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Spencer raised his hand to the back of Theo’s head and held him, taking over the kiss, plundering, drinking, like the month in the hospital had sapped his strength, his fire, and Theo was feeding him—water, flame, and blood.


Hidden Heart

 

By Amy Lane

Search and Rescue: Book Four

 

Search-and-rescue worker Spencer Helmsley has everything he needs: a job he loves, a flight partner he’d die for, and an amazing dog.

Then he flings himself out of a helicopter to rescue Theo Wainscott.

Stuck on a raft in the middle of a flood with the most stubborn, argumentative man in the world, Spencer soon finds himself asking not how they’ll survive but what’ll kill them first—the water, each other… or the sexual tension.

While Theo and Spencer are trying to beat the odds, Theo is also trying to beat some sense into his rescuer. Spencer seems to have no regard for his own safety, and that’s a problem for Theo. Maybe he’s never seen another gay man in the wild, but it doesn’t take him long to recognize that he’d like to get to know this one better.

If they make it out alive, Theo will have his work cut out for him convincing Spencer to risk his heart instead of his life….


Always to Mate and Mary. Can I dedicate one to my dogs? I think this one needs to be dedicated to my dogs. Like Colonel did Spencer, they have kept me out of a very dark place.
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JOHNNIE and Geoffie. Every day.


Author’s Note

 

 

ONCE again I have created a mythological place for my geopolitical needs. Being a petty goddess is pretty awesome, yeah?


Rescuer

 

 

“SPENCER, my darling,” Elsie said, both of them fighting for control of the reconditioned Black Hawk they were currently flying at nearly five-hundred feet above the flooded valley in the heart of the Oregon wilderness.

“Yes, Elsie, my love?” Spencer’s biceps ached from fighting with the fucking stick. God, the storm that had started this mess was fierce, and something about the water pouring from the reservoir up in the mountains through a cracked dam into this formerly happy little valley was stirring up air currents like Niagara fucking falls.

“Next time Glen says, ‘Hey, we should maybe throw ourselves into danger to help people who are too stupid to live somewhere civilized,’ what are we going to say?”

Spencer grunted and yanked the helicopter a little lower. Yes, lower. They’d answered a radio call for a group of teenagers who’d been delivering supplies to people without power in the Oregon woods when the storm hit. All it had taken was a tree forcing a semi off the road, and the dam that protected the little valley had been wrecked enough to flood the already saturated area in record time.

Spencer wasn’t sure what shape the group had been in when Glen had relayed the distress call, saying the youth group was out there and needed help. By the time Spencer and Elsie had arrived at the area Glen had indicated, most of the land was underwater—and so were any houses and SUVs they might have passed as they flew. Essentially, they were looking for a group of people with the brains to get somewhere high and the balls to climb on top of a roof.

And they were hoping—hoping mightily—that everybody was all right.

“I don’t know, Else,” Spencer muttered, keeping his eyes on his gauges. The storm that had saturated the ground and filled the dam and knocked down the tree was still raging. If the wind got any worse, they were going to have to pack it in. “What are we going to say the next time Glen asks us to help in a search and rescue, when that is technically part of our job description?”

“We’re going to say hell yeah, ’cause there they are!” Elsie crowed.

Spencer stared in horror. “That is not the roof of a house!”

“Yeah, well, whatever it is, you need to hover the copter, buddy boy. I need to lower the rope.”

Balls and brains indeed. Whomever it was—teenagers mostly, from what Glen had told them—they’d found a large wooden platform of some sort. It could have been a porch, perhaps? Whatever it was, it was currently tethered to one of the many, many trees in the woods by what appeared to be a garden hose. The tree, which was an oak of some sort, not one of the taller pine or redwood trees, was going to be under the waterline soon, the raft would either be adrift or submerged, and the little party of people standing on top of it, waving their arms at the helicopter, might be lost.

“Check to see if they need a basket,” Spencer told her, shouting to be heard over the buffeting of the howling winds and the blades of the chopper. They both had headsets and helmets on—you didn’t take off in conditions like these and not gear up completely—but the background sound was still fierce. “And goddammit, Colonel, you don’t get to go!”

Colonel whined, straining against the short lead that Spencer had clipped in the space between his and Elsie’s seats. Glen had given his permission for a lead ring to be bolted to the floor of his precious helicopter just for Colonel. Once Spencer had found a place to live that let him keep dogs, he and the giant German shepherd mix weren’t separated often, and Glen Echo, one of the two men behind Gecko Inc., an airfreight/search-and-rescue firm, seemed to recognize that.

Of course, Glen’s brother had been the one to give Spencer the dog, so maybe he felt a tad responsible for the giant pain in the ass being part of Spencer’s entourage now.

Elsie patted Colonel on her way to the cargo/passenger compartment. She clipped her safety harness to a carabiner on the frame of the helicopter before she opened the side door and lowered the cable with the rescue harness to the group of people on the makeshift platform. The water was still rising, and the tree was a leaf and a branch from going all the way under and taking the brave little raft with it. Shit was getting dire.

This was normally a four-person job: one person to operate the crane, two people to help the rescues into the helicopter, and one person to keep the bird in the air. Elsie was going to do the job of three workers, and Spencer had one job to do while she was operating the powerful little crane—keep their bird from getting blown out of the sky.

It was harder than it should have been.

They were supposed to be in the safety zone, far away from winds blasting stronger than forty knots, but what was hitting them now—and hitting them hard—had to be well above fifty.

“Fuck!” Elsie shouted as a particularly hard gust shook the aircraft. “Spence, you gotta hold tight. I got a guy coming up.”

Glen and Damien had warned them they’d be undermanned. Had asked, seriously, if they wanted to wait for another chopper, because this was dangerous and ill-advised. But the nearest search-and-rescue chopper with a full complement of crew was a good three hours out, and judging by the way the water levels in the valley were rising, anyone stuck on the roof of a house did not have that long.

The storms that had hit this heavily wooded area off the Oregon coast had come back-to-back, but the second one had been expected to ride a wave of high pressure to Washington and not hit land here. Gecko Inc. had been hired by a local businessman to fly supplies in to the locals and assist any way they could. Glen and Damien had flown in using one of the firm’s cargo planes and landed just outside of Portland on a tiny private airstrip. While they’d been distributing much-needed supplies, the next storm had blown in with stunning ferocity, and then the semi had hit the tree and the shit had hit the fan.

Glen and Damien—up to their eyeballs in bailing people out of flooded houses in a borrowed skiff—had radioed Spencer and Elsie, who had finished their own delivery to a similarly flooded area a little north. The Black Hawk was more maneuverable, and it had the crane and the rescue harness and basket. Spencer and Elsie had been on for getting people unstuck from high places, and this was their absolutely last rescue before they had to go back and refuel.

But it wasn’t looking good. The dam must have crumbled in its entirety because the water was still rising, dwarfing whatever course the river through the valley provided, and this little valley was about to be a lake of its own.

But those people—Spencer counted five—did not have help coming from any other quarter.

“How’s it going?” he hollered.

“We got one!” Elsie cried, and Spencer felt the slight pull as the newcomer was hoisted up on the electric crane. The thing had a lot of torque—it had to, in order to haul full-grown humans, sometimes two at a time, into the passenger space of the helicopter—but God, it went slow.

“Hopefully he’ll give you some help when he gets up.”

Elsie grunted. “Uhm, I don’t think so.”

A moment later, Spencer heard Elsie talking sweetly to someone as she unhooked the harness and got their evacuee settled on one of the lush seats in the adapted Black Hawk. Her words had a lot of soft sounds and the words, “You’re fine, dear,” so Spencer assumed the first person she’d rescued had been someone’s grandmother.

Awesome.

The next two people up—one at a time—were two kids who looked about twelve to Spencer but were probably fourteen or so, and while they were both Elsie’s height, she could probably have bench-pressed both of them together. She got them both into the copter, but she was tired; he could hear it.

“Spence,” she muttered, setting the crane to lower the harness and stepping over Colonel to sit in the cockpit, “I’m done. I about blew out my back helping that last kid in. It’s your turn.”

She buckled herself into the copilot’s seat and took over the controls while Spencer unhooked all his stuff and went to man the crane to pull the next person up. As he left the cockpit, Colonel whined, and Spencer unhooked his lead.

“Colonel, stay,” he ordered, putting him next to one of the boys and hooking his lead to the seat. He took stock of the kid—probably 100 pounds soaking wet and looking like a drowned chicken with ice-white skin and improbable ears—and said, “Pet him. It’s your job.”

The kid didn’t even look at Spencer, just dug his shaking hands into the ruff of fur and started a dog massage that probably went down in the top ten of all dog massages. The kid across from him—dark skin, giant eyes, same drowned-chicken body and improbable ears—leaned forward and started to love on Colonel too, and Spencer left them to it.

He’d hooked his carabiner to the safety bar when he realized the rope was still slack. He leaned over the edge of the copter and took stock.

The harness had gotten down there, but what looked like another drowned-chicken kid, this one a girl with more hair than shoulders, was balking at putting it on.

Spencer didn’t hear what she was screaming about, and he didn’t care.

“Put it on!” he barked. “Fucking now!”

He knew his voice carried because the girl stared at him with giant eyes he could see from fifty feet away.

“Now!” he re-emphasized, and the adult with her, a man too young to be her father and too old to be another waterlogged hen, gave her a firm little shake on the arm and started helping her hook the harness up again.

It wasn’t an easy feat. Spencer could admit that. The young man was fighting the same winds Spencer was, and he was fighting them while standing on the equivalent of a floating garage door, trying to usher a half-grown human into equipment that probably made as much sense as macramé in the middle of all that debris.

Spencer had to hand it to the guy.

He was determined to get that kid up into the helicopter.

After a final click of the harness, she was coming up too, up to the part where Spencer could see her head and torso above the deck of the copter and could tug on the super-tough nylon-wrapped steel rope to pull her in. She reached out a hand, and he grabbed it, getting most of her inside, with one foot onto the copter’s deck, when a sudden gust of wind hit them broadside.

That moment would be forever seared into his gray matter.

The girl, flailing, terrified, as she bobbed in and out of the helicopter’s cargo area; Colonel, barking, excited, and unhappy; and Spencer, balance wavering as he grabbed her arm and practically threw her into the bay of the Black Hawk.

And then the terrible vertigo when he realized he couldn’t stop his momentum and haul himself back right when the aircraft pitched sideways one more time.

Followed by a jerk at his side, where his harness was, the sound of ripping, and the awful realization that his flight suit and harness had given at the worst possible time and he was going to fall.

“Goddammit!” he snarled as he fell. He didn’t flail, and he didn’t panic. He and Elsie had done so many fucking drills ditching into the ocean when they were in the Air Force, he would have remembered to cross his arms in front of him, duck his face against his chest, and hold on to his radio headset as he fell if he’d gone into that swirling morass of floodwater in his sleep.

But if he had gone into that frothy contaminated sewer in his sleep, the shock of the water as he’d hit would have woken him up damned quick.


Rescue-ee

 

 

THEO Wainscott didn’t like to swear. As the local youth leader through the La Pierre County Parks and Rec department, he felt like it set a bad example for his charges, and it just generally made for bad habits all around.

But his father had spent twenty years in the military before marrying his mother, and Big John Wainscott could outswear pretty much the entire US Army before he’d left. Big John had taught him many interesting words before he’d passed away of a heart attack, mad at the world for not having more time with his wife and son.

For instance, Big John would have called this entire day a clusterfuck.

When they’d awakened that morning to find out the first storm had petered out, leaving the main street of Sticky, Oregon, flooded, the first thing Theo had done was call the sandbag brigade at the small rec center to find out if they needed his teenagers to help make more bags.

Imelda—queen of the local rec center—had told him that they were up on bags, but Thelma Andreas had been out in her little house in the woods without communication—or transportation—since Laurie hit. Could Theo take his youth group to go help her round up her stupid cat and get her to town until everybody had power?

Of course, it had taken him three hours to push through the flooded roads in his SUV. The kids had to get out every fifty yards, it felt like, to drag branches out of the way so cars could pass, but since their entire reason to get out of their safe, mostly unflooded houses was to help their community, none of them complained much, not even Maisy, who would probably rather be sewing quilts with her mother’s church.

They’d been about half a mile from Thelma’s place when Theo’s radio had squawked.

“Imelda—”

“Theo, the dam’s gone. Just… gone! You’ve got five minutes, maybe ten, before your truck’s a boat. Find high ground now!”

Theo had stared at the stretch of pitted, sand-and-branch covered road in front of him, done the math, and consigned his poor vintage Chevy Tahoe to the junk pile.

“Hold on!” he’d barked to the kids, because although he knew they had their seat belts on, they sure as shootin’ weren’t ready for the next two minutes.

He floored the accelerator, steered around as many obstacles as he could, and ran flat over the ones he couldn’t. He figured that if the axle broke, he and the kids would be running, but until then, the SUV would get them as far as it could go faster.

By the time they got to Thelma’s tiny cottage with the big garden porch, the water was up to the first of the porch’s steps.

Theo took stock as they got out of the SUV and splashed toward the house. Thelma’s son had recently rebuilt the thing—it had a fancy garden hose winder, a built-in wooden supply box for garden tools, and a sturdy guardrail all the way around it, except for the steps. The porch’s four-by-four support posts had probably been driven in pretty deep, but they were already loose in the saturated soil. The slats that made up the deck of the thing looked sturdy. Theo figured—or desperately hoped—that if they detached the porch from the house, it would float.

And since part of Thelma’s roof had caved in during the storm, they were going to have to pray it did.

“Errol, Skeet,” he barked, putting all the authority he could muster into his voice. “I need you two to grab the hatchet from the back and a saw from the wooden box and cut those struts—you see them? The ones that attach the porch to the house?”

“Skeet can do that,” Errol said. “I’ll use the saw and cut the big support post—see? It’s not pulling out like the others.”

“Shit,” Theo said, and he figured the kids should get a medal because not one of them mentioned the swear word, which was fine because he figured they were all about to say more of them.

“What do you need me to do?” Maisy asked anxiously.

“You know the ice chest with all our emergency supplies in it and the bungee cord?” he asked, thinking as quickly as he could.

“Yeah?”

“Move that and as many of the foil blankets and wool blankets as you can to the porch, then start knocking all the planters off it. It’s big enough for the five of us, but it might not float with all those damned planters.”

He felt a little sick inside, ordering these nice kids to massacre this poor lady’s house, but in the time it had taken him to take stock of the situation, the water had gotten to the second step.

Imelda had the right of it.

Theo reached inside the Tahoe and pulled Imelda up on the radio. Yeah, he had a phone in a Ziploc bag in the pocket of his windbreaker, but cell service out here wasn’t great on the best of days.

This was not the best of days.

“Imelda!” he barked. “Water’s coming fast. We’ve got ourselves a raft, and I’m getting Thelma out now. Get someone out here quick—we’ve got no idea how long this thing’s gonna hold together.”

“On the radio now,” Imelda said. “Hang tight, Theo. Go with God.”

The radio clicked off, and Theo slogged up the porch steps to pound on Thelma’s door, not wanting to talk about his relationship with God at the moment. Since his mother had passed away, he and the big sky daddy had been pretty damned distant, but that wasn’t anybody’s business but his own.

“Mrs. Andreas? Darlin’? How you doing in here?” He took a chance that the old girl had left her door unlocked and thrust it open—and then thanked all the gods at once. “Thelma Andreas, put that down! It’s me! Theo. Kim Wainscott’s boy!”

Thelma, who was in her eighties if she was a day, paused in the act of loading her ancient rifle and allowed the muzzle to droop to the floor.

“Theo? What in the hell are you doing here? There’s vandals attacking my porch! Can’t you hear them?”

“Yeah, Thelma. They’re the rec-center kids. They’re breaking the porch off from the house—”

“Why?” she wailed. “Why would they do that? I thought we were supposed to help each other! I needed your help getting Stupid to safety. Damned idiot cat took off through the hole in the roof last night!”

Theo followed her anxious gesture and saw that, sure enough, the hole in the roof, which was right near the chimney in the low ceiling, was over the fireplace mantel. If Stupid had wanted to go gunning for the hills through the hole in the damned sky, well, the enormous dark gray striped Maine coon cat would have had ample opportunity to have done so.

“Thelma,” Theo said helplessly, “you know those cats can swim. I’m sorry he’s gone, honey, but while you’ve been holed up in here, the dam broke. We’ve got maybe five minutes before your whole house is going to be underwater.”

Thelma stared at him. “Well, shit,” she said after a moment. “What do we do?”

“You got any supplies?” he asked. “Water? Soup? Warm blankets? We’ve got an ice chest with water, Gatorade, and first aid, but—”

“I got a box of those foil packet things,” she said, sounding lost. “Two cases of granola bars, some bleach tablets, and a five-gallon bottle of water. My son brought them out the last time he tried to convince me to move to town.”

Theo felt a bit of hope wash over him. “Well, that’s the first good news I’ve had all day. Sweetheart, you go get your photos in a trash bag to keep ’em dry and tell me where to get the supplies. If your porch is as buoyant as I think it’s gonna be, we may be stuck there a while.”

 

 

IT worked. God, he was surprised it worked.

By the time he’d hustled Thelma out of the house with a trash bag full of her dearest possessions, Maisy had loaded the food and water onto the porch and tied it with the bungee cords he’d packed in the ice chest. For the fifty-thousandth time in his life, he gave thanks to his father’s military training and all the contingency plans he’d been braced for. Those foil blankets didn’t just retain body heat, they were fireproof. The first aid kit had everything from sutures to antibiotics. There were wool blankets working as pads for the ice chest and a coil of rope to hold the boxes of food, and if he counted the garden hose that was wound up on one of those plastic frames with the handle, that made two coils of rope, and they were in business. Theo set Thelma down on the ice chest and double-checked the kids’ work to make sure the porch was completely unsecured. The water by this time was an inch or two under the struts that held the whole deck together, and Theo had all of thirty seconds to close his eyes, cross his fingers, and wish he believed enough to talk to God and ask him for the damned contraption to float.

He shouldn’t have closed his eyes. The porch gave a lurch and a groan and suddenly there was nothing sturdy or solid in the world.

The boys both said, “Whoa!” and Maisy screamed. Theo’s eyes shot open and he whipped his head in her direction.

“Girl, you make that sound again and we’re tying you to the garden hose and hauling you behind us, you understand? This is no time and no place to scream like that unless you are well and truly hurt.”

Maisy stared at him, eyes huge and hurt in her pinched, pale face, and he wanted to kick himself. “Sorry, Theo,” she said in a small voice, and he took a deep breath and tried to get his own fear under control.

“It’s okay, darlin’. I shouldn’t have yelled. You surprised me is all.”

He got a weak smile in return and felt like a first-class heel. He knew she’d been stoking a wee crush on him over the past year. He didn’t lose his temper often—and very rarely with kids. He’d been part of the Sticky community for his entire life. Big John hadn’t wanted to have a family in the city, so he’d come to the most remote and beautiful place he could possibly think of and brought his family with him.

Of course, Theo knew John and Kim had expected more children. His mother had almost died delivering him, though, a phenomenon many men denied still happened. Big John had gotten a vasectomy when Theo was only a month old, because for all his blustery, larger-than-life faults, Big John could not ever be accused of not loving his wife and his son for exactly who they were.

So Theo had grown up in this small community and knew many of the two thousand residents by name. He’d gone to college and gotten a degree in management, then come back to the mountains and asked Imelda if he could help her run the rec center. Imelda—in her sixties and damned ready to retire—had been helping him keep their community busy, clean, and healthy for the last two years. She’d claimed she only had one more year to go, and then she was going to leave Theo to it, and Theo had—at twenty-four—pretty much resigned himself to being the aging bachelor of Sticky.

He was pretty sure there wasn’t a gay man in a good fifty-mile radius, and if there was, well, why would any other gay man want to live in Sticky, Oregon?

Theo figured he’d be okay. It wasn’t like he even knew what he was missing.

And at this moment, holding on to the porch railing with the kids and making sure Thelma had a good grip on the rope he’d given her, finding a boyfriend was the last thing on his mind.

“We’re still going up!” Maisy said, her voice wobbly, and Theo clamped down some on his fear. No use coming at the girl again.

“Yeah, sweetheart, I know. This here’s a valley. The water’s going to keep coming up until all of it is out of the lake above us.”

“Oh God,” Skeet muttered. “That’s a real big fucking lake!”

Theo decided to let Skeet’s language go, this once, on this clusterfuck of a day. “Yessir, it is. We are going to rise up for a bit, and then the current is going to carry us down toward town.” The roar of the water and the storm, which had blown up again with literally lightning speed, was almost deafening, and his eyes shifted in panic mode to see exactly how sturdy this makeshift raft was going to be. “I would like to find a way to keep us from drifting too far. We don’t want to go too much into the woods, or it’ll be hard for them to find us when the water goes down. And we don’t want to go bumping about too much either, because the trees could eat us for lunch. Our best bet is to look for something we can tie the raft to, but not until the water’s a little higher.”

“What’ll we use to tie it?” Errol asked. Theo tried to keep his smile in place as the boy chewed on a thumbnail, his arms wrapped around his body. All the kids were wearing sensible clothes—sweaters and windbreakers, jeans and boots—in the cold March rain, but these kids had no body fat and super quick metabolisms. They were going to get too cold to help soon enough, and Theo wondered if he should break out the blankets now instead of later.

“Garden hose,” he said, sounding like he was sure that would work. Well, it was one of the nice stretchy nylon type hoses—maybe it would. “It’s got that hand sprayer on it and it’s firmly attached to the porch itself. It’s perfect.”

He was lying. He knew it. If there was a hell, he was going to hell for lying to these children. But if he didn’t stay calm, they wouldn’t stay calm, and they didn’t have a chance in any hell if he didn’t stay calm.

“Okay,” he said, trying not to swallow too hard. “See that oak tree we’re coming toward?”

They were up past the main trunk now and about even with the heavy branches—and coming toward it fast!

“Yeah?” Skeet asked, his voice quavering.

“We’re going to hit it,” Theo barked. “Everybody brace for impact!” He took two unsteady steps toward Thelma and called to the kids. “Grab something!” he said, taking hold of Thelma around the shoulders. “Now!”

The porch had a sturdy rail, thank God, because that’s all the kids had. Still, nothing could prepare him—or them—for the jarring, terrible sound of the branches and the wooden platform as they collided. For a moment, they were whirled around, spun by the branches and the tide of the flood as it roared from the base of the dam toward town. Theo held tight to Thelma, gratified by her fingers digging into his biceps as she cried out. He kept his eyes on the kids, all of whom were hugging the porch, exclaiming in pain as they were mercilessly buffeted by the wind, water, and wood.

Finally the jarring stopped, and Theo checked on Mrs. Andreas, patting her hands carefully before running to the garden hose.

“Kids!” he called, hoping nobody had suffered more than bruises. “Kids, we’ve got to secure this now or we’re going further into the woods, and we’re toast!”

“Got it, Mr. Wainscott!” Errol called, grabbing the sprayer.

“You’re still pitching for the Cougars?” Theo asked, pretty sure Errol had a better chance of landing the sprayer over a branch than he did.

“Yessir.” He frowned, hauling the thing behind his ear in a classic hard-pitch stance. “But I think Maisy might do better. She’s on the girl’s team, and they do slow pitch. Maisy?”

“I can try,” she said, smiling bravely at Theo. Theo gave her a brave smile back, hoping he was forgiven for yelling.

“Trying is good,” he said. The porch/raft gave another lurch, and Maisy took the sprayer quickly as Theo hauled at the winder to give her plenty of slack.

“Where do you think I should aim?” she asked. Skeet got behind her, probably too close, but then the boy had harbored a torch for most of their freshman year, and sighted beyond her right ear.

“See that big Y-shaped crotch?” he said. “It’s higher than us by about ten feet. It’ll give the boat some room to go up and play out the rope some more before we have to cut ourselves loose.”

Maisy gave him a grateful smile, completely oblivious to the boy next door. Theo and Errol shared an eye roll, but then Maisy was winding up the pitch, and everybody had to get out of her way.

It took her four tries, and Theo suspected it was because she was freezing and hungry and stuck on a shifting surface. He was about to get her a blanket and some food when she planted both her feet, gritted her teeth, and made the damned throw. The three teenagers whooped and jumped up and down and hugged, and Theo sank down into a crouch next to Thelma.

“That was close,” the old girl said, sounding as relieved as he felt. “You’re right. I don’t think we could have made it if we had to go bashing about those trees.”

Theo nodded and took stock of the water. The rate of rise had slowed—now that they were about ten feet up, the recreational lake that had been trapped in the hills above them by the dam was no longer crashing down. But the lake was—as Skeet had noted—fairly large. This was not nearly as high as the water was going to get in the next couple of hours. Theo looked at the garden-hose sprayer lodged solidly about ten feet above them.

“We’ve got about an hour,” he said, almost to himself. “An hour and a half, maybe, before we get higher than that thing and we have to think about cutting loose.”

Thelma leaned her head back against the guardrail. “Well, that’ll give us an hour to pray for a miracle,” she said, and Theo had to give it to her. There wasn’t really a better way to spend the time.

 

 

TWO hours later, he’d fed everybody, given them water, and wrapped them in the wet wool blankets. Wool was a decent insulator, though, even when it was wet, so the kids may not have been comfortable, but they weren’t shedding body heat by the joule, either. They were all sitting in the middle of the raft, except for Thelma, who was as comfortable as they could make her on the ice chest. Theo had started them on camp songs, just to keep their spirits up, and hadn’t mentioned, not even casually, the fact that they were almost higher than the branch they were tethered to, and they were going to have to cut themselves loose soon.

Turned out, he didn’t have to.

Their raft—which had been blessedly stable for the past two hours—gave a creak and a groan and one of those heart-stopping lurches, and all the kids went sprawling on the deck. They figured it out right quick.

Theo pulled his Swiss Army knife from his pocket and was fumbling to open it, not even wanting to think about how bad it would get once they were free-floating again, when they all heard the mechanical whap-whap-whap of a fairly large helicopter close to the ground.

Theo had never been so glad to see a flying aircraft before in his life. He and the kids stood and waved and screamed, and oh, thank you, Jebus! The copter spotted them.

Theo had taken EMT classes in school. He’d gotten his degree in management, but he’d known what he’d wanted to do. Sticky was his home—he wasn’t going to desert his mother or any of the people he’d grown up with just because he’d gotten out and gotten his degree. So he figured the EMT classes would make him a shoo-in for Imelda’s job when she retired. One of his classes had dealt with extracting people from difficult circumstances.

He was not surprised when the small figure in the flight suit stood at the cargo door and dropped a harness down to the raft. The kids helped him raise Thelma up, and Theo watched in concern as that same small figure helped her out of the harness and then lowered it again. This was usually a four-man operation. A pilot, a spotter, someone to work the crane and someone to work the passengers. What in the hell kind of operation had only one person working the crane while someone else flew the helicopter?

But the hose was getting pulled tight, and the raft would be taking on water soon, so Theo figured maybe they didn’t have a choice in the same way he and the kids hadn’t had a choice when they’d hopped aboard Thelma’s porch. When the harness came down again, he turned to Maisy, but she squeaked nervously.

“I’ll do it,” Skeet said, smiling at her. “I’ll go first, and then you’ll know it’s safe, okay?”

“Be careful,” she said, lip wobbling bravely.

Skeet gave her that game smile from a face that would maybe get handsome one day but right now was dominated by a willful nose and a bony jaw—and ears. He let Theo help him into the harness, and they watched as he went up. Theo held his breath when the single person by the crane helped him in again.

“Mr. Wainscott,” Errol said softly. “That don’t look right. That girl up there—she’s not that big. That job looks like it takes more people.”

“I think it does,” he said, also softly. “But if that’s all they got, that’s all they got.” He gave Maisy an anxious look, and Errol nodded.

The harness was lowered again right when their makeshift raft began to bob, tugging at its anchor on the tree.

By the time Maisy got hoisted up, Theo was half-tempted to cut the raft loose and take his chances. The girl up top had been replaced by a much larger man—one who’d yelled at Maisy to get her to stop freaking out, which Theo approved of heartily—but the helicopter was as buffeted by the wind as the raft was by the current and the tree.

Still, he watched as Maisy got lifted up, up, up, holding his breath with the hope that the girl would make it onto the helicopter and be safe. God, please, he just wanted those damned kids to be safe. He didn’t want to think about the damage to the town or to his home, or how the recent wildfires had taken almost all that was left of the valley and now there would be nothing to keep people in Sticky at all.

Just let the kids be safe. That’s all. That’s—

Theo watched as the copter almost upended sideways, and then, in an act of incredible bravery and stupidity, the guy who was helping Maisy get into the copter all but threw her inside.

And fell right out of the helicopter and down toward the oak tree.


That’s Not How This Works

 

 

THE water was cold enough to steal Spencer’s breath, even through the flight suit, but his coms helmet remained on, which meant his overwhelming physical sensation was Elsie’s voice puncturing his eardrum by screaming his name.

“Spencer! Spencer! Goddammit, you lazy fucking cowboy, answer me!”

Hard to do when underwater.

As soon as Spencer submerged, he spread his arms and legs, slowing his plummet through the freezing mountain water, which was good, but it also opened him up for impalement from the wicked spars and branches of the oak trees, which was bad. He wrestled for a moment with the tree, swearing in his head if not out loud. Finally he grabbed hold of some sort of line—he’d opened his eyes in the water, but the darkness and the stinging didn’t give him much clarity. He grabbed the ropelike thing, which felt spongy underneath his flight glove, and pulled, dragging himself up at the same time as whatever he was holding on to gave way from its perch on the tree and he found himself being dragged behind a large floating craft.

His friend the oak tree gave him a vicious stab in the side, and he hauled himself above water, sputtering and swearing, shouting “Fuck!” into coms that weren’t supposed to get wet and were crackling in and out.

“Spence! Buzz crackle… at… ou?”

Spencer looked up and saw Elsie had righted the chopper, and he was getting dragged down current behind the unlikely raft. The rope—fuck, was this a garden hose?—was getting winched up, and he was grateful he didn’t have to haul himself the whole way.

“Get them to safety,” he gasped. “I’m fine. Come back for us.”

“Can’t… eave… ou!”

Bless her. “You can and you will!” he shouted, then sputtered through another mouthful of water. “Get those kids to safety, then get Glen Echo and Damien fucking Ward back here to bail my ass out of the fire. That’s your plan, Elsie,” he gasped. “Now go!”

Her next words came in loud and clear. “Don’t fucking die!” And then the wind shear and the choppiness of the water eased off as she pulled the copter up and into a more controllable altitude. As the aircraft moved away, he saw the bay door close and gave a sigh of relief. At least Colonel hadn’t followed him. Thank God.

Although he had a feeling that before this was over, he was going to miss his damned dog.

The edge of the raft was looming, and he realized that he was going to have to grab what looked like a porch rail and pull himself to the front of the raft itself. He was too big to get between the first slat of the rail and the surface of the raft, dammit. He wasn’t quite there.

With a grunt and a heave he started pulling himself along the edge of the raft, swearing as some of the rough edges of hastily cut posts ripped through his flight suit. He was going to be hamburger by the time he got aboard! As he made his way, he was aware that the last rescuee was urging him on like his own personal cheerleader, and if Spence could have talked through the cold and the pain, he would have told the guy to shut the fuck up and get off his back. Spence was getting there, goddammit, and he didn’t need any help.

When his knees hit a mostly submerged set of stairs, he wanted to laugh, but he wanted to get out of the water even more.

He dragged himself up the stairs, only peripherally aware that someone had grabbed the back of his flight suit and was hauling at it to help him up.

Finally, he was on the deck proper, and with a heave and a grunt, he rolled over until he was flat on his back and looking up at the stormy sky that was still dumping rain on his upturned face.

“Well,” he said, breathing heavily. “That sucked.”

“The fuck were you doing?”

Spencer pushed himself up, grunting again as a burning pain under his ribs hit him like a katana blade. “I was trying to get a hysterical kid into a helicopter,” he muttered. He squinted up through his goggles and the rain at the kid—well, a grown-up, but he had an open, appealing face and big guileless brown eyes, so he looked sort of like a kid—who had helped him up onto the porch. “I might ask you the same question.”

“What?”

“Well, the dam breaks at the base of a canyon, and you’re there with three teenagers and Grandma Moses? How did that happen?”

“She lost power during the storm last night,” his new irritant said, staring at him like he was deranged. “We were heading to her place to make sure she was okay and we got told the dam had broken. We didn’t have time to get to higher ground!”

Shit. “Well, that’s sensible,” Spencer said to himself. The deck was actually pretty stable, he had to admit. He thought for a moment about pulling himself upright and trying to stand to see if they could maybe steer this thing, but the searing pain under his ribs gave a yelp, and there was something going on with his shin and ankle that wasn’t shutting up either. “Fuck.”

“Can I ask you again?” the guy with the sweet brown eyes insisted. “What in the heck were you doing?”

Spencer grinned at him. “You said ‘fuck’ the first time.” It wasn’t his imagination. In the middle of the pouring rain, with brown hair plastered to his forehead and wearing a bright yellow jacket with a little green patch that said, “Sticky Parks and Rec” on it, the guy flushed.

Spencer could almost see steam.

“Yes,” he said with admirable dignity. “Yes, I said a bad word. But that’s not the point. What were you doing there?”

Spencer scowled and gave a push this time—a real one—and managed to make it to his feet. Their raft pitched slightly as he stood, and he had to grab for the guardrail. He was shivering harder than he should have been. God, how bad was he hurt?

“Well, we were up there,” he said, pointing behind them to the narrow canyon where two mountains came together. From their angle he could see the crumbling concrete and the fissure that was pouring water into this little valley, as well as the impervious green majesty of the mountains. “Up in those hills behind the dam. There’s a little town there—”

“Splinter,” his new friend supplied.

“That’s the spot. It’s got an airstrip. And we were running supplies to Splinter, and they were going to truck them down here to Sucky—”

“Sticky.”

“Yeah, sure.” With a sigh, Spencer unfastened his flight helmet, pulled it off, and dropped it to the deck gently. The electronics were probably fried, but a helmet was always a good idea. He wasn’t going to kick it into the grayish waters that surrounded their little craft. “Anyway, while we were in Splinter, a semi crashed into a big tree, which fell on the dam, and the dam started to give. My flight partner and I got a call from our friend who was down in Sickly—”

“Sticky.”

“—that there were some folks who needed help. We were literally the only chopper for a hundred miles, so we flew out.” Oh, hey. The raft gave a lurch again, and he scowled and grabbed the railing with both hands. Fuck. Fuck. Something warm and wet was trickling on the inside of his flight suit, and his leg wasn’t bearing any goddamned weight. Goddammit. This guy he was currently pissing off needed someone who could help him get out of this jam, and Spencer was not at 100 percent. That was unfortunate.

“That was really dangerous,” the guy said. “You need more than two people to operate a helicopter with that kind of gear.”

Spencer started to laugh, and his side gave a vicious snarl. He held his hand to it and was unsurprised when his glove came back covered in blood. “You think, Sparky? Yeah. But you guys needed us. This was just supposed to be a cargo run—we were supposed to run supplies. So no need for extra guys to operate the crane.” Spencer’s knees were wobbling. Fuck. He was going to have to sit down.

He was terrified to sit down.

If he sat down, he might not be able to get back up on his own, and then he’d have to throw himself off the damned raft because he’d be nothing more than dead weight.

“Are you okay?” The man’s voice gentled a little, and Spencer looked at his hand again. That warm gushing feeling wasn’t getting any less intense.

