after Fresto again or something?”


    “Not anymore.” I choke up but manage to maintain a neutral expression. I don’t know why, but crying in front of a teammate is still a faux pas for me; I guess it’s just habit.


    “Why not?” If only he knew. Then again, why shouldn’t he know? He’s the only person I’ve been able to talk to about this.


    “I didn’t come here to talk about Mark’s paper.” The confession seems rather hollow; clearly Terry has already to figured that bit out. He nods, and I continue. “After Mark came out to me, I realized the magnitude of my mistake. I came to try and talk to Warren-” The lump in my throat discourages further speaking.


    Terry sees this and picks up the conversation. “Didn’t go well, huh?” I just shake my head, trying desperately hold back the memories. This only makes things worse; the overwhelming rush of emotions wins the battle over my logical mind and I break down.


    “He didn’t... want anything to do with me.” I manage to say between sobs. Terry surprises me yet again by getting out of his chair and pulling me into a hug. This only makes me cry harder; the realization that this is all my fault works its way in there as well, tearing away my last bit of support. I just bury my muzzle in his shoulder and cry. There isn’t another damn thing I can do; I am completely powerless.


    I don’t know why, but I keep expecting Terry to get annoyed or laugh, but he just kneels by my chair and holds me.


    It takes me a while, but I finally manage to compose myself again. My tears are far from shed, but this was a pretty good start.


    Terry walks over to the teacher’s desk and grabs the tissue box. “Feelin’ better?” he asks, handing me a pawful of tissues.


    I dry my eyes and blow my nose. I didn’t expect to feel better, but the crying has helped calm me down. “A bit. Thanks, Ter.”


    “No worries. Everyone needs a good cry.” He pats my shoulder. “’S What the wife says.”


    “Smart wife.” I chuckle.


    “Yeah, she’s somethin’.” His tone is surprisingly affectionate for someone who used to get laid by a different girl every day. Although, as I found out on several occasions in the past hour or so, Terry’s full of surprises. “She’s the one who changed my opinion of gays.”


    “Really?” Anyone who can turn a die-hard homophobe into someone who lets you cry on their shoulder about problems with your ex-boyfriend certainly deserves a medal.


    “Yeah. Her brother’s gay.” He sits back down in his chair and looks at the floor guiltily. “I didn’t treat him too good when I found out. But she made me realize that he’s no worse than anyone else out there.”


    I nod, wishing I’d realized that fact sooner. Even when my relationship with Warren was at an all-time high, I hated myself for being gay. I didn’t deny my identity... but, God, did I wish it was possible to change it. After Warren left and I married Donnah, I thought I’d succeeded. I was wrong.


    “So, what’re you gonna do now?” Terry gives voice to a question that’s been floating in my head all my life. Every time I answer it, it only serves to drag me in deeper.


    I just shake my head. “I don’t know.”


    “Why not try again?” And get rejected again? Thanks, Ter. I barely keep myself from saying that out loud. “I don’t think he’s gonna want anything to do with me.”


    “You’ll never know till you find out. My dad used to say: Forget what you can’t fix, and fix what you can’t forget.”


    He gets up and walks over to the door. “And if you like him as much as I think you do, I doubt you’re gonna forget him anytime soon.”


    He picks up his mop and stands by the door. I chuckle inwardly at how weird it is that I, a hotshot investment banker, someone who’s used to dishing out advice, am getting schooled by an ex-jock janitor. Funnier still, is the fact that he’s absolutely right.


    “I’ll go talk to him.”


    “That’s the spirit!” He pulls a piece of paper out of his trouser pocket and scribbles something on it. “Here, this is my cell. Call me if you need anything.” He hands me the paper, we shake paws and he leaves.


    So, this is it, then. Somehow, I made the decision to try talking to Warren again. It still seems like a stupid idea, but something inside me pushes me forward, vehemently refusing to let me abandon it.


    I walk out of the classroom, out of the school and head home.


    The drive is a blur; all I can think about is seeing Warren again.


    Mark’s waiting for me when I get home.


    “How’s work?”


    “Not bad.” Why am I lying to him? What is it about this whole situation that keeps me from coming clean? Whatever the reason is, it overpowers me and keeps me lying.


    I resolve to tell him everything as soon as I get things figured out.


    Mark nods and heads to the counter. “What’s for dinner tonight?” he asks, leafing through a stack of menus.


    “I went to see Warren today.” The words escape my muzzle on their own accord. Mark turns around, looking slightly bemused, but not at all surprised.


    “How’d it go?”


    For the second time that day, I consciously relive those minutes of anguish.


    Tears form in Mark’s eyes to match my own.


    “I’m so sorry, Dad,” he whispers.


    “It’s okay. I’m going to try again.”


    Mark looks stunned for a moment. “Again?”


    “Yeah. I met an old friend today who made me realize that this is something that I need to do.”


    He calms down slightly and tries to look all too carefree.


    I let him keep his secrets and continue. “I’m going to see him tonight.”


    “Do you know where he lives?” I don’t... but my PI does.


    I pick up the phone and dial his number.


    Wheeler picks up just as the answering machine kicks on. “Hello?”


    “Hey, it’s James. James Heeley.”


    “Oh, hi James. I was actually just leaving-”


    “Listen. Can you give me Warren’s address please?”


    “I-” He sighs. “Alright, hold on.”


    I hear rustling at on the other end of the line and the sound of a keyboard.


    Finally, Wheeler comes back. “77 Fourth Avenue, Apartment 22B.”


    “Thanks.”


    “Yep.” He hangs up.


    Well, that’s that. I give the phone to Mark, “Order some pizza,” and jog up to my room.


    I power on the computer and search for the address. It’s a bit of a drive, but the directions are simple enough. I print them and head back downstairs.


    Mark’s sitting on the couch, watching TV. I make my way over and embrace him. “Wish me luck, son.”


    “It’ll be okay, Dad.” I have a hard time believing it, but I don’t voice my thoughts.


    With a great deal of reluctance, I part the embrace and head to the garage.


    As I drive through the city, I begin to notice things. I see a tiger and fox, probably Mark’s age, walking down the street and holding paws. There’s no fear in their eyes, no looking around their shoulders; they’re happy. Maybe this really is a different age.


    The houses get progressively shabbier and the characters on the street get more and more sketchy. I count down the avenues until I finally get to number four. The houses are numbered, but the numbers are so small, and it’s so dark that it takes me while to spot the right one.


    After several laps around the block, I finally find a parking spot, and since I haven’t parallel parked in a while, it takes me almost fifteen minutes to pull my car into the tiny space.


    Warren’s apartment is on the twenty-second floor of one of those red-stone high-rise buildings from the 1920s – the ones that were built in a rush during the immigration boom and promptly forgotten. The lobby is pretty fancy, but clearly just a facade. One of the elevators is out of order, and judging from the age of the ‘out of order’ sign, it’s been that way for nearly as long as the building itself has been around. The other elevator works, but smells like wet fur and piss. The ride takes forever, but at long last, the arrow on the floor indicator hits twenty-two and the elevator comes to a stop. I see a flash of russet fur through the slowly-opening doors.


    Warren must have seen me too because he’s gone by the time the doors finally open. I run out into the hallway in time to see the door to the stairwell slam shut.


    I have no clue what I’m doing, but run after him anyway.


    This isn’t at all how I’d hoped things would go. I imagined talking to him through a closed door, begging him to give me another chance, crying and... maybe... he would let me in... both into his apartment and his heart.


    Instead, I’m running down a flight of stairs like some sort of stalker, trying to chase down a fox who wants absolutely nothing to do with me. What’s worse is that I have absolutely no idea what I’m going to do once I catch up.


    Twenty-two floors later, he’s still running. I’m not in the best of physical shape, so I end up falling behind even more. I run out into the street and see a red tail disappearing into one of the side-alleys. My legs feel like lead weights at this point, my heart is beating faster than it has in years; I try to keep running, but end up slowing down to walking pace instead.


    Loud yells reach me before I reach the alley “Hey, get the hell away from me!” It’s Warren.


    Somehow, I find the strength to break into a run again. The alley is dark, but my eyes adjust quickly. I see Warren lying senseless on the ground with a dark shape looting his body. Whoever it is, is dressed in tatters that seem to be permanently infused with the smell of rotting food.


    Before my mind has a chance to figure out what to do, my body lunges at the creature and tackles him to the ground. He scrambles to get free, clawing at my muzzle and scoring several gashes before I finally let go. I lay panting on the ground as he scrambles away into the night.


    My attention quickly turns to Warren. There’s an ugly lump protruding from the back of his head, and he’s still unconscious. Forgetting my own wounds, I get up and walk over to him. Unsure of what else to do, I pick him up and carry him back to his apartment. Fortunately, he’s pretty light, so the journey back isn’t nearly as arduous as it would have been if he was carrying me. I unlock the door to his apartment with a key I found in his paw and kick it open.


    The apartment is small, but very neat and well-maintained. The living room blends into a kitchenette, and there’s a door on the other side of the room which, I can only assume, leads to the bedroom.


    The way the place is set up, the way it’s decorated reminds me of Warren’s old room. I almost get lost in the memories again, but the weight in my paws reminds me of my task.


    I lay Warren down on the couch gently and wait by his side for him to come around.


    He opens his eyes slowly and looks over at me; realizing the situation, he looks away quickly. Cautiously, I approach him to further examine the injury.


    “Do you have a first aid kit?” It’s been ages since I worked as an EMT, but most of those skills seem to have stayed with me all this time.


    Warren nods mutely and points to one of the kitchen cabinets.


    The first aid kit isn’t very extensive, but I manage to scrounge up some medical bandages and dressing.


    He resists at first, but ends up letting me treat and bind his head.


    I try not to look him in the eyes, knowing that he would only avoid my gaze if I did.


    I feel extremely awkward doing this, but I’m sure he feels worse. We maintain total silence while I finish my work.


    Once the final bit of bandage is tied and secured, I stand up.


    He looks up at me, sighs, but still says nothing.


    All of my plans to talk to him and beg for a second chance crumble to dust.


    It’s easy to make elaborate plans on paper... it’s executing them that’s difficult. I didn’t have much of a plan to begin with, so now I’m left with nothing.


    “I’m sorry I showed up here, Warren. I shouldn’t have invaded your privacy like this.” I turn around and walk out of the apartment. I want to say more, but the lump in my throat prevents me; perhaps it’s all for the best.


    He calls to me just as I’m about to shut the door. “Wait.”


    My heart flutters momentarily, but I decide not to get my hopes up.


    I turn around and stand in the doorway. His eyes pierce mine, and we stare at each other again.


    His gaze wavers after a few seconds. “Thanks.”


    “It was my fault you got hurt in the first place.” What a great double entendre. It hits me that this situation is awfully familiar. We are at the edge of goodbye again; except this time, it’s me that’s about to walk away. The logical thing would be to just let it happen; but I’m not a logical person.


    “I’m sorry, Warren. For everything.” The lump in my throat feels like it’s about to suffocate me, but I power through it. “You didn’t deserve to be treated like that. I am a coward for doing what I did, and I’m sorry. I’ve regretted my decision for twenty-five years.” I’m choking up after every word now, but I have to say my piece. “I don’t deserve a fox like you. I know that now... I just hope you find someone you can be happy with and forgive me for all those years I took away from you.”


    Those three words; I always hesitated to use them in the past, but I know that I mean them now more than ever. “I love you, Warren! I would ask you for another chance, but even I don’t feel like I deserve it.” It took me twenty-five years to figure out how I felt, but now I know.


    He stands up slowly and walks over to me. We’re about the same height, so he looks me straight in the eyes. This time, his gaze doesn’t waver.


    “After we broke up,” his voice is just as shaky as mine, but he hides it better, “I never dated again. I just never wanted to be hurt this way. But you won’t leave me alone unless I give you another chance, will you?” A hint of a smile plays on his muzzle as he says this.


    “Not a chance.” I smile back.


    He slowly draws closer and pulls me into a kiss.


    I’ve never forgotten what my first kiss felt like. This... well, it puts the other one to shame. I feel a warmth that I haven’t felt in so many years spread through my body. The familiar tingling sensation starts in my chest and spreads, like a tidal wave, through my entire being. More tears fall, but they are tears of joy. I put my arms around him and hold on, promising to never let go again. All the time and distance that ever separated us melts away. For those few sweet moments, we are completely free. For the first time since he walked out of my life, I don’t wish to be anywhere else. In fact, I have wished to be here so many times that this whole thing almost feels like a dream; almost. I ignore the stirring in my sheath completely. Sex is something I could have gotten anytime I wanted. What I’ve been missing all these years is something much more important and difficult to describe. The warmth, the energy, the entire act of loving and being loved; I almost lost it forever.


    We break up the kiss and look each other in the eyes again. The look of sadness, the look that kept me up at night, is gone. In its place is one of affection and love. I keep my eyes on him for fear that this loving gaze will vanish the moment I look away.


    He smiles; a warm, affectionate smile.


    “You have no idea how much I’ve missed you,” I whisper, smiling back.


    We part our embrace, but our paws stay linked... in the face of an uncertain future... together.


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Four


    I hear the rain before I feel it; the quiet rustling sound calms me and makes me think I’m still dreaming. I open my eyes slowly; they hardly have time to focus before misting over again with tears. What happened wasn’t a dream; I tore the only person who ever meant anything to me out of my life. I want to make an excuse, to make myself feel better by saying that what I did was for the best, but the suffocating sadness refuses to abate.


    I fade in and out of consciousness as the icy rain gets stronger; somehow, I find the strength to stand. I prop myself against the edge of the bleachers wall and make my way out of the stadium. Fortunately, my car is parked close to the entrance; my feet wobble uncontrollably, but I make it over to the car and get in. It feels as if I’ve been running for miles; my heart is beating right out of my chest and I’m panting uncontrollably. I want to just fall asleep in the car, but something pushes me to start the engine. I shake my head to try and clear the dizziness, but it doesn’t seem to work too well. Any time I get some sort of mental clarity, I can think of nothing but Arden; I want him back. I want him more than I ever have before.


    Every time I pine for him, I discover newer and newer layers of love that I’d taken for granted; underneath that feeling of warmth that the mere thought of him could generate is something more; it is a feeling of completeness. Before I met Arden, I was the last person to buy into the whole ‘soul-mate’ theory, but now I understand. Whenever I... was... with him, I never found myself wanting anything else. He was the center of my world, and for whatever reason, he had made me the center of his. I only hope that we can both move on; I don’t care if I ever find anyone else, but Arden deserves to....


    “Shit!”


    The car is already off the road by the time I snap out of my daze. It’s gathering speed down a steep, muddy incline; I try to steer it back onto the road, but the rain has eroded most of the firm soil, and I’m not getting any grip at all. The car lurches around wildly as I battle with my fading consciousness and the steering wheel. The brakes don’t help much either; flooring them only causes the car to spin on its side and flip...


    I watch the whole scene in slow motion. The world spins around and around, each half-turn proceeded by a head-splitting crunch as the car bounces rolls down the hill. The last thing I feel is a searing pain in the back of my skull as it makes contact with a blunt object...


    


    The white light is all around me; its presence warms me to the very core. I don’t know where I am, but it doesn’t really matter. My whole body feels light as a feather, my mind feels even lighter; I can’t think of a single unpleasant thought at the moment. This mental and physical freedom is like a breath of fresh air. As I float around this endless ether, a voice from far away reaches out to me.


    “...Get the saw, we need to cut the door...”


    I try to follow it, but it constantly changes direction. Just as I think I’ve finally found its source, the voice slips from my grasp, leaving me in the nothingness again.


    “...I need thirty CCs of Hydrosine, stat...”


    The voice is clearer now, I can almost reach it. Just as I move my paw towards it, a blinding pain shoots through my entire body, I pull away, but the pain doesn’t stop.


    I scream out.


    “...Alright, close him up...”


    The white light begins to fade; darkness falls all around me.


    My sense of touch returns first; I can feel the soft fabric of cotton sheets.


    Sound slowly begins to filter into my brain; it starts out as a dull vibration, materializing slowly into the soft murmur of voices.


    “I got here as soon as I could.” I recognize my father’s voice, he speaks quickly in a hoarse whisper.


    “He’s fine, Mr. Heeley,” a female voice responds. “He came out of the operating room several hours ago, his condition is stable.”


    “I want to see him!”


    “I will go check on him, sir. If he’s awake, I will admit you.”


    I’m not sure I want to see my father right now, but I feel horribly guilty for making him worry so much.


    It’s tough, but I force my eyes open.


    “Mark, are you awake?” A tall fox wearing a nurse’s uniform walks in.


    “Yeah.” My voice sounds dry and weak, I almost don’t recognize it.


    “Your father’s here to see you.” She walks out for a few moments and comes back with my dad.


    “Mark!” He runs in and embraces me. The embrace is powerful but cautious; I realize then, that one of my arms is in a cast and there are several stitches running down the other. Whatever meds they have me on must not have worn off yet because I can’t feel a thing.


    Dad clearly wants to say more, but seeing me must be to be so overwhelming that he just sits by my bedside and cradles me in his arms.


    I manage to croak out a single word. “Dad.”


    He looks me in the eyes and smiles weakly. “Thank God you’re okay, Son.”


    I hold him close as I begin to drift out of consciousness; the light from the doorway illuminates his tear-filled eyes...


    “Well, if you’re so tired, maybe you should find yourself someone else!”


    The phrase reverberates in my head, as I am thrown back into consciousness.


    “It’s okay, Mark.” For a fleeting moment, I mistake the voice for Aden’s. I cling to the fading illusion as wakefulness sets in.


    My eyes open slowly and I see my father. He’s holding my paw, concern etched deep across his tired features.


    “I’m fine, Dad.” I smile and sit up slowly. He helps me out by putting my bed into a sitting position.


    He looks me over, probably debating on when to begin the interrogation.


    I decide for him. “I lost him, Dad.”


    “Who?” He knows the answer, but I humor him.


    “Arden.” Again, the memories flood my nervous system, making speech difficult. “I don’t- I don’t deserve him.”


    “Son, why would you say that?” The compassion in his eyes only saddens me more.


    “He deserves someone who can be open; someone-” I break down. Just thinking of Arden with someone else tears away what little emotional support I have left.


    “But he loves you!” He still doesn’t understand.


    “I know.” I manage to choke out. “He shouldn’t. He... he should love someone who can give him what he wants.” I’m getting hysterical now; the hot flush of embarrassment creeps up the back of my neck, but I just can’t help myself.


    He cradles me in his arms again and gently pets my head. This whole situation takes me back some thirteen years; Mom and Dad used to fight a lot when I was younger. She would storm out of the house and leave us behind. I didn’t understand what the fights were about, but it didn’t stop me from crying. Dad would find me sobbing under my blankets, hold me and pet my head.


    “It’ll be okay, Son,” he whispers to me just like he did all those years ago. Back then, I believed him; I believed that everything will turn out all right. Now, I’m not so sure. Despite all this, I begin to calm down. He continues to hold me until I stop crying.


    We spend the rest of the day in relative silence; he stays by my side the entire time.


    I keep expecting him to ask about the car, to scold me for driving in my condition, but the subject just doesn’t come up.


    “I’m sorry about the car, Dad.” I can’t take the silence any longer.


    “The car?” He actually laughs. “Mark, I almost lost you; who cares about the car!?”


    “I shouldn’t have driven.” I almost want to be scolded. “I just didn’t know what else to do.”


    “You did what you did, and thank God everything turned out okay.” He sighs – with sadness or relief, I can’t tell. “I should have been there for you. I’ve pulled all my business trips for the next few months to spend more time with you.”


    His phone rings, temporarily halting our conversation. He picks up. “Hello? Oh, hey Warren.”


    He glances at me before continuing. “No, I can’t tonight. Mark’s in the hospital. No, no, he’s fine.”


    “Dad, you should go meet him.” I feel nothing but guilt for tying up my father to the point where he feels like he has to spend his every waking hour with me.


    “Are you sure?” He surveys me with uncertain eyes.


    “Yeah, I’ll probably just sleep or watch some TV.”


    “Okay.” He hesitates briefly and then picks up the phone again. “I’m back; it’s fine, I can go.”


    They talk for a while longer before he hangs up.


    “He invited me to dinner.” He has a hint of a smile playing on his muzzle. Seeing that I noticed makes him look down guiltily.


    He clearly doesn’t want to take my mind back to relationships, but it drifts there anyway. I choke up again, but manage to force myself through it. Just because I’ve lost something, doesn’t mean I should make everyone else feel bad about still having it.


    I decide to fix things while I still can.


    “Dad, I don’t want you to feel like you have to hide your relationship with Warren from me.”


    His eyes widen slightly; he’s clearly been trying to sneak this by me. “I’ll get over my loss.” That’s probably a lie, but it seems to make him feel better.


    “Son, I won’t question you anymore on this, but you are strong for making the choice you made.” He sighs, probably recalling his own decision from all those years ago. “Just don’t let it haunt you. No matter how much you loved him, life goes on; let it. Trust me, dwelling in the past is just about the worst thing you can do.”


    “Thanks, Dad.” We embrace once more and he gets up to leave.


    “I’ll be back tomorrow morning to check up on you.” He waves goodbye and walks out.


    Once again, I’m left alone with my thoughts.


    As difficult as it may be to admit, Dad’s right. I made the decision to let Arden go; in that one brief moment of clarity, I saw just how undeserving I was of him; I saw just how much I held him back. Thinking back on it, I almost wish I loved him less; if I did, I would have focused on my needs and simply ignored his pining for the freedom that I would never be able to provide for him.


    “Mark, are you hungry?” The nurse brings me back to reality.


    It takes me a few moments to process what she said and come up with an answer. I’ve had so much on my mind that the dull ache and rumbling at the pit of my stomach had gone completely unnoticed.


    “Yeah, I... I guess I am”


    “Good!” She smiles at me and folds a table out of the side of my bed.


    A few minutes later, she returns with a plate of chicken and mashed potatoes.


    I eat mechanically while she watches me.


    “I overheard you talking about your boyfriend.”


    “Ex,” I cut in; it’s finally dawns on me... ex.


    “Yes...” She pauses, looking distinctly uncomfortable, but continues anyway. “How do you think he feels?”


    “I-” I can’t finish my sentence; I had a rebuttal prepared for every question she could ask... except for this one.


    The one argument I had; the one thing I managed to convince myself of – my selflessness in this decision – crumbles into dust. In my attempt to be selfless, I selfishly forgot to consider how my decision might impact others.


    “It’s for his own good.” My last standing defense. “He can do better than me.”


    “Does he know this?”


    Damn her! Why does she have to take every defense I prepare and expose all its faults? I’m only scolding her for being right to avoid scolding myself for being wrong, of course.


    “He’s in love.” I wonder just how true this statement is in its present tense. “He doesn’t know any better. He’ll realize I was right when he finds someone else.”


    “Does he want to find someone else?”


    “How the hell should I know?!” I don’t know whether it’s the physical or the emotional part of yelling that hurts more at this point.


    “I’m sorry,” she mumbles and starts walking away.


    “No, no. I shouldn’t have raised my voice.” She may be a complete stranger, but she cares – a trait that separates her from most of my closest friends. “I just- I don’t know how he feels.”


    I tell her about our fight at the track. Reliving those painful moments hurts a little less each time. She listens quietly and attentively; I do my best to keep my emotions out of the story, but fail miserably. By the time I finish, I’m in tears again.


    “He said he was tired of hiding,” I sob. “I realized then that I just can’t keep up with him. I’m as tired of hiding as he is; the only difference is: he doesn’t have to hide.”


    I tell her about my life, about how Chris has put things into perspective before it was too late.


    “I’ve known Chris my entire life; we’ve always looked out for each other.”


    “How does he know all these things?” She tilts her muzzle slightly. “He seems to know an awful lot about your future. I mean, I know you’ve known him longer than Arden, but what makes you believe him over your... ex-boyfriend?”


    “Chris has told me some things Arden said... he wants to make me come out, whatever it takes.” I remember those words again; it’s so unlike Arden to say them, but the accusation he made against Chris just screams desperation.


    “Yes, and Chris seems to be doing whatever it takes to make you stay in the closet.”


    I never really thought about it this way, but it’s true. Chris claims that he only wants me to be happy... but so does Arden. How far would Chris go to keep me in the closet? Further than Arden? I know that Arden doesn’t have any other motives; does Chris?


    “I’m sorry I’ve brought up so many questions, Mark.” She looks at me momentarily and then shifts her gaze back to the floor.


    “No, it’s okay. You’ve made me think about a lot of things. Thank you.”


    “My pleasure.” She smiles. “Now go on, eat your dinner before it gets cold.”


    I follow her advice and dig in.


    The chicken is a bit dry, and the mashed potatoes could use more gravy. I find myself comparing the meal to one of Mrs. Halinen’s creations and sigh. She and Mr. Halinen have been like parents to me these past few months; I just hope they can forgive me for what I’ve done.


    The nurse sees that I’m lost in thought again. “I’ll leave you alone,” she says, heading for the door.


    “Wait. I don’t even know your name.”


    “Oh, I’m so sorry.” She turns around. “My name’s Sally.”


    “Thanks for all your help, Sally.” I hated her quite a few times during our conversation, but in the end, she’s helped quite a bit.


    “Don’t mention it.” She smiles a bit more broadly than before. “If you want to talk some more, just let me know.”


    I nod. “I will.”


    She walks out and closes the door.


    So this is it, then; the vivification of my internal struggle is complete. There’s the side of me that wants to be out to everyone, the side that wants to slink back into the closet, and the side that tries to find balance. Something about finding that third piece of the puzzle makes me breathe a little easier; it lessens the strain from the constant tugging of the other two and gives me an unbiased perspective on both. Although, since I’ve already made my decision, it really doesn’t matter.


    My stomach growls again, reminding me of just how hungry I am.


    I pick up the fork and attack the chicken, putting my thoughts on hold.


    Once I’m done eating, I put the plate to the side, fold the tray-table and lay back in bed.


    For the first time since I realized my arm was in a cast, I take stock of my injuries.


    I run my unbroken paw along the numerous scars on my torso, wincing in pain when I touch one of the ribs. I can’t quite tell if it’s broken or not, but it sure hurts like it.


    My self-examination leads me to the one question I haven’t asked myself yet: how will this affect soccer?


