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Story Title Author Vers

Home Lyn
With
Graphics

W
G

 Home, it's not just a place. 5K    

Wet and Wild Patt
With
Graphics

W
G

 What could Jim buy that would warm Blair up all fall, winter and spring? 17K    

Spring Fever Lilith Faire
With
Graphics

W
G

 Jim decides that he hates spring and Blair sets out to prove him wrong. 24K    

Take A Little Piece of My Heart
Lisa, Duncan's
Twin

With
Graphics

W
G

 Life altering actions lead to life changing consequences. 50K    

I Came, I Saw, I Missed The Bus dolly llama
With
Graphics

W
G

 A picture's worth a thousand words -- or bus fare. 96K    

High Voltage Nancy Taylor
With
Graphics

W
G

 Blair finds comfort with Jim during a thunderstorm. 11K    

Snowbound Angelise
With
Graphics

W
G

 
With their truck stuck in the snow, our Sentinel discovers the bag of surprise
goodies his Guide packed for their trip. 18K

   

Sexual Healing Roxanne
With
Graphics

W
G

 Jim's sick. Blair makes him feel all better. 45K    

Six Months VampyrAlex
With
Graphics

W
G

 
Jim finds himself attracted to a man for the first time in his life. Can he break
the habits of a lifetime, or will he fall for the persistant woman 'stalking' him?
59K

   

And Winter Fast Approaching
Martha
Christine

With
Graphics

W
G

 
After a catastrophic military 'accident' separates Jim and Blair, the Sentinel
retreats to the mountains to build a new tribe. But is Blair really dead? 120K

   

Seasonal Haiku - Jim JM Griffin
With
Graphics

 Jim haikus about Blair.    

With You
Lisa, Duncan's
Twin

With
Graphics

W
G

 It's just one more day. 11K    

Spring Back Melinda
With
Graphics

W
G

 Even the best laid plans of a Sentinel can go awry. 17K    
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Turn, Turn, Turn Lyn
With
Graphics

W
G

 
It takes a tragedy for Jim and Blair to realize that they are meant to be together.
43K

   

The Scent of Frost NovaD
With
Graphics

W
G

 52K    

The Lone Ranger Patt & CJ
With
Graphics

W
G

 
What happens when a man, who thinks he's the Lone Ranger, finds out he isn't?
112K

   

A Love For All Seasons Sue
With
Graphics

W
G

 Jim and Blair and glimpses of their love throughout the year. 12K    

Spending Limit Scribe
With
Graphics

W
G

 
Blair sets a limit on what he and Jim can spend on Christmas presents, then has
to get creative when his present to Jim is stolen. 19K

   

Season Ticket Krisser
With
Graphics

W
G

 
Who knew that Season tickets to the basketball games, would make these men
realize how they felt about each other? 46K

   

The Big Thaw akablonded
With
Graphics

W
G

 
A young anthropologist learns that, even in the coldest surroundings, love can
burn bright -- if it's for the right person. 74K

   

Shore Love Kaitelyn
With
Graphics

W
G

 Revelations at the Jersey shore. 130K    

Seasonal Haiku - Blair JM Griffin
With
Graphics

 Blair haikus about Jim.    

Snakebite Fire Frog
With
Graphics

W
G

 Be careful in the woods in Spring, danger lurks for man and reptile... 12K    

He Wore Short-Shorts Silk
With
Graphics

W
G

 

You wouldn't think a charming young anthropologist would be lonely, would
you? But when a chance encounter on a Caribbean beach leads to romance,
Blair could get used to feeling happy in the arms of his new Blessed Protector.
19K

   

The Long Fall Tangent
With
Graphics

W
G

 
Jim doesn't know what game Sandburg's playing but he's got his own ideas about
winning. 47K
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Physical Fascination Rogue
With
Graphics

W
G

 
All succumb to the physical fascination ... when they're a horny guide with a
gorgeous and sensuous sentinel. 84K

   

Dr. B. Sandburg, Traveling Medicine Man Scribe
With
Graphics

W
G

 
Blair Sandburg has roamed the old west, healing and helping, searching for
where he belongs. He is about to find out that it is not a place, but a person...
287K, split into two parts

   

 Home

Home - Lyn

"Home."

Blair Sandburg kicked at the flat tire on his car and cursed loud and long. He turned back toward the road in the
vain hope of catching someone's attention and gasped in shock as a truck came barreling past, skirting a deep
pool of water and sent it cascading over him, drenching him to the skin.

"Shit!" He shivered violently at the frigid sensation and shook his hair, droplets spraying into the night air.
Leaning into the car, he pulled his backpack from the passenger seat and fumbled it open with clumsy hands.
Breathing a sigh of relief, his numb fingers found what they were after and he pulled the cell phone from inside.
Only to toss it onto the seat with a muttered epithet as his eyes registered the flat battery light.

He straightened and looked up and down the street. Apart from the truck that had so recently doused him, the
road appeared deserted. Not surprising, considering the late hour. Blair had been working in his office and once
more, the time had totally slipped away without him noticing. It was 2 a.m. before he left the university and close
to 2:15 now. The cell phone was of little use to him anyway. Jim was on a stakeout and had no idea how long it
might be before he got home and Blair certainly didn't have money for cab fare.

Blair pulled his backpack over his shoulders and locked the car. Hunching his body further into his threadbare
coat, he crossed his arms over his chest in a vain hope of warding off the bitter wind and began to walk in the
direction of home.

Home. The word had a nice ring to it, Blair decided. It was not the apartment itself, though compared to the
anthropologist's previous living quarters in an old warehouse, it was pretty up-market. It was more the
atmosphere of warmth and welcome that pervaded it and settled into Blair's bones the very moment he opened
the front door. More importantly, it was the man who owned the loft and had taken him in, sharing his food, his
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shelter, his life, his hopes and dreams and now, finally, his bed. Blair felt a shiver of delicious anticipation when
he thought of Jim.

He contented himself now with conjuring up a mental picture of his lover, lying naked on their bed, waiting for
him as Blair finally finished his studying and headed upstairs. In his mind's eye, he could see the contours of Jim's
broad chest, his narrow waist and further down, strong thighs that opened to reveal a hard, leaking cock, jutting
up from sparse pubic curls, damp with precome.

Blair sighed and then shivered violently as the wind picked up speed and buffeted his body. The rain had turned
to sleet now, small sharp pellets pelting his face. He wondered, perhaps, if he should have stayed in the car, safe
and relatively warm, out of the stormy weather and answered his own question as his ankle turned in a dip in the
road and he went down on his knees. He staggered up and continued to limp onward, biting down on the pain
that surged with each step.

He bent his head into the wind and forced himself to keep moving though he was fast becoming exhausted and
sleepy. Headlights flared ahead of him and he raised a hand to shield his aching eyes as the vehicle slowed.

"Sandburg? Thank God. Are you all right?"

Blair continued to walk, oblivious to the words that washed over him, hearing only a nonsensical mish-mash of
sound. A car door slammed and then a large body blocked his way. Blair tried to walk around the obstacle but it
moved with him. He attempted to shake off the hands that gripped his shoulders, impeding his journey home. His
head lolled as the hands shook him and then finally, simply turned him around and allowed his plodding,
stumbling feet to lead him to the truck. He felt himself lifted and then doors slammed once more and suddenly he
registered the warmth. The blissful, overwhelming pleasure of heat that bathed his face and body. Blair sighed
happily, then shifted his gaze to the man beside him.

"Jim?"

Jim turned and smiled, then steered the truck back onto the road. "Yeah, it's me."

"How'd you know where I was?" Blair slurred.

"Just a feeling, Chief. It's been bugging me all night."

"Huh. What do you know? We must have a connection or something."

Jim reached over and squeezed a rapidly thawing hand. "Or something."

Blair reached out his other hand and pressed it lovingly over Jim's groin. "I was having a dream about you," he
slurred. "Was a good one, too."

Jim squirmed and moved Blair's hand. "There's that connection again, Chief. Tell you what, when we get home
and your hands, and the rest of you are warmed up, you can have the real thing."

"Sounds like a plan," Blair answered, already drifting off. "It's good to be home."

"We're not home yet, babe."

"Sure we are," Blair answered sleepily. He raised one slightly less than frigid hand and patted Jim's chest. "This is
home."

The End.

[ Feedback to Author ] | [Back to Story List]
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Author's Acknowledgements: I needed some serious cheering up, so did Lisa, so this one's for you, Lisa. :-) It's a
little Seasons snippet.

 Wet and Wild

Wet and Wild - Patt

Winter to Jim Ellison meant not seeing his guide's skin for about four months. It was gloomy, dark, cold and left
him longing for his partner all the more. What was up with that? Since when did he want his partner? Since
forever? Get a grip Ellison, you've been wanting him since the day you threw him up against the wall in his
own office. Admit it to yourself, if not anyone else.

God, Jim wanted to get a hot tub for the balcony. It was so cold and damp. He just knew that would somehow
warm Blair up. Maybe even give Jim a chance to see more of Blair's skin. Nothing beat out the sight of Blair
skin; not that he saw it much. Jim loved seeing it in any way, shape or form but he'd really like to see him naked
in the hot tub that Jim was going to buy. Mind made up, Jim took measurements and he went to the pool and spa
store. He had time to plan this because Blair was out of town at a convention for profiling. Jim had a week to get
this show on the road.

The overbearing salesman spotted Jim right off, and almost ran to him to see if he could make a quick sale. "Hi,
my name is John. I'd like to show you the latest we have in hot tubs. I noticed you looking at the ones right here,
but I'd like to show you these over here. They're the state of the art."

Jim glared at the man and walked up to the counter and smiled at the saleswoman standing next to it shyly, and
said, "Could you please show me a really small hot tub. I need it to fit on my balcony."

"Sir, I'd be glad to show you the smaller ones over on this side of the store." She said shyly moving in front of Jim
like someone who wanted to just hide. Jim could tell she didn't feel great about her weight. He'd found out that
some women are very comfortable with being overweight and others thought they looked terrible. This girl
looked like she was going to die of embarrassment. What was strangest was that she was beautiful. Jim wished
people felt better about their bodies. He wished that Blair would show his off more. Back to the reason that he
was there to begin with.

"What's your name?" Jim asked sweetly, almost batting his eyes. She looked at him and blushed and then found
herself smiling.

Putting out her hand to shake Jim's, she said, "It's Kara and you are?"

"Jim Ellison." Jim said smiling and shaking her hand. They walked over to the side of the store that had some
small hot tubs that Jim figured would fit on the balcony.
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"Is this what you had in mind, Jim?" Kara asked never once being pushy or overbearing. Jim loved that about
her.

"Yeah, I really like this one, the blue would go with my roommates eyes." Blushing furiously, Jim added, "I don't
know why I said that."

Kara understood right away. The good ones are always gay, even if the roommate doesn't know it yet. "Jim, not
to worry, I won't tell him you said it."

"How did you know it was a him?" Jim asked, honestly wondering how she knew. I mean, did he look overtly
gay? Was it something he said or did? He needed to know. "Do I give that impression?"

"Calm down, Jim. I told you not to worry. First of all, I could tell by the way you said roommate. You would
have said my girlfriend if it was a girl. So I knew it was a guy right off. And no you don't give off any gay vibes.
Does it bother you that I knew it was a guy you were talking about?"

"No, I guess not. Just surprised, that's all." Jim said, eyes looking at the floor. He didn't know what to think about
that. If someone that didn't know him figured this out about him, what chance did he have?

"Well, don't worry about it, Jim, he probably feels the same way about you or he wouldn't still be living with you.
Now, let me show you all you need to know about this new tub." She went on to tell Jim about how it didn't use
chlorine; instead it used ultrasonic waves and a special light that kept it clean and germ free. Jim was instantly
impressed with the idea of no chlorine being in a hot tub. She handed Jim pamphlets and told him to read up on
the system.

"Do you know anyone that has one?" Jim asked her.

"Yeah, I do." Kara replied.

"And you like it?"

"I love it. You know what? This isn't a come-on or anything; how about coming by tonight and you can sit in the
hot tub and see if you can tell if it's clean or not?"

"All right, sounds good to me. Do you have a small one?" Jim asked, "That's what I'd really like to take a look
at."

"Yes, it's a small one. You can sit in it and see what you think." Kara said as she wrote down her address and
gave it to Jim.

"Kara, I want you to know that I'm a police officer, not that it makes me any less dangerous, but you can check
me out if you'd like before I come by."

"No need. I'm a great judge of character. You'll be fine and so will I. I'll see you tonight."

Jim walked out of the Spa and Pool Center feeling like he was getting somewhere. He was on a mission now. By
god, if it killed him, he was going to see some Blair skin. It had been too long. Unless the damn guy was hurt, Jim
never saw his skin.

That night Jim was anxious to go over to Kara's house so he could check that hot tub out. When he got there, a
nice looking woman answered the door and said, "You must be Jim."

Putting out his hand, he said, "Jim Ellison, and you are?"

Shaking Jim's hand, she smiled warmly and said, "I'm Denise, Kara's life partner. Don't look so surprised, Jim. It's
not like we run screaming up and down the streets telling everyone."
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"It's very nice to meet you. I can see what you see in Kara. She's a very nice, kind, warm and beautiful human
being." Jim said quietly.

"Wait till you get to know her. She's even nicer. We'd like to go out with you and your beau one of these nights.
That would be nice." Denise said.

"Well, it's not like he knows he's my beau." Jim said turning red and wondering why he was talking about this
with a complete stranger. "He's my partner at work, that's all."

"Well, either way, we don't know anyone here in town, We're both new and as you can tell Kara is shy so it
would be nice to make some friends. I like the way you treated her, she told me about it tonight."

"Denise, I didn't treat her any differently than I would anyone else." Jim said.

Kara walked into the living room and said, "Hi, Jim. Bring your suit?"

Jim held his bag out and said, "Yes, I remembered my suit, Mom."

All laughing, Kara directed Jim to the bathroom to change so he could check out this infamous hot tub. Once he
changed, he walked out the doors and both women stopped talking to each other and stared.

"Oh, Jim, be sure and wear those trunks when you ask Blair to join you in the pool. They're to die for." Kara said
laughing.

"Why is it you're so much happier here than at the store?" Jim asked, truly interested in the answer.

"Because that man, John, is a jerk and makes me feel like less of a person all the time. I know I'm not but at any
rate, it doesn't matter. Let's go and check this tub out."

Jim stepped into the tub, seeing it had enough room for he and Blair, but barely. That might be a good thing.
Sitting down, he took in a deep breath and then started opening himself up for smelling things and seeing things
in the hot tub. He was pleasantly surprised. There was no bacteria at all. Well, at least that he could see. This was
a good thing. There was no smell of chlorine, so it's not like Kara came home and doused it with liquid chlorine
when she got off. After about ten minutes he stood up and said, "I'll come by tomorrow and I'll take that first one
I liked."

Kara handed him a towel and said, "Well, are you sure you don't want to check it out with another person in it?"

"No need. I know how big Blair is and he'll fit." Jim said smiling as he headed into the bathroom to change back
into his clothes.

From inside the bathroom, he heard Denise say, "It couldn't be the same Blair, right? I mean, there must be more
than one Blair in Cascade."

"Of course, what are the chances of meeting up with a man who wants Blair, when we know Blair is in love with
someone else?"

Jim was devastated. Who was Blair in love with? And for how long? Wait a minute, they might be right. How
could it possibly be the same Blair?

Kara added, "Blair said the man he's in love with is his partner at work. So it can't be Jim. I know he's a cop and
I'm sure Blair would have told us if he was a cop, right?"

"Well, I think so. We were too busy trying to find him a date with someone; he's so cute with that curly hair and
those blue eyes. Wait a minute, Jim said Blair was his partner at work."
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"What do you mean? When did he say that?" Kara asked incredulously.

"While you were in the bedroom; he was telling me about Blair being his partner at work. Do you suppose it's the
same Blair? We could just ask him if his Blair's last name is Sandburg and we'd know." Denise said laughing
quietly.

In the bathroom was a very happy and hard Sentinel. Jim was going to make Blair so happy he'd never be afraid
to talk to him about these things again. When Jim walked out of the bathroom, he smiled at the girls and said,
"Well, I have to get home and clean that balcony off for our new toy. See you tomorrow, Kara. It was great
meeting you, Denise. I'll tell Sandburg you both said hello." Jim was out of the door before the girls could catch
their breath.

"Holy shit, do you believe it? They're one and the same. Thank god. They're meant for each other." Kara said.

"Oh, this is going to be good, I wish we could film it." Denise said as she pulled her love into her arms.

All the way home Jim smiled. He was so damned happy and he didn't know what to do with his hard on. Well,
okay, he did know what to do with himself but he'd rather wait for Sandburg to do it to him instead.

The next day, as soon as Jim got off work, he went to the Spa and Pool Center and waited for Kara to finish
waiting on a customer. The manager came up and said, "Is there a problem? We have a number of salespeople
that would help you right now."

"No problem, Kara helped me decide yesterday and last night and I want to give her the business." Jim said
looking over at Kara and smiling happily.

Kara walked over and said, "Mr. Daniels, this is the Jim Ellison that I was telling you about. He wants the blue
one delivered tonight or tomorrow."

"Oh, that'll be just fine. Could we deliver it tomorrow morning?" Daniels asked Jim.

"Sure, that'll be fine. I'll go in late. Can you come early?" Jim asked getting excited just thinking about the
surprise for Blair.

"That'll be fine, Mr. Ellison. I'm glad that Kara treated you so well and I'll see that she gets a good commission
from this," Daniels said and walked towards the other sales people.

Kara had the paperwork and said, "Please tell me you're paying cash so that I can rub their noses in it."

"I'm paying cash. Start rubbing." Jim said as they both laughed.

As Kara was filling out the paperwork, Jim said, "As I was walking home last night, I realized that I didn't get
cold once. I was so happy that I forgot about the weather. For some reason, it didn't seem as cold or damp. Isn't
that odd?"

"No, Jim, it's called love." Kara said handing the paperwork to Jim to sign and then handed him the pen.

"Well, I'm glad that I'm in it then. It'll save on the heat bill." Jim said signing the paperwork.

Once he was done, he said goodbye to Kara and walked to his truck. He was the happiest he'd been in ages. He
couldn't wait to tell Blair about this.

When he got home, he called Simon to tell him he'd be in late because something was being delivered. Simon
didn't ask and Jim didn't tell. This is how they were most of the time. Jim figured that Simon was afraid to hear
what he'd bought and why. Maybe he knew how he felt about Blair already.
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The next day when the men came to deliver the hot tub, Jim quickly showed them where to put it and began the
preparations to get it ready for that weekend. After everyone had left, Jim filled the tub up as instructed on the
sheet and turned on all of the digital buttons that were supposed to be on. Putting the cover on top, he then got
ready for work, knowing full well that when he got home, the tub would be ready for hot tubbing.

The day took forever to end, he was biting everyone's head off. Something about a hot tub calling out to him,
made him on edge, not to mention horny as hell thinking about Blair being in there with him. Simon walked up to
his desk and said, "Jim, why don't you take the rest of the evening off. It's quiet and we're sick of you being a
grouch without Sandburg."

"Sir, I don't need Sandburg to be here to be happy." Jim said, knowing it was a damn lie.

"Of course not, but you do need Sandburg here to make you easier to live with. Now go home and just relax and
think about how nice it would be to have two days off." Simon said as he began to walk away.

"Simon, You're giving me two days off?"

"Jim, is something wrong with your hearing? Yes, you've got two days off. Now go and relax and don't come
back unless you can be in a happier mood." Everyone in the bullpen laughed at Simon's remark and Jim just
huffed as he got into the elevator.

Well, they have no idea that I'm going home to soak in a hot tub; if they knew, they'd be jealous and wouldn't be
laughing so hard. Speaking of hard, Jesus, Ellison do you suppose you could keep your mind off of Blair for a
few moments? At least until you get to the truck.

The drive home was unbearable. All he could think of was how great it was going to be seeing a naked Blair in
the hot tub but his cock was revolting against the zipper. When he parked and got out of the truck, he almost ran
up the stairs, not waiting for the damn elevator. Too slow.

Once there, he took a shower to take the edge off his poor ignored cock. Well, Ellison Jr., do you feel better
now?

He walked around the loft naked because, after all, he was alone and he wanted to check the tub out. At about
seven that night, he pulled the cover off and felt the water. It was warm and wonderful. Jim slipped into the tub
and lay on his stomach as he looked over the edge thinking. His thoughts were on Blair. What was Blair doing
right now? Did he want him as much as Jim wanted Blair? We'll find out this weekend.

Jim glanced around the little deck they had put around the tub and found that he was glad he'd spent the extra
money getting that put on. It looks great, Ellison, and Blair is going to love the idea of getting warm with you in
here every night.

Jim was just about to zone when Blair walked into the doorway of the balcony. Jim knew he couldn't jump up
because he was naked and hard again. So he continued to lie there acting as calm as he could. "Chief, why are
you home already?"

"Because Simon called and told me you were having trouble with your senses. He said you were being a bear to
everyone and obnoxious. So I cut short the convention, that I loved by the way, to help you out and find you
lying in a hot tub that wasn't here before I left. You want to fill me in, here?"

"Yeah, get your clothes off and join me." Jim said hoping it would be that easy.

Blair glanced over at him and he said, "Are you naked under that water, Jim?"

"Yeah, I'm naked. Does that bother you?"

"No, I'm just tying to picture why you'd be lying naked in a hot tub all by yourself." Blair said smiling.
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"All right, smart ass. Get your clothes off and get your butt in here. I've missed you. I was in here thinking about
you. How much I'd love to get wet and wild with you."

"Well, fuck, why didn't you say so?" Blair said, tossing his clothes off as quickly as he could. Jim watched his
guide, who didn't seem to be embarrassed at all about his cock filling up as he stood there. Blair finally climbed
into the tub.

Jim pulled Blair into his arms and said, "You like?"

"The tub, or you?" Blair asked, laughing.

Jim smacked his ass and said, "Me, the tub, us, whatever you want."

"Okay, I love the tub, it goes with your eyes. I love the idea of being warm during these cold days and nights. It
was freezing in Canada. This feels great, Jim. And by the way, you feel great." Blair said moving his hand down
over Jim's cock and whispered, "Now, could we get wet and wild?"

"Yes, we can, and later, I'll tell you about our new friends." Jim said, pulling Blair beneath his body and rubbing
his cock against the younger man's. Both men were moaning and moving in time with each other.

Jim was so glad he bought this tub and now they could be wet and wild whenever they felt like it. God, life is
good. Wet and wild is better.

The end.

[ Feedback to Author ] | [Back to Story List]

Acknowledgments: Thank you, Mary, for the quick beta. You're a doll baby. I was inspired by Sentinelgrl, who
did the art for this story. I was in heaven seeing Jim in a hot tub. Thank you, Audrey. Thanks, Lisa, for putting up
with me.

 Spring Fever

Spring Fever - Lilith Faire

James Joseph Ellison decided that he hated spring. It wasn't a decision that he took lightly, but after sneezing and
blowing his nose for what seemed like the hundredth time in the last hour, it was the only conclusion he could
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come to. It didn't help that the fine sunny weather the forecaster had promised had left for greener pastures
either. Jim stood by the doors leading to the balcony, watched the water streaming down in a curtain, and
shivered. Why did it have to be so damp and cold? It was spring for god's sake. And one would think the rain
falling incessantly would at the very least dampen all the pollen in the air, but no....

Jim sneezed again and barely resisted the urge to scream. It was times like this that he wanted to pack it in and
move to Arizona. At least the pollen count would be minimal, and there wouldn't be any danger of drowning
when stepping off the curb to walk across the street. The idea definitely had merit. Now, all he had to do was
convince his guide. And that shouldn't be too difficult, seeing as how Blair probably hated the wet weather even
more than Jim did.

Jim turned from the window and watched as the object of his thoughts walked through the door. Sandburg
looked like a drowned rat with his hair plastered to his head and his clothes clinging to his body like a second
skin. Now, here was someone who could commiserate.

Jim opened his mouth only to be interrupted by Blair.

"Hey, man! Doncha just love spring! It's great, isn't it?"

Well, shit. Jim stood mesmerized by the sight of Blair standing and shaking himself like a dog, spraying water
everywhere. He found himself focusing on one raindrop wending its way down the side of Blair's face, almost
caressing the cheek before skirting that strong jawbone to fall to the floor below.

Blair's shivering broke the impending zone. Jim realized that he had been staring and almost ran to the bathroom
to get a towel, hoping that Sandburg hadn't noticed. When he returned, Blair had taken off his coat and boots and
was working on the sodden socks.

"Here, Chief," Jim tossed him the towel. "Dry off before you drip all over the floor. You know," Jim continued,
"when I tell you to go soak your head, I don't mean it literally."

Blair snorted as he worked the towel through his hair. "You're a real laugh riot, Ellison. You should be on the
stage - the first stage out of town!"

Jim reeled back, clutching his heart. "Oh, I'm wounded here, Sandburg. I thought you liked my razor-sharp wit."

Blair grinned from beneath the towel. "I do, Jim, I do. Can you let me know when it gets back from vacation?"

Jim chuckled and shook his head. "I was working on a doozy of a pissy mood, and as usual, you've managed to
come along and spoil it. Thanks a bunch."

Jim sneezed three times in quick succession and gave in to the impulse. He screamed.

"Argh! I hate this. I hate spring, and I hate the rain! And how come Mr. Cold-and-wet-is-my-world likes this
weather? I thought you couldn't stand it."

"Whoa, man. Who pissed in your cornflakes? I've never said I couldn't stand spring. In fact, it's my favorite
season."

Jim was surprised. "It is?"

"Yup. I love the smell in the air during spring. All fresh and new. Watching the flowers bloom, the birds building
their nests, that whole period of rebirth thing going on. It's rejuvenating!"

"But what about the rain? You hate the rain, Sandburg."

Blair shook his head. "No, I love the rain. It washes the memories off the sidewalks of life."
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That was it. Jim was going to have to kill him now. He reached for his guide only to have Blair dance out of his
reach and make for his bedroom, laughing madly. Jim caught him easily.

"I'm sorry, Jim, I'm sorry!" Blair smiled up at him. "I couldn't resist. Sometimes it's just too easy to yank your
chain."

Jim mock-growled and lightly shook the man before him. "Will you quit cheering me up? I happen to like
wallowing in my misery."

"Sure, Jim, whatever you say." Blair patted Jim's cheek. "So, seriously, what's wrong? Your senses giving you
grief?"

Jim released Blair and moved over to the couch, flopping down on it with a sigh. He sneezed again and grabbed a
tissue, blowing his nose.

"It's not my senses, really. I think that all the damn pollen in the air has given me hay fever, and I can't take
anything for it. And then the rain started. And the damp just seems to go right through me. Spring sucks."

Jim leaned his head on the back of the couch and closed his eyes in defeat. He felt Blair sit beside him and
opened his eyes to look at his partner. Blair gazed back at him silently, as if making a decision. Then he spoke.

"Why don't you go have a nice hot shower while I make some soup. Or even better, I'll make some herbal tea
that will help with the sneezing. Then, once the rain stops, you and I are going out. I'm going to show you that
spring doesn't have to suck."

Blair stood up and moved to the kitchen. Jim continued to sit, unsure of what just happened. Was Blair fussing
over him? The thought of Blair fussing warmed him like nothing else could. Jim was disturbed from his reverie
when he realized that Blair was standing over him, hands on hips.

"Move, Ellison."

What could Jim do? He moved.

***

The restorative powers of a hot shower were really quite remarkable. Jim contemplated why exactly that was as
he toweled off. His head already felt clearer, and he hadn't sneezed once since entering the bathroom. He could
hear Sandburg in the kitchen humming tunelessly as he prepared the tea. When Jim took a deep breath, a
tantalizing aroma filled his senses. It was the tea, but a mixture of herbs and spices that Jim had never before
smelled. Jim could swear that it was calling to him, and almost before he realized it, he was following his nose
out of the bathroom and into the kitchen. When Blair's gaze widened and then pointedly fixed itself on a spot just
left of Jim's ear, Jim belatedly remembered to wrap a towel around his middle.

"Sorry, Chief. The tea just smells delicious." Jim grinned at Blair's obvious discomfort. It wasn't as if the man had
never seen him naked before. The thought of Blair being uncomfortable around Jim when he was nude caused a
strange sensation in the pit of his stomach, not unlike what he felt when Blair was fussing over him earlier. But
the tea was definitely calling his name now, so with a small smile of apology, Jim accepted the mug and sat down
on the sofa.

Jim spent a minute just inhaling the aroma, trying to determine exactly what Blair had added to the tea. But the
blend refused to give up its secrets, so Jim took a careful sip. The flavor hit his taste buds, and instantly Jim
craved more. The tea tasted of flowers and rain and green grass. It tasted like Blair. That last thought startled
him, even though a part of him acknowledged the rightness of it. Jim shied away from that idea. Time for some
conversation.
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"So, Sandburg. Pretty good tea, there."

"Well, that's what I call being damned with faint praise." Blair laughed. "I'm glad you like it."

Jim smiled sheepishly. "Actually, I must confess that I love it. Between this and the hot shower, I'm beginning to
feel human again. Can you tell me what's in the tea? I can't quite place all the different flavors."

Blair shook his head. "Weellll, I could tell you, but then I'd have to kill you."

Jim chuckled in reply and tossed a cushion at the other man. "Fine, keep your little secret. I'm going to go put
some clothes on."

With that, Jim rose from the sofa and, as he walked past the window, noticed that the rain had finally stopped.
Thank god.

"Hey, Blair. The rain's stopped."

"Great! Hurry and get dressed. Maybe we'll be able to go for a walk. I still have to convince you that spring
doesn't suck, you know."

Jim took the stairs two at a time, suddenly feeling very light-hearted. Blair seemed to be doing a mighty fine job
so far. Jim wondered, not for the first time, how Blair seemed to know him so well. It was such a subtle thing, the
way Sandburg had entered his home and then become a part of his life. When had that happened? Jim shook his
head. These thoughts were always dangerous. They tended to segue into feelings and emotions better left
unexplored. It was enough for now just to revel in their friendship.

Blair's voice calling to him was a welcome interruption.

"Jim, hurry up, man! There's a rainbow here you've got to see!"

Jim called back, "I'm on my way, Sandburg!", and quickly grabbed some sweats and a tee shirt. He realized as he
put on the pants that he was going commando but decided to live dangerously for once. What the hell - it was
supposed to be spring.

Jim ran back down the stairs, pulling on his shirt as he went. Blair had the French doors open and was standing
on the balcony. Jim joined him, and they stood silently side-by-side. Jim followed the rainbow to its end;
fancifully imagining he could see the pot of gold. He chuckled to himself at that bit of whimsy, and Blair turned
to eye him quizzically.

Jim shrugged self-consciously as he said, "Just being silly, Chief. Nothing important."

Blair continued to stare, saying nothing, just smiling that little half-smile of his. Jim knew it was only a matter of
time before he cracked. Might as well get it over with.

"Okay, okay! Sheesh, is nothing sacred any more? I was just trying to see the pot of gold. I know it's silly, and I
haven't done it since I was a kid. But today, for some reason, I thought I might just get lucky."

Blair's smile widened, and Jim answered with one of his own, waiting for the other man to laugh at such
foolishness. But Blair didn't laugh. He just continued to smile and then patted Jim on the arm briefly before
turning away. Jim felt that strange sensation in the pit of his stomach again and had to swallow hard against a
sudden lump in his throat, almost missing what Blair was murmuring.

"'When I dipt into the future far as human eye could see;
Saw the Vision of the world, and all the wonder that would be....'"

"That sounds familiar. Is it part of a poem, Chief?"
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"It's Tennyson. I've always wondered if he knew about sentinels, especially when I think of this verse. And it's
quite appropriate for today, too. Since we're trying to change your mind about spring and all."

"Ah. How does the rest of it go?"

"Hmm, let's see if I can remember." Jim watched as Blair closed his eyes and bit on his lower lip in
concentration. Jim had to fight a sudden urge to save that poor lip from any further mangling and turned his head
in order to compose himself. What was it with these strange random thoughts? Jim was saved again when Blair
began speaking.

"'In the Spring a fuller crimson comes upon the robin's breast;
In the Spring the wanton lapwing gets himself another crest;

In the Spring a livelier iris changes on the burnish'd dove;
In the Spring...." Blair abruptly stopped. "I can't remember the rest."

It was Jim's turn to stare as an interesting shade of red worked its way up Blair's neck and face. Blair was
worrying that lower lip again, always a sure sign that there was something more here than met the eye. Jim was
about to quiz him when Blair turned and walked back into the living room.

"Come on, Jim! I promised you a walk, so let's go before the weather decides to change again."

Jim followed more slowly, deciding to let it go for now.

***

Once outside in the watery sunshine, Jim took an appreciative breath. The air was redolent with the scent of
spring flowers and, miracle of miracles, Jim wasn't sneezing. That tea really was a wonder cure. Or maybe it was
the company.

Jim smiled as he gazed at his partner. They had walked down to the waterfront, and now Blair stood with his
head raised to the sky, eyes closed, a blissful look on his face. It was a rare treat to see Sandburg so peaceful,
and Jim drank in his fill. Then Blair opened his eyes, and they made eye contact. That feeling was back again the
instant their eyes met, and the glow Jim felt in the pit of his stomach began radiating outward, infusing his whole
body with heat.

Jim tore his eyes away, confused and unsure as to what exactly was happening. A gentle hand on his arm brought
him back, and Jim looked down at the sturdy fingers encircling his wrist. The touch grounded him, and he was
able to look Blair in the face again. Seeing nothing in Blair's expression but the usual openness of his guide, Jim
relaxed. A momentary aberration, Jim concluded, brought on by spring fever.

"Come on, Chief. Let's keep walking."

With that, Jim began a leisurely stroll along the walkway. Blair was at his side, and the two made desultory
conversation, but more often than not, they just walked in companionable silence.

The scent of the spring flowers tickled at Jim's nose, but for once, there was no urge to sneeze. He took a deep
breath and decided that the fragrance of spring was intoxicating, to say the least. Now, this was more like it. And
the warmth of the sun was finally penetrating, making him feel quite cozy.

Jim stopped walking when he noticed that another rainbow had formed. This one had a perfect arch and all the
colors stood out in brilliant contrast against the gray of the sky. Jim had that crazy impulse again; it was
definitely calling him to follow the rainbow to its end. Jim scanned the sky overhead and decided that the end of
the rainbow (or beginning - how could you really tell?) was more or less in the direction of the loft.
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The decision was made almost before Jim realized it himself. With a quick 'Come on, Sandburg!', he was off,
hotfooting it across the park, suddenly anxious to get there before the rainbow dissipated. Jim spared a glance
over his shoulder, and was surprisingly gratified to see Blair right there behind him, a big grin on his face.

Once they reached the edge of the park, Jim retraced the rainbow. It was starting to disappear, and Jim
quickened his pace, not wanting to lose it now. It really did appear to be close to the apartment. Jim hurried
along the street, hearing Blair panting softly behind him. He stopped at the street light across from the apartment
building and waited impatiently for it to turn green.

The rainbow was definitely coming from that area, and Jim felt a surge of excitement. He knew it was silly, but
he'd wanted to do this since he was a kid and had never before been so close. But just as the light turned green,
Jim felt a raindrop on his arm, and by the time the two of them had crossed the street, the heavens had opened.

The rainbow was gone.

Swallowing his disappointment, Jim pulled Blair into the first vacant doorway to get out of the downpour. They
were both soaked to the skin, and Blair was shivering again.

"S-s-sorry you didn't find the end, man," Blair said, teeth chattering.

Jim shrugged. "It's okay. Stupid idea. Foolish, really."

"It's never foolish to follow a dream, Jim."

Jim glanced down at Blair. The intensity in Blair's voice was matched only by the intensity in his eyes. The
warmth was back in the pit of Jim's stomach, but this time it was accompanied by an inexplicable ache in his
chest. Jim inhaled deeply, trying to shake the sensation. It didn't help, and if anything, made matters worse.
Because now he could smell Blair, and the scent was making him light-headed.

"You okay, Jim?" Blair asked.

Jim couldn't help smiling at Blair's concern. The warmth intensified, and Jim suddenly identified it as happiness.
He hadn't experienced it in a long while, and he laughed for the sheer joy of it. Blair appeared confused but
started to chuckle along with Jim.

It was the sight of Blair's up-turned laughing face that finally caused the penny to drop for Jim. It wasn't just

Seasons Collage

16



happiness but love he was feeling. He loved Blair.

He was in love with Blair.

God, he could get addicted to this feeling. Jim laughed out loud as he realized that the rainbow had ended here
after all. All that mother-henning and concern from Blair; it suddenly made perfect sense. He swept Blair up in a
hug that the other man returned, and then whispered in Blair's ear, "You're the pot of gold, Chief."

Blair pulled back partway and stared at Jim. "I'm not sure I understand."

"It's you, Blair. You're what I've been searching for. The rainbow ended here, and you're the pot of gold I've
been looking for all my life. I love you, Blair."

Oh, god. Had he said too much? Was he reading Blair wrong?

"Oh, man...." Jim watched as Blair swallowed convulsively and then opened and closed his mouth, seemingly
without words for once. Damn. He knew he shouldn't have said anything. When was he going to learn that
dreams were better left for the dreamers?

Jim turned away and concentrated on the rain, trying to gauge when to make a run for the loft. He ignored the
touch of Blair's hand on his forearm, and wracked his brain to come up with a plausible excuse for what he had
blurted out.

"Jim, look at me." A small shake of the arm. Blair was persistent - he had to give him that.

"Jim." A strong hand grasped Jim's chin, forcing it back around. Jim resisted, but the hand was insistent. What
could Jim do? He turned.

He turned and looked into the eyes of love. Breathing a silent thank you, Jim brought his hands up to Blair's face,
cupping it gently. Blair gave a gentle smile, and Jim was undone.

He leaned down slightly and brushed a kiss across those tantalizing lips. It wasn't enough, and Jim had to come
back for another and then another. Each kiss grew in intensity, and when Jim opened his mouth slightly, Blair
was right there, exploring Jim with his tongue. The essence of Blair exploded across Jim's taste buds, and he
groaned and pulled Blair closer to him, ravaging Blair's mouth. He could feel the heat of Blair's body against him,
and the hard need of Blair's erection pulsed in time with Jim's own.

It was too much too fast, and Jim ended the kiss reluctantly, suddenly aware of exactly where they were. Blair
moaned forlornly, and the sound almost made Jim forget his intentions.

"Come on, Chief. Let's get inside."

Jim held Blair's hand as they made a dash for their building, both of them laughing madly. Blair came to an
abrupt stop, jerking at Jim's arm. Jim wasn't sure what was going on when Blair raised his face and arms to the
heavens, spinning in a giant circle.

"I love spring!" With that yell, Blair made a dash for the loft.

By the time Jim recovered and chased after his Guide, Blair was already unlocking the door and bolting inside.
Jim laughed anew as he followed the trail of wet clothes up the stairs to his bedroom. He stopped short at the
sight of Blair on his bed, sitting cross-legged and drying his hair with one of Jim's towels. His breath caught in his
throat, and he closed his eyes briefly as the love he felt for the other man threatened to overwhelm him.

His eyes flew open again when Blair spoke softly, reciting the same verse as he had earlier.

"'When I dipt into the future far has human eye could see;
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Saw the Vision of the world, and all the wonder that would be -

In the Spring a fuller crimson comes upon the robin's breast;
In the Spring the wanton lapwing gets himself another crest;

In the Spring a livelier iris changes on the burnish'd dove;
In the Spring a young man's fancy lightly turns to thoughts of love.'"

Jim's heart swelled even more at hearing the end of the poem.

"God, I love you, Blair."

Jim made his way slowly to the bed, peeling off his shirt as he went. He kicked off his shoes and with one
motion, pulled off the sweat pants. Blair's eyes widened, but this time he didn't look away, and Jim grinned as he
knelt on the bed. He grabbed the towel from Blair's hand and then lightly pushed him back onto the mattress,
following him down.

Jim groaned at the first sensation of skin against skin, and heard Blair's answering moan. The sound shot right to
his cock, and Jim knew, without a doubt, that this first time was going to be down and dirty and over far too
quickly. In short - perfect.

Jim captured Blair's lips, reacquainting himself with the unique flavor of his love. All too soon, that wasn't
enough, and Jim kissed his way to Blair's ear, stopping briefly to sweep his tongue along the outer edge, then
gently nipping at the lobe. Blair arched his back and grabbed at Jim, baring his neck. It was an invitation that Jim
didn't have the heart to refuse.

The pulse at Blair's throat was pounding beneath Jim's mouth. Jim sucked at the pulse point, reveling in the taste
of Blair skin as he licked at the passion mark he'd left behind. Jim had to find more of that elusive flavor, so he
continued licking and nipping his way down Blair's chest until he came to one nipple. Jim softly licked at the
erect pap, then sucked it into his mouth and worried it gently with his teeth. Blair wailed and clutched at Jim's
head, holding him in place briefly, then guiding Jim's head over to the other nipple.

Jim was more than happy to oblige and delicately tugged on the ring threaded there. Blair screamed.

"Jimjimjim. Ohmygod - I'm gonna...."

Jim smothered the rest of the sentence, stealing Blair's breath and making it his own. Blair was writhing beneath
him, and Jim gave a gasp as his cock slid along Blair's length. Jim gave a tentative thrust, and that was all it took.
Blair wrapped his legs around Jim's waist and drove his hips upward in a punishing rhythm.

Jim plundered at Blair's mouth, dueling with Blair's tongue, establishing a rhythm of his own. Then Jim felt Blair's
hand holding their cocks together. He carded his hands in Blair's hair and held on, kissing Blair savagely, losing
himself in that ancient dance, and sobbing into Blair's mouth as he came.

And when he felt the heat of Blair's semen on his belly, he cried out and came again, losing himself joyously in
his senses.

An eternity later, he returned to himself to feel Blair gently stroking his cheek.

"Hi," Jim murmured.

"Hi yourself. You okay?"

Jim stretched and then realized that Blair must have moved him.

"I'm fine. Are you okay?"
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Blair gave a radiant smile and replied, "Never better, man. I love you, you know."

Jim returned the smile with one of his own. "I know. I love you, too, Blair." Jim's smile widened. "You want to
know what else I love, Chief?"

"What?"

Jim pulled his Guide into a hug as he whispered, "I love spring."

The End
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 Take A Little Piece of My Heart

Take A Little Piece of My Heart - Lisa, Duncan's Twin

Saturday, October 7, 2000 – 1:25 a.m.

They left the bar as they had arrived – together. Even on the few and far between occasions either hooked up
with another guy, they always left together. Jim Ellison and Andrew Chase had met four years ago when they
worked on a case together. Jim had been in Vice, and Andy had been in Major Crime. They became instant
friends, and then best friends when they both admitted to being gay, especially in the definitive homophobic
arena of police work. Eventually, Jim transferred into Major Crime and they partnered together.

Jim drove Andy back to the station to pick up his truck. Before Andy opened the door, Jim tossed a last jab at his
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friend.

“Next time, Andy, try and hook up with someone who was actually alive during the seventies!” Jim said,
clapping Andy on the shoulder.

“Bite me, Jimmy!”

“Anytime!” Jim threw back, as Andy closed the truck door.

He missed the look of longing that passed briefly over Andy’s face.

Jim waited until Andy had gotten into his truck and started the engine, and then he pulled away. Andy lived
north of Cascade, but they both preferred the gay bars in Seattle and the surrounding area, so Jim usually drove
them whenever they planned an evening.

As he drove, Andy’s thoughts drifted back to Jim and he wished silently for the hundredth time that he could
admit his feelings, but he was too worried that Jim wouldn’t reciprocate and their friendship and partnership
would be lost. Andy didn’t have any anyone else except Jim, his parents had died just after his graduation from
college, and he had no siblings. He only had Jim, and it just wasn’t worth the risk to lose the only family he had.

Shaking off the sad thoughts, Andy concentrated on the road ahead, and never saw the truck that hit him.

***

Jim hummed softly with the radio as he drove home. They’d had a fun evening, drinking a couple of beers and
shooting pool, and in between games, they’d flirted and laughed with some college guys. Andy had tried,
unsuccessfully, to hook up with one of the kids, but it was mostly just in fun; the kid had been barely old enough
to vote, let alone drink.

Stopped at the red light on the corner of Prospect and Hammond, Jim’s stomach growled, and he rubbed it
thoughtfully. There wasn’t much in the way of food in the loft, so he decided to grab a quick burger before going
home. After all, there wasn’t anybody waiting for him, hadn’t been in the year since his divorce. It hardly
counted as a marriage considering that Jim had only slept with Carolyn three times, and they’d lived together less
than a month.

Found out real quick, didn’t ya, Jimmy, that a woman wasn’t gonna mend a broken heart?

Pulling up outside his loft, Jim grabbed his take out bag and headed upstairs. After a quick shower to wash off
the bar scent, Jim ripped open the bag and inhaled the burger while sitting naked on the couch, watching CNN.

He went up to bed sometime later, leaving the television on and his trash on the coffee table; Jim had no one to
answer to except himself, but the silence was sometimes too much to take.

Having just closed his eyes, Jim mumbled a curse when the phone rang. It was his night off, but being a cop
meant he was never really free of duty.

“Hello?”

“Detective James Ellison?”

“Yes.” He could hear lots of noise in the background, unsettling noise. “What is it?”

“This is Cascade General, you’re listed as emergency contact for Andrew Chase. He’s been brought in—”

“I’ll be right there.”
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The telephone line went dead in the nurse’s hand.

***

Cascade General Hospital – 2:45 a.m.

Jim hated waiting, but, at the moment, there was nothing he could do. Upon arriving at the hospital, a nurse told
him that someone would be out to talk to him soon, and to sit and wait. Jim had immediately called their boss,
Simon Banks, to inform him of the accident.

“Detective Ellison?”

Jim looked up from his clenched hands.

“How’s Andy?”

Sitting beside Jim in the almost empty waiting room, the nurse spoke softly.

“At this point, I can’t really say. The doctor will be out to talk to you when he knows more,” she said. “I’m
sorry, but I need you to fill out some paper work.”

“Please, anything,” he pleaded.

Looking at him sympathetically, she said, “All I can tell you is that he came in with a major head trauma, but he
was breathing on his own, his heart was strong and steady. They’re running tests right now. I can’t tell you any
more right now.”

“Is he conscious?”

“No, he’s not,” she said gently. “Fill out the paper work, and I’ll go see if a doctor can come talk to you.”

“Thank you.”

Taking the pen, Jim tried to concentrate on the papers in front of him.

***

3:20 a.m.

“Jim?”

“Captain.” Jim stood up.

“Have you heard anything?”

“Not in a while. The nurse said it was bad, but I don’t know anything else,” Jim said, sighing. “The doctor is
supposed to come out, but he hasn’t yet.”

They sat down and waited in silence.

Minutes later, a tall older man in scrubs walked over to them.

“Detective Ellison?”

Both men standing, Jim said, “Yes, and this is Simon Banks, Andy’s Captain.”

“Gentlemen, come with me.”
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Jim and Simon followed the doctor to a small examining room.

Turning to the two cops, the doctor introduced himself, “I’m Dr. Tobias, I’ve been working on Detective Chase.
He was brought in with a major head trauma, a broken leg and arm. He was unconscious but breathing on his
own. We took x-rays to determine the extent of his injuries. He had no other internal injuries, but it was the head
wound that caused us the most concern. We ran a cat scan, as well as an EEG. There has been massive damage
to Detective Chase’s brain, and there is no activity. Right now, he’s being transferred to the ICU. We’ll run
another EEG in twenty-four hours, but I don’t expect there to be any brain activity then either.”

“So you’re saying he’s brain dead?” Simon asked.

“At this point, it’s too early to say for certain, but it doesn’t look good. I’m sorry.”

“Thank you,” Simon said, looking at Jim.

“Detective Ellison, you’re listed as his medical power of attorney, did you know that?”

“What? Oh, yeah, he did that a couple of months ago.”

“You’re going to need to stick around, in case decisions need to be made.”

“I understand,” Jim said, still in shock.

“A nurse will come in and tell you when Detective Chase has been moved to ICU, and you can go wait up
there.”

The doctor left them in the examining room, stunned into silence.

***

4:05 a.m.

Standing beside Andy’s hospital bed, Jim watched the steady rise and fall of his chest.

The logical side of him, the trained medic, knew that just because Andy was breathing on his own, it didn’t mean
he would survive. Jim knew even with partial loss of the brain, that as long as the brain stem itself was intact,
Andy could breathe and his heart would continue to beat, but he would be brain dead and not really living. The
emotional side of him was horrified, already grieving for the loss of his best friend if Andy died.

Sighing, Jim stroked a finger across Andy’s unmarked cheek. It was going to be a long wait, but Jim would be
there, just like he knew Andy would have been there for him if the situation had been reversed.

***

8:25 a.m.

The waiting room near the ICU was smaller, but they were the only ones sitting in there when a nurse came in.

“Detective Ellison?”

“Yes?”

“I’m Tammy Little,” she said, shaking his hand.

“I need to talk to you about Detective Chase.” She looked at Simon then.

“Oh, this is Simon Banks, our Captain.”
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“Hello,” Tammy said, shaking Simon’s hand. They sat back down, and Tammy sat across from them.
“Detective—”

“Jim, please.”

“Jim,” Tammy started again, “this isn’t an easy time, and I know that, but as Andy’s medical power of attorney
you have to make some decisions.”

“What kind of decisions?”

“Did you know Andy wanted to donate his organs?”

“Yeah, we both...oh.”

“I’m sorry to have to talk about things like this, but with the extent of his injuries, and Andy’s wishes, I have to.”

“No, I understand,” Jim said softly. “I know he thought it was important.”

“Nothing has to be decided yet. The doctors are still going to do another EEG in twelve hours, so you don’t have
to make a final decision until then.”

“Do you think there’s any hope?”

“I really can’t say,” Tammy said gently.

“But you’ve seen this situation before, right? I need to know what to expect.”

Studying Jim’s tense features, Tammy laid her hand on Jim’s. “If the EEG determines that there is still no brain
activity, Andy will be declared brain dead. If you agree to donate his organs, they will be taken and transplanted
into the next viable recipient, and someone will have a chance to continue living because of Andy.”

Jim let the information sink in, feeling Tammy’s and Simon’s eyes on him the whole time.

“Do you have any questions?” she asked after a minute.

“Where do I sign?”

“You don’t have to make that decision yet, Jim.”

“No, it’s what Andy wants...wanted,” Jim paused, taking a deep breath. “He always wanted to help people,
that’s why he became a cop, why he wanted to be a donor.”

“Okay.” Tammy handed him the clipboard and indicated where he should sign. “This won’t become effective
until after the second EEG and a determination of brain death. Even then, you’ll still have a chance to say
goodbye.”

“Thank you, Tammy.”

“I’m very sorry.”

***

Sunday, October 8, 2000 – 3:40 a.m.

Twelve hours later found Jim standing at Andy’s bedside. The second EEG had been a flat line, and Andy was
declared brain dead. There was nothing left for Jim to do except say goodbye.
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Holding Andy’s cold hand, Jim spoke softly. “It’s been fun. I’m glad...I’m glad we met. I’ll never forget you.”
With a soft kiss to Andy’s forehead, Jim said goodbye the only way he could and then left, not able to stick
around for when the doctors turned off the machines.

***

Bayside Apartments - 4:25 a.m.

Across town, a pager beeped incessantly, waking Blair Sandburg from a sound sleep. He threw the heavy covers
off and stumbled across the dark room, kicking a hiking boot along the way.

“Better not be another wrong number,” Blair muttered, squinting to read the glowing message.

Heart is on its way, get on your way, NOW!! Meet you in pre-op. Trina.

“Holy fucking shit!”

***

4:57 a.m.

Trina Edwards had been assigned Blair’s case four months ago when he’d first been placed on the list, and
they’d quickly become friends. She had held him while he cried after the first transplant had fallen through; he
had been so hopeful, and then so disappointed. She had opened her heart and her family to Blair, knowing his
loneliness despite his never saying a word.

Waiting for him in pre-op, Trina wondered again where Blair’s mother was throughout this whole time. If Blair
was my son...well, let’s just say I would have been attached to his hip until he got his new heart she decided,
irritated at the thought.

Finally Blair was wheeled into pre-op. The preparatory blood work had already been done at his last
appointment, so there was little to do until the final go ahead was given by the surgeons. Trina held his hand
while another nurse shaved his chest in preparation. She could feel him tremble, and knew he was anxious and
hopeful that this time he would get the heart that would extend his life.

The ringing of the phone startled them, and they listened carefully while the nurse received her orders. They
couldn’t tell what was happening from what was said, but when she turned around, the smile on her face said it
all.

“Looks like you’re going to get your new heart, Mr. Sandburg.”

“Oh, god,” Blair mumbled, letting the realization wash over him for the first time.

“Congratulations, Blair,” Trina said, squeezing his hand.

“I never really thought,” Blair started, but he choked on his words. “I never thought it would happen. I can’t
believe this is real.”

Trina leaned closer and whispered in his ear, “It’s real, and I’d pinch you, but it would leave a mark.”

Blair grinned in response, and she kissed his cheek.

He was sedated, and Trina continued to hold his hand until it was time for him to go into surgery.

“I’ll see you in recovery, Blair. Good luck,” she called to him as he disappeared into the operating room.
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***

11:20 a.m.

The first thing he felt was something rubbing against his forehead. He tried to move away from it, but trying to
move made him hurt all over.

My heart! Suddenly it all came back to him: the page, Trina in pre-op, going into surgery.

Trying to draw in a breath, Blair panicked when he couldn’t breathe. His eyes popped open in fear and shock,
but Trina was there, looking into his eyes when he opened them.

“Calm down, Blair,” she said, continuing her gentle stroking down his cheek. “Everything went fine, but you
need to rest now.”

He tried to move his hand, but it felt weighted down. Trina noticed his distress, and took his hand to reassure
him.

“Blair, you have to calm down. You have a breathing tube in your throat. I know it feels like you’re not getting
enough air, but you are. Relax.” His hand gripped hers hard. “Your hands are restrained, Blair, so you don’t
move around too much and cause yourself any harm. Okay? So, just lay back and rest.”

Relief flooded through him, and he relaxed for the first time since the whole nightmare started. He hadn’t told his
mom about his condition because he didn’t want to worry her, but now he wished she was there.

Trina straightened up, and Blair used all his strength to grip her hand.

“It’s okay, Blair,” she said reassuringly. “I just have to start my shift in a little bit, but I’ll be back later.”

Nodding once in understanding, Blair closed his eyes.

His last thoughts before drifting off were about the future and his second chance at life. Not everyone got a
second chance, but he was going to make the most of his.

***

Saturday, October 14, 2000 – 9:30 a.m.

Lieutenant Andrew Chase was buried with full police honors. Over one hundred police officers were in
attendance, some from as far away as California where Andy had worked a case over a month ago.

Jim had been asked to give the eulogy, and he’d spoken somberly about the man he had called his partner. He
talked about how Andy devoted himself to his job, about his work with the Big Brothers and Sisters program of
Cascade, about how generous Andy was. Jim talked about everything except what mattered most: how much he
was going to miss Andy and his friendship and his understanding. The way Andy always laughed at his own
jokes. How he always managed to get the biggest piece of cake or the best donut. Jim would miss the way Andy
always called him ‘Jimmy’ even though he hated it when anybody else did. Jim would miss everything about
Andy.

***

Seasons Collage

25



10:15 a.m.

As much as he hated wheelchairs, Blair enjoyed the hell out of his current ride in one. He was going home. With
his new heart. With the hope of a normal life.

Trina was walking beside him, carrying his small duffle bag and a manila envelope with all his instructions. She
was driving Blair home, and they were meeting with the home care nurse he had picked out. The nurse would
come in a couple of hours a day and help out for the few months.

Blair rode in silence, looking around like it was the first time he was seeing Cascade. Everything looked so clear,
like a veil had been lifted, and he found himself smiling.

“What?” Trina asked, seeing the smile.

“What, what?”

“What are you smiling about?”

“I don’t know, I just can’t stop.”

She just nodded.

On Freemont Street, Trina had to stop the car when a motorcycle cop stopped traffic to let a funeral parade pass.

Watching the somber parade pass, Blair asked, “Who died?”

“A city cop.”

“Sad.”

The funeral parade passed, and they continued on their way.

***

Sunday, December 31, 2000 – 7:35 p.m.

Andy had been dead over two months, and Jim had felt that loss every day. He had been unable to clean out
Andy’s apartment right away, and had left it virtually intact, only cleaning out the kitchen the Sunday after
Andy’s funeral and then not returning until two days ago.
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All of Andy’s furniture had been donated to the Cascade Women’s Shelter, and the clothes were donated to a
homeless shelter, except for a tee-shirt Jim kept. It was a souvenir from a trip they’d taken right after Jim’s
divorce from Carolyn.

Wearing his Disney World tee-shirt, Jim held Andy’s in his hand. The memories of that trip were so vivid, Jim
felt like he could almost reach out and touch them. All of his memories since returning from Peru were especially
vivid, but his still couldn’t remember his childhood, and something told him that wasn’t a bad thing.

Laying the tee-shirt aside, Jim reached for the envelope on the coffee table. One of Andy’s traditions on New
Year’s Eve, instead of making resolutions he knew he wouldn’t keep, was to write a letter about what he wanted
for himself over the coming year. Jim was holding the hopes and dreams of his dead friend in his hand.

He wondered if he shouldn’t just burn the letter. Surely, Andy never intended anybody else to read it, but longing
for the warmth of Andy’s friendship, Jim couldn’t stop himself from ripping the envelope open.

Smiling, Jim read the part about what Andy wanted to do with his career, to make lieutenant and get some more
drugs off the streets. Andy wrote about Mike, the little boy he was big brother to, and all the things he wanted
them to do. Jim had to laugh when he remembered Andy telling him about taking Mike camping and Mike asking
where the bathrooms were.

Jim made a mental note to call and check in on Mike. The poor kid had been devastated at losing Andy, having
lost his father in a car accident also.

Focusing back on the letter, Jim’s hand trembled. Andy wrote about him. About their friendship, their
partnership, how Jim was like family to him. That he loved him. That...that...Andy was afraid that if he told Jim
that he’d fallen in love with him, that he would lose Jim’s friendship.

What the fuck? Jim crumpled the letter in his fist and flung it away. Son of a bitch!! Why couldn’t you tell me
you loved me while you were alive? Aww, Andy.

Jim dropped his head into his hands and felt the tears he’d never spent.

“Why couldn’t you just tell me?” Jim yelled to the empty room.

Seeing Andy’s tee-shirt beside him, Jim grabbed it and pressed it to his nose, inhaling deeply, trying to find any
trace of his friend, but it was gone. The only thing left of Andy was memories and a few words written with
longing.

Sliding to the floor, Jim crawled over to the crumpled letter and gently smoothed the paper. He reread the whole
letter and then turned it over, seeing for the first time Andy’s attempt at poetry.

My heart beats to your tune,
I stop and stare at the moon,
Wondering what to do,
Lost in how much I love you.

New tears stung Jim’s eyes, and he clutched the letter and the tee-shirt against his chest and leaned his head back
against the couch. He stayed like that for a long time.

***

8:20 p.m.

“You’re gonna be late,” Blair said, laughing as Trina waltzed into his apartment.

“I don’t have to be there until nine, so don’t you worry your pretty little head!”
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She took off her winter jacket, shedding the outside cold and then hugged him.

“Happy New Year.”

“Technically not for another three and a half hours.”

“Technically my butt,” she said, producing a small liquor bag from behind her back.

“What’s that?”

“What else?” She pulled a small bottle from the bag. “Champagne!”

She handed him the bottle and went in search of glasses, ending up with two small juice glasses. The cork popped
out of the bottle and the champagne bubbled up. He quickly tried to pour it into the offered glass, but they were
giggling and a good portion ended up on the floor.

“Clean it up later,” she laughed. “I have to make a toast!”

“But I don’t have a toaster,” he said with a straight face.

“Are you gonna help me or am I gonna have to explain to my husband why I’m late for our date?”

“Okay, okay. I’m serious now,” he said, still smiling.

“Good. Okay.” She paused, looking at him intensely. “To saying goodbye to the past and hello to the future, and
living every minute with love and happiness.”

“And to good friends. May they always be good and may they always be friends.”

They clinked glasses and drank the bubbly liquid.

She returned their glasses to his small kitchen, and did a quick survey of his meds on the counter.

“Everything okay, Blair?”

“Yeah, why wouldn’t it be?”

“No reason, just the nurse in me.”

Smiling, Blair grabbed her coat and held it open. “Get out of here. And have fun!”

“I shall, trust me. What are you doing tonight?”

“Very exciting things. I’m watching them ring in the New Year in New York, and I’m writing letters.”

“Letters? To whom? Are you finally going to tell your mom what’s been going on?”

“No, not that kind of letter,” Blair said, explaining. “See, every year, instead of making resolutions that I know I
won’t keep, I write a letter about what I want to happen over the next year.”

“So, what does your letter say?”

“Well, I can’t tell you. It’s kind of like making a wish when you blow out a candle on a birthday cake. You can’t
tell, or it won’t come true.”

“Oh, okay. Well, good luck, Blair. And I’ll see you tomorrow.”
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“And you better tell me everything.”

“I will.”

Trina let herself out, and Blair curled up on the couch with his paper and pen and let his thoughts and wishes
flow.

And sometime as he wrote, the old year ended and a new one began.

***

Wednesday, February 14, 2001 - Valentine's Day – 7:25 a.m.

Coming off an all night stake out, which hadn't yielded anything, Jim climbed out of his truck carrying his take
out bag from a fast food restaurant. He climbed the steps wearily, more tired than his age should allow. He was
almost 39 years old, and except for his receding hairline, he didn't look a day over 35. Especially when he
smiled. But lately, smiling was something of a foreign concept to Jim. Losing Andy four months ago had
devastated Jim. In Andy's absence, Jim had taken to his old ways, working long hours, dangerous cases, pushing
himself to the edges, and spending almost all his off duty hours alone, sometimes with a bottle to ease his pain.
The only real fun in his life was the hours he spent with Mike, Andy's, and now his, little brother. Every
Wednesday, Jim would pick Mike up from school, where Mike was a hardworking fourth grader, and they would
go on an adventure. Sometimes they would go to see a movie, approved of by Mike's mom, Gina, or they would
go bowling, or any number of fun activities. Jim had even helped Mike make a diorama of the solar system for a
class project. While the Big Brothers program was supposed to help the child, in this case, it definitely helped the
adult as well.

Unfortunately, since Valentine's Day fell on that Wednesday, their scheduled outing had been cancelled because
Gina was taking Mike out to celebrate. Jim knew Mike would enjoy the attention Gina paid to her son, but he
was also a bit jealous of their closeness, wishing he'd shared that sort of relationship with his mom.

Shaking off his depressing thoughts, Jim unlocked his front door and let himself inside. He shrugged off his jacket
and dropped his keys on the counter beside the food bag. Unclipping his holster from his belt, he slid the gun out,
ejected the magazine and unchambered the bullet. Sitting at the dining room table, he unlaced his hiking boots
and kicked them off, then stood and stripped off his clothes. Draping his shirt over the back of the chair, Jim
threw his dirty jeans, underwear and socks in the general vicinity of his spare room, where his laundry basket sat
in the doorway.

Standing, he stretched and then retrieved his carry out bag. He tore the bag open, and several foil wrapped bacon
and egg breakfast tacos fell out. Unwrapping one, he grabbed a packet of salt and liberally sprinkled his taco. He
ate the first taco in three bites, and was halfway finished with the second before he stopped for a breath. Laying
it down, he went to the fridge for a beer and brought back some salsa as well. It didn't matter that it was only
nine in the morning, he was going to bed after he ate anyway, not due back on duty until midnight.

He finished his fourth breakfast taco, discarding part of the tortilla, and then leaned back in the chair. Sighing, he
looked around his quiet refuge from the outside world, and suddenly wished for something not so quiet, and not
so alone.

Sighing again, he reached for his beer and chugged the liquid down.

I just need to get fucked, Jim thought, as he headed for the shower, leaving his breakfast mess on the table.

Starting the shower, Jim pulled the curtain back into place, to let the cold porcelain warm up, and then turned to
the mirror. He studied his face for a minute before letting his eyes travel down his hairless chest, flexing his pecs,
and then further down. His earlier thoughts about getting fucked returned, and he felt a throbbing low in his gut.
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He pictured it...bent over a table...legs spread...a hard cock pounding into him...his hands bound together across
his back...blindfolded...taking him, fucking him...jerking him off...

With two strong tugs, he was coming all over the place.

Weak-kneed, he leaned against the sink and reassessed himself.

"Shit, I need to get out more."

***

4:20 p.m.

Waking up from a nap, Blair shuffled to the bathroom, not bothering to open his eyes; he knew his apartment
like the back of his hand, having spent ninety percent of his time since the transplant in it. Blair stroked the
zipper-like scar down his chest, said another silent prayer, and then flushed the toilet.

He snickered, thinking about his life being so much like the toilet he had just flushed; it was all down the drain.
Everything he'd worked so hard for, for so many years was gone.

The rainforests of Brazil had been a wonderfully enlightening place, and he had enjoyed his experiences there
very much, even when he’d had to suffer through what seemed to be a minor case of the flu. Coming home, Blair
had immediately started the fall semester, teaching a full load of classes and doing his usual thing. Sure, he'd
been more tired, more run down, but he'd attributed it to getting older; he was nearly thirty, and his youthful
vigor had to give in some time. It wasn't until he passed out after a staff meeting that he thought he might go to
his doctor.

A week and a half later, and more tests than he could remember, came the outcome. His heart was damaged
beyond repair, a result of a tropical infection he'd picked up in Brazil. The only solution was a heart transplant,
and since in all other areas, he was perfectly healthy, he was judged a viable candidate.

Now, four months after the transplant, a year after initial diagnosis, Blair's life was completely changed. He no
longer taught, unable to be around a large number of people and their respective germs lest he get an infection.
His outings were limited, both in duration and scope. But his weekly check ups had changed to bi-monthly. And
the doctors were very pleased with his recovery thus far. Now all he had to do was keep the money coming in to
pay for his meds, and the home health care nurse that came in twice a week, and the rent that was due
regardless, as the management said, of his illness, plus all the other bills that came monthly.

Thinking about his finances again, Blair sat down at his desk and pulled out his checkbook. Time to transfer
some money outta savings, he sighed, and picked up the phone. Paying some bills, Blair thought back to the early
years with his mom.

Growing up, Blair had never really wondered how he and Naomi had managed to travel despite her never
working. It wasn't until he was in his teens that he found out about the trust fund that supported them. Naomi's
parents had died when she was seventeen, and she’d found herself living with the executor of their will, who was
also named as her guardian. The day she turned eighteen, she left and never looked back, just collecting monthly
allotment checks.

Once Blair decided to start college, a small fund had been set up for him, financing his whole education, and
upon receiving each of his degrees, more money would appear in his education fund. Or as he referred to it, his
'smart bastard' fund. But regardless of the money, Blair still worked to pay his own way, only withdrawing funds
when there was no other way to pay his tuition or for car repairs. Blair was a self-made man.

When the day came that he'd had to stop teaching and concentrate on his health, he'd turned to the money he'd
long ago pushed aside. Blair still wrote articles for anthropology magazines, psychology journals, and anywhere
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else that would accept them. He also set up a website about anthropology, and spent many hours answering
questions that it generated, occasionally from former students at Rainier.

It was a hard thing, giving up teaching, but there hadn't been any other option after getting his transplant; it was
just too much of a threat to expose himself to large groups of people with any number of infections. But even
giving up teaching hadn't been as hard as giving up his freedom. Dating, shopping, going to the movies, even
going to the library were things he'd had to give up, especially in the first few months after his transplant, and
even now, they were things he tried to do in the 'off' hours. He would go to the early movie when it played the
cheap, thus smaller, theaters. He'd go to the library as soon as it opened. He frequented the grocery store that
was open 24 hours a day at two in the morning. But dating had dropped off to nil. How was he going to meet
someone when he was staying at home most of the time?

Thinking about his non-existent dating life depressed him even more, and considering it was Valentine's Day,
Blair felt totally cut off from the world. Naomi hadn't called since the middle of January, but he'd gotten a post
card from her last week, and she was happy, in love and sunbathing topless in the south of France. Except for
Trina and Janelle, his home health care nurse, Blair had no other visitors.

Looking at the plant Trina brought him that morning, Blair had to smile; it was a barrel cactus. She'd included a
card that read, 'It reminds me of you, because it can be transplanted and still keep fighting!'

Feeling decidedly less like a fighter and more like a monk, Blair plopped down on the couch and turned to his
only constant companion, the computer. He had a cable modem installed in his apartment so he could have
access to his email and the internet without the waiting of some dial-up mail services. And with the freedom of
unlimited service, Blair had spent hours surfing the web, finding many interesting things. First, the porn, both
female and male, and then later, support groups for transplant patients. It helped talking to people who
understood, who knew what he was going through. He'd also taken to reading two newspapers a day, and had
subscribed to numerous news magazines to keep his mind active.

But it still wasn't human contact.

When was the last time a lover touched me? When was the last time I kissed a woman? Or for that matter, a
man?

Hitting the year mark, Blair stopped counting. If he wanted any sexual contact, it would have to be with his loyal
right hand. Or for variety, his left hand.

But, he rationalized, a hand doesn't want you to sleep on the wet spot or make breakfast in the morning, and it
already has a commitment.

Shrugging off his bathrobe, Blair pulled up his porn bookmarks and debated between male and female, then
proceeded to jerk off, though it was unsatisfying, and he felt lonelier afterwards. It was, at least, some relief, and
that was something.
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***

Saturday, March 24, 2001 - 6:45 p.m.

Jim straightened his tie for the third time, and checked his reflection again.

"What are you doing?" he asked his reflection.

Turning to leave the relative safety of the restaurant's bathroom, Jim plastered a smile on his face and went back
to his date.

Kyle Travis was an assistant district attorney, thirty-five, tan, tall and very handsome. The moment Jim had
walked into his office Monday, Kyle had shown his interest, and had pursued Jim with a fervor that made Jim
blush with its intensity. There had been no way Jim could have said no. And in truth, he hadn't wanted to, so
lonely for a little bit of human companionship.

So, now they were sitting across from each other at Strapazza's, drinking red wine and talking, and all Jim could
think of was how he wished he were home watching television.

"...so I told her there was no way I would sue her ex-husband for visitation rights for their dog." Kyle paused,
waiting for a reaction, and then continued, "You haven't heard a word I've said, Jim."

Guilty eyes flashed up to meet Kyle's deep brown ones.

"I'm sorry, Kyle," Jim said, taking a sip of his wine.

"No, Jim, it’s okay. If you'd rather not have dinner, that's fine. I just thought you were interested."

"I am," Jim said. "It's just been a long week, you know."

"Sure, sure."

Their dinners arrived, and they ate in silence. Over coffee, Kyle tried again to interest Jim, making a not so subtle
overture, and inviting Jim back to his place and into his bed.

But Jim couldn't accept. He'd had enough one night stands to know that he was looking for more. He was looking
for a connection to someone, an interest that went past physical; he was looking for someone to love and be
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loved by. Nothing about Kyle Travis made him want to know more.

