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Beaten Track authors present fourteen short
summer reads filled with friendship, romance and, of course, enough
heat to make your ice lolly dribble.

 


Summer Bigger Than Others takes you away to
your own private island of diverse stories that will make your
summer days sweet, sizzling and sexy.

 


From relaxing on a sandy beach or hiking in
the great outdoors, to nights at the opera or days at the
strawberry farm, an adrenaline-shooting roller coaster rush
awaits.

 


Make this summer the best it's ever been;
make it bigger than all the others.
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 Aligning North

K.C. Faelan

Blake Manning spends his summers in his
favorite national park, Yosemite. He runs an outdoor adventure
company with three friends. This year he and his BFF/business
partner, Ali, will serve as guides for a hike over the Grand
Traverse Trail. Blake will find it’s not nature or the wildlife
that are most hazardous, but traversing the uncharted waters of a
potential relationship with one of the hikers, Zac North, who
doesn’t appear all that happy about being the object of Blake’s
attention.

 


Stormy weather and stormier tempers keep all
the hikers on their toes as Yosemite tests them, bringing some
closer together…and breaking others apart.

 


Tags: MM romance, contemporary, strong HFN,
explicit
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CHAPTER ONE – DAY 1

“You’re going to catch one of those
proverbial flies if you don’t close your mouth and stop drooling,”
said a voice close to Blake’s shoulder.

Blake started, his mouth snapping shut with
an audible click, and turned his head to find his fellow guide and
best friend, Ali, scrutinizing him. He smiled. “My mouth wasn’t
open, and I wasn’t staring,” he denied.

“Then what about those holes burned through
your sunglasses?” Ali wiggled her fingers in front of Blake’s
eyes.

“Okay, I admit it. He’s hot.”

“More like I want to drag him into the trees
and jump his bones right now kind of hot.”

He shot his best friend a cocky grin. “I
would if we had time, but we’ve got a hike, remember?”

Ali shook her head. “Just be careful with
him. He’s sending out clear don’t get close vibes.”

Blake turned his attention back to the lean
young man. Zachary, if Blake remembered his name correctly, was
almost as tall as his own six feet, two. The short-sleeved,
dark-blue, t-shirt stretched tight across his chest and showed off
toned pecs and biceps. Dark brown hair was trimmed close on the
sides but thicker on top—the perfect length to fasten his fingers
in. Zachary’s full bottom lip tempted Blake to nibble it, and he
caught himself biting his own. But Zachary stood rigid, and alone,
at the back of the group, not making small talk. He’d also kept to
himself on the bus ride into the park and during orientation at the
hotel yesterday. He’d hardly said a word to anyone except during
the introductions. Zachary was either shy or miserable. Whichever
it was, Blake prided himself in helping people feel comfortable. He
shrugged. How hard could it be to get Zachary talking?

Zachary swiped at a fly zipping around his
face and turned, catching Blake staring. Blake flashed him a
friendly smile, but Zachary turned away. Okay, so he was getting
the cold shoulder right now, but he was up for the challenge. The
hike was seven days. He was determined to get at least one smile
out of the guy.

“Everyone’s finished with their last pit
stop,” Ali said, interrupting Blake’s reverie. “You ready to get
this started?”

“Yup. You want to give the speech?”

“You give it. It’ll give you a chance to
impress your intended.”

Blake snorted. “I can see you’re going to be
your usual charming self this trip.”

“And you love me for it,” Ali quipped,
smirking. She strode over and leaned against the sign marking the
beginning of Fernandez Trail Head.

“Can I have everyone’s attention?” Blake
called out. “I’ll give you a quick run-down of what to expect
today.” With all eyes on him, he continued, his deep, clear voice
carrying easily to the five hikers gathered around him. “First, I
want to bring up one more time, that this is a
moderate-to-strenuous backpacking trip. It’s not for beginners. We
don’t want anyone to overstretch their limits, so if you think you
aren’t capable of completing the hike, it’s perfectly fine; the
shuttle driver will take you back to the hotel.”

Blake paused and looked around, waiting for
any last-minute changes of mind. But no one spoke. “Okay then.
We’ll hike about six miles to Staniford Lake where we’ll make camp.
It’s an easy-to-moderate level trek. We’ll eat lunch on the go to
allow us to reach camp early. Once we arrive, we’ll set up our
tents. After that you’ll have time to explore the area on your own
while we cook dinner for you. The rest of the evening we’ll spend
stargazing and hanging around the campfire.

“Ali will lead, and I’ll bring up the rear.
Don’t worry if you’re not a fast hiker. No one will get left
behind. If anyone has any questions about the plants, animals,
geologic formations or about the hike itself, feel free to ask.
Between the two of us, we’re a fountain of knowledge.”

A smattering of laughter followed Blake’s
statement.

“All right then, does anyone have any
questions?” Blake waited, but no one spoke. “Let’s go.”

Ali stepped out onto the trail first,
followed by the married couple, Lori and Kerry. Close on their
heels was Chris and his boyfriend, Jeff, with Zachary and Blake
bringing up the rear.

The early morning drizzle had turned into a
light rain, but the tall fir and pine trees they hiked under
protected the group from most of the precipitation.

Blake never tired of the forest and mountain
vistas around him, but right now the view he favored most hiked a
few feet in front. With each step, strong muscles flexed in
Zachary’s calves. Too bad he wore loose shorts because Blake was in
a prime position to appreciate what hinted at a firm, round
ass.

Distracted by his daydreaming, Blake walked
straight into Zachary’s backpack. “Whoa, sorry,” he said grabbing
onto Zachary as he lost balance. “Is something wrong?”

“No.” Zachary shook his head. “I wanted to
hear the forest.”

Light raindrops pattered on their baseball
caps, and a gentle breeze brushed past them, shaking larger
droplets loose from the needled canopy above. Mountain Chickadees
hopped and flitted from branch to branch calling out to each
other.

Blake motioned for Zachary to follow him
behind some low, drooping pine boughs. Once screened, Blake raised
the back of his hand to his lips and blew. A screeching raspberry
broke the quiet. Zachary jerked his head in Blake’s direction, his
mouth dropping open. Blake brought a finger to his lips then blew
on the back of his hand again. In seconds, a small group of little
gray birds with black heads and a white stripe over their eyes
peered down at them from overhead, chirping excitedly as they
maneuvered to get a closer glimpse. Their curiosity soon satisfied,
the chickadees resumed their search for food and disappeared into
the forest.

“Hey, that was cool.”

Blake beamed. “One of my many talents as a
guide.”

“What were they?”

“Short-tailed Mountain Chickadees. They’re
very curious, and any unusual noise gets a few of them to gather
for a closer look.”

“I’ll have to remember that trick.”

Zachary headed back to the trail and Blake
stepped to his side. “Zachary, right?”

“Yeah, Zachary North. But you can call me
Zac.”

“Blake Manning, but you probably remember.”
Blake held out his hand. Zac curled his long fingers around Blake’s
hand, his grip warm and firm. Blake’s mind wandered to what that
grip could do wrapped around his cock, and blood rushed to his
groin. Great, two miles into the hike and already he needed to find
some alone time and a private spot behind a tree. He stuck his hand
into his shorts pocket and discreetly adjusted himself. “Do you
backpack often?”

Zac shook his head. “First time.”

They walked in silence. Blake tried again.
“First time to Yosemite?”

“No. I visited it a couple times when I was
a kid.”

Zac didn’t seem open to conversation and
Blake was disappointed, but he didn’t want to push. Hopefully he’d
feel like chatting tonight in camp.

The rain eased off, leaving behind puffy
cumulus clouds and patches of warm sunshine where it peeked out
between them.

They walked for another half hour in
silence, when Zac surprised Blake with a question. “What made you
guys decide to start a backpacking tour catering to LGBTQ
hikers?”

Although startled by Zac suddenly talking,
Blake recovered quickly. “My friends and I wanted to create an
environment where singles and couples could camp without feeling
uncomfortable sleeping together or showing signs of affection, like
they might around some non-LGBTQ people.”

“I don’t want to assume anything, but,
you’re gay?” Zac glanced over at Blake.

Blake nodded. “Yes.” He waited for more
questions, but Zac fell silent again and remained silent for the
rest of the morning’s hike.

They arrived at the lake by early afternoon
and set up camp. Blake gathered firewood while Ali collected the
cooking supplies assigned to each hiker to carry and readied the
ingredients for their dinner.

“Make any headway with Zac?” she asked,
setting up her “kitchen” of bear-proof containers around her.

“I’m not sure.” Blake checked to see if the
water was heated yet. Their company tried to have at least one day
of fresh food for everyone before they had to resort to only
freeze-dried meals for the rest of the trip.

“Give him time, maybe he’s just shy.” Ali
pulled out soft tortilla shells, fresh cilantro and salsa, avocado,
grated cheese and limes for the evening’s meal.

Blake slit open the vacuum-pack pouches with
the pre-cooked ground beef and added them to the skittle for quick
reheating. “Maybe.”

“You’ve got six more days to get in his
pants,” she said, scooping out the refried beans from their pouches
and into one of the smaller pans.

Blake snapped up his head and frantically
scanned the area around him for Zac, hoping to God he hadn’t heard
Ali. He spotted him sitting on a granite rock by the lake. “You’re
not helping here,” Blake growled.

Ali laughed as she sliced the limes and
avocados. “When did you grow bashful about letting a guy know you
wanted him?”

“I’m not. I’m feeling him out, okay? I’m not
sure he’s interested.” Blake finished setting up the serving area
and went back to minding the beef. He was determined to let Ali’s
comments wash over him for the rest of the evening.

“All right, I’ll give you a break. For now.
But this is going to be one entertaining trip.” Ali snickered.

 


*****

 


“How you doing so far?” Blake asked, taking
a seat on the rock next to Zac and handing him a plate of soft
tacos and vegetables.

“Thanks,” Zac replied. He folded up the taco
and bit into it. “Not bad.”

“Not bad how you’re doing? Or the taco’s not
bad?”

Zac swallowed and wiped at his mouth with
the back of his hand. “Both.” When Zac bent back to his meal, Blake
started on his, and they quickly finished them in silence.

“Would you like some more?” Blake asked.
“Ali always makes extra.”

“If there’s extra, sure, but I’m okay
without.”

