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Dedication




To my beta readers, for giving me wonderful feedback and ideas, and for loving these two as much as I do. 

Cayla, your insights were invaluable and I owe you about ten drinks when I eventually visit.

To Daze, for a cover that defied every expectation and brought Ambrose and Barrett to life. And for reading and replying and for being a friend, and for your incredible suggestions.

To Agu and Kei and James, for helping me kick my own ass. For your friendship and love.

To all who gave advice and assistance, from teaching me about ranger life (no matter how much I then twisted it for my own uses and made plot armor out of it), to sharp eyes that caught mistakes and inconsistencies. All other mistakes are mine and mine alone.








  
  

Chapter one

Winter





“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” 

Ambrose huffed amicably at the older man. “I’m not worried about a taciturn neighbor, Brad. I used to live in the Flats. And I’m not exactly looking to be chummy.”

Brad winced then laughed. “Well, godspeed, kid. Barrett’s a bit of a loner and you’ll probably never see him except to glimpse a bit of beard or flannel. Or if he’s out on the lake.”

The landlord left him with a pat on the shoulder and the keys to his new home. Ambrose took in a deep breath, smelling the pines and moss and dead leaves on the air, and then unlocked the front door to his new place.

His place. Alone. No more roommates blasting shitty music at three am or cooking tuna melts and leaving the dishes around. No neighbors screaming through paper thin walls or babies shrieking, forcing him to wear headphones in his own house. While alone. No shared green spaces or driveways.

Just him in a little cabin on a plot of land near Lake Honor, where the internet was surprisingly fast and he could have a home office and a tiny recording studio. Brad was the landlord but they had an agreement. Ambrose would take care of the place until Brad retired, meaning all the upkeep, interior and exterior. And Brad would sell it to him for only the value of the building. Land was expensive everywhere and paying only for the building was a steal.

It was the perfect arrangement. The perfect place for a loner like him. He could still have friends over for parties, fly fishing, and bonfires, and then send them on their way. Back to their busy, noisy lives. 

After he put down the first few boxes from his rented truck, Ambrose grinned and ran his fingertips over the kitchen countertops, adjusted his glasses that had slipped over the bridge of his nose. This was exactly what he needed.




      [image: ]Barrett didn’t look up at the sound of tires on his gravel drive. Hardly anyone came out to the southern edge of Lake Honor, and only one person’s truck rattled and sputtered so.

“Barrett.”

“Brad.” Barrett tossed another hunk of wood on the nearby pile then readied his ax. “How are you?”

“Ah, you know me, right as rain until it rains.” Brad chuckled at his little joke and Barrett had to twitch a grin at the old man. Brad had sold Barrett his cabin years ago, having owned a string of them around the lake. Over the years Brad sold off the properties. Barrett had been his first buyer. “Offloading the extra weight for when it’s cruise season,” the old man always said. Barrett assumed it was a metaphor for something else, since Brad never seemed to leave Honor, let alone take a vacation.

Barrett grunted and swung the ax down. The log, now cleaved in two with a mighty crack, split to either side and Barrett tossed them both onto the pile. It was supposed to be a wet winter, and Barrett didn’t fancy chopping wood in the heavy, damp snow while shivering. “You want some coffee?”

“Nah, I’m headed up to see Audra. They’re having a little thing for Bennett, since she’s not a big fan of parties.”

Barrett smiled. Audra was the mayor of the next town over and Brad’s relative. Audra’s  college-aged daughter, Bennett, came home every autumn for her birthday and Audra and their wife typically kept the celebration within the family. “Have a nice time, then.”

“Yeah, thanks. But real quick.” Brad held up an empty metal ring between two arthritis-crooked fingers. “Sold the last one. I’m officially on the countdown.”

“Shit. Congratulations.” Barrett forced the words out between a sudden shot of anxiety down his spine. The last cabin was the closest one to his, abandoned a few months back when the previous owner had passed away. He’d been neighbors with Perry for half a decade, and the son of a bitch kicked it before his sixtieth birthday. Barrett missed his friend, missed their nights drinking together and chatting. Missed going fishing, sharing vegetables and venison. 

Fuck, he thought, swiping a hand down his face and probably smearing dirt over his forehead. But he was genuinely happy for Brad, knowing the old man had big plans. He’d worked his ass off at the docks for decades and finally had a nice little nest egg to show for it. Granted, that was to the point where he tried to give Barrett retirement advice, even though Barrett’s job as a park ranger was plenty fine to provide for him and he wasn’t forty yet.

It wasn’t all about someone else in Perry’s house. Only about half. The other half was the unknown. “Who is…”

“He. Ambrose Tillifer. Nice lad, young.” Brad eyed up Barrett’s wild black hair and bushy beard. “Maybe about your age, if you shaved off that soup catcher.”

Barrett sputtered a laugh, making Brad grin. “Haven’t heard that one in a while.”

“No? I got a few more stored in the ol’ noggin, if you give me a few minutes.”

“Or a few beers.”

“Touché, my friend.” Brad picked up a split log and tossed it on the pile for Barrett. “He works from home, said he wants to fish and write and work on some side hobbies he’s got going on.”

Barrett’s ears perked up at fish, but the rest of it sounded all right. He breathed a silent sigh of relief. “Sounds good.”

“You should go over there. Be neighborly. Say hello.”

He snorted as he placed another log. “You’re talking like I’m some kind of grumpy loner.

“This guy and you might get on, even if it’s just to fish in silence.” Brad looked away, his nose wrinkling. “With Perry gone -“

Barrett’s heart lurched at someone else saying that name aloud. “Yeah. I get it. If I see him around, I’ll say hello.”

“More than I was hoping for.”

“I’m not that grouchy,” Barrett mumbled, making Brad laugh as he climbed into his truck. Brad said his goodbyes and peeled out, leaving Barrett standing in his front yard as the sun shone down through the autumn-dappled trees.




      [image: ]There was someone out on the dock.

There was never anyone out on the dock except him and Perry. And now it was just him. Barrett rubbed his chest when his heart contracted painfully, thinking about his friend. Fucking heart attack at fifty-nine. The world was completely unfair.

The person on the dock had their back turned, but from the slight angle at which he approached, Barrett could see black jean-clad legs dangling over the edge, feet in battered boots kicking slightly. The wind blew, stiff and chilly, and Barrett pulled the zipper up on his jacket with his free hand, keeping his grip tight on his tackle gear. He watched as that wind played with the figure’s shaggy auburn curls. But they didn’t shiver or tug their flannel shirt tighter around them. That’s when Barrett noticed the guitar in their long-fingered hands; when he heard the first few chords strummed out. It was no cheesy pop song or acoustic wannabe classic. Whatever it was left him feeling melancholic, as if the person playing was pouring feeling into every note. The music practically danced out over the fading morning mist and gray skies and it made his fingers itch to go get his own guitars, as shoddy of a player as he was. He had no skill next to this mysterious maestro.

