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Having a very rare moment of quiet, Ked leaned on the frame of the door as he watched his two roommates going at it, letting him relive the months he’d rented a room from them. 

They were a devoted couple, sure, but they definitely weren’t monogamous. As soon as he answered the ad for the gay-friendly room for rent, he’d had no idea what that would entail. The fact that two days after he’d moved in, he had been involved in an orgy, well, he could have never predicted that in a million years. 

It was time to leave. His schooling was complete, his education less than his parents were happy with, but enough to be the forest ranger he’d longed to become. He was an officer of the law, the law of the actual land, a certified first responder, could work as a wild firefighter, and it was all about to be tested in one of the most beautiful places on the planet. 

Bear Lake, Colorado.

“Are you going to say goodbye?”

Calvin looked up and grinned while Ron kept pounding him. “Be with you in about fifteen seconds, judging by his breathing.”

Ron was much bigger, a beefy gym rat that never once took his eyes from the hole he was pounding, making Ked roll his eyes. “Ron? Done?”

“Umph, umph, umph,” he grunted, then stiffened as he climaxed, bringing Calvin’s hips back and holding him there, leaning his head back. 

Ked had seen that a lot over the previous two years but knew he wouldn’t miss it. He had no real feelings for the two except friendship, no matter how much they’d tried to pull him into to their relationship. 

Calvin got off the bed, not a stitch of clothing on, and ran over to him, hugging him tight. “We’ll miss you.”

Usually talkative to the point of people trying and failing to shut him up, Ked, which was a nickname, hugged his friend back and kept from sobbing by biting the tip of his tongue, a move generally saved for keeping it from wagging. 

Ron groaned as he moved from the bed, slapping him on the arm. “Yeah, it was fun. Keep in touch.”

Just sentiment from the big guy. “Thanks,” he croaked, the tears retreating some. 

To Calvin, Ked started to ramble, “Thanks for everything, I mean, well, the sex was great, you know, but I mean the job, the movie theatre, you know, and feeding me until I got on my feet. I don’t know what I would have done without you, and it’s been fun, well, the sex, it was great, you know.”

“Shh, I know all that. You rambled about it for hours last night.”

Calvin was dark-skinned and skinny as a rail, but he blinked his chestnut eyes at Ked, and Ked melted. “Sorry. I know I did.”

“It’s okay. We’re gonna miss that, and you.”

Ked’s blue eyes welled with tears once more; a cobalt blue, his mother had always bragged. One thing he’d miss the most was not being the smallest man in the room at a hundred and forty pounds, five foot practically nothing. Well, five foot seven inches to be exact, but he didn’t look it. He towered over Calvin, though, and he’d miss that. 

“Get moving if you want to get there before nightfall.”

The drive would be long, and he’d have a lot of time to worry and wonder. He did that a lot, worrying that his parents were right, that he was throwing away opportunities others would kill for. 

Sure, they were rich, and he could have gone to any number of ivy league universities, gotten starts in prestigious law firms or hospitals, if he’d gone to be a lawyer like his father or a doctor like his mother. 

He didn’t want that, or their money, though. There was a calling in him, something integral to the very core of his being. Trees, soil, peaks of mountaintops, and the soft ground of valleys. In his travels, while his family had enjoyed museums, shopping, and sitting around a man-made pool, he had been exploring the countryside, eating a fresh grape from a vine in Tuscany, or an olive from a tree in Greece, which he’d recommend to no one. That had been foul. Still, it had been an experience he treasured. 

So, when it came time to wander through what he’d become in life, there was little doubt in him what he wanted to do. To care for the land, to watch over and protect it. To live among the trees and wild grasses and taste the air that was clear of pollutants and the scent of exhaust fumes. 

And that was what he’d found as soon as he left the main highway in southern Colorado and headed west, back into the Rockies. Every twist and curve on the mountain road leading to his destination held more for him to see, and he had to be careful not to drive off the narrow road as he tried to see all of it. 

One curve would have him snuggled in the forest of pine and spruce, white aspen bark breaking up the sea of evergreen. The next, the ground would slope away and show him a vista of tall mountain ranges, plunging valleys, and the sky that kissed them. 

Each mile he drove gave him more assurance that he’d chosen the right career, law enforcement, but not handing out speeding tickets or hassling people for double parking. Hell no! If they dared to hurt federal land, however, he’d make them, with his training, wish they’d never been born. 

Another road left the scenic byway and it seemed to travel straight up into the clouds, but that was just an illusion, as the area at the top of the crest was foggy. He giggled to himself as he grew more excited, knowing he was nearly there, where he’d spend at least the next five years of his life. 

Up and up he drove, the road narrowing and then the pavement ending below him, leaving him to drive on hard-packed dirt. The excitement of it all grew until he could barely contain himself. 

Through the open driver’s window of his silver Xterra, he smelled it long before it came into view. The lake the community was named for, the beautiful area of water that had grown the small but lovely town he was seeing as he turned the wheel on the curve in the road after passing the lake. 

It was perfect, everything he’d expected. The first place he saw as he parked in the dirt across from where the town actually started was the post office/general store. On the side where he was, bundles of firewood were stacked halfway up the one-story building.  

The sidewalk was right out of the old west, wood planks from the post office ran down to the homes that lined the far side of the street. In the center was a smallish park, and in the middle of that was a huge statue of a bear, bronze gleaming in the afternoon sunlight. 

An African American man was walking toward him, coming from the store, and with his uniform, Ked knew it was Dan Harrigan, the man who would be training him.

Ked liked the look of him right off. Older man in his late fifties, maybe even early sixties, white throughout his eyebrows and mustache. Probably his hair too, if it wasn’t shaved off, and he was big-shouldered, tough looking. Ked passively wondered if a few years there would make him tougher looking too. 

He doubted it.

“Kaden Donegal?”

He stepped up to the man and started rambling, “Yes, sir! I’m Kaden, but everyone calls me Ked for short, because my full name is Kaden Edmond Donegal, K-E-D. I can’t tell you how glad I am to finally be done with school and here. And let me tell you, I’m ready, sir. Ready to learn all I can from you, and I can already tell that we’ll get along great. I-”

“Jesus H. Christ eating a cracker and shitting Oreos, what the fuck did they send me?”

Ked stepped back from him, analyzing the question and finding no answer to it. “Sir?”

