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Hatch
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It was one thing to know you were moving to the middle of nowhere, and another thing to be driving through a pitch-black night while the GPS displayed the road and absolutely nothing else. Dante gritted his teeth as he steered his car, an ancient hatchback his cousin had given him, through the blank void. The wan yellow headlights did little more than illuminate a sliver of highway and the shoulder’s short brown grass.

Dante pushed his black hair out of his face and checked his phone. It still showed no service.

Everything he’d looked at online had made Ruidoso, New Mexico, look like a charming ski resort town, with an adorable tourist trap downtown and plenty of white-capped mountains. Dante had driven west from everything and everyone he knew in New York, taken a left at Albuquerque, and found himself driving past the Trinity site just as the sun sank behind the horizon.

Now, with night having closed in around him, he had to be close to the city that was his new home, as well as his new job. After being in the thick of COVID surges for most of two years, he’d needed someplace different. As a cardiac physician assistant, he’d had no trouble finding a spot in a small hospital out west.

On the day he’d left his ma had cried, his pa had patted his shoulder while frowning, and what felt like the entire Mazza extended family had shown up and eaten the lasagna he’d made them. His sisters had all praised it, his brother had alarmingly given him a baseball bat for protection, and they’d all waved as he’d driven off in his cousin’s beater like Dante wouldn’t be back for every holiday. He already had tickets for Thanksgiving even though it was only Valentine’s Day.

Noticeably absent from his send-off party were any of his ex-boyfriends, even the two who’d sworn up and down they were still good friends with Dante. So much for friendship or relationships. Every guy he’d dated had been a mess.

Great, now he was driving through a blank void with Lady Gaga playing over the speakers while thinking of his past mistakes. The whole scenario sounded like a metaphor for something. Or the start of a murder mystery where he didn’t survive the opening scene.

Maybe another half-hour and he’d be able to snag a hotel room and get some sleep. His job didn’t start for another week, which should give him lots of time to find a place to stay, hopefully within walking distance of the hospital. The apartment he had rented had ended up with burst pipes and the city had condemned the whole building, leaving Dante homeless. He needed a place to stay and also had to find a new favorite coffee shop and take-out joint.

Dante rounded a corner, straightened the car out, and gasped as the engine pinged. The entire vehicle jittered, and the engine whined. Smoke leaked out of the hood.

“No,” he said as the temperature gauge headed right for the red. “No, no, no, not now.” He pulled over and turned the engine off, leaving his phone screen as the only light. This couldn’t be happening. Dante gripped the steering wheel and tried to think through what he needed to do. Fixing the car was out of the question. He’d taken the bus from his shoebox-sized seventh-story apartment to his job in the city. The last week had been more driving than he’d ever done in his life. His cousin had sworn the car ran fine.

It was not fine now.

He fumbled his phone before he managed to unlock it. He still had no service.

This was how you got ax murdered. Dante grimaced because this was New Mexico, so this was probably how you got abducted by aliens.

He sat in his car seat while the engine pinged as it cooled.

Nobody passed him on the road. He was well and truly on his own. He could either sit here all night and walk towards the town in the morning or just start now. The chill air leaking around the jacked-up window decided it for him. At least walking would keep him warm. He hauled his backpack out from behind the passenger seat, got out, locked up the car as best he could—though anyone going through his boxes of medical books, scrubs, worn-out underwear, and empty flower pots his sister had insisted he take would be sorely disappointed.

His prize possessions, like his top-of-the-line stainless steel cookware, he’d stashed at his parent’s house. They’d ship it to him later if he decided to stay. It probably sat untouched, but he’d bet his ma had already dug out his four-hundred dollar enameled Dutch oven to use.

Dante’s stomach rumbled, reminding him that his last meal had been a chocolate bar from the gas station.

He stretched, shouldered his bag, and walked in the same direction he’d been driving. The scrubby pines on either side of the road quickly went from being far back to crowding beside the road, leaving him not much dirt to walk on as he trudged along. They did shelter him, a little, against the icy wind. Dante crossed his arms, his jean jacket not doing much to block the winter air. Wasn’t the southwest all desert? Why were there trees and...shit, was that white between the trunks a patch of snow?

If he walked this far back home he’d have passed seven pizza places, three bodegas, and about two thousand people. This place would swallow all those people without blinking.

