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Chapter 1

	"It won't work you know," Kelly whispered.

	Terry cocked his head, looking at his brother. Kel was slender and five-ten, a definite contrast to Terry's six-one, lean but muscular build. "Yes it will, Kel, if we're careful," he replied, keeping his voice low.

	"He'll come looking for us and if he finds us things will be worse than ever. Especially for you."

	Terry nodded, touching the bruises on his arm. They were the result of his father brutally holding it while he whipped Terry with his belt. "Then we'll have to make sure that doesn't happen." He slung his pack over one shoulder, wincing when it hit his back.

	Opening the door barely an inch, Terry peered through the crack. The upstairs hallway was empty. He could hear drunken snores coming from his parents' room and prayed they'd override any sounds he and Kelly might make as they went downstairs. Beckoning for Kel to follow, he moved swiftly to the stairs, carefully avoiding the two squeaky ones. He barely breathed until they were safely in the kitchen. Without turning on the light, using what came in through the window, Terry opened the cupboards. He took out canned goods, handing some to Kel, putting the rest in his backpack. Then he inched open one of the drawers to get a can opener and two sets of silverware.

	"Okay, let's hit it," Terry whispered, unlocking the backdoor. Kel went out first, his expression a mixture of hope and fear as he looked over his shoulder at his brother. Terry followed and started to close the door when something stopped it. Their mother stood there, resignation on her face. Without a word she thrust a small packet at him. He took it without checking what it was and started to say something but she pulled the door shut and he heard it lock.

	"What did she...?" Kel started to ask before Terry pointed to the back gate.

	They walked swiftly out of the yard and down the alley. Terry didn't look at what their mother had given him until they were on the sidewalk. It was a large wad of bills, mainly ones and fives, wrapped in a note that said, "Terry, I knew that someday it would get to be too much for both of you. Take care of Kelly."

	"That's it?" Kel said when Terry read him the note. "No love you? No keep in touch?"

	"I think we're lucky she did this." Terry refrained from adding "the bitch" as much as he knew that sentiment was warranted. Their mother always sided with their father, whether he was drunk or sober. The man could do no wrong in her eyes. When he beat Terry for some perceived infraction, or when Terry stepped in to protect his brother, she would leave the room and sometimes the house, while it happened. "Okay, let's get moving before she regrets this and tries to wake the bastard to let him know we're gone."

	They traveled rapidly through the streets of the town, staying in the shadows as much as possible. When they saw a lone patrol car turn a corner, they scuttled behind a bush in someone's yard until it passed. Finally they reached the safety of the trees at the edge of town.

	Kel looked down the long stretch of highway ahead of them, saying with a slight smile, "Maybe we should have taken the car?"

	Terry chuckled. "Yeah, that would have worked. Then he'd have sent the cops after us and..." He moved his pack to his other shoulder, grimacing when he felt something damp on the back of his shirt.

	"What's wrong," Kel asked with concern. When Terry shook his head, Kel stepped behind him. "Shit, Ter, you're bleeding."

	"It'll stop. It always does."

	"That is no answer." Kel looked up at his older brother. "We should have run a long time ago."

	"I know, but we had to wait until you were sixteen. You know that. At least now you can claim you're emancipated and I'm your guardian, if anyone asks." He smiled dryly. "We can't prove it, but hopefully no one will want us to."

	Kel crossed his fingers then told his brother he wanted to look at his back. Reluctantly, Terry put down his pack and removed his shirt. Kel whistled softly. "It's worse than I thought. Damn it, Ter." He opened his own pack and a moment later was using a Handi Wipe on the bleeding laceration. "Hold still. I have some gauze and tape," he said a moment later.

	"You packed a first aid kit?"

	"Well...yeah. You never know."

	Soon Kel had his brother bandaged and Terry put his shirt on again. Then they started walking, never looking back at the town that had been their home since they were born.

	* * * *

	Kel and Terry reached the next town over from theirs in the early hours of the morning. As there were people there who knew their father and might recognize them, they decided to go straight to the bus station before the townspeople were awake. They planned on taking the first bus that would get them as far away as possible on the little money they had with them. Terry had counted what their mother had given them, surprised to find it was just over a hundred dollars. He and Kel had managed to save a bit over seventy-five dollars between them. That, they decided, they would hang on to and just spend the hundred.

	"I guess we were being naïve, thinking we could afford the bus," Terry said a while later when they were outside of the town again. "The cash we have wouldn't even cover one of us going anywhere far enough away to feel safe."

	"So we hitchhike," Kel replied.

	"We have to be visible to do that and by now Dad has to know we're gone. So we'll hike-hike. At least until we're well away from here."

	"We better figure out where we're going."

	Terry chuckled. "Yeah, that would help. Somewhere large enough that we'll just be two more people among thousands."

	"We need a map," Kel stated. "I bet they've got them at that gas station." He pointed down the road. "We didn't really plan all this out too well, did we?"

	"Nope," Terry agreed as they headed to the gas station. A few minutes later they had a map spread out on a picnic table behind the station. "Denver, Chicago, Kansas City, or St Louis? Okay, not KC. Not with Mom's family there. With our luck we'd run into one of them."

	"Chicago's too...big."

	"That's what we're looking for."

	Kel nodded. "But it's too...I don't know. Dangerous from what I've seen on the news?"

	"Then Denver or St Louis?"

	"Denver has mountains."

	Terry grinned. "St Louis has the Arch."

	"A lot of good that'll do us. We could hide in the mountains if..." Kel's mouth tightened angrily. "If he does try to find us."

	"And he might, just to show us who's the boss. Damned bastard!"

	"Then Denver it is?"

	"Yeah." Terry folded the map after checking to see what road they needed to get out of town heading west. "Once we get to I70 we can think about hitching a ride. I'm sure there's rest stops or truck stops."

	Four hours later they were on the outskirts of a small city--and exhausted since they hadn't slept--or even eaten--since leaving home the previous evening. There was a creek ahead of them, surrounded by trees and they decided they could camp rough beside it.

	"We have," Terry said, taking a couple of cans from his backpack, "pork and beans or stew."

	"I have--" Kel checked his pack, "--ravioli and spaghetti. I opt for spaghetti." He tossed the can to Terry to open and they took turns eating from it after Terry pointed out he'd forgotten bowls or plates.

	Then they stretched out under some bushes by the creek, making certain they couldn't be seen unless someone came close to them.

	"This would be more fun if there were stars," Kel said with a yawn.

	Terry chuckled. "In the afternoon? I don't think that happens."

	"Yeah, but..."

	"Go to sleep, nut." Terry realized Kel already had and soon he was as well.

	* * * *

	Three days later, they were standing at a truck stop on the edge of Aurora, Colorado. They thanked the driver of the semi, both for giving them a lift and telling them how to find the local bus that would take them into Denver proper.

	"Food?" Terry said, looking at the diner connected to the truck stop.

	"Hell yes!" Kel agreed. They'd eaten real food, not out of a can, just once. That was after the trucker had picked them up and then stopped at a truck stop for his own dinner.

	Once inside, the first thing they did was spend a few minutes in the washroom cleaning up as much as possible. Terry's hair, coppery-blond and--according to his father--too long, was snarled and it took him a while to comb it out. Kel's reddish-brown hair was short enough he had no problem taming it.

	Then they found an empty booth, shed their backpacks, and sat. Seconds later it seemed, a cheery young waitress came over, asking if they'd like coffee as she handed them menus. Her gaze was locked on Terry, causing Kel to grin as he replied, "I'd like a soda, please."

	"Coffee for me," Terry told her, picking up the menu.

	"Just passing through?" she asked, her attention fully focused on Terry again.

	He nodded in the affirmative. "On our way to Oregon."

	"Oh. Well, okay." She left to get their drinks, not looking quite so cheerful.

	"Another heart broken," Kel said, grinning at his brother.

	"Uh-huh. Better that than having her start prying into where we were staying here and what have you. That's the last thing we need."

	"I know. Still it's funny, all things considered."

	Terry shot his brother a cautionary look then went back to perusing the menu. "The cheapest things are plain burgers or grilled cheeses," he said pointedly.

	"So we get one of each and share."

	They did, eating in silence. Terry looked up every time the diner door opened, even though he knew it was very unlikely his father would be entering. After all, he has no idea which direction we even headed, I hope. 

	Quietly Kel said what Terry had been thinking, adding, "And we don't even know if he'll be looking for us, or just think he's well rid of us."

	"Yeah. But, I'm not counting on the latter."

	"I know." Kel sighed. "Me neither. So what do we do, now that we're here? We don't have enough money to even stay at a motel, do we?"

	"Not hardly. I guess we go into Denver, like downtown, and--" he shrugged, "--talk to people. You know. The ones who live on the streets or maybe there's shelters or...hell, Kel, I don't know. We'll figure it out."

	"Planning is us," Kel replied with a weak smile.

	"More like getting away from the bastard is us. Finally. Before he ended up killing one of us in a drunken rage."

	"Killing you," Kel said quietly. "Because you always stepped in before he took his anger out on me."

	"That's what big brothers do."

	"Yeah, if they're good ones. Like you."

	"Enough. Let's finish up and get moving before it gets dark. I'd rather be downtown while there's still some daylight."

	* * * *

	


Chapter 2

	The brothers found the bus stop the trucker had told them about in a nearby Park-and-Ride. After looking at the map posted in the shelter, they chose the bus they needed to take them to a second stop. When they got there, they transferred to another one that took them into the heart of Denver.

	"We're not in Kansas anymore," Kel said with a small smile as they got off the bus at a downtown corner. "Or even anywhere close to home."

	"No kidding." Terry looked up at the buildings with a shake of his head. "I know I'm a small town guy but I've seen enough movies. I should have figured this was what it would be like." He turned slowly, feeling overwhelmed. How do we find a place to go--somewhere safe--with almost no money? "Let's see what's over there," he said, pointing down the side street.