“What are you, five-five? You’re no bigger than a gnat!”

This wasn’t at all going the way he thought it would. “Sir?”

“Never mind. The ranger station is off to the southeast there, about a half a mile as the crow flies. That’s where you’ll live while you’re here.” He started walking toward the store, and Ked wondered briefly if he should follow, but he didn’t have to wonder long, as Harrigan called over his shoulder, “Well, come on!”

Ked jumped into action, rushing after Harrigan, who was heading to the general store, the wood sign hanging over the walk declaring Barton’s General Store, and right onto those wooden planks. He didn’t walk on them more than a few steps, as Harrigan turned to him right before Ked ran into his barreled chest. 

“Jesus. This is the shit they give me right before I gotta retire?”

Stepping back with an apology on his lips that never quite formed, Ked heard that question and immediately responded, “Retire? Oh! That’s why they sent me?”

“Yeah, don’t need a lot of rangers out this way. Folks are pretty good about looking out for the land around here. Tourists, though, those are the ones you gotta watch, and we get some poachers now and then, but that’s for the game wardens to worry about. Worst we ever got were druggies growing reefer in the hills, but it’s legal now, so not much o’ that either.

“Here we have a lot of private land in between and around the federal land. That’s what we’re looking out for. Mind you, get it straight, which is which, because you step on the wrong land, you’ll get yourself shot.”

“Wow, really?”

“Have your badge handy, just in case. Anyway, that’ll all come later. We have good folks here that will tell you what’s what and which tourist is trying to get one over on us. Millie runs the post office and store, and she sells the firewood that’s stacked up there. If she gets the notion someone is taking wood out of the wild, she’ll jump on them herself, but she’ll also give us a call.”

Ked nodded, knowing why that was a strict no-no in the forest service. “Of course! If they take it out of the forest, then the forest doesn’t get the nutrients it needs, and if everyone does it, it doesn’t get any, and-”

“Do you always just...talk?”

Ked deflated and his head hung a little as he admitted, “Yes, sir. Since I could talk.” After his head shot up, he felt the need to explain. “But I’m not nuts or anything. I mean, my mom’s a doctor, but of course, she didn’t test me herself, that’s against the rules, but I don’t have any kind of illness or anything, it’s just that I run a little fast, and my mouth, well, it goes with that.”

The only reason he stopped was because Harrigan held his hand up in Ked’s face. “Okay, got it. Can you try to keep it to a minimum?”

“Sure, well, I can try, but I’ve never been good at it.”

“No just yes or no, huh? Wow. Those assholes are trying to kill me, so I don’t collect my pension. They’re trying to give me a stroke.”

Cocking his head in sheer confusion, Ked asked, “Whom?”

“Never mind. Come on.”

As they entered the doors of the general store, a bell at the top of one dinged loudly, making Ked gaze up at it, smiling. “That is so cool.”

The inside of the store was everything he’d wished it would be. There were wooden bins with fruits and vegetables across the front wall, the paned windows a perfect backdrop for the scene. In the center aisles were canned and boxed foods, cleaners, dry goods, and toiletries. 

Off against the far wall were racks of clothing, souvenir t-shirts, and things, sure, but more practical things as well, like orange vests for hunting, a few jeans, and flannel shirts as well. 

Behind the long counter were jars of jellies, sauces, and salsas, and more souvenirs; mugs, glasses, keychains, tiny license plates, and any number of other novelties all blazoned with the Colorado flag and a bear. 

In barrels around the place were fishing rods, brooms, rakes, and handmade walking sticks. The place was a feast for the eyes, ropes and barbed wire decorations along the tops of the walls, old advertising tins celebrating coffee, fishing tackles, and even elixirs. 

But the most prominent part of the store was the owner. She stood behind the display counter, hands set on the glass top, smirking over at Harrigan. Not very tall herself, and carrying some weight, her smirk showed her deep dimples. 

Her long hair was drawn back into a strict ponytail and her bright eyes took in the two of them as they approached her. “Dan, how the hell are ya?”

“Good, Millie, good. Just came to introduce you to my new trainee. Millie Barton, this is...”

Ked jumped as he realized Harrigan had already forgotten his name. He stuck his hand out over the counter to Millie and introduced himself. “I’m Kaden Edmond Donegal, ma’am, though everyone calls me Ked for short, because of my initials, K-E-D. I just got here, and Mr. Harrigan is showing me around. And so far, besides the town itself, I just love your store! It’s exactly how I pictured. Wait, that sounds like it’s not unique, and it is unique! It’s just so nice, and you seem nice too. Are you? I mean, wow, that sounded terrible, like I was judging you, which I’d never do-”

All while going through his monologue, Millie was staring from him to Harrigan and back, and finally said, interrupting him, “Do you always run off like that, kid?”

Harrigan answered for him. “I’ve known him about three minutes and so far, yeah, he does. Those fucking feds have it out for me. Florida is starting to look good after all.”

“Hannah’ll be glad to hear that,” she said, laughing. To Ked, she commented as she took his proffered hand, the one he’d never taken back after he’d stuck it out there, “Nice to know you.”

Before he could say a thing more to her, the bell rang over the door again and a cacophony was heard as many feet and voices began to enter the store, causing the three of them to turn their attention to the newcomers. 

He heard Millie whisper, “Lord, help us.”

The noise was coming from a pretty girl wearing a long, tan skirt and embroidered top, her head wrapped in a fuchsia-colored scarf. Around her, running amok, were five children of every color and size. 

They were running up and down the aisles, items falling in their wake. Harrigan grabbed one of the smaller ones up and handed him to the woman. “Here’s one.”

“Thank you, Mr. Harrigan,” she sighed, exasperated. 

“Tera, get these feral kids in line! I’m telling you, a little discipline isn’t gonna hurt a damn thing.”

Tera turned to Millie and huffed, “Watch your language, please, Millie, and you know we believe they should be as free as can be. If we stifle their creativity, we are stifling their spirits.”

“Well, forgive me for stifling them, but if they keep breaking things, you’re gonna go broke paying for them. What do you need?”

“Twenty-five pounds of rice and seven pounds of your broccoli. If you’re still getting it from Mr. Grace in Stonewall.”

“You ask me that every time, Tera.”

Harrigan gripped Ked’s arm and pulled him away from the fray. “We’ll come back after they leave.”

