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      “That’s it. Elbows up and remember to breathe.” Jackson Banks treaded water as he watched his pupils swim towards the shore of the beach. The kids, a rambunctious group of six year olds and eight year olds, splashed in the water and kicked up a white foamy trail in their wake as they raced towards the shore of the beach.

      It was a cloudless summer afternoon at Lake Tahoe and the rays of the sun warmed his face and neck in contrast to the icy cold water that covered his body up to his shoulders. Jackson was in paradise. Every year, summer tourists would descend on the small city of South Lake Tahoe with their RVs and tents. Those who were willing to spend a little more money would book a suite at The Pines Resort, where Jackson worked as a swimming instructor.

      The oldest child, a tall lanky boy with a natural swimmer’s physique, reached the sandy shore first.

      Jackson clapped and cupped his hands around his mouth in an impromptu megaphone. “Go Derek, good job, buddy!” He laughed as Derek jumped up and down in a victory dance.

      The other children reached land one by one and gathered their towels. “Bye, Mr. Banks!” They waved back at Jackson before they turned back towards the hotel resort next to the beach. Jackson waved at them and watched them with a close eye. The beach was crowded with summer tourists and out-of-towners. He wanted to make sure that they made it up the wooden stairs to the hotel lobby. Though nobody would expect it based on his serious features and large brawny physique, Jackson Banks had a soft spot for children. Beneath his stone-cold exterior was a soft cuddly teddy bear.

      Assured that the children arrived without incident, Jackson floated onto his back and began a relaxed backstroke away from the shore. It was his fifth year working at The Pines alongside his cousins, Craig and Mitch, who inherited the hotel from their parents. The hotel was ideally situated on the south shore of the lake away from the more affluent and snootier ski-chalets and country clubs of the north shore. The vibe of the hotel and the residents on the south was more laid back and family oriented. It was the perfect place to run a family-friendly hotel.

      It didn’t matter to Jackson that Craig and Mitch came from the richer side of the family. They were good, honest, hard-working men. The three cousins lived together in a modest lodge on the resort grounds, a household of bachelor bears. Jackson was in charge of the recreational activities at the hotel while Mitch and Craig took care of dining and every day operations. His cousins could have lived on the north shore in Incline Village, in the mansion their parents had left them. CEOs and Hollywood celebs would have been their neighbors, but the brothers rented the estate out to rich tourists, preferring instead to stay close to the hotel.

      The sounds of the lapping waves filled his ears and he dipped below the surface of the crystal blue water. He opened his eyes and examined the magical world around him. The water was so clear and pristine that he could see seventy feet below him, all the way to the bottom of the lake, even without relying on the enhanced senses of the polar bear inside him. He spotted two species of trout swimming under him and crawdads scuttling between the grasses that grew out of the sandy bottom.

      He played his favorite hunting game and chased after the fish with half-hearted effort. Gotcha! He touched the back fin of a brown trout with the tips of his fingers, letting the fish slip past his fingers, before he kicked his legs and propelled himself back up to the surface. The icy cold water took away the hot sting of the afternoon sun and he sighed, settling onto his back to float on the surface of the water once again.

      Things couldn’t get any better than this. Life was good. He had his own den, unlimited access to fish and cold water in the summers, and all the snow he could ask for in the winter. What more could a polar bear shifter ask for?

      Well, there was one thing. One very important thing that was missing from Jackson’s life. His mate. With each passing year, the bear inside him grew more and more restless and agitated. Jackson needed to find the one person he was fated to bond with, the one person who was meant to bear his cubs. Every bear needed a family to fill his den with love and laughter. It was biology. Inescapable. The most primal need.

      Mating was the most important event in a bear’s life. He had always heard from his family that once a bear finds his mate, he’ll know it instantly. According to his father, meeting his mother was a jolt to the heart, like waking up from a long dream and seeing the world clearly for the first time. Jackson’s father knew she was the one from the first time he laid eyes on her, but so far in his thirty-four years of life, Jackson hadn’t felt anything like what his father described. Being a shifter, and gay on top of that, made it difficult to find his mate. What if Jackson never found him?

