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Alexei Lebedev’s journey on the Pacific Crest Trail begins with saving a hot stranger from a snake. Alexei was prepared for rattlesnakes, blisters, and months of solitude. What he wasn’t prepared for is outgoing and charistmatic Ben Caravalho, and yet they keep running into each other. It might be coincidence. Then again, maybe there’s a reason the trail keeps bringing them together . . .


Ben has made his fair share of bad decisions, and almost all of them involved beautiful men, but there’s something about the gorgeous and quietly nerdy Alexei that he can’t just walk away from.


There are worse things than falling in love during the biggest adventure of your life, but when their paths start to diverge, Ben and Alexei begin to wonder if it’s possible to hold on to something this wild and wonderful.









For Kathy,
who taught me love through laughter
but still loves me in my quiet











Paths, like religions, are seldom fixed . . . Both the religious path and the hiking path are, as Taoists say, made in the walking.


—Robert Moor, On Trails












AUTHOR’S NOTE


While this is a romance and contains all the ideals I most love about romance—humor, heart, and hope—this book also contains difficult subject matter, including familial estrangement due to queer identity. Homophobic language is also used in chapter 16. A full list of content warnings is available at anitakellywrites.com.


Thank you for your trust in taking this walk with me.
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CHAPTER ONE


The first rattlesnake made Alexei’s heart stop.


Just one uncomfortably long missed beat: a gasp stuck in his chest.


The woosh of cars on the Palms to Pines Scenic Byway had faded, replaced by the not-quite-silence of the Southern California desert and the sound of Alexei’s pulse jumping in his ears. The day was already warm, his pack heavy on his shoulders.


His first steps on the Pacific Crest Trail had felt surreal, his senses muzzy, like walking through a strange fog of sunshine and sand. But almost an hour in, he had started to ease into the familiar clarity of solitude. Before the quiet around him broke, abruptly, with the distinctive rattle. Tightly wound scales, vibrating in warning.


Alexei’s feet stopped automatically.


The snake slithered across the trail in front of him.


Paused exactly where Alexei’s next footfall would have been.


For a long moment, they both waited: a fragile standoff.


Until another series of noises filtered through Alexei’s brain. The huff of breath working hard through a set of lungs. The soft pounding of shoes on sand.


Alexei’s arm shot out on instinct, hitting the solid plane of the stranger’s chest. Even as his mind raced, the movement filled him with a strangely comforting sense memory of every time he’d done the same for his younger sister: each time Alina got too close to the edge of the sidewalk in downtown Portland; whenever she leaned too far over the edge of an embankment on their family hikes through Gifford Pinchot National Forest.


But Alexei was far away from the Pacific Northwest now, and the person he was currently protecting from the rattlesnake was definitely not Alina.


For the first time since he’d heard the rattle, Alexei tore his gaze from the ground to glance at the man next to him. The stranger had dark hair, wrapped up in a bun, lightly tanned skin. And earbuds stuck in his ears, which was probably why he’d thundered up to Alexei and the rattlesnake so carelessly. Inch by inch, he lifted a hand to remove one of the small white pieces from his ear while he stared down at the snake, chest heaving against Alexei’s arm.


Which, for some reason, Alexei seemed unable to move.


“Snake,” the man said.


Alexei’s eyes returned to the trail before them.


“Snake,” he agreed.


They stood frozen there for another long second—Alexei, the stranger, and the snake. Alexei was contemplating how to get his brain to send the signal to his arm to remove itself from the stranger’s chest when the rattlesnake moved its head.


And stared directly at Alexei.


Its tail gave another sharp rattle as its long, thin tongue slithered out between its teeth.


Before Alexei could stop himself, his extended arm turned, so his hand could more easily grab a fistful of the stranger’s T-shirt. He would have been more embarrassed about this if the stranger hadn’t moved even closer to Alexei in the same instant, his shoulder shoving behind Alexei’s back. Alexei couldn’t quite focus on anything other than his pounding heart, which was making up for its earlier skipped beat by parading double time against his rib cage.


“Snake,” the stranger said again, a whisper this time, brushing against the sun-heated shell of Alexei’s ear.


What was the phrase about human reactions in emergencies? Fight or flight? Well, that was clearly untrue. Alexei was fully incapable, at the moment, of either fighting the rattlesnake or flying away from it. A more apropos phrase would be . . . panic or piss yourself.


And while Alexei might have been clutching a stranger’s T-shirt in his fist, at least he hadn’t pissed himself.


He was pretty sure.


He’d have to further assess the situation later.


If he made it to later.


But miraculously, the snake turned its head a beat later. Slithered into the chaparral, smooth and silent. Out of sight in half a second.


Alexei almost screamed out loud when a hand clamped around his other shoulder, a scratchy beard shoving its way next to his cheek.


“Hey, boys,” the new stranger said. “Why’re we cuddling?”


Alexei, finally, dropped his arm and stepped away, sucking in a deep, dusty breath.


“Shit, Faraj,” the original stranger said, rubbing at his forehead. “There was this huge rattler right across the trail—” He shook his head, looking up from the ground to meet Alexei’s eyes. A slow smile grew on his lips, eyes dazed with relief. “This guy saved my life.”


“Damn,” Faraj said. “Sounds exciting.”


That was, Alexei supposed, one word for it. He had to look away from the original stranger’s smile, because now that Alexei could fully see his face, and the way that smile transformed it—those eyes, deep brown and warm, the skin crinkling around them—


It was simply sensory overload for Alexei, right then.


Faraj clapped a hand on Alexei’s shoulder again. “Thanks, man.”


Alexei opened his mouth before snapping it shut, unable to figure out what to say.


“Hey!” Faraj shouted over his shoulder. “Watch out for rattlers!”


And with a friendly smile to Alexei, Faraj kept walking down the trail. He was followed a moment later by three other men, each of whom gave Alexei a nod, a smile, and a “Hey,” on their way.


Alexei blinked back at each of them, still struggling to cool his adrenaline. He rubbed absently at his chest after they’d passed.


“Thanks again.”


Alexei nearly jumped. He hadn’t realized the original stranger, with the brown eyes and the long hair and the smile, was still there.


“I’m Ben.”


Ben held out his hand. After a second, Alexei shook it.


“Alexei.”


“You can hike with us if you want.” Ben tilted his head toward the trail, where the others had gone.


“Oh.” Alexei shook his head. “No, that’s okay.” After an awkward pause, he added, “You probably shouldn’t hike with earbuds in.”


He bit his tongue, immediately recognizing how chiding it had sounded. This was possibly one of the reasons why Alexei didn’t have very many friends. But, well. The desert was a frightening place. Ben needed to look out for himself.