Outside, Ked asked, “Who was that? Do they live here?”

“Yeah, unfortunately. I mean, they’re nice enough people, her and her husband, but they’re hippie dippy and don’t believe in this and that to the point they make you about nuts just listening to them.”

“Oh. Wow.”

“Them kids, they’re terrors. Millie will be fine, though, she’s dealt with worse. I wonder where the other three are?”

“There’s more?”

“Yeah,” he said with a chuckle as they moved down the sidewalk. “Eight kids. They adopted six, then forgot a pill or something and ended up having a set of twins of their own. Cute little fuckers, but a handful.” As they approached another woman, Dan waved his hand out toward her and bragged so she could hear, “This one, though, has about the sweetest little girl you ever did find.”

The woman with long, luscious chestnut hair blushed over her nose and said with a distinct Spanish accent, “Mr. Dan, she loves you too.”

“Ked, this is Marisol Lopez. Mari, this is Ked, my new trainee. Introducing him around the town so he knows right off who should be here and who should be watched.”

She was very pretty with shining dark eyes. “Bery nice to meet you. Ked?”

“Yes, ma’am, Ked, it’s short for-”

“Not again,” Harrigan groaned. “It’s short for his full name, and we have to go, Mari. Tell Cesar hello for me and give that little one a hug.”

“I’ll do it, Mr. Harrigan.”

“Nice lady,” Ked said after she’d gone the other way down the sidewalk. 

“She sure is, but...now, I don’t know your damn politics, and I don’t rightly care, but if anyone starts asking around about her or her family, you don’t tell ‘em a damn thing. We watch out for our own around here and if you don’t agree with that, then you might as well get now.”

For accusing him of being talkative, Dan Harrigan could ramble a bit himself. “Yes, sir, I agree to that for sure!”

“Good. Now, let’s cross over, there’s a couple more people you should meet.”

As they crossed the park that made up the center of the small town, Ked asked, “How many people live around here? Google says a hundred and twenty-eight, but it sure doesn’t seem like that many.”

“Lots of folks live off in the woods on that private land I was talking about. Some you might not ever see here, as they go into the bigger towns to shop. Shoot, we all do that for the big stuff, but Millie keeps her prices reasonable, so if you need the fixings for a meal, you’re not gonna pay a fortune.”

They stopped at the statue and Harrigan pointed to it. “A fella made that for the town after visiting here once. He liked the place so much, see. Nice guy. Been here for fifty years about now.”

There was a plaque with the man’s name on it and the dates. “Gee, that sure is nice.”

They finished crossing the park and got to the gas station. Behind and to the side of the small, square building was a tank he’d have missed if he wasn’t paying attention. It was taller than the building, but it was painted with a forest landscape that blended in with the surroundings so well, it was hard to see there weren’t really trees and sky there. 

“That’s really cool that they painted that. Is that the water supply?”

“Nah, it’s the gas for the station. There’s no way anyone wants it in the ground, so when they built this, they used an aboveground tank. The gas is pricey, but they have to use smaller trucks to haul it, and more of ‘em.”

Inside was a nerdy, tall boy who, though taller than him by a head, couldn’t have weighed as much as Ked, suddenly making him feel fat. “Max, right?”

“Yeah. Yeah, yes, I’m Max,” he stammered, sliding his silver-rimmed glasses farther up on the bridge of his nose. 

That was when Ked got a good look at his face. He was terribly handsome under all that nerdiness with his dark blue eyes, darker than his own, and sandy-colored hair that had one rouge piece sticking up in back. As if he had read Ked’s mind, he reached back to run a hand there, trying to smooth it. 

It didn’t work. 

“Max, is your boss, that old fisherman, around?”

“Fishing,” Max answered simply, fidgeting. 

“I’m Ked, Max. It’s nice to meet you. I’m training with Mr. Harrigan for the forest service.”

Briefly, Max’s eyes met his, then they were quickly cast down to the counter and he nodded. “Nice to meet you.”

The gas station had a cooler for beer and soda, a candy counter, and behind the counter were bottles of hard liquor and cigarettes. 

“You don’t smoke, do you?” Harrigan asked as he saw Ked looking over the merchandise. 

“No, sir!”

“Good. You do a lot of hiking trails around here, and off-trail too. You get winded, it’s tough titties.”

He’d hiked every night on the trails around Denver, then west into the mountains every weekend. He was in shape for the job, but for once, he simply nodded, unwilling to irritate his new boss more than he already had. 

“Well, tell that old fisherman hello for me, and to come out to the station to meet the new kid when he’s having a dry spell.”

“Yeah. Okay.”

Max looked relieved when they were on their way out but returned the wave Ked gave him. 

By the time he followed Harrigan to the station, he could barely think, everything in his head was spinning. All the people he’d met, the things to remember, he knew he’d be up late into the night memorizing all of it. 

The ranger station was everything he thought it would be for a not being in one of the bigger national parks like San Isabel Forest or Rocky Mountain National. It was a simple building, two stories, with the living quarters on the top floor and the station itself on the ground floor. 

Inside the station, there were two desks, one piled high with paperwork alongside the computer and the other empty. 

“That one’s yours, as you’d imagine.”

He set his hands on it, the cool of the laminated fake wood giving him chills as he felt his excitement overflow. “This is the best day of my entire life.”

“Good lord,” Harrigan said, chuckling. There was a counter separating their office from the public, where they’d come in to make reports. On the public side, there was a shelf of brochures for their area and other sights in Colorado. 

The office, however, was like any other; filing cabinets, a vending machine, a bathroom for employees only, and another door next to it announcing the holding cells. He’d noticed there was a public restroom outside next to an ice machine. 

“In the back, there, there’s a little break room. Not much to it, a fridge and microwave, couch and table. Upstairs is my place, which you’ll move into eventually when you’re trained and ready to take over for me. Out back is the garage. 

It holds our ATVs, snow cats, snowmobiles, and the two company trucks. Those trucks are only for federal business, mind you, so don’t think to take them to town to impress some girl.”

Offhandedly, he replied, “Oh, no worries there. I’m gay.”

When he realized that he’d outed himself before he could so much as sit at his desk, he moved his head slowly to peer up at Harrigan for his reaction. Relief flooded him when the big man shrugged one shoulder and revised, “Don’t go looking for guys in it either.”

