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      In the filtered light of the tent, Jones looked like an angel. A guardian angel, maybe, who was just realizing that he was stuck in the middle of Nowhere, Georgia, with me, and who suddenly had no idea how to keep me safe.

      “Please don't let me die,” I whispered. My words shuddered as I shook with fever.

      Jones lifted his hands to my face, and I shivered again as I felt his callused fingertips smooth against my cheekbones. “You're going to be okay, Charlie. I’ve got you. You're going to be fine.”

      It seemed like he was telling it to himself, though, as much as he was telling me.

      “Mm.” I closed my eyes and willed myself to stay calm. I didn't know what was going to happen, but I did trust Jones to do the right thing. And whatever he chose to do, it was going to shape the rest of our relationship.

      Or completely end it forever.

      I heard him slipping out of the tent and the scratch of wood on dirt as he pulled his log seat closer. I pried my eyes open and found him just outside the flap of the tent, poking at the fire with a long branch. Hypnotized by his steady movements, I struggled to keep my eyes open. I was too drowsy to stay awake, but too tormented to sleep.

      Instead, my mind wandered. I imagined what Jones would look like sitting there with his shirt off, his broad back freckled with goosebumps in the cool December air. Or what his thick, smoke-stained fingers would taste like if he ran them over my lips.

      I could feel another little gush at that, another keening need arcing through my veins.

      I moaned and braced myself for another wave of agonizing, nerve-firing heat, but it didn't come. I hauled myself up - a little bit, anyway, just so I was sitting - and realized that the shuddering had stopped. Maybe the willow bark tea had worked.

      Or maybe it was just the calm before the storm.
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      The words I was writing made me want to hurl. Mostly because they sucked. I couldn’t stand another minute of having to see my own creative failure spelled out so clearly on the screen in front of me. Frustration gathered in my chest like a wad of crumpled newspaper, and the pressure built as if someone lit it on fire.

      I admit that I almost threw my laptop across the room… but a quick thought about how much laptops actually cost put paid to that idea. So I went for the less expensive notebook sitting on the desk next to it. It splayed open mid-air and hit the wall with a messy crash, before tumbling onto the soft gray carpet. Mildly satisfying. Not quite the theatrical destruction I craved, but it would have to do. 

      I let out a rush of air somewhere in between a sigh and a grunt, and then carefully set aside my glasses and rubbed the bridge of my nose. I wasn’t used to them anymore - I usually wore contacts, but a broken blood vessel had made that a no-go for a bit - and I didn’t want them to get in the way of my upcoming dramatic moment. Also known as my shuffling over to my bed, stretching my arms out wide, and falling face-first onto my comforter, bouncing twice before my limbs settled heavily and I inhaled the familiar lavender scent of my fabric softener. It was a small comfort amid a true disaster. A tragedy…

      A catastrophe.

      My novel was in shambles. It was supposed to be the fourth book in a highly popular thriller series known for its deep, complex characters—and so far, my leading man was as flimsy as a cardboard cutout of a celebrity that people took selfies with at the mall. I couldn’t figure it out. I’d spent many long hours in his head before, I knew everything from his first kiss to the first time he’d helped solve a case for his local police department. It shouldn’t have been this difficult to connect in with him again, but I’d written myself quite literally into the woods, and had no idea how to get myself out. That would never fly. The thought of letting down my publisher and readers made me want to dig a hole in the dirt and hide myself away. 

      For fuck’s sake, I thought. I need to get out of this headspace. I looked around me, eyeing the familiar decor and the quick touches of Christmas I’d scattered around the room. I need to get out of this space. Period. I rolled over and reached into my jeans pocket for my phone to call my best friend, Logan.

      “Charlie!” he answered cheerfully.

      “Hey.” I winced at how dull my voice sounded.

      “You sound terrible, what’s going on?”

      “...Writing,” I muttered. “It’s like pulling teeth out of my eyes today.”

      “That… doesn’t sound healthy. You don’t even have teeth in your eyes.”

      “Exactly. It’s not good. Not good at all. Torture. Pointless torture.” I paused. “What are you doing right now?”

      “I’m reading an article.”

      Good. A distraction. I just hoped it wasn’t one of those technical pieces he’d been into lately. Although he had made some pretty nice improvements with his videography for his YouTube channel, so they were probably worth the read. “Oh, yeah? What’s it about?”

      “Hmm. Well, it’s about a new movie that’s coming out next year.”

      “What movie?”

      “Um, well… I don’t know what it’s called.”

      I smirked. “Uh huh…”

      I could almost see his conspiratorial grin as he gave in. “Okay, fine, it’s a gossip article with photos of my favorite actor’s new baby. She’s so cute, I can’t stand it. The cutest baby I’ve ever seen. Her cheeks are so round, like little balloons.”

      “Cutest you've ever seen? What about Jeremiah?”

      “Charlie, please. Did you think I would seriously insult my own baby? Just because he’s not the offspring of Hollywood royalty? I might have baby brain, but that’s low.”

      “I wouldn’t write it off,” I joked. “Listen, can I drag you away from your article? I’m going to lose my mind if I stay home.” I rubbed at my eyes with my palms, and then moved on to working the kinks out around my neck.

      “Can I bring the article with me?”

      “Absolutely not... See you at the Dream Bean in twenty?”

      “Ugh, fine. I’ll be there.”

      Perfect. I ended the call and lolled my head to the side to gaze lovingly at my vintage, steel-frame Pelizzoli road bike.

      “Ciao, baby. Come stai?”

      I lifted her gently off the rack and spun the front wheel, closely examining the tire clearance. It rolled smoothly, suspended between the brake pads like a delicate chandelier. 

      “Bellissima,” I cooed, and kissed my fingertips.

      Most people don’t think a bicycle can be a work of art, but once they laid eyes on the magnificence of my Pelizzoli, people tended to change their minds. I’d installed the brake pads myself, along with a new bell and freshly chromed spokes, after finding the frame for sale at an amazing price at a local yard sale.

      I gently pushed her across the wood floors, where she glided like an elegant white crane over a rice paddy. I had a modest Toyota for when I needed to leave town, but I loved to bike to work and the local café. It made getting from point A to point B more fun and less of a chore. Plus, it meant I didn't need a gym membership.

      I paused at the doorway of my apartment, just long enough to pull on a beanie, scarf, and coat with my bright white bike helmet on top. An icy wind pushed against my jacket and nipped at my nose as soon as I pulled open the door, and I shivered with it while I locked and double-checked the door of the apartment. I jogged down the steps of my building with my girl on my shoulder, then plopped her down on the smooth asphalt of the parking lot, swung my leg over the saddle, and we were off.

      She sailed along the frigid roads of Burnt Hill like a dream, and I fought the impulse to let out a whoop! as I turned the corner out of the parking lot. Heading up a slight hill towards the town center, I switched gears and delighted in the tightly engineered whirring of my trusty Italian steed’s gears. My heart rate lifted as I pedaled harder, and in no time I had crested the hill, quickly downshifting as the twinkling lights of Burnt Hill’s Christmas decorations came into view.

      I loved my small hometown at that time of year. It rarely snowed in our part of Georgia, a couple of hours north of Atlanta, protected from the cold by mountains on most sides. Sometimes I wished for a white Christmas, but I wouldn't trade our relatively temperate weather for more snow. Everything in Burnt Hill struck me as easy. The weather was easy to bear, the roads were easy to ride, and the 10,000 odd population was easy to like. I’d been shocked during my time away at college to find that the rest of the world wasn't as polite or pleasant as my little pocket of rural America. The students in my college fine art program grouped in cliques and snubbed everyone who wasn't into the same experimental artists as they were, and the English program cohort mostly wanted to talk about depressing existential topics. I'd found friends among nerds and outcasts, but I’d been happy to run straight back to Burnt Hill right after I graduated. Ever since I’d come back, I'd been teaching art at our local high school.

      As I turned onto the café’s block, the traffic crowded in around me. I enjoyed the buzz of being around other people going about their daily lives, the feeling of synergy, of being part of a community. During the school year, I played my role as a high school art teacher and general connoisseur of the arts, but in the off seasons I left the thrill of social butterflying behind to spend most of my time alone in my apartment writing thrillers, so getting out and about was priceless. 

      The sky was a pale wintry blue, but the trees on either side of the street had taken on a slight golden glow with the last rays of the sun as I locked my bike to the rack near the front door of the Dream Bean, then whipped out the clean handkerchief I always kept in my pocket for moments like these and wiped at a streak of grease on the bike’s gleaming white frame. The gold accents, surrounding the curved emblem bearing the colors of the Italian flag, seemed to wink at me in the fading light. I looked around for a moment as I unclipped my helmet and sighed in contentment before heading inside. 

      The bells tied to the top of the café door jingled as I pushed it open. I unzipped my jacket and scanned the room for Logan as the warm, cinnamon-spiced air hit me and Christmas lights twinkled from the garlands hung on the café’s walls. He was nowhere to be seen, so I sidled up to the counter and ordered a latté, then grabbed the comfortable armchairs by the front window.

      I managed to relax for a single breath before my mind started reeling off my worries and my right knee bounced with nervous energy. What if this book wasn’t a good enough follow-up to the one before?

      That simply wasn’t an option. My first novel, Dark Wings of Night, had sold well enough to spawn a series, but it wasn’t until my last one that things had really taken off. Now the pressure was on for another hit, and I was sweating. If this one wasn’t up to snuff, I was sure my readers would drop the series like a scalding hot pan of pecan pie.

      I had to figure it out somehow, or break my contract, say goodbye to my literary career, and resign myself to a life of only teaching art and pretending not to notice when hormonal high schoolers snuck abstract cocks into the backgrounds of their projects. No way. I had to find a way to make Mark Michaelson - my private eye protagonist - more real. 

      I jumped when the entrance bell jingled, and looked up to see Logan pulling off his gloves in the doorway. He waved, then shrugged off his jacket as he walked over and tossed it over the arm of the seat across from me.

      “How are ya, Charlie!” His perfectly aligned, bright white actor’s teeth shone at me in the late afternoon sun.

      I squinted at him accusingly. “I told you, I’m shitty. Why are you in such a good mood?”

      Logan stretched and cracked his neck. “It just feels so good to be out in the adult world. I’ve been in BabyVille just a little too long, you know?”

      Frankly, I didn’t know. Ever since he’d bonded with Blaze, Logan had been subsumed by a world of true love and baby-making that I appreciated—and envied—but couldn’t fully understand. “How long has it been now? Little Jerry is approaching his six-month birthday, isn’t he?”

      “Yeah, next week. And I told you, we’re not calling him Jerry.”

      “Sorry, little Jeremiah. It’s kind of a mouthful for a baby, isn’t it?”

      “He can’t even talk yet.”

      “Still…” I loved to provoke his protective paternal instincts.

      “Hey, don’t take your sour mood out on my baby!”

      I let out a breath. “Yeah, dude. Sorry. Just...tense.”

      He reached and nudged my knee. “Hey, don’t worry about it, okay?” He glanced back at the menu board. “Wait, did you order already?”

      “Yeah.” I craned my neck to check the counter for any sign of my beverage.

      “All right, I’ll be right back.”

      I sighed, leaned back in the armchair, and closed my eyes. I was still keyed up, but the warm wood interior of the café and the soothing jazz on the speakers were beginning to work their relaxing charms on me. I stretched my legs out under the coffee table in between the two armchairs and felt the tension in my body start to uncoil...slightly.

      “Latté for Charlie!” I sat up and looked over at the pick-up counter, but Logan had already grabbed my drink.

      “Thanks, man.” He handed me the hot cup. The smooth foam clung to my lips as I took a cautious sip.

      “You look rough, I’m not gonna lie,” Logan said, resting his cheek against the knuckles of his fist.

      I almost spat out the first sip of my latté.

      “Gee, thanks!” 

      “Well, being your best friend doesn’t mean flattering you constantly. Sorry. It’s the truth.” He paused. “Did something happen with Jones?”

      I swallowed hard.

      I’d never told Logan the whole truth about Jones, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have his suspicions. His entirely true, sad-as-fuck suspicions that I was in no mood to actually deal with. “Ugh, no. I don’t even want to talk about him, okay?” I couldn't believe that was his first guess, especially when I had already said I was struggling with my book.

      You know. Career. Not love life.

      “Okay, okay, I won’t prod. I just thought I recognized that look from the time when—”

      “It’s not Jones,” I cut in. “It’s the manuscript.”

      Logan didn’t look sold, but I wasn’t going to back down on this, and after a hard look, he caved, just like I knew he would. “Right. So what’s the problem exactly?”

      “Well—”

      “Logan! Uh, caramel frappé?”

      “Just a sec, that’s me!” Logan jumped up to collect his drink, and I was left to tap my fingertips against the side of the cup and shift around in my seat. Now that Logan had taken a lockpick to the door I’d sealed Jones behind in my mind, it took everything I had to take my mind off him again.

      Still, if there was one thing I was practiced at when it came to my sometimes-lover, it was avoidance.

      It helped that Logan pressed the icy cup holding his drink against my bare skin, knocking me out of my thoughts and back into the present.

      “Jesus, Charlie!” I shivered. “How can you drink something so cold in this weather?” 

      He just shrugged as he sucked on his straw, motioning for me to continue with what I was saying.

      “I’d have an ice cream headache by now if I did that.” I warmed my hands again on my latté and shook my head at him. “Can we get back to my book now?”

      Logan nodded, pulling his mouth off the straw just long enough to say, “Go ahead.” Then he waved his hand like he was some kind of European royalty taking a drive through the populace, and I rolled my eyes.

      “So Mark is tracking a killer through the woods. It takes a long-ass time, he encounters many and various obstacles, and he takes off on this journey with basically no warning so he doesn’t have camping gear or anything. But he’s a professional, the best of the best, so he makes it work... but I have no idea how. And I can’t just make it up out of thin air, you know?”

      “Yeah.” Logan hmm’d to himself, bringing up his ankle to cross over his knee.

      “What?” I asked.

      There was a peculiar expression on his face as he set his drink aside. “You know who does know, right?”

      I felt a sinking feeling in my gut as I pursed my lips. “No, Logan.”

      “Yes, Charlie. Come on, man, it’s obvious.”

      “I said I didn’t want to talk about him!” The words came out angrier than I had intended and I almost apologized, but Logan wasn’t even fazed.

      “Well, he does know a thing or two about the outdoors, Charlie. And he was recently in an alarmingly similar situation to what your protagonist is facing.”

      “He was on a reality television series, Logan. He wasn’t tracking a killer. He’s nothing like my protagonist, don’t even suggest it—” Even as I spoke the words, I knew that wasn’t quite true. Mark Michaelson might not have been Jones Grant, but I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t mixed in a few of Jones’ more… attractive characteristics.

      “I’m just saying. You could ask him for help and kill two birds with one stone.”

      “What’s the other bird?” As soon as I asked the question, I knew the answer.

      Logan raised his eyebrows at me, and then set his drink down and leaned forward. “You’ve heard of method acting, right? It sounds like you need to do some method writing. You need to get a real tactile feel for what this character of yours went through. You need hands-on experience.”

      “Hands-on?” I narrowed my eyes at him. “I’m not just going to jump in a tent with him and—” Suddenly conscious of being in public, I lowered my voice. “I’m not trying to start—”

      “Chill! Okay?” Logan grabbed for his drink and sucked down another gulp of his frappé, then put his hands out in front of him the way he always did when he was about to convince me of something, like he was starting a TED Talk, or holding an invisible exercise ball. “All you have to do is convince Jones to take you out for a little camp and a little hike, he can show you the ropes of surviving in the wild, and maybe with that alone time, the relaxing sounds of rustling leaves and chirping birds, you’ll... have the opportunity to talk about whatever really happened between you two.”

      I squinted so fiercely that my face hurt. “You’re trying to make it sound very idyllic,” I accused him. “I think it would actually be very tense, uncomfortable, and possibly set Jones back in his recovery.”

      Logan scoffed and leaned back. “Well, you don’t know that. That’s just a story you’re telling yourself. And frankly, Charlie - I don’t think it fits in with the plot of the book you’re writing.”
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      I swirled a bottle of whiskey around and enjoyed the way the icy liquid chilled my fingertips as it made its journey around its axis. Beads of sweat poured down the bottle and I watched them go, morose. I’d never liked whiskey very much, as a rule, but after getting home we’d seemed to keep getting more and more acquainted.

      For the first few days, I hadn’t been able to catch my breath when I’d first gotten back to Burnt Hill. ‘Jonesy, what about this?’ and ‘Jonesy! Don’t do that. Let me get that for you, honey. Blaze, help Jones.’ and, my personal favorite ‘What’s wrong, Jones?’

      Finally, it had died down, after it became clear that I didn’t need a stream of friends and granny-women standing vigil by my bedside.

      I just wanted quiet.

      Well, and lately, whiskey.

      It was a good time of year for it, anyway. The TV show had meant my bank account was a lot fuller than it usually was around this time, so that plus what I had saved was more than enough to let me kick my feet up⁠—literally, while my ankle completely got back to normal⁠—through the slow months in the winter.

      So, that should be fine. I didn’t have any obligations to anyone or anything, and I could just wallow in my own feelings of misery, but that was just it, wasn’t it?

      Every time I closed my eyes, all I could remember was the pounding heat of the desert, the scalding pain every time my leg moved and the broken bones ground against one another. I’d thought I was going to die out there.

      And, it had been scary. And it had been depressing. But more than anything, I remember being angry.

      I was there, lying in the sand, burning in the heat of the day, absolutely furious. Because this? This wasn’t supposed to happen to me. I was an expert in this. I’d spent my entire adult life learning how to do this, and now I was going to die because I wasn’t as good at it as I’d thought.

      What a fucking joke.

      An old guide had told me once, ‘You can’t prepare for fate,’ and he was right. I’d told the same thing to clients more than once. They couldn’t help that two weeks into a month-long hike they caught pneumonia or that the snowstorm that was supposed to go north had gone south instead. Some things just happened.

      But ‘some things’ didn’t happen to me. That was for other people, not me. I was invincible.

      Needless to say, the desert had disabused me of that notion entirely.

      And, more than anything, more than anything in the world, when I was lying there dying, all I could think about was Charlie.

      All I ever thought about was Charlie. All I’d ever thought about for the past seven years was Charlie.

      I hunted for the smell of lavender and lemons in the necks of other omegas. I chased the sound of laughter down the corded necks of alphas hoping against hope that it would sound like his. I searched for the velvet of his skin on the breasts and thighs of women.

      Sometimes, I’d find pieces. The glow of one woman’s hazel eyes was close to his. The alpha I’d met in Atlanta had bitten at his lips the same way.

      I was tired of cobbling together pieces of something I’d never had to begin with.

      I also couldn’t stop.

      And then, at the airport, he’d been there, rushing forward, his eyes wide with concern, and I’d stopped him, smothered the fire before it could spread.

      I could hardly complain now about the cold.

      I was interrupted from my misery by a knock at the door. JP would still drop by most evenings to see how I was, usually with beers as he filled me in on what was happening in the outside world and what I’d missed while I was gone.

      “Come in,” I hollered, making my way into the kitchen to grab some glasses for the beers. “It’s open.”

      But when the door swung open, I had to blink a few times to get my eyes to adjust to the afternoon sunlight. I wasn’t sure I was seeing clearly.

      “Jones.” Charlie’s kind brown eyes peered at me with concern through his dark framed glasses. His dark beard was neatly trimmed and his dark brown hair, pulled back loosely into a bun, shone in the light. His white button-down shirt hung slightly loose off his slim frame, contrasting with the tight black skinny jeans that caressed his narrow calves all the way down to where the tongue of his boots casually interrupted their contour.

      “Charlie.” His name came out of my mouth with more tenderness than I intended, and I trailed off at the end as if making it into a question. Then I felt my heart start to brim with feeling, rising in me like a king tide. I had to cut it off. “What are you doing here? You should go.”

      “I have a proposition for you.” 

      I froze where I was standing. My mouth went dry and my heart started beating as if it were doing backflips on a trampoline.

      “Hope this isn’t a bad time,” he added, casting a sidelong glance at my stained tank top and the scruffy stubble on my chin that was starting to cross over from appealingly off-the-cuff to unintentionally uneven.

      “It’s… fine,” I managed to grunt, disappointed in myself for backing down so quickly. “What’s…” How did you know I was thinking about you? And why would you just come over like this? Don’t you know this is more than I can handle? My mind went on and on. I cut it off and tried to answer him normally. “What’s going on?”

      “I’m in kind of a pickle.” He scrunched his mouth up to one side after dangling that piece of bait in front of me. It seemed that he was waiting to see if I would bite, with a glint in his eye saying that this was humorous for some reason. But if he was here, in my doorway, then he must have needed something important. We didn’t just show up in each other’s lives like this after all the history we’d laid down behind us. 

      Not anymore.

      And something about him was impossible for me to resist. No matter how much I had been through with him… Maybe it was that crooked, pursed smirk he put on when he was waiting to see how I would react to something.

      He moved into the room and it hit me—the smell of lavender and lemon. I felt woozy, and steadied myself with my hand on the kitchen counter. The whiskey probably wasn’t helping, either.

      “Okay, I’m listening.” I motioned for him to come in. He nodded as he walked past me.

      “Can I put my bag down…” With squinted eyes, he scanned my kitchen table, which was covered in unopened mail, a few newspapers, and some clothes that were once freshly laundered and folded but had since taken on the air of being dirty through pure neglect. His nose wrinkled judgmentally, and I wondered if my place had started to smell.

      “Yeah, um, wherever’s fine.”

      He put his bag down on a chair and wiped his hands on his pants as he turned to me. “So here’s the deal. The book I’m writing right now has a sort of outdoors element to it. And I’ve realized that I’m actually very shit at writing outdoors-type things. Can you ever remember me walking on even a pristine grassy lawn without both socks and shoes shielding my delicate skin from its rough edges?” He paused for dramatic effect but didn’t wait for me to answer. Not that I could have. “Exactly. No. Never. I don’t think I even liked being barefoot as a child. Maybe because of that one time I stepped on a bee, it must have been hiding the grass, and being stung on the tender arch of your foot is no picnic, you know. Anyway, this is where you come in.”

      I frowned, trying and failing to make sense of what he was saying. “Huh?”

      Charlie sighed. “Right. Get to the point, Charlie. Okay, so the thing is… I would like to hire you to take me camping. I’ll pay your full fee, of course. Strictly professional, no funny business. I think I need some real life experience to breathe some oxygen into my book, and God knows if I went out into the woods on my own, I’d somehow end up getting maimed by a bear or attacked by a poisonous plant or something.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. He was completely right. But he couldn’t be serious. “You want to go camping… for the first time… in the middle of winter?”

      “Good point, glad you raised it. Based on your disbelief, I’m assuming that cold weather makes camping more difficult?”

      “Well, only a little more difficult, in some ways. Easier in others - fewer bugs. It’s just… not what I ever expected you to say.”

      “I see. Well, fewer bugs works great for me, believe me.” He let out a chuckle. “As long as you can make sure I don’t get frostbite or ice shingles, which I trust you can, it’ll be an even more authentic and educational experience.”

      “Ice shingles? That’s… not a thing.” I folded my arms across my chest and studied his eager smile. There was something calculating in his eyes, the way he was looking into mine with focus. I had a feeling this wasn’t just about his book or learning how to survive in the forest. “Look, I—”

      “Oh, how’s your ankle? I meant to ask about it earlier. If you’re not well enough to go, then I guess I’ll have to think of plan B.” He leaned against the back of my couch, the movement pulling his button-down shirt slightly taut against his smooth chest, giving me a clear view of his small pink nipples through the fabric. Memories of holding each one in my mouth flashed in my mind. I felt my cock twitch in my shorts and took a sharp breath to try to relax. I didn’t want to make this any more awkward than it already was.

      “My ankle’s fine. Well, getting there. I’m well enough to go camping, no problem. But I’m a little concerned about you getting in over your head here, Princess.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to worry about me.” Charlie pointed at himself with the thumb of his right hand.

      “I don’t?” I was still suspicious anything about this could go smoothly. But, then again, having a reason to get back out into the wilderness might not be so bad. And I figured I should get back into work sooner rather than later. Since I already knew Charlie, I wouldn’t have to worry about being rusty like I would with the usual clients. He wouldn’t judge me if I made some small mistakes. At least, I hoped he wouldn’t.

      Charlie shook his head with a smile, then held my gaze. What was it he was really after? Did it actually matter? A quick glance around the apartment confirmed that I needed to get some fresh air. I decided to call his bluff and do something good for myself at the same time.

      “So were you thinking in the new year, or…”

      He reached up, rubbed the back of his neck. “I can... go sooner. Any time after the holidays, really. If you’re free. Are you free?”

      I looked him over. I felt a twinge of heartache, a twisting and wrenching feeling like I’d felt in my ankle when it had snapped in the desert. As bewildering as this plan was, his interest in me had piqued the feelings I had been trying to bury.

      I guess I still can’t resist you, you handsome, heartbreaking bastard.

      “Yeah, I’m free. Three-night trip? That should be enough for your book.”

      “Sure. Great. Whatever you say.”

      I let out a laugh that I hadn’t realized I was holding in. Regardless of how this would test my restraint with Charlie, I was admittedly excited at the thought of spending a few days alone together. At the very least, I’d get some fresh air and have a reason to stop poisoning my liver.

      I shrugged nonchalantly. “All right, I’m in. We’ll leave on the afternoon of the twenty-eighth then, make good time and get you back on the morning of the thirty-first. I’m sure you have plans for New Year’s Eve.”

      “Yes!” Charlie scooped up his messenger bag from the chair and threw it across his shoulder. “Thank you so much, man. I mean it. I’ll be packed and ready to go.”

      “You won’t have to pack much, I’ve got all the gear. But please—bring warm socks. Wool only.”

      “Luckily, I actually have some of those!” Charlie patted my shoulder, and the warmth of his touch made me take a sharp breath. The scent of his shampoo hit me again and I actually leaned forward slightly as if to kiss him goodbye, but caught myself and pretended I was just bending down to reach the door handle.

      “See you soo-oon,” Charlie said in a cheerful sing-song as he bounded onto my front stoop.

      “Yep. Sure thing. See you soon.”

      I closed the door and leaned my back against it, letting my eyes adjust to the dim light of my living room again.

      “Shit,” I said out loud to my empty house. “Am I totally fucked or what?” The game of hot potato I had been playing with my feelings for Charlie was about to get trickier. If I tried to pass them to him, there was no reason for me to believe he wouldn’t just let them land with a thick, heavy thud on the hard, cold dirt of the forest floor.

      Especially since I’d essentially done exactly that when he’d rushed toward me at the airport.

      

      Dragging my suitcase with one hand and using a crutch to hobble along with the other, all I could think about as I made my way through the international arrivals hall of Atlanta Airport was getting home to a warm shower and a cold beer. I was no stranger to dirt and grime, or to making do with the bare essentials. I was a trained survivalist. But when I’d finally been greenlit for my very own reality show, I’d gotten a taste of hardship in a way I had never experienced before. Alone in the Sahara Desert with a broken ankle, I’d felt like a complete failure. A joke of an outdoorsman who was about to die with no dignity, in excruciating pain as the broken bones in my ankle scraped at each other, and to top it all off, I had never told the one man who was truly special to me how I felt about him.

      And then there he was. Charlie was the first one of my friends to rush over to me, with a face wilted in concern and fear. I hated the thought of him seeing me in that moment, broken and weak as I was, and in front of JP too. I’d still never told him how head over fucking heels I was for his baby brother.

      “Oh my god, Jones. Are you okay? Let me help you,” Charlie had said. I’d winced at the impossibility of his question.

      “Am I okay?” I spat back at him. He recoiled slightly and I delivered another blow in a low hiss. “You’re the last person who should be asking me that. Especially in front of JP. Keep your distance, Charlie. Don’t make a scene, all right?”

      “I’m not trying to—”

      “Don’t. Don’t act like my boyfriend just because you want to feel useful all of the sudden. I’m not in the mood to play pretend with you, kid.”

      Charlie took a step back tentatively. His eyes looked wet and wide, like a puppy that didn’t understand what he did wrong after chewing on the furniture. Maybe he really didn’t know. Maybe he never would. I knew if I opened my mouth to ask, everything would just come rushing out, like the water I had seen pouring over Victoria Falls, tumbling down, down, into a deep chasm, where no one could follow it.
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      “Fuck yeah!” JP tore off the last of the red and green pinstripe wrapping paper I had perfectly folded and creased around the sizeable cardboard box holding his gift. “An air popper! Sick! We are gonna have movie theater quality snacks tonight, bro.” He held up the box in front of him to admire the appliance’s features, which had an image of the popper overflowing popcorn chaotically onto a marble countertop. Percy, his dalmatian, barked in excitement and ran circles around us until he came to a stop by my side, his tail thwacking my leg at a metronomic pace that matched the flashing, multi-colored strings of lights on JP’s Christmas tree 

      “I was hoping you’d want to use it tonight.” I beamed at my big brother and licked my lips in anticipation of diving my hand into a hot, buttery bowl of freshly popped kernels. I was proud to have chosen a gift he loved, but I’d be lying if I said that the gadget wouldn’t benefit me, too. 

      “You know me too well. It’s the only downside to watching movies at home instead of at the movie theater—the quality of the ‘corn. How much can this thing make at a time?”

      “Twelve cups. Think that’s enough?” I bent down to scratch Percy behind the ears and he immediately licked at my hand like it was already buttered and salted.

      “Not the way you and I inhale it. That’ll only last us half a movie, tops.”

      “We can plan for an intermission,” I suggested.

      “And fire it up again?”

      “Exactly.”

      “Hell yes!” JP reached up to slap me five, then pulled me in for a hug. “Thanks, Charlie. You’re the man. Isn’t he the man, Percy?”

      Percy barked affirmatively.

      “You’re welcome. Merry Christmas.”

      JP had always made time for me on Christmas Eve, even when he was on shift at the fire station. His casa was always my casa, and this year he actually had the day off, so he invited me over for the night to watch movies and just chill before the crazy family environment of Christmas took over our lives. It felt like a desperately important activity at that time of year, when everyone's losing their minds over the most inane, banal minutiae of their lives, ready to beat each other to death in the party supply store over the last pack of reindeer-print paper napkins.

      He was a good big brother like that. I wondered sometimes if he set me up for failure, creating an expectation that other people would prioritize me in their lives the same way that he did. JP set a hard standard for anyone to live up to. But I wouldn’t have it had it any other way. Twelve years had been long enough to spend as a kid without any other siblings.

      JP was my half-brother, but I didn’t know he existed until I was entering adolescence. My father had a serious relationship that ended suddenly, long before he met my mother. He didn’t know that the relationship had resulted in a child, as JP’s mother never told him. Well, until more than twenty years later. Despite the awkwardness of this revelation, I was overjoyed to find out I had a brother, and JP felt the same.

      “Hang on a second.” JP abruptly spun around and set off jogging to his bedroom. I pulled apart the thick Velcro seam of my messenger bag and pulled out a bag of premium popcorn kernels—extra-large, so we wouldn’t run out at any point during our movie marathon. As soon as I had tossed the bag on the counter, JP was back. He handed me a small gift wrapped in the comics section of the local Burnt Hill paper with a small piece of duct tape holding the paper together.

      I raised an eyebrow. “Wow, you really went all out with the wrapping this year, Jay.”

      “I’m going green,” he said with a sarcastic grin and shameless shrug of his shoulders.

      “Yeah, right.”

      He leaned his elbows on the counter and smirked again. “Can’t going green also be an easy last-minute solution?”

      “Just because you save lives for a living doesn’t mean you can’t be organized enough to wrap your Christmas presents properly.” 

      Not that anyone would ever blame you. You’re too tall, muscular, good-looking, and good-hearted for anyone to fault you for being unorganized.

       I didn’t say it out loud. I didn’t want to inflate his ego too much.

      “Just open it, would you?” He stood up again and started pacing with Percy right on his heels.

      I peeled back the duct tape and pulled away the newspaper to reveal a dark plastic bag wrapped around something firm with sharp edges. “Ooh, the mystery! The intrigue!”

      “It’s like an onion.” JP laughed and folded his massive arms over his chest, chewing his lower lip as he watched me open the plastic bag.

      As I pulled the bag away from the white book underneath, I started to get excited - and when I held the entire book up, free of any wrappings, I let out an “Oh!” in delight.

      “Oh?”

      “No, it’s great! I’m just shocked you knew I needed this.” I turned over the grammatical and style guide for novelists, the bestselling one I’d had my eye on. I raised my eyebrows, impressed. “How’d you know I needed this?”

      “I have my ways,” JP said with his typical easy confidence.

      I squinted at him and weighed the book in my hand while I wracked my brain. There was no mutual friend or family member of ours who would know enough about writing to have chosen this exact book. Except maybe Jones, a little voice in the back of my head whispered before I dismissed it. “Who? Who’s the informant?”

      “Glad you like it.”

      Percy stood on his hind legs to get a sniff of the book and I held it out to him to inspect while I wracked my brain for who gave it away. Logan? Maybe…

      JP’s annoying smirk widened as he grabbed a butter knife to pry open the box of his air popper. “This popper is about to pop off. It’s getting lit!”

      I grumbled and pursed my lips. Why was he hiding this innocuous information from me? I slammed my hand down on the lid of the popper’s box, making Percy bark with excitement.

      “Whaaaat?” JP groaned, still smirking.

      “Did you look at my browser history?”

      “Wow, you are paranoid. Are you going to tell me the Earth is flat and surrounded by an ice wall now?”

      I rolled my eyes. “No, I just want to know how you found the book, you jerk!” I reached to grab the butter knife out of his hand but he moved it out of my reach.

      “Oh my god, okay. Will you let me start popping this goddamn corn now? If I tell you?”

      I nodded, but kept my hand firmly on the lid of the box.

      JP sighed. “It was the guy at the bookstore, okay? I told him you were writing a novel and he pointed it out. I just hoped you didn’t have it already. Looks like I got lucky.”

      Oh. I forced back a quick pinch of disappointment - but only a pinch. I really had wanted the book. “You really are blessed with positive coincidences in your life. It’s infuriating.” Satisfied with his answer, I slid my hand off the box and sat on a barstool at the kitchen counter. Percy sighed and trotted off to the living room, and I started flipping through the pages. “This has been on my wishlist for months. I was going to buy it in a couple of days if I got any Christmas money or gift cards.”

      “Well, you’re welcome.” JP flicked a piece of plastic wrapping from inside the popper box at me.

      “Merry Christmas.” I swatted it back at him. He retrieved it, then looked at some black lettering on the plastic with concern.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      “Sorry, I shouldn’t have thrown that at you. It says here it’s not safe for children under the age of three.”

      “Screw you!” I laughed. I spun around on the barstool and flounced over to the couch, where Percy and I sulked while JP got the air popper started up, the rattle of the hard, smooth kernels tumbling loudly into the popper’s chute. I laid my head back on his cushy couch and closed my eyes for a moment in an attempt to relax, but as soon as I did, Jones’ face floated into my mind… The way his scruffy beard framed his plump, pink lips. I started to imagine what would happen if the trip went even better than I expected. What if we didn’t just get our friendship back on track, what if he raised his eyebrow at me and reached a strong hand around my waist…

      “Yo!” JP had to yell for me to hear him over the rattling corn, snapping me right out of my daydream. Percy’s ears pricked up too, and we both turned to see what JP wanted. He was standing in front of the fridge holding a stick of butter in the air. “You want butter?” he shouted. 

      Percy barked and I nodded, then turned on the TV to see what kind of cheesy Christmas movies JP had on deck. I scrolled through a few rows of possible rom-coms and family comedies as the microwave beeped that the butter was ready. 