The clouds swarming the sky parted, letting pale moonlight through. He’d seen the stars before, on summer camp trips with siblings and cousins, but not for years as he’d kept his head down and spent all his time pushing through university and his first job.

The sky out west stretched out impossibly big, the twinkling lights almost close enough to touch.

Dante stared up at it, trying to pick out constellations amid the overwhelming number of stars. A twig cracked underfoot, startling him, but not enough to keep him from taking his next step. His other foot caught on what felt like a whole tree. Despite flailing, he ended up teetering backward. The fall didn’t hurt so much as the thump of his back on the dry grass.

At least nobody had been around to see him trip while looking at the sky. He rolled over, braced his hands, and froze.

“Mother of God.” He crossed himself, suddenly regretting only going to church twice a year since he was ten.

A monster of a dog, blacker than the night, stood five feet away. Its eyes gleamed in the starlight.

“Good doggie?” he tried, his voice wavering. Did New Mexico have killer wild dogs? He’d read about bears and mountain lions but couldn’t remember anything about enormous dogs with pointed ears and heads the size of basketballs and...oh God, those were really big teeth.

Big teeth that—wait. That was a yawn. The dog sat down on its haunches and gave a booming bark before its tongue lolled out of its enormous mouth.

Clearly, Dante wasn’t about to die. He stood and brushed dirt and grass off his khakis.

A moment later the crunch of feet on dirt and dead grass came from the direction Dante had left his car.

“That’s my boy,” a warm voice said. A man of medium height, with an athletic build and brown hair, mussed as if he’d just got out of bed, stood beside the dog. He had a flashlight in hand. The dog’s butt wiggled as the man patted the monster’s head, which seemed an appropriate response because Dante might also shake his ass if this guy petted him.

“Hi,” the man with a jawline like a statue said, raising a hand. “I’m Cameron Myers but call me Cam. This is Hatch, like the chile. We passed your car and I pulled over. The engine was still warm so I figured you couldn’t be far.”

It didn’t compute. “You saw an abandoned car and you just...pulled over?”

Cam’s laugh sounded rich and honeyed. “Dude, where are you from? Because it’s not from around here. Of course I’d pull over, even if I wasn’t part of a search and rescue group.”

“Oh.” That did sound normal. “Hi, um, I’m Dante Mazza, here from New York.”

“Tourist? You on the way to California?”

Dante smoothed his hair down. “No, um, I took a job at the hospital. I’m a PA, cards. I mean cardiology. Hearts.”

“Sweet, that’s awesome. It’s hard to find people that want to work way out here, but man, this is one of the best places on the planet. C’mon, I’ll give you a ride to your place and you can get the car towed in the morning.”

“Thanks.” He eyed the massive dog. “Will we be riding on him?”

Cam laughed his wonderful laugh again. It made Dante want to resurrect a standup routine he wrote in his first year of college, just to see if he could get more of that sound. “Hatch is a little like a pony, but my truck is back by your car.” Cam scratched the dog’s ears. “Go say hello.”

Hatch bounded over to run in a circle around Dante. Light seemed to be absorbed by his coat, but when he sat and Dante could finally pet him, the soft fur and warmth were delightful. Unable to help himself—he’d always loved dogs—he knelt and eagerly scratched the animal’s head and chest.

“He’s a Cane Corso. The breed are guard dogs, but he comes along with me when we go on search and rescue missions.”

Dante stood and started the hike back to his car. He hadn’t been walking that long, though it’d felt like hours in the lonely dark. Hatch trotted ahead, his head up.

“Do you just like big dogs?” Dante asked.

Cam snorted. “Nah, I didn’t even know I liked dogs all that much until Hatch. The Demon Dogs, the search and rescue group I work with, had just formed here in Ruidoso when Will, he’s the founder, came across a wrecked car. The driver didn’t make it, but the five unchipped, stolen puppies stuffed in the truck did. Will kept one and the rest of the crew got a new friend.” Nostalgia tinged Cam’s voice.

“Search and rescue sounds important.” Dante wanted Cam to keep talking, his voice was cheerful and soothing, which was a combination Dante hadn’t even known he needed.

