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 Warning This e-Book is intended for adults only as defined by the laws of the country in which you made your purchase. It contains explicit material including violence, as well as consensual and nonconsensual sex. Please store your e-Books carefully where they cannot be accessed by underage readers.
 
 ~*~*~*~
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 “Don't worry about the stuffing, Mike. I've got it covered. I don't have any place else to be tonight. You just keep the food coming. I'll dish it up.” Steam rose from the eight foot serving stand, the warm, moist vapor a welcome change from the frigid fall air outside. Carson slipped the large metal basin of stuffing into the open rack and quickly covered it. The heavy rectangular lid clanked against the steel base adding one more cheery, riotous sound to the noisy room. Thursday nights he donated time to the food bank. Tonight was one of the coldest of the year and a holiday to boot. The basement was packed, mostly with people just looking for a warm place to spend a few hours out of the cold. The free meal didn't hurt either. Hands covered in a pair of the thin silicone gloves like all the other volunteers working the food line, Carson used the absorbent sleeve of his Henley to wipe away the newly formed sheen of steam-generated droplets from his toasty cheeks. He closed his eyes, buried his nose in the crook of his elbow and drew his arm down his face. Unexpectedly, the two-day-old bruise on his left cheek soared to life. He winced and pull his arm away fast. A small annoyed breath escaped him. Christ, I need a shower. He wished he could wash away the memories as easily as the sweat he was working up. The painful area around his eye throbbed, making his eyes water. Steve, you wanker, you certainly left your mark on me, man. Literally. Goddamn control freak. Two dates and you were trying to run my life more than Jim did when I
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 was fifteen. Big brother Jim would beat the crap out of you if he was around, you'd better believe it, asshole. He'd use every army ranger skill he had to make you suffer in ways you couldn't even imagine and he'd get away with it too.... If he hadn't died two months ago in some mysterious, classified mission. Fucking 'need to know' rules wouldn't even let me know where or how or why. Jim loved the army but sometime the US government sucks big time! Wincing, Carson sighed and scratched his nose with his wrist, waiting for the tears to evaporate so he could face the people around him. He had friends here but he wasn't going to explain the bruise or the watering eyes. Or talk about the pain in his chest whenever he thought about his brother's untimely death. The people here weren't that close to him. No one was, not since grade school. He'd been out of high school for six years, losing contact with everyone from home when he moved across the state to join the research and development division of Advantage's software house. Communications was his thing. But with computers not people. Which is why you're alone in a room full of complete strangers for the holiday instead of spending it with someone. Regret mellowed to resignation that mixed with a touch of lingering anger with himself. Whiner. Suck it up, Crosby! Spending the holiday here alone is better than spending it in the emergency department again. Sure, you've got great health insurance, but let's not put it to the test. And yeah, it would be better if Jim was here, but he's not and he's never going to be again. Get used to it. Raising his head, Carson opened his eyes to look out over the crowd. The church basement was laid out with long tables placed end to end for the length of the large, drafty room. Lines of folding chairs that has seen better days were arranged down both sides of the tables and more were stacked in the corners of the room. Holiday decorations dotted the tables and the walls, all of them looking like they came from the Sunday school and day care patrons' busy little
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 fingers and eclectic imaginations. They were colorful and bright if not always recognizable, but still pleasing to Carson's watering eyes. Pleasing. Just like the man standing less than six feet away, towering over the service table, talking to Mad Lacey, the old eccentric who haunted the four city blocks surrounding the church they were in. Mike, the food bank's overworked coordinator, said she had a home of her own and never seemed to need anything. She was such a constant figure at the food line, Carson tended to forget she wasn't one of the many homeless that came to the basement. He watched a rare smile light up Mad Lacey's face, the old woman seemly as captivated by the towering man as Carson. Carson hadn't even heard the stranger walk up to the serving area. Considering the guy had on heavy boots and was no lightweight, which took a fair amount of stealth and skill. Carson had excellent hearing, even in a noisy room. He had to wear earplugs when he was writing software—to block out the rest of the world. Something he maybe did a little too often outside work. Right now he could hear the deep timber of the man's smooth voice; low, strong, and confident. Broad and brooding, tall and dark. The guy's six foot plus frame had several inches on Carson's five foot nine, and the man outweighed him by at least seventy pounds. All of it in hard muscle. The man's tan T-shirt stretched across his linebacker shoulders and thick upper arms, straining around a thick neck, smooth as a second skin over hills and valleys of sloping, taunt skin. “Lord, have mercy.” It popped out before he could stop it, but what the hell. He was in church. This guy was definitely attractive. Being a detail junkie had its drawbacks, but now the talent served Carson well. He couldn't stop himself from taking in every possible bit of information about the man he could pull in visually. The man was all testosterone and steroids, alpha male, macho to the max and hard as stone. And probably so
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 straight he had trouble bending to sit down. Some days it wasn't easy being gay when all you were attracted to was big, bad, macho men, most with an eye for ladies only. The last thing Carson needed was another shiner to match the one Steve-the-Asshole had gifted him with last night. The tan fabric clung to the man's sides and sculptured abdomen, showing muscle that told of hours of physically intense, daily workouts. The deep tan and calloused hands said the guy did his workouts somewhere besides a gym. The short, spiky dark hair, ironed fatigues and polished, high-top black boots shouted military loud and clear. Carson could see a worn spot on his belt where Carson's imagination supplied weapons to hang off the webbing. Carson closed his eyes. Everything about the man screamed control and order. Walk away, now. But he couldn't. He needed one more look before he crossed the guy off his list of things to wish for this holiday season. The thighs under the pant legs looked like sides of beef, powerful and long. The man's boot size had to be over thirteen. Carson's gaze jumped to the callused hands again. They were proportional to the rest of him. An old wife’s tale sprang to mind. Before he could stop himself, Carson's stare eyes dropped to the man's crotch, instantly wondering what lay tucked away behind the rough bulky folds of thick fabric and fasteners. His imagination supplied a vivid reason for the respectable fabric bugle, making his own closefitting jeans suddenly less comfortable. He blinked when he felt heat rise in his cheeks, embarrassed by his body's immediate reaction. You're supposed to be here helping out, not mentally feeling up the patrons. But he really didn't think this guy needed a soup kitchen to grab a hearty meal. Not with that body. Christ, how hard up are you, Crosby? It hasn't been that long since you got laid. Okay, maybe it has, but how many teeth do you want to lose to copping a look? His frustrated libido grabbed his common sense and stuffed it into a bag. Darting a guilty glance to get one last longing look at the rugged man's tanned
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 and weathered features, Carson physically flinched. His unguarded and needy gaze was hit full force with a dark, unwavering stare. Sometime during Carson's inspection of bronzed muscle and long bone, Mad Lacey had wandered away leaving Military Man alone. Alone and staring straight at Carson, his dark eyes, almost black, glaring out under squinted lids. The man's gaze followed the path Carson's had traveled, dropping down to his own groin. Then stranger's stare moved from his crotch to Carson's, slowly, pointedly crawling up Carson until their gazes met again. The expression on the man's face was controlled, measuring, without a hint of what he was thinking. He might have been thinking how attractive Carson was. Or he might have been thinking of a dozen different ways to kill him without being caught. He was definitely military and Carson knew from his brother that any well-trained soldier could kill if he wanted to eliminate someone. Carson didn't doubt the guy could do the job. There was a distinct element of danger to that inky, silent stare. Then the squinting eyes relaxed a tiny margin and the man's unsmiling lips parted slightly, a mere twitch that smudged the edges off the man's hard look. The sudden change whispered of physical attraction. Carson felt a chill sweep down his back, a shudder of anticipation, while the flush of embarrassment still heated his neck and face. It was times like these he hated his fair, usually pale complexion, starkly framed by even paler blond hair. Added to his slight but athletic build, quiet personality and geeky job, he was often invisible to hunky guys like this one. Once in a while someone noticed his eyes. Since this guy was trying to bore a hole through Carson's head with his eye-to-eye laser beam gaze, Carson guessed this one had noticed them. Every memory Carson had of a comment about the way he looked hinged on his eyes, the swirls of white streaked through the vibrant green gave them the appearance of green turquoise. His parents had described them as bright,
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 intelligent and stunning. His classmates in school had called them alien, bizarre and freakish. At twenty-six he’d finally come to accept them as natural, mother nature's own unique stamp. Women seemed to find them exotic. Most men wouldn't maintain eye contact for long, as if being attracted to his eyes made them sappy schoolgirls. But this guy was no giggling pre-teen and he didn't seem to have any problem staring into Carson's eyes. As a matter of fact, for once Carson was the one getting uncomfortable from the prolonged moment. The heat in his face receded but the stirring in his jeans snugged the fabric tighter. He shifted his weight, moving just enough so he could angle his hips behind the cover of the steamer. Eye contact remained unbroken. Carson felt his breath turn ragged and his heartbeat quickened, thudding against his ribs. Now who was acting like a pre-teen? The clock kept ticking and the guy kept staring. Carson wanted to step back and run, hide out in the kitchen, find a nice mindless job like peeling potatoes for the next three hours where the only thing he had to think about was the ache in his bruised face and the burning of his scratched cornea. Steve 'I-don't-take-rejection-well' Fuckwad just had to be wearing a ring when he lashed out. The staring contest was making his eyes dry but he refused to be the first one to turn away. For some reason he didn't want to look submissive to this guy. One dominate jerk brushing up against his life at a time was enough. A thick, mucous tear tickled down Carson's cheek from his injured eye. He needed to put more ointment in it. The hours went so fast between applications he had trouble keeping track of them. Eye red and weeping, Carson knew he looked like he had been crying. One more reason to dislike the abusive want-tobe boyfriend. Bastard.
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 Carson carefully brushed the streak of wetness off his discolored cheek. Too much pressure would make his whole face throb. Then again, maybe the tearing had a higher purpose. Maybe GI Joe would think he was just a blond twink, a sniveling weakling, and walk away, giving Carson a chance to take a deep breath. Pain won the battle with his ego. He closed his eyes and counted to five, then blinked rapidly to clear away the gathered moisture, determined to look at something other than dark eyes and mountains of perfect muscle when he opened his eyes. He'd give the guy plenty of time to break away. He counted to five again just to be sure. Or not. 'GI Joe' had moved but it wasn't away. Now he was so close, just a thin serving table width away, that Carson could see the gray flicks in his eyes and the light shadow of stubble on his square, rugged face. Movement caught Carson's attention and his gaze dropped to dusky pink lips; lips that were taunt, moist, inviting and, oh yeah, moving. Moving like in saying words. “What?” Carson blinked again. “Your eye. You seen a doctor?” “A doctor?” The concern in the guy's voice sounded genuine but Carson shied away. He liked looking at the guy but the last thing he needed was another control freak trying to pin him to a wall and fuck him standing up instead of saying goodnight and leaving like Carson had desperately wanted Steve to do. He might be small but he could knee a guy with the best of them. Having an Army Ranger for a big brother had its benefits. Jim had made sure Carson knew how to protect himself if he needed to. “Yeah. It's okay.”
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 “Doesn't look okay.” That laser stare grew impossibly more intense. The soldier rested both meaty, tanned hands on his fatigue-covered hips, his broad shoulders loosing a degree or maybe even two of rigidness. “Cornea scratched?” Relaxing minutely, Carson nodded. “A ring.” Studying the man's less threatening stance and sympathetic expression, he added, “How'd you know?” “Been sucker punched a time or two.” The man walked to the end of the table. Now the guy was only two feet away. “Doesn't have to be fist metal to do damage. Gloves will do it too with enough force behind the hit.” The hard glare returned and washed over Carson again. “You don't look like the type to go looking for trouble.” It was harder to hide Carson's physical reaction to the man with him this close. Hoping to keep attention focused away from his obviously interested crotch, Carson kept talking. “I don't, but I don't run from it when it happens either.” When that bit of bravado was met with silence, Carson grabbed at a few conversational straws. He was not going to talk about dating disasters with this stranger. “Why don't I think you mean class rings when you say fist metal?” “Because I don't.” The quiet statement hung in the air, letting Carson's imagination fill in the blanks. He shrugged off a cold touch on his spine. Yep, this guy was all power, control and steely force. Walk away! Walk away! Absolutely not Carson's type. “You get in a bar fight?” He was nothing if not persistent. “No.” Fed up with the questioning, suppressed anger pushed aside any attraction Carson felt. Might as well let the jerk think he was a wuss. At least the questions would stop and the guy would go away. “I don't drink.” Sticking a serving spoon into the stuffing, Carson turned and moved away from the table toward a small alcove beside the kitchen doors. He leaned his back
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 into the cool plaster wall and closed his eyes, letting some of the tension drain from away. When he opened them, a wall of tan over a very well-defined chest blocked his view of the room. One look up and those dark, curious eyes pinned him in place again. Christ! If he googled 'tenacious' Carson bet this guy's picture would turn up with the definition. He'd check when he got home. Home. It sounded like a good idea right about now. His headache was back full-force. “Why?” “Why what?” A whiff of aftershave mixed with the food odors, dark, sharp and spicy. The vision of this macho guy rubbing a mixture of gun oil and cinnamon on like cologne popped into Carson's head. Then the gun oil dripped onto other body parts and Carson had to blink to clear away the mental picture before his jeans strangled his dick. “Why don't I drink?” His cock ached and his sac turned heavy, the weight frustratingly thrilling. He hated to admit it but being this close to the guy was like being handed a big bag of warm, buttery popcorn and then being told you could look and smell, but not have any. “Why did the guy hit you?” A large finger pointed at his face. Carson instinctively flinched then reddened at his own reaction. Frowning, the guy froze in place. Slowly he lowered his hand to tap Carson's unbruised chin in a brief, tender caress. He dropped his hand, adding, “You can answer about the drinking later.” His low voice was sounded huskier to Carson for some reason. He fought the overwhelming urge to spill his guts. It wasn't like he could tell his friends about his latest dating mistake. And he wouldn't have to. By the time the first of the year rolled around and he was due back to work, most of the outward evidence of the assault would be gone. That's one of the reasons why he
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 was here helping out in the soup kitchen instead of attending one of the many holiday parties planned with his buddies from work. At least the whole mess had distracted him from thinking about Jim being dead and his having to spend his first holiday truly alone since their parents had been killed. But this stranger demanded to know what he couldn't tell anyone else. And damn it, Carson wanted to tell him. Whoever the hell he was. “Who are you?” “Nobody.” The man shrugged and then smiled, a smile that touched his dark eyes. “Someone who doesn't like seeing beautiful things crushed. The world can be ugly enough without some A-hole marring some of its best scenery.” He paused, studied Carson's face intently then flatly stated, “You've got great eyes. Not just the color, that's a looker, sure. But the swirls of white make them almost hypnotic. You could be damn dangerous to be around.” Was this guy actually trying to come on to him? “And you're crazy.” The last person he expected poetic charm from was this muscle-bound, mountain of spit and polish. It was unexpectedly sweet but.... “Crazy with a capital 'C'.” Pain flared in his face. Carson gently pressed his fingertips over his bruised eyelid, the burn increasing with each passing minute. Fumbling in his pants pocket he worked the tube of eye ointment out into his palm, the warm metal of the tube oddly reassuring. Relief was on its way. As soon as he got rid of Mr. Romance. “Crazy? I guess you could call me that. But most call me China.” “China? Like in dainty porcelain?” Surprise made Carson arch his eyebrows. Pain shot through his face. “Sonofa--!” A tear ran down from the corner of his eye and he carefully palmed it away. He couldn't wait any longer. The emergency room doctor had cautioned him to keep the scratch from becoming too dry. He didn't need an infection in his eye.
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 He opened the tube of ointment, but needed a mirror to do it right. Maybe the dirty glass in the kitchen door would work. Before he could take a step away the tube was plucked from his hand. “Give me that.” A rough finger under his chin gently tilted Carson's face up. He tried to keep his gaze focused on anything except the rugged face looming six inches away. The smell of spice and physical heat made him inhale sharply. He lost the battle to refrain from making eye contact. China stared back at him, dark eyes watching, powerful body still as death until Carson realized the man was waiting for some indication that he could continue. The guy was big enough to flatten Carson like a bug, take whatever he wanted, and he was silently asking for permission to touch him. This was unexpected. Nice and unexpected. Looking at the pitted, grease spotted ceiling tiles, Carson nodded, steadying himself with a hand on the wall behind him. His legs felt shaky. “Crazy, like I said.” He was startled to hear the slight waver in his voice. Maybe China wouldn't notice but Carson somehow doubted much escaped this guy. “They both start with 'c' but, China works better. All my friends already know it.” The lower edge of Carson's irritated eye was eased downward. He tried not to blink, anticipating a spurt of ointment flooding his eye. Instead, a thin ribbon flowed onto his lower lid, easing into his eye as the skin was slowly eased back into place. It felt so good. Like the heat of the warm palm pressed to his jaw and throat holding him steady, encouraging him not to jerk away. A blunt fingertip massaged the red-purple skin in light, soothing strokes. Carson automatically closed both his eyes, letting the medication melt with his body heat. Back against the cool wall, his chest nearly touched a wall of sweltering human heat. Carson's cock moved on its own, trying to close the small
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 gap between them. He tried to move away, but there was no where to go. Thank god the alcove blocked them from the direct view of the dining room. Take a step back, big guy, before I embarrass myself. Coffee laced breath fluttered his eyelashes. Low words brushed his cheeks. “China. Like in the third largest country in the world, not counting disputed territories. Can you say that for me?” The sarcasm wasn't hard to detect, even with his eyes closed. “Like a bull in a China shop?” Carson blinked through the blurry goop and focused on China's face. The wry smile there startled him. GI Joe had one killer smile when he tried. Especially when that sparkle of mischief glinted in his eyes. Carson felt his insides melt. This guy is in serious danger of losing his straight card! “You know the Chinese invented the compass and gunpowder?” “Important needs for an action figure like you, I bet.” The teasing was fun but the tight squint was back around the dark eyes. The sparkle was still there but the squint kind of canceled it out for Carson. Carson nodded at the tattoo on China's muscular forearm proclaiming its owner a member of the US Army. “I mean...you being military. World travel, guns, bombs.” “They are important. How can a guy find treasures like you and set off fireworks to celebrate it without them?” Okaaay, GI Joe never owned a straight card. Ever. The hand dropped from Carson's face but its heated imprint lingered. A funny, twisted, tingling sensation uncoiled beneath Carson's sternum. It surprised him, made him duck his head like a school girl. It even pulled a smile to his lips. “Christ, you are crazy.” “Never said I wasn't.” But the squint vanished. “Sometimes crazy can be a good thing.”
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 Crazy for you, maybe?Yeah, right. In the space of three minutes. Dreaming doesn't make it so. There was that certain...something about the way China look at him now and then, like he was supposed to be able to read between the lines and hear the rest of the man's thoughts, the ones that were to private to say out loud. It was irritating and intriguing. It made Carson want to spend more time with him just so he could figure out the unspoken communication code the big man used. The guy was becoming a challenge to Carson's puzzle solving fetish. Even so, Carson was unable to ignore the nagging voice in his head. The one that muttered about how long it has been since a guy had said nice things to him without wanting sex. He rubbed his chest, trying to lessen the tightness. “Carson.” “Carson?” “My name.” It had actually come out before he'd realized he was going to say it. The tightness uncoiled a little. He couldn't resist flashing the smile he knew had helped him win over coffee shop waitresses to college professors all his life. “You China, me Carson. You know, like the huge, powerful country versus the small, but prosperous and charming city.” The smile seemed to have the same effect on China, making the big man's quirky half-smile widen into a grin that showed even, white teeth and a dimple in his one cheek. “Carson. I always thought that was a nice name.” China said it just the way Jim had, splitting it up between the 's' and the 'o' to make it sound like 'cars-un'. “Thought I was going to have to call you Dangerous all day.” No one had said his name like that since Jim's last phone call home months ago. The huge gapping hole that had just begun to heal after his brother's death split back open. His throat constricted and the pit of his stomach grew heavy, cold as if he'd swallow a giant snowball whole. It didn't seem right to feel good, not today.
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 “I'm not going to be here all day. As a matter of fact I have to leave right now.” Carson slipped around China, doing his best not to make physical contact with him. His dick had lost interest the moment he heard China say his name, but he wasn't taking any chances. His desires had to take second place to doing what was right. “Excuse me.” Without waiting for a reply, Carson was through the kitchen doors and out of reach. He caught Mike's attention as he wove around volunteers and boxes of food, gesturing at the back door to let it be known he was leaving. Mike frowned but nodded, concern making his eyes narrow, but he did his usual one-shoulder shrug of acceptance. Carson grabbed his yellow ski jacket off the wall and shrugged into it, pulling a brown knit cap over his blond hair that failed to capture all the wayward, pale curls. He zippered the coat as he walked out the door, taking the back steps two at a time despite the slippery, rapidly accumulating ice and snow. Shoving his hands deep into the pockets to search for his gloves, he realized they must have fallen out back in the kitchen. He'd grab them later. Mike would know who they belonged to and keep them safe. Head down, Carson buried his nose in his jacket’s high collar, thankful for the warm down and thick nylon to break the icy wind that had kicked up. Ice and snow crunched under his boots. He was just past the recessed archway that lead to the tiny church cemetery when he was suddenly jerked to a halt, his back hitting the stone wall deep inside the archway hard enough to knock the air from his lungs. Stars danced before his eyes but not enough that he didn't recognize the sneering face looking down at him from far too close a distance. ****
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 “What are you doing here, Steve?” It was hard to talk with a fist jammed up against his chin. Steve's gloved hand gripped a handful of Carson's ski jacket, pulling it and Carson up until Steve's jaw practically scraped Carson's nose. Winter wind licked at Carson's cheeks and dry lips. Icy fingers wormed under his scrunched-up jacket to numb his unprotected ribs and belly. Carson looked toward the doorway he’d just come out of but couldn’t see past the archway. No one was going to notice them from inside the church unless they walked out here into the freezing cold and the odds of that happening were slim. He’d have to deal with this alone. The rough surface of the brick behind him abraded his exposed lower back, the sharp points of mortar gouging his skin like needlepoints. Still, the sensation was more pleasant than either the sudden rising nausea in his gut or the twisted, dark look on Steve's face. “Just passing by, Angel. Thought I'd say hello. Miss me?” Steve studied Carson's swollen eye and colorful array of bruises. “Looks like I gave you plenty to remember me by.” It was tough but Carson managed to force the words past his clamped teeth. “You're an abusive creep, Steve.” He forced both is arms between them and pushed hard. “Let go of me.” Startled at the sudden move, Steve changed his stance slightly to one side. It gave him more leverage on Carson's upper chest. He forced Carson higher up the wall, shoving his fist hard under Carson's chin. Up another inch Carson wouldn't be able to stand on his own without help. He figured that was pretty much the asshole's plan. One of the first things he'd learned about the guy was Steve liked control. “Harsh words, Angel. I don't think you gave yourself enough time to get to know me properly.” He leaned down and nudged Carson's hair working the knit cap off in the process.
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 Carson felt the hat roll off his shoulder then disappear. He shivered at the sudden loss of protection, feeling exposed and vulnerable to both the wind and his attacker. “You know what, Angel? Since it's the holiday season I decided to be generous. Give you a second chance. I'm a great guy. Ask anyone.” “Yeah, you're a real fun guy, Steve. The staff in the ED thought so, too. Now let me go.” “Did you tell them my name?” “Touch me again and it'll be cops I talk to not nurses.” Carson worked at keeping his tone level and firm. The asshole wasn't going to get to know how scared he really was. Steve was big. Not as big as GI Joe had been but big enough to be a problem. “Get your hands off me.” “You ungrateful little shit!” Steve's restraining hand gripped Carson face and turned it to the wall, grinding his cheek into the brick. Day old bruises scraped over centuries old brick and stars danced behind Carson's eyes. Enough already, asshole! He grabbed a hold of Steve's jacket with both fists and pulled his legs up, hanging from the other man's body only long enough to drive a knee into Steve's crotch. The ragged shout was as satisfying as it was explosive. If he got another round of bruises from it, it was worth it just to hear the surprise in the jerk’s voice. Should have expected it after last time, dumb fuck. Some guys never learn! Steve curled forward, his weight partially pinning Carson to the wall, but his grip lessened enough Carson's feet were back firmly on solid ground. Before Carson could wiggle out from under him, Steve pulled back a fist and let it fly at Carson's face. All he could see was Steve’s fist and the guy’s malicious grin. Then a vise wrapped around Carson’s upper arm. His feet left the ground for real this time, his body yanked sideways. Steve screamed like a little girl when his fist hit the brick wall.
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 Confusion clear on his agony contorted face, Steve turned around and slumped against the bare wall. One hand clutching his groin, he cradled the other to his chest. “You fucking little shit! You're going to regret that.” “I'm not little and I never have regrets about taking out scum.” Steve's feet were swept out from under him and hit the ground hard. Seconds later he was on his back looking up. Carson stood beside a man that made Steve look like a Gold Gym wannabe. “Who are you?” “Doesn't matter.” China's voice was soft, barely heard about the panting, partially stifled moans and the wind. Even so, it struck Carson as one of the most threatening things he'd ever heard from another human being. “What does matter is that you just made yourself a designated target. Come near this man again you'll lose more than the temporary use of a hand.” Steve was an obnoxious jerk. But China...China-man was deadly. Carson could actually feel the fatal intent in his words. “Got it, ace?” The last was punctuated with a fairly gentle size 14 boot nudge to Steve's ribs. “I hear you.” Steve sat halfway up to drag himself a safe distance away. He stopped when his back hit the brick wall. “Didn't like the little bastard anyway. Just teaching him a lesson.” Steve slowly pushed to his feet, swaying a little in the wind. Carson watched as China took in the man's protective crouch, guarding his injured groin and hand. A genuinely pleased smile spread across his face giving rebirth to that single dimple again. “Looks like he taught you a few things, too.” He gestured Steve toward the road. “Now get out of here.” Steve didn't even look back. Carson decided that, when he was the cause of it, he could get used to that look of pride on the big guy's rugged mug. It was rare that a guy so much larger 22
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 than he was respected Carson's ability to defend himself. Even so, he couldn't resist adding, “I told you I can take care of myself.” “And I believed you. You had it under control. For the most part.” The smile widened then quirked with a touch of restrained amusement. “But everyone needs a helping hand now and then.” He swept the dropped knit cap off the snow and pulled it over Carson's hair. “Even a tough as nails, little fighting cock with killer green eyes.” Okay, the only reason his teeth weren't in the snow was because China had ripped him from Steve's grip at the last second. Carson knew that. And appreciated it. And since Carson hadn't heard China approach on the crusty ice and snow, the guy must have been standing there watching. Watching but not intervening until Carson needed him. “You following me?” His eye burned from the wind. At least his face was growing numb, saving him immediate joy of fresh raw scrapes over tender bruises. “You dropped your gloves inside.” He pulled Carson’s brown leather gloves from his jacket pocket and handed them off. He stared into Carson's eyes long and hard. “Thought you might need them.” Attraction, concern and what Carson thought looked like the need for a friend shone down at him. “You mind walking in this?” “I've been places that make this look like a sunny day at the beach.” China zippered his jacket closed and pulled on a pair of worn gloves and a dark knit cap from his other pocket. “I can walk for a bit, yeah.” “I'll going to see my family. Say hi for the holiday.” Carson began to walk but turned around to face China as he stepped out on to the sidewalk. “Okay. I got some free time on my hands. Can you talk while you walk?” “I've been known to, yes.” Carson spun to face forward as China joined him, arms brushing as they strode through the gathering snowfall. “Good. I like to listen to your voice.”
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 Carson hesitated, unsure how to take that. “I already told you you were crazy once, right?” “Yeah, but you'll find out with me—once is never enough.” Carson wasn't ready to touch the double meaning in that one. The warm glint in China's glance said it all anyway. They weren't talking about crazy anymore. And surprisingly, Carson liked it. **** It was unnerving how comfortable he was walking beside China. He'd always been attracted to large, beefy hunks, but most of them had towering egos to match their towering bodies. Steve was a perfect example, even if a slightly more manic one than most guys were. But China was all quiet confidence and restrained, if hulking, power. And he respected Carson enough to let him handle his own fight; at least to the point where he was about to get pounded into the pavement. Most other guys treated Carson like he was fragile or helpless. He was slight, but he could take on more than most guys gave him credit for. He didn't like to fight, but he knew how. Jim had been insistent about it. Jim. The ache started up again in his chest. Jim dead. Thanksgiving here. Mauled by a jerk, not once but twice and the best companion he'd had in months was a complete stranger. Well, almost. He knew China was a soldier. “What branch of the service were you in?” He glanced sideways and caught China's surprised expression. “Come on, man. You scream military. The way you walk, the way you hold yourself so straight.” “Army. Specialty unit. Active status. Is it that obvious?”
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 Carson reached high to ruffle his gloved fingertips through the short fine dark hair barely seen around the edges of China's knit cap. “The hair, the boots, the confidence. I recognize the...attitude.” “Attitude? I'm giving you attitude, son?” The line was delivered in barking, mock-General-Patton bellows that made Carson chuckle. “Just a little.” It felt good to laugh, good to let go and enjoy the moment. It even soothed the flash of loss that came with it. “My brother is...was a Sergeant. Army Rangers. Career soldier. I know what to look for. You remind me of him in some ways. He'd have probably liked you.” For once China was silent. Carson studied the man as best he could in the gray afternoon light. China's lips were drawn into a hard, tight line as if they were holding back words trying to escape. His dark eyes scanned the surroundings as if he was scouting a mission, looking for enemies behind trees and alleyways. Could be, but Carson had the impression they were just trying not to look his way. The fine lines at the corners of his eyes were more pronounced as he squinted into the growing shadows. His stride was easy, loose, but Carson felt the power his body housed when their arms and thighs brushed as they walked. China was solid muscle. The man was handsome in a dark, brooding kind of way, rugged and brawny, but with a keen intelligence and sense of humor that appealed to Carson. Besides, the Army didn't take just anyone for a special unit, whichever one it was. China-man was top shelf. “Do you like being in the Army?” “Second tour. What you think?” “I know the Army doesn't let you off for holidays. Are you on leave? Do you have family around here?”
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 “Looking in on a family member for a friend. He can't be here himself so I promised I would.” He shrugged his shoulder but Carson thought it looked more like he was trying to knock something heavy off his back instead of make light of the generous offer. “I'm on medical hold. I'll be going back on active duty in a couple of days.” “You get shot?” “Something like that.” “Can't talk about it, can you? You haven't even mentioned what division you belong to. Must be dangerous work.” “Talk about it? No. Dangerous? Sometimes. But it's pretty simple. We have a job to do. We do it.” “You sound so much like my brother. He loved the Army. Everything about it.” “How do you feel about it?” “Hate everything about it. The rules, the discipline, the orders.” He tugged at the olive drab Army issue field jacket China wore. “The dress code.” He caught China's narrowed glance and smiled to take the offense out of the words. His grin widened when the man gave him a dimple punctuated halfsmile in return. “Anti-establishment, huh?” “No, just anti-'tell me what to do all the time'. I don't even like the regulations at my job and they are pretty lax for most big corporations.” A car horn blared, the noise muffled by the heavy snowfall. The wind carried it away like shreds of old newspaper. “Yeah?” China gave him a questioning glance but didn't ask for more. His lips got that purse string tightness again. Carson decided to make it easy for him. Besides, he wanted China to know more about him. It was a two way street, he hoped.
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 programmer. Developer, really. I work for Advantage. They do a lot of government work there. I have a security clearance that impresses even me.” “Hot shot programmer? Nice skills. Useful for a lot of things.” “I have flexibility.” Carson laughed, self-conscious about the way that sounded out loud. “Good to know.” There was that warm look again. The one with the double meaning behind it. It didn't hurt any that China had dropped his voice to a raspy bass. And that damn, sexy dimple was still in place. Panic, a good panic for a change, twisted his gut and Carson rushed to change the subject. “When's your enlistment up?” “A few months. I was going to go for indefinite status but after this—” “Getting hurt?” Silence again. “Was it serious?” “One of the worse times of my life. But I'm healing. Every soldier knows the risks. It's not the first time for me to take a hit.” He sighed. Carson tracked the rise and heavy fall of China's shoulders by stepping in closer. The sound of his breathing was ragged, his voice sad, almost like he was in pain. “This time was...different. So much was lost.” He shook his head once and glanced at Carson, an unspoken question in his eyes, one Carson couldn't even begin to guess at. “I've been thinking it's time for a change.” “Really? What would you do?” The sidewalk was framed by large old tress ands the sounds of the traffic disappeared as they turned a corner. An old iron fence marked the park-like area to their left. The houses were left behind on the main street, but China never questioned their direction or asked about their destination. “Couple of things. Got a degree in business management. A little nest egg put away. I should put it to good use. Maybe do private security. Something with rules and order. I like order. Combine the two things I'm trained for.”
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 “You can take the guy out of the military but you can't take the military out of the guy!” Carson chuckled and clapped his hands to chase away the growing numbness in his fingers. The temperature must dropped ten degrees since they had left the church. “I hate rules and routines, but I'd love to have my own software business. I want to expand my development skills past the walls they make me work with now. I use my free time to create security firewalls and then spend hours breeching them for the fun of it.” “That's what you call fun? You need to get out more.” “Hey, your idea of fun is getting shot at. Guess we're complete opposites.” “Not really. We're like the first great Chinese inventions.” “What?” China lost him there. Who knew what the Chinese invented if they weren't Chinese? “Seriously. The Chinese had four great inventions. Gunpowder, the compass, paper and printing. I think maybe the last two fit me just like the last two fit you. Action and power paired with knowledge and innovation. They fit together. Like us.” Okay. So maybe you knew about this stuff if your nickname was China. Or you needed an original pick up line. Sweet talk and muscle. Who would have guessed? Carson liked it. **** “We're there.” Carson strode through the open gates of the cemetery without looking back, his back ramrod straight and his head held high. China could read determination and pain in the too-rapid pace the younger man suddenly adopted.
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 The gates were ten foot high spiked wrought-iron blotted into massive cement pillars topped with grotesque stone gargoyles. The falling snow blanketed the ground, turning the tallest headstones China could see into white shrouded ghosts in the fading light. He stopped to assess the area closer, his years of training taking over, honed instincts telling him this was just another jungle filled with land mines, but this time of the emotional variety. He'd rather have bombs and bullets coming at him, but he'd come this far, he had to see it through. If not for his own sake then for others. Beside, Carson was growing on him something fierce. The young man was funny, smart and feisty as hell. Toss in those marbled green eyes, almost platinum blond hair and that firm little body and China couldn't resist flirting with him. He knew he shouldn't...but, hell, dangerous little treasures like Carson didn't cross a man's path everyday. “Christ Almighty!” China ran a hand over his eyes to wipe away the image of Carson laughing, hair in his eyes, smile on his lips and nothing hiding his pale smooth skin as he lay on crisp sheets beckoning for China to join him. “China! Are you coming?” China snapped around at the sound of Carson's voice. He located a shadowy figure a hundred yards away, one arm gesturing toward him, beckoning him like in his dream. He swore softly and muttered, “Not yet, but there's always hope.” Striding up the pathway, his boots crunching down through layers of thin ice and slushy snow, China waved back. “Hold up. I'll lose you in the dark.” “I doubt that.” But Carson stayed where he was, waiting patiently until China was at his side. “Guys like you don't get lost.” “Maybe I just think you could use a friend. A guy shouldn't be alone for this. Not today.” The wind bit through his multiple layers of clothing. China suppressed a shiver, noticing that Carson's teeth had begun to chatter slightly.
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 “How do you know I'm alone?” Carson turned to his right to march down a row of low headstones. He walked with a sure step that told China he'd done this a hundred times before, barely glancing at the stones, secure in his destination. China kept pace at his side. “Carson, come on. You're spending Thanksgiving at a church shelter feeding the homeless, avoiding a stalker ex, we're going to visit your family so you take me to a cemetery. I'm not a rocket scientist, but I can figure this out.” “Okay, maybe that was a dumb question. You're right anyway. Jim was my only relative and now he's gone, too.” He stopped in from a small grouping of markers protected from the wind by a thick hedge row. Three of the graves were long established, all three showing the same final resting date. Carson stood in front of a grave that still hadn't settle completely, its surface slightly rounded and the grass sparse under a thin layer of snow. China knew it belonged to Carson's brother but he avoided reading this headstone. There was time for that. Carson was his concern at the moment. “These are my parents. They were killed by a drunk driver when I was fifteen. My sister Amy was in the car, too. She was seventeen.” Now China understood the 'I don't drink' comment Carson had made earlier. A drunk wiping out most of his family must have made a big impact on a fifteen-yearold's ideas about life. “Jim was twenty-two. He finished college and joined the army so he could take care of me. He was always there for me, even when he was away. He'd make sure I had one of the other families to stay with when he out on a mission. And he'd check on me every chance he got. I earned enough scholarships to pay my own way through college, but Jim help me out if I needed something extra. Taught me to drive, helped me buy my first car. Taught me to defend myself and stand up for what's right. He was my big brother but he was my best friend, too.” “I'm sure he loved you very much.”
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 “I know he did. He didn't even blink an eye when I told him I was gay. I thought he’d be disappointed but he just nodded and said, 'Okay. I guess I'd better teach you how to fight like a soldier now.' So he did. It didn't matter to him.” “He made a great leader with that attitude. Not everyone in the Army is that accepting. Some but not most.” His voice was raspy, filled with an emotion he couldn't afford to let run loose. This wasn't the time for his own pain. Not now. “His men must have loved him.” “They did. Will and Brad were like brothers. And Vinny, he practically worshiped Jim.” “They were a four man team?” “No five. A fire team. Jim was their sergeant. One guy left after a few months. I didn't know his name. Didn't know the replacement either. That was back a couple of months before Jim died. It all kind of runs together sometimes.” “Grief plays hell with your time sense. Regret, grief, pain, it all tears you up if you don't have someone or something to hold on to. The Army used to be my strength. But...things change.” And lord, things had changed. **** “The Army was Jim's life. He would have been a Ranger his whole career if he hadn't gotten killed. We're not even at war! Some stupid secret mission nobody cared about except some idiot general behind a desk! I don't even know how he died. They wouldn't tell me. I didn't even get all his personal effects, just a pack of official papers and his dog tags. I know Jim loved it, but I hate anything to do with the Army.”