	They walked that direction, ending up on what looked like a mall of some sort. There was a street, but no cars, just small busses. It was divided down the center by a granite-paved walkway with trees, benches, and some carts selling food, sunglasses, and other touristy items.

	"You look lost."

	Terry turned to see who was speaking. It was a young man, maybe a year older than him he guessed, dressed in very worn jeans and a faded hoodie. His brown hair was shaggy but combed, and his eyes were a deep, piercing blue.

	"Very," Terry admitted.

	"What are you looking for?" the guy asked.

	Terry glanced at Kel before replying. "Somewhere safe to stay, I guess. Somewhere that doesn't cost an arm and a leg."

	The guy nodded. "There's cheap motels on East and West Colfax."

	"Define cheap," Terry replied with a small smile.

	"Okay, I get the picture." The guy looked them over before saying, "I'm Rudy and I'm betting you're not from around here."

	"Good guess."

	"Runaways or just traveling cheap from somewhere to somewhere else?"

	"Let's just say we're getting away from a bad situation," Kel piped up.

	Rudy eyed him. "How old are you, kid?"

	"Sixteen. Just. And I'm Kelly but everyone calls me Kel. Ter's eighteen."

	"You two brothers or otherwise?"

	"Brothers," Terry replied, introducing himself.

	"Sorta figured. I can see a vague resemblance." Rudy looked past him, beckoning to someone. A moment later two kids who were probably Kel's age came over. "This is Josie, and Snap." Rudy grinned. "Snap's not his real name, believe it or not."

	Terry chuckled. "I believe it."

	"Terry and Kel are new in town," Rudy told the others, pointing to the brothers in turn. "They need somewhere to stay until they get settled in. Right?"

	"Right," Terry agreed with a nod.

	"Somewhere where they don't ask for ID, I bet," Snap said. Tall, thin, and blond, he resembled a scarecrow with his spiked-up hair and wide smile.

	Terry shrugged. "That would be good."

	"Are you running from home?" Josie asked. She was a pretty Hispanic girl, her long black hair tied back at the nape of her neck with a bandana.

	"Yep."

	"Abuse or kicked out?"

	"Yeah."

	"Well which one?" she said with a hard look at him.

	"I guess you could say abuse," Terry muttered.

	"Guess? Damn, Ter, you know it was," Kel spat out.

	Rudy held up one hand, saying, "Let's take this somewhere less public."

	It took Terry a moment to realize they were standing in the middle of the sidewalk, in front of a clothing store, and that pedestrians were making a wide berth around them. Rudy pointed to an empty bench on the center island. Josie and the brothers sat, while Rudy and Snap positioned themselves in front of them, Snap with one foot on the bench, Rudy squatting down, looking at Terry.

	"Your father?" Rudy asked, sympathy mixed with a bit of apparent personal interest as if he'd been in that situation himself at one time.

	When Terry remained silent, Kel said, "Yeah. He's a bastard when he drinks."

	"Kel," Terry hissed.

	"Well he is." Kel turned his full attention to the others. "He gets drunk, he looks for something to blame on us and then he takes his belt to--" he chewed the corner of his lip, "--to Ter, because my brother never let him hit me if he could help it."

	"What about your mother?"

	"She didn't stop him. Or even try to. She acted like we deserved it."

	"She treated the bastard like he was the be all and end all of existence," Terry explained. "If he said something, it was true. Yeah, she never watched, but she knew and he was more important to her than we were."

	"It was just the two of you?" Josie asked.

	Terry nodded. "Their two mistakes, and boy did the bastard let us know that's how he felt once we reached our teens. Before that, he just ignored us as much as possible."

	"Why didn't you call Family Services on him?" Snap said.

	"It's a small town. He's popular and wields a lot of power. Besides which, if I had and they didn't do anything, he'd have taken it out on both of us. I could deal with it, but Kel..." He shook his head. "No way was I going to take that chance."

	"You should have been able to take him on," Snap stated, looking at Terry.

	"Nope. He's big. Taller than me, and looks like a wrestler. Kel and I sort of took after Mom's side of the family. She's all of about five-five and thin as a rail."

	"Sucks, doesn't it?" Rudy said under his breath.

	"It does," Terry agreed. "But it's life I guess."

	"Our lives anyway." Rudy looked at Josie and Snap, who nodded. Then, back to Terry, asking, "You need a cheap place to stay, you said. How does free sound?"

	Terry hesitated. "Depends on the catch. Nothing's really free."

	"Ter, if you're living on the streets, everything's free." Snap grinned. "Ain't saying it's good, but it's free if you're not too picky. I'm betting the two of you slept rough on your way from wherever to here, so you're used to it."

	"We did," Kel admitted.

	"And from the look of it, unless you stashed some of your gear somewhere, what I'm seeing is what you have," Josie put in. "Meaning no blankets or sleeping bags. Right?"

	"Yeah."

	"So we can fix that."

	"And you can crash at our squat, if Snap and Josie are okay with that," Rudy told them.

	"Why?" Terry asked. "I mean...hell, you don't even know us."

	Rudy shrugged. "Karma?" He chuckled when Terry looked at him as if he was crazy. "We, the three of us, got helped out when we first hit the city. Then we banded together and now it's our turn to...what do they call it? Pay it forward, I think."

	Josie nodded. "Yeah, that's it. Came from some movie or something I think."

	"So anyway, if you want, you're welcome to stay with us. At least until you get the hang of things. The only rule is Josie's off-limits. She's Snap's girl."

	Kel chuckled, shooting a quick look at his brother. "She's too old for me, and Ter's not into that."

	"I'm sixteen, thank you very much," Josie muttered.

	"Sorry," Kel said. "I should have kept my mouth shut."

	"Yeah, you should have," Terry said dryly. "Now they're not going to want us around. Or me at least."

	"Why not?" Snap asked. Josie waggled a finger at him, and when he bent down she whispered to him. "Oh? Oh." He looked at Terry and shook his head. "Half the kids out here are gay, or les, umm lesbian for the uninitiated. Kicked out of their homes because their folks couldn't or wouldn't deal." He paused then asked, "Did--does your father know?"

	"Hell no! If he did I'd probably be dead by now."

	"Shit, man. That sucks."

	Terry shrugged. "It is what it is. He got off on the beatings, when he'd been drinking. If he'd known I'm gay, he'd have done more than that and he's got big fists. And boots."

	"Did he ever apologize afterwards? When he sobered up?" Josie asked.

	"Nope. Not to me. He did take his belt to Kel a couple of times and then it was like 'I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to. I was just drunk and didn't know what I was doing.' That was when Kel was younger. I put a stop to that, real fast, and--" Terry spread his hands, "--he left him alone after that."

	"Damn good thing you ran, then," Rudy said tightly as he stood up. "Okay, let's get over to the drop-in center and get you some sleeping bags before we head home." He made finger quotes around the last word, grinning a bit.

	* * * *

	Kel found a sleeping bag he liked right away. It took Terry longer and while he was digging through the pile, Rudy took Kel aside.

	"He's really gay?" Rudy asked quietly.

	"Yeah, and?" Kel replied, his expression tightening at the same time his fists did.

	"Hey, relax. I was just asking. It just...I mean him taking the beatings and all for you. You and him aren't, well you know?" He crossed two fingers.

	It took Kel a second to figure out what he meant. Then he didn't know whether to laugh or punch Rudy's lights out. "Hell no. I'm into girls, as long as they're nice and at least sorta pretty. And smart."

	"Okay. I shouldn't have asked but you two seem close and I've heard about stuff like that and...sorry. What I said about Josie goes, though, and don't forget it. She's been Snap's girl ever since I met them."

	"Got it," Kel replied, feeling relieved when Terry joined them carrying a sleeping bag.

	"Remember this place for later," Rudy told them. "When winter comes they give out boots and warm jackets. Well, until they run out. And you can always get new-old clothes too." He waved his arm around, indicating the racks and tables in the room.

	Terry chuckled. "I sort of figured those weren't here for display."

	Josie piped up as she and Snap came over, "They give out hygiene packs too. You know, with toothpaste, combs, condoms, all that stuff."

	"Condoms?" Kel's eyebrows rose in surprise.

	"Yeah," Rudy replied as the group headed to the front door of the building. "A lot of kids sell themselves to survive. Mostly giving blowjobs but even for those you want the john wearing a rubber."

	"Not happening with us," Terry said. "Not now, not ever."

	"Never say never. You do what you have to, to stay alive," Snap told him. "Especially the kids who are into drugs. Before you ask, drugs help dull the pain of the life we lead."

	"You do them?" Terry looked at each of them in turn.

	"Not anymore," Snap replied. "We have each other. That's why we hang together. And when we did, it was mainly weed. Nothing too hard. But that costs too."

	"We're clean now," Josie said proudly, hugging Snap.

	As they talked, now on the sidewalk outside the drop-in center, Kel looked at the teens who were hanging out in the area. "Some of them are so young," he murmured.

	Rudy nodded. "Yeah, they are. But when you're abused by someone, physically or sexually, it can get to the point where running seems to be the only option even if you're only ten or twelve. And if you're gay and your folks hate you for that..." He shrugged.

	Kel shivered then asked, since they seemed to be heading to a bus stop, "Where are we going?"

	"To our private mansion," Snap told him, grinning.

	* * * *

	


Chapter 3

	The bus took them to an area that was a mix of small businesses, warehouses and--Terry saw when he looked down a side street--older brick homes. For a moment he thought they were heading to one of the houses when they turned a corner. Then Rudy led the way down an alley. He stopped halfway, kneeling by a small glassless window covered on the inside by a battered piece of plywood. Terry couldn't see what Rudy did, but a moment later the plywood seemed to be hanging by one corner, giving them room to crawl through. Snap went in first, followed by the others. Rudy came in last, putting the plywood back in place.

