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With the aid of the light mounted on his helmet, Gage spied a body on the floor of the dim, smokey room. “Shaun, over here,” he said to his fellow firefighter. He picked his way over and crouched, careful not to put a knee down in the crumbled plaster that littered the floor. He’d learned the nails in that stuff could punch right through his heavy turnout pants. As Gage gathered the person up, the thin strips of exposed lath in the wall barely a foot away from his face slowly blackened. His hands caught in the straps from a backpack and duffel bag tangled around the torso, presenting a problem for the standard shoulder carry. As he tugged at the straps, white ash crept over the blackened lath in a scale-like pattern, until the whole strip turned white and fell away. 

“We need to go, the sooner the better,” Shaun said in the headset, the sound of his boots crunching across the floor growing louder. Upon entering the room, Gage’d headed right and Shaun left, a familiar routine they had repeated for years. 

“Let’s go.” Gage straightened with a grunt, opting to scoop the individual up in a bridal carry rather than waste time with the straps.

He spun and picked his way towards the door, grateful as always for Shaun’s presence at his back. Feet banged into Gage’s thigh while what felt like rope slapped against his calf. Must be a strap from one of the bags, he thought, hoping it wasn’t long enough to drag on the filthy carpet and trip him.

“Head left, then right,” Shaun said. “Go around that piece of floor.” He put a hand on Gage’s back, pushing him in the proper direction.

Gage chuckled, voice deep and raspy from the bottled air. “Yes, dear.” Shaun snorted over the headset and guided him through the door into the foyer. The floor vibrated under their boots as they crossed the sodden carpet to emerge into the smoke-filled remains of the day. 

Wending his way through thick canvas fire hoses, Gage headed for the ambulance parked on the street with Shaun on his heels. 

Next to the ambulance the EMT’s motioned Gage to stop. “Got him?” one asked.

Feet spread for balance, Gage nodded, enjoying the familiar rush of triumph at saving someone. The best part of his job. 

As the homeless population in Rosevale had grown, all the first responders learned how precious their meager possessions were to them, so now most of them tried not to ruin anything when possible. Gage stood steady as the two EMTs shifted the man around to remove the backpack and duffel bag. In daylight, with two of them, it took mere seconds. 

As soon as the EMT’s finished one pointed at the gurney, and Gage laid the man down. What he thought was rope proved to be a braid, and he tucked it onto the gurney. For just a moment he couldn’t help but stare at the slack face, stunning Native American features marred by dirt and soot from the fire, rectangular glasses askew on his nose. In moments, a blue clad arm holding an oxygen mask broke his view and he turned away.

With a shake of his thick shoulders, Gage looked at Shaun. “Rod and Jerry need help around the back,” Shaun said, flipping his SCBA back into place. Gage waded back into the fire with him. It was almost out, one side of the building boasted black streaks of soot, heat-curled half-circle shingles resembling the scales on a dead fish in the fading light. The turret side where he’d found the man remained intact. As they circled the building, Gage noticed that from the proper angle the house looked whole.

It was hours more before the fire crew finished checking for hot spots and cleaning up. Come morning the fire inspector would search for signs of arson, but most likely someone started a fire too close to a wall or something similar. It could be the man they’d found or another who fled before the fire engines came on the scene. Either way, Gage was bushed and ready for his bunk.
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Two days later, it was after dark by the time Gage got to head home from the station. He’d spent most of the day helping to round up the population of unhoused or street people—call’em what you will—and shift them into a hastily arranged emergency warming shelter for the night. Just a vacant furniture store, the floor worn beige industrial carpet over hard concrete, but there was heat and walls and running water. 

Only one fire in the afternoon, Chief Wilson waving and cussing as he directed his team. “Shaun, Gage, you’re inside. Clear the building! Jerry, Rod, you’re outside in case. This old brick building is crumbling. Watch yourselves!” Everyone hustled to do their part.

While Gage searched along the right-hand wall he heard Shaun call out, “Over here!” and he turned towards his partner a few feet away. “Watch the ceiling! It’s treacherous,” came a female voice in the headset. He recognized it as Sue from C Company. They were ventilating the roof. 

Eyes in constant motion, from ceiling to walls to floor and back, Gage reached Shaun who held a small child and had a tween clinging to his leg. 

“It’s ok, I’ve got you. Let’s get out of here.” Gage pried the tween free and herded him? her?—hard to tell sex under the puffy winter coat—towards the exit. On his right Shaun carried the toddler. 

Crunching noise from overhead, a few bits of debris rattling down. Years as a firefighter had made the next moves a reflex: Gage grabbed the tween and hunched protectively over the small body, all the while moving forward as fast as he dared. 

Chunks of plaster ceiling and scorched wood joists from the floor above rained down, followed by a louder crack. The breath left Gage’s lungs as a massive weight slammed down on his back and shoulders, driving him to his hands and knees on the unyielding concrete floor. Through the pain Gage fought not to collapse and squeezed his eyes shut, concentrating on breathing and keeping his weight off the child beneath him. 