"I wish I could, Kyle," Jim said carefully, not wanting to hurt Kyle unnecessarily, "but just recently I lost
someone close to me, and I'm just not ready. I thought I was..."

"Oh."

"I really am sorry. I didn't mean to lead you on."

"No, you didn't. I was just hoping.... Thank you for being honest with me, Jim."

The check came then, and Jim insisted on paying. Kyle let him. They left in separate cars and went home alone.

At home, Jim stripped to his boxers and watched the news and then Sports Center. Feeling an emptiness inside,
Jim got a glass of milk, hoping it would help. Finally, he went to bed, the empty feeling accompanying him, and
he realized that it had nothing to do with food or drink. He was alone, and empty inside. And deep down, he
knew that if he had gone home with Kyle, he would have been even more alone.

He lay in bed for a long time before he fell asleep, and he wondered how long a person could live when they
were empty.

***

Saturday, April 14, 2001 – 7:15 p.m.

Fuck, I hate blind dates Blair thought, trying to decide what to wear. How did I let Trina talk me into this
again?

Trina had insisted Blair get out and start meeting people. It had been six months since his transplant, it was time
to face the world again, and stop hiding out in his apartment. He had agreed to call Marianne, not actually
intending to make a date, but Trina had seen through his facade, and made the call herself.

Blair looked at the clock. Jeez, she'll be here in fifteen minutes!

He finally picked out a dark blue dress shirt, but noticed it was wrinkled. Tucking it into his black jeans, he knew
there wasn't enough time to iron it, so he hurriedly sorted through a pile of sweaters before settling on a tan one
that had stripes of blue running across it. He pulled on a second pair of thick wool socks, and slipped his fleece
lined hiking boots on. While it was mid-April, most nights still dropped down into the 40's, and he was taking no
chances on catching a chill.

Standing in front of the bathroom mirror, Blair deliberated between pulling his hair back or leaving it down. What
the hell does it matter? She's not gonna like me, and I'm not gonna like her Blair resigned himself. It was better
not to get his hopes up.

Leaving it down, Blair flipped the bathroom light off and went to find his wallet and keys.

Forty-five minutes later the doorbell rang.

"Blair?" Marianne asked when he had opened the door.

"Yes-"

"God, I'm so sorry. Would you believe I got half way out the door and my mother called? She wouldn't let me get
a word in edgewise, talking and talking. And finally when I told her..."

Blair tuned her out, nodding in the appropriate places. He finally got her out the door and they walked to the
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Italian restaurant around the corner, and she never stopped talking.

"What are you gonna order?" Marianne asked, not pausing to let Blair answer. "I'm a vegetarian, but I don't mind
if you want to eat an animal. I mean, who's to know..."

Blair smiled and ordered a beer when the waitress came around.

"Beer? With Italian food?" Marianne said with some distain. "And in your condition?"

"My condition?" Blair managed to say when she took a breath.

"Well, with your poor heart. Oh god, should I have driven us over here? I never even thought about it. You
know, my aunt..."

Blair surveyed the menu looking for just the right...

"The veal looks good," he quietly mused.

"Veal!" her voice echoed loudly.

Nodding, Blair listened to her rant.

"Do you know how..."

He tuned her out, and ordered pasta primavera when the waitress dared to come take their order.

"Do you believe how rude she was? I can't believe..."

Blair sat across from Marianne and counted the minutes until he could go home. He couldn't decide if he just
wanted some silence or if he wanted to call Trina and ask her what kinds of drugs she was taking to make her
think that he would get along with Marianne.

Blair wasn't sure how Marianne finished her dinner with all her talking, but when the waitress asked if they
wanted dessert, Blair took charge of the conversation.

"No, we'll just take the check, please."

"Oh," Marianne said, obviously looking forward to dessert. Then he saw the mental gears shift in her head.

"Sure," she said, "we can have dessert at your place."

He couldn't believe her gall. When had he given her any signals that he was interested in any sort of physical
contact with her?

"Actually, Marianne, I can't have dessert anymore." She looked confused. "You know, in my condition."

Blessedly, that shut her up. Silence reigned as he paid for dinner, and they walked back to his apartment. With a
sympathetic pat on his shoulder, Marianne left.

Laughing to himself, Blair let himself into his apartment, and back into his peace and quiet.

***

Tuesday, May 8, 2001 – 11:15 a.m.

Gripping his head in pain, Jim wished for death.
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It had all started two weeks ago with a stake out. He had spent five days alone, watching the silent house from a
makeshift shelter in the tree line, waiting for a suspect to show. The suspect had eventually been picked up in
Seattle, and the ringing of Jim's cell phone was his first clue something was wrong. He had fallen over, paralyzed
by the loud, uncompromising sound. Eventually, he'd been able to turn the phone off and try to recover. He
brushed it off and packed his stuff to go home.

In the truck, he'd been overwhelmed by an odor so intense, he'd actually had to stop and get out. Realizing a little
later that it was his own body odor he had smelled, Jim had driven home hastily and taken a shower, the truck
windows open wide.

Halfway through his shower, he had noticed the way the soap felt. Or rather, the way the soap didn't feel. It
wasn't as soft and smooth as usual, it felt gritty and filmy, and it made his skin itch. He had washed off in pure
water for several long minutes until his skin felt somewhat normal.

He wasn't even sure how to explain the next two occurrences. He just knew that the intensity of them scared
him, and made him seriously doubt his sanity.

He had gone into the kitchen for a glass of water, filling it straight from the tap. The first taste made him frown.
The second made him spit the water out. The water didn't taste right; he could taste iron and fluoride, and it was
so strong, too strong. He had then held the glass up to the light and...nothing. He had 'woken' up on the floor, a
broken glass and a puddle of water beside him.

His first thought was that he'd been poisoned or drugged somehow, and he’d immediately taken a sample of the
water and gotten dressed and gone to the police lab to have his blood tested. The results on both the water and
his blood had come back normal. He hadn't been sure what to think, but he bought bottled water after that, and
was more than normally wary of eating or drinking anything he couldn't control.

But the incidents continued to happen.

Like today. He'd been doing laundry, and after starting the whites, he'd gotten a terrible, pounding headache, and
the smell of the bleach had been exceptionally strong, making him gag.

These fits struck him randomly, ranging in severity from incapacitating to distracting, and he was never sure
what set them off. Jim had visited his primary care physician, and he had found nothing wrong. In fact, he had
told Jim that he was in wonderful condition for a man of his age. Jim had insisted on x-rays and further tests to
rule out any possibility of debilitating disease, and paid out of his own pocket for the reassurance the clean test
results gave him. But still the fits happened.

Ibuprofen helped with the headaches, but it upset his stomach, which was fine because most food didn't agree
with him anyway. Comfy cotton undershirts and boxers helped with the itchy, red skin. He wore sunglasses a lot
to avoid the glaring lights.

As a last option, he was considering going to a psychiatrist. He just didn't know what to do, only that he couldn't
live like this for much longer. There had to be a solution.

***

Friday, May 11, 2001 – 12:20 p.m.

Blair glanced at the cafeteria clock and fiddled impatiently with his straw. Trina was meeting him for lunch, and
she was late. The cafeteria at the hospital was a busy place, so Blair had gone ahead and gotten his lunch and a
table.

"Sorry, sorry," Trina said, setting her tray down.
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"It's okay," Blair said with a smile.

He let her get two bites into her salad before he dropped his bombshell.

"I want to meet the family."

"What?" she asked, pausing mid-bite.

"I need to meet the family."

She knew exactly who he was talking about; they had discussed it before and after his transplant, and he had
decided that not knowing about the person whose heart was beating inside him, would be for the best. And now
he wanted to know.

"Why?"

"Tri, I don't know if I can explain it. I just feel this," he paused as if searching for the right word, "compulsion to
know whose heart is inside me."

"It's your heart, Blair."

"But who had it before me? What was he like? Or she, what was she like?" Blair said, frustrated, running his
hands through his hair. "Trina, I need to know."

Staring at him for a long minute, she decided. "Okay, I'll get the information."

"Thank you!"

***

Monday, May 21, 2001 – 8:15 a.m.

Late spring was slowly giving way to summer. The spring blossoms were full and fragrant in the well-kept
flowerbeds in Chandler Park. The smell of fresh cut grass hung in the air, the morning dew still clinging where
the bright sunshine hadn't warmed it away.

The park was virtually empty at the early hour. A few joggers were making their rounds, and a faithful pair of
older men were setting up a chessboard on one of the many tables in the sunlight. It was silent except for an
occasional bird calling out its morning greeting.

Blair felt peaceful sitting in the warmth of the sun, feeling its healing rays. The almost reverent feel to the
morning filled him with hope for his meeting, assuring him that this was the right thing to do, the necessary thing.

Trina had told him what she could about his organ donor. It had saddened Blair when he learned that Andy had
not had any family, but Trina had quickly told him about Andy's partner, about Jim Ellison, and how he had
never left Andy's side, even when the doctors had told him it was hopeless.

In fact, when she was seeking information about Andy, Tammy Little, who had handled Andy's paperwork, had
spoken glowingly about Jim Ellison and his devotion to Andy. Though she had done her job numerous times
before and since, no one had stuck with her as much as Andy and Jim. She had helped Trina set up the meeting,
believing that it was the right thing to do.

Now Blair sat on a park bench waiting to meet Andrew Chase's partner, Detective Jim Ellison. Jim was supposed
to be bringing coffee, and that was how Blair was to recognize him. Blair was nervous, not knowing exactly what
to expect, and yet wanting to expect some kind of epiphany at the momentous meeting. He still wasn't sure what
had been driving him to this meeting, but it was beating strong within his heart. His and Andy's heart.
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"Blair?"

Heart pounding, Blair turned his head and looked up into the most sensitive blue eyes he had ever seen.

"Jim?"

Smiling broadly, Jim nodded and offered his hand.

Blair couldn't catch his breath; there was something so compelling about this man, something that was calling out
to him on all levels. Looking at Jim's outstretched hand, Blair had a moment of premonition, that if he took Jim's
hand, he would never be able to let go. And with a smile, he realized that this was exactly what he'd been looking
for.

He took Jim's hand.

"It's nice to meet you."

"You, too."

Jim opened a sack and pulled out two Styrofoam cups.

"I wasn't sure how you took it," Jim said apologetically.

Smiling, Blair said, "With a little cream."

Jim thoughtfully removed the lid, careful of the steam, and added creamer, then handed it to Blair.

"Thank you."

"You're welcome."

Blair noticed that Jim added some sugar to his coffee, and then they sat there in silence sipping their coffees. Jim
pointed out a squirrel scampering across the lawn. Blair watched Jim look across the park, the detective's eyes
taking in everything. Blair laughed when a second squirrel joined the first, and they chased each other. Jim
watched Blair laugh, and noticed the way his eyes sparkled.

Jim finished his coffee, reached for Blair's empty cup and disposed of them efficiently, and then stood in front of
Blair.

Looking up Jim's length, Blair found himself admiring every inch, feeling the heat of attraction surge through
him. When his eyes met Jim's, it was as if Jim could read every thought in Blair's head, and Jim then returned the
admiring gaze. Jim's eyes caressed Blair's face, his hair, his shoulders; he could smell desire, Blair's desire, and
unlike other prior instances, Jim was pleased with having this special gift.

Stretching out his hand, Jim held his breath and waited to see if Blair would take it.

Smiling wholeheartedly, Blair stood and took Jim's hand.

They walked down the paved path, slowly, meandering along, not in any hurry. There was a special aura that
surrounded them, and they were loath to speak and possibly break the spell.
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Near the pond, they sat again, closer than they had earlier; they still held hands. The sun was overhead, and its
heat, combined with their generated heat, made Blair start to sweat a bit. Jim released Blair's hand, and he
reached for the collar of Blair's jacket and helped him take it off. Smiling in gratitude, Blair couldn't help but
stare at Jim's face, studying his lips, his serious eyes. And then suddenly, like a cold breeze, Jim's eyes were
vacant pools.

"Jim?" There was no response. "Jim, tell me what's happening!" Blair tried to keep calm, knowing he had to help
Jim.

Gripping Jim's hand tightly, Blair squeezed, and said, "Jim, come back to me. Talk to me."

And as suddenly as it had started, the warmth was back in Jim's eyes.

"Are you okay?" Blair asked, rubbing Jim's hand against his face.

"Yeah. Yes," Jim said, softly. "I'm sorry."

"What happened?"

"I don't know. It's like one minute I was looking into your eyes," Jim smiled, "and the next, I don't know...it felt
like I was falling in."

"Falling into my eyes?"

"Falling into you." Jim smiled shakily at Blair. "I hope that's okay."

"Yes," Blair said, nodding happily. "It's very okay."

Jim slipped his arm around Blair's shoulder, and Blair leaned into the embrace. Blair was unsettled; something
about that spell of Jim's had touched off alarms in his head. There was something so familiar about the way Jim
had zoned out... oh, god!

"What's wrong?" Jim asked, hearing, but not understanding how it was possible, Blair's heart pounding.

"Nothing," Blair said, smiling reassuringly. "I'm okay."

Jim didn't say anything, but kept studying Blair.
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"I used to teach anthropology at Rainier. Before."

"Do you miss it?" Jim asked softly.

"Yes, some of it."

Nodding in understanding, Jim remained silent.

"Let me tell you about my dissertation."

And with that, Blair opened up a whole new world of possibilities to Jim. The same possibilities and options that
Jim had opened up for Blair when he had donated Andy's organs.

It was a beginning.

To be continued...
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APRIL

As he climbed the stairs to the studio apartment, the sounds from the stereo grew increasingly louder the closer
he got. By the last flight of steps he was able to identify the artist.

Knocking on the metal door proved futile as long as the music persisted so Blair patiently waited until the final
strains of the song played out before banging loudly. His efforts were immediately rewarded as it swung open.

“Blair! Hey, man, glad you could make it.” He found himself enveloped in a bear hug from the hulking giant who
admitted him.

Blair easily fell into the embrace and gave the man a quick squeeze around the waist before releasing him.

“How’s it going, Tony? So where’s your other half?” he asked, his eyes darting around the large room.

“Trying to get cleaned up so I can get a piece of that action,” a feminine voice responded with a hint of laughter.
From behind a large muslin canvas perched on an even larger easel, a woman emerged, wiping her hands with a
damp rag.

Shedding the paint-covered smock she wore as she approached, she opened her arms. Grasping her around her
waist, Blair easily lifted her and swung her around.

“Danee, it’s so good to see you,” Blair said as he finally lowered her to her feet, placing a quick kiss on her
forehead. “It’s been far too long.”

“I’ve been kinda busy,” she said, with an exaggerated sweep of her arm around the room.

Blair’s eyes followed her hand around, widening as they took in the enormity of the accomplishment. “Good
God, woman, when Tony told me you were gonna put together a one-woman show, I had no idea how big it
was.”

She laughed easily. “When I sold the Sampson Gallery on the idea of my ‘Faces of Cascade’ theme, I figured this
might be my one and only shot at displaying my work. So I might as well go down swinging and throw out as
many pieces as I can. Hopefully there’s something here somebody will like.”

“Babe, they’re gonna love all of it,” Tony responded genuinely as he embraced her tightly.

“I agree, Danee. This is some of your best work.” Blair walked slowly from one canvas to the next, admiring the
intricate brush strokes and vivid colors that comprised the realistic portraits of many of the city’s prominent
citizens. “This portrait of the Governor is fantastic. How did you ever talk her into posing for you?”

“I have Tony’s mother to thank for that coup. Turns out they’re old friends and she managed to speak to the
Governor on my behalf.”

“So, how many portraits are you planning all together?”

Danee walked over to a small desk against the wall and picked up a piece of paper. Turning around, she handed
it to Blair. “Originally, I had planned on having sixty total. That’s the list. Those thirty with a checkmark are the
ones that I’ve finished. The seven with an ‘X’ means they flat out turned me down. Right now I’ve got three I’m
working on. Those are the ones with a dash besides their names. The rest are still up in the air. I’ve contacted
most of them but haven’t yet gotten any preliminary sketches made.”

Blair quickly scanned over the impressive list of names. “This is quite a formidable collection of folks you’ve
assembled here. The Mayor, the city’s biggest philanthropist, President of the largest bank, Chairman of the
School Board, Director of the Cascade Symphony, Olga Sadosuk who used to be with the Kiev Ballet...”
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“She even got Madeline Kelley, the actress who originally came from Cascade, to pose for her,” Tony said,
beaming with pride.

“Yep, it’s quite a list,” Danee agreed. “I have folks from the Fire Department, the Police Department, the City
Government, and various arts and education fields to volunteer their time to help me out.”

As Blair studied the list a bit closer, one eyebrow rose and a soft smile crossed his face. Catching the last portion
of Danee’s sentence he looked up at her. “Um, Danee, speaking of Education...you’ve got an ‘X’ by Dean
Thompson’s name.”

“Yeah, she absolutely refused to even consider the possibility of posing for a portrait,” she said with a sigh. “It’s
too bad really. She’s a beautiful woman with the brains to go with it. She’s done wonders with the math
department from what I’ve heard.”

Blair glanced at the paper in his hands. “I don’t see anybody else here from Rainier.”

“There isn’t right now. I’m still trying to find someone to represent the University.”

“Oh,” he replied simply as he went back to reading the names on the list.

Blair’s head cocked slightly as if an idea had struck him. “What about...”

“Hey, Blair, why don’t you do it?” Tony suddenly blurted out.

“Hold on, Tony. What were you gonna suggest, Blair?”

“I was just mumbling out loud. It’s nothing.” Blair hoped his explanation was sufficient.

Danee took a long and hard look at her friend, studying his facial features with a critical eye. “You know, that’s
not a bad idea. What’dya think, Blair? Would you be willing to do it?”

Blair tried to remain impassive during his friends exchange. “Who, me? There are better people out there to
represent Rainier. And far better looking ones,” he added quickly.

“Rrriiiight!” his friends said simultaneously before breaking down into a fit of laughter.

“You guys are hopeless. You know that, don’t you?” Blair shook his head in mock disgust.

Regaining his composure, Tony slapped Blair on the back. “Think of the benefits here, buddy...free meals.”

Blair quickly bent his right arm around his back. “Ow, ow. Okay, you guys have twisted my arm. I’ll do it.”

“Hot damn!” Danee threw her arms around Blair and hugged him tightly.

Once released from her embrace, he walked over to return the paper to her desk. With his back to them, he
allowed himself a wide grin.

“I promise you, Blair, that this will be very tasteful.”

“Huh?” He turned around rapidly.

“The nude painting I’m gonna do of you, of course,” she replied offhandedly.

“Nnnude?” he stuttered, his eyes widening in surprise.

“Yeah, I’ve gotta have some nudes in the show.”
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Looking over at Tony, he caught the wide grin on his face and immediately suspected his leg was being pulled.

“How about you just paint my face like all of those over there,” he pointed at the finished canvases lining the
walls.

With a heavy sigh Danee gave in. “Okay, but you’ve gotta pose nude when I paint you,” she grinned wickedly.

“That’s it,” he laughed. “I am so outta here.”

***

MAY

“Blair, will you please hold still,” Danee admonished her friend as he sat poised on the stool. Her attempts at
sketching him had thus far been seriously hampered by his nervous energy.

“I’m trying. I really am. You just have no idea how hard it is for me to sit still.”

“Sit there and take a few deep breaths. Think happy thoughts. I know. Think about the person you’re doing this
portrait for,” she grinned as she bent to select a pencil from the tray.

“What are you talking about?”

“Don’t even try, Blair. Beyond the fact that you’re nervously fidgeting on the stool right now, I saw just how
closely you studied my list of subjects. And do I have to remind you how many times I’ve begged and groveled
over the past six years to get you to pose? You didn’t even put up a believable fight.”

“Busted,” he laughed nervously

“So who is it?”

“I can’t tell you, Danee. It’s a long story.”

“Does he know how you feel?”

“What makes you think it’s a ‘he’?”

“Process of elimination. All the women on the list are either married or else much older than you.”

Knowing it was futile to deny Danee’s perceptions, Blair acknowledged it, since she’d been aware of his
bisexuality for a long time. “I doubt he knows how I feel, let alone that I’m still here in Cascade. It seems that
every time we see each other that one or the other of us is coming or going.”

Noting the wistful expression on her friend’s face, Danee quickly drew a series of sketches trying to capture it
while getting him to reminisce.

“So how did you meet this guy?”

“About four years ago I signed on for a dig over in Bali. It was wintertime here in Cascade and cold as hell and I
figured the change in temperature would be good. The night before we had to head out into the field we got to
stay at a hotel. Last night in civilization and all that. I went down to the bar to check things out. There was this
guy sitting at the bar and we struck up a conversation. Turned out he was also an American who was there on
R&R. After a couple of drinks, this woman walked in and started hitting on the guy. Next thing I knew, he leaves
with her.”

Danee got up to retrieve another sketch pad but held up her hand, signaling Blair to stay seated. “But he came
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back to the bar later on that night, right?”

“Nope, never did. I hung around a bit, but gave up and went back to my room. We had to leave early in the
morning for the dig site.”

Just then the door swung wide open and Tony sauntered in. “Hi, guys. How’s it going?”

“Great. I’ve got some wonderful sketches of Blair so far,” Danee said, as she began putting her pencils away.

“Listen, guys, I’ve gotta head on out. I’ve got a class to get ready for in the morning.”

“Okay. Look, Blair, I’ve got enough here to get started. I’ll give you a call when I need you for the final poses.”

“Sounds good to me.”

***

Although Blair had given Danee the abridged version of his first meeting with the mystery man from Cascade, as
he lay naked on his bed, fingers lightly brushing along the length of his burgeoning member, his imagination
replayed vividly the chance encounter with his fellow American in that bar. However, taking a detour from
reality, it was always Blair leading the tall, well-built man away from the bar and back to his room.

He easily recalled the buff soldier in the tee shirt that fit him like a glove. With maddening slowness the man
raised his arms to take a drink of his beer, exposing near perfect, rippling abs beneath the cotton fabric moist
from the humid temperature.

Blair’s hand encircled his erection and he began stroking it as his memories continued unabated. As his fingers
tightened around his swollen shaft, he imagined it was the hungry lips of his lover eagerly sucking him into the
moist depths of his mouth.

***

AUGUST

Looking down at his watch for the fifth time in the last ten minutes, James Ellison sighed as he raised his head
and glanced over at the still maddingly long line of art patrons moving slowly through the gallery. How do I let
myself get talked into these things any way? he mused as he took another sip of his wine.

Just then, a shrill voice from somewhere behind him began to grow in intensity. “...too big! Don’t you think my
nose looks too big, Reginald?”

“It looks fine, Dear.”

“No, it’s definitely too big! Reginald, I want you to find Danee and demand that she take down my portrait until
she fixes it. I will not be made the laughing stock of all of Cascade.”

“Yes, Dear.”

Jim rapidly downed the remainder of his wine and exchanged his empty goblet for a full one as the waiter passed
him. Oh yeah, somebody’s gonna owe me big time for this. His arm was just beginning its upward arc when he
felt a hand on his shoulder.

“So, Jim, what did you think of the Major Crimes’ addition to this show?”

Sighing, he lowered his arm and turn around to face his Captain. “I thought it was an interesting use of color,
Simon.”
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“You haven’t seen the painting either, have you?”

“Uh, no, Sir,” he said sheepishly.

“Good.” Simon smiled as he nudged his friend forward into the flow of people edging their way through the
crowded gallery.

“If we wait a while longer, the lines will go down,” Jim rationalized.

“And the closer we’ll be to Mrs. Vander Myde and her whining.”

“Good point, Sir.”

Both men walked in relative silence past the numerous portraits which adorned the walls. On occasion they
would comment about the likeness of a particular subject they recognized. At one painting in particular, Simon
paused. Glancing down at his program, he raised his head again to study the work before commenting.

“I think the artist missed on this one. There’s only a very slight resemblance to Frank Paulson, don’t you agree?”

Jim was already moving forward in line. A sudden jerk at his elbow pulled him backwards. “Wha?”

“I said, I don’t think this is a very good portrait of Frank Paulson, Chairman of the Board of Supervisors.”

Refusing to look over at the elegantly framed painting on the wall, Jim turned his head over the shoulder furthest
away and responded abruptly, “That’s because it’s not Frank Paulson, Simon.”

“Are you sure?”

“Jim, Simon! Glad you could make it.”

Any response Jim might have been meaning to make was blessedly sidetracked. “Hello, Carolyn. I was beginning
to wonder how far we were going to have to go to find all of you.”

“Carolyn,” Simon acknowledged. “So where’s everybody else? Don’t tell me they’re actually trying to soak up
some culture.”

“Not hardly,” she laughed easily as she fell into line with them. “They all made a beeline for Rafe’s portrait as
soon as the exhibit opened and haven’t budged since. Every time a new group comes by, Rafe launches into his
story detailing his experience of posing for the artist with Brown explaining how much Rafe had to pay the artist
to let him pose.”

“Rafe?” Simon looked over at Jim in confusion. “I thought you were chosen to represent Major Crimes?”
Immediately Jim’s head drooped as he seemed to be intent on studying something on the floor.

“She originally wanted Jim as her subject but he turned her down, repeatedly. Rafe was her second choice,”
Carolyn volunteered.

“I still think you would have been a better choice, Caro,” Jim said honestly. “I tried to tell her.”

It wasn’t hard to find the group from the Major Crimes Division as their voices gave their location away.

“‘Protect and Serve’, that’s me.” Rafe’s voice could be heard above the others.

“Give it up, man.” Brown’s voice was quick to respond. “That was too easy a title.”

“Jim! Hey, man. What’dya think?” Rafe asked anxiously as Jim finally reached the other members of the squad.
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“Lay off of him. It’s just a dumb picture,” Brown teased.

Joel moved closer to Jim, patting him on the arm. “You’re in for it now, buddy. These two have been at it for
over an hour now.”

“So Rafe, how much did you have to pay the artist to make you look better than real life?” Jim goaded his
friend.

As he watched the interplay between his detectives, Simon took the opportunity to pull Carolyn to one side.
“Back there where you joined us, there was a portrait I mistook for Frank Paulson. Jim was adamant that it
wasn’t, yet he hardly looked at it. Any idea who it was?”

Carolyn glanced back in the direction Simon had indicated and knew immediately which painting he was
referring to. “Yeah, it’s William Ellison...his father.”

“His father?” he blurted out, louder than he intended.

Jim spun around and glared at both of them.

“They aren’t on speaking terms, Simon,” she whispered.

Rafe pulled Jim back around to focus his attention on the painting before them. “Come on Jim, honestly, what do
you think of it?”

Draining the last of the wine in his glass, Jim walked up and stood an arm’s length in front of the portrait and
then backed away several feet. “Honestly? I think it shows a man who’s dedicated to his job. Who’s hard
working and a really fine human being.”

“Really? You see all that represented there?”

“Nah,” Jim grinned broadly. “But it’s damn fine use of color.”

“You are so full of shit, Ellison!” Rafe said loudly as he punched Jim in the shoulder.

Brown smiled. “It’s only a picture, partner.” He glanced over at Jim, but Ellison had turned away. Undaunted,
Henry found Joel. “He’s gonna be hell to live with, you know that don’tcha, Taggart? Look at the swelled head
he’s gotten already.”

Jim’s attention had suddenly been diverted by a portrait which hung several feet away from Rafe’s. His eyes had
been captured by the haunting look of a young man which drew him closer.
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“Penny for your thoughts.”

“I doubt they’re worth that much, Caro,” he laughed.

“Somebody you know?” she asked, indicating the painting.

“I don’t think so. There’s something awfully familiar about him though.”

“Somebody you busted maybe?”

“Somehow, I don’t think that a criminal would fit into the theme of ‘Faces of Cascade’,” he snickered.

Carolyn had to smile at that thought. “You’re probably right, Jimmy. Maybe with long hair like that he’s an artist
as well. Or perhaps a musician.”

The longer he studied the painting the more familiar the face became. The long, flowing auburn curls did nothing
to jog his memory, but there was something about those brilliant blue eyes that begged to be remembered, if only
he could remember from where...

A subtle tug at his arm jogged him from his daze and he looked down to see Carolyn urging him forward.

***

“You did it, Babe!” Tony said just before placing a light kiss on her forehead.

“I have to agree with your young man, Ms. Hurdle.”

Danee blinked quickly and looked over at the elegantly dressed woman addressing her. “Mrs. Sampson, I can’t
thank you enough for giving me the opportunity to display my paintings. I never in a million years expected this
kind of reception for my work.”

“Get used to it, my dear,” the gallery owner laughed. “Your work is exquisite. Almost half the pieces are sold
already and it’s quite possible the rest of them will be sold before the show is over. The Governor is ecstatic with
her portrait, as is the Mayor and several of your other subjects.”

“I’m so happy they’re pleased,” Danee said quietly as she began to look around the still crowded room.

“I’ll leave you two to enjoy your triumph,” Mrs. Sampson said, patting Danee on the arm as she moved away.
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Grabbing two wine goblets off the passing waiter’s tray, Tony handed one to Danee. “Still looking for Blair?”

“Yeah, I thought sure he make opening night,” she sighed.

“You know Blair. He’s probably just running late as usual.”

“You’re probably right.” Danee glanced over in the direction of the boisterous group from Major Crimes. She
watched with interest the tall, athletic man who stood a short distance away from the others, frankly admiring
one of her favorite portraits, while an attractive women sought to gain his attention. Looking off in the opposite
direction, however, Danee, felt a cold shudder run throughout her body when she observed an older man openly
ogling a portrait of a high school football player. Spinning around quickly, she gulped down the remainder of her
wine hoping to drown her disgust.

***

“Come on, Jim, there’s more of the exhibit to see.”

Reluctantly, Jim moved forward only occasionally glancing over at the framed pictures hanging on the walls as
they passed by. Here and there, Carolyn would offer commentary as she recognized some of the people whose
likenesses had been captured by the artist.

When they at last made the final turn and finished the tour, Jim led her back to where he knew the group from
the station was still huddled around Rafe’s portrait. They were not disappointed.

Glancing over to his left, Jim noticed several people standing in front of the painting of the mysterious young
man, openly admiring it. For some unknown reason, Jim found himself willing the people to move away from the
picture and resume their tour of the gallery. His unusual behavior didn’t abate with the next few patrons as he
continued to unconsciously telegraph his feelings of displeasure at them viewing his picture.

‘Jim?” A hand on his shoulder broke his concentration.

Turning slightly, he sheepishly faced Brown. “Yeah?”

“Hey, man, we’re all going out for some beers. You wanna join us?”

“No, I think I’m gonna call it a night. But thanks anyway,” Jim replied. With a backwards glance at the portrait
he reluctantly followed his fellow detectives out of the gallery.

***

She stood against the wall, preferring to stay somewhat out of the way of the patrons filing through the gallery.
From her vantage point, however, she was able to keep track of guests making their entrance as well as gauge
overall interest in her particular favorite paintings.

The crowd had thinned somewhat by the time Mrs. Sampson approached Danee again. This time she was not
alone. Danee’s body began to tense up as they neared.

“Danee, dear, Mr. Thompson here is interested in purchasing that portrait you did of that young man over there,
but I can’t find a price listed on my control sheet.”

She already knew which painting he was referring to, but Danee glanced over in the direction the gallery owner
was pointing in order to calm her nerves. “I’m terribly sorry, Mr. Thompson, but that painting isn’t for sale.”

The man was undaunted. “Everybody has their price, my dear. Would you sell it to me for $5,000?”

“I’m sor...” Tony grabbed her wrist, spun her around and dragged her several feet away.
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“Are you nuts? $5,000! It’s just Blair. You can get him to pose for another one.”

With a slight shake of her head, Danee turned back to the man. “I’m sorry, but that portrait was done as a gift
and I really can’t sell it at any price. I hope you can understand.”

“You’re quite sure?” Mr. Thompson implored.

“Yes, Sir, I’m sorry,” she said, as politely as she could.

Frowning, he walked away quickly, leaving the gallery owner shaking her head.

“I hope you understand the opportunity you just passed up?” she said as she departed.

Danee sighed in response.

“Hey, why is my favorite artist so glum?”

She spun around, a smile instantly lighting up her face when she saw him.

“Blair! You made it.” She hugged him tightly.

“I told you I would. Just took me longer than expected. Damn car wouldn’t start again,” he laughed.

“See I told you he’d make it, Babe,” Tony said. He grabbed a glass of wine from the closest tray and handed it to
his friend.

Blair immediately lifted it high and offered a toast. “As soon as I walked in I heard everybody talking about how
successful the show was. So here’s to many more successful shows.”

Danee and Tony raised their glasses in response.

“So why the long faces when I got here?” he questioned.

“Danee just turned down an outrageous sum for your portrait,” Tony quickly answered.

“Whaaa?”

“See that guy over there?” Tony pointed to the man standing in front of Blair’s painting. “He offered Danee
$5,000 for it.”

Blair glanced over in the direction his friend was indicating and then quickly turned away. Facing his friends he
only shrugged. “Oh well, it’s Danee’s painting to do with as she wants.” However, as soon as Tony had looked
away, he caught her attention and mouthed the word “thanks.”

Danee regarded him questioningly. But before he could respond, Tony draped his arm around her shoulder and
drew her closer.

“How about we blow this joint and take this celebration somewhere else?” Tony offered.

“I’d love to, man, but I’ve got some research that I have to finish,” Blair apologized. “How about a rain check
for this weekend?”

“You’re on,” Tony agreed quickly.

***

Standing outside the gallery, Danee quickly hugged Blair and kissed his cheek.
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“Thanks for coming by.”

“This has been great. It’s about time other people recognized your talent,” Blair said.

With a wave, he walked in the opposite direction towards his car.

***

Despite his exhaustion, Jim found sleep to be elusive. When, at last, he was able to take refuge in the arms of
Morpheus, images of the young man with the long, flowing curls and piercing blue eyes haunted his dreams.

The visions continued to swirl wildly through his mind until suddenly everything became focused.

***

AUGUST, THREE YEARS EARLIER

Jim found himself seated at the end of a long oak bar, loud music pounding into his head. Spying the schooner of
beer in front of him, he took a long swig of the golden liquid, reveling in its calming effects. Placing the glass
down, he twisted around in an attempt to familiarize himself with his surroundings. Leaning against the wall by
the small dance floor, Jim immediately recognized an officer he knew worked in Vice. The man nodded in subtle
recognition. Turning in the opposition direction, Jim saw Peter Adams, another Vice officer he’d worked with.

“Everything okay, Jimbo?” a voice in his ear asked anxiously.

Jim raised his hand to his head and began to rub his temple, while unobtrusively fingering the device in his ear.
Glancing in the huge mirror which served as a backdrop to the rows of liquor bottles, a long forgotten reflection
stared back at him. Jim’s fingers moved down to the object which sparkled from the middle of his earlobe and
smiled.

“Everything’s fine, Pete,” he assured the man softly as he took another sip of his beer.

“I don’t know about you guys, but I’m bored shitless. I think we’ve struck out again,” Bob said struggling to
suppress a yawn.

“You’re probably right, Bob,” Jim said quietly into his hidden microphone. “Why don’t you guys call it a night.
I’m just gonna finish my beer and then I’m outta here myself.”

“Sounds like a plan to me, man.” Pete quickly settled his bar tab and exited the club.

Jim got up from his stool and headed towards the bathroom, giving Bob a slight nod as he passed by. Closing the
door behind him, he quickly removed the wire from his body and jammed the mike and earpiece into his pants
pocket.

As he made his way back to the bar, Jim noticed that Bob had already left the club. As he resettled himself on
the wooden stool, Jim couldn’t help notice the bartender place a beer in front of a young man seated further
down the bar. He was fairly certain the man hadn’t been there earlier.

As Jim raised his schooner of beer to his lips, he stole a glance in the young man’s direction. He nearly choked as
the liquid rushed down his throat. Within moments he felt a hand thumping against his back.

“I’m okay,” Jim said weakly.

“You sure,” the stranger said.

“Yeah. Thanks.” He looked over and watched the man’s retreating back.

Seasons Collage

49



The young man grabbed his beer and returned. Pointing to the empty stool next to Jim, he asked, “You mind?”

“Be my guest.”

Placing the beer on the wooden surface, he pulled the stool away from the bar and sat down. “You sure you’re
okay, man?” he asked, genuinely concerned.

“Yeah. Just went down the wrong pipe,” Jim lied smoothly, eying the skintight jeans the man wore which had
proven to be the true cause of his undoing.

Laughing easily, he took a sip of his beer. “I hate when that happens.”

Jim could only nod as he took a healthy swig from his own drink. As he set the glass back down, he caught the
glimmer of shiny metal from the corner of his eye. Glancing over, he noticed the nipple ring just barely showing
through the sleeveless mesh shirt his companion wore. Damn! was the only thought his mind could muster as he
quickly downed the remainder of his beer.

Noticing that his drinking partner had almost finished his own beverage, Jim waved the bartender over and
ordered another round for both of them.

“Thanks, man.”

“Least I could do.”

“At the risk of sounding cliche and all that, do you come here often?” he looked up at the older man as he took a
sip from the ice-cold beer.

Something in the question struck a sour chord in Jim’s brain and he frowned slightly. Jeez, is this the guy we’ve
been after? He’s young enough and definitely good-looking enough He tried to recover and hide his
disappointment with a crooked smile.

“It’s okay, man. I know it was a bad line.” He’d seen the scowl which marred the handsome face of his
companion.

“If I just had a quarter for how many times I’ve heard that one,” Jim attempted to cover his blunder.

“I hear ya,” he laughed as he ran his hands through his short auburn curls. “It’s a nervous habit of mine.”

Jim started to stare at him as his fingers carded through the thick hair. “What is?” He lifted his glass and finished
his beer.

“I tend to talk too much.”

“I hadn’t noticed, Chief.” Jim stood up and reached into his jeans pocket, pulling out several bills. “I don’t know
about you, but it’s time I was hitting the road,” he said as he placed the money on the bar.

The young man looked disappointed as he stood as well and began to dig into his own pockets. “I suppose I
should split as well.”

Jim grabbed his arm before he could retrieve it. “My treat, Chief.”

“Thanks, man. I really appreciate it.”

***

Once outside, Jim pointed to his truck. “That’s my ride over there.”
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“That’s mine,” his companion said, pointing to a Corvair. He shivered noticeably despite the denim jacket he
hugged tightly around himself. “Damn, it got cold out here.”

Jim only nodded his agreement as he walked with him over to the smaller man’s car.

“You sure you have leave?”

Once again Jim’s suspicions rose to the surface. “What do you have in mind?”

“I dunno, maybe we could go get a cup of coffee and talk some more,” he suggested.

Taking a couple of steps forward, Jim forced him against his car. Leaning closer, Jim placed both of his arms on
the roof of the vehicle, effectively trapping the young man.

“Talk, huh? Is that what they call it these days?” he said sarcastically.

As the caustic remark began to sink in, a sudden icy contempt flashed in his eyes and his back became ramrod
straight.

“Yeah, talk, man! We’ve done it before, remember?” he spat out as he twisted away from Ellison’s grasp.
“Guess I was wrong about you.”

Puzzled, Jim could only stare at the miniature volcano that was erupting in front of his eyes. Done it before?
What’s he talking about? Does he mean when we were talking at the bar? As he continued trying to unravel the
mystery, Jim noticed the man struggling to fish his car keys out of his painted-on jeans.

Unable to suppress a grin, Jim stood rooted to the ground as he watched in fascination as the sought after goal
had finally been retrieved, only to be quickly fumbled to the ground when he tried to insert the key into the door
lock. Without hesitation, the man dropped to his knees, presenting Jim with an unobstructed view of his perfectly
shaped ass. Groaning softly, Ellison spun around quickly, hoping to hide his obvious discomfort.

Taking several deep breaths, Jim dared to look over his shoulder and found the man still crawling around on the
ground in search of his keys. He turned around and silently joined the hunt.

“Got ‘em, Chief,” he said as he grabbed the key ring out from under the vehicle.

“Thanks.” He extended his hand.

Jim carefully placed the keys in the outstretched palm. For a brief moment, their fingers brushed against each
other and both men looked up, blue eyes locking on their twin.

Blue eyes? His eyebrows rose in amazement. He quickly reviewed the physical description of the suspect.
Brunet, medium height, medium build, good-looking, dark eyes. DARK EYES Gazing straight ahead into the
puzzled face in front of him, Ellison saw only deep indigo illuminated by the large street lamp overhead.

His face broke into a broad smile. “Is that offer of a cup of coffee still open, Chief?”

The younger man did a double take at the obvious change of heart. However, he composed himself quickly. “It is
getting late, man. I really should be going.”

“Hey, if it’s about earlier, I’m sorry. I thought you were...”

“It’s okay.” He turned around and inserted the key into the door lock.

For some unexplainable reason, Jim was loathed to let him leave. Reaching out, he firmly grasped the man’s
shoulder and pulled him away from the car.
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As he whirled around, Jim’s vision zeroed in on the sensuously full lips begging for attention. Like a moth drawn
to the flame, Jim’s mouth swooped down to capture his.

The club’s heavy wooden entrance door slammed, startling the men. Jim stumbled backwards several paces, his
face a deep crimson. Looking up, he noticed the scarlet hue that crossed the young man’s checks as well.

Jim glanced over and discovered the source of their interruption. The bartender was taking out the trash. He
began to chuckle. Turning his attention back to his companion, he found him smiling as well.

“I really should be getting home, man.”

“Can I get a rain check on that coffee, Chief?”

He smiled broadly. “Sure.” He started to climb into his car.

Jim started to walk away towards his truck when he suddenly turned around and ran back to the Corvair. “How
can I find you?” He asked, even before the window was rolled down.

“What?”

“How will I be able to find you?”

“I come down here most of the time.”

“Sounds good.” Jim smiled and started to turn away as the car began to inch forward. Then it hit him. “Hey!” he
called out. The car stopped. As the window opened again, Jim looked inside sheepishly. “You know, I don’t
know your name.”

“My name is Blair,” he said in a deep, dusty voice.

“I’ll see you around, Blair. I’m Jim.”

Blair started to wind the window up and slowly edge the car away. “I know,” he called out before driving off.

Jim stood in the parking lot bewildered.

***

Jim sprang up in bed as if shot out of a cannon. Completely disoriented, it took several minutes for him to realize
that he was in his bedroom at home.

Finally daring to look over at the alarm clock on the night stand, he discovered it was 5:15 in the morning.
Convinced it was futile to try to go back to sleep, he made his way downstairs and started a pot of coffee. Staring
intently at the water rushing from the faucet, Jim tried to recall some of the important facets of that night he’d
just dreamt about; particularly about the young man he’d met. Frustrated in his failed attempt, he angrily grabbed
the coffee pot and filled it with water.

A quick shower and two cups of coffee later, Jim still wasn’t any closer to his goal. With a shrug, he grabbed his
jacket and keys, having decided to head into the station for an early day.

***

“Ellison! My office.”

“Yes, Sir.” Jim closed the folder that lay open on his desk and quickly walked into his Captain’s office, shutting
the door behind him.
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Simon Banks was standing at his credenza, his back to the detective, as Jim entered. Turning around, he offered
Jim a cup of coffee. Once seated, Simon immediately opened his cigar pouch and lovingly fingered one of his
stogies.

Preferring to stand, Jim looked at the floor as he nervously shifted his weight from one foot to the other and
waited impatiently for his Captain to inform him of the reason for the impromptu meeting.

As he performed the ritual of preparing his cigar, Captain Banks glanced over the top of his glasses and noticed
his detective’s restlessness. Seemingly unwilling to release the man from his control, he took his time before
finally lighting the cigar.

He cleared his throat to make sure he had Ellison’s full attention. “Jim, is there a reason, I should know about,
why you’re going through your old files from Vice?”

“Excuse me, Sir?”

“You heard me the first time. Why are you going through those files?”

“Um, I’m...Well, Sir, there’s a case I’m working on that’s similar to one I had worked before in Vice and I was
just trying to refresh my memory to see if there is any connection.”

“Have you found anything?”

“Not yet, Sir.”

“You’ll let me know if you do?”

“Yes, Sir.” Jim quickly left the office before Simon could say another word.

Opening the folder once again, he read the official report concerning the undercover work involving the search
and ultimate apprehension of the prostitute who had been frequenting several of the City’s gay clubs and robbing
and assaulting his marks. Nothing about the kid with the blue eyes Jim sighed heavily. His eyes widened
noticeably; then he smiled broadly. He did have the most incredible blue eyes he remembered happily.

Jim continued to go over the statement, hoping to jog more of his memory. Although he didn’t expect any
reference to the young man to be there, perhaps he’d find some information that would prove useful in tracking
him down.

As he was flipping through the various pieces of paper, he remembered that he’d gone back to the same club on
several occasions with the hopes of seeing the man again, but never did. One piece of information did catch his
eye, however, the name of the bartender. Jim quickly scribbled a notation on a scrap of paper and tucked it in
the inside pocket of his jacket.

Closing the folder, Jim slid his chair backwards in preparation to standing when he noticed the figure standing in
front of his desk.

“Captain?”

“Jim, I need you to cover for Harris tonight on stake out with Rafe and Brown in the Waters case.”

“But, Sir...”

“Sorry, Jim. Harris’ wife just went into labor and he’s with her at the hospital.” Putting his cigar in his mouth,
Captain Banks spun around and returned to his office.

As if on cue, one half of the partner team approached Jim’s desk. “Hey, man, sorry you got stuck with this,”
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Brown said apologetically.

“You and me both, H.” Jim sighed. “So fill me in.”

“Hang on, let me get the file. Hey, Bri,” he called to his partner.

Bri...Brian? “Bla...” Blair!! He’d almost shouted the name out triumphantly, but fortunately stopped himself
short.

“Whatd’ya say, Jim?”

“Um, nothing, H. I was just thinking out loud. Sorry.”

He was saved from further embarrassment when Brian Rafe approached with the current files. Between the two
detectives they brought Ellison up to speed on the case.

“So why don’t we meet around 10:00, Jim?” Rafe asked.

“I would think we should get there no later than 9:00,” Jim responded. “We don’t want to draw attention to
ourselves when we pull up.”

“He’s got a point, Bri.” H acknowledged.

“Oh, man.”

“Why, you got a hot date or something?” Jim grinned.

“No, man. He wants to hang out at the art gallery and stare at his picture. I can’t decide whether he wants to see
if somebody buys it or if he’s secretly hoping it won’t sell so he can buy it for himself.” Brown chuckled.

“I wish I could afford it,” Rafe sighed. Her prices are out of my league. Most of those paintings are $1,000.”

“You’re kidding?” Brown whistled.

“Nope.”

“Okay, tell you what? How about we meet at the gallery? We’ll split the difference and get to Waters’ house
around 9:30.” Jim looked over at his two friends to see how receptive they were to his compromise.

“Works for me,” Brown agreed.

“Sure,” Rafe agreed.

Jim smiled to himself as he stood up, pulled his jacket from the back of his chair and strode out the door of the
bullpen.

***

The first thing that registered in Jim’s mind as he walked through the heavy oak door of The Hideaway was that
it hadn’t really changed in the years since he’d last been inside the club. Walking over to the bar, he waited until
he caught the attention of the bartender on duty.

“What’ll ya have?”

“Information.” Pulling his shield from his jacket pocket and quickly flashing it for the man, he identified himself.
“Detective Jim Ellison, Cascade PD.”
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Several men who were seated close to where Jim stood, quickly rose and moved to the opposite end of the bar.

The bartender didn’t flinch. “What can I do for you, Detective?”

“I’m trying to find a man who use to work here about three years ago. His name is Paul Barclay. Does he still
work here?”

“Nah, he doesn’t work here anymore.” He was interrupted as a waiter approached and placed an order. “Excuse
me for a minute.”

As the man turned away, Jim’s head drooped in frustration. Grateful for the momentary distraction, Jim struggled
to erase his disappointment. He raised his head slightly as the bartender efficiently mixed the requested drinks
and placed them on the waiting tray.

“Sorry. Now, you were asking about Paul Barclay?”

“Y-yeah.” Jim straightened up quickly. “So do you have any idea, where he might be working now?”

“Is he in some kind of trouble?”

“No, I just need to ask him a few questions about a case I was working on several years ago.”

The bartender took a long, hard look at Jim. “Okay, hang on a minute. Let me check the files in the office. I
think his number’s in there.”

“Thanks.”

The bartender called one of the waiters over and asked him to watch bar while he disappeared into a back room.
He was gone for approximately five minutes when he finally returned and approached Jim.

“Why don’t you come with me and I’ll show you what I’ve got on Paul.”

“Works for me.”

Jim entered the office and discovered a man seated behind a large desk. As soon as Jim approached the man
stood and extended his hand.

“Detective Ellison?”

Jim shook his hand. “Yeah. And you are?”

“Paul Barclay,” he smiled. “Sorry for the deception, but I’m sure you can understand we have to be careful
around here. Mike was just looking out for my best interests.”

Ellison frowned slightly as he looked at the man. “I thought you didn’t work here any longer.”

“I’m not a bartender any more. I own the club now.”

“Ah.” Jim watched as Mike retreated back to the bar. “So why couldn’t Mike just tell me you’re the owner when
I said I needed to speak with you?”

“Excuse my bluntness, Detective, but I would think you’d understand why we can’t necessarily trust the police
department to be honest with us.”

“So why did you decide to trust me now?”

“When Mike came back here and told me you were outside looking for me I checked to make sure it was you.
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You’ve always been fair with us in the past and I would hope that’s not gonna change any time soon.”

Jim nodded his silent agreement.

“Good. Now what did you need to ask me about?” Paul motioned for Jim to take a seat in one of the vacant
chairs. “Mike said something about a case you were working on a few years ago?”

“About three years ago I was part of a team of Vice officers working the club. You were bartending then.”

“I remember that. You guys were trying to catch that hooker who was beating the crap out of the johns and then
robbing them blind. You caught him, didn’t you?”

“Yeah, we finally did.” Jim assured him.

“So how can I help you?”

“I...um,” he stumbled. “One of the nights when I was here on stakeout I meet this kid at the bar, after the other
two detectives left the club. We had a couple of beers and talked. He told me he use to come into the club
occasionally. I came back a few times but never saw him again. I was wondering if you might remember him or
how to find him?”

“Detective Ellison, I...”

“Jim.”

“Excuse me?”

“Please, call me Jim.”

“Okay, Jim. Look, I’ve met lots of guys over the years. And three years ago...”

“This is really important to me. He’s medium height, maybe 5'8" tops. Curly, brown hair that came just below his
ears and blue eyes. He wore a couple of earrings in his left ear.”

“That description could fit a number of the guys who come in here. I’m sorry Det...Jim.”

His eyes closed as his shoulders slumped forward. Reluctantly, Jim stood. “I appreciate your help Paul. I was...”
Jim bit his lower lip as he tried to remember. “Blair...His name is Blair.”

The owner’s head shot up. “Yes, I think I do remember him. The guy could talk your ear off.”

A broad smile crossed Jim’s face. “That’s the one. So does he still come in here, or do you know where I might
find him?”

“Unfortunately, no. He used to come in here two to three years ago. There were times he’d come in and hang
around for a little while and then leave. In fact, now that I think about it, I do remember him coming in a couple
of times and asking about you. But after the second time he came looking for you, he didn’t show up again for a
long time.”

Jim glanced over, puzzled. “What did you tell him?”

“Nothing really. Usually he’d come in, order a drink and act like he was waiting for somebody and then leave
after maybe an hour. It was maybe three weeks before he asked me about you. He just asked me if I knew ‘Jim’
and described you. I said yeah, but I hadn’t seen you for a few weeks. Then he’d leave.”

“And he just stopped coming in?” Jim’s eyebrows rose as he looked over at Paul in puzzlement. “Pretty much,
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yeah. Wait a minute. He did come back maybe a month or so after that. We were just talking when he said
something about you being a cop and him figuring you’d been too busy working.”

“Wha?...” Jim sputtered, his eyes widening in surprise.

Paul leaned back against his chair and stared at the detective seated across from him. “I take it from your
reaction that you never told him, did you?”

Twisting uncomfortably in his seat, Jim found it hard to meet the man’s gaze. “Um, no, I never did.”

“I didn’t tell him, if you’re worried. At least not...”

“I wasn’t exactly worried. Not really. It’s just that...” Jim’s voice trailed off. Damn. How did this get so screwed
up so quickly?

“The kid didn’t really ask me. He made it sound like he already knew so I assumed you’d told him. I just agreed
with him that you’d probably been busy.” Paul released a loud sigh as he shrugged his shoulders. “I’m sorry,
Jim.”

“It’s not your fault. I guess I know now why I never saw him after that when I did come in here.”

“Could be.” The owner rubbed his forehead with his fingers. After a few uncomfortable minutes of silence
between the two men, Paul lifted his head, gazing over at Jim. “I can’t remember exactly when, maybe a year or
so later, Blair started showing up again. By that time I had bought the club and pretty much was here in the
office.”

“So he still comes around?” Jim asked hopefully.

“I doubt he goes to any club, if he’s even still living in Cascade these days,” Paul said.

“Why?”

“Shortly after he started coming back into the club there was this older guy who started to hit on him. At first, he
seemed to accept Blair’s rejections. Of course, he’d make the attempt every time he’d see Blair in the club. He
was really a creepy sort, too. But wealthy...Jeez! The guy would order several rounds of drinks for the entire
crowd most of the time he was here.”

“So you think Blair just got tired of having to tell him no every time?” A knot in Jim’s stomach tightened as
unpleasant thoughts filled his head.

“I heard that the old man actually followed him home from the club one night. Blair got spooked by that and had
to move. That was the last time he’s been in the club. The old man still comes in every now and then but doesn’t
stay very long. I think he keeps hoping Blair will show up.”

His face tightening with anger, Jim stood abruptly in an attempt to maintain his composure. “I really appreciate
you telling me this, Paul,” Jim said sharply. His hand shook slightly as he pulled a business card out of a leather
case. Taking a deep breath Jim handed it the man. “If this creep comes around again and bothers anybody, give
me a call.”

“You’ve got it,” he said, grasping Jim’s hand firmly as they shook good-bye.

“Oh, and if you should see Blair again...” He couldn’t continue.

“I’ll let you know, man,” Paul said simply.

Jim nodded. “Thanks.”
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***

“So, Jim, are we having fun yet?” Rafe’s disembodied voice carried through the small speaker.

Jim picked up the two-way radio from the passenger seat. “I don’t know about you ladies, but I’m bored
shitless.”

“Well, no duh,” Brown chimed in as he laughed heartily.

“This is getting old really quick. Come on guys, what’s the deal here? We’ve been at this for five days now. I
thought your source said that the deal was going down this week.”

“The week’s not over yet,” Rafe helpfully provided.

Jim lapsed back into silence as he leaned against the truck’s door.

***

“Hey stranger, I thought you were gonna call me,” Danee said as she sidestepped around the various mountains
of papers on the floor of Blair’s office.

“Danee! I’m sorry. I’ve been really busy doing research for my dis.” Blair quickly removed several books from a
nearby chair. “So how’s the show going?”

“It’s going great. The show’s only been open six days and I think most of the pieces have already sold.”

“Fantastic. I knew you were gonna be big one day.” He flashed her a brilliant smile. “And I can tell them I knew
you when.”

“You are so full of it, Blair,” she chuckled.

He walked back around his desk and sat in the wobbly chair. Leaning forward, Blair glanced at several pages of
notes in front of him.

“Blair?”

“What? Oh, sorry. I’ve been trying to sort through my notes, hoping to make some sense of this mess so I’ll have
something to submit to the Committee next month.”

“I was hoping that I could talk you into having dinner with Tony and me tonight. Nothing fancy, we just felt like
having a mini celebration because of the show.”

“Oh, man,” he sighed. “I’d love to Danee, but I can’t. I’m heading out of town to interview some possible
candidates for my thesis. Can I get a rain check though?”

“You’re leaving again? How long are you gonna be gone this time?”

“I dunno. I might be gone three weeks this time. I’ve gotta go to New Mexico, Belize and the Yukon.”

Danee scooted her chair closer to his desk. “Do you really think you’re ever gonna find this one person you’re
looking for?”

Looking over at his friend, Blair slowly removed his glasses. Rubbing the bridge of his nose, he closed his eyes
momentarily and took a deep breath. “I wish I knew, Danee.” His hand automatically moved to rest on an old,
leather bound volume. Of their own volition, his fingers began to almost caress the treasured book. “I’ve gotta
believe that somewhere out there this person exists. I’m close...I just know it,” he said softly.
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“If such a person exists, Blair, I’m sure you’ll find him,” she assured him.

He swung his chair around and pointed to numerous file folders stacked on a table behind his desk. “See these?
These are documented cases of people having one or two heightened senses. There’s gotta be...”

“Easy, tiger. I’m not your damn committee. You don’t have to sell me on your theory.”

Blair shrugged his shoulders as he sunk deep into his chair. “Sorry, I tend to get carried away with this whole
thing, don’t I?” He chuckled at her silent nod. “So you tore yourself away from all your newfound fame and
glory just to wander the dark basement halls of the University trying to drag me out to dinner?”

“That’s part of it,” she said with a smile. “I also wanted to find out if having your picture hanging in the show
drew your mystery man out of hiding?”

“Ah hah, the ulterior motives come to the surface.”

“Hey, you were the one who told me the story about this guy and how he swept you off your feet and then
disappeared into the night.” She looked terribly smug as she sat across from Blair.

“Swept me off my feet? Get real, will ya.”

“You still haven’t answered my question,” she pointed out.

“No,” he shrugged. Catching the disappointment etched into her face, Blair sighed. “I don’t think he’s interested
anyway.”

“Why not?”

“I ran into him a few years ago here in town at a club and we talked. I don’t think he remembered me from Bali.
Anyway, when we were leaving the place to go home...” Blair saw the hopeful expression on her face and
laughed. “Alone!” he quickly pointed out. “We agreed to hook up again at the club but it never happened. After
that I never saw him again.”

“That’s it? That’s the end of the story? There’s gotta be more to it than that,” she begged.

“What were you expecting, a fairy tale ending?” he chuckled.

“Well...no, but I...” she stammered.

“I read in the papers awhile back that he’d gotten married so I basically stopped looking around for him. He’s
apparently divorced now, so I just had this momentary lapse of good judgment and thought maybe I still had a
chance. So sue me for being stupid.”

Danee got up from her seat and walked around to Blair’s side. Throwing her arms around him, she hugged him
tightly. “I don’t think you’re stupid, Blair. A little weird maybe...”

He spun around quickly in his chair. “Watch it, I resemble that remark.” Grinning broadly, Blair reached out and
tousled her hair.

A knock on his door startled them both. Danee quickly moved away from behind his desk as Blair called out.
“Come in.”

One of the department student secretaries breezed in and handed a thick envelope to Blair. “Here are your plane
tickets for your trip, Professor Sandburg.”

“Thanks, Sandy,” he called to her retreating back. Looking over at his friend he sighed. “Guess I’ve gotta get
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back to my notes here so I’m prepared for this trip tomorrow.”

Danee nodded solemnly. “I’ll talk to you when you get back then.”

“Yeah, I’ll give you guys a call. And good luck with the rest of the show.” Blair started to rifle through various
papers on his desk.

“Hey, Blair?” He glanced over at the door where she stood. “I’ll keep my fingers crossed that you find that guy
you’re looking for,” she said.

As he watched the door close behind her, he suddenly was struck with the possible double meaning behind her
words.

***

Pulling the truck into an empty space across the street from the art gallery, Jim finished the last bite of his burger
before jumping out his seat and crossing the street.

“So you guys ready to move?”

Rafe turned around slowly. “Hey, Jim. Listen, give me a couple of minutes more, will ya?”

“Yeah, man.” Brown moved next to Jim. “He’s trying to impress his fan club.”

“Again? Jeez, he’s been at this every night. Doesn’t he ever give it a rest?” Jim just shook his head in mock
disgust as he wandered past the men.

He soon found himself staring into the large, cornflower blue eyes that had tracked his movement as he
approached. Stepping closer towards the framed canvas, Jim had to forcibly restrain himself from reaching out to
touch the realistic curls cascading over the man’s shoulders.

Shutting his eyes momentarily, he could still see the face just as clearly, but the hair was different. Jim blinked as
he looked over at the portrait again. Blair The realization hit hard.
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Hearing several voices growing louder, Jim looked over and noticed several people headed in his direction. He
stepped back away from the paintings to give the patrons room to pass by. Jim leaned against the wall behind
him, lowering his head as he focused in on an imaginary piece of lint on the floor to hide his frustration when the
group of young women chose to halt directly in front him.

“That’s the painting, I’m interested in.”

“Let’s see, ‘Uncovered Secrets’. Um, it’s not listed in my catalog,” another woman responded. “If you ladies will
please excuse me a moment, let me ask Mrs. Sampson about this one.”

Hearing the woman’s high-heeled shoes clicking over the marbled floors as she departed, Jim slowly raised his
head. You can’t have that one, it’s mine he decided as he watched the ladies hovering around the painting.

“I think you’re crazy, Pam. You can’t possibly afford that painting.”

That’s right, Pam. You can’t afford it. Jim mentally began calculating his bank account balance.

“We’ll see about that. I can just call Daddy and he’ll buy it for me.”

Jim felt a large lump forming in his throat.

Just then the gallery’s owner approached from the other direction and joined the group. “My assistant tells me
you had a question about this painting, Miss Quinn?”

“How much is this painting?” The young woman pointed at the wall.

Jim closed his eyes and held his breathe as he waited for the answer he was dreading.

“I’m terribly sorry, Miss Quinn, but that portrait isn’t for sale. Perhaps...”

“What do you mean it’s not for sale?” she demanded.

Jim released a sigh of relief as he glanced over at the women. A sly smile broke out as he watched the woman
continue to rant at the owner.

Mrs. Sampson finally had enough and began to walk away. Abruptly, her arm was grabbed and she was spun
back around by a very angry Pamela Quinn.

“Do you have any idea who my father is, Mrs. Sampson? I demand that you contact the artist immediately and
have arrangements made for the sale of this painting to me.”

“I would suggest, young lady, that you apologize to Mrs. Sampson right now and then you and your friends leave
this gallery.” He said loudly enough to be clearly heard.

“Just who the hell do you think you...” She turned around and almost collided with Jim, who’d come up right
behind her.

Pulling his badge from his jacket pocket, he smiled as he flashed it. “Detective James Ellison, Cascade PD. So
what’s it gonna be, Miss Quinn?”

“Come on, Pam, we don’t need any trouble. Let’s get out of here,” one of her friends pleaded.

“But I want that painting,” she whined.

“Jim, what’s going on?”
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“Ah, Detective Brown, thanks for coming over to assist. It seems this woman is threatening Mrs. Sampson.” Jim
winked at his friend.

Brown glanced over at the somewhat shaken owner. “Mrs. Sampson, would you like to file charges against this
lady?”

“Well, I...uh...”

“Look, I’m sorry, Mrs. Sampson,” the sullen young woman said. “I apologize for my bad behavior. It won’t
happen again.”

“Very well, Miss Quinn, I accept your apology.”

As the detectives began to escort the women out of the gallery, Mrs. Sampson placed her hand on Jim’s shoulder.

“Detective Ellison?”

As he hesitated, he indicated for Brown to go on ahead. “Yes, Ma’am?”

“Thank you so much for taking care of that little incident. It was indeed fortunate that you happened to be in the
gallery just now.”

“I was glad to help out. As for fortunate,” he chuckled, “ well, Brown and I are just sort of waiting for Detective
Rafe over there to stop admiring his own portrait.”

She nodded in agreement. “I certainly hope we’ve seen the last of Miss Quinn,” she said quietly as she glanced
over at the painting on the wall next to her.

“Why, do you think she’ll come back?”

“I can’t say for sure, but I think you were most persuasive in discouraging her, Detective Ellison. Tomorrow’s
the last day of this exhibit, so perhaps we’ll make it without another incident.”

Jim looked over at the women puzzled. “You’ve had other incidents?”

“It’s probably nothing, but this is the second time now that somebody’s gotten extremely upset to find out that
this painting’s not for sale.”

“When did it happen the first time?”

“At opening night. A gentleman wanted to purchase it and was willing to pay quite a large sum of money for it,
but Ms. Hurdle was just as adamant that it wasn’t to be sold. I believe she told me it’s to be a gift.”

He glanced over at the portrait hanging on the wall and sighed. “Mrs. Sampson, I was wondering if...”

Jim felt a tap on his shoulder and turned his head.

“Ready to go, man?”

He turned to find Rafe and Brown behind him. “I’m afraid we have some business to take care of, Mrs.
Sampson,” he apologized as he headed towards the front door.

“Thank you again, Detectives,” she called after the men.

***

Jim sat in his truck, pushing the remainder of his Kung Pao chicken around the bottom of the flimsy cardboard
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container with his chopsticks. Glancing over at the front door of the gallery he sighed as he pulled the last of
dinner from the box and ate it in silence.

At least this is the last night of the show, he mused as he prepared to hop out of the truck. However, when he
crossed the street Jim found that thought strangely distressing.

Jim found the two detectives in their now customary location, with Rafe holding court in front of his portrait.

“So what’s he gonna do after today when he has to revert back to plain old Brian Rafe, Detective?” Jim
whispered in Brown’s ear.

“Oh, man, you have no idea how glad I am that this thing is finally over. I’m about ready to get a new partner,”
Henry chuckled”

“Well, don’t look at me.” He smiled as he patted his friend on the back.

Jim stole a glance down the corridor and noticed the crowd had thinned around the area where one painting, in
particular, hung. Moving away from his friends, he headed towards it.

“He’s got the most intense eyes, dont’cha think? They seem to follow you around.”

“Wha?”

Startled, Jim looked over to his right. A young woman, plainly dressed in a peasant shirt and jeans, stood next to
him with her hands jammed in her pants pockets.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sneak up on you like that.”

“It’s okay, I was just...” Jim eyes were drawn back to the picture. “You’re right...about his eyes, that is. They are
intense.”

“That’s pretty much the way he is.” She smiled.

Jim’s head jerked around as he made eye contact with her. “You know him?”
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She laughed easily. “You could say that. I painted him.”

“You’re Danee Hurdle, the artist?”

“Depends. If you think my work sucks, then nope, never heard of her. Otherwise, that’s me.”

“I definitely fall into the otherwise category.” Jim grinned broadly as he extended his hand to her. “I’m Jim
Ellison.”

“Ah, the one who got away.”

“Excuse me?”

“We talked on the phone, Detective Ellison. You were suppose to pose for me and then cancelled out,” she
explained.

“Oh, right. I was in the middle of a case when you called and didn’t have a lot of free time.”

“Now that I’ve seen you ‘up close and personal’, as they say, Detective, I must say, I regret not having the
chance to paint you.”

“Judging from the number of patrons I’ve seen coming through the gallery for the show, I don’t think it was
much of a loss.”

“Speaking about the show, Detective...”

“Jim. Please call me Jim.”

Smiling up at him, Danee continued. “Okay, Jim. Mrs. Sampson told me that you rescued her from an unpleasant
situation the other night.”

Jim shifted the weight on his feet, growing uncomfortable with the conversation. “There wasn’t much to it. A
woman just refused to take ‘no’ for an answer.”

Danee began to chuckle softly as she pointed to the painting. “It’s his fault, you know.”

“I don’t follow you.”

“Trouble seems to follow him around.”

“How long have you known Blair, Ms. Hurdle?”

“It’s Danee. I’ve known Blair for maybe seven years now. But probably not as long as you, right?”

Jim eyes widened as his eyebrows shot up. “Why do you say that?”

“I’ve seen you here in the gallery many times since the show opened and you’re almost always here in front of
Blair’s picture. You get this look on your face every time you see it. I don’t know, I can’t even begin to explain
it, but it’s as there’s some sort of spiritual connection between you two,” she said matter-of-factly.

“We met a few years ago and then lost touch unfortunately,” he said softly.

“But I could’ve sworn that...”

Jim glanced back to where Rafe and Henry were standing and found them engrossed in a conversation with
several people. Returning his attention to the young woman by his side, he grasped her elbow and gently pulled
her back towards the wall, away from the paintings.
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“Danee, I know that you weren’t planning on selling this portrait, but is there anyway I could persuade you to
sell it to me?”

She crossed her arms in front of her. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

“Very. Look, I don’t understand this myself, so I probably don’t stand much of a chance being able to explain it
to you, but I’ll try. A few years ago I was overseas and I met Blair in a bar. We had a few drinks and talked.
About a year or so after that, I ran into him again here in Cascade. We talked for a while and were really getting
along well, at least I thought we were. We spoke about hooking up again, but never managed to. I don’t know if
my being a cop had anything to do with him not seeing me again, but it never happened,” he sighed.

“I wouldn’t...” Pausing, she seemed to regard him with a speculative gaze. “So where does the painting come
in?”

“It’s been awhile since I’ve seen Blair, but when I saw your portrait of him, it brought it all back to me. Hell, up
until a few days ago, I didn’t even remember all the times we’ve crossed paths.” Jim glanced over at the young
woman and sighed heavily. “Too much time has probably passed by now for me to hope that he even remembers
me. But if you’d be willing to sell it to me, at least I could always have a small part of him.”

“Give me a few days to think about it, Jim. I’ll give you a call and let you know one way or the other, okay?” she
offered.

“Thank you. I appreciate you listening, at any rate.” He pulled out one of his business cards and wrote his home
phone number on the back before handing it to her.

Out of the corner of his eye, Jim noticed Rafe waving him over. “I have to go now, but thanks again.” He started
walking towards his friends.

***

SEPTEMBER

Simon took the keys from Jim and unlocked the door. Pushing the door open, Simon helped Jim walk through it
and over to the couch.

“Need anything?”

“I could use a beer, Simon, but I don’t suppose you’d let me have one.”

“Not with those painkillers you’re on,” he chuckled.

Looking around the loft, Jim softly smiled. “God, it’s good to be home. You have no idea how much I hate
hospitals.”

“Oh yes I do. And so does just about every doctor and nurse at Cascade General.”

“Well, I didn’t ask them to keep me there so long,” he said gruffly.

“Jim, you had four fractured ribs and a punctured lung. It’s not like you were gonna heal overnight.”

“Give me a break, Simon. Did they have to keep me for five weeks?”

“You would’ve been out sooner if you hadn’t gotten pneumonia,” he pointed out calmly.

“Yeah, well, I could’ve done just as well here.” Jim began to yawn and started to stretch out on the couch.

Seasons Collage

65



Simon stood up and headed for the door. “I think I’ll let you get some rest, Jim. I’ll be back tonight to check on
you.”

***

OCTOBER

Jim was in the middle of packing his duffle bag in preparation for his one-man stake out at a lumbermill when he
was interrupted by the soft knock at his door. “Dammit, Simon, I’ve only been back a couple of weeks and you
have to send me to the middle of nowhere,” he grumbled to himself as he descended the stairs. Pulling the door
open, he discovered one of his neighbors.

“Mrs. McPherson, how are you? I heard you just got back from visiting your daughter in Spokane.”

“I’m fine, Jim. More importantly, how are you. I heard about your terrible accident just before I left.” The
elderly woman looked very concerned.

“I’m back to normal, Ma’am. Thank you for asking. Listen, I hate to rush you, but I have to get to work. I...”

“I’m sorry, Jim. Where is my mind these days. The reason I came over is because while you were in the hospital,
a package arrived for you and I signed for it. I left town before you got back home and I’ve had this an awfully
long time, I’m afraid.” She picked up the large package from the floor where she had leaned it against the wall.