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 China did that tight lipped thing again, his eyes so narrowed Carson doubted he could see anything. Not that Carson could look at much of the guy's face when China hung his head like that. “How'd you end up with that thug, Steve?” The sudden shift in conversation rattled Carson for a moment. “Trust me, I was never with him. I knew by the end of the first date I knew he wasn't my type but he wouldn't take the hint.” “Wouldn't take a hint,” China tilted Carson's face into the fading light from the pathway street lamp, “or take a 'no'?” “He's not a fan of rejection. I'm not a fan of being forced.” Carson turned his face out of the light, easing away from Chain's touch and his unhappy stare. “To do anything I don't want to, least of all that.” “He got 'rejected' then?” “I might take a couple of lumps, but I can handle things pretty well. Most guys won't take things as far as Steve did. I'm small but I know what brings a man to his knees.” “I'll bet you do.” The heated look was bad enough, but that raw, husky catch in China's voice almost undid Carson. It didn't help any when China added. “I knew I should have stuck to calling you 'Dangerous'.” “Walk me home. And that's not a question.” Now it was his turn to sound ragged with need. **** The walk back was done mostly in silence. The wind and freezing temperatures stifled any lengthy conversation. But it had the benefit of making both men seek shelter in the other's personal space. Carson had to admit, 'The Great Wall of China' did a terrific job of blocking the wind.
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 Carson ducked his head and shoulders down, leaning a bit into China's side. It only took an instant before a comforting arm pulled him in closer, shielding him from the worst of the wind and faltering snow. It was only another block to his apartment and Carson irrationally found himself wishing it would take longer. The big man radiated heat like a furnace. He smelled great close up, clean and crisp, like spearmint. The odor of tobacco clung to his jacket but Carson couldn't detect any on his breath, just cool spearmint and fluid warmth. If China had any vices it didn't appear to include smoking. God knew the man ate right. He couldn't keep that body without it. Clean living, killer looks and raw macho attitude in a caring, understanding guy who picked a career protecting the entire, freaking nation. And who wanted to keep protecting people once he was in the private sector. Now there was a man Carson should be dating. Except the guy didn't live here, would be gone for months at a time risking his life, and be unemployed if he survived to his discharge date. The downside of China-man was steep. Carson glanced up at the strong, clean-shaved profile, taking in the long angles and square jaw, deep-set dark eyes, noticing for the first time that China's upper lip was thinner than his bottom lip, marred by a white scar that ran the length of one side. Instead of detracting from China's looks it gave him a rakish, take-no-prisoners- look that appealed to Carson's outside-the-box taste in life. A modern apartment building towered between two clapboard homes to their right. Carson nudged China toward the fresh shoveled pathway that lead to the apartment house, leading him through the entrance, lobby and into the elevator before he felt warm enough to waste energy on speech. The elevator was a steady seventy degrees, toasty warm and welcoming. It trapped the scent of their bodies in the small space, mingling spearmint with a musky masculine smell Carson suspected was hormones wafting off the both of them. He hadn't felt this attracted to a man in ages. He briefly entertained the
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 idea that he liked China so much because he reminded him a bit of his brother but he dismissed it almost as quickly. China made him feel attractive and flat out horny. That was not brotherly. No sir, sergeant! They may have both been Army but that was where it ended. A deeper, more intoxicating heat spread out from the pit of his stomach. It wandered down to his groin so that by the time the elevator doors opened his entire body buzzed with barely restrained interest. The silence had been companionable and comforting but Carson had to say something eventually. And it couldn't be the one word he had in mind—stay. “Thought you might like a chance to warm up before you took off to wherever it is you need to be.” He was startled to hear his own voice, the seductive tone to it, the unspoken questions implied. China must have heard them, too. He didn't answer right away, just turned and stared down at Carson, dark gaze flickering from Carson's eyes to his mouth, down to his waist, and back to his mouth before linking back up with his own now self-conscious stare. Carson bet he looked like a deer caught in China's headlights waiting for the hit and run. Opening the apartment door, Carson turned usher China in, but found the big man still standing outside the threshold, his expression unreadable, his body language stiff, unyielding. “I think maybe its best if I go. I....You need some time.” The only sign of lingering attraction China couldn't hide was the hungry look in his eyes. But it was more than enough for Carson. Grabbing China by the lapels, he yanked the man over the doorstep and down so their lips almost touch. “What I need is you. Stay.” ****
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 “Warmer?” China traced the curved of Carson's ribs with the line of his jaw. His five o'clock shadows rasped over the smooth flesh with a light scraping sound. Carson shivered and tried to move, but China held him to the mattress, his bare chest pressed to Carson's naked abdomen anchoring the slighter man down. “ Ah! Ummm.” Carson sucked in his chest to remove it as a target but China felt Caron's hips grind against his own belly, the hard cock trapped between them leaking slick pre-cum. He licked at the swollen, dusky nipple nearest him, liking the way Carson gasped and pushed into the touch. “Ugh!” “I do like an articulate man.” China took the swollen nub between his lips and teeth, enjoying the heat radiating off the tiny bit of wrinkled flesh. Carson moaned and ran his hands down China's back, fingers unconsciously tracing the raised scars and slight dips where a dozen suture lines had yet to fade. “No talking. I thought you were a man of action.” He sucked the nub deeper into his mouth, pulling it tight then teasing it with nibbled bites. “Shit!” Fists pounded on his shoulders, knuckles sharp, bony. Then the hands relaxed, as if Carson suddenly noticed the scars. China felt Carson hesitate then inch his hands back to the wounds, the touch gentle, a caress that both soothed and examined the healing flesh. He released the thoroughly tortured teat, licking it once to sooth it and to hear Carson made that funny little high pitched gasping sound he found so arousing. “These scars....” Carson pushed at his chest to get him to raise his head and look him in the eye.
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 Talking about his wounds was the last thing China wanted to do. Now or ever. At least with Carson. Definitely not while they were making love. Fleeting as it was, he wanted at least this much. “Are ticklish.” Grabbing both Carson's wrists, he pinned them to the bed, shifting his weight so he was kneeling over Carson. He nudged Carson's thighs apart with a knee and settled between them. Carson panted, a light sheen of sweat popping out on his upper lip as he tried to wiggle free. China inched slowly down until he could lick the beads of sweat off Carson's lip, moving the tip of his tongue in little teasing swipes. Carson held still, seemingly hypnotized, his gaze locked on China's, their stares unbroken as China moved to explore Carson's parted lips. The kiss tasted of cranberries and coffee, warm, silky and so very inviting. He closed his eyes, deepening the embrace, need and desire bursting to the surface like a round of gunfire. Carson groaned into the kiss making it all the sweeter, his tongue battling with China's, each taking as much as they could. At last Carson surrendered and allowed China to take control, his legs wrapped around China waist, his cock stiff and slick against the hard flat planes of China's belly, his body exposed and submissive except for a continuous effort to free his hands. China refused to relent. He had seen the pain and loss on Carson's face at the graveyard. He understood the basic human need to be held, cradled, cared for, even if it took the form of being physically restrained. It was a guise even the toughest of men could live with. No one could call you weak if you had no choice but to be held, caressed, cherished. And if truth be told, China needed to be the one to give that to Carson for reasons that had nothing to do with his unexpectedly intense attraction to the younger man. He finally pulled away, panting. “I told you we could find a way to generate some heat.” “Use your mouth for better things than words, soldier.”
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 The raw, bare need in the command inflamed him more than China thought possible. Carson was smaller, pinned down, restrained and still calling the shots. “I should remind you that China, the country, is ruled by a powerful military figure.” He pressed Carson's wrists into the mattress to remind him to leave them there then rapidly moved his hands to Carson's thighs, pulling Carson's slim hips into his lap. He slipped his powerful arms under Carson's knees and yanked the man so close Carson's straight, jutting cock touched his chest. He leaned down and raked his jawline's stumble up the shaft then stared into green marbled eyes that were wide with heated surprise. He smiled, heaved Carson's hips higher and leered, “And right now... so are you.” He felt the shudder that ran through Carson all the way to his own aching dick, but it was the strangled scream when he deep-throated Carson's slim, hard cock that made his balls tightened and his passion rage hot enough to forge steel. “Shit! China!” It had been a long time since he'd heard his name screamed like that. A long time since he'd allowed himself to indulge in the pleasure of a lover, a real lover, not a quick blowjob in a nameless bathroom where he wouldn't risk outing himself. Military and gay meant silence and loneliness. But not now, not here. He bent forward and thrust his hips, grinding his cock against the swell of Carson's pale ass. His cock slid along the hot valley of flesh, lubricating the path with beads of slick cum. He found the tight puckered opening and worked his dick over it, teasing it with the lip of his cock head, loving the way Carson tried to capture his cock and shove it inside the dusky, tight hole. Palms massaging the firm globes of Carson's ass, China used his tongue to caress the length of the dick in his mouth. It was slick with saliva, firm, and long enough to slid past his gag reflex but not so thick to cause him to choke. It fit him like it was made for him, a treat to savor and taste at will. He had to give Carson credit. The young man managed to keep his hands on the bed by grabbing onto the pillow, but when China slipped a spit-
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 moistened fingertip past tiny rosebud entrance to Carson's body, Carson's couldn't stop from reaching up to press his hands into China's short, dark hair. Letting the cock slid from his lips with a slurping, dirty, arousing pop, China leaned in to look Carson in the eye, expecting to see passionate lust but getting a bright, hesitant, pleading stare. The need for a more personal, more emotional connection shone in Carson's face. Fuck, this man was more dangerous than any enemy China had faced in the field. But the fact was this needed to mean more to both of them just a one time roll in the sheets. China knew he was a goner before the fingers of one hand laced with Carson's lean, twitching digits. He couldn't tear his gaze away from the wide, mesmerizing swirls of green and white, even if that meant losing more than he had a right to offer. This minute, none of that mattered. He had to take what Carson so desperately wanted to give. Right and wrong be damned. Just like he would be when it came time for explanations. Nothing could stop him now short of a barrage of heavy artillery fire. He used his other hand to guide his pre-cum and spit slicked dick to Carson's asshole. The moment the broad head eased past the spasming muscles, a consuming mandate to own Carson raged through him. He eased in slowly, timing his short thrusts to the sound of Carson's ragged breathing and the growing return thrust of sooth, firm asscheeks down his cock. His fingers held tight to Carson's, as the other hand raked over every inch of smooth, firm skin he could reach, raking nails over swollen teats, tracing rib cage and collar bones, tugging hair, turning chins. He thumbed over Carson's parted mouth, stealing moisture from satin slick lips and rubbing it over a willing tongue as that same tongue curled to suck and taste the offered appendage. He retreated to explore more skin, encouraged by soft grunts and sporadic thrashing of limbs as Carson tried to take more of China
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 into himself, more cock, more taste, more touch, until it seemed they were almost one. Carson suddenly stiffened and cried out, the sound of his voice lost in the muffled shout of China's own orgasm, prompted by the glorious spasms of Carson's tight ass around his buried shaft. Cum shot onto their chests, thin streams of pale white fluid, almost lost against the fairness of Carson's flesh. Each gush of his own ejaculation bathed Carson's insides making his urgent thrusts deeper, almost to the point of being painfully exquisite. Spent, China eased out, and collapsed forward landing on top of Carson, his weight carefully eased to one side to allow his still gasping lover a chance to breathe. The last delicious spasm shuddered down his spine. China rolled onto one side and pulled Carson over to him, tossing an arm over Carson's chest and kiss onto his lips. It was chaste but tender, an unspoken declaration of affection from a man who preferred actions instead of words. Carson responded in kind, his lips lingering over China's mouth then moving down to touch newly healed scars on China's chest and arms. Some scars were red, ragged masses of webbed flesh marking bullet holes and shrapnel wounds. Others were concise thin lines, dark pink and more faded made by surgeon's blades in an attempt to repair the other wounds. China knew they weren't pretty but they were a fact of life and he'd stop noticing them a few weeks after the bandages had come off. This was the first time anyone beside hospital staff had seen them. Carson had been curious about them earlier but other things more pressing, like their hard-ons, had distracted them both. “These were serious injuries.” China had to concentrate to keep from squirming under Carson's light examination of one very long jagged scar. “Others got worse.” Silence consumed part of the air in the room. He cursed silently, remembering Carson's recent loss. Carson's questing touch stilled for several
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 second then continued. Air eased back into China's lungs as he searched for something to say and came up empty. “It looks like they had to do a lot of surgery. You're sure you're okay to go back to active duty?” “They went back in three times. Docs said I could ask for a medical discharge and they'd grant it, but—” “But what?” China couldn't ignore the disbelief in Carson's voice but he had to tell the truth. “I finish what I start. I'm Army. That says it all for me.” It was quiet for several moments before Carson sighed dramatically. “So we're back to that 'you're crazy' thing again aren't we?” **** Carson heard the shower running. The slap of water splashed against the shower door as China moved and rinsed in the gentle hiss of the spray. Even the air smelled of soap and steamy warmth. It was comforting; so different than waking up to a still and lifeless room every morning. He yawned and stretched under the blankets, noticing the pleasant ache in his ass and a lingering burn on his skin where China's five o'clock shadow had left a reminder of their lovemaking. Carson luxuriated in the reminder, hating the fact it would be a long time before it happened again. If ever. He had no idea how long China planned to stick around before he was due back on base. Before he went back to a life that Carson couldn't be a part of. At least not openly. But maybe...when China was formally discharged....Maybe. The bedroom was normally chilly in the mornings but Carson could hear the furnace running. China must have turned up the thermostat to drive the chill
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 off before he got in the shower. That was nice. Coffee laced the air, making his stomach growl and his taste buds beg. Giving in, he threw back the covers and rolled to his feet, grabbing his discarded jeans off the floor from under China's fatigues. The heavier pants clunked to one side, coins, a scrimshaw-handled penknife and a folded photograph tumbled out onto the carpet. Barefoot and bedraggled, Carson paused to scoop the items back up intending to return them to the pants. The coins and knife rattled back into the pocket of the fatigues but curiosity got the better of him. What picture's so important you carry it in your front pocket, China-man? Or maybe—who is so important? Insecurity reared. What if China had lover? They hadn't talked about things, they had both allowed the attraction between them to rule the moment last night. Who else would a guy carry around with him beside someone special to them? With a guilty glance at the closed bathroom door, Carson couldn't resist unfolding the photo. He had to look. He didn't want to admit it, but he might be falling in love. If China was involved with someone else, Carson was going to have to deal with it. He rather do that on his own terms, in his own way without making a fool of himself in front of the other man. He smoothed open the somewhat worn, wallet-sized photo, holding his breath, hoping to see a picture of China's parents. What he did see choked him on his next breath, his eyes blinking rapidly to be sure he was seeing right. It was a photo of him. The one Jim had taken of him on his last birthday. It was shot outside in the local park, sunshine making his pale hair look white as it was tossed by the light wind. He'd been smiling, delighted in the impromptu outing, excited by the day with his usually absent brother. Even he admitted it was a good photo. Jim had carried it with him all the time, torturing Carson by showing it to waitresses and cashiers whenever he could, bragging about his brilliant little brother.
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 It hadn't been in the personal effects the army had sent back. Carson assumed it had gotten destroyed when Jim was killed. His brother who had accepted him, raised him, and loved him. Who had been proud of him, proud enough to carry his picture with him all the time. But now, now that photo belonged to a stranger. He dropped the photograph on the bed next to crumpled trousers. The clothes of a stranger. A stranger who had entered Carson's life under false pretenses. China was just as bad as Steve. He obviously had known Jim and how close he and his brother had been. But here he was, stalking Carson, using him, making him feel comfortable and secure while he was being lied to and deceived. The sound of the shower stopping jarred him out of his stupor. He needed answers but right now he needed space. Time alone to think things out. Grabbing his boots and a clean shirt out of the nearest drawer, Carson fled the room, dressing on his way to the front door. He pulled on his boots, swept his coat of the hook by the door and was gone. The sound of China calling his name made him pause outside the closed front door but only for a moment. Shaking his head, he tossed all those school girl ideas of a lasting relationship back into the closet along with China. There was no future here. Not with someone who would deceive him like this. How could he have been so wrong about the man? **** “Carson?” The bedroom was warm and silent. It smelled of sex and coffee. It was probably his imagination but China thought he detected the faint scent of cranberry he associated with the taste of Carson's kisses.
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 Towel partially over his head to dry off his hair, China walked blindly into the room, stopping when he felt the bed covers brush his naked leg. “Carson?” He dropped the towel and peered out the open bedroom door. “If you're getting coffee, grab me a cup, too. Black.” Dragging the towel down his chest he turned to locate his pants. It was then he saw it. The photo his sergeant and friend had pressed into his hands during his last few minutes on earth, along with a request China couldn't refuse. Didn't want to refuse. But Carson wouldn't have known. He'd have recognized the photo and known who it had belonged to, known China hadn't be completely truthful to him. He should have explained from the start and now...now it was too late. The first time he'd ever meet a guy that made him think there could be a meaningful life outside the Army and he'd fucked it up. The photo was worn a little rough in spots, places where his thumb had rubbed over the corners. He folded it and shoved it into his pants packet, making sure it was safely deep in the bottom. He dressed in a rapid tug and pull of pants, T-shirt, sweater, socks and boots, grabbing his jacket and cap on the way out the door, pausing only to make sure the coffee pot was off. The snow had fallen most of the night and now, in the very early morning, the sidewalks were thick carpets of white undisturbed by the start of the day's usual traffic. It was easy for China to track the tread of Carson's chukka boots all the way to the church. He found the younger man in a small chapel off the main hall. He guessed it was used as a place for private grieving and meditation. He sat down on the plain wooden pew beside Carson, slightly encouraged that Carson didn't move away or make a move to punch him. He would have stopped him from moving but not from throwing a punch. No one deserved to be socked more than he did. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees and looked up, trying to catch a glimpse of Carson's face, desperate to see some sign he could fix this. Carson's
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 skin was paler than usual, his head bent, his blond curls blown around his face like a halo. China wanted to look into those green eyes and read Carson's thoughts but the other man keep them lowered, half-veiled with long eyelashes. “Do I get a chance to tell you the truth?” Then those eyes he wanted to see so badly were looking at him. Harsh. Accusing. Hurt. His chest actually ached when Carson demanded, “Why start now?” **** “You lied.” It was hard, accusing and cut straight through China's carefully constructed neutrality. The amount of hurt in Carson's burning glare made him feel like a heel and gave him hope at the same time. Carson wouldn't be this passionate about hating him if he didn't have strong feelings for him. “No, I didn't.” China sat up straight and slid his hand into his pocket. Despite the cold his hands were sweating. The edges of the photograph wedged in the crease of his palm, sticking. He let it stay there, needing an anchor to the reason all this happened. “I just didn't tell you everything. Yet.” “Yet? Kind of late isn't it?” Carson spun to face him, braced for a fight, a white-knuckled grip on the pews in front of and behind them. “There's time if you give it to me. And it will take time. The situation is...complex.” His gaze never left Carson's face, studying, searching, looking for that one shred of hope this could work out. That at least Jim's brother wouldn't hate him when the truth was out. So far all he knew was that Carson could go white as snow and still be alive and angry as hell. “Looks simple from here.” Carson's voice broke, but he took a deep breath that let him finish fairly steady. “You somehow got my brother's picture of me,
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 tracked me down, stalked me, then made me think we had something between us. That's sick.” China suddenly understood Carson wasn't bracing for a fight. He was holding on to the pews to literally stop himself from shaking. For a little guy, he had a big temper. He turned on the pew and faced him head on. “Okay. I understand you're angry.” “Angry? Try betrayed, used, fucked--” “Stop!” China moved closer, grabbing Carson's wrist on the front pew just to connect better. Carson liked actions more than words. Tremors ran through the arm under his grip, but he suspected hurt fueled them more than hate. “You have a right to be angry, but most of that other stuff isn't true. I didn't betray you or use you.” He touched the side of Carson's face, his chest aching at the unhealthy coolness of the porcelain-like skin. He lowered his voice, longing slipping out along with the truth. “And it was more than fucking for me.” His thumb brushed lightly over Carson's lips. “Not that it could work out between us, but—” Carson jerked his head to one the side, brushing off China's caress. “Just tell me where you got the photo.” This was the hard part. Reliving it in order to tell it. He took a deep breath, trying to sweep away the memories, at least the hardest ones. He reminded himself that what he felt was nothing compared to what Carson would go through. “Jim gave it to me.” “What?” Anger drained away in an instant. Carson was left looking frightened and lost. “When?” A hesitant knock on the door frame heralded the arrival of a young woman to the chapel doorway. She glanced in, anxious eyes studying their faces before she gave them a nod and a small smile. China pegged her for a curious church worker timidly investigating raised voices. Apparently, they were non-
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 threatening enough to satisfy her. She left even more quietly than she had arrived. “Just before we got hit the hardest with a ton of enemy firepower.” “You were with him when he died?” China was sure the young man would keel over if he got any paler. “Is that how you were injured?” Shaking hands ransacked his clothing, touching his chest and arms, remembering where all the deepest wounds lay. “All the ragged scars?” Carson jumped to his feet, still holding on to China. Both his hands were fisted around large folds of jacket, hanging on for dear life. “How did it happen? Tell me!” “Sit down and I will.” China grabbed hold of Carson's forearms and forced him to sit. He kept his grip firm to ward off his own crazy thought that if he didn't Carson would disappear like wisps of smoke. “But you have to listen. I can't give you all of the details. They're classified, and they don't really matter anyway.” Carson made to rise up, but China pulled him back down beside him. “But you have to sit!” It took a moment, but Carson finally relaxed back into the pew, trepidation shrouding his expression. “So talk.” China was shocked to realize he'd give anything to take away the mistrust in Carson's eyes. The trip really hadn't turned out the way he had planned. Not by a long shot. Christ-on-a-pogo-stick, he wanted this over with. “I joined the fire unit at the end of March. Fifth man in. I replaced a guy who went stateside. Your brother was sergeant, along with three others guys. Wilson, Vincent and Bradley. All good guys. Fair. We fit, like a team is supposed to.” China looked off toward the candles burning on the center table. Memories, good and bad, came to life in the flickering light. The faint sound of a chorus singing drifted through the open chapel door, a sweet counterpoint to the nightmare playing in his head. “It can be hard when you're the new guy, but the Sarge and I clicked from the start. We got to be good friends pretty quick.”
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 He tore his gaze away to meet Carson's expectant stare. “Facing death together everyday can do that.” Carson didn't comment. “Your brother was like that. Easy going. Quick to take to most people. Friendly, accepting, perceptive. Too perceptive, in my case.” “How?” “Jim could figure a person out and tell him things nobody else knew just by observing him for a while. Once all five of us were getting drunk and stupid. The guys are partying and chatting up the working girls. Blowing off steam and hoping for a blow job. At one point Jim and I both wander off to get rid of the cheap beer we're drinking. There's one light bulb in the shit hole of a latrine and the noise from the bar was so loud the door might as well have been open. It looks deserted except for us. To make a long story short, Jim says it must be hard, wanting some ass and not enjoying what was being offered by the working girls. I keep my personal life to myself but Jim had me figured out. Before I can answer him, some jerk from another unit stumbles out of the shadows and gets in my face. Calling me a faggot and threatening to make a report. Asshole is high as a kite.” “What happened?” “Jim told him if he said a word, he'd be peeing into a cup and on his way to Leavenworth before any other dishonorable discharge papers were signed. 'Don't ask, don't tell' may be official policy, but it doesn't keep you safe from assholes with guns in the field.” “It's a stupid policy.” “I'm not arguing with you there.” “Finish. Please.” “After the first month, Jim started talking about his younger brother, Carson. Sharing stories from your letters, childhood pranks and stuff. I got to know you pretty well. Jim says how proud he is, how smart and successful you are, and good-looking, too. Eventually, he says he'd like it if Carson found
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 someone special. Someone solid, hardworking, to share his life with. Then he hands me your picture and asks, 'Think you could do right by him? You're Carson's type.'” “That's were you learned to pronoun my name the way he did.” “It's the only way I ever heard it said. Seemed only right.” Carson tugged and China let go of his arms, pleased when the young man didn't move away once he was free. “He knew you were gay?” China nodded. “I almost choked. I wanted to say he had it all wrong, but I guess having a gay brother tuned him into the subtle things. Anyway, he knew. I didn't argue with him. Just told him you were a looker.” China remembered that day, remembered the first time he'd seen those amazing, green marbled eyes. “Jim laughed and said he'd introduce me the next time we had leave Stateside. Fix us up on a blind date if I wanted.” This time China laughed, a sad, tired chuckle. “Like I needed convincing after seeing your face. Hell, I was thinking the whole time that if you were half the person Jim was you'd have guys all over you. There'd be no room for me.” The wariness had faded away but now Carson's mouth was pulled tight in a thin line, his eyes rimmed with moisture. China could see fine tremors shake Carson's shoulders. It was taking everything the young man had to hold it together. “Jim was a good man, Carson. We only knew each other a few months but your brother was the best friend I ever had. Good man, good soldier, good friend with a good heart.” He rubbed his palm over the edge of the pew in front of him, the wood smoothe and warm, smelling of soap and polish. “My life is less with him gone. I miss him everyday. I can't begin to imagine how you feel.” “No, you can't imagine. Without Jim, I'm alone. Totally alone. He was my entire family!” Carson hugged his arms to this chest, face ashen. “Last night— Christ, China! I was vulnerable, raw, my emotions were exposed and you knew
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 it. I needed to be with another human being last night. Needed to find some comfort. With someone who cared.” China couldn't take the hurt in Carson's eyes anymore. He reached out to wrap his arms around the shaking man. Carson pushed him away with both hands. China rocked back dropping his arms to his sides. Carson's faltering words cut him to the bone. “How could you? How could you lie and then make love to me?” **** Grief, pain and guilt were written all over China. His face was drawn, the lines around his eyes deeper. For the first time since he'd meet the big man, his shoulders rounded, his height seemingly smaller at this moment. Carson wanted to hate him—shout at him, lash out—anything that would release the pain waiting to explode from his chest. But he couldn’t do it. China was in as much pain as he was from the look of the man. He wasn't sure if the pain was grief over the memory of losing his brother or fear he was losing the chance at a relationship that had seemed so right for him. Or both. Or neither. Maybe this was what a broken heart broken was like. “I couldn't tell you. I came here to check on you. Like I promised Jim. You didn't need to know the rest. It wouldn't change what happened to Jim. But last night changed things. “I didn't expect to be so attracted to you. Not just a one night stand attraction but a real one. Like in a lasting relationship. But if that has a chance, you'll need to know the whole truth. I couldn't tell you before. Not sure I can now, but I need to try. Will you listen to me?”
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 Suddenly, he wanted to hear China explain, wanted a reason not to hate this man, this man he was sure he was falling in love with just a few hours ago. “What's worse than deceiving me?” “I'm...I....” China stopped to gulp a lung full of air then tried again. It took three tries before he managed to make a few words string together. “I'm the reason your brother is dead.” The only thing keeping Carson from throwing a punch was the tortured, haunted stare balefully burning him. It spoke volumes of unshared pain and the heavy burden of guilt. It showed how deeply China had cared for Jim as a friend. How deeply he cared for Carson now. The silence was heavy, pushing down on Carson until he was sure his ears needed to pop. The muffled sounds of the choir practice faded to nothing while the hiss of the burning candles took on epic portions. Hands and lips numb with an unnatural chill, his heart hammered against his rib cage so hard he was sure it would be bruised. Carson shook his head. His jaw moved but words wouldn't come. “Our unit was sent out on a mission. Details don't matter. It was an easy designated target. Quick in, quick out. We'd done it a hundred times. Jim and Vincent would team up while Wilson hooked with Bradley. One team would create a distraction. The other would cover my ass while I slipped in and did my thing.” “What's your 'thing'?” He hated pieces missing from puzzles. As much as he didn't want to know, he needed to know. Hands spread wide China studied them for several long seconds. He flexed them once and lowered them to his lap. “Let's just say I'm good with my hands.” “This would be a skill that translates well to the personal security sector.” “Yeah. Among others.” China slipped his hands into his jacket pockets. “At the last moment, word came in that changed things. Two guys would have to go in. Jim picked himself to go with me. Bradley would take our six. Wilson and
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 Vincent would create a diversion. There was a second unit as back up if things got heavy.” “Which they did.” “Yeah. But not right away. We did what we came in for but it took too long. There was more activity than we expected and we got pinned down. There was unfriendly activity all around us. We knew the guys were coming in for us, but we were out numbered. Jim took a bullet in the chest. I got the ragged one in the shoulder first. We held out as long as we could but it didn't look good. That's when he gave me your photo and asked me to check on you if he didn't make it. He made me promise. I had to talk to you. He didn't care what I said, I just had to promise. And I did. Just before the lights went out. Last thing I saw was Jim's smart-ass grin.” “When I woke up I was already stateside. We all were. Bradley came to visit. Tried to apologize but Wilson had already told me what really happened.” “Don't tell me it was friendly fire?” “No, not exactly. It wasn't Bradley's fault. His back up decided to take their sweet time coming in. Seems one of their men turned out to be the drugged out asshole from the latrine. He knew I was usually first man to go in on this kind of mission.” China hunched forward, elbows on his knees, his big, capable hands, one fist tucked inside the other like a catcher's mitt, restrained violence in every line of the man's powerful body. “So he moved slow, letting the faggot get caught in the crossfire. Suddenly, I'm a designated target.” He shook his head, his voice sounding so raw Carson wished he'd stop talking. But China trudged on, pain pushed aside. Carson reminded himself this man was a Ranger, part of his brother's team. Jim always had the best men. “He didn't know Jim had gone along at the last minute. I don't even know if that would have made a difference to him. I hope it would. But anyway you look
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 at it, I'm responsible. If it hadn't be me out there it wouldn't have happened. Jim would still be alive.” It took some time to take it all in. The horror, the pain, imagining what Jim must have been feeling when he knew he wasn't coming back. How much did getting shot hurt? A lot he'd bet. From the look of the man's scars, China knew all too well. Maybe he'd ask. One day, not now. Slowly Carson weeded through the dozens of thoughts flashing through his mind like a hyperactive slide show until only one seemed important to him. “Jim wanted you to meet me?” “Made me swear to God I'd come here. I think he was trying to make sure you had someone to lean on if he was gone. I think he was hoping we'd fit.” There was something in China's dark eyes that pulled Carson closer, some element of strength and hope that called to him. It wrapped around his insides, comforting and strong, like a hug from a friendly bear. “At least become friends. Someone you could call when you needed it. He was sorry he hadn't talked to you for so long.” Three months. That's how long it had been since Carson had actually talked with Jim. But he was often out of contact for long periods. Carson didn't think anything about it. Now he couldn't remember what they had talked about the last time they spoke. Ordinary things he guessed. And during that time, Jim had made a good friend, a best friend. Bonds made in the service were sometimes stronger than family ties. China wasn't responsible for this. Maybe not even the other guy. These men led dangerous lives. Jim had taught him that survival needed trust. Jim had died doing something he believed in for his country. The fact that China had survived meant that Jim hadn't died alone. He'd had a friend beside him. The same friend that was beside Carson right now. Jim had trusted this man. Maybe it was time he trusted him, too.
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 China stood up. Carson automatically rose beside him. Taking the photo from his pocket, China held it out toward Carson, offering it back, but obviously reluctant. “I'd like to keep the photo. It'll be a nice way to member both of you.” “You don't need it.” Carson took it, holding it carefully, aware this was the last thing Jim had touched of his before he died. “Oh.” China dropped his hand to side, fingers curled and empty. “I understand.” Disappointment flashed across his rugged face then it was gone, replaced by a neutral mask that barely hinted at the pain in his eyes. Carson couldn't stand it. “I don't think you do.” He took slipped his fingers into China's s empty hand and held on tightly. “You don't need it. You'll have plenty of time to take more. Ones with you in them, hopefully. I'm cold. Take me home.” **** The shower was precisely what he needed. What both of them needed. Neither was in the mood for more than getting warm and tentatively feeling their way back to each other. Trust had to be rebuilt a little at a time. Carson luxuriated in the opportunity to explore China's body without the distraction of sex. Soaping up his palms, he traced the planes of hard flesh and hills of muscles that defined the big man's towering frame. His fingertips gently outlined the vivid wounds. There were tactile differences to them. The surgical sutures were smooth and neat, like the seams of his jeans. The bullet wound felt like irregular lumps, raised, twisted, as if the horrors that caused them were too much to be contained solely within the man. With a tug and a murmured word, Carson drew China under the spray, rinsing away the rivers of suds until his hands caressed only firm, wet skin. He
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 pressed up close, his chest to China's back, his arms slipped around his lover's waist, his forehead resting on the curve of China's ramrod straight spine. China turned in his arms and swept Carson into a tight embrace, cradling Carson's head to his broad chest, his breath sweet puffs against Carson's cheek. Carson chuckled, the sound lost in the splash of water. Even in the shower, the big man was all soldier—defender and guardian. Carson impulsively rose up on tiptoe and kissed China, a caring but chaste caress of mouths. China accepted it, asking for nothing more, seeming content to let Carson make the first moves. The water sputtered to lukewarm and they retreated to the bedroom where several comforters and an electric blanket waited for them. Wrapped in flannels sheets and layers of down-filled linen, they lay in each other's arms. Against China's chest, Carson raised his head so he could see China's face, read his reactions to what Carson was pretty sure would be an unwelcome idea. “Do you have to go back?” “What?” It was hard to take China by surprise but Carson could see he had done just that. But there was no turning back now. He had to ask. “Go back. To active duty. Do you have to? Can't you still ask for a medical discharge?” China stared, a frown giving Carson his answer. He was feeling too vulnerable to care. He'd been handed a shot at happiness and he wasn't go to let it go easily. He knew China took is obligations to the Army seriously, just like Jim had, but he wanted the man to consider things from Carson's point of view, too. “I don't want you to get hurt again. Or worse.” China pulled Carson up to lay more fully on this chest with an ease that startled and thrilled him. They were near eye-to-eye and he saw every weathered line on China's face, saw the slight beginning of that dimple on his cheek, and got caught in the intensity of China's understanding but determined stare. “I can't do that, Carson.”
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 It was the answer he had expected but he felt compelled to fight it. “Why not? You said you only have a few months to go. What's a few months?” “The difference between being where I'm needed, where other's lives depend on me, and not. I couldn't leave the rest of my unit hanging. They lost enough.” “What about—” “But I do promise this. I won't re-up at the end of my tour.” “Anything could happen in five months.” “Carson, I'm not the kind of guy that quits. I'm an Army Ranger. A Ranger doesn't run from danger, he looks it square in the eye. I have an obligation to Will, Brad and Vincent to see them through until my times up. It's what I do, Carson. Who I am.” China ran a hand through Carson’s tangled hair, dark eyes intense and determined. “But I plan on you being a part of my life from now on. That won't change.” “What if someone finds out and tells? Can't you just leave now?” Carson couldn’t help it, the fear of further exposure and official retaliation against China all too real in his mind. “'Don't ask, don't tell' is their policy but mine is ‘don't run, either’.” He could see there was no point in resisting. “It'll be the longest five months of my life,” Carson pressed harder against China’s comforting hand, returning the same intense and determined stare, “but I'm not running either.”
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 As if he needed one, Peter Hsu discovered another reason to hate flying commercial. The first, and most obvious, was that they wouldn’t let him jump out of the plane. He also hated being trapped into the tiny but affordable coach seats, even though he wasn’t the biggest guy in the world. A man needed breathing room. He was torn by his desire to watch the sky out the window and the need to establish his right to get up and move around the cabin from the aisle seat, something he hated to do over two sets of knees. He’d opted for the window today because fast moving clouds would be opening up to glimpses of cultivated green farmland. Since he was flying into Minnesota, the land of ten thousand lakes, it would look like someone dropped a mirror, the bright scattered bits and chunks blown all to hell on dark earth. He regretted that decision when he saw Aisle Seat Guy. Aisle Seat Guy shoved his large rolling pilot case up in the overhead bin, making it impossible to retrieve the case with Peter’s laptop. He was also around six foot five inches tall, clocking in at 300 easily, and Peter knew if he had a beer he’d probably have to pee in a paper cup because there would be no moving the big man if he fell asleep. It was when Aisle Seat Guy leaned over to say a great big “Howdy, hello, how’re ya doing, dontcha just love flyin’? Doesn’t it get your blood goin’?” that Peter briefly considered which of the passengers might be an air marshal and whether he’d notice if Peter reached over and cut Aisle Seat Guy’s throat just a little.
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 “My therapist said I shouldn’t talk to anyone until I get to the rehab center, just to be on the safe side.” Peter was careful to keep his expression blank. Okay, maybe the rehab thing was a lie, but nobody had to know that. Aisle Seat Guy apparently couldn’t take a hint. Later in the flight he’d had to add, “I’m sorry, I think I should let you know that even if the seatbelt sign is on, if I tell you I need my medication you’re going to have to move fast, okay? Just so there’s no…” Peter let his eyes say the rest, and for the remainder of the flight no one made eye contact with him. Which was just the way he liked it. Peter Hsu was going home. **** The cab passed the house a third time. The driver told him that he’d be happy to keep driving back and forth past the rural home all night, except sooner or later he’d have to go back to town for gas. Peter figured as long as his cash held out he would never actually have to go inside the two story blue building where his mother was living, but knew that wasn’t very fair. Hopewald House seemed like a nice place, actually.
 