      When the popper quieted down, I leaned back and asked, “So what’s the news around the fire station?”

      “Nothing really. A three-alarm fire the other day turned out to just be a broken toaster at the Dream Bean. That was the most excitement we’ve seen in a week or two.”

      “I don’t mean your actual work.”

      “Oh, you want the drama.” I could hear JP’s grin around the word and knew he would surely delight in telling me of any new interpersonal development among his close-knit station.

      “The gossip, if you will,” I clarified.

      “The happenings.”

      “The goings-on.”

      “Yeah, we’ve had some of those. There’s a new guy, Ian. He’s barely nineteen and wants so badly to be a good firefighter. Everyone’s confident he will be, but we’re not letting him know that just yet. You can’t let a new guy get cocky, you know. That never ends well.”

      I spun around and scowled at him. “Don’t tell me you’re teasing him.”

      “There’s no bullying, come on. You know me better than that!” 

      I did, and he would never bully anyone for real. Or allow it to happen at his station.

      “So what’d you do, then?”

      “We just put some fake vomit in his bed.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Oh my god. He must have been horrified. Shocked!”

      “Just for a second. He came around pretty quick.” JP tried to hold in his laughter, but it came barreling out in deep guffaws. He rocked back and forth as he took the salt shaker to the popcorn, then stirred the popped kernels around in a giant glass bowl. Percy licked his spotty lips.

      “I would have had a fit if I were him.”

      JP wiped a tear from his eye. “I know, you would have. Luckily Ian’s a little more laidback about his bed linens than you are.”

      “Lucky Ian.”

      “So how’s the book going?”

      “Ugh,” I groaned, grabbing a large cushion to squeeze in frustration. Percy cocked his head in concern, and I gave him a reassuring pat on the head.

      “That good?”

      “It’s pretty much at a standstill right now. One of the major tropes is actually a dead-end, but it’s already been publicized so I can’t change the plot now. It’s too late. I’ll have to find a way to make it work somehow.”

      I realized as I explained this to JP that if he asked why I chose a trope I’m not knowledgeable about, I wouldn’t know how to answer. It might even look like I had chosen it because of Jones. Like I had been planning to rope him into helping me with the book from the get-go. I started to wonder if that was what had happened, without my admitting it to myself.

      JP didn’t seem to catch onto that possibility, thankfully. “What’s the problem? It’s not something that the grammar book can help with, is it?”

      I shook my head. “No, unfortunately. Mark is looking for a murderer and has to survive in the woods while he does it. But I don’t know anything about surviving in the woods, let alone what it looks like, sounds like, smells like, which are all very important details. And the survivalist stuff you really can’t fake.” 

      JP plopped down on the couch with a sigh, putting his wool-slippered feet up on the chaise. He passed me the giant bowl of popcorn, lifting it cautiously over Percy’s rueful face.

      “What do you mean, you can’t fake it? Isn’t it fiction? Can’t you just make it up?”

      “Absolutely not. My readers are smart. They’d definitely notice if I fudged the facts and probably rake me over the coals about it. So…”

      “S’what’reyou goma do?” JP asked, his mouth overflowing with popcorn. I swallowed dryly and prepared myself to convey the news casually, but JP interrupted me before I could begin. “Oh, wait.” He chewed rapidly and swallowed some of the popcorn clogging his teeth. “Jones told me already. You guys are going camping.”

      Panic shot through me. Had Jones told him anything else? But I couldn’t ask without arousing JP to the possibility that there was anything going on between Jones and me.

      I cleared my throat and nodded slowly. “Yeah, exactly.”

      “Well, I’m sure it’ll help you. He certainly couldn’t fake anything about being a survivalist, being on a reality show and all. Plus, I think it’ll be good for Jones to get out there with you.”

      I felt my pulse quicken. “You do?”

      “Yeah, he doesn’t have to prove himself to you as an outdoor guide, since you already know each other. It’ll be easier for him to get back in the saddle. Once it’s done, hopefully he’ll be more confident in leading more trips again.”

      “Oh, yeah, that’d be nice.” I tried to hide my disappointment. I don’t know why I entertained the idea that JP would reveal Jones’ secret desire to spend time with me. It was a stupid idea. Juvenile.

      Percy edged towards the popcorn bowl, and let out a resigned sigh when JP nudged him back with his elbow.

      “I’m surprised you want to go camping in winter though.” JP frowned at me as he licked butter off the back of his hand.

      “Why is that weird?” I held a cupped hand of popcorn to my mouth and licked a piece into my mouth. “I’m on a deadline.”

      JP laughed as he scooped up more popcorn from the bowl. “Okay, I take that back. You eat popcorn like a freak of nature. You belong in the woods more than you do in my living room.”

      I laughed too, but didn’t change the way I was eating the popcorn. It gave me too much innocent, simple pleasure to give it up, ever, for anyone—no matter how weird it looked. “It can’t be that bad, just because it’ll be cold. Jones knows what he’s doing.”

      “True. But you’ve got to admit, bro, you’re the least outdoorsy person I think I know. Oh, hang on, I almost forgot—the Grannies dropped off some candy, too.” He jumped up from the couch and grabbed a shiny red gift bag from the kitchen counter that Percy followed with hungry eyes and a thumping tail.

      “Ooooh!” I wriggled my fingers in anticipation before rifling through the bag to explore the selection. “What’d you get?”

      “There’s Granny Harper’s fudge, Nana Watson’s rum balls, and Granny Harper’s friend Lydia’s haystacks. The haystacks are the best, obviously, so don’t go raiding them. I will not forgive you.”

      “Okay, Jeez Louise, don’t get your jockstrap in a twist.”

      “Hey, don’t you worry about my jockstrap!” JP reached over to flick my shoulder but I leaned away just in time. I bit into a haystack and the thick peanut butter quickly made a paste in my mouth, making it hard to participate in conversation, not that it mattered much—JP was rattling on about which movie he wanted to watch while Percy gave me puppy-dog eyes and whined. 

      “Mmmm, buddersock,” I mumbled.

      “Butter sock? What are you talking about now?” JP turned to look at me and saw the haystack in my hand. “Oh, butterscotch. I know, they’re so good, right? That’s why I told you not to steal all of them.”

      I swallowed and smacked my lips. “Amazing. How do they do it?”

      “Beats me. And I’ve given up trying to outsmart them.”

      “Smart man.”

      “So how are you going to survive in the woods in the middle of winter, exactly? It’s your delicate sensibilities I’m worried about. You’re always complaining that your feet are cold anytime we have to walk through snow. I don’t know what Jones can do about that.”

      I sighed dramatically and leaned my head forward to rest my cheek on the soft red cushion. “I suffer for my art.”

      JP burst out laughing at that and threw a piece of popcorn at me, hitting me on top of the head.

      I laughed too, and Percy lunged for the stray snack, grabbing it and chomping it down with loud smacks of his jaws. 

      In the warmth of that cozy Christmas moment, I wondered if it would actually be all right to tell JP how I felt about Jones. Not the part where we had hooked up behind JP’s back on multiple occasions and swore to each other to betray him and never tell him about our attraction. Just the part where I thought maybe something could happen between us again… the part about liking Jones a lot and wondering if he might feel the same. JP might even know how Jones felt, though I doubted that Jones would ever discuss it with him directly. 

      But no, there was no point. This trip was going to be strictly professional anyways, I decided. Jones and I had both agreed. He didn’t even seem to really want to go. He was just doing it as his job, or maybe as a favor to me in my time of need. Certainly not because he was in love with me or something. Besides, he had been a real jerk to me at the airport when he was coming back from West Africa. If anything showed that he wasn’t interested in me romantically, it was the way he had snapped at me when I tried to help him. It still stung that he had treated me that way.

      I sighed deeply and shoved some popcorn in my mouth. JP must have noticed because he stopped narrating his scroll through the movie titles to look at me.

      “What’s wrong?”

      I waved my hand and shook my head while I chewed the massive bite of popcorn.

      “You want to watch an old sappy alpha/omega Christmas flick from the ‘50s, don’t you?” JP raised an eyebrow at me.

      Sure. I could roll with that. I nodded my head and gave my best impression of puppy-dog eyes.

      “Well, I’ll agree on one condition. I get to pick the movie we watch after that, and you can’t veto my choice.”

      “Deal.” I reached over to dim the lamp next to the couch while JP clicked on a title that fit the bill of what I liked. “That’s it. That’s the one. Press play, brother.”

      I was immediately put at ease by the gentle symphony of music rolling with the opening credits. One of the main characters, a classically handsome hunk dressed as a railroad conductor, leaned out of a train window. I sighed and pulled a blanket over my legs. “Now this is romance. Nothing like a rough and rugged alpha leading man in black and white.”

      “That guy looks like Jones,” JP said. 

      I felt a lump in my throat. And it wasn’t popcorn.

      “What do you mean?” I snapped defensively.

      “He does! That jawline, the stubble, the dark eyebrows. Just swap the hat for that old leather one that Jones wears.”

      “I… don’t see it.” Admitting it looked like Jones felt like it would be hitting too close to home. I had already decided it wasn’t a good idea to confide the particular piece of information in which I was attracted to Jones physically and possibly in other ways, too. So I felt like I had to throw JP off the scent by disagreeing.

      “Really? C’mon. You have to see it. Look!” The leading man turned to give us a profile as the train chugged on across the plains. “Even the bump in his nose looks like Jonesy’s nose.”

      “Sorry, I don’t see it,” I lied.

      “Whatever.”

      JP rustled around in the glossy red bag for more haystacks. Percy settled down at our feet, content to keep alert for anything we might drop.

      And I sank back into my seat, wishing I could disappear.
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      “Are you sure you need that many socks? You’re only going for four days.” Logan eyed the pile of clothes on my bed from his seat at my desk.

      “I don’t know. Jones specifically mentioned wool socks as being important, so I’m bringing every wool sock I have. I don’t want to lose any toes to frostbite, you know? Have you ever even been camping?”

      “I went to a campsite to film something one time.”

      “That does not count!”

      “I did use a pit toilet. That has to count for something.”

      “Um, ew!”

      Logan snorted. “Well, what kind of toilet do you think you’re going to be using on this foray into the wilderness?”

      I shrugged and balled another pair of socks together. “Well, I just don’t know! That’s the whole point of this trip. I don’t know anything about the wilderness.”

      “You’ve seen David Attenborough documentaries.”

      “Yeah, that would be helpful if I was an orca trying to learn how to hunt for seals. He doesn’t exactly cover the finer details of humans trying to survive in the backcountry boondocks of Georgia.”

      Logan swiveled back and forth in the desk chair with the glazed-over look on his face that told me he was thinking about something else; usually work. “Huh…Fair point. Maybe there’s a market for that kind of documentary…” He took a sip of tea from my favorite mug.

      “Anyway, you know as well as I do that field research isn’t about knowing everything in advance. It’s about just being thrown to the wolves.” I rummaged in my closet, looking for my raincoat. “I’m just doing it, rather than trying to research everything in advance. It’s the sort of thing you just have to live. Just like my man Mark.”

      “That all sounds very... intense. And very unlike the Charlie Entwhistle I know. Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Logan raised his eyebrows at me.

      I huffed and snatched my raincoat from its hanger. “Do I need to point out that you were the one to suggest this in the first place?”

      “What I meant to suggest was getting Jones to take you to a campground. Like the one I visited for filming. The pit toilet wasn’t so bad, actually. It had a roof and a locking door and, crucially, toilet paper.”

      “Sounds just... lovely.”

      “I didn’t think you would end up doing a real wilderness experience. I was just picturing roasting some marshmallows and maybe going for a nature walk. You weren’t even in Cub Scouts, were you?”

      I shoved the raincoat on top of the heaping mountain of clothes on the bed and crossed my arms over my chest. “No, of course I wasn’t in Scouts.” I took a deep breath, and blew it out slowly. “Look, I know this is crazy, okay? I know! You’re probably right. I might be way out of my depth. But I’ve already agreed and he’s already planned it. He’s picking me up at 10:00 a.m. tomorrow morning, and that’s that. I can’t back out now.” I sighed and lay down next to the pile of belongings on my bed, then crankily pushed them aside when a carefully folded fleece tumbled next to my hip.

      Logan reached over to place the fleece back on its pile and gave me a look of sympathy. “Sorry for being a doubter. Look, it’ll be great. You’ll be fine. What an amazing experience you’ll have!”

      “Thanks, Mom.”

      Logan grabbed a rolled-up pair of socks and threw them at my face, but I was too quick and caught them before they made impact. He grinned at me with his Cheshire smile. “Seriously though, Charlie. This is a lot of stuff. Do you have to carry it all yourself? In that raggedy old backpack? Where did you even find that?” He reached to poke at the holes on the straps of the hiking bag that was once a state-of-the-art piece of camping gear, but had since faded from black to gray and had gone a little scruffy around the seams.

      I nodded, proud of my ambition to carry it all myself. “It’s JP’s bag. I guess I should test it out. I haven’t actually gotten all this stuff inside the pack yet.”

      “Here, I’ll help you.” Logan grabbed socks and started stuffing them into random pockets of the large backpack.

      “Um, excuse me, please cease your chaos immediately. I need it to be organized. You can’t just start stuffing things in there willy-nilly, or I won’t be able to find a warm pair of socks when I need them.”

      “I thought this was just a test run!”

      “It is,” I sighed. “Ugh, fine, just shove it all in and I’ll organize it later, I guess.”

      I held open the main compartment and closed my eyes while Logan dumped all of my camping tackle in a disorganized bundle and squashed it down with all of his might. It did all fit, just barely, and I was able to walk around my apartment with the pack strapped to me, so I considered it a victory. All that was left was to meticulously organize the contents so that I would know where to find everything at a moment’s notice.

      “All right, great work! You’re all set.” Logan downed the last of his tea and grabbed his jacket.

      “You’re leaving?”

      “Uh huh.” 

      “But this is the best part.” I hauled the bag off my back and it landed on the bed with a thump.

      “What? Watching you agonize over whether the flashlight should go next to the socks or the undies? I’ll pass.” He shook on his jacket.

      “Obviously the flashlight should be in easy reach in the top pocket—”

      Logan cupped my cheeks with a firm slap, and looked me in the eye. “Remember every detail of the trip and tell me everything as soon as you get back. Holler at me as soon as you get a single bar of cell service. I’ll be dying to know everything.”

      “I’ll be keeping a log of the camping minutia—”

      He slapped me again, and grinned with impatience. “Jones, Charlie. Tell me everything that happens with Jones.”

      My pulse quickened, and I struggled not to let it show. “Nothing is going to happen with Jones.”

      “Mm-hmm.” He slapped my shoulder, scooted around me, and headed out. “Call me when you’re back in range! If only to let me know you weren’t eaten by bears.”

      I stared at the closed door, stuck in place and silent until I hissed, “Nothing is going to happen with Jones.”

      I’d almost even convinced myself I wanted it that way.

      

      I just happened to be at the window when the unnervingly sexy, beat-up blue pick-up truck pulled up in the driveway of my apartment building.

      Here. - J

      But I was already bounding down to meet him, and optimistically tossed my pack into the dusty bed of his truck before opening the passenger door to the cab. Jones, on the other hand, got out of the truck, walked to the back, and looked at my pack warily. 

      “Did you bring wool socks?” he asked with somber gravity, as if the socks were a matter of life and death.

      “Yes, Captain.” I jokingly saluted him and the hint of a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. His stubble had grown longer since I’d seen him at his apartment four days ago, and it was now approaching a bushy beard that gave his already dark eyes and gloomy demeanor another, deeper level of mystique. It was confusing, concerning, and disturbingly appealing. His ever-present leather outback hat was perched firmly on top of his head.

      “Looks like you packed a few other things, too.”

      “Just the essentials,” I said, suddenly not so sure of my painstaking packing decisions.

      “It’s okay, I’ll help you cut some weight from your load. You’re not going to make it through four days of hiking with an anvil on your back.” I wrinkled my nose in defiance. “Even the most experienced outdoorsman wouldn’t,” Jones reassured me.

      “Ugh, fine.” I grabbed the strap of my backpack to lift it back out of the truck bed but struggled to pull it over the side. Jones gave me a knowing look with his dark eyebrows raised, and I felt the urge to kiss him right between his scratchy mustache and bushy chin. I hated that it was already obvious I had made a series of ignorant mistakes. “Can we do the culling inside, though?” I asked with a pleading look. “It’s chilly out here.”

      Jones actually laughed this time. “Yeah, sure, Princess. But it’s not going to be any warmer once we’re on the trail.”

      Letting Jones into my apartment was an excessively intimate start to our journey. It was my first ‘grown-up’ home - properly furnished, properly me - and I had somehow never had him over before. He’d been to the older, ramshackle place I’d rented just out of college. I’d been to his home, made use of his feather-soft bed. But he’d never been here. I was conscious of his eyes traveling over my things, the books on my shelves, the posters framed on the wall, the worn armchair where I liked to read, and my shoes neatly lined up on the wooden rack near the door. I wondered what he was suddenly learning about me that he didn’t already know.

      “This apartment is very you.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

      “Yeah, do. I’ve never seen somewhere so Charlie.”

      I turned around to smile at him before leading him toward the bedroom where I could spread out all my clothes and supplies on the bed again.

      “So that’s where the old girl sleeps,” Jones said, motioning to my Pelizzoli, suspended off the floor on a custom-built wooden bike rack. “I should have guessed you’d have some kind of ridiculously luxe storage set up for that bike.”

      “Every Princess needs a white horse to ride.” I actually winked at him before I realized what I was doing, and he grimaced in response. Jeez, get ahold of yourself, I told myself. These four days are gonna be a long trip, all right.

      I meticulously unpacked my bag onto my bed so Jones could make some suggestions about what to bring and what to leave behind.

      “You don’t need more than one pair of jeans,” he said, a little gruff.

      “For four days? Won’t they get, like, really gross?”

      “Yes. And one will do you just fine.”

      I raised my upper lip in disgust.

      Jones raised his eyebrows at me for what felt like the millionth time in the past five minutes. “You can wash them when you get home.”

      “Um. I never wash black denim. That’s how you get gray denim.”

      He chuckled and shook his head at me, as if my factoid wasn’t a useful insight. “Okay, well, maybe you should bring a pair of pants that’s washable, then? Dirt comes out easy enough, but when it turns to mud you’ll want to chuck them in the washing machine.”

      “Hmm. Maybe.” He did have a point. Maybe a pair of pants less precious to me would be a more practical choice. I went over to my dresser and rummaged around in the bottom for an old pair of blue jeans with some paint splotches on them. As soon as I laid my hands on them, I heard a sound like a dog choking on a bone. I whipped around to see what had happened. Jones had a hand over his mouth and was giving me a very awkward look.

      “What?” I asked quickly. He hesitated, then nodded towards the bed. 

      Oh, god. I saw what had come tumbling out of my pack. It was my knotting dildo. Long and thick, with a slight curve to it, and a bulging knot at the base. It even had a suction cup on the base for stabilization. And it was just hanging out, in the light of day, for Jones to see, of all people.

      “Oh, uh… I, uh…” For once I didn’t have a quick comeback. My heat wasn't due for another couple weeks, but I had been diagnosed with endoandricosis - a condition that caused extremely difficult heats. Lots of omegas talked about heats being painful, but mostly they meant it was irritating not giving into the urge to find an alpha and climb him like a tree. My heats actually hurt, and my heat fevers could spark dangerously high. There was no cure and no real treatment, but certain things could lessen my suffering enough to make it bearable, including… yeah, a knotting dildo. Since it was highly unlikely there would ever be a rugged yet sensitive alpha around looking to immediately bond for life with a sweaty, delirious omega, the long cock-shaped rubber with a thick bulb at the base was the next best thing to ease the intense agony of the heat.

      Ever since puberty, my doctor had warned me to take my condition seriously, and be prepared for symptoms at any time, so I thought bringing the dildo would be an intelligent precautionary measure. But I had no idea how to even begin to explain my line of reasoning to Jones. He had never witnessed one of my extreme heats, and I sure as hell didn’t want him to.

      “It’s okay, you, uh…” Jones let out a stifled laugh. “You don’t have to explain. I won’t ask.”

      “I can leave it at home,” I answered quickly out of paranoia but when I realized what he said, I was grateful for his mercy. We stared at each other for a second in awkward silence. I felt frozen for a moment and then snapped out of it. “I’ll just leave it. I’ll leave it. I’ll just leave it… in here.” I babbled as I grabbed the dildo and shoved it into my bottom drawer.

      Jones wouldn’t stop grinning. He put his hand on my pack and paused. “Any other surprises I should be ready for?” I shot him a glare, which only made him chuckle. “All right, let’s get this gear trimmed down to the essentials.” He helped me finish stuffing my slimmed down pack and had me try it on again.

      “How’s that?” he asked as he followed a few paces behind me on my journey back and forth across my apartment.

      “Much better, actually.”

      “Good. Now let’s get going. We don’t want to lose too much light.”

      

      The blue pick-up truck was the opposite of my bicycle. Where my Pelizzoli was the principle of a smooth ride, Jones' clanky old jalopy was in serious need of some new suspension. And a new stereo.

      “What's the point of having a car if you can't listen to your own music?” I complained as I poked at the broken tape deck in the console.

      “It's a truck, not a car, and I like the radio.” Jones winked as he cranked up the volume of the golden oldies station as he took Main Street towards the back roads out of town.

      “I feel like we'll hear a request from Granny Harper come in any minute.”

      That got a chuckle from Jones, but he shook his head. “Nah. It’s her friend you’ve got to watch out for,” he said. “Mrs. Watson. She calls in once a week or so for Be My Baby by the Ronettes.”

      I looked at him in disbelief. “And you just happen to know this?”

      He shrugged. “There are other regular callers, too.”

      “You’re so weird,” I said fondly. “And what’s your song of choice?”

      “Cry to Me,” he said abruptly, and my lips parted for a moment before I swallowed. The conversation grew quiet as we passed the border of Burnt Hill.

      I stole glances at him, but his jaw was set and his expression gave nothing away. I couldn't tell if he was excited, horrified or completely neutral about taking me on the trip. I suddenly felt the ten-year age gap between us was a wide chasm that was difficult to traverse, a feeling I hadn't had in a long time, and it made me nervous. I realized with some horror that this may have been the first time we'd been alone together in a nonsexual context in… years? I strained my memory for any other time we'd hung out, outside of hooking up or in a group situation. There were a few beer runs from parties we'd taken together. A handful of times when he'd be waiting for me and JP somewhere, and I'd arrived first. But nothing extended, not like this. And now that things were… different between us, ever since he’d crushed the last remnants of hope in my heart at the airport… Well, it was different. I didn't quite know how to interact with him anymore. I’d be lying if I said it didn’t still hurt.

      I fumbled for some less loaded small talk. “So where are we going?”

      “The woods.”

      Oh, great, he wasn't going to make it easy for me. “I mean, what kind of terrain will we be navigating?”

      “Why? Are you worried?”

      “Pfft, no. I just need details. For my book.”

      “Oh, yeah. For the book.” He smoothly navigated the truck around a curve in the road and seemed to pause to gather his thoughts while he did. “The track we're taking is deep forest on the edge of the Blue Ridge mountains. It's a loop trail, takes us through three different campsites. It's mostly pine forests at first, then oaks and cedars get mixed in. In parts, it runs alongside a stream that's fed from mountain springs. Plenty of nice views along the way.” There was a tinge of pride in his voice that made it sound like he was talking about his own kin.

      “Sounds real nice.”

      Jones glanced at me. “It's hard work, though.”

      I scoffed and stretched my neck. “Of course it is. I'm prepared.”

      “Lots of walking. Plenty of incline. Do you think your legs are up for it?”

      I had a sudden vision of the last time my legs were up around him, and I looked down at my feet. “I ride my bike everywhere,” I said lightly. “I'll be fine.”

      “It's a different set of muscles. You'll holler if you need me to slow down, right?”

      Oh. He's worried about me.

      I'd mistaken his words for judgment about my smaller frame, but in fact, he was concerned. Just like the old days. He was looking out for me.

      “Yeah, of course I will. I know you'll take care of me. You always have.” I smiled at him, and he did a double-take, smiled, frowned, and turned back to the road.

      I took his lead and looked through the window where the fields on the outskirts of Burnt Hill filled in with stretches of woods and wild meadows. But soon the radio station fuzzed out of reception, and the silence between us made my stomach ache with anxiety. I couldn't wait to get to the trailhead, but by the looks of the sparseness of woods we were driving past, we still had a ways to go to get to the real wilderness.

      “Hey, how's the knitting going?” I blurted, desperate for a topic to fill the silence.

      He smiled despite himself, and relaxed back into his seat. “You know what? It's great. Granny Harper found me some patterns to make outdoor gear. There are a couple of wool hats in the back, if you need one. And you know what? You can get this intense, breathable acrylic yarn that's waterproof, too–perfect for survival wear. I'm going to stock the yarn in the shop. If, you know… If it goes ahead.”

      “If?” That was news to me. By the way JP had been talking about the knitting shop he was opening with Jones, Blaze and Neo, it was a sure thing. “You got that location across from the Dream Bean though, right?”

      “Yeah, just… Neo is pushing for it, but it's still early stages. I don't know. I'm still getting settled after…”

      “Right. Yeah. Of course.” I pinched my lips together and looked out at the window. I kept forgetting that Jones had just gotten back from a harrowing experience on the other side of the world. Probably because I was trying to repress the heinous memory of how he'd greeted me at the airport.

      “I'm excited to get out to the woods again, though,” he said, sounding like he was offering it to me as a consolation. I didn't say anything, but it was a nice idea that he would benefit from our trip as much as I would.

      Soon, Jones turned off the paved road onto a thin dirt road that wound through the forest. I bounced in my seat and held onto the chicken handle in the roof as he navigated us over potholes and bumps that truly highlighted his pick-up's suspension, or lack thereof. But as the trees crowded the road and the track grew tighter, a calmness seemed to spill between us. I supposed that was when our trip truly began. We were in the wild, together. I couldn't wait to take notes.

      As the trailhead came into view, my heart fluttered. I had a feeling this was going to be the start of a very strange adventure.
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      “Are there any snakes around here?”

      Charlie had been peppering me with questions the whole way down the trail. Not that I minded all that much—it was good practice for my real, paid tours. I wasn’t planning to charge Charlie, of course, even though he offered to pay. And I did usually have an answer to his questions, which made me feel knowledgeable. Useful. Even a little competent, which was more of a surprising feeling than I thought it might be. My ankle was sore but stable in my boot, only a quiet reminder of my history of failure. I could feel it easing up as the blood circulated through my muscles, helping me to relax a little.

      “You don’t really have to worry about snakes in winter,” I explained. “They hibernate.”

      Charlie was jotting down my answers to his questions in a little notepad he kept in his jeans pocket like a news reporter. It was kind of cute, but it also slowed him down, and I was starting to worry about whether we’d reach the first campsite before the sun went down.

      “Do they stay in some kind of den like a bear does?”

      “Yeah, something like that. A rocky crevice or small cave where they can stay warm. But they don’t stay completely asleep all winter long. They might come out every so often, especially on a warm day. Generally their body’s metabolism slows down so that they don’t need as much food. It helps them survive during the times when food is harder to find. It’s called brumation rather than hibernation.”

      “Oh, that makes sense.”

      I pushed aside a clump of brush that was blocking the path. “Yeah. Nature is very smart and doesn’t waste. Animals only use what’s necessary. That’s how it all stays balanced.”

      “Except humans, of course.”

      I let out a little sigh. “Except humans, unfortunately. You’re right about that.”

      The thick stand of trees we had been hiking through opened up just then, into a grassy clearing littered with boulders. 

      “Wow, it’s beautiful.” Charlie sighed in amazement, and I did a double-take. To me, the area wasn’t anything special at this time of year.

      “It really comes alive with wildflowers in the spring,” I told Charlie. I could clearly remember how it looked then, the little white and yellow petals shining at me in the afternoon sun, a butterfly flitting here and there. I wished he could see it in all its glory. But in the dead of winter, it was just scrubby grass and the bare, stick-like branches of a few shrubs. The sight depressed me a little, and I wondered if I had done the right thing by agreeing to take Charlie out here at the end of December. Nature wasn’t putting on much of a show. But maybe that wasn’t the point. For someone who never hikes or camps, it was all new and dazzling.

      “That sounds nice. Maybe we could come back here when they’re blooming.”

      Charlie’s suggestion caught me off guard. My heart leapt in my chest, but I pushed it down. I had to be practical and realistic. This was a one-time, purely professional trip. I had to keep my cool. Otherwise the next four days would be a disaster. 

      Charlie was smiling optimistically and looking around at the trees with a healthy amount of wonder, his glasses reflecting the emerald needles of the evergreen pines that surrounded us. He didn’t seem self-conscious about his suggestion, so I adapted to his approach.

      “We’ll see if you’re still saying that on our way back out,” I said with a laugh, trying to cover up my pessimism that we’d be spending more time together.

      Charlie laughed, much louder and longer than I had. “Fair enough, Captain.”

      

      We made good time on the trail, Charlie keeping up with my pace. Maybe I was being cautious with my speed on account of my ankle, or maybe his enthusiasm for learning energized him. It energized me too. It was nice to have a student, someone interested in the knowledge I'd gained through a lifetime of learning the woods. I kept an eye out for fun tidbits to show him, and soon came across a pile of scruffy dirt near the base of a loblolly pine tree.

      “Hey, check this out.” I motioned for him to join me as I knelt down beside the trunk. “Tracks.”

      Charlie pulled out his notebook and looked at me for more information, poised with his pen ready. I almost smirked. He was a perfect teacher’s pet - but this wasn’t some fancy classroom.

      I raised my eyebrow instead. “Well, do you see them?”

      “Oh. Right.” He lowered his pen and peered at the scruffy marks in the soft earth. “Hm… Is that them?” Pointing with the tip of his pen, he correctly identified the small tracks that scuttled around the base of the tree.

      I wasn’t stinting with my praise. “You got it! Any guesses what made them?”

      “Uh. Hm.” He adjusted his glasses and pursed his lips in an adorable expression of concentration. I took the opportunity to admire the slant of his jaw and the soft skin of his neck, before he suddenly looked at me. I held my breath, unsure if he'd caught me out.

      “They're tiny. And kind of like hands? But too small to be a raccoon. Not a baby raccoon, right?”

      “Right. Not a baby raccoon. But good job identifying that it was a type of rodent.”

      He sighed, seemingly disappointed. “Not a baby raccoon… Oh! A squirrel?”

      His eyes were bright and he looked quite excited to get the answer right, and he peered up into the tall, swirling branches of the pine as though expecting one to appear above his head.

      I hated to be the bearer of bad news. “Good guess, but no. Sorry, not a squirrel.”

      “What? No way.”

      “Porcupine.”

      Charlie balked. “What?”

      I chuckled. “Squirrel feet are much smaller, and I've got to give you points for this one because you can't see the hind leg prints. But see the toes here?”

      He inched closer, his shoulder pressing firmly against mine. I stole another glance at him as he started scribbling notes.

      “They're long and the claws sink deeper into the soil than a squirrel's would.”

      He tutted. “Well, how could I tell that, if I don't have a squirrel's tracks to compare it with?”

      “Fair. It's tricky at first. But the main giveaway is that the porcupine tracks point inwards. They're pigeon-toed.”

      “Ha!” Charlie put his pen down and turned to me with a smile on his face. “They do waddle, don't they? How silly.”

      I was lost in his eyes for a moment. He grabbed my shoulder, his grip firm and his warm touch so familiar. My pulse quickened and I swallowed, admittedly a little nervous, but Charlie just used me as leverage and pulled himself to his feet. I stared at the tracks for a moment longer before I hauled myself up and motioned to the trail.

      “We better keep going.”

      Charlie made a sweeping gesture. “After you, fearless leader.”

      I swallowed down my feelings and gave him a wink. “It’s Mr. Leader to you.”

      He barked out a laugh. “Yeah, okay.”
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      We were silent for the first few moments. The path I’d set for us intersected with more popular trails, but this one was an offshoot, and had been somewhat overgrown with wild blackberry brambles I needed to cut through with my machete. Charlie skirted through the opening I'd made with no injury, until a branch caught his bag and yanked him backwards.

      “Ouch!”

      I turned back to him immediately. Charlie hissed and rolled back his sleeve to reveal a couple of nasty cuts. “Shit.”

      His face telegraphed his movements before he started them. “Wait–”

      He yanked himself forwards and got pulled back again, barely lifting his arms in time to avoid another tussle with the brambles. “Ugh, I'm trapped!”

      He laughed, but I caught a tinge of panic beneath it, and it worried me.

      “Just stay still. Here.” I looped my jacket sleeve over my hand and pressed the blackberry bush back, so that I could walk closer to him. To reach behind him, I had to stand so close that I could feel his breath on my neck. It sent tingles straight down to my belly while I held my own breath as I leaned around to untangle his worn-out bag from the thorny grip of the bramble.

      “Thanks,” he whispered as I set him free, and I quickly stepped back and held the brambles aside so he could step through unscathed.

      At the other side, he nursed his wrist and winced at the cuts.

      “Can I take a look?”

      He nodded without meeting my eye.

      I took his hand gently and inspected the damage–he'd suffered a scattering of shallow cuts, but two were quite deep and bleeding enough to send a trickle of bright red blood down his wrist. I shook out a clean bandana from my pocket, and gave in to the urge to wipe the droplets away.

      “That looks like it stings.”

      “Pretty bad, yeah. I've had worse. Should I get my first aid kit?”

      I was glad he’d thought to pack one - small though it was - and of course I had my own. But there was something else I’d spotted a few meters away, and instead of agreeing, I put on my best cocky grin. “Do you trust me?”

      “Jones?”

      “Stay here,” I said.

      “Don't go too far–”

      I shot Charlie a reassuring smile and pointed to where I was going, the wisps of the plants shining out against a patch of sun. I hurried to collect the leaves I wanted, and jogged back.

      “What's this?”

      “Yarrow. It's antiseptic and stops bleeding.”

      “Whoa. Really?”

      “Watch.” I ground the leaves between my hands and offered them to Charlie to take, but he held his wrist out for me to apply them myself. I let out a slow, controlled breath as I braced his wrist in my hand, and gently pressed the wet, aromatic herb to his cuts.

      He winced at first, but then relaxed. “Mm. It actually smells really good.”

      “Yeah, it contains constituents that smell good and also keep you calm.” I wrapped the bandana around his wrist to cover the poultice, pulling the cloth tight and securing it with a loose knot.

      “Constituents?” he asked, but kept his eyes on my fingers, the bandana, and his wrist.

      “Constituents are the active ingredients in herbs. The chemicals that allow them to heal us.”

      “Remind me to write that down.” His voice came out on a sigh.

      I hooked a finger under his chin, and caught his eye. “Nature - the earth - always gives us what we need.”

      “Is that right?” There was a smile flirting with the corners of his lips.

      “Mm-hmm. You should write that down, too. You can use it in your book.”

      “I think I'll remember that one.”

      I swallowed and grinned back.

      But then he took a step to the side, and the moment was broken. “So how long does it take?”

      “What?”

      “The yarrow and its constituents.”

      “Oh, uh, to be honest, it should be fine now. But if you keep the bandana on, it’ll keep it clean, give you a little anti-microbial boost until we make camp and can get you a Band-Aid, if you’d like.”

      It wasn’t the first time Charlie’s wrist had been tied up in one of my bandanas.

      I wasn’t going to think about that.