To Alexei’s relief, Ben laughed, hands on his hips.


“My mother would thank you for the reminder.”


They stared at each other for another long moment, until Ben adjusted the trekking poles wrapped around his wrists and nodded toward the trail.


“All right,” he said. “See you out there.”


With one last disarmingly attractive smile, he, too, was gone.


Alexei bent over his own trekking poles, taking a moment.


He was officially one mile into his 2,500-mile hike. This huge thing he had planned for months suddenly taking form in the dust already collecting on his trail runners, the wind battering his face, the sun beating on his neck. He had been prepared for this solitary journey, had looked forward to months spent walking along the rocky spines of California, Oregon, and Washington, alone. A chance to say good-bye to his old life. To this wonderful, wild coast. To find a bit of peace before he started over.


In a way, Alexei had been preparing for this moment for years, ever since his father had started taking him on serious trails when he was seven years old. Thinking of his dad pinched at Alexei’s chest, but it was a pinch he had expected, one he was familiar with now. A pinch he had felt, too, when Ben had said, My mother would thank you for the reminder. Alexei hoped, eventually, by the time he reached the end of the trail in Canada, that he’d have perfected feeling that pinch. That he would have gotten so used to it, this pinch of his mother and father, that he’d barely even notice it anymore.


It was hard to imagine, truthfully. But he was hopeful anyway. Hope was why he was here.


Either way, something about stepping onto the trail this morning with nothing but his pack and his thoughts had felt . . . anticlimactic, even once his senses had adjusted. There had been no welcoming party, no spreadsheet for him to consult—he had made so many spreadsheets, in his preparations—no boxes to check in satisfaction. Nothing to announce that this was actually happening.


Until the rattlesnake.


The rattlesnake knew Alexei was here.


And Ben. He knew Alexei was here, too.


Alexei straightened. Stared ahead at the undulating brown hills, the blazing sky.


He had promised himself to take in the lessons the natural world always seemed ready to give. When he thought about it now, rattlesnakes were a rather kind species. There were scarier prospects ahead of him, he knew: mountain lions and bears, dried-up water sources and dehydration. Snow-filled mountain passes to traverse, roaring rivers to cross.


Rattlesnakes at least gave you a warning.


Mostly, like anything else, they just wanted to exist.


Mostly, they just wanted you to listen.


Alexei had survived his first rattlesnake.


He had received a warm smile from a handsome man.


And—he completed a quick pat-down of himself to make sure—he had not pissed himself.


He had been taught from an early age to take small bits of grace where you could find them.


His stride a little stronger, his pulse a little calmer, Alexei turned and walked past the rattlesnake’s path, farther into the heart of the desert.


The next time Alexei saw Ben, it was thirty miles later, and Ben’s face was full of shaving cream.


“Hey!” Ben’s voice stopped Alexei in his tracks, the friendly, unexpected greeting almost as surprising as that first rattlesnake. “You’re the guy who saved my life.”


Alexei stared at Ben’s reflection in the mirror of the bathroom, the small space and bright lights above the sink making Ben’s smile even more inescapable than it had been in the middle of the desert.


“I don’t think—” Alexei cleared his throat, dry after days of disuse. “I didn’t actually save your life.”


“Oh.” Ben rinsed his blade, tapped it against the side of the sink before bringing it to his face. “I was oblivious and dehydrated. I would have stepped on that sucker, one hundred percent. You most definitely saved my life.” His smile in the mirror faded, the hand holding the razor pausing as he turned to face Alexei. “I’m so sorry, though. I don’t remember your name.”


“Alexei,” Alexei introduced himself again.


“That’s right.” Ben smiled. “I’m Ben.”


Alexei definitely remembered Ben’s name. While Alexei had passed plenty of other hikers over the past few days, Ben was the only person he’d exchanged more than two words with. Alexei thought he would probably always remember Ben’s name.


“Anyway”—Ben returned to his shave—“it’s good to see you again. And hey!” He pointed at the counter with his blade. “Sinks!”


The thirty miles since Alexei had last seen Ben had not been the best thirty miles of his life. Past the initial triumph of not getting bitten by a rattlesnake, Alexei’s body was full of more aches than he had ever before experienced. His shoulders and hips were bruised from the weight of his pack, his pale face sunburned no matter how often he slathered on sunscreen, his feet blistered and painful even though the guy at REI had assured him they wouldn’t be. He had been so enthusiastic, that guy, about how with the right shoes, one wouldn’t get blisters, no matter how far you were traveling.


Alexei had spent the last twenty miles or so wishing he could go back to REI and have a serious conversation with that guy. He imagined most of the conversation would simply involve Alexei crying, while the REI guy stood there looking ruggedly handsome and upbeat, like any human who had ever been employed by REI. But for some reason, Alexei liked picturing it anyway.


On top of it all, Alexei’s stomach seemed to be rejecting the PCT entirely. He could barely keep anything down. And if there was one thing you needed on a long-distance hike, it was calories. He hadn’t planned on making this side trip to Idyllwild, several miles off the official trail, but the prospect of real, freshly prepared food at the restaurants here had proven too great. Hence, his current arrival at the restroom of Tommy’s Kitchen. And while he knew it was the right decision, he’d still been frustrated with himself, disappointed, the whole side trail down. Traveling to Idyllwild would set him back half a day, at the least.


Yet when Ben smiled at him and said, Sinks!—improbably, the corner of Alexei’s mouth couldn’t help but twitch into its own half smile. Sinks truly were exciting when you’d spent the last four days walking through the desert with barely a single freshwater source available.


It also felt like a funny echo of their first monosyllabic conversation. Snake.


Alexei had never been able to master the art of casual conversation, with anyone, really, but especially when it came to objectively handsome men. But maybe, just maybe, he could handle these single-word discussions with Ben.


“Sinks,” he agreed. And then, after another moment of realizing he had likely been staring at Ben’s half-shaven face too long, he added, “Okay, well. I’m going to use the restroom now.”


Embarrassment swept in as soon as the words left his mouth, the tips of his ears warming as it occurred to him that this had likely not been a completely necessary thing to say.


But Ben held both hands up in the air. The grin on his face spread. There was a small, straight gap between his lower front teeth.


“Toilets!” Ben shouted, jubilant.


Alexei stared at that gap in Ben’s teeth. His stomach gave a sharp, painful tug.


Hunger pangs, probably.


“Toilets,” he agreed.


“And trash cans! Man.” Ben returned to his shave. “Bathrooms. Fucking incredible.”


“Um.” Alexei’s shoulder hit the corner of the closest stall as he backed up. “Yes.”