They reached Dante’s car. Cam’s truck, sitting behind it, was actually an SUV, much newer than the car. Lights flashed as he unlocked it. Hatch jumped in the backseat when Cam opened the door, though it included a whine. “It’s just for right now,” he said to the dog, who huffed. Cam leaned on the hood after shutting the back door. “I work for the Forest Service, so I already know these hills like the back of my hand, and I got hooked when I was an Eagle Scout on the whole search and rescue thing. Maybe even before that.” His grin became wide. “I’m one of eight kids, and I always the one who knew where they all were. My mother relied on it.”

“Damn.” He’d thought his family’s four kids were a lot. Dante opened the door and climbed into a luxury seat that felt so much better than the tired one in the hatchback. Cam got in the other side. The bright interior light seemed harsh after the deepness of the night. A series of odd, hollow thuds made him twist his neck look in the backseat. A very putout-looking Hatch took up the actual seat, but most of the car was crammed with red, pink, and white heart-shaped balloons.

Dante whipped his head back around, then realized that Cam’s thick hair and shirt were gleaming. “You’re covered in glitter,” he said. He wanted to slap himself, that was a weird thing to say to someone you just got in the car with. Instead of stopping, his mouth kept going. “And there’s balloons.”

Cam’s gaze hardened, though, wow, the guy was even more attractive in the light. He had freckles and little crinkles at the corners of his eyes. “Look, I should tell you that my group, the Demon Dogs, is an LGBT search and rescue group. We just had a Valentine’s party for us and the dogs since none of us had dates.”

“Oh my God, that is awesome. And I’m gay, so we’re cool.” It was a relief to know he wouldn’t be the only queer person for miles.

Cam visibly relaxed into his seat, a small smile playing over his plump lips. The man’s mouth was entirely too kissable. “Well, you lucked out. This is a small town and it can be a pain in the rear, but we do outreach and the dogs help. Now, where am I taking you?”

“Just the closest hotel.”

Cam didn’t start the car. “Don’t you have a place? Do you at least have a reservation?”

“My rental fell through as of last night. I figured I could find a place close to the hospital after I got here and that a week or two in a hotel wouldn’t be that bad.” How busy could this town be?

“Right.” Cam drew the word out into way more syllables than should be possible. “You have to be smart, with the PA thing, so you didn’t think that you should maybe book a room ahead in a resort town on Valentine’s Day weekend?”

Dante’s stomach sank. “Well, clearly I should have.” He crossed his arms. “At least I’m not covered with pink glitter.”

Cam glared, and for a moment Dante thought he’d royally screwed up by teasing him, but then Cam broke into his cheery laughter again. He clapped Dante’s shoulder. “You have a point. Look, I know we just met, and this is crazy, but you can stay at my place tonight. I’ll get someone looking for a rental for you, but there’s not much in walking distance of anything here.”

“Oh.” Wasn’t it a small town? Shouldn’t walking everywhere be easy in a small place?

Cam turned the car on and pushed a few buttons to make a phone call. It rang over the speakers a few times before a gruff voice answered. “Cam? Is everything okay?”

“Hey, Will, I’m just letting you know I’ve picked up a guy—”

“Good for you, it’s about time.”

Dante covered his mouth with his hand to hold in a giggle while Cam dramatically rolled his eyes.

“Dude, it’s someone whose car broke down and you’re on speaker.”

“Ah,” Will rumbled. “Still don’t know why you’re calling me.”

“Hello sir,” Dante said. “I’m Dante, coming to work at the county hospital, and I’m the idiot who thought there’d be empty hotel rooms this weekend.” He felt like he was talking to the dean of his university or a license review board. His throat went dry.

Will chucked. “Okay, just don’t kill Cam, he’s excellent and the trees would miss him.”

“Don’t worry, I know CPR.”

Will laughed while Cam shook his head.

“Call me tomorrow Cam, I’ll have figured out the balloon situation by then.”

Cam said his goodbyes and ended the call. Dante sighed and rubbed at his eyes. “I don’t even have service out here.”

“I figured. We’ll get you on the carrier that covers the highways around here.”

Hatch picked that moment to shove his head into the front of the SUV. He licked Dante’s cheek.

“Gah, that’s a lot of tongue.”

Cam pushed at his dog, who didn’t budge. “Dude, stop.” He looked around the dog. “He’s hungry.”

“Me too.” Dante patted the dog. “Why is he named Hatch?”

A smile played over Cam’s too-beautiful lips. “Have you ever had a green-chile cheeseburger?”
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