    As I run my paw further down my body, I begin to wish that I hadn’t. My leg is in a cast; I check it numerous times, even lifting the sheets so I can see it with my own eyes.


    The irony of my situation makes me chuckle; the chuckle slowly builds to a laugh. I gave up everything to pursue soccer; and now, I’ll be out of practice for at least a month, maybe more. It’s as if fate is mocking me for my decision. I guess I really have gambled and lost; how fitting.


    “Mark, is everything okay?” Sally walks in. She must have heard the laughter.


    “Just loving the irony,” I say, pointing to my broken leg. “How long ‘til this comes off?”


    “Six to eight weeks.” She’s still slightly cautious.


    “Don’t worry, Sally, I’m not going crazy or anything.”


    She doesn’t look too convinced, so I change the subject. “How long ‘til they release me from the hospital?”


    “We’ll keep you here for a few more days to monitor your concussion, and then you’ll be free to go.”


    “So, what are the chances of me getting the cast off early?” I’m not hoping for a miracle, but there’s no harm in trying.


    “Slim.” She walks over to the bed and examines my medical chart. “Your leg is broken in two places; six weeks is the bare minimum for injuries like this.”


    “Great,” I mutter to myself, “I’ll be completely out of shape by the time I get back on the field.”


    “Well, there is one way for you to keep in shape...”


    At this point, I’ll go for anything. “And what’s that?”


    She shrugs. “You could try swimming...”


    My laughter drowns out the rest of her sentence.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Five


    Several days pass, and my dad stays by my side the entire time; nobody else comes to visit... not that I expect anyone to. It’s the morning of what I estimate to be my last day here; as promised, Sally comes in to discharge me. She helps me into a wheelchair (hospital tradition or something) and we ride down to the lobby. My dad’s there, filling out the last of my release papers.


    He smiles when he sees me, clearly relieved that this whole ordeal is over and we can all go home.


    Sally wheels me out to the parking lot, and my father helps me into his car.


    Sitting in the SUV makes me wonder about the fate of my own car. I doubt I’ll be getting it back, but I’m still curious to see just how badly it got damaged.


    “Did they manage to salvage anything from my old car, Dad?” I really didn’t have anything too valuable, but it would be nice to have my soccer gear back.


    “I think so.” My father starts the engine and pulls out of the parking lot. “They brought in a box full of stuff yesterday. You can go through it when we get home. We’ll buy you a new car once you get the cast off,” he adds, perfectly anticipating my next question. I’m glad he did because I really couldn’t think of a good way to go about asking it without feeling like an ass.


    We spend the better part of the ride home in silence. Finally, I decide to break my plans to him.


    “Dad, I want to do swimming to keep in shape while my leg’s broken.”


    He looks me over, trying to figure out if I’m serious or not; apparently satisfied, he nods. “Gonna join the swim team?”


    I’ve considered it, but having to face both Arden and Sam every day would be extremely painful; I haven’t even given thought to how being in class with them would go, let alone swimming with them. “No, I heard Coach Barken is doing an after-school swim session, I was thinking of joining it.”


    He nods again. “We’d better drop by the pharmacy to get some waterproofing material for your cast, then.”


    He makes a U-turn on one of the side roads and we head to the nearest pharmacy. The rain picks up when we get there, and Dad tells me to stay in the car. I just nod. The weather brings back painful memories, and I don’t feel like breaking down in the checkout line. As I watch my father make a dash for the pharmacy, the tears finally come. For once, Arden is not their subject.


    Sometimes I forget to appreciate just how lucky I am to have a father like this. He’s done so much for me already, and I have yet to hear him complain or blame me for any of the things that have clearly been my fault. I don’t know if he’s doing this because he knows what it’s like to have a broken heart, or simply because he loves me; maybe it’s both.


    My tail starts to wag on its own accord when I see him emerge from the double doors.


    He sprints across the parking lot and quickly jumps into the car. “It’s a monsoon out there! Icy-cold, too. I hate winters like this.” With a long sigh of relief at finally being dry, he hands me the waterproofing kit. “The instructions look pretty complicated, but I’m sure we’ll figure it out.”


    “Yeah, we will.” I smile through what’s left of my tears and pull him into a warm hug. “Thanks, Dad. Thanks for everything you’ve done for me.”


    He stifles a gasp, startled by my sudden gesture. “You’re my little pup, Mark,” he sobs as he speaks, “I wouldn’t dream of doing anything less.”


    We hold this embrace for as long as it takes. Once we part, he wipes a stray tear from the corner of his eye and starts the car.


    “So, how are things going with Warren?” I’ve gotten away from calling him ‘Mr. Fresto’ over the past few days.


    “Wonderful!” He, in turn, has gotten away from downplaying their relationship out of pity for me. “We have lunch together every day.”


    He stops at a red light and looks over at me. “Mark, how would you feel if he and I... if we got married?” He shifts uncomfortably at the word, but I’m very happy that he’s embraced the concept, if not fully.


    “That would be amazing, Dad!” I can’t help but get excited for him and for me. “When are you planning to propose?”


    Someone honks to remind us that the light is green, and Dad turns his attention to the road. A minute or two passes before he speaks again; “I want to do it tomorrow at lunch. Check the glove box.”


    I open up the glove compartment and dig through its contents until I find what I think I’m looking for. It’s a small black box.


    His tail thumps excitedly against the seat back. “Go on, open it.”


    I lift the lid slowly; inside is a beautiful ring. Gold and platinum are expertly woven together to create a gorgeous braided effect; it must have cost a fortune.


    “I was going to get something with a diamond,” he chuckles, “but I thought it would be a bit girly.”


    “I think it looks amazing, Dad!” Looking at the ring and feeling my father’s palpable excitement makes me think of Arden again. ‘I’m too late,’ I remind myself; my new mantra. During my brief stay at the hospital, I’ve come to realize that even if Arden did truly love me enough to stay with me, I’ve done far too much damage to be able to fix things to any good end. I want to call him, to talk to him, but I wouldn’t even know where to begin. He’s probably crushed by what I did. I wouldn’t be surprised if we never spoke again.


    The toughest thing now will, of course, be school – especially Fresto’s class. The classroom is tiny, and Warren always tries to involve all the students in the activities. What if he pairs us up on a project? I’m not sure I can think of a more awkward situation if I tried. Even being paired up with Katelyn wouldn’t be as bad; we have a mutual hatred for each other and that’s that. Arden and I; I don’t know what we have between us. I would love to say ‘nothing,’ but that would be a copout. We would be strangers then; nothing lost, nothing gained. No, there’s still something there, but certainly not the love I gave up.


    “Mark?” I look around; we’re parked our driveway, and my dad’s looking at me expectantly. “Ready to go?”


    “Yeah.” I manage a nod.


    He gets out and helps me out of the car. “Just be careful not to get the cast wet.” Gently, he covers it with his trench coat. “It’s fiberglass, but I don’t know if the binding will hold.”


    We stagger into the house together and he guides me into the kitchen.


    After almost a half hour, we manage to figure out the instructions and get the waterproofing on both my leg and arm casts.


    “You’re all ready for swimming!” he announces, proudly patting my arm cast and admiring his handiwork.


    I’m not sure if I share that sentiment, but I nod in agreement anyway. I need some way to stay in shape if I hope to be in any sort of competitive mode after six weeks of not playing soccer and there is really no alternative to swimming; not with the giant cast on my leg.


    I check the clock on the microwave; it’s only five, but I feel so wiped that I end up going to bed anyway. It doesn’t take me long to fall asleep. Dreams are merciful; if only because I don’t remember any of them.


    My dad wakes me up instead of the alarm clock. “Time for school, Son.”


    I get up obediently, not sleepy for once, and follow him upstairs. Walking with the cast is tricky at first, but I get used to it. Once we get to the kitchen, he gives me a pair of crutches. Things get even easier then.


    We have a quick breakfast of sausage and eggs, get cleaned up and he drives me to school. A feeling of impending dread sweeps over me when I see the building loom in the distance; this is it, my first time facing him.


    My dad lets me out by the drop-off lane and drives off. There isn’t much to do now but head to class.


    Normally, I hate physics. Very little about the subject interests me, and I’m only taking it to get AP credit. Today, I’m fully engaged; I want the class to go on endlessly, so that I never have to face Arden. Murphy’s Law wins, as it always does, and the bell rings before I even have time to steel myself. My teacher gives me a pat on the back as I exit, commending me on my attentiveness. “I hope to see a lot more of what I saw today from you, Mr. Heeley.”


    “I’ll try, sir.” I force a smile, knowing that if things keep going the way they are, Physics will end up becoming my favorite class.


    On my way to history, I realize why so many people crowd the hallways and walk so slowly to class; they don’t want to be there. It takes me almost five minutes just to get down the hall, but it still isn’t enough time.


    I am so wrapped up in my own little world that I don’t notice a certain somebody heading right towards me. We collide, and his books fall all over the place. “Sorry,” I mutter, trying to maintain balance on my crutches. My sense of smell alone is enough to confirm just who I’d bumped into without so much as a glance.


    I look up slowly and come muzzle-to-muzzle with Arden.


    It’s as if the past few days never even happened. We stand there, looking at each other just like we did on the track that fateful night. All the pain that I thought I’d dealt with comes back. God, what have I done?


    His beautiful green eyes pierce me to my very soul as I struggle to keep from crying out. He might not still love me, but I love him; I love him more than ever. I don’t give a shit that people are starting to look at us weird; what I wouldn’t give for a chance to hold him in my arms again, to kiss him, to be the center of his world once more. ‘It’s too late,’ I remind myself; I had my chance to change, to become worthy of him, and I let it slip. I rest my eyes on his for a few moments more. He will make some boy very happy someday. Somehow, I stay strong; I tear my eyes away from him and head to class.


    What have I done?


    I get to class just in time to snag a seat in the very back of the room. Arden walks in with Sam just as the late bell rings. The look he gave me in the hallway is still etched across his features. It’s like he’s in a permanent daze; he isn’t sad or angry... just numb. Sam sees me watching Arden and shoots me a venomous glare; I don’t blame him. I do my best to keep from looking at Arden through the course of the class. Fresto lectures about something or other; none of it really registers. I keep thinking back to all the fun times I’ve had in this class; I know I’m living in the past, but at least it doesn’t hurt as much when I do. Several times, I even manage to fool myself into thinking that everything is still alright; Arden, Sam and I are sitting next to each other, eagerly waiting for the end of class. The bell rings, and I’m still in the back of the classroom, alone.


    I wait for them to leave before getting up and leaving myself. I’m sorely tempted to talk to Fresto about my situation, but he would just scold me. He found it in him to forgive my father; how would he feel to find out that I’ve just done the same thing? I don’t want to jeopardize his relationship with Dad in any way. I take one last look at the fox, even though I’ve already decided on my course of action, and walk to my next class.


    Chris tries to get my attention several times, but I politely ignore him. I feel guilty about it, but I just can’t talk to him right now. He’s the only friend I have left, and blowing up on him for trying to help wouldn’t be the smartest thing. I just pretend to immerse myself in work until I’m actually immersed in it. The bell rings, and I get up to go to the library.


    “Lunch?” He makes one more attempt at conversation.


    “Can’t.” I glance at him briefly. “I’ve got English homework I haven’t finished yet.”


    Even if I wasn’t in danger of blowing up at him, I wouldn’t go to lunch; the last thing I want is to run into Arden again. The library is empty as usual. I have no homework to do, no schoolwork, so I head over to the stacks and start arbitrarily browsing books to pass the time.


    I’m making my way through the fantasy section, when I run into a row of familiar titles; the Redwall series. I don’t even know if I’ll ever be able to read any of those books again without thinking back to the last few weeks of summer; those fleeting moments when the breeze was warm and we thought we were going to be together forever. Funny, what a few months can do to an unwavering belief like that.


    A familiar scent reaches my nose; Danny is standing just two bookcases down from me; either he didn’t see me, which I doubt, or he’s ignoring me.


    I greet him as I walk past. “Hey Danny!” His ears swivel in my direction, but his gaze stays locked on the book he’s examining; yeah, he’s definitely ignoring me. I begin to wonder just how many of my friends have sided with Arden. A ‘New Mail’ alert flashes on my phone. I retreat deeper into the stacks to make sure I don’t get caught by one of the librarians and prop myself up against the bookshelf.


    The message from Coach Barken:


    ATTENTION: All who signed up for the after-school swim program.


    We have had a change of plans, and the program will be taught by one of my assistants. Give him the same courtesy and respect you would give me. If he sees fit to have you reported, I will kick you out of the program faster than you can change back into your street-clothes. This isn’t one of your chess clubs or yearbook societies. Swimming is a serious sport and it demands your full commitment. Absences will NOT be tolerated. My assistant is NOT here to babysit you; he’s here to turn you into competent swimmers. If you signed up thinking this would be some sort of baby class, this is your last chance to quit.


    Work hard and you will see results.


    -Rob Barken (PhysED / Swim Team Coach)


    Well, there’s one bit of good news for the day; I’ve heard a lot about Barken from Arden and Sam, and I really wasn’t looking forward to having him coach me. One out of a million things went right today; not bad.


    The bell rings, reminding me that I still have one more class to make it through before I can call it a day. I leave Danny alone and walk to the English room. Arden isn’t there yet, so I take the seat furthest away from our usual spot. More students trickle in; the seats begin to fill up. I look around and quickly realize that the only available seat is right next to me. Arden walks in three minutes later and realizes the same thing. He stands in the doorway, evidently trying to figure out what to do. Unable to find an alternative, he walks over to the empty seat and sits down.


    I glance over at him to see if, maybe, he’s glancing at me; he’s not. He’s sitting in his seat, his gaze aimed straight ahead. There’s no twitchiness, no nervousness; he just sits there, frozen. I try to read him for any signs of emotion, but don’t find any; he’s like an empty shell.


    Eggurd scurries in then and spends the majority of class lecturing about Daniel DeFoe. She passes out copies of Robinson Crusoe and lets us spend the remainder of class reading.


    I force my eyes to stay on the page, but they just keep on drifting to the otter sitting next to me. I don’t even know if he’s watching me. If he is, he’s certainly very sneaky about it, but I doubt it.


    His complete indifference scares me more than I can describe; had I seen just one glance, I would still believe I have a chance. As it stands, I might as well have ceased to exist.


    Discouraged, I shift my attention to the clock; the second it hits five-past-two, I spring out of my seat and make a dash for the door. Eggurd is either too busy to stop me or doesn’t want to. I limp out the door and straight to the pool complex. With my cast, the staircase proves difficult to navigate, but I manage; it isn’t nearly as bad as I thought it would be.


    A few of the kids are already in the locker room, getting changed. It takes me a bit longer than the others to take off my pants and pull a bathing suit over my cast. When I’m finally done, I shower off and head over to the pool deck. The guys I was changing with are already out there. They are mostly non-aquatics – two foxes, three wolves, a tiger... and oddly enough, a beaver. Nobody seems inclined to be first in the water. For once, I don’t feel like setting an example. Instead, I busy myself with scanning the pool deck for Barken’s replacement.


    A passing shred of conversation catches my ear. “So, I guess this is our coach, huh?”


    I can’t smell a thing over the thick scent of chlorine, so I turn around to see who it is.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Six


    I’m not sure who’s more surprised at this point, Sam or me. He stares at me for a while longer before starting class. “Okay, everyone get in the water.”


    I keep waiting for him to approach me or pull me aside, but he doesn’t. He assigns us some simple drills and strokes. I catch him glaring at me occasionally, but it looks like it’s as far as he plans to go.


    While everyone is getting into the water, he finally approaches me. “What is this some sort of joke?” he hisses once the other kids are out of range. “After what you did to Arden, you should stay as far away from him and his friends as you can.”


    I refuse to back down. “I need this class to stay in shape for soccer, so you can just deal.” I match his venomous gaze and climb into the swimming pool.


    Sam starts practice off easy; for everyone except me, of course. “You know, Mark.” His voice is seeping with sarcasm. “You don’t look too tired. Why don’t you do forty more laps of freestyle?”


    I make as if to argue, but in truth, I don’t mind. If he keeps pushing me this hard, I’ll be in fantastic shape once the cast comes off. I just have to make sure he doesn’t figure this out. “Wait, why doesn’t anyone else have to do this?” I make my voice just whiny enough to piss him off.


    “Because,” he’s clearly enjoying this way more than he should be, “I didn’t tell them to. In case you didn’t get Barken’s letter, I’ll tell you in person; I can kick you out of the class if I feel that there’s a good enough reason. Not doing your laps is a pretty good reason, I think.”


    I sigh and push off the side. The cast on my leg, combined with the one on my arm – not to mention my lack of swimming ability – ensures that I finish long after everyone else leaves. By the time I climb out of the water, Sam’s already changed into his bathing suit.


    “Same time tomorrow,” he snickers.


    “Yeah.” I struggle to catch my breath. Running never gets me this winded. “Count on it.”


    I make it over to the bench and grab my crutches. If practice is going to be this tough every day, I’m not going to have much energy for anything else; but I need it to stay in shape, and even if I didn’t... I’ll be damned if I let Sam win.


    The locker room is empty when I come in. I plop down on the bench and start wrestling with my swimsuit. I’m so busy trying to pull it past the cast that I don’t notice Arden until he comes in. One look at me freezes him again; he heads over to the row of lockers farthest from mine and disappears from sight.


    My fur is still slightly damp, but now really isn’t the time to dry it. I get dressed as quickly as I can and leave. Every time Arden and I run into each other, I feel worse and worse; I did this to him. I knew he would be sad, but hoped that he’d understand just how much better he can do than me. Maybe there is still something between us.


    My dad’s car is parked right in front of the pool complex door, so it’s not much of a walk. I’m perfectly capable of walking with crutches, but Dad always insists on making me walk as little as possible.


    I open the passenger door and almost cry out in surprise. Warren is sitting in the passenger seat; both he and Dad are grinning broadly. It doesn’t take much to figure out that everything worked out. For a second, I forget about my own misfortune and focus on just being happy for my dad... dads.


    “He said yes!” James can hardly keep from bouncing in his seat.


    “Congratulations!” I smile and embrace Warren.


    “We were actually going to go celebrate,” Dad unlocks the rear doors, “as a family.”


    Had he called me and told me this over the phone, I might have said no. I might have even said no if he told me earlier. The encounter with Arden drained me completely; but seeing my dad and Warren, their love as young as the day they met, I can’t help but agree.


    “Where are we going?” I climb into the back seat and shut the door.


    “Pelliccia di Fantasia.” Warren’s Italian is flawless.


    “Sounds good!” I fasten my seat belt, and we’re off.


    As we drive down the street, I notice Warren’s paw resting on the center console. I watch the engagement ring glittering in the light of passing street-lamps. My father’s paw comes to rest on top of his. He looks over at the fox and smiles, and Warren smiles back.


    A writer, I don’t remember who, once said, “Love is last person you date before realizing that all those romance novels lied to you.” Whoever wrote this could not have been further from the truth. Even after twenty-five years, my father and Warren have retained their love for one another. I just hope it doesn’t take me twenty-five years to rekindle my own love.


    The restaurant is packed when we arrive – it’s all those people who like to be fashionably late to everything, including dinner. I feel severely under-dressed for the occasion. James, as if reading my mind, pulls a tux out of the trunk. “Let’s go get you changed.”


    I feel like a total pup after that statement, but, realizing that I can barely tie a tie with two paws, I accept his offer.


    Warren goes off with the muskrat waiter to find our table while Dad and I head to the bathroom.


    “Mark, I haven’t said anything to Warren about you and Arden,” he says right after the door closes behind us. “Although, it won’t take him long to figure it out.”


    I remain silent as he helps me put on the stiff tuxedo pants.


    He waits until I start fumbling with the shirt buttons before continuing. “I think you should talk to him.”


    “Why?” My attention remains squarely on the buttons. “So he can tell me what an asshole I’ve been?”


    “Why would he say that?”


    He looks genuinely confused, so I humor him. “Because I’ve done the same thing you did, Dad.”


    He sighs and looks away. “Son, I just don’t want you to make the same mistake I made.”


    I straighten my shirt and grab the jacket. He helps me get my left arm into the sleeve. “I don’t want you to turn into me, Mark.”


    “Dad, I-”


    “I know that’s what you were thinking, Son.” He helps me tie the bow-tie, avoiding my gaze the whole way through. “The way you feel for Arden is exactly how I felt about Warren. I didn’t feel like I deserved him.” He looks at me to confirm; my features don’t hide much. “Mark, sometimes it doesn’t matter whether you think you deserve him or not. Sometimes it’s just about forgetting the little things and letting love take its course.”


    “Dad, I want nothing more than to be with him right now.” And there I go, thinking I wouldn’t cry today. “I just don’t think I can ever face him without us both reliving that one moment...”


    Hell, I don’t even have to face him. I’m reliving it right now. I quit while I’m ahead and go to the sinks to wash up.


    “I won’t force you to do anything you don’t want to do, Mark.” He lays his paw gently on my shoulder. “But, it will only get harder to face him with each passing day.”


    I can’t imagine it getting harder than it is now; but somehow, I know he’s right.


    “Thanks Dad, I’ll think about it.”


    He nods. “I’ll wait for you outside.”


    I spend a few more minutes with my muzzle under the sink, just letting the cool water run over me. Something about it reminds me of that summer night at the pool. That night, I made the mistake of thinking he didn’t like me; I ran away. He was the one who patched things up. Maybe now it’s my turn. I wish I could just jump right into the stream of water and end up on the other side, months before I made the biggest mistake of my life; I’d know just what to do, just what to say to make sure none of my loved ones ever have to suffer. Sadly, jumping into the stream would only land me in the sewers.


    I turn off the water, dry my muzzle and join my father outside.


    He is waiting patiently when I come out. “All set?”


    “I think so.”


    We follow the waiter to our table and sit down.


    “Aww, you boys look so spiffy!” Warren pulls out his camera and snaps a picture.


    He looks harmless and happy now; but so did my mother before I came out to her.


    This is almost worse than coming out of the closet, though, because I know exactly what he will say.


    Our waiter comes by, and we order drinks. They arrive surprisingly fast.


    Warren picks up his glass. “A toast,” he says, raising his glass high. “To my future husband and son!”


    We’re about to raise our glasses when a voice interrupts our merriment. “Great, who let the fags in?”


    “Excuse me?!” James spins around in his chair to face the speaker.


    The rat in question recoils slightly before continuing. “You heard me! Your kind shouldn’t even be allowed to get married.”


    “Well, fortunately, it’s not up to you.” Dad’s on his feet now, I’ve never seen him like this. “That’s right!” He scans the crowd of onlookers. “I’m a forty-two year-old queer!” He smiles. “And I’m in love; so who gives a damn what the rest of you think?!” He stares the rat down. Looking rather flustered, the asshole turns back to his food without a word.


    “James.” Warren has that look in his eyes; I’ve only seen it once before, when Arden came out in front of an entire crowd of students to read his essay. “I’m so proud of you.”


    “I’m not afraid anymore, Warren.” My father leans over and kisses the fox on the muzzle. “I know who I am, and I’m proud of it.”


    Several people around us applaud. The rat scowls into his plate, but doesn’t say another word all through dinner.


    We walk outside into the brisk cold. My parents are holding hands and chatting as I walk behind them, just watching. So, this is what love is supposed to look like.


    We stop by Warren’s apartment to get the rest of his stuff. Despite my broken leg, I offer to help.


    “Warren, can I talk to you?” I’ve told James to stay in the car and keep the engine running; he understood.


    Warren just nods. “Sure.”


    We walk down the narrow hallway, and he unlocks the door to his apartment. “What’s up?”


    I tell him the whole story. He looks terrified when I get to the part where I finally let Arden slip through my paws, almost as if it’s being done to him.


    I finish my story and look up at him. He doesn’t respond for quite some time. I begin to regret saying anything.


    “Mark, do you still love him?” His response isn’t as entrapping as I was expecting; not by much, though.


    “Of course.” I don’t even have to think about it; I’m just scared of where he will take things next.


    “Well, if you love him enough, you shouldn’t even care what he thinks.” He starts stacking books and clothes into an open suitcase on the floor. “Your father certainly didn’t. This is one of the reasons I took him back, you know.” He throws the last of the clothes in and stops to glance at the engagement ring. “He knew the odds were against him; he knew he didn’t stand a chance, but that didn’t stop him from trying. Besides, what do you have to lose?”


    That last part, he’s definitely right about. I’ve pretty much hit rock bottom at this point; the only way to go is up. “I guess so, I just don’t think he’ll ever love me after what I did.”


    “Love is a strange animal, Mark.” He zips up the suitcase and wheels it over to the door. “Every time you think you understand it, it surprises you with a twist you never see coming. Heaven knows, I had no idea that I would be engaged to the wolf who broke my heart twenty-five years ago. Sometimes, you just have to take that leap; it’s sacrifices like this that show the depth of your love.”


    “I’ll try.” I will try.


    “Just remember that James and I will always be here for you.” He stands a foot shorter than me, but like Arden, his embrace is impossibly large.


    “Thanks, Dad.” I squeeze him even tighter. Perhaps going back in time isn’t the answer. If I’d gone back and tried to remove all the hurt in my life, I would be doing so at the cost of the happiness of others.


    James is leafing through a magazine when we return. He looks up at us cautiously, but seeing our smiles, he joins in. “All set?”


    “Yeah,” Warren and I say at the same time.


    We drive home in much higher spirits than before; it will take me a lot to get Arden back, but I won’t stop until I do. All I need to do now is figure out where to begin.


    Every day for the next two months, I try to approach Arden... and every day, I’m foiled. Sam watches over him like a hawk, intent on protecting his best friend from any more emotional torment. Chris is doing the same thing on my end. I ignore him most of the time; he means well, but I’m far too set on my plan to back down.


    So, I keep attending classes, swimming after school and trying to catch Arden’s gaze.


    Winter break comes and goes. Snow falls, as it usually does in this neck of the woods, in great amounts... before melting into a slushy mass just days later. My birthday creeps up on me without me even realizing it. Normally, being eighteen would be a big deal, but without Arden, it’s all meaningless somehow. I get my reminder in the way of a package that I find on the porch, just as I’m coming back from school. I open it up, thinking it’s some sort of gift from a relative, but find that it’s from Arden. My heart flutters for a few moments before I realize that it’s dated: Sept 20th. Clearly, he ordered my present in advance, and put my birthday down as the delivery date.


