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Love Has No Boundaries

An M/M Romance Collection

Valmne 10
Introduction

The stories you are about to read celebrate love, sex and romance between
men. They are a product of the Love Has No Boundaries promotion sponsored
by the Goodreads M/M Romance Group and these anthologies are published
as a gift to you.

What Is Love Has No Boundaries?

The Goodreads M/M Romance Group invited members to choose a photo
and pen a letter asking for a short M/M romance story inspired by the image;
authors from the group were encouraged to select a letter and write an original
tale. The result was an outpouring of creativity that shone a spotlight on the
special bond between M/M romance writers and the people who love what
they produce.

Nearly 190 stories were submitted and have now been published as a
twelve volume set with two additional bonus volumes, titled Love Has No
Boundaries; this edition is Volume 10.

Written descriptions of the images that inspired these stories are provided
along with the original request letters. If you’d like to view the photos, please
feel free to join the Goodreads M/M Romance Group and visit the discussion
section: Love Has No Boundaries.

Whether you are an avid M/M romance reader or new to the genre, you are
in for a delicious treat.

Words of Caution

The stories in this collection may contain sexually explicit content and are
intended for adult readers. They may also contain content that is
disagreeable or distressing to some readers. The M/M Romance Group


http://www.goodreads.com/group/show/20149-m-m-romance
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strongly recommends that each reader review the General Information section
before each story for story tags as well as for content warnings.

These stories are a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents
are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any
resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely
coincidental.

Dedication

As you can imagine, coordinating nearly 190 authors, proofing their work
and publishing it both online and in eprint involved hundreds of hours of
volunteer work. Nearly two dozen members chipped-in to help; the M/M
Romance Group would like to extend a special thanks to the volunteers of the
event team for their unwavering commitment and enthusiasm.

Ebook Layout and Navigation

This ebook can be navigated through the Table of Contents which lists the
authors, their story title and its overall genre or theme. Any time you see the
words [Back to Table of Contents], you can click on the link and be transported
back to the TOC.

The story titles link back to the original posts in Goodreads M/M
Romance group. The author names also link back to their Goodreads author
profiles.

The written description that inspired each story, along with the letter that
inspired the tale is provided. If you would like to see the actual photo, you can
view them at: www.goodreads.com/group/show/20149-m-m-romance.

Enjoy.


http://www.goodreads.com/group/show/20149-m-m-romance
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This ebook is distributed free by the M/M Romance Group
and should not be offered for sale. Each story appears
courtesy of its respective author and should not be
reproduced without express written consent from the author.

This ebook is published by the M/M Romance Group and is
not directly endorsed by or affiliated with Goodreads Inc.

M/M Romance Group Publication ©2013
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THE DOOR AT THE END OF SUMMER
By Jaime Samms

The picture is of two twenty-something men lying on a beach. They are fully
clothed in jeans and T-shirts, wrapped up in one another’s bodies, but not
looking at each other. One gazes off into the distance, and the other at the
camera, as though they are both looking for something they can’t quite find.
They seem happy, but a perceptive observer might detect some tension; a sign
that maybe there’s something missing in their outwardly idyllic life together.

IPcitciy
Dear Author,

These two took me under their wing when I didn’t have anywhere else to
go. They welcomed me into their family with open arms... but what | feel
for them, well, let’s just say | don’t think of them as my substitute parents.
They are my best friends, and | want them both so bad it hurts to be around
them. | know I’'m young, but I’m nineteen, not a kid. | know they saw how |
looked at them the other day when | accidentally walked in on them, and
ever since then, they’ve been looking back... What do | do?

HEA or at least HFN please! | am hoping for a hot, hot threesome
where hearts are engaged, everyone ends up happy, and no cheating. Also,
vanilla sex is fine, but I wouldn’t mind a little bit of D/s and some spanking
if it works! Hope this inspires someone!

Sincerely,
Penny


http://www.goodreads.com/topic/show/1428333-the-door-at-the-end-of-summer-by-jaime-samms-7-29-download-link-insid
http://www.goodreads.com/author/show/2631049.Jaime_Samms
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Genre: contemporary

Tags: BDSM, D/s, fetish toys, open relationship, M/M/M, established
couples, summer romance, underage drinking

Content warnings: reference to past cutting/self-harm

Word count: 22,442
[Back to Table of Contents]
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THE DOOR AT THE END OF SUMMER
By Jaime Samms

CHAPTER ONE

Alistair adjusted the handle of the basket he was carrying onto one arm so
he could ring the bell with his free hand. He had no idea how his mother, all
five foot three of her, managed this job. The thing was about the size of a
Volkswagen Beetle and seemed to weigh almost as much, full as it was of the
small things people forgot in the midst of an inter-state move. Like toothpaste
and a can of coffee, and maps of their new hometown.

A long, clanging buzz sounded deep inside the house and he stepped back.
The sound just went on and on. He heard running feet, a thump, muffled
shouts and laughter, and then the door flew open.

“Hello?” The exuberant greeting set him back another step and he nearly
overbalanced under the weight of the heavy basket.

Hands reached for him, grabbed both his arm and the handle of the basket
and lifted the latter away. “Careful!” Happy laughter followed.

Despite his poor balance and the heat flooding his face, Alastair found
himself smiling back. “Hi.” He relinquished his hold on the basket and found
his feet as he reseated his glasses. When his vision had focused, he was
looking into a pair of warm laughing brown eyes. “I’m Alistair.” He stuck his
hand out, realized his host had his own now full of gift basket, and pulled
back, wiping his palm on his jeans. “Um, welcome to the neighbourhood?” He
gave a short nod and took a step down off the porch. “Sorry about the bell.”

“Nah.”

Abruptly, the buzzing stopped and a moment later, another young man
appeared in the doorway behind the first, a short wire held up in triumph.
“Killed it! Who’s here?” He pushed past and looked Alistair over. “Hi. I’'m
Malcolm. This is Charles.” He tilted his head to one side. “Who are you?”

“Mal!” Charles shoved the basket at him and pushed him back inside.
“This is Alistair. He came to welcome us to the street.” He shot Alistair
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another of his winning smiles. “We were just about to break for beer and
pizza. Come on in.”

“Ah, no.” Alistair held up both hands and waved them back and forth. “I
don’t want to intrude. Just deliver the basket and—"

“Come on.” Charles took his arm again, lightly gripping above the elbow,
and pulled him forward. “We’ve got plenty. You’re legal, right?”

Alistair nodded so vigorously, his glasses slipped again. “Well, nineteen,
yeah.”

“Close enough for a beer. C’mon. We don’t know anyone here,” Charles
said. “We moved from out west. A shockingly not-gay-friendly town of
backwater yahoos.”

Alistair tried to stifle his reaction, but both men stopped to look at him,
faces visibly tightening, pinching around lips and eyes.

He smiled a tiny smile and licked his lips. “This is a good town for that.
You’ll be happier here.” He pulled in a breath and plunged on. “I know I’'m
happier since we came from down south. | was twelve then, just after Dad
died. Mom got transferred. | think because she was so sick of seeing me get
beat up. You know, the whole gay kid with no father thing. She took the offer
without hesitating. We got a new start. People here are so much better.” He
flashed a grin through the blazing heat emanating from his cheeks. “Sorry.
Life story...” He shrugged and rocked on his heels. “I’m rambling.”

“Yes, you are,” Charles said, holding open the door. “Come in.” His smile
was kind. Encouraging.

Alistair was led through an entrance littered with empty, flattened boxes,
down a corridor made narrower by stacks of unopened cardboard crates and
into a kitchen with more boxes, wrappings and paper hanging out the open
flaps.

“Still in full swing, | guess,” he observed.
“Slow going.” Malcolm set the giant basket on the tiny dining table.

“I don’t know if there’s room in this house for all this stuff,” Alistair said,
running finger over a box marked kitchen pantry.
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Charles chuckled and handed over a beer. “It’s really not as much as it
looks. I’m a bit of a packing, um, stickler.”

Malcolm snorted.

“I can relate,” Alistair said. “Christmas is a fiasco around our place. My
mom had this really delicate set of glass ornaments when she was a kid and
every year she tells the story about how her little brother destroyed them all.
He waddled down the hallway carrying the box they were tucked in, dropped it
because he was carrying too much so he decided to kick it the rest of the way
into the living room. By the time she rescued the box from him, every ball was
shattered. She cried for a week.

“Now it’s like digging for treasure unpacking the Christmas ornaments,
and most of them are these little paper stars made from hers and my hand
prints that we cut out of construction paper and glued together when | was
five. You can’t break those...”

Both men were staring at him.

“l did it again.” Heat snuck into his face once more.

They grinned.

“l... sort of ramble when I’m nervous.”

“And you’re positively adorable while you do it, too,” Charles said.

As if he wasn’t blushing hard enough already. He had an urge to press the
cool bottle against his hot cheek, but took a sip instead. “I don’t think | could
actually eat right now,” he confessed. His nerves jangled at him. Talking to
people he didn’t know had never really been his thing. When he did, his
tongue ran away without his brain and people inevitably backed off until he
was alone again. He was better alone. No one to annoy that way. At least he
liked his own company well enough.

His mother had talked him into doing this job by convincing him he could
drop off the basket and leave, barely have to talk to the people. So not the case,
it turned out. Not with these guys, anyway. He wondered, suddenly, if she had
known they were gay. She liked to interfere that way, worried he spent too
much time on his own.



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 11

“Nonsense. You’ll have a slice of pizza with that beer,” Malcolm declared,
slipping one onto a plate he’d pulled from the dish drainer and handing it to
him.

Alistair stared at him as he took the offered food. The man couldn’t be
more than three or four years older than him but he carried himself like a guy
who was used to speaking and being obeyed. Sort of like what he remembered
of his father, but definitely not in the same fatherly sort of way. Malcolm’s
command of the situation was absolute, but still soft in a way Alistair’s father
had never, ever been. Probably why he’d had a heart attack so young.

Sitting in that kitchen with the two men, answering their questions about
the small town they’d moved to, he got the impression this was very much
Malcolm’s domain. It was a comfortable sort of idea, and his nerves settled
quickly. He found he’d polished off the beer and two slices and was well into a
glass of iced tea when he realized he’d whiled away most of their Sunday
afternoon. He glanced about the kitchen and his blush came back.

“I’ve talked your ears off.”

“Don’t worry,” Charles said. “We appreciate the information, and you’ve
been perfectly charming company.” He reached over and set his forefinger
against the bridge of Alistair’s glasses. Gently, he pushed them up his nose
from where they had slipped. He’d been looking over the rims without
realizing, and as he gazed at Charles through the lenses, he was struck again
by how handsome the sandy-haired man was. His face was open and excited
about everything around him, and he smiled a lot. A dimple dug into his left
cheek and he had the build of someone who took good care of his body.

He hit all of Alistair’s buttons physically, even if he was a bit less
domineering than he usually went for.

Alistair was still contemplating the breadth of Charles’s shoulders when
Malcolm cleared his throat. Heat flushed right up to Alistair’s hairline.

“I’m sorry!” He scrambled off his stool and set his glass down with a
clatter. He’d been caught and they all knew it. “I-1 should go.”

“You should come back tomorrow,” Charles said, getting up too, and
walking with him to the door. “I’ve got a ton more questions, like where | can
get gardening stuff, and there’s lots to unpack.” He grinned wide. “You can
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make up for wasting our afternoon by helping unwrap coffee mugs and candle
holders.”

CGI_”

“Probably have a job.” Malcolm gave Charles a sidelong look. “Give the
poor guy some breathing room, Charlie.”

“Just sayin’.” He patted Alistair’s shoulder. “He’s cute.”
Alistair gulped. “I thought... | mean, aren’t you two... together?”

This time, Malcolm smiled, and if he was a bit darker, a bit less...
expansive than Charles, he was no less handsome. He was a lot more poised
and controlled. “We are.” His eyes twinkled, chips of obsidian in the backlight
from the evening sun coming in the window. “Charlie likes eye candy and
pretty things.”

“P-pretty?” Alistair had been told that before, with his black curls and
ever-changing hazel eyes. When he’d been a kid, he’d been compared to dolls
and exotic women, usually not in complimentary ways. Now he stared at these
two men, openly appreciating him, right in front of each other, and when he
blushed, it wasn’t so much because he was embarrassed.

“Thanks.” He glanced between them. “I think.”

“Oh, it was definitely a compliment,” Malcolm assured him. “Come by
again sometime.”

“1d like that.”
They both smiled and the room lit up. “Excellent,” Charles crowed.

*k*k*k

Alistair did return, late the next morning, to find them sleep-tousled and
groggy where they sat at their kitchen table looking deflated.

“Morning,” Alistair chirped as Malcolm stomped back to the table and sat.
“Mom sent these.” He placed a pie plate of home-baked pastries on the table.
“She made me bring them over with her apologies for not greeting you herself.
She figured | talked you to death when | wasn’t home until suppertime.” He
grinned as they stared, forcing the cheer to cover his nerves. “Guess she knows
me.”
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They both stared at him, unspeaking and he desperately tried to think what
his mother would do next. She always knew how to set people at ease. She’d
make the place as cheery as she was. Open it up, shed some light. He went to
the windows and opened the shutters between the kitchen and the front
entryway, letting in a flood of glorious sunshine.

That got him dark glares from the squinting men at the table.

“You need coffee, then you’ll feel better,” he assured them, moving to the
coffee maker sitting on the counter where having something to do would
hopefully keep him from turning tail and running.

“Sure,” Charles grumbled. “Coffee’d be great. If someone” —he glared at
Malcolm—*“had labeled the pantry boxes with their contents, and not just
‘pantry’.” He made air quotes and stuck out his tongue at his lover.

“If I remember, we were in a hurry to get the stuff in boxes for the movers,
because someone insisted on over packing, and then keeping me up all night.”
Malcolm smiled at Alistair, and that wicked glint appeared in his eyes, the
same as the one he’d noticed as he’d left the night before. “Something about
saying good-bye to the old place. It had some... unique features Charlie really
liked being tied to.”

Alistair nearly dropped the coffee carafe into the sink. He caught it with
both hands and shot a glance at Charles, who was grinning like a maniac and
looked a lot less tired, suddenly.

“God, that was a nice place,” he muttered as his smile widened.

Alistair found himself staring, watching the dimple form on Charles’ cheek
and the light creep into his eyes. He turned to the sink, hiding his raging blush
from them and trying to ignore that blood had rushed to more parts of him than
his face.

“Well now, that got his attention,” Malcolm said. “Even if the whole “we-
don’t-know-where-the-coffee-is’ portion of the conversation didn’t.”

“There’s coffee in the basket,” Alistair said, wishing his voice had more
shape to it. He was having a hard time focusing on much of anything but the
image in his mind of Charles, tied to something—anything, really—that kept
taking over his thought process
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“So you’re going to make us coffee?” Malcolm asked. He got up and
leaned on the counter, arms folded in front of himself, close to Alistair. He
could look down on Alistair from his greater height, and he definitely had
presence.

Alistair nodded.

“Good. Charlie, give him a hand.” He left the room, headed down the hall
to the bedroom.

Alistair set the full carafe down very carefully, almost managing to hide
the tremble in his hands. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Charles asked cheerfully, rummaging through the basket for
the tin of coffee.

“l don’t know. Pissing him off?”

“Oh, he’s not pissed off.” Charles handed over the tin with a wide, dimpled
grin. “He is fucking horny as hell, though, even after | did my best to wear him
out last night.”

Alistair’s eye widened and he met Charles’ gaze. “What?”

“You obviously have no idea what a blush does to your face. He could,
pretty literally, eat you alive right now. He had a boner the size of—”

“Oh my God, Charles, | didn’t mean—"
Charles laughed. “Calm down, Al.”
“Alistair.”

Charlie’s grin widened. “Al, you can call me Charlie. Only people I don’t
like have to call me Charles.” He held onto the tin when Alistair tried to take
it. “And no one is mad, | promise.”

“l don’t know what I did.”
“Pretty much, you walked in the front door, Al.”
“What do | do now?”

Charlie shrugged. “Make coffee. Stay and help us unpack.” His grin
softened to a legitimately affectionate smile. “Stop panicking. No one is going
to do anything someone else doesn’t want them to do. Understand?”
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“l... don’t know.”

“Then let me spell it out. If Mal wants to maul you, he can, if you want
him to, he can’t if you don’t want him to. He would say the same about me.
But in the end,” he grinned crookedly, “you have to want it.”

“But you’re—"" he waved towards the bedroom. “Together.”

Charlie nodded. “And we stay together because we are perfect for each
other.” He sighed and set the coffee on the counter. “I don’t know how much
you know about this stuff, Al, but he’s... demanding. He likes order and calm.
I can give him that—obedience, service, and everything else that makes his
world make sense. But sometimes, he doesn’t want to be the one doing the
touching. He wants to see me happy, but he can’t always do the deed. It’s
complicated and I’'m not telling you all his secrets. Just that he gets stuck
sometimes, and when that happens, he hates to make me go without.”

“So...”

“So we came to a decision a while back. To open things up so he can find
the right guy for me who will accept him, too. It didn’t go over so well back
home. And we might never find one guy, but sometimes, we find a guy. You
see?”

Alistair nodded. “Sure.”

A snort came from Charlie and Alistair glanced up at him. “Not many
actually do see.”

“l do.” Deliberately keeping his eyes on his task as he began to make the
coffee, he explained. “They say being gay is genetic, right? And | always sort
of wondered how that works if your parents are both straight, but there’s no
doubt people are just born this way.”

“Yeah.”

“My dad. Well, he was a miserable, demanding, contrary son-of-a-bitch for
most of my life.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

Alistair shrugged. “He wasn’t as bad with my mom, or with me when | was
little. Just as | got older and he knew. | mean, I’m not exactly the epitome of a
straight-acting gay guy.”
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Charlie snorted again and Alistair managed to grin in agreement of that
wordless assessment of his attire and carriage.

“So as | got older and it was obvious, he got worse and worse, meaner,
until Mom just made him stop or told him he had to go.”

“So he went?”

Alistair shook his head. “He totally disintegrated.” He drew in a deep
breath, pushed the start button and shoved his glasses up his nose. “He was
gay, apparently, and had pretended he wasn’t, got married, got a good
construction job, made it to foreman, did all the right things, according to his
family. Had a kid. And when | turned out gay, too, he didn’t know what to do.
He didn’t want to do what his father had done to him, but he didn’t know how
to be any other way. Add to that the openly gay guy he’d just hired on one of
his sites, a guy who made no apologies, who recognized his truth and wanted
him to do something about it, and his world was falling apart. | was about ten
when | heard this conversation between my parents. Old enough to know what
he was talking about, too young to know what it really meant.”

Charlie hopped down from where he’d been sitting on the counter and
moved to stand behind Alistair, wrapping an arm around his middle and letting
him lean on him. Malcolm had come back from the bedroom and was
listening, too, leaning in the doorway.

“So she told him, just be who he was. She’d give him a divorce if he
wanted, she’d give him full visiting privileges for me, part custody, anything
he wanted. She just wanted him to be happy, for once in his life.”

“And?” Charlie asked quietly, when Alistair said nothing for a long time
and the only sound was the coffee maker, burbling away. The scent of fresh
brew curled around them and the sun warmed the tiles, and Alistair thought
maybe it was a perfect moment, somehow.

“And. He said he didn’t want to live without her. She was his lifeline, what
kept him sane. He loved her. And she loved him, obviously. Enough to give
him whatever he needed. He started dating the guy he’d hired. Patrick. He was
nice. Honestly, he was really perfect for my dad. Softened all his edges, was
strong enough to take his shit and call him on it, was kind to my mom, and
good to me. And he fell hard for Dad. Really hard.”
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“So what happened?”

“My bastard father had the bad timing to go and have a fatal heart attack at
forty-seven and leave us all in a huge mess. Patrick, he tried to stick around,
but he couldn’t go in to work and be safe on the job, safe for his co-workers,
because he was too distracted, and instead of getting fired, he quit and moved
out west. Mom took her promotion and we moved here.” He shrugged. “It was
almost perfect there for a little while.” He held up his thumb and forefinger.
“So close. He almost had it all. He could have been happy.”

Charlie’s head came to rest against Alistair’s and his warm breath caressed
along his neck. It was comforting, the embrace and the closeness, and Alistair
relaxed against him.

“So | know it isn’t the same, but I get it.”

Malcolm nodded. “Guess you do.” He turned and went back to the
bedroom.

“Is he mad?” Alistair asked. He’d looked so dark and brooding. It was hard
to tell what he was thinking.

“He still gets a little mad, when he knows he can’t be everything | need.
But not at you, and not at me. Just at himself.”

“And you can’t just...”

“Pretend | don’t need what | need?” Charlie straightened and Alistair took
the hint and moved a few steps away. “No, Al. | tried. Like your dad, though,
it wouldn’t be honest, and everything we have only works if everyone is
brutally honest and tough enough to take the truth.”

“And the truth is, you can’t be in a relationship that doesn’t include sex.”

“No. I can live without sex.” He shrugged and grinned. “Probably. And it’s
not that what we have doesn’t include sex. Only that it doesn’t include sex |
have any control over. | can submit to him, but | can’t always be submissive. It
would... I’d resent him after a while. And he knows that about me. It doesn’t
mean | love him any less, and it doesn’t mean what he does give me isn’t
appreciated. Itis. I like his dominance. Honestly, it’s good for me, and it keeps
him safe.”
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“And when you need to be in control?”

Charlie smiled and glanced at Alistair through his lashes. “We work
something out.”

“Right.”

A part of him wanted to take a few quick steps back, out the door, and far,
far away. A part of him warmed to the idea and he glanced towards the
bedroom. “And you guys have done this... before.”

“Actually, no. We thought about it, talked about it. Never actually
managed to find anyone who didn’t run screaming from the idea. Not where
we’re from. Most guys think it’s about as much as they can manage to admit
they like to kiss other guys. Letting two of us double-team them? Not going to
happen.”

“Hm.” Alistair nodded. “Coffee’s ready.” He grabbed mugs from the
drainer and began to warm them under the tap, then fill them with coffee.
“What do you take? What does Malcolm take?”

“Cream for me, black for Mal.”

“Figures.” He dribbled some cream into one of the cups and handed it to
Charlie. “You know when you can just tell the guy in the room who drinks his
coffee black?” He offered a nervous smile and Charlie laughed.

“You want to bring Malcolm his?” Charlie asked.

“I think you should.” Alistair glanced once more to the partially closed
bedroom door. “I think you two still have some talking to do.”

*“You going to come back?”

Alistair found a pen and pad and scribbled his name and number, which he
handed to Charlie.
“Is this a yes?”

Alistair shrugged. “It’s not my decision, it’s Malcolm’s. Looks and sounds
like to me, he’s the one who has to come to terms with it. And he’s the one in
charge.” He didn’t make it a question, but it was, and Charlie nodded,
answering it.

“Still, in charge or not, how it works is that if you don’t...”
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“For Pete’s sake, I’m giving you my number. I’m not going in with my
eyes closed, here, Charlie. But Malcolm doesn’t seem convinced, so now it’s
time for me to leave, and you two to sort it out. | won’t fuck you if he’s not
okay with it.”

Charlie blinked at him, pad dangling from his loose grip. “You shouldn’t
swear around Mal, okay?” he asked at last.

Alistair sighed. “Fact is, Charlie, this is less about sex than it is about love.
At least for you two. I’ve known you less than twenty-four hours. I’ve slept
with guys I’ve known for less time than that, but I’ve never been in love.
Maybe | only know what it looks like from the outside, but | do know what it
looks like, and, well, yeah. I’ll screw you, but | won’t screw up you and
Malcolm.” He pointed to the pad. “That’s where you can find me, if you
decide you want me.”

*k k%
“Mal?” A few minutes later, Charlie carried the pad of paper and the hot
coffee cups to the bedroom and toed open the door. “Mal, you okay?”

Malcolm was sitting on the edge of the bed, palms pressed into the
mattress at his sides, bare feet scuffing over the thick shag underfoot.

“Um,” he said.
“Alistair makes pretty decent coffee.” Charlie held out the cup.

“Sure.” Malcolm didn’t move, so he set the cups and pad on the bedside
table and knelt on the floor in front of Malcolm.

*“You know what we always said, Mal,” Charlie began.

Malcolm rested a finger lightly over his lips. “You cannot figure this out
for me, babe.”

Charlie dropped his gaze to Malcolm’s lap and nodded. Something he’d
been told before, and he had to accept it was true. If only Malcolm would
believe him that he was patient enough to give his lover a chance to figure it
out.

“You know, I heard him start talking about his dad, and genetics, and |
thought...”
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Charlie glanced up, not surprised at the shine in Malcolm’s eyes. “I know,”
he whispered. “I know, Mal. My gut churned when he said that. | thought what
| could do to shut him up so you wouldn’t have to think about all this.”

Malcolm shook his head. “It doesn’t go away, Charlie. And you know, his
story isn’t mine, and he had a happy-ever-after for a little while, at least.”

“Yeah.” Charlie rose from his heels to his knees and pressed his forehead
to Malcolm’s, cupping his face in both hands. “I love you.”

“You don’t think I’m a freak?”
Charlie chuckled. “Hell, yes. But not about this.”
Malcolm moved out of the intimacy to look into Charlie’s eyes.

It never failed to get right under his skin, that obsidian-dark look, the
determination to overlay his control over everything around him, so he never
had to be vulnerable. It got under Charlie’s skin, into his gut, stirred his cock,
and he lowered his gaze.

“Charlie.”

“Anything you want,” Charlie whispered. “Anything you need, Mal. I’'m
yours.”

Malcolm lifted his face, gazed into him, and for a long time, all he could be
was the repository for all of his lover’s fear and uncertainty. Because he could
take it in and keep it all safe and if he did, Malcolm could let it go for a little
while.

“I rode you pretty hard last night,” Malcolm said, brushing his thumb over
Charlie’s lips.

Charlie nodded, closed his eyes, because it was always better to feel Mal
when he wasn’t being distracted by how gorgeous and out of Charlie’s league
he was. Malcolm’s big, warm hand covered Charlie’s closed lids, and for a
few minutes, Charlie knelt and breathed, their only connection that hand over
his eyes.

He listened to Malcolm’s unsteady breath and wondered. He knew his
lover wasn’t in the room with him just then. He was off in his head
somewhere, remembering. Of that one thing, he was right: Charlie could never
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take the memories away. They’d stay with Malcolm forever. But he could
absorb the fear and keep him safe now, give him all the control he needed, and
make whatever they did together good for him. He could do those things, and
it was a gift to know he had that capacity.

He waited patiently.

Some indeterminate amount of time later, Malcolm removed his hand.
Charlie kept his eyes closed. Malcolm was more comfortable in the dark, and
today, with the sun up and curtains not yet installed, this was the only way
Charlie could give that to him.

The bed creaked and clothing rustled, then Malcolm cupped his cheek.
“You can open them.”

“You sure?”

Malcolm kissed him gently, a long, thorough kiss that made his chest tight
for wanting more of it, deeper and harder. But Mal pulled away, and so Charlie
did what was requested and opened his eyes.

It wasn’t like Charlie had never seen the scars. Tiny burn marks lined up
along Malcolm’s side, armpit to hip, and thin, white parallel lines marched in a
neat row, peeking above his waistband, near his groin. They showered and
bathed together, but Malcolm was adept at keeping them hidden, like
everything else, and it had been a long time since Charlie had been allowed a
proper look.

“A person who didn’t know they were there would probably never notice
them,” Malcolm said. His fingers ran absently over the faint bumps of the
razor cuts.

Charlie followed the movement, but quickly moved his gaze back up to
Malcolm’s. “They’ve faded a lot.”

Malcolm nodded. “Do you think it would be different if he’d put them
there? If anyone else had put them there?”

Charlie placed a hand on each of Malcolm’s knees and shook his head.
“Does it matter?”

“l couldn’t keep it together.”
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“That was then.”
“If I slip even a little bit, Charlie...”

Charlie drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. “You never do.” He gently
took Malcolm’s hand from the scars and kissed his fingertips. “Those are ten
years old, Mal. You were a kid. A hurting, frightened kid, and this gave you
control. Now you have me.” He smiled. “All the control you could ever need
or want.”

Malcolm nodded. “You don’t think I’m a freak.”

Charlie snorted. “Of course | do. You’re my freak, and anyway, this is not
the freakiest part of who you are. Now, let’s talk about the thing with the
toothpaste, because that’s just plain weird.”

Malcolm laughed and shoved him hard enough to knock him onto his ass.
“Always the charmer,” he growled, getting off the bed and straddling him.

“You know me,” Charlie agreed, watching with a growing sense of
urgency as Malcolm opened his belt and jeans.

“I do know you.” He stood, one foot still on either side of Charlie’s ribs, so
he could push the jeans down and get them off, out of the way, before
dropping back to his knees. “Always eager to serve.”

“Hell yes.” But all he could do was lie there and watch Malcolm stroke
himself to hardness. His lover’s knees clamped his arms close to his sides, and
while he might be strong enough to throw him off, he had no desire to.

“Do something for me, Charlie.”
Charlie nodded, heart pounding. “Anything.”

Malcolm got off him, stripped off Charlie’s sleep pants and lifted his feet,
pressing his knees against his chest.

“Hold those.”

Charlie gripped the backs of his knees, but when Malcolm freed his belt
from his jeans, Charlie moved his arms to circle his knees. He crossed his
wrists, gripping his own forearms and Malcolm wrapped the belt around his
wrists. It was hardly the most romantic pose ever, or even very comfortable.
But it was never about Charlie’s comfort at this point.
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He dropped is head onto the floor and waited, spine digging right through
the shag rug and grinding against the hardwood. This was going to leave him
bruised and rug-burnt.

His cock, trapped against his body between his thighs, throbbed in
response to that thought and Malcolm gripped his hips, positioned him, and
began to work his way inside.

He used plenty of lube, and he was right. He had ridden Charlie hard the
night before, so entrance wasn’t more than a brief stretch and burn. It was the
fullness that mattered, and the inability to do anything about anything
Malcolm would do to him. Fast and hard, or torturously slow, or backing out
completely and leaving him like this while he freaked out in the bathroom
were all possibilities Charlie had learned to deal with. The last option
happened less and less, now they’d been together so long, but it still could, on
days like this, so he remained still, waiting, as calm as he could with his heart
rattling in his chest and his cock aching and his entire being crushed under the
weight.

There was no running. No more talking, either. Just fucking, and Charlie
couldn’t help grunting and moaning as he took another pounding. If his hands
and feet went numb—and they probably did—he didn’t notice. All he really
saw was Malcolm’s face, his dark eyes, locked on his, and all he felt was the
warmth and weight and fullness of being what his lover needed in that
moment.

It was enough.

Lots of times, the scenes never got as far as actual intercourse, and that was
fine. Malcolm loved to torture Charlie and watch him come, or just watch him
come, and most of the time, he took enough control leading up to it that he
didn’t need Charlie completely immobilized like this to take him, just needed
his hands tied. But when he did need this ultimate control, those were the
times Charlie most felt like they were complete.

He didn’t need to have any control. He didn’t need true confessions. He
didn’t need anything other than to be the vessel of Malcolm’s contentment.

The rocking, pounding beat of their coupling quickly ground away thought
and sensation, narrowed Charlie’s world to the belt holding him in that tight
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ball. The numbness in his limbs disappeared behind the insistent rhythm of
Malcolm’s use of his body. All Malcolm needed or wanted from him in that
moment was to be still, to accept him, and give him peace. What he got in
return was the same peace. His body no longer mattered inside Mal’s world,
not even his erection, which had dwindled away to nothing. Only the way they
joined, gazing into each other’s eyes, locking the rest of the world, the past,
and all the uncertainty out.

“Charlie.”
A thin tendril of thought reached him, and he smiled. “Mal?”
“Stay.”

Charlie nodded and concentrated on his lover’s face, the sweat beading on
his temple, and the delicate lines around his mouth, evidence that he’d learned
how to smile again. If he could have traced those lines, he would have.

“l want to try,” Mal whispered and for a moment, Charlie thought the
words were a part of his light-headed haze of submission, but Mal’s gaze was
so intense, so fierce, he had to believe it had been real. Again, he nodded.

Mal stopped what he was doing long enough to get the belt off, and Charlie
grabbed the backs of his knees. Because he wasn’t forced into helplessness
didn’t mean he wasn’t still submitting. That was a dynamic that would never
change, and he gave Malcolm the same compliance his bondage had.

Mal sat back on his heels and gazed at the offer, taking in every line of
Charlie’s open, vulnerable position.

Charlie held his breath. If his heart had been pounding before, now it
slammed so hard against his ribs he was sure it would smash itself to a bloody
pulp.

Malcolm leaned over him, guided himself with one hand and the slow,

delicious slide of cock into hole had Charlie gasping and panting out a nearly
incoherent jumble of pleas and promises.

“God, Charlie, you are so fucking perfect,” Malcolm whispered.
“Mal, please, just... do me until I can’t feel anything. Please.”

Malcolm traced a circle around his dimple as he slowly, almost lazily, slid
in and out of him. “I want you to stay with me this time. Come with me.”
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Charlie stared up at his lover. How to tell him what worked wasn’t what
Malcolm always hoped would work?

“You never come when | fuck you, Charlie. Why is that?”
“I come when you watch me, Mal. That’s what works.”

Malcolm smiled, his most brilliant, wicked smile. “I’m watching you now,
my Charlie.” He snapped his hips, pegging Charlie’s prostate, which didn’t
make him hard, but by God, did it make his body sing, and he cried out.

“And 1I’m not the only one watching.”
“What?”

Even if he’d still been bound, Charlie could not have gone more still, more
frozen in the bright light of Malcolm’s glee.

A small squeak from the hallway made him try to twist and crane around,
but Malcolm pinched his chin in his grip as he jerked his hips against Charlie’s
ass again. It was a deliberate, calculated thrust to nudge his prostate again, and
he threw his head back, his skull thudding against the floor as he grunted.

He actually recognized a glimpse of Alistair’s shoes before Malcolm
demanded his attention again.

“Does it help to know that?” he asked, coaxing Charlie’s cock to half-mast
with a light stroking of his fingers.

Another soft squeak from the hallway did the rest. “I’m sorry!” followed
by the clatter of feet on the boards, the slamming of the back door and Charlie
groaned, fully hard again.

“You wait here,” Malcolm demanded, getting up and wrapping a towel
around his waist. “Be right back.”

He dashed out of the room, and Charlie heard the door again. His palms
sweated against his skin and his hips began to complain as the minutes ticked
past. Lube drooled down his crack and a breeze from somewhere lifted his
skin to tiny bumps of chill before he heard the door open. He couldn’t hear
Malcolm’s bare feet on the floors, but he could sense him. Mal would never
expose him to anything they hadn’t agreed on. They had all but accepted
someone was going to have Alistair, sooner or later, so he took a breath and
craned around to see who might be coming into the room.
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Just Malcolm.
“You catch him?”

Malcolm nodded, kneeling on the floor and prying Charlie’s fingers free of
his knees. “Relax.”

Charlie would have flopped out flat, but Malcolm supported his legs as he
lowered them, and propped his knees over his own thighs. “Okay?”

Charlie nodded through the buzz of returning circulation, and a few
shivers.

Malcolm pulled a blanket from the bed for him. “Lift.” He slid the towel
under his ass to try and save the rug from the lube. “He was on the porch
having a mild panic attack.”

Charlie grinned. “Is he okay?”

“A little shaky. Um.” He chuckled. “Poor guy. You’re very hot, with your
ass in the air like that. I think all the blood ran out of his head.” He tapped his
temple.

Charlie snickered, caught Malcolm’s amused gaze and they were both
laughing.

“I’m sorry,” Malcolm said after a moment, holding out a hand. “This is
kind of a bust.”

Charlie accepted the help to sit up and then swivelled under his blanket to
lounge against his lover. “It’s okay.” He rubbed a palm along Charlie’s thigh.
“You feel better?”

“Much.” He turned Charlie’s head and kissed him, the long, hard kiss
Charlie had hoped for earlier. “Thank you.”

“Mmmm.” Charlie lay back, head against his chest, eyes closed, and cock
regaining some life. “Always my pleasure, Mal.”

“I know.” Malcolm stroked his hair and played fingers over his chest as
Charlie stroked himself. With the feel of Malcolm still lingering inside him,
the image of Alistair watching them, everything the morning had brought, his
mind reeled a bit and his body held tension he knew one sure-fire way of
releasing.
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Pushing the blanket back, he bared his erection and his hand working itand
sank his weight into Malcolm’s arms. It didn’t take long to get right to the
edge, with Malcolm playing over his nipples and nibbling at his neck.

His lover whispered encouragement into his ear and in a few minutes, he
was riding the edge hard, needing to spill over.

“You ready?” Mal whispered.

“God, yes,” Charlie managed to force out. “Please.” Because he wouldn’t
come without Mal’s say so. It wasn’t a formal rule, like some of the others. It
was just how he liked it, and Mal seemed to agree that’s how it should be.

“You know if Alistair hadn’t quite connected the submissive hints you
gave him earlier, he does now.” Mal traced a heart over Charlie’s chest.
Dragging his fingernail lightly over each nipple as he passed.

“Uh,” Charlie replied, pulling his legs just a trifle further apart. “You
think?”” he squeezed his dick and held his breath.

He could hear a grin in Malcolm’s voice when he spoke. “You’re shaking.”

Charlie sighed, tightening his fingers, feeling the throb and heat under
them and the tightness begin to form deep inside. His heart thundered. If he
moved his hand, he’d come, but he couldn’t catch his breath. Holding off had
never been so hard. It was the idea of Alistair walking back in, seeing him like
this, having already seen him with his feet in the air and Mal buried in him...

“Mal.” His voice was small, desperate.

“You need help?” Malcolm asked.

“You could do it.”

“Or.” Malcolm glanced past him, towards the doorway. “Come here.”

“Oh God!” Charlie turned to the door, only to find it empty. “Really?” He
groaned and his balls tightened.

“But you like that idea,” Malcolm crowed. “Look at you.” He touched the
tip of Charlie’s cock and brought his finger to Charlie’s lips to suck the
wetness away. The taste of his own come on his tongue only made everything
worse and Charlie actually whimpered.
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“Do me a favour,” Malcolm said, lips close enough to his ear to brush
against the shell and lift the hairs along his neck.

“Anything.”

“Imagine he was standing right there in the door, watching.”

“Mal.” Charlie groaned.

“Got it?” Malcolm touched his forehead. “Right there in your mind, do you
have it?”

Charlie nodded.

“Imagine him tenting his pants watching you do everything | tell you.
Imagine him licking his lips, eager to have you down his throat or up his ass.”

Swears formed on the tip of Charlie’s tongue, flirted with his lips and he
clamped his mouth shut, held them back. “Mm-hm.” He nodded again and
squeezed his eyes shut.

“Imagine me letting him suck you down and swallow all your jizz.”
“Oh God.”
“Now let go of your dick, Charlie.”

Charlie’s free hand tightened into a fist. No way could he remove the
pressure and hold his explosion back. The idea of Alistair kneeling between
his legs, bare ass in the air for Malcolm while he sucked Charlie was too
much.

“Let go,” Malcolm ordered, voice a flat, hard heat of command in his ear.
He let go.

His balls drew up and his body jerked tight. His mind whited out behind of
sheet of pure pleasure and he came, long jets spurting out of him, his cock
throbbing, the warmth of come splattering over his chest.

“You have the most beautiful mind, Charlie,” Malcolm praised. Then he
snickered. “A pretty good trajectory, too.” His finger dipped into the hollow at
Charlie’s throat and trailed up a few inches and Charlie heard the smack of lips
and a sigh.

“Just couldn’t leave you hanging, could 1?”” Malcolm asked as Charlie’s
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breath settled into a deeper, steadier rhythm again. His muscles liquefied and
Malcolm gathered him close against his chest.

*“You can do whatever you want to me, Mal,” Charlie said. “Anything you
want.”

Once more, Malcolm took his chin and turned is head so he could kiss him.
“l know.” He moved to look into Charlie’s eyes. “I know. And I love you for
that. Among many other things.”

Charlie grinned, happy to see the light back in his lover’s eyes. Whatever
had gone through Malcolm’s head over the course of the morning, he was
more at ease than Charlie could remember seeing him since the decision to
move out here. “I love you too.”

*kk*k
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CHAPTER TWO

Charlie wanted them to shower together. Malcolm could see in his eyes
what he wanted so plain. He wondered if Charlie was that easy to read, or if it
was just their connection that made it clear to Malcolm, knowing what went on
in his lover’s head. He conceded to the shower, because as much as he hated
anyone seeing what he’d done to himself all those years ago, Charlie had been
a huge part of his healing process. He deserved to see the scars had faded.

So they showered and Malcolm lathered him and rinsed him and took as
good care of Charlie after the fact as Charlie had taken care of him during the
aborted fucking. The dynamic wasn’t something they had ever really talked
about. It had grown organically from their lovemaking that had never worked
out until the first time Charlie looked him in the eye and gave over every
aspect of control to Malcolm. He hadn’t known he even needed it until Charlie
gave it to him. He only knew he had to give something back to his lover after
all the taking he did.

Over the years, they stumbled through how it worked, still did stumble,
sometimes, but mostly, they’d found ways around Malcolm’s issues and
Charlie’s deep-seated need for chaos control in his own head.

“l am going to find some dishes and hopefully, some food,” Charlie
announced as they dressed. He sounded centered and happy, and Malcolm
nodded.

“Good. Because we still have a young man on our back porch and I’d
really like to make sure he’s okay.”

“You want me to talk to him?”
Malcolm grinned. “I think maybe it needs to be me this time.”

“Oh, right. Because he’s lost all respect for the easy slut over here.”
Charlie said it with a grin on his face that assured Malcolm he didn’t think of
himself that way and that he understood Malcolm didn’t think of him that way,
either. But still, his lover had a tender spot about it where the rest of the world
was concerned. He worried about what others might think of him for how they
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were in bed. How they were in life, more and more as they went on, and he
would not let Charlie get bruised for the gifts he gave to Malcolm.

Rubbing a hand over Charlie’s buff bicep Malcolm returned the smile.
“That wasn’t the impression | got. But it is why it has to be me, Charlie. |
won’t let that attitude anywhere near you, | promise you that. No one else has
to understand how we are. They just have to respect it. You do what | can’t.
That doesn’t make you easy. It makes you strong.”

“I know.”

Malcolm wrapped him into a hug and a deep kiss. “Know it, Charlie. | have
nothing but respect for what you give me.”

Charlie held him tight. “I love you, that’s all.”
“Okay. So. Coffee for the kid, and yeah. Food for three, okay?”

“’Course.” Charlie went to the kitchen as Malcolm finished dressing and
went out to the back porch. He half expected to find it unoccupied, but Alistair
still sat where he’d left him, staring out over the expanse of lawn towards the
sea beyond.

“This could be a beautiful garden,” Alistair said quietly.

“Yeah.” Malcolm sat in the chair beside him. “Part of why we bought it.
Charlie loves to garden. He’s got the biggest green thumb | ever saw. He has a
vision. You should hear him talk about it.”

Alistair looked over and smiled at Malcolm. “I don’t know what to say to
him.”

For a few minutes, Malcolm studied the younger man. “Nothing,” he said
at last. “About catching us having sex—"

“It was more than that,” Alistair said softly.

“Not really. The emotion is the same. So is the messy end result.” He
grinned and caught a quick smile from Alistair, too, before the poor guy’s
nerves flooded back. “Just the method is more suited to our temperaments.”

Alistair nodded.

“Tell you what,” Malcolm said, when the silence had stretched and their
guest didn’t seem to have much else to say. “Come and eat breakfast” —he
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glanced at the sky and shrugged—*lunch with us. Just hang out. Get to know
who he is, and forget what you saw. What you might think that makes him,
okay? He is the best guy | know, and he honestly likes you.”

Again, Alistair nodded.
“Thank you.”

The screen door squeaked a few moments later and Charlie came out with
atray. He’d reheated the coffee Alistair had first supplied and brought another
mug, along with cream and sugar. “Found some waffle mix and even guessed
which box the iron was in. Breakfast will be ready soon.” He set the tray down
and handed Malcolm his mug, then glanced to Alistair. “Wasn’t sure what you
take, but I figured you for a cream and sugar kind of guy.”

Alistair nodded. “Yeah. Lots of both.” He dressed his drink and sat back
again. “Malcolm said you’re going to build a garden.”

Charlie sat on the railing, leaned against the post and nodded. “Yeah.
There’s a good spot on the old gazebo, once it’s fixed up, for an outdoor
shower, and space along the west fence for a shed. Too hot there for plants, so
I’Il build a little tool house and potting shed. And put some beds in around the
gazebo, then take out some evergreens over there” —he pointed—*“and replace
them with smoke bush and flowering shrubs. Dahlias will grow really well
here and—"”

Malcolm couldn’t hold back a small chuckle any longer.

“I’m doing it again,” Charlie said, a huge grin on his face.
“Burning waffles?”

“Oh shit!” He jumped up and ran for the kitchen.

“He really likes gardening.”

Malcolm nodded. “And talking about it. Talking in general, really.”
“You don’t strike me as the kind of guy who talks a lot.”

“I’m not.”

Alistair studied him. “I think I’ll hang out for a bit, if that’s okay.”

Letting go of tension and the pent breath he hadn’t realized he’d been
holding back, Malcolm agreed. “Good.”
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For a little while, they were silent. ““You should know,” Alistair said after a
while. “I’m not staying.”

“Um, you just said...”
“I mean in town. I’m moving to Baltimore in September.”

“Really.” A surprising churn of his gut had Malcolm turning away to look
out at the view. “School?”

“Yeah. Graduated a year ago past January. Worked for a year and a half to
make enough to pay for it, but with the money my grandmother left me, I have
enough now.”

“What are you taking?”

Alistair shrugged. “General arts. No idea what | want to do, really. Barely
had time to figure out I’m not a kid anymore.”

“But you’re here for the rest of the summer.”
“Yeah. Another month or so.”

“And Charlie’s making waffles.” He made the offer despite his mixed
feelings. The last thing he wanted was for Charlie to get attached to someone
who’d leave in a month. But then maybe someone who wasn’t sticking around
was ideal for them. Someone they couldn’t get attached to.

“Charlie made waffles. | do love waffles.”
“Then I guess you should come and eat with us.”

Which he did, and then he helped them to unpack, and later, offered to
show them around town a bit. They ate out, they went dancing, and they
repeated the pattern the next day. And the next.

*k*k*k
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CHAPTER THREE

By the time three weeks had passed, any bashfulness Alistair had felt
around his new friends had ceased. The long, warm summer days passed
quickly as he helped them settle in, spent afternoons on their beach and nights
showing them around and exploring the best dancing spots with them. He had
never been one for the nightlife, so the dancing and flashing lights were
intoxicating, especially when they discovered there was more than one club
where the three of them, dancing close in the midst of the crowded dance
floor, didn’t raise eyebrows.

Alistair never would have considered himself much of a dancer, but
between Charlie and Malcolm, his lack of skills didn’t seem to matter. In fact
dancing skill didn’t seem to be the point at all. It was just an excuse to rub
bodies close and grind hard-ons in a sweet, sweaty haze of bliss for a few
hours.

Alistair felt a little guilty about getting between them, but usually only for
about the first five minutes. Both Charlie and Malcolm, with their wandering
hands and grinding hips, got him over that quickly, and he soon ran out of
reasons to complain after the first few evenings out with them.

By the third week, Alistair felt the imminent end of the summer and the
corresponding end to this brave new thing he’d found. He wasn’t sure he was
willing to call this one more night of dirty dancing if it might be their last.

For the first time, he decided, as they hit the last bar, it was time to let his
own hands do a little wandering of their own. It only took a bit of liquid
courage guzzled on the sly and a steady, pounding rhythm to get there.

Dancing chest-to-chest with Charlie, music thumping through him, all he
had to do was follow Charlie’s lead. Sliding his hands up over the tight T-shirt
covering the tantalizing curves and planes of Charlie’s pecs. Tentative at first,
he glanced up over the rims of his glasses, close enough to see Charlie
grinning down at him.

He liked how the undulating muscles felt under his palms. He liked the
way Charlie was looking at him, encouraging. Participating in the fondling
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was a little different than being humped and smelling their heat surround him.
He hoped it would be taken for the invitation he meant it to be.

When Charlie bent and took his mouth, he had his answer. The beat
continued to hammer through him, to drive his own heart in its pounding
thump against ribs, but the rest of him stopped, suspended. His feet fused to
the floor. Fingers dug into hard muscle. His world narrowed to the hot, wet
tongue sliding along his lips and he gasped.

Taking the invitation, Charlie slipped his tongue inside his mouth and even
Alistair’s breath stopped for the duration.

Then a heavy hand landed on his shoulder and squeezed. Muscle hard as a
brick wall pressed against his back, pushed him forward until his neck strained
back under the pressure of Charlie’s kiss. Thick fingers wrapped around his
wrists and his hands were removed from Charlie, pulled down to his side and
then clasped behind him.

For a heartbeat, Charlie broke the kiss to glance over his shoulder. His gaze
smoldered a challenge and Alistair felt the familiarity of the crush between
Charlie and Mal, the scent of their sweat and their arousal and he let his eyes
drift closed.

“You’re kissing my boyfriend,” Malcolm whispered in his ear, the sound
so low and close Alistair had no difficulty hearing it over the music or feeling
it vibrate through his whole being.

Charlie ground against him, his thick cock hard against Alistair’s, his
weight crushing. It was hard to breath. Hard to think.

Behind him, Malcolm swayed to a slower song as the music changed, and
he found himself carried along on the wave of sound and the sway of bodies.

“Technically, Mal,” Charlie said, also close so Alistair and Mal could both
hear. “I kissed him.”

“Oh, I know.” Malcolm licked the shell of Alistair’s ear, nipped at it and
nuzzled. “l was watching. Do it again.”

Alistair held his breath, squeezed his eyes shut. Charlie’s hands on his face
tilted his head back, and lips once more covered his. He was helpless to stop
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them. He didn’t want to stop them. Matching Charlie’s slow gyrations, he let
his ass push back into Malcolm’s crotch and shivered at the hard cock he felt
there, too.

Malcolm crossed Alistair’s wrists behind him, pinning them between their
bodies, gripped in one of his big hands. The other, he edged between Charlie
and him where he fondled them both by turns.

Alistair could barely breathe and it had little to do with the kiss. This was
not dancing. This was him being made a public spectacle, taken on the dance
floor where anyone who wanted to could watch. He pushed his aching cock
into Malcolm’s hand and a groan into Charlie’s mouth.

“You going to shoot?” Malcolm asked into his ear.

He was very, very close. If he had known all it would take was to touch
one of them, he’d have done it weeks ago.

“l asked you a question.” Malcolm squeezed him hard and he whimpered.
“You gonna come?”

He was. He knew he was. They knew he was.
“Don’t,” Malcolm said, a low, growled-out command.
“Can’t help it.”

“Yeah you can. Mind over matter.”

Alistair whimpered again. “Please.”

“Let you come? Or let you go?”

If Malcolm told him to come, there in the middle of the bar, he would
have. So if he told him not to...

He pulled in a breath and held it. His whole body shook, but he kept his
hips still, refrained from pushing into Malcolm’s palm again.

Charlie’s tongue worked his mouth. His hard body crushed him against
Malcolm, and he was completely theirs to control. He focused hard on relaxing
his body, going limp in their grasp and letting them do what they wanted.
What he wanted, really, but there was no fooling himself into thinking it
would be in any way other than on their terms.
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“Very good, boy,” Malcolm whispered, true praise in his tone. “We’re
going to take you home, now.”

Charlie backed away a hair, ending the kiss and telling him to open his
eyes as he reset Alistair’s glasses, very gently. “You want that?” Charlie
asked.

Alistair nodded. His glasses slipped and Charlie put them back a second
time.

They stumbled out of that club, the late August moonlight shimmering on
wet pavement. Rain had come and gone. The sky was clearing and Alistair
glanced around at the diminished crowds and quiet boardwalks. He hadn’t
realized how quickly the season had slipped away on him.

In a week, it would be over. In a week, this new, exotic thing in his life
would be gone. Well, he would be gone, to college in Baltimore, and that was
a very long way from Charlie and Malcolm.

“You’re quiet,” Charlie said as they slipped into a cab for the ride back to
their street.

“Thinking.” He wiggled more comfortably into the seat between the two
burlier men.

“About?” Malcolm rested a hand on his knee and tipped his head. It was an
expression Alistair already knew well. One that meant Malcolm had latched
onto something and wasn’t going to let go until he had what he wanted.
Usually, an answer Alistair was reluctant to give, or a task Charlie didn’t feel
like doing. But neither of them, it seemed, had the will to resist Malcolm for
very long.

And Alistair didn’t really bother to try this time. “I’m leaving in five days.”

“We know.” Charlie settled beside him and put a firm arm around his
shoulders. He did that a lot. Rather than move away as he normally did,

Alistair gave in to the beer haze and the warmth and rested his head on
Charlie’s shoulder. “I’m going to miss you guys.”

Malcolm squeezed his knee. “We still have five days. You just need
something to remember us by.”
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That made Alistair smile. “Like what? A photo strip from the dollar
booth?”

Malcolm reached into the breast pocket of his shirt and pulled out a small,
dog-eared square. “Already have that.” He held it out and Alistair glance at the
Image on it. The three of them crammed into the tiny booth had barely fit. The
hilarity of the effort showed on all their faces in the photo.

“Yeah. Guess we do.” He automatically felt for his wallet, knowing his
square was tucked safely away in there.

“So what do you really want?” Malcolm tilted his head again and Alistair
gazed over at him.

The beer made him loose. Less careful than he normally was. “Wasn’t that
obvious? You.” They both remained silent, gazing at him.

“Oh shit.”

“By ‘you’,” Charlie said, “do you mean him?” His arm was still around
Alistair, but his body was rigid, his voice flat.

“Not exactly.” Alistair’s heart thundered and he found he was cold and
sweating, his cock hard, his heart fluttering panicked wings in its dark cage.

“Then what?”” Charlie asked, finally taking his arm away.
“I’m leaving in five days,” Alistair said again.

“Yeah, you said. We know.” Charlie crossed his thick arms across his
chest. “S0?”

“So it isn’t like |1 can come between you once I’m in Baltimore. In five
days, I’ll be gone. The past three weeks we’ve been dirty-dancing like fiends.”
He took a huge breath and let the beer rule his tongue. “Who says we always
have to do it with our clothes on?”

“Um, the bar managers?” Charlie growled, arms still clenched across his
chest, but the barest hint of a smile playing at the corner of his lips.

Alistair punched him. He probably hurt his knuckles more than Charlie’s
arm, but so what. It almost got the big man to lose the smile.

“I’m not trying to steal your man, Charlie. You can keep him. He’s a bossy
so-and-so.”
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“I like him like that,” Charlie said quietly.

“You like him bossing you around?” Oh, how he wanted to make that
sound incredulous, but hadn’t he held his orgasm in check just because
Malcolm told him to?

Charlie fixed him with a luminous glare. “Yeah. | do. Problem with that?”

Alistair took a moment to really think about it and finally shrugged. “Don’t
really know, | guess.” He glanced at Malcolm who was alternately watching
them both. “Never really tried it.”

“But you want to,” Malcolm guessed, running his hand along Alistair’s
thigh, closer to his crotch. “Don’t you?”

A long cool shiver ran through him, chilling the dance sweat on his skin.
“Yeah.”

Malcolm leaned forward and spoke quietly to the cabbie who nodded and
on the next block pulled into the convenience store parking lot.

“What are you doing, Mal?”” Charlie asked. There was a thickness in his
voice Alistair didn’t like.

“Nothing,” Alistair said. “Never mind. Pretend | didn’t say anything.
Pretend | never touched. Please, guys.”

“Everybody out,” Malcolm ordered.

Without questioning or batting an eyelash, Charlie opened the door and
climbed out of the cab. Malcolm paid and stuck his head back into the back
seat. “You can take the cab home, Al. No hard feelings. Or you can get out.
Choice is yours.”

If he thought too hard, he’d chicken out. So he slithered along the seat and
scrambled out to stand in front of Malcolm.

“Okay, then.” Malcolm shut the door and the cab drove off.

“Go inside and get a package of condoms, Charlie,” Malcolm ordered, gaze
fixed on Alistair.

Silence pervaded for a few heartbeats and Alistair understood. Malcolm
was giving Charlie his choice. He could obey, and give tacit consent to
whatever came next, or refuse, and close the subject for good.
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Alistair held his breath, regretting he’d said anything at all. Stupid to have
had that last beer. To have touched what wasn’t his. To have spoken. Why had
he turned off his brain at this late date?

Finally, Charlie sighed, looked carefully at Alistair, eyes narrowed. “You
sure about this, boy?”

Alistair shivered again, but nodded. “Yes.” He had to be. He had to do it or
always wonder.

“Once we agree, you don’t get to change your mind or say no. That’s part
of Mal’s thing. It’s his game, then, and even | don’t get a say.” He jabbed a
thumb at his own chest as he spoke. He loosened, finally, and raked fingers
through Alistair’s sweaty hair. “I’m good with that. I trust him.”

“I trust you both.” He glanced to Malcolm, but Charlie’s fingers tugging
brought his attention back quickly.

Everything Charlie thought was written on his face. His uncertainty,
nerves, and lust scoured his expression in quick succession. “I want you,” he
rumbled. “But soon as | open that door, | only get what Mal allows.”

So he took now. At least, as much as was prudent in the store parking lot,
under the streetlamps and moonlight. He took Alistair’s face in his hands and
kissed every thought out of his head. It boiled through most of the beer haze
and washed his confusion away.

“Charlie,” Malcolm reached across and took him by the wrist, effectively
breaking them apart. “You’re sure about this.”

“Are you?”

Caught in the middle of the look they shared, there was enough residual
heat to boil Alistair’s blood without even a touch from either of them.

“l already made my call.” Malcolm squeezed Charlie’s fingers, glanced at
Alistair and back. “You’re my number one, Charlie. Always.”

Charlie smiled, broad and loving. “We are what we are, babe. If | wasn’t
good with that, | would never have left home for you, and you know it.”

“Charlie—"

“We’ve hashed this out a thousand times. Part of coming here in the first
place was to have the freedom to be who we are. I’m not going back now.” He
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lifted his captured hand and kissed Malcolm’s knuckles. “Be right back.” He
broke free, and it took an effort, but as soon as he regained his freedom, he
was out of Malcolm’s reach and up the front steps of the store.

Silence sank down around Alistair and Malcolm. “I should have kept my
mouth shut,” Alistair said softly. “I thought, with the way we danced and
everything. | just thought...”

“Alistair,” Malcolm pressed fingers under his chin and made him look up.
“You thought right. We all know it.” He leaned close. “Do you know what it
says about you that you were the one with the balls to admit it out loud?”

“I’m desperate?”
“Brave.” He caressed Alistair’s cheek and smiled. “Beautifully brave.”

Alistair drank in the praise flowing off the older man. “You’re going to
take me home with you,” he whispered. He knew how that sounded. Airy and
dreamy and dazed.

Malcolm nodded.
“Then what?”
Malcolm smiled and his eyes sparkled. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

Of course he did. He wanted to know it all. Everything they expected of
him. And he didn’t. He wanted to trust them, go with the flow of the evening.
It terrified him a bit. It excited him more.

Slowly, he shook his head.
“No?” Malcolm kissed his lips lightly. “You don’t want to know?”

“No.” His voice rose barely above a whisper, but it brought a smile to
Malcolm’s face.

“Good.”

“Will you tell me about moving here? What you ran away from?”
Malcolm shook his head. “No.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s our past. It’s the old us. What we pretended to be.” He
caressed Alistair again, kissed him again, lingering longer, delving a little bit
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deeper with his tongue, but keeping the contact too tender to inflame. “You are
the new.”

“But I’m leaving—"
“I know. In five days. Not tonight. Or tomorrow.”
“NO_"

The bells above the store’s door rang and Charlie was back. He handed
Malcolm the bag and Mal opened it and peeked inside. He glanced at Alistair
and winked. “Pre-lubed.”

Alistair nodded. “That’s... good.”

“It’s a start.” He pulled out a bottle of lube and grinned. “We got you
covered, Al, don’t worry.”

“I’m not.” He glanced between them and let the heat and blush scald away
the last of his beer buzz. And he really wasn’t. Already, he’d talked more
about getting into bed with a guy than he ever had in his life. Most times, he
danced, kissed, and enjoyed his romps, but they weren’t encounters that
required much discussion.

“Here.” Malcolm handed him the bag. “Carry your supplies.”

Nothing like carrying the whip to your own flogging. Alistair gripped the
rolled up bag in tight fingers and walked between them towards home. The
stroll to Malcolm and Charlie’s doorstep was less than ten minutes, and made
mostly in silence, Malcolm in front and Charlie’s huge, comforting presence at
his side.

“Second thoughts?” Malcolm asked as they headed up the front walk.
“No.”

Charlie’s hands descended on his shoulders and he shuddered and drew to
a stop under the pressure. He waited on the bottom step, Charlie’s hands
holding him still as Malcolm went up and unlocked the door. He went inside
and still, they stood there.

“What are we waiting for?”
“l told you. From here on, it’s his game.”
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“I’m not playing.”

Charlie kissed his temple. “Neither is he. Not in the way you’re thinking,
but we are playing, Al. And it’s his scene.”

Scene. Alistair swallowed, nodded, and took a step back into the comfort
of Charlie’s heat. “Okay.”

“You’re sure?” Charlie kissed his other temple.
“I’m sure. Can we go in?”

“When he says.” He wrapped both arms around Alistair and pulled him
back against his chest. “Patience.”

Alistair nodded and leaned against the warm, broad chest. “Okay.” He put
himself into Charlie’s hands and sighed. “Okay.”

Charlie’s arms tightened around him, nearly cutting off his air, but it was
comforting. Grounding. Gripping Charlie’s forearms, he pressed kisses to his
skin and closed his eyes.

“You ready?” Charlie asked. His lips tickled and his breath lifted the fine
hairs near his ears.

“More than.” He pulled Charlie’s hand to his crotch and thrust into his
palm.

Charlie chuckled.
“Enough of that, boys!”” Malcolm called from the porch. “Get in here.”

Charlie pulled abruptly away and propelled Alistair forward. “His scene,”
he hissed. “Keep that in mind.”

Not knowing what to expect, released from the safety of Charlie’s hold,
Alistair stumbled forward and caught himself on the porch banister.

“Okay?” Malcolm asked.
Alistair nodded vigorously.
Charlie steadied him by the elbow. “Easy.”

“I’m okay.” He sounded breathless. He was breathless. But he was also
okay. He smiled up at Malcolm and was rewarded by an approving nod and a
darkly glittering grin.
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They led him inside and the front door closed with a soft thud behind him.

He followed them to the living room where Malcolm was fiddling with the
stereo. A warm samba beat throbbed through the air and Charlie’s hips began
to sway. Fascinated, Alistair watched as Charlie swung and his stocking feet
glided over the hardwood. He was graceful despite his size, and more
beautiful, when he moved like that, than Alistair could have imagined. Charlie
closed his eyes, and ran a hand over his chest, his other arm swaying in the air
beside him as he moved to the music.

Malcolm watched, too, his admiration plain, his own hips following the
beat in a much more subdued pattern, his feet still. This was Charlie’s show,
and it was riveting. After a few minutes of watching him seduce with just his
moves, Alistair found he was also swaying to the swing of the music, and
when he glanced at Malcolm, he realized Charlie wasn’t the only one under
scrutiny.

“Join him,” Malcolm ordered. Though it was softly said, there was no
denying the command. Alistair shuffled forward, nervous, acutely aware his
moves had nothing on Charlie’s. He was clumsy, thin, and awkward next to
Charlie’s athletic, easy expression.

Still, Malcolm had made a command, and Alistair’s libido remembered the
way it had felt dancing between them. If that could happen again, he’d do as
he was told.

Charlie pulled him in, turning him so his back melted to form smoothly to
the contours of Charlie’s chest. Big hands cruised over him, rubbing the cotton
of his shirt to sweaty, sensitive skin, tightening his nipples and lifting his cock.
He didn’t require Charlie’s touch on his equipment to get it in full working
order. His hard body melded close, his hitched breathing in Alistair’s ear was
enough.

Apparently satisfied he was being obeyed, Malcolm made himself
comfortable on a chair next to the stereo. Moonlight and streetlight drifted in
between the curtains and trailed across his white shirt. His hand, splayed over
his chest, ticked off the rolling beat as he watched them. He spread his legs
and there was no mistaking the pleasure he was getting just from watching.
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Behind Alistair, Charlie moved away, leaving him dancing for a few
moments on his own. When the bigger man’s guiding touch came back, there
was more heat, and, Alistair realized, fewer clothes between his back and
Charlie’s chest. He never strip-teased anyone before, and his heart tripped into
a manic flutter.

Before he could think up some way to follow Charlie’s lead, though, it was
being done for him. Charlie’s hands stopped their roving and took on purpose,
unbuttoning Alistair’s shirt, one button at a time, and baring his chest to
Malcolm’s view. It wasn’t much of a view, he thought, but the heat of skin on
skin when Charlie pulled it down over his shoulders and then pulled him back
against his body was heavenly.

Struggling to get his arms free of the dangling material, Alistair was
fumbling with the buttons at his wrist when Malcolm sat forward.

“Leave it,” he said, lifting his gaze from Alistair’s chest, to his face, then to
meet his eyes. “Charlie?”

Once again, Charlie moved away, but this time, he never quite relinquished
all contact.

As Alistair concentrated on the music, rolling his hips and melting under
Malcolm’s stare, Charlie trailed fingers down along his arms to the shirt.

He expected Charlie to help him get it off. Instead, the other man gathered
up the folds of material and wrapped it securely around his wrists, effectively
trapping his arms behind his back.

He faltered. The dance stuttered to a stop just ahead of the song ending and
the three of them stood in silence.

Charlie ran his hands back up Alistair’s arms, his palms warm, his touch
firm, and drew Alistair back against him once more as the next song started.
They danced together again, Alistair accepting Charlie’s guiding hands for the
first few bars until the music bled into him again and he found his balance,
dancing without his arms, almost moving as an extension of Charlie. The beat
thrummed through his body, slowing his radical heartbeat to match the
rhythm. He watched Malcolm’s attention drift from one to the other of them
and slowly let himself glide into the music and the attention and the touches,
both of eyes and hands.
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Malcolm didn’t leave his chair, but he was a part of the dance, just in how
he communicated with his eyes. He didn’t have to speak, and when a look
passed between him and Charlie, Alistair was not at all surprised to feel
Charlie’s hands drift down to his belt.

It was opened, his pants followed, and he wiggled out of the clothing to the
slow seduction of the samba’s lilt.

Malcolm sat back with a sigh and a glance at the contents of the paper bag,
which he’d taken inside with him and opened. The contents lay spread within
easy access on the table beside him, and his look at them now was significant
In some way, though Alistair wasn’t sure at first, why.

“What do you think we’re planning on doing with a naked you?” Charlie
teased, clearly reading his confusion.

“Oh.”
Charlie rubbed his jeans-covered cock over Alistair’s ass.
His breath caught the sensation. “Oh!”

Malcolm grinned. “His hands are already back there, Charlie. Maybe it
would be fun to watch him do it himself.” Alistair blushed, but he didn’t
refuse, and Charlie reached for the lube, spurting some on to Alistair’s waiting
fingers.

He couldn’t reach well, had very little freedom of motion, but he could
reach, and Charlie guided him around so Malcolm could watch him finger
himself. “If you untie me,” he began, but Malcolm cut him off.

“Oh no. This is just the start.” He looked past Alistair. “Charlie?”

Taking his cue, Charlie lubed his own fingers and brushed Alistair’s hands
out of the way. His fingers were a lot thicker and Malcolm lifted one of
Alistair’s feet to prop it on the chair cushion between his own knees. It gave
Charlie free access and Malcolm a clear view of Charlie stretching him.

Remembering a vague mention of not swearing in front of Malcolm,
Alistair clamped his lips closed and only allowed the moans out, afraid to
offend his host. But God, Charlie was good at this. His fingers were thick,
rough, and his touch barely on the gentler side of force. Always a fan of the



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 47

idea of letting his partner do the taking, Alistair shifted, pushing himself onto
those fingers, taking more and faster than Charlie was giving.

“Not so delicate as he looks,” Malcolm observed. He slapped Alistair’s ass
hard, making him jump. “Calm down, boy,” he warned. “Let Charlie do his
job.”

Alistair moaned and thrust back again, the warning barely registering.
Another blow connected, harder and faster, and he yelped.

“Put him down here, Charlie,” Malcolm said, voice hard. “He’s not paying
attention.”

Without more warning than that, Alistair felt his feet leave the floor. He
tried to move to stop his fall, but his arms, of course, were of no use to him.
And he floundered. Charlie’s strong arms steadied him, tilted him, and he was
lying face down over Malcolm’s lap.