 It was a color he
 
 associated with his mother’s pricey porcelain vases, and it had a lot of windows, but not in that staring-at-you kind of way. His aunt had converted the overlarge farmhouse in the eighties when her husband had died and—from all accounts— was happier now that she ran a residence for hospice patients. Four square windows glowed with faint light, from a hallway maybe, on the top floor in a row, two downstairs besides the extra large picture window that seemed to look in on a television room. The porch was pleasantly lit now that it was dusk on this northern early summer night. The facility--as Peter had been calling it--was accessible to the handicapped, and featured ramps and pathways hemmed in with bright spring flowers. He recognized tulips and daffodils, all tucked into a riot of plants that all looked gray in this light but were so thick and
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 lush that if someone fell it could cushion them so well they probably wouldn’t choose to get up again. All in all, Peter hated it on sight. Its very cheeriness mocked him from where he sat in the back of the cab on the fourth trip. He wasn’t feeling cheery. He didn’t want to do this. Home was the first stop on the way to nowhere, and he didn’t want to go there. “Stop.” He pulled his wallet out of his jeans and handed the driver his fare and a tip. He was standing in the street with his gear, looking up at the house when the cab took off and drove away behind him. Peter knocked on the door, and for a long time nothing happened. He heard scuffling noises, like the scattering of insurgents when he was raiding a suspected enemy combatant’s compound. More than one person headed to the back of the house, and someone, he could hear from measured footsteps, was coming toward the door. He fought his instinct to take cover and prepare for battle, standing his ground instead and waiting patiently for the door to open. “Yes?” “I’m Peter Hsu.” He kept his hands to his sides.
 
 “I’m here to visit my
 
 mother?” “Peter?” The sound of locks grinding in their housing followed, after which, the door opened. The sight that greeted him was exactly what he expected, and yet he still wasn’t prepared for it. His aunt Lyndee, at sixty-one, stood before him as wide as she was tall. “Peter!” She enfolded him in her gargantuan bosom and ruffled his hair warmly. No matter that he was a head taller than she and in his late twenties, his mother’s sister never failed to manhandle him and leave him with the vague impression that she was sure he was going to need her to walk him to the library for picture books. “Hi Aunt Lyndee.”
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 “We weren’t expecting you tonight, hon.” She clucked at him and fussed with his clothing. “I thought you were staying in the cities until—” “Slight change of plans.” He’d wanted this over with. “I’m sorry I didn’t call, I thought I’d make it sooner but there was a delay.” Another reason to hate flying commercial. “It’s okay, you can just bunk down on the couch in my office for tonight.” He realized he still hadn’t let go of his duffle. He didn’t want to. “Mom wrote a while back and told me her car was here. Maybe I could take it and go back to the house…?” “Baby that car hasn’t worked in three months. I know for a fact that at the very least the battery is dead and it needs new tires. Robin was driving Shelly back and forth to her appointments but when Hospice took over…well, she hasn’t gone anywhere since.” “I see.” Lyndee took his arm and led him to the room with the big screen. It cast an eerie bluish light over the tableau of old people and furniture he’d seen from the street. “C’mere and talk with me for a moment, Pete, will you?” “Can this wait till tomorrow Aunt Lyndee? I’m beat.” “No.” She sat at a small table in the corner he thought might be intended for cards or puzzles, but which looked odd and unused in this space where people sat staring at the TV. “I need to talk to you now.” Peter shrugged and sat down, his fingers still wrapped around the handles of his duffel. His best-case scenario, taking his mother’s car to her house and getting a good night’s sleep was a no-go. The next best thing would be if he could sack out someplace and repair the car in the morning. The less time he spent here the better. He was adept at hiding what he was thinking, but a place like this could grind a guy down and make him careless. A place like this would make him crawl out of his skin. “Shoot.” He tried not to flinch.
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 “The doctor put your mom on hospice about three months ago, do you know what that means?” “Yes.” “Everything that it means?” He looked at the toes of his boots. “Yes.” “In case you don’t—” “I do know what it means, Aunt Lyndee. It means she’s circling the drain and she doesn’t want to be pulled out if she starts going down it.” “Peter.” Damn. She still had the look. Like he let one fly in church. “I’m sorry. I’m used to being blunt.” “You can be blunt but be decent. Your mother’s disease has progressed to the point where no intervention will save her life. It will only prolong her pain.” “I see.” “Once she’s on hospice, caregivers simply manage her pain and keep her comfortable. It’s her wish to let nature take its course.” He snorted. “Mom never had much use for nature up until now.” Lyndee pulled a pamphlet from basket on the bookshelf behind her and hit him over the head with it. “You read this,” she said between clenched teeth. “I’m cutting you some slack because you’re my favorite nephew and because you never could react to anything in a logical way.” “What...?” Peter remained still while his Aunt Lyndee did that thing. She grabbed his head and pressed a sloppy kiss to it, smudging her lipstick on his skin and then wiping it off with her thumb until his forehead burned. She always did that thing when he couldn’t or wouldn’t conform and she wanted to let him know that she was on to him, inside of him, looking around, feeling through his guts and getting a pretty good picture of what he was thinking regardless of what came out of his mouth.
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 “You’re still a pain in the ass.” She removed her thumb from his skin. These days she could—and did—smooth age lines away. Peter remained silent as she led him to a room behind the wide, upgraded kitchen, with its professional appliances and food service work areas. They came to a door marked ‘Private’ and ushered him inside. “I’ll get you linens and a pillow for the bed, and there’s a bathroom right here.” She opened a door and he saw it was a tiny powder room. “We can get you to your mom’s house in the morning and you can shower there. Look—” “Thanks Aunt Lyndee.” He held up a hand. “I’m just tired, can we talk more tomorrow?” She peered at his face and sighed. “Sure hon. You get some rest and we can finish up in the morning.” She busied herself shutting the blinds on the windows behind her desk and then fumbled through a cupboard, finally unearthing a blanket and a small pillow with a pillowcase folded on top. “Thanks again.” He caught her hand just as she was about to leave the room. “Really. Thank you.” She smiled and he felt its reassurance rush like water through the resistance he’d caked onto his emotions to dam them up. She left quickly enough that the structure held. Only Peter knew how close he had come to a cataclysmic breakdown. **** Bright light jarred Peter awake. He threw an arm up to shield his eyes, even as he leapt to his feet, looking for something—anything—he could use for a weapon. “Good morning sunshine,” said a man’s voice, cheerfully devoid of the sarcasm Peter usually heard along with those words. “And how are you on this very fine June morning.”
 