    I tear the gift-wrap to reveal a ZuneHD; I remember talking about how much I wanted one. In fact, it was somewhere around the end of September that the conversation happened. My otter thinks of everything.


    I’m about to open the box it when James walks in. “Time to go pick up your birthday present, Son.”


    I lay the Zune down and follow him outside. He, Warren and I drive down to the dealership, where a brand new SUV is waiting for me.


    “Happy birthday, Son!” My parents embrace me and leave me lost for words.


    I expect some sort of joke about trying to not crash this one, but neither of them says anything.


    I drive home alone, passing Arden’s house on the way. His car is in the driveway, and his dad is helping him unload the suitcases from it. They don’t notice me, and I continue onward before they do. He’s back from Finland now. No more excuses to postpone my confrontation.


    I call James to tell him I’ll be taking a detour and head to school. I would have loved to run into Arden after my swimming class, but I missed my chance for that. My cast has been off for about a week now, so I’m back to playing soccer (indoors, of course.) Thanks to Sam’s relentless pushing, I’m in better shape now than I was before my injury; and now, I have the rest of winter to get into top shape before Spring Leagues begin. I sit in my car, gauging the time ‘til when I think swim practice should be ending. I let a few of the swimmers trickle out of the building before killing the engine and heading for the pool.


    I don’t run into Arden on the way there, so it’s pretty safe to assume that he’s still around.


    I peer into the locker room cautiously, almost expecting to bump into him right in the doorway. At first glance, the place appears empty; a closer examination reveals a rustling noise coming from one of the rows of lockers.


    I head in that direction, trying to not to breathe – the smell of chlorine is stronger than usual.


    I decide to begin my speech before reaching the lockers “Arden, can I-” and regret my decision moments later.


    Instead of Arden, I run into Sam again.


    He zips up his jacket and approaches me.


    I want to back down and go home, but something keeps me where I am.


    “How dare you?!” He’s less than a foot away from me; his icy glare flawlessly communicates all the hatred he holds towards me. I am about to wither before it, but I remind myself of my goal and stand strong. I’m not sure if he’s searching for words or if he just hopes to scare me off. After staring me down for several uncomfortable seconds, he speaks again. “First you break his heart, and now you’re back for more? You blood-sucking cretin!”


    “Sam, I-” I’m practically waiting for him to cut me off. The only rebuttal I could possibly make is to deny his accusations; but he’s right.


    “I won’t let you hurt him anymore!” He cuts me off right on cue; I almost breathe a sigh of relief for not having to explain myself.


    With an angry huff, he throws his backpack to the floor and glares at me, probably wishing his glare was strong enough to kill. I never thought an otter could look this imposing.


    “I’m not going to hurt him, Sam.” I want to be angry too, to mach his energy, but he has every right to say these things. Arden means as much to him as he does to me; they were there for each other when nobody else was. I almost feel like I’m intruding on that bond somehow.


    “Oh yes; you did what you did because you loved him.” His voice is dense with sarcasm. What he doesn’t understand is that I did do it because I love him. I wanted to protect him from myself as much as Sam is trying to right now.


    “Sam, I’m going to talk to him whether you like it or not.”


    He clenches his fists, but I hold my ground. I didn’t come this far to back down now. All the doubts from before assail me, trying to dislodge my paws from the ground, but I brush them off, remembering why I came here. “I don’t want to lose him.”


    My statement winds him. It’s as if I’d punched him already. His eyes fill with tears and hurt, like he’s been lied to by someone he trusted. “You already have!”

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Seven


    I don’t get a chance to rebut because at this point, he takes a step back and tackles me bodily to the ground. Sam’s very strong for an otter; that, combined with my total unpreparedness, brings me down to the ground hard. My head slams back against the tile floor and sparks of pain shoot through the scar that’s only now beginning to heal.


    Sam’s not done yet; he straddles me, pinning my arms down with his knees, and begins pummeling me with his paws.


    Half-dazed from the fall, I just lie there there and take it.


    Tears form in his eyes as each successive punch gets stronger and stronger. “You will never touch Arden again, you lousy piece of shit!” he screams through the tears. “I’ve been nursing him back to health all these months; I won’t let you ruin his life!”


    The pain finally begins to seep in; somewhere in the back of my mind, a voice reminds me that I deserve all this... but it doesn’t mean I can’t still make things right.


    Thinking back to my middle-school wrestling days, I roll over quickly. Sam’s gotten so used to my stillness that it’s not too difficult to throw him off. He slams his head against the bench, giving me just enough time to pin him down. His stupefaction doesn’t last long. Seconds later, he begins writhing and trying to get free. “Let me go, you asshole!”


    “Sam.” My voice softens as my grip hardens. “Please listen to me.” Even him headbutting me in the jaw doesn’t break my focus. “Please.”


    He continues to writhe, becoming more and more frustrated by the second.


    “Sam, I know what I did was wrong-”


    “Wrong?!” He tries to headbutt me again but fails this time. “You almost killed him!”


    I ignore the comment and continue. “I love him. I know it doesn’t seem like it, but the only reason I did what I did was because I felt that he could do better than me.”


    “Are you brain-dead?!” Sam’s eyes widen with shock at my confession, but he recovers quickly. “He didn’t want anything better. He wanted you!”


    “I know.” The bittersweet profession puts tears in my eyes. “That’s why I want to fix things. I don’t want to lose him.”


    “And what are you gonna do if he takes you back?” He snickers. “Put him in the closet again?”


    “No.” My decision is quick and permanent. I remember James’s speech at dinner. “I’m not afraid anymore, Sam.”


    His struggling lessens. “Not even if it means being laughed at?”


    “If he’s with me, let them laugh.” Come to think of it, I don’t get how I couldn’t understand this concept before. I’m in the arms of someone I love. Who cares what some random strangers think?


    Sam sighs and stops struggling. I hold on for a few more seconds to make sure he’s not going to attack again and then let him go.


    He turns to me, his eyes red from the tears and anger. “So, you really love him, huh?” His expression softens.


    “Sam, I never stopped.”


    He smiles weakly, looking me over. “So, what are you gonna do now?”


    Now, it’s my turn to sigh. “I have no idea.” I slump down onto the bench with another sigh. “But I’ll find a way.”


    Sam looks me over once more before getting up. “I’ll see where things stand.”


    “Thank you, Sam.” I get on my feet and face him.


    “Just let me warn you now...” His tone turns serious. “If you ever hurt him again-”


    “I won’t.” I cut him off this time. “I know how much he means to me now. If he’ll take me back, I’ll never leave him.”


    “You better!” He smiles and embraces me.


    “Arden’s lucky to have a friend like you.” I hug back.


    Sam chuckles. “I do my best.”


    We clean up from our fight with some soap and water and head outside.


    “I’ll call you tomorrow,” Sam says, getting into his car. “We’ll figure this out, don’t worry.”


    I bid him goodbye walk off towards my own car. It’s nice to have Sam on my side; maybe together, we can find a way.


    I drive home with a feeling of warmth I haven’t had in a long time; it’s not happiness or accomplishment... it’s hope.


    I get to the house just in time for dinner; Warren made shrimp scampi. It’s the first home-cooked meal I’ve had in a while, so I go through very little pleasantry before concentrating solely on the food.


    The whole meal is absolutely delicious; I don’t know if I would have said so a year ago, but Arden really got me into the whole sea-food thing. I could totally get used to Warren’s cooking. About halfway though my second plate of shrimp, I realize that they’re watching me. It doesn’t take me long to realize why. My eye has swollen quite a bit from all the tough love I received in the locker room.


    I watch them out of the corner of my good eye and continue eating; no sense in starting an avalanche.


    “Mark.” James is the first one to speak. “Is everything alright?”


    “Yeah, everything’s fine, Dad.” I glance at him briefly and continue eating.


    “Any particular reason your eye is swollen, then?” I look up at Warren; he’s smiling one of those ‘I’ll play your little game’ smiles and waiting patiently for an answer.


    “Look, I just had to figure some things out, okay?” I watch him out of the corner of my eye, hoping he’s satisfied with the answer, but he just continues to smile.


    “Go on,” he says, urging me with a brief nod.


    “I ran into Sam.” No sense in hiding it now. “He was angry at me for what I did to Arden. So, we tussled around a bit.”


    “Sam?” Warren is as surprised as I was when Sam tackled me.


    “Yeah. He punches pretty hard for an otter.” I chuckle and go back to my shrimp.


    Again, I feel my parents watching me as I finish off the last few bites. “We’re okay now, guys. I proved to him that I still love Arden, and he said he’d try to find some way to get us back together.”


    They both sigh audibly.


    “Have you two come up with anything yet?” Warren asks.


    I sigh and slump my head. “Nope.” Sam is good friends with Arden, but he isn’t a miracle worker. All this hope might be for naught.


    “Well, if anyone can change Arden’s mind, it’s his best friend,” James smiles, tapping my paw gently with his.


    “I hope you’re right, Dad.”


    We clean up after dinner, watch some monster movie on TV, and head to bed.


    My room is pretty cold, so I open up the closet to grab a comforter. Underneath it, I find the giant stuffed fox I won for Arden in August; jeez, was it really that long ago?


    I remember how I told him to cuddle with it when I’m not around. Deciding that this bit of advice could work both ways, I grab the fox and lay it next to me in bed. It’s lost all of Arden’s scent, but something about holding it and imagining the otter in its place, calms me down and sends me into an easy sleep.


    My alarm wakes me up early next morning; I gasp, feeling the weight in my arms. Seconds later, the illusion of holding Arden fades, and I climb lazily out of bed.


    James is already gone by the time I get downstairs, but Warren is sitting at the kitchen table, sipping coffee. I still can’t get used to the somewhat surreal feeling of having my history teacher also be my father; that doesn’t mean I don’t like it.


    “Hey, Dad!” I walk over and peck him on the cheek.


    “Hey, Mark!” He smiles, clearly very pleased to be welcomed so warmly into the family.


    I’m just happy he’s happy. I’ve always felt like his marriage to Donnah left him incomplete, somewhat. I was absolutely right; the joy and energy he’s had ever since he and Warren got back together is simply infectious. He’s gotten into great shape over the past few months, too. He looks a good fifteen years younger now. It gives me hope for my own relationship; after all, if after twenty five years someone can get another chance, maybe it isn’t too late for me.


    Warren waits patiently for me to eat and then gets up. “We should hurry if we want to make it to school on time.”


    “I’ll drive!” I grab my keys from the counter and head out the door.


    The ride to school is quick, and we actually manage to get there well before the first bell.


    “I’ll see you in class!” Warren waves me off and heads to the teacher’s lounge.


    For lack of anything else to do, I climb the stairs straight to my first class.


    As expected, the classroom is and stays empty until the first bell.


    I busy myself with reading a book, but invariably drift out of the story and into thoughts about the next class. For the first time in months, I’m actually looking forward to it. I don’t expect get back together with Arden in the space of one history lesson, but at least Sam is now on my side.


    I pay much less attention in class than I have been, and it shows. Twice I get called on, and twice I have no clue what the question is. The teacher sighs and gives up on asking me any more questions.


    “Is everything alright, Mr. Heeley?” He catches me as I’m walking out the door.


    “Yeah, I just didn’t get much sleep last night, that’s all.” A blatant lie, but who gives a crap? He buys it, I’m off the hook, and we will never speak of this again; problem solved.


    He pats me on the back, saying he understands, and sends me off to my next class.


    I am wide awake now, scanning the hallways for any sign of Arden and Sam. I pull out my phone for what must be several dozen times while walking to class; Sam still hasn’t texted me.


    Neither of them are there when I walk in. I take my usual seat and watch the door closely.


    They show up several minutes later. Arden is still in a daze, though lifted somewhat, and Sam is chatting with him, holding up what appears to be a very one-sided conversation. He looks at me momentarily and nods before sitting down.


    My phone finally vibrates; I lunge for it with such enthusiasm that it almost flies off the desk.


    The text message is short, but very hopeful: ‘Meet me after school, behind the pool complex.’


    I text back immediately: ‘K.’


    Sam glances briefly at his phone. Making sure Arden isn’t paying attention, he meets my gaze and nods again, but with a smile this time.


    After fully absorbing what this whole thing could mean, a familiar pang of nervousness makes my stomach turn. What will I say to him? What will Sam say to him beforehand?


    Those questions are put on the back-burner as Warren walks in and starts class.


    “If I see any cell phones out,” he looks at me and smiles, “I’ll have to confiscate them and have your parents pick them up. School policy and all that.”


    Nobody but me gets the joke; I see a lot of kids switching off their ringers and trying to better conceal their nonstop texting.


    Class goes on as usual; we’re all the way to World War II now. I must say, I was never really into modern history, but Warren just knows how to teach it and make it enjoyable, and it’s not just because he’s my dad.


    “Alright, guys.” He passes out a grading rubric. “It’s time for your group project!”


    I glance over the paper before quickly. It doesn’t look too complicated – make a board-game based on your favorite era in European history. He pairs us up using what he claims is a random order. I just pray not to get Arden. I want to be with him, but diving right into it by doing a group project doesn’t seem like the greatest idea in the world; I get Sam. A week ago, I would have been horrified – almost as horrified as I was at the thought of getting Arden, in fact; but I feel like we’re good enough friends at this point to do a group project together.


    The bell rings just then, and I head off to my next class.


    As usual, it’s a snorefest. My attention is only pulled out of my daydream by Chris’s constant pestering. He seems to be getting more and more desperate for my attention. I feel bad about ignoring him, but I’m just too weighed down with crap to give him the attention he deserves. We’ll definitely hang out more once Arden and I are back together.


    The bell rings and I habitually make for the library.


    “Lunch?” Chris makes another attempt.


    I sigh but make up for it with a quick smile. “Sure.” I don’t really have any homework to do, and my mood’s the best it’s been in days; no reason to not spend some time together.


    His ears perk up instantly. “Awesome!”


    He practically skips down to the caf, chattering merrily along the way about how excited he is for Spring Leagues to start.


    We wait in line for pizza and then sit down to eat.


    “Mark, we haven’t seen you in ages!” This and similar responses greet me when I sit down at my ‘usual’ table. I nod politely and shake paws with all of my old friends. It’s kind of nice after all this time away to return to the old crowd. It almost brings me back to a simpler time; a time when I was Mark, the alpha male, team captain who had a tiny little secret in his closet, but never let it bother him. I don’t dwell in that world for very long; as much as I enjoyed life back then, nothing could beat the few brief weeks I spent with Arden – the golden age of our relationship. I came close to losing everything back then; my parents, my house, any chance at going to college... but what I found was at the same time more trivial and immeasurably more valuable than any of those things.


    I look over at Arden, remembering the sheer release of happiness that came with hearing him say he loves me. For those brief seconds, all else faded into the background, and it was just us floating in our own little universe... a place where nothing could hurt us.


    Arden looks at me and then over at Chris. I see the first flicker of emotion in his eyes, but it isn’t a good one. It doesn’t take me long to figure out that he’s looking at Chris and I sitting together. Sam looks in our direction with a hint of disapproval, pats Arden on the back and says something that makes my otter turn away.


    I want to run over there right now, in front of everyone, and wrap him in my arms, but I trust Sam enough to stay where I am for the time being.


    Lunch ends just as I’m finishing my pizza. I shake paws with Chris and a few of the other guys and head off to English.


    I take my usual seat, this time hoping that Arden does sit next to me. It’s not even because I want to catch his eye, but because I just want to feel that familiar presence again.


    I get my wish, if only because he’s the last one to come in and has nowhere else to sit.


    I look over at him and smile. I know he doesn’t see me, but I hope he feels at least a bit of warmth.


    Eggurd teaches the class with her usual flare and makes me momentarily forget my situation. I marvel at her. What’s her drive? What is it that causes her to wake up every morning and go to school, to teach kids, knowing that most of them couldn’t care less about what she has to say. How does she do it all without losing hope?


    From what I heard, her husband passed away almost thirty years ago. How did she recover from this loss?


    I suppose I pay more attention to her than what she’s teaching because I have no clue what was taught in class.


    She leaves us with a final note about the AP prep group she’s leading and then scurries out of the classroom.


    I walk out with everyone else, again resisting the temptation to approach Arden and talk things out.


    Remembering Sam’s message, I head straight for the pool complex.


    He’s waiting for me when I arrive, alone.


    At first, I smell a trap. Is he going to try beating me up again?


    He smiles as I walk over and embraces me, fading my fears completely.


    “Mark, I’ve talked to Arden,” he says. “But I want to show you something first.”


    I’m baffled by this, but trust wins out again. “Okay, what is it?”


    “Follow me.”


    He leads me away from the pool complex and towards the track.


    As I’m about to step out of a small cover of trees he led me behind, he stops me.


    “Just wait here and listen carefully.”


    I am, once again, confused by oblique directions. “Okay.”


    I watch him make his way around the perimeter of the track and enter through one of the side-gates. He approaches a spot right in front of my hiding place, coming to a halt within hearing range. I’m so busy watching him that I completely miss another figure that enters the track.


    Chris is walking briskly, his jacket pulled tightly around him, trudging wearily through the fresh snow. “What the fuck do you want?” He glares at Sam.


    “Well, since you somehow managed to avoid arrest,” Sam glares right back at him, “I thought I’d give you some bruises of your own.”


    “Oh, Christ!” Chris rolls his eyes. “Are you really gonna open that can of worms again?”


    “After what you did to Arden and Mark, that can is far from closed.” Sam’s clearly doing his best to control himself.


    “Oh, please!” Chris chuckles. “Arden’s a zombie, and Mark’s... well, who gives a fuck what he is? He’s not getting back together with cocksuckng otter, and that’s good enough for me.”


    I stifle a gasp; Arden was right. He was right all along.


    “I can’t believe you’d do this for your little soccer game.” Sam’s a bit more composed now; at least his voice is level.


    “And I can’t believe how Mark was willing to jeopardize my chance at getting to the nationals for some tail!” Chris comes right back at him.


    “But you said yourself none of what you told him is true.”


    “No.”


    He did lie. He lied about everything. I want to run out right now and tear his throat out, but I restrain myself, choosing to see what else he has to say.


    “But you never know. I was not going to let his cock-fancy get in the way of my dreams! He’s my little pet now, and I will train him into a soccer-playing machine!”


    “No thanks, Chris.” Having heard more than enough, I walk out of the trees, trying my best to keep from pouncing on him.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Eight


    Chris whips around when he hears my voice. His ears fold down and he looks like he’s ready to make a dash for the exit. “Mark, listen-” He composes himself somewhat and smiles. I remember that smile – the smile he encouraged me with, the smile he commiserated with... I can’t believe I didn’t see just how fake it was.


    I fake a smile back. “Okay.”


    He he just stands and stares; I guess he expected me to yell.


    I nod. “Go ahead.”


    “This really is not what it sounded like.” He shifts from paw to paw, glancing at me and Sam nervously. “Sam was just trying to twist my words out of context.”


    “Chris.” My anger is swelling to the point where I can barely control it. “The phrase ‘I hate him’ can be twisted out of context. ‘Arden’s a zombie, and Mark’s... well, who gives a fuck what he is.’ That seems pretty hard to misinterpret.”


    “Look, dude,” it’s like Donnah’s trial all over again; there is no defense he can possibly offer up, but he tries anyway. “I’m doing it for you.”


    “For me?!” I can’t believe I haven’t torn his throat out yet, but I’m getting there.


    “Yeah. You need to focus on soccer more, man.” Even he doesn’t sound like he believes himself. His paws are shaking and his eyes are twitchier than ever. The track is far enough away from school that nobody would hear him. He knows this and makes his last stand. “Arden was a distraction.”


    “To me, or to you?”


    “To you. Of course!” He looks hurt, but I can see right through him. He’s a terrible actor; I guess the only reason I believed him is because I refused to acknowledge the possibility that my best friend could be using me for his own gain.


    “Mark, your boyfriend was distracting you from the game; you were slipping.”


    “That’s not what Coach or any of the other guys said.” I finally start making my way towards him. He sees it and starts to slowly back away. “It’s not what you said, either.”


    “We just didn’t wanna upset you, that’s all.”


    I’m within arm’s reach of him now. Sam’s standing just inside my field of vision, watching the proceedings with a smug grin on his muzzle.


    “Mark, you really don’t want to do this.” He’s not very strong, so an all-out fight is out of the question; he isn’t very fast either, so running won’t help much. Chris knows all this, so he trusts his wit.


    “Chris, after all the lies you’ve told me, do you really think I’m gonna take your advice?” I grab him by his jacket.


    “Mark, I swear to God!” The last of his wit drains out, and he turns to pure survival mode. “If you lay a single paw on me, you’ll never play soccer again!”


    “Good,” he watches helplessly as my left paw arcs through the air and makes contact with his muzzle, “because I quit.”


    I let go of his jacket, and he crumples into a heap on the snow. I’m probably gonna get in trouble for this, but I really couldn’t care less.


    Sam walks over and puts a paw on my shoulder. “I can’t believe you didn’t kill him.”


    “Me neither.” I sigh and start heading for the exit. “Thanks for showing me this, Sam. I’m sorry I didn’t believe you guys.”


    “Hey, if you were as close with that dick as I am with Arden, I don’t blame ya.” I was expecting cynicism, but Sam was remarkably understanding.


    As we pass the chain-link fence, I hear Chris’s voice again. “You cocksucking faggot!” His tone is different; I guess that’s what he really sounds like. “You won’t get away with this!”


    We turn around and look at him; he’s clearly very disoriented. I guess my punch did more damage than I thought. He struggles to regain balance, but falls muzzle-first into a small pool of his own blood. “You will crawl back to me and beg to get back on the team! You hear me?!”


    “Goodbye, Chris.” We take one last look at him and head for the parking lot.


    “He’s gonna be back, you know,” Sam says, stopping next to his car and casually leaning on it.


    “Probably.” I shrug. “He really doesn’t have much to go on if he wants to get me into trouble, though. No cameras, no friendly witnesses, but, I guess we’ll just have to wait and see.”


    “Yes, we will.” Sam climbs into his car and rolls down the window. “I’ll talk to Arden tonight. Be ready to meet him at some point this week.”


    “As ready as I can be.” We shake paws and he drives off.


    Habitually, I head over to the indoor field for practice; I’m about halfway there before I remember that I’m not on the team anymore. This realization makes me giggle with relief; soccer was the only thing holding me back from being completely out to everyone. It was the last door, and now, it’s finally open. Had this happened a few years ago, I would have been terrified of what my parents would have to say, but something tells me they won’t mind too much.


    By the time I get back to the parking lot, Chris’s car is gone. I follow his lead and also head for home.


    Neither of my parents is back when I get to the house. I run out to check the mail and find a large elaborate-looking envelope among the bills and junk-mail. It’s emblazoned with the Lakeforest logo, so it isn’t too difficult to discern what’s inside. Trying my best to not shred the contents with my claws in all my eagerness, I tear open the envelope and read the cover-letter.


    Dear Mr. Heeley,


    I would like to personally congratulate you on your acceptance to Lakeforest University. Should you choose to accept our invitation, you will be joining a long-standing tradition of excellence in liberal arts education. The staff and students of our fine university open our doors to you, and hope that you will join us in your pursuit of knowledge and personal discovery.


    Cordially yours,


    Roland Breskville (Dean of admissions)


    The rest of the stuff is just the usual welcome-packet. I glance through it quickly and find another letter hiding among the colorful pamphlets.


    To: Mr. Mark Heeley


    You are hereby invited to play on the Lakeforest D-I soccer team; we offer you a full-ride scholarship in exchange for your commitment to the sport and continued support of our fine soccer program.


    Signed,


    Edward Summers (Head coach of Men’s soccer team)


    Reading this, I breathe a sigh of relief. I’d gotten letters from other colleges, but none of them were terribly attractive – mostly crap schools that wanted me to play on their soccer teams. I guess the good schools just take their time.


    My phone rings. “Hey, kiddo!” It’s Warren. “What do you want for dinner tonight, lemon chicken or beef’n’broccoli?”


    “I got into Lakeforest!” I just really needed to tell someone that, and Warren is as good as anyone else to share my news with.


    “Not a food item, but I’ll take it!” He chuckles. “Any scholarships?”


    “Yeah, they want me to play on their soccer team!” Then, I think back to what Chris was saying. “We’ll see how that works out, though.”


    “Well, your father has plenty of money to pay for school,” he says. “If you feel like soccer will be a distraction, we won’t force you to do it.”


    “Thanks, Dad.” I’ll tell him about the thing with Chris... but not over the phone. “Oh, and lemon chicken sounds great!”


    “Chicken it is!”


    We talk for a few more minutes about school before he bids me goodbye and hangs up.


    I put down the phone and immediately busy myself with figuring out whom I want to call next. I scroll through the phone-book, realizing just how few friends I truly have. The number used to stand at one – Chris. Then, it briefly went up to two – Chris and Sam. Now, I’m back down to one again.


    I hit Sam’s number and wait to be connected.


    “Hey.” Sam picks up. He sounds slightly cautious, probably thinking I got into trouble for the whole ‘Chris’ thing.


    “Hey! Did you get any college letters?”


    “I did, actually.” His voice softens slightly; I wouldn’t be talking about college acceptance letters if I was calling from prison. “Just got one from Lakeforest today.”


    “Same here, I’m pretty stoked!”


    “Me too!” His excitement fades a bit. “Certain others got in as well.”


    It doesn’t take me long to figure out why he’s suddenly started being so oblique. I hear a voice in the background: “Sam, who is it?” My suspicions are confirmed on the spot.


    “It’s just Danny.” I feel bad that he has to lie to Arden on my behalf, but it’s probably for the best. Sam’s the only person my otter trusts now, and knowing that he’s secretly in communication with me wouldn’t do that trust any favors.


    “I’ll talk to you later, Sam.” I don’t want to make things any tougher for him than they already are.


    “Alright, I’ll see ya tomorrow.” We hang up and I head downstairs to get some homework done.


    This time around, I don’t let my thoughts drift to my encounter with Arden. I have found that, whenever I try to script my future conversations, they always go in a completely different direction, leaving me utterly unprepared. I’ll figure out what I’ll say to Arden when I see him.


    I get all of my homework done and sit around watching TV until Warren gets home.