“Wha—"

“You’re not paying attention,” Malcolm said again, bringing his hand
down on Alistair’s ass. “Are you now?” He spanked again and Alistair
groaned.

If Malcolm was trying to get him to focus, he wasn’t sure this method was
going to work. The music had faded to the background. Charlie was a foggy
looming presence over and behind him, and Malcolm’s swats drove him
deeper into his own head where the burning skin of his ass and the scrape of
his cock over denim was tail-spinning him fast towards orgasm.

And then it stopped. Whatever had passed between Malcolm and Charlie,
he had completely missed it, but the next thing he knew, his ass cheeks were
being parted and something cold and thick shoved into him.

It burned and stretched, and he groaned, trying to find purchase on the
floor with his toes to get away from the sensation, but Malcolm held him fast
and the inexorable, slow build to where he thought he’d scream eased in an
instant, and he was full, his hole clamped tight around the object but no longer
stretched past comfort.

“Oh, fuck.” Muscle control deserted him and he went limp over Malcolm’s
legs. Hands stroked over his back, his ass, and his thighs and for a few minute,
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he hung there, entranced, eyes closed, just remembering how to draw air into
his lungs.

“Knees,” Malcolm said softly. He shifted under Alistair and he understood
the direction to be aimed at him. He struggled, with Charlie’s help, to get
himself upright, then back down to the small rug Malcolm’s feet were on. He
knelt there between the man’s legs, gaze fixed on the straining denim at his
crotch, not knowing where else to look.

“Are you okay?” Malcolm asked, lifting his chin and looking into his eyes.
“The truth.”

Alistair stared up at him, knowing how glassy, flushed, and stunned he
would look. But he nodded.

For a few moments, Malcolm studied him. He steadied his breath and his
gaze and waited. The plug in his ass was a new sort of sensation. He couldn’t
move without feeling how it filled him, how it was, in a weird and alien way,
part of him, going where he did, unlike another man’s cock that would pull out
If he wanted it to, if he moved the right way. It was trapped in him the same as
his hands were trapped behind him.

“Normally,” Malcolm said, “1’d plug up your mouth, too, if you’re prone
to swearing.” He ran his fingertips over Alistair’s lips. “But | won’t, because |
don’t think you even realize you said it.”

“I’'m sorry.”
Malcolm smiled. “l know. It’s okay. But | am going to keep it from
happening again. Move back a bit.”

Alistair did as he was told, leaning a bit into Charlie’s hand on his
shoulder, against his knee where it brushed along his side, grateful to feel the
other man even if he didn’t dare turn his attention from Malcolm to look at
him.

Malcolm took the time to open his jeans, pull them off, and remove his
shirt. He sat back down in his chair and beckoned Alistair forward again.

“Rather than gag you with a toy, | thought this might be more satisfactory.”
He grinned. “For both of us.” He palmed his cock and crooked a finger for
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Alistair to move close. There was no doubt he had a gorgeous cock, long,
slender, and uncut. It was far more length than Alistair would be able to
handle, but he nodded anyway, a rush flaring through him as rug rasped
against his knees and heat raced over his skin.

“Good.” Malcolm’s fingers along the side of his face were gentle and
reassuring. “Come here, then.” He spread his legs and guided Alistair’s mouth
to the tip. “As you like, to start with.”

Alistair licked lightly, tasting his salty, thick flavour and the musk of his
skin. He slicked his tongue over the slit, played with the edge of the extra skin
around it, and finally, lightly, wrapped his lips over it.

“Now that’s a pretty sight,” Malcolm approved with a sigh. “Don’t you
think?”

Behind Alistair, Charlie grunted.

Another wave of heat danced along his limbs, drawing a flush of sweat.
His heart raced ahead of him as he worked more of Malcolm onto his mouth.

As Alistair explored and Malcolm fondled his face and hair, the world
began to slip away again. It was fascinating how quickly that happened, when
he had no control over things. He could, he supposed, pull off and tell them
no, but the sting of his hot ass cheeks, and the heaviness of the plug, the
constriction around his wrists, the heat of eyes on him, none of it was
unwelcome, and giving in to all of it was easy. It felt good. So much better
than when he had to encourage a guy to take control, or subtly hint until he got
some measure of what he craved.

Here, he had no time to crave. Here, he only had the next order, the next
moment, the next breath, heartbeat, and throb of his cock. Every sound he
milked form Malcolm was a victory. Every wave of heat from Charlie’s
nearness, soothed him closer to something that wasn’t quite orgasm, but was
no less pleasurable. Being the center of their combined attention was a rush
unlike anything physical touch could trump.

When Malcolm’s hips began to move and the caresses turned to gripping
and holding, he couldn’t’t help but moan and wiggle to get better control over
what he was allowed.
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It only made Malcolm hold him tighter, and eventually, Charlie’s hand
clamped down on his shoulder.

“I think we need something more, Charlie,” Malcolm said, pulling Alistair
off by his hair. He lifted Alistair’s face until they were gazing into each other’s
eyes again. “You keep looking at me.” He glided fingers over Alistair’s jaw,
and as soft as the touch was, it was the most domineering thing Malcolm had
yet done. As though appraising a possession he was thinking of purchasing.
“Charlie’s going to fix you up.”

“How?”

Malcolm smiled. “You’ll have to spread your knees and feet apart,” was all
he offered in reply.

Behind him, Charlie positioned his legs how they wanted, and he glanced
back to watch Charlie buckle stiff black leather around each ankle. His heart
jumped ahead of its normal rhythm and his breath caught as the clank of metal
drew his attention to a long bar that Charlie positioned between his feet.

“You’re okay,” Malcolm assured him drawing his head back around and
meeting his eye again.

“This is...” Alistair attempted to swallow, but his mouth was too dry. His
eyes stung.

Malcolm’s fingers tightened in his hair. “Okay,” Malcolm assured him. He
wasn’t asking if Alistair was okay, only telling him there was nothing to worry
about.

Alistair nodded.

“You’re a good boy,” Malcolm whispered. “I’d almost think you’ve done
this before.”

This time, Alistair shook his head, blushed, but offered what explanation
he had. “Read about it. Seen a few movies.”

“Dreamt about it,” Malcolm said. Again, he wasn’t asking.
“Yes_"

Malcolm ran a thumb over the side of his face, down and across his lips.
“And is it everything you dreamt, | wonder?”
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Alistair closed his eyes and turned slightly into the touch. He kissed the
pad of Malcolm’s thumb. Parts of him had begun to ache; his shoulders, from
the position of his arms and his knees. The floor was hard under the rug. He
tried to shift his weight only to realize Charlie had finished his task and his
feet were now attached to either end of that bar.

Malcolm stood, fingers trailing off Alistair’s face, and Alistair opened his
eyes to watch him. The man circled him, appraising him, eyes dark, face a
picture of impassive calculation.

“What do you think, Charlie?”

Charlie shuffled behind him. Alistair wished he could turn around to see
his face, but between his hands being tied and his feet spread by that bar, he
didn’t dare twist too much. If he overbalanced, he’d end up with a jarred
shoulder or broken nose. So he stayed still, feeling the mass of Charlie’s bulk
at his back, and concentrated on breathing.

“He’s pretty,” Charlie said at last. Fingers combed through his hair.
“You want him?”

Charlie grunted. “’Course.”

“l mean, do you want to screw him?”

A sharp slap stung Alistair’s ass and he yelped.
“Yeah,” Charlie breathed.

Malcolm circled back around in front of him and lifted his chin in one
cupped palm. “You hear that, boy? He wants to screw you.”

Alistair would have nodded, but Malcolm held his head immobile. “I
heard.”

“And?”

He swallowed, met Malcolm’s frightening, dark gaze, and tumbled into it.
“What if | wasn’t finished with you sucking my cock?”

“l can do both.”

“At once?”

Alistair fought to keep his focus, to stay present as Malcolm studied him,
gauged his compliance. Rather than answer, he simply waited, willing to
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accept whatever he decided. He might have read about this, and envied the
men in the videos he’d seen, but he wasn’t experienced like Malcolm and
Charlie clearly were. So he waited and relied on them to decide what he would
do for them. It was enough they’d taken him this far. Now he knew he liked
what he’d imagined he would, he could accept their guidance without worry.

Malcolm palmed his cock and stepped closer. Alistair didn’t need to be
told to open his mouth. He didn’t need cajoling to accept the unspoken
command.

Malcolm’s cock slid over his tongue, deep into his mouth, and a hand
nestled into his hair. Something hard angled across his back, and after a
moment, he realized it was Charlie’s hand in his hair, and Charlie’s leg bracing
him, holding him in place where he had very little room to move away from
Malcolm’s slowly rocking hips. Swallowing around Malcolm’s length, he
gazed up through his lashes, over the rims of his glasses, to the blur that was
Malcolm’s face. The pressure at his back grew, and Charlie was leaning over
him, drawn in by Malcolm’s hand in his hair, and being kissed in a way that
made him tighten his own fingers threaded through Alistair’s locks.

Alistair groaned at the pressure and the tug. Malcolm cupped his face,
letting him know he wasn’t forgotten, and he did his best to be more than a
passive receptacle.

Soon the kiss ended and both men stepped away, leaving Alistair swaying
between them, balanced only by Charlie’s hand on his head and Malcolm’s
expectation that he could endure whatever they offered him.

“Let’s get him up,” Malcolm said softly.

Together, they lifted Alistair off his knees, right off his feet, so he could
swing the bar around and land, flat-footed, legs spread wide, on the warm
floorboards.

“How strong are your abs?” Malcolm asked, settling on one of the bar
stools Charlie fetched for him. He ran a hand over Alistair’s flat stomach and
nodded approvingly. “Guess we’ll find out. You won’t be needing these for
now.” He removed Alistair’s glasses and set them on the table next to the
condoms.



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 53

Watching him stroke himself made Alistair’s blood boil. And his heart zing
in an unpredictable rhythm of heavy thudding and fast, tripping cadences.

When Malcolm beckoned, Alistair shuffled the few steps forward and
carefully lowered himself, bending at the waist until he could lick at the drops
of pre-come on Malcolm’s dick.

He must have been quite a picture, mouth full, hands tied, legs wide, and
ass in the air. He’d been in a lot of vulnerable positions in his life, and felt a lot
less safe fully clothed in the street than he felt in that moment. When Charlie’s
hands began caressing him, legs, ass, back, and Malcolm’s soft sounds of
pleasure reached him, there was nothing about the situation that left him
uneasy. He settled more comfortably into his task, knowing he could give
good head, and being allowed, for the moment, to do so at his own pace.

Charlie’s shuffling and touching were distracting, but pleasant. The plug
being removed had him sucking in a breath, his head still in Malcolm’s lap as
Mal caressed his hair and soothed him. Then the blunt pressure of Charlie’s
cock made him moan and tense.

“Relax,” Malcolm soothed, petting his hair and back. “I didn’t tell you to
stop, did 1?” He traced a finger along Alistair’s lips, still formed around his
cock, though he wasn’t actively doing anything but holding Malcolm in his
mouth.

Charlie pushed forward, breaching him, and the burn eclipsed everything.
He was far bigger than that plug had been. Huge, endlessly long, it seemed,
and Alistair couldn’t breathe around the all-consuming sensation of being
completely overtaken.

“There you go,” Malcolm praised him and stroked his back. “You see?
You can take it.” He rocked his hips, reminding Alistair he had bragged he
could take them both.

Alistair swallowed around him, moans coming unhindered as Charlie
slowly pulled back and filled him again. It was possibly the gentlest fucking
he’d ever received, but he could feel the strain as Charlie gripped his hips,
braced his legs along Alistair’s thighs and ass and controlled his movements
with a sort of stiff rigidity that told him Charlie was desperately holding
himself back.
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“You see how gentle he’s being?” Malcolm asked.

Alistair nodded. The deep burn had eased towards pleasure now and he
swayed with Charlie’s movements, coming off Malcolm’s cock most of the
way under the control of Charlie’s grip.

Malcolm pulled his cock free and lifted Alistair’s head, chin in the palm of
his hand. “Second thoughts?”

Alistair shook his head. “No, sir.”

“Sir, is it?” Malcolm leaned over and kissed him hard, taking his breath
and not allowing him a chance to pull in another before he was swallowing
cock again. He had no control over how deep he took either of them. The
position was designed to give Charlie most of the control over that, over how
fast, and how hard, and Alistair forced himself to relax enough to give the
control to them.

Staying on his feet as he was rocked between them took co-ordination and
effort. He wasn’t passive. He couldn’t be, or he’d end up on his face on the
floor. But all his efforts went into staying vertical. They weren’t fucking him
for his pleasure, he realized.

That was something he hadn’t anticipated from the books or videos. He
wasn’t the one being pleasured, here. He was the toy. Not that he wasn’t
enjoying himself, but the realization that his comfort was secondary to their
pleasure was a breath-stealing insight.

A shiver ran under his skin, scalp to toes, resonating through to his bones.
Charlie thrust, riding over that tiny bundle of nerves and sparking his body to
life. Every touch, every grappling hand, thrust and tug and retreat echoed
down deeper than anything had reached in a very long time. For an instant, he
was back in the skin of a kid who didn’t dare look the other way from the
bullies on the school ground, who couldn’t turn and run or stand and fight, and
that helpless feeling washing through him was terrifying.

Charlie’s vicelike grip crushed bone, Malcolm’s fingers tore his hair, and
he split open. Just for an instant. Then Charlie’s voice dragged him back to
their living room, Malcolm’s soft grunt and lax grip preceding him stiffening
and pouring his release into Alistair’s mouth cemented his attention in the
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here-and-now and a moment later, he could feel Charlie’s throbbing cock, his
rigid muscles as he spilled into the condom.

Everything collapsed back in on him and Alistair choked and sputtered as
Malcolm pulled out and helped him to straighten. It was a useless effort. He
had no strength. His legs ignored the plea from his brain to work, to hold him
up, to just move, and give him space and perspective. Then he remembered
why he couldn’t move and the shivering started again.

“You’re okay,” Malcolm soothed, gathering him up close as Charlie knelt
and unbuckled the cuffs around his ankles.

The bar fell away with a clatter and it didn’t matter. His legs still refused
his commands, because Malcolm scooped him up and carried him towards the
bed.

He groaned and thrashed, unable to push himself clear, still bound as he
was.

“Shh.” Malcolm deposited him on the bed and he rolled to his side,
determined to get to his knees, to get his feet under him.

Charlie pinned him easily, a hand on his shoulder. Not rough. Just
imperative. The bed tipped and rocked as both men climbed on with him.

“No more,” he whispered as he struggled to gain some sort of autonomy, to
catch his breath, to still his racing heart before it burst from his chest. He hated
himself for wimping out on them, but he was done. He couldn’t get the
equilibrium back. He couldn’t calm himself down. Understanding they meant
him no harm was a useless idea as that moment of understanding just exactly
how helpless he was lingered.

“No more,” Malcolm assured him softly. “You’re finished, Alistair. You
were perfect.”

Alistair wiggled and finally managed to prop himself awkwardly on one
elbow and peer up at them. “What?”

Malcolm’s smile was radiant. “Listen to me, okay?”

Alistair nodded and Malcolm brushed fingers over is cheek. When it had
gotten wet, he had no idea, but Malcolm brushed tears from the other side, too,
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and gently kissed his lips. “You have to lie on your stomach for just a moment
SO wWe can untie you, okay?”

Alistair stared at him, at his lips, still soft and curved gently upward, his
hair, messy and his eyes, dark, invitingly kind.

“What?”
Charlie chuckled. “Roll over. Let us get you free, babe.”

Alistair responded to the deep, urgent, but infinitely tender voice and
turned to discover Charlie sitting next to him, naked now, as well, and flushed
with happiness.

Heart still stuttering slightly, Alistair swallowed a bit of the bitter fear and
nodded, understanding seeping in at last. He struggled to sit up, watching them
reach to help but hold back in deference to his grunts of annoyance and sharp
shake of his head.

He could do it himself. He could. Finally managing a mostly upright
position, he waited as Charlie carefully unwound his shirt and loosed his arms.

Fireworks raced up his muscles and he groaned, flopping back onto the
bed. His fingertips tingled, sending sparks through his brain, flashing over his
vision.

“Oh God.”

Malcolm hovered, leaning on one arm and gazing down at him. “That was
hard, what you did.”

Alistair gazed up at him, processing, searching for a way back to them, out
of the jumble of his own thoughts.

“Take your time.” Malcolm’s light touch moved over Alistair’s face. His
eyes were a fascinating shade of dark. Impossible to tell in the dimness if they
were brown or black. A smoky blue ring near the irises made them incredibly
otherworldly, and Alistair blinked. He wasn’t imagining it. Malcolm was the
most beautiful man he knew. He blinked again, realizing how close the other
man had to be if he could see him clearly without his glasses.

When he opened his eyes again, Malcolm was gone and Charlie was there,
a hand resting, warm and comforting on his chest. “Before you pass out, can
we get clean and under the covers?” he asked.



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ 57

“What?”
He chuckled. “Just let me take care of you, please?”

Alistair frowned. “I’m...” fine. Confused was what he was. So he just
nodded.

Charlie urged him up, guided him to the bathroom and under the warm
spray already flowing from the shower. The visit was brief. Enough to get the
sweat and stink of adrenaline washed off. Long enough for Charlie’s thick
fingers to delve between his ass cheeks and sluice away the lube dribbling out
of him, coating him. And long enough to be thoroughly pampered, then
thoroughly, very gently and determinedly, kissed until he was limp, moaning,
and hoping it might never stop.

Soon enough, he was led back to bed and climbed in without protest. If
he’d lost himself for a little while in the midst of their scene, he was content to
know Malcolm and Charlie knew exactly where he was and what he needed.
He lay down, allowed Malcolm to fold him into an embrace that left his head
on the other man’s chest, and promptly fell asleep.

*k*k*k
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CHAPTER FOUR

If falling asleep had been a lazy, hazy pleasure, waking was even more so.
The first thing Alistair became aware of was hands. They smoothed random
patterns over his skin. Body heat surrounded him and a man’s chest hair
chafed lightly against the smoothness of his own body. That sensation sent a
slow delicious tingle through him and he sighed softly, rubbing himself against
hard muscle to feel more of it.

He was manhandled away a bit—just enough for one of those hands to
slide over his chest.

“You wax?” The question was low and as lazy as he felt.

Alistair sighed, arched into the touch and nodded, unable, for the moment
to identify the owner of the voice. “Tweeze, really. Not enough to bother with
wax.”

That got him a low chuckle as the hand continued to roam. “How far
down?”

“Mmmm,” was his only reply as his half-hard cock was fondled to full
attention.

He thought maybe he should rouse himself enough to at least know whose
hands were all over him. But did it matter? Malcolm or Charlie could have
anything from him they wanted, so he snuggled closer and let the thought drift
away.

“You do know if you keep up the wiggling and sighing you’ll be taken full
advantage of, right?”

Alistair nodded, head pillowed in the lovely, curly nest of chest hair.
“Molest away.” I’m yours, his mind whispered. Not out loud, though because
he had four days left and only four days.

Fingers knocked the underside of his chin and he reluctantly looked up.

The smoky blue rings were wider this morning, opening up Malcolm’s
gaze, lighting him from the inside.

Mesmerized, Alistair stared until Malcolm lifted his head off his pillow
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enough to lay a kiss on Alistair that made his toes curl. It was long and
languorous good morning kiss that ignored bad breath and sleepy, lazy brains.

Malcolm continued his exploration of Alistair’s body, taking his time over
the places that made Alistair sigh. Eventually, he covered Alistair’s ass. More
awake, now, he dipped between his cheeks, playing over his hole, kneading
and prodding, never actually entering, much to Alistair’s growing dismay and
despite his ever more insistent attempts to achieve even the slightest
penetration.

“Eager?”

Alistair only moaned and arched his back, pushing his ass towards the
touch.

Malcolm had strong, very capable hands. He smelled heavenly. No one had
eyes like his. Already, Alistair was cataloguing the things he’d miss. The
things every guy, from that day onward, would have to live up to and most
likely fail.

“Hey,” Malcolm said softly.

For a moment, Alistair tried to focus on why Malcolm wanted his
attention. A heartbeat later, a sound in the doorway behind him told him they
were no longer alone.

“Check this out,” Malcolm said, parting Alistair’s ass cheeks to show off
his hole, twitching from the attention and wanting more. If he had even the
least capacity left in him to be shy about what either of these men thought of
him, it drifted away on the breath of a whistle Charlie let out.

Alistair glanced over his shoulder to see the other man entering the room
with a huge tray loaded down with mugs, coffee, toast and fruit. Charlie
smiled and winked.

“Pay attention, now,” Malcolm whispered, and Alistair turned back to him.
Behind him, the tray hit the dresser top with a clatter and a moment later, the
mattress dipped and Charlie joined them.

It was only moments before Charlie began gliding big hands over Alistair’s
legs and hips and ass. “You like being touched.”
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Alistair sighed, nodded, and wriggled a little closer to Malcolm, gravitating
to his warmth as cool breezes from the open window wafted over his bare skin.

“Show me again, Mal,” Charlie said, leaning down to kiss Alistair’s hip
softly.

Alistair moaned as Malcolm hauled his leg up, bending it to lay it along
Malcolm’s abdomen and parting his cheeks once more. Charlie didn’t just
look. He took the liberty of exploring Alistair’s ass, fondled his balls, rolling
them gently in his palm as he rubbed a finger over his opening. In no time,
between Malcolm’s roving hands and generously attentive mouth and
Charlie’s fingers, Alistair was moaning and writhing between them.

His cock, fully hard, leaked as he rubbed against Malcolm’s thigh,
alternately humping him and arching to lift his ass into Charlie’s maddeningly
light touch.

“More” he moaned. “Please.”

“Bet he can get off on just this,” Charlie said, wiggling his finger over
Alistair’s entrance.

Malcolm moved his leg in concert with Alistair’s ever more frantic
rocking. “No bet,” Malcolm crooned, rubbing circles over Alistair’s back and
kissing a line down the side of his neck. “He’s close.”

And he was. As frustrating as Charlie’s teasing finger was, rubbing and
prodding but never quite breaching, Alistair still rode the wave of pleasure
towards orgasm.

This was the opposite of the night before when he had been a tool for his
lovers’ pleasure. This moment was about him. As utterly about him as it was
possible to be. They drove him towards release in a gentle but relentless press
of touch, whispers and encouragement.

Still, there was something missing. An edge to their touch just not present,
and Alistair whimpered.

“What is it?” Malcolm asked, nuzzling at his neck. “What?”

Alistair groaned and writhed, arching as Charlie prodded, growling in
frustration as he drew his finger back form Alistair’s movement.



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ 61

“Frustrated?” Charlie asked.

Alistair groaned, beyond speech and wanted to swear at them, knowing it
wouldn’t get him what he wanted, but not sure, even, what that was.

Then Malcolm threaded fingers into his hair, pulled his head back and took
his mouth, thrusting his tongue inside and straining his neck to claim him so
thoroughly. And that did it. That catapulted him into a frenzy of desire that
pushed any clear thoughts out of his head.

He gave in to the kiss, and then, second by second, to their ministrations,
letting them have their way, drive him crazy, refuse to send him completely
over the edge. Letting them play with him like a mouse between two bored
cats.

As long as Malcolm maintained his hold, his control, Alistair could relax
into the teasing, ride the wave of pleasure they were offering.

“Now you get it,” Charlie crooned. “Let us do this.”

Alistair rocked into his hands, feeling Charlie’s strength and size as he
cupped his ass, felt wave after wave of pleasure as he rubbed himself against
Malcolm, and the tide of bliss rose and lifted him with it until he was
balanced, barely keeping his head above the ocean of sensation.

It was Malcolm’s fingers in his hair, Charlie’s strength, griping his thigh in
its position across Malcolm’s body, the containment of their hands on him that
sent him over at last and he clenched, every muscle stiffening as he finally
came with a deep groan.

“Oh my God, that is gorgeous,” Charlie said in a hushed voice. At last, his
finger, slicked now, drove inside Alistair’s clutching, tight hole and Alistair
gasped.

There was no time to catch his breath before Charlie was working him
open, stretching and preparing him, and he was still in a stunned stupor when
Charlie’s big cock worked inside him. Grappling for a handhold on something,
he found Malcolm’s hand, his wrist, and would have held on tight, but his own
wrist was clasped and his arm hauled behind his back.

The restriction, far from worrying him, calmed him, gave shape to the
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world swimming around him, and he manoeuvred himself back into his place
between them as Charlie began to move inside him.

Lying on his side, one arm trapped in Malcolm’s grip behind him, one leg
pressed up against his own ribcage, his upper body laying half over Malcolm’s
body, it should have been a position to allow for long, slow morning languor.
With Malcolm holding him, though, Charlie had more freedom to push deeper,
thrust faster and harder, and he did. Alistair relaxed into the rhythm and the
restraint giving them whatever they wanted from him.

It was a perfect way to greet the day, made better as Charlie moaned and
stilled, body tight, cock throbbing hard as he dumped his load into the
condom.

When it was over, he flopped onto his back beside them. Malcolm eased
his tight grip on Alistair’s body and squirmed until Alistair was laying on his
back on the mattress between them. Malcolm fished for something beside the
bed, found a T-shirt and used it to clean Alistair’s spunk off himself, and the
lube off Alistair before handing it to Charlie, who gave his cock a quick swipe
as he tossed the condom into the trash.

“Morning,” Alistair sighed, letting his eyes drift closed. The scents of sex
and sweat and early morning sunshine warmed him from the inside out.

“I brought coffee,” Charlie muttered.

“Mmm.”

“And toast.”

Alistair nodded. “Toast is good.”

Silence for a few heartbeats.

“Love toast,” Alistair said, letting out another contented sigh.

“Not enough to get up and get it from across the room?” Malcolm asked.
He sounded a lot more clear-headed than Alistair felt or Charlie sounded as
they chorused their denial.

“Lazy ingrates,” Malcolm muttered happily.

“Mmm.” Alistair said again. “What’s your hurry?” He blinked up at
Malcolm.
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“Four days left,” Malcolm said softly. “I plan on making the most of every
second you’re not packing.” He climbed back on the bed, straddling Alistair
and leaning down to kiss him heavily.

Alistair groaned. “If you two keep this up, I’m not going to be flying
anywhere. Not unless the flight attendants have those little donut pillows.”

Charlie laughed and shoved Malcolm off him, grabbed his wrists and
pinned his hands over his head, taking his turn at Alistair’s mouth, kissing him
until he couldn’t breathe. *“You think it’s all about fucking?” Charlie asked.

“Isn’t it?” Alistair grinned. “Has been so far.”

Charlie shook his head. “It’s been about dancing and unpacking and
getting to know you.”

“And now I’m leaving.”

“You were always leaving.” He smiled. “And we all knew that.”
“l guess.” Allistair stared up at him. “Yeah.”

“Yeah.” Charlie caressed his cheek. “What are you thinking?”

Alistair shook his head, turning as he did to kiss the tips of Charlie’s
fingers.

“Answer the question, Alistair,” Malcolm said, giving Charlie a little shove
to get him off Alistair. He handed out coffees and joined them on the bed as
Alistair pushed up to rest against the pillows and headboard

“It doesn’t matter.”
“Oh, it matters.” Charlie gave him a gentle smile. “It matters. Tell us.”

“We knew | was leaving,” Alistair said softly. “This is okay because you
don’t really want me to stay.”

“Knowing you have to get on with your life is not the same thing as not
wanting you to stay,” Charlie assured him. “It’s new.”

Alistair nodded.

“I think 1 don’t want you to go, but it is so new.” Charlie voicing his wish
was comforting and Alistair nodded. “I don’t even know what | want.”

“We’ve never done this before, either,” Malcolm said. “What | know for
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sure is how you talk about school and what’s coming for you, and | know how
excited you are for that. | would never want to change that for you.”

Once more, Alistair nodded.
“You are still excited for it. Aren’t you?”
“Yeah. Of course” —and almost in the same breath—*“I’ll miss you.”

“And we’ll miss you,” Malcolm assured him. “But Charlie’s right. We’re a
stop on your road.” He kissed Alistair gently. “Okay?”

“l—not really.” Alistair gazed into his coffee and nodded. “But yeah.”

“Okay.” Malcolm sat back and patted the mattress next to him. “Come
here.”

Not needing a second invitation Alistair scooted over, tucked himself in
close to Malcolm’s side and sipped the lukewarm coffee. He didn’t care to
heat it up if it meant one of them would have to leave the room to do it. He’d
drink it cold.

*kk*k
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CHAPTER FIVE

Four days passed in a blur. It wasn’t all sex. There was a lot of that. But
there was just as much help packing and shipping Alistair’s belongings,
lunches in town with Alistair’s mother and even a couple of quiet evenings on
the couch watching movies during which Alistair made popcorn for them,
brewed iced coffee and cleaned up as Charlie and Malcolm wandered off to
bed. He thought he’d be jealous the first time they disappeared into their room
without him.

He wasn’t.

Content and tired, he curled up on the couch with another movie, of which
he watched about five minutes before falling asleep. In the morning, Charlie
fetched him back to the bedroom instead of coffee, and they did things to him
that made him blush as hard as he had the first night. It felt like a reward for
not making a deal out of being left on his own the night before.

They didn’t talk any further about his imminent departure. It was
happening and they all knew it, and so they took full advantage of the
remaining days. Charlie and Malcolm were generous in so many ways,
including making it okay for him to begin to feel the excitement again.

It was a big deal, after all. He’d worked hard for a year and a half to be
able to afford tuition and have some money in place for an apartment. He had
a friend offering hima job in his field of study. He was about to embark on his
life. It was exciting. And it was sad to leave his new lovers, but knowing they
were happy for him made it easier. Knowing how much they had taught him
about himself made it easier, too.

“Shouldn’t you be spending your last night at home with your mom?”
Charlie asked as they dried and stored dishes after supper.

Alistair shook his head. “She’s out. She made a point of telling me this
morning that she would be out all night. I think she has a...”

“Boyfriend?”

Alistair shuddered, but nodded. “She said she’d meet me at the airport for
breakfast. He grinned and sighed. “I’m happy for her.”
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“Worried about leaving her all alone?”

“l was a bit, but she’s happy.” He glanced over. “And she told me to make
sure you and Malcolm know to keep in touch. She likes you two.”

“Wonder if she knows you’re sleeping with us.”

Alistair shrugged and another shudder went through him. “She’s open
minded and all, but... don’t tell her that.”

“You know we wouldn’t,” Malcolm chimed in from where he sat at the
table sipping his coffee.

“l do know.” He glanced over and found Malcolm was studying him.
“You want us to keep in touch with her?”

Alistair nodded. “She likes you. She spent so much time looking after me,
doing things to make sure | was okay. Working and everything. I know she has
friends, and people other than her kid in her life, but still.”

Malcolm smiled. “We’ll keep you in the loop, Alistair. We’ll stay in
touch.”

Relief washed through Alistair and he turned back to the sink.

“It won’t be a quickie when you come home for holidays, though,”
Malcolm said. Both Alistair and Charlie turned to stare at him.

“I was thinking about this. It has to be all or nothing, or none of us will
ever move on. Since you won’t be here for all of it—”

“It has to be nothing, Mal? Really?” Charlie asked.

“It has to be. Alistair will have a life in Baltimore, and he should live it.
We’ll be here.” He met Charlie’s gaze and smiled, and it might have been a
slightly sad expression. “Maybe we won’t be able to just wait until he can
afford a trip home, or we have time off to go to him. Maybe our life will move
on too.”

“You’ll meet some other guy, you mean,” Alistair said.

“You’ll meet other guys, too, Alistair.” Malcolm met his accusing gaze
calmly. “And you should. We all should. I have no doubt if this is what’s
meant to be, then it will be.”
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“But you don’t really think it is,” Alistair couldn’t quite keep the
accusation out of his voice.

Malcolm smiled. “I think it’s the first time any of us have done this, and I,
for one, need to step back and figure out what it means.” He glanced to
Charlie, and there was uncertainty in his expression.

Charlie nodded. “Okay.”
Alistair turned back to the sink and said nothing.

**k*k*k

“He’s pissed, you know,” Charlie said later as he and Malcolm sat on the
back porch and watched Alistair trimming a lilac bush. It pleased Malcolm to
see him working, even if he’d been finding busy work to do all evening. It
turned out, when Charlie had shown him how to prune the bushes, he’d
discovered the task a soothing one. Between them, even in four days, the yard
had begun to look a little more kempt, less jungle-like. Now he was using the
chore to avoid them. Anything to keep from resolving the earlier conversation.

Malcolm nodded. “He needs time to figure out we’re right.”
“You mean you’re right. | haven’t necessarily agreed with you yet, either.”
Malcolm looked up at his lover. “Charlie.”

“Don’t use that tone on me. You don’t get to dictate this one without
hearing what | think.” He glared down, but the look was softened by worry.
Maybe even fear, and Malcolm reached for his hand.

Charlie eased away for a moment. “I feel stuff too, Mal.” Then he inched
his fingers back within Malcolm’s reach.

Malcolm’s gut twisted but he smiled as he all but snatched his lover’s hand
into his. “I know you do. And that’s why | promised we’d keep in touch, and
why | insist it’s just friends once he’s gone. | mean it, Charlie. I’m not being
arbitrary.” He shifted around to face Charlie and picked up his other hand.
“You gave me the reins a long time ago, yes?”

After a slight hesitation, Charlie nodded.
“I’ve thought hard about this, | promise. Up to now it’s been about letting
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me have control in bed, about you silently agreeing to serve me the rest of the
time, and me quietly accepting that, because it makes us most happy.”

“Yeah.”

Malcolm drew in a deep breath. “It was okay to go on without really
talking about it because it was working. But there was going to come a time
when we tested this thing. When you were going to have to let me call the
shots, and not about when or where or how we fuck, or who does the dishes, or
who gets the shower first. Some choices were going to get hard, and either you
trust me to do what’s best for us both or you don’t.”

Charlie remained silent, staring at him, big brown eyes huge and
vulnerable. It twisted Malcolm’s gut tighter and tighter to see his lover so
frightened. But the fright was what gave him the strength to take the control
Charlie craved and make it real. Deep enough to protect him even when he
didn’t know he needed protecting.

Drawing in a heavy breath, Malcolm forged ahead. “Trust me in this. I’'m
not saying it has to be this way—"

“Because if we make a commitment to Al, you have to honour it. You
can’t bring some other guy in when you think | might be slipping—”

“Quiet, Charlie,” Malcolm said softly. Firmly. “Don’t interrupt me again.”

Charlie snapped his mouth shut and stared, anger sneaking in under the
fear, hands clenching until his grip hurt.

“Am | scared you’ll stray?”
Charlie shrugged.

“No, Charlie. The answer is no, I’m not afraid you’ll leave me over sex. |
trust you to stay and help me through when | freak out. It’s what you do. It’s
what you give me. | trust you.” He tightened his grip on Charlie’s fingers, too
and was gratified to feel a reciprocating strength in the connection, and less
pain from his desperate grip. A little bit of the fear faded from his eyes.

“You like this guy a lot,” Malcolm said.

After a heartbeat and a glance to Alistair across the lawn, Charlie nodded.
“Yeah. Course | do.”

“Sodo I.”
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“So then—"
Malcolm lifted one eyebrow and thankfully, Charlie shut up.

“l want him to go off and live his life and be happy not pining for
something halfway across the country. | want to give you what you need to be
happy, when you need it, not when we might be able to get him home or go
there. This is not a long-distance sort of set up and trying to make it that will
only break it. You have to trust me. To keep him, we have to let him go.”

Charlie sighed. “I’ll miss him.”
“Yeah, | know.”

“You’ll miss him.”

Malcolm sighed. “Yeah. | know.”
“l don’t want to replace him.”

“That isn’t what it’s about. He had his place with us for a little while and
now he’s moving on with his life. We can’t stand in the way of that. He’s
going to find a guy—or guys—who are going to be there for him when he
needs them. We have to let him do that. We aren’t going to replace him. He’ll
still be ours, just in a different capacity.” He grinned trying to bring some
lightness to the situation. “You just won’t be allowed to fuck him anymore.”

“This seemed like such a good idea,” Charlie lamented.

“It was. It is. And we were really lucky to find Alistair. He’s good for us.
Maybe he’s given us something no one else could have.”

“A hole when he moves out?”

“A chance to understand how this works, to know it can work, with the
right guy. But he isn’t the right guy, because if he was, he wouldn’t be moving
to Baltimore or we would be moving with him, but we aren’t, and he is.”

Charlie stared at him a long time.
“Trust me, Charlie. This is best.”

Charlie swallowed hard. “I have to, don’t I, because | don’t know how else
to do this.”

Malcolm smiled. “That’s why you have me.”
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The vast uncertainty in Charlie’s eyes was heart-stopping, but Malcolm
didn’t look away. He saw there when Charlie made the leap of faith before
anything ever came out of his mouth.

“That’s why | have you,” he agreed in a whisper.

Malcolm stood, drew him up and pulled his shaking lover into his arms,
kissing him, containing him in the moment for a long time, cementing
Charlie’s acceptance of his decision inside all the ways their relationship had
slowly come to this point of no return.

Malcolm had made a hard, unhappy decision that was going to hurt them
all a little bit right now but he knew in his heart, it would be best for them in
the long run. It would set them all on the road to getting over each other in the
best possible way.

He was still holding Charlie when Alistair clumped up the steps to stand
outside their tight embrace.

“This is it, then?” he asked. He sounded so sad.

Malcolm held out an arm, then Charlie did and Alistair joined them. “This
Is it,” Malcolm agreed, kissing the top of his head.

“I still want to stay here tonight,” Alistair whispered. “Can 1?”

“You’ll stay here tonight.” Malcolm agreed. “Go inside and get cleaned
up.” He pulled back to look Alistair in the eye. “Be thorough.” He kissed him,
deep and demanding and tapped his ass as he turned to go inside.

“I think you just made the kid’s day.”

“I just made your day.” Malcolm kissed Charlie, too, in a way he hadn’t
kissed him in months. As deep and demanding as he had Alistair, feeling the
response deep in his gut. He felt Charlie’s release in the way his entire body
relaxed, in the sigh that came out of him.

He felt the trust flow between them again and sighed himself. He wasn’t
sure how they had sipped so far from this center. Now, with Charlie’s
acquiescence and the way his lover hung onto him and sighed into the stroke
of his hand over his back, he thought that as little as he’d liked making the
decision to let Alistair go, it had been the right one.

*kkx
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The rising sun found them pulling into a parking space at the airport. They
found Alistair’s mother sitting at a small table in one of the cafes across from
the check-in counters. She wasn’t alone.

At her table was a handsome man in his early forties. He had on expensive
jeans and a designer T-shirt under a cashmere sport jacket and long-toed
leather dress shoes. Everything about him spoke of understated, but undeniable
class.

“Mom?” Alistair stopped, Charlie and Malcolm at his back.

“Hi, honey.” She stood and her companion rose with her. “This is Bob.
Bob, my son, Alistair.”

“Hi.” Bob nodded and held out a hand which Alistair skipped a beat before
taking and shaking.

“Hi,” he managed, before Malcolm nudged him and he introduced them.

“Sit,” his mother said, and Bob reached to hold her chair and push it gently
in as she sat.

“l ordered a pot of coffee for you boys.” Her eyes sparkled as she smiled
and poured. “I thought you all might be a bit tired this morning.”

Alistair could not have stopped the blush if his life depended on it, and he
caught Charlie grinning at him. “So, Bob, how do you know my mother?” he
asked.

The question worked to deflect the attention from their night’s activities,
and Bob commenced the explanation of how he had met Alistair’s mother
when she helped him to pick out the jacket he had on his back. They’d had a
lot of laughs choosing his wardrobe for a baby shower.

“Easy to be relaxed around him when | was sure he was gay,” Alistair’s
mom said.

“I liked her right off.” Bob said, his gaze locked with Alistair’s. “She’s a
smart, funny, sexy lady.” He laid his hand over hers and smiled down at her.
“Thank goodness my niece dragged me to the mall that day, or | might never
have met her.”

Alistair stared at them for a few minutes before excusing himself to wash
his hands before their meal arrived.
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Seconds after he retreated to the restroom, Malcolm walked in.

“You okay, Alistair?”

“He’s ten years younger than she is!”

“And obviously isn’t after her money.”

Alistair snorted. “We don’t have any.”

“But he does, Alistair. Did you see what he was wearing?”

“Yes.” Alistair glared at himself in the mirror.

“And the way he looks at her?”

Alistair shuddered. “My mom, Mal.”

Malcolm rested a hand on his shoulder. “And the way she looks at him?”

Alistair sighed. “Yeah.” He met Malcolm’s gaze in the mirror. “This s it,”
he whispered.

Malcolm smiled. “It’s time.”

“You’ll—”

“Keep in touch. Of course.”

“Keep an eye on them.”

Malcolm grinned. “On your mom, the cougar?”

“Oh God. Really?” Alistair glared and Malcolm laughed.

“Come and eat, yeah?” Malcolm said.

Alistair turned to study him. “One last order?”

Malcolm cupped his cheek and kissed him lightly. “If I must.”

“You don’t.” He glanced up through his lashes. “But you could anyway.”

“Get out there,” Malcolm growled good-naturedly, slapping his ass as he
scurried past.

“Everything all right?” Bob asked as they returned.

“Yes,” Alistair smiled at him and was rewarded with a relieved grin in
return, and breakfast proceeded with small talk and decent food.

When it was time for him to say good-bye, his mother took him aside to
wish him safe travels.
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“Do me a favour, Mom?” he asked, glancing to where Bob, Malcolm and
Charlie still chatted over coffee. “Keep an eye on them? Make sure they’re
okay.”

“They strike me as perfectly capable young men, Alistair.”

“And they are.” He bit his lip. “Just that I’m sort of leaving them in a
spot.”

“You’re leaving them period.” She smiled kindly. “Do you think | don’t
understand the looks?”

“Mom,” Alistair warned. “Please don’t.”

“You’re my son.” She smiled and patted his cheek with a soft sigh. “But
you’re also a grown man, and | can’t say | was thrilled with all this, but who
am | to judge, after everything with your father? You are making the right
decision, though, going to school.”

“You never said a word about it.”

“You thought I didn’t know?”

“1 didn’t really want to find out if you did, to be honest.”
“Well, I did.”

“So why didn’t you say anything? Why not use your considerable
influence to make sure | left?”

“Because honey, it isn’t my life. | saw what parental interference did to
your father. We both lived with it. And we both did our best to raise you to
make your own way in the world. | couldn’t make this decision for you.”

“But you think | made the right one.”

“I think if it’s meant to be, Malcolm and Charlie will be here when you
come back.”

“That’s what Malcolm said.”
She smiled. “He’s a very kind young man. Wise.”

Alistair nodded. “He told me | have to go. Talked me and Charlie into
believing him. Talked himself into believing it, I think.”

“And what do you honestly feel?”
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“I want to do this. I’ve been dreaming of it for years. | don’t think | could
stay and not always wonder what | gave up.”

“So he’s right, then.”

Alistair nodded. “He’s right. That’s why Charlie’s with him.” He drew in a
breath and met his mother gaze. “Why | was with them. Now | have to go.”

She nodded and hugged him close. “Now you have to go.”

“And about this Bob guy?”

Her smile was radiant. “I should have told you about him months ago.”
“Months?” he boggled at her.

“Well, it was new.” A faint pink infused her cheeks. “And he’s young. |
wanted to be sure he was sure before | brought him into your life.”

“Good God, Mom, he’s what? Forty?”

“Forty-three.”

“So twelve years, then.”

This time her flush was filled with a kind of pride and she nodded.
“So he’s not all that young, and I’m not a kid anymore.”

“No.” She sighed. “I suppose not.”

“He’s good to you?”

“He’s a very good man. Alistair. His first wife died five years ago. | think
he’s very brave to risk again.”

Alistair nodded as she straightened his collar. “Honey, I’m glad you’re
going. | want to like your friends, but I can’t really, honestly say I’m sorry to
see this arrangement come to an end.”

“Mom—" He gazed down at her. “Never mind.”

Her smile, though, was knowing. “You found something. | know.” She
blinked a bit, and just when he thought she might cry, she squared her
shoulders. “We don’t have to talk about lifestyle choices now. Not on your
way out. Not unless it comes up again.” She clicked her tongue. “We can
argue another time if we must. For now, let’s say good-bye, and leave it
alone.”



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ 75

“I’m sorry.”

“Nonsense.” Her expression, when she fixed her gaze on him, was filled
with pride. “I don’t think you expected me to approve, and | don’t know if |
do. Right now, | don’t want to send you off across the country angry.”

“I’m not.”

“Good. Neither am I.”

“So I’ll see you at Thanksgiving.”

She lifted one eyebrow. “You had better, young man.”

He grinned and his worry over whether or not she approved of him
evaporated. “Yes, ma’am.”

The others joined them as they embraced, and Bob wished him well before
escorting his mother out.

That left him with Malcolm and Charlie and a wall of good-bye he was
reluctant to breach.

Charlie did the honours, grabbing him into a tight embrace, kissing him
soundly and long, then turning and hurrying for the open air.

G‘Heﬁs_”

“Yeah.” Alistair watched him go. “Take care of him.”

“You know we’ll take care of each other.”

Alistair nodded. His eyes stung and he turned his head away.

“And you don’t need anyone to look after you, Alistair. You know you
don’t.”

“Of course not.”

“That’s what makes you the guy we needed for now.” He clenched his
teeth, and then growled. “God, you are so...” He made another snarling sound
and hugged Alistair tight.

There were more good-byes and good lucks, but all the important things
had been said. Alistair was going. He wanted to go more than he wanted to
stay, and he knew it was the right thing for all of them, because they needed
someone who would stay.
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“Thank you,” he whispered. “For everything.” Including letting him go.

In his heart, later, as he sat on the plane and watched his small town life
fall away, he thanked them most of all for pushing him out the door and into
his life.

THE END
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GUARDING LUCAS
By Mitchell E. Sanford
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his left wrist. He is being embraced—or held up—»by a man wearing a tan
trench coat over a suit and tie... and with white wings extending from his
back. They stare into each other’s eyes with a look of wonder.
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Dear Author,

I’ve had a tough life. So tough, in fact, that I’ve stopped believing that
anybody is watching out for me. Until one day | avoid an accident and catch a
glimpse of a handsome man with wings. Could it be that | actually have a
guardian angel? Why do | keep thinking about this man? | can’t get him out of
my head. Who was he, and who is he now? Is loving your own guardian angel
an act against God, or is it destiny?

Sincerely,

Victoria

P.S. A fair deal of angst would be cool, but a H.E.A. preferred.
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Genre: fantasy, paranormal
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Content warnings: main character suicide and rebirth, secondary character
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GUARDING LUCAS
By Mitchell E. Sanford

CHAPTER ONE

Red. I’ve always loved the color red. Something about it seemed so
familiar. They say that red is the color of passion and desire. But for me, it
signified peace and serenity. A sense of calm captivated my body whenever |
was surrounded by the color of fresh blood.

The man at the bar was wearing a red T-shirt. Cut low to show off his sexy
chest, developed muscles popped through the open length, and at the sight |
found myself getting hard. | had my shirt off, and the cool night breeze kept
making my nipples perk. Not that | was complaining, | always got big tips
when | pulled off my shirt.

The night went by at its usual pace. A sudden and stressful influx of
patrons. Then the lull, and then the cleanup from the bastards. A man had the
nerve to vomit directly onto the bar, and we had to call a cab.

“Sorry.” David smiled and tossed me the rag. “I’m out, y’all. Peace.”

God, | hate him, | thought bitterly. David was a Texas frat boy with an
astounding body and the personality of a dead bee.

“Well, he’s fired.” Ryan groaned.

“He was useful as shit anyway.” | smirked. David never even went home
with me.

While the night was pretty simple in terms of patrons and drinks to serve,
my eyes kept drifting to the man at the bar. When he brought up a wrist to
glance at his watch, | was impressed with the display of rippling biceps and
forearms. The guy was hot, that’s for sure. Fuckable, | was certain, with his
upturned bangs and tight shirt. Then he dropped a twenty and winked at me.
On instinct, | handed him my card with full confidence that we’d hook up
tonight.

Oh we did. We certainly did. And he was smoking hot, ripped almost as
much as me. His body was clear of ink though, which | thought was lame. But
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when he leaned back and rode me until | climaxed, | was able to overlook
virgin skin.

*kkkx

| slept in that Friday. By some miracle, | had Saturday off and didn’t have
to go into cover David’s shift. | knew Ryan would find a replacement quickly.
If | had to be brutal and honest with myself... | was beat. Tired, exhausted,
and every other adjective | could think of. My body stayed curled in my red
sheets until the sun positioned itself just right to blind me through the window.
And any position | switched to was useless.

“Guess | gotta get up,” | moaned, sitting and gathering my bearings. My
erection hadn’t really softened from last night’s hookup. So to keep calm, | lay
back down and pumped myself to completion, groaning with delight at the
release. Then came the knock at the apartment door. “Shit!”

“Who the hell is it?” | yelled, tossing on jeans and zipping them
dangerously close to my “best friend”.

“Um... it’s Lisa,” said a small voice. Whoops!
| opened the door in excitement and smiled.

“Lisa!” I cried as | fell to my knees, and the little girl jumped into my
embrace. She laughed when | started kissing her head and swinging her
around. She was so small, so delicate, so beautiful.

“How are you, Daddy?” Lisa squeaked through giggles. I wasn’t really her
father. The guy bailed and | knew her mother, Pam, for years now. Together
we paid for Lisa’s dialysis treatments. “Mom’s been crying. The doctor looked
real sad too. Why?”

My face fell as Pat showed up on the threshold. Her eyes were puffy and
red, tears streaked down her cheeks and she kept swallowing hard.

“Would you like to watch television?”” | smiled at Lisa and chuckled at her
vehement nod. She scampered off to the couch and skipped through the
inevitable static before reaching the cartoons, which were still blurred horribly.
| took hold of Patricia’s shoulder and led her outdoors, closing the door behind
us. “It’s worse?”

Pat nodded and let out a small sob, but she pushed it back inside her before
taking a deep breath.
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“Stage four. The diagnosis came through. She’s... she’s...” Pat started
sobbing, and I held the woman. Her stick-thin frame felt weak, and | knew
from the gaunt, hollowed look to her face she had been shooting up again. But
it felt nice to embrace her weakened body, almost soothing to give comfort.

None of my hookups ever let me hold them, or touch them really. And
sometimes | found myself desiring that most.

“Do you? Do you think you can help with the bills? Like you did last
time,” Pat said, stifling her tears.

“No! Jesus Christ. I’'m barely making rent working the bar at night, and |
don’t even get high anymore.” My admission felt good, almost four years now
that 1’ve been without a drug in my veins. That’s how | was able to focus
enough to get my body where it is now. Which | was aware of suddenly, and
Pat didn’t waste a beat. She leaned into me and slid a skinny hand down my
pants, finding my naked groin. With a smile, she began to stroke my balls.

“There’s always ways | can earn it,” she whispered, kissing my earlobe.

Despite an instinctual drive to thrust into her touch, I pulled her hand out
and tried to stop the fire in my cheeks. “I said no. Go back to your baby daddy
and get the money from him.”

“But he said he wouldn’t help,” she cried.

“Then go to the police or something, | don’t know! I can’t do this for you
anymore. | love Lisa—you know that, but | can only give her love. Not
money.”

“Fuck you then. Piece of shit,” Pat snarled and slammed the door open,
yanking Lisa from the couch, down the hall and pulling her daughter out to the
bus stop.

“Bye, Luke!” Lisa waved and smiled.

*kk*k
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CHAPTER TWO

The day off gave me the perfect opportunity to get to the gym. Which |
have been avoiding for the past week or so, ever since the hottest man I’ve
ever seen in my life started to go there. He was always swimming when | was
swimming, lifting when I was lifting, and showering when | was showering.
I’d think he was following me if he ever made eye contact.

While the man didn’t glance my way, | was not so gracious. | let my eyes
examine his body carefully as he swam or showered. Naturally golden skin
was pulled tight over toned muscles. His body was broad, masculine, but also
somewhat soft in frame. His waist was tapered and muscles were quite visible
through the healthy layer of fat on his belly. But his legs, God his legs!
Muscled and formed and so perfect | found myself watching him bend over
and rub at his toe. The muscles rippled in his thigh, and his incredible calves
bulged. Muscles were toned down his back and he had a strong and sensual
curve to his spine.

At times | looked away and then looked back and the man was gone. |
didn’t know how he did it, but it was freaking annoying.

Today he was there even more, or at least | thought. | even got close once,
but then | blinked and he had vanished.

“Damn. How does he do that?” | thought aloud.

“Do what?”” A voice rolled over my ears and | turned with a start. The man
was standing right there, and he looked me in the eye for an uncomfortably
long while. His eyes were pale blue surrounded with ocean, and they glittered
with such beauty | had to blink. He was gone!

Fuck!

Then | saw him again, lifting while | was lifting. He was all the way across
the floor, but I recognized the jet black hair cut short and slicked back as if it
simply grew that way. Something strange clicked in my body and 1 felt the
need to impress him... despite the fact he couldn’t see me. | pushed the bar up
in the press over and over. Until, crack! With a gasp | put the bar back and sat
up, holding my shoulder as the pain lanced through the muscle.
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“God | hate my life,” 1 whined as | started down the stairs back into the
locker room. It was surprising to me how affordable the gym membership was
for my pay grade. Some of the clients seemed quite well-off—most were
probably taking advantage of the price. | knew to leave by six in the evening
when all the “nine-to-fives” got out of work. Just as | was inching my hurt
shoulder into the sleeve of my coat, | spied the man as he put on his own tan
business jacket. Of course he was a business man, he looked the part.

*kkk

Night set quickly that Saturday, and | was walking in darkness by the time
eight came around. The lights of the streets popped on and the prostitutes came
out. The few men | encountered during the hunt were ugly as hell. Obviously
infected with something, based on the marks around their lips.

“Come on hottie, you know you could use a good fuck!” one man said,
hollering after me as | walked away. “Fine. Go to Hell.”

Oh yes. | would go to Hell all right. It seemed to be the only place | wanted
to go. No, forget that—I just wanted to die. And for whatever reason, the
desire to cut was building in my mind. So | squeezed my eyes shut and tried to
think other thoughts.

| don’t need this. | don’t need this, everything is fine. You don’t need this
Lucas. Stop thinking this. Stop. Stop.

| had my eyes shut so tight that my feet took me into the street, directly
into traffic. There was a screech of tires, several tires, and horns blaring. Then
in an instant | was not in the street, | was back on the walkway, gazing as car
horns blared and pedestrians screamed in agony.

“Oh my God!” | cried out. How did I ever avoid that pile up?

“Keep moving,” a voice whispered into my ear, and a hand pulled my arm
to the side. | didn’t take my eyes from the accident, but in a daze | followed
the voice. There was a corpse in the street. It was that male hooker | had
rejected. Blood was pooling around his head, and his arms and legs were
twisted in ugly angles. And there were other men and women sobbing and
screaming over his death. “Keep moving, Lucas.”

| know that voice!
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My eyes snapped to my left, and there was the man. He wasn’t looking at
me, but he had a hand on my biceps and he was pulling me down the sidewalk.
Adrenaline was coursing through my veins now, and as I placed my fingers on
the man’s arm, he gasped and yanked away from my grip. Then he took off
Into a sprint, leaving me under a light to watch him leave.

Without acknowledging what had happened, | watched him run away. Not
turning back or even looking at me, he just ran. And as he ran under the lights
| saw with growing shock that something or... some things were materializing
from the man’s wide back. They were white, barely visible, and I thought |
was tripping on acid as they grew more opaque. Wings—they were wings.
White wings like on a fucking angel! And they grew and grew until they were
as wide as the street, but folded down to take up less space.

“What have | done?” | whispered to the night air. The man was gone,
disappeared in a flash of white as he neared the edge of the street. The cause of
the accident was me, | knew it.

*k*k*x
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CHAPTER THREE

Somehow | made my way home, and didn’t even bother locking my
apartment door. A detached haze fell over my mind and | wandered to the
fridge for my whiskey, intending to finish the bottle. And then I cried.

Years ago | had cried, the time | awoke in the hospital with the bandages
over my arms and the drip in my vein, but not since then, the day | failed to
kill myself. With the courage born of alcohol | cursed and stood, stumbling to
the bathroom and pulling open the cupboard. | avoided my reflection for the
most part—no need to see how shit-faced | was—and yanked out a double-
edged razor. With tears in my eyes, | put the blade against my wrist and
pushed into the pale flesh. It didn’t draw blood, but I did feel the resistance my
skin exuded against the thin metal.

The scar that flowed down my forearm was still a reminder of my last
attempt, and that held me in that pose. Did | need this? Was the release of pain
something that was so truly necessary right now that I needed to slide that
razor down the soft skin? The blue vein pulsed beneath my skin. It was almost
calling for me to puncture it.

But that man popped into my head just before | opened my skin, his voice
resounded in my head. A cacophony of memories stirred in echoes. For the
past thirty years of my life, | had heard that voice.

When | had broken my arm and had to walk home holding the bone?
Keep moving, Lucas.

When | was raped in my late teens and was forced to walk home bloodied
and almost naked?

Keep moving, Lucas.

That night when I had slid that other razor down my forearm for real | was
slumped against the wall, utterly at peace with myself as the blood rushed out
of my body and onto the white of the bathroom floor. Not just a voice, though,
that time the man had knelt before me. Exactly the same as the man from the
gym—I’d know him anywhere. That handsome face, blue eyes, black hair.
Soothing, perfect voice.
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Keep moving, Lucas.

So instead of cutting, | threw the razor into the bath and turned to punch
the mirror over the sink. It shattered, most definitely. But not before opening a
gash across my palm, as | accidently squeezed a piece of glass as it landed in
my hand. | bled freely from the wound, but took the toilet paper and pressed
Into the cut. It wasn’t fatal, or even a real cutting attempt. But it was good
enough.
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| woke up with a killer hangover and a bloody bathroom. My hand stopped
bleeding sometime in the night, and | was naked and wet.

“Ugh,” | groaned. My clothes were in the corner. It seemed that | had
pissed myself, why else would | would be wet? It wouldn’t be the first time
that | had peed myself after downing a pint of whiskey. But my wrist was
unscathed. Vaguely remembering the feeling of holding the metal against my
skin, I leaned over to peer into the pearly white of the bath. There it was, atiny
little weapon of pure release and peace.

“Screw it,” | muttered and lifted the razor with my fingers. I slid it over a
very small patch of skin on my forearm and relished the sharp pain that spread
across my arm. | let my head fall back as I licked my lips. That’s what |
needed, the release that was deeper than any emotion I could ever hope to feel.

It was a small cut, not fatal or something that would scar. But with such a
sharp blade it bled freely for several moments.

*k*k*k

“You’re looking rather pleased,” Ryan said as | clocked in and readied my
bar. He did a good job of keeping everything in order and properly stocked,
but I’ll be damned if he was a good bartender. He couldn’t mix a drink to save
his life. | was his golden boy for sure.

David’s replacement was a poor excuse of a man. Obviously hired for his
twink figure and beautiful face, but even with his slender neck and full lips he
did nothing for my desires. Lame.

A steady stream of customers poured in. No. A freaking team of athletes.
The bar was so full that Ryan had to keep people outside. Sweat was running
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down my back enough that I lowered my arms and gripped my shirt, smiling at
the hoots and hollers coming from the drunkards as 1 lifted the cloth over my
head and exposed my immaculate torso. The light seemed to really pull the
shape of my tattoo out, and the elegant lines it formed over my chest and
shoulder gave me a look of tough and sexy all at once.

Once the shirt came off, the tips came piling in. Of course I did my usual
glance for those who could be an enjoyable fuck later that night, but none
seemed to get me excited.

Then he came in. The man from the gym, the man from the accident, the
man that probably saved my life. He walked in, head down, hands tucked into
his coat pockets. He found a tiny corner and sat, not looking up or talking to
anyone.

Oddly enough, despite him being particularly attractive—not to mention
out of place—nobody paid him much heed. I’ve noticed over the years that
when someone seems uncomfortable in a bar, the vultures of society try to
swarm to them and see if they can pick off an innocent and pop their cherry.
So he caught my attention.

“I’m going on break,” | said, to Ryan’s displeasure. So | kissed him on the
cheek and got more hoots as well as a blush and smile from my boss.

| wandered through the crowd—avoiding the gropers who made instinctual
grabs for my groin—and finally got to my destination. The man didn’t look
up, he just peered to the side. | noticed his gaze lock with the cut on my arm as
well as the bandage around my palm.

“Hey.” | smirked, and placed my arm on the table. His eyes shot to my
chest and | pulled back my shoulders to round my pecs. “I know you. We go to
the same gym.”

There was a very awkward silence. He just sat there and stared at my chest,
then his eyes ran down my abs and then back to the cut on my arm.

“You okay?” | asked him, reaching out to touch his shoulder. He jumped
and recoiled, getting up from his seat and pushing back into the crowd.
“Whoa, whoa. Hey. Calm down.”
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The man locked eyes with me, and they were wide and filled with shock
and fear. In an obvious panic, he turned and sprinted out the door.

What... who is he?

*kk*k
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CHAPTER FOUR

“Hey fucker,” I snarled, pushing on the man’s shoulder in the locker room.
He stumbled and hit the wall. | put my hand to the side of his head and moved
close, pressing my body against his. Fully dressed, it wasn’t as uncomfortable
as | had anticipated, and | was so angry | didn’t care. “I think you owe me an
explanation.”

| moved my lips right by his ear and felt him shiver.
“You can—I,” the man’s voice quaked. “Um. Yes, of course.”
“Name?”

| pulled back but stayed close to the man’s face. He was handsome,
masculine, and mystical. He was more rugged, | supposed, but still had a
glowing softness in his eyes and demeanor | couldn’t place.

“Um. Jacob.” He dipped his chin, but kept eye contact. They hypnotized
me, and | didn’t fight when he pushed on my sternum. “I don’t like bars.”

| backed away and smiled.“Don’t play coy with me, Jacob. What were you
even doing there? Or better yet, why were you there at the accident on
Lincoln?”

His face dropped and his skin paled at my inquiry.“Um...”

“Okay, fine. Um... | getit,” I mocked. For some reason, | was overcome
with emotion, and | had to cover my eyes with my palm while | collected
myself.

It was the perfect time for him to escape, but he didn’t move. Instead, | was
witness to one of the most arousing gazes 1’d ever experienced. It was only a
moment, changing almost instantly to a more alert look in his eyes. Love.
Total love—I could feel the energy of the emotion.

“So, Jacob. Would you like to go out sometime?” | fumbled over the
words, but his eyes lit up and he smiled.

“Okay,” Jacob whispered.

*kkx
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“What do you do for work?” | asked the man. He was smiling so much. His
head canted to the side and his smile widened.

“Accountant.” Jacob put his beer to his lips and tilted his head back to
drink. I stared at his throat as it undulated and worked to swallow. Beautiful
and erotic. “Are you all right Lucas?”

My focus returned and | smiled at those pale blue eyes. “Yes, I’m fine.
Sorry, but I swear I’ve seen you before.”

“We go to the same gym. For the past year or so.”

I ran my fingers across the neck of the bottle as | pondered the fact of his
evasion. Jacob was not telling me everything. | noticed the subtle flash across
his eyes, and how he held his body. How his jaw clenched before he gave his
answer. Maybe he was just being cautious.

“Uh-huh. And how do | know that’s true?” | leaned in close and his face
went serious. “What are you hiding?”

“Um.” Jacob swallowed, and that was it for me. | took his hand and led
him from the bar. He didn’t resist me, walking with his arm in my grip all the
way down the street. We turned a corner and | grasped his throat. | pushed him
against the wall and moved close, pressing against his body. He tensed but
didn’t fight.

“Listen to me. I’m not stupid, not like some people think. | know that
you’ve been stalking me, and unless | am totally insane, it’s been years and
years. Tell me I’m wrong,” | breathed into his ear.

Jacob made a small grunting noise, and I let some tension from my hand
around his throat.

“Please let go of me,” he begged, but | pulled him from the wall just to
push him against it again. He whimpered.

“Answer me. Why do | keep hearing your voice, seeing your face? | know
what | saw.”

Jacob didn’t answer me or make any move for the longest time. Finally, |
took a breath, and that’s when he responded.

“This wasn’t supposed to happen,” he whispered—to himself, apparently.
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“What are you—"

Two giant objects flew out from his sides, knocking my grip from his
throat as Jacob pushed me away. Stumbling back, I stared in disbelief.

Jacob walked toward me with two giant white wings sprouting from his
back. They moved with small rotations and flicked up and down with every
step. He looked somewhat angry.

It didn’t matter, now | was in a panic. The tears streamed down my face as
the man reached out to grab me. His arms wrapped around me, and | could feel
the muscles of his strong biceps flexing with the embrace. Despite my fear of
him, I didn’t have the strength—or desire—to flee, not even to push him away.
Instead, | cried into his shoulder.

| felt lips press against my head, and a voice whispered, “I love you,
Lucas.”
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“What’s with you, dude?” a drunk asked me as he collapsed against the
brick wall.

My eyes opened to find me standing in the middle of an empty alley,
crying and shaking. Jacob was gone—he’d vanished. What did | just see?
Wings?

He had held me, and it was like everything that was missing from my life
was suddenly there in one moment. It was too much.

*k*k*k

| jJumped into my car and sped home. | slammed my door shut and took
hold of a razor from my bathroom cabinet. Pulling down my pants, | sat on the
closed toilet seat and slid the blade across the inside of my thigh, outlining the
previous scars there. Reminders of a more inexperienced time. The blood ran
freely down my thigh and onto the toilet seat, and | laid my head back and
sighed at the peace that the cuts gave me.

So focused, so calm, and so very perfect.
Much like how I felt that moment that Jacob embraced me.
Shit. Listen to me. I sound like a whining little bitch.
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But God, did that feel so good.

“Should | even say that anymore? If Jacob is really an angel, then—" |
cackled to myself at the notion. An angel? Bullshit. Why the hell would God
send an angel to talk to me? He hasn’t ever done anything for me. No... fuck
God and fuck angels.

| fell asleep.

**k*k*
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CHAPTER FIVE

The entire next week I didn’t see Jacob. Not even in the background. Must
have scared him off.

And with embarrassment, | found myself desiring the man to appear, just
to have something friendly in my eyes. Everything around me seemed so dark,
so dreary. Jacob had brightened everything with his presence.

Hmph. Maybe he really was an angel.

**k*k*k

“Could I get some whiskey?” Ryan called and | bent down and shoved the
bottle across the bar. “You okay?”

“What? Yeah. | just...” My voice dropped and | felt a knot form in my
throat. Fuck, | wanted Jacob. The blue of his eyes, the black of his hair, the
kindness of his face. His smile, God, that smile. And from what I’ve seen in
his swim suit, a wonderful body.

Now that was what made me hard, not the hot guy flirting with me, his
hand caressing the bulging muscles of my shoulder and arm while | handed
him his drink.

“Lucas. Phone.” Ryan said, holding the receiver for me.

| wiped my hands and answered. “Hello?” | shifted my body away from
the crowd and pressed a finger into my ear, trying to hear the distorted voice
speaking. “Sorry. You gotta talk loud, I’m working.”

“He’s dead, Lucas,” Pat said on the other end of the line.
Shit.

*k*k*x

The hospital doors slid open with their usual whoosh.

“Daniel Turner. I’m his son,” | told the receptionist. The tired eyes of the
nurse went dim as she told me how to navigate the halls to reach him. Not
bothering to greet Pat or Lisa, | pushed into the room where the man was
covered with the white sheet. He didn’t smell, but the energy of the room was
that of death. “Well...” I drifted off, sliding my shoe across the linoleum floor.



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 94

“Good-bye Dad. Hopefully you can rest easy now that your... faggot of a
son is all alone.” The words were meant to be spiteful, but they just made me
tear up. He never showed me love, never held me. He never told me that he
loved me, he never told me that | could do whatever | set my mind to. And
because of this, | sat on the chair and cried.

| didn’t cry for my father. No. I hated the man, despised him and didn’t
feel a thing over his death. Actually, | cried for my loneliness. My father was
the last anchor in my world, the last thing holding me in my life. With him
gone, | felt lost, but also hopeful. It meant | could finally end my own life and
finish what | had tried six years ago. Nothing to live for now.

Nodding to myself with my new resolve, | stood and went outside. Lisa
was slumped in her chair, her tiny body even tinier now.

“Holy shit, Pat. Is she getting worse?” | wiped my eyes and rolled my
shoulders.

Pat came up to me and hugged my neck, even thinner herself. “I’m so sorry
for your loss.”

“I’m fine, but you should get her looked at” I gestured to the sick little girl
in the chair, the circles under her eyes darker than usual. Pat’s skeletal arms
were prominent through her long-sleeved shirt, and the haze over her eyes told
me everything | needed to know.“Fuck, Pat. Get out of here.”