And then he swiftly turned and hustled into the next stall. Which he barely fit into, with his pack. After one, two, three—oh, and four—loud bangs against the sides of the stall, he finally successfully dropped the pack off his shoulders. He only hung his head in his hands for a few horrified seconds.


Luckily, two other men soon entered the bathroom, chatting loudly with each other at the urinals, creating a distraction. And when Alexei returned to the sinks, Ben was focused on his phone, typing and smirking at its screen. He’d finished his shave, and it was striking, the clean jaw, the tender skin of his chin. His hair was down now, and that, too, looked remarkably clean, the shiny dark locks almost hitting his shoulders.


Alexei turned away to aggressively wash his hands, in an attempt to remove four days of desert grime from his fingernails.


Ben’s fingernails, Alexei couldn’t help but notice, looked as flawless as the rest of him, neatly trimmed, lacking any hint of dirt. Alexei’s eyes wandered without his exact permission, studying the veins that popped along Ben’s hands as he tapped at his phone, the way the tendons along his wrist and the muscles of his forearms stretched and relaxed with each subtle movement. He was wearing the same sky blue T-shirt he’d been wearing the other day, the only thing on his person that betrayed signs of the trail in its slight wrinkles, its faint streaks of dust.


Alexei remembered what the T-shirt had felt like, bunched in his hand.


He turned off the tap. He had planned on refilling his water pouches while he was in here, but he’d come back later. He had been wrong before. He did not possess the capacity to converse with Ben after all.


It was a relief to escape, he assured himself as he made a silent exit, unscathed by another one of those smiles.


He took a deep breath before he stepped outside.


The patio of Tommy’s Kitchen was nearly full, but Alexei spotted a few empty tables in the back corner. He slid off his pack at the farthest one, rested it against the railing. Placed his order number at the edge of the table. Eased his swollen, blistered feet from his trail runners, slipping his toes into the cheap sandals he’d packed for camp. He’d been trying to give his feet breathing room anytime he took an extended rest the last few days, hoping it would help ease their pain.


Once he was settled, he cracked open the bottle of apple juice he’d grabbed from the cooler inside the restaurant. The first sip was even better than taking off his shoes. It was so cold and so sweet. Like the plums in the icebox. The first thing his body had accepted with joy since he’d stepped onto the trail. He almost cried.


“Hey, buddy.”


Alexei choked on his next sip, so lost in his liquid sugar reverie that he hadn’t realized someone had approached him. When he was able to look up, he recognized the dark beard on the tall, thick man hovering above him. That beard had brushed his face three days ago.


“Do you mind if we crash your party? Not many other seats left, unfortunately.”


Oh. Alexei didn’t really—but he supposed—


“Here, have a beer for your troubles.” The bearded man placed a sweating can of Pabst Blue Ribbon next to Alexei’s apple juice. With effort, Alexei resisted wrinkling his nose at it.


“Sure.” He managed a small smile.


“Excellent. Hey, I’m actually glad to run into you again.” The man plunked his pack down behind them with a thunk. “Sorry we kept on trucking so fast the other day. We were lookin’ to make some big miles, and it was hot as hell out there; didn’t want to lose our momentum, you know? Anyway, thanks for saving Ben from the rattler. I’m Faraj, by the way.” He held out a calloused brown hand.


Faraj. That was right. Funny how Alexei hadn’t been able to remember that.


“Alexei.”


After they shook, Faraj pushed the neighboring table alongside Alexei’s, its legs stuttering across the worn wood of the patio. The other men who had been hiking with Faraj that day soon joined them, lining their own packs up against the railing, cracking open their own cans of beer. Including—because right, of course—Ben. Who sat directly across from Alexei, holding a plastic cup of water.


Alexei swallowed. His plan to eat real food in Idyllwild while feeling sorry for himself was turning into . . . not that. But this was okay. He would have to talk to strangers more in his new life, as Alexei 2.0. He could do this.


The other men introduced themselves—a Black man with short locs, Ryan; a sunburnt redhead, Tanner—and their food arrived shortly thereafter, cutting off the need for conversation. Everyone at the table had ordered burgers, except for Alexei, who had a turkey club. Ben had added on a salad; Ryan had ordered onion rings for the table. It was all greasy and fresh, a marvel after four days of granola bars and freeze-dried meals, and Alexei’s social anxiety settled as he ate.


Halfway into the meal, Ben caught Alexei’s eye. He held up a crispy, golden steak fry with another gap-toothed grin.


“Fries,” he said.


“Fries,” Alexei agreed with a smile, more natural this time.


In fact, with each bite, Alexei felt something returning to himself. Energy. Gratitude. The belief he could keep walking without dying.


The bread of his sandwich was perfectly toasted, the tomato slices fresh and juicy. And the cheese—the bacon—


He tried to slow down. He hadn’t eaten much at all in the last two days; didn’t want to make himself sick. He tried to savor each remaining part of his meal, every fry, each delicious bite of sourdough. And he hadn’t even yet picked up—


An idea. A small one, but one that still took effort.


He looked at Ben until Ben returned his gaze. Slowly, pointedly, Alexei lifted the pickle in his hand.


“Pickle,” he said.


Ben’s smile this time was gentle, almost intimate. Like Alexei had really earned it.


“Pickle,” Ben agreed.


It was the best pickle Alexei had ever tasted.


He should have known the whole thing was too good to last.


“All right,” Faraj said once his burger was demolished, leaning back and taking a long sip from his beer. “Ryan. It’s time, man. Tell us what the hell happened with Leon.”


Alexei studied the men at the table. Reached back in his memory and realized there had been another person, another part of their crew who had walked by when he first met them, who was missing.


Ryan started laughing, holding his stomach.


“Shit. I keep forgetting I haven’t told y’all yet.”


“Yeah, because you’ve been weirdly holding out on us all day,” Tanner said.


“Well, it’s a damn good story, and I was cranky as hell this morning,” Ryan replied. “Wanted to wait until I could tell it good.”


“You definitely were that,” Tanner muttered as he loped an onion ring onto his finger.


“Screw you. Anyway, so last night. All you losers are sleeping.” Ryan shoved his empty burger basket away, leaned his forearms across the table. “Somewhere towards midnight, I hear a noise coming down the trail.”


Alexei’s head started to buzz, an indistinct itch creeping beneath his skin.


He had felt good while they were eating. Had been able to handle the introductions. But as Ryan commenced his tale about how he and Leon had met a night hiker high on shrooms outside their campsite last night, Alexei began to dissociate from the conversation.


It was a familiar feeling. Alexei didn’t want to be an antisocial person; he just . . . didn’t have anything to say about shrooms. For so much of his life, he simply didn’t have a lot to say about the things people around him often wanted to talk about.