	They were in a basement, Terry thought. Although you couldn't prove it by me, as dark as it is. That changed seconds later when Rudy turned on a flashlight. Snap had one too, and with both lights going, Terry saw it was a basement, or at least one room of it. On the far side was a slightly open door. Terry and Kel trailed after the others into another room, and then a third one off to one side.

	"Classy digs," Kel said with a laugh.

	Josie grinned while going to light a pair of candles, set in what looked like empty tuna cans, sitting on a wooden crate. "Our home is our castle or something like that."

	Snap lit two more candles on a battered table on the other side of the room before switching off his flashlight. While he did that, Rudy closed the door and much to Terry's surprise, got a two-by-four from under the worn sofa that sat in the middle of the room. He put it into obviously homemade brackets--one on each side of the door--to keep the door from being opened from the outside. 

	"To keep out the cops?" Kel asked worriedly.

	"More like anyone else who might be looking for a place to crash," Rudy replied.

	There was a blanket hanging from a rope stretched across the rear of the room. Josie disappeared behind it, coming back a minute later minus her backpack. When Terry looked at her in question she said, "Snap and my bedroom, so to speak. Rudy uses the sofa."

	"You two can have that corner," Rudy said, pointing to a pile of blankets. "Not much of a mattress but better than nothing."

	"And to add to the mod-cons," Snap said, chuckling, "we even have a pantry." He opened the door of a cupboard above the table. It held a small variety of canned goods, dry cereals and snacks, as well as several rolls of paper towels and a couple of rolls of toilet paper.

	"Where's the bathroom?" Kel asked.

	"Ah yes, that would be a good thing to know." Snap took the bar off the door and picked up the flashlight Rudy had set on an orange crate nearby.

	Terry and Kel followed him back to the window they'd used to enter the building. When they were in the alley, Snap led the way to the end, pointing to Porta Pottys at a construction site across the street. "There you go."

	"Geesh. I guess it's better than behind a dumpster," Kel muttered.

	"Much," Snap agreed as they returned to the building.

	When they were back in the room, Kelly discovered that Rudy and Josie had fixed supper. Rudy showed him how they used Sterno and a large tin can to make a stove that they set a pot on to heat their food.

	"Where do you get the Sterno, and the food?" Kel asked.

	Josie shrugged. "Some we buy if we make enough spanging. The rest...well, I think you can figure that out."

	"Shoplifting."

	"Got it in one," Snap replied. "A necessary evil if we don't want to go the 'sell our bodies' route. Or sell drugs for that matter."

	Kel looked at Terry, shaking his head. "I guess we have a lot to learn."

	"Not to worry, we'll teach you," Rudy told him. "Now, let's eat before it gets cold." He took a mismatched set of bowls from the cupboard, putting them on the table along with spoons, dishing out the stew they'd heated.

	"Better than how we were eating it," Terry commented. "Speaking of which..." He went over to his pack that he'd put down by the pile of blankets. Digging through it, he took out the last two cans he'd brought from home. Then he got the one in Kel's pack and gave them to Rudy, saying, "To add to the stock."

	Rudy thanked him, put them in the cupboard, and then everyone found a place to sit and began to eat. Terry felt uncomfortable when he realized that Rudy seemed to be studying him. Finally he asked with a small smile, "Do I have something on my face?"

	"Nope. Sorry. I'm just trying to figure you out. You took a big chance, coming here. You probably hitched at least part way, which isn't safe. You hooked up with us even though you don't know ace-deuce about us. If you dad's looking for you he's probably filed a missing person's report on you--both of you actually--so if a cop stops you, you're up shit creek."

	"Kel might be, but he runs fast," Terry replied with a small grin. "If anyone asks, other than cops, we're claiming he's an emancipated minor. I'm old enough I shouldn't have any problems."

	"Still," Rudy pointed out, "you should do something to change your appearances. Kel can let his hair grow out which'll help. You...hmm..."

	"Yes?"

	"How would you feel about dying your hair? That copper color is great, but it stands out."

	"I suppose I could. But how, and where? I don't think I'd want to do that in the Porta Potty."

	"Damn, no. There's plenty of gas stations around with one-person washrooms we could use." Rudy tapped his chin. "Black would be a big change."

	"Let me think about it. Okay?"

	"Yeah. Sure. For now let's get some sleep. I have the feeling you need it. Both of you."

	* * * *

	It took Terry a minute to figure out where he was when he woke the next morning. Then it all came rushing back--being dropped off in Denver, meeting Rudy and the others, coming to their squat as Rudy called it. Climbing out of his sleeping bag, he realized he had a definite need for a bathroom. But can I use it during the day? he wondered, remembering the ones at the construction site.

	He shook Kel's shoulder, getting a muttered "It's too early" from his brother. Then Kel opened his eyes and sighed sleepily. "It wasn't a dream and I gotta piss."

	"Me too. So hop to it and let's hope the construction workers don't kick us out."

	"They won't," Rudy said from the other side of the room. "They know us."

	"They know you, not me and Kel," Terry pointed out.

	"Same diff, but I'll go with you this time."

	The three young men left the room after Rudy woke Snap to let him know what was going on and to bar the door.

	"Question," Kel said as they walked down the alley. "How do you keep people out when you're gone? You can't bar the door behind you then."

	"Trust to luck, and so far it's worked. Or I should say that no one's tried to steal anything. We've found dudes crashing there a time or three. We let them stay the night and warned them before they left they'd better not tell anyone about the place. As far as I know they didn't."

	After making use of the Porta Potty, with no hassles from the men working at the site, the three teens returned to the building. Josie was awake by then and she and Snap took off to do the same thing. When they got back, Rudy passed around bowls of dry cereal, saying, "Sorry we don't have any milk to go with it but the fridge seems to be on the blink."

	"You know," Terry said thoughtfully as he ate, "if you ever find one, in an alley, and brought it back, you could use it to store bread and stuff to keep it freshish since they're air-tight."

	"Like we could get one through the window," Snap said.

	"There's no doors?"

	"Yeah, but they're padlocked." Snap shook his head. "Someday they're going to sell the property and then we get to look for a new place to stay."

	"Hopefully off the streets," Rudy added. "I don't want to be on them when winter comes. Been there, done that, and it's not fun." He finished his breakfast, collected up the rest of the bowls when everyone else was finished, put them and the ones from the previous night into a plastic bag and left the room.

	"He's going to wash them somewhere?" Kel asked.

	"Yep. There's a fast-food place a couple of blocks away we use for that," Snap said.

	"You guys know how to make use of everything you can, don't you?"

	"You bet. You learn that when you've been on the streets as long as we have. If you guys want to change into clean clothes you can use our--" Snap chuckled, "--bedroom."

	Terry and Kel took turns changing. When Terry came back in clean jeans and a T-shirt, he asked, "Is there a laundromat somewhere?"

	Josie nodded. "Three blocks over. We usually do laundry on Tuesdays. Sort of part of our routine. It makes things seem a bit...more normal, I guess." 

	Rudy came back a few minutes later, put the bowls away and then said, "It's time to hit the streets. Since you and Kel need to get the hang of things, Terry, we'll split up. Kel will go with Snap and Josie, you'll come with me."

	Terry frowned. "Why separate?"

	"One, because if there's anyone looking for the two of you, they're less likely to notice either one of you if you're not together. Two, because people tend to shy away when they see a big group of street kids. We want to make some money if we can."

	"Okay, that makes sense."

	* * * *

	Half an hour later Terry watched Kel walking down the mall, chatting away with Snap, who had one arm protectively around Josie's waist.

	"First things first," Rudy said when they were out of sight. "Wait there--" he pointed to one of the benches, "--while I pick up some dye. Black or brown?"

	"I think...brown?" Terry chuckled. "I'm not into the whole Goth thing and I'd probably look like one with black hair."

	"True."

	Terry stopped him before Rudy headed to the drugstore on the corner. "Here, take this," he said, handing Rudy a ten he'd stashed in his pocket. The rest was in his sock at this point. When Rudy cocked an eyebrow, Terry told him, "Mom gave us a few bucks when we left. I don't know if it was in way of an apology or just her letting us know not to come back. Like 'This should get you well away from town'."

	"I'm surprised you have any left," Rudy commented, pocketing the bill.

	Terry shrugged. "We didn't eat much while we were on the road." Even though he trusted Rudy at this point, he wasn't about to tell him that he still had most of the money they'd left home with. Hell, if they get tired of having us around we'll probably need it. No--definitely need it.

	Rudy came back ten minutes later, carrying a plastic bag. "There's no gas stations down here, but there's a building on the next block with restrooms on each floor. We can use one of them."

	When they got there, they went up to the third floor, using the fire stairs. Once they were in the restroom, Rudy locked the door then told Terry to take off his shirt. "You don't want brown stains on it."

	Terry did, then at Rudy's order, dampened some paper towels.

	"Holy shit," Rudy muttered.

	"What?"

	"Your back. Damn, Ter. He did a number on you. A lot of times from the look of it."

	"I'm aware of that," Terry replied tightly.

	"I'm sure. Sorry, I shouldn't have said anything, but hell..."

	"It's okay. It's not going to happen again and some of the old scars have already faded."

	"If you say so. Sure doesn't look like it from where I stand." Rudy shook his head as he opened the dye box. Taking out the bottles and instructions, he put on the latex gloves that came with them and after telling Terry to lean over the sink, he rubbed the dye into Terry's hair, using a wet paper towel occasionally to wipe it off when it got on his skin. "Now we wait...umm, it says ten minutes." He grinned. "Got any cards in you pack?"

	Terry chuckled. "Nope."

	"Then we talk." Rudy leaned against the wall by the sink. "What's it like, living in a small town?"

	"Probably like anywhere else, but slower. School, homework, get into sports if that's your thing."

	"Did you?"

	"Sports? Yeah. Baseball in high school. You?"

	Rudy grimaced. "I left home when I was fifteen. Sports weren't high on my list after that."

	"You from here?"

	"Are you kidding? I'm an easterner, born and bred. Or was until I left."

	"Why did you leave?"