      “Sounds good,” he said, and reached for his notepad again. “You really know this stuff, you know? I didn’t realize how good you were at your job.”

      I wasn’t sure whether to be pleased or offended. “It’s what they pay me for,” I said, but the flash of a sense memory of African heat gave me pause. I shook my head to clear it. “Let’s keep going,” I mumbled.

      

      We finally reached the first campsite just as the sky started to darken from light blue to periwinkle. The site was a barely used clearing in the middle of a patch of bare-branched oaks and elms, with a firepit in the middle, ringed with gray, lichen-covered stones. 

      “What can I do?” Charlie stood eagerly with his hands on his hips, which he was wiggling back and forth. He looked both silly and seductive at the same time and I wondered what the hell he was doing. I almost asked, until I realized he was just stretching his back, now free from his large backpack. I stammered before finding an answer to his question.

      “I, um - firewood,” I said firmly.

      He clapped his hands eagerly. “Okay. Firewood. Where do we get that from?”

      “We gather it. Look for dry wood, not too green.”

      “Green? Like, make sure the leaves aren’t green?”

      I bit back a chuckle at how cute his naivety was; I didn’t want to offend him. This was familiar territory for me, though. Explaining the difference between dry and green wood was a bread and butter sort of question. “Kind of. If it’s freshly broken off from a tree, it’ll have a high water content, and won’t burn as well. That’s what you call ‘green.’ So look for older, drier, browner sticks and logs. They’ll burn easier, and stay lit for longer.”

      “Okay, brown, dry, old. I can do that.”

      “Oh, and always roll a log over with your foot before you pick it up,” I called to him as he was about to leave.

      “Why’s that?”

      “In case anyone’s living underneath it.” I waggled my eyebrows at him. “The general rule is: never stick your hand into any crevices when you can’t see what’s inside.”

      Charlie’s mouth formed a shocked “O” shape and he jotted down a note on his pad. “Spiders?” he asked.

       I nodded. 

      “Snakes?” 

      I nodded again, and his eyebrows lifted as he wrote down another note, then silently turned and went about foraging for wood. Happy to have a moment to collect my thoughts, I took off in the opposite direction to look on the other side of the campsite. As I reached for a fallen branch, I suddenly worried that he wouldn’t be there when I turned around. My heart started racing and I turned around to yell in his direction. “Charlie!”

      “Yeah?”

      “Don’t go too far, okay?”

      “Don’t worry, I’m not feeling that brave. I’m fully aware I have no idea what I’m doing and am at the mercy of every animal and insect and poisonous plant in this forest. Not to mention you!”

      “Good,” I said to myself. “Good.” 

      Each new obstacle felt like a test of how far I’d come, not just since my debilitating injury during filming, but since I started training as a survivalist. Not only was Charlie my first client since suffering that embarrassment, but, well, I was scared of hurting him in more ways than just a hiking accident. I was already having trouble forgiving myself for rejecting him so coldly at the airport and I didn’t want to add anything else to the list of my transgressions. I didn’t even want to think about the possibility that he might never let me get close to him again.

      This trip was turning out to be awkward - in all the best ways. We were laughing and joking, even touching, skin to skin. We’d fallen - with a little awkwardness - into the comfortability that had previously marked our acquaintance. But there was an undercurrent that pointed all the way back to that welcome home at the airport, and if I were honest, to all the times we’d pretended to be nothing more than casual friends before that.

      But that’s where we had left things. Even a good camping experience might not be able to fix it. If I could help him get the information he needed to finish his book, then at least we’d have a solid foundation to rebuild our friendship. 

      I traipsed among the dead vines and scrubby bushes and collected a few logs and kindling here and there. Luckily there hadn’t been much rain or snow in the past week, so the pickings were plenty. I even found a patch of dry moss, perfect for catching a small flame. Once I had enough to get us a fire started, I headed back to the campsite, which was still empty. My pulse jumped again, but to my relief I heard some snapping twigs and rustling leaves from behind a bush. Charlie emerged from the woods on the other side of the camp a moment later, proudly clutching what appeared to be a collection of prime, dry firewood.

      “Huh. Nice, that’ll keep us warm for a while.”

      “Really? I wasn’t sure about this one, it still has a leaf attached. Does that mean it’s green?”

      “No, that looks fine. Look, you even found more than I did.” I dumped my sticks in a pile next to his.

      “Great. I guess I’m getting the hang of this.” Charlie wiped at some dirt on the sleeve of his jacket. “Now what?”

      “Well, do you think your protagonist would have some paper with him for kindling?”

      He scratched the back of his neck and gazed at the wood. “Maybe. Is it more impressive if he starts a fire without any paper?”

      “Definitely. I can show you how.”

      “Awesome!” Charlie’s face lit up like a little kid seeing a dolphin for the first time. His innocent smile tugged at something deep in my heart. I sighed and tried to pull myself together for what felt like the hundredth time that day.

      “Okay, so, here’s some kindling. You want it to be dry like the firewood, but thinner branches so that it catches faster. Splintered pieces of logs work good too. Dry leaves and moss work really good. Look, I picked up some moss too, when I was getting wood. Moss can be great tinder. See how dry that is?”

      Charlie poked at it with his finger, nodded, and jotted down a note.

      “Now, with the curve of this stick,” I explained, “I’m going to tie some paracord that I brought in my pack. A length of paracord has a lot of uses, of course, so it’s a no-brainer when you’re packing a survival kit. And this straight stick here? This one I’m going to sharpen with my knife to a point on both ends.”

      Charlie watched as I chipped away at the stick with my pocket knife.

      “What’s paracord?”

      “The type of rope they use on parachutes. It’s very strong, you can use it for a million things.”

      “Ahh.” He jotted down a note. “And where’d you get that knife?” Charlie asked.

      “The army surplus store.”

      “So is that the type of knife they use in the military?”

      “Some part of the military, I guess, I’m not really sure. That’s more of a question for Blaze.”

      “Oh, good idea.” He jotted a note. “I’ll ask him.”

      “So how’d you get into writing novels, anyway?” He sure was taking a lot of notes, and I had never heard Charlie talk in depth about his work, though I had devoured everything he’d published. Not that he knew that. I kept his first three novels tucked away in the closet in my bedroom, away from any prying eyes.

      He watched me shave thin bits of wood off the end of the stick for a minute, before speaking slowly. “I couldn’t tell you how I got into writing. That, I don’t really remember. I mean, all kids love story time, right? I’ve always loved stories. And luckily I was encouraged by my English teacher to write some of my own. So I wrote a few, kept practicing, and she would give me feedback on each story, so I kept getting better at it.”

      His small, proud smile was adorable, but I quickly glanced away. I had to keep my eyes on my knife work. “Just a natural, huh?”

      “Perhaps, if you believe in talent. I believe it’s more of an acquired skill, I was just lucky to have an attentive teacher. And as I went along, I was surprised to find I still enjoyed it. I actually enjoyed it more as I went along. That didn’t happen with any other subject in school. I always got bored eventually, except in art class. Then in college, I was able to study a double major in literature and art. That’s how I ended up as an art teacher who writes in my free time. It’s pretty lucky that I found a way to do both. And that same English teacher, Mrs. McKay, is my coworker now and shortly after I joined the teaching staff at the high school, she passed on a manuscript of mine to a friend of hers in publishing, and… And here we are.”

      By the time he had finished explaining, I had finished making the bow drill.

      “Sorry, that was a long story.”

      “Not at all, it was interesting. I’m… interested.” 

      He cocked his head while he grinned at me a little smugly. I cleared my throat and passed the bow drill to him. “Here, give it a try.”

      It looked like a foreign object in his hands. “What do I do?”

      “Take this log here,” I dragged a nearby log over, “and stick the sharp end of this stick in this notch here. Now we’ll add some dry moss so it can catch the spark. Now wrap this string around here.” My hand grazed his as I looped the string of the bow around the sharpened stick, and his cool skin tickled my warm knuckles. I wanted to let my touch linger, but I managed to keep it moving - with some focused effort. “Add another piece of wood up here on the top end of the stick to protect your hand as you hold it in place. Now when you pull the bow back and forth, the stick will spin, creating friction, and, eventually, you’ll get a little flame.”

      “Wow, okay. So I just spin it like this?” Charlie started pulling the bow but the stick quickly fell out of its notch. “Oh,” he said. “This is actually hard.”

      I laughed softly. “It just takes practice. And don’t stick your fingers in that divot where the stick is resting. It does get really hot, actually.”

      “Just from the friction?”

      My breath caught and I cleared my throat. “Right. Just from the friction.”

      Charlie tried about ten more times, but still didn’t get the moss to catch. He was pretty determined, but considering that the evening was coming on quick, I decided to use a shortcut… Which also involved getting to show off my fire piston, too.

      “What… is that?” Charlie eyed off the metal tube.

      I smirked. I’d never really gotten over that boyhood infatuation with fire. It was probably half the reason I’d decided to become a swashbuckler...er… survivalist, for a living. “Watch.”

      I created a small bundle of tinder then inserted a small piece of moss into the piston. When I pushed down the plunger, the moss caught. The smoldering moss lit the rest of the tinder, and after some careful breathing and layering of kindling, we had a little fire going.

      “Well, that was much easier than the bow drill,” Charlie said dryly.

      “Yeah, to be fair I don’t actually use a bow drill very much. Just for educational purposes.” Charlie nodded and jotted down more notes. I nudged at his shoulder. “Of course, he could always use a match.” Charlie and I both laughed at the obvious solution.

      Charlie gazed into the crackling fire. “That’s just not as juicy, though, is it? A good mystery story thrives on drama and hardship.” He side-eyed me. “I like the fire piston. I think my guy should carry one with him at all times. Plus he doesn’t smoke, so he might not have matches.”

      “You know this guy pretty well, huh?”

      “Of course. He’s my main character, I have to know him well.”

      “Right…” It was near impossible to resist the urge to ask him if he based his characters on people that he knew, but I didn’t want to sound like I was assuming that he’d base a character on me. And I wasn’t sure I really wanted to know the answer either way.

      Once the fire was really going, Charlie sat down beside it on a log, warming his hands near the flames while I pitched the tent. “You know, I’m not actually as cold as I thought I’d be,” he said cheerfully.

      “That’s probably because your heart is still pumping plenty of blood to your extremities after our long walk.”

      “Good point. I guess that’s why you need a fire at night.”

      “Exactly. That, and the fact that the temperature will start to drop more dramatically as soon as the sun drops below that ridge over there.”

      Charlie squinted at the outline of the hills in the distance, studying their shape in the fading sun. I took the opportunity to take in his face without him noticing. He looked relaxed. In fact, I don’t know if I had ever seen him so relaxed. Although, by Charlie’s normal standard, relaxed still looked to the average person like a hyper puppy. Still, this was an uncharacteristically serene moment. The setting sun lit his face with a gentle glow, making his dark hair shine and his eyes twinkle as he took in the landscape. His rosy lips had a beautiful matte sheen to them. His lips were particularly beautiful when he relaxed.

      Usually, whenever I saw him, he was either talking or pursing them in deliberation about something, but for this moment the muscles around his mouth had gone slack, and it seemed like it would be so easy to kiss him, I suddenly realized. I almost wanted to ask him what had happened between us, but I remembered that I was only there in a professional capacity. And he was too. We were both at work and had both promised verbally to keep it that way. It wouldn’t be right to bring that up now. I didn’t want to catch him off guard by dragging us both into a minefield. I wanted to be careful, when the opening presented itself.

      Besides, there was too much stuck in our past. Too much had been left unsaid. Any advances from me would just confuse him, or maybe even come off as aggressive, especially if it was unwanted.

      I went back to securing the fly over the tent. “Well, the tent’s ready,” I told him, hammering in the last peg with my boot. “You can unroll your sleeping bag in there and stash your bag under the fly.”

      Charlie got up from his log and crouched at the entrance to the tent. “Close quarters. This looks more like a tent designed for one person.”

      Well. He wasn’t wrong. I did own a bigger tent, but a bigger tent also meant a heavier weight, and I hadn’t seen the point in the extra load when we would both fit in this one. “Um. Well, we’ll keep warmer this way. Less space for our body heat to circulate away from us.”

      “Hm.” There seemed to be quite a few implications contained in that ‘Hm,’ but I didn’t dare ask what any of them were. The rarity of Charlie not speaking his thoughts out loud sure made it difficult though. I knew better than to assume he meant nothing by it. It meant something. Did he want to be close to me in the tent? Or did the idea disgust him? Was I coming off as a creep, should I have warned him about the tightness of the sleeping arrangements before we left— 

      Ugh, give it a rest. You’ll drive yourself nuts.

      Charlie unclipped his sleeping bag from his pack and rolled it out in the tent next to mine, then stood up and stretched his arms out wide. His jacket and shirt hiked upwards towards his shoulders, exposing a thin band of flesh above the waist of his jeans, which were hanging just slightly below the white elastic of his underwear. His skin there was pale, with a few veins winding their way along his abdomen like faint blue rivers under the soapstone of his skin. A scattering of dark hair made a trail from his navel down toward the bulge that lay below his waistband. I licked my lips, then snapped back to reality as he let his arms fall and let out a groan.

      With my wits somewhat in my possession, I realized he must be feeling sore after walking so far. He was reasonably fit, given his penchant for bicycling everywhere, but surely his muscles weren’t used to trail hiking. My own ankle was flagging and I knew it’d be sore tomorrow. I sat down on another log near the fire.

      “How are your feet holding up?” I asked him.

      “They’re pretty sore.”

      “That’s to be expected, even with good boots.”

      “Oh, good. So I can look forward to more of this?”

      I chuckled. “You can try to prevent it. Massage is a great way to prevent the pain from getting any worse.” It was a bold suggestion, but it was based in experience. And maybe the desire simmering away inside me that I still had yet to extinguish.

      “Is that an offer?” Charlie looked at me with hesitant curiosity.

      “I might have been a little ambitious in planning this trip with such a long hike in.” I paused to see his reaction. He looked at me with the same mix of interest and apprehension. “And we need you in good shape if you’re going to last another three days on the trail. So… It’s the least I could do. You’ll be even more sore tomorrow if we don’t do something for it now.” I shrugged noncommittally.

      Charlie’s face slowly lit up and he started kicking off his boots. “All right, well. If you don’t mind?”

      Without answering, I scooted closer to him, took his right foot in my hands, and tried to ignore the frustration of his sock getting in the way between my fingers and his skin. I dug my thumb into the arch of his foot and rubbed it in a long ellipse. Charlie let out a soft moan that made me want to rip his sock off and kiss my way from his big toe all the way up his leg. Saliva gathered in my mouth and I swallowed loudly. This might have been more than I bargained for.

      “Wow, that’s amazing.” The words drifted softly out of his throat, his deep, gentle voice as intoxicating as his rising omega scent. As I gazed at his gorgeously soft, relaxed face, I got lost in the beauty of his cheekbones, the manicured edge of his beard, the soft, almost imperceptible fuzz that covered his earlobe. 

      As though sensing my eyes on him, he looked right at me. I looked at him. I eventually realized I had stopped massaging and I was simply holding his foot in my palm. Words seemed to pass between us without sound. 

      What are we doing? I heard him ask me in my mind. 

      I don’t know. Caring for each other. Maybe this is what we’re supposed to do, I answered.

      “Hang on,” Charlie said, as if in direct response to my mental communication. “When I proposed this trip, you weren’t even sure you wanted to do this.”

      “I didn’t mean that I didn’t want to do this, I just—” I cut myself off before I said too much, looked at the fire and let go of his foot. I picked up a stick and started poking the burning logs silently. Embarrassment seared at the tops of my ears. I could feel Charlie watching me.

      As the fire crackled away and a chill started to surround us, drifting in from the darkening wood, I vowed to myself that we would have a real discussion on this trip. About us. These things needed to be settled, whether we liked it or not. I needed to know where the lines had been drawn, and if there was any room for negotiation. But I couldn’t find the words to even broach the subject. Not yet, anyway.

      

      Nestled in our sleeping bags after a dinner of freeze-dried beans and rice and a cup of hot cocoa for dessert, I was trying to settle into my favorite part of camping and enjoy the peace and quiet of the forest at night. But the air inside the tent was cold and thick with tension between Charlie and me. There was no room for it to dissipate. Good for warmth, bad for coping with unanswered questions.

      I cinched the hood of my sleeping bag around my face a little tighter and realized what a great coincidence it had been that I stopped shaving last week. My scruffy beard was keeping me at least mildly warmer than I would have been otherwise. Nearby the tent, a loud sound cut through the night.

      HOO. HOO.

      The sound paused. 

      HOO.

      “Is that an owl?” Charlie whispered. “It sounds like a ghost.”

      “Mmm,” I mumbled. “’s a great horned owl.”

      “She’s very loud.”

      “She’s a top predator.”

      I heard the rustle of his sleeping bag, and his voice told me he’d rolled over to face me. “What does she eat?”

      I yawned. “Mice, snakes, rabbits, frogs. Whatever she can get her talons on. Even other owls, sometimes.”

      “That’s pretty badass.”

      “Mm. Yeah, it is.”

      “To be honest, I’m a little scared of her.”

      I snorted. “She’s not interested in you.”

      “Well, now I’m a little offended.”

      We laughed quietly. Then I heard his sleeping bag rustle again, and the silent tension settled into the six inches of air between us again. I could feel the warmth of Charlie’s breath from our short conversation reach my face. I felt blood flow to my cock, enlarging it slightly, even though I wasn’t even thinking any horny thoughts about him. It felt like his body was just tugging at me. It comforted me, in a way, having him so close. Not that the owl posed any kind of threat, but I did feel protective over him. I always had, first as JP’s younger brother. Then I became protective in a different way, over what we had together—an instinctual connection that I didn’t think anyone else could understand. And that, it seemed, neither of us could fully understand, either.

      “Hey, how’s the knitting shop coming along?” Charlie whispered.

      “I don’t think we need to whisper,” I said quietly in a normal voice.

      Charlie stifled a laugh. “Okay. I don’t know why I thought I did.”

      I wanted to reach out and poke him. “It’s ‘cause you were scared of the owl.” I kept my hands to myself, though. I never would have before.

      “Oh, yeah, I didn’t want her to hear me!” Charlie laughed, still whispering.

      HOO. HOO. HOO. The owl let us know she was still listening.

      Charlie and I both descended into a laughing fit.

      “I think it’s too late for that now, Princess.” I wriggled around in my sleeping bag. It was only when I started to roll his way that I realized what I was doing and lay still again.

      Charlie sighed and spoke at his normal volume again. “So, what do you really think about the shop idea?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Neo seems pretty set on it. Blaze, too.”

      “Yeah, and I think it would be a great thing for Blaze. That type of quiet environment is what he needs in order to keep getting better.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense.”

      “Plus, I’ve gone into business on my own before, and the idea of being able to share the load definitely makes it more appealing.” It did, too. I was proud of what I’d accomplished on my own, but it had been on my own. Burnt Hill wasn’t exactly flush with business resources, and learning how to manage every role that needed doing had been a pain in my ass.

      “Is running your outdoor guide business by yourself overwhelming?”

      “Hm. The work itself is fine. But all the admin, promo, paperwork… It gets tedious pretty quickly. And complicated. I don’t know how it can be tedious and complicated at the same time. But it is.”

      “So ideally the whole group of you would share those responsibilities of running the shop?”

      “Yeah, exactly. But none of us have done retail before, so there might be more involved than we’re imagining. The knitting thing has been surprisingly fun, don’t get me wrong. But is it worth taking a big risk on? I can’t be sure.” I rolled over again and sighed. My body was restless with the urge to touch him.

      “The space seems great. Especially with the right decor, it would be really something special.”

      “Yeah, actually, would you… Uh, would you be available to consult on paint colors and things like that?” Lying on my back, I saw faint moonlight begin to shine through the ceiling of the tent, so I leaned slightly to the side to get a look at him now. I was curious to see his reaction to my suggestion of his involvement with the shop.

      “Of course,” he said, smiling at me generously. I felt a single butterfly flit around my belly, up to my heart where it flew in tickling circles, then settled down. I started to wonder how I was ever going to fall asleep with Charlie next to me. Then a wave of exhaustion took over my body and my eyelids started to close.

      “I’m fallin’ asleep,” I drawled.

      “Me too.”

      “Well, g’night.”

      “Good night, Jones.”
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      I woke up with Jones’ lips so close that they were nearly resting on my forehead. His warm breath was gently warming my skin and I felt swathed in a nondescript sense of intimacy. Looking up and seeing his dashing, rugged face above me gave me a cozy feeling, as if the tent was, instead of a temporary wilderness shelter, a well-furnished cabin we had escaped to for a weekend. For a moment, I existed in a world where things were simple between us and I knew exactly where we stood.

      Then I remembered.

      This was no vacation to a honeymoon resort. It was a research trip with the alpha I’d been crushing on for the last decade, who was inches away from me in a too-small tent. All I could breathe was his scent, rich and masculine and familiar, and the warmth of his body was deceptive. I needed to… I swallowed. I needed to get away.

      I blinked a few times to actually wake myself up, and almost rolled right into his face before I realized that my arms and legs were still tightly packed inside a thick sleeping bag and I couldn’t prop myself up without toppling over. Trying to be as quiet as possible to avoid an awkward moment, I managed to wriggle myself backwards enough to get out of Jones’ face, then reached up to loosen the hood of my sleeping bag. I held my breath as I eased the zipper down, as if that would make it quieter, and sat up slowly as my sore back and leg muscles awoke and lengthened reluctantly.

      Jones was still sound asleep. His plump lips were slightly parted, and curled just slightly into a dream-induced grin. I wondered who featured in it, and noticed for the first time that faint freckles dotted the broad bridge of his nose. I imagined what it would be like to kiss him there. With a grunt, he twitched and rolled over, then muttered something about African cobras.

      Without his handsome face to distract me, my attention went to the irritating pressure in my lower abdomen. Feeling like I was about to burst gave me the courage I needed to foist the rest of the sleeping bag off of me and unzip the door to the tent with a little less care than I’d given my sleeping bag.

      The crisp morning air and bright sunlight hit me like the slap of a wet fish on dry land. I squinted, but kept moving on my mission of urgent necessity. As Jones had instructed me the night before, I shook out my boots before I pulled them on haphazardly. I found my glasses in the top compartment of my pack, threw my coat over my flannel pajamas, and stumbled out of sight of the clearing to relieve myself against a tree. The cold air was even harsher on my sensitive organ than it had been on my face, and it took me a while to relax enough to empty my bladder. The shallow puddle that had formed quickly gave rise to a cloud of thick steam, the likes of which I had never seen before and startled me slightly. I pulled my coat closed, did up the zipper, and walked back to the campsite, almost tripping on my loose bootlaces on the way. My glasses were grimier than they’d ever been before, and I promised myself a new pair as soon as I was back in civilization. 

      The cold was cutting through my pajama pants, so I leaned down to the coals in the firepit to see if there was any heat left that could help me get through the morning until Jones got up. I held my hand over the pit and felt a tantalizing hint of warmth rising up, so I blew some air over them as Jones had done when first lighting the fire. My breath sent ash twirling up, lit by the rays of light streaming through the tall trees, and uncovered coals that now showed a few spots of glowing red. Quickly, I tossed a few handfuls of dry leaves and twigs onto the coals, then poked them with a stick to try and get them to contact the tiny red areas of opportunity. To my amazement, one stick actually caught, a yellow flame rising up to dance down the length of the wood, crackling softly before it reached the pile of leaves. With a sudden whoosh, the flame grew. I carefully placed a slightly larger stick on top and its bark started to crackle right away.

      I stood back to admire my handiwork, while the acrid smell of old smoke mixed with the fresh woody scent of the burning kindling filled my nose. I was feeling quite smug with myself.

      Jones yawned from inside the tent, followed by some rustling, and I looked over to see his disheveled morning face peer out from the tent opening. He squinted in the morning light, just as I had, and gave me a weak smile before shaking out his own boots and pulling them on.

      “Mornin’,” he said with a gravelly, sexy voice that instantly made me hard.

      “Good morning, sunshine.” I smiled at his grumpy face and pointed at the fire pit. “Look what I did.”

      “Did you start that?” He squinted at the smoke as it made its curling way up toward the icy blue sky.

      I nodded. “Well, there were still some coals left over from last night. So I suppose I just rekindled it.”

      He stuck out his lower lip in approval, nodding. “Nice.” He ran his hand through his dark brown hair, making visible a few locks of silver hiding behind his ears, then pulled on his jacket. “I’m gonna take a leak,” he announced before sauntering off behind the tent somewhere. I heard the patter of liquid on dry leaves and his satisfied sigh as I poked at the growing fire and considered how intimate camping was. Watching the flames rise, twist, and fall while I waited for Jones to get water boiling for coffee, a memory surfaced of the first time I’d really spent time with him.

      

      I’d been fourteen years old and had just met JP a couple of years before. I had only found out I even had an older half-brother after my father revealed a relationship he’d had long before I was born. My dad hadn’t had anything to do with JP’s life up until then, but luckily JP had a loving family even without our father involved, and he was all too psyched to find out about my existence. We took to each other like two peas who had found their long-forgotten shared pod. It was one thing to have an older brother. But a tall, masculine, sweet alpha who was training to be a firefighter? A real life hero? It had seemed like a godsend to a book-smart, oddball omega like me.

      When JP introduced me to his friends, I was in awe of how cool they all were. Or how cool they seemed to someone like me who had barely even begun to understand what adolescence was all about, let alone true camaraderie and friendship. I was just fourteen, he was twenty-four years old, and he seemed like a full-fledged adult from my perspective. In retrospect, there was a lot he had yet to learn or even begun to confront in his life. But from my teenaged perspective, he was amazingly cool and warm at once, friendly and aloof, funny, yet alluringly dark in his humor.

      The first time that JP had let me hang out with his crew, he’d brought me along to their favorite hangout at the time, the local bowling alley. I was a bundle of nerves on the drive over there, wracked with anxiety about what his friends might think of me, and desperate to make a good impression. But I felt like the coolest kid when I walked into the alley beside JP in his loose jeans, tank top, and backwards baseball cap. The attendant knew his name, and gave me free shoe rental just for being there with him. But my heart rate spiked again when a group of three tall, very cool-looking alphas waved to us from a lane at the far side of the alley. JP put his arm around my shoulder and led me over to them, while I gave myself a pep talk about keeping calm.

      Just be quiet if you can't be cool.

      Jones immediately caught my eye. He was slouched in a chair, lit by the colored lights overhead, and he was so gorgeous that I was stunned. He was the most handsome man I'd seen in my life, like a hunky model out of a dirty magazine. He wore an unbuttoned denim shirt over a tight white muscle shirt that highlighted his wiry, muscular frame, and I couldn't take my eyes off a tuft of dark chest hair that showed above the neckline. He hadn’t yet acquired his trademark hat, and his dark hair looked soft enough that I wanted to run my fingers through it.

      JP slapped my shoulder and introduced me to his gang. “Charlie, this is Neo, Blaze, and Jones. Guys, this is my little bro I told you about.”

      “Charlie? Very cool to meet you.” Blaze shook my hand like it was a formal meeting, and I tried to copy his firm grip while I prayed that he didn't notice how sweaty my palms were.

      Neo waved from his place at the ball machine, and I waved back, then turned nervously to Jones. I didn't know what to do with my hands, so I held one out like Neo had. He grinned, seemingly amused, and leaned forward to take it while he looked up at me with bright green eyes. His hand was warm, strong, and huge. I felt dwarfed by it, and surprised at his gentle, confident touch. I found myself staring into his eyes for a second too long, and tried to cover up my fascination by pulling my hand away and switching my gaze quickly to the scoreboard hanging over the golden wood of the lane.

      “You got a ball?” Neo asked. I shook my head at him silently.

      “I'll take you.” Jones quickly stood up and, without asking me to follow, led me to the rack of bowling bowls at the back of the lanes. I looked back to JP, as if seeking permission, but he was busy shining his ball and talking shit with Neo about the order of names on the scoreboard. I hurried after Jones, almost tumbling over my rental shoes, my heart racing.

      “Show me your hands.”

      I blinked, confused, and he held up a hand to demonstrate what he meant. I bit back my embarrassment, and mirrored his movement. I almost fainted when he brought his palm against mine. All of the blood rushed out of my head and directly southward, while my pulse rumbled in my chest like the ball-return machine spitting out a huge one. I swallowed nervously and hoped he wouldn’t see the hard-on pressing against my shorts. But he had his eyes on our hands, assessing the size difference.

      “Are they too small?” I hated how nervous I sounded.

      “Huh? No. They're perfect.”

      I gulped.

      “Here.” He pulled away, and it felt like he yanked my heart with it, as he turned to grab a ball from the rack. “Try this one.”

      I tried not to falter when he handed me the incredibly heavy ball. I wrangled it to get my fingers in the holes, and looked up at him for confirmation that it was a good fit.

      “Looks right from here. Feel good to you?”

      “Yeah. It feels good.”

      He just smiled. My pulse roared in my ears and I felt like the weight of the ball was going to drag me through the floor, but I managed to smile back and fluttered my lashes a little before he chuckled and led me back to the group.

      JP had already put me on his team on the scoreboard, and I threw my first few gutterballs that canceled out his skillful strikes and spares. With the help of the group, I managed to get a little better. Neo helped me to correct my aim, Blaze showed me how to swing, and JP gave me a quick tutorial on stepping right up to the line. Jones sat back and watched, but it was knowing that he had his eyes on me that boosted my motivation the most. When I knocked down four pins, I spun around in excitement and it was his smile I looked at for affirmation. In the dim lighting, I thought that he winked when he gave me a thumbs-up, but it could have been my imagination.

      After a few games, I was on a high and my confidence was picking up. But not for long.

      Another alpha came up to me when I went to order some pizza from the snack counter. He was around JP and Jones’ age, but he was a sleaze and in lieu of an appropriate introduction, he had asked me if I “even knew what knotting was yet.” I did, obviously—I was fourteen, not four—but I wasn’t about to discuss it with this stranger. Before I knew it, JP was right in between me and this alpha creep.

      “Do I know you?” JP asked him skeptically.

      “Don’t think so,” the guy mumbled.

      “Well, here’s what you need to know about me: if you ever lay even an eye on him again,” JP said slowly and seriously, “I’ll make you wish you had never set foot in this bowling alley. Do you copy?”

      He nodded and took a step backward.

      “Now get out of here before I teach you a lesson,” JP snarled.

      The sleaze shrunk away toward the other side of the alley, grabbed his bag, and all but sprinted out the door. JP put his hand on my shoulder. I looked up at him awkwardly, quivering a little from the shock of the experience, and unsure of what to say to JP, unsure if I had done something wrong somehow.

      “I’ll always keep you safe from creepy alpha douchebags, Charlie. You don’t have to worry about sleazebags like him.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief as JP put his arm around my shoulder.

      “Did you get to order the pizza?”

      I shook my head no.

      “One large pizza, please. Five plates,” he said to the attendant, and laid some cash from his pocket on the counter in one smooth motion. When we got back to our lane, Jones had asked JP what happened.

      “Some douche tried to hit on my little brother. I let him know what the deal was, though, and he beat it pretty quick.”

      “You laid down the Justice, huh, Japes?” Jones had teased him, but he stole concerned glances at me.

      “Shut up, you know no one calls me that.” JP shoved Jones affectionately on the shoulder. JP stood for Justice Pearce. His mother was a little eccentric.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Jones waved JP off. “I’m just messing with you. You know any of us would do the same for your little brother.” Jones winked at me. “You got nothin’ to worry about, little man.”

      I must have looked up at him with the eyes of a puppy at an animal shelter wondering if anyone would adopt me. I thought he’d always see me that way, a young, precious thing that needed to be looked after. But when I grew up, things certainly changed.

      

      Jones stomped back toward the campfire, the sound of his boots crunching fallen leaves snapping me back to reality, and he sat on a rock across from me to warm his hands on the flames I’d started.

      “How’d you sleep, Princess?”

      “Like a rock.”

      “The owl left you alone, then?”

      “Yeah, I guess she really didn’t care about me after all.” I sighed in mock wistfulness.

      Jones chuckled. He seemed to have lightened up since I’d first showed up at his house to propose this trip. It was great to see him outdoors, smiling, doing what he loved. I felt like a weight had been lifted off my shoulders slightly, the guilt of dragging him out here abated by the improvement in his demeanor. Maybe this was a good idea. 

      Then I felt another pressure mounting in my belly… and I didn’t know what exactly to do about it.

      “So... peeing isn’t such a big deal in the great outdoors…” I said to Jones, hoping he would catch my drift.

      Jones raised his eyebrows at me from across the fire. The smoke and heat distorted his face slightly and made him look like a mysterious mountain man. I got lost in his green eyes for a moment, then remembered my urgent question.

      “But what’s the protocol for number two?” I clarified.

      Jones let out a chuckle. “Oh, right. We haven’t covered that yet.”

      I rather wished we wouldn’t have to cover it at all… but I was the one who had proposed this trip. I thought I’d better be producing a damn good manuscript when I got back to town. My indignities would not be in vain.

      Once he talked me through the process, I went off into the woods to try it myself. I accomplished the task, and resolved not to remember the moment of panic when I almost toppled backward and fell down a hill into a thicket of thorny bushes.

      When I came back to the campsite, Jones already had a small pot of oatmeal going over the fire, as well as a hot tin cup of coffee waiting for me.

      “How’d you do?” he asked, squatting in front of the fire with an amused smirk.

      I sighed, a little annoyed at his nonchalance when even basic bodily functions were a struggle for me out here. “You’re telling me you honestly do this for fun?”

      He waggled his eyebrows.

      It was a strange, strange man that I was in l-

      I backed that thought the fuck up. It was a strange, strange man that I had the misfortune of wanting.

      Somehow, that only made him more endearing.
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      Charlie seemed to be having genuine fun once we set off on the trail again. I let him walk ahead of me, hoping that he'd enjoy the experience of wandering deeper into the forest, face-first. The trail took us up an incline, and the slight altitude difference changed the types of trees that grew there. Oaks and elms gave way to more dense clusters of pines and cypress trees, and Charlie hummed a happy tune to himself as he gazed up at the crowded canopy.

      I took deep breaths of the sticky pine scents and tried to keep my mind present in the moment, but again and again my memory turned back to what happened at the airport. My ears went hot thinking of how cruel I had been. Although I’d thought about it periodically since Charlie showed up on my doorstep earlier that week, I still wasn’t sure how to bring it up. But every step we took felt like it was knitting the tension tighter, and the silence was becoming unbearable. It had dragged on long enough. I just let the words fall bluntly from my mind and out of my mouth. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about what happened at the airport. Listen... What I said… I didn’t—”

      Charlie inhaled sharply, the lines of his body sharpening as he kept his head held straight, looking ahead. For a moment, I thought he was going to cut me down entirely, but then his voice came out, firmer than I had expected. “Do you mind if we wait until we’re sitting down to talk about this? I appreciate the thought, I just want to be able to focus on what you’re saying.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Sure. That’s fine.” I felt foolish for trying to bring it up while we walked. Maybe I would have preferred to talk about it when we weren’t looking directly at each other, so he wouldn’t know how deeply I felt about it. But he was right. It would be better to wait.

      I wondered if his steady answer meant that he had already made up his mind that he wouldn’t forgive me, or that he wouldn’t give me another shot at anything more than casual friendship. The second would be slightly better than the first, but not by much. I hadn’t been able to forget the feelings I had for him over these years. I didn’t see how I ever could.

      Then again, the ease with which Charlie responded might mean he was open to hearing what I had to say. The thought put me slightly more at ease about bringing up a tricky subject.