    “Come help me with the groceries, kiddo,” he says, plopping several bags of food onto the kitchen counter.


    “Sure.” I switch off the TV and head outside.


    Between us, we manage to get all the groceries into the house with record speed. I mill around the kitchen while he unpacks the food and sorts it into different cupboards.


    Something about his studious attention to keeping the house running in tiptop shape reminds me of the mother I never had. Donnah always did things haphazardly, like she was being forced into everything. The house was never terribly clean, and microwave pizza became a staple dinner.


    “Alright, let’s see that acceptance letter!” Warren tosses the last of the grocery bags into the trash and goes to sit across from me at the kitchen table.


    “Oh, alright.” I run down to my room and bring him the entire packet.


    He looks over it with a small grin playing on his narrow muzzle. We haven’t been family for long, but he’s already more supportive of me than Donnah ever was.


    Once he’s done inspecting the paperwork, he walks over and embraces me. “I’m so proud of you, Son.”


    I return his embrace and decide to tell him everything. “Dad, I don’t think I’ll be able to play soccer in college.”


    “Like I said, Mark, if you feel like it will get in the way of your classes, you don’t have to do it.”


    “It’s not that.”


    He sits back down, motioning for me to do the same. “I’m all ears, Son.”


    I sit down and sigh, wondering where to begin and which parts to leave out. Logically, it would be best to keep the more violent parts of the story to myself; he’s my dad, after all. He might ground me or even make me apologize to Chris. Of course, I hardly ever let my logical mind have its way, so I tell him everything.


    He gasps when I tell him Chris was behind everything. I brace myself and continue the story.


    To my surprise, he actually smiles when I get to the part where I decked Chris. It’s a thin smile; a smile he doesn’t think I noticed... or maybe he just wants me to think that.


    “So, I ended up quitting the team.” I finish my story and look up at him.


    “Mark,” his eyes catch mine; they’re deadly serious now. “I won’t say what you did was right.”


    It’s too late to unsay anything now; all I can do is prepare for whatever punishment he has to give.


    His features soften slightly. “Having said that, I’m not going to punish you, either.” He slides his paw across the table and places it over mine. “I don’t normally condone violence, but Chris totally had it coming.”


    For that brief moment, he’s not my dad; he’s a good friend. Someone I can confide in without fearing judgment. “Thanks, Dad!”


    “I’m always here to help, Son.” It’s times like these that I truly have no regrets for the way things turned out. Sure, we all got a little battered in the process, but in the end, things changed for the better. If I hadn’t come out to Donnah, James would never have had the courage to come out to me (and to himself). He would never have tried to rekindle his relationship with Warren, and I would be in the kitchen right now, getting assaulted by my mother’s questions, doing my best to escape to my room. I suppose I have Chris to thank for all this. In his attempt to ruin my life, he actually ended up making it fuller and more complete than I ever thought possible. All that’s missing now is Arden.


    “Here, why don’t you help me out with dinner.” Warren gets up and starts rummaging through the refrigerator. “Lemon chicken with couscous tonight.”


    “Couscous?” I’m no expert in food, but that’s the first time I’ve ever heard of it.


    “Yeah, it’s like rice, only healthier.” He pulls out a bag of what look like really small peas. “It’s delicious, trust me.”


    “Hey, if you cook it, I’ll eat it.” I haven’t been disappointed with his cooking yet, and I doubt I ever will be.


    “Actually, I was hoping you could help me.” At first, I think he’s joking, but the look on his face seems serious enough.


    “Microwaving stuff and putting things in a toaster is the extent of my cooking abilities.”


    “No time like the present to rectify that.” He grabs an apron from a hook on the door and throws it to me. “Put this on, wash your paws and I’ll teach you everything you need to know.”


    With some reluctance, I do as he says. “I’ve never cooked anything before in my life, and I’m just afraid to ruin dinner.”


    He chuckles at my apprehensiveness and pats me on the back. “I have the utmost confidence in you. Besides, there’s no better way to impress a boy than being able to cook well.”


    Without even thinking about it, I sigh audibly. “If it were only that easy.”


    “Mark, I know you feel like if things don’t work out with Arden, it will be the end.” He puts down the chicken and turns around to face me. “I know I’m not the best person to say this; if only because that’s exactly how I felt... but things will get better – with or without Arden. I won’t say move right along and start dating someone else; I know that if I did, I wouldn’t be where I am today.” He puts his paw on my shoulder. “I just don’t want you be miserable during, what should be, the happiest years of your life.”


    I know that what he’s saying is the truth, but I just can’t grasp it. For whatever reason, I just don’t see being without Arden as a possibility. I read an article some time ago about people behaving in extreme situations. It said that, no matter how much you try to plan and script your life, there will be certain situations you simply cannot plan for, situations you simply cannot imagine being in. “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see what happens.”


    “I’m always here if you need to talk.” He gives me another encouraging smile and turns his attention back to the chicken.


    


    We are almost done cooking when James walks in. He hugs me and then goes to kiss Warren. “Something smells amazing!”


    “That would be Mark’s couscous.” Warren winks at me. Somehow, I managed to cook something without burning or mutilating it. Even more than that, I really had fun doing it. Since I no longer have practice after school, I offered to help Warren with the cooking, and he was only too happy to accept.


    Once the chicken is ready, we sit down and share a nice family dinner.


    “Oh, I almost forgot.” I’m halfway through my chicken before I remember. “I got a letter from Lakeforest!”


    “An acceptance letter, I hope.” He watches with great amusement as I sprint over to the counter and grab the letter. “Although, you wouldn’t be this excited if it wasn’t.”


    I give him the papers just as my phone goes off.


    “Hello?” I answer it and head to the living room for some privacy.


    “Hey.” Sam’s whispering; clearly, Arden’s nearby. “Can you be behind the pool complex in a half hour?”


    “Sure.” I really thought he had a better plan than this.


    “Good, don’t be late, and good luck.” He hangs up.


    “Hey, guys,” I walk back to the kitchen, trying to think up a quick lie. I realize about halfway through my attempt that there’s no need to lie at all. “I’m going to go meet Arden.”


    The atmosphere at the dinner table changes immediately.


    James nods. “Good luck, Son.”


    “And remember,” Warren adds, “you’re an amazing young wolf. There will be others in your life; don’t take it too hard if things don’t work out.”


    “I won’t.” I might.


    We share a big family hug, I put on my jacket and head out to the car.


    The drive there is shorter than I ever remember it being. Before I can even process what I’m about to do, I find myself pulling up into an empty parking space.


    Some of the swimmers are already leaving practice, so I get out of the car quickly, and head to the meeting spot.


    Nobody’s there when I arrive. I lean against the wall and glance at my cell. It’s almost exactly thirty minutes since Sam called. I know it’s stupid, but I begin to get nervous. What if he set me up? What if Arden’s just not going to show?


    My questions are answered by a familiar voice, coming from around the corner. “Sam, I don’t like surprises.”


    “It’ll be okay, trust me.”


    I brace myself for impact.


    

  


  
    Chapter Twenty-Nine


    Arden rounds the corner, followed closely by Sam. Words die in his muzzle as he sees me. He freezes up again, but not before I do. All my plans to speak to him evaporate. What could I possibly say that will make up for what I’ve done? What could ever possess him to take me back?


    Sam backs away slightly. “Arden, Mark wanted to talk to you.”


    We stare at each other; it isn’t any easier than it was before. I am about to turn around and run when I notice something. My mind is probably playing tricks on me, but I’m pretty sure I can see a strange glimmer in his eyes, something that wasn’t there during all our previous encounters. It’s this delusion that pushes me forward.


    “Arden.” His eyes widen just a bit; it’s as if though he wasn’t expecting me to talk at all. “I’m sorry.”


    That familiar lump in my throat makes a comeback at this most inopportune of moments; I force my way through it. Tears well up in my eyes, making me realize that if I don’t do this now, I never will. Slowly, I approach him. “I know that what I did was wrong.” He remains perfectly still, watching me.


    “Arden.”


    As I get closer, he panics, turns around and tries to make a run for it. Instinct and reflexes take over; I grab him, spin him around and hold him close. “Arden, I love you.” He struggles to get free. “I never stopped.” His breathing gets heavier. “I did what I did because I didn’t think I’d be able to give you the relationship you deserve.” He lets out a strangled sob, making it even harder for me to speak. “I was afraid, Arden. You deserve so much more than what I was.” He continues to struggle, crying openly now. “Arden, I’m not afraid anymore. I want to be with you, whatever it takes. I don’t want to be alone.” He continues to sob brokenly. There’s nothing left for me to say. “I know it’s too late, I’m sorry to have put you through this.”


    As I begin to let go, he wraps his arms around me, pulling me close. “Don’t you dare let go!” he sobs. “Don’t you dare!” We hold on to each other, fighting the invisible forces that try to tear us apart. The last of our tears are shed, and we are one again. I close my eyes, fearing that this is all a dream. If it is, I want to dwell here for as long as possible. His muzzle brushes mine, and I open it willingly. As our tongues lovingly explore each other’s muzzles, the warmth I’ve missed so much from the past few months comes back. Our kiss breaks world records; we are both so parched of this wonderful feeling that neither of us wants it to end. It’s probably very cold outside, but in my mind, it’s summer again – the summer when I met the person who changed my life forever. The tears come back, but I don’t mind; they’re happy tears.


    After these few blissful moments, our muzzles separate. I step back, but only enough to be able to see his eyes. Even in the dim light of the nearby streetlamp, they shine with a life that they’ve been so cruelly robed of just a few months ago.


    A smile plays on his muzzle; it’s faint, but it’s a smile.


    I look behind us briefly; Sam’s leaning up against the wall, watching us. He’s shivering slightly from the cold, but doesn’t say a word. When I catch his eye, he smiles and nods. I sigh and smile back; everything worked out okay.


    Despite our complete reluctance, Arden and I end our embrace. We hold paws and follow Sam out to the parking lot.


    “Thanks,” I whisper.


    “For what?” He turns his muzzle quizzically.


    “For not running away.”
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    I want badly to invite Arden to sleep over, to fall asleep with him in my arms again, but decide to wait. He’s not going anywhere, and there’s nothing wrong with taking our time. It feels like he’s thinking the same thing because he opens his muzzle several times to speak, but settles for a smile and a gentle squeeze of my paw.


    Since we all came in separate cars, we say our goodbyes in the parking lot.


    “I’ll come pick you up for school tomorrow, hon.” We share another kiss and Arden heads to his car.


    I wave to him until he’s out of sight and then turn to Sam. “Thanks, Sam. For everything. You’ve done more than I could ever repay you for.”


    “Just take care of him, okay?” He embraces me. “He might look tough, but he’s very fragile; especially now.”


    “I will. I promise.”


    The snow picks up; we jog over to our cars and hurry home.


    For once, my drive is quiet and peaceful. A warmth that has nothing to do with the car heater permeates my entire being. The hope that started growing in me when I made up with Sam has blossomed into true happiness.


    Warren and James are waiting by the door when I get home. I walk in, grinning like an idiot, so my mood isn’t terribly hard to read. They take a moment to appraise me and then we embrace.


    “We’re so happy for you, Son.”


    This familial love warms my heart even more.


    It’s only nine, but we’re all so tired from our ordeal that nobody objects to turning in a little bit early.


    I fall asleep without the stuffed fox in my arms. Why pretend when reality is sweeter than anything I can imagine?


    I wake up a whole hour before my alarm is due to go off. Not feeling the least bit sleepy, I decide to spend an extra bit of time on grooming.


    After brushing my fur, scenting it with a bit of vanilla powder and brushing my teeth, I exhaust my list of grooming tasks and make my way to the kitchen.


    Warren left for school early to get to a meeting, and James is long since at work by this point.


    I have a quiet breakfast of sausage and eggs, chewing the food slowly because I have way too much time left before Arden is due to call.


    Finally, the phone goes off and his adorable muzzle pops up on the screen.


    I hit the answer key as fast as my paws can manage. “Hello?”


    “Woah, that didn’t even ring once!” He sounds chipper and excited.


    “I’ve been waiting a while,” I confess.


    “How long?”


    “Well, I’ve been up since five.”


    “Ha! I’ve been up since four!” I was having doubts about just how much he’d snapped out of the funk he’s been in for so long, but his laughter and bouncy attitude pretty much speak for themselves. “Anyway, I’ll come pick you up in like five minutes.”


    “Okay, see ya then.” I hang up and try to sit patiently in my chair. After about two minutes, I give up on trying to be patient and go outside to wait.


    By the time his car pulls up to the curb, I’ve paced back and forth enough times to create a puddle of slush in the fresh snow.


    I hop into the car, and we kiss again. It’s not so much a passionate kiss as a reaffirming one; we’re together, and this time we’ll fight to keep it that way.


    “I missed you last night,” he says once we break the kiss.


    “Ditto.” I fasten my seat-belt and he pulls out into the street. “Actually, I was wondering if you wanted to sleep over tonight. It’s Friday; maybe we can spend the whole weekend together.”


    “Sure.” He tilts his muzzle slightly. “Don’t you have soccer or something?”


    I completely forgot to tell him about this. “Not anymore, I quit.”


    “Quit?”


    “Yeah.” I also never apologized. “I’m sorry I didn’t believe you about Chris. Sam showed me just how wrong I was.”


    “It’s okay.” There’s no sadness in his voice this time. “I just didn’t realize how close you guys were.”


    “Neither did I.” I knew we were close, but I never knew he could have such an impact on me. I also didn’t realize that, at some point in his life, he decided to start using our friendship to manipulate me.


    By the time we pull up to the school, most of the parking lot is already full. It takes us a while to find a space, and the one we do find is about as far away from the school as you can get.


    We get out of the car quickly and make a dash for school.


    Once safely inside, I do something I’ve wanted to do for a while now; I take his paw in mine.


    He looks over, surprised at first, and then his surprise turns into a wide smile.


    “Like I said,” I whisper to him, “I’m not afraid anymore.”


    To prove it even further, I lean over and kiss him tenderly on the muzzle. I can instantly feel the many pairs of eyes on us, but this time I couldn’t care less.


    Our kiss is brief, but more powerful than most of the other ones we’ve shared. It tells all those around us that we refuse to hide, we refuse to pretend for the sake of maintaining normalcy, and we refuse to be swayed by the opinions of people we don’t even know.


    Our paws still linked, we head to class.


    “I’ll see you in History.” Arden gives me another kiss and skips down the hall to his Calculus class.


    I almost follow him in to spend some more time together, but catch myself in time and head to Physics.


    In one day, the class has turned from something I mildly enjoyed into something that couldn’t end a minute too soon. Every question seems too long, every problem put up on the board seems too time-consuming. I steal glances at the clock all throughout and spend the last ten minutes or so openly staring at it.


    Mercifully, the bell rings, and I sprint to History.


    Arden’s already there when I come in. He seems a bit out of breath, but the smile on his muzzle is wider than ever.


    “Ha, I beat you!” He pecks me on the cheek as I sit down.


    “That you did.”


    “So, I’ve been meaning to ask...” He adjusts himself in the seat. “Are you planning to play soccer in college?”


    “I’m not sure.” Now that I think about it, there really isn’t much Chris can do to affect my college career. He claimed that coach could, but as it turns out, coach really has no intentions of doing anything. “I guess I’ll just have to wait and see. I mean, I really have nothing against it, so I might as well. Lakeforest has actually offered me a full-ride to play on their team.”


    “So, that’s where you’re going, huh?”


    “I’m not sure yet. What about you?”


    “If you go, I’ll go.” Just like that, my college decision is finalized.


    The rest of the students begin to file into the classroom just as the late bell rings, Sam among them.


    “Oh man, you guys don’t know how happy this makes me.” He sits down next to us.


    We tell him about our college choice.


    “Well, if you’re both going, I’ll definitely go.” He reaches into his backpack and pulls out one of the pamphlets that came with the acceptance letter. “They actually have four-person suites; we can even room together.”


    We flip through the pamphlet together, looking at the different dorms and the meal plans.


    “And they have a really active GSA.” Sam pulls another pamphlet from his backpack. I don’t actually remember getting that one; the whole thing is done in a rainbow gradient and would have been extremely hard to miss.


    “You gonna join?” he asks, looking at me in particular.


    “We just made out in the middle of the hallway.” I look over at Arden and smile. “I think I can handle GSA.”


    Warren walks in at this point, and our conversation is put on pause.


    I love his teaching style, but I just can’t focus today. I got my friend and boyfriend back all in one week, and all I want to do is spend time with them. I try my best to focus on the teacher, but my eyes constantly drift over to Arden. He seems to have a similar mindset to mine. After staring at Warren for several minutes, he turns to me and smiles. We spend most of the class just looking at each other; drinking in each other’s presence.


    The bell rings, but we remain in our seats, ignoring the hustle and bustle around us.


    “I’ll see ya at lunch,” he says when we finally get up.


    “You know it!” We kiss again, and he walks off to Biology. Every time we kiss in public, I get a little extra rush of excitement; it doesn’t feel wrong, just adventurous. From some weird perspective, straight couples actually miss out on this; they kiss so often and with such acceptance from those around them, that the kiss simply lessens in meaning.


    As I walk to my next class, thoughts of Chris invariably flood my brain. I haven’t seen him since that day at the track, and I have no idea what he’ll do once we run into each other again.


    I enter the empty classroom and take a seat furthest from my usual one.


    Chris walks in sometime later; he gives me one of his venomous glares and sits down. He’s cleaned up well and, other than a slight swelling of his muzzle, he’s got nothing to show for our fight.


    Seeing this eases my tension slightly. If he was going to try and get me into trouble, he would have played up his injury in every way possible. I can almost imagine him rolling in on a wheel chair, wearing a full-body cast. The image causes me to chuckle audibly. Chris’s ears flatten when he hears me, but he doesn’t turn around.


    The class goes ahead as it usually does; in fact, it’s almost better because Chris isn’t constantly pestering me for attention.


    Afterwards, he catches up with me in the hallway. “Look,” he says, not even bothering to catch my attention first. “Stay the fuck out of my life, and I’ll stay out of yours.”


    “Good plan.” I glance at him briefly and walk off to the caf.


    Arden’s already at the front of the line when I get there. “Just go get us some seats, I’ll get the food.”


    “Okay.” I go to our usual table behind the vending machines and sit down.


    Frankie, one of the guys from the team walks over. “Dude, did you seriously quit the team?”


    “Yep.” Not one regret. “Chris was being an asshole, so now he can lead you guys to the nationals all by himself.”


    “You’re still playing in college, though, right?”


    “Yeah, I guess so. Lakeforest offered me a full-ride; might as well take it.”


    “Oh, good stuff! I’ll be playing at Teason, myself.”


    “I’m pretty sure they’re in the same league, so we’ll get to play against each other.”


    “Yep.” He stands around just a bit longer, shifting from paw to paw. “Well, I’ll see you around, then.”


    “See ya.”


    He walks back to the soccer team table and sits down. I can’t hear what he’s saying to the rest of the guys, but it’s probably about me; whatever.


    “Whole wheat, peperoni pizza... oh joy.” Arden puts the plate in front of me and sits down.


    “So, I ran into Chris after class.” He’s probably just as worried about this as I am. “We agreed to stay out of each other’s lives from now on.”


    “And you think he’ll keep his word?”


    “We’ve got too much dirt on him.” The thought comes to mind just as I search for it. “If he tries to get me in trouble for hitting him, I can start a whole investigation of Danny’s case. I know Danny said he doesn’t want to press charges, but Chris doesn’t know that. I’m sure if they dig through his text messages, they’re bound to find something incriminating.”


    “Hm, I guess you’re right.”


    We finish our pizza and walk to English. Eggurd’s already there, reading a book that looks almost as old as she does. “Ah, I see the quarreling lovers are back together!” She smiles. “I’m very happy to see that.”


    “We’re all happy.” I squeeze Arden’s paw gently.


    “How did you know we were a couple?” Arden asks.


    “Oh, when you’ve been around as long as I have, you learn to read people like books.” She gestures to the volume in her paws. “Never judge one by its cover, and pay particular attention to the little hints and details.”


    “If only everyone was like that.” I sigh.


    We sit down in our usual seats (as close to each other as possible) and class begins.


    Just like in history, Arden and I spend most of our time focused on each other. It’s as if he wants to make up for all the times he completely ignored me when I tried to catch his eye.


    Eggurd ends class a couple of minutes before the bell rings. “I’ll let you get a head start on your weekend,” she says, erasing the homework she had previously put up on the board. “Have fun and be safe.”


    We leave English quickly and head to the parking lot. On our way there, we run into Katelyn. “How does it feel to be a freak?” she jeers, loud enough for everyone to hear, calling attention to our linked paws. Arden makes as if to pull his paw away, but I squeeze his paw tighter. “Not sure.” I shrug, gracing her with a conniving smile. “How does it feel to be rejected by a guy you thought you had wrapped around your finger?”


    She opens her muzzle to retort; nothing by hot air comes out. She glares at us for a little while longer and stomps off.


    “That was amazing!” Arden kisses me on the cheek as we exit the building. “Never knew you had it in you.”


    “Neither did I.” I chuckle. Something that seemed like bravery so long ago really doesn’t feel all that important. “Neither did I.”
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    Chapter Thirty


    The two boys held paws as they walked across the parking lot. Arden couldn’t remember having been this happy since before school started. He had to go through several months of pure hell to get to where he was right now, but against all odds, he emerged on the other side, bruised yet whole. For what it was worth, Chris had actually ended up helping. By breaking his relationship with Mark down to its most base foundation, the coyote allowed them to rebuild from the ground up. Now, they were stronger than ever. There was no more hiding, no more fear; Arden could have the relationship he always wanted, with the one person he wanted it with.


    “I know it’s cold, and all,” Mark looked over at him, his eyes as filled with love and wonder as they were when the boys first kissed, “but I was thinking maybe we could go to Rabbit’s.”


    “Heh, kinda makes you wish we could walk home and talk about Redwall, doesn’t it?” Arden chuckled.


    “Why dwell in the past?” Mark smiled and gently nuzzled the otter’s ears. “We’ve got each other right now. We can talk about whatever we want, and make some new happy memories.”


    Rather than take the car, the boys opted for a walk down to Rabbit’s.


    The sun was shining, and if they imagined hard enough, they could feel all the sensations of that one fateful day return to them. As he walked side by side with his wolf, Arden pondered all the events that had gotten them to where they were. Had any one thing slipped out of place, he would still be alone and confused; still trying to figure out why he could never land a girlfriend.


    “You know, I almost didn’t go to the track that day,” he said, remembering that hot August morning. “My mom said that I was at risk of getting a heat stroke, and she insisted that I stay home. Come to think of it, I really have no idea why I went.” He lay his head on the wolf’s shoulder. “But I’m glad I did.”


    Mark looked him in the eyes and gave his paw a slight squeeze. “Life would suck if you didn’t, and I wouldn’t even know what was missing.”


    Without even realizing it, the pair reached Rabbit’s. The little smoothie shop was one of the few things in their lives that had remained completely unchanged. Mark held the door open for Arden, and the otter stepped inside.


    To his surprise, there was actually a line. A large sign hanging next to the menu board read: Beat the cold with a Spiced Pumpkin Chai, Vanilla Chai or a nice, hot cup of Ginger Drink.


    “Wow, talk about adapting.” Mark studied the sign. “I always wondered how they managed to attract customers in the winter.”


    It took them almost twenty minutes of standing in line to get their drinks.


    “Hey Jenny!” Mark spotted the weasel.


    “Oh, hey Mark!” She smiled and waved them over to her cash register. “What would you like?”


    “I guess I’ll go for the pumpkin chai.” He turned to Arden. “What about you, hon?”


    “Well, I was gonna get pumpkin chai as well, but I guess I’ll just try some of yours.” Arden reached into his jeans and rummaged around for his wallet. “I think I’ll go with the vanilla, then. My treat this time.”


    Jenny nodded, seemingly unfazed by the boys’ open relationship.


    Before the otter could get to his wallet, Mark laid a fresh twenty on the counter. “Don’t worry, I’ll get it.”


    “Oh, alright,” Arden smiled, remembering the first time the wolf had bought him a smoothie.


    Mark must have remembered it too. “Good. I was expecting you to put up a resistance. Buuut, I’m pretty stubborn.”


    Chuckling at the bygone memory, the boys found a free pair of seats by the window.


    A few minutes later, Jenny brought their drinks. “Congratulations, you guys.” She placed the cups down on the table and smiled. It was a genuine and supportive smile. “I think you two make a really cute couple.”


    “Thanks!” Mark took a sip of his chai. “It turns out Katelyn never liked me anyway.”


    “Yeah, she’s one of those types that go for popularity over anything else.” Jenny rolled her eyes. “She’s dating Chris now.”


    “Oh, they’re perfect for each other.” Arden chuckled.


    Rather than sit in the crowded shop, the boys said goodbye to Jenny and walked outside. The temperature fell even lower, and the tea was a welcome bit of warmth in their paws and muzzles.


    It didn’t take them long to get back to school. They got into Arden’s car and headed home.


    “Oh crap, I completely forgot to ask my parents if I can sleep over.” Arden held the steering wheel with one paw and pulled out his phone and dialed with the other.


    “Hello?” He plugged in his headset and tossed the phone into an empty cup holder. “Mikey, put Mom on. Mom? Listen... can I sleep over at Mark’s tonight?” He looked over at the wolf and switched to Finnish. “Ei, me sovitetut. Hän rakastaa minua, äiti ja minä rakastan häntä.”


    Mark spoke with a look of deep concern etched across his features. “Is everything alright?”


    “Everything’s fine.” Arden smiled, although somewhat hesitantly. “Okei, me käydä nyt, äiti.”


    He took the headset off and sighed. “My mom wants to talk to you first.”


    Mark simply nodded. “I understand.”


    The rest of the drive was completely silent. Mark’s ears were very twitchy, clearly betraying his nervousness about the impending conversation with Arden’s mother.


    Arden pulled the car into the driveway, killed the engine and gave his boyfriend the best reassuring look he could muster up. “It’ll be okay.” He reached reached across the center console and squeezed the wolf’s paw.


    Mark nodded, more halfheartedly even than last time, and followed him into the house.


    Mrs. Halinen was sitting in the living room, reading; Mikey was nowhere to be seen. “Mark, I’d like to talk to you alone.” She put her book down and got up.