An exasperated voice cut through the
campsite. “What I wouldn’t give for a nice cobb salad right about
now. This type of food the whole trip will upset my digestion. I
need more veggies.”

Blake and Zac swiveled to stare in the
direction of Chris and Jeff’s tent. Without asking, Jeff speared an
avocado slice from Chris’s plate.

“Take them.” Chris handed over his plate and
Jeff shoveled the vegetables onto his.

Zac grunted.

“What?” Blake asked.

“I wonder how long they’ve been
together?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t asked.”

“I’m starving, can you get me more food?”
Jeff whined, handing Chris his plate. Chris pursed his lips, but
set aside his dinner and got up.

Blake stood and took Zac’s plate from him.
“Better get ours before it’s all gone. Be right back.” He headed
for the campfire.

Except for Jeff’s complaints, Ali’s gourmet
taco dinner with fresh avocado and mixed vegetable side dish was a
success.

“If you have food left over or anything that
will burn completely, we can do that after the meal,” Ali said.
“Non-burnables we’ll carry with us and drop them in a bear-proof
trash bin when we run across one.

After cleaning up, the hikers gathered
around the fire to chat.

Night descended quickly in the mountains and
with it the temperature dropped. Blake shrugged into his ultralight
down jacket and stepped away from the group to gaze up at the now
cloudless night sky. No city glow shone this far out, and the black
shroud blanketing their part of the world danced with shimmering
stars. He was once again reminded of how insignificant Earth was in
the grand scheme of life, the universe and everything.

“I’ve never seen anything like this in the
city.” Zac spoke quietly at his side, startling him.

When did Zac come up to stand beside him?
Not that he was complaining. Even though they hadn’t spoken much,
walking together had made the day’s hike more enjoyable. He hoped
Zac approaching him meant he felt the same way.

“Yeah, I always miss it when I leave this
place.”

“My troubles seem small compared to all
that.” Zac waved his hand towards the heavens.

Here was Blake’s chance to learn more about
Zac. But should he go for it? He took a deep breath and gazed up at
the stars. “I’m rather talkative, but if you, or anyone for that
matter, needs someone to talk to, I’m also a good listener.” He
turned to Zac. “No advice unless asked for.”

“Thanks.” Zac looked down, the faint flicker
of the campfire barely illuminating the side of his face. The
threads of firelight wove through the dark, messy, trail-styled
hair like ghostly fingers. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He stared out
across the dark water. “What’s the plan for tomorrow?”

“We’ve got a strenuous ten-mile hike over
Post Peak Pass, and then down to camp beside Lake 10K. We’ll stop
at Lillian Lake on the way for a midday rest and swim if anyone
wants to challenge the cold waters.”

“Do you think it’ll rain again?”

“Yes. The forecast predicted rain and
thunderstorms the first half of the trip. After that, it’s all sun.
Be sure to keep your pack cover and rain gear handy.” The movement
of shuffling feet sounded behind them, and they both glanced over
their shoulders.

The couples had headed off to their tents,
leaving only Ali standing beside the dying fire. She called out to
them, “Everybody’s hitting the sack. Remember early rise tomorrow,
so don’t stay up too late.”

“Thanks, Ali.” Blake waved at her and turned
towards his one-man tent, which he had pathetically staked near
Zac’s. Ali was going to rib him mercilessly once this trip was
over.

“Thanks for the bird-call lesson today,” Zac
said, crouching in front of his tent and unzipping it.

“No problem. I’ll try to think of something
clever for tomorrow.” Blake wasn’t sure in the dark, but did Zac’s
mouth curve up at the corner? If it did, it was a start.

“Night.” Zac crawled into his tent and
zipped the flap closed.

Blake watched Zac disappear inside.
“Night.”

 


* * * * *

 



CHAPTER TWO – DAY 2

The morning sun lit up the lakeside camp in
warm colors as it crested the craggy peaks surrounding the meadow.
Blake packed up Ali’s gear while she boiled water for the apple and
cinnamon oatmeal and cooked the dehydrated eggs and mushrooms for
omelets.

By the time they hit the trail, billowing
clouds had built, edging their way up the mountains. Blake watched
the skies and hoped the predicted thunderstorms didn’t start until
they’d descended from the peaks.

Like the previous day, Blake and Zac brought
up the rear, with Ali, Lori and Kerry forming a group at the front.
As the trail grew rougher and steeper, and the sky darkened, Jeff’s
complaints intensified. Zac and Blake shared sympathetic glances
over Chris’s predicament, forced to listen to Jeff’s diatribe about
mosquitoes, smoky campfires and the lack of even decent pit
toilets.

At midday they reached Lillian Lake with its
white sandy beach. The crystal-clear water showed off a large
number of spotted trout swimming in its depths. The rain failed to
materialize; instead, the sun’s rays shone between the fluffy
clouds, creating shifting curtains of luminous light.

They all found spots on the sand, and Blake
lowered himself down next to Zac. He opened his bag of mixed nuts.
“Are you enjoying the hike so far?” Blake asked, letting his gaze
wander over Zac’s face. Zac had started the hike clean-shaven, but
by last night he’d sported a definite five-o’clock shadow. Now it
was even more pronounced. The dark bristles contrasted with Zac’s
pale skin, and it tempted Blake to lick and nip his way along that
chin and down Zac’s neck. Ali was right, he was drooling. Blake
tossed a handful of nuts in his mouth to keep it shut.

Zac shrugged. “It’s nice. I haven’t paid
attention to the scenery all that much.”

“Hmm, I’m not sure if I should be insulted
or not, since I’m part of the scenery,” Blake joked.

Zac paused mid-bite, arching an eyebrow.

Okay, that was embarrassing. “Sorry,” Blake
said, rubbing the nape of his neck. “My jokes sometimes fall
flat.”

“It’s not you.” Zac sighed. “I’m not in the
best mood for laughing at jokes right now.”

“Would you rather I gave you some space?”
Blake mentally crossed his fingers behind his back.

Zac finished his lunch and crumpled the
wrapper, sticking it into the plastic bag he used for his carry-out
trash. “No. I don’t mind talking with you.”

Not exactly a ringing endorsement, but Blake
would take it.

“How come you haven’t asked me why I’m alone
on this trip?” Zac asked.

The personal question surprised Blake after
his failed joke. “I’m curious, but it’s not my business. If you
wanted to tell me, you would. My primary job is to ensure everyone
has a good time and to keep them safe.”

“Fair enough.”

Jeff’s loud voice carried from further down
the lake, and they turned in unison to see him gesturing wildly as
he argued with Chris.

“Poor guy,” Zac muttered.

“Chris?”

“Yeah. If what’s happening to him is
anything like what happened with me, I know exactly how he feels.”
Zac rose to his feet, swiped his hands on his shorts and walked to
the edge of the lake. He sat down by the water and peered into its
depths, lost in his thoughts.

Blake stared at Zac’s back. Pushing was
never a good idea. That was something he’d learned through teaching
students. He would wait until Zac was ready. He lay back on the
warm sand, letting the soothing heat soak into his skin, and
flipped his cap over his face. Trips like these always took a toll
on people’s bodies even if they were in great shape. He wanted to
take advantage of the time for a short nap and to enjoy some
sun-bathing. Ali would kick him awake when it was time to go. He
closed his eyes, and soon her distant, quiet chatter lulled him to
sleep.

The rest of the afternoon was uneventful. A
small group of mule deer watched their descent to the lakeside
campsite, and Lori snapped a few pictures before the deer wandered
off.

The group arrived early at the lake and
Blake headed for the center of the campground. “Can I have your
attention, please?” Everyone stopped and turned his way. “This
evening’s your own again, after you’ve set up your tents. Kerry and
Zac, since you guys have your fishing licenses, let me know if
you’d like to go fishing. This lake is perfect for it.”

Kerry and Zac converged on Blake. “I do,”
Kerry said.

“Me, too,” Zac seconded.

“You guys are in for a treat,” Blake said,
smiling. “Finish setting up, and then we’ll catch dinner.”

Blake followed Zac and pitched his tent
nearby. He shrugged off his pack and stopped. Maybe this wasn’t a
bright idea. Maybe he should move? He didn’t want Zac thinking he
was a stalker, although Zac didn’t seem concerned that he was
close. Blake shrugged to himself. It’d look strange if he moved
now; he’d stay further away tomorrow.

It didn’t take long for Zac and Kerry to
pitch their tents and meet up with Blake. Blake opened his pack,
pulling out a small shaving bag. “Got it. Let’s head to the lake,”
he told them.

“Have either of you fished before?” he asked
as the trio made their way to the water.

“I’ve gone ocean fishing,” Kerry
replied.

“I have, but it was years ago,” Zac said. “I
got the fishing permit specifically for this trip.”

Blake glanced over at Kerry. “I think you’ll
find this a whole different experience.” Arriving at a flat granite
rock near the water, he sat down and unzipped his kit. First, he
extracted a folded fillet knife, a micro rolled cutting board, and
a tin of flies and weights. Last, he pulled out what looked like
two pens and mini reels. Zac and Kerry hovered around Blake,
watching his every movement.

“What are those?” Kerry asked, pointing to
the pens.

“They’re mini pocket-pen fishing rods.”
Blake uncapped the pens and extended the rods, attaching their tiny
reels and the barbless fly hooks to each line. Once finished, he
handed the rods over. He watched Zac examine the setup and contort
his mouth into odd shapes as he thought. Blake stared at those lips
and suppressed a groan. He definitely had an appointment with a
tree tonight.

“These don’t look like they’ll hold up,” Zac
said, continuing to examine the rod.

“How many can we catch?” Kerry asked.

“These are brown trout, so you’re allowed to
catch five apiece.”

The splash of fish breaking the surface,
snatching the insects mid-air, reached their ears.

Zac peered out at the lake. “Do you think
we’ll catch any? They look like they’ve got plenty of food.”

“It’ll be a cakewalk,” Blake said, giving
Zac a grin. “They never get enough. You guys ready?”

Both nodded.

“All you need to do is flick your lines out
over the water, nothing fancy. They bite right away. Once you hook
one, pull it to shore, and I’ll do the rest. If it’s too small,
we’ll release it, but it shouldn’t take more than thirty minutes to
catch our limit.”