“Do you have any first aid supplies?” he asked frankly. “Some gauze, maybe. Some tape. I’d love some antiseptic—that would be fantastic. I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry. I just need some—”

The raft was floating downstream at a rather slow pace, belying the muscular current he’d fought when he’d been getting impaled by the damned tree. Suddenly it stopped, a jarring, painful stop that sent his friend grabbing for the fence rail and Spencer sprawling on his back.

“Goddammit!” Spencer snapped, wondering if he was going to have to ask for a hand up to stand again.

“Shit! I mean shoot!” His companion on the raft took a few steps across the deck to look down. “We’re hung up on a tree, I think. A snag of some sort. Shit. Shoot. Whatever.”

Spencer looked around and frowned. “We’re not taking on water. We might just be okay for a minute. Maybe it’s blocking our forward momentum, but it’s not blocking vertical. That’s fine. That works.”

“How does that work?”

“God, Boy Scout, calm down! It works because if we rise any more, and it’s not holding us down, we can float clear! Fuck!” Something smacked into them, and they were knocked loose and right into another tree, this one a tall pine that loomed over their heads, one that had endured a recent wildfire. The lower branches and needles had been scorched off—only a few charred spars sticking out—but the fire hadn’t killed it. The trunk was starting to grow over the scorch marks, and the foliage and branches started about fifteen feet over their heads.

Spencer didn’t realize what a break they’d caught until their makeshift little vessel gave a deep shudder, and then, miracle of miracles, stayed put.

“That’s not a branch or anything,” he rasped, his body aches getting worse with every shudder of the craft. “Right? That’s just the raft up against the tree—we won’t drown, we won’t break, we’ll just stay here for a little bit. Am I reading this right?”

“Yeah,” said his new friend. “You’re reading this right.” He let out a breath. “And now I can tend to you.”

Spencer scowled at him, although his vision was starting to blur. “I can take care of my own wounds, Boy Scout,” he mumbled. Was he passing out? He’d passed out a few times before, and this felt like passing out.

“My name,” his young friend said, “is Theo. Theo Wainscott. Now stay there!”

“Spencer,” he mumbled. “Spencer Helmsley. Charmed, I’m sure.”

Theo’s snort was reassuring, really. Told him that this was the sort of kid who could hold his own in Snarkville, USA, which was probably way south of Sucky, Oregon.

“Can you unzip your onesie?” Theo asked frankly. He was in the corner, where a blue ice chest was solidly anchored to a support post with bungee cords. “I’ve got first aid here, and if we’ve got some stability, I can make sure you don’t bleed out.”

It was Spencer’s turn to snort. “It’s a flight suit,” he muttered. “’Cause we were up at altitude, and it’s fucking cold up there. Black Hawks don’t pressurize.”

“Ooh,” Theo said, sarcasm almost oozing through the deck. “A flight suit. ’Cause you’re a big bad pilot, right? You fell out of your helicopter. Now unzip your onesie so you don’t bleed to death.”

“Wow. You looked so sweet.” Spencer gave a drunken chuckle. “That’s fantastic. I drove you from sweet to snarky in about ten minutes. It’s got to be a record.”

Theo was on his knees, rooting through the ice chest and gathering items. “Well, it’s an unusual day,” he conceded.

Spencer peered up at the roiling clouds and the rain that was alleviated by the sheltering tree, but by no means eliminated.

“In Oregon?” he asked. “Really? Is this an unusual day in Oregon?”

“Oh dear God, could you give it a rest?” Theo snapped, slamming the lid of the ice chest shut. “I’m sure you’re considered a laugh riot among the flight-jockey set, but for those of us just glad we’re not swimming, you’re getting on my nerves!”

Spencer grimaced. “I do that,” he conceded. “It’s probably why my dog is the best roommate I’ve ever had.”

“You have a dog?” Theo asked, and he sounded relieved, like this was neutral ground.

Spencer closed his eyes against the rain, the pain, and the exhaustion. “Yeah. Colonel. He’s not that bright, but then neither am I.”

“A match made in heaven?”

Spencer nodded, absurdly wishing Colonel was there right then. “A German shepherd mix,” he said. “My boss’s brother was training him—he was supposed to be a police dog. Kept getting confused. Thought my aftershave smelled like cocaine. Go figure.”

Theo let loose a strained chuckle. “That’s… well….”

“Not bright,” Spencer said, smiling to himself. Not bright, but Colonel loved him. So hard to find in a mammal these days.

Theo was kneeling next to him now, and up close—and not blurred by rain—Spencer was as impressed by his apple-cheeked wholesome adorability as he had been on first sight. God, he’d been rescued by Junior Woodchuck here, and it was starting to turn him on.

“Well, the dog isn’t the one who fell out of the helicopter,” Theo said, and Spencer grimaced.

“Yeah. Told you we were a pair.”

“Come on, Mr. Helmsley.” Theo’s hands, wet and red from the cold, were at his zipper, and Spencer grunted.

“Here, let me do that,” he conceded. He unzipped his suit and thought that was it, but Theo started to strip off the arms. “Why? Why are we doing that? It’s cold out there!”

“Your leg is bleeding too,” Theo said, voice matter-of-fact. “We can leave the flight suit on and cut the fabric of the leg, or we can take the whole thing off. I’m gonna leave it your choice.”

Spencer’s body gave a hard, angry shudder, and his elbows clutched convulsively to his side. “Well, I guess you’re going to have to cut it off through the leg,” he said through clenched teeth. “I appear to need all the body heat I can manage right now.”

“Fair enough.” Theo parted his flight suit and pulled up the T-shirt underneath, and for a moment, Spencer had all he could handle to not black out.

“Please tell me there’s nothing jammed in there,” he muttered, trying hard not to throw up. “’Cause that would be gross.”

“I’m sure there’s splinters,” Theo said, almost absently. “It looks like your suit ripped.” He scowled. “Was this why you fell out of the helicopter?”

Spencer nodded. “Yeah. Usually those seams are pretty tight, but there was a lot of G-force there. I hooked myself to the frame, like I was supposed to, and the chopper heaved, and rip! Spencer gets to fly!”

“Aren’t you a pilot?” Theo prodded, and Spencer laughed.

“You might be a smartass after all,” he said approvingly.

“Only on days I’m sailing someone’s porch down a flooded valley,” Theo murmured. Then he met Spencer’s eyes, his own brown and intent. “This is going to hurt. And we’re apparently pretending that the hurt is all okay right now, so if that’s what lets us function, that’s fine. But it’s going to hurt, so I need you to get yourself ready, okay?”

Spencer swallowed and forced his mouth into its usual position of fuckitwhatever. “Done,” he said. “You do what you need to. I’m good.”

Theo nodded and then dumped hydrogen peroxide on the wound.

“You o—”

“Ou—”

“—kay?”

“—chhhhhhh.” Spencer breathed in through his nose and out through his mouth and in through his nose and out through his mouth. He stared up past the branches into the gray tumult of the sky and pretended he was in the air, in a chopper preferably, but he was licensed to fly almost anything. Flying. He wanted to be flying.

“Mr. Helmsley?”

“Spencer,” he said again. “I’m good. Keep going, kid. Theo. Keep going. I’m going to check out here a little, okay? Don’t want to scream and flop around like a big stupid fish, right?”

Theo’s voice didn’t have any snark in it this time. “No, sir,” he said. “You’re right. You go wherever you need to while I do this. I’ll try to make it quick.”

“That’s kind,” Spencer said, and he stared at Theo’s profile for a moment. “You do look kind.”

And Theo did something with a length of gauze and some tweezers, and Spencer had to stop looking at that appealing face and start staring at the clouds again. Far, far away, floating on the breeze, Colonel at his feet.

As happy as he’d ever been in the world.


New Skills

 

 

THEO wasn’t sure what he’d expected from the search-and-rescue guy who fell out of his helicopter and then hauled himself up on the raft, but it hadn’t been the… the… snarky a-hole who had arrived.

But then, that snarky a-hole had also done a bunch of incredibly brave things in a row, so Theo thought—now—that maybe he should cut the guy a break.

It’s just that he never shut up!

But looking at Spencer’s face—narrow, handsome, with a long jaw and stunning cheekbones and eyes as charcoal gray as the sky overhead—Theo got the feeling that with all that talking, there was something even bigger underneath that he wasn’t saying.

He sure did seem good at avoiding the subject of pain because the mess at his side was something Theo, with his limited first aid experience, had never dealt with before.

God, it was a mess. Something—probably a tree branch—had gouged him hard, and then tried to pull his insides with it as it left. The resulting disaster of skin and meat—and God, let it not be anything else—was something Theo was afraid to put back right. If there were splinters in there, the infection would be major, but on the other hand, leaving the mess as it was without repositioning it was asking for infection too.

While Spencer checked out of his own head, Theo went over it with tweezers and water and hydrogen peroxide until he felt like he could dry it off and smear some antibiotic ointment on the gauze and hope for the best—or rescue as soon as possible.

By the time he’d finished with that and zipped up the flight suit, Spencer was shivering, his teeth chattering hard, and Theo shucked one of the many pairs of sterile gloves that had been packed in the ice chest and risked a trip across the raft for a wool blanket.

“Oh God,” Spencer muttered as Theo tucked it around his chin. “It smells worse than wet dog. Wow. This… this is special.”

“My dad was retired army,” Theo told him, adding another one behind Spencer’s head as a pillow. “He said these things kept them warm when it was cold and kept the sun off when it was hot. He swore by them.”

Spencer grunted. “Well, he’s not far wrong. Just… you know. I know my wet dogs. I had no idea wet sheep gave them a run for their money.”

And boy, did he ever seem obsessed with his dog.

“I’m a cat person myself,” he said, thinking about poor Stupid. Thelma had been so upset. Theo hated to think of the cat alone and wet and scared, but the fact was, Stupid was not, actually, stupid. He was smart—a hunter, loyal, and clever. He’d once brought down a jackrabbit and brought it into the kitchen, then sat patiently as Thelma had skinned it and cooked it. She told Spencer that the cat had sat across from her at the dinner table and ate from his plate with all the manners of a duke, and when she’d been done, she’d left the bones outside for other predators, and he hadn’t touched one.

“You got any cats?” Spencer asked, and since Theo had to move on to dress his leg next, Theo figured they could stick to pets and let Spencer distract himself.

“Not since my mom passed,” he said, jerking on the fabric of the flight suit.

Spencer gave a grunt and pulled something from his belt, unfolding it.

“Wow, mister,” Theo said, feeling hopelessly naïve. “That is a big knife.”

Spencer’s laugh was rusty but still a laugh. “Only big boys can handle a knife like that,” he said gravely. “Are you a big boy?”

Theo winked. “I can grow into a knife like this,” he said, taking the bowie blade from him. Grimly, he went to work on the leg of the flight suit, more tolerant of Spencer’s bulldookie now that he’d seen the extent of his injuries. Theo had worked with kids at the rec center for years—even as a teenager himself. He was starting to recognize the symptoms of someone running their mouth off to mask their pain.

He ripped at the fabric of the flight suit, the knife helpful but not eliminating the stress entirely. When he saw what lay exposed beneath, he refrained from letting out a low whistle.

“Oh shit,” Spencer muttered, staring at his face. “That’s bad.”

“I don’t think it’s broken,” Theo said, biting his lip. But that was a small mercy. It looked like Spencer had gotten stuck on something and had yanked his foot free—at the expense of the flight suit and the skin and the muscle beneath. Theo had never seen a person’s naked bone before, and he had to close his eyes for a moment to get himself under control.

“Great,” Spencer said, breaking into his thoughts. “I’ll take it. Not broken will work. Just, you know, fix it up, and I can stand.”

Theo glared at him. “No, seriously—”

“Yes, seriously! Look, I’m not sure if the water’s going to stop rising before we get tangled with the branches of this tree, and even if it does, the current is going to be fierce. We’re going to need to steer, and that means I need to be standing up at the least. C’mon, Junior Woodchuck, I know you can do this because you brought the stuff! Patch me up and let me help!”

Theo shook his head and slipped on the new gloves as Spencer asked, matter-of-factly, as though he wasn’t about to deal with massive quantities of pain, “Hey, talk about your mom’s cat some more, okay?”

Wonderful. But, well, Theo’s pain was two years old, and it wasn’t bleeding all over the deck of a makeshift raft. “Yeah, well, my mom had a cat named Annie when I was a kid. We got her when I was in second grade, maybe. Delicate little thing—one of those eight-pound wonders, you know? Calico? Moved like she was on greased rails?”

“Those are good cats,” Spencer mumbled. “I like those cats.”

“Yeah, well, Annie was a trouper. When my mom got sick, she used to sleep on Mom’s chest every night. I was worried at first. Mom had lung cancer, and it seemed ill-advised, but Mom insisted it was the only time she could sleep. All that purring, she used to joke. Knocked the shit in her lungs loose and put her right out. So Annie was there, right up to the end. And the thing was, Annie was older—fifteen or so—but she wasn’t ancient. She was a little thin, a little long in the tooth, but sort of like Thelma. Tough. She’d spent her life hunting lizards and voles. I thought me and Annie would have another five years together after Mom passed.” As he spoke, he was rinsing out the skin and flesh that had been, well, rumpled for lack of a better word, and then pulling it up to cover the bone. The story hurt, but it was a sort of faded hurt. He’d told it to all of his mother’s friends and the people in town and even his aunt Cassie who lived in Vermont. But this telling now, to this man who was sucking air in through his teeth to keep from screaming, seemed to be the most important version of the story.

“It wasn’t to be?” Spencer asked, when Theo spent a moment too long in the telling.

“No,” Theo said, surprised that he’d been paying attention. “No. But it was okay. I was next to Mom’s bed when she passed, and Annie was on her chest, and about the time the machine told me and the attendant Mom had left us, I noticed that Annie had stopped purring. She and Mom, I guess. Two kindred souls, you know?”

“Aw, man.” Spencer took a deep breath, in through the nose and out through the mouth, and when Theo checked, he saw that the man’s dark gray eyes were red-rimmed and shiny.

“Sorry. Did I pull too hard?” Oh hell! Theo wasn’t a doctor. He was barely an EMT. He’d taken the training to help with things like sprains on the softball field and kids with the flu.

“No.” Spencer gave him a crooked little smile, and even in his drawn and pale face, it made Theo’s heart twinge. God, this flyboy was pretty. “It was a good story, that’s all.” Spencer leaned his head back and closed his eyes. “Gives me hope. Me and Colonel, we can go out together.”

“Wait a minute,” Theo muttered, doing math while he was cleaning what he hoped were the last of the splinters out of Spencer’s flesh. “That don’t make no sense. My mom was barely fifty when she passed, and that’s still too damned young! What’re you? Thirty?”

“Thirty-three,” Spencer muttered. “Why?”

“Because you’re planning to go out in, what? Ten years? That’s stupid!”

“I said I planned to go out with my dog,” Spencer replied stubbornly, and Theo was glad he sounded surly now, because he was going to have to do some jerking on parts of this man’s body that were not designed to be messed with. Maybe the adrenaline would help.

“Well, that’s still stupid! You’ll have a good forty years left. That’s not one dog, that’s at least five!”

“You can’t replace Colonel!” Spencer argued. “How often do you find a German shepherd mix that thinks you smell like cocaine!”

“Well, maybe you’ll find a Yorkie that thinks you smell like bacon,” Theo shot back. “Did you ever think of that? Here’s a Yorkie, looking for his perfect human, and his perfect human isn’t there because he jumped out of a helicopter with his dying German shepherd. You know what that is? That’s plain selfish!” Oh, ducking shells, he was going to have to reposition that flap of skin and meat next. Okay, one, two—

“Self—”

Theo pulled.

“—ish! Holy fucking shitballs, Woodchuck, the motherfucking hell!”

“Selfish!” Theo argued back, poking and prodding and using Spencer’s absolute indignation and adrenaline to give them both strength. “You would deprive a Yorkie of its soulmate—”

“I may not even like little dogs!” Spencer snapped, but Theo had his doubts.

“Oh, that’s a lie. Anybody who would plan to be buried with his German shepherd like an Egyptian pharaoh doesn’t discriminate dog breeds. You’d love that Yorkie or that Chihuahua or that Shih-Tzu or that Chocolate Lab like it was your long-lost son!”

“Augh!” Spencer cried out, right as Theo tucked the whole thing back where it might belong.

Theo sat back on his heels and looked at Spencer’s bone-white face, a few tiny freckles standing out on his cheekbones that might ordinarily have been missed. Spencer’s eyes were squeezed shut, and for a moment, the only sound was their breathing and the rattle of the heavy rain on the branches above.

“That the worst of it?” Spencer asked in a small voice.

“Yeah,” Theo acknowledged. “I’m gonna unwrap the gauze now and dress it. You gonna make it?”

“Sure. Just… you know. Don’t want a damned Yorkie. Still think going out with Colonel is a better idea.”

“And I think you’re stupid, but I figure we’ve got a few hours until we’re rescued, and I can change your mind.”

“Can’t change my mind if you don’t got an animal of your own,” Spencer taunted. He’d pushed up a little, keeping his weight on his elbows, and was turning his face to the sky, his eyes still closed.

“I’ll change mine if you change yours,” Theo said, although that made no sense. “Except you have to change sooner.” He breathed out and picked the gauze up. “Because I’m not going through all this for you to throw my work away in the lifespan of a dog, even if he’s only a little stupid.”

He started wrapping the gauze and was surprised to hear Spencer’s rusty chuckle.

“How do you know he’s only a little stupid?”

“Well, like you said, he’s not one-hundred-and-ten percent, because if he was, he’d know you weren’t cocaine. But if you fell out of the helicopter and he didn’t follow you, there must be something going on up there.”

The chuckle intensified. “Aren’t you clever. Although, you might want to give your Junior Woodchucks some credit. I think they were holding on to him when I fell out.”

“Why were they holding him?” Theo asked. “Although they must have loved that. Errol especially—he and his dad have like six Labrador retrievers.”

“I dunno,” Spencer breathed in and out carefully while Theo worked. “I guess I figured they were kids. They were freaked-out. Colonel chills me out, so he might do the same for them.” He let out a long, shaky breath as Theo finished and wrapped the tape tight. “Boneheaded move, probably,” he breathed.

“Well, was possibly not so bad until you fell out of the copter,” Theo said, giving him a brief smile. “How’d that happen, again?”

“My flight suit gave.” He sighed, not looking at his leg but obviously thinking about it. “It was probably getting thin and worn—bad move, that. Not taking care of my equipment. Elsie’s gonna chew my hide.”

Theo double-checked his work and went to strip off his gloves, hiding a tiny ping of disappointment. “Elsie? Your wife?”

Spencer’s snort gave him a little hope when there was probably none to be had.

“God no. My flight partner. We went through basic training together, our stint in the Air Force. We got out and have stuck like glue ever since.”

“Sounds like marriage to me,” Theo said, gathering the used supplies into the med waste bag and the tubes of antibiotic and bottle of hydrogen peroxide into their container.

“Her boyfriend might object to that,” he said. With a groan he pushed himself up so he was sitting. “You got some Advil in your ice chest there, Woodchuck? A little bit of painkiller and I think I might not be dead weight.”

Theo tucked everything into the ice chest, including the medical waste bag. “You sure you don’t need to rest?” he asked, and Spencer looked up and shook his head.

“You and me got better things to do,” he said, and his jaw was so tight he was probably forcing his teeth not to chatter. “We’re getting to the part where the tree limbs are going to be a problem, and I think we should cut one or two of the long ones off so we can steer.”

And with that, he shoved himself to his feet, clinging to the guardrail for dear life.


Up a Lazy River

 

 

SPENCER took the ibuprofen gratefully, washing it down with a bottle of Gatorade Theo kept in his magic ice chest. Spencer was hoping it would help with the pain—and the spots that had danced in front of his eyes as he’d stood up—but even more, he was hoping it would help with the fever he could already feel raging under his skin. Theo had done his best with the hydrogen peroxide and the ointment, but he was dressing a wet wound in the rain—he didn’t really have a chance.

He grimaced as he set aside the empty bottle, knowing the ibuprofen was going to burn a hole in his stomach until he ate something, and his eyes caught on the sodden cardboard boxes, one of them marked as granola bars.

“Hey, Theo,” he said, gratitude singing like the hallelujah chorus in his veins. “Those wouldn’t be real granola bars, would they?”

Theo had been gathering a saw and a hatchet from a little wooden compartment built into the porch, and Spencer wondered whether that was due to resourcefulness or stunning good luck.

“The real kind,” Theo said. “But good reminder. I’m going to put these and the MREs in here with the tools. Don’t know how long those boxes will last.”

Spencer took a step away from the guardrail to help him, and Theo waved him away. He set the tools down carefully in front of the box to keep them from being washed off the deck, and set the cardboard boxes with the supplies in the wooden box.

When Theo ventured his way across the creaky raft, he had two granola bars in one hand and the tools in the other.

“Here’s to lunch,” he said. “If we can get this thing sailing on a smooth path for a while, we can treat ourselves to turkey stew in a foil pouch.”

Spencer laughed a little as he took one of the bars from one hand and the hatchet from the other. He rested the axe, head down, against his foot and balanced it there with his arm while he used his teeth to rip off the wrapper from the food. “I’ll take it,” he said. “One of my bosses got stranded on a mountain in the snow once. He and two guys lived for a week on six packets of broth and a couple of protein bars. This is like room service right here.”

“Wait!” Theo said, doing his own balancing act to eat his own lunch. “I heard of that.” He took a bite of the granola bar, and his brown eyes seemed to dance up at Spencer, full of excitement and hero worship. “That was the snowboarder, right? Tevyn Moore? The guy’s a hero in these parts. A lot of people here work at the ski lodges in the winter—they love that guy. They even love his husband!”

Spencer chuckled. Tevyn and Mallory were still tight with Glen Echo and Damien Ward. Damien had been the pilot who liked to brag about making it down the mountain strapped to the back of an airplane wing. Only those close to Glen and Damien, though, knew how much that helicopter crash and Damien’s recovery had cost their little family. Spencer didn’t know Theo that well. Telling the truth felt too personal, so he’d stick to Glen and Damien’s hero-swagger bullshit because it was fun, and it looked like Theo was a fan.

“Yeah. They’re still tight with my bosses. They give the company lots of contract work.”

But Theo’s eyes narrowed. “Wasn’t the pilot like, seriously injured, though? I remember that. People going bananas over Tevyn coming down the mountain practically married to a man they’d never heard of, but they seemed more worried about the pilot than the press. Is that your boss?”

Spencer sighed. “Yeah. It took Damie a while to recover. I got hired because he was still not one hundred percent, and then Glen got injured too. It was funny. I hit on them both, because I felt like being an asshole, and then Damien was like, ‘No! That will get you fired!’ and I realized that these really were people I wanted to work for.”

Theo frowned. “Why’d you feel like being an asshole?” he asked.

Spencer gave him a sideways look. “You’re not going to question that I hit on my male bosses?”

“You’re not going to question that my last roommates were my mother and her cat?”

Spencer widened his eyes and then blinked rain out of them. “Oh,” he said. Honestly, this had not occurred to him. “Well, that’s what I get for making assumptions. I felt like being an asshole because Elsie and I had just walked off our fourth job in a month. One job hated me ’cause I was gay. Another hated her because she was a woman. One job expected to hit on her, and another job thought being Black was some sort of a disease. I was so pissed off by the time Damien interviewed me, I expected him to be like every other asshole we’d worked for, so I came at him first.”

Theo’s smile held a certain sweetness. “Didn’t work out that way?”

Spencer’s snort took Spencer by surprise. “God, no. Damien and Glen are as gay as I am—but both in love with other people,” he said. “So that was good. Couldn’t shock ’em with the gay, couldn’t fuck up the relationship by hooking up. Best job I’ve ever had.”

“How long have you worked there?” Theo asked, and he sounded like he really cared.

“Going on three years. Have done some freaky shit and some fun shit and some boring shit, but Elsie loves it as much as I do, so it’s all good.” He sighed, pocketed his trash and hefted his small blade. The first of the branches was getting close enough overhead for him to take some swings that might not maim him. “We ready to go?”

“One more thing,” Theo said. “My entire town has known I was gay since I was twelve years old, and I never said a word. How did you not know?”

Spencer looked him over. “I don’t know. Guess I figured you were destined for a picket fence and a couple of kids. Heteronormative thinking, I guess. Don’t worry, Junior Woodchuck. You can still have all that.”

“Maybe I don’t want that,” Theo said. “Maybe I want adventure—wait, what are you doing?”

Spencer paused in the act of climbing the porch railing. “Uhm… lopping off a couple of long branches for you to strip with the saw?”

“You’re going to do that from the fence rail? Are you insane? Do you even know what your leg looks like right now?”

Spencer stared at him. “No, because I had the good sense to not look. Yes, it hurts. And yes, I’ve got a limited time of usefulness before you’re back in charge. So let me do my thing and you might not have to pitch me overboard as ballast.”

“Oh my God, you are obsessed with being useful!” Theo snapped, and Spencer used that indignation to spur him up. He wasn’t kidding—his leg ached like a motherfucker, and he had some adrenaline and some Gatorade, and he was going to run with that until he couldn’t anymore.

“Lucky you,” he panted. Good. He was about shoulder level with the branch he had an eye on, and it was perfect. Around ten feet of usable length and three inches or so in diameter. He looked down, scoped out his surroundings, and hefted the hatchet. “Make sure we don’t get hit or something, okay?”

“Yeah, sure, but—”

And while Theo was still talking, he lopped the branch off in one swing.

His muscles sang with the strain, and he bumped his injured shin, but that sucker fell gracefully to the deck like it was on sails.

Spencer took a deep breath, then another, and tried to blink the spots from his eyes. “Ready for the next one?” he called.

When Theo spoke next, every syllable was enunciated as though he were auditioning for a role in a play. “If you open your femoral artery, I’m feeding you to whatever is beneath the surface of this water, you lunatic.”

“That’s fair,” he said, trying to suppress a grin. His biceps and chest were feeling a little watery. He needed to work up the umph here. “But I need a little kick. What happened to the F-word, Woodchuck? I think you need to swear more.”

“I’m not giving you the fucking satisfaction!” Theo yelled. “Get down from—”

And that was it. That gave him the power he needed. With a growl he hefted the hatchet and sent it crashing down on the next limb, which sheared off and fell to the deck next to its brother.

Spencer grinned tiredly, then bent to the rail post to help himself down before he realized his entire body was shaking. “Good job,” he panted. “And speaking of the F-word, Woodchuck, could you come grab this fucking tool from me? I don’t want to drop it.”

“Fuck!”

Theo took the hatchet out of his hand, and as Spencer heard it thump against the deck, he felt Theo’s strong arm behind his thighs, giving him an assist down.

He pulled his bad leg off the rail first, the blood rushing to it as it dangled for a moment, and then gingerly lowered his foot to the porch. His vision went dark as it hit, and for a moment he thought he was going to lose his granola bar. He took a minute, breathing harshly through his nose, and then, fingers white on the fence post, allowed Theo to take some of his weight as he moved his good leg to the deck to support him.

“You know,” Theo said, settling him down with his back to the fence, “I could have done that.”

“Well, sure,” Spencer told him, his breath coming in pained pants and his vision still swimming. “But if you’d fallen, I might not have been able to get you. Now, if you want to start stripping those off, I’m gonna sit here for a minute and try not to puke.”

“Fine,” Theo muttered. He set one of the branches up, pointy end on the deck, and proceeded to use the handsaw to strip all of the smaller branches off of it. Spencer watched, his vision clearing, appreciating Theo’s strength and no-bullshit movements, and part of that might have been that he was still pissed at Spencer, but part was that he was clearly used to working outdoors and with his hands.

“Chop a lot of firewood out here?” he asked conversationally as Theo wound down the work on the second pole. They were a good size, maybe ten feet in length, and while not exactly straight, they were sturdy all the way to the end.

“Look around,” Theo said. “We’ve got trees, and we’ve got sky. Sometimes we’ve got water, and sometimes not so much. Sometimes we’ve got snow. But there’s always trees.”

Spencer had to smile because he sounded so put out. “You don’t like trees?”

“Like ’em fine,” Theo said, pulling the debris into a pile by the built-in utility box. “Sometimes they can feel a mite confining, that’s all.”

“You grow up here?” Spencer asked.

“Yup. Moved from Tucson when I was a little kid. Mom got a job teaching, Dad got a job trucking, and we got Annie the cat—perfect childhood.”

“That why you came back after college?”

Theo looked up at him and gave a brief smile. “How do you know I’ve been to college?”

Spencer took a deep breath and assessed his body. Everything hurt and most of it was fucked. But they were getting close to tangling with the rest of the tree, so it was time to move.

“Education and travel,” he said, pushing up on the fence. “Two things that give someone authority that they don’t need to push in people’s faces. You’ve had first-aid training, and they put you in charge of teenagers. What’s your degree in?”

Theo half laughed. “Land management and just plain management,” he said. “I knew I wanted to be right where I am. I got the EMT training because if you’re in charge of a parks and rec division in the middle of nowhere, sometimes people fall down and get hurt, and someone’s got to know what to do.”

Spencer found himself chuckling. “Well, aren’t you the prepared Junior Woodchuck. Here, give me one of those.” He stuck his hand out imperiously, but Theo walked the pole up to him and handed it over, taking stock.

“You’re bleeding through your bandages,” he said quietly. “And you’re starting to flush.”

Spencer nodded, not bothering to contradict him or even give him shit. “Yeah, Woodchuck. I reckon we’ve got a timeline here. Elsie’s got to get your kids to safety. She’s got to hook up with Glen and Damien, maybe get themselves another guy on the crew to man the crane, and she’s got to refuel. I’ve been here, what? Two hours?”

Theo’s mouth slashed up, and for a moment, Spencer’s sweet little Junior Woodchuck looked older—and dangerous. “Three,” he said grimly. He held up his wrist, and Spencer saw one of those all-weather watches, the kind that worked underwater. “Water’s still rising.”

Spencer nodded. “And they’re not going to know where we are. We need to pole this… this house along the closest thing we can guess is the road, because that’s going to be where they look for us.”

“Not the river?” Theo asked. “It’s not far off.”

Spencer swallowed. “The dam feeds into the river, doesn’t it?”

“Yessir.”

“Then the river is going to be like Grizzly River Run at Disneyland, and that’s not a ride either of us—nor our sturdy porch here—are prepared to take.”

Theo nodded. “I hear you. Okay. So we pole out. You going to let me steer? You seem awfully determined to take charge here, Mr. Helmsley.”

Spencer gave him what he hoped was a good-ole-boy grin. “Oh, I can take orders when it suits me.”

And for no reason at all, Theo flushed.

Spencer’s good-ole-boy grin spread and sort of curled out. He felt a little evil. “Oh my, Mr. Woodchuck, what are you thinking?”

Theo grunted and spun on his heel. “Nothing that would be of any interest to you,” he said shortly, and Spencer gave a wicked chuckle.

“Oh sure. Pique my interest there.”

Theo shook his head. “You’re incorrigible. You’re lucky your bosses didn’t have you up on harassment charges.”

Spencer guffawed out loud and turned his attention toward the situation at hand. “Oh, I’m sure they’ve wanted to bind and gag me and leave me in the dog kennels a time or two,” he said confidently. “But, you know, mediocre pilots are hard to find.”

“I doubt that.”

“That I’m hard to find?” Spencer snorted, and used his pole to push off. “I’m gonna get us away from the trees. You may want to push us where we should go,” he said.

“Oh my God, you are so bossing me around when I’m supposed to be in charge.”

“Topping from the bottom,” Spencer said, eyebrows waggling, even though Theo was busy with his own steering and couldn’t see. “It’s a specialty.” He didn’t want to add that all things in bed were his specialty. He’d never been picky, really. Mostly, he just didn’t want to be alone.

“I know what that means, and if you let anybody top you it’s because you’re in a mood,” Theo said grumpily. “And I meant that I doubt you’re a mediocre pilot. All your BS and you’d have to be pretty decent, or they’d dump you on your keester.”

“I’m tall and I’m decked,” Spencer said without conceit. His double-wide on Glen’s brother’s property had three bedrooms, of all things, and one of them he’d filled with free weights. The only thing he really missed about moving out into the country onto Preston’s dog-training property was the gym. Well, and the hookups. But once he had a place he could keep Colonel, he really didn’t need to bring home strangers anymore, did he? “They can’t dump me on my ass. But mostly I show up for work, and I get the job done, and let’s not forget Elsie. She and I come as a team, so they can’t ditch me, or they’d lose the real best pilot on the West Coast, and that would be a shame.”

Theo didn’t answer for a minute, and Spencer turned to see him scoping out their surroundings. Most of the smaller trees had become completely submerged, but this was the deeps of Oregon, and many of the pines and redwoods here stood over 150 feet tall. The result was they were poling their way around an obstacle course, and Spencer imagined it would be pretty damned hard to find a landmark of any sort in the immediate vicinity. But if Theo had grown up around here, he’d know which direction the river was, and which direction the current would take them. He imagined that the water pouring from the dam would ease up eventually, and in the meantime, the pressure of the water through the little valley would push them through to Stucky or Stickly or Sticky or whatever near the mouth of the valley, where the interstate branched off.

If they could find their way through the trees to where the valley flattened out and the town started, they might be able to find a house or an apartment building to perch on top of until the waters went down.

But as Spencer took a moment and surveyed their area from what was probably fifty feet higher than ground level, he had to admit it was still hard to see which direction would take them away from the dam and toward the open.

Theo let out a long, slow breath. “Mr. Helmsley?” he said, his voice a little shaky. “What do you think the odds are that my town is still there?”

Spencer sucked in a breath. Oh. That.

“Not good,” he said gently. “I’m sorry. The good news is that they were clearing out as they called us. I’m pretty sure most of the people made it out to the interstate and safety. It seems to me once they turned north or south, the water would spill out past the road and wash down into the canyon beyond the….”

He blinked.

“Oh my giddy aunt,” Theo said, and Spencer knew it had hit him.

“We will cross that bridge when we come to it,” he said, keeping his voice calm. “Once the initial surge of water pushes through, it’s got to peter out. There’s no guarantee the water pressure is going to be strong enough at the end of this valley to… to….”

“To send us hurtling into the canyon?” Theo asked, voice squeaking.

Spencer took a breath. “This valley is, what? About forty miles long? It’s a lot of area, right, not a lot of people?”

“Yeah,” Theo said, concentrating on getting them around a tree with his pole.

“So, let’s find ourselves a relatively open area and then maybe get the boat stuck in some trees again. We get the boat stuck in the trees while the water whooshes out underneath us, we might not get washed out into the canyon. How’s that?”

“That sounds like sunshine and bulldookie, Mr. Helmsley,” Theo said, his voice calm. “But sure. We can hope for that.”

“Well, don’t forget my people are coming for us!” Spencer told him. “You think Elsie and I fly together for, what? Thirteen years? Just for her to go off into the wild blue yonder to leave me to drown? That would deprive that woman of the satisfaction of reaming me a brand-new sparkly shiny asshole for being stupid enough to fall out of the goddamned helicopter, wouldn’t it?”

Theo let out a strained guffaw. “Yeah, that would be worth coming back for,” he admitted.

Spencer’s voice grew gentle. “Come on, Woodchuck. Don’t panic now. We’re still twenty miles out from town, right? Let’s hope all your friends are safe, and let’s hope Elsie and Glen and Damien are coming back for us. I mean, you made a raft out of some poor woman’s porch—God’s not going to let you survive that and not give you a chance to tell that story. That would be plain wrong!”

“Well, I’m not talking to God right now,” Theo said stubbornly, “so maybe this is punishment for my sins.”

Spencer turned from poling the damned raft for a moment to stare at him.

“You’re not… are you shitting me? You all but have ‘choirboy’ tattooed on your forehead, Woodchuck!”

“Stunned but not speechless, I see,” Theo grumbled. “Yeah, so I don’t get to be pi… peeved with the force that took my folks away from me within two years of each other?”