“Hello?”

Barrett jolted, the fishing pole in his hand slipping through his fingers. “Shit, sorry,” he muttered, bending to retrieve the pole. “You’re um...you’re good.”

The stranger blinked at him, then got to his feet, guitar held carefully in his hands. “Thanks. The mist and everything felt right this morning, had to get out here.” He approached and stuck out his hand. “I’m Ambrose. I just moved in.”

“Barrett. Guess we’re neighbors.” 

Ambrose was tall and lanky; almost as tall as Barrett, which was impressive enough. There were some doors he had to duck to pass through. Ambrose probably had the same troubles. And the man before him was of some indeterminate age between twenty-five and forty, with the kind of face so open, it made you want to confess everything. Long auburn hair that curled at the ends, dark grey eyes that looked even darker in the thin morning sun. There was a slight scar across his chin and over the left side of his jaw, faded white with age, and Barrett spotted the edge of curling dark ink above the collar of his high necked sweater.

You’re beautiful, Barrett thought as Ambrose replied, “Then it’s nice to meet you. Honestly, I came up here for the quiet and you don’t look like the party type, so I guess we’re good there.”

It was such a casual statement, in a vaguely Bostonian accent, that Barrett almost laughed. Something about Ambrose made him think the other man wouldn’t appreciate that, though. His stance was stiff, even with the gentle way he was holding his guitar. And he kept looking toward his cabin. Like he wanted to be anywhere else.

And people called Barrett standoffish.

Deflated, Barrett nodded. “Just doing some fishing, if that’s all right.”

Ambrose waved a hand at the lake. “It’s not my dock nor my lake. I was just heading inside anyways. Nice to meet you.”

With a nod, the other man walked off, leaving Barrett to watch until Ambrose disappeared inside his house. After a few long moments where an inexplicable loneliness rose up in him, he sighed and began unpacking his fishing gear. Perry was gone, he had to remember that. And clearly Ambrose wasn’t the overly friendly type. 

“Polite neighbors” was just fine. It’s not like he was looking to supplant Perry any time soon, even with that hollow echo in his bones.








  
  
Chapter two



Aweek passed, and with it, autumn quickly, suddenly, fell into early winter. Work deadlines were met, chapters were written (then edited, disposed of, rewritten, and finally settled on), and copious amounts of tea was drunk. Settling into his new home felt far too easy and yet, Ambrose relished in that quiet, where the patter of rain lulled him to sleep and he woke in the mornings to mist rolling over Lake Honor. He unpacked boxes, moved furniture, and hung paintings. His paintings. 

But he didn’t go back out to the dock. Barrett seemed nice enough and Ambrose wasn’t avoiding him, per se. Writing poetry and prose and music, those were solitary activities, and between his accounting job and video game raid weekends with some friends, there was no time to go borrow a cup of sugar or whatever neighbors did. And he strangely felt like going back to the dock would be an invitation.

His mother would have a field day with his pernicious reluctance to meet new people, especially when one lived so close. But Lake Honor was as far away from her as anything and the distance helped him ease into his new routine.

He spotted Barrett a few times from his kitchen window, as he leaned against the counter and sipped scalding hot green tea. The man was….well, massive. He looked like someone who had lived in the woods all his life. Raised by wolves or bears or something. His wild, snarled black hair and untamed beard hid a lot of his features, so Ambrose had no idea how old he was. But his confident stride bore no signs of age or injury, no limp or slowness. Barrett walked like a man who knew his boots would keep him steady on muddy ground; as if he knew where he was going and what he was doing at all times. It was a confidence Ambrose envied.

With a sigh, he pulled away from the window just as Barrett turned in his direction. He really needed to focus on his new song, pull his head out of the book that seemed to go nowhere. The tiny recording studio - really just a repurposed closet - was all set. Waiting for him. But that spark, that bit of ignition he was waiting on, the thing that fueled his musical passion and desire, was missing.

“Damn,” he muttered as he reached for his guitar. It was going to be another long day of staring at blank pages and fighting with snippets of chords that only made him frustrated.

Don’t think so negatively, Ambrose. Negative thinking only clouds our creative energies and you’ll never get anywhere with your craft if you don’t focus on the positives.

He could hear her in his mind, clear as a bell. His mother, Angelica Avery, was a renowned musician; had played violin with many an orchestra, had sang opera on stages across the world, and was loved by all those in the arts scene in the big cities on the coast. But while talented and beautiful, she was a terrible mother. She treated Ambrose like a rowdy pupil instead of a son, and his childhood desire to try his hand at all kinds of art only disappointed her.

Not everyone has so many facets to their talent, Ambrose. Stick with what suits you best.

He gripped his pencil tightly as anger doused his system. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t here, he was alone, and he could create and fuck up and create again to his heart’s desire. That was all that mattered.

Ambrose wiled away the afternoon composing, strumming his guitar, and piecing together bits of a song that had lingered in his dreams for several nights. It was a sad little thing; the story of a boy who sat at the edge of a cliff and wondered if he could fly. What if he could dream and wish hard enough to grow wings and let him soar over the water like a bird, free and happy as the wind took him wherever it pleased.

He had just finished the chorus when there was a knock at his door. Startled, he jumped and his pencil went flying, pinging off the wall and skidding to a stop under his desk. “Fuck,” he muttered. Who the hell was at the door? 

He opened the door and was immediately hit with a blast of cold wind, which snapped at the curtains just inside the front doorway. He frowned but said, “Hello again.”

“Hi. Hey so uh…” Barrett held up a cooler. “Caught a bunch, and I used to share my catch with Per - the guy who lived here before. Wanted to see if you were interested.”

There was an earnestness on that heavily bearded face and Ambrose found himself relenting. Hard not to when Barrett was staring at him so openly, dark brown eyes looking right at him and not past to see the house. “Yeah, sure.” Ambrose stepped aside and then scrambled to close the door against that blistering, damnable wind.

The door caught in his grip and would have whipped outwards had it not been for the extra hand suddenly wrapped around the edge. “Wild out there now,” Barrett rumbled at him. Entirely too close. Close enough that Ambrose could smell him, for fucks sake. Fish, yes, but Ambrose enjoyed fishing and didn’t mind it. It was the whiff of clean laundry and rosemary that somehow fit the man and lingered in his nostrils.