“You’re kidding, right?” Kerry’s eyes
widened in disbelief.

“Nope.” Blake sharpened the knife on a small
whetstone, wiped the blade clean and then set it on his cutting
board. “A couple of fishermen I know had the shortest catch time
for bringing in five trout apiece. It was twenty-four minutes. If
you’re up for a bit of competition, I’ll time you.”

Kerry grinned. “I’m up for the challenge.
Just say when.”

Blake checked with Zac. “How about you?”

Zac nodded. “I’m in.”

“All right, then.” Blake clapped his hands
together. “Now comes the fun part. Take your positions far enough
apart so you don’t hook each other, or me.”

Zac and Kerry stepped to the water’s
edge.

“Ready?”

They nodded.

“Go!”

Zac flicked back his rod and cast, the line
sailing out in a gentle arc. His fly drifted downward, settling on
the clear surface. A sharp jerk yanked the line underwater, and the
rod bent downward in a deep bow, the line pulling away from shore.
“Holy shit!” he shouted. He pointed the rod to the sky and wound
the line rapidly back onto the reel.

Striding over to Zac, Blake couldn’t hold
back his grin.

“I did it! I can’t believe it!” Zac
exclaimed, grasping for the wiggling brown trout hanging in the
air.

“Congratulations.” Blake slipped his fingers
into the gills and removed the fly.

Zac’s grin spread from ear-to-ear, and joy
shone from his eyes. “I don’t believe it.” Zac shook his head. “I
haven’t fished in years. I thought I’d lost my touch.”

Warmth filled Blake’s chest at Zac’s
happiness. “You haven’t lost your touch. It’s like riding a bike,
you never forget. This one’s perfect.” He lifted up the fish. “Nice
going.”

Kerry shouted, and they looked in her
direction.

“I think you guys might beat the record for
the shortest time the way you’re fishing,” Blake said, walking in
Kerry’s direction.

“We won’t unless I get back to work!” Zac
joked, taking up his position.

 


* * * * *

 



CHAPTER THREE – DAY 2: Evening

“That was the most fun ever,” Kerry said
twenty minutes later as she high-fived Zac. “Any chance we can do
more fishing this trip?” she asked Blake.

“Sure. We’ll be camping by a few more
lakes.” Blake hung the last gutted trout on a stick, and tossed the
waste into a plastic bag. He’d bury the fish remains after dinner.
He zipped the cleaned tackle back into the shaving bag. “Who wants
the honor of carrying the catch back to camp?”

“Me!” Kerry said. “I want Lori to take a
picture of us with the fish. No one back home is going to believe
this.”

“That didn’t take you guys long,” Ali said
when they arrived. She offered Blake her place next to the fire
pit. The flames had died down, replaced by hot, gray coals with
hints of bright orange-red flickering deeper near the bottom.

“We’ve got some talented fishermen in the
group.”

“The vegetable rice is ready and warming.
The water for tea should boil by the time the fish are done.”

“Thanks, Ali.”

Zac approached, squatting next to Blake and
the fire. He brought the trout with him and handed them over to
Blake.

Blake laid the stick of wood with its fish
across the two forked branches Ali had stuck in the ground next to
the firepit then rummaged around in one of the bear-proof
containers and pulled out squares of aluminum foil. He dug back in
and pulled out a lemon, and several small bottles of spices. “Did
you finish getting your pictures taken?” he asked Zac, as Blake sat
down next to the flat slab of rock by the fire he was using as a
small table.

“Yes.”

“Lori’s a pretty good photographer,” Blake
said. “She showed me some of the pictures she took.”

Zac nodded. “She said if we wanted any to
give her our emails, and she’ll send them to us.”

“Great, I’d like some.” Blake proceeded to
unfold the foil.

“Do you need any help?”

“Sure, if you don’t mind.” He handed Zac the
foil. “Try not to tear any of those. We need them for wrapping the
fish.” Blake pulled a thin, green cutting mat from the tin and his
Swiss army knife from his pocket. He sliced the lemon into narrow
rounds, and its tangy sourness sprayed upwards, scenting the air
and tantalizing their taste buds.

“Ali doesn’t cook fish?” Zac asked.

“Nope.” Blake shook his head. “She’s a
vegetarian. She doesn’t handle meat of any kind if she doesn’t have
to.”

Zac finished opening the squares and handed
them to Blake. “What’s she going to eat for dinner?”

“She probably cooked up a protein dish with
TVP for herself already.”

“What’s TVP?”

“Texturized Vegetable Protein. We mix that
in some of the meals we cook for everyone.”

Zac wrinkled his nose. “That doesn’t sound
tasty.” He playfully shuddered then held up the foil. “All right,
what do we do next?”

“Have you ever cooked fish in foil?”

Zac shook his head. “Only on a grill.”

Blake passed the spices over to Zac and
placed the cutting board with lemon between them. “First step, take
a fish and lay it on the foil. Drizzle a bit of the liquid
margarine inside, add salt, paprika, and a few slices of
lemon.”

Zac watched as Blake demonstrated how to
arrange and season the fish, and then fixed one himself.

“Good.” Blake nodded. “Now we need to fold
the foil a certain way. We don’t want it doubled over too much,
because if it is, the trout will cook unevenly.” Bringing the foil
together in the middle lengthwise, Blake made a narrow fold. Once
done, he flipped the ends over and pinched them closed.

Soon they had all the trout packaged. “The
last part, we set them on the coals. About five minutes each side
for the large ones, a little less for the smaller.” Blake handed
Zac two small sticks. “That’s for flipping them over, if you don’t
want to grab the ends to do it.”

Zac crossed his legs and settled on one of
the small rocks someone had dragged near the fire pit. “You really
enjoy this, don’t you? All the hiking and cooking over a
campfire.”

“Yeah, I do.” Blake checked the vegetable
rice and gave it a stir. “But only for the summer. I’m afraid I’m
too much of a city boy to do this full time like Ali and my
cohorts.”

“So how does that work?”

“Ali and the other two guys who run this
with us, Hank and Gio, also river raft, teach rock climbing and
give various outdoor classes. During the winter, Gio likes to guide
cross-country skiing trips. I go back to work as a middle-school
teacher the rest of the year.”

“Somehow I can’t picture you as a
teacher.”

“Why not?”

Zac shrugged a shoulder. “I don’t know. You
seem like the rugged sports trainer kind of guy.”

Blake chuckled and checked the heating
water.

“What do you teach?”

“Science.” Blake flipped over the smaller
packets with a stick. “What about you?”

“I’m a phlebotomist.”

“A phlebotomist, huh? You mean you like to
take blood?” Blake curled back his upper lip showing off his less
than vampiric canines, and hissed.

“Yeah.” Zac met Blake’s eyes. “Some people
ask me to bite them when they find out.”

Blake’s eyes widened. “Really? And do
you?”

Zac stared at Blake, his gaze intense, the
corner of his mouth curling up. “Sometimes.”

Blake took a sharp inhale and bit his
tongue. If he hadn’t, “Bite me” would have been the next two words
out of his mouth.

“Do you live near the park?”

“Not exactly. San Jose. It’s not close, but
not so far that it’s hard getting here.”

Zac sat up straight, a huge grin on his
face. “No kidding? I live in San Jose, too.”

Blake couldn’t help returning Zac’s
ear-to-ear smile. “Small world, isn’t it?” He was surprised at how
talkative Zac was tonight compared to yesterday.

“It sure is. But it’s not the first time
it’s happened to me—actually, to my family.”

“Oh yeah?”

Zac nodded. “When I was a kid, my parents
took us to Yellowstone. We ran into some people at the gift shop
they hadn’t seen in a long time.” Zac flipped over the larger
foiled packs. “Life sure does create some strange
coincidences.”

Blake agreed with that statement one hundred
percent.

“Do you think the small trout are done?” Zac
turned back to the fire and poked at one of the packets with a
stick.

“Probably.” Blake handed Zac the iron
skillet. “Hold this.” He reached into the fire and grabbed each
packet, tossing them quickly into the pan. “Shit” He stuck his
forefinger in his mouth then pulled it out to look at. “I think I
burned myself on that last one.”

“Let me look.” Zac reached for his hand and
checked it over. “Go put some burn ointment on it. I think I can
take out the other packets and dish up dinner for everyone.”

“Thanks.” Blake got to his feet and went to
his tent.

“Psst, hey.”

“What is it, Ali?”

Ali, stuck her head into the tent. “Looks
like things are going well between you two,” she whispered.

Blake unscrewed the cap from the ointment
and dabbed some on his burn. “You do know you’re as nosey and
obnoxious as a scrub jay, don’t you?”

She stuck out her tongue. “I’m just looking
after your welfare.”

Blake ripped open the Band-Aid wrapper, but
the tabs stuck together as he tried to cover his burn.

“Here, give me that.” Ali reached for the
bandage.

Blake handed it over and held out his hand.
“Forget it. You want details you’re not getting, so quit
trying.”

“Never.” Ali snickered. “You’re like a
retriever puppy with this giant stick, bounding over to Zac with
your butt wiggling, begging him to play with you.” She finished
covering Blake’s finger and stuffed the wrapper in her pocket.
“We’re taking bets on how long it’ll take until Zac accepts your
invitation.”

Blake grumbled. “Thanks for the image.” He
crawled out of the tent and stood. “Who’s the we?”

“Me, Lori and Kerry,” Ali said, watching Zac
hand out the dinners. “Chris and Jeff are too deep in their own
drama.”

“Remind me to hike with Hank or Gio the next
time I do this.”

“Hank? Seriously?” Ali snorted. “You haven’t
been hanging out with him lately, have you? He’s turned into the
worst busy-body among us all.”

 


*****

 


The baked fish was a unanimous hit; even
Jeff didn’t complain. After dinner, Blake fled into the trees as
soon as it was polite; he needed to take care of his pressing
issue. It didn’t take long to relieve the ache in his groin he got
from watching Zac eat and lick his fingers. Blake wiped off his
hands and cock with the toilet paper and zipped up his fly. Now
that the edge had been taken off, he could get some sleep and quit
thinking of what it’d feel like with Zac’s lips wrapped around his
penis. He tossed the wet paper into the hole he dug behind a tree
and buried it. Stepping out from the woods, he made his way back to
his tent, which he’d pitched about five feet from Zac’s. Ali was
right; he had it bad. He saw Zac heading for his tent and stopped
him. “I had a good time talking with you today.”