Aw. Poor baby. Spencer’s chest got a little achy. He hadn’t spoken to his own parents for fifteen years—for all they knew, he was dead, and they’d probably think he had it coming. But this man had been cared for. He’d sat by his mother’s bedside and mourned her passing, and that of her poor kitty as well. Of course he was mad at God.

“Yeah, that could cool a relationship a little,” Spencer admitted. “But you had them. They seem to have liked you. You grew up in a nice place. That’s gotta count for something. Maybe you should forgive the big guy.”

“You’re telling me to talk to God?” Theo asked, sounding at a loss.

“I’m saying it couldn’t hurt. I mean, how much worse could you make things?”

Spencer could see the back of his neck getting red. “Make things? Are you… are you saying this mess is because I didn’t talk to God?”

“Well, I mean, I talk to him all the time. I even curse him out. He’s never dumped a lake on my head.”

Theo looked over his shoulder at Spencer and gaped. “Wha… holy… oh my holy….” Theo’s face was purple, and it looked like he might be sputtering for a bit, so Spencer tried to help him along.

“I mean, what’s God going to do if you tell him you’re pissed? You might as well tell him, Woodchuck. Go ahead and swear at him a little bit—hell, being all righteous and silent about it brought down a flood! How much worse could it get?”

“Oh my gucking Fod!” Theo shouted.

The words rang between them, echoing off the valley and the water around them, and Spencer lost his shit and started to laugh so hard he couldn’t breathe.


Like Fungus

 

 

THEO heard his own mangled curse lingering in the air and then, against all odds, Spencer’s hearty, riotous laughter in its wake. For a moment, he wanted to storm. He wanted to rage.

God, he’d been so mad, hadn’t he?

First Big John, then his mother—and hell’s bells! Even his mother’s sweet cat! And for two years, Theo had been walking around carrying that grudge. For two years, he’d been reminding himself that he wasn’t talking to God. He’d avoid the swear words. Oh yes, he would. But actually give a little prayer?

Not even when he and three kids and a feisty old woman had been about to drown on a floating porch.

Not even when a complete stranger had fallen out of a helicopter to save him.

Theo had kept his back straight and steadfastly refused to talk to the forces in the universe because he was pissed.

And it had taken a snarky stranger—who had infuriated Theo more than any human being on the face of the planet, bar none—to show him that he’d been spitting into the wind.

For a moment he wanted to keep raging. He wanted to shout to Spencer Helmsley how dare he? He didn’t know Theo! How dare he make a mockery of this righteous grudge Theo had been carrying around, nursing the hurt of the oldest loss in the world.

But as Spencer kept laughing, his voice hoarse and rusty, Theo remembered the flush on his face, the blood leaking through his flight suit, the stark pain on his face. And the gentleness in his voice, and the way his eyes had gotten all shiny when Theo had spoken of Annie the cat, whom Theo had hoped would keep him company while he wrestled with his grief.

Spencer Helmsley was in a great deal of pain, and he was laughing in the face of it. And, whether he admitted it or not, he’d also been kind and more than human.

Theo let out a little chuckle himself, and another, and in a moment, they were both laughing. Theo wasn’t sure how Spencer felt about it, but his own laughter—a little weaker, a little sadder—was still the most cleansing sound he’d ever made.

The laughter died down some, and Theo found he and Spencer were working as a team. Theo would give his pole a shove in the direction he hoped was toward the road, and Spencer would fight what felt to be a sucking current taking them toward the river. They worked in concert for a couple of minutes, and Theo had a rather frightening thought.

“We’re not going toward the road,” he said. “We’re… everything we’re doing is keeping us away from the river.”

Spencer took a deep breath. “Yeah. I was wondering when that was going to hit you. We can either start poling a little harder or ride the edge here. It’s up to you, Woodchuck. You know the land.”

“How are you holding up?” Theo asked, looking at him carefully.

Spencer gave a shrug and sucked in a breath when it pulled at his dressing. “I’m game for whatever,” he lied.

Theo studied him carefully. “You’re not doing good,” he said after a moment. Spencer had two high spots of color on his cheeks, and the rest of his face was bone white.

Spencer sighed, and his shoulders sagged a little. “Yeah, Woodchuck. You need to use me now while you’ve got me.”

It was Theo’s turn to breathe hard through his nose. “Or we could rest now and wait until you’re a little stronger.”

Spencer shook his head. “Not the most prudent of choices, Woodchuck.” He tried to mask it, but Theo saw a shudder pass through him. Infection. The cold, the wounds—a fever had been inevitable, and as they’d been fighting the water to get someplace clear, it had set in.

Theo looked to the sky and more clouds and more water looked back at him. The closest they’d been to dry had been parked under that tree while Theo had been dressing Spencer’s wounds. He looked out at the landscape again, so vastly changed from what it had been earlier that day as he’d been driving out with the kids in the Tahoe, but also still the same. Water may have been covering all of it, but the water was ten, fifteen feet deep. The trees were still towering above. In a way, it was like poling their way through a Venice of pine and redwood.

Suddenly, his pole, which had been resting in the water as he held it, gave a vicious tug and was almost ripped from his hands, and that decided him.

“South and west,” he said, hoping he wasn’t using Spencer until he dropped. “As quick as we can. If we can break free of this current I can feel, we can park the raft and let you rest.”

Spencer snorted, leaning over the rail and shoving hard enough with his own pole that Theo could feel the change in direction. “Let me drop dead is more like it,” he said. Then he swore. “Theo, I’m not getting much traction here, are you?”

Theo grunted. “Mostly I’m pushing off trees and underbrush. Why?”

“Well, the fucking branches aren’t long enough—but we’re also too high. How sturdy do you think those stairs are?”

“The ones in the water?” Theo asked, suddenly seeing where this was going. The stairs were set in the center. As a porch, they were in the front, in the middle of the length. As a raft, they were on the side, dragging the raft sideways and making the already unwieldy object hard to steer. They’d been built sturdily, bolted to crossbeams and hammered together with eight-penny nails—Errol had needed to chop through the braces while Theo had been inside getting Thelma. Sturdy, yes, but sturdy with Spencer’s weight on them while that part of the boat was getting dragged over trees and catching on everything under creation? “I have no idea! They’re in a horrible place. I keep expecting them to get caught up and dragged off the raft. You’re not thinking—no, Spencer. Just….”

But apparently telling Spencer “no” was like telling a cat to get off the counter. Neither one worked very well, but at least the cat knew he was doing something wrong.

Spencer held on to the railing, taking one step and then the other. Theo knew he’d submerged his dressed leg when he sucked air in through his teeth, but that was about it. After that, Spencer bent a little at the waist and Theo could feel the course correction as Spencer shoved.

“How’s that?” Spencer asked, his voice taut with pain and cold.

“It’s great,” Theo said shortly. “Fantastic. And when you drop dead of hypothermia and blood loss, you’ll simply fall off the raft and make my life so much easier. You must have been the pride of your regiment or flight or whatever. Six feet, four inches of stainless-steel testicles reporting for duty, sir!”

Spencer made one of those smirking sounds that was starting to make Theo homicidal. “Yeah. That was me. Balls of solid rock. Not the pride of any-fucking-thing, but my gonads are in prime condition, thank you.”

Theo was busy steering, so he couldn’t look at Spencer’s face to see what his expression was when he said this, and he was starting to realize that was important. Spencer’s mouth was like a wind-up toy: a little bit of sparring and it would probably go off in his sleep. But his eyes—wide and dark gray and inexplicably hurt—gave more away than Theo thought he was aware of. For instance, looking into Spencer’s eyes had told Theo that he truly loved Elsie, his co-pilot, and he thought his bosses walked on water, and that the story of Annie the loyal calico cat had really moved him.

And that he apparently thought he was expendable.

“Whatever,” Theo muttered. “Do me a favor, and if you do feel like keeling over, say something, okay? I’m going to be fishing you out of the drink either/or, but I’d love some warning.”

“Kid, I told you—my people are coming back, one way or another. If I’m dumb enough to fall into the fucking water, leave me. You’ll be fine.”

“But you won’t be!” Theo snarled, loud enough for the words to echo off the water, off the mountains, maybe even off the sky. “Wow, Spencer Helmsley, whom I’ve known for less than half a day, maybe, what happened to you to make you think you’re ballast?”

“None of your fucking business,” Spencer snapped back. “I’m here for search and rescue, and I will do my goddamned job. Now shut up and let me concentrate so we don’t end up going down Grizzly fucking Rapids!”

Theo stewed for a good half hour, keeping them on course while Spencer gave mighty heaves of his manly shoulders to help break the raft out of the current. He wasn’t sure why he was so pissed. Sure, Spencer had barked at him, but he tended to growl and bark a lot. It didn’t seem to mean anything in the long haul. The thing that was getting under Theo’s skin was that he really didn’t seem to care if he lived or died. Not at all. And Theo was starting to like him, dammit! As loath as Theo was to admit it, Spencer was damned entertaining. But more than that, he was competent and brave, and he didn’t seem to let anything get him down. Not really. He just kept thinking about the next move. He didn’t take anything about himself too seriously, not even his own pain.

And that probably applied to the inside pain as well as the outside pain, Theo imagined, his throat tight. Something had hurt him badly at some point—some human being. Maybe that was why he was so obsessed with his dog.

Theo’s brooding was interrupted by another tug on his barge pole, this one harder and more insistent than some of the other currents and eddies. He looked up and his breath caught.

“Oh shit,” he said, because swearing be damned. “Spencer! Spencer, are you seeing this?”

Spencer made a harsh sound, and Theo guessed that shifting his weight when his leg had been immersed in the freezing water probably hurt like a nuclear bomb in his flesh. Theo looked behind him and saw Spencer had turned and slogged up the porch steps onto the deck itself and was leaning, white-faced, against the fence railing.

“Fuck,” he muttered. “That’s a surprise.”

“I had no idea how much they’d cut the road into the floor of the valley,” Theo muttered. “I should have known. There were embankments fifteen feet high on both sides. Hell! What are we supposed to do now?”

From their height they could see the water funneling down onto the road. The drop served to create a vicious, elephantine current, and if they got much closer to the drop, they’d be lost in that madness, and Theo wasn’t sure the raft could take it.

“Veer right!” Spencer said grimly, forcing himself down the steps again. “And damned quick. C’mon, man, heave!”

The next twenty minutes were frantic. Theo was leaning over the edge of the railing at the front, his feet locked into the slats so he could get as much traction as possible with his pole. Spencer’s counter heaves to keep them straight were getting bigger and broader and more desperate with every push.

“Theo!” Spencer called, when Theo’s arms burned and his lungs were threatening to give out. “Do you see those trees?”

“Got ’em!” Theo called back. “They’ll hold us!”

Ahead was a small copse, thick enough to block the water, slowing it down a little and calming the current, but not so tight that they’d dam it up. A few more frantic minutes of poling and the raft bumped up against the trees with a now-familiar thump.

“Here,” Theo said, heading for the garden hose. “You get the fuck out of the water, and I’ll tie up the boat.”

“Sure,” Spencer said, and Theo watched as he took a shaky step up and then almost collapsed, arms wrapped around the railing.

“Fuck!” Theo snarled. “You stay right there. Right there, dammit, while I get us secure.”

They were up against a smaller tree, the trunk narrow enough that Theo could wrap his arms around it and pass the hose’s sprayer head from one hand to the other. He used the handle of the sprayer to fix the knot and then, keeping his hand on the rail, practically ran to Spencer.

“We should tie you to the raft,” Spencer mumbled, taking Theo’s offered hand to pull himself out of the water. “Like I was supposed to be secured to my chopper. Damned flight suit. Should have known better—probably time for a new one. You think about them as bombproof, but things wear down. Fabric. Cars. Hearts. Too many hits and things fall apart.”

“Wow. If this is you tired, you must be a blast after a beer or two.” Theo got him up one more step, pulled Spencer’s arm around his shoulder, and walked him to the ice chest where the wool blankets were stored. Carefully, he lowered Spencer down so he was sitting, back to a rail post, and started wrapping his torso and shoulders in blankets, pulling him forward to put one of the foil ones behind him.

“I used to live by a bar,” Spencer mumbled. “Didn’t get shitfaced that often. Went mostly to visit the dog. It was before Colonel, when me and Glen roomed in South San Francisco, by Burlingame. That was fun,” he said, smiling a little. “I thought at first, well, fuck. Living with the boss. That’s gonna be a wet blanket. As long as you treated the refrigerator with respect, Glen was all right. On days off we had sports games and PS4. Damien stayed there when he wasn’t down at his boyfriend’s. I was like, ‘Hey, got a bar, got a dog I can visit, this is okay.’”

Theo was too busy checking his sodden bandage to interrupt his rambling. Besides, maybe if he let Spencer talk, he’d say something real.

He stripped off what was left of the leg of the suit and looked unhappily at the bandage, which was still taped to Spencer’s shin. Ugh, what a mess!

“Spencer, I’m going to take the bandage off and wrap the wound in gauze but leave it open,” Theo said worriedly. Rent flesh in water for that amount of time—gangrene, rot, infection. God, Spencer was lucky his leg didn’t just fall off in punishment. “I’m going to drape one of those foil blankets over it to see if we can keep it dry, but that means we have to stay parked here for a bit.”

“They can’t see us down here,” Spencer told him, his voice thin. Theo looked up and saw he was shivering hard, from cold, pain, shock… whatever.

“I’ll do something,” Theo said, trying to think like Spencer. “We’ve got a zillion of those foil blankets. I’ll tie one to the side of the raft. They should see that.”

“Okay,” Spencer agreed. “Try that.”

Oh, he did not look good. Not good at all. He was shaking so hard Theo wasn’t sure how he could stay upright.

With hurried movements—and what he was starting to think of as “sea legs”—he secured one of the foil blankets around the fence rails, using the medical tape to fix it to itself. This one he pulled over their heads as a sort of waterproof overhang, and Spencer—once he saw what Theo was doing—helped by sitting up straight and using his own head as a support.

“Look at me.” Spencer giggled weakly. “I’m a tent pole!”

“Better than ballast,” Theo muttered. Spencer’s body was throwing off heat in catastrophic waves, and before Theo put on his gloves, he held a hand up to Spencer’s forehead, grimacing at the fever there.

And then Spencer did a surprising thing. He closed his eyes and leaned into the touch, like someone starving for it, someone who’d needed tenderness all his life.

Theo slid his hand from Spencer’s forehead to his cheek, and rubbed a high cheekbone with his thumb. “You gonna take a rest now?” he asked softly.

Spencer nodded, eyes still closed. “No choice.” One side of his mouth rose crookedly, and Theo gave in to temptation and rubbed that crooked little corner. Spencer’s lips were lean and firm, and the skin was soft under Theo’s thumb.

“Me neither,” Theo murmured. And with that, he leaned in and pressed his lips to Spencer’s for a brief kiss before rocking back on his heels and skinning on another pair of gloves.

Spencer’s eyes flew open as Theo was pulling on the gloves.

“Why did you do that?” he demanded suspiciously.

“Me? I’m a simple country boy,” Theo said, giving him a wink to show that his heart wasn’t pounding and his knees weren’t shaking from nothing more than a simple touch of lips to lips. “Never know when I’m gonna get a chance to hit on a big bad pilot again.”

Spencer gave a soft snort. “With your sweet little face? You would walk into any club, Woodchuck, and have a dozen heat-seeking missiles at your disposal, to do with as you pleased.”

Theo snorted, although the word picture was downright pornographic enough to start an ache in the only warm place in his body. “Yeah, not my speed. I bet you’ve had plenty of experience, though.” But nothing special. Theo didn’t even need to see Spencer’s eyes shift sideways in what looked like embarrassment to know that.

“Sex is mostly free and mostly fun,” he said. “Beats game shows when you’re bored.”

“Thought it might,” Theo replied, and suddenly his groin wasn’t the only thing aching. “Bet you’re good at it too. Make sure your partner’s all happy fine, make them breakfast, let them use the shower.”

“I try to be a gentleman,” Spencer agreed, but he sounded suspicious, and well he might.

“Right before you lose their number or tell them gently that you only do one-night stands but they were really sweet and this way you can be friends.”

Theo went to work on the bandage, tugging gently at the tape as Spencer’s muffled grunt told him that he’d hit a little close to the mark.

“Sounds like you’ve been there,” he muttered.

“I have not,” Theo corrected, using gauze to smear antibiotic ointment on the wet, almost bloodless wound. God, this could not be good. “But I’m starting to understand you. Any man who would fall out of a helicopter to rescue a guy but does this much work to drop dead before they can know each other is the kind of guy who’d make breakfast but who wouldn’t ask you out to dinner. I’ve avoided that kind of thing my whole life.”

“I was right,” Spencer said, his breath coming faster, which was Theo’s only indication that he was in some real pain. “You are destined for picket fences.”

“I was conceived on a beautiful Christmas morning,” Theo told him, his movements as clean and efficient as possible. If he paused, even for a moment, his hands would be shaking too hard to do this right, and Spencer needed him even if he didn’t want to. “Before the sun even came up, when my parents could see the moonlight on the snow under the stars, in their first apartment in Colorado, before they moved to Tucson. My mom told that story every birthday—not the particulars you know, just that I was a beautiful moment. Even when I knew I was gay and I wasn’t going to be making any babies by a moonlit window, I remembered that. Sex is supposed to be beautiful.”

“Wow, Woodchuck,” Spencer said gruffly. “Take all the fun out of it.”

“It can still be fun,” Theo told him, because he’d had enough time to give this a lot of thought. “And I don’t expect choirs of angels and rainbows and unicorns, particularly not the first time. But I’ll be damned if it doesn’t mean something. Even if the relationship doesn’t last, remembering that you cared about someone—that needs to leave a mark.”

He finished the loose bandage and spread another foil blanket over Spencer’s lower body, making sure there was some air between leg and blanket. If Spencer was going to have any hope at all of keeping that limb, it was going to need to stay as dry as possible for a while. He finished up and checked Spencer’s face, surprised to see his eyes were open and fixed on Theo.

“What?” he asked, uncomfortable suddenly.

“You’re a virgin,” Spencer said, and Theo rolled his eyes.

“That’s your takeaway?”

“Don’t… don’t kiss me again, okay?” Spencer said, and the hurt in his voice was unmistakable.

Theo glared at him. “I’m not making any promises,” he said stubbornly. “What’s the matter, Spencer? Afraid it will mean something?”

Spencer looked away, and Theo caught his breath.

“You are,” he said. “You are desperately afraid it will mean something.”

“Shut up,” Spencer said thickly. “I’m not doing this.”

“Yeah, you are.” Theo was so mad at him. Looking at the wound, his fever… his kindness. Theo wasn’t going to let him wander away—not after seeing what a terrible job he did of taking care of himself. “You and me are doing this. We’re going to get rescued, and I’m going to be there when you wake up, and if I have to dump soup down your throat with a funnel, I’m going to make you own up to some emotional honesty in the middle of all your bulldookie, Spencer Helmsley, because nobody falls out of a helicopter for me and doesn’t get some follow-through.”

Spencer closed his eyes—probably because he felt like hell, Theo acknowledged, but also, probably, because he was at a loss. Well, too bad. Everything Theo owned in the world had likely just been blasted out of this valley and over the edge of the canyon, and all Theo had left was the knowledge that his parents had taught him right and people were meant to be there for each other.

If Spencer happened to be on the receiving end of that, so be it.

Theo had enough time to clean up and dispose of the mess back in the hazmat bag in the ice chest when Spencer finally spoke again.

“I’m not sleeping with anyone who says bulldookie.”

Theo chuckled. “If it’ll make you feel better, I can say bullshit once in a while, when you really peeve me off.”

“So, every five minutes? ’Cause that’d be awkward. Probably better not.”

Theo felt some heat welling up in his chest. Some hope. “For all you know, I am everything you’ve been missing in the sack and have been afraid to ask for, my friend. But I’ll let you get used to the idea.”

Spencer snorted. “Yeah, what are you? Thirty? By the time you’re ready to lose your V-card, I’ll be dead. Me and my German shepherd.”

“I’m twenty-four!” Theo retorted, wounded to his balls. Testicles. Whatever.

Spencer shot his gaze to Theo’s face, and Theo realized that he’d probably looked better. In fact he’d probably looked better after waking up with the flu, or rolling around wet in a bed of pine needles, or, hey, that one time he’d taken the youth group camping and they’d ended up sliding down a hill and ending up coated in pine sap and some weird sort of fungus.

“I swear I’m sort of hot when I’m not half-drowned,” he said, feeling pathetic.

“You look fine!” Spencer retorted. “But I feel like a cradle robber! Fantastic. What’d you do today, Spencer? I fell out of a helicopter, steered a porch through a flood, and came on to a teenager!”

“I’m twenty-four!”

“Yeah. That’s better. Go ahead. Wait for the helicopter. Leave me here to die.”

Theo resisted the urge to kick him. “Oh my God. If you don’t shut up, I’m going to kill you myself.”

Spencer let out a low chuckle. “And see, Junior Woodchuck, that’s why you and I would never wo—”

Theo fell to his knees in the rain and took Spencer’s fool mouth in a hard, punishing kiss. Twenty-four years of yearning for someone to connect with, twenty-four years of hoping against hope that someone would come to rescue him from the wilds of Oregon and the life he’d chosen for himself, and this man literally fell out of the sky. And now his own stubbornness was going to kill them both.

No. Spencer was convinced his friends would come back for them—Theo would take them on faith.

But Spencer needed to believe in something too, and right now, Spencer’s mouth yielding to his own, Theo demanded that Spencer believe in them.

And Spencer’s mouth did yield. He opened for Theo, let him in, accepted his tongue, his invasion, his demands. Theo brought his hands up to cup Spencer’s cheeks, and the heat, of everything, pulled him gently back.

“You are sick,” Theo whispered hoarsely. “And for the record, I’m coming on to you.”

Spencer closed his eyes. “If I agree I’m not doing so hot, will you forget this thing between us? Woodchuck, I am not forever material. I am not a good experience. I’m… I’m a used condom and an alternative to politics on TV—and I’m fine with that.”

“Spencer, nobody’s fine with that,” Theo said, pushing Spencer’s hair back from his face. “Nobody’s fine with being lonely. I should know.”

Spencer whimpered a little—probably not voluntarily—and shuddered under his blankets. Theo pressed their lips together one more time, then stood, checked the knot on the garden hose—it kept threatening to expand and untie—and cleaned up the cluttered deck. He noted with a little twist of his lips that Thelma’s garbage bag of pictures was still bungee corded to the ice chest before he squatted down to organize the contents again, making sure the waste bags were sealed and the remaining dressing and antibiotic ointment was safe and dry. He spotted the ibuprofen bottle again and snagged that for his pocket, and then the bottle of amoxicillin that he’d been looking for.

“Spence?” he asked. “Do you have any medication allergies?”

Spencer grunted. “Penicillin.”

Theo’s gaze flattened. “You’re kidding me, right?”

“Nope—have to take Keflex instead. Bet you don’t have that in your ice chest, right?”

“No, but I do have amoxicillin, which I think just proves that your entire existence is centered around my personal frustration.”

Spencer’s shoulders shook, but he looked too tired to laugh. Theo grabbed the Gatorade and sealed the ice chest, then snagged two foil packets of food from the built-in utility box, complete with little quenelles attached to the bottom of the packet.

Spencer took the ibuprofen and the Gatorade without comment and washed one down with the other, but he looked at the MRE and shook his head. “That’s kind,” he said softly. “It is. But I don’t think I can keep that down.”

Theo let a long slow breath out through his nose and nodded. “Okay, then. Lift up the blankets, though, and let me in. You’re hogging the warmth.”

Spencer did, and with the foil blanket above them like an umbrella, and the one covering their legs as well, Theo got a sense of peace and even warmth tucking next to Spencer.

For his part, Spencer looped his arm around Theo’s shoulders and drew Theo’s head to his chest, and for a moment they sat and listened to the roar of the water and the thunder of the rain.


Tempting Fate

 

 

FOR a moment, Spencer closed his eyes and tried to overcome all the funky bullshit going on with his body. He was good with this from the military—compartmentalize his pain, deal with what was at hand.

What was at hand was Theo’s warm body, the sort of implicit trust of his head on Spencer’s chest, and the evergreen smell of the trees around them, along with the clean smell of the water, albeit there was too damned much of it for comfort.

But Theo’s warm body was, of course, the most important thing.

“What time is it?” Spencer asked woozily. “Are we getting close to nightfall?”

“Why?” Theo asked, sitting up, alarmed. “Do your people stop looking for us at night?”

“God no,” Spencer said, laughing a little. “But if we’re getting that close, we should do something to secure the boat. I don’t know about you, but I’m beat. We can’t stay up all night retying the garden hose, you think?”

Theo scowled, his brow wrinkling. “Maybe if we use one of the barge poles to secure it. I can jimmy-rig that in a sec.”

“Good idea,” Spencer approved. “You should eat too. I may be a fragile fucking flower right now, but you need to keep calories up to keep your body warm.”

Theo nodded. “And when I’m done, I’ll come back here and we can keep each other warm.”

Spencer sighed. “Theo, you need to not get attached to me.”

“Why Elsie?” Theo said, obviously done with Spencer’s excuses—and Spencer couldn’t blame him. They were sounding increasingly pathetic to his own ears. Once upon a time, yes, Spencer had hoped for someone he could be close to, he could trust and even love. But too much time had passed, too many disappointments. Spencer felt dirty, not with sex, but with sadness, with cynicism. He wouldn’t wish his baggage on Theo for all the snuggling in the world.

“Why Elsie what?” Spencer asked, but he knew. Know your enemy, know their friends. It was a good tactic and, he had to admit, talking about Elsie was comforting.

“You and Elsie seem to have mated for life in the work-partner department. Tell me about her.”

Theo handed him the two foil packets of food for a moment while he sat up and rearranged himself.

His warmth—even through their layers of protective gear—was comforting. Spencer was used to feeling alone, even when he was with a bed partner, but something about Theo getting cozy pinged something inside him that didn’t usually get pinged.

Spencer handed him back his food and turned his head, because even the smell coming off the MRE bothered his stomach. “She was the smartest,” he said, thinking. “I was a Second Lieutenant, and they made me a squad leader. We were supposed to pick our squad seconds after some basic drills, and she’d pretty much outclassed everybody else. So I’m looking at the group, and most of them are white and only a handful of them are women, and she gives me this look like I’m nothing to her. I liked that look, you know? My opinion didn’t matter. She knew she kicked ass. So I picked her, and instead of taking a step forward, she said, ‘I don’t need your pity, sir.’” He snorted, remembering his surprise. “I said, ‘It’s not pity, Airman. I want someone who’s gonna help me dine on the heart of my enemies, is all.’ She cracked a smile and said, ‘Can do, sir!’ We’ve been inseparable ever since.”

Theo chuckled and took a bite of chow. “What made you two decide to leave?”

Spencer grunted. He didn’t really like that story. “We got tired of this man’s military being for that other asshole over there,” he said vaguely.

Theo grunted and looked at him. “There’s more to the story than that,” he said perceptively, and Spencer leaned his aching head back and closed his eyes.

“There is,” he conceded. “But it’s your turn to talk. Why’d you come out here after college?”

Theo seemed to consider the question as he took another bite. “I wanted to make a difference. I thought about teaching, but the thought of little kids all day long was exhausting, and I wasn’t interested in any one subject enough to get a degree in it. I wanted to learn them all. I thought about being an EMT, but at the time my mom was here by herself—she hadn’t been diagnosed until I was almost done with school, and the hours aren’t great, and there are only so many needed in a tiny area, so odds were I’d be working farther out. I got my EMT anyway, because I figured it would be useful, and got my degree in management because I remembered Imelda and the community center. The opportunities for stupidity in a place this far out—opioid addiction, fun and games with guns, domestic abuse—are well established. I figured a community center, someplace that educated adults and kids alike, gave the teenagers constructive things to do, let the adults know they had options. That was like being an all-around community resource, you know?”

“That was some good thinking,” Spencer told him, impressed. “Did it work out like you thought?”

“Oh yeah!” Theo said, and Spencer heard the bittersweet ache in his voice. “Last year we got five of the ten graduating seniors into college in Portland. I took a group of junior high students to a soccer tournament out there too. We got our asses kicked, but we visited the college on our way out, and the kids got to see that school—and bigger places—weren’t just for people on cable. We had interventions for domestic abuse and sheltered a couple of mothers before finding them someplace safe to go. I loved what I was doing.”

Spencer heard it. The realization then.

“Maybe some of the town—” he began, but Theo shook his head violently.

“Don’t bullshit me,” he said, voice so thick Spencer didn’t even give him crap for the word “bullshit.” “My entire town got blasted out over the canyon. We both know it. I just don’t see any other outcome from all this water rushing for one exit. I mean, last year we were building firebreaks around the town because the whole world was on fire and there was literally no way out. Mother Nature had it in for us, that’s all.”

Spencer tightened his arm around Theo’s shoulders, because how did you hear that sort of heartbreak and not give comfort.

“I’m sorry, Theo. It’s really not fair. I gotta say, I prefer the flood to the fires, though. I’m not sure if that’s any comfort, but the fires scared the hell out of me. I’d rather go out in the water.”

Theo pulled away to measure his expression. “Was your crew involved in the fires too?”

Spencer shuddered. “My boss—Glen Echo—has a little brother, Preston, who happens to be married to Glen’s best friend and business partner, Damien. It’s all very incestuous and cozy, and they’re all assholes, so we fit like that.”

“That’s the guy you got Colonel from,” Theo remembered.

“Yeah. Preston has a big stretch of land out in Napa, and it’s devoted almost entirely to dogs. He’s got a couple of horses, which is sweet because those animals are for Damien and Preston loathes them with the entirety of his being, but mostly it’s dogs. Big ones, small ones, dogs who play with rocks….” He trailed off in hopes that Theo would start singing, and Theo didn’t disappoint him.

“Good dogs, all are good dogs, and good dogs do not bite,” he hummed.

Spencer chuckled. “Thanks for that.”

“You’re welcome,” Theo murmured. “But keep on talking.”

“He’s got a big house and a mother-in-law cottage and a bunch of kennels out there. It all got wiped out.”

Theo made a hurt sound. “The animals?”

“We saved every last one of ’em,” Spencer told him, because this was sort of the point of the story. “It was something. His housemates, Oscar and Belinda, who live in the rebuilt big house now because Belinda just had a baby—they left first with the horses and one pickup full of dog crates. Preston was losing his shit because his truck was full and there were still so many damned dogs. So Glen tells Elsie and me to go help some campers who are stranded by a lake, and he and Damien go to help with the dogs. We get our people safe, and right when Glen is going to have to tell Preston that no, there’s five giant dogs he can’t save, Elsie and I land. Man, the flames were so close we had to wear masks or we would have choked on the ash. We get the dogs stashed, and Colonel’s in the front of Preston’s truck with Preacher, Preston’s personal dog. Preston says it’s on account that I ruined Colonel by smelling like cocaine, but I really think it’s because he had a soft spot for the doofus, but anyway, Colonel heard me talking, I guess, and I’m about to run around the chopper and hop in my seat and take off when that dog opens the motherfucking door to the truck and runs and jumps into my arms. Preston just shakes his head and stalks off to the truck, and me, Elsie, and the extra dogs plus Colonel get the fuck out of there.”

“Wow,” Theo said. “That dog loves you.”

Spencer sort of chuckled, but it was more fondness than anything else. “See? You see why there’s no life after Colonel, right? Anyway, we take off, and Preston gets the truck on the road and….” He shuddered. “It must have been close. Preston doesn’t talk much, and he doesn’t tell tales, but that whole section of road had been burned when all was said and done, and Preston was either a whisker ahead of it or driving through some of it. We had to treat all his dogs for heat exhaustion when he got to the hangar where we rendezvoused. It was close.”

“But you did it,” Theo said, a little bit of awe in his voice. “What happened to the dogs?”

“We kept them at the hangar until we got the place rebuilt. Glen’s boyfriend, Cash—he’s in this like, boy band. I guess they’re popular or something. He raised money for Preston’s dog shelter and training facility. It took some months of hard work, but he rebuilt the house and the mother-in-law cottage.” Spencer grunted and felt compelled to add, “And for some reason, when it was all done, he added a double-wide for me on the corner of the property. I had been rooming with Glen, which worked okay because Cash is on tour six months out of the year. But this way I can heli-commute to the hangar with Damien and….” He shrugged, because this was the best part of the bargain. “I get to keep Colonel. Couldn’t keep him at Glen’s place. So it was a real nice thing Preston, Glen, and Damien did for me.”

“You showed up in the middle of a firestorm and saved his dogs,” Theo said, and his voice sounded wobbly.

“Elsie was there too!” Spencer protested. “All she got from that bullshit was a longer drive to visit!”

“She got to help your family,” Theo said softly, and Spencer sighed.

“Yeah. Sure. When you put it that way. As soon as she and Josh find a good place to live, they’ll be up to their eyeballs in cats, dogs, and kids, and the dogs, at least, will be courtesy of Preston frickin’ Echo.”

Theo laughed softly. “Your boss’s brother. You like him?”

“He’s a good guy. Absolutely no bullshit. Not always sweet about things, and he doesn’t make innuendo or snark. Elsie says he was put into this world to keep Glen, Damie, and me honest, because otherwise we’d fill the world with BS. She’s not far wrong.”

Theo frowned. “Sometimes saying things easy-like is a kindness.”

Spencer let out a sigh. This was tricky. “Well, some people aren’t wet-wired that way. Their brains only speak the truth.”

“He’s on the autism spectrum? Why didn’t you just say that?”

Well, of course Theo would be fine with it, but it still rankled Spencer that it would even come up. “Because people don’t come with T-shirts that say Autistic or Bipolar. My ADHD banner has been lost in the mail for twenty-five damned years. We come as we are, and we are better people if we accept the people around us for who they are, glitches and all, and not get all offended by small shit that other people might not even know they’re doing. God, does it matter? If I say ‘Preston is autistic,’ does that make him more or less of a person? Or does it just make him Preston, and you have to deal with that man as he comes?” Spencer’s own thought jerked him out of his tirade. “As Damien has discovered time and time again when he’s tried to bullshit Preston when he should have been honest.”

Theo hummed against his shoulder. “That’s a good point,” he said softly. “But we shouldn’t be ashamed of those things either.”

“Are you shitting me? That man owns upwards of two hundred dogs. Knowing him is one of the coolest things about me.”

Theo outright laughed. “You fall out of helicopters on an off day, Spencer. You’re not in danger of being boring.” He finished his MRE in one bite and yawned. “I’m going to throw this away and try to rig the garden hose so it’s not in danger of slipping. You stay put. It’s warm in here, and the foil blankets are keeping the rain off.”

Spencer grunted. “And there’s no danger of sunburn.”

Theo wriggled away, leaving him empty and cold and strangely bereft. “No, but you may have to check for mushrooms behind the ears.”

Spencer laughed softly and leaned his head back under the silver-tinted light of the foil blanket, huddling deeper into the wool wrapped around his torso. Yeah, he was wet, but he had to admit that Theo had done his best to make him toasty. For a moment he was content to listen to the fall of the rain and the roar of the water and track Theo’s movements as he did those things he said he was going to do. There was a pause then, and Theo cleared his throat.

“Spencer?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t, uh, peek out of the blankets for a sec, will you? I’ve got to use the facilities and, well….”

Spencer found himself tickled beyond measure. “You have to piss off the porch into a flood?”

“Yeah,” Theo said, laughing too. “And I don’t want you to watch.”

Spencer chuckled some more. “No worries about that, Woodchuck. Your virtue is safe with me.”

There was a pause, and then Theo said, “I hope not. I was really just hoping to keep my dignity.”