 62
 
 Because of the Brave
 
 “Are you trying to get yourself killed?” Peter growled, only to hear the voice chuckling at him from the doorway. Rich and musical, the man’s voice held nothing but amusement and the remnants of a Jamaican accent. “Oh, I don’t think you can kill me with that, Peter, although if you should try I would have to tell you where to stick it...” The man’s laughter floated back to Peter where he stood letting his eyes adjust. “Breakfast is almost over and don’t expect me to be carrying it in here for you. I do for your mama only. She’s looking forward to seeing you.” “Who. The fuck. Are you?” Peter could see the man’s mouth form in an O of surprise. “You mean to say my fame has not preceded me?” Peter only gave the briefest thought to the way the man’s accent lent more syllables to each word, giving mean two and preceded four. “I…No.” “Well, Peter Dylan Hsu, your fame has certainly preceded you. Shelly believes you hung the moon, and looking at you now, I’d say she had that about... half right.” The man’s white teeth shone in the midst of his dark rich skin when he grinned. Peter looked down and blushed to discover his fully erect cock pushing out of his briefs. He never remembered his dreams, he’d probably taken it out in his sleep and—“I’ll be out in a minute.” “Take your time sunshine. I’ll fix you a nice plate. I was just teasing about you missing breakfast. You’re mother would never forgive me. I’m Robin. I’ve been with her since she was first diagnosed, and I came to work here at Hopewald House for your Aunt Lyndee when your mama transferred here. Your Mama’s my special girl.” Peter turned away. “Thank you. I’ll be out in a minute.” His mother’s—Robin—hung there in the doorway for a minute like he was expecting something. Peter looked again, taking in the deep blue scrub pants and top, over which he wore a kind of uniform warm up jacket with his name
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 embroidered in white over the breast pocket. He had several buttons and pins attached to his coat, the most familiar and telling was the Lambda, beside which he wore a set of dog tags with Love on one and a rainbow on the other. Robin wore his short hair in braids that stuck out from his head like a halo. His wide white smile was embedded in a handsome, rich black-coffee colored face. He looked like he was going to say something more, but then he just drifted out, closing the door behind him. Peter sat back down on the couch and tried to imagine this was just another day. Maybe he’d have a cup of coffee and check out his mom’s car. It was a classic, a 71 Road Runner with a 426 Hemi, and as far as he knew there was nothing wrong with it he couldn’t fix or build from the ground up if he needed to. If he had the time. It looked like he was going to get the time. He was pretty sure he could cover the cost. Fixing up the car that was his mother’s pride and joy for thirty-eight years could possibly mitigate the guilt he felt for not visiting more often. And it might go a long way toward making her feel…if not better, at least not worse. If there was a voice in the back of his head saying that fixing a car was the least of his worries he ignored it. Set on his course, he went to the kitchen for coffee, just in time to see Robin lifting a tray that had covered plates and a vase with a flower in it like a hotel room service waiter. “This is your mama’s, follow me and let’s show her what the cat dragged in last night.” The man grinned. Peter moved in front of Robin and headed for a coffeemaker on the pristine stainless steel counter. “Uh. Look Robin, I—” Robin moved up and practically herded him, using his large body and the tray he carried, out of the kitchen and down a long hallway and up the stairs. “Just say hello and as soon as I’m finished serving my princess I will get you breakfast of your own, all right?” “But—”
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 “One time only offer, man, lots of coffee?” Peter shrugged and Robin grinned again cheekily. “Right you are. In here then.” He held the tray in one hand and pushed a door open with the other. Peter’s first look at his mother took him by surprise. So much so that he didn’t respond at all until he felt Robin’s hand at the small of his back pushing him forward. “Look what I found. Breakfast and a show. Your son appears to be catching flies with his mouth, Shelley. Very talented boy.” Shelley lay silently, her mouth slightly gaping. Her eyes were closed and Peter could see her struggling for breath. He stood frozen in a spot by the door, watching as Robin put the breakfast tray on a rolling table, which he pushed into position over the bed. “Shelley,” Robin said, and Peter thought his voice held a warning. “It’s no use, you know. We can both see you’re not dead. Open your eyes and say hello to the man.” “I’m sure I must have died by now, Robin,” she said in a reedy voice. Peter looked to Robin for a clue how to proceed. “Shelley, you are not dead. You’re not hungry but you must eat your breakfast.” Robin looked at Peter and then back to Shelley again. “Pay no attention to her Peter. She’s enacting the death scene from ‘Terms of Endearment’ again.” Robin turned back to his mother. “Do I look like Shirley Maclaine to you?” “How should I know,” she turned her head away as he held a cup of water to her lips. “To hear her tell it she’s been enough people; she could certainly have been you.” “Drink,” Robin commanded. “You’re not dead.” “How do you know we’re not both dead?” “I’m frankly shocked by that suggestion, my Shelley. I am not dead. You are not dead.”
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 Robin pulled the cover off what looked to be French toast and scrambled eggs, cut up into precise squares. “You are a mere shadow of your former self and unless you eat every bite of this breakfast I will double your lunch or feed you grub worms like in Survivor.” He placed a towel across Peter’s mother’s sunken chest, over her delicate shoulders and smiled as he gave her tiny bites of eggy bread from a small fork, holding a napkin and dabbing occasionally at her face. He did this with such practiced ease and good humor that Peter hated him for it. Between bites she said. “If you can see me enough to feed me you must be dead.” “If I were dead I’d be someplace where you’d quit your bitching at me woman,” Robin matter-of-factly scooped up a piece of French toast. “Here, open.” “I want Tabasco.” “Fine. I will bring it in a minute. You eat this now, and then you can drink Tabasco from the bottle. If I put it on your eggs you will tell me you won’t eat them because they taste bad, just like you did yesterday.” Peter watched for what seemed an eternity as his mother took several small bites. “You’re onto me.” She chuckled. “You haven’t fooled me since the pepper flake incident.” Robin smiled down at Shelley and Peter saw--at last--that the relationship wasn’t adversarial, which he’d believed at first. “I like spicy things.” Peter’s mother fairly glowed with warmth. “I know you do,” Robin said gently. “The medication makes things taste different, is all. You know that, my Shelley.” “I know.” Peter didn’t know what to say so he stood still until his mother acknowledged him. “How are you, Petey? Don’t I look dead to you? I was sure I was dead.” “No.” Peter stood still. “You don’t look...the same, but you don’t look dead.”
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 Peter’s mother rolled her eyes. She breathed in time with a sucking, bellows kind of sound that came from the floor behind her bed. “Liar. You always were a lousy liar. Don’t let the equipment bother you.” She gestured to her nasal canula. “I’m told blue is not my color, so they keep feeding oxygen into my nose. I breathe through my mouth when they’re not looking to piss them off.” Peter didn’t respond. His mother’s appearance, her delicate blue-veined hands, the bones of which were clearly visible behind translucent skin, shocked him. She’d always been slim, but now appeared skeletal; dark smudges buoyed up eyes that were cloudy with pain. Her hair, which had gone a silvery color early on and had been one of her most striking features, was shorn off at about an inch long all over. “Well. At least say something,” she prodded. “I didn’t know what to expect,” he said carefully. He admitted to himself, even if to no one else that he’d tried very hard not to expect anything, and still he felt shocked. Maybe a little sick. “Don’t be hard on the boy, Shelley.” Robin opened a carton of orange juice and put a straw in it. “You’re terrifying.” “Really?” She seemed pleased. “Do you find me terrifying, Petey? I’ve always wanted to be terrifying.” “I’m—” Peter turned and headed for the door, exiting into the hallway, running down the stairs and through the kitchen. He headed out the back door and into the fresh spring morning where he leaned over a bush to vomit, but found he had nothing in his stomach that wanted to be disgorged. As he gathered himself, he tried breathing normally again. He knew two things absolutely. One, he wasn’t going to be able to handle his mother’s illness; he could do nothing but stand there and watch helplessly as others cared for her. And two, He didn’t need to worry about that because she had a new pal named Robin and Robin was feeding her French toast and making her laugh while all her son could do was gape at her and hate her for dying. 67
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 **** Peter poked at the battery terminals under the hood of his mom’s Road Runner with a wire brush, idly scouring away a lot of corrosion. He had plans to remove the battery and take his aunt’s truck into the nearest thing that passed for town, Hadleyburg, such as it was, where he would purchase a new one so at least the car would be drivable. He hoped. He glanced aound the large barn Lyndee now used for storing automobiles and excess furniture and equipment. Even inside the mostly empty structure the car had been covered carefully, protected against the elements. It was clean, and sported a good coat of wax, the victim of only a small amount of corrosion from the salt of winter. His father had always babied and protected the car and its use had been firmly regulated with an eye toward longevity, even though neither he nor his son really ever understood why his mother had become so attached to it. The end result was that the car was--in actual fact--the proverbial vehicle driven by the little old lady from Minnesota to and from church on Sundays and not much more. Things had worn out and been replaced. Gasoline formulas had changed; but the Road Runner, with a lot of care and some very clever reupholstery and mechanical work, looked very nearly as good as new. Now, looking at the guts of the thing, it wasn’t hard for even Peter, who knew he was thick as a brick emotionally, to see that his dedication to the car sprang from the well of inadequacy he felt when it came to his mother. Peter heard footsteps, unmeasured and purposeless, coming toward him from the direction of the house. “Here you are.” Peter looked up to see Robin lean in an indolent way against the rear fender on the driver’s side, a cigarette in his hand. Robin took a drag. “I thought I would find you with the car, although you’re mother said you’d be long gone by now.”
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 Peter put the brush down and crossed his arms. “What’s that supposed to mean?” Robin blew a thin stream of smoke from between lips that were thick and soft looking and hid a faint smile, but he only shrugged. “I probably would have, if I’d had wheels,” Peter admitted. Robin had an arm crossed in front of him and rested his elbow on it while the hand that held the cigarette hovered close to his mouth. He looked at Peter-peered at him really--but that hand, with the smoke rising in curls from it, obscured his thoughts as neatly as if he’d put on a mask. Peter hated to admit it, but the hands attracted him. They’d been gentle and caring with his mother but looked strong and capable. Long fingered and elegant with well-manicured nails. He’d always liked hands; always liked competent and efficient professionals. Robin struck him as both easygoing and sensitive. The way he stood there, silent and still made Peter feel… not good precisely, but not bad either. “Does it shock you that I want to leave?” he asked finally. Robin rubbed his littlest finger across his full lower lip, and on another man Peter might have thought it was a deliberate way to call attention to a feature that was dead sexy, but Peter thought in Robin’s case it might just be something he did unconsciously. There were lots of things about Robin that Peter found hot and not the least of them was that he was man enough to handle the gentle ministrations required to care for a deteriorating human. “You think wanting to run away is weak,” Robin said finally. “It is weak.” Robin shook his head. “Wanting to run is normal.” He took another drag on his cigarette, and when Peter walked over and took the half burned smoke from his hand, asking for a drag with his eyes, Robin’s brown ones sparked with interest. “Running is weak.”
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 “Easy for you to say.” Peter puffed and held the smoke in his lungs. It had been a while since he’d quit, a couple of years. Watching Robin, watching his hands and—mostly—his mouth as the filter touched his lips, Peter had the overwhelming desire to put it to his own. Robin closed his eyes and shook his head. “Not easy.” He still grinned, but in a more self-deprecating way. “I wasn’t able to do it for my own mother. I think that’s why I can do it with yours.” “What’s it really like? Her days here?” Peter still held Robin’s cigarette. Robin got a fresh one from the pack when Peter didn’t relinquish it and he lit up. “I feed her when she’s awake.” That accent wrapped around the words and caressed them. The soft cadence of it; its musicality wrapped around Peter a little too. “Then I give her pain medication and she drifts back off. When she wakes again she eats a little more. Her appetite is dwindling. She’s sleeping more and when she can’t she’s restless and uncomfortable. I spend a lot of time adjusting fabric and pillows. Soothing. Like the princess and the pea.” Peter grinned, although he felt like he should want to cry. “I don’t doubt that.” “She is going downhill fast, Peter.” Peter tried to imagine a world without his mother in it. Maybe not nearby but somewhere. A vague presence he could refer to when he was about to do something stupid or dangerous or even heroic; mother would hate this, mother would like that. A boy’s magnetic north. A point on the compass long after boyhood is a memory. “How long?” “I can’t tell you that.” Robin put one of his elegant hands on Peter’s arm and Peter stared at it for a minute. When Robin misinterpreted his interest in it and would have removed it, Peter caught it in his own hand and held it there, gripping the fingers tightly.
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 Brown eyes looked at him curiously, but the fingers stayed where they were. They stood and smoked together for a little while longer. Peter finally spoke. “My mother has no idea who I am.” Robin met his eyes. “It’s time you told her.” Peter crushed his butt under his foot and picked it up again, years of conditioning that made him hold it till he could throw it in the trash. He walked toward the bin. “I can’t.” “Then you have no idea who she is either.” Peter stopped in his tracks. “Maybe not.” “Don’t wait too long to find out,” Robin said. On his way out of the barn he reached a hand out and squeezed Peter’s shoulder, and as Peter watched him walk back toward the house he couldn’t help but admire the man’s build and the fine way he moved underneath the fairly shapeless scrubs he wore. The fantasy was right there, his imagination worked overtime, yet that was part of the reason he’d come home. Part of why he couldn’t bear to talk to his mother. Sooner or later, he’d have to tell her that it might not be possible for him to go back to the job he knew made her so proud. Her hero, just like Dad. Peter pulled his mom’s car battery out and put it on the floor of Lyndee’s truck on the passenger side. When he returned to the kitchen to wash up and get a last cup of coffee he found Lyndee supervising the cooking of the noon meal. “Hi, I was just going to come and get you,” she told him, returning her attention to a girl he thought was probably college age. “You put the cheese on the sandwiches, hon, just not Ed’s; he’s lactose intolerant.” Lyndee followed him when he took his coffee to the side of the room and stood, sipping it. “I made up a guest room for you, so it doesn’t look too much like a room for one of my guests, if you know what I mean.” She wrinkled her nose. “I think you should stay here.” “Aunt Lyndee, I—”
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 “Don’t do it, Petey.” She rose up toward him and took his face in her hands, pulling it down. He wanted to pull away but he couldn’t find the will to hurt her feelings so he stayed where he was. “Don’t throw away the last chance you have to be with your mom.” Lyndee let him go and he turned away to finish his coffee. “I’ll stay tonight. I have to get some things from the auto supply store for the Road Runner.” “Don’t forget that while you’re caring for that car its owner needs a little TLC as well.” Peter chugged the bitter dregs of his cup and held the mug, wondering if he should give it to Lyndee or take it to the sink and rinse it. “Robin seems great; she’s in his capable hands. She doesn’t need a lot more than that, I’m thinking.” He hated himself for the way it sounded to his ears. He knew his aunt would call him on it. “Your best girl stepping out?” Lyndee gave him a hard stare. “It’s not like she’s got any choice in the matter.” Taking his mug, she leaned in again and whispered directly in his ear. “He is paid to give her care. She needs her family. Don’t fuck this up or you’re going to regret it.” Peter was a little shocked by Lyndee’s use of the f-bomb, but she’d moved back into the food prep area and started tossing a large salad. “I’m taking the truck, okay?” “Fine, the keys are on the wall there.” “I got them earlier, but I thought it was polite to ask.” He grinned at her and at last she gave him the all-clear smile. “I made up the room next to mine. When you get back, take your things from my office and put them up there.” “If I stay.” “You always do the right thing in the end, Petey.” She picked up the salad and made her way into the dining room. “Regular as clockwork. But it’s
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 frustrating as hell to watch you flail. It’s getting so my heart can’t take the strain anymore, so sooner, rather than later, would be good.” She gave him another long hard look and left him standing there to drink his coffee in peace. **** Peter put Lyndee’s keys in the ignition just as Robin came out of the house-not in the scrubs he’d been wearing but in a pair of jeans and a tight T-shirt, carrying a messenger bag. Peter watched as he calmly walked in front of the truck to stand at the driver’s side window, which was open. “Are you headed to town?” Robin asked. “I am.” Peter leaned his head on his arm, propped up on the door. He didn’t need to make it easy for Robin to tag along. He had no idea what he would do with the man at the tire center, and had a bad feeling that Robin needed to run errands or shop. Or that he intended to make it a time when they would talk. The last thing he wanted was to talk to his mother’s...Robin. Robin’s lips twisted into a kind of resigned smile. “May I please come along?” “Yes but I’m planning to make an afternoon of it, you probably have to get back, and—” “Perfect.” Robin took off back around the truck and got in on the passenger side. “I have the afternoon off and I intend to unwind.” Shit. Peter pulled the truck out onto the street and headed for the highway. “Don’t look so glum. It won’t rub off on you, whatever you imagine.” Peter slowed the car to a stop. “What won’t rub off?” Robin shook his head and his braids did a little dance. “The gay, the black. Whatever has you frowning. Everyone in town knows I care for your mama at Lyndee’s place, so you’re safe from awkward assumptions.”
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 Peter brought the truck up to speed again and ignored the urge to set the record straight. He wouldn’t be drawn out. “Where do you need to go?” “Pharmacy.” Robin pulled a paper out of his bag. “For starters, then I have to get a couple of things from the market and a book from the library.” “That’s what you do to unwind?” “No,” Robin laughed. “After all that I’m going to get a beer and play some pool. Maybe eat something that doesn’t taste of the tin. Would you care to join me?” “Me?” Peter didn’t know why he was surprised. “If you’d rather not.” Robin pressed his lips together. “I can surely—” “No, I would.” When had that happened? That he decided he wanted to spend time with this man. As soon as he’d smiled. “I’d like to get a beer. I just...” “I thought my rainbow dog tags were clashing with your uniform, soldier boy,” Robin teased. The moment came when Peter knew he could tell Robin that he wasn’t exactly limited to what he seemed to be on the surface. “Surely Don’t ask don’t tell doesn’t preclude a beer with the nurse taking care of your mama?” “No, of course not,” Peter said, and the moment was lost. Probably not for long. Peter stole a glance sideways at Robin’s fine features in profile. His work probably made him fit and strong, Peter thought, taking in the way the man’s shirt caressed his biceps and pecs. Maybe he worked out to keep fit enough to lift patients. He wore his button front jeans loose around his hips and thighs so they hung low, but they’d been worn enough that they outlined all the good parts, and the good parts were very good indeed. Robin was busying himself with his cigarettes or Peter thought he’d surely have noticed the interest he was generating. Peter shifted his attention back to the road. “I’d like to buy you a beer.”
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 “Really?” Robin smiled. He lit a cigarette, and then offered it to Peter. “Thanks man, I could really use a drink, it’s been a hell of a week.” “My mom?” “Yes and no.” Robin lit his own cigarette and rolled down his window. “She’s been in pain and the medication doesn’t always help. I have a new prescription from hospice. A patch to provide a baseline of pain relief. There are several layers of pain meds she’s on now. I hate to see it because they make her spacey and she refuses food and sometimes even water.” “Spacey is bad. She prides herself on doing the daily crossword in pen.” “Don’t I know it?” Robin closed his eyes. “When she’s angry and frustrated that she can’t figure out the words or the letters she knows that she’s lost something important. It would be easier if she didn’t know.” Peter took a chance and placed his hand on Robin’s forearm, finding it strong and corded with muscles that moved under his touch. He’d startled the man, he could tell, but he didn’t take his hand away. “It’s hard.” Peter said simply. “I can tell you care and I’m really…I’m very grateful.” He let his hand slide just a little and knew that most men wouldn’t see it for the caress it was. Robin wasn’t most men. And again he caught that speculative look. “I’ll drop you at the pharmacy and when you’re done, you can meet me… where?” “Let me think.” Robin’s eyes sparkled. “There are so many choices.” “Buzzy’s or Frank’s.” At the very least Peter still knew where to go for a drink in the place he’d privately called the town-that-time-forgot. “Buzzy’s, the pool tables have better felt and I plan to win some money.” “Not from me I hope.” Peter slowed the car and parked in a diagonal space in front of the town’s only drugstore. “Yeah, now you ought to run, soldier man because you will lose money to me if we play.” Robin smiled. “I’ll be about an hour, maybe, give or take.”
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 “See you at Buzzy’s.” “See you.” Robin waved a hand. Peter probably shouldn’t have been looking in his rearview as he pulled out but Robin turned to enter the store and from where Peter sat in the car he had the perfect view of Robin’s tight ass. A car honked and he pulled the wheel sharply to stay in his lane. “Sorry.” He waved the other driver off, then headed to the tire center driving sedately within the speed limit. **** No one knew why the tavern on the highway was called Buzzy’s but over the years the speculation had been that its owner and founder, Trig Thompson, had a wife who called him her honeybee and he’d named the place Buzzy’s to tease her. It hadn’t changed much since he’d put the first coat of varnish on the wooden bar and now his grandson Tim ran the place. During the sexual revolution they’d added a condom machine to the men’s room, and sometime in the late eighties they’d installed a Bunn automatic coffee brewer with two pots, one for regular and one for decaf at the request of the snowmobile set. When Peter entered the dimly lit space the only thing different from the last time he’d been there was that Minnesota had finally enacted a ban on smoking indoors, and the air, while certainly as unpleasant as he remembered it, was clear enough to see through. And the first thing he saw was Robin’s very fine ass as he bent over a pool table lining up a shot. “Well, shit.” Peter strolled to the bar and ordered a Moosehead lager. He wondered whether he should order one for Robin when he saw that Robin had completed his shot and was bringing a beer bottle to his lips while he waited for
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 his opponent to take his turn. Peter sat down at a tall stool, his arm draped over the bar as he sipped his drink, watching. Robin tipped his head back and drank, his Adam’s apple working, his lips caressing the lip of the bottle and everything tightened in Peter’s body, including the muscles in his chest where they wrapped around his heart. His mouth went dry. He’d never been interested in anyone this close to home, having preferred, even in high school, to find his fun in the cities. He’d never been anything in Hadleyburg but the son of the hometown hero, a cop who’d lost his life rescuing three children from a fall through the ice on the lake before losing his own life attempting to rescue a fourth. Peter had spent the night before boot camp in this same bar, being toasted by his mother’s friends and his father’s fellow officers, men who looked to him to be the next Hsu hero, and he’d fled and taken his secret with him. He wondered if he could keep his secret with Robin standing right in front of him presenting the greatest temptation Peter had ever seen. And why that should be so, even Peter couldn’t say. Peter lifted his bottle to take a sip as he looked at the man, who was setting up another shot, this time thankfully on the opposite side of the table. The cue slipped between fingers on that fabulous dark hand and right as Peter thought for sure it would strike the ball Robin stopped what he was doing and looked up as if he sensed he was being watched. A slow smile bloomed on Robin’s face and transformed it while Peter held his breath. He put his beer down on the bar with a clatter and headed for the men’s room. It didn’t surprise him when—only a moment later—Robin entered behind him. He saw in the mirror that when Robin didn’t find him immediately, he frowned and turned back to exit the way he’d come. Peter moved from behind the door and leaned against it after it closed.
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 Once again the silence stretched out between them. Robin stepped boldly into Peter’s space. With the advantage of his height he forced Peter to look up to meet his eyes. “Say it,” Robin commanded. Peter caught a handful of Robin’s braids and brought his mouth down for a dirty kiss, hungry and wet, running his tongue across those luscious lips, imagining how they’d feel on his dick, imagining how his own lips could savor the secret places on this hot, hot man’s body. For a moment it sparked between them, threatening to turn into a full-fledged inferno. Peter shifted his legs so if Robin even inched forward a hair he’d be ready to grind against the man’s wellmuscled thigh. Robin didn’t move. “I smell mothballs.” Robin said when he could finally pull his lips away. “My job—” Peter pulled him back. “You know I can’t—” Robin stepped away. “You said your mother doesn’t know who you are. I say neither do you.” He went to the sink and splashed some cold water onto his face. When he stood to pull a paper towel from the dispenser he met Peter’s eyes in the mirror. “I don’t’ want to be your dirty secret. I hate that shit.” “I’m not going to have a secret for long.” Robin paused in the act of throwing the paper towel into the bin. “What do you mean?” Peter slumped back against the door. “I’m being blackmailed. I’m due to reenlist, but if I do I’ll be blackmailed and if I don’t pay and he follows through with his threat, I get discharged.” “Your word against someone else’s?” Peter shook his head. “Videotapes.” Robin hissed out a laugh. “Stupid fuck.” “I didn’t know, all right? Who the fuck does that? I didn’t know! Hidden camera. For blackmail not for giggles, right?” “I’m sorry.” Robin’s eyes traveled over Peter’s body in an assessing way. “Was he hot? I’d pay good money to see you getting fucked by someone like me.”
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 “I can assure you he was nothing like you,” Peter said grimly. He turned to leave and gripped the door handle. “He was a pity fuck. Shit, even I hate myself. I deserve everything I get.” Robin’s hand came around Peter’s waist to pull him back against a solid chest and Peter felt the hair on his neck rise as Robin’s breath teased at the skin there. Peter sagged against him and let himself be held, like that, for a moment. “I want you,” Robin told him, pressing his erection into Peter’s ass even as he pressed Peter against the door. “But I won’t be some straight boy’s ‘down low’ toy.” He slid his hands down into the pockets of Peter’s jeans, rubbing the hollows of his pelvis maddening millimeters away from his cock. Peter’s mouth hung open as he panted. “Fuck, don’t tease me. You know it’s going to be the other way around.” “Did you fuck someone on that tape, Peter?” Robin asked. “Or did someone fuck you. What did you do? Did you kneel at a man’s feet and take his cock into your mouth?” Peter shuddered and reached his hands back to grip Robin’s ass, pulling him closer as the man made several short jabs to accent the filthy talk that he must have known was making Peter burn inside. “You like that?” Robin asked him. “Have you seen the video? Have you seen yourself get fucked by a man? Peter nodded against the door, his mouth still slack from trying to drag air into his lungs. “You saw it?” “In a mirror.” Peter twisted his body around and cupped Robin’s face with his hands. Their lips met and they kissed urgently until Peter finally pulled back to breathe. “I haven’t seen the—” “I want to fuck you, soldier man.” Robin pushed his whole body against Peter’s, and Peter molded himself to its contours, surrendered himself to the insistence of his attraction. 79
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 “Hell, yes,” he whispered into Robin’s mouth. “Fuck, now, yes.” Peter felt a subtle change in Robin’s body. Robin pressed his forehead against Peter’s and let out a sigh. “I don’t think I want to fuck the hometown hero’s baby soldier boy in the bathroom of a redneck bar.” Peter blew out a tense breath and almost laughed. “Now that you put it that way....” Robin lifted his arm and Peter ducked under it, walking to the basin, giving himself time to think. He waited for a minute after Robin left before following him out into the near empty bar. Robin was talking to the guy he’d played pool with while he picked up his bag and the sacks from his errands. Peter exited and waited for Robin in the truck. Neither man spoke when Robin got in, but Peter keyed the ignition and soon they were on their way. **** Peter hurled himself at the back door of his mother’s house, barely turning the key in the lock before Robin’s body hit his hard and they went down just inside on linoleum floor of the service porch. Robin kicked the door closed with his foot as he settled on Peter’s body. He held himself up with his forearms as he ground his hips down into Peter’s cock. Peter dug his hands into Robin’s hair, pulling handfuls of his braids to bring his head in for a kiss. He loved the weight of Robin’s big, hard body as it pinned him to the floor. Loved the feel and the smell of Robin’s skin. Peter pressed his lips to Robin’s and found them to be soft and mobile, ready to part for a questing tongue yet at the same time seconds away from smiling. Robin stroked a finger along Peter’s face, softly tracing his cheekbones to his jaw, “I saw your picture a thousand times right here in this house.”
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 Peter opened his legs and wrapped them around Robin’s, straining against him, trying to line up their cocks for some quality friction even though his body was demanding more. He shoved his hands down the waistband of Robin’s jeans and found perfect ass cheeks to squeeze. Robin’s hips snapped against his and he let out a groan. “Robin.” Peter clung to Robin as they ground their hips together, each wave pushing him backwards across the slick floor into the kitchen. Robin stopped what he was doing to toe his shoes and socks off, using his feet to try to rid Peter of his, but they were boots and required untying. “I’ve got it.” Robin crawled to Peter’s feet and undid the laces, pulling each boot and sock off and then tugging on his trousers. Peter unbuckled his belt and unfastened them and soon Robin was sliding them down his legs while he pulled his T-shirt off over his head. Robin was shucking his clothes and it was only moments before he sat before Peter magnificently naked. “You’re beautiful,” Peter whispered, not taking his eyes off of Robin’s even though he wanted very badly to look at everything at once. He put his hand on Robin’s chest and scraped a nail carefully over a dark nipple. Robin sucked in a breath and his body responded by tightening as his eyes half closed. He cupped Peter’s cock through his shorts. “You have what I need soldier man?” He placed a kiss on Peter’s lips then, leaving them there for a breath, and Peter felt its tenderness to his toes. “You have what I want?” “I hope so.” From the rough way they’d tumbled through the door to the sweetness of that kiss Peter knew he was deep into something he didn’t entirely understand. But he wanted more. “How do you want me?” he asked on a hoarse whisper. Robin’s expression said he liked the question, but that he wasn’t exactly ready to answer it. He rocked his hips suggestively against Peter’s. “I want to see you,” Robin told him. “Us.”
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 Peter’s grin faded. His mother’s bedroom had full-length mirrored closet doors, and it wasn’t like it would be the first time he’d ever gotten busy in there. But with his mother’s tenuous health, somehow it seemed wrong to him, and he gave the thought a mental shake. “Bathroom?” he asked. Robin probably knew the house better than he did anymore. He’d know the bedroom was perfect, yet maybe he’d understand why Peter couldn’t go there. “If that’s—” “Perfect,” Robin stood and helped him up, slipping his hands from Peter’s waist down beneath the fabric of his underwear and sweeping it down to the ground. Peter stepped out of it naked and shy. His cock bobbed against his stomach as he followed Robin into the bathroom. “Let me look at you?” Peter nodded and Robin turned him toward the mirror. Robin stood behind him, the light from the hall all they had until he switched on the little nightlight that his mother kept in the room so she could find her way in the dark. In that half light Peter’s creamy skin--so much lighter than Robin’s--shone and Robin’s form disappeared behind him. Robin slid his hands around Peter’s ribcage and moved them slowly down and up his abs to his chest, creating dark swaths across the light skin. They looked like a candlelit black and white photograph. Robin’s lips caressed the skin just below his ear. It made Peter shiver, but he said nothing, content to remain quiet. The thing he liked best about Robin was the stillness he could maintain even in a conversation. Robin listened to silence as well as words. Robin’s elegant hands smoothed over Peter’s back and shoulders, gently pushing him down, bending him at the waist until he rested on his forearms over the marble countertop. His hands moved down over Peter’s skin, then his mouth, marking a cool, wet path. He kneeled without a word and his tongue began to dance along the curve of Peter’s ass. It dipped into the dimples on either side of his spine and—at last—played in the dark cleft between Peter’s ass cheeks. Robin’s
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 soft breath cooled the kisses he left on Peter’s skin. His hands kneaded the muscles beneath the flesh that he tasted and bit with his teeth. Peter melted into those caring hands, giving in, pressing toward the pleasure that Robin kept just out of reach. His dick tightened and bobbed and dripped with each sensation, until at last Robin breached his hole and tongue fucked him, making Peter’s knees grow weak and shaky. “Shit Robin, I—” Robin’s hand, slick with spit, found Peter’s hole and he slipped a finger inside, giving Peter something to push back against. Peter gasped in a breath and shuddered when Robin brushed a knuckle across his prostate. “You come apart in my hands,” Robin remarked into the skin on Peter’s back. He cupped Peter’s cock with his free hand. “I knew you would be like that. That I could play with you and make you beg for me.” “Oh… oh…” Peter pressed his cheek against the cold tile and just rode the feeling of Robin’s hands stroking him from the inside and the outside. “Uhn.” His hands gripped the edge of the marble where it hung over the cabinet, the cool felt erotic and slightly painful against his skin, but Robin was warmth and breath and life. Even love—maybe from the way Robin touched him—and he gave himself completely into Robin’s hands. A drawer opened behind him and cold lube dripped down the crack of his ass. Out of the corner of his eye he saw Robin open a condom packet with his teeth, one hand rolling it onto his cock while the other stroked slickly in and out of Peter’s ass. “Talk for me,” Robin said tightly as he put his hand on Peter’s shoulder to hold him in place. “Tell me what you want.” Robin nudged at his entrance and Peter reached back to pull him forward. “I want to know why my mom has lube and condoms in the bathroom—” Robin laughed. “No you don’t.” “Shit,” Peter turned to look at Robin. 83
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 “They’re mine, you idiot, I lived here too.” “But—” “Can this wait?” Robin’s brown eyes hid his annoyance. “Go,” Peter said, but the word caught in his throat when he felt the first push of Robin’s cock and no sound came out. He turned his head and watched in the mirror as Robin’s face changed. Soft hands smoothed over Peter’s back. From where he rested, Peter could see every nuance of emotion as it came over his lover’s face. He could read the hunger there, the need, and the satisfaction that joining their bodies brought him. He watched as Robin’s hips snapped, hard and fast, saw when he closed his eyes and tilted his head back and fucked him savagely because he lost himself in the act. Robin’s hips undulated as Peter pressed back, wishing he could tell Robin how good it felt. That this was everything he could want. He wished the man being fucked in the mirror could speak for him, that he didn’t look so fucking surprised, so stupid lying there, taking it and not giving back. Peter pushed his hand between them to signal he needed a time out and lifted his eyes to Robin’s in the mirror. He found tenderness there, as well as concern. Robin leaned over far enough to kiss him on the mouth, gently at first but with all the passion he’d shared earlier, all the sweetness that Peter usually didn’t find in another man’s casual embrace. It was that very thing that made Peter’s freeze up. Robin gently pulled out and lifted Peter into his arms, cupping his buttocks and parting his ass cheeks even as he pressed Peter into the wall, joining their bodies again and continuing their rhythm standing up. Robin pressed his lips to Peter’s and murmured nonsense and soft words until he was gasping for breath. Peter climaxed from the pressure between their bodies and even as he lost control he wanted to cling to Robin and rock with him for a while. Robin’s hips snapped when the first splash of cum hit his skin. He growled and pinned Peter so hard his back scraped against wood trim and he knew there’d be bruising.
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 Peter ran his hands over Robin’s high sharp cheekbones, cupping them and framing his face as he pressed his cheek against the stubble on Robin’s neck. Robin pulled out, his grip on the condom. His softening cock slapped against Peter’s thigh. They stood like that long after their breathing settled back to normal. **** Since Robin couldn’t be described as uncharacteristically silent the ride back to Hopewald House went well. Peter glanced over at his profile a couple of times, wondering what he was thinking. He tapped the steering wheel in time to the music on the radio with the hand that wasn’t busy holding a cigarette and realized that he’d well and truly taken up the habit again. “Thanks for the smokes, man, I promise I’ll buy the next pack.” Robin grinned and maybe his cheeks warmed a little under all that velvety skin. “I’m sorry if you started smoking again because of me, your mother hates it.” “I don’t think she was ever aware I smoked in the first place, maybe I can blame it on you when she tells me how bad it stinks; say you were smoking in the truck or something.” Robin gave a mirthless laugh. “Are you going to tell her you accidentally took my cock up your ass too? Second hand gay?” “What?” Peter almost stopped the car, but kept on because there was a truck behind his and they were almost to the driveway of Hopewald House anyway. When he got there he pulled in and parked. “What?” “Are you still going pretend?” Robin turned so he was facing the passenger window. “Like it rubbed off on you?” Peter tried for the joke. “You did rub off on me, if you recall. Or very nearly.” Robin reached for the door handle but Peter caught his shoulder and held him still. He turned his face back around and Peter tried to read what he found there but he didn’t have a clue. 85
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 “Are you going to out me to my mom, Robin? Is that what this has been about?” “Of course not,” Robin jerked his shoulder out of Peter’s hand. “But I told you, I’m no one’s dirty secret. That was an exception. It was good. You were hot.” Robin flashed him a dazzling smile that didn’t reach his eyes. “Your secret is safe with me.” “Robin, I—” “No worries, soldier man.” Robin gathered his bags and left the truck. He walked to the kitchen door of the big house with a catlike stride that did nothing to calm the racing of Peter’s heart. He did have worries; he couldn’t help it. At the very least, he was being forced to give up his job. He’d planned to reenlist and his unit was probably going to be deployed again soon.
 