“Yeah, me too.” Zac stepped toward Blake.
“You can check off that clever thing you were going to show me
today times two.”

“What was that?”

“How to cook trout in foil on hot coals and
those miniature pocket fishing rods. I’ve never seen anything like
them.”

Blake couldn’t tell if Zac was flirting or
what. “Guess I’ll have to show you something new every day then,”
he said. “We have to be up around dawn again, you’ll probably hear
Ali clanging around. She’s the early bird. We’d be late if it was
up to me.”

“You a night owl?” Zac asked.

Blake shrugged. “Not exactly, but I’d have
no trouble sleeping in until eleven.”

“Same here.”

Not wanting their conversation to end, Blake
searched for something to say. He spotted Zac’s tent. “I’m curious
why you brought a two-person tent; it’s extra weight.”

Zac glanced over his shoulder at his orange
tent. “I like the extra space, and it’s not that much heavier, an
extra pound or two.”

Another awkward silence settled between
them, until Blake spotted the leather-covered notebook in Zac’s
hand. He jerked his chin towards it. “What’s that, if you don’t
mind me asking?”

“This?” Zac raised it up. “It’s my journal.
I like to keep memories of trips I’ve taken. I don’t take pictures
all that much like Lori. I write instead.”

“Cool. Hope you don’t write anything shitty
about me.”

Zac laughed. “Don’t worry, definitely
nothing shitty.”

He’d done it! He got Zac to laugh. Blake
grinned. “That’s good to know.” He ran his fingers over his
close-cropped brown hair and caught Zac following his motion. Blake
lowered his hand. “Night then.” He pointed toward his tent. “If you
need anything, I’m right next door.”

Zac stepped toward his tent then turned to
face Blake again. “You know,” he said, “it’s only the second day of
the hike, but I haven’t had this much fun in a long time.” He
grinned. “Thanks.” He flipped back the entrance to his tent and
crawled inside.

The warmth in Blake’s chest grew. “You’re
welcome,” he said, and crawled into his own tent.

 


* * * * *

 



CHAPTER FOUR – DAY 3

The unsettled weather of the first two days
gave way to distant rolling thunder in the early morning and a
peppering of showers during the hike. Blake and Ali wanted to reach
the Washburn Lake campsite near Merced River by early evening,
before the weather turned more threatening, so stops at the
swimming holes and the small waterfalls were skipped. Heavy drops
fell during midday, turning the trail muddy. Jeff ranted about the
uncomfortable conditions and nothing Chris said could placate him.
With an abrupt flick of his hand, Jeff stormed ahead, leaving Chris
behind.

Blake kept an eye on Chris while he gave him
his space. He debated catching up to him when Zac said, “I’m going
to hang out with Chris awhile,” and he strode ahead to Chris’s
side. Blake’s tense muscles relaxed with Zac’s decision, but he
also felt envious. He chastised himself. He wanted to hike with Zac
alone, but Chris needed someone to talk to and, from the hints Zac
had given him, he was the perfect person to understand.

The nine-mile, downward hike passed quickly,
with the rain ending an hour before they made camp. Blake checked
where Zac pitched his tent and set his up on the other side of Ali,
placing her between them. If Zac noticed he didn’t say a thing, but
Ali raised a questioning eyebrow. Blake ignored her and got to work
cooking dinner: macaroni and cheese with hot dogs and a side of
vegetables for everyone.

After cleaning up, Blake headed for the
privacy of the trees and did a quick wipe down of his body from the
dirt and sweat, and then changed into fresh clothes for the night.
He washed his dirty clothes in the lake and spread them on his
backpack to dry. He was ready for an early night if the storm
returned, and they needed to take shelter in their tents.

Unfortunately the night would not pass easy;
a storm brewed within the camp. A rapid fire of words between Chris
and Jeff drew everyone’s attention away from their activities. Jeff
stood tall in front of their tent, arms crossed over his chest.
Chris held his arms out, palms up. “Jeff, there’s nothing going on
between Zac and me. We were just talking.”

“More like whispering behind my back,” Jeff
snapped, jerking up his chin.

Chris took a small step forward. “Baby,
that’s not what’s happening,” he pleaded, reaching for Jeff’s
arms.

Jeff stopped Chris with a hand on his chest.
“Don’t baby me. I know what’s going on. You can sleep by yourself
because you’re not welcome in my tent.”

“It’s not your tent,” Chris said, crossing
his arms too.

“It is now.” Jeff whirled around and dove
into the tent yanking the zipper pull closed. “I suggest you don’t
share with him,” came the curt warning from inside.

Chris stared at the closed tent flap and
then raised his hands to his face. A faint curse sounded. He
dropped his hands and shook his head. Turning away from the tent,
he flinched at the sight of all eyes on him and fled to the granite
rocks by the lake.

“Shit,” whispered Blake. He shot a glance at
Ali and saw her striding over to where he and Zac were watching the
argument play out.

“I’ll go look for some kindling,” Zac said,
pointing his thumb over his shoulder towards the woods.

Blake nodded. “Okay, don’t go too far, I’m
not liking the look of those clouds.” He glanced up at the dark,
ominous the sky.

“This is where the term, ‘bloody hell’ is
quite useful,” Ali grumbled, halting next to Blake.

“That didn’t take Jeff long. Two days and
he’s already caused havoc.” Blake said, keeping his voice low.

“He’s not the one I’m concerned about.” Ali
peered in Chris’s direction.

“Chris?”

“Yeah. I don’t think he’s fit to climb Half
Dome in his mental state. He’ll have to stay at the bottom while we
climb, or hike back with another group, unless you want to cut your
trip short?”

“No. It’s fine. I can stay at the bottom
with him.” Blake glanced over at Jeff’s tent. “However, I don’t
think Jeff should climb either, not in the mood he’s in.”

“I agree, but there’s nothing we can do.
He’ll climb it to spite everyone, but I think Chris will
listen.”

“I don’t think Chris’ll want to climb. But
we’re getting ahead of ourselves. Maybe they’ll settle their
argument by the time we get there.”

“My gut tells me no,” Ali said, her hands on
her hips.

“Let’s wait and see. In the meantime we have
another problem.”

“The sleeping arrangements.”

“Yeah…about that.” Blake blew out a breath.
“I can offer Chris my tent, and I’d sleep outside, but—” Blake
again eyed the thick gray clouds above “—we’re definitely getting
the thunderstorm they predicted. Just how bad, is anyone’s
guess.”

“Which leaves you one option, you poor
thing.” Ali kicked Blake’s shoe.

“Hey! Did I say anything?”

“You didn’t have to. I’ve known you since
grade school. I can read your mind, remember?”

Blake raised his hand and gave her a
three-fingered salute. “Scout’s honor. I won’t lay a finger on
him.”

Ali cocked an eyebrow. “You were never in
the Boy Scouts.”

“I swear. I’m not going to lay a hand on
him. I like him, Ali. But I get the feeling he’s not interested.
He’s going to have to make the first move.”

“Yeah, I know.” Ali’s expression softened
and she smiled. “Despite how much you pretend to be a bad boy,
you’re really a good guy.”

“Moi?” Blake placed his palm on his chest
and blinked his widened eyes, giving Ali his best innocent look. “I
am the dirtiest guy you know.”

“Oh, on that we can agree.” Ali shoved his
shoulder. “I said, good, not clean.”

Blake laughed.

“So what do we do about Chris?” Ali
asked.

“Only one option: I give Chris my single and
move in with Zac, since he has a two-person tent. If he doesn’t
agree, we’ll have to deal with the shitstorm from Jeff when we put
Chris in with Zac.”

“I don’t think you’ll have any trouble with
Zac.”

“I’m not so sure,” Blake said, but he
couldn’t stop the grin growing on his face.

“God, you horndog!” Ali squinted her eyes.
“I hope he gives you blue balls.”

“Ali, you wound me.” Blake staggered back,
hands on his chest.

“On second thought,” she said, tilting her
head to the side. “I hope you get some, because I can’t stand the
way you’re sniffing around him. It’s giving me nightmares.”

“I’ll remind you of that when you lock eyes
on a babe, and I have to wipe the drool from your chin.”

A hard punch landed on Blake’s arm. “Ow!” He
rubbed his bicep. “Remind me why we’re friends?”

Ali grinned and backed away. “I’ll talk to
Chris, you talk to Zac.” She turned and headed in Chris’s
direction, who was now flanked by Lori and Kerry on the rock.

A branch snapped behind Blake and he
whirled. Zac walked toward him, his arms full of kindling. “Here,
let me help,” Blake offered, stepping toward Zac and grabbing half
of the bundle. They headed over to the fire and piled the kindling
into a garbage bag next to the pit, then tied it shut.

“Let’s talk back over by your tent,” Blake
said, motioning for Zac to follow him. Shoving his hands in his
pockets, Blake got straight to the point. “Jeff kicking Chris out
is a big problem. Ali and I don’t think it’s worth trying to
convince Jeff to let him back in. And we all heard what he said
about sharing with you.” Zac nodded. “Anyway, we thought Chris
could use my tent and maybe I could ask a favor and share yours?
That is, if you don’t have a problem with it?” Blake held his
breath and watched Zac’s face for any sign of hesitation.

“Sure, no problem.” Zac nodded, his
expression serious.

Blake suppressed a shit-eating grin. Yes!
Score! “Thanks. I’m not sure how long the arrangement will
last. Chris and Jeff might settle their argument tomorrow.”

“I don’t mind. The tent’s more than large
enough for two. And, I don’t think Jeff will go easy on Chris.”

“Why’d you say that?”

“He reminds me of my ex.” Zac pinched his
lips together and kicked at the ground. “I’d get at least a full
week of the silent treatment unless he wanted something.”

“Sorry to hear that.”

Zac shrugged. “He’s gone. I don’t have to
deal with him any longer.”

Blake bit his tongue. His curiosity could
get him in trouble, and as much as he wanted to know the details,
he wasn’t going to ask. Zac would tell him in his own time, if at
all.

“You need help carrying your gear over?” Zac
offered.

“Yeah, if you don’t mind, but I need to talk
to Chris first.”