Spencer thought about all the couples he knew, about the way Glen Echo and Cash Harper looked at each other with unashamed hearts in their eyes. About the way shy banker Mallory Armstrong regarded unapologetic extrovert Tevyn Moore from under his eyelashes. About how Josh made sure Elsie had flowers waiting on the table anytime she was gone for more than three days, and Damien and Preston—who didn’t do a lot of public affection—would simply hug, long and hard, when one of them had worried the other.

“I’ve got bad news for you, Woodchuck,” he said, his voice sinking as Theo slipped back under the overhanging foil wrapper. “I think once you care about someone, your dignity is a thing of the past.”

“Mm,” Theo said, snuggling in next to him. “I suspect you’re right about that. You need to make plans to say goodbye to yours now. Just saying.”

“If you’re lucky, I’ll die first, and you can hang on to yours,” Spencer warned him, tongue firmly planted in his cheek. He was not prepared for Theo to smack his arm. “Hey!”

“Don’t be an asshole,” Theo snapped. “I’m cold and I’m wet and I’m scared, and you’ve got a fever like the surface of the sun. This is no time to even joke about that.”

“Woodchuck, this here is the only time to joke,” Spencer mumbled. He was suddenly exhausted. It took the last of his strength to stretch out his arm and tuck Theo back in against his shoulder. “When shit’s dire, you joke about it so you know shit could always be worse.”

“I don’t see how shit could be—”

“Don’t say it!” Oh Lord, of all the dumbass rookie moves.

“Superstitious much?” Theo prodded.

Spencer shook his head, eyes closed. “Theo, please believe me. When you are taking a miracle of steel a thousand feet into the air on faith, superstition does not even cover it. Don’t tempt fate. It’s a real fucking thing.”

“All right,” Theo said, and his pat on Spencer’s chest, far above the wound in his side, gave Spencer some hope. “Okay. You’re right. I shouldn’t mess with fate. I’ve tied a couple of the foil blankets to the rails that look out from under the trees. They’re flapping in the wind, so hopefully that makes us easier to spot.”

“Good thinking,” Spencer murmured. “How many of those things did you bring?”

Theo let out a strangled laugh. “Enough to keep a soccer team from freezing to death in case our bus broke down. My father was a former Marine, and he taught me not to mess around when it came to being prepared.”

And for some reason this tickled Spencer too, but he was too tired to do more than smile as his eyes closed and he nodded gently off.


Stupid

 

 

THEO couldn’t believe he nodded off. But then it really had been something of a day.

Warm—or as warm as he could get under the blankets—and tucked against Spencer’s chest, soothed by the patter of the rain on the foil blankets, he rested his head on Spencer’s shoulder and felt as safe as he’d ever felt in his life.

He woke up to the dark and the sound of a vicious animal promising death and mayhem.

He struggled to sit up and get his bearings. The raft strained against the garden hose and bumped against the trees, and water still rushed underneath the slats. He and Spencer Helmsley were still on a tiny ex-porch in the middle of a big flood; that hadn’t changed.

“How you doing, Spence?” he asked softly.

Spencer’s breathing was getting a little ragged—fast and hard—and Theo could hear congestion in his lungs already. God. Spencer seemed to have all the faith in the world in his friends. Theo really hoped they would come through!

“Spencer?” Theo prodded again, and Spencer took another rough breath and swallowed painfully. “Here, do you need some Gatorade?”

“Yeah,” Spencer rasped. “I mean, it sounds like dog poo, but it’ll probably be good for me.”

“Wow, that’s almost emotionally mature,” Theo chided, hoping Spencer would give some back.

“Don’t count on it,” Spencer said weakly. “Too much bone-deep stupid here for that.”

Theo suddenly shoved up, barely remembering to keep Spencer covered. Night had fallen since he’d sat down, and he wagered if he checked his phone, he’d find it was after six o’clock. He hadn’t had any bars at Thelma’s—he never did, unless he was close to town. The cell tower was next to the community center, and if Imelda had been clearing out when she’d called Theo, he imagined he still wouldn’t have coverage.

But that’s not why he was scrabbling for his phone now. Through the plastic bag he pushed the emergency flashlight button and leaned against the railing, shining the light in the direction of the cluster of trees they were anchored to.

“C’mon, Stupid,” he muttered. “I know you’re out there.”

“I’m right here,” Spencer muttered from the little fort next to him.

“You’re not who I’m talking to!” Theo said excitedly. The water under his flashlight looked mysterious, like mist, constantly moving, never solid, but Theo knew better. “Here kitty, kitty,” he called in his best cat voice. “C’mon, you stupid sonuvaduckmuffin, come to Daddy.”

“Who in the fuck are you talking to?” Spencer said very clearly from under the blankets.

“Oh!” Theo could see him now, in… a bucket? Had that cat been floating all day in a bucket? No—that wasn’t a bucket—that was… “Oh Jesus, is that Thelma’s plastic wheelbarrow?”

“They make those things out of plastic?” Spencer asked, puzzled. The blankets started to move and Theo thumped the top of them.

“Stay still,” he said. “I got this. And they do make plastic wheelbarrows, with big plastic wheels, for little old people who don’t need to be hauling the steel ones around. And apparently they’ve got just enough drag on the bottom to keep her twenty-pound cat safe for this entire gawdawful miserable pusbucket of a day.”

“Wait a minute,” Spencer warned before breaking into a wet, painful cough that sounded like it was ripping up his entire body. Great. And like that, infection had set in. Theo could say it. Fuck. Fuck this storm, this flood that had taken his home, this weird chaotic day, and fuck that the guy who’d fallen out of a helicopter to rescue him was getting sicker by the minute and there wasn’t a thing Theo could do to help him. Fuck this shit.

Theo was helpless. As helpless as he’d ever been in his life, and he’d been there for Big John’s heart attack and for Kimberly’s quiet passing with Annie on her chest. Those deaths he’d felt were in the order of things—there’d been warning. His parents had made the most of their time. But this, floating down the damned valley on Thelma Andreas’s porch with a guy who made his heart ache was all kinds of chaos and all kinds of wrong, and right now, as dark set in, the one thing Theo felt like he could do, the one thing Theo felt like he could control, was rescuing poor Stupid from a cold and lonely death in a plastic wheelbarrow.

Before Theo could think too hard—or second-guess himself—he’d grabbed the extra barge pole from the deck and sloshed down the first step to reach out with it. With the branch extended, he was close. Now that his eyes had adjusted to the dark, he put his phone in his pocket and grabbed hold of the wooden rail, took another frigid step into the water.

“God, Spencer, this is freezing,” he muttered. “How did you do this for hours?”

He heard the rustle of foil but couldn’t risk looking up from what he was doing.

“And don’t move—it was finally getting dry down there.”

“Woodchuck, it was no drier under there than it is out here,” Spencer muttered, his voice unmuffled. “Now I need you to rethink what you’re doing here, because there’s more space between that cat and that stick than I think you kn—fuck!”

“Fuck!” Theo didn’t even hear the splash he made, or feel the barge pole slip out of his hand. “Fuck! It’s freezing! Oh my God! Jesus! Fucking shitballs! Fuck!”

“Theo!” Spencer called. “Man, what are you—”

But Theo had spotted the wheelbarrow and poor Stupid, hearing human voices, had perched on the side curiously. A sodden mess, his thick fur saturated by rain, the cat looked bedraggled and pissed off and more grateful to see Theo splashing toward him than Theo reckoned a cat had a right to look. Theo could barely breathe for the cold, but he’d grown up swimming in mountain runoff. His body knew this shock; he knew he’d recover. Just a few more strokes and—

“Augh!”

“Well, hell,” Spencer muttered, voice carrying over the water. “I guess that cat knows you!”

Stupid had taken a leap of faith from the wheelbarrow to Theo’s back, claws digging into his head, and Theo turned and began a torturous, slow, sodden stroke back to the raft. He was shaking, his limbs getting leaden, dragged down by water and jeans, as the cold got worse—probably because his body temperature had been so low to begin with.

Oh God. He wasn’t going to make it. His hand came in contact with a step, and he struggled to find purchase.

“Hang on there,” Spencer barked, voice raw. “Hang on. I gotcha, big guy.” And miracle of miracles, the other barge pole appeared in the darkness, nearly bashing his nose in.

Theo grabbed it, and Spencer used what little was probably left of his strength to haul Theo up the stairs, one at a time, until he was tugged limply up to the porch.

Where Spencer grabbed the cat by the scruff of the neck and tucked it under one arm before dropping the barge pole and shaking Theo until his teeth rattled.

“What in the fuck do you think you were doing!” he shouted.

“Stupid!” Theo protested.

“I know it was stupid,” Spencer yelled hoarsely. “How could it not be stupid! The whole purpose of us here on this fucking raft was to save your life, asshole! Why would you want to put that at risk—how stupid can you get?”

“The cat’s name is Stupid,” Theo yelled back. “And how’s it fuckin’ feel, Spencer! How’s it feel to worry over someone, be helpless over someone, because they put themselves on the line to do something for someone else and didn’t give a shit about themselves!”

“It feels like shit,” Spencer snapped. “You’re making a relationship sound terrifying about now, do you know that? I am legitimately frozen to my fucking balls—was that your intention? Because it worked! If I could, I would jump off this raft and swim the fuck away because you scared me, you fucking moron. How could you do that to me?”

Spencer ended his cry with a cough that shook him, hard and to the bone, and some of Theo’s adrenaline wore off and most of his mad.

He wrapped his arms around Spencer’s waist and buried his face against Spencer’s shoulder and clung.

“I scared me too,” he admitted. “I… I lost everything else, Spence. I…. Everything. My town, my home, my family. I thought… Jesus, if I could only save the fucking cat.”

“Aw, kid,” Spencer mumbled, shuddering in Theo’s arms. The cat was wedged between them, exhausted and probably warm for the first time all day. For a moment, the world stopped, and they were the only two people in it.

And then the world dipped suddenly beneath their feet and slid violently downward, sending Spencer, Theo, and the cat sprawling to the deck of the raft.

“Oh shit,” Theo muttered. “The barge pole!”

“Motherfucker!” Spencer snarled, struggling to sit up, Theo in his lap. “Shit! I’m sorry. I had to pull it out of the knot to get you and… shit!”

Theo stayed sitting and scooted to where Spencer was, and together, Theo’s arm around his waist, they looked in awe and terror at what was to come.

The rain hadn’t stopped, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t moonlight, strong-arming itself through the clouds, filling the entire valley with a sort of ambient gray, a filter of twilight with which to view the violent lake of cold-boiling water that took the place of Theo’s pleasant little valley.

The water levels must have risen since Theo had tied the boat off, because the giant dip they’d felt that had sent them sprawling had been the raft getting sucked into the path of the water as it thundered its way out of the valley. The road had created its own ferocious current, like a riptide in the ocean, and they were currently riding that road of water toward the bottleneck of the valley, where they would be spit out and launched across the canyon below.

“Oh God,” Theo whispered.

“I’m sorry,” Spencer rasped. “Oh fuck, Theo. I’m so sorry. This is all my fault—”

Theo grabbed the hand without the cat. “This isn’t your fault, Spence.”

“I grabbed the fucking barge pole—”

“You saved my life,” Theo told him truthfully. “I wasn’t going to make it. I… I….”

“Hush!”

“What?” Theo stared at him, irritated because they were probably about to die and Spencer had shut him down midconfession.

“Do you hear that?” Spencer demanded. “Do you?”

“Oh my God!”

“That’s the Black Hawk!” Spencer gasped. “Oh holy fuck! Theo, do we still have a foil blanket or two?”

Theo grabbed them and they spread them out on the flat of the deck before Theo pulled out his phone again and shined the light on the foil, reflecting it back into the night sky.

Together, they searched the skies in tense silence, checking their roaring progress through the valley with panic in their eyes.

“I see it!” Spencer cried. “Do you see it? Coming over those trees? It’s heading right for us!”

Theo looked over his shoulder at the rapids again, and up at the Black Hawk, its searchlight on full.

“Yeah,” Theo said, swallowing. “Spence, it’s gonna be close.”

“We should get closer to the railing,” Spencer agreed. “They might want to drop a cable down to hold us still.”

Theo scooted back and waited expectantly for Spencer to do the same but he sat, shoulders slumped, chest heaving in and out.

“Spencer?”

“On my way,” he rasped, but he didn’t sound convincing. Oh hell.

Theo half stood and scuttled over to grab him under the armpits. “C’mon, Spencer, help me. Act like you give a shit!”

“I’m sorry, Woodchuck, but you scared the last of the shit out of me by swimming after the stupid cat. It just could be I have no shits to give.” He said it, but he was pushing with his legs and his feet, even though the rest of him felt as leaden as Theo had when in the water.

Theo braced his stomach and his knees and pulled. “You don’t look this heavy—there’s gotta be some bullshit hiding somewhere in there. Help!”

Spencer grunted and gave one more shove, and Theo was able to prop him up against the ice chest, Stupid cradled in his arms. “And I told you,” he panted, “the cat isn’t stupid. That’s just his name.”

Spence nodded and used his chin to cuddle the terrified animal against his chest. “Someday you’ll have to tell me how that happened.”

The Black Hawk was close enough to be loud now, and Theo had to spend most of his energy clinging to the post support and Spencer’s arm while the updraft from the blades rocked the little craft. For a terrible moment, Theo thought it overshot them, and then he realized the helicopter had paused long enough to drop a coil of rope, as Spencer had suggested, timing the drop to intersect with the craft with some serious precision.

“That’s impressive,” Theo said, letting go of Spencer to scramble forward and grab the rope. It had a carabiner loop and he darted to one of the corner four-by-fours that held the porch together and secured it, his heart pounding in his ears. He’d seen how far they’d come toward the valley bottleneck as the chopper had hovered, and oh… oh God. The water was getting rougher.

Rope secure, he looked up into the chopper to see the same woman—Elsie, he knew now—looking down from the open door with another man on the other side.

“How’s he doing?” the man shouted, and Theo looked worriedly to Spencer.

“Crappy!” he called back. “Injured, cold, infected already—you may need a basket!”

Spencer mumbled something, but it got drowned by the wind. It was most certainly an expletive.

“Fuck!” yelled the man at the cargo bay. “Elsie, what’s the maximum for the basket?”

“Five hundred pounds,” she replied smartly, and the man nodded.

“You get him in the basket,” he called to Theo. “And then sit on his sorry ass and we’ll pull you up. There’ll be a strap for you, but brother, we have got no time and no men, you hear?”

“I hear!” Theo said, with a worried glance toward Armageddon, which was bearing them onward with all speed.

The basket took a good two, three thousand years to lower, and Theo stood, holding on to the rail of the rocking platform, waiting for it like he could will it to go faster with his mind. When it finally got close enough for him to stand fully and guide it down, he had to haul with main strength to get it close enough to Spencer to be sure he could help him in.

“Spencer!” he shouted. “Man—”

“I hear you.” Spencer took a gasp of air, and with the hand not holding the cat, he shoved himself up enough to topple into the basket, turning at the last moment so he’d lie face up and not squash the cat, and making a sound like a wounded bear as he probably contorted the wound in his side. Theo started to make busy with all the straps when the raft started bumping and shaking too much for him to even see the blur of his hands. He glanced up enough to see that they had entered the churning bottleneck and looked to the man in the helicopter.

“The anchor line,” he called. “Do you need me to—”

“Get in the fucking basket!” his rescuer called. “And hold the fuck on!”

Theo threw himself on top of Spencer then, full length, grabbed the handles on either side and buried his face in Spencer’s neck.

“Sorry,” he mumbled. “Hope I’m not hurting you.”

“Isn’t that my line, virgin?” Spencer rasped. “If you’re saying it with our clothes on, this may be a bad idea.”

Theo’s shoulders shook, and he kept his eyes squeezed tight against tears as the world disappeared beneath him again, and he and Spencer fought the wind buffeting their bodies and threatening their safety as they dangled from the sky.


Other People’s Stories

 

 

FOR a moment, Theo thought he was going to be sick as the basket rocked inward and outward on a very short lead.

Then the motion stopped, and he and Spencer were deposited on the deck of the helicopter with a rude thump right before the copter practically jerked from the sky.

“The fuck was that?” Elsie screamed.

“Damie!” the man—blond and scruffy and most likely Glen Echo—hollered into his coms. “We’ve got a raft attached to the bottom of the chopper. Lift a little slower or you’ll yank the runners off this fucker!”

The pilot must have yelled something over coms because Glen and Elsie rolled their eyes.

“Because we were short on time, asshole!” Glen yelled. “No, we can’t cut it loose! The cable is attached to the outside frame. Because we were using the crane for other things, numbnuts! Oh yes, you can too get this thing out of here with that attached. Don’t bullshit me. Fine. You’re the king of the skies. Elsie, Spencer, and I will buy you a crown and sing you a song. Just get us out of here!”

The next jerk against the helicopter wasn’t so bad, and Theo opened his eyes enough to look outside the bay door before it was closed.

Behind and below them, their little raft headed for the waterspout that arced savagely out of the valley and into the canyon. As the helicopter gained altitude, the raft launched itself through the air, still attached to the cable they’d used to anchor it to the Black Hawk, and stayed, gracefully swinging underneath, with hardly a bobble in the chopper’s stride.

With a heave, Elsie slid the bay door shut and then joined Glen, both of them in flight suits and coms helmets, to kneel beside the basket.

“Kid, are you okay?” Glen asked. “Any broken bones? Hypothermia?”

“C-c-cold,” Theo chattered, and the next thing he knew, he was being pulled up by the armpits and wrapped in a heated wool blanket, stashed in a first-class, comfort-style seat.

“We’ll get you something warm to drink in a minute,” Elsie said, as she bent down with Glen to attend to Spencer. “Can you tell us what his injuries are—oh! Hello-o, kitteh! Spencer, give me the cat.”

“No,” Spencer mumbled. “This cat’s Stupid.”

Theo laughed shakily and hauled the blanket tighter around his shoulders, suddenly aware that he’d been cold and wet for a really long time. And scared. Mustn’t forget scared.

“He may be stupid, darling, but that’s why you should let us have it, don’t you think?”

“It’s the cat’s name,” Theo said. “It belongs to the lady you rescued earlier this morning.”

“Oh!” Elsie looked up at him, her sweet-natured face transformed into beauty when she smiled. “Oh, she will love hearing that he’s okay.” Her expression sobered. “But all your townspeople are stashed up in Sliver or Spelunker or whatever that town was by what’s left of the lake. You may have to hang on to that old lady’s cat for a while, kid. Those folks are crowding the high school gym and trying to find relatives out of town.” She bit her lip in the way some people had when they didn’t want to give bad news. “I’m afraid—”

“My town is gone,” Theo said for her. “It’s okay. I know. I just want Spencer to be okay.”

She nodded and met eyes with Glen. Glen Echo, for his part, was slicing Spencer’s flight suit open with his bowie knife even as Elsie took the cat from Spencer and handed it to Theo.

“What happened?” Glen asked tersely.

“Fought a tree,” Spencer mumbled. “Tree won. Fucking tree.”

Glen looked to Theo for clarification, and Theo didn’t even want to look at the field dressing he’d put on that morning.

“I pulled him out of the water and tried to dress everything and clean it and wrap it in bandages. But we couldn’t keep it dry.”

Glen brushed the wound at Spencer’s shin and Spencer let out an agonized whimper.

“That—he was standing in the water trying to keep the boat from raging down to the bottleneck. The wound itself was pretty bad, but—”

“Gah!” Glen said, unwrapping the bandages. “Spencer! Fuck me! This is bad.”

“Now we know,” Spencer mumbled, “why you’re not a doctor.”

Glen scrubbed at his face and called into the coms. “Damie? The school gym in Splinter or whatever isn’t going to do it. We’re going to need surgery and a full course of antibiotics—we’ve got a banana bag and some Keflex for him, but he’s going to need way more. How soon can you get us to Portland, brother?”

Glen heard him answer and nodded. “Phone it in, then. Tell them he’s wounded, he’s feverish, he’s infected, and he’s cold, and they’re going to need to work fast.”

“I’ll tell Cash and Preston—they can meet us there.”

Glen clicked a button on his coms helmet and looked up at Theo, his expression bleak and a little lost. “You did good,” he rasped. “This asshole here likes to make things tough, don’t you, Spence?”

But Spencer had apparently checked out of the conversation, his eyes closed, shallow breath still moving his chest.

“I….” Theo closed his eyes and swallowed. “I really need him to be okay,” he said, head pounding and throat sore. “I … he’s such a good man.”

Glen and Elsie met eyes again and shared a slow, painful smile. “You think he’s a good man?” Elsie asked.

“He’s the best,” Theo told her. “He tries to hide it—God, that mouth of his—but… but it’s like the sun. You can still see it. You still know it’s there. Clouds, smoke, rain—the sun is hiding, but it’s never gone.”

“Kid—” Glen started.

“I’m twenty-four!” Theo snapped, not even sure why, except Spencer had tried to use this too.

“Well, then,” Glen said. “Well, okay. Was old enough for Cash. It’s old enough for you. What’s your name?”

“Theo,” he said. “Theo Wainscott. Spencer calls me Woodchuck.”

Glen and Elsie let out a strained chuckle before they started calling orders to each other, and Theo shut up for the rest of the ride and let them work.

 

 

DAMIEN had to land the chopper in an empty part of the parking lot, carefully lowering so the raft jolted to the ground in a splinter of wood and then scooting ahead just enough to land free and clean on a bare spot on the concrete.

Theo knew this was pretty impressive because Glen said, “Holy fuck,” and Elsie said, “Dear God, we’ll never hear the end of it,” and then they both shouted into the coms, “Yes, goddammit, you’re King of the Goddamned Skies!”

Then Glen opened the bay door, and he and Elsie hopped out, grabbed the basket with a blanket-wrapped Spencer between them, and set it on the stretcher waiting with a medical team when the helicopter landed.

Elsie pulled off her coms helmet and stashed it in a compartment on the side of the Black Hawk and then looked at Theo.

“If you come with me now, we can get you some dry clothes and something to eat while we wait for Spencer in surgery. Damien’s got to take care of the chopper, but we’ve got a ground team here. Otherwise, Damien can get you hooked up with the shelter people, and maybe you can go meet your friends from your town. Did you have family there?”

“No.” Theo shook his head and looked down at Stupid, who had been sleeping tucked in his arms for the whole ride, finally warm and apparently exhausted from what had been a helluva day.

“What do I do with the cat?” he asked.

She shrugged. “Bring him. Preston’s got his truck—he usually has dog crates in the back. I’m pretty sure we can take care of Stupid as well as anybody at the shelter.”

Theo sighed and stood, handing Stupid to Elsie so he could hop stiffly out of the helicopter. The bright lights of Portland were a welcome contrast to the big roaring rapids of nothing he and Spencer had been facing all day. The rain still fell, but it was a smaller thing when they were heading for a brightly lit building. Elsie turned and slid the door closed, then squatted down and unhooked the carabiner that secured the steel cable holding the raft to the struts on the bottom of the helicopter. Then she pounded on the door twice so the pilot would know it was secure. They ran to clear the chopper blades and the ferocious updraft, and then, when they were well away, they both slowed down.

Two men were waiting in the hospital lobby—one tall and blond and enough like Glen Echo to be Preston, his brother, and the other smaller and slighter and, well, famous.

“Cash,” he said, extending his hand. “Cash Harper.”

“Quincet,” Theo said dumbly. “Oh my God. Spencer—I’m gonna strangle him.”

Cash laughed. “Let me guess. ‘Oh, now, my boss’s boyfriend’s in a band. But Preston has dogs, and that’s cool.’”

“Yes!” Theo burst out. “Oh my God—I have your albums!”

“Yeah, well, to Spencer the dogs are cooler than the band. It’s why Preston loves Spencer too.”

Preston looked down at the two dogs at his heel, one a rock-solid, dark-brown, ginormous dog with a head the size of a volleyball, and the other a German shepherd mixed with something else who appeared to be holding on to himself with every last thread of patience.

Theo fell to his knees—that undone, that suddenly. “Colonel,” he said gruffly, and then, of all things to wreck him, he wrapped his arms around the dog’s neck and cried.

 

 

IT took a while to get sorted after that. Finally, like Elsie had promised, he was clean after a warm shower, wrapped in brand-new sweats and tennis shoes, with thick socks, with his sodden, ripped clothes from that day in a plastic bag next to him.

He sat with the others in the waiting room by the surgery. Elsie sat next to him, still holding Stupid. An enormous paper cup of hot chocolate mixed with coffee was warming him from the inside out, and the remains of a hot sandwich sat on the table next to him.

Glen and Elsie had both used the same EMT shower facility Theo had and had changed, and they were waiting for Damien, who had taken the bird to a local airfield and caught a ride to the hospital with a search-and-rescue guy coming off shift.

Preston and Cash—and Colonel, and Preacher, the other dog—were with them. Colonel had perched his chin on Theo’s knees and watched soulfully as Theo ate, but Theo had been cautioned by a very stern Preston not to give him snacks that way.

The dogs were wearing their orange Service Animal vests, although Preston had very gravely confided to Theo that Colonel was wearing his under false pretenses, because the dog was of no service to anyone but Spencer. Cash was holding so tightly to Glen Echo’s hand they both had white knuckles.

Theo had gone over how he and Spencer had survived the day several times, drawing approval from everyone involved, including Glen Echo.

“Smart thinking,” he said and then looked sideways at the cat cradled in Elsie’s arms. “With one exception.”

“Remember the snake?” Cash said. “The giant snake with the highly toxic venom that not one of you would kill because hey, snake’s gotta snake, and why’s a snake gotta pay with its life? Yeah. At least Theo risked himself for something that apparently loves him back. That snake was nobody’s friend, and as far as I know, she’s still back on that island, eating small deer, so no. You don’t get to give Theo crap about the cat.”

Theo found himself chuckling weakly. “Well, he’s the only thing I’ve got left of my home,” he said, and apparently that was too much honesty because a thick silence fell over the group, and Theo—channeling Spencer—couldn’t let that stay. “What took you all so long?” he asked, genuinely curious. “Spencer thought it would be three hours at the most. We were out there for, what?”

“Twelve hours, thirty-three minutes,” Elsie said promptly, voice bitter. “Oh, baby boy. The things you do not know.”

Theo looked at her, wrapped in pink stretch pants, a fuzzy sweater, and a flight jacket so big on her he knew it had to be Spencer’s. He could tell she’d had a hell of a day.

“Tell me,” he said, curious.

And she did. Once she’d gotten the kids and Thelma up to Splinter, the rescue calls had come thick and fast. Elsie had been on coms begging for help because she knew that she couldn’t get Spencer and Theo out without a crew, but she’d also been flying to below the waterspout over the interstate, picking up refugees from Sticky and getting them back to the small town above the dam because it was the closest place of refuge.

In the meantime, she’d managed to contact Glen. He and Damien were in the middle of their second supply run, but as soon as they heard that it was Spencer on the line, they had called Preston and Cash to start running supplies in Preston’s truck while they tried to scare up some more search-and-rescue people to help them find one small raft in the middle of a big valley.

No dice.

By the time Elsie was refueled and able to pick Glen and Damien up, it was dark, and Elsie was exhausted. They’d had to run out of Splinter with the local law enforcement threatening them with no goddamned thing at all. There were so many demands for help, but Glen’s outfit had used up all of their flight time, and Glen, it appeared, was done.

“We’ve got a man out there, and you all may not give a fuck, but he’s ours. We are not even supposed to be here right now, do you understand? So we’re going to take our highly illegal, overflown asses out to get our brother before it’s too late. You’re welcome for all the food and water and the people who didn’t die. We’ve got shit to do.”

Elsie told that part of the story, cackling to herself as Glen rolled his eyes in disgust.

“That poor man was the sheriff,” said a newcomer, freshly scrubbed, clearly exhausted, and striding in wearing jeans, a hooded sweatshirt, and the same sort of swagger that Glen, Elsie, and Spencer had, even if his came with a slight limp. Theo imagined this was Damien, whom he hadn’t seen but was still grateful to, and that supposition was backed up when the man—stunningly beautiful with golden skin, slightly tilted brown eyes, and thick black hair—put his hand on Preston’s shoulder and squeezed firmly.

Preston looked at him and gave a grave smile, returning the squeeze. “Why were you illegal?” Preston asked.

“We were hired to fly cargo,” Damien told him. “None of us were equipped with the manpower for rescues, and we had the equipment by sheer dumb luck, which is why I just left the remains of someone’s deck in the middle of the parking lot here.” He sighed. “Gecko, we’re going to have to have that removed, by the way.”

Glen groaned. “I’ll get to it,” he promised. “We’d also logged in too many flight hours—all of us. They were just….” He let out a sigh.

“Unprepared,” Theo said softly. “Not enough search-and-rescue guys for this part of the country—federal forests need federal funding.”

“In one,” Damien said, putting his finger to his nose in the time-honored gesture. He held out his hand then and Theo shook it. “You were the guy Spencer jumped into the drink to save. Nice to meet you. I’m—”

“King of the Goddamned Skies,” Theo said dryly. “I was there.”

Damien let out an evil laugh, and Theo could see why Spencer loved these people. Yeah, they were full of bullshit, but Glen Echo had stood up to the local sheriff to come out and get his friend, and that was all there was to it.

The waiting room was quiet then, and Theo gave a worried look toward the door leading to the OR.

“He was so hot,” he said softly. “God, his leg looked bad.”

“Did Spencer tell you how we met?” Elsie asked into the oppressive quiet.

Theo nodded. “He said he was supposed to be your squad leader, and he was picking lieutenants, and you were the smartest one.”

She huffed. “Goddamn that man. Now see, he’d enlisted—and gotten an ROTC scholarship to flight school—during Don’t Ask, Don’t Tell. His CO knew he was gay and didn’t give a ripe shit, but the rest of his squad… well, let’s say Spencer had new bruises every day, but he never lost a fight. So Spence gets assigned new cadet training, and we’re expecting him to pick the big guys, the strong guys, the smart guys, and then he set his sights on me. Told me he wanted someone who would help him dine on the blood of his enemies, which was a pretty good line. And then, when he was picking the rest of his squad, he went out of his way to pick the small guys. The fuckups. The picked-on guys. The girl who might have washed out. And right when I’m thinking, ‘Great, I really was a pity case,’ he starts putting us together in ways….” She shook her head. “We had squad competitions—drills, obstacle course, weapon assembly, strategy. Nobody but Spencer would have thought these things were our strengths, and they were. And him and me, we had each other’s backs. And that’s Spencer. He doesn’t think the way other people do, you know? That doesn’t mean it’s bad, it just means that for him, the shortest distance between two points may mean taking a pogo stick.”

Theo thought about him cutting down the barge poles before he got too tired and too sick, because he knew it was coming. Thought of the way he’d stepped into the water, knowing the consequences but also knowing they were dead if he didn’t.

“That’s a good description,” he said quietly. And then, because Spencer had avoided this question, “I know how you met. Why’d you leave?”

Glen looked at him, an odd expression on his face. “That’s a good question. We haven’t heard that one either.”

The look on Elsie’s face went hard. “It pisses us both off,” she said, but her gaze slid to Theo, like Glen’s had. “But you just spent twelve hours with him, and you didn’t try to kill him once. And you’re here, waiting to see how he is, when you could have gone off to sleep in a hotel. I think maybe… maybe it’s time someone heard this story.”

She sighed and hugged the cat a little closer. “Maybe I should have Josh get one of these,” she mumbled, resting her cheek in his fur.

They were quiet, and Theo didn’t know about the others, but he felt the importance of the story with every moment she paused.

“Sexual assault happens more often in the military than the government wants to admit. Spencer knew this. He used to make the girls in his squadron spar with him and the biggest guys, teach us how to fight dirty, how to make every hit hurt, he used to say. And Spence had fought his way through basic training. By the time we got our wings, nobody fucked with him, and I started to feel invincible, even when we were on other bases where people didn’t know us.”

“Oh no,” Cash murmured. “Elsie—”

She held up a hand. “There were four of them, and I put the hurt on one, and he was down and screaming his head off, which was how Spence heard us. And he put the other three on the ground, and then he stopped. As soon as they couldn’t hurt us anymore, he stopped. Because that’s Spencer. And then he picked me up—like Richard fucking Gere—and got me the fuck out of there.”

She shook her head. “He… he hadn’t gotten there entirely on time. He took me to the doc, held my hand while they did the rape kit, told me stupid fucking jokes all the while. Told me they had to pull one guy’s tooth from my knuckles, and he was having it put on a necklace to remind me that nobody fucked with me and walked away. And then we reported it.” She snorted. “Because we still believed in fairy tales then, right?”

Preston frowned. “What do you mean? Damien, what does she mean? Why would you believe fairy tales if you told the authorities you were attacked? I don’t understand!”

“She means that the authorities don’t always do what they’re supposed to when it comes to sexual assault,” Damien said softly. “She means that sometimes they try to blame the victim, or they don’t believe it happened, or—”

“Or the guy who left his tooth in my knuckles was the son of a prominent senator, and Spencer was going to be court-martialed for assault and battery.”

“Wait—wouldn’t you be tried if it was that guy?” Theo asked, confused.

“Well, yeah,” Glen drawled, anger in his voice, “Unless Spence said he did it when he saw which way the wind was blowing.”

Elsie tapped her nose. “That,” she whispered. “And we had a good JAG defender. The best, really. But when all was said and done, Spencer was in the brig, waiting for the trial, and he was given the choice of a court-martial and probably serving time or submitting his papers and leaving without bennies.” Her voice hardened. “Our lawyer told me those were his options, and I told him to get me two sets of papers. I wasn’t going to bring them to Spence unless I had my own set to fill out.” Her smile twisted. “Josh brought three sets. We sat at the table in one of the conference rooms and filled out our discharge papers together, because it was ugly—so ugly—and we were fucking done.”

“And now we know how you met your boyfriend,” Damien said. “I’d say it was a good story, but it’s awful, and hard, and I’m so glad you all ended up with us.”

Elsie grinned at him through shiny eyes. “Me too. But you all see? I’d die for him. Glen’s blowing it off, but I know there’s a warrant out for his arrest in Podunk County or whatever, and Damien’s probably paying a fine for landing a Black Hawk in a hospital parking lot without permission. Theo needs to see that. He already knows not to listen to a thing Spencer Helmsley says about himself—now he knows you need to listen to everything he doesn’t say.” She gave Theo a watery look. “He’s going to give you hell, you know. You’re going to look at him with your heart in your eyes, and he’s going to run as fast as he can the other way.”

Preston and Cash both snorted.

“You look smart,” Preston said. “You’ll ignore his bullshit and listen to what he needs instead.”

“The thing about pilots,” Cash said, complete earnestness in his pretty-boy face, “is that they have to wear cast-iron jockey shorts just to get their damned machines in the air. They do that, and they don’t have any sort of armor plating for their hearts, you understand? So everything that comes shooting out of their mouths is a defense mechanism, because they know their hearts are vulnerable, and they don’t want to get hurt.”

“Glen,” Elsie snapped. “You need to shut him up. My ovaries are shriveling!”

“Jesus, kid,” Damien said, completely dismayed. “Are you trying to destroy us? Could you not tell all our secrets in one go?”

“Cash,” Glen said, his jaw tight, “could you maybe not strip us all naked here? We’re trying to keep a brave face.”

Cash scowled. “You all suck at it. You’re as fucking worried as I am.” He looked at Theo. “We love Spencer. All of us. And believe me, he worked really hard not to let that happen. I figure if you shared a raft with him for twelve hours and you’re here worried sick, then you’re going to stick for a while.” He shot Glen an exasperated look. “I spent almost two days trapped under a wall with this asshole here, and I thought I could walk away from that. Believe me, you can’t. You look smarter than I was, so I figure you need to know what you’re getting yourself into. Can you put up with the bullshit, Theo?”