“No, sir, I’d never do that. My Xterra is good enough for that sort of thing, if I do it, which I really don’t. I mean, it’s not like I don’t ever date, but I am really focused on my job. And I know that sounds like I’m kissing up, but I’m not, I really want to do good here...”

As he rattled on, Harrigan sat at his desk, set his elbows on it, and held his head in his hands. 
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After rising from behind his desk, Harrigan suggested they head to the garage so Ked could see his new digs, and Ked was all for that, while being torn because he wanted to look into everything about the office, including memorizing the map of the federal versus private land. 

“You have time for that. Come on, now. Hannah’s going to have dinner on for us soon. That’s my wife.”

“Oh, wow, okay. I hope she likes me. Maybe I should shower and change, or just change, or maybe get my uniform on. No, not my uniform, I need to iron it anyway.”

“Get cleaned up there in the restroom and meet me out front. I gotta show you how to lock up when we’re not in the office. We have guns here, tranquilizer and otherwise.”

Before he could do as Harrigan suggested, the printer by the filing cabinets beeped and Harrigan turned to it, cursing, “What the fuck now?”

He went to it and pulled out the fax. Rushing over, Ked tried to read it over Harrigan’s shoulder, though he was much too short to do that, so he bounced up once, then decided to peer around the arm holding it. “What’s that? Is someone starting fires where they shouldn’t? Is it a forest fire? I’ve got my certificate, so I can suit up right now if I need to fight a fire!”

“It’s not a fire, for fuck’s sake. It’s poachers.”

“Poachers? Here? Where?”

Harrigan took the fax to the bulletin board near the map and stuck a tack through it. “It really doesn’t matter, Ked. We’re forest service, not game wardens, and you should know the difference.”

“I know, but we’re all a part of the same team, after all. Where are the poachers? Can we help catch them?”

“The game guys don’t have a place up here, so we share the office if there’s trouble. I’ll give them a call and they’ll come check it out when they get damn good and ready.”

Ked’s jaw dropped over the statement and Harrigan backtracked. Well, kind of. 

“Listen, they’re a good bunch of guys, I guess, but we have a rivalry and pretend not to like one another. Sure, we’re on the same team, but we’re a lot like cops and firemen in the cities. Same team, but rivals, you get it?”

Ked got it, but still, he was itching to do something big right away, like catching poachers to show Harrigan and anyone who thought he wasn’t right for the job that he was made for it. 

Not wishing to argue, Ked started forming a plan in his mind that he’d keep to himself for the time being. “Okay, I’ll meet you out front. And sir? It’s seven.”

Harrigan stared at him, his salt and pepper brows coming together to form one line. “What?”

“I’m five foot seven, sir. Not five-five. And really glad to be here!”

“Jesus Christ on a cracker.”

After washing his hands and face, he met Harrigan outside and went over the procedure to lock the place, checking all the windows and doors before setting the alarm. 

In the back of the building were the stairs that led to the home on the upper floor. There was a little deck there in front of the front door, and it was decorated with beautiful potted flowers and plants. “This is nice.”

“I’ll be sure to tell the wife. She does love a garden, even in boxes and pots.”

He opened the door with the window in the center and called out, “Honey! I’m here with the new guy!”

It was done like a rustic cabin, the wood on the walls with bark on them, pictures in rough wood frames of a family that was just beautiful. It also showed Ked that they were an interracial couple and had what looked to be four gorgeous, biracial kids. Two girls and two boys.

“These are your kids?”

“Yeah,” he said, finally with a smile. “They’re scattered all over the country now, but the oldest girl, she lives in Florida, where we’re moving once I retire. 

Losing the smile as he spoke about Florida, Ked guessed he wasn’t thrilled with the move. 

“It’s nice there. I’ve been there a few times.”

“Humid, nasty weather. But it’s what the wife and daughter want.”

The living room was where they were standing as Ked looked around. It was beautifully furnished, if a little cluttered with books and indoor plants. Still, it made it homey and he felt welcome, even if Harrigan himself was less than accommodating. 

From the arched doorway, a pretty, older woman came walking over, wiping her hands on the clean white apron that she wore over her lilac sweater and blue jeans. “Well, it’s about time! I have the pasta salad in the fridge.”

Her green eyes fell on Ked and he felt like he’d met a distant aunt or something. She was nothing but warm and friendly. “Hello there. Are you the one we’ve been waiting for?”

He stuck his hand out and started in, “Yes, ma’am. I’m Ked, short for Kaden Edmond Donegal, and it’s so nice to meet you. I mean, wow, your house is so nice, and I love your flowers outside, they are so pretty, and the plants in here too, and I would know, I took horticulture for a semester, and-”

“Ked, stop the flapping or we’ll never eat,” Harrigan groaned, and his wife playfully smacked him in the gut.

“Oh, hush, you old bear. It’s nice to hear some appreciation around here.”

“Excuse me? I tell you I like stuff!”

After she rolled her eyes, she ran her fingers through her blonde and silver hair, then waved them to the kitchen. “Let’s eat and we can get to know each other, Ked.”

“That sounds great, ma’am.”

“Enough of that ma’am stuff, Ked. I’m Hannah, and this one here is Dan, though I’m sure he hasn’t told you to call him that.”

“No ma’am, I mean Hannah, and I probably won’t since he’s my boss and all, but it’s so nice of you, and-”

He was cut short as Dan pushed him toward the kitchen. “Food first. I’m hungry.”

The kitchen was bright and rustic as well, shabby chic, Calvin would have called it, with its gingham curtains on the three small windows above the distressed white cabinets and wide planked wood floors. The table was round and painted the same way, old fashioned shaker chairs, a butcher block island for cutting, and more plants that hung from macramé. 

After he and Dan sat at the table, Hannah got the pasta salad from the fridge. “I didn’t know if you were a vegetarian or not, so I didn’t put meat in the salad, but I have some nice pieces of ham, if you’d like.”

“I eat meat, and I know I shouldn’t, it’s bad for you, and it’s not good for the animals either, obviously, and there’re so many bad things they’re putting in the meat now, and then the fat and things, but I eat it.”

Dan chuckled and told his wife, “He doesn’t believe in being brief.”

“Like I said, hush up, Daniel.” She went to get the ham steaks from the oven. “It’s nice to have a man around that speaks some. You grunt at me now and then and that’s all I get some days.”