It seemed like hours before the rush of debris clattering down slowed and stopped. Sweat dripped down his face. A flick of his eyes revealed a pile of plaster chunks on his left, preventing the hunk of ceiling on his back from sliding off. The tremendous weight on his back and left shoulder pressed the air tank into his spine. His arms shook as he struggled to remain upright. The PASS device began beeping, the tilt sensors registering his unusual position and lack of movement. 

“Mayday!” Shaun shouted into his headset, juggling the screaming toddler in his arms. 

Panting, Gage said, “I’m ok.” Although he was far from sure, at least nothing felt broken. The tween huddled beneath him, eyes wide and white rimmed in a pinched face coated with sweat. Movement in his peripheral vision caught Gage’s attention. Relief flooded his chest as he spied Rod and Jerry angling their way across the spalled concrete floor, helmet lights arcing through the growing haze of smoke.  

“Send me the kid,” Shaun said to Gage, his voice softer now that their backup had arrived. The child in his arms had quieted, their face pressed to Shaun’s neck.

“Go,” said Gage, using his voice to push the boy. For whatever reason he’d decided boy. Shaun’s hand appeared and the boy crawled towards it, scrambling over wood and plaster. Gage heard Shaun again. “That’s it. I’ve got you.”

Rod’s voice came over Gage’s headset. “Hang on, just a minute,” he said, Texas accent strong. Movement around him, Jerry feet’s crossing in front of Gage’s eyes as he positioned himself to Gage’s right. 

Chief Wilson’s Boston accent came over the headset. “Status?”

“Piece of ceiling landed on Ace, Rod and Jerry are about to remove it. I’ve got 2 kids,” Shaun replied, using the shortened form of Gage’s last name as always.

Eyes closed, Gage waited for them to remove the weight from his back, the men panting into their headsets as they struggled to grip the giant chunk of debris. 

“On three,” Jerry said. Splinters of wood and crumbly bits of plaster rolled down Gage’s neck as they lifted it and shuffled backwards. A thud behind him as they dropped it. A firm hand landed on his arm. He opened his eyes to see Rod on his left and knew Jerry was to his right. 

“On three.” Rod counted as he and his partner each took hold of Gage’s arms. On three they lifted and Gage rose, trembling. “Can you walk?”

Gage nodded and took a tentative step, his rescuers close at his sides. With Shaun in the lead, they made their way out of the decaying brick building. Shaun headed for the ambulances, Rod steering Gage in his wake. Jerry forged ahead to report to Chief Wilson, the incident commander.

Turnout coat smeared with plaster dust, Shaun came over to update Gage on the children, knowing how important that was for him. “The kids are ok, brothers. The parents are out here too.” 

A stocky black-haired EMT pushed between them.  Shaun stepped back. 

“Pupils are good. Arms? Back?” The EMT talked as she examined Gage and led him the rest of the way to the ambulance. “It’s the ER and X-rays for you,” she said. After stripping Gage out of some of his gear she settled him inside on the gurney and climbed in after him.

The trip to the hospital took much longer than Gage wanted, his back stiffening as he waited to be examined. At least by the time the doctor finally pronounced him fit enough to be released, Shaun had arrived to take him back to his car at the station. As predicted, the weather had deteriorated, with the temperature dropping and the snow starting while he’d been inside.

Gage’s fondest desire was to go home and collapse. But first he had to get there. 

“Let me take you home,” Shaun said, watching his friend’s movements with a frown.

“No,” Gage refused. “I’m stiff and sore, and I’ll feel worse tomorrow. No way do I want to have to come back for the car or make anyone drive in this weather.”

Shaun shook his head. “Let me know when you get home. And call if you need me, alright?” 

On the drive home, Gage turned rather than cross the narrow two-lane bridge. Situated over the river that cut though the town, the structure iced up in a heartbeat. Part of the Historic Register, last summer the town restored it. The half-round steel sides, adorned with hand-wrought curlicues currently coated in ice, made it resemble a fairy tale construction of crystal reflecting the streetlights. With a smile for the beauty of it, Gage turned the corner into the historic part of Rosevale, called The Blocks, the streets laid out in a grid lined with Victorian houses of all styles. The detour added close to fifteen minutes to his drive home, but usually the view was worth it. 

Despite the exhaustion pulling at him, unconsciously Gage slowed to peer at the houses through the car’s headlights, the beams reflecting off the snow that fell like diamond dust from the sky. Just since he’d left the station, the flakes had noticeably shrunk as the temperature plummeted. 

The weatherman on the car radio announced, far too cheerfully, “Tonight is the height of the front. Overnight the low is expected to be ten or twelve below zero, not counting the wind chill.” 

Gage grunted. That explained why every available resource had been devoted to rounding up the homeless. Otherwise, in the morning they’d find a lot of corpses. Nausea curled in Gage’s stomach at the thought.

“Six to eight inches of snow is expected,” the weatherman continued, “despite the bitter cold. This is a very dangerous storm.” Gage’s car fishtailed on the ice, pulling his attention back to the road. He squinted as he crept past the blue Victorian on the corner that burned two days ago. Abruptly, his sweeping headlights pierced through the gaping front window and briefly illuminated someone moving inside. 