      Of course, as I watched him walk off ahead, I also thought he seemed more tense than before. So I wasn’t really sure.

      A hundred feet or so to the right of the path, a stream trickled by and added soothing background music to our walk, taking the edge off the silence between us. I looked over at the morning sunlight dancing off the moving waters. It cast swaying bands of light across the nearby tree trunks and I felt my mood lighten with the frivolity of nature’s humble elegance.

      We fell into silence again, making our way up some tree-root steps in the trail toward a lookout. In the meditative quiet, our two pairs of boots struck the rocks and sticks that littered the trail with a natural rhythm. As my breathing followed the beat, steady and strong, my ankle warm and sturdy, another well-worn - but more pleasant - memory welled up in my mind. It seemed to bloom like a summer marigold directly from the warm feeling sprouting in my heart.

      

      It was summer, about seven years ago, and I was at a friend’s garden party. The sweet smell of honeysuckle was thick in the humid air, and everyone in my friend Mak’s backyard was wearing as little as they could get away with. A few guys were chatting in groups here and there, one group playing beer pong on the deck, and a few lawn chairs strewn about were occupied with people content to sip their drinks, pass a joint around, and listen to music. A newly bonded couple were all over each other; the rest of us smirked and ignored them with good humor.

      The scene was a little too twee and surreal for my taste, with strings of brightly colored paper lanterns hanging across the deck and onto a few trees around the edge of the yard, but the warmth of whiskey and soda in my belly allowed me to slip into the mood of the evening, if reluctantly. With a plastic cup in hand, the drink’s ice cubes knocking into each other with a muffled rattling, I walked with uncharacteristic bravado into a darker corner of the lawn, free from colored lanterns. I just wanted a moment alone. Then I saw that I wasn’t.

      There were two kids sitting in lawn chairs, partially hiding from the rest of the revelers in a corner where the fence had been overtaken with lantana, almost completely hiding its chain links in a mass of green leaves and twisting vines. I squinted into the dark and sniffed the air. Whoever it was smelled good, a little sweaty, and I could tell they had been drinking liquor. When my eyes were able to focus in the dark, I saw that there were two cute, skinny omegas looking at me inquisitively as they tried, unsuccessfully, to slide their plastic cups out of my sight and under their chairs. Then I realized I recognized them.

      “Charlie?”

      “Hey, Jones.”

      “Hey. Is that Logan with you?” I took a few more steps toward them so I could see their faces.

      “Hey, Jones,” Logan said, mimicking Charlie. He flashed a smile at me. “How’s the party? Can you believe how hot it is out here? At this time of night?” Logan always had a flair for drama, but he was being particularly flamboyant. Was he putting on a show for my benefit? Then I remembered that these two were only nineteen years old. They were young adults, no longer just teen boys, and they were somewhat possessed of themselves. But they sure weren’t old enough to legally drink alcohol.

      “Yeah, it’s hot.” I kept my cool, and let Logan know with a sharp, watchful eye, that despite my intoxicated state, I knew what they were up to.

      “Charlie,” I said, turning to the one I knew better.

      “Yeah?” he said sweetly. He smiled at me, but different from the way Logan had, like he was hiding something. Charlie’s smile was knowing, like he knew that I knew what was up. And he was enjoying the dance of our knowings.

      “So, what’re you guys drinking?”

      “Coke.” Charlie cocked his head slightly, as if to add, Why do you ask?

      “And?”

      “And… some extra flavor.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “Is that a problem, Captain?” JP and the other guys had taken to calling me Captain and Charlie joined in as a young teen once he found out. Usually I didn’t think much of it, but the way he was mockingly deferring to my authority actually turned me on. I shifted my stance, hoping to distract from the growing bulge in my shorts. Not that either of them were likely to notice in the dark.

      “Not at all, Princess.” That name was new, and it surprised me coming out of my mouth, but it fit him - his slender build, and his general fastidious nature.

      “Jesus, Jones, I’m not a girl.”

      “No, you’re definitely not.”

      Charlie swallowed like he had something stuck in his throat and I saw Logan look from Charlie’s eyes to mine. Then Logan made himself scarce, saying something about needing the bathroom. I took the opportunity to sit in Logan’s vacant lawn chair, settling into the dark corner that had become a world of its own. The music of the party was dim from there. The gaudy lanterns, swinging in the breeze, looked like they were miles away.

      Charlie met my eye with the defiance of a young man trying to prove to an older one that he won’t be belittled. He looked down at my mouth, shifted in his seat to spread his slim thighs, then looked back up at my eyes. I felt my cock grow and start to press painfully against the zipper of my denim shorts. I could smell Charlie’s sweat, the scent wafting over to me from his bare shoulders, left exposed by the loose pink tank top he wore over tight black shorts. Needless to say, I was rock hard. I looked at his shoulder, and reached out to touch it. The skin was soft, a little sticky, and very warm. I let my fingers linger for a moment, then looked back to Charlie’s face to see if I had made a mistake, if I had somehow misinterpreted his body language. He kept my gaze, then reached up with his left hand to pull my hand off his shoulder. My heart sank quickly and I looked down at my drink. A mistake after all, then.

      I shouldn’t be doing this, I thought to myself, and moved to get up from the chair. But Charlie was still holding my hand. Having already stood up, I looked down at him to see what he could possibly be doing. He was standing up from his lawn chair too. And then he was walking, toward the back gate of the garden, and he was pulling me along with him, leading me, like a ram and a trusting shepherd. 

      And I was going with him, following him toward an even darker strip of trees, clothed in thick lantana, beyond the fence, his dark, slim silhouette like a doorway I could just barely fit through.

      Charlie led me through the gate. In the light from the lanterns, I could see the outline of his ass swinging in his tight shorts in front of me and I felt my dick start to leak into my boxer briefs, while my heart thundered. 

      After I quietly clicked the latch of the gate behind us, Charlie immediately swung around to face me and caught the fingers of his left hand on a belt loop on the side of my shorts. I moved toward him like a magnet, my chest wanting to press against his, my eyes searching his face for a sign, moving faster the closer we got. He leaned forward and kissed me like it was the most natural thing in the world for us to do. Immediately I felt lost, careening through a dark abyss between his lips that threatened to swallow me whole. His tongue slipped onto my lower lip and I caressed it with mine tenderly, as if it were a precious jewel that I knew could slip away at any moment. 

      My hand was back on his warm, sticky shoulder. Soon I slid it into the wide armhole of his tank top, and I spread my fingers across the soft skin that spanned his shoulder blades. I felt the bones under his skin move back and forth as his hands worked at something in front of him. I was so lost in his lips I almost didn’t realize that he was unzipping my fly. When I felt his hand slide into my jean shorts, over my steel rod of a shaft and equally aching balls, I moaned into his mouth and pulled my hand out of his shirt to grip his ass tightly in my palms. 

      It was his turn to moan, and he pushed his ass forward, into me, the same way my hands were pulling him in, pressing his own hard shaft against mine. I couldn’t resist any longer, and dropped my mouth to the fragrant spot between his neck and collarbone. He gasped as I nipped at him and sucked gently at the skin there while I rushed to catch up, undoing the fly of his shorts too so I could touch his hot desire for me and know it was real. Before I knew it, we had freed each other’s cocks from our underwear. The warm night air felt cool on my sensitive cock head compared to the swampy hot mess that my underwear had become. His hand was warm and he stroked me so tight and slow that I had to fight myself not to come all over him right away. His own cock was all too eager to be gripped by my fingers, and his ass still pressed forward to pump it into my fist. I tightened my grip on him. We gasped for breath quietly. I bit his shirt and felt him take the muscle of my shoulder in his teeth.

      “Shit, Charlie,” I groaned into his shirt. The words had scarcely left my throat before we both came, hard, fast, and shuddering, into each other’s hands. Fireworks went off behind my eyelids, fast and bright at first, then slowly falling, falling through space like the last sparks through the settling smoke of a grand finale.

      I savored the moment—his sticky spunk between my fingers and his warm, rapid breath on my arm. Slowly and gently, I slid my spread palm back and forth across his ass, gently squeezing one of his thighs too, with a fervent desire for his body that had not at all been quelled by the explosive connection we had made.

      Charlie lifted his head from my shoulder and looked at me longingly. Then his impish grin crept back onto his face. He planted a quick kiss on my bottom lip, then stroked my lip with his thumb.

      “I won’t tell if you won’t,” he whispered to me, still smiling like a tempting forest nymph.

      All I could do was nod, kiss him one more time before the heavy weight of reality hit me. I’m fucking screwed. If JP ever finds out, I’m dead. Charlie is legal, but… JP would not see it that way. He would lose his cool, no doubt. But even if JP never finds out, oh, boy… I’m screwed.

      I looked down at Charlie’s adoring, devilish smile, grounded in contentment but reserving the possibility for endless further mischief. Uh oh. This is not good.

      Charlie pulled a precisely folded handkerchief out of his pocket and cleaned himself off before offering it to me. I took him up on it, wiping the copious amount of cum off myself before tucking my cock back into my underwear and zipping up my shorts. My heart was thundering as he left through the gate before me, leaving me to take my time and responsibly space out our re-entries to the party.

      I don’t know how long I stood there in the dark, wondering how I was going to reconcile the impossibility—it had been perfect… yet it never should have happened.

      

      Back on the trail in the dead of winter, my cock was pressing against my jeans just as firmly as it had in that lawn chair at the garden party. I sighed and looked at my GPS watch to see how much further we had to go before we reached the next campsite. Before we could sit down and talk.

      “Hey, what's that over there? It seems… weird.” Charlie stalled ahead of me and pointed towards somewhere off the path, but a thick pine trunk obscured my view. I hurried over and smiled when I saw what he'd spotted–a patch of dense forest where the light was very different. The sky seemed to shine right down through the trunks of the trees, blue all the way to the ground.

      “That's one of my favorite views in these woods. Want to see?”

      “Is it safe?”

      I laughed and cocked my head to the side. “You think I'm going to lead you into danger?”

      “No. It's just, off the trail…”

      “C'mon. I promise, it's safe.” I pushed ahead, hoping that he'd follow me, and was relieved when I heard his boots crunching over fallen pine needles just behind me. I led him through the thicket and out onto the stony outcrop.

      “What!” He gasped and rushed forward, skidding to a stop beside me. “This is incredible!”

      “Told you.” I beamed, happy to have impressed him, and took in the view. It stretched north over a swathe of rolling, forested hills with glimpses of the valley below, bathed in early morning light.

      “Wow.”

      “See that ribbon of gray down there?”

      I pointed and he leaned forward to follow my direction, his arm grazing mine.

      “Hm, sort of. Is it a river?”

      “More of a creek. We'll meet up with it later on the trail.”

      “I bet it's cold this time of year.”

      “Yeah. Beautiful in summer, though.”

      “I can't wait to see it when it's warmer.”

      I bit my tongue and squinted up at the morning sky. Birds twittered and a cold wind blew across the hills, making trees sway in its wake before it hit us. Charlie shuddered, and I motioned for us to head back. He sighed, seemingly as reluctant to leave as I was, but we both headed back into the relative shelter of the woods.

      As we walked back to the path, I noticed that Charlie stuck a finger under his bandage and wrinkled his nose.

      “Itchy?”

      “Very.”

      “Good, that means it's healing. Can I see?”

      He held out his wrist without hesitation, and pulled up his sleeve. I carefully unwrapped it like a present, and smiled when I saw how well his cuts had healed.

      “Perfect.”

      “Perfect? What a compliment.”

      I chuckled, before I noticed that my thumb was still pressed against the inside of his wrist. His pulse was quick, and seemed to skip before I pulled away. I pocketed the bandage, turned back to the trail, and led us onwards.
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      Jones really was knowledgeable about everything we encountered on the trail. I had already filled up half my notebook with ideas for my book and it was beginning to seem actually plausible that I could pull the story together with just what Jones had taught me so far. A few scenes had slotted together in my mind, though there were a few more that were still cloudy at best. I’d definitely have to rework other chapters to make the new ideas fit, but I loved what an educational experience the expedition was turning out to be, and I was enjoying the whole thing a lot more than I expected to.

      When we were hiking, I barely even noticed the cold. The weather was sunny and clear, and my heart rate was keeping my whole body warm. Having to watch where I stepped as we went along the trail, in case of any rocks or roots that might trip me, was sort of calming. I could just focus on what was in front of me, and get out of my head for once. It felt nothing like writing. And that was a good thing.

      Not to mention the influence of Jones himself. He was such a grounded presence, making his way through the forest calmly at a steady pace. He didn’t speak more than was necessary, and he didn’t have an oversized ego about outdoors stuff the way some people did. There was nothing ‘Man Vs. Nature’ about him. He felt connected to it all, in a humble way. It was actually inspiring, and not just for my book but for the way I lived my life.

      It seemed to be really good for him, too, which was heartening for me to see. It seemed like JP was right—Jones just needed to find his footing by starting up his expeditions again. He certainly seemed to have loosened up a great deal compared to the miserable sad sack I’d found when I’d stopped by his place to propose the trip. He seemed so much more alive today, clear-eyed and happy. He was holding his head higher, walking taller. It was a sight to behold, and not just because his sturdy frame was enjoyable to have on display in front of me. Plus, as I walked a little closer to him on a downhill section of the trail, he smelled great. Not the stench you’d expect after more than a day without showering. Just a slightly musty, earthy scent, with a hint of spice that reminded me he was all alpha.

      “How far until the next campsite?” I asked in as upbeat a voice as I could muster. I didn't want him getting the wrong idea that I was tired or couldn't match his pace. I was just genuinely wondering.

      “It's just around this next bend, Princess.” The chuckle in his voice told me that I had not conveyed my intention very well. “Look, there's water up ahead. Want to set a fish trap?”

      “Uh, I thought you'd never ask…”

      With notebook in hand, I followed Jones to the rocky banks of a bucolic stream. The water was crystal clear and shimmering in the sunlight, but became pitch black in patches from the shadows of nearby trees and bushes.

      “I don't see any fish.” I could clearly see beautiful slabs of limestone, a bed of smooth orange and brown pebbles, and some aquatic plants, but no wildlife.

      “They're hiding.” Jones motioned to the overhanging branch of a small weeping willow that graced the current with its lower leaves. He stomped over, braving the shallows in his boots, and I followed close behind. He lifted the curtain of branches, and a group of fish scattered in a flash of silver scales.

      “Whoa!” I made a note. “Where'd they go? Can you still trap them?”

      “Downstream, but it doesn't matter. The bigger fish are the ones we want, and they'll be traveling upstream. We'll set our trap up there.”

      There was a narrow path of water just upstream from the weeping willow tree, and Jones pointed to where we'd build a trap. I took detailed notes while he gathered rocks, sticks, and slim branches for the task, and I even illustrated my notebook with a sketch of him crouching in the shallow stream.

      “Hey, come help me with this.”

      “Hm…well... I just don't think I'd be very good at trapping fish.” I stayed on the bank.

      “I ain't asking you to grab them with your hands. Just help me build the trap.”

      “In the water?” I eyed it warily.

      “No, on the moon. You afraid of water now?”

      I shifted on my feet and considered my options. “It seems awfully frigid, and if my knuckles seize up, I won't be able to document the process. I think I’ll just sketch from here.”

      I fully expected Jones to get shitty with me, but he laughed, a big bellowing belly laugh that made my insides tingle. He shot me a bright smile and shook his head at me, then turned back to building the trap without another word.

      “Don’t you get dirty ridin’ your bike around town all the time?” Jones asked as he moved sticks around in the water. “I thought you’d be a little more acquainted with, well, dirt.”

      I started another sketch from an even more flattering angle. For my own reference. For the book…

      “My baby is no fat-tired mountain bike!” I kept sketching as I set the record straight. “She’s a lean, mean, street-riding machine. And the streets of Burnt Hill are pretty clean, last I checked. Not all cyclists like to get dirty and wear unattractive padded shorts.”

      “God forbid!” Jones winked, but looked up at me with a smile. “Well, here it is,” he said, gesturing at the structure in front of him. I stopped sketching to admire his work.

      Jones had created a semi-dammed area in the shallow water, built with a wall of rocks and a grate of sticks on either side. It looked like an Andy Goldsworthy piece, and to be honest, I was impressed at the design and architecture of it.

      He rejoined me, rubbing his hands frantically, and explained the trap. “See the thin branches on the bottom of the creek there, just downstream from the trap? I've placed them along the direction of the current so that the bigger fish will get funneled towards the trap as they swim upstream. They're comfortable with those kinds of branches in the water, it won't freak them out. The last thing you want to do is freak them out.”

      I flipped my notepad so he wouldn't see the sketch, and made a note. Don't freak out the fish.

      He moved a little closer and leaned over my shoulder to get a look at what I was writing. I shot him a glare, but my lips almost grazed his as I turned and he looked up. I almost toppled backwards, and he braced me with a hand in the small of my back. Our eyes met and my breath snagged.

      And suddenly he let me go, and turned back to the trap with his arms crossed. “The smaller fish will get through the grate, but the bigger ones will get stuck in this area here. We'll come back tomorrow morning and see what we've caught for breakfast.”

      I cleared my throat and shoved my notepad into my pocket. “You sure sound confident.”

      “Of course I am. I've done this a million times.”

      He raised an eyebrow and looked me over, acting so cocky that I couldn't help but tease him. “Uh huh… sure. I think I'll leave this out of the notebook until it's been proven to work.”

      He looked offended for a moment, before squinting at me and shaking his head. “You're such a little shit sometimes, Charlie.”

      I laughed and shrugged. “Shouldn't we get going? ‘Ain't’ we on a deadline? Got to get to the campsite before dusk and all that?”

      He laughed and kept shaking his head, then made to leave. But just as I was smirking to myself about the cheeky jabs I'd landed, he spun around and pressed his freezing cold hands against my cheeks, sending a shock straight through me.

      “AH!” I jumped and almost fell again, but he grabbed my arm and righted me before taking off towards the trail, cackling as he went.

      “I'll get you back for that!” I called as I scurried after him.

      

      That evening, as the sun slid the last few inches toward the tops of the trees and a half moon was on the rise, I took a deep breath of the fresh air as it mingled with the slightly acidic, woody taste of smoke. Jones had started the fire and was getting a pot of water going to rehydrate our dehydrated dinner. I watched him as he focused on the task in front of him, telling myself that I was just taking mental notes about the bulk of his shoulders in his jacket, and the meat of his thick thighs in his pants… for the book. But then the wind shifted, and a crooked column of smoke from the channel between us moved to the precise spot where Jones was crouching. He closed his eyes and started coughing.

      “Ugh.” He shifted a stump next to the one I was sitting on and came to sit next to me. He smiled at me, a little sheepishly, then turned his attention back to the fire. With a flush of trepidation, I realized this would be a good moment to talk about the airport conversation he had brought up earlier. If he wanted to defend his cruel words, now was as good a time as any.

      I just wanted to get it over with. There was no way he’d understand how hurtful he had been, anyway.

      “I’m ready to talk now, if you are.”

      Jones looked up from stirring the pot. “Okay, yeah. Gimme one sec.” He replaced the lid on the pot, rested the spoon in one of the tin bowls, and turned on his log to face me more directly. And then he shocked me. “I’ve been meaning to apologize for what I said to you at the airport.”

      I was stunned into silence for a moment. “Huh?”

      He pulled his hat from his head, twisting the brim in his fingers. Without it shielding his face, there was nothing keeping me from reading the sincerity in his eyes. “I was wrong to snap at you the way that I did. And I can see how it would have been hurtful.” He grimaced as if he really felt for me. He was being much more straightforward than I was expecting, but I did still have questions.

      “Wow. Okay. But… Why did you say it, Jones? And why did you avoid me for months afterward?”

      “Well, the last time we talked about our… arrangement... you said that you wanted to see other people. Which makes sense, you’re young, and there was never a commitment of any kind, so I just agreed. I didn’t want to keep you from all that—”

      I held up my hands to stop him. I remembered that day all too clearly. I wasn’t the one who’d wanted to see other people. I’d been perfectly content to lounge on his bed, sprawled out over his chest, and daydream about what it might be like to have him as my alpha for real. “Hang on, I only said that I wanted to see other people because you were acting like you didn’t want me around you. So I thought I’d better give you space rather than bothering you.”

      “Give me space? From what? There was never any space for us to begin with.”

      I huffed. “Yeah, because you didn’t make any. So why would I think you wanted me around?”

      “It wasn’t a question of me wanting you around or not. We both decided that we couldn’t risk JP finding out—”

      “Ugh, fuck JP!” I didn’t mean to get angry so quickly, but I couldn’t stand to hear Jones act like I should have known what was going on. I had been left in the dark for years. Years!

      Jones looked at me with visible annoyance. He chewed the inside of his cheek before responding. “I’m not about to lose my best friend just because—”

      “I don’t mean ‘fuck JP’ as in cut him out of your life. I just mean, I don’t actually care what he thinks. I used to really care, and I was really worried about it when you and I first hooked up. But now I just think, like… Maybe he’ll freak out if, or when, he finds out about our history, or... Maybe he won’t. We don’t really know, do we? Look—I love my brother, you know that. But I don’t live my life based on his approval these days and neither should you. Even if we told him, and he gets ticked off, I don’t think JP would stand in our way, if we wanted… I mean hypothetically… Well, unless…” I stopped out of fear that I had misunderstood what Jones was saying and I was rambling in a completely errant direction. Maybe it was still just sex to him. That’s why it wasn’t worth it to him to tell JP. 

      Oh, shit. If I’m just a fuckbuddy to him, then why would he risk one of his closest, most loyal friends?

      I tried to find the words to finish what I had been saying, but I felt unsteady now. I really cared for Jones. It wasn’t just more than sex to me, it was more than I had felt with anyone else, ever. It might even be love. Real, bonding, baby-making, ’til death do us part love. But he still hadn’t said anything even close to that effect when it came to how he felt about me and I couldn’t tell how he felt. In fact, I was never sure how he felt. Other than the fact that sometimes I could make his dick hard. He flirted with me, sure, but I’d long since realized that flirtatiousness was just part of his natural behavior. He kept his real feelings close to his chest. Even now, his face was frustratingly stoic and gave not even a glimmer of a hint about what he felt for me. Frankly, I was sick of it.

      “What I mean is”—I took a bracing breath—“forget JP for a second. How do you really feel about this? And what do you actually want out of this?” A wave of relief washed over me. I may have stumbled, but I asked what I really wanted to know. Either way he answered, at least I would know where he stood.

      Jones scratched at his beard and stared at the top of the nearby trees. “I feel… like a giant idiot. For being so rude, and doubting myself, and giving up on you so many times.” He chuckled, a dry, wry laugh that caused my stomach to turn over. Then he pinned me with his green eyes. “What I actually want is to spend time with you without sneaking around so that I can know if this thing between us has any real juice. Like, take you out on dates. Do it properly. At least give us a chance at some real legs to stand on. When we get back into town, that is.” He sighed and gave me a lopsided, crooked smile. “There you go. Does that answer your question?”

      A gentle wind passed through the campsite and dry leaves swirled around us like we were in a movie. I was shocked, and I could barely believe my ears. In fact, I shook my head and rubbed my eyes, worried that I had hallucinated Jones saying the exact words that I'd wished he'd said for years. It was way too good to be true.

      “But you've never…”

      Jones frowned. “Never what?”

      My voice sounded small as it left my mouth. “You never wanted that before. All these years… I was just a hook-up.”

      His eyebrows shot up and he looked like I'd stunned him. “You're joking, right? I… wow.” He blew air out between pursed lips. “Well. I do want that.”

      I steadied myself with a firm grip on the stump I sat on as my pulse surged, and a smile finally stretched my lips. “You do…”

      “How many times do you need me to say it–”

      “About ten thousand more.” I beamed at him and reached out, the tips of fingers trailing across his palm.

      “I’ll say it once more.”

      I held my heart and closed my eyes, ready to savor the words properly. “Go ahead.”

      “I want to date you.”

      A strange scream escaped the back of my throat, and I covered my mouth with both hands before breaking into happy laughter.

      “Is that what you want?”

       Fireworks went off in my chest and I couldn’t tear my eyes away from his gaze. He was smiling like he already knew the answer.

      “Yes, that’s exactly what I want.”

      “Don’t get me wrong. We’ll have to talk to JP when the time is right. There’s no other option, okay?”

      “I told you, I don’t care about JP’s opinion.” Except I kind of did. It was hard to shake that thing off. It just wasn't all I cared about anymore. I wanted Jones whether my brother approved or not, and I didn't see that changing anytime soon.

      “I know. But look, the important part is, we’ve cleared the air.” He stood up, like the excitement of our discovery was too much for him to handle staying still. “Jesus! I’ve been dying to know how you felt. But the truth is so much better than what I had chosen to believe. I thought you just didn’t care.”

      Jones was looking down at the ground between us and smiling to himself. I reached out and took his thick, callused hand in mine. His face softened as he looked at me, and it reminded me of the way he’d gazed at me the first night that we kissed. I’d barely been able to see his face in the shaded grove all those years ago, amongst the lantana-covered trees, but that’s what I remembered—he looked so soft, so kissable.

      Now, he pulled me to my feet, and I went quickly, not stopping until I was flush against his chest. My breath caught in my throat and I swallowed, suddenly nervous–more nervous than I’d been back then as a sassy, confident teen. Somehow, this felt more dangerous. More real.

      His lips hovered by mine, his breath kissing me first. The magnetic energy between us seemed stronger than ever, and I let it pull me in more fully than I had before. Our tongues slipped back and forth between our mouths, frictionless with wet desire. I started to get lost in the heady space between us where the boundaries of our bodies had started to blur. Dizzy, I pulled back, bracing my hand on his chest. My cock ached with all the blood that had apparently rushed straight out of my head.

      “Whoa.” I took a deep breath through my unbreakable grin. “Let’s take a break. I can’t move that fast. This isn’t Brokeback Mountain.”

      Jones laughed. “You mean the book you’re writing isn’t a Brokeback wannabe?”

      “No, doofus. It’s not that kind of book! Plus I…” I trailed off. This was amazing; his touch and kiss and scent all around me, enveloping me. But there was still an odd lump in the bottom of my stomach, a ball of nerves that was holding me back.

      “Hm?”

      I hesitated. “I just... I want to know that you still mean this in the light of day tomorrow. It seems too good to be true right now. So take it easy, tiger.”

      “Okay. Ask me again tomorrow, then.” Jones smiled and kissed my forehead gently. “Trust me, my answer won’t change.”

      I really hoped not.
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      The kiss lingered on my lips, and for the rest of the evening, I found myself tracing the place where his tongue had grazed my mouth. The kiss had felt brand new, like we were starting something again. As much as I'd wanted to throw him over my shoulder and lay him down in the tent, I appreciated him wanting to take things slow. This was one of the few times we'd been truly alone together, with space to take our time. I understood his hesitation. I was sure that he would have a hard time trusting me after the way I'd snapped at him at the airport, and I was prepared to show him that I cared about him.

      “What is this exactly?”

      I looked up from my bowl of rehydrated dinner, worried that Charlie was asking a tough question about our relationship. Instead, I found him poking at his reconstituted mashed potato with his spork.

      “It's probably a mix of sawdust and starch. Delicious, though.” I grinned and took a big bite.

      He laughed, and took a cautious bite of his own. “Mm. It's actually not that bad.”

      “I've got something for dessert too.”

      “Rehydrated wood chips and sugar?”

      I chuckled and nudged him with my elbow. “Something much better than that.”

      “And I don't get any unless I eat all my dinner, right?” He fluttered his eyelashes and pouted.

      “Right.”

      But that was no problem. Once he got started, Charlie scarfed down his whole bowl of mashed potatoes and stew, while I gave him an impressed look. He shrugged and dabbed his lips with a handkerchief.

      “You always keep a handkerchief with you?”

      He nodded and pushed the neatly folded cloth back into his pants pocket. “It’s a habit from riding my bike everywhere, in case I get grease on myself.”

      Charlie’s meticulous nature had always impressed me. He was so independent, organized, forward-thinking. I wondered if he was too independent to want an alpha like me to take care of him once we left the woods. I hoped not. I wanted to take care of him. More than anything.

      “Got room for dessert?”

      “Yeah, I'm starving. This backpacking stuff is hard work, huh?”

      I chuckled and nodded. “It can be. This is one of my easier trips.”

      “You mean you're going easy on me?” He glared at me like I'd mortally offended him.

      “No, I mean being with you is… I mean… you're making it easier for me.” I cleared my throat. “I like hiking with you.”

      “Oh.” He smoothed down the front of his sweater and grinned to himself. “Good.”

      

      As I cleaned up the dishes and rifled through my bag for the dessert ingredients, Charlie sat on a large rock at the edge of the forest, hunched over his notepad. When the light disappeared, he rifled through his bag for a flashlight, and cradled it in the crook of his neck as he kept scribbling.

      “Charlie. Dessert.”

      His eyes widened when he saw what I was holding up. “Marshmallows? Graham crackers. Oh, shit. S’mores! Now we’re talking.”

      He rushed over and I laughed as I handed him the small bag of marshmallows, which he held up and squinted at.

      “I've got some chocolate too, if that's what you're looking for.”

      “I just have a feeling that this isn't really what a survivalist would stuff in his backpack.”

      “Maybe not, but I figured we'd want a break from the hard life. If you want to practice some survivalist skills, you can sharpen the end of your own marshmallow toasting stick.”

      He chuckled and shook his head, diving into the bag and shoving a pillowy marshmallow into his mouth. “No fanks, 'm good.”

      We crouched by the fire and toasted our marshmallows in the smoldering coals of the fire. Charlie scooted closer to me so that his shoulder pressed against mine. My pulse boomed in my ears as I cautiously eased my arm around him, then skipped a beat when he sighed and leaned into me.

      “Shit.” My marshmallow caught fire, and I quickly pulled it out of the heat and blew out the flame. Charlie chuckled and adjusted his glasses with a smug grin, then presented me with his uniformly browned marshmallow, roasted to perfection on every side.

      “How did you get to be such an expert?”

      He chuckled and squashed it between two graham crackers. “It's all about patience.”

      “Oh, yeah? I guess I have some things to learn from you, too.”

      “Obviously, you do.” He motioned to my charred marshmallow, growing cold on the end of the stick. “Your s’more is going to suck.”

      I shoved him with my shoulder, and he chuckled before he cut himself off with a pleasure-soaked moan as he bit into his snack oozing with chocolate.

      I couldn't help but wet my lips. “Damn, you make that look good.”

      He almost choked on his s’more and shoved me back, shooting me a playful glare. “Make your own!”

      We gorged ourselves on s’mores until the marshmallow bag ran dry. By then, my toasting technique was perfected, and Charlie's eyelids were drooping shut.

      “Sleepy?”

      “Mm. Exhausted.” He brushed crumbs off his lap and glanced back at the tent.

      “Go for it. I'll put the fire out.”

      “Mm. Thanks.”

      I craned my neck to watch him crawl into the tent, before I turned back to the fire. He was only a few feet away, but somehow I felt alone. My heart was still thumping hard from having been so close to him, but a shiver of cold ran through me. I huddled closer to the fire and warmed my hands.

      “Jones?” he called from the tent.

      “Yeah?”

      “It's cold.”

      I chuckled. “I know it is, Princess. I'll be there soon.”

      I put out the fire and secured our food away as quickly as I could before I crawled into the tent to combine our body heat. Charlie was already asleep, his body angled across the tent, taking up most of the space. I gently nudged him aside, and he groaned but moved over enough that I could get my boots off and struggle into my sleeping bag. As I began to fall asleep, Charlie’s breathing had already slowed, his sleeping bag rising and falling rhythmically next to me. I pulled one arm out of my sleeping bag and wriggled over a few inches so that I was up against him and draped my arm over his side. His breathing quickened slightly as I spooned him.

      “Hmmm…” he mumbled sleepily. 

      I leaned over to kiss his cheek gently. 

      “Mmmm…” He smiled this time before a yawn pushed his mouth wide open.

      “Are you awake?” I whispered.

      He nodded, but didn’t open his eyes.

      “Well, as long as you can hear me, I’ll tell you.” 

      Charlie blinked his eyes open, squinting at me quizzically.

      “I still mean what I said today.”

      Charlie’s face twisted into an embarrassed smile and he rolled over to hide his face in my shoulder. I laughed quietly and put my hand on the back of his head, still swathed in the quilted fabric of his sleeping bag.

      “It’s not even tomorrow yet,” he mumbled into my shoulder.

      “I know. I didn’t want to wait.”

      “I’m going to sleep now, Jones.”

      “Okay, good night.”

      He answered me by snoring softly. I kissed the side of his head, closed my own eyes, and drifted off quickly.

      

      “Jones. Jones. JONES.”

      I didn’t immediately notice something was wrong when I woke up to Charlie’s whispers. My heart was already beating a fast tempo against my chest; I’d dreamed of the desert again, of seeing Charlie there like a mirage, slipping through my fingers when I reached out to touch him.

      “Jones, please.”

      This time, I could recognize the urgency in his voice.

      “What is it?” I hissed in the blue glow of pre-sunrise.

      “There’s something in the tent. I think it’s a snake. Please do something.”

      “Huh? Where is it? I don’t see anything.” I wouldn’t, though. When I blinked the sleep from my eyes, all I could see was him.

      “It’s in between our sleeping bags.”

      I slowly lowered my chin to see if I could get a visual on the situation. My breath had stopped, my pulse was suddenly racing, and as wide awake as I would be if I had just downed a double espresso.

      I saw it—a slender, dark shape lying motionless between us, about four feet long, with a ribbed end to its tail that told me everything I needed to know. It was a rattler. Peacefully sleeping, but deadly venomous if it was woken in the wrong way, at the wrong time. Time seemed to slow down as I stared at it in the dark, hoping to all hope that I wouldn’t miss.

      “What are you going to do?” Charlie whispered desperately.

      “Don’t move.”

      I knew what to do, but I felt more pressure than I ever had in a survivalist situation. Messing up in the desert of West Africa had only cost me pain, injury, and the bitter taste of failure and shame. But if I messed this up… I didn’t even want to think about what could happen to Charlie. I had to be fast. And silent. I couldn’t be detected by the drowsy snake until it was already entrapped. The cold was working in my favor, I noted, as reptiles slow down in low temperatures.

      I unzipped my sleeping bag as quietly as I could, freed my arms, and leaned forward in one smooth motion, without breathing, and grabbed the snake behind the head.

      Charlie gasped as the snake hissed, but otherwise he just lay stock still.

      The snake’s body began to swing back and forth while its head was firmly stuck where my hand was holding it down.

      It was too soon to be relieved, though, so I grabbed for the pull on the tent’s zipper door.

      “I’m taking it outside to finish it off. You can come if you want. No pressure.” I pulled the tent door quickly open, carrying the thrashing snake outside in nothing but my long johns and socks.

      “Uh huh. Okay. Okay, I’ll come, I guess?”

      Charlie's voice was bewildered, and a bit plaintive, but I heard the rustling of his sleeping bag and the way he stumbled against the tent as he wriggled his way up to follow me out of the tent.

      I couldn't spare much attention to look back at him, though. Not yet. The snake in my hand was strong, and it wasn't happy. I worked quickly to hold him to the ground, grabbing one of the heavier sticks from our pile of firewood. Then I knocked it with a blow to the head.

      “Eugh.” Charlie recoiled, taking a few steps back from the bluntly violent scene.

      “Don’t go near it.” He didn’t seem to be entertaining the idea in the slightest. “They can still bite after they’re dead.” I grabbed my knife— clipped to the outside of my pack for easy access—and cut off the snake’s head, tossing it into the bushes to avoid any unintentional contact with its still-venomous fangs.

