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The one time geeky high school teacher, Rupert ‘Rip’ Martinez, tries to play the hero, it almost costs him his life. Maybe he should leave the rescuing to the tough guys, like the man who saved him, Otto Shriver.
Tattoos, dog tags, and a heart of gold, Otto is exactly the type of man Rip would go for. In his dreams. When socially awkward meets carefree and confident, it’s probably best they go their separate ways. Their only excuse to ever see one another again is an adorable pup in need of a good home.
Unless they really don’t need any excuses at all.
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  Chapter One


"Help! Please, I can’t swim! ”
Otto Shriver stepped off his Harley, not sure he’d heard that right. The silence that followed freaked him out. Early spring this area was pretty abandoned. If someone was in trouble they’d be shit out of luck if he hadn’t stopped for a snack.
Rolling his bike off the small road, down the path that lead to the beach, Otto scanned the still water. A sharp ‘Woof!’ drew his attention. The mid-sized dog stared at him from the edge of a short dock. Then dropped to its belly, peering over the edge.
“Fuck me.” Otto took off running, ditching his leather jacket halfway, toeing off his boots as he reached the dog’s side.
There! Movement beneath the surface had him jumping in without a second thought. Cold slammed into him, stealing all the air from his lungs. He felt around blindly, rising to gasp in a breath and gain his bearings before diving down again.
His hand hit material, like thick wool. He tugged and a body came closer to him, but wouldn’t rise. His grip got the dude struggling though.
Wide eyes met his. Bubbles formed as the man gestured frantically downwards.
Feeling along the man’s leg, Otto reached his foot and found the problem. It was jammed between some heavy rocks. Tugging helped a little. Chest aching from the strain of holding his breath, Otto worked his hand between the rocks. Jerked at the man’s shoe.
Which came off. His foot slipped free.
But the man wasn’t struggling anymore.
Pushing off the riverbed, Otto pulled the man to the surface, bringing him quickly to the end of the dock to stabilize him on the hard surface. He checked the man’s pulse, finding it faint, but present. He tipped the man’s head back, pinched his nose, and formed a seal with his lips over the guy’s mouth.
Breathe, damn it! He began chest compressions, fighting back visions of the last time he’d done this. At least there wasn’t any blood.
The dog barked, licked his cheek, then crouched by his side. They both jumped back as the man began to vomit up foamy liquid. Otto rolled him to his side as he began to cough, rubbing his back and grinning stupidly. The dog hopped around, letting out little yips. Looked like Otto wasn’t the only one happy the man had pulled through.
“Fucking close one there, buddy.” The wheezing breaths made it clear Otto wouldn’t get a response any time soon, but hopefully talking would help steady the guy. “I’m gonna call an ambulance…my jacket’s right over there.” He rubbed the man’s arm as his whole body began to shake. “Just keep breathing. I won’t be a sec.”
Dashing over to grab his jacket and fish out his phone, Otto called 911 as he sprinted back. The dog had curled up close to the man, as though trying to keep him warm. Not wanting to move the man too much more in case there were other injuries, he covered him with his jacket while giving the operator directions.
“Ugh…” The man grunted and tried to shove off the jacket. “Gotta go. Late for class.”
“You’re gonna be a bit later, pal.” Otto rested his hand on the man’s shoulder, encouraging him to stay put. “Talk to me if it doesn’t hurt too much. What’s your name?”
Brow furrowed, the man opened his eyes. They were bloodshot, but that didn’t distract from the shocking color of them. Bright green rimmed in the purest blue he’d ever seen. Even glossy and unfocused, they were beautiful.
The man was actually pretty fine as a whole. Sculpted features, just this side of delicate, only the neatly trimmed goatee keeping him from looking too boyish. He wasn’t a big man, but when Otto had held him, he’d felt some tight muscle under that dark gray cardigan. Very nice.
Very fucked up that you’re noticing, Shriver. The guy almost died.
