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      Connor skidded to a stop.

      The cold December wind whipped around his face, ice and snow knifing into his skin, and at first, he couldn’t make sense of what he was seeing.

      Maybe he should have stopped, called 911, shouted for help, but it could’ve been too late, so he’d acted on instinct alone. He’d taken the four flights of stairs at a run, reaching the roof and throwing the door open. His lungs burned from the freezing air and his voice had gone. What now?

      Why was River on the roof in nothing but jeans and a T-shirt, clearly drunk? Why was he standing on the ledge, his feet spread, his arms wide, and a bottle of vodka in his hand?

      When the girl from his floor told him she’d seen River go up to the roof, he thought she’d meant something else. He often went up there to read or watch life go by. But not in a snow storm.

      He didn’t expect to see River standing on the ledge in the snow.

      Don’t scare him. He’ll stumble and fall. He might jump.

      A gust of air slapped Connor. River swayed to the left but righted himself with the casual grace of a gymnast. River wouldn’t fall by accident. Hell, Connor had seen him balance on one hand on a diving board, perfectly still, before falling gracefully and accurately with spins and pikes into the water below. He’d never seen River falter.

      “River?” Connor asked, only an inch from grabbing River’s shirt and holding him tight. He saw River tense, but he didn’t wobble in surprise or slip and fall to the ground.

      “I can balance. Look at me.” River sounded so damn proud of himself.

      Connor took a small step forward, finally being able to hold River’s shirt, hoping to hell that would be enough to stop River from falling.

      “Come down, buddy.”

      River lifted the bottle over his head, sloshing alcohol over his hair, his tongue flicking out to catch any that ran over his face.

      “Fuck,” he shouted.

      Connor tugged at him, not knowing what else to do. “Come back,” he said, loud enough that River actually looked at him.

      “Leave me alone,” he said.

      “I’m not leaving you on the roof,” Connor snapped and got a better hold of River, hooking a finger into his belt. River wasn’t a big guy, a diver’s body, no more than five ten and a buck sixty soaking wet, but if he fell, would Connor be able to hold him long enough to save him?

      River pulled against Connor’s grip, and for a second the world stopped turning as Connor had to use his entire body weight to keep him upright. Something about the action must have scared River. He cursed and rocked backward, but he still wouldn’t come down.

      “Come down,” Connor pleaded. “You’re scaring me.”

      “You think you gotta save me? Huh?” River threw his arms wide again, more alcohol sloshing over the top of the bottle. “I don’t need saving.”

      “I want you to come down.” Connor tried for calm. What was he doing? He should have called the cops immediately when he spotted River. Or firefighters, negotiators? Or whoever the hell should’ve been here. He’d seen things like this on the television, the mediator knowing all the right things to say and do, standing by River and connecting him to his family or childhood or his faith. All Connor knew was that he needed to pull River down, use the only thing he had going for him; the fact that he was bigger and stronger.

      “I like it up here!” River explained with another wide gesture. He wobbled a little but righted himself immediately.

      “Come down, Riv.”

      “Saint Connor tries to save everyone,” River shouted, ending with a hysterical laugh. He was clearly losing control of himself, and even if Connor did have the words to talk him down, he thought maybe he’d just yank River back onto the concrete roof of the building and worry about injuries later.

      But River wasn’t finished. “Even if they don’t need saving!”

      “River!”

      “Who the hell cares if I can balance, huh?”

      “I care,” Connor shouted back. This was so out of character.

      “Yeah, right, telling me what Christmas and family is like for you, making me see it in my head, and then leaving me here alone.”

      “River, please.” Connor tugged him, but River wouldn’t move back.

      “Leaving me here, alone, because that’s all anyone ever does. They fuck off, leave me, and what happens when college is over, huh? What happens when I lose that?” He lifted one clenched fist to the sky. “Fuck you!”

      Connor had never heard River curse like this, and he was done with holding on to him. So evaluating where they would end up if they fell backward and not caring how much it hurt, he yanked, hard. River tumbled with him, arms flailing and the vodka bottle slipping from his grasp and falling into the tub of snow-covered plants on the roof patio. The two of them fell onto the roof, Connor using his body to cushion River’s descent, getting his arms full of an icy cold man, the breath forced from his lungs when they hit the ground.

      Connor enveloped him in his arms and locked his hands in place, fighting a frozen, wet, drunk River. He wouldn’t get free. Connor had his pappa’s height, a rancher’s build, and he was a solid anchor in the wind and snow. There was no point in River fighting, and somehow he must have realized he couldn’t get free and went still in Connor’s arms.