“Thank you so much, Mrs. McPherson. I appreciate you keeping it for me.”

Closing the door, Jim laid the package on the table and ran back up the steps to his bedroom to continue packing.

“Simon, I’m gonna be heading out in about thirty minutes,” he spoke into the phone as he walked down the stairs
carrying the duffle bag. “No, I don’t know how often I’ll be able to report in.” He placed the bag on one end of
the table and walked around to look at the package. “Yes, I’ve got the contact information, Simon.” There was
no return address on the mailing label. Cradling the phone between his chin and his shoulder, Jim began to
carefully unwrap the packing materials. “Yes, you told me that Carolyn was heading up the task force.”

When the last piece of paper was pulled away, Jim dropped the phone. Dropping to his knees, he fumbled around
on the floor to grab it. “Sorry, Sir, the phone slipped. Yes, Sir. Bye.” He quickly put the phone down and stared
wide-eyed at the portrait of Blair.

Carefully lifting the painting out of the packing crate, Jim carried it reverently over to the narrow table opposite
the couch, and leaned it against the wall. “Dammit! It’s not fair,” he said angrily. After staring at the painting for
several long minutes, Jim turned away towards the door.

***

(One Week Later)

Jim was sitting in Simon’s office, staring off into space, as his Captain held out a fresh cup of coffee. Placing the
mug on his desk he approached his detective.

“All right, Jim, what's going on?”

“I need a leave of absence,” he replied firmly.

“Are you nuts?”

“I don't know. Maybe. I ran a blood test to see if I'd been drugged, but I'm clean.”

Seasons Collage

66



Simon was taken aback. “Hey, slow down. What drugs? “

“How else can I explain what happened to me out there, Simon? I fell off the back of that bike because I was
seeing things.” Jim found himself becoming more agitated as he spoke.

“Look, you were stressed, okay? You heard something. You smelled some fumes. You got dizzy. You fell off the
bike. What, now you want a vacation? Come on. Is this the guy that toughed it out in the jungle for a year and a
half? Take a shower, get some aspirin, and go back to work. 'Cause right now the only thing I want more than my
divorce papers is an arrest.”

“Hey, this isn't a joke. I lost the prime suspect, Simon, and I don't even know how.”

“Guilt's a good motivator, but don't take more than your share. Air support lost him in the trees. The road block
didn't snag him, either. All right, look, you can take the afternoon off. See a couple of specialists if that'll make
you feel any better. But that's all the slack I can cut you, Jim.”

“Well, that's not enough. I'm losing control of my senses, Simon. I don't know how else to describe it. It's scaring
the hell out of me.”

“All right, so let me get this straight. This is all about you being scared?”

“Yep.”

“So the Switchman psyched you out. He's gonna make you fold.”

Jim stood up and glared at his Captain. “All I know is I can't do my job this way. So either you grant me a leave
or I'll take one.”

***

Blair sat in his office, frantically transcribing his notes into his laptop. Abruptly, the phone began to ring. “Not
now,” he pleaded.

With a sigh he picked it up on the third ring. “Hello. Hey, Brenda. Listen, I don’t have time right...WHAT!
Damn! I can’t.” He stood up and began pacing around the desk as far as the phone cord would permit him. “I
just can’t, Brenda. I’ve got a meeting with my Committee in an hour. Look, give this guy my office address and
tell him he really needs to talk to me. I don’t know...tell him I’m the only one who can help him. Just get him to
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come over here. That’ll work. Yeah, just fax the chart over to me when you get a chance. Good. Thanks,
Brenda. Yeah, I owe you big time for this.” Blair continued to stare at the phone long after he’d hung it up.

Two hours later, Blair was returning to his office frustrated. He’d managed to buy himself additional time to
submit a formal outline of his thesis when he explained that new information had just been obtained and he
needed to go over the material. However, it was stressed that this was the last such extension that would be
granted.

A stop by the Department secretary’s desk proved equally fruitless when Blair learned that no one had been by
to see him and no incoming faxes had been received for him.

***

Jim was drained by the time he finally walked through the door of the loft. Tossing his keys into the waiting
basket, he headed over to the refrigerator and grabbed the nearest beer bottle. Opening it, he helped himself to a
long, cool drink before walking over and sinking into the waiting couch.

“Damn doctors,” he muttered as he took another drink, hoping the liquid would help wash away his frustration.

Just as he was about to hit the power button on the TV remote, he happened to catch something out of the corner
of his eye. The pile of wrapping paper and packing materials was still sitting on the dining table. Unwilling to
allow the trash to remain any longer, Jim got up and walked over to the table. As he was gathering everything
together, a small piece of pastel green stationary fluttered to the floor. Stooping to pick it up, Jim discovered it
was a note from the artist.

Jim: I’ve thought a lot about it and I finally decided that I couldn’t find a better person than you to have this
portrait of Blair. Keep him safe and treasure him always. Danee

Jim stared at the paper for a minute before folding it and putting in his wallet. Carefully sorting through the
wrapping paper and assorted packing materials, Jim looked for any other pieces of paper before finally tossing
everything into the trash can.

He found himself drawn over to the table where he had placed the portrait. Reaching out, he ran his fingers over
the smooth painted surface of Blair’s cheek. He could feel the build up of the various paint layers, but longed to
feel the soft skin of the real person. With a loud sigh, Jim stepped backwards towards the couch and sat down.
Focusing on the expressive blue eyes and the full sensuous mouth he soon was lost.

***

Blair stuffed several folders into his already overfilled knapsack and was closing it when the door to his office
opened.

“Hey, Blair, this fax came through for you earlier this morning and this was the first chance I’ve had to run it
down.”

Stepping away from his desk he reached out to accept the papers from the young woman. “Thanks, Valerie. I
was just getting ready to split and I was gonna stop by your desk on my way out, but you’ve saved me a trip.”

“No problem. So, are you coming back later this afternoon, in case Professor Williams is looking for you?”

“No way, man, especially if Williams is looking for me,” he chuckled. “I’ve got some research I need to do and
lots of papers to grade.” Blair opened his knapsack and slipped the papers into one of the folders inside.

The woman smiled at him as she turned to leave.

“Oh, hey, Valerie?” She spun around. “If anybody other than Professor Williams should come by looking for me,
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page me will’ya?”

“Sure, Blair. I’ll catch you later.”

***

Jim paused as he reached the top of the stairs to Hargrove Hall. Pulling the piece of paper from his inside pocket,
he looked at the address again. Slipping the note back into his jacket, he walked inside the building.

As he stood in the hallway in front of the wooden door, Jim stared hard at the handwritten sign - - ‘B.
SANDBURG’. Retrieving the paper once again, he verified the office. ‘Artifact Storage Room 1'.

Knocking several times on the door brought no response. Jim tried the door knob but found it locked.

“Professor Sandburg?” Jim called out as he knocked once more, even louder. Dammit! I knew this was a waste of
time, he thought as he headed towards the stairs.

His hand had just grabbed the railing when he spotted a young woman walking towards him. “Excuse me, Miss?”

“Yes, Sir, can I help you?”

“Um, yeah. I’m looking for a Professor Sandburg. Could you tell me where I might find him?”

“I’m sorry, but he’s already left for the day.”

“Thanks,” Jim said quickly as he began to ascend the stairs, mumbling to himself.

“Can I let him know you stopped by, Sir,” she called after him.

“No, thank you,” he said without turning around or breaking his stride.

***

Blair removed his glasses and set them down next to him on the sofa. Closing his eyes, he began to vigorously
massage the bridge of his nose. He glanced over at the stack of folders with ungraded papers. Shrugging his
shoulders, he put his glasses back on and reached for the next one.

“What the...” Blair stared at the first piece of paper in the folder.

Within moments he realized he was looking at the medical records his friend had faxed to him. Quickly he pulled
out the four page document and began studying it.

“Oh, man, this has got to be the one,” he said as he bounded into the kitchen for a beer. Returning to his seat, he
continued scanning the information before him. “Yes! Yes! Yes!” Taking a quick sip of the beer, he jumped up
from the sofa and started pacing the floor. “Unfuckingbelievable! And right here in Cascade. Oh, man...”

Glancing over at the papers scattered on the sofa, Blair’s eyes widened. Rushing back over, he picked up the
first one, his eyes quickly focusing on the top of the page. His heart sank. “Oh no,” he moaned loudly as he saw
that the name and the address of the patient had been crossed out.

Crossing the room rapidly, Blair snatched the phone from its base and punched in a phone number.

He continued to pace, as he listened to the phone ring on the other end of the connection. “Hello? Yes, can I
please talk to Brenda Nickels? This is very important.” Glancing over at the battered clock hanging in the
kitchen, he breathed a sigh of relief. 2:30. Good, she should still be there. he anxiously assured himself. “What?
Oh, no,” he gasped. “Yes, I understand she can’t be disturbed while she’s in surgery. No. No message. Oh wait.
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Yes, tell her that Blair called and ask her to call me at home. Thanks.” Frustrated, he tossed the phone towards
the sofa.

“Damn. So close,” he sighed as he sat down, picking up the papers.

After staring at the first page for several minutes, Blair removed his glasses and brought the paper closer to his
face. It was then he noticed it. I can almost make it out.

Is that a three or an eight, he wondered. Suddenly his pager sounded off.

Reaching down, Blair retrieved his knapsack and began rummaging through it for the small device. With a quick
glance at the displayed number, he stretched out for the phone and began dialing.

“Hey, Valerie, it’s Blair. What’s up? Oh, man, about an hour ago?” he groaned loudly. “Did he leave a name or
anything? Nothing, huh? Okay. Well, thanks for telling me anyway. Yeah, see you tomorrow.”

Staring coldly at the paper laying next to him, Blair struggled for a solution. His eyebrows rose as he glanced
over at the laptop sitting dormant on a nearby table. Jumping up he quickly plugged it in to the phone jack and
connected online.

From what he could decipher of the address he had to work with, it was either ‘352 or 852 Pros#### 307'. A
quick search of the street map for Cascade came up with ‘Prosperity’ and ‘Prospect’ and only Prospect had the
right number of letters to fit. Furthermore, there wasn’t a 300 block on Prospect so that eliminated that
possibility.

Blair grabbed his jacket and rushed out the door.

***

Thirty minutes later, Blair stood outside the door of apartment 307 and tentatively knocked on the door. Man,
what AM I doing? he finally realized.

The door swung open and Blair eyes widened as he stood frozen in the doorway.

“Blair?”

“Jim?”

“What are you...How...” Jim grabbed his arm and dragged him inside, shutting the door behind him. “Never
mind,” he chuckled.

Running his hands through his hair, Blair had to laugh. “Oh, man. I had no idea...”

“You want a beer or something?” Jim offered.

“Yeah, sure.” He followed Jim with his eyes and he walked over to the refrigerator and pulled out two bottles.

Jim held one out and pointed him in the direction of the couch. The two men sat facing each other at opposite
ends.

“Man, I almost don’t recognize you without the mustache,” Blair said a bit nervously.

“Yeah, well, it was time for a change,” he said with a shrug.

“I guess I should talk, huh” Blair ran his fingers through his hair.

Seasons Collage

70



Jim looked over at the man sitting across from him. “Blair, you should know that...”

“Hey!” Blair blurted out, pushing himself to a standing position and moving towards the table in front of him. He
stood motionless for a moment before spinning around to stare at the man still seated behind him. “You bought
my portrait?”

Jim lowered his eyes. “Yeah,” his eyebrows shot up. “Didn’t Danee tell you?”

Blair took a sip of his beer and walked back over to the couch and sat down. “No, I haven’t talked her for awhile
now. Why?”

“I assumed that’s how you found me.”

He felt a knot forming in the pit of his stomach. “Um...actually Jim...uh...did you happen to go over to Rainier
today?”

“Yeah, as a matter of...how did you know that?” Jim’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. “Shit! B. Sandburg. That’s
you, isn’t it? Professor BLAIR Sandburg.”

Blair sighed heavily. “Yeah.”

“Is this some kind of sick joke?” Jim spat out angrily.

“No, man. The nurse who spoke to you at the hospital is a friend of mine. She faxed me over a copy of your
chart.”

“She what?” Icy blue eyes flashed with outrage.

“Take it easy, Jim. I'm working on my doctorate in Anthropology and you just may be the living embodiment of
my field of study. If I'm correct you're a behavioral throwback to a precivilized breed of man.”

“Are you out of your mind?” Jim stood up abruptly and began to pace around the room. “You show up at my
door to tell me I'm some sort of caveman? “

“No, no, you’ve got it all wrong. What I mean is...”

Jim grabbed Blair and backed him against the wall.

“Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t slap you right now with harassing a police officer not to mention turn
your girlfriend in for breach of patient/doctor confidentiality.”

“Hey, man, she didn’t...” his voice trailed off “Hell, what’s the point.”

“I’m waiting, Sandburg.”

Blair studied him thoughtfully for a moment. Finally, placing his hands firmly on either side of Jim’s face, he
leaned in and kissed him.

Stunned, Jim released him and stepped back.

“Why did you do that?”

Blair looked up, his mind still reliving the velvet warmth of the kiss. “I’ve been waiting three years for the
chance to do that again. And honestly, I care about you. Maybe now you’ll believe I really want to help you.

Jim regarded him cautiously. “Say I believe you...”
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“I’ve got hundreds of files of people who have one or two heightened senses. But you, you’re special, man.
You’re the only one I’ve found with all five. And I can teach how to control them.”

Jim walked back over to the couch and picked up his discarded beer and took a sip. “I don’t want to control
them. I want to get rid of them.”

Blair followed him. “You can’t get rid of them. They’re a part of you. You just have learn to live with them.”

“And what do you get out all of this? I mean, what’s the pay off for you?”

“My doctorate. I want to write about you. You're my thesis.”

“No way. I’m a cop. I can’t have you following me around.”

“For one thing, you’re desperate, otherwise you wouldn’t have gone into the hospital to have the doctor run all
those worthless tests on you,” Blair stated calmly.

Jim sighed heavily as he glanced over at the young man seated across from him. “And what’s the other thing?”

Blair calmly pointed to his portrait setting on the table across from them. “It’s destiny, man.”

***

(TWO DAYS LATER)

“We’re gonna have to tell Simon something, man, because we’ve proven you need me around to help you with
you senses,” Blair said calmly as he took another bite of his dinner.

Sipping his beer, Jim regarded the young man sitting across from him at his table. “We’ll think of something,
Chief. Right now, I just want to relax and enjoy the couple of days off Simon gave me.”

When they finished dinner, they worked together to make short work of the dishes. Jim discovered that Blair’s
close proximity afforded him an opportunity to further imprint his unique scent upon his senses. Jim’s mind was
in turmoil. At times, he was embarrassed to find himself so uncharacteristically distracted, and that made the
turmoil worse.

Blair seemed to recognize this and once they’d finished straightening up the kitchen, he moved towards the door.
“I guess I should be going. I’ll catch you...”

“You don’t have to leave, Chief.”.

He eyed the older man wearily. “We’ve been down this road before, Jim.”

Jim nodded in silence. With his head still bowed, he began to speak so quietly Blair almost couldn’t hear him. “I
looked for you at the bar again but never found you.”

“Which time?”

Jim met his accusing eyes without flinching. “Both times.”

Blair’s eyebrows rose seemingly in surprise at that revelation, however, he kept his face emotionless. “Since
then, you’ve forgotten all about me until now. Why now, Jim?” There was defiance in his tone as well as a subtle
challenge.

“Never forgotten,” he murmured. Taking a deep breath, Jim forced himself to continue as he stepped closer to
Blair. “Suppressed maybe, but never forgotten. When I saw that painting, it all came back to the surface. I found

Seasons Collage

72



I couldn’t keep it hidden any longer. I was afraid I’d never find you again, and I wanted ... no, I needed that
small part of you.”

“How do you know that I’m ready for this?” Blair’s voice was steady, his heart wasn’t.

“Aren’t you?”

Jim ran his finger over Blair’s lips before either of them realized his intentions. When they parted instinctively at
his touch, Jim sighed.

I’m sorry,” Jim said as he backed away slightly. “I didn’t really have the right to ask that or even touch you like
that.”

“Then why does it feel like you do?”

The smoldering flame Jim saw in Blair’s eyes startled him and he was drawn back. His hand cupped Blair’s neck,
sliding into the silky depths of his hair.

It required a major effort on Blair’s behalf to restrain himself from either burying himself in Jim’s arms or pulling
away completely. Outwardly, Blair appeared cool and calm.

But Jim had been deceived. He realized this the moment his lips brushed against Blair’s. There was nothing cool
about the mouth that clung hungrily to his, nor calm about the hands thrusting into his hair.

When Jim finally lifted his mouth from Blair’s, he realized that his hands were actually shaking.

He wanted Blair now. He wanted to drag him upstairs to his bed, or to the couch, or better yet, drag him down to
the hardwood floor, and strip off the clothes he wore and bury himself deep inside his welcoming warmth.

Looking down, Jim found there was an invitation in the smoldering depths of Blair’s deep indigo eyes.

Enveloping the younger man in his warm embrace, Jim rested his head on Blair’s shoulder.

“Come upstairs with me?” he invited, his deep voice simmering with barely checked passion.

Blair nodded mutely.

Once Jim reached the top of the stairs he spun around, pulling his lover towards him, his lips recapturing Blair’s,
more demanding this time. Blair moaned softly, which only inflamed Jim further as his tongue darted deeper
inside the young man’s mouth.

Jim released him momentarily as he stepped back. Placing a quick kiss on his forehead, Jim unbuttoned his
lover’s shirt and pushed it aside. He made fast work of the second shirt as well, lifting it over the young man’s
head and swiftly pulling it free. Jim wasted no time exploring the open expanse of skin before him with his
hands. As his fingers began to gently pinch the hardening nipples, he could feel Blair shiver slightly beneath his
touch.

As Blair started to unbutton Jim’s shirt in an effort to remove it, he found himself distracted as Jim began to suck
on the soft skin of Blair’s neck.

“Please...so good...” the younger man began to whimper as Jim continued to nibble on his tender throat.

“Easy, babe, we’ll get there,” Jim soothed, as he let go of his lover. Straightening up, Jim finished unbuttoning
his own shirt and pulled it off. As he began to remove his khakis and boxers he glanced over and noticed Blair
had already stripped off his jeans and was climbing into the large bed. Chuckling, Jim quickly followed.
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Maneuvering himself on top of Blair, Jim straddled the smaller man carefully to avoid crushing him with his
weight. Lowering his head, Jim’s tongue began teasing one rosy nub. As it hardened, he drew the nipple into his
mouth and sucked on it with tantalizing possessiveness. Slowly Jim turned his attention to its neglected twin.

Blair’s hands hung onto Jim’s shoulders as he began to writhe uncontrollably beneath him. As the pressure from
Blair’s fingers increased, Jim’s head lifted up questioningly.

“Don’t stop, Jim, please...” he begged.

“Ssssshhh,” Jim soothed him, placing his finger on Blair’s pouting lips. Rolling over on his side, Jim reached over
and pulled Blair closer. After a few moments, however, he could feel Blair’s uneven breathing against his chest
as he held him.

Releasing his hold, Jim pulled away slightly and looked over at his lover. “What’s wrong, babe?”

Blair didn’t raised his head and spoke into Jim’s chest. “Did I do something wrong?”

“Oh, God, Blair, No.” Jim hugged him tightly. Gently Jim lifted Blair’s chin until his eye’s made contact with his
own. “I just need to know... Blair are you sure you’re ready for this?”

A smile slowly crept across Blair’s face as he raised his hand, caressing Jim’s cheek. “I’ve been ready for this for
four years,” he chuckled.

Jim closed his eyes and nodded.

Suddenly he found himself flat on his back with Blair pinning Jim’s arms to his sides. Jim cried out in surprise as
Blair opened his mouth and latched on to his right nipple and began sucking. Moving over to the opposite side,
the left nipple received equal treatment before Blair began to lick and kiss his way further down Jim’s abdomen.

Jim struggled to free his hands from Blair’s iron grip, wanting desperately to touch the soft hair that blanketed his
chest. As Blair moved lower, he released his hold on his lover. Jim’s hands immediately found their way into
Blair’s head and his fingers dug into the thick curls.

He groaned as Blair’s fingers wrapped around his erection and slowly began to stroke him. Jim’s own fingers
tightened in Blair’s hair as the pressure increased.

As Jim watched, Blair slid further down until he was kneeling between Jim’s legs and then he leaned down
toward the straining shaft. He closed his eyes and groaned as Blair’s tongue encircled the ruby crown, teasing,
taunting.

“Blaaiiiiiirrrrrrr!” he screamed when Blair took Jim’s cock completely into his mouth, his throat relaxing as he
nearly swallowed him. Jim’s hips arched up off the bed and his thin hold on reality threatened to dissolve at any
moment.

Jim’s hands clutched frantically at the sheets as Blair continued lavishing attention to Jim’s engorged erection
with his talented mouth. By alternating between applying powerful suction and licking up and down the
impressive length, Blair was able to keep Jim reduced to nearly incoherent moaning.

“Oh...God...soooo gooo...I can’t take...” Jim’s body twisted and shook in response to the sweet torture.

Blair held on to Jim as best he could with one arm as he increased the motion of his mouth rising and falling over
Jim’s swollen cock. Moving his free hand down around Jim’s firm ass Blair began to massage the tight muscles.
When he felt Jim relax from his touch, he moved his fingers closer to his true goal. As Blair brushed his fingers
lightly across the dusky puckered opening of his lower, Jim began thrashing even harder.

“Blaiiirrrr....Please...I’m gonna come...I can’t...”
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Blair seemed oblivious to his pleas as he started stroking and petting Jim in earnest. Releasing his hold on Jim’s
thigh, Blair quickly licked his fingers before recapturing Jim’s cock in his mouth.

“So good....please...,” he groaned louder.

Jim’s passionate pleas were suddenly drown out as Blair gently inserted one finger at the entrance to Jim’s tight
opening and began to ease it past the guardian muscles. It was the beginning of the end. With a feral howl, Jim
shut his eyes tightly as he thrust his hips upward., trying to dive deeper into Blair’s willing mouth. His body
spasmed uncontrollably as he released a stream of hot, molten liquid down his lover’s throat.

Blair continued to bathe his lover’s softening cock with his tongue, unwilling to release Jim until the tremors
abated in the aftermath.

Propping himself up on his elbows, Jim looked down at the young man whose head lay on Jim’s thigh.

“Come here,” Jim said softly as he reached down to pull Blair to him. Rolling them over on their sides, Jim
pressed his lips to Blair’s before gently covering his mouth.

As the kiss deepened, Jim slowly released his hold on Blair and lowered his arm, stroking the young man’s body.
Blair was softly purring when Jim he reached down to grasp Blair’s erection, intending to return the favor.

Jim’s body froze for an instant, when he discovered the sticky, flaccid organ. Pushing himself up slightly, Jim
looked down into Blair’s face.

Blair could only make eye contact for a moment, before he had to look away. “Sorry,” he said, sheepishly.
“Guess I got carried away.”

Jim hugged him tightly. Brushing aside several damp curls from Blair’s face, Jim gently kissed his eyelids and
cheeks. “Don’t be sorry,” he soothed, before placing a soft kiss on Blair’s passion swollen lips. “Thank you for
giving me such a gift.”

Blair looked up at him and smiled.

Reaching down, Jim retrieved the comforter and pulled it up around them. Holding Blair close, Jim softly stroked
his hair.

“Did you really come back looking for me at the bar in Bali?” Blair asked softly.
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Jim’s hand stopped its motion for a moment. “Yeah,” he said with a sigh. “I went down there almost every night,
but never saw you there again before I had to leave.”

He could feel Blair’s body sag heavily against him. Jim hugged him tighter. “I went back to the Hideaway here in
town several times looking for you, too,” he said softly. “I even found the guy who was bartending back then to
see if he had seen you recently. I was still trying to find you.”

Blair lay beside him motionless. After a few moments he took a deep breath. “I did go back looking for you at
the club a couple of times but you weren’t around. I heard you were a cop and...” Blair’s voice trailed off.

Jim looked over at him. “And you wondered if it was all an act on my part?” he filled in.

Blair couldn’t meet his eyes. “Maybe not at first. Later, when I read in the papers that you had gotten married, I
had to wonder,” he said honestly. “But then I learned about your divorce and I found I just couldn’t get you out
of my mind ...

“Getting married was one of my bigger mistakes, I’m afraid.”

Blair’s head shot up, his eyes locked on Jim’s. “One of?”

“Yeah,” Jim chuckled. “Wasting all these missed chances to be with you was definitely the biggest mistake.”

Blair cuddled closer to the bigger man. “I think maybe we’ve got plenty of time to catch up.”

“Count on it, Chief,” Jim agreed. With a smile on his face, he felt himself drifting off to sleep.

The End.
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High Voltage - Natalie L.

Lightning crackled out over the bay, sending shivers up Blair's spine as he stood watching on the balcony. He
wrapped his arms around himself, as if comforting a frightened child. The mid-winter display was as spectacular
as it was rare in Cascade: jagged forks of searing blue-white electrical energy, accompanied by resounding
crashes as air rushed in to fill the vacuum left by the its passing.

"A penny for your thoughts."

Blair jumped, startled, at the soft voice behind him, yet his eyes never left the brilliant display.

"Don't you think you should come in before you catch pneumonia?" the voice continued to wheedle softly.

Strong arms wrapped around his waist and pulled Blair against the warmth of the hard body behind him. He
sighed, relaxing into the embrace.

"I was six," he began softly. "We were staying on a farm in Oklahoma. I'll never forget that night; I'd never seen
anything like it before. The noise woke me up, so I got up and went outside to watch." He trembled slightly in the
security of Jim's embrace. His lover tightened his hold, remaining silent and waiting for him to continue. "The
lightning was brilliant--it lit up the entire sky. You could see everything, as though it were daylight. I didn't have
sense enough to go back inside. One bolt struck so nearby that my hair stood on end, as if I'd put my hand on a
Van de Graaff generator."

"Bet that was a sight," Jim chuckled, nuzzling his face into Blair's neck.

"Yeah, it probably was, but I was scared out of my wits. I was rooted to the spot and couldn't move. I don't even
remember Naomi coming for me. I've never really gotten over it."

Another flash lit the night sky, the accompanying thunder causing the sentinel to wince. Jim tugged the smaller
man gently toward the large glass doors of the balcony. "Let's go in. It's freezing out here."

Blair allowed himself to be brought back inside and wrapped in the warm woolen throw that usually decorated
the back of the couch. He put up no resistance as Jim pulled him down onto his lap and wrapped his arms around
him, holding him close.

The lights flickered ominously, and Blair buried his face in Jim's shoulder. Strong hands petted and soothed as
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another bolt of lightning ripped the sky, taking their lights with it as the rumbling faded. "It's all right, Chief. I'm
here."

A muffled voice came from the vicinity of his chest. "Nah, I don't mind," he answered, having heard and
understood. "Maybe we ought to get a fire going, though, and light some candles. Could be a while before we get
the power back."

Blair pushed up from his warm cocoon, blinking owlishly at Jim. Gathering his wits about him, he nodded.
"Yeah, it's going to get cold in here in hurry. Sorry for acting like such a wuss," Blair apologized. He leaned
down, capturing Jim's mouth in a gentle kiss. He lingered only seconds before getting to his feet and putting out a
hand to help his lover up off the couch.

"No big deal, Chief," Jim reassured him. "We're all afraid of something." He walked over to the fireplace,
starting a warming blaze.

Blair had retreated to his old bedroom to retrieve his stash of candles: short ones, tall ones, fat and skinny, some
with holders, some without. He began setting them around the room and lighting them.

The candles lent the room a warm, golden glow. Jim stood near the fireplace, watching his lover lighting the
candles. Blair's hair was frizzed and fluffy from the static electricity in the air, forming a reddish-gold halo
around his pale features.

Crossing the room, Jim took the matches from Blair, and lifted his hands to his lips. "Have I ever told you just
how beautiful you look in candlelight?"

"Not since last Thursday," Blair quipped, covering his nervousness with forced humor. Lightning flashed, and
Blair moved quickly into the shelter of his lover's arms, pressing himself against the solid bulk, as though trying
to get inside Jim's skin. Despite the slight tremble of fear, his arousal was very apparent. "I need you," came his
choked whisper.

The barely-contained fear radiating from his usually confident guide brought out the sentinel's protective
instincts. Backing Blair over to the couch, he lowered the younger man to the cushions, blanketing him with his
body.

A pair of arms snaked up, wrapping themselves around Jim's neck and pulling him down. Warm lips parted
beneath his, and he drank in the unique flavor of his guide and lover. The trembling beneath him ceased as a
probing tongue entered his mouth, and a rock-hard erection humped against him.
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Shoes were kicked off and scrambling hands worked at belts and zippers until two pairs of jeans joined their
shoes on the floor. More frantic fumbling and their shirts joined the growing pile as blue-white flashes lent an
otherworldly ambiance to the room.

Jim's hands caressed the younger man's sides as his mouth trailed from earlobe to neck, finally settling at the left
nipple, teasing the small silver ring he found there.

Blair moaned, his arousal robbing him of coherent speech. He pushed his aching cock against Jim's groin, rocking
his hips in search of relief.

Jim continued his maddeningly slow mapping of the body beneath him. He swirled his tongue through the coarse
chest hair, making his way across the expanse to give the other erect nub its due. As he nipped and sucked at the
sensitive tissue, Blair yelped and called out.

"Jim! Dammit man, get on with it! You're killing me here!" He reached down between them, taking both of their
cocks in his hand, and began a rhythmic stroking.

The warm lips taunting him continued down his stomach. Jim gently disengaged Blair's hand so that he would be
free to move lower. Blair did his best to hold still as he felt Jim's mouth engulf the head of his penis with its
velvety warmth and begin to suck. He wrapped his hands around the head of short-cropped hair, encouraging his
lover with gentle pressure to take in more of him.

Jim obliged, opening his throat to swallow Blair whole. It was almost enough to make the younger man come
immediately. But, suddenly, the warmth was gone, leaving his heated cock to the sharp coolness of the room.
Blair moaned and squirmed, whimpering at the loss.

Wrapping one hand around the abandoned organ and grinning lasciviously at his lover, Jim slipped one finger of
his other hand into his mouth and sucked. Blair's moans turned to short, sharp pants as he watched the sensual
act. His eyes never leaving Blair's, Jim removed the finger from his mouth and ran the moistened digit between
the rounded globes of Blair's buttocks, stroking the small pucker between the cheeks.

Blair raised his hips as he felt the finger enter him, slowly, one joint at a time, until he was fully impaled upon it.
He rocked against the invader, feeling it slide in and out with a maddening rhythm. When the first finger was
joined by a second, Blair found his voice once more.

"God, Jim! I need you in me. Please!"

"Patience, Babe. I want to make this a memorable experience."

"Fuck memorable, man! Get on with it!" He bucked his hips against Jim's hand in an effort to make his point.

Feeling that his lover was stretched enough to accommodate him, Jim smiled. "Turn over, then, and we'll get this
show on the road."

"I want to see you, man," Blair begged, his passion-flushed face creased with trepidation.

"You sure?" Jim asked. "It always seems like a contortionist's act on your part when I take you from the front."
Blue eyes shown with concern.

"I need to see you, Jim," Blair insisted, raising his legs to hook his knees over Jim's shoulders.

Jim reached down, wiping pre-come from both of their weeping cocks to lubricate himself, then he positioned
himself carefully and began his slow entrance. "Oh, Baby." The endearment slipped effortlessly from his lips. "So
tight, so hot," he panted. The head of his cock slipped past the tight ring of muscle, and he marveled at the
sensation of the moist, hot channel as it relaxed to take in his entire length.
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For a few glorious moments Jim paused, enjoying the feel of being sheathed to his balls inside his lover. Blair,
however, found the lack of motion agonizing. Rocking his hips, he took control. Grabbing his own aching cock,
he stroked in time with the movement of his hips. Throwing his head back wantonly, he moaned in pleasure.

Jim leaned down, capturing the parted lips and dipping his tongue deeply into his lover's throat. Disengaging
Blair's hand, he took over the firm, even strokes on the young man's rigid shaft. He withdrew his cock slowly,
plunging it back in with a force that surprised him. His rhythm picked up speed and strength, Blair's hips
matching in perfect counterpoint.

"Oh God, oh God, ohgodohgodohgod ... *YES*!" Blair howled as Jim's pounding repeatedly hit his prostate.
"Jiiiiimmmmm!!! Ah ... God...!!!" His orgasm shook his entire body, and he spasmed around the cock that was
still pounding him mercilessly.

Jim had thrown his head back at Blair's cry, pushing hard as he felt the channel clench around his cock. With an
animalistic roar, his own orgasm overtook him, emptying his come deep inside his lover.

Blair's knees slipped bonelessly from Jim's shoulders, and the pair lay on the couch, still joined. Jim stroked some
wild curls away from Blair's face and leaned down once more to place an almost chaste kiss on the swollen lips.
"Love you."

"Love you, too, man."

A roll of thunder died off in the distance as the storm moved eastward. Jim pulled the woolen afghan around
their cooling bodies and smiled.

"What?" Blair asked, slightly annoyed at the amused look on his lover's face.

"You should see yourself," Jim said, barely able to contain his mirth.

"What?" Blair repeated, pounding his fists against Jim's shoulders in frustration.

"It's your hair. It's standing out straight in all directions, like you stuck your finger in a light socket."

"Well, what do you expect?" Blair asked, finally warming to the joke. "You stuck your dick into my socket.
That's pretty high voltage, man!"

All thoughts of the storm were forgotten as laughter echoed throughout the loft.

The End
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Snowbound - Angelise

"Don't look at me like that."

Blair tugged the hood of his parka over his head.

"Look at you like what?"

The young anthropologist blew out a breath of frosty air.

"Like that. Like I'm responsible for everything that goes wrong in your life."

Jim crossed his arms over his chest and glared at his young lover.

"Are you saying this is my fault?"

Blair tucked his hands under his thighs.

"Well, I'm not the one who was driving with one hand and groping his partner's dick with the other."

Blair grinned as his Sentinel flipped him the bird.

"Your hands are so talented. Too bad they couldn't steer this here truck away from that there snow bank."

The grad student pointed at the wall of snow the old Ford's hood was buried in.

"Our one free weekend and you drive us into a ditch. Gee whiz, Jim. Are we having fun yet?"

The Sentinel grumbled.

"Quit your whining. The tow truck will be here shortly."

"Shortly? I think your hearing is on the fritz. That man said it would take him at least an hour if not longer
before he could get out here."

Blair looked out the window at the snowy landscape. "Way out here in this freezing wilderness."

The longhaired police observer jerked his scarf up around his face.

Seasons Collage

81



"I'll be a guppy popsicle by the time we're rescued."

"Dammit, Sandburg! I'm sorry! It was all my fault. Okay? Is that what you need to hear?"

Blair pulled down his scarf and grinned at his lover.

"Apology accepted. Now get over here, Studmuffin, and let's share some body heat."

Jim slid across the seat and picked up the smaller man, depositing him on his lap. Reaching through the truck's
rear window into the back camper, he snagged the nearest satchel.

"I'm sure there's bound to be a blanket in here somewhere. I've never known you to go anywhere without the
appropriate amount of insulation."

The detective unzipped the canvas bag and dumped its contents on the vacated seat next to him.

"What the fuck?"

Blair glanced over Jim's shoulder and immediately blushed.

"Oops. Wrong bag."

The Sentinel poked a psychedelic green dildo with his finger. His surprised gaze turned back toward his lover,
who at the moment, was trying his best to hide within the depths of his oversized parka.

"Is there something I should know here, Blair?"

An intricately studded cattail was lifted into the air.

"I thought we were going ice fishing, Chief. Is this a new type of bait?"

A gold cock ring was then twirled around a Sentinel finger.

"And just what are the fish going to do with this? Hula hoop?"

Blair made a grab for his lover's hand. The older man's quick reflexes prevented the snatching fingers from
getting the shiny circle.

"Laugh it up, tough guy."

The Sentinel did so, his laughter bringing a renewed blush to the young man's face. Blair lifted his chin and
glowered at his Blessed Protector.

"Are you finished? Had your jollies?"

Jim ruffled his Guide's long hair a second, before crossing his eyes and sticking his tongue out.

Blair's next move was lightening fast, his teeth latching onto the big man's tongue. A quick nip and the Sentinel
hauled his lover in for a deep, wet kiss.

Smacking his lips, Jim grinned widely at Blair. His partner rolled his eyes and made another grab for his toys.

"I just thought we could have a little fun while we were out here."

A wicked light flared in the detective's eyes. He scooped up a string of red anal beads, letting them dangle over
his lover's groin.
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"Oh, I think we can have a little fun right here."

The Sentinel pressed the glass globes against Blair's wakening cock. He smiled as his fingers detected the surge
of blood in the lengthening organ. Lifting his head, he noted his partner's quickening heartbeat and panting gasps
for breath.

"Wanna play with me, Blair?"

The young man's hands scrambled for his belt buckle and zipper.

"Oh yeah. Let's play, Jimbo."

The Sentinel rearranged his lover's body so that the smaller man was straddling his waist. He then concentrated
on the arduous task of releasing Blair from his clothes.

"Shit, Chief. How many layers do you have on?"

After several false starts, the grad student's body was finally exposed to his lover's hungry gaze. The detective
took a minute to admire Blair's sensual nakedness. Coiling his finger around the silver nipple hoop, Jim tugged
and felt his own cock respond to the low moaning sigh of pleasure that escaped from Blair's lips.

Looking at the collection of toys, the Sentinel considered his many choices.

"Let's see what kind of goodies you brought me."

A bright purple vibrator was picked up and examined. Jim whistled his approval at the sight of the studded sleeve
the device wore.

"Hmmm. This looks mighty interesting."

The detective flicked the vibrator on and rested it against Blair's pierced nipple. The younger man's scream had
the Sentinel hustling to dial down his acute hearing.

"Muzzle it, Chief. Don't want to bring an avalanche down on us, now do we?"

Blair gritted his teeth as the vibrator slid across to his other nipple.

"Well, golly gee, Jim. I'll try my very best."

The promise lasted only a few seconds. Another yell slammed through the truck's interior when Jim slipped the
vibrator underneath Blair's cock to rest it on top of his balls.

"Jiiiiiiiiiiimmmmmmm!!"

Blair threw back his head, his open mouth struggling to recapture the breath that had rushed out of his body. The
clever vibrator journeyed further, the pulsation teasing along his cleft. Blair's breathless moan inspired Jim to
delve further with the studded toy, its tender invasion welcomed as muscles clenched and unclenched.

Blair's shuddering warned the Sentinel of his lover's imminent surrender. Unwilling to release him from his
torture, Jim stroked the vibrator along Blair's perineum, initiating a tease of both balls and ass.

An uncontrollable sob escalated into a full-blown scream; its volume guaranteed to threaten the solidity of snow
on the mountain outside the truck. Yanking Blair forward, Jim attempted to obliterate the sound with his mouth.
The grad student refused to cooperate and the Sentinel decided on more drastic measures.

A handful of snowflakes scattered across Blair's naked chest.
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"Avalanche!"

Blair snapped his eyes open and saw that his lover had rolled down the window, giving his long arm access to a
nearby snowdrift.

"Dammit, Jim. Are you trying to freeze my balls off? Close that window!"

The Sentinel laughed but did as his Guide demanded.

"Just thought I'd cool you off a bit."

Blair looked down at his wilting erection.

"Well I think you accomplished that."

Jim leaned forward and licked his tongue across his Guide's collarbone.

"I do believe I know the remedy for your particular problem."

The Sentinel directed his mouth to Blair's nipple. His tongue wrestled with the silver hoop that pierced the small
nub, its wet flicker shifting relentlessly across the erect peak.

Blair's fingers fought for purchase in the Sentinel's short hair, fighting to guide his partner's mouth to his
neglected nipple.

"Oh . . . oh . . . oh my!"

Jim nipped the rosy nub several times before lifting his head and admiring his handiwork. Blair's wiggling ass
directed his gaze downward.

"I see your lack of . . . shall we say . . . interest has been taken care of."

The Sentinel picked up the purple vibrator and ran it along the underside of Blair's cock. Allowing the vibrating
tip to tease the slit of his lover's erection, Jim watched as droplets of pre-come eased out. Licking his lips, he
smiled as his ears caught the sound of Blair's low pitch whimpers.

"You like that don't you, babe? Makes you want more."

The grad student grabbed the older man's jacket and hauled him down, his open mouth declaring his answer.
Blair's tongue snaked between Jim's lips, its heat banishing every thought of the cold that surrounded them.

The Sentinel growled, his hunger dictating the restless journey his hands embarked on. They attacked the smaller
man's body, attempting to touch everything . . . his face, neck, chest, hips. Finally they gave up and tangled
themselves in Blair's mahogany curls.

With his breath choked off by his lover's tongue, Jim struggled to block out the deafening sound of his pounding
heart. A few seconds later the noise invaded his awareness and the Sentinel's mind finally broke through the haze
of lust. The pounding wasn't his heart; it was a fist slamming against the steam-obscured window.

Jim wrenched Blair's mouth away and scrambled to cover the man's nakedness.

"Blair! Chief! Pack it in ice, baby. The tow truck is here."

The older man couldn't help but chuckle at the look of utter dismay on his Guide's face. Before slipping out from
under Blair's weight, he leaned forward.
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"Temporary setback, Sweetcheeks. But don't worry. I've still got my eye on those pleasure beads."

A tortured groan answered the Sentinel's tease as Blair rushed to open the window on the passenger side. As his
lover took care of getting the truck secured and pulled from the snow bank, the young grad student sat with his
head out the window, pulling in lungfuls of bracing cold air. When his lust was thoroughly restrained, Blair rolled
his window back up and straightened his clothes.

"Ow!"

In the process of shouldering back into his parka, the grad student fell forward as the truck was yanked hard
from the snow bank that gripped its front end. Holding his sore elbow, Blair rubbed a clear spot on the driver's
side window and noted the truck was now on the shoulder of the road.

Waving at his lover, he watched as the Sentinel paid the tow truck driver. Something nudged his foot. Looking
down Blair spied a loose butt plug. With a quiet chuckle, he took to the task of collecting the scattered toys.

Unable to locate his new remote control gadget, Blair bent himself in half and peered under the seat.

"There you are. Trying to run away?"

Blair stretched out across the seat, his arm disappearing underneath.

"Gotcha!"

The door to the truck opened as the police observer grabbed for the lost toy.

"Looking for loose change, Chief?"

Blair smiled at his large lover and held up his prize.

"Just collecting a fugitive from the toy box."

Sliding inside the truck, Jim loosened his jacket before tugging on a strand of Blair's hair. Taking the small case
from his lover's hand he cautiously opened the lid, a questioning light in his blue eyes as he beheld the contents.
Looking up, he caught the faint flush on his lover's face.

"I take it this is another one of your playthings."

Blair scooted back over to his side of the vehicle and looked out the window.

"Uh, yeah."

Jim stroked a finger over the oval device, his nail tracing the attached cord.

"Want to enlighten me, Einstein?"

A mass of curls hid the grad student's face, his voice wobbling with a slight tinge of embarrassment.

"It's a . . . a bullet."

The detective slid his arm along the back of the seat and gripped Blair's neck, forcing the man to look in his
direction.

"And just what gun does it fit in?"

A choked laugh answered the Sentinel, teasing his curiosity even more.
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"Chief? Wanna let me in on the joke?"

Blair leaned over and claimed his lover's lips in a breathless kiss of laughter. His hand closed around the small
case Jim was holding, his fingers plucking the metallic oval from its resting place. After releasing the big man's
mouth, he dangled the device in front of Jim's face and grinned with pure wickedness.

"It's a remote controlled bullet. And the only gun it fits is your sexy ass."

The detective's mouth fell open, his blue eyes going wide with understanding. He reached out a slightly shaky
finger and poked the tiny toy.

"Are you saying? Do you mean? That thing? That that thing goes in my ass?"

Blair leaned down and fumbled around in the bag at his feet. He sat back, a tube of lubricant in his hand.

"Care for a personal demonstration, tough guy?"

The Sentinel clamped his hand down on the burgeoning bulge that threatened to burst open his jeans. His
problem was instantly aggravated by Blair rubbing the blue metallic bullet over his crotch.

"SHIT!"

The young man played his fingers over the snap that was about to pop its hole.

"Come on, babe. Let me load your pistol."

Blair nibbled on his lover's jaw as his hands made quick work of releasing the man's swollen erection from its
denim prison. His fingers came back smeared with Sentinel pre-come, a taste Blair was more than happy to share
with his lover.

A slow, wet, deep kiss followed and before it was finished, Jim was frantically pushing off his underwear and
jeans. Once the garments were down around his ankles, he tried lifting his legs. Unfortunately the steering wheel
proved to be an unconquerable foe and the two men were soon laughing at their predicament.

Blair scooted back to his side of the truck, his hand pulling his lover towards him. Free of the steering wheel, Jim
shucked off his shoes, underwear and jeans. He hiked his legs up, resting his sock covered feet on the dash. With
a scooting forward of his ass, he provided his lover an unencumbered access to his lusty pucker.
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Unable to resist himself, Blair teased the opening with his finger, barely sliding the tip inside. Another growl
warned him to cease and desist.

"Get on with it, Chief. Or else you'll be cleaning the dashboard."

Blair laughed and complied with his lover's throaty request. He held the metallic device in his hand to warm it.
Coating it liberally with lube, the smaller man rubbed it around the outer edges of Jim's hole. With a tortured
slowness, he finally inserted it deep inside the Sentinel's body, leaving just the remote wire exposed.

Once finished, he slapped the older man's ass and leaned back, grinning widely.

"All done!"

Jim looked over at his partner, an eyebrow creeping up his forehead.

"That's it? That's all?"

Letting his legs drop, the detective wiggled his butt.

"Not quite sure what the attraction is, Chief. It feels nice but I wouldn't howl about it. Kinda boring considering .
. . I mean . . . "

The Sentinel strangled on the rest of his sentence, his body soaring off the seat, his head hitting the roof. A
surprised scream tore out of his throat as his prostate was slammed with an unfamiliar sensation.

"FUCK! FUUUUUUCCCCCKKKKK!"

Blair clicked the device off and smiled as his lover collapsed back on the seat.

"Boring? Are you sure about that?"

Astounded blue eyes flipped around to stare at the laughing grad student.

"SHIT! What the hell? SHIT!"

Blair crawled over and straddled his lover's lower torso. Gripping the older man's erection, he flicked the bullet
back on. An aching moan of hunger spilled into the winter silence, the Sentinel's uncontrollable shudders nearly
unseating his Guide.

"Blair! OH SHIT! Oh shiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiit!"

An explosion of Sentinel cream hit Blair right in the chest. He stroked Jim's cock hard and fast, ripping even
more hot come from his body. Increasing the bullet's speed, Blair tugged on his lover's spewing shaft and
watched as the man roared in ecstasy.

The big man collapsed, his whole body melting into a boneless heap. After enduring Blair's snickering kisses for a
moment, the Sentinel forced opened his eyes and stared at his young lover. Catching his Guide's smiling mouth,
Jim took his revenge with a kiss that attempted to suck the man's breath right out of his lungs.

Blair fell back against the dash, a lopsided grin on his face.

"I think this is going to be your most favorite toy. Am I right, Hotbuns?"

Jim pushed his lover off and reached for his jeans. Slipping back into his clothes, he shook his head and
muttered.
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"Toy? You call that thing a toy. Registered weapon of torture is more like it."

After zipping his jeans, Jim looked over at his still smirking lover.

"Laugh it up, Lambchop. You almost killed me with that toy."

Blair reached out and patted the Sentinel's crotch.

"But just think, tough guy . . . what a way to go."

Ignoring his Guide's wandering hands, Jim slipped the keys into the ignition and started up the truck's engine.
Checking for oncoming traffic, the detective eased the vehicle forward. After only a short distance, Jim threw
the brakes on.

Blair grabbed for the dash.

"Hey! You trying to splatter me across the windshield?"

"Give it here."

Blair readjusted his seatbelt.

"It? What are you talking about?"

The Sentinel leaned over and thoroughly searched his Guide's body. With a satisfied smile, he pulled the remote
control from its hiding place under Blair's thigh. Tucking it away in the pocket of his jacket, Jim started the truck
forward again.

"Did you really think I would trust you with this while I was driving? I know you too well, Chief."

Blair pouted and folded his arms across his chest.

"Hey. I'm not that crazy. Wouldn't want you steering back into another snow bank."

A Guiding hand crept across the distance between the two men. With the utmost stealth, it slid inside Jim's
pocket.

"But then again . . . "

The end.
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Sexual Healing - Roxanne

"Oh god..."

Jim rolled over and grabbed another Kleenex from the bedside table just as another coughing spell started and
stuff he really didn't want to think about started coming out of his body.

Pneumonia! Fucking, rotten, pneumonia! I don't get pneumonia! he thought sourly as his chest spasmed from
the violent hacking. I never get sick. Well, there was that cold four years ago, but pneumonia? How does that
happen? Especially in the middle of summer? Shit!

He'd had no idea that pneumonia hurt like this. His chest felt like someone was clawing at his ribs and every time
he coughed bitter phlegm rose up in his throat and gagged him. One minute he was burning up and the next he
was cold. His temperature had peaked at 101 degrees yesterday, but today it was close to normal.

Jim knew he was a lousy patient. He'd never been good at being sick. Colds were the worst. As a kid, he'd always
ended up with strep throat and would have to stay home from school for a week at a time. Even though he was
sick, he'd get bored and whiny and end up getting on everyone's nerves. Even the usually patient Sally would
eventually tell him what a big baby he was and that if he didn't quit whining she'd give him something to whine
about.

"Here's your medicine, Jim."

Jim looked up at his roommate through the tissue he'd just destroyed. Blair stood there at his bedside, ready for
work in his navy Dockers and maroon shirt. A bit of white t-shirt showed at the open neck and a few dark chest
hairs peeked out from behind that. He looked like any other 30-something professional on Casual Day. In one
hand he held a tall glass of water. In the other, two pills lay side by side in his open palm.

"What the hell are those?" Jim wheezed, then lunged for another Kleenex.

"The yellow and white one's an antibiotic and the other's for pain. It's pretty mild, but with your senses..."

He let his voice drift off...the sentence didn't need finishing. They both knew now what kind of havoc medication
could play with his senses. Memories of his last cold still haunted him and he couldn't even think about getting on
a train anymore without shivers running up and down his spine.
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Blair just stood there, patient as ever, holding out the pills. He didn't even try to argue with Jim anymore. He'd
just stand and give Jim that look like 'you know you're going to end up doing what I want anyway, so why don't
you just skip the bullshit and do it?' Jim thought about arguing just for old time's sake, but he really didn't feel
good enough and he'd probably just start coughing anyhow.

"Yeah, yeah," Jim finally growled as he sat up and reached for the water. It really pissed him off that his hand
was shaking so much that some of the water slopped out the top before Blair grabbed it back.

"Here, let me," he said in the same good-natured tone he always used anymore as he held the glass to Jim's lips.

Jim took a sip, then Blair's other hand was right there with the pills. He tried a hateful glare which Blair
cheerfully ignored, so he opened up obediently and Blair popped the pills in, then returned the glass to his mouth.

"Got 'em?"

Jim nodded then fell back onto the bed in a sweaty heap. He felt like shit and he wanted to take it out on
somebody, but Blair was being nice and his chest hurt so damn bad and he'd probably end up hacking up blood
and then Blair would make him go to the hospital, so he didn't say anything more. He just let his eyes drift shut as
Blair laid a hand on his forehead, checking for fever. Blair's hand felt so nice and cool against his fevered skin.

"You're still a little warm," he concluded, then patted Jim on the cheek and turned to leave.

"I'll probably be at the station all day. Call me if you need anything."

"Sure," Jim groaned, afraid that too many words would start the coughing all over again.

After that, he half listened to Blair getting ready to leave. It was soothing in a peculiar sort of way. At least it was
familiar...something he still did after all the changes in his life had made him a new man. Sandburg muttered
under his breath more than anyone Jim had ever met and his morning routine always contained a rundown of
essentials before heading to the station.

"Gun, badge, notebook, pen, keys...shit. Where are those keys? Oh yeah. Bye Jim!"

He heard the soft clink of metal, then the snick of the lock as Blair left him alone in his misery. Jim laid for a
while and mused over the changes in Blair since he'd become a detective. Aside from the long periods of
unnatural silence and the fact that he smelled like gun oil instead of book dust, there was the fact that he dressed
like a grown-up now. For some reason, Jim hated that more than anything else.

He wondered if Blair had always had the ability to adapt to changes in his life so easily or if maybe he'd just
finally matured into this quiet, Docker-wearing yuppie. It didn't seem likely that someone could just become an
adult overnight...suddenly really wanting to spend his evenings reading the latest Tom Clancy novel or watching
Who Wants To Be A Millionaire instead of dogging every single woman in the police force or getting really
excited and bouncy over the latest issue of Anthropology Today.

Thinking about Blair too much made his head hurt and while the spasms in his chest had quieted down, it still
ached with a strange dull pain that seemed to deepen with each breath. But the medicine started kicking in and it
didn't take long for Jim to drift into an uneasy sleep.

"Oh fuck! Not the blue dream again," Jim groaned as he opened his eyes in the indigo jungle of his imagination.
It wasn't enough that the pneumonia made him feel like someone was tearing his ribs apart from the inside out,
now he had to suffer through one more of these damned Sentinel visions. They never made sense and they
usually led to something really nasty happening.

True to form, Jim found himself in the midst of the oddest color jungle he'd ever seen. It sure looked like a jungle
with lots of palm fronds and ferns and vines and trees and jungle stuff like that. Felt like one, too. The heat was
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stifling and the humidity immediately began to sap his strength. The sounds were your usual, run of the mill
jungle sounds ... birds cawing, insects buzzing, a monkey chattering somewhere, a waterfall roaring in the
distance.

He looked around, but there didn't seem to be a panther or any of the Chopec lurking around, but he wouldn't
count them out just yet. Time to get his bearings. He should probably move, but he didn't have a clue which
direction he should travel in. Maybe he'd head towards that waterfall. It sounded nice and at least it would be
cooler there.

Looking down, Jim noticed that he was wearing ripped fatigues, a sleeveless t-shirt and army boots. He
wondered briefly if his subconscious had supplied any interesting body paint, but there was no way to tell
without a mirror. He did notice that there was no bow and arrows or any other weapons in his hands or anywhere
in sight.

He took off running toward the sound of water. The falls he found were about 20 feet tall and flowed into a large
blue pond. The mist from the rushing water was cool and refreshing and he knelt down to scoop up a drink. The
water tasted wonderful, soothing his parched and raw throat.

Sitting back on his heels, he surveyed the area. There were tropical flowers everywhere. Wild orchids and birds
of paradise grew out of the rocks and some purple vines trailed up the trees. The roar of the water obliterated all
other sounds, acting like white noise for his sensitive ears. It was the most peaceful place he'd ever been.

Oh yeah, and then there was that wolf.

"Hi, Blair," Jim said congenially. "Don't ya think it's a bit odd you being here? I mean a wolf's not exactly a
jungle animal. You don't really fit in."

The wolf stopped it's pacing in front of Jim and said, "Hey, this is your dream, Einstein. What exactly do you
want from me?"

"Shit, I don't know. I don't have a clue why I'm even here. Last thing I remember, I was just minding my own
business, dying from pneumonia. Next thing I know, I'm dressed like an extra from Rambo and stuck here in this
sauna. How the hell should I know what you're doing?"

"Jesus, are you always this whiny when you get sick?" the wolf asked before heading over for a drink from the
pond. When he was finished, he turned back to Jim and regarded him with blazing blue eyes.
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"Think, man. What do you dream about? What does your little heart desire?"

Jim stood up and walked over to a stand of flowers and bent to smell them. Oddly enough, the flowers smelled
like book dust.

Spinning around to face the wolf, he said, "I wanna to see you morph into Blair again. If I hadn't been so horny
over Alex that last time I had these dreams, it would have been really cool."

Sometimes Jim wondered why he couldn't ever just keep his mouth shut. He didn't talk nearly as much as
Sandburg, but it seemed like he always finished his statements with something stupid. True to form, he'd
succeeded one more time in pissing off the wolf.

"Oh yeah! Remind me of that, why don't you? That's an image I want to take to my grave ... you sucking face
with Miss 36DD and Don't These Implants Look Natural? You never know when to shut up, do you?"

At least Jim had the presence of mind to look embarrassed.

"Sorry," he mumbled as he kicked at a clot of dirt.

Giving Jim what could only be termed as a look of exasperation, the wolf shrugged its wolf shoulders and then
turned into Blair...a naked Blair...a very alive, very naked Blair. Jim gulped so loud that he frightened the birds.
Blair just grinned at his discomfort and wiggled his hips a little.

"Enjoying the show?"

"Huh? Oh yeah...you're naked."

"Real bright, Jim. What'd you expect under all that fur? Armani?"

Jim shook his head to clear it, then muttered, "Why couldn't I dream about a Sandburg that wasn't a smart-ass for
a change?"

"Because I'm the Sandburg you want...naked and smart-assed."

Blair waggled his eyebrows suggestively, then sauntered over to stand in front of Jim. He just stood looking up at
Jim with his hands on his hips and his dick swinging between his legs. Jim just kept staring at the apparition, his
mind racing for something clever to say. Nothing was forthcoming. Eventually...as always...it was left to Blair to
fill in the blanks.

"I think this is the part where we do something sex-related."

"Huh?"

"Come on, Jim!" Blair snapped his fingers in Jim's face. "Get with the program. This is a sex dream, Einstein.
Let's have some or I'm going back to being a wolf. That is...unless you're into a little bestiality!"

"God, you're a demanding shit," Jim grumbled as he pulled the t-shirt off over his head.

"That's better. Now lose the pants. No...wait. I've got a better idea."

Now Blair seemed more excited. He was literally bouncing on the balls of his feet as he put both hands on Jim's
shoulders and pushed him down onto the damp ground. Jim couldn't take his eyes of Blair's dick that was
bouncing right along with him.

"There. Just like that," he said as he knelt down in front of Jim. He looked so proud of himself for figuring Jim
out. "I think this is something you'll like."
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Blair's eyes sparkled with mischief as he took his own cock in his hand and began to stroke it roughly.

"You love to watch guys jerk off, don't you Jim?"

"No," Jim gulped. "I mean...yeah...I guess I do."

There was no point in lying about it. It was his dream. It wasn't like anybody else would be privy to any of his
revelations made in it. Besides, it was true. He did like to watch. Always had.

"That's right. Bet you did this all the time when you were in Vice. What'd you do? Hang out in rest stops and
monitor the glory holes? Or did they send you to the park restrooms? Bet you volunteered for that assignment."

"Uh..." Jim mumbled, no longer capable of rational thought.

Blair was right, as always. Then Jim thought, Of course he is. He's just saying what you're thinking.

It was all getting a little schizophrenic, but there Blair was, his square hand sliding up and down and over his
beautiful dick. Jim had seen some dicks in his time...Blair was right...he did volunteer for those assignments...but
he'd never ever witnessed anything like watching Blair pleasuring himself. His hair was wild and sweaty and his
face was scrunched in concentration and his mouth...oh that mouth...was open a bit as he panted and moaned
with his own gratification.

"Oh god, that feels good. And I know what else you like."

Blair continued to pump his dick with quick, vigorous strokes...hand working in a circular motion that made Jim
think of someone unscrewing a bottle. Whatever he was doing seemed to be working though. Jim watched as
Blair's dick grew...the head reddening and beginning to leak. He felt his heart rate quicken to match Blair's, then
groaned aloud as Blair took one of his own nipples between his fingers and began to play with the nub.

"That's right, Jimmy. Just look but don't touch. That's your style, isn't it? Bet you did a lot of that in Vice, didn't
you? Lot of looking? Or were you into letting the pervs off with a warning in exchange for a blow job or two?
Nah, not Mr. Law and Order. Bet it got you real hot though...every time they sent you into a gay bar to stake it
out. "

Blair's voice was husky with need, but he continued to stare at Jim intently while he spoke. All the while his one
hand pumped and twisted and worked the stiff column of flesh. The other moved from nipple to nipple,
tormenting them with nimble fingers.

Jim realized that his hands were clasped in front of him and that he wanted nothing more than to grab his own
dick and match Blair's actions, stroke for stroke.

"Nu uh! Keep your hands off, buddy boy! I said look, but don't touch."

Blair never missed a stroke as he admonished Jim who suddenly felt like an errant schoolboy. That thought made
him harder than ever. He looked back up and Blair was grinning like a madman as his hands kept working,
working, working.

"God, you're so easy."

Just as Jim started to make a clever retort, Blair's grin turned into a grimace and come shot out onto Jim's bare
chest. It felt like molten lava against his skin, burning the sensitive flesh in its wake. Blair milked his cock,
shaking every last bit out so that it landed in huge wet spots on Jim's body.

"Oh my god!" Jim breathed as he palmed his own dick, the single touch enough to make him come, too.

Falling back onto the leaf-covered soil, Jim breathed heavily as he came down from his orgasm. It had been
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better than anything...any time he'd watched beautiful men jerking off or sucking each other or fucking in
alleyways. That had always been hot...dangerous and exciting. He'd been caught at it and privately reprimanded,
but it never stopped his desire to watch. But now he thought, Maybe I'm cured. No one will ever be as beautiful
or dangerous or as fucking unbelievable as watching Blair come.

When the stars finally cleared from his eyes, Blair was hovering over him, hands clenched on Jim's biceps. But
Blair wasn't naked, he wasn't blue and he definitely wasn't amused.

"Shit! Jim, you scared me to death! I couldn't get you to wake up."

Jim blinked some more, but Blair stayed right there, dressed as he had been for work, with nothing but concern
written all over his beautiful face.

"I was sleeping," he said. It sounded logical...obvious even, but Blair still seemed more than a little upset. His
forehead was crinkled with worry as he looked right into Jim's eyes. Blair brought a hand up to touch Jim's
forehead once again, but Jim batted it away.

"Jim, man, I came back to get my checkbook and I could hear you up here moaning like crazy. I thought you
were in horrible pain, but when I tried to wake you up, you just...refused. It was kind of spooky."

Blair looked so pretty standing there...his beautiful face a study in compassion, backlit by the sun streaming in
through the skylight. For some reason that just made Jim even more defensive.

"I'm fine, Sandburg. I was asleep...dreaming...asleep. I'd like to go back to sleep now if you don't mind."

It was too much. He shouldn't have been so surly. Blair had been concerned and it wasn't his fault that Jim had
just been having an incredibly erotic dream and not some fever-induced seizure. But once again, the words had
left his mouth before he'd had time to think them through and once again, he'd pissed off his best friend. It was
becoming a really bad habit.

"Sure...sure, man," Blair mumbled as he retreated down the steps. "Anything you want! God forbid I care about
my sick partner. Nail me to a cross because I'm concerned that he might be having some kind of seizure and
came up to check on him. I never should have crossed the threshold of the sacred loft of The Sentinel of the
Great City. No need to worry about Jim 'Never Sick a Day In My Life' Ellison. No, sir. Not gonna waste any
more energy on compassion. All it gets you is a kick in the teeth for your trouble."

Blair continued the litany of martyrdom right out the front door and down the elevator. Jim tracked him until he
revved up the Volvo, then tried to stand up. He had to hang on to the dresser and his legs were shaky, but he
managed to propel himself forward. His boxers were soaked in front and he felt thoroughly disgusting so even
though he also felt like death warmed over, he had to clean up. Bracing one hand on the wall and holding the
railing with the other, he made his way down the steps and into the bathroom. There he shucked the
come-covered garment and wadded it into a ball. Jim opened the hamper and shoved his boxers as far down in
the dirty clothes as he could reach, then stepped into the shower.

The hot water felt good beating a tattoo against his already feverish skin, but the strain of standing began to take
its toll. After a cursory soaping, Jim rinsed himself, then stepped back out into the steam filled bathroom. He
dried himself off, then pulled on the brown cotton robe that always hung on the back of the bathroom door.

Since he was up, Jim decided to make himself some tea and toast. It took the rest of his energy, but the hot liquid
felt so good as it burned its way down his raw throat. He only ate a couple of bites of the toast before deciding
that food was not what he needed at all. Leaving the partially eaten toast and the empty cup on the coffee table,
Jim decided to catch a nap before making the hike all the way back up to his room.

He stretched out on the couch and pulled the blanket down over him. That got him another fit of coughing for his
trouble. He was seeing spots and his chest hurt like a son of a bitch by the time he finally got his breath back.
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Sinking back into the pillow under his head, Jim once again closed his eyes on the loft and opened them to the
sapphire jungle.

"Hey, you're back," the wolf remarked as Jim stumbled forward over a root that had worked its way up out of
the soil.

The wolf had glanced over his shoulder when Jim had appeared and after his casual greeting resumed drinking
from the pool of water before him. It looked kind of like the river that Jim and Sandburg had jumped into when
they were hunting Quinn only not as cold. There was a different waterfall this time...not as tall and more rough
looking. Still, Jim could feel the spray against his face. It felt really good.

"Sandburg, what the fuck am I doing here again?" he growled at the wolf.

The wolf turned around slowly and regarded Jim warily, then once again morphed into Blair. Once again, he was
as naked as the day he was born...only a whole lot hairier.

"Gee, I don't know," Blair leered. "You think maybe you've got some unresolved feelings towards me that need
worked through? You think maybe this is your subconscious's way of dealing with the fact that you're hot for my
bod but you're just too chicken shit to do anything about it?"

Blair took a step towards Jim, who promptly took two steps back. Raising his hands in a gesture meant to calm a
skittish animal, Blair again stepped closer to his partner.

"Whoa there, Jimbo. It's your dream. You don't have to be afraid of little ole me. So, what's it gonna be this time?
How are we gonna resolve the unresolved? A little more mutual masturbation or you gonna get real bold and
dream about me sucking you off?"

"God," Jim moaned. "You're an even bigger pain in the ass in my dreams than you are in real life."

"That's an idea," Blair purred as he sidled up to Jim. "I could be a real big pain in your ass, if you'd let me. Get it,
Jim?"

Jim rolled his eyes and muttered, "Yeah, I get it Sandburg. Don't you have anything better to do than bug me
when I'm asleep? Why don't you go bother Incacha for a while and let me get some rest? I'm sure he's got some
interesting shaman things to tell you about. Maybe you can make some sense out of some of those cryptic little
expressions he's so fond of."

Jim knew the diversion wouldn't work. As interested in all things shaman the real life Blair was, he just knew that
this smirking, arrogant dream Blair wouldn't be fooled by such a lame attempt to refocus his attention on
someone else.

"Damn, you're cranky when you're dreaming. I think I'll just have to try that sucking off thing and see if that
cheers you up a little bit. I know how you like to think about my mouth and how great your dick would look
sliding in and out of it. How's about we give that a try, Oh Great Sentinel?"

Without waiting for Jim's response, dream Blair dropped to his knees and began to mouth Jim's erection which
was now magically free of the jock strap that he was wearing ... the only thing he was wearing, he realized. He
didn't really get a chance to process that because the sight of his dick sliding in and out of Blair's beautiful mouth
really was something he'd always wanted to see and goddamn, it was better than he'd ever imagined!

And oh, could dream Blair give a wonderful blow job! His tongue pressed in all the right places and the suction
in his mouth was incredible. And then when Jim thought his brains were being sucked out through his dick, Blair
pressed a finger up into his ass. The finger was slick and hot and Blair was stroking his rectum as he slurped and
licked and sucked Jim's dick.
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And if the fact that Blair was giving him a blow job wasn't fantastic enough, Jim finally got to dig his fingers right
into Blair's beautiful hair. It was absolutely the most wonderful sensation...to be sucked off by beautiful,
beautiful Blair while weaving your fingers through beautiful Blair's beautiful hair.

All the hot, moist suction created by Blair's eager lips and amazing tongue soon had Jim coming in torrents. His
whole body wracked with his orgasm...spasming and jerking wildly...like the biggest C-4 explosion he'd ever seen
right there in his crotch. His vision went psychedelic and all the colors of the universe sparkled in front of his
dazzled eyes as his body shook with his climax.

Then, the strangest thing happened. Blair smacked him across the face. It wasn't one of those leading lady in a
huff smacks or an ‘I know you like it when I play rough’ smack, either. It was a hard, wake up you idiot slap
square across his cheek.

"What the hell?" Jim sputtered, opening his eyes to gaze up at Blair again. "Why'd you do that?"

"Christ, Jim! I thought you were having some kind of fit again. You were all over the couch, making these really
creepy noises, like...I don't know what. It was just weird. I don't think I'd better go back to work after lunch. I'm
afraid to leave you here alone."

"So you think hitting me is the best way to deal with it? Good thing you chose anthropology over medicine,
Sandburg!" Jim growled up at his fully dressed partner...his partner who'd obviously not just given him the blow
job of his life...the partner who now clearly thought he was insane.

"When'd you get here," Jim said more quietly as he pulled the blanket up to cover the wet spot on his robe.

"A few minutes ago."

Blair sat down on the coffee table and leaned forward to feel Jim's forehead again.

"Oh man, you're burning up. I think I'd better get you to the hospital, Jim."

Looking past the concern in those bright blue eyes, Jim saw the tormentor of his dreams. Oh yeah, Blair was
playing a good game at being the worried roommate, but he'd have to get up pretty early to convince James
Joseph Ellison that he was anything but a satyr in navy Dockers.

"Of course I'm burning up. It's 95 degrees in the shade. Now, just leave me alone, Sandburg."

There, that would work...not.

"Jim, you're sick. The doctor said you have pneumonia. Now, that's nothing to mess around with. People die
from that. And look at you. You're wringing wet and shaking like a leaf. I don't think those pills are doing you
any good at all."

Jim waved away Blair's hand that was just about to move his blanket and sat up. That was obviously not the right
move. His head started spinning so bad that he had to fall back down onto the couch before he threw up. He
couldn't stop the groan that escaped his dry lips.

"Oh yeah. You're in real good shape. Just lay there, Jim. I don't care what you say, I'm calling Doc Hester."

Blair was suddenly implacable in his determination. Striding over to the phone, he kept up his tirade about Jim's
state of health.

"I'm tired of this shit. You're burning up...and it's not hot in here. You can't even sit up, let alone stand up, and
you're going into these zones that are bordering on the psychotic."

Jim's eyes followed him as he stalked across the room, focusing on the slim hips and the curve of his ass and the
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legs that were short but would probably fit perfectly around Jim's waist. Blair stopped griping long enough to
listen to the recorded message, then slammed the phone down.

"Well, shit! Hester's out of the office today. They're advising their patients to head to 'Prompt Care' at Bayside
General."

Jim had managed to gently scoot himself into a sitting position and compose himself enough to reason with his
roommate when Blair came back around and plopped down on the coffee table.

"Come on, Chief. You know what it's like there. I'll be sitting in a crowded waiting room with 300 sick kids for
10 hours and then they'll just give me more antibiotics and send me home. I just need to rest. If it'll make you feel
better, stay home with me, but I'm not going to the hospital."

Blair's eyes scanned over Jim's face, taking in the sheen of sweat on his forehead and the dark circles under his
eyes. He'd never seen Jim look this sick and the fear shined brightly in his eyes.