“Shit,” he said, wrenching at the steering wheel to pull over to the curb. While the car idled, he ignored the white cloud of exhaust forming and rested his forehead on the wheel while talking himself into—or out of—going after them. “Whoever’s inside that house needs to get out. For one, the building’s unstable.” He breathed in, back out. “Plus, even if they light a fire, it’s way too cold.” One more breath, one more thought. “If the news reports a body in it...” He let his voice trail off, knowing he was going to open his door, even though everything hurt and he just wanted to go home. 

Resolutely, Gage crammed his furry hat back on, pulled on his heavy, lined gloves and clambered out of his silver Honda, leaving it running. He had zero desire to wait while it warmed up again. 

“Hey! You can’t stay in here!” he hollered, back twinging as he ducked under the yellow caution tape strung across the doorway. Gingerly, he entered the building. He didn’t know how strong the structure was, but if that person hadn’t fallen through the floor, hopefully he wouldn’t either. Still, he wanted out ASAP. 

Movement to his left. “Come on, I’ll take you to the shelter,” Gage called. Impossible to see who it was, since they had retreated into the turret room, away from a rusty, rounded cast iron wood stove squatting at the foot of the steep staircase. A vague memory of detouring around it when the building was burning scurried through Gage’s head. Stuff like that didn’t penetrate when people needed rescuing.

In the flickering light from passing cars, the building looked worse than ever. Saturated with water from the fire crews’ hoses, sections of the plaster ceiling had fallen and now decorated the floor like piles of rubble after a bombing. The stained wool carpeting underfoot was frozen stiff, probably the only thing holding him up. Streamers of floral wallpaper, brittle with ice, resembled cheap Halloween decorations drooping from the walls. The stench of smoke filled the air. Snowflakes whirled in through the broken front window. 

As Gage stepped into the round room something hard slammed into his gut, instantly doubling him over. Reflexively, he clutched at it, gasping as all the air rushed from his lungs. Felt like a bag full of rocks. The swinger tugged hard, and Gage turned his head, refusing to relinquish his grip on the bag. Long, dark hair swept past his eyes, accompanied by a harsh whine. With a grunt, Gage straightened up and long-hair let go of the bag. Air rushed into his lungs, the burning cold making him gasp.

The figure crumpled back against the wall, folding up into a ball. “No, please, give me my bag, don’t hurt me,” a rough male voice said, sucking in a breath between every other word.

“I’m not gonna hurt you, but this place is a deathtrap. Let me take you to the shelter,” Gage said soothingly. The frigid air burned his throat and his breath hung in a white cloud in the air.

Sobbing in the dark. 

Heart clenching at the fear in that sound, Gage tried another tack. “Hey, I’ll take you anywhere.”

“Just leave me alone.” The voice was thinner now, raspy. A cough, the wheezing sound of abused lungs.

Gage sighed and stepped closer, wincing as he slowly crouched down to appear smaller, less threatening. He didn’t know if it helped, but it never hurt. “My name is Gage. I’m a firefighter. It’s my job to help people.” He held the leather backpack out.

Long-hair’s head lifted at the statement, but his face remained indistinguishable. From the signs, Gage bet he’d rescued this guy once, and he planned on doing it again. Right now.

Now that he had the man’s attention, Gage spoke softly. “A few days ago I rescued a man from this building. I don’t want to rescue anyone else, and I sure as hell don’t want to find any bodies.” That picture made him shudder. They had found bodies before, sometimes so ravaged by heat and flames it had been all they could do not to puke. “Please, let me help you,” he continued in a low, soothing voice, edging closer. “It’s too cold to stay here, you’ll freeze to death tonight.” Shivering, Gage hoped the man quickly agreed to leave. If not, he had no qualms about grabbing the man and forcibly dragging him out.

That breathy voice again, puffs of white hanging in the air as he spoke. “Don’t make me go to the sh-shelter.” Even in the dim light he flinched visibly as Gage inched closer. 

Head cocked, Gage set the bag down and pushed it towards the man, then eased back onto his heels to put a bit more distance between them. No use scaring the poor man any more than he was already. “Why not? Did something happen?” 

Many of the homeless just wanted to be left alone, like his almost-friend on the floor. Others had, issues, you could say, and were violent. Long-hair wouldn’t be the first person assaulted by his fellows, not by a long shot.

Long-hair just sniffled, wheezing loudly in the beyond-frigid air.

Scenarios ran through Gage’s head. He certainly could pay for a hotel room for the night, but there were none near this mixed area of residential and business. Despite the heavy gloves and coat, he was already beyond cold, fingers numb and feet like concrete blocks. If he was freezing, the man opposite had to be even colder. All Gage wanted was to go home, feed his animals, and crash on his bed. 

Before his brain could think better of it, his mouth said, “Come home with me.”

Long-hair’s head shot up, just as a car went by outside, illuminating his face with a flash of headlights. Yup, same gorgeous man from the other day, although Gage spotting a helluva bruise on his right temple before the light vanished.