Ben, for his part, didn’t participate much in the conversation, either, sipping his water across from Alexei, occasionally distracted by his phone on the table. Alexei felt disappointed in himself as he became more and more uncomfortable, as the guys next to them became more and more animated—something about coyotes, and looking for aliens; Alexei had lost the thread. But he had been proud of himself for a minute there. Talking with a guy like Ben, even if it was only in small syllables. Feeling semicomfortable in his skin.


Now, all he could think about was getting away. Being alone again. He probably wouldn’t even be able to muster a decent good-bye.


He was halfway into a mental spiral when he was saved by the call.


It was a fast, repetitive staccato, and it sounded like relief to Alexei’s ears, something natural and pretty. He turned his head toward it, away from the conversation, away from Ben’s smile, away from blisters and swollen feet, toward the lawn at the side of the patio, the large tree there. He focused on hearing the sound again, to make sure. If he had been alone, he would have brought out his monocular.


But bringing out his monocular seemed . . . not quite the thing to do, here, in this moment.


“Oh my God.” Tanner covered his face with his hands. “Leon is such a fucking idiot.”


Alexei’s stomach started to churn. He prayed the food would settle.


The bird in the tree was a junco, he thought. Or, no. Hm. Maybe—


He closed his eyes to listen more closely.
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CHAPTER TWO


Ben knew he was in trouble the moment Alexei closed his eyes.


He had watched Alexei retreat further and further into himself as the meal wound down, as Ryan’s story got more and more ridiculous. Had seen him look away into the distance a moment ago, furrow his brow in concentration. But when he tilted his head and closed his eyes—


He was listening to something, Ben thought. The bird, most likely, that was trilling in a tree next to the patio.


All the other fools at this table were laughing about being fools, and this guy—this gorgeous, kind of awkward guy who had saved Ben’s life—was listening, hardcore, to a bird.


Ben had lifted his fork to finally make work of his salad, but he paused now, glancing around to see if anyone else was noticing the supremely hot guy who appeared to be meditating at the end of their table. Alas. Only him.


So Ben ate his salad. Stared at Alexei. Watched the sun dance across his eyelids, throw highlights in his very blond hair, along the honey-gold scruff that graced his chin.


He was distracted from the sight only when his phone buzzed on the table.




Julie: YAY BEN YOU’RE STILL ALIVE YAY


Julie: London says hi!


Julie: London is also currently being a giant stress monster and a pain in my fricking behind so I understand if you don’t want to say hi back! I wouldn’t!!





Smiling, Ben dropped his fork and picked up his phone.




Ben: hi London! *waves* Why are they being a stress monster?


Julie: they’re trying to hire a director for the nonprofit. it’s a whole thing


Julie: WOW okay they are not a fan of being called a stress monster


Julie: anyway, show me your grossest blister





Ben was actually doing decently in the blister arena these days. He had bit it a while back, though, near Warner Springs, where he’d first run into this group of guys. He’d landed awkwardly on his side on top of a log. He found the picture he’d taken of the bruise that had bloomed on his stomach and sent it to Julie. He had documented it for this exact purpose: impressing his best friend.




Julie: SAUCY, CARAVALHO


Julie: also—GNARLY. WELL DONE.





Ben glanced up from his phone just in time to see Alexei’s eyelids finally blink open.


His phone buzzed again in his hand. But Ben couldn’t look away, no matter how his brain yelled at him to do just that. When Alexei fully returned to the world of the living, turning his head toward the table again, Ben waited until he caught his eye. Smiled at him.


Alexei’s face flushed, pink creeping around the edges of his sunburn, like he’d been caught doing something naughty.


His eyes were so blue. Like the sky above the Cumberland River on a sunny summer day.


Ben used every ounce of restraint he possessed to keep himself from plopping his chin on his palm and fluttering his eyelashes at him.


Another buzz from his phone, and Ben finally looked down. The newest text was from his mother, in response to a photo he’d sent of the sunset last night over the Coachella Valley: cacti and Joshua trees surrounded by peachy-golden light.




Ma: Oh, Bento. It’s gorgeous.





Those shimmery still-typing dots appeared. And disappeared. Another dot party. And gone.


Ben frowned. Finally—




Ma: Please be careful.





A lump formed in Ben’s throat. She’d finished every text exchange with him over the last two weeks this way. Every time, Ben could hear the restraint in the words, how hard she was trying. Typically, Iris Caravalho did not bite her tongue.


God, he missed her.


He missed Ma, and Dad, and Julie, and his baby sister Carolina, and his old roommate Khalil, and London, and practically everything about Nashville, Tennessee.


Another text popped up, from Jeremy, an old coworker from the coffee shop. The one who had hiked the Appalachian Trail shortly before getting hired, who never shut the fuck up about it, who had planted the seeds of this trip into Ben’s brain years ago.


He’d sent Jeremy the same photo he’d sent Ma, of the Coachella sunset.




Jeremy: fuck yeah, man. you’re doing it





Ben blew out a breath.


In truth, the seeds of this hike had been in Ben’s brain for a long time. Jeremy’s incessant storytelling about the AT only helped germinate them. He had been a rambunctious kid, full of too much energy, barely contained in his small body. All the Caravalhos were full of restless energy, in a way, but while his older brother Tiago had put his into sports, and Carolina had put hers into ruthless academics, Ben had bloomed in the outdoors. He felt truly, fully at ease only when he was on the move in the open air. Exploring. Discovering.


Once he grew past the age where playing in the dirt wasn’t an acceptable form of daily activity, though, his restlessness had amplified in other, less cute, unhealthier ways. Almost the entire decade of his twenties had been a string of bad decisions: failed relationships, missed family obligations, messy hookups. Strings of jobs that paid the bills but didn’t satisfy much else.


Until two years ago, when Ben had finally been able to focus enough to go back to school and get his nursing degree. Which he was proud of. He had worked harder than he’d ever worked at anything to get that degree, and he was excited to start a legit career he truly cared about.


He was also nervous as hell.


So when he passed the NCLEX, instead of applying to jobs right away, he came here first. To the West Coast, the PCT, an outdoor adventure unlike any he’d ever experienced before. One last chance, on the precipice of his thirtieth birthday, to get his restlessness out. To commit to better decisions. To see something new, something grand, while he prepared his new, responsible life.


Ben stared at that text a few minutes longer.


Jeremy was right. Of course Ben missed Nashville. He was tripping over logs and barely avoiding getting bitten by rattlesnakes. Questioning, most days, whether he’d actually make it all the way to Canada.


But damn, at least right here, right now—he was doing it.


“All right, boys.” Faraj stood from his chair, its legs scuttling backward. Ben startled, realizing he’d been as lost in his phone as Alexei had been with his birds. “We should get a move on if we’re hoping for twenty-two today. And hopefully catch up with Leon at some point, the dumb fuck.”