	"Remember what I said about parents who couldn't handle having a gay kid? That would be mine. First they tried to convince me it was just a phase I was going through. Then, when that didn't work they kicked me out."

	"Whew." Terry whistled through his teeth in dismay. "How did you end up out here?"

	"I knew a guy who'd moved to Golden. That's just west of Denver, in case you didn't know. He let me stay with him for a bit before we decided we weren't making it, even as friends. So I split and I've been on the streets ever since."

	"Four years."

	"Yeah." Rudy chuckled. "That makes me a lifer, sorta."

	"Why not get a job?"

	"There aren't a lot of them out there for guys with no high school diploma and no fixed address."

	Terry smiled weakly. "Well, I've got half of that, and I know how to cook so maybe I'll have a career at a fast-food place."

	"Lots of luck with that around here. Wrong ethnicity. And do not tell Josie I said that."

	"I won't."

	"I think ten minutes are up. Let's see what we have going. Stick your head under the water and rinse the dye out. Then you get to condition, just like in the fancy salons."

	Terry laughed, and did as he was told. He used paper towels to dry his hair when he was finished. Then he looked in the mirror. "A whole new me," he murmured, a bit dismayed to see he really was--at least as far as his hair was concerned.

	"And not bad, either," Rudy said. "Brown works. Not as nice as the copper but better that going Goth. Get dressed and I'll teach you the fine art of spanging."

	"You called it that before," Terry said as he put on his T-shirt. "I presume that means begging?"

	"Yep. Short for asking for spare change."

	They cleaned the sink as best they could with paper towels, tossed them in the trash, and took off.

	* * * *

	"When I thought of Denver, I pictured nice weather, not a sauna," Terry grumbled, wiping sweat off his forehead. "It wasn't this hot yesterday."

	Rudy laughed. "That's Denver. If you don't like the weather, wait a day."

	"So tomorrow it'll be cooler?"

	"I didn't exactly say that. Yesterday was an...what's the word? Anomaly? It's been hot like this for most of the last week."

	"Damn. We should be getting change just for the pity factor that we're out here trying--and melting in the process." Terry looked at the money in the paper cup in front of him. "Isn't working though."

	"Everyone's dashing to the nearest air conditioned shop or restaurant." Rudy looked him over then said, "Be careful of the sun. You're already a nice shade of pink on your arms and face."

	"I never really had that problem at...where I came from."

	"Flatlander?" Rudy asked with a grin.

	"I suppose."

	"Let me guess. Nebraska? Iowa? Maybe Kansas?"

	Terry smiled. "One of those."

	"But you're not saying which one. That's okay. I get why not. You don't know me well enough to trust me yet."

	"I...okay, I trust you so far, but we've known each other less than a day and I don't want to take any chances that the bastard will find us. Especially Kel. He could drag him back home since he's not eighteen yet."

	"I understand." Rudy looked as if he did, and that he didn't like it. Jumping to his feet, he said, "Let's find another spot. This one sucks."

	After pocketing the bit of change he'd made, Terry joined him. "Look, I didn't mean to piss you off," he said quietly.

	"You didn't," Rudy responded, staring straight ahead.

	"Yeah, I did. I just have to watch out for Kel. Me...I can take care of myself when it comes down to it."

	"Yeah, I saw how well you've done that."

	"Meaning?"

	"Your back. It looks like something from a medieval torture dungeon."

	"Like I said last night, things could have been worse. At least I'm alive, and Kel's not messed up like me." He stopped walking, staring down at the pavement, remembering the last beating. The one that precipitated the decision to leave.

	Obviously it took Rudy a minute to realize he wasn't beside him anymore but he finally turned to look back. "What's wrong?"

	Terry shook his head. "Nothing. Just..." He shrugged.

	Coming back to him, Rudy said softly, "Tell me."

	"Dad was as drunk as I think I've ever seen him," Terry blurted out. "He'd been out celebrating his birthday. With his drinking buddies. I guess he didn't like realizing he was getting older, because when he came home we could hear him staggering up the stairs, swearing as he did about how he was as good as he had been in his youth, and stuff like that.. I told Kel to hide in his closet. Then I waited. I knew what could happen. Would happen. I'd have run but I wasn't about to leave Kel there on his own. So..." He shuddered. "He finally stopped whipping me, staggered to bed, and passed out. Kel came in and I told him we were getting out of there for good. We did. We have."

	"And you are not going back. Either of you. Not if I can help it," Rudy said adamantly, putting his arm around Terry's shoulders.

	"Thanks for saying that, even if it was only to make me feel better."

	"It was the truth. I'll...we'll make sure you're safe. Both of you."

	Terry realized he'd teared up and wiped his hand over his eyes. "We'd better, umm, find that new spot you were talking about."

	"Yeah, guess we should." Rudy looked around and pointed. "How about there. It's in shade and no one's taken it yet. Probably," he grinned, "because the place pipes out classical music and most kids will be damned if they're going to sit there and listen to it. It's the restaurant's way of keep us homeless away from the customers."

	"Won't work with us though," Terry said with a weak grin.

	"Not in this lifetime."

	* * * *

	


Chapter 4

	Kel quickly got the hang of spanging. Of looking as if he'd was so down and out that even a nickel would make him happy. He, Snap, and Josie found a spot close to the bus station but far enough away from it that the security guards couldn't hassle them. The only problem was, where they'd picked was by one of the restaurants that had an outdoor patio. The smell of food made Kel's stomach growl.

	It must have been doing it loudly enough that Josie heard it because she looked at him with a grin before saying, "Snap, we'd better get this poor boy fed before he passes out."

	"No, no, I'm fine," Kel protested.

	Josie apparently disagreed. She made the guys give her the cash they'd collected, counted it, and proclaimed that they were going to the closest burger place to eat.

	Ten minutes later they were sitting on one of the planters in front of a plaza, with a bag of burgers and cups of water. The burgers were passed around and soon Kel began to feel much better, although a bit guilty. "I thought we were supposed to pool the money for stuff for the squat," he said.

	"Yeah, and?" Josie replied. "We still have some left and we'll make more." She patted his shoulder. "You have that woebegone look that makes the ladies feel sorry for you and give you their change."

	"Or mutter that we'll just spend it on drugs," Kel retorted. "I heard some of them. They think that's why we're out here."

	"Yeah," Snap said. "And some of the kids we've seen are doing just that. Hell, I've seen guys from the high schools out on the mall, dressed like they think we do, in their oldest, grungiest jeans and shirts. Trouble is, they're sporting fancy, name-brand shoes and have good haircuts. And they're clean. But people they bug don't see that and so we lose out and they hit up their dealers with money they've spanged, buying weed or X or what have you."

	"X?"

	"Yeah. Ecstasy. It's a club drug. X, MDMA, GHB. K. Some get you high and some of them, like K and GHB are date-rape drugs. Hell, don't get me started. I'm off that now. So's Josie. If I gotta beg for cash I'd rather spend it on food and decent secondhand clothes when we get enough collected to hit up a near-new shop." Snap shot a hard look at Kel. "Anybody offers you any of that junk, you tell them to fuck off."

	"Though not literally," Josie put in. "You do that you're likely to end up on your ass with a sore jaw or gut."

	"I get the picture," Kel said with a small smile.

	Josie leaned back on her hands, looking at him. "You and Snap, you got something in common. You were both physically abused."

	"I wasn't. Not much," Kel replied. "We told you that. It was Ter who got beat by the bastard." He sighed deeply. "I just got to clean him up afterwards if he was cut by Dad's belt, especially the buckle." After a moment he asked quietly, "What about you? Why did you run? Or do I want to know?"

	She smiled dryly. "Probably not. It's the typical story I guess. Stepfather who thought he'd found the perfect victim. I was twelve when it started. I tried to tell Mom. She didn't believe me so I ran."

	"Damn, you've been on the streets for...what? Four years now? How did you...? No, never mind. I don't think I want to know."

	"She didn't sell herself, if that's what you're thinking," Snap told him. "I ran into her soon afterwards. We hit it off. I took her under my wing. Yeah, for a while we were selling and using drugs, but we finally got that it wasn't a good thing and quit. Saw one too many of the guys we knew die or end up in jail."

	"Or get into the heavy stuff, like Tommy," Josie said, shivering. "He finally OD-ed but by then we were clean. It could have been us, if we hadn't straightened up."

	Snap chuckled, then apologized when Kel asked him what was so funny. "I was reminded of something Rudy used to say. That if he'd been into drugs, saying he'd straightened up would be a bit of a...umm...misnomer?"

	"Why?"

	"You haven't picked up on it? He's gay."

	"Now how would I figure that out?"

	Snap shrugged. "Well since your brother is..."

	"Damn. You think I got some special sense that lets me know when someone else is, just because he is?"

	Josie laughed. "It's called gaydar and he's right, Snap. Why would he have it? He's straight. I mean you are, aren't you, Kel?"

	"Yeah." Kel smiled to himself, remembering Rudy warning him off Josie. "Definitely that. But not looking right now. I got other things to worry about, like, umm, us getting back to what we were doing to make up for you making me eat."

	"Not like we didn't eat too, but yeah, I guess it's time to get to it again."

	* * * *

	"It's definitely sort of different," Kel said to Terry when he and the others met up again at the end of the mall later that afternoon.

	"But not enough to fool anyone?" Terry wanted to know, running his fingers through his now brown hair.

	"Oh, it would if they didn't know you."

	"That's what we're going for," Rudy said. "It helps hide him if your dad sends someone looking for you. They'd be working from pictures and his description of both of you. Just do not let the cops get their hands on you."

	Terry snorted. "Not planning on it."

	"Ter," Rudy said sternly, "given how we earn money there's always a chance the cops will hassle you--or worse if they're in a bad mood. Count yourself lucky they didn't do that today."

	"Yeah, I guess I knew that. I saw a couple of them give us more than one dirty look before they moved on."