    Arden gave Mark’s paw one more gentle squeeze and headed upstairs.


    “Mark, I’m not going to yell at you or anything like that.” Mrs. Halinen motioned for him to sit down. “I just want to know why you did it.”


    “I did it because I felt like Arden could do better.” The wolf couldn’t gather up the courage to catch Mrs. Halinen’s gaze. “I was closeted and afraid of coming out. I felt like I was holding him back.”


    “Is that what you told him?” Mrs. Halinen’s features remained stoic.


    “No, I couldn’t.” Mark sighed. Clearly, he hoped to never have to relive this moment again. “I wanted him to be angry at me... angry enough to move on and find someone else. Angry enough to do it all without remorse.”


    “Is that what you wanted?” Mrs. Halinen sat down across from him.


    “No.” Mark caught her gaze briefly. “But it didn’t matter. I just had to make sure Arden was happy.”


    “That was very noble of you.” Finally, she smiled. “Of course, you didn’t bother to consider what Arden wanted; but you meant well. Engvard is still pretty mad at you, but I’ll talk to him.”


    “Thank you.” Mark stood up.


    The otter stood a good two heads shorter than Mark, but her embrace, like Arden’s, was warm and large. “We’ve all missed you, dear.”


    “I missed you all too.”


    With everything patched up, Arden finally decided to make an appearance. “All set, guys?”


    “I think so.” Mark met Mrs. Halinen’s eyes warily.


    The otter just smiled and winked. “Have fun, you two.”


    “Thank you!” With an audible sigh of relief, Mark joined his boyfriend by the door.


    The boys went up to Arden’s room, packed some stuff the otter would need for the night, and headed to Mark’s house.


    “How long were you eavesdropping on us?” Mark asked; he never really heard Arden come down the stairs.


    “The whole time.” Arden put the car into drive and pulled out into the street. “And for future reference, I don’t want anything better than you. Never, ever assume that I do.”


    Mark embraced him from the passenger seat and gave him a quick kiss. “Will do.”


    As the wolf’s house came into view, Arden saw a rather familiar-looking car in Mark’s driveway.


    He pulled in next to it, racking his mind for where he could possibly have seen it before. He wanted to ask the wolf about it, but decided to wait and see if he could remember on his own. For whatever reason, he thoroughly believed that he’d seen the car in the school parking lot. His heart started beating faster at as he listed the possibilities of the people who could be visiting Mark’s house at the moment: Chris, Katelyn, Mark’s coach... not a very good list.


    For whatever reason, Mark eyed the car without the slightest hint of worry in his canid features.


    Whatever it was, Arden decided, it couldn’t possibly be that bad.


    “Dad, we’re home!” Mark yelled, walking into the kitchen.


    Arden followed him and immediately remembered whom the car belonged to.


    Warren Fresto was sitting at the kitchen table, drinking tea.


    Arden’s eyes widened momentarily, but it didn’t take him long to piece together just what was going on.


    “Hey, Arden!” Fresto waved cheerily to him. “How was school?”


    “Not bad--” Arden wanted to finish the sentence with a title, but he just couldn’t figure out what to call the Fox. “Mr. Fresto” seemed too formal, but “Warren” was slightly weird, having used the former for so long.


    “So, I’m guessing Mark didn’t tell you about James and I,” Fresto chuckled at Arden’s confused expression.


    “Oh crap, I didn’t.” Mark grinned sheepishly. “I got so wrapped up in everything that I completely forgot.”


    He told Arden about James’s repeated attempts to get back together with Warren, and their eventual success.


    “That’s amazing!” Arden was unspeakably happy for all three of them: James and Warren for getting back together, and Mark for finally having a loving and supportive family. “When’s the wedding?”


    “James and I were just talking about it on the phone.” Warren examined his engagement ring with a blissful sigh. “We’re tentatively scheduling it for April. In fact, if we can coincide it with your boys’ spring break, that would be the most convenient option.”


    “Two weddings in one year, that’s awesome!” Arden felt his sheath stir as he imagined what spring break with Mark would entail. He pushed the thoughts out for the time being. “My aunt got married in Finland over Christmas break.”


    Judging by the tightness of his jeans, the wolf had been thinking the same thing. “Speaking of... you’ve got to tell me all about that.”


    “Oh, not just that.” Arden put his arm around the wolf’s waist. “We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”


    “Dinner’s in three hours.” Warren smiled knowingly at the happy couple. “I’ll be upstairs if you need anything.” He refilled his cup and walked out of the kitchen.


    Arden watched him go. “Two dads, huh? How does that feel?”


    “Pretty sweet.” Mark licked the otters nosepad. “Maybe that’ll be us one day.”


    “Maybe.” Arden couldn’t quite imagine the ‘children’ part, but he could easily see being married to the wolf.


    They finished up their drinks in the kitchen and went downstairs to Mark’s room.


    The plethora of familiar sights and smells flooded Arden with memories. His member quickly grew hard and stirred at the very thought of what was about to come.


    Mark didn’t waste any time. He removed his shirt quickly and tossed it aside.


    The sight of the half-naked wolf was enough to bring Arden fully erect. He just stood there for a while, admiring the view, before taking his own shirt off and walking over to Mark. He wrapped his arms around the wolf, caressing his boyfriend’s muscular back and then moving further down to hold the perky rump.


    Mark’s paws, meanwhile, lingered on the otter’s back. He ran his claws through the soft fur, clearly enjoying the moans and gentle purrs he elicited. “I’ve missed this so much.”


    The whisper made Arden’s entire body tingle. He unzipped the wolf’s pants and slid them down along with Mark’s boxers. He moved to stroke the wolf’s maleness, but found it completely unnecessary. Mark’s member was already at its hardest. Arden probed the now-familiar knot with his pawpads, making the wolf moan quietly.


    “Come on.” He pushed the wolf gently down onto the bed and reached into the bedside drawer. Taking the familiar bottle of lube, he smeared some under his tail and all over Mark’s throbbing wolfhood. “Ready?”


    Mark could only nod.


    That was sufficient for him. Arden straddled the wolf and sat down slowly. He wasn’t as loose as he was in the fall; the stretching was uncomfortable at first, but he relaxed himself and continued to slide down the wolf’s length. When Mark was all the way inside him, the otter just sat there, getting used to the old sensation all over again. After the minute throbs of pain subsided, Arden began sliding up and down the length of Mark’s shaft. The nerves in and around his tailhole had become very sensitive from lack of stimulation, and the pleasure was almost as intense as his first time.


    Mark seemed to finally snap out of his daze and started rocking his hips up and down in rhythm with his otter. He placed his paws on Arden’s thighs, rubbing them gently, drawing closer and closer to the otter’s erection. The anticipation of having his member held by Mark almost made Arden come all in itself. He concentrated on holding back the flood for as long as he could. Mark’s paw finally took hold of his erection and caressed its length – gently at first, but getting faster with every stroke. The increasing rhythm caused Arden to up his own pace as well. He pushed his hips up and down faster and faster, trying to force Mark’s knot inside himself with every passionate thrust. Mark’s hips matched the otter’s rhythm perfectly as his knot swelled.


    At last, the wolf howled softly and thrust one final time.


    Arden gasped as the knot stretched his hole even further and then slid inside with a soft pop. Between that and Mark’s rhythmic stroking, he gave up trying to hold back his orgasm. The overwhelming rush of sensations contracted every muscle in his body repeatedly, as his member sprayed seed all over the wolf’s chest and muzzle. After he and Mark broke up, he didn’t masturbate much; it showed.


    By the time he finished, the wolf’s creamy chest fur was soaked. With this release of passion, came the cementing of a realization; they were together. He slumped down atop the wolf and kissed him on the nose.


    “Wow.” Mark panted. “So, that’s what makeup sex feels like, huh?”


    “I guess so.” Arden nuzzled the wolf’s chest gently. The orgasm’s afterglow had left him with a pleasant warmth. “But, let’s never have it again.”


    Mark embraced the otter and sighed. “Agreed.”


    Arden lay in his boyfriend’s arms, making no attempt to free himself of the slowly-shrinking knot. Something about being tied with the wolf gave him an added sense of security.


    When Mark finally did pull his hips back and slide out, Arden moaned, less from the stretching and more from the disappointment that their tie had come to an end. He expected to feel sore, but the sensation was actually rather pleasant; it felt like lying down in bed after a really grueling swim practice. There was a bit of pain, but it was part of a much larger sensation.


    After lying in each other’s arms for a while, the boys went to the bathroom to clean up. Mark had bought a fresh bottle of Mr. Fox scent remover, and after a lot of meticulous application, the boys were finally able to dull down the scent of their lovemaking.


    They returned to Mark’s room, curled up the bed and continued catching up on each other’s lives.


    Arden told Mark about his holiday in Finland, and Mark told him about his far less exciting time at home. Something about the whole experience made the otter happier than ever. They stitched the slight separation in their lives back together, and their lives were whole again.


    “Boys, dinnertime!”


    Mark cupped both paws around his muzzle, guiding the sound towards the kitchen door. “Coming!”


    “Aww, just as I was getting cozy.” Arden snuggled up against the wolf.


    “We’ve got all night to get cozy again.” Mark kissed him and sat up in bed. “Come on, Warren’s making Halibut Cordon Bleu.”


    “Ooh, sounds delightful.” Arden threw on his shirt and followed the wolf upstairs.


    James and Warren were already seated at the table.


    “Arden, it’s so good to see you!” James rose from his seat and embraced the otter.


    Arden felt all too happy to return the hug. “Same here, sir.”


    The wolf was looking a lot better than he remembered. James had gotten into great shape, and dyed the all the silver out of his fur. He looked at least fifteen years younger. This image was further helped by the general aura of happiness about him. He was whole again.


    They talked all through dinner; Arden told Mark’s parents everything he’d told their son in the past few hours.


    “Finland sounds like an amazing place,” James spoke through bites of his halibut.


    “It is.” Arden nodded. He had mixed feelings about the place, if only because his last visit there was accompanied by feelings of utter dread and loneliness. Perhaps a happier visit was in order – a visit that involved Mark.


    The rest of the conversation was dedicated to colleges.


    Warren finished off the rest of his fish and took a sip of wine. “So you guys are both set on Lakeforest, huh?”


    Both boys nodded.


    “It’s a fantastic school.” James reached over to the counter and grabbed a neatly-laminated pamphlet. “I’ve done some reading about it. It’s one of the few liberal arts universities to have D-1 sports.”


    “Speaking of,” Warren put in, “what did you decide about the soccer?”


    Mark scratched his muzzlefur thoughtfully. “I guess I’ll do it. If coach really was going to try and bar me from the team, he would have done so already.”


    “What about you, Arden?” James turned to the otter. “Are you going to swim in college?”


    “Probably not.” Arden sighed. “They invited me, but I think I’m about ready to end my swimming career. I think I’m just going go to focus on schoolwork.” He was expecting a reprimand, but Warren just nodded.


    “Good plan.”


    Dinner ended almost three hours later. James and Warren spent the time talking about their wedding plans, with Arden and Mark pitching in with ideas.


    Mark, meanwhile, cleaned off the table and placed the plates into the dishwasher. When he’d finished, the wolf tapped his boyfriend gently on the shoulder. “Wanna go fill out our acceptance packets?”


    “Sure.” Arden followed him downstairs.


    They logged into Mark’s computer and took turns filling out the forms. It didn’t take long; forty minutes after they’d started, the boys were officially enrolled at Lakeforest University.


    Arden called his parents and notified them. His father was still a little leery of him spending so much time with Mark, but he was happy for his son nonetheless.


    “Did you tell him we’re rooming together?” Mark powered down the computer and went to sit by his boyfriend on the bed.


    “Not yet,” Arden said. “I want you guys to make up first. He might not take it too well if I tell him now.”


    “True, true.” Mark snaked his arms around the otter’s waist. “When do you think we’ll be able to do that?”


    “I’ll work on it and try to get you invited to dinner next week.” Arden stuffed application receipt into his backpack. “It’ll be okay, don’t worry. He’s just really shocked by what happened; he’ll understand once you explain things to him.”


    “I hope so.” Mark sounded much less sure than the words he spoke. “Maybe we can take our graduation picture together, then.”


    Arden shrugged. “Maybe. Graduation doesn’t seem like that big a deal anymore, though.”


    “I know, isn’t it weird?” Mark lay down on the bed and folded his arms behind his head. “You sorta think of high school as this major thing, but once it ends, you realize that it really wasn’t that big a deal in the grand scheme of things.”


    “Yeah.” Arden lay down atop the wolf and put his arms around him. “I’ll still miss it, though. We’ve made a lot of interesting memories.”


    “We sure have.” Mark closed his eyes and kissed Arden on the muzzle. “But we’ll make new ones. Better ones.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-One


    Arden was up and dressed before five. The sheer excitement of the day that lay ahead kept him wide awake and chipper despite the early hour. He let Mark sleep for a little while longer before shaking him awake. “Wake up, sleepyhead!”


    The wolf groaned and pulled the blankets over his head.


    Arden persisted. “Come on, Mark, we’re going skiing today, remember?” He grabbed the blankets and pulled until Mark was forced to come awake.


    He groaned again, rubbing sleep from his eyes. “What time is it?”


    Arden looked at his watch. “Almost five.”


    Mark flopped back down into bed, but before he could pull the blankets over his head and go to sleep, Arden grabbed them and pulled them off the bed.


    “You can sleep in the car.” He kissed the wolf on the muzzle and took his paw.


    After a few more minutes of coaxing, Mark finally got up. He walked to the bathroom slowly and shut the door.


    Arden took the time to make sure everything was packed. The skis, boots and poles were already in the car, and his duffel bag sat on the bed; he went through it, following a packing list he’d printed earlier. After making sure he had everything, Arden clipped his season pass to his jacket and plopped down on the bed to wait for Mark.


    The wolf emerged from the bathroom fifteen minutes later. His fur was groomed, but he looked no less sleepy.


    “Here, put these on.” Arden nodded towards a pile of clothes he’d laid out on the floor earlier that morning. “You don’t have anything ski-specific, but these will have to do.”


    Mark nodded and got dressed quietly, stifling several yawns along the way.


    “Look, Mark, we don’t have to go if you don’t want to.” Arden sighed. “I just thought it would be a cool way to spend the day.”


    “No, I want to go.” Mark buckled his pants, and looked over at him. “I’m just a bit sleepy, that’s all. It’ll pass once I’ve been awake for another hour or two.”


    “Well, it’s a two-hour drive; you can take a quick nap in the car.” Arden patted the wolf on the shoulder.


    “I just don’t understand how you can be so energetic.” Mark put the last of his clothes on and looked in the mirror, probably more out of habit than to see his dozy reflection. “You’re less of a morning person than I am.”


    “I just love skiing, I guess.” Arden grabbed his duffel bag. “I’ve gotten up as early as three last winter.”


    “Wow, I’ve stayed up ‘til three plenty of times.” Mark stifled another yawn. “But I’ve never gotten up at three; that’s gotta be rough.”


    “Not if I have skiing to look forward to.” Arden took the wolf’s paw and led him upstairs.


    They had a quick meal of cereal and pancakes, and headed out the door.


    Mark went straight to sleep in the passenger seat, while Arden loaded in the rest of the bags and started the engine.


    He turned to Mark. “Would you be okay if I turned on some music?”


    The wolf was already fast asleep and didn’t respond.


    Arden chuckled and switched on his iPod. He contemplated using the GPS, but there really was no reason to do so. He’d already made the trip to Whitepeak so many times that winter he could get there with his eyes closed.


    He drove slowly and carefully down a blanket of fresh snow that had fallen the previous night. The lack of a proper winter in the Northeast prevented him from being able to put snow tires on his car; any sudden braking could mean spinning out of control and crashing.


    Mark woke up about halfway through the drive. He looked out the window and his jaw dropped open in awe of the scenery. They were driving up a steep, winding mountain road. A metal divider was all that separated them from a five-hundred foot drop into the icy river below. Half-frozen trees clung gamely to the side of the mountain, constantly battling the forces of wind and gravity. A fresh coat of powdery snow blanketed the scene.


    “Wow,” Mark whispered, his breath leaving a thin layer of condensation on the window. “This is beautiful.”


    Arden kept his eyes on the road. “Just wait ‘til the sun comes out.”


    Right on cue, the sun emerged from behind some clouds; it reflected off the snow, illuminating the entire scene in a brilliant white shimmer.


    “Never thought winter could be this beautiful.” Mark stared out the window, his eyes wide. He was fully awake now and completely enraptured by the vista in front of him.


    The road leveled out, and small houses began to whiz by. This high up in the mountains, the snow was thick and lush. They passed a sign that read: Welcome to the Town of Whitepeak.


    The houses along the road grew more and more numerous. Small shops and restaurants began to appear.


    Arden signaled and turned into one of the driveways. “Let’s stop for brunch.”


    The snow on the ground was so thick that they couldn’t distinguish the parking lines; neither could anyone else, apparently. Cars were parked haphazardly, with random amounts of space to either side. Arden managed to Park his SUV perfectly between two compact cars.


    The boys climbed out of the car and went inside.


    Alfee’s Diner was packed with skiers and snowboarders, stopping by to get some quick food before the lifts opened.


    Arden and Mark sat down in an empty booth and waited for the waitress to notice them.


    “Good morning boys!” She approached their table and flipped open a notepad. “What can I get you?”


    “Hey, Sheela!” Arden recognized the bobcat from the innumerable times he’d stopped at Alfee’s to get breakfast. “I’ll have a sausage egg’n’cheese with OJ.”


    Sheela scribbled down his order and turned to Mark. “How about you, sweetie?”


    “Same thing for me.” Mark yawned. “But with coffee. Cream and sugar.”


    “Okay.” Sheela finished writing. “It’ll be ready in about ten minutes.”


    She put her notepad away and walked off to the kitchen “Two sausage egg’n’cheese!”


    Mark pulled out his phone. “So, what time does the mountain open?”


    “Eight.” Arden glanced at his watch. “We’ve got about forty minutes. I mean, it’s no crime if we get there late, or anything.”


    “Okay, sounds good. I’ll still need to rent skis, though.”


    Sheila returned with their drinks.


    “We can rent them right at the mountain.” Arden sipped his orange juice, gauging mentally how long it would take them to get the rentals and get to the lifts. “They have a great rental program there. Have you ever been skiing?”


    “Yeah.” Mark nodded, swishing the coffee around with gentle flicks of his wrist and watching the foam turn. “It’s been a couple years, though.”


    “It’s like riding a bike.” Arden patted the wolf’s free paw encouragingly. “You never forget.”


    They talked some more about skiing while waiting for Sheila to return with the food.


    Arden pulled out a trail map and showed Mark all of his favorite trails. “The best runs aren’t labeled, of course.” He winked, tracing his paw down a blank part of the mountain. “Like this one, for instance. It’s an old maintenance trail; wicked fun, though.”


    “Yeah, that does look like fun.” Mark examined the map. “Does it go through the trees?”


    “You bet!” Arden felt a giddy rush of excitement. “Best tree skiing around!”


    Sheila brought their food and the conversation stopped.


    After they finished eating, Arden paid the bill, and the boys headed outside.


    The sky had cleared up completely; there wasn’t a cloud in sight. The brisk cold was just enough to keep the snow frozen, but no so much that it caused any discomfort. The boys got into Arden’s car and headed to the mountain.


    After three minutes of driving, Whitepeak finally came into view. It was a huge resort with white lines of ski trails winding their way down the slope.


    Arden took Mark’s paw in his own. “Welcome to Whitepeak.”


    The parking lot was crammed when they got there, but Arden was fortunate enough to find a space right in front of the ski lodge. “Come on; let’s go rent your skis first.” He climbed out of the car. Mark got out and followed him silently.


    The line for rentals was long and winding, typical of a Saturday morning.


    “Wow, we’re not getting on the slopes ‘til evening, huh?” Mark’s ears drooped slightly.


    “Don’t worry, I have everything covered!” Arden pulled out a printed sheet of paper and walked over to another, much shorter, line. “I made a reservation on the website; all we need now is to get you fitted.”


    “Oh, okay.” Mark’s ears perked up.


    Within minutes, they were taken to a large room filled to the top with skis of every size and shape.


    A tall Arctic fox, who introduced himself as Peter, measured Mark’s height and paw size.


    “We’ll get you a pair of 168s.” He padded over to a nearby rack and pulled out a pair of skis.


    He placed them on the bench next to Mark and went to look for boots.


    Arden examined the skis. “Oh, these are pretty good, actually, for rentals, anyway. I’ve been on some really crappy rentals in my time.” He remembered his first trip to Colorado. The ski shop didn’t have any skis his size, so he got a pair several sizes larger. Not only that, but the skis were far above his ability level; he spent more time on the ground, with a muzzleful of snow, than he did skiing.


    The fox soon returned with a pair of boots. He fitted them to Mark’s paws. “You’re good to go.” He beamed proudly. “Just grab a pair of poles on your way out. These need to be back by five.”


    “Thanks.” Mark tipped him and turned to Arden. “Well, let’s head out, then.”


    They gathered up his stuff and waked out into the hallway.


    Arden stopped by the closest empty bench. “Okay, put your boots on here. Meet me outside when you’re done.”


    “Kay.” Mark sat down and took one of the boots in both paws. “Here we go.”


    Arden chuckled at the wolf’s feeble attempts to force on the boot without undoing the buckles. “Here, let me give you a paw.” He opened the clasps and helped Mark into the boots. “Just buckle them, and you’re all set.” He pecked Mark on the nose. “I’m gonna run to the car and grab my stuff. Meet me outside.”


    By the time he returned, the wolf had both boots on and was examining his skis.


    “Just give me a sec.” Arden slipped on the boots and buckled them with practiced ease.


    Mark could only stare. “How do you do it that fast?”


    “You wouldn’t believe how many times I’ve done it before.” Arden smiled.


    The boys grabbed their skis and poles, and headed out to the slope.


    Mark started out in front, but he clearly wasn’t used to walking in ski boots; soon, Arden had to stop and wait for him to catch up. He took the time to put his skis on and double-check the bindings.


    The wolf joined him a few moments later, and (with some help from Arden) got his skis on as well.


    “Okay, why don’t we start with a blue trail.” Arden motioned to one of the smaller lifts with his pole. “You haven’t been in a while, and we wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.”


    “Oh, I’ll be fine on the black.” Mark planted the poles into the fresh snow and gave them an experimental push.


    “Are you sure?” Arden glanced over at the wolf. Mark seemed to be perfectly comfortable on skis, but something was out of place.


    “Yeah, absolutely.” Mark pushed off once more and in the direction of the ski-lift. “Come on.”


    “Okay, then.” Arden followed the wolf.


    After several minutes in line, they were finally up. Mark’s twitching ears betrayed his nervousness, but Arden didn’t pay him much attention. He was in full ski mode, focused only on the slope and the trails ahead.


    “Wow, this goes up pretty high, huh?” Mark looked warily down from the chair they were on.


    “Yep, this is one of the highest lifts in the Northeast.”


    The wolf just nodded and went back to watching the passing trees.


    Getting off was a bit of a problem; one of Mark’s skis got turned sideways, and the wolf rolled down the hill. Thankfully, he wasn’t hurt.


    Arden waited for him to put his skis back on before heading for the trails.


    “Alright, we’re gonna go down the ‘twister’” He gestured his paw towards a trail that split off from the rest and wound deep into the woods.


    Mark gave him a smile and a quick thumbs up. “Okay, lead on.”


    Arden nodded and pushed off. The familiar rush of speed never got old; he felt his skis accelerating, and leaned forward to make them go even faster. Trees, rocks and mounds of snow rushed by him as he sped straight down the hill. The older generation called it reckless, but he loved the feeling. Once he’d picked up sufficient speed, Arden tipped both skis onto their edges and made a huge, sweeping turn across the trail, and then another, and another. The only thing that made this experience even better was the fact that Mark was right alongside him, experiencing the same thing.


    “Ardeeeeen!” The wolf sped by, clearly unable to control himself.


    Arden watched with horror, as Mark flew off the marked trail and disappeared over a dip of snow.


    The otter put on an extra burst of speed and stopped right next to where his boyfriend had come off the trail.


    A cordon with a sign that read: “Danger, trail closed,” lay on the freshly-disturbed snow. The closed trail was a mogul run – a steep and bumpy trail reserved only for the most skilled skiers. Arden scanned the slope and found the wolf sprawled atop one of the bumps.


    The otter’s heart beat faster than it had in months; the impending thoughts made him shiver. “Mark?” He navigated the unstable slow, making his way slowly down the bumps. “Mark, are you alright?” Not hearing a response only made him redouble his efforts. Soon, he stopped right next to the wolf.


    Arden hurried to remove his skis and rushed over to Mark’s senseless body. He fought the urge to take the wolf in his arms, fearing broken bones. A quick examination of Mark’s body determined that, at the very least, he was still alive.


    As Arden was checking the wolf’s arms and legs for fractures, Mark started coming around.


    “Mark!” The otter wrapped his boyfriend in a gentle embrace. “Thank goodness you’re okay.”


    “Arden, I’m sorry,” Mark croaked. “I’m not a very good skier.”


    “What?” Arden pulled back, looking him in the eyes.


    Mark didn’t hold his gaze for long. “I’ve never skied before.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me?” Arden scolded himself for not noticing the obvious signs, the slight nervousness, trying to put on boots the wrong way. It all made sense now.


    “I didn’t want to hold you back.” Mark sobbed, tears forming in his gorgeous blue eyes. “I know how much you love to ski, and I didn’t want you to spend the whole day on the bunny slopes because of me, so I researched some stuff on the internet and hoped for the best.”


    “Mark.” Arden pulled the wolf in close again. “If I wanted someone to tear up the mountain with, I would have asked Sam or my dad to come with me. I asked you because I wanted to share my love for skiing with my boyfriend. In fact, I was planning to spend the day on the bunny slopes.”


    “I’m sorry.” Mark buried his head in the otter’s shoulder.


    “Remember when I first came to the track?” Arden met the wolf’s eyes again. “You ran much slower than you can. Why?”


    “Because I wanted to teach you,” Mark understood.


    “So, why don’t we give this skiing thing another shot.” Arden gathered up the wolf’s skis and helped Mark put them back on.