Ben held in a sigh. These guys were all right, but they were gung-ho thru-hikers, into making big miles every day. Honestly, Ben thought Faraj was being a little wild, trying to push for a twenty-two on a day when they’d already lost a lot of time walking into town. But Tanner and Faraj had both had resupply boxes to pick up from the post office here, and Ben never said no to the chance of hitting up real food and bathrooms.


But now that the rich food was settling in his stomach—now that he’d had decent service for the first time in a week and could reconnect with his people—Ben didn’t see what the big rush was.


Tanner and Ryan collected their packs. Faraj gathered everyone’s empty cans. Until he got to Alexei’s.


“Cool, man.” He placed it back in front of Alexei after picking it up and feeling its weight. “Take your time. Maybe we’ll see you out there?”


A crease appeared in Alexei’s forehead, but he smoothed it away as quickly as it had appeared.


“Yeah.” He clearly forced a smile. “Thanks.”


Ben took another sip of water. This poor guy probably didn’t even drink beer.


Tanner, Ryan, and Faraj clicked hip and shoulder belts into place.


“You all right there, Ben?” Ryan asked after a minute.


It was a fair question. Ben himself didn’t quite know what he was doing, exactly, as he continued to sit where he was. Probably making a bad decision. The exact kind of bad decision he’d come to the PCT to finally start avoiding.


Because 95 percent of Ben’s bad decisions usually started with beautiful men.


But . . . it was so nice here at Tommy’s Kitchen. Watching Alexei. Listening to birds.


So Ben kept sitting anyway.


“I think I’m gonna rest awhile longer. You guys go on ahead. I’ll catch up.”


“All right, man.” Faraj nodded, unbothered. Hiker groups came and went all the time on the PCT. “See you soon.”


Ben moved his empty salad plate to the side. Stacked his sandwich basket on top of Alexei’s.


The air around them felt different after the others had gone. Quieter. Closer.


Alexei’s eyes darted toward him, then away, hands fidgeting. Ben kept thinking about the way he had half smiled at Ben in the bathroom, almost like he was confused that he was smiling. The serious look on his face when he’d said, with gravitas, pickle.


He remembered, too, the way Alexei’s arm had felt across his chest, strong, stable. The frown that had been on his face when he’d scolded Ben about his earbuds. It had been so sincere, as if Alexei was truly worried for Ben’s well-being, a stranger he’d just met, that it had made Ben laugh.


Ben had probably been in trouble, he thought now, since before that bird started singing.


He was about to say something to make Alexei feel more at ease when Alexei shoved the PBR across the table.


“Do you want this? I’m actually not that big of a beer person.”


Ben took the can but waited to take a sip.


“What were you listening to out there?” he asked instead.


“Pardon?” Alexei blushed again.


“Out there.” Ben motioned with a nod of his head toward the tree in the yard. “While the guys were busy talking nonsense, you spaced out and were listening to something. I assume a bird.”


After a moment, Alexei answered, slow and careful.


“Chipping sparrow.” He swallowed. “At least, I think so.”


Ben leaned back in his chair. This was what he had always loved most. Meeting new people. Finding out what made them tick. It was what he loved most about nursing. People told you so much, if you were ready to listen.


“Tell me about the chipping sparrow,” he said, finally taking a sip of the beer.


And before he answered, Alexei watched Ben take that sip.


Alexei’s very blue eyes undoubtedly lingered on Ben’s mouth.


Which was . . . an unexpected development.


Alexei looked away, clearing his throat.


“Its call is a trill. Repetitive, long. They’re common all over North America, but are mostly migratory in the US. So they could maybe be starting to migrate north at this time of year, or we could be close enough here to their nesting grounds in Mexico.” He paused. “Or it could’ve been a dark-eyed junco. I didn’t get to see it. I like juncos more, actually.”


Damn. Damn, damn, dammit.


Alexei had undoubtedly stared at Ben’s mouth.


And Alexei was undoubtedly a nerd.


It was like a one-two punch. Ben’s heart flapped helplessly in his chest. Like a big, dumb gay bird.


Ben was in so much trouble.


“Why do you like juncos more?” he asked anyway.


“Their markings can vary a lot, but in general, I find dark-eyed juncos . . . prettier. Than chipping sparrows.”


Alexei hung his head. Examined a thread on his shirt.


Ben was quiet a moment. Ignored his responsible brain, currently shouting inside his skull that if he moved his ass right now, he could still catch up with Faraj. Let that word, prettier, said in Alexei’s deep, serious voice, roll around in his head instead.


“I’m sorry about those guys,” he said eventually, “if they made you uncomfortable at all.”


Alexei shrugged. “Are they not your friends?”


“I only met them at Warner Springs. They’re good guys, decent to hike with. That story Ryan told really wasn’t typical.” He took another sip of PBR. “But I wouldn’t call them close friends of mine, no. Are you hiking with anyone?”


“No.”


Ben drained the beer while a silence settled over the table. Alexei seemed to relax after a bit. Leaned over to his pack, dug out a journal and pen. Started scribbling words on a blank page while Ben thought about what to do here.


If only Alexei hadn’t looked at his mouth like that. If only Alexei weren’t so beautiful, and strange, and intriguing, the answer would be easier.


He probably could still catch up with Faraj.


Ben added the empty can to their stack of dishes. Crossed his arms over the table.


“How would you feel about walking together for a while?”


Alexei didn’t look up. Tapped his pen against the paper.


“I’m not the best conversationalist.”


Ben smiled. He’d gotten that.


“After seventy miles with those guys, I could use a bit of silence.” Which was true. Ben didn’t mind silence. His blood pressure already felt lower, his mind quieted, in the fifteen minutes he and Alexei had sat alone at this table together.


“I have to refill my water. And do some first-aid things.”


Ben shrugged, his grin growing. “I’m tired as hell, man. Let’s stay here all day.”


That crease reappeared in Alexei’s brow. “Oh. Well, I didn’t budget for a hotel here. I’m already kind of off track—”


Ben cut him off with a gentle laugh. “No, I’m just saying, take your time. I’m good if you’re good.” After Alexei didn’t respond, he tried to put care into his voice when he asked, “Are you good? You don’t have to hike with me.”


Because this was the most important bit, really. What Alexei wanted.


Alexei was quiet a long time.


Finally, softly, he said, “I’m good.”


Ben worked to make his smile slow and steady.


“Let’s clear the table; you can do what you need to do. Meet by that tree whenever you’re ready?”


Alexei nodded. Five minutes later, Ben settled himself at the base of said tree, passing the time by convincing himself that hiking with Alexei was totally, maybe, possibly, most likely not a bad decision. Probably.