Theo really was worried sick, and he was heartsore, and every other breath he had to check himself and remember that Glen may have offered to put him up in a hotel while they waited for Spencer to recover, but he was still homeless, townless, and pretty much alone in the world as everybody he knew was scattered to the four winds in order to find a place to land.

But all of it was worth it, if only Spencer could come through.

“His bullshit doesn’t scare me,” Theo said softly. “His heroism might give me a fit or two, but the bullshit does not.”

“Good,” Glen said, sending Damien an obscure look. Damien must have gotten it, though, because he nodded. “Because Spencer’s going to need nursing when he gets through this. As soon as we can manage after he comes through surgery—and he will come through, don’t nobody doubt it—we’re going to move him home. He’s going to need nursing. In-home would be best. And after he’s back on his feet, we’re going to need two more pilots and an office manager. It would help if he had EMT experience.” Glen gave Theo a stern once-over. “You know anyone who’s up for the job?”

Theo’s mouth dropped open, and he sucked in a breath. He remembered Spencer’s faith in these people—everyone from Elsie to Glen to Damien to Preston and even Cash, who may have been all candy and be-bop on stage but certainly seemed made of steel now.

And here they were, offering him a job—a new life, perhaps—based simply on the fact that he was so desperate to see if Spencer was okay he could almost cry with it.

At that moment the door to the OR was thrust open, and a grave-eyed doctor surveyed them from behind her mask.

“He’s not out of the woods yet,” she warned them. “The wound on his side actually nicked his small intestine. That had to be flushed extensively, multiple times, and we haven’t stitched it together yet to give the flesh a chance to granulate. The wound on his leg needed to be scraped to the bone—it’s going to be a long time healing. We’ve pumped him so full of antibiotics and painkillers his eyeballs are floating.” There was a pause. “The next couple of days are going to be crucial. He’s going to be sleeping for a good twelve hours after this—we’re keeping him sedated so his own body has a chance to heal. I suggest you go sleep and then send maybe two of you at a time in to visit.” She looked around at all of them. “Is any one of you named Theo?”

Theo nodded and stood. “Yes?”

She nodded. “Good. You’re here. Before he went under he kept calling for Theo and Elsie?”

Elsie stood too. “Yes.”

“If you two could be here in the morning, it might help to ease his mind.”

“When can we take him home?” Glen asked, standing. “We’ve got a Cadillac medivac transporter, and he’ll heal better at home.”

“It depends on him,” she said. “We may need to do more procedures, depending on how he heals. His infection is going to be hard to kill and an ongoing concern. But if he’s a good boy and we only have a couple of glitches, I’d say two weeks. He’ll need someone to stay with him and a nurse to check in once a day. Does he have that?”

Glen gave a tight smile. “We can find the nurse before we move him. And his housemate is right here. Isn’t that right, Theo?”

Theo looked at him in naked gratitude, his eyes burning and exhaustion and relief practically taking him out at the knees. “Yeah,” he whispered hoarsely. “That’s right.”

A whole new life. Well, if Spencer Helmsley could survive his own goddamned heroics, Theo could certainly do a whole new life.

And with that thought, his knees did give, and Preston and Damien had to help him into his seat, and he buried his face against Colonel’s neck again and shook until exhaustion took him.

He didn’t even really wake up when he was hauled to the hotel room, where he slept for ten hours, and every time he surfaced, he thought, “Spencer’s okay,” before he was pulled under the even, dark current of sleep.


Surprises and Shockers

 

 

SPENCER opened his eyes blearily to find his best friend, the sister of his heart, actively engaged in a game of rummy with the guy he’d spent twelve hours trapped on a raft with, while his dog looked on.

“Am I dead?” he asked, not displeased exactly. Not that he wanted Theo and Elsie to be dead too, but if he could have laid out an ideal way to spend eternity that wasn’t naked and engaged, this wasn’t bad.

“Yeah, Spence, you’re dead,” Elsie said, rolling her eyes. “That’s why everything smells like antiseptic and your body’s on fire.”

Spencer had to take stock for a minute, and as he did, it settled in. “You bitch,” he said without heat. “I hadn’t figured that out until you said something.”

Because yes, everything hurt and some things were in agony and some things were on fire. His side—which had been aching pretty persistently the day before—now felt like someone had been rooting around in there with a red-hot iron ice-cream scoop, but that was nothing compared to the fits his leg was giving him.

The look of sympathy on her face told him that he had probably almost died. He and Elsie didn’t do looks like that unless the other person had seen their absolute darkest moment, and he swallowed against a dry throat.

Before he could say anything, Theo was there with a little cup of ice chips. “Here, Spence,” he said, slipping one between Spencer’s lips efficiently. Spencer hadn’t even seen him move, and suddenly he was close and clean and dry and bundled in plain navy fleece, with short brown hair combed neatly over his brow.

“Thanks,” Spencer said, and he gave a little smile. “Do you realize that your hair was in your face all day yesterday? I seriously had not even seen the color of your eyes.”

Theo gave him a lopsided grin. “Disappointed they’re not glowing purple? Clown-car red? Sunset orange?”

“Naw—they’re fine. You look….” Spencer caught himself raising his hand to stroke Theo’s cheek. He paused but couldn’t make the hand drop to the bed. “Real good, is all,” he rasped.

Theo met his eyes, his own alight with a dry spark of recognition. He captured Spencer’s hand and kissed the back of it, and Spencer stared at him in shock.

“You look alive, which is also ‘real good,’” Theo said softly. “Now let’s see if we can’t get you all the way up to healthy.”

Spencer gaped at him for a moment, and then Colonel started to whine at the other side of his bed.

“Oh geez,” Elsie muttered. “Here, Spence, I’m going to drop the rail. Can you reach down and pet his head? He thinks he’s done something wrong because we won’t let him up on the bed.”

“Dumbass,” Spencer muttered, and he looked down to where Colonel waited patiently, then closed his eyes and lolled his tongue as Spence fondled his ears. “Sorry about that, old son. Didn’t mean to worry you. Did you calm those kids down? I bet you did. I think Preston’s full of shit. You were never supposed to find drugs. You were supposed to calm down freaked-out kids. You’re not stupid—you’re a multitasker!”

Colonel melted into his hand, obviously thrilled to have his human there where he could keep an eye on him.

“He did,” Elsie told him. “Which was good because we got sent out three times after that until I could finally hook up with Glen and he put his foot down.”

“What’s he doing now?” Spencer didn’t expect coddling—he knew that everyone there took the search-and-rescue part of their business seriously, whether or not it was a paid gig. Most of the time they could get fuel and supplies from whichever agency they were working with so they could assist with the job. And most of their work was cargo or private passenger flights, which they used to help fund search-and-rescue work. They’d made a name for themselves on the West Coast, which was how Glen and Damien had ended up getting paid to deliver water and blankets to Splinter right before the dam had gone.

“Well, he and Damien are moving planes around,” she said. “And Glen has a delivery that absolutely must be done from Sacramento later today. Preston and Damien are going to take a shift with you tomorrow, then Cash and Glen the day after, and then it’s me and Theo until we can transport you back home.”

Spencer scowled. “You all can leave me here to rot. You know that, right?”

“Fuck off,” she said amiably. “The only reason we’re not all in here is, well, yeah, small business to run, but also they told us two at a time.” She looked at Theo. “Theo might be the exception, and we’ve been telling them Colonel is your antianxiety service dog.”

Spencer looked over the bed to where Colonel waved his good-natured tail like a broom. “You little scam artist,” he said to his dog. “And they bought that?”

Colonel panted and wagged his tail some more, and Spencer kept fondling his ears. “We won’t tell anyone,” he murmured, tired. Theo hadn’t let go of his hand yet, and Spencer was fine with that. The warmth, the contact, all of it, helped heat his center mass, and seriously, that part of him hadn’t felt toasty since they’d loaded up the chopper the day before.

Then he recalled something Theo had said and struggled to sit up. Theo kept hold of his hand and put his own surprisingly strong hand in the center of Spencer’s chest.

“Take it easy, big guy,” Theo said. “No running laps just yet.” His face did something complicated then, and Spencer didn’t like it one bit.

“What? What was that look?”

“You talk to me first. Why did you try to climb out of bed?”

“You’re coming home with me? How does that happen? I fall out of a helicopter and Virgin Woodchuck Dream Date follows me home? Is there a rule in the Game of Life I missed somewhere?”

Theo gave Elsie a speaking look, and she answered. “The doctor said you’re going to need someone with you round the clock, and a nurse for at least an eight-hour shift for the first week. Theo’s going to get some spending money to set up your guest room so he can be your housemate.”

“But I won’t need that forever,” Spencer burst out. “I don’t know why I need it now! We can’t just give Theo a temporary job. He’s already had his home blown out the side of a cliff. He needs something long-term.”

“Well, if you agree to let him room with you, Glen says once you no longer need his help, we need an office manager and two more pilots, so there you go. You’ve got a roommate, Theo has a job on Preston’s ranch of a million dogs, and everybody’s happy.”

Spencer looked at Theo helplessly. “Are you?” he asked. “How can you be happy coming out to live on a dog ranch in Napa? You’ve got a chance to go somewhere, Woodchuck. Get out of your town—”

“Be somewhere I’m needed with people I care about,” Theo said, and the hand on Spencer’s chest went from heavy to tender as Theo used his thumb to gently stroke the side of Spencer’s neck. “Even a loud-mouthed jackass who will probably be a hellish patient.”

Spencer blinked at him and saw that he had big brown eyes as liquid and velvety here under the fluorescent lights of the hospital room as they’d seemed the day before, when the world was water and hell was about to swallow them whole.

A shiver of awareness passed through him, and then a bolt of pain, but in his side, where he remembered being skewered by a tree, but… but… ah, God! Fuck!

His vision washed black, and when he came to, he was exhausted and sweaty, and a nurse was injecting something into the IV in his arm.

“What in the holy mother of fucking hell is wrong with my leg?” he asked blearily, and the nurse looked at Theo and Elsie like he would rather they explain it than him.

“Uhm,” Theo said, glancing at Elsie, who shrugged. “There’s not much left of it.”

“It’s been amputated?” Because that didn’t seem logical. It hurt too much, goddammit!

“No—it’s… well… you had that loose flap of flesh, Spence, and then you soaked it in a bacteria pond for a good hour. There’s not enough antibiotics in the world—they had to… uhm, cut off the skin and then scrape the infected flesh off.”

Spencer’s vision went dark again, and he had to work hard to breathe through his nose. “I have helped doctor wounds for five years,” he said, “and that is one of the grossest things I have ever heard.”

“Well,” Elsie told him grumpily, “I blame you. Anyway, it’s like when you have a burn. They’re going to have to keep ripping the scab off and hope it fills in some of the missing, uhm, meat to support your weight.”

“Oh Jesus,” Spencer muttered, absolutely horrified. “I’m useless. Jesus, Woodchuck, you would have done fine! You should have just pushed me off the raft and let me die!”

“Spencer, don’t be an asshole—”

Elsie, he’d expected. What he hadn’t expected was Theo, standing up to his full height, which was damned near six feet, grabbing him by the hospital gown, thrusting his face into Spencer’s, and growling at him like a bear on his last fucking berry.

“Listen to me, you demented, brain-damaged lunatic. I don’t know who told you that all you were in this world was a body, but they have lied to you, Spencer Helmsley, and lied to you badly. If my time as your roommate does nothing else for you, I will make you see how much you mean to the people you have touched with your kindness, including your dog, who is not even a teeny bit stupid and is possibly the most wonderful animal in the world, next to Mrs. Andreas’s cat, who is now our cat, so don’t argue.”

“We’re keeping the cat?” Spencer asked helplessly, his eyes burning for no good reason.

“Yeah, Spence. That’s your takeaway from this discussion. Mrs. Andreas can’t keep him because she’s going to stay with her son who has asthma. But now you know. You’re keeping me, and we’re keeping the cat, and nobody who loves you gives a dookie about your usefulness as a workhorse, but we really hope our friend gets better. Are we clear now?”

He was still right there, right in Spencer’s face, yelling at him about Spencer being needed, and he may have been full of shit, but God. He was so beautiful. Spencer would have said yes to whatever it was he was yelling about.

Spencer became aware that he was staring stupidly as Theo wound down, and he tried to fight back against that sudden influx of… well, caring that he’d been unprepared for.

“I’ll know you care when you can say ‘shit’ instead of dookie.”

Theo scowled at him. “Okay, Spencer. You’re full of shit, and I don’t give a dookie. How’s that?”

And here was exhaustion, aided by painkillers and made exquisite by the knowledge that he may have been wounded but he was not alone.

“That’ll work.” And with that, sleep took him, so fast he wasn’t even aware it had happened.

 

 

HE awoke to find Theo curled up asleep in what looked to be a blessedly uncomfortable chair and Elsie stretched out reading a book on her phone. He must have made a noise because she stood and took the chair next to the bed.

“How you doing?” she asked softly, her eyes darting to Theo.

“Peachy,” he answered, his eyes doing the same. “How is he?”

“Exhausted.” Her mouth quirked. “But nothing was going to stop him from coming today. He’ll probably be here tomorrow afternoon too. I’d say I don’t know how you inspire that kind of loyalty, dickhead, but I do know, so that’s fine. I also know you don’t shit on it, either, so I won’t tell you to play nice.”

Except she just had. “Someone has got to warn that kid away from me,” he said, nodding soberly.

She shook her head negatory. “Not. Me. He threw you in the basket, jumped on top of you, grabbed both sides, and hung on. That there is the best metaphor for a relationship I have ever seen or heard of—there will be no warning away, not from me. I love you best, honey, so listen to me when I say he has already been adopted by the team, and we vote him into your life, whether you want him there or not. Make it easy on yourself.” Her voice dropped tenderly, and he almost squirmed in embarrassment because she was his sister. “Want him.”

He closed his eyes, doing exactly that.

“Are they going to feed me?” he asked pitifully.

“No. You nicked your lower intestine, sweet boy, on a giant tree branch from hell. Fluids for at least three more days.”

God.

He sighed, awake and irritated and uncertain. And definitely not in the mood for the kind of talk that would reveal his feelings for the sleeping man in the corner.

“Whatcha reading?” he asked.

“Murder mystery with lots of bodies and a priest who won’t stop fucking around.”

“Sounds gothic. Count me in.”

They’d done this while deployed. Yeah, sometimes when the boredom set in, you had long meaningful talks that bared your soul. Sometimes you bickered at each other for entertainment. But he and Elsie had taken to reading to each other, because it was like television or the movies, but they each took joy in the drama, doing the voices, building up the suspense, injecting their own editorial into the proceedings. Elsie started reading to him, and he settled back into the pillows, comforted in ways he didn’t let himself be with regular human interaction, and for a moment he let his gaze drift to the sleeping man in the corner.

Who was partially awake and staring right back at Spencer. Spencer opened his mouth to say something, anything, to take away that sort of golden, happy admiration that he saw in Theo’s eyes, but Theo quirked up one side of his mouth, held his finger to his lips, and looked at Elsie, and Spencer fell under her spell once again.

 

 

TWO days later, he was trying to explain to Glen why Theo had to go.

“You don’t understand,” he muttered feverishly. “Gecko, I am not good for that boy.”

“I can see that,” Glen said. “You jumped out of a helicopter to save his life, and you pretty much succeeded.”

“I fell out of a helicopter because fuck my luck, and you and Elsie and Damien saved his life, so you can see my confusion.”

Glen chuckled. “I can see that you’re confused, that is a certainty. What I can’t see is that you did not at least help keep that kid from getting blown out of the canyon before we could get to him. A team effort still counts, Spencer. There’s no law that says you can’t have help.”

“Ha!” Spencer cried hoarsely—and then coughed, because dammit, the infection was back and they had him on all the antibiotics in the world and pneumonia was still a real threat. “See? You said kid!”

“That kid is only a little younger than Cash, and you are younger than me, so I think you need to rethink your logic,” Glen said mildly. “And you know what I also think you need to rethink?”

“You’re gonna tell me anyway,” Spencer muttered because God forbid Gecko didn’t get his say.

“Whatever is inside you that thinks you’ve got a goddamned thing more to earn or prove. You seem to be an intelligent guy, Spencer. I try not to work with fools. Where did you get this notion that you aren’t good enough? That your maximum enjoyment out of life is one-nut hookups and your dog?”

Spencer snorted. “You think a redneck like me can aspire to one-nut hookups and a dog without some hard work? I figure I hit the jackpot with Elsie. I don’t want to push my luck.”

Glen leaned forward, his bright Caribbean blue eyes sharp and not missing a thing. “No bullshit now, Spence. Tell me, and when I don’t hate you, maybe you can work up the courage to tell Woodchuck, the guy who is currently back at the hotel room, ordering everything you’re going to need so we can do this at home and you can have dogs and sunsets as your reward for getting better.”

Dogs and sunsets? Spencer’s eyes burned at the thought of being outside on the dog farm in Napa, watching the sun drop gold in the west, Colonel by his side.

“It’s like he can read my mind,” he said gruffly.

“Not a brain trust, Spence,” Glen told him. “Talk to me.”

“Told you,” Spencer said, undone by that promise, outside on camp chairs, Theo at his side, Colonel between them, maybe a beer apiece as they watched the sunset. “Redneck boy. Just like his daddy. Did and said everything Daddy told him to. Was a little junior Nazi right up until I kissed my first boy and caught Daddy’s fist in my face and learned a new junior Nazi word.” He swallowed against the burn of that, the surprise at learning that of all those people he’d been brought up to hate, he himself was one of them. The absolute shock at the age of thirteen when he’d learned that if you hated everybody but yourself, eventually you’d hate yourself most of all. “Regular piece of shit, right? Doesn’t take a saint to change your tune when you realize you’re one of the hunted, right?”

“That depends,” Glen said gently. “How old were you?”

“Thirteen.”

“What happened to the boy you kissed?”

Spencer snorted, because he knew this one. “Knocked up a girl at seventeen. Has a job, four kids, a private porn stash and is the terror of every glory hole for a fifty-mile radius.”

Glen grunted. “That’s a lot of anonymous dick to suck to prove you’re not gay. How’d you find that out?”

Spencer gave him a rather wicked grin. “I had to drive through that part of the country and stopped to pee. Saw him go in ahead of me and was going to call his name, ask him about the kids, tell him I was in the Air Force, that sort of thing. Then I watched another guy go in and decided to hang back a minute. The other guy came out, looking all happy, and he leans into me and says, ‘That guy gives the best head for fifty miles. Only time I’m unfaithful to my wife.’”

“Ew,” Glen said.

“I’m saying.”

“You didn’t… uhm….”

Spencer was affronted. “Jesus, no! God, Gecko, I’ve got standards!”

Glen nodded. “Yeah. You do. Look, you’re exhausted, so I’m going to say this and let you sleep. My brother got sent home in high school because his best friend swung on him and gave him a black eye.”

“Oscar?” Spencer asked, shocked—truly shocked—to his core. Having lived on Preston’s property for a while, he’d gotten to know Oscar and Belinda well, and he loved them both. They were like Preston—they could have worn T-shirts that said Dyslexic or Cognitively Delayed, but what they were, really, were nice people who put their heart and soul into Preston’s dog ranch and loved each other with stars in their eyes. “But… Oscar’s like the brother he wished he’d gotten instead of you!”

“Yes, sir,” Glen said. “But in school, Preston had a crush, and he thought he’d give it a shot, and he surprised the hell out of Oscar. Damie and Preston had a little talk about consent, and Preston apologized, and Oscar apologized, and they’re friends for life, as you know. But the thing is, both of them acted badly because they were stupid kids, and there’s a learning curve with good behavior. Someone’s got to teach you right from wrong. You wanted to make your daddy proud, and there’s no shame in that. The shame’s his for being a rotten human being who taught his kid to hate. You had to teach yourself, Spencer, and as far as I can see, you got one hard lesson and did the rest on your own.”

Spencer caught his breath. “That’s, uhm….” All he’d been able to think about, his whole adult life, were the people he’d wronged in his thoughts as a kid, before he’d known how truly mistaken he’d been.

“Yeah. Mind-blowing. I can see that.” Glen chuckled a little. “You’re a good man, Spencer. You’ve worked for us, what? Getting close to three years now?”

“Yeah,” Spencer said, swallowing hard.

“I wish I’d been your first job out of the Air Force. I wish Damien and I had known you when we’d been in the Navy.”

“And Elsie,” he said, because even in fantasyland, they came as a team.

“And Elsie,” Glen agreed. “But also you. You’re a prickly, snarly, irritating man, Spencer Helmsley—but you’re also one of the best I’ve known. That young man currently planning to be your roomie with benefits isn’t stupid. He’s not starry-eyed. He has cursed your name for the last week because dammit, you are a handful. But with a little push, he could be very much in love, and I think the same could be said for you. Give it a thought, would you, Spence? Your body is going to heal, and it’s going to be slow and there’s not much we can do about that. But your heart—you’ve been working on that for, what? Twenty years now? And judging by the quality of the company you keep, I think you’ve done just fine. Think about giving it a test run, would you? Wouldn’t it be great if your heart could soar like your birds?”

Spencer’s breath caught, and he bit his lower lip, his entire body feeling empty, weightless with the possibility of easing some of the burden on his heart.

And then he started coughing because dammit to hell.

“Fuck—” Cough, cough, cough. “—me.”

“I’m engaged,” Glen said diplomatically. “But I will pass the sentiment along.”

Spencer fell back against the pillows, exhausted as Glen said, but also, he knew, smiling.


The Details of Home

 

 

THEO was used to Preston’s routine by now, and he and Oscar had a rhythm for helping to feed the dogs and assist with the dog bathing and disposing the waste. (Preston had installed a septic tank for this very purpose, and added enzymes to it at least once a week to facilitate the breakdown. Theo was very impressed.)

Apparently Spencer put in a few hours every day, when he wasn’t out of town, working with Preston to clean the kennels and do the training. It was a tremendous job—Oscar, Preston, and Belinda worked full-time to keep the dogs healthy, fed, and happy. Preston had started recruiting help from the local junior college and high school. He couldn’t pay anything, but kids could get their volunteer work certificates for all sorts of service organizations through his ranch, and a lot of them stayed on. But that didn’t mean they didn’t need adults who knew what they were doing to supervise.

Spencer hadn’t been released in the hoped-for two weeks. Instead he’d been transferred to a nearby hospital in Napa while his body fought off the infection that had taken such a quick hold. Preston had three vehicles—two big trucks and a minivan—and when he or Oscar or Belinda weren’t using those for work or household needs, Theo was given carte blanche to take one into town and visit.

But town was forty miles away, and Theo—who had grown up in a small town, where a trip to a big one was something of an event—understood that it wasn’t practical for him to live at the hospital, and that, given how much pain Spencer was in, it would probably make Spencer hate him if he was there all the time.

So he’d set up his own bedroom—Spencer hadn’t even put a bed in the spare room; it had been mostly toys for Colonel—and he’d refurbished the weight room with all of the things the physical therapist had suggested Spencer would need. He’d ensconced Stupid in his bedroom, complete with cat box and—using some of his savings—a cat tree with dangling things to play with. The cat didn’t seem to miss the great out-of-doors, and, in fact, seemed to be growing alarmingly fat. Colonel was overjoyed by Stupid’s company, and the poor dog seemed to keenly miss Spencer as well. Theo was currently sleeping in the guest bedroom, yes, but he’d been decorating the trailer, because it was a bit austere and Preston said he could, and every time he went into Spencer’s room, Colonel and the cat were stretched out on his bed, cuddling. It would have been weird, but neither of them were conventional animals. Theo was just glad they were getting along.

And he’d figured out how to help Preston with the dogs, so he didn’t feel like dead weight.

He was in the middle of taking a scooper full of poop to the septic tank when his phone buzzed. He paused, looked around at the foggy day, and set down his scooper and his rake before pulling out his phone.

Up to your eyeballs in shit already?

He laughed a little. Glen must have given Spencer his phone number, because for the last two weeks—ever since the move to Napa—he got texts like this once or twice a day. Or, well, he’d gotten one or two a day when Spence had first started texting him, but now, it was more like six or eight or twelve.

Not too many, really.

You know my schedule?

Nothing else to do here. Brain’s all squirrel, body’s all rotting oak tree.

Maybe it’s just a sleeping bear. Theo had been working to keep him from getting too depressed. He hadn’t needed twelve hours on a raft to figure out that standing still wasn’t Spencer’s strong point, and the last month had only proven that first assumption right.

Nobody has EVER called me a bear before!

Theo snorted. Once again he’d texted something perfectly innocent and Spence had heard sexual innuendo.

I wouldn’t know, would I? For all I know, you’re covered with fur. He wouldn’t talk about seeing Spencer in the hospital gown, pale and worn, furious at being sick, trying so hard to keep his temper.

Don’t lie to me, Woodchuck. You haven’t exactly seen me at my best.

Well. Damn. Leave it to Spence to hit him in the soft places. Spencer wanted honesty? Fine.

You have a little bit of brown hair in the center of your chest, he texted. Happy? Not a bear. Not furry. Just right.

There was a pause, and in pique he put the phone away and strode to the pipe at the edge of the kennel property that they dumped the dog waste into. Apparently it got fermented with the enzymes and came out perfectly respectable dirt. Theo was going to take Preston’s word for it.

When he’d finished his task and leaned his tools up against the equipment shed that sat at the hub of all the kennels, he washed his hands at the outdoor sink, dried them on one of three pairs of jeans he now owned after a trip to Walmart with Elsie, and picked the phone up again.

And cursed Spencer again.

I have to look at myself in a mirror every day when I’m doing PT, he’d written. I’m even a disappointment to myself.

Oh heavens. Well, that’s why other people look at you. We see the good parts too. Send me a selfie.

No.

Theo grunted, turned his camera on himself, and sent one first. He didn’t pause to look critically at it, didn’t even wonder what Spencer was seeing. Spencer had spent twelve hours looking at him frazzled and terrified and sopping wet. He’d lost a little bit of weight since then, but that was mostly worry. He was still the same guy.

You are still damned cute came the reply—which warmed him, but he got no selfie in return.

Now you, he prompted after a few minutes.

No.

Oh fu-dge. Goshdarnit, Spencer! You’re being childish.

I don’t want to scare you off. I’ve gotten kind of… used to the idea that you’ll be there when I show up.

That’s the plan. When is that again?

Sooner than you think. So, which dog has the biggest crap?

Preacher, but Preston won’t admit it.

HA! I KNEW IT!

And they continued like that, off and on, for the rest of the day. Theo didn’t ask for another selfie—only because he planned to get a picture the next time he saw Spencer in person.

But that didn’t stop him from venting his irritation at the dinner table with Preston, Oscar, Belinda, and little Caden when Preston brought the subject up. He’d been pleasantly surprised to find they did this—not every night, but particularly when Damien was out of town and Preston was alone. He was even more surprised to find that he was invited. He’d taken to washing the dishes afterward as payback, because Belinda sort of cooked for everybody and didn’t ask for anything more than groceries. One day after visiting Spencer in the hospital, he’d had Preston stop so he could bring her takeout Chinese, and she’d cried all over him. He’d told Preston and Oscar privately to maybe give her a day off cooking once or twice a week, even if it was just one of them making mac and cheese.

Belinda had been so touched, she’d asked about his three favorite things to eat—and had made him two of the three this last week.

So they were in the middle of one of the best tamale pies he’d ever tasted when Preston asked him how Spencer was doing and Theo let loose.

“How’s he doing? I’ll tell you how he’s doing. He’s a six-foot, four-inch colossal pain in my you-know-what, that’s how he’s doing.”

Preston and Oscar exchanged careful glances, and then they both looked at Theo again like he might be a bomb.

“What did he do?” Belinda asked, and Theo smiled at her gratefully.

“I asked him to send me a selfie, because he was whining about being thin, and he refused.”

“But he’s coming home soon,” Preston said, sounding boggled. “Why would you need a selfie?”

Oscar—who was not conventionally attractive, but whose heart radiated such a pure warmth that Theo could see why Preston would crush on him so hard in high school—beamed at his curvy blond wife. “So he can look at Spencer when he’s gone and think nice thoughts.”

Belinda smiled shyly back at her beloved. “And so you can feel connected, even when you’re apart.”

Oscar’s homely face split into a wide grin, and they both blushed and concentrated on their food. Theo thought his heart might burst from their complete and total devotion to each other, and then he saw Preston scowling like a man putting things together.

“I do have pictures of myself and Damien,” he said carefully and then looked at little Caden, who was busy stuffing SpaghettiOs into his mouth with a chubby fist, “that are inappropriate to discuss with a baby here. I use them to make sure Damien doesn’t stay away too long.”

Theo checked out Belinda’s and Oscar’s expressions and saw that their eyes were very large, but other than that, they were unhorrified.

“Brother,” Oscar said, his voice level, “remember how we talked about how some details you need to keep to yourself?”

Preston nodded. “I figured that was one of them.” He looked at Theo. “I think having a picture of Spencer is a reasonable thing to ask,” he proclaimed. “It doesn’t have to be naked.”

Theo covered his eyes with his hands, and Oscar and Belinda bravely kept any stray thoughts to themselves.

“Thanks, Preston,” he said, his voice squeaky. “Can we talk about something else now?”

“Sure,” Preston said. “Glen’s interviewing the new pilots in two days. He wants you to be in the room along with Damien and Elsie since Spencer can’t make it. He told me to tell you to be ready to leave with Damien that morning, bright and early. Are you okay with that?”

“Yeah, sure,” Theo said, thinking about the helicopter pad on the far side of the property from the kennels. It was big enough for the Black Hawks—of which Glen had two—but so far, he’d only seen Damien fly a smaller four-seater in and out. His pattern was to leave for two days and come back for one or two, and Theo had the feeling that would be Spencer’s schedule as well. He could see how having two more pilots might make it easier for the four who worked for Gecko Inc. now to have lives.

“Good,” Preston said. “Damien’s bringing the Black Hawk home tonight. Don’t be alarmed. It’s louder than the Hummingbird. It might freak the horses out.”

“I’ll be prepared,” Theo said gravely, and Preston nodded.

“I’ll go tell them you’ll be okay with that,” he said, and he stood and took his dishes to the sink. “Thank you, Belinda,” he said. “The meal was really good. If you tell Theo what to get when he goes into town tomorrow, he can do groceries for you.”

Theo grinned at her, and she grinned back. “Chinese food,” she said happily before sighing. “And a grocery list. I’ll text you.”

“No worries.”

Preston left, and Oscar watched him go and then heaved a sigh of relief. “You all, remind me that I never, ever, ever want to look at Preston’s phone.”

Theo broke into a chuckle, and then he clapped his hand over his mouth. “Deal,” he squeaked.

And then Oscar blew his mind. “Spencer had all sorts of hookups before he moved here.”

“Color me surprised,” Theo told him dryly.

“We never knew their names,” Oscar said. “And I’m pretty sure he was only a pretty face and a rockin’ body to them. And now his rockin’ body isn’t in top form. Preston wouldn’t see it that way. I’m just saying—asking for the selfie was a good move. Maybe take one of the two of you the next time you see him.”

“How would you know Spencer’s got a rockin’ body?” Belinda asked, a little amused.

“Oh, sweetheart, we’ve known Spencer for a while now. I may not have a personal interest, but I can recognize the real deal when I see it.”

She giggled and then winked at Theo. “Spencer’s sex on legs,” she said. “Anyone can see it. But the fact that he’s embarrassed now is a good sign.” Then she sobered. “And he’ll hate this, but did you set up a mirror in the PT room?”

Theo groaned. “No! Dammit. Can we look one up after I do dishes?”

“Sure!” she said. “Want to watch some TV with us?”

“Yeah,” he told her. “Want me to bring out ice cream after you get your boy there washed off?”

“Oh, Theo, you’re a blessing,” Belinda said, transported. Oscar stood and kissed her cheek.

“Thanks, Theo,” he said. “I’ll go do the final rounds with the dogs. And she’s right. You’re a godsend. Spencer does what he can, but he’s gone as much as Damien. You being here, being part of our team—you make all the difference.”

Theo’s face heated as he remembered all the times back in Sticky when he’d get home to an empty house, have a warm-up meal, and go to bed. He’d missed his mom, of course, but he hadn’t realized how isolated he’d been in ways that had nothing to do with living in a small town in the middle of nowhere. He wasn’t even living in a town here, but the three other people on this stretch of property had already decided he was one of their own.

Now if only he could convince Spencer of the same thing.

 

 

THE “hiring the new pilots” line turned out to be a trap.

Damien had Theo strapped in the front of the Black Hawk, both of them with coms helmets on, when Theo asked him how many interviewees Glen had lined up.

“Is that what Preston told you?” Damien asked. “Wow. Glen really is an asshole.”

“What’s that mean?” Theo asked, confused.

“That means that Preston doesn’t lie, and Glen knows that. And Glen also knew me and Preston wouldn’t be at the family dinner last night because we hump like bunnies on my first day back. So he told Preston a big old whopper to get you on the chopper with me today. He hired the damned pilots last week. Elsie can barely tolerate them, but she says she can deal for another seven months.”

“What’s in seven months?” Theo asked, now thoroughly confused.

“That’s the timeline the docs gave us before Spencer gets back up in the air. Around October.”

“But he’s not even back from the hospital yet!”

There was a silence, filled with the roar and dip of the helicopter as it sailed over the growing vineyards of Napa wine country, and Theo checked Damien’s face to make sure he wasn’t about to let them fall out of the air.

“What?” he asked, feeling stupid.

Damien—damn his beautiful arrogant soul—grinned.

“What?” Theo repeated. “What am I missing.”

“Yet,” Damien said, and Theo realized that he wasn’t flying in the direction of the hangar where Gecko Inc. was located. He was flying in the direction of Napa. Specifically, in the direction of the hospital.

“Oh my God.” Theo’s heart leapt and he had to fight seriously against a burning in his eyes. “Really?”

“Yessir, really.”

“Does he know?”

Damien gave an evil, evil chuckle.

“He doesn’t know?”

“Well, he probably does now, because Glen’s there with the truck, doing his paperwork.”

“Oh my God!” Theo held his hand up to his chest, trying to slow his breathing.

“Yep. Spencer’s coming home.”


Jailbroken

 

 

SPENCER was unprepared for Theo and Damien to come swaggering into his hospital room right when he was trying on the clothes Glen had brought from his apartment. Spencer and Damien used the place as a crash pad between short jobs sometimes. It felt cozy and familiar—but not like home. Not after a year of living out on the ranch.

And the clothes were sort of the same way.

“Where did my ass go?” he asked, looking at the sag in his jeans with dismay. “It wasn’t a huge ass, I admit, but it was an ass, and it seems to be missing!”

“Are you trying to get me to compliment your ass, Spence? Because if you’re ass fishing for ass compliments, then I think the physical size of your ass is immaterial.”

Spencer scowled at the cocky asshole. “Did you get laid last night, Mighty Lizard? I bet you got laid last night. Would you like to know the last time I got laid?”

“Not particularly,” Glen said, eyebrows raised. Cash had invented the nickname, but after he’d used it once in front of the others, Spencer had adopted it and was the only one who’d kept calling Glen Mighty Lizard. Glen and Damien thought it was hilarious, so Spencer took liberties.

“Well, you’re in luck because I don’t remember. I don’t remember when I got laid, and there’s a young man who is living in my house because of you and who keeps answering my texts when I probably sound like a raging fucking lunatic, and I’m on crutches with a leg brace, and I got no ass. I’m not a brain trust. I’m not a saint. I’m not that cute, and I’m not that funny, and now I got no ass.”

Glen rubbed a finger in the place where his eyebrows met like he was trying to massage away pain.