 The
 
 compassionate leave he was on to see his mother was only even possible because he’d been stateside in the first place when it became time critical to go home. If he went back, he was certain to be the object of a determined blackmail scheme or face separation proceedings. Maybe he could survive that, maybe not. Peter had no way of knowing how chain of command would react to the situation, and frankly he hadn’t even begun to test the waters. He was as likely to get discharged because of his stupidity in getting himself into the situation as he was for being gay. Yet usually the emotional crap didn’t matter to him. Not really. Life was hard work and discipline and putting it all on the line, and he’d done that. He’d hidden the parts of himself that didn’t fall in line with the world he wanted to play in. It had never seemed duplicitous to him. It was just another hard choice like did he want to smoke even though it caused cancer. It was his business what he chose to do. At his father’s funeral there had been a picture of his dad in his police uniform on an easel next to the flag-draped coffin. There had been flowers and
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 pipers and many, many men and women who mourned the hero of an entire town. Peter’s mother pulled him by the hand to his father’s picture and said, “See that? Always think of him, your father, before you make a decision and I will never be afraid for you.” That picture sat on the fireplace mantle in his mother’s home and scarred his brain like a brand. Jonathon Hsu was a good man, but Peter had never had a chance to know him. Never had the chance to ask him the hard questions any boy needed to ask his dad when he was growing up. So when the time came, and Peter at last realized that there was one way in which he would always be different from the man he thought his father had been, he’d disconnected himself from it emotionally. From that point on he left his physical needs to rest in a safe place, a separate place like the garage where his mom’s Road Runner waited to be taken out and savored, but only when the weather was fine and the time was right. Peter didn’t understand Robin’s insistence that keeping his private life a secret was wrong, anymore than he understood why people might want to know about it. Peter got the battery from the truck and took it to the barn. While he dropped it into its place under the hood and connected up the terminals, he thought of a million different reasons he didn’t need any complications in his life. His mother was almost gone. He’d never have to look her in the eye and tell her he wasn’t the man she wanted him to be. The man his father had been. He’d never have to live in Hadleyburg again if he didn’t choose to. If he didn’t reenlist, he could make a comfortable living teaching skydiving or working on planes. He could go back to school and get a degree. His mother wasn’t going to leave him a pauper; with the sale of the house he’d have enough money to do any number of things, if he chose.
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 The untarnished image of the hometown hero and his son, the soldier—the fantasy that people seemed to need him to fulfill—was something that could remain in tact as long as he didn’t fuck it up now. He realized he’d been staring stupidly into the engine compartment of his mom’s car when he felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked up to see Robin standing there, back in his scrubs and smelling a little like disinfectant hand soap. He chewed his lip thoughtfully. “I think I may have been—” “Forget it,” Peter told him. “You were right and I’m sorry. You shouldn’t have to be any guy’s dirty secret.” He wiped his hands on a rag and closed the hood. “You’re too fine a man for that.” Years of conditioning kept him from leaning against the front end of the car and possibly ruining the finish. “You don’t know what kind of man I am,” Robin crossed his arms; that ready smile --the mask-- back in place. “I know that I’m comfortable with you. I’ve seen your kindness toward my mother. I know that you’re the only person in Hadleyburg who knows everything there is to know about me.” “Surely not everything.” Robin stepped forward. “Everything worth knowing.” “I’d have to disagree.” Robin didn’t touch him, but still Peter felt his regard like a warm breeze. “But only because I want to know more.” Peter put his hands in his pockets because he wanted to put them on Robin. “It’s not that simple. If I keep my mouth shut just a little longer my mother never has to find out I’m not the man she wanted me to be. No one in town finds out I’ve let my father’s memory down.” “What about you? Haven’t you let yourself down? Did you never want something more than just pity fucks who blackmail you or jumping out of an airplane?” Peter took a step back. “What the fuck makes you think that’s all I have?” He turned away and got into the driver’s seat of the Road Runner. He pumped the
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 gas once and said a silent prayer that it would work now that it had a new battery as he keyed the ignition. The engine turned over, a little weakly, but it caught and ran, idling a little slower than he liked. It reminded him of his drill sergeant at boot camp, phlegmy and growling in the morning, but then picking up speed and smoothing out as the day went on. Robin leaned down and spoke through the window. “You’re right. I don’t know what you have. But you could have a family that loves the real you and not just the fantasy. You could have a life where who you are isn’t in conflict with what you do.” Peter stared for a minute while he processed what Robin said. Did he want that? It might be desirable but was it necessary to integrate all the parts of his life? He was just a soldier. If he didn’t have that— “I am what I do. A soldier. When you’re a soldier that’s what you do and who you are.” “At least think about talking to your mother. You’ll regret it if you don’t.” Robin said grimly. Peter leaned his head out the window. “Tell Lyndee I’ve gone into town for a while. I need to get new tires. And smokes.” As Peter pulled onto the highway he resisted the urge to push the gas pedal to the floor and let the Road Runner soar. He had no idea how long the tires had been on the car. He would be lucky to get it to the tire store before one of them blew. As he drove the familiar roads his mind raced. Just the thought of Robin’s smiling mouth, velvety and warm on his lips made Peter’s body tighten with an all-too-familiar longing. The boys who worked at the tire center spilled out of the service bays to get a look at his mom’s car the minute he pulled in again. Everyone wanted to check the Road Runner out.
 
 With a move like a magician, he opened the hood and
 
 displayed the Hemi. A mint muscle car that wasn’t beefy; she had slimmed down lines and was more aerodynamic than the boxy long rectangular cars of the sixties. 89
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 She was also a bona fide gas-sucking road hog born in the moments before the oil crisis and was all the more rare for being both way ahead, and far too late for her time. He didn’t blame them for wanting a look at her. It wasn’t long before he drew a little crowd of people who had known his folks as well, many of whom saw his mom’s car from the street as they drove home from work and stopped to pay their respects. He had the uncomfortable feeling as hands slapped his back and older men and women reminisced that they were talking about someone else’s life. Peter went to the machine to buy a pack of cigarettes, and then lit up while the boys changed out the tires. From where he sat he had a view of Angel’s Park, a city lot that had been landscaped with grass and a fountain. It had a statue of an angel by a wall on which the names of fallen Hadleyville men, and now maybe women, from all branches of service were inscribed. An uncle on his mother’s side and a number of cousins’ names were there from World War II. There had been two times, once in Afghanistan and once in Iraq, that Peter thought his name would grace that wall as well. Peter crushed his cigarette out in the sand ashtray. He had been guilty on more than one occasion of thinking that would be the easiest way out for everyone. Maybe Robin was right. Maybe it was time to bring his shit home. **** Peter lay idly in his room as the blue farmhouse--Hospice facility—settled around him the way old buildings often did, with sighs and groans and creaking doors. In the background he heard the distant murmur of televisions, their volume turned way too loud because of the older people watching, but muffled where he was by solid wood and distance and good craftsmanship. Nearer by, across the hall, he could hear his mother’s oxygen pump and it’s eerie rhythm. He wondered if this was one of the times that his mother described when she breathed through
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 her mouth. He wondered how long she could go on like this, thin and weak, straining for breath until her shoulders heaved while she slept. When he’d gone in there with Robin to visit with her that afternoon, his mother was having a bad time of it, refusing food and fussing for what seemed like hours as Robin attempted to make her comfortable. She had finally accepted their decision when they both insisted on heavy-duty pain medication, although he saw in her eyes it made her feel vanquished. He wondered how long she’d been so fragile, how long she’d keep fighting the inevitable. He’d envied his mother’s faith in the man who cared for her. At long last her mouth had hung open and slack as she slept, but her upper body still worked hard to bring in air. He’d left for his room then, while Robin went downstairs to the kitchen, presumably to get something to eat for himself and wait until Shelley needed him again. He hated Robin for his patience. And loved him for it. Peter put his hands over his eyes. God forgive him, he’d only been there one day and already he wished it were over. The door to his room creaked and Robin’s head came through tentatively. “I thought you might be awake.” He opened the door more than a crack, but stayed where he was. “Hi. I was just...” Robin’s lips turned up in a tired half smile. “Shelley’s been sleeping calmly.” “That’s good.” “Can the same be said for you?” “I don’t do a lot of sleeping.” Peter sat up on the bed. “You can come in, you know. Do I have to invite you in like a vampire?” Robin came inside, and he closed the door behind him. “Lock it.” Robin turned his face toward Peter’s for a minute, and then simply did as he was told. He came to the bed and sat down near Peter, who wasn’t above noticing
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 that the bed didn’t squeak. Peter caught the scent he was beginning to associate with the man,—laundry soap, hand sanitizer, and something elusive that made him want to lean in. Peter watched Robin’s face while idly contemplating this, picking up the rainbow dog tags. “This shit is easy for you, isn’t it?” He held up the chain so it clinked when it dropped back down on Robin’s chest. “Out and proud.” Robin laughed somehow, without making a sound. “Oh, you’d think so, wouldn’t you?” He had a way of talking--all soft and low--that Peter figured came from sitting at a patient’s bedside. It was soothing and careful and it went straight to Peter’s dick. Robin chuckled and said in his musically accented voice, “I am a black immigrant living in the upper Midwest in a redneck town. Ask me how that’s working out?” “Yes I tink so…” Peter teased, rolling his eyes. “I grew up in this town, and I was literally --get this-- the boy named Hsu.” Robin’s clamped a hand over his mouth to keep from laughing. Peter fell backwards until his head hit the pillow. “Shit.” Robin followed him down, but in a catlike and almost predatory move and straddled Peter, giving him a nudge with his hips. Peter held still. “I thought you said you were nobody’s dirty secret.” “I am nobody’s dirty secret.” Robin molded himself along the length of Peter’s body, raising the fine hairs all along his skin. “But maybe you’re mine.” Their mouths met in an incendiary kiss that brought a shiver down Peter’s spine. “Fuck yes,” he breathed into Robin’s mouth. They kissed again and when they finally broke apart to breathe, Peter met Robin’s eyes and found them full of something compelling and kind. “I’m sorry about your mother. This was one of her bad nights. I have to keep an eye on her so I don’t have long. When she’s like this she’s restless.” “I never realized.” Peter wanted to hide his face, but didn’t. “How does she stand it? How do you?” 92
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 “She has no choice,” Robin smoothed the planes of Peter’s face with his thumbs. “Me? I think I love her. Something about her makes me want to be patient.” Peter turned away, shamed that he couldn’t say the same. Her illness made his knees weak. Her fragility ate at him. In the final analysis, everything about her current condition robbed him of all the security she’d built into his life and he was sick with dread. Robin made a hissing noise. “It’s not a crime to be overwhelmed.” Peter swallowed hard. “Thank you.” Robin’s nearness was making it hard to think. “I don’t know if I can do this.” Robin placed a kiss on Peter’s closed eyelids. Robin’s weight lifted and Peter looked up when he felt hands on the waistband of his jeans. “For now we just feel good, yes?” He unbuttoned Peter’s fly and carefully unzipped him. Peter’s cock was hard and sprang up into his hands. Robin dabbled a finger in the slick trail of precum on Peter’s belly and brought it slowly to his mouth. “Geez.” Peter shifted. Robin pushed Peter’s jeans and shorts down and followed his finger with his tongue. “Going to taste you, soldier man.” Robin teased Peter’s dick with his hand again, even as he leaned over to the nightstand and switched on the clock radio with the other. He rocked and squirmed on Peter’s leg. Peter stifled a laugh. When he found a soft jazz station, he turned the volume up a little so the room was filled with smooth horns and suspended cymbals. Robin stopped squirming when Peter helped him shuck off the scrubs he was wearing. It took some complicated contortions to get rid of their shorts but by the time they made contact, flesh to flesh, Peter was so breathless and ready that all he could do was try to stay quiet. Robin teased his way down from abs to groin using his lips and tongue, doing anything and everything he could to make Peter blow
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 his cool. Peter gasped in a breath when Robin cupped his balls with a strongfingered hand then snorted a half laugh through his nose. Robin was agile and voracious; he ran his tongue and lips over every surface, finding and teasing Peter’s highly sensitive areas as though he had done it a thousand times. His hands were so gentle, his touch so caring that the warmth seemed to burn Peter’s skin. He tried to remember the last time he’d been touched by a caring partner. Tried to remember when or even if he’d ever wanted a partner to care. Peter’s chest tightened. He needed to feel as if Robin cared about him if only because he was losing the one person in the world who actually did. When at last Robin wrapped his mouth around Peter’s cock and sucked his way to the base, Peter let out an almost groan that he was afraid the residents of the house could hear. Peter’s muscles clenched and his spine arched, even as Robin’s long fingers stroked and massaged the small of his back and slipped down into his ass crack. “No.” Peter shifted onto his side and cupped Robin’s face with his hands. “C’mere. Let me.” Robin grinned, moving carefully so he could lie on his own side with his legs pointed toward the head of the bed. His cock bobbed within easy reach of Peter’s hands and mouth. Its long, hard length was uncut, the head emerging from the surrounding skin, taut and glistening. Peter’s first act was to push his face into the nest of hair above it and breathe in the scent of sex and man, something that never failed to fire him up in a way that nothing else could. His initial taste of Robin’s cock was electrifying, smooth and hot, the fragile skin slip-slid around the head as it thickened and tightened and pulsed in his hand. Robin tasted briny and bitter and delicious; he gave up a low groan when Peter pulled on his cock with his lips and licked the sensitive slit with his tongue. Robin made a sound. Like ah, or oh; like pleasure and losing control and come and get me that filled Peter’s heart with pride.
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 Peter wanted more, and he urged Robin to straddle his head so his cock hung over Peter’s lips, exposing the silky skin of his balls and the tender perineum behind them. He put his hands on Robin’s hips and took one silky orb into his mouth, even as Robin nuzzled his own. They explored each other; Peter licked and teased with his tongue until he could feel Robin’s muscles tremble beneath his hands as he stroked Robin’s firm thighs. Robin started sucking him off then, expertly swallowing his cock and setting up a rhythm that made Peter arch and twist beneath him. He held himself up on his elbows and knees, his hands snaking under Peter’s hips to finger his hole. Peter positioned his head and allowed Robin access, so he could take Robin deep into his throat and simply let Robin fuck his mouth. Peter couldn’t keep his hands idle, he moved them over Robin’s toned buttocks and thighs. Over the strained muscles bunching in his back. He loved the feel of Robin under his fingertips. Peter soothed, caressed, and urged him on, yet at the same time, tried to show a tenderness that was entirely new for him. Robin’s rhythm was as natural and graceful as the man himself, he worked the cock in his mouth and pumped his own into Peter’s and when Peter’s balls tightened and he knew he was going to blow, he could feel the shifting and jerking of Robin’s hips as well. He circled a finger around Robin’s tightly puckered hole and gave himself to pleasure completely, letting Robin come down his throat, swallowing every bitter drop even as he pulsed into Robin’s mouth. Peter continued to tremble through small, heady aftershocks as his cock softened and slid free. Robin nuzzled and sucked Peter’s overly sensitive skin gently, prodding and licking his balls and settling his cheek on one hairy thigh. Peter held onto Robin’s hips, not letting go of the man, allowing him to soften and withdraw when he chose, letting his dick go with a snap and a sigh. Even then, he wished he could hold onto everything, the quiet moment of bliss and the man who gave it to him, a little longer.
 