They walked down to the boulder where the
others were congregated. “Ali tell you about our idea?” Blake asked
Chris.

“Yeah, thanks. I’m sorry about this—” Chris
waved his hand in the direction of his tent. “If I knew he was
going to cause so much shit for everyone…”

“Don’t worry about it,” Blake said. “We’ve
got everything straightened out. Zac’s okay with me sharing his
tent.”

A strike of lightning flashed in the
distance, and Blake counted out the seconds. The thunder rumbled,
breaking the evening quiet thirty seconds later. Everyone cast
their gazes upward as light drops fell and the wind picked up. “I
suggest everyone quickly take whatever bathroom breaks you need
now,” he said. “That strike was about six miles away. We don’t know
how long the storm will last. And make sure your tents are staked
down well.”

“We’ve never camped in a storm.” Kerry waved
her hand between her and Lori. “We wouldn’t mind staying here
tomorrow if it’s too nasty to hike.”

Blake exchanged a glance with Ali. He knew
she was thinking about the same things he was: lightning strikes
and slippery trails.

“Anyone else have an opinion?” Ali
asked.

“I’m okay with staying here if we have to,”
Zac said.

Ali looked around Zac’s head at Blake and
lifted an eyebrow. “Two votes for.” That eyebrow arch told Blake
that Ali wasn’t thinking about hiking hazards this time.

“I’m okay either way,” Chris added.

“All right, we stay if the storm gets too
bad,” Ali said. “We’ve got a couple days of extra rations if we
need them.” She reached into her jacket pocket. “Everyone use those
mini walkie-talkies we handed out if you need to contact us.
Shouting over the rain and thunder won’t be easy.”

“Jeff’s got mine,” Chris said.

“Here, take this one.” Zac pulled the tiny
red and yellow device out of his utility pocket and handed it over
to Chris.

Chris went over to ask for his sleeping bag,
pad and pack from Jeff. By the time Blake walked over, Jeff had
tossed them out of the tent. Chris picked up his equipment and
headed for Blake’s tent while Blake made a quick survey of the
stakes on Jeff’s tent. He also had a short word with Jeff,
reminding him to keep it civil for the rest of the trip.

After his chat with Jeff, Blake saw Chris
standing with Zac outside his tent and walked over.

Chris apologized again. “Thanks. I’m sorry
for the trouble.”

“Don’t worry,” Blake reassured him.
“Everything’s sorted.”

A flash of light brightened the cloudy sky,
the clap of thunder following faster than before. Blake’s eyes
widened at the thick wave of rain speeding toward camp from over
the ridges at the far side of the granite bowl. “Inside, now,” he
shouted.

 


* * * * *

 



CHAPTER FIVE – DAY 3: Evening

Chris dove into Blake’s tent, and Zac and
Blake raced for theirs. They made it just as heavy drops thudded on
the roof. Despite the dark clouds, the sun wouldn’t set for a few
hours, leaving the tent bright enough for a game of cards or
reading.

Blake searched his backpack and pulled out a
deck of cards. “I’ve got these if you want to play a game of
poker?”

“I’m not much of a card player unless it’s
solitaire,” Zac answered. “But I do have a game that’s more
interesting if you’re up for it.”

Stuffing the deck back into his pack, Blake
crawled over to Zac’s side. “What is it?”

Zac unplugged his cell from the currently
useless solar-powered recharger and tapped on an app. A grin
stretched across his face. “1,000 Sex Questions.” He turned his
cell to show Blake.

His curiosity piqued, Blake grabbed the
phone from Zac’s hand. “How do we play?”

Laughing, Zac took back the phone. “Push
this button and a question pops up. They start out easy and grow
more personal. We each get two passes if we don’t want to answer a
question. But make sure you don’t want to answer, because once your
passes are used, you have to answer everything after that.”

“All right. Who goes first?”

Zac pointed at Blake’s sleeping bag. “Sit
over there so we can see each other.” He passed the phone to Blake.
“You can go first if you want.”

Taking the phone, Blake moved over to his
side of the tent with a bit of difficulty. His cock had perked up
in interest at the word “sex” and now lay semi-hard between his
legs. He hoped he didn’t end up embarrassing himself.

Gusts of wind rattled the tent, followed by
rain pounding a cacophony of rapid beats above their heads. The
timpani was so loud, they had to lean toward each other in order to
hear each other speak.

“Okay, first question.” Blake pressed the
button. “What kind of underwear do you normally wear?” He raised
his eyes and met Zac’s.

“Designer jockstraps,” Zac said, his gaze
steady.

The image of Zac’s round ass framed by three
strips of elastic invaded Blake’s mind and his cock grew stiffer.
“Oh, fuck,” he said under his breath. He shifted his position.

Zac laughed softly and held out his hand for
the phone.

A brilliant flash of lightning illuminated
the inside of the tent, startling them, and they jerked apart. Deep
rumbling thunder washed over the campsite a few seconds later, the
vibration penetrating their bones. Zac’s eyes widened and Blake
sent him a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry. I’ve experienced a lot
of these storms,” he said calmly. “If we were camping or hiking
over a pass, that’d be another story. But we’re in a good
location.”

Nodding, Zac turned his attention to the
phone. “Who was your first kiss?”

Blake gave a low laugh and glanced away.
“Ali,” he mumbled.

Zac burst into laughter, and he collapsed
backward holding his stomach. “You’re shitting me!”

Growling, Blake dove at Zac and scrambled
for the phone. “Give it here!” He grabbed it and sat back, trying
to keep a frown on his face only to break out in a grin.

Zac propped his head on his hand. “Really?
Your first kiss was with Ali?”

Blake nodded. “Yup.”

“Why’d you kiss her?”

“Because we were best friends, and if anyone
asked if we’d ever kissed someone we could say yes.”

Zac sat up, crossing his legs under him.
“Then it was a strategic maneuver?” he asked, grinning with
amusement.

Blake shrugged. “I suppose.”

He tilted his head to the side. “What’d you
guys think of it?”

Now it was Blake’s turn to laugh. “We
thought it was gross and swore we’d never kiss each other again.”
He grinned at Zac. “Are you ready for your question?”

“Yeah, but let’s skip to the harder ones.”
Zac pointed at the phone. “Push the yellow button.”

Blake tapped the icon. “Which of the sex
toys you own is your favorite?” Lifting his gaze from the phone he
caught Zac’s brows furrowed in concentration. He smiled at the
variety of expressions passing over Zac’s face, and the way he
pulled in his plump lower lip between his teeth; the lip that Blake
wanted to suck on himself.

Zac took his time answering.

“That many toys, you have to think about
it?” Blake teased.

“Actually, yeah,” Zac said. He smiled,
wetting his lips with his tongue. “If I have to narrow it down, I’d
probably have to say my vibrating butt plug. I liked wearing it out
to dinner, and my ex would…” Zac rubbed the back of his neck.
“Anyway, my vibrating butt plug.”

Blake’s eyes widened, and he inhaled sharply
at the thought of Zac walking around in public with a plug up his
ass, stretching him for a fucking. “You’re killing me here.”

Zac looked up, a mischievous grin on his
face. “Phone.” He reached out his hand. “Where’s the one place
outdoors you’d like to have sex?”

That was an easy question. “The Slots.” Ever
since Blake had first seen the Slots, he’d wondered what it would
be like to have sex in there, surrounded by towering rock and only
one way to get out.

“That’s a quick answer,” Zac said,
surprised. “What are the Slots?”

“They’re large narrow canyons in the rock
near Upper Cathedral Lake, our last camping spot. We’ve scheduled a
day hike there after we set up camp.” He wondered if the idea
interested Zac, but Zac had lowered his head and was staring at the
phone, its light a soft glow on his face.

“I see,” he said simply, passing the phone
to Blake.

Disappointment pulled at him, but he
couldn’t expect Zac to go along with his idea. “Who was the last
person you undressed with your thoughts?” he asked.

Sharp, blinding light blazed around them,
the electricity crackling harshly in their ears. They jumped at the
thunderous boom that followed, the burst assaulting their eardrums.
In the split second the lightning lit the tent, Blake caught sight
of Zac’s wide eyes.

“I guess that means I should take a pass,”
Zac said with a nervous laugh.

Blake handed the phone back to Zac then
stuck a finger in his ear and wiggled it around in an attempt to
clear out the temporary deafness the explosive sound had
induced.

“What or who did you masturbate to the last
time you did?”

The skies ripped open, and torrential rain
pounded even harder against the canvas that protected them from the
downpour outside.

Blake glanced up at the tent ceiling. “I
guess that’s my cue to skip this question,” he said, chuckling.

“Coward,” Zac said giving Blake’s knee a
shove.

“Okay then, go ahead, ask me another.”

“How long’s your cock?”

Dropping his hand to his groin, Blake
grabbed his hard shaft. “At the moment I’d say a good seven and a
half inches.” He ran his hand up and down its length, watching as
Zac’s eyes followed the motion.

The tip of Zac’s tongue peeked from between
his parted lips. “Who’s the cock tease now?” he asked his voice
breathy.

“What’s your favorite sexual position,”
Blake asked.

Zac locked eyes with Blake. “On my back with
my knees by my ears, his cock deep in my ass.”

Blake’s cock twitched, and he felt a pulse
of wetness leak from its slit. He licked his lips. “That is,” he
said his voice deep and throaty, “a graphic visual.” Handing over
the phone, Zac took it, his thumb stroking Blake’s hand as he
withdrew. He watched Zac as he read the next question and then
broke into a grin.

“Do you consider yourself a Top, bottom, Dom
or sub?”

“I can bottom, but I guess I’d call myself a
Top or Dom.”

Zac turned off the phone and laid it face
down near the top of his sleeping bag. “I’m surprised you haven’t
made a move on me yet.” His heated gaze bored into Blake.

Blake was sure his heart skipped a beat at
Zac’s statement. He cleared his throat and gave a lopsided smile.
“I promised Ali I wouldn’t lay a finger on you unless you made the
first move.”

A sly smile crept over Zac’s lips. He
reached out and grabbed a fistful of Blake’s shirt, pulling him
forward until they were nose to nose. “Guess I’ll have to make the
first move then.”