	"Exactly. So play it cool if they stop and say something. Do the 'yes, sir...no, sir' thing and leave it at that. You talk back, chances are they'll run you off and then keep an eye open for you to make sure you don't come back."

	Snap nodded, adding, "Not that they'll remember you, given how many of us are around on the mall and other places. But it pays to be safe."

	"Where else can we do this?" Kel asked.

	"Along eighteenth or East Colfax, although Colfax has a lot of dealers hanging around," Josie replied. "There's also parts of Colorado Boulevard that are sort of safe."

	"But not as good for making any money," Snap said. 

	"True. Downtown is the best for that," Josie agreed.

	"Then we're not going to get rich," Kel said with a small grin.

	Rudy chuckled. "Nope, but at least we make enough to go shopping. And we need to do that with two more mouths to feed."

	"Rudy, can I talk to you for a moment?" Terry asked. When Rudy nodded, they moved a few feet away from the others. "I can put in some cash, like I did for the dye."

	Rudy shook his head. "Keep it. You might need it."

	Smiling wryly, Terry said, "Meaning the three of you might decide having us around much longer isn't such a good idea."

	"Nope. Meaning you never know what can happen where you'll need more than what we make in a day. You get sick, that costs. Your pack gets boosted, you'll need new clothes. So hang on to it."

	"I'll make you a deal. I'll give you twenty because, damn it, we need food and candles probably. What's left we'll keep for emergencies, like you said."

	Smiling slightly, Rudy told him, "You keep doing this there won't be anything left."

	"My choice. Right?" Terry knelt with his back to Rudy. Taking the money from his sock, he peeled off two tens and put the rest back. Getting up, he handed the bills to Rudy. "So where do we shop?"

	"At the grocery store not too far from where we're living."

	"Then, unless you want to stay down here a while longer, let's get moving."

	Rudy laughed. "Getting bossy on me?"

	"No. Just practical. The sooner we shop, the sooner we can eat something that doesn't cost everything we made today for just one meal."

	"You're getting the hang of things and fast."

	Terry shrugged. "Just seems smarter. Oh, and put peanut butter, jelly, and bread on the list. They're all staples. Well, not the bread so much but..."

	"Got it. Okay, we'll grab the others and head for the store."

	* * * *

	


Chapter 5

	The next two weeks passed much as the first day had, with the group spending most of their time along the mall, spanging. They stayed as late as possible before the cops showed up in force to make certain none of the homeless were planning on sleeping anywhere in the area.

	"It's against the law now," Rudy said when Kel asked. "Has been for the last couple of years down here. So everyone scatters. Some along the creek, others to shelters if there's room, or anywhere else that they can find a safe place."

	"Define safe." Snap shook his head. "You two are lucky you hooked up with us. We really do have a good spot where we're rarely bothered."

	"And then only by someone else looking for a place to crash, like I told you the other morning," Rudy added.

	It was late one Saturday night when things got rough. The group had made out well, all things considered, and was heading to the bus stop on the next street over from the mall. Just before they got to the corner three punks stepped out of a darkened doorway.

	"Hey, cutie," one said, coming up to Josie. "Been watching you. Why don't you upgrade to some real men."

	"Like you?" she sneered, moving close to Snap. "I got one already."

	The guy looked Snap over with disdain. "Looks like he slept in his clothes and hasn't had a bath in a week. Same with the others." He reached for Josie. "Come on, we'll show you a good time."

	Snap grabbed her, pulling her away. Rudy moved between them and the man. "You might want to rethink your plans," he growled.

	"You gonna make us?" the guy spat out.

	Rudy's grin was feral as he replied, "Yeah, if you got the balls to meet us in the alley." He thumbed toward the entrance.

	Terry and Kel watched in dismay, and when Snap and Josie took off for the alley, they followed. Rudy was right on their heels with the punks a few feet behind.

	The second he was in the relative darkness of the alley, Terry swung around, searching for anything that would work as a weapon.

	"Here," Snap called out, tossing him a short length of pipe.

	Rudy joined them, holding a pipe of his own. "Kel, take Josie behind the nearest dumpster."

	Kel nodded and the two of them practically dove behind one just as the punks entered the alley.

	"Come on," Rudy said, beckoning to the young men with one hand. His other hand was behind his back, holding the pipe. "Let's see what you're made of."

	The one who had accosted Josie came forward, holding up his fisted hands. He took a swing at Rudy while the other two headed respectively toward Snap and Terry. Rudy swung his pipe, catching his attacker hard on his upper arm.

	Snap, weaponless, used his fists and feet, taking a couple of punches while ducking a hard shot to his jaw as he landed a punch of his own to the guy's gut and then kicked his leg. When the guy doubled over, Snap brought his knee up, connecting with his chin, and the punk went down.

	Terry had never been in a street fight before, so he hesitated a moment too long before trying to hit his assailant with the pipe. The guy grabbed the other end, using it to pull Terry to him. Realizing what would happen next, Terry let go but not in time to avoid a punch to the side of his head. Dazed, he let instinct take over, grabbing the guy before he could swing again. Then he head-butted him and heard something crack. He saw red, literally, when blood from the punk's nose landed on his shirt and Terry's. Bringing his knee up, Terry caught the guy hard in the groin and he went down, howling in pain. 

	Terry turned to see Rudy was putting the pipe to good use, landing blows to his attacker's arms then poking him hard in the chest and gut before the guy could defend himself. "Had enough?" Rudy asked, readying himself for another swing.

	"Bastard," the punk gasped out. That earned him a fist to his mouth and Rudy telling him to remember there was a lady present and to watch his language.

	With their attackers down and pretty much out, Rudy suggested to his companions that they should get the hell away from there before the cops showed up. The others were more than ready and they raced to the far end of the alley.

	As soon as they got to the sidewalk, Rudy pointed to the alley across the street and they sped down it and two more before deciding it was safe to stop. Josie immediately began checking Snap out to be certain he hadn't been hurt

	Rudy and Kel descended on Terry with the same intention written on both their faces.

	"Bloody but unbowed?" Rudy asked with a trace of a smile.

	"Where did he get you?" Kel asked at the same time, obviously looking for the source of the blood staining Terry's shirt.

	"That's his," Terry panted with a slight grin. "All I ended up with is the beginnings of a bad headache. Using my head worked, but damn..."

	"You did good," Rudy said, patting Terry's shoulder. "We all did, all things considered."

	"Does this happen often," Terry asked. "And where did the pipes come from?"

	"We carry them, just in case. I guess we should get you and Kel some too. As for your other question, it doesn't happen often and usually when it does it's other kids wanting money, or freaks who get off on beating up the homeless."

	Kel hissed in a dismayed breath. "That sucks."

	"No shit," Rudy agreed, "but it's part of the life we live. Also one of the reasons Snap and Josie and I don't go into alleys if we can help it. They can be deathtraps at times."

	"Now you tell us," Terry muttered.

	"Better late than never?" Rudy tapped Terry's chest. "I hope you have a clean shirt in your pack. No bus driver will let you on looking like that."

	"I do." Terry realized he was still carrying it despite the fight. "Could have used this as a weapon," he said, taking it off to dig out a shirt.

	"And run the risk of losing it."

	"Yeah, I guess there is that."

	After putting on a relatively clean shirt over the one he was wearing, the trio went to gather up Snap and Josie and headed to the bus stop and home.

	* * * *

	"How are you doing?" Rudy asked Terry the morning after the fight.

	They were alone in the squat, since at Josie's insistence she, Snap, and Kel had gathered up all the dirty clothes and taken off for the laundromat.

	"I've been better," Terry admitted. "But I've been a hell of a lot worse too so it's all relative."

	"Your head still ache?"

	"No. My arms and shoulders though..." He thought it was better not to mention his legs did too, from all the running.

	Rudy nodded, going behind the sofa where Terry was sitting. "Lean forward."

	Terry did, groaning when Rudy began massaging his shoulders.

	"Am I hurting you?" Rudy asked, concern lacing his voice.

	"God no! That feels great."

	"Good. I never know for sure."

	Terry turned his head to look up at him. "You do this often?"

	"Not really. Just sometimes when we've had a long day I do Snap." He laughed. "Okay, that didn't come out right. I give him a massage while he takes care of Josie."

	Terry chuckled. "That could be taken two ways and one of them brings up images I'm not sure I want."

	"Good point." Rudy kept on, carefully working on Terry's tightly knotted muscles. When Rudy was finished, Terry sighed, half in relief because he felt better, half with regret that Rudy had stopped. It had been a long time since anyone other than Kel had touched him in a...he supposed a personal way. With Kel it had been to clean him up after a beating, or to give him a quick hug when something good happened, the way brothers do.

	Terry was surprised when Rudy came around to sit beside him. At least until Rudy said, "Give me your arm."

	Grinning a bit, Terry replied, "I rather like it where it is."

	Rudy just shook his head. "You know what I mean." When Terry stretched out his arm, Rudy went to work, starting at his shoulder and moving down. Terry rested his head on the back of the sofa, savoring the feeling of Rudy's hands on him. Despite the reason behind it, it was almost sensual. When Rudy finished, he moved to the other side, chuckling when Terry immediately offered his other arm without even opening his eyes. "You like this, don't you?"

	"You better believe it." Terry frowned in thought. "You know, I don't think anyone's ever done this to me before. In fact I know they haven't."

	"Damn, you don't know what you're missing."

	"I do now," Terry replied with a smile. "If I had the money, I'd hire you as my personal...umm...masseuse?"

	"I think that would be masseur. And you wouldn't have to hire me. I'm quite willing to do it for free."

	Terry's eyes popped open with surprise. "Seriously?"

	"Yeah." Rudy smiled, saying, "Okay, lay face down on the sofa. Or better yet on the floor."

	"Umm, why?"

	"I'm betting your legs feel as bad as your shoulders did, from our being chased last night."

	Terry resisted gulping at the idea Rudy was going to massage his legs. That did not however stop him from doing as Rudy said. He rested his head on his folded arms, tensing when he felt Rudy's hands on his thighs. This was getting way more personal than he thought he could handle.