“Let’s go. What’s your name?” Standing, Gage held out a hand, suppressing a groan, his body stiffening in the cold. That bag applied to his gut hadn’t helped. “I can’t keep calling you Long-Hair in my head. What’s your name?” he repeated, as the man slowly unfolded himself from the floor. 

One long arm picked up the backpack. “Lee. Call me Lee.” 
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Too bad Lee couldn’t have stayed there in the hospital. Warm, fed, safe. When he woke up, the nurse explained that he’d been rescued by a firefighter. But after two days the doctor discharged him, advising him to take the bus to the shelter. The woman even gave him money for the fare. Lee really didn’t want to go, but the nurse said tonight would be the coldest on record in ten years. Resigned, he’d trudged from the bus stop through deserted streets towards the shelter, shivering at every step, the cold air torture as it stabbed his lungs with each breath. 

Now, mere hours later, he was confronted by his rescuer from two days ago. He knew it was way too cold to stay here. Already his fingers, feet and face were numb. Even if he could find a motel he had no money for one, so he turned his head a little to see the man better before following him out of the building, welcoming the idea of going anyplace warm.

With his hair falling to hide his face, Lee trailed Gage to his car. He stayed a step behind, to keep a wary eye on him. Gage opened the passenger door, then circled the car. Seated in the warm car with the duffel at his feet, Lee clutched the pack on his lap, unwilling to let go of it again.

As always, a spurt of satisfaction went through Gage at the knowledge he’d saved another life. That was why he’d become a firefighter in the first place. He cut glances at his passenger as he drove, but the man didn’t turn his head. Hunched on the seat with the backpack protectively circled by his arms, his left cheek featured a scrape but otherwise appeared fine. 

Fine to look at, that is. Long hair, long eyelashes, high cheekbones, deep-set eyes. Quite the view, no matter the circumstances. Shifting into Drive, Gage concentrated on the icy road. 

Squinting with his one usable eye, Lee studied his rescuer, trying to be discreet. In his albeit limited experience, firefighters were usually competent and self-assured, not to mention hunky. They had to be in good physical shape for their job. At this distance, sitting in a car at night, he could tell Gage was male and not much else. Dark hair fell in waves over his ears and neck, shaggy like it needed a trim, the exact color indistinguishable. With that square jaw he might look like John Travolta or John Cena. Either one worked for Lee. Wishing for a clearer view of the man, he silently lamented the loss of his glasses, currently lying in an alley somewhere. Curiosity and fear thrummed through him. Something about the whole package of this man set him on edge, though he couldn’t tell why. 

Heat blasted from the car’s vents, rapidly warming Lee’s shivering body until he resembled an oversized rag doll slumped in the seat. He had no idea how long it was until the car pulled into a driveway, only rousing when Gage flicked the remote for the garage door opener clipped to the visor. Even with the light in the opener on, it was too dark to tell much about the house, and frankly, Lee didn’t give a rat’s ass. With his body thawed, everything hurt, and he was beyond hungry, his stomach convinced his throat had been cut. That’s the problem with getting a couple of decent meals then having to go back to scraps, your stomach had a fit every time. Life was pretty bad when hospital food counted as a decent meal.

Inside the garage, Gage turned the car off and got out, keeping a hand on the hood as he moved stiffly around the car to open the passenger door. As Lee struggled to undo the seat belt, Gage hefted the pack off his lap before Lee could stop him. A bright, sharp knife of fear stabbed Lee in the chest and he lunged out of the car to grab it. Hands raised in a placating gesture Gage let him have it back. Tucked inside that bag was everything of value Lee still possessed, the contents more important to him than clothes or food. 

As the men entered the house proper, Lee blinked in the sudden brightness from the kitchen light. He shuffled sideways, trying to keep Gage on his left, but one large hand reached out and gently but firmly grasped his chin, turning his head. No surprise that Gage had figured out he was hiding something. 

“That happen at the shelter?” Gage asked, deep voice surprisingly soft.

Lee nodded. Not quite true, but close enough.

“Do you want something to eat? Or get washed up then bed?” Gage’s voice was gravelly, maybe from tiredness or smoke. Lines in his face and around his eyes, from pain or tiredness, showed prominently in the overhead light. 

Lee shuddered, trying to inch away. Now that he was here, in a strange place, fear climbed into his throat to battle with the desire for food and warmth. He’d heard too many stories: sometimes people wanted things you didn’t want to give. Sometimes those people took them anyway. While the worst scenario had never happened to him, that didn’t mean it never would. Throat tightening with fear, Lee pulled away from this veritable stranger and shivered, hugging the pack to his chest like armor. 

Correctly interpreting the expression on Lee’s face, Gage let go of the other man’s chin and stepped back until his butt was against the counter, letting his arms hang loosely by his sides. “I’m Gage Acevedo. Firefighter. I won’t hurt you. Just ask them.” He swept a hand out, pointing behind Lee. Shapes moved on the floor by the doorway, too blurry for Lee to identify. One was black and one was orangey, so at least one cat since dogs didn’t come in that color. The black blob was probably a dog, at least it moved like one. No bigger than the cat, it was some little dust moppy thing, fluffy tail beating the floor.