“Oh, come on. You need some comfort tonight, baby. Let me suck that
sweet little cock of yours.” Pat fell against my shoulder and her hand went
down to my groin.

“Go home. Get to sleep. Take care of her, for Heaven’s sake.”

“Give me aride home. I’m so tired, she’s so tired. Please,” Pat begged me.
Using Lisa as bait was low. But nothing | wouldn’t put past an addict.

Shit. I handed her a twenty. “Get a cab.”

Her drugged-up eyes were smiling now, and she planted a sloppy kiss
against my neck before waking Lisa, holding her hand while walking away.

*kk*k
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| sat in the hospital chair with my head relaxed back against the wall. It
was a strange feeling really, to feel numb. | didn’t feel that way after cutting,
or even when trashed. | felt calm after such things. But this... this was numb. |
felt nothing, and it was great.

But then | heard the voice.
Keep moving, Lucas.

My eyes shot open and there he was. Oddly enough, | wasn’t surprised to
see him.

“My dad died,” | said.

“l know,” Jacob replied, and sat down in the chair to my right. “I took
him.”

That got my attention. “You... you took him? Oh God. You really are an
angel.”

Jacob’s blue eyes hardened and he nodded.

“But why are you here? Why are you talking to me?”

“l don’t know. In truth, you’re not even supposed to see me. | have no idea
why you can.” Jacob’s admission was shocking, and a slew of questions
rushed into my mind.

Why are you even around me? What do you do? Who were you? Were you
always an angel? At least | had one at the tip of my tongue. “Are you my
guardian angel?”

Jacob’s fine red lips pressed thin before he dipped his chin in a nod. Rage
filled me.

“Where the fuck were you? Why the fuck did you let all that shit happen to
me? | know you saw it, | know you were there. But you let me get shit on by
everyone! God!”

Again, Jacob wrapped his arms around me and held me while I quaked. |
wanted to cry, but my tears were dried up. So instead, | just shook in his
embrace.

“Take me home. I’ll talk to you. And say what | can.”
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So I drove him to my apartment and let him in. Having the man in my
home was strangely erotic and sensual. There was a deep-set connection to
him | could feel every second. Something saved for those with a life of love
between them, which | know I never had.

Jacob was a stranger to me, and now | would find out about the man
claiming to be an angel.

*kkkx
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CHAPTER SIX

“Were you always an angel?” | asked.

Jacob canted his head to the side and gave me a sarcastic look. “Yes.
Always.”

| was unable to suppress my laugh, shocked that he could joke like that.

The angel must have read my mind because he chuckled. “I know.” He
came close to me and | could feel his breath on my face. “I remember
numbers. | think | was an accountant,” he mused, and | smiled. He looked up
to the ceiling and for a moment | was captivated. His neck was long and
corded, begging for me to caress the soft skin.

“What’s it like? Do you remember dying?”

The man’s face fell for a moment as if in reflection. Then his shoulders
squared. “I was sick. For a long time. No, | don’t remember dying. | was just
awake somewhere else...” he trailed off, lost in the memory, and then looked
at me. “Sorry. | can’t speak any more about it.”

“You’re saying you took my father?”

“Yes. He died and | guided him to the next life.”

My hand covered my face. “Fuck. I can’t believe all this... Prove it.”
“Prove it?”

“Yeah. Show me that you’re really what | think you are.”

The man’s blue eyes sparkled, and he smirked, and in the blink of an eye,
he was before me. So very close. | watched him, afraid to move. He reached
up, placing the width of his strong hand on the back of my neck. Jacob’s face
moved closer, his eyelids lowered until they were barely open. He pushed his
lips against mine, and | tensed. It was sudden, unexpected, and awkward.

Despite an insane desire to question his actions, | remained quiet.

| found myself on the couch when | opened my eyes. How in the Hell did |
get there? Jacob stood before me, his hands held in front of his stomach.

“If 1 show you this, Lucas”—he undid his belt and pulled it from the
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loops—*“you can say nothing, tell no one, or I will have to disappear and never
return. You’ll lose your angel. Understand?”

| nodded my head. In the dim light, Jacob looked surreal, his pale skin and
dark hair in vivid contrast. His blue eyes were almost invisible in the low light.
Turning around so his back was to me, Jacob crossed his arms and took hold
of his shirt. With one slow movement, smooth as silk, he pulled the fabric up.
His tapered waist showed first, and then the bulge of his muscles popped as
the shirt lifted. The fabric curled and bunched when it arrived at his ribs.

The sight was lovely, sensual, and fascinating. He was just taking off his
shirt—why was | tenting?

Jacob reached his arms up over his head, and the entire span of his back
was visible, flawless flesh over toned muscles. The shirt fell to the floor, silent
as it lay on the carpet. He turned to me, and I had to let my eyes drop down for
a moment. Smooth stomach, muscles visible through skin, yet with a healthy
layer of fat. And a flat chest, cut with lean muscles. The man seemed to look at
me but also somehow unfocused, as if he were gazing through me.

The air shimmered behind Jacob. It wavered like heat rising from asphalt. |
gasped as large wings appeared in my vision. They didn’t grow, they simply
appeared, growing more opaque and solid as | watched, until they spanned the
entire width of my living room. At first | doubted they were real, or maybe |
was just imagining things. But as Jacob released a breath and flexed his neck
side to side, the wings shifted with the motion.

The angel didn’t move as | approached and hesitantly touched his bare
shoulder. My eyes were drawn to the rushing pulse at the base of Jacob’s
throat—he seemed almost nervous.

“Go ahead,” he encouraged.

Hands shaking, I slid one over his shoulder and touched the inner part of
the wing. It was warm and firm. Life could be felt flowing beneath the
feathers.

“Oh my God,” | breathed, entranced. Swirling around his body, | kept my
gaze fixed upon his middle back. My fingers explored the flesh around his
scapula. Totally normal human skin, but just to the inner part, by his spine,
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were the protrusions that made the base of his wings. | poked, and touched.
Nothing.“What the fuck? How is that possible?” my voice inquired, because |
was not there mentally. No, my mind was lost somewhere as | tried to
comprehend the actuality of what | was seeing and touching.

“How’s what possible?”” Jacob chimed in, the amusement obvious in his
soothing baritone.

“l—this—how’s—all of this! There’s nothing there in your body. It’s like
they’re just glued to your back, no bone reaching farther in. It’s not possible.”

Giant, beautiful wings flexed together and then they hid Jacob from view.
The angel turned around and stared deep into my eyes. He was standing so
close, our lips were barely an inch apart. “I can’t explain this to you, Lucas,”
he whispered. “But | can say for certain that I am here for you and you only.”

Something broke within me. I pushed my lips against his. Perhaps | needed
the solid feel of this creature before me. He tensed a moment, but then pushed
back. His arms wrapped around my back and he pulled me against his body.
His bare chest was warm and firm as he sighed and pushed his tongue into my
mouth. I moved myself against him, molding myself to fit his embrace and
found myself shaking with emotion.

It happened in a matter of moments. Jacob was grinding against me softly,
groaning with desire as we kissed. And then he was gone. | was left with an
empty living room, empty arms, and an unfortunate erection.

Breathing hard, | sat down on the couch, running my hands through my
hair. It had grown long in the past few months, and it was the same silky
texture 1’d grown up with.

“Shit,” I exhaled. It wasn’t difficult for me to sleep on the couch that night,
despite my wandering mind.

*kk*k
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CHAPTER SEVEN

The gym was starting to be a more frequent endeavor. Something inside
my mind felt very good, soothed and relaxed. Lifting was easy, and no one
complained when 1 pulled off my shirt to do my lifts. The stares always
stroked my ego, and the flirting that came with it gave me reason to smile. It
helps to be smoking hot, this | knew. But at times | caught sight of the scars
down my arms. The memory of the razor blade sliding down my wrists was
always fresh.

My muscles pumped up, | left the gym. Some patrons smiled at me with
hungry eyes. It was a great night, but a working man needs to be punctual. So |
sped my way through the city, only to be met by a very suspicious bouncer.

His huge palm spread over my chest to push me back from the door.

“Richard, don’t be an ass.” | smiled and moved in again, but this time he
squeezed my bicep painfully. “Fuck!”

He crossed his arms and scowled when | rubbed at my now bruised arm.
His eyes were hard, stubborn. Richard was never like that with me, he smiled
and welcomed me. So | shifted my stance, watching the man as his eyes
softened. Then | understood.

They let me go...

“Sorry. But Taylor works double your hours, and has an even more
efficient output. We loved you here, but times are hard and | have to save
where | can,” Ryan regurgitated. He’d obviously practiced the phrases several
times. | glanced in to see Taylor with his shirt off, the lean, tight muscles of
his twink body glistening with sweat while he did his duties. He was beautiful,
for sure. But | was experienced and knew the clientele.

“Are you sure this is the right thing to do?” | croaked, my voice rough with
emotion.

Ryan gave me a slow nod, and I couldn’t stop the tear from rolling down
my cheek.

“Your last check will be in the mail. Good luck.”
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When | didn’t move, Richard turned me by my shoulder and gave me a
little shove. “Get out of here, dude.”

So | stared at the ground and stumbled my way to my shitty car. The creak
of the metal seemed obnoxiously loud as the door swung on the hinges. How
will I pay to fix this? How will | pay rent? How will I eat? What will | do?

My breathing started to grow erratic, and my chest heaved as | started to
break down. | sobbed in my car for a good fifteen minutes before | felt steady
enough to go home.
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“You’ll never be anything, Lucas. Just give up. Nobody wants a faggot
working for them,” Dad had said. The memory was clear that night, as
everything seemed to be falling into place.

“l guess you were right, Dad,” | reflected, staring at the blank, textured
ceiling of my apartment.

“Why is he right?”
“Holy shit!”” | jumped up and flexed, ready to fight. Jacob was standing in

the corner of my living room, his form more streamlined than the last time |
saw him.

“Jacob? I...” My voice trailed off as he walked toward me. It was true, he
looked different. His waist was more trim, hair more luminous, skin more
flawless. “Why do you look different?”

“It doesn’t seem necessary to hide my true appearance from you anymore.”
He sauntered over toward me with a painfully erotic gait. He smiled, and it lit
up my world.

“Wait. How come you were hiding it from me?”
“We aren’t supposed to come into contact with our charges.”
“Then... why are you here?”

Jacob’s eyes focused on my face, and he smirked. Even his blue eyes
seemed an unearthly shade more sharp. They bored into my own and found the
deepest parts of my spirit. | shivered.
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“Because, Lucas.” He moved closer. “I broke the rules when | prevented
your death that night of the accident. Then again when you confronted me.”

My body felt so weak as he pressed his chest against mine.

“Jacob. I—" | gasped when he kissed me. And | was lost in the moment;
my hand slid up to the nape of his neck and into his dark hair. I gripped his
skull as | pushed my tongue into his mouth. | wrapped my legs around his
waist, inspired by a surge of aroused strength. | ground against his body as he
moaned. How could this be happening? Why was this even happening?

Jacob gripped my shirt and pulled it up my back, his finger scrambling
through the fabric as | sucked on the base of his throat. He tasted like citrus
and cinnamon; my tongue wound across his collarbone and dipped into the
notch where they met. The tiny beat of a second as | pulled away and let him
remove my shirt was far too long before I desired his smooth lips again. |
pulled his shirt over his head and tossed it to the floor. His skin was flushed
red with heat as | pulled his back away from the wall.

Keeping our grip on each other, | walked him to my bedroom and laid him
on his back. He was gorgeous, every line of muscle and every inch of perfect
skin seemed to shimmer in the dim light. | undid his pants and pulled them
down, hearing his surprised breath.

Jacob sat up with a jerk and helped me with my belt buckle. In one yank,
he pulled down my pants and boxers.

“Oh,” | gasped as his lips surrounded the head of my erection. With a
growling moan, he took me into his throat with ease. | shivered and my knees
buckled.

There was a sweet giggle as the angel pulled me over onto my back and
turned himself around so he was on his hands and knees over me, head at my
cock while he sucked me. In return, | grabbed his penis and started to suck
him. Hearing him moan was addicting, absolute ecstasy. His cock was smooth,
silky, with bulging veins along the very well-shaped shaft. He yelped when |
took a testicle in my mouth, small, fine hairs sticking to my lips as I licked.

When Jacob started to thrust down into my mouth, | worked my left arm
over to my nightstand and opened the drawer. | pulled out the lube and slicked
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up one of my fingers. Giving him no warning, | pressed my finger into his
hole. At first he grunted and quaked. Then he moaned as I slid into his body.
He was warm and tight, the muscles of his sphincter most likely not used to
such intrusion. So | paused in sucking his gorgeous erection to focus on
stretching him.

“Lucas. Oh please.” Jacob stopped sucking my length, and buried his nose
In my groin, sniffing deep. That made me so hot | forgot what | was doing and
just left my finger in his bottom. He reminded me by rocking back onto my
fingers.

With a deep groan, | pulled out and yanked back his shoulders. I held him
back against my chest as | tilted back his head and kissed him. My hand
slipped around his penis and he sighed as | gave him a few nice pumps. Then |
had him on his back, he sighed as | bent his knees and slid my finger back into
the warmth of his body.

| oiled another and pushed back in with two fingers. His sleek back arched
and he moaned as | scissored him and stroked his prostate. When | moved up
his body, between his muscled thighs, I kissed him. He pulled my tongue in
and stroked at my throat with a content sigh.

“I’m going to make love to you,” | whispered into Jacob’s ear. He smiled
and nodded, offering me gasps of agreement.

“No condom,” Jacob said when he heard me rip the wrapper. So | tossed it
aside and lubed my penis. | found his entrance and pressed my head against it.
There was a very slight resistance before | was in. He blushed a deep red as |
slid inside, inch by inch. My cock joined with his bottom fully. “Oh Lucas.
Yes.”

I held myself there, hoping the pained look on his handsome face would
fade just a bit. When he sighed and smiled, | pulled back a bit and thrust into
his body. The squeeze of his muscles in his body was a pleasure, something
I’d never done without the protection of a condom. He was so warm and
perfect. My eyes were fascinated with the sight of my erection appearing and
disappearing into his body. But soon | was in awe of the incredible creature
below me. He writhed and moaned as we made love. | let my hands explore
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his tight midsection, lean muscles rippled under pale skin, and his nipples were
hard with pleasure.

Jacob groaned, and his back arched off the bed. I slid my arm around that
narrow waist and pulled him up, slipping across sweat. My tongue found his
throat and | sucked on the soft skin at the juncture between his corded neck
and shoulder. With a shudder, Jacob ejaculated, pumping several strong globs
of his semen onto his belly and chest. He shot hard, even landing on his upper
chest. There was no hesitation, | licked up the highest bit and let my tongue
slide into his open mouth.

Strong hands gripped my back as he growled and pulled me into a
passionate kiss, at which | just thrust harder. Jacob wasn’t having it though, he
wanted something else. | pulled out and he turned me onto my back, kissing
me the whole way.

When his sweat slicked thighs pressed against my hips I smiled and sighed
in pleasure. He reached back, holding my dick while he slid down onto me. He
rode me, letting his hands explore my barrel chest and my shredded abs. |
stared at the angel on my penis, sweat pouring down his face and throat in
sensual rivulets, down his toned chest and tight stomach.

He doubled over as | tightened my eyes for own my orgasm. Jacob gasped
and fell against my chest while | pumped into him. We were both sticky with
sweat and semen, the smell of sex pervaded the air.

Jacob smiled at me with a glisten of lust in his eyes.

Utterly spent, I pulled his head to my chest and lay there while sleep rolled
over my mind and | was out.

*k*k*k
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CHAPTER EIGHT

The ring of my phone was what woke me. It always startled me when it
rang, because | was called so rarely. Usually it was just Pat calling to ask for a
ride somewhere, or to take Lisa to the dialysis center. My arm slapped across
the bed as | fumbled for the damn thing, knocking it around before getting a
proper grasp. At that moment I noticed | was alone, and clean.

Of course it was just a dream.
“Hello?” | murmured into the receiver.
| heard nothing.

“Hello? This is Luke.”

Again, nothing. With a frustrated sigh, I pulled the phone away and as it lit
up | saw the name Pat. “Hello? Pat? It’s Luke. Are you all right?”

For athird time, | heard nothing. But then there was a small static, maybe a
finger brushing the phone. Then a very quiet moan.

“Lisa? What’s wrong, baby?” | kept my voice kind. Another pained moan.
“Okay. Lisa, you hang on, I’m coming to get you right now. All right? Stay on
the phone with me.”

| threw on my clothes and sprinted out the door, not bothering to lock it.
Pulling back from the lot, | crashed my rear bumper against a neighbor’s car
and swore. But | drove anyway, trying to hear Lisa on the phone.

“Lisa? Baby. Talk to me. Come on now. Say something.”
Nothing but air.

Fuck! Lisa had a problem like this a year ago. Pat had left her alone to go
get high.

| dialed 911 and got the practiced, mechanical voice of the operator.

“I just got a call from a little girl who I think it having serious issues with
kidney failure. She sounded like she was in pain.”

“All right, sir, what was the address?”
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“Five-thirteen Lincoln Avenue. Apartment twenty-two.” It took everything
in my power to stay focused and calm, but part of me thought the dispatcher
was being very cold.

“Are you with the girl, sir?”
“No. I’m driving to her and her mom’s place right now.”

The rest of the conversation was pretty simple, and | told them all I knew.
When | saw the apartment complex in the distance | dropped my phone and
heard the sound of the battery popping out.

Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit!

*Kk*k*k

Her door was locked, but Pat always kept a key under her mat for her
hook-ups to enter whenever they felt like it. So | found the key, unlocked the
door, and rushed into the apartment. The piles of dirty dishes were attracting
flies in the sink and the television was on cartoons.

“Pat?” | called out as | moved toward the couch in the living room. “Oh
fuck!”

Pat was sitting sprawled out on the couch with her head back and eyes
open. Her lips were blue, skin pale. She’d been dead for a while now. So while
| panicked, I stormed through the apartment. It felt so much larger than it
actually was while 1 tried to find Lisa. But when even her room turned up
empty, | ran back out to my car. My trembling hands pushed the battery in and
| turned it on.

| ran back up to Pat’s apartment, trying not to be drawn to the corpse on the
couch. I called Pat’s phone as | stood in the center of the living room. Praying
and hoping.

There it was. The familiar chaotic sound of Pat’s ringtone. It came from the
Kitchen.

“Please. Please,” | whispered while I wound around the counter and found
Lisa on the ground, clutching her stomach. Kneeling, | scooped up the
emaciated little girl and wept. She was so tiny as | held her against my chest.
Lisa didn’t move, she didn’t say anything. “It’s okay Lisa. Stay with me. Just
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stay with me. The ambulance is on its way. Just stay with me.” | kissed her
forehead and licked away the cold sweat that came with that.

Lisa shivered for a moment before tensing against my body. Then with a
final sigh, she went limp.

“No. No. Lisa! Lisa!” I cried as | pushed her hair from her face, but she
was gone. Her eyes were closed, accepting. With nothing to do but hold the
little girl, 1 wept and sobbed, while | waited in the kitchen, rocking her body
against me.

*kk*k

It was like a dream. | had stopped crying by the time the ambulance arrived
and they took Lisa from me. A pair of strong, open arms helped me to my feet.
They asked me questions, but I didn’t hear. They touched me, but | didn’t feel.
| looked at them, but | didn’t see.

| was a cold man—broken and numb. The same feeling like after a deep
cutting session, where 1I’d lost enough blood to be in another zone of
consciousness.

So after the questions from officials and the profiling of my own psyche, |
was released, assured | was just in shock but would be okay. Yes, | would be,
after a lot of alcohol and a knife running down my thigh.

Driving home was odd. It was the middle of the night. While | sat on my
couch and stared at the blank wall, I had a realization. | was jobless, friendless,
and lost. There was no hope for me.

“Jacob?” | called out, my voice a queer shift in the air around me. There
Wwas no answer.

Moving to the bathroom, | pulled off the borrowed sweater I’d gotten at the
hospital. | stared at myself in the mirror for a long time.

The physique | had spent years building now seemed so meaningless.
Rippling muscles pulling my tanned skin taut were not an ugly sight. The
shredded midsection | was so frequently praised for was now nothing to me
but a vain attempt for attention.

“You’re disgusting,” | scowled at the reflection. In that moment of self-



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 108

loathing, | began laughing maniacally. “Of course he wasn’t real.” The idea
seemed preposterous.

I’m alone. | will always be alone, and nobody will ever notice me. The
solution was simple.

It was time to die.

*k*k*k
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CHAPTER NINE

“Here you are,” the teller said, her eyes never meeting mine. The woman
played with her pen the few seconds it took me to gather the few hundred
dollars in savings | had withdrawn. “Anything else | can do for you?” The
detached, disinterested tone of her alto voice bothered me. And | was curious,
was she always like that? The woman, named Sarah—according to her
nameplate—fiddled with her fingers before glancing up at me. Her shining
green eyes locked with mine for just one magic moment. And in them | saw
something that was hurt.

“Are you all right?” | asked Sarah quietly. She plastered a fake grin and
nodded. “No you’re not. Tell me, | won’t breathe a word.”

“I broke up with my boyfriend,” she admitted, gritting her teeth so that the
muscles of her jaw flexed. “Nothing to worry about.”

“Are you going to school, Sarah?”

“Yup. Accounting. He said | was boring.” Her green eyes darted down to
scan at the corners of her desk.

“Well. Maybe you are or maybe you aren’t. There’s no shame in being
boring. I’m boring, and | know that even though I’m boring, I’m content.”

Sarah was about to speak in response but | took hold of her hands, leaning
over the counter. | gripped them tight and pulled until her face was close to
mine. She didn’t meet my eyes and she tensed, but she didn’t pull away or cry
out.

“You have absolutely nobody that you need to prove anything to except
yourself. A young woman needs only to look in the mirror and realize how far
she can go if she lets herself.” And with that | dropped her hands, handed her a
twenty and left the bank. The words came out of my mouth easily and they felt
right. I didn’t hang around the bank after that, thinking people might be wary
of my presence. So instead | wandered down the streets and gave random
strangers some money. Dispersing my bills among the homeless and the
weary.
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Turning a corner, | still had about two hundred dollars left of my savings
and noticed a very small black boy sitting on a bench. He was clearly poor,
because his denim jacket was far too large, and his pants were the same big
size. No shoes, and a terrible hat on his head that must have been chewed to
pieces by an angry dog.

“Where’s your momma?” | asked the boy. He didn’t respond at first.

“She’s working,” he said. The boy kept his eyes down, but he swung his
feet back and forth under the bench.

“Where is she working?”
“Inside the apartment.”

Oh. Nothing needed to be said, | understood clearly. “Can you do me a
favor and give your momma something?”

This piqued his interest. He looked up at me with dark chocolate eyes.
“Like what?”

I knelt down before him and handed him the wad of money in a small
envelope.

“Give this to her, will you? It’s for her only, though. So don’t let anybody
have it but your momma.”

The boy nodded, his eyes set with determination.

*kk*k

There was a strange air of freedom that came with having nothing. | found
myself skipping a bit as | made my way into my apartment. Popping the cap
off the whiskey, | downed it with wild abandon. Lighting a cigar, | smoked
until I had none left.

With no sense of terror or hesitation | stumbled into my bedroom, razor in
hand. Putting my head on my pillow, my legs down by the foot of the bed, and
my back on the mattress comfortably, | sighed.

| slid the razor from my wrist down to the middle way of my forearm, then
fumbled with the razor as | cut my other arm. It didn’t hurt, not but a small
tingle. Staring at the uneven texture of the ceiling, | smiled. The memories of
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my life, and the shit that it was, seemed insignificant as my blood pumped
from my arms.

Jacob, the imaginary angel that I had started to feel affection for, was in the
front of my thoughts. Shimmering blue eyes that stared into the deepest parts
of me. His big hands that almost fit into my own gliding over my body as we
made love. Dark hair that was cut short, but not so short that | couldn’t pull on
it. I thought of him as the world warped, and | began to fall asleep.

*kk*k

“Hey. Lucas, wake up,” Jacob said, shaking my shoulder until I opened my
eyes. It was a slow process, as if | had forgotten how to lift my eyelids. His
sparkling blue eyes were right before me and | took a weary breath.

“You came,” | whispered. My words sounded fuzzy as | sat up to give him
a soft hug. My arms met behind his toned back, and he returned my embrace
with a small kiss to my temple. “Why do | feel so strange?”

Jacob smiled and turned away, reaching down to yank his shirt off over his
head. Giant, pearl white wings unfurled and filled my bedroom. The light that
emanated from the angel was soft and comforting.

“You’re dead,” he said without facing me.

It was true. | knew that | was dead. But there was such a strange peace
filling my awareness that it seemed unimportant, the concept of my demise.
Like a steel wall had been constructed between me and any feeling or
sensation of pain, guilt, or sadness, effectively blocking out the negative
emotions, leaving me stranded on the other side with only feelings of joy and
peace.

“What happens now?” | asked, reaching out to stroke the length of a
feather down his wing. | noticed there weren’t any marks down my wrists
where the razor had opened my veins. When Jacob turned to face me, | lay
down on the bed to stare in wonder. His wings flexed and closed so he was
able to turn completely. Then he knelt and spread them once more, filling the
entire width of the room.

He was so beautiful, it was astounding to see him bathed in such pleasing
light. Something was different, though. His strong hand came up to brush
across my left cheek, and I tilted my chin to meet the touch.
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“l want to give you a gift. But it’s only if you want it.” The smile on his
pink, soft lips spread until the skin around his eyes bunched and his eyes
sparkled.

| nodded dumbly. “Am | going to Hell?”” | asked. Despite the worry | knew
| should have felt, there was a strange numbness in my mind as the angel
gazed into my eyes.

He leaned forward, moving closer between my thighs until all I could see
was the strip that ran from one eye to the other. His forehead pressed against
mine and he exhaled, deep and calming.

“No. I want you to join me as a guardian,” Jacob breathed, moving down to
press a chaste kiss to my lips. “You have done everything that was needed.
You’ve earned your wings, Lucas Turner.”

“But... how? Everyone is dead. Everyone is... gone.”

“My love. Lisa was meant to die young. And she died happily in your
arms. You were her angel. Pat died peacefully too, with your beauty in her
thoughts. That little boy you gave your money to? He really did give it to his
mother. And she’s going to use it to buy herself a business suit, enter a multi-
level marketing company and excel. She’s going to send her son to college and
he’s going to develop a machine that will save millions of lives. You were his
angel.”

My eyes were downcast, focused on the thrum of Jacob’s pulse at the base
of his throat. “I was always an angel?”

Jacob nodded, his lips curved up in a gentle smile.
“What about me killing myself? Or being gay?”

At that the angel before me chuckled. “Nobody is hated in heaven. And
your death is forgiven, as it was meant to be. Please, come with me.”

But I didn’t move. Was this real? Or was it just a dream before my true
death? I could have just been bleeding out this entire time.

“Don’t you dare,” Jacob announced, and his strong arms furled around me
as he pulled me close. “This is real. I’m real, you’re real. And | love you.”

Love? Yes... love.
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“I love you too,” I sighed, and gave a soft exhale when he kissed me. Deep
and forceful, his lips parted and his tongue slid into my mouth. With a groan
he moved me onto my back, and | was melted muscle and bone in his embrace.
When he pulled back, a single tear ran down his nose and fell upon my cheek.

“Now sleep, Lucas. Sleep and awaken reborn,” he cooed into my ear as my
eyes grew heavy and sleep seemed inevitable. Everything seemed okay for
once. A lonely past was forgotten, and a broken heart was mended by a series
of events that led to a fate | could have never imagined. As my mind closed in
on itself, I could feel my mouth form a smile and a soft pair of lips pressed
against me once more.

My eyes closed, and | did not see darkness. There was light, warm and
welcoming. | dreamed of Jacob, the angel who had been present for my life
and carefully guided me in the direction | was meant to go. He was my angel,
my guard.

“Jacob,” | whispered as my life slipped from my body, and | was lifted by
strong arms from the world and into an endless sky where my true life would
begin.

THE END
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RUNNING DEER AND HIDDEN BADGER
By K.D. Sarge

CHAPTER ONE

The faded blue truck was older than Cal. He’d sat in the middle between
his granddad and great granddad, ridden in the back with dogs and hay, ridden
smushed between his brother and his granddad with Mom on the end every
Sunday for years. He felt out of place sitting behind the wide wheel even if he
had learned to drive in it. Worse still was his mom sitting at the far end of the
bench seat leaning on the door, her body jolted by the ruts Cal couldn’t avoid,
looking weary and even fragile like Jessamyn MacGregor never should.

Any AC the truck might have known was long gone, and the rutted dirt
road kept Cal from getting any speed to initiate wind-cooling. So he sat in the
polo and slacks he’d worn onto the plane and felt the sweat bead on his
forehead. Welcome back, Cal MacGregor. Texas goes on, with or without you.
He jerked the wheel aside, dodging a pothole big enough to lose a heifer in.

“The weather channel said it was fifty degrees in Massachusetts this
morning,” Mom said. “You going to wilt if we hit ninety like we might
could?”

“I’ll try to withstand it, ma’am.”
“If you feel the need for a wallow in the horse trough, just jump on in.”
“Yeslm.!,

The conversation died again. So much for the weather. They’d already
tried discussing how finals had gone, and the latest stupidity the state
legislature meant to push through. Cal hoped the next topic wasn’t going to be
ranch-handy girls of marriageable age.

Mom shifted awkwardly, sighed. Cal was sure her hip pained her, and
doubly sure he better not apologize for the long trip again. Nor say word one
about how she should have sent someone to fetch him, not driven all the way
to the airport herself. Especially he better not mention how Lyle was already in
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Amarillo, and would have been glad to leave work early to pick his brother up
and drive him home and argue with him the whole way.

Lyle said Mom was hiding things from Cal. That he’d better get home and
get it sorted, because she wouldn’t listen to reason from Lyle anymore. Cal
didn’t want to listen to Lyle neither, but Mom’s needing a cane was proof he
had some of it to rights. Mom had told Cal she was doing fine.

The truck jolted past the Dead Turkey cutoff and Cal was home, on Y Otra
Cosa land for the first time in near on a year. The road stretched ahead, rutted
and dusty yellow in the near-noon light, but Cal knew the ranch as well as he
knew his mother’s face, and they were on MacGregor land.

He’d expected to feel relieved.

Mom sighed again, shifted some more. Fencing appeared on either side of
the road. Cal watched it for holes as he’d always done. Driving slow took little
concentration, especially as he hadn’t a June bug’s chance in the chicken coop
of finding a smooth route over the hard-packed earth. Up ahead he spotted a
sagging section of fence, and someone fixing it. The saddled horse behind the
ranch hand was Delilah, but Cal didn’t know the hand himself. “Who’s that?”
he asked.

“Joseph.” Mom smiled. “He’s from California. Can’t do a damn thing but
mend fence and look pretty, but he does just fine at both.” She gave Cal a sly
smirk. “Nothing like the scenery in Texas, huh?”

“Mom...” Cal grumbled, but she had a point. Native American, guessing
by the nose and cheekbones, the brown skin and the black hair under a fancy
black hat with a feather band. Cut, judging by the thin T-shirt he wore,
clinging to his sweaty torso and showing off arms with muscles that stood out
as he wrestled with a posthole digger. Cut but still slender, tight jeans and
leather gloves and just damned pretty if you were into dark lean sexy guys and
Cal certainly was.

“I’mold,” Mom grumbled back, “I’m not dead. And he’s hot.” She leaned
across the cabin to poke Cal. “Huh?”

“Yes,” Cal agreed. “He’s hot.” Was she really encouraging Cal to lustfully
admire a man? Maybe some things in Texas had changed.
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The ranch hand looked at Mom as they rumbled near, and touched two
fingers to his hat. Cal waved but Joseph didn’t look at him. Mom chuckled as
the truck creaked on, leaving Joseph to put a hand over his face in the
rearview, protecting himself from the dust Cal couldn’t help raising.

“Not the friendliest fellow,” Mom said, “but he gets on all right with the
boys and he does what | ask as best he can.”

“What about the girls?”

Mom made a face. “I don’t pretend to know a gay on sight anymore, if
that’s what you’re asking. He don’t bother the girls, and they don’t braid his
hair that I’ve seen, and that’s all I know.”

Cal hadn’t meant that, but he let it go.

“With the new bunkhouse it’s easy for ’em to sneak,” Mom went on, “so if
he’s slipping into someone’s bunk | haven’t heard.”

The “new” bunkhouse. It had been there fifteen years, since Mom won the
battle over women hands being treated the same. The “new” bunkhouse was
built like a motel with every small room opening onto the porch and shared,
lockable bathrooms.

“Did someone leave?” Cal asked. “You didn’t mention anyone.” Every
hand but Joseph had been on the ranch ten years or more, helping to raise Cal
along with all the other livestock. He would expect to hear if someone moved
on.

“You did,” Mom said. “And Lyle before you. Think we wouldn’t miss you
“round the ranch? Wobbie’s getting up there, and so are most of the rest. It’s
not fair to work them short-handed. Joseph comes tenderfoot-cheap. | figured
it was even odds whether he’d last long enough to earn his keep, but he’s
pretty enough | took a chance. So far, so good—nhe’s a hard worker, and he
learns fast.”

The truck creaked up a little hill and through a leaning gate. The Y Otra
Cosa lay below, baking in the heat of a warm day in May. Cal’s eyes knew
every detail—the sprawling old adobe house where he was born in the same
bed his mother had been, the barn where he learned to work, the bunkhouse,
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the shed where Cal got his hide tanned once and only once, the paddock where
he learned to rope... Lupe, housekeeper and nanny, waited on the porch with
sweet tea in a pitcher and a baby on her lap. A grandchild, maybe, or a
neighbor kid. She worked best with a baby on her hip, she liked to say.
Sekhmet, Athos and Porthos all sat around her, guarding the lady who fed
them from the unknowns in the truck they’d probably heard a mile off.

“Welcome home, Cal,” Mom said.

*kk*k

Joseph’s head hurt and his feet hurt and that bastard was wearing his hat.
The rope sawed at his arms, and he thought he might explode, blow up in a
million flaming shards from humiliation and anger and he’d have been fine
with that as long as he took the others with him.

“MacGregor!” the leader of the bandits called again at the house. “Get out
here, | want to talk to you!”

Jess MacGregor continued to not come out. Another MacGregor did,
though. Over the saddle of the horse in front of him, Joseph could see the
stranger from the truck that had driven by with Mrs. MacGregor. The younger
son, home from college just today. Pasty and headed towards pudgy, Cal
MacGregor didn’t look a thing like his mother except for the straight nose and
the intense eyes, and Joseph knew he was on his own.

“Howdy, Mr. Ferguson,” Cal said as he stepped to the edge of the porch
but didn’t come off it. He faced four armed men on horseback. Joseph couldn’t
blame him. “You wanted a MacGregor?”

“Well, if it isn’t young Callan, finally home.” Ferguson tapped his hat.
“Where’s your ma, boy?”

“Resting.” Cal wore his own battered hat, and now a T-shirt, jeans, and
cowboy boots. Joseph still would have rather had Jess MacGregor. By about a
million miles. “And Lyle lives in Amarillo,” Cal MacGregor went on, “so
unless you hold a seance, I’m all the MacGregor you get right now.”

Ferguson jerked his head at one of the horsemen and he backed his horse
so Cal could see Joseph, hatless, scuffed, and tied up. The college boy’s eyes
went wide and he went still.
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“l warned your ma about hiring illegals,” Ferguson began, and Joseph saw
the moment Cal MacGregor stopped listening. The man’s jaw clenched and his
head lowered. He shoved his hat down on his head and stalked off the porch,
his eyes on Joseph while Ferguson went on about wetbacks and kindness. A
step away from Joseph, Cal bent and pulled an actual knife from his boot,
reached Joseph and pulled up a loop of the rope to cut. It was a stiff rope, but
the knife was half through before anyone reacted.

“Bastard, that’s my best rope!” yelped the cowboy who’d lassoed Joseph.
Cal didn’t even glance at him, and he leaned over and slugged Cal just as the
rope parted. Cal staggered back.

“Johnny!” Ferguson barked. Then a series of clicks froze everyone in the
yard.

Jess MacGregor stood on the porch, her cane leaned on a post and a rifle on
her shoulder aimed at Ferguson. Joseph thought maybe he didn’t want
anything to do with Texas after all.

“Case Ferguson, explain yourself and make it good,” Mrs. MacGregor
said.

“Good afternoon, Jess,” Ferguson said, sliding off his horse to take his hat
in his hand. “Why don’t you put that rifle down?”

“Armed men in my yard assaulting my son? I’ll hold it a bit. Cal, bring
Joseph over here.”

Cal tried but Joseph shook him off as he tugged at the remains of the rope.
Cal looked at the man who had held the rope.

“Give me his hat,” he ordered, and the man took Joseph’s hat off his head
to hand it over. Joseph stalked to the porch and Cal followed. Once there he
gave the hat to Joseph, then walked into the house without a word, leaving his
disabled mother to face Ferguson. Joseph put his hat on his head and stood
next to her.

“Be reasonable, Jess,” Ferguson said. “I’ve got a right to see his papers.”

“Not in Americal!” Mrs. MacGregor snapped. “He doesn’t have to prove
his rights—you’ve got to prove reason to take em away. Innocent till proven
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guilty, Mr. Ferguson. You got anything beyond the color of his skin that ain’t
reason at all? Let’s hear it.”

Cal MacGregor came back out of the house, a revolver in a holster on his
hip and a rifle in his hands. Joseph kept up his glare but behind it he wondered
why he’d left home if everywhere he went people pointed guns at each other.

“1 think if anyone has a right to be peeved, it’s me,” Ferguson said. “I’m
trying to help you, Jess. You want trouble with the feds? I’ve talked to you
before about trusting folks.”

“Mr. Ferguson,” Mrs. MacGregor said, “you are not my daddy.”
“If he were alive today—"

“You’d already be dead in the dirt. You assault my hand and drag him
from his work, you lay a hand to my son, and now you stand here and
patronize me? Not a jury in Texas would convict him. Or me.”

“I’d worry more if you aimed that gun at me, Jess. Arms getting tired?”

“I’m aiming at the head you think with,” Mrs. MacGregor answered. “It’s
pretty small, but I like a challenge.”

“Jessamyn Lynne MacGregor—"

“Touch my men again,” Mrs. MacGregor said, “and I’ll have the law on
you. Rangers will act if the sheriff won’t move like we both know he won’t.
Now git off my land.”

Mr. Ferguson shook his head sadly and put his hat back on, swung up on
his horse and led his bandits off. Mrs. MacGregor lowered the gun and let the
hammer up.

“Still say you should have shot him when he grabbed Lupe,” Cal
MacGregor said.

“It’s aregret,” Mrs. MacGregor said. “Joseph, you all right? Did someone
hit you?”

“l... fell off my horse,” Joseph admitted. “I’m sorry, ma’am—it threw me
and ran off when they shot.”

“They shot at you?” The gun came back up and she looked around as if for
a posse to lead after Ferguson.
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Joseph shook his head. “No, ma’am, they shot into the air to scare the
horse. | couldn’t stay on.”

“Haven’t taught you bronc riding yet,” Mrs. MacGregor muttered, jerking
her head at Cal. He was already headed off the porch. “Chisholm’s waiting,”
she called after Cal. “He’ll be ready—"

“Horses coming,” Joseph said because they didn’t hear the hoof beats. “A
horse, | think.” The brown horse he’d been riding came trotting around the
barn, headed for the water trough. Mrs. MacGregor relaxed.

“There she is!”

Cal MacGregor walked slowly towards the horse. Mrs. MacGregor took
Joseph’s arm.

“Come in the house and let me look at you,” she said, but Joseph knew it
was an order so he let her take him while the boss’ son took care of Joseph’s
horse—just like he’d been told was rude to do. In Texas a man took care of his
own horse.

*kk*k

Delilah was a good mare worth good money and seeing her all lathered up
and mistreated didn’t help Cal’s fury at all. But only a fool showed his anger
around horses, so he kept his voice quiet and his hands gentle as he cleaned
her up and cared for her, and slowly the shade and peace of the barn seeped
into him. As long as he didn’t think about Case Ferguson roping up a man like
a calf because of the color of his skin, anyway.

It wasn’t like he didn’t have other things to think about. Lyle was right
about the ranch too. Cal had been home three hours and he’d seen things
needing fixing that he’d never noticed before, things that had been broken or
damaged for years and just got overlooked in the everyday work of keeping
the ranch solvent. The money wasn’t there to replace stuff, but oftentimes
what money couldn’t solve hard work could, so Cal had started a list and
worked out some priorities.

So yeah, Lyle was right. The ranch did need more looking after than it was
getting. But Lyle was wrong too—it wouldn’t be any hands but MacGregor
taking care of those things.
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Cal went over Delilah a second time with the curry comb because she
loved it, leaning into the brush till his hand ached. Cal switched hands and
went on, relaxing the mare. She’d had a rough day, what with gunshots and
greenhorns falling off her.

The greenhorn in question was coming from the house. Cal watched him
over the horse’s neck as he brushed. Damn, but the man was pretty. He must
have had his hair tucked in his hat when Cal saw him on the fence, because no
other way had Cal missed seeing all that. Now Joseph had that fancy hat in his
hand, and black shiny hair fell—well, probably all down his back, though all
Cal saw now was a lock draped over a fine chest to the man’s flat stomach.
Joseph shoved that lock back with the others and Cal admired his chest and
arms.

No lusting after the hands, Cal MacGregor. That was sure to end badly. Cal
put his eyes on the horse.

Naturally, the pretty hand Cal wasn’t supposed to lust after came right to
him. “Thank you, sir,” he said. “I can take over.”

“| already brushed her once,” Cal said as he handed the curry comb off.
“Just working out my mad now, but | guess you’ve got some of your own.”

“You could say that. Sir.”
“Stick with ‘Cal’. Mom’s the boss. I’m Cal.”
“But I still jump when you give me orders?”

“Yes.” Cal grinned to show he didn’t quite mean it. He walked down the
center aisle to where Chisholm had stuck his head over the stall door. Cal
grinned at the little buckskin, but mindful of the man behind him, he greeted
the horse softly.

“Hey, fella. What are you doing, hanging out in the barn? Sitting around
getting fat like me?” The stallion had put on some weight. Cal scratched
behind his ears. “Well, | hope you enjoyed your break. I’m home now, and
we’ve both got work to do.” Speaking of work, Cal’s nose was telling him
barn care was one of the things that had slipped since a cow fell on Mom.

No time like the present. Cal went and got the wheelbarrow and a pitchfork
and started on the first stall.
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“You do what you want,” Cal said to the hand as he pitched. “But if you
keep calling horses ‘it’ I imagine the boys—and that includes Billie and
Gina—are going to laugh at you.”

“Why are you Texans so obsessed with looking at an animal’s junk?”
Joseph demanded.

Cal chuckled. “It’s important information!” he said, wondering why the
stall looked like it hadn’t been pitched in days. Who did Mom have on barn
duty? “To a rancher with an eye to breeding, anyway,” he went on. “I can see
where you wouldn’t care. For the record, that’s a mare you’ve got. Delilah’s a
she. Are you what Mom would call an experienced rider?”

“The woman who rides like she was born up there? No. That | am not.”

“She was born up there, near enough.” And she shouldn’t be riding, Cal
was sure. “But you’ll probably get mares to ride. Generally the girls are the
gentlest.”

“I like my feet,” Joseph grumbled. “I know what they’re going to do.”
“Horses are pretty predictable too. You just have to learn their habits.”
“That’s what Wobbie keeps saying.”

“No surprise, | learned it from him.” Cal decided to fork out the whole stall
and put down fresh straw. It looked overdue. “She’s just milking it now,” he
said, grinning at the sight of Delilah leaning full into the brush. Joseph’s hand
was probably killing him. “You want to maybe put her away? Then if you’ve a
mind, help me get these stalls forked out.”

“Easier than holding this horse up.” Joseph put the mare away and got a
pitchfork for himself. He twisted his hair up and stuck his hat on. Then he
started on the stall across the aisle, and the barn was silent but for the noises of
the horses and the soft sucking sounds of shitty straw being forked.

Within three stalls, Cal thought his arms were going to fall off. He couldn’t
believe how out-of-shape he’d got in less than a year, but he kept going. If the
boy from California who called horses “it” could keep going, then by God, so
could Cal. Besides, he hated the weight he’d put on and he wanted it gone.
Pitching shit was the best exercise in the world, not to mention useful and
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perpetual. Cal carried on, resolving to stop when Joseph looked tired. That was
a good barometer, right?

Joseph didn’t get to looking tired, but in Cal’s frequent stolen glances he
did look hot as hell, working up a fine and sexy sweat.

“Cal?” Mom called from outside. Where did she think he was?

“In Rincewind’s stall,” Cal yelled anyway, hoping she was about to give
him an excuse to stop. In the meantime he kept on.

“Oh, fine,” she said, coming through the door. “I’d meant to give you a day
before | handed you a fork.” Mom grabbed the bale hook from the wall and
dragged a bale of straw to the first stall. “Lupe’s fixin’ to ring the dinner bell
in a bit, but if we move right quick we can get done.” She cut the string on the
bale and started breaking it up, putting down a clean layer in the first stall Cal
had cleaned. Cal held back a groan and moved faster. She probably shouldn’t
be doing even that much, so he ought to get done so he could take over.

At least Joseph was two stalls behind Cal now. The bad side of that was
that Cal would probably end up doing at least one of Joseph’s stalls, so they
could get done before dinner. Cal left the door of Rincewind’s stall open and
moved into Chisholm’s.

“I got nothing for you,” he grumbled as the horse came looking for treats.
“l wasn’t fixin’ to come down here yet!”

“He missed you!” Mom called from the other end of the barn. “Moped
about for a solid month, till Petunia came into season.”

“Who do you have on barn duty, Mom?” Cal asked. “They’re not keeping
on top of it.”

“Billie helps me feed in the morning,” Mom said, dragging another bale to
the next stall. “And Juan Carlos at night. But | haven’t kept on top of the
pitching.”

Damn it. Of course she’d taken barn duty rather than hire someone.
Someone else, as she’d put Joseph on the fences. Cal reckoned he ought to be
glad she’d at least hired someone for the fences.

Across the aisle Joseph looked up, his eyes on the door, then started
pitching faster. A minute later Cal heard hoofbeats too.
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“About to get a mite crowded in here,” Mom said, dragging a bale to the
third stall and pulling it in with her.

Cal braced himself for the welcome of the ranch hands though he wasn’tin
a friendly mood. At least it meant he was almost done pitching.

*kk*k

Joseph’s arms hurt in the morning. He’d been a fool, trying to outwork Cal
MacGregor. Pudgy or not, the man had probably been shoveling manure all his
life. Joseph wasn’t going to win a contest like that.

Over breakfast Mrs. MacGregor informed Joseph that Cal would help him
finish the rest of the Limp Creek fence, since “Ferguson’s stupidity” had lost
him half a day and she needed it done three days gone. She didn’t mention the
other reason, that the presence of the heir apparent of the ranch should keep
Joseph from being tied up again.

Joseph could live with that. He did hope the man continued not talking too
much. Then he went past Cal in the hall and the man was putting on
yesterday’s gun belt, revolver and all. Joseph wondered again if he shouldn’t
just go home.

Joseph was the last hand in the paddock but he was done saddling his
assigned mare and was checking that the cinch-strap was tight enough by the
time his new partner came from the house. Joseph had been dumped once
because he was too worried about pulling the cinch-strap too tight and hurting
the horse. Now he checked.

Despite Joseph’s lead, Cal Macgregor was checking his own cinch by the
time Joseph swung up on his horse. He glanced up at Joseph and made a face.

“Who taught you to ride?”” Cal demanded.

“My grandmother.” In about three lessons, on a very small and well-
behaved pony, but Joseph hadn’t said that in his interview and he didn’t say it
now. Except when firearms were involved, he hadn’t fallen off since the cinch-
strap incident, and that was good enough.

“I’m guessing it wasn’t with a saddle,” Cal said and walked over, holding a
hand out to the mare. He seriously moved like the gun-belt belonged on him,
like he was used to the weight at his hip. Like he’d just stepped out of a movie.
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“Howdy, Athena,” Cal said to the horse. “Been a while, but you remember
me. Right, girl?” The mare sniffed him and looked away, disinterested. Cal
slapped Joseph’s leg lightly. “Let me at the stirrup,” he ordered. Joseph took a
deep breath and took his foot out of the stirrup, putting it back by the mare’s
leg. “You want these shorter,” Cal said, flipping the leather flap up to tighten
the strap underneath. “’You don’t want your weight on your crotch, you want it
on your feet and the back of your rear.” He dropped the stirrup back into place
and stepped back. “Let me see.”

This was what he wanted, Joseph told himself, to learn to ride so the other
hands didn’t laugh at him. So he did what he was told without comment. Cal
jerked his chin to the right and stepped forward again. Joseph moved his leg so
his boss’ son could fix his stirrup.

“Now,” Cal said.

Joseph put his foot in the stirrup, bending his knee to do so. It felt—Dbetter.
Putting his weight on the stirrup changed where butt met saddle, and Joseph
thought maybe he could ride without feeling split like a log. But Cal slapped
his ankle through the jeans.

“Heel down,” he snapped. “If you’re not going to wear boots, you’ve got to
do for yourself what the boots do. Learn to ride heel down.”

Joseph put his heel down and didn’t tell the rich ass who probably had
never paid for anything himself that cowboy boots cost six times what a cheap
pair of sneakers did. The rich ass walked around to shorten Joseph’s other
stirrup. He had a tug at the cinch too, so Joseph figured at least the guy wasn’t
looking to embarrass him. Yet, anyway.

Then Cal MacGregor swung into his own saddle. His horse was a dark
cream with black markings, and it skittered as he mounted but Cal landed in
the saddle anyway. Of course he did. He even smiled at the horse. “Eager to be
moving, boy?”

Boy. Cal MacGregor got to ride boy horses. And his saddle had a lasso tied
to it.

Cal turned his horse, not hauling it around as Joseph tended to do. Joseph
tried the same move, pulling the reins to lay on the mare’s neck, and she
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turned almost as neatly as Cal’s horse did. And Joseph didn’t wobble in the
saddle as she moved—nhis feet were firm in the stirrups where he could adjust
his balance.

Okay, maybe this was going to work out all right.

*k*k*

As they rode out to the Limp Creek fence, Joseph kept watching Cal, and it
was making Cal—not nervous, exactly. Aware. On alert, sort of. An extremely
attractive man couldn’t take his eyes off Cal. It was interesting. Even if he
knew it was because Joseph had figured out that Cal could teach him the
things he wanted to learn, like how to ride decently.

Mom said the man had been here a month. Why hadn’t someone taught
him already? In the maybe twenty minutes they’d been riding, Cal had already
seen Joseph’s seat improve.

It was probably because Mom had put him on the fences alone. Joseph
hadn’t had the chance to watch anyone else ride.

Cal wasn’t sure, but he thought Joseph kept glancing at the gun on his hip
too. If he didn’t understand the reason for that, there was no helping the man.

Aside from Joseph winding him up, though, Cal was relaxing as he hadn’t
in—well, nearly a year. Massachusetts had been so noisy. Always someone
talking, someone driving by, something flying over... a confusion of noises
that didn’t mean much of anything, as far as Cal had been able to figure out.

And the sun! What they called a sunny day back east was... well, it wasn’t
much of one. Cal knew the day was a mite warm and would get more so, but
he found he liked it. Maybe he’d known that and forgotten, but the heat and
the wide-open space felt like home and eternity. Cal could feel his mind
stretching out like his body, spreading in the sun and abandoning the little
circles it had been running in for months.

A man could think in Texas. On the prairie, with no buildings or trees or
much of anything around, he could see where he stood.

Joseph rode Athena a bit behind Chisholm, whether letting Cal enjoy his
homecoming or hanging back respectfully or just not knowing he needed to
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prod his mare, Cal didn’t know. It was all right. If Joseph wasn’t the talkative
sort, Cal would just be that much more pleased with Mom’s idea. He had a lot
of room to get more pleased by it—he’d meant to start on his list first thing,
and it was only getting longer.

Maybe Joseph would give him a hand with that list. Once they’d finished
Limp Creek and moved the herd up from Swamp Bottom, riding fence would
go back to its usual not-immediate urgency. Mom said Joseph wanted to learn
ranching, well Cal could teach him from the ground up if he was actually
willing. Many a man thought he wanted to be a cowboy until he saw the work
it took.

If he wanted to get on his list sooner, Cal knew, he should stop poking
along on the fence repairs. “How far have you gotten, checking the fence?” he
called over his shoulder.

“I don’t know,” Joseph called back. “I can’t answer in miles or landmarks.
But I started on this end, and | went thataway.” Cal looked over his shoulder
and Joseph was pointing the way the horses’ heads were.

“If you’ve a mind, go ahead and show me where,” Cal suggested. He
nudged Chisholm into an easy lope. “Yell out if you see where you stopped,”
he told Joseph.

Riding Chisholm was just about the best thing in the world, Cal reckoned.
He wanted to let the horse run, but that wouldn’t be right when they had the
whole day’s work ahead. Instead he untied the lasso. “Stay back,” he warned
Joseph as he let the loop out. “I’m a mite out of practice.”

He wasn’t so much, though. He twirled and played with the rope as they
rode and did fine, and when he spotted a fence post that had to go, he dropped
the loop around it pretty as you please. Chisholm did his part, pulling the rope
taut, and it was that much less work Cal and Joseph had to do.

“No one told me that was how to pull fence posts,” Joseph said with a grin
as he rode up. “Not that I could.”

Cal grinned. “Wait’ll you see me hog-tie it.”

Joseph laughed and got down, dropping his reins to ground-tie the mare
before pulling the tools from his bag. Cal got his rope out of the way.
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“Mom says you want to ranch,” Cal said as they worked.

Joseph’s shoulders jumped as he reached for the hammer. “Maybe. Now
my stirrups are fixed, | might decide I still want to.”

Cal snorted.

“Maybe,” Joseph said when they’d fixed the post and remounted, riding the
fence looking for the next problem. “I don’t know. It’s kind of... quiet. |
thought 1’d like that. Now I’m not sure.”

“It’s not so quiet.” The wind was rustling the grass, after all, the ever-
present wind of the high plains. Cal had missed it. In Massachusetts the air
just... stayed, a lot of the time. Heavy and wet and still, like drowning in a
puddle. “Though I can see where the high plains alone would be a bit of a
stretch for most.”

“And there’s... just nothing.”

Cal looked around at the clouds ambling across the sky and the cloud-
shadowed and wind-twisted prairie and the fence stretching on, at a hawk
floating down towards the tops of cottonwoods sticking out of Limp Creek
Canyon yonder, and shook his head. “There’s everything.”

“You’re Texan. Your judgment is suspect.”

Cal chuckled and looked around again, this time at the ground. “Here,” he
said, pointing. “Badger burrow. If you want to meet a true Texan, stick a hand
in there. Though | wouldn’t recommend it.”

“No, thanks. I’ve seen documentaries. Badgers are mean.” Joseph reined
his horse away from the hole as they passed it.

“If you corner one, yes. He’s not going to climb your horse.”
“What does it eat? Grass?”

“Probably prairie dogs, what eat grass. It’s the circle of life.”
“If you start singing 1I’m heading back to the barn.”

Cal chuckled.

“Don’t horses die from stepping in prairie dog holes?”

“Most folks have the sense not to ride a horse through a town, so—’
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A sound cut Cal off, the deep bark of a 30-30 rifle a ways off. Echoes and
birds told him where.

*kk*k

Joseph realized the sound was a gunshot as Cal and his horse took off,
running towards the line of shrubs ahead where birds had flown up.

Hell!

His horse wanted to follow. Joseph figured he better let it. Her. He should
stay by the boss’ son. Joseph clamped his legs and bent low like Cal had, and
hoped they weren’t going to run right through the prairie dog town. He also
hoped whoever was shooting didn’t want to shoot him. Or Cal. That would be
bad.

Running was amazing. Exhilarating. He almost lost his hat. Joseph
clamped a hand on his head. Before him Cal disappeared, reappeared, running
through a ripple in the land Joseph hadn’t seen.

Cal disappeared again, didn’t reappear. Joseph let the mare go, figuring she
knew where the hell they were going. Wobbie said horses didn’t like to be
away from other horses.

The line of shrubs was a line of trees, following a creek in a steep canyon.
Joseph saw the edge before they reached it, and reined the horse to a walk
even though below him he could see Cal and his horse trotting down the path
they’d chosen. Farther down, by the stream, a brown man in a round hat stood
waiting, his rifle butt grounded on the flat rock he stood on.

Joseph hoped the man’s smile stayed put.

“Luis Agustin!” Cal called, waving his hat. “Buenos dias! Como estas, mi
amigo?”’

Luis Agustin answered with a flood of Spanish too quick for Joseph to
catch any words. Cal answered. Joseph let the mare pick her way slowly down
the path as Cal dismounted near the man and they met with a big hug and
back-slapping.

As Joseph came up he heard Cal say his name. Luis Augustin shook his
head.
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“¢ Entienda usted espariol, amigo de Cal?”

“He’s asking if you understand Spanish,” Cal said after a second. “No,
Luis.”

“Then we will not be rude,” Luis Augustin said. “It is good to meet you,
Joseph.” He offered his hand and Joseph shook it.

“Luis and his family have standing permission to help with the hog
problem whenever they like,” Cal said. When he waved, Joseph saw the large
hairy form lying in the shade, blood oozing from a hole behind the beast’s
shoulder.

“That’s a pig?”
“Well, it’s not a cow.”
“It’s huge.”

“Three hundred pounds at least.” Cal grinned. “One less hog digging up
pasture, and just a few meals Luis doesn’t have to buy. ¢ Verdad, Luis?”

“Si. Yes. Now | must care for the food.”

After an even friendlier goodbye, Cal swung back on his horse and led the
way up out of the canyon. Joseph rode behind him.

“Does that Ferguson harass them?” Joseph asked.

Cal chuckled. “The Saldanas have been here longer than he has. And
Sefiora Saldana sort of forcefully adopted him into the family. She sends cards
and invitations and pictures. Ferguson’s very proper in some things. Grits his
teeth, swallows his gall, and sends gifts for every baptism, quinceafera, and
wedding.”

Joseph grinned at his horse’s neck.
“I didn’t even know this was here,” he told Cal as they neared the rim.

“The prairie looks flat,” Cal said, “but there’s secrets everywhere when
you look closer.”

“Like badgers?” Joseph asked.

Cal snorted. “Here,” he said, and turned his horse to the right, heading
along the edge of the canyon instead of back to the fence. His horse started
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trotting. Joseph sighed and prodded his horse with his heels. She moved
willingly, and Joseph bounced. Her back went up, and so did he, but then her
back dropped and while Joseph was still coming down she came back up and
OW! But still it was a lot less jolting than before Cal fixed Joseph’s stirrups.
Before when he trotted, Joseph had been sure he’d fall off any second. Now he
just wished he would.

“Stand in the stirrups,” Cal said over his shoulder. “She’s got a dreadful
bouncy trot.”

Joseph leaned forward and put his weight on the balls of his feet and the
horse jolted along under him, but didn’t beat the hell out of delicate portions of
his anatomy with her back.

Okay, he might kiss Cal MacGregor just for that. If it wouldn’t get the crap
beaten out of him and then get him shipped back to California in a cat carrier,

anyway.
Cal wasn’t standing in his stirrups. He moved with the horse, with a

minimum of bouncing that Joseph could see. Well, of course he did. He’d been
doing it all his life and had a hand-picked horse besides.

With everyone knowing how new Joseph was, why didn’t he have a horse
with a smoother trot?

Cal rode close to the canyon wall, not really watching where he was going
the way Joseph would have if he were that close. He wasn’t, of course. Joseph
rode a bit behind and off to Cal’s left as they rode—Joseph thought they were
headed south. But he wasn’t sure.

“There.” Cal’s horse stopped and without Joseph telling her to, so did his
mare. He felt his balance go and grabbed the saddle horn to stay on as the
dumb horse walked closer to Cal’s buckskin. Cal himself was pointing down
into the canyon. “See the ruins?” he asked.

“No—yes.” If by ruins Cal meant the seemingly regular collection of rocks
that might be the size of a small hunting lodge, down by the creek.

“You’ve heard of the Battle of Adobe Walls?”
“No...?”
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Cal shook his head. “In 1864, Kit Carson held off thousands of Kiowa and
Comanche with three hundred men at Adobe Walls. The part they often don’t
mention is that Carson had raided the Kiowa a couple days before in
provocation, and he had howitzers. Still, it was a helluva battle, three hundred
against thousands. He didn’t win, but he didn’t lose either. Whatever you think
of the reasons for the battle, that’s pretty impressive.”

“History-wise, that’s pretty awesome. But | thought adobe was mud?”

“That’s not Adobe Walls down there, but it was one of the triggers. A man
named Willard Grissom lived down there with a couple wives and a passel of
kids, and he traded with the Comanche. After a while he got to thinking he
should run the place, the story goes, and the Comanche disabused him of the
notion. It was pretty nasty—though history now says not nearly as nasty as the
rhetoric went, kind of like Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction—and it’s part of
why Kit Carson was sent after the tribes here.”

“Texas schools must beat California’s by a mile,” Joseph said, trying to
remember anything he’d learned in school besides nobody’s listening. “When
did you have time for rodeo class?”

“That was PE,” Cal said with a grin, turning his horse. The little horse
almost swapped back for front, he turned so tightly. “I didn’t learn about
Grissom in school, though,” Cal said. “My four-times-great-grandfather was at
Adobe Walls. Twice. In the second battle he fought beside Bat Masterson, and
twenty-eight men held off seven hundred attackers mad as hell about white
men shooting their buffalo and doing a lot of other rotten things.”

“...damn,” Joseph said. “So the ranch has been here over a hundred
years?”

Cal looked up at the sky, looked around, moved a bit as if settling deeper in
his saddle. “The ranch has been here since God made it,” he said. “It’s been
entrusted to MacGregor hands for more than a hundred years. And | mean to
keep it that way, so we might ought to get back to the fence.” He shoved his
beat-up hat down on his head. “How d’you feel about running?”

“That it’s easier than trotting?”

“Good.” Cal clucked at his horse and he bolted. Joseph braced himself and
prodded and his horse went flying after.
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Riding a running horse felt like flying. Or music. Joseph wanted to shout
for joy as the horses thundered across the plain. He snatched his hat as it
swooped off his head. His hair streamed behind him and Joseph laughed into
the wind.

All too soon Cal was slowing his horse to trot alongside the fence. Joseph
stood in the stirrups and followed. Soon they came to another drunk-looking
fence post and Cal swung down to give the fence post a shove.

“Yep,” he said, and kicked the new fence post lying in the grass. He kicked
it again, then pulled on his gloves and picked it up. He’d kicked the first one
too. “Scorpions,” he said, maybe seeing the mystified look Joseph knew he
was wearing. “They don’t want to sting you any more than you want to be
stung. Always give ’em the chance to get out of your way.”

Joseph thought of all the things he’d picked up off the ground without a
thought and cringed. Then he got down and pulled the posthole digger from its
sling behind Cal’s saddle.

They worked in silence, Joseph starting a new hole as Cal pulled the
staples off the old post. Then Cal took a turn at the posthole digger. Soon they
were on horseback again, sweat cooling in the breeze of a quick trot down the
fence line.

He could get used to this, Joseph decided. Cal was far more interesting
than Wobbie, more quiet than Billie, and unlike either Billie or Wobbie, he
told Joseph things a non-Texan needed to know without acting like he was a
fool for not already knowing.

Well, he probably shouldn’t get used to it, actually. Joseph had been put to
riding fence because it was simple work. Cal was only on fences because Mrs.
MacGregor needed this one done. Cal could probably do any job on the ranch;
surely there were better uses of his time than riding herd on the tenderfoot.

Lunch was sandwiches under a bush while the horses dozed in the sun. Cal
seemed preoccupied and Joseph had already had more conversation than he’d
had in a week, so the quiet held. Cal did break it to point out vultures circling
far off, and to explain the wing shape that let a man tell from just a silhouette
if he was looking at a scavenger or a raptor.
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“If it was MacGregor land,” he said, “I might would find out what they
were after.”

“I thought the ranch went “as far as the eye can see’?” Joseph said. “That’s
what Mrs. MacGregor said, anyway.”

“Does,” Cal said with a chuckle, “if you’re standin’ in the middle of it.
Now we’re on the edge. That’s Ferguson’s Forked F over there.”

“Ah,” Joseph said. Duh. Idiot.

When Cal had first stretched out on the ground under the bush, he’d
pushed his hat back. Now he shoved it down on his head. “Reckon we better
make fence while the sun shines,” he said.

For the first time in weeks, Joseph didn’t think he’d rather die than get
back on that horse.

*kk*k

The new hand, Cal decided, might just train up good enough to ride the
river with. When Cal got the text that dinner was almost ready, he muttered
about the fence being almost done, and Joseph suggested they just stay out and
finish it.

“Lupe’s agood cook,” Cal said, not really arguing though he hadn’t spent a
day on a horse in ten months and his whole body ached.

“And her food never runs out,” Joseph said, clearly not affected by the
hours they’d already put in. “Also Mrs. MacGregor wanted to move those
cows two days ago.”

“Cattle,” Cal corrected, keeping them riding along the fence instead of
heading for the barn. “A cow is a specific age and sex. It’s not wrong to call
em all cows, but it’s vague. Comes back to caring about their junk.”

Joseph snorted.

In a little more than an hour the last bit of barbed wire was spliced and a
fine strong fence stood to contain the four-footed wealth of the Y Otra Cosa.
Cal turned Chisholm towards the barn, putting the sunset behind them. Long
shadows stretched out before them.

“If you’re really interested,” Cal said, “I’ve got a book on the history of
Texas that’s not just about the Republic. Or about killin” Injuns.”
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“Yes,” Joseph said, still riding behind him. “I’d like to read it.” He
chuckled. “Don’t tell my sophomore English teacher, but I’m so bored nights
I’d kill for a good book.”

“I could loan you more than one if you promise not to kill anyone,” Cal
said. “We need all the hands right now.”

“Can | get a possible exemption for Billie?” Joseph asked. “She keeps
wanting to braid my hair.”

Cal jerked and Chisholm skittered under him, willing to move but not
knowing what Cal wanted. He calmed the horse with his hands. “If you only
kill her a little bit,” he told Joseph. “She’s a dab hand with a rough calving.”
He took a deep breath. “Is the TV broken?”

“The other guys are always watching sports. | find baseball so dull I want
to throw pointy things, and | don’t care to watch other guys play basketball.
Billie taught me checkers but she creams me every game so we’re both bored
of it. And all her books have bare-chested cowboys and fainting women on the
covers.”

“Ha!” Cal snorted. “I’d have expected bare-chested ladies and fainting
cowboys!”

“That’s probably the book she’s writing.”

**kk*x

After a long shower, supper, and some ibuprofen, Cal plopped on his bed
with his laptop to see what the rest of the world had been doing while he was
digging holes and stringing wire. He realized when Skype chimed that he
should have set everything to “invisible.”

Preston. Oh... hell. Cal grabbed the headphones with the mic and
answered.

“Hello.”

“Hello, sweet Callan!” Preston’s voice said, delighted like they hadn’t
talked yesterday. “How are you?” he asked. “How goes life in the Wild
West?”

Cal winced. Despite his best efforts, Preston insisted on seeing Texas as
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exactly what he’d seen in the spaghetti westerns late at night. “Awkward,” Cal
answered anyway. “I hurt everywhere.”

“Ouch,” Preston said. “Please tell me you didn’t get assaulted.”

“It’s Texas,” Cal said, “not Uganda. We don’t kill gays here. We even
stopped public floggings a whole five years ago.”

“Tell that to the police in Fort Worth that raided that gay bar,” Preston
said. “I’m glad you’re all right, though. Are you sure you don’t want to
reconsider your vacation plans? We could still take off to Europe for the
summer.”

“l reckon not,” Cal said, thinking of far-off places and thinking he
shouldn’t.

“No cowboy talk,” Preston reminded. “Have you started regressing
already?”

“Fixin’ to,” Cal said, setting his jaw, “if y’all keep doggin’ me on it.”

“Now you sound like a pouting child,” Preston said. “You said you wanted
to change. You didn’t want to sound like a savage. Remember?”

He didn’t want to sound like a hick, was what Cal had said once. But to
Preston they were the same thing.

“Might could change my mind,” Cal said.

“Dear God, that place is affecting you,” Preston said. “Why don’t you get
your mom to invite me for a visit? I’ll brave the wilds for you.” He chuckled.
“Tell her I’ll share your room and I won’t eat much.”

“No,” Cal said.