"Okay. We'll stay here for now," he agreed finally. "But I want you to take a cool shower, then get back to bed.
If you get any worse though, your ass is in that waiting room so fast you won't know what's hit you."

"Yes, sir," Jim smirked as Blair stood and offered a hand to pull Jim up.

Somehow, he managed to stand, keep the blanket in front of his lap and get into the bathroom without being
majorly embarrassed by the huge wet stain on his robe. At the rate he was going, he'd be lucky to have any clean
clothes left by the time he'd recovered.

"Do me a favor, would ya Sandburg?" he called from behind the bathroom door. "Go up and get me some clean
shorts and a t-shirt. I've been sweating like crazy and this robes' gotten kind of disgusting."

Blair nodded, making a small happy noise at finally having something constructive he could do for his partner.

The shower did make Jim feel better and so did getting in yet another set of clean clothes. He wasn't hot anymore
and the congestion that had been rumbling around in his chest for the last five days felt like it was breaking up.
As he stood and shaved, he tried to focus on his inflamed bronchial tubes and see if he could hear them
expanding and rejuvenating with each breath. In the end, he realized that the rumbling he was hearing was just
the dishwasher.

When he emerged from the bathroom, Blair was there with a glass of juice and some warmed up hot and sour
soup. He was just standing there in back of the couch with a glass in one hand and a mug in the other and a
funny look on his face. Jim gave him a nod and reached for the juice first. While he drank it down, Blair carried
the mug around to the coffee table and set it on a coaster.

"I thought soup would feel better going down your throat rather than something scratchy. Oh, and I called Simon.
He said to go ahead and stay home with you today and tomorrow, too, if I think it's necessary. I laid it on pretty
thick about the fever and the weird attacks, so he thinks you're at death's door. He also thinks you're contagious
and I didn't have the heart to tell him that pneumonia isn't, so I just let him think it. I guess it worked though,
'cause I don't really have the sick time to take, but I guess considering how much time I've already donated to the
department, he decided to cut me some slack."

As Jim took up his position back on the couch, he watched Blair talk. He really wasn't listening to the
words...something about Simon and staying home and pneumonia not being contagious...he just mostly watched
Blair's mouth and Blair's hands and the way his whole body went into the explanation. Then Blair stopped talking
and all motion stopped, so Jim knew that was his cue to say something.

"Thanks a lot, Chief. I...uh...appreciate your taking care of me."
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Blair looked kind of disappointed by Jim's thank you, but he just turned and went in and grabbed the other mug
of soup and the other glass of juice. He carried them into the living room and sat down on the other couch. He
looked at Jim over the top of his glass before he started talking like there'd been no gap in the conversation at all.

"No problem, man. Give me a chance to catch up on the talk shows. I haven't gotten to see any since I started at
the academy. When I was an undergrad at Rainier I used to go to the student union every day at noon just to
watch Jerry Springer. I love to watch the people in Springer's audience come up on stage and fight with the
guests. Rosie's pretty tame, but Ricki Lake is actually a fascinating display of exactly how far people will go for a
little bit of fame. Besides, I haven't gotten to see any transsexual, nymphomanical kleptomaniacs that are having
their best friend's father's babies for ages."

Jim ate his soup while Blair surfed channels, keeping up a running commentary on every program he passed up
until he found Andy Griffith on TV Land and settled in for some homespun humor. Blair laughed like a delighted
child at Barney Fife and Jim found himself laughing along with him. When that was over, Blair switched to
Maury Povich, who was discussing men who other men usually thought were gay. Trent Something, a florist
from Newark, was lisping about his sister's sweetheart when Jim finally nodded off.

"Oh fuck! Not again!" Jim gasped as he pulled free from a passionate kiss.

"Way to give a guy a complex, Jimbo," Blair grinned as he pushed his hands up under Jim's favorite Motorhead
t-shirt. "Good thing I've got this giant, economy-sized ego thing going here. Otherwise, I might think you would
like it when I did this."

And then Blair began to nibble on one of Jim's nipples. He'd bite it, then lick it, then blow on it, then give Jim a
little grin and do it all over again. Pretty soon, Jim was squirming all over the jungle floor as Blair continued to
torment his tits and start on a pretty impressive hand job.

Something was wrong with it all though. There was talking in the background and the jungle floor felt funny and
when Jim opened his eyes, there were four people sitting in a semi-circle around them. The people were all
staring at him and Blair with these horrible looks of disgust on their faces. Jim got the impression that they were
the kind of people that would rather be watching WWF wrestling rather than him and Blair having sex.

Blair didn't seem to be bothered by the people and just kept slithering up and down Jim's body. But Jim couldn't
handle their scrutiny. He heard one of them...the skinny woman with missing teeth and a bad perm...call them
perverts. The pimply guy with red hair and an overbite nodded his head in agreement and soon all four were
chanting "Sodomites! Sodomites! Sodomites!"
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That's when Jim tried to push Blair away. He tried to shove at Blair's shoulders, but Blair had his legs wrapped
around Jim's waist and his hands were busy playing with Jim's balls so Jim really wasn't shoving too hard. Maybe
words would work.

"Blair, please," he begged, but then he wasn't really sure what he was begging for so when Blair started kissing
him, he kissed back.

"I'll stop if you want," dream Blair said as he pushed a hank of hair from his face and shifted into a better angle.
"But I don't think that's what you really want, is it, Jim?"

The people quit chanting and somewhere off in the distance, Montel Williams started coaxing Jim on.

"Go on, man. Tell him! Tell him what you want! Audience? Should Jim tell Blair what he wants?"

The crowd went wild. Shouts of "Fuck him, Jim!" and "Tell him you love him, Jim!" rang out through the unseen
audience and into Jim's head.

Swept up with the fervor of the crowd, Jim grabbed onto dream Blair harder and ground his pelvis up into his
very own succubus.

"God, I want you so bad," he murmured between kisses.

"Tell him you love him, Jim," Montel screamed. "Tell me you love me!"

"I love you, Blair. God, I love you."

"I love you, too, Jim."

Dream Blair's hands glided over Jim's body, again pushing under his t-shirt, stroking the well-defined muscles as
he plunged back in for another kiss. His presence felt warm and strong and alive in Jim's arms.

"Feels so real," Jim gasped. "Feels so good. Don't want to wake up."

"Oh man, if this is a dream, I don't wanna wake up, either," Blair moaned as Jim wrapped his legs around his
dream lover and bucked up against him. To emphasize his point, Blair slid a hand down the front of Jim's shorts
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and grasped the growing bulge possessively. Jim moaned appreciatively as his mouth was captured in another
hungry kiss.

"Like that, don't you?"

Dream Blair's voice was more sultry than in any of the other dreams and his touch was rougher and hotter. Jim
could feel Blair's dick, hard and weeping, as it pressed against his stomach. He dug his fingers into the dark curls
and once again thrust up against Blair's thigh.

"Oh god, Blair. These dreams are gonna kill me," he moaned as Blair began to scoot down his body.

"This ain't no dream, babe."

"Of course it is," Jim said as calmly as he could with dream Blair about to give him his second blow job of the
day.

"Jim? Jim? Are you okay?"

Blair's voice was sure insistent...adamant even.

"Mmmm, yeah. This is the best one yet."

Now dream Blair had his hand clutching Jim's chin. Geez, he was kind of shaking him. Dream Blair was such a
pushy little bastard.

"Jim! Open your eyes and look at me!"

"I see you, baby," Jim drawled. A lazy grin spread across his face. "Gonna turn back into a wolf on me?"

"Huh?"

The grin turned to grimace as dream Blair's grip on Jim's chin tightened. Opening his eyes as instructed, Jim
immediately noticed that the hazy blue of his dream was gone. And there was one very solid, very aroused, very
real Blair straddling his body.

"Oh shit!"

"Jim? What's wrong?"

Blair's grip on Jim's chin turned into a caress, as he searched for some clue that Jim was now fully aware of what
was happening. For his part, Jim was fully aware of what was happening. He just needed a way to make it never
have happened.

In an effort to divert Blair's attention from what was potentially a very embarrassing situation, Jim turned his
head and coughed. Apparently he was better because his cough sounded fake even to him. It did have the side
benefit of causing his body to shift so that his dick rubbed roughly against Blair's ass.

"Nice try, Camille," Blair said in a tone that suggested that it was anything but. "Wanna tell me what this is all
about?"

Jim turned back to face his ... what? What do you call a man that's your friend, your partner, your roommate and
who happens to be straddling your lap with a woody that's boring a hole into your stomach?

"I thought I was dreaming."

It sounded even lamer when he said it aloud than it had when he'd thought of it seconds before.
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"Okay," Blair said patiently. "Did this dream have anything to do with me?"

Jim stared at the pocket of Blair's shirt. The tiniest spot of ink showed through the fabric. He wondered if he
should mention it. Instead, he said, "Uh huh."

"Okay."

Blair kept right on sitting on top of Jim, lightly stroking Jim's face, trying to get Jim to look him in the eye.

"Was this dream...erotic?"

To emphasize his point, Blair kind of wiggled his ass against Jim's dick.

That made Jim look up. And not for the first time that day, he noticed what a really beautiful smile Blair had.
And what really beautiful eyes he had. And how gorgeous his face looked when he was smiling down at Jim.

"Uh huh."

"Okay. And did...maybe...you want what was happening in the dream to be real?"

Jim could tell that even though Blair was trying really hard to keep up his teasing tone, the last question was
deadly serious. It deserved a serious answer.

"Uh huh."

He expected a smart-ass answer...or a funny answer...or even a long and involved answer. What he didn't expect
was Blair's beautiful eyes to fill with tears and his gorgeous mouth to quiver.

"Oh Jim."

The words were spoken so softly, so reverentially, so lovingly that Jim could do nothing more than pull Blair
down for a tender kiss. Blair came willingly, wrapping his arms around Jim's neck and gently returning the kiss.
As they continued to kiss, shyly opening mouths to admit exploration, Jim brought a hand up to cup the back of
Blair's head. He finally had his hands in Blair's hair for real and his mouth on Blair's mouth for real and it was
better than any dream he'd ever had.

Blair ended the kiss and laid his head down on Jim's chest as Jim continued to card his fingers through the tangle
of russet curls. As much as he loved the feel of Blair in his arms, his weight was too much pressure on Jim's
already abused chest.

"Come on, babe," he nudged gently. "Let's take this upstairs."

"Oh god, Jim," Blair gasped as he practically levitated off Jim's body. "I'm so sorry. I forgot all about you being
sick. Did I hurt you? Are you okay?"

Jim pulled himself up to a seated position, straightening his clothes as he went. A lazy grin spread over his face as
he thought about how he really felt. There were times when Blair bugged the shit out of him. And there were
times when he knew he'd give his right ball for some time apart. But most of the time, he really liked having the
guy around. He kept Jim alert...on his toes. Jim never knew when Blair would come up with some ridiculous test
for him to try or the missing piece to the puzzle that was Jim's mind. He was a companion...a buddy...a pal.

But Blair touched something else deep inside Jim that even Jim didn't really understand. Blair had made that
crack about Jim being his blessed protector when they'd first met, but Jim had always known that it was Blair
that took care of him. And without even realizing, he'd come to believe that if Blair said it, it was true. Blair was
his...what had Incacha said? Some gibberish about finding the light, but the light having to come from within him.
Jim had always really hated the way Incacha had talked in bizarre metaphors. Sometimes he'd just wanted to
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scream "Just say what you mean. dammit!" Maybe this time, Incacha had been right, though. Blair was his light.
He made Jim's whole world brighter.

Grabbing Blair by the front of his shirt, he pulled him back down so that he was once again straddling Jim's legs.
Framing Blair's face with long fingers, Jim let his thumbs travel over the exquisite mouth, chin and cheekbones.
What he had memorized so long ago by sight, he now mapped by touch. Blair was such a feast for his senses.

Blair sat in uncommon silence and let Jim touch him to his heart's content. Soon, Jim's hands left his face and
traveled down his neck, raising a path of goose bumps in their wake. Sliding down Blair's shoulders, they once
again guided his arms around Jim's neck. His body followed the motion and he was again only a whisper away
from Jim's lips.

"You could never hurt me, Blair. You're my light...my life."

"Shit, Jim. Now you're scaring me," Blair said as he reared back to better scrutinize Jim. Reaching up, he laid a
hand across Jim's forehead, feeling again for fever.

"Your fever's gone," he said thoughtfully. "How you feeling?"

"Great," Jim beamed. "My chest is still kind of sore, but other than that, I'm doing great. How 'bout you?"

Jim rubbed at said chest with one hand and reached up and ran a finger down the side of Blair's face with the
other. He kind of liked the idea of a speechless Sandburg. Easing his hand around to the base of Blair's skull, he
gently pulled his Guide in for another kiss.

"Mmmmmmm...I'm doing real good now," Blair moaned between soft kisses. "But let's get you upstairs. I don't
want to have to carry you up all those steps when you pass out from my masterful and physically powerful
love-making."

"God, you're a cocky little shit."

Jim grinned up as Blair stood and offered him a hand. He couldn't resist the urge and yanked him back down for
some more kissing. It felt so good to hold his lover in his arms and it felt so good to kiss and grope him and hell, it
just felt so good to feel good again.

"We're not making much progress," Blair gasped as Jim nibbled on his left ear.

"Oh, I think we've made a whole lot progress," Jim muttered between kisses. "But I am getting a cramp in my
leg. I'm just not sure I care enough about it to let you go."

Blair pulled back enough to look Jim in the eyes.

"I'm never letting you go, Jim. I was born to be with you...to love you. And I will...always. Now, come on. Let's
take this party upstairs before I embarrass myself and either come in my pants or break into song."

"Oh god, Blair," Jim groaned. "What you do to me!"

"Oh, Jim! What I plan on doing to you!"

Dropping a kiss on Jim's nose, Blair jumped up and headed for the stairs. Jim sat a moment to watch the younger
man shed his work outfit, leaving a trail of rumpled clothes up the steps. When Jim got to the top step, he had an
armful of laundry and look of pure delight on his face. Of course, the fact that Blair was laying on his bed,
centerfold style, naked with one leg propped up, didn't hurt a thing.

"So, what's your pleasure, big boy?" Blair grinned, with a suggestive waggle of his eyebrows. "See anything you
like?"
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Jim tossed the armful of clothes over the railing and as he leaped onto the bed, he growled, "Oh, you are so dead,
Sandburg."

Within seconds, he had Blair underneath him, his arms pulled up over his head and a major hickey on his neck. It
took a few minutes longer to squirm out of his clothes because he kept having to stop to kiss Blair or to pinch a
nipple or cup Blair's dick in his hand. Jim ended up getting his boxers caught around his ankles and when he tried
to pull them free, Blair took the opportunity to flip him over and drape himself over Jim's body.

"So, who's in trouble now, Ellison, huh?" he purred as he squeezed Jim's biceps, then leaned forward for a kiss.

"I am," Jim murmured. "I am in so much trouble."

"And you love it, don't you?"

"Love you, Blair. Love you."

And then he did.

END
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 Six Months

Six Months - VampyrAlex

~~Love is fire that burns without flame,
Wound that hurts and can't be felt,
Contented non-contentment,
Pain that causes madness without hurt~~
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Luis Vaz de Camoes, 16th Century Portuguese poet

@>--}----

"It was a nice wedding," Simon stated, lighting a cigar.

"Yes," Henri nodded with a grin, "it was."

"Well, I for one can't believe your brother actually did it, Ellison," Rafe remarked as he gazed at the older man.
"I mean, getting married?! Tying the knot?"

"And what's wrong with that?" Jim asked as he watched the newlyweds waltzing on the dance floor. It felt good
to see his brother so happy. "He'd been living with Kathy for over a year. They just felt it was time to take that
final step."

It was a good day for a wedding; the mid-summer sun was high in the sky, a soft breeze flowed through the
lush-green gardens where the party was being held, making the heat bearable. His father had rented a mansion
especially for Stephen's wedding party and Jim had to admit everything looked great. Huge white tents spread
throughout the grounds, there were bubbling fountains everywhere, a small pond with exotic fish, mountains of
food and beverages, and loud music.

"When are you going to follow your brother's footsteps, Jim?" Henri joked. "You've been divorced for more than
two years now. In that time you've dated most of the women in the PD, not to mention half of Cascade's female
population. It's time to settle down, get the house with the picket fence, the 2.4 kids."

Jim snorted. "Yeah, right! After Carolyn the last thing on my mind is marriage, H. I'm quite happy the way I am
right now."

"Are they going on a honeymoon?" Rafe asked.

"Um, yes. Two weeks in Hawaii. Should be heading out soon, the plane leaves in a couple of hours," Jim replied
with a grimace. The noise was starting to give him a headache. He'd be glad when the bride and groom finally left
so he could make his own escape. "I need a drink."

He moved to the largest tent just as the bride was throwing the bouquet. Caught off-guard by an unexpected
push from an over-eager matronly woman, Jim stumbled and fell -- right into the person next to him, both of
them landing on the hard floor. When his vision cleared, Jim found himself gazing into the deepest blue eyes he'd
ever seen, belonging to a face framed by long, chestnut curly hair.

"I'm sorry," he mumbled to the young man beneath him.

The other cleared his throat. "Uh, no problem. Nice to meet you."

Jim chuckled at the impish grin directed his way. "Likewise. I'm Jim Ellison, by the way."

"Blair Sandburg. Ellison? Are you --?"

"Stephen's brother."

"Ah," Blair said intelligently, and Jim watched as a sudden flush began to cover the other man's face. "Think you
could let me up now?"

Jim felt his own face heating as he realized they were still on the floor and that he was still lying on top of Blair.
"Sorry." He practically jumped to his feet, then extended a hand to help the younger man up as well.

"Thanks, Jim," Blair grinned. "See you around," he said, then walked away.
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Jim looked around, relieved to see no one had given them any attention, then after getting his much-needed
drink, joined his friends. "Who is that, any of you guys know?" he asked, nodding towards Blair.

"Blair Sandburg, friend of the bride or so I've heard," Rafe replied. "He's also a TA at Rainier. Seems he's
somewhat of a genius, started there at the age of sixteen."

Without knowing why, Jim spent most of the day watching Sandburg. There was no real explanation for it; his
eyes just seemed to follow him around of their own volition. He was powerless to stop them. He watched Blair
move around, dancing, laughing, talking excitedly, his whole body giving out a level of energy that was enough
to exhaust just by looking at him.

It was getting dark, the newlyweds long gone, when he realized he'd lost his unaware siren from sight. Thinking
Blair had left already, and seeing that most guests had gone as well -- including his friends -- Jim decided to take
a stroll through the now silent gardens.

He found Blair sitting on a bench, looking up at the sky. He approached quietly, studying the upturned face,
trying to understand what was drawing him so much. Not able to reach a conclusion, he simply sat on the bench.

"Hi," he greeted softly.

Blair smiled at him, "Hey, there! Not going to throw me on the floor again, are you?"

"Not planning on it," Jim replied, unable to smile back.

"You know, my mother always told me never to talk to strange men," Blair joked.

Jim chuckled. "Well, if it makes you feel better, I'm a cop."

"You are? Oh. That's different then."

A comfortable silence settled between them as night slowly replaced day, a full moon bathing the gardens with
its light, giving everything a silvery glow.
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"You play poker?" Jim asked suddenly.

"Yes. Why?"

"Next Saturday I'm hosting a poker game for some friends. I thought maybe you'd like to come."

Blair stared right into his eyes, looking for what, Jim did not know. Finally, the young man smiled, "I'd like that.
Should I bring anything?"

"No, that's okay. Just be there at eight," Jim told him, giving him a card with his address and phone numbers. "If
by any chance you can't make it, let me know."

"Okay. Thanks for the invitation."

"It's the least I could do after throwing you on the floor like that," Jim quipped, and his heart missed a beat as
Blair laughed.

"You mean your way of making it up to me is asking me to a game where I'm sure to lose my life savings? Gee,
thanks!" Blair huffed, but there was amusement shinning from his eyes.

"Blair!" a voice shouted from the direction of the mansion. "We're leaving! Blair!"

"I've got to go," Blair said as he rose. "See you next Saturday," he promised as he shook Jim's hand.
"Goodnight."

"Goodnight, Chief."

It was a long time before Jim found the will to rise and leave the mansion gardens to go home. It had been a very
nice wedding indeed.

***

Blair reached apartment #307 on 852 Prospect wondering if he wasn't making a mistake by coming to the poker
game. The only person he would actually know was Jim, and he'd only met the man once. A week earlier.
Chances were the other man might even have forgotten he'd been invited. There had to be something wrong with
his head for agreeing to do this, he thought ruefully.

He could hear men's voices and music coming from inside, so he knew he was probably the last one arriving. He
was about to knock when the door suddenly burst open and a wide grinning Ellison waved at him.

"Hey, Chief! I wasn't sure if you'd come," Jim stated as they shook hands, but Blair was too busy trying not to
stare at the other man to listen. Ellison was wearing a pair of well-worn jeans and a black -- and very tight -- tee
shirt, showing off the powerful body.

Forcing his brain to work, Blair swallowed, "Yeah," he breathed, holding the other man's hand a little longer than
necessary. Finally shaking himself out of his haze, he released Jim's hand and asked, "How did you know I was
here?"

If anything Jim's grin grew wider. "I'd tell ya, but then I'd have to kill ya. Come on in, let me introduce you to my
friends."

"Okay," Blair replied quietly as he looked around the loft. He noticed a young woman sitting on the living room,
surrounded by four men, all of them arguing rather loudly.

"Guys," Jim called out, and everyone quieted down. "This is Blair Sandburg. Blair, this is Megan Connor, Joel
Taggart, Brian Rafe, Henri Brown and Simon Banks."

Seasons Collage

106



"I'm also their boss," Simon chimed in. "I'm here to keep them in line," he added, ignoring the snorts that greeted
his last statement.

"Okay, since we're all here, how about we get started?" Henri asked, rubbing his hands together. "I feel lucky
today."

Rafe thumbed him on the back, "Hey, there's a first time for everything, H. Maybe you'll actually win something
tonight!"

"Ha ha! I'm laughing to tears here, Rafe. Just shut up and deal already!"

"So, how's your brother? Any word from them?" Megan asked, looking as the cards were being dealt.

"They're on their honeymoon, Connor. Might as well be MIA for all we've heard of them," he replied to the
others snickering. "I'm guessing they won't see much of Hawaii, except for their room's walls. What kind of hand
is this? Rafe, you're not trying to cheat us, are you? Nobody gets such a lousy hand by accident!"

"Hey, man, I don't cheat! Don't need to, you're all such big losers!"

The evening wore on and Blair lost most of his money to the detectives, the talk lively as the game kept going.
He was surprised at how much he was enjoying himself. His poker companions were extremely entertaining and
he suddenly felt as if they'd all been friends for years.

"I'm out," he finally admitted. "You people cleaned me out. Aren't you supposed to be the good guys?"

"Not when it comes to poker," Taggart grinned. "All's fair in love and poker, son."

Blair chuckled, "I see. I'll know better than to trust you guys next time."

"Hey, Sandburg, next month it's my birthday and I'm going to throw a party," Rafe told him. "Consider yourself
invited."

The young man smiled, "Thanks, I'll be there."

"Great! One more present," Rafe smirked, making the others laugh.

Blair remained at the table watching the game, his eyes drifting towards Ellison occasionally. Every time he
looked, Jim was gazing back at him, their eyes locking until one of them was forced to look away. He felt his
blood run cold. It was a mistake to feel attracted to Ellison, the man's whole body language screamed
heterosexual, but Blair felt helpless to prevent it. He seemed to be drawn to the other man like a ship to a siren's
call; he'd felt it at the wedding as well and it seemed to be growing stronger.

When Megan finally won everyone's money, they decided to call it a night. Blair said his goodbyes to the
detectives and Jim escorted him to the door.

"Thanks for tonight, I had a great time," Blair told the older man.

"Even if we left you without a penny to your name?"

Blair laughed, "Even so."

"Good. Listen, next week the poker game will be at Simon's house. He already asked if you wanted to join us."

The young man grimaced, "I'm sorry, I can't. A friend of mine organized a viewing of a few of Fellini's most
famous movies and I promised I'd go."
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"Oh, okay. No problem."

Blair couldn't resist Jim's forlorn expression. "Uh, maybe you could go with me? I mean, you don't have to,
there's the game, I didn't mean... uh, it was a stupid idea, I'm sorry."

"Actually, I'd like that," Jim told him with a smile. "There will be other poker games, they won't miss me."

"Great!" Blair exclaimed, nearly vibrating with excitement. "Maybe we can go for a beer afterwards?" he asked,
hesitantly.

"That would be great. Where will we meet?"

"Can you pick me up at my place at six? My car is having some problems, I'm taking it to the shop first thing
Monday morning."

"Sure."

"Cool. Here's my address," Blair gave him a card. "Goodnight, Jim."

"Goodnight, Chief."

Blair practically ran out of the building. Maybe he was making a huge mistake, but each time he looked into Jim's
clear blue eyes he felt a draw to the man he was unable -- and unwilling -- to resist. He would just have to risk it.

***

Jim stared at the young man sitting in front of him sipping his beer. Surprisingly, the Fellini film viewing hadn't
been all that bad. They'd watched a total of three films -- La Dolce Vita, Satyricon and Amarcord, and although a
little too artsy for his taste, he'd actually enjoyed himself.

Or maybe it was the company.

He wondered if he ought to tell Blair his secret. He felt he could trust the other man, but he wasn't sure what
Blair's reaction would be and he wasn't ready to destroy the friendship that seemed to be growing between them.

He himself had trouble believing it all sometimes. Heightened senses, Sentinels and Guides, protecting the tribe.
Everything that Incacha had told him while he lived with the Chopec seemed like a far away dream. But he
could control his senses enough to work and his closest friends knew. It would be enough until he found his
destined guide as Incacha predicted would eventually happen.

Seeing the amusement in the other man's eyes, Jim decided it could wait. "What were you so excited about when
I arrived to pick you up?" he asked instead.

Blair's face lit up like a Christmas tree, "My anthro teacher and one of my old archeology professors are planning
a huge anthropological exhibit to take place in a few months time at Rainier and they asked for my help. I still
can't believe it, man. They asked for my help! God, it's going to be so cool, Jim!"

He kept babbling about the future exhibit and all he would have to do, while Jim only half-listened to what he
was saying. Instead he gave his senses free reign, allowing them to catalog everything about Blair; the soft voice,
the musky scent, the excited gesturing.

"Want to go out again next week?" Jim asked abruptly, silencing the other man's words.

Blair blinked, clearly surprised, then nodded, "Sure. Why not? Where?"

"Well, since you picked the movies we got to see tonight, next week I'll get to pick something."
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Blair grinned. "Oh, yeah? And what will we see? Rambo?"

"Funny, Junior. I'll let you know on Saturday."

"That's low, Ellison," Blair chuckled. "But you're on."

"Good. I'll take you home, then. Come on."

They climbed into his truck and Jim drove them to the warehouse district where Blair was living. They hardly
said a word, just listening to the music pouring from the radio, but once again it was a comfortable silence. Jim
suddenly realized he hadn't felt that relaxed in years. And it was all due to the man sitting beside him.

***

Blair couldn't help laughing as Jim and Henri tried to 'gargle' happy birthday to Rafe with their mouths full of
whiskey. It was way past midnight and most of Rafe's guests had left already. Considering the amount of
whiskey still going around, it was amazing that the remaining partygoers were still standing -- himself included.

Rafe grinned wickedly at the last survivors, "I've got an idea. Why don't we play the dice game Megan gave
me?"

"What are the rules?" Simon asked, obviously sober enough to smell a rat.

The birthday boy opened the small box containing the dice and picked up a card with the rules, "Okay. We need
lost of space, preferably on the floor. The idea is to make a circle and throw the dice. Once we start the game,
we can't stop until either everyone passes out drunk or ends up naked."

"What do you mean, 'naked'?" Rhonda asked, a blush settling over her already flushed face.

"This is an adult game, Rhonda. What do you think?" Megan answered for Rafe. "Read them the rest of the
rules, mate," she added with a wicked grin that matched Rafe's.

Rafe chuckled, "Here it goes: each person takes a turn rolling the dice. If you roll one, everyone takes a shot of
something. Tequilla, whiskey, wine, beer, etc. Since we only have whiskey left, it's a shot of whiskey. If you roll
two, you strip an item of your clothing. If you roll three, you pick two players to kiss. If you roll a four, you pick
a player to strip an item of clothing. If you roll a five, you pick a player to take a shot of whiskey. If you roll a
six, you pick a player to kiss."

"Are you insane?" Samantha scowled. "That kissing scene... I might end up kissing Rhonda or Kicki. And one of
you guys might end up kissing another guy!" she exclaimed, giving him a 'eww' expression.

"Come on, cuz," Rafe chided. "Don't be a spoil sport. We're all adults here, right? It's just a kiss. A mouth is a
mouth whether it belongs to a girl or a guy. What do you guys say?"

"I'm in," Megan stated. "Sandy?"

Blair startled, his brain having ceased functioning as he realized he might actually have to kiss Ellison, "Um..."

"Great!" she crooned. "Sandy's in, I'm in, and Rafe's in. Who else? Come on, mates! It's just a game!"

"I guess I'm in as well," a new cop from Vice called Becky added. She looked at her partner. "Kicki, what do you
say, girl?"

"Might as well," the other shrugged. "God willing, I'll be too drunk to remember any of this in the morning!"

"Okay, so we have Blair, Megan, me, Kicki and Becky," Rafe counted. "H?"
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His partner sighed, "Why the hell not? I'm in."

"Count me in as well," Simon added.

Blair watched as one by one, everyone finally gave in and decided to play. They moved the furniture to the side
and sat on the floor in a circle. To make it more interesting, they alternated between man and woman. Jim, Kicki,
Blair, Rhonda, Rafe, Megan, Simon, Becky, Henri, Samantha. Rafe gave each one a shot glass and brought two
more bottles of whiskey with him and the game was on.

An hour later, Rhonda and Kicki were sleeping it off on the floor, H had a pillow to cover his 'modesty',
Samantha had been forced to french kiss a giggling Megan, and everyone else was more than half-drunk and
half-naked. Becky hiccupped as she rolled the dice. The seven players left groaned as she drew a one and were
forced to take another shot of whiskey. Samantha swayed slightly in her seat and Rafe tried to steady her.

"'M 'kay," she assured her cousin just before passing out face down on the carpet.

Since she was in the way, Rafe and Megan moved her to lay with the so-far four losers. The others adjusted their
positions in order to make a smaller circle.

"Who's next?" Simon asked.

"I am," Blair replied, rolling the dice. His heart nearly stopped beating when he got a two. He was already down
to his jeans, that would leave him in his boxers only.

"Come on, get on with it!" Megan leered. "Take them off! Take them off! Take them off!"

"Alright, already! Keep your pants on!" he scowled, causing the others to laugh hysterically. "It's not that funny,"
he pouted, as he rose to take off his jeans. He shivered as he felt three very hungry gazes settling on his body.
That Becky and Megan were two of them didn't bother him much, but that the third belonged to Jim... He
shivered again, and nearly fell on his butt.

Next one to play was Jim and he also got a two. The man had been extremely lucky, clothing-wise. Only his
shoes and white socks were gone. On the other hand, he looked about ready to keel over, Blair mused with an
inner chuckle. His chuckle soon turned into a pant as Ellison got rid of his shirt, uncovering his hairless chest and
powerful torso, causing his wayward lust to go off the scale.

When Rafe rolled a three everyone left in the game stopped breathing, "Oh, I love this," he purred evilly. "Okay,
who hasn't kissed yet? Ellison, you haven't kissed anybody yet, have you?"

"Nope," Jim replied as he shook his head.

"Great! I want you to kiss... Blair!"
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Blair had enough time to suck in a breath before Jim was all over him, arms wrapping possessively around him as
his mouth was taken and ravaged in a hungry kiss. After what felt like forever and just a few seconds at the same
time, his lips were released. He blinked to clear his foggy brain, but all his remaining cells were happily bathing
in whiskey and he couldn't make sense of the noise surrounding him. It was only after a moment that he realized
the others were clapping and whistling enthusiastically at their performance.

"Shit!" he muttered, and the world turned dark.

***

"I can't believe I'm doing this!" Jim muttered to himself as he stared at the pizza box in his hands.

It had been a week since Rafe's birthday party, and he was unable to forget about that night. Or the kiss. And the
way Blair had felt in his arms. Of course having someone pass out right after you kissed said person to distraction
wasn't exactly flattering, but he was certain it'd been the whiskey, not him.

Reaching the ancient-looking warehouse, and grinning inanely, Jim rang the bell.

"Who is it?" Blair's voice called out through the intercom.

"Pizza," he replied, disguising his voice.

"I didn't order anything."

"Isn't this Blair Sandburg's house?" He could almost see Blair frowning before the door opened.

"I can't believe you did that!" Blair laughed as he saw him, box in hand.

"I had to see you," Jim stated, immediately regretting his words when the amusement was replaced by a guarded
expression.

He was surprised when Blair actually joked, "Haven't you heard harassment is against the law?"

"Really? Well, I have a pair of handcuffs right here," he replied, relieved when Blair smiled and stood aside to let
him in.

"Is that pizza?" a male voice called from the couch. Jim eyed the other man wearily, feeling a strange pang in his
heart as he took in the red hair and wide green eyes in the handsome forty-something face. He looked like a
librarian, soft spoken and obviously well bred. "Good idea, Blair. I'll fetch us some plates."
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"Who's he?" Jim asked as soon as the man disappeared into the kitchen.

"Aaron Newman. He's the archeology teacher I told you about, the one who asked for help with the anthro
exhibit. What are you doing here, anyway?"

"I thought we might go out, being Friday and all," he said, his explanation sounding lame even to himself.

"I can't, Jim. I have to work."

"Right."

"Honest. I'm sorry, man. If you'd called before --"

"How about tomorrow? Dinner?"

Blair chuckled. "You're not going to give up, are you?"

"No."

"Fine, tomorrow then. Pick me up at nine, okay?"

"You got it, Chief. See you tomorrow."

"Goodnight, Jim."

Jim went back to his truck feeling a myriad of confusing emotions. He knew he was interested in Blair, but the
fact it was the first time he had even looked at a man sexually made him feel uneasy. And the wave of emotion
he'd felt when he saw Newman made him feel even more uneasy. The only reason to be jealous of someone was
if love was involved. And he wasn't sure he was looking for that kind of relationship. Especially with another
man.

***

Blair regarded Jim with a mix of annoyance and amusement, "Why don't you tell me where we're going?"

"I told you, it's a surprise. We're nearly there."

Not five minutes later Blair recognized the gardens where they'd first met. Jim stopped the truck and they got
out.

"Surprise," Jim said softly as he led him to a patch of lush grass.

It wasn't the grass or the beauty around them that caught Blair's attention, though. It was the neatly set table, the
dinnerware, the wine breathing, the tape recorder playing soft, romantic music.

"Your dinner awaits," Jim gestured towards the table.

"Trying to woo me, Ellison?" Blair asked, unable to keep the steel out of his voice. "I'm not one of your women."

Jim seemed genuinely puzzled, then chagrined. "I didn't mean it that way, Blair. We can leave, if you --"

Blair sighed wearily. "No, it's okay. I guess I over-reacted. Let's eat, I'm hungry," he lied easily.

They sat at the table and Blair forced himself to smile and make small talk as they ate the splendid dinner by
candle light. He knew the other man meant well, but he also knew that all that apparatus was something that Jim
had probably tried more than once on his female dates. He didn't need the hearts and flowers, he just wanted Jim
to be true to him and to himself. He didn't need a staged romance, he wanted spontaneity.
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Life would definitely be easier if he loved someone like Aaron, who had no problems admitting his bisexuality.
Just the day before, Aaron had hinted he was interested in something other than friendship. But what could he
do? He did like Aaron, enjoyed being with him, but as a friend.

Jim, on the other hand, was his idea of the perfect companion, the person he'd choose to spend his life with.
Someone who accepted him for who he was, who helped him relax by just being there, who made him happy by
smiling at something he'd said that wasn't even particularly bright or funny.

Once the food was out of the way, Jim rose from the table. "Dance with me?"

Blair took his hand, allowing the other man to lead as he laid his head on a strong shoulder, "Jim, I like you a lot.
I really do."

"But?" Jim prompted into his ear, causing him to shiver.

"I can't do this. I talked to your brother. You've been married and all your dates have been with women. You've
been straight all of your life. I don't want to be just an experiment. I especially don't want to get hurt."

"I don't want you to be an experiment either, Blair. And I won't hurt you, I promise."

"Don't make promises you can't keep, Jim," Blair chided softly, staring into the clear blue eyes looking so
affectionately at him, and feeling his defenses weakening. "Fine," he finally sighed. "But I have one condition."

"Which is?"

"If you're really interested in me, you'll wait. If you're able to resist women, *any* women, for the next six
months, I'll give myself to you."

Jim nodded, his eyes soft as he cupped the young man's face, "You've got yourself a deal."

"Good," Blair brushed his lips over the older man's mouth softly as a thank you, then grinned. "Professor
Newman is having a little get-together next week for the people involved in the exhibit. I can bring a friend.
Want to come along?"

"Do I have to?" Jim teased with a smile.

"Yes."

"In that case I'm all yours, Chief."

"We'll see, Ellison, we'll see."

***

A week later Jim was certain the whole world was out to get him. He was barely out of the PD to go home and
get ready to meet with Blair, when two idiots decided to rob a convenience store. He'd been the closest police
vehicle when the call came through and was forced to respond. He'd caught the perps, but then had to question
them, write the report and finally hand it over to Simon.

Running to the loft with only a few minutes to spare, he showered and shaved, got dressed and was out the
door... only to discover some joker had slashed his front tires. When the taxi he'd called arrived twenty minutes
later, Jim could almost feel the smoke coming out of his ears.

He paid the cabbie and gazed at Newman's house through cop's eyes, wondering how someone on a teacher's
salary could afford such a Hollywood-type mansion. Making a note to check the man first thing in the morning,
he told himself it had nothing to do with the fact that he'd met the man at Blair's house.
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The door opened almost as soon as he rang the bell and Jim blinked as he recognized his sister-in-law grinning up
at him. "Kathy! What are you doing here?"

"Hey, Jim. Blair asked me to join the team, the one responsible for the exhibit. You know about it, don't you?
Stephen's here too, by the way. Come in."

"Where's Blair?" Jim asked as soon as he was standing in the large hall.

"Upstairs talking with Professor Aaron and Professor Sophie. You can go up."

"Thanks. I'll meet up with you and Stephen in a minute."

He climbed the stairs two at a time, wondering behind which of the many doors visible would he find Blair. He
was about to use his senses to track the young man when he noticed a woman speaking on her cell phone in the
veranda. She had her back to him. All he could see was a long head of raven hair, and the slim and curvy figure
covered by a black dress that clung to her like a second skin.

Approaching silently, he heard her end the call and guessed she was probably the 'Professor Sophie' that Kathy
had mentioned. When she began to mutter under her breath, he moved closer.

"Are you alright?" he asked, touching her shoulder lightly.

Obviously not expecting him to be there, the woman gasped and turned suddenly, dropping the phone right into
the pool below. A pair of extremely angry gray eyes glared at him. "Are you a moron or something? I don't
believe this! What am I supposed to do now without my phone?"

"Uh, I'm sorry, ma'am. I can give you mine, if you'd like. After all, this is all my fault."

"Of course it's your fault! I have all my important numbers in that phone!" she gestured towards the pool. "Why
would I need yours?"

"I'm truly sorry," Jim apologized anew, feeling like a total jackass. The day couldn't possibly get any worse.

"There you are, Sophie! We were starting to wonder what had happened to you!" a familiar voice stated from
behind them, and Jim turned to see Newman walking up to them. Blair was standing just a few steps back,
frowning slightly.

"I see you finally made it, Jim," the young man remarked flatly.

"Yeah. Sorry I'm late, today just hasn't been my day."

"Or mine," Sophie muttered. "I seem to have dropped my phone into the pool," she added as both Newman and
Blair gave her confused looks.

"You know each other?" Newman asked curiously.

"Not really," Jim replied. "I was looking for Blair when I sort of stumbled into..." he gestured towards the woman
standing next to him.

"Oh, I'm sorry. This is my friend Jim Ellison. Jim, my former archeology professor, Aaron Newman, and my
anthro teacher, Sophie Harris."

Introductions made, Newman tilted his head as he looked at Jim, "Your face looks very familiar. I know you
from somewhere, don't I?" Before Jim could open his mouth to answer, Newman shook his head. "Never mind,
it'll come to me. Let's go back downstairs and begin to plan everything. We're already behind schedule."
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Once downstairs, Jim soon got bored with all the technical talk, and after spending some minutes speaking to his
brother wandered outside. His eyes fell on the phone lying at the bottom of the pool and he made a decision.
Kneeling down by the edge of the pool, he tried to reach it, but his arm was a few inches short.

"You know, you really don't have to do that," he heard, turning to see Sophie smiling down at him, all anger gone
from her eyes. "It was actually quite funny, after I cooled down enough to realize what happened."

"I owe it to you," Jim replied, his grin matching hers. "I really am sorry for all of this. I'm not usually this
clumsy."

She chuckled, "I'm glad, or I'd be afraid to come near you!"

"Give me your hand," he asked, abruptly.

"Why?" Sophie stared at him suspiciously.

"Maybe I can reach it with a little help from you."

Smiling slightly she knelt beside him and gave him her hand, "Go for it, then."

"Thanks."

"Be careful, Jim."

He was just about to touch the phone when Blair's startled voice echoed in the night, "Jim!"

He heard Sophie give a little surprised yelp and suddenly he was diving head first into the cold water. When he
came back for air he was laughing, Sophie's phone safely tucked in his hand. "This is definitely not my day!" he
sputtered as the woman laughed with him.

"Are you insane?" Blair snapped.

"I was just trying to get Sophie's phone," Jim replied, still chuckling softly.

"And he did!" Sophie exclaimed happily. "Thank you, Jim! You're a life saver."

"No problem. Like I said, it was my fault in the first place," he got out of the pool, accepting the towel Newman
brought with him as he approached them.

"Well, now that I've got my precious phone back, I really have to be going. Thank you again, Jim, if nothing else,
for a very interesting evening. I hope you don't catch a cold because of me," she quipped. She kissed him briefly
on the cheek and with a parting wink was gone.

"Now I remember you!" Newman exclaimed. "You're the pizza guy!"

"Maybe you should go home to dry," Blair stated, ignoring Aaron. "After all, we wouldn't want you to catch a
cold, would we?"

Something in his voice made Jim freeze for a moment. Blair sounded almost like he was jealous. But that didn't
make any sense; he hadn't done anything wrong. Before he could utter another word, Stephen and Kathy were
there. And before he knew it, he was being ushered into their car and driven home. Time to think about it all
later. All he wanted at the moment was to get rid of those wet clothes and forget that day had ever happened.

***

Blair left his office for the lecture hall with a heavy tread. For the first time in the two months they'd known each
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other, he hadn't seen or heard anything from Jim in over a week. Not since that night at Aaron's place.

Maybe he'd brought it down on himself for his petty reaction, but it hurt to see Jim standing so close to Sophie,
go to all that trouble for her, to see the unconscious way he interacted with her. He couldn't really fault Jim's
interest in Sophie; she was a beautiful woman. Not to mention in her early thirties and the right sex.

He sighed. Maybe he was seeing too much in the whole thing, maybe he was simply seeing something that wasn't
there. He really should call Jim when he got back home. They needed to talk.

Reaching his destination, he peeked inside. The hall was full to capacity and Sophie's lecture was already in
progress. He was about to go in when a familiar face caught his attention. Ellison was sitting right in the front
row, eyes following Sophie around, slight smile playing on his lips.

All good intentions scattered away as Blair realized that while the two of them hadn't been talking that week, Jim
certainly had been talking to Sophie. "Bastard!"

Forgetting all about the lecture, he strode away in a fury, leaving Rainier and driving home. As soon as he
arrived, he disconnected his phone and set out to finish whatever pending stuff he had to work through. He didn't
accomplish much; his thoughts kept straying to a certain blue-eyed detective currently driving him insane.

***

Jim frowned down at the cards in his hands. It was Saturday night, he was playing poker with his friends, he
should be having fun. Instead he couldn't shake the feeling there was something missing.

When his last dollar fell into H's greedy hands, he excused himself from the game and walked over to the
window.

"What's wrong, Jim?" Simon asked from behind him.

"Don't know exactly," he shrugged helplessly. "Lately my life's just one problem after another."

"Is Sandburg one of those problems?" Jim turned, startled by his friend's insight, and Simon chuckled. "Don't
look so surprised. I was a detective before I ever made Captain, Ellison. I've seen the way the kid looks at you
when he thinks no one's watching. I've also seen the way you look at him."

"I'm a mess, Simon," Jim admitted with a sigh. "When we're together I feel happy, relaxed. I can be myself. I feel
close to him, sometimes it's like I've known him for years, not just two months. I'm also attracted to him,
sexually. But... last week I met this woman, one of Blair's teachers. I don't feel any of the other stuff, but the
attraction's there as well."

"How long since you've seen Blair?"

"About a week. You know how hectic this week has been, case after case, the Malloy court case... I went to the
university yesterday to see him, but the teacher I told you about saw me and invited me to one of her lectures.
Said Blair would be there too. He wasn't, and I've spent all of last night and today trying to call him, but his
phone's always busy."

"Jim, I like to think of myself as an open-minded person. I'm also your friend, and as your friend I have to tell
you that I like Sandburg. A lot. Although if you ever tell him that, I'll deny having said it. Just think carefully
about what you're going to do. Don't destroy what might as well be the best thing that happened to you these past
years for a good fuck," Simon said crudely. "Go see Blair. Talk to him, make things right between you. Now if
you'll excuse me, I'm going to try and win my money back from Brown."

Jim stood gazing out the window for a long time, thinking about what Simon had said. It was too late now to go
to Blair's house, but first thing tomorrow he'd be knocking on the young man's door. They were going to have a
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long talk, or his name wasn't Jim Ellison.

***

"Good morning, Chief."

Blair turned with a groan as he heard Jim's voice. The man was leaning against the warehouse wall, a bright smile
lighting up his face, the muscled body clad from head-to-toe in black. He groaned again. It was just too early in
the morning for a confrontation with the other man.

"I'm late for a meeting, Ellison," he scowled, hoping the cop would take the hint and leave.

He wasn't that lucky.

"I'll go with you," Jim replied, the smile still bright on his face.

For an irrational moment, Blair felt like hitting him. "No, you won't!"

"Chief, I'll just follow you around all day if I have to," Jim told him, all amusement gone from his eyes.

"What do you want, Jim?"

"To talk."

"Ever heard of a new invention called telephone?"

"Been trying to call you since Friday night. Kept getting the busy signal, so I thought I'd try it in person."

"Couldn't you have tried sooner?"

"I'm sorry, Blair. I had a full week. Cascade seems to be turning into the most dangerous city in America. I was
up to my neck in cases and criminals."

"Amazing how you managed to make some room in your busy schedule for Sophie's lecture, isn't it?" Blair heard
the sarcasm in his voice, and didn't mind one bit.

"That was just a coincidence, Blair. I went to Rainier to see you, not her. She caught up with me when I was
looking for your office. She invited me for the lecture, that's true, but she said you'd be there."

Blair felt some of his anger draining away. "You went looking for me?" he asked, softly.

"Yeah," Jim whispered, his hand brushing over Blair's cheek gently. "I wanted to ask you out."

"Really?"

"Really. So, what about it? Dinner next Saturday?"

"Sure. That'd be great."

"Good. I'll call you during the week to work everything out. Now, how about a ride?" Blair nodded and they
climbed into the older man's truck. "Where to?" Jim asked.

"Rainier, James, and don't spare the horses," Blair ordered, happy when Jim chuckled.

"You're going to work on a Sunday?"

"I knew what I was getting into when I accepted Aaron's offer, Jim. It'll be worth it when the exhibit is done."
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Traffic was light and it took less than fifteen minutes to arrive at the campus. Blair got out of the truck, followed
closely by Jim. "There you go, safe and sound," Jim grinned at him.

Blair grinned back, "Thanks for the ride, Jim."

"Don't mention it. I'll call you."

"I'll be waiting."

Blair stood watching by the entrance as Jim got back to his truck. The detective was opening the driver's door
when another car parked next to him. The young man held his breath as he saw Sophie getting out of the car,
sauntering over to Jim and kissing him on the cheek. He watched them exchange a few words, then Jim waved
goodbye and drove away.

Sophie walked over to him, shades firmly tucked into place, "Good morning. Beautiful day, isn't it?" she queried
with a smile. "I love summertime!"

"'Morning, Sophie."

"Blair, tell me something. Jim's your friend, isn't he?"

"Yes," he replied cautiously, not liking the look on her face.

"You know if he's seeing someone?"

"I think so."

"Is it serious?"

"Does it matter?" he asked back, his patience wearing thinner by the second.

She sighed, "Of course it does. If he's not in a serious relationship, maybe he won't mind going out with me."

"Don't you care about what the person he's seeing might feel?"

"I'm not getting any younger, Blair. Jim is the kind of man every woman dreams about -- handsome, strong,
dependable, honest. It pours out of him in waves. I'll probably end up marrying the opposite type of man. So if I
can at least have some fun, make a few good memories with a man like him... Besides, what is the saying? All's
fair in love and war? I just want to borrow Jim for a while."

Blair couldn't help being surprised by the bitterness in her voice. A woman with so much to offer both physically
and mentally shouldn't have any reasons to feel that way. He felt almost sorry for her. Almost. She didn't mind
playing crooked and that he couldn't tolerate. Especially when it was Jim they were talking about.

***

It was a pain trying to sleep in an unfamiliar bed, Jim decided after spending the last two hours rolling from side
to side on the uncomfortable mattress. If he didn't know any better, he'd swear Aaron had given him that room
on purpose. He, Blair and Sophie were spending the weekend at Aaron's country house, a celebration of sorts for
the four of them. The anthropology exhibit was finally ready. Next Wednesday there would be a press
conference for the media, Saturday it would open for the general public.

The last three months had gone by in a flash for Jim. Between his police work and spending time with Blair he
couldn't really complain of boredom. The only down about the whole thing was that Blair had spent most of the
time working, which meant Jim had been forced to put up with Aaron and Sophie's company.
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Two things bothered him about that; one, Sophie was permanently coming on to him, even after he'd mentioned
he was seeing someone; two, Aaron was interested in Blair. It was hard not to miss the hungry looks, the smiles,
the a-little-too-friendly pats on the back. It was hard not to pounce the man and punch his lights out, but he was
a cop after all, and he was sure Blair wouldn't enjoy the caveman routine.

Finally giving up on sleep, Jim got up. He needed to go to the bathroom, then maybe he'd take a stroll in the
woods surrounding the house. Summertime had given way to autumn, but the weather was still warm and sunny,
an unusual event for Cascade. It was almost as if summer were waiting for something to happen before letting
the next season take its rightful place.

He left his room, swearing under his breath as he realized he didn't remember where the bathroom was located.
He was fairly certain it was downstairs; but they'd only arrived a few hours earlier and he'd too busy ogling Blair
-- and escaping Sophie blatant seduction attempts -- to pay any attention to Aaron's tour of the house.

"Guess I'll just have to wing it," he muttered, trying the first door to the left. It led to the living room. "Wrong
one."

He moved silently through the corridor, thankful for Sentinel sight, until he reached the next room. It wasn't the
bathroom either, it was Sophie's room. She was behind a desk working on some papers, but he must've made
some noise, because she looked right at him. A slow, sensual smile grazed her lips, "Jim," she whispered softly,
tongue licking her bottom lip delicately. Jim felt the temperature rising.

"Sorry, I was looking for the bathroom," he said, explaining.

She chuckled, "It's not here."

"I gathered that already, being a detective and all," he quipped. "Still working at this hour?"

"I don't consider it work, I love anthropology. My grandfather's fault really, he's also an anthropologist. When I
was a child we used to sit together for hours and he'd tell me fascinating tales about other cultures and peoples.
We still do it occasionally."

"I better go and leave you to it then," Jim said, moving to the door.

Sophie left the desk and walked over to him, "You could stay, you know."

Jim smiled, somewhat dismayed at her insistence. It was getting harder saying no. "It wouldn't be right, Sophie."

She looked into his eyes for a moment, then nodded, "I understand. But if you ever change your mind..." she
added as she hugged him tightly to her body.

Jim allowed his senses to focus on the soft, fragrant female in his arms as he hugged her back. Then with a
regretful sigh he moved away. His heart might belong to Blair, but his body still responded to the allure of a
beautiful woman.

"Sleep well."

"You too, Jim. You too."

He left the room before he did something he'd regret for the rest of his life. Finding the bathroom he relieved
himself, then went for his stroll in the woods. He needed some time to get his raging hormones back under
control.

***

Blair smiled as he heard the door opening quietly. He'd been unable to sleep, aching inside, knowing Jim was so
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close and yet so far away. He should have known the other man would be feeling the same and would act on it.

He remained by the window, gazing up at the stared sky, listening as the soft footsteps grew nearer. Strong arms
wrapped possessively around his waist and he leaned back against the other man with a contented sigh.

"Knew you'd come," he whispered. "Weren't able to resist sleeping under the same roof, were you? I thought
about going to your room, too. But I need to be sure you're ready for this, Jim."

The arms embracing him tightened unexpectedly, and the startled gasp from behind him, made him turn around.
"Aaron! What are you doing here?"

"I thought --" even in the darkened room Blair could see how pale the other man looked.

"You thought? You thought what, Aaron?" he gritted out furiously. "That it would be okay for you to walk into
my room uninvited and, and --"

"It would've been fine if it had been Jim," Aaron interjected with a hiss. "You're making a mistake with that man,
Blair. What can he give you that I can't? Not to mention he's as hetero as can be! Have you seen him and Sophie
together? What are you thinking, man?"

"What I think or don't think is none of your business, Aaron! Get out of here!"

"But --"

"Get out! Now!"

Without another word, he watched Aaron leaving the room. All his happiness had vanished in a haze of anger.
He knew what he was risking with Jim, knew it every time he saw the older man with Sophie, talking, laughing
together. He didn't need anyone else reminding him or twisting the knife any further. But he couldn't help feeling
hopeful. Over three months had gone by since they'd made their 'no women' deal and Jim had kept his word so
far. Maybe it was going to be all right after all.

***

The walk in the woods had been just what Jim needed. Not only was his body back under control, but he was
feeling mellow enough to be able to sleep. He was closing the door to his room when he saw Blair's door
opening. Thinking that it might be the young man coming to see him, he stayed silent, waiting for his chance to
drag Blair into his room for a little snuggling session.

He wasn't prepared to see Aaron walking out, clad in a tee shirt and boxers. He tried to think of any reasons why
the man would be leaving Blair's room at three in the morning wearing close to nothing, but only one thing came
to mind.

"Damn..." he whispered brokenly, closing the door and leaning his weight against it.

It was a long time before he managed to fall asleep, his mind bringing forth erotic images of Blair and Aaron
together in a loving embrace. He hated the way it made him feel.

***

Blair stared tiredly as Jim spoke on his cell phone. Something was wrong. Sometime during their stay at Aaron's
place things had changed between them and he had no clue as to why. All he knew was that Jim was acting
distant, colder. He was losing the other man and he didn't even know what he'd done.

The press conference was about to begin and he wanted the other man close. It was a little intimidating standing
before all those cameras and microphones and he needed the support.

Seasons Collage

120



But Jim's phone had rung a few minutes earlier and he seemed to be involved in an intense conversation with
whoever was on the other side. He couldn't hear what was being said, but a name slipped through the noise
surrounding him. Sophie. Jim was talking to Sophie. She was supposed to be there as well. They were all waiting
for her to start the conference. And she'd called Jim.

With a sick feeling in his stomach, Blair waited for the call to be over and for Jim to approach him.

"I have to go," Jim told him, and Blair could almost believe the regret in his voice.

"Why?"

"Police work. You know how it is."

Even expecting the lie, it still hurt. Now he was beginning to understand Jim's behavior since the weekend. The
six months deal was off.

"Yeah, I know how it is. You better get going," he said softly, the weight of the world resting on his shoulders. It
was true when people said love hurt, but nobody had told him it would hurt that much.

"See you later, Chief."

"Bye."

"Where's he going?" Aaron asked as he joined him at the table.

"Police work."

"Ah. Damn, where the hell is Sophie? We need to start the conference!"

"We should start without her," Blair stated, trying to appear interested. "I don't think she's coming."

"Very well. The two of us should be enough anyway," Aaron remarked. Tapping the microphone in front of him,
he began, "Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen of the press. As you know, we're here today to speak about..."

Blair tuned Aaron and his surroundings off. The happiness he so craved was slipping through his fingers and
there was nothing he could do about it. All he could think as the press conference proceeded, as he flatly
answered whatever questions flew his way, was that at that moment Jim was probably in Sophie's arms.
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***

"I don't like having to lie," Jim told Sophie as she let him into her apartment.

"I know, and I'm sorry. I just... I don't usually do this, but I needed to talk to someone," she led him to the living
room. "Want anything? Coffee? Beer?"

"No, thank you. What's going on, Sophie? What was so urgent?"

To his surprise, her eyes filled with tears. "I'm not usually remiss in my obligations like this, Jim. I know people
think I'm a shallow bitch, but... I needed... My grandfather died and I..." The tears fell and he couldn't resist her
sorrow.

Wrapping his arms gently around her slim waist, he let her cry, carding his fingers through her silky hair as she
let her pain out.

"It's my first, you know?" she told him between sobs. "All my close family is still alive, my parents, brothers... I
wasn't expecting it. It hurts so much."

"The first one is always the worst," Jim said quietly. "It gets easier."

"I hadn't seen him in months, and God, I missed his birthday. I wasn't there for him! I never got to tell him how
much I loved him, how much he meant to me, how much he influenced my life."

"He knew, Sophie. You chose to follow in his footsteps, you shared his love for anthropology, you stayed
together for hours just talking about everything and nothing. That told him all he needed to know, believe me."

She leaned back a little in his embrace, just enough to look at him. Blue eyes locked on gray and suddenly they
were kissing frantically, tearing at each other's clothes, falling on the carpeted floor in a tangled heap. Half of his
mind was screaming at him to stop, the rest of him was just too far gone.

When his sanity returned, he was laying naked beside her, body sated, mind in turmoil. "I have to go," he finally
said when the silence became too awkward to stand.

"You have to go, or you want to go?" she observed wisely, no judgment in her tone.

"I want to," he admitted shamefully.

"Then go."

"I'm sorry," he sighed, giving her a parting kiss before getting dressed and walking away.

***

Blair looked at the other man as if he'd grown a second head, "You woke me up at two in the morning to ask me
about the press conference?"

"Not exactly, no."

"Then what?"

He watched Jim pace the room restlessly for a moment, then turn to face him, "I came to tell you I failed."

Blair stared down at the floor, his heart breaking as his suspicions were confirmed. "Sophie," he whispered. He
forced himself to stand tall as he looked straight into the other man's eyes. "Get out," he ordered softly.
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"Blair, please let me explain!" Jim begged desperately.

"Explain what? You really think there's any explanation for what you did?"

"Probably not, I don't know. I failed you and God, I'm so sorry! But damnit, I'm only human!"

"Christ, you've got some nerve, Ellison! What did you expect me to do? To hear you say you fucked Sophie and
then tell you everything was going to be okay? That nothing would change between us?"

"What about you and Aaron?" Jim snarled at him.

"What about it?"

"I saw him leaving your room when we were at his place. How can you get mad at me when you've been with
him behind my back?"

Blair opened his mouth, closed it again completely speechless. "You mean that's why you've been acting weird
all week?" he finally asked. "Because you thought Aaron and I were... You bastard! Nothing happened and I
could've told you that if you'd only asked! Yes, he wanted it, and yes, he came to my room. But I sent him away!
I can't believe you actually thought I could do such a thing, man," he said in a rush, the hurt clear in his voice. "I
love you, you moron!"

"I'm sorry, okay? I'm sorry!" Jim gushed out tiredly. "Look, I never said I was perfect. I make mistakes just like
everyone else. I spent the afternoon with a beautiful woman and I felt nothing. All I could think about was you, I
wanted to be with you, I came back to you. What does that tell you?"

"That I'm second best," Blair replied despondently. "A consolation prize. I can't do this, Jim."

"Blair, I'm sorry. Please, just --"

Closing his eyes to Jim's suffering, Blair gritted out, "Too little, too late, man. Too little, too late. Go away, leave
me alone," he finished with a whisper.

When he finally opened his eyes again Jim was gone. Fighting back a sob, he slid down to the floor, letting his
head fall to his knees. He'd lost.

***

Jim wandered aimlessly through the gardens, paying little attention to his surroundings. He hadn't heard from
Blair in two weeks and was feeling miserable. He ached to see the younger man, to be with him. He didn't know
what made him return to the gardens where they'd met; maybe it was because he had good memories of the
place.

A noise to his left caught his attention and he moved closer to its source. Blair was sitting on the exact same
bench where they'd talked during Stephen's wedding, staring up at the sky just like that day. He seemed lost in
thought, an aura of sadness about him that made Jim's heart break because he knew he was to blame.

"I'm sorry," he found himself saying.

Blair turned around, visibly startled, "Jim!"

"I'm sorry," he said again.

His eyes followed Blair as he got up from the bench, "I don't --"

"I do, Blair. I'm not sure if I had to go through all of this to finally understand, but everything's crystal clear now.
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I'm one hundred percent certain it's with you that I want to be. I love you, I'm in love with you. I want to
change... with you. Help me, please?" Jim pleaded.

The young man stood silent for a long time. "No," he finally whispered, and Jim felt his new found hope
vanishing in the night air.

"No?"

He watched as Blair moved closer, until their bodies were a heartbeat away from each other. "No. I'll change
with you," he replied with a smile and Jim felt his own smile shining through.

He cupped Blair's face gently and proceeded to kiss his breath away. He felt Blair's arms embrace him tightly as
they gave themselves over to the kissing, letting their pent-up emotions tumble through and set their bodies on
fire. It was then that Jim realized it was raining. It was finally autumn.

***

Epilogue

Blair couldn't help moaning when the head of Jim's erection touched his well-lubricated opening. It was finally
happening; they were making love. He watched, awed as Jim pressed inward, slowly, giving him time to adjust to
his impalement. The clear blue eyes were closed, the lips parted as he panted for breath.

"Don't stop," he sighed happily.

He felt Jim pull back slightly, then pump in deeper, repeating the rocking motion until he was all the way in.
Their eyes locked, foreheads pressed together as they stayed motionless.

"How does it feel?" Blair asked breathlessly.

"Fantastic. Like coming home," Jim replied softly, wonder clear in his voice.

Blair grinned wickedly, shifting slightly. His muscles tightened around his lover's cock, causing Jim to groan
helplessly. He did it again and again, until Jim couldn't stand it any longer and began to move, slowly at first,
leisurely movements that pleasured them both. Soon it wasn't enough, his body craving more, a deeper, harder
contact.

His hands roamed through the hard body blanketing him, urging him on, until finally Jim took the hint and began
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to move faster and more forcefully inside him. A hand snaked between their bodies, grasping his erection and
Blair moaned, arching into the maddening touch. Jim was stroking him in the same frantic rhythm he'd
established, driving them closer to the abyss and Blair pushed back against the punishing thrusts and the hand,
wanting to go on forever.

Finally he surrendered to the other man's body and will, shuddering and crying out Jim's name as his seed spilled
over his lover's hand. His orgasm was enough to drive Jim over the edge; one last, hard thrust and Blair felt warm
fluid invading his passage, before Jim collapsed against him, gasping for air.

They remained silent for a while, resting in each other's arms until Jim slipped from his body. Still half-dazed
from their lovemaking, Blair felt Jim roll over onto his back, taking him with him, obviously reluctant to release
him. Feeling pretty much the same way, he snuggled up to the other man with a contented sigh.

"So, how was it?" he finally asked.

He could feel Jim chuckling from his perch on the other man's chest. "Amazing. I'd forgotten how different it is
to make love instead of having sex. Of course, we could probably do better. We should do it over and over again,
just to be sure we're making it right," Jim quipped.

"I'm with you, man." He really wanted his brain to shut down for a few hours, but it was not meant to be.
Knowing he was probably going to ruin the mood, he asked, "Now what?"

"Now we sleep. And in the morning..."

"Yes?" he prompted when Jim hesitated.

"In the morning we'll talk about our future. Together."

Blair felt a huge smile grazing his lips, "Sounds great."

"It will be, Blair," Jim replied, and Blair knew he wasn't talking about their conversation. "It will be."

The End

[ Feedback to Author ] | [Back to Story List]
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And Winter Fast Approaching - Martha Christine

Warnings: Several major character deaths (NOT JIM & BLAIR).

PROLOG
After the Fire: How the Burn Changed the Face of America Forever

The phenomenon that would eventually come to be known as "the Burn" exploded onto the American landscape
in the early dawn hours of May 2, 2001, courtesy of a small, heavily guarded government research facility
located 10 miles outside the city of Camden, New Jersey. The initial blast wiped out the facility, the city of
Camden, and anything within a 500-mile radius, leaving behind a crater roughly the size of the State of Montana.

The Burn got its name from the most immediate aftereffect of the explosion; a viscous acidic rain that dissolved
steel, concrete, wood, glass... and flesh. Six hours after the destruction of the facility, the rain had advanced all
the way down the Eastern coast to Florida and inland to the more easterly parts of the Midwest and South. The
lucky ones died immediately.

While the West Coast and prairie states were largely unaffected by the rain, the winds carried a slower death.
Just as deadly but longer in duration, its effects were cruelly random. Some died within a few days. Others
lingered for months. Some were unaffected but discovered the next generation did not benefit from their
immunity. Second generation death rates soared; children who didn't die at birth were invariably handicapped by
severe mental and physical disabilities.

Rumors said some babies were born free of the Burn, but rumors were just that. The normal lines of
communication-television, radio, the Internet, newspapers-ceased to exist. The West coast only learned the fate
of its other half and what lay ahead for it from the dying whispers of a few ham-radio operators. The clouds that
spawned the acid rain of the Burn also blocked satellite signals.

Four years after the Burn, America (and possibly the world, for no one knows for sure how extensive the spread
of the contagion may have been) lay in ruins. Small enclaves of civilization were scattered randomly across the
West and prairie states, but the larger cities had, for the most part, been abandoned; given over to thieves and
scavengers that preyed on the sick and dying. Anything east of Nebraska was deadland; only a fool ventured
there.

Yet oddly enough life went on. Humanity, it soon became apparent, wasn't going to give up without a fight.
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***

It occurred to Jim Ellison, as he made his morning patrol of the perimeters, that somehow or other summer had
managed to slip into fall without him noticing. Another winter lay ahead, the fourth since the Burn had erupted
like Mt. St. Helene's and rewritten his life.

Another year of surviving. Another year of managing to scrape a living out of the wild. A year of feeding the
tribe and watching it grow.

One more year without Blair.

He shook his head sharply. Every time he thought he'd managed to push that particular sliver of pain down
somewhere deep, it resurfaced. And he didn't have time for remembering, for wondering what had happened to
Blair. Had he died alone and in pain? Was he alive, but couldn't find a way to get back to Cascade?

Oh yeah, just catch the next flight from California to Washington State, babe. Should be leaving about the same
time Hell freezes over.

Stop it! He ordered himself. He'd been down this road too many times and it led nowhere. He knew that if Blair
had been able to come home he would've. That he hadn't...well that was the kicker wasn't it?

The cry of an osprey rang out in the stillness. Once, twice, after the third time he called back. Bryn was done
with his section and headed for the cabin. And they were in luck; four of the traps had yielded game.

He allowed himself a moment to really look, noting the leaves were almost all brown now. What would Blair
think if he could see what he'd come to? The thought brought a sad smile. The Sentinel protects his tribe, right
Sandburg?

Except Cascade was no longer his tribe, and hadn't been for nearly three years.

***

He still remembered the day he knew he had to get out; it had hit him as suddenly and unexpectedly as a sucker
punch to the gut. He'd been sitting at his desk pretending to do paperwork, glanced around him, and realized, for
the first time since news of the Burn had arrived in Cascade, that the criminals outnumbered the cops fifteen to
one. The wind that blew almost constantly now carried the stench of the dead and dying, though he doubted
anyone but him could smell it yet.

And he saw Major Crimes as it really was; an understaffed, shell-shocked group of men and women trying to
enforce laws that no longer mattered. His eyes strayed towards Simon's office, where the Captain of Major
Crimes sat slumped in one of the chairs, unlit cigar in his mouth, dark eyes fixed on something only he could see.
He'd looked that way since the day he'd tried to call Miami, where Daryl had decided to spend the beginning of
Spring Break from college with his mom and her new husband. The last letter from his son, written a week before
all hell broke loose, was crumpled in one hand, so tear-stained and ragged the writing was unreadable.

And he'd known then that he couldn't do this anymore. He couldn't believe in a job that involved processing
reams of paper for scum who'd be back out on the street in an hour. Slowly but surely the system was breaking
down; when it finally collapsed, there'd be hell to pay.

He'd left early that day, driven back to the loft, and ended up packing four boxes of things he knew he'd need,
plus another box of stuff that belonged to Sandburg. Blair Sandburg, his partner in Major Crimes and in all
things, who a year and four days ago had flown to San Francisco for a Forensics Conference. He'd called Jim the
night before the Burn broke; telling him how much he missed him, what they were going to do when he got
home, and he'd been so happy, knowing he only had to survive without Blair for two more days.
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In the end, he'd loaded the boxes and his guns into the pick-up, stopped at one of the few grocery stores still
open for what supplies he could find, and driven up into the Cascade Mountains to the cabin. The cabin had been
the old man's; when he'd died two years before he'd willed it to Jim, knowing that Steven had never been much
for the great outdoors. The cabin was where they'd come in the summer to vacation with their cousins when they
were kids. It was where he and Blair had made love for the first time, the day of his graduation from the
Academy. A three-day weekend, they'd driven up here and spent two and a half days learning about each other
in a whole new way.

Six months. He remembered pulling up in front of the cabin, shutting off the truck engine, and just sitting there
staring at it. They'd only had six months before the Burn destroyed it all. And he knew the Sentinel wasn't
supposed to desert his tribe, but Cascade wasn't his tribe anymore. He just hoped that wherever he was, Blair
would understand.

***

The rest of them had come to him at sporadic intervals. Bryn had been the first to arrive, a gangling boy of 15 or
so with spiky red hair. He appeared at the front door on one of the coldest nights of that first winter, suffering
from malnutrition and hypothermia. Jim couldn't even begin to imagine how he'd ever made it from Cascade into
the mountains wearing nothing thicker than a Jag's jacket.

He would wonder, later, why he'd hauled the kid inside and spent the next two weeks keeping him alive, until he
finally won his battle against pneumonia. He decided in the end that it was simple loneliness; being around Blair
had socialized him, and even though Blair was gone he couldn't go back to being the insular, self-centered Jim
Ellison of the pre-Blair era.

And when spring came, Bryn had still been there, as if some unspoken agreement existed between them. He was
a smart kid, quick to pick up on wilderness survival skills. He didn't talk much, but one night, as they sat on the
front porch drinking cups of stale coco (pretty much the last of the supplies he'd brought with him), Bryn told
him why he'd left. As Jim had suspected, order had broken down completely the previous fall and gangs now
ruled Cascade. Scavs had killed Bryn's parents the week before Christmas.