 95
 
 Z.A. Maxfield, Josh Lanyon, Laura Baumbach
 
 Robin rolled off and righted himself, slipping –in what seemed like the most natural move in the world-- into Peter’s arms. They ended up lying chest to chest, with one of Peter’s legs slung over one of Robin’s and his head nestled into Robin’s neck. Robin smoothed small circles at the base of Peter’s spine. Peter brushed a kiss just under his ear and whispered, “Thank you.” Robin’s lips grazed his forehead. “The pleasure was all mine.” “Not quite all yours,” Peter teased. “I can’t stay; I’ve been longer than I planned as it is.” “I understand.” Peter rolled onto his back when Robin sat up. Robin leaned over him with a sated smile and gave him a kiss that tasted of his own cum and sweat. “I want more, soldier man.” Peter pulled him in again and gave him a kiss that said what he couldn’t yet say for himself. He gripped the back of Robin’s neck and held him there, their foreheads pressed together, without speaking. When he finally let go Robin bumped their cheeks together. “I’ll come get you if your mom is alert at all later.” His eyes were shadowed with concern. Peter pushed to a sitting position. “Is she...?” Robin shook his head. “I couldn’t say... There’s something that happens... the patient becomes uncomfortable and restless. You can’t settle them and every little wrinkle in the fabric of their clothing feels like rocks against their skin. That usually happens near the end, Peter. I don’t know what’s going to happen, but if she’s awake...” Peter acknowledged what Robin wasn’t saying. He watched in silence as Robin pulled on his scrubs. When the door closed behind him, Peter sank back into the pillows. He turned off the radio and rolled over, teased by Robin’s scent on the pillow.
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 It would be easy to let Robin creep in and out of his room while he stayed in this place, turning the radio up while they made love and opening the window while he smoked, as if he was a teenager again. Except as a teenager he’d never done anything remotely like that. Not anywhere in town, at any rate. All anyone knew of him was that he was an elusive, quiet boy who took a nice girl to the prom and left a few weeks later to join the army. Still nude, he rose from his bed and went to the old-fashioned sash window, raising it enough that he could lean out into the night. Despite the warmth of the day there was a chill on the air and a bank of fast moving clouds from the west told him they might be in for a little rain. He lit a cigarette and sat on the sill, half in and half out, looking down over the skirt of the roof to the yard, at the end of which was the shed where his mother’s car sat, waiting to be taken out again. Once when he was a boy he’d stayed in his Aunt’ house, long before she’d turned the place into a hospice care center, and he could remember with almost perfect clarity sitting in that very same way, gazing out at the distant farmland, beyond the rolling hill, beyond Hadleyburg, wondering what else was there. Even then he’d known, in some deep core within himself that he didn’t belong here. For years he’d thought it was because he was gay. Now Hadleyburg seemed small and old and tarnished. A serviceable shoe in a world full of designer footwear. It was the very fact that he’d known it for what it was long before he’d left it—before he knew anything else—that isolated him. He’d wanted to soar, to find the very biggest thing he could do, to push himself to the limit of his physical endurance, and yes, he’d wanted to feel what it was like to be a hero. Yet the man who seemed like a hero to him was Robin, whose exquisite, tender care of a dying woman shamed him in a fundamental way. He blew out a thin stream of smoke and watched the clouds, which were high and moving fast.
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 The sound of his aunt wrestling garbage cans came to him too late to hide his nudity. “What the hell are you doing?” she called up to him. He grabbed a bit of the dainty lace curtain and covered himself. “Sorry Aunt Lyndee. I’ll cover up.” “Not that, are you smoking?” “Yes ma’am. Sorry. I’ll blow out, but I’m incapable of quitting at this point.” She marched across the yard with a martial look on her face. “I’m bringing you up a beer and we’re going to have a talk.” “Not tonight. Mom’s restless, and so am I.” She paused right beneath him, in the pool of light cast by his window. “All right.” Still standing there she gazed up at the sky. “Looks like rain. Clouds are moving fast.” He looked around and finally found an area of metal flashing that he could use to stub his cigarette out. “Everything is moving fast.” “Don’t you put that out on the sill, we just—” “I didn’t; it’s fine.” He started to get up, trying to keep himself covered. “Never mind, I’ll get you an ashtray, just keep the window open, Petey, and blow the smoke out. Keep your door closed. It’s bad for your Mom so I’ll get you a fan.” He stared at her, wondering why she didn’t just tell him to suck it up and be a man. “Thanks, Aunt Lyndee.” She gave him one of those smiles that reminded him of cookies, probably because when he was little, a smile like that often meant home baked treats were in his near future. “Robin smokes too, what is it with you kids...?” He watched as she walked beneath his window and under the roof, listening as doors opened and closed. He could hear little flutters of activity everywhere she went. Since she seemed to be headed his way, he pulled on his jeans and buttoned them up.
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 Seconds later, there was a knock at his door. He opened it to find Lyndee holding a fan, an ashtray, and two bottles of beer. “Thanks,” he said as he took each item from her. He put the fan and the ashtray on the nightstand, and sat down on the bed. When he relieved her of the beer, she shrugged out of her coat and placed it on the doorknob. “I’m not here to talk. I just need to relax some. Okay with you?” He indicated that she should sit down and when she sat on the bed, it dipped precariously. Her small round body—so different from his mother’s petite, dolllike frame—settled comfortably in front of him. She twisted open her beer, and then made a strange face, comical, as though she’d forgotten something. She reached for her jacket and dug in the pocket until she brought out a sandwichsized baggie of homemade cookies. For a reason he couldn’t explain, a thousand different places flashed through his mind; vast deserts, ancient streets, oceans full of fish, and clear blue sky. He saw everywhere he’d ever been and nowhere all at once. Terrible beauty and incomprehensible ugliness. Aunt Lyndee’s cookies might just have broken his heart, if only because they seemed to be squeezing all the air from his lungs. He leaned over and kissed her gently on the cheek, then twisted off the cap of his own beer. **** Sometime after he fell asleep Peter felt a gentle hand on his shoulder. He surprised himself by thinking for a change before he caught it to break its owner’s arm, probably because the now-familiar aroma of hand sanitizer teased his nose. He opened his eyes to find Robin’s worried face close to his. “Why don’t you come with me? Maybe you can help me get your mama to settle down.”
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 Peter took in the careful way Robin said those words and added up what he wasn’t saying. “Is it bad?” “It’s not good.” Robin waited while Peter pulled on a shirt. Somehow he’d fallen asleep in his jeans, probably while talking to his aunt. It surprised him how quickly he’d let down his guard in this place. “Can I...? I just need to brush my teeth.” Peter stalled as they left the room. “I’ll be there in a minute.” Robin nodded, already heading back through the door of his mother’s room. Once inside his Aunt’s bathroom Peter reached for his toiletry kit. Besides brushing his teeth, he felt the need for a shave. As if he were going for inspection, he tried to make himself as presentable as possible, carefully scraping the foam from his skin with his razor. When he was done he looked in the mirror and tried to decipher what he saw there. Certainly he was a military man. His haircut said it all along with the olive drab T-shirt and dog tags he wore. But he was also a hometown boy, the product of this tiny enclave of tough-minded Midwesterners who expected him to fill his father’s shoes, and a gay man who longed—more and more frequently—for a companion to warm his bed and share his life. Someone like Robin who was attractive and compassionate. Fearless. He straightened his shoulders as he left the bathroom. When he entered his mother’s room the only light came from the glow of a lamp next to the bed. Both Robin and Lyndee were there, one on either side of the bed with the railings down. Robin lifted Shelley while Lyndee smoothed the fabric of her nightgown, and still his mother fussed and twisted, her face a mask of pain. “Hurts,” Shelley murmured when Robin set her gently back down. Robin’s face was full of concern as he stroked the short hair on her head. “I know, my Shelley. It’s because you’ve just taken your painkillers. You’ll be feeling better in no time now.”
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 Peter watched as his mother, soothed by the words, instinctively leaned toward Robin. He didn’t blame her, the musicality of the voice and the tender, caring way Robin touched her made him want to lean in too. Lyndee looked up and what Peter saw in her eyes told him this was the beginning of the end. He’d read the damned pamphlet she’d given him, but he’d known anyway. He’d seen death, both quick and slow, and understood the signs. “Peter, I think maybe Robin could use some help and I’m feeling exhausted.” Peter doubted his indefatigable aunt had ever had a moment when she lacked energy, but he didn’t call her on it. “I’m here, you can get some shuteye. I’ll help— if Robin tells me what to do.” Robin nodded. “Not much we can do, hmm? Wait for the meds to kick in.” He spoke directly to Shelley. “We’ll try to keep you comfortable until you can rest. Right princess? My Shelley is she-who-must-be-made-comfortable tonight. Yes?” Peter saw his mom try to grin but it turned into a grimace. “Clothes...No clothes...can’t breathe...” Shelley tried to pull off the nasal canula and Robin gently but firmly replaced it. She picked at the fabric of her gown again, and Robin’s gaze met his. He nodded, and together, they coaxed the offending garment off, slipping the wide shoulders over her arms and pulling it carefully down her body and past her feet. Peter averted his eyes, mortified by his mother’s nudity, further dismayed at seeing her in an adult diaper. Robin’s hand brushed his, snapping him out of the moment. Maybe Robin had touched him on purpose to give him strength, but the inevitable result was that he snatched his hand back as though it burned, terrified that his mother would see the longing he felt and understand what it meant. Robin’s eyes met his briefly and he saw a flare of annoyance, or maybe it was only resignation and regret. They worked in silence from then on and when Shelley was finally sleeping comfortably Peter went back to his room alone to get some more sleep. He didn’t expect that Robin would return to the bed they’d
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 shared just a few hours before, but he still listened for footsteps in the hallway or the light snick of the doorknob before it turned. Eventually, he realized he was holding his breath. His bed felt bigger and colder without Robin in it, and when he finally slept it wasn’t deep. **** The following morning brought a sudden, drenching rain that turned the ground between the house and the barn into a muddy quagmire. Robin smoked on the porch while Peter got his coffee from the kitchen. He chose not to penetrate the silence that grew between them, but stared morosely out the window and then went back into his mother’s room to sit with her for a while as she slept. Peter accepted the inevitability of death. He had a dangerous job. As an Airborne Ranger he’d trained hard and his work required him to test the edge of his abilities and his luck all the time. When Peter pictured his death it came quickly, whether he was smashed at the bottom of a bad jump or killed by an enemy combatant. He never imagined the simple slowing of time and collapsing of reality until he would face it alone at the end of an oxygen tube, waiting as he died by inches. Something about his mother’s fragile body made him want to hold her hand or sweep her hair back off her face; things he hadn’t done comfortably since he was in elementary school. With a shock he realized he was mimicking the way she’d touched him back then, when she sat at his bedside countless nights to read him a story or reminisce about his father. He pulled his hands back and wiped them on his jeans. “Back in a bit,” he told her, uselessly. She gave no sign at all that she’d heard him. He left the door slightly ajar behind him and bolted down the stairs, meeting a surprised Robin coming up. “Peter?” Robin pressed himself against the wall to let Peter go by.
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 Peter had momentum and he let it carry him past the startled man and through the kitchen to the back porch, stopping only to grab the keys to the truck off the hook by the door. Once he was in the cab he shook his wet hair and sat for a minute. He wished he’d brought his damned cigarettes. The passenger door opened and Robin climbed in. “Who’s taking caring of my mother?” “Lyndee’s with her. She told me to follow you.” Peter looked out the window. “Great.” “She was worried about you.” “It’s mom she should be worried about.” Robin offered Peter a cigarette, and he took it. “Peter you know there isn’t anything—” “I know.” Robin lit up and held out the flame. Peter held Robin’s hand steady and took a drag. “Aren’t you afraid if you touch me people will see?” “Fuck you, man.” Peter slouched behind the wheel making no move to start up the engine. “A lot of conditioning went into what I did last night. I didn’t even think. It was a reflex.” Smoke filled the cab until Peter cracked the window on his side. Robin was silent for a long time. “I know that.” “I’m sorry.” “I hate that shit.” “I said I’m sorry.” “You going to run away again?” Robin asked, his hand on the door handle. “No.” Peter sat with his arms folded. “But I wanted to be someplace where I could.” “Come in. I’ll get you breakfast. One time only offer, lots of coffee.” Peter looked up to see Robin’s eyes on him, and they made him ache inside. He longed to grab that shaggy head and pull it in for a kiss, to feel that hard body 103
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 next to his. Robin was oddly familiar, as if their shared history with his mother gave them a deep and meaningful connection and it comforted him. “That’s twice you’ve made that one time only offer.” “Trying to throw you a lifeline, soldier man.” Peter ground his cigarette out in the truck’s pull-out ashtray. “Thanks.” Peter watched as Robin re-entered the house by the porch door. He’d lost his chance to leave with no regrets the first time Robin smiled at him. He got out of the truck and palmed the keys, running between fat drops of rain back toward the very place he’d planned to run away from. **** The rest of that day passed with Robin and Peter coming and going from his mother’s bedroom. She seemed further subdued than she’d been as recently as the night before. Robin kept the lights dim. No one spoke above a whisper. At one point he got up to leave for a breath of air. She caught Peter’s hand in hers and gave it a squeeze. He looked down at her to find the familiar, intelligent light in her eyes. “You guys are giving me the creeps,” she told him, quite clearly. “What?” His heart slammed against his ribs. “It’s as if you’re putting on a play. Like it’s my deathbed scene but none of it feels real to me.” Peter sat down in the bedside chair, afraid his knees might buckle. “I’m sorry.” “Why is everything so unnatural?” she demanded. Peter looked up at Robin helplessly. He didn’t want his mother agitated. Robin came to his side, leaning over her and grinning. “Are you giving Peter a hard time? He came here all this way to see you.”
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 “Did you jump out of the plane Petey? Did you land on Lyndee’s house with your parachute?” “Sorry.” Peter swallowed the lump in his throat. “Maybe next time.” After that exchange Shelley needed to rest for a while. She went back to fussing with the fabric next to her skin and trying to push the bedding off her body. Her mouth fell open again and her shoulders pulled up as her chest rose and fell. “What’s happening?” Peter asked, watching her. Robin pulled a second chair to Shelley’s bedside, leaning forward to speak into Peter’s ear. “She’ll come and go, in and out of consciousness. Part of that is due to the drugs. Part is how her body is going to shut down. It will happen slowly, gradually, fading in and out.” “I wasn’t prepared for this.” “I know.” Robin leaned back. “I’m sorry, I know.” Peter looked into Robin’s sympathetic brown eyes. Years of conditioning kept him from reaching for the physical comfort he knew he’d find in Robin’s touch. Robin stood and drew the cool sheet up over Shelley’s chest for modesty’s sake, although Shelley tried to push it away. She fought everything that touched her skin and struggled for each breath. “You need to talk to her, Peter. Hearing is the last of her senses that will leave her. She’d like to hear your voice.” Peter was aghast. In the best of times he’d had little to say to his mother. He’d phoned her often and at great length, rarely going more than a few days without one of their marathon calls, at least when he was stateside, but he had hardly spoken the entire time. What was he supposed to say now? “Hi Mom,” he ventured, surprised to see his mother physically drift toward the sound of his voice. Her mouth hung open and her chest worked. He tried
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 again. “I went to town yesterday for a battery and some tires for the Road Runner. Hadleyville hasn’t changed much.” His mother’s mouth closed and she snorted through her nose. “Bet not.” Encouraged, Peter sat on the edge of her bed again, wincing when she seemed to react to the dip in the mattress with a small cry. Robin sat down on her other side. “Sorry,” he murmured. “It’s nothing,” his mother got out. She wasn’t quick to speak, but it didn’t take long before he realized she was listening. Robin spoke. “My Shelley is reenacting ‘Once Upon a Mattress’.” Shelley chuckled. “The princess and the pea.” That seemed to cost her, and she took deep breaths for a while. “No wind.” Peter picked up her hand, which seemed soft and impossibly fragile. “No worries.” Shelley focused her eyes on him. “Are you shocked by my nudipants?” Peter blinked. “Yes.” She gave a thin chuckle. “Robin doesn’t mind.” Peter looked up at Robin, who shrugged. “I can’t seem to interest him.” Shelley sighed, and Peter didn’t know whether she was joking or not. “How could I ever be worthy of you,” Robin teased gently. “I see where your interest lies.” Shelley squeezed Robin’s hand, then Peter’s. “Mom—” “My deathbed scene. I direct.” His mother took a deep breath and Peter looked up at Robin, who frowned and shrugged again as though he didn’t know what Shelley was up to. “When the hell are you planning to tell me?” Shelley looked him straight in the eye. “I—”
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 “I’m your mother, Petey. I counted your toes…your eyelashes…watched you all the time.” “Shelley,” Robin interrupted. “Breathe through your nose, please.” “Yeah, yeah.” Shelley complied for a minute. “I haven’t just looked, Petey. I’ve seen.” Peter gripped her hand tighter. “I don’t understand.” “I know exactly who you are.” She implored him to comprehend with her eyes, and he wanted to look away but couldn’t. “I’m sorry.” “I’m not.” She squeezed his hand painfully. It took her a minute to catch her breath. “I’m not sorry one bit….Love you.” This caused her to cough, and Peter could see it hurt and she tried to avoid the pain. Robin lifted her carefully to sitting and rubbed her back until she was breathing normally—for her—again. Without any warning, the dam burst and Peter was sucker punched by emotions he’d held in check for almost thirty years. His chest constricted so painfully he felt crushed, as if a colossal python wrapped around his rib cage just at the level of his heart and squeezed him until he was gasping. He tried to breathe, but huffed out a sob instead and doubled over until his forehead hit his mother’s hipbone. She grimaced in pain and he murmured his apologies over and over until he couldn’t remember what he was apologizing for. At some point he felt her hand in his hair. “You don’t need to cry, Petey,” she said in a soft voice. “I wish you wouldn’t.” “I want to be like Dad.” He sounded about five to his own ears and was powerless to do anything about it. “You’re just like your dad.” She was still patting his head, raking her thin fingers softly through his hair and he thought he’d die from it. “Who says you’re not?” 107
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 Peter found he couldn’t say anything further so he stayed where he was. The soothing touch of his mother’s fingers—at once so familiar and so painfully awkward—moved over his scalp. It seemed a very long time before the fingers relaxed and slowed, and his mother’s labored breathing became even again. Her shoulders continued to heave with each rise and fall of her chest as though it was a terrible weight to lift. Her mouth hung open and she emitted a snore. “It will be a while before she wakes up again,” Robin whispered. “She’s not just going to…” “I don’t think so, Peter, but no one could really say for sure.” Robin pumped hand sanitizer onto his hands and offered the bottle to Peter. “Thanks.” It burned on some cuts he’d gotten while working on the car and he enjoyed the painful distraction in a way he didn’t think Robin would understand. He held his hands at his sides, waiting for them to dry, waiting for someone to tell him what was next. His meltdown left him mentally and physically drained. Robin’s eyes were shadowed with fatigue. “You can rest now.” Peter started out the door, then turned back. “Robin, what do you think she meant, I know exactly who you are...?” “What do you think?” **** When Peter got to his room he pulled off his jeans and T-shirt and walked to the open window to smoke. After a while Robin walked by under the eaves, taking a white plastic trashbag to the bins. As he came back he looked up as though he felt Peter’s eyes on him. Robin stopped where he was and then called out softly, “Can I come up?” Peter felt a hum in his body when he answered, “Sure.”
 
 108
 
 Because of the Brave
 
 It wasn’t long before he heard Robin’s careful footsteps on the stairs. When he knocked, Peter answered the door in his boxers. Robin came in carrying two bottles of water and a handful of cookies. Wordlessly, he followed him to the window. “Here.” He handed Peter a cookie and a water. He pulled the receiver of a baby monitor out of his deep pocket and placed it on the sill next to the ashtray. “You don’t have any other people besides my mom?” Robin shook his head and bit into a cookie. “I came to Hopewald with your mother. I’m just here for her.” Peter bit into his cookie. “How did you find each other?” “Originally? My sister was assigned to her care by a service she works for. One day she was supposed to work and her son broke his arm. Your mother was getting chemo then and she was very ill. She needed someone to take her home from the hospital and stay with her while the worst of it passed. I just went there for an hour, as an emergency measure. We hit it off.” “She adopted you.” Peter was aware that his voice still held a faint trace of the bitterness he’d felt when they first met. “That’s right,” Robin replied honestly. Peter leaned his head against the window frame. “I wish….” Robin put an arm around his shoulders. “Did you not hear her say she loves you?” “Yes.” “We both need to rest now.” “What if—” “We’ll be listening,” Robin picked up the baby monitor. “You want another cookie?” “No thanks.” Peter brought his water to the nightstand. He realized Robin was being pretty magnanimous in the face of his rejection the night before. “Thank you.”
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 Robin pulled him into bed. “You’re welcome.” He pulled Peter in close. “I’m so tired. Don’t be touching my manly bits; I need my sleep.” Peter snorted against Robin’s dark skin and closed his eyes. He noticed the rhythmic bellows sound of his mother’s oxygen machine over the baby monitor, and soon enough Robin’s breathing was deep and even, almost as though he were keeping time. Peter took longer to fall asleep, but once he did it was a fathomless, deep, and dreamless sleep that felt like sinking to the bottom of the sea. **** Peter heard his mother call him, Petey. He pulled the sheet and blanket from his body, letting his feet hit the floor before he realized he was at Aunt Lyndee’s house sharing his bed with his mother’s CNA. A hand reached out for his. “What is it?” Robin asked. “I heard my mother calling me. Didn’t you hear it? She said, ‘Petey’.” “I didn’t hear anything.” Robin got out of the bed and padded to the door while Peter pulled on his jeans, “But it’s warmer sleeping with you and maybe I sleep deeper.” They entered Shelley’s room to find her sleeping, if not comfortably, as peacefully as she could. “It was so real; I heard it.” “I’m sure you thought you did. Maybe it was a dream.” Peter shook his head. “I don’t know. I haven’t been sleeping well. All I need now is auditory hallucinations on top of everything.” “This is going to be hard, yeah? Still thinking about bolting?” Peter eyed his mom. “I’m here.” “I have faith in you. Shelley does too.” “She looks more peaceful, what do you think.” They leaned forward together and peered at her. 110
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 “I can usually tell from the area between her brows.” Robin showed him what he meant without touching her. “When she’s in pain she frowns, and her brows come together in a knot right there.” Peter pressed his head into Robin’s shoulder. “You’ve really made a study.” “I told you; I love her. My mother and I weren’t close. There were thirteen children and I was dead last.” “What?” “I know, don’t look at me like that.” Robin pressed his lips together and looked away. “I was raised mostly by my sisters. By the time I was five my mother had passed away.” “When you said you weren’t able to do this for your mother I just thought you meant—” “I probably wouldn’t have been able to do it anyway. It’s hard to lose your mother. I was only five, but it felt like the world came to an end.” Robin pressed his lips to Peter’s forehead. “It still does.” Peter closed his eyes. “What were you like at five?” “I wanted to play football for Village United.” “I wanted to pitch for the Twins.” Peter clasped Robin’s hand. Robin adjusted Shelley’s covers again, minutely twitching them over her inert form. “I think she’s fine. Come back with me and get some rest. We’ll hear if she needs us.” “In a minute,” Peter told him, and watched him walk out the door. Peter sat at his mother’s bedside and clasped her hand in both of his. “I know you wanted to direct this scene. But there’s some things I have to say, and if I don’t say them now, I don’t know when I will…” ****
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 When Peter woke he heard Robin whispering something to his aunt Lyndee. He tried to remember where he was and realized he was still sitting at his mother’s bedside, holding her hand. Something teased at him, something not quite right, and he realized a second later that despite the machine his mother was no longer breathing. At first he squeezed his eyes shut and then his whole body went cold. He looked up at Robin, who reached out to caress his shoulder with a gentle hand, and the truth broke over him that his mother was gone. Robin met his eyes. He looked crushed. “I’m so sorry Peter.” Without thinking Peter rose to his feet and pushed into Robin’s arms, allowing the taller man to enfold him in a comforting embrace. He wrapped his arms around Robin’s neck, saying nothing. He soaked up Robin’s compassion and the warmth of his body, leaning into his solid presence and felt nothing at all. “Petey,” Lyndee broke into the silence. “It’s going to be all right, hon.” Peter broke from Robin’s embrace long enough to include Lyndee in it. She was crying openly and he didn’t know what to say to her either. He was numb. He looked at his aunt with eyes he knew were blank. “What happens now?” Lyndee pulled a tissue from her pocket and wiped her eyes. “I’ll make a call and the funeral home will pick up her... Someone will come and take her.” Peter tried to digest this information. “I’ll wait here with her,” Robin told him. “You can go rest if you need to.” Peter stepped closer to his mother. “I think...” He put his hand through some of her short silver hair so it would lie flat across the top of her head. “I’ll stay here.” Lyndee looked at him with eyes that were older, he thought, than the ones with which she’d looked at him the night before. “I’ll be back when they come.” “Why do you suppose it is” Peter asked Robin, “that I didn’t touch my mom for maybe twenty years, and now I can’t seem to stop?”
 
 112
 
 Because of the Brave
 
 Robin took Peter’s hand in his and tugged him to the wall, where he sat on the floor and pulled Peter in to sit between his outstretched legs. “I don’t know.” Peter pulled his knees up almost to his chin and wrapped his arms around them. He didn’t realize he was cold until Robin’s warmth surrounded him again. Robin’s head came down until his chin rested on Peter’s shoulder, and Peter pressed his face into Robin’s cheek. “Okay?” Robin asked. Peter nodded. “I’m supposed to feel something. Am I supposed to feel something?” Robin shrugged. Peter whispered. “What do you feel?” “I feel...” Robin frowned. “I feel like I need a beer and I hate myself for it...” Peter snorted. It was probably a factor of the shock Peter was in that when Finley’s Funeral Home came to pick up his mother in the form of Lars Finley, Sr. and Lars Finley, Jr. with whom he’d gone to high school, he stayed in Robin’s arms and watched them. Lars Finley the younger was the biggest SOB he’d ever met. One of the boys who’d tormented him as a kid. Peter never knew if it was because Lars had been jealous of his athletic ability or because of he was half Asian or whether the little fucker was just plain crazy, but on more than one occasion they’d come to blows. He had to hand it to the Finley’s though; they were professionals and treated his mother with the exacting care he knew she deserved. They placed a blanket over her inert form for the sake of propriety, carefully wrapping it around her so that she was never exposed, then slid something they called a clamshell, a two piece sort of stretcher, underneath her from both sides, fitting the pieces together like a puzzle. They covered her with a beautiful hand made quilt and buckled her in. Robin rose and helped Peter to his feet and they followed her down the stairs and out into the yard.
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 Peter shook Lars the elder’s hand. “Thank you. You were very…” Lars tilted his head as if he was studying something. “Of course,” he murmured. “We love your mother around here. She’ll be missed.” “Thank you.” Peter saw they were heading for an unfamiliar vehicle. “Dodge Caravan? The old man shrugged. “Not as romantic as a hearse.” Lars the younger was ready to leave. “Come on Dad!” he barked. Peter frowned and watched as they carefully lifted the gurney into the back of the minivan and drove off. He didn’t think anything of it at all until he realized that he’d been holding Robin’s hand the entire time. **** Buzzy’s wasn’t even starting to get busy by the time Peter finally made it there with Robin. The late afternoon sun slanted over the roof of the building as Peter parked the Road Runner. He still felt numb. It dawned on him that nothing really held him to this town. His parents were gone; his aunt wasn’t going to hold it against him if he didn’t visit much, if ever. He could invite her to visit him, and she would, if she could find a way to leave her business. Peter looked at Hadleyville with very different eyes. Robin had been his shadow for most of the day, silent and cool. He’d said very little. Peter hadn’t talked much either, for that matter. He’d welcomed the quiet strength of the man he knew felt as bad, or worse, than he did. Robin had lost his best friend, and his home and his job. They’d each had a chance to rest, separately, having no good excuse to return to Peter’s bedroom together in the middle of the day. When they entered the bar, the familiar dark space felt like a welcome relief. Peter ordered three fingers of bourbon and a beer, and Robin said he’d have the
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 same. They shot their bourbon at the bar and headed for a pool table. Robin fished in his pocket for change and set them up. It took Peter a minute to realize that Robin was talking to him. “I said you break, soldier man, and prepare to lose.” Robin’s eyes said his heart wasn’t in it. Peter did as he was instructed anyway. Everything was going to seem strange to him for some time. Robin’s quiet, caring presence was reassuring. If Peter wanted to know what to do next, he only had to ask. He gave Robin a shy smile, feeling new at everything. They played until it got dark and the regulars began to crowd the bar. He’d had several more beers over that time and two more shots. He was far from reeling drunk, but he was altered. He felt wrapped in a thick fog instead of the icecold shock he’d been drenched in since that morning. A group of men and two women came into the bar. One of them was Lars Finley Jr. Peter looked up and smiled, remembering how he and his father had taken Shelley’s body and the caring way they’d allowed her some dignity in death. Lars looked away and said something to one of the women that made her laugh. Peter turned back to the pool table and made his shot. But he scratched on the next because something in his blood hummed with adrenaline as the undercurrent of laughter in the corner of the bar where Lars stood turned mocking. Robin frowned at him. “Concentrate, soldier man, or you’re going to owe me a month’s pay.” Peter shook off his mood, and watched as Robin neatly cleared the table. As he went to rack them up again, Peter distinctly heard Lars’s voice behind him say, “Our turn to play boys, why don’t you just take that money to the jukebox and dance for a while.” Peter looked behind him and saw another free table. “There’s a table over there.”
 