All at once Lee was too tired to care. In two steps he sprawled in a chair at the table; had it been three steps he’d’ve landed on his ass on the floor. “Please,” he said, barely recognizing his own voice. 

“Please, what? Food?” Gage asked, scrubbing his hands over his face in slow circles. 

Hands wrapped in the ends of his hair for comfort, Lee nodded.

The duffel bag came off Gage’s shoulder and landed on the floor next to the chair. Lee hadn’t even noticed he’d carried it in. Next Gage dropped his hat and gloves on the floor, dumped his coat on top and shoved it all out of the way with a foot. Two glasses of water appeared on the table. While Lee drank one down, Gage pulled a plastic container out of the white fridge. One-handed he popped the top off and stuck it in the matching white microwave on the dark green counter. Silverware appeared, and plates, and a pitcher of water while the microwave hummed. 

On the verge of collapsing, Lee just sat there, watching Gage with his one good eye. Too tired to hold on to it, he let the black pack slide from his lap to the floor, the filthy scarred leather out of place on the light colored tile.

The microwave dinged and Gage pulled the container out, immediately dropping it on the table with a muttered curse. He snatched a hot pad off the counter and used that to hold it while scooping the contents onto two plates, then he chucked the now-empty container into the sink.

“Eat. Then sleep.” Gage said, suiting action to word and digging into his meal.

The rich odor of tomatoes, cheese and garlic made their way into Lee’s brain. Smelled Italian, not sure what. He didn’t care, just shoveled it in. After four months on the street, he’d eat almost anything. The hot meal warmed the last cold spot in his belly. After draining a second glass of water he sat there, incapable of moving. 

Finished eating, Gage just left the dishes on the table. With an exhausted grunt he shoved himself upright, swaying slightly, then hoisted his houseguest out of the chair. Wide hands handled Lee like he weighed nothing. Right now he didn’t, he was too thin, but the way Gage picked him up Lee knew that wasn’t it. Gage was strong, firefighters had to be. For the moment, he enjoyed being touched, even through layers of clothes. 

One of Lee’s bags in each hand, Gage stumped down the hallway with the animals following. Against the darker wood flooring, a small white blur separated from the orange one and Lee realized there were three animals. Two cats and a dog? Too much for his battered brain to handle right now. 

Gage stopped and pushed open a door to reveal a bedroom, dropping the bags inside the room. “Sleep here. Bathroom there.” He pointed down the hallway. “See you tomorrow.” Head hanging, he shambled down the hall, the animals on his heels.

Shoes kicked off, Lee collapsed onto the twin bed, the pain of his bruises dimming with the realization that oh yeah, Gage was flipping gorgeous. Square, blunt features, light brown hair and eyes, and those broad, powerful hands all turned him on. That was his final thought before crashing into sleep.
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When Lee awoke, he laid there, waiting for his brain to catch up. No way was he moving just yet. First, he wanted to figure out where he was, and if he was alone. He’d slept heavily, barely moving all night if the way he felt was any indication. The last time he’d slept that hard had been months ago, at his parents’ house in England. No noise came from the hallway, and that prickling sensation of someone nearby was blessedly absent. That sense had sharpened considerably over the course of the past four months. 

Teeth clenched, he rolled from his left side onto his back, unable to suppress a groan. Everything hurt. Not just the bruises from being beaten, but everything, everywhere. From not moving all night, most likely. 

While he tightened and relaxed different muscle group, trying to work the stiffness out a little, his blurry gaze roamed the room. Yellow walls, the color of the petals on a Black-Eyed Susan. Weak sunshine entered through a window with a white curtain on his right. A piece of furniture to his left, probably a dresser. A house. He was in a house. Whose?

Another surprise met him when he swung his feet off the bed. On the floor lay his coat and heavy sweater. He eyed them quizzically. A vague memory surfaced of being too hot during the night, sitting up to pull them off, then lying back down. Head sagging on his neck, guilt hit at sleeping in filthy clothes in this clean room. Of course, had he stripped, it wouldn’t have made much difference. His body was dirty too. At the hospital he’d showered before being discharged, but all he’d had to put back on were the same dirty clothes. While the shelter had showers, even washers and dryers, most of the time it was full. And Lee admitted he was afraid to go there. The staff tried, but there were people with mental and behavioral issues, and anyone who stood out was a preferred target. Like him. 

A quick perusal of the floor revealed a black blob by the door. Stiffening his body, Lee levered himself off the bed with a groan and let his feet carry him to it. Relief boiled up as he nudged it with a foot, relieved at the solid weight inside. His backpack. Next to it lay the olive drab duffel bag and his shoes, the soles on the expensive Bass loafers worn paper thin. The only shoes he’d had for months.