      “Holy shit.” Charlie exhaled and sat down on a rock. He rubbed at his eyes, sighed, then looked up at me as he wrapped his arms around his knees. “That was fucking intense.” He sounded scared, and I hoped it was the snake he was afraid of.

      He wasn’t wrong, though. It had been intense, and I let out a tiny giggle as the adrenaline started to escape me. “Sorry if that was unpleasant. It was better than the alternative, I promise.” I sat down on a rock, starting to shiver now in my thermal underwear. My breath came heavy, and I could see it at each exhale. The sun had lightened the sky a few shades, but hadn’t peeked over the horizon yet and the air was still sharp and cold. A single bird called somewhere far off, but the rest seemed to be asleep, having missed the drama of the rattlesnake altogether.

      A shiver ran through Charlie’s body, making him appear to shake his head. 

      “Thank you, by the way.” I gently nudged his socked foot with mine.

      He gave me a confused look. “Why would you thank me? I didn’t do anything. I was fucking useless in that situation.”

      “Well, you woke me up, you stayed relatively calm, and…” I winked.

      “Jones?”

      I grinned at him. “You found us some breakfast.”

      “Huh?”

      I nodded behind me. He frowned and cast a doubtful eye on the snake carcass lying next to the fire pit. When he realized I was serious, his mouth twisted into a repulsed grimace.

      “Jones. No.”

      “Jones, yes,” I mocked him. I laughed as he stuck his tongue out and made a theatrical retching sound. “Don’t worry, it tastes just like chicken.”

      “I’ll take your word on that.” He looked at me skeptically, but then a smile burst his face wide open, just as the first glowing rays of the sun filtered through the trees. He laughed and seemed to shake some of the lingering tension out of his limbs. I felt like my heart had begun to sing, and as if they could hear, a chorus of birds began, and Charlie came over to where I was standing and leaned in to place a tender kiss on my lips. He held my cheek for a moment and I put my hand on his, keeping it flush against my face. When I inhaled, the scent of the forest mixed with Charlie’s own omega-scent, all lavender and lemon. It filled me with a freshness, an excitement, as if spring was just around the corner.

      I watched Charlie start up a pile of kindling for the morning's fire and I wondered what was waiting for us once we got back to the trailhead, and back to town. There’d be a whole new year ahead of us, the possibility of a fresh start. But I was not looking forward to talking to JP.

      It had been years now that we’d been keeping our periodic rendezvous a secret from him. And despite Charlie’s current nonchalant attitude towards it, the fact that I had feelings for his younger brother was definitely the type of thing that would bother JP. There was no telling how long he would take to get over it. If he ever did.

      Plus, once I told JP, that would mean eventually telling the rest of our friends. I didn’t know what any of them would think, either. It wouldn’t be quite as personal as it would be for JP since Charlie was his little brother. Still, the other guys treated Charlie like their little brother sometimes.

      For now, though… I just wanted more. More time together to figure this out. More conversations, more of Charlie. I wanted to get to a point where I could treat Charlie the way he deserved, in public and in private. I wanted him to be able to decide what he wanted without any confusion over my feelings or any fear of JP’s judgment.

      Being able to save Charlie from the rattlesnake actually seemed to lift a weight off my shoulders, even if the worry about JP was still very much present. I had been worried about how I would do on this trip. If my survivalist skills were still good enough—in fact, if they were ever good enough. But I had prevented any serious injury, or worse, without wasting a moment, and without wasting the snake’s suffering. 

      I’ve still got it! The triumphant realization gave my alpha mojo a serious boost.

      Charlie smiled at me when he was done making a little pyramid of sticks. “How’s that?”

      “It’s perfect.” Warmth ran through my body, despite the unmistakably frigid morning air cutting to the bone. I stood up and put my hand on his back protectively. “Here, I’ll help you light it.”

      

      I left Charlie to tend to the fire while I went to check the fish trap I’d set in the stream. The cold water bit at my hand and my bones ached as I reached into the current to yank out the sticks and stones that made up the contraption, and found nothing inside it but water-logged leaves and slime. Disappointed, my stomach growled, but when I got back to camp I found that Charlie was cooking up the packets of instant oatmeal that I'd brought as a back-up breakfast.

      “No luck?” he asked.

      He spooned a generous portion into my bowl while I rubbed my hands over the fire to try and bring some movement back into my stiff knuckles.

      “Nope. Well, maybe the fish got lucky. You built up enough coals to get the water boiling?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “Impressive.”

      He beamed with an unapologetically proud smile that set my heart racing.

      “How about some protein?” I asked, nodding toward the snake carcass.

      Charlie turned up his nose “Go ahead. It’s all yours.”

      “Don’t knock it ‘til you try it. You’ll be glad for the extra fuel once we’re a few hours into today’s trek.”

      After gutting the snake, I tossed it in a pan over the fire and cut off a piece for Charlie to try.

      “Looks...bony,” he declared after poking at it with his spork. I was already pulling the meat off with my teeth.

      “The meat should be tender enough to pull off with your teeth.” He nibbled at it, chewed, then raised his eyebrows as he swallowed. “Okay. You’re right. That’s actually not bad! It’s a little dry, though.” He ate a few more bites hungrily, then poked at the skin and bones left in his bowl.

      “If you want something else, we still have some graham crackers and chocolate left.” I reached into my pack and tossed him the sleeve of cookies, which he munched happily as we sat back by the fire in the same spot we’d taken the night before. I was chilly but Charlie had his jacket off, so I put mine aside too, just to feel his shoulder next to mine with less fabric between us. He was warm, and I scooted closer to press against him.

      “Is there something you wanted to ask me today?” I asked quietly.

      “Yeah, I have a question. Shouldn’t we be saving these for emergencies?” Charlie nibbled at the edge of a cracker with delicate bites.

      “What kind of emergency would a graham cracker get us out of?”

      “Like if we got stuck out here, for example. In the woods.”

      “That wouldn’t happen.”

      He huffed. “Well, what if one of us had an accident, and couldn’t get out of the forest?”

      “We’d survive.”

      He looked at me, his face so close that I could feel his breath, but I kept my eyes on my boots and chewed my cracker as excitement bubbled in my belly. I loved knowing he was looking at me, and I could almost feel his eyes dragging over my jaw.

      “How do you know we’d survive? You can’t know that.”

      “Didn’t I tell you? Nature always gives us what we need. There are plenty of edible plants out here, even in winter.”

      “Really?” 

      “Yeah, and we could hunt for meat.” 

      “Please don’t say ‘more snakes.’”

      I chuckled. “I was thinking we could mix it up next time and try some rabbit.”

      “We might go hungry waiting for the fish trap to catch something one day...”

      I scoffed and nudged him with my shoulder. “Are you saying I’m a bad provider?”

      “No! The fish just got lucky…” 

      His cheeky grin was too much for me to resist, and I pressed an urgent kiss against his lips. He moaned and kissed me back, but soon broke into giggles and caught teeth against my lips. 

      “The fish are just lucky!” he yelled, still laughing.

      I scowled and playfully shoved him off the log, sending him rolling onto the ground in a tumble of cackles.

      

      After breakfast, we packed up the camp. Our packs had gotten a little lighter since we had eaten through two days’ worth of rations and drinking water. We were supposed to start looping back in the direction of the trailhead, but a better idea popped into my mind. After the trauma of the rattlesnake invasion, I thought we could both use a little serenity, and I knew just the place for a romantic rendezvous.

      “Hey, Charlie, I was thinking… do you want to make a quick detour from the trail? It’s about forty minutes of hiking each way, but it’s totally worth it.”

      He looked over at me. “Hm, it won’t throw our schedule off?”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll get you back to town in time for the fireworks. If we keep up our pace, we’ll make it to the next campsite by sundown, which will mean we can still make it back to the trailhead on time. If you’re up for the extra miles, that is.”

      He chewed his lip. “What kind of detour is it?”

      I knocked against his shoulder, a conspiratorial grin on my lips. I wanted to reach out and touch him again. I didn’t want to keep my hands off of him. “There’s a secret waterfall a few miles from this part of the trail up here. It’s really something.”

      Charlie’s eyes widened and his long lashes fluttered. “A secret waterfall? Oh, hell yeah, count me in.”

      I stole a quick kiss, proud that I’d excited him. “Great. Just follow me.”

      “I wouldn’t dream of doing anything else.”

      I laughed. “Wise choice.”

      As we progressed down the trail, I heard a rustling in the leaves on the right side of the trail up ahead. A gray blur crossed the path and disappeared into another bush.

      “What was that?” Charlie whispered frantically, his voice tense with fear as he gripped the sleeve of my fleece and crouched behind me.

      “Just a squirrel,” I replied, imitating his whisper as I held back my laughter.

      Charlie sighed and stood up. “Oh my god. My life flashed before my eyes. I guess I’m still traumatized from that snake attack.” He shook his arms out to try and rid himself of the jitters.

      “Snake attack?” I peered at him with less sympathy than he was looking for. “That’s not exactly…”

      “Jones? It could. Have. Killed. Me.”

      “Well, technically, I guess…” I grinned at him and started back along the trail.

      “How long do you think it was? Six feet? Seven?”

      “It was stretched out along my body and didn’t even reach from my toe to my chest. So, more like four feet.”

      “It was huge. Huge!” Charlie’s eyes were bugging out.

      “Okay, yeah. It was huge. We got lucky that it was sleeping.”

      “We should have taken a picture of it.”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “I guess that goes against your woodsman’s etiquette?” 

      I nodded. It didn’t really; I’d often used my phone to document a hike or record a lesson for my YouTube channel, but I wasn’t going to admit that I’d forgotten it was even an option.

      He didn’t dwell on it. “Hm. I wonder how it got into the tent.”

      “We must not have zipped it up all the way. Poor guy probably just wanted to get warm.” I sighed. Sure, I hunted and fished. But I used what I took from the wild, always - hence our breakfast. I really didn’t take any pleasure in killing an animal, even when it had to be done.

      Charlie fell into silent contemplation for the next half an hour or so, as we continued along the trail which took a steep downturn through a series of switchbacks. As soon as we started downhill, the sound of rushing water reached our ears, like a garden tap that had been opened wide and long forgotten.

      “I can hear it,” Charlie exclaimed as he stomped down the trail. We dropped our packs on the ground at the bottom of the hill and I led him out of the trees onto a boulder partially surrounded by rushing water.

      “There it is.” I pointed upstream where the water was cascading in a great white rush, creating a short sequence of rapids over the boulders that lay at the base of the small cliff. A fine spray of mist hung in the air around the rapids, giving the whole scene an otherworldly look. When the sun shifted out from behind a cloud, the mist took on an iridescent sheen with a faint rainbow, visible as a broken arch across the river.

      “Wow.” Charlie’s mouth hung open. I put my arm around his shoulders and he leaned his head against me as he took it all in and sighed. “This was totally worth it.”

      “I’m glad.” We turned back to the waterfall to take in the view, just in time to see a crow swoop over the water, spreading the long black feathers at the tips of its wings to make a dramatic silhouette in front of the rushing cataract.

      “Can we have lunch here? This is my favorite spot we’ve been to so far.”

      “Yeah, sure. I’ll go grab the food from my pack.” I climbed back over the boulder to where we had dropped our stuff and ferreted around for some sandwich ingredients. I put together a rudimentary combination of cheese, salami, and mustard, and carried them back to the rock, my chest brimming with alpha pride that I was able to provide for Charlie.

      “Mmm, gourmet.” Charlie lifted the top slice of bread to inspect the filling.

      “Sorry, I know the snake meat set a high standard for you this morning.”

      Charlie shuddered. “Ugh, don’t remind me. The sandwich looks perfect, really. I’m very grateful none of these ingredients were recently alive.” He took a bite and watched the clear water of the stream rush past his feet as he chewed.

      I laughed and bit into my sandwich, then straightened my legs and stretched my bad ankle as it dangled over the water, circling it back and forth, making the muscles burn and loosen slightly. Just then the crow flew back and swooped over the water again, seeming to grab something off the surface with its beak before flying off over the canopy, cawing sadly as it went.

      “I’m so happy we made it down here,” Charlie said in between bites of his lunch as his eyes trailed over the sparkling mist of the waterfall.

      “You are?” I had figured the extra effort would be worth it, but it was great to hear him say it. I wanted this spot to be a special experience for us to share. A romantic beginning to what would become many romantic moments together. And I had an idea of how to make it even more memorable.

      Charlie nodded and turned to look at me. I felt myself falling into his eyes, and that old familiar pull in my solar plexus that had drawn me to him all those years ago.
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      The grumble of the waterfall was almost hypnotic, and sitting close to Jones gave me a deep sense of safety. I sighed happily as I finished my sandwich, and a warm glow spread through my muscles. I couldn’t remember a time when I’d felt so… peaceful. The serenity made me wonder how much better things could be if Jones and I really did get together. I inhaled and Jones’ woodsy scent made my head feel like a helium balloon drifting somewhere over the canopy. If it was this romantic being out in nature together, I couldn’t imagine how intimate we could get after a nice dinner, in the comfort and privacy of my apartment...

      “Hey, want to see something cool?”

      “Hm?” I looked up at Jones with sleepy eyes. The glare of the winter sky broke out behind him like a halo, and he truly looked like an angel reaching down from heaven as he offered me a hand. I didn’t hesitate to take it.

      “Where are we going?” I asked as he led me down the edge of the rocks and onto the tree-crowded bank of the stream that rose a few feet above the water. My feet were clumsy and I almost fell a few times, barely catching myself on Jones’ arm before I fell into the roaring current below.

      “You okay?”

      “Mm. Just sleepy.” In truth, I felt completely worn out and I wasn’t sure how much further my legs would carry me, but seeing Jones ahead of me kept me going. When he glanced back at me, I caught a twinkle in his eye. There was something special he was going to show me; as if he hadn’t already revealed so many amazing things on our trip. Healing herbs. Fish traps. Rattlesnake slaying. 

      It was so sexy to see him in his element, like I had never seen him before. When he had saved me from the rattlesnake, I had had the urge to wrap all of my limbs around him and hold on for dear life. Plenty of alphas had the attitude and the instincts to take care of their omegas, but Jones was walking his talk in a big way. It made him seem trustworthy, solid… I wanted to hand myself over to him, body, mind, and soul. As I watched him walk ahead of me, my emphasis was on the body. The musculature of his legs and ass looked delicious even through his thick denim jeans. He easily traversed the rocks ahead of us and I took in the sight of his body all too happily.

      I was so lost in my daydream of desire that I barely noticed when my whole world was swallowed up by the drone of pouring water. Jones pulled aside a heavy vine and I stepped through the entrance he’d made.

      “What the fuck!” I exclaimed, and grabbed his arm in shock. He’d led me behind the waterfall, into a cavern that reached back into the rock wall. The wall of water cascaded to my left, and a mossy enclave reached to the right, pocked with small pools. Jones rubbed his arms.

      “Damn, it’s cold back here. We can leave soon if it’s too much for you.” He had to raise his voice to be heard over the water.

      “Huh?” I turned around on the spot, awestruck. I was truly shocked by the beauty of the place. I hadn’t even noticed I was suddenly shivering. “Jones, this is amazing. You must know so many cool secret places like this.”

      “The waterfall isn’t really secret, there’s a path that leads right to it. But this part…”

      “Top secret?”

      “Yeah. I’ve never shown anyone else, actually.” He rubbed the back of his neck and looked up at the ceiling where shining drops of water clung to tiny stalactites and threatened to rain down on us. I felt chills move up to my jaw and my teeth started chattering.

      “Well, I won’t bring anyone else out here. P-promise, cross my h-heart.”

      He chuckled and gave me a look.

      “Hey! You think I couldn’t make it out here on my own? I’ve been keeping notes on all of your techniques and tricks.”

      “Oh, yeah?” He grinned and playfully stepped towards me, mock-challenging. “Did you take notes on how to lead a princess through the forest?”

      “A few. First note”—I cleared my throat and dashed to the left—“Be gruff and unapologetic about snakes sneaking into the tent.”

      Jones gasped in horror, and dodged to grab me, but I bounced back and laughed. 

      “You’re so mean,” he grumbled.

      “Second note. Be slow and have no chance of catching me.”

      He lunged again, and his fingers barely grazed my waist before I jumped out of reach. But warmth spread from where he’d touched me. I felt hyped up, aroused by the chase, and then just as quickly, completely exhausted. I doubled-over and braced myself on my thighs, then held up a hand, but Jones wasn’t one for mercy and he grabbed me from behind.

      A moan escaped me as I stood upright and leaned back against him. He laced his arms around my waist as we faced the wall of water, and sighed softly by my ear. I bent my neck to let him kiss me there.

      His beard tickled me as he pressed soft kisses against the skin by my jaw, down to the nape of my neck, and a tingle crept down to my cock. I shuddered and a strange, desperate whimper escaped my throat. I felt Jones smile against my neck.

      “You like that, huh?” He kissed my earlobe with tenderness.

      “I like you.” I leaned back to press my ass against the hard lump in his pants. My breath caught and his grip tightened on my waist.

      He groaned and pressed against me, then suddenly stepped away. “I really hate to stop but… we do need to get back on the trail.”

      I huffed and made a big deal of it, but the truth was that I was suddenly feeling strange—a little dizzy, even a little nauseous. I was happy to get out of the roaring, echoing waterfall cave.

      

      I followed Jones back along the precarious path, and clambered over the boulders to retrieve our bags. As soon as I hoisted mine, fatigue washed over me like a weighted blanket. My eyelids were suddenly heavier than my backpack and my legs balked at the idea of climbing for forty minutes back up the switchbacks that had brought us down to the banks of the waterfall. Even though I was looking forward to getting back to civilization, I sided with my legs and advocated for their temporary dismissal.

      “Do you mind if I have a quick nap before we head back? I feel wiped out all of the sudden.”

      “Hm…” Jones checked his watch, and looked back at me apologetically. “It’s really better if you don’t. We were sort of already pushing it with the stop at the waterfall. If we stay long, we might not make it to the next camp before sunset.”

      “And if we don’t make it to that camp tonight, we probably won’t get to the trailhead the day after tomorrow?”

      “Right.”

      I sighed, frustrated and suddenly cranky.

      Jones tried to reason with me. “It’s always good to return at the time you’ve told people you’ll be back when you’re in the wilderness. Otherwise they get worried.”

      “Even fifteen minutes? I just need to close my eyes, I think. My back is aching and my head is starting to hurt, too.”

      “You can’t push through it?”

      I sighed and considered the idea. I knew that if I told Jones that I couldn’t, he’d let me rest. But I wanted to impress him, if I could. Surely there was a reserve of strength I hadn’t yet tapped that I could access to get me back up the hill? Yeah. Of course there was. Of course I could do it. I just needed to suck it up. I steeled myself, shaky legs and all, and reached for the strap of my pack. “Don’t worry about it. I’m going to push through it.” I smiled at Jones, albeit weakly, and he looked at me with concern for a moment, then smiled.

      “Awesome.” He reached for his own pack and swung it onto his square shoulders. “I knew you had it in you.”

      As we ascended the trail, each switchback felt like my own Everest. I knew it was a mistake to keep going, but even as I felt my breath running dry in my throat, I gritted my teeth and kept putting one boot in front of the other. I wasn’t going to call it quits that easily.

      When we reached the top, though, Jones turned around to look at me. His eyes went wide. “You don’t look so good.”

      I barely had enough energy left to convince him that I was fine. But I tried anyway. “Gee, thanks. Those switchbacks weren’t exactly a walk in the park. But I’m all right. I’ll rally. I feel a second wind…” My left knee went wobbly on me and I reached out to grab a tree trunk to steady myself.

      Jones reached out to grab me, as if I was going to collapse to the ground in front of his eyes. “Hey,” he murmured. “I’m sorry, baby - I didn’t realize… I think you should rest, Charlie.” He put a hand on my shoulder and pointed to a small clearing to the side of the trail. “You can use your pack as a pillow over there.” He pointed at a soft-looking pile of leaves and needles at the base of a large pine tree.

      “All right, if you say so.” Even though I somehow still believed I could have pressed on, I felt relieved as soon as I knelt to the forest floor. I guess Jones was right. I was spent.

      I set myself up with my pack at the base of the tree and Jones spread his coat over me like a blanket. I watched him reach into his pack and pull an apple out. His silhouette was terribly handsome as he bit into it and chewed pensively, seated on a log a few feet away. He seemed to be hiking further and further into his element as our trip went along and his capable, knowledgeable air didn’t make it any easier to keep my hands off him. I was so tired, though, that I couldn’t even get horny watching him. Before I knew it, my eyelids closed and I was drifting off.

      

      I woke up slowly and heavily with Jones’ scent surrounding me. It was heavy in the back of my throat, and I could almost taste it. I felt intoxicated, like the smell of his skin was a strong cocktail on special at the bar and I’d had one too many. Rubbing my eyes open, I found him lying beside me with his eyes shut, his dark lashes gracing the arc of his cheekbones. I rolled over so that my back was facing him and then scooted closer until he sleepily lifted his arm to wrap it around me and pull me closer to his abdomen. His belt buckle pressed sharply into my ass but its hardness only made me think about what else could be hard, and I felt myself drifting back into sleep happily. I snapped my eyes open only a few moments later, and realized that I had been grinding my ass—pretty forcefully—against Jones’ crotch in my sleep. And he was returning the favor, gyrating his hips forward and back, forward and back… I let out a moan, louder than I intended to, and suddenly, Jones was wide awake.

      He must have realized I was awake too, because he admonished me. “Damn, that feels great, but… You ain’t making it easy for me to do the right thing here. Let’s take it slow.”

      “Right. Oh my god. I’m so sorry.”

      What’s gotten into me? My cock was partially hard and I felt a spasm in my ass as some slick seeped out. Whoa.

      The slick was clearly a response to Jones and I getting carried away dry-humping. But that kind of spasm rippling through my hole without anyone even touching me there usually only meant one thing.

      I was going into heat.

      Shit. Shit, shit, shit!

      I took a deep breath.

      Don't panic.

      Easier said than done. I was in the woods, far from civilization. My last two heats had been relatively mild by my standards, but the one before that had been really nasty. The pain of it was still fresh in my mind—fever, chills, body aches, nausea, and an impossible to satisfy arousal that felt like it burned in my body. The idea of going through that in the woods was bad enough, but if I went through it in front of Jones… I couldn't bear the thought.

      I wriggled away from him and sat up, my cheeks burning hot—maybe from embarrassment, or maybe from my pre-heat; probably a combination of the two. Jones staggered to his feet, hopping and grabbing a tree to steady himself. He rotated his foot one way and then the other, and I caught the grimace on his face while he did so.

      “Is your ankle okay?”

      “It's always a little stiff after I stop for a while. Ain't something for you to worry about. We better get going.”

      I nodded and bit back a wave of emotion, some pitiful combination of compassion, rejection, and worry. I was feeling deeply sensitive and another wave of fatigue came over me, but I took Jones' hand and let him help me to my feet. My backpack seemed heavier than I remembered—or maybe it was just the exhaustion—but I pulled it on with a grunt and nodded to him that I was ready, remembering with some annoyance that this whole trip had been my idea. Complaining about how tired I was wasn't going to get me anywhere–Jones reminded me again that we had to keep going as fast as we could if we'd make it to the next campsite by dark. If we could push on, maybe we could get out of the forest before my full heat came on, and I wouldn’t have to tell him about it at all.

      I followed him back up the rise, but just barely. My legs ached and a gripping pain took hold of my lower back, but I breathed through it. I had to stay calm and keep my mind steady. I'd learned from experience that panicking about my heat was one of the best ways to bring it on harder and faster; something about the stress messed with my hormones even more.

      We made it back to the main trail where the ground was relatively flat and the inclines gradual, and I pulled back from Jones. Being all up in his pheromones wasn't going to do me any favors, so I walked a little further behind him where I didn't feel like I could practically taste his musk. I didn't know how long I had before my heat would come on strong. Once these first symptoms of fatigue and arousal had started, it could be any number of days—part of my medical issue was its unpredictability, and each heat was always different, coming on fast and hard, or a slow burn through a week of hell. If I had even a slight chance of making it out of the forest, I'd have to be very careful with how much alpha scent I exposed myself to.

      What the hell had I been thinking going on this trip in the first place? Did I really think that being around Jones wouldn't bring it on early? I'd never had that happen with any other guy before, but I'd never slept side by side with the alpha of my dreams in a tiny tent, either. If my heat came on before we got back to the trailhead, I would be in serious shit. Not just horny as hell, but in physical danger of a fever that could skyrocket and cause convulsions. I guessed death from hypothermia was possible too, given how much I’d sweat in the cold December air, though my doctor had never mentioned that as something to worry about. I was sure he would have if he’d known I was going into the deep wilderness without a knotting dildo to take the edge off.

      A sudden surge of anger at my stupid decision bubbled up in my belly and quickly flowed up my spine as a rush of warmth. I took a deep, calming breath and watched my steps, one after the other, along the compressed dirt track, over chunks of limestone that broke through the surface, and slushy piles of fallen, brown leaves.

      I had to keep a grip on my body and my mind if I was going to get through this. I just had to stay calm.

      I just had to keep walking, tantalizing as it was to watch Jones swagger down the trail from behind. It seemed like every time I looked at him, my fever went up half a degree.

      And if I caught a whiff of him, all the blood in my body seemed to rush downwards in preparation for his alpha cock.
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      I knew something was bothering Charlie after he woke up from his nap. And it was clear to me that he had more on his mind than just the embarrassment of being caught humping me in his sleep. He was giving off a strong cocktail of pheromones. It was far beyond the usual lavender-lemon that made me weak in the knees. It was deeper, more complex, with a sweetness and tang that made my mouth water and my cock twitch. Maybe I was particularly attuned to it since we had been spending every waking moment together for three days, or perhaps something else was going on with him, but either way, he was red-faced and avoiding my eye.

      We hit the trail again and made it back to the main track from the waterfall path without incident, but from there on it was a struggle. Charlie walked listlessly, and didn't pepper me with his usual questions. He just seemed focused on making it to the next campsite. But with how slowly he was walking, I wasn’t sure we were even making good enough time to accomplish that before sunset, let alone making it out of the woods on time the next day.

      We were about halfway to the last campsite when I decided to call it. If we pushed forward too fast with him feeling sick, we might have had more of a problem on our hands than just running late. I waited for him to catch up to my side, but got lost for a moment in the fog of his alluring scent when he arrived. I steadied myself, then pointed to a relatively flat clearing just off to the side of the track. “Okay, let’s set up here.”

      “Is this the last campsite?” His voice was frail and tight.

      “No… But it’ll do for tonight.” The area was a scrubby patch between a thicket of green pines and bare oaks, the ground covered in leaf litter and twigs that we’d have to clear ourselves; a far cry from the flattened areas with fire pits where we’d been pitching the tent.

      Instead of giving me the snappy comeback I was waiting for, Charlie just shrugged and stomped towards the area. He almost tripped on a fallen log, then let his pack drop to the ground like a hunk of lead and immediately hunkered down beside it. I crouched down next to him and placed my hand gently on his arm.

      “So, what’s the story?” My stomach churned with worry, while my mouth was still wet with desire for him

      “Hm?” He didn’t seem to hear or understand what I said.

      “What’s going on, Charlie? You don’t seem to be doing too hot.”

      “I’m not... But I am hot, actually.” He had already unzipped his jacket while we were hiking. Now he opened it wider and fanned himself.

      “Do you think you have a fever?”

      “I’m not sure.” He leaned his head back to rest on his pack and the skin around his Adam’s apple seemed to call out for my lips. I pushed those thoughts aside, for now.

      “Mind if I check?”

      He shook his head, so I lightly placed the back of my hand on his forehead. It felt hot and damp. I noticed his lips were shining and he was breathing shallow and fast.

      “You do feel warm. Do you have any idea what could be going on? How’s your appetite?”

      “It seems normal. That sandwich was great.”

      “When are you due for your next heat?”

      “It’s not that.” He spoke too quickly. And the scent that had gotten ahold of me only seemed to be getting stronger.

      “So it’s not due for a while?”

      “No, it’s not due for a couple weeks. I just… I’m just tired, that’s all.”

      I squinted at him. He was usually so forthcoming with his thoughts, sometimes even a little more forthcoming than was appropriate. An itching in my gut told me he was keeping something from me. “Hey. It’s okay. You can tell me.”

      Charlie looked at me with wet eyes and flushed cheeks. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen someone look like that, and a thrill ran through me, making my cock twitch. I tried to ignore it, but my cock kept reminding me what it would like to do instead.

      “Is it your heat, Charlie?” I asked quietly, not wanting to make him any more scared than he already was, or to alert him to how hot I was getting just looking at him.

      He grimaced, a wordless admission of my suspicion.

      “Can you ride it out?”

      “Uh…” He laughed, a short, cruel bark. “No. Well, the thing is I’ve got a condition. It makes my heats harder to deal with than most. My doctor said I should always be prepared but…”

      “You were just hoping nothing would happen on this trip?”

      Charlie nodded. 

      I felt a pang in my chest knowing he was in trouble. A slight panic rose in my mind. I swallowed thickly. “This is going to get worse before it gets better, isn’t it?”

      He blew air out between his lips and ran a hand through his hair. “History suggests so, yes. I tend to have kind of intense heats. I really wasn’t due for this one for another few weeks and frankly, this already seems worse than my last few heats were. And they were pretty bad. Maybe it’s being so close to your alpha pheromones that has made it kick in early, I don’t know. But this is going to suck. Ugh.”

      I sighed in relief at his honesty, but I was afraid to see him suffer so much and wished I had anything on hand to help him. Then it dawned on me. “Oh, shit. Is this why you were gonna bring that knotting dildo with you?”

      Charlie flushed, but managed a laugh. “Yeah. So, my doctor said to be prepared at all times, even if my heat wasn’t due.”

      “Fuck.”

      “That’s life in the wilderness, I guess. You gotta make tough choices, huh?”

      These weren’t the tough choices I’d had in mind for him. I wished he’d told me about this before we left… but I understood why he hadn’t. “If I had known about your condition, though…”

      He lifted a hand. “Stop. There’s nothing you could have done.”

      I closed my mouth. Ultimately, he was right. But even if there was no way to change the fact that I was deeply unprepared for this situation, I could take stock of what resources we had and make a plan to get Charlie through this. I put my hand on his shoulder and gave him a gentle squeeze of reassurance.

      “Is there anything that will help?”

      He cleared his throat and closed his eyes. “No. The, erm, the knotting dildo helps ease the symptoms but it doesn't stop it completely. Apparently my heats will get better once I’ve bonded with an alpha. Until then I just have to stick it out and keep an eye on things. If my fever gets too high…”

      Then he could become very dehydrated, delirious, and weak. It would be difficult to get him out of the woods in that state, and if he got too dehydrated, he could get really sick. Kidney failure comes to mind.

      Charlie gulped down fearfully.

      

      I took in a breath and let it out easy. "It's okay," I said. "We can handle this." I reached for him, dropping my hand firmly on his shoulder. Maybe it wasn't the smartest thing to do. After all, he had, perhaps rightfully, called out my own alpha pheromones for being a trigger. But his face pushed against my hand like he wasn't even aware of the vulnerability, and I tried to project as much calm as I could when I spoke next. "I've got you, all right? You're going to be okay. Just leave it all to me. And don't take your jacket off completely right now - I don't want you to get chilled."

      Charlie nodded, and the moist vulnerability in his eyes made my heart ache with protective instincts. I wanted to wrap him up in my arms and carry him to safety. And, if I was honest, lay him down in a plush bed and make sweet love to him for hours. But I was getting ahead of myself. We wouldn’t get far if we didn’t eat and rest before attempting the long journey to the trailhead. So I got to work and cleared a space for the tent, piling up twigs and leaf litter that could be used as kindling as I went.

      I shook the tent out of its pouch and Charlie shifted to sit upright.

      “Can I help?”

      I grinned at his optimism, and pegged out the corners of the tarp. “Absolutely not.”

      “I don’t want to leave you to do everything. I’ll feel guilty.”

      “Get over it. I’m taking care of it. I’m taking care of you.”

      A tiny, pleased grin twitched at the edges of his lips before he slumped back down and closed his eyes again. I couldn’t help but smirk to myself as I finished setting up the tent. It felt good that things were clear. He was unwell, and I was taking care of him. How to do that exactly was still a mystery, but I’d figure it out.

      I had to.

       

      Once Charlie was resting inside the tent, I gathered large stones and created a ring for a fire pit. With the blaze crackling away, I crouched by the warmth and got to work on a stew for dinner. I peeled an onion and let my mind flick through possible solutions to the problem: waiting it out overnight, trying to come up with a treatment, and… sex. Specifically, knotting. Which would mean Charlie and I would be bonded.

      For the rest of our lives.

      The first two options didn’t look good. His heat sickness had already gotten worse, and I had no reason to think it would suddenly get better. He’d need sleep and rest for the trek out, and he wasn’t likely to truly get much of either with a raging fever and full-body aches. As for option number two—there was no treatment for his condition, though I could try to find something to help with one or two of the symptoms.

      The only thing that will help him is bonding. Knotting. That’s it.

      I started to chop the onion with my pocket knife as I let that fact roll around in my mind.

      But is that how I really want to handle this? Charlie can’t realistically give consent in the state that he’s in, even if he wanted to. Plus, we don’t have any experience taking our relationship seriously, and bonding is a long-term commitment. That would be like jumping off a cliff into the deep—

      “Ouch!” I quickly pressed my finger against my pants, then pulled it back to inspect the damage. Blood dripped out of the cut but, luckily, it wasn’t too deep and the bleeding stopped quickly.

      God. I need to get my head together. We can’t have two of us incapacitated. Charlie’s depending on me.

      I fished around in my bag for a Band-Aid. Getting onion juice or bacteria in the cut was the last thing I needed to add to the growing pile of urgent problems.

      After I got the onions going in the pan, I went over to check on Charlie, who was resting in the tent. He was clutching his sleeping bag in the fetal position. A bead of sweat dripped down his temple and onto his neck.

      “How’s it going in here?”

      “I’ve been better.” Charlie coughed and pulled the sleeping bag tighter around him. A shiver of panic chilled my heart when I realized his pre-heat symptoms were slipping quickly into a full heat. What am I going to do? He’s definitely getting worse. I wasn’t about to watch him devolve into a writhing mess.

      “Jones?” Charlie’s voice sounded weak and desperate, though I could tell he was keeping a grip on his dignity through his suffering.

      “Yeah?” His scent had intensified by being confined in the tent. It took serious effort for me to focus on what he was about to say.

      He fixed me with a look that seemed to pierce right through me. His eyes were glazed with fear - pain - I wasn’t sure - but they were also, without a doubt, lucid. “I just want you to know I trust you to take care of me. Whatever happens, whatever decisions you have to make—just make them.” He took a shallow breath. “I know you’ll do the right thing.”

      Do the right thing? I swallowed and felt a ripple of desire and shock ripple through my stomach. ‘Whatever decisions you have to make.’ That’s what he said. Anything that would help him. He trusts me.

      I breathed out. Okay.

      “Whatever happens. Yes. Of course, Charlie.” I squeezed his calf muscle to reassure him, but quickly pulled my hand away when he winced. “Sorry—”

      “Sorry. I feel sensitive all over.”

      “Got it. Don’t worry. You’re in good hands.”

      He nodded slowly and bit his lower lip. Was that pain or desire? Maybe both...

      “Dinner will be ready soon,” I told him, and backed out of the tent, leaving the tent door open to keep the cool air circulating around Charlie in an effort to keep his fever down. Guilt clenched my guts when I realized that I didn’t even have a thermometer to monitor his temperature.