Together, they got the door shut against the wind. When Ambrose turned, Barrett was standing behind him, tugging his boots off while the cooler sat on the floor. “Oh, no you don’t have to do that.”

Barrett smiled at him. “No, I do. The floors are nice in here and besides, I’m not one to go walking through someone else’s house and track what-have-you everywhere.”

Discomfited by the casual familiarity of Barrett’s boots by his, Ambrose took his coat and then led him to the kitchen. “I’ve got coffee or tea or beer,” he said flatly, really not wanting Barrett to stick around longer than to drop off the fish.

“Oh, nah, I gotta get back and finish up some maps. But here.” One big hand flipped open the cooler and soon Ambrose’s kitchen island was piled with vacuum sealed fish filets. “Most of them are plain but I’ve got a few with some spices, rosemary sprigs, that kind of thing. I grew all the herbs myself.”

That explained the rosemary. “Really, just a couple of plain ones are fine. It’s unexpected but appreciated.”

There was that smile again and then Barrett huffed a laugh. “Yeah well, it’s just me over there and I know how hard it is to cook for one. Thought I’d share the wealth.”

He handed Ambrose a few packets of fish, then paused and picked up one more. “Do me a favor? It’s a new spice rub I put together. Let me know how it is, and don’t be shy.”

Their fingers brushed as Ambrose took the packet with a nod. He felt foolish, finding this all a little too familiar, too close. He wasn’t adverse to people or company in general. He simply needed more time than most to recharge the social batteries after interacting with others. He’d been in relationships (most of which had fizzled when the other party got tired of Ambrose needing time alone). He had friends.

Something about this big man with the soft eyes and kind smile was making him twitch. And that wasn’t part of the plan. The plan was to stay in the hills and write and record and work and enjoy the quiet. It didn’t have room for anyone, not even a nice neighbor.

Barrett seemed happy with his nod, saying, “All right. Appreciate it.” And then he was snapping the cooler shut and tugging on his boots, carefully holding them over the rug so as not to drip on the hardwood floors. “Be careful if you head out past Route 3, icy as hell when I was out there this morning.”

That caught his interest. The weather had been horrible all day, and from the number of times he’d seen Barrett out chopping wood, smoking meat, or tending to his property, he’d figured the man had stocked up well. He also didn’t seem the type to head out into shit weather for no reason. “Wasn’t planning on going out, but thank you. Did you go to town or…?”

One arm in his coat, Barrett twisted around to say, “Nah. I had to get up into the foothills to check the trails. There’s always at least one person who thinks days like this are great for starting to learn to hike or cross-country ski. We usually pull two or three out during the winter, so I decided to be proactive and check the places I know people usually get stuck.” He laughed, and then said, “I’m a forest ranger.”

Pieces clicked in place. Hells, Barrett was a professional loner. Any kind of major outdoor career usually dealt with long hours in all kinds of weather, and usually alone. “Oh, I had no idea. I’m assuming no one was out.”

“No, but I was ready for it.” And now, coat, gloves, and hat back on, Barrett looked all the more rough and tough woodsman. Later, he might marvel at the disparity between Barrett’s appearance and his calm, casual demeanor. Appearances were deceiving and all that. “Anyways, appreciate the let-in. Enjoy the fish, Ambrose.”

And then he was gone with a wave, the blistering cold wind and beginning snowfall making Barrett disappear like so much smoke between their houses.

That night, Ambrose made that specially spiced fish and enjoyed the way the smoked paprika and garam masala rolled around on his tongue. The green tea wouldn’t pair well with it, but his homemade beer did. He’d have to tell Barrett the next time he saw him.








  
  
Chapter three



When Barrett awoke to snow covering his windows, he sighed. The best season, and the hardest, had begun. Lake Honor was a winter wonderland, Hallmark dream covered in snow and frost, but the natural beauty of the weather also brought out some rather frightening stupidity. He couldn’t blame folks for wanting to learn outdoor activities, even in the cold temperatures, and everyone had to start somewhere. But no matter how many bulletins they posted or paths they closed off, there was always someone who pooh-poohed at the rules, as if they existed only to annoy and not for the safety of all. 

As he was leaving the house in the pre-dawn hours, the kitchen light flickered. Hmmm. He’d best check the generator again when he got back from work; if it was snowing this hard in early November, chances were good the winter would be a long, cold one. Barrett made a mental note to double check his firewood…and maybe ask Ambrose if he needed any. 

As he climbed into his truck, he spared a glance over at Ambrose’s dark windows. He’d noticed Ambrose wasn’t a morning person and he had to admit it was funny to see anyone around here sleep past sunrise. Those who lived around the lake tended to keep time with the sun, or what little there was along the coast in the winter.

He didn’t know much about his new neighbor at all, and it rankled some part of him. He knew that was him grieving his friendship with Perry, like the cold making one’s joints ache. But aside from knowing the man could play guitar and he was a writer or something like it, Ambrose was a mystery. And that was strange. They might all keep to themselves out here, but they all were there when someone needed help or had a cookout. If he was a suspicious person, he might think Ambrose had moved in at the start of winter to avoid getting chummy with folks. 

If he was a suspicious person, and he wasn’t. 

He couldn’t begrudge the man his privacy or solitude. Hell, he picked being a forest ranger largely for the chance at more peace and quiet. Perry’s absence was just something he’d need to deal with on his own time, and not make presumptions on the man who now lived in his dead friend’s house.

All thoughts of Ambrose and Perry and the lingering, raw wound on his heart were vanquished when Barrett pulled up to the ranger station to discover chaos unfolding. “Need you, B!” Meredith shouted as she darted by, med kit in hand. “Bridge collapse trapped a couple of trail runners and a few people tried to help, but it’s worse.”

Adrenaline shot through his system but he didn’t waver. He’d been a paramedic before a forest ranger and he kept up on his various trainings and skills in order to be of greater use to the team. He and Meredith were the only certified paramedics on staff but they needed more. They always needed more - funding, supplies, vehicles, maps. On and on and on.

All thoughts of the inadequacies of his department aside, he dashed to the medical hut, grabbed his supplies, and hopped into Meredith’s truck. Their radios crackled between updates and streams of information from Jacques, the ranger leader, who was already on site and trying to help the trapped runners. They were at the Frost Pass, one of the higher points in the forest and tricky in the best weather. It was part of Barrett’s current route and while he enjoyed the challenge of hiking up the hills and driving around the twisty-turny bends of the access paths, he knew it was dangerous. It’s why it was only assigned to seasoned rangers, and he was the most senior next to Jacques. Having something happen on his route made his heart plummet a little bit more.