"Good thing they were Scavs, really," Bryn had looked at him over the rim of his mug, what might have been
unshed tears glistening in his green eyes.

Scavs, was short for Scavengers. The gangs had further fragmented into two alliances; Scavs, who lived off what
they could find or steal, and Pervs (short for Perverts) who had, or so rumor said, taken to eating the dead to
survive. Not because they had to, Bryn told him, but because they wanted too. That night he'd learned a whole
new vocabulary: Scavs, Pervs, nightwalkers (which he never quite understood, since the word referred to people
who ventured out during the day, when the gangs were less active), "pulling the fuse" (killing someone),
sanctuary stations (certain places that everyone, even the gangs, recognized as neutral ground). He wished Blair
were there. He could imagine those blue eyes lighting up as his lover listened to a first-person account of the
English language changing to fit the circumstances yet again.

***

Cassidy arrived the following summer, another refugee on his front porch, and Jim began to wonder if someone
knew he was living here. That was when he and Bryn set the perimeters, and also when he'd told the boy the
truth about his Sentinel abilities. Bryn didn't seem that surprised, he'd just nodded while Jim explained what a
zone-out was and ways he could bring him back. He figured the kid had known from the start that something
about him was a bit off, but like so many things with Bryn, it didn't get talked about unless he initiated the
conversation.

Cassidy was another matter all together. Jim wasn't entirely sure her name was Cassidy; that was the name
written on the tag in the neck of her shirt. Cassidy never spoke, though she'd look at you if you spoke to her.
Mostly she sat on the front porch of the cabin humming tunelessly. Bryn seemed to think she was a mental
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patient who'd gotten pushed into the streets when the medical community had emptied out the Senior Centers
and Group Homes to use as warehouses for the dying.

Her first night there Jim couldn't get her to come into the house at all; she'd insisted on sleeping on the front
porch, and he'd had visions of her freezing to death when winter came. She wasn't a young woman, most likely in
her early 50s, and again, he wondered how she'd gotten so far alone.

She'd been with them a week when Jim discovered she could do something besides sit in one spot and hum. He
and Bryn had come back to the cabin late one night to discover Cassidy in the kitchen making what turned out to
be rabbit stew from leftovers. She'd even gone into the garden he'd planted out back and gathered herbs and a
few weedy-looking vegetables. Jim had been genuinely surprised when he tasted it, it was certainly much better
than anything he or Bryn had ever cooked, and he told her so. She responded by smiling for the first time and
made a little huffing noise he'd decided was a laugh. He and Bryn smiled back, and another member joined the
tribe.

***

For three years, it was just him, Bryn and Cassidy. Despite the absence of other people he'd insisted on
maintaining the perimeter. Bryn shot up like a weed. Jim taught him how to shoot, and discovered the boy had a
knack for making trap that rivaled his own. That next spring they planted a better garden, and Cassidy could
often be found out in it; sometimes weeding, sometimes just standing, head cocked to one side. She smiled a lot
more, but never spoke, and Jim began to doubt she could.

The well for the cabin was dug down deep into the bedrock. Jim worried about the infrequent rains possibly
carrying traces of Burn until Bryn pointed out that if they didn't eat the produce it would rot and they'd starve to
death anyway, and Jim had to admit he was right. If any of them were likely to be affected by whatever the
winds had carried in, they surely would've gotten sick by now.

There were times that summer, out checking the traps with Bryn or watching Cassidy in the garden, swaying
silently from side to side as if dancing to music only she could hear, Jim almost forgot why they were really here.
The sky was beginning to lose the brassiness it had held for what seemed like forever; some days he imagined he
could see traces of blue.

It was only at night, after Bryn and Cassidy were settled in and asleep, that he allowed himself to remember. The
pain of Blair's absence had become part of his body; a permanent ache in his chest that never quite went away
no matter how distracted he was. Then the realist in him would force him to face the truth: Blair was dead. Those
nights he would silently cry himself to sleep.

Other nights he couldn't sleep for worrying. What if Blair wasn't dead? What if he'd survived and something had
happened to him while he was trying to get back to Cascade? What if one of the gangs had him? Bryn had let slip
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that part of the reason he'd left Cascade after his parents' death was because the Scavs were interested in him for
a bit more than what he could steal. Most of the gangs relegated certain guys and girls to the status of 'toys', and
a 'toys' life was measured in weeks. The idea of Blair dying like that was almost more than he could take, but
infinitely worse was the thought that he might not be dead. He knew Sandburg too well to believe he'd give in
quietly; he'd fight them every inch of the way.

The nights he dreamed were the worst. Because in his dreams Blair was both alive and dead; here looking the
way he had when Jim had slammed him against the wall in his office, hair wild, just so fucking defiant you
wanted to shake him; here lying in an alley too sick to move while the Perv's tried to decide whether to start
eating him now or wait until he was completely gone. Blair the day he'd graduated the Academy; Blair the first
time they'd made love; Blair somewhere trusting Jim to rescue him, like he'd rescued him from Lash and Kincaid,
except this time Jim couldn't. He wouldn't even know where to start.

He'd had found an old radio receiver in the shed out back of the cabin and had managed to get it working. It'd
been Bryn's idea to hook it up to a solar panel during the day, which switched to a back-up battery after dark.
Jim left it on 24 hours a day, and there were times, late at night, when he knew he'd heard the ghost of a whisper
from somewhere. Proof that someone besides them was still alive and hoping.

***

The next three members of the tribe arrived on a hot August day. The sky was the color of beaten copper, and
Jim had risen at dawn after one of the worst nights he'd had since coming up here three years ago. He ached all
over, like he'd gone 10 rounds with Sweet Roy in his prime. He and Bryn were trudging back to the cabin from
the perimeter check, carrying a couple of rabbits they'd trapped, when Bryn looked sideways at him and asked,
"Who's Blair?"

Jim felt like he'd just slammed headfirst into a brick wall. "Blair?"

"You kept yelling her name last night."

"His." Jim automatically corrected. He looked at Bryn. "His name was Blair Sandburg. He was my partner."

Bryn considered this a moment. "Partner as in cop, or partner as in...the other thing?"

There were times when he forgot that for all his adult trappings, Bryn was barely 18. "Partner in everything."

"What happened to him?"

Jim stared up at the yellowed sky. "He went to San Francisco for a convention three days before the Burn broke
loose."

"And he never came back." It wasn't a question, just a simple statement of fact.

"Yeah."

Bryn had nodded and then, to Jim's total surprise, laid the game he was carrying on the ground and hugged him.
They stood there a long time, Jim crying and Bryn rocking him gently.

Eventually they broken apart, and Jim realized there were tears on Bryn's face to. "I had a girlfriend in Cascade.
Kayla Rodriguez. God she was pretty; long black hair, skin the color of milk chocolate and laughing all the time.
We never did anything but kiss cause she was Catholic, but I wanted to marry her once we graduated."

"And you don't know what happened to her either."

"Her family lived downtown. Mom and dad didn't really approve of her, they thought I was too young to get
serious about a girl, but I'd sneak out to see her anyway. Last time was on Christmas Eve; I gave her this ring I'd
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stole for her, kinda like an engagement ring? She was so scared. She wanted us to run away together, said things
were getting really bad in her neighborhood. I wanted to take her away from it but I didn't." He looked at Jim.
"At least you've got three years and six months of memories of Blair to hold onto. I don't even have a picture of
Kayla."

Jim opened his mouth to say something, and a shrill scream echoed through the silence. They exchanged
panicked looks and started running, Jim checking to make sure his pistol was still tucked in the back of his belt.
"You bring your gun?" Bryn nodded. "I'll go in first, see what's happening. You stay out of sight and cover me. If
things look like they're getting too hairy..."

"Pull the fuse."

He nodded as Bryn left his side and went off on a parallel course to the right. The kid was a good shot, good
enough to bring down deer. Jim wondered if he could actually shoot another person.

Closer now, he heard voices raised in anger. Underneath it all wound the tuneless humming that let him know
Cassidy was okay. He dropped to the ground just before he topped the rise leading up to the cabin and crept
forward commando style, popping his head up to see what was going on.

A rusted-out green VW minibus was parked behind his truck. A young girl and a slightly older guy were standing
next to it arguing. Cassidy was sitting on the front porch with a smaller girl on her lap. The girl was crying as
Cassidy hummed and stroked her hair.

He edged a little closer and froze. The one girl was armed; a stripped down Uzi she was brandishing it in the air
to emphasize every point she made. "Look, the bitch obviously hasn' got the sense God gave a box of crayons,
okay? We need a place to stay, Adam; you're the one who said that when we left Cascade. Shy needs someplace
quiet to rest."

"An she'll get it," the boy snapped back at her. "We're not Scavs anymore, Nicki! This place belongs to someone
already n' I don' think we're gonna get on their good side with you wavin' that damn gun around."

"I think he's right," Jim said quietly, pulling himself up, gun aimed at Nicki's back. "This' my cabin, and the
woman on the front porch is a friend of mine. So why don't we just put down the hardware and discuss this
peacefully?"

Nicki swung around, Uzi raised, and a shot from the right pinged off the metal of the grip. Startled, she dropped
it, and Jim managed to cover the remaining distance in a two long strides, scooping it up off the ground before
either she or the boy had a chance to realize what'd happened. He pulled out the clip, which was full, and stuffed
it into his shirt pocket as Bryn came around the corner of the cabin, pistol held on the ready.

"Oh shit," Nicki swore softly.

"You idiot!" The boy smacked her arm. "Jesus, Christ! Drop the riot girl act n' maybe the guys with the guns'll
consider lettin' us spend the night in their front yard. Or you wanna take your chances tryin' to get to Seattle?"

"You can't get to Seattle," Jim slung the Uzi over one shoulder. "At least not from here; the roads are too rough.
And unless you've got a spare tank concealed somewhere on that van I doubt you have the gas to make it
anyway."

The guy sighed. "Look, I'm sorry about my sister. She has this idea she's Queen of the Fuckin' Wild Frontier
cause she got a piece. I'm Adam Frees," he held out his hand to Jim, and Jim took it. "It's jus...we need to find
someplace for my wife to rest. The drive up here was pretty hard on her."

Jim glanced over at Cassidy. Wife? He narrowed his eyes, realizing something wasn't quite right. A girl that
small...oh fuck.
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He looked back at Adam. "How far along is she?"

"Don' know for sure. Can' see a Doc in Cascade less you're dyin'."

Jim nodded, looking back at the porch. It took him a minute to realize that somehow, in the middle of all the
shooting and shouting, the girl had fallen asleep.

He tossed the rifle to Bryn. "Lock that up somewhere Annie Oakley can't get hold of it. What say we go inside
and talk this over like civilized people? Or is that too much of a strain?" He glared at Nicki, who glared right
back until Adam gave her a shove.

"We can do civilized. Right, Nick?"

Nicki glanced down at her feet and nodded sullenly. Reholstering his gun, he put a hand on the back of their
necks and started steering them towards the house. Bryn had already disappeared inside, presumably to put the
Uzi in the cabinet with their other guns.

As Adam and Nicki mounted the steps, Jim stopped and crouched down, studying Cassidy and the girl. "Cass?"
Cassidy stopped humming and looked at him. "Can you take care of..." he glanced at Adam, "what's her name?"

"Shywolf. But we call her Shy."

Jim nodded. "Can you take care of Shy while I talk to these people?"

Cassidy nodded and went back to humming. Jim took that as a yes and followed Adam and Nicki inside.

***

The newcomers sat side by side on the couch in the living room. Jim sat in what he'd come to think of as 'his
chair,' a hideously over-stuffed blue recliner that had been in the cabin for as long as he could remember. Bryn
stood next to him; he'd locked up Nicki's Uzi but still had his own gun.

He looked at Adam. "Ball's in your court, Scout."

Adam sighed tiredly, running a hand through his shaggy blond hair. Outside, Jim had figured him as 19 or 20, but
now, out of the glare of the sun, he doubted he was much older than Bryn. Nicki was studying her black-painted
fingernails. No, not painted...Jim leaned forward, narrowing his eyes.

It clicked into place. "How long's your sister had the Burn?"

"Eight months. So far it's just spots here n' there, ya know? Her fingernails, a couple on her back. She hasn'
gotten any new ones for a while." He looked at Nicki. "Have you?"

Nicki continued to stare at her fingers. "I found one on my upper arm last night."

"Oh, shit!" Adam pulled her over and hugged her. "I didn' mean to smack ya, kid. I know how bad they hurt." He
looked at Jim. "She didn' used to be like this 'fore the Burn. It's jus', the pain gets on her nerves."

"So how come she got it and you and your wife didn't?" Bryn's voice was cool.

Adam glanced at him, gray eyes narrowed. "Why does anybody get it? Ain't no fuckin' reason, okay? When was
the last time you were in Cascade?"

"Three years ago."

"Got out while the gettin' was good then. City's a fuckin' hellhole now. Ain't nothin' left for the scav's to scav.
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When I found out Shy was gonna have a baby...no kid a mine's gonna be born there. Stole the van, figured
maybe we could drive to Seattle. Heard rumors things aren' as bad there."

"How old is Shy?"

"She'll be 15 next month. We're legally married. I got the license out in the van."

"Who married ya?" Bryn asked.

"Some old priest. Guy's dyin' of the Burn anyway, half crazy from the pain. It's not like he's gonna ask if our
parents approve is he?"

Jim leaned forward. "Your parents are dead?"

"Yeah. Nick n' me didn' have anyone but our Mom anyway, n' she took sick right after the winds started. Shy
lived cross the hall, we've known her all our lives. Knocked on our door one mornin' for the sun was even up; her
old man n' his girlfriend had took off sometime durin' the night n' left her. So we let her live with us."

"Thought I heard you say you were Scavs," Bryn's voice was deadly quiet, and Jim suddenly understood where
the hostility was coming from.

Nicki looked up, dark eyes blazing. "You do what you gotta do kid. We might a been Scavs, but at least we never
ate nobody."

"Knock it off, both of you," Jim cut in. He gave Bryn a look that said they would talk privately later. "I'll be
honest with; there's times, especially during the winter, that Bryn and I have trouble feeding ourselves and
Cassidy. You factor three more people into that, especially a pregnant girl...I'm not sure we can offer you
anything except a place to sleep. The hunting and trapping's held up pretty well thus far, but sooner or later we're
gonna run out of things to eat. What then?"

"We, uh, might be able to work out somethin'," Adam looked over at Nicki. "We did one last bit a scavin' fore
we left Cascade. How long's it been since you had canned food?"

Jim eyed him skeptically. "You've got 'canned' food?"

Adam nodded. "About eight boxes of it. Took a bit of work to get it, that's why Nicki had the Uzi."

"So you know how to shoot?" Jim looked at her.

"I didn' actually 'shoot' anyone, Mister. Jus' kept'em busy while Adam loaded the stuff up."

"Is it any good?" He looked back at Adam.

"What we opened was. Had a couple cans of fruit cocktail on the ride up here. Nick n' me'd be willin' to help you
with the huntin'. We're used to pullin' our own weight."

It was times like this Jim wished Blair was there. He could've probably mediated the hostility and still manage to
come up with a way to make everyone happy. Realistically, even with the help, he wasn't sure three more
mouths to feed wouldn't overtax their resources. But there was Shy to think of; who knew what the Burn
might've done to her? And at least he had Army Medic training; he'd helped deliver more than one baby for the
Chopec.

He sighed. "We'll do it on a provisional basis." You contribute the canned goods, we'll see how well you hold up
your end of the deal. But there's going to be an understanding right now. Bryn's parents were killed by Scavs, and
I don't think he's happy about me letting you move in." He turned to Bryn. "Are you going to be able to live with
them here? Because if you can't, then maybe we need to make other plans."
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Bryn was staring at his feet. "I'll do it for the guy's wife." He said softly. "But they better not be getting' up to no
Scav tricks."

"Fair enough. Adam, are you good with that? Because I don't have the time or patience to be refereeing fights."

Adam glanced sideways at Nicki, who was staring at the ceiling, and nodded. "I'll keep Nick in line. You don'
hafta worry 'bout Shy, she wouldn' hurt a flea. What 'bout the lady on the front porch?"

"That's Cassidy. She doesn't talk, but she does do most of the cooking. She's harmless."

"Got no knives to sharpen with her, man. Hell, Shy hasn' slept in nearly a week n' she had her out like a light in
10 minutes. I can live with that."

"Nicki?" She looked at Jim. "I'll be honest with you; I've never seen a case of the Burn. How do you deal with
the pain? I can't have you waving guns in the air threatening to kill people every time you start to hurt."

She slumped back. "I'm okay most a the time. If it gets to hurtin' real bad, I usually jus' go off by myself.
'specially now that Shy's gonna have a baby. I get pretty damn bitchy when I hurt bad."

Jim nodded. "Bring the stuff inside, and we'll see what we've got."

***

The cabin had two bedrooms, as well as a fully finished attic accessible through a set of fold-down stairs. Jim had
taken the front bedroom when he'd first come, and Bryn had slept in the back one until Cassidy showed up. Then
he'd started sleeping in the living room. Jim had brought his and Blair's sleeping bags with him and Bryn used
them, but he couldn't expect Shy to sleep on the floor so he ended up letting her and Adam have his room and
moved into the living room with Bryn.

That still left Nicki, though. Jim didn't think Cassidy would be willing to share her personal space, and he couldn't
very well put her in Adam and Shy's room.

"Why not?" Adam asked him later that evening; he was out back of the cabin chopping wood for the fireplace.
"Hell, Jim, we been sleepin' on lot harder floors than yours the last couple years."

"I just assumed you'd want some privacy."

Adam laughed. "Look man; you scav for very long, privacy becomes an unknown concept. Nick can sleep on the
floor in a sleepin' bag; we got a couple in the van. Or she can sleep in the livin' room with you n' Bryn. We'll
work somethin' out."

***

By October Jim was grateful for the extra sets of hands. The first snowfall came on the 5th; a blizzard that lasted
nearly three days. Thankfully, he'd thought to put the woodpile on the back porch, but they almost ran out of fuel
for the fireplace before silence descended on the third day.

It took the combined efforts of him, Bryn, Adam and Nicki to shovel them out. He stood on the back porch for a
long time that morning, Bryn on one side, Adam on the other, smelling the air. The faint acrid tang of the Burn
was still there, even under the clean smell of snow, but he dialed it down.

After a while, he turned to them. "I'd say we've got 3-4 days before the next storm hits. "There's enough meat
from the last two deer to hold us a while, so our major job is to chop as much wood as possible.

They only had two axes; in the end they'd taken turns spelling each other. Even Nicki chopped for a while,
though her mouth was set in a tight line and Jim suspected she was in significant pain.
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Cassie and Shy were inside, rendering down animal fat for the lanterns. It was times like this Jim was extremely
grateful he'd thought to pack Blair's Foxfire books; his knowledge of wilderness survival was extensive, but
solely on a one person basis.

He was sitting on the back steps, watching Bryn and Adam chopping wood, and it suddenly struck him that what
he had here was his own little tribe. If he'd been alone, he would've closed off all the rooms but the front one and
let himself zone. He'd thought about that a few times in the beginning when the pain of missing Blair was still
fresh; how easy it would be to just wander off and never come back, but something had always kept him from
doing it. At first it'd been the vague hope that Blair might come home. After he left Cascade, he'd been busy
fixing the cabin. Then Bryn and Cass had showed up and zoning out ceased to be an option. These people
depended on him, not the same way the Chopec had, but they were still counting on him to tell them what
needed doing, to think ahead, to step in when the talk between Bryn and Nicki took a nasty turn.

He smiled slightly, shaking his head. Blair would have a field day with this. Sentinel of the Great City becomes
Sentinel of the Cascade Mountains! Complete with his own tribe of misfits. Now if Blair were here they'd have
their Shaman and be all set.

"Hey." He looked up at Nicki. "Whatcha thinkin' bout?"

"Why?"

"Cause you were smilin'. Haven' seen you smile more n' twice since we got here." Some quirk of providence had
told him to bring along all the winter paraphernalia he and Blair owned, which meant everyone had a winter
coat.

"Just thinking about my friend."

"Blair?" He squinted at her. "Didn' know if it was sposed to be a secret or not. Shy wanted to know who the guy
in the picture in your bedroom was, so Bryn tol' us."

He'd forgotten the picture. For a long time he'd had it on the bedside table where it was the first thing he saw
when he woke up in the morning. About a year ago he'd slipped it into the drawer. A symbolic acknowledgement
that Blair was gone, maybe? Shy must've found it.

"It don' make any difference to us," Nicki sat down next to him. She was rubbing her hands together and Jim
couldn't help noticing that the black on her fingernails had spread significantly. At first it'd been a spot here and
there; now the spots were starting to run into each other. She caught him looking. "It don' hurt that much. Cold
sorta makes it numb. You ever see anybody die from the Burn, Mr. Ellison?" He'd told them to call him Jim, and
while Adam did it readily enough, Nicki and Shy persisted in calling him Mr. Ellison. He shook his head. "Our
mom died from it. Sometimes the spots'll stop after a while. But if they don', eventually they all bleed together n'
the person turns black. Not black like a black person, jus'...dead black."

"Are the spots spreading?"

She nodded. "Don' tell Adam. He's got nough to worry 'bout with Shy."

"I won't," he promised, then he put an arm around her, letting her pretend she was hiding her face in the front of
his coat because it was cold, not because she was 16 and her life could very well be over in a few months. By the
time it was his turn to spell Adam, she'd used the bandana he kept in his pocket to blow her nose and they were
talking about whether or not they should find a Christmas tree for Shy. As if celebrating Christmas while
Cascade and the rest of the world went to hell was as natural as breathing.

***

By the end of November, the blizzards had tapered off to once every couple of weeks. He, Bryn and Adam had
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gone hunting and managed to bring down some wild turkeys. Jim had long ago lost track of the date but they
decided to have Thanksgiving dinner anyway, with the turkey and some of the precious canned goods.

Somehow, Cassidy and Shy made the tough meat edible. Jim thought he'd figured Adam and Nicki out fairly
well, but Shy was as much an enigma as Cassidy. Maybe that was why they got along so well. Cassidy seemed to
understand that Shy needed more food and frequent rest; he'd seen her slipping the kid things from her plate or
pushing her into the living room to lie on the couch while she and Bryn washed up the dishes. Jim decided he'd
been wrong about how far along she was when they'd shown up; she was just so tiny she'd probably started
showing in her third month.

In the evenings, once the kitchen was cleaned up and they'd hauled enough wood inside to last the night, they'd
sit in the living room and talk. About the Burn, what'd happened, where the world was headed. Nicki talked
about nursing their mom until she died. They discussed Shy and Adam's baby, and what everyone's job would be
when she went into labor. Their trust that he knew what to do seemed implicit and he wasn't quite sure how to
handle that. Later, after everyone else had bedded down for the night (Cassidy still insisted on sleeping in the
back bedroom, frigid as it was), he and Adam would go into the kitchen and talk about Shy's pregnancy and their
fear the baby would be born sick.

"What are the odds?" Jim asked one night.

Adam shrugged. "Don' know. Couple girls in the gang had babies born with the Burn; most of'em were either
born dead or barely lived a week. I saw one or two that didn' die right off, but they had serious problems. One of
the guys in our gang was a real brain in school; he said whatever was in the Burn messed with their genetics.
Broke the DNA so they're not normal. One little boy was deaf n' blind both. Couldn' walk either. His mom
smothered'im; said she couldn' stand his screamin' all the time."

Jim's stomach twisted. "And you let her do it?"

"I know you were a policeman, Jim, but you gotta understan' that things are different now. What kinda life's a
kid like that gonna have?"

"And if you and Shy's baby's born sick?"

"I don' know." Adam stared into the fireplace. "I don' think I could kill my own flesh n' blood. I know Shy
couldn'. But sometimes jus' havin' the kid kills the mother. Poisons her from the inside, Garret said. That's why
Nick never gets too close to Shy."

"Is it contagious?"

"Nobody knows. I don' think it is; our mom'd been dead quite a while 'fore Nicki came down with it. Seen a lot of
people take care of people dyin' of it n' they never got sick, or if they did it was couple years down the line. I
think it's just random, ya know? Like what Garret said 'bout genetics. Maybe some people got a built-in immunity
to it. I mean, you n' Bryn n' Cass are fine. You told us you lived in Cascade for more n' a year after the winds
started. So who knows?"

Long after he'd left to join Shy in bed, Jim lay awake staring into the fireplace. That anything could be so random
and cruel just made him sick. He wondered, for the first time in nearly four years, what'd happened to Simon and
the rest of the gang from Major Crimes? Were any of them still alive? Had anyone been there to take care of
them at the end?

Eventually he drifted into an uneasy sleep, full of dead black bodies and babies with no eyes who did nothing but
scream from the pain.

It was getting close to Christmas. He sensed it somehow. After the early blizzards the weather had turned
warmer, and he'd been taking advantage of the calm to teach Adam and Nicki how to hunt and lay traps. Neither

Seasons Collage

136



of them was particularly squeamish about it; like Adam said, they'd been scaving for three years. Trapping a deer
was child's play compared to picking through dumpsters trying to find something to eat.

He noticed that Bryn and Nicki were spending a lot of time together. Bryn had been the one who volunteered to
teach her how to hunt; which Jim thought odd at the time. The day Nicki brought home her first kill he wasn't
sure who was prouder, her for doing it or Bryn for showing her how and being there. Okay, so it was one small
rabbit, but, as she'd told Jim later, it meant she was helping the tribe.

And that was another strange thing. Out of the blue (because he knew for a fact he'd never said anything to them
about it), the rest of them started referring to themselves as "the tribe." Adam said it first, and everyone else
accepted it, and now when they talked it was to discuss what "the tribe" needed or what would be best for "the
tribe." It was amusing in a surreal way; more and more, he found himself wishing Blair were here.

That's what struck him the most; that after nearly four years alone he couldn't look at anything without thinking
of Blair. He thought he'd managed to lay that part of his life to rest, but evidently he'd been fooling himself. And
that was the tribe's doing as well. None of the kids found it strange that he and Blair had been lovers. They asked
questions, and before he realized it he was telling them about how Blair had come into his life, how one week
had turned into three years, how friendship had matured into love.

"Not nearly enough love in the world, man," Adam said. He smiled sideways at Shy and laid his hand on her
belly, and she grinned and ducked her head. Jim was sure she must be close to term, there was simply no way she
could get any bigger. She'd complained to him that Cassidy made her spend all day on the couch with her feet
up; he'd seen Cass shoo her out of the kitchen any time she tried to help.

He'd been keeping close tabs as her pregnancy progressed. Sentinel hearing made a pretty good stethoscope, so
he knew the baby's heartbeat was strong. And it was a mover; Shy complained the damn thing never stopped
kicking. Everyone in the house had felt it. Bryn had been embarrassed about touching Adam's wife. Nicki had
smiled and made a joke about it being as rowdy as Adam, but Jim had caught the sadness in her eyes when she'd
looked away. The Burn hadn't spread any further since September and Jim knew she was praying for a miracle.
He also knew she was too pragmatic to let herself believe she'd be that lucky.

Cassidy had been the most affected by it. She'd sat for nearly an hour with her hand on Shy's belly. Then to
everyone's surprise, she'd sat back, smiled at Shy, and mimicked rocking a baby in her arms. Shy had laughed,
which made Cassidy laugh too. Since the arrival of Adam, Nick and Shy, Cass had become more grounded. The
humming was pretty much a thing of the past. But she still hadn't spoken, communicating mostly with smiles, or
in Shy's case, narrowing her eyes and tightening her mouth. Shy swore she looked like Adam's mom when she did
it.

***
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The Christmas tree was Nicki's idea. "For Shy n' the baby," but Bryn told Jim in private that it was as much for
her; she didn't believe she'd be alive next December. They managed to find a nice-sized pine and haul it home.
Adam built a stand for it, and Cassidy, Nicki and Bryn, with encouragement from Shy, made decorations out of
can labels and other junk. Bryn had been carving a nativity scene since shortly after Thanksgiving. It was rough
but all the more beautiful for it; just Mary, Joseph, the baby and what Bryn said was supposed to be an angel,
except he couldn't get the wings right. "Sort of an earthbound angel,' he said, when he sat it on the table next to
the couch, and Jim caught him looking at Nicki. He'd been worried about how Shy and the rest of them would
react with Christmas coming; in years past, he and Bryn (and later Cassidy) had simply ignored the whole idea of
a holiday. Only gradually had it dawned on him that their enthusiasm was based on the certainty of having
somewhere warm to sleep and adequate food. He asked Nicki about it one evening as they sat on the front porch
watching the sunset.

She laughed. "Don' do to get your expectations too high, Mr. Ellison. This' the first year we've even 'talked' bout
Christmas since the Burn came. When your scavin', life jus' sorta goes by in a blur. Your belly's always empty n'
your cold mosta the time. This," she gestured at the frozen whiteness around them, "is nice. I mean, yeah, it's
crowded, but you n' Bryn n' Cass are nice people. Back in the gang, if I didn' watch my ass, somebody'd like as
not try to kill me. An I was lucky, I had Shy n' Adam. Most a the other kids were alone. Any family they had was
dead of the Burn or they got left behind."

"Left behind?"

"Like what Shy's ol' man n' his girlfriend did. Lotta the older folks jus' packed up n' left Cascade. Chasin' rumors,
I guess. An' the kids got left behind to take care a themselves. That's why the gangs formed, really. Adam, Shy n'
me didn' go anywhere near the gangs till after our mom died. There was safety in numbers. It was sorta like a
family; you looked out for the people in your gang n' they looked out for you. It wasn' perfect, but then, what
is?"

After she'd gone inside, Jim continued to sit, staring at the night sky. No stars, but the cloud-cover at night had a
weird sort of luminosity to it; like a statue that was backlit. As if nature were attempting to make up for the fact
they no longer had the moon and stars to guide them.

Left behind. That's what he'd done to the people in Major Crime. Oh he could justify it all he wanted; say that his
Sentinel senses couldn't take any more of the smell and the heat. Hell, he'd even left Blair behind. If he ever had
made it back to Cascade, the loft would be the first place he went. And Jim hadn't even written him a note saying
where he was going.
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"Jim?" He looked up at Adam, standing in the doorway. "You'd best get in here. I think Shy's gonna have the
baby."

***

The next few hours were a blur. They'd been getting ready for bed when her water broke. Further questioning
revealed that she'd had a backache all day, but didn't think it was worth mentioning. Jim dispatched Cass to start
heating water, while he, Bryn and Nicki got things ready for the delivery.

He and Shy had agreed early on that the old-fashioned iron bed was too high off the ground for comfort, so
they'd ended up bringing a mattress down from the upstairs and airing it out. The front bedroom was big enough
that they could put it on the floor and still leave room for Jim and Adam. He'd been coaching Adam and Shy on
the breathing for a couple of months, but he'd made it clear to them that while it might help, the delivery was still
going to hurt. If things go too bad he had painkillers in his larger medical kit, but they'd stop the labor. From the
daily checks he'd been doing the last three weeks, he was pretty sure the baby was head down, but he didn't even
want to think what he was going to do if Shy's hips weren't wide enough for it to fit through. There was no way
he could do an episiotomy. If the kid got stuck, or Shy got exhausted...he'd tried to keep from thinking about
either of those outcomes too closely. Theoretically, he knew what he should do. He also knew that doing it
would result in the death of Shy, the baby, or both. He already had the blood of the men in his company on his
hands; he wasn't going to add the blood of the innocent to it.

When they finally got Shy settled, with Adam beside her, he timed the contractions and found out they were still
10 minutes apart. Unless something happened to make them speed up, they probably had a while. He also did a
vaginal check, which embarrassed the hell out of him, though Adam and Shy seemed to think it was pretty funny.

"I'll be honest," he told them afterwards. "You're just beginning to dilate. Since you didn't have any doctor's
check-ups, I don't know if there's anything that likely to present a problem. The baby's heartbeat's strong, and it's
dropped, which is why you've had the backache all day. But as to how long the whole process will take...I
couldn't even hazard a guess. First labor and delivery's are virtually impossible for a trained specialist to predict;
all I've had is Army Medic training, and while I've delivered baby's before, it was under entirely different
circumstances."

"With the Chopec."

"And then I only got called in if something went wrong. Chopec women use a midwife; traditionally, the men
keep as far away from the hut where the woman is in labor as they can get. The fact they even asked me for help
is a sign that things weren't going right."

"Look, we know you'll do the best ya can." Adam was sitting on the floor by the mattress, holding Shy's hand.
"Jus' the fact you're here's good. In the gang most've the girls went off n' delivered the baby's by themselves.
We've already discussed what could happen; if somethin' goes wrong, it's nature's way."

Jim nodded. "I'll be out in the living room. If the contractions get to be, say, 3-4 minutes apart or if you just get
worried that something's not right, come and get me. That goes double for you, Shy. You're the one in labor. If
something's wrong, your body will know it before Adam does."

***

In the living room, Bryn and Nicki were on the couch whispering to each other. They quickly moved apart when
Jim came in, which made him smile.

"Cass's heatin' water," Nicki offered, somehow managing to look embarrassed and defiant at the same time. "She
really in labor?" Jim nodded. "How long's it gonna take?"

"There's no way of telling. Some first-time mothers deliver the kid in 12 hours. Others take a couple of days.
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Right now her contractions are regular, but they're still 10 minutes apart. So she could deliver it later tonight, or
not until tomorrow morning, or tomorrow afternoon."

"And if it takes longer?" Bryn reached over and put his hand on Nicki's. "Or somethin' goes wrong?"

Jim shrugged. "I honestly don't know. I've had Army Medic training, which is equivalent to an EMT 2 in real life.
I can stitch people up, set bones as long as they're not badly broken, things like that. Technically, I can deliver
babies. I did it with the Chopec."

"So you can take care of her, right?"

He shook his head. "Not if anything goes badly wrong. If her pelvis is too narrow for the baby's head to fit
through or he's not lying right, I don't have the equipment to do an episiotomy. I don't have forceps to help with a
difficult delivery. I wouldn't even dream of trying to do a ceaserian; I'm simply not equipped for it." He slumped
back in the chair.

"Hey." Nicki's hand touched his arm, and he looked up at her. He'd noticed she was losing weight the last month
or so, and she'd had precious little to spare to begin with. "I jus' want you to know Adam meant what he said. If
somethin' happens to Shy or the baby: we're not gonna hold it against you. She could die jus' as easy in a
warehouse in Cascade with no one but me n' Adam to help her. So don' go beatin' yourself up over it, 'kay?"

Jim smiled slightly. "And you and Bryn can quit pretending you're not attracted to each other." He almost
laughed at the looks on their faces. "There's nothing wrong with wanting to love someone, even when the world's
coming to an end. We can use you two as a symbol for worldwide peace: Scav and Norm come together, united
by love."

Bryn was blushing; Nicki had her face buried in his neck, but Jim could hear her mumbling, "I tol' you we weren'
foolin' him! He's a Sentinel, for crissakes!" It took him a moment to realize that something was wrong. Something
not quite right about the sound outside...

"Shh, both of you!" They immediately fell silent. He cocked his head to one side, trying to place what it was he
was hearing...no, not hearing, feeling. Vibrations. Vibrations traveling through the earth. Something was coming
up the road to the cabin; something big.

He looked at Nicki and Bryn. "We've got company. Get your guns."

The porch was lit with a dozen lanterns by the time the half-track heaved itself over the last bump in the road
and pulled up in front of the cabin. He, Bryn and Nicki stood shoulder-to-shoulder, armed and ready. In the
lantern's glow he could see they were looking at a modified Hummer; an amphibious vehicle refitted for the
terrain. It was painted a familiar brown and green camouflage. Military. He'd often wondered what would
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happen if someone managed to get the military up and running. There's no such thing as a free police state Blair
had once said. His lips tightened and he put the rifle up to his shoulder.

Slowly, the front-end descended. The interior was in darkness, thick enough that even the lanterns couldn't
penetrate, but he could make out more than one person. Three, maybe four...he suddenly wished Adam wasn't
still inside with Shy.

After what seemed like forever, a figure descended the ramp. Heavily wrapped against the cold, he couldn't tell
if it was wearing Army gear or not. It came as far as the edge of the circle of light then stopped, holding up its
hands in the traditional gesture of surrender.

"Who're you and what do you want?" Jim's voice was as cold as the metal trigger under his finger.

"Permission requested to unwrap a bit, Sir."

The request took him completely by surprise and he automatically answered. "Granted."

"Thank you, sir." The figure unwound a couple of scarves from around its neck and pushed his hood back, then
stepped forward into the circle of lantern night. "Colonel Michael Macabbria, sir. 227th Engineers Battalion,
Cascade. You're Detective James Ellison, aren't you?" Jim nodded. "I've got some friends of yours with me, sir.
Or at least they say they're your friends."

"Friends?" He heard Bryn echo the word.

"Do they have names, Colonel?"

"Yes sir." He turned back to the half-track and gestured. Jim watched as three figures, at least as heavily
wrapped at the Colonel, made their way down the ramp. There was something familiar about them. The way they
walked, maybe?

Without taking his eyes off the approaching guests, he spoke to Bryn and Nicki. "Lower your weapons. Keep
them ready, but no firing unless I say so. Got it?"

He didn't bother to check and see if they'd done as he'd asked, he was too busy studying the three people
approaching the porch. As they moved into the circle of the lantern's light, he lowered his gun.

"Jim?" One of them was slightly in front of the others. A woman, he decided, from the build and the voice. Now
she unwrapped several scarves, revealing short-cropped red hair. "Jim? Do you recognize me?"

His mouth worked a few times before anything came out. "Connor?" He whispered, or at least he thought he was
whispering it, but she must've heard him because she smiled. "Megan Connor?" He felt the gun slip from his
fingers; either Bryn or Nicki caught it before it hit the porch. "How in the hell did you get up here?"

She moved forward, still smiling. "The Colonel was nice enough to give us a ride. Took a little arm-twisting, but
we can be very persuasive when we want, can't we mates?"

The two other figures had come up behind her, and were also unwrapping. He caught a brief glance of light off
dark skin. "Simon?"

"No Jim, it's Joel." Joel Taggert stepped up to stand next to Megan. Jim's stomach lurched at how thin he was, his
features drawn; yet he still managed a smile. "God, Jim Ellison, you would have to live on top of the tallest
mountain in the Cascade Range, wouldn't you?"

This was a dream, Jim decided. This was some sort of strange nightmare brought on by too much time spent
alone. Except he hadn't been alone, He'd had the tribe hadn't he? Or had he imagined them too? He looked back
at Megan. "How'd you know where I was?"

Seasons Collage

141



"Ah, that would be Sandy's doing." She pulled the third figure forward. "Found him wandering around Cascade
looking for his roomie. We've only spent the last three years wondering where you'd gone to and wonder boy
here knew the minute we asked."

And that's when he realized he was hearing it; a sound he hadn't heard for nearly four years. A sound he only
heard in his sleep. So he WAS sleeping, wasn't he? Because there was no way that he could be here now. He was
dead. He'd been dead for a long, long time. Hadn't he been dead?

He looked up and found his gaze held by a pair of blue eyes. The hair was shorter, the glasses were thicker, there
were more lines on the face than had been there the last time he'd seen it, but the smile remained untouched. The
smile was being offered to him now even as the man who couldn't possible be here walked up onto the porch,
only stopping when they were almost nose-to-nose.

"Hi, Jim." And of course he spoke with Blair Sandburg's voice because this was Jim's dream. And his face was
Blair Sandburg's in spite of the short hair and the heavier glasses.

Tentatively, Jim reached out a hand and touched the curls, knowing they'd melt into mist the minute he did but
unable to resist. But they didn't melt away; they remained under his hand, soft and springy. Even short, Blair's
hair still felt wonderful. He leaned forward and inhaled deeply, and his nose was filled with the scent that said
"Blair". A little changed now, different shampoo, a trace of the Burn underlying it all, but Blair nonetheless. And
despite the touching and the smelling, the phantom remained unchanged, and so he took the final step, the one
that would dissipate it into thin air. "Blair?"

The eyes were so sad. But the face remained where it was and gave him a smile he would've known anywhere.
"Yeah, it's me, Jim. I've come home."

He smiled in answer and leaned forward, burying his face in the short hair, lulled by the sound of his Guide's
strong heartbeat, and for a very long time, he knew nothing but the supreme happiness of being able to just hold
the dream for however long it lasted. He would ask for nothing more.

***

"I think he's starting to come around."

His head was cradled on something warm and soft. He cracked his eyelids and studied Blair's face above him.
Bizarre nightmare, he thought. He'd have to remember to tell Blair about it next time he saw him...

Then he was bolt upright, staring at Sandburg, his heart going a mile a minute. "Shhh," Blair had his hands on his
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arms, holding him still. "Relax, Jim. Deep breathes in and out, okay?" Jim nodded and complied. "Think we
kinda spooked you, man. I'd have never believed you could faint if I hadn't seen it for myself."

"Faint?" Jim was so indignant he stopped breathing deeply. "Sandburg, I've never fainted in my life."

"Not what it looked like from our perspective, Jim." He glanced sideways at Megan sitting on the couch next to
Joel, and his head started to throb.

"Hey, hey, calm down." Blair's voice pulled him back from the panic. "This' gotta be pretty overwhelming folks.
Is there someplace private I could take him. I don't think he's gonna reorient well with all these people around."

"You can use Cass's room." Jim tried to turn his head and see who'd said that, but Blair wouldn't let him. Instead
he coaxed Jim to his feet, maintaining a tight grip on his arm. "Okay. Nicki, is that your name? You wanna take a
lantern in and leave it on the dresser? Thanks."

"Blair." He wanted desperately to let his lover know he wasn't usually this out of control but all he succeeded in
doing was sounding scared.

"No problem, Jim. You and me need some time alone anyway."

Unresisting, he let Blair drag him into Cassidy's bedroom and close the door. Somehow a lantern had appeared on
the dresser, and he was surprised by how Spartan the room looked. "You'd never know anyone slept in here
would you?"

"Who sleeps here?" Blair pulled him over to the bed and pushed him onto it, then sat down next to him. "One of
the tribe?"

Jim looked at him. "How'd you know they're tribe?" He realized he sounded suspicious, but he still wasn't sure
Blair wouldn't disappear if he said the wrong thing.

Blair started to answer and stopped, looking surprised. "I don't know. Cause they're here with you, I guess.
You're the Sentinel so they must be your tribe right?"

Jim decided that made sense. "But I didn't pick this tribe. They picked me."

Blair just nodded, a slight smile on his lips. "Where the Sentinel goes, there goes the tribe," he said softly, then he
kissed Jim.

Nice dream, Jim decided, as Blair's mouth settled over his. He hadn't had a dream this realistic in a long time.
Maybe it wasn't a dream? That made him pull back and look at Blair, who seemed a bit surprised at having been
interrupted. "Are you real?"

"Yes."

Jim thought a minute. "Am I real?"

Blair was running his hands over his shoulders. "Well, you feel real enough..."

He trapped the hands and stilled them. "This' serious, Sandburg. Is this...is everything here real? The tribe, and
you and Megan and Joel, and the military guy? What we're doing right now, talking, is it real?"

"Oh, man," Blair pulled his hands loose and drew Jim over so his head was resting on his shoulder. "It's been hell,
hasn't it?"

"Kinda, yeah." He was not going to cry, dammit, but Sandburg's hands running through his hair felt so good.
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"Shh, it's okay. You know, all the time I was trying to get back here, back to you, I kept wondering who's taking
care of him? That's what worried me the most, that you didn't have anybody to take care of you. But you did."

"They're not you," Jim sniffled. "They've never been you. None of them could be you, ever."

"I know that."

"They weren't even good replacements. I mean, I care for them, like I did the people in Major Crime, and they
looked up to me. It was my job to make sure they were safe and had food, and deliver Shy's baby, but none of
them were you." He lifted his head up and kissed Blair, wiping the tears off his face. "You were all I ever
wanted. You know that, right?"

Jim didn't think he'd ever get enough of that smile, watery though it was. "I know. You think I spent three years
walking back to Cascade because I was afraid you'd find someone else?"

"You walked back?"

"Well yeah. It's not like I could go Greyhound. And believe me, man, you think hitchhiking was dangerous
before you so do not want to know what's out there wandering the roads."

"Monsters?"

Blair let himself be tugged into a hug. "Only the human kind, my friend. But I had my gun."

"Did you ever have to use it?" The silence answered that question. "Never mind. You can tell me about it
someday, if you want to."

"I don't think I'll ever want to." Blair sounded so tired it made Jim ache. "I think I'd just prefer to pretend the last
four years never happened. Like I could. And what's this about delivering someone's baby?"

"Shywolf. She's in labor right now. Oh shit!"

"Hey, calm down Jim, before you stroke out. I didn't spend three years walking back to Cascade to have you die
on me 15 minutes after I arrive. Shywolf's in labor?"

"She and Adam are in the front bedroom. Did you meet Adam?"

"Tall blond kid?" Jim nodded. "Okay, he came out when we carried you inside. Thought for a minute he was
gonna end the reunion before it even began, but Megan managed to calm him down. And the girl with the Burn,
Nicki, that's his sister?"

"And Shy's his wife." Blair looked skeptical. "That's what I thought, but they've got a marriage license from St.
Andrew's signed by Father Jacoby, so I'm not going to argue. They showed up last fall."

"What about the red-headed kid with Nicki?"

"That's Bryn. He was the first to show up, about six months after I came up here. Then Cassidy came..."

"Who's Cassidy?"

"The older woman with gray hair. Doesn't talk, but she can cook like nobody's business."

"I don't remember seeing anyone like that." Blair was frowning. "This' her bedroom, right? It doesn't look like it's
ever been used."

"So she's a neat freak. She's been here for nearly three years, you probably just didn't notice her with all the
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people in the living room." Jim covered his face with his hands. "It's really Megan, isn't it? And Joel?"

"Yeah. I swear, Jim, talk about synchronicity. I hadn't been back in Cascade half an hour and I ran into them."

"Joel has the Burn."

Blair sighed. "Yeah. Megan's been taking care of him. He's not doing too well. Maybe bringing him was a bad
idea, but he wanted to see you again..."

"Do not ever say that." Jim put a finger to Blair's lips. "Never suggest that bringing anyone we knew from
Cascade could be a bad idea. How long's he had it?"

"Two years according to Megan. She doesn't think he's got much longer. He didn't want to die in Cascade. Said it
had too many bad memories; if he died there his soul would never be able to get any peace."

"What about the rest of them?"

"Major Crimes? Jim, I'm not sure this' a good time..."

"I'm not going anywhere Blair. I need to know where they are; why they aren't here with you."

Blair nodded. "Um, Simon's dead."

"The Burn?"

"No, he...committed suicide. Killed himself a couple months after you left. Megan said he just couldn't deal with
what'd happened to Daryl."

"Rafe and H?"

"Megan doesn't know. Once everything broke down it became a matter of survival. She and Joel were out on a
call one day and when they got back," Blair took a deep breath, "the gangs had come in and they killed a lot of
the people, but some were missing. Megan never saw them again."

"I should've never left."

"Jim, don't even start..."

"Dammit, Blair, I abandoned them! The Sentinel isn't supposed to abandon his tribe! I should've stayed behind
and fought or something."

"You couldn't have. Jim, look at me." Jim reluctantly did. "I'm only going to tell you this once and then I'll never
mention it again. Part of a Sentinel's instinct is to know when the tribe is in danger, yes. But there comes a point
of you 'knowing' it at a level that's buried down deep. You knew what was going to happen, didn't you? That
everything was going to fall apart?" Jim nodded. "So you did what ancient Sentinel's have probably done from
the beginning of time. You left the area where there was danger, because you instinctively knew the tribe
wouldn't survive. If you'd stayed, eventually all the death and dying would've become too much for you. You
would've gone crazy, or zoned, or started killing people at random and been shot like a mad dog. And then Bryn
and Cassidy and the other three wouldn't have survived either. And I would've never come back."

"What do you mean you would've never come back?"

Blair ran his hands through his hair and took his glasses off, laying them on the bedside table. "Jim, the only
reason I spent three years walking back to Cascade is because I knew you were alive. Don't ask me how I knew,
because I couldn't even begin to explain it to you. I just did. And I think if you'd been dead, I would've somehow
known that too. And I wouldn't have come back."
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"You would've died to?"

"I think I probably would have. And then Joel would have died in Cascade and never been able to rest, and God
alone knows what would've happened to Megan. You have to think of our survival as something that 'had' to
happen. I know the mystical side of things always made you nervous, but I truly believe we were meant to
survive for a reason."

"What reason?"

Blair shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe we'll find out someday. Maybe we'll die never knowing. But there's a
reason we survived and a reason we came back together."

"Hell, Sandburg, I let you out of my sight for three years and you grow up."

Blair laughed. "I think I was due for some growing up, man. You can't stay a child the rest of your life. Though if
you're lucky, you can remain childish indefinitely."

Jim pulled him into a hug. "Oh Lord, the things I wanna do to you...and I've got a houseful of people and zero
privacy."

"We could ask Colonel Macabbria if we could use the half-track."

"He's still here?" Blair nodded. "Hell, why not. We'll make him an official member of the tribe too. He brought
my Guide back-he deserves a promotion. Why'd he bring you and Connor and Joel up here anyway?"

"Long story. Let's just say the military's been called in to restore order. Not like that!"

"What'd I say?"

"I can hear you smirking. Enough people in California have gotten riled up that someone's decided to try and
take civilization back. And to do that, they need to clean up the cities."

"But they'll leave us alone right?"

"Mmm, think so, yeah. Unless you're fomenting revolution up here."

"Like we have the time?" He released Blair. "I have got to go check on Shy. Wanna come with me?"

"Are you kidding? I am henceforth permanently attached to your side. You'll be lucky if you get to take a bath
by yourself."

"Promises, promises."

***

"How long were we in Cass' bedroom?"

"Twenty minutes."

"So why does the front room look like a loading dock?" Jim stared at the four large crates, there was no other
way to describe them, they were crates for crying out loud, sitting in the middle of the floor. The tops had been
pried open (whoever did it left the crowbar sitting under the Christmas tree), and Bryn, Nicki and Megan were
on the floor rummaging through them. Joel was stretched out on the couch, propped up on several pillows and
someone's wadded up winter coat, an afghan draped over him, sound asleep, his labored breathing harsh.

"He looks like hell, Chief."
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"I know." Blair's hand rested on the back of his neck, massaging it. "He can't eat more than a few bites at a time
anymore without it coming back up. He's basically living on liquids, but I think his kidneys are starting to shut
down. So he's retaining fluid, which makes his heart and lungs work twice as hard."

"And there's nothing anyone can do?"

"Jim, it's been five years since the Burn happened and the scientific and medical communities are just now
starting to try and figure out why it kills you. He might have a chance with diuretics, if any of the major
pharmaceutical manufacturers were still operating."

Jim sighed. "What's with the crates anyway?"

"Hey, Mr. Ellison." Nicki had spotted him and Blair; she was grinning. "Look what Meg n' the rest of'em
brought." With a flourish she produced a bag of tortilla chips and a jar of salsa. "Junk food!"

"I get at least part a that, Nick," Bryn was digging into the crate closest to him. "Hey cool." He held up a
six-pack of Coors. "Beer."

"Which both of you are too young to drink," Jim swooped down and relieved him of it, handing it to Megan.
"You brought food?"

"Some of it's food." Megan stood up, dusting herself off. Inside, with the better light, the strain she'd been under
was obvious. Her once fiery red hair was streaked with white. "We weren't sure what you'd been living on up
here, so Blair thought it would be a good idea to bring some eatables. The rest of it's clothes and stuff."

"Clothes?"

Blair shook his head. "Jim, I can't believe you've survived up here for going on four years and you still have the
attention span of a gerbil. We have come to stay."

Jim regarded him a minute, open-mouthed, then looked at the living room, overflowing with crates and people. "I
don't know where I'm going to put you all. Shy and Adam have the front bedroom, Cass' got the back," he
glanced around him. "Bryn?"

"Yeah?"

"Where's Cassidy?"

"In the kitchen heating water."

"Stay here a minute, Chief." He went down the short corridor to the kitchen. The stove was stoked up with two
large kettles of water steaming on top, but Cassidy was nowhere in sight. Puzzled, he came back into the front
room. "Nick, Bryn, when's the last time you saw Cass?"

"Right before they arrived." Bryn gestured at Joel and Megan. "When you told us Shy was in labor she went into
the kitchen to start heating water. Then you heard that thing coming and we got the guns and went outside. She's
not in the kitchen?"

"No, and there's no way she could've come through the front room without you seeing her. Nicki, check the back
door and the porch, see if there are any footprints. Is the Colonel still here?" Megan nodded. "Could you go
outside and ask him if he's seen a woman wandering around? About Blair's height, she'd be wearing jeans and a
red parka. I've got to check on Shy. Bryn, you go outside with Megan and help her look. Nicki, stay here and
keep an eye on Joel. Come-on, Chief; time to see if the baby's ready to be born."

***
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Jim rapped once on the bedroom door, then opened it and stuck his head in. "How we doing?"

Adam looked up; he was sponging Shy's face off with a wet rag. "She's hurtin' pretty bad, Jim. Don' you have
somethin' you could give'er?"

"Not without stopping the labor." He came on into the room, Blair behind him. "Adam, I think you and Blair
have already met." He knelt down at the end of the mattress. "Shy? Honey, can you look at me?"

She opened her eyes. "Hi, Mr. Ellison. I been tryin' to breathe like you said, but it hurts."

"I know it does." He motioned for Blair to lean down. "You still remember how to do the breathing exercises?"

"Like I could forget?"

"Shy, Adam, this' Blair. Adam's already met him, but for courtesy's sake: Blair, this' Adam Frees and his wife
Shywolf."

Blair raised a hand.

Shy stared at Blair, wide-eyed. "Thought he was dead."

"So did I. But he isn't, and now he's gonna take over coaching your breathing. Adam you stay where you are and
keep hold of her hand, Blair'll get on the other side of her." He moved aside to let Blair scoot between the
mattress and the bed. "Blair knows all about this breathing stuff. Taught me how to do it when I first found out I
was a Sentinel. I figure if he could teach me, you shouldn't have any trouble picking it up. So you do what he
tells you, and I'll check and see if you've dilated any further. Okay?" Shy nodded.

Blair cleared his throat. "Shywolf. Pretty name."

"Ain't my real one," Shy's face twisted, as a contraction hit her. "Damn! You really the one who found out he
was a Sentinel?" Blair nodded. "He's tol' us all 'bout you. How you moved in with'im n' everythin'."

"You went to Rainier, right?" Adam asked. Blair nodded. "How'd you end up a cop?"

"You didn't tell them that?"

"There were a few things I left out, Chief," Jim grunted, pulling his hand out from under the sheet and wiping it
on a towel hanging on the bed frame. "Shy, are you feeling the urge to push?"

"Um hum."

"Good. Cause you're completely dilated. Matter a fact, ever time you have a contraction I can feel the baby's
head. So Blair's going to guide you through the breathing and when you get a contraction, don't fight it. Push
hard as you can. You need to, you can hold onto Adam and Blair. The important thing is to keep pushing. Blair,
you ready to start?"

"Sure." He turned to Shy. "Okay, what you need to do is close your eyes and let as much of the tension flow out
as you can. This isn't gonna make the contractions hurt less, but it can help you breath your way through them.
Ready?" She nodded. "Now take in as deep a breath as you can and let it out slowly. Good. Keep doing that,
deep breath in and let it out slowly. Match your breathing to mine if that makes it easier."

Shy's breath caught. "Contraction?" A sharp nod. "Okay, do what Jim said and push, but keep breathing. In and
out, push with the contraction, Shy. Come-on. Push, push, okay, it's eased off some, so relax and breath until the
next one." He glanced at Jim, who was kneeling between Shy's legs.

"He's crowning. Looks like he's right in position, too."

Seasons Collage

148



"He?"

"Well, whatever sex it is. Won't know till it's born. You guys got a preference?"

"Don' care if it's a boy or a girl, jus' so long as it ain't Burn sick."

"Okay, got another contraction. Take my and Adam's hands, Shy, and push hard as you can. Bear down with it,"
a small sob escaped Shy's throat. "I know it hurts, but it'll be over soon. Keep pushing, good girl. Jim?"

"One more and I'll have him, or her."

"Shy, breathe, that's right, feel another contraction coming? Push as hard as you can now, don't let up, just keep
pushing. Come-on Shy, you can do it."

Shy gave a stifled scream. "Bingo." Jim breathed softly. "Hey, how ya doing kiddo? Blair, could you push the
medical kit over here? Thanks. Yeah I know, pretty big place, compared to where you've been." He rummaged in
the kit a minute, coming up with a small leather strip, with which he carefully tied off the cord. "Adam, you
wanna hand me that shirt?"

A minute later, he straightened up holding a small bundle still trailing its umbilical cord. "You are a very good
girl, you know that? So good, she's not even crying. Just looking all around her. Let's meet mom and dad, huh?"
He scooted forward and Adam slid in behind Shy, propping her up against his chest. "Adam, Shy, I'd like you to
meet your daughter."

Carefully, Shy accepted the baby, folding back the edges of the shirt. "Oh. Adam, she's perfect." The baby
focused on Shy's voice. "Hiya little girl. I'm your mommy. An this big ugly thing here is your daddy." Adam was
leaning over her shoulder, staring at the baby with a look that could only be described as enraptured. "She
supposed to be red?"

"She'll pink up in a few minutes, once her body's adjusted to being out of the womb. And Shy, she really 'is'
perfect." They all looked at Jim. "I checked her over. Not a spot on her. She doesn't even have any birthmarks."

"She's not sick?" Adam sounded incredulous.

Jim shook his head. "I'm gonna cut the cord now that it's stopped pulsing." Carefully, he used the knife from the
kit to sever the connection between mother and daughter. "Are you still having contractions?" She nodded.
"Good. That'll help get the afterbirth delivered. Next time you feel the urge to bear down do it. I think one or two
good pushes should be enough."

Blair was bent over Shy's other shoulder. "What are you guys gonna name her?"

Adam shook his head. "We never even talked 'bout names. Too 'fraid she was gonna be born with somethin'
wrong."

"I think we ought a name her Jimmi." The baby was rooting at Shy's chest, occasionally latching onto a fold in
the sheet. "Mr. Ellison, is it okay to breast feed her now?"

"Best thing you can do. It'll help expel the afterbirth. "You want Sandburg and me to leave?"

"No." Shy casually pulled the sheet down to bare one breast, positioning the baby. Jimmi immediately latched
onto the nipple. "Smart girl. Knows what she wants." She was stroking the tiny head covered with feathery wisps
of dark hair. "How'd you learn to do that breathin' stuff, Mr. Sandburg?"

"Well, I was born in 1969. My mom was real big on the whole free love, hippie-commune lifestyle. She was
midwife at quite a few births. Guess I just picked it up along the way."
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That earned a snort from Jim. "Just picked it up along the way my ass. You studied it, Sandburg; you know you
did. Adam, you wanna hand me the bucket? Thanks." He let something drop into it, covering it with the towel.
"We can get rid of that later."

"No, man, we need to bury it. For good luck."

"Blair, it's 15 degrees outside. The only place we could bury it would be in a snowdrift."

Shy looked at Blair skeptically. "Buryin' it'll make her lucky?"

"Well, some tribes believe it does. So did the early settlers. It was thought that burying the afterbirth would
insure that the child's life would be fruitful."

"Why don't you tell her about the tribes where the mother's expected to 'eat it'?" Jim stood up and cracked his
neck. "How're you feeling, Shy?"

"Kay. Kinda tired." She looked at the baby and smiled. "You don' mind if we name her after you, do you Mr.
Ellison?"

"I'm not sure any kid should have to go through life named Jimmi, but it's better than calling her James. That'd
give her an identity crisis for sure. What's her middle name going to be?"

Shy looked at Adam. "I think you should give her a middle name, since I already named her once."

Adam reached out and gently touched the baby's hand, which reflexively curled around his finger. "Whoa. She's
got a grip on'er. We could use Nick n' my's mom's name for her middle name."

"Jimmi Catherine." Shy said softly, her attention totally fixed on the baby. "Whatcha think, baby girl? You
wanna be named Jimmi Catherine?"

"Um, Shy?" Blair had hoisted himself up and was sitting cross-legged on the bed. "You might want to burp her."

"Oh. How do I do that?"

"Well, you need to get her to let go of the nipple first..."

"Chief?" Blair looked at him. "I'm gonna go out and check on things." Blair nodded absently and went back to
his explanation.

Grinning, Jim slipped quietly out the door.

***

The front room was empty, except for Joel asleep on the couch and Nicki sitting on the floor in front of the
fireplace, eating tortilla chips and salsa. She looked expectantly at Jim. "I heard her scream. Everythin' okay?"

He nodded, collapsing into his chair. "Got themselves a beautiful little baby girl. Adam's gray eyes and Shy's
black hair."

"That means she's okay?"

"There's not a spot on her." To his amazement, Nicki burst into tears. "What's the matter?"

"Nothin'," she sniffed, not looking at him. "Jus', I prayed so hard she wouldn' be born Burn sick, ya know? But I
didn' think it'd really happen, cause there hasn' been a baby born since the Burn wasn' sick with it."
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"It's hard living with it, isn't it?" She nodded. "It's okay to be scared. No one wants to die."

"Bryn tol' me he loves me," her voice was hoarse. "Said it don' matter that I got the Burn an I'm gonna die, he
wants to be with me long as I'm alive."

"There's nothing wrong with wanting love, Nicki. I spent so many years alone before I met Blair, and then I was
too scared to tell him I loved him because I thought he didn't love me back. We wasted three years dancing
around each other until the thing with his dissertation fell apart. I'm just thankful I got a second chance."

She wiped her face on her sleeve. "Can I see the baby?"

"In a while. Shy's pretty worn out from the labor and delivery. She and Adam need to spend some time alone
with her. What'd you find out about Cass?"

"Nobody's used the back door since the last snow. Megan, Bryn n' the Colonel are outside lookin' for her now.
The Colonel's got flashlights. She couldn' have got through the front door, not with everythin' that was goin' on.
Somebody would a noticed her."

"I know." He glanced at Joel. "How's he doing?"

"Not good. Mom started breathin' like that few days 'fore she died." She settled back against the nearest chair,
chips and salsa forgotten. "I was talkin' to him earlier, after Blair took you into Cass' room. He was tellin' me
'bout what it's been like down there; even worse than when we left. Him n' Meg were livin' in a hospital place;
somewhere they send people who're waitin' to die."

"A hospice?"

"Yeah, a hospice. I guess they busted out. He didn' wanna die there. Said there was too much darkness. If he
hadda die, he wanted to die on a mountain top where he could breath the air."

Jim smiled. "He was, still is one of Blair and my's best friends at the PD. I think he knew how we felt about each
other before we did. Blair helped him over a pretty rough patch right after they met, got him back on his feet
again. He never forgot it."

The door to the front bedroom opened. "You get her burped?"

Blair grinned. "Took some doing. She and the baby are asleep already, Adam's nodding off." He wandered over
to where Nicki was and picked up the chips and salsa, collapsing onto the couch. "That was so cool, Jim."

"Sandburg, you know I've delivered babies before."

"Yeah, but I've never actually seen you do it." He dipped a chip in the jar and ate it. "So now you've got yourself
a namesake."

"Namesake?" Nicki echoed.

"They're going to name her Jimmi, after Jim. Jimmi Catherine Frees. Which makes you an Aunt."

"They're namin' her after you n' our mom?" Jim nodded. "Cool. What's an Aunt do?"

"Oh, lots of things," Blair handed the chips back to her, sitting the salsa jar on the table. "You get to baby-sit,
spoil her rotten."

"Don' need me for that. Adam'll spoil her rotten enough on his own."

They looked up as the door opened, and Megan, Bryn and the Colonel came in, brushing the snow off. "Got a
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regular blizzard going out there, Mr. Ellison."

"You find anything?" He shook his head. "This is impossible." Jim got up and started pacing. "She couldn't just
disappear into thin air. The attic?"

"Already checked." Bryn volunteered. "I doubt she could climb the stairs anyway. She just isn't here anymore"

"Jim?" He looked over at Blair. "You said she didn't talk?" He nodded. "Okay; didn't talk, supposedly slept in a
bedroom that looks like no one's been in it since the last time we were up here." Blair was quite a moment,
chewing on his lower lip. "If not for the fact you all saw her, I'd think we were dealing with a ghost."

"Sandburg, don't be ridiculous. We all saw her, hell we 'touched' her; she was as solid as any of us."

"So was Gabe."

"I'm not buying it. She's just wandered off and the snow's covered her tracks. We'll go out again tomorrow, when
it's light." He looked at everyone. "I have no idea where I'm going to put you. Megan, would it be easier on Joel
if he could lie in a bed? We could put him in the back bedroom."

"Jim?" He looked at Joel, who'd opened his eyes. "I'll be fine right where I am. Haven't been this warm in a long
time."

"I can sleep on the other couch." Megan offered.

"Nick n' me are used to sleepin' on the floor."

"Colonel?" Do they have any sleeping bags?"

"Already brought them in, Mr. Ellison. I'll sleep in the half-track. It's my responsibility; I can't just leave it sitting
there. It's got a heater, though. I'll be warm enough."

"Jim?" Megan has slid on the floor next to the couch where Joel was; she was holding his hand. "You and Sandy
take the back bedroom."

"Meg's right." Nicki chimed in. "You haven' seen each other for four years? You got some catchin' up to do."

"I think they're trying to tell us something, Chief."

"Thank God." Blair moved a little closer, to whisper in Jim's ear. "I was afraid I was gonna have to jump your
bones in front of the kids."

"Definitely bad for morale. Look, anybody needs anything, Bryn and Nicki can show you where it is. I don't
know what sort of food you brought, but we've got beef jerky in the kitchen. And with that..." he looked at Blair
and wiggled his eyebrows, "we are off to bed."

"G'night."

"Sleep tight."

"Don't do anything we wouldn'."

"And Jim?" He turned to look at Joel. "You've done a good thing here."

Jim nodded, unable to speak through the tightness in his throat.

***
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The bedroom door closed behind them and Blair was immediately in his arms, face pressed against his shirt. It
took Jim a minute to realize he was crying. "What's with the tears?"

"I am just so fucking glad to see you again, man. It's like the last four years have been this awful nightmare I
couldn't wake up from."

"I know." He rested his chin on the top of Sandburg's head. "I was up here gathering the tribe and you were
alone on the road with the monsters. But it's over now."

"You may have to say that a couple dozen times a day for a while."

"I'll say it to you every hour on the hour if you want me to. Damn, I wish I'd gone ahead and put a stove in here!"

"If we undress real quick and get under the covers, maybe we won't notice it so much."

"You are, as always, a genius, Sandburg." He buried his face in Blair's hair. "Know what?"

"What?"

"I'm more nervous now than I was the first time I kissed you."

"Me too. I feel like we're different people. Complimentary, still in love, but different."

"We're bound to be different. Anybody who's lived through the past five years is different." Jim stepped back a
little, studying him. "Your hair's even shorter than when you were at the Academy."

"And yours is longer than I've ever seen it," Blair laughed softly. "You've still got most of it left, though. I used to
have dreams about finally getting back and finding out you'd gone bald."

"You only loved me for my hair?"

"Nah. Your body's nice too." And Blair leaned forward and kissed him. A real kiss this time. A kiss that was hot
and sweet, and promised a whole host of things he'd believed he was going to have to spend the rest of his life
dreaming about, which almost gave him another panic attack. Blair seemed to realize this. He angled them
around and walked Jim over to the bed, never breaking the kiss. When his knees hit the side of the mattress, it
was the most natural thing in the world to fall backwards and take Blair with him.

The kiss lasted until Jim was dizzy from lack of oxygen. He could feel the four years alone humming inside
Sandburg's body, setting off a similar vibration in him, and he rolled them over so he was on top. Blair made a
happy little noise in the back of his throat and spread his legs, and Jim fit between them as neatly as he had the
first time. Four years was too damn long. Four years didn't allow for seduction. Four years had them grinding
against each other like a couple of teenage kids in the back seat at the drive-in, hands all over the place.
Somehow, Blair managed to get Jim's shirt unbuttoned without ever letting go of his mouth. Somehow, Jim
managed to sift through the various layers covering Blair until he encountered bare skin.

They finally had to break for air, both of them panting like they'd run a marathon. Blair looked beyond beautiful;
hair messy, lips swollen, long eyelashes brushing his cheeks. "Fuck taking our time." He growled, latching onto
Jim's mouth again, and they were off and running, humping against each other, hands scrambling for whatever
they could get hold of. Jim's flannel shirt hit the floor, followed by two of Blair's flannel shirts and three
undershirts (one Jim's, two Blair's). And the heat was building, the humming was louder, the whimpers Blair
made were arrowing straight down to Jim's cock. Blair was just as hard, pressed up against him like he was trying
to permanently weld the two of them together.

It seemed to last forever and end too soon. One minute they were writhing against each other, the next
somebody hit the switch and the world exploded. Jim had to bury his face in Blair's shoulder to stifle his scream;
no sense in scaring the baby half to death. Blair had his lips against Jim's neck, right on the pulse, and was licking
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down to his collarbone, gasping for air.

Gradually, the humming faded and they lay lax and boneless. Jim's eyes felt impossibly heavy, like he'd been
awake forever. Underneath him, Blair twisted a little and mumbled something that sounded like 'Get off me you
big lug, I can't breathe.' Jim slid off onto the bed and pulled Blair on top of him, draping him there like a quilt.

"Jim?" The word was more a vibration against his skin than actual speech.

"Yeah, Chief?"

"Love you."

He kissed the top of Blair's head "I love you too, Blair Sandburg. I always have and I always will."

***

Suddenly, Jim was awake. For a minute he couldn't figure out where he was or what'd happened, then it all came
rushing back. Some time during the night (though he had no memory of it), they'd managed to finish undressing
and get under the covers. The sky was just beginning to turn pink outside, and the light through the window
illuminated Blair's face as he slept. Jim wished he could smooth the lines in it away, somehow make the last four
years disappear, but he knew he couldn't. All he could do was make sure he and Blair were never apart again.

He reached over and rested a hand on the side of Blair's neck, feeling the warmth, the heat of the blood flowing
through his veins. And as he'd done every morning for the last four years upon awakening, he let his hearing
spread out to take it the rest of the household...

And realized why he'd woke up.

Careful not to wake Blair, he slid out from under the covers, dressing quickly in the cold room. Sandburg turned
over and reached out for him, murmuring, and Jim pushed his pillow into Blair's arms, which wrapped securely
around it. He held his breath a second until Blair slipped back into sleep, then finished buttoning his shirt on the
way to the door.

He eased it open, checking once more to make sure Blair still slept, then squared his shoulders and went down
the short hallway into the living room.

Megan was sitting on the floor next to the couch holding Joel's hand. She looked up at him as he came in and
tried to smile through her tears, but couldn't quite bring it off.

"I'm so sorry." He said softly, going over and kneeling down next to her. "You should've woke me."

"There's nothing you could've done." She was half-in and half-out of her sleeping bag, wearing what appeared to
be a pair of long underwear. Despite the streaks of white in her hair, she looked like a small child who'd woke up
too early. He put his arms around her. "He died about an hour ago. I woke up because he quit breathing so
horribly. Isn't that awful, that him breathing like he was wouldn't bother me, but I'd wake up when he stopped?"
Jim just hugged her tightly as she began to cry again.