“Still playing hard to get. Fine. | would like to come, though. Surely that
ranch has a guest room. Will you ask? You’ve met my family; it’s time | met
yours.”

“No,” Cal said again.
“We’ll talk about it later,” Preston said.

“No,” Cal said a third time. Hell. Just do it. Over Skype sucked, but what
were his options?
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“Now you’re being obstinate,” Preston chided. “That’s so unattractive.
Fine. I won’t visit. You won’t come to me. We’ll both be miserable and
lonely. Satisfied?”

“Preston...” Cal took a deep breath. “I’m not coming back.” There. He’d
said it. It was better to do it now rather than—

“What are you talking about?” Preston demanded. “Not coming back to
school? To me? You can’t do that! I’m madly in love with you!”

“And I’ve got a ranch that’s been in my family a hundred thirty-five
years,” Cal said. “Mom needs me if we aim to make it a solid one-fifty. The
savings on tuition alone—"

“You’ll earn more with a degree. I could help. | want to. Callan, | refuse to
lose you over money!”

“l won’t take your money, Preston. And I told you—I won’t live anywhere

but here. It—it’s been grand. But I’m home now, and I’m stayin’.

“You wanted to see Europe! | could show you so many things, Callan. You
could hire a ranch manager—”

“That’s done with,” Cal said. “I’m stayin’ here.”

“Then | could—I could come visit. Summers there, and when | graduate
and come into the business—"

“You’d never fit in here, Preston. I’m so far out, pizza delivery is a pipe
dream. There’s nothin’ but dust and horse shit and scorpions. You’d hate it.
You’d be miserable and you’d come to hate me for putting you in it.”

“...scorpions?” Preston asked.

“Pesky critters,” Cal said. Preston hated bugs of all sorts. “I almost forgot
to check my boots yesterday, and damned if there wasn’t one in there.” A fake
one, a joke perpetrated by Lupe’s youngest probably, but Preston didn’t need
to know that part. “And | spent all day today on a horse, from sunup to
sundown just about, getting bit by horseflies and skeeters. You think you’ll
ride with me? Or sit around the house till I come home too tired to do more’n
eat and fall asleep?”

“Callan...” Preston said, soft and pain-filled. Cal closed his eyes and took
another deep breath.
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“It’s been grand,” he told Preston again. “Truly. I’ll never forget you,
Preston.”

“God damn it,” Preston snarled, and ended the call. Cal closed the laptop
and heaved an unsteady breath.

Done. He’d been dreading it since he saw Mom walk and knew he couldn’t
leave again, not with her like that. But it was done. Cal pushed away thoughts
of Preston’s tall, tennis-toned body, of his laugh, of being part of a couple just
like everyone else. It didn’t matter. What mattered was MacGregor land.

That hollow feeling wasn’t his heart breaking. He hadn’t been in love with
Preston. Probably would have got there eventually, but not anymore. The last
thing he needed was a boyfriend messing things up and distracting him.
Talking of far-off places and sights and—

For the first time in Cal’s life, Texas felt small, and closing in. Cal yanked
off the headset, tossed the laptop on his pillow and headed for the door. Came
back to shove his boots on and grab his hat, though it was dark out.

In the hall he passed the bookshelf and snatched the history book from: it.
He’d take that down to the bunkhouse, go check on that foaling mare though
Billie was with her—hell. He did not want to talk to Billie tonight.

Well, he’d find something useful to do. But first he’d take the book to
Joseph, since he didn’t even have Billie creaming him at checkers to occupy
him.

*kkkx
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CHAPTER TWO

Whatever the game was tonight, Joseph thought as the roar of excitement
came through his wall from the common room, someone had just scored or
spectacularly failed to do so. He couldn’t wish the other hands a boring game,
but he could wish they got a little less loud about it.

They’d been roaring off and on for an hour. It couldn’t last much longer,
then he’d sleep. Hopefully. Joseph pondered getting off his covers to strip and
slide under them and decided it was too much effort. Even kicking off his
shoes seemed unjustifiable work at the moment.

Damn, but he was tired. He needed to stop trying to out-work Cal
MacGregor. Pudgy or not, the man was an energizer bunny. Even after a long
and enervating shower, every part of Joseph hurt. He should go ask Gina for
some Tylenol, but that too required an inordinate amount of effort
incomprehensible to his tired brain.

It wasn’t just the extra hour they’d stayed out. Joseph knew they’d got
twice as much fence done as he’d done in three days alone because Cal knew
what the hell he was doing. More work meant less rest time, and the only part
of Joseph that didn’t ache miserably was his backside, thanks to the stirrup
trick. That no one else had shown him.

Well, the others might like laughing at the tenderfoot, but the boss’ son
probably recognized that he’d get more work out of a hand that wasn’t too
busy thinking about his ass to think about his job.

Joseph had known he’d get hazing. That was expected, and to be fair, aside
from the bull joke no one had actually been mean. Joseph wasn’t sure anyone
else had looked at the way he rode—Mrs. MacGregor had sent him out with
Wobbie in the pickup the first time he worked on the fence, so Wobbie could
show him what to do and then drive on dropping fence posts where needed.

God, Wobbie and his pointless stories... Joseph hoped whoever he got
teamed with to teach him whatever he’d be learning now had more interesting
stories than Wobbie. Or was as quiet as Cal when he wasn’t saying interesting
things. He could stand maybe one or two boring stories, if the hand shut up the
rest of the time, or lots of interesting stories, or—
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Someone knocked on the door. Joseph sat up in surprise, and groaned just a
little at the sudden movement. He rolled out of the bed and opened the door.

Cal stood there, a book in his hands and a twisted smile on his face. Like
he was being polite but something else was very much on his mind. Joseph
told himself he’d known the man two days and he shouldn’t be trying to read
him like his best friend back home. Before he died.

“l brought the book,” Cal said like it wasn’t obvious. “Since | forgot to
give it to you after dinner.”

“Hey, thanks!”” Joseph pushed a little enthusiasm into his voice to hide the
tired. “Tall Tales and Taller Truths: A History of the Texas Panhandle. Sounds
good.” By Skyller MacGregor. Cal hadn’t mentioned that part.

“It’s not half bad.” Cal started to turn away. Joseph almost invited himin,
but the place was damned small. A roar through the wall gave him an idea.
“Hey, | was gonna go for a walk till the game ended,” he said. “Anything |
should know about Texas at night? Killer armadillos? Alien abductions?”

Cal snorted. “The armadillos are harmless, but if the coyotes spot you for a
tenderfoot you could have a problem.” He pronounced it “ki-yotes” not “ki-yo-
tees.” As if to punctuate his warning, off in the darkness an animal yipped.
Another answered with the bark that sounded like maniacal laughter. Howls
answered the first two. “Stay close to the house, though,” Cal said, “and you’ll
be all right.”

“l could take a dog with me?” Joseph said. The dogs were ubiquitous
during the day, following people around or dozing in the shade. He was
surprised Cal didn’t have the whole lot of them following him now.

Cal chuckled. “That’s why | said stay close to the house. The dogs are
working. Listen.”

Joseph heard deep barks, snarls, and then the yip of a distressed coyote
fading with distance. Cal grinned.

“If you ever think you’re worked too hard, try following them around for a
day—and a night.”

“Should have known you didn’t keep them for the fluffy factor.”
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“The Y Otra Cosa is a working ranch,” Cal said. “The only critter kept for
cute is Lafe.”

Joseph laughed. Lafayette “Lafe” Cisneros was one of the hands. Cheerful
and funny, he had the habit of stopping work to talk with his hands. Billie said
that was why he was often paired with Wobbie—because he worked best when
he couldn’t get a word in edgewise. “I heard it was his wife’s cooking,” Joseph
said. Lafe’s wife was Lupe.

“She keeps him *cause of cute. We keep him to keep her. Here.” Cal turned
away. “I’ll walk you. Have you been down by the creek?”

Well okay then.
“Only today when we met Luis Augustin,” Joseph answered, following.

“Not that creek.” Cal took off, walking fast towards the far end of the
house where Wobbie had told Joseph, “Hain’t a road fer a reason,” and Joseph
had ridden his horse the other way and never found time to wonder why he
shouldn’t go that way.

Cal’s legs were shorter, but he’d caught Joseph by surprise. Now he trotted
to catch up. Since they weren’t working, he walked beside Cal and wondered
what a near-stranger could say to help with whatever was bothering the man.
“So the dogs are guard dogs?” he asked.

“Athos and Porthos—the big ones—are what’s called Livestock Guardian
Dogs. Once they bond with anything, human or animal, they protect it.
Sekhmet’s the border collie, she’s a cow dog—she can turn eighteen hundred
pounds of aggravated Angus with a nip on the nose. She runs with the others
’cause she bosses them too.”

They walked past a low fence of close-woven wire. “Lupe’s garden,” Cal
said. “Fence does a middlin’ job of keeping the foragers out. Goes down in the
ground a couple feet to discourage *dillos.”

Armadillos. Joseph had heard they were everywhere, but he hadn’t seen
one yet.

A few hundred feet on, the ground did that thing where it disappeared
again. Joseph eyed the little canyon in the unbelievable light of a full moon
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like he’d never seen. There were stars, but they couldn’t compete with that
moon.

“Texas skeeters are the size of Cessnas,” Cal warned, “but you’ll probably
survive.”

Skeeters. Mosquitoes. Joseph shook his hair around his shoulders for what
protection it could provide. “I’ll brave them,” he said.

“Here’s the trail.” Cal led to the edge and stopped, looked up, looked
down, and looked at Joseph. “The moon’s not high enough to hit the path,” he
said. “I could walk this in my sleep and likely have, but 1’d hate to lead
someone to a tumble. Take my hand?”

Joseph knew the smart move was to walk somewhere else, but he let that
foolish pride take him again, and took Cal’s hand rather than back down in
front of him. Cal turned and led down a steep path Joseph couldn’t see. He
could almost see where Cal put his feet, so he tried to let that guide him.

Cal MacGregor’s hand was warm and not as callused as Joseph had
expected. Well, the man had spent the last year in school. And Cal had a
blister on his hand. Joseph had been awed by his endurance, and he wasn’t the
iron man he seemed? Joseph’s measure of Cal’s strength came down to more
human levels, while his estimation of Cal’s determination went up.

The path led down in darkness, but beside them the moonlight streamed
almost tangibly to the bottom of the canyon. Joseph stopped watching the path
and stared at the landscape revealed.

A creek ran chattering down the canyon, but right below them it widened
into a still pool. Along the canyon stood more of those trees that Joseph kept
thinking were bushes because apparently they all stood in canyons next to
creeks he didn’t know existed. On the near side and right on the edge of the
pool leaning over it was the largest, a tree to dwarf anything called that back in
Los Angeles, and from it hung a tire on a rope.

Ah. The swimmin’ hole.

Cal led out of the shade of the cliff and the instant Joseph could see where
to put his feet, let go like Joseph’s hand burned. Maybe it was the blisters. Cal
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paced across the rocks and into the shadow of the tree. The moonlight was so
bright Joseph could still see him, dappled as a breeze moved the branches.

“That same great-grandfather who served with Kit Carson planted this
tree,” Cal said from under it. “It’s a Red River Gum—a kind of eucalyptus
from Australia.”

Joseph thought about his mom’s “his name was Dan—I think” the one time
he had asked about his father, and didn’t comment on MacGregor history
because he was too busy fighting down envy.

“The first ranch house was down here,” Cal said. “Then Wilf reckoned he
might ought to get married, only she didn’t want to live with the skeeters and
she did want indoor plumbing, so he built a house up on the prairie to bring
her home to.”

So history was Cal’s way of freaking out, was that it? Joseph could see
him, leaning on the tree like he needed it to stand. Like he thought Joseph
couldn’t see him. What the hell?

“Why aren’t there a couple dozen more MacGregors?” Joseph said
because sometimes he said stupid shit without thinking. He’d heard Jess
MacGregor was “a shadow of herself” since the accident. Was she worse off
than anyone knew? Was Cal looking at losing his mother? If she was about to
become part of MacGregor history, that would explain Cal’s fixation on it. “I
mean, since you’ve been here that long,” Joseph explained. “Staying in one
place makes it easier to keep track of relatives.”

“Good question.” Cal straightened. “Bad luck, maybe an ‘Injun’ curse,
Wilf’s own misdeeds—I’ve heard them all. Wilf had five children, but only
Kaden lived long enough to have kids of his own. A son, anyway, then Kaden
got caught on the wrong side of a stampede. Down through the years—only
one or two each generation has made it to parenthood. Mom’s brother Skyller
caught that damn hantavirus before they knew what it was. My brother Lyle up
and moved to Amarillo after. Said he was trying to avoid the family curse.
He’s got two kids, but he doesn’t bring them here much.”

Leaving his ranch work to the new hand. Joseph knew he was there to do
what the boys weren’t there to do. He’d worried briefly that Mrs. MacGregor
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would send him back to LA when Cal changed his mind about going to Europe
and came home instead.

They stood silently. Joseph restrained the urge to hold out his hand and see
If moonlight puddled in it.

“You ever just want to chuck it all,” Cal asked, “and light out for parts
unknown?”

“Yes,” Joseph said. “Definitely. Oh yeah.”

“What do you do about it?”

“Umm... here | am.”

Cal chuckled. “Right. Whole other world here, isn’t it?”

“Pretty amazing,” Joseph agreed. “It’s three states away from home, but
there’s so much I don’t know.” And a lot of that could kill him or at least hurt
pretty bad, like the scorpion thing. He hadn’t realized that before he left
California.

Joseph wondered, not absently, if scorpions liked water. And moonlight.
“l was born on this ranch,” Cal said. “Pretty near certain I’ll die on it.”

“There are worse fates,” was the best Joseph could think of. Was it the
moonlight? Was it sheer desperation? Why was Cal talking to the person he
knew the least for probably twenty miles?

Maybe because Joseph was a stranger. Anyone else might lecture Cal on
his duty, or his history or something. Joseph knew he had no right, and he
wouldn’t have anyway. He knew the walls-closing-in feeling too well, the
overwhelming urge to just run before you couldn’t, before you were trapped
forever and maybe dead—Joseph had cut and run. How much worse was the
claustrophobia for Cal, sixth generation and the last of the MacGregors, with
upright and honest duty in front of him?

“God’s country, they call Texas,” Cal said. “You oughtta see when it’s
foggy—nhappens just this side of never—and the sun’s rising out of the fog and
it hits just right, the air turns to gold all around and you can’t breathe it’s so
magical.”
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Joseph figured the subject change meant Cal wasn’t going to cut and run.
He knew his duty, and he was damned well going to make the best of it. So
talk about how beautiful his trap was. “Right here is pretty nice,” Joseph said.
“Is that a firefly?”” A spot of green light had lit over the creek. Either it was a
firefly or his joke about alien abductions hadn’t been a joke.

“Yes.” A sound came out of the darkness, like the “twang” of a rubber
band. “And that’s a tree frog,” Cal said quietly, walking slowly, lightly, from
the tree to stand next to Joseph. “If we keep still,” he said softly, “they’ll all be
back in full chorus soon.”

Joseph stood still and watched the firefly wander. His eyes picked out
more, little flares of green light all around. He knew crickets, though he didn’t
think he’d ever heard them so loud. The twang sound repeated, and more
voices joined in. A deep ba-RUP was probably a bull-frog. He’d heard them in
movies or documentaries or something. In the dark something peeped, and
something answered, and then a whole chorus came in. The noise swelled to
fill the night. A breeze brought Joseph cool air off the water, and he wrapped
his arms around himself. “I can’t believe it’s so... much,” he said.

“They say all of nature is the sound of millions of creatures trying to get
laid.”

Joseph snickered.

“You think this is loud, you should hear them when spring first gets
started,” Cal murmured. “Every wild critter goes nuts when spring hits.”

“It’s... amazing.” Unlike in daytime, or maybe unlike on the high plains
above, the air in the canyon was soft and just on the pleasant side of damp.
The brightest moonlight Joseph had ever seen streamed down from above, and
all around him wildlife moved through their lives as if the humans didn’t exist
atall. “You could—it’s easy to imagine one of those books where a man steps
out of his time and into prehistory or something.”

“Texas abides,” Cal said. “She’s not much impressed by us, on the whole.”

“Isn’t there some philosophy thing—or physics—that time doesn’t actually
exist, it’s just an invention like... like making shapes out of the stars and
telling stories about them?”
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Cal shook his head. “Friend, | don’t know. Too deep for me.”

Joseph stood in the pale light and watched the fireflies flit, listened to the
many-voiced chorus of life around him. From the plain above, the plaintive
howls of coyotes floated down, and Joseph thought about the veil between the
human world and the spirit and shivered. Then he shook himself. No one he’d
ever known had come to Texas to die. Shawn wouldn’t come all the way to
Texas to haunt him. If anyone needed to worry about a visit from the restless
dead, it would be Cal.

“Reckon the path’s lit enough to go back up,” Cal said, unaware of
Joseph’s thoughts. “And we’ll be rousted out early to help with the gather.”

“You mean I’ll actually get to ride a horse near a cow?” Joseph asked. Oh.
Hell. Now he had to walk back up. Just the thought made the wonder go away
and the aches come back.

**k*k*

Cal hadn’t been kidding about being rousted out early. Joseph wasn’t even
up when the knock came on his door, and after he threw clothes on and
staggered out, went back for a jacket and wandered out again, he didn’t make
it as far as the house in the pale light. Wobbie hailed him from the paddock,
where Cal was saddling a horse while his own mount Chisholm stuck his nose
down Cal’s neck as Cal worked. He was done saddling before Joseph could
get there to take over, tossing Joseph a grin as he swung up on Chisholm.
Once Cal was up, Lupe handed him a metal cup and something wrapped in a
cloth napkin.

“Breakfast,” Cal said, as Lupe held out the same to Joseph. “When you’re
done, tie the cup and napkin on your saddle.” He tugged a pair of leather laces
hanging from the side of his saddle to show Joseph where.

“Tippy cup!” Joseph said. “Man, | used to love these.”

Cal grinned. He didn’t look like he felt like bolting today. He did have his
gun on his hip, and his lasso tied on the side of his saddle.

“You’re on Delilah,” he told Joseph, “just so you know.”
“Hey, hey, good morning, littlest MacGregor!” Lafe’s horse bumped Cal’s
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and he grabbed Cal by the back of the neck and shook lightly. “Riding with the
big boys today?”

“Somebody’s gotta show you how to work, Lafe.”

“Oh ho! Somebody’s hat’s gotten big!” Lafe tapped his own hat.
“Morning, city boy. You young’uns just hang back and see how it’s done
today, huh?”

“And while you’re showing,” Lupe said, holding out a sandwich, “don’t
you show them how to fall off your horse midstream, Lafayette Cisneros.”

“Guadalupe my darling!” Lafe said, clutching his heart as the hands
laughed. “How can you betray me so?”

“Take your breakfast or I’m giving it to Cal.”
Lafe snatched the sandwich a heartbeat before Cal’s hand got there.
‘iLupe_11

“Hey, Running Deer!” Bart Collier, not the brightest of the ranch hands,
slapped Joseph on the back. “Ready to get up close and personal with persons
of the bovine persuasion?”

“Running Deer?” Cal demanded. “What’s this?”

Bart’s grin folded. Every one of the cowboys in hearing range found
something to do with his hands. Cal’s solid stare wasn’t on Joseph, though, so
he didn’t answer either.

Cal waited. His horse shifted under him and his saddle creaked. Bart jerked
like he’d shouted.

“Just a joke, Cal!” he blurted. “Nobody meant nothing. He’s fine—and
he’s fast! Boy can sure run!”

“The bull trick,” Cal said. “Right? Tricked him into a field with a bull?”
Cal snatched off his hat and smacked Bart with it. “Dammit, Bart! You
could’ve got him killed then you give him a name mocking his history?”

“It wasn’t me—" Bart began, implicating his friends.
“Wobbie!”” Cal shouted.

“I’ll take care of it, boss.” Wobbie swung up on his horse. He was a big
man, and his horse was the tallest of the animals so he looked down on
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everyone. Most of the hands looked away as he surveyed them. Joseph bet
Wobbie—and Cal too—were taking note of who couldn’t meet Wobbie’s eyes.

“Let’s move ’em out,” Wobbie said after a long silence. Lupe opened the
gate and Billie directed her horse through it.

“Sorry,” Cal muttered as Chisholm paced through the gate, Delilah’s nose
by Cal’s stirrup. “Sometimes they’re idiots.”

“I’m the idiot who fell for it.”

“I hear tell,” Cal said, exaggerating his drawl, “city-folk don’t gen’rally put
much stock on an animal’s junk.”

“I hear tell there’s a big damn difference between a cow and a bull, and
city-folk who like life better learn it.”

Cal snickered. “Huge difference, about two foot long.”
“Holy shit!”

“Pretty much. Except when a cow’s got a calf. She can get meaner than any
bull then. That’s easier, though—any damn fool knows not to get between a
mother and her baby.”

Joseph bit into his breakfast and didn’t mention that it hadn’t occurred to
him, since no one else seemed worried about working with cows instead of
bulls. He sipped his coffee, letting his horse follow Cal’s as she seemed happy
to do. Wobbie’s horse loped by, taking him to the front of the little posse.

“Is he John Wayne’s illegitimate son or something?”” Joseph asked.

“Could be,” Cal said, “for all I know. I’ve never asked. Don’t know as I’d
look if | could, but he doesn’t have an employee file | could check either. Only
contract he’s ever had was Granddad’s handshake.”

The reciprocal of that factoid was that a handshake was all the contract
Wobbie had ever needed to get fair treatment from the MacGregors. Nice thing
to know about your boss.

Joseph had tried bringing his iPod for long rides, but it took him too far
from what he was doing, and the dissonance between Texas and street music
was too much. So he didn’t know how long it was before Billie and a few
other hands split off, or how long after that he finally saw cows. Most of them
had calves sticking close. Well, that should make it easier not to get between.
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“You ride with me,” Cal announced, like Joseph hadn’t been at his stirrup
for the last however long. “The goal is to get them moving slowly. A stressed
cow loses weight and also produces less milk, which stresses her calf.”

“So try not to push them faster than a good mosey?” Joseph asked.

Cal grinned. “Yes. A smooth mosey is the perfect gait for a herd on the
trail.” He untied the straps holding the lasso on his saddle and put the loops of
rope over his saddle horn. “If you need to come at a cow, do it from the side
the calf’s not on. If for some reason you can’t, come at her slow. Make sure it
sees you, and likely the calf’ll scoot around to the other side. Then you can get
his momma to mosey along to the group.”

“Should I have a lasso?”” Joseph asked.
Cal snorted. “No.”

At Wobbie’s direction, the riders spread out. “We’ll ride the whole pasture
first,” Cal said, “and gather them up. Then we’ll move them. Got your phone?”

“l do.” Using a cell phone to ride herd seemed wrong to Joseph on a basic
level, but he could see the value in instant communication when they would
cover so much land they’d lose sight of each other.

Riding through a patch of tall grass he wondered how the horses knew
where to put their feet, but his mare plodded on behind Chisholm and didn’t
seem to be tripping over anything.

“Next question?” Joseph called as they rode along a fence, getting to their
assigned position. It was the first time Joseph had approached cows on
horseback, and he was noticing a surprising discrepancy. Cal turned his head
and tilted it, waiting. “Why is Wobbie’s horse the only big one?” Joseph
asked. “Why choose horses so much smaller than the cows they’re supposed to
herd?” Nearly all the grown cattle were black and huge, perhaps shorter but
way more solid-bodied than the black-and-white cows Joseph remembered
counting on long road trips. They also, thankfully, did not have horns. Joseph
had seen pictures of Texas Longhorns and he wanted nothing to do with them.

“That,” Cal answered, “is better seen than told. Likely you’ll get a
demonstration before too long.”
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It was the first time Cal had put him off. Joseph decided he could take it on
faith that a smaller horse was better, and he was safer where he was than up
behind Wobbie. If Cal’s hat-beating of Bart was any sign, the MacGregors
took the safety of their ranch hands seriously.

Cal reached some point in the sea of grass that meant something to him
though not to Joseph, and turned in his saddle. “Stop here,” he ordered. “When
| turn in, you do too. Watch for Lafe—" Cal pointed to where the hand sat his
horse on their back-trail, “and don’t lose sight of me. Remember to mosey.”

Joseph snickered as he reined in his horse.

Cal continued alone for a while, then turned his horse and started into the
field. Joseph clucked to Delilah as he prodded with his heels and she pulled
her head out of the grass and moved. In Joseph’s pocket his phone vibrated.

Don’t let a horse graze when she’s supposed to be working, the text from
Cal said. She’ll get bad habits.

Yes, sir, Joseph texted back.

Delilah knows her way around cattle, Cal sent, but if you let her get lazy,
she might endanger you both.

I’ll be more careful, Joseph promised, sitting up in the saddle. He might
have thought Cal was just being a nanny, but there were all the missing
MacGregors. Clearly ranching was more dangerous than Joseph had yet seen.

Off to Joseph’s left Lafe met cattle. He heard the man call out to the cows,
and saw him ride close enough to whack a stubborn one across the backside
with his lasso. The cow jolted into motion but only jumped a step or so before
she slowed to the mosey the others had adopted. Lafe grinned at Joseph and
tapped his hat.

On Joseph’s right, Cal met cattle and did pretty much the same thing. He
didn’t look to see if Joseph was watching. He also didn’t startle a single jump
out of his cattle.

Joseph rode on, until he approached a clump of cattle clearly in his area.
He nudged Delilah into a trot as Cal had done, and waved his hat in lieu of a
rope.
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“Hup, hup, hup!” he called, and the cattle started to move. Joseph looked to
Cal and got a grin for reward.

Through the morning the cowhands worked, pulling the herd together and
setting it in motion. When Cal and Joseph and Lafe neared each other again,
Lafe rode over to Cal.

“There’sacalf in trouble,” he said, pointing. “The bald-face heifer with the
limp. I think she’s got some wire on her off hind leg, but momma won’t let me
near enough to see.”

Cal pulled out his phone and punched a speed dial number. Lafe sat staring
into the herd, keeping his eye on the calf in question.

“Wobbie,” Cal said into the phone. “Send me someone you can spare that’s
good with a rope. We need a look at a calf.”

In minutes Gina came riding around the edge of the milling herd, followed
by Steve and Juan Carlos.

“Cut her out, Lafe, Gina,” Cal said, and the two cowhands rode in among
the cattle. Joseph couldn’t see how they managed it exactly, but soon Steve
and Juan Carlos were moving the rest of the herd on while one cow was held
back by a rope on her neck, Lafe’s horse backing away to hold her as the cow
struggled to follow the herd. She lowed as her calf pressed against her. Even
Joseph could see the little one had something wrong with its leg.

“Gina, rope the calf,” Cal ordered. “Lafe, take her down when she turns.
Joseph, you’re with me.”

Gina’s lasso spun above her head then flew, and Lafe did something with
his horse, and suddenly the cow was on her side on the ground, Lafe wrestling
her legs together and tying them. Gina’s horse backed, dragging the calf away
from the cow, then she flung herself out of her saddle to tackle the calf. It
bellowed, its mom bellowed back, and Joseph jumped from his horse’s back as
Cal did, remembering to drop his reins so the mare would stay put.

“Joseph, on her neck,” Cal ordered, so Joseph put his knee and his weight
on the animal’s neck like Gina had and she moved away. Cal grabbed the
calf’s hind leg and pulled it straight.
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“Wire,” Gina said like it wasn’t obvious, barbed wire wrapped around and
starting to cut into the calf’s skin. She dipped a hand in a pocket and came out
with a pair of pliers. “Two minutes, boys, give me two minutes... ”

“No hurry,” Cal muttered, fighting with the waving leg. The calf bleated, a
desperate little sound, and its mom bellowed back, deep and angry.

Joseph was perfectly placed to watch her struggle, nearly a ton of pissed-
off mom that would kill him in a heartbeat if she got the chance. Lafe had tied
three of her feet together, but she still writhed, trying to get her legs under her.

Then she got a leg out.
“The cow—" Joseph gasped.

“She’s working free!” Lafe shouted from the safety of his horse. Cal
jumped.

“Get away from the calf!” he ordered, vaulting into Chisholm’s saddle.
Joseph didn’t move because Gina didn’t, she had her back to—

“Ten seconds,” she muttered. “Hold, baby, hold ten seconds—”

“Not gonna get it!” Joseph gasped but he stayed because fighting her
would take longer than ten seconds.

The cow roared to her feet, her front feet hobbled but murder in her eyes
then the loosened rope fell off her—

“Hi hi hi!” Cal’s feet and Chisholm’s legs appeared, blocking Joseph’s
view of the enraged mother. Chisholm’s head was down and his ears back,
angry posture of his own but Cal sat loose on his back. “Gina, get off that
calf!” he shouted.

“Five seconds!”

The cow lunged towards Chisholm’s back end but the little horse spun in
place, glaring her down. She lunged again, he spun again. She lowered her
head and pawed the ground and Chisholm’s ears went flatter, his head lower.
Cal took the lasso off his saddle horn.

“Gina, | swear to God if this horse or Joseph gets hurt because you—"

“Done!” Gina bounded away. Joseph jumped up and Lafe was right there,
his stirrup empty and his hand out.
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“Clear!” Lafe shouted as the calf bolted and Joseph landed behind him. Cal
and Chisholm dodged out of the way of the mother and child reunion.

Gina had Joseph’s reins and everyone had cleared out so the angry mother
had no close target, and her baby stuck close to her side. She lifted her tail
with a bellow and both ran off after the herd.

“Joseph,” Cal said, his voice tight, “get back on your horse. When you
drop rein you drop one rein, so you can get back up in a hurry and ride.”

“Yes, sir,” Joseph said with not a hint in his voice or his mind of sarcasm.
Lafe gave him a hand down and he walked to his horse while Cal rode over to
Lafe and smacked him with his hat.

“What the hell kinda tie was that?”” he demanded, smacking again as Lafe
hunched his shoulders. “You could have killed us all'” Smack! “Keep your
mind on your damn knots!”” Smack! “You going to—" Smack! “—tell Lupe
you let—"

“Cal,” Ginasaid, “gonna be a long day yet. You’ll regret doing that to your
hat.”

“And you!” Cal stopped beating Lafe to point the hat at Gina. “I’ll have
you—both of you!—in the kitchen with the babies till you die of shame or
Lupe learns you some goddamn sense. We could have roped her again!”

“Figured it was easier to just get ’er done,” Gina said, hunching her
shoulders like Cal had smacked her too.

“Ride herd,” Cal snapped, turning Chisholm after the cattle. The other
horses followed, their riders silent. Delilah tried to take her favored place by
Chisholm but Joseph held her on the far side of Gina instead.

When they came to the herd Cal pulled a bandana from his pocket and tied
it on his face. Gina and Lafe did the same, then Cal held a bandana out to
Joseph without a word. Joseph tied it on and took a deep grateful breath of
less-dust-filled air.

After the adventure of the maddened cow, the day went more like Joseph
thought a cowboy’s day should. The ranch hands rode along the edges of the
herd, keeping it moving and collecting stragglers, but no one needed to rope
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anything and Joseph got to stay safely in his saddle. He kept Delilah clear of
Chisholm on the pretext that they were supposed to spread out, but eventually
he found Billie riding her red horse next to him.

“Tell me,” she said, smacking her horse’s nose with her lasso when it tried
to nip Delilah, “what in tarnation has Cal tossing his horns?”

“...tossing his horns?”
“Mad. Pissed. Got his dander up.”

“How can you tell?” All Joseph could see of Cal was his eyes, and maybe
the stiff way he—

“Looks like someone nailed him to the saddle,” Billie said. “And his hat’s
more smushed than it was this morning.”

Joseph shook his head and told her the adventure of the maddened cow.
Billie whistled when she heard what Gina had done.

“That little idiot,” she said. “She thinks she’s gotta be better and braver
than any of the boys and she’s right. But when a MacGregor runs and tells you
to do the same...” Then she took off her hat and smacked Joseph on the
shoulder with it. “What would have happened if you got up when you were
told?”

“Gina would have been alone—"

“BZZT!” Billie buzzed like a game show. “Gina couldn’t hold the calf and
pry at the wire, so she’d have given it up for hopeless and moved her own
ass.”

“...0h.”

“Instead you both endangered Cal and Chisholm, because do you think for
one second he’d have saved his own self with either one of you on the ground
and a dead easy target, and | do mean dead?”

“No,” Joseph hunched his shoulders, mimicking the others without
meaning to. He was sure of that, now the terror was gone. The only way that
cow would have gotten to him and Gina was through Cal.

“You’ve got the excuse of being a tenderfoot greenhorn newbie what don’t
know shit from shinola,” Billie said. “But | seem to recall you don’t want slack
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on that account. Or do I misremember?” She leaned to smack her rope on the
rump of a cow that was moving at a too-slow mosey.

“No,” Joseph said. “I don’t want coddled.”

“Then you listen to Cal MacGregor. Wobbie and his momma both won’t
countermand him, so you might ought to to follow their lead. Boy’s a born
stockman. Not to mention he’s your boss as much as Jess. He can fire you just
as quick and he’s twice as likely to do it.”

Every time it turned dangerous Joseph wasn’t sure he wanted the job, but
he was absolutely sure he did not want to be sent off by Cal MacGregor.

“I’ll remember,” he promised. Listen to Cal. He’d known that, really, he’d
just... forgotten, in the heat of the moment. “Chisholm,” he said, changing the
subject a little, “glared that cow down, | swear, and kept her back.”

Billie chuckled. “Him and Cal are a match. Generations of careful breeding
to get the finest cutting horse in Texas and a proper cowman to ride him.
Chisholm knows his job and he loves to do it.”

“Okay, I’ll bite. What is a cutting horse’s job?”

Billie rolled her eyes. “Cutting one certain animal out of the herd and
keeping her out till we’re done with her. You really want to see Cal and
Chisholm dance, wait till the fall sorting. Watching those two work is like
being in the front row at a ballet. Impressive as all hell.”

“l don’t know,” Joseph said, his eyes finding Cal by his crumpled hat off to
the side of the herd. “I’m already pretty impressed.”

“Hmmph,” Billie grunted, taking her hat off again, but this time she swiped
her sleeve across her face instead of hitting Joseph with it. She dropped the hat
on her saddle horn and ran her fingers through her short grey hair, keeping one
hand on the reins. Unlike Delilah and Chisholm, her horse had a habit of minor
misbehavior. “Why’d you leave Californy again?” she asked.

“Just needed to get away,” Joseph said, trying to remember what he’d told
her last time and failing. Why did she keep asking? He did remember that last
time she’d called it “cali-for-nigh-ae.”

“Uh huh.” Billie prodded her horse and it turned to head off a contrary cow
trying to go the wrong way. She didn’t come back, so Joseph focused on
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keeping the cows moseying in the right direction and forgot to keep clear of
Cal until Delilah found her way back to Chisholm’s side.

Cal glanced at him but didn’t speak.

“Billie says when stuff goes down | need to listen to you,” Joseph said in a
sort of apology. “Not anybody else.”

“It was mostly my own damn fault,” Cal said without looking at him.
“Don’t know how I managed to forget Lafe’s worthless as tits on a bull most
of the time.”

“Texas slang is so... evocative,” Joseph said.

Cal snorted. Joseph let Delilah keep her nose by Cal’s boot. After a while
he started telling himself yes, he was an actual cowboy herding actual cows
but it was not nearly so glamorous as the movies made it out to be so he
should just get over it and think about going back to Sefu’s shop where he
knew what he was doing. Before he got someone killed.

It was only natural that he kept glancing at Cal, the person he seemed most
likely to get killed besides himself.

When the cattle were finally moved, it was midafternoon. Sandwiches had
been passed and devoured despite the grit of the trail pervading them, and the
last warm gulps of water had been taken from canteens and water bottles.
Joseph felt like he had dirt in every fold and pore of his body and he’d never
be clean again. Cal pushed his hat to the back of his head and Joseph could see
the line across his forehead where his sweat had washed the yellow dust away.

“That’s it,” Wobbie said, as Billie got down to close the gate. The tail end
of the herd had stopped not fifty feet off, nose down in fresh grass. It didn’t
look much different from the other pasture to Joseph, but then, he wasn’t a
cow. “Head back, boys and girls,” Wobbie went on. “Gina, Lafe, Joseph—
you’re on barn duty. The rest of you take the afternoon.”

On the far side of the group Lafe heaved a deep sigh. Next to Joseph, Gina
swore under her breath. Joseph didn’t make a sound. An extra hour of forking
manure was light punishment for what could have happened.

Cal clapped Joseph’s shoulder, sending up a cloud of dust then spun
Chisholm to point his nose the other way. “Ready for a run?” Cal asked Joseph
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as Delilah performed a less impressive turn. Cal tugged his bandana down to
grin at Joseph then shoved his hat down on his head. “Not the whole way, of
course, but—"

“Last one in the jacuzzi is sweet on his horse!” Billie shouted, and her
horse shot off. Chisholm bolted after, Cal leaning low over the little horse’s
neck. Joseph let Delilah chase him. His hat tried to fly as he thundered across
the plain. Joseph snatched it off, letting the wind stream his hair out behind
him, and despite the dust and the tired and the work he ran towards, Joseph
laughed into the wind.

The “jacuzzi” was the swimming hole Cal had shown him, Joseph
discovered when barn-duty was done. Lupe had sent snacks down to get them
by until dinner, and someone had put a case of beer in the stream to cool. The
ranch hands played in the water and dozed in the shade and Joseph thought he
could get used to ranch life after all, though he wondered why Cal didn’t come
down.

*kk*k

Cal went into the house through the laundry room door, and was stripped
to his jeans before he came out of the laundry room. He padded barefoot down
the hall, trusting Lupe and Mom would be busy elsewhere for the ten seconds
it took to get to his room. Once there he hung his gun belt above his desk and
tossed his boots then his hat on the floor. The poor thing lay there crumpled
and Cal shook his head. Probably time for another one. Again.

Whatever. At the moment the important thing was that he get down to the
“jacuzzi” before Lafe splashed all the water out.

That, of course, was when his phone rang. Cal picked it up because only a
few people had his number, and all of them deserved instant access to him.

Lyle’s home number, calling at a time he and Cal should both be working.
Cal flipped the phone open.

“Howdy. Is everything all right?”

“l should be asking you!” Lyle’s voice had laughter in it, so Cal relaxed
and dropped his jeans. Swim trunks...
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“Everything’s fine here,” Cal said. “It’s just not often you call so early.”

“I took the afternoon off to help Enola get the party set up. I’m guessing
since we never heard from you that you’re not coming? We at least got Mom’s
polite refusal.”

“Sorry, Lyle. I’ve been busy.”

“You’re never going to have a minute to yourself as long as you’re chasing
extinction.”

“l do not want to go over this again.”

“Too bad. | had an offer today. It’s more than the last one. Enough to put
you through school, buy Mom a house, and neither of you would have to work
for at least ten years if you played it smart.”

“And the Y Otra Cosa would be drilled and fracked and blown up.” Cal
turned a dresser drawer over on his bed. Where the hell were his swim trunks?
“NO.,,

“You’ve seen the shape Mom’s in. The finances are similar. Hasn’t shown
you that, has she?”

“No,” Cal said again.

“You’re not going to turn the tide by yourself, Cal. The ranch has been
killing MacGregors and dwindling because of it for years. You and Mom are
the only ones who won’t see it. We need to sell while people still want to
buy.”

“NO.1’

“So you’ll work yourself to death, you’ll watch Mom do the same, and
then what? There won’t be any more MacGregors to pick up the reins, will
there?”

Cal winced. “You asshole,” he muttered.

“I’m your brother. 1t’s my job to make you see the truth so you take care of
yourself. Come to Amarillo. Acceptance is growing, and no one here will ever
care if you father babies. You can play with mine. Leandra has been flat-out
pining for you.”
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“Lyle—" Cal closed his eyes. “Give my love to Enola and the girls.” He
closed the phone and drew back to throw it against the wall, but instead he
tossed it on his bed. Cal jumped with both feet on the abused hat, then stalked
into the shower.

**k*k*x

In the morning Cal’s assignment was to take the truck and Lafe to the Nine
Tails tank and get it pumping properly. Of course Wobbie didn’t put it that
way. There was “might” and “if you’ve a mind to” and “surely could use” until
Cal said he’d take care of it.

The pairing was understandable. Only Cal, Wobbie, and Billie got much
work out of Lafe, and Billie was on foal watch still. Didn’t mean Cal had to
like it.

When Cal had Lafe and the supplies in the truck, though, the consarned
thing wouldn’t start. ’Round and ’round the starter went, but the engine
wouldn’t catch. From the paddock, Joseph came running.

“Pop the hood,” he told Cal.

Wasn’t like he could mess it up much. Cal popped the hood. Joseph leaned
under. Cal kept his hands on the wheel and didn’t lean out the window to
admire the portions of Joseph’s anatomy not under the hood.

“What’s pretty hair gonna do?” Lafe muttered. “So anyway, there | was—"

“Try it!” Joseph called. Cal turned the key and the starter cranked but
nothing else happened.

“Cut it!” Joseph said. “Hold on—now try it!”

Cal turned the key and the engine roared like an engine built before “quiet”
was a thing. Joseph dropped the hood and stepped back with a grin. Cal
grinned back then leaned out the window.

“Wobbie!” he shouted. “I’m taking him!”” He pointed at Joseph. “You take
Lafe!”

“But I—" was as far as Lafe got. Cal helped him out of the truck. If he had
to listen to Lafe rattle on all day, he’d probably beat the man with more than a
hat. That couldn’t be a good thing.
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Joseph was a far sight prettier than Lafe too. Cal reckoned he deserved
that.

“Great!” Joseph said when they were rumbling out of the yard. “A day not
on horseback! Where are we going?”

“Nine Tails tank needs some work.” Cal gave him a bit of a smile. Now
things were level, he was feeling his grumpy again. “Mechanical work, most
likely.”

“Excellent.”

“Mom didn’t say you were a mechanic. | reckon she didn’t know, or you
wouldn’t have been on fences. So much, anyway.”

“l didn’t figure it was worth listing. High school classes, and hanging
around Mom’s boyfriend’s shop.”

“We get this done fast,” Cal said, “I got a tractor for you to look at.”

“Uh oh, now you’re going to expect miracles... A tank. That’s a watering
pool, right? Not a war machine? Because I’m not up on tread technology.”

“It’s a watering hole,” Cal said. “If | wanted talk instead of work, 1’d have
brought Lafe.”

“Got it,” Joseph said before Cal could apologize. He turned away, putting
his arms on the bottom of the window frame and looking out.

“Cal,” he said after an hour of silently watching the grass go by, “why is
there a house in the middle of your ranch? That’s not yours, | mean?”

“It’s a hard land, especially for starting out.” Cal slowed to creep through a
wash. If he broke an axle, it was a long walk home. “Fellow ran llamas, but he
lost half his herd to a hot spell some years back. Sold out and moved back east
to his nine-to-five. Granddad bought the land.”

“And you just leave the house there?”

“It’s not hurting anything.” Cal pulled the truck up into the breezeway of
the abandoned barn.

Joseph slid out and looked around then he froze. “Cal, what are those?” he
asked quietly, nodding over Cal’s shoulder.
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Under a herd shelter stood four or five antelope. Cal grinned.

“Pronghorn antelope. Teenage boys hanging out, most likely, since in
spring the females drive the young bucks out of the herd. Here for the water,
probably.”

“They’re beautiful,” Joseph said, still not moving.

“l should say they’re not actually antelope,” Cal said. “It’s convergent
evolution—true antelope are the ones that live in Africa, but they occupy the
same niche.” Yay for one-fourth of a college education.

“Let me know when we run across something you don’t know?” Joseph
said.

“If I notice it,” Cal said with a chuckle. “Grab the toolbox from the back.
We’re far enough off they probably won’t run from a water source midday
unless we make a helluva lot of noise.”

“Got it.”

At the windmill Joseph stopped to stare again. It would have bothered the
hell out of Cal if Lafe did it, but Joseph was a tenderfoot.

“The water’s there,” Cal said, pointing down. “This is how we bring it up.”
He waved at the tank, less than half full and murky. “The windmill taps a near-
constant power source we don’t have to pay for.”

“| take it the fact that the windmill is going but water isn’t happening is
why we’re here?”

“Yep.” Cal pulled a breathing mask out of the toolbox and pulled it on. He
saw Joseph’s eyebrows and smiled a little despite himself. “Hantavirus spreads
through rodent feces,” he said. “We figure this is how Uncle Skyller caught
it.” He held another out to Joseph.

“Thank you.”

So, looking like cowboys taking a hand at being surgeons, they stuck their
heads and hands into the innards of the old pump. Cal pointed out the working
parts and Joseph nodded like he got it, and Cal bet he did. Cal gave him gloves
and let him deal with the rat nest. Sometimes it was good to be the boss.

Within two hours of tinkering—and without using any of the must-be-
bought spare parts—the turns of the windmill were bringing water from the
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pipe. Cal grinned at Joseph. “That would have taken me most of the day alone.
Two days, with Lafe.”

“So now what do we do?”” Joseph asked.
“Now is the fun part,” Cal said, taking his boots off.
“What?”

“See the gunk?” Cal pointed at the algae growing in the tank. “Comes of it
being stagnant—the water gets warmer and the algae gets out of hand. We
have to clear it out.” Cal shrugged off his shirt. “The pump’s bringing up cold
water,” he said as Joseph hadn’t moved. “It’s going to be a mite uncomfortable
in there soon.”

“Right.” Joseph hung his hat on the cattle rail and braided his hair quickly.
Cal stripped to his jeans and emptied his pockets, but left his hat on. He
jumped into the murkiest part, wondering as he always did if the water had
been stagnant long enough for leeches to find a way in.

It was a tank in the middle of the prairie, he told himself as he always did.
There weren’t any leeches.

Joseph had stripped down to boxers and jumped in, unbothered because he
probably didn’t know what leeches were. Cal showed him how to “herd” the
algae together so they could grab larger armfuls of the stinking stuff and toss it
out.

“I like the swimming hole better,” Joseph said, craning his face away from
the smelly stuff in his arms.

“Me too,” Cal said.

A few minutes later Cal declared, “Doesn’t have to be perfect.” He stepped
Into the pump-stream and sputtered at the cold, but he rinsed off anyway and
then stepped out. “It’s cold,” he warned Joseph, “but | particularly dislike the
smell of algae.”

“Me too,” Joseph said, and took his own turn at sputtering.

If he’d been alone, or maybe even with Lafe, Cal would have stripped
naked for the cleaning, and lounged about letting the wind dry him before he
dressed. But Joseph was too pretty to risk it, especially as he’d probably stay
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half-naked as long as Cal did. So Cal threw his T-shirt on, but left off the outer
shirt until he dried a bit. He carried his boots to the truck, stepping carefully
until he could step into the truck bed and get the lunch box Lupe had sent.
Joseph jumped up to join him.

“Wonder if Lupe puts better food in the box when it’s meant for Lafe,”
Joseph said, “or worse?”

Cal laughed as he led them back to the house’s porch, thumping it as he
stepped up to drive off undesirables. “After yesterday? We’ll be lucky if she
didn’t put rat poison in it.”

“In that case, | call the sandwich that has your name on it,” Joseph said,
planting himself with his back to the house’s wood siding before starting to
unbraid his hair.

“Did you get beat up for that in high school?” Cal asked, thinking how
beautiful Joseph’s hair was and what jerks most teenagers tended to be. He put
a vacuum bottle of sweet tea between his knee and Joseph’s, and set a cup on
Joseph’s knee.

“The white kids tried,” Joseph said, as Cal poured himself some tea. “But
the Latinos had them outnumbered, and while no Latino ever mistook me for
Mexican, they weren’t going to allow any white kids beating up brown kids.
Since they knew the white kids couldn’t tell the difference.”

“Sounds... fun.” Cal put a paper-wrapped burrito on Joseph’s leg beside
the cup.

“Oh yeah.” Joseph’s eyes focused beyond Cal and he grinned. “Our work
Is appreciated,” he said softly. Cal turned to see the pronghorns picking a
cautious path to the tank.

“Pretty things,” Cal said, turning back to his lunch. “’You ought to see them
run.”

“This is pretty awesome.” Joseph finished with his hair and tossed it over
his shoulder. “I wish | had my camera.”

“Mmm,” Cal said. Lupe had made her black beans and rice burritos, known
to every current and past Y Otra Cosa hand as “those blessed amazing things.”
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Unlike Lafe in nearly every way, Joseph took the hint and bit into his own
burrito, grunting approval around his first bite. After that the only sounds came
from the prairie—the eternal wind swishing through the grass, the rattling tin
and creaks of the windmill working. The soft bass thud of the pump in the
well, the chime of cold water trickling from the pipe into the tank. Cal ate his
lunch and let the world go by, watching a thunderhead stack up on the horizon.
Weather guy said rain wasn’t likely, but the man had been known to be wrong.

*kkx

Joseph could get used to this. He sat with his back to the house and his toes
in the wind and relaxed in the middle of the day, a luxury unknown since Mrs.
MacGregor picked him up at the bus station in that ghost town that everyone
swore had people but he’d only seen two besides her.

The burrito had been delicious and large. The sweet tea was sweet and
cold. The windmill creaked and rattled, the wind blew, and the sun shone but
not on him. Joseph wriggled his toes and sighed.

“Yeah,” Cal said. His feet were pale except for a few freckles. His big toes
had a tiny sprinkle of red-brown hair on them.

Beyond Cal’s bare toes lay the abandoned ranch. Joseph pondered the
windmill, the falling-down outbuildings, and the dead trees. He wondered if
the little ranch welcomed some life, or if they were intruding.

If he’d had to fix the windmill alone, Cal had said. Joseph thought of being
out there alone and he didn’t like it. Working the fence alone had been weird
enough, but at least then he’d had the solidity of a warm and breathing horse
beside him, and aside from the fence, nothing to see but wild. Here where
people had tried and failed... He wondered if anyone had ever checked that the
former rancher had really moved back east, or if Texas had just swallowed him
whole. Like in a horror movie when an unsuspecting family moved into that
great house they can’t believe they got for such a steal, and why was that old
woman staring at them like that?

Yeah, stop that. Joseph glanced over at Cal.

His boss, the energizer bunny, the man no hand wanted to work with
because he worked them hardest, had tilted his hat down over his face. His
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hands were folded on his stomach, that was not as pudgy as Joseph
remembered from just a few days ago. Get Cal back in his element, apparently,
and he was as healthy as the horses he seemed such friends with.

It shouldn’t be surprising, given how hard Cal worked. Give him another
day or two and he’d be as lean as David Tennant. And a week after that, he’d
look like Matt Smith.

Joseph snorted softly. No, Cal would never be lanky enough to pull off
Matt Smith unless he stopped eating entirely. But David Tennant—yeah. Cal
could play the Tenth Doctor. He was a bit short, but he had the expressive
face, the intense eyes, hair almost the right color—give hima suit and a trench
coat and a Jack Harkness to snog at conventions—whoa. Joseph dragged his
brain back out of the danger zone.

Over at the water tank, an antelope stamped, and then they all took off,
bounding across the prairie. Joseph grinned at the beautiful sight, but beside
him Cal sat up to pull his socks on. Damn. “Back to the grind?” Joseph asked.
“What’s next?”

“Something spooked them,” Cal said. “Best to meet it with boots on.”

Oh. Double damn? Joseph reached for his own socks and shoes. If running
was in order, he wanted his sneaks.

Cal stomped into his second boot, jammed his hat down on his head and
stood, staring at the grass beyond the water tank. “Coyote,” he said.

Now Joseph saw it, a grey-brown dog shape running towards them in a
jolting gait and—qgrowling?

“Cripes, it’s rabid!” Cal grabbed Joseph by the collar and dragged him off
the porch. “Get to the truck!”

Joseph had read Animorphs. He knew about rabies. He clutched his hat and
ran. Cal’s boots thudded behind him. Behind that sound came the lurching
growl of the rabid animal.

Joseph outpaced Cal in three strides, but he still ran his hardest. He nearly
flew into the bed of the truck, snatched up a wood fence post and spun to fend
the beast off attacking Cal as he jumped. Cal lunged for the front of the truck
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and Joseph jabbed the post at the frothing, snapping mouth, and then Cal was
beside him with a pistol in his hand and shot the thing.

“Holy shit,” Cal gasped while Joseph stood there, alert for more or just too
freaked out to put down the post or whatever. “Running Deer! If you get
hungry again, just go chase down an antelope!”

Joseph laughed and eased the fence post down to the truck bed. “In school
the track coach was always after me to join the team. 1’d quote The Faculty at
him.” Cal didn’t look like he got it. Well, neither had the coach. “It’s a movie.
One character always said he didn’t think that a person should run unless he’s
being chased.”

“I’m sorry,” Cal said. “It was stupid to leave the gun in the truck.”

“I’m thinking it was stupid to leave LA,” Joseph said. “Nothing to worry
about there but the smog and traffic...”

“That’s Texas.” Cal put the gun back in its holster and strapped the gun
belt on, his gaze on the waves of green and brown grassland. “Always
something going on.” He sighed. “Reckon we might ought to be getting back.
Heaps of daylight left to get some work done.”

“Yessir.” Joseph took one last look around before he got down to climb
into the cab of the truck. He picked up the papers that had fallen out of the
glove box when Cal lunged through the back window to grab his gun. When
he straightened, in the large towing mirror he saw Cal coming from the porch,
the lunch box in one hand, the other hand on his gun as he scanned the area.
Joseph watched him walk. He was so fucking picturesque. lgloo-brand
lunchbox or not, Cal could have just walked out of any of the Western movies
Joseph had watched at Babu’s feet. That early programming came through—
Joseph’s mind practically painted a neon sign above Cal’s head that said
“HERO.”

Didn’t help that he was so damn cute when he was flustered, that he’d all
but thrown Joseph off the porch one-handed...

Goddamn, stop that.

Cal set the lunchbox in the truck then he pulled a tarp from the large set-in
toolbox that rested across the bed. He vanished behind the truck, then Joseph
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saw him toss something into the truck wrapped in the tarp, and he dropped his
gloves on top of it.

“If you don’t mind, grab me the sanitizer,” he said when he came to the
driver’s side window. Joseph had seen that in the glove box; he got it and
dumped some on Cal’s outstretched hands.

“We’re taking the coyote home?”

“Needs to be buried. Ground here’s worse’n cement, and all I’ve got is a
blunt shovel anyway. I’ll cultivate it into a fallow field.”

Ew.

The drive home was long and slow and uneventful. Cal was quiet and
Joseph leaned out the window humming and watching the clouds go by. Back
at the ranch Cal apparently had a list of things he wanted done, starting with
the coyote carcass and moving on to more pleasant things like fixing broken
slats on the barn and cleaning gunk out of the buckets hanging in the horse
stalls. When the light started to fade, they turned to gathering up chickens that
had gotten out of the habit of nesting in the chicken coop. Up in the hay loft,
Cal looked into a wooden box and called Joseph over.

“Sit,” he ordered with a grin over his shoulder. “I just found our next job.”
He reached into the box. “Oh, yes, you’re a vicious beast, you are,” he said,
and then he was depositing a tiny kitten in Joseph’s lap. “Pet it,” he ordered.
An orange kitten joined the black one as Joseph petted the hissing little
bundles.

“They don’t like me,” he said.

“They think we’re going to hurt them.” Cal plunked down across from
Joseph with his hat in his hands and three kittens in his hat. “We don’t want
them feral,” he said, stroking tiny Kkitten backs, “so they have to get used to us.
As Mom puts it, we love on em until they like it.”

Joseph shrugged. “You’re the boss.” He petted kittens.

*kk*k

Apparently the game wasn’t good tonight, Joseph thought when there
hadn’t been a roar through the wall in at least ten minutes. He didn’t mind the
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quiet. Working in Photoshop with a touchpad wasn’t the easiest thing ever; he
could be glad he didn’t have distractions to mess him up along with his own
fingers. At least until—

On schedule, his phone rang. Joseph pushed the laptop back with its fine
Image of the Y Otra Cosa ranch house silhouetted against the sunset, and
answered it.

“Hi, Mom!”

“Shouldn’t that be ‘howdy’?” Mom’s voice asked. “Hello, Ki. How’s
things?”

“Going great. Today I played in algae and then got chased by a coyote with
rabies.”

“Don’t | remember that disease absolutely terrifying you when you were
little?”

“l was twelve, Mom, but yeah. It’s okay, though. The thing didn’t get near
me, and Cal shot it.”

“Shot it,” she said flatly. Mom had a thing about guns now. “Tell me the
whole story, young one, in proper order.”

“Should I start with this morning, or go back to yesterday and the cow that
almost killed me?”

“Don’t make me come over there, young man.”

Joseph laughed and started at—no, the day after Cal got home so he could
skip the part where Cal cut him out of Ferguson’s rope. The edited version still
made for a better story than last week’s events, which had been mostly And
then | rode more fence. And fixed a fence post. And rode more fence.

“So we sat there petting tiny sleeping kittens until their mom came and
woke them all up,” he finished.

“Wow!” Mom said. “Sounds awful! How much are they paying you again?
Because it’s not enough.”

Joseph snorted.

“So help me picture things,” Mom said. “Since you haven’t sent me any
photos in at least a week. What does Cal the coyote-killer look like?”
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“Mom...” Joseph grumbled. “I don’t have any pictures of him—I'm
supposed to be working, remember? But he looks like a shorter David
Tennant.” She wouldn’t know who that was. “Google the Tenth Doctor.” She
was probably sitting at her desk. Heaven forbid she should neglect Farmuville.

“The Tenth Doctor what?”
Joseph chuckled. “Just like that. Google images, type in Tenth Doctor.”
“Oh,” Mom said. “He’s just adorable.”

“Remember those Westerns that Babu was always watching when you
came to pick me up after work?” Joseph asked. “Cal looks like he just walked
out of one all the damn time. When he sees trouble coming he jams his hat
down to make sure he doesn’t lose it.” Unlike Joseph, who was always
wasting a hand holding onto his hat because Mom had bought it big to contain
his hair. “He wears a leather gun belt with his four-times-great-grandfather’s
revolver on his hip.” Joseph knew that because there was a picture of the gun
in the book Cal had loaned him. “And he knows like, everything.”

“Mm hmm,” Mom said. “And how does he feel about you?”
“Mom! I’m just—"

“Sitting on a rock singing Part of Your World?”

“Nol It’s Texas. He’s not—"

“Ten percent of the population,” Mom said. “Some of them have got to live
in Texas.”

“There’s only about a hundred people in the whole state, from what I’ve
seen,” Joseph argued.

“That still leaves ten gays, and at least four of them should be male.”

“You shouldn’t encourage me, Mom. He hasn’t done a single thing to
make me think he’s interested, or even gay.”

“I’m your mother. It’s my job to encourage you.”
‘iMom_,1

“You don’t fall in love every day, Ki. Enjoy it a bit before you bludgeon it
with reality.”
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“l—all right.” Joseph slithered from chair to bed, wriggling to get comfy.
“l don’t know how you do it, but you saw it before | did. I’ve got a crush on
Cal. Happy?” Cal. Oh God, he was done for, he even liked saying Cal’s name.
Cal. Cal MacGregor, hot cowboy.

“Very happy,” Mom said. “Now tell Momma all about your new man.”

*kkk

Cal had observed a few things over the three days he’d worked with
Joseph. The man didn’t groan when he was assigned to work with Cal, unlike
pretty much everyone else. He didn’t talk too much, nor too little. Joseph
worked hard, he did what Cal told him to, and he never acted like he resented
having to earn his pay. He also didn’t spend dinner telling everyone every
minute of what they’d done that day like Lafe, so if Cal felt like taking a few
minutes to point his toes skyward, he could. Also, Joseph continued to be
prettier than anyone else on the ranch. Any other human on the ranch.
Chisholm was prettier than Joseph. Still, if Cal could have both kinds of
scenery set against the backdrop of beautiful Texas, why wouldn’t he?

In the next week, though, every day or so Wobbie would try to cadge
Joseph and dump one of the other hands on Cal, but Cal felt justified
overriding him. The evening after the second time Cal overrode Wobbie at
breakfast in front of everyone, Cal made time after dinner to walk out to
Wobbie’s little house and greet Wobbie’s silent wife. He brought a six pack of
good beer and had a talk with Wobbie about how things needed to be. That the
men needed to know Wobbie was the one in charge, but Cal wasn’t going to
be just one of the hands either, so he and Wobbie should be talking often. And
also that if Wobbie thought he wanted Joseph on a particular job that he didn’t
want to put Cal to, he should come to Cal before breakfast to debate the
matter.

Things went a mite smoother after that. After checking on Nine Tails, Cal
and Joseph worked on the Pigeon Walk tank. Another day they rode fence
before helping move the small but vital herd of bulls. Most days they got done
well before dinner, got some relaxing in someplace pretty, and got back to the
ranch to work on Cal’s list.

Joseph started bringing a digital camera along, but he only pulled it out
when it wouldn’t slow his work, so Cal didn’t object. Cal had his picture
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snapped about a double dozen times the first day, but he reckoned that wasn’t
any sort of a big deal.

One night after dinner Lupe brought a cake out and everyone sang “Happy
Birthday” to Cal. It was a surprise—he hadn’t looked at a calendar or even his
laptop in days. Mom gave him a fancy new cell phone. Wobbie gave him a
leather hat, “the better to smack the men into line.” The others had smaller
gifts, and the cake was delicious like everything Lupe made.

After the third time Cal walked by Joseph mounted in the paddock, and
smacked Joseph’s leg with his gloves to remind him to keep his heels down,
Cal figured out all on his own that the reason Joseph waore tennis shoes for
work on a ranch was that he didn’t own boots. Cripes, why had that taken so
long to get through his head? Everything else, soon as Cal told him to do it
differently, Joseph started doing it proper.

That was probably why he wore that fancy black hat every day too—
because he only had the one. Cal consulted with his mother, and told Wobbie
he’d be taking Joseph into town. It was time for a treats run anyway. Monday
at supper Wobbie told everyone if they had outgoing mail or shopping
requests, to get them to Cal by morning.

Tuesday morning found Cal and Joseph in the truck, jolting along the dirt
road to the highway. Cal would as soon have taken the horses, but he needed
to bring home more than two burdened horses could carry. It was also more
than he could carry, so Joseph was completely justified.

“So I’ve been told there are actually people in VVega,” Joseph said as Cal
turned onto the highway. “Will we see them today?”

“Might could,” Cal said, “if you look fast. Most folks don’t have time for
hanging around in town.”

“But we get to make a day of it? Lucky us!”

Cal chuckled. “I don’t reckon it’s much of an outing for you,” he said,
pushing the old truck up to fifty. The wind rushed through the cab and he had
to raise his voice. “Seeing where you’re from.”

“After a month on the ranch?” Joseph asked. “It’ll feel like New York
City.”
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“Well, try to keep your gawking under control,” Cal ordered. “You’ll make
the ranch look bad.”

“I’ll be good, boss,” Joseph promised. He took his hat off to let his hair
blow in the wind. Cal grinned and pushed the truck to sixty.

In Vega, the first stop was Mix’s Ranch Equipment. Cal led Joseph to the
back.

“Mom says your birthday’s next month,” he told Joseph. “We’ll be busy
then, so I’ll be facilitating Mom’s gift to you now. Get yourself a pair of
boots.”

‘iBut_11
“Don’t you know better than to argue with your boss?”

“No, sir. | mean yes, sir. | mean—" Joseph grinned. “Are there particular
boots I should consider, sir?”

Cal pointed Joseph at the boots he preferred with a well-worn version of
that same brand, and went to browse the hats. He came back as Joseph was
trying on the cheapest pair he could find of the specified boots. Cal swapped a
white straw hat for Joseph’s fancy black one. All that hair came tumbling
down.

“This is my gift,” Cal said. “So you can save the pretty hat for impressing
the ladies.”

Joseph grinned. “Are you going to stock up for your Lafe-smacking while
we’re here?”

“Going forward, I’ll smack him with his own hat,” Cal said, but he picked
out a replacement for the one he’d jumped on after talking to Lyle. He didn’t
lose hats like he used to, but he still liked to keep a few on hand for
unexpected circumstances.

*k*k*k

Joseph caught himself staring at Cal’s ass when he bent to look at
something on a low rack, and dropped his eyes to the boots he was standing in.
He couldn’t stop grinning, though. It was the same as every other day—nhim
and Cal doing something that needed doing—nbut it also really wasn’t. It was
almost a date. Especially with the gifts thrown in.
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Lose gracefully, Mom would say. He didn’t have a leg to stand on refusing
the gifts, so he would be happy about them. Both that Cal and/or his mom
cared that Joseph had proper boots, and that he got to spend a working day
hanging out with Cal and not working.

“Try these,” Cal said, returning to drop a pair of dark brown boots with a
wing pattern on the tops by Joseph’s feet. “Those you’ve got are work boots.
These are riding boots.”

“What if | say I’m afraid of heights?” The pair Cal brought had a higher
heel. And a narrower toe. Joseph had assumed they were more for dress up,
but now he looked, Cal’s beat up boots looked much like the pair that he’d
picked out for Joseph.

“l say get over it,” Cal said. “If you fall off—as you’ve been known to
do—and your foot gets stuck in the stirrup, your dragging body isn’t going to
slow your mare much at all. The more you thrash and yell, the more she’s
gonna run, and eventually you’re not gonna be making any noise.”

“Ew,” Joseph said, and started to sit.

“Hold on.” Cal knelt to push at Joseph’s toes in the work boots. “How do
these feel?”

“Good?” God, Cal at his feet... Joseph raised his eyes to the buffalo head
hanging on the wall. “They’re stiffer than I’m used to, obviously,” he went on,
“pbut they’re more comfortable than | expected.”

Holy shit, buffalo were big!
“Walk around a bit,” Cal ordered, standing.

Joseph walked. Was Cal watching his ass? Joseph couldn’t tell. And for all
he knew Cal needed to, in order to see if the boots made him walk funny or
something. So he better not make any assumptions, even though he was pretty
sure Cal was, in fact, watching his ass.

“Those’ll do,” Cal said. “Now come try these.”
i‘But_11

“We’ll take ’em out of Lafe’s pay, for pretty near killing you the other day.
You need work boots t0o.”
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Joseph shook his head and brushed his hair back and sat to do what he was
told. When he’d tugged off the work boots and jammed his feet into the riding
boots, he stood up and Cal had to look up at him. Okay, definitely liked these
boots.

Cal raised amused eyebrows. “How’s the weather up there?” he asked.

“A bit unsteady,” Joseph said. Cal stepped back, waving an arm for Joseph
to walk. He tried, and immediately wobbled. Cal grabbed his arm to steady
him.

Really liked these boots.

“Practice,” Cal said, and led Joseph across the rug and back. It wasn’t that
hard, just had to keep his feet solidly under him. “Now let’s see,” Cal said, and
let go.

Joseph was too occupied with not falling over to see if Cal watched his ass,
but after two times across the rug and a couple wobbly turns, Cal nodded.

“Do you like the color? There’s light brown too.”

“No, these are great.” If they’d been white with sparkles, Joseph probably
would have kept them since Cal picked them out.

Maybe not with sparkles, actually.

“Leave them on,” Cal ordered as he scooped up the rest of Joseph’s haul.
“Sooner you learn to walk in ’em the better.”

Cal paid for the boots and hats and the other things he’d collected, and
Joseph managed to help carry stuff to the truck. Then they walked down the
sidewalk with cracks that sported the only green grass in sight. Joseph had a
new hat and new boots and got to grab Cal’s arm at random moments, so all
was right with the world.

“What’s next?” he asked as they crossed an empty street to step onto the
sidewalk in front of First Lock and Storage. Next was Vega Flowers and Gifts,
but Joseph doubted they were going there.

“Plannin’ to drop by the post office, save Del a trip,” Cal said. “Have a sit
at the Dairy Queen for lunch then see if we can’t round up all the provender
everyone—"
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“Cal! Cal MacGregor!” A tall, hollow-cheeked man stepped out of Vega
Flowers and Gifts, rubbing his hands together. He was smiling, and it just
looked wrong on that face. Joseph thought he’d be a great undertaker in any of
those movies Cal should probably be making. “Ah, you’re here! Well, this—
this is a mite embarrassing. I’d have been out tomorrow, | mean my Jake
would have been, honestly, but we still wouldn’t have been ready and I’'m
sorry. | am so sorry. And now here you are, and | haven’t even called—"

“Cyrus Whaley, what are you rattling on about?” Cal demanded.

“Why, your flowers!” He put a long, thick finger on his cheek. “Or—nhave
| ruined the surprise? Blast it, the order said nothing—well.” He took Cal’s
arm. “Come here.”

Cal let himself be dragged into the store, so Joseph followed.

“Howdy, Cal!” A tall young man with a softer version of his father’s
features grinned at Cal from behind a tall vase in which he was arranging long
stem red roses. “We’ll bundle everything up for you, but I figured you could
see one arrangement the way it ought to be.” More vases surrounded him, and
several flower boxes.