It was a trail for experienced hikers and runners but doable if you knew what you were doing. Barrett could feel his heart pounding harder with every turn Meredith took, the snow chains on the truck’s tires crunching and squealing against several inches of thick, heavy snow.

“Come on, fucker,” she grunted as she spun the wheel and got them around the last corner. “Thank god.” She gave him a gap-toothed grin. “Aw, look! You didn’t even cling to the door like you usually do.”

“Yeah, yeah,” he muttered, but he had to smile back. It felt forced with all the worry coursing through him, but she didn’t seem to take offense. They’d been coworkers and friends for nearly a decade, handling all sorts of shit on the job and closing out the bars in Elsie in their younger days. But he trusted Meredith with his life, and had at least a handful of times when shit got rough.

The moment Meredith parked as close as she dared next to the evac site, they both launched from the truck and raced over. The bridge he checked every week was nearly snapped in half. But whatever the cause wasn’t important in the moment, because Jacques was heaving timber off a woman’s leg. She was conscious but panic was written in every line of her face, and Barrett could hear her calling out to her companion. The man was flat on his stomach, pinned at the hips by a large piece of timber.

“Shit,” Meredith said just as Jacques looked up at them. “Is he conscious?”

“No, but he’s breathing. Barrett, I’ve got her. Help Meredith.”

Barrett sprung into action, pulling timber and rocks off the unconscious man. He had a nasty gash on his head, another through his running tights. He’d have a concussion at best, brain damage at worst.

“Emergency services are already on their way, but they can’t get up the trails,” Meredith said quietly as she pulled rubble away. The man’s hand was going purple and the skin at the index and middle fingers was tented grotesquely. A bad break then, but the least of their worries. 

“Okay, friend,” Barrett said near the unconscious man’s ear, his free hand on the fluttering pulse at his neck. “We’re going to get you out of here.”




      [image: ]The keening of sirens caught his attention and Ambrose whipped around to see two ambulances racing down the service road parallel to the hiking trail. Startled, he hopped aside even though the vehicles were peeling up the hill where the road split, spraying snow as they sped by. He wondered idly what casualty had befallen someone up ahead, and then he remembered. 

Barrett was a forest ranger. Would he be on call today? Was he at the scene? Was he okay?

Ambrose gave himself a little shake and adjusted his pack. It was a short hike, a mere six miles, but he’d awoken itchy and restless and desiring to not stare at his own walls for another day. Had the newness of home - his home - worn off so quickly? That wasn’t possible. He awoke every morning to mist on the lake, made dinner by the dying light of spectacular sunsets, and spent his days in quiet contemplation and creation. Even if creation was another spreadsheet for work, or editing another chapter or verse or note.

So why was he worried about a stranger? Neighbor or not, he knew little about Barrett. And no matter how hard he tried, he could never shake the habit of looking up new people in his life. But could anyone blame him for wanting to check on who the neighbor was? So he dug around online. Barrett Miguel was thirty-eight, single, never married. No arrest or court records, owned his little home on the lake for the last decade. Worked for the forestry service for as long, before that was a paramedic. But previous to his mid-twenties, his history was far more scant. Born in Harperton, about twenty minutes down the road from Elsie, not quite an hour from Lake Honor. Divorced parents, one younger sister. A few random photos from Barrett when he was in high school, but they were that specific kind of grainy, yearbook style that made details hard to make out. Bachelor’s degree in applied sciences. In the age where all kinds of information was available online, it wasn’t the most scant early life profile, but it made him wonder.

He was wondering about his neighbor a little too often, and this morning as he watched Barrett’s truck roll past his house, snow crunching under his tires, he figured enough was enough. He’d put off his running for too long and now the trails were right there. Ambrose had once been a pretty accomplished trail runner, even winning a few local races, and he needed to get his head set right.

And yet the whine of ambulance sirens was echoing in his ears and his first thought had been to Barrett. Dammit all.

Racing up there into gods knew what was a bad idea. He could turn around and go home, but how would that make any difference? Then again, he’d just hit his stride, music blasting in his ears, and his trail was a slight downward slope instead of up into the hills where the ambulances had disappeared. So back to his business it was.

But a twinge of guilt had him yanking off a glove with his teeth and typing out a quick text to Barrett. They’d exchanged numbers that first week, more in the interest of an emergency than friendliness. And beyond an occasional message from his Paul Bunyan-esque neighbor about bad ice on the roads or to ask if he wanted more fish, they didn’t chat. Just two loners in the woods, keeping to themselves while winter settled in around them like a blanket.

But even loners sometimes had to look out for someone else.

To: Barrett I’m out on the trails south of the Logger trailhead. Some ambulances went flying by. Everything okay?

If it was an emergency, Barrett would be busy and answer when he could. But even the text message didn’t assuage all his guilt, so he cranked up the music, tugged his glove back on, and set out determined to run himself to exhaustion in hopes of feeling better. He’d hit his stride again right before the big bridge over the creek, and he could really lean into the tougher climbs beyond that.

Think in increments, his coaches had said. Make it to a point, then once you’ve arrived, set another point ahead. Bit by bit, you’ll get there. Except Ambrose had never done anything by halves in his life, even when everyone else told him to do so. Maybe it was in spite of them that he leaned in hard to everything - his work, his hobbies, his quiet lifestyle. Hell, saving for his house had taken dedication over nearly a decade; a decade of shitty paying jobs and counting every cent and never splurging. All so he could live in peace in the woods, far away from the noise and bustle.

His phone buzzed as the bridge loomed ahead and the jolt of it sent his right foot skidding on a patch of thin, muddy ice. Cursing, Ambrose righted himself and pushed harder into his stride. He’d check the phone once he was past the bridge, didn’t want to get distracted and wind up face-first in the snow.
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“What?” The smaller woman shook her head. “No, why? We’re going with the ambulances. We’re already halfway down, Bear.”

Barrett clutched his phone tighter. “Got someone down on the Logger trail, and I need to tell them not to go any further.”

“Well, text ‘em!” she said over the blast of snow that dropped on them from the trees overhead. 

“I did, but he didn’t answer!” Barrett yelled back. 

“Shit!” Meredith stomped on the brakes, sending him lurching for the dashboard. “Okay, keep me posted!”

“You do the same, let me know about those runners.” Barrett snatched his bag from the utility chest on the back of the truck, gave her a wave, and then wrapped his hand around his phone in his pocket, picking up the pace. Ambrose wouldn’t be too far ahead if he’d been able to see the ambulances from Logger. The Seesaw trail didn’t start to curve out of view past Logger until the bridge and that was propelling him forward.