He grunted, then winced and Ked hid his giggle behind the linen napkin he pulled from beside his plate. 

“I talk.”

“Asking me if there’s coffee ready every morning is not conversation, Dan.”

After the food was set out, the salad, steaks, and fresh rolls, they started in to eat and Hannah asked, “So, where are you from originally, Ked?”

“Denver. My folks still live there, and I guess I’ll miss it a little, and them, of course, but they are mad at me anyway, and I can’t blame them, really, but then again, this is my life, not theirs.”

With a hand on his, she stopped him. “Mad at you?”

“Oh! Yeah, well, they wanted me to follow in their footsteps, careers that make a ton of money and everything, but I always liked it outside, you know, hiking, camping, skiing, rafting, all that, so I wanted to do something that would keep me outdoors a lot.”

“Well, I’m sure they’re proud of you regardless, sweetheart. Don’t mind their grumbling. We as parents worry over our children and wish things for them, but when it comes down to it, we simply want their happiness.”

“Do you really think so?”

“I’m a mother of four. I know.”

He dug into the food, which was delicious, and they got to know more about each other while Dan didn’t say more than three words, he was so busy eating. “Dan and I are high school sweethearts. We’ve been together forty-five years now, married almost forty-one. Our oldest came a year or so after we got married and the rest followed every three years, almost on the dot.”

“Wow! I’ll bet they are so cool, being raised around here with such great parents. I saw their pictures, and I think biracial people are just gorgeous. I mean,” he swallowed and pled, “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that badly. Well, it wasn’t bad, but I hope that didn’t offend you, as I’d never want to do that, it’s just I think they’re beautiful, your kids, and well, most kids that have more than one race. I’m sure there are some that aren’t so pretty, but that’s pretty outside, you know, but yours are pretty. And handsome. Outside.”

Hannah was the first person he’d met in forever that didn’t try to shut him up, and she smiled through his ramblings. “Thank you, Ked. I think they’re beautiful too.”

“Wow, you’re so nice, and I’m so glad I didn’t offend you. I mean, I know what it’s like to be different, and I can’t compare to what African Americans or biracial people have gone through, you know, but I am gay, so I’ve felt discrimination some, but nothing compared to that, and I’d never really compare that stuff.”

“We’re not offended, Ked. And you’re gay?”

That was it, he’d outed himself twice in a matter of an hour. “Um, yeah. I hope that’s okay. Well, even if it’s not, I am, so I can’t change or anything.”

“Our youngest son, Darion, is gay, Ked, and we love him the same as all the rest. It’s just who he is, after all.”

Setting down his fork, he sighed as he gazed at her. “Wow, you are so nice.”

“So are you, Ked. So are you.”

When they left, Harrigan showed him to the apartment and helped him bring up a few boxes. The moment Ked saw the place, he fell in love with it. 

It was set up like a studio, one large room with a bathroom and closet the only other doors, but there was a partial wall that separated the kitchen from the main living area that was made up of shelves. It was perfect for all his books. 

The kitchen was completely set up with dishes, pots and pans, and Harrigan explained, “There was some plastic crap stuff here before, but Hannah made it a project one summer to fix it up nice. She went to garage sales and thrift stores to find stuff, so whatever you don’t have that you might need, talk to her about it and she can set you up.”

The walls were like the Harrigan home, rustic and wooden, and pictures hung around of the mountains in the area. There were rag rugs around the full bed, an ornate wrought iron headboard painted a subdued yellow. The blue and yellow quilt looked warm and inviting along with the embroidered pillowcases on the fluffy pillows lining the top. 

The sofa was a loveseat and had a block of wood as a coffee table. A throw blanket rested over the edge of the sofa arm that looked as comfortable as the entire attic space. The way the ceiling slanted in made the simple glass light fixtures hang at the perfect height to turn on and Ked tried one, seeing the light was soft and not harsh. 

“This is the nicest apartment I’ve ever seen!” Even Ked was near speechless. 

He ran his hand over the light-stained oak dresser near the bed and Harrigan pointed out, “The closet there is nice size to store whatever you don’t want out, and the bathroom has a deep tub to soak in after long hikes. I’ll admit I’ve snuck over here a time or two to use it. Cleaned it after, so don’t worry.”

“No, of course not. Mr. Harrigan, this is really nice. Please tell Hannah I love what she’s done here.”

“I’ll do it. Now, let’s get the rest of your stuff brought up and I’ll show you the garage. It’s got another code and you’ll have to know where all the keys are and such.”

“Sure, yeah, thanks.”

There was two of everything in the garage, two four-wheelers, two snow mobiles for winter, along with the two miniature snow cats. Two small four-wheel-drive pickups sat to the far left and there were plenty of tools and parts lining the back wall to fix anything that needed it, by the looks of it. 

“We don’t have a mechanic, but I’m no slouch. If you’re not handy that way, Cesar, the husband of that pretty lady we met in town today, he’s good at just about everything. He can fix any of this stuff here. In that back room there’s a lawnmower too, and other equipment. We like to keep the weeds down around the place.”

“Fire danger! Sure!”

“That’s right, and it looks better. We deal with the public a lot, so keep that in mind. Always watch your P’s and Q’s around town, and no getting drunk and making a fool of yourself and such.”

“Never! I don’t drink a lot anyway.”

“Good to hear. If you do at all, there’s no bar here, o’ course, but we fellas and a few ladies get together in the park most Friday nights and toss back a few, telling fish stories and the like. You’re welcome to join us.”

He knew he’d never been happier. It already felt like home, and he was hoping he wouldn’t tear up in front of his new boss. “Thanks a lot, sir. I’m going to love it here.”

“We’re gonna enjoy having you,” he started warmly enough, then grumbled, “At least ‘til the wife carts me off to Florida.”

Ked understood then, and he couldn’t blame Dan Harrigan a bit. Ked had a feeling he’d never want to leave Bear Lake either. 

After Harrigan left for home and he was alone in his apartment, he realized he had no food. Checking the time, he noticed he had twenty minutes before Millie’s store closed and he rushed down to his Xterra to head to town. 

Once there, he parked and was the only vehicle there, save for a beat-up Toyota Camry a few spaces down. He jogged to the store and smiled once more as the bell sounded, announcing his arrival. 

Millie was sweeping by the vegetables and grinned as she saw him. “Well, hello there, Kaden Edmond Donegal, Ked for short.”