	"Relax," Rudy said softly. "I'm not going to do anything more than give your legs a rub down."

	"I know." Terry wondered when he said that if he sounded as needy for something more as he felt. I'm being...stupid. He's just a nice guy who's trying to make me feel better after what happened last night. Physically. I mean...easing aching muscles since...damn. The feel of Rudy's hands on the backs of his legs was erotic. Stop he cautioned himself. Pretend it's Josie, or some girl I went to school with. Easier said than done. He almost sighed with relief when Rudy's hands moved lower, rubbing his calves. He finally began to calm down.

	Then Rudy blew it when he said, "This would have been better if I'd had you take off your jeans. Or not."

	"Yeah, umm..." Terry managed to get out.

	Rudy leaned forward, his hands beside Terry's shoulders. "Turned you on, didn't it. Or at least I think it did. It sure did something to me. So..." He kissed the nape of Terry's neck then got up. "Where the hell is a cold shower when a guy needs one?"

	They both heard the sound of approaching footsteps outside the door at the same moment, then a series of knocks.

	"That worked just as well," Terry muttered, rolling over and sitting up.

	"Big time," Rudy agreed as he went to lift the bar off the door and let Josie and the guys in.

	Snap looked at them as he came in and his lips lifted in a knowing grin. "Did we interrupt something?"

	"Nope," Rudy replied quickly.

	"Not at all," Terry agreed, trying not to blush. "We were just...He was just..."

	"Giving him a massage, but we're done."

	Kel eyed his brother, apparently resisting stating the obvious when his gaze went to Terry's crotch momentarily. "We better get these clothes folded," he muttered, dumping out the bag he was carrying on the sofa.

	"Why didn't you do that there?" Rudy asked.

	"Two cops came in," Josie said. "They didn't do anything but check out everyone then leave again. Maybe something happened in the area and they were looking for who did it but we decided we'd better get out of there in case they came back."

	"Good idea." Terry shot a worried look at Kel. "Did they seem interested in you?"

	"No more than anyone else. I was taking stuff out of the dryer so I made that the reason to keep my head down. Like Josie said, they just looked at the people there and took off again."

	"Okay. Still..."

	"Ter, look at him," Rudy said. "Even if your dad has the cops searching for you, and that's unlikely, do you think they'd have recognized Kel?"

	Terry had to admit that was true. Kel's hair was much longer than it had been when they left home. "He doesn't look like the well-dressed guy with the stylish haircut all the girls at school wanted to ruffle just to get his goat," he said.

	"Hated that," Kel grumbled.

	"Uh-huh." Snap grinned. "Bet me."

	"I did," Kel protested as he began folding some of the clothes.

	The others laughed, releasing the tension they'd been feeling, and began helping him after Snap dumped the bag of clothes he had set on the floor onto the sofa.

	At least that got their minds off of me and Rudy. Terry glanced at him. Rudy looked back at the same moment, their eyes met and Rudy smiled. Didn't take mine off him though. Damn. No more massages. They're too...yeah. Not going to happen.

	* * * *

	Once the laundry was folded, Kel asked why everyone carried all the clothes they owned in their packs every day. "It's not like we don't have room to leave at least some of them here," he pointed out.

	"Habit, I guess," Rudy told him. "Better to have what we own with us, just in case."

	"We leave our sleeping bags here. And the food. It's not like we're really living on the streets, if you get what I mean."

	"He has a point," Josie said. "Yeah, if someone found this place, and they have, they might decide to steal something, which so far hasn't happened. But it would be nice not to have to lug my heavy pack everywhere."

	Snap grinned. "She's got soooo many clothes it wears her down."

	Josie swatted him, muttering, "I wish. Still, with a lighter pack we could move faster if something like last night happens again. And not worry so much that we'll lose everything if someone boosts it."

	Rudy shook his head, looking amused. "Since the two of you joined us, Kel, we're becoming almost homebodies. We eat better and cheaper because Terry insists on us buying stuff other than in cans." He pointed to the bunch of bananas sitting on the table. "Now you want us to--what, Kel? Go dumpster diving for a set of shelves for our clothes?"

	Kel nodded. "That would work. Or crates because they'd be easier to get in here."

	"Fuck that," Snap muttered. Then he seemed to recant his dismay, admitting it might not be such a bad idea after all.

	"Okay, on our way home, we'll look for some," Rudy declared. "Right now we'd better get moving. As my pappy used to say, the day's not getting any younger."

	"Your pappy?" Snap snorted.

	"Better than saying the bastard. Besides which I think Ter's claimed that one."

	Terry shrugged as he put on his shoes. "It fits. Hell, it probably fits all our dads and a lot more out there."

	"Too true," Josie said, sighing. "But enough of this." She grinned impishly. "The last one out the door has to turn out the lights."

	"Douse the candles, you mean," Snap retorted.

	"Well, them's lights. Right?" She hugged him. Then after everyone blew out the candle nearest them, they took off.

	* * * *

	As they walked to the bus stop Kel held back from the rest of the group. It took Terry a minute to realize he had. He stopped, waiting for his brother to catch up, waving the others on when they paused too.

	"What's wrong?" Terry quietly asked Kel.

	Kel chewed his lip. "Things are going too good." He smiled dryly. "Well, if you don't count last night and the fact that, like it or not, we're homeless in the general sense of the word. We have them," he nodded toward Rudy and the others, "and they're sort of like family and I'm glad we hooked up with them, but how long will that last? Like I said, it's good now, but..."

	"I don't think they're going to kick us out, if that's what you're afraid of."

	Kel looked at him and chuckled softly. "Given what happened between you and Rudy while the rest of us were off doing laundry...yeah, maybe not."

	"Nothing happened," Terry protested.

	Kel stopped walking, crossing his arms. "Would it have, if we hadn't come back when we did?"

	Terry gave his question serious thought. "I honestly don't know. If we...took the next step, maybe a kiss or a bit of touching, that would probably have been it."

	"For the moment."

	"Kel, maybe forever. Hell, we don't really know each other. I mean other than the bits and pieces we've let drop." He smiled, more to himself than anything else. "I don't have a clue what music he likes, or if he's into sports, or reading, or movies or...or any of the things that two people can share together. He doesn't know any of those about me either."

	"But you'd like to know, and for him to know."

	"Yeah, maybe. Probably. He comes across as a good guy. He's protective of all of us, for what that's worth. That doesn't mean I'll try to make something out of what could just have been a momentary interest because of what we were doing. Getting massaged can be...sensual and sexy, I guess."

	"A turn on."

	Terry chuckled. "Okay, yeah, that too. He's probably forgotten all about it by now."

	"In an hour?"

	"Yep. He was just doing what he said he's done for Snap, and who knows, maybe for other friends too. So...yeah, for him it was just another thing he does to help out a friend. That it turned me on is my fault." Terry sighed. "It's been a long time since I've..." He shrugged.

	"That I did not need to know," Kel said with a grin.

	Terry grinned back. "What, you thought I've been totally celibate all my life?"

	Kel rolled his eyes. "Well no, but...hell, we'd better catch up with them. The bus is coming."

	"Damn," Terry replied as they both raced down the street, getting to the stop just as the bus doors opened.

	* * * *

	While Terry and Kel were having their private conversation, Snap was quizzing Rudy, with Josie's help.

	"What did we walk in on when we got back?" Snap asked him with a knowing grin.

	"Not a damned thing. I was just giving him a rubdown because his muscles were aching. He's not used to fighting and running and getting hit."

	Josie laughed. "So you decided to hit on him while you were doing that."

	"I didn't!" Rudy protested.

	"Maybe not verbally, but I bet things were heading in that direction. He's not bad looking and he seems nice enough," Snap said.

	"He is nice. He's good people, and very protective. At least when it comes to Kel."

	"Just like you," Josie told him. "So...you're interested in him? God only knows it's about time, if you are. I don't think you've ever done anything with any guy since we met you."

	"You don't know that."

	"When have you had a chance?" she asked. "We're either out trying to keep things together enough to be able to eat and stay safe, or we're at the squat getting some sleep and worrying if someone will find it, or us, and cause trouble. You never let us out of your sight, well almost never. When you do, for damned sure it's not for long enough for you to do anything...interesting. Not until the two of them showed up that is."

	"She's got a point, Rudy," Snap said. "When we're out spanging, you send us off with Kel, leaving you with Ter. You have since the first day."

	"Five of us together is too large a group and you know it."

	"You stayed behind today, instead of both of you coming with to do laundry."

	Rudy shrugged. "I knew you could handle it. All five of us descending would have scared off the other people there. Besides, after last night someone has to stick around just in case those guys followed us."

	"Bullshit. You know as well as I do that they didn't. You wanted some alone time with Ter." Josie nodded. "You do like him. I mean the way I like Snap."

	"You only like me?" Snap said, obviously feigning being hurt.

	She looked up at him and smiled. "Like, care about, probably love. Yeah."

	"That I can deal with." Snap gave her a quick kiss before turning his attention to Rudy again. "So answer her question."

	"I'm attracted to him, but it could just be the circumstances. Nothing more. He's gay, so am I. We've been spending a lot of time together. It's natural we might be interested in each other. Right?"

	"Yeah, Rudy, right." Snap laughed. "Man, how can someone who's lived the life you have in the past four years be so naïve about some things? He turns you on, you turn him on. Do something about it."

	"You don't know he..."

	Josie grinned. "He was turned on this morning. I checked."

	"You didn't!"

	"Rudy, this is me. Yeah I did."

	A screech of air brakes as the bus pulled up to the stop, plus Terry and Kel dashing up to join them, effectively ended their conversation.

	Is he interested in me? Rudy wondered as he dropped some coins in the slot and went to find a seat. Am I interested in him? Or is it just that we both need some down and dirty sex? God knows it's been a long time for me, and probably for him. He smiled to himself when Terry dropped down beside him on the seat. Well if that happens, I can deal. Even if that's all it is. Yeah. I could handle it.