      With the stew bubbling in the small cookpot I'd set at the fire, I started a slow pace around the clearing, ostensibly checking our perimeter for any hazards. In truth, I was deep in thought.

      Fact: We weren't going to be able to hike out before the heat came on hard.

      Fact: Charlie depended on me to get him through this... one way or another.

      I put that last bit out of my mind for the moment. I could admit that I loved him. But I still wasn't ready to take it all the way just yet.

      Fact: My first aid kit was woefully unprepared. I had bandages and antiseptic, a snakebite sucker and tweezers, Q-tips and water purification tablets and safety scissors. I realized with sudden irritation that I'd forgotten to replace the generic pain relievers out of the bottle I kept over my bathroom sink. Even so, I was prepared for injury, not illness. Not that no one had ever gotten sick before on a trek I had led, but nothing like this.

      Still... even in winter, there was an abundance of medicine available out in the wilds. You just had to know where to look. And have enough knowledge of omega heats to figure out the dosing.

      I'd picked up some knowledge of herbal remedies here and there, but I quickly discounted anything that wasn’t supposed to work specifically for heat-struck omegas, and anything that would be out of season.

      That left treating the symptoms. And that was something I could do. Fever, pain, chills. Willow. Nature's aspirin - and an aspirin I knew from experience could do the trick. I cast my eyes along the far edge of the trail to the slope that leaned downwards towards the creek.

      Willow loved water.

      

      “Charlie, I’m just going to get something from near the creek. I’ll be within shouting range, so call out if you need me. Okay?”

      He groaned affirmingly, and I took off with my pocket knife in hand. Pines, cedars, and sweetgums crowded around the banks of the stream. Finally, I did find a weeping willow. It was a scraggly little sapling of a thing, barely two years old, but I figured it might contain enough anti-inflammatory phenols to give Charlie some relief. I did a double-check of the plant to make sure I was identifying it right, then broke a branch off of the trunk. My heart pounded as I sprinted back up the slope. God, I hope this works.

      Charlie was groaning when I got back, and I poked my head into the tent to find him biting down on the sleeping bag.

      “I got you some medicine.”

      “Really?” He started to sit up before I presented him with the branch. His face fell.

      “It’s willow.”

      He stared at me with an unimpressed look. “What’s it going to do?”

      “It should help with the fever.”

      “And how do you plan on using it?” He sounded nervous. 

      My eyes bulged when I realized what he was thinking. “No! I mean, the, uh, traditional use is to chew the bark…”

      He eyed it off and wrinkled his nose. “You want me to chew on a stick like a dog?” 

      “No, Princess,” I said patiently. “I’m going to brew it into a tea for you.”

      He grunted and slid back down onto his camping mat. All right, then.

      The water seemed to take forever to boil, and Charlie’s groans grew more desperate by the minute - and so did his scent. It was appealing, and strong, and any thought I had of hiking out on my own in order to bring back aid - or just to find a phone signal to call for aid - was guttered before it began. If someone found him, smelling like that, looking flushed and needy, sounding like -

      No. Maybe there weren’t any other hikers in this section of woods, but that just wasn’t a risk I was willing to take.

      Not with Charlie.

      I peeled the bark from the branch with my knife almost absentmindedly, and deposited each piece into the boiling water. Once the willow bark was bubbling away, I wiped out a tin mug and set it down on a rock with a clink, awaiting the medicinal brew. I’d put one of the options into action. But even if we got his fever down, what other symptoms would we be up against? I’d been around omegas in heat before, but only barely, and none with a medical condition like what Charlie had described.

      I took a deep breath and tended to the stew to calm my mind. The first rule of undertaking any kind of challenge was to face the worst-case scenario head-on, and then plan around it. So what would I do if the willow bark didn’t work to bring his fever down? And what if his temperature soared and threatened his life?

      It was winter, and the air itself was cold - and the water from the stream icy. There were possibilities.

      It was clear, however, that my slow and steady re-entry into our friendship wasn’t going to cut it. Charlie had said the only thing that would work to ease his heat was knotting. The only thing close to a cure was bonding.

      I protected my palm with the cuff of my jacket, and took the hot pots off the fire. I poured the willow bark tea into the cup. Maybe it wasn’t strong enough. Maybe it wouldn’t work well enough. But it didn’t matter… the willow would help somehow, and I was doing whatever I had to do to take care of Charlie. This was a step in the right direction.

      Even if we had much, much further to go.
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      Just kill me now. 

      I groaned as heat rolled up from my groin and burnt through my belly. Agony. Pure agony! It was the worst pre-heat of recent memory, perhaps even of my entire life. Waves of arousal swelled up and quickly built into an intolerable pressure that made my nerves burn. My head pounded. My whole body ached. The dual, warring sensations of need and discomfort were hard to wrap my mind around, a perfect frustration of cognitive dissonance.

      With the tent door unzipped, I had a partial view of Jones getting dinner ready. When he was spooning the tea into a cup for me, I managed to scoot toward the door so that I could sit at least partially upright while I sipped it.

      “Careful—”

      “Ouch!” I touched my lip where steam from the tea had scorched it, and then groaned as the pressure of my fingertips sent another wave of unbearable arousal through me. I let out a pained whine and handed Jones the cup. “This is pointless.”

      “Here, eat some stew while the tea cools.” He switched the cup for a full bowl of stew that smelled like onions and gravy, and I realized that I was starving. My body was fighting to keep me awake and, well, preparing to get pregnant. And it was using up a lot of calories to do so. Not that I had a great reserve of energy to start with—backpacking was hard work, even when you had an alpha like Jones doing most of the heavy lifting for you.

      Jones raised his eyebrows, seemingly impressed at how quickly I finished off my bowl, and offered me another. I tried to smile in gratitude, but it probably came out more like a wince of pain. I finished the second bowl off as quickly as the first and felt like I could have eaten ten more. It was impossible to feel satisfied during my pre-heats—and even more-so once the main event kicked in, of course.

      Hot and bothered, I clambered away from the tent and joined Jones on the edge of a fallen log which was a little further from the heat of the fire. The cooler air soothed me for a moment until my stomach clenched around the food and I started to feel nauseous… all while I somehow ached for sexual attention.

      Jones handed me the cup of tepid tea. “It's not going to taste good.”

      I wrinkled my nose at the chunks of bark floating in the clear liquid. “I should have saved some stew to wash it down with.”

      It tasted like wet bark—which seemed appropriate since that's exactly what it was—and bitterness, but it went down easy enough, and Jones seemed impressed with how little I complained. I was certainly proud of myself until another wave of heat baked through me and I grumbled loudly. I yanked my jacket open and tugged on my shirt, trying to get a blast of air to cool my clammy skin. With my sweaty pits, I hated to think how stinky I must have been compared to Jones' incredibly alluring musk that made my cock hard as stone. But then again, maybe I smelled just as good to him. I shifted further along the log and wiped my brow with the back of my hand.

      “How long does it take for this stuff to kick in?” I swirled the last dregs of the tea and watched flecks of bark spiral up and then sink back to the bottom.

      “Mm.”

      I shot him an impatient look.

      “I don't know exactly.”

      “You don't know?”

      “It depends on the concentration of the herbal constituents in the tea and how fast your metabolism is, and… well, I'm not a professional herbalist, anyway. I’m just… I'm trying to help you whatever way I can. It’ll help at least a little bit, I promise.” He gazed at me with a reassuring confidence that tugged at my heart.

      “Thank you,” I said softly, embarrassed that I was being so snappy. But another wave of agony smacked through my muscles and I doubled over in pain. “Ugh! This is so… so shit!”

      Jones rushed to my side and pressed a scorching hot hand to my back. “It's okay. You're going to be okay. Don't forget to breathe.”

      I took a shuddering inhale and sparks of arousal tickled across my lower back. I wanted him to touch me there. I was getting carried away with thoughts of his hands grazing down my spine, until my stomach lurched and I groaned. “Are there any side effects to the tea?”

      “Not usually.”

      “And the unusual side effects?”

      “Nausea… stomach cramps.”

      “So it'll either work, or it'll make it worse?”

      Jones grimaced and nodded. “Yeah. Plant medicine goes that way sometimes.”

      “What doesn't heal you will make you… dead.”

      “You're not going to die.” Jones pressed his hand against my forehead for a rudimentary temperature check, and I reflexively leaned into it, barely biting back a moan at how good it felt. A dull ache was left behind when he pulled his hand away and tugged my jacket up over my shoulders. “You might get hypothermia though.”

      “I'm so hot.” I whined and tried to wriggle back out of my sleeves, but he kept a firm grip on the collar and thwarted my efforts with a grin. Pain wracked through my abdomen. I could feel the muscles spasm and wrench at each other. It felt like ungreased bike gears grinding against each other inside of me, the horrible screech of metal against metal.

      “You're hot, but the air is almost freezing.” I could clearly hear Jones saying the words, but they barely made sense to me. “Your sweat is going to make you chilled if we don't get you wrapped up. C'mon, we need to get you back into the tent.”

      I went, crawling as best I could, without too much whining, even though I could barely move my legs without pain shooting down to my toes and up my spine. I let Jones lead me back to the tent and zip up my sleeping bag around me, even while I was shuddering with another wave of fever. As soon as I was lying down, a cry escaped my lips as pain rushed through me yet again. I could feel my face contort in what must have been a terrifying scowl, but there was nothing I could do to hide this from Jones anymore. I didn’t want to hide it. I was too scared, and completely dependent on him.

      “This is so awful,” I whimpered. “It's like everything inside me is burning up.”

      “I guess they don't call it a heat for nothing, huh?” Jones pulled the drawstring around the hood of my sleeping bag and his knuckles grazed my jaw. The skin there burned like dry ice.

      I swallowed thickly and gazed up at him as my bottom lip trembled.

      In the filtered light of the tent, Jones looked like an angel. A guardian angel, who was just realizing that he was stuck in the middle of Nowhere, Georgia, with me, and suddenly had no idea how to keep me safe.

      “Please don't let me die,” I whispered, my words shuddering as I shook with fever.

      Jones clutched my face in his rugged, callused hands. “You're going to be okay, Charlie,” he swore. “I’ve got you. You're going to be fine.”

      It seemed like he was telling himself, comforting himself with his own words, or questioning whether it could be true.

      “Mm.” I closed my eyes and willed myself to stay calm. I didn't know what was going to happen, but I did trust Jones to do the right thing. And whatever he chose to do, it was going to shape the rest of our relationship. Or completely end it forever.

      I heard him slipping out of the tent and pulling his log seat closer. I pried my eyes open and found him just outside the flap of the tent, poking at the fire with a long branch. Hypnotized by his steady movements, I struggled to keep my eyes open. I was too drowsy to stay awake but too tormented to sleep. Stuck somewhere in between, my mind wandered. I imagined what Jones would look like sitting there with his shirt off, his broad back freckled with goosebumps in the cool December air. Or what his thick, smoke-stained fingers would taste like if he ran them over my lips.

      I moaned and braced myself for another wave of agonizing nerve-firing heat, but it didn't come. I sat up and realized that the shuddering had stopped. Maybe the willow bark tea had worked.

      Or maybe it was just the calm before the storm.
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      The fire crackled and my mind buzzed. Charlie's fever had come on so hard and fast; temperatures tend to soar when night falls. I swallowed heavily. If the tea didn't work… Or even if it did… How long would it last until his temperature shot up again? And what about his other symptoms?

      It was Africa all over again, but this time, it wasn’t just me at risk.

      I could hear him whimpering from the tent, like the last puppy at a pet shop, and I felt physically sick from the sound of it. I'd been taking care of Charlie in some form since he was fourteen. I always wanted to keep my best friend’s little brother safe, and I would do anything to make him feel better now. In fact, despite trying to focus on getting us out of the woods, my mind kept returning to the one solution that would make us both feel better right away, in various ways. In various positions...

      When it came to managing an omega’s heat sickness, I was out of my depth, and I needed help. I knew well enough that we were out of cell range, but I turned on my phone again to check anyway. No bars, of course. But Charlie was always boasting about the amazing service he got from his overpriced cell provider… I grabbed his pack and rummaged through the side pockets. I had to bite back a laugh at how many socks he'd packed. Somehow they'd escaped the cull I'd done of his supplies back in his bedroom in Burnt Hill. Back when I'd accidentally shamed him about the dildo…

      My fingers grazed cold glass, and I yanked out his phone. It took its time to boot up, and for a dazzling moment of hope, it showed a single bar before flatlining and showing NO SERVICE.

      “Fuck,” I whispered.

      Charlie groaned, his voice trailing off at the end into a strained sob.

      I growled at the phones in my hands. Useless bricks of metal. I thought about him writhing around in the tent and my alpha instincts took over. I just wanted to give him the medicine that wasn’t hiding somewhere in the woods, or in a doctor’s cabinet, but was part of my own body. I wanted to be all he needed. I wanted to fill him up and soothe him in the way he was desperately craving.

      And I worried that even with permission, I’d get it all wrong. My senses were saturated with him; there was nowhere else to go. My body was responding to him the way it always had, the way we’d programmed it to with every illicit touch, every desperate kiss. My senses were heightened, my cock hard and ready.

      God, I just want to do the right thing.

      I took a deep breath to clear my head and looked around at the landscape. None of the plants nearby were medicinal in any way that mattered; or at least, not that I knew about. The trees seemed to crowd around us, close on all sides, and the sun was threatening to disappear behind a steep rise to the west.

      Yes.

      It was a long shot, but it was worth a try. Not too far - I wouldn’t let myself go too far, not when every beat of my hard murmured, Protect him. Protect him. But if I didn’t - if I just stayed here in this clearing, and didn’t even try, I knew that I would be afraid to look myself in the mirror, when it was all over.

      I crawled back into the tent and found Charlie sitting upright. He looked confused, but a little better after the tea and a hot bowl of stew.

      “Will you be all right if I leave you for a few minutes? I’m going to see if I can get a cell signal anywhere around here. Maybe up on that hill.” I tried to keep my voice steady so I didn’t make Charlie any more freaked out than he already was, but I was feeling shaky. I wanted to be the one he could rely on to take care of him, no matter what. And I fully intended to take care of this situation, even if I had to carry him all the way home myself. But time was of the essence. If I had a good enough plan, hopefully it wouldn’t come to that.

      Charlie nodded listlessly. “Okay. I’ll be okay.”

      “Hang in there. I’ll be back soon.” I kissed his sweaty forehead before I left.

      Up on the hill, I turned on both Charlie’s and my cell phones and waved them around, one in each hand, and flailed desperately for a signal. Briefly, a bar of service appeared on my phone and I thrashed my way through some bushes to try and follow it up, but it disappeared and I couldn’t find it again. No problem. I just kept climbing.

      I climbed all the way up the hill, through an eerie stand of pine trees where mushrooms released their fruit through the needles, and scattered animal bones shone white in the evening light. But even at the very top of the hill, I couldn’t get a signal. 

      “Shit.”

      So that was that. I couldn’t call in any reinforcements. I was going to have to handle this myself. Easing Charlie’s suffering somehow seemed like the only solution. If it had been spring, the chasteberry would be blooming and would surely knock his heat down a notch. Or black cohosh. Or raspberry. But it was winter, and the forest was bare. Maybe, this time, it had nothing else to offer me.

      My heart thrummed with worry. I took a deep breath in and let it out in a resigned sigh, my breath clouding the air in front of me. The scent of the earth and dry leaves was refreshing, but I missed being in the steamy tent filled with the delicious scent of Charlie’s heat slick. I was thinking a little clearer now though, with some distance between us. The view from the rise was beautiful, with a few more hills rolling out in front of me, the peaked green pines mixing in with the dark arms of the bare deciduous trees to create a pattern of textures only nature could design. Peaceful views like that made me feel small, and connected to the earth; they reminded me that I was part of nature too.

      I started to walk back down the hill and suddenly felt myself falling into a shadow.

      “AH!” I landed softly in a pile of dry leaves, but the instinctual fear of falling made my chest feel painfully tight. I looked around at the earthy slopes surrounding me. For a moment I was terrified that I had fallen into an animal’s den, but I spun fully around to examine all the walls of the hole, and I was sure I was completely alone. And it was even colder down here somehow.

      This is stupid. The last thing I need right now is to break my ankle again and completely screw us both out of the chance to get out of here in time.

      But the idea that I could get us out of the woods before his heat kicked in seemed more and more ridiculous. There was a major choice to be made, and I needed to make it. I could bond with Charlie, or I could try to get him out of the woods as quickly as possible. But as I scrambled at the edge of the hole, searching for purchase, the real question hit me. Did I want to bond with him?

      When I was lying in the desert, alone and in pain, I looked up at the sky and prayed that I would make it. And all I could think about, as the stars looked down on my suffering, was the thought of seeing Charlie again. The thought of seeing his face light up when I walked into a room was what motivated me to press on through the night. I got through it because of him.

      With a grunt, I got a grip on a rock with one of my hands and dug the left toe of my boot into the earth. I hoisted myself up, kicked my right toe against bare roots, and managed to get enough leverage that I could grab a tree trunk on the edge of the hole and pull myself onto the forest floor. I lay face-down and panting for a moment as the question echoed through my mind. Do I want to bond with him?

      I rolled over and brushed off some of the dirt before I scrambled to my feet and grabbed the phones from the forest floor. I headed back down the rise, my thoughts swirling around me with every step. 

      If I bonded with Charlie, it was for life. It was the kind of decision that couples usually made after they were already in a relationship or at least dating—not out on a camping trip, alone together for the first time in months, bonding to relieve a health-threatening heat. I didn’t want him to come to his senses after his heat and realize that his life was forever changed and that he’d had no say in the matter. Even if he did say he trusted me to do whatever is necessary. Even if he did say he wanted to be with me. Even if…

      Even if I love him.

      I love Charlie.

      Of course I want to bond with him.

      I skidded on a patch of leaves and barely grabbed a sapling to stop myself from tumbling down the slope. I took a steadying breath and gazed down at the tent and smoldering fire. Whatever happened next would be a life-changing choice with no way back. It was an impossible choice. But by the time I got back to our camp, I had made up my mind.

      

      “No luck with the cell phones.” 

      Charlie was still curled up in the tent. His face was pink and his lips looked dry. He groaned, making no secret of his suffering.

      “I want to help you.” I tried to introduce the idea gently.

      “I want you to help me.” Charlie’s tone made it more of a plea than a statement. He reached out his hand for me, and I got down on all fours to crawl toward him in the tent. He found my arm and gripped it tightly as his eyes flicked down to my mouth. I hesitated, but he reached up to cast my hat aside and pull me in for a kiss. His hot, wet mouth felt amazing, and his scent caught in the back of my throat.

      I have to take care of him. The thought turned me on more than I expected it to. Charlie pulled my lower lip into his mouth and began massaging it with his lips and teeth, sucking it into his mouth hungrily. My cock swelled warmly in my jeans as I brought my hand to Charlie’s head, cradling him with my thumb just in front of his right ear. I stroked his cheek and the light stubble there. God, he was gorgeous.

      “Hang on.” I pulled away and snapped out of my trance.

      He huffed impatiently, and just as quickly wet his lips and tried to draw me closer. “What is it?”

      “I want to talk about this.”

      “About what?”

      “About bonding.”

      “Mmm. Yeah.” He kissed me, still deep in the haze of his heat.

      I pushed him back and held him at arm’s length, searching his eyes for a hint of clarity. “Do you want to?”

      “It’s all I can think about.”

      I couldn’t help the smile forming at the corners of my lips. “I bet.”

      “You’re amazing, Jones. You’re the best. You’re… the only one.”

      I sighed and did my best to resist the pull to kiss him, to bury my tongue in his sweet, hot mouth… “You’re amazing too.”

      “I trust you. You know what to do. I’m useless right now. Whatever happens… We’ll make it work.”

      “You think?” I ran my thumb across his cheekbone, through the soft, dark hair that ran down to his jawline. He nodded. “I wanted to do this differently, you know. Don’t get me wrong, I do want to, I just…”

      “Shh.” Charlie leaned in to kiss me again, then took my lower lip into his mouth and reached out his hand to grip the solid shaft making a tent in my jeans. “This is perfect,” he whispered, already unbuttoning my fly.

      “I do want you, you know.” My breath was coming hot and fast now.

      “I know. And I need you.” Charlie pressed his whole body against me.

      “I’m going to take care of you.” I wrapped my arms around him as he writhed against me. “I’m going to make sure you’re okay.”

      “I know you are. You’re wonderful.” His whisper by my ear shot tingles down my spine.

      I looked into Charlie’s eyes, wet and red with fever. I just hoped I hadn’t waited too long. Omegas could handle a lot, but I knew his body wouldn’t be able to sustain this state of intense heat for much longer without becoming dangerously weak and dehydrated.

      I took off his glasses and helped him out of his clothes. God, he looked even better than I’d remembered. The happy trail I’d glimpsed just the other day was only a small part of the allure of his toned abs, his dusky nipples. When I ran my hands over his pecs, his bare skin almost singed my hands.

      “You’re burning up.” 

      He nodded and flipped over to lie on his stomach. “’m ready,” he whispered.

      “I’m so fucking ready, too. Stay right there.” I got out of my jeans, underwear, and shirt. It was still a little cold for me to be butt naked, but I wanted to feel as much of his skin against mine as I could.

      I leaned down to kiss Charlie’s back and followed the slope from his shoulder blades down to the valley of his lower back, where soft, dark hair grew in a small patch. He whimpered with urgency as I pecked my way down to his ass, smothering each cheek in kisses. Then I squeezed his ass in my hands and slapped it gently, the jiggle of the fat and muscle there making my cock ache and throb. 

      He gasped and spread his legs, giving me a perfect view of his dripping hole, framed by a tuft of dark hair on top and his tight pink balls below. I caressed his opening and my two fingers slipped in with no resistance. 

      Charlie moaned, sounding almost satisfied for a moment, before he squirmed and whimpered. “Please fuck me. Please, Jones. I can’t wait any longer.”

      My heart raced and my breath snagged in my throat. I’d been with Charlie so many times before, but never like this. The gravity of what I was about to do hit me and I hesitated for just an instant before Charlie whined and looked back at me with wet eyes that begged me to keep going. I couldn’t let him suffer anymore. I needed to take care of him. I needed to follow through. And - god - I needed him, just for the sake of having him.

      “Okay. Don’t worry. Here we go.” 

      I slathered my cock with his slick, then angled the head of my dick against his hole.

      “Mm, yeah. Take care of me, Jones.” Charlie sighed, and lifted his hips to meet the tip of my cock.

      I held my breath and watched as I pressed inside him for the first time. He moaned and opened up to accept the head eagerly. The slick seemed to bubble like a hot tub as I plunged myself further into him. 

      Charlie moaned again, louder this time, like someone suffering the pain of an intense massage who knows that it’s the only thing to help their tight muscles. His ass spasmed and clenched around me as I drove my cock deeper.

      “Oh, shit! You feel so fucking good,” I growled, pressure already building in my balls. I took a shuddering breath and clenched my eyes tight, determined not to come so soon. I wanted to give him the massage he needed before my knot would begin to swell.

      I pulled my hips back and slid myself deeper into him. Charlie gasped and his whole body clenched against me. I leaned down to press my chest into his back, and he balled up a fistful of the sleeping bag beneath him while he reached back with his other hand to grab my hip. I kissed the side of his neck and pulled out an inch before pushing myself all the way in, up to my balls, and relished in the feeling of being inside of the man I loved. 

      A rush ran through my body and I gasped as my heart swelled with a fullness that I’d never felt before. A primal instinct kicked in somewhere in the back of my mind, and soon I was fucking him hard and deep, slapping at his ass with my hips. I pushed and pulled while he gripped and loosened around me. 

      I took his ear in between my teeth, making him cry out and spread his legs wider. I fought against the slippery surface of the tent floor, my feet searching for purchase, until I found a perfect rhythm. Charlie met it, his ass rising up an inch to meet me as I plunged downwards, over and over again, making the pleasure ramp up and up and up, toward some kind of height or limit that I had never seen or reached. 

      My breath hitched in my throat as I kept fucking him, harder now, my cock strong as steel. Some part of me feared that I would hurt him, while the primal instincts told me that’s what he needed, he needed to be hammered against the ground, it was the only thing that would calm his wild, heat-sick body.

      Suddenly, the round bulge at the base of my shaft started to swell. I gave Charlie one last thrust, and he shouted out one more loud, deep, open-mouthed moan of rapture before I was held locked in place by the mechanism of my knot. I moaned and tried to pull back, but only made it half an inch or so. Still I tried to give him the fuck he needed, and the huge spend of cum that contained the pheromones to ease his suffering.

      “Fuck, Jones. Fuck. Fuck.” Charlie somehow managed to form those few words as I worked that half inch of room between us.

      “Yes, baby.” I had never called him that before, but suddenly it felt like it had always been who he was to me. “Fuck, baby!” I cried it louder this time, and the eruption started from my balls, shivering its way down my cock. I thrust as far as I could into him and immediately exploded with cum, squirting load after load as my whole body spasmed into him. I bit into his shoulder, moaning with so much passion it probably sounded like anger. I held him around the belly, and pressed him against me as if both our lives depended on it.

      I rode the last, blissful moments of my orgasm until I was completely spent, and collapsed heavily onto him, gasping to catch air.

      “Oh, fuck,” Charlie muttered into the sleeping bag.

      I was at a loss for words, but groaned in agreement. My knot began to reduce and I caught my breath, but I stayed exactly where I was, not wanting to lose the feeling of Charlie’s wet hole enveloping me. My pulse thundered as reality trickled in through my post-orgasmic bliss. I’d knotted with Charlie… we were bonded. Everything was different now and I couldn’t help but smile against his shoulder as happiness burst through me.

      “Jones…”

      “Mm?” I rolled my head off his shoulder so that our cheeks pressed against each other.

      His warm smile crinkled the edges of his eyes. “You took such good care of me.”
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      Dim light filtered through the top of the tent and cast an eerie glow over our naked bodies. My skin prickled with cold as a stiff breeze blew through the open tent flap, and I presumed my heat had been satisfied, for now. Well, I certainly felt satisfied, and in a way that I’d never experienced and had never expected. Every part of me felt calm as I cuddled up closer to Jones and my heart swelled with gratitude for what he’d done for me… for us.

      “I love camping.” I sighed as I laid my cheek on my warm alpha’s soft, meaty shoulder. He pulled the sleeping bag a little higher to cover up my shoulders.

      “Except for the part where I was terrified of you getting really sick.”

      “Yeah, I guess that part wasn’t so great.”

      “But this part is the best.” He turned to nuzzle my nose with his.

      I kissed him sweetly and gently. The hard fuck he had given me, complete with a bonding knot, had made me feel like a new man, brimming with vitality. I was so energized that I felt like I could have dashed out of the tent and sprinted to the trailhead, but I didn’t want to do anything except snuggle up next to my man. I felt like we were in a bubble together, a cloud of love and safety and understanding. I didn’t want to lose that feeling at all. Ever.

      I wrapped my arm around his waist and pulled him even closer to me. Jones looked down at me with his face so close to mine that his eyelashes almost grazed my forehead. “I feel like we’re in another world.”

      “I was just thinking that we’re in a bubble. Just us. I love it.”

      “Mm. A bubble, that’s it.”

      “Just me and you. I liked you calling me ‘baby,’ by the way.” I grinned and bit my bottom lip, suddenly nervous and giddy.

      “You did? Lucky. I don’t know where that came from.”

      “Mm. I did.”

      “You know what?” He bit his lower lip.

      “What?”

      “I love you, Charlie.” 

      My breath hitched in my chest and he kissed me, tenderly but firmly enough that I couldn’t speak. Which was just as well, because his confession left me speechless. It wasn’t that I was surprised—I could feel his love through our sex. I just didn’t believe this experience could get any better. When we surfaced for air from that kiss, I looked him deep in his dark brown eyes.

      “I love you too, Jones. I don’t ever want to let you go.”

      He kissed me again and I heard his answer in my mind. You don’t have to.

      Our kissing escalated. I slid my open palms across his chest and thumbed at his nipples, then lifted my right leg to wrap myself around him even further. I felt his cock graze my thigh, and I was surprised to find it was rock hard again.

      “Mmm.” I moaned into his mouth and reached down my hand to feel how long and stiff he was. Immediately I felt my mouth water, and pulled away from his lips, slid down his body, and took the head of his cock between my lips.

      I had sucked Jones’ dick before. I’d always enjoyed its perfect size filling my mouth, and he was always very appreciative. When we were casually hooking up, my motivation had been pure lust, even entertainment. But this time was different. Now I felt like I wanted to show him how I really felt, in a way that words couldn’t describe. I felt so adoring towards him, so deeply attached, almost indebted—to his dick in particular—for saving me from the most awful heat I had ever experienced. So this time I made love to his cock in a way I hadn’t before. I slid my lips up and down his shaft slowly, and when I thought I couldn’t go any slower, I did, and pressed my lips more firmly around him to give him a tighter grip. His cock leaked into my mouth.

      “Unghhh.” 

      I pulled back and held the tip in my mouth, circling it with my tongue and lapping at the opening where more precum dribbled into me.

      “Holy fuck,” he groaned. “I’m close.”

      I couldn’t believe he would come again so quickly, but then again, this was different than any other sex either of us had ever had. We were bonded now, and our bodies seemed to have shifted instantly into something meant only for each other, perfect for each other.

      His hips bucked and pushed his cock deeper into my mouth and I matched his rhythm as my head bobbed up and down on him.

      “Oh, baby. You take such good care of me, too.” He thrust into me and I angled my neck to give him as much depth as I could. I felt the head press into my throat and hot liquid start to pour down. I swallowed it eagerly, making the muscles ripple up and down his cock, adding to his pleasure. His back arched as he let out another guttural moan, then he fell back down, slack, with his mouth hanging partly open, his cock the only part of his body still at attention. I pulled my lips from him and crawled back up to snuggle with him again, my own dick pressing hard against his side.

      “That was so fucking good,” Jones mumbled into a kiss.

      “How good?”

      The kiss spread into a grin and he flipped me onto my back, pecked my lips once more, and slunk under the sleeping bag. A bolt of pleasure rushed through me as his mouth, impossibly hot and just so perfect, took all of me. I gasped and grabbed at the sleeping mat as I struggled to hold back from rutting into him like an animal.

      “Oh, Jesus!” I cried as my toes curled.

      “Mm.” He popped the head of dick from his lips and another bolt blasted through me. “I want to take care of you again.”

      “Fuck, Jones! This is nothing like—”

      He ran his tongue along the length of my cock, and an electric shudder broke over me as I squirmed and kicked.

      “N-Nothing like it used to be.”

      He chuckled and took my dick deep inside his mouth, worked me to my edge, and held me there. I groaned and squirmed as he drove me crazy with his soft pillowy lips, smoothed his hands over my body, and finally got me off with one last flick of his tongue. I came with three of his fingers shoved in my mouth, and still howled so loudly that birds flew from the nearby trees.

      A buzzing echoed across my skin as he pressed soft, adoring kisses along my length until my dick stopped twitching and I felt myself floating back down to earth.

      “Nothing like it used to be?” he asked, crawling back up to cradle me in his arms.

      I panted for air, and buried my face in his chest. “Mm. Maybe a little like it used to be, but so much better.”

      “For me, too. Somehow, you taste even more delicious than before. Even more delicious than you smell.”

      His kiss was salty, and it mixed with the lingering musk of his cum still on my tongue into something intoxicating. We made out with languid kisses until my mouth fell slack. I almost felt satisfied.

      “I knew bonding would change things, but I didn’t know it was such a powerful drug,” I whispered.

      He moaned and pulled me closer. “Mm. It’s the best kind of drug.”

      “I guess we’ll see what our hangover is like tomorrow.”

      “Can't be worse than whiskey.”

      I chuckled, but something nipped in my chest. The truth was that there was a nasty hangover waiting for us when we got out of the woods and back to civilization… my brother. 

      I sighed and rolled onto my back. 

      Jones must have immediately noticed me pulling away because he propped himself up and looked at me, his brow furrowed. 

      “Are you worried about JP?”

      I did a double-take and squinted at him. “You can read my mind now?”

      “Maybe.” He chuckled and smoothed a hand over my chest, the warmth reaching my heart. “How do you think we should tell him?”

      I groaned and reached for my glasses. “I wish I knew. Interpretive dance? Something indirect so I don’t have to come out and say it.”

      “What happened to ‘fuck JP’?”

      “Don’t get me wrong, I really don’t care what he thinks. I just don’t particularly want to deal with his reaction.”

      “Do you want me to tell him? I would, you know. I can deal with it all if you don’t want to.”

      I sighed and gazed at my gorgeous man, his serious eyes cutting right to my heart. The light was fading, and he looked more brooding than usual. I loved it. I ran the back of my hand over his cheek, and dragged my thumb over his bearded jaw. “I know you would. You’ve always been so good to me.”

      He scoffed and took my hand away as he lowered his eyes. “Not always.” 

      “I forgive you for the airport fiasco, you know? Telling JP about us isn’t just going to absolve you of whatever guilt you’re still carrying about it.”

      “Hm. You’re probably right.”

      “Probably? How long have we been fooling around for?”

      A grin spread his lips thin and tight. “Years.”

      “Mm-hmm. So you should know by now that I’m always right.”

      “Ha!”

      “Name one time when I’ve been wrong.”

      “Hm, how about that time you left your knotting dildo at home before going on a camping trip in the middle of nowhere–”

      “Hey! That doesn’t count!” I pounced on top of him and straddled his waist as he laughed. “Besides, if I hadn’t done that, none of this would have happened. So, really, I was right to leave it behind.”

      Jones’ chuckle petered out into a moan. “Mm, maybe I’d have walked in on you using it and wouldn’t have been able to resist knotting you myself.”

      “Oh, yeah?” I wet my lips and smirked down at him. “Am I hard to resist?”

      My cock twitched to life as he smoothed his hands over my thighs.

      “You? Impossible to resist.”

      “Mm. Even after you just knotted me?” 

      I leaned down and kissed him. He growled into my mouth and sank his fingers into my hair, grabbing a fistful as he slipped his tongue between my lips. I took a sharp breath, then held his jaw steady as I kissed him with all the passion that was raging for him in my body.

      It felt different then, after we’d been bonded. The nervousness that had tickled my chest every other time I’d been with Jones was washed away, and in its place was a cacophony of adoration… passion… love.

      I relaxed under his hands as he pushed me upright and dragged his palms over my abdomen. My cock stood hard and leaking against my belly until Jones wrapped it in his fist.

      “Mm, I love that.” I sighed and leaned my head back, letting him take control of my pleasure. He worked me with an expert grip and got me so pent up that I was thrusting into his hand and gasping before he pulled away.

      He crunched up and I met him halfway for a hot, deep kiss. “I want to make you come again,” he mumbled, his sexy voice vibrating down my spine.

      “Do it,” I whispered, inviting him to show me what he meant.

      “Mm.” He flipped me over onto all fours and sat up to rub his cock against my hole. I could barely believe that he was hard again, but I guessed my heat was still doing a number on him. and I let out a shocked laugh that was cut off with a gasp when he pushed inside me easily.

      “Oh, shit, that feels so good. I can’t believe how good you feel.” A shudder ran up my spine and a warm hum grew in my belly as he pushed deeper into my ass, then reached around to wrap my cock in his hand. I chased my own pleasure and bucked against him, pushing him deeper into my ass, then shoving my cock deeper into his hand. I kept bucking against him while pushing my own erection into his fist, which he skillfully twisted and tightened to give me maximum pleasure.