“You remembered!”

“I try to remember names of people I know I’ll see again. What can I do you for?”

“I have no supplies. Hannah stocked the place great with toiletries and things, spices and all that, but meat and vegetables, I need to get for myself. Which is fine, I mean, why would I expect someone else to buy that stuff for me? I mean, I never would, so I came to get some, if you’re still open. Are you open?”

“If I was closed, the door would be locked, honey. Get a basket there and I’ll ring you up when you’re ready. If there’s something you can’t find, give me a holler.”

Ked picked up one of the plastic baskets near the door and went through each aisle, carefully picking things he would need while keeping a tally in his head. He didn’t have a lot of money and wouldn’t until he got his first check at the beginning of the month. That was two weeks away, so he made sure to get ramen and canned chili, bologna and bread first, then more luxury items like cheese and condiments after he was sure he’d have enough to pay. 

While he was shopping, a couple came in dressed in North Face clothing from head to toe. Even Ked, who’d just moved to town, could tell a tourist when he saw one, and they were tourists. 

“Hi there,” Millie called out from behind the counter. “Anything you’re looking for in particular?”

“Browsing,” the man called out, sounding bored.

Millie rolled her eyes where they wouldn’t see and added, “If you need help, let me know.”

Ked hid his smile as he watched Millie’s face glower while she watched them picking things up with the tips of their fingers, like everything was too dirty for their delicate skin to touch. Ked knew she was about to close, so he took his purchases to the register and she rang him up while casting foul looks in the couple’s direction. 

When they left a minute later, not buying a thing, she said, mostly under her breath, “You can take a person out of a cunt, but you can’t take the cunt out of a person.”

Blinking at her with his jaw near the floor, he was shocked stupid for thirty full seconds before he barely set his bags back on the counter as he fell to the floor, rolling with uproarious laughter. 

She leaned over the counter and laughed with him before she said, “Well! It’s true!”
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Chapter Three
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The first couple weeks, Ked learned everything he could about the station and the surrounding area he’d be protecting. Protecting the land, the lake, the sky, and he was ready for it. There was an excitement that bubbled up inside him that made him grin from ear to ear each morning when he rose, and it continued throughout the hectic days. 

Harrigan made no bones about how much he loved the area too. He wanted to assure that when he left, it would be cared for. “I raised my kids here. I’ve been a part of this place for over thirty years. If I get the notion you aren’t caring for it properly, I’ll be back, and you’ll be running for cover.”

Ked had to ask. It had been on the tip of his tongue for days. “Why are you? Leaving, I mean. You obviously don’t want to.”

He grumbled a bit, mumbling to himself more than to Ked, but finally spat, “None of your business. Now get to that paperwork so we can go check that trail those folks said had a tree fall across it.”

“Yes, sir,” he whispered, and got back to going over the many documents that were required to be filled out once a week. It was much the same as those pages he had to fill out on the computer, but hard copies were needed, Harrigan had said. 

Two more reports of poachers came in and the game wardens still had not come. No one had seen the poachers themselves, just what game they’d left behind to rot. “Why don’t we go and just take a look?”

“Catching them poachers would be a job for more than two men. The reports are coming from too many areas. They’re harder to catch than other law breakers, mostly because they kill and move on. Them warden boys’ll come when they can. It’s a big place, and they gotta chase bears outta neighborhoods, round up coyotes that are killing pets, and all sorts of things. Be patient.”

Patience had never been his strong suit. 

After hiking three miles on the trail they were warned had the tree fall across it, they found it and got it moved to the side and Harrigan sent a text to someone about it. 

“Don’t we take care of that?”

“We got a fella who takes these felled trees and carves ‘em up into things or cuts them for the bundles Millie sells. It’s how he makes his living, so we help him out with it. Community, Ked, that’s what we have here, not just some town of strangers.”

That was what he loved about it the most. “Wow, he carves them? Who is it?”

“Name’s Ashby. He lives out west a few miles. He doesn’t come down often. Likes his privacy. He’ll be by for it in a few days, most likely.”

“A hermit? We have an actual hermit?”

Exasperated, Harrigan growled, “Not a hermit. Lord. Just stays to himself most of the time. He’s not some crazy mountain man that has a pet grizzly or something.”

On the way back to the station, Ked was picking pine gum off his fingers when Harrigan slowed the truck and rolled down his window. Ked looked up to see a minivan filled with kids he recognized, but a man he didn’t. 

The man had dreads and was African American too, or also biracial, seeing as he was lighter skinned, and he was young...and gorgeous. “Bruce, how are you?” Harrigan asked as he nodded to the man in the van. 

“I’m good, Dan, thank you. Oh, and I wrote a letter to your superiors in Washington about making your vehicles run on biodiesel. They didn’t tell me to go fuck myself. Yet.”

“It wasn’t enough you got us a windmill and solar panels for the station?”

Bruce smiled and he was even more handsome.

“Is this your new protégé?”

“My trainee, yes. Bruce Ramos, this is Ked. Ked, Bruce.”

Ked gave him a wave and got waves from him and four little hands as well. “Nice to meet you! I met your wife and some of your kids. Well, I didn’t meet them, I saw them, but anyway, hi!”

Bruce chuckled and said, “Tera told me she met you at Millie’s place. Come up to the house sometime for dinner.”

“I’d like that!”

“No, you won’t,” Dan whispered to him from the side of his mouth. Aloud, he concluded, “Well, Bruce, gotta get back to it. Have a good one.”

“You too, Dan, and good to meet you, Ked.”

The kids were all screaming and causing the van to rock like a soccer team was playing a match in the back. Ked wondered to himself if they did that near some of the sheer drops in the road if they’d rock it right off the side. 

As soon as they were away from Bruce and his kids, he got a stern warning from Harrigan. “I’m not one to tell you what to do with your free time, but I’d watch going to eat at that house. Lord, the stuff they eat isn’t fit for a Billy goat.”

“Oh, they’re vegans, right?”

“Yeah. Rice is about the only thing I recognize and if it’s not fried and on the side of my Chinese food, you can keep that too.”

Ked laughed and partially agreed. “It’s okay, and I’ve eaten vegan before. One of my old roommates converted a year ago. It’s not great, but it’s not too horrible.”