Now that he was vertical, locating the bathroom became his focus. The door to the bedroom opened easily. He peered down the hall, first one way then the other. Left must be the rest of the house, the pale blue hallway seemed to open into a larger area. To his right was a door on the same side of the hall as the one he’d just come out of and one further down across the hall. Some shadowy memory of a man standing in front of him. What was his name? Brown hair and strong hands wavered in his head, then the name Gage surfaced. Firefighter. 

Lee used the bathroom then wandered the other way, one hand on the wall as a guide, the welcome aroma of coffee lovingly leading him on. As he’d thought, the hallway opened into a living room with hardwood floors. The dark brown furniture proved to be leather when he used the back of the couch for support. White front door almost straight ahead, large window next to it, coffee smell from the right. 

Stopped in the arched doorway leading into the kitchen, Lee turned his head to see more of the room. Light wood cabinets and dark green countertops, broken up by the white blobs of the refrigerator and other appliances. Stepping fully into the kitchen, he saw a round table with four chairs, familiar, and a man at the counter facing away. 

Lee moved closer, intrigued by last night’s memories. Now he could make his rescuer out better. In just dark sweatpants and no shirt, he was a sight to behold. Built like a brick, broad shoulders heavy with layers of muscle and a dollop of fat led down to a nicely shaped but somewhat flat ass and thick thighs. A dappling of color on his back and left shoulder drew Lee in closer, squinting. He reached out to touch the blurred waterfall of purple bruises and red scrapes on that intriguing expanse of fair skin.

Despite the fact Lee only had socks on, Gage must have heard his footsteps because he turned, moving his whole body like it hurt. 

With a puzzled glance at Lee’s outstretched hand, Gage said, “Coffee?” 

Self-consciously dropping his hand Lee shook his head. “Juice?” He stopped at that, as it hurt like hell to talk. 

“Orange juice in the fridge. Glasses here.” Gage tapped the top cabinet to his right. “Or do you want to take a shower first?” His voice was gruff but soft.

He must have seen the indecision on Lee’s face because he smiled. Just a brief lifting of one corner of his mouth, but it made Lee’s heart jump in his chest. 

“Juice, then shower. Then food. Sound good?” Gage kept his voice soft, non-threatening, as if the man in his kitchen was a stray animal that needed to be caught. Lee’s memory was hazy, but hadn’t there been animals here, last night?

Gage held out a glass and Lee took it, set it on the table. Gage watched as he awkwardly poured a glass of juice left-handed, because his right arm hurt too much, and drank it straight down. Ignoring the instant headache blooming from the sugar hitting his brain like a hammer, Lee handed back the empty glass and blinked myopically.

“Your bags are in your room. Do you need clean clothes?” Gage straightened from where he leaned against the counter, but didn’t step away from it.

“Please,” Lee said softly, his voice raw. Maybe orange juice over smoke inhalation had been a bad idea. It had burned going down, but in a good way, like when he had a sore throat and the acid cut through all that gunk.

“OK. I’ll put clothes on your bed. Use whatever you need in the shower. Take as long as you want.” Gage waited until Lee moved off before he followed, careful not to crowd him. 

Safely locked in the bathroom, Lee stiffly peeled off his clothes. At every movement, pain let him know bruises hid beneath the layers of fabric. They came to light as he knew they would: arm, ribs, hip, thigh; all in brutally dark living color. Modern art had nothing on the canvas of his skin. A stranger stared back at him from the mirror: sunken eyes, hollow cheeks, and a bruised, puffy face with a scrape on the left cheekbone. As he already knew, his right eye was swollen shut. Those fuckers in the alley had really done a number on him. 

The hot water felt un-fricking-believable, the shampoo and bodywash lightly scented, reminding him of green apples. With great difficulty, he washed his hair, his right arm so painful he barely used it. Once he was clean, Lee slumped under the water and let it cascade over his body to soothe his aches, until his stomach grumbled. Then he turned the shower off and dried himself with a thick, pale blue towel, wrapping it around his waist. His arm felt slightly better and he used a second towel to wrap his hair. He loved his long hair, but it sure held a lot of water. 

“Breakfast in ten,” Gage’s voice came from the other side of the door, then his footsteps faded. 

Lee unlocked the door and cracked it open, peering out. Nobody waited to jump him. With quick steps he moved into the yellow bedroom and closed the door firmly behind himself, wishing it locked. Gray sweats lay on the bed along with socks, but no underwear. While he didn’t like to go without, Gage’s wouldn’t fit; he was bigger, and all Lee’s stuff was filthy. The sweats were perfect, soft and warm if rather loose. The excruciating pain as he attempted to get the sweatshirt over his head almost undid him. Only by exercising all his willpower was he able to bend his right arm enough to get it into the sleeve.

Dressed, Lee needed both hands to lift the weight of the backpack onto the bed then unzip it, sighing with relief when he saw the contents undisturbed. His stones and tools were still there, the wrapped bundle of finished carvings in the bottom. He reached for the cell phone securely fastened in an exterior pocket. Noticing the power was low, he promptly plugged it into the charger and the charger into the wall. Just before his trip to England he’d paid for a year of cell service, so at least he didn’t need to worry about that bill for months.