      “I want to ride you.”

      “Fuck, yes.” Jones held my hips as he lay down to keep himself inside me. I sat all the way down and felt his cock swell inside me.

      “Mmmm… God, that’s good.” 

      I raised myself up on my knees slightly, and relished in the pure bliss of his cock sliding past the opening of my ass as I lowered myself back down.

      I found a pace that had us both gasping, blood rushing through my own cock as it bounced with my movement. 

      “You’re so good,” he gushed, stroking his hands down my back before he suddenly gripped my waist, and spun me around to face him. With stars in his eyes, he sat up while I nestled myself in his lap, wrapping my legs around his hips. I found I could fold them against his back and pull him even tighter against me, making us both gasp.

      “Mm! Fuck, that feels amazing,” Jones groaned. He kissed me, snaking his tongue deep into my mouth, and reached down to grip my shaft. I moaned around his tongue as he squeezed my cock, a dollop of precum leaking out of me onto his fingers, while my ass dripped slick all over his lap. He stroked me faster and I slowly ground my hips, pulling his cock just slightly in and out of me while I explored the satisfying sense of fullness that my heat-ridden body craved. I loved being so close to him.

      “That’s it. Come on me,” Jones encouraged.

      He stroked me faster and I rested my chin on his shoulder, panting in his ear as he brought me closer and closer to climax. When it finally came, it felt like a wave of lightning washed over me, making white streaks shoot out of my cock and ripples of electricity reverberate through my ass, throbbing around Jones’ girth. I wrapped my arms around his neck and held onto his shoulders tightly as my body continued to convulse with the aftershocks. My cheek was pressed against his, the coarse hairs of his beard creating a pleasant friction with my softer ones. 

      With a final sigh, I went limp in his arms. He held me up sweetly, kissing my shoulders and my biceps while he cradled me tightly and didn’t budge from where he sat, with his cock’s length still deep in my ass. I felt so whole with him inside me, and I didn’t want it to end.

      “Do you want to come again?” I whispered in his ear.

      “Mm… Tempting. But I don’t know if I can.”

      Keen for a challenge, I squeezed my ass around him and lifted myself just enough that the head of his cock was halfway out of my opening, before sliding slowly down his length and taking the whole thing again.

      Jones moaned and shuddered. “Oh, damn. You might prove me wrong.”

      “I’d love to.”

      I started bouncing on his cock with everything I had. I braced my arms against his shoulders and squeezed him with all my might as I slid around, twisting slightly to give him even more sensation.

      “Holy shit.” He wrapped his arms around me tightly as I felt his cock start to twitch. I bounced faster, as fast as I could manage. Suddenly he gripped me so tightly with his arms that I effectively couldn’t ride him anymore. He inhaled sharply, my chest pressed against his face, before he angled his hips to thrust into me quickly.

      “Ungghh!” He groaned into my chest and I moaned in pleasure as I felt his cum spurt into me for the third time.

      As his arms loosened, he kissed me languidly, then leaned back slowly until he was on his back, with me still on top of him, and his dick lodged deep inside me again. I lay against him, feeling my mind drift, pleasantly blank with the satisfaction of being full of my bonded lover’s cock and cum.

      “You’re so incredible,” Jones slurred between panting breaths. “I’m so glad you’re mine.”

      I was so blissed out, so happy, and so exhausted that I could barely moan in reply. Soon, our breaths lengthened and I fell asleep like that. 

      I woke up cold, and reluctantly let Jones’ dick slip out of me as I twisted around so that he could spoon me. He pulled up the sleeping bag and zipped it around us before I drifted off into a deep, dreamless sleep, secure in my alpha’s arms, knowing that he would do anything for me.
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      Charlie and I awoke in a tangle of limbs the morning after we bonded and explored each other again and again. Our pheromones, steeped together overnight, made for a romantic haze that made me want to stay in bed with him all day. But we needed to move. We were still running late, after all, and Charlie’s heat wasn’t over, although his symptoms had greatly improved since our bonding.

      In fact, he was feeling so much better that he squirreled out of the tent before me, and got the fire started. I lay in the tent and listened to the sounds of his boots on the ground outside, of songbirds bringing in the morning, and tree branches creaking in the wind. I couldn't bring myself to get up, and an odd feeling kept me pinned to my camping mat. I felt connected to Charlie and overwhelmed with gratitude that he was mine now… But doubt tickled at the back of my mind. We'd agreed to take it slow. That sure hadn't happened. How much of what we did had he really consented to? Had I forced him into bonding with me? Was he out there because he didn't want to linger in here with me, didn't want to talk about it, didn't want to face the new reality of his life?

      I groaned and ran my hands over my face, before forcing myself to get up. I knew if I didn't get my body moving, my mind would run away on me–and I had no whiskey on hand to shut it up.

      Charlie smiled at me when I stepped outside, but the fire popped and grabbed his attention. He seemed like he wanted his space. I kept my head low and packed up the tent.

      Once I was done, Charlie handed me a cup of coffee and a bowl of oatmeal, and I took a seat close to the fire. The coffee was too sweet and the oatmeal kind of chunky, but every bite made me smile at his sweetness. I felt taken care of. I expected that he'd come and sit with me, but he stayed on the other side of the fire, breaking up the burning logs by jabbing at them with a stick.

      “Are you eating?” I asked, suddenly worried about him.

      “Yeah.” He held up a cup and took a gulp of coffee. “That’s the last of the food though, isn’t it?”

      “Mm, just a few more rations left for lunch. We need to get to the trailhead today. How are your symptoms?” I asked tentatively.

      He shrugged and jabbed at the fire some more. “I'm still… um, aching. But I can keep it under control. You certainly helped me out there.”

      I gulped thickly and stared into my cup, the last inch of coffee going cold in the bottom. What did that mean? Was that an edge of disdain in his voice? I was lost in worry until he spoke again.

      “I'm going to miss this place.”

      I looked up and found Charlie staring wistfully up at the trees, a blissed-out smile on his face.

      “Really? We've only been here one night.”

      “But it's special now. It's our place.” He turned to me and beamed, his cheeks red and his eyes bright, the morning sun reflecting off the frames of his glasses.

      I couldn't help but smile adoringly at him. So maybe he wasn't full of regret, and maybe I didn't need to be so cautious about it. I downed the last of my breakfast and walked to his side of the fire.

      I took his empty breakfast dishes and smiled at him. “Our place, huh?”

      “Mm. Unless it's already your place with someone else…”

      I scoffed and raised my eyebrows at him, until I noticed that he looked genuinely concerned.

      “No,” I said seriously. “It's our place. Just you and me.”

      His lips tugged at the edges, but he hid his face by turning back to the fire. Awkwardly, I backed away and cleaned our dishes. We finished getting ready and set off down the trail toward the trailhead, walking close together.

      

      We soon reached the nearby stream, and I treated some water with purification tablets to sustain us on the rest of our journey. Feeling the salt of sweat still sticking to my skin, I suggested to Charlie that we freshen up in the cold water.

      “Er…” He scratched the light stubble on his jaw. “I wouldn’t be willing to take an ice bath on a good day. And during my heat? I mean, it might cool me off, but…”

      “You could just take a sponge bath with a towel. It’s better than nothing.”

      Charlie looked at me with his eyebrows skeptically raised and his mouth pursed and set off-center. “Am I to assume that you’re getting in that frigid river?”

      “I’ll at least put my toes in.” I smiled easily at the challenge he presented to me. Of course I could handle swimming in a cold river. But to keep him company, I held his hand and waded in with him, buck naked. He’d even left his glasses behind.

      Charlie hissed as the water rushed past his ankles.

      “Doesn’t it feel a little good, though?”

      He bugged his eyes out at me as if the suggestion was way off. I laughed and handed him a towel. He continued to grimace at me as he ran the cloth over his legs, then let out a yelp that reminded me of a monkey I once saw in the Central African jungle once.

      Seeing his skin start to return to its normal pallor brought me relief. I placed my hand on his back while he rubbed his underarms with the damp towel, and bent down to splash water on my chest. Charlie hissed as a few drops hit him, and I smirked at him playfully.

      “Do not,” he warned. He pointed at me and stepped back, his expression more serious than I’d ever seen it.

      “Do not what?” I grinned and wiggled my fingers on the surface of the stream, stirring up a flutter of water.

      Charlie raised both his hands, the towel dangling from one, and stepped back again. “If one drop hits me, I will scream–”

      But he did scream–slipping, toppling backwards, and landing with a splash in the stream. I was there in a flash and pulled him up as he gasped, laughed, and screamed at the cold. I laughed too as he looped his arm around my shoulders, the soaked towel still in his grip and sloshing against me as I hauled him to the bank.

      “That was all your fault!” He laughed and slapped my chest. I chuckled and delighted in the cold of his touch, and quickly wrapped him up in the dry towel. He was adorable, swaddled in quick-dry microfiber, his hair flat and clinging to his face. Once he was dry, he got bundled up in his clothes and I lent him my jacket to stop his teeth from chattering.

      “Feel any better?” I asked as we turned back to the trail and hoisted our bags, heavy again with our water reserves.

      “I feel… well, very alive, shockingly.”

      “Good. I hope you’re alive enough to hike all the way till sundown so we can get out of the woods, so to speak.”

      “That seems like a lofty goal.”

      “We’ll make it, don’t worry.” I wrapped Charlie in my arms and kissed the top of his head.

      “I don’t know which of those ideas is more preposterous to me—that we will make it out of here before sundown, or that, in that lengthy period of time, I will manage not to worry.”

      I chuckled. “Trust me. We’ll make it. You’ll see.”

      “My rational mind doesn’t think I should believe you, but when you hold me like this... I find myself suddenly trusting anything you say.” Charlie rested his head on my shoulder with a sigh and by the weight of it I could tell he was still tired, even after his shocking dip. I had to urge us onward.

      “Good.” I smacked his butt affectionately. “Let’s get going then. One foot in front of the other now.”

      “All right, all right…” Charlie turned around and stomped off ahead of me.

      

      We stopped for our last rations of salami and cheese sandwiches on a broad rock outcropping overlooking a valley.

      Charlie sighed, sounding frustrated.

      I paused from unpacking our lunch and looked at him, but his eyes were on the horizon and his expression gave nothing away. “Are you… Is everything okay?”

      “I mean. What the hell?” 

      My heart leapt, and he gestured at the rolling hills.

      “I just can’t believe this view. They keep getting better! Look at all that green down there.”

      I sighed too, but out of relief, and pointed to the far side of the valley. “That’s the trailhead.”

      Charlie leaned against me and followed the line of my finger. “Over there? We’re going to hike across this valley today?”

      “You wouldn’t be so skeptical if you could see how far we’ve come.”

      “Huh. We have come a long way, haven’t we?” He sat upright and I couldn’t help but feel that he was pulling away from me again. I focused on unwrapping our sandwiches and pouring out cups of water.

      We ate in silence, and each bite sat heavy in my stomach. I would have given anything to have another day in the woods with Charlie to work out what this was now that we’d bonded, to really talk through what we wanted, away from the pressure of our lives back in Burnt Hill. But I wanted to get back in case his heat flared up again, and besides, we were due back. We were already a few hours late and should have checked in already.

      I figured since the trailhead lay on the other side of the valley, I might be able to find a few bars of cell service. I powered on my phone as I munched on another bite of my sandwich, the bread dry and stiff in my mouth, its days of fresh spongy texture far behind it. 

      “There it is.” My phone showed two bars, just enough to be able to make a call.

      “You got bars?”

      I nodded to Charlie just before my phone buzzed uncontrollably, and four texts came in. All from JP.

      “Shit.”

      “What is it?”

      “JP. He was expecting us back this morning, and I was supposed to check in already. He’s worried.”

      Charlie wiped his lips and looked at me with frantic eyes. “Wait. Should we talk about…”

      “Well, yeah. We should.” I swallowed. My thumb hovered over JP's name in contacts list. “But I need to check in—”

      “I just think we should… make sure we meant to do what we… did.”

      My breath caught. What did that mean? His cheeks were flushed again and I lowered my phone, ready to talk, when it rang with an incoming call. Charlie glanced at the phone, then looked at me. Was he asking me not to answer it? Or was he asking me to get it over with? For once, his expression was completely neutral. It was impossible to read him.

      “I'm sorry, I need to answer this,” I mumbled.

      Charlie nodded and went back to his sandwich.

      “Jones! What’s going on, man? I’ve been worried.”

      “Hey, JP.”

      Charlie grimaced and turned back toward the view.

      “I thought you were coming back this morning. Is everything okay? Did something happen?”

      “No, we’re both fine. But would you mind driving up to meet us at the trailhead? Charlie isn’t feeling well and we’re out of food. It’d be good to get some food in him as soon as we get to the parking lot.”

      “Yeah, I can do that, no problem. What kind of sick is he?”

      “Just a mild fever.” My eyes darted over to Charlie at my left. He was sitting dead still, facing the valley, but I could tell he was paying close attention to my conversation with JP. Don’t worry, I’m not going to spill the beans, I wanted to tell him.

      “Do you need anything else besides food?” Jones asked.

      “Some water, maybe electrolytes if you have any?”

      “Can do, bro. I’m glad Charlie is in good hands with you.”

      “Yeah.” My pulse quickened and I swallowed. If he knew what happened between Charlie and me, he might not feel the same way… “He’ll be fine. No problem.”

      “Okay, well, I’ll be there when you guys get out.”

      “Thanks, man. I’ll see you later today. If I’ve still got cell service, I’ll text you when we’re an hour away.”

      “Sounds good. See you soon, dude.”

      “See you then. Bye.”

      I hung up and turned to put my arm around Charlie, but he had put the rest of his sandwich down on his pack and was staring at the rock below us like he was trying to bore a hole into it with his eyes. I felt like I dove into that frigid river headfirst.

      “You didn’t tell JP much.” Charlie was still looking at the rock. He was resting his elbows on his knees, his hands gripping each other with fingers intertwined. He rubbed at the skin of his right hand with his left thumb in an agitated way.

      “Yeah, I thought that was best.” 

      Charlie’s thumb kept rubbing at his skin. It was becoming red.

      “You don’t agree?”

      Charlie stopped rubbing at his hand and looked at the rock some more.

      “I didn’t think it was a good time to start a full discussion about the situation, given that we’re still out here in the woods and the signal isn’t reliable. And we haven’t talked about…”

      “You did the right thing.” Charlie’s face was still stony. He didn’t seem to be trying to reassure me. It seemed more like he was making a concession to avoid telling me something else. What really confused me was that he seemed so disappointed.

      I took a bracing breath. “Okay. So what’s bothering you?”

      “Nothing. We better get going.” Charlie met my eyes quickly, then got up and dusted off his jeans.

      “You don’t want the rest of your sandwich?” 

      He shook his head. I was tempted to eat it myself, but I wrapped it in the plastic from the loaf of bread in case he got hungry later. He might be annoyed with me for some reason, but he still needed me.

      

      The hike down into the valley was an easy, gentle descent, and Charlie stomped along the trail like he was squishing bugs beneath his boots. I appreciated the quick pace he was taking, and moving that fast usually kept my mind steady. But as we got deeper into the cold, dark valley, and Charlie still wasn’t talking to me, my stomach tied itself in knots. I needed to unravel them or I’d give myself an ulcer. I stopped walking and called out.

      “Hey.”

      “What?” Charlie turned and looked at me with surprise.

      “Are you afraid?”

      He frowned and looked around, worried. “Of what?”

      “Of what’s going to happen when we get out of here? Not just the stuff with JP, but…” I rubbed my neck and shrugged.

      “You mean with us?”

      “Yeah.”

      Charlie pursed his lips and looked at a tree branch. I could tell he was trying to figure out how to phrase it, and I caught a glimmer of a tear in his eye. I felt like an idiot. Of course he was worried. I stepped closer and put my hands on his arms and rubbed the muscles there through his jacket.

      “What do you want to happen when we get back to town?” I asked cautiously.

      He chewed his lip and shrugged, still not meeting my gaze.

      “Do you want me to tell you what I want?”

      He nodded quickly and finally glanced at me. He adjusted his glasses, and nodded again, relaxing under my touch a little. Nerves swelled in my chest. I still didn’t know if he really wanted to be with me, but I had to take the lead if we were going to get anywhere.

      I cleared my throat, and squeezed his shoulder. “We both said we wanted a real relationship before your heat started. And I still do.”

      Charlie’s eyes watered and a tear tumbled slowly over his lower lashes, only to speed down his cheek. I knew unstable moods were part of his heat but it didn’t help my nerves to see him so upset. I rushed to comfort him.

      “Everything’s going to be okay. Even if we hadn’t bonded already, I’d still be there for you, you know? I would, I promise you.”

      “Okay,” he croaked, and wiped at his face with both of his hands. “You really… meant what you said?”

      I frowned, confused, and he pulled back, probably upset by my hesitation.

      Charlie flapped his hands, and went to turn back to the trail. “It's stupid, don't worry about it.”

      “It's not stupid. I don't know what you're referring to–” I urged him to face me, and he swiveled out of my grasp, and kept his eyes on his boots as he kicked the ground.

      “Did you bond with me because you were worried about my heat?” He was still looking at the dirt, watching a beetle scuttle away from the clump of sod he had overturned.

      “Charlie, I want to be with you.”

      He slowly dragged his eyes up to mine. By the time our gaze met, he wore a small grin. “Okay. Thank you for clearing that up.”

      “You're welcome.” I smiled warmly, and resisted the urge to bring him into a comforting kiss. There was still something about his demeanor that made me want to give him his space. But I couldn't resist touching him, so instead of crowding him, I took his hand. He interlaced his fingers through mine and squeezed my hand tightly as his grin turned into a smile.

      “Let's go home, Princess.” I tugged, and led him through the woods.
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      Seven Years Earlier

      Tears and snot were making a salty mess of my face, and my shoulders shook uncontrollably as I sobbed. I was aware that there were other people in the room, but I was too shocked, confused and hurt to comprehend who they were, or what was going on. Someone was on the ground, and another in the shadows. A third person was standing in front of me, trying to get me to explain to him what had happened.

      That first hook-up with Jones at the garden party had been the most magnetic encounter of my young life, but I knew that trying to date one of JP's friends was off limits. What had happened between Jones and me that night was a perfect taste of divine chemistry, and even though I still thought about it from time to time, I was content to leave it in the little time capsule of my memory. I had to move on. I had to keep my hook-ups strictly JP friendly.

      Well, that was the intention anyway. The next time I found myself in the arms of a man, it was Claude… who happened to be another of JP's friends. In my defense, I didn't even realize that they knew each other when we first got together. Besides, JP wasn't nearly as close with Claude as he was with Jones.

      Claude was tall, with silky blond hair that reached down to his shoulders, and a slim, toned physique that betrayed his status as the star midfielder for a state college lacrosse team. He had a square jaw, a long Nordic face, and a habit of wiggling his fingers under the waistband of my jeans when we were at the movies. At first I found his handsy habits charming, but by the time we’d been hanging out for a few weeks and were attending Casandra Oh’s Fourth of July party, I was starting to find them annoying. It wasn’t just that I wasn’t into it. I was very into it at first, it made me feel sexy and enticing. It was the sense of entitlement that went along with it that rubbed me the wrong way. But at nineteen years old, I didn’t have the words for that yet.

      When we ended up in the dimly lit basement of Casandra’s family McMansion, Claude and I were both stumbling drunk. I guess we were both in the mood and I was more than eager to get frisky as I sat on the edge of the pool table. But Claude wanted to take it further, and per usual, he just took it there without asking, his lips pressing against my mouth so hard I could feel his teeth against mine. He unbuckled my belt, and had unbuttoned my shirt down to my belly button when I pushed him back and shook my head. “I just want to make out a little.”

      “Yeah, well, I want to feel you up a little.” He grabbed my crotch and I pushed him again, but he just chuckled and smirked.

      “I’m serious, Claude. Cool your jets. I’m too drunk, I just want to kiss you.”

      “Feels like you’re up to do more than that.” His smirk turned into a snarl, and he squeezed my hard-on. I felt sick, and I shoved him, but he was bigger than me. I realized that I was trembling when he grabbed my wrists, and a wave of sobering fear shot through me. 

      I was gearing up to wrench away from him when a thumping sounded on the basement door.

      “God damn it. I’ll get it. Don’t you move,” Claude said in a low voice. He winked at me and smoothed over his hair with his hands before jogging up the stairs to see who was knocking. I let out a quiet sigh and tried to gather my emotions. As soon as Claude had turned the knob, I heard JP’s voice.

      “Where’s Charlie?” 

      My heart rate spiked. I didn’t want JP knowing I was with Claude, and I sure didn’t want him seeing me a bundle of nerves like that. He’d think I couldn’t take care of myself. He’d think I was a loser.

      “Charlie’s fine. He’s in here with me.”

      “He’s fine? Move aside, Claude. I’m coming down there to talk to him.” I could tell from JP’s tone that he wasn’t going to take ‘no’ for an answer.

      “What do you need to talk to him about?” Claude snapped.

      “Why does it matter? He’s my baby brother.”

      “He doesn’t want to be disturbed right now, all right?”

      There was a tense silence. I felt sick to my stomach, but I couldn't move.

      “Get the fuck out of my way, Claude.”

      “No.”

      Uh oh, that was a mistake.

      Thud. Following the initial impact, I heard the tumble of Claude sliding down the stairs before I saw him come into view, groaning and holding his knee. Heavy footsteps came quickly down the stairs after him and JP rounded the bottom of the staircase. I had already gotten up off the pool table and was buttoning up my shirt.

      JP looked me over with panic in his eyes. “What did that creep do to you?”

      “I didn’t do anything, you asshole! What the fuck?” Claude yelled from where he was still sitting on the bottom step of the staircase, rubbing his knee through his jeans with a pitiful grimace on his face.

      “Shut up!” JP yelled, then he turned back to me. “Are you all right, Charlie? What happened?”

      It was only when I tried to answer him that I realized his face looked blurry, like he was behind a shower door.

      Damn, am I that drunk? I only had two cocktails…

      I put my hand to my cheek, and only when my fingers came away wet did I realize I was crying. When I opened my mouth to speak, the taste of my salty tears mixed with the sweet and spicy aftertaste of dark rum and soda made my mind go blank. I looked down and noticed that the shirt buttons I had been trying to close were still open. My hands were shaking too bad to get them fastened. The feeling of JP’s hands on my shoulders brought me back to earth.

      “Hey. Hey, it’s okay. Come on, Charlie. I’ll take you home.”

      “Okay,” I managed to choke out before coughing my way through another sobbing fit. 

      When I wiped my eyes on my sleeve and looked over JP’s shoulder, that’s when I saw him. Jones was leaning against the staircase. It was so dark down there that I hadn’t even noticed him come down after JP in the chaos. He must have been at the doorway with JP from the beginning, backing him up silently like he always did. Seeing him there sobered me slightly, and I found myself able to draw in a shaky breath. It felt like the oxygen was actually doing something for me. I think I even raised my hand to wave at him, but if he smiled or waved back, I couldn’t see.

      I felt nauseous, like my stomach had fallen through the basement floor.

      I can’t believe Jones just witnessed that. Not only did my shitty boyfriend act like a complete idiot and made me cry, Jones had to see me reduced to a blubbering mess? How humiliating. I hate this. He’s going to want nothing to do with me after this. I hope that tomorrow, no one even remembers this happened. Especially me.

      But of course, I remembered it, and I especially remembered the feeling of shame that held me by the throat as JP led me out of the basement. Jones kept himself between me and Claude the whole time, like he was sending a silent warning to Claude that he wasn’t going to get a second chance. Claude didn’t even try to get up, though I doubted that his knee was injured that badly. He was always one to sulk when things didn’t go his way.

      As JP led me through the party, embarrassment took hold and I suddenly felt like I wanted to disappear.

      “Damn, did you get some, Charlie?” A very drunk, red-faced Neo shouted at me as JP and I walked by.

      “Not now,” Jones growled at him. I was shocked to hear him speak at all, let alone defend me to one of his own friends. Usually he left that to JP. Maybe he wasn’t so turned off by the situation I had ended up in? Everything seemed too hazy for me to tell. I was exhausted, and I could feel my ears and neck burning up with red-hot shame. Once I was buckled into the passenger seat of JP’s car, I felt a small sense of relief and safety, but I knew it would be a while until I felt okay again.

      “I’ve been wanting to do that for a while, to be honest.” JP raised his eyebrows at me as he shoved his key into the ignition.

      “What? See me transform into a crying, drunken mess with snot running down my face? Gee, thanks.”

      “No, sock Claude in the face.”

      “You punched him in the face?” I cried.

      JP nodded and started cracking up. I felt sick.

      “I thought you just tried to push him out of the way and made him fall down the stairs.”

      “Nope,” JP said, choking on his laughter. “I socked him.”

      “God. I’m so sorry.”

      “Hey.” JP looked at me with pure brotherly love and protection. “You don’t ever have to apologize to me for this. That guy is a douchebag. Just tell me you’re done with him.”

      “I thought he was your friend.”

      “Yeah. Was.” JP shook his head and turned on the motor, before doing a double-take. “Hey, are you okay?”

      My stomach lurched with shame as I looked back and saw Jones standing by the gate of Casandra’s house, with a look of utter disgust on his face. I shrank into the seat, and wished I could disappear.

      “Charlie? Are you okay?”

      

      “You hanging in there, Charlie?” Jones’ voice seemed shockingly loud considering he was only a few steps behind me on the trail, but the shock served to snap me back to reality. We were still on the trail, but I could see where the trees started to thin out at the trailhead. I must have been staggering while I was lost in that horrible memory.

      “Yep. Hangin’ in there.” I tried to chirp my answer positively, but it came out more like a robotic voice-over.

      “Okay… Good. We don’t have far to go now.”

      Through the matrix of bare tree branches, I saw JP’s unmistakable silhouette in the parking lot. As soon as he caught sight of me, he rushed down the trail toward us, and his breath clouded the wintry air in front of his face.

      “Holy hell, Charlie. You look rough, brother. Here, let me take this.” 

      Before I could say anything, he unclipped the straps of my backpack and took it off me. I swayed unsteadily on my feet. It felt like the big pack had become a part of my body and I felt oddly naked without it. But it sure was easier to walk without it weighing me down, and we hurried towards the parking lot, too fast for my liking—I felt like I was being robbed of a chance to say goodbye to the forest.

      “What the hell happened out there? What did you do to him, Jones?”

      Jones looked at JP stonily. He didn’t say a word in his own defense. He didn’t even try to clarify the situation. I opened my mouth to say something, but no words came out. I couldn’t even begin to tell that story right now. But still—my illness wasn’t Jones’ fault. Why would Jones take the fall like that? The unfair principle of JP’s assumption suddenly lit me up with energy like a firecracker.

      “Why would you assume Jones did something wrong? Sometimes I just get sick. You know that.”

      “He”—JP pointed at Jones like an angry soccer coach—“was supposed to take care of you. He was supposed to be prepared.”

      “He’s not a doctor. Or a demigod. He doesn’t have control over every last thing. My doctor doesn’t even know what causes my condition. So you can just back off.”

      JP threw my pack in the backseat of his car and held open the passenger side door for me. I opened my mouth to differ, when Jones finally spoke up.

      “Just let it go, Charlie.” Jones’ voice was cool and even, like water pouring listlessly from a garden hose left to rest on someone’s lawn.

      I turned and Jones met my eyes with a resigned look. I frowned at him with tears hot in my eyes, knowing that I probably looked crazy but not really having the energy to care.

      Why are you just taking this lying down? I tried to say it with my eyes. You’re not going to make telling JP what really happened any easier if you just let him think you were negligent.

      “We need to get you to a doctor.” Jones hadn’t changed his tone, but his eyes pleaded with me softly to calm down.

      “Yep. Heading straight there.” JP opened the driver’s side door of his car while Jones unstrapped himself from his pack.

      “I’ll be right behind you.”

      “Hang on,” I said. I held onto the passenger side door for support as my knees started to feel like they were made of slowly loosening rubber bands. “I don’t need to see a doctor. I just need to rest and eat a hot meal.”

      “It would make me feel better if we got you checked out. We don’t want this to get any worse.” JP was trying to be diplomatic, but I could tell he wasn’t even considering giving me a choice in the matter.

      “I’ll probably feel better as soon as I get home.”

      “Please, Charlie.” Jones’ humble request caught my attention. “Will you go? For my peace of mind?” He put a hand on his heart, and I knew that he meant it. “Please?” I sighed. I had never heard him beg anyone for anything before.

      “All right, fine. But then we’re going straight to my apartment and I’m getting in the bath. And you’re both going to leave me alone to drink tea in peace.”

      So much for New Year’s Eve. Any plans I had were long since put out of my mind. My body was already starved for the feel of hot water and a soft mattress.

      I expected Jones to say something - anything, really - about my plans, but he just nodded and tossed his pack into his truck. That stupid, dinged-up, rusted blue truck that roared to life like an angry pitbull when he started it up. Jones pulled out of his parking spot and idled, waiting for us to lead the way. I’d wanted to leave with him, to enjoy the drive back to civilization together, maybe make a plan of how we’d tell JP about what happened and how to handle the rest of my heat. I felt like I’d been cheated out of a gentle come-down, but I couldn't hold it against JP. He was just looking out for me, as per usual, while I was hiding something that would devastate him. 

      I sighed and sat down and accepted the takeout container that JP was holding out to me.

      “Sesame chicken.” JP motioned to the paper carton and put his hand on my shoulder.

      “My favorite.” I smiled at him, while guilt rolled around my belly. “Thanks for coming to get me.”

      “Any time, brother. It was good timing, I just finished a shift at the station.”

      “Yeah? How’s that new guy doing?”

      “Someone got him a bottle of massage oil in the fire department Secret Santa.”

      “Does he like giving massages?”

      JP burst out laughing. “I have no idea. I hope so.”

      “Or maybe he likes receiving them.”

      “I really don’t know. It was just supposed to be funny.”

      “That’s actually a nice gift, though. I’m serious. Was he embarrassed?”

      “Yeah, he looked like one of Santa’s elves. His ears got redder than yours are right now.” JP laughed again at his own joke as he pulled out onto the road, and I laughed along with him. I hoped he would keep on assuming my ears had gone red because of my heat illness, and not because I was in agony over the secret Jones and I were still keeping, the one that would devastate him once he knew. 

      I was so ashamed we hadn’t told him sooner.
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      While Charlie was being checked over by the doctor, JP and I sat next to each other in the waiting room. I picked up a car magazine that was on the coffee table, but I had barely opened it when JP started in on me with a line of questioning.

      “So what happened out there?”

      “Well…” I took a deep breath and gathered the strength I still had left in me. 

      For Charlie, I reminded myself. I remembered the sweet, sticky feeling of waking up with him in my arms after we had bonded. The saccharine image immediately reminded me of how much I wanted to do that with him again. If he would still have me. Our exit from the forest hadn’t exactly gone to plan. I wished I could have spoken to him about how we should approach JP, but he was so lost in his own thoughts, and we had to focus on getting to the trailhead before sunset. We’d barely made it. I had needed him to focus on keeping his pace, and keeping his heat under control, lest we get stuck out there for another night with no rations… 

      And now here I was, alone with JP, under fire.

      “I gather you know about Charlie’s condition,” I began.

      JP nodded. “Did you? Like, before you guys left on the trip?”

      “No, I didn't.”

      “Shit.”

      Yeah. Precisely. “So… he went into heat early. That was yesterday. We still had so much farther to go, and he had wanted to bring a knotting dildo with him, but I made him leave it at home because his pack was too heavy.”

      “And because you didn’t know that his heats can be dangerous.”

      “Exactly.”

      He blew air out between his pursed lips. “There’s no medication or treatment for it or anything, you know.”

      “Yeah. He said so. That sucks.”

      “Yeah, it sucks. So what did you do? How’d you get him out of there?”

      “Well, you know I’m not one of those mindless alphas, right? I can control myself. But we decided… It was the best thing to do, and…” I stumbled trying to get the words out, but JP nodded, indicating that I should continue. “We bonded.”

      My heart stopped and I held out my exhale. I braced for a punch.

      “I suspected as much.”

      “What?”

      I reeled in shock, and JP just shrugged.

      “As soon as I met you guys on the trail, I noticed both of your scents were different than usual. If it had just been Charlie’s, I would have chalked it up to his heat, but since you smelled different, too… I figured something had happened between you two. But, Jones... are you sure you were okay with that?” He frowned and looked me over, scrutinizing me. 

      “Me?” JP’s question caught me off guard. I expected him to be furious. But then I remembered where he was coming from—he still thought it was just a fluke, a sudden decision after years of platonic friendship; that this was the first time Charlie and I had gotten together. I stammered, and he clarified, as if I didn’t understand him.

      “Yeah, you. I’m sure it was a great relief to Charlie. And he’s always loved you—I mean, shit, I don’t know if he loved you. But he always gave you, like, starry-eyed looks and stuff like that. Goes all gooey whenever I bring you up.” He chuckled and shook his head. “So I don’t think he would have hated the idea. But I didn’t think you would have made a lifelong decision all of the sudden like that. It’s serious, right?”

      “Right. Of course it is. Well…” I steadied myself again. I ran my hands along the tops of my thighs a few times and took another deep breath. Here we go. “It… The thing is… It wasn’t the first time that I’ve been with Charlie.”

      JP’s eyebrows shot toward the ceiling. He stared at me in shock for a moment before speaking. “Uh… Excuse me?”

      I bit down my fear and leapt. “We’ve hooked up before. I didn’t think you needed to know because it was never serious between us and I figured that would just complicate things. Charlie agreed. But… listen, before you get mad, I just want you to know something else.” The words were following one another quickly now, like ants following a trail of honey. “I’m in love with him. Like, crazy in love with him, and I probably have been for a long, long time. So I’m really happy that we’re bonded, and I’m going to treat him right. I’m going to take care of him for the rest of my life. Have no doubt about that. You don’t have to worry. But I am sorry you had to find out like this. I really am. Please just trust me, I want the best for Charlie. You have to believe me when I say that.”

      I ran out of breath and loosened the death grip I had on my thighs. 

      JP ran a hand over his head, from his forehead all the way to the back of his neck, then let his hand drop into his lap. He let out a breath through his closed lips, making the sound of a rickety moped engine. “Shit.”

      “Yeah.”

      “That was not what I thought you were gonna say.”

      “I know.”

      As I let him percolate this barrage of new information, I cast my mind back to one of the times I considered telling JP, years ago.

      

      Three Years Earlier

      A lone ceiling lamp swayed low over the dark wood bar at The Angry Dexter while some ‘80s love song played on the buzzy jukebox.

      “Another round, fellas?” The bartender smiled at us from under a newsboy cap. His handlebar mustache was waxed within an inch of its life and his denim overalls made him look like a dandy farmer. I nodded, and he refilled JP’s and my glasses.

      “Oh, I heard from Blaze yesterday.” JP took a sip of his whiskey.

      “Really? How is he?”

      “He seems like he’s hanging in there. But it’s hard to tell. So much of what he’s doing is confidential. Classified.”

      “Right. So I guess he can’t tell you much.”

      “Exactly. But he sounds… I mean, he’s so tough that it’s hard for me to believe, but if I didn’t know better, I’d say he sounded scared.”

      “Shit, I would be!”

      “Yeah, me too.”

      “What?” I was surprised to hear that from JP. “Even after what you’ve seen in firefighter training?”

      “No doubt about it. Fire can be scary, but it has no allegiance—no politics, citizenship, religion, nothin’. It’s still a fight, don’t get me wrong, but there’s nothing personal about it. I imagine it’s completely different on a real battlefield. Gunfights, bombs, who knows what else. Someone’s trying to kill you in particular, you know? I’ve never been through that.”