      All Connor could think was that he’d wanted River back in his arms for a long time now, but he’d expected soft lighting and mood music, not driving winds and snow.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Connor demanded.

      “Let me the fuck go.”

      “Jesus, are you trying to kill yourself?”

      River attempted to wriggle free. Connor’s grip didn’t falter in his hold. With his arms securely around River, he shuffled them back so they were protected by the low wall. He wanted to get them back inside, but he wasn’t ready to let River go yet, and the door was at least ten feet away. What if River wriggled free and ran for the ledge? The idea of River on the ground, twisted in death, blood… Connor didn’t want to think about it. He opened his coat, one-handed, and then pulled River closer, trying to get as much of the material to go over him, attempting to keep them both warm. River’s skin was like ice. How long had he been standing up there?

      “What were you doing?” he demanded, but River didn’t reply, only burrowed deeper into Connor’s hold. This was stupid. He needed to get them off the roof, or he needed help. His phone was in the car. The campus was emptying for Christmas. It was ten a.m., snowing. What the hell was he going to do now?

      “I have no one,” River muttered, then laughed and buried his face deeper.

      “What do you mean? Talk to me, River.”

      “No.”

      “We need to get inside.”

      How the hell do I get River inside?

      He imagined struggling with River’s weight, trying to get him down four flights of stairs and across to his room. Maybe if he could just get him to the car, with its heated seats and the warm air blower and the coffee in a flask that Connor had made for the start of his journey back to Dallas. Then he could call someone, the cops or a doctor? That seemed like a plan, a focus. He scrambled to his feet, bringing River with him, and stumbled inside. As soon as the door shut, warmth hit them, prickling at his exposed skin, and he moved toward the radiator, still gripping River’s belt. He let go of him long enough to remove his jacket and place it around the shivering man’s shoulders.

      River buried himself in the coat, and Connor went into disaster assessment mode. He’d seen hypothermia back home at the D, and it wasn’t pretty. He remembered his pappa saying there were signs to look for, and when Jack spoke, Connor always listened. He pulled up the facts he could remember. Did River have hypothermia? His teeth weren’t chattering, and he wasn’t talking at all, so it wasn’t obvious if he was slurring. Then, even if he did talk and his speech was slurry, how could Connor tell how much vodka he’d drunk? Connor tried to remember the symptoms. The college hospital wasn’t far away. He could drive there, and they would help.

      Why the hell did I leave my phone in the damned car?

      “It’s okay. I’m okay.”

      “No, you’re not.”

      “You can go,” River said dully. He wriggled closer to the radiator.

      “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “But you are,” River murmured. “You kissed me, you got me off, and now you’re leaving today.” Then he hid his face in his hands. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      Wait. Was this about what happened at the thanksgiving party?

      Is this my fault?

      Connor didn’t usually drink that much, but he’d had one beer too many at the party, to the point where he had all the courage he needed to wait for River to come out of the bathroom.

      “Can I kiss you?” he’d asked, and River had stared at him, stone-cold sober and narrow-eyed.

      But then, holy shit, River had pushed him back into the nearest bedroom, shut the door, and the kiss had turned into something more, hands tangled in hair, the two of them kissing and rutting against each other until they were coming in their jeans. Really unromantic. Nothing more than getting off, and River had left before Connor could even get his breath back. Not the best of outcomes. Then River had ignored him. Not returning texts, no more study sessions in the library, and he’d even missed the last lecture of the semester.

      All of that told Connor one thing: River wasn’t interested in anything more with him. But that didn’t mean they weren’t still friends. They sat in silence for a few minutes, River’s face still buried in his hands, and he was clearly crying.

      What the hell should I do now?

      He’d never seen River like this, not drunk or swearing or crying. Why hadn’t he seen that River was low? He worked hard, he was on the swimming and diving team, he was fit, smiled, seemed to be happy, his work always got top grades, his enthusiasm for his subjects and the charity work he wanted to do was infectious. That was part of the reason Connor had been so drawn to him, even if all they did was sit in the library and work opposite each other. He made Connor think there was more to life than working at his dad’s company; made him look at himself and what he was going to do to leave his mark on the world. River inspired him.

      What had happened to make River want to balance on the edge of a roof?

      What did I miss?

      “Were you going to jump, Riv?” Connor asked when he couldn’t hold the question in any longer, then held his breath waiting for the answer.