“To my knowledge, Theo has never seen your ass,” he said, all patience. “But if you open your mouth, I’m sure you can show it to him.”

“Why would he want to see it now?” Spencer snarled. “That’s all I’m asking. Look at me, Glen!” His knees gave a wobble, and he realized that, even with the brace to support the still-healing leg, he was going to have to sit down. He sank to the bed, his absurdly loose jeans tugging down because that was what they did when there was nothing to hold them up. “How am I going to look that kid in the eye?”

“Oh no,” Glen said, sounding perturbed, finally. “No. You are not doing this to me. Damien did this to me for a year and a half, but he didn’t tell me he was doing this to me, so all I knew was that my best friend had become the biggest pain in my ass. You don’t get to do this to me. I forbid it. Not after Damien. No.”

“What did I do to you?” Damien asked, practically crashing the door to the hospital room.

“You did the ‘Oh God no, Glen, my perfect heroic manliness has been damaged, and now I can’t go fuck the guy of my dreams, and I shall waste away in loneliness as a result!’ You remember that, Damien? A year and a half? Preston had to lock the two of you in an airplane for hours to snap you out of it, and a wall had to fall on me to help make that happen.”

“You guys are going to have to tell that story in sequence one of these days,” Theo said, hard on Damien’s heels. “And nobody’s wasting away in loneliness.” Theo turned his scowl to Spencer, where it melted and became, well, sort of a dewy smile. The whole world held its breath, and Theo took a couple of steps toward the bed.

“How you doin’, Spence?”

Glen and Damien evaporated, leaving a couple of lingering comments about finishing paperwork like trails of gauze in the air.

Oh, he was so bright and shiny. A shy smile on his face, his surprisingly wide shoulders filling Spencer’s vision. He looked happy and fit and tan—his brown hair even had some gold streaks in it from working in the sun, and Spencer’s hard-earned health seemed to shrivel and curl up on itself like a salted snail.

But he remembered Glen’s words about honesty, and how he’d been there for Glen’s recuperation after an injury, and how when Cash returned for Glen, he had not seemed to give a shit that Glen was scrawny and recovering. Maybe, if he could manage not to be too much of an asshole, Theo could forgive him for not having an ass.

“I am feeling puny,” he admitted.

“Yeah, but Spencer, you get to come home,” Theo said, sitting down next to him on the bed, so close their arms were touching. This had happened over the last couple weeks. He’d held Spencer’s hand, brushed his hair from his eyes as he’d sweated out his fever, kissed his cheek. A slow, pervasive physical closeness had snuck in, giving Spencer moments of comfort he could barely remember from his childhood. But unlike those moments, which he’d come to realize had been conditional upon him being a perfect clone of his parents’ beliefs, these were… unconditional. Theo seemed to accept Spencer for being his foul-mouthed, prickly self and to still want to sit close enough to rest his chin on Spencer’s bony shoulder.

And Spencer felt compelled to ask.

“You like my home?” He felt more naked than even his scrawny bare ass, flapping in the tent that used to be his skinny jeans.

“It’s a great home,” Theo said softly. “Me, Preston, Oscar and Belinda have dinner together most nights. Did you do that?”

Spencer nodded. “When I was home. Sometimes I’d bring Belinda takeout—but not often enough. They work so hard.”

Theo chuckled. “I took over where you stopped,” he said. “And I told Preston and Oscar to remember when I couldn’t.” He smiled, and a look of peace seemed to suffuse his face. “Good moms need lots of love.”

Spencer “hmmd” noncommittally, but Theo never let him get away with that.

“You wouldn’t know, would you?”

Over the last four weeks, Spencer had steadfastly refused to talk family with Theo. His little speech to Glen had been as bare as he wanted his soul to be. But, dammit, they seemed to be on the same page about so many things. About living in the country, about hard work and service, about being kind to people who were kind to them. Maybe Glen was right.

“I only thought she was a good mom,” he said softly. “Good moms don’t teach their kids to hate. Or that it’s okay for dads to use their fists. Belinda’s a good mom.”

Theo nodded. “Yeah. She is. Who were you taught to hate, Spencer?”

Spence shrugged. “Usual suspects. Anyone not straight, white, typical, or male. Boo-fuckin’-hoo, right?”

Theo let out a little chuff of air, and then, surprisingly, kissed his cheek. “You don’t think that way,” he said. “Don’t worry about it. You’re fine.”

That easy. Spencer turned his head and searched Theo’s warm brown eyes. “You love that family,” he said with a little bit of wonder.

“You don’t?” Theo asked doubtfully.

“No—I mean, yes, I do. I just… uhm, never, you know….”

“Used words like a human. I get it.” Theo seemed to be laughing at him, but Spencer understood. To someone who communicated in ways besides posturing and braggadocio, acknowledging love and kindness was probably a walk in the park.

Spencer managed a smile. “You sure you can deal with my sub-human grunts? You can… you know, have the place on the dog ranch and the job in the office if you room at Oscar and Belinda’s. I don’t think they’d mind.”

“Oh, Spencer,” Theo said gently. “You haven’t even seen what I’ve done to your trailer and you want to get rid of me already?”

Spencer was leaning into him—leaning on him, if truth be known, when he didn’t lean on anybody. “You… you can keep the family, Theo, if you decide that I was a bad idea. You know that, right? I mean….” Oh, he felt so good. So warm, so strong. Spencer remembered the way Theo had leaned on his shoulder on their little raft in the middle of the great void. Would he trust Spencer like that again after seeing him small and weak?

“Spencer?” He was so close.

“What?”

“This.” And Theo leaned in and kissed him, like he had when they’d been on the raft. Spencer closed his eyes, his uncertainty, his nervousness, falling away.

This was kissing. He knew how to kiss.

You opened your mouth and let your partner in.

Theo came in firmly—but not too hot. Almost as though he was trying to gentle Spencer, to lure him, to tease him into committing. Spencer had never been that guy.

He raised his hand to the back of Theo’s head and held him, taking over the kiss, plundering, drinking, like the month in the hospital had sapped his strength, his fire, and Theo was feeding him—water, flame, and blood.

Theo’s hands came up to his shoulders, not to push him away but to touch, to knead, and when his palm brushed Spencer’s nipple through his T-shirt, the charge of electricity that ripped through him was urgent and unmistakable.

And wholly inappropriate for a hospital room.

Spencer tore himself away and paused, eyes wild, panting, Theo’s little whimper of need hitting him in the stomach with want all over again.

“That,” he said, trying to catch his breath, “is very dangerous.”

“That was awesome!” Theo breathed. “Oh, man. Kissing has been so underrated!”

Spencer turned toward him helplessly. “That’s your takeaway here?”

Theo gave him a dreamy smile and an enthusiastic nod. “Oh, buddy. You are so not getting rid of me now.”

Spencer opened his mouth to give him all of the reasons he’d carefully formulated for why Theo needed to get rid of Spencer—leg brace, shitty childhood, bad deeds as an adolescent, no track record in a relationship, period—but what he got when he opened his mouth was a big blank.

And that’s how Damien and Glen found them. Staring into each other’s eyes while Spencer gaped like a trout.

Glen had to clear his throat to get them moving, and Spencer followed the two of them blindly out of the hospital room to the waiting wheelchair in the hall, Theo at his heels.

Damien had brought what they referred to as the Cadillac Black Hawk. He’d had it retrofitted with soundproof panels and luxe seats, and while they could have spoken to Damien through a commlink to the cockpit, that’s not what happened.

What happened was Theo made sure Spencer was comfortable, made sure his leg was elevated, and then took the seat right next to his in spite of the fact that it sat six comfortably, with room for an EMT crew and two patients if they needed it.

And then Theo—without asking, without giving Spencer a chance to say no—leaned his head on Spencer’s shoulder and stayed there. Quietly holding his hand, lacing their fingers, all the way back to the ranch.

It was the damnedest thing.

Spencer couldn’t think of a word to say.

 

 

THEO let him off the hook that night. After getting settled into his room again, seeing all the changes, and, of course, meeting Colonel, who could not bear to be parted from him after nearly three weeks’ separation, Spencer was forced to concede he was still healing and needed to rest. Theo had the gall to tuck him in, making him set his clock for five in the afternoon so he could hobble across the property—on the walkway Preston had built for him while he’d been laid up—and have dinner in the big house with, well, everybody.

Because as Damien informed them, Cash had flown in that afternoon, and Glen had left the hospital to pick him up, and Elsie and Josh were arriving at six.

“Who’s running the goddamned business?” Spencer grumbled.

“Two guys Glen hired last week,” Theo told him cheerfully. “Or I should say a guy and a girl. Sadly, not partners like you and Elsie, but I’m pretty sure we’ll cure that.”

“Whatever,” Spencer grumbled, but Theo had gazed at him until his cheeks heated, and he’d been forced into honesty. “It’s nice,” he said reluctantly. “I missed everybody.”

“Was that so rough?” Theo teased, but he was running his hands through Spencer’s hair as he said it.

“You have no idea,” Spencer mumbled—or meant to mumble—but he might have fallen asleep first. He wasn’t sure.

He woke up at 5:00 p.m. when his phone went off and then spent an inordinate amount of time grooming. Usually he just let his hair grow until he couldn’t stand it anymore and then cropped it short. It was past that point now, so he had to run a wet comb through it after he shaved. Then he picked a dress shirt—something decent, green because he liked the color—and hobbled his way into the living room, where Theo was waiting.

Theo had dressed up too.

He was wearing a gold shirt with jewel-colored dragons on it, of all things, and a clean pair of jeans. His hair had been trimmed in the last month, and he smelled of a fresh shower and aftershave.

Spencer eyed him with a combination of suspicion and yearning.

“There were… pink things in my bathroom,” he said, the disgust not feigned in the least.

“Those were towels and a rug, with matching soap,” Theo said. “I borrowed them from Belinda, but we can buy something in dirt brown if you need to.”

“Why? Why do we need pink things in my bathroom? There’s soap, shampoo, a razor, pit-stop—”

“How about you-stop.” Theo rolled his eyes. “Matching soap and a rug around the toilet aren’t going to make your penis shrivel. Did you find everything else you need?”

Spencer nodded uncomfortably. “You dressed up,” he said.

“So did you,” Theo told him, eyes twinkling.

“Why did we do that?” And he wasn’t trying to be smart; he couldn’t understand the impulse; not at all.

Theo closed the distance between them and kissed his cheek, which was damned near the most romantic thing anyone had ever done to him, and Theo did it all the time.

“Because your friends are celebrating that you’re not dead, and it’s respectful,” he said softly. “At least that’s why you dressed up.”

“Why did you dress up?” Spencer asked, and while he actually had an idea for this one, he wanted to hear Theo say it.

“Because I wanted to impress you,” Theo told him, and Spencer actually held his hand to his chest, because it felt swollen or something.

“Why?”

“Because you keep trying to convince yourself not to keep me,” Theo said dryly. “I thought maybe I should sweeten the pot.”

Spencer gave half a laugh and shook his head. “Pot’s pretty sweet already, Woodchuck,” he said softly. “Just trying to give you a chance to run away, is all. No room to run away on the raft. There’s more room here.”

“There is,” Theo agreed, going to the door and opening it. “Which means me staying here is completely my choice. And that includes you. You know, in case you were wondering.”

Spencer grunted. “That much, I seem to understand.” With a heave, he started pushing himself forward on the crutches, being careful to minimize the stress on his leg. His side had healed decently in spite of the infections that he’d finally beaten off with a club. His leg, on the other hand—well, the doctor hadn’t been shitting around. He was just going to have to keep using it, brace and all, in spite of the pain, but he had to admit, the walk between his trailer and the big house—a half mile at most—had never seemed so long. Colonel, who normally would have been running circles around him while he trotted the path, must have sensed something was up. He stayed at Spencer’s side at a steady pace, and Spencer felt like crap because he was apparently letting even his dog down.

He was sweating by the time they got there, and Theo eyed him critically.

“You go inside. I’ll be back in a few.”

“Where are you going? You can’t leave me with all these people by myself. You don’t know what they’re like!”

Theo laughed and knocked on the door before opening it. “He’s here, guys! I’ll be back in five.”

And Spencer looked through the door to see Elsie and Josh bearing down on him at speed.

“Ack!” he cried, only kidding a little. “Oh my God, look at all the people!”

He’d even seen their vehicles as he’d come down the slight rise from his place. It just hadn’t occurred to him that there were so many of them until they were all crammed into Oscar and Belinda’s space.

“Well, you should enjoy remembering how to be a human being,” Elsie said, giving him a kiss on the cheek while juggling Caden on her hip.

“I human just fine,” Spencer protested, and then Elsie backed up and he found himself in a full-body hug from Josh, the only man he respected enough to give Elsie to since he wasn’t up for the job.

Josh was shorter than he was—around five-nine—but still taller than Elsie. Tanned, with sandy brown hair and California boy good looks, Spencer’s first thought when he realized Josh had been their assigned council in the Air Force had been, “Oh shit, we’re doomed!” But Josh had proven to have a core of steel—the airman who’d ended up unconscious before Spencer had arrived had wanted Spencer to rot at Ft. Leavenworth, and his father had been pissed. Josh had done his homework, though, playing hardball and finding evidence of at least three other assaults the piece of shit had been involved in. Yeah, Spencer had quit because the court-martial had seemed rigged from the get-go, but Josh was the one who kept him from being railroaded into prison out of hand.

“No,” Josh said, looking him up and down. “I think you still need help to human. I mean, I thought Glen and Damien would have helped, but they’re assholes too, so no dice.”

“Wait till you meet Theo,” Elsie said, nodding excitedly. “He’s great at giving human lessons. Where’d he go, anyway?”

“I have no idea,” Spencer said. “He got here, said, ‘Back in a sec!’ and ran away. Apparently I’m a nightmare human student, and I terrified him back into the trailer.”

“I doubt that very much,” Glen said, joining the throng around him. He clapped Spencer on the back and Spencer tried to suppress a wobble—that walk had taken more out of him than he liked to admit.

Glen saw it, though. “Okay, all, let’s let him sit at the dining room table, and then we can bother him.”

Glen cleared the way, and Spencer found himself sitting, a cold beer in front of him, and everybody he cared about surrounding him, chattering fiercely.

And it was funny. He’d never really thought about it before. He’d worked so hard being there for Glen and Damien, having Elsie’s back, being grateful to Josh and to Preston, and truly loving Oscar, Belinda, and their toddler who ate everything, that he’d never, not once, realized what he might mean to them.

But sitting in the middle of all that noise, he realized that he actually meant something, something important, and that put salve on a wound he didn’t know he had. He’d left his home so angry—and reasonably sure his parents wouldn’t want a fucking thing to do with him after he’d gone.

He’d written them the obligatory postcard, letting them know he was graduating with his wings, and he hadn’t even gotten back a congratulations. He’d realized he’d been right. He didn’t matter. He’d made it clear he wasn’t following his father’s belief system and… well, that had been the end of it.

But that hadn’t been the end of these people here. These people, in this house, seemed to care about him no matter how much he snarled, and he looked around almost desperately for Theo, because he suddenly realized what Theo had wanted to tell him—and he got it.

Theo showed up shortly after that and spent a moment scooping up Caden and blowing bubbles on his tummy. The sound of baby cackles filled the two-story farmhouse, which was feeling not nearly that large with the lot of them squashed up on the ground floor.

Belinda, who was moving about in the kitchen with an efficiency and comfort that she didn’t usually exhibit in big crowds of people, smiled cheerfully at him.

“You want to feed him his dinner, Theo?”

Theo grimaced and then, with a resigned look at Spencer, said, “Sure!”

Belinda had some cognitive challenges—she had to make lists or she forgot things, and Spencer had been part of the family meetings during which she and Oscar and Preston had sat down and put together schedules so she could be the mom she wanted to be and not the mom she was afraid of being. But her people intuition was right-on. She paused what she was doing and took a good look at him.

“Oh! You’re dressed so nice! Don’t worry, it’s not anything messy. He’s getting macaroni tonight. We feed him with a spoon.”

The relief on Theo’s face was heartwarming, and Spencer had to look away.

Elsie saw it, though. “What’s that look?” she asked under the chatter. “Why do you look so pleased?”

“He dressed nice,” Spencer mumbled.

“So did I.”

Spencer laughed—she was wearing a dramatic red ruffled blouse and a black skirt, complete with bangles, because when she wasn’t in the air, she had embraced the complete lack of military in her life to dress as dramatically feminine as possible. She also knew that her complexion, vividly dark, and her sable-fringed, oval-shaped eyes, looked particularly sultry and fabulous in bright colors with a little bit of sparkly in her eyeshadow.

“You look glorious,” he told her truthfully. “But I know you’d look glorious if the rest of us were wearing our flight suits, because you can look amazing and you don’t back down from shit. But Theo… I think he had to buy that shirt from his savings so he could dress up for tonight.”

“Oh,” she said, her full lips tilting into a smile. “He did that for you.”

Spencer pursed his lips against the smile. “Looks like it, yes.”

She arched an eyebrow playfully. “And how does that make you feeeeeeeeel…?”

He darted his gaze away, because what he felt was way too serious.

“Like that, huh?”

“Look at him,” Spencer said, nodding to where Theo was setting the baby down in his chair. Oscar had gotten him what they all called “the feeding shirt”—which was a 3X sized T-shirt for the grown-ups so they didn’t wreck all their clothes, because mac and cheese was not as clean as all that when the baby got hold of it. He was smiling at the baby and making faces and blowing bubbles in his neck, and Caden was giggling the whole time.

“Yeah, that’s a damn shame,” Elsie agreed. “He’s actually making my ovaries bat their eyelashes and shake their asses. And he seems to like you.”

He slid a sideways look to her. “You and Josh want kids someday, Else?”

“Yeah. We’ve been talking about it.” She smiled winsomely. “Look at my little California boy. Don’t you think he’d make a pretty baby?”

“Only because the mama’s you,” Spencer said. He really had no impartiality about Elsie, and the way she preened told him she knew it. “Theo’s going to want kids someday.”

Elsie nodded thoughtfully. “That terrify you?”

“God yes.”

“Enough to send that perfectly adorable man who takes no shit and gives no fucks about your snarly asinine mouth to that perfectly adorable little guest room he set up for himself? He’s got pictures on the walls and everything, because he’s not a barbarian.”

Spencer smiled softly, thinking about the seascapes Theo had purchased for his room—and the big framed print of a WWII bomber he’d put up in Spencer’s bedroom, probably thinking Spencer wouldn’t notice. “No,” he said, not aware he’d spoken.

Elsie put her face down by his ear. “No what?”

“No, it doesn’t scare me enough to send him away.” But he was tired already, and dinner hadn’t been served. “Maybe not tonight, but….”

“Good,” she murmured, kissing his temple. “Good.”

 

 

DINNER after that really was a celebration. Theo rejoined them when it was being served, still a little damp and smelling pleasantly of baby products. Before they all dug in—and Belinda, it seemed, had gone all out with stroganoff, salad, garlic bread, and even bruschetta, which didn’t really fit in as a meal concept, but which she knew Spencer adored—Glen cleared his throat and gave Cash a rather grumpy look.

“Cash told me I had to talk,” he said. “Which is a mistake. But here it is. We all had to fly some turbulence to get here, and last year when we thought we were through it, Mother Nature burned down this house and we had to start from scratch, so that was rough. But we all know the worst kind of rough weather is when someone we love is missing and we’re not sure how they’re going to be when we find them. And that’s happened to a lot of us, and every time, everybody in this family has pretty much shit puppies until our people were home. So Spencer, you probably thought you got to avoid that. You work really hard to make sure nobody’ll miss you if you do something stupid like fall out of a fuckin’ helicopter into an apocalyptic flood or something, but I’ve got news for you, buddy. Every person here—and that includes my brother and Oscar and Belinda and Cash and Damien and me—all shit a litter when you were gone into the big wide wet. So we are really glad you’re back, and we hope your hurts heal soon, and if you had to go scare the puppies out of us, we are so glad you got to bring Theo with you when we brought you back, because if we ever lose him, we’ll probably shit kittens instead, and that’ll give us a break from all the dogs.”

Spencer laughed, his face on fire, and realized he had to say something back. He looked at Elsie in agony and she shook her head and gestured for him to go on.

“I, uh, never thought Elsie and I would land somewhere we wanted to stay,” he said. “But you all didn’t only hire us, you adopted us, and now Elsie and Josh love you, and since I shit some puppies last year when the fires came, I think it’s safe to say I love you all too. And I really love that, like a true family, you adopted Theo when you didn’t need to, and you gave him a place to land when he might have been adrift.” He gave Theo a sideways glance, and his mouth twisted. “And I’m super thrilled you all came back for us, I can tell you that.”

There was general laughter then, and Glen said, “Belinda, my love, dig in. I’ll get any damned thing you want from the kitchen, but just once I’d like to see you eat a hot meal.” And with that, dinner was served.

Spencer ate some and listened some and laughed a lot and wondered at the future a little. It was all cozy now when he was hurt and not flying and not gone four or five days a week, but would Theo be okay with that? Would they be able to make this work?

Still, as Theo passed the food to Spencer, making sure his plate was full and laughing with the people Spencer had grown to love like Theo’d lived there all his life, Spencer felt a truly alien emotion in his chest.

Maybe it was hope.

 

 

BE that as it may, he really was exhausted by the time they’d polished off their dessert. Apple pie—couldn’t beat that. And for a moment, as he’d taken a healthy bite with some vanilla ice cream, he’d been transported back into his mother’s kitchen when he was a kid and he’d believed in his parents’ love.

He’d come to with a shock and realized these weren’t his parents, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t loved. His eyes burned, and he thought that maybe it had been a big day back.

“Spence?” Theo said quietly. “You about done in?”

“No!” he said, sitting up straight, but that pulled muscles in his ribs that had grown weak, and he grunted and sank down again. “Augh!”

“I’m taking that as a yes,” Elsie said. “Do you need help getting him back, Theo?”

“Nope,” Theo said, smiling smugly. “I got that little golf cart thing Preston bought last week and drove it around to the front door.”

“Preston bought a what?” Spencer asked, looking in surprise at Glen’s brother.

“It was practical,” Preston said without batting an eyelash. “The horses are almost half a mile away, and the volunteers were spending half their volunteer time running around the property. And if it helps you for a little while, that’s purely by accident.”

But Preston didn’t do sarcasm well, and he was cracking up because he’d told a joke, and Damien was nodding at him and winking because Preston didn’t always know if his jokes landed or not.

There was more laughter, and then Elsie and Theo helped him stand up. He gave Belinda a kiss on the cheek and thanked her special and then waved good-night to everybody before grabbing his crutches and making his way through the front door. The sight of the little golf cart—and it looked pristine, putting the lie to everything Preston had just said—made his sore body sag with relief.

He allowed his mind to wander as Theo piloted the little cart up the rise to the trailer, Colonel riding happily in the back. He looked at the sky and saw that the fog of the day had burned off, leaving the sky bright as new diamonds, and he sighed.

“What’s up?” Theo asked, pulling to a stop under the overhang that shaded the kitchen window and moving around to help Spencer out of the cart with his crutches.

“Pretty night,” he said. “But tired.”

“Mm.” Theo opened the door and waited patiently for him to make it up the ramp after Colonel beat them both in. “That didn’t sound like a tired sigh. That sounded like a sad sigh.”

God—it was like living with Jiminy Cricket. But he really was too tired to argue.

“I would like to open the shades on a night this pretty, maybe in the summer when it’s not quite so nippy, and make love to you when we can see the stars. But I’m tired and I’m sore, and I don’t see that happening,” he admitted, trying not to be bitter. It had been a good night, after all.

“Well, open the blinds when you get to your room,” Theo said, “and strip to your boxers. I… I would like to do that some night too, but not when you’re too tired. I’ve got an idea.”

Spencer followed his directions, lying down on his good side and pulling the blanket up over his shoulders because they were close enough to the bay for it to still be chilly in the evening in April. In the other part of the trailer, he heard Theo moving around, talking briefly to Colonel and telling him to stay. Theo had brought in a dog bed for the living room, and Spencer wondered if his not-stupid dog would know that Theo meant business. Then he heard Theo checking on Stupid, and—probably—taking off his pretty shirt and putting on his pajamas.

His eyes were closed when he heard the door to his room open, and Theo whispered, “Spence? You still awake?”

“Barely,” he admitted.

“That’s okay.”

And then, without asking permission, Theo slid in behind him, and he wasn’t wearing pajamas. He was, in fact, down to his boxers, just like Spencer.

He moved silently at first, nuzzling the back of Spencer’s neck, kissing down his spine. Sliding his hands to Spencer’s chest and mapping his pecs and his nipples with his palms. He dragged his hands to Spencer’s nipples one too many times, though, and Spencer blinked awake and rocked his hips forward and back, getting his second wind.

“You like that?” Theo murmured. He returned his palm to Spencer’s chest and then started using his fingers, playing at first, twiddling, rubbing, pinching lightly, and Spencer’s lassitude fell away as his body started screaming things at him.

Things like, You haven’t thought about doing this in over a month!

And, Fuck a MONTH! You haven’t had sex with more than your fist in over a YEAR!

That thought alone had his groin tingling and blood flowing to his cock, swelling his balls, and he whimpered a little.

“You may want to stop that,” he murmured. “You’re making me a little—oh!”

Oh, Theo was bold. He slid his hand down Spencer’s stomach, pausing a moment to feel that it was tightly concave, and then snuck it under Spencer’s shorts.

Then he palmed Spencer’s cock.

Spencer moaned, awake but not at 100 percent, still, and unable to do much more than accept Theo’s ministrations in pure gratitude.

“Theo,” he gasped, surprised and confused, “you are going to make me come!”

“Good,” Theo murmured in his ear. “Because you are too.” And with that, he ground up on Spencer’s backside, and what followed was a glorious bout of Theo’s hand stroking his cock and Theo rutting his own cock up against Spencer’s ass. It was simple and hard and fast, and it took about two minutes before Spencer grabbed Theo’s hand over his shorts and squeezed—and squeezed hard—until Theo repaid him by squeezing his cock just as hard.

“Ah!” he cried out, his body spasming, his muscles catching—God, even his calves clenched and ached—but not before he released himself in a wonderful, cleansing climax that left him covered in his own come and thrusting backward against Theo’s rutting cock to help drive him a little faster.

“So close!” Theo gasped, and Spencer reached behind him and put his hand on Theo’s ass, shoving him up against Spencer. The pressure itself was probably not that much, but Theo moaned and ground up hard, his hand in Spencer’s shorts shaking, his breath coming in agonized pants. One thrust, two— “Yes!” he moaned, and Spencer felt the heat of his come spreading through their underwear and against his skin.

“Wow,” Spencer said softly.

“Yeah.”

“I…. Thank you.”

“Thank you too. I’ve wanted to hold you like this for a month. The lovemaking—that was a bonus.”

Spencer wanted to say, “Wait until I’m on my feet!” or “I can give you something to remember!” but neither of those things happened. What happened was his eyes closed, and in spite of the knowledge that he was falling asleep with his drawers full of come, that’s exactly what he did.

He woke up a couple of hours later, needing to hobble to the bathroom, and found that he was naked and clean.

And so was Theo, and he’d been pressed up against Spencer’s back, holding him tight as they slept.

Spencer pondered that as he leaned against the wall to make it to the bathroom and used the facilities. He washed and dried his hands and hopped down the hall and then slid into bed again.

He made sure Theo had his arm wrapped around his waist as he fell asleep again. It felt like that’s where Theo belonged.


Reaching

 

 

“HE seems to be getting on all right,” Elsie remarked, and Theo nodded, distracted from watching Spencer crutch his way across the tarmac, clipboard in hand.

He’d been back from the hospital for three weeks—but after two he was begging Glen so hard for something to do that Glen decided he and Theo could come in and start managing the office, since that would give Spencer time to rest in the office.

The decision left Theo wondering if Glen was seriously fit to fly.

They were supposed to come in Monday, Wednesday, and Friday—Damien helicoptered them in on Monday, but they’d driven the truck that Wednesday morning so they could make a supply run for Preston on their way back. Monday, Spencer had been excited, happy to be going, talking a mile a minute.

The truck ride that morning had been a 180-degree turn—he’d been taciturn and bitchy, and Theo couldn’t figure out why.

Because before that moment, it had been going great. There had been no talk about sending Theo to the guest room. He’d slid in behind Spencer every night, and some nights they just kissed, long and luxuriously, palms skimming bare skin in the dark. Some nights they ground up against each other until they spent or gave each other thrilling climaxes in each other’s fists. Theo felt like he was exploring new worlds with each moment in Spencer’s bed, and every world was more glorious than the last. He thought of it as Phase 1 Sex. While it was great—and could be a solid basis for any relationship—he was pretty sure that with Spencer’s self-proclaimed manwhore status, there was a Phase 2 and a Phase 3 lurking in there somewhere, and as soon as Spencer’s healing body was up for it, Theo would be too.

But the last two days had been… hard. Spencer had been distant, not meeting Theo’s eyes, exhausting himself on the weight equipment, trying to walk on his own in the trailer and failing. That morning, Theo had awakened to a thump and a clatter and had rushed in to find Spencer struggling to stand up in the shower.

“What the…? C’mon, Spencer. You’ve got a perfectly good shower seat—were you even using it?”

“No, I was not,” Spencer growled back. “Because I am a grown-assed man!”

“Then act like one and don’t take risks like that. Man, the nurse is going to be here in half an hour to change your bandages, and you are bleeding again!”

Spencer struggled to sit on the shower seat and covered his eyes with his hand. “Theo, could you just… just go for a few? Let me wash my hair and soap my pits in peace? Don’t… don’t look at me when you can count every fucking rib? Can you do that for me, please?”

And Theo had come to the realization that they’d made love in the dark every night for a reason, and it had nothing to do with Spencer not liking the way Theo felt underneath his admittedly skilled fingers.

So now, as Elsie noted Spencer’s determined pace across the tarmac, Theo didn’t have an answering smile.

“No?” she replied to his silence. “Not all right?”

“He was fine until he came back to work,” Theo said. “Now it’s all about the stuff he can’t do, and it’s making him bananas.”

“Oh shit,” she said. “Speaking of—Gibby! Stop that shit!”

But their newest employee—Collie Gibbs, aka “Gibby”—who shifted freight and greeted the people dropping off and picking up outside the hangar, was about to smash into Spence with the electric-powered hauler. The hauler made a squeaking noise as the backend jackknifed and Spencer stopped short and tried to backpedal, falling to his knees right in front of the platform.

Theo and Elsie were running toward the debacle before he even hit the ground, and Theo could see his face go practically green with pain.

Spencer squeezed his eyes tight and flat-palmed the hauling platform, making a mighty bang. “Goddammit, Gibby! What the fuck are you fuckin’ doing here?”

“Sorry!” Gibby gasped, barely remembering to set the brake as he scrambled out of the driver’s seat. “Sorry, Mr. Helmsley. So sorry! Goddammit! I didn’t see you there… I… sorry!”

But Spencer was beyond hearing apologies. He was resting his forehead against the side of the hauler, working hard on his breathing, and banging on the panel with the flat of his hand with steadily decreasing regularity.

Elsie, Theo, and Gibby all waited, breath held, for that hand to stop pounding, because that, Theo knew, meant he had the pain under control. Finally, his hand fell to the ground, and Spencer rasped, “Elsie, can I have some help up?”

Theo’s heart dropped, although he tried to tell himself it was because Spencer had trusted Elsie longer and for no other reason. He took one arm and Elsie took the other, and together they hauled him to his feet and got his crutches under his arms.

“Let’s have Gibby get you back to the hangar, Spencer,” Theo said quietly. “I need to check your bandage.”

When Spencer spoke, it was like he was gasping for air. “Yeah, fine.”

“And I’ve got your pain meds. When was the last time you had one?”

Spencer looked away, and Theo suddenly knew the answer to that question, and his own temper hit the flashpoint.

“Goddammit, Spencer! Why in the fuck would you not take a pain med in three goddamned days!”

“Theo…,” Spencer practically whimpered, and Elsie moved out of the way. “Can we talk about this somewhere else?”

“Yeah,” Theo snapped. “Yeah, we will. Get him to the hangar, Gibbs. I’ll be right there.”

“After you take a lap around the hangar,” Elsie cautioned, “because right now you are coming in hot!”

Theo took a deep breath in through his nose and let out a growl. “I may kill him,” he said pleasantly when the growl was done. “How’s that?”

“Well, you knew he was a handful,” she said. “But you need to tell me why this pisses you off so bad.”

Together they took off, striding toward the hangar, which was far enough away that Theo thought they might do without the lap around it.

“Because we were doing so damned good!” he told her, stung. “We were doing great! And suddenly he gets angry and withdrawn, and it’s because he’s in pain, and why would he do that?”

“Maybe you should ask him,” she said, and she was in prime shape, so she wasn’t breathing hard even though he was going pretty fast, but something told him it would be polite to slow up a tad anyway.

“I will,” he declared, and then he blew out a breath. “But first I’ll give him some pain meds and something to eat to go with them. And then I’ll ask him if he’s stupid.”

“Good plan,” Elsie said, humor lacing her voice. “But you know he’s going to tell you that he’s fine—it’s the cat who’s Stupid.”

Theo managed a chuckle. “You are just like him,” he said, but the words were laced with admiration. He got it, why Spencer would bond to Elsie like glue. He didn’t need to argue with that.

“Now you’re getting nasty,” she said, but he could tell she was pleased.

They neared the hangar, and Theo took a deep breath, hoping he could get his temper under control. When he got there, Glen was finishing up with a rewrap and capping a bottle of Advil, which wasn’t as strong as the pain reliever Theo had, but it was probably easier on Spencer’s body, so Theo got that.

“You ready to take this asshole home?” Glen said mildly.

“But you said three days!” Spencer burst out.

“I said if you were up to it. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to go reattach Gibby’s head, since you have apparently ripped it off, and I hate to see a grown man cry when he’s got no head!”

“Glen—”

“One more week, Dumbass. Now talk to your boy there, or I’ll make it two.”

Glen stalked away muttering to himself, leaving Theo glaring at him, arms crossed.

Spencer took one look at Theo and glanced away.

“You know,” Elsie said, “I’m going to go get the truck, since it’s parked in the back forty. You two, do that thing. You know. The thing. With your mouths. No… no… not a blowjob—wait, I got it. Communicate, assholes! You got twenty minutes!”

She stalked off, and Spencer continued to stare at the floor. It occurred to Theo that he was the emotionally mature one in this scenario, and he figured he had to break the silence first.

“Well?”

“Well, what?”

Yup. Theo was the grown-up today.

“Since Monday, Spence? You haven’t taken a painkiller since Monday?”

“Sunday night,” Spencer admitted reluctantly.

“Because….”

“Because I’m at work!” Spencer snarled.

“You’re not in the air!”

“But I’m around airplanes—”

“And this is bullshit anyway, because you didn’t even take ibuprofen!” Theo crouched down by Spencer’s chair. “I’m not getting the connection here, Spencer. Come on, help me out! Why would you start work and stop taking painkillers and become the world’s biggest asshole! I….” His hurt started to seep through. “I thought we were doing okay. Why would you do that to me?”

Spencer’s shoulders hunched, and he looked miserable. “It’s taking forever,” he said sullenly. “It’s taking fucking forever. And my leg—it’s not getting better. It’s going to be months before I can fly. It’s going to be months before we can… before I can….” He gave Theo a sideways glance and shook his head. “I just thought if I wasn’t half-stoned, I could, I don’t know. Function better. Get on my feet faster. Get my wings faster.” Again, that half-embarrassed look at Theo. “Get everything done faster.”

Theo had to take several deep breaths to try to process this.

He decided to take it one issue at a time.