“Rupert.” The man wheezed in another breath, his tone weak. “My name’s Rupert.”
Otto made a face. “Shit, sorry, dude. Ah…you got a nickname?”
A laugh sent the man into a coughing fit. He gasped as Otto patted his back. “Rip.”
Hell, that sounded familiar. Suddenly, it hit him. “Was your mom a Buffy fan?”
Rip nodded, some color returning to his cheeks.
Good sign.
“Care to tell me how you ended up in the river?” He smiled as Rip glanced over at the dog. “Your pup get loose? If it helps, he’s the reason I found you. So I guess you’re even.”
“N-not mine. Someone…t-tossed him out of their c-car.”
“Fuckers.” Reaching his free hand out to pet the dog, Otto considered the man laid out in front of him. He’d love to believe anyone would have gone out on a ledge for an abandoned pup—literally, it seemed—but he knew better. Many would have kept driving.
Speaking of driving.
“Hey, where’s your car?” The man might not be comfortable handing over his keys to a stranger, but Otto had to offer. “I was on my bike, so I can’t take the dog with me, but I can have a couple of friends come by. Move your car for you and give our boy somewhere to stay until you’re on your feet?”
“Sure. K-keys are in my p-pocket.” Rip stopped shaking abruptly. Shit.
“Stay with me, buddy. I think I hear the ambulance.” The woods were quiet, so the faint sound of sirens could still be from pretty far off. He’d have to keep Rip holding on at least a few more minutes. “Mind if I grab your keys?”
“Yeah… Go for it.” Rip huffed irritably. “Sorry, I’m really tired.”
“I know. And you can rest up after.” Otto patted Rip’s thigh, then slipped a finger into the tight, wet confines of the pocket to snag the key ring. He palmed the keys, his heart twisting as Rip closed his eyes and shuddered. Bringing one hand up, he brushed the dark strands of damp hair off Rip’s forehead. “You want to tell me how everything went down? Buster here dodge you and send you nose diving into the river?”
With a weak laugh, Rip shook his head. “I thought he’d fall in, so…so I tried to cut him off and stepped wrong.”
“No good deed every goes unpunished, huh?” Otto stroked Rip’s hair again. The sirens were getting closer. “So what do you do for a living, Rip? From your outfit, I’m guessing you’re a reporter. You’ve got this whole Peter Parker thing going on.”
Rip’s lips curved. “I’m an art teacher at Eastway High.”
“Cool.” Kinda. Otto hadn’t been the best student in high school. He’d made up for that training in the Marines, his military career landing him an amazing job working with service dogs despite his lack of education.
But a man like Rip was probably an awesome teacher.
Getting him to talk about that would keep him from falling asleep.
Hopefully.
“So you said you were late. Dude, it’s almost 8:30. Your kids ain’t done for the day?”
“Parent teacher night.” Rip rolled his shoulders and winced. He cleared his throat. “Was supposed to be there at quarter to.”
“I’m sure they’ll understand.” 
They’d better.
Otto chuckled at his own thoughts. He was feeling all protective of his little teacher. A normal enough reaction, considering what had gone down, but he couldn’t help wonder what Rip would think of a gay grunt with way too many tattoos and piercings watching over him.
Not something to bring up now, though. And the EMTs had finally arrived.
He stepped out of the way as a small black woman with a sleek, practical bun and a tall skinny guy with bleach-blond hair rushed over carrying a stretcher. Otto helped them carry it up the path where they’d parked the ambulance behind his bike. The dog followed them, keeping a few steps behind Otto, thankfully not getting underfoot.
“How long was he unconscious?” The woman asked, her tone brisk.
Accustomed to the no-nonsense attitude of medics, and exactly what they’d need to know, Otto answered quickly. “No more than two minutes. He lost consciousness while I was trying to get him out of the water, but still had a pulse when I assessed him. He wasn’t breathing so I began resuscitation. He’s been responsive, but almost sacked out a few times.”