      “Fuck, no.” The words were firm but muffled.

      “You nearly fell.”

      River groaned. “I wasn’t trying to throw myself off. You know I come up here and work.”

      “But not drunk, and not in the freaking snow.” Not on the ledge.

      “I’m fine. Please go.”

      “Did me kissing you…? Is that why…?”

      River cursed under his breath. “Get over yourself,” he snapped. “That meant nothing to me.”

      Connor winced. Oh well, at least he knew where River stood on the whole possibly hooking-up-again thing. And now, he didn’t know what to say, but he just knew that he wasn’t leaving River at the college. “Let’s go.”

      River looked up at him then, confused. “I’m cold.”

      “And drunk.” Connor stood and extended a hand to him. “Let’s get you down.”

      River took his hand and clambered up, but he didn’t let go when he was fully upright.

      He plastered himself to Connor in an instant, pressing a kiss, his tongue demanding entrance, and for a moment, Connor weakened, but then he gently disentangled himself from River’s hold.

      “Not now, River.”

      River went scarlet. Then his lips thinned. “I knew I was right,” he muttered.

      “About what? You’re not making sense.”

      “Seems like we only kiss when we’re drunk,” River snapped. “I wasn’t trying to kill myself, and you’re an idiot.”

      “Thank you for that assessment, River. Whatever you think, I don’t like this.”

      “Well, fuck you, then.”

      Connor scrubbed at his face

      “I found you on the roof, drunk, on the damn ledge.”

      “Not to end everything. I promise.” He sounded as if he really believed he hadn’t been in danger up there. He was asking for Connor to trust him, but Connor didn’t know what to believe.

      Was it normal for someone wanting to end things to say they never meant to make it look like they were doing that very thing? River swayed and gripped Connor’s hand, glancing back out of the door. “I need to go back for the vodka.”

      “What the hell? No,” Connor said, yanking him close, one hand over his shoulder, and together they began to descend. The going was slow, River looser but leaning on him, and finally they reached the bottom. The snow had eased up, but the cold hit them as they went outside, River visibly shrinking into the coat and then shrugging it off and handing it back.

      “Thanks,” he said with an unconvincing smile on his face. “Merry Christmas.” He took a couple of steps backward and then walked towards the dorm building, where his small room was next to Connor’s.

      “Wait, Riv, I need to get you to the hospital.”

      “No, but thank you.”

      Wait. He could say no, but wasn’t it more responsible for Connor to call someone? Anyone?

      “You could have hypothermia.” You could be suicidal.

      They’d become friends on day two of this final college year. River had transferred in from NYU. They’d ended up on the same floor of the dorm, bonded over a love of music and chocolate chip cookies. They were two of only a handful of seniors who lived on campus, both for very different reasons. For Connor, it was a need to concentrate and not be pulled away into a house where all he did was drink. He’d done that last year, and his grades had suffered.

      One slightly disappointed look from his dads and he was determined this year would be different. And it had been, not in any small measure because he’d befriended River.

      A few months from graduating, Connor in Environmental and Engineering Geology, River in Hydrogeology, they’d taken to sitting together in the library, even shared coffee on one or two occasions. River was cute, sweet, kind of shy, but also had moments when it seemed to Connor as if he was wrapped in a hard shell. Connor had tried his hardest to crack the shell, but evidently he hadn’t reached the real River if his friend had been ready to fall over the edge.

      Why didn’t I see what was happening to him? Does he want to die? Why? What the hell is going on?

      Then that kiss at the party. Connor had never been able to wrap his head around exactly what had happened.

      River walked away, and nothing felt right about this to Connor. He’d said he wasn’t trying to hurt himself, but why was he up there, without a coat, and a half-drunk bottle of cheap vodka? Why did a man who had everything to live for, a college degree, a swimming scholarship, end up on a roof in the tail end of a snowstorm?

      “What the hell do I do now?”

      What would my dads do?
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      Connor didn’t even have to think about what his dads would do. River was in desperate need of a friend, and Connor was helping him, whatever.

      “Go after him,” Connor answered his own question with authority. He wasn’t going to let River out of his sight until he had something fixed. Even if it meant kidnapping River and driving him to the hospital despite what he said he wanted. He grabbed his phone and locked the car, jogging after River, going straight to his room, and pounding on the door. When the door didn’t immediately open, it occurred to him he might have to force his way in. Connor eyed the wall opposite. If he could get a run-up, he might be able to shoulder the door down.