When he’d been digging the man out of the rubble of the bridge, he’d caught sight of a set of strange marks in the remaining support beams, as cracked and splintered as they were. And the more he looked at those marks, the larger the ball of dread in his stomach grew. Those had been saw marks. Not all the way through the beam, but enough to weaken it. Add thousands of visitors every week crossing the bridge, even in the winter, and you had a trap that could spring at any moment.

He’d had a moment where he thought he was seeing things, but he’d taken a picture and another piece of wood with the same marks. Maybe he was just getting cynical and suspicious as he aged. Maybe he was seeing things. But his hackles were up. There hadn’t been time, in the rush to get the runners down to the ambulances, to show Meredith or Jacques. And then Ambrose’s text had come in and the implications of it - and the future it might hold - made panic shoot through him.

They’d had some downed trees in certain parts of the forest of late and that wasn’t, in and of itself, unusual. Trees fell. But he’d found a few with obvious saw and chainsaw marks and had mentioned it to Jacques. People sometimes poached trees from the forest, or didn’t realize it was forest land. These trees had been fairly young so Jacques had written it up and filed it away. But he did want to check those saw marks on the trees to the saw marks on the bridges, just in case. It was very likely just a weird coincidence.

Barrett ducked as a set of branches tried to whip at him and pushed forward again. The skies were darkening and the wind was picking up, and whatever strange, ominous feeling he had seemed to be following his boot prints in the snow. It rattled branches and scattered dead leaves and echoed through the forest with a groan.

Barrett wasn’t superstitious, but he wasn’t stupid, either. A snowstorm was moving in and he needed to haul ass.

Recalling his old linebacker days, he barreled forward, propelled by that gnawing sense of dread. A branch cracked behind him and he jumped out of the way as it crashed to the ground not a few yards to his right. Fuck.

Blinking against the wind, Barrett narrowed his eyes as a shape appeared up ahead. Hi-vis jogger stripes on the pants and jacket reflected like a cat’s eyes in the dark. They were almost to the bridge.

“Ambrose!” He yelled, voice booming out around them. “Wait!”

Acid rose in his gut as the figure ran onto the bridge and paused, turning back to him as he reached the bridge’s handrail.

“Barrett?” It was Ambrose, and he was still jogging. Feet pounding pounding pounding on the bridge, the entire thing bouncing slightly with the force.

“Get off the bridge!”

Ambrose frowned and for a wild moment, he looked like he might argue. But the panic Barrett felt must have shown, because Ambrose started to jog toward him. “What’s going on?”

“Now!”

The bridge creaked. Groaned. And then snapped, beams cracking, giving way, and Barrett dove for Ambrose.








  
  
Chapter four



The river below didn’t look particularly wide or deep, but when Ambrose found himself dangling above it just now, it looked like the kind of bottomless depths Jules Verne would have written about. His left hand was slipping against icy wooden planks and the other straining to grasp Barrett’s forearm as he kicked his feet uselessly in the air. 

“Fuck, okay, hold on.” Barrett was gritting his teeth and pulling but someone’s grip was going to give. His stomach gave a sickening lurch as his left hand slipped against the wood once again. 

“Just drop me.”

“No.”

Stubborn fool. It wasn’t so cold out that he’d get hypothermia from being dunked in 3 feet of water. He could roll right out and get back to his car to warm up.

“Water’s deep,” Barrett grunted out. The big man caught Ambrose’s gaze; there was a reassuring calm and Ambrose could see that same gaze steadying panicked patients. “Can you get your foot on a beam?”

“Yeah.” Ambrose swung himself right, stretching his leg out in hopes the toe of his shoe would catch. Any leverage was better than this. He swung once, twice, and on the third swing, as his arms started to go numb, his shoe’s spiked sole caught on a broken bit of lumber and then the world was rushing up at him, the ground included.

Ambrose hit the ground with his left arm buckled under his torso. “Fuck.”

“You’re telling me.”

Barrett’s big, deep voice sounded strained. Ambrose rolled to his right and saw Barrett was flat on his back, left arm folded over his stomach while the right and both legs were sprawled out, starfish style. “Shit. You okay?”

“Yeah. Just nearly pulled my shoulder out of place.”

“Did you?”

“Nah. Gonna be sore tomorrow though.”

Gods, his heart was pounding in his ears but the solid ground felt good under him, even cold and wet as it was. He looked up as big, fat snowflakes hit his cheeks. That cold that hadn’t bothered him a moment ago suddenly burned.  Barrett rolled up and onto his feet, hand out to Ambrose. But the moment his weight settled on his right ankle, Ambrose hissed and tipped into the other man. “Shit. That might be sprained. Most of the rangers are out dealing with another broken bridge but I can radio ahead, get a truck up here.”

“I can walk.” 

Barrett huffed. His breath puffed out in a cloud, the frosty air cut with a motion from his hand. “See this? Add in the sudden shift in wind and barometric pressure. There’s a storm moving in. And it wouldn’t be wise to fuck around in that even with two good ankles.” He reached for the radio in his jacket, leather of his gloves squeaking as he gripped the comically small device. “Radio 4, this is Bear. Is there anyone available to bring a truck down to the Logger trail where it crosses Seesaw? We’ve got another bridge out and I’ve got an injured civilian.”

Ambrose watched, fascinated, as his broad, hairy neighbor changed in that instant to someone who practically rippled with authority. Even the Bear had sounded clipped and business-like. The radio was snarled with static as someone on the other end said, “Bear, we got two more bridge collapses, only minor injuries. Afraid I don’t have anyone to spare. Where are you?”

Barrett frowned and gave the dispatcher their location. “You’ve got a storm moving in and you’re too far from the public parking lots. Alpha FL is just over the ridge. It’ll be all supplied up and have a dedicated line we can call you on when we can get someone out there.”

“Done. Update Truck 3 and Jacques on my location?”

“You got it. Hurry your ass, Barrett.”

“Love you too, Marge.”

The woman chuckled then the radio snapped off with an audible click. “Can you walk?” Barrett’s hands were on his shoulders now, warm and broad and the sensation nearly made him stumble again.

“How far?” Ambrose winced as he tried to put his foot down once more. 

“About a quarter of a mile.” Something flashed over Barrett’s face. “Okay, you gotta forgive me for this.”

And Ambrose was scooped off his feet and into Barrett’s arms, his legs dangling over Barrett’s right arm. “Wha - whoa!” He had to hook his left arm around a thick tendoned neck for balance but Barrett didn’t seem to mind. 