He also stared at his phone, willing a text from Carolina to come through while he still had service.


Even though he knew she was probably still in fifth period at East High. AP Gov. And while his baby sister rarely broke the rules, she really didn’t break the rules in her favorite class.


He chatted with Julie instead, about her annoying coworker Lorraine, about London and their new nonprofit summer camp for LGBTQ kids, about London’s partner Dahlia who had recently moved to town. It made him feel at home, talking to Julie. By the time Alexei arrived, Ben felt almost fully himself for perhaps the first time since starting the trail. The beer had given him the slightest buzz. It was nice to have a moment alone.


And then Ben put down his phone, and looked up.


It was unfortunate, really, seeing him again from this angle. Eye level with Alexei’s impressive thighs. He was tall, Alexei; his broad shoulders hovered above Ben in a way that made Ben’s mind go immediately quiet, his stomach quiver.


Ben hauled himself up from the ground.


Good decisions.


He was going to make sure this was a good decision.


As they left the streets of Idyllwild, Alexei didn’t speak, and Ben kept his eyes steadfastly to himself. He focused instead on his shins protesting the unforgiving pavement, on the sounds of civilization, bit by bit, fading behind them.


When they were almost out of town, Ben stopped.


“You hear that?” The call was high-pitched. Sweet sounding.


Alexei listened for a moment, brow furrowed. And then he said, “California towhee.”


Ben grinned. Remarkable.


A bit of quiet. Some lessons on birds. Before eventually, Ben was sure, Alexei would beg off, and Ben would meet back up with Faraj.


Where could the harm be in that?
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CHAPTER THREE


Alexei was not panicking.


Okay. He was panicking a little.


Fine. He was panicking a lot.


It had been unlike him to agree to this. It just . . . it had been impossible to say no to that smile.


Plus, Ben had listened so kindly to Alexei’s ornithological knowledge. No one ever cared about Alexei’s ornithological knowledge. Well, except for his dad, as his dad was the one who had taught him bird calls in the first place. Which was a topic—a great big pinch—for another time.


But as Alexei and Ben hiked farther away from Idyllwild, back toward the PCT and the sandy, rocky forest surrounding Mount San Jacinto, Alexei assured himself his wish for 2,500 miles of peace and quiet was still, in fact, on track.


Because as they walked mile after mile, Ben proved he had meant what he’d said, back at Tommy’s Kitchen. That he was okay with silence.


He stopped every now and then to take pictures with his phone. Exchanged friendly greetings with other hikers they passed by. Hummed to himself, sometimes, which should have annoyed Alexei, but somehow he only found it endearing. They shared a few more five-syllables-or-less conversations.


“Great tree,” Ben stopped at one point to say, staring up the thin trunk of a lodgepole pine.


Alexei was starting to feel a little silly about this game, at this point, but the thing was, it was a great tree. The way it reached so valiantly toward the sky. Any tree that existed in the desert seemed a bit of a miracle to Alexei. So . . .


“Great tree,” he agreed.


Other than these brief cameos of spoken language, though, Ben seemed right as rain, walking in absolute quietude with Alexei.


It was a little weird.


Every moment, Alexei’s brain filled with questions.


Starting with, Who are you and what is even happening?


Also: I have enjoyed staring at the backs of your calves. Did you know?


Alexei couldn’t quite figure out why Ben hadn’t kept hiking with Faraj and the other guys in the first place. Why he had stayed at the table. Why he was here, now, with him.


Third question: Seriously, who are you?


The questions continued to build that night as they set up camp together, just off the trail. As Alexei stared into the darkness from the comfort of his sleeping bag, after his nightly prayers. Knowing Ben was on the other side of Alexei’s tent, asleep in his own.


It wasn’t bad, he had to admit. Knowing someone else was out there.


Maybe it was okay not to be alone. If only for a little while.


When Alexei awoke the next morning, he wondered, for a moment, if he had hallucinated the previous day. But when he stuck his head out of his tent, there was Ben, sitting on the hard ground. He looked up, grinning with those sleepy, chocolate eyes, like there was nowhere else he’d rather be. He was wearing a navy hooded sweatshirt that was too big for him, bunching and billowing at his wrists.


Alexei allowed himself, for a tiny moment, the fantasy of crawling over and resting his head in Ben’s lap.


“Morning,” Ben said.


“Morning,” Alexei replied. And then, “Coffee.” He pointed to the steaming mug in Ben’s hands. This didn’t really make sense in the rules of the game, because Alexei actually hated coffee, and in his head, one only nonsensically said five-syllables-or-less to the other person when it was a mutually enjoyable thing. But he said it anyway, because he knew Ben would say—


“Coffee!” Ben agreed, lifting his mug with a smile.


And somehow, a half-asleep Ben smile was even more charming than a fully awake one.


Alexei turned and walked into the manzanita.


When he returned from his morning business, Ben was standing, stretching his arms high above his head, eyes closed to the lightening sky. His sweatshirt had risen with the movement, exposing a small ribbon of smooth stomach and dark hair.


Alexei closed his eyes and asked a small question of God. He knew he had to get used to meeting new people, that a bit of companionship was not bad. Good practice for Alexei 2.0.


But did it have to be this person? This cheery, handsome specimen of a person?


God, shockingly, did not answer.


“Ready to go?” Ben asked once they had packed up camp, Ben’s instant coffee consumed, Alexei’s breakfast of oatmeal shoved down his throat with minimal nausea.


“Yeah.” Alexei attempted a smile. “Let’s go.”


He could do this.


Really, he rationalized as they began to walk in silence once more, it wasn’t the most soundproof plan in general, walking through the middle of the desert with a person you knew absolutely nothing about, was it? He should ask the questions in his head so they could establish at least a few baseline facts about the other. Whom Alexei should contact if Ben happened to topple off the side of a ridge. Or if Ben was allergic to anything. What was his last name? Why was he hiking the PCT? How much of the trail was he hiking? How long did he expect to hike with Alexei, exactly? Where was he from? Was he gay?


Okay! Perhaps not all of these questions were relevant. And obviously Ben wasn’t gay. He’d fit in naturally with those other very straight seeming guys at Tommy’s Kitchen. Alexei was being super gay, but this was fine, too; he would analyze this surprising level of gayness later in his journal, where he had planned to process all of his gay feelings anyway. Everything was still going according to plan.


Except life in the desert, again, foiled his best intentions.