      In my dreams.

      “River, open the door.”

      The door flung open. “What?” River snapped.

      River looked like shit, his eyes red, and he’d been crying. Beyond him, on the desk, was an open bottle of whiskey and a half-filled tumbler, and he gave every impression of a man on the edge of life, let alone the roof of a building. Panic and fear gripped Connor, and he stood unmoving, not knowing what to do.

      “Go away, Connor.” River attempted to slam the door, but Connor got in the way, wincing when it caught him and hearing River curse. “Jesus, you’re an asshole.”

      “I just saved your freaking life!” Connor snapped as anger grew inside him, warring with the compassion that left him unable to think properly. He forced his way inside and shut the door behind him. No way was he leaving.

      “No, you didn’t.” River picked up the whiskey and downed the glass in three gulps. “I don’t need Saint Connor up in my face,” he blurted and rubbed at his chest.

      Connor shoved him, pushed him back onto the bed, and reared over him.

      “Stop calling me that,” he demanded, deadly calm, “and tell me what the hell you were doing.”

      Should he be confrontational? Should he be more understanding, calmer? I’m doing this all wrong.

      River shoved at him, attempted to get off the bed, but Connor stopped him, and finally River gave up, although he wouldn’t meet Connor’s eyes.

      “I fucked up at practice yesterday, okay.”

      “What?” That made no sense. River was the best diver on the team, a machine when it came to practice and to the execution of his dives. He didn’t do things like fuck up.

      River cursed again and sighed heavily. “Coach Hardass said I couldn’t work a simple handstand and told me I was so wobbly I looked drunk.” He hiccupped and belched, the reek of whiskey in the air. Connor reached for the trash can, just in case that was a prelude to River being sick. “So I proved I can balance when…”

      Connor waited for more, but there was nothing, only River closing his eyes. Then he rubbed his chest and looked like he was going to cry again.

      His need to understand what was happening waned, and he sat next to River.

      “We all fuck up.” He tried to channel his dads. Or at least one of them. Jack Campbell-Hayes, had a way about him, a calming influence that made everything seem okay. He’d know what to do. He’d be able to literally talk River off the edge. Of course, Riley would be just as helpful, but in a different way. He would be calling in the best doctors, maybe a SEAL Team in a helicopter to get River to the hospital, or even the Marines to form some kind of human chain to get River down.

      I’m losing my mind.

      “Oh, stop,” River said tiredly. “I don’t want to hear one of your speeches about life.”

      What? What speeches? So, I like to try and explain situations and consequences? Is that a bad thing?

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “Oh, please.” River hiccupped again, and Connor stealthily toed the garbage can closer. “Your perfect life where every hic problem has a reasonable and fair hic solution.” River attempted to pour more whiskey, most of it splashing out and getting dangerously close to his perfectly aligned notebooks and pens.

      Connor took the alcohol away from him.

      But River reached past him and picked it up again, this time drinking straight from the bottle. They wrestled over it for a second, but River’s grip was solid, and he wasn’t letting go.

      “Jesus, Riv, stop drinking that shit.”

      “Fuck off.”

      “Just talk to me and I can⁠—”

      “Go home, Connor, have your Christmas.” He lifted the bottle again, and this time Connor used brute force, removed it from River’s hold and the glass, taking both into the small shower room and tipping the rest down the sink.

      He could call an expert now. That was one option. Let a medic deal with him, let River sleep it off, and Connor wouldn’t get to the bottom of what was wrong at all. Or he could do what he knew was right and push and understand, and make River see that there was no way he was moving.

      He chose the latter, sitting on the desk chair and staring at River, who met his gaze and ruined the face-off by hiccupping again.

      “What’s wrong?” Connor asked, glancing around the room, trying to find some evidence of why his friend was drinking, standing on a roof, and refusing to talk. At first, he found nothing, and then he realized one big thing.

      River wasn’t packed to leave for Christmas.

      His books were on the desk, his pens laid out, a notebook open at a page filled with extremely neat notes. Clean laundry was piled into sharp folds and in color order at the end of the bed, some of it teetering where River had sat next to it. There was a bag of groceries by the door, and he knew damn well that if he opened the tiny closet, the rest of River’s clothes would be in there. A cold realization hit him; River had lied to him about going home for Christmas to his family in Chicago today. Hell, was River going anywhere for Christmas at all?