“Spence, you’re not going to be in the air next week, or next month. If you’re lucky, you may make it by the end of the year, but that’s pushing it. I’ve talked to the doctors. I’ve talked to Damien, whose leg was broken into a zillion pieces, and he, too, had an infection and muscle and bone loss. You fell out of a helicopter, and instead of going splat, you’re wandering around making the rest of us miserable. But we’re still glad you didn’t go splat, so maybe stop making us miserable, okay?”

Spencer shook his head reluctantly. “I, you know… I hate being a charity case,” he said sullenly. “Preston doesn’t even charge me rent.”

“Yeah, but Glen doesn’t pay that well either,” Theo said, and Spencer snorted. Glen was a small businessman, and he and Damien had worked their asses off to grow the company. Fact was, pilots didn’t make a fortune. But they did get to do the thing they loved while getting paid. Glen offered full benefits and all sorts of perks that didn’t come with a price tag, and Theo knew he and Spencer had landed on their feet.

“I don’t want to overburden him,” Spencer grunted.

“Well, don’t rip the head off his perfectly good cargo grunts and I think he’ll be okay. If you’re up to it next week, you could come in five days a week, because with the two new pilots and one contractor, I could actually use some help, and that’s not a lie. We do need your help, Spence. We just need you to not be, I don’t know, bleeding and in pain when you’re here.”

Spencer nodded but still kept up that maddening lack of eye contact.

“And that brings us to that other thing,” Theo added grimly.

“It’s not import—”

“It’s important to me!” Oh dear heavens, Theo was going to kill him. “What… what exactly is it that you feel you haven’t done for me personally, Spencer? Spell it out. Use short words. I’m all ears.”

The supreme look of disgust Spencer sent him told Theo that he’d been right on target. And then the creeping red around Spencer’s ears sort of took Theo’s breath away.

This mattered to him. This thing between him and Theo and whatever he was feeling about it—it really mattered to him.

“I haven’t exactly been showing you all the bells and whistles,” Spencer confessed, not looking at him. “I mean, it’s one of two things I’m supposed to be good at and….” He shrugged, still studying the far side of the hangar.

Theo’s mad drained out of his body abruptly, and he leaned his head against Spencer’s arm, butting it gently.

“You haven’t exactly been letting me down, either,” Theo said softly. “I’ve loved the things we’ve been doing. What’s wrong with that?”

Spencer’s face remained a study of misery and avoidance. “It’s so easy for you,” he said. “This unconditional thing. When I was a kid, we were expected to produce things. You didn’t get a day out of school when you were sick. You either went to school or you helped with chores, and walking pneumonia was a thing. If what you were doing didn’t make babies, it was a sin, and any sort of work that you didn’t put your back into was charity and a scam. How you can even stand to look at me after all you’ve seen me do these last six weeks—I’m at a loss.”

Theo sighed and stood, grabbing the other office chair so he could sit next to Spencer, at least, if Spencer wouldn’t look him in the eyes.

“Is that how you felt about Glen when he was hurt?” he asked.

“Course not,” Spencer retorted. “That’s not the—”

“Oh, I think it is the point, but let’s get down to that unconditional thing, because I think you need lessons. I came out to my parents at twelve. My mother asked me if I had any crushes at school, and I told her that the boys at the high school were looking mighty fine, because I was raised right and we did not lie to our parents.”

Spencer snorted. “Your head would explode if you even tried,” he said, and he actually gave Theo a direct look before rolling his eyes, so Theo was encouraged.

“And my dad? Big John was legendary. He was huge—six feet five inches tall and two hundred and eighty-five pounds of muscle, with a little extra weight around the middle because he loved Mom’s cooking. If there was ever a scarier man to tell you were gayer than an Easter Parade, I have not seen him. But we were at the dinner table, where all truths were told, and he looked at me and smiled.”

“What’d he say?” Spencer asked, obviously sucked in.

“Well, first he asked if I’d come out to my classmates yet. I had not. Then he told me that when I did, if I did, I needed to remember all the things he’d taught me about throwing a punch and that he’d back me with the teachers if I needed it.”

Spencer gave a strained chuckle. “And that right there is where you got your practicality, I can see.”

Theo nodded, smiling fondly. His father had been such a good man. “It is. And then—I’ll never forget this—he said, ‘We only had one kid because I didn’t want your mother’s health to suffer, so we packed all our love into you, Theodore. That’s not going to turn off like a spigot. Not in life, not in death, most certainly not over this. There’s so many more important things about people than this. Just remember that. You’re not going to lose us because you’d rather crush on the quarterback than the cheerleaders.’ And that was it. And that’s what I’ve got for you right now. This thing between us, it’s bigger than… than all the sex things you think I’m not getting.”

Spencer let loose with an absolutely filthy laugh, and Theo smacked him on the arm. “That’s not what I meant, but yes, your cock is huge if that makes you feel better.”

He got a shy smile and Spencer’s flushed cheeks in return for that, and soldiered on. “Look, it’s not that I don’t want to try some more things, and it’s not even that I don’t think you’re ready for them now. It’s… what’s been building between us… I don’t know about you, but it truly feels so much bigger than bells and whistles.”

“I… I want you to feel like you’re mine,” Spencer said, and finally, finally, he looked at Theo, and his face—his heart—was so naked, Theo’s throat swelled.

“Look,” he managed thickly. “I know you’re stuck on the virgin thing, and what makes me a virgin or doesn’t, but I’ll tell you right now, I don’t feel like a virgin. I don’t feel like the same guy who got up the morning you fell out of the sky. I feel like a man who’s got a man in his life. I feel like someone who knows what lovemaking is. Yeah, we can go for some of the more advanced Stage 2 and 3 items in the sex parade, and they’ll be fun, I’m sure. But they’re not going to change how I feel about you, Spencer. Do you need me to spell it out?”

Spencer opened his mouth, and Theo couldn’t be sure if it was a yes or a no on the way, but at that moment, Elsie strode through the hangar, that amazing ground-eating, shoulder-swinging pilot’s strut no less intimidating on her than it was on any of the guys.

“We will resume this when we get home,” Theo said with dignity, and Spencer caught his hand.

For a moment, he searched Theo’s face with his eyes, maybe looking for Theo’s veracity, the truth he was trying to tell.

And then, regardless of Elsie looking on, he captured Theo’s chin with his fingers and leaned forward, pulling Theo into a deep, sweet kiss that left him breathless.

Spencer pulled away and struggled to his feet, using the desk and the chair and finally one of his crutches to get upright.

“You sure you can spare Theo?” he asked gruffly.

“Yeah,” she said, “but we’re going to need him tomorrow while you keep your surly ass home and heal, you understand?”

Spencer nodded, unusually compliant. “Yeah, Elsie. Tell Glen that’s understood.”

 

 

HE was quiet on the way back to the property, but Theo could tell by the clench to his jaw and the tightness around his eyes that he was battling the aftereffects of his collision with the tram. He stayed in the truck while Theo went grocery shopping and was fast asleep in the front when Theo came out.

Theo dropped him off at the trailer with two bags of groceries before running the rest of the supplies to Oscar and Belinda at the big house and going to get Colonel, who, when they weren’t home, stayed with Preston and Preacher or sometimes was kenneled when Preston was working with other dogs. When he got back, the groceries had been put away, and Spencer was lying on top of the sheets, fully clothed, fast asleep, with Stupid curled up against his neck because that’s where the dumbass cat liked to sleep when Spencer wasn’t awake enough to protest.

Spencer was not even close enough to being able to protest, and to prove it, Colonel peeked over the edge of the bed and licked his nose. Nope. No reaction.

Pain was exhausting, Theo thought, his heart in a vise. It was easy to forget, but it was so true. That included emotional pain, and Spencer had obviously been holding on to his depression about his injuries without talking to another soul for far too long.

Theo took off Spencer’s boots, tugging gently, and then, enjoying the blessing of familiarity, stripped off Spencer’s jeans too and checked his bandages.

They were still clean after Glen’s job earlier, and he left the leg alone. Curiously, as he was pulling the sheets out from under Spencer and wrapping them around his shoulders, he checked the bandage at Spencer’s side and found only a large Band-Aid in place, probably guarding the last of the healing from the stitches and the shunt they’d put in.

It was nearly completely healed, and Theo rubbed Spencer’s stomach softly in celebration.

Spencer hummed in his sleep, taking the corner of the blanket and gathering it around him as he rolled over, and Theo bent down and kissed his forehead.

“I’ll wake you before dinner,” he said.

“Okay.”

“Love you, you irritating bastard.” He froze for a minute, wondering if Spencer had heard, and if he had heard, would it startle him awake and send him screaming for parts unknown? But Spencer just huddled down closer into the blankets, protecting his vulnerable parts, keeping his heart warm.

“Love you, Woodchuck,” he mumbled, and then he was fast asleep.


Catch a Falling Pilot

 

 

THEO woke Spencer once to give him a pain med with a prune-juice chaser, which Spencer took obediently before falling back asleep. When he woke up later that afternoon, his shades had been pulled open and the sun was burning brazenly through his bedroom window. He glared at it irritably and tried to recall what had awakened him.

And then he felt Theo—it had to be Theo—kissing sweetly at the nape of his neck.

“Mm?”

“Uh-huh,” Theo replied, and he scooted forward so his entire body was mashed up against Spencer’s back.

His naked body.

“Wha…?” Spencer struggled to sit up, but Theo put a heavy hand on his shoulder and whispered into his ear.

“Now I’ve put a little bit of preparation into what’s about to go down, big guy. You can wreck all that by going all inside your head and getting weird, or you can let me touch you and enjoy myself thoroughly. What’s it going to be?”

“Touch me?” It was supposed to be a question—as in, Spencer was asking what Theo’s plans were, but Theo took it as an order and tugged on his shoulder until Spencer was sprawled on his back. “Okay,” he muttered, and stared at Theo. “Can we close the—”

“No,” Theo told him, moving to take Spencer’s nearest nipple into his mouth. He tugged hard, because Spencer had told him that was the way he liked it, and then settled down to suck and tease with his tongue.

Spencer was abruptly awake and surprisingly aroused.

“Oolfohwhoamygod!” He tried to sit up but Theo put a hand in the center of his chest and kept sucking.

He pulled off when Spencer made a whimper of arousal and said, “How you feeling? Anything hurting? You all good?”

Spencer stared at him, completely out of his element, and Theo gave that bright, sunshiny smile of his and said, “Nope. You seem to be okay. Let’s have us some whoopee!”

“Whoopee?” Spencer gasped as Theo tore off the covers, revealing him in his briefs. “Whoo”—oh my God, he was peeling Spencer’s briefs off and—“pieohmygod!”

Theo had never put his mouth on Spencer before, but he did it now, extending his tongue, licking the head, grasping him in his hand.

Spencer’s aroused body was now going a hard ninety mph around a hairpin curve.

“Theo!” he cried out. “I’m—oh wow! Baby, slow down. Harder with your hand, but slower. Easy with your tongue. Oh God. Not so fast, okay?”

Theo pulled off long enough to grin up at him. “That’s what I’m talking about. Communication!”

“Ooooh….” Spencer whooshed out a breath as Theo’s words blew a soft stream of air across his wet cockhead. “Are you sure we can’t close the bli—oh!”

Theo took him all the way down to the back of his throat and then pulled off quickly, before he gagged. He couldn’t hold it there, probably because this was a new skill, but he did it again immediately, and Spencer saw stars and tried not to come.

“This is going to be over fast,” he panted, “unless you let me blow you first.”

Theo pulled in a breath and then… slowed down. Way down. Long, languorous licks. Slow, hard strokes. Spencer groaned softly and found a rhythm in Theo’s hand—sexy, yes, but something that could have lasted forever.

And it was that slowness that let him fall into it, gradually, cruising at sixty now, on a straightaway. Theo kept going like that as Spencer’s hunger to touch him, to pleasure him, built along with Spencer’s need.

“So, uh,” he panted, tunneling his fingers through Theo’s soft, short-cropped hair. “Can I, uh, return the favor?”

Theo pulled off again and smiled, taking his hand and lacing their fingers together.

“Yeah. But I need you to stay right there… and tell me if anything hurts.” He winked. “I have a plan.”

“Of course you have a plan,” Spencer grumbled. “God forbid we jump into bed without a—hey, hello. What are you—oh!”

Theo had risen to his knees and then—rather gracefully, which didn’t always happen when a man was naked and in bed—swung one of his knees over Spencer’s midsection and then knee-walked up so his bottom was even with Spencer’s chest.

And his, uhm, oh my goodness—

Spencer stared his generously sized cock directly in its one little eye.

“Hello,” he said, voice gruff. “I believe we’ve met.”

Theo reached down and caressed Spencer’s cheeks, rubbing his lips with his thumb. “I have been dying to make love with you in the daylight, Spencer. If you have a better plan, let me know. I just figured I would hear less bullshit if I caught you by surprise.”

It was Spencer’s turn to grin up at him and wink.

And take Theo’s cock deeply into his mouth, devouring it, relishing the pressure in his throat, on his palate, enjoying the taste. Oh wow. This was more than a skill for him—it was a pleasure, and one he’d savored for most of his adult life.

But never so much as now.

He went slow at first, because he wanted it to last, and he reached up to span Theo’s narrow hips with his hands. Theo was fumbling with something on the dressing table, but for a few moments, Spencer lost himself in the give and take of sucking cock and straight up didn’t care.

And then he realized that Theo’s body was slightly twisted, and he was doing something with his fingers behind him.

He pulled back and frowned. “What are you… lube?” Almost automatically he stuck out his tongue and lapped, so that little head didn’t lose interest. “Aren’t we missing something there, Woodchuck?”

“Nope,” Theo said. “I know your status is negative because I’ve been picking up your prescriptions, and you would have told me when we first met because you were bleeding everywhere.”

Spencer lapped at him again, not bothering to contradict him. “Yeah, but—”

“And you know I’ve never done this before.”

Spencer had to suck on him one more time. He took Theo down until he felt that abundant patch of brown curly hair tickling his lips and then pulled back, knowing his face was a sloppy mess and not caring. He came up for air, hungering for Theo’s come, and tried to remember what they were talking about.

“But….”

Theo did that thing again, cupping Spencer’s cheek, rubbing his lips with a thumb. Spencer had to admit, it made him feel good. Made him feel… cared for.

Made him feel cherished.

“I don’t have a plan B, Spencer,” he said softly. “It’s like when you fished me out of the water with the barge pole and set us adrift at the same time. You had faith that we’d be saved. I have faith that you and I will make it. So don’t worry about you being first and last here. ’Cause I’m thinking that’s what it’s gonna be.”

Spencer closed his eyes, let the words sink in, and then pulled Theo into his mouth all the way to the root, until he couldn’t breathe, until he couldn’t think, until there was only Theo inside him and nothing else.

Theo pulled away, gasping, and then—careful of Spencer’s still-tender side—knee-walked backward until he was straddling Spencer’s hips. Spencer was still gasping for air, still hungering for Theo’s flesh deep in his throat, when Theo lowered himself down slowly, then reached behind him and grasped Spencer’s cock.

Spencer saw fireworks as he realized—truly—what Theo had been doing with the lubricant when he’d been twisting around during the blowjob.

“You were fingering yourself?” he gasped, and then Theo positioned Spencer’s cock right at the dimple of his slicked, stretched entrance and began to slowly lower himself.

“Yes!” Theo cried out, and Spencer wasn’t sure if that was an answer or an exclamation, and what was happening finally penetrated his brain.

“We’re fucking today? Wait—that’s what we’re…? Oh God!”

Theo kept lowering, and Spencer had to close his eyes against the tightness around his cockhead and the pressure against his shaft. And the heat. And the slickness. And the sweet, sweet dark—

“God, yes! Spencer!” Theo gave a moan and slid the final few inches, bottoming out on Spencer’s cock and sitting completely still for a moment, head thrown back, chest heaving, as Theo’s body adjusted to Spencer’s body, which was deeply seated where Spencer had yearned to be his entire goddamned life.

“Theo?” he asked, his hips twitching a tad with the need to move. “You doing okay?”

“This is good,” Theo breathed. “Wow, stretching really helps. This didn’t hurt. It’s really sort of wonderful. I can do this all day!”

Spencer smoothed sweaty palms on the inside of Theo’s muscled thighs. “Baby, I can’t. I need to move. Can I move? Can you just lift yourself a few—oh wow—inches?”

Theo did, for once complying with a request without talking back, rocking forward so Spencer slid out of him, slowly, and then rocking back a little. And forward, and back, and forward, and back, and a little bit faster, and a little bit harder and forward and back and—

Oh my God! Theo was fucking Spencer’s cock with his ass, and Spencer was going to blow his load right then if he didn’t do something to help Theo along.

“Stay still,” he rasped. “Stay still and let me come to you. And you grab your cock and stroke. Is that a plan? I think that’s a plan. Okay, good—like that!” Theo stopped again, Spencer held inside by the bell of his head, and Spencer… well, Spencer used years of practice to do what he did best.

He fucked, hard and gloriously, slamming into Theo with all his strength, exulting in Theo’s shouted “Yes! Like that! God, keep fucking me!” more than he’d ever celebrated sex in his life. Theo said “fuck”!

Harder and harder, until Theo grabbed his own cock and stroked, his hand blurring, his head tilted back and sweat sheening his muscled torso, the beautiful line of his throat.

And again and again, until Spencer’s abs and thighs burned, and he thought his entire body was going to fly apart, and he had no choice but to close his eyes and let the darkness wash over him.

“I’m coming!” he cried hoarsely. “God, Theo, I’m coming—”

“Augh!”

He had his eyes closed, but he could feel the scalding spatter of come on his chest, his cheek, and across his stomach, and as he held on to Theo’s hips and stuttered inside him, for a moment the fap fap fap of Theo’s fist on his cock was the only sound in the room.

Then another aftershock rocked Spencer, and Theo roared in his final eruption, and the room went silent, echoing with their cries of climax.

Theo gave a groan and slumped against his chest, and Spencer stroked his sweaty back in comfort.

“How was that?” Theo panted in his ear. “That wasn’t bad, was it?”

“That was amazing,” Spencer replied. “That was fantastic. I’m wrecked. Why did we do that again?”

Theo lifted his face from the hollow of Spencer’s neck and kissed him, passionately, but with a tenderness Spencer had never felt before—and until now, he’d never given to anyone himself.

Theo broke off from the kiss, breathing hard, and Spencer slid out of him in a rush of come that Spencer could probably have rolled around in all night if it hadn’t meant changing the sheets.

“We did that,” Theo said softly, “because I love you. And because I don’t want you to doubt that I’m yours. And because I want to see your body in the daylight, because it’s your body, and I want you to know I love it too.”

For a moment Spencer could only gape at him, almost betrayed.

“You… you love me?” he managed, the words opening up a wound in his chest at the same time they healed one. “How… how did that happen?” He’d heard them before, hadn’t he? Had he said them? It felt like he’d said them—how could he not?

Theo rubbed those thumbs over his cheekbones, then at the corners of his mouth. “I don’t know, Spence. Sometimes falling for someone is like falling out of a helicopter. It takes a little bit of luck, good and bad, and the courage to come up for air and fight for safety. If you could do that and have faith your friends would save us, can’t you fall for me and hope I can do the same?”

Spencer bit his lip, suddenly shy and with no place to escape. “Oh, Woodchuck,” he said, feeling like he was admitting something huge here. “I’ve already fallen. I… I may be shitty at showing you, but I’ve fallen. You’re not wrong.”

Theo kissed the end of his nose playfully. “You going to be a grown-up here and say the words when you’re not mostly asleep?”

Damn him. “I love you,” he mumbled. “There. You happy? I need to get out of bed and use the bathroom, so I hope your—”

Theo apparently had completely honed his detector of Spencer’s bullshit, because that’s when he leaned forward and took Spencer’s mouth like he owned it and Spencer only got to lease it when it was his turn to give the blowjobs.

He broke off again and slid to Spencer’s side, running his fingertips over Spencer’s chest, his stomach, and his thighs in the light from the window.

“You really do have a rockin’ body,” he said happily.

“Who even says that?” Spencer asked, capturing his hand before he started tickling. Theo laced their fingers together, and Spencer decided that would work and rested their hands on his ribs.

“That was Oscar,” Theo said. “He was pretty sure that’s the only kind of sex you’d had before me—the kind where someone thought you had a rockin’ body. I was not shocked.”

“Oscar is straight,” Spencer muttered. Oh dear God, how was he supposed to leave Theo alone here when nobody was giving him the right information?

“Yes, but his best friend isn’t, and he says he understands the appeal even if he doesn’t feel it himself.” Theo laughed a little. “Of course, Oscar and Belinda couldn’t be separated with a crowbar and giant gorillas, so maybe he was just trying to reassure me, but I think he was mostly right.”

Spencer sighed. “I… I don’t know. When I do get back in the air, Elsie and I are gone a lot. I mean, Glen’s working hard to make it only three days a week, but when we first joined up, it could be six out of seven days. Nobody wants that for a relationship, you know.”

“It won’t be easy,” Theo admitted. “But it will help that I’ll be at the office. I’ll see you when you’re loading up, and I know where you’ll be. Glen and Cash go weeks at a time when Cash is on tour. I know that’s rough—and Cash told me he was going to start touring less, because he wanted to be with Glen more—but see? Glen’s already working to give everybody fewer hours. And right now, I’m the one who’s gone, and we’re doing okay, right?”

Spencer nodded and moved their hands to right over his heart, shivering a little. Theo reached down and pulled the comforter over them, but Spencer could tell he wasn’t willing to give up their time together.

Well, maybe he had the right idea.

“Yeah,” Spencer had to concede. “We’re doing okay.”

“Mm. So tell me….”

Spencer scowled, and at that moment there was a giant whoomp, and Stupid leapt on the bed. He walked over Spencer’s chest, putting at least 200 PSI on each paw, before he stretched out on his side, panting, between Spencer and Theo.

“Tell you what?” Spencer asked and then frowned at the cat. “Is he okay?”

“I was going to say tell me about all the things that made you afraid of intimacy, but no, he is not okay.”

The cat—who had only grown fatter after Spencer had gotten home—seemed a bit bedraggled, although he’d been eating enough for ten.

Spencer actually heard himself think that and looked at the cat again.

“Theo?”

“Yeah?”

“We just had sex, and your cat is having kittens.”

“It was great sex, the world is fine, and the cat is not—” Spencer actually heard the pieces click. “Stupid, you slutty little ho-bag, you went out and got knocked up during the apocalyptic flood, didn’t you?”

“That would be about right,” Spencer said. “It’s been about eight weeks, and a cat’s gestation period is fifty-eight to sixty-seven days.”

Theo stared at him. “How would you even—”

“Theo, we live on a ranch surrounded by dogs. Oscar has his Animal Health Technician certification and Preston has a degree in animal husbandry. Believe me. There are things about animals that I know.”

“Belinda wanted a cat, didn’t she?” Theo asked, because he was smart that way.

“She did, and then she got knocked up instead.”

They both looked at Stupid, who was panting uncomfortably, her stomach rippling with a contraction and her uberthick fur sticking up oddly in all the places.

“I’ll go get a towel to put under her,” Theo said.

“You do that. I’m gonna put on some pants.” Spencer stared at the cat as he swung his legs over the bed. “Sweetheart, I know this is probably not your favorite thing right now, but I have to tell you, your timing is impeccable.”

“I heard that!” Theo shouted from the hallway as he rifled through the closet. “You are so not off the hook!”

Spencer rooted around the foot of the bed, found his briefs, and spoke to the cat again. “That’s what he thinks. Nobody wants to hear that shit. Believe me.”

While Spencer was struggling into his briefs, Colonel came in, whining and wagging his tail slowly in anxiety.

“Are you here to midwife?” Spencer asked, with only a little bit of skepticism. That damned dog might not know the difference between Spencer and cocaine, but he did seem to have a doctorate in empathy. Sure enough, Colonel put his front two feet on the bed and leaned over, licking Stupid’s head again and again and again. Stupid didn’t argue—instead she just kept panting, closing her eyes like the big asshole was making her feel better.

Spencer watched them and sighed. “Go ahead, doofus.” Then he called to Theo. “Theo, I think we’re sleeping in your bed tonight.”

“It’s the guest room, Spencer,” Theo said, appearing in the doorway, still naked.

Spencer caught his breath for a moment and took time to appreciate Theodore Wainscott completely naked.

He had the classic hunk body, maybe a little lean because hey, twenty-four was twenty-four, but he had muscular thighs, a bubble butt, wide shoulders, and narrow hips. Like two Doritos, point to point, with a little olive on top for a head.

Except Spencer had been inside that ass, and he’d had that body covering his, and Theo wanted him.

And these facts were… well, indisputable, really.

“What?” Theo asked, gently—oh so gently—lifting Stupid enough to slide some aged towels under her body.

“I am processing a very eventful day,” Spencer said gruffly, feeling choked up for no reason at all. “Get dressed. I’m all thinking about sex now, and that seems inappropriate, considering what Stupid is about to do to my bed.”

“Our bed,” Theo corrected. “And the guest room is going to be our bed too. I know you’re new to relationships, but I think you should learn the lingo.”

“Sure,” Spencer said, inexplicably shy about this as he seemed to be about all things relating to Theo. “Our bed. Our house. Our dog, our cat, our relationship. I understand now. But get dressed. You’re very pretty, naked, and I think you need to be aware of that.”

And suddenly Theo was the one smiling shyly and looking away. “Yeah? I’m pretty?”

Spencer found his jeans and sat down so he could get his feet in. “I can’t even believe I have to tell you this.”

“And yet here we are. Tell me more about how pretty I am. I’ve never been seen naked by the object of my desire. I think I need to hear it.”

Stupid let out a distressed, pitiful meow, and Spencer gave Theo a level look. “You are a very good-looking young man, and I can’t believe I hit that. What are we going to do about the cat literally squirting out kittens in our bed?”

Theo pulled away from Stupid, who was now wrapped in the old towel, and Colonel, who was licking her head like a pro.

“I, uh… well, I guess I should get dressed and maybe call Preston? You think?”

Spencer scrubbed at his face and reached for his shirt, which was right under Colonel’s paw. Colonel whined as he tried to pull it away, though, so he hopped to his drawer and grabbed a T-shirt from there.

“I’ll remember this, traitor,” he mumbled. “And yeah, Theo, I think Preston might help.” He reached for the comforter and very carefully straightened it over the bed, which was a wee bit… messy, after what they’d been doing before the kitty emergency. “But maybe we should, I dunno, Febreze the place first?”

Theo grimaced. “Yeah. You’re right.” Then he grinned. “Heh heh heh… the day keeps piling up the new experiences. My ass feels great by the way. All tingly! You should be proud!” And with that, he practically bounded away, leaving Spencer in awe.

“Jesus, and people complain about my mouth! Tingly? Are you fucking kidding me?”

“I heard that!” Theo called, and Spencer looked at the animals, who seemed to be very much engaged.

“You two,” he muttered. “You do realize that this living situation was your choice, both of you? Stupid, you could have had a nice little old lady, but you had to take off and get laid. Colonel, you adopted me at first sight. This here?” He made a little circling motion with his finger. “This is not my fault. So if that kid wants us all to be family, you need to be nice to him. Cat? That means no kitten tragedies in the foreseeable future. Dog? That means don’t eat the kittens. That’s a real thing.”

They ignored him, and he hobbled into the living room while Theo buzzed past him with the air freshener, and Spencer collapsed on the recliner with a sigh, because it really had been quite a day.

He pulled out his phone and hit the number. “Preston?”

“You are supposed to be resting,” Preston growled.

“I was, but then a cat jumped onto my bed and started giving birth.”

“That’s unusual,” Preston declared. “I’ll be right over.” And then he clicked the phone off, and Spencer was left on the recliner while Theo aired out the room.

 

 

PRESTON arrived shortly, with Belinda and Caden on his heels, and everybody but Spencer went into the room to watch poor Stupid pant and be uncomfortable. They came back in and Preston announced that there were two kittens born already, and that Stupid was cleaning them and not eating them, and then he and Theo went back into the room to watch and make sure that didn’t happen. Since Spencer had never known that could be a problem, he was suitably horrified.

Belinda, on the other hand, was perfectly fine with the fact that this sometimes happened, and as a consequence, so much more excited that Stupid appeared to be a good mother.

“Oh, they’re going to be potluck in colors,” she said. “We’ve got a black one and an orange one, and Stupid is that unusual dark gray. I can’t wait until they’re a little older—we’ll be up here all the time to watch them grow!” She gave Spencer a sly look. “It’s a good thing Theo was here to make it look nice. It’s like a real home and everything.”

“Theo’s good that way,” Spencer admitted. “I didn’t really spend a lot of time here in those first months.”

She smiled prettily. “Well, this thing has forced you to slow down a little—that’s not always bad.” She set the baby down on the ground, where he proceeded to grab the couch cushions and pull himself up. And then sit down. And pull himself up. And then sit down. And then laugh because apparently this was the best frickin’ game he’d ever played.

“See?” Belinda said, looking fondly at the chubby brown-haired angel of her dreams. “You’re just like him. You were probably on the move from the time you could crawl. Having to sit still makes you see the whole world and not just the parts you’re avoiding so you don’t crash.”

“That’s really wise,” he said, admiring her a lot. Belinda would never yell at her child for being sick and lazy. She wouldn’t let anybody else lay a finger on him because he didn’t finish his chores fast enough. And this woman—this smiling, adorable woman who was perfectly content to spend her life taking care of dogs with her husband and raising her child, or children, in a place where they could run and be happy and learn kindness—would never teach a child that it was okay to hate someone because of the color of their skin, or who they were hardwired to kiss, or what they wanted to wear.

The charming creature currently eating his couch was going to grow up knowing he was loved.

Spencer swallowed, remembering Theo’s request (ha! His demand!) that Spencer tell him what made him afraid of intimacy and thought that maybe—just maybe—Theo had a point. If he put a voice to the things that scared him, then maybe he could leave them behind.

He certainly did like where he was now, Theo’s smell still lingering on his skin, people he cared about running into his house to see what even he had to admit was a miracle. Friends he loved to work with, doing something they all enjoyed. A best friend who would always have his back. And children. Whether they were Elsie and Josh’s or Oscar and Belinda’s, and whether he eventually came around to one for Theo and himself, there would be children in their lives to love.

Watching Caden continue to eat his couch and yell about how tasty it apparently was, he remembered when he was a kid and had been lying in bed sniveling with a bruised ass and a burning anger, and how he’d made all sorts of vows about what sort of parent he’d be when he was grown.

And it was a lot like the kind of parents Belinda and Oscar were, and Imake happen.

Spencer smiled at Belinda, thinking she and her family were wonderful, and asked if he could get her something to eat—it was getting toward dinner time, and he’d put away groceries. He knew they had some to spare.

Belinda smiled at him and patted his knee. “No worries. In fact, I’ve got a casserole at home I was going to bring you. Theo said you might not be up to going to the big house tonight.”

Spencer sighed. “We’ve got a golf cart, honey. Don’t put yourself out.”

Belinda gave him a distinctly female look, the kind that made her eyes go like a cat’s and her mouth turn up wickedly. “I think he was talking about a romantic night in, Spencer. The kind of night where the cat had to jump up between you when you were in bed at five in the afternoon.”

Suddenly Spencer could look everywhere but at her. “Well, yeah, but now the cat’s squirting out babies, and I think Preston needs to be here to make sure they come out. Not hardly romance.”

“True, but I’m still going to go get the casserole, and we can eat it here while we’re waiting for the miracle of birth.” She eyed Caden, who had decided to sit down and gnaw on the end table instead, his eyes at a distinct half-mast. She plucked his chubby baby body up off Spencer’s carpet and put him in Spencer’s arms, along with a bottle of juice that she’d pulled from some sort of brightly colored purse thing over her shoulder. She set the purse thing on the floor by the end table while Spencer tried to understand the sleepy creature in the crook of his arm.

“Here. Hold this. It wiggles sometimes but will probably doze off right now, so don’t panic. Theo’s in the next room, and he can do the chasing if it comes down to that. I’ll be back in a sec with your casserole and salad fixings, and we can all eat before Preston and I get out of your hair.” She bent down and kissed his cheek. “I know you’re anxious to get back on your feet, Spencer, but think about it this way. You have this sort of rare opportunity to get to know a really great person better. And if things go right, he may be the love of your life. So enjoy yourself.”

And then she turned around and practically bunny-hopped out of the house.

Spencer started to call after her and then remembered the thing that might wiggle, who was currently stashed in the crook of his arm. “Heya, kid,” he muttered, offering the bottle of juice. The baby grabbed the bottle and stuck it in his mouth, no help needed. Sucking contentedly, he turned his sunshine face up to Spencer as Theo came out of the bedroom.

“What’s the damage?” Spencer asked, gazing down at the kid with the same sort of adoration he’d seen on everyone else’s face.

“We’ve got five so far, and she’s still working. I’ll have to tell Thelma—she’ll be excited to hear about Stupid’s rockin’ sex life. Apparently she got very busy, with a variety of daddies, because damn. No two kittens the same.” Theo had gotten emails from the woman and children he’d been stranded on the porch with that fateful day. It made Spencer happy to think that Theo hadn’t left all the people he’d grown up with behind.

But now Spencer chuckled. “All that and it turns out her true love is my idiot dog. Go figure.”

“He’s got good taste,” Theo said gently and put his hand on Spencer’s knee. “Where’s Belinda?”

Spencer covered the hand with his own, and watched as Caden’s eyes started to flutter shut. “Said something about having made us a casserole and took off in the golf cart to go get it.” He looked up to see Preston as he came out and down the small hallway. “You’re welcome to eat here with us,” he said, since he knew Damien would be gone until the next day.

Preston shook his head. “I still have work to do. I’ll eat leftovers with Oscar later.” He gazed affectionately at the baby. “But I can go do that now so she can keep the golf cart. We have a car seat for it.”

Spencer grinned at him. “Handy little device,” he agreed. “What do you think about our kittens?”

“I think she’s lucky. Lots of new mothers have a really big one first, and it gets stuck and things go to hell. This birth went off without a hitch. And you have six now, Theo. I think she’s got one or two more.” He sighed, and then looked at Spencer and Theo like a patient parent. “And what are we going to do as soon as the kittens are weaned?”

“Everybody gets fixed,” Theo said firmly. “I hear you. Remember—we inherited this cat.”

“Inherited?” Spencer snorted. “Inherited? Are you shitting me? Would you like to hear how we got this cat, Preston?”

Preston’s eyes went wide. “All I know is that Theo had it with him when he got to the hospital that night!”

“Yeah, well, given he jumped out of a perfectly functioning flotation device into a valley full of water to get the damned cat, I’m glad he kept holding on to her,” Spencer said sourly.

“I was trying to get her with the pole,” Theo told him, laughing.

“Which you dropped into the water!” Spencer returned.

“How did you get him out?” Preston asked.

Spencer grimaced. “We had two barge poles. One of them was being used as a stay to keep the garden hose from unraveling—we were using the hose to keep us tied to a tree. I grabbed that one to get him out, and it worked, but….”

“But by the time I was out of the drink, with the cat, the raft was floating toward the canyon,” Theo told him. “And that’s when the helicopter got there.”

Preston nodded. “That’s a good story,” he said thoughtfully. “It’s a miracle story. It’s like when Damien came to get me and Glen and Cash, flying a broken helicopter. Or when Cash dangled out of a helicopter to save Glen.”

Theo grinned. “Or when the snowboarder and the accountant rode the airplane wing down a mountain to save Damien!”

Preston nodded again. “All these miracle stories,” he said. “And the cat having kittens or the baby you’re holding feel like bigger miracles. Why is that?”

Spencer’s breath caught, and he looked at Theo with his entire chest on fire. “I don’t know,” he said. “Life’s funny that way.”