The day started in a steady climb, forcing Alexei’s energy to be refocused on the weight of his pack, his pacing, the air wheezing through his lungs. And he didn’t want to open up a round of friendly, normal, not overly gay questioning when he was out of breath. By the time they stopped beside a boulder to stare down at Tahquitz Rock—a bright pinnacle of granite rising above a canopy of conifers, the whole scene sweeping and humbling—Alexei wondered if it was too late. If the silence had stretched too long and everything was weird again.


But no. He had to ask something. He had to. They had been walking together for hours; it didn’t even make sense; how was Ben so relaxed!


“What’s your favorite color?” Alexei blurted out.


Because of course. The one question that finally popped out of his mouth was the one most commonly asked of kindergarteners. Cool. Awesome. This was great.


But Ben only looked at him with a smile and said, “Blue.”


And then Alexei realized that Ben’s sweatshirt was navy. His T-shirt, sky blue. His tent was blue. Even the mug he’d drunk his morning coffee out of had been . . . blue.


Alexei finally got the nerve to ask Ben a question, and he asked the one question he already knew the answer to.


“What’s yours?” Ben asked as he turned, striding back onto the trail, his shoulder accidentally brushing Alexei’s arm.


Alexei walked behind him after a beat, after his arm had stopped tingling. He stared at the back of Ben’s head, at the dark hair sticking messily out of the hat Ben occasionally wore to keep the sun out of his face, and Alexei wondered what it would feel like if he reached out a hand and plunged his fingers into it, and probably, it took him too long to answer, “Green.”


“Solid choice,” Ben said. Alexei wondered if he should clarify, explain that while he actually found some shades of green hideous, his true favorite color was, specifically, the color of moss in a Northwest forest. Which was a green so bright, sometimes it almost seemed to glow.


But Ben didn’t say anything else, and the words wouldn’t have come out right anyway, because they never did, so after that solid failure of a conversation starter, Alexei clamped his mouth shut.


The questions kept dancing in his head anyway.


When they stopped to slip microspikes over their shoes after spotting patches of icy snow, Alexei was absently munching on a bag of nuts, staring into space and wondering what Ben’s favorite class had been in school, before he even realized the entire atmosphere around Ben had changed.


Alexei almost choked on a cashew when he heard Ben clear his throat.


“I feel I should tell you,” Ben said, the first words he had spoken in an hour, “that I am a bit nervous about the snow.”


Alexei looked at him, more surprised to hear Ben’s voice than anything, and that was when he saw it. Ben’s jaw was clenched, those open, joyful eyes now reserved.


The snow indicated they’d reached Fuller Ridge, a notoriously tricky stretch near the peak of San Jacinto. Being anxious about the snow was natural—Alexei himself wasn’t necessarily excited—but Alexei was thrown by this sudden evidence that Ben was not perfect. What a dangerous thing to know.


“Yeah?” was all Alexei could think to say.


“I’m from Nashville.” Ben shrugged. “And it does snow in Nashville, sometimes. But I’ve never hiked on snow before. You know, like, on the side of a mountain. So.”


Nashville! He had thought Ben had a slight accent. Fascinating, though. Alexei desperately wished he had access to his computer. He could mark a check box in his spreadsheet of Ben Questions.


“If it makes you feel better,” he said, “I’m terrified of the desert.”


Ben turned toward him, and Alexei could tell this fact did make Ben feel better. Because he was grinning again. Which made the admission 100 percent worth it. Alexei felt almost proud of himself for creating that grin.


“I’ve found it to be almost absurdly beautiful myself,” Ben said.


Alexei remembered a road trip his family had taken when he was in the fifth grade, from Vancouver, Washington, to Salt Lake City. How much of those twelve long hours in the car had been consumed by flat, barren landscapes. It had been the first time Alexei felt that sense of unease about open spaces, the lack of anything between the soil and the sky leaving his skin hot and uncomfortable.


“It is. Beautiful,” Alexei confirmed after a moment. “It’s just that . . . I’m from the Northwest, and I need . . . trees. Big ones. Like, everywhere.”


Ben smiled, as if Alexei had not just sounded like a doofus. Alexei’s feelings about nature always sounded better in his head, or when he wrote them down, when he had time to find the right words. Out loud they came out like such: Birds are pretty. I like trees!!


Ugh.


“I’m stoked to see the Northwest,” Ben said, genuine and kind, sounding close to Relaxed Ben again. Which was a relief. Still, Alexei glanced at him, concerned.


“There’s going to be a lot of snow between here and there.”


Ben breathed out, nodding.


“Better get on with it then.”


At first, the snow was a hassle. The snowbanks came and went, sometimes at surprising heights, requiring Ben and Alexei to climb up and down their sides like stairs. Larger patches obscured the trail, making the transition back to dry land confusing. On open passes under the high sun, the snow’s brightness made them squint, while furious swarms of insects buzzed around their faces. When it hid underneath the shelter of trees, it was icy.


But after the heat and dust of lower elevations, the coolness of the snow was also wondrous. Every now and then, Alexei removed the red bandanna he wore around his head to keep sweat from getting in his eyes, and rolled it around in the snow. Returning the wet, cool bandanna to his skin brought an almost painfully enjoyable relief. Another bit of surprising grace, here in the middle of the desert.


The snow slowed their pace, but it was doable.


Until they came to the last stretch of the ridge.


The trail wrapped its way along a steep path, yards from the very top of the pass, and it was completely covered in white. One slippery misstep would send a person careening down a slope that appeared to end in large, sharp rocks at the bottom. A bottom that looked awfully far away from here.


Ben and Alexei paused on the last bit of visible dirt trail before the snowy expanse began. Alexei stuck his trekking poles in the ground, leaning his weight forward, examining the path ahead. It was a long stretch of snow. They’d have to take it slow and steady.


He looked behind him at Ben, who had taken a small step backward. And the look on Ben’s face wasn’t low-level anxiety anymore.


This was wide-eyed, pale-cheeked, all-out terror.


“So this is what we’ll do,” Alexei said, his mind reverting instantly to a need to help, to problem-solve, to calm. All verbs he had been good at once, when he had still been a good older brother. When he had helped lead camping trips with his youth group. When he had run varsity cross-country in high school, helping the younger runners get over their struggles and disappointments.


“I’ll go first.” He forced his voice to sound as confident as he could. “We’ll face the snowbank, walk sideways so we don’t have to look down. We have our spikes on and it looks pretty well packed from other hikers. We’ll take it as slow as we need to. It’ll be okay.”


Ben swallowed. Gave the barest hint of a nod.


Alexei turned back around. If he’d learned anything about perilous situations in the outdoors over the years, it was that hesitation would only make it worse. Alexei stuck a trekking pole in. Took a step out onto the ridge.


The trick was not to think too hard, never to pause too long.


But Alexei was forced to pause when he realized after a few steps that Ben was still standing at the edge of the snow, yet to make a move.