 115
 
 Z.A. Maxfield, Josh Lanyon, Laura Baumbach
 
 “But we like this one,” Lars taunted. “Don’t we.” Others agreed, but only hesitantly. Peter’s gut didn’t read a mob, just one determined asshole. “Okay,” Robin put down the cue ball. “You may take it with my compliments.” He made his way to the other table with his pool cue and waited for Peter to join him. Peter shot Lars a glance that should have told him he was getting off easy, but the man either missed the signs or chose to ignore them. When they’d put in their money and started racking up the second pool table, Lars and his girlfriend drifted over to the new one, looking for trouble. “Say Petey,” Lars drawled. “My girl Susie would like to play a round with you.” To Robin he said, “You don’t mind do you? She’s doesn’t play too well but she thinks she can beat little Petey there.” Robin’s eyebrows rose. “You’re joking.” “He’s not,” Peter said. All his senses had gone on high alert when Lars had followed them to the second table. “And suddenly I feel like maybe I should be....” “Going somewhere?” another man came up from behind him. “Don’t do this,” Robin commanded but no one paid attention to him. They were all focused on Peter, who felt small and young again, briefly, until he heard Robin tell him, “Do what you gotta do, soldier man. I’m here if you need me.” “Aw, shit,” Peter said when Lars threw the first punch. He sidestepped it neatly and shoved a couple of others back, brandishing his pool cue like a weapon. At that point Peter didn’t think most of the crowd wanted it any more than he did. He grabbed Robin by the arm and they headed for the door, throwing the cue and an apologetic look at Tim who stood behind the bar. Peter saw Tim frown and pick up the phone when Lars started to follow them out the door. They made a dash for his mom’s car but a beer bottle smashed against the driver’s side fender and broke into a million pieces. Both Peter and Robin froze in shock as it showered his mother’s pride and joy with foamy jets of beer. 116
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 Robin was the first to whirl around, his face a mask of rage. “Oh no! You did not just defile my Shelley’s car, asshole!” Peter threw a hand out to keep Robin from advancing. “I’ve got this babe.” Robin seethed. “Did you see what that bastard did? It’s like he came on it. It looks like—” “I’ve got it, Robin,” Peter told him, feeling better than he had since he’d come home. He was probably smiling and he could tell that Lars was confused. Lars stood under the security light by Buzzy’s front door with his arms folded, grinning back. “What’re you going to do about it Hsu?” “I’m going to kick your fucking ass,” Peter advanced until he was chest to chest with him. He waited for Lars to throw another punch. Why was it taking such a long damned time? “Then I’m going to run you over with my mom’s car a couple of times before I wash it so I don’t have to wash it twice. And if there’s even one fucking scratch on it? You’ll wish you and she could trade places as much as I do right now.” “You wish, you fucking pussy!” Lars jeered. “The mouth on that girl,” Robin muttered. “You have the coolest accent,” Peter gushed. He heard sirens in the distance “You!” He pointed at Lars, “Are damned lucky Tim called the police.” “Like you’re any kind of threat to me, you half-chink faggot.” Robin sighed. “He went there.” “He did.” Peter shrugged. The police were pulling into the parking lot when Lars shouted, “Your mom married a chink and you’re a fucking faggot, it’s a good thing she died so she didn’t have to see what’s become of her baby, the boy named—” In that split second Robin jumped back out of the way and Peter pulled his fist back. “How do you DO!” he shouted, and clocked Lars with such force it knocked both him and his girlfriend back off their feet. 117
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 The skin split on Peter’s knuckles when it made its satisfying contact with Lars’s teeth, some of which seemed to push in toward his throat, and blood spattered everywhere except, Peter was gratified to note, onto his mother’s car. **** As his father’s best friend, Chuck Strachlan handed him into the back of the patrol car Peter called out, “Don’t let the beer dry on Mom’s car.” Robin waved. “I’ll clean it up.” Lars remained unconscious while Robin grudgingly performed minor first aid on him. Peter was forced to sit cuffed until the police sorted the whole mess out. Susie wept silently, subdued by the way Chuck barked at her to remain seated where she’d fallen on the ground. Few, if any, people blamed Peter for his outburst. Most were fully prepared to state that Lars was begging for it. In an unprecedented act of charity Chuck came over and uncuffed him, hauling his ass back out of the patrol car. He shoved Peter up against the rear fender and stood back, folding his arms as though he were preparing to deliver a lecture. “I’m surprised at you, son.” Peter looked at the ground. “What for?” “You honestly have to ask?” Peter frowned up at him. “I’m sure you’ve seen a homosexual before, Chuck.” Chuck’s eyes twinkled. “It so happens that is not what I want to talk to you about.” Peter began to breathe again. “What?” “Did I or did I not teach you to wait until the other guy throws the first punch?” Chuck glared at him. Peter broke into a small smile. “Prick was all talk.”
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 “Your aunt Lyndee’s on her way with the truck.” When Peter would have argued, he held up his hands. “You are not driving anywhere tonight. I’ll see to your mom’s car. I’ll be happy to clean her up, if only so I can drive her.” Peter swallowed hard, realizing that the car now belonged to him. “My mom...she—” “I know son.” Chuck pulled him into a rough hug. “I’m sorry.” “Me too,” Peter allowed himself to accept the comfort of Chuck’s embrace. “You go home, and don’t let me catch you fighting again.” “No sir,” Peter said dutifully. Robin came up to stand on his left. Having rendered as much aid as he could to the obnoxious Lars, he’d gladly handed him over when the ambulance arrived. “Lyndee’s coming to get us,” Peter told him. “I thought they were going to throw the book at you for a minute.” “Love the way you talk.” That accent continued to weave its spell. “I tot they were going to trow de book...” A wide smile cracked Robin’s face. “You’re the one with the accent, soldier boy.” Lyndee pulled up a few minutes later, saying nothing but opening the passenger door with a glance that told them everything they needed to know. “Got that little Lars fuck, did you? ’Bout time.” “Do you think,” Peter began, at the same time Robin spoke. “There’s something I need at—” Peter took control of the situation. “You need to drop us off at Mom’s place, Lyndee, that way we’ll be within walking distance to go get the car in the morning.” He was pleased he’d thought of such a great excuse. “That’s odd, I was just going to suggest the very same thing.” Lyndee turned left at the stop sign that would bring her to her sister’s home. “I’m sure you’ll want to go over paperwork for the next few days as you sort things out.”
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 “That’s a very good idea, Aunt Lyndee, I’m glad you thought of it.” Peter tried to keep from smiling. The alcohol, and now the fade from his adrenaline rush were conspiring against him behaving normally. Lyndee pursed her lips and her eyes said she wasn’t fooled one single bit. “Have a nice time,” she said tartly as they got out. “With the paperwork.” **** Instead of running to the back door of his mother’s house as he had the last time he’d been there, Peter stood in the yard after Lyndee’s tail lights winked away into the darkness down the street. He felt Robin’s eyes on him first, then his hands, as he stared at the front door. The porch light was unlit and it looked cold and empty. Exactly as his mother had when the light had finally gone out of her eyes. ”I have a key,” Robin offered. “So do I.” Peter didn’t move. Robin remained silent. “It’s harder than I thought.” Peter shook off Robin’s hands and dug in his pocket. Without saying anything further he walked up the porch steps and opened the door. “It’s never going to be the same.” Robin followed him and they both hesitated. “But it’s all right, you know. She’d say it was all right.” “I know.” He sagged back against Robin. “I just miss her. It’s not like I saw her much, but we talked all the time, and—” “I miss her too.” Robin took Peter’s keys and opened the door. The house was dark and cool inside. Peter thought he could light every light and turn on the heater, even build a fire in the fireplace and it would still feel cold to him. Peter turned on a light. “Maybe this wasn’t a good—”
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 “I want to feel something.” Peter put his hands on Robin’s shoulders, pulling him close. “You can make me feel warm again.” Robin put his arms around Peter, cradling him in an embrace meant more to comfort than arouse. “Come with me.” Robin pulled him toward the living room, tugging his hand until they came to the light colored leather couch. Peter didn’t let go of Robin’s hand, instead, he went toward him, pushing him down until Robin was lying down and Peter was stretched out on the long, strong length of him. He couldn’t keep himself from running his hands over Robin’s shoulders and his arms. “Little adrenaline thing here.” He gave Robin’s lips a lick. “I just—” “Same here.” Robin cupped Peter’s ass. “It feels wrong though, and I—” “Shh.” Robin nudged Peter’s face with his chin. “Make me happy, sunshine, I’ve had a crappy day.” Peter rose to his knees and pulled his shirt off over his head. “Okay.” He pulled up Robin’s shirt and laid a flat tongue against his nipple, swiping the area and raising the flesh there. He felt it pucker in his mouth and savored the man’s hissed response, pulling at Robin’s jeans until the button was open and the zipper was halfway down. “Suggestions will be welcome.” Robin grabbed his hips and pulled him down, grinding against his ass. “How about you just ride me and make me forget about everything else.” “Get up and strip,” Peter murmured, moving to the coffee table so he could untie his shoes. “Let’s forget our names.” He felt Robin’s hand on his head for a minute before pulled off his jeans. He flexed his stiff fingers when they stumbled over the laces. “Your hand okay?” Peter smiled. “It’s better than Lars’s mouth.” Robin reached out for the hand in question and brought it in for a kiss. “That was damned cool.”
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 “I thought so. I figured Aunt Lyndee would be bailing us out of jail tonight.” Robin shucked off own shoes, then his clothing until he stood, naked and patiently waiting. “Geez.” Peter barely breathed. “You are one hot fucking man, you know that?” Peter finished undressing and stood before him. “I don’t know where to start.” “Come here. You’re going to make me nervous standing there staring.” “Gonna get supplies.” Peter headed to the bathroom to find the condoms and lube. When he came back Robin was sitting on the couch flipping through the news channels. “Boring you already, am I?” He straddled Robin’s lap and simply sat. “Never.” Robin grinned up at him. “Just didn’t know what to do with my hands.” “I’m glad you didn’t get started without me.” Peter placed a condom in one hand and the bottle of lube in the other. He stretched across Robin’s thighs and presented his ass, as though he were getting spanked. “But I think I can help with that.” Robin ran his hands over and down Peter’s back, gently stroking and cupping the skin of his buttocks. “You’re shaking.” “After effect of the fight.” Peter rocked and strained against him a little. “I hear getting fucked hard is a universal cure.” Robin’s muscles bunched beneath Peter as he was lifted and deposited back on the couch in a sitting position. While Peter watched, he slipped the condom on and stroked himself to fullness. “Far be it from me to refuse you palliative care.” Robin pulled Peter’s legs apart and positioned himself between them, his dick nudging at Peter’s puckered asshole waiting to slide in. “You need a cure? I’m your man.” Before Robin could go any further, Peter gripped his shoulders with both hands, holding him back. “Yeah. You are my man.”
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 Robin held still. “What does that mean?” “Sorry. Stupid. Go.” “No, what did you mean by that?” “I...” Peter chose his words carefully. “I just wanted you to know that it’s more than just an aftermath thing. Just...I like being with you. I want that.” “Me too,” Robin leaned in for a kiss and pushed against him with his dick. “It’s more than this, yeah?” “Yeah.” Peter let out his breath as Robin’s cock slid into his ass. He held Robin’s hips in a firm grip until he was comfortable with the invasion. He tested their bond by squeezing his muscles together and watched Robin’s face. “Not that there’s anything wrong with—” Robin closed his eyes. “You’re going to kill me; can I fuck you now?” “Go slow, baby,” Peter held Robin’s hips as they pulled back and whipped forward again. He groaned and smiled, catching his breath. “Good?” Robin murmured against Peter’s lips. “Okay?” Peter all but melted in his hands. “Yes,” he hissed as they found a rhythm together. “Yes.” Peter’s ass perched on the edge of the couch and Robin knelt facing it, pumping in and out. If he cupped his balls, Peter could see Robin’s thick dark cock slipping in and out of him from where he was half-sitting, half-lying against the leather cushions, and it was about the sexiest thing he’d ever seen. Even as he watched, he burned up inside from the brush and touch of Robin’s cock against his prostate. “C’mere.” He drew Robin to him for a kiss. One led to two, then more, and he wanted to be joined everywhere with the man, wanted him skin to skin. Robin must have felt it too, because without breaking the kiss he pulled Peter off the couch straddle to him on the floor. Robin surged into him, lifting them both with the force of his thrusts. In this position Peter locked his ankles behind Robin and let himself be crushed, feeling the slip and slide of his cock against Robin’s lightly furred belly. 123
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 “You good?” Robin whispered into the skin of his cheek. Peter nodded, able only to draw in air through his mouth. He grunted with each thrust. Robin slipped his hands beneath Peter’s arms and reached up to clutch his shoulders from the back. As Robin pulled him down and thrust up into him Peter let his head fall back and soared. He was flying. He let go of Robin’s neck, let go of everything, and he knew Robin would hold onto him and keep him safe. “Oh, fuck, Robin,” Peter whispered, his mouth dry from breathing hard. His heart stuttered like he’d run for miles. He let his hands drop to his sides and Robin held him fast. “Fuck.” “My soldier man, let it all go and follow me, yeah?” Robin’s hips jerked as he arched and twisted, slowing down and holding Peter still. Peter’s orgasm built in his spine and he gave it up with a shout that shocked him as it issued from his mouth. He shot ropy jets of cum between their bodies, going limp, hanging from Robin’s arms formless like silken fabric. Robin shook him a little. “What?” Instead of saying anything Robin pressed him for a kiss and they stayed like that until Robin was forced to grab his cock and the condom on it before it slipped out. Peter rested his head lazily on Robin’s shoulder. “I could stay like this forever.” “Could you?” Robin gazed at him and Peter knew it wasn’t a casual question. “Yes.” Peter told him honestly. “Except...” Robin tilted his head. “Except?” Peter looked down at the spunk between their bodies. “Except I can’t see blowing off the job I trained hard for, one I’m really damned good at, because some fucktard wants to blackmail me.” Robin became quiet. “You’re going back.” 124
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 “I have to. People count on me. I’m part of a team.” “Your mom said she thought you’d be deployed again soon.” Peter nodded. “I want to be straight with you.” Peter realized what he said and rolled his eyes. “Honest. I want to be honest. I’ll be gone. Maybe for a long time. It’s what I do.” “It’s who you are.” Robin brought his hand up to caress Peter’s cheek. “I would expect nothing less from Shelley and Jonathon Hsu’s son.” Peter leaned into Robin’s caress. “It’s the first time I’ve had regrets.” “No.” Robin frowned. “No regrets.” “I could get used to this, being with you. I want to see your smile first thing in the morning. I’ve never had that. Never wanted it.” That very smile appeared on Robin’s face, only a little sadder and Peter sighed. “What are you going to do now that…?” Robin took his time answering. “I think I’ll take Lyndee up on her kind offer of a job.” “Yeah?” “I like her. I like the work; the town’s not too bad. The cities are close by.” “You could stay here.” Peter watched surprise travel over Robin’s face. “What?” “You could live in this house if you want. I’d know where to look for you when I came home. With you here it could be home.” Robin toyed with the fingers on Peter’s hand. “You want that, Peter Hsu?” “Yeah. Yes. If this were a straight thing I’d be asking—” “Don’t get nuts.” Robin nipped his chin. “Are you planning a long career?” “I’m not planning on quitting now, just because some asshole thinks he can make me pay for my lifestyle. I may not have a career when I go back, they may already be planning separation proceedings. But if they still want me, I have to do my job. I’m not going to let anybody down.”
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 Peter brushed his lips against Robin’s and was rewarded with a deep kiss but Robin was frowning when they broke apart. “Except maybe you, huh?” Peter asked Robin. “And here I was worried you’d only be half the man your mama said you were.” Robin shook his head. “Turns out we may have both underestimated you.” Peter blinked. “What the hell does that mean?” Robin stood, dumping Peter onto the floor. “It means, my soldier man, that you need to get off me so we can shower. If I’m going to be an army wife I need to keep you clean and shiny, and there’s meals to cook, clothing to press…” “Army wife?” Peter blinked. That sounded… How did that sound? It sounded all kinds of good, as long as Robin continued looking at him with love in his eyes. “Army wife.” Robin held out his hand to help him up. “I’ll bet there’s all kind of handbooks and manuals on the best way to care for uniforms and send care packages and survive deployment. And you know what this means, don’t you?” “What?” “I get the keys to the Road Runner.”
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 Until We Meet Once More
 
 Josh Lanyon
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 Anchors Aweigh, my boys, Anchors Aweigh. Farwell to foreign shores, We sail at break of day-ay-ay-ay. Through our last night ashore, Drink to the foam, Until we meet once more. Here's wishing you a happy voyage home -Anchors Aweigh Lt. Charles A. Zimmerman
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 Present day, 0001, Bagram Air Base, Afghanistan “What we don’t want,” Lt. Colonel Marsden said, “Is another Robert’s Ridge.” “Understood, sir.” Army Ranger Captain Vic Black was thirty-two, a tall, broad-shouldered man with dark hair prematurely silver at the temples, and eyes a color a former lover had once referred to as “jungle green.” Those light green eyes studied his commanding officer as Marsden, his face lined with weariness, looked instinctively at the silent phone on his desk. Vic understood only too well what Marsden was thinking. The parallels between this rescue operation and the disastrous Battle of Takur Gar -commonly known as Robert’s Ridge -- were painfully clear. In the Battle of Takur Gar the rescue of a Navy SEAL had resulted in two helicopters getting shot down and the deaths of seven U.S. Soldiers -- including the Navy SEAL, Petty Officer First Class Neil C. Roberts. Yeah, the last thing anyone wanted was another Robert’s Ridge. Marsden admitted, “I know what you’re thinking, but we’re in better position to get their man out even if they didn’t have their hands full with Akhtar Shah Omar on the other side of the valley.”
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 “That’s what we’re here for,” Vic said woodenly. Well, it was one of the things the rangers were there for. Rapid response. Rescue. Whatever was needed. Like the SEALs, the Rangers were an elite special operations force, highly trained and able to handle a variety of conventional and special op missions -everything from air assault to recovery of personnel or special equipment. This missing Navy SEAL seemed to qualify as both of the latter. “No QRF. No TACP. No USAF. Just a three man rescue team carried in by a MH-47 Chinook and inserted at 0200 hours 1000 meters on the Arma mountain range.” Marsden pointed to a place on the map. “Has there been any further communication from the surviving SEAL?” Vic asked, scrutinizing the map. Those impenetrable mountains were riddled with Taliban and al Qaeda fighters. Another enemy was the weather -- it was winter now -- and the brutal terrain. The Shah-i-Kot valley and surrounding mountains provided natural protection. For the last 2,000 years Afghan fighters had successfully resisted everyone from Alexander the Great in 330 B.C., to the British Army in 1800’s to the Soviets in 1980. “No,” Marsden replied. “But this is a valuable man with valuable intel. They -- we -- need him back.” “That’s what rangers do. Kick down the doors, take care of business, and bring the good guys home safe and sound.” Marsden met Vic’s gaze -- reading him correctly -- and grimaced. “I know, Vic. I know. He may be dead. But his IR strobe is still active and a Predator drone live video feed showed him on his feet and making for the landing zone as of two hours ago.” “Good enough,” Vic said. And he did mean that. If there was a chance of getting that poor bastard off that fucking mountain in one piece, he was willing to try. “If we’re all very, very lucky, you’ll be in and out before the enemy ever knows you dropped by.”
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 Vic nodded curtly. They would all certainly be very lucky if it went down like that. If he developed that kind of luck, he might take up betting on the ponies fulltime when he got back to the States next month. “Does this frogman have a name?” he inquired. “Lt. Commander Sean Kennedy.” The wallop was like…looking both ways only to get hit by a passing freight train. “Sean Kennedy?” Vic repeated faintly. “You know him?” Marsden was staring at him, and no wonder. Vic’s nickname wasn’t “Stoney” for nothing. He managed to say evenly, “If it’s the same man. Yeah. I knew him. A long time ago.” “Sean Kennedy is a common enough name.” Marsden was still eyeing Vic curiously. “Well, it’s a small world, and that’s a fact. Good friend, was Kennedy?” “Yes.” The best. And more. “Funny how things work out,” Marsden said, apparently in one of his philosophical moods. “Well, whether this Kennedy is your Kennedy or not, it looks like it’s your job to bring him home. You deploy at oh one hundred hours.”
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 Twelve years ago, 0005, Beneath the chapel of the U.S. Naval Academy, Annapolis, Maryland Eerie blue light bathed the marble sarcophagus of John Paul Jones. “Jee-zus, you’re one crazy sonobabitch,” Midshipman Second Class Sean Kennedy said admiringly -- though this was very much the pot calling the kettle black. “Remind me not to gamble with you again.” He looked around the chamber with awe. “Yeah, yeah. Pay up.” “You want a blowjob in a crypt?” Hell, provided Sean Kennedy was the guy at the other end of his dick, Vic would have welcomed a blow job inside the sarcophagus. “Are you chickening out?” Vic asked in a hard voice because if Sean was, Vic was liable to strangle him out of sheer frustration and murderous disappointment. Ever since he’d seen fellow plebe Kennedy laughing down at him from the top of Herndon Monument -- sunlight gilding his chestnut hair and honeycolored skin, turning his hazel eyes gold -- he’d wanted him. Wanted him so bad it kept him up at nights. And it hadn’t helped when they’d become friends. Or roommates. And if it hadn’t been for the presence of their other bunkmate, Midshipman “Specs” Davis…
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 But then Vic had known he had a problem from the time he was fifteen. He was eighteen now. Oh, he liked girls okay. But not the way his friends did. In fact, he felt a little queasy listening to the stuff his friends talked about wanting to do to chicks. Vic liked to jack off in front of the mirror in his bedroom at home -- position himself so he couldn’t see his face, just watch his hand moving on his dick, watch his dick thicken and lengthen, and pretend it was someone else’s hand and someone else’s dick. And then he’d met Midshipman Fourth Class Sean Kennedy and figured out whose hand he wanted -- and whose dick. Because it turned out that Kennedy had the same problem. “I’m not chickening out,” Sean said evenly. “You won your bet.” Yep. He’d won his bet -- and if they got caught, they were both out. Finished. Washed up. And goddamn if it didn’t feel worth the risk standing there in the creepy darkness of the crypt beneath the chapel, Sean’s eyes gleaming as they watched him. Not trusting himself to speak, hands shaking a little, Vic unzipped his uniform trousers. Sean’s shadowy figure dropped to its knees before him and Sean’s mouth -lips so soft and tongue so hot and wet -- closed around Vic’s cock. Vic groaned. He couldn’t help it. But the sound reverberated off the marble floors and stone walls like old John Paul Jones had just noticed what was going on. Sean disgorged him, spat out, “Shut the fuck up!” “Sorry.” “I’m not bilging out two years from graduation. Copy that?” “Copy that. Shut up and suck me.” He felt the huff of Sean’s laugh against his groin. “Bastard.” And then, to his abject relief, that marvel of a mouth closed around him again. Vic closed his eyes and concentrated on that wondrous wet tongue licking and lapping at the head of his dick. Vic shifted, stepped further apart to give
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 Sean better access. Sean’s mouth closed around him and he began to suck in earnest. So good. So humblingly good that fierce draw following the slow, reluctant repel, hard and soft, wet and hot. Vic opened his eyes. It gave him a sense of power too; staring down at Sean’s bent head, the dull gleam of his chestnut hair, the dark crescents of his eye lashes, and his mouth... Oh, that mouth. His gaze fell on one of the four giant bronze dolphins that braced the marble sarcophagus. The dolphin seemed to be sticking its tongue out at him. In the eerie blue light from above Vic could just make out the name “Ranger” carved in the marble floor above the “John” in John Paul Jones. All seven of the ships Jones had commanded were listed there. Two things eventually occurred to Vic: never again was he going to be satisfied with a girl blowing him -- and Sean had done this before. In fact, Sean gave head like a he did it for a living. Like a professional whore. It made Vic angry and it made him crazy for more because it was so good. ‘Good’ being a feeble word for the best goddamned thing in the world. That beautiful sucking pull, that wet slide...a sweet tension was building, building with every synchronized pulse of heart and dick, building... Oh yeah, and there it was, rolling through his nerves and muscles...bones and blood and every cell in his body...picking up weight and energy like a tidal wave surging up and then crashing down in wave after wave of shuddering sensation that sent sparks shooting behind his eyes. Vic slumped against the black and white marble column. His legs were shaking so hard he wasn’t sure he could stay on his feet. “Christ.” His whisper seemed to echo in every corner of the crypt. Sean was kneeling at his feet, breathing hard like he’d run a marathon, and Vic suddenly wanted to do it to him. Not just to taste him -- although he did, to his shame, want to taste Sean’s cock -- but to give him that. That...rush.
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 But that hadn’t been the bargain. Anyway, Sean was pushing to his feet. Vic straightened, groped for his handkerchief and wiped himself off. He was astonished to see Sean unzip his pants and mop his own groin and genitals. “You came watching me?” Sean laughed a little unsteadily, nodded. And because he was weirdly moved and excited by that, Vic said arrogantly, “Yeah, I have that affect on a lot of people.” “Making plebes pee their pants isn’t the same thing, asshole.” But Sean was chuckling, and something about him, about that husky laugh in the intimate gloom and the scent of him -- sex and soap and an aftershave that was too old for him -- Vic grabbed him, nearly knocking him down, and kissed him. Caught off guard, Sean’s mouth opened right up. Probably intending to protest, but Vic’s mouth covered his. Sean’s lips were warm and tasted of saltysweet. A taste that was just a little too close to tears. Vic kissed him harder and kept kissing him until he recollected that officers and gentlemen did not kiss other officers and gentlemen. At the same time, Sean pushed him away. .“Down boy.” “You know you like it,” Vic said aggressively. And to his astonishment, Sean flicked him a funny look. “Yeah. I do.” When they finally went up through the chapel Sean pointed at the one of the stained glass windows facing the altar. Sir Galahad with his sword raised. “Hey,” he whispered. “Notice a resemblance around the jaw?” To put him in his place, Vic said, “No way. You’ve got a mouth like a girl.” This seemed to hit Sean’s funny bone -- he always had a weird sense of humor. “Not me, asshole. I was kind of thinking he looks like you.”
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 Present day, 0100, Bagram Air Base, Afghanistan Afghanistan in November was a cold day in hell. At one o’clock in the morning the Chinook was spinning up on the tarmac, the craft shaking like a giant living, breathing bird. Warm exhaust gusted into Vic’s face as he climbed aboard after combat controller Tech Sergeant Bill O’Riley and Specialist Paul Matturo. This was Vic’s handpicked rescue team. In addition to his mini quick reaction force, the Chinook helicopter was manned by five crew members including the pilot Major Kate Cheyney. Every one on this mission -- code name operation Blue Dolphin -- was a combat-seasoned veteran. They buckled in and the chopper rose, whirling them off toward the snowcapped mountains. They had a hundred and fifty mile flight to the rendezvous point. Everyone had their job and settled down to it, planning what to do when they hit the ground. The basic plan was to land, set up a perimeter, extract the Navy SEAL, and bug out. Vic put on headphones and listened in on the radio chatter between Bagram and the battle zone. Well-armed, well-outfitted al Qaeda mountain fighters were well entrenched around their target. In other words, business as usual.
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 “So what the hell is this SEAL doing out here on his lonesome?” O’Riley asked, when Vic finally put the headphones aside. “He was part of a recon team looking for Akhtar Shah Omar.” Akhtar Shah Omar was a Taliban leader in the Kunar province whose socalled Mountain Devil fighters had been delivering heavy casualties to the marines operating in eastern Afghanistan. “Someone should have told them Omar’s on the other side of the valley.” Vic nodded curtly. It was obvious they didn’t have the full story yet, but that was par for the course. What he had been able to learn was that Sean had been leading a four man team. The three other SEALs had been killed after an extended firefight when their position had been discovered by mujahadeen militia. Sean had managed to survive and keep moving and was now within range of the landing zone, although there was no telling what kind of shape he was in. “By now everybody in the fucking province, including Osama Bin Laden, will be looking for him. And they’re going to be waiting for us,” O’Riley said. Vic looked from his weathered face to the dark, intense face of Matturo. “Yep. The Taliban knows we always come back for our own. If they can, they’ll lay a trap for us, but we’re coming in fast and we’ve still got the advantage of darkness.” Cheyney’s calm voice came over the intercom. “Six minutes out.” As Vic unbuckled and moved into kneeling position, he could hear the pilot briefing her crew who were already on their feet, watching the windows, looking out for RPG launches. Far below Vic could see the pale glimmer of the snowy slopes of the whaleback western ridge of the Shah-i-Kot Valley. Cheyney finished, “Anybody have any questions? No? Let’s rock and roll.”
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 Eleven years ago, 1515, Village Motel, Annapolis, Maryland “Let’s lock and load, baby,” Sean said, squirting a shiny glob of lube on his hands. He rubbed his fingers together, warming the gel. Vic shifted, trying to get comfortable -- like that was even a possibility. Sean ran his hand lightly over Vic’s ass, stroking him, and then he parted his buttock cheeks, tracing a light finger down his crack -- not quite teasing, but not invasive either. Delicately he touched the tight -- and clenching tighter -entrance to Vic’s anus. Vic sucked in a breath. Fists punching sharp indentations in the slick, flowered bedspread and mattress beneath, he looked uneasily over his shoulder. “I don’t know about this.” Sean’s finger stopped that little stroking motion that was sending butterflies swarming into Vic’s hot, tight belly. “Are you welching on your bet?” Was he? Vic stared at Sean’s hard face. Sean would be pissed...but, yeah, he’d let Vic back out of it. “Fuck no. I just...you do know what you’re doing, right?” “A damn sight more than you knew when you shoved that canon up my ass the first time.”
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 Vic blushed. He’d heard loudly and at length how he needed to work on his technique that first time. Well, practice made perfect, and he didn’t get any more complaints about his performance these days. Far from it. Nothing Sean liked better than taking Vic’s dick up his skinny ass. So why he’d had to suddenly make this into a big deal, turn everything around, insist on that goddamned bet on the Army-Navy Game -- and why Vic had had to lose the bet. “A deal’s a deal,” he said gruffly. He faced forward again, uncomfortable at the way Sean’s face colored up and his eyes shone more brightly in the subdued hotel lighting. “You’ll like it, Stoney,” Sean whispered and Vic shivered as Sean’s lips pressed briefly, like warm velvet, to his spine. “You’ll see.” Cocky sonofabitch. No way was Vic going to like this, although he had to admit to a little curiosity given the way Sean carried on when Vic was fucking him. Racked and helpless -- like it was just the best thing in the world to have Vic’s dick shoving in and out of him. He’d even cried a little the first time -- and not because Vic had hurt him. They’d both pretended not to notice. Sean started fingering him again in that embarrassingly intimate, knowing way. Vic jumped. “Jesus, would you try to relax?” “I am relaxed!” Sean laughed, and Vic reluctantly laughed too although he was a little angry at being forced into this. Okay, in fairness he wasn’t being forced. Sean would accept it if he said he’d changed his mind. He wouldn’t be happy but he’d take it. And he’d still let Vic have him. But...Vic couldn’t do that to him because clearly this meant something to Sean. Proved something. God knew what.
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 He could feel Sean’s dick, rigid as a snub-nosed lance brushing against his buttocks. His own dick was soft as a limp noodle. In fact if his genitals retreated any further from this assault he’d turn into a girl. Actually...that felt kind of good, the way Sean’s finger was touching him there, stroking so lightly. The tip of his finger was slippery with oil and it pushed gently into Vic and then pulled out; he was getting a sort of rhythm going and Vic made himself relax into it. His sphincter muscle automatically gripped Sean’s finger -- biology kicking in -- but the friction wasn’t so bad. Wasn’t bad at all, if he was honest. Yeah, that was nice... And Sean was patient. And careful. He pushed his finger in deeply and continued stroking until Vic was actually relaxed enough to permit another finger to slip inside -- definitely a weird feeling, but after the initial uncertainty of whether his body would permit this transgression...it sort of felt good. Sean was touching him expertly as though feeling for something... Vic gasped as a jolt of pure pleasure lit up inside him. All hands on deck. Sean nipped his shoulder, and oddly that felt good too. “Do that again,” Vic ordered, unevenly. Sean did it again and Vic gulped. Sean took the opportunity to slide another finger inside Vic’s body. He was sort of getting used to it now, and he liked the way Sean’s fingers were twisting and stroking inside his body -- weird though it was. He’d always liked Sean’s hands. Sean pulled his fingers out. The bedsprings squeaked beneath as he moved into position, and Vic felt the alien brush of latex as the blunt head of Sean’s dick pushed at the door of his body. The condom changed everything, made him self-conscious, made him remember what they were doing, what they were risking. He tensed, but Sean
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 was soothing him with whispers and a caressing hand on his cock. Vic forced himself to relax, he wanted to get this over with now. Sean pushed in. It hurt. Bright pain flashed behind Vic’s eyes and he briefly considered murdering Sean for raping him, but even as the red tide of fury rose, the pain was easing and a strange quivering awareness replaced it. Not exactly pleasure but…well, not like anything he’d ever felt before. “Sorry, sorry. It’ll get better, you’ll see,” Sean was whispering, and his hands petted and fondled until Vic’s dick was hard again, and he was relaxed. The fullness, the sense of being overwhelmed by another body, was disconcerting, but even that wasn’t...bad exactly. Just strange. Sean moved, sliding in a little further, then pulling out. He cautiously rocked against Vic and Vic cautiously pushed back against him. Sean’s thrusts grew stronger, and Vic shoved back harder, and now they had the rhythm of it, the push pull, the rise and fall. There was a temptation to wrestle for control, but he could feel Sean’s urgency, his need, and after all, this was about giving Sean what he wanted, so Vic let go and just went with it, let Sean drive it, letting it build speed like a steam engine picking up until it was rocketing along on its own momentum and he couldn’t have stopped it if he’d wanted to. Strangely, he didn’t want to. Sean’s cock thrust in and out, faster and harder, and then he changed the angle and Vic felt something like a fireball of intense, fierce physical delight roll up his spine and burst in the back of his skull. At the same time orgasm rushed up through him and he came in hard spurts of milky white. Sean was still humping against him, making small, desperate sounds, and Vic, still telling himself he just wanted this over and forgotten, rolled his hips and tried twisting back. Sean arched, slamming in and out until he suddenly shouted and Vic could feel that pulse of liquid heat -- contained -- but there nonetheless.
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 They collapsed together, a sweating tangle of arms and legs, gasping for breath. Vic felt a crazy sort of triumph that he had managed this, managed to give Sean what he wanted. After he’d caught his breath, he rolled over, groggy with release and weariness, reaching for Sean, pulling him close. Sean crawled clumsily into his arms, burying his head in the curve of Vic’s shoulder and neck. He was murmuring something hot and emotional into Vic’s skin, the meaning half-blurred by the thundering pulse in Vic’s ears. “What did you say?” Vic asked uneasily. But Sean shook his head, denying the words.
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 Present day, 0220, Somewhere in the Aram Mountain Range, Kunar Province, Afghanistan The chopper set down in a sparkling power of fresh snow. Vic was the first one down the ramp and out into the thin, cold air, M4 held at ready. His team followed on his heels. The silence in the makeshift LZ was almost eerie. Moonlight spotlighted snowy pine trees and surrounding rocky crags. Nothing moved. “Where the hell is he?” O’Riley asked at last. Vic shook his head, eyes raking the barren plateau for any sign of life. “Let’s fan out. Have a look for him. He’s supposed to be on his way” They spread out, moving quickly across the mountain top. Not so much as a ground squirrel stirred. Vic jogged to the edge of the clearing, looking down the mountain side. He could see the nubby carpet of pine trees and conifers. Not a glimmer of light from anywhere but the moon overhead. “Where are you?” he asked softly. The wind made a ghostly sigh through the funnel of rocks. Out of the corner of his eye, Vic saw the flash of white light. A blast rent the night. Vic turned as a giant, invisible hand seemed to gouge into the earth in front of the nose of the chopper sending snow and rocks flying his way. He hit
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 the ground as shrapnel slammed into the side of the chopper and pinged against the rotary blades. Mortar fire. He looked for his guys and saw them flattened behind cover. Matturo yelled across the clearing, “Two o’clock. The bastards are firing mortars from over that ridge.” The ridge was on the other side of a gorge separating this mountain from the next. One of the chopper’s door gunners returned fire with his M60 machine gun, though it was doubtful he had a viable target. Vic considered the ridge as another flash indicated a second mortar was being lobbed their way. Light, probably hand-held mortar, and far enough away to make that strike near the nose of the chopper more a matter of luck than strategy -- which wouldn’t help Vic’s team if that luck held and they ended up stranded on this mountaintop -- surrounded by al Qaeda. He remembered Marsden’s words about not wanting another Robert’s Ridge. Marsden was going to piss himself when he got word of this. Although anyone could have predicted what would happen putting a chopper down in the middle of these mountains. Not like there was any choice about it. From the moment Vic had heard Sean Kennedy was the fox in the snare, he’d been determined to go. The second mortar hit beneath the mountain top. Snow and rocks and shrapnel flew into the night and then rained down while Vic, Matturo, and Riley hunkered under what cover they could find. Matturo was swearing a blue stream when he popped his head up again. “If this frogman doesn’t show up, how long are we planning on hanging around here?” “Working on it.” No small arms fire. So far, so good. The dividing gorge between this mountain top and the ridge where the insurgents were holed up would slow al Qaeda down only briefly. And these mountains were filled with
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 bad guys to whom the sound of those mortars and machine gun fire would be reveille. “Looks like they were waiting for us,” O’Riley shouted. Vic shouted back, “If they were waiting for us this place would be swarming with al Qaeda.” “Well, it won’t be long now.” That was sure as shit true. Another mortar exploded in the mountain below them. Vic could feel the mountain shake as the round thudded into its face. “Any sign of our boy?” O’Riley called again from his position behind a scraggy evergreen that looked like Charlie Brown’s Christmas tree. “I got nothing. Any sign of him?” Vic looked across to Matturo. Matturo shook his head. “Let’s give him a little while,” Vic said. “Maybe traffic was heavy on the 101.” O’Riley guffawed. Every fifteen seconds another mortar round hit the hillside, usually beneath the crest but occasionally striking the cliffside above. Given the randomness of the impacts, Vic suspected the mortar team lacked a forward observer. What they did seem to have was an endless supply of ammo and boundless enthusiasm for their mission. If Sean was trying to get up this mountain, the mortar fire would be one hell of a disincentive. And if he wasn’t trying to get up this mountain… In the lull between rounds, Vic jumped up and zigzagged back to the Chinook, boots pounding gravel. Taking shelter on the other side of the ramp, he yelled into the chopper, “Somebody get on the radio and contact base. See if one of the CIA’s drones can give us Kennedy’s coordinates.” In the distance he could hear the mortar firing. The longest minutes of his life ticked by while he waited for an answer.
 