    He slowly guided the wolf down the mogul run and back to the base of the mountain.


    They took another, much smaller, lift up to the halfway point.


    Arden skied over to the easiest trail he could find. “Okay, let’s do it right, this time.”


    “Alright.” Mark stopped next to him.


    Arden showed him the basics of stance and turning. It took Mark several tries to get it right, but after a few runs, he really started to get the hang of it. Normally, Arden would have been extremely bored on the bunny slope, but spending time with his boyfriend made the day more fun than the entire season combined. He watched Mark progress from barely being able to carve to being confident enough to try some of the harder beginner trails.


    As time passed, the wolf spent less and less time sprawled out on the snow.


    After Mark finished an entire trail without falling once, Arden kissed him on the muzzle. “I’m so proud of you, hon.”


    “Thanks.” Mark folded his ears in embarrassment. “Are you sure you don’t want to go off by yourself for a little while? This isn’t very exciting for you.”


    “I’ve had about enough excitement for one day.” Arden chuckled. “Speaking of, it’s four; we better get down to the ski shop and return your rentals.”


    “Okay.”


    The boys took one more run and headed back to the lodge.


    They managed to get changed and return the skis in the nick of time.


    “How was your day, guys?” The Arctic fox from before put back the rentals and gave Arden a signed receipt.


    Arden slipped the paper into his wallet. “Not bad. Not bad at all.”


    They thanked the fox and took Arden’s stuff back to his car.


    After a quick snack at the mountainside café, the boys took one last look at the mountain and headed home.


    “Thanks for looking out for me.” Mark watched the town of Whitepeak disappear around the bend.


    “That’s what I’m here for.” Arden glanced at the wolf just long enough to take the wolf’s paw. “Just promise me you won’t do something stupid like that ever again, okay?”


    “I will.”


    Arden didn’t believe the wolf for a second. It was in Mark’s nature to doubt himself; he just hoped that, with time, he would help the wolf overcome his self-doubts. Until then, he would stick it out with his boyfriend no matter what came their way.


    “Can we go again?” Mark sat back and watched the snow-covered trees speed by. “I had a ton of fun.”


    “Of course we can.” Arden needed no convincing. Sharing his pastime with Mark, brought them even closer together.


    The boys made it home several hours after the sun had set. Arden helped Mark bring his stuff inside, and the two embraced.


    “I had a wonderful time, hon.” Mark kissed the otter on the cheek. “Thanks for being patient with me.”


    “It was my pleasure.” Arden smiled. “Now, let’s go to bed.”


    They walked through the darkened house and down the stairs to Mark’s bedroom.


    “I want to talk to your dad tomorrow,” the wolf said without preamble.


    Arden sighed. “Well, I don-”


    Mark cut him off. “Arden, I need to set things straight with him. You mean too much to me; I want us to be a family again.”


    Arden understood. He nodded “Okay; tomorrow.”


    “Tomorrow.” Mark kissed him again.


    The boys brushed their teeth quickly and got into bed.


    Arden stayed awake long after Mark had fallen asleep; the nagging thoughts of his father not accepting the wolf refused to go away. What would he do if his father flatly refused to give Mark another chance? How far would his father go to keep the boys apart? Arden had always trained himself to think two moves ahead, but he just couldn’t see past a situation like this. His only hope was that he would never have to. His mother had forgiven Mark, as did Mikey; his father wouldn’t be swayed quite as easily, but it could be done; and if it wasn’t... he had a promise to keep.


    “No matter how bad things get, I won’t abandon you,” he whispered, holding the sleeping wolf in his arms. “I swear.”


    


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Two


    Wake up, hon, it’s almost noon.” Mark kissed him gently. At some point during the night, sleep had finally overtaken Arden. He stifled a huge yawn and got up slowly. Mark was already dressed and waiting for him; he’d showered, groomed and scented his fur, clearly hoping to look his best for the talk with Mr. Halinen.


    “I called Mikey, he says everyone’s home.” Mark shifted nervously from paw to paw. “We’ll drive over whenever you’re ready.”


    “Okay.” Arden was planning to stall and put things off for as long as he could, but the earnest expression on Mark’s face made him reconsider. The wolf was doing this for both their sakes; he wanted his relationship with Arden to be as open and happy as possible. Granted, plenty of couples were happily together despite their parents’ wishes, but it didn’t have to be this way for him and Mark.


    Arden got out of bed, groomed his fur, brushed his teeth and threw on some clean clothes. He did everything quickly and without much attention to detail. Now that he’d decided not to stall things, he wanted to get them over with as quickly as possible. He zipped up his jacket and nodded to Mark. “Alright, I’m ready.”


    “Let’s do this.” The wolf hopped off the bed and padded up the stairs.


    Arden noticed how calm and relaxed Mark was, or at least appeared to be. The twitchy ears and other telltale signs of his nervousness were entirely absent.


    “It’ll be okay.” Arden spoke more for his own sake than the wolf’s.


    Mark nodded. “I know. We’ve come too far for something like this to stop us.” He gave Arden’s paw a squeeze and opened the front door.


    The boys got into Arden’s car and drove the short distance down the street. From the pawful of stolen glances at the wolf, Arden still couldn’t detect any hits of nervousness. This calm, assured manner served to give him support as well. He wasn’t sure what caused this attitude in a person whom he knew so well for being nervous and constantly over-thinking things, but he liked it.


    He pulled into the driveway next to Mr. Halinen’s Tuareg and hopped out of the car.


    Mark followed close behind.


    The door was unlocked, so they went right in.


    Mikey was playing videogames in the living room. He looked over at them and smiled. “Hey guys!”


    “Hey bud!” Arden padded over to the couch and gave his brother a quick hug. “How was your weekend?”


    “Well, Streets of Blood came in,” Mikey nodded to a box lying on the coffee table. “I’ve been playing pretty much nonstop.”


    “And speaking of...” Mrs. Halinen walked into the living room. “That’s enough videogames for the rest of the day, Michael!”


    “Mom!” Mikey sped through the menus as fast as he could to save his game before his mother switched off the PS3.


    Mrs. Halinen turned to Mark. “Engvard is in his office, dear.”


    The wolf nodded. “Thank you.”


    “I’m coming with you.” Arden followed his boyfriend up the stairs.


    Mark stopped several steps down from the top. He turned around. “Arden, I need to speak with your dad alone first, please.”


    Arden wanted to protest, but the look on Mark’s mark gave him didn’t leave much room for doing so. “Okay.” He bowed his head in defeat and walked down the stairs.


    He heard the last of Mark’s pawsteps and a muffled ‘hello’, before Mr. Halinen’s door closed.


    “This isn’t fair!” He plopped down on the couch next to Mikey. “Why does Dad have to make things this hard?”


    “Because.” Mrs. Halinen returned to the living room and sat down next to him. “He cares about you; about both of you. He wants to make sure you boys have a powerful enough relationship where neither of you will get hurt.”


    Arden rolled his eyes. “We won’t get hurt, Mom. We love each other; haven’t we proven that over and over in the past few months?”


    Mrs. Halinen was about to speak, when the phone rang. Arden went to pick it up; the Caller ID read: “Intercom, office.” He picked up. “Hello?”


    “Arden, could you come upstairs please?”


    “Sure, Dad.” He looked over to his mom suspiciously, hung up the phone and headed upstairs.


    Mr. Halinen was seated behind his desk and Mark sat across from him. “Have a seat, Son.”


    Arden nodded and sat down next to Mark; the wolf looked met his gaze and smiled weakly. His eyes were slightly red around the rims; he had been crying.


    “Arden, I’ve talked to Mark.” Mr. Halinen leaned forward and placed his elbows on the table. “We have decided on a trial separation.”


    It took Arden a bit to realize what the otter had said. “A what?!” He couldn’t believe it; it was clearly all his father’s idea.


    “We think it would be best if the two of you didn’t see each other for six weeks.”


    The rage caused Arden’s paws to shake. “Would you stop saying we?!” He didn’t care that he was yelling. “It was all your idea, and you forced Mark into it!”


    “Arden.” Mark spoke up for the first time since the conversation began. “I agreed to this willingly.”


    “You what?” The words came out in a hurt whisper. He was tired of yelling, tired of people constantly trying to keep them apart.


    “I told your father that I would do anything to prove how much I love you.” Mark’s eyes filled with tears again. “If this is what it takes, so be it. It’s only six weeks, hon.”


    “But we’ll miss prom, and-” And he would be away from someone he almost lost... for over a month... for no good reason.


    “I know, but this is for the best.” Mark sighed.


    Arden could see in those beautiful, blue eyes that the wolf didn’t believe a word of what he’d said. For the first time in his life, he hated his father.


    Mr. Halinen must have sensed this. “Arden-”


    “No!” The anger was back and stronger than ever. “Just shut up Dad, okay? Just shut the fuck up! Fuck you and your stupid fucking methods! I want absolutely nothing to do with you. I hate you!” He took one last look at Mark and stomped out of the office.


    He felt betrayed; by everyone. His mom for not saying anything in advance, Mark for going along with this... and his father for orchestrating the whole thing. Anger still smoldering inside him, Arden went across the hall to his room and locked the door. He threw himself onto the bed and cried freely. Why did life constantly feel the need to separate him from the people he loved? Why did it have to be that, even when everything was perfect and there was no reason for separation, life still found a way to make sure the two boys were apart?


    There was a soft knock on the door. “Arden?”


    Arden was afraid of blowing up at the wolf, but he went to the door anyway and unlocked it. “Why did you do it, Mark?” He opened the door and saw that Mark wasn’t any better off than he was; the wolf’s muzzle was stained with tears, and he was shaking visibly. He was a mirror image of Arden, but without the anger to hold him together.


    “Arden, I did it because your father said that this is the only way he’ll be convinced of our love.” He started crying again. “Arden, I love you; it’ll only be six weeks, we can make it.”


    “Will you still call?” Arden hoped to keep at least some lines of communication open with the wolf.


    “Hon, I can’t.” Mark looked even sadder at saying this than Arden was at hearing it. “Your dad blocked my phone number, and email... and pretty much everything else.”


    “Why is he doing this?” The anger was no longer there to shield him from the truth.


    “He wants to make sure we really love each other.” Mark sighed and embraced the otter for what was probably the last time in so many days. “I know that the feelings I have for you won’t change in six weeks, and I know your feelings for me won’t either.” He kissed the otter deeply; it wasn’t a passionate or erotic kiss. It was slow and emotional, as if he wanted to save up for the long famine to come.


    Arden put his arms around the wolf’s body and held on, trying to forget what was happening.


    Mark broke up the kiss before he succeeded.


    “We can still see each other in school, right?” The look on the wolf’s face told him the answer before Mark spoke.


    “I guess he hasn’t told you this part either...” Mark looked back in the direction of Mr. Halinen’s office and shook his head. “He signed you up for a month abroad. You leave right after spring break ends.”


    “What?”


    “I’m sure he’ll tell you once I leave; you’re going to a school in Finland for a month. Some sort of a mini study abroad program.” Mark stifled a sob. “It’s only six weeks, hon. We’ll be okay.”


    Finally, Arden gave in. “I guess.”


    Mark’s eyes brightened up briefly. “I could write to you.”


    “I thought you said my dad blocked everything.”


    “Not regular mail.” Mark smiled, his tail wagging. “I’m pretty sure it’s illegal to block that.”


    “I’ve only ever written to Santa,” Arden chuckled.


    “Same.” Mark wiped a stray tear from the otter’s cheekruff. “Just send me a letter once you get to Finland, so I know your address.”


    “Okay.” This little line of communication was far from making things alright, but it was better than nothing.


    The boys embraced once more, shared an even longer kiss, and Mark walked out.


    Arden watched him make his way down the street, paws in his jeans pockets, trying his best to keep a brave face. He felt more admiration for the wolf than ever, then. Mark felt just as bad as he did, maybe even worse, but he refused to show it. A lonely tear trickled down Arden’ s muzzle as he watched the wolf disappear from view.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Three


    Once Mark was out of sight, Arden locked his door and lay back down on the bed. There was absolutely nothing he wanted to do, short of traveling forward in time or falling asleep for six weeks straight. He was smart enough to know that neither of those two things would happen.


    There was a knock on the door. “Hey, Ar. Can I come in?”


    Mikey was one of the few people Arden actually wanted to see. “Yeah, hold on a sec.” He hopped off the bed and unlocked the door for his brother.


    Mikey sat down in the desk chair and pushed off with his paws. He spun round and round, but the usual merriment that accompanied this was gone. “Look, Ar, I know you feel awful, but don’t be too mad at Dad.”


    Arden rolled his eyes. The anger slowly seeped back. “Did he send you?”


    “No.” Mikey stopped the chair. He sighed. “Well, sorta. You know, he’d ground you for something like this. He hasn’t. He’s really, really upset.” The otter met Arden’s gaze. “He loves you, Ar.”


    There was truth in that. Arden knew it. “Why did he do this, man? If he really loved me, he’d trust me to do the right thing.”


    “He did, remember?” Mikey spun the chair again. “When you first came out to him, he didn’t even make an attempt at controlling your relationship. But then you broke up with Mark.”


    Arden knew exactly what his brother would say next. “Yeah, that messed me up pretty bad, huh?”


    “And that’s why Dad felt the need to step in.” The chair stopped and Mikey met Arden’s eyes once more. “He knows you two still love each other, but he wants to be sure. Just give it six weeks.” He giggled, “I’d tell you a little something else, but I promised not to.”


    “Aww, come on!” Arden didn’t usually whine, but the sudden mystery was just too tantalizing.


    “Nope.” Mikey’s gaze turned serious. “Seriously, dude, I promised not to tell. But you’ll find out soon enough.”


    All Arden could do was sigh. “Oh, alright.”


    He did his best to put any thoughts of Mark on the back-burner and focus on packing for Spring Break. It was certainly difficult, but he managed. Armed with a list of stuff to bring, the otter soon had his suitcase packed.


    As usual, Mikey wasn’t quite so organized. “Hey- uh- Ar?” He peeked into his brother’s room. “Could you help me with this?”


    For the first time since Mark left, Arden laughed. “Sure thing, Mr. Scatterbrain.” He printed another list and found Mikey in his room.


    The two brothers got everything packed in the span of a half hour. Mikey’s primary concern was remembering his swim trunks. “When am I ever gonna wear other clothes there?”


    Still, feeling somewhat like his mother at that moment, Arden insisted the otter pack several more shirts and pairs of pants.


    “Well, thanks again, dude.” Mikey zipped the suitcase and put a tiny lock on it. “D’you wanna play some PS3 before dinner?”


    “Sure.” The thought of dinner brought along with it thoughts of his father. Arden didn’t know how to feel. “Maybe we can grab some pizza or something.” He glanced at his father’s office door as they passed by. “I don’t know if I want to be too social today.”


    “Understandable.” Mikey sat on the railing and slid all the way down, stopping just short of the bannister. He looked back at his brother. “Ar, I wanna say something, but please don’t kill me.”


    Mystified, Arden held up his right paw. “I swear, I won’t. What’s up?”


    Mikey powered on the PS3. He sat silently while the console booted, shooting occasional glances at his brother. Finally, he spoke. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I think you should apologize to Dad.”


    Before Arden had time for a rebuttal, the otter spoke again. “I know what you think, but the way you spoke to him... I- I know it seemed fitting at the time, but he’s really hurt by it.”


    Arden sat down next to him with a sigh. “Yeah, but he also orchestrated this whole thing behind my back. Couldn’t he have talked to me about it?” The anger slowly seeped back in. “I mean, I found out from Mark – Mark, not him – that I’ll be going to a school in Finland for a month. You know how much I hate when people make decisions, my decisions, behind my back.” He rose hastily from the couch. For once, he wanted to be as far away from home as possible. “Meet me at Gino’s around six.” He checked his jeans to make sure the wallet and phone were still there.


    Mikey stood with him. “Where are you going?”


    “I dunno, out. I just need to not be here.” Arden headed for the door.


    Mikey followed. “Can I come with you?”


    There were many things Arden could have said in reply, but he forced himself not to do so. Mikey was someone who had always been there for him. “Sure. Let’s take a walk.”


    Together, the brothers walked out of the house and picked an arbitrary direction.


    Arden walked silently, his paws in his pockets, just watching his brother. The short flash of anger had passed, and he was tired again.


    Their silent walk took them past Mark’s house.


    As Arden slowed his walk, contemplating a quick visit, Mikey broke the silence. “Dude, don’t.”


    “Why not?” Arden was just barely able to keep the anger out of his voice.


    Mikey spoke with a good deal of reluctance. “You... you’ll ruin it.”


    “Ruin what?”


    “Don’t you see?” The otter took on a pleading tone. “Even Mark understood.” He sighed. “Don’t you want a relationship where both sets of parents love and accept you? You can run to Mark right now and spend the rest of your days sneaking around with him, not being able to invite him over, not being able to take him on any family vacations.” He paused. “Or you could wait six weeks and have the relationship you’ve always wanted. Isn’t that worth the wait?”


    The relationship he always wanted. Those words made Arden stop and, for once, truly think. He remembered the promise he’d made, one of many. He would do anything to preserve a relationship with the wolf. And after all those tearful promises, he couldn’t even wait a few weeks. Other people had made Arden feel stupid in the past, sure, but this was the first time he’d managed to do so all by himself. The last of the excuses came out. “I know. I just — It took so long for Mark and I to get back together. And now...” He paused. It really was only six weeks. Maybe it wasn’t that big a deal after all. “You’re right, dude, I’ll apologize.” He gave the wolf’s house one more glance and turned back around. “Let’s go home.”


    They found the house just as they’d left it no more than an hour ago.


    Arden padded over to the stairs and stood on the bottom step. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Wish me luck. Maybe Dad will even reduce the sentence.” Something told him this was a bit too much to hope for, but Arden stayed positive. He jogged briskly up the stairs and knocked on his father’s door.


    “Come in.” The voice reminded Arden of his own all those months ago when he and Mark had separated – broken and alone.


    The otter pushed open the door, but he couldn’t bring himself to go in. Was it guilt he felt?


    “What is it, Son?”


    Arden pushed through whatever he was feeling and stepped inside. “Listen, Dad...” He tried to recall the biting anger from before in an attempt to remind himself of why he’d acted the way he had. With all his love for Mark, he’d forgotten the people who loved him first. They were his family, and at his blindest, the otter had truly hurt one of them. “Dad, I’m so sorry.” He ran around the desk and embraced his father. “I shouldn’t have been so mean to you.” This was the person who had steered him onto the right path so many times before. “Please forgive me.”


    Engvard held his son and cried with him. “Of course I’ll forgive you.” He wiped his eyes on a napkin. “I was beginning to regret my decision. I thought I’d hurt you so much that you’d truly begun to hate me.”


    “No, Dad, I-” He remembered those words. He’d said them, and at the time he’d meant them. “I was just really upset that Mark and I had to separate again. The last time it happened, I-” He forced his mind away from those bleak days. “I’ll wait the six weeks. I promise.”


    They held their embrace for a little while longer before Mr. Halinen broke it up. “Now, come on, that’s enough tears. We’re going on vacation tomorrow.” He checked his watch. “And it’s almost dinnertime. Have you packed yet?”


    “Yup. Mikey and I are all set.” Arden brushed away the last of his tears, determined to stay strong.


    “Well, then let’s go out to eat.” Mr. Halinen winked. “Your mother was so busy packing she forgot dinner.” He chuckled. “Either that or she’s just in full vacation mode and no longer willing to cook.” His characteristic smile and excitement returned. “How about some pizza?”


    As usual, the family piled into the Tuareg and drove off in search of food. The dinner Arden had dreaded earlier was now an incredibly pleasant affair. He would have been far happier if Mark was there, sitting right alongside him, but it was only a matter of weeks before that wish became reality.


    The otters split a large anchovy pizza as Mr. Halinen told them about his plans for their upcoming vacation. “I don’t remember if I told you boys,” his rudder thumped excitedly against the floor. “We’re getting a yacht, a nice one, and sailing from island to island for a whole week!”


    As expected, Mikey lit up immediately. “Oh man, that sounds amazing! We’ll be just like pirates.”


    The otter’s glee reminded Arden of another boat trip they’d taken many months ago. Back then, just as now, only one thing was missing. But Arden didn’t voice his thoughts. He remembered another person, a close friend he’d neglected then as much as he was neglecting him now. “Can we bring Sam?”


    Mr. Halinen shrugged. “A bit short-notice. But if he can snag a plane ticket in time, I don’t see why not.” He rummaged through his pants pockets until he found his phone. “Let me call Dennis.” A quick scroll through the contacts list later, and the otter was chatting merrily with his good friend. “So yeah, Arden asked if Sam wanted to come along. I- Yeah, I said the same thing. Well, just check out the airline’s website. IslandAir, that’s right.” He drummed his fingers impatiently on the tabletop. “Do they? Perfect! Yeah, flight nine-four-four. I don’t think the seat matters. Okay, perfect. Tell him to pack his bags and be ready at four o’clock sharp. Not a problem.” He hung up. “We’re good to go!”


    It was tough for Arden not to smile. “Awesome! Thanks, Dad!” In a trice, he was just as excited as Mikey.


    With the last slice of pizza gone, Mr. Halinen paid the bill and ushered his family into the car. “We have to be up at four tomorrow, guys. That’s AM.” He winked at Mikey.


    “Yeah, yeah.” Mikey giggled. “I guess I can manage it this once, if it means spending a whole week sailing.”


    Safely home, the four otters hit the hay.


    Even Arden, who had fully been expecting a sleepless night without Mark by his side, fell asleep in minutes.


    The Otters in America ringtone pulled Arden out of his cozy dream. Memories of the first day of school came back along with a fuzzy feeling of warmth. The otter reached sleepily for his phone. “Hello?”


    “Wake up, sleepyhead!” Even in his hazy state, Arden couldn’t confuse his mother’s voice for Mark’s. “Hey, Mom. I’ll be down in a sec.” He hung up and yawned, casually stroking his morning wood. Normally, that was Mark’s job. The otter smiled, imagining what the wolf would do to the throbbing shaft.


    His phone rang again. Arden sighed and pulled up his boxers. He picked up the phone. “Coming, Mom!” His erection would have to wait.


    The otter hopped off the bed and padded to the bathroom. He took a quick shower, brushed his teeth and scented his fur.


    Mikey swayed groggily just outside the bathroom door when Arden emerged. He gave his brother a brief smile and waddled through the door.


    Arden giggled and headed for his room. The clock on the wall read 3:45. “Fifteen minutes.” Arden threw on a t-shirt, hoodie and a pair of pants, grabbed his suitcase and jogged down to the kitchen.


    Both Mr. and Mrs. Halinen were already seated at the table, finishing up their omelets.


    “Hey, Mom. Hey, Dad.” Arden gave each a quick hug.


    “Food’s on the stove, dear.” Mrs. Halinen gestured to a covered frying pan.


    Arden helped himself to a slice of cheese omelet and joined his parents at the table.


    Mikey emerged sometime later. He’d missed several buttons on his shirt, and his headfur stuck out at odd angles. “What’s for breakfast?”


    Mrs. Halinen sprang out of her chair.“Oh, Michael, are you really going to the airport looking like this?” She rebuttoned the otter’s shirt and slicked down his headfur.


    “Mom!” Mikey squeaked and backed away, instantly awake. He ruffled his headfur until it was just as messy as before.


    Mrs. Halinen sighed and sat back down. “Well, at least you’re awake now.”


    “That’s right.” Mr. Halinen stood. “And you can help me load the bags into the car.”


    Mikey rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t hold back a smile. “Alright, alright.” He grabbed Arden’s bag and followed his father into the garage.


    Arden watched the door slam and then turned his attention back to the omelet.


    “Son, I’m proud of you.” Mrs. Halinen finished her coffee and cleaned the food and plates off the table. “Your father told me that you apologized to him.”


    Arden shrugged. “He deserved it. I understand how bad he felt.” He nodded towards the garage door. “Mikey deserves some credit too. He was the one who made me see it. He’s made me see a lot of things.”


    “And I’m very happy for both of you.” Mrs. Halinen washed the plates and set them out on the drying rack. “Now, we can have a nice and happy vacation. It would have been terrible if you were mad at your father the entire time.”


    The garage door opened and Mikey’s head poked out. “Come on, guys. Hurry!”


    “Coming!” Arden washed his dishes and followed his mother out to the car.


    Sam was waiting eagerly by the mailbox when they pulled up. The otter tossed his suitcase into the trunk and hopped in alongside Arden and Mikey. “Hey, everyone.” He was by far the least sleepy one in the entire car. Even Mr. Halinen couldn’t match the young otter’s energy.


    Sam bounced up and down in his seat, grinning from ear to ear. “Thanks for inviting me along!” He embraced Arden. “I was expecting a spring break of sleeping in and watching lots old movies.” He pulled up a map of the Caribbean on his new phone. “So, where will we be sailing?”


    Mr. Halinen turned into the on-ramp and merged carefully into the morning freeway traffic. “Not sure yet. When we get to Barbados, we will plan everything out depending on the weather patterns.”


    “Cool!” Sam closed the map app and typed a quick text.


    Arden felt a familiar vibration in his shorts. He reached for his phone, opened it and read the text: ‘What about Mark?’ Arden met Sam’s eager eyes and shook his head. He texted back. ‘I’ll tell you later. We didn’t break up, don’t worry.’


    Sam checked the text, looking just as confused as Arden had expected, but he didn’t text back, settling instead for a brief nod.


    The long-term parking at the airport was packed, much like it was every spring break. All of the public schools in the tri-state area scheduled the vacation week in unison, something that caused quite a stampede at airports.


    Fortunately, Mr. Halinen had his parking space reserved. He pulled into the space and put the car in park. “Alright, guys, up and out. Seven o’clock flight, and we still have to pass through security.”


    He opened the trunk and passed each otter their suit case.


    Together, the Halinens and Sam ran for the airport shuttle. They caught one just as it was departing and hopped aboard. Ten minutes later, they were standing in the TSA line.


    Contrary to most stories Arden kept hearing, the line moved quickly, and the five otters were soon seated comfortably by the gate, waiting to board.


    Sam pulled Arden aside. “I gotta go to the bathroom.” He winked.


    Mystified, Arden followed.


    Sam walked casually until Arden’s parents were well out of earshot. “I texted Mark.” He smiled. “I guess he really does love you, if he was willing to go for something like this. And I have a surprise for you.”