Warm lips locked onto Blake’s, and he melted
into the kiss. He pressed forward, desperate to deepen their
connection, but Zac leaned back, and Blake chased after him until
he covered Zac’s long, lean form with his own. He bit and tugged at
Zac’s lower lip, pulling soft whimpers from him. He wove his
fingers through the thick, dark hair, massaging and releasing a few
times, until he tightened his grip and with one quick move, yanked
hard. A quiet grunt followed by a long sigh escaped Zac, and Blake
plunged downward, claiming Zac’s open mouth and fucking it with his
tongue. Breaking their kiss, he ran his lips over the stubble on
Zac’s chin, the rough prickles heightening the sensitivity of his
already stimulated lips.

Zac dug strong fingers into Blake’s ass,
holding him tight. His gyrating hips urged Blake to move faster.
Planting his elbows on either side of Zac’s head, Blake lifted up
his torso. He ground harder against Zac’s rigid length. “This is
going to get messy fast.”

“Get up,” Zac said. Released, Blake sat back
on his heels, his breath heavy, his cock and body aching for more
contact.

Zac knelt and stripped his shirt over his
head. He quickly unfastened his shorts and slid them and his briefs
off in one motion. “Hurry up, I’m freezing here,” he said lying
back down.

Blake rolled onto his back, unzipped his
pants and wiggled out of them and his boxer briefs. He peeled off
his shirt and shivered at the touch of cold air on his torso, but
not enough to dampen his erection. He blanketed Zac with his
warmth, maneuvering his legs between Zac’s. He pushed them apart
with his knees, wringing a long groan from Zac’s throat. Blake dove
forward and sealed their lips together. His tongue invaded, and Zac
sucked it in, demonstrating what he could do to another part of
Blake’s anatomy.

Zac’s balls rubbed against Blake’s and their
precum lubricated their cocks, the glide growing easier with each
thrust and grind. The pounding rain and the sharp bursts of
lightning served as accompaniment to their heated grunts and pants.
Blake buried his face in the crook of Zac’s neck and licked,
savoring his skin’s sweaty saltiness. Zac’s hands stroked over his
back, leaving trails of electricity on his hypersensitive skin to
match the lightning tracing across the sky.

Pushing himself up on one elbow, Blake slid
his hand between the two of them. He wrapped his fingers around
their slicked cocks and grasped them tight. He thrust his hips in
tempo with his strokes. The slickness of their wet flesh pressing
together as their cocks slid through his hand sent a shiver through
his body. Neither of them would last long, not tonight. It was
going to be quick and dirty.

Zac dug his fingers into Blake’s hips, his
breath coming in short, fast bursts. He drove his cock into Blake’s
fist, his movements growing faster and more erratic. His grunts
turned into open-mouth pleas for release.

“Hold on,” Blake gasped.

Zac gazed up at Blake with lust-filled eyes,
and he gave a short nod. “Make it quick,” he choked out, his body
trembling.

Blake gripped harder around their thickening
cocks and increased the tempo of his strokes. The tension grew
tighter in his groin, begging to burst. “Now.”

With a strong thrust, Zac plunged his cock
through Blake’s fist one final time. He arched and stiffened, Blake
drinking in the sight. A choked moan caught in Zac’s throat as his
warm release spurted onto his chest and over Blake’s fist, sending
a shiver down Blake’s spine. The smell of sex filled the tent, and
the added slickness of Zac’s spend coating his cock brought Blake
over the edge. His body jerked and his eyes squeezed shut. Jolts of
pleasure swept through him, and his cock pulsed, mingling his cum
with Zac’s.

Slowly the cadence of rain and loud
breathing penetrated Blake’s awareness. He looked down to find
Zac’s chest and abs streaked with the result of their orgasms.
Reaching to the side, Blake grabbed a t-shirt and cleaned Zac, each
stroke eliciting a spasm from Zac’s body until he broke into
laughter and grabbed Blake’s hands.

“Stop. That’s good enough,” he said, his
wide smile framing his perfect white teeth.

Only a few splashes of cum had landed on
Blake’s chest. Blake dabbed at them and then cleaned his hands and
cock. He crawled to his backpack and pulled out his sleepwear. A
quick change of clothes, and he jumped into his sleeping bag,
bringing the edge up to his chin. He lay shivering for a few
moments until his body heat warmed the bag.

Blake rolled to his side to find Zac facing
him in his bag. “That was one thousand times better than poker.”
His face ached from the silly grin he was sure it had.

“Told you,” Zac smirked. He wiggled closer,
until their sleeping bags touched from chest to feet.

Almost lip to lip, Blake stretched over and
kissed Zac. He had no idea how long they lay there, pressed
together with only their lips touching, but the slow, sensual
exploration of each other’s mouths without touching anywhere else
magnified and focused the sensations. Zac’s kisses slowed until
steady breathing was the only movement from him. Blake gave him one
final kiss, closed his eyes and listened as the rain slowed to a
steady patter, the thunder rumbling fainter as it rolled further
away.

 


* * * * *

 



CHAPTER SIX – DAY 4

Blake drifted up from a deep sleep, pulled
by an unfamiliar sound. He strained to make sense of his
surroundings. He listened for Ali making breakfast, but there was
no stirring in the campsite; not even the chirping of birds broke
the silence. Something shifted against him and he tensed. The
weight molded its form into him as he lay on his side. He blinked
his eyes open in the not-quite-dawn light to find Zac curled close
in his sleeping bag, soft puffs of air escaping his lips as he
exhaled. Blake reached towards Zac’s tousled hair, but pulled back
his hand. He wasn’t going to ruin this moment by waking Zac.
Instead he edged his face closer to the back of Zac’s neck and
inhaled the warm, slight tang of sweat unpolluted by body wash or
soap. Blake closed his eyes, immersed in Zac’s scent, and listened
to his gentle breathing, a steady rhythm that soon lulled Blake
back to sleep.

 


*****

 


The space beside Blake was empty by the time
he woke to the clattering of pans and the smell of coffee. He
dressed, dragged his sleeping bag out of the tent, unzipped it and
draped it over some rocks to air out. Once finished with his
morning ablutions, he headed to help Ali.

“Morning,” he mumbled around his yawn.

“Morning sleepyhead, you’re up late,” Ali
said. She heated the aluminum skillet on the fire and prepared the
biscuit batter. “Zac was up a half hour ago.”

Blake scanned the area but didn’t see
Zac.

Ali laughed. “Don’t worry, he didn’t run
away.”

“I’m not worried.”

“Said the fly to the spider.” She added
liquid margarine to the heated skillet.

“You think I’m a fly, huh?” Blake asked
sitting down.

“Of course. You’re caught in his web.”

Blake rubbed his face. “Great.”

“Hey.” Ali elbowed him in the side. “That’s
not a bad thing. It sounded like you were having fun last
night.”

Blake dropped his chin against his chest and
grimaced. “We weren’t making that much noise, were we?” He tilted
his head and eyed her, hoping she hadn’t heard their make-out
session at the end.

“I could only hear you guys laughing once in
a while. The thunder and rain were pretty loud.” She widened her
eyes in fake innocence. “Why? Should I have hovered around your
tent?”

“You’re a pervert, you know that?” Blake
shoved her with his shoulder and shook his head.

“Why, thank you.” She smirked.

Blake fell silent and sipped his coffee.

“Okay, spit it out.”

“Hmmm?” Blake gave Ali his attention.

“You’ve gone all quiet, which means you’re
over-thinking something. What is it?”

“Nothing.”

“Come on. This is me you’re talking to. I
won’t stop until I get it out of you.”

Blake sighed. “I can’t wrap my head around
why I’m hooked on him. He’s hot, yeah, and I believe in instant
lust, but not instant love. So why all this interest I have for him
when I barely know him?”

Ali shrugged. “Some things can’t be
explained. Do you remember when we first met? I remember telling
you we’d be best friends forever. I just knew it, and so did
you.

“We were kids,” Blake said dryly.

“So? It doesn’t matter. I’m trying to show
you that there are some things between people that can’t be
explained.”

“I don’t know.” He stabbed at the fire with
a piece of kindling.

“Don’t overthink this. Just enjoy his
company and see where it goes.” She nodded toward the woods. “By
the way, there’s your boyfriend now.”

Blake looked up. “He’s not my
boyfriend.”

“But you wish he was.” Her smile was gentle.
“Like I said, hang in there and don’t overthink this. My guess is
he likes you more than you think.” She turned her attention to
making the biscuits and coffee.

Blake watched Zac stride toward them.

“Hey,” Zac said, smiling. He crossed his
legs and lowered himself to the ground next to Blake, their knees
touching. “Sleep well?” Zac’s blue eyes gazed at him as clear and
calm as a cloudless sky.

A flurry of butterflies took wing in Blake’s
stomach. That smile did crazy things to him. Or was it Zac who did
crazy things to him? Zac was quieter than the guys he usually
noticed, but he’d found out last night that Zac had a great sense
of humor, and his kisses sent sparks zinging through Blake’s body.
The memory of Zac’s warm lips and agile tongue as they’d melded
together brought his cock to full attention. He wanted to find out
what else Zac was hiding behind those walls he had raised. “Great.
You?” Blake said finally.

“Better than in a long time, actually.”

A quiet snicker sounded from Ali. Blake
turned and scowled at her, and she pinched her lips together.

Zac glanced at Ali, then back at Blake. “Is
she all right?”

“She will be if she minds her own
business.” Blake emphasized, giving Ali a pointed stare. Her
shoulders shook in silent laughter.

“I’m getting my utensils.” Blake stood, and
Zac followed. They retrieved their breakfast ware, pre-packed
oatmeal and coffee rations, and returned to the campfire to find
the others already chowing down. It looked like Chris and Jeff
still weren’t talking. Jeff had taken his breakfast and gone to sit
back by the tent, but Chris had joined the others by the
campfire.

“Since the storm’s cleared off, are we
heading to the next campsite?” Kerry asked.

“Yes.” Blake nodded.

Kerry took a sip of her coffee. “What’s the
hike for today?”

“It’s a ten-miler,” Blake said. “We’ll stop
at Merced Lake midday for a short rest, and then stop again further
down the river. If anyone wants to cool off or wash clothes, the
second stop has some great pools and water slides.” He poured hot
water over the oatmeal in his cup and stirred. “After that we’ve
got a climb and some gradual ups and downs.” Blake snagged a hot
biscuit from the plate Ali offered and passed it Zac. “We’ll end up
in the Sunrise Creek area which is at the junction of the John Muir
trail where we’ll spend the next two nights.”