At that moment, Belinda got there and set the casserole on the table, along with a big bowl with salad fixings.

“I was going to stay and eat with you,” she said smiling, “but Oscar surprised me by putting another casserole in. He said it’s your favorite, Preston, so you two come down when you’re done with chores.”

She made one more run into the back bedroom to look at the kittens, and then came and gently lifted the sleeping baby into her arms, where he crashed against her shoulder in absolute oblivion.

They walked out into the twilight shadows, leaving Theo and Spencer in a suddenly quiet house.

“You want me to get a plate?” Theo asked, smiling.

Spencer shook his head. “We can sit at the table,” he said. “Leave the door open and the screen shut. Open the windows. It’s a little chilly out, but it’s still nice.”

“Almost romantic,” Theo said lightly, standing up to start setting the table.

Spencer shoved out of the recliner and sighed. “I’ll work on full romantic one day, if you like,” he promised rashly.

Theo’s smile went incandescent. “You just did,” he said. “Go check on the cat and come sit down.”

Spencer did as ordered and hobbled down the hall. Sure enough, in the last light through the window, Stupid was licking what was probably her final kitten while the others mewled and nursed. Colonel surrounded the content little family with his long Shepherd body, panting proudly, as though he’d done any part of what had recently gone down, but Spencer wasn’t going to pop his bubble.

Idiot dog was happy with an idiot cat and idiot adorable kittens. It didn’t make no goddamned sense, but it appeared to be the truth.

“I hear you,” he muttered and turned back toward the front room.

Chicken casserole was one of his favorites too—or maybe he simply liked Belinda’s comfort food as a whole—so dinner was enjoyable, and the smell of the cool evening on the cut grass of the ranch with the pink light of twilight made his belly tingle with the anticipation of spring.

He and Theo talked easily—but then that had never been their problem, not from the first moment Theo had pulled him gasping out of the drink, had it?

They had both pushed their plates back, and the silence had just begun to be heard when Spencer’s mouth opened and he began to speak.

“My parents seemed perfect,” he said, “when I was a kid. I figured everybody got their ass beat in small towns in Bumfuck when they didn’t do their chores. Moms always backed their husbands against their kids. And it was okey-dokey to sit and pray for the deaths of everybody who wasn’t us when we sat down to dinner.” He heard the words then—his father’s words—and thought about how easy it was to buy into hate words when you didn’t know any better. “And then Dad caught me kissing my first boy, and I realized that I was one of the people my family hated. And for about a minute I thought about changing who I was to be who my parents wanted me to be, and then it hit me. I don’t understand why the rest of the world doesn’t figure it out, but it hit me, right there at the dinner table with a swollen face and sore ribs, that when you have a list of people you hate, eventually you’ll get around to someone you love. And I realized that I couldn’t live with a list like that on my soul. And my parents would ask me, every day, if I’d asked God to not be a—” He stopped. He couldn’t use that word here, not with Theo. He couldn’t use any of the hate words anymore. “Not be gay anymore, and I said I asked God to not be his son instead. That was my last beating, because I hit back that time, and after that… just chores and meals, and I left the table and did the dishes and went to bed. No picnics with the family. No church. I got my ROTC scholarship and slept on people’s couches until I went away to college.”

“Oh, Spence—”

He held up a hand. “See, but I had hope then. I thought, hey, there’s people out there who aren’t my father. And then I met a guy—saw him around, we hooked up a couple of times, and then we texted, and suddenly I thought, ‘Wait, is this a boyfriend?’ and we saw each other at the canteen at a base Elsie and I hadn’t been to before, and there we were, chatting each other up, when I realized Elsie had disappeared and four guys who’d been giving her shit had disappeared too. I remember looking at the guy and saying, ‘Hey, where’s my flight partner?’ and he gets this look, really annoyed, and goes, ‘Oh, those guys. They’re always messing around.’ And I stood up to go get her, and he was like, ‘Hey, there’s nothing we can do. Do you want to come to my bunk?’ And… and for a moment, I was tempted, right? Because this was a boyfriend—or the closest thing I’d ever had to one. But I couldn’t leave Elsie when I didn’t know if she was all right.” He grunted. “You know the rest.”

“She wasn’t all right,” Theo said softly. “And you weren’t either.”

Spencer gazed out the door into the purpling night. It was officially chilly outside, and he thought about closing everything down.

In a minute, he thought. This needed saying.

“So that happened, and then civilian life was the two of us running into one clusterfuck after another, and… and I found I couldn’t trust any guy I was with, really. What if they all turned out to be douchebags? What if I really liked a guy and he turned out to be awful? Like my old man. Like those fuckers who went after Elsie. Or even just… flawed. Like the guy who would sit back and let bad shit happen on his watch because it wasn’t him. So it was easier, you know? To do a guy once and make him breakfast and send him on his way. Wasn’t great—obviously. Preston set this place up for me, and I moved out here and didn’t get laid for over a year, and I was fine with that. Preferred my dog. Elsie didn’t let me down. Glen and Damien and Preston didn’t. Oscar and Belinda are perfect people. Who needed someone in his life who would care for him and take care of him when he was alone and remind him to be his better self?”

Theo covered Spencer’s hand with his own. “You did,” he said softly.

“I do,” Spencer agreed. He turned his hand over and laced their fingers together. “We made love today, and it was really wonderful. And I never thought I’d do anything that wonderful with another human being. And I want you to stay here. With me. And I want us to make a go of it in this out-of-the-way place with our really awesome jobs and people who care for us. Is that okay?”

Theo squeezed his hand. “My parents died within two years of each other,” he said. “My mom right after I graduated from college and committed myself to living in Sticky, Oregon, to take care of her. After she passed, I just… stayed. I was making a difference. I was happy. But I didn’t expect another gay man to find me out in the middle of nowhere. I certainly didn’t expect one to fall out of the sky. But I didn’t move out here because you fell out of a helicopter for me, or because your family is super awesome—even though they are. I moved out here because you are one of the best men—one of the best people—I have ever met, Spencer Helmsley. I would have been a complete moron to let you go without me when I had a chance to be sitting here in this freezing trailer, holding your hand.”

Spencer laughed a little and tried to pull away to get up and close the door—and to wipe his eyes while he was at it, because this baring your soul stuff wasn’t for the weak and he was damned embarrassed about that.

Theo used his free hand to grab a napkin, though, and he wiped his eyes first, and then, tenderly, he leaned into Spencer’s space and wiped Spencer’s eyes too.

“We made love today,” he said softly. “And it really was fantastic. It was everything I was promised about sex because it was with the right person, and he loves me as much as I love him. Isn’t that right?”

Spencer took a deep shuddering breath. Goddammit. “Yeah,” he whispered. “That’s right.”

And then Theo’s mouth was on his, salty and sweet, warm and safe, and Spencer lost himself in that kiss and found himself too. And then he found Theo and realized they were like that, and maybe always would be, close enough that they would always find each other, because together was how they belonged.


Sunsets and Beer

 

 

Six Months Later

 

“WELL?” Belinda asked, moving about the kitchen smoothly in spite of a growing bulge at her middle. Apparently Caden—who could now run around like a champion, chasing the adolescent orange tabby that Belinda had chosen for their house—had been such a sweetheart that she and Oscar had decided that they must start on a new one immediately.

Theo didn’t mind. He and Spencer had been spending five days a week working the cargo bay and the office for Gecko Inc. and helping Belinda decorate the guest room for little-boy Caden, as opposed to baby Caden, during their weekends. All that was about to change, though, and Theo was only a little anxious as he replied to Belinda’s question.

“Well, what?” But he knew.

“How’d he do?” she asked. Spencer had gone up in the air that day with their local flight certificatory. A one-hour trip, take-off and landing of a small cargo plane, and then the same for a helicopter. It was his final test after a series of them over the month, and Theo grinned at her.

“Can you imagine Spencer failing anything?”

She grinned. “Absolutely not. Yes! This is good. I made him a cake, you know.”

“He’ll be excited. He’s coming back with Damien tonight. In fact….” They both paused while the whomp-whomp-whomp of the Hummingbird’s propellers beat the air to the landing pad on the other side of Damien and Preston’s cottage. “There he is!”

“Are you going to go greet him?” she asked, dimpling. “Dinner’s not for a good two hours—you could go, you know, ask him about his day?”

She insinuated that last with a sweet little blush, and Theo fell in love with her all over again. “I could,” he said. “But it’s getting cold. This could be the last night we get to watch the sunset for quite some time.”

“Oh!” She held her hands to her chest. “Here, let me get you two beers. Colonel’s out tearing up the back by the firepit. You guys can go sit out there.”

Theo gave her a kiss on the cheek and took the beers from her as she pulled them from the refrigerator, and then he whistled for Colonel as he trotted through the back door and into the space between the house and the cottage, which had been designated as sort of a barbecue/common area for the three homesteads.

Once he’d passed that—and Preston and Damien’s cottage—he found Preacher and Colonel sitting and panting while Preston greeted Damien with a long, long hug.

And Theo strode up to Spencer, still in his flight suit, and kissed him square on the mouth.

Ah! Yes! Warm, happy, sarcastic man, with a definite edge of cocky pilot, which had been seeping back into Spencer’s taste over the last months.

Heady stuff, that. Theo couldn’t get enough of it.

“Beer, Woodchuck?” Spencer gasped as he came up for air. “Isn’t that a little forward?”

“The sunset, idiot! Go change out of your flight suit and meet me back here.”

“Oh!” Spencer’s grin went shy, and Theo fell in love with him for the hundredth time since that late March when the idiot had fallen out of the sky. “Okay. Yeah. Sure.”

He kissed Theo one more time for good measure and then turned to trot up the walk toward the trailer. He still had a limp in his stride—much like Damien’s, that would probably never go away. But he had so much of himself back too, and to Theo’s eternal gratitude, that cocky part of him that had gotten so lost after his injury seemed to want Theo as much as the vulnerable part of him that he fought so hard to hide.

“Don’t forget my sweatshirt!” Theo called after him, shivering a little as the October chill settled into the air.

He set the beers in the cup holders of two of the camp chairs by the fire pit, and to his surprise, Preston came over, two big logs in his arms.

“Grab some kindling,” he said, pointing to the small pile of it on the other side of the composite picnic table that he and Damien had installed that summer.

Theo did as asked, and by the time Spencer and Damien got back from changing, they had a cheerful fire going, but that didn’t mean Theo wasn’t grateful for the fleece hoodie Spencer had brought back with him.

Colonel, who had stayed dejectedly by Theo’s side as Spencer had gone to change, greeted him excitedly for a moment before Spencer sank gratefully into the camp chair and petted the animal’s giant head for five minutes, as well as giving scritches and good-dogs and general spoiling and love.

Colonel and Stupid had continued to be an item, snuggling at every opportunity when Colonel was in the house. But Colonel really was a working dog, and he accompanied Theo and Spencer to the hangar most days, to either sit at Theo’s feet while he worked or to follow Spencer as he organized deliveries. And now he’d be going with Spencer and Elsie as they went back to being the inseparable flight buddies they were made to be.

“So!” Theo demanded impatiently. “How’d the helicopter certification go?”

“He passed,” Damien said, interrupting them without compunction. “No worries. No fuss. He flew us home tonight. I’m surprised he didn’t tell you!”

Spencer grinned, obviously insufferably pleased with himself, and then reached for Theo’s hand. “Yes, I’m a genius pilot, and we all love me. But hush! We’re missing it!”

“Of course,” Theo said, looking at Damien and Preston meaningfully.

They nodded and sat, stretching their legs out to the fire and cracking their own beers while Theo sank down in the chair next to Spencer and rested his hand, palm up, for Spencer to lace fingers with him.

And with that touch, that warm and kind touch from the man he loved, the whole world held its breath.

Spencer and Theo—and Damien and Preston—looked up to the west, over the hills, as the orange sun sank into a luxurious pink and fluffy bed of clouds, and night pulled a purpling blanket over it in sleep.

For five minutes, there was nothing but the warmth of Spencer’s hand in his, Colonel’s patient breaths, and that breathtaking appreciation that they’d all seen another day come safely to a close.

When it was over, and they were left in twilight with the crackling fire at their feet, Damien broke the silence with a soft-voiced, “Amen,” and they all echoed him.

Spencer was the one who’d started that, the moment of holy gratitude for the sun and the moon and the stars and the sky. Glen, Damien, Elsie—even the two new pilots, who had come out here too over the summer—all seemed to hold the same reverence, and Theo wondered if it was one of those things that came with being a pilot, like the vulnerable hearts that Cash had talked about that long-ago, wonderful, terrible moment in the hospital.

Conversation started up then, and Preston and Damien disappeared to help Belinda and Oscar bring the food out to the picnic table. Damien paused to click on the electric pole light Preston had installed as well, and for a moment Theo and Spencer were the only ones out there under the chilly purple sky.

“Theo?” Spencer said softly.

“Yeah?”

“Back when we were starting out, I dreamed of this. You and me out here watching the sunset, having a beer, with Colonel at our feet.”

Theo’s smile went all the way to his eyes—to his heart. “Yeah?”

“It’s my favorite dream. Every day we can do this, it comes true.”

Theo closed his eyes. “God, I love you.”

“Me too.”

They held hands in the quiet then, listening to the crackle of the flames. The lovemaking would come later, after the family dinner, and it would be wonderful, as it always was between them.

But that moment—that perfect moment—was one of many that let Theo know that Spencer’s arrival into his life may have been a complete accident, but the relationship they’d forged and the life they’d been building together was anything but chance.

Happiness didn’t just fall out of the sky like random helicopter pilots. Theo and Spencer had needed to work long and hard for that elusive dream.

And every time they watched a sunset together, Theo gave thanks, once again, that their happiness had come true.


 

 

THIS was posted on my Patreon about a month before I started writing Hidden Heart—just in case you were wondering why Spencer’s story about how he came to be living on Preston’s property was so detailed…

 

 

Rescue

By Amy Lane

 

“SHIT!” Spencer called over coms. “We’ve got another one. Elsie and I have fuel—we’re going in!”

“Goddammit!” Glen caught his breath as a vicious updraft caused by smoke, heat, and wind rocked the refurbished Black Hawk, and Damien, sitting next to him, swore.

“Where are they at?” he asked tersely.

“Out of Napa. Let’s get these guys to shelter and fuel up. This wildfire is moving like, well—”

“If you say wildfire, I’ll beat you,” Damien muttered. Another blast of smoky wind rocked them, and he shut up. Mother Nature was not fucking around with these wildfires, and apparently even bad jokes to lighten the mood were off-limits.

“C’mon, motherfucker, c’mon, motherfucker,” Glen chanted, wrestling the stick in his hands. The frightened people who’d been rescued at the edge of the lake as the fire had closed in on them couldn’t hear them over the sound of the chopper’s blades, but it wouldn’t have mattered. Glen’s arms ached from hanging on to the stick, his lungs and eyes burned from the smoke, and his heart ached from seeing half his state go up in flames while all he and his friends could do was bail out campers and residents who hadn’t been given nearly enough warning to flee. At this point Glen didn’t give a damn what the people in the back thought of him, as long as he got the helicopter down and the passengers safely delivered and could launch into the air quickly enough to get the next batch.

And as long as the next call wasn’t from his brother.

They had just landed at a field outside of San Francisco, where other refugees from the fires were grouping, exhausted and terrified and still coughing from the smoke. He and Damien were running a check over the helicopter while it refueled, making sure it was good to go in the air again, when Damien swore.

He was looking at his phone in agony, and he met Glen’s gaze with grim determination.

“It’s heading there?” Glen asked.

Damien nodded. “They’ve already started loading the truck with crates to get the dogs out, and they’re about to hook up the horse trailers,” he said. Both of them took deep breaths and quickened their pace.

Preston was in trouble.

 

 

PRESTON and Damien had outlined the evacuation procedure very specifically. Damien had been stressed—Preston could tell.

Preston could not fathom flames overtaking his grandmother’s vast acreage, but a sheriff’s deputy had just stopped by to tell them that the flames were ten miles away and they should think about heading out.

Now Preston was stressed.

He, Oscar, and Belinda worked quickly, putting the small dog crates in the back of Belinda’s van and the big dog crates—as many as they could fit—in the back of Oscar’s two-ton pickup. They’d had to pack their belongings—their go-bags, their electronics, their personal items—in between the dog crates, because even though Preston had a truck, there was no guarantee they could fit every last damned dog in the vehicles they had.

The thought of leaving dogs here in crates made Preston’s breath come hard and his brain fuzz out. They had to get all the dogs out.

They just had to.

He and Oscar sent Belinda out first, with a minivan full of dog beds and the horse trailer hitched to the back. She and Oscar shared a frantic, tearful “be careful” kiss through the window as she left. As they kissed, Preston could see the flames over the trees on the horizon, and they all caught their breath at the roar of a water plane passing over their heads, recently filled from a skim over their nearby lake.

The plane dropped its cargo on the approaching flames, but Preston’s momentary excitement gave way to despair when another line of flames appeared.

He and Oscar looked at each other in absolute fear.

“We’ve got to get a move on,” Oscar said. Preston nodded shortly, and they got their asses in gear.

They packed the large crates in Oscar’s and Preston’s trucks as quickly as possible, placing the crates before calling the dogs from the kennel to jump in. The dogs, terrified, still obeyed crisply, and Preston couldn’t fathom rewarding that good will with desertion.

But when they were done, he realized that was exactly what they were going to have to do.

“Go,” he said thickly to Oscar. “Me and Preacher and Colonel will be along shortly.”

Preacher and Colonel both sat in the front seat of Preston’s truck, five-gallon bottles of water on the floor, as the two truckloads of crated animals bayed. On the horizon, the flames and the smoke were getting closer, and it was getting harder and harder to breathe.

“Soon,” Oscar said, his scared and lovely face twisting unhappily. “Soon, Preston.”

“I’m going to open the kennels,” Preston said, his voice thick and unhappy. “So they have a chance. They all know where the stream is.”

Oscar wiped his eyes with the back of the hand. “It’s the best you can do, but—”

He was interrupted by the sound of helicopter blades.

They both looked up and saw the modified Black Hawk, painted cream and decorated with Glen’s Gecko Inc. on the tail. Preston smiled a little. The helicopter wouldn’t get all the dogs—but there would be fewer left behind.

“Go!” he said to Oscar. “Go. Hurry to the shelter—we’ll be right behind you!”

“Be safe!” Oscar cried, and went running to his truck.

Preston petted Preacher and Colonel one last time before he ran for the kennels to stack the few remaining crates and count dogs.

There were way more dogs than crates.

 

 

DAMIEN knew that Preston was too stressed for more than a quick, hard hug as they finished loading the dogs into the copter, some of them pushed on reluctantly while Glen guarded the side door under the idling blades. Damien helped Preston care for the animals when he wasn’t working, so he had some rapport with them, and the thought of opening the kennel gates and hoping the dogs could get to water would have broken his heart, but watching Glen silently try hard to fathom clean-up costs for the newly refurbished Black Hawk was hard. Glen didn’t want to leave the dogs either, but keeping the business afloat wasn’t easy.

And there still wasn’t going to be enough room.

His chest constricted as Preston sprinted to the last kennel, and Glen gave him a helpless look.

“We can’t!” he said over the sound of the wind and the copter. “They’re dangerously packed in as it is—they can crush each other to death if we put in the last five!”

“Fuck!” Oh goddammit. Glen looked over the horizon at the approaching flames. While the periodic dumps of water in the last ten minutes had slowed the blaze, they hadn’t stopped it.

Glen’s look at Damien was eloquent. Preston thought Damien and Glen were heroes—Glen would do anything not to let his brother down, but one way or another, some of Preston’s precious dogs were not going to make it.

“Preston!” Damien hollered, trotting toward the kennels again. “Preston, leave them! You’ve got to, baby—you’ve got to. We all need to go. It’s getting too close!”

“Damien!” Soot was falling fast and furious through the air, and they were all wearing bandanas over their mouths. Twin clean tracks coursed over Preston’s nose as he grabbed the last five dogs by the collars. “Just—just five dogs—”

But these weren’t Pekingese or Chihuahuas. These were Lab and shepherd mixes—one of them a Mastiff/Lab/Great Dane that would probably weigh 150 pounds after he was fully grown.

“Oh, Preston—”

And at that moment, they heard the unmistakable sound of another Black Hawk, this one the refurbished vehicle that Damien had flown over the mountains of Nayarit.

Preston looked up at the sky just as Colonel, his Spencer-sense on full, started to bay from the front of Preston’s truck.

Damien looked over his shoulder and shouted, “Fire up the chopper, man. The cavalry is here!”

 

 

“YOU know this is crazy, right?”

Spencer didn’t even need to look at Elsie to know that her usually round face would be tight and almost oval with tension.

“I know,” he said tensely.

“Nobody could blame us if we didn’t go in,” she said, deftly adjusting the lift as the winds that had spread the fire buffeted their craft.

“Not a soul,” Spencer confirmed.

“I mean, they’re bosses. Good bosses, but bosses.” She was trying to sound disgruntled, but they’d been flying together for nearly twelve years—first in the Air Force, and then three years on their own as civilians—two of them for Glen Echo and Damien Ward. They’d gotten job after job by vouching for each other. One job had treated Elsie like crap. Spencer couldn’t figure out if it was because she was a woman or a woman of color, but it didn’t matter. He’d heard that note in their boss’s voice once and he turned around and walked out, Elsie at his heels.

One job had treated Spencer the same way. Elsie had heard one crack about his sex life—that’s all it had taken—and she’d dragged him out by the collar, even as he was saying, “But Elsie, I could give a fuck!”

They worked as a team, and they did it with respect, and fuck all the fuckers that fucked them.

Glen and Damien hadn’t just given them a job. They’d given Spencer a place to live so he didn’t have to bunk on Elsie and Josh’s couch anymore. They’d dragged them both into the ridiculous love lives of Glen and Damien and into search-and-rescue operations that wouldn’t make the papers because nobody would fuckin’ believe what they’d seen.

They’d invited them to barbecues at Preston’s place. Elsie and Josh befriended Oscar and the painfully shy, beautifully maternal Belinda, and Spencer befriended the dogs. Glen and Damien had invited some of their favorite clients—Tevyn Moore, a gold medalist snowboarder, and his husband, Mallory Armstrong—and they’d stayed up late on the green between the main house and Preston and Damien’s cottage, wrapped in blankets, staring at the firepit and talking about adventures they’d all had.

Elsie had just spent a week at the big house, where Belinda and Oscar lived, consoling Belinda after her miscarriage. Spencer had bought out a stuffed-animal store of plush dogs that looked like the couple’s personal pet dog, Matilda, a Great Dane with more size than sense.

They weren’t just bosses. It wasn’t just a job. These were their friends, the family they had only recently begun to accept, and once Spencer and Elsie had dropped the fleeing residents off at the fire shelter, they hadn’t even asked each other. They’d just gotten back into the Black Hawk and taken off, headed for Preston’s, because even if it wasn’t in danger, it might be, and they wanted to make sure their friends were okay.

As they were flying in, they saw how close the dragon had drawn to this home they loved, and they knew that Preston only had so many crates—their friends might not be okay.

Over the coms, Preston heard Glen Echo from the cockpit of the other Black Hawk.

“Gecko-four-zero, this is Gecko-prime. We are taking off to give you room. He’s got five dogs. Get them and get the fuck out of there—he’s going to be racing the goddamned fire.”

Oh fuck.

Spencer didn’t even wait for Glen to leave the helicopter pad Preston had installed for Damien when he was commuting. He landed the fucking helicopter in the middle of the mown field Preston used to train the dogs. Roughly the size of a football field, it was not a lush green, but it was watered twice a week to help pack down the dirt and keep it from getting dry. Spencer was too freaked-out for finesse. He and Elsie dropped the Black Hawk down like a ton of bricks, and he left her in the cockpit.

“Get out if you have to,” he muttered.

“Fuck off.”

He paused as he unhooked his harness and looked her in the face. “Get. Out. If. You. Have. To. Love you, boo.”

She nodded, because they only said that when things were really in the shit. “Love you back, boo.” Before she’d found Josh, before either one of them had found Gecko Inc., they’d been the odd-people-out in flight school, and they’d had each other’s backs. Spencer had lost track of all the leave they’d taken together because they didn’t have another soul they felt comfortable with. He wasn’t going to sacrifice her to tilt at a windmill, even if it was her windmill too.

He ducked until he’d cleared the propellers, and ran to open the side door, and then greeted Preston, who was struggling with the dogs.

“They’re afraid,” Preston said flatly, his own voice practically robotic because he was clamping down his own fear.

“I understand.” Spencer dropped down to his haunches and petted the dogs Preston was trying to manage with just the collars. He knew these dogs. They weren’t Colonel, who was the dog he wanted to live with, but he’d played with them, thrown the stick, held the bait, followed Preston’s interminable rules to help them be working dogs. These dogs had all failed at working, and Spencer was okay with dogs that failed at working. He’d pretty much failed at working too. All he could do was fly, and apparently all he could do was fly with Elsie and work for Gecko, but he would have appreciated some help out of the flames too.

He got a tentative lick on the face and then another, and he stood and gently disentangled Preston’s white-knuckled hands from three of the dogs and ran off at a trot toward the copter. Preston followed, and while the dogs whined as they got near the blades, Spencer didn’t take shit, and he tugged them firmly, prompting them with “Go on, there,” until they hopped into the back compartment. Spencer had just closed the door when there was another bark from the direction of the truck.

“The actual fuck!” Preston’s voice was almost tearful. The heat and the noise, the smoke and the ash, all of it was horrific, and it was closing in fast.

“Colonel opened the truck door,” Spencer said, and for the first time—the absolute first time—he could see why Preston got so mad when his working dogs misbehaved.

But Colonel didn’t go tear-assing into the flames or barking around the field. He made a beeline for Spencer, who opened his arms and let the 90 lb. German shepherd mix leap into them.

“Go!” Spencer told Preston. “Dammit, go. It’s getting too close. I’ve got him. Preacher’s staying in the truck. Go. Just go!”

Preston took a look around, and Spencer saw how much this cost him. His face, strained and wet with tears, showed nakedly that he was about to leave his whole world.

“The dogs in the truck are getting hot,” Spencer said. “You gotta get them to the hangar and get them water.”

Preston nodded briefly. “Gotcha.”

The dogs would do it, Spencer knew.

He kept his arms around Colonel and walked around the front of the Black Hawk, grateful that there was just a little bit of room between the two seats in the cockpit. He set Colonel down there, closed the door, and was strapping himself in as Elsie lifted them out.

She headed for the hangar, which was about twenty miles away from the leading edge of the fire with acres and acres of mown grass or dust between. Spencer grabbed the stick once they were in the air and he was fastened in, but not before he gave Colonel a reassuring pat on the head.

“That dog was not going to let you go,” Elsie said, her voice on the edge of quivering.

“Well, you know. Dogs, they got no sense.”

Neither of them looked back. If the flames took over either of the houses, it would hurt too much. If they didn’t, the devastation left by the flames on the woodland and brush had already broken their hearts as it was.

 

 

THE conditions at the hangar were pretty grim. Glen and Damien had killed their engines and unloaded the dogs from their hold. Belinda and Oscar were in the midst of making sure every dog had water, and all of them were watching the road.

“He left okay?” Damien asked nervously for what was possibly the fifty zillionth time.

Spencer—who could admit to himself that he was a complete asshole with an irritation threshold of zero—nodded. “Yeah, Damie. He was in the truck, heading this way. We couldn’t follow him. The crosswinds were—”

“Terrifying,” Damien conceded. “Yeah. I know. But the flames were close. And it looked like he had a lot of clearance on the road but….”

They knew. They all knew. Casualties from the Paradise fires a couple years back had brought home how horrifically fast the flames could move.

“He was driving like a bat out of hell,” Spencer told him. “I….” He swallowed, heartsick. “It was hard for him to leave, but, you know. He had to get the dogs to safety.”

Damien nodded, his eyes red-rimmed and bright. “I know,” he said hoarsely. “I know.”

But Spencer was doing the numbers in his head just like Damien was. It usually took Preston forty-five minutes to get to the hangar because the road wound a bit, and he would be driving fast, so it would probably take him half an hour. Spencer and Elsie had made it in ten minutes, but that meant nothing.

Preston was the love of Damien’s life, and he was Glen Echo’s brother and Oscar and Belinda’s best friend since high school. However long it took him to get there, it was going to be forever in dog years because Preston was so important to all of them.

“He had Preacher with him,” Spencer said as logically as he could. “He’ll get here safely because he wouldn’t risk Preacher.”

Damien allowed a smile to sneak through. “How is it that you have Colonel with you?” he asked. Spencer and Oscar had put the other giant dogs on leads and staked them in the shade near the hangar, making sure they had water to drink too. Colonel followed at Spencer’s heels, clinging so tightly that Spencer had almost tripped more than once. He didn’t yell, though—the poor dog was worried and sad, and Spencer had shown up and saved him from the worry and the sad. Spencer wasn’t going to yell and take that away.

“He opened the passenger door to the truck and jumped into my arms,” Spencer told him, and while he wasn’t sure why that made Damien chuckle weakly, he thought that this sound was possibly better than the bleak anxiety he’d seen a few moments ago, so he went with it. “Do we have any people food?” he asked. “Are there supplies in the hangar? I don’t know about you guys, but I’m starving. I think we need food.”

He didn’t wait for an answer to his question—he spun on his heel and headed for the hangar, Colonel still his shadow. He knew there was peanut butter, jelly, and loaves of bread in the hangar because Glen Echo stocked things right. There was also a bag of apples, and Spencer came out ten minutes later with a bread bag full of sandwiches and another bag full of apples, and he pressed food into everybody’s hands. People ate fitfully—and more than one bite of sandwich got fed to a dog—but when he gathered with the lot of them in the shade of the hangar, he saw that Glen and Damien had pulled out camp chairs so they were all able to sit for a moment. The dogs had calmed down in the shade with water. All they had to do now was watch.

They saw the plume of dust first, and for a heart-stopping moment they thought it was smoke. But then Colonel started to bay happily, and the other dogs did too, and Spencer imagined that inside the cab of the truck that appeared shortly thereafter, Preacher was giving his own version of the hallelujah chorus.

The truck skidded to a stop by Belinda’s minivan and Oscar’s truck, and everybody sprang up, opening the big crates and helping the dogs out so they could carry the crates to the shady side of the hangar.

Almost everybody was doing that.

Damien and Preston were hugging each other. Not kissing, because that’s not what they did in public, but hugging each other, hard, and Damien was murmuring calming nothings into Preston’s ear.

Spencer couldn’t watch them do that for long. It hurt. The only person on the planet who would miss him if he disappeared into a cloud of smoke was Elsie.

Who was passing by him, one medium-sized crate in each hand. “You know,” she said, “that may have been the stupidest thing we ever did—but I’m not sorry we did it.”

Spencer winked at her. “Wasn’t the stupidest thing we ever did….” And then he let her fill in the blank with all of the stupid things they’d done between them.

“Oh, thank God,” she said. “I was worried about us for a minute.”

He laughed softly and went to work, trying hard—so hard—not to think about what they’d do with all of Preston’s dogs if the ranch was destroyed.

 

 

THEY wouldn’t have been able to rebuild the houses so quickly if Cash hadn’t helped. He’d made Preston’s dog shelter and training facility a cause célèbre on the pop-music circuit. Within a month he and his band had helped raise millions of dollars to go toward the food and housing of the dogs, and the food and housing of the dog owners too.

They’d converted one of the unused hangars into a dog kennel for a while—it had cost them a fortune to keep it cooled so the dogs didn’t get sick, but Glen insisted. And then they had needed to hire contractors to build the old ranch house and the newly refurbished mother-in-law cottage, both from scratch.

Oscar and Belinda and Preston and Damien had lived in two single-wide mobile homes until the houses were rebuilt. Spencer wasn’t sure how Preston and Damien had dealt with the lack of space, but by the time they were ready to move in again, Belinda was pregnant once more, so that couldn’t have been too bad a thing, he figured.

He also assumed Preston and Damien would have been having all the sex they could have when they weren’t working, because he was pretty sure that’s what they did anyway. How would he know? He hadn’t even had time for a hookup since the fires. He’d been working his ass off on Preston’s ranch, trying to get things back to normal.

Which was why he was surprised when—the day after moving day, when the two single-wide mobile homes were made vacant and returned to the rental company from whence they’d come—Preston had him come out of the dog kennels to take a look at a double-wide that was being backed in, a piece at a time, to a far corner of the property.

“What in the hell is that for?” Spencer asked grumpily. He’d slept on Oscar and Belinda’s couch the night before. It was a new couch, and not quite broken in, and the only reason he didn’t hate it was that Colonel had slept on it with him. Colonel may not have been a good hookup, but he was good company.

“You,” Preston said, no bullshit.

Spencer gaped. “But… but… I live in the city, with Glen!”

“And six months out of the year, Cash is there, and you look like shit because you can’t sleep,” Preston said.

“That’s not true,” Spencer argued. “I look like shit now, because I can’t get laid—”

Preston turned his no-bullshit blue eyes on Spencer’s face, and Spencer stopped talking because that’s the dynamic that had evolved since Spencer had started working at Gecko Inc. “You’re lying. You’re telling bullshit and lying,” he said, like Spencer might not have known that. “You are lonely. You need Colonel, but you can’t keep Colonel in that apartment. And you don’t need guys to hook up with. You need a guy to love. So shut up and help Glen move you in.”

“Help Glen—”

“You’ve been helping me all week. It’s your week off, Spencer. Glen and Damien grabbed your stuff today. Once the home is hooked up, you’re living there. You and Damien can commute in the same helicopter. It will be very special and like a television movie. I think Cash is having furniture delivered tomorrow. This way, you always have a home with us.”

And with that, Preston turned away and started ordering the guys driving the giant scary flatbeds that carried Spencer’s new home on them.

Spencer watched in awe for a few moments and then called Elsie and laid out the sitch. To his surprise, he heard her voice quaver, almost in the same way it had when they’d been fighting the Black Hawk to land in the middle of a raging property fire so they could rescue some dogs.

“Oh, baby,” she said. “Look at you. You’ve got a home.”

Spencer’s breath caught. He looked around, biting his lip. The dog kennels were much the same—clean and dusty at once—and the training field had been faithfully watered and seeded so it was green. The surrounding forests were still charred, although the winter rains had started some grass growing around the skeletons of the trees. Spencer had purchased over 100 trees from a local nursery. Their next project, while the rains were still heavy, was going to be to replant some of the ones that had been destroyed.

This place wasn’t perfect. It had been hurt and was still bleeding. But there were people here who cared about him. And dogs. Elsie had been living with Josh for three years—they were happy. He didn’t think he could have that kind of happiness. He’d been kicked out of his parents’ house at eighteen, but they’d disowned him in their hearts long before that. It hadn’t mattered. He’d made himself not care.

But looking around at the homestead that had been razed to the ground and was rising up through hard work and love, he found himself caring very much.

“Well,” he said, working hard to keep his own voice under control so he didn’t gush like Elsie. “Colonel’s happy here. Can’t leave Colonel.”

Elsie was hitting dog-whistle pitches as she explained the situation to Josh, and Spencer took the opportunity to sink to his haunches again and hug his dog.

Colonel licked his face, once, twice, a third time, and then waited patiently until Spencer could talk again.

“What’re you doing?” Elsie asked over the phone.

“Gonna go check out my home,” he said. And with that, he started striding across the yard toward the double-wide. He figured he’d let Preston yell at the guys to do their job a bit—that was always entertaining. Then he’d go help with the dog crap, because that was probably part of the price of admission.

Which was fine. He and Colonel could do that fine.

Apparently it was all part of being in the family.
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