Right hip and thigh protesting, Lee padded into the hallway wearing the slightly too-large sweats and socks. He felt a thousand percent better except for the yawning cavern of his stomach. The rich scent of bacon unerringly guided him to the kitchen, stomach growling and squishing in anticipation. Plates and syrup waited on the table while Gage presided over the stove. A dark sweatshirt had joined the sweatpants. Lee missed the bare skin from earlier.

“More juice? Or something else?” Gage asked without turning.

“Decaf tea?” Lee didn’t hold out much hope, but it never hurt to ask. The odors of food made saliva pool in his mouth.

One muscular arm reached for the teakettle on top of the fridge. With the kettle filled and on a burner, Gage set plates of bacon and pancakes on the table. “Eat, while the water heats.”

They ate in silence, the bacon so deliciously salty and crunchy that Lee almost fainted from joy. Even though every swallow sent streaks of pain down his throat, he ate it all. As he started on the pile of pancakes, the kettle began whistling. Gage didn’t even get up, just reached back with a grimace and opened a drawer about an inch. 

“Tea. Sugar’s there. Can I have more coffee?” Gage asked, holding out his mug.

Squinting, Lee looked where he pointed before rising with difficulty and shuffling to the counter. First, he carefully filled Gage’s coffee mug, then his fingers bumped into a plastic bottle when he reached for the sugar bowl. Honey. It was the cheap kind in a bear, but still, honey. He extracted the boxes of tea bags, holding each one right at the end of his nose in order to make out the words. After dropping a decaf bag in the mug waiting on the counter, he filled it with hot water, bending low to make sure he didn’t overfill it. Plastic bear in one hand, he sat back down, setting the container on the table. Gage didn’t say anything, so he squeezed a big dollop in the tea and stirred it with his fork, knowing the honey would make his throat feel better.

The men demolished the pancakes with butter and syrup, adding bananas for dessert. Coffee for Gage, tea for him. Lee hoped he wasn’t going to be sick, he hadn’t eaten this much in days, but his stomach didn’t object at all, just gave a contented burp that made Gage smile again.

“Thank you, for this,” Lee said, his voice sounding better as he sipped a second mug of tea thick with honey. 

“You’re welcome.” Nails sounded on the tile as the black blob trotted into the kitchen. Turned out to be a small dog that went right to Gage, putting its little paws up on his knee and looking at him with adoring eyes, as dogs do. Gage’s expression softened as he scratched the animal’s ears. “Hey Wolfie. Where’s Sammers and Chaz?” As if on cue the big orange blob came in, the small white one a timid ghost trailing behind it, barely discernable against the light colored floor. They twined around Gage’s legs, purring loudly. Definitely cats. The orange one jumped into his lap, kneading with its paws. 

Gage’s hands were busy with his pets as he said, “Usually I bring animals home, like these three. You’re my first human.” He scooped the cat up and the dog dropped to the floor, dancing around excitedly, nails clicking. Gage rose, carrying the cat on its back like a rag doll, the orange striped tail hanging over his arm. “This,” he rubbed its belly, “is Sammers. The little guy is Chaz, and the mutt is Wolfie. I found Wolfie first, then the cats together.” He set Sammers on the floor and fetched treats from an overhead cabinet. “Go to your room,” he said once the animals devoured their treats. The cats obediently followed the dog through a partially open door on the far side of the fridge Lee hadn’t noticed. “They have their own room off the mudroom with access to the backyard. The pet doors work off the microchips in their necks,” Gage explained.

Lee blinked and squinted. 

“Headache?” Gage held out two small bottles. “Ibuprofen ok, or do you want aspirin?”

Lee pointed to the ibuprofen and held up four fingers. Grateful, he took the tablets from Gage and knocked them back with the last of the tea. Two was the recommended dose, but he knew from experience that would have zero effect. 

Gage swallowed some, too. “Want to sit in the living room and tell me about it?” he asked.
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Lee rose, moving like he hurt as much as Gage did from that hunk of ceiling falling on him yesterday. Freshly refilled mugs cradled in their hands, they shuffled into the living room like old men. A groan escaped Gage as he eased down into the recliner and put the footrest up, releasing some of the tension in his back. 

With his third cup of tea safely deposited on the end table, Lee sunk onto the couch, mouth tight with pain. He scooped his damp hair into his lap and cautiously stretched his long legs in front of him, his stiff posture easing when he stopped moving. 

As they sat in companionable silence, Gage studied his houseguest. High broad cheekbones, black hair that fell in a sheet to just below his ass, and weird yellow eyes. Eye, really, as the right was swollen shut. About Gage’s own height, just under six feet, although Lee was leaner, shoulders and hips narrower than his own. Long fingers twined sections of hair around his wrists. Patiently Gage waited for him to talk, figuring he was debating where to start and what to say. 

Hands finally still, Lee spoke haltingly, leaving words out where possible. He paused frequently to sip at his mug and breathe. “Smoke inhalation,” pause for a breath, “trouble talking and breathing for a week.” Breath. “Supposed to go back,” another breath, “in two days, but no idea where the hospital is.” His voice rasped, sounding raw and painful.