      Jackson frowned. The thought was too depressing. An unmated bear after his fortieth birthday was almost unheard of for a good reason. Without the calming influence of a mate and cubs to provide for, the bear inside him would grow more violent and impulsive as he grew older. He would either end up dead or in prison. Jackson was already beginning to feel the restless energy gnawing away at his self-control. Time was running out.

      Ah, shit. Now he’d gone and ruined a perfect summer afternoon with those morose thoughts. He flipped around in the water and began a fast freestyle stroke. Swimming always calmed his mind and calm was something that Jackson needed very much right now. He swam parallel to the shore towards the pile of rounded rocks which formed a cliff at the end of the beach. There were less tourists near the cliff which made it his favorite spot to store his beach bag while he was swimming.

      He sliced through the water with supernatural grace and speed, pushing himself until the rush of blood and the beat of his heart filled his ears. The blood raced through his body, shooting from his heart and pulsing through his restless limbs. He let the splash of water against his skin and the burning need for oxygen in his lungs drown out his inner thoughts. Harder. Faster. Push!

      Jackson was screwed, but not in the way he desperately needed or wanted. What were the odds that he would meet another gay man in Lake Tahoe who also happened to be his fated mate?
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      Taylor adjusted the strap of his camera bag on his shoulder and climbed up onto the large round rock that sat on top of the cliff at the end the beach. He had read online that this was one of the best spots to get a panoramic shot of the lake. Reaching the top, he looked to the left and right and took in a deep breath of crisp mountain air.

      The travel bloggers were right. He had a completely unobstructed view of the entire lake from this point. It was the perfect spot for his shots. Taylor unzipped his gear bag and took out his camera and tripod.

      He set up the tripod and looked through the viewfinder. Absolutely spectacular. Taylor still couldn’t believe that this was his new home. That he, pragmatic, boring Taylor Lopez now lived on top of the world in South Lake Tahoe, one of America’s most beautiful natural treasures. He moved away from the camera and glanced to his right. A sense of vertigo washed over him. His legs shook and his head spun. Whoa. He was standing right next to the edge of the rock. One more step to the side and he would have plummeted into the endlessly blue waters below.

      He shifted back away from the edge. It was a bit too close for comfort especially since he never learned to swim. As a child who grew up in the Los Angeles suburbs with parents who both worked sixty hours a week just to put food on the table, things like swimming lessons and summer camping trips didn’t exist in his family. Instead, Taylor’s summers were spent watching over his two little brothers and his younger sister.

      Even from a young age, Taylor felt the heavy weight of responsibility on his shoulders. He did not have the privilege of messing up. He had to live life according to the rules if he wanted to get ahead and do right by his family. They depended on him. It was all too much and he had to get away.

      Taylor focused the camera at the far western side of the lake. The cerulean blue waters shimmered and danced beneath the sun. In the background, giant White Fir trees and Ponderosa Pines towered over the lake. Tall, stony gray mountain peaks reached up toward the clear cloudless sky. He took several shots of the unspoiled landscape. If there was a heaven on earth, Lake Tahoe would be it. The endless land and space around him was so different from the overcrowded urban environment that he’d lived in for his entire life.

      Taylor fiddled with the settings on his camera and angled his camera for a panoramic shot.

      All he knew was that he would regret it forever if he didn’t take the chance to start over again after his fiancé broke off their engagement and traded him in for a younger, more successful boy toy. Oh sure, Taylor had cried his eyes out for weeks after the humiliating breakup with Richard, but in hindsight, he had to thank his scumbag ex for giving him the wakeup call he desperately needed.

      He was tired of being a doormat, trying to please everybody around him, but never demanding the same in return. He was tired of being under-appreciated at work and overlooked for every promotion. He was tired of living in an overcrowded and overpriced city. Taylor ran the rat race and spun his legs on the wheel, but he was turning thirty soon. What did he have to show for it? He was single, he had no family, and he was stuck in a dead end job.

      Taylor wanted excitement, adventure, love. The kind he read about in romance novels and saw at the movies. Most of all, he wanted to discover what he was truly passionate about in life. He wanted a place to call his own, where he could lay down roots and think about starting a family of his own. Taylor didn’t have a clear vision of what all that entailed, but he knew for sure that it didn’t include slaving away in a cubicle for the next forty years and it certainly didn’t include Richard.