    Arden waited for the otter to continue, but Sam remained silent. “Well... what’s the surprise?”


    “Later.” Sam winked. “Trust me, I won’t forget.”


    Arden nodded with a good deal of reluctance. “Alright.” He washed his paws in the sink and waited for Sam to finish up.


    When the otter was done, they walked back to the terminal together.


    The rest of the family were already up and waiting in line.


    Mr. Halinen waved to them. “Over here, boys.” He gave Arden his ticket. “Oh, and Sam, I’ve arranged for you to sit with us.”


    “Awesome!” Sam pulled out his ticket and gave it to the attendant by the door.


    The fox scanned it. “You’re all set.” She scanned the rest of the family’s tickets, and the otters hurried to board the plane.


    With five seats per row, the otters managed to sit close together. Sam and Mikey got the window seats.


    Both otters loved flying. They made full use of the window seat and spent the majority of the flight staring excitedly at the slowly-drifting clouds.


    Arden, meanwhile, passed his time listening to music with his eyes closed, floating quietly between sleep and wakefulness. It was as close as he got to sleeping on an airplane.


    Four hours later, the familiar announcement came on, just barely audible over the music. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are preparing for our descent into Grantley Adams International. The weather is a warm and sunny seventy-five degrees Fahrenheit. Break out the shades and enjoy your time on Barbados.”


    More announcements came, but Arden largely ignored them. He switched off his iPod and stuffed it into his pants pocket. He looked over at Sam.


    The otter was still staring out the window with a broad grin across his muzzle. He turned his attention momentarily when he heard Arden raise his seat. “Oh man, I love watching the landings!”


    Arden craned his neck in an attempt to see out of the tiny window. The clouds from before had gone, and the sky was a bright blue, blending gently into the turquoise waters of the Caribbean. Tiny islands whizzed by, along with even tinier white boats and yachts. Arden smiled. They’d soon be down there, sailing the endless waters and watching for airplanes, wondering if someone way up there sees their little boat.


    A stewardess passed by for a final check, and the plane pitched down and began its descent.


    Arden closed his eyes and tried to ignore the popping sensation in his ears and the ceaseless crying of some infant several seats behind him.


    Soon enough, the plane touched down with a soft thump as first its back and then its front wheels made contact with the ground. Some of the passengers clapped while others heaved sighs of relief at having survived another flight.


    The airport was tiny, and there were no gates to taxi to. The airplane pulled off the runway and came to a quiet stop.


    Through the window, Arden saw a white pickup truck with a stairs mounted to its roof. It parked right alongside the plane, aligning perfectly with the exit door.


    The intercom clicked on again. “Ladies and gentlemen, you may now begin disembarking. Please proceed to the terminal for customs check. Thank you for flying IslandAir.”


    


    The trip through customs was quick and painless. Most of the smuggling occurred out of the Caribbean rather than in, so the customs officials paid Arden and his family little attention. One, a bored-looking lion, took the customs form and stamped it, hardly giving it a second glance. “Welcome to Barbados.” He flashed them a smile and waved them through.


    The people at the baggage claim shared a similarly-relaxed attitude. They were all smiling and helpful, if a bit laggard. A cheetah, very reminiscent of Danny, helped the Halinens and Sam with their bags. He carried the suitcases to the nearest taxi and loaded them into the trunk. “Enjoy Barbados!”


    Mr. Halinen patted him on the back and pulled a twenty out of his wallet. “Thank you.”


    “Oh, my pleasure, sir.” The cheetah took the money with a short bow and returned to his spot by the baggage claim.


    The taxi driver was another cheetah and similarly friendly. “Where to, folks?” He tipped his large-brimmed straw hat.


    “Take us to the Bridgetown Cruise terminal, please.” Mr. Halinen handed the driver a printed pamphlet. He turned to his family. “We’ll load the stuff into the boat and then have lunch in a cafe somewhere.”


    Mrs. Halinen pecked him on the cheek. “Sounds great, honey.”


    With some effort, the five otters squeezed into the tiny sedan, and the driver started the engine.


    Sam spent the ride studying maps on his phone. “Mr. Halinen, looks like the weather’s clear towards St. Lucia.” He passed the phone to Engvard. “Grenada is looking cloudy.”


    Mr. Halinen examined the map. “Hm, looks like you’re right. Okay, we’ll head that way, then. Now, let’s see...” He zoomed out to a bigger map. “Yep, so we will be stopping at St. Lucia first, and then each of the islands in turn until we reach the halfway point of our trip. Then, we head back to Barbados.”


    Arden paid little interest to the conversation. Instead, he spent his time watching the scenery. The tiny streets of Bridgetown were dotted with shops and vegetable stands. There were few other cars on the road. Most of the denizens, it seemed, preferred a good walk or a bike ride.


    Sam elbowed him and pointed to his phone.


    Arden read the text. ‘All set with your surprise.’ The otter pulled out his own cellphone and switched off airplane mode. He typed: ‘What surprise? C’mon, Sam!’


    Sam read the text and giggled, enjoying his best friend’s impatience far too much. “You’ll see.” He winked and resumed his discussion with Mr. Halinen.


    All Arden could do was sigh and resume watching the town. Small buildings and dotted palm trees rushed quickly by. The otter promised himself that he would one day take Mark to a paradise like this. The two of them would relax on the beach, with all the time in the world to spend in each other’s company. Arden smiled at the thought. Maybe they’d sneak out to the beach one night and make love by the tideline. He felt a familiar stirring in his shorts and quickly sat upright to hide his growing erection.


    Fortunately, Mikey was too busy listening to his iPod, and Sam was too busy chatting with Mr. Halinen.


    The Taxi soon pulled to a stop near the docks. The driver helped the Halinens with their bags, collected his fare and departed.


    Mr. Halinen took stock of their surroundings. “Well, let’s go find our boat.” He led them to a small building that looked rather modern and out of place among the island’s more dated architecture. The sign over the door read: Dawson’s Private Boat Rentals.


    The puma behind the counter smiled when he saw them. “Ah, welcome! Mister Halinen, I presume.” His accent was different from the rest of the island’s dwellers, closer to Australian. He shook paws with each of them in turn. “Now, I will need you to fill out a few bits of paperwork and make a copy of your boating license for us.” He reached behind the counter and produced a set of keys. “Your family, meanwhile, can take your bags to the boat and get settled in. It’s slot number thirty-seven.”


    Arden took the keys. “Thanks.” He wandered back outside, wheeling his suitcase, followed by Mrs. Halinen, Mikey and Sam. The four of them quickly found the correct yacht.


    It was similar in size to Mr. Halinen’s boat on Lake Cavenrich, but much taller, thanks to a large mast that extended out of its center.


    One by one, Arden tossed the suitcases aboard. “I’ll lock them up.” He climbed aboard himself and unlocked the cabin door.


    The yacht’s interior was even more spacious than he expected. It came complete with a fully stocked kitchen and a bedroom with four bunks and a fold-out bed in the center. Arden tossed the suitcases onto the bunks and headed topside.


    Mikey was waiting eagerly on the peer. “So, how big is it?” He bounced excitedly on the balls of his feet.


    “Bigger than our other boat!” Mikey’s excitement was contagious. “I can’t wait to set sail!”


    Mr. Halinen joined them on the jetty. “Not so fast, guys, food first!”


    The mention of food made Arden realize just how hungry he was. He’d slept through lunch on the plane, and his stomach was not happy about it. “Fantastic idea, Dad!”


    Once Mr. Halinen finished double-checking the boat, the five otters set off in search of food.

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Four


    Fifteen minutes of exploring later, the otters were too hungry to keep going. They settled for a tiny sea-food cafe nestled between a souvenir shop and a grocery store.


    Contrary to its shabby appearance and faded plastic tables, the place turned out to be quite a find.


    The waitress, a jolly skunk, chattered excitedly about all the items on the menu, recommending the ones he thought would best suit each otter’s personality.


    Sam and Arden ended up with the shrimp, Mr. Halinen got the Salmon, while Mrs. Halinen and Mikey got the halibut.


    The cook had prepared each dish with unbelievable attention to detail, and the otters ate in complete silence, each too overwhelmed for words.


    Sam was the first to finish. “Wow! Best. Meal. Ever!” He sank back in his chair with a happy sigh, patting his belly.


    Arden couldn’t agree more. “Oh, we have got to heat here again when we get back.” He popped the last few shrimp into his muzzle. The marinade seeped gently out of the tiny mollusks with each bite, covering the otter’s tongue with spice and making him squirm happily.


    It took Mr. Halinen a good deal longer to chew his salmon. He spoke between bites. “Oh, absolutely. This will make a fantastic vacation-closing dinner!”


    It was past noon when the otters finally emerged from the cafe and returned to the docks. The sky was still a brilliant, cloudless blue, and the sea was calm.


    Arden couldn’t quite tell if it was the food or the weather, or maybe the company of his family and best friend, but life felt perfect. He expected more thoughts of Mark, he expected to inadvertently spend his vacation just short of being perfectly happy. But when his father emerged from the cabin dressed in his captain’s uniform, and Sam and Mikey each put an arm around him, life didn’t just feel perfect, it was perfect. As far as Mark went, it was only six weeks. They’d have the whole summer to catch up.


    Mr. Halinen conducted a few last minute checks and then untied the mooring line. “We’re ready to go!” He lowered the sail, and a swift gust of wind blew in to speed the boat away.


    Mrs. Halinen retreated into the cabin to tidy up, while Mikey, Arden and Sam took a seat at the stern.


    Arden turned in his seat and watched the island slowly shrink and fade into the distance. “So, how about that surprise, Sam?”


    The otter removed his shirt and lounged back in the plush couch with his eyes closed, letting the sea breeze ruffle his fur. “Be patient. You won’t have to wait much longer.”


    Mikey had discovered a fishing rod underneath the seat. He was busy rummaging around the newly-found secret compartment for lures and a suitable weight. The mention of a surprise made him forget all about fishing. “Surprise?”


    “Uhhh... yeah.” Sam glanced over at Mr. Halinen. “It’s uhh... I’ll tell you later.” He bit his lip. “Actually, come with me.” He grabbed Mikey’s paw. When Arden got up to follow, the otter stopped him. “Up, up, up! Not so fast. You stay here.”


    Arden rolled his eyes comically. “Oh, alright.”


    Sam gave him another wink and disappeared with Mikey behind the cabin door.


    With a sigh of disappointment, Arden sat back and closed his eyes. He’d know soon enough. Sam was enjoying it all far too much, of course. And now, Mikey would be in on it as well.


    Right on cue, the other two otters emerged from the cabin. They both wore knowing grins and snickered giddily, clearly doing their best to hold back the laughter.


    Arden shook his head and sighed dramatically. “Oh, stop it, you guys.”


    Sam sat next to him and playfully nudged his friend. “Aww, c’mon! Give us a little fun.” He tussled Arden’s headfur. “I promise, by the end of the day, you’ll know exactly what we have planned.”


    “Yeah!” Sam sat to his brother’s other side and put an arm around him. “And trust me, you’ll like it.”


    “I know, I know” Arden embraced his two friends. Through thick and thin, he knew he could count on them. When he was tormented about coming out, Mikey was there for him with a voice of solace and reason. When Mark left and life was at its bleakest, Sam took him under his wing and made things better. Sometimes he forgot just how much he appreciated the two otters. All that compassion, love and loyalty was certainly worth a bit of teasing.


    Mikey found two more fishing rods underneath the seat, and the three otters spent the majority of their day casting lines in the wake of the boat.


    Mr. Halinen watched them from his post at the helm. “You’re not gonna catch much, boys. The smaller fish are deeper down, and the bigger ones will likely snap those lines.”


    No sooner did he speak than something gave Arden’s line a sharp tug. “I got something!” The otter tightened his grip on the handle. Whatever was pulling at the line gave the rod another sharp tug. Sam and Mikey hurried to help. They each grabbed a section of the rod, just below the reel.


    Mr. Halinen secured the helm and rushed over. “Okay, keep her steady. Reel in too fast and you’ll snap the line. Wait too long and it’ll get away.”


    Slowly, Mikey took hold of the reel and began winding it up. But the fish wouldn’t give up without a fight. Whatever it was, it was quick.


    Arden watched the bobber skim the water from side to side as their catch-to-be struggled to tear its shiny prize from the line. He watched the creature fight a little bit longer and then made his decision. “Let’s cut the line.”


    Everyone turned to stare at him. “What?”


    Arden shrugged. “Yeah, I mean... we’re not gonna cook it, so what’s the point? Might as well just let it go.”


    Mr. Halinen examined one of the other fishing rods. “Hm, this one’s got a circle hook. Those typically lodge within the mouth somewhere. If we cut it, the hook will disolve in a matter of weeks.” He rested his paw on Arden’s shoulder. “Your call, Son.”


    Arden nodded. “Cut it.”


    Mr. Halinen dug through the underseat compartment and produced a set of cutting pliers. “Alright. Reel in as much of the line as you can.” He waited for the boys to bring in even more of the line. “Okay, that looks good.” With a snip, the otter severed the line, and the fish was free.


    Arden saw a long, skinny silhouette speed away from the boat. He sighed. “I wonder what kind of fish it was.”


    Mr. Halinen squinted into the water. “Looks like a Wahoo to me. One of the fastest fish around. Wouldn’t have made a very good meal anyway.” He chuckled and returned to the helm.


    Sam stood by Arden’s side, watching the water. “So, why did you decide to let it go?”


    Arden shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess at some point, I realized that there was really no need for us to catch him. Might as well save him for someone who does.” He giggled. “Letting my fish escape... I’m not a very good otter.”


    “Sure, you are!” Sam nuzzled his ear. “Speaking of fish, though, I’m hungry. How about we check out the kitchen?”


    “Galley,” Mikey corrected him. He already had the door open. “But yeah, let’s do it!” He led the way down a short series of steps to the galley, with Arden and Sam following close behind.


    The place was sparse but fully stocked. It even had a stove.


    Mrs. Halinen’s rudder was just barely visible from behind the open refrigerator door. “Are you boys hungry?”


    “You’re a mind-reader, Mom.” Mikey opened the fridge door wider and peeked inside. “What’s quick and easy to make?”


    Mrs. Halinen pointed to a set of drawers running underneath the tiny countertop. “Mac and cheese, shrimp ramen. Take your pick.”


    “Let’s just open a random drawer and let spontaneity decide.” Sam pulled open one of the drawers. “Well, this one has shrimp ramen in it.” He grabbed a box for himself. “Anyone else?”


    Mikey shrugged. “Yeah, I’ll go for it.”


    Arden mulled the trivial choice over for a while longer. “Oh, alright, I’ll have what you guys are having.”


    Mrs. Halinen filled an electric tea kettle from a large jug of purified water and switched it on. “Make sure to let the water boil thoroughly. I don’t know what kind of sanitation standards they have over here. I’ll go see what your father is up to.” She shut the fridge door and padded up the steps and out of the galley.


    The kettle quickly boiled, and the boys shared a simple but satisfying meal.


    Mikey forked a tiny, freeze-dried shrimp and examined it. “I wonder where they find enough tiny shrimp to put into all these soups.” He popped the tiny critter into his muzzle and grinned broadly. “Tastes great, though.”


    Arden didn’t quite share the sentiment. “A bit salty for me.”


    Sam opened his muzzle to comment, but he didn’t get the chance.


    “Boys, we’re almost at St. Lucia!”


    Like a flash, Sam and Mikey rushed topside.


    Perplexed, Arden finished off the last of his noodles and followed them.


    The Island of St. Lucia was broad on the bow when he emerged. The wide coastline was dotted with palm trees and beach chairs. Arden could already make out the beach goers, out to enjoy a beautiful late afternoon, just hours away from sunset.


    Mr. Halinen steered the boat towards a large jetty. “Alright, I’m going to need you boys to help me moor.” He trimmed the sails and started the motor. With ease and experience, the otter guided their craft into one of the docking slots. “Alright, tie her up!”


    Sam, Mikey and Arden each grabbed a rope and tied the yacht to a set of mooring poles.


    Mr. Halinen rechecked all the knots. “Very good. Although Mikey clearly rushed on his.” He tussled the young otter’s headfur and locked up the cabin. “Alright, let’s head into town.”


    After a bit of wandering, the otters found a pleasant seaside cafe, and had a quick dinner. It wasn’t nearly as good as their meal on Barbados, but it was fish, and it was well-prepared, so none of them complained.


    Sam glanced at his phone. “Hey, Mr. Halinen, would it be alright if we went wondering into town for a bit?”


    The otter gave Sam an apprising glance. “Uhm... sure. Just keep your cell phones on, and be back by ten. Sound fair?”


    Mikey nodded eagerly. “Sure!” He grabbed Arden’s paw. “Come on.”


    He and Sam pushed Arden outside.


    The otter went along with his friends without a word. “So, do I get to see my surprise now?”


    Sam beamed. “You bet!” He pulled out his phone again. “Okay, let me just check the GPS.” He typed something in and scrolled around a tiny map of the island.” “Got it! Oh, it’s not far. Like ten minutes from here.”


    Arden followed his friend. “Ten minutes from where?” He knew Mikey would avoid answering, but it was worth a shot.


    Again, the otter just smiled and winked. “You’ll see.”


    Ten minutes later, the three friends were standing in a large hotel lobby. Sam excused himself and vanished from sight, while Mikey remained with Arden. “Don’t worry, dude, it’ll totally be worth it.”


    Soon enough, Sam returned. “We’re just in time! Come on, this way.” He led them out of the lobby and down to the beach. A small group had gathered there. They were seated in chairs, their attention turned to two grooms.


    Arden looked over the scene with confusion, until he spotted a very, very familiar face. “Mark.” But he didn’t cry out. He just stood there.


    The wolf sat in the front row, dressed in a gorgeous white tux and a smile. His parents stood at the altar, holding paws.


    Arden wanted to run over, to approach them, but he didn’t. Just watching was enough for now. Just seeing this event filled him with enough warmth to last the rest of the six weeks. And again, he had none but Sam and Mikey to thank. He embraced his two dearest friends in the whole world. “Thanks guys.” The tears came, but Arden didn’t mind. He cried freely. He was happy.


    Sam had begun to cry too. “Y’know, that’s not the only surprise we had for you.” He typed a quick text on his phone. “I talked to your dad. He said, for this one night...”


    Mark reached for his phone. He scanned the screen briefly and turned to look in their direction. When he saw Arden, his smile grew even wider. Quietly, he snuck out of his seat and made a dash for the otter.


    Arden barely had time to ready himself before the wolf swept him up into a loving embrace. “I missed you. I missed you so much!”


    Heedless of all around them, Arden kissed him passionately. He wasn’t prepared for this. And the impact made him break down completely. “I love you.” He kissed the wolf again and again. “I love you so much.”


    Mark snaked his arms around the otter’s waist and held him close. He rested his muzzle between Arden’s short ears and looked up at Sam. “Thank you. This means so much to me.”


    Sam joined the embrace. “Always happy to help.”


    “And me.” Mikey joined in as well.


    As they stood there, enjoying each others’ warmth and company, Warren’s voice sounded from behind. “Room for two more?”


    Arden giggled. “Well of course.”


    Their embrace grew even bigger. Soon enough, Arden heard another familiar voice. “Can we join?”


    “Yeah, Dad.” He’d stopped crying only moments ago, and the tears quickly returned. The otter buried his muzzle in Mark’s chest and wept happily. Now, everything truly was perfect. He wasn’t sure how much time passed, but slowly, one by one, the others parted the embrace. He and Mark were left alone in each other’s arms once more.


    The wolf kissed him on the nose. “You’re just in time for the wedding, you know”


    “That’s right.” James squeezed Warren’s paw eagerly. “We were gonna do it right after lunch, but when Mark got Sam’s text, we decided to wait.”


    With a great deal of reluctance, Arden also parted the embrace.


    As if sensing his boyfriend’s reluctance, Mark’s paw quickly found Arden’s. The wolf grasped it tightly and gave the otter another kiss. “Come on, let’s go sit down.”


    They took their seats at the tideline, and the ceremony commenced.


    For once, Arden wasn’t the only one crying.


    As they spoke their vows, both grooms were in tears but grinning broadly. Their eyes refused to leave each other’s gaze.


    Arden knew the feeling. He rested his head on Mark’s shoulder and sighed happily, still tightly clutching the wolf’s paw.


    With a final “I do,” James slipped the wedding band onto Warren’s finger, and the two shared a passionate kiss as everyone around them erupted in applause.


    It had taken them twenty-five years, but they were finally together. Love prevailed, and their lives were finally complete. Arden’s only wish in that moment was that he and Mark end up the same way. As much as he hoped otherwise, the otter knew that fate would throw more than one curve-ball their way. The key was to shrug off every one of life’s attempts at keeping them apart. The warm touch of Mark’s paw empowered him. They’d make it; he knew they would. Arden smiled. One day, maybe very soon, they too will be standing at an altar as their families look lovingly on. He would fight tooth and claw for that day to come.


    Mark kissed him gently on the forehead. “Wanna head back to the room? Your dad said you could spend the night... although you do have to be on the boat by six. There’s a storm coming in, apparently, so you guys have to get an early start.”


    Arden watched the others slowly file out and head for the hotel. “Actually, maybe we can hang out at the beach for a little longer.”


    “Alright!” Mark removed his blazer and hung it on the seatback. “Hey, remember the last time we went to the beach?”


    “Yeah.” Arden could see that far-off day just as clearly and vividly as he did when it happened. “I wore a Speedo.”


    Mark giggled. “Yeah. Oh God, I was so embarrassed. We had a phenomenal time, though.”


    “Sure did.” Arden drew his paws across the wolf’s well-built chest. One by one, he undid the shirt buttons, exposing the soft grey fur. “Maybe we can do something even more fun this time.” He looked around to make sure the beach was empty. Everyone had long since left. “Actually, you’re gonna need a swim suit.”


    Mark grinned mischievously. “Well, then. Good thing I wore one.” He unbuttoned his pants and pulled them down, exposing a set of blue swim trunks. “When you’re on vacation, always be prepared for a swim.”


    Arden helped pull the pants down the rest of the way. The sight of the bulge between the wolf’s legs caused his own to harden and grow considerably. “It’s such a shame we only have one night.”


    “Yeah.” Mark finished undressing. He folded his clothes in a neat pile on the chair and snaked his paws underneath Arden’s shirt, feeling every muscle of the otter’s torso with great relish. “So let’s make the most of it.” In one swift move, he removed the Polo and let it fall to the sand. His tail wagged excitedly.


    Arden was out of his trunks quicker than he thought possible. With passion coursing through him, the otter wrapped his paws around his boyfriend and held on. His muzzle caressed first the fur on Mark’s chest and then his neck.


    The wolf shut his eyes with giddy anticipation and leaned in for the kiss.


    It was long and passionate, the sort Arden thought he could never repeat again, each time he felt it. His body wanted more. It wanted to feel the wolf inside him, but the kiss was just too beautiful to break up, and so the otter remained where he was, his paws gently caressing the soft grey fur he’d come to know and love.


    When the kiss ended, the boys got comfortable by the tideline.


    Mark helped the otter out of his bathing suit. “The beach looks pretty empty.” He didn’t bother to confirm the fact. Instead, the wolf reached down to stroke his boyfriend’s shaft.


    Every touch of the soft pads sent Arden into ecstasy. With so much weighing him down in the past few weeks, the otter drew to release far closer than anticipated. He held on at the cusp of orgasm long enough to regain his speech. “Hold on. Not yet.” Slowly, he took Mark’s paw in his and kissed each of the pads in turn. “You didn’t bring any lube, did you?”


    The wolf answered with a mischievous grin. He hopped nimbly to his feet and ran back to the lounge chairs. Some moments of digging later, he returned to the tideline clutching a small bottle of lubricant. “Always come prepared when there’s an otter visiting.”


    “Of course!” Arden spread his legs enough to expose his pucker and let the wolf gently apply the slick liquid all around and inside the opening. The familiar touch brought with it old sensations, and the otter shut his eyes. Tomorrow would see him alone again, without his boyfriend and without that loving touch. But tomorrow wasn’t there yet. It would come soon enough, he knew. The slowly sinking sun was testament to that fact. But tomorrow wasn’t there yet.


    Mark pulled out his finger and knelt in front of the otter. “Ready?” His maleness throbbed red and engorged some inches from Arden’s pucker.


    The otter could only nod.


    Mark nodded as well. He held his member with one paw and rested the other gently on the otter’s taut stomach. With a soft push, he inserted the tip.


    The slight stretching didn’t hurt. Or it may have, but Arden didn’t feel it. The tingling in his chest overwhelmed all his other senses.


    Deeper and deeper Mark pushed until his shaft sat submerged to the knot inside the person he’d fought to love again. The wolf sat still for several heartbeats and then began to thrust in an even and steady rhythm. He rested his paws to either side of Arden’s shoulders and leaned in for another kiss.


    The sensations inside the otter’s body pushed him to a bliss that made him forget about his own erection. He shared his mate’s kiss gladly.


    Mark, it seemed, had not forgotten about his boyfriend’s shaft. His right paw found its way to the glistening member and wrapped around its thickest part. He stroked evenly and slowly at first but soon sped up to match the speed of his thrusts.


    Arden lay with his back against the sand and moaned softly. The tingling that had started in his chest had long since consumed his entire body. Every thrust and every stroke only amplified those waves of pleasure. He could vaguely hear the ocean, but somewhere far away.


    When the orgasm hit, the otter thrust his hips upwards and flexed his back muscles hard. Spasm after spasm, he sprayed jets of the familiar warm, white liquid into the air. Some even hit Mark’s chest.


    The wolf wasn’t far behind. He glanced at his semen-coated fur for only a moment before shutting his eyes and thrusting deep into the otter. His knot stretched Arden’s pucker wide and then sealed itself inside. With a strength born of passion, Mark embraced the otter and shared with him one last kiss.


    The rush and near-blinding sensation washed over them both with each swell of the tide. Behind them, the sun had finally set, giving way to a quiet Caribbean night.


    The boys cuddled up on the moist sand, letting the warm and gentle swell wash over them. Neither spoke, but the silence was beautiful.