“Sweet,” Kerry said. “One step closer to
climbing Half Dome. I can’t wait.”

Lori nodded. “Neither can I. Can you imagine
the pictures from the top?”

With breakfast finished and the cooking
equipment cleaned, everyone went about breaking camp and set off on
the day’s hike.

 


*****

 


The rain and thunderstorms of the last few
days gave way to a bright and scorching sun. When Ali announced
time for a break, the hikers made the most of the chance to cool
their tired and overheated feet in the waterfalls and swimming
holes.

Blake found Zac enjoying the warmth of a
sun-soaked granite rock. Stopping a short distance away, he let his
gaze wander over Zac’s lean torso as he drank in the sun. He’d
stripped off his shirt and lay on his stomach, his head cradled on
his arms. Blake decided to let him rest and started to move
away.

“Hey, where you going?” Zac called.

“I thought you were asleep,” Blake said,
turning back around.

“Nah, just thinking.”

“I’ll leave you to it then.”

“No, we need to talk,” Zac said sitting up.
“Actually, it’s not so much we need to talk, but I need to talk.
You said earlier you’d listen.”

Curious, Blake walked the few steps to the
granite slab and climbed up to take a seat next to Zac.

“Thanks for not asking why I was here alone.
I wasn’t ready to talk about it.”

“No problem.”

Zac watched the other hikers playing in the
rock slides and the water pools only to jump out of the freezing
water as soon as they dove in. He huffed once, then was silent for
a moment before speaking. “I’m going to give you the short version
of our breakup. He used to hike a lot, so I thought I’d surprise
him by booking this trip for our third anniversary. Instead, he
surprised me by moving to New York to start a new life with someone
else. His version of our breakup was that I was no longer the
person he met, no longer…exciting. My version is that he wasn’t
happy unless I did things his way. So in order for our relationship
to work, I gave him what he wanted and lost myself.”

“So that’s what you meant about you and
Chris being alike.”

Zac nodded and leaned back on his elbows.
“What’s happening with Chris and Jeff brings up memories I’d rather
not think about. But, in a way, it’s good—not that they’re
fighting, but finding out where I went wrong. Guess my ex was
right.”

Blake lay on his side, facing Zac, and
propped his head on his upright palm. “How so?” he asked.

“I let him walk all over me, thinking I was
making him happy.” Zac faced Blake. “What’s funny is I’m not
normally a doormat.” Zac picked at some loose pieces of granite.
“Anyway, I decided to take this hike, partly out of spite, and
partly because I wanted to see if I could do it.”

“So far you’re doing great.”

“Thanks. What I wanted to say is, I like
you. But…”

“Ah, here comes the ‘but.’” Blake shifted
onto his back.

“Don’t jump to conclusions,” Zac said
reaching for Blake’s hand and entwining their fingers. “I’m
interested. But…”

Blake withdrew his hand. God, he was
confused. They’d hooked up once, and it sounded like Zac wanted
more, but then he said “but.” That word was a massive boulder that
always stopped conversations. Blake quickly stood. “I’m going for a
swim.” He needed to think.

Zac sighed. “Blake…”

Blake made his way toward the pool, pulling
off his shirt. Zac might be worth the wait, but if he needed time
to get his head on straight… They could be fuck buddies. He
shuddered.

Just the thought of Zac hooking up with
anyone else tied his stomach in knots. The agitation swirled in him
at the idea of sharing Zac, and it annoyed him. And he was annoyed
at himself because he couldn’t figure out what he wanted. He
thought of himself as poor relationship material, never having had
a steady boyfriend. He grabbed his hair and pulled, hoping the pain
might bring him some clarity.

Blake stripped to his boxer briefs, piling
his clothes and boots together. He sat down and edged his way over
the slick polished rock slide to the waterfall, gasping in shock at
the snowmelt-fed water. Needle-thin stabs of cold shot through his
ass and legs as soon as it hit them. Holding his breath he pushed
off with his hands, the short plunge throwing him into the icy
water. He popped to the surface, and goose bumps erupted at the
touch of air on his skin. With rapid strokes he swam to the edge of
the pool and hoisted himself out into the warm air. Shivering, he
made a beeline for the opposite side of a large granite boulder
heated by the sun. He pressed his chest to the rock, its warmth
penetrating his skin, and the sun on his back, banishing the chill
of the water.

He had to find a way to respect Zac’s need
to figure things out, because rebounds almost never worked, and
that’s the category he’d fallen into. He wanted more than fuck
buddies, but he’d never had more than a couple dates with the same
guy. Could he even do it? Relationships were confusing; facts and
science were clear cut, and he knew what was what. Blake sighed.
He’d give Zac his number, and when Zac felt ready, maybe then they
could get together. Blake turned around, resting his head on his
arms against the rocks, and closed his eyes. Immersed in his
thoughts, he didn’t hear Zac approach.

“Hey.”

Blake started and opened his eyes. “Hey,” he
said lowering his arms.

“Did we just have our first argument?”

Blake gave a half-smile. “No, but I needed
time to think.”

“And?”

Blake pushed away from the rock. “This is
all kind of sudden for me. We’ve messed around once, and you’re on
the rebound. I don’t know what you want.”

Zac cocked his head, letting Blake
speak.

“You’re not ready for a relationship, and
that’s fine, I understand and respect that.” Blake blew out a long
breath and ran his hand over his short-cropped hair. “In a way it
works out, because I don’t go for more than casual hookups. I’m
interested in you, more than, in fact, but relationships
are…complicated. I’m not sure I’d be a good bet.” He held Zac’s
gaze. “I don’t want this to ruin your trip. I can switch back to my
tent, and Chris can sleep with you. We’ll deal with Jeff as things
happen. I’ll keep the trip purely professional. You won’t need to
worry about any issues on my part.”

Zac stuck his hands in his pockets.

“If you’d like, I can give you my number. I
realize once this trip is over you’ll probably feel differently, so
I’m cool with whatever you decide.”

Zac opened and closed his mouth a couple
times then chewed on his lips. “You’re making this more complicated
than it is,” he said quietly. He tilted his head and squinted at
Blake.

Blake stood taller. “Is that so?”

“Yes.”

“And how did you come to that conclusion?”
Blake crossed his arms.

Zac let out a sigh of frustration and
pointed to his mouth. “Read my lips. I said I’m interested. But I
need time to get my head on straight.”

Blake kept his expression and tone flat.
“What does that mean, exactly?

Zac pulled back, his brows furrowing, his
mouth pinching at the corners. “I was going to explain when you
decided you had to go for a swim.”

“Oh.” Blake’s shoulders sagged, but he
didn’t uncross his arms.

“Yeah, ‘oh.’” Zac stepped closer. “You know,
you’re harder to catch than a trout,” he said smiling. “I can’t
deny I’m on the rebound, but the longer I’m on this trip, the more
I’m sure I’m over my ex. And if I’m not one-hundred-percent better,
I’m damn close. Maybe all I needed was to get away from all the
distractions of the city and have some fresh air to clear my head.”
The corner of his mouth quirked up in a smile, but then Zac
sobered. “If it’s less confusing for you if I just take your
number, then we’ll do it your way. But I’d rather not.”

The warm glide of Zac’s hand up and down
Blake’s forearm soothed him, but Blake’s body was still tense.
Things had gotten too complicated too quickly. No wonder everybody
said it was best not to have relationships with clients. But that
was his logical side talking. What had Ali told him? ‘Don’t
overthink this. Just enjoy his company and see where it goes.’
For the first time, he wanted that, but was he capable of a
relationship?

“What are you thinking?”

“That this is all happening too fast, and I
don’t know if you’re making a mistake hooking up with someone who’s
never had a relationship before.” Blake pinched the bridge of his
nose. “Shit, I hate how I’m sounding. I’m as whiny as Jeff.”
Fingers wrapped around Blake’s wrist and pulled his hand away from
his face.

Sincere blue eyes gazed at him. “Look, I’m
not the best communicator, and I know I’m not saying this
right—that’s part of the problem. I said I needed to get my head
straight because I still haven’t let go of some bad habits I had
with my ex.” Zac looked past Blake as if recalling memories. “He
used to guilt-trip me into spending time with him,” he said
bringing his gaze back to Blake’s. “I didn’t have time for myself
or my friends—my life had to center around him. I know it was my
fault; I let it happen in order to keep peace, but I won’t let that
happen again.”

“You don’t need to worry about that. I’m low
maintenance.” Blake uncrossed his arms.

“To answer your other concerns, I’m not
worried about whether or not you think you can have a
relationship. I already know you can. All I have to do is look at
you and Ali.”

Zac’s words whirled through Blake’s mind.
Okay, maybe Zac had a point there. If he could put up with Ali, he
could probably put up with a lot in a lover. A weight lifted from
his shoulders.

“And last, I want to see where this goes
because I have this gut feeling about you, and when I listen to my
gut, it doesn’t steer me wrong. When I ignore it—” Zac shrugged
“—my last relationship was an example.”

“What’s your gut telling you now?” Tiny
butterflies fluttered in Blake’s stomach. Why Zac’s answer mattered
to him, he didn’t know. Was it the gut feeling Zac talked about?
All he knew was, despite his fear, he wanted this thing, whatever
it was, to work between them.

A broad grin stretched across Zac’s face.
“That I’m finally on the right track.”

Blake grinned back, relief washing over him.
But he was chagrined he’d failed to listen when he’d told Zac he
would. “Sorry about storming off.” Blake rubbed the back of his
neck.

Zac nodded and rested his hands on Blake’s
hips. “I don’t think it’ll take long for me to get my act
together.” He leaned his body against Blake’s. “When I started the
hike, I wasn’t expecting much. I thought if I was lucky, I’d forget
my troubles for seven days. Instead, it’s shaken loose some of the
bad habits I got into with my ex. I’m almost feeling like my old
self again.” He canted his groin into Blake’s and did a slow
grind.

Blake went from uninterested to full-mast.
“You know, you’re rather forward and demanding for a shy person,”
he said, grabbing hold of Zac’s shoulders and reversing their
positions, placing Zac’s back against the boulder.