The bastard just laughed. “Sorry. You’re tall but, as I thought, a lightweight.”

His ego bristled but his rage sputtered when he saw the way Barrett’s eyes were glittering at him. Daring him. “I don’t see that I have a choice.”

“You don’t.”

Feeling strangely light, Ambrose waved a hand and Barrett began walking.

The journey was slow and bumpy but quiet. He could get over the sensation of being carried like a child and the slow sloughing of Barrett’s steps as the snow grew deeper. He even got wrapped up in how warm the other man was; it was tempting to curl up on his chest and sleep.

Until Barrett said, “There should be medical supplies and some food and water in the FL.” Ambrose blinked at him. “Fire lookout. It’s one of the nicer ones. I think Meredith was in that one for the summer.”

“Hope she brought some books with her.”

“I think she was writing one.”

He had to nod at that. “I wrote my first book and my first real songs during a lookout summer.”

“Wait, what?”

“Yeah.” Ambrose smiled. “I spent my summer between sophomore and junior year in college in the fire tower near Port Blythe. It paid, it got me out of the house, and it was so damn quiet I got a lot done.”

“Sounds like it. All that writing.”

Was Barrett….teasing him?

But the thought was dashed as Barrett said, “Up ahead. We’ll get you seen to.”

It was only then Ambrose remembered his throbbing ankle.
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Chuckling, Barrett steadied Ambrose by tightening his grip on the man’s shoulders. They were surprisingly muscular under his layers, though he wasn’t sure why he was shocked. Granted, he hadn’t spent a bunch of time analyzing his neighbor’s physique. They saw so little of each other and it wasn’t usually for longer than a wave or a quick “Hello, how are you, thanks for the fish” kind of thing. Barrett had thought about inviting the man over for a drink or sharing some stew by the fire, but he’d always dashed those thoughts away as no more than missing Perry and their bond.

He and Perry had shared bourbon and venison stew by Barrett’s big hearth. He and Perry had swapped stories and bullshit and played cards. Ambrose wasn’t Perry. But Ambrose was here, now, and injured. He needed someone to help him, even if the man grouched about it the whole time. Barrett had almost laughed when Ambrose batted at him like a child and grunted, “Put me down” when they approached the fire lookout.

“You said you’d been in an FL before,” Barrett countered. Ambrose’s frown was worth his little jab. 

Ambrose’s grip on Barrett’s arm was tight as he said, “Well, it was only four stories. How fucking high is this thing?”

Ambrose’s Boston accent was stronger when he cursed, his words rolling and snapping into harsher, more interestingly. “This one’s six. Bit of a climb and your ankle -“

“I got it.” Ambrose hopped up a couple of stairs and looked back as if to challenge him.

“You got it. But I’ll stay close, in case.”

“Fine.”

They started the climb and Barrett stayed within a few stairs in case the man wobbled. By the third flight, snow had begun falling at a rapid rate. Ambrose’s breaths came quickly but controlled and Barrett was only beginning to feel that strange, tilting sensation he got when climbing such heights. 

“You look green,” Ambrose said as they slowly rounded the fourth story landing.

“I’m good,” Barrett huffed back, his breath roiling in the frosty air.

“You sure?” Barrett just raised an eyebrow at him and Ambrose snorted. “Okay, fine. I’m only checking.”

“You’re the one with a twisted ankle.” It was more than twisted, it was likely a bad sprina. Barrett could see the swelling under Ambrose’s running tights. They needed to get those off and relieve the pressure. “Need help?”

Ambrose shook his head and began hopping up the stairs once more. It was like being batted at by a grouchy old cat, Barrett mused as they neared the top. One moment the man was joking or reluctantly engaging in more than single sentence answers, then the claws came out and they were back to staring at each other. 

Ambrose was the one looking a little green, like pea soup, when they finally reached the top. He leaned heavily against the clapboard siding while Barrett entered the door code. “Gonna be cold for a bit until I get the generator started. There’s some blankets and I can get the kettle going for you.”

“Great. Thank you.” But instead of haughty over his successful climb, Ambrose sounded weak. He glanced over and saw the man hadn’t moved from his post just outside the door. “Just a minute.”

“Let me help.”

“No, I got it.” 

“You look like you’re going to puke.” Barrett stood in the doorway and put out his hand. “Ain’t nothing wrong with letting someone help. You climbed six flights with a bad ankle.”

Ambrose huffed at him but the sound carried little heat. Dark circles made his grey eyes look even more weary, giving his face a gauntness that made concern tick in Barrett’s chest. But the stubborn fool just pushed past him to collapse in a battered armchair near the electric fireplace. “See? I’m fine.”

“Well, then you’re fine.”

“I am.”

“I know. I believe you.” If Ambrose was digging into his stubborn nature, then Barrett had work to do. “You’ll want to get those tights off. The pressure on your ankle might be making any sprain or fracture worse. I gotta get the generator up and running.” He motioned to the radio and phone setup on the desk on the north wall. “If it crackles or beeps, hit the red button and pick up the receiver. Tell them I’m out with the generator and ask when they can get a truck out. It’ll be probably be Marge calling, if anyone does.”

“Right. Red button, receiver, generator.”

Ambrose didn’t look like he was going to be moving, given how he’d deflated in the chair, but Barrett didn’t have time to babysit someone so stubborn. “Good memory. I’ll be fifteen minutes tops. Don’t move other than to get your tights off.”

Ambrose shivered in his seat, staring hard at the floor. Something about his expression made Barrett think he was almost embarrassed. “Is there a blanket or…”

“Yeah.” Barrett dug through the supply chest and found two scratchy wool blankets, which Ambrose quickly unfolded without a single wrinkle of his nose. Good. They were probably musty from disuse but they were better than bare skin in the cold of the tower. While Ambrose fussed with the blankets, Barrett gave the tower a once over. 

The fire lookout was one big room save a bathroom just big enough for a shower and toilet. A fully stocked kitchen, some worn furniture, and in the middle was a massive table groaning with maps, guides, binders, and anything else a firewatch needed during their stay. Alpha tower was Barrett’s favorite, and he’d spent enough seasons in it to replace the shitty bed himself with one that didn’t make his back ache every morning. He’d even installed a curtain that ran around a large pipe bracketed to the ceiling. Great for keeping out light and even better for hanging mosquito nets during the summer.

There were cobwebs and dust, but the supplies were stored away. Barrett flung open a cabinet and grinned. “Water for tea, and there’s a container of tea bags on the counter, mugs in the drawer.” He held the green glazed teapot up with a smile. “And ol’ Froggy here should be boiling soon.”