Arching a brow, the woman studied him curiously. “You a soldier?”
“Marine.”
“Same here.” She smiled as they lifted Rip into the back of the ambulance, getting his IV set up as she spoke. “Camp Lejeune.”
“Camp Pendleton.” Otto grinned, always happy to come across a fellow Marine. “Retired?”
“A few years now. Wanted more time with my babies.” She looked at the tattoos covering the lengths of both his arms and jutted her chin. “You?”
“Medical discharge. Messed up my knee.”
“That’s tough.” Dismissing him, she crouched down as her partner finished examining Rip. Taking his hand, she spoke softly. “Can you tell me your name?”
“Rupert Martinez.” Rip was starting to sound a bit better, snug under the blanket the EMTs had laid over him. He whispered something and the woman squeezed his hand.
She climbed out of the back of the ambulance, nodding to Otto. “He asked me to tell you ‘thank you’. And to please take care of the dog. We’ll be bringing him to Bellevue.”
“Sounds good.” Otto glanced down as the dog sat by his leg with a huff. He grinned, scratching behind the pup’s ear. “Let him know I’ll swing by soon as I can.”
“Will do.” Her lips curved slightly. “You two make an odd couple, but it’s adorable. We’ll take care of your man for you.”
Before Otto could correct her, she was off, climbing into the front seat as the ambulance door slammed shut. The pup at his side let out a low whine as it drove away. Oddly enough, he knew exactly how the little guy felt.
Shaking his head, he pulled out his phone, calling his buddy, Gage Tackett. “Hey, man. You mind picking me up by the 9? Near Croton Point. Bring Derek. And a change of clothes.”
“Hi to you too and…what the fuck?” Gage snorted. “What kind of kinky shit you get into out there?”
“The playing-the-hero type. Fished a guy out of the river. Got an abandoned dog, his car, and my bike.” Otto tightened his grip on the phone as it slipped in his numb fingers. “Also, I’m fucking freezing.”
“Jesus, Otto.” Gage’s tone hardened. “How about you start with that? We’ll be right there.”
“Thanks.” Otto rolled his eyes as the call ended. His breath misted in the cold air, but he wasn’t doing too bad. Last thing he wanted was Gage worrying. The guy had his own service dog for PTSD—not that he’d call Matty that unless there was a chance they’d be separated while out in public.
They all had their pride, and Otto wasn’t much better. Weather got bad, his bum knee stiffened up, but he wouldn’t ask for help until he was fucking desperate. Sometimes, not even then.
He’d improved a little, though. Hell, few years back he wouldn’t have made the call at all.
Or been so fucking grateful to see the two men he considered his closest friends pull up.
Not surprisingly, Derek Paulson, Gage’s husband, barely acknowledged Otto before crouching down to inspect the dog. Derek wasn’t a people person. The veterinarian had chosen his profession because, to him, animals made a lot more sense.
Gage was the one exception.
Looking at him now, Otto could see why. The guy didn’t pull any punches. His expression spoke volumes.
Jaw hard, Gage approached him, holding out a pile of dry clothes. “Get in the backseat and out of those wet clothes before you catch hypothermia. Seriously, dude, you’re gonna kill yourself on that bike one of these days.”
“Yes, Daddy.” Otto snickered as Gage whispered a prayer and Derek shot them an amused look. He couldn’t help ribbing his buddy a little bit, but it was fucking cool to have someone care so much.
Changing in the confines of the backseat of Derek’s black Mazda 6, Otto considered Gage’s words. Yeah, taking his bike out the first day all the snow was off the ground might not have been the brightest idea. Still, if he hadn’t been on his bike, ready to hike around one of his favorite childhood haunting spots, he wouldn’t have been there to save Rip.
Things happen for a reason.
He wasn’t sure he believed that, but he wouldn’t complain about getting a little cold to save a man’s life. He’d been through a lot worse and accomplished nothing. Maybe, for once, he’d wake up from a dream and he’d see life. See Rip’s face as he’d drawn that first breath proving he wasn’t going to die.