“You can keep it. Besides the food, though, they’ll talk your ear off about living green. Now, I’m not saying I don’t agree with it, saving the planet from all that fracking and whatnot, but the way they go about it, pushy as hell and can get downright shitty about things. It’s everything I can do, and with Hannah threatening my balls, to not tell them where they can stick their ideas.”

Ked liked these talks with Dan. He learned so much about people, even if it was one-sided. “What do they do for money?”

“She makes dresses, blankets, jackets, and shirts and things out of hemp and wool. They have a few sheep. They call it cruelty free wool, but with those kids riding them poor sheep, I don’t see how they can say cruelty free with a straight face. Bruce, there, he writes for eco-magazines and things. I can’t say they make a lot, but enough to get by. Hannah buys clothes from Tera now and then. Nice stuff, really. She’s an artist with a needle and thread.”

Before he dropped Ked off for lunch, he informed him, “The campground by the lake will start getting filled and the cabins are opening up soon, so we’re likely going to get flooded with tourists. Flooded meaning forty or so a weekend, a few less during the week.”

“Cabins?”

“Between here and Blue Lake, there’s a fella that rents cabins during the warmer months. He’s set to open Saturday, so we’ll both be on that day, keeping our eyes out for fires where they shouldn’t be, flower picking, you know, all the things people think they can do.”

“Oh great! I mean, not that people do that, it’s against the law and just bad for the forest, but great that we’ll have something to patrol. Not that it’s been boring. I’m learning so much, but not many people do anything wrong around here, so it’s picking up old trees and I was hoping for more, and now we’ll have more! It’s just great. I mean, not great, but-”

“You’re stuck in a loop, Ked. Move the needle.”

After slamming his jaw shut, he opened it enough to say, “Sorry.”

“The guy that runs it, well, he’s an ass. Not the friendly type we’re used to around here, but he lives in the city the rest of the year. Three months here gives him enough money, I’m guessing. Who knows? I don’t, and don’t really care.”

Keeping his jaw tightly shut against the millions of questions that came to mind, Ked just gave a nod and took the conversation back to the one thing he’d been obsessing over. “Okay, can I ask you something, if I keep it short?”

With a resigned huff, Harrigan relented. “I guess.”

“If, and only if the game wardens don’t come, we can go check it out, the reports on the poachers, right?”

Ked could tell he was trying to calm himself, so he didn’t yell at Ked. Out of gratitude for that, he sat quietly, waiting for it. When Harrigan did answer, it was through a clenched jaw. “Yes.”

Elated, Ked bounced a little in the seat and set his mind to exactly what he’d like to do to people who killed wildlife out of season. 

While he was eating a bologna sandwich a little while later, Ked felt his phone vibrating with a call. Out of his front pocket, he scrambled to grab it, hoping it was Harrigan and the poachers had lit a forbidden campfire out of the campground site or something to that effect. 

When he saw the caller ID, however, he wasn’t exactly disappointed, but he answered to Calvin, “Thought you were poachers.”

“What? Are you stoned?”

Ked laughed and answered, “No, I’m not high! It’s just, well, the job is great, don’t get me wrong, but I haven’t had any real meat yet. Just picking up old logs and talking to people.”

“Then you should be happy! You do love to talk.”

“Shut up,” he chuckled. “What’s up?”

“Calling to see if all your dreams have come true. Do you like it? Well, you answered that a little.”

“No, I really love it. It’s so beautiful here, and all the people are really, really nice and my boss, well, he’s cranky most of the time, but I think it’s because he’s retiring and moving and he doesn’t really want to move, so that’s his thing, but I think he likes me. Anyway, his wife is amazing, and she’s so nice, and the other people here, they’re great too.”

“You haven’t changed a bit. That’s good to know. Anyway, any hot guys?”

Laughing more, he answered, “I’m not here for guys, Calvin.”

“That wasn’t an answer.”

“Not really. I mean, there are guys, obviously, and the one that about made me pop wood is this hippy guy, but he’s married with a million kids, so he’s not a prospect, but no one is really, not until I get comfortable in my job, because, let’s face it, that’s why I came here, not for guys.”

“Don’t go too long without getting laid, Ked. You’ll be as cranky as your boss. Maybe that’s it for him. It’s not Florida, he may just need to bang his wife.”

Groaning loudly, Ked admonished, “That’s gross, Calvin! She’s beautiful and I’m sure they still do it, but even if they don’t, I’m pretty sure it is Florida, and don’t make me think of straight people having sex, that always grosses me out. I mean, to each their own, but it’s not my thing and I don’t want mental pictures of Harrigan and his wife flying through my head while we’re at work. Come on!”

Calvin’s giggle was legendary in their circle of friends. It started out nearly silent, then increased in volume and quickness until it sounded like chipmunks squeaking to one another. 

“Sorry! But hey, if you are about to be the big cheese there and the guy’s retiring and all, why do you have to take orders? I mean, don’t get fired or anything, but why can’t you go and investigate on your own?”

He opened his mouth to start rattling off all the reasons he couldn’t do that, then realized he didn’t have any. “He is retiring in a couple months, and it will technically be my station. I mean, I share it to an extent with the game wardens, but it’s a forest ranger station, not a warden’s station. Shit, Calvin! Why can’t I investigate on my own?”

“Exactly. There, I always make all the bad into good again. You’re welcome.”

“Thanks, Calvin. I miss you. You’ve got to come up here to visit soon.”

“Mmm, orgy in the mountains.”

“Alone! Or with your man, but no damn orgy. I have to remain respectable while I’m here.”

“Ew, respectable. How boring. Talk soon, blue eyes.”

“Bye, Calvin.”

As soon as his phone was back in his pocket, Ked’s mind started to work. He’d thought of it himself, of course, but to have someone else suggest it made it feel like he had permission. Not that he needed it, as Calvin had pointed out, as he was about to be the big cheese. 

He heard a distant yelling and knew right away lunch was over and Harrigan was ready to head to the cabins. He ran to the door and threw it open, hollering, “Be right there!”

After he clumsily wrapped his sandwich in the paper towel he’d been using, he stuffed it in the fridge and left his apartment, taking the steps down two at a time, getting a scolding from Harrigan for it. “You wanna break your neck?”

“No, but I’m anxious to see this campground.”

“Christ on a cracker. Get in the truck.”

He did and they started out down the road from Bear Lake, and when the sign came that announced Blue Lake, Harrigan turned left and headed for it. 