“Jake, hush a minute. Let him see. Cal, these are the cards.” Mr. Whaley
handed Cal an envelope with that ghastly smile. “The first order was late for
your birthday, so we thought there was no rush, thought you knew, wouldn’t
mind if we just made one trip—"

Joseph totally wasn’t watching as Cal opened a card with a confused
frown. But he did see a large scrawled “P” at the bottom before Cal closed it
and stuffed it back in the envelope blushing.

“Ahh, | knew it!” Jake Whaley crowed. “Some pretty East Coast girl fell
for our cowboy! What’s her name, Cal, and does her daddy know what she’s
doing with his credit card?”

“Cy,” Cal said, “can you reverse the charges?”
“Why—yes, of course, Cal.”
“But then you pay for all these?”

“l had to make a special order,” Mr. Whaley admitted. “I’ll never sell all
these before they die.”
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“You—" Cal waved a hand as he ran out of words. “You bundle em all
up. Make ’em pretty as you can, and then you take em to anybody you think
should have ’em. Can you do that, Cy? Give Abuela Martinez a big bunch.
Betsy Layton. And old Miss Rowena. Take some home if Ms. Laila isn’t sick
of flowers. Anyone else you think would get a smile on ’em. Get rid of every
last petal if you would, and then don’t accept anything else from this buyer.”

“Cal, if it actually is someone using her daddy’s card—"

“I’ll swear to you, Cy, that every single thing was bought fair and square.
Will that satisfy you?”

“A MacGregor’s word? Of course!” Mr. Whaley clapped his hands
together. “That’s an odd and expensive joke, but we’ll turn it to good. Want
your name on the cards?”

“No. Please. Just get rid of them.”

“Will do,” Mr. Whaley said. “Awful sorry to throw a wrench in your day,
Cal.”

“Not your fault, Cy.” Cal stalked out the door and Joseph hurried tiptoe
after so he wouldn’t fall over when Cal was in no mood to be catching him.

“Post office,” Cal said when Joseph had mostly caught up. “This way.”

Walking fast in heeled boots was far harder than walking slow, but Joseph
managed. At the post office Cal took custody of a canvas bag of mail and a
large box. Joseph saw how Cal’s jaw tightened at the sight of it, so he wasn’t
surprised when Cal stepped over to the customer’s prep counter and pulled his
knife out of his boot.

Well, at least he didn’t have his gun on him for the town visit? Joseph bet it
was in the truck, though.

Cal sliced the box open and peered inside. Joseph mastered his curiosity
and stayed politely where he couldn’t see what made Cal’s lip curl.

“Bobbi Jo,” Cal called over his shoulder, “how old’s your girl now?”
“All of four years old, Cal, and smart as a whip.”
“If you’d kindly bring her out,” Cal said, “I’d like to pay my respects.”
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The little girl was duly produced, and her shyness lasted only as long as it
took Cal to pull a fuzzy blue bear as big as herself out of the box and hand it to
her. Cal gave the empty box to Bobbi Joe to deal with, stuck the note in his
pocket and put the mail bag over his shoulder like a cowboy Santa. He tipped
his hat to the ladies, and stalked out.

Joseph didn’t try to catch up; he just walked behind Cal, torn between
wariness and elation.

“P” had to be a man. Right? The credit card had a man’s name on it—
father and son Whaley had both been certain of that. And Cal had said the
flowers were bought “fair and aboveboard.” The owner of the card knew what
was happening. So he was doing the ordering.

Cal was gay. And if he’d had a boyfriend back at school, Joseph bet that
just as soon as Cal had five minutes alone with his phone, he’d be single. The
man was furious. Joseph could see it in the set of his jaw when he wasn’t
walking behind Cal, the way Cal held his shoulders, the way he stalked down
the street...

Ahead he could see the Dairy Queen. Joseph debated if asking why they
were having ice cream for lunch would annoy Cal more, and if he really cared
why they were having ice cream. It was ice cream! He could eat a real meal
later. Lupe was never stingy with the leftovers.

The DQ parking lot held one car as Cal stalked past the outside tables. It
was a beat-up Chevy about the same age as Cal’s truck, and three young men
came out of the other door of the restaurant headed for it. One of them made a
face at Joseph’s glance.

“What are you looking at, Cochise?”
Cal spun on his heel. “Beg pardon?” he said.

“MacGregor!” The guy was brought up short, but then he looked at his
friends and the sneer came back as they walked over. “Get tossed out of your
fancy college?”

Cal set the mail bag down. “You’re a jackass, Steele Kennedy,” he said,
shoving his hat down on his head. “A stone-cold fool. And if you ever go near
Betsy Layton again you’re going to be a toothless fool. Got it?”
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Joseph stood behind Cal and wondered if what he thought was about to
happen was really going to happen and what he should do about it if it was.

Betsy Layton? She was getting some of Cal’s flowers.
Steele Kennedy laughed. “You’re just jealous she never put out for—"

Cal’s fist in Steele’s face interrupted him. Cal punched him once, and
stood there as the idiot staggered back. The other two boys laughed while
Steele picked himself up.

“Your face was asking for it,” Cal said as Steele stood. “Wearing that
smirk? Just begging for it.”

“Get him, Steele!” one of the others said, still laughing. “You can’t let him
knock you around!”

“Cool it!” the other snapped. “Deputy Haley!”

On the street a red car with “Oldham County Sheriff’s Dept” on the side
rolled slowly by. It seemed to go slower and slower as the driver watched the
Dairy Queen parking lot and not the road.

“Clear out,” Steele muttered, and they all piled into the car. As the car
pulled out of the driveway, the deputy tapped two fingers to his hat. Cal
returned the salute then picked up the bag as the deputy’s car accelerated.

“I’ve been hankerin’ to do that for six months,” he told Joseph, and yanked
the door of the Dairy Queen open.

“Cal MacGregor!” called a girl’s voice, “Welcome home!”

“Thanks, Millie.” Cal walked to the counter and set the bag down, put his
hat on top of it. “I’d take it kindly if you’d give me a cup of ice. I just split my
knuckles on Steele Kennedy’s teeth.”

“Did you?” The girl grinned. “Lacy!” she called over her shoulder as she
filled a cup with ice. “Cal MacGregor decked Steele Kennedy and I’'m buying
him lunch!”

“You have my blessing!” came a voice from the back, followed by a tall
dark-haired girl. “Ooh, maybe I’ll buy you lunch,” she said, smiling at Joseph.
“What’s your name, handsome?”
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“Oh!”” Cal looked stricken. “I haven’t introduced you—Joseph, | am sorry.
I had my head so stuck in what I needed to get done, | just let you follow me
all over—”

“So make it up to him now, and introduce him to two pretty girls!” Lacy
ordered.

“Joseph,” Cal walked over and snatched Joseph’s hat off his head, “meet
Millicent Grant and Lacy Jane Dalton. Ladies, Joseph whose last name | don’t
even know. He’s a new hand on the Y Otra Cosa since last month.”

The Dairy Queen in Vega, Texas, served actual food alongside the ice
cream. And the girls who worked there didn’t have a lot to do. They chattered
with Cal as they fixed the food, flirted with Joseph, and took turns coming to
the table to hang out until finally two frazzled road-tripping parents came in
with their cranky brood of five, and Cal went and ordered ice cream cones to
go. He led the way out the door as the youngest vacationer started wailing
about being told to eat his dinner before he got a sundae. Joseph followed Cal
down the street, licking his cone and wondering anew. “P” had to be a man.
But Cal had decked Steele Kennedy because of Betsy Layton, and both Lacy
and Millie reminisced about going with him to the drive-in.

Vega, Texas, had a drive-in?

So maybe Cal was bi, Joseph thought. Maybe he’d gone away to college to
explore his orientation. It wasn’t because he hated Texas, after all, or needed
an education Texas couldn’t offer. It made sense. If everything in Cal’s life
began and ended with the Y Otra Cosa, what other reason could he possibly
have for going halfway across the country to go to school?

No wonder Cal felt trapped when he came home. Now if only Joseph could
figure out a way to show him that he wasn’t as alone as he thought—

If Joseph’s entire chain of suppositions wasn’t completely off base,
anyway. Did he have one shred of evidence? No. Did he tend to see things in
the rosiest glow possible when he had a crush? Yes. Witness the horrible
incident with Blake and the balloons that weren’t actually for balloon animals
and if Shawn hadn’t been way smarter than Joseph...

Before they left the DQ, Cal had been pressed to call both girls but Joseph
noted he hadn’t promised to call either. Joseph had been given both their
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phone numbers too, which he planned to lose ASAP. Within three steps of the
door the smile slipped off Cal’s face and silence fell between them. Joseph
turned that around in his mind and decided he liked it. Cal knew he didn’t have
to fake cheerfulness with Joseph. That was a good thing.

If, you know, he wasn’t getting everything wrong. Cal might just be sorry
to be back to being alone in Joseph’s company.

They walked back to the truck, put the mail in it, and got in to drive to the
supermarket. Joseph thought it might be half the size of every supermarket
he’d ever seen, but it was sufficient. Cal brought out the envelopes with lists
on the outside and money on the inside, and they bought the special treats
everyone had requested and a bag of ice to dump on the cold stuff in the cooler
in the back of the truck.

When they passed the “Now Leaving Vega City Limits” sign, Cal let out
an explosive breath. “Sorry,” he said without looking at Joseph. “Guess I’'m
just not ready to be around people again yet.”

“Well, if the people include that Steele Kennedy...”

Cal snorted and settled a bit in his seat and Joseph turned his grin out the
window. He was more relaxed around Joseph than with girls he’d known all
his life!

“Reckon we might get us some rain,” Cal said. “Don’t see clouds like that
in Los Angeles, do you?”

Joseph hadn’t been looking at the scenery. Now he did, at the huge cloud
that hung low and flat at the bottom, but towered higher and higher and looked
slightly twisted, containing the cloud in a big circle. “Is that a tornado? |
mean—"

“Naw. Supercell they call ’em. Some of em spawn tornadoes, but the
weather guy says it’s not likely this one will.”

“Fine by me.” Joseph leaned out the window, his hair blowing in the wind
as he watched the gorgeous cloud. For once he wasn’t wishing for his
camera—he was remembering that in his interview Mrs. MacGregor had
specifically asked if Joseph could work with gays. He’d decided she meant
Billie, but given Billie’s reading tastes he wasn’t sure. Unless she read that
stuff for the quivering females?
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Whatever. It was unlikely, but it was statistically possible that the Y Otra
Cosa contained two percent of Texas’ gays. Because he really didn’t think
many straight guys would get as close to him and stay there as Cal kept doing.
Taking his hand not his wrist to go down to the creek, holding him up in the
store, sitting at a tiny table rather than a bigger one the girls could have sat at
too in the Dairy Queen...

Of course, the question was, had been, and remained—what the hell was
Joseph going to do about it?

*kkkx
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CHAPTER THREE

When Cal drove into the yard, the hands were heading from washing up in
the bunkhouse to dinner. He sent Joseph off with his arms full of his gifts, then
drafted the other hands to get everything else in the house and sorted out. The
mail Cal kept in his own custody until he could dump the bag out on his bed to
sort. That was the safest plan after Preston’s damned fool gifts. Looked like
there was one more—a good-sized flat box with the image of a red ribbon
printed on it, from FrameURFace.com. God only knew what was in there and
Cal didn’t feel fortified enough to find out. He left it on the bed, sorted out
everything for his mother, and took the rest to dinner to pass out.

The box was, naturally, still there when Cal returned to his room after
dinner. Might as well get it over with. He tugged on the tab embedded in the
ribbon to open the box.

Out came a picture that Preston didn’t take, had never seen. It was a canvas
print of Cal’s mother in a fine black frame. She stood leaning on the paddock
fence, staring into the distance. Behind and above her floated sculpted clouds,
before her the Y Otra Cosa stretched in spring-green waves. The picture was
cropped just right so none of the buildings showed—it was just Mom with her
back to the fence, and Texas. She wore her hat, but her face was barely
shadowed. She looked—determined. Content. Her cane was not in the picture.

It was beautiful. Cal turned it over, turned the packaging over, but it
offered no clues. The picture wasn’t a present Mom would give, nor Lyle, and
obviously not Preston... Cal went looking for his mother.

She was sitting at her desk. She put a file folder over what she was
working on when Cal knocked.

“Mom?” He showed her the picture. “Who sent me this? There’s a gift
receipt, but it only says happy birthday.”

She grinned. “Oh, that did come out nice!”
“It was you?”

“Joseph took the picture. He told me it would be amazing, but it didn’t
look so great on his little camera. Reckon it was all he could think of to give



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 185

you. Didn’t think to mention the hands always give you presents. Or when
your birthday was, come to think on it.”

Joseph. He should have guessed, but Cal hadn’t imagined that dinky little
camera the man played with could take such impressive pictures. Cal had seen
shots no better hanging in the galleries Preston dragged him to.

Mom held out her hands and Cal handed her the picture. “Goodness, it did
come out well,” she said. “He even made a crippled old lady look good,
without making me look like someone else!” She handed it back with a smile.
“Me and the Y Otra Cosa. That boy has good instincts—that’s a picture you’ll
treasure all your life.” She sighed.

Something in the way she said it rattled Cal. Like she expected him to have
nothing left but the picture one day. Maybe one day soon. Cal took a deep
breath.

“I’m not going back to college,” he said.
“What?”

“I’m not going back to college.” Cal stopped himself from shoving down a
hat he wasn’t wearing. Instead he set the picture down. “I’m not moving to
Amarillo to take that job with Lyle either,” he went on. “I never meant to, |
just never told him no so he wouldn’t step up the pressure. I’m staying right
here and if | never get farther than the Vega Dairy Queen again, I’m fine with
that.”

“You’re no quitter, Callan MacGregor,” Mom said.

“That’s why I’m not going back. The Y Otra Cosa has first claim. | won’t
quit her.” One reason. There were so many more, but they were personal,
petty. The Y Otra Cosa was the one that mattered.

“You could get your degree and come back after. You were so all-fired-up
sure you could bring the ranch into the twenty-first century. Without losing
our history, you said.”

“l can do that better here. I can read books myself, and no teacher in
Massachusetts or anywhere else knows more about ranching than Wobbie.
He’s not going to live forever—I need to be here, learning from him.”
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“None of this is new since you left,” Mom said. “I remember sayin’ a lot of
it beforehand. So | reckon there’s another reason.” She prodded her cane with
her toe. “Isn’t there?”

“Maybe I just needed to see it for myself,” Cal said.

“And maybe you’re as rotten a liar now as when you were five,” Mom
snapped. “You want to stay and take care of me, take care of all the things |
can’t do quite right anymore. Follow me around and nursemaid me.”

“Have | been doing that?” Cal demanded.

“You treat me like fine china,” Mom growled. “Don’t get up, Mom, I’ll get
it, Mom, why not let me handle the business stuff, Mom—do you think | broke
my head too?”

“I just think I’m old enough to be involved,” Cal said. “That’s all stuff |
have to learn too. I should learn it from you.”

“You think you’ll just take over,” she said. “Same as Lyle. Just bull in and
tell me what to do with my land, my life, because you’re a man now you’re
twenty and men know it all!”

l‘l don 1t_,1

“Don’t you argue with me again!”” She pushed up out of the chair, grabbed
her cane and threw it down. “I’m not so helpless! | ran this place from my
hospital bed, and I ran it from the couch, and I’ll run it from this desk.” She
pointed at him. “You took off then you come home and tell me you changed
your mind, just step aside? | don’t think so!”

She took a step. Cal saw her waver and he stepped forward to catch her but
she stopped him with a glare as she caught herself on the chair.

“See?” she demanded. “You think | can’t stand in my own office!”

Cal reached again to shove down his hat again, set his feet instead. He’d
come too far to back down. She’d spend day and night bullying him to go back
to school if he let off now.

“Don’t you set your jaw at me, young man,” Mom said. “You were a
stubborn boy and now you’re a stubborn man, but your momma has your
measure.”
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Cal didn’t want to test that. He really didn’t. But he didn’t see that he had
any other choice.

*kk*k

Joseph was reading a book of True Texas Ghost Stories! he’d just bought
when his phone rang. He nearly jumped out of his skin. He reached from bed
to desk to pick it up. Cal’s number?

“Hello?”

“If | tell you to do one thing,” Cal said, “and my mother tells you different,
are you going to mind me?”

“YeS?”
“Then meet me at the truck.”

Okay, then. Joseph sat up and pulled on his sneakers. His feet had endured
more than enough of the boots for one day, and “the truck” meant no horses.
He hoped.

He got there first. Then Cal came from the house, carrying a cursing Mrs.
MacGregor.

“Get the door,” Cal ordered. Joseph jumped to open the passenger door.
“She fell,” Cal said over Mrs. MacGregor ordering Joseph to get his skinny
city butt back in the bunkhouse, didn’t he know better than to get in the middle
of family? Somehow Cal got in, still holding his mother. “She’s going to the
hospital.”

“The hell I am!”
“Keys are in the visor,” Cal said. “Move!”
Joseph ran around the truck to get into the driver’s seat.

“Come on,” he told the truck as he pumped the gas. He didn’t want to be
playing with the carburetor while—the engine roared and he patted the dash
before throwing the truck in gear.

Los Angeles had some bad roads, but nothing to compare with the raw dirt
of the ranch driveway. Joseph crept along at two or three miles an hour, and
even then sometimes he hit a bump and Mrs. MacGregor let out a gasp or a
swear. Actual swear words, not the “dadblast!” and such of days past.
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“I'm sorry,” Cal would murmur with each thump. Eventually Mrs.
MacGregor stopped cursing, only letting out a gasp on really bad bumps.

“She still had some narcotics left,” Cal said. “I made her take one.”

“l can’t imagine the pain she’d suffer if you hadn’t,” Joseph said. “I’m
trying to be careful.”

“Ain’t no gentle on this road,” Cal said. “It’s one thing I’ve always meant
to fix. We’d only be half an hour out of Vega if the road had some flat to it.”

“But then you’d get... salesmen.”

Cal snorted. The truck thumped. Mrs. MacGregor whimpered. Lit only by
the dim green of the dash lights, the truck’s cab was pretty dark, but Joseph
saw Cal’s hand stroke his mother’s hair.

“Would she be more comfortable on the seat?” Joseph asked softly.

“1 think I’ve got more give than this old padding,” Cal said, and went on
holding her.

The drive to the highway took forever. When finally the headlights flashed
on road signs as they went over a small hill, Joseph flipped the turn signal on
automatically.

“Turn right,” Cal said. “There’s no hospital in Vega—we have to go to
Amarillo.”

“Got it,” Joseph said, and switched the turn signal.

The road was empty both ways. Cal had Joseph stop on the shoulder so he
could buckle his mother into the middle seat, but he didn’t offer to take over
driving. “Watch for deer,” he said as he buckled himself in. “And cows.”

“Got it,” Joseph said again, and put his foot steadily and slowly down. Cal
pulled his phone from his pocket and called Wobbie. Mrs. MacGregor leaned
on Cal and muttered something Joseph didn’t catch, but when Cal was done
talking to Wobbie he placed another call.

“Lyle,” he said. “Cal. Mom fell. We’re bringing her to Physician’s
Surgical. Be there in—" he peered into the dark until a milepost sign came into
view. “Twenty minutes. Do you know... right... okay... see you then.”
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“Whassurna?” Mrs. MacGregor asked.

“What, Mom?”

“What’s... your... name...?” she said again, slowly.
Oh, crap, had she hit her head?

“Callan Stonewall MacGregor,” Cal answered. “Because you knew |I’d
have to be a fighter.”

“Don’t... let Lyle...”

“l won’t, Momma. You know | won’t. If you can’t move me, damn sure he
won’t.”

“Good boy,” she said, and her head fell to Cal’s shoulder. Joseph wanted to
ask what that was about but he didn’t think he should. Instead he just drove the
truck.

Traffic on a Tuesday night in Amarillo was no big deal, but Cal gave
directions like it was impenetrable. Go this way rather than make a left, watch
out for that car, better wait on the light—"“Tell me where to go,” Joseph finally
said. “Let me get you there.”

After that it took seven minutes before he was pulling up at the Emergency
Room drop-off. A tall man in a suit came towards the truck the moment he
saw it. He yanked the passenger door open as Cal unbuckled, dragged Cal out
and hugged him quickly, set him down and reached for Mrs. MacGregor.
Joseph unhooked her seat belt and the man pulled her carefully out. He shut
the door with his hip and Joseph drove off to find a parking space.

On the ranch the keys stayed in the truck. Here Joseph locked up, and
pocketed the keys, then hesitated. If there was one place in the world he didn’t
want to be, it was waiting for hours in another ER. And inside, he’d be right in
the middle of all the family stuff Mrs. MacGregor was completely right to
warn him away from. Why not stay with the truck? He could probably manage
to sleep in the back. Cal could just call when he needed a ride home.

Because he was a damn fool in love, that’s why he couldn’t stay with the
truck. Mrs. MacGregor knew Cal and Lyle were going to fight. As the fool in
love with Cal, it was Joseph’s duty to be there to back him up, whatever the
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hell they were fighting over. He sighed and walked, trying to comb the wind-
snarls out of his hair with his fingers. Should have worn his hat, or put his hair
back. Brought a hair-tie. Or a jacket. Or a book. Too bad Cal had been too
busy wrestling his mother into the truck to tell Joseph what he might need.

Joseph hoped Cal and Lyle wouldn’t actually get in a physical fight. Suit or
not, Lyle MacGregor was a big man.

In the waiting area of the ER, it looked like Cal and his brother were
already at it. They stood in an alcove by the unoccupied kids’ corner, facing
off. Lyle was explaining something important, and apparently frustrating, with
his hands. Cal had his arms folded and his jaw set, and, if he’d been wearing a
hat, it probably would have been shoved down to the bottom of his ears.
Joseph took a deep breath and called himself a fool a few more times and
moseyed on over.

“Howdy,” he said, and hoped it didn’t sound stupid from him. “Did they
take Mrs. MacGregor back already?”

“Lyle, this is Joseph,” Cal said. “He’s the new hand—he drove while | kept
Mom from walking home.”

“Joseph!” Lyle offered his hand with a smile that showed a lot of teeth.
“I’ve heard good things about you, young man!” He had a firm grip but if he
wanted it to hurt, he should have met Joseph a month ago. “Thank you for
your assistance tonight.”

Joseph shrugged. “I just drove. Cal was the one who got cussed at.”

“Mom’s doctor had her taken back to X-ray,” Cal said. “It will probably be
a while before we know anything. I’m sorry—it’s not the way anyone wants to
spend an evening.”

Joseph shrugged. Get rid of Lyle and he could still manage to have a great
evening, but he didn’t say that.

Lyle clapped his hands together softly. “Gentlemen,” he said. “I know a
self-serve cafe a few corridors away. Dr. Singh will know to find us there. Cal,
Joseph, may | buy you a cup of coffee?”

*kk*k
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Cal let himself and Joseph be guided down the hall by Lyle’s shooing
motions. First he’d get them somewhere less public, then find a way to politely
get rid of Joseph, then... well. It didn’t matter. His momma didn’t name him
Stonewall for nothing.

In the little alcove that held a couple vending machines, three tiny tables,
some magazines and a small couch, Lyle bought two cups of coffee and a
soda. He handed the soda and a magazine to Joseph, who took the hint and
planted himself on the couch while Cal and Lyle sat at the table farthest from
him.

One day, Cal promised himself, MacGregor plus MacGregor wouldn’t
always equal a fight.

That’s not where Lyle started, though. He turned his head to check that
Joseph had obediently buried himself in the magazine, then he leaned forward,
sliding his hands across the table.

“l know we’re going to crash horns in a bit, but let’s get this out of the way
first. Cal, we’ve got to convince Mom to stay this time.”

“To stay?”

“Dr. Singh wanted her to stay in a rehabilitative facility last time, but as
soon as she felt like she could walk well enough, she checked herself out and
went home. | guarantee you, when Dr. Singh comes in here, he’s going to tell
us that skipping all her physical therapy is why she’s hurt herself. She didn’t
heal proper. And she’s not going to heal proper if she doesn’t allow that
maybe doctors know something. Especially Dr. Singh. | checked him out, Cal.
He’s the best in Texas, possibly in the country. The man is right smart.”

“Why didn’t she stay?”” Cal had heard none of this, from either of them.

Lyle’s hands balled into fists, still on the table. “That would have left the
ranch without a MacGregor.”

“Temporarily. Wobbie can run the ranch, though, and you and | could have
helped with the financial—”

“Tell it to her,” Lyle said, bouncing his fists lightly on the table. “Tell it to
her this time, because it’s going to take both of us. She didn’t even want me to
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tell you she was in the hospital last time, Cal, and then she censored how much
I could tell you. I listened because we both wanted you to stay in school, and
also because | didn’t want her kicking me out and then trying to handle
everything on her own.”

He didn’t want to, but Cal had to ask. “Does our insurance cover the
physical therapy?”

Lyle gave him a sour look. “Some of it. The year changed since last time,
so we’ll have to pay the twelve thousand dollar deductible before the insurance
kicks in again, and I’ll promise you the bills weren’t paid off from last time.
The minute we carried her in the door we started the bills mounting again. And
that’s not all the debt. You still don’t know, do you? Why do you think | keep
telling you we have to sell while we can? You two are going to hang on until
they take the Y Otra Cosa out from under you, and then you’ll be penniless
and landless. I’ll take you both in, of course, but—"

“Let’s stick to Mom,” Cal interrupted. “For now.”

“For now.” Lyle sat back and crossed his arms. Cal sipped his coffee and
made a face. The stuff needed another brown crayon. From a speaker
somewhere George Strait sang about not owning anything but what he wore.
As a Texan, Cal knew he was contractually obligated to like George Strait.
Most times Cal was tepid about it.

Sometimes, though, the man just hit it right. George sang that he wasn’t
rich, but he was free.

The Y Otra Cosa was worth a passel of money, Cal knew that, but it was
all tied up in the ranch. A man couldn’t spend an acre like he spent his
paycheck on Saturday night, knowing he’d get another next week.

No way could Cal let go. The Y Otra Cosa was his, but it went deeper than
that. He was the Y Otra Cosa’s. Cal was a child of her just as much as of his
mother. More, because his mother came from the land too. It wasn’t right that
the land should be anything but the Y Otra Cosa, home of the MacGregors.

It wasn’t right, but wrong things happened all the time. You only had to
turn on the news to know that was true. Cal considered a mountain of debt
ready to sweep over the Y Otra Cosa like a flood from a toad-strangler of a
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days-long-storm, and where everyone would wash up if it happened. Where
would the hands be, after? What would happen to Lafe and Lupe and the kids,
to Wobbie when he’d spent his whole life learning to run the Y Otra Cosa just
the way the MacGregors wanted it done? To Billie and Gina, when in the 21st
century many ranches still wouldn’t hire a female hand?

If it was as bad as Lyle said, then the thing to do was to sell. If they sold,
they had control of the situation. Everyone would have a chance to go job-
hunting before they lost their home. Cal could make sure Mom was taken care
of. He could find a way to—to do what? What would he do without the Y Otra
Cosa? What was life, away from the ranch and never able to go home? Never
daring to go home, not wanting to see what oil or gas interests would do to the
land. Could he betray it like that, let someone drill holes and blast out blocks
of the land that had nurtured his family for six generations?

Could he let his mother ruin her health, cripple herself, and probably die
too soon, trying to save a way of life that had been gasping its last for years?

“I’ll be right back,” Lyle said, getting up. He hadn’t touched his coffee.
Probably he knew how bad it was. He walked away, following the
“Restroom/Banos” sign. Cal considered if he cared enough to see if the
vending machine held anything decent to drink, and decided he didn’t. From
the vending machines his eyes wandered to the couch, where Joseph had set
aside Sports lllustrated to pick up a celebrity magazine. Cal wondered if
Joseph knew any of those people personally. With so many celebrities in Los
Angeles, some had to live near normal folks, right? Maybe not, though,
because Joseph switched the celebrity magazine for one about cars. He put his
feet up, sliding his shoes under the cushion of the next spot instead of putting
them on the couch, putting the magazine on his upraised knees. Cal wondered
If Joseph was cold in his T-shirt, seeing how aggressive the hospital’s AC was.
Should have warned the man they’d be gone for hours, maybe the night.

“Somehow Mom never mentioned how handsome the new hand was,” Lyle
breathed, coming back to the table. “Are you sweet on him?”

“You got the wrong pig by the tail, Lyle.” Cal sat up to glare at Lyle. “I
didn’t come home to go getting tangled up in that sort of mess.”

“Sorry.” Lyle sat and ran his hands through his hair, just a shade darker
than Mom’s. “Just thought 1’d twigged to something.”
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“Tend to your own rat-killin*,” Cal ordered. “If | decide to go courting, I’ll
ask for help then.”

“No, you won’t,” Lyle countered. “Just like you won’t ask for help with
Mom, or the ranch. | don’t want to see you go under, Cal, | swear | don’t. Do
you think I don’t love the Y Otra Cosa too?”

“You left, didn’t you?”
“So did you!”

“And now I’m back.” Cal managed to keep his hand from shoving down
the hat he wasn’t wearing.

“And now you’re set,” Lyle said, sitting back, “you’ve got your dander up
and a two-by-four upside the head won’t move you.” He folded his hands on
his stomach. “Granddad left the ranch to us as much as Mom, so you’ve a right
to look at the books. You might ought to do that when you get home.”

“Is that what you did, last time?”

“If the Y Otra Cosa is taken, | lose out too. Yes, | looked. Mom kicked me
out of her office the minute she got home, and I didn’t fight her about it, but |
do have a right to see how my inheritance is being managed, just like you do.
So—Doctor!” His scowl turned to a smile and he stood to greet a dark man in
a lab coat as he walked into the alcove. Cal stood too.

“Cal,” Lyle said, “let me introduce Dr. Singh. Doctor, my brother, Cal
MacGregor.”

“Ah, the college son, yes?” Dr. Singh took Cal’s hand with a gentle
squeeze. “l am pleased to meet you, Mr. Cal MacGregor. May we sit?”

Wasn’t like he could say no, like refusing to hear would change things. Cal
sat and folded his arms on the table.

Lyle wasn’t always right. And he wasn’t named Callan Stonewall
MacGregor.

Into the silence as they settled, old Waylon sang about how easy life was in
Luckenbach, Texas.

*kkkx
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Joseph was trying to be polite, trying to pretend he wasn’t there, but it was
hard as hell. Cal looked—he looked stricken. He didn’t let it show in his face,
but his eyes...

Lyle was, as Billie would say, big enough to hunt bear with a switch, but if
Joseph leaned back just a little he could peer around Lyle to keep an eye on
Cal. And he did feel like he had to. Whatever Lyle had said had put a worried
look in Cal’s eyes that Joseph hadn’t seen when he faced down an angry cow
or a rabid coyote, and now as Cal sat with the doctor he looked braced for
more bad news.

Mrs. MacGregor had just fallen, hadn’t she? Joseph was sure she was in a
lot of pain, falling on an already bad hip, but Cal’s face made Joseph wonder if
the doctor was telling the MacGregor boys their mother was dying.

No, he wouldn’t do that here. Emergency departments had special rooms to
give families privacy in such times.

As the doctor talked, Joseph kept a sneaking eye on Cal and saw the news
was not good. He’d spent every day for nearly two weeks staring at that face,
the last nine days like a man in love. He ought to be able to tell when only
politeness was keeping Cal from slugging someone or shooting something.

Cal dredged up a smile, then Lyle stood up and so did the doctor. Joseph
could no longer see Cal, until the doctor headed out and Lyle stepped around
the table to bend down and talk to a standing Cal. Joseph stared at his
magazine, totally not watching out of the corner of his eye. Nope.

“I’m going home,” Cal announced. “I’ll be back before she’s out of surgery
tomorrow.” He said it louder than the rest of the conversation, but still not
loud. Joseph debated if it was a test to see if he was trying to eavesdrop, and
settled for looking up with a questioning face.

“Ready?” Cal asked Joseph, giving him a version of that ghastly polite
smile. “Morning comes early on the Y Otra Cosa.”

“You’re telling me,” Joseph said, tossing down the magazine.

Cal asked for the keys before they were out of the building. Joseph shook
his head.

“Let me get us out of Amarillo, then if you’re determined, we’ll switch.”
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“I’ll be needing to learn to drive in Amarillo,” Cal said. “Late Tuesday
night’s as good a time as any.”

Cal driving in a city was nerve-wracking. Joseph kept his mouth shut and
held onto the door as Cal drove for the next half hour like they’d fallen into a
reboot of The Road Warrior. Every car was out to get them, and every driver
but Cal was an idiot, and it was a wonder that no one died before they were out
on the freeway and humming along pretty much alone.

It was late. They moved behind a cone of light, pushing it forward but
never reaching it. The night air flowed through the truck and Joseph was
finally warm. So naturally he got sleepy. He tried not to, but he yawned.

“You could sleep,” Cal said. “I won’t mind. Thanks for giving up your
evening to help me out.”

Joseph thought about and discarded my pleasure. Instead he answered, “De
nada.” It was maybe one-sixth of the Spanish he knew, and it meant it was
nothing. Which was just about the truth.

Cal snorted. “Better watch it,” he said. “Too much Spanish and you’ll get
yourself deported.”

“If 1 could deport myself to a nice bed right now, | might consider it,”
Joseph said. “But this seat—well, it probably would be softer sitting on you.
And seeing how you’ve lost most of your padding since you got home, that’s
pretty sad.” Though he’d do it in a heartbeat given an invitation, oh yes.

“I’m surprised Mom hasn’t mentioned to you,” Cal said, “but she doesn’t
like “Mrs. MacGregor’. When she married she was the last MacGregor, so she
didn’t change her name. Dad took hers. She feels like ‘Mrs. MacGregor’ is a
hint she don’t belong running the Y Otra Cosa. She’s a mite touchy about it.”

“Ah. I, um, call her ma’am to her face,” Joseph said. “I’ll get it right.
Thanks for telling me.” It was the first mention Joseph had heard of Cal’s
father. “What happened to your dad?” he asked.

“Ale McMurphy’s longhorn steer,” Cal said. “Went through his fence and
ours, come to service our cows. Mixing breeds devalues the beef. Dad decided
to put himself and Chisholm’s grand-sire in the way. Lost them both.”

Kind of like Cal had put himself and Chisholm between Joseph and an
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angry mom-cow. In the green light from the dash, Joseph couldn’t see Cal’s
face. He asked the next question anyway, softly. “How old were you?”

“Two months from being born.”
“That’s why the name?”
“That’s why the name.”

Joseph looked for something else to talk about, but the world beyond the
green dash lights and the pale headlights was black. “I can’t see any stars
tonight,” he said. “I’ve heard about the stars in Texas, but every time I think to
look, | can’t see them.”

“In Massachusetts 1’d wonder why anyone even believed in the stars,” Cal
said, “since you never saw ‘em.”

“Why in hell did you go all the way to Massachusetts to go to college?”
Joseph asked. He could have gone to California to be gay, after all.

Cal chuckled. “About a half-dozen bullheaded reasons that don’t matter
anymore. Seen it, didn’t like it, trotted myself right back home where I’'m
stayin’, thank you very much. | won’t be going back in the fall. And speaking
of home—thank you for the picture. | didn’t spot it till after dinner or I’d have
said sooner.”

“Oh, good! I was starting to wonder if it was ever going to show up.” So he
really was home forever. That explained the panic that night by the creek,
maybe.

“It’s beautiful,” Cal said, still talking about the picture.

Joseph shrugged. “l—well, it would be hard to go wrong with such
subjects.”

“How did you manage to get Mom’s face under the hat?” Cal asked.
“When | take pictures of folks in hats you can’t never see faces proper.”

“| forced the flash.” Joseph grinned and turned sideways on the seat so he
could more easily talk with his hands as he explained about lighting angles and
went on to how he’d chosen the composition, and taken at least fifty shots
because the clouds kept moving, and finally Ms. MacGregor had laughed at
him and pointed out they both had work to do. Cal asked if he’d had anyone
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else “sit” to get their portrait taken, and Joseph told him about those sessions
too. Before he ran down they were jolting their way back into the Y Otra Cosa
yard.

“I’d sure like to see the others sometime,” Cal said as he shut off the truck.

“You’re welcome to come anytime. Right now if—" Joseph slid out of the
truck but grabbed the door before he fell. “Ow!”

“What?” Cal ran around the truck, scanning the ground as he neared
Joseph. “What’s wrong?”

“My leg fell asleep.” Way to be an idiot! Cal probably thought he got bit
by a snake or something.

Cal snorted and took Joseph’s arm. “If that’s the worst you get from taking
that driveway four times in one day, you’re doing just fine.” He helped Joseph
limp towards the bunkhouse. Then Joseph realized it wasn’t as dark as it
probably should be, and he looked up. And stopped.

“Wow,” he said softly. The clouds from earlier had moved off, and a
hundred times the stars Joseph had ever seen lay spread above him. The sky
was lit nearly from horizon to horizon, and right above him was a great
brilliant slash of stars and light like a river in the sky. “What’s that?” he asked,
pointing.

“City boys,” Cal murmured with a chuckle. “That’s the Milky Way. Your
home galaxy. You really never saw it before?”

“I—no. Not like that.” He’d seen an anemic blur, a fuzzy ribbon pointed
out as the “amazing” Milky Way one late night when half the city was blacked
out. Joseph had never seen this. The stars were so huge he swore they quivered
just beyond arm’s reach, and the Milky Way... “Would you—is it all right if |
just crawl up in the truck bed and stare for a bit?”

“Good a place as any for it.” Cal guided Joseph to the side of the truck and
he grabbed onto it. “But if you fall asleep, you’ll likely wake to Sekhmet
washing your face.”

“Reckon I’d survive that,” Joseph said and Cal grinned. “But I’ll try to
avoid it.”
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“G’night, Joseph. Thanks for your help.”
“Good night, Cal.”

Cal walked away. Joseph looked from him to the sky and he just couldn’t
believe the difference. It was the same sky, only three states away, but...

Inside the house a light came on. Joseph happened to know that Cal’s
bedroom was on the far side of the house. He looked and the light was on in
Ms. MacGregor’s office. Maybe Cal was looking for a place to hang the
picture?

Whatever. Joseph limped his way into his room for a blanket, grabbed his
camera bag and tripod, and staggered back out to climb into the truck bed.

From the creek he could hear frogs and crickets. The air was finally cool,
and the view... well, he didn’t even mind the mosquitoes as he played with
settings and snapped away.

Some unknown time later Joseph thought he might have got some decent
shots, and knew he’d stayed up way later than he should have because he was
yawning hard enough it hurt. He sighed and stretched, packed up his camera
bag, then stood.

The light was still on in Ms. MacGregor’s office. Through the window
Joseph could see Cal sitting at her desk, his head on his hand as he leaned over
something. Telling Cal to quit being stubborn and go to bed was not his job—
not his right—so Joseph slung his camera bag over one shoulder and his
blanket over the other, grabbed his tripod and went to his own bed.

Maybe Cal would sleep in tomorrow. No way Billie would be dragging Cal
out of bed like she often did to Joseph, right?

*kkkx

Billie did drag Joseph out of bed in the morning—he didn’t even set an
alarm, intending to sleep through the last possible second—and prodded him
towards the house for breakfast.

“Just what were you up to last night?”” she asked the third time she prodded
him to shamble faster. “If you don’t move, all the sausages will be gone!”

“I finally saw the stars!” Joseph said. “Do you know in LA you can’t see
the Milky Way? | got some great shots | think. Couldn’t look at them last
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night, of course. | can’t wait to see what | got. | should read up on night
photography too. | want to send my mom a good picture—she won’t believe
it!”

“That woke you up.” Billie laughed and poked him. “Better take your
camera today, to wind you up when you’re flagging.”

“| take the little one with me every day now.” Since Cal didn’t mind it.
Since that way Joseph got at least one new shot of Cal every day.

“Really?” Billie asked. “Boss lets you?”
“l don’t take it out when I should be working, so he doesn’t mind.”
“Uh huh.”

Ms. MacGregor’s seat was empty, of course, but Cal was at breakfast. He
told the hands about Ms. MacGregor’s accident then handed the announcing
over to Wobbie, who made a few comments about keeping the ranch going
and then handed out assignments. Cal looked tired, and he didn’t eat much
around the four cups of coffee he drank.

Once Joseph yawned and Cal caught his eye, shaking his head with a small
smile.

They worked on another tank that day. The windmill was in good shape,
but the tank itself needed repairing, so it took a while and involved more than
a little wrestling with slime-covered bolts out of sight. Cal was quiet, and
Joseph didn’t try to draw him out.

It was past time to eat, according to Joseph’s stomach, when Cal’s phone
rang. His hands were covered in green, but Cal managed to get his phone out
and answered.

“Cal.” He was silent a moment, then he smiled. “Good. That’s good. I—
no, I’m out at the Long Neck tank... Surely. I’ll be there. Yep.” He ended the
call and grinned at Joseph. “Mom’s out of surgery. Lyle says the doctor thinks
everything went great.”

“Excellent!”

“Yeah. Now—" Cal picked up the wrench, “let’s get this contraption put
together.”
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The thing didn’t magically start cooperating, but eventually Joseph and Cal
got it in working order. There was no convenient ghost-house with a porch to
rest on after, so Cal drove home eating his lunch one-handed. Joseph had both
hands to use on his sandwich, but it still wasn’t easy eating while the truck
bounced.

Back at the ranch Joseph was ready to work on Cal’s list, but instead he
was set free. Before he got out of the shower the truck was gone, with Cal
running off to Amarillo. Should have expected that, but even hearing half the
conversation, it hadn’t occurred to Joseph that Cal would leave the ranch while
there was still enough light to work.

Set unceremoniously adrift, Joseph took his camerato the barn. Billie was
standing in the aisle, leaning over one of the stall doors. She looked up when
she heard him.

“Come here,” she said softly, a brilliant smile on her face, “and see one of
the best parts of this life.”

Joseph went. In the stall was one of the mares, standing over a little brown
ball of damp fluff with a white blaze on its face. “She had her baby?”” Joseph
asked. Duh. But Billie didn’t laugh at him. The mare nuzzled the little one,
licking its shoulder, and the little head bobbed, heavy on a long, hard-to-
control neck.

“Called a foal. Mebbe twenty minutes agone,” Billie breathed. “He’s a mite
tired, but any minute—" The foal lurched, sticking impossibly long legs out in
front of him. “There he goes,” Billie said, as the foal lurched again, trying to
get back legs under him but it didn’t quite work out. He rested a moment then
lurched again, almost made it up, but didn’t. One more time and he was up,
balanced on his wee stilt-legs, but none of his feet were under his body and he
didn’t seem sure what to do about it.

“Almost there!”” Joseph whispered. “Come on, little guy!”

“He’ll get there,” Billie promised. “Mom’s got the milk, and he’s a hungry
boy.”

The little fuzzy tail was spinning furiously, trying to provide helicopter-
like support, but the little feet slid and the baby horse fell back to the straw.
Joseph gasped like the manly man he was.
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“It’s good and deep,” Billie said, “so he can fall all he needs to.”

The little one, though, didn’t have any patience for this falling business. He
lurched right back up and this time got his front feet under him, and a little
buck of the back end brought his hind feet where they needed to be. The foal
stood there a moment, tail spinning as he pondered the new situation.

“Mom,” Joseph muttered, “why are you all the way over there?”

Billie chuckled. The foal picked up a leg, wobbled on the three left, put it
down in the same place.

“How do you humans balance on just two?” Billie breathed.

The foal put his head down and, in a wild flinging of legs, managed to
propel himself to his mother’s side. Joseph laughed.

“Just like Cal! Puts his head down and charges on in.”

Billie snorted. “Even when he doesn’t have a clue what he’s doing, yep.
That’s the wrong end of Momma, little man.”

The foal had fetched up against his mother’s front legs. He leaned on her
and stretched his neck towards the milk, but her body was too long or his neck
was too short or both. Mom stepped away and the foal staggered and fell, but
he was back up in one lurch and this time he got his head in the right place.
The little tail twirled twice as fast as before. Billie sighed.

“Seen it fifty times. Never gets old.”

“Awesome,” Joseph said, leaning on the stall door. His hip pressed against
the camera in his pocket and he felt like an idiot. He could have got some great
shots!

“You sweet on Cal?” Billie asked.

o

“Just you, me, and the horses,” Billie said. “And none of us gonna say a
word.”

“Yes!” Joseph said.

“There’s queers in Texas,” Billie said. “We mostly hide behind the steers.”

“Cal is—?”
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“Didn’t say that,” Billie interrupted. “I dunno. Never saw it my place to
ask. He used to drive into town on a Saturday night, takin’ girls to the drive-in
or DQ. Town girls, what didn’t know beans about living on a full working
ranch. Went round with Betsy Layton for a bit, folks was thinking he might
marry her, but it never looked that way to me.” She shook her head. “Cal’s no
fool. Betsy’s cute as a possum and sweet besides, but that girl is tendsome as
they come. Sure as shootin’ she could never stand up to the Y Otra Cosa.
Could never stand up to Cal neither—that boy needs reining in once in a
while, and Betsy Layton hain’t got enough mean to knock him down when he
needs it.”

“When we were in town,” Joseph said miserably, “Cal punched Steele
Kennedy and told him to stay away from Betsy Layton.”

“Yet he ain’t gone to see her and he’s been home nigh on two weeks.”
Billie tipped her hat back, wiped her arm across her forehead. “I’ll tell you
what. Steele Kennedy most times needs a sock in the face. And Cal didn’t
"zactly date Betsy—he did his homework with her, danced with her at barn-
raisings and what have you, but it was other girls he took to the drive-in. Not
my place to say much of nothin’, but that’s all common knowledge. No blame
to me if no one else sees what’s in front their face.”

“So... you’re saying you don’t know?”

“Didn’t | say that first?” Billie demanded. She took her hat off to fan
herself. “Humid enough to drown a bullfrog today. Reckon we might could get
rain by nightfall.” She smacked Joseph’s shoulder with the hat. “Don’t be
lookin” all down in the mouth. Want my advice? Wait on it. See what falls out.
City-folk are always in such an all-fired hurry—you just met the man two
weeks ago. You’re right here, Cal ain’t goin’ nowhere. Give it time.”

“Why do old people always say that?”” Joseph asked, dodging away with a
laugh as Billie swung at him harder. “You’d think you guys would know
you’re running out of time!”

“Get over here, boy, I’ll learn you who’s out of time!”
Joseph laughed as he ran.
Outside, the heat and humidity, as well as the sunlight, hit like running into
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a sauna. Billie hadn’t chased him into the sun, so Joseph slowed to a walk and
pondered options.

He could go play with the pictures he’d taken. Billie would loan him her
Wi-Fi hotspot later so he could send a few to his mom. He could go nap,
considering how tired he was, or would be once he settled somewhere for a bit.
He could grab that history book Cal had loaned him and fall asleep over it,
maybe on the porch swing? There someone would be sure to wake him up in
time for supper.

Billie was right. It was a hot one, and the humidity didn’t help. Especially
as he couldn’t go jump in the Pacific Ocean. Joseph thought of the little fan in
his room, and of trying to sleep in stifling heat. He thought of all the things
one of the hands might think it funny to do if they came on him sleeping on
the porch when they’d been out working all afternoon. Maybe a nap wasn’t
such a great idea.

Well, there wasn’t an ocean to jump in, but there was water. Joseph eyed
the treetops sticking out of the canyon that held the creek. It would be cooler
down there. And he could probably get some great shots, not to mention
putting his feet in the water. Joseph popped into his room to change into shorts
and the flip-flops he hadn’t touched once since he took them out of his
suitcase. He snatched up a towel and his camera, shoved his new hat on his
head and headed out.

With every step down into the canyon, the air was a tiny bit cooler. Joseph
took a few shots as he walked, but he was too eager to reach the water to
linger.

When he reached the swimming hole, a soft plop told him he’d disturbed
the denizens at least a little. The sun fell on half the pool so the tiny ripples on
its surface cast dancing reflections on the canyon wall above it. Dragonflies
flitted about, a cicada buzzed, and Joseph grinned and dropped his towel under
the swing-tree.

He didn’t mean to go swimming. He was tired and alone, and in the ocean
if you were smart you didn’t swim alone or tired, let alone both. So he was just
going to stick his feet in the water and take some pictures. But eventually it
dawned on Joseph that he was: one, completely alone and likely to stay that
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way since no one knew where he was and also everyone else was still working,
and, two, next to a swimming hole that was deeper than his head for less than a
third of its area and also contained no waves, sharks, or jellyfish to worry
about.

Two minutes after those dual realizations, Joseph was skinny-dipping and
it was glorious.

*kk*k

The hoped-for rain didn’t come that night, but the clouds hung around so
Joseph went to bed early instead of stargazing. He did notice as he was falling
into bed that the light in Ms. MacGregor’s study was on. Cal hadn’t made it
home for supper, so he must have come while Joseph was in the shower.

The day after Ms. MacGregor’s surgery was hotter and more humid. Even
over breakfast, tempers were short. Cal looked exhausted, and he snapped at
Lafe when he hadn’t even done anything but ask for more pancakes. Joseph
was assigned to work with Cal again, and he resolved to keep his mouth shut
as they rode out, no matter how Cal snapped at him.

Great dark clouds formed off in the distance as the day went on, mirroring
the look on Cal’s face at times. Joseph wanted to ask what the hell was wrong
with him, but he didn’t.

As soon as they got back to the ranch Cal ditched Joseph again. It was later
in the afternoon, but still far earlier than Joseph was used to being done
working, so he went looking, found Lupe busy in the kitchen, and asked her
about something needing doing. Lupe sent him off with her youngest son to
help clean “great-granddad’s den” since her second-youngest was spending the
summer in Mexico with his grandmother. Apparently a lot of the chores
weren’t getting done because of that.

Joseph followed the ten-year-old Emilio through the maze-like house. He
had to love the layout, which must have grown organically as MacGregors
found they needed more space. No one would actually design a house that
sprawled like that, would they?

Joseph had seen the common dining room. He’d been in the hall between it
and the side porch every day. He’d been in the kitchen once or twice. Those
parts were, if not modern, at least updated a bit. The “family” portion of the
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house, though—Joseph couldn’t believe all the stuff everywhere. It was like a
museum, or a thrift store. In one corner stood a cigar-store wooden Indian,
next to a knight’s suit of armor. A case in a hall held a bunch of spooky
looking dolls, and one entire wall in a room he passed was full of stained glass
art.

Great-granddad’s thing, Joseph found when Emilio at last led into the den,
was saddles. Emilio told him all about Storm MacGregor and every single
saddle as they cleaned and polished the collection.

When the work was done and Emilio dispatched back to his mother, Joseph
went skinny-dipping again because he could.

*kkx

On the third day after Ms. MacGregor’s surgery, Joseph was assigned to
work with Cal once more. The damn man had snapped at him twice before
they even left the house, and Joseph’s patience was already gone with
everyone else’s—up in the smoke that hung in the air from brush fires started
by dry lightning from the damn clouds that kept forming all huge and
photogenic, looming about threateningly, sounding off with occasional
lightning and thunder, but not raining.

As they rode out of the paddock the heat was already oppressive, the air
thick and hazy, and Cal snapped something about “seat like a sack of
potatoes.” Joseph decided that if Cal MacGregor didn’t straighten his ass up,
he was going to learn that country boys weren’t the only ones that knew how
to sock a jerk in the face when he totally deserved it. Joseph was past caring
that every line of Cal’s face and body showed his exhaustion, that he knew
damn well the man had barely slept in four days. Who was it making the damn
stupid choice to work all day, visit his mom evenings, then spend all goddamn
night in her office doing whatever the frick took so much time? Cal could
leave one of those things out to sleep once in a while. He was the damn boss,
wasn’t like anyone was going to call him out for taking a fricking nap.

The job of the day apparently somehow involved a normal-looking truck
tire, rim and all, tied on the back of a packhorse, on the end of a lead tied to
Cal’s saddle. Wobbie had said at breakfast that they needed to deal with a
“pressure warning.” Joseph eyed the tire as he rode but he swallowed his
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questions. Cal was in a foul mood, and Joseph wasn’t going to go asking for
the waspish remarks.

New to Texas Joseph might be, but he knew the feeling of a storm coming
as they rode into a gully and out of sight of human habitation. He hoped the
storm came soon, hoped it rained like no tomorrow, because both fires and
tempers around the Y Otra Cosa needed a good dousing.

The ride was long, as usual. Joseph spent it riding behind his boss, where
he could stare at Cal’s butt. It improved his temper a bit.

The tire, it turned out, was for a “center-pivot irrigation system.” As they
came over a rise, Joseph saw big circles of green on a brown backdrop. Crop
circles, for real. Each circle had a short tower in the middle, extending an arm
to the edge of the field. Great metal arms, on wheels. Ah.

In the field Cal led the way into, one of the tires on the irrigator was nearly
flat. The sensor gauge on the tire’s valve, Cal explained in short, sharp
sentences, had sent a warning to the system’s hub, which had sent a warning to
Wobbie’s cell phone. If it went flat, it might damage the whole expensive
system, so Cal was sent out right away to deal with it.

Middle of the plains, nothing but grass and sky to see, and Cal and Joseph
were changing a tire.

Helping Sefu with cars, Joseph had changed many a tire over the years, but
Cal didn’t want to act like Joseph knew how to do anything, so Joseph let him
change the damn tire and stood there watching as Cal fought with the lug nuts.
Joseph knew the trick of standing on the lug wrench when the nuts wouldn’t
budge, but he didn’t share it with Cal. He’d probably get snapped at for being
right.

As the heat built, the clouds stacked up again. Joseph watched them grow
in puffs and swirls as they advanced and Cal’s temper deteriorated even
further. Come on, rain, Joseph silently urged. Riding home in the rain would
probably feel good, and if it rained hard enough it might keep Cal home until
he accidentally took a damn nap.

When Cal got the tire off, he let Joseph help to set the new tire in place, but
then he beat Joseph’s grab for the lug wrench. Joseph stepped back with a
shrug. Maybe enough work would tire Cal out so he’d sleep. And if he fell
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asleep on his horse, Cal the born cowboy certainly wouldn’t fall off. Joseph
grinned at the thought of leading Chisholm in circles while Cal napped, since
the moment the horse stopped he’d probably wake up and...

And how the hell was he now grinning fondly at the back of Cal’s head,
when he’d wanted to slug the man ten minutes ago? When he’d be done with
the damn tire already if he were allowed, but instead Cal kept dropping lug
nuts and even managing to let the lug wrench slip off because he was tired and
uncoordinated?

Whatever. A cool breeze blew out of the huge looming cloud, and Joseph
lifted his face into it.

Cal dropped the lug wrench and stood so fast he almost fell over, whirling
around to stare at the sky.

“What?” Joseph asked. “Rabid coyote? Invisible buffalo stampede? We’re
actually standing in a dry river bed and God just asked where’s our ark?”

“Pick up the tools,” Cal ordered, looking around. Joseph shrugged and bent
to finish the job.

“Leave it!” Cal snapped as Joseph gave each nut a last turn. “Let’s go!”

Joseph bundled the tools into the bag and clutched it to his chest as Cal
grabbed him, twisting a hand in his shirt to haul him up. The old tire they left
where Cal had dropped it, and that told Joseph this wasn’t just about Cal’s bad
mood. He put some of his own power behind Cal dragging him out of the
field. Cal took the tool bag and shoved it into the packhorse’s saddlebag.
Joseph looked around as he swung up on his mare, and he saw the funnel
dropping from the giant cloud.

“Oh holy fuck.”

“It’s between us and the house,” Cal said, turning Chisholm with arein on
his neck. “And it’s coming right at us.” He shoved his hat down on his head.
“Don’t fall off,” he warned with a strained grin over his shoulder, then he
prodded Chisholm and the horse took off. Joseph leaned low over Delilah’s
neck and urged her after.

It might be coming right at them, but that didn’t mean it would stay on that
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course. Why were they running perpendicular to its path? Why not just run
away as fast and far as they could go?

Because canyons maybe, blocking their escape route. Because wind
patterns. Whatever. Cal knew Texas and Joseph didn’t, so he raced after Cal
and prayed that lack of sleep hadn’t fatally screwed up Cal’s judgment.

Trust Cal. Didn’t he know yet to trust Cal?

Trust meant he didn’t need to think. Freed from the need for rational
thought, Joseph’s mind turned to gibbering terror. He looked to his right and
the funnel had almost dropped to the ground. He leaned lower and the saddle
horn bit into his stomach but he thought Delilah went a little faster so he
stayed there. He looked again and the funnel had receded a little, but Cal was
looking too and not slowing, so Joseph and his horse thundered on.

Out of the blue he wished he could take pictures. God, the ride would be so
amazing if there weren’t a damn tornado coming! Delilah bunched and
stretched under him, running like she was born to do. Ahead Cal moved with
Chisholm like music, riding like he was born to do. It was beautiful, it was
amazing—Joseph’s hat lifted in the wind. He snatched it and his hair streamed
behind him and suddenly it was cold. Why—

“Hail!” Cal yelled. “Put your hat on!”

Joseph put his hat on, shoved it down but it didn’t—nhe took his hands off
the reins and stuffed his hair under his hat then shoved the thing down, and it
fit tighter and stayed on. He snatched up the reins.

Off to his right the white funnel touched down, and was dyed brown.
“That’s MY goddamn dirt!” Cal yelled at it.

Delilah was wet with sweat. The packhorse ran in a jolting gait beside
Joseph, the line between its halter and Cal’s saddle taut. The wind roared and
far off the sky was a stunning pale green, but under the cloud—

Oh God. Two funnels.

Ahead of him, Cal cut the packhorse loose. Chisholm leaped forward.
Joseph put his arm on the saddle horn and leaned lower still and yelled to
Delilah, and she ran harder. The packhorse fell farther behind with every step
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and Joseph spared a fleeting thought to hope she survived, but then he was
back to hoping he and Cal survived.

Hail pelted Joseph with tiny sharp blows. The horses came thundering over
a rise and Joseph saw the Nine Tails tank, and the ghost-house beyond it.
Fucking Cal, genius!

“Go right, look for the cellar door!” Cal shouted over the screaming wind.
The first funnel was nearly on them, wide and black with debris. Chisholm
leaped the dead hedge and plunged to the left across the yard. Joseph yanked
Delilah to the right, through a hole in the hedge. They hadn’t gone three
running leaps before he spotted the slanted door opening down into the
ground.

“Here!” he shouted, leaping off and dropping one rein. “Cal, it’s here!”

Locked! There was a fucking padlock on a chain! Son of a bitch, who
abandoned his ranch forever but locked the goddamn cellar before he left?

Cal snatched Joseph behind him and shot at the chain. It wasn’t like the
movies. It took three shots before the chain was in pieces. Three shots while
the storm howled closer—Joseph leaped to pull the chain out, and Cal grabbed
a door and dragged it upward.

“Hold this!” he ordered. Joseph held the door; Cal grabbed the horses’
reins. Chisholm snorted and tried to back away, but Cal talked to him too soft
for Joseph to hear, and the little horse let himself be led down the steps.
Delilah followed Chisholm. In half a moment Cal was back, helping Joseph
fight the wind to pull the door down. Hail clattered on the wood, percussion
under the wind section howling as they fought to bolt the doors in the dark.
Finally the mechanism slid home.

“Here,” Cal said in the utter dark and roaring wind. His hand slid down
Joseph’s arm to take his hand so Cal could lead him away from the doors, both
of them bumping into things in blackness until Joseph ran into a horse’s rump.
“Here,” Cal said again, leading Joseph between the heaving, sweat-slicked
sides of the horses. “Farthest corner from the door, and pray however seems
best to you.” He took his hand from Joseph’s. “Poor things,” he said. “The
horses are too tuckered out to be scared.”
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“Wish | was,” Joseph said. Cal’s hand came back to his arm and squeezed.
“Ain’t you glad I didn’t toss that dead coyote down here?” Cal asked.

Joseph laughed. Outside the wind shrieked over the rumbling sound of a
freight train. Across the cellar the doors rattled, hammered by hail and under
attack. Inches away, the man Joseph loved stood waiting to maybe die beside
him, and Joseph still didn’t even know how Cal felt.

He took his hat off and, by feel, put it on the saddle horn of the horse next
to him. Then he reached, guessing distances from the location and angle of
Cal’s hand, and his fingers found hat. He plucked it off.

“Joseph, what—"

He followed the sound of Cal’s voice until his lips landed almost right on
target, and Cal stopped talking. He just stood there while Joseph adjusted his
aim, and then his arms went around Joseph and he became an active
participant in the Kiss.

Scratch that. He took over the kiss. Cal wrapped a fist in Joseph’s hair and
kissed him hard, a desperate, needing, demanding kiss that set Joseph’s heart
thundering in his ears, drowning out the storm above. Then he broke the kiss,
caught Joseph’s head in his hands and his lips ghosted over Joseph’s cheek,
across his forehead in tiny kisses so tender Joseph’s chest ached as well as
places farther south. Cal kissed his eyelids and his mouth again and ran his
hands over Joseph, molding Joseph’s body to his as he pressed their lips
together. Joseph opened his mouth and Cal accepted the invitation, grabbing
fistfuls of Joseph’s hair again as he deepened the kiss. All Cal’s focus, it felt
like, everything that Cal was, was in that kiss, and Joseph was drowning. All
he could do was cling to Cal’s strong, sexy body, holding them together with
all his strength as Cal kissed his brains out.

Lightning lit the basement even through Joseph’s closed eyelids, but he
was lost in Cal’s kiss.

*kk*k
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CHAPTER FOUR

Cal was certain they—himself, Joseph, Chisholm and Delilah—were going
to die. The twister looked strong as hell, and the house above them was not. So
when Joseph kissed him, he went with it. Why not?

Went with it, hell. He went for it. He grabbed Joseph back and kissed him
just how he’d been wanting to, driving back from Amarillo tired and feeling
sorry for himself, his weary mind wandering to better ways a man might could
spend a gorgeous Texas night. The wind roared and above them something
thudded as the house started to come apart, and Cal kissed Joseph with all he
had, instead of apologizing for being too damned focused on an effing tire to
notice a twister coming up.

He couldn’t stop the tornado tearing up the Y Otra Cosa. He couldn’t get to
the other hands, let alone protect them. So he put his all into kissing Joseph,
distracting them both from the imminent death he also couldn’t do a damn
thing about.

Something slammed the house and everything shook. Joseph jumped. Cal
held him tighter. The horses snorted and startled but they had nowhere to run.
Dust rained down, but Cal just went on kissing Joseph. He hadn’t had many
kisses. By God, his last one would make up for that.

Cal knew he was in trouble when he heard the soft sounds of their kiss—
when the wind had calmed enough he could hear it.

They were going to live. Now what?

He’d seen two funnels. Best to be sure it was safe before they tried the
door. Cal let his hands frame Joseph’s neck, fingers in that glorious hair and
his thumbs on the pulse points in his throat, feeling Joseph’s heart pound as
Cal kissed him.

Then he felt guilty. He felt like a damned fool. Handy, seeing how he was
a damned fool. He pulled out of the kiss and he had to push gently back to
keep Joseph’s mouth from following him.

“Cal...” Joseph said softly in the darkness. His fingers brushed Cal’s
cheek.
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“I’m sorry.” Cal would have stepped away but he didn’t have anywhere to
go, pressed up between two terrified horses under a falling-down house. “That
should never—”

“l started it,” Joseph said, laughter in his voice. “Why are you
apologizing?”
“Because I shouldn’t have let it go on.” Cal managed to take his hands off

Joseph, but he could still feel Joseph’s warmth so close to him. “I’m sorry. |
can’t...”

“Can’t what? Kiss? You sure as hell can!”
“l can’t—the ranch needs me.”

“I didn’t ask you to run away with me, Cal. In case you haven’t noticed,
I’m on the ranch, so that’s not much of an excuse for whatever you think you
committed yourself to.”

Cal tried to gather up his thoughts, but they’d been all spun out everywhere
by racing the tornado then kissing Joseph. “I’m sorry,” he said again. “We—
better see if we can get out.”

“l guess we better,” Joseph said.

Cal stumbled his way back across the cellar, calling himself names in his
head to avoid thinking what he’d see when he lifted the doors. When he found
the doors with outstretched hands, he managed the bolt easily by himself, since
the doors weren’t jJumping around. He pushed one up, keeping his eyes on the
task.

Sunlight smacked him in the face like there’d never been a storm. Cal slit
his eyes against the brightness and went to bring the horses out. As he came up
the stairs, his cell phone rang.

“Cal,” he answered. “Joseph’s with me and we’re safe. Has everyone
checked in?”

“You’re the last,” Wobbie said. “Damn you, boy, don’t scare me like that!
Why didn’t you answer?”

“We hid out in the cellar of the Nine Tails house,” Cal said. “Phone didn’t
ring till we came out. How—" he still hadn’t looked around. “How bad is it,
Wobbie?”
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“Bad enough. Didn’t it go right over you? The house held?”

“The tornado dropped a tree on it,” Cal said. That must have been the
crash. “Maybe that’s why the cellar wasn’t breached.”

“God’s got a use for you yet, son. Is the tank still there?”

Cal lifted his eyes, and shook his head. “No,” he told Wobbie. “Windmill,
tank, pump—it’s all gone.”

“Meet me at the L-bend of Limp Creek,” Wobbie said. “We’ll ride the path
and see where we stand. Right now I’ve got to call your mother.”

“Limp Creek,” Cal said. “I’ll be there.” He put the phone back in his
pocket.

“How bad is it?” Joseph asked. Cal shook his head.

“No one’s dead,” he said. “Everything else we can rebuild.” Somehow. If
the money could be found. If the herd wasn’t gone.

“Isn’t Limp Creek where the herd is?” Joseph asked, not knowing what he
was saying so it wouldn’t be right for Cal to sock him one, even if he hadn’t
been Kkissing the man senseless ten minutes ago.

God help him, he was such a damned fool.

“Can you find your way to the ranch?” Cal asked. “No reason for both of
us to be out.” They were covered in dust, looked like a gentler version of a
coal mining accident. The only part of Joseph that wasn’t dust-coated was his
mouth.

Hell. Cal pulled out his bandana, wiped his own face. Offered it to Joseph.

“It’s... back where the tornado came from?” Joseph said, scrubbing at his
own dust-coating. “Only farther on?”

“Better stick with me.” Cal took Chisholm?’s reins and led the horse to the
puddle that remained of the Nine Tails tank. “Don’t let her drink too much,”
he told Joseph as he followed Cal’s lead. “We’ve still got a long ways to go.”

After a brief slurp for the horses, Cal mounted and so did Joseph. Cal put
Chisholm at a trot, riding after the tornado. Joseph rode next to him, his eyes
mostly on the tornado’s path. What was there to see? Dirt. Dirt, where there’d
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been grass an hour ago. Dirt and matchsticks, where there’d been an outlying
stand of trees. Dirt and barbed wire slinky where there’d been a fence.

Cal couldn’t stop himself toting up the damage. He didn’t know the
numbers—would they have to redrill the Nine Tails well? How much for a
whole new windmill?—~but his brain tried to add it up anyway. Too much, he
knew that. It was all going to cost too much, and he’d waited too long to sell.
The Y Otra Cosa in other hands, himself and Mom living on Lyle’s charity—

There was insurance. It’d never pay enough, but it might keep the ranch
solvent if it paid fast enough. Needed to find the paperwork—he hadn’t
thought to look for that yet, tied up in all the tangles of the ranch’s financial
status. How much would it pay? What was the deductible? What was his best
bet, where did he start to repair the damage?

The herd was most important. If the herd survived, the ranch might could.
Start with the cattle, and work the priorities outwards. Water and grass and
fencing. Shelter for the cattle. Then irrigation, so he’d have something to feed
them come winter. Maybe sell off more than Mom had planned if beef prices
stayed high, get more cash this year in return for having less to sell next year,
and hope Providence didn’t throw anything else at the Y Otra Cosa for a few
years.

Planning on luck was no plan at all.

“Are you sure we should be chasing the tornado?”” Joseph asked. “I mean,
that was a perfectly good cellar back there, and either the tornado will come
back and we’ll want it, or it won’t and the ranch will still be here when the
funnel’s completely gone. Right?”

“It’s not going to turn back,” Cal said. “Weather don’t work like that.”

“Really liked that cellar,” Joseph muttered soft enough maybe he thought
Cal didn’t hear. Cal felt himself blush. Damned fool, letting himself take
advantage of the situation. He didn’t want a boyfriend, had no time for a
boyfriend, nor for the hassles of a boyfriend in Texas, and he should never
have gambled on not surviving.