“You got this,” Alexei said. When Ben still didn’t move, he thought about what Alina would have needed in this moment. “Ben. Look at me.” He waited until Ben’s brown eyes met his, still too wide with fear. “It’s not too slippery. Trust your feet. Trust your poles. Don’t look down.”


Ben nodded, a little harder this time. He took a deep breath and stepped onto the snow.


And stopped.


Alexei waited.


Ben stepped his left foot toward Alexei.


He stepped it back and shook his head.


“I don’t know if I can do this.” Ben’s voice was pinched, small in the wind. It sounded unnatural to Alexei’s ears. Like there was an entirely different person standing at the edge of the snowbank than the one he’d met twenty-four hours ago in Idyllwild, shouting about the glories of sinks.


“Ben.” Alexei decided to try a new tactic. He opened up the spreadsheet of questions in his mind. “Tell me what you are most excited to see or do when you finish the trail.”


Ben was silent a moment before he closed his eyes. Oh no. Closing your eyes on a steep slope of snow was not a great idea.


“Ben,” Alexei said again. “Open your eyes. Look at me.”


“Ma.” Ben snapped his eyes open. Cleared his throat. “My mom,” he said, louder. And then, glancing nervously down the slope, “She would be so fucking pissed at me right now.”


Alexei took a deep breath himself, another pinch hitting his chest.


But this wasn’t about him.


“All right,” Alexei said. “Focus on what’s in front of you, and only on what’s in front of you. One step at a time.” He took another step left. “What else?”


Ben followed, taking a step forward. He completed the movement without backtracking this time.


“Carolina. My baby sister.”


Alexei took a step. After a minute, so did Ben.


It would take an hour at this rate to reach the end of this ridge. But if it took an hour, it took an hour.


“Great,” Alexei said. “You’re doing great. What else?”


“My dog.”


Goodness. Alexei had not even contemplated, in his endless list of wonderings about Ben, the possibility of pets. But of course Ben had a dog.


“Tell me about your dog.” Alexei took another step.


“Her name’s Delilah. A Rottie. I love her.”


Step.


“What else?”


“My brother. Tiago.”


A pause.


“Don’t ever tell Tiago I listed Delilah before him.”


Alexei smiled into the snow. And took a step.


It was slight, but he thought Ben was sounding steadier.


He also no longer needed prompting.


“My dad. And my cousins. I have twelve of them, so you probably don’t need to know all their names.”


“We have time, Ben,” Alexei said, concentrating on his trekking poles. “How about this: one step for every cousin.”


Ben complied immediately.


“Beatriz.” Step. “Adriano . . .”


Alexei felt breathless by the end of the list, and he hadn’t even been talking.


And the roll of Ben’s tongue on some of those names, different from his regular accent, had been intriguing to Alexei’s gut. He didn’t even know what the accent was, felt too stunned to ask.


“Fuck, I have a lot of cousins. Are we at the end yet?”


Alexei glanced to his left. They were about halfway.


“No. But that was good. That was great. Keep going.”


“My friends. Julie. Khalil. Laynie Rose.”


They took a few steps in silence. Alexei wanted to prompt him again, keep the conversation and their progress going, but he was starting to feel his own blood pressure rise, the shaky exhaustion in his legs climbing to consciousness in his brain.


And then, thank God, Ben kept talking.


“And I am going to crush a Big Mac.” He laughed. “How gross. I never thought that would be what I crave. Factory farms win, I guess.”


“I want Taco Bell,” Alexei blurted.


“Yes, holy shit, Taco Bell,” Ben enthused. “I want a Crunchwrap Supreme. And a Cheesy fucking Gordita Crunch.”


Alexei smiled.


“Tell me what other gross things you want, Lex.” Step. “Does anyone ever call you Lex?”


Alexei almost stumbled. Which wasn’t helpful for his blood pressure. If he had helped Ben across this entire ridge only to be the one who actually tumbled into the abyss, he would be extremely displeased with God.


“No,” he answered. No, no one had ever called him Lex. Alexei had never had a nickname in his life.


“Is it okay if I call you that?”


Lex.


The single syllable lit up pleasure centers in Alexei’s brain he hadn’t even known existed.


“Yes.”


Step.


And then, to distract himself, because they were so close to getting off this ridge, he added, “I want those tiny tacos from Jack in the Box.”


Good God. Why were tacos apparently the only thing Alexei could think about right now? Jack in the Box was objectively disgusting. He was losing his mind.


But Ben only laughed and said, with feeling: “Fuck yes, Lex.”


And then—thank the heavens—they reached solid ground again. This was a fortunate development, because Alexei’s watery legs almost gave out at Fuck yes, Lex.


Ben released a weird noise from his throat, like he was either going to shout or vomit. He took off his hat and leaned forward onto his trekking poles, hanging his head between them.


Alexei looked at him for a few seconds. How the sun highlighted cinnamon highlights in the hair Alexei had previously thought only brown. How the muscles in the back of Ben’s neck were . . . present.


“Shit.” Ben looked up. “My legs are shaking. Can we rest for a second?”


Alexei looked at the muddy mess of a trail around them. He needed to rest, too, but there were no good options here. “Let’s walk for a bit more. We’ll go slow. Rest at the next decent spot.”


Ben nodded and stood, breathing out. “Okay.”


“See?” Alexei smiled at him while the fading adrenaline still gave him courage. “You did it.”


Ben smiled back, lopsided and relieved.


“I did.” And then, “You fucking saved my life again, man.”


Alexei blinked. After an awkward moment of not knowing what to say, he turned back to the trail. He hadn’t actually done much. Faraj likely would’ve gotten Ben across the snow faster.


He took a few steps down the trail.


“Hey,” Ben said. “Lex.”


Alexei stopped short. For some reason he’d thought the nickname had just been an adrenaline-fueled, trekking across a treacherous snowbank thing.


He turned.


“Thank you,” Ben said.


“Sure.” Alexei nodded.


“Sorry to tell you, but you’re stuck with me until Canada now,” Ben continued. “I am not doing that without you again.”


Alexei stared at him. Ben was still leaning on his poles, gathering his strength. Clearly, the lack of oxygen at this elevation was affecting his brain.


And then Alexei heard a familiar call. He listened, letting it calm his pulse before he tilted his chin toward the slope. “Mountain chickadees down there.”


Ben grinned. “Yeah?”


“Yeah. They’re everywhere.”


Alexei turned and walked until he heard the slosh of Ben’s trail runners stepping through the mud behind him. He did not think about that Canada comment, or the muscles in Ben’s neck, or the gap between his teeth.


Alexei walked down the ridge and thought very resolutely about nothing at all.
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