“That’s why I didn’t see them on the way here.”

“Yeah, they’re off in the trees. He’s got a real problem keeping up the warnings about not having fires outside the cabins and such. He thinks because he’s on private property, he can do what he wants. He burns down my mountain, he’ll think different.”

The camp came into view five minutes after they had left the main road, and Ked marveled at the place. They were scattered in the trees, not in a line like he’d imagined, giving each place its own little piece of the forest. 

They were classic cabins too, little more than rectangles with rooves, a stone chimney poking out of the top of each one. 

The office wasn’t much bigger, and as Harrigan parked in front of it, Ked started taking it all in. 

There were wooden barrels and crates out front, empty, but Ked saw they wouldn’t be for long. There were at least twenty plastic pots full of seedlings to plant, of every color and variety, from petunias to ground cover. 

There was a cute “closed” sign in the window, the letters made up of bears contorting into the letter shapes, and there were teddy bears lining the front window for sale, by the looks of it. Before they could get out of the truck, a model-worthy woman came out of the door carrying a watering can for the plantings. She had flannel shirt with the sleeves cut off tied above her bellybutton and short-shorts that showed her legs all the way up to her round ass. 

Harrigan was staring and said to himself, “Well, this is new.”

“Who is she?”

“I guess we’re gonna find out.”

As soon as they were out of the truck, Harrigan took the lead and went over to her, holding out his hand and introducing himself and Ked. “Ma’am, I’m the forest ranger in these parts, Dan Harrigan, and this is my trainee, Ked.”

She had gorgeous amber eyes and light brown hair streaked with blonde. She had wide lips that were shining with gloss, the only makeup she wore, and her smile was warm and inviting. “Hello there. It’s so nice to meet you.”

“I’m used to seeing the gentleman that owns the place. Wolf Peltzer.”

“He’s inside getting the displays clean.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“Karolin. Karolin Peltzer.”

Ked heard Harrigan whisper, “Well, I’ll be.”

The word vomit was coming, but he held it back, all the questions having a traffic jam in his throat. The one question that was more of an accusation came when he watched Harrigan staring at Karolin’s ass as he moved into the camp office. 

Fuming over that, ready to defend Hannah, all of it died the moment Wolf Peltzer looked up from the display. 

The man was a god. Salt and pepper hair, with a lot more silvery salt than pepper, and tattooed arms that made a sleeve all the way over his nice biceps and under the short sleeves of his gray t-shirt. 

His eyes were startling blue, like new steel, and his beard was like his hair, trimmed, silver, and lined his chiseled face perfectly. Ked didn’t know his mouth was open until he felt the bit of drool forming and ready to escape at the corner of his lips. 

“Wolf, how are you?”

He held his hand over the display and answered, “Good, Dan. You?”

“Good. This is Ked,” he said, glancing over at him, then doing a double take as he saw Ked staring. “Ked!”

Shaking his head as he realized he was being a creeper, Ked lowered his eyes and shook the man’s hand. “Nice to meet you,” he mumbled, then shut his mouth and willed his lonely dick not to perk up in that moment. 

“Do I have to run around and make sure the warnings and procedures are in place, or can we skip the hassle this time?”

Wolf let out a sigh as he said, “It’s all there, Dan. And speaking of hassling, isn’t that what you do to me every year?”

“I wouldn’t if you’d make sure your guests know not to keep food out the bears can get into, make campfires outside of the designated spots, and if you’d make them buy firewood from you or Millie, they could stop taking it from the forest.”

“That’s half the fun of camping, and if it’s on my land, they can take all they want.”

“The problem is, they don’t stay on your land when they’re hunting it, now do they?”

Ked figured the verbal scuffle could go on for a long time. There was obviously no love lost between the two men. “Sir, maybe we should check the signs, make sure they’re all in good shape.”

He expected a tongue lashing from Wolf...what a name, wolf, a natural predator, but he didn’t get one. On the contrary, Ked felt a wave of definite sexual energy coming across the counter. “Ked, right?”

“Yes, sir. It’s short for Kaden Edmond Donegal, K-E-D...” Trailing off, he realized his mouth was filling with saliva and he quickly closed it. 

“That’s adorable.”

It made no sense, with that woman outside that had even a happily married man like Harrigan popping wood, but Ked’s gaydar was doing backflips. The guy was flirting with him unless Ked was way off base, and he rarely was. 

“Come on, Ked. We’ll come back after they’ve had a chance to set up and make sure their signs are up to code.”

A smile could be seen twitching on Wolf’s lips, and Ked returned it fully. “Sure thing. We’ll be back.”

“Bye,” Wolf purred. 

Back in the truck, Dan was furious, and at first, Ked didn’t understand why. 

“Motherfucker, all this time, I thought it was me busting his balls over the way his people trampled the park, and there it is, plain as day.”

“Sir?”

Starting the engine and slamming the shifter into drive, Dan sneered, “He’s a racist prick.”

“Sir? Really?”

He glanced over at Ked and shook his head. “I guess you wouldn’t see it, but didn’t you noticed how he ignored me and only spoke to you?”

Then he understood. He hoped he was right and Harrigan was wrong, and he was pretty sure he was. “Oh, that. Well, sir, I don’t think that’s the case. I think he...liked me.”

“Sure! Another white guy!”

“No, sir. Another gay guy.”

Harrigan had just gotten to the main road and he slammed on the brakes before he could advance onto it. He turned his head to gape at Ked, moving his mouth like he was searching for words. 

“G-gay? He’s...no! What about that woman? Same last name! They musta got married while he was in the city. How the hell would he want you when he has that at home?”

“Sir...”

Waving his hand wildly, he corrected, “No, I get that, and I don’t mean nothing bad, but he’s got a beautiful wife and he’s gay? Don’t make sense, not a lick.”

“Ever heard of a beard?”

He slumped on the seat and huffed, “Fuck. I never would have thought.”

“I could be wrong, but I don’t think so. Not that I’d go for it. I mean, yeah, he’s fantastic looking, sure, and damn, I could just feel he’d be great, but I don’t do married guys, never have. Well, that one time, but I didn’t know he was in the closet with a wife at home, and the minute I found out, I told him to fuck off in no uncertain terms, and well, there was Calvin and Ron, but they weren’t married and they were very open. I mean, very open. The first week I was there, I must have been with-”
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