      I swirled the whiskey in my glass and considered his point. “I guess you’re right. It’s the same thing with me, really. Bears don’t have vendettas. As long as you respect their space, you’re good. Usually it’s your own mistake that’ll do you in. I guess war isn’t like that.”

      JP nodded at me and drained his glass, then put it back down on the bar with an empty thud. “You got that damn straight.”

      “I’d take the bear any day.”

      “I’d take a wildfire.”

      “When’s he due back?”

      “End of next month, if he’s lucky.”

      “Damn. I hope he is.”

      “Me too.” I took a sip of whiskey and relished its full flavor.

      JP turned away from the bar and leaned back on his elbows. “Anything new in your life?” 

      “Not really.”

      “Been on any dates lately?”

      “Um...” I took another swig of whiskey and swallowed hard. “No.”

      As the hot alcohol flowed into my veins, it loosened my muscles… and my lips. I spun my glass around on its coaster, watching the condensation drip down to wet the cardboard disc and thought about Charlie. I was starting to think I should give it a real go with him. Being with him the few times that we’d gotten together had felt so good. It was different than it was with anyone else–and hell, I had been with older guys, younger men, women… and I never felt that same magnetism with them that I did with Charlie. What if I did ask him out? What if I told JP? He was his brother, not his prison guard, I didn’t need his permission but he’d probably be happy for us… He might even have some advice…

      Whoa. Stop. Rein it in, whiskey brain.

      “Something wrong?” JP was looking at me quizzically. I realized I had been staring at my whiskey and having a conversation with myself for a little too long.

      I laughed it off and shook my head. “I’m… I’m fine. Just trying to remember if I texted someone back. Sorry. Whiskey brain.”

      “Just off in the clouds again, huh? Classic Jones.”

      “Somethin’ like that.”

      Of course, it’s not a good idea to say anything to JP when I haven’t even said anything to Charlie yet. But it’ll be good to get this out in the open one day. Assuming it goes well with Charlie. It does seem like he feels the same way toward me, doesn’t it? I considered my question for a moment and took another sip of whiskey. Yeah, he does. He really seems like he does.

      Emboldened by my own pep talk, I planned a romantic gesture for Charlie to be enacted a few days later. I put on a clean button-down shirt—hell, I even ironed it—and bought a bouquet of mixed roses and a bottle of red wine. I was going to tell him how I felt and that I was ready to do this with him. I mean, geez, not bonding—I wasn’t going to ask for any kind of commitment except his interest in dating me. Just a relationship of some kind, where we could openly go on dates instead of just jerking each other off in the bushes like kids playing hooky from school. 

      I pulled into the parking lot of his apartment building and checked my teeth in the rearview mirror. I’d quit shaving for a bit and noticed my beard was coming in with bits of auburn. Huh. Didn’t really matter though. I spiffied my hair to make it lay a little better, and finally pronounced myself good.

      “All right.” I said in satisfaction. “Handsome.”

      I whistled a song to myself, that same one that had been playing at The Angry Dexter a few nights before, as I climbed the stairs to the door of Charlie’s apartment. I had already raised my hand to knock when the glow of his lamp through the window to the side of the door caught my eye. The curtains were halfway open and I saw Charlie sitting in his armchair and pushing his glasses up on his nose. He was smiling and holding a glass of wine.

      Damn, he already has wine? And what is he smiling at?

      My heart dropped when someone’s hand came into view and took Charlie’s glass from him. They topped it off with more wine and handed it back to him, fingers grazing against his as they did. I saw the words ‘thank you’ form on Charlie’s lips, along with a sweet little smile.

      The bouquet of roses felt heavy as a bowling ball all of the sudden. My fingers loosened on the smooth glass neck of the bottle of wine I’d picked out. My mouth opened, as if to say something to Charlie through the window, but I closed it silently a moment later. Gripped by a sudden fear that he would see me standing there in my pressed shirt through the window, I dashed away from the door, down the stairs, and into my truck. I tossed the flowers onto the passenger seat, not caring if they were bruised or broken. I sighed and leaned my forehead on the steering wheel of my truck. Why did I ever think that this was a good idea?

      I must have gotten carried away in my head, thinking that something like this would ever work out. How ridiculous. The writing was on the wall all along. What we had between us was just a hook-up to him all along. He was probably too young to even be thinking about something serious, let alone with me. And to think I was going to tell JP… If he hadn’t freaked out, then he would have laughed to think that I had a chance at being seen in public with Charlie. A hot omega like his little brother wouldn’t want to get serious with someone like me.

      My heart was crushed, and now all there was for me to do was move on. I don’t know why I ever thought he would wait for me. I never asked him to.

      

      Back in the waiting room at the doctor’s office, JP interlaced his fingers and stretched his arms out in front of him, straightening his back and groaning slightly as he pulled his elbows taut. “I don’t know what to say to you, brother. This is fucked up. This is a fucked-up situation.”

      I couldn’t reply. I felt a burning in my gut and a heavy sensation of dread. I knew all the consequences of keeping a secret from my best friends hadn’t even landed yet. This was just the beginning. But it sucked already. JP was the kind of guy it really hurt to disappoint. He was loyal to a fault, and only had a few hard lines and expectations for his friends—and honesty was the cornerstone of all of them.

      He sucked in his bottom lip and shook his head as he crossed his arms and stared at the wall in front of us. “There’s no one who I’d rather trust to take care of my brother. But knowing that you lied to me? That sucks. It’s so crappy.”

      “I know.” I fidgeted with the pockets of my jeans. JP rubbed his eyes. He looked exhausted suddenly.

      “But it’s nice to hear you say that first part, at least.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Before JP could give me any kind of positive affirmation, Charlie emerged from the doctor’s office. JP jumped out of his seat to accompany him to the front desk, where the receptionist handed Charlie some forms to sign. I followed them to the desk but hung back, not wanting to crowd JP while he was still fuming.

      “Do you need to stop by the pharmacy?” JP asked Charlie without even turning to acknowledge that I was standing there.

      Charlie shook his head, then turned to me. “Will I hear from you later?” he asked quietly.

      I nodded, trying to tell him with my eyes that I would still be there. After all of this. No matter what. “I’ll text you.”

      Charlie bit his lower lip and followed JP, who was already on his way out the door.
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      The silence in JP’s truck was stifling.

      “Where’s Percy?” I asked quietly, looking over my shoulder to the backseat where the dalmatian usually pressed his face against the window and watched the world speed by.

      “Fire house. Left him with Ian. They’re friends.” His tone was so cold that it sent chills up my spine.

      I nodded, and swallowed. “That’s nice.”

      Silence. Awful, pressing silence.

      “Do you have any plans tonight–”

      “Jones told me that you’ve bonded.” JP gripped the steering wheel and stared straight at the road, which was swathed in the navy blue silk of evening, save for the yellow beams of his headlights. His face wasn’t showing much emotion, but with JP, that told me more than enough.

      “Did he tell you…”

      “Yes.” JP slid his hand around to switch on his turning signal, never breaking eye contact with the double yellow line he was following toward my apartment building. “He told me that it wasn’t the first time.” His confident, easygoing nature could turn on a dime when he felt betrayed. “Or the second.” 

      He turned to look at me now. His face was stony, but there was still a tinge of the gently scolding look that he usually reserved for the times when I bravely and erroneously thought I could use my motormouth to outsmart him.

      A surge of guilt almost suffocated me. I’d trapped Jones into bonding with me, and left him to tell JP all on his own. I could only hope that Jones had broken the news to him gently. But maybe it wouldn’t have made much of a difference.

      I looked out at the road ahead, unsure of what to say. In fact, I don’t think I said a word until we walked through the door of my apartment. JP put the kettle on while I started to run a bath.

      “Do you have all the tea you need?” he asked me.

      “Yeah, I’m all good, thanks.”

      “Did the doctor say to do anything besides rest?”

      “Nope. I just have to take it easy and call him tomorrow if I still don’t feel any better after a night’s sleep.”

      “All right, then. Well, guess I’ll see you.”

      JP turned to leave, and a sudden surge of anger took hold of me. I couldn’t believe he was going to try and give me the cold shoulder now, of all times.

      “I’m sorry, okay?” My voice came out like the bark of an abandoned dog. I felt guilty and embarrassed, but I wasn’t going to let JP walk out on me. If he was angry and hurt, we needed to talk about it. I wasn’t going to suffer alone. 

      He turned to face me and took his hand off the knob of my door. With his attention, I unleashed everything I had been holding in, over all those years. “What should I have said? I’ve got it bad for one of your best friends, but there’s no way in a million years he’s going to settle for someone like me?”

      JP jerked his head back like I had sprayed him with a hose. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “I’m damaged fucking goods. After what happened with Claude? Jones was there. He saw how pathetic I was. And now I’ve gone and trapped him into something I know he didn’t want. I feel sick about it.”

      JP’s face contorted with disgust. “Did Jones say that to you?” His right hand balled up into a fist. “Because he told me that he was in love with you and wanted to take care of you for the rest of his life. And that I had nothing to worry about. That son of a—”

      “What? No!” He said what?

      JP relaxed his fist, and squinted at me.

      “He didn’t do anything wrong, JP. He didn’t say anything negative toward me. That’s just what I thought he would think.” I sank into my armchair and held my head in my hands. “I don’t know if I’m making any sense right now. It’s been… It’s been a crazy few days.”

      JP took off his jacket and sat down on the couch opposite me. “Maybe you should start from the beginning and just tell me what happened between you two.”

      Now that JP had calmed down, I felt the tightness that had gathered in my chest start to let up. The kettle finished boiling, and I leaned forward to get it, but JP waved me back into my chair.

      “I’ll get it. You relax.” 

      His familiar, protective, caring role as my brother had returned, much to my relief. I took a moment to gather my thoughts before I was to tell the whole torrid history between Jones and me. 

      How much detail should include? He’s still my brother, after all. I’ll just give him the overview. He can ask for more detail if he wants to know.

      JP came back into the room with two steaming mugs of tea and a sleeve of ginger cookies that I always kept in my cupboard for emergencies like this. I took a bite of one of the cookies and relished in the spicy, crisp snap against my teeth.

      “So.” I wrapped my hands around the warm mug of tea and sighed.

      “Take your time.” There was an edge to his voice that suggested he didn’t want me to do anything of the sort.

      “It started when I was nineteen.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Hey. I’m telling the story.”

      “Sorry! Please continue. Sorry.” JP held up his hands and leaned back in surrender.

      “I ran into Jones at a party, we had both been drinking, and we ended up hooking up behind some bushes. It was fun, really fun, and I felt a sort of mutual understanding and connection with him that I had never felt before. But we both agreed to just leave it at that. That it would be less complicated that way.”

      JP grunted, but gave nothing away with his expression.

      “The next year I got with Claude. And that whole shitstorm went down. You know Jones was there. He saw the mess that I made, and I figured he wouldn’t want anything to do with me after that. We ran into each other a few more times after that, though, and we did hook up again. But he had always made it clear that he didn’t want to be tied down.”

      “Jones?”

      “Surprising?”

      “No. But you wanted to be with him? To be serious?”

      I looked down at my mug and shrugged. “Yeah. But it was never an option. So I would try to date someone else to get him off my mind, and I’d see Jones with someone else, until we were both single again, and that pattern repeated a few more times. It never seemed serious. Just casual and ambiguous.”

      JP scoffed. “Well, it sounds pretty serious to me.”

      “Well, it wasn’t. So I didn’t see any good reason to tell you. You can get overprotective—”

      JP opened his mouth to disagree but I raised my hand to refute whatever bullshit defense he was going to attempt.

      “Yes. You do. You know you do.”

      He closed his mouth.

      “And I had chosen that situation for myself, as confusing as it was. Jones and I were in agreement. I didn’t need to be protected. It seemed like everything was just fine as it was. There was no reason to make it more serious or dramatic than it needed to be.”

      JP ran his hands over his face. “You’re right that there was nothing wrong with you guys taking it casually and not making it into a whole big thing. But not telling me… that part was wrong. And I don’t think you can justify it, even though you’re still trying to.”

      I looked down at the ochre-colored tea in my mug with shame and took a sip to steady myself. “I’m sorry, JP. I am. I know I let you down.” 

      I waited for him to say something, but he just sighed.

      “What can I do? Can I make it up to you somehow?”

      He grunted noncommittally. “I’m going to need some time to figure it out. I’m frustrated and this is… it’s been a long day. Let’s leave it at that for now.”

      Let’s just leave it at that?

      I was incredibly frustrated that he still wouldn’t tell me more about how he really felt. But at least he had heard me out. And it seemed like he did approve of our relationship, generally. Except for the secrecy part. Maybe we’d be able to move past it... One day.

      I swallowed another gulp of tea. “Okay, that’s fair. Thanks for taking care of me today.”

      He sighed again. “No problem. You’re still my little brother.”

      “Glad that hasn’t changed.”

      “It never will. But I’m gonna go home now.” He stood up and put on his jacket, then turned toward me before heading for the door. “Actually, I do have something else to say.”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re wrong about what happened with Claude.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Claude was a huge jackass. What happened in the basement at that party… that was never your fault. Nothing about it was your fault. And you’re not damaged goods. I hated hearing you say that. You’re brilliant. I’m not just saying that because you’re my brother. You’re amazing. Anyone would be lucky to have you in their life. I’m just sorry I never realized you thought of yourself that way, because if I had found out sooner, I would have made sure you didn’t still believe it. You can’t go through your life putting yourself down like that. You have so much to offer the world. It would be a shame for everyone if you held yourself back from being happy and successful just because a worthless slimeball treated you badly.”

      His speech hit me like the cold water of the river in the forest. I was shocked to have the dirty laundry of my insecurities thrown in my face like that, but I couldn’t argue with what he said. I had been foolish to let Claude hold that power over me, and even more than that, to let it affect how I approached things with Jones. The epiphany was overdue, but not too late.

      I could barely find the words to thank him.

      

      After JP left, I texted Jones asking him to come over, then let myself melt into the hot bath with my phone on a shelf next to me. Even though I knew it would buzz with Jones’ response, I still kept checking it.

      It remained suspiciously silent.

      Eventually, the bathwater went cold and my chills started up again, so I put on my softest bathrobe, warm socks, and brought my phone with me into the bedroom, where I kissed my bicycle hello, then slipped into bed. I wrapped myself in the blankets, wondering why there were so many misunderstandings crowding my life all of the sudden, and if it was too late to set any of them right. I shivered a little and felt a few aches in my lower abdomen, but as I warmed up, my body relaxed slightly and I felt myself drifting off.

      I was half asleep when I woke up to three messages, back to back. My heart jumped with excitement, then crashed back down when I saw that they weren’t from Jones. It was Logan.

      Are you back?????

      Please don’t be dead in the woods.

      I’m stuck at home on NYE with a newborn! I need this gossip!!!!!!

      I held back a laugh and called him.

      “Finally, oh my god, I have been waiting. Where have you been?” He sounded panicked, and I felt guilty that I’d forgotten to text him when I got back, but things had been a little… distracting.

      “The woods.” I was shocked at how somber I sounded. It seemed that not even Logan's cheeriness could perk me up.

      I could almost picture his eye roll in my head. “Oh, no shit. When did you get back?”

      “Hm, around six, I guess.”

      “And you're just calling me now? What the hell, Charlie?” He sounded genuinely pissed, and I couldn't stand it.

      “Look, a lot has been going on, all right?” I snapped.

      “No shit, you just spent three nights in a tent with Jones, of course a lot is going on. That's what I'm dying to hear about. Spill it.”

      I sighed and ran a hand over my slightly clammy face as I lay flat on my back and the events of the last four days - and nights - raced through my head. “I don't even know where to start.”

      “Cut to the chase. Did you hook up?”

      His bluntness made me smile, and I barely choked out a weak, “Yes.”

      Logan howled like a wild thing and I had to pull the phone away from my ear, but his cries were cut off when Blaze admonished him in the background and the baby started crying.

      “Shit, shit, shit, sorry. One second, Charlie, I have to go outside. I'm being banished from the family room.”

      While he tried to comfort Jeremiah and then walked outside, I took the opportunity to glance at my screen for any other messages I might have overlooked. Still nothing. A bad feeling grumbled in my guts.

      “I knew there was some hot chemistry between you two,” Logan declared as he closed his back door and I brought the phone back to my ear.

      “Well… Now JP knows too,” I grumbled.

      “Erm, what's this got to do with JP?”

      “Good question. In theory, nothing. But, uh… I have to tell you something that's probably going to piss you off as much as it pissed him off.”

      “That you've hooked up with Jones before?”

      I stammered, and Logan snickered.

      “You think I wouldn't notice you disappearing with him at all those parties? C'mon. I'm not an alpha, I notice things.”

      I snorted at his unabashed omega pride, despite the stress of the situation still weighing on me. “If you knew, why didn't you say anything?”

      “It wasn’t my place.” I could practically hear his nonchalant shrug.

      “And you're not pissed that I didn't tell you?”

      “Uh, no? I knew you would eventually. Who cares?”

      I sighed and rolled onto my side so I could hug a pillow. “JP sure does. He's mad, or sad, or pissed, or something. I lied to him. We both did.”

      “He's overprotective; you’re his baby brother. He'll get over it.”

      The flippant nature of Logan’s reaction did calm me down a little, and having come clean to my best friend and my brother was a big step towards… towards what? Jones still hadn't messaged me back. We'd bonded, and now he was giving me the silent treatment? Was he really that scared of JP? I felt sick at the thought that he’d abandon me so quickly just because my brother was mad at him.

      “So, spill it. I'm literally freezing out here waiting for you to tell me the details.”

      “Oh, please. You have those fancy heat lamps, don't you?”

      “I will murder you in cold blood if you don't tell me what happened.”

      I smirked as I rolled onto my back and balanced the pillow on my knees. “You want me to cut to the chase?”

      “Yes.”

      “You want to hear the headline?”

      “Yes!”

      “You want the–”

      “Charlie! I'm murderous!”

      “We bonded.”

      “Hell, yes! What the fuck! Yes! Yes! Yes!”

      I couldn't help but join in his celebration. I kicked my feet, yelled at the ceiling, bit a pillow and howled like a madman until we both ran out of air.

      Logan gasped for air and let out a happy sigh. “Now tell me, exactly how did it happen? Beat for beat. Andddd... Go.”
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      I unlaced my boots with caution. The minute I shook them off, my ankle ached and I grimaced at the expected, but unwelcome, pain. A few rotations told me that the range of motion was still decent, but I needed to rest it if it wasn't going to get worse. I elevated my foot on a stack of cushions on the coffee table, and sank back into the couch with a heavy sigh, my arm resting on the backpack I still hadn't zipped open. I lazily fiddled with the seams and buckles as a weight grew heavy in my chest.

      I didn't want to unpack. I didn't want to open up what I'd sealed up in the bag and carried back from the forest with me. I didn't want to think about how I was alone in my house, wondering if my best friend would ever talk to me again.

      I sure as hell couldn't keep sitting there thinking about it, though. Not without a glass of whiskey, at least, and I was all out of booze.

      I hauled myself up and steadied most of my weight on my good foot as I unzipped the bag and threw it open. A shock of scents hit me–earth, mud, moss, and bark, and my own sweat mixed with Charlie's heady heat scent that must have seeped into all of my equipment. I wished I was with him then, processing what had happened together. But did he even want to see me so soon? JP had escorted him off pretty quickly, and he was probably still at Charlie's. Probably staying the night. If anything was going to continue with Charlie and me, I'd need to give them the space to figure out their stuff.

      And I needed to figure my stuff out, too. I was bonded now, and my life suddenly looked like a mess—certainly not something I wanted to bring Charlie into. My house was furnished like a bachelor's pad. There was a rickety old varnished table that was meant to create a dining space but was overflowing with stacks of mail and dirty mugs, a threadbare rug, and sofas that had seen better days even when I'd first brought them home. How was I going to provide for Charlie?

      I sighed in frustration and started to unpack my bag. I'd just have to find a way to make it work. We both would.

      As I stuffed my rank camping clothes into the washing machine, the front door to my house swung open with a creak. I walked out through the kitchen and found JP standing in the doorway, his broad shoulders silhouetted by the outdoor light.

      I sighed and put my hands in the air. “Go ahead.”

      JP stared daggers at me, but didn’t move.

      “You can punch me if you want. Go ahead. I know you want to. I probably deserve it.”

      JP just looked at me. Until the daggers in his eyes softened and his mouth drooped into a soft, sad scowl. JP rarely looked sad, and it always broke my heart to see it. He slumped onto my couch, up against the armrest with his chin in his hand. I sat in a chair opposite him and studied him quizzically.

      “Okay, so you don’t want to hit me. Why’d you drive all the way over here? I already knew you were mad. I could tell as much at the doctor’s office.”

      “I don’t know what to do, Jones.”

      “What do you want to do? Giving me a black eye wouldn’t cut it?”

      He stared at me like I wasn’t being funny. I dropped it, and met his gaze with the same seriousness he was looking at me with. “I want to feel like I can trust you again. And my brother. But right now I don’t feel like I can.”

      I swallowed, my throat dry with guilt. “I can understand that. Even though I hate to hear you say it.”

      “Well, you brought that upon yourself.”

      “Yeah. I guess you can say that.”

      JP sighed and rubbed his forehead. “And I guess I should also say, I’m happy for you. Part of me is ecstatic for you and for Charlie, even though I can’t exactly act like it right now. And if you hurt him, I’ll kill you, blah blah, you know the deal.” He paused. “But for real. He’s important to me.”

      “I do know. And you don’t need to worry about that.”

      He scoffed. “Oh, but I do. It’s just not what I’m most worried about.”

      I nodded. “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry. Not just for the way I handled things with Charlie, but for damaging your faith in me. We’ve been through a lot over the years, and you’ve always been there for me. The years that Blaze was away… The time it took for me to get tight with Neo… You’ve been there since we were teenagers.”

      Jones nodded and looked at me under heavy brows. He looked ten years older than his age.

      I lowered my voice and looked at my hands. “Not everyone has a friend like that. But this time I screwed up. And I want you to know I’m apologizing with every part of myself. I know I fucked up and there are major consequences for that. This is weighing heavily on me. I hope you can see that.”

      He grunted. “I can. Unfortunately it’s not having any effect on how I feel right now. I’m still messed up about all this and I can’t tell you when that’s going to pass. I’m going to need time.”

      I held back a surge of emotion that made me want to beg him for his friendship, plead for his forgiveness. Instead, I cleared my throat. “Of course. Take all the time you need.”

      “But I need you to do something for me.”

      I met his eye again. “Anything.”

      “I just spoke with Charlie when I took him home. He thinks that he’s... damaged or something. Unworthy. That what happened with Claude ruined him, particularly the fact that you were there and saw him in his darkest hour. I told him it wasn’t true but I’m not sure if he was really listening, or if he really heard me, you know? I don’t know if he can see the truth about that right now. But he needs to. And you need to be the one to help him do that.”

      I nodded soberly. “I’ll do what I can.”

      JP looked like he was about to thank me, but thought better of it. He stood up to leave, then reached into his coat pocket and handed me a key without a word. I didn’t have to ask to know what it unlocked.

      He opened the door, then paused and turned to me. 

      “Welcome to the family, Jones.” 

      The door slammed shut behind him.
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      I had fallen so deeply asleep waiting for Jones to text me back that I didn’t even hear him come in with my spare key. His whispering voice in my ear filtered into my sleeping mind, but it was the creaking of my mattress under his weight as he lay down that woke me up. His scent immediately filled me with a sense of - not quite safety, and not quite arousal, but close enough to both that I couldn’t help but smile.

      I groggily rolled over to face him and reached out to touch his face, feeling instant relief as my fingers made contact with his skin.

      “How are you?” Jones ran his hand over my hair.

      “What took you so long?” I blinked a few times to see him better. I still only half-believed he was really here.

      He lowered his eyes to the key in his fingers. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t sure if I should come over tonight.”

      “What made you decide to come?”

      “I had an interesting talk with JP.”

      “Interesting?” Now I was sure I was awake. I sat up and leaned back against the headboard.

      “Well, he’s not in a great place. Understandably.”

      “Yeah, I could tell he wasn’t doing great when he left here earlier.”

      “I hate the feeling of knowing I’m the one who put him in that position.”

      I tugged on his hand. “Hey, not just you. Me too.”

      “Yeah. But it’s done now, I guess.”

      “So what made you want to come all the way over here in the middle of the night?”

      “It’s not actually that late.” He grinned and pointed to my phone.

      “Sorry, I’m so out of it.” And horny, I thought, but I wasn’t quite ready to bring that up. It wasn’t as if he couldn’t scent my heat, and this conversation deserved my full attention.

      “It’s fine, baby. But, um... JP mentioned that you think you’re not good enough for me? And I just couldn’t believe that. What would ever give you that idea?”

      I laughed it off, while a spasm of anxiety caught in my throat. “Oh, that was just something I said. Don’t worry about it. You’re here now. That’s what’s important.” I leaned in to kiss him, and at first he gave in to the crush of our lips together, and ran his hands through my silky hair as my cock rose to the occasion. Now that we were in a comfortable bed, in my beautiful apartment, this could be a whole new beginning for us… A real relationship, being a part of each other’s lives… This was exactly what I had really wanted. And now that it was in my hands, now that I was in Jones’ arms, it was irresistible. The last thing I wanted to do was harp on about my vulnerabilities… I didn’t want to be a turn-off. I didn’t want to risk losing the incredible thing I’d just gotten my hands on.

      Suddenly, he pulled out of the kiss. “Hang on.”

      “Why?” I moved in to kiss him again, but he put my hand on my shoulder.

      “You’re so incredibly perfect for me. I’m crazy about you. Do you understand that?”

      Shame felt like it was swallowing whole. I didn’t want him to have to convince me. I felt my cheeks flush, and lowered my eyes.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful.” He ran his thumb along my lower lip. “Your mouth is the perfect shade of pink. The way you kiss me… makes me forget my own name, it’s that good. Your hair is so thick and glorious. I love you in contacts, but I also love your glasses and the cute way you use your index finger to push them up on your nose. I love your dedication to your writing. How smart you are. How countless words come flying out of your mouth in the amount of time it takes me to formulate a single sentence. The way you cup your hands around your coffee mug. Your curiosity. How many questions you ask. Your impeccable taste in fashion, furniture, your dedication to your bike, your interest in your students, how hard you work. And most of all, the way you make me feel. Like my heart is finally in the place it should be. Like I’m at home in myself, in my life, just because you’re right here with me.” 

      My heart had swelled as soon as he had started his litany of lovable qualities. Halfway through, I felt like I was overflowing with love. I wanted to wrap myself in his words and wear them like a suit of armor. By the time he finished his list, I’d wriggled out of my pajamas and was kissing his neck while pressing myself against him, my heart beating at a thousand miles an hour and my head spinning with desire. He wants me. He really wants me, for who I am. He sees me for who I am. Holy shit...this is a new kind of love. I want to just bathe in this feeling forever. I was unbuttoning my jeans when he pulled back. “Hang on. There’s still one more thing I needed to clear up.”

      “What is it now?” I nibbled at his ear and growled. How could there be more clearing up tonight?

      “I have a confession.” 

      I pulled back to look him in the eye. “Don’t tell me you have another family that you never told me about, and they’re three states away, and there are three kids but two of them don’t even look like you—”

      He laughed, but put his finger over my lips before I could spin an even more absurdly tall tale.

      “Shh. Listen.” Amazingly, I did. “Are you sure I didn’t trap you into this? By taking you out into the woods and then being the only alpha around when you were heat-sick?”

      I felt like I’d been hit with a foam bat. “What? Are you kidding?” I was shocked, and gazed down at the area around his collarbone, suddenly shy. He was starting to sound like… Well, me. I guess I have to make a confession of my own. “Jones…” I liked my lips, nervous. “I’m still worried that I trapped you into this. You didn’t even know about my extreme heat sickness before we left, for starters. That was all me, trying to save face.”

      His hand cupped my face, thumb running over my bottom lip. His expression was so serious - so earnest - that I didn’t think he even realized how erotic he was being. “Okay, that’s true. But still. We bonded under very unusual and stressful circumstances. So I just want to make sure you feel okay about this. Even though we’re bonded already, I want you to feel like you have a choice in this. For your sake and for mine.”

      I caught his gaze. “I feel the same.” I wasn’t sure what he read in my eyes, but a slow smile spread over his mouth, honest and raw and so damn beautiful to see. It was so amazing to feel like we were in this together, finally, that I sighed with the satisfaction of my heart finally being in the right place.

      “So I guess we just need to talk about how we felt before you got sick,” he said.

      “Right.” I swallowed, a little nervous to lay it all out on the line, but desperate to hear what he had to say.

      “I’d already told you I wanted a real relationship with you. At least the beginning of one. I wasn’t asking you for a major commitment, but that was only because I thought that was the most reasonable and respectful approach. I did want to commit to you, even before all of this. I hoped that we would get to the point where I could ask you to bond with me. I just didn’t think it would come that soon. So when you proposed that we take it slow, it seemed appropriate. It seemed like we might be on the same page.”

      I let out a long sigh. “Okay, well, that makes me feel better.”

      “What about you?”

      “Well, to be honest, I wasn’t sure. But now I am. The way you’ve handled this whole situation has made me completely sure. Whatever we have to face as a result of bonding so suddenly, we’ll do it together, with nothing to hide. The way it should be. So please don’t worry about that anymore, okay?”

      He leaned in to kiss me, and this time he embraced me wholeheartedly. We may have had our doubts, but we were together now. Completely, whatever happened. And it felt so good to know that for certain. After years of wondering, after three days of beating around the bush in the woods, we wanted each other. “Oh, Jones. This means so much to me. But all you need to worry about is how badly I want you right now,” I purred.

      Jones’ tongue pressed between my lips and I snaked my hand along the tantalizing dip of his lower back before gripping his ass in my hand. He moaned into my mouth and pulled his jeans down. I quickly shuffled out of my underwear and he pulled me against his chest again.

      He tongued at my neck and ran his fingers down my spine. Shudders ran through me as my naked cock slid up against his. My body temperature was still slightly raised from my heat, and the comparative coolness of his skin was delicious to me.

      He kissed and bit at my shoulder as he slid his hands down to my ass, pulling the cheeks apart to tease at my opening with his finger. I whimpered into his neck and spread my fingers on his back to grip him tightly. Being close to him was like a soothing balm to my heavy heart, and I wanted more. 

      He wrapped his other arm around my waist to brace me and slid his finger deeper. I gasped as I opened so easily that he quickly added another finger. I moaned and bucked my hips against him, taking his fingers deeper bit by bit as I rode them, rubbing my hard cock against his at the same time.

      “You’re so fucking gorgeous,” he growled.

      I turned my face toward him as he turned his toward me, and our lips met with synchronized hunger. I bucked my hips faster and began to whine into his mouth impatiently. We rolled over together, and I landed on my back, looking up at my man.

      “I love you, Charlie.”

       His words made me feel immediately drunk and I felt a surge of power move through me like an electrical current. I couldn’t wait to give the alpha I had waited so long to belong to what he craved.

      “Fuck. I fucking love you so much,” I stammered as I reached down to angle his cock towards my aching, pulsing hole. I lifted my knees to give him better access, and he hooked them over his shoulders. He pushed inside me slowly, making my eyes roll back. I relished the hot pressure as his cock slid into me, my ass rippling with spasms around him. Coated with my slick, he slid back out a few inches with ease, then pounded his cock home with the fury of newfound freedom in the love we no longer needed to hide, and couldn’t deny. I cried out and grabbed at him, at whatever I could hold–his shoulders, his arms, his chest. As our bodies rolled against each other’s, I was lost in the warm, sweaty waves of skin against skin. For the first time in so long, I felt like I was exactly where I was meant to be.

      “Oh, god, just like that!” I dug my fingernails into his back as he hammered me into my mattress, hitting right where I needed him to. A well of pleasure built up in my balls.

      “Are you gonna come?”

      I bit his lower lip and nodded, and watched in delight as Jones’ expression shifted from pleasure to ecstasy. Suddenly, I felt his knot swell up and fill me. Stuck inside of me with the thickened knot of muscle, he pumped back and forth just enough to push me over the edge as I visualized the head of his cock shooting his spend deep inside of me as I cried out with pleasure. We moaned and gripped each other tightly as his cock emptied into me and I spattered my orgasm across his chest.

      Remaining inside of me as his knot slowly receded, Jones planted gentle kisses in a circle around my face. I dragged my fingers lazily along his arms and kissed him whenever I could reach his lips. Once he'd kissed every inch of my cheeks and forehead, he rolled us to our sides, holding me close.

      “I meant what I said,” he whispered.

      “In the woods? I know…”

      “Mm. And here, just now. I love you, Charlie.”

      I nuzzled my face against his chest and let out a sigh. Not everything was perfect, and JP might never forgive me. But in that moment, my whole life felt like it had been leading up to that point.

      “I love you–”

      Cut off by the pops and bangs of an explosion, I gasped and looked towards the windows above the bedhead, but I was still stuck in place by the knot. Jones chuckled as I tugged at it, and I moaned as it sent another shock of pleasure through me.

      “You want to go again?” he teased, but I was too busy gasping at the explosions in the sky to find a good comeback. I craned my neck to stare longingly at the windows where I could barely get a hint of colors reflected off the glass.

      “You want to see them that badly?”

      I waved him off, but he knew me better than that.

      “Here.” Jones rolled us over so he was on his back, and I could sit upright, right as another huge explosion went off overhead. I gasped as a burst of white and red sparkles shot through the sky. They looked blurry to me without my glasses on, but that made them even more beautiful, in a way. Jones smiled at me as he smoothed his hands over my thighs, and held my knees.

      “I wish you could see them,” I sighed.

      “I can see them in your eyes.”

      “You can?” I gasped again as a series of small, particularly bright sparks shot up high into the night sky and exploded with a burst that sounded like gunfire. “Those ones are my favorites! They look like dandelions getting blown across the sky on a breeze.”

      I smiled down at Jones as a fluttering rattled behind my breastbone. I couldn’t think of a time I’d ever been happier.

      “Why are you looking at me? You’re going to miss the fireworks.”

      I shook my head and kept my eyes on his. “I don’t care. I just want to look at you.”

      Jones chuckled again, and tucked my hair behind my ear. “You're adorable.”

      I blushed.

      He smiled, laced his fingers through my hair, and brought me down for a sweet kiss as the explosive show washed us in red, white, and yellow light. The fireworks soon died off, and we lay side by side again, the knot still lodged inside me.

      “Did you get what you were looking for?” he whispered, and smoothed hair back from my face.

      “Huh?” I frowned.

      “Your research… Think you can finish your book now?”

      I let out a loud guffaw, shocked that I’d completely forgotten about my book. What a refreshing break it had been, spending days without it weighing on my mind. “You know what? I’m certain I have exactly what I was looking for. Thank you for being my guide.”

      “Anytime.” He grinned, and drew me closer. “Happy New Year, Princess.”

      My whole body relaxed against him, and buzzed with a sense of belonging. This was exactly where I wanted to be. It was exactly what I needed.

      A new year. A fresh, new start - one that we would take together. I knew in my heart that whatever happened from here was going to be okay. Even our guilt about JP faded from my mind as I drowsed against my partner, my Jones. JP would forgive us - the book would get written - life would cascade forward, and we would navigate it side by side. I had someone who was on my team—and a strong, capable alpha at that. 

      As I grinned smugly at how well things had worked out for me, we fell asleep in warm, bonded bliss.

      Together at last.
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