      He focused the camera and took a shot, rotated the camera, and took another shot. Taylor captured the entire lake and the surrounding mountains with a series of photos, each slightly different from the last. He would process the pictures on his computer and stitch them together into a grand panoramic shot. It would only be an approximation of the majestic beauty of the lake. Nothing could capture the experience of standing up here in person. Still, it didn’t stop him from trying.

      Taylor wanted to think of this new, reborn version of himself as brave and ready to take on the world, but he was still a coward in some ways. His family still didn’t know the extent of his efforts to reset his life. They thought that his trip up to Lake Tahoe was a short vacation, a diversion to forget about his breakup. Taylor didn’t know how he was going to tell his parents that he had quit his job and sold his apartment for a little cabin in the middle of nowhere. They depended on him as the eldest and most dependable of their children.

      He also didn’t know what he was going to do once the money from selling his apartment and cashing in his stock options ran out. He had about a year of living expenses saved up if he budgeted wisely. Taylor figured the solution would come to him eventually before that day.

      Satisfied with the photographs he had taken so far, he zoomed into the trees at the other side of the lake. A spot of blue flying in and out of the line of trees, a blue jay perhaps. He scanned the camera along the trees until he spotted the sapphire colored bird. Aha! He clicked the button on his camera and took a rapid series of photos before the bird disappeared once again under some branches. It was a good thing that he brought his telephoto lens instead of a smaller prime lens. The bird had moved so quickly, but he was confident that he got one or two good shots. Even though the thought of running into a bear in real life turned his legs into jelly, he hoped that he got a chance to capture a black bear or even a grizzly from far away.

      With his eye still on the viewfinder, he angled the lens down towards the lake. He spotted swimmers in the water by the far end of the beach. He moved the camera further away from the swimmers and saw a man with the most gorgeous muscled back and the broadest set of shoulders he had ever seen swimming towards him. The man faced downward toward the water as he swam, but his wet blond hair glistened like strands of golden silk under the sun.

      Taylor licked his lips. Now that was a fine hunk of man. He followed the swimmer as he sliced through the water towards the cliff where Taylor was standing. Those shoulders, wide as a bear and forearms thick as tree trunks made his heart race and sent a warm flush up to his cheeks. Those were the arms of a man who could take care of himself in the wild. The swimmer most likely got fit by chopping wood for the winter or whatever it was that a mountain man would do in his spare time. Taylor had never seen someone like him before. So different from the unfit desk jockeys in Silicon Valley. So different from Richard’s lanky physique.

      Taylor’s finger hesitated over the button on his camera. He didn’t want to be one of those creepy guys who took photos of strangers from afar, but the swimmer was just so attractive. He aimed the lens so the swimmer was centered in the frame and pressed down.

      He kept his eye on the swimmer and angled the camera further down as he followed the swimmer. Was he really coming over to the cliff? Taylor’s heart pounded. He could probably get a good full-body shot of the swimmer getting out of the water before he was spotted.

      The swimmer was getting closer and closer. The angle of the camera from his current position was awkward. Keeping his eye on the viewfinder, Taylor shifted the tripod over a little bit. He inched over to the side so that he could aim the camera along the swimmer’s path, but his foot came down on air instead of solid rock.

      His arms flailed as he tried to regain his balance, but it was too late. Everything seemed to move in slow motion. His leg hit his camera on his way down and it wobbled for a few seconds but remained standing on the rock. And then he was falling. The rock where he stood and his camera was above him now. He stared up at the blue sky and a sickening feeling of weightlessness, like he was racing down a roller-coaster, settled in his stomach.

      Taylor braced himself for impact, taking in a deep breath right before the water slapped at his skin like a thousand stinging needles. Against his will, he gasped and water rushed into his mouth. His lungs burned as they filled with liquid. He reached and grasped with his arms and kicked his feet, but his panicked struggles were useless against the pull of the waves. The crystal clear surface of the lake that he admired earlier grew further and further away as he sunk under its depths.

      His vision started to darken. He choked on the water and jerked one last time. He should have been more specific when he asked for excitement and adventure in his life. This was not at all what he had in mind.

    

  

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/sierra_nevada_new_1.jpg