“Hey, you all right?” Derek rested his arm on the hood of the car, leaning in as Otto pulled on the borrowed hoodie. “I brought the hitch for the motorcycle. Gage planned to drive it back for you, but since neither of you has fully functioning brains, I vetoed his decision.”
The hitch? Oh hell no. He frowned at Derek and shook his head. “I can take care of my own bike.”
“I’m aware.” Derek had a strange smile on his lips. “Figured you’d either want to stick with the pup or check on his master. Was he cute?”
Otto rolled his eyes. “One, when you gonna get the hint that I like being single? And two, Buster’s not his dog. Rip was trying to help him after he was abandoned.”
“Ah… So I guess he won’t care what happens to the dog now.”
“Of course he’ll care. He’s a good man.” Otto didn’t much care for Derek’s smug look. Damn married people, always wanting to share the ball ‘n chain plague. “Besides, if he don’t want the dog, I’m keeping him.”
“Doesn’t.”
“I don’t know if he do or not, Prof.” Otto smirked a little as Derek’s lips thinned. The professor might have improved Gage’s grammar, but Otto wasn’t interested in becoming his next project. After almost a year, he should know better.
Leading the dog, fitted with a new collar and leash they must have brought along, Gage stepped between them. He let the pup jump up on Otto’s lap and grinned. “You didn’t answer my man’s question, asshole. Was your dude-in-distress cute?”
“Fuck me.” Dropping his head onto the seat, and forearm over his face, Otto sighed. He ran his free hand over the dog’s smooth fur. “Yeah, all right? He’s a good looking man. Totally not my type, all dressed nice with his beard neatly trimmed. And he’s wiry, no bulk on him. Just tight muscles under clothes that probably came from The Gap.”
Gage cleared his throat to get Otto’s attention, then stared down at him, arms folded over his chest. “How is that not your type? You’re a fucking stud.”
“And you’re married, so stop hitting on me.” Otto snickered at Gage’s face-palm. “I spent ten minutes with the guy, rubbing his back after he puked up half the river. I’m glad he’s alive, but I’m not about to go all Florence Nightingale on him.”
“Actually, Florence Nightingale never—”
“Don’t care.” Otto raked his fingers through his hair, not in the mood for one of Derek’s history lessons. Especially not that one. He did want to see Rip again, but just to make sure the guy was okay. Man like that probably had plenty of friends and family, but he’d be alone until they were contacted. “Can you drop me off at the hospital? Without giving me a hard time about it?”
Both men sobered immediately, exchanging a look Otto couldn’t read.
Then Gage nodded. “I’ll drive Rip’s car—we can park it there so he’ll have it when he’s ready to leave—then I’ll catch a ride with Derek. Bring Buster home and give him a proper checkup.”
“He’s only a little damp—I’m assuming from where you and Rip touched him—but I’ll make sure there're no prior injuries.” Derek gently tugged Buster’s leash to get him out of the way so Otto could get out of the car. “I’ll text you if I find anything, but for now you can tell your friend he looks quite healthy. With how friendly he is, he wouldn’t have done well out here on his own. You both saved his life.”
Rubbing his knuckles lightly over Buster’s head, Otto smiled. Shit could have ended much differently, but he’d focus on the positive. The pup was in good hands and he was about to make sure Rip was as well.
“He’ll be happy to hear that.” Not that Otto knew him well enough to say, but he had a feeling it would cheer the guy up. “Might even make him forget about having to miss a few days of class.”
Gage’s eyes widened. Derek frowned.
And Otto chuckled. “What? I thought you were both ready for me to settle down.”
“Dude, tell me he’s over eighteen?” Gage’s brow furrowed. “Why didn’t you tell us he was a student? We wouldn’t have—”
“He’s a teacher, man. Relax.”
Derek sighed as he set up the doggy seatbelt for the pup. “That might be even worse.”
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