	* * * *

	They split up when they got to the mall, as always, Terry going with Rudy and Kel with the others.

	Snap found what he said would be a good place to settle in, next to a Starbucks and right across from Pavilions, a three-story retail shopping area at the south-east end of the mall.

	Kel waited an hour before broaching the question uppermost in his mind. He asked Josie because he figured she'd be more likely to give him a straight answer. "Does Rudy like Ter?"

	She smiled. "We think so. Now, you're not to say anything to your brother, but Rudy admitted he's attracted to him."

	Kel blew out a breath. "Okay. That's good I think, because...well..."

	"Ter likes him?"

	"Maybe. He told me, and you're not to say anything to Rudy. Okay?" He looked at Josie and Snap, waiting until they nodded before continuing. "He said he was turned on by what they were doing this morning."

	Josie snorted out a laugh. "I already told Rudy that he was. It was pretty obvious. To me at least."

	"Oh shit. Now Ter's going to think it was me who told him."

	"Naw. Rudy's honest enough to let him know the truth."

	"Now, umm, another question. Maybe not one you two want to answer. I've, we, meaning Ter and me, have only known Rudy, well, all of you, for around two weeks. He seems like a really good guy." Kel hesitated, suddenly unsure how to proceed.

	Josie patted his leg. "Outside of Snap, Rudy's the only guy I trust. He's like a father figure to me. Okay, maybe not the best way to put it considering the fathers or stepfathers all of us have had, but you get the picture."

	"Yeah I do. He treats you like you're somebody worthwhile and takes care of you. The way Ter did his best to keep me safe."

	"Exactly." She paused when a man and woman stopped to drop some coins into the cup in front of her, thanking them as they left. "So anyway," she continued, "if you're worried that he might not be...well...good for Ter, or to him, forget it."

	"Truth," Snap said. "If they do make it, it could just be for sex and nothing more but who knows. It's kind of early for it to be anything more, don't you think?"

	Kel nodded. "People don't fall into like at the drop of a hat."

	Josie grinned at Snap. "I like that. Fall into like. I think that's what we did at first. You're right though, Kel. It does take time and when it comes down to it; sometimes sex is just sex, if they get that far, and nothing more."

	"That's okay. As long as he doesn't hurt Ter." Kel balled up his hands. "If he does..."

	"He'll have you to answer to?"

	"Damned straight he will!"

	* * * *

	


Chapter 6

	It was starting to get dark and Terry and Rudy were getting ready to head up the mall to find Josie and the guys. Terry was just putting his backpack over his shoulders when he heard someone say, "Well, look what we have here."

	Two of the punks who had attacked them last night moved in on them. Each one had his arm around a girl's waist. A third girl was between the two couples.

	"These are the sons-of-bitches who broke Ozzie's nose, Carol," the apparent leader of the group said. "What should we do about them?"

	Carol scowled. "Return the favor?"

	"He asked for..." Terry started to say. Rudy gripped his shoulder to shut him up.

	"You're welcome to try it," Rudy stated. "I'm sure those cops would love to have a reason to come over here to see what's going on."

	The two punks turned to look. Rudy grabbed Terry's arm, practically dragging him toward the corner and around it onto the cross street. "In there." They raced across the street and through the front door of a bar.

	"You two don't look old enough to be in here," the bouncer manning the door said, holding up his hand to stop them.

	"No, but when we are, we'd like to be alive to enjoy being here," Rudy panted out.

	"Trouble?"

	"Yeah. Them." Rudy pointed to the two punks who were just coming toward the bar.

	"Got that right. I had to kick them out a few minutes ago. They tried to tell me their IDs were legit." The bouncer snorted. "Hate to tell them but they sure aren't twenty-two and twenty-four and the chicks they're with are barely past sixteen if I had to guess."

	Terry stood frozen, waiting for the bouncer to kick them out as well.

	Instead the man looked them over before saying, "I don't think you want me calling the cops." He flagged down one of the waiters. "Let these guys out the back way while I have a few words with their...friends."

	As they followed the waiter, earning sour looks from the customers they passed, Terry glanced back. He could see the bouncer out on the sidewalk, engaged in conversation with the punks and their girlfriends. From the young men's body language they were not happy.

	As soon as they were out in the alley behind the bar, Terry finally let out the breath he'd been holding. "We have to find the others."

	"No shit. Come on." Rudy led the way to the street that ran parallel to the mall. They raced down a few blocks before going back to the mall.

	"There!" Terry pointed to his brother who was strolling along between Josie and Snap.

	"Hey, we were looking for you," Snap said. Then something in their expressions must have cued him in. "What's going on?"

	"We ran into two of the guys from last night. Or rather they ran into us." Rudy quickly told him the whole story. "We need to get out of here before they come looking for us."

	"A bus, but not the one we usually take, just in case," Josie said.

	They all agreed and soon were jumping aboard one heading in the opposite direction from the squat. Twenty minutes later they got off in what looked to Terry like a well-to-do residential area from what he could see by the streetlights. When he said as much, Rudy nodded. "You keep walking up Sixth and it is. Down Colorado in either direction there's some homes and lots of shops and restaurants, depending on which way you go."

	"Is this the area you said wasn't so bad for spanging?" Kel asked.

	"Yep. Not good but you can make out if you're not too shabbily dressed."

	"Define shabbily," Terry said, looking down at his worn jeans and T-shirt.

	"Around here you're good enough with what you're wearing," Josie said, patting his arm. "Further over that way--" she thumbed to the left, "--it's more lower middle-class and lots of apartment buildings. It used to be the hospital zone but the big one left for a better space. Now they're tearing down some of the buildings and trying to find buyers for the rest, according to what I read in one of the papers."

	"Restaurants mean food," Kel said, looking hopeful.

	"Yep. Some of it's even sort of affordable. There's a deli where we can get a couple of sandwiches without breaking our meager bank," Snap told him. "They're big enough we can share them and be good."

	"How much do we have?" Terry asked.

	Rudy dug out the cash he and Terry had made during the day. "Not bad. Fifteen and change."

	Snap checked their haul and grinned. "Beat you. Seventeen plus. Guys, it's dinner time."

	As they walked to the deli, Terry realized he was checking everyone he saw to be certain none of them were the punks who'd attacked them.

	"Hey," Rudy said quietly, putting one arm around Terry's shoulders, "relax. There's no way they could have followed us."

	"How did you know?"

	"That you're looking for them? You should see your expression. It's like you expect someone to jump out of a bush, or from behind a wall, any second now. Take a deep breath and chill."

	"What if they live around here?"

	"What are the chances of that?"

	"Well, probably a hundred to one but..."

	"Make it a thousand to one. We're safe. Honest."

	Letting out a long breath, Terry nodded. "I feel like such a wimp."

	"Naw. You're just not used to stuff like this. That's a good thing, I think."

	"And you are?"

	"After four years on the streets, plus growing up in a big city, yeah I am."

	"How did you manage to survive and stay sane?"

	Rudy laughed. "Who says I'm sane?"

	"He's not you know," Snap called back over his shoulder. "But then none of us are. Not totally. If we were we'd be regular job-holding squares working nine-to-five in some fast-food joint or if we got lucky, for a construction company."

	"Or farmers," Josie chimed in.

	"Farmers?" Kel cocked his head in question.

	"Yeah. Well sorta. My dad, my real one, was an undocumented farm worker until he got deported. Because he and Mom weren't really married, and she was born here, she and I got to stay. Soon after, she married my stepdad and we moved to the big city." She grimaced. "If you can call Sheridan, Wyoming a big city."

	"Damn," Kel said softly. "Do you...have you seen him since then? Your dad I mean."

	She shook her head. "When I ran away, after what my stepdad did, I was going to go down to Mexico to find him. I got as far as here and met Snap."

	Snap nodded, putting his arm around her. "She was just a kid, not that I wasn't too, but I was a bit wiser about things, like pointing out to her she sort of needed to know more about where he lived than just 'somewhere in Mexico City'."

	Josie shrugged. "I was a bit naïve I guess."

	"You guess? You were a total innocent. It was just dumb luck you made it from Wyoming to here without being raped, or picked up by the cops and sent back home. If you'd continued on..."

	"I know. I got lucky, finding you." She kissed his cheek. Then she grinned. "And you got damned lucky finding me. Right?"

	"You better believe it."

	Rudy smiled. "True love."

	"Or as close to as possible," Snap agreed. 

	"Not to change the subject, but isn't this the deli?" Kel asked.

	Snap grinned. "That's what it says on the sign."

	"Are they going to freak if we all go in?"

	"Maybe," Rudy replied, "But the hell with them if they do. Our money is as good as anyone else's, so they can deal."

	When they entered and went to the counter, they were greeted with dubious looks at first--from the few customers seated in booths or at tables. The two men behind the counter were more welcoming, one of them smiling when he asked what they wanted. Rudy consulted with the others and they decided to order a meatball sandwich and a Reuben, "Each one cut into five pieces, please," Rudy said when he placed the order, "with potato salad, coleslaw, and pickles."

	"For here or to go?" the man serving them asked.

	"To go."

	"Make that five sandwiches, one for each of them," someone said from behind them. When the group turned as one to see who had spoken, a middle-aged, well-dressed man nodded to them. "It's on me, so tell him what else you want."

	"Sir, we can't..." Rudy started to say.

	"Yes, you can, young man. I can afford it and from the look of all of you, you could use a decent meal. I know what it's like to go hungry. Someone helped me get on my feet and now...there was a movie that said it best."

	"'Pay It Forward'," Josie broke in with a grin.

	"Yes. Now it's my turn to do that so, as I said, your meals are on me."

	"Thank you, sir!" Rudy said fervently. His words were echoed by the others.

	"You're quite welcome. Oh, and Tim," he said to the man behind the counter, "add a dozen bagels to their order."