To his shock, Ambrose cracked out a laugh as soon as he saw the handmade frog teapot. “Then leave me to ol’ Froggy and get some heat on in this godsforsaken place.”

Barrett gave him a sharp salute, put the teapot on the stove, and headed outside. The snow was falling hard and fast now, the wind chilling him to the bone, and Barrett had a feeling they were about to spend the night in the tower. It was far better than being stuck outside or in his truck, but this was not how he’d planned to spend his evening.








  
  
Chapter five



His ankle was a bruised, swollen mess. Ambrose wasn’t good with blood or injuries in general, and seeing the ball of his ankle doubled in size over the top edge of his shoe made the room spin sickeningly. He’d managed to get the shoe off but now, with some of the pressure relieved, the throbbing was intense. Almost too much. 

And he was alone, with Barrett outside. It was like something switched in the other man and Ambrose thought over their conversation as he stared down at his ankle. He knew he’d been a stubborn asshole but letting people do things for him had always left him feeling off-kilter and strangely raw. Add in the injury and the cold and….

Ambrose sighed. He’d been a stubborn asshole. His worst trait exposed like a wound to a stranger who had given him fish and saved him from dropping into a freezing river. What the hell was he doing? When Barrett got back, Ambrose was going to have tea waiting for him. A tiny repayment for all the kindness he’d been shown. Fuck his ankle, he could get to it in a moment.

The frog teapot whistled a minute later, so Ambrose hobbled over to the stove and dug out two mugs from the drawers. The box of tea on the counter was the usual grocery store chain stuff and Ambrose thought of his carefully curated tea collection at home. All loose leaf and specialty blends, some of which he’d made himself. If Barrett was drinking stale leaves…. 

He shivered, dug out the least offensive-smelling green tea packets, and left them to steep. The kettle was nicely made and ever an admirer of unique things, Ambrose turned it in mid-air by the handle to see it better. The glaze was even and bright, a soft moss green that looked right at home in a fire lookout six stories in the air. And the frog was kind of adorable; it was hard to not smile at the novelty of pouring steaming water from a frog’s mouth. It was an object clearly made with loving care.

He was digging through the cupboards for sugar or honey when a heavy buzz filled the air. It set his hair on end, like static electricity over his skin and Ambrose jumped back from the little kitchen corner. His ankle throbbed hotly with the movement but he didn’t dare look down at it. “What the fuck?”

The overhead light snapped on with a harsh click and he jumped again, heart jackrabbiting as steps sounded below. “Thank fuck,” he muttered as he hobbled to the chair, flipping the electric fireplace on before sitting down.  The steps grew closer, louder, and then Barrett burst inside. He was covered in snow. It adorned his wool hat, nestled in the long, unruly curls that rested on his shoulders, and dotted his beard like confetti. “Fuck,” he said, eyes going right to Ambrose. “It’s bad out.”

And it was. Ambrose had been too wrapped up in not shivering to death or fainting at the sight of his ankle to take too much note, but even a quick glance outside the massive windows that lined all four walls of the tower showed snow falling in a thick sheet. It blinded any vision past the immediate line of pine trees, dousing the world in white. 

While Barrett was shaking himself loose of the snow and his gear, Ambrose sucked in a few deep breaths before poking gently at his swollen, almost purple ankle. “I think it’s broken, or at least fractured.”

Barrett froze mid glove pull. His stare burned through Ambrose in a way he couldn’t help but shift uncomfortably from. “Shit, you didn’t get those tights off? Ambrose.”

His name rolled softly out of Barrett’s mouth and something twinged low in his gut. Ambrose pushed it aside with an irritated flick of his hand. “I was too busy shivering and making tea. You did leave me with a kettle on the stove.”

“Yeah but…” Barrett’s hand was now in his hair, pulling slightly. “Okay, we gotta get those off. Hope you’re not attached to them.”

“What the hell does that mean? They’re new, if you must know.”

Barrett stomped over and kneeled down before Ambrose.  “We gotta cut them off, check your ankle, and if it is sprained, rewrap it. If it’s fractured, we gotta elevate it.”

Well, that didn’t sound so bad. Except for the cutting his running tights off part. The thought of it made him itch, like when his skin got too dry. It wasn’t the thought of Barrett touching him that made him want to curl up in the corner. The thought of anyone he didn’t know well touching him did that just fine. It wasn’t a trust issue, it was...just him. Weird Ambrose, with his weird, crooked nose and solitary nature and difficulty making friends. 

He was an adult. He could do this.

“Fine.” He smirked, tried for levity; even if just to make Barrett stop frowning. “Please don’t tell me you’re going to pull a knife from your boot.”

Barrett snorted, his eyes flicking up to Ambrose in surprise. “Shit. I do look the type, don’t I?”

“The knife in your boot type?”

“Yeah. Huh. Usually I get lumberjack.”

Ambrose gave his heavy ranger gear a once over. “I’d say forest ranger but that seems like cheating.”

Barrett barked out a laugh. “You’re funny.”

“Could you tell my friends and family that?” Ambrose didn’t mean for it to sound bitter. He didn’t mean to say it at all. But as soon as the words left his mouth, Barrett’s face softened in sympathy. Fuck. He didn’t want anyone’s sympathy. “Can we do this?”

“Yep.” Whatever had lingered so softly on Barrett’s face was now gone and that air of authority was back. Apparently Barrett was the kind of guy to adjust temperament based on the task before him. It was hard not to admire that kind of flexibility. Didn’t Brad say Barrett was grouchy? He seemed...the opposite.

After rooting around in the first aid kit he’d pulled from another footlocker, Barrett came back with more wraps, clips, and a pair of angle-bladed scissors. “Do you want to do the honors? I can hold your leg up.”

“I don’t think I can bend down that far and not put pressure on it.”

“Fair enough.” Barrett held his left hand out and Ambrose slowly raised his leg.

“It’s okay.” It was the only way he had to tell Barrett he could touch him, but the bigger man seemed to understand. 

Thankfully, the running tights kept a bit of a barrier between his skin and Barret’s hand as it wrapped around, then under, his knee. “I’m gonna try not to bump your ankle but I’ll apologize now just in case.”

Already the fire-hot throbbing was back and it was worrying. He might have really fucked up his ankle. And what if not getting his running tights off sooner had made it worse? Ambrose swallowed hard and nodded.