Bryn and Nicki were on the other couch, tangled together in their sleeping bags. Bryn's eyes were suspiciously
red, but he wasn't crying. Nicki was leaning against him, both arms wrapped around his neck, head on his
shoulder. It was obvious to Jim she'd cried herself to sleep. "Do Adam and Shy know?"

Bryn nodded. "Adam came out right after Meg woke up. He was all for waking you up, but Nicki told him not to.
Shy's pretty upset."

Jim nodded, looking at Joel. He looked peaceful, as if the strain of the last two years had been magically erased.
One hand lay on his chest, the other was still clasped in Megan's. Jim wondered if he'd died that way. Not a bad
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way to die, holding onto a good friend's hand.

"He got his wish." He glanced over at Nicki, sprawled with her head on Bryn's shoulder. Despite the tears on her
face she looked peaceful as well. "He wanted to die on a mountain top where he could breath free air."

***

Colonel Macabbria had a couple of shovels to add to the two Jim owned, but it still took the better part of the
morning to break through the topsoil and dig the grave. They worked in shifts as they'd done the morning after
the first blizzard, trading off whenever someone got worn out. Megan had wanted to help, but Blair persuaded
her to stay inside with Shy and Jimmi.

"She isn't up to it, no matter what she'd like to believe," he told Jim as they rested on the back porch, watching
Adam, Bryn, the Colonel and Nicki dig. "You should've got me up when you found out."

"There wasn't anything you could've done." He looked at Shy, who was standing at the back window, Jimmi
snugly cradled in one arm. "Should she be out of bed this soon?"

"Jim, pioneer women were expected to give birth in the afternoon and be up in time to fix supper. She's not
bleeding any more than normal. As long as she's careful and doesn't tire herself out, she'll be fine. So will Jimmi."

"That's going to take some getting used to. Couldn't they have named her Jessica or something?"

"No they couldn't, because they wanted to name her after you." Blair leaned against him. "I wish he'd lived a
little longer. There was so much to talk about."

"Not for him. I don't think he wanted to talk about what it'd been like in Cascade." He studied the group hacking
at the ground. "You know, the Chopec believed that every time someone in the tribe died a baby would be born
within the next year. And if a baby was born then someone would die. The Gods way of balancing things out so
that there'd never be too many or too few in the tribe."

Blair twined his fingers around Jim's and stuck their clasped hands in his coat pocket. "Makes sense."

"Though I don't think the Gods had anything to do with this." Jim gestured around them. "This was entirely
mankind's fault. No way we could blame it on the Gods. The Gods would probably get ticked off if we did and
strike us all dead on the spot."

"You're babbling again," Blair said gently. "Looks like Nick and Adam are about done in. Ready to get back in
the harness?"

"Lead on. Maybe if I work hard enough I'll come up with the answer."

"To what?"

"Where Cassidy went." He stood up, pulling Blair with him and together they went to relieve Nicki and Adam.

***

When they finally finished the grave and came into the cabin, Blair offered to help Megan move the body to the
back room and get it ready for burial. Poor Shy was so spooked she'd gone into the bedroom with Jimmi and
refused to come out, leaving Jim, Adam and Nicki alone in the front room. Bryn was outside with the Colonel,
trying to find something in the half-track's supplies they could use as a shroud.

"Nick n' me've kinda babied her," Adam admitted, taking a sip of the coffee Megan had made. "Lord knows
there's plenty a dead bodies in Cascade, but she never saw any of'em up close. She's jus' so young, ya know? We
thought we were doin' her a favor."
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"It's only natural to want to protect someone you love, but she's not a little kid any more Adam. She's got a baby
of her own now. And if you want Jimmi to actually have a real childhood, instead of the sort of life you led, she's
going to need you and Shy to act like grown ups."

"He knows that." Nicki looked up from her spot in front of the fireplace. "Nobody had much time to be kids after
the Burn came. Too busy stayin' alive. You think maybe there's other babies like Jimmi bein' born?"

"It's possible." Blair was standing in the door to the hallway. "Megan and I talked about it some on the way up
here. She and Joel spent so much time in hospitals and hospices, she used to get bored sometimes when he was
sleeping and just wander around helping where she could. Nobody even asked if she was a nurse; the medical
community was as hard hit by the Burn as anyone. She says most of the babies she saw born had either one or
both parents infected with the Burn. You and Shy weren't. And apparently it isn't spread by casual contact like
most viruses. So maybe after a while, whatever caused it will weaken and die out completely."

"That don't explain why me n' Shy are okay but Nicki got it."

"That's a question for immunologists." Blair came over and sat down in front of Jim's chair, leaning back against
his legs. "From what Bryn told me both of you took care of your mom before she died, but only Nicki got the
Burn. And she didn't get it until nearly a year and a half later. I'm assuming that a good proportion of the kids in
the gangs had it to, so you would've been exposed to it there. And you 'still' didn't come down with it. Which
would suggest that your immune systems are resistant to it. Megan's been taking care of Joel for going on two
years and she doesn't have it either. It's like the HIV virus was around the beginning of the 21st century.
Researchers were working with groups of women in Africa who were prostitutes and had been continually
exposed to AIDS but never came down with it." He sighed. "I'll always wonder what they found out."

The front door opened and Bryn and the Colonel came in, tracking snow with them. The Colonel had a bundle of
green canvas in his arms, which he sat down next to Jim's chair. Bryn laid a coil of yellow plastic rope on top.

Jim picked up one of the squares and shook it out. "Shelter halves. Definitely much better than tarp. He nudged
Blair with his knee. "You feel up to helping me make the shroud?"

"Yeah." Blair levered himself to his feet. "Let me see if Megan's done."

"What the hell are 'shelter halves'?" Bryn gestured at the pile of canvas.

"The military uses them to make temporary shelters when they don't have the time to put up a regular tent. See
these metal rings? You can thread rope through them and then tie it to a tree or whatever's handy." Jim folded
the square he held back up and put it on the pile. Since we don't have the time to make a coffin for Joel's body,
we're going to make a shroud instead."

"Like in the old books," Adam said, reddening when everyone looked at him. "Hadda read Moby Dick in sixth
grade. They wrapped the bodies in layers of sheets 'fore they buried them. Thought they only did it for buryin'
someone at sea, though."

Jim shook his head. "It's still common in some modern-day societies. In our case we're doing it because, quite
honestly, the idea of just dumping his body into a hole and shoveling dirt on top of it makes me sick." He looked
at the Colonel, who was sitting on the couch near the fireplace, warming his hands. "When do you plan to go
back to Cascade, Colonel Macabbria?"

"As soon as the burial's over. I'd still have enough daylight to make it down the mountain safely. And Mr.
Ellison, don't worry about your tribe, okay? I'm not going to tell the higher-ups anything." He smiled. "Hell.
Maybe once things get settled down in Cascade, I might come up here and join you. There's something to be said
for wide open spaces."

"Jim?" He looked up at Blair, standing in the door. "Megan's done getting him ready. We should probably get
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started."

"Good idea." He picked up the pile of canvas and stood. "Bryn, can you get the rope?"

"Yeah. Do I gotta help you make the shroud?"

"No. Sandburg and I can do it ourselves. Just carry the rope into the bedroom and leave it on the dresser." Bryn
nodded, slipping past Megan as she came into the room. " How you doing, Connor?"

Megan collapsed onto the couch next to the Colonel "I'm afraid he doesn't look that good, but we haven't had
any clothes that actually 'fit' him in a long time. Still, like I told Sandy, I suppose the Lord won't mind if he shows
up at the Pearly Gates wearing gym gear. Is there any coffee left?"

"I'll get you a cup, Meg," Nicki volunteered, following Jim and Blair as far as the door to the bedroom. "She
gonna be okay?"

"I think so." Blair smiled sadly. "It's hard for her to lose him; he's been the center of her life since the CPD fell to
pieces. We'll just have to make sure she's got something to do."

Bryn slipped out of the bedroom looking rather pale, and Nicki latched onto his arm, dragging him into the
kitchen behind her.

Jim sighed. "Best get it over and done with."

***

Just inside the door he laid the canvas on a chair and walked over to the bed, staring at the body. "Oh God,
Sandburg; he doesn't even 'look' like Joel."

"I know," Blair came up behind him, slipping an arm around his waist. "Whenever I think of Joel, I always think
of talking him through disarming that bomb in the church. He was so scared, but he trusted me anyway. And I
didn't have the vaguest idea what I was doing. I could have gotten us all killed."

"He knew," Jim said softly, smiling at Blair's raised eyebrows. "He said to me later 'Jim that kid doesn't know one
wire from another does he?' And of course I had to tell him no, you didn't. He never held it against you though.
Always said if it wasn't for you he would've never gone back to being Captain of the bomb squad."

"Always embarrassed the hell out of me when he did. And, of course, the ostrich chili incident..."

"Like you didn't do that deliberately, just so you could get away and hunt me down?" Jim rubbed his forehead.
"It's hard to get a handle on them being dead, ya know? Simon, maybe H and Rafe, and now Joel. We never had
a chance to talk."

"I think just being here was worth all the talk in the world," Blair gave him a squeeze. "Better get at it."

"Yeah." Jim retrieved the canvas squares, bringing them to the bedside. "It's not gonna take as many as I thought.
I doubt he weighs over 120 pounds. But I'll double layer it, to be on the safe side."

"Um, not wanting to put bad thoughts in your head, but what's the likelihood of, say, wolves trying to dig the
body up?"

"I haven't actually 'seen' a wolf in nearly three years. Sometimes late at night I can hear them howling, but
they're pretty far away. Higher up in the mountains, I think. Doubt they want to meet humans any more than we
want to meet them." He took his knife out of his pocket, measured the rope out, and then cut it. "The Colonel
said he's going to leave right after the burial."
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"You think anyone might want to go back with him?"

"I don't know. I'm going to get everyone together beforehand and ask them. I mean I know you weren't planning
on leaving, but that doesn't mean Megan might not want to. Or Bryn and Nicki."

Working together, it took them less than half an hour to get the body covered. Finally, Jim stepped back. "I think
we've done all we can do. And we've got some shelter halves and rope to give back to the Colonel Did you hear
what he said about not telling anyone we were up here?"

"I'm having one of my rare psychic moments," Blair was recoiling the rope. "I foresee that come spring, we're
gonna have to build another cabin. Maybe two." Jim shot him a look. "I imagine that Adam and Shy would like
to have a place of their own, especially now that they've got Jimmi. And I wouldn't be surprised if Bryn and
Nicki wouldn't mind some privacy, too. I mean, face it Jim; you're a damn good Sentinel, but now that I'm back
I'm going to take over the Shaman duties. And I think it would benefit everyone's spirit if we weren't all living in
the same damn house."

"Point taken." He folded the canvas squares back into a bundle. "Ready to face the tribe?"

"Yeah, yeah, wait a minute." Blair dug deep in his jeans pocket, finally pulling out a crumpled piece of paper.
"Megan found this on the dresser. It's addressed to you."

Jim took it, studying the TO JIM written on the outside. "Don't recognize the writing. It was on the dresser?"
Blair nodded. "There wasn't anything there last night."

"Megan said it was stuck under the edge of a doiley. White paper, white doiley, you probably just didn't notice
it."

"Whatever." He sat down on the edge of the bed and opened it:

Jim,

I'm sorry I had to leave all of you like this but my job's done. I've accomplished what I was sent for and it's time
to go home for good. I love you all so much, especially Shy and the baby. Maybe when she's older and can
understand, maybe you can tell her I wanted to stay and help her take care of Jimmi, but the choice wasn't
mine. Blair's here now, and you and the rest of the tribe are safe.

Tell Nicki not to give up hope. Tell Megan to take good care of herself; even though Joel's gone, she's still
caring for two. And tell Blair that Kendra says Hi.

Cassidy

He gradually became aware of Blair calling him from somewhere far away. "Jim? Jim, come on here, man, give
me a sign you're still with us! Jim?"

His eyes flew open and he looked around wildly. He was lying on the floor in the back bedroom. Blair had taken
a pillow off the bed and put it under his head, he was stroking Jim's face gently. "Whoa. Scared the shit outta me,
keeling over like that! I hope you haven't been zoning like that the last three years."

"This is the first time I've zoned since I came up here," Jim looked down at his empty hands. "Where's the note?"

"This?" Blair held it up. Jim snatched it away and unfolded it, to find himself staring at a blank piece of paper.
He refolded it and checked the outside. TO JIM was still written there, but the inside was blank.

"What happened to the message?"

"Message?" Blair looked puzzled. "Jim, there 'wasn't' a message. That's what spooked me so bad. You opened it
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up, turned white as a sheet, and zoned out major league."

"There was a message in it," his voice was shaking, and he took a deep breath to steady it. "There was a
message. " He grabbed Blair's hand. "Did you ever know anyone named Kendra Cassidy?"

"Kendra Cassidy?" Blair's brow furrowed. "The name's sort of familiar, yeah. Kendra Cassidy." Blair paled. "Jim,
that's not possible. Your Cassidy couldn't be Kendra. It couldn't. There's no way they could be the same person."

"Why not?"

"Blair swallowed hard. "The Kendra Cassidy I knew killed herself 10 years ago. She was one of my senior
advisors when I went into my grad courses. Older woman who'd decided to go back to school after her kids grew
up. She was short, on the heavy side, had prematurely gray hair. We used to joke about how she should dye it
because it made her look older than she really was."

"Why'd she kill herself, Chief?"

"Three years after she started classes, her husband died. Totally unexpected; had a heart attack at work one day
and keeled over at his desk. He'd just turned 52. He and Kendra had been married for almost 30 years, had three
kids. He'd supported her going back to college. They were one of those couples that did everything together. She
just couldn't get past his death. She'd built her whole life around him. The doctors tried giving her different
antidepressants, but nothing seemed to help. She got more and more withdrawn and listless, started missing
classes," he took a deep breath. "She wasn't there one morning when I showed up for Advanced Psychology. It
was the only course we had together. The teacher told us that one of her kids had tried to call her the night
before and kept getting a busy signal, got worried, and went over to the house. Turned out she'd been stockpiling
pills. She'd mixed herself a cocktail of about 200 different ones and taken it. By the time her son showed up she'd
been dead for at least six hours. She'd taken all the phones off the hook and left a note saying she was sorry to do
this to everyone, but she just couldn't live without Danny."

"Why would she have wanted to come here? From what she said in the note, she was 'watching' the tribe and me
until you came back. She talked like she'd specifically been 'sent' here to watch us."

Blair ran a hand through his hair. "She was one of the few people outside the anthropology department I ever
told about my Sentinel research. The idea fascinated her; she was willing to sit and listen to me ramble on for
hours about what Burton had discovered. I think she would've liked to be an archaeologist, but she thought she
was too old. And she was a devout Catholic, so the fact that she killed herself meant she couldn't have a funeral
mass or be buried next to Danny. Her oldest daughter quit the church because of that."

"Catholic's believe in purgatory, right?" Blair nodded. "So even though she'd killed herself, if she did enough
penance she could eventually get to heaven? And 'we' were her penance. The Powers that Be sent her here to
make sure I didn't zone or do anything stupid before you got back."

"Jim, there's no way in the world any one would ever believe that."

"They don't have to. She said in the note that her job was done and it was time to 'go home.' That's why you
never saw her. You being here made her presence unnecessary. Remember what you said about ghosts? And you
told me yourself once you believed that Gabe was an angel. So did Connor. I don't think she was an angel, more
like a lost soul looking to make things right. Not speaking was probably one of the conditions of her being here."

Blair sat in silence a minute. "If not for the fact we've been through some weird-ass shit since we met, I'd be
inclined to think you hit your head when you fell. But if what you said was true, that everyone here 'did' see her
and touch her, you've never been prone to hallucinations. Hell, you were usually the one running the furthest the
fastest when I suggested something might be outside the realm of the ordinary. But why were you the only one to
see the message?"
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"Because I'm the Sentinel, I guess. It was 'me', specifically, that she was here for. Maybe she knew the rest of the
tribe would come, or it might have surprised her as much as it did me. But she had to stay here for my sake until
you came back."

"So, what do we do?"

Jim sat up. "Nothing. There's no way any of the kids would believe us anyway. Shy's nervous enough as is, what
with Jimmi's birth and Joel dying. I'm not going to be the one to tell her that her mother figure never existed in
the first place. As far as we know she wandered off during the blizzard. Maybe she couldn't take the house being
so crowded or deal with the new people. Cass was always a bit odd anyway. Gimme a hand?" Blair pulled him to
his feet. "We need to go out and ask everyone what they want, then bury Joel. The Colonel was hoping to leave
before it gets too dark. So we're together on this?"

Blair nodded. "I never saw the message anyway. But there's no way you could've known about Kendra."

***

The living room was subdued when they came in. Megan had evidently used the front bedroom to change; she
was wearing a pair of jeans and a bright green sweater, both of them too big for her. The Colonel sat next to her
on the couch, staring into the fireplace. It surprised Jim to see that Shy'd come out and brought the baby. She was
sitting next to Adam, looking fairly relaxed.

"Got the body ready," Jim said, sliding into his chair. "Before we do the burial though, I need to ask everyone a
question. "The Colonel's going to be leaving after we bury Joel. Do any of you want to go back to Cascade with
him?"

There was some whispering, then Megan spoke. "There's nothing down there to go back to, Jim. Now that Joel's
dead, I'd just as soon stay here with you and Sandy. If you don't mind putting me up?'

"Not in the least. Truth be told, Sandburg suggested we might need to build a couple more cabins once spring
comes. Depending, of course, on what the rest of you decide. Adam?"

Adam nervously scrubbed his hand over his chin and looked at Shy, who nodded. "Shy an me'll be stayin'. Jimmi
deserves a chance to have a better life'n we could give her in Cascade. An' Blair's pro'ly right; come spring,
maybe we can build another cabin for just us n' Jimmi. An whoever else might come along. Ow!" He looked at
Shy, who smiled sweetly. "Course, that won't be for a few years yet."

Jim allowed himself a grin. "Bryn, Nicki, what about you?"

"I wanna stay here," Bryn said softly. "There's nothing in Cascade for me either. But as much as I love Nicki,
she's gonna have to make up her own mind."

"Like I don' usually?" She smacked him in the arm. "Only family I've got left's here. An that includes you, ya
jerk."

Blair looked at Jim. "Ah, young love. There's nothing like it."

"You're all staying?" Everyone nodded, including Blair. "Guess you're gonna have to go back by yourself,
Colonel."

He chuckled. "Figured I would anyway. Truth to told, I'd like to stay here myself. But if I don't come back they'll
send out a search party for me. And I promised I'd keep your secret. Might even back and visit occasionally,
though. So. You want me to help you carry the body out?"

***
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It occurred to Jim later that he could've probably carried Joel's body out on his own, no more than he weighed.
Still, it was good to have the Colonel there to help him and Blair lower it into the grave.

When it was done, he stepped back and looked around him. Everyone was there; even Shy, who, against Adam's
protests, had wrapped Jimmi up in a quilt and come out anyway. Bryn and Nicki were actually holding hands.
Blair was on his right side, while Megan stood slightly off to the left, wrapped in Joel's parka. Jim wondered if
she knew yet what Cassie had known without seeing her?

He cleared his throat, "We're here today to bury the body of Joel Taggert, a good friend to some of us, though
unknown by the rest of you. Joel was always special to Blair and I; he took Sandburg under his wing almost
immediately. Hell, I think he knew we were in love before we did. And I just want to say to him, and to Megan,
that I will never forgive myself for not bringing you with me when I left."

"He wouldn't have come," Megan shook her head. "Right up until he got too sick to work anymore, Joel believed
that 'someone' had to try and keep order. After Simon died," her voice broke, but she pushed on, "he took over
as acting Captain. Everyone respected him. He kept us going longer than I think we would've otherwise. He
refused to give Cascade to the gangs for as long as he could. And even after he had to admit defeat, he did what
he could where he could. It's only been the last year or so, when the Burn got really bad, that he started talking
about getting away from the city. I'm just glad he got a chance to do that before he died."

"He was a nice man." Jim was surprised when Nicki spoke up. "I didn' know him like you did, but we talked
some last night. He tol' me not to give up hope. That jus' cause I had the burn didn' mean I was gonna die with it.
He said we all ought a be glad you'd taken us in like you did, that Shy n' Adam's baby had a better chance as a
normal life here. I wish he'd a lived longer, so we could talk more. Said I was pretty, too. I jus' laughed, but he
said, 'Well, that young man with the red hair seems to think you're easy on the eyes.' I was s'prised he'd even
noticed, but I think that was the kinda man he was. He noticed things."

"Yeah, he did." Blair took up the story. "When I first went to work with Jim, he was Captain of the bomb squad,
but he was on leave because of a bad experience he'd had. Someone got killed and he felt it was his fault. Was
afraid to go anywhere near a bomb. But we had some whacko blowing up African-American churches, and
somehow or other he and I ended up with a ticking time bomb and no way out but to disarm it. And I lied to him,
told him I knew which wires to cut. He was too scared to even make a move, yet he trusted me enough to cut the
two wires. And by some miracle, they were the right two." Blair laughed softly. "He always thanked me for
helping him get it together. And when he made Detective, he used Jim and I as his model of what he wanted to
be. And when everything fell apart with my diss, he was one of the ones who promised to keep Jim's senses a
secret. I'm gonna miss him."

"We all will." Jim realized he was crying, but didn't care. "I've never been good at praying or singing hymns,
anything religious, but I know Joel was a regular churchgoer. And what we've buried here is just his body. His
soul's gone someplace better." He wiped his eyes. "Does anybody know any hymns? I feel like we should sing or
something."

Shy stepped forward. "I know one. My real mama used to sing it to me at night for I went to bed. She died when
I was 10, but I think I 'member most a the words." She handled the bundle containing Jimmi to Adam. "Don' sing
too good, but Mr. Taggert seemed like a man who'd want you to sing anyways.

"Some glad morning when this life is over, I'll fly away. To my home on God's celestial shore, I'll fly away. I'll
fly away O Glory, I'll fly away. When I die, Hallelujah by and by, I'll fly away..."

Megan chimed in first, then the Colonel. "I'll fly away, O Glory, I'll fly away. When I die, Hallelujah by and by,
I'll fly away."

"Just a few more weary days and then, I'll fly away," Adam and Nicki took up the refrain, "to a land where joy will
never end, I'll fly away. I'll fly away O Glory, I'll fly away. When I die, Hallelujah by and by, I'll fly away."
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"I'll fly away O Glory, I'll fly away." And nobody was more amazed than Jim that he could still remember the
words from when he was a kid. "When I die, Hallelujah by and by, I'll fly away."

He looked at Blair, who was staring at him, open-mouthed. "I know. I didn't think I had it in me either."

Jim shook Colonel Macabbria's hand. "I want to thank you for everything you've done, helping with the burial,
looking for Cass. You didn't have to do any of it."

The Colonel chuckled. "The truth, Mr. Ellison, is that this is as close to normal was my life's been for nearly five
years. A man could get addicted to living up here where it's open."

Megan stepped forward and hugged him. "Thank you so much for bringing us up here. I honestly don't think I
would've survived if Joel had died in Cascade. Now," she glanced at the group gathered in the front yard, "at
least I'm with friends."

Blair shook his hand, and then pulled him into a hug. "Be safe, man. The monsters are still out there."

They stood and watched as he went into the half-track, closed the front ramp, and slowly swung it around in a
wide circle. Only when it finally disappeared over the hump in the road did Jim look at the rest of them. "Well, I
don't know about you people, but I'm starved. Deer steaks okay with everyone?" They nodded. He looked at
Blair. "Wanna help?"

"Lead on, Oh Great Sentinel of the Cascade Mountains." Blair was grinning as he followed Jim up onto the
porch. Behind then, there was the 'thunk' of a snowball hitting someone, then Nicki yelling, "I'll get ya for that,
ya jerk!" Jim turned, to find Megan, Adam, Nicki and Bryn engaged in an all-out snowball war. Shy was sitting
on the front porch steps, humming "I'll Fly Away" to the quilted bundle that was Jimmi.

He looked at Blair and smiled. "I think the tribe's gonna be just fine, Chief." Then he threw one arm around
Sandburg's neck, and together they went inside to get on with the business of living.

The end, for now...to be continued...
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 Seasonal Haiku - Jim
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Author's Notes: Haiku does not make a complete poem in our usual sense; it is a lightly sketched picture the
reader is expected to fill in from her own memories. In the most ancient form, almost every Haiku holds a season

key-word; often the name of the season itself, otherwise a seasonal reference easily understood.

 With You

With You - Lisa, Duncan's Twin

Jim emerged from sleep slowly, layer by layer, gradually stretching his senses out to test the waking world
around him. Everything was as it should be; Blair was by his side and was slowly waking up, moaning a bit,
flexing his toes, stretching his leg muscles, and then his back, as the stretch completely took over his body. Blair
sighed deeply.

Opening his eyes slightly, Jim watched Blair squinch back into the pillows, shift his shoulder into a more
comfortable position, and attempt to return to the haven of sleep. Jim rolled closer to his bedmate and kissed the
bare shoulder nearest his mouth. Blair mumbled a greeting but didn’t stir.

Rolling back over, Jim slid out of bed, trying not to disturb the covers any more than necessary. Grabbing a clean
pair of boxers from his dresser, Jim went downstairs and flipped the coffee pot on as he headed for the
bathroom.

A quick shower later, Jim slid his boxers up his still damp legs. The cotton stuck to his body, but it wasn’t
annoying. He studied his face in the mirror for a long minute, and then picked up his toothbrush.

Blair was pouring a mug of coffee when Jim came out of the bathroom, and he handed it to Jim before heading
into the bathroom for his own morning shower.

Jim heard the shower come on and Blair mumbling. Smiling, Jim took his mug over to the balcony doors and
opened them wide, letting in the early morning air.

It was a beautiful spring morning, with the sun shining brightly, burning off the last traces of the previous night’s
rain. It was humid, but not overly so. There was almost a surreal quality to the morning, the edges were hazy,
almost the way a hangover feels minus the headache. Fuzzy, Jim decided.

Blair was singing an obscure Phil Collins song in the shower, slightly off key and Jim smiled. Turning his
attention back to the morning outside his window, Jim heard the steady pounding of feet on concrete as a runner
passed in front of their building and turned the corner. He heard a bus stop to pick up passengers.
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In the distance he could see the marina, and the boat owners setting out early to cruise in the harbor or go further
out into the Pacific. There were fishermen setting up their rods and reels on the dock, laughing and greeting each
other. The morning shift at the coffee shop two blocks away was just turning the lights on.

The smell of freshly baked bread made his stomach rumble. Unconsciously, Jim scratched his belly as he inhaled
deeply, sorting out the various varieties of breads. The pumpernickel smelled wonderful, Jim thought, but he
lacked any real desire to go out and get any.

Sipping his coffee, Jim let the hot liquid swirl for a moment in his mouth before swallowing it. The flavored
coffees that Simon preferred were okay to smell, but when it came to drinking coffee, Jim would always choose
100% pure Columbian. Taking another sip, Jim separated the toothpaste from the coffee and enjoyed it even
more. He sighed.

He felt Blair’s breath on his bare skin before he felt Blair’s lips touch his shoulder blade. Blair’s arms wrapped
around him from behind, his fingers lying flat on Jim’s chest, still but intimate. The wet locks tickled his back as
Blair rested his head against Jim.

“You okay?” Blair said, his lips touching Jim’s skin.

“Crazy dream,” was all Jim said in response.

“Tell me.” It wasn’t a question or an order, it was softer. A request.

Jim turned in Blair’s arms and Blair tilted his face up until their lips met: soft, sure. Blair tasted like their
toothpaste, but with a hint of sleepiness. The fuzzy feeling Jim had felt earlier.

They curled up on the couch together, Jim between Blair’s legs, leaning back against his chest in deference to
Blair’s wet hair. Sharing the single mug of coffee, they didn’t speak. Jim trailed his fingers up and down Blair’s
legs, more an unconscious gesture than initiating sexual intimacy. He couldn’t stop touching Blair, but that was
okay, and in turn, Blair stroked Jim’s chest and shoulders, sharing the closeness and the quiet of the morning.

Sometime later, Jim went to refill the mug and they switched positions, Blair leaning against Jim now. Jim bent
his head to Blair’s neck, sniffing lightly, just inhaling Blair’s very essence. Blair relaxed against Jim,
unconcerned, and trusting that his Sentinel would talk when he was ready.

They snoozed a bit, drifting somewhere between awareness and oblivion. Peacefulness settled heavily into their
bones, and all the tenseness of their daily lives floated away for a brief time. Nothing outside the circle of the
moment existed. They slept.

Blair woke on his back, feeling Jim’s eyes on him. It was a familiar weight, something he’d grown used to and
coveted, being the object of Jim’s total attention. Soaking up the loving gaze, Blair stretched and opened his
eyes.

Jim was lying on his side, head propped up on a fist, eyes caressing Blair. Slowly Jim raised his other hand to
Blair’s face, and Blair closed his eyes again, awaiting the tender touch he knew would come next.

One of Jim’s fingers traced his hairline from one sideburn to the other, and then continued down his cheek, along
his jaw line and down his throat, over his Adam’s apple. Jim’s finger made the return journey, detouring over
Blair’s chin, across his parted lips, along the length of his nose, to his forehead. He slowly stroked over the silky
eyebrows, first one and then the other, and then the tender skin of Blair’s eyelids. Jim’s touch was butterfly
gentle, barely there, a ghost of a breath. Eventually Jim’s finger moved on, tracing Blair’s cheekbones, teasing
Blair’s lips with every pass. And then Blair’s lips became Jim’s total focus.

Switching to his thumb, Jim let the soft pad brush Blair’s even softer lips, slowly encouraging Blair’s mouth to
open under his ministrations. He slipped his thumb into the warm depths of Blair’s mouth and caressed the edge
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of Blair’s teeth, feeling the rough surface. His thumb slid down to the smooth gum line, and slowly slid from one
side to the other. Withdrawing his thumb, Jim waited until Blair opened his eyes before sliding it into his own
mouth, tasting Blair on his own skin.

Blair moaned softly.

Finally, Jim leaned down and kissed Blair deeply; letting his tongue trace the path his thumb had taken in Blair’s
mouth. Their tongues dueled, neither seeking to displace, only seeking more. Blair sucked Jim’s tongue strongly,
relaying his need, even as he felt Jim’s heat and hardness against his hip.

Reaching to grip himself, Blair met Jim’s hand on his cloth covered erection, and their hasty fingers fumbled as
they pulled at Blair’s boxers before finally freeing Blair’s cock. Their fingers twined together as they slowly
stroked up and down, heightening Blair’s pleasure as his arousal built bit by bit until he was clinging to the edge
of orgasm.

Blair felt Jim beside him, rocking his cock against Blair’s hip, the same slowly maddening rhythm driving Jim
along. As they hurtled toward a blinding orgasm, Jim licked Blair’s neck. At the last possible second before
coming, Jim bit down lightly, and Blair called out inarticulately, unable to actually form words, but coming and
coming on his and Jim’s combined hands, feeling Jim jerk and come against his hip.

They stayed close, breathing hard and fast, hands still together on Blair’s cock, come drying. In time, they
silently got up and headed to the shower. Jim’s smile was infectious and they grinned at each other like idiots, so
wholly happy and filled with deep joy, they couldn’t keep their hands to themselves.

The water turned cold long before they were ready to leave the shower, and they briskly dried each other off,
bestowing kisses along with laughter. They finally made it upstairs and into clothes, all the while touching, and
trying not to tempt themselves too much and end up back in bed before they filled their empty stomachs.

They made a simple, fast meal, sustenance only, and then they returned to their favorite positions on the couch,
sharing space and silence. The day faded, the sun set and they watched from their balcony, leaning against one
another. The boats returned to the marina, the fishermen went home, the bakery closed, the runner made a
nightly round.

As the city wound down for the night, Jim slowly turned and led Blair inside. They brushed their teeth side by
side, spit, and rinsed with the same cup. Jim made sure the doors were all locked while Blair got a glass of water
for their bedside table.

Jim followed Blair up the stairs and into bed. They curled together naturally, fingers linked, and drifted off to
sleep.
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***

Jim emerged slowly from sleep, shaking off the tendrils of a dream that he couldn’t quite remember, and awoke
rested and feeling alive with the possibilities of the day. Blair shifted, rolling to face him.

Unable to resist, Jim kissed Blair tenderly, letting his tongue slowly seduce Blair’s mouth open. Blair eased into
the kiss, returning the teasing strokes, twisting sensually in Jim’s arms, their bodies remembering, reawakening to
the choices.

Jim kissed Blair again, softly and whispered against his lips, “I wish...”

“For what?”

“One more day with you.”

They kissed again, and then got up to start their day.

The end.
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Inspired by
One More Day by Diamond Rio

Last night I had a crazy dream
A wish was granted just for me
It could be for anything
I didn't ask for money
Or a mansion in Malibu
I simply wished for one more day with you

One more day, one more time
One more sunset, maybe I'd be satisfied
But then again, I know what it would do
Leave me wishin' still for one more day with you
One more day

First thing I'd do is pray for time to crawl
I'd unplug the telephone
Keep the tv off
I'd hold you every second
And say a million "I love you's"
That's what I'd do with one more day with you

One more day, one more time
One more sunset, maybe I'd be satisfied
But then again, I know what it would do
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Leave me wishin' still for one more day
With you

 Spring Back

Spring Back - Melinda

God, I love the Spring! Blair Sandburg closed his eyes and filled his lungs with the crisp morning air. He was in
such a good mood. It was going to be a gorgeous Spring day in Cascade.

The young anthropologist chuckled to himself. He'd have to apologize to Jim. His partner had only been his usual
self in reminding Blair not to be late, even ensuring he had an alarm clock properly wound and set so he wouldn't
oversleep.

Blair knew Jim would understand it had been the stress that caused Blair to yell at him last night. He'd gotten
about six hours of sleep in the past three days. Jim had forbidden him to step foot in Major Crimes as he
struggled to once again juggle all the balls in his life. He'd even gotten Simon to approve time off for the newest
Detective in the unit. Blair had the sneaky suspicion Jim had traded some of his own time off in order to get a
break for Blair.

He'd had the best of intentions of not falling asleep at the library at Rainier. But he had fallen asleep, so very
grateful to have emailed the two chapters of his dissertation his Advisory Committee had demanded. His abrupt
change in subject matter from Sentinels to 'The Metropolitan Police: A Study of Tribal Societies Past Present and
Future' had really upset more than one member of the Committee.

Blair chuckled once more as he trotted across the campus towards the gym. The alarm clock had gone off on
schedule. Despite the lack of sleep and the fact Blair was not known to be an active "morning person", his eyes
had flown wide open at the first strident clang. By his calculations, he was ahead of schedule.

***

"Dammit, Simon! Where is he?"
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Simon Banks tried to be sympathetic. He'd been sympathetic for the past hour. He was starting to get tired of
being sympathetic. "I'm sure he'll be here, Jim." When he received a patented Jim Ellison glare (guaranteed to
nearly peel varnish from wood), he shrugged. "If you're so worried, just call him."

Jim Ellison uncomfortably shrugged. "I can't," he finally admitted. "Blair got really mad...and I mean really mad
when I kept..." He snapped his jaws shut.

"When you...what?" Simon gleefully prodded. "Went on and on about not being late today?" He threw Jim a
patented Simon Banks glare (guaranteed to nearly peel varnish from wood). He felt satisfied when Jim looked
away.

"Alright, maybe I did go overboard a little," the Sentinel admitted. He wearily rubbed the back of his neck. "He's
been really stressed trying to get everything caught up before we leave town. Work at the station, work at
school...did you know his Advisory Committee demanded...demanded to see two chapters before today? After
they'd repeatedly told him it could wait until next month!"

"I might have heard that," Simon calmly nodded. More than once. He poured some water into a glass and passed
it to his friend. "Drink this and settle down, Ellison."

Jim took a deep breath. "He spent the last week putting those two chapters together. He actually spent last night
at the University library getting it done. Said he'd shower and change at the gym there then meet us here." He
stared at the glass of water then set it aside.

"And he took an alarm clock so he'd wake up after falling asleep at the library...despite his best intentions,"
Simon added with a straight face.

"I saw him put it in his gym bag," Jim nodded. "One of those wind-up types with the clanging bell." He irritably
added, "Watched him wind it, too. That's what got him mad at me."

Simon waited a full ten seconds. "You did make sure he set the clock to reflect the time change."

"That's what precipitated the slamming of the door when he left the loft," Jim ruefully grinned.

Simon waited another full ten seconds. "You did make sure he set the clock ahead?"

Jim stared at his friend for a few moments then cursed under his breath.

Simon refrained from smiling as Jim fumbled for his cellphone. Seconds later, they heard Blair's cellphone
ringing...from inside one of the suitcases neatly stacked in the corner.

"Dammit, Blair!" Ellison roared.

***

Simon calmly walked through the crowd of people, smiling and softly apologizing for the delay. He spotted the
usual group of suspects from Major Crimes standing near the lavish buffet table and made his way across the
room to them.

"Anything wrong?" Joel asked once he saw Simon's expression.

"Ordinarily, I say not," Simon admitted. "But given Sandburg's propensity for attracting trouble..."

"Sandy's not here?" Megan anxiously asked.

"We think he didn't set his alarm correctly," Simon answered. He saw the smile Henri was trying hard to hide.
"Just to be on the safe side, I think somebody better drive over to library at Rainier and get Sandburg back here."
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He sighed when he saw his detectives glance at the magnificent buffet table. "Or you people could stay here to
ride herd on Ellison."

"We'll go." Rafe grabbed Henri's arm and began pulling him towards the door.

"He might be at the gym cleaning up," Simon quickly added.

***

"No...no...no..." Blair gently hit his head against the driver's side door of the Volvo. "I don't believe this." He
opened his eyes and peeked through the glass in the locked door.

Dangling from the ignition were his keys. His only set of keys.

"Okay. Don't panic. This is not a problem. You're ahead of schedule. Just leave the car. Take a bus. You have
plenty of time." Blair closed his eyes to take a deep breath.

"Blair?"

Startled, Blair jerked and spun around.

Rafe and Henri stood several feet away with identical confused expressions.

"You okay, man?" Henri gently asked.

"Yeah. Why?" Blair blurted.

The two detectives exchanged a quick look. "Because you were banging your head against the side of your car?"
Rafe guessed.

"Oh. That." Blair's shoulders slumped. "I locked my keys in the car. And I left my spare set at home. I wasn't
going to need them."

"Oh, man." Henri sympathetically squeezed Blair's shoulders. "Hey, it happens to all of us."

"Yeah," Rafe grinned. "You just had your mind on something else."

"What are you guys doing here?" Blair suddenly paled. "Oh, God. Something's happened to Jim?"

"Ellison's fine. Just worried about you." Rafe picked up the gymbag from next to the Volvo.

"Me? Why?" Blair looked from Rafe to Henri in confusion.

"What time is it, Hairboy?" Henri gently smiled.

Blair glanced at his watch. "8:52 am. I set it when I set the alarm clock." He paled when Rafe extended his arm
to show his own watch. "Oh, God. Oh no. Oh, God." He closed his eyes.

"Come on." Henri gently wrapped an arm around his shoulders. "It'll be okay."

***

Simon uneasily eyed the pacing Sentinel. Every second trip past the window, Jim glared outside as though
personally affronted that Rafe and Henri hadn't returned with his wayward Guide. "Jim, you need to calm
down," he finally suggested. "You know Sandburg's okay. You heard Rafe when he called."

Jim's head jerked in short silent acknowledgment. His fingers irritably jerked at the tie around his neck.

Seasons Collage

170



"It's an easy enough mistake," Simon added.

Jim's ice cold blue eyes flickered in Simon's direction before once again glaring out the window. He'd taken two
more turns around the room before he saw Henri's car turn into the parking lot. "About time," he muttered.

"Ellison!" Simon snapped. "I know you're upset with Sandburg. And I'd probably be just as upset." He ignored
the snort from the detective. "But you need to calm down before you take his head off." All he got was an
unreadable stare from Ellison before the man threw the door open and walked into the hallway.

Simon glanced out the window, wincing as Blair threw himself from the barely halted vehicle. Rafe and Henri
quickly jumped out of the car and followed.

Blair slid to a halt in front of the building. In the doorway stood Jim Ellison, arms folded across his chest. He
heard Henri mutter "oh shit". Rafe had the good sense to keep his mouth shut. The young anthropologist
nervously tucked a strand of hair behind his ear that had escaped the tie.

Henri patted Blair on the back before tugging at Rafe's arm. They quietly walked past Ellison and joined Simon
in the hallway.

"Are you sure we should..." Rafe began.

"You never struck me as suicidal, Rafe," Simon curtly interrupted. "I know I'm not."

Henri shivered slightly as he glanced over his shoulder. But he and his partner followed Simon down the hallway.

"Oh, man, I am so sorry!" Blair finally blurted. "I thought I had everything under control. I didn't even hit the
snooze button. I woke up so excited and ready for this day to start, you know?" He took a few steps closer to his
partner. "Jim? Jim, oh man, you gotta know this was just a huge screw-up, right? Right? I thought it was Fall
Ahead - Spring Back! So I set everything back an hour! You really didn't think I'd leave you stan...I'd never!
You gotta know that!" He finally stood in front of Jim. "Jim? I love you."

Jim Ellison stared into the deep blue eyes of his partner. "Only you, Sandburg," he finally murmured. He finally
released the grin he'd held back ever since the younger man had started babbling. "Only for you," he quietly
stressed.

Blair finally released all the oxygen he'd been holding in his lungs. He rested his forehead against Jim's broad
chest. "Oh, man...I am so sorry."

Jim wound his arms around Blair and hugged him close. "It's Spring Ahead - Fall Back, genius," he muttered.

"You did think I left you..." Blair muttered.

"No, I didn't," Jim shook his head. He waited as Blair quickly raised his head to stare into his eyes. "I've just
been...nervous. I wanted everything to be perfect. No glitches. No problems." He took a deep breath. "And then
your Advisory Committee pulled that nonsense about your dissertation. And we were both running around,
scrambling to get everything done."

"Hey, it's okay." Blair gently ran his hands down Jim's back.

"I could just see everything falling apart," Jim admitted. "I figured you'd gotten caught in another elevator." He
heard Blair's chuckle. "Or Kincaid had shown up again."

"Bite your tongue!" Blair hissed. Then he laughed. "I think Henri and Rafe were worried when they found me. I
was hitting my head against the side of the Volvo."

"What!?" Jim exclaimed.
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"I locked the keys in the car," Blair sheepishly admitted. "And I'd left my spare set at home."

"I'll ask Simon to grab the keys and get your car home," Jim assured him. "He's gonna pick up the mail and stuff
while we're away."

Blair shook his head and buried his face against Jim's chest. "I can't believe I did something so stupid."

Jim chuckled as he hugged Blair close to him. "Well, Naomi warned me when she got here that you had no
concept of time."

"Naomi? She's here?" Blair's head jerked up as he moved back a step. "Here!?"

Jim laughed. "Yeah, she got here right after Rafe called to say he and Henri were on their way back with you. I
was going to surprise you."

Blair half-ran into the building and down the hallway. Smiling, Jim closed the door and followed.

Blair carefully opened the door at the end of the hallway. Peeking through the two-inch opening, he moved his
head back and forth. Catching a glimpse of his mother's red hair, he quickly closed the door. "She came," he
happily murmured.

Jim quickly stepped back when Blair suddenly whirled around. Seeing the concerned look on the younger man's
face, he frowned. "Blair? I thought you were happy that she's here."

"Yeah. I am. I mean..." Blair ran a hand through his tousled curls. "Uh...she's okay with this, right? I mean, she's
not gonna stand up and..."

"Would it make a difference if she did?" Jim quietly asked.

Blair saw the vulnerability in the Sentinel's eyes. "No," he firmly answered. "I just don't want anything to screw
up this day." He flushed. "Well...anything else."

"She's okay with us," Jim assured her. "She just doesn't like you being tied even closer than ever to the cops."

Blair leaned against the wall. "I thought she'd gotten over that," he mumbled. "I mean...she was there when you
and Simon offered me a chance in Major Crimes."

"She...processed, Chief," Jim grinned as he leaned against the opposite wall. "And maybe she was feeling a little
guilty and didn't want to interfere with your choices."

Blair snorted. "Some way of not interfering. Threatening a major lawsuit against the University. And in my
name. Without telling me first."

Jim had to grin. Naomi Sandburg might have raised Blair in an unorthodox fashion. But when push came to
shove, she was his mother. And when someone or something threatened her son, she was as vicious a fighter as
any mother bear.

"I'm not gonna call her on it, Sandburg," the Sentinel confided. "She only pointed out that the University hadn't
followed proper procedure, and even Sid Graham agreed that he'd publicized your thesis against your express
orders. When balanced against a very large and potentially nasty lawsuit, the University decided it wasn't such a
big deal to let you back in for your Phd."

"I guess," Blair sighed. "Not that I'm complaining, mind you." He flashed his partner a sudden grin. "But Naomi
and I are going to have a long serious talk about how much interference she's allowed in our lives."

"I hear you," Jim grinned in return. He nodded towards the closed door. "You ready for this?"
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Blair automatically raised his hands to his hair. "I need to comb and tie this back." He saw something flicker in
Jim's eyes. "What?"

"Nothing," Jim answered with a quick smile.

"I'll be right back," Blair answered with a grin. He disappeared down the hall into a small bathroom.

Seconds later, the door to the inner room opened and Simon looked out. A scowl crossed his handsome features.
"Where's Sandburg now?" he quietly hissed.

"Last minute primping," Jim grinned. "We'll be right in."

With a muttered "Thank God", Simon quickly closed the door.

Jim took a few moments to calm his breathing. Everything was going to be okay. He was here. Blair was here.
Their friends and family were here. No deranged psychopathic meglomaniacs were going to disrupt or delay the
proceedings. Personally, he was still surprised that not only Naomi had shown up but that his own father and
brother were in attendance and seemingly happy for him.

"Jim?"

Deep in his own thoughts, the Sentinel hadn't heard Blair's soft footsteps. Startled, he looked up and felt his
knees go weak.

Blair had removed the hair tie and his curls fell gently to his shoulders. Perched on his nose were the glasses that
somehow never failed to increase Jim's heart rate.

Loose curls and glasses. Oh, God. I'll never make it through this. Jim took a deep breath. "You're beautiful, you
know."

Blair flushed. "I don't think so."

"I do." Jim easily moved away from the wall and towards his waiting partner. He hesitantly ran his hands down
Blair's cheeks then tangled his fingers into the soft curls. "You're beautiful." He gently kissed the tip of Blair's
nose. "You're smart." His lips moved to Blair's cheek. "You take such good care of me." His lips finally found
Blair's.

Whimpering into Jim's mouth, Blair slid his arms around Jim's neck. He felt himself slowly pushed against one
wall. Held securely in Jim's arms, Blair gave himself up to the luxurious sensual sensations coursing through his
body.

Finally giving in to the need to breathe, Jim pulled back. "You were right, Blair. We should have eloped."

"They would have killed us," Blair muttered. He took a deep breath and stepped away from the wall with a grin.
"But there's nothing that says we can't make this the fastest recitation of wedding vows in history, right?"

Jim cupped Blair's chin and stared down into the younger man's deep blue eyes. "We've already said them," he
murmured.

Blair took a deep breath. "You keep that up, and we'll never get this done."

A wicked grin crossed Jim's face.
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The End.

[ Feedback to Author ] | [Back to Story List]

Author's Acknowledgements: Thank you Mary for doing the quick and great beta job. Thank you to Lisa for
having me and Patt for inviting me to the party.

 Turn, Turn, Turn

Turn, Turn, Turn - Lyn

"To everything,
Turn, turn, turn
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There is a reason,
Turn, turn, turn
And a time for every purpose
Under Heaven"

It was a habit that he'd tried hard to break but one that occurred without any conscious thought. As soon as Jim
Ellison walked into the entrance of the apartment building, he would extend his hearing to the third floor, to
apartment 307, to be exact. The familiar sound of his guide's heartbeat would reassure him that all was right with
the world and especially, that all was right with Blair. That was the most important thing to him because Jim
loved Blair. Not just in a brotherly, protective kind of way but loved him passionately, desperately, secretly.

He'd become aware of his feelings when Blair had drowned in the Rainier University fountain at the hands of
another sentinel. It was when Jim had seen Blair's pale, lifeless body lying on the grass after he had dragged him
from the icy water that Jim understood the true meaning of love. It had shocked, stunned and thrilled him all in
the one moment. When Blair finally acceded to Jim's entreaties and took a shallow gasping breath that spewed
filthy water over them both, the sentinel finally saw what he had almost lost. Now he hugged that secret closely
to himself, vowing only that as long as he drew breath, Blair would be happy and safe. In order to do that, Jim's
love had to remain unrequited. Because Blair loved Phil.

Now, Jim contented himself with having Blair at his side, as his partner and guide, and as a consultant to the
Major Crimes Department. It was something, at least, to be able to hear Blair, feel, touch and smell him and, at
the same time, Jim knew it would never be enough. He shook his head at his morose thoughts and pushed the
front door open.

The object of Blair's affection started at the opening of the door and hurriedly shifted from his spot languishing
on Blair's lap, wiping hastily at his kiss-swollen lips as Jim slammed the door shut and, nodding brusquely to the
cuddling couple, headed straight for the fridge and liquid sustenance. He took a long swallow of the beer before
sighing with relief and turning back to regard the two men still seated on the couch.

"Hey, Chief. How was your day? Hi, Phil."

"Great, Jim. I'd forgotten what it was like to have a day off." Blair leaned toward a decidedly tense Phil and
wrapped his arms around his lover. "Phil and I have been deciding what to do for the holiday weekend."

Jim leaned back against the kitchen counter and took another swallow of his drink. "Oh, right. The weekend. I'd
forgotten."

Blair rolled his eyes. "Yes, the weekend. Simon said we could have all three days off seeing we wrapped up the
Mullins' case."

"The Mullins' case?" Phil broke in. "Wasn't that the one where the guy murdered male prostitutes?"

Blair nodded as he brushed a hand through Phil's cropped hair. "Yes, guy was a real maniac."

"I wish you'd find a safer job, sweetheart," Phil said. "I worry with you out there amongst all those crazy
people." He dropped a kiss to the tip of Blair's nose then stared at Jim as though daring him to do something
about it.

Jim shrugged and went back to his beer. Blair returned the kiss before answering. "I can look after myself and
I've got Jim to look out for me. Right, Jim?"

"Right. So, what did you decide on?"

"What?" Blair dragged his eyes away from the teacher's handsome face and looked blankly at Jim for a moment
before grinning widely. "Oh, right. The weekend. We're going white water rafting."
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Jim stiffened. "Are you nuts?" he asked, glaring at Phil. "With the winter rains we've had, there's bound to be
flooding. It's too dangerous. Don't you know what he's been through? Are you forgetting that he drowned a year
ago?" He advanced on the other man, his hands balling into fists.

Phil stood and stared Jim down, his own hands clenched, his jaw tightening at the detective's anger. "Of course I
know what he's been through. I was there to pick up the pieces. Both times," he answered angrily.

"He is here and can speak for himself," Blair interjected, positioning himself between the two larger men. He
sighed and crossed his arms on his chest as he regarded his partner. "Jim. It's been a year, almost to the day since
that happened." Blair closed his eyes and a shudder ran through him even as he spoke. "Phil and I have been
talking about this for a while now and I think he's right. If I don't face up to this fear soon, it's going to beat me. I
won't be any good to you as your back-up, if I'm scared every time we need to go near a pond or a lake or, God
forbid, a fountain." He reached a hand back and took hold of Phil's, squeezing it lightly, smiling as his lover
stepped forward and lightly kissed his cheek. "It's our first anniversary," he added.

Jim watched, a nerve twitching madly in his jaw. Finally, he waved a hand in defeat and turned abruptly, heading
for the stairs. "Fine. Go."

"I thought maybe...."

"What?" Jim stopped halfway up the stairs as he heard Phil make a muttered protest. Shamelessly, he turned up
his hearing.

“Blair? What are you doing? He hates my guts.”

“Shh. He'll hear you. Trust me on that.”

“Come on, Blair, sweetheart. I thought it was just going to be the two of us.”

“It'll be fun. You two can get to know each other better.”

Jim smiled a little before schooling his features into a look of bored disinterest. "What is it, Sandburg?"

"We, that is, Phil and I, thought that you might like to come with us."

Jim let Phil sweat a moment then shook his head and resumed his way upstairs. "No, thanks, Sandburg. I'm busy
this weekend."

"You are? Doing what?"

Jim let the pause go on for a little longer than necessary before he answered. "Simon asked me to go in and work
on another case that came in today."

"Oh. Maybe we'd better take a rain check on the weekend. You might need me."

"No need, Chief. Go. Enjoy. It'll mostly be interviewing witnesses and the like. I can't see us getting a break this
early."

"Are you sure?"

"Knock yourself out, Chief."

***

Blair moved slightly in the seat, trying to ease the cramps from his body. He stretched his arms overhead as far
as they would go in the confines of Phil's SUV and cracked a wide yawn.
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"Hey, sleepy head," Phil greeted from beside him. "I thought you were going to keep me company for the entire
trip."

"I'm sorry, babe," Blair replied. He turned the other way and curled himself up sideways watching his lover with
drowsy eyes. "I meant to stay awake, honest. I must have been more tired than I realized."

Phil reached out a hand to him, smiling as Blair captured it and raised it to his lips, anointing each finger with a
kiss, then licking slowly up the length of each one. "Ellison works you too damn hard, sweetheart," Phil went on.

"No, it's not Jim's fault," Blair protested as he kissed along the broad palm of Phil's hand. "He needs my help on
these cases. He can't predict when a crime's going to occur."

"I don't see why you need to be with him when he's out there, anyway. I mean, you're a consultant, not a cop."

"If I had a dime for the number of times I've been told that," Blair breathed around Phil's digits. He'd sucked the
forefinger into his mouth and savored it sensuously, smiling at Phil's obvious enjoyment as he felt his own cock
harden with desire.

"Why doesn't he have a regular partner?" Phil persisted. "What is it that you do for him anyway?"

Blair sighed and let the finger drop from his mouth. "It's complicated. I told you already I can't explain it. I just
really need to be there for him."

There was a long silence as Phil concentrated on steering the car around a couple of tight bends in the mountain
road. Then he spoke softly. "Are you in love with him, Blair?"

Blair stiffened in response. "No, of course not," he objected, just a little too strenuously. He softened his voice
and reached to stroke down Phil's cheek. " I love you."

Phil glanced over and smiled at him. "I think he's in love with you."

Blair snorted in derision. "Are you kidding? Detective Macho Ellison? No way, man. Wouldn't matter anyway,"
he said softly, turning to look out the window. "I'm with you now."

Blair contented himself with resting one slender hand on Phil's thigh and gazing out at the passing scenery for the
rest of the trip to the Skagit River. He thought about Phil's comments, wondering if the other man was just
jealous of the time he spent with Jim or if he actually saw the signs that Blair tried so hard to conceal. Initially,
Phil had sworn that he understood Blair's need to work closely with Jim. Just as quickly, Blair had vowed that his
work with the detective would not affect his relationship with Phil. Lately though, Phil had become more vocal
in his complaints, more demanding of Blair's time and attention.

Blair berated himself silently for lying to his lover. He was in love with Jim Ellison. He had been almost from the
first time he'd laid eyes on him in the hospital. He'd felt a shudder of relief when Jim had come to see him at the
university and agreed to let Blair help him with his senses. It wasn't just because he could finally begin work on
the final part of his thesis. There was something more compelling that drew him to the sentinel, had kept him
returning even when Jim had thrown him out of his home, leaving him at the mercy of Alex Barnes.

He'd turned initially to Phil when he'd recovered from the drowning, drawing strength from the handsome
teacher's obvious devotion to him. Phil had begged him to move in with him after the mess that had been Blair's
long-awaited dissertation. Once again, Jim and Blair's friendship had fractured under the weight of mistrust and
perceived betrayal. At the end of the whole sordid affair, Blair had returned to the loft and taken the job offered
him by the Cascade PD as a special consultant to the Major Crimes department. He knew now that Jim could
never love him in any way other than as a brother and so he had given his love to Phil, promising solemnly that
Phil would never know the truth and that he would never hurt the man whose love he did not deserve. Blair
closed off his heart and set about convincing Phil that he was the only one he needed to make him whole.
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Now though, Blair knew that Phil was no longer content with their easy-going relationship. Phil wanted them
both to take the final step and commit to each other, not in marriage, Blair had always thought that idea kind of
cheesy and melodramatic, but a merging of souls and vows to be faithful to one another. Blair understood Phil's
need. Having Jim Ellison as a silent third partner in the relationship was enough for him to doubt Blair's true
feelings toward him. Blair knew though that it was wrong of him to continue living a lie. It was time to release
Phil so that he could get on with his life and hopefully, find the love he deserved. Not yet, though, Blair decided.
He knew he was simply postponing the inevitable but he told himself that he would know when the time was
right. It just wasn't now.

"Hey, dreamer. We're here." Phil's voice startled Blair from his thoughts and he turned and flashed a wide smile
at his lover. Leaning over, Blair pressed his lips to Phil's, sighing as Phil returned the pressure and a hot tongue
slid into his mouth. He fisted his hands in Phil's cropped hair and pulled him closer, deepening the kiss. Finally,
he pulled away and planted a chaste kiss on Phil's cheek.

"This is going to be the best weekend ever." Phil promised fervently. "You'll see."

***

Captain Simon Banks stood with his hands on his hips and scowled at his best detective. "What the hell
happened, Ellison? I thought you said you had Bascombe's position pinned down."

Jim turned to look at him, his arms going wide in puzzled confusion. "I did, sir. I could have sworn I zeroed in on
his heartbeat in this alley." He closed his eyes and rubbed at the bridge of his nose. "I don't know what
happened," he sighed. "I got almost here and my senses just faded out on me. By the time, I knew what was
happening, he was gone."

Simon nodded and turned to Detective's Rafe and Brown as they ran up to him. "All right. Rafe, Brown, search
this entire area. Do a door-knock, too. Find out if anyone saw him."

The two men nodded and ran off. The captain watched them go, then pulled a cigar from his breast pocket and
walked over to Jim. "Any idea why your senses would just go out on you like that, Jim?"

Jim merely shook his head so Simon continued. "Where's Sandburg?"

Jim stared at him mutely for a moment before answering. "Um...he's gone away for the weekend. To the Skagit
River. With Phil."

"You two have an argument?"

"No, sir. I just didn't think I'd need him on this. I didn't expect us to nail Bascombe for the murder this fast."

Simon studied the detective for a moment then nodded. "Go give Rafe and Brown a hand." He reached a hand
out and rested it on Jim's arm before he could move. "If you need to talk...about anything, you know where I
am."

Jim nodded, a small sad smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. "Thanks, Simon. I appreciate it."

***

Blair looked down uneasily at the river that raced below where he stood and then gave his lover an uneasy
frown. "Are you sure this is safe?"

"Of course it's safe," Phil assured him, grinning as he finished buckling his helmet into place.

"If it's so safe, why all the safety equipment?" Blair grumbled; trying to keep his eyes averted from the rapid flow
of the water.
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"Just a precaution," Phil said. He came over to stand behind Blair and wrapped his arms about him, nuzzling at
his neck. "You've got to get past this phobia, sweetheart, if we're going to live our lives together. There's so much
I want to show you, to teach you."

"Phil, look, there's something I need to talk to you about," Blair began.

"Me, too," Phil replied. "We'll talk tonight. We've got all weekend to talk. And tonight, when we get back, I've
got a reward for my brave lover."

"You do?"

"Mm-hmm."

Blair turned around within Phil's arms so that he could look him in the eye. "What?"

"Uh-uh," Phil answered catching Blair's hand and leading him toward the large raft that was moored nearby. "It's
a surprise and one you have to earn."

Blair drew in a deep shuddering breath and let Phil steer him toward the river's edge. "All right. You're the boss."

"Damn right."

Joe Thomson eyed the two men a little skeptically as they stepped into the raft. "You sure you're both up to
this?" he asked, noting Blair's pale features.

"I've done this hundreds of times," Phil assured him.

"Doesn't look like he has," Joe said, indicating Blair as the anthropologist sat shakily and gripped the sides of the
raft tightly.

Phil shook his head. "He'll be fine."

"The water's running pretty fast and deep," Joe continued. "River's swollen from the last rains."

Phil waved away his concerns and pushed off. "We'll be fine."

***

Blair looked up and grinned at Phil as he trailed his hand through the cooling waters of the river. He raked his
gaze over the landscape gliding by them then looked further up to the mountains stretching above them and gave
a deep sigh of contentment. "This is beautiful," he stated happily, smiling at Phil who sat at the front of the raft.

"You like this, sweetheart?" Phil grinned back at his lover. At Blair's contented nod, he laughed aloud. "Get
ready to hang on, babe. You're just about to take the ride of your life."

Blair's eyes widened at the comment and he sat back in his seat, reaching automatically for the paddles. "Just tell
me what to do, all right?” he demanded breathlessly. His heart pounded in his chest and he was sure he would
pass out from the fear.

Phil leaned forward from his perch and reached for one hand, squeezing it lightly. "It's going to be fine."

Blair nodded shakily and then his heart leapt into his chest as the raft skipped down the first sharp incline then
bolted ahead through the white water. He tried to concentrate on Phil's shouted commands to push away from
the rocks over the roar of the water. His shoulders began to ache from the exertion and his eyes stung from the
sweat that dripped relentlessly into them. Seeing a large rocky outcrop loom up to the side of him, Blair swung
out with the paddle and pushed hard, crying out from the sheer power that it took to turn the raft back into the
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rushing water. Hearing Phil call his name, Blair looked up quickly to give his lover a confident smile and froze in
fear.

Ahead of them, a huge piece of tree had been torn from an overhang and now they hurtled toward it at
breakneck speed. Blair called a warning out to Phil who tracked his lover's frantic eyes and turned in his seat just
as they were almost upon the monstrous branch. Blair struck out again, trying desperately to find purchase
against something that would enable him to change their course. He felt the edge of the raft tip up against the lip
of a rock and watched helplessly as the craft flipped up and over, throwing Phil directly into the path of the tree.

Blair felt himself tossed into the air and he flailed his arms wide, seeking purchase on rocks as he landed belly
down in the water. Pain and cold shot through his entire body and he gasped an involuntary shriek, choking on
the cold water that rushed into his mouth and lungs. He snaked a hand out and grabbed hold of a ragged edge of
rock, gritting his teeth as he felt it bite into his fingers. Ignoring the pain, he curled his fingers tightly about the
small haven he had found and tried to ride the waves that slammed against him.

"Phil!" Choking on the water that filled his mouth, he screamed out his lover's name. He continued to call out,
his bleeding hands locked around the small rocks, his broken body smashing intermittently into the granite until
the bitter cold stole his voice and coherent thought from him.

"Jim!" With a final angry cry to his sentinel, Blair surrendered himself to the depths of despair as his cries to his
lover went unanswered. Finally, his frozen hands gave up their grip and he slid off the rocks, sinking silently into
the icy water. He wasn't sure how long he drifted in blessed peace before sounds of shouting voices and
splashing water roused him.

A strong hand grasped at his arm just as he went under for the second time and he screamed in agony as broken
bones ground together. The cry caused more water to rush down his throat and he fought to take in a breath of
air.

"Hey, Dave!" A voice sounded close to his ear and he looked up into the weathered face of a middle-aged man.
"We got us a live one."

Blair felt himself hauled upward and then his belly burned as he was dragged over the jagged rocks edging the
river. He was lowered face down to the cold earth and immediately began to shiver violently, the action causing
his injuries to protest violently. Suddenly, a warm thick weight engulfed him and a strong arm encircled his
heaving shoulders, pushing him over onto his back, then lifting him up to lean against a broad chest as he retched
the water from his lungs. Finally, he gained a respite in the hacking and lay, panting heavily, feeling the pain of
his injuries resurface in the lull.

"Easy does it, buddy. You're going to be fine." The voice was roughened but warm and caring and Blair choked
back a sob.

"Jim?" he whispered.

"Is that your friend?" the man asked. "The one who was with you?"

At the words, Blair surged up against the constraining hold. His body was instantly swamped in a maelstrom of
agony and he collapsed back against the supportive chest with a moan.

"They haven't found him yet. They're still looking."

Blair shook his head wearily, his eyes filling with tears. "His name is Phil." His mind was suddenly filled with
clarity and he reached a bleeding hand up to clutch at the other man's shirt, wincing at the pain it caused. "You
have to get Jim. My partner, Jim Ellison. He'll find him."
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***

"Jim!"

Jim's head shot up abruptly from where it had begun to droop onto the file in front of him. Looking around, he
could see that the bullpen was empty. He knew that Simon was still in his office so he dragged himself up from
the desk and walked over to knock at the door. He entered at Simon's brusque invitation.

"Did you call me, sir?"

"No, I didn't." Simon didn't look up from his paperwork. "It's late, Jim. Why don't you head on home? Get some
sleep."

Jim sighed and slumped into a chair opposite his captain and friend. "To be honest with you, Simon, I don't think
I could sleep if I went home, no matter how tired I am."

Simon looked at him. "Sandburg?"

Jim nodded silently and the captain stood and went to his coffeepot, pouring them both a cup. He held one out to
Jim; "It's straight coffee."

Jim nodded his thanks and accepted the steaming mug. He waited until Simon sat again before he spoke. "I've
had these feelings for Blair for some time, Simon; I know I can't act on them, he's with someone else and he's
happy and that's all I ever wanted for him. Problem is, I can't stop them, either." He took a sip of the coffee and
set the cup down on the desk. "I'm going to ask him to move out."

"You're what?" Simon exploded. "Jesus, Jim, isn't that what started this mess in the first place?"

"No, sir. Alex started this mess," Jim objected. "She came into my territory, tried to take and then kill what was
mine, my guide...." He voice trailed off as he saw the incredulous look on Simon's face. "Sorry, Simon. It's kind
of a..."

"Sentinel thing," Simon finished for him. "I told you already, Jim. It's too much information." He sat back and
regarded his friend sadly. "So, is there anything I can do to help?"

Jim shook his head. "Not unless you want to arrest Phil Murray on some trumped up charge, lock him up and
throw away the key. No, sir." He smiled tiredly. "And I'm only half-joking." He stood up and turned toward the
door. "I'm going to go finish typing up the witness interviews to the Bascombe thing. Do you want to join me for
a late supper after that?"
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"I should be done here in a half-hour," Simon answered agreeably. "Let me know when you're ready to leave."

Jim began to walk out the door but Simon stayed him with his hand as his office phone rang. The captain's face
grew lined with worry as he took the call, his eyes never leaving Jim. Hanging up the phone, he indicated the
chair. "Sit down for a minute, Jim."

Jim remained standing. "What is it, Simon? What's happened?"

Simon sighed. "That was Search and Rescue. They've been called down to the Skagit River, just out of Rockport.
There's been a rafting accident. One man injured, one still missing."

“Oh God," Jim breathed. "Blair. I heard him calling me."

"The man who's been rescued has been asking them to call you." Jim was already out the door before Simon
finished speaking. "They're holding the chopper for you."

***

Jim exited the chopper into the darkness of night and ran toward the circle of tents at the periphery of the
landing area. He flashed his ID at a police officer standing guard and then lifted the flap and stepped into the
nearest tent. Blair struggled to his feet from a stretcher the moment Jim entered, pushing away the hands that
reached to support his trembling frame.

"Jim?" The anthropologist's voice was hoarse and Jim felt a tremor of relief run through him at the sound. Blair
staggered toward him, burrowing quickly into the sanctuary of Jim's embrace as the detective held out his arms.
He raised a white face to look at Jim. "They can't find him. I told them that you could."

Jim nodded and hugged the smaller man closer to him, feeling the shivers that shook Blair's slight frame. The
anthropologist was a battered mess. One arm was secured tightly across his chest and he sported numerous
bruises and cuts over his face and neck. A large gauze square was taped above a blackened, swollen eye, the
white stained red with still oozing blood. He held a blanket awkwardly around his shoulders with one hand and
still wore his wet jeans and sweater.

Jim looked over Blair's head at the paramedics who were packing up their gear. "Why isn't he in the hospital?" he
demanded angrily. He felt Blair slump against him and led the other man quickly back to the stretcher and
pushed him down to sit.

One of the paramedics, a short, dark-haired woman, shook her head. "He's refused all but basic first-aid. He said
he wanted to wait until you came and until...they find the body."

"He's not dead!" Blair retorted hotly. He surged up from the bed but Jim pressed him back with a forceful hand
and sank down beside him, gathering the distraught man to him as Blair dissolved into sobs. "He's not dead,"
Blair whispered again brokenly.

Jim pressed a kiss to the top of Blair's head. "It's all right, sweetheart," he soothed. "I'm here now. I'll take care of
everything."

A half-hour later, Jim had Blair stripped out of his wet clothes and dressed in a pair of borrowed sweats plus a
parka he had purloined from a sympathetic Search and Rescue officer. When he suggested to Blair, though, that
he rest while he looked around outside, he was met with a storm of resistance.

"Let me come with you," Blair begged. "I can show you where he went into the water."

Jim shook his head. "You're hurt, Chief. You're almost out on your feet. Stay here and rest. I'll be back as soon as
I check things out. I need to talk to whoever's in charge of the search anyway."
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Blair shook his head stubbornly. "I heard them saying they're calling off the search until morning. Phil won't be
able to survive in the water that long. It's cold out tonight. You could find him. With my help, you can find him
before it's too late."

Jim sighed then nodded. "All right. We'll take a look around but if you start feeling bad, you tell me, right away.
Understand?"

Blair nodded. "I'll be all right. He has to be okay, Jim. I have to tell him I'm sorry."

Jim cupped Blair's chin in his large hand. "Sorry for what?" he asked. "Did you two have a fight?"

Blair pulled away from his grasp and shook his head. "No. No fight."

"Okay," Jim conceded when it was obvious that Blair was not going to be more forthcoming. He secured the
parka more tightly around Blair's body, being careful of the splinted arm and then jammed a wool cap over the
younger man's curls. "Let's go."

The wind bit into them as they exited the tent and Jim dialed down his sense of touch. He looped an arm about
Blair's shoulders as they moved slowly toward the river's edge. Blair placed his uninjured hand in the small of
Jim's back, slipping unconsciously into guide mode, despite his grief and pain.

"Concentrate on pushing past the extraneous noises, Jim," Blair advised. "See if you can find a heartbeat out in
that direction." He nodded toward the river, its calm water here belying the life and death struggle that had
occurred a few miles upstream.

Jim extended his hearing, focusing first on Blair's heartbeat close and alive beside him, then sending it outward,
pushing past the torrent of the river, discarding the sounds of forest creatures and insects. Finally, he sighed and
shook his head. "I'm sorry, Chief. I'm not getting anything."

He saw Blair swallow hard then the anthropologist's hand patted Jim's back. "That's all right. Let's try sight."

They pushed on, walking slowly along the river's edge with Jim alternating extending his sight and hearing until
the headache that had begun at the start of the search grew in crescendo and began to overwhelm him. He
stopped finally and leaned forward slightly, massaging his temples with his fingers. "I'm sorry, Chief. I don't think
we're going to find anything tonight."