	"Yes, sir, Mr. Abernathy." Tim looked at Rudy. "So what other sandwiches would you all like?"

	"Tuna?" Josie said.

	"Another meatball?" Snap added.

	"And a--" Kel looked at the menu on the wall behind the counter, "--an eggplant parmesan."

	"Eww." Josie grimaced. "That's..."

	"Good, I bet," Kel said with a grin.

	"It is," Mr. Abernathy told them. "It's one of my favorites. Tim, I'll have one too, for here."

	Fifteen minutes later, carry-out bags in hand, Rudy and the others again thanked Mr. Abernathy profusely. He smiled, handing Rudy a card as he said, "If you ever need help, call me." Then he picked up his plate and drink and headed to a booth at the back of the room.

	"What does it say?" Snap asked as they left the deli. "What kind of help?"

	"He's a lawyer," Rudy told him, sounding surprised.

	Terry chuckled. "So he's our 'get out of jail free' card?"

	Rudy shrugged. "Stranger things have happened, so who knows." He tucked the card in the pocket of his jeans. "There's a park a couple of blocks from here where we can eat before these get cold."

	"A couple?" Snap grumbled a few minutes later. "I counted eight and two of them were long."

	"Quit your grousing," Josie told him. "We're here, let's eat."

	They settled down at one of the picnic tables and dug in, all conversation put on hold until they'd eaten as much as they could without making themselves sick. What was left was rewrapped and put into their backpacks. Then Rudy suggested they head home.

	"We're safe enough now," he said as they walked to the bus stop. "But, for the next week or so I think we should avoid downtown and hope those punks decide they've scared us away."

	"As far as I'm concerned, they have," Terry muttered angrily. "I'd rather set up anywhere else but there, even if it means we make less cash."

	"What about the bike path?" Snap suggested. "We've done that before and made out okay."

	Rudy nodded. "We'll give it a try."

	* * * *

	"What's the bike path?" Terry asked much later in the evening. He and Rudy were the only ones still awake. Kel had crashed almost as soon as they'd gotten back to the squat. A few minutes later, after the remaining food from the deli had been stored in a battered cooler Snap had found by a dumpster two days earlier, he and Josie had retired to their 'bedroom' for the night.

	"It's a path along Cherry Creek for bikers and pedestrians. It runs from downtown on west to the Cherry Creek shopping area, and from there to the reservoir. If we park ourselves close to the shopping center we'll be okay."

	"Meaning safe?"

	"Pretty much. The cops don't come down there too often so we won't be hassled."

	"By them, but what about anyone else?"

	"People are people, Ter. Some of them don't think twice about making our lives more miserable than they already are. But they're in the minority. Just like downtown, most of them will ignore us, some of them will drop a few coins or a bill in our cups, and once in a blue moon, if they think they can get away with it, we might run into punks like Ozzie and his friends." Rudy snorted with a bit of amusement. "If I was named Ozzie I might have a chip on my shoulder too and try to take it out on someone."

	Terry chuckled. "Yeah. Not a name I'd want to be stuck with." He leaned his head back and realized Rudy's arm was between it and the top of the sofa. When he started to straighten up again, Rudy took advantage of the situation to pull him against his side, wrapping his arm around Terry's shoulders.

	"Relax," he said when Terry stiffened and started to pull away. "I'm not going to do anything. I just felt like holding you for a bit. Besides--" he grinned, "--with everyone here there's not much we could do, now is there?"

	"No." Do I wish they weren't here? Maybe. Terry smiled. Probably.

	"So my holding you is okay, from the smile on your face."

	"Umm-hmm."

	"And if I tried to kiss you?"

	Terry looked squarely at him and nodded. "I could deal."

	"Good," Rudy said softly before his lips descended to take Terry's in a slow kiss.

	Terry's immediate response was physical, both with his lips when he kissed Rudy hungrily, and in his crotch as his cock hardened instantly. He knew if he didn't break away he'd regret it. And if he did--he'd regret it even more because Rudy would think he'd changed his mind.

	He didn't have to end the kiss. Rudy did it first, smiling ruefully. "If we keep this up we're liable to say the hell with it. If they want to watch, let them."

	Biting his lip to keep from laughing out loud, Terry managed to whisper, "Too true."

	"If we were alone though?"

	"Not to sound crass, but we'd be naked, having down and dirty sex right now." Terry had the strong feeling it would be more than that as far as he was concerned, but he wasn't about to push boundaries if that was all Rudy wanted.

	Rudy nodded. "Nothing wrong with that, if it's all you want."

	"Since it's probably all you want..."

	Rudy cupped Terry's face in his hands. "Honest truth? I don't know what I want with you. We don't know each other all that well. Yet. Maybe that's all it would be. Sex for sex's sake. On the other hand...who knows what could happen over the long haul?"

	"Not us," Terry replied quietly. "Not now anyway. I did like the kissing. My body liked the idea it could lead to more."

	"No kidding," Rudy said, his glance dropping to Terry's crotch. "I wasn't immune either."

	Terry looked down and grinned. "So I see. But..."

	"But it was just a normal reaction between two guys who haven't had any in a while."

	"Probably. Still..." Terry hesitated.

	"Spit it out."

	Terry sighed. "I think I like you."

	"Think?"

	"I mean as more than as a person I consider a friend. Because I do think of you as a friend but now...more? I think. And that was before we kissed. I mean I was hoping we were more or could be more or...well, you know."

	"Yeah, I think so. You didn't have a clue whether I saw you as someone I might be interested in, any more than I did about you. Of course, like I said, this could turn into just friends with benefits, and damn I hate that term. But it works I guess and it might be all there is between us."

	Terry nodded. "I know, and I suppose that wouldn't be all bad."

	Rudy chuckled. "I could handle it."

	"Me too." I think. It would hurt, if one of us began to want more and the other didn't. But if that happened and it was me there's nothing tying me here. Other than Kel if he didn't want to leave. The same with Rudy. I don't see him wanting to walk away from Josie and Snap just because he got too emotionally involved with me and I couldn't reciprocate.

	"What are you thinking? And before you say 'nothing', I can see it on your face. So tell me."

	Terry took a deep breath and did.

	"I suppose that could happen," Rudy said when he'd finished. "Probably fifty-fifty that it will. Not the best odds but I think it's worth finding out." Rudy grinned suddenly. "If we do split up, I get the kids."

	Laughing, Terry shook his head. "Nope, they get to choose who they want to go with." He sobered, gazing at Rudy. "I am willing to try."

	"Me too." Rudy leaned forward at the same time Terry did, they're lips melding in a long, slow kiss that was fraught more with anticipation of what might be in their future than any immediate physical need for each other. 

	"We probably should get some sleep," Rudy said when they broke apart. "You know how kids are. Always up at the break of dawn wanting their breakfasts."

	Terry grinned. "At which point we tell them to fend for themselves. They're old enough."

	"True that." Rudy looked at Terry as if waiting for something. When Terry didn't move, Rudy said, "You're on my bed, and it's not big enough for both of us."

	"Even if it was, we don't want to shock the kids, so I'll move." Terry got up, put his hands on Rudy's shoulders and gave him a quick kiss. "See you in the morning."

	"Night, Ter," Rudy replied softly. "Sleep well."

	"I think I will. You too."

	Rudy smiled. "I know I will."

	* * * *

	


Chapter 7

	For the next few days, the group did as Rudy had suggested. They went to the Cherry Creek bike path and the area near the upscale shopping center. Terry for one was happy to be where there were trees and the creek. They, and the path, sat between tall, concrete walls with wide boulevards several feet above them on either side. In some ways, minus the boulevards, it reminded him of the parts of the town where he grew up. Parts that he actually wanted to remember.

	Kel seemed to feel the same way because he happily spent more time by the creek, watching the fish and ducks, than he did actually spanging.

	"You miss the country, don't you?" Rudy asked Terry the fourth morning, when they arrived at the spot where they planned to set up for the day.

	"I do. It was the one saving grace of growing up in a small town. When we needed to get away from everything there was always a brook or, well hardly a forest by any means but clusters of trees where we could find some peace."

	Rudy nodded. "I used to take off and go up in the mountains when I first came out here. Well the foothills anyway. Took a bus to Golden then hiked along Lariat Loop Road. Made me feel free, being out of the city and surrounded by hills and trees." He chuckled. "And the occasional cars creeping along at ten miles an hour because the road has so many turns it scares the shit out of the tourists."

	Terry laughed. "I'd love to see that."

	"You know what; maybe we should go up there. We can afford a day off. Hell, after what we've been through we deserve one." Rudy turned to the others since they were close by, calling out, "How about we blow this city tomorrow and go on a hike?"

	Snap grinned. "You mean one that doesn't involve hot concrete under our feet?"

	"And where we can smell something besides gas fumes?" Josie asked excitedly.

	"You bet," Rudy told them.

	"Let's do it!"

	* * * *

	Late that evening, on the way back to their squat, the group stopped at a drop-in center to get the best of the available boots. As Rudy pointed out, not only would they be better for hiking, they'd also serve them well come winter. Since he'd mentioned winter, Terry and Kel found a couple of warm jackets as well--something they hadn't taken with them in their panicked flight from their parents' house. With that done, they went to the grocery store to pick up makings for sandwiches to bring with them.

	The next morning, way too early according to Kel, they were on the bus that would take them to Golden. Everyone was dressed for the weather in T-shirts or tanks and jeans. They also had long-sleeved shirts in their packs since Rudy warned them it might be cooler when they got to the top of Lariat Loop. "Not cold," he said, "but in the shade, definitely not as hot as it is down here." Those and their sandwiches were all they carried in their packs.

	When they got to Golden and asked the bus driver how to get to the start of Lariat Loop, he shook his head. "You planning on hiking up it?"

	"Sure gonna try," Rudy replied.

	"Good luck to you." The driver pointed up at the clear sky. "Hope you have plenty of sunscreen, and umbrellas. The forecast for this afternoon is heavy showers."
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