Watching Barrett concentrate was a study in contradictions. He was too big, too burly of a person to do something as delicate as stick his tongue out. Hells, his face barely changed but then again, with all that hair, it was hard to tell for sure. He pulled the tights away from Ambrose’s knee, stretching the material out until it faded white, then quickly cut a line down, following the tibia. As the cold blades skimmed harmlessly along the tights, Barrett quietly said, “This might hurt, but I’m going to do my best. I won’t cut you or press on your ankle, but handling it might make it throb. Okay?”

His breath left him in a rush. Something in Barrett’s tone was steady and comforting, but soft. A good book and a cup of tea on a cold day. Shit, the tea. “I left your tea back there,” Ambrose said as he turned in the chair. “You should drink it before it goes cold.”

“We’ll worry about that in a few minutes. Still good?”

He was dizzy and a little nauseated, but he had no choice. “Yeah. Somewhat.”

Barrett nodded. “If you feel lightheaded or suddenly too cold or hot, tell me immediately.” He waited until Ambrose shook his head in agreement before continuing to cut lower.

As the tights fell away, Ambrose saw how bad his ankle was in its full glory. The bruising bled up his leg and over his shin, but when Barrett finally got to his ankle, his hiss was more of shock than pain. It was now twice its normal size and a deep, ugly blue-purple. His vision swam and he closed his eyes. “Could you...give me a moment?”

“Take all the time you need. It isn’t getting any worse in the next few.”

He shuddered and leaned back in his seat. The chair’s rough fabric was strangely grounding under his fingertips. The air was still cold but he caught a waft of green tea and wool. Moments passed and all he heard was his heavy breathing slowly easing into a less terrifying harshness. “Okay.”

“Okay.”

Barrett was either endlessly patient or his ankle wasn’t as bad as the swelling and bruising let on. Ambrose passed the next minute with eyes closed, focusing on his breathing, and then Barrett said, “Got you free. Can I take a closer look?”

Ambrose cracked his eyes open. Barrett was still kneeling at his feet but there was a little nick between his eyebrows, concern flaring in those dark brown eyes. “You an expert on busted ankles?”

He sounded horrifically cranky (which he felt like there was cause for), but Barrett didn’t seem to mind his snippy tone. “I was a paramedic a while back. Still use the skills for the forestry service.”

Like today.

That jived with what his online snooping had turned up. But it still helped his panic ease a little. “Yeah, all right.”

“All right.” He knew Barrett was speaking gently, repeating his own words to help Ambrose relax. It was a good trick and one that, even if you were aware of it, did help. “I gotta poke a little, so this might suck.”

He laughed blithely. “Might?”

Barrett grinned, teeth bright against his dark beard. It was a nice smile; friendly and open and gave you the impression you were safe at the same time. Ambrose sank deeper into the chair. “Well, I can’t guarantee anything. From the swelling, I think you’ve got a nasty sprain. Probably from the fall and banging against the bridge. But we won’t know about a fracture until we can get you into an x-ray.”

Ambrose found he couldn’t argue with any of that. He nodded, and Barrett began turning his ankle over in big, broad-palmed hands. Whenever Ambrose hissed or winced, Barrett smiled apologetically. There was the crackle of the fireplace and the hum of the generator over the roar of the wind outside, but neither man made a sound.

After a few long minutes, with Ambrose’s ankle throbbing hotly with Barrett’s careful attentions, Barrett finally spoke up. “Yeah, a bad sprain, like I thought. I’d still like to take you to get an x-ray done, but until the storm passes, I’m going to wrap this and we’ll put a cold pack on it.” With that, Barrett stood and crossed the room once more, rummaging in a small footlocker at the base of the bed. He came back with one of those stretchy medical wraps and a cold pack that he cracked between his hands to activate.

As Barrett wrapped his ankle, Ambrose finally relaxed a little. It wasn’t the ankle that had been worrying him as much as the being touched part. But his neighbor had been nothing but kind and gentle, and this was after saving him from a fall. He felt like he owed something. Anything for the dignity shown to him, a total stranger. “Thank you again for the fish. And for everything today.” Ambrose grimaced as soon as the words left his mouth. Gods, what a fucking stupid way to say thank you.

Apparently Barrett didn’t think so. He turned soft brown eyes up to him just as he finished tying the wrap and pressed the now active cold pack into Ambrose’s hands while he shoved a small footstool under his ankle. “Ain’t even a worry, Ambrose. I’m just glad.”

“Glad?”

“That you liked the fish. And that I was able to catch you today before you went any further.” Barrett frowned and that expression didn’t suit him nearly as well as the brightness that had been in his eyes a moment ago. “Something ain’t right with those bridges. We had four collapse.”

“Four? Fuck.”

“Yeah.” Carefully, Barrett maneuvered the ice pack to wrap around Ambrose’s ankle. With that done, he sat back on his haunches and nodded, pleased. “Do me a favor and avoid the trails for a bit? At least until we sort this out.”

“Yeah, sure. Not looking to repeat today.”

They stared at each other for a long moment, Ambrose had a few things on the tip of his tongue - inviting Barrett over for dinner as an extended thank you, asking him if he knew of good ice fishing spots, asking him anything about himself. Just being friendly. He hadn’t made a new friend in a long while and maybe it was time to shake off the dust. 

The radio on the other end of the room blared to life and they both jumped. Chuckling, Barrett got to his feet and marched over, leaving Ambrose to stew in his pain-colored confusion. The conversation Barrett had was short: the roads were blocked, the storm was still raging, and they’d be lucky to get someone out to retrieve them by morning.

“Well, shit,” Barrett said as he ended the conversation with Marge, the station head. “It could be way worse. We could be stuck in the truck.”

That did sound a ton worse than being inside and safe and warm. “Guess we’ll make the best of it,” Ambrose replied lightly, trying to already calculate sleeping arrangements.

Barrett must have been a mind reader - or very good at tracking eye movement - because he waved Ambrose off. “There’s a couple of pull out cots in storage. You need the bed, since you need the support.” He motioned to the little bathroom tucked into the corner. “Do you want to shower?”

That made his anxiety ratchet back up. He did not need to be fumbling and slipping in a tub and have to call Barrett for help. He wasn’t precious about his body but he also didn’t take pains to show it off, either. “No, I’m all right. But if you…”

“I was gonna say.” Barrett pressed a new cup of tea into Ambrose’s hand. “Don’t get into trouble, yeah? I’m disgusting and I do not want to make you suffer with me.”

Ambrose hefted his tea cup at him with a small smile. “Obliged.”

As Barrett messed around with his gear and kits of what looked like toiletries tucked inside another one of the seemingly endless boxes around the tower, Ambrose sighed and closed his eyes. Not the worst day. Not the best. Definitely a strange one.
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