      Unless maybe he was leaving tomorrow? No one could stay on campus over Christmas, so was someone picking him up? River didn’t talk much about family, but not everyone spilled their guts like Connor did. Connor was the exception, always finding someone to listen to stories featuring his sisters or brother or the ranch or his dads. He loved his family—they were everything to him.

      “I’ll help you pack to go home,” he announced, picking up the folded laundry and searching for a bag or duffle. There wasn’t anything obvious; perhaps it was under the bed, the same place he kept his. Success. He pulled it out and opened it. River watched him.

      “I don’t need to pack now, but thank you,” he finally said.

      Connor dug further. “River, is there something wrong with your family?”

      “No.”

      “Then why aren’t you packed?” Connor was one of the last seniors to leave, but only because his car had been in the shop, and he’d only gotten it back this morning. Otherwise, he would have been long gone.

      “Christmas is canceled,” River murmured and then chuckled darkly, as if he was enjoying some kind of private joke.

      Connor’s chest tightened. What the hell had happened that meant he wasn’t going home to family for the festive season? It must have been awful.

      “Why?”

      “Maybe because it never really existed anyway!” River shouted the words and then covered his mouth as if he wanted to stop himself talking. None of this made sense.

      “River, where are you spending Christmas?”

      “Denver.” River tilted his chin defiantly, daring Connor to say anything. “Got a room in a motel, same as always.”

      What?

      Connor made an instant decision and shoved the clean laundry into the duffle, wincing as it creased. Lexie was the twin who carefully packed and who didn’t spend an entire vacation complaining about creases in her clothes. He should try packing carefully for River, but this needed to be fast, something in his gut told him the faster, the better. He scooped up books, the notebook, pens, and opened the top drawer of the desk. Charger, headphones, Kindle, his familiar tin of pencils and paints, his sketch book, and box of paint brushes, all into the bag. He hoped to hell the brushes were dry, but decided he didn’t care enough to check because there was going to be no delay. They were leaving. River watched him, his eyes bright with emotion, and every so often he closed them.

      He's coming with me. I’m taking him home.

      “Let’s go,” Connor ordered, picking up the cell phone on the desk and shoving it into his pocket, along with the bottles of pills he’d found in the drawer. He didn’t know what they were for, but this impetuous kidnapping wasn’t going to work if River actually died.

      “Where are we going?” River asked dully, his words a little slurred. “The motel room isn’t booked until tomorrow.”

      “You’re not staying in a motel room. You’re coming home for Christmas. With me.”

      River mumbled something that sounded as if he’d repeated the words, but maybe he was saying he didn’t have a home for Christmas? Connor’s heart was breaking, and there was no way he was leaving River now. There was a story here, and one way or another, Connor would find out what the hell was going on. Connor saw something in River, desperation perhaps. Was he honestly trying to end his life, or had it really been just a big drunken mess up on the roof? Maybe if he just got River to the D then he could ask his dads for help, get a counselor in, anything to help him.

      “Let’s go,” he encouraged.

      “No,” River said, more clearly, determined again. “Put the bag down and leave me alone.”

      Connor sighed. “Okay, Riv. You have two choices. One, you come home with me. Or two, I call the cops about the suicidal college student who might need to get checked out in the hospital.”

      River lurched to his feet, swaying, holding on to the desk, his other hand clenched into a fist. “You won’t do that. You know damn well I wasn’t trying to hurt myself.” Then he looked smug. “Anyway, Saint Connor is too good to turn someone in to the cops. You wouldn’t do that to anyone, let alone me.”

      Connor pulled out his cell. “I’m calling 911.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      Connor stood his ground, and then River swung a fist to hit him. Connor caught it easily and held it.

      “Listen to me, Riv. I’m not leaving you, so either we get in the car and go to Dallas, or we call the cops. Your choice.”

      River visibly calculated his chances of avoiding either, and then he shook his hand free of Connor’s.

      “Fuck you, Connor.” He sounded tired and resigned more than angry.

      “Whatever, River. Get your key. We’re leaving.”

      As an afterthought, Connor picked up the empty trash can. The last thing he wanted was to have to clean up puke in his car. Then, after taking his own coat back from River and snatching up River’s coat, they made their way to his SUV, Connor carrying the bag. He imagined it would be hard for River to run off if Connor had his phone, his meds, and whatever else was precious to him. He held River’s door open, shut it after he was in, and jogged to the driver’s side, only resting when he’d locked the door and flicked the child lock.