    Arden rested his head against the wolf’s wet chestfur and looked up at the stars. He’d heard somewhere that the odds of finding true love were just slightly friendlier than the odds of finding life on a random planet. Against all those odds, he succeeded. Twice, he thought he’d failed forever, but love found a way. He listened to the even beating of his mate’s heart, mingling perfectly with the sound of the swaying sea.


    Mark yawned. “I’m sleepy, but there’s no way I’m going to sleep tonight. I want to make this last for as long as possible.”


    “Yeah, definitely no sleeping.” Arden rolled over and lay down atop the wolf. He let his legs drape over either side and let his sheath rub up against Mark’s taut stomach. The sensation was more pleasant than arousing. The otter kissed his mate passionately on the muzzle. The electrifying energy quickly faded any thoughts of sleep.


    The tip of Mark’s maleness brushed up against the otter’s rump, and Arden felt his own arousal begin to grow. With nothing but the sand and the water around them, the two made love again. It would be over with the sunrise, but for now, they had all the time in the world.


    For hours and hours they lay there, just basking in the warmth of one another’s bodies.


    Arden wished desperately for sunrise to come just a little bit later than usual. All the logic and reasoning in the world couldn’t convince him not to cry when a familiar faint glow appeared on the horizon. He knew then that those next five weeks would be torturously slow. The otter closed his eyes and focused on the sensation of Mark’s paws, his beating heart, and that dear, dear warmth.


    The wolf nuzzled his ear gently. “We’d better get dried. Don’t want the lifeguards to catch us.”


    Arden nodded, still too overwhelmed with sadness to speak. He stood and pulled his bathing suit up to his waist. “Only five weeks.”


    “Only five weeks.” Mark kissed the otter’s neck. “That’s like no time at all. Come on, let’s walk to the room.” He took Arden’s paw, and they slowly left that magical beach behind.


    Mark led the way down a path that wound around the main hotel building to a set of bungalows. “We’re in here.” He pointed to the one closest to a large lake-like swimming pool.


    “Wow, that’s pretty awesome!” Arden wished he could spend a whole week or maybe much, much more with the wolf at a resort like this.


    “So, I was thinking...” Mark slid his keycard into the lock and pushed the door open. “This summer... d’you wanna maybe rent a quiet little house up in Maine somewhere? Maybe bring Sam and Danny along. You know? Something by the lakeside? We could spend the days hiking, swimming, whatever. And at night...” He grinned sheepishly. “Well, you know.”


    “I’d love it!” Arden couldn’t help but embrace the wolf again. The thought of spending a whole summer in a quiet cottage with his loved ones would make the next five weeks pass by even slower than they were passing already, but it was completely worth it.


    “It’s settled!” Mark kissed him on the forehead and went to get dressed. “Talk to Sam about it.” He pulled on a dry bathing suit and approached the otter gain. “Well, this is it, huh?” He stood about a foot away, picking at the claws of one foot with the other.


    “Yeah.” Arden pushed himself to stay strong. “I’ll write you when I get to Finland.”


    “Of course!”


    The boys embraced one last time and then parted again.


    “I guess your parents are still sleeping, huh?” Arden peeked cautiously into the next room. “Say goodbye to them for me.” He gave Mark one last smile and headed outside.


    The walk to the docks was filled with conflicting emotions. It was only five weeks, and yet Arden knew the days would drag like never before. His logical mind forced things into perspective. All he had to do was keep busy and not think about it. He had the rest of spring break and then a trip to Finland. There’d be plenty to do. With those thoughts keeping him strong, Arden hopped aboard the yacht, fully intent on enjoying the rest of his vacation.


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Five


    Spring break went by about as quickly as Arden had expected it. Despite the length, he thoroughly enjoyed the entire thing. Over the course of the week, his father took their little boat around to many different islands. The otters spent the night at each one, eating the local food and playing on the beautiful white-sand beaches. Whenever the weather went sour, Mr. Halinen would simply change course, and it quickly became sunny again. With the halfway point of their trip, the otters turned back and retraced their route. By the time they reached St. Lucia, Mark and his parents were already gone.


    Arden found the beach where they’d spent their last night together. He sat on the sand, letting the warm water caress his paws.


    Sam padded up silently behind him. “Whatcha thinking about?” He sat down next to Arden.


    “Oh, I think you can guess.” Arden found a shell in the sand and tossed it into the water. For once, he wasn’t sad. They had an amazing time. Those were happy memories.


    “Yeah, I can guess.” Sam put an arm around his friend. “Must’ve made some amazing memories, huh?”


    “We did.” The beach had hardly changed at all. It wasn’t hard to picture it in twilight.


    “And I guarantee you,” Sam nuzzled his ears affectionately, “you’ll make even better ones this summer. So dwell less on the past, and think about all the cool stuff to come.”


    “You’re right.” Arden stood. “Well, let’s head back to the boat.” He shivered. “Kinda cold, anyway.”


    Sam looked him over warily. “It’s in the nineties, dude.”


    “Hm, weird.” Arden retrieved his shirt from a nearby lounge chair and slipped it on. “Maybe I’m getting sick.” He found his parents and Mikey sitting at the bar, sipping some typical multi-colored tropical drinks, complete with pineapple slices and decorative umbrellas.


    Mikey waved to him. “Hey Ar, you can drink booze here, ya know! You’re eighteen.”


    “Maybe later.” Arden climbed up on the tall bar stool and ordered a dry piña colada. “Mom, I think I have a cold or something.”


    Mrs. Halinen reached over and felt his forehead with the back of her paw. “Oh my, you’re really warm, Arden. Do you feel dizzy at all?”


    Arden shrugged. “Not really. Just cold.” He shivered again. He let his mother check his throat and lymph nodes. “And I think I have a headache coming on.”


    Mrs. Halinen shook her head. “Looks like you’ve got the flu, young man.” She turned to her husband. “Well, he’s not going to Finland for the time being, that’s for sure.”


    Engvard pulled out his cell phone. “I’ll write the school a quick email. How long do you think he’ll be out?”


    Mrs. Halinen wiped her paws on a moist towelette. “Two weeks, I’d say. Three if it’s serious.”


    Arden sighed and focused on his drink. Several sips later, he gave up on it. “I think I’m just gonna go to the boat and lie down.”


    Sam and the rest of the family were up even before he was. “We’ll go with you.”


    Mr. Halinen paid for their drinks, and the small group made their way across town to the docks. “Let’s sail back tonight. Arden, you can sleep on the boat, sleep in the hotel, and then it’s just a matter of making the flight back. We’ll get the doctor to check up on you when we get to Barbaros, too, to make sure it’s nothing serious.” As he, Mikey and Sam prepared to set sail, Mrs. Halinen ushered Arden into the bedroom. “Get some sleep, dear. Let me know if you need anything.”


    “Okay.” Arden climbed under the covers and fell considerably quicker than he ever remembered doing.


    Morning came slowly. Contrary to Arden’s expectation, he didn’t feel any better at all. In addition to the headache and fever from the night before, the young otter could now add exhaustion, a stuffy nose and sore throat to the list of things that ailed him. He opened his eyes slowly, squinting at the bright sunlight that streamed in through the porthole. The cabin was empty, so the otter decided to take a peek outside.


    He found his mother busy in the kitchen. “Oh, you should not be out of bed, dear.” She ushered him back into the bedroom. “We’re in port, and your father has called a taxi. I’ll let you know once it gets there.”


    


    Thirty minutes later, the family was bouncing in the back of an old yellow-painted Honda. The driver, an aged marmot, chatted ceaselessly about his vacation in America, and Arden quickly zoned out. Sam prodded him awake. “Come on, we’re at the hospital. They have a medical center there.”


    Arden climbed out of the car and staggered to the main airport building, using his friend for support. The world swam hazily around him, and the otter was only happy that his family and friend were close by.


    Sam guided him into a small set of offices marked “Medic.”


    Mr. Halinen approached the reception counter and confirmed his reservation. “Thank goodness I called in ahead.” He motioned to the packed sitting room. “They have quite a crowd over here, it seems.”


    A primly-dressed squirrel showed Arden and his father into a clean examination room while the rest of the family remained outside. She took Arden’s temperature and checked his throat. “Doctor Barnett will be with you in a moment.” With a smile, she returned to the sitting room, ready to tend to the next patient.


    While waiting, Arden drifted off again.


    This time, a short fox that reminded him especially of Warren Fresto patted him gently awake. “Arden, how are you feeling?”


    “My throat, head and ears hurt. And I think I have a fever.” Arden giggled, surprised that the sense of humor hadn’t left him. “Other than that, I feel okay.”


    Doctor Barnett checked him over carefully. “Yeah, you have Influenza, lad. Pretty serious case symptoms-wise, but nothing special in the long run. Get lots of rest, drink lots of liquids, and wear a face mask on the airplane. You’ll be right as rain in about three weeks.” He nudge the otter gently on the shoulder. “On the bright side, you’ll get at least a month off school.”


    “Yeah.” Arden smiled. He wasn’t particularly against going to Finland, but there were too many bad and lonely memories associated with that place for him to truly have enjoyed himself. “Thanks.”


    With a face mask covering his muzzle, the otter boarded the plane with his family. For the first time ever, he not only fell asleep on the plane but slept even through the landing.


    Sam and Mikey walked him to the car, where Arden fell asleep again.


    He awoke in his bed at home sometime in the middle of the night from the sheer thirst. Someone thoughtful had left a glass of water on his bedside table, and Arden drained the entire thing in one go before falling back asleep.


    It was in this fashion that Arden spent the entirety of those three weeks. As time went on, his fever receded along with the headache, and the otter began spending more and more time awake. Sam visited him every day after school to bring homework and catch him up on the day’s events.


    In the time that Arden had been sick, his friend and Danny had grown closer than ever. Sam spoke of the cheetah often and smiled whenever he did. Whether for Arden’s sake or not, however, the otter never mentioned Mark. Arden didn’t prod him. In retrospect, he thought, being sick was actually a good thing. He slept through those three weeks like they were nothing, and there were only two left to go.


    Once the flu had retreated completely, the otter visited his doctor for one more checkup.


    Doctor Farrell examined him carefully. “Hm, you look okay to me. I’d recommend another week home, though. You guys have a three-day one coming up, anyway.”


    “Yeah.” Arden didn’t mind. With the cancellation of his trip to Finland, he was completely unsure of how he’d go to school and manage to avoid Mark. Fate, it seemed, was not without a sense of fairness.


    Arden spent the next few days reading through all of his Redwall novels. He could recite each book from memory, but the memories associated with them (both the lifelong friendship with Sam, and the more recent relationship with Mark) made them a peasant and warm read. Sam visited him several more times. On Thursday, he came in wearing a particularly broad grin.


    Arden put his book down and watched his friend appraisingly. “Happier than usual, are we?”


    “Yeah.” Sam forced the smiled off his muzzle. “It’s... y’know.” He looked away.


    “Something prom-related, isn’t it?” Arden appreciated Sam’s attempts at avoiding the subject, but he didn’t mind. Sure, he’d miss senior prom, but that one even really didn’t mean as much to him as it seemed to mean to everyone around him. People ordered tuxes, dresses, and limos weeks ahead of time and got all fancy just to go to a school dance that also happened to serve slightly better-than-average food.


    “Yeah.” Sam shrugged. “I got Danny’s boutonniere today.”


    “Hey, have fun!” Arden hopped off the bed and embraced his friend. “Seriously. You two deserve it.”


    “Thanks.” Sam patted him on the back. “And hey, they’ll have proms in college.”


    “Yeah.” Arden giggled. “You know me, though. I don’t really care. I have the rest of these Redwall books to get through before the end of the week, anyway. I’ll be busy.”


    “Man, I should reread those at some point.” Sam picked Marlfox up from the bedside table. “It’s been a while. Though I’m not as into them as you are.”


    They talked for a few more minutes about Redwall before Sam remembered his dinner date with Danny. With a hasty goodbye and a hug, he hurried to his car.


    Arden chuckled at the otter’s zeal and returned to his book.


    

  


  
    Chapter Thirty-Six


    It was a warm Friday evening, several hours before dinner. “Arden, Sam’s here to see you!” Mrs. Halinnen’s voice interrupted Danflor’s speech in Marlfox. “Tell him to come upstairs, Mom.”


    No response.


    Intrigued by the silence, Arden slipped on a robe and headed downstairs.


    The living room was silent, as was the rest of the house.


    Why would Sam be waiting outside?


    Arden reached for the doorknob and turned it slowly. “Sam, I’m in no mood for jokes.” He swung the door open.


    He had a lot more to say, but one look outside made him forget everything.


    A white stretch Limo was parked in the driveway, and Mark stood proudly next to it.
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    “Arden.” The snowy-white tux he wore brought out his blue eyes perfectly. “Will you go to the prom with me?”


    Several seconds of silence passed between them as Arden struggled to process what he was seeing. His legs figured things out before the rest of his body did, and the otter sprinted forward.


    Mark swept him up in a hug and kissed him gently on the muzzle. “I’ve missed you so much.”


    Arden was beyond words. The weeks apart from the wolf were so grey and mundane; the sudden splash of color and light in his life was overwhelming. He couldn’t even cry; he just buried his head in the wolf’s shoulder, inhaling his rich musk.


    “I managed to talk your dad into decreasing the sentence slightly,” Mark said, making no attempt to release Arden from the loving embrace. “He was surprisingly easy to convince.”


    Again, Arden was overwhelmed. He just held on to the wolf and didn’t say a word.


    “Well, if we’re going, we’d better hurry,” Mark said, finally releasing him. “You still need to change into your tux.”


    He opened the door of the limo and pulled out a matching tux. “I went with white, I hope you don’t mind.”


    “I love you so much.” It was all Arden managed to say. He kissed Mark again and hurried inside to change.


    His family was waiting for him in the living room.


    “You’re very lucky, Arden,” Mr. Halinen said. “You really have found love.”


    The four of them shared another group hug, and Arden ran upstairs to change. At some point, everything caught up with him, and he started to cry. With every passing day, that wolf managed to do something that overwhelmed him and warmed his heart; he only wished he could do the same in return.


    Mark knocked on the door-frame to announce himself. “All done?”


    “Yeah, just about.” Arden buttoned his jacket and adjusted the bow-tie. “How do I look?”


    “Incredible,” Mark whispered, stunned. He extended his paw, and Arden took it.


    A gesture that was once so difficult for the wolf was done without a second thought or even the slightest hint of discomfort. They descended the stairs, where Mr. Halinen stood waiting. He snapped several pictures of them with his new digital camera.


    “Well, we finally have a picture of the happy couple.” He chuckled. “I sorta gave up on Katelyn ever printing us those pictures she’d promised.”


    They all laughed, remembering that night, all those many months ago.


    “Have fun at prom, boys!” Mrs. Halinen beamed. “And no drinking!”


    “Only punch.” Arden chuckled.


    Before they walked out the door, Mr. Halinen embraced Mark. “Welcome back, Son.”


    It was Mark’s turn to be overwhelmed. “Thank you,” he said, his voice trembling.


    The boys took paws again and walked out to the limo. The driver seemed a bit put off by their display of affection but didn’t say a word.


    “Fenswell Hotel.” Mark held the door open for Arden and then climbed into the car.


    The driver grunted a response and pulled out of the driveway.


    “How long were you planning this?” Arden shifted closer to Mark. “I didn’t think they sold tickets this close to prom.”


    “They don’t.” Mark winked. “I bought them two weeks ago. If your dad didn’t let you go, I would have kidnapped you; you deserve an amazing prom.” He put his arm around the otter’s waist and kissed him.


    “I wonder what everyone will say.” Arden mused aloud.


    “Who cares?” Mark kissed him again. “They’re just spectators.”


    Arden didn’t answer, he just nuzzled against the wolf and closed his eyes. The moment he’d dreamt of for so long was now real, and it was more beautiful than any amount of imagination could have ever made it.


    “Woah, who are all these people?” Mark rolled down the window to get a better view.


    As they approached the hotel, a crowd of people with picket signs came into view.


    Once they were close enough to read the signs, Arden tapped the wolf on the shoulder. “Better close that window, hon.”


    The signs were by no means new, but they were still insulting.


    ‘God hates queers!’


    ‘God made Adam and Eve, not Adam and Steve!’


    ‘Try dating a girl, you sick freaks!’


    “I like that one.” Mark pointed to a particularly zealous protester waving a sign that read: ‘Homosexuals are GAY!!!’


    Arden giggled. He he’d started to feel nervous, but the wolf’s calm manner relaxed him. The gates of the hotel opened, and four police-foxes emerged to control the crowd. They held back the protestors while the limo drove inside, and then shut the gates.


    Arden glanced back at the mob. “How are there this many of them?”


    Mark shrugged. “No clue. At least they won’t allow them on hotel property.”


    The driver rolled down the privacy window. “Alright, we’re here,” he grumbled.


    “Thanks.” Mark opened the door and stepped outside; Arden followed him.


    One of the protesters sighted them through the bar fence. “It’s the queers!”


    The other all turned to face them and raised their signs high.


    But the boys ignored their stinging comments. They didn’t matter. Holding paws demonstratively, they walked inside.


    A skunk dressed in a sharp business suit approached them. “Ah, so you must be our gay couple.”


    “That, we are.” Mark nodded.


    “I’m sorry about all the disturbance. Someone called the local anti-gay society, and they rallied everyone they could to protest. Apparently, every member on the east coast is in attendance.”


    “Wow, they’re really big on protesting, huh?” Mark chuckled.


    “They are.” The skunk nodded. “I just wanted to let you know that you are perfectly safe here; any one of them that attempts to gain entry will be arrested and fined. Enjoy your prom!”


    Mark took Arden’s paw again. “Thanks!”


    The boys proceeded down the hallway, and into a large reception room. Most of the other kids were already there. Some were dancing, others were sitting at the tables and stuffing their muzzles with the free food.


    A weasel with a camera hanging around his neck ran up to them. “Come get your prom picture taken!”


    The boys followed him to the corner of the room, where the photographer had set up a makeshift gazebo. “Just stand right in there.” He motioned the boys over to the gazebo entrance.


    Mark stood slightly behind Arden and put his arms around the otter. Arden put his arms on Mark’s, and they both smiled.


    “Oh, you two look fabulous!” The weasel exclaimed. He adjusted his camera and snapped several pictures. “Okay, you’re all set!”


    The boys thanked him and moved out of the way for the next couple.


    “I know you want to dance,” Arden said, “but why don’t we grab something to eat first. I’m starving.”


    “Alright.” Mark pulled out his cell phone. “Let’s find Sam first, though.”


    He typed a quick text and scanned the reception room for the otter.


    “There he is.” Arden spotted Sam just as Mark’s phone went off.


    Still holding paws, the pair went to join Sam at his table.


    “Hey guys!” Sam sat with the rest of the swim team. “Congratulations!”


    “Thanks,” Arden and Mark both said at once.


    Mark helped Arden into a chair and sat down next to him. “Is Danny here?” He glanced people seated around the table.


    Sam shook his head. “No, he’s got a writer’s retreat this week.” He sighed. “I didn’t look into it any more than that. He might have just gotten cold paws or something. I don’t blame him.”


    Arden felt luckier than ever to have Mark by his side. He didn’t place too much importance in going to prom, but the wolf was adamant that they do it.


    A ferret came by with two extra place settings. “The food is over there.” He pointed to a table that stretched from one corner to the other along the far wall.


    Arden nodded. “Thanks.”


    He and Mark got up to get food, and Sam followed. “I’m going up for seconds.”


    Together, they made their way across the dance floor. Several students stopped them along the way, congratulating the boys on their bravery. Nobody seemed to care that they were gay; everyone was just happy that they were together.


    Arden could do nothing but smile at such positive, encouraging reactions. ‘And that’s how it should be.’


    He followed Mark and Sam, carefully scanning the room for signs of Chris and Katelyn; neither of them was present, but he did not want to relax his guard just yet.


    Chris did say that he wanted to drop the whole thing, but Arden doubted that the coyote would ‘just drop’ anything.


    Lost in thought, he walked right past the food table.


    Mark stopped him. “Food’s over here, hon.”


    “Yeah.” Arden nodded absentmindedly.


    “Is everything okay, Ar?” The wolf gave him a concerned look.


    “Yeah. I just keep expecting to seek Katelyn or Chris show up,” Arden said. “I have a feeling that they were behind the anonymous tip to our picketing friends.”


    The wolf shrugged. “Probably. Didn’t get much accomplished, though, did they?”


    “I guess not.” Arden chuckled.


    They finally made it to the front of the line and got their food. It wasn’t anything too fancy; spaghetti with different kinds of sauce, mostly. At that point, Arden was hungry enough to eat anything. He piled his plate high with spaghetti and returned to his seat with Mark and Sam following close behind.


    “Pretty crazy, huh?” Sam chuckled, sitting down. “Prom! Now, we just have APs next week, graduation and that’s it.”


    “Yeah.” Mark sighed. “It’s been one crazy year but a good kind of crazy.” He put an arm around Arden and kissed him. Nobody stared, nobody gasped; nobody paid any attention at all.


    Just as the boys separated and Arden went back to his food, they heard a familiar voice echoing from the hallway. “You can’t do this, you assholes! Just wait ‘til my father hears about this!”


    A good portion of the kids abandoned their food and went to have a look.


    Arden, Mark and Sam managed to squeeze their way to the front of the crowd. Chris was there, as expected, being pawcuffed by two police-wolves. “Let me go this instant!” He didn’t struggle physically, again trying to use his words to weasel out.


    The first wolf kept a firm hold on him while the other fastened the cuffs. “I’m sorry sir, but a warrant has been put out for your arrest.”


    “What?!” Chris tried to mask his outcry with anger, but his eyes showed nothing but fear.


    One of the police-wolves pulled a printed piece of paper out of his pocket and showed it to him.


    The coyote stopped struggling and read the charges. “Cyber-bullying?” The anger faded. “I- I- I didn’t...”


    “We will figure that out at the station,” the first wolf said with a small shrug. “Come with me.”


    He kept one paw on Chris’s shoulder and the other on the pawcuffs as he led the coyote out of the building to a parked police car.


    Arden watched the proceedings with a mixture of amazement and happiness. Once Chris disappeared from view, he turned to Mark. “You turned him in, didn’t you?”


    The wolf scratched his head. “I wanted to, but I decided to go along with Danny’s wishes and leave things alone.”


    “Well, then who did?” Sam looked just as confused as his two friends.


    “I did.” The boys turned around to see Katelyn standing several rows behind them.


    “You?” Arden couldn’t believe it; it had to be some sort of joke.


    “Yeah, me,” Katelyn spat. “That asshole made me pay for my own prom dress; ME! Can you believe his nerve? So, I decided to give him a little present in return for all his kindness.” She laughed maliciously. “Let’s hope saving a few thousand dollars was worth all the prison rape.” She turned heel and sauntered back into the reception room.


    Sam waited for her to leave and then shook his head. “Wow, what a bitch!”


    “As long as all the bitchiness is directed at someone else, I really don’t care.” Arden shrugged. “Besides, Chris had it coming.”


    Mark was still watching the door. “His dad will get him out, you can bet on it.”


    “Not for a while, he won’t.” Arden took the wolf’s paw. “Besides, we didn’t turn him in.”


    Mark shrugged. “I guess you’re right.”


    They returned to the festivities; the lights were down, and the DJ stopped the music. “Ladies and gentlemen, please help me in welcoming our royal couple. We have tallied up the votes, and this year’s prom king and queen are Arden Halinen and Mark Heeley!”


    The room erupted in applause.


    Both boys stood stunned, as a spotlight fell on them.


    “Come on, guys.” Sam prodded them. “I think they mean you.”


    Holding paws, and still slightly dazed, Arden and Mark went up to the front of the room.


    The DJ gave them each a crown.


    “Please make room; the royal couple will have the first slow dance.” He typed some stuff into his computer.


    A slow, quiet song came on.


    “Shall we?” Mark led Arden out to the dance floor.


    “I’m not much of a dancer,” Arden confessed.


    The wolf smiled. “Neither am I.”


    They held each other lovingly and began a slow waltz around the room. Arden looked into the wolf’s deep, blue eyes, and everything else just ceased to exist. They were in their own little bubble again, floating far away from the troubles and hatred of the rest of the world. Arden held the wolf loosely and comfortably; he wasn’t afraid of letting go anymore. They were connected by a bond that only grew stronger every time it was tested.


    Mark pulled the otter in closer and the boys kissed. There were probably shouts of encouragement, or maybe even some negative comments, but Arden didn’t hear them. He was in the arms of the only person he had ever fought this hard for, and that was all that mattered.


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    “Is this the last of the stuff, boys?” Mr. Halinen stood by the open trunk of his car, checking its contents.


    “Yeah, dad, I think so.” Arden looked over his list again.


    Mr. Halinen nodded and slammed the trunk lid closed. “We’d better get on the way, then. If we arrive any later than nine, we will spend the rest of the day waiting in line.”


    “Thanks again for taking me, Mr. Halinen,” Mark said.


    “Oh, don’t mention it.” The otter waved him off. “We’ve got plenty of room in the car.”


    “Is everyone ready to go?” Mrs. Halinen came outside.


    “I think so.” Mr. Halinen pecked her on the cheek. “Is Mikey coming?”


    “No, he’s got some girlfriend thing or something going on,” Arden giggled.


    “Well, why didn’t I hear about this?” Mrs. Halinen put on a mock expression of anger.


    “Because if Mikey told you, you would have scared his girlfriend off with all the questions,” Arden said.


    “Hey, I didn’t scare Mark, off, did I?”


    “That was only because you didn’t know we were boyfriends at the time.”


    “Alright, alright, stop arguing.” Mr. Halinen rolled his eyes. “We’ve got to get on the road.”


    “Well, have fun in college, boys.” Mrs. Halinen hugged each of them in turn. “We’ll all visit you next week.”


    “Sounds good, Mom,” Arden said.


    They climbed into the car, and Mr. Halinen started the engine. “One last time; is everyone sure we didn’t forget anything?”


    “Yes, Dad. I made a list, remember.” Arden pulled the piece of paper out of his pocket. “All the items are checked off, and that means we have everything.”


    “Alright, then.” Mr. Halinen put the car in drive and pulled out into the street.


    Mark’s paw found Arden’s again and held it. Arden sighed happily.


    The future was always uncertain, but as long as they faced it together, that was good enough for him.
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