Blair leaned toward him, one hand stroking solicitously across his shoulders. "You all right?"

Jim nodded. "Just a headache." He looked at Blair's pale face, taking in the lines of pain that tightened the young
man's features. "Sorry, Blair. You look exhausted. Time to call it a night."

"Jim, please. I know we're close to where he is. Just a little longer," Blair begged, his fingers unconsciously
digging into Jim's shoulder.

Jim straightened up and grasped Blair's hand in his, squeezing gently. "Okay, one more sweep then I'm taking
you back to the hospital in Cascade."

Blair nodded his agreement and turned back immediately to face the water. "Okay, dial up your sight again. Let's
try the reverse of what you've done before. Try to piggyback your hearing onto your sight. Find something, a
point of reference and home in on it."

Jim saw the body immediately and instantly wondered how he could have missed it before. Phil lay caught up
amid the branches of a large tree, which looked at first sight to be part of the natural landscape. The sentinel
extended his hearing and closed his eyes in sadness at the sight and lack of sound that greeted him.

Blair's lover was dead; one side of his head crushed by what must have been a massive blow. Blair picked up on
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the stillness of Jim's body, a sign he'd come to recognize early in his work with the sentinel.

"Jim? What is it? Don't zone on me, please. Not out here."

Jim turned away from the terrible sight and pulled Blair into a tight embrace, his hands stilling Blair's head as he
fought to pull away and look. "Oh, Blair. I'm so sorry, sweetheart."

***

Jim looked over at where Blair sat on the gurney in the examination room at Cascade General Hospital's
Emergency Room. The other man sat quietly, his knees drawn up to his chest, his good arm wrapped around
himself in an attempt to ward off the chill of the air. He was dressed only in a thin hospital gown as they waited
for the X-ray results on his fractured arm and he shivered intermittently.

He had not spoken a word to either Jim or anyone else since Phil's body had been discovered. Immediately after
the two men had signaled that they had found the body, he had collapsed soundlessly to the ground. Jim had
gathered the unresponsive man in his arms and carried him back to the chopper, not bothering to wait for the
paramedics or a stretcher. He knew Blair was suffering from exhaustion and shock, both from his injuries and
from the trauma of the day and he knew the sooner he got him to hospital the better.

Blair's head wound had been sutured, his numerous cuts and abrasions cleaned and disinfected and now they
waited. The doctor had said Blair could be released as soon as a cast was applied to his arm. Jim had asked Blair
if he wanted to go back to the loft and the young man had merely shrugged, then nodded his head.

Both men looked up as the door to the room swung open, but instead of the doctor, a young nurse stood there,
her demeanor nervous and unsure. "Mr. Sandburg?"

Blair raised his good hand. "That would be me," he said, his voice sounding hoarse from the coughing attacks
that still assaulted him from time to time.

The nurse stepped forward and held out a large paper bag. "The doctor asked me to give you this. It's Mr.
Murray's personal effects."

Jim could see Blair's eyes fill with tears at the words as the anthropologist nodded silently. The nurse stood
holding the bag a moment longer then said awkwardly, "I could leave them at the desk, if you'd rather, for his
family to pick up."

Jim stood and stepped forward. "I'm Detective Ellison," he said. "Why don't you leave them with me. I'll make
sure they get to the right people."

The woman looked relieved as she handed over the bag then she turned and smiled at Blair, touching him gently
on the shoulder. "Doctor Edwards said to tell you he'll be here in about 5 minutes to cast your arm."

Blair nodded his head against his drawn-up knees but did not answer or look up. "Thanks," Jim offered, "for
everything."

The nurse smiled at him and left the room quickly. Jim turned back to his chair but Blair's hand on his arm
stopped him. "What is it?" Jim asked the other man. "Do you need something?"

Blair looked at him now, unshed tears glistening in his eyes. "In the bag," he whispered hoarsely.

Jim hoisted the paper sack and held it toward Blair. "In this bag?"

Blair nodded. "There's a small box in there," he went on. "The kind you get at a jewelry store."

Jim's mouth went suddenly dry but he opened the top of the sack and looked inside. Nestled amongst a wallet
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and pieces of paper, small change and a heavy silver chain that Jim recognized as belonging to Phil, was a small
velvet box. He pulled it out and handed it to Blair. So, this was it, Jim thought sadly. Blair had proposed to Phil,
he really had loved him all along. Even with Phil gone, Jim knew he could never tell Blair his secret.

Blair brushed his fingertips gently over the rich red velvet and then opened the box. He let out a small gasp that
had Jim instantly at his side, then he looked up at the detective, his tears now running freely down his cheeks.
"Oh God, Jim," he said. "It's beautiful." And indeed it was, Jim thought. The gold band looked simple enough but
a closer look revealed two thin gold bands, one of gold and the other of white gold, entwined around each other,
the pattern reminiscent of a puzzle ring. Three small diamonds sat at the top where the strands interlocked. "Phil
didn't know I knew about this," Blair continued. "I found the receipt in his pants when I was doing some laundry.
I didn't know what it was for, but I kind of figured. I didn't let on that I knew because I knew he wanted to
surprise me."

Jim sat down on the edge of the gurney, smiling as Blair scooted over to make room. "You said earlier that you
needed to tell Phil that you were sorry but that you hadn't had a fight. What did you mean?"

Blair continued to caress the ring as he spoke. "I knew Phil wanted me to move in with him and make a
commitment to a life together. I was going to tell him tomorrow night that I couldn't do it."

"Why not? I thought you loved him."

"I did. I do," Blair answered. "Just not the way he loved me. It wouldn't have been fair to him to let him commit
his life to a relationship when I was living a lie."

"Is there someone else?" Jim asked.

Blair looked up at him and smiled sadly. "There has been someone else for the past four years but I didn't think
he loved me, at least not that way. I wasn't going to say anything, Jim, unless you told me first. And I didn't think
that would ever happen."

Jim reached out and grasped Blair's good hand. "What made you change your mind?"

"Tonight, at the river, you called me sweetheart," Blair said. "Twice. I figured that was a fair indication of your
feelings."

"I don't know when my feelings for you changed, Blair," Jim said. "One day, it just seemed to be. I sometimes
think, that day at the fountain after Incacha spoke to me, that something happened. By the time we got back
from Mexico and you'd recovered, you were seeing Phil. I couldn't say anything then. I knew you were gay, I
just didn't think you saw me as anything more than your partner and roommate."

"I did love Phil, you know," Blair said, his eyes welling with tears again as he placed the ring carefully back in
the box. "But I loved him for the wrong reasons. Because of how he loved me, I was...grateful to him for filling
the void, but I knew it would be wrong to keep pretending."

Though he already knew the answer, Jim asked the question. "What would you have done if this hadn't
happened? If you'd had the chance to tell Phil the truth?"

Blair shrugged and kissed Jim's hand. "I was going to leave. I think you know that it would have been the only
way to handle things."

Jim leaned forward and pressed a kiss to the top of Blair's head. "I don't think I could have let you leave. I think
it would have been the one thing that would have allowed me to confess my feelings for you. I'm so very sorry
this happened but I'm glad you didn't go."

"I understand," Blair whispered.
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They both started as the door opened again to admit the doctor and nurse. Jim agreed to wait outside while
Blair's arm was set and encased in plaster, his relief at Blair's revelation and recovery evident in his eyes.

***

"I just don't believe this shit."

Blair's voice echoed up to the upstairs bedroom and Jim looked over the railing in surprise. "Blair? What's
wrong?"

"Phil's parents, that's what's wrong," Blair answered. He lowered himself onto the couch gingerly, his injuries still
making him stiff and sore, and began to pick at the edge of his cast.

Jim padded quickly down the stairs and sat beside him, pulling the fidgeting hand into his. "Stop that. Now,
what's this about Phil's parents?"

Blair took a deep breath and closed his eyes for a moment then he looked at Jim, sorrow evident on his face.
"The phone call was from Phil's sister, Karen. She's very sorry but Phil's parents would prefer I didn't come to the
funeral. It seems not many of his family knew he was gay and they don't think it would look good to have his
male lover there." Blair's voice broke and a tear trickled down his cheek.

"I'm sorry, sweetheart," Jim said sincerely. He reached out and engulfed Blair in his arms, allowing the other man
to grieve again.

Blair's tears stopped finally and he lifted his face to Jim's. "Thank you for being here," he said. "For not asking
anything of me until I'm ready."

"I'll wait for as long as you need," Jim answered. "Forever, if necessary. I love you."

"I love you too." Blair's lips pressed against Jim's and his hands reached up to cup the back of Jim's head. The
younger man opened his mouth, pushing his tongue into the blissful heat of Jim's mouth. Jim groaned and fisted
his hands in Blair's soft curls, using his body to push Blair back against the cushions. He released one hand to
stroke across Blair's chest, slipping his fingers under the shirt to ghost across the short hair on Blair's chest until
he found a hard nub.

Blair arched up at the touch, sighing as Jim's mouth left his to travel downward, one sure hand unbuttoning his
shirt and then pushing the fabric apart to reveal Blair's broad furred chest. Jim bent his head and licked at a
nipple, smiling as Blair sighed with pleasure and cupped his head, steering it where he wanted it to be. Jim took
the peaked nub into his mouth and sucked it gently, his other hand stroking and tweaking its twin to hardness.
Then he allowed his hand to move lower. He rested his fingers on the button of Blair's jeans then looked up at
Blair, seeking permission.

Blair nodded and smiled. "Yes, Jim, please."

It only took a moment for Jim to release Blair's straining cock from its denim prison and he licked the head
tentatively. Enjoying the moans he heard from Blair, Jim placed his hands on Blair's writhing hips and took the
shaft into his mouth. Blair bucked up and Jim pushed down, holding his lover still as he sucked and licked his
way up and down Blair's cock.

Blair's good hand found its way to Jim's chest and he pushed the other man away. Jim looked up, surprised at the
action. "Blair?"

"Get undressed, Jim," Blair ordered, his voice sounding strained. "I want to touch you."

Jim obeyed with alacrity and shuddered as he stood naked before his lover, Blair's hand trailing gently down his
body from chest to cock. Blair traced a finger along Jim's erection then cupped his balls in his hand. "Beautiful,"
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he whispered. He looked at Jim and smiled. "You look exactly as I imagined you would."

Jim reached out and pulled Blair up from the couch. "My room," he said. "It's a lot more comfortable."

Blair nodded and allowed himself to be led up the stairs and then pressed back onto Jim's bed. Jim lay down next
to Blair and lowered his head for another kiss as his hands resumed their slow journey of discovery down Blair's
body. He snaked a hand between Blair's legs and pushed against the younger man's thighs, encouraging Blair to
open his legs and allow him access. Blair complied with a soft sigh and drew his knees up. Jim drew a gentle
finger down Blair's perineum and then stroked softly across the pucker at the center. Blair moaned and pushed
down into the touch, so Jim did it again, this time moving his other hand down to pump Blair's already drooling
cock.

Moving closer, he enclosed his fist around both their cocks and began to stroke steadily while his other hand
continued to ghost across Blair's hole, occasionally allowing his finger to steal just inside the tight ring of muscle.
Soon, Blair was thrusting up against his fist, his own hand coming down to encircle Jim's, then pushing back onto
the finger in his ass. Jim's actions became faster and harder as he felt his own orgasm approach and then Blair
was coming, his semen spurting hotly over their combined fists, mixing a few strokes later with Jim's, as the
sentinel cried out Blair's name.

Jim laid his head down on Blair's heaving chest and stroked a hand down his lover's face. "Thank you," he said,
his voice slightly muffled. "I hope you were okay with that. You didn't feel pressured into this, did you? I don't
want to hurt you."

Blair stilled Jim's words with a finger to his lips, then pulled the other man up to lay beside him. "I wanted it as
much as you did. This may not be great timing, Jim, but I love you and I always will."

Jim pressed a kiss to Blair's forehead. "Ditto," he said.

EPILOGUE:

Blair watched as the last car departed, then looked at his lover and smiled. "I won't be long," he said, squeezing
Jim's hand.

"Are you sure you don't want me to come with you?" Jim asked. He knew that Blair was still recovering from the
accident, both physically and emotionally.

"I'm sure." Blair nodded. He reached for the door handle and opened the car door, his movements still awkward
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with his broken arm. "I won't be long but I need to do this. I still have to explain to Phil why I couldn't have said
yes to him and to tell him that I did love him, in my own way."

"I understand," Jim assured him. He watched Blair clamber down from the Ford and disappear through the
ornate gates of the cemetery. His elation at knowing Blair loved him was tempered by sadness that their
relationship had been made possible because someone, who had loved Blair as much as he did, had died. He
realized too, that if Phil had lived they would both have lost Blair, and with that thought, the words to an old
song came to mind.

"To everything, there is a reason and a time for every purpose, under heaven."

The End
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 The Scent of Frost

The Scent of Frost - NovaD

Blair hadn't counted on the cold. He wracked his brain trying to figure out why he couldn't recall this cold that rea
through his skin and wrapped around his bones with tendrils made of steel. It occurred to him as he looked out at 
downpour du jour that he had never visited Rainier University in the winter. Since he did know that snow was not
common save for the mountains, somehow, he assumed that the weather was the same as San Francisco.

The professor smiled at the thought of San Francisco. He had not thought that life with Jim Ellison could get bette
two weeks they spent in that remote cabin on Mount Cascade after their first case was solved. Not only had they 
particularly heinous serial murderer, they had found in each other Sentinel and Guide and soul mates.

Blair had spent his days at Sheriff Ellison's side as they waited for the county to send a replacement. They toured 
mountains while Blair used the exercises that he could recall from his Sentinel studies to test Jim's abilities and be
control them. Most of the time, they were alone. The bond that Blair had felt immediately with Jim deepened and 
stronger during that time. The new Guide didn't think he would ever forget the wonderfully rustic Thanksgiving th
the mountain. He had never worked harder on a single meal in his life, but it all tasted wonderful. He didn't think h
forget the sex under the kitchen table any time soon either. The splinter wounds had only recently healed.

Things were so good between them that Blair had worried that all their closeness would evaporate once they left t
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mountains. But Jim Ellison continued to surprise him. The quiet cop had loved San Francisco. He tolerated the tin
apartment in the raucous building with wry amusement. He had endless patience with Blair's neighbors and collea
of whom could appreciate the concept of privacy. Since he was suffering from culture shock in returning to such c
after weeks of peace and quiet, Blair couldn't help wondering how Jim was tolerating everything with such appare
asked one night as they lay plastered all over each other in the narrow bed.

Blair felt Jim shrug against him in the dark. "I'm with you, Chief. In a few weeks, I'll be home with you. What's a f
compare to a lifetime?"

Blair recalled melting into the warm embrace and drifting into a sound and contented sleep. He had been warm th
Christmas was cool and clear in San Francisco. For Sentinel and Guide it was very romantic. They managed to spe
time alone to exchange small gifts and make full use of mistletoe. It was turtleneck weather. Jim looked really goo
turtlenecks. They were especially handy for hiding the love bites.

The temperate December and a New Year's Eve that was warm enough to make out on the roof and watch firewo
the Golden Gate Bridge had lulled Blair. He was in no way prepared for a bleak January in Cascade, Washington.

He had been warm then, Blair reflected ruefully. The rain didn't seem to be letting up. Even with the umbrella, he
would be soaked before reaching his car. His mood wasn't helped by being separated from Jim all day. They hadn
spoken on the phone. Jim had been reinstated as a Detective. There were briefings with Simon Banks and even wi
Chief. He had to be updated on dozens of issues. And then there was the status of their partnership to be discusse
fairly confident that there would be no problem, but he did not like not hearing from his lover. It was the first real
since their arrival in Cascade. Blair decided that it sucked. It made him uneasy. And on top of everything else, he 

The energy conserving administration at Rainier kept the offices heated to a theoretical 68 degrees. That would ha
fine if it weren't so damp. It was. Thus, despite all of his layers, Blair was almost shivering. It was so uncomfortab
was actually considering staying in the office where he knew he wouldn't get any colder. Jim had no idea that he w
such difficulty adjusting to the weather. He had always managed to get a hot shower at the loft while Jim was putt
groceries or starting a fire. His Sentinel was into energy conservation as well. However, the fire place helped a lot
there was the tall, muscular heat source that he slept with. Blair was quite toasty at home, but he really dreaded ge
across the parking lot.

Blair sighed and put on his coat. Just thinking of Jim was enough to make the rain bearable. Then, his cell phone r

"Dr. Sandburg."

"Hey, Chief," Jim said softly.

Blair found himself smiling. "Hey, Jim."

"Simon sprung me early. I'm already home and the chili is simmering," he said. Blair could tell that he was smiling

"Oh, man I need to hear that."

"It's pretty rough out there, Chief," Jim said. "Want me to pick you up?"

"No, no. Keep simmering. I'll be home soon," Blair replied.

"I'm waiting," Jim replied in a tone that made Blair's stomach turn over.
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Blair bundled up, collected his backpack and umbrella then headed out. He made it to the car quickly enough. Bu
wind had joined the storm causing the rain to travel sideways like icy projectiles. The umbrella was useless, and h
discovered there was a hole in one of his shoes. His left foot was soaking in ice water by the time he made it insid
car.

The gods did smile upon him a little. The car turned over right away. He didn't wait for the interior to warm. He ju
to get home to Jim. The roads weren't great and a little hydroplaning forced Blair to take it slow. By the time he re
loft, Blair was chilled through to the bone and quite sure that he would never be warm again.

Jim was waiting for him in the doorway as Blair exited the elevator. The Sentinel had a bath sheet and his own ter
robe.

"I could hear your teeth chattering from outside, Chief," he said. There was concern in his soft voice. "Let's get yo
up."

Jim gently removed the heavy, sodden back pack and set it inside the door on top of the newspapers that were bun
recycling. Then he knelt before Blair and started unlacing his boots.

"I'll get your boots off. You start unbuttoning," Jim said.

Blair nodded gratefully. The heat radiating from the apartment him feel better immediately. It felt warm and smell
wonderful. There was the spiciness of the chili and the sweetness of the cornbread. Jim had put something in the f
made it smell like Christmas.

"Your poor feet, Chief," Jim murmured as he pulled the soggy socks off each foot. He dried them briefly to get th
of the moisture off. He then reached up and unfastened his jeans.

It took some effort and some body English, but they managed to get the wet clothes off. Jim quickly dried off his 
clammy skin then wrapped him in the huge robe. Blair made his way to the sofa in front of the fire while Jim took
directly to the laundry room. His skin was still chilled, but Blair no longer felt like he would die from the cold.

After a few moments, a bowl of chili was deposited in Blair's hands. "Eat up, Chief," Jim said. He returned momen
with a tray containing cornbread, a bowl of sour cream and some shredded onions.

Blair ate a spoonful of chili then sighed. "You are so good to me."

Jim shrugged. "Brilliance should be rewarded."

"Hmmmmmm?"
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"Your grant proposal was approved by the Justice Department," Jim said. "The Chief was ecstatic, but then, he's e
about any kind of assistance that the department doesn't have to pay for."

"Typical bureaucrat," Blair smiled.

"He was especially excited about getting a 'bone man,'" Jim said with a bemused frown.

Blair rolled his eyes. "That figures."

"What's a bone man, Blair?"

"A bone man or bone person is a nickname for a forensic anthropologist. We look at bones to help authorities iden
victims and figure out cause of death and what happened to the body after death," Blair replied. "There's a big un
Smithsonian that works with the FBI. There are more and more of us actively working with police all over the cou

"That explains the Forensics lab wanting to meet with you tomorrow," Jim said. "You're to share space with them 
by case basis."

"But most of the time I'm with you, right?" Blair asked between bites of cornbread.

Jim nodded. "That was made clear as part of the grant. Your desk is next to mine in Major Crimes."

"Good. I've got good space at Rainier in exchange for some very light seminar duties. I'll keep my library there," B
"When do I meet all of the troops?"

"Tomorrow. There are lots of meetings planned, I'm afraid," Jim said ruefully. "I'd have rather you met the Major 
gang at the local watering hole."

Blair shrugged. "It'll be okay. I'll leave the love beads here."

Jim reached over to gently wipe some sauce from the corner of Blair's mouth. "You be you, Chief. You've earned
where it counts. They'll figure that out soon enough."

"Thanks man," Blair said with a sigh. "It'll be good to be with you during the day."

"Miss me?" Jim smiled.

"Oh, Yeah...and I felt...I don't know...strange without you," Blair replied.

Jim gazed at him for a long moment. Relief was clear in his pale blue eyes. "I thought it was me. I thought I was fr
again. It would be okay when I came home to you or when you were with me...but other times..."

Blair placed his empty bowl on the table then reached for Jim only to be pulled onto his lover's lap. He sighed into
embrace and leaned back onto Jim's warm torso.

"You have to tell me when you feel this way, Jim," Blair said gently. "I know that I'm feeling my way around with
abilities, but I may have some answer that will ease your mind a little."

"What do you think this is?" Jim asked as he nuzzled against Blair's hair.

"I think we've imprinted upon each other though it's a surprise to me that I'm genetically predisposed to be a Guid
said with a chuckle. "We're probably supposed to be together when there is any chance of danger which would be
when you're at work."

"So we don't have to be attached at the hip," Jim replied dryly. "I can go to the gym or the grocery store."
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Blair laughed softly. "Maybe. Remember, part of my proposal was based on the fact that Cascade has an inordina
crime rate per capita."

"True enough. It's a good thing we like being close."

"Oh, yeah."

Jim hugged Blair close. "And you have to tell me when you're cold, Chief. I know how uncomfortable you've been

Blair shrugged. "It didn't seem important. And how can you make the cold go away?"

Jim brushed his lips against Blair's temple. "Oh, I can make the cold go away for you. Just trust me..."

Blair found himself turned and pressed against the back of the sofa. The first kiss curled his toes and warmed his f
third one, he was a lot warmer. But Jim wasn't finished with him. He gently sniffed behind Blair's ear as he pulled 
the robe loose.

"Your hair smells like rain," Jim sighed. "I wonder if the rest of you does..."

It seemed completely out of the realm of scientific fact that the Professor would be getting warmer as the robe wa
and pulled off his shoulders. But as each bit of skin was exposed, Jim was there scenting his skin deeply and murm
appreciatively.

"Your skin smells good with rain," Jim whispered against Blair's navel. "I wonder what it tastes like..."

As Jim's tongue leisurely swirled over his navel, Blair seriously considered running around naked in the rain if he c
this every night. And it just kept getting better. Jim slowly laved his nipples then traveled lower giving ample atten
contours of his ribs and the muscles along his abdomen before latching that incredible mouth onto his cock. Cold w
furthest thing from Blair's mind. His body and mind were on fire as Jim used his abilities the way he liked best: bri
pleasure to his Guide. He was very good at doing that . Jim worked Blair's erection with loving skill until his Guide
speechless and mindless and nearly sobbing his name. The pleasure didn't end once Blair came. Jim milked him th
him with his mouth.

"C'mere..." Blair managed to get out despite the slur in his voice.

Somehow, he got his arms around Jim's neck then leveraged up to kiss him gently. "Your turn. Get naked."

Jim smiled at him. He was beautiful and soft in the glow of the fire light. "I'm not cold, Chief."

Blair snaked a hand down to grasp his lover's crotch. "But you're not disinterested either. Get naked."

Jim smirked but he did as he was told. Blair splayed himself for Jim to settle on top of and align their erections. He
his arms and legs around the muscular body and began to thrust against him.

"Oh, God, Chief," Jim gasped. "You feel so...."

The Sentinel lost his ability to speak. Blair focused on moving against Jim and holding him the way he liked. And 
that it was turtleneck weather. Jim had latched onto the curve of his neck and bit down as he came.

Cold was the furthest thing from Blair's mind.
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***

Major Crimes was a lot like other bull pens Blair had visited in the past. He was even accustomed to a certain amo
staring. But this was different. All noise stopped when he and Jim stepped off the elevator. Since they had seen Jim
days before, the attention had to be because of the Professor. Perhaps it was because Jim had rearranged all the m
the early hours of the morning so he could make sure Blair had hole free shoes. Blair had been mortified, but the r
accommodated. Cascade P.D., he figured, must really want a Bone man or a Profiler.

Jim had warned him that there would be some curiosity. No one had been able to reach him, not even Simon who 
close friend. "Everyone will want to see the man who got me off that mountain," Jim explained as they drove from

For his part, Blair had felt like a six year old on his first day of school en route to Police Headquarters in his new b
new gloves and woolen scarf and waterproof backpack. It was a wonder Jim hadn't clipped the gloves to his sleev
cursed his nerves for being cross with his Sentinel. There were certain trade offs to being a Guide. Jim had a prote
imperative that could not be shut down. That was fairly clear from the beginning. It was something he had to learn
with and not mistake the instinct as Jim's thinking he was unable to take care of himself. And he did feel better on
the new things. There were other matters he could focus on.

"How open minded are the Detectives at Major Crimes?" He had asked as they left the mall.

"Open minded?"

"I'm assuming that planting a big lip lock on you in the office is a no-no."

Jim chuckled. "I'd think so even if you weren't such a guy. I think our usual decorum in public will be fine, Chief."

"I don't know," Blair had quipped. "You do have this habit of looking at me adoringly."

Jim snorted then. "I'll try to contain myself especially in front of the Chief."

"Thanks, man."

That had been settled. And Blair understood there would be some focused attention, but the silence as they crosse
to Simon Bank's office was unnerving. Just before they entered the office, Jim turned.

"Can I have your attention?" he said unnecessarily. "This is my new partner, Doctor Blair Sandburg, our unit's FB
profiler and Bone man. He has a wicked sense of humor and can stand me in close quarters for more than 15 minu

"Hi, guys," Blair said with a little wave.
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"He'd need a sense of humor for that," a black man quipped from Jim's right.

"Thanks, H," Jim muttered. "You can all actually talk to him after Simon."

Things settled after that. Simon Banks was more than happy to have Blair aboard after solving that first case with 
also seemed to know that their closure rate was about to go up. Thus, he was very solicitous. Throw in the fact tha
a Jags fan and a fast friendship was formed. The Chief was dull but very welcoming. The Forensics lab took a littl
over. Blair had to use his charm reserves to convince them that he wouldn't be peering over their shoulder after ev
scene. Once he explained that his was a specialized discipline to be called when an answer just wouldn't present it
ID or time of death or an old skeleton, they were fine, too. One in particular, Sam, Blair recalled, was extremely f
had pulled him away before she could ask for his number.

After the long day of meetings, Jim and Blair had finally really met the Major Crimes detectives at their favorite w
hole. Blair liked them all. They were very funny and warm. It was obvious that they respected Jim and thus respec
Though he wasn't sure how he felt about the nickname Professor that Henry Brown or H slapped on him, Blair rea
it could have been a lot worse. The most fascinating introduction was to an Australian Detective who was in Casc
exchange program. She was presented as a cop who had a worse record for destroying cars than Jim's. That intrigu
because he'd never seen Jim go over the speed limit at that point -- and Jim refused to discuss it. That meant that t
Crimes gang just had to regale him of the tales of Jim Ellison's many vehicles and how they met their demise. Dete
Ellison took it all good naturedly, but did threaten to reveal each members own faux pas if they continued.

Overall, Blair had a great evening. He got the distinct impression that the gang was grateful to Blair for bringing Ji
They seemed especially pleased to meet this new and happy Ellison. He was relieved to be accepted by Jim's unit
could handle anything from the Cascade P.D. at large, but fighting his closest co-workers would have been tough.

They had a long walk to Jim's truck. When they left Headquarters, the evening was much more temperate. By the
left, the damp and bone-numbing cold had returned. Jim kept the pace up which helped. But his hands were cold d
gloves.

"So what did you think of them?"

"Other than the sudden proliferation of nicknames, they're all great," Blair said. "Even Simon can loosen up, it app

"I only counted two nicknames."

"Well, there's Chief from you, the Professor from H, and Sandy from Megan."

Jim shrugged. "Some guys are just nickname sort of guys. You're lucky the names are so benign. It could have eas
fuck-face or douche bag."

"Oh, yeah," Jim laughed. "I hear that. Do you have a nickname?"

"Nope. Haven't since I was a private."

"I don't suppose you want to tell me what that was."

"Nope," Jim smiled.

Blair was feeling okay from the walk, but his hands were a little numb. Just before they reached the building, Jim 
them on a darkened street. Without a word, he removed Blair's gloves. He placed the palms of his hands on either
very warm face and held them there while staring into Blair's eyes.

"You seem to have a body more in tune to the tropics, Chief," Jim said with amusement.

"Yeah, I suppose."
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"I bet your hair smells like the frost in the air," Jim murmured as he continued to warm Blair's hands by rubbing th
between his. "I wonder if the rest of you does?"

Blair blinked at him. The cold was forgotten once again. He couldn't wait to get home.

***

"Don't move," Jim said as he closed the loft's door behind them. "Let me start the fire."

Blair complied. Actually, he was frozen in anticipation. Jim had the apartment warm and inviting in short order. A
Blair was in his arms.

"You know I can tell how long you've been outside by how your hair smells," Jim murmured as his nose rested in 
curls. "When it's a short time, the scent is just on the surface. But when it's been a long time or you've been in a st
breeze, I can smell the scent all the way to the scalp..."

Blair thought about all the clever tests he was devising to gauge Jim's abilities. He almost laughed at the fact that h
just use his body. That would make an interesting paper. Jim inhaled deeply making Blair moan and forget anythin
thinking. Soon he found himself on the sofa with Jim kneeling at his feet removing his boots and socks. His toes an
were gently massaged.

"All warm and dry here," Jim murmured. The massage hit something that went straight to Blair's groin making him

Jim gazed up. His eyes were alight with lust and mischief. "Yes, Chief? Still cold?"

"I...um...that is..." Blair sputtered.

"Why don't you let me check," Jim said in a husky voice.

As he had the night before, Jim slowly bared his lover's skin scenting then licking and nipping and sucking until he
quivering, mindless mass of need.

"You feel warm enough on the outside," Jim murmured. "Let me check the inside."

Before Blair could get his mind around that statement, Jim was kissing him relentlessly. He could kiss that man fo
and tasted so good. Blair was nearly unconscious when his lover tore that diabolical mouth away.

"Your mouth is hot enough," Jim rasped.

Blair was pleased that the kiss had affected him as well. The normally pale eyes were dark with lust.

"Maybe I should check elsewhere..."

"Wha...oh...god...Jim..." Blair gasped as a long, hot lubed finger pushed inside him and unerringly found his sweet

"Jiiiimmmm....please....please..."

Then, Blair felt himself being slicked and stretched. After long moments of that torture, Jim maneuvered him in fr
naked spread thighs. It was easy to manipulate the befuddled professor in that mindless, boneless state. With exqu
slowness, Jim impaled Blair on his erection so that they were chest to back. Blair leaned his head back onto one o
shoulders and opened himself to the almost languid thrusts. Jim wrapped his arms around Blair's waist and began t
him with one hand in a slow counter rhythm.

Who knew heaven could be so hot? When Blair came, it was hard and he was covered in sweat. His tormentor ca
after leaving a love bite on the opposite shoulder from the night before. The last thing he remembered was Jim ask
was warm enough.
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***

The first official work day for the team of Ellison and Sandburg was not as expected for any number of reasons. F
hadn't anticipated sitting to be such a challenge. Jim was quite smug about his state of distress. Every time their ey
Blair blushed. It was very annoying. In the back of the Guide's mind, he began formulating a plan to turn the table
ever so thoughtful and considerate Sentinel. After all, he couldn't spend the whole winter mumbling through dinne
shank of the evening, because Jim had turned his mind to mush as soon as they'd crossed the threshold. He enjoye
warmed up, but there must be a way to control how it was done.

The other unexpected development for Blair was the nature of their first case. After being presented with a flak ja
radio along with his credentials, he had envisioned their first case to be something involving car chases and stake 
what they found on their desk was a very old file from five years ago.

"This is from our Cold Case File," Simon explained once they were settled in the conference room. "The bones we
almost eight years ago by a couple hiking with their dogs in the foothills of the Cascade Mountains."

"With all due respect, Sir, don't we have enough open cases to keep busy," Jim said.

"It's a valid point, Jim," Simon replied. "This got pushed to the front burner because we're about to lose our prime 

"Sir?" Blair asked. "You have the guy already?"

"We believe we do," the Captain said handing Jim a different file folder. "This is Raymond Lucas Martin, convict
of armed robbery of a very popular pharmacist."

"I remember reading about that case," Jim said. "Wasn't he up for murdering the pharmacist?"

"Yes," Simon sighed in disgust. "He had a female accomplice that night who admitted to carrying a gun into the st
him. The security tape showed them both entering the business but not who pulled the trigger.

"Because Martin is from a wealthy family and had powerful representation, both got bail. We managed to get the 
Gwen Dillon, to agree to testify against Martin. She was a party girl who got in way over her head. She also had a 
that she was afraid of leaving for the noose or life without parole," Simon continued. "She disappeared a week bef
trial."

"Don't tell me," Blair said. "The defense made the case that she could have killed the pharmacist."

"You've got it," Simon replied. "He was only convicted of the robbery. When the bones were discovered, there w
clothing which was consistent with what she was last known to be wearing."

"Why wasn't the case perused then?" Blair asked.

"We screwed up," Simon admitted with a snort. "Cascade got hit with it's own gang problems. Some genius at the 
decided that our suspect wasn't going anywhere for a while and there were more pressing matters."

"Then it was forgotten," Jim said.

"Exactly," Simon replied.

"What's happened to bring the case up now?" Jim asked.

"I mentioned the Martin family? Actually, his mother has been moving mountains to get anything overturned or co
get her baby out of jail. In 72 hours, she may succeed. It seems there was an error in instructing the jury which co
resulted in a sentencing error."

"And I gather he has no plans to stick around Cascade," Blair said.
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"Mommy has decided that Junior would be better off in France, according to my sources," Banks said ruefully. "W
be out of the reach of his persecutors.'"

"And in a place where the government won't extradite to death penalty states," Jim said. "You want us to get enou
evidence to clear him or indict him in 72 hours?"

"Wow, no pressure on the new guy," Blair said with a sigh.

"That would be the ideal scenario, but I also think that if there is enough damming evidence, we could get him to r
said. "Even a positive ID along with witness statements can prevent him from leaving prison until a Grand jury ca
convened."

Blair leaned back in his chair, removed his glasses then pinched his nose. "Okay, we need to review all the files...m
re-interview the principles. Where are the bones?"

"Already in Forensics."

"We'll look at them after lunch," Blair said righting himself.

"Anything I can do?" Simon asked.

"I was wondering if Jim and I could work in here for a little while. It's quiet here," Blair replied. "And I'll need him
later."

"You got it. Keep me posted, Jim."

"Yes, Sir."

Simon gathered his papers then left. Jim looked at Blair quizzically. "It doesn't look like you need me for this, Chi
should work on a current case."

"I appreciate your faith in me, Jim," Blair said. "But I so need you to pull off this miracle. And not just to keep me

To Blair's delight, Jim blushed slightly.

"You're a walking lie detector," Blair said. "We can re-interview the principles based on the old notes and get real
that could point us to the truth."

Jim looked skeptical.

Blair sighed. "Can you or can you not detect the tiniest changes in my heartbeat, respiration and even perspiration

Jim smirked then gave his gaze more heat. Blair blushed and his breath caught.

"Apparently so," Jim said.

"Very amusing, man."

"Sorry, Chief," Jim said contritely enough but he was still smiling. "What about the lab?"

"Forensics has good equipment, but nothing like your amazing fingers and eyes, Jim," Blair replied. "I'm confident
can help me find enough for a credible preliminary report that can stop his release. That will give me time to verif
findings the traditional way. Besides, you need the cross-training in this. There's no telling when you might find a 
skeleton."

"And I get to be with you."
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"There is that, yes."

***

After an hour or so digesting the files, they were on the road to Mrs. Chamberlain-Martin, the suspect's mother. B
curious about Jim's silence and the talk he had with Captain Banks before they left. Jim was more of an enigma sin
returning to Cascade. Blair didn't think he meant to be. It was just that they didn't have a shared history in that tow
was so much about his life there that the Guide didn't know yet. It was Blair's hope that it the information could c
naturally. He didn't want to interrogate the man. But there were some questions he felt he should ask.

"How much do you want to tell Simon about your abilities?" Blair asked once they were well under way.

Jim shrugged. "I hope I won't have to tell anyone, Chief. If I do, I hope it's after we have time to prove ourselves."

"I hear you. I like Simon and I know he can be trusted, but it's hard to control this kind of information," Blair adm
hate to lose you to some Black Ops operation."

"Amen."

Blair fell silent taking in the sites of one of Cascades ritzier neighborhoods.

"Wow," Blair whistled. "These are some spreads."

"Yeah, I suppose," Jim snorted. "If you're into that sort of thing."

Blair was curious about the strange reply, but something about his lover's tone warned him off for the moment. He
to change the subject.

"Mrs. Chamberlain Martin doesn't seem the type to welcome drop-in visitors, Blair observed.

"We're not just dropping in, Chief," Jim replied as he turned into the driveway. "Just follow my lead."

"Right behind you, man."

A uniformed houseman ushered Jim and Blair into a solarium where a handsome, white haired woman in elegant c
awaited them with a nervous smile.

"Good morning, Mrs. Chamberlain Martin. I'm Detective Jim Ellison. This is my partner, Dr. Blair Sandburg. Than
giving us some of your time on such short notice," Jim said with a smile as he accepted her extended hand.

"Well, young man, I believe you are the first law enforcement official throughout this entire ordeal to ever bother
she quipped. "But breeding will tell. How is your father?"

"The years have not changed him in the least, Ma'am. Thank you."

"Not at all. How may I assist you?"

"As I said on the phone, my partner and I have been assigned the disappearance of Gwen Dillon as a cold case," J
"Neither of us was on the force in Cascade at the time and thus, we have more objectivity and newer skills to exam

"That means that you won't assume my son is guilty?"

"Yes, ma'am. This is a new case to us," Jim said. "That's why we aren't relying on the existing notes. We'd like to g
hand information where possible."

"And what are these special skills?"
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"Dr. Sandburg is a Forensic Anthropologist. He specializes in studying bones," Jim said.

"What does that mean, young man?"

"I can examine a skeleton and often tell how and when the person died, how and where the body was buried. Ofte
provide a positive I.D.," Blair said.

"All that from bones?"

"Yes, ma'am," Blair replied. "Bones can tell me a whole lot. So can people even when they don't know it."

"So you could find out who killed that girl and you'd know that my son didn't do it," she said with absolute convic

"We are committed to the truth," Blair said. "We have no other agenda."

Mrs. Chamberlain Martin considered them for a long moment. Blair could see a lot of weariness and sadness in he
gray eyes.

"I believe you," she said. "What can I tell you?"

Martin's mother told them about how she became aware of her son's relationship with the victim. Her son was alw
in and helping strays. She viewed him as a latter day Henry Higgins. Blair flinched inwardly at the elegant dowage
description of Gwen Dillon as coarse and common. It seemed very rude considering how the woman died. Jim kep
neutral. His demeanor kept her talking while Blair kept busy taking notes. In the end, Mrs. Chamberlain Martin ev
admitted seeing the victim at the house before she disappeared with Martin's best fraternity brother. They were ar
strategy for the trial but parted amicably. Her son claimed the girl had just been nervous.

"Raymond wanted her to listen to the lawyers," Mrs. Chamberlain Martin said. "But with her associates, I'd be ne

"I suppose so," Jim said. "That's all we need, Ma'am. Thank you."

"I pray this will help. I'd love for him to come back here if possible," she said wistfully. "I've kept everything the w
since he was taken...his rooms...his cars. He's young enough to start over, after all."

"Yes, ma'am," Jim said diplomatically. "Thank you very much."

Once on their way to the downtown offices of former frat brother, Lawrence Tate, Blair decided to ask the questi
in his brain.

"Okay, how are you so well acquainted with the country club set?" Blair asked. "Or don't you want to talk about i

"No, I don't," Jim said with a sigh. "But I will."

Blair laid a gentle hand on Jim's thigh.

"It's not bad, Chief. Not anymore," Jim said. "I have a rich, successful father who was driven by appearances and 
In retrospect, I realize that he was trying his best to raise my brother and I for the world he knew. He just didn't kn
was. Our housekeeper raised me and my brother. Hopefully, we'll find our way back to him someday. However, I 
some memories of my better days. The manners come back easily."

"You were smooth, man. I could almost see you in an ascot," Blair smiled.

"That's enough of that Chief," Jim chuckled. "Let's take on the frat boy."

Lawrence Tate of Cascade Concepts was a very well dressed executive behind an impressive mahogany desk. He
an impressive secretary. Blair was certain that when Jim went through the same new objective review scenario tha
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and reserved businessman would run them out of his expensively appointed office and have them call his lawyer. 
the man listened intently. And it didn't take a Sentinel to see that his upper lip was sweating.

Blair was certain the man would jump out of his Armani when Jim casually asked him to confirm Mrs. Martin's ve
victim's last visit to the family home.

"Yes...yes..that sounds right," Tate said quietly. "I hope I've been of some assistance."

"Yes, thank you Mr. Tate," Jim said shaking his hand. "We'll keep you informed and it's likely we'll call again afte
to Mr. Martin in person."

"That's fine. My door is open," he said.

Blair almost laughed when they returned to the truck. "His lip was sweating."

"Chief, his whole suit was damp when we left," Jim smirked. "His heart was doing a rhumba and he was breathing
horse."

"If he was lying, does that mean Mrs. Martin was, too?"

"She wasn't," Jim said. "And Mr. Tate's was more a lie of omission. He knows far more than he's saying."

Blair sighed. "I feel like I'm in Cabot Cove," Blair muttered. "Let's go see Mrs. Dillon."

Celeste Dillon was a portrait of grief as she greeted them on the porch. She didn't show them inside the house mum
something about it's state of disrepair. She huddled in a large sweater looking up at them with watery blue eyes.

"They never told me about the bones until today," she sniffed. "She's been in a...a box for all these years."

"We must apologize for that, Mrs. Dillon. That was inexcusable on the part of the Cascade P.D.," Jim said. "You c
an apology from the Chief himself."

Mrs. Dillon snorted. "That'll be a change. It seems all anyone is interested in is what Mrs. Chamberlain Martin wa

"We want to find out what happened to your daughter, Mrs. Dillon," Blair said.

"Yeah, that's what's important. What can I tell you?"

Dillon's view of Gwen's relationship with Raymond Martin was very different from that of Martin's mother. Accor
her, Gwen had been charmed by the wealthy sophisticated student while clubbing where the fraternity boys playe
Dillon had been suspicious of Ray Martin's motives from the start. Her daughter had nothing in common with the 
often wondered what he wanted with Gwen. It was of no surprise when she found out that he was getting prescrip
from her job. What continued to shock Mrs. Dillon was Gwen's willingness to risk everything to keep the man in h

"It wasn't until the cops got it through her head that she would lose Molly that she started to listen to reason," Mrs
said. "I was relieved. I mean, it would be five years, but Molly could see her and she could start over fresh."

"Do you know where she was going on the day she disappeared?" Jim asked.

"To the mall to get some books and tapes to take to prison," Mrs. Dillon replied. "Said she wanted to read The Gre
and Jane Eyre; make something of herself."

Mrs. Dillon's eyes welled up.

"Just a question or two more," Blair said gently handing her a tissue. "What was she wearing?"
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"Blue Jeans, a pink turtleneck and a jean jacket."

"Any jewelry?" Blair asked.

"A gold crucifix."

"Thank you, ma'am. We'll be in touch," Jim said.

"We promise," Blair said.

Blair was subdued in the truck while Jim was on his cell phone with Simon. He wasn't used to interviewing victim
always dealt with notes and photos. Being hit with all that emotion was very difficult.

"It just would have been nice to know that Mrs. Dillon only found out about the remains this morning. I felt like a
insensitive jerk," Jim muttered. "Well, someone from the Chief's office should do some serious spin control with h
press gets a hold of this, it will look like the rich kid is getting all the breaks."

There was a lot of yelling from the other end. Jim had to move the phone from his ear. When it was safe, he resum
conversation.

"You do that, sir," Jim said. "Blair and I are going to lunch. Have someone monitor the calls Martin makes and rec
Right. We'll be in the lab in an hour."

Blair was startled to find his hand being rubbed between Jim's large warm ones.

"You okay?" he murmured.

Blair nodded then blushed under Jim's gaze. "I'm not cold. But I am hungry."

Over lunch, Jim and Blair concurred that it was likely that Ray Martin intercepted Gwen Dillon during her errand
then buried her off the obscure trail in the foothills. Tate at the very least knew this and at most was actually invo
killing and/or cover-up. Blair felt very sorry for both mothers. It was a no-win situation for both of them.

"It takes some getting use to, Chief," Jim said.

"Huh?"

"Dealing with the grief of others. The bad guys are easier. They piss you off," Jim said. "It's harder to deal with th

"Sorry. Didn't mean to be so obvious."

"Only to me, Chief. And I feel the same way."

"Thanks, Jim."

***

Two hours later, Blair was back where he felt more comfortable. He also thought Jim looked naughty in a lab coat
was there to play doctor or something. He had carefully laid out the bones in a two dimensional skeleton. The clot
laid out nearby. First, Blair took measurements of bones in the leg to calculate height; the pelvic bones to confirm
looked at the connective lines on the top of the skull to confirm age then took a dental impression to send to Gwen
dentist.

"We have a female aged 25 to 30; five foot four," Blair said. "She has borne at least one child. Race cannot be de
this time. The eye sockets and cheekbones have been severely damaged by what appears to be blunt force."

Seasons Collage

201



"Do you have enough to ID her?" Jim asked.

Blair nodded. "The dentist has been the same since her childhood. She's the right age and height. And the clothes 
mother's description."

"What caused the damage to the skull?" Jim asked. "Could it have been an animal like a bear?"

Blair smiled at him. "That's what you're going to help me with."

He picked up the skull then turned a strong light onto it. Then Blair turned it under the light very slowly. "I want y
for nick's along the damage" he said. "They would be rough edge and thick...use your eyes and your fingers."

Jim complied. For almost ten minutes his sole focus was on that skull. He swayed when he put it down."

"You okay?" Blair asked steadying him. "It looked like you were reaching the molecular level there."

"I think I was," Jim said pinching his nose. "I'm okay. Just wanted to get it right. No nicks, Chief. The edge of the 
area was just snapped. Like it had been smashed with a rock or something."

Blair looked at the skull with a powerful magnifying glass for long moments. "Dead on, man. You up for more?"

"Let's do it."

The ribs were next. Jim felt more confident, so he moved faster. "I found the nicks you were talking about, but the
others."

"Okay, what were they like?"

"Narrower...more random along the bones," Jim replied. "They had a cleaner edge."

Again, Blair followed Jim's path with the magnifying glass. "Very good. Jim, you are a natural. They're knife woun
were deep and forceful. Two ribs are broken because of that. This is the cause of death."

"Why wasn't it the rock?"

"The viciousness of the knife wounds," Blair replied. "If they'd been lighter, I'd venture that he needed the rock to
I think the rock was to keep her from being identified or he was still pissed off. I'm fairly sure she was dead when 
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There was heavy animal damage on the legs and feet but no more knife wounds. Blair took careful photos to have
findings confirmed at the Smithsonian lab. Then he had the remains released to Mrs. Dillon. He reasoned that if th
them again, which he doubted, they could be exhumed. He didn't want to have them in a box longer than necessar

By 8 p.m, twelve hours after they began, Simon and the D.A. had their report. The Dillon's dentist had positively i
the impressions by then. The D.A. would file to halt the release hearing and move to indict. Jim and Blair would ta
Martin first thing in the morning.

Dinner was at an Italian restaurant near home. Since Jim wanted to have wine with the meal, they parked the truc
and walked there and back. A cold damp wind whipped at them on the way home. Once inside, Blair pushed Jim 
nearest wall.

"No you don't," Blair whispered. "Tonight, we make it to the bedroom."

"Don't...don't take anything off," Jim said huskily.

"I won't lose the scent," Blair murmured. "I know you want to chase it. I saw you watching my hair on the Dillon 
wanted to scent it then."

Jim swallowed hard. "Maybe I'm supposed to hone my skills on you. The Guide is the most intimate to the Sentine

Blair smiled saucily. "Maybe you're using your skills as an excuse to nail your Guide every chance you get."

"Is that really...a bad thing?"

Blair cocked his head at Jim then smiled. "Not that I can imagine."

He pressed his mouth against Jim's. During the long, hot kiss, Jim encouraged his lover to wrap his legs around his
They headed up the stairs.

"Let me undress you, Blair," Jim moaned against his mouth. "You can rip my clothes off all summer, I promise. I j
to..."

Blair got an image of Jim in little shorts and tank tops with his body sheened in summer sweat. That seemed to be 
trade. He stopped resisting. Maybe he perceived the cold as a threat to his Guide. Maybe he just liked the scent of
body. Jim licked a nipple. Did he really care? He relaxed and let Jim lick and suck him into oblivion.
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***

Raymond Lucas Martin was one cool customer. He had his mother's gray eyes but not their humanity. Despite yea
prison, he still had the bearing of a wealthy man. He still had his arrogance. Jim and Blair had been informed that 
lines to Martin had been on fire since the previous morning. Mrs. Martin had contacted him. So had Lawrence Tat
were late meetings with his attorney. That should have been good news. He should have been rattled. However, Ji
Blair had also been informed that the judge ruled that the disappearance of Gwen Dillon had nothing to do with th
Martin's trial. The hearing would not be postponed. Only an indictment would keep him in custody.

Blair understood the man's arrogance under those circumstances. But he knew what they had found in the bones. 
not. Jim greeted the suspect professionally when they entered the interview room at the prison. Blair responded w
prompted. He listened to Jim's spiel about viewing the case through fresh eyes. Martin wasn't as receptive as his m

"Yes, I heard all of this from my mother," Martin said in a bored tone. "Including the hogwash about the magic bo
can' t see what it has to do with me."

"You were an associate of the victim at the time," Jim said. "You may have pertinent information about her move
state of mind or other associates at that time."

"Alleged victim," the attorney chimed in.

"No, it's Gwen Dillon," Blair said mildly. "Her dental records were positively identified. And she was wearing the 
she was last seen wearing."

That surprised them.

"I need to know who would have hated her," Blair said.

"Hated her?" Martin asked.

"It had to be hate. She was stabbed at least 18 times. Each thrust was so hard and so deep that I found nicks on th
correspond with those on the ribs. Her screams did not reach through the hate. Even death did not satisfy it. Her f
smashed in with a rock after death," Blair replied.

To his credit, Martin had the good graces to blanch during Blair's description of the killing. His lawyer looked sick
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would you think that my client would know anything about such a person?" the lawyer asked.

Blair shrugged. "They partied together. That's a matter of public record. People talk when the party. We were hop
had."

"Well, she didn't," Martin said. "She was all about a wild time around me. Too bad."

"Oh, don't worry. We'll find out who killed your friend," Jim said. "That kind of killing leaves evidence. Even afte
years, something is always left behind."

"I hope so, Detective, but science isn't all knowing," the lawyer said.

"It knows enough," Blair said. "Like three feet deep seems enough to hide a body, but not from animals who can s
the decay. One bear or dog could raise enough of the body that other scavengers follow. The carcass gets dragged
hiding ever closer to the trail. Then one day, someone finds a bone. I've found evidence in 300 year old skeletons.
evidence can keep for decades. There is always someone who remembers. There is always hope."

Jim thanked them for their time. Blair was pleased that both men were shaken by the visit even though they hadn'
confessed.

"They didn't roll. Now what," he asked.

"We have enough for a search warrant for the Martin home and cars. If we can get enough, he can be arrested be
hearing," Jim said. "And there is still the frat boy."

Blair was silent for a time. "I'm glad he didn't roll."

"Oh?" Jim asked.

"It's awful of me, but I want him to face the terror of death the way that girl did," Blair said. "Some pacifist."

Jim petted him as he drove. "I understand. She died a horrible death and he's thinking about Paris. Let's nail him."

***

Mrs. Martin wouldn't see them as they arrived with the forensic team and a warrant. Blair couldn't blame her. He 
Jim to the garage with one of the teams. The Sentinel bypassed most of the vehicles and went for a large BMW at
the row. It had a layer of dust but wasn't grimy. It just didn't look like a priority to the staff. As the team prowled o
pulled out a jacket balled up in a corner of the back seat. It was a fraternity jacket. It was Tate's jacket. Jim picked
reached into an inside pocket. He pulled out a copy of The Great Gatsby and Jane Eyre and a receipt from a Wal
for the day of Gwen Dillon's disappearance.

"Shall we make an appointment,' Blair asked.

Jim smirked. "Let's have him arrested."

***

Mr. Tate did not react with nearly the same calm as his fraternity brother when Gwen's death was described. Blair
more than sweat his suit out when the books were pulled out and flopped onto the table. Jim then calmly informed
even if Martin made it to France, Tate was still eligible for the death penalty. He rolled in a half an hour. Ray Mar
arrested for Gwen Dillon's murder as he went into his hearing.

They never saw Mrs. Chamberlain Martin again. She doggedly stuck by her son even as he faced a death penalty 
Dillon, however, sent them a thank you from her granddaughter, Molly. Meanwhile, Jim and Blair became very po
the Chief and the D.A.
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As for winter, Blair didn't mind it anymore. He even went camping and fishing with Jim throughout February and 
knew that however cold he got, Jim would use his considerable talents to heat his skin and his brain white hot. Spr
was almost unwelcome to him. But then he discovered that Jim liked the smell of honeysuckle in his hair...

The end.

[ Feedback to Author ] | [Back to Story List]
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 The Lone Ranger

The Lone Ranger - CJ and Patt

Jim sat behind his big desk waiting for the phone to ring. Rubbing his temples, he sighed and buzzed his assistant.
"Carol, still no word from Simon Banks?"

"No, sir. Not yet. Would you like me to place another call to his office?"

"No, I'll try running by the precinct later and see if I can catch him. Thanks." Jim put his head back in his hands
again to try to stop the headache that had been bothering him off and on all day. Carol knocked at his door, "Mr.
Ellison, could I talk to you please?"

"Come on in."

Carol poked her head through the doorway, a strand of blond hair falling across her forehead. Her warm brown
eyes focused sympathetically on her boss. I was right. Headache time, again.

"Mr. Ellison, I'm wondering why you have so many cases from the police department. Is there something I
should know? " Carol smiled, stepping further into the office.

"How many times have I asked you to call me Jim, Carol?"

"Carol is your middle name? Wow, what are the chances of that?" Carol said, laughing.

Seasons Collage

206



"Smart ass. In answer to your question, Simon Banks and I are old friends. He knows I don't want to be a cop
and answer to the brass. He also knows that I can do the job if given the chance, so that's what I do. Unsolved
cases are my specialty."

"Thanks for telling me. I was wondering what the deal was. Oh, before I leave today, did you find a new assistant
to take over for me while I'm gone?"

"Oh shit, I forgot. Don't worry, I'll take care of it." Jim was angry with himself for forgetting again. Those damn
headaches.

"Jim, you told me you had it covered or I would have helped. I have a friend who's looking for extra work if you
can work around his hours. He's great with computers and he has the patience of a saint. Want me to call him?"

"Who is he?"

"He's a student/TA at Rainier. He also works at the bar across the street."

"You're kidding. I stop in there all the time. Maybe I know him."

"Jim, I don't think you would have noticed him. He's so 'not' cop or Private Investigator."

"Wait a minute. Carol, are you saying I would snub him because he's not just like me?"

"Well, maybe not. But let's just say he's not your every day bartender or office assistant."

"Call him. Tell him what I pay and offer him a little more if he'll give up the bar job." Carol crossed her arms and
raised an eyebrow. "Oh, stop giving me that look. I'll give you a bonus."

"I'll call him now." She smiled. "Would you please sign all of those papers that are sitting on your desk before I
leave?"

"Yes, Mom, I'll do it immediately." Jim said, laughing, as he sat down to sign away his life to Carol.

About an hour later, Carol knocked and walked in again. "Okay, boss. You have an assistant who will start in
three days. He'll give up his bar job then. His name's Blair Sandburg and this is his home address and phone
numbers at home, at Rainier, and at the bar."

"Thank you so much, Carol. You're a lifesaver. What am I going to do without you for a month?"

"Well, I'll probably be replaced with Blair when I get back. He's good, Jim. You'll like him. He's really smart, too,
so if you want to work something out, use him as your sounding board."

"Thanks again, Carol." He hesitated, "I'll see you in the morning, right?"

"Yes, Jim. I'm not leaving quite yet." Carol laughed as she left his office. Jim was a wonderful PI, but a terrible
office manager. Blair would do a great job; she could see him bossing Jim around now. This made her smile and
feel less guilty about leaving in the middle of an important case. Her family had to come first right now. Her dad
was ill and needed her. Maybe when dad gets back on his feet I'll finally be able to talk him into moving to
Cascade. It was worrying to have her father so far away with his health deteriorating the way it was.

Jim forced himself to remain at his desk until his paperwork was finished. At least the painkillers he took were
starting to help. His headache wasn't so bad. He heard Carol leave and get into her car. Maybe it would be a
good idea to check out this new assistant of mine. He put all of his papers in his desk for tomorrow and locked
up his office. Once he saw that everything was in order, he slipped on his jacket, locked the main office door
behind him and ran across the street through the rain.
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***

Walking into Clancy's Bar, Jim expected a lot of smoke, but was pleasantly surprised. No one seemed to be
smoking that evening. He looked at the bar area and saw two men working behind the counter. One was tall and
skinny, 40 years old and didn't remind Jim of a student at all. The other man was younger. That must be
Sandburg. He was not only younger, but looked like a college student with his longer curly hair. Jim couldn't
decide what color it really was. The light above the bar caught the highlights, each strand shimmering from dark
brown to auburn chestnut. As the man looked up, Jim stared straight into deep blue eyes. A shiver ran up Jim's
spine. He could see the specks of lighter blue surrounding the pupil, drawing his gaze deep into the black...

"What the hell...." Jim shook himself. Looking away, swaying slightly, a bit dizzy, Jim checked to see if anyone
had noticed him staring. He sat down at a table. Jim was still shaken by the response he felt when watching the
other man. He'd never been that affected by another male before. Taking a deep breath he forced himself to
relax and waited for someone to come take his order.

"Hi. What can I get you?"

Sandburg. Jim's mind went blank. Dammit, think of something. He stared back at the younger man. Jim found
himself sniffing. Something smelled fantastic. Compelling, spicy but... He leaned forward.

"Sir?"

Jim froze, his head merely inches from the other man's crotch. What the hell am I doing? Embarrassed Jim
blurted out the first thing he could think of. "Michelob, dark." Oh, god, I'm finally losing it.

Jim got his beer, not sure whether to be disappointed or relieved that it was a waitress who delivered it, and
listened to the blues singer. She was excellent. Jim used that as the excuse for not wanting to leave. Time after
time he found his attention drawn to Sandburg. Watching the slim, compact body as it wove its way through the
tables; the deft fingers at work behind the bar mixing drinks. Sandburg seemed to be popular, but even though he
smiled and bantered with the customers, there was something detached about him. A sadness. After about four
beers, Jim stood up and fell back into his chair.

"Can I help you get home? I'll call you a cab."

Jim looked up and tried to focus. Things were a bit blurry. Sandburg. "I have my keys if you want to drive me.
You could spend the night." Jim couldn't believe those words came out of his mouth. He couldn't believe
Sandburg was actually going to do it when he grabbed up Jim's keys and told everyone goodnight and they
walked out to the truck through the rain.

"Fancy truck. I'm glad you're not driving it home and wrapping it around a pole or something." Sandburg helped
Jim into the truck and entered the driver's side.

"Thanks." Jim said and then slid up against the man's shoulder, nuzzling the jacket and sucking part of the collar
into his mouth. He smells so good. Jim fell asleep.

Blair couldn't believe the man would be so relaxed with a total stranger. He couldn't believe himself, wondering
again what he was doing taking this man home instead of calling a cab. Glancing down at the head laid so
trustingly against him, Blair felt his answer in the sudden pang of tenderness that clenched at his heart. The same
feeling that overcame him the first time he looked up at the strong, handsome man and into those lost, lonely,
blue eyes. It had startled him enough he almost forgot to go and take the man's order.

Blair recognized that look. He saw it every time he looked in a mirror. Staring out the truck windshield, keys in
hand, Blair felt a surge of pain dripping down his soul like the rain down the glass. It had been raining when they
called about his mom. Even now he could hardly believe she was gone. Naomi traveled a lot and they didn't see
each other often, but they kept in touch either by e-mail or phone. He had always known she was there and had
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never felt really alone. It was still hard to think of her as dead. She'd been so vibrant and alive. The photo albums
and various objects she had left behind when she visited were poor substitutes for the forceful, free spirited
personality that had been his mom. God, he missed her so much. Dammit, Blair. Get a grip.

Address. He needed an address. Careful not to disturb the sleeping man, although he wasn't sure if that was
possible due to the man's condition, Blair slid the wallet out of the back pocket he had seen it tucked away in,
fingers trembling slightly at the warmth of the firm muscle under his hand. You could spend the night. Blair was
amazed when it didn't surprise him that he was actually considering it. There was just something about the other
man that tugged at his emotions. Maybe the opportunity to take away some of the loneliness in the other man's
eyes would help ease the ache in his own heart.

Opening up the stranger's wallet, Blair looked for the address, too lost in thought to take notice of the name.
Once he had the address, he tucked the wallet into the man's jacket pocket and started the truck. The squeak of
the windshield wipers and streaks of rain were almost hypnotizing. Blair tried not to think of what he knew was
going to happen. It was cold in the truck but he didn't bother with the heater. He had felt cold since the phone
call. Now the body heat of the man pressed against his side began to seep through him, warming him from the
inside out. Blair shivered at the thought of that heat pressed against him, naked skin to naked skin. Stop thinking
about it, it hasn't happened yet. Maybe the man won't even remember offering. Shaking his head Blair realized
they had arrived. Great. A parking spot. Relieved that he wouldn't have to drag the big man very far through the
rain, Blair turned and woke Jim up.

The shock of cold rain dripping down his spine cut through the drunken haze fogging Jim's mind. He stumbled
along, one arm over Blair's shoulder for balance. Beneath the jacket layer Jim could feel the warmth of heated
skin. Concentrating on the feel and scent of the man under his arm, Jim barely noticed when they arrived at his
apartment door. The shifting flex of muscles Jim felt as Blair reached out with the keys sent a pulse of longing
through him. When Blair opened the door, Jim kissed him hard, pouring all his desire and need into it. From the
frantic response he got in return, Jim could tell Blair needed him just as badly.

They made their way to the bedroom upstairs. Blair looked around and could see that Jim must have just moved
in. His place looked stark and bare, not lived in. Once upstairs, Jim undressed Blair quickly, and himself at the
same time. Naked, they slid into the bed.

"I've never been with a man before," Jim whispered softly. He kissed Blair again, sucking in the full, lower lip,
nibbling gently, obsessed with its firm softness. He slid as much of his body against Blair's as he could, palms
sliding up Blair's spine as he pulled him closer.

"My name's Blair." Sandburg managed to blurt out between kisses. He was finding it hard to think clearly. He felt
as though he were being devoured.

"Jim." His mouth nuzzled at Blair's neck. He licked, enjoying the salty texture of skin. "Blair, I need you. I want
you to fuck me so bad." Nose pressed against his neck now, he breathed deep. Blair smells so good

"Jim, maybe we should wait until you're sober. You said you'd never done this before." Blair was nervous.

"Hey, Chief, if you don't want to fuck me, I can get anyone to do it." Jim started to get up out of his bed.

"No!" Blair pulled him back down "No. I'll make love with you if that's what you really want." Blair couldn't
stand the thought of Jim going to someone else. Someone who might hurt him. And if he were honest with
himself, the idea of taking the bigger man was intoxicating.

"For some reason, I'm totally relaxed with you. I don't know why." Jim said.

Blair had only gone in the back way with a woman once, so he really wasn't too keen on doing this right now.
He'd prefer to have Jim sober. Nevertheless, he could tell that Jim needed someone right then, and Blair needed
to be needed. There was no way he could say no to the look on that face. There was an ache there that matched
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his own. Blair felt an overwhelming protective urge to take care of the man in his arms, to make him feel good.

"You have any lube and condoms?" Blair whispered.

"Yeah, in the drawer in the night stand." Jim said just as softly. Blair began to kiss Jim, overwhelmed by the
fevered response. Jim was so sensitive to every stroke of his tongue and hands. He couldn't understand why Jim
was so turned on if he'd never been with a guy before. As Jim's hard cock started sliding along his own, Blair he
realized he didn't much care, either. Blair was going to make it good for both of them.

"Jim, I'm going to loosen you up first. It'll feel weird at first but it gets better. If at anytime you want to stop, just
tell me, okay?"

"Just do it, Chief." Jim growled.

"No, we have to do it right or I'll leave right now." Blair's mouth started working its way down Jim's body. He
leaned his hands and weight against Jim. The man was thrashing around frenziedly.

"Chief, if you keep this up, I'm going to come before we even get started."

"That might not be a bad idea, Jim. I want you to come for me and then you can relax a little bit. You'll be hard
again in no time, I promise." Blair gave Jim a moment to calm as he retrieved the lube and a couple of condoms
from the drawer.

Jim could barely remain still long enough for Blair to slide a condom onto him. Once he had it on, he engulfed
Jim's cock with his warm mouth. Jim made an odd sound and tried to push up, but Blair was holding his hips
down. Blair had some lube on his finger so he started playing around the puckered opening. Jim was moaning
louder by the time Blair slid a finger into him and Jim about came off the bed. "Oh god, oh god, oh god." Blair
took in as much of Jim as he could, pushing his finger all the way into Jim. Once in, he searched for the spot that
he'd heard guys at the bar talk about. Blair found the prostate, rubbing against it with his finger as Jim came with
no warning at all. He sucked hard, letting Jim gradually soften before sliding his mouth away and tossing the used
condom in the bedside trash container.

Blair rested against Jim, waiting for the panting man to get his breath back and enjoying the hot, sweaty
smoothness of skin against his cheek and body. Glancing up at Jim and smiling into the stunned, soft gaze staring
back at him, Blair felt warm for the first time that spring. He was so hard he was hurting, but he wanted them
both to come together the next time. After Jim had rested, Blair started caressing him. Hands sliding over the
firm, hard ass, he ran his fingers gently around Jim's hole again, barely touching the skin, and enjoying Jim's
spasmodic shiver and moans. If nothing else, Jim was the most responsive person Blair had ever been with. Blair
leaned up over Jim and slid his tongue around the open, panting mouth. "On your hands and knees."

There was no argument. Jim got up and had his ass in the air and his head down on two pillows, trying to calm
down. Blair ran a finger down the curved spine, touched by the trust and vulnerability in the other man. He's so
beautiful. Blair's heart ached as he reached for the other condom and lube. He hissed, trying not to come as he
eased the condom over his erection. He filled his hands with lube and enclosed Jim's thick, hard penis in one
slick hand and with the other he slid a fingertip into the grasping hole. Jim was more relaxed there and not too
tight. He slid the finger all the way in. Jim shuddered, squirming beneath him and Blair had to fight to control
himself. He could feel how hard Jim was again; feel the heated throbbing. I'm doing this to him. Blair was
surprised by the amount of possessiveness filling him as he continued to prepare Jim.

Once Jim was nice and loose and outspoken about his preparedness, Blair didn't wait any longer. "Jim, I'm going
to start to push in. If it's too much you tell me and we'll stop. Right?"

"Just fuck me," Jim growled. His jaw clenched in frustration. "I'm ready, already." He moved restlessly against
the hands clutching his hips, trying to force himself back onto Blair.
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Blair pushed into Jim, not too far, just enough to get Jim's attention. Jim started to soften, and was breathing
shallow. "Jim, are you all right?"

"I'm fine. Just fuck me, please?" The second part of this plea was said so softly that Blair almost didn't hear it. He
started pushing further into Jim. He slid in almost all the way, and Jim started to harden again. Things were
looking up.

Carefully, despite Jim's best efforts to speed things up, Blair began to move deeper until he was in as far as he
could get. It was taking a major effort to control the urge to thrust, to move in hard and fast. Reaching down
Blair took a firm grip on Jim's cock. Jim groaned loudly and shoved back against Blair, begging Blair to move, do
something. Blair started pounding into Jim when he realized that Jim could take it. He tried to thrust against the
prostate as often as he could. Jim was ecstatic, bucking helplessly beneath him, crying out, and moaning
incoherently. Before long Blair was telling Jim he couldn't hold on for too much longer. Knowing he was the one
making Jim so crazy with desire was almost too much for Blair. Jim pushed his ass back harder onto Blair's cock.
Blair hit his prostate again and Jim came screaming Blair's name, collapsing onto the bed and shuddering
convulsively. Blair followed suit not long after.

Between the beer and the sex, Jim was out cold. Blair rested. He spent the time enjoying the look and feel of Jim
in his arms. Blair knew he should be worried about the strong emotions he was feeling for someone he just met,
but he couldn't think about that right now. He was tired of being alone. Tired of feeling depressed. This man had
made him feel more alive than he'd felt since finding out about his mom. What if he doesn't want this to go any
further? What if one night is all you get? No! Blair wasn't going to think about this. The thought of losing the
warmth he'd felt with the other man was too much. He didn't want to feel cold anymore. What he had felt with
Jim was worth fighting for. Even as Blair tried to reassure himself he couldn't stop the sliver of cold growing in
the pit of his stomach. Did he want to get attached and take the risk of losing someone else? It had hurt so much
with Naomi. Could he do this? Looking for a distraction, he went downstairs to where he'd seen a bathroom and
got some cloths to clean himself and a now awake, but drowsy, Jim with and then curled into Jim's arms and tried
to sleep. Before he could fall asleep, Jim spoke, "I'll never be with you again like this, will I?" It was asked with
such a note of sadness that Blair wanted to turn on a light and tell him he was wrong. He didn't. Blair just wasn't
sure if this was something he was ready for yet, so he said the only thing he could. "I'd like to see you again some
time. Do you mind if I sleep here tonight?"

"No, I'd like it if you slept here. It's been a long time since I've been with someone. This was great. Thank you
very much." Jim kissed Blair on the forehead and fell asleep. It about broke Blair's heart. He snuggled in closer
to this big man who was a lot more sensitive than he appeared. That was the last thing he remembered.

When Blair awoke the next morning he freaked finding himself still in Jim's bed. What in the hell had he been
thinking? Sleeping with an intoxicated man who was emotionally vulnerable and probably had no idea what he
was doing. Who had said he'd never been with a man before. This could be bad. What if Jim couldn't handle
knowing he'd had sex with a man, that a man actually had fucked him? Blair didn't think he could handle it if Jim
got upset. He was already feeling more attached to the man than he was comfortable with, he didn't think he
could deal with the other man's anger as well. Not yet. Feeling like he'd taken advantage of Jim's inability to
think straight because of the drinking, he got out of bed, found his clothing, dressed quietly, and got out of Jim's
apartment as fast as he could. Blair wanted to see Jim again, but he wanted it to be Jim's decision, not his. Blair
slipped a paper underneath the closed door once he was in the hallway giving his phone number and name,
asking Jim to call him if he wanted to see him again.