      Is this kidnapping? Am I doing the right thing? Will my dads kill me? Will Lexie laugh at me? Should I just drive straight to the hospital?

      “Buckle up,” he said, not starting the engine until River was securely in. Then they left the college, and before they even hit the I25 south toward their only overnight stop in Amarillo, River was asleep.

      Connor waited until River was softly snoring, hoping that was a sign he was actually asleep and not faking it.

      He stopped the car in the parking lot of a diner and stepped outside, pulling his coat with him. It was freezing, and he longed for the milder cold of home, where some days he needed a jacket, and others he’d get away with a sweater. He dialed the house, and it was Pappa who answered.

      “Connor, hey, you left yet?” Jack asked.

      “On my way. I’m stopping in Amarillo.”

      “No worries. I’ll tell your dad. You know how he worries when you’re driving home.”

      Connor privately thought Jack was just as worried, but didn’t say that. They weren’t the kind of dads who rolled him in bubble wrap, but they did voice their reservations when they needed to.

      “Pappa, can I ask a huge favor?”

      Jack chuckled. “You know you can use the card if you need to. That’s fine.”

      “It isn’t about money. I have a friend I’d like to bring home for Christmas.”

      “Pleasure to have a friend here. Is this River you’re talking about?”

      Connor might have mentioned River to his dads once or twice. About his swimming, his diving, his gymnastics, the way he styled his hair… yep, definitely mentioned at least twice.

      You have it bad.

      “Yeah, he doesn’t have anywhere to go for Christmas, so I thought it would be okay.”

      “Your friends are always welcome.”

      Connor could hear his pappa smiling from here and knew there would be a lot of teasing.

      “Is Dad home yet?”

      “He’s in a late meeting. Did you want to talk to him?”

      I want to talk to both of you about River and finding him on the roof and did I do the right thing?

      “Connor? Is everything okay?”

      Nothing was okay. “I found him on the roof of our building. In the snow, without a coat, and he was on the ledge, and he’d been drinking.” Everything fell out of him in a rush, and for a few moments Jack was quiet. Connor stopped whatever Jack was going to say in his tracks. “He wasn’t trying to hurt himself, just prove he could balance.” God, that sounded lame. “What do I do? Is it okay to bring him home? Should I call the cops? Or a doctor? I’m freaking out here.” Cars passed, the air was too cold, and he felt totally isolated standing in the empty diner parking lot.

      “Okay, son, calm down. He was on the roof. You’ve told us before that he sometimes goes up there to think, right?”

      Yeah, that was one of the many things Connor had told anyone in his family who would listen.

      “Not in a snowstorm.”

      “And he’s stood on the ledge before, you told us—it’s part of what he does, that parkour thing.”

      “But in the snow, holding a bottle of vodka? That’s not right. Pappa, I didn’t know what to do. I don’t know what to do.”

      Jack was quiet again. That was what he did; he thought things through and then came to conclusions. He didn’t blurt everything out like Connor was doing.

      “What does your gut tell you?” Both his dads were great believers in going with their guts, following their instincts.

      Connor closed his eyes briefly as he listened to the little voice inside his head. I know River. I have to trust I know him. “That he wasn’t lying when he said he was just balancing, and I need to get him home with me.”

      “Then I think that you’re doing the right thing bringing him here. But from a responsible father point of view, I’ll talk to Legacy and Steve and see if there’s literature, something we can read and learn from. Let’s get him home here, okay? That’s a good start.”

      “There’s something else.” Connor’s chest tightened. He’d always been able to go to his dads about anything, but this was worse than a change in career. This was a helplessness that he couldn’t shake.

      “What?”

      “When I reached for him, when I pulled him back… what if I’d scared him and he fell? Pappa… what if he fell and it was my fault?” He bent at the waist, the shock of what he’d done catching up to him.

      “Everything will be okay, Connor. Just breathe. Are you breathing?”

      Connor nodded.

      “Use words, son.”

      “I’m okay. I’ll be okay.”

      “Drive safe. Bring him here. We’ll work it all out. I love you.”

      “Love you too. Will you tell Dad?” That was a given. Jack didn’t keep secrets from Riley where the kids were concerned. Apart from the cookie debacle when Connor had been ten, when Jack had taken all the blame, even though Connor was the one being sick in a bush after eating twelve hot cookies.

      “Of course.”

      When the call ended, Connor stood silently in the swirling snow, which wasn’t enough to settle on the cold ground.

      Get River home. To the D. Then they would work it all out.
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