Gage hmm’d in commiseration, waiting for him to continue. When he didn’t say anything else, he finally asked, “How did you end up in that house?” in a casual tone. Really, he wanted to ask why the other man was homeless, but that was rather intrusive. 

Lee winced as he shifted his weight on the couch, quickly going back to his original position. Didn’t take a genius to see that more than his face was hurting. 

His voice was soft with a trace of an accent, Gage wasn’t sure from where. “Yesterday, the hospital released me, put me on a bus to the shelter.” Breath. “I’ve been there before. Learned quick to be careful, keep my stuff with me.” He sounded apologetic, as if Gage might blame him for getting hurt. Not likely. 

“Got off the bus, by an alley.” Two breaths. “Someone grabbed me, pulled.” Breath. “Tried to yank my backpack away.” A longer pause, the sound of air wheezing from his lungs now audible from eight feet away. “Bowled me over, knocked my gl-glasses off, ki-kicked me.” Left-handed, he touched his face and side, sweeping his hand down to his knee. “Some sound. They ran. I got up.” Memories assaulted Lee far too vividly as he spoke: the shock of the cold, hard brick against his face, terror as he scrabbled for his glasses, bursts of pain as shoes smashed into his body. The words ‘get the knife’. Fear rose and he shuddered, taking a gulp of his now-cool tea.

When he spoke again his voice was thinner, the sentences choppier, the wheezing louder. “Headed to the shelter. Wrong way. Saw house. Went in.” Faded to a breathless whisper, his voice cracked on the last word. Now he combed his fingers through his hair, almost cuddling it in his lap, unconsciously trying to soothe himself.

Even though he hadn’t done it, shame flickered through Gage for what had happened. Nobody should be treated like that. Chest shuddering, Lee looked so young and alone, sinking even lower into the couch, as if those last few sentences had consumed all his energy. 

After hearing Lee’s story, Gage felt obligated to share his. “We got called to a structure fire yesterday, and a couple hundred pounds of plaster ceiling landed on my back. But better me than the tween I was shepherding out. So I’m off for a few days.” Memory surged up, last night’s events mixing with the past into a painful montage he fought down.

After swallowing the last mouthful of tea, Lee asked, “Get hurt often?” 

“No. Fucking old houses and plaster. Give me cheap-ass drywall any day.” Gage pushed the footrest on the recliner down, stifling a groan. “Let’s get your stuff in the washer, then I’m going back to bed. That couch is great to sleep on, but you’ll end up with furry friends if you stay there. You’re welcome to watch TV, eat anything you want, sleep, whatever. We can figure the future out later.”

They shuffled slowly down the hall and Lee collected his clothes. Then he followed Gage to the mudroom off the kitchen, where he dumped his clothes in the washer while Gage poured detergent in. He closed the lid on the pathetic little pile and pressed a button. 

Machine rumbling, Gage headed to his room, leaving the door partially open so the furry kids could get in if they wanted. Otherwise Wolfie would just whine and scratch until he got up, which he had no desire to do until lunch, about four hours from now. 

Lee watched him go, laid out on the couch like a rag doll, hair wrapped around himself like a shield.
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It was more like eight hours before Gage woke up. Groggy, he felt two warm lumps on the bed with him, the cats from their positions. No telling where Wolfie was. 

After a hot shower to ease the aches, he padded barefoot towards the kitchen. The door to Tanya’s old room was closed, so he bet his houseguest had gone back to bed as well. First Gage entered the mudroom and tossed Lee’s clothes into the dryer. Then he returned to the kitchen for a glass of water and ibuprofen. Propped against the counter, gazing around, he noticed that in addition to the breakfast dishes, the sink held another glass with a skim of milk in the bottom, a plate, and a knife with traces of peanut butter on it. The loaf of bread on the counter was shorter than he remembered, the jar of peanut butter that sat beside it further out from the backsplash than usual. Lee must have eaten. He smiled briefly, oddly pleased that the other man felt comfortable enough to help himself. 

Just the thought of opening the dishwasher, never mind bending to put anything in it, convinced him dinner had to be easy: he was in no shape to cook and didn’t know if Lee could cook. Not that he’d ask him to anyway. Forget delivery, nobody needed to go out in this weather. It was warmer than last night, but still in the single digits and windy as fuck. Winter-bare branches on the maple trees banged against the roof and windows loud enough to wake the dead. The next front was on its way, bringing warmer temperatures according to the internet. Gage hoped so. Weather this cold sucked for everyone and everything.

Lee staggered into the kitchen just then, wearing the same sweats from that morning. Considering how he looked, maybe the noise had woken the dead. With his bruised face, tangled hair in need of a comb, and slight limp he gave off the impression of a hard day. He dropped into one of the mismatched pressed back oak chairs like his strings had been cut. Gaze unfocused, he stared around the kitchen, hair hanging in his face. Surprise trickled through Gage
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