Jim woke to a dull ache in his ass and couldn't imagine what in the hell he'd done to cause that. Then his memory
slammed into gear and it was Jim's turn to freak out. Oh, Jesus, Ellison. What in the fuck did you do now? You
picked up a stranger in a bar. A man. Oh, god. Sandburg. Blair. You have to work with this man. How the hell
was he going to face Blair now? Jim had practically thrown himself at the other man. Hell, he had thrown
himself at the other man. Vague flashes of himself begging and demanding to be taken ran through his mind. Jim
groaned, face buried in his pillow, still wondering what the hell had come over him. Mmmm. His pillow smelled
good, very good. Jim felt himself hardening, his hips pressing down into the mattress. He breathed deeply. Smells
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like...Jim's head shot up...Blair. What the hell is wrong with me? He could smell the scent all over now. All over
the sheets, all over him. Jim got up, got in the shower, and scrubbed himself until he was almost raw. Damn...

***

Arriving at the office, Carol had everything ready for his day and coffee made. "Oh, someone didn't sleep last
night. Is that a hickey on your neck? Did you get lucky?" She joked.

"Why do you say that?" Jim stiffened in his chair. He twisted trying to get comfortable, not used to the ache in
his ass. He was still trying to adjust to what had happened with Blair and felt like 'I had sex with a man' was
written across his forehead.

Carol's grin faded. "I was joking, Jim. Calm down. You have an appointment with Mr. Sandburg in a little while.
Are you ready for me to leave?"

"Never, Carol, but everything will be fine. I don't want you to worry about anything."

"Okay, well just rest up, read the paperwork I have on your desk for today, and I'll buzz you when Mr. Sandburg
gets here."

"Thank you, Carol." Jim took his coffee into his office and sat down at his desk. Oh god, what am I supposed to
do now? You let a man fuck you, Ellison. But Blair wasn't just any man. Jim had truly felt something special for
him, had been drawn to him in more than just a physical way. He trusted Blair and felt closer to him than anyone
in a long time. Even with Simon, he had never dared to be so vulnerable and Simon was his best friend. He just
didn't know why he was attracted so quickly or how Blair felt about things. Blair must have regretted what
happened between them or he wouldn't have run off like that...but he did leave his phone number and request for
Jim to call him...but that was before he knew Jim was going to be his boss. Jim didn't know what to think. He
knew what he wanted; the only question was what Blair wanted. How were they supposed to work together with
everything that had gone on between them? Did he even want to complicate his life like this? First his senses go
crazy on him, then the headaches, and last night he just found out he liked men. Or one man in particular. I must
be out of my mind.

Carol buzzed Jim's phone and said, "Jim, Mr. Sandburg is here for his 9:00 appointment. Should I send him in?"

"Yes, please do. Thank you, Carol." Jim found his hands were shaking. He put his coffee down before he spilled
it.

The door opened and Sandburg walked in. He stopped short, staring at Jim in shock. "Sit down, Mr. Sandburg."
Jim managed to choke out before his throat felt like it was closing. His heart pounded in his chest. He wanted to
reach out, to touch Blair and know everything was going to work out. Blair walked over and sat down and just
looked at Jim and didn't know what to say.

As Carol shut the door, Jim turned to Blair and said, "I'm sorry for what happened last night. I don't normally get
drunk. In fact, I don't drink much at all. I can't hold my liquor and now you know why."

Oh, god. He's sorry it happened. Blair bent his head focusing on his shoes, trying not to let the other man know
how upset the words made him. Tears threatened to fall and he swallowed them back. The hopes he'd had of
working out any relationship with Jim faded. He felt suddenly cold again, and alone.

"Hey, it shouldn't interfere with our work here. I'm good at running an office and I can start tomorrow. If you still
want me to," Blair said, still not looking at Jim.

"Look, Blair. Let's start over." Jim stood in front of Blair and said, "Hi, I'm Jim Ellison. It's nice to meet you." He
stuck his hand out for Blair to shake and smiled. Blair shook it.
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"It's very nice to meet you, Jim. I'm Blair, Blair Sandburg." His answering smile was a little shaky at the edges as
he peered up at Jim, blue eyes wide and slightly sad.

Jim stared back; he blushed slightly as he realized he hadn't let go of Blair's hand. He let go and stepped back. "I
really would like you to start tomorrow. Carol could show you the ropes and we could start over again." The
warmth of Blair's grip still lingered on Jim's palm. He rubbed his hands together. "Again, I apologize for last
night."

"Jim, stop saying you're sorry. That makes me feel worse. It's not like I didn't enjoy it."

Totally ignoring his remark, Jim said, "Did Carol tell you how much you'll be making here?"

"Yeah, she told me about the pay. Did she tell you that I have to have some time off for school?"

"Yes, she said you're a teaching assistant. What are you majoring in?" Jim asked trying to get them as far away
from sex as he could take them.

"I'm an anthropology student. Some day, when we have more time, I'll tell you about what I've been studying."

"Okay, Sandburg, I think that's it for now. I'll see you in the morning then." Jim got up and started walking
towards the door. He turned around and saw Blair writing. "What are you doing?"

"Jim, I don't know about you, but I really enjoyed last night and if you'd like to see me again, I'd like that. This is
my address and my work number at the university. Call me sometime when we aren't working, okay?" Blair had
decided not to give up on Jim without a fight. Jim was probably just scared; last night was his first time with
another man. Maybe all Jim needed was a little reassurance and time.

"Sure," Jim said offhandedly. Blair looked sadly at Jim when he realized he was being blown off.

"I've never been with a man before, either. I just thought I'd tell you that. I'm a little confused right now, too."
Blair said as he walked out the door.

Jim watched him walk to the parking lot. His thoughts were chaotic as he tried to make up his mind. When Blair
got to his car, Jim found himself rushing to the parking lot. "Sandburg, want to have dinner tonight at my place?"

"Jim, I can tell you don't want to do this. It's okay." Blair started to get into his car.

Jim reached out a hand to grab Blair's arm and stop him. "I really want you to...I asked if you'd like to have
dinner. I didn't say we were going to fuck."

"Okay, I'll be there at 7:00." Blair's eyes shone up at Jim. A smile spread wide across his face as he started his
car. Jim loved that smile.

"I'll see you tonight." Jim called out as Blair drove out of the parking lot.

Carol had been surprised to see Jim dash outside after Blair. Watching them through the office window she
began to think.

Jim walked back into the office to an assistant waiting with questions.

Carol looked at him strangely and he said, "What?"

"Jim? Last night...You were with Blair? You fucked him?" Carol asked crudely, stunned.

"What the hell are you talking about, Carol? I'm not into guys. I can honestly say I didn't fuck him."
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"Oh my god, Blair fucked him." Carol whispered to herself except that Jim heard it.

He turned around and said, "Why would you think that?"

"Why would I think what, Jim?"

"Why would you think he fucked me?"

"Jim, how could you hear that? I barely heard it myself. It wasn't even a whisper." Carol said almost in a panic.

"Calm down, Carol, and answer me. Why do you think that?"

"Because you looked at him differently than you look at anyone else. You looked at him like you would if there
were a gorgeous woman in the room. Not to mention the fact that you ran after him out to the parking lot. You
had sex last night and knowing you, you went to the bar to check out your new assistant. Also you've been
moving a little, uh, carefully. Nothing I would have really noticed if I hadn't known to look, so don't panic. I'd be
willing to bet money that you just asked him out for dinner, didn't you?"

"Yes, I did. And I did sleep with him last night. I have no idea why. I'm not into guys, but boy, that blows that
theory. I really don't even want to go there right now," Jim said, confused. "I just don't know why it happened."

Patting Jim on the back, Carol said, "Don't worry, Jim. Things will get better. You'll figure it out and realize that
you might have found a new love."

"Carol, I have no time for love, especially not with a guy. That would be too difficult to explain to the few
friends I have.

"Jim, aren't you tired of being The Lone Ranger?"

"So I choose a semi-short, brainy man?"

"Why not? If you like him and he likes you, why not?"

"I do like him. I really don't want to get serious about anyone, but he might be fun."

"Ellison, don't even think about just using him, do you understand?" Carol's normally affectionate brown eyes
sparked angrily.

"Carol, I was talking about having a friend to do fun things with, not sleep with." Jim defended himself. "I would
never do anything to hurt Blair."

Carol relented before the hurt look on Jim's face. "I know, Jim," she reassured him. "Oh, before I forget, Simon
Banks is coming over and taking you to lunch today. He has some things to tell you about the latest case."

"Good, we're getting nowhere on that. I hate it when I can't figure things out."

"Well, I'll leave you to your work. There are some notes on your desk so please don't ignore them." Carol said
sternly as she walked to her desk.

"Thanks, Carol," Jim called out.

"You're very welcome."

Jim saw a pile of little post-its from Carol's desk. The first one had Jim's dad's number on it and his name. "Call
Dad for birthday. Don't forget." Thank god, Carol remembered everything. Jim felt guilty that he'd needed to be
reminded. Picking up the phone, Jim dialed his Dad's number.
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"Ellison."

"Happy Birthday, Dad. What do you have planned for tonight?"

"Nothing, Jimmy. I was hoping that my sons might want to take me out or something."

"Well, you're in luck. I'll call and make reservations at the Italian restaurant that you love so much. Will that be
all right, Dad?"

"That would be great, Jimmy. Thank you, son." His father sounded pleased.

"I have to get back to work. I'll pick you up about 7:00. Goodbye, Dad." Jim waited for his father to reply then
hung up the phone and started calling and answering the phone messages that were piled on his desk. Once he
was finished he forced himself to start in on the paperwork. Jim was relieved that for the first time in days it
didn't give him a headache. Still it was hard to concentrate on the mundane day-to-day tasks when all he wanted
was to go over the latest case file before Simon arrived. Hopefully the new information Simon had would turn
out to be important. This was one case everybody involved with wanted solved as soon as possible. Jim did
manage to go over it again, but got no new hunches or ideas from studying it. By the time Simon got there, Jim
was frustrated and ready for a break.

"Hey, Simon. Where are we going for lunch?" He stood up as the taller, broad, dark-skinned man entered his
office.

"I'm thinking something light because I have a date tonight." Simon seemed tense as he waited for Jim to give
Carol some last minute instructions.

Jim remembered he had a date with Sandburg, so he needed to call him when he got back to the office. He had
gotten so wrapped up in Blair he'd forgotten when he made the date that it was his dad's birthday. Hopefully,
Blair wouldn't be too upset when Jim called and cancelled. It was disappointing that he had to put off seeing the
other man. Jim had really been looking forward to spending more time with Blair. Right now he and Simon
needed to concentrate on solving their latest case; he'd have to call later.

"Sounds good to me, Simon. We really need to figure out something about this case. It's pissing me off." They
walked out to Simon's car.

"Tell me about it. We have everyone working on it and no one can come up with a thing." Simon jerked his door
open angrily. They both got in the car, both of them thinking of the parents and missing children.

"Would you mind if I went to the crime scenes?" Jim thought if he could manage to control his heightened senses
for even a minute or two, maybe he would get lucky and find something. The headache afterwards would be
more than worth it considering what was at stake. Usually the pain involved after concentrating on his abilities
was bad enough that he just tried to shut it all down. Most of the time it wasn't worth the effort.

"No. I'm sure the parents of the children would be happy to see anything new being done." Simon started the car
and pulled out of the parking lot.

"How many are missing now?" Jim asked while fastening his seat belt.

"Ten. Not one lead, not one clue as to where we should even start looking."

"I'm going to have someone new working with me tomorrow. I'd like to bring him so he can get the feel of what I
do."

"What happened to Carol?" Simon asked.

"She's got a month off to help her dad. He's not doing so well right now."
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"I hope that he's going to be all right. Remind me when we get back to give her my best, if she's still there
anyhow. She's great, Jim."

"Yeah, I totally agree."

They continued discussing the case over lunch and were getting nowhere. By the time they got back to the
office, it was after 5:30. Simon left and Jim made sure that Carol had locked everything up tight. On his way
home he called the restaurant and made the reservations. They took them late only because Jim was such a good
customer. Once home, he got in the shower and washed away the day and dressed in one of his nicer suits for his
dad's birthday.

As he walked out of the loft he wondered what he was forgetting. Looking at his watch, he realized he was late,
so whatever he was forgetting would have to wait. When he finally drove up in front of his father's house, his
dad was ready and walked out to the truck. "Happy Birthday, Dad. You look great."

"Thanks, Jimmy. I can't wait to get there. I tried to call Steven but I don't know if he got my message."

"Well, I don't know about you but I'm starving." Jim said as he drove off in the direction of the restaurant. He
was glad that he and his dad had reconciled their differences and were back in each other's lives. It had taken
some effort and pain but their relationship was better than it had ever been. Letting go of all the bitterness left
over from his childhood had made Jim feel like he'd been set free of a heavy burden. He wished that Steven
would do more with the two of them. Hopefully, that might come in time.

When they pulled up they saw Steven waiting outside. Jim smiled, relieved to see him, but William beamed. He
would have both his sons with him on his birthday and was thrilled. Maybe he would get the chance to make
amends for the wrong choices he made raising them.

***

As Jim drove home from his dad's house, he was tired but felt good about the evening. They had all had a great
time at dinner. Steven had seemed to enjoy himself as much as his father had. Maybe that meant they would see
more of him. The rain was coming down hard again; this was one of the coldest, wettest springs Jim could
remember in years. He slowed down, as he really didn't want to end the evening by running into someone and he
wasn't quite sure he'd waited long enough before driving after the few drinks he'd had. He used to be able to
handle drinking better, not that he used to drink more than the occasional beer after work, but since his senses
went into overdrive Jim had found that liquor had more of an effect on him. The beers that had led to that
unforgettable--although he was trying--night with Sandburg would never have had such a profound effect on his
self-control before. Sandburg. Driving up to the loft, Jim realized that he had forgotten to call Blair and tell him
that he wouldn't be home. Fuck... Ellison, you can be such a dick. Jim was too mellow to worry about it now,
he'd just apologize to Blair in the morning. Blair would understand. It was Jim's dad's birthday, after all. Damn it,
Ellison, why didn't you call him before you left? Now he's going to think you're a heel.

When Jim drove up he saw someone sitting on the ground in front of the entrance to his building. Jim had never
seen a street person taking shelter in this area before. He'd call it in when he got inside. He started walking up
and as he got nearer he could hear soft crying; the kind of crying that broke your heart. Jim sighed resignedly. It
looked like his evening wasn't going to end so well after all, but he couldn't leave someone out in this weather
and in who knew what kind of trouble. As Jim got closer, he leaned down, "Hey, buddy can I help you?"
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When the man lifted his head up Jim almost fell over in shock. "Sandburg, what the hell's going on? Why are you
sitting out here in the rain?"

Jim noticed that Blair was trembling and shivering. Jim leaned over, helped Blair up and said, "Come on. We'll
get you upstairs to warm up and get clean." Jim had to almost carry Blair into the building. The young man was
so cold, and apparently in shock as well. What the hell had happened? Now didn't seem like a good time to ask.
Blair needed a warm shower and hot drink, not an interrogation. He'd ask in the morning when they were both
rested and Blair had a chance to calm down.

Snuggling up to Jim he said, "You weren't here. I didn't have anywhere else to go. My place blew up tonight and
it even got my car. The cops brought me. I told them I had a friend that lived here. I thought we were going to
meet for dinner and I was hoping that you'd let me clean myself up before I had to go back out on the street."

When they got into the elevator Blair leaned into Jim, hiding his face in Jim's chest, his wet hair soaking through
Jim's already drenched jacket and into Jim's shirt. "Man, I'm so sorry." Blair struggled desperately to stop the
hiccupping sobs that made it hard to speak. "I didn't have anywhere else to go." God, Jim's going to think I'm
pathetic. He tried to step back and stand on his own.

"Nothing to be sorry about Sandburg." Jim wrapped his arms tighter around Blair, holding him securely in his
arms. "You needed somewhere to go, might as well have been here. Sorry I wasn't here to help you. It was my
Dad's birthday. I meant to call but I forgot." The thought of how long Blair must have been sitting there alone in
the rain made him feel ashamed.

"If I had stayed home I'd have been killed. The only reason I'm alive is because I was leaving to come over
here." Blair tried to swallow the tears that threatened to fall. Thank God all his research papers, books, and
important artifacts were kept at his office on campus. He hadn't trusted leaving them in his warehouse. Not in
that neighborhood. Only he'd been worried about theft, not fire. He still couldn't believe everything else was
gone. All that he possessed, all he had of his mother disappeared in flames. Blair thought he had come to terms
with his mother's death, but the loss of the few remnants he'd had to remind him of her was devastating. It felt
like she had died again. This time though he had someone to go to, someone who had warmed his heart and made
him feel that at least there was someone who cared, who warded off the loneliness and the cold he'd felt all
spring. Finding out that Jim was not home had undermined his remaining self-control. He hadn't been able to
keep the tears back and ended up bawling like a baby, grieving, as he hadn't been able to do since he got the
phone call explaining his mother's death.

"Well, I'm glad you're all right. You are all right?" Jim asked looking down at the very wet and smelly sniffling
man. Blair straightened, looked up with huge teary apologetic eyes, and sniffled out something that sounded like
he was fine. Jim had the overwhelming urge to kiss away the tears, and wrap himself around the other man like a
blanket. He leaned his forehead against the top of Blair's head instead; still not sure what behavior was
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appropriate between them but unable to resist offering comfort.

When they stepped off the elevator Blair pulled away from Jim as if he was afraid of what someone would think
or say. Jim pulled Blair back into the safe haven of his arms, walked to his door and opened it. Blair was
shivering badly and Jim knew he needed to get him warmed up. As soon as they walked into the loft, Jim started
pulling Blair's clothing off. They smelled of smoke and bomb residue. Ellison, you have a lot to make up for
here. "Come on, Chief. Let's get you into the shower and warmed up. I've got some sweats you can wear until
tomorrow."

"Do you think I could soak in a hot tub instead? I'm so cold, Jim."

"Yeah, a bath would be good, too. Come on, let's get you in there." Jim led Blair into the bathroom and got the
water going so it could fill up while he helped Blair undress. Stripping Blair of his clothing wasn't a turn on for
either of them. Blair was too upset to think about the fact that he was naked in front of the man he'd only spent
one night with and Jim was too upset seeing Blair so miserable. Blair sank gratefully into the water after Jim
checked to be sure it wouldn't be too hot for him.

"I'm really sorry, Jim. I'll be out of here as soon as I warm up." Blair said, trying to keep from crying again. What
would the man be thinking of him?

"Chief, would you like some coffee? Hot chocolate? What can I bring you? Have you eaten anything?"

"Thanks. Do you have decaf? I'd love some coffee but I don't think I could eat anything." Blair slid into the
warm water, Jim's concern and thoughtfulness almost undoing his hard won self-control.

"I'll be right back, Chief, with some coffee and some dry clothes."

While he was upstairs getting the clothing for Blair, Jim heard him start talking so softly Jim barely understood
him through the intermittent sobs.

"Man, I'm such a loser. I finally find someone I really like...someone I think I'm falling in love with, and I cry all
over him. I'm sure that impressed the hell out of him. He'll never want me around him again. I'm going to lose
him just like I've lost everything...everyone...else. Mom. Oh God, I don't know what to do."

Jim felt his heart physically ache as he listened; he would do anything to stop Blair from hurting, he just wasn't
sure what to do. Halfway to the stairs it finally sank into Jim's head that Blair had confessed that he was falling in
love with him. Suddenly weak, Jim sank down onto the bed. Memories of Blair in his office, of that night they
spent together, of the way Blair made him feel, the desire to hold, protect, to comfort, flooded through Jim's
mind. He couldn't stand listening to Blair cry; it tore him apart inside. I love him. Jim didn't understand how this
could have happened so fast but he couldn't deny his emotions. They were real. The thought of being so
vulnerable to another person scared him. His track record with relationships sucked. Each time he lost someone
it felt like they took a piece of his soul with him. In the end, he'd decided he was better off alone. He had kept to
himself so much that Carol kidded him, calling him the Lone Ranger. Now it was too late. Blair meant too much
to him to be able to step away.

Blair had managed some semblance of control again by the time he heard the knock on the bathroom door. "It's
your bathroom, man. You don't have to knock."

"Yeah, I do. It might be my bathroom, but you're my guest and I'm not that rude.” Jim handed Blair a cup of
coffee and threw the sweats and underwear over the toilet seat. “Now, drink your coffee so I can help you get
your hair shampooed and get you into bed."

"Jim, that's okay. I can do it myself and with the clothes I'm borrowing I could go to a hotel or something." Blair
didn't want to be such an imposition on Jim that the man started having second thoughts about them having a
relationship.
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"You going to drink up or do you like your coffee with shampoo in it?" Jim asked, ignoring Blair.

Blair sipped gratefully at his coffee, letting the heat of the bathwater and hot liquid seep through to his bones.
None of it warmed him quite as much as the care and concern Jim was showing him.

Sitting up, Blair allowed Jim to wash his hair, the tender hands massaging and soothing. Every now and then Jim
could feel the hitches in Blair's breathing. It was a disappointment to Blair when his hair was finally done and he
had to get out and dry off. After dressing and letting Jim towel dry and comb through his hair, Blair asked if Jim
had a coat he could borrow.

"No, you're staying here. Don't argue. I hate to argue before bed. It pisses me off and then I can't sleep."

"The sofa looks pretty comfy. Could I get a blanket?"

"Get your ass upstairs, Sandburg. You know I want you up there, so just go," Jim said, smiling. Blair didn't argue,
but he wasn't exactly running up the stairs either. Jim watched to make sure he went all the way up to the
bedroom. "I'll be up in a minute."

Jim secured the loft for the night and took his own shower, grabbing the robe hanging off the back of the
bathroom door. He paused in front of the mirror. It was funny that he looked the same; he hardly felt like he
knew himself anymore. So much had changed in the last few months; most of it in the last few days, but none of
the changes were reflected back at him in the mirror. I suddenly developed hyperactive senses. Now I'm thinking
about having a relationship with another man. If he were honest with himself, it wasn't something he had to
think about. Whatever was between Blair and him, despite his personal doubts and fears, was already
established. It was too late to back out now. He cared too much and that's what scared him the most. Jim smiled
wryly at his reflection and with nervous anticipation went to join Blair.

Jim had that same smile on his face when he found Blair curled up in a ball on one side of the bed, as if he were
trying to take up as little room as possible. Or maybe he was just trying to disappear. He slid off the robe,
climbed under the covers and reached out, pulling Blair back and into his arms. He ignored the moisture he felt
against his shoulder. "Relax, sleep. We'll figure all this out tomorrow." His breath sighed across Blair's forehead,
one hand slid soothingly down Blair's back as the younger man's body finally relaxed against his. "Everything's
going to be okay."

Jim felt tears slide wetly down his neck; he lifted Blair's face and kissed them gently away.

Blair struggled for control, Jim's affection overwhelming his defenses. "Man, why are you doing this? You don't
even really know me."

"I know what I need to know, so hush. I'd rather kiss than argue. How about you?"

Jim grabbed a tissue and had Blair wipe his eyes and his nose. This time when Jim kissed him, Blair kissed him
back. Then Jim got busy removing Blair's sweats. He didn't know why he'd even bothered having Blair put them
on. It was warm enough in bed with the two of them. He started kissing Blair everywhere. God, the man smelled
so good, felt so good. He moaned, licking across the squirming man's nipple Mmmm, tastes so good. Jim sucked
at the tiny bud, growling noises escaping from deep in his throat as he lost himself in the salty, slick heat of the
other man's skin.

"Jim?" Blair was getting concerned. "Jim? Hey, Jim?" He pushed against Jim's shoulders, shaking him. The dazed
look on the other's face scared him. Jim ignored him, still making those little noises, blindly snuffling and licking
his way over Blair's chest. Jim began biting softly at his skin and sucking wetly. "Jim!" Blair grabbed Jim's face
firmly between his palms, holding his head up and still. Jim tried to pull back, that dazed look still in his eyes.
"Hey, big guy. You're scaring me here. Come on, Jim. Listen to me." He watched with relief as Jim eyes
gradually focused on his face.
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"Blair?" Jim's expression was confused and a bit scared. "I'm sorry, I..."

"It's okay big guy. You just kind of took off without me." Blair looked intently up at him. "Jim, we should think
about this. I'm not sure you're thinking straight right now. Maybe you're just feeling sorry for me."

Jim shook his head impatiently, took Blair's hand, put it over his hard cock and said, "Does this feel like I'm
feeling sorry for you? I don't think so." He arched restlessly against Blair. "I know you need this; don't try to
deny it." He ran his own hand over Blair's answering hardness. "I need this...I don't see the problem here."

"Oh, God." Blair gasped as Jim tightened his grip, sliding his palm up Blair's shaft. He surrendered. "No, no
problem here." He admitted to himself that he did need Jim. The fear that Jim was doing this out of pity and that
out of desperation and emotional neediness Blair was subconsciously compelling Jim's response was gone. Jim
obviously knew what he wanted. Blair moaned loudly as Jim stroked him again.

He grabbed Jim's hips, thrusting up against the other man, loving the grunting cry as Jim thrust back down into
him. Jim arched his head back as Blair slid his heated cock alongside his own. "Blair..."

"Yes," Blair said quickly. He put his hand on Jim's ass and pushed so that there was more friction. Then he
started stroking Jim's crevice until Jim was moaning as loudly as Blair had been.

"Blair," Jim moaned again, "may I make love to you?"

A shiver ran all the way down Blair's spine as he realized what Jim was asking. He remembered the look of
ecstasy on Jim's face as he'd been taken, the begging, pleading cries. "Oh yeah." Blair flipped over on his
stomach. His heart swelled with hope as he thought about how Jim had asked. "I'd love you to make love to me."
Maybe this wasn't as one-sided as Blair had feared. Jim got the lube out and a condom and took care to prepare
Blair the same way he'd done with Jim the night before. Anticipation danced through Jim. Blair is letting me do
this. He felt full of pride and tenderness, loving the man who was so open and vulnerable before him. Had
anyone ever trusted him this much? He had only to ask and Blair was his. A feeling of protectiveness swelled
within him. He vowed to take great care. Nothing was going to hurt Blair again.

Blair was beginning to sincerely regret teasing Jim so much the other night. Jim was in his opinion being
excessively careful. "C'mon, Jim! I'm ready already."

He twisted squirming, hopefully seductively, against the other man. He gave a great sigh of relief as Jim removed
his fingers and he felt a hotter, larger pressure pushing into him. He arched his spine shoving backwards.

"Take me, Jim." Blair screamed out and Jim almost pushed all the way in before he caught himself and slowed
down. "Don't do that, Chief." Jim tried hard to remain focused. He didn't want to get lost in the physical
sensations like he had before and cause Blair harm. "You're pushing me to do something that might hurt you. I
don't ever want to hurt you."

They began a rhythm between the two of them that was like music. Not only beautiful to hear, but to feel. The
moaning grew until Jim knew that Blair was extremely close and he started hitting Blair's prostate repeatedly. He
felt Blair's orgasm before Blair did. He wondered if he'd ever be able to tell Blair this or about his senses.
Everything seemed weird; he tasted, felt, experienced so much at once it was dizzying. As Blair came he
screamed out Jim's name. Jim was caught up in his emotion, following soon after. "Blair."

Once things calmed down, Jim pulled out slowly, not wanting to, but needing to clean them up. He nuzzled
against the nape of Blair's sweat damp neck and forced himself up and out of bed. While he was fetching
washcloths from the bathroom he reminded himself to drop by the store sometime the next day to pick up some
disposable wipes. He wanted to make a habit of needing them. Both nights he'd spent with Blair were something
he wanted to experience repeatedly. He couldn't remember feeling this good in years.

Blair lay still, exhausted, while Jim wiped him clean. Jim resisted the urge his fingers had to linger over the warm
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soft skin. He didn't resist the urge to lie close and pull the other man back into his arms. He kissed Blair gently,
whispering, "I love you, Chief. I know it's kind of soon for me to be telling you this but I feel something for you
that I've never felt for anyone."

Blair looked up at him sadly, still half-asleep and feeling the loss of his mother and everyone else he'd ever cared
for. "It'll pass, Jim."

Jim stayed awake hours after Blair had fallen asleep. Finally, tired of his thoughts going in circles and getting
nowhere, he decided to think about Blair's words in the morning. He'd give Blair as much time as he needed to
see that what Jim felt was real. He'd discuss whatever they needed to in the morning; meanwhile if he was going
to get up early and get Blair some clothes, he needed to sleep. Carol could take over the office for a short time
before she left.

Jim woke early and was careful not to wake Blair when he got up. There was a large department store that was
not too far away and opened early. Blair didn't seem like the type that would care about where his clothes were
purchased. Jim wrote a quick note to let Blair know where he was. He glanced at Blair's jeans, shirt, underwear,
socks and his shoes for an idea of what to buy and then stuffed them into a garbage bag. The reek of smoke had
been giving him a headache. He downed a couple of painkillers on his way to the phone. He hoped the headache
was going to be just temporary and not one of his all day migraines.

Jim pulled his cell phone off the table and called his secretary at home. It was late enough for her to be up, but
too early for her to have left the apartment.

"Carol, it's me. I'm going to be a little late today. Could you call Simon Banks when you get to the office and tell
him that I won't be able to make it as planned? I'll call him when I get to the office. Blair's building and car blew
up last night so he's had a tough night."

"Oh my God. Is he all right, Jim?"

"Yeah, he'll be fine. I'll bring him in later today so you can show him the ropes."

"Jim, did you let him stay at your place last night?" Carol said with a smile in her voice. Jim heard it.

"Yes, if you must know," Jim said with a smile on his face.
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"Man, you're hooked, aren't you?"

"Yeah, I am. We'll see you later. Thanks Carol."

Hanging up the phone Jim grinned happily and then quietly checked on Blair again.

As he drove down the road Jim started humming to the music on the radio. He never did that. Ellison, you have
it bad.

Jim had a lot of thinking to do while he was shopping. The main thing he wondered about was why would he fall
for a man now. He was a little old to be changing his lifestyle. Not that he was complaining. Jim pushed the cart
down the aisles, putting things in the cart right and left. He found all sorts of things for Blair. However, he also
found things for them together, like condoms and lube. They needed a lot of them both. He bought two new sets
of sheets. He found a new comforter that seemed more like Blair. The big bed needed some extra pillows. He
picked out everything they would need for the bathroom, too. Jim had never been one for shopping before but
this wasn't too bad. It was quiet. There were few people in the store other than the stockers and one clerk.

He went into the men's department and found clothing that would get Blair through the next couple of days until
Blair could choose some for himself. He then picked up a pair of Nike's. Okay, they weren't real Nike's, but they
would do until Jim could get him the real thing. He picked out a nice comfortable jacket that would keep two
men warm so it would be perfect for Blair. Jim found himself grinning as he shopped. There was no doubt about
it. He was out of his mind, and loving it.

When Jim was done, the cart was completely filled with things for the loft and for Blair. Jim was very proud of
himself. He even bought Blair a toothbrush, hairbrush and those types of things. The girl looked at him oddly
while checking him out. When she got to the condoms and the lube, she stared at Jim. Jim had the decency to
turn red. After all, he had bought ten boxes of condoms and ten tubes of lube. Shit... What was I thinking? Well,
I was thinking of fucking like bunnies! Jim paid with his VISA and loaded everything in the truck. He was
excited about having Blair living with him. He'd have to see what Blair thought of that, but he'd ask. That was
the first step.

When Jim got home he had to make four trips down to the truck for everything. He was afraid that he'd wake
Blair up but he needn't have worried. Blair slept through it all. Jim decided to wash all of the clothes so they
wouldn't be so stiff and new. Finally, finishing up at about 11:00 with Blair still asleep, Jim decided to join him.
Wrapped comfortably around his lover, it didn't take Jim long to fall asleep, too.

When Jim awoke the next time he could hear Blair downstairs talking to himself in the bathroom. "Okay, Blair,
he must have gotten up extremely early to get all this? Why? I can't believe I mean enough for him to have
shopped for hours this morning while I was sleeping." Looking in the mirror, he said, "Don't you dare fall for
him. Yes, you. You know you'll only fuck it up. He's feeling sorry because you were acting pathetic last night. It's
too soon for him to be feeling this way. He's obviously still confused over a major change in lifestyle."

Blair was preoccupied the entire time it took him to shower, shave and dress in the clothing Jim had bought for
him. He had that sick feeling in the pit of his stomach that comes when something wondrous happens that seems
much too good to be true and usually turns out that way. Even after telling himself repeatedly to be careful, that
Jim might be confused about his feelings or mistaken, it was impossible for him to stop hoping that Jim's feelings
were real.

Blair's thoughts were still mixed when Jim came down the stairs while Blair was finishing cooking breakfast.

Jim looked at him with his new clothes on and said, "You look great." He pulled Blair into his arms and kissed
him soundly. Blair just stood there with a goofy look on his face as Jim walked off to the bathroom for a shower
and to get ready for work.

All through breakfast Blair found Jim staring curiously at him. It was making him nervous trying to figure out
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what Jim was thinking about. Had he made a total fool of himself last night? Jim had really seemed to enjoy
himself. It couldn't be that bad.

Jim finally spoke. "I have some questions to ask you and I don't want to push you, but at the same time, I think
you need to think about them."

"All right, I'm ready." Blair said sounding almost scared.

"I was wondering if you'd like to move in with me. We could take things slower if that would make you happier.
I don't want to force you into doing something you're not ready for but I really like having you here with me."

"You want me to stay here in this loft with you?" Blair asked with a shocked look on his face. Oh my God! He
really must care about me.

Jim began to panic and said, "I know, I'm probably pushing you. I'm sorry. I have that small room down here that
you could use if you need to. I'd rather have you in my bed, but either way, I just like having you here."

Blair couldn't move for a moment he was so stunned by the warmth and joy filling him as he watched Jim's
awkward nervous behavior. It touched him that he had this much effect on the other man. He surprised Jim when
he stood up and, moving around the table, leaned down to kiss his mouth gently and thoroughly. He looked down
at Jim and smiled. "I'd love to move in with you. I love you, too."

Jim found himself grinning like an idiot again. He slid his hand around Blair's neck and pulled him back down
into another longer, deeper, kiss that ended with Blair sprawled across his lap and both men breathless. "We
really need to get to the office but I want to pick this up where we left off when we come home." Jim said
smiling once again.

"That sounds good to me, hot stuff." Blair said relieved.

They walked down to the car and Jim gave Blair a loft key and a set of keys for his truck. "We'll go and get you
some things later this week. I have plenty of money, so don't worry about that."

"Why would you have plenty of money? Most PI's don't have a lot of money. They usually live from one client
to another."

"I got a huge settlement from the government when I left the military. I invested wisely and I've made quite a bit
from that. The loft is mine. I own it."

"You'll have to fill me in on all that some day. All right? I want to know more about you."

"Yeah, I'll tell you about me as we spend more time together. I'm afraid that you won't like who I am most of the
time, but don't let me scare you off, okay? I'm a grouch in the morning. I hate mornings usually, but my bark's
worse than my bite." Jim explained.

"Hey, Jim. I don't know if you noticed this yet but I'm wild about you. You don't have to sell yourself to me,
man. I already love you."

"Thanks, Chief. I love you, too." When they pulled into Jim's parking spot, he leaned over, kissed Blair and said,
"I hate that I can't do that all day long."

"Who says we can't?" Blair said jumping out of the truck and almost skipping into the office.

"Morning, Carol." Blair called out as he walked through the door. Carol grabbed Blair and hugged him. "God, I
was so scared when Jim said your place and car blew up. What happened, darlin’?"

"My neighbors were drug dealers. Go figure. So when something got too hot it exploded, I guess. I'm not sure
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myself. I bet Jim knows."

This was the first Jim had heard about this. He just stood there with his mouth hanging open. "Drug dealers,
Chief?"

"Jim, it's not like I knew what they did for a living. I was trying to get out of that neighborhood for awhile but it's
hard when you're a student."

"Carol, why don't you show Blair all that he'll need to know for the rest of the day? I need to call Simon Banks
and see what time he has open for us." Jim made his way into his office. Closing the door Jim took a deep breath.
It had suddenly hit Jim that Blair could have been killed.

Jim sat down at his desk and called Simon.

Simon answered. "Banks."

"Hey, Simon, sorry about this morning."

"What happened, Jim? I knew that something must have happened if you called that off."

"My new roommate and office assistant's place blew up last night. He lost everything. We had to get him some
things before he came into work. Do the parents still want to see us?"

"Yeah, they want to see you. They're dying for someone to find something new that might turn out to be the
break we need to solve this mess." Simon sighed. "When can you make it to station?"

"In about an hour?" Jim asked.

"An hour would be great. Thanks again, Jim. I sure hope you can find something. No one else has been able to."
Simon said tiredly.

Jim buzzed his intercom for Carol and Blair. Blair answered and said, "What can I get you, Mr. Ellison?"

Jim started laughing. "Smart ass. I need you to come in so I can fill you in on where we're going today."

"On my way, boss man." Blair said chuckling.

He knocked and walked in and Jim glared at him. It didn't faze Blair a bit. Jim knew he was going to be in
trouble. Today was the first day of their working together and Jim had already lost control.

"We're going to the police station to help a friend of mine with a case that no one's making any headway on. I
need to tell you some things before we go."

"I'm listening, Mr. Ellison." Blair smirked.

Jim got solemn. "Chief, quit fooling around. This is very serious."

"Sorry. Go ahead, man, I'm listening." Blair focused intently; whatever this was, it was important to Jim.

"Have you heard about those missing children?"

"Well, of course, who hasn't? It's terrible. You're being called in on that? Why?"

Jim flushed nervously. He was worried Blair was going to think he was crazy and change his mind about staying
at the loft but this was something the other man needed to know. Blair deserved to think about who he was
getting involved with. Jim took a deep breath.

Seasons Collage

224



"I can sense things that no one else can. So sometimes I'm able to smell, see, or hear what other people don't
even notice. That's one of the things I wanted to warn you about me. When I do concentrate too hard or focus
too much on what I'm sensing, I lose my grip on everything around me and get lost in my senses.

"Like a zone of sorts?" Blair was excited. "Like last night when we were together and I couldn't get your
attention, you were totally gone for a minute there."

"Yeah, I guess. I don't know." Jim was confused. Blair was taking this entirely too well. Where was the
skepticism, the disbelief? Simon had had to have proof before he even considered believing what was going on
with Jim.

Blair sat down with a thump. It was finally sinking in. He was sitting in front of a real, live, sentinel. He took a
deep breath and began to talk. "I found a book written by Richard Burton. The explorer, not the actor. In it he
talks about ancient tribal guardians, or watchmen. He called them sentinels. They were unique in that their
senses were developed far beyond the range of normal humans. Ever since I read that book I've been fascinated.
In fact, I made it my specific area of study. I'm writing my dissertation on sentinels. I've found people with
enhanced senses of smell or taste; some who worked in perfume laboratories or cordon-bleu chefs but never
anyone who had all five senses. You could be the real thing!" Maybe they had been destined to find one another.
"Our meeting each other. It's like fate or something. You have the enhanced senses and I'm the one who has the
knowledge to assist."

"You think I could be one of these Sentinels?"

"Yes, Jim. I do." Blair was so excited he could hardly remain in his seat. "We'll try some experiments out in the
field today. We'll see how good your senses work while I'm there with you. Sometimes that helps. Sentinel's need
a guide to help them focus without getting lost in what they are sensing; from zoning out."

"It would help explain the reason I'm able to find a lot of things that no one else has found on the cases that
Simon gives to me." Looking at Blair's exuberant face Jim tried to tell himself there was nothing to be nervous
about. He still couldn't keep from wondering what exactly Blair meant by experiments.

"Jim, it's not just being a sentinel. It's also being a really good detective. I think you had that to start with."

"We're supposed to meet Simon at the station in about 30 minutes. You ready to go?" Jim still couldn't believe
how easy this disclosure went with Blair.

"Jim, I'm as ready as I get." Blair's eyes literally sparkled as he laughed.

The office door was shut and Jim couldn't resist pulling the man into his arms. Now that Blair knew, Jim felt free
to indulge his senses, burying his head into the crook of Blair's shoulder shamelessly, breathing in that
intoxicating scent, licking at the salty smooth warmth of skin. He nibbled, bit, his way up Blair's neck to his
mouth, hanging on tightly as Blair started to squirm and twist.

"No, Jim. Not here. We have to keep it professional here. Okay?"

"Okay. Let's get out of here so I can kiss you in the truck then." Jim was true to his word. He kissed Blair as soon
as they were in the truck. Jim's cell phone rang, pulling them apart. "Ellison."

"Geeze, you two, get a room." Carol said, laughing and hung up.

Jim began laughing as he started the truck. Looking sideways at his lover he felt like he could do anything. For
the first time in days, Jim felt optimistic about the case. They were going to find something today. He knew it.

After going to the station, they followed Simon's directions to the first missing child's home. Blair tried to brace
himself for what was waiting inside. The pain of losing his mom gave him a sense of empathy with the parents.
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He could imagine how much more painful it would be to lose a child. For a moment he felt a chill in his bones
and reached out to place a hand on Jim's back. The chill ebbed away when he met the concerned, caring gaze
Jim gave him before turning to face the door as it opened.

"Detective Ellison?" The man at the door looked haggard. "Captain Banks told us you were coming. You're a
private detective, right?" Mr. Bachman asked. "I hope you can help us, sir."

"Yes, I'm Jim Ellison and this is my assistant, Blair Sandburg. We're going to do our best."

"Nice to meet both of you." Mr. Bachman said as he shook their hands. He stood back for them to enter and led
them to the living room to meet his wife. She looked as if she barely had enough energy to lift herself off the
couch. She stood and reached out to Jim, taking his hands in hers. "I've heard that you have a wonderful gift.
Thank you for using it to help us."

"Ma'am, I need you to know that it's not really a gift I can count on. Sometimes it's there and sometimes it's not.
I'll try my best but I can't promise anything. Please, don't get your hopes up."

"Anything would be better than nothing, Mr. Ellison." She turned and walked towards the stairs. "Anna's room
is," she stopped, catching her breath, "up there."

Her husband led Jim and Blair to the sparkling clean room. "Mr. Bachman, could we please be alone? I can
concentrate better with no distractions."

"Of course. I'll be downstairs if you need me." He left with a backward look of fear and hope.

"Jim, the first thing you need to do is be able to concentrate on a person's heart beats, to see if the rate changes
suddenly while you're talking or asking questions. You can sometimes tell if a person is lying that way. It could
help give you an idea of who might be a good person to focus more attention on.

"Okay, Chief, I did notice that. Both of the Bachman's were upset but not suspiciously so. I don't think we need
to worry about them. What's next?"

"Next, we need to take some things that belonged to the little girl. What's her name?"

"Anna Bachman." Jim said picking up her pillow from her bed. He put the pillow up to his face and said, "I can
smell her scent on the pillow.

"Good, Jim. Now feel for anything that looks or smells out of place."

Jim wandered around the room. When he got to her closet, he smelled something that shouldn't have been there.
He smelled urine. Why would there be urine there? It didn't smell anything like Anna's scent. And it didn't seem
like it was very old. "Blair, ask Mrs. Bachman if anyone's been staying in Anna's room." He kept on with his
inspection.

Blair came walking back into the room, "Jim, no one has been in this room but the cops and feds. That's it."

"Chief, I smell urine right here." Jim pointed to the closet.

"See if you can pick up anything else that no one noticed."

"No, nothing, Chief." Jim picked up his phone and dialed Simon's line.

"Banks."

"Simon, we're upstairs at the Bachman's. I need you to bring back a team. I smelled some urine on the closet
floor. I'm still checking but they have no pets, right?"
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Jim held on while Blair went to ask about pets. He came back and shook his head at Jim. "No, Simon, no pets."

"Good work, Jim. I'll call for the unit right now. Keep looking."

Jim kept looking but was unable to find anything else. "Dammit!" Frustrated, he turned his attention back to the
closet.

Blair stepped up beside him. "Relax Jim. Take a couple of deep breaths. You're trying too hard."

Jim complied, closing his eyes and breathing in deep and slow. "Chief, now I'm picking up two different odors
here. One could be the little girl, but the other smells different, maybe an adult. That scent is stronger."

When the forensic unit got there, they found both places where he sensed the urine but couldn't confirm Jim's
theory. They'd have to wait for the tests to come back to be sure.

Jim had been leaning against the wall while the forensic team worked, trying to hone his sense of smell, using
Blair's breathing technique to focus deeper. He choked, coughed, and shook slightly, pushing himself back onto
his feet.

Blair walked up. "What is it, big guy? What's wrong?"

Jim whispered, "She's dead, Chief. I smell it."

Blair looked up into Jim's tear-filled eyes and whispered back, "Okay, Jim, how do you know that? We have to
give them something to go on."

"I don't know, Chief." Jim said sadly. "It just smells like death."

"Come on, Jim, concentrate. There must be something tangible."

Jim walked out of the room and straight out of the house. Mrs. Bachman followed him out and grabbed onto his
arm. "You think she's dead, don't you?" Her eyes pleaded with him to answer truthfully.

"I think so, yes." Jim couldn't lie, nor could he hide the glistening evidence of held back tears, "but let's not give
up hope yet. We don't actually know."

Mrs. Bachman started crying and Jim held her in his arms, wishing there was something, anything he could do. "I
could feel it when I was in her room," she sobbed. "I don't know why. I've always had a sense of where she is
and what she's doing but not this time."

"I'm so sorry, Mrs. Bachman." Jim rubbed her back as she cried. He could see Mr. Bachman's face through the
living room window. Jim could see the tears running down his face as he watched his wife and must have
guessed the truth.

Blair came out his eyes sad and concerned, "Mrs. Bachman, your husband would like to talk to you and I need to
talk to my partner for a moment."

"Partner?" Jim asked.

"Jim, I know you're upset but you have to stay centered now. I need you to go back in there and tell me if you
smell anything else out of the ordinary, something that would not normally be found in her room. I need you to
catalog anything you can find and I'll write them all down and we'll try to work this out. We can't leave it like it
is." Blair grasped Jim's shoulder, staring up at him earnestly.

"Okay, Chief." Jim turned away from that look. "You're right. We'll go back in and try to get more to go on."
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When they got back upstairs, Blair had Simon chase everyone else from the room, explaining that Jim needed to
concentrate with no distractions.

Jim went through the room, cataloging all the scents he could come up with. The only thing that seemed really
out of place was a slight odor of coffee beans. Not coffee, but the beans themselves. "I think this person sucks on
coffee beans." Jim said quietly. "We're not telling anyone besides Simon so far, though. Chief, we really need to
check all of the other children's room's as soon as we can. This might be something." He stopped to look closely
at Blair, only now noticing the signs of distress. This was not something the other man was used to dealing with.
Jim sighed and ran his hand over Blair's head ruffling his hair. "I've never been able to catalog scents like that
before. And this is the first time I've been able to use my senses without developing a headache or migraine." He
hugged Blair close for a second. "Thank you."

Blair looked relieved. He tightened his arms around Jim squeezing hard then letting go. "You're very welcome.
We'll get something, Jim. I just know it. Maybe we'll be able to help some of the children."

When they told Simon about the coffee beans he asked, "Jim, do you feel up to visiting any of the other homes
today?"

"Yeah, that's our plan. Simon, the person who was in this room probably sucks on coffee beans. It wasn't her
parents; I smelled their breath and there was nothing on either of them. I didn't smell it any anywhere else in the
house. We now have something small to go on."

"Thank you, Jim. That will help. I don't know how, yet, but it will."

They left the Bachman's home that day with heavy hearts. Jim knew that Anna was dead. It saddened him and
gave him a feeling of futility that was hard to overcome.

"Chief, you ready for the next house?" Jim asked hoping this experience wasn't scaring the hell out of Blair.

"No, but we'll go anyhow. You did very well, Jim. I'm really proud of you. You kept your cool, too."

"Let's just get over there so we can get this over with." Jim said sadly. The Turner's were the next family he
needed to see.

When Jim and Blair arrived at the Turner's house, they no sooner got out of the truck than Jim picked up the
scent of coffee beans. He stood in place, moving his head around trying to feel where it was coming from.

"Chief, I can smell the coffee beans out here."
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"That's good, Jim. Now walk around; see if you can tell where the smell is strongest." Blair leaned against the
truck door watching the other man as he wandered haltingly over the end of the driveway and part of the yard.
Jim kept taking a few steps and then pausing, shaking his head and moving restlessly.

"Chief, this isn't working." He paced alongside the truck, irritated. "There's too much stuff out here, grass, mulch,
damp mold, I keep losing the trail." He felt the beginnings of a headache lingering at the edges of his skull.

"You need to relax again. You're getting too tense. Take a couple of slow deep breaths and try to filter out
everything except the coffee beans."

Jim breathed, closing his eyes and letting the soft sound of Blair's voice calm him. His forehead smoothed out as
the tension eased. He breathed again, sifting through the different aromas, trying to concentrate only on the
familiar scent of coffee. This time it worked and opening his eyes he pinpointed the area it seemed to be coming
from. Jim moved.

Blair followed when Jim started striding towards a wooded area. It was almost like a private little forest. The
home and land around it were gorgeous. Blair wondered if this child hadn't been taken for money. They got to
the middle of the stand of trees when Jim suddenly started retching. "Jim, what's wrong? What do you smell?"

"Oh, man. I thought Simon said the dogs had been out here. I smell something rotting. God, Blair. It's a body."

Blair turned around wildly and looked as close as he could in the area that Jim was staring, "How do you know? I
don't see anything."

Jim tried desperately to close down his sense of smell; he couldn't get the awful taste out of the back of his
throat. Oh, god.

"I can smell it. We need to call Simon right now." Having said all of this, Jim leaned over and vomited. Blair was
shocked to see the tough-looking stoic man succumb to nausea. With Jim's background, he should have been
used to dealing with dead bodies. Blair shuddered. This must be pretty bad.

Blair grabbed Jim's cell phone and called Simon. "Hello, Captain Banks? Jim said to tell you to bring everyone
out here. He thinks he found a body."

"What do you mean he thinks he did? He either did or didn't."

Jim pulled the phone away from Blair and said, "Simon, I know a dead body when I smell one. I think that this
one was sexually assaulted before or after death. I'm picking up the odor of semen. Get a forensics' team out
here."

"Okay, Jim. We're on our way. Can you tell if it's more than one body?"
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"How would I know that, Simon?" Jim said angrily.

Jim paced before the row of trees that he could smell the odor coming from. He was dying to get in there and see
if there was anything he could pick up, anything that would help lead him to the monster that could do this, but
he knew he couldn't. There might be footprints or other evidence that needed to be preserved for the forensic
team. Shit...He wanted to move now. He could hear time ticking away in the back of his head as he thought of
the missing children. Were any of them still alive?

When Simon finally drove up, he was followed by a forensics' van, he had about six other officers with him as he
joined Jim. When Jim silently turned and walked away everyone followed; no one asked how he knew. They just
followed. All of the men had the same look of dread on their faces.

As they got closer, Jim was having difficulty breathing. "Simon." Jim turned to his friend and pointed out the
approximate area he felt the odor coming from. "It's in that group of trees there. If you don't mind, I'll join you
after forensics has been over it. I can tell you exactly where the body is." He stopped, bending over and gagging
uncontrollably. Simon gripped his shoulder for a second as he walked past with his men.

"Chief, I can't make it stop." Jim looked desperately at Blair, his breathing ragged and rapid. "I can taste it in my
throat, on my tongue..." He sounded panicked. "It's making me sick." He doubled over, dry-heaving.

"It's okay, big guy." Blair reached out, smoothing and massaging Jim's back, and whispered, "Try to picture dials
in your mind for each of your senses. Then turn the one for your sense of smell down to the point where you can
handle the odor."

Jim closed his eyes for a second and struggled to do what Blair asked. Concentrating on Blair's touch and voice
helped him relax but it was still impossible to block out the entire odor. "Blair, I think that there's more than one
body here. There's no way that one little girl made that much of a stench. It's the worst thing I've ever smelled."

Jim stood back up and started slowly walking towards the area that the scent was coming from. He didn't want to
go there. It was filling him with dread. Jim Ellison wasn't easily frightened, but he was now. Jim caught up to
Simon, "Didn't you tell me that the dogs came out and did a routine sweep of this place? How could they have
missed this?"

"That was about four weeks ago, Jim. These little girls have been missing for a long time. Maybe the killer came
back later to bury them."

Jim tapped the lead detective on the shoulder and led him over to a depressed area in the ground. "I think you'll
find a body here." Jim hurried back to Simon as though he was afraid something was going to reach out from the
ground and drag him under.

"Jim," Blair came up beside him. He'd been watching Jim get edgier with each passing moment. "What's wrong?
You're starting to freak out a little." Blair was beginning to worry about his lover. Maybe this was too much for
Jim to handle. It had to be hard to deal with without bringing Jim's senses into it as well. Not only finding out that
some of the children were dead, but being forced to endure the smell and taste of that death firsthand was
horrifying. Blair was suddenly not as envious of Jim's abilities as he had been.

"I feel a presence here, Chief. Like someone's watching me" Jim shivered, looking around. "But I don't see
anyone out there. It's bugging the hell out of me. I keep thinking... maybe it's one of the dead children."

"Jim, I know you feel like you should have been able to do something before any of these kids died but you're
not superman. I think you're letting unwarranted guilt get to you." Blair grabbed Jim's face, forcing the restless
man to meet his gaze. He looked Jim straight in the eyes. "Jim, it is not your fault. Finding the body or bodies, is
a good thing. Maybe it will lead to something that will help those kids that are still alive."

"Jim, you okay?" Simon was concerned.
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Blair let go of Jim's face. "He feels like someone's watching him." He explained to Simon. "Jim, I want you to try
to expand your vision. There may be someone watching who is too far away for an ordinary person to see.
Glance around slowly, Jim. Try to focus your eyes and see if anyone is watching."

Jim stood and slowly turned around and focused until he saw someone in a blue pickup. "Simon, there's a blue
pickup down the road. Did you see it when you drove up here?"

"No, there was no one on the road, Jim. Why? You see something?"

"It's too far away to tell for sure what the person's doing." Blair placed his hand on Jim's back again. "Jim, focus.
You'll be able to see the face if you try. Turn the dial up and see if that helps."

Jim listened to Blair and tried again and this time he was able to see the face of a man in the truck. Then he saw
the man watching him with binoculars. They were staring each other straight in the eyes. The other man looked
surprised and upset. "Simon, this might be guy we're looking for. Get someone over there right now."

Simon called it in but Jim saw the truck take off. "Shit... Simon, he's driving away. Dammit! I can't see the license
plate, there are too many bushes in the way." He slammed his hand angrily against the nearest tree.

Simon grabbed his hand before Jim could pound it against the tree again. "Jim, calm down. You can't let this get
to you."

"He's just on overload right now. Can you imagine? It must be terrible to be able to sense things as intimately as
Jim does." Blair started to massage Jim's shoulders. "Some things a person just doesn't need to experience
close-up."

"Chief, rubbing my back isn't going to help a fucking thing. And I don't need you talking about me." Jim growled.

Blair let go and backed away from him. "Sorry, man."

"No. I'm sorry, Chief. I shouldn't take this out on you. I just... " Jim leaned back on the tree trunk rubbing his
hands across his face and sighing.

"We can take care of things here, Jim," Simon stated worriedly. He looked at his friend. There was no reason for
Jim to have to stay and see the bodies dug up. "You've done enough for now. I think you should go home."

"I can't go home. Those parents are still looking for their babies." Jim said with tears in his eyes. He got closer to
Blair. "There are more than a few bodies here, Chief. This is going to be bad."

Jim glanced across the yard and saw a woman and man walking towards them. "Simon, the parents are coming. I
think it would be a very bad idea to let them anywhere near here."

Simon grumbled as he made his way over to the parents but the man got away from Simon and started running
for the burial ground. Jim managed to catch him. "Mr. Turner? I'm Jim Ellison. Let's go back to your house and
as soon as they find anything, they'll fill us in. Come with me." Jim said softly as he pulled the man's arm. Mr.
Turner was on the verge of falling apart. Jim really didn't want to be there when it happened, but he also didn't
want that poor man to see those dead children.

When they got back to their house, the Turners sat down in the living room, filled with such dread and fear that
they couldn't even face each other, afraid of what they would see in the other's eyes. Finally, Mr. Turner spoke,
"They checked the woods, why would they check it again? Did someone call about it?"

Simon stood up. "Mr. Ellison has a special gift and he's helping on this case. He came out to talk to the two of
you but he sensed something in the woods. Then he called us and we're checking it out. Nothing's certain yet."

"I really need to see your daughter's room." Jim asked quietly. "Could you show it to me? What's your daughter's
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name?"

"Marnie." Mrs. Turner said sadly. "She's been gone for about five weeks now."

Mr. Turner spoke up. "If you'll come this way, Mr. Ellison, we'll show you her room." Jim stood up and followed
them up the stairs to the little girl's room. Blair and Simon exchanged glances and moved after them.

Jim entered the bedroom. "Has anyone besides the police been in here since she was taken?"

"No...no one but the police and the FBI. Is something wrong?" Mr. Turner's arm tightened around his wife's
shoulders.

"Do you mind if I just hold some of her things? It sometimes helps."

"Please. Anything that could help in finding our little girl." Mrs. Turner looked on the verge of tears.

Jim picked up her pillow, held it to his face, and got a strong scent of the little girl. He smiled and so did her
parents. Looking at them, he said, "I just had a very sweet thought of your little girl."

"She's an angel, Mr. Ellison." Mrs. Turner said.

"Excuse me. Could we possibly be alone while he does this?" Blair smiled reassuringly at the couple.

"Why don't we go downstairs and make coffee?" Simon suggested as the Turners left the room.

Blair glanced over at his partner and saw the tears in Jim's eyes, "What's wrong?"

"There's nothing wrong. It just smells so good in here, Chief. She was a happy child. I don't smell any fear in the
room; there's no odor of urine. Nothing like the other girl's room."

What do you think of the parents, Jim?" Blair asked.

"I listened to their heartbeats while we talked to them. They seem lost without their little girl and I believe them.
I really can't see them being in on this. Maybe it's someone they know."

"Jim, do you smell anything in this room that shouldn't be?" Blair asked.

Jim concentrated on his sense of smell, "Coffee beans. I smell them in here, too. The man was here but Marnie
must have known this person. She wasn't scared." Jim said.

Jim, can you see out into the woods?" Blair asked.

"Yeah, why?" Jim answered with a question.

"Because I wondered if they found any bodies. Some of the cops out there thought you were crazy. They might
not be looking very hard or in the right place."

Jim looked out the window and saw them bringing bodies out. He turned to Blair. "So far there are four. I don't
see them bringing any more out yet." Jim felt sick to his stomach and angry. He was helpless and determined to
catch this man before more children had to die. His senses had to be good for something besides giving him a
headache.

"Oh shit..." Blair said softly.

Jim walked downstairs with Blair following behind. He glanced absentmindedly into the Turner's master bedroom
as they passed and his attention was snagged by a series of photos on a bookshelf, vision automatically focused
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for a clearer view. His footsteps faltered as he tried to decide how this new discovery he'd made affected the
case. Once he got to the kitchen he asked, "Mr. Turner, would there be anyone that comes around the house that
your little girl wouldn't be afraid of? A man. I'm sensing a man in her room and there's no fear like there was in
the other little girl's room. Do you know anyone who chews coffee beans?

Mr. Turner's response was interrupted by two cops knocking at the door for Simon. Simon walked out and said,
"Keep them here please, Jim."

As Simon took off across the driveway, Mr. Turner begged, "Please let me go and see if my baby's there."

Jim held him back. "You don't want to see those bodies, sir. I don't think your daughter is there. I can feel it."
Mr. Turner sat down hard, put his face into his hands, and cried. His wife was at his side immediately. "Maybe
he's right, honey. Maybe she's alive and we'll find her."

"Mr. and Mrs. Turner, I plan to continue to look. Don't worry about me forgetting about her. I won't."

"Thank you, Mr. Ellison." Mrs. Turner said.

Jim faced Blair, "Could you stay with them while I go and see if there's anything I can do?"

"Go. Do what you have to."

Jim caught up to Simon and saw the little bodies that they had dug out of the ground. It was obvious they hadn't
been buried very deep. The four little body bags aligned in a row looked obscene.

"There are more cops and Crime Scene Investigators on the way." Simon informed Jim, "We're hoping that we
can find all of them now. Do you think you can help, Jim?"

Jim closed his eyes and tried to relax and breath, picturing the dials in his head. It helped to imagine Blair's voice
and presence. "There's one more over there."

The detectives went where Jim was pointing and started digging. In a few minutes they found the body of
another little girl. Jim heard one of the cops talking. "I think he had something to do with it. How else would he
know this shit?"

"Nah, he's really good at this. He's psychic or something." another detective answered.

"Simon, the killer has something to do with the Turner's. I think they know whoever is doing this. I don't think
they are directly involved but I do think the girl knew and wasn't afraid of the person who kidnapped her."

"You think it was a friend or relative?" Simon said frowning.

"I think it was someone they knew." Jim stated as they headed back to the house. When they got there, Blair
looked worn out from the tension and relieved to see them. Jim felt bad putting him through this his first day on
the job. He'd have to tell Blair how much his presence had meant to him. Having him there had helped, was still
helping.

When they were sitting there, Mr. Turner opened up a glass jar and took out a coffee bean and started sucking it.
Simon, Jim, and Blair froze in place and looked at each other. Jim spoke up, "Does anyone else suck on those
things besides you?"

Both Mr. and Mrs. Turner exchanged glances. The husband asked, "You think it's someone we know? Someone
that also likes coffee beans?"

"I sensed coffee beans in the room upstairs and at the other house that we went to today." Jim said.
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Mr. Turner sat back down at the table. "My whole family sucks on coffee beans but no one would hurt our
Marnie. No one."

Simon asked, "Mr. Turner, would anyone besides the two of you get money if something happened to her?"

"No. But... " Mr. Turner hesitated for a second. His wife reached out and held his hand. "There's something we
should tell you."

"What is it, Mr. Turner?"

"I'm sterile, so we used a distant cousin's sperm for our daughter. We've been fighting with this person about his
parental rights lately."

"Do you see him hurting her in any way?" Jim asked.

"No, and even more, I can't see him hurting any other child. He's one of the kindest human beings in the world."

Jim turned to Mrs. Turner. "You were okay with carrying a child for the two men?" Simon and Blair just stared at
Jim when he asked that.

"How did you know?" Mr. Turner asked. "My partner and I don't want people to know so we've said he's my
wife's cousin for years."

"I saw the photos in your bedroom of the two of you with another man and of you alone with this same man. It
was easy to see by the acts depicted what your relationship with each other is and I couldn't help noticing
Marnie's resemblance to this man."

"In answer to your question, Mr. Ellison, I loved carrying the baby for them. I'm not only Marnie's Mom but also
his wife. They're my best friends and will continue to be."

"Where would we find this man? We need his name and address." Simon asked.

"He lives here. He should be home in about ten minutes." Mr. Turner said.

"But you've been fighting about telling Marnie that he's her father?" Jim asked.

"Yes, he wanted her to know and we didn't think it would be a good idea. She's going on five and she's always
known him as Uncle David. I'm telling you he had nothing to do with it. You'll see."

Ten minutes later, a man came flying through the front door with a look of horror on his face. "What's going on
outside? What's happened to Marnie?"

Jim watched him go into Mr. Turner's arms and be comforted as he sobbed against the taller man's shoulder. Jim
thought Mr. Turner was right. He didn't think the man was capable of harming anyone. All three of them were
now sharing a group hug. For a moment Jim was envious of their closeness. There was a downside to keeping
people at a distance. Then Blair looked up at him, smiling, and Jim was almost dizzy with the sudden warmth that
surged throughout his body. Despite all he'd experienced that day, Jim felt an answering smile on his face. He
was a lucky, lucky man.

Simon stepped up to the trio. He faced the newcomer. "Are you David?"

"Yes, I'm David. David Sanders. I'm the cousin. What's going on?"

"It's okay, David. They know about us." Mr. Turner said. David was speechless.

"Never mind that, Mr. Sanders. We need some information that might help us locate Marnie." Jim was too
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wound up to wait for Mr. Turner to explain things. "Can you think of anyone that likes coffee beans besides
yourself and Mr. Turner?"

"Well, of course I can, but what has that to do with anything?"

"Who, David?" Mr. Turner asked.

"Your dad, of course. He's always sucking on the damn things. He's worse than you."

Mrs. Turner said, "Honey, do you think he knows about you and David? He might do something crazy."

"Wait a minute! This is my dad we're talking about. He'd never hurt Marnie or any other child."

Mr. Turner watched in shock as Simon called in for a search warrant for the grandfather's house and ordered
some policemen to stay with the Turners and David Sanders while he left with Jim and Blair to question the
senior Mr. Turner. "I can't believe that my father would do something like this."

"Sir, I think there's something else going on. I don't think he cares about the little girl at all." Jim spoke as Simon
was getting into his car.

Simon rolled down his window. "Well, what's the motive for the other children being killed?"

"Perhaps he wanted the attention to come back on his son and his friend. The way those bodies were buried;
they were meant to be found." Jim opened the truck door. "Everyone would wonder why all of the bodies were
buried there and the resulting investigation would reveal the true relationships in the house."

"Because they're gay? You think this man murdered five little girls and has the other one with him because he
didn't want her raised by gay parents?"

"It's a possibility, sir." Jim said sadly as he got into the truck with Blair.

When they arrived at Mr. Turner Sr.'s, detectives with the search warrant were waiting for them. They had just
reached the porch when they heard a gun go off. Jim wrenched the door open and expanded his senses, heading
for the rapid pounding heartbeats. He could smell blood and hear gasping cries. No! Please, no. Not another
dead child.

The body was in the kitchen. The little girl, Marnie, was tied to a chair. Lying next to her was her
grandfather...dead from a gunshot to the head. Jim untied the hysterical little girl who was screaming for her
momma and held her gently in his arms. "It's alright, sweetheart. It's okay. I'm going to take you to your Momma
in just a few minutes."

"You swear?" Marnie sobbed, wiping her nose on her hand. Her big teary eyes stared up into Jim's.

Jim felt an actual pain twist at his heart when he looked into those eyes. "I swear." Jim said trying not to crush
her in his arms as he hugged her.

"There are some little kids in the basement that he was getting ready to send away." Marnie whispered. She had
burrowed her head into the crook of Jim's neck and refused to look at anyone. Her arms and legs clung tightly to
Jim's body.

Simon and one of the detectives headed for the basement while the other two spread out to search the rest of the
house. Simon had to break the lock on the basement door. They could hear whimpers and soft cries coming from
inside the room. Please, God. Let them be all right.

With one hard kick, Simon managed to get the latch to give completely, knocking the door wide open. He caught
it with one arm as it bounced back off the inside wall. The rest of the missing girls were there; dirty, hungry and
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scared, but alive. Simon felt tears of relief prick at the corners of his eyes. For once he didn't care about keeping
up appearances in front of his men. They were alive.

Once the ambulances had arrived to take the girls to the hospital where the parents had been notified of their
expected arrival, Jim tried to set Marnie down so the medic could examine her. She wouldn't have anything to do
with the idea.

Marnie pleaded, "Please don't put me down."

"Okay, I won't. You stay with me and then we'll go and see your Mom and Dad." Jim said as calmly as he could.
He gave a look to Simon as if to say, "She needs to be checked out for sexual abuse, too."

Blair was looking sick. He had tried to keep out of the way as much as possible. Dead bodies weren't something
he was used to running across and he'd seen more than he wanted to for the rest of his life. Seeing the little girls
that had been imprisoned and abused, rescued and sent off to the hospital to join their parents, brought home
exactly what those lumps in tiny body bags were that had been lined up under the trees. It just hadn't really hit
him until now that they had been living breathing children who were never going home. Those parents would
never get their children back. They were gone. And he knew how that felt, too. "Couldn't we take her to her
parents first? It's not that far away and they could go with her to the hospital. I know she needs to be examined
but she's been through so much already. Would it hurt to wait until she gets home?"

Simon thought of the ordeal that the children and parents were still facing. This is going to be a nightmare.

Since the other children were headed for the hospital and the forensics' van had arrived, Simon felt things were
under control. "Let's take this little girl home."

Jim had to let Blair take the truck keys out of his pocket, as he couldn't reach them with Marnie clinging to him
like a limpet. She still refused to let anyone else hold her and tended to scream when she thought he was going to
let go. Blair drove the truck.

As they got out of the truck with Marnie, and Simon drove up, the parents came running out of the house. "Jim,
keep Marnie for a moment," Simon asked. "I'd like to talk to them alone, first."

Jim and Blair walked around the side of the house so that she wouldn't see her parents until Simon wanted her to.
Marnie peeked around Jim at Blair. "Are you going to stay with us, too? My Grampa said that all you men are
fags."

"Well, he was wrong. Marnie, that's a terrible thing to say so don't say it again. It'll hurt people. You don't want
to hurt anyone, do you?" Jim asked.

"No," she said sniffling. "I want my Mommy, Daddy and Uncle David. Could I see them now?"

"We can head over there now. How does that sound?"

When Marnie saw her parents she wiggled out of Jim's arms and ran for her parents outstretched arms. They held
on to her for dear life.

David Sanders, in tears, walked up to Jim and Blair. "Thank you so much for finding our little girl."

Jim turned to him and spoke quietly. "It doesn't matter who fathered her, or raises her. She doesn't care. She
loves all three of you. Don't force her to choose who her daddy will be."

"I'll rethink the entire thing. Suddenly, it doesn't seem all that important."

Jim watched him walk away. He turned and stumbled. "Whoa." His ears were ringing and he felt light-headed
and dizzy. "Blair."
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Blair grabbed on until Jim had regained his balance. "Jim, what's wrong?" Damn, I was afraid this was going to
happen.

"I don't know. I just got tired and dizzy suddenly."

"You've been using your senses a lot today, and with the emotional impact this case has had on you... I think
everything just built up and hit you all at once." Blair steered Jim towards the truck.

"I think you've done enough, Jim. It's time to go home. You relax in the truck and I'll go tell Simon we're leaving.
If he needs to he can call you at the office or home." Blair ignored the half-hearted protest and simply pushed his
exhausted lover over to the vehicle and waited until Jim was seated on the passenger side and buckled in.

Blair hunted Simon down. "Simon, I'm taking Jim home. If you need him for anything, please don't call him until
tomorrow."

Simon studied Blair's earnest, tense face. The man had handled everything surprisingly well that day. "Okay,
Blair. Thank Ellison. He did well today. You both did well." Simon stated as Blair headed back to the truck.

The drive home was very quiet. Blair didn't know what to say. This was all still very new to him and he didn't
know what to do with his feelings or how to help Jim deal with his. He decided to just try and take care of Jim
the way Jim had taken care of him last night. Blair still had euphoric memories of Jim washing his hair. He could
have soaked in the tub forever with those talented hands massaging his scalp. But then, maybe not. Not if it
meant missing out on the way Jim had made love to him afterwards. Blair had been able to deal with his grief and
loss because Jim had shown him he wasn't alone. Now it was his turn to show Jim that he no longer had to deal
with his pain alone.

When they finally pulled into the parking lot of the loft they just sat there. Jim was trying to