Zac laughed. “I’m not shy. I was in a funk.
But this trip helped.”

Grasping Zac’s chin between his thumb and
forefinger, Blake pressed forward, his lips caressing Zac’s ear.
“And here I thought it was me,” he whispered. Zac shivered, and
Blake smiled against his ear. He loved to tease his partner. Slow
and deliberate, he nibbled his way down Zac’s neck, rubbing his
lips over the scratchy stubble again and again, and then travelling
back up to Zac’s lips. He placed a soft kiss at the corner, and Zac
turned his head towards him.

“Hey, don’t make me wait here,” Zac said
breathily.

Blake chuckled and covered Zac’s mouth with
his. He pressed Zac up against the rock, his hand cradling the nape
of Zac’s neck. He drove his tongue into Zac’s mouth, claiming and
capturing the needy sounds escaping his throat. Strong fingers dug
into his ass, hauling him closer as he ground against Zac’s
erection.

Loud hollers and claps drowned out the
rhythmic splash of the small cascade. Startled, Blake and Zac
jumped apart, jerking their heads in the direction of the sounds.
Three grinning women peeked out from behind some nearby boulders.
Lori turned to Ali and Kerry. “Pay up, guys,” she said, wiggling
her fingers toward her palm.

Staring at the women, Zac’s mouth dropped
open. He turned to Blake. “Are they betting on us?” he asked in
disbelief.

Caught watching, the women laughed and dove
back out of sight.

Blake could only shake his head. Ali hadn’t
been joking. “I’m afraid so.”

“Let me guess. It was Ali’s idea?”

“More likely than not, yeah.”

“And she’s your best friend… Why?” Zac
asked, a teasing smile curling his lips.

Blake sighed. “I often ask myself that very
question.”

 


* * * * *

 



CHAPTER SEVEN – DAY 4: Evening

After everyone had set up camp for the
evening and enjoyed some downtime on their own, Blake scanned the
area for Jeff and found him by his tent, leaning on his backpack.
Having discussed the situation previously with Ali, who would be
leading the climb up Half Dome, he needed to find out Jeff’s plans.
As Blake approached, he saw Jeff listening to his smartphone.
“Jeff?” Getting no response, Blake tapped him on the shoulder.
“Jeff.”

Jeff opened his eyes, removing the earbuds.
“Yes?”

“We need to know if you plan on climbing
Half Dome.”

“No, I don’t. In fact I want to head back to
the hotel tomorrow.”

That took Blake by surprise. “You don’t want
to hike back with us?”

“No.” Jeff clenched his jaw, sending a
withering glare toward Chris, who was chatting with Ali. Jeff
turned back to Blake. “Are there any groups returning to the
parking lot after their hike? I can go back with them or catch a
bus ride back.”

Blake didn’t keep track of the various
groups hiking in and out of the area, but Ali often did. “You’ll
have to talk to Ali about that, she’ll know. She can check tomorrow
to see if there’s a tour that could take you back. Whichever group
you end up with, you’ll need to get up early to hike with her to
the base of Half Dome.”

“Okay.” Without a thank you, Jeff stuck the
earbuds back in and ignored Blake.

Shaking his head at Jeff’s behavior, Blake
wandered over to Ali and Chris by the lake.

“Well?” Ali asked when Blake reached
them.

“He doesn’t plan on climbing, but he doesn’t
want to hike back with us either.”

“What?” Ali scowled.

“He wants to finish the hike with a
different tour or catch a bus back.”

Ali rubbed her forehead and let out an
exasperated sigh. “All right. Hank is bringing in a group for a
two-day hike. I know he’s climbing tomorrow. I’ll contact him on
the walkie-talkie when we get to the base. He can take Jeff back
with his group.” Ali tugged at her wild strands of curly hair.
“We’ll have to have Jeff sign the waiver severing the contract with
our group. I don’t want any grief from him later, if something
happens.”

Blake nodded and turned to Chris, who stood
listening to their discussion. “Are you climbing tomorrow?”

“No. I want to spend some time alone. Ali
said I could stick around camp if I wanted.”

“Okay. I won’t be climbing either, so if you
change your mind, I can lead you on a shorter hike around the area,
if you’d like.”

“I’ll think about it, thanks.”

“What about Zac? Is he climbing?” Ali
asked.

Blake shrugged. “I don’t know. I haven’t
asked him yet.” He assumed Zac would be climbing and wished he
could go with him, but it was more important he hung around in case
Chris needed him. “I can get dinner started if you’re calling it an
early night,” he said to Ali as they headed the short distance back
to the campfire.

“That’d be great,” Ali said, walking away.
She spoke over her shoulder. “I’m going to remind Lori and Kerry
that we have an early start tomorrow.”

Blake spied Zac, off by himself writing in
his journal, and walked over. “Hey, Ali and I have a question.”

“Shoot,” Zac said, closing the journal in
his lap.

“Do you plan on climbing Half Dome
tomorrow?”

Zac broke eye contact and glanced away.
“No.” He chewed on his bottom lip.

“Okay. I’ll tell her.” Blake wondered about
Zac’s change in behavior when he’d asked the question, but Zac had
fallen quiet. He changed the subject. “Dinner will be early tonight
for tomorrow’s climbers.”

“Okay.” Zac nodded and returned to
writing.

 


*****

 


“You’re quiet tonight,” Blake said, changing
into his silk base layer and thermal socks. He glanced over at Zac,
who lay on his back, his hands clasped behind his head, staring at
the ceiling. Blake worried he might’ve done or said something
wrong. “If I’ve said anything to upset you…”

Zac shook his head. “No, it’s not you. Just
bad memories.” He cleared his throat. “I’m afraid of heights.” He
snuck a glance at Blake from the corner of his eyes. “My ex used to
tease me about my acrophobia. He’d push until I’d climbed
something. One time we climbed St. Paul’s Cathedral in London and I
froze. He got annoyed because I couldn’t continue. One of the
docents had to help me back down while he went on without me. I’ve
never climbed anything over eight feet again.”

Blake disliked Zac’s ex more and more, but
he was relieved that Zac wasn’t mad at him. “You know technically,
you’ve climbed over nine thousand feet on this hike.”

Zac turned his face toward Blake, a sad
smile curving his lips. “Nice try, but not quite the same thing.”
His gaze searched Blake’s eyes. “Why didn’t you laugh?”

“Why would I? Everyone has a phobia about
something.” He stretched out his arm and laid his palm over Zac’s
heart. “I don’t find it funny to terrify someone unless they want
it.” With slow and gentle strokes, Blake ran his hand over Zac’s
chest. He caressed Zac’s collarbone and neck, the stubble tingling
the pads of his fingers. Zac withdrew his hands from under his
head, lowering them to his sides. He lifted his chin, allowing
Blake more room to touch. Blake watched as Zac’s eyes drifted
closed and heard a sigh pass his parted lips. He imagined if Zac
were a cat he’d be purring right now, and he smiled at the
thought.

Blake worked his way down Zac’s chest,
stroking and circling but avoiding his nipples. He could see the
pointed nubs poking up under Zac’s silk pullover. Keeping a watch
on Zac’s face, he spiraled in closer to one of them until he
brushed over it. Zac sucked in a breath. Blake moved to the other
nipple and repeated the movements. This time Zac leaned into
Blake’s hand as he pulled away. Opening his eyes, he stared at
Blake. The tent’s canvas diffused the dying remnants of the
evening’s glowing sunset. But even in the filtered light that
bathed their sleeping quarters with fading shades of autumn, Blake
could see Zac’s dilated pupils.

“You’re a fucking tease, you know that?” Zac
crooked an eyebrow.

“You don’t like this?” Blake asked,
smirking, running his hand lower to brush lightly over Zac’s groin.
A frustrated curse escaped Zac’s lips and he thrust up his hips.
Blake lifted his hand. “You didn’t answer my question.” He ran his
fingertips down to Zac’s balls and rolled them in his hand. Zac
spread his legs and canted his hips. Blake reached back further and
massaged behind his sack before pressing down.

“Yes. Yes, I do.” Zac sighed, his eyes once
again closed as he tried to get Blake to apply more pressure.

Blake climbed atop Zac and settled between
his spread legs. He ran his hands down Zac’s sides and slipped his
thumbs under Zac’s shirt, pushing it up over his nipples. Lowering
his head, he zeroed in on one of Zac’s dark buds. Licking and
sucking, Blake pulled on it until he wrung a loud cry from Zac.

Blake quickly laid a hand over his mouth.
“Quiet,” he whispered. “You definitely don’t want Ali to hear.
She’ll make our lives miserable.” He slowly removed his hand.

Zac laughed then pinched his lips together.
“You mean your life,” he said with a mischievous grin.

“You’re right,” Blake said pretending to
consider. “I suppose I could stop…”

“The hell you will!” Zac gently pulled
Blake’s head back to his chest.

Grinning, Blake returned his attention to
Zac’s nipples. He worked his way downward, planting kisses on Zac’s
warm skin as he went. Circling Zac’s belly button, he dipped the
tip of his tongue in. Zac met every inward dip with an upward push
of his taunt abs. Blake licked a trail downward until he reached
the top of the trimmed dark hairs peeking out of the silk bottoms.
He glanced up and found Zac watching, his head lifted, his mouth
parted. “Lie back and don’t think,” he said.

Zac nodded and dropped his head.

Blake was greedy; he didn’t want to wait to
get his mouth around Zac’s cock. He grabbed the front waistband of
the bottoms and pulled them down and over Zac’s hips, hooking the
elastic under his balls. He inhaled sharply at the sight of the
broad head, and his ass clenched. He didn’t often bottom, but when
he did, he loved the burn a wide head could give, splitting him
open and taking him. Blake eyed the clear bead leaking from the
tip. It grew until it dripped from the slit in a long translucent
string. He leaned forward and captured the saltiness on his tongue,
following it back to its source where he savored the flavor,
rolling it around in his mouth. He wet his lips and rubbed them
against the smooth glans until it glistened in the tent’s faint
light. Slowly he opened his mouth, letting the head penetrate a
fraction before pulling back. Each time Zac thrust his hips, he
widened his mouth further. Without warning, he relaxed his throat
and swallowed Zac’s cock all the way down.
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