 145
 
 Z.A. Maxfield, Josh Lanyon, Laura Baumbach
 
 When it came, it was not good. “They’re not picking anything up.” Sean. Don’t do this to me. “He’s not moving or they can’t find him?” Another eternity while he waited. “They can’t find him.” Okay. That could mean a couple of things. If one word defined the SEALs it was silence. And the fact that Sean had gone silent could mean the drone wasn’t positioned where it needed to be or there was a problem with it or with the live feed. It could mean Sean was lying low somewhere where the surveillance drones couldn’t see him. It could mean he had been captured. Or killed. But Vic wasn’t going to accept that until he had proof. He turned to jog back to the clearing but the pilot, Cheyney, appeared at the top of the open ramp. She called after him, “Captain Black! We can’t hang around here any longer.” Vic threw back, “We’re not leaving without Kennedy, so simmer down.” “I’ll simmer you down, Stoney,” Cheyney snapped. “Any minute one of these ragheads is going to show up with an RPG and punch a hole in my bird. We’re taking off.” Vic thought fast. “Fair enough. Leave me here. I’ll meet you at the bottom of the mountain.” She made a sound that in another woman might have been considered a squeak. “Leave you here? Are you out of your goddamned mind? This mountainside is going to be crawling with hostiles within the hour.” “Someone needs to wait here for Kennedy.” “Look, Stoney, I don’t like it either, but --” “If he’s here, I’ll find him.”
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 “Stoney. What are you -- you know as well as I do that he’s -- that there’s a good chance he’s been captured or killed. The live feed isn’t picking up any activity.” “No way.” “No way? What do you mean, no way? Stoney, no way can I leave you here. I’ve got my orders too, you know? And even if I didn’t --” He couldn’t hear this. He liked her. They’d had some good times together, but… no. He said, “Katie, give me three hours. I’ll head for the valley below. It’s a natural landing zone. You can pick me up there at…0500.” “That’s getting way too close to sunrise.” “We’ll still have a little margin.” She was shaking her head. “Listen, if Kennedy’s still alive we can’t fly out of here and leave him on this rock with hundreds of insurgents closing in on him.” “And what if he’s not still alive? Stoney -- Vic -- no one is writing off Kennedy. But there are other ways to handle this.” “If al Qaeda finds him before we do, they’ll execute him. You know that.” “I know that. I also know...” Her voice trailed. “You’re out of your goddamned mind.” “Three hours. That’s all I’m asking.” “It’s not that simple. We’ve got another storm front moving in fast. Snow is on the way. We’re losing our window.” “Then you better not be late.” She was motionless for a long moment, a dark shadow against the blinking lights and movement within the chopper. “I must be out of my mind. How the hell am I supposed to explain --?” But she was talking to herself.
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 Eleven years ago, 1345, Bancroft Hall, U.S. Naval Academy, Annapolis, Maryland “So when were you going to tell me?” The one look at Sean’s face he’d risked had hurt too much, so Vic was staring out the window of their dorm in Bancroft Hall, staring over the summergreen tops of trees. It made it worse because Sean was trying so hard not to show anything -- after all those times Vic had warned him his face gave too much away. “I’m telling you now.” “Now.” Sean’s voice was flat. “Okay. You’re telling me now. We’re…how many weeks from graduation? And you tell me now you’re thinking about the Rangers?” “If I can get in.” Sean jumped up from the bed and began to circle the room. “You’re going to cross commission to the fucking army? Your family’s been navy since your greatgreat-great crawled out of the ooze. And you’re suddenly talking about becoming an Army Ranger? You did notice we’re in fucking Annapolis, right?” Vic turned then. “What do you want from me?” Sean gaped at him. “What do I want? Well, Black, I guess I wanted what we’ve been talking about for three years. You and me in the marines together --”
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 “You jackass,” Vic yelled. He got his voice under control with an effort. “And how did you think that was going to work, Kennedy? It’s not even like we were going to be in the same unit. What the hell were you thinking? We were going to go steady? We were going get married?” “What the hell was I thinking?” “We’re career military. We can’t just...we’re not the kind of guys who…” “Come out?” Vic stopped cold. After a silence that seemed as deep and raw as the Mariana Trench, he said carefully, “Are you out of your fucking mind?” Sean just stared back at him with those clear, light eyes. Vic said -- making it just as plain and to the point as he could -- “Maybe it’s different for you. You got in here on an appointment and there’s only your aunt to think about. My grandfather was an admiral in the Second World War. My dad -- my whole family -- is expecting me to live up to --” The look on Sean’s face stopped him. Vic said roughly, “I don’t mean that, Sean.” Sean was smiling now, and that fierce white curve of his mouth was far worse than the hurt that had twisted his face a moment before. “Why not? It’s the truth. It’s what you think. I’m glad you said it. It makes it --” Vic grabbed his shoulders, pressing his mouth to Sean’s stopping him from saying it. He didn’t want to hurt Sean. That was the last thing he’d ever want. He’d have given his soul to take it all back, to erase the last half hour, to change the future. But regardless of what he said or didn’t say, this was the way it had to be. There wasn’t any other way for them. He’d always known it, and he’d told himself that Sean did too. That despite what Sean said, what they’d both said, Sean knew the truth as well as Vic did. But maybe Vic had been seeing what he wanted to see because Sean...had always had that stubborn, irrational streak of idealism. Or stupidity. Sean tore free and got on the other side of the room. He was shaking -- and so, Vic was surprised to note, was he. 149
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 “Listen,” Vic said, keeping his voice low. “This isn’t anything to do with how I-I feel--” Sean yanked off the class ring he wore. Vic’s ring, actually, because they had secretly exchanged their class rings as Second Class Midshipmen. He hurled it with vicious accuracy at Vic. The heavy ring hit Vic squarely on the bridge of his nose and bounced away.
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 Present day, 0240, Somewhere in the Aram Mountain Range, Kunar Province, Afghanistan Vic was already a hundred meters down the steep, rocky slope when he saw the Chinook wheeling away like a great black bird. It silhouetted briefly against the enormous red moon and then was gone. The mortar crew continued to take petulant shots at it until it had vanished, the sound echoing off the stone walls, and then rolling away into a silence as absolute as the grave. Vic reached for a handhold and something skittered away from his hand. Cautiously, and very quietly, half-walking, half-sliding he got down the steep hillside until he reached a trail of sorts. He kept his eyes peeled because Sean Kennedy was somewhere on this mountain and Vic was going to find him if it was the last thing he did. Sean was smart and savvy and stubborn. No one knew better than Vic how stubborn Sean Kennedy was -- if eleven years of radio silence were anything to go by. Sean wouldn’t give up. He’d keep fighting to get to the LZ. If he was able. And so Vic continued down a ledge that would have given a mountain goat pause for thought.
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 There was a clack of stone on stone, the sound echoing like a gunshot in the stillness of the night. Vic froze. The sound came from about twenty meters in front of him. Someone scrabbling up the cliffside. He reached for his combat knife. If this was a fight, it needed to be a quiet one or he was liable to have all of al Qaeda down on him. And if it wasn’t a fight…his heart thudded hard in a hopeful mixture of adrenaline and anticipation. Silent and deadly, he sprinted forward, and as he watched, two dirt grimed hands -- one wrapped in a blood-stained handkerchief -- groped blindly along the edge of the cliff. Vic was ready, ready for the worst and hoping for the best as the man hauled himself, panting, over the lip of the trail and dragged himself to his feet, swaying as he tried not to put weight on his right foot. Vic saw the sweat dark hair, the stained headband, and the gaunt, bearded face. “Sean,” he said in a voice that sounded nothing like his own. Sean Kennedy’s head snapped up and he nearly stepped backward off the mountain side. Vic lunged for him, caught his arm and towed him forward. For an instant they were in each other’s arms, clutching tight, and then they were apart, standing on what felt like the edge of the world, teetering, off-balance physically and emotionally. “Stoney?” Sean said at last. “Is that you?” “Yeah.” Vic was grinning like a fool. “Yeah, it’s me.” “Jee-zus. It is you.” Sean closed his eyes for a moment. He opened them and peered owlishly into Vic’s face. “You’re the cavalry?” “You were expecting the navy?” “Ha.” Unexpectedly, Sean’s legs gave and he half-sat, half fell onto the ribbon of goat track, head dropping back with exhaustion. Vic knelt beside him. “How bad are you hurt?” He patted Sean down -- any excuse to touch him, if he was honest. To reassure himself that it really was Sean,
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 that he really was alive. All the times he’d dreamed of this moment -- none of the dreams had come anywhere near this terrifying reality. Sean’s shoulders had broadened and his body was the hard body of a man. Beneath Vic’s searching hands -- and the battered body armor -- Sean was all bone and muscle. His face was much older…a thousand years older, and something inside Vic grieved for that. The last time he’d seen Sean he’d been a lanky kid with hair the color of autumn and eyes younger than spring. Eyes still shut, wincing beneath Vic’s exploration, Sean said, “It’s all relative. Was that my taxi I saw flying away a little while ago?” “Just taking her for a spin around the block.” “I hope it’s a short block.” Vic found where a bullet had grazed Sean’s shoulder, a crease along his upper arm, another nick along his side where he’d been hit beneath the edge of his vest. An assortment of cuts and scrapes and bruises. Nothing vital had been hit and the blood was drying, crusting. It was as though al Qaeda had been chipping bits and pieces out of him for days. “Christ, how many times have you been shot?” Sean opened his eyes, frowning into Vic’s face as though he was having trouble focusing. “How far are we from the top?” “About two hundred meters. But we’re headed down.” “I don’t think we want to head down. I’ve got Taliban fighters on my tail.” He sounded remarkably calm about it. Vic let go of him abruptly, pulled his binoculars from around his neck and threw himself down at the edge of the mountain, scanning the dark slopes below. Nothing moved. Not a flicker of motion. “Are you sure?” he threw softly over his shoulder. Not that it was a mistake Sean was liable to make.
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 Sean said nothing. “Sean?” When he still didn’t answer, Vic glanced around and saw that he was sleeping. He turned the binoculars back on the mountainside beneath them. Nothing. But that didn’t mean they weren’t out there. He crawled back to Sean, hesitating for an instant at the sight of that strained and weary face in repose. He rested his hand on Sean’s shoulder and instantly caught the gleam of Sean’s eyes. “We got to move.” Sean said, “I thought I dreamed you up.” “You dream about me a lot?” Sean’s laugh was stifled but it was his old laugh, and Vic’s heart seemed to swell. “Not anymore. I got bigger boogey men to worry about than you these days.” Yeah, wasn’t that the truth. Vic took the slam absently, already recalculating. “Can you walk?” “I got myself this far didn’t I?” And Sean began to gather himself, pushing upright, though accepting Vic’s help to stand. “What’s the matter with your leg?” “Sprained my ankle like the goddamned heroine in a monster movie.” It was just getting better by the moment. “Well, we can’t go up. I don’t think anyone knows I’m on the mountain, but they’re going to be wondering what that chopper was doing here. We can’t risk landing topside again, but Grizzly 01 is going to meet us in the valley at oh five hundred.” Sean pulled away slightly to examine Vic’s face. “You’ve got a chopper going to touch down in the valley?”
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 “Yeah.” “You’re not kidding?” “You know me better than that.” Sean was shaking his head in disbelief. “What time is it?” “We’ve got two and a half hours to get down there.” “Too bad you couldn’t have come up with this plan before I climbed up here.” “Sorry. Your line was busy.” “Is this pilot in love with you or something?” “Isn’t everybody?” Vic wrapped an arm around Sean’s waist. “Put your arm over my shoulders. Can you make it like this?” “I can try.” Sean added grimly, “But if I can’t I don’t want you wasting time up here with a chopper crew waiting in that valley for you.” They moved slowly down the trail, Sean half hopping, trying not to lean too heavily on Vic. “I think our best bet is the north face,” Vic said. “It’ll be a tougher climb but whoever is tracking you won’t be looking for you over there.” “They won’t be looking for me coming back down at all.” “We’ll have to double back around to the LZ, and we’ll lose some time there….” Vic was still calculating odds. “How much ammo do you have left?” “Maybe 50 rounds.” SEALS typically carried 4000 rounds. Vic nodded, accepting this, not commenting on the battle that Sean had waged to get this far. “If we’re lucky we’ll lift out without a firefight.” They traveled along the narrow trail, having to stop at one point to go single file down a ledge that was like a knife edge. It would have been tricky in the daylight. It was harrowing in the dark. Vic kept one hand clutched on Sean’s arm terrified that Sean would slip or misstep. Having finally found him again, no way was he losing him.
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 They finally made it across the ridge and Sean slid down. “I’ve got to rest.” Blood loss, shock, exhaustion. Yeah, he’d earned a rest. Unfortunately, they didn’t have that kind of time. “Take five,” Vic said, although it was going to have to be more like take three. He squatted as Sean slid down the frosty rock face and leaned back. A couple of gentle snow flakes drifted down. Fuck. Vic stretched his arm out. “Here, let’s conserve body heat.” Sean gave a laugh that was mostly a snort, but he leaned into Vic. Vic folded his arms tight around him. He had always dreamed of this meeting as a new beginning. It was feeling more and more like an ending. “I lost my entire team,” Sean said suddenly, the words vibrating against Vic’s chest. Vic nodded, not trusting himself to words. “We had a direct action. Take out Akhtar Shah Omar. Limited time on target.” Not recon then. Assassination. He’d wondered if it was something more like that. He thought of the boy he’d known at Annapolis. His eyes prickled. And how insane was that when he wasn’t exactly teaching Sunday School himself. And anyone who knew him would be laughing their asses off. So much for the Stone Man. There was a long pause and he wondered if Sean had fallen asleep again; he was breathing long, steady breaths -- and then Vic realized that he was struggling with emotion. “What happened?” he whispered against Sean’s cold ear. Tempting to kiss him, but…no. No. He’d lost that right a long time ago. “We got walked on.” Walked on. Compromised on a mission. He let his ears brush the chilled shell of Sean’s ear. “It happens.”
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 Sean said muffledly, “It does. And we all knew what we needed to do. But…it was this little girl. This little goatherd girl. And I couldn’t do it, Vic.” “Couldn’t do what?” Sean looked up, his eyes looked wide and so clear they looked almost silver in the paling light. “It was my call and I said we had to let her go.” Vic said calmly, “Hey, what was the option there? You’ve got to follow the Rules of Engagement. She wasn’t Taliban. She wasn’t al Qaeda.” “No, she was fucking Heidi. And I let her go and she ran straight to the mujahadeen militia.” He turned away and wiped at his eyes with his forearm. “And my men ended up dead.” For a few seconds Vic couldn’t say anything. Finally, he said unemotionally, “Sometimes they’re on our side. How’d you end up with the Taliban chasing you?” “We had to fall back once the mujahadeen showed up. Basic move and shoot maneuver. Pitched battles aren’t our thing.” No. Seals were not main force units. Seals worked best as shock troops. Stun the target with maximum violence, accomplish the most destruction with minimal effort, and then fade away in the confusion. “We were okay, but naturally it made a little noise. The Taliban noticed and decided to join the party. We lost Bobby right away. Voss was our communications guy. He got hit trying to radio for help. They shot him a couple of times, but he stayed on the high ground trying to make comms. Salvio and I went to drag him back and Salvio got hit in the head. He died in my arms.” “Close your eyes and sleep for a couple minutes.” “No time.” But when Vic tugged him back, Sean leaned into him and closed his eyes. His breath was warm against Vic’s throat, his hair brushed softly against Vic’s chin.
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 Vic let him sleep ten minutes. About seven minutes longer than he should have but he justified it as a power nap. Far down the mountainside he could see stealthy movement, hear the faintest scrape of boots on rock. Every sound carried in this cold, crisp mountain air. Taliban soldiers were slowly navigating their way up the uneven slope. They were being surprisingly cautious. Sean must have made quite an impact on them. He had a way of doing that. Vic said against Sean’s ear, “Rise and shine.” Sean’s eyes opened instantly. He nodded. The next two hours were a test of endurance. Somehow they made it across the scraggy face of cliff, literally crawling at points, and then climbed with excruciating difficulty down a series of boulders. Vic knew he was going to have nightmares about that climb for weeks to come. Assuming he still had weeks to come and they didn’t end up in pieces on the mountain in the next half hour or so. By the time they shinnied down the final boulder, they were both shaking and soaked in sweat. Sean was needing more and more help although he never asked for it once. Reaching the bottom, they dropped on their bellies and tried to recover their breath. “Did you ever get married?” Sean asked suddenly, softly. “No. You?” Sean snorted. “I mean...did you find someone...?” Who appreciated you, who treated you like you should have been treated, who had the brains to recognize what you were worth? “Oh, sure. I found a lot of people.” Neither spoke for a time. Sean’s voice was abrupt. “I heard you did.” “Did what?”
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 “Got married.” He sounded just faintly impatient. “No. Where’d you hear that?” “Spec Davies. I ran into him a couple of years back. He said you were engaged.” “No.” Stoney pointed to the tiny scar between his eyebrows. “As you can see, I’m still wearing your ring.” Sean stared at him and then laughed. Vic laughed too, threw him a look beneath his brows. “It took two stitches.” Bullets raked along the flat-topped stone and they rolled apart. Sean dropped over the side and Vic followed, hearing the crash of him landing in bushes. He pulled his M4 spraying the hillside behind them, hearing screams of pain. He turned and followed Sean who he could hear scrabbling down another staircase of stone. The next few seconds were chaos. Vic kept moving and shooting -- all the while aware of Sean less than a yard ahead. Bullets whined overhead. All at once the enemy was everywhere and the graying night was lit by muzzle flash and mini flares. “Down,” Sean yelled and Vic hit the frozen ground. He heard the whisper of a suppressed shot and knew Sean was using his MK23. He crawled into the brush. They both opened fire, ducking down as the Taliban opened fire again with machine guns. They shot, reloaded while the bullets buzzed and whizzed around them, hitting the rocks and ricocheting with lethal force. “We’ve got to move,” Vic yelled. He felt rather than heard Sean’s assent. They took turns firing and covering each other’s retreat the rest of the way down the slope in a run, crawl, walk maneuver. They were never going to make it.
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 Vic felt a brief and furious grief that they were not going to have that second chance after all. Maybe he didn’t deserve it, but Sean sure as hell did. He determined to take as many of these murdering bastards with them as he could. But as they reached the ledge they heard the pound of chopper blades and looked upward to see the Chinook rocking into position above them. Time flies when you’re having fun -- and Cheyney was not a girl who liked to be kept waiting. The door slid open and O’Riley was throwing down a line while Matturo and one of the door gunners laid a steady covering fire. Sean was turning to cover him and Vic shoved him toward the line. “Climb.” He turned his M4 on the hillside. Sean dragged himself up the line with what seemed to be agonizing slowness while the mountain fighters continued to fire between Vic’s bursts of fire -- and the protective fire of the chopper gunners. When Sean had neared the top, O’Riley and Matturo leaned out and hauled him into the chopper. Vic ran for the line, climbing hand over hand. The chopper was already rising and swinging him away over the mountainside. He continued to climb as from behind the ridge the mortars were launched again. Vic hauled himself onto the cold metal flooring of the chopper and gasped. O’Riley and Matturo were beside Sean working fast to stem what looked like a gushing artery from his thigh. Seeing that fountain of blood Vic felt the strength go out of him. He dropped down beside Sean whose face was blanched of color in the yellow dawn, his breathing rapid and shallow. “How bad?” “Bad enough,” Matturo said. The tourniquet he was trying to fashion was already soaked with scarlet. Sean’s eyes opened. They looked black. He tried to smile. “Don’t you dare fucking die on me, Sean.”
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 Sean asked faintly, “How come you came back for me, Stoney?” Vic had to work to get the words out. “I was always coming back for you.”
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 Present day, 1750, The Craig Joint Theater Hospital at Bagram Airfield, Afghanistan “He’s asking for you,” the weary-faced surgeon said. “Five minutes. Don’t tire him.” Vic rose. “Is he --“” He abruptly ran out of air, but the surgeon followed him easily enough -- it was a question he was familiar with by now. “He’s still critical but...that’s one tough sailor. We’re transporting him to Germany tonight.” Vic stepped into the trauma bay. There were four beds and a hell of a lot of state of the art equipment, and then he spotted Sean. He lay in a bed that looked like a miniature space pod and he was hooked up to a confusing web of monitors, an IV and oxygen. He looked very brown against the bleached sheets. Vic leaned over the railing. He said softly, “Hey.” Sean’s lashes flicked and rose. His pupils were huge with whatever drugs they were pumping into him. “Hey...” “You okay?” Vic asked anxiously. Sean’s face twisted a little and he bit his lip. “Please don’t...make me laugh.” “I just mean...” “Yeah.” Sean’s eyes closed again, his colorless mouth formed the word. “Stoney...”
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 “I’m right here,” Vic said, leaning still closer. He was aware of the medical personnel but only as so much equipment -- stuff useful for keeping Sean alive. “Thanks.” It was so soft he barely heard it. “For coming back. I mean...you know.” “I should have come back a long time ago.” Vic said with sudden fierceness. “I was too big a coward. Not -- not the way you think. I got over worrying about all that bullshit a long time ago.” Sean’s face was so still. Was he even listening? It didn’t matter. Vic had been waiting a long time to say it. “I was ashamed, Sean. I let you down. I let us both down. I didn’t think you’d ever forgive me, and I didn’t have the guts to face you. You’re such a tough sonofabitch.” Sean’s face tightened in pain. “I forgave you a long time ago, you jackass.” His eyes opened, starred with emotion. “I love you.” “I love you too,” Vic said steadily and he didn’t give a damn who else heard it so long as Sean believed it. Sean gave a ghost of his old laugh. “And it only took you twelve years to figure it out?” “I never said I was fast. Just faithful.” “Mmm.” Sean was tiring fast, but he whispered, “You planning to do anything about it?” “You know it,” Vic said. He slipped his class ring off and gently slid it on the ring finger of Sean’s lax left hand. “The very next time we meet.”
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 Thank you for your purchase of Because of the Brave by Laura Baumbach, Josh Lanyon and Z.A. Maxfield. Fifteen percent of this purchase at the Aspen Mountain Press web site between now and September 11, 2009 will be donated toward the Servicemembers Legal Defense Network, a national organization dedicated to helping military personnel impacted by the “don’t ask, don’t tell, don’t pursue” policy signed into law in 1993. We urge you to support organizations that protect the civil liberties of all members of our society. It is our hope to raise over $1,000 to donate to SLDN, so please spread the word. Please stop by www.AspenMountainPress.com and take a look at our collection of excellent GBLT stories including: Burn Card by Laura Baumbach: Las Vegas criminalist Cody Baxter struggles to save himself and his kidnapper before Cody’s lover, Gil, finds him-and rescue becomes revenge. Josh Lanyon’s Snowball in Hell: It's 1943 and the world is at war. Journalist Nathan Doyle has just returned home from North Africa--still recovering from wounds received in the Western Desert Campaign--when he's asked to cover the murder of a society blackmailer. Lt. Matthew Spain of the LAPD homicide squad hates the holidays since the death of his beloved wife a few months earlier, and this year isn’t looking much cheerier what with the threat of attack by the Japanese and a high-profile homicide investigation. Matt likes Nathan; maybe too much. If only he didn’t suspect that Nathan had every reason to commit murder. And Z.A. Maxfield’s The Long Way Home: When young boys go missing, psychic Kevin Quinn is called in to help the police department. Quinn's partner is Connor Dougal, a newer detective on the force, and a skeptic when it comes to psychic abilities. That is until strange things 164
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 happen to Kevin when he touches objects belonging to the missing kids. Even more disturbing is the way Kevin can participate in Conner's dreams. Conner's past is more tied to the current case than anyone realizes and it's only by lancing the pain of the past there is a hope for the future.
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