Cal MacGregor, sixth generation rancher, kissing a boy in rural Texas? Of
course he was going to have to live with it.
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“l went to a Pride parade once,” Joseph said. “Mostly because Sefu, my
step-dad—well, mom’s boyfriend for the last fifteen years—told me | could be
gay if | kept it quiet. Flamboyance isn’t my thing, but | bought a rainbow shirt
just for the occasion.”

“l was out in Massachusetts,” Cal said. Emphasis on was. “Here only Mom
and Lyle know. And it’s staying that way.”

Joseph chuckled. “I hate to tell you, but one more person figured it out a
little while ago.”

Cal had a moment of panic, thinking he meant Billie or worse, Lafe, but
then he realized Joseph meant himself, referring to the Kiss.

“l don’t announce it,” Joseph said, “but my family and close friends
know.”

“Sometimes in Massachusetts | thought | might ought to just wear a sign,”
Cal said. “I got mighty weary of coming out, of folks being surprised. ‘Gay
cowboy? What is this, Brokeback Mountain?’”

Joseph snorted. “At least you didn’t have random people explaining that
you should be proud, since ‘two-spirit people’ are a long and honored tradition
of Native Americans, seeing that we’re all one big homogenous group of noble
savages.”

“I’m sorry | took advantage—"

“I kissed you,” Joseph said again. “I was half-expecting to get punched for
it. I was just hoping the darkness would throw off your aim.”

“Don’t—" Cal began and stopped. He took a deep breath. “Just—forget it
for me, will you? | thought we were going to die. | can’t—I’ve got too much
on my plate.”

Joseph didn’t say anything for a time. Cal didn’t dare look at him.

“It was a kiss, Cal,” he said finally. “It was one hell of a kiss, yeah, but it
was just a Kiss, not a proposal of marriage. It barely even qualified as making
out.”

“Joseph—"
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“I’m not going to out you to the entire town of Vega, population twelve
and three-quarters,” Joseph snapped. “I’m not going to out you to anybody. 1’d
think you’d know I’m not that much of an asshole, but since you don’t, I’ll say
it. I’m not a MacGregor so I’m not sure what my word is worth, but it’s all
I’ve got. Good enough?”

“I’m sorry,” Cal said yet again. He’d meant—nhe didn’t know what he’d
meant. But he hadn’t meant to cast aspersions on Joseph’s character. He just
needed Joseph to understand something he didn’t quite understand himself. He
couldn’t go losing himself. The Y Otra Cosa needed him.

And he could get lost in Joseph all right. Cal felt certain he could spend a
hundred years exploring Joseph and not come to the end of wanting to explore
Joseph.

God help him.

*kkk

Joseph couldn’t take it, couldn’t stand riding beside Cal, didn’t want to fall
behind and stare at Cal’s backside. He prodded Delilah with his heels until she
broke into a slow, reluctant run, and he passed Cal and left him behind. It
wasn’t like he could get lost with the tornado’s trail wide as a house and right
there.

Delilah was tired, though, and he didn’t want to get yelled at for abusing
the horse. So when he was a good distance ahead of Cal, he reined her back
down to a trot.

“You don’t let her slow down,” Cal had told him once. “You tell her to.
She’s got to know that you’re in charge.”

Fucking Cal. Fucking stupid Joseph, for thinking it would be any different.
Billie had warned him. Queers in Texas stayed in hiding.

That had not been the kiss of a man who wanted to hide. Fucking goddamn
Texas.

Eventually Cal caught up to Joseph, but he didn’t say anything to Joseph
and Joseph didn’t say anything to him.

The herd was fine, Wobbie told Cal when he and Joseph finally met up
with Wobbie after an eternity of silent and distant riding next to each other.
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Wobbie reported that he’d gathered the hands and put them to riding the whole
Limp Creek parcel to look for damaged fence or damaged animals. Cal nodded
and turned Chisholm back to the tornado-wide path of destruction. Joseph
followed, since he wasn’t told not to.

Riding the tornado trail took the rest of the day. Joseph had started taking
pictures as the tornado moved away—just like Cal had said would happen—
because as long as it was headed away it was awesome. Then he started taking
pictures of the damage. Cal would need pictures for his insurance company,
right? Might as well make himself useful, since he did work for the man.

Wobbie was unusually silent. Cal only spoke when he had to. Joseph rode
out to the side of the others to get clear shots, and wondered if a funeral
wouldn’t have been less somber.

“Whattaya reckon?” Cal said when they’d come to the point where the trail
first began like the rampage of a giant that magically appeared out of nowhere.
Which was pretty much what had happened.

Wobbie looked back the way they’d come and pursed his lips. “Two
hunnerd thou,” he said. “And six months. Two hunnerd thousand in labor and
materials, and six months to get her back to where she was.”

“Two hundred thousand,” Cal said like it choked him.

“We’ve had worse.” Wobbie slapped Cal on the arm, raising dust. “Go
wash up. Call your momma—she don’t want to hear me sayin’ you’re fine, she
wants to hear you. Better yet, go see her. Let her see you. Tell her we got this.
We’ve had worse.”

Cal nodded and Chisholm started a slow plodding walk towards the
windmill that was all Joseph could see of the ranch headquarters, the horse’s
head drooping as much as his rider’s. Joseph tugged Delilah back from
following. He was just a hand. He hadn’t just taken a two hundred thousand
dollar financial hit, and there was still light to work by.

“What should | do, Wobbie?” he asked as it started to rain. Joseph’s eyes
went to Cal, he dragged them back.

Wobbie shoved his hat back, looking Joseph over. “Shower quick,” he
said, “and get in that truck before Cal does. Only one tree betwixt here and
Amarillo, and it don’t need some sleep-addled cowboy wrapped ’round it.”
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“Got it.” Joseph tugged Delilah’s head around and prodded her into one
more run.

*kk*k

When Joseph got in the truck, he was prepared for hours of waiting around.
He had his laptop for photo editing, and two books in case he got bored with
that. He had a jacket, some cash, change for the vending machine so he could
buy a drink he wanted instead of what was handed him, and he had his cowboy
boots on so he wasn’t so short next to Lyle, and also so that if the man tried to
pick on Cal, then Joseph could implant a Cal-bought boot so far in Lyle’s ass
he’d need a surgeon to get it out.

He thought maybe cowboy boots had narrow toes for just that reason.

Cal was so sunk in gloom that he didn’t even fight when he got to the truck
and found Joseph in the driver’s seat. He just swore and got in, and before
Joseph got the truck on the highway Cal was asleep.

By the time they got to Amarillo, Joseph was more than ready to give
anyone who messed with Cal a taste of his new boots.

When Cal got out of the truck, though, Lyle MacGregor enfolded his little
brother in a long hug, then dragged him off to the elevators. Joseph followed
along until he could settle himself outside Ms. MacGregor’s room. Lyle
wouldn’t fight with Cal in front of her, he figured, so just outside was good.
And if they didn’t come out till visiting hours were over, he’d still be there to
protect Cal from assaulting trees in his sleep on the drive home.

When Cal came out of his mother’s room he didn’t look any happier than
he had going in. He was still avoiding looking at Joseph too. Joseph drove him
home, Cal falling asleep before they got out of Amarillo and not waking till
the truck stopped jolting in his front yard.

He didn’t say good night, just muttered “thanks” and fled.

Before Joseph fell into bed, he looked out the window to see that the light
was on in Ms. MacGregor’s office.

At breakfast Joseph was assigned to ride with Wobbie for the first time
since Cal came home. He was still in the truck before Cal that afternoon,
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without Wobbie’s orders this time. Cal had a little more spark to him, but
Joseph didn’t argue and he also didn’t budge, so he got to drive Cal to
Amarillo again.

Over the next few days Cal went from despair to anger. He drove all the
hands to work harder, and himself hardest of all. When the hands were done
for the day he was still working, fixing the things around the ranch from his
list. Joseph helped with everything he could, and still he was in the truck
before Cal every night, though now Cal left right after dinner.

“Why?” Cal asked him the fifth night, after he woke up to the lights of
Amarillo. “I’ve treated you like dirt.”

Joseph shrugged as he drove. “You’ve got a lot on your plate,” he said.

“Seems right foolish to put so much time into helping a man too stubborn
and prideful to appreciate it.”

“It’s my time to waste.”
Cal scrubbed at his face. “I—I’m not going to change my mind.”
“Fuck off, Cal.”

Ms. MacGregor had been moved to a “rehabilitative facility.” Lyle no
longer met Cal at the door—the facility was close to his office, so he visited at
lunch and brought his wife and kids after work, but they were all gone before
Cal made it into town each night. At first Joseph stuck to waiting outside, until
Ms. MacGregor caught sight of him and demanded he “get his rear inside and
tell all about the ranch.” Now he came in with Cal, and provided corroboration
and additional information as Cal told her everything about the day at the
ranch.

He only had different information because he still was working with
anyone but Cal every day. Joseph had come to dread the days he rode with
Billie, since she kept trying to get the reason for the change out of him.

Joseph figured out ten minutes into the first visit that Ms. MacGregor
thought Cal was hiding things from her. And Cal might be, and Joseph didn’t
want to start anything between them, so he was careful what he said and
wondered if the family was auditioning for a reality show, with all the drama
and secrets.
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He was careful enough that even after his “fuck off” in the truck, Cal didn’t
take Joseph along when his mother dispatched him to have a talk with an
“uppity” nurse. As soon as the door closed, though, she grabbed Joseph’s arm
and pulled herself and her wheelchair to him.

“Did something happen to Lupe?” she demanded.
“No.” Joseph shook his head. “She’s fine. Why?”

“Consarn it.” Ms. MacGregor sat back. “Cal’s getting skinnier,” she
growled. “No reason he ought to be, with Lupe to feed him up.”

Damn. He’d thought he was imagining it. Joseph shrugged. “He’s working
pretty hard. I’d be surprised if all the hands aren’t a bit skinnier, the way he
works everyone.”

She ran an eye over him. “You’re putting on weight. Muscle, | mean. Not
quite the scrawny city boy | hired.”

Joseph grinned. “That city boy would be dead by now, ma’am.”
*“You’re not riding with Cal anymore? You two have a falling out?”

“No’m. | guess—" Joseph searched for, found an answer. “I guess he
decided I know enough to be trusted out of his sight.”

“But you come with him every night.”
Joseph spread his hands. “I learned to drive in Los Angeles.”

She chuckled and leaned to grab his knee, pulling herself close again.
Joseph remembered that she knew Cal was gay, and prayed—

“I’ll tell you what, Joseph,” she said. “I surely do hate jello.”

The door opened; she snatched her hand back. Cal came in to assure her
that the nurse hadn’t meant to be patronizing and would stop. Ms. MacGregor
snorted disbelief, but moved to quizzing Cal about the health and prospects of
the Kkittens in the hayloft.

Apparently tabbies with big ears made better hunters.

The next night Cal woke up as Joseph turned into a Jack in the Box drive-
through. Joseph ordered three milkshakes, strawberry, vanilla, and chocolate.
He sneaked them into the facility in his empty laptop bag, and gave Ms.
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MacGregor her choice, the strawberry one. He took the vanilla. Cal eventually
picked up the chocolate.

The night after that, Joseph pulled into the drive-through of a Dairy Queen,
and though Cal insisted on paying, Joseph debated flavors with him long
enough that Cal bought three sundaes just to make sure his mom would have a
choice she liked.

He and Joseph ate the other two, of course.

On Saturday it was a week since the tornado, since the kiss in the cellar
that turned Joseph’s knees to goo and set his libido on high. Sometimes while
he worked beside Cal at the after-hours list, Joseph couldn’t look at Cal
because he’d be remembering those hands on him, that body pressed against
his, the thing Cal had done with his tongue, and if he didn’t look away quick
and think of scorpions all around him or Shawn’s girlie mags or something,
he’d be standing there with a hard-on making a tent in his jeans.

Sometimes Cal was avoiding his eyes too, but it had been a week and
Joseph hadn’t brought up what happened once, so sometimes Cal relaxed and
was just a stressed-out version of the man Joseph had fallen so damn hard for.

It almost pissed Joseph off. If the damn man had just gone on being an ass,
he might have managed to fall back out of love.

Saturday night a truck came thumping into the yard as everyone poured out
from dinner. The driver, a lean-faced man in a cowboy hat, leaned out the
window and howled.

“Rip Tucker, what in Sam Hill are you doing?” Cal demanded.

“There’s a dance!” the cowboy shouted. “Didn’t no one tell you? Betsy
Layton’s already there, lookin’ purty and a-lookin’ for you, Cal MacGregor!”

“Cripes, didn’t nobody tell the boss?”” Billie demanded, wrapping an arm
around Cal’s neck. “It’s a dance, Cal, and there’ll be girls and beer and Rip’s
sworn off drinking so he’s the designated driver. Long as Gina don’t once
mention the patriarchy, anyhow. She’s sworn she’ll talk with her fists if she
needs to, so it oughtta be a great night!”

“You’re early, Rip! Let me get my dress!” Gina bolted for the bunkhouse,
and half the hands ran after. Cal detached himself from Billie.
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“I’m going to see Mom,” he said. “Joseph will represent the Y Otra Cosa.”
“1,” Joseph said, “don’t dance.”

“Killjoys, the both of you!” Rip called, climbing out of the truck’s window
to sit on the door. “Cal, what do | tell Betsy? She’s set on filling up your dance
card!”

“Tell her Mom’s got my dance card.”
“Mama’s boy!”

Cal flipped him off, walking to his own truck. Joseph outran him to get to
the driver’s side.

**kk*k

Monday before supper Cal told Wobbie, who slipped the word to Joseph so
he wouldn’t be sitting in the truck waiting all night, that his mom had called.
Ms. MacGregor had taken her first round of physical therapy with a walker
and she was “plumb tuckered out and ornery as a washed cat” so Cal wasn’t
going into town.

Naturally that meant after supper Cal was back outside working on his
“hole in the bucket” list in the golden evening.

“It’s like the song,” he told Joseph as they worked at moving cinder blocks
onto the truck bed for transport to... something Cal wanted fixed with cinder
blocks. Cal had kicked all the blocks, but he still wore gloves, so Joseph did
too. “There’s a hole in the bucket, and the straw is too long to fix it, and the
knife is too dull, and the stone is too dry...”

“Yeah, okay.” Joseph had heard the song. He’d also heard the dirty
version, and he liked that one better. “And | get the stitch-in-time thing.” That
was what Billie had told him about the jobs Cal was doing. They weren’t high-
priority like what the hands worked at all day, but they’d save a lot of work
later. “What | don’t get,” he said, swiping sweat off his forehead before he
bent to pick up another block, “is how come—"

Something big, black, and hairy dropped out of the cinder block to land at
his feet. It had eight legs. Joseph shouted and tossed the block.

“Holy shit, what the fuck, shoot it!”
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Cal burst out laughing. Joseph scrambled into the truck bed as the thing
reared up, waving two long hairy legs ominously. “Cal! Shoot it!”

“It’s just—" Cal gasped, still laughing, “—just a tarantula!”

“It’s a motherfucking spider the size of my face, will you goddamn shoot
it? Sekhmet!” he yelled as the dog came over and Cal just kept laughing.
“Sekhmet, kill!”

“Sekhmet, down.” Cal caught her collar as she approached the thing
curiously. “Down.” The dog lay down, unworried, and Joseph decided he
probably looked like an idiot standing on the truck, but the goddamn thing was
a spider as big as his face so he stayed where he was.

Fucking Cal took off his hat and slid the brim under the spider. He cupped
his gloved hand over the monster and walked off to put the thing down at the
far corner of the fence behind the house.

“Lupe’s going to kill you for putting that thing in her garden!” Joseph
warned.

“Lupe knows they eat bugs she doesn’t want around,” Cal said, coming
back. “Like scorpions.” He walked to the truck and held out his hand,
sweeping the hat back as he bowed. “Let down your hair, Rapunzel. The
monster is vanquished.”

“Oh screw you,” Joseph growled, and jumped down. The work slowed
after that, as he checked each and every block before he picked it up. Cal kept
snickering but Joseph kept looking.

As they worked, the sun set into huge shelf-like clouds. Flaming orange
and red shone around them. Joseph kept an eye on the glory when he wasn’t
looking for spiders and thought about his camera but continued working.
Finally Cal poked him.

“Quit wishing and go get your camera.”

Joseph tossed the block into the truck and darted for the bunkhouse. He
took about twenty shots of the sunset, and then he wanted to add to the
composition, so he begged Cal to stand in front of it. Cal grumbled, but Joseph
said please and promised it would be great and they could get a print made for



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 225

Cal’s mom and finally he did it. Joseph took three shots forcing the flash, then
Cal turned his head, looking to see what Sekhmet was stalking over by the
barn. He put his hand to his gun, and Joseph switched to burst shots because
he knew if he could catch Cal’s silhouette just right he’d have utter gold.

He got maybe fifteen shots before Cal grumbled about time wasting and
got back to hefting blocks. Joseph couldn’t wait to see what he had, but he

worked until Cal declared it “too dark to see the spiders comin’.
Asshole.

In his room Joseph put his camera on his desk, took two of the ibuprofen
he’d learned to keep on hand, and went for a long hot shower, his second of
the day. When he got back to his room, the light was on in Ms. MacGregor’s
office. Joseph shook his head, wondering what the hell Cal was doing in there.

Didn’t matter. He had pictures. Too bad he hadn’t gotten a shot of the
tarantula to scare his mom with, but hell, Wikipedia. Joseph hung up his towel,
threw on boxers and a clean T-shirt and eased into the bed. Getting his laptop
and camera from the desk was an easy reach.

The black-silhouette shots were gorgeous. Three of them were just about
perfect, in Joseph’s humble opinion. He wondered if Cal would mind if he sent
a print to his own mom as well as Cal’s mom. And Playgirl magazine, and
Gays on—

Yeah, he might be a bit overtired himself. Joseph turned to the shots where
he’d forced the flash, so Cal’s features were visible, though he stood in front
of the sunset.

The pose wasn’t as perfect as the others, but Joseph liked them better
anyway. Cal looked almost relaxed, the smile lines by his eyes were back, and
holy shit, the man was hot. Every bit of pudge had melted off him in the nearly
a month since he came home. Every inch of him was built solid and made to
work, and Joseph wanted those hands working on him, and that mouth, and...
crap.

Joseph set aside the laptop and camera. He extended the magnetic
telescoping tool intended for fishing dropped metal things out of engines, and
flipped off the light. Closed it up and set it on the desk.
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Goddamn. He wanted Cal to fuck him. Just bend him over something and
fuck, Cal still in full cowboy getup and maybe wearing his gloves... and he
wanted to fuck Cal. In the back of the truck, parked in the shade of what was
left of the ghost-house, he wanted to fuck Cal with one leg over his shoulder
and Cal grunting with every thrust and telling him to fuck harder because Cal
was a tough little son of a bitch and he could take it. He wanted to suck Cal off
in the tack room of the barn, wanted to watch Cal fall to pieces as Joseph
fellated him. He wanted to make love to Cal down by the creek with a
citronella candle nearby to protect sensitive bits from skeeters the size of
Cessnas. He wanted to get in Cal’s bed first like he’d got into the truck every
night, and see if Cal tossed him out.

Light on the wall above his head told Joseph that Cal was still in Ms.
MacGregor’s office and suddenly more than anything else, Joseph wanted to
go up there and smack Cal with his own hat. Then he’d lead Cal to bed, where
he’d forget all his fantasies just to hold Cal and make sure the damn stubborn
man slept.

*k*k*k

Cal flopped back in Mom’s office chair and closed his eyes to the mess of
papers around him. He’d never get it sorted. He’d messed it up so Mom
wouldn’t be able to find anything, and he already couldn’t find anything, and
he didn’t damn well know what to do unless it was drop a match and claim the
office on their insurance.

That he even thought that showed how stupid he was to even be in there.
Cal opened his eyes on Wilf MacGregor’s journals that would probably be
first to go up, even before the modern papers. He turned his head to the
pictures above the bay window, especially the one of Mom as a girl with her
parents, her granddad, and her great-granddad, standing in front of the ranch
house. Grandma stood sideways, showing the camera the small bump that was
Uncle Skyller in her belly.

Cal let his eyes run down the row of pictures, naming names and going
back in time. Konner MacGregor, Cal’s own granddad. Taught Cal to rope,
ride, shoot, and stand up solid. Storm MacGregor, great-granddad. He’d joined
the navy, got all the way to Japan at the end of World War 11, then come home
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to get the ranch shipshape. Zack MacGregor, great-great-granddad, fought in
the trenches of World War |, came home and fought the Dust Bowl to hold the
ranch through the Great Depression. His daddy, Kaden MacGregor, who was a
trick rider for Buffalo Bill’s Wild West and toured Europe, meeting two
princesses and a pope before he came home to run the ranch. Wilf MacGregor,
founder of the Y Otra Cosa, sitting for a painted portrait. The very last was
Callan Mikel MacGregor, seven generations ago, Wilf’s daddy. The last
MacGregor not to call the Y Otra Cosa home until Lyle.

That was Lyle’s choice. He’d always seen things differently.

Cal sat up and stacked all the bills on the desk into a pile, and put the
plastic paperweight with a scorpion in it on top of the pile. Some were old and
hopefully paid, others he knew weren’t, so that pile might could sting. Now
the receipts—criminy, had Mom kept every receipt she got her hands on her
whole life?

Didn’t matter. He’d sort them later. Cal stuffed everything he could
identify as a receipt into Great-Uncle Mikel’s rucksack.

Talk about sorting. How did they even have space to walk, what with
hanging onto everything that had ever been used by a MacGregor? It was a
shock they didn’t have a roomful of worn-out bandanas.

The loans. That paperwork was a pile all its own, and Cal hated to even
touch it. The Y Otra Cosa had three loans against it, somehow. Cal had known
about one, borrowing money to send him to school. The ranch counted as
assets, so though they paid their taxes like everyone else, he hadn’t qualified
for financial aid. Why had he chosen Massachusetts, paying out-of-state
tuition at a private college?

Because Lyle told him if he went too far he’d never come back, and Cal
was determined to prove him wrong, that’s why. And because he figured
nobody was going to come visit him in Massachusetts, nohow. He could sow
some wild oats with no one back home the wiser—only come to find out when
Preston got grabby, Cal didn’t have wild in him.

He’d thought. Joseph, though—Cal shook his head.
The other two loans, one taken out before he went to school and one after,
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Cal hadn’t known about. The loans must be what Lyle knew. He hoped. Cal
prayed there was nothing more to find.

All three loans were current when Mom went in the hospital, but if he paid
Mom’s bills so she kept getting care, he couldn’t make the mortgage
payments. And as soon as they fell behind—well, that’s when the bills would
really start mounting. That’s when the creditors had a say in what he did or
didn’t do with the Y Otra Cosa.

To the right of the picture of Mom as a baby was the picture of Mom and
Dad with Lyle three years old, and Mom standing sideways to show off Cal
making her big.

Callan Stonewall, right there. Sixth generation of the Y Otra Cosa
MacGregors. The one who lost the ranch, maybe.

Cal rubbed his face with both hands, wondering if he could make coffee
without waking Lupe. There had to be a way to take care of Mom and still
save the ranch. He just had to wake up enough to find it. Cal set the rest of the
papers aside and turned on the computer.

Checking his email first was automatic. Cal deleted three from Preston
unread. He almost deleted the one from Betsy, but just left it unopened.

Uh oh, insurance company. Cal knew they weren’t going to send the
settlement through email, but he dared for half a second to hope it was a
“pleasure doing business with you, the money is on the way’” email. Then he
saw it wasn’t.

“Your claim has been delayed.”” Hell! Cal skimmed the polite mouthings
for the reason. ““We find we have no record on file of the purchase price of the
property listed as ‘destroyed’, namely the Nine Tails tank and windmill.”

...they didn’t have a receipt because the well was in place when the Y Otra
Cosa bought out the Nine Tails ranch!

“Before restitution can be made, a correct estimation of damages must be
obtained. Please acquire three (3) quotes from reputable businesses for the
repairs required. Price quotes should be itemized and guaranteed for thirty
days.”
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Cripes. There wasn’t but one well drilling rig in Vega! And guaranteed?
Any man who ever drilled a well knew better than to give guarantees. It was
why digging for gold and drilling for oil were speculative ventures—you never
knew what you’d find in the ground.

And who was supposed to pay to get three different companies outto the Y
Otra Cosa to look at the well?

All right. All right. Cal had known their insurance agent since he was knee-
high to the man. Mel Sheets wouldn’t let the MacGregors get railroaded by
paperwork. He’d just call Mel in the morning and—except the email said since
the Vega office had been closed, Cal would need to get his proofs to the
Amarillo office by—

Cal closed the email and closed his eyes. Took a couple deep breaths and
went on to one from Lyle, not that it was likely to be much better.

It was a forward.

Re: Is it worth my price?

Lyle—

Yes, that land is worth ten million easy, and Jack Snavely knows it. He’s
seen all the maps and reports | have. He’s maybe hoping the tornado on top of
your ma’s injury makes you all desperate. If Snavely won’t meet your price,
you know | will. I’d have to put my grandmother on auction to make the
payments, but the bat makes biscuits like horseshoes, so I’d not regret it. You

want to go with a man who’s trying to cheat you, or the man you know will
treat you fair and square?

Let me know. I can have papers and a $750,000 down payment ready in a
week.

Tom Bellamy

Cal sat blinking at the screen. Ten million. Ten million dollars. He’d
known the ranch was worth a pile, but he’d never tried to nail a figure to it.

Ten million dollars. For the land he walked every day, had ridden end to
end, that he knew backwards and forwards. The land where he was born, and
four generations of MacGregors before him.
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Ten million dollars. It wasn’t enough, anywhere near enough, could never
be enough for the Y Otra Cosa. But did he even have a choice? Between the
hospital and the tornado and the insurance company and three mortgages...

Cal closed his eyes, took a deep breath before he passed out cold on the
floor. It wasn’t enough air, so he took a few more.

He had two weeks before the first of the mortgage payments was due. If he
could get the insurance settlement that fast, he could buy some time. Make
payments to the hospital, pay the banks instead of getting the well fixed—nhe
could work around the Nine Tails pasture if he had to, till he could scrape
money together to get the well redrilled. Then get a solar pump. Jenny
McMurphy swore by them, especially seeing how the federal government
might could hand out a grant that’d cover half the cost.

The insurance settlement. That was the answer. For that he had to prove the
damages. He had poor Miranda’s paperwork, the pedigree of the packhorse
he’d cut loose to save himself and Joseph, Chisholm and Delilah. He had the
receipt for the irrigation system. He needed to prove the Nine Tails well had
existed, and figure out how to get the costs quoted and itemized.

Joseph. He’d been taking pictures the whole afternoon they rode the
damage trail, snapping away till Cal might could have knocked him off his
horse just from sheer ornery. All the documentation Cal needed, maybe, was in
that little camera of his. Time-stamped, maybe, because nowadays cameras did
that. Maybe even with the GPS coordinates in the file, ’cause cameras did that
too now.

Joseph. Cal chuckled, thinking of the city boy meeting a country spider,
and stuck his hat on. Joseph.

*kkk

Once upon a time Joseph had been hard to wake up, but once you got
enough bad news in the middle of the night... two raps on his door and he was
out of bed, lurching to answer.

His alarm clock was by the door. The red numbers read three twenty-four
a.m. Someone must have died. Joseph flicked the light on and snatched open
the door. He squinted at Cal standing outside, that ghastly smile on his face
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and his hat in his hands. He was as tall as Joseph—wearing his boots when
Joseph was barefoot. Had he even gone to bed?

“I’m so sorry,” Cal said, looking away. “I didn’t notice till I’d knocked that
your light was off.”

“Cal...” No one was dead. He wouldn’t be apologizing for knocking if
someone had died. “Cal, what the fuck? It’s three in the morning!”

Now Cal looked at him, eyes wide like he didn’t know. Damn man
probably didn’t. Over his shoulder, the light was still on in Ms. MacGregor’s
office.

“This is getting fucking ridiculous,” Joseph growled. He grabbed Cal’s arm
and dragged him in, closed the door behind him. “This needs to stop,” he told
Cal. “You need some fucking sleep.”

Cal put his hat on, shoved it down. “Don’t think—"

“When’s the last time you slept four hours in a row?” Joseph demanded.
“How’s that any of your business?”

“You knocked on my door at three a.m. and made it my business.”

Cal shook his head. “I was thinking of other things. I’m sorry. I’ll see
myself out.” He started to turn but Joseph grabbed handfuls of his shirt and
shook him.

“Stop it,” he ordered again. “You’re killing yourself, damn it, for what?”

Cal just glared at him. Joseph wanted to punch him, wanted to kiss him,
wanted to toss him in the horse trough or toss him into bed. His bed, Cal’s bed,
any bed, and sit on him till he slept. And then snuggle him in his sleep.

*“You stubborn ass,” he said softly. “The ranch is fine. Anyone can see
you’re taking the best care of it anyone could, so stop killing yourself—" He
stopped talking. Cal had that look in his eyes, that told him he was missing
something. He wasn’t getting it. “What?” he asked. “What is it? Is it your
mom?”

“l need—" Cal stopped, licked his lips. “Joseph. | need the pictures. The
ones you took of the storm damage.”

“You came to me at three in the morning for pictures?”
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“I’ve got—" Cal grabbed his elbow, squeezed. “Please. I’ve got to prove
the damage. | need the pictures.”

“Goddammit, Cal, you’ve lost your mind. You need sleep. Get the damn
pictures in the morning!”

Cal went back to silent glaring. Joseph shook him again.

“You don’t know,” he growled. “You don’t have any idea how damn much
| want to kiss you right now, or punch—"

Cal grabbed Joseph’s arms and spun, slamming Joseph’s back into the
door. He stepped close, holding Joseph’s arms at his sides. “Ya think?”” he
breathed, his mouth so close to Joseph’s he could feel the puff of air as Cal
spoke softly. “You think I don’t know,” he said, his breath warm on Joseph’s
lips, “when you’re standin’ there all tousled and near naked?”

Oh God. “Touch me,” Joseph breathed, begged, ordered. Cal let go,
stepped back. He looked for an escape route, but he’d put Joseph across the
only door.

“l—sorry. I’m sorry. | just—the pictures. Please. And I’ll go.”

“What are you so afraid of?” Joseph demanded, not moving. “Thought
your name was Callan, not Chickenshit.”

Cal made a fist and Joseph knew he was about to get his ass kicked but
good. Then Cal buried his face in his hands.

“I like to have murdered you just now,” he said through them.

“Thanks for not.” Joseph took the step to reach Cal and pulled him into his
arms. “Pretend I’'m a friend. Lean on me.”

Cal leaned. Just a little, just resting his forehead on Joseph’s shoulder.
Joseph stroked Cal’s hair and told him he hadn’t meant it—he’d never met a
man as brave as Cal. Brave and smart and damn, but he knew everything.
Determined, strong, funny... Cal’s hands dropped from his face, he buried it in
Joseph’s shoulder as his arms went around Joseph and he held on. Joseph kept
talking, telling Cal just how amazing he was. Eventually Cal chuckled.

“It’s like the cellar again,” he said against Joseph’s shoulder. “Here we are,
we’re not dead—I didn’t go stark raving mad like for a moment | thought |
might could—now how do | get out of this?”
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Joseph smiled and stroked Cal’s hair again. “We’re friends,” he said.
“Right? Even the mighty Cal MacGregor can lean on a friend once in a while.”

Cal lifted his head. “You go rattling on,” he said, “and | might get to
thinkin’ I’m something special.” He laughed. “That’s not good for nobody.”

“You’re kidding, right?”” But he wasn’t. Joseph took Cal’s face in his hands
and the friend vibe between them vanished into intensity. “Cal, you’re
amazing.”

“I’m stubborn as hell,” Cal said. Not like he was arguing. Like Joseph
might somehow have missed noticing. “And selfish. And sometimes I’m just
an embarrassment.”

“Cal...” Joseph shook his head, thinking of flowers and a blue teddy bear.
“Whoever told you that didn’t want you. He wanted—wanted a pet cowboy or
something.”

“| talk like a hick.”
“You talk like Cal MacGregor. It’s adorable.”
“I’m stubborn as two mules.”

“You get shit done. And I’ve watched you busting ass all over the place to
take care of every person and animal on this ranch and a few off it, so don’t try
to tell me you’re selfish.” Joseph tilted Cal’s head down with his hands, so he
could kiss Cal’s forehead. “Any man with a brain at all would be proud to call
you his. But right now I’'m just calling you “friend’, all right? Come here.” He
tugged Cal the half step to his bed. “I don’t trust you to go to bed if | send you
back, since you’re stubborn. So I’m going to see to it you sleep.”

“Joseph, that bed ain’t wide enough for two rattlesnakes spoonin’.

“We’re skinny.” Joseph put Cal’s hat on his dresser, then threw himself
down and tugged Cal’s hand till he lay down on the very edge. Joseph
wrapped his arms around and pulled him closer.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “Don’t think. Trust me, and go to sleep.” He
picked up the telescoping magnetic tool and flipped the light switch off.

“I still got my boots on!”” Cal protested.

“You sleep just fine in the truck with them on.” From his experience
driving, Joseph figured Cal would be asleep two minutes after he quit arguing.
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Joseph, though, wouldn’t get any more sleep. He was fine with that. He could
spend three hours enjoying the feel of Cal against him, no problem.

As they lay in the dark, though, Cal grew more tense, not less. Joseph
wasn’t doing anything but playing with his hair in what he hoped was a
soothing way, so it wasn’t his fault.

“What is it?” he finally asked. Cal twitched.

“There’s three mortgages on the ranch,” he said like it had been torn out of
him through use of torture. “What with Mom’s bills and the tornado—it could
wreck the Y Otra Cosa. | say could—that’s if Mom’s bills stop now. And they
won’t, unless | bring her home to get more crippled till she dies. The insurance
settlement might could get me some breathing room, but the insurance
company wants proof there ever was a Nine Tails well before they pay, proof
of what’d cost to fix it—and Lyle’s got some Amarillo oilman offering ten
million dollars if we sell out, check in hand in a week.”

Joseph goggled at ten million dollars! but that wasn’t the important part
here, so he shook it off. “You don’t want to sell,” he said. “So don’t.”

“l can’t let Mom die young and crippled to save the ranch, Joseph. She
says she’s fine, but | reckon the doctor knows better, and he says she needs the
treatment.” Now, finally, it came flowing out of Cal, everything he’d been
keeping bottled up while he worked himself nearly to death. “If | can’t make
the mortgage payments, they’ll take the land and sell it out from under me. If |
pay Mom’s bills, I can’t make the mortgage payments. If | pay the mortgage,
Mom’s care ends.”

“Cal...” Joseph sighed, stroking Cal’s hair. “I don’t know her as well as
you do, obviously. But I think losing the ranch would kill her. Can you see her
retired? Puttering around tending rosebushes and cats? You and her are just
alike—you need to be doing. If you put her somewhere nice and safe where
there’s nothing that needs doing, she will waste away and die just like you
would. Tell me I’m wrong if you can.”

“You ain’t wrong,” Cal admitted. “So | got to save both her and the ranch,
only I can’t. It’s one or the other, so I’ll lose both—"

Oh hell. Joseph squeezed Cal. “So sell something other than the ranch.”
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“It’s months still to the roundup. The calves need to grow a mite.”
“Sell something else.”

“Like what? The truck? The thing’s older than I am and not worth insuring
more’n liabilty.”

“Cal...” Well, yeah. He didn’t know he lived in a museum. Cal just knew
he lived with everything all his relatives had left behind. Like Mom with
Great-Aunt Mina’s ugly porcelain dalmatians that turned out to be worth a
hundred bucks. “That gun you carry,” Joseph said. “Your four-times great
granddaddy’s. The book you loaned me says it’s one of the first revolvers Colt
made. That’s got to be worth something.”

“l can’t sell—”

“There’s got to be stuff up there that you could. Or use it as collateral, geta
loan on better terms than the others, to pay off the others.” Joseph tugged his
laptop off his desk and woke it up, scrabbled a bit for the book, also on the
desk. The laptop woke up to one of the pictures of Cal, of course, Cal’s face
lighting Cal’s face in the dark room. “Colt Single Action Army,” Joseph read
then typed.

The first link was Wikipedia. Joseph skimmed the article, pointed to the
line about the inspector’s stamp that made the gun “most prized by collectors.”
He searched again, clicking links until he came to an auction posting, and lay
blinking at it.

“Three hundred and fifty thousand?” Cal breathed.

“See what you get for sharing your troubles?” Joseph said, trying not to
sound blown away by what he’d found. That would buy Mom a house. Two
houses! “You get help.” Joseph put the book back on the desk, closed the
laptop and put it back. In the darkness he kissed the top of Cal’s head.

“So. Sleep. Tomorrow’s another day, Scarlett, and the land will still be
yours.”

Cal shot coyotes with a gun worth three hundred and fifty thousand
dollars?

*k*k*
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Cal lay with his head pressed against Joseph’s chest, listening to his slow
heartbeat and so at peace he didn’t know what to think. The ranch was safe, or
would be. Mom was healing. Joseph thought he was amazing.

Maybe he could keep it that way. “What—" Cal breathed, “Joseph, if you
could change one thing "bout me, what would it be?”

“I’d make you be asleep,” Joseph whispered. His hand closed in Cal’s hair,
tugging gently. “Sleep, Cal. Even you need rest sometimes.”

Even you. The mighty Cal. Joseph worked beside him all day and into the
night, drove him to town and back and never asked for nothing and still
thought he was amazing. Cal reckoned he might ought to quit looking a gift
horse in the mouth, but he had to ask one more question.

“If | was to ask you—sometime, not now—if | was to ask you to be my
boyfriend, what would you be expecting?”

In the dim light from the house, he could see Joseph grin.

“Well,” he said after a minute, “I guess 1’d expect to get to kiss you a lot. |
wouldn’t expect to work with you all the time, but I’d want to at least
sometimes. | wouldn’t expect you to take me to the drive-in, but going
swimming would be fun. I suppose 1’d just follow your lead on how out we
should be. I’d think we’d be fine on the ranch, but some people like discussing
everyone else’s business, so | don’t know.”

“You wouldn’t never want to go on dates? Go to parties?”

“Not... really?” Joseph said slowly, like he was giving it thought. “I
think... well, not parties, at least not often, unless you wanted. If | were
planning a date with you, 1I’d want to—oh, take the horses and a picnic lunch
somewhere you haven’t shown me yet. Or maybe stargazing. Or... petting
Kittens, or something. You and me, not you, me, and a hundred strangers.”

“That sounds... awful nice,” Cal said, wriggling a little, careful not to kick
Joseph, until he could press his face into Joseph’s shoulder, that long shiny
hair brushing his forehead. “I got one heck of a temper,” he said softly. “You
sure you wouldn’t mind it?”

Joseph laughed. “If | were to give you a tribal name,” he said, “it would be
Hidden Badger. All fluffy and adorable until somebody messes with you, then
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you kind of hunker down and get mean.” He squeezed Cal. “I love when you
shove your hat down and get ornery. It’s sexy.”

Sexy. Not childish.

“Go to sleep,” Joseph breathed, resting his cheek on Cal’s head. Cal
breathed deep and let it out and went limp.

It was a relief.

*kkk

Joseph had thought he wouldn’t sleep then he woke to the soft chimes of
his phone’s text alert. Cal slept sprawled across his chest, mouth open and
adorable, and outside the first tentative light of dawn had come. Joseph
scrubbed at his face and reached for the phone before it sounded again and
woke Cal.

“If you two aren’t ready to go public, you’d best roust Cal out,” the text
from Billie read. “Lupe’ll be up any minute.”

Oh shit. She must have heard the conversation on the porch, heard Cal
come in but not leave—shit!

But she’d woke him up so no one else would know. Wonderful Billie!
Joseph would thank her later. Now he brushed Cal’s cheek with the back of his
hand.

Cal’s eyelids fluttered and he opened his eyes. He smiled. “Hey,” he said
softly.

“Hey,” Joseph said, smiling stupidly back. He so didn’t want to, but—"It’s
morning. If you don’t want—"

“Cripes!” Cal rolled out of the bed and onto the floor. He was up before
Joseph could ask if he was all right, and headed for the door. He came back,
though, as Joseph sat up, and leaned to kiss Joseph quickly. Then he snatched
his hat and slipped out the door.

Joseph sat on his bed grinning at his door. Then he fell back into his bed
and fell back to sleep with a smile on his face, and Billie had to drag him to
breakfast again.

As the newest addition to what was essentially a large family, Joseph had
never sat near the MacGregors during meals. That morning he was grateful for
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the arrangement, as it made it easier to avoid looking at Cal. Joseph got by on
sneaked glances, doing his best not to meet Cal’s eyes for fear of getting lost
in them.

It was probably for the best that once again Wobbie announced Joseph
wasn’t assigned to work with Cal, but it was disappointing.

Not disappointing, though, was the way Cal smiled and ate, two things he
hadn’t been doing while he drank too much coffee at breakfast lately. Billie sat
across from Joseph. She glanced at Joseph meaningfully, cast her eyes at Cal,
and grinned. Joseph reminded himself she’d saved his butt twice just that
morning, and didn’t kick her under the table.

Joseph worked with Juan Carlos that day, fixing tornado-damaged fence
and learning survival Spanish. For once, his work-fast-to-get-back-to-Cal
method failed him, since the job was more than a day’s worth. Working faster
just meant he got more tired, but eventually Juan Carlos said they’d done
enough and they rode back to the ranch. To ranch headquarters. In an entire
day of riding and fencing, they’d never left the ranch. Joseph still couldn’t
quite wrap his mind around it. He wondered what it looked like from the air,
like a helicopter tour he’d once taken over LA. Ooh, keep that in mind as a
present for Cal—he bet Cal would love seeing the Y Otra Cosa from the air.
Joseph thought about helicopters and noise, about small planes and altitude,
and wondered if Vega had a hot air balloon tour service. Not frakking likely,
of course, but he could dream of taking Cal up for one of those champagne
brunches he’d seen advertised back home.

Cal was sitting on the edge of the porch brushing Sekhmet as Joseph and
Juan Carlos rode into the yard. Cal looked up and greeted them both, but when
Juan Carlos got down to pump water into the trough, Cal gave Joseph a bigger
smile just for him. Joseph grinned back and looked away, got down to pick up
the reins of both horses so they knew it was okay to drink.

Joseph had never been willing to stay in the closet, not for any reason or
any person. But this was different. It wasn’t himself he was hiding, it was a
sweet secret romance. He smiled at Cal from between the horses and Cal
caught it, looking back to his work with a grin. Yeah. He could enjoy a secret
held with Cal.

And Billie. She seemed to be keeping their secret, though. Her knowing
took some of the fun out of it, but Joseph was not going to complain of having
a protector. Far too many times in the past he’d needed one.
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Juan Carlos took his reins from Joseph’s distracted hands—at least he
wasn’t staring at Cal while distracted!—and led Athena into the barn. Joseph
gave Cal one more glance and followed. He hurried through Delilah’s care, but
she’d mostly just stood around while Joseph worked so she wasn’t in great
need of attention. He put her in her stall and headed for the porch.

Cal had a brush ready. “Take Athos,” he said. “He’s a big puppy, but he
won’t take it personal if you catch a mat too hard.”

“Got it.” Joseph sat next to Cal and called Athos over. “Have | mentioned |
love the names of all the animals?”

“It’s a new generation,” Cal said. “In Granddad’s day they had names like
Blackie, Brownie, Blaze and Star.”

Joseph snorted. Cal showed him how to brush the dog, keeping an eye out
for ticks. “Normally Lupe’s next-youngest does this,” Cal said, “but he’s—"

“Visiting his grandmother this summer. | know. The other day | was
dusting saddles in his place.”

Cal chuckled. “Dust’s an infernal nuisance round these parts,” he said.
“How was it out there today?”

Coming home to the man he loved asking about his day... Joseph thought
he just might have found heaven, but he kept brushing around Athos’ attempts
to wash his face. “Saw a red-tailed hawk | think. Might have got some good
shots. It’s different working with anybody else—I feel like | have to be
careful, where | know you’ll tell me when I’m doing too much sightseeing and
not enough working.”

“Try not to worry on it,” Cal said. “We—me, Mom, Wobbie—know we
work you all seven days a week most weeks, and most days over eight hours.
Ain’t going to complain if you take an hour to pull up a comfy bit of shade and
have a siesta. Or spend the time other ways.”

“Now I’m thinking of the next time you and | work together and those
other ways,” Joseph said softly.

Cal looked down at Sekhmet, but Joseph could see him grinning under his
hat.
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“How was your day?” he asked Cal.

“Irritatin’.” Cal lifted a mat of black fur from Sekhmet’s back, brushing it
carefully from the bottom to detangle it. “Lafe.”

“Ah.” Yeah, Joseph could see how that would be. “Why not tell Wobbie
not to—"" he stopped, looked up. The truck sat in the yard. It was a Tuesday
afternoon. Why was he hearing an engine?

“What—" Cal began, then he heard it too. He stood on the porch, looking
off towards the highway. “Lyle,” he grumbled, trying to dust dog hair off his
clothes.

“Change if it matters,” Joseph suggested.

“It don’t.” Cal took his hat off and knocked it on the post of the porch and
dust fell from it. He ran his fingers through his hair and put his hat back on.
Then he pushed it down hard.

Joseph bent his head over Athos and grinned. He kept brushing, in the
hopes of having a front-row seat for whatever was about to happen. He even
had the right boots on, though Cal didn’t look like he’d need rescuing
anymore.

As Cal waited for the truck, Billie and Bart rode up to the barn. Bart tapped
his hat, but Billie looked from Cal to Joseph and grinned. His face safely
hidden from Cal by his hat, Joseph stuck his tongue out at her.

A huge shiny red—or what had been shiny red, before it met the yellow
dust of the driveway—pickup drove into the yard. It was one with a full-sized
backseat, and it looked like it had never been used for anything but driving
around. As a Californian Joseph was born a tree hugger, and he hated just-for-
show trucks on principle. Cal might have felt the same, his lip curled.

Lyle climbed out of the truck dressed just like Cal from hat to boots except
he hadn’t done hard physical labor in his clothes. Cal went to meet him. Lyle
laughed.

“Here you come, walking all stiff-legged for a fight!”” He opened the back
door of the truck. “Girls, say howdy to Uncle Cal.”

Cal stopped walking. Two little girls—not so little, maybe around ten—
climbed down from the truck, both in cute sundresses and hats.
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“Cal! Cal! Uncle Cal!”

“Now hold up!” Cal said, putting out his hands. “I’mall covered in dirt and
dog hair!”

The taller girl stopped. The smaller tackled Cal’s waist in a hug then
climbed him like a tree. “Cal!”

“Leandra!” Cal kissed her cheek and set her on his shoulder. The girl
wrapped around his head and Cal beamed as he leaned down to kiss the older
girl’s cheek, and Joseph melted. This. Cal and kids. He wanted this, so bad it
hurt.

Billie and Bart came out of the barn as Lyle walked around the truck to
help a woman in a smart red suit out of the other side. Cal still had Leandra
wrapped around his neck like a face-hugger alien, but he went to kiss the
woman’s cheek until she stopped him with a hand up.

“We’ll take it as expressed,” she said. She was blonde and immaculate,
with a slim leather briefcase. Joseph imagined she was a shark in the
boardroom. “Cal, we brought you some options.”

Joseph saw it. Cal stiffened, and the little girl nuzzled his cheek, and he
softened again. Damn Lyle, had he found an advantage?

Well. That could be dealt with.

“If you’re going to talk business,” Joseph said, “the girls might want to
check out the kittens in the barn. They’re about a month old, and awful cute.”

“Kittens!” both girls squealed. The little one leaped out of Cal’s arms, he
caught her midair and set her down, and both ran for the barn. Lyle and the
woman stared at Joseph like he’d been horribly rude, listening to a loud
conversation held less than twenty feet away.

“Come on,” Billie said to the girls, holding out her hands as Bart dodged
away from the incoming children. “I’ll show you.”

“Don’t let ’em get rumpled, Billie!” Lyle called.

“Don’t dress "em up frilly for the ranch!” Billie answered. She and the girls
disappeared into the barn.

“Lyle—" the woman began.
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“We’ll get them new dresses,” Lyle said. “Cal, I’m sure Enola would like
to sit down.”

“Ain’t you always reminding me it’s your house same as mine?” Cal
demanded, but he led the way to the porch.

“They’re going to want kittens,” Enola warned Lyle as she turned the
cushion over in the rocking chair Lupe liked to sit in. The bottom of the
cushion was clean enough it seemed; she sat down.

“We’ve got room.” Lyle lowered his large self to the porch swing, leaving
Cal to stand, sit next to him, or sit on the porch itself. “Joseph, nice to see you.
Want to take that somewhere else?”

“He’s fine where he is,” Cal said, leaning his shoulder on a porch post
between Joseph and the visitors. “Lyle, you don’t get to show up once in a
blue moon and start tellin’ the hands what to do.”

“This is family,” Lyle said.
“And he’s already shown he feels qualified to offer opinions,” Enola said.

“He offered a kindness,” Cal said. “If he’s offended your principles, I’m
mighty sorry.”

Joseph bent his head over the dog and brushed. He got a face-washing as
reward.

*kkk

Cal knew he was being stubborn, and he didn’t care. The more the better.
Lyle thought he’d just drive up in his fancy truck with his pretty wife and great
kids and start treating Joseph like hired help? Hell no.

“Fine.” Enola reached into her briefcase. “Maybe if all the hands know the
situation, you’ll think about their interests too. Now. I’ve been looking into
your options, since Lyle tells me you won’t. He set up online accounts when
Mother Jess was laid up last time, so we know where things stand.”

Cal bristled, but he let her talk. Enola went on, rustling papers and
explaining options ranging from selling most of the ranch to selling all of it,
expounding on how Cal would be free to do whatever he wanted. He’d be
young and rich and “not tied down.” She didn’t come out and say he could go
somewhere more gay friendly, but Cal heard it and he guessed Joseph did too.
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Joseph hadn’t barely blinked at ten million, and he thought Cal would die
off the Y Otra Cosa. Not that Cal had to consider Joseph’s future, but—

“What’s your suggestion if |1 want to stay right where I am?” Cal
demanded. “Doin’ what I’m doin’?”

Lyle took off his hat and fanned himself with it. He glanced at Joseph who
was bent over Athos like it took all his concentration to brush a dog, then at
Cal. Like he knew. “If the Y Otra Cosa weathers the storm?”” he asked. “Well,
then, | imagine you’d have to go ahead and marry Betsy Layton so as to raise
up some more MacGregors, right?”

Athos yipped as maybe Joseph jerked the brush in a tender spot. Cal took
his hat off, didn’t hit Lyle with it, put it back on. Shoved it down.

“I reckon,” he said, “that I’ll run this ranch how I like and with whomever |
like, till they plant me head down to keep me in the ground. You want to go
against me? Bring on your lawyers. 1’1l make this porch my goddamn Alamo.”
He lifted his hat. “Sorry *bout my language, Enola.” He shoved it back down
on his head.

“Cal—" Enola began.

Cal folded his arms and set his jaw just the way Lyle and his mom hated.
Like Joseph said he liked. Lyle looked at Enola and shook his head.

“Mommal Momma!” The girls came running back from the barn, Skyla
with a kitten in her arms outrunning Leandra who had to run back and pick up
her hat. “Momma, look how pretty!” Skyla held up the orange kitten. “Can |
have him?”

“You put him back!” Leandra caught up and smacked her sister with her
hat. “Billie said he’s too young to leave his momma!”

“If he’s a month old, Billie’s right,” Lyle said. “Give him cuddles, Skyla,
and ask Billie to put him back. It’s about time to go.”

“I’m staying,” Leandra announced as Billie came forward to take the
Kitten.

“You’re not,” Enola snapped. “Go get in the truck.”

“Serenity’s momma died,” Leandra said. “She’s lonely. | fed her with a
bottle. I’m going to stay and take care of her.”
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“Serenity?” Lyle asked, looking to Cal.

“Three-month-old filly,” Cal said. “Her dam was our packhorse the day we
got caught out by the tornado. Poor Serenity’s left all day in the barn, most
days without any other horses.”

Skyla gasped at “tornado” and cuddled the kitten closer.

Leandra nodded her head. “She needs me,” she announced. “I’m not going
to ballet camp. I’ll stay with Uncle Cal and take care of Serenity.”

“Seventh generation MacGregor,” Joseph murmured behind Cal, so soft
only he heard.

“You don’t have any clothes—" Enola began.

“We can find clothes for her,” Cal said.

Leandra threw her arms around Cal’s waist. “I knew you’d let me!”
“Cal, using the children—" Lyle began.

“Tell me you didn’t bring ’em just to soften me up,” Cal said. Lyle looked
away. Cal picked up Leandra and she latched on like a cute leech. “Let her
stay. Either she’s born for the life, or she’ll come runnin’ home in a week. No
point fighting it.”

“No point fighting her,” Enola muttered.

Leandra stayed. Lyle and Enola and Skyla left, without the kitten. After
supper Joseph and Cal drove into Amarillo, and from Mom’s facility they
went to Lyle’s to pick up what Enola thought was a week’s worth of clothes
for Leandra. Joseph tossed the suitcase in the truck bed while Cal got a full
hug from Skyla since he was now clean enough to hug.

As soon as they were out of Amarillo, Joseph patted the seat beside him.
“Why don’t you move over here?”

Cal chuckled and moved, buckling into the middle seat belt, setting his hat
on the empty seat. Joseph drove one-handed, the other arm around Cal’s
shoulders. He slowed the truck way down and turned the lights off, driving by
moonlight. With the city and the moon behind them, all Cal could see forever
was star-speckled sky and prairie. A cool breeze flowed through the truck,
sweet with the scent of growing grass.
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In the truck again, coming home from Amarillo. But unlike that day a
month ago, Mom was on the mend and the ranch was safe. And Joseph
thought Cal was amazing.

“Yeah,” Joseph said softly, lifting his hand to tousle Cal’s hair. “God’s
country. I believe it.”

Cal leaned his head on Joseph’s shoulder and didn’t sleep the whole way
home.

THE END
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ANIMAL MAGNETISM
By Willow Scarlett & Andrea Speed

When Terry found the door, he thought it led to a closet.

It was at the end of a narrow, poorly lit corridor. He was sure it simply
couldn’t be what he was looking for and he must have taken a wrong turn at
the bottom of the stairs. But as he hesitated he caught a whiff of coffee, and
decided to open the door and see what was behind it.

Although his damnable shyness reared its ugly head again, he swallowed it
back and slowly peeked inside. For some reason, the light surprised him. It
was clean and inviting. He was surprised, too, by the number of chairs. Most
of them were occupied. How many people were here? A quick count told him
ten, including the primly dressed woman he took to be the therapist, and he
was about to walk away when he realized someone was looking at him.

“Come onin, don’t be shy,” said a jovial bearded man, standing at the side
table where the coffee pot and a plate of cookies waited for everyone.

Of course Terry still wanted to run. But now everybody was looking at
him, so rather than show what a coward he was, he walked in. He feigned a
smile, nervously pushing his glasses up to the bridge of his nose while he
scoped out the nearest empty chair. He decided to sit next to the middle-aged
woman knitting what looked like the world’s most rectangular scarf, figuring
she was too busy to strike up a conversation.

It turned out he was the final arrival. The bearded man eventually
wandered to an empty seat as the therapist took her seat and crossed her legs,
smoothing her hands over her knees in a practiced gesture. “I think it’s about
time to start. Before we begin the session, it’s important that we all remind
ourselves that this is a safe space. There is no judgment here.”

There were some nods and murmurs of agreement from the group, and the
therapist smiled in satisfaction. “We have newcomers to the group this
evening. Would they like to introduce themselves?”
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She turned to Terry. He looked down quickly to avoid her intense gaze,
hoping to act nonchalant and like he just hadn’t seen her. Unfortunately,
jerking his head down so fast made his glasses—slightly loose on his nose—
slide right off and bounce onto his knees. He couldn’t dare look up now,
Imagining everyone staring at him. He fiddled with the loose plastic pad to fit
make it fit on the bridge of his nose and tried not to think of how blotchy his
cheeks were when he blushed.

The woman beside Terry cleared her throat, and her knitting needles
clicked as she held them in her lap. Terry assumed she was laughing at him
until she said to the circle, “You may call me Mrs. Carlin. | am here today
because | am the last of the dodos.”

“Hello Mrs. Carlin,” everyone replied. Terry, glasses back on his face but
cheeks still burning, tried to join in the chant but started late and continued a
moment after the beat.

She gave a fussy little flourish of her needles as she picked them back up
and started knitting again. The clack-clack-clack every time the needles
clicked together continued constantly as the circle began their introductions.

“I’m Joe,” mumbled a large man to Mrs. Carlin’s left. “Warthog.”
“They call me Sheriff. I’m a honey badger.”
“Hello. I’'m Nancy, and in my spare time I’m a jerboa.”

And so on. The voices and list of animal forms continued over the
machine-gun clack of knitting needles until Terry relaxed. He finally drew his
eyes away from his knees and looked around the circle. Everybody here
seemed so calm—even the bearded man, Roger, a walrus. There really was no
shame. And shame was what he’d expected most—it was part of daily life, for
an odd species shifter like himself.

Terry was feeling at ease until the young man on his right started talking.
Then Terry remembered that he still hadn’t given his own introduction.
Everyone would be staring at him. The sudden panic nearly drove away his
ability to hear the man beside him say, “I’m Craig, and I’m a kinkajou.”

All eyes now on Terry, he lifted his chin high and focused on not doing
anything humiliating. “Hello. My name is Terry, and I’m a pangolin.”
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His was the final introduction. When the responding chorus of hellos had
died out, the primly dressed therapist said, “Hello everyone. I’m Doctor Susan
Webster, and I’m a kiwi. The purpose of this group is to encourage everyone
to be proud of their inner animal. We can’t all be werewolves, werelions, or
werebears, and that’s okay. Every animal is special in its own way—"

Terry tuned her out. Much of this was on the webpage. Why was he even
here? He wasn’t exactly a group therapy kind of guy. But he really didn’t
know what he was supposed to do with himself. He was a lame were in a
world that only seemed to like good ones, and he had no idea what he was
supposed to do. Hiding seemed like a good idea, but that wasn’t always
possible.

“You doing okay?” the young man beside him asked quietly.

Terry gave him a side-eyed glance. He was kind of cute, in a scruffy sort of
way. His name was Craig, Terry remembered. “Yeah, I’m just not sure why
I’m here.”

“We’re all like that at first. I know it sounds like a bunch of psychobabble,
but the people here are really nice. Give ’em a chance.”

Terry had no intention of staying long enough to give anyone any kind of
chance. There was nothing to be gained from therapy—except maybe coffee
and a snack, but it looked like he may have been too late even for that. He was
feeling more and more that he shouldn’t have come here. It was just like any
other group activity: if it wasn’t embarrassing, it was just depressing.

Doctor Susan Webster kept talking like she had a PowerPoint display in
her head, rattling off buzzwords like comfort healing and road to acceptance
and even an ironic safety in numbers with a little patronizing laugh. Terry
cringed. He promised himself that if she mentioned synergy he would just
walk out, despite the fact that it would make him look like a coward.

He tuned out, and looked again at Craig. Yes, definitely cute. Terry had
never even heard of a kinkajou. It sounded like a made-up name. But
considering that the same could be said for Terry’s pangolin, the obscure
species form just made Craig cuter. He had his fingers intertwined in his lap
and kept tangling them in different ways, keeping his palms flat on his legs but



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 252

twisting his fingers around and around each other like tangling worms. He
could have been nervous, or he might have been as bored as Terry was.

Just as Terry was thinking that, Craig looked up at him. He turned his head
and met Terry’s eyes, raising an eyebrow. Their gazes locked and Terry waited
for Craig to speak, to give more reassurance or an anecdote about the group.
When his gaze kept holding, it occurred to Terry that Craig might just be
weirded out by his staring—or he might even be flirting.

The thought made Terry’s heartbeat speed up and he looked down in
embarrassment. Just fast enough for his glasses to fall off again.

He hurriedly slid them back onto his face—again—and glanced back at
Craig. Craig was still watching him, now with an amused half-smile. He had to
be flirting. There was no other reason a guy would hold eye contact that long.
Unless he was a serial Killer.

But then Craig gave a little sideways jerk of his head. When Terry
followed the direction of the movement he saw that the entire group was
looking at him. Craig wasn’t flirting. He was just waiting for Terry to answer a
question that Doctor Susan had asked him while he wasn’t listening.

He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry?”

She didn’t look annoyed. She just nodded serenely at him and said, “It’s
perfectly natural to still experience feelings of embarrassment at your first
meeting. With time you’ll come to feel more comfortable with your animal
shape and, so, with yourself.”

“Okay.”

It wasn’t the response she had been looking for. The circle of faces just
kept facing him. To his left Mrs. Carlin said politely, “Perhaps | could be the
first to share an experience from the week?”

“If Terry has no objections?” Doctor Susan asked him brightly. There was
just enough emphasis on the first syllable of his name that it was clear she’d
made a point of memorizing it.

“Sure, go ahead,” Terry said, still bewildered. He glanced back at Craig,
who was now grinning at him like a child catching an adult using a naughty
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word. It was clear he had realized that Terry had zoned out during Doctor
Susan’s speech, and found it kind of funny. Terry blushed and looked away.

Mrs. Carlin carefully placed her knitting in her lap. She took a short,
hissing breath before saying, “I visited the zoological museum again. This
time | only stayed in front of the dodo display for two hours.”

There were murmurs of encouragement and praise from the circle. Doctor
Susan said kindly, “Well done. How do you feel about that now?”

“| feel that |1 would have stayed longer if some boys hadn’t been making
fun of the stuffed displays,” she said, and picked up her knitting again.

“All progress is positive,” the doctor urged. “I think we should all be proud
of Mrs. Carlin.”

There was a small round of tepid applause, and while this was going on,
Craig leaned over and whispered, “Wanna go get a coffee after this?”

For some reason, this made Terry relieved. Maybe because he’d get
something out of group therapy after all? “I’d love to.”

The rest of the session was a blur of happy talk and lukewarm affirmations
of loving their inner animals, which still struck Terry as hilarious. Had they
seen a pangolin? Cuddly was the last thing you’d think about one of them. It
was like the unholy union between a snake, an anteater, and a pineapple.

Terry followed Craig to a coffee shop just down the street from the group
therapy center. It wasn’t a chain, either, which was nice, but sadly that also
meant it was kind of empty. They were alone except for a woman laboring
over her laptop in the corner.

Terry ordered a coffee, but Craig ordered a black tea with a shot of
raspberry syrup and honey. They had their choice of seats, and ended up taking
a nice table by the window.

They settled in and Craig asked, “So what do you do, outside of changing
into a pangolin?”

“I’m a cube rat. | work for a software company.”

Craig smiled. “So the glasses aren’t a hipster affectation. You’re a genuine
nerd.”
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“Hey. Now that’s a stereotype.”
“Who’s your favorite X-Man?”

Terry sighed, rubbing his eyes. “Jean Grey. But | kind of like Mimic from
Exiles too.”

“See? | didn’t understand that last sentence at all.”
Terry smirked and dropped his gaze. It had been a trap, of course.

But Craig leaned closer over the table, his smile warm. “I think nerds are
hot.”

“Clearly you’ve never been to a comic con,” Terry replied.

As Craig chuckled, Terry decided to turn the tables on him. “So what is it
you do, besides being a kinkajou?”

“Bit of this, bit of that,” Craig shrugged. His shaggy brown hair was just
long enough that it curled against his shoulders and bounced as he shrugged. “I
work at a bed store at the moment, but | have a gig doing nights at a radio
station twice a week. That’s what 1’d really like to be—a radio DJ.”

He gave Terry a look just challenging enough to prove that he was used to
being mocked. Terry smiled. “So you’re a DJ. Would | have heard you?”

“Not unless you make a habit of listening to alt-pop radio between eleven
at night and one in the morning.”

“l don’t.”

“No one does. But it’s a foot in the door. And the studio space is huge. It’s
connected to this old concert hall with rafters a mile high. Sometimes after
work, I’ll sneak into the concert hall alone and shift. Climb up into the rafters
and on the ancient chandeliers. From that high up you can’t even see the
ground.”

“Sounds dangerous,” Terry shivered. “l stick mostly to parks and
playgrounds, but out of the way and always after hours.”

Craig smiled lazily and leaned closer, elbows on the table between them.
“It’s a thrill. Breaks up the monotony of the day. Sometimes | wonder why |
even bother with the radio gig at all. No one’s listening. I might as well not
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even talk. Sometimes | think about just putting on a whole John Cage albumto
see if anyone complains.”

“At least you have a dream. | don’t think much further than my next day’s
coffee and next week’s project,” Terry joked. It felt good to be able to talk to
someone who knew about his animal form but didn’t think it was a big deal—
who could even relate, without laughing.

“I doubt that. You’ve got this kind of intense look about you, and it’s not
just the glasses. Like a man with a mission. | like it.”

Their drink order arrived, and Terry was saved from having to think of an
answer. He stirred sugar into his own drink as Craig took a sip of his tea and
let out a low rumble of contentment.

Craig leaned back in his chair with his eyes closed and the tea cup cradled
between his hands like a squirrel holding a nut. Terry took the chance to study
him while Craig wasn’t watching. There was nothing forced or styled in his
scruffiness—he just didn’t seem to care how he looked. He was a few days late
to shave, and his hair was mussed. It suited him.

Craig’s eyes snapped open. Terry darted his gaze away so fast he might get
whiplash. He felt like he’d been caught pressing his nose up against Craig’s
bedroom window. He hastily took a sip of coffee and burned his tongue.

Craig leaned onto the table again. “So what brought you to the meeting
tonight? You hardly spoke two words.”

“I’m a bit shy.”
“Shy and nerdy? You just keep getting sexier.”

Terry blushed and looked away, watching the woman from the corner
leaving the shop with her laptop held to her chest. He took a deep breath and
forced himself to look back at Craig. That’s what normal people did—Ilooked
at each other. “I read about it online. And | thought... well, it’s true, isn’t it?
We can’t all be werewolves or werebears. But that doesn’t stop us wishing we
could be.”

Terry heard the bells on the shop door chime and carefully didn’t turn to
look. Not acting like he was terrified of any passing noise might be a good
way to impress a cute guy.
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“Hand over the fucking money!” a man suddenly exclaimed, making Terry
jump. A quick look showed that the man who’d just come in was wearing a
black hoodie and holding a small gun, which he waved menacingly at the
barista, who simply stared at him like he was crazy.

“Dude,” the barista said. “It’s been a slow night. There’s, like, twenty
bucks in the register.”

The robber smashed the gun against the side of the barista’s head, sending
her reeling backwards. “Shut the fuck up!”

“We should do something,” Terry muttered, before he realized what he was
saying. Oh hell, did he actually say that?

Craig looked briefly alarmed, and then kind of intrigued. “Well, we are
animals.”

Yeah, but he was a pangolin, which was no one’s idea of a hard-charging
dynamo. Was a kinkajou any better? Still, he suggested it, and he might as
well follow through on something for once. “You go high, | go low?” Not that
he had any choice in the matter. Pangolins were low to the ground, so he was
sticking with low unless he came across a catapult.

Craig nodded, and started sinking beneath the table. Terry did the same
thing, as it was probably for the best.

Underneath the table, he willed the change, and then had to climb out of
the tangle of his clothes. Craig did this easily. It turned out a kinkajou was a
bit like a small cat, spry and agile. Terry’s own pangolin had huge claws built
better for tree climbing than walking.

Terry managed to get out of the snagging net of his clothes and started
walking across the floor to the legs of the robber. He was saying something,
but Terry couldn’t make out what. He was just concentrating on the robber’s
dirty sneakers.

There was a high-pitched screech, and suddenly the orangish blur of the
kinkajou launched itself like a rocket at the startled robber’s face. It clung to
him like a face-hugging alien, and the robber let out a shriek of his own as he
reached up to grab it. It was then that Terry dug his thick, unwieldy claws into
the robber’s leg, like he was a fir Terry wanted to climb.
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The robber let out a nearly comical scream, arms pinwheeling wildly as he
tried to step away and lost his balance, falling over as the kinkajou rode him
down, gnawing on his forehead the whole time. The robber was able to grab
Craig, as he’d dropped his gun, and pulled him off and threw him across the
room. “Motherfucker,” he spat, and gave Terry a look that was equal parts
confused and angry.

Before the robber could do anything, the barista was suddenly towering
over them. She poured a steaming hot cup of coffee in his face.

Now the robber was really screaming, and he grabbed his face and curled
up in a ball as the barista added a kick in the stomach for good measure.
“That’s for hitting me, you fuckwad.”

Terry made his way to the table and changed back near his clothes, hastily
covering himself with his shirt before squirming into his boxer briefs. All he
needed was to be charged with public indecency.

But Craig seemed to have no such hang-ups. He walked back completely
naked, ducking down to get his clothes. “You all right?” he asked, grabbing
his pants.

Terry tried not to notice that Craig was in pretty good shape, but he was.
Maybe if he had Craig’s build, he wouldn’t have minded walking around
naked either. “Yeah. You?”

“Oh yeah. Luckily, kinkajous are pretty flexible.” He stood and pulled on
his jeans, and just in time, too, because now Terry could hear the sirens
approaching. “Maybe we could be superheroes ourselves. Kinkajou and The
Pangolin.”

“Ahem. Why am | second-billed?”” He knew Craig was joking, but no way
was he going to let this slip past unmentioned. “I’m the one who actually
knows anything about superheroes. Like what kind of names could be catchy,
for instance.”

“Heh. Let’s not hang around long enough for the police to start asking how
two exotic animals found their way into a sparsely populated coffee shop. No
need to end the vigilante career as soon as it begins.” For all his talk of haste,
Craig grabbed his tea cup and drained it before following Terry to the exit. The
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barista had her back to the door and a phone pressed to her ear, and didn’teven
notice them leaving.

“She’ll be okay, right? You don’t think she’ll be traumatized?” Terry
hesitated, looking back through the door. His body was coursing with
adrenaline, but he knew when it faded he’d feel sick and shaky.

“Terry.” Craig put a hand on Terry’s shoulder, calming rather than trying
to lead him away. His hair had fallen into his face and it just drew more
attention to his killer smile. “We just brought a robber down. And you know
what? No way a wolf or a bear could have gotten away with what we just did.”

Terry chuckled. “You’re right. I hadn’t thought of that. Maybe being small
and weird isn’t a bad thing.”

“Maybe it’s not.” Craig winked to reinforce the words.
Terry blushed and pushed his glasses up. “We should get going?”

“We should. But first...” Craig caught Terry’s face in both hands and tilted
it upward so they were looking eye to eye. He held Terry’s gaze for a long
moment, then lowered his head to press their lips together. It was a tiny, chaste
kiss and it tasted like raspberry. “Congratulations on becoming a superhero.”

Terry was grinning too wide to form any words.
Their hands intertwined as they walked away from the scene.

THE END
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THE PRACTICAL GUIDE TO TRYING NOT TO
DIE

By Sam Schooler

Aragorn, Boromir, and Faramir are trying to kill him.

Danny tightens his grip on the silver candlestick he snagged off the dining
room table, trying to muffle his panicked breathing. He had migraines as a kid
and his mother took him to a relaxation therapy clinic; he remembers the CDs
they gave him and breathes in, holds it, breathes out. In, out. Calm. He’s
capable. He knows this house better than they do. He can do this.

A floorboard behind him creaks.
Oh god, he’s going to die.

Candlestick at the ready, Danny whirls, bringing it crashing down on the
shoulder of the guy... who...

...1s his next-door neighbor.

“What the fuck are you doing in here?”” Danny hisses, eyes wide, and then
he sees the sword in Neighbor Guy’s hand and backs away so fast that he
knocks his head on the bathroom doorframe. He yelps and Neighbor Guy
makes a cutting gesture with one hand, signaling for silence. “No,” Danny
says, “no, you are trying to kill me, and—"

“I’m not,” Neighbor Guy starts, half a second before Aragorn slides into
the living room, hefting his sword over his head in what is possibly the worst
attack plan that Danny has ever seen. He isn’t, like, a master swordsman, and
nor does he know anything about hand-to-hand that doesn’t come from action
movies and the mandatory self-defense section of gym class in eighth grade—
but, regardless, he knows that the guy is kind of an idiot if that’s how he’s
going to come at Neighbor Guy, who has at least three inches on him
vertically and four or five on him horizontally (because seriously, the guy has
Shoulders. Capital S-worthy Shoulders).
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Neighbor Guy promptly uses those Capital S Shoulders to drive his sword
through Aragorn’s stomach. He drops one knee at the last second, ducks, and
heaves upward, putting his shoulder under the hilt of his blade and dragging it
through Aragorn’s chest until he hits bone he can’t break. Aragorn gasps and
gurgles, reaching for Danny, who may or may not be having a mild panic
attack right there in the hallway, and then, oh gosh, he’s dead, all the life
sinking out of him in one limp flop. Neighbor Guy stands, letting Aragorn’s
body drop off his sword, and looks at Danny.

“I really don’t want to die,” Danny reminds him.

“I’m here to make sure that doesn’t happen,” Neighbor Guy says. He has a
nice voice, and Danny would take more time to appreciate it if he wasn’t sure
that his life was in peril.

“What do we do?” he asks, holding his candlestick closer to his chest.
Neighbor Guy’s eyes drop to it, and then he actually has the fucking nerve to
roll them, like Danny’s attempt at self-preservation isn’t good enough for him.
“What?” Danny snaps. “I’m sorry, is this not sufficient for you? | could have
grabbed a pepper shaker or something else useless. | was going to die!”

Neighbor Guy squints at him, his mouth open a little. After a moment, he
asks, “...Is there something wrong with you?”

“Is there,” Danny says. “Oh my god, is there something wrong with me?
Fuck yes, there’s something wrong with me! People are trying to kill me!”” He
almost wants to swing at Neighbor Guy with the candlestick again, but too late
he realizes that he’s been shouting, and that there are heavy footsteps thudding
toward them, and equally heavy footsteps above, on the second floor.

“Come here,” Neighbor Guy says, and grabs him by the collar of his shirt,
dragging him forward and into Neighbor Guy’s chest. Neighbor Guy walks
backward, pulling Danny with him into the bathroom. He pushes Danny into
the corner where the door wall meets the side wall, and of course, Danny starts
fucking sneezing right there, because Malia insists on putting these incense
things in the bathroom that smell like Moonlight Vanilla and Beach Pineapple
Coconut, and they irritate his asthma like nothing else. “Be quiet!”
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Danny gives him an ugly look and lifts the candlestick again. He doesn’t
want to kill anyone, and he’s trying not to think about what the police are
going to say when Danny calls and says that he has a dead Lord of the Rings
cosplayer in his house. Whatever they say, he’s sure it will end with him in
prison, wasting his young life away in solitary and eating fake baked beans
and stale bread.

“What,” he says, and Neighbor Guy pushes into his space, putting a hand
over his mouth that Danny is immediately tempted to lick. A shadow falls on
the far side of the hallway, and Danny breathes into Neighbor Guy’s hand,
assuring himself that his lungs aren’t going to go traitor on him now. We’ve
come so far, he thinks, sucking in a slow breath. Neighbor Guy is looking into
the hallway, his whole face dark except for the line of one cheekbone and the
groove on the top of his lip, which is prickled with five o’clock shadow.
Unfair, since it’s only like eight-thirty in the morning and Danny hasn’t even
had coffee yet, much less breakfast.

The shadow stalls, then creeps forward, and Danny sees the glinting edge
of a sword before he sees the rest of the man. He can’t tell if it’s Boromir or
Faramir—and then it doesn’t matter, because whoever it was is dead now, his
left arm mostly severed, and his blood painting the wall in a spattering wave.

“Oh,” Danny says weakly. “That’s great. That’s a lot of blood.”

“I’m really going to need you to be quiet,” Neighbor Guy says, glaring at
Danny. He has blood smeared on his face, droplets arched artfully over one
side of it, a line from his chin to his hairline. God, ew, there’s probably some
in his hair, too, but it’s too dark for Danny to tell. “Here,” he says, and Danny
looks up to see Neighbor Guy offering him a sword.

“Uh,” Danny says.

“Take it,” Neighbor Guy snaps. He pushes it hard into Danny’s hand.
“There’s one more of them.” Easing back out into the hallway, he glances left,
then moves right, motioning for Danny to follow. Sword in hand, Danny does,
keeping his back pressed to the wall as he navigates his way over Aragorn’s
splayed limbs. As soon as he lets himself think he’s in the clear, he slips in
Aragorn’s blood, and Neighbor Guy hauls him back to his feet with one hand
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under his arm, his eyes set ahead, on the front door. The front door is less
appealing than upstairs, where Danny could dress himself in something that
Isn’t, you know, Star Trek boxers and a ripped orange T-shirt that says BIG
LOUIE’S SUPER SHRIMP from his cousin’s failed attempt at a shrimp truck.

Neighbor Guy leads Danny forward, checking the stairs and the study as he
goes, his barefoot steps silent on the hardwood floor. He motions Danny closer
and leans into him, passing a set of keys into his hand. “Listen to me. You go
get in my truck and you drive it down to Clairview Park. Got it?”

“What are you going to do?”

“I’m going to find the other one.” Neighbor Guy pushes Danny toward the
front door. “Go. I’ll meet you.”

Really, Danny would have more questions about why Neighbor Guy seems
so bent on saving Danny’s life, and why he has this whole Man on Fire act
down pat, but he sees the third one—definitely Faramir—coming around from
the hallway before Neighbor Guy, and he... Okay, yes, he shrieks, “Behind
you!” as he throws his arms up on instinct. To his surprise, his blade meets
Faramir’s and the shock ricochets up his arms, jangling his nerves. Faramir
looks as stunned as Danny does, and Neighbor Guy uses that to his advantage,
sliding between them and bringing his sword up, the tip resting on the heaving
bob of Faramir’s throat.

“Don’t,” Neighbor Guy growls, pushing Faramir back.

Faramir smirks and brings his free arm up, knocking Neighbor Guy’s
sword away as he pulls a dagger out of his shirt. It’s glowing a cherry red,
sparking here and there, and Danny scrambles backward too late; the cut the
dagger makes is quick and it hurts, worse than the time Danny broke his arm
playing hopscotch.

“Too late,” Faramir murmurs as Neighbor Guy rallies, turning on him, and
Neighbor Guy’s sword... goes through the side of his throat.

Danny has never seen so much blood in his life. It sprays, it’s fucking Old
Faithful. Danny is never going to make fun of horror movie blood after this.
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“Guardian,” Faramir spits, his voice hoarse. “You are too late.” He coughs
and blood sprays thickly from his torn throat. Danny recoils as some of it hits
his arm, warm and wet.

“Who sent you?”” Neighbor Guy—Guardian? Is that his name?—demands.
When Faramir does nothing but smile up at him, he pushes the tip of his blade
deeper into the new wound. “Who sent you?”

“A new reign is coming,” Faramir murmurs. Danny can see his eyes
glazing over. Neighbor Guy seems to realize he’s losing him, too, and he steps
back, letting Faramir hit the ground. Faramir gasps and chokes, his smile
widening. “My life | give in service, so the light will be remade. My salt to
this land, my flesh to this soil, so his reign may extend here. My ancestors take
my spirit.”

“You’re not on soil,” Neighbor Guy says. “And you’re a murderer. No
spirits are coming for you.” He pauses, watching Faramir’s chest heave. “At
least, not the ones you want to see.”

Danny feels a flash of sickening satisfaction that is replaced with pure
sickening, because he doesn’t know who this guy is. He doesn’t know who
any of them are. Who says that Neighbor Guy is the good one here? Danny
means to ask this, and he means to dig his heels in, but instead he looks at the
keys in his hand, then looks back up at Neighbor Guy and asks, “What now?”

“Pack a bag. We’re leaving.”

“We’re leaving,” Danny repeats. Neighbor Guy reaches for his keys and
Danny snatches them back, stuffing them into the useless breast pocket on his
T-shirt. “No. No, that is incorrect. | don’t even know who the hell you are.”

Neighbor Guy sighs and switches his sword to his right hand, offering his
left to shake. “My name is Soren. I’m here to protect you.”

Danny’s life is officially a bad movie. “Protect me from what?”
Soren raises both eyebrows and looks down at Faramir. “Uh...?”

That is the precise moment when Danny knows that this man is going to
drive him up the wall. “Uh, yeah,” he says. “*Uh,” he says to me. Uh, who the
fuck is he?”
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“I don’t know his name,” Soren says slowly.

Danny boggles at him. “I can’t tell if you’re purposefully missing what I’m
asking you here or if we’re having—I don’t even know. Who are you?”

“My name is—”

“Soren,” Danny cuts off. “I know that.” He points at dead Faramir. “You
asked him who he worked for.”

“Right.”

Danny drags a hand down his face, remembering belatedly that there’s
blood all over it, at least eighty percent of which isn’t his. Ugh. “You and | are
gonna have a difficult time with each other, aren’t we?”

Soren shrugs. “I like you fine, Danny.”

“You don’t even know me,” Danny says, half-laughing it. He feels
hysterical, suddenly, because he can smell blood. There are three dead men in
his house and he has their blood on him. He needs his inhaler, and he needs to
call Malia, and he needs, he thinks, to call his mother, who will probably make
the four-hour drive down here in three. “How do you know me?”

He knows Soren in the way casual neighbors know each other, sure, but
Soren is looking at Danny like he expects him to know everything, like Soren
Is miles ahead and he expected Danny to be walking next to him, matched step
for step, only to find that he let Danny fall down a fucking hill, Princess
Bride-style. Soren has lived in the house next to his and Malia’s since they
moved in, and he’s kept to himself. Malia met him once but didn’t ask his
name, and aside from gawking at him when he did laps in the small swimming
pool behind his house, Danny has had zero contact with the guy.

Soren’s expression is strange. He steps into Danny’s space and cups his
jaw in one hand, tilting his face to one side so Soren can examine the cut. “He
marked you,” he murmurs, his jaw ticking. He lets Danny go a second later,
which is good, since Danny’s body has developed a sudden and ill-timed fever
that is located primarily in his groin. “We really have to go,” Soren says. “I
need you to pack a bag. There’s going to be more of them, once these don’t
report back.”
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Danny grits his teeth. “Are you going to call the police?”
“The police won’t help us,” Soren says. “Pack, Danny.”

So, he does. He washes his hands and face, first, and then he fishes his old
high school backpack out from under his bed. When he catches sight of
himself in his bedroom mirror, he’s so pale that he looks sick. Even his
freckles have lightened. He drags a hand back through his hair, fixing it and,
belatedly, remembering to check it for blood. Nothing; his hand is clean.

That done, Danny calls Malia. He gets her voicemail and he tells her not to
come home, that something’s happened and he’ll be at Soren’s house. Come
there, he says, and he wonders if she’ll hate him for this. Probably. She holds a
hell of a grudge.

Inhaler. Clothes. Wallet. Cell phone. Cell charger. Toothbrush. Deodorant,
even. His mother would be proud.

Danny doesn’t call his mother.

“Look,” he says on his way back down the stairs. “I have a roommate. If
she comes back here and finds this...”

“She can’t come back here,” Soren says. “The seekers won’t kill you, but
they’ll kill anyone who gets between them and you.”

Danny picks up the short sword from the floor, wincing as sticky blood
coats his palm. “When | asked who that guy was, ‘a seeker’ would have been a
good answer. You know. FY1.”

“He’s a seeker,” Soren says, with a tone that suggests he’s only humoring
Danny. “They’re looking for you because they’ve been sent by someone.”

“For me.” Danny has three dead bodies to prove that Soren is right.
“Why?”

“I’ll explain.” Soren opens the front door. “Later.”

“Have you done this before?” Danny asks. “Any experience? Y’know,
student teacher placement?”

Soren’s shoulders stiffen. “No. Why?”
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“Because you have a terrible bedside manner. It needs work. For all |
know, you’re one of them and you’re going to cut my liver out and sell it on
the Black Market.”

Soren blinks. He has this amazing ability to rearrange his entire face from
scowl to bemusement and back in seconds. “What?”

“Nothing.” Danny isn’t sure why he believes Soren in the first place; he
doesn’t want to have to explain the fact that he does. Not to himself, and
especially not to Soren.

*kk*k

Malia calls as Soren is slinging a leather satchel into the back of his pickup
truck.

“What,” she says, “the fuck was that message, Daniel.”

“Uh,” Danny says. Out of the corner of his eye, he sees Soren look up.
“Look, | need you to... not come home for a while.”

“Why?”
“l see dead people?” Danny says, and only when it’s out of his mouth does

he realize how wildly inappropriate it was. He darts a glance at Soren, whose
face is carefully blank.

Malia’s voice is very calm and very low. “Excuse me.”

“I’ll explain when you get here,” Danny tries. “I just need you to trust me,
Mal.”

“Tell me that when there aren’t dead people in my house.” She hangs up.
Danny pulls his phone away from his ear, sighing. If the next Tolkien crew
doesn’t kill him, she might.

“She’s a black belt,” he says morosely. “D’you realize what she’s going to
do to me?”

“It’s better than ending up dead.” Soren has his arms folded loosely on the
lip of the truck bed. “When she gets here, she needs to pack a bag and leave.
We’ll meet up with the rest of the League when we get to Lohrfast.”
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Danny waves his hands in a way that kind of signals that he’s having a
seizure. He might be, he doesn’t know. For a brief, terrifying moment, he can’t
remember where he put his inhaler; it’s in his pocket when he slaps his hands
down, a comforting and familiar shape. He takes a hit off it, sighing at the
instant relief.

“Okay,” he says. “Okay, look. There are about fifty things wrong with
what you just said. That’s her house,” he says, throwing out an arm to point at
it. “That’s her house, dude, and there are three dead guys in it!”

“I realize that,” Soren says. He’s doing this thing where his eyes are dark
and unreadable, and his face is utterly devoid of emotion, like some demented
C-3PO. Hell fucking no, Danny is not about to be his R2-D2.

“Look,” Danny repeats. “I can’t leave them there and leave her to deal with
it. The police might not help us, but somehow | doubt they’ll have an issue
arresting her.”

Soren sighs. He seems very put-upon by Danny’s whole freaking out
episode. Danny scowls at him. “Okay,” Soren says slowly. “We’re going to go
to Lohrfast—"

“l don’t want to go to Ireland—"

“And then,” Soren says, slightly louder. “We’re going to send someone
back here to help with cleaning up your house. Okay?”

Danny gapes at him. “No,” he says finally. “No, not okay.”

Soren sighs again, more exasperated. “What else do you want me to do,
Danny?”

“Explain all this shit!” Danny says, throwing his hands up. He quite
abruptly needs his inhaler again, and he takes a couple puffs. This is more than
he’s ever taken in such a short amount of time, and he hopes he isn’t about to
keel over. Then again, dying might be a reprieve from the torrent of bullshit
that his life has become. “Where is Lohrfast?”

“Not here,” Soren says. “Where I’'m from...” He falters, his eyes dropping
away for the first time. “Where we’re from,” he begins, “isn’t here. | need to
take you there. For protection.”
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“Protection.”
“From seekers like the ones in there.” Soren nods to the house.

Danny turns out of habit to look at it. It looks... foreign. He thinks about
the three dead men in it and it feels less like the place he’s been living in for
the past year. This is how his childhood bedroom felt, the first time he went
back to it, but that had been after months of living here. He didn’t think a place
could change that quickly. He swallows hard, rubbing his fingers into the hot
metal of Soren’s truck.

“What about my parents?”
A flicker of emotion. “They’ll be informed.”
It sounds so clinical. “Informed,” Danny echoes.

“They knew already,” Soren says. “They knew when they took you into
their home.”

“I'm...” Danny blinks at him. “What?”
Soren’s mouth twists at one side, wry. “Sorry.”

Danny sags against the flank of the truck. He’s adopted. There are three
dead dudes in his house, his roommate is about to kill him, he’s being whisked
off to Ireland, and he’s adopted.

“l should never’ve gotten out of bed this morning,” he mutters. “Shit.”

Of course, that’s when Malia’s car screeches around the corner at the far
end of the street and comes barreling into their driveway. “What,” she says,
stepping out. She’s near six foot, taller than Danny is, and she run-walks at
him on her five-inch Manolos, doggedly determined to... Oh god she’s going
to rip my face off.

“Malia,” Danny says.

“Nope,” she interrupts. “Nope. If there are dead people in my house,
Danny—"

(LLOOk_!,
“Don’t you look me! I hate when you look me!”
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“For the record,” Soren says pleasantly, “I hate when he does that, too.”

Malia squints at him. “Why the hell is my roommate’s shit in your truck?”
she asks, looking pointedly at Danny’s duffel bag.

“I’m taking him with me.”
“And leaving me with the dead bodies?”” Malia snaps.
Soren shrugs. “I’m sending someone to fix your house. You should—"

“What.” Malia whirls, turning her laser focus back on Danny. “There are
actually dead bodies in my house? | thought you were fucking joking, you
asshat!”

“I’m sorry,” Danny says, itching for his inhaler again. “It was—What
happened was—What...” He breaks off, fending away the tightness in his
chest. “I don’t even know what happened,” he says lamely. “I don’t know,
Mal.”

She stares at him for another long moment, her jaw clenched, and then she
softens and touches his lip where it’s split. ““You okay?”

“Oh yeah,” Danny mutters. “Fabulous.”

Soren clears his throat from behind them. “We need to go,” he says to
Danny. To Malia, “You should find somewhere safe to stay. A hotel, a friend’s
house. Stay there for a couple weeks, until | can draw their attention away
from here.”

“Is that why you’re taking me?”” Danny says. It’s near squawk-level. “Am |
bait for Legolas?” He cannot handle this. He just can’t. “I...” He snatches his
bag up from the truck bed. “Look, I’m just going to stay here. With Malia. At
a hotel! I’ll be fine. Just fine.”

“No,” Soren says. He’s back to that deep, scary voice that Danny can tell
he uses to end conversations.

Unluckily for him, Danny rarely responds to conversation-ending tones.
“No,” he parrots instead. “No way. If Malia can stay, | can stay. I’ll inform my
parents myself.”
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Soren’s jaw tightens. “My job is to look after you,” he says. “That’s what
I’m trying to do. I’d appreciate if you’d let me do it.”

They lapse into tense silence, Danny staring at Soren and Soren staring
back at him, puffing up, and spreading his stupid Shoulders until he’s taking
up as much room as possible.

“You look like a fucking peacock,” Malia says eventually. Her voice is
practically a snarl. “I sure as fuck am not staying here if there’s dead people in
my house. Wherever you two are going, I’m coming with you.”

“No,” Soren says. Conversation-ending voice.

“Yes,” Malia says. I-will-fucking-kill-you voice.

“Dude,” Danny says, “don’t even bother. She’s gonna win.” He can
practically hear Soren grinding his teeth from here. “I’ve tried, believe me.”

“Two years of law school,” Malia says, by way of explanation.

“I can tell,” Soren agrees, and just like that, the tension dissipates. Danny
glances between them. This is baffling, he thinks, and almost says it, but Soren
Is already saying, “Go pack a bag.”

“Two minutes.” Malia jogs toward the house, still on her five-inch heels.

“She’s your girlfriend?” Soren assumes, watching the still visage of
Danny’s house.

“What? No.” Danny shrugs. “We met through a friend. | needed a place to
stay.” Soren hums, noncommittal, which is when Danny realizes that maybe
he’s asking so he can date her, or court her, or whatever the fuck it is that
people from Lohrfast do. God, he can’t imagine what would happen to the
world if Soren and Malia hooked up. That’s like... that would be like, Jesus,
all that’s coming to mind for him are bad WWiII-related images. Superpowers.

Malia is gone longer than two minutes. Danny gets antsy, wants his inhaler
again. He says, “I need to call my parents.” Soren makes a face, but he doesn’t
say no, so Danny pulls out his cell phone.

He gets voicemail.
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“Fuck,” he mutters, listening to his mom’s cheerful, familiar intro. *““Hi,
you’ve reached the Marlaeto household! Leave a message after the beep, and
we’ll call you back as soon as we can. Have a great day!”” He turns away from
Soren, tucking his phone and face into his shoulder. “Hey, Ma,” he says. He
tries not to look at his house. “I love you a lot, okay? You and Dad.” You
never told me. “I’m safe, okay? I’m going with Soren. I’m okay. I’ll...” He
grits his teeth, then lies through them. “I’ll talk to you soon.”

Soren is watching him impassively when he comes back to stick his
(turned off) phone in his bag. “They know me,” he says. “They met me before
| moved here.”

Danny leans on the truck, rubbing his eyes with the heels of his hands. He
wants to set his whole life on fire, and Soren’s face on fire, and this truck. And
the house. “So | guess everyone knew but me. And I still don’t know.”

“I’ll explain,” Soren says. His voice is softer, but when Danny drags his
hands away from his eyes, it hardens again. “We don’t have time right now.”
He leans in the open driver’s side window and slams his hand down on the
truck’s horn, blaring it for five short blasts. Danny sees one of the front
window curtains rustle, and an extended middle finger appears in it. He ducks
his head, laughing. A moment later, the front door slams.

Malia has stripped down out of her dojo uniform and has sneakers on. Her
long blonde hair is tied back in a severe ponytail. “We’re in Montana,” she
says to Danny, tossing her duffel in the truck bed. “I needed to oh-so-suddenly
go to rehab for a Vicodin addiction.”

Her selflessness makes Danny’s chest ache, and he reaches for her,
hugging her around the waist. If he said thank you, she might say, You’d do
the same for me, except Danny doesn’t know if he would. He doesn’t even
know if he could. Could he pick up and leave his entire life? Go off on some...
some quest with rules and backstory that were only vague shapes? With no
playing cards and shitty figures and loaded dice?

No. But he isn’t Malia.



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 274

Soren climbs into the truck. His eyes are cool now. He says he’s Danny’s
guardian—so how much of his own life did he give up? “We need to go,” he
says, peering at them through the passenger window.

“Shotgun,” Malia says. She gives Danny a lopsided smile.
He can’t look back at the house when they drive away.

*kk*k

They don’t go to Montana, but it’s a close thing. Soren drives for six hours,
Danny and Malia exchanging WTF? looks and napping on and off—Malia
worked an all-nighter at her dojo, and Danny’s reaction to trauma has always
been sleeping. Soren shakes Danny awake when the sun starts to set so they
can go through a McDonald’s. Danny has zero cash on him, and he’s a little
surprised when Soren is fine with him using his debit card. Isn’t that how
action movie heroes get found out? All the bad guy has to do is ping and
there’s the tracking chip.

“Seekers are behind the times,” Soren says, stealing a handful of Danny’s
fries. Malia is sucking her way through a triple-thick shake, her cheeseburger
forgotten in her lap. “Not many people from Lohrfast spend time on Earth.”

“Right,” Danny says, focused on food holy fuck food until he realizes Soren
just said on Earth. “You’re an alien,” he says blankly.

“What?”
“You know,” Danny says, gesturing vaguely. “E.T.? The Doctor?”
“Which doctor?”

There are so many terribad jokes Danny could make right now. Instead, he
says, “How much time have you spent on Earth?”

“Ayear.”

Since Danny moved out of his parents’ house. Danny glances at Malia,
who shrugs and widens her eyes at him. “You said my parents... know you?”

“It’s tradition for the parents of a key to meet the guardian before they take
post.” Soren steals more of Danny’s fries, despite the fact that he has his own
bag with his own fries right in his lap.
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“Stop it,” Danny snaps, hoarding his fries in against his chest. Soren raises
both eyebrows at him. “What’s a key?”

“You’re a key.” Soren’s fingers twitch on the steering wheel.
“Akeyis...”

“A source of magic,” Soren says, reluctant. Danny can see why he would
be, because the second the word magic is out of his mouth, Malia is laughing,
and so is Danny.

“You’re fucking kidding,” Malia says. “Magic. And he’s a source of it?”

“Don’t say that like it’s impossible!”” Danny snaps, grabbing her milkshake
from her.

“Honey, you’re awesome, but you can’t walk ten feet without tripping over
yourself.” Malia unwraps her cheeseburger and takes a huge bite. “God,” she
says through it, “San Francisco needs to get better burger places.”

“Agreed,” Soren says. And really, his whole attractiveness level is steadily
declining. Danny sticks his hand in Soren’s bag to steal back the handful of
fries Soren pilfered from his carton. Soren watches him the whole time, dark
eyes keen, but he doesn’t stop Danny. It’s uncomfortable. His laser stare is...
Is uncomfortable. And stupid.

Danny pulls his hand back and stuffs the fries in his mouth. “I hate you
both,” he says, with less conviction and more good humor than he’d intended.
“So,” he says loudly, to distract them both from that fact, “what did the
warriors three want with me?”

Soren sighs, shifting his hand on the steering wheel. His skin is cast orange
in the sunset. Danny can barely make the four-hour drive to his parents’ place
without going cross-eyed; he isn’t sure how Soren’s still going. Maybe with
magic. Ha ha.

“There’s been talk lately about a sorcerer rounding up keys,” he says. His
voice is affected for the first time, some emotion Danny doesn’t want to think
might be hopelessness, or, or loss of resolve, or sadness. Danny is
overreacting, that’s all. Malia is silent, listening. “I think they were working
for him.”
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Danny goes quiet, processing this. Malia speaks up abruptly. “So he wants
a shitload of power.”

Soren nods. “That’s what the League thinks. At first, his men stayed in
Lohrfast, seeking out keys there, but lately he’s moved to the other dimensions
with the help of keys he’s already caught and bound to him.”

“Bound?” Danny asks.

“Sorcerers can...” Soren’s fingers flex on the steering wheel again. “They
can use akey’s magic at will. See, it’s like... Keys are like a well where magic
Is stored. But unless you have a bucket, you can’t get to that water. Sorcerers
are the people who have the bucket—the natural ability to access a key’s
magic.”

Danny rubs his fingertips together. “Can’t | just use magic to avoid them?”

“You can’t,” Soren says. “Only a sorcerer can. A well doesn’t do anything
with its own water.”

“That’s really fucking shitty,” Malia chimes in. She balls up her
cheeseburger wrapper, then takes her milkshake back from Danny’s loose grip
and sips it noisily. “Where are we going?”

“Mount Rainier.” Soren puts his bag on Danny’s lap. Danny’s all set to
protest until he sees the fries that are still left. “There’s a portal to Lohrfast set
up there.”

Malia makes a faint noise in her throat. “I thought Earth didn’t have
magic?”

“It can,” Soren says. “If we bring it here.”

Danny glances over at Malia. She looks... not unhappy, but thoughtful. He
nudges her gently in the side. “We aren’t coming back,” she says, swatting at
Danny’s arm. She peers over his head at Soren. God, Danny hates being 5°6”.
“Are we.”

Soren’s jaw flexes. “Not until the League can be assured that this
sorcerer’s handled.” He glances back at her. “Are you sure you want to
come?”
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“No, that’s why I’ve been sitting in a car for six hours with you two. Of
course I’m coming. You may be his guardian, but I’ve kept him from falling
on his ass more times than you ever will.” Malia hands her milkshake back to
Danny, who is rapidly being convinced that he functions only as a) comic
relief, and b) a garbage disposal. She goes on, “Are you guys just hoping he
dies of a massive heart attack, or are you trying to stop him?”

“We’re working on it.” Soren takes the milkshake out of Danny’s hand and
sucks the rest of it down. Maybe he needs the sugar rush. “He has upwards of
two hundred keys bound to him already. It’s hard to neutralize that much
magic.”

“You guys don’t have any keys,” Danny assumes.

“We have some. Our leader is a woman named llyana, and her wife is a
key.” The way Soren says it is completely offhand, with no odd tone at all.
Like the leader of an immensely powerful group of warriors being female and
having a wife is a common, everyday thing.

...Okay, maybe Danny could like this League. At least they seem friendlier
to queer people than all of Earth does.

Danny takes the empty milkshake cup from Soren and sticks it in the bag.
“That’s not the problem,” he says, dropping the bag between Malia’s feet. She
jumps a little, dozy. They both slept earlier, but this truck, while huge, is
mostly made up of bed instead of cabin, and there isn’t a lot of room to act as
good sleeping ground.

“What is the problem?” Malia asks, blinking.

“The problem is you don’t have any sorcerers,” Danny says, looking
Soren’s way. “Do you?”

“We don’t accept unbound sorcerers into our ranks,” Soren says. “We have
few bound pairs. Keys usually do their best to stay unbound.”

Malia snorts. “Big surprise there,” she says. “If a key is so easy for a
sorcerer to control, who the hell would do that? Willingly, | mean.”
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“Wait,” Danny says. Malia and Soren both look at him, and he shrinks
down in his seat. They have the same piercing, hawkish stare, even with Malia
half-asleep. “Wait, so how many keys are there?”

Soren shrugs, switching lanes to pass a semitruck. “A few thousand. Most
are sent out of Lohrfast when they’re born. Keys are harder to detect in realms
that don’t naturally have magic. The majority have guardians assigned to them,
we think, but there are some whose parents refuse to reveal them as a key,
even to us. We can’t be sure of how many.”

Danny huffs out a long breath. This morning, he got up and worried about
his geology final (he’s going to miss it; his grade is definitely fucked). Now
he’s... magic, and, and alternate dimensions, and Soren, sitting next to him, is
so calm about all this. Danny’s lungs catch on the next inhale; he fumbles for
his inhaler and takes two puffs of it, letting the medicine sting its way through
him. Soren is watching him when he looks up, and Danny offers a weak smile.
“Stop the ride, | wanna get off.”

He thinks he sees an answering smile flicker on Soren’s mouth, but he
can’t be sure. Maybe it’s the streetlights.

Somewhere between then and the next morning, Danny sleeps. He
remembers waking up, once, and hearing Malia talking lowly to Soren.
Everything before and after that is a long, blank gap, broken occasionally by
car horns or rough ground.

When he does wake up completely, the truck’s clock says 5:54 in blurry
red letters. The sky is still dark.

His head is on Soren’s shoulder.

“Sorry,” he mumbles, pushing upright. Soren wears cologne, or strong
deodorant, and Danny has a nose full of it and maybe a boner—which is not
his fault. He will personally dare any nineteen-year-old gay guy to sleep onan
attractive man who smells nice and not pop a stiffy, for real.

“It’s fine,” Soren says. He glances over Danny and shrugs the shoulder
Danny was probably drooling on. “I don’t mind.”
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Yeah, no, Plan B is better, so Danny says, “Don’t worry about it,” and
slumps against Malia, putting his head on her shoulder instead. After fifteen
minutes of half-hearted dozing, he can admit that his body has had enough
sleep and is rebelling against any and all notions of attempting to get more.
Danny groans, straightening up again.

Soren is eyeing him again from under the dark fringe of his hair. Danny
watches him right back, trying to telepathically impart some meaningful
wisdom about staring, but then Soren says, “Want coffee?”” and Danny likes
him a lot more, in that moment.

“Please,” he moans.

Soren pulls off at the next exit ramp and they find a Dunkin’ Donuts.
Danny is enjoying the silence, so he doesn’t wake Malia, but he does order her
a mocha frappe for whenever she wakes up. He buries his face in the largest
size of black coffee they have, and Soren, Soren, gets a “Caramel Drizzle
Dunkaccino”. With extra whipped cream. It’s possibly the least manly coffee
order Danny has ever heard, which is why he thinks it’s appropriate to ask,
“How old are you?”

He doesn’t get a response until Soren has swallowed his sip of caramel and
licked the whipped cream from around the rim of his cup. Then, “Twenty-six.”

Huh. He’s only seven years older than Danny. Somehow Danny expected
him to be in his early thirties, not stranded in the middle of that nebulous
twenties existence, wherein everyone over twenty-one and under thirty is
essentially the same age. “Why’d you become a guardian?”

“You do know I’m going on about an hour of sleep here. Not a good
conversational partner,” Soren says, sipping his coffee again. They’re back on
the highway, and Soren has coaxed his pickup to eighty-six miles per hour.
When Danny raises both eyebrows at him, he sighs. “It seemed like a good
idea.”

“So what does...” Danny waves his non-coffee-occupied hand vaguely.
“Besides, you know, keeping me from getting my face cut off. What’s it...
like?”
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Soren shrugs. “A lot of non-action. Until now,” he adds, mouth twisting.
“You take the Oath at eighteen, if you’re committed that early. You train, and
then you’re used like a police force until a key needs your protection. Now,
though...” He shrugs again. God, it kills Danny that he was napping on one of
those Shoulders and was too zonked to appreciate it. “Who knows.”

“Does this sorcerer have a name?”
“Not that he’s given away.”
Danny hums into his coffee cup. “I’m gonna call him Doctor Doom.”

There’s a noise from Soren’s side of the truck. Danny doesn’t realize what
it is until he hears it deepen; it’s Soren laughing, mouth open and white teeth
flashing and all. “...Well,” Danny says. He’s blindsided, he’ll totally admit it.
He’s in a truck cabin at six in the morning, sitting next to a guy sworn with an
actual, medieval oath to protect him, a guy who likes to garden and swims
twenty laps every day at four o’clock and who drinks Caramel Drizzle
Dunkaccinos, and he’s blindsided. “There we go,” he finishes lamely.

Soren sets his coffee in one of the cup holders, eyeing Danny. “There we
go, what?”

“You,” Danny says. “l didn’t know you could smile, much less laugh.
You’ve kinda got a ninja thing going on here. Like Ra’s al Ghul, but less... |
dunno.” He takes another sip of coffee.

“l don’t understand sixty percent of what you say to me,” Soren says
eventually, “but thanks? I think.”

Danny grins at him, feeling marginally better about life. “So,” he ventures,
“can | ask you a personal and possibly invasive question?”

“...Is me saying no going to stop you?”
“If you’re from Lohrfast,” Danny says, “why do you sound American?”

“Oh my god, Danny,” Malia mumbles. “You can’t just ask people why
they sound American.”

“Did you wake up just to use that line?”” Danny asks. “Impressive. Ten of
ten. Go back to sleep.”
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“Mm,” Malia hums, and does.

Soren has an expression of profound bemusement on his face. Danny
decides instantly that he likes sleepless Soren better than he likes regular
Soren. The whole emotionless C-3PO thing is way less fun than this is.

Soren says, “What?”
“Pop culture,” Danny says. “My question?”

“If guardians are assigned to keys in other dimensions, we’re taught to
assimilate.”

“Dude,” Danny says, “Mal just made a Mean Girls reference and you
missed it. Also, Star Wars. The Fantastic Four! You’re seriously missing some
chunks of assimilation here, Borg.”

“Borg,” Soren repeats. “Borg. Is that even a word?”

Danny takes in the fact that Soren knows nothing about either Star Trek or
Star Wars. He hasn’t had that happen to him... uh, ever, because his dad
(adopted dad?) was the biggest Trek freak on the face of the planet, so much so
that Fridays were designated TOS rewatch nights. Danny was never short of
geeky kids to hang around with. “If you ever come back to this dimension,” he
says, “we have work to do.”

Of course, then Soren has to go and change the whole mood by saying,
“That’s a big if,” in this... this stupid accent. It’s sort of South African, close
to the exchange student from Johannesburg that Danny was friends with in his
senior year of high school. Soren’s voice is deeper now, too, and raspier.

“Whoa,” Danny says. “Say something else.”

“I need to sleep,” Soren says dryly. He checks his mirrors and eases over
into the right lane.

“l see a Motel 8 sign,” Danny offers.

Soren shakes his head. “Can’t stop. They’ll know we’re heading for
Rainier once they realize we’re gone. It’s the closest and most accessible
portal on this coast.”
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Oh, so they’re driving right into a giant interdimensional target. Great. “Let
me drive, then,” Danny says. Soren shakes his head again, and Danny knocks
their knees together, purposefully obnoxious. “Let me drive, I’m serious. |
have coffee and | actually slept.” He taps his knee against Soren’s until Soren
gives in with a sigh and pulls over on the shoulder.

The highway is mostly empty this early in the morning, and it smells
thickly of clean dew. Soren’s graceful as a cat, stepping out and bending in
half, stretching to touch his fingertips to the asphalt while Danny sleepily
clambers out, coffee clutched to his chest.

“If | tried to bend like that, I’d snap,” he says, watching Soren twist at the
waist, one arm extended.

“Brittle bones?”” Soren asks, doing a... thing with one of his legs. He’s a
big dude, he’s got a lot of limb, and it’s really weirdly attractive when he’s
arching his back like that. “Danny?” Soren says, and Danny jerks away from
staring at him.

“Brittle, right,” he says. “Yeah.” He turns, ostensibly to look out over the
fall of the highway into the road below. There are mountains in the distance,
and a lot of mist (smog?), and a lot of evergreens. He drifts, looking, forgetting
that Soren is there until Soren leans in next to him, elbows braced on the
truck’s hood.

“It looks like Lohrfast here,” he says, rubbing at his eyes. Danny wonders
how long he’s been awake. Then looks into the truck, at Malia, who can sleep
through anything.

“Why’d you decide to become my guardian?” he asks. He can’t help
himself.

Soren tilts his head down, looking away from the view and at Danny
instead with all his laser focus. “I didn’t... pick you,” he says. He pauses, then
reiterates, “l was called for you.”

“Assigned to me.”
“Yes,” Soren admits.
“What did you do before me?”
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“l was a town sheriff,” Soren says. “Posted at a small town popular
amongst travelers. We keep a network between us, so it’s easier to track
sorcerers.”

Danny hums, vacuuming down the last of his coffee. He’s about to say
something else, something about how he hopes Soren doesn’t think he’s totally
useless, or a shitty hobbit joke, but Soren is already stepping back and
stretching one last time.

“We should go.”

They settle back into the truck. It manages to feel both bigger and less
roomy with Danny behind the wheel (no power steering, fantastic) and
blocked between the driver’s side door and Soren. Soren, for his part, drops his
head back and promptly passes out. He snores, ugh, but he also twitches in his
sleep, like a running dog, and Danny occupies the time between other cars (a
lot of time) watching him move, memorizing his little tics. He’s seen Soren
big and bad and deadly, and yes, he knows that Soren is a twenty-six-year-old
warrior from another dimension who could probably kill him with a pen, but
seeing him like this is like... Like they’re on a road trip, the three of them, and
they’re going to Rainier to hike and camp and do stupid teenager things.

He finds himself wanting to check his phone for the first time, so he opens
his window and sticks his arm out, sealing his fingers together and turning his
hand into a plane. Overhead, a sign tells him he’s one hundred miles from
Mount Rainier.

*kk*k

Twenty miles out, Malia wakes up. She’s annoyed at the noise the truck
makes and at the sun and at the world in general until Danny hands her her
coffee. “You’re my favorite,” she mumbles, burying her face in it.

“I’ll remember that,” he tells her. He gives her the required fifteen minutes
to wake up. “We’re close.”

Malia hums, peering between them at Soren’s sleeping face. Danny’s
expecting the needling, is preparing himself for it, but all she says is, “You
okay?”
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“I’m on the run from magic warriors from another dimension,” Danny
says. “Other than feeling like a Power Ranger, I’m good.”

*“You’re not cool enough to be a Power Ranger,” Malia responds, grinning.
“Yeah, well, you’re not cool enough to get into Starfleet.”
Malia mock-gasps. “Take that back.”

“Never.” Danny toes the truck’s sluggish brakes, hoping that if he does hit
something, he’ll just run over it and not have to worry about stopping. They’re
slowed to a crawl, stuck in rush hour traffic. “Do you want to,” he starts, just
as Malia slaps a hand on Soren’s chest and says, “I think we need to move.”
Soren startles awake, glazed eyed, and Malia says, “Really, we need to—”

They’re thrown forward as something slams into the back of the truck,
juddering them forward with enough force that they rear-end the tiny sedan in
front of them. Danny whips around.

It’s a fucking semitruck.
“What the hell,” he says.

“Drive, Danny.” Soren grabs the wheel, jerking it hard right. Danny puts
his hands up and jams his foot down on the gas. They shoot out between a
honking Miata and a pickup and into the “oh fuck” lane. Apparently willing to
trust Danny with making them go straight, Soren lets the steering wheel go and
pushes himself over the backrest, scrabbling in the backseat. Malia is turned
around, too, and Danny is mostly just making sure they don’t crash into the
guardrail.

That’s why he’s the one who sees the motorcycles zip past them.
“Uh, you guys,” he says.
“What,” Soren and Malia say.

“We’ve got company,” Danny says. Forget Power Rangers—he’s in
fucking Fast and Furious, and it’s no longer as exciting when he has three
people on motorcycles yanking around a few hundred feet up the road and then
heading for them. “Guys,” Danny says, high and panicked.

Soren drops back into his seat. With a rifle.



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ 285

“Is that an AK-47,” Danny says, numb.
“Yes it is.” Soren slings it across his lap. “Drive.”
“But they’re—"

“Drive!” Soren snaps. Danny obeys, gunning the engine up to twenty,
thirty, forty miles per hour. “Keep straight. They’ll move.” Fifty, sixty.

“I thought you said they weren’t high-tech,” Danny says.
“This isn’t high-tech, it’s vehicles. Remember how | said we assimilate?”

“They do too,” Malia murmurs. Her hand is white-knuckled on her door
handle, her body leaned forward. She’s bracing to hit them, Danny realizes,
and that’s when the panic rising in his stomach starts to whirl.

“I’m gonna throw up,” he says weakly. Soren puts his hand on the steering
wheel. They keep barreling toward the motorcycles, which aren’t wavering in
the slightest. What if one of them hits? What if the truck blows up? What if
Danny can’t—

“Here they come,” Malia says. She stiffens on Soren’s other side, hunching
her shoulders, and Soren says something low to her, something that ends in
okay, and then he turns and says, “You can do this, Danny—"

The first motorcycle hits them.

Danny didn’t expect it to. After all of this, he expected them to veer off. To
dart away between traffic.

Instead, the driver’s body is flung forward, splintering the windshield, and
the little Suzuki bike becomes an ornament for the truck’s grille. Danny
screams, he knows he does, and he reflexively hits the brakes. Malia yells,
“No, keep going!” as Soren pushes out of his seat, slamming the butt of his
rifle into the windshield and shoving the seeker’s body off. Danny can’t see,
can’t think, can’t breathe, but he knows that Malia is right: he has to keep

going.
They want him to stop. If he stops, he’s going to be taken.

The truck bowls over what’s left of the Suzuki. Danny hears its corpse
crunch under the tires, and then they’re free, fishtailing into—
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Nothing.

“You said they’d move! Where’d the other ones go?”” Danny shouts, both
hands on the steering wheel. There’s an exit ramp coming up, and he aims for
it, struggling to see through the busted windshield. Soren apparently reads his
mind—nhe shoves his rifle through it again, pushing it into breaking away from
the frame. Cool wind whips in, the smell of traffic air. Danny is having issues
breathing.

“They’re behind us, still on the freeway,” Soren says, pulling his gun
closer in his lap. “I need you to stop for a second.”

“Get off the exit first,” Malia adds. She’s still braced, her long legs stiff
and planted on the floor of the truck. Danny shoots down the exit ramp and
takes a right. He pulls into the nearest parking lot and brings the truck to a
screeching halt that he can barely hear over the pounding of his heart. Malia
says his name, he thinks, maybe, and then something louder, and then Soren’s
warm hand is digging into the pocket of Danny’s jeans and his inhaler is
brought to his mouth.

He inhales twice on instinct, his hand coming up to wrap around Soren’s.
Fuck, this is embarrassing.

“...anxiety medication?” he hears, as he’s coming out of it. “Do | need to
give him—”

“l don’t think so,” Malia says. Danny shakes his head, meeting her eyes.
“No,” she amends.

Soren peers down at Danny. Danny gives him a half-shrug and tugs
backward, taking his inhaler from Soren. He lowers it, slowly, and caps it.
Soren is still frowning, leaning over him, but the faint whine of motorcycle
engines is drawing closer. “Let me out,” Soren says to Malia. She hops out,
letting Soren onto the pavement, and swings back in as Soren makes his home
in the bed of the pickup.

“Can you drive?” Malia asks, meeting Danny’s eyes.
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What she means is, Can you maneuver this four-thousand-pound truck at
excess speeds down a two-lane road to Mount Rainier while your guardian
plays sniper—all without having an asthma and/or panic attack?

“You know,” he says, tightening his hold on the steering wheel, “if | was
the Slayer, the whole world would be dead by now. This isn’t that bad. I think
I can manage to not kill just the three of us.”

“You really know how to put things in perspective.” Malia rolls her eyes
and slams her door closed. “All set, Rambo?” she calls, and gets two thumps
In answer.

They peel out of the parking lot and turn north, toward Rainier. Danny, for
all his consumption of action movies and superhero movies and the Fast and
Furious movies, numbers one through six, has no idea how to get out of a
high-speed chase, so he mostly hangs onto the wheel and follows the
directions that Malia gives him. Luckily, her sense of direction is sharp as all
hell, and within twenty minutes, they’ve lost their motorcycle tails (one to
Soren’s sharpshooting skills, the other to side streets) and they get inside the
park with little issue.

“We should walk from here,” Soren calls, as soon as they pass the first
parking lot. Danny’s lungs already hate him. He parks and climbs out, peeling
his shaky, stiff body from the driver’s seat. If he never drives this truck again,
it will be too soon.

But hey. At least he’s alive.
At least they’re all alive.

*kk*k

Soren takes the heaviest of their equipment strapped to his back. He leaves
the AK-47 buried under blankets in the pickup bed—by the time anyone goes
picking through it, the three of them will be long gone. “It’s not legally
registered to anyone, anyway,” Soren says, tossing the keys through the
windshield hole and into the driver’s seat.

“How does that work?” Malia asks, nudging the back license plate with the
toe of her shoe. “Feels real.”
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“Assimilation,” Soren reminds. “The League has willing keys who work
for us. They take care of the details.” He hefts up his backpack, which has
Danny’s duffel tied securely to it with Velcro straps. Malia is carrying her own
pack and has a dagger on her thigh, plus a leather sheath of Soren’s throwing
knives on the outside of one forearm. Soren is similarly outfitted: two daggers,
one on each thigh, and his sword on his back, under his pack. Danny has the
short sword Soren gave him sheathed at his hip. He expected to feel more
badass with it on, but mostly what he feels is that it keeps tripping him when
he climbs over tree roots.

“Just to the base” turns out to be a two-hour hike. Soren and Malia handle
the quick clip with no issues; after all, they’re both Cylon killing machines.
Danny, however, has to puff on his inhaler every half hour, and he’s relegated
to carrying nothing but himself.

No one talks. Soren is terse, his shoulders taut. He’s back to Neighbor Guy
from yesterday morning, ready to pull some Norman Bates on Aragorn. Danny
can barely see the guy from earlier, who leaned on the truck hood with Danny,
hair a mess, and talked about his life before.

Danny starts to lag behind in the last quarter of the trip; both Malia and
Soren slow down for him, keeping him sandwiched between them. He doesn’t
know when Malia decided that she has Soren’s job, too, but he knows that he’s
grateful for it, in his oxygen-deprived blur of a world. He’s in decent shape—
he has to hike out to the quarry by his university twice a week for “lab,” a.k.a.
all the geology students sneaking vodka in their water bottles and sitting
around on the various boulders so they can watch the quarry workers dig. He
lifts weights, too, twice a week. But hiking over flat scrubland is different than
hiking through trail-less forest. Even without a pack, Danny feels like his body
IS turning into lead, like his shinbones are separating from his muscles. His
cheek hurts.

He doesn’t ask to rest. He gets the feeling that it’s either impressing or
worrying Soren, but all Soren’s focus is being put into making sure they’re not
being stalked like especially tasty gazelles.
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“Not too much farther,” Soren says after a while. Malia makes a quizzical
noise. Danny slants a questioning look at her.

“There aren’t any signs,” she says lowly. “No markers. How the hell can he
tell how close we are?”

Danny cocks his head. “Practice?” She shrugs. “What? You think he’s...?”
A traitor?

“Fuck, no. He’s as Boy Scout as they come.” Malia flips one of her
throwing knives into her palm.

“Maybe he has a homing beacon. E.T. phone home?”” Danny says, louder.

“Very funny,” Soren says from ahead of them. He comes to a stop at the
base of an enormous hill made mostly of gnarled, dried tree roots.

“No,” Danny says.
“Yes,” says Soren, checking the buckles on his pack. “This is it. Malia?”

“I’ll play spotter,” she agrees. It creeps Danny out, seriously, how well the
two of them get along. He fully expects them to be playing the death warrior
version of house by the time this is over (which is fine, totally fine; it’s fine).

The climb is slow and arduous, and halfway through, Danny’s
reconsidering his career choice. How the fuck is he supposed to be a geologist,
hauling rocks around, when he can’t even pull himself up a root wall?

Knowing that Malia is under him helps. If he fell and hit her in the face, he
would probably lose a good chunk of his own in divine retribution. He’d never
be able to sleep again. There. That’s his inspiration.

Well, that and Soren getting to the top of the wall and shrugging his pack
off so he can lie flat on his belly, one arm extended down to grab Danny’s.
That helps. “Got me?” Danny pants. His whole body is clammy, and it takes a
second for him to be able to grip Soren’s wrist.

“Got you,” Soren says. His hand is warm and sure. That surety settles
under the hand Malia has on Danny’s calf and pushes him the rest of the way
up to Soren’s side. Soren hauls Malia up as well, and they lie there together,
catching their breath, on the plateau of ground. That’s what it is: a plateau. It
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isn’tawall or ahill or asimple barrier. It’s a rise, like a burial mound, ancient
and solid under them, and it sinks into Danny’s bones, the feeling of it.
Suddenly risking his life to get here doesn’t seem like such a huge price after
all, not if he can bask in this for the rest of his life.

Now Danny understands how Soren got them here with no signs. This
place is thrumming with...

Christ. With magic. No wonder that sorcerer is bringing keys to him. If this
Is what one portal worth of magic means, Danny can’t imagine feeling an
entire key full of magic, or ten keys, or a hundred. The thought of that makes
him dizzy.

“Lying here on the ground is great,” Malia says, breaking the mesmerized
silence. “But we need to get up?”

“What?”” Soren murmurs. His voice is dazed and drunk, exactly the same as
Danny feels.

“Up,” Malia says. She pushes onto her feet and stands over them, watching
them with narrowed eyes. “What’s wrong with you two?”

“It’s...” Danny manages a wave of one hand.

“It’s the portal,” Soren says, scraping together a semblance of a normal
voice. “The magic, it’s... overwhelming.”

Malia frowns. “I can’t feel anything.” She bends double and fists both
hands in Danny’s shirt, pulling him upright. “We need to go. Big rush?
Lohrfast? Does no one fucking remember this?”” She stands firm as Danny
sways into her, still dazed but slowly recovering the sense of panic that has
been his best friend since yesterday. “Soren!”” Malia snaps. “People! Chasing
us!”

Soren groans and rolls himself over, shaking his head hard. “Sorry,” he
says. “I’m sorry, | should be able to...” He shakes his head again and
straightens, swaying on his feet.

“This isn’t a poppy field,” Malia says dryly. “Get us out of here.” She
slings Danny’s captured arm over her shoulders and props him up easily,
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holding him pinned to her side. Soren has to unsheathe his sword and stab it
Into a tree root in order to prop himself up on it.

“Sorry,” Danny slurs, aware that he’s useless. At least he doesn’t feel like
he needs a hit off his inhaler—for the first time since, you know, ever. “How
do we...?”

Soren grabs Danny’s free hand, swaying dangerously on his feet, and
there’s a jolt between them, a zing through Danny’s entire body that is not
unlike the time Jenny Aarons, his fourth grade science partner, zapped him
with an electrified potato. He jerks, the drugged haze falling away from him,
and his wide eyes meet Soren’s.

“...The hell?” Danny says, staring at him. Soren looks similarly shocked.
Then he pulls his hand away from Danny’s.

“Keep hold of him,” he says to Malia. Danny starts to feel drunk again
iImmediately, and he sags into Malia’s shoulder, dizzy. This time, it’s less like
drowning in euphoria and more like being extremely hungover, sapped of all
his energy and faintly nauseous. Fuck.

“You need to tell me what the fuck is going on here,” Malia says,
squeezing Danny close to her.

“I will,” Soren says, digging in a side pocket of his pack. When he brings
his hand back, he has a loose handful of sparkling herbs cupped in his palm.
He takes Malia’s free hand with his. “Take a deep breath,” he advises them
both.

The ground swallows them.
* k%%
Outside of the sucking vortex, Danny can function.

They hit the ground hard. Malia shouts in Danny’s ear for him to let his
knees buckle, to let his body take the impact, and he does. It knocks the wind
from him; he doubles, his stomach threatening to bring his Dunkin’ Donuts
right back up to him. “Fuck,” he wheezes, burying his hands in...

Snow.
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“It’s snowing,” he says, wrenching his eyes open. He’s on his hands and
knees in the middle of a white tundra, and in the distance are trees.

“Isn’t this where you say something about Kansas?”” That’s Malia, who has
regrouped already and is refastening her dagger to her thigh.

“Yeah,” Danny says. “We aren’t in it anymore.”

“l understood that reference,” Soren says from off to Danny’s left. Danny
looks over to see him crouched a few feet away, one hand in his pack.
“Welcome to Lohrfast.” He unearths two small, wrapped bundles and tosses
them to Malia and Danny. “We have a hike ahead of us.”

The last thing Danny wants to do right now is walk more. He would rather
lie here and let a Yeti eat him. Honestly. Really. He is so done walking. He
didn’t volunteer to carry the ring into Mordor. “How much farther?”

“Not long.” Soren takes another wrapped bundle from his pack and unties
the length of ribbon binding it closed like a scroll. It unfurls into a fur-lined
cloak, and Soren fastens it around his shoulders, then pulls the hood up to
cover his hair. “We need to go,” he reminds them.

“Big talk for someone who went all cat-on-catnip,” Malia says pointedly.
God, Danny loves her.

Soren frowns at them both, then straightens, easing his pack on over his
cloak. “I’m sorry. It shouldn’t have happened. But stopping then isn’t a reason
to stop now.” He offers Malia a hand up, which she takes after an
appropriately grudging pause.

He doesn’t help Danny up.

“C’mon.” Malia strong-arms him to his feet. She eyes Soren’s back,
lowering her voice to a whisper. “Now do you get what | was talking about?”

“Yeah,” Danny says. “That was weird.” Finding the portal can be
explained: Soren has had more experience with magic, and obviously he could
find the portal by feel alone. But the random changes in his personality—here
and then there, stoic warrior to Caramel Drizzle Dunkaccinos—are starting to
give Danny whiplash.
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“It was more than weird,” Malia mutters. “He’s not telling us something.”
“Maybe it’s for our own good?” Danny offers faintly.
“Don’t let his blinding hotness distract you, Danny.”

“You’re the one who said he was totally Boy Scout.” He doesn’t bother to
deny the blinding hotness comment. Soren looks back at them and waves;
Danny checks to be sure he still has his sword before starting off after him,
doing his best to step in Soren’s footprints. The snow here is at least a foot
thick, but it’s packed solid, and is easy enough to walk on.

Malia matches him stride for stride. She’s undone her hair under the hood
of her cloak, and it curls down her front in loose waves of blond. “He is,” she
says. “I just... I don’t know, Danno. There’s something. What the hell was up
with you two back there?”

Danny shakes his head. “It was trippy as shit,” he says. His one and only
encounter with pot was two years ago, and it ended in sixteen stolen lawn
ornaments and a stack of mortifying Polaroid photos that his cousin still had
stored away for future blackmail purposes. Rolling around in the portal magic
felt like that, but with less shame and no apology letters to write. Malia doesn’t
respond, so Danny finally adds, “I dunno. It was magic.”

He kind of expects her to laugh again, but she doesn’t. She looks up at the
evergreens they’re walking toward, and at the mountains behind those.
“Yeah,” she says. “It was.”

*kk*k

Soren waits for them at the tree line, and together they make their way into
the dense forest. It is, amazingly, even more impossible to push through than
Mount Rainier’s surrounding foliage. “I hate trees,” Danny says. He’s given in
after two hours of getting whipped in the face by branches and is hacking the
low-hanging ones out of his way with his sword. Ahead, Soren is clearing a
walking path with his own sword. “I hate trees, and | hate snow, and | hate
walking.”
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“Lohrfast’s hospitality is wasted on you, | see,” Soren calls back to him.
Danny isn’t a prideful guy, but it’s nice to see that Superman Soren is winded,
too.

“Hospitality,” Danny gasps, slashing through another branch. Malia was
the one to point out that they are leaving a gaping trail in their wake, but Soren
assured her that this forest is magic (because why wouldn’t it be) and will heal
itself before any pursuers come close enough to see. “Hospitality? On Earth,
hospitality is giving someone a drink and letting them sit down.”

“We’re almost to White Oak.” Soren crests the top of the hill, balancing on
a tree root. Danny envies his steady feet. “See? You can see it.” He offers
Malia a hand getting up onto the same root—it is enormous, good Jesus,
Danny is starting to feel like he’s in that James Cameron movie that shall not
be named—~but, again, leaves Danny hanging until Malia takes pity on him
and yanks him up with them. Soren points at a point of light in the steadily
growing darkness, cupped in the valley and surrounded by mountains.
“There.” His voice is warm, almost excited.

“Is that where you live?” Danny asks. He is maybe stalling for a little time
to catch his breath, but he’s also genuinely interested. Maybe Soren only turns
into Dunkaccino Guy when he’s looking out over nostalgia-inspiring
landscapes.

“It’s where | was trained,” Soren says. “It’s another hour’s walk at most, if
we move quick.” He sheathes his sword at his back and plants his foot,
beginning the descent into the valley. Danny is beginning to lose feeling in his
fingers, but having something visible to move toward pushes him on. There
will be a fire. Fire, and a bed, and Danny will be able to stop shivering.

Halfway to White Oak, he realizes he hasn’t used his inhaler since they
arrived in Lohrfast. It’s solid in his pocket, and he finds it with one hand,
touching it. Back before all this had happened, he would’ve taken a hit of it
just in case, out of the fear that an asthma attack would come on him when he
least expected it. His doctor had warned him off using it so much, but for a
while during his freshman year, Danny had barely been able to get through a
test without feeling like his chest was on fire. When he told her that, Dr. Grey
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had told him he was conflating his panic attacks with his asthma attacks. She’d
offered to help him talk to his parents about finding a therapist.

But Danny had handled it on his own.
Mostly.

He’s thumbing his inhaler out of his pocket, already craving the taste of it,
when Malia bumps into his shoulder. “Look,” she says, nodding ahead. Danny
squints into the darkness, inhaler forgotten, and for a moment he can’t see
anything, and then the trees’ shadows flex, and he sees three figures
solidifying.

“State your name!” one of them calls, in an accent similar to Soren’s.
Danny hears the whicker of a horse, the crack of branches.

“Soren Greenfield,” Soren calls back. He puts a hand up to keep Malia and
Danny from moving forward. “I’m bringing my key into the keep.”

“Key,” the same voice responds. “State your name.”

Malia digs an elbow into Danny’s ribs. “I, uh,” he says. “Danny. Danny
Marlaeto.”

There’s silence, then the shadows advance, until Danny can tell that it’s
three people on horseback. The horses are wicked huge, and their riders are
outfitted in smooth, fitted armor. Their leader halts her horse and lifts the mask
of her helmet. She’s grinning. “Soren Greenfield,” she says. “You’ve grown
five hands since | saw you last, boy.”

“No I haven’t,” Soren mumbles, tipping his head down. Danny has to
choke down his laugh. Soren’s capable of being bashful. Wow. “Hi, Leith.”

“Hello,” she says. What’s visible of her face is smooth when she turns her
smile on Danny and Malia. Her eyes are a clear, cold gray. “Welcome,” she
says to him. To Malia, she adds, “You are?”

“Malia Hesse.” Malia offers her hand; Leith’s smile widens, shark-like, at
the gesture, and she leans off her behemoth of a horse to reciprocate.

“We welcome you, Malia Hesse, of Earth. And Daniel, Key, we welcome
you home.” Leith’s horse turns underneath her without any visible cues. “Shall
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we?” She and her flanking guards lead the way into White Oak. It’s structured
the same as the camps in the war movies that Danny’s dad collects: one
enormous main tent in the center, which curves around a bonfire. Other tents
are littered around the clearing, none of them uniform. Most are patched with
scraps of fabric or old pieces of clothing, and some are rounded, built up to
contain a fire. There are people everywhere, sitting around fires and eating
bowls of stew. Over a small hill, in a bonfire-dotted field close to the base of a
mountain, Danny can see tightly-packed troops running laps around a bunch of
upright figures made of bundled straw.

“Whoa,” he mumbles, taking it all in.
Soren stops beside him and gives him a grin. “Like it?”

“It’s something,” Danny says. His chest squeezes inexplicably, and he
pulls out his inhaler for a breath. He can feel magic here, too.

Leith waits for them to finish taking in the sight, her mount still underneath
her. “You are tired,” she says, surveying them. “And you must be hungry.
Come, we will care for you. Soren, llyana has care to meet with you. You will
find Kat in the main tent with a scrying glass.”

Soren nods. He lets his pack slide off and unhooks Danny’s duffel to hand
it to him. “Go,” he says, nodding at Danny. His expression is pinched. “I’ll
come find you when I’m finished.”

The camp sheds some of its militaristic order the deeper they venture into
it. Danny sees people as young as he is, looking equally out of place. Soren
had said that there were other guardians bringing their keys here for protection,
but somehow, Danny hadn’t expected to see them. He rolls his shoulders
inside his cloak, keeping a good way back from the hooves of Leith’s horse.

*“You too?” Malia asks him, voice quiet.
“Me too what?”

“You too, you’re restless,” she clarifies. She has a hand on her dagger. “It’s
like...”

“Yeah,” Danny says. He understands what she’s trying to say: that they
drove themselves on for two days, and now they’ve reached their Mount
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Doom and there’s no fucking volcano. “I’m sorry,” Danny says belatedly. “For
dragging you here.”

“Hey, you didn’t drag me anywhere,” Malia says, elbowing him. He gives
her a weak smile, and she knocks into him again. “Like you could.” She looks
worried too, and Danny sticks close to her all the way through the camp, until
Leith halts them in front of a tent half the size of the main one.

“We are keeping our keys here,” she says, smiling. “Malia, you are also
welcome to stay.”

“Where’s Soren staying?” Danny asks.

Leith’s smile sticks firmly in place. “He will be in a gathering for quite
some time. | assure you, you are safe here. | suggest you make yourselves
comfortable. |1 will have food brought to you.” She gestures again to the
opening of the tent. “Sleep well, Daniel.” Danny slips past her horse and
inside, the hair on the back of his neck prickling at the way her voice lingers
on the syllables of his name. This time, he drops his hand to check for his
sword, not his inhaler.

The tent is full of low beds, close and cramped—probably forty of them.
Half of them are full. Danny nods Malia in front of him, letting her choose
where they’ll sleep. He’s beginning to wonder if the tightness in his chest
when they first came into White Oak wasn’t wonder, but wariness. Or, hell,
maybe it’s culture shock. After all, Danny is practically an alien to them, even
if he is Lohrfastian. Lorhfastfolk? Whatever.

Malia snags them beds close to the back of the tent, on the side furthest
from the camp’s central bonfire. Others glance at them curiously, but the ones
who aren’t sleeping are cloistered close to people that Danny can only assume
are their guardians, judging by the Tolkeinesque fashion parade. Soren’s
absence is suddenly noticeable. If they were back home, Danny would
probably be watching him swim his night laps. Instead, he watches a short girl
with thick brunette curls lean, laughing, on the arm of her female guardian, her
body screaming flirt flirt flirt, and he has to turn away.

*kk*k
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He sleeps. For a while, at least. A man brings the two of them a large pot
of stew and a crumbly loaf of bread to share. Stomach full, bed warm, Danny
goes to sleep, his sword tucked beside him. He’s used to catching naps in the
geology hall at his university, so the constant footsteps of passersby don’t
bother him, and he doesn’t wake until late, when the other beds’ occupants are
still and the only sound he can hear is the crack of a distant fire.

Go back to sleep, he tells himself, but he can’t. He’s sticky and hot under
the fur that his bed is padded with, and he’s... itchy, under his skin. Restless,
like Malia said.

He gets up and straps his sword to his waist, makes sure his inhaler is in his
pocket, and puts his cloak on. His Payless-brand sneakers have taken a hell of
a beating; he puts on the League-issue boots that were so kindly dropped off
for him instead. In the other bed, Malia is asleep, curled in on herself. Danny
pulls her blankets higher over her shoulder. He’s still sorry he brought her
here. He thought that coming to White Oak would be an end to this
clusterfuck, and that the League would solve all their problems, but instead,
they’re stuck here, and nothing feels right. Danny wants to go home. He wants
to figure out what the hell is really going on here. Why he feels out of sorts.

Most of all, he wants to find Soren.

The camp is quiet. Danny’s sure there are guards stationed all around it,
probably as invisible as Leith and hers were earlier. He walks aimlessly, cloak
pulled tight around him, and his vague idea is to do a loop of the camp and see
if he can catch Soren coming back from... wherever he was, but he’s lost
within five minutes. All the tents look the same; Danny’s isn’t the only one
filled with keys. There must be a hundred in the camp, at least.

Thoroughly turned around, he picks out the arch of the main tent against
the full moon and crunches his way to it. Snow is starting to fall in slow, dozy
flakes, and Danny sees his breath mist. Dragon, he thinks, exhaling hard to
watch it cloud out from his mouth. Oh god, what if there are dragons here? He
pulls his cloak tighter around him. There’s everything else here—those horses
were definitely not the same horses from Earth. And plus, Danny has magic,
right? A dragon isn’t that far-fetched, when magic is a new part of your reality.
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He’s nearly at the main tent, mostly considering whether or not he should
keep his phone on hand in case he has the chance to take a picture of a dragon,
when a heavy hand falls on his shoulder. He yelps, hand going to his sword
hilt, and spins, swinging it in a graceless arc to come down on the stranger’s
shoulder.

Only it isn’t a stranger. “We need to stop meeting like this,” Soren says,
peering at Danny from under the rise of his leather armguard, which Danny’s
sword has bitten into.

“Fuck,” Danny says, half-laughing it out. He lets the sword down, its tip
thudding into the snow. “Sorry.”

Soren examines the cut in his armguard. “Why aren’t you sleeping?”

“I slept.” Danny moves to sheathe his sword again, but Soren puts a hand
out.

“Can’t sleep any more?”

Danny shakes his head. Soren makes a thoughtful noise. “Come on,” he
says finally, heading past Danny.

Danny falls into step with him. “Where t0?”
“The training fields.”

Silence falls between them, thick as the snowflakes, until Danny works up
his nerve and says, “Can you tell me what’s going on now?”

Soren glances over at him. “With...?”

“With everything. You brought me here to protect me from a sorcerer. Now
I’m here. Now what?”

“Now | help the League and we focus our efforts on finding him,” Soren
says, like it’s the only option in the world. “Once he’s taken care of, you and
Malia can go home.”

Danny rubs at one eye. The moon is heavy and full above them, round and
bright. It’s giving him a headache. “And all these people...” he says, gesturing
back at the tents. “All the keys here, we can’t help?”
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“I told you,” Soren says. “Keys have to let a sorcerer tap their magic in
order for it to be used. That ends in binding, more often than not. And binding
doesn’t end well for most keys.” He seems tense, his Capital S Shoulders taut
under his cloak.

Might as well get all the awkward questions out of the way. “What’s gonna
happen to you?”

“I’ll come back to Earth with you.” Soren unsheathes his sword when they
crest the small hill that slopes down into the training field. Here, the sounds of
the camp are muffled, and the light from the fires is no longer visible. It feels
like isolation, and Danny, for all his bitching about Soren, is happy to be
sealed away from the world with him. “You’re still my key.”

Danny unsheathes his sword, too, and hefts it in his hand, weighing it. His
first instinct is to hold it two-handed, but Inigo Montoya didn’t double-fist,
and neither does Soren, so he’s not going to get any props for style doing it
that way. “Don’t you have a family here?”

“No,” Soren says.

Danny blinks at him. Then, with surprise, because it’s the first time this has
occurred to him, “Do | have a family here?”

“Your birth parents still live here, yes,” Soren clarifies. He lifts his sword
gracefully, letting it spin once in his hand. Danny... doesn’t know what to do
with that. He’s had his parents forever, has thought of them as his parents
forever, and he can’t imagine going on horseback to some strange village to
tell them that their cosmically important son is a geeky geology major who
regularly has panic attacks about how he’s going to pay off his student loans.

“Do they know 1I’m here?” he asks.

Soren spins his sword again, looking at Danny with his clever, knowing
eyes. “You don’t want to see them.”

“lI mean,” Danny says, waving a hand. “Like, | mean, it’s like they sent
their kid to Earth and expected to get Superman back, but I’'m just Clark Kent,
you know?”

“No,” Soren says. “I told you, | like you fine.”
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“Yeah, you keep telling me that.” Danny lifts his sword up and puts his
feet in what he hopes is a “ready” position. “How are we gonna—"

Soren moves too quickly for Danny to react and slams his shoulder into
Danny’s chest, taking him down. Danny splutters out a cough, hacking out
cold, moist air.

He points his sword at Soren, who’s grinning. What a bastard. “That
wasn’t fair.”

“All’s fair,” Soren disagrees. He offers a hand; Danny considers batting it
away, but this is a welcome difference from Soren’s earlier WHOA HEY NO
TOUCHING policy. When Danny is back on his feet, Soren switches sword
hands and adjusts Danny’s grip on his. “What do you think of, when you’re
fighting with this?”

“Mostly that 1’d like to not be fighting with it,” Danny admits. Soren rolls
his eyes at him. God, Danny would swear on at least three Bibles that he and
Malia literally share DNA. “I don’t know, a baseball bat?”

“That’s your problem.” Soren works his fingers around Danny’s, fitting his
fingers into nonexistent grooves on the sword hilt. “Let it be your arm.” He
steps away and brings his sword up to touch the underside of Danny’s. “If this
was your arm, you wouldn’t let me hit it, would you?”

Danny shakes his head, letting his arm relax and move with the push of
Soren’s sword. If he’s going to survive here, he’s going to need more than his
inhaler and dumb luck. When he thinks medieval, it looks a whole lot like the
training camp, but it also looks like people’s heads on spears and their guts
pulled out by a giant cranking wheel. Add magic into that...

He parries on instinct when Soren swings his sword. “Pay attention,” Soren
says. He swings again, a cross cut that makes Danny’s arm ache with the
Impact. “You aren’t strong enough yet to push my strikes back on me, so be
defensive until you see an opening.” Another strike, another parry. Another
strike—and this one catches Danny on the side, ripping his cloak with a soft,
velvety tear. Danny tucks his head down and brings his sword arm up,
guarding the spot. Soren lunges, feints, and slashes down Danny’s other side.
“Don’t show me weaknesses,” Soren tells him. Danny huffs out his frustration,
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about ready to tell Soren that he justisn’t a warrior, not like Soren, but then he
sees the opening.

Before he can chicken out, he parries Soren’s next swing and drives it back
into him exactly the way Soren said he couldn’t, overbalancing him and
sending them both toppling to the snowy ground.

“Ow,” Soren says, tone pleasant. He’s smiling, the dark wedge of his
mouth open under his dark hair and against the white backdrop of the snow.
“Good job. We should try this again when I’m not exhausted.”

“Don’t even. | got you fair and square.” Danny tosses his sword away and
flops down, spreading out next to Soren. He’s reminded immediately of the
portal, and he stretches his fingers out, digging them into the snow, searching
for a trace of that magic here. There’s nothing, of course. He doesn’t want to
ruin whatever this is by asking about it, so he wiggles a little, sinking down
into the snow. “So is this gonna be a thing? We do sword practice and
gardening in your backyard?”

Soren breathes out long and slow. “I’d like this to be a thing, yes.”

Danny tips his head in Soren’s direction, looking at his profile. “You never
talked to me, before.”

“We try to be as unobtrusive as possible. Most people don’t handle it
well.” Soren’s mouth twists wryly and he glances back at Danny. “Most
guardians never have the opportunity to go to arms for their key.”

“Lucky you.”

“Mm.” Soren is still watching him, and Danny doesn’t know how to look
away. Snow is falling between them, and their shoulders are nearly touching.
“Lucky me,” Soren says at length. “I don’t think you give yourself enough
credit,” he adds.

Danny squints at him. “I’m a skinny, asthmatic geology major who has
panic attacks and knows too much about Firefly. I’m realistic enough to know
that I’m useless here.”

“You hiked fifteen miles today,” Soren says. He straightens his head and
closes his eyes. “You survived what happened in your house, and on the
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highway. You saved Malia. And me. You’re more capable than you think you
are.”

“Yeah, right. Now you’re reaching,” Danny says. He folds his arms over
his stomach, dragging the edge of his cloak to cover them. “Look, we aren’t...
| don’t need you to lie to me.”

Soren stiffens beside him, and Danny wants to bite the words back, aware
that he’s being a jackass for absolutely no reason. Learn to take a compliment,
dude, but Soren is already sitting up, their moment broken.

“Wait,” Danny says, pushing up to stand. “Soren—Wait. I’m sorry. That
isn’t what I meant.”

“It is what you meant,” Soren says. “You meant exactly what you said.”
He sheathes his sword and straightens his cloak.

Fuck it, Danny is cutting himself down at the knees here. “Okay,” he says,
and reaches out to grab the edge of Soren’s hood. Soren stops, looking down at
him with guarded eyes. “Okay, yeah, | meant it. But what else am | supposed
to think? You and Malia, you’re both—you’re so capable. She can kick
anyone’s ass, and you’re all, all medieval King Arthur McBadass, and here |
am, and all I can do is suck on my inhaler and sometimes not kill us.” Danny
lets Soren go, his body thrumming with nervous energy. “You guys’ve both
given up your entire lives, and I’m just...”

“Just what?” Soren asks, turning to face Danny fully, his body squared. His
face is smooth and his voice is emotionless. “Just what, Danny, hmm?”

“Not worth it,” Danny finishes. He spreads his hands apart. That’s it. There
it is: what he’s been thinking since yesterday morning. There are a hundred
other keys here who wouldn’t need Soren and Malia to come to their rescue
every time they slip.

Soren softens, sighing quietly. “Danny...”

“Tell me what happened at the portal,” Danny says, mostly because he can
feel himself going into self-destruct mode, like he did during his freshman
year calc exam. He needs to get the attention off him. “Why did it affect you,
too? You’re not a key, are you?”
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Any give to Soren’s body vanishes. “I’m not,” he says. “It was the magic,
that’s—"

“It didn’t affect Malia,” Danny argues. “Don’t give me bullshit, Soren.
You asked me to trust you.” He reaches for Soren’s sleeve again; this time,
Soren flinches away.

Fucking great. They’re back to this.

“Fine,” Danny snaps. He grabs his sword, praying that he doesn’t slip on
the snow, and jams it in its sheath. “That’s just... fine. Thanks a lot.” Is this
why it hurt to watch the other keys and their guardians? Because of the easy
trust between most of them? He and Soren have to put themselves back
together all the time, and Danny can’t even do it right, and Soren—Soren
won’t tell him anything. Danny’s sick of hanging on his word, waiting for him
to deign to hand out vital information. He can take his Shoulders and his
Dunkaccinos and fuck right off.

Danny’s exit is great: his personal moment of badassery is fueled by his
rage, and he channels it into walking Charlize Theron queen-style, his sword
heavy at his hip.

Then the camp blows up.

Heat sears across Danny’s face, stunning him, and he’s thrown down by
the force of the blast. He gasps in a breath, staring.

The camp is on fire. Everything—all the tents, they’re ablaze, and, and
there are people pouring from every direction.

Malia is down there. Danny pushes himself up, hand going to his sword,
and then Soren scrapes to a stop at his side. “It’s him,” he says, as another
blast of light arcs over the camp. It looks like a wormhole swirled with glitter,
and when it touches the ground, it sucks inward, then arches, exploding
violently. Soren drags Danny against his side with an arm around his waist, his
arm up to shield their eyes.

“Malia,” Danny manages. “We need to find her, Soren, we need to—"

“I know.” Soren’s hand turns heavy on Danny’s shoulder, pressing him
down. There are people screaming, now. “Stay here.”
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Danny shrugs it off, scowling. “No. | need to—”

“They’re here for you,” Soren says. He shakes Danny lightly, like an
unruly puppy.
“For me,” Danny says blankly.

“l need to keep you safe.” Soren takes Danny’s shoulders in his hands.
“Stay here. Stay hidden.” He holds Danny’s eyes for a long moment, then
turns and lopes down the hill, into the camp. Danny’s legs ache with how hard
he’s keeping himself from following. But Soren is right. Danny needs to... to
stay here.

They’re here for you.

He flattens himself on the snowy ground, his sword in his hand, and it
might be his imagination, but the cut on his cheek starts stinging. What was
that Soren said about Doctor Doom “marking” him?

“Great,” he says into the snow. “Now I’m Harry Potter.” Harry Potter
versus Doctor Doom. If he lives to get back to the Internet, he’s going to put
that on Tumblr.

Another explosion rings through the camp, the spray of sparks making
Danny’s vision spotty. He drags himself up closer to the crest of the hill,
peering over it to see a melee mess of people, most running, some fighting—
but there are a lot of them on the ground.

God, there are a lot of dead people.

Danny fumbles for his inhaler, watching as a woman rushes a horseback-
riding, cloak-clad figure and gets a sword through her throat for her trouble.
He feels like he’s waiting for the motorcycles to hit, like he’s standing in his
bathroom, watching for Boromir’s shadow. The seconds before the implosion,
the chest-tightening anxiety. Anyone who fights Doctor Doom’s seekers is
being slaughtered. The deep cracks of their bones shattering are louder than
the explosions.

Don’t lose it now, D. Danny takes a handful of snow and rubs it down his
face, his grip on his sword tightening. He starts to count.
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At three hundred, his panic deepens. Shouldn’t Soren and Malia be here by
now? They should.

At three hundred twenty, the ground under him starts shaking. Out of the
smoke, weaving between burning tents, comes a small herd of horses, their
eyes rolling in terror, their flanks streaked with sweat. Danny flattens back
down, throwing his arm over his head, tucking into himself as they gallop past
him, into the training field.

“Danny!”

“Malia?” Danny uncurls, and there she is, sitting on the biggest black horse
Danny has ever seen. She has a sword in hand, one even longer than Soren’s,
and she’s holding the reins to another fully saddled horse. One of their packs is
strapped to her back. Danny doesn’t need prompting; he scrambles down the
hill and swings himself up into the saddle, trying to remember the basics of
making a horse go from his first and only horse experience (his cousin’s
twelfth birthday party). “Where’s Soren?”

“l lost him,” Malia says. “He told me to keep going.”

Danny cranes his head around, looking back into the flames. The main tent
Is collapsing, leaking burning cinders everywhere. Soon, there’ll be nothing
left. He tightens his one-handed grip on his horse’s reins, his jaw tight. “We’re
just going to leave all these people?”

Malia leans into his line of sight. Her face is pale and drawn. “We have to.
They’re rounding up the other keys and putting them in chains, Danny.”

“Soren said he’s after me,” Danny says, touching his cut.

“Doesn’t mean he doesn’t want the extra firepower.” Malia nudges her
horse forward, heading for the training field. “Come on, before they see us.”

Teeth grinding, Danny pulls his horse around and follows. He’s only going
to make things worse if he goes back in there. He won’t be able to do any
good—not for Soren, not for himself, and not for anyone else.

It still feels a whole hell of a lot like he’s abandoning them all.

*kk*k



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 307

At the top of the hill, Malia kicks her horse into a run, and Danny’s takes
off without his consent. He’s relegated to clinging first to the front of the
saddle and then to its mane and hoping he doesn’t fall off. For as big as it is, it
moves gracefully, and they’re across the field in under a minute, heading into
the thick forest at the base of the mountain.

Really, if Danny never spends any time in a forest ever again, he’ll be the
happiest man alive. As it is, he lets his reins go loose, and his horse picks a
delicate path deep between the trees, following docilely after Malia’s.

After a while, Danny says, “We were set up, weren’t we.” He feels it, a
gut-deep knowing: this didn’t happen by chance.

Malia looks over her shoulder at him. “Yeah,” she says.
“Not by Soren,” Danny says.

“No.” Malia finally sheathes her sword, but leaves her hand on her thigh,
prepared to draw it again. “By Leith, I think. I saw her taking a horse out of
the camp after the first explosion.” She makes a faint, disgusted noise. “I
fucking knew | didn’t like her.”

“Your people sense is A-plus,” Danny says, smiling weakly at her when
she glances back a second time. Her cheeks are soot-streaked and her hair is
limp, hanging down around her face. “Also, you’re rocking the came-through-
hell Xena look, there.”

“Yeah, shame I’m Californian,” she says blandly. “I’ll never get to use this
cloak again.”

They ride awhile longer, long enough that Danny is starting to slump over
on his horse, lulled by its rocking walk. Malia makes the executive decision to
stop as the ground starts to incline enough to make their horses breathe hard.
To Danny’s grateful surprise, they stumble on a creek, and its water is
freezing, but it’s clear and it wakes him up when he shoves his face in it.

“No fire,” Malia says. She’s tied the horses up and is piling handfuls of
pine needles in a space between two trees. Danny nods, stripping his cloak off.
Now he’s glad he put on the boots; Malia is still wearing her Earth sneakers,
and while they’re higher-quality than what Danny wears, they’re blackened
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and probably soaking wet. Malia looks his way, apparently weirded out by
Danny’s silence. She says, “If you’re thinking about apologizing again, don’t.
Soren and |—"

“I had a fight with Soren,” Danny mumbles. He leaves his boots on and
rolls his cloak to make a pillow for both of them.

Malia sighs, sitting back on her heels. “About what?”
“He tried to compliment me. | bit his head off. And chewed it vigorously.”

The silence drifts as Malia finishes padding their bed. “He cares, you
know. You’re not just a job to him.”

“He doesn’t even know me.”

“Like shit he doesn’t. You’re easy to pin down, D.” She flops onto her
back. When Danny follows suit, she throws her cloak over both of them, fur
side down. “That’s not a bad thing,” she says, gentler. “You just put all of
yourself out there, you know? No bullshitting anyone, or pulling an act.”

“l guess,” Danny says, burrowing deeper under the cloak. Now he
remembers how tired he was. “Do you think he’s okay?”

Malia’s quiet for a long time, long enough that Danny thinks she’s
probably asleep. Then she says, “Yeah. He’ll find you.”

*k*k*x

The morning light is cold and clear. There’s no chalky San Francisco
smog, no honking of traffic horns. Danny wakes up and breathes in and, for
that moment, he feels okay.

Smelling seared skin is a fantastic way to jolt yourself out of a good mood.
He sits up, shivering and trying not to gag, and eases the cloak off Malia,
scanning her for burn marks. There aren’t any. “Mal?”” he murmurs, pushing at
her shoulder. She stirs, grumbling, and turns over, baring her other arm. No,
it’s definitely not her.

A soft whuff makes Danny turn. Oh—it’s one of the horses. They’re both
black, so it’s impossible to tell which one Danny rode last night. He checks
both of them, and finally finds the scorch mark along the hindquarters of one
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of them: a deep, ugly gash that is red and raw on the inside. “Sorry,” he says,
patting its side, behind the strap that is holding its saddle on. It turns its head to
peer at him with dark, liquid eyes, and pushes its nose against his shoulder.
Danny puts a hand up, and the horse bumps into that too, soft lips tickling
Danny’s fingers, probably searching for a treat.

“You’re not so bad, are you, buddy,” Danny says, stroking the horse’s
muzzle. “You look like a big badass, but you’re a softie.”

He’s not sure he’s entirely talking about the horse anymore. Great. He
rummages around in the pack Malia grabbed—it’s his, not Malia’s—and
fishes out clean clothes and a shirt to use as a towel. Going for a dip in a
freezing creek is pretty much the last thing he wants to do right now, but he’s
aware that he smells like sweat and smoke and an old bag of Doritos. He’s
thankfully out of that phase of teenagerhood, where he never knew what he
smelled like and thought he was immune to needing to shower, especially after
eight-hour Halo marathons.

He leaves his sword on the bank along with his clothes and his inhaler and
steps into the creek, telling himself not to be a pussy. He is at least eighty-
seven percent sure that his balls are never going to reappear outside of his
body. Danny’s built for heated swimming pools, not nature adventure shower
escapades.

In the middle of scrubbing himself down with handfuls of creek water, the
hair on the back of his neck stands up.

“Oh my god,” he says, in a desperate bid to distract whoever is watching
him from immediately Kkilling him. “Can we not do this while I’m naked?”

“I’m not in control of that,” the voice responds, and it’s Soren.

Danny turns on his heel, stumbling over a rock in his haste. Soren is on the
shore, beat to hell with a ripped cloak and a scrape on his cheek and blood all
down one hand. “You’re alive,” Danny says.

“I think.” Soren smiles lopsidedly at him, then sways and sinks down to sit.
Danny scrambles out of the water and yanks on the waiting pair of sweatpants.
Soren is watching him in a dozy way that suggests that maybe he doesn’t
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actually know he’s watching, his gaze sliding down the length of Danny’s wet
body and back up to his face. “You okay?” he asks.

“Fine.” Danny comes to crouch at his side, hisses when he sees the gash in
Soren’s shoulder. “Did you walk here?”

“Someone freed all the horses.” Soren’s smile turns rueful; his eyes are
glazed and unfocused. “That’d be me.”

“Plot twist,” Danny says, sliding an arm under Soren’s good one and
levering him up to his feet. “C’mon, dude, | can’t lift you by myself. Your legs
are not noodles.” Soren obediently gets his feet under him, stumbling into
Danny once he’s upright. “How long has it been since you slept?”” Danny asks,
to distract Soren from the fact that Danny is valiantly failing at holding him

up.
“Long time,” Soren murmurs. “The truck?”” He drops his head on Danny’s
shoulder. “Where’s Malia?”

“Back in the camp. If | bend over, are you going to fall down?”
Soren considers this intensely, his eyes half-lidded. “Probably.”

“Don’t,” Danny advises him, and props him up so he can grab his sword
and his clothes. He steps into his boots and eases back under Soren’s arm, his
own wrapping tight around Soren’s waist. Holy god, he can feel the muscles
through his cloak. That just isn’t fair. (What’s more unfair is the fact that
Soren has wedged himself so high on the attractiveness scale that nothing he
does is diminishing his rating. Fuck.) “Left, right, Soren. Pick your feet up.”

Malia is awake when they get back, and she rushes over to help with
Soren. Together, she and Danny lay him out on their makeshift bed, where
he’s out, body falling limp into the pine needles’ embrace. Malia immediately
starts working her fingers into the buckles of Soren’s leather vest, loosening
the sides, and Danny makes his ice cube fingers cooperate on unlacing the ties
that bind the front closed. Their eyes meet over his body, and Malia smiles
faintly at him. She looks no better than she did last night—still exhausted, still
pale.

Also, still managing to cope better than Danny is.
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Soren groans as Malia lifts his shoulders so they can slide the vest off him.
Underneath is a soft blue tunic, ripped over one shoulder in a clean slice. “Do
we have anything?” Danny asks. It doesn’t look as bad as the burned gash on
his horse, maybe, but the blood is a sick, dark color, and touching the crunchy
edges of the wound makes Danny’s stomach clench.

“No. | shoved some of my shit in here, but I didn’t grab anything from the
camp.” Malia digs around in the pack and comes up with a purple toothbrush
holder. She dumps the toothbrush out and heads for the creek, leaving Danny
to strip Soren’s shirt off.

He doesn’t want to cut it, since it’s the only clothes they have that’ll fit
him, unless he wants to Jon Snow it and walk around with a fur cape over
nothing. Danny undoes the collar laces and eases it over Soren’s head,
carefully maneuvering his injured arm. More blood spurts out when it tears
anew, and Danny swallows nausea, moving to cut strips out of a shirt. Malia
comes back and Danny soaks the strips of shirt in cool creek water, bathing the
wound until the crusted blood is gone and it’s free of dirt and soot. The wound
starts to bleed again; he packs it with shirt strips, and it isn’t until he gets to the
last of them that he sees PER SHRIMP on it. He stares at the letters,
dumbfounded, until Malia reminds him to keep pressure on it with his hands.

This doesn’t feel like the shirt he was wearing three days ago. It feels like
the shirt he was wearing years ago, when he graduated high school, or when he
signed the lease with Malia. A lifetime ago, an entire world away, where his
biggest worry was studying for his (missed, by now) Geology 296 exam.

How is he supposed to give a shit about a geology exam when he’s getting
frostbite from a fucking river in the middle of another dimension? One that has
magic. Where he’s sitting, licking his guardian’s wounds, because his life
really has turned into Harry Potter, and he’s being hunted? He just watched a
hundred people’s lives be ruined over him, and there’s nothing he can do.

You’re more capable than you think you are.
Hah. Right.

*kk*k



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 312

Soren sleeps until twilight. Danny and Malia take turns dozing beside him
in shifts to stave off the cold and the hunger; neither of them have experience
with eating things that grow in forests—and plus, the last forest was magical.
Danny has a feeling that magic wouldn’t be good for his digestion.

No one comes looking for them. Danny is both disappointed and not. On
the one hand, it could be survivors from the camp who followed their trail, but
on the other, it could be Doctor Doom’s men, come to retrieve Danny. Soren
said that Doom didn’t take well to losing. That he didn’t let keys he’d marked
slip from his grasp. That it made him angry. They’re still looking for Danny—
there’s no denying that. Danny is being stalked, and it’s only a matter of time
before another of Doom’s pet keys finds him.

If he were stupider, he’d leave Malia and Soren. Him being here puts both
of them in danger. But if he took off, he’d just be captured, and then the two of
them would try to save him. He’s seen enough Chosen One plot movies to
know that separating himself from the people capable of keeping him safe is
The Worst Idea He Could Possibly Have, deserving of all capitals. So, he stays
in the camp, watching their horses graze and watching Soren sleep while Malia
goes off to the creek to do her meditation tai chi routine.

Just after Danny and Malia decide that they won’t chance a fire, Soren
groans and stirs under Malia’s cloak.

“I’m gonna go get some water,” Malia says, and is gone with the
toothbrush holder before Danny can reply.

“Where...?” Soren mumbles, his eyes still clouded with sleep.
“Near the mountain,” Danny says. He leans over him. “You found us.”

Soren groans again, bringing his good hand up to scrub across his eyes.
“Right.”

“Smooth move with the horse thing.”

“How’d you know that was me?” Soren squints up at him.
“You told me.”

“I did?”
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“You told me all the things,” Danny says, wiggling his fingers. He means it
as a joke, but Soren’s face goes stricken, color draining from his cheeks.

“...Like what?”

“Like your favorite pajamas are pink.” Danny rolls his eyes. “You didn’t
tell me anything, Soren. It was a joke. Kidding. Relax, your secrets are safe.
You did get to see me naked, though.”

Soren shoves him, then drops his arm back over his eyes. “l don’t
remember.”

Danny shoves him back. Maybe it’s the relief at seeing Soren awake, or
maybe Danny is batshit insane, but he says, “You sound disappointed,” before
he can censor himself.

“Do 1?” Soren’s mouth flicks up on one side. “I’ve got no idea what you’re
talking about.”

Danny becomes aware of two things: one, Soren’s accent is super great
when his voice is all low and growly like that, and two, they’re flirting. It goes
up like a neon sign in Danny’s lizard brain: F-L-1-R-T. FLIRT: GO. GREEN
LIGHT FOR FLIRT. “Sure you don’t, big guy.” Danny starts peeling the
scraps of his Big Louie’s shirt off Soren’s shoulder. Soren grits his teeth and
stays silent through it. Danny lets his fingers drift, somewhere between the
third strip and the fourth, and then it falls into a pattern: stroke, tug the scrap
loose, stroke, move another one. Soren is watching him—it seems like that’s
all Soren does when Danny is trying to hit on him. His focus heats Danny from
the inside out.

Danny’s voice is low in his chest when he says, “What do we do now?”

“Now...” Soren’s eyes dip from Danny’s face to the line of his neck, and
further down to Danny’s spread and kneeling knees, and wow, this is a really
interesting positioning, isn’t it? Danny has definitely seen this in at least sixty
percent of the gay pornos he’s watched.

“Uh,” Danny says. Soren’s lips part like he’s going to say something, but
he doesn’t. He stalls out, half-smiling, and Danny’s chest does a thing that’s
almost like the beginnings of a panic attack. He leans closer, telling himself to
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man up and just do it (and now he’s thinking of Nike shoes; sexy they are
not)—and then out of nowhere, Soren moans.

Maybe that’s because Danny is leaning on his injured shoulder.

“Oh my god, | am so sorry,” Danny says, taking his hand off it. Soren
laughs in a wheezing sort of way. “Are you okay? You’re not okay.”

“I’m fine,” Soren says. His eyes are watering. He is so not fine.

“Oh good, everyone’s still clothed.” Malia strides back into the camp, the
little toothbrush holder cupped in one hand. “How’s your shoulder, Soren?”

“It hurts.”
“I1, uh,” Danny says, and Malia sighs, giving him license to shut up.

She bathes and rewraps Soren’s shoulder for him, using strips of one of her
shirts this time. Soren tells them between taking sips of the water Malia forces
on him that they need to move soon, and that they need to head to Fell Lake,
where Ilyana and her wife live. llyana has connections everywhere, he says,
and the League’s headquarters should already know about the attack on White
Oak.

“Do they know about me?” Danny asks.

Soren nods. “They’re calling every key and their guardian back to Fell.
Ilyana can’t afford to send individual hunting parties after him anymore, not
after last night.”

“Not after | got here,” Danny corrects.

“Getting marked wasn’t your fault.” Soren nods to Malia when she asks if
the wrap is tight enough and sits up, testing the band of cloth across his chest
and around his shoulder. He grabs a thick tree root and eases himself upright.
“We should find something to eat.”

“God, please,” Malia mutters. “I had granola bars in my bag, but I lost it at
White Oak.”

Soren levers himself up on his good arm, accepting Malia’s arm when she
offers it. “I’ll find something,” he says, picking his sword up. The sheath’s
strap dangles, impossible to secure with one hand, so Danny does what best
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serves his own interests and says, “Lemme help.” He buckles the strap around
Soren’s waist and then around his thigh. When he glances up, Malia is stifling
laughter into her hand and pretending to be very interested in their remaining
pack.

“Thanks,” Soren says; his expression tells Danny that he knows exactly
what is up. “Back in a moment. Get a fire going—a small one.” He ducks
around a tree and vanishes, his footsteps nearly impossible to hear.

“Wow,” Malia says. “Wow with spaces between the letters.”
“Shut up.” Danny points at her. “You’re the worst.”

“How am | the worst? | could’ve told the two of you to get a room, but |
stayed quiet, like a good best friend.”

“Yeah, well,” Danny says. “Well.”
“Well,” Malia echoes. “Odds of hitting that?”
Danny shrugs. “Two-thirds?”

“Holy shit, Danno. What was the last two-thirds you had?” Malia pushes
off her knees and circles the camp, picking up any sticks that haven’t been
soaked through with melting snow.

“Jacobs, I think,” Danny says. Don Jacobs had been a fellow student in
Danny’s religion course a semester ago; he was hot but had serious confidence
Issues, which meant that Danny was more confident than he was, which had
been an ego booster, which had turned Danny briefly into an asshole. Malia
hadn’t been remiss in telling him, but he had only stopped “dating” —a.k.a.
going out for campus frozen yogurt twice—Jacobs when she’d started calling
him Reed Richards and refused to stop.

“Ugh,” Malia says, with feeling. Kindling gathered, she dumps it a few feet
from their makeshift bed. “He doesn’t count.”

Danny hums agreeably. “I was probably gonna kiss him,” he muses. “Uh,
Soren, not Jacobs.”

“Please stop putting the image of you kissing Jacobs in my brain.”



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 316

“Only if you can take it out of mine,” Danny sighs. “He was seriously
shi—" He snaps his mouth closed when Malia’s hand jerks up, her fingers
pressed together. It’s her signal for silence, mostly used when new Doctor
Who TV spots come on. (Danny is not, for the record, a Who fan, but if he had
to pick a favorite, it would be Ten all the way.) He waits until she relaxes, but
a moment later, she’s tense again.

She motions to his sword, and that’s when a bright green bolt of...
something lances out of the forest and cracks within an inch of Danny’s left
temple.

“Holy shit,” he yelps, skittering sideways. The bolt snaps back and
reappears, sweeping toward Malia. She rolls, grabbing her sword, and throws
Danny’s to him. He has the feeling it isn’t going to do a damn bit of good
against this shit, but he curls both hands around it—only for a second, before
he switches to one, remembering Soren’s advice.

The green bolt is joined by a second, yellower one, and they snake across
the ground, coiling around a tree and slithering straight for Danny’s feet.

“Yeah,” he says, “fuck this.” He grabs the pack and slings it over one
shoulder. Malia is already untying the horses and tightening the bands on their
saddles, her fingers quick and efficient, thank god. She tosses the reins of the
horse with the burn to him and swings up on hers. “We need to find Soren!”
Danny shouts. He slips climbing into his saddle, and his horse takes off a step
early, following Malia. Behind them, men streak out into the small clearing.

Danny clings haphazardly to his horse’s mane, only one foot secured in a
stirrup. He clamps the other around his horse’s belly and looks back again,
trusting his horse not to run them into a tree. The bolts of energy—of
magic?—have vanished, but he can see the hands of two of the men glowing.
God, there must be fifteen seekers. How had they not heard them?

“There!” Malia shouts. She turns her horse hard and—

“Mal!” Danny shouts, in the spare second he has before his horse gathers
itself and bounds over an enormous fallen tree. Danny slips further when they
land, jolted out of place, and he loses the pack when they drift too close to a
tree. Goodbye, limited edition Tony Stark underwear.



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 317

Malia’s horse swerves right, and Danny catches sight of Soren.

“What happened?” Soren calls as soon as they’re close enough. Both
horses’ nostrils are flared, and Danny’s horse’s flanks are heaving. He fixes
himself in the saddle, shoving his feet firmly in both stirrups.

“Doombots,” Danny says, glancing behind him.

Soren’s jaw ticks. “How many?”

“Fifteen,” Malia answers.

“Two of them...” Danny says. He holds a hand up. “They were glowing.”

“Sorcerers,” Soren says, his jaw tightening further. He drops the handfuls
of food he had—aw, they’re mushrooms, too; Danny was going to get to have
roasted mushrooms for dinner, goddamn it—and comes up on Danny’s left.
“Stay still,” he says, planting one foot on a tree stump and swinging up behind
Danny.

“Uh,” Danny says, “are you going to stay on?”

“l hope so,” Soren replies. Danny can hear wry humor in his voice, and
when Soren’s arm circles his waist, Danny leans a little back into him.

“Where t0?” Malia asks, nudging her horse forward.

“West,” Soren says. “Through the pass. Fell is a day’s ride from here, but
we can push.” He adjusts his seat, shifting closer to Danny, and points
forward. “That way, toward the creek. We’ll follow it upstream to the pass.”

Shouts filter up to them, the crashing of feet through underbrush. Danny
tenses, hoping this isn’t like last time, that the seekers aren’t already upon
them, but Malia isn’t going to wait around to see: she digs her heels into her
horse’s sides, sending it forward. Danny does the same, leaning forward when
his horse breaks into a run. Along the bank of the creek, the snow is soft and
melted, giving way to the sand underneath, and the horses eat up the ground,
long legs flashing. Danny’s is favoring its hind leg a little, maybe weary from
the burn, but it pushes on without complaint, responsive in Danny’s
inexperienced hands.
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The pass is not as grand as Danny was expecting. He figured it would be
grand and dramatic, closing as they swept through a la Ice Age. Instead, it
reveals itself as a gap between two imposing mountain ridges. It’s about ten
feet wide, and the rock is bared, bereft of snow.

Above, though. There’s snow above, caught between shelves of rock that
jut out from either ridge, closing off the top of the pass.

“Hey,” Danny says, pulling his horse to a stop. He twists in his saddle,
peering up. “You guys thinking what I’m thinking?”

Soren turns, too. “If they have sorcerers, they’ll get through that easy,” he
says. “...But if we can bring down enough, it’s worth it.”

“How?” Malia asks. “We don’t have shit to do it with.”

Soren tenses up behind Danny, and Danny feels his uncertainty. It’s the
weirdest thing Danny has felt in his life, catnip portal magic included.

Soren says, “You’re right. We can’t. We should keep moving.” He presses
his calves into Danny’s horse, urging it on.

He’s right. He’s totally right—they’ve got nothing to bring the snow down
with.

But Danny can’t get the hesitation out of his head. He’s about to ask when
he sees what climbing down from the pass is going to entail. “Fuck me,” he
mumbles.

It’s ice. Ice, and some patches of rock, leading down into another valley.

“Slow,” Soren says. He lets go of Danny’s waist and takes the reins from
his hands, wrapping them around his fingers. “Everyone go slow.”

The descent is slow and arduous. Danny’s horse is pure concentration, its
ears pricked forward and its body low. Danny wishes he could look like that:
sleek and confident and not terrified out of his mind.

His terror multiplies exponentially when Malia’s horse slips once on an
iced embankment, nearly throwing her. She recovers without batting an eye,
doesn’t even look back at them as she presses her heels into her horse’s flanks
and clicks her tongue against her teeth. She leads them all the way down to flat
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snow before she drops her horse’s reins to its neck and leans forward, blowing
out a long breath.

“She’d have made a fantastic guardian,” Soren says into Danny’s ear.

“I think she is one,” Danny says. Soren passes the reins into his hand, and
he keeps his grip on them loose, letting his horse relax. He’s thinking about
taking a hit off his inhaler, but elation at not being dead from the descent
makes him babble instead. “No offense, | mean. I’m not trying to replace you,
I’m just saying, it’s, you know, we met because she kept me from falling down
a flight of stairs and breaking my face.”

Soren laughs, also in Danny’s ear. Danny’s going to have to start keeping
track of his unfortunate erections as a hobby. He’s had more in the past three
days than he’s had this entire year so far.

He wonders what that says about him, since he’s also had more near-death
experiences in the past three days than the rest of his life combined.

The flat snow gives way to forest after ten minutes of walking. Once there,
they pause, hidden in the trees, and watch the pass, but nothing comes through.
“Did we lose them?” Danny whispers.

“No,” Soren says. “They’re just behind.”
An hour of walking later, it starts snowing.

“I hate snow,” Danny complains, peering up between pine tree branches. “I
hate being cold.”

“Whine when you don’t have a riding buddy to keep you warm,” Malia
tells him. She pulls her cloak closed pointedly.

“She has a point,” Soren says.

Danny aims a scowl over his shoulder. Secretly, he’s glad for the
conversation; he was starting to doze off. “Are you two sure you aren’t
related?”

“Pretty sure,” Malia says. “Not a hundred percent, though. Maybe seventy-
eight percent sure. Soren?”

“I’m stuck around ninety percent.”
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“Ooh, such a lack of faith.”

Danny sighs perfunctorily at both of them, but he’s grinning so wide it
hurts.

“Not too much farther,” Soren says. “Through that pass and another few
hours.” He closes his arms tighter around Danny, the grooves of his elbows
fitting against the curves where Danny’s ribcage ends on each of his sides.

Okay, so maybe this isn’t all suckage.

Even if they did spot the human glowworms a while ago. They’re moving
slower—they were only dipping down into the valley by the time Danny,
Soren, and Malia were traipsing through the second pass; it’s much less
treacherous than the first, though no more impressive. They head through, and
there, across yet another valley, is a castle.

“Heigh-ho,” Danny says. “It’s off to Hogwarts we go.”
“Your wit is stunning,” Malia tells him.

Soren sighs out hot on the back of Danny’s neck. “Another mile,” he says,
“and we can rest. We’ll be within the castle’s protection.”

Danny can’t remember the last time he was this tired. It’s too snowy for
him to tell what time it is; it could be twilight or dawn, for all he knows. He
can’t bring himself to care, either—he’s cold and hungry and exhausted, and
his hair is doing weird things, probably in Soren’s face. What keeps him
going, though, is the fact that while both Soren and Malia are flagging visibly,
neither of them are slowing or complaining or letting it fuck them over in the
least.

If Danny can’t do anything else to help, he can at least not fall asleep on
his horse.

*k*k*x

Setting foot inside the castle’s barrier is like being pushed through a
human-sized bubble. There’s a flex and a pop, and then they’re inside. Danny
feels the faint tickle of magic in the bottom of his stomach, the fizzing
sensation from the portal but less, more tolerable. He can’t tell if it’s the
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acquired taste his body is getting for magic or if this magic is weaker, and he
can’t bring himself to care.

They stop in a thick stand of trees. Soren ties the horses while Danny helps
Malia make another pine needle bed. No fire this time, and no food; Danny
can hear Soren’s stomach rumbling from five feet away. At least it’s stopped
snowing. Malia is the first to lie down, flopping face-first onto the cloak she’s
thrown over the pine needles.

“Never moving again,” she says, muffled, and is asleep immediately,
snoring softly.

“She’s pretty amazing,” Soren says. He smiles tiredly at Danny, working
the straps of the horse’s saddles with his one good hand.

Danny pads over to him, swaying on his feet. “She is,” he says. He nudges
his hand under Soren’s, shooing him back so Danny can loosen it. He does the
same to the other horse—his, he’s starting to think of it. He can’t tell if it’s a
dude or a lady and is kind of weirded out by checking, so he pats its nose and
decides it’s a she and Charlotte is her name. “Good girl,” he tells her, rubbing
her nose. She snuffles at him, then drops her head to doze.

Soren is stretched out on the bed, his sword unsheathed and set at his side.
Danny takes his cloak off and tosses it over Soren. “Shut up,” he says, cutting
Soren’s complaint off preemptively. “It’s for sharing.” He sets his sword down
next to Soren’s and settles between him and Malia, groaning as his whole body
pops. He’s pretty sure that nineteen is too young to be stricken with
horrendous bodily problems, but since this whole debacle has aged him, oh,
seventy years, he’s due for some.

He tugs the cloak over him and over as much of Malia as he can manage.
Soren shifts obligingly closer to allow it to cover the three of them. Danny’s
got the lucky spot, cocooned between the two of them. He folds his arms up to
his chest, then tucks one under his head, his cheek pillowed on it. “Can I ask
you something?” he says. It’s not dark, not really, but it’s hazy, and Soren’s
face is cast in shadows from the trees.

Soren says, voice sleepy, “Sure.”
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Danny gestures at the space between their chests. “I’m not hallucinating
this, right?”

“This particular moment?”

“This us,” Danny says, pushing it out before he can gag on the words.
Honestly, he’s too tired to give a shit anymore. If Soren doesn’t think he’s
attractive, then they can let it go, and Danny—

“No,” Soren says.
“Uh,” Danny says. “No?”

“No, you’re not hallucinating.” Soren squints at him. “I think we should
have this conversation when you’re more awake.”

“No,” Danny mumbles. He plants his hand flat on Soren’s chest. God, ugh,
so much muscle. “Is this a, is it a guardian thing?”

“Hmm?”

“Like, isit...” Danny pushes Soren’s chest; predictably, it doesn’t budge
him at all. “Nothing, | just saw a lot of guardians get pretty snuggly. | thought
you said guardians are supposed to kinda stay out of the way?”

“Guardians tend to befriend their key quickly,” Soren says. “It’s not always
romantic, but...”

“Sometimes it is.”

“Right.” Soren glances down at Danny’s hand. “Are you pushing me away,
here?”

“What? No.” Danny drops his hand. “TBH, | was kind of feeling you up.”
Soren snorts, ducking his head to laugh. “What?” Danny says, indignant.

“Nothing,” Soren says, and kisses him.

Danny opens his mouth to say oh before he processes that Soren’s mouth is
on his, and that opening it is an invitation to do what the French people do.
Soren readily takes this invitation, his tongue sliding hot and wet against
Danny’s.

This is a three-thirds situation. If Malia were awake, she’d be clapping.
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“This is good,” he manages when Soren leans back to breathe. Danny turns
his mouth into Soren’s jaw, nipping his bottom lip. He wants to duck under the
cloak and suck Soren off, or have a mutual jacking off session, but Malia is
asleep right behind him; Danny is not that inconsiderate. “I’m gonna sleep on
you,” he says, nudging his forehead into the crook of Soren’s uninjured
shoulder.

“Good,” Soren says. He sounds as tired as Danny feels. His heartbeat is
slowing under Danny’s ear, and he drapes one arm over the curve of Danny’s
side like a shelter.

“’Night,” Danny says. Soren’s already asleep.

Some hours later, Danny wakes up, and Soren is turned away from him,
curled at the furthest edge of the pine bed.

He means to do something about it, but sleep overwhelms him again.

*kk*k

In the morning, Soren makes them breakfast. Danny wakes up when Soren
stands and crunches away through the snow, his usual light-footedness
interrupted by the fresh-fallen snow and (probably, since Danny has one) a
sleep hangover the size of fucking Montana. He’s back fast, with a shirtful of
tubers that make Danny’s mouth water. His whole body thrills when Soren
puts together a small fire and starts heating a rock in the middle of the fire. The
tubers sizzle and blacken quickly, and they taste kind of like stale potato chips,
but they’re food.

The three of them sit around the fire, eyes half-lidded and conversation
stilted.

“These need salt,” Soren comments, chewing the end off a tuber.
“These need a miracle,” Danny corrects.

Malia laughs, her voice throaty. “Where’s Bear Grylls when you need
him?”
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Danny chokes on his next bite and has to spit it unattractively over his
shoulder so he can laugh without killing himself. “Sun’s going down,” he says.
“Water’s running out...”

“Better drink our own piss,” Malia finishes.
Soren stares at each of them in turn, still gnawing the end of his root.

“Your assimilation training needs work,” Danny tells him, fishing another
root from the fire. Having hot food in his stomach is returning him to status:
human. “How’s your shoulder?”

“It’Il be fine,” Soren says around a yawn.

“You should clean it again,” Malia says. She dusts her hands off on her
pants and stands. “I’m gonna go for a walk.” She winks at Danny as she
leaves.

Oh god. She was awake.

Soren is watching her go with keen eyes. “You two have an interesting
friendship,” he says, reaching for the last of the tubers.

“We dated for three weeks.”
“Only three weeks?”

“We had sex,” Danny clarifies, “for three weeks. It didn’t work out, but it
turns out you can be great BFFs after you see someone naked in ten-plus
sexual positions.”

Soren huffs out a laugh, ducking his head to eat. There’s blood on his tunic
still, caked dark over his shoulder and down one sleeve. His stubble is thick,
fast-growing. Danny’s never had any luck with facial hair, aside from a truly
unfortunate creeper moustache when he first started shaving. It looks good on
Soren, though—the stubble. Danny’d like to rub his face on it, get some beard-
burn.

“Wait ’til we get to Fell Lake,” Soren says.
‘(Huh?,7

“You’re looking at me like you want to eat me.” Soren flicks one eyebrow
up. “Wait until we get to the castle.”
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“Okay, Soylent Green,” Danny mutters, snagging the rest of Soren’s tuber
out of his hand. Secretly, though, he’s stoked to tell Malia that this is a three-
thirds, one-hundred-percent sure thing. Hell yes, Danny Marlaeto is going to
get some, and it’s not going to be from Don Jacobs. Tuber gone (he is never
taking table salt for granted again), he rubs his hands on his slacks. “So long as
you’re offering, we should probably get go—"

The ground is vibrating.

Danny freezes and puts his hand to it, hoping that it’s him being dizzy, but
Soren is feeling the ground, too. “Horses,” he says. His voice is off-kilter.

“A lot of them,” Danny assumes.

“Too many.” Soren pushes himself up and kicks dirt over the fire,
blanketing it. “Find Malia, Danny, now.”

Danny bolts into the trees, heading the same direction Malia had. “Mal!
Malia, where are you?” he shouts, ducking branches.

No answer. Nothing. Jesus.

He splashes across a shallow creek and climbs the bank of it, staring into
the dense trees. Desperation sets in as he takes in just how fucking many of
them there are. She could be anywhere.

Cupping his hands to his mouth, Danny yells, “Mal!”
“Here!” Malia calls back, thready. “Danny, fuck, come here!”

Fear sets in immediately. Danny has seen Malia teach self-defense classes
with a broken arm, seen her half cut her thumb off while making dinner and
wrap it herself, and she’s never, ever sounded like that.

Her leg is caught in a fucking bear trap. “No,” Danny says, sliding to his
knees beside her. Oh god, he can see bone. A lot of bone. Too white under the
fleshy red of her muscles. “Shit, Mal, I’m sorry.”

“Help me get this thing off,” she says. She’s pale and sweating—her skin is
clammy when Danny touches her neck. “I was trying...” She gestures to a
thick tree branch, which is frayed from her attempts to wedge it between the
trap’s jaws. “Are there even bears in this fucking forest?”
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“I kind of hope so,” Danny says, because if this isn’t for a bear, he doesn’t
want to know what it is for. He jams the branch against the trap’s iron, panic
rising in his chest. “Shit. Shit.”

“What?” Malia says. “Danny, what’s going on?”

“Seekers. A lot of them.” Danny manages to get the branch in and gasps,
hope thickening—right as the trap snaps closed again, breaking the branch.
Malia screams, blood gushing from her leg. “God, what the fuck.” Danny falls
back, panting. “Okay, I. | need to get Soren.” He catches Malia’s face in his
hands, brushing sweat from her temples. “It’s gonna be okay. I’m gonna get
you out.”

Malia grabs his wrist, holding it with her thumb digging in. “If you can’t,”
she says, “it’s okay.”

“Are we really going to have this moment?”” Danny demands. “This is one
movie cliché | am not going to share with you. Stop.” He pries her hand off
him and lets her go, then peels his cloak off and drapes it over her. “I’ll be
right back.”

He means it, he does, but somehow it feels like he’s lying.

That feeling chases him all the way back to camp, where Soren has the
horses ready. The vibration in the ground has intensified, the trees buzzing.
“She’s stuck,” Danny says, grabbing the reins of his horse and mounting.
“She’s in a fucking bear trap, come on.” He doesn’t wait for Soren to agree,
and his horse, bless her, is eager and quick under him. He bends low to keep
tree branches from snagging him. “Should’ve called you Shadowfax instead of
Charlotte,” he says into her mane. He grips it tight in one hand, the other
directing Charlotte across a shallow creek and up the same embankment
Danny climbed.

The trees here are too thick for the horses.
“Where?”” Soren says as Danny drops to the ground.

“Down there.” Danny loops Charlotte’s rains over a tree branch and
scrambles down into the cluster of trees. Malia is paler now, panting, and the
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noise Soren makes when he sees her tells Danny that this is worse than it
looks.

“Look what I did, Dad,” Malia says, giving Soren a pained half-smile.

Soren kneels, examining the trap. “It’s key-operated,” he says. “l...” He
looks up at Malia, who’s making a face that says she already knows.

*“You guys need to go, then.”
“Fuck no,” Danny snaps. “Malia, | meant what I said.”

“There’s nothing we can do,” Soren says tightly. “I can’t... We’re not
strong enough to get this off.” He meets Malia’s gaze again, and they have this
whole silent conversation that makes Danny feel like rotting, useless meat.
“We’re going,” Soren says, the decision apparently made.

Danny says, “No.” Soren and Malia both turn to him, and he says it again,
louder. “No. We’re not leaving her. | don’t give a shit what we have to do, but
we’re not leaving her here. I’m the key!” he snarls when Soren opens his
mouth. “I’m the one at risk here, and I’m gonna stay.” He unsheathes his
sword, ignoring Soren’s gaping. The seekers will be on them sooner or later,
once they see the horses tied up. They’re probably not going to make it out of
here.

But he isn’t going to run again. Fuck that. If he has to deal with a Chosen
One plotline, he’s going to own it.

Soren stops him from shoving his sword between the trap’s jaws. His
expression is raw, the lines around his eyes deeper. He squeezes Danny’s
wrist. “What’ll you do?” he asks, holding Danny’s gaze. “Huh? What do you
expect to do?”

“Anything | can,” Danny says. Soren stares at him a moment longer, then
shakes his head, withdrawing. “Soren. Help me,” he orders, fitting the sword
in place.

“The only thing that’s going to do is break your sword,” Soren says. He
rakes a hand back through his hair and gets up to pace away, cloak swishing
wetly on the ground. “You meant it?” he said. “When you said you’d do
anything.”
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Danny makes a no shit face at him. He’s been living with learned
helplessness for so long, and he’s never hated it as much as he hates it now.

He realizes, in this bizarre flicker of a moment, that he doesn’t know where
his inhaler is.

It doesn’t matter. He is in control, with a cool, hard focus. He is handling
this.

Soren paces a line away from them, then back, his breathing harsh. “Do
you trust me?” he asks. “Danny?”

“...Yeah,” Danny says slowly, as Malia murmurs, “Oh.”
Danny looks at her. “Oh? What oh?”

“You’re a sorcerer,” Malia says. She sounds woozy but certain. “Aren’t
you?”

Soren glances between them, then nods, mute.

Danny drops his forehead into one hand. “You’re adick,” he says. “Worse
than that, you’re a hypocritical, lying dick.” Soren’s face falls by inches, his
shoulders slumping under the harshness in Danny’s voice. When he opens his

mouth to speak, Danny says, “Get over here. I’ll yell at you later. What do you
need me to do?”

“Understand what you’re offering me, here,” Soren says, crouching by
him. “This is magic, if I don’t do it right—"

“Will you?” Danny demands. “Are you gonna fuck it up, Soren?”
“No,” Soren says, vehement. “I wouldn’t do that to you.”

“Then shut up and bond us.” Danny pushes his hand at Soren’s chest.
“How does this work?”

Soren eases his hand down. “Not like that,” he says. “It should be easy.
We’ve...” He grits his teeth. “We’ve already started. Remember the portal?”

“... That’s why you wouldn’t touch me,” Danny says. Of course—the zing
of energy, that brief connection. They’d accidentally started, so Soren was
trying to keep from... “Fuck, Soren, really?”
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“I’m sorry,” Soren says. He seems to mean it, so Danny lets him off the
hook. For now. “Remember the magic. You have that in you. | need you to
find it.” He puts his hands on Danny’s shoulders, his broad, warm palms
cupping the rounds of them. “Picture a well.”

“l remember,” Danny says. He imagines a well, imagines seeing down into
it...

Ugh, wow, no, all that leads to is a hallucinated version of The Ring.

Focus. Danny’s imaginary well gives way to a creek. The same creek they
camped by last night: cool and clear and running, thick and bubbling. Running
through him. To his fingertips. He imagines his bones as individual streams.

After a long time, through water in his throat, he says, “I’ve got it.”

Soren brings his hands in to bracket Danny’s neck. “Push it at me,” he
says. His voice is shaking. “You have to open it to me, Danny.”

Okay, so creeks flow into rivers. Danny breathes out, concentrating on the
warmth of Soren’s hands. The ground under him is vibrating harder. He
Imagines he can hear hoofbeats, but he lets the rush of the river drown them
out.

The river, showing the creek how to run properly.

Something in Danny’s body clicks, and gives way, and he bows forward,
falling against Soren’s chest and gasping out his surprise. He feels Soren’s
surprise, too; the only way he would be able to explain how would be through
several bad X-Men references. As it is, he’s drained of the ability to think
coherently, and instead he sits there, leaning on Soren’s chest and basking in
the connection.

He can feel Soren’s heart beating in his own chest.

“Okay,” Soren says hoarsely. His hands settle back on Danny’s shoulders.
“Look out.” He slides away, to Malia, and touches the bear trap. “Stay sitting,
Danny,” he says. His hands begin to glow blue, and Danny’s reservoir drains
immediately. He flops back, lying in the snow, the world swirling. Nearby, he
hears the crunch of metal, and then Malia’s yelp, and then a cracking, gunshot-
esque sound. He’s too far gone to care about the gunshot—too far gone to care
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about anything but how close he can still feel Soren’s heartbeat. The whole
goddamn batshit NRA could be standing around him and he wouldn’t give a
shit. He’s focused on Soren’s river. Danny is feeding Soren’s river and that’s
all that matters.

“Did I give you enough?” he slurs. “Take more, y’can...”

“No.” Soren’s head appears, floating. He pulls Danny into his arms—oh,
there’s the rest of his body—and lifts him out of the snow.

“Shut up, Danny,” Malia chimes. She’s... upright. Standing.
“You have two legs,” Danny says happily.
“You’re high on magic,” she retorts, smiling.

Soren squeezes Danny closer to his chest. Danny’s head flops of its own
accord onto his shoulder, which is healed as well. “Let’s go,” Soren says. He
and Malia manage to get Danny’s limp body up the slope and back to the
horses. Once they’re there, Soren moves as close to Charlotte as he can. “I
can’t lift you into the saddle,” he says, ready to set Danny down.

“Why not?” Danny says, and Soren breathes, “Oh.” Then there’s a pull on
Danny’s magic again, and then he’s being lifted in supernaturally strong arms
onto Charlotte. “I’m probably gonna pass out,” Danny informs them. He
buries his fingers in Charlotte’s mane as Soren settles in behind him. “You’re
such a good girl, Char.”

“Is this what he’s like when he’s drunk?” Soren asks, wrapping an arm
around Danny’s waist.

“Live through the next hour and you’ll get to find out,” Malia says. She
pushes off the ground on her strong, new leg—the one Danny’s magic made
for her.

What was it he was thinking earlier? Maybe this isn’t all suckage...

*kk*k

“...Yeah, sure, for you,” Malia laughs. She leans into the guy sitting on her
right. Danny can’t remember his name, but he’s really hot, and earlier, Malia



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 331

flashed him a two-thirds signal. Watching them now, Danny upgrades it to
three-thirds.

The rest of the table chitters politely, most of them still with mouthfuls of
food. “Do go on,” Soren says from Danny’s left.

“Traitor.” Danny steps on his foot under the table, feels the current of his
amusement follow afterward. Danny is still mostly out of it, woozy from
sleeping, but he’s functional enough to know that their fledgling bond is going
to end in a Talk, likely soon.

It’s been three days since Doom’s (real name: Steve. Most non-threatening
villain name ever) forces attacked Fell Lake. Danny was helpfully
nonfunctional for the entire battle, giving up his glorious Chosen One moment
of saving everyone’s lives with his amazing sacrifice, but even with him
unconscious, Soren was able to use his magic, and Fell held its own.

Danny is never going to get over missing out on the end of his own heroic
story. He’s like Harry Potter sleeping through the final Hogwarts battle. Luke
Skywalker taking a smoke break instead of destroying the Death Star.

“For him,” Malia continues. “Except the rest of us had to fight a thousand
magic death soldiers.”

“Hey, hey,” Soren says. “His magic was present.”

“All right,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Fine. Ten points to Marlaeto for
magical presence.” The grin she gives Danny across the table is warm. It says
she’s giving him more than a handful of points. She wouldn’t be alive without
him.

...Okay, maybe he didn’t miss his heroic moment. Maybe he just passed
out like a loser afterward.

Malia says something that makes the whole table ring with laughter,
drawing the attention of the rest of the grand hall, even up to llyana at her high
table, where she sits with her wife, Lena, and a handful of her advisors. Malia
fits in here, among these people; she’s better at this than Danny is, and
Danny’s grateful for that. He’s the whole reason Steve came to Fell Lake—
because he was too obsessed to let a key he’d “marked” go. He died for power.
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Danny almost wishes he’d gotten to have a face-to-face with the guy, so he
could have heard his villain monologue and shot all the necessary holes in it.
He bets it was lamer than passing out from overuse of magic.

The hall is full to the brim, and there are a hundred tents set up on the
castle’s grounds to house the keys and sorcerers freed from Steve’s control
and/or service when he died. They all get to go home, free and clear, but
Danny has been walking around for the past day, working his recuperating
body out, and it sounds like most people don’t want to go. There’s an odd
stillness about the castle, a stasis. How many keys are going to have to go
back, like Danny, and make up an appendicitis story for their professors to
explain missing finals week? How many may have lost their jobs? Lost more
than that?

Now that their lives are no longer in immediate peril, Lohrfast is kind of a
vacation from the real world.

Don’t get him wrong: Danny wants to go back. Shit, he does. He misses
Taco Bell and his PS3 and indoor plumbing. He feels an ache in his soul that
only manifests when he has a severe lack of Battlestar Galactica.

He’ll go back.
Just... not yet.
“Wanna get out of here?” he says to Soren.

**k*k*

They walk together to the lake. It’s mostly frozen over, but winter is
ending—it’ll break apart soon. Danny might be sad, in the way-buried cockles
of his heart. California will never look like this. He wants to get his fill of
snow while he can.

“So,” he says, kicking at a rock. “Talk to me, man.”

Soren sighs, shoving his hands deeper in the pockets of his cloak. He’s
been in meetings with llyana since the end of the battle; this is the first time
Danny has gotten to actually talk to him, alone, and if Soren thought he wasn’t
going to go straight for the throat, he needs to get to know Danny better.
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In fact, that’s something Danny is counting on.
“Soren?” he prods.

“I was young,” Soren says finally. He comes to a stop on the edge of the
lake. The sand is still loose, pure white under their boots. “My parents didn’t
tell me what | was, and there was a boy who lived near us. A key.” Soren turns
away, nudging the toe of his boot into the sand. His eyes are fixed out on the
lake. “I bonded with him accidentally, and I didn’t understand how to regulate
the magic. He died.”

Danny leans into his shoulder. “How old were you?”

“Thirteen.” Soren heaves out a breath; Danny watches it drift and dissolve
in the air. “I figured the best way to control my sorcery was never to use it. So
| joined the League and trained myself and pretended | wasn’t one at all.”

“That’s a fucking big closet to be in.”
“Narnia,” Soren says.
Danny laughs, startled. “Look at you, catching up.”

“Malia said the same thing when | told her.” Soren rolls his shoulder,
nudging Danny away, then wraps that arm around him, letting him lean into
the warm length of Soren’s side and be closed inside his cloak. “Do you think
she’ll stay here?”

“l don’t know,” Danny says. “She’s good at Lohrfasting, but she’ll miss
home, probably.”

Soren is silent for a while, the line of his chest buffeting against Danny’s
each time he breathes. The sensations from being bonded haven’t dimmed at
all; he can acutely feel Soren’s heartbeat and the ebb and flow of his magic.
“What about you?”” he asks eventually.

“What about you?”” Danny says.

“l go where you go.”

“Easy as that?” Danny lists into him, eyebrows raised.
Soren’s arm tightens. “I’m still your guardian.”



Love Has No Boundaries ~ VVolume 10
[ I 334

“But I’'m bonded to you now. That’s how it works, right? No one else can
use me.”

“Well...” Soren glances down at him, frowning faintly. “I’d assumed
you’d want to break the bond.”

“That can happen?”

“l can do it,” Soren says. He holds up one hand, and Danny feels the
familiar sink from his throat to his feet as Soren’s fingers glow blue, playing
shadow games with the thick lines of his veins. “I should do it.”

Danny touches their fingertips together. “No,” he says, before Soren can
take that as a go-ahead. “Do you think you’re going to kill me? Is that what it
is?”

“No. But magic is unpredictable sometimes.” Soren lets Danny go and
faces him, the angles of his cheekbones and jaw cast in shadow by the light of
the half moon. “l don’t want it to be unpredictable with you. And we
bonded... soon. In a rush.”

“You know what else is unpredictable? A bus hitting me when | get
home,” Danny says, pushing up on his toes to drop a kiss on Soren’s mouth.
He tastes like wine. “I can handle it if you can handle it.” Danny’s chest
tightens; he should be anxious, he thinks, but he figures he’s survived The
Return of the King (while comatose, even!) and so is entitled to say fuck
anxiety. “We can handle it,” he adds.

Soren tucks a hand under Danny’s chin and kisses him more firmly. “Oh
yeah?” he asks, his lips turned up with good humor.

“Yeah,” Danny says. “Also, we should go back to my room.”

And look, Danny is nineteen, and maybe two years from now Soren will
get tired of him, or maybe five years from now Danny will resent handing his
magic over. They aren’t in love—they’re barely dating on a level that could be
called a thing, but the yet is there, waiting for them to get to know one another
outside of the context of running for their lives. If nothing else, Danny can feel
the pulse of shared magic under both their skins, ready and willing and bright,
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as they walk together through the white fields back to the castle. Isn’t that
what this has all been for: the magic in Danny’s body?

Make something awesome happen, he thinks at it, curling his fingers
between Soren’s.

Above the castle, without a cloud in sight, it starts to snow.

THE END
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TEMPTING LUCIFER
By Kristina Schwartz

CHAPTER ONE

“Raziel.”

The Dark Prince’s voice carried a silken tone, as though his tongue
caressed the very essence of my being with the simple whispered utterance of
my name. | fought hard to keep my face schooled in an expressionless mask,
willing my supple body not to tremble with want as | acknowledged him with
a deliberate nod of my head.

“Yes, Sire?”

His eyes, black as the starless night sky and rimmed in heavy black kohl,
met mine, and one corner of his mouth made a brief twitch upward. The dim
lighting in the throne room must have been playing tricks with my mind
though; the Dark Prince rarely smiled, especially not at mere servants, not
even those who had taken a long, hard fall for him.

“Raziel, I’'m bored.” His face contorted, taking on that more familiar sulky,
sullen expression he typically wore. “Entertain me.”

He shifted, twisting in his throne and draping his legs over one broad
armrest. The throne, made of gnarled, blackened wood, didn’t look very
comfortable but he didn’t seem bothered. Blackened horns, barnacles and
spiral seashells protruding off the throne’s headrest mimicked the
accoutrements of his crown, and the flickering light of the nearest open flame
pit glistened off the bare skin of his torso.

It took everything in me not to sink to my knees on the dais and offer to
undo his skintight leather pants with my teeth, and | had to swallow hard
against the sudden dryness of my throat.

“And how shall I entertain you, Sire?” | kept my eyes focused on his face,
though I could see his hand skimming along his thigh in my peripheral vision.
It did nothing to kill the urge to kneel, and | swore | could feel the dull ache of
hitting the marble dais too hard in my haste.
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His lips parted; | felt my breath draw inward, awaiting his answer.

| flinched at the sudden bang reverberating through the throne room. The
Dark Prince aimed an irritated glance over my shoulder, and I turned to see the
stone double doors leading into the throne room had been flung open; the bang
had been caused by them striking the dark stone walls.

The young demon, Asakku, dipped into a low bow as he approached, “My
apologies, O Exalted Dark One,” he babbled. “The new batch of souls has
arrived for sorting.”

Something flickered across the Dark Prince’s face, and | nearly did a
double take—had that been disappointment? Just as soon as the thought
registered, whatever | believed | had seen was gone, replaced by an arrogant
smirk as he crooked his fingers in a beckoning gesture. “Bring them in,
Asakku.” He glanced at me, winking, and | felt heat lick across my groin.
“Perhaps another time, Raziel.”

He gave me a dismissing nod of his head, and | whirled away, walking
stiff-legged out of the throne room. That heat made it difficult to think about
anything but that wink, and by the time | reached my chambers, it had
progressed into a dull throb. I loosened my dark hair from the black leather
strap holding it tightly at the nape of my neck, and a quick toss of my head
shook the long, lustrous strands free, spilling them around my face. | threw the
leather strap down on the wood crate | used for a nightstand, and | jerked my
fingers through my hair, huffing out a low sigh as | began to pace the small
room | had claimed as my own centuries ago, when I first came to Hell.

Centuries ago. Had it really been that long? Some days it felt as though
only minutes had passed since that fateful day.

*kkk
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CHAPTER TWO

The Keeper of Secrets, they called me, in those golden, ethereal halls. |
held one of the greatest honors—the privilege of standing close to God’s
throne—and was tasked with recording everything said and discussed in His
presence. Well, perhaps tasked was a bit of an exaggeration; no one had
ordered me to do such a thing, but no one discouraged me either.

My fall from grace came at the inadvertent hands of two humans. |
supposed I shouldn’t be bitter; after all, it was my own compassion that proved
to be my undoing. | felt sympathetic to the Creator’s children, who were
misguided and ate the forbidden fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. They had
been cast out of the only home they had ever known, exposed to the harsh,
unforgiving world that lay beyond the gates of Paradise. It had broken my
heart, which was the only excuse | gave for my actions—I gave them the Book
of Secrets, that ancient tome of knowledge that | had carefully safeguarded for
eons, and encouraged them to use it to find their way home, back to God.
Along the way, | had hoped they would gain a better understanding of our
Father, which would bring them closer to Him.

This simple act of what | deemed kindness sent the other angels into an
uproar. They acted as though I had committed some sort of heinous crime. My
precious book, my life’s work, was cruelly ripped from the humans’ hands and
thrown into the sea, and my own brethren shunned me. No longer was |
allowed to stand before God’s mighty throne; | was physically barred from
even entering the throne room, and the friends | had known and loved turned
their backs to me. They would not even speak to me as | passed them in the
halls. | had become a leper, and | resigned myself to a lonely existence.

And then, one day, he found me.

Oh, I knew who he was, everyone did; he was something of a legend in the
hallowed halls of Heaven—Lucifer. The Morning Star, the only archangel to
ever turn his back on his creator, to shun God Himself, to throw off our
teachings and try to claim the Father’s throne for his own. God exiled him, of
course, but Lucifer wouldn’t be satisfied with the mere sparing of his life. He
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vowed to return one day to overthrow God and cast Him out, and descended to
the underworld, where he crowned himself king.

He was known by many names, even then, and on that particular day, he
looked every bit the regal Dark Prince into which he had fashioned himself.
One look, that was all it had taken; | was besotted, hopelessly and inescapably.
| had never encountered Lucifer before, not in such intimacy; | had seen himin
God’s court, of course, but to stand in his immediate presence, | had never had
the—dare | say it?—pleasure.

“Raziel, the Keeper of Secrets.” His voice seemed to be spun from the
finest silk, his words glittering jewels, and | was enthralled. He circled around
me, and when he moved behind me, | could still feel the blazing rake of his
eyes over me.

| swallowed, knowing he was taking in the sight of my wings, sweeping up
from the curve of my shoulder blades and spilling down to my feet, the
feathers trailing after me. Brilliant shades of blue melded into green and then
back into blue, over and over, all the way to the tips, and the feathers
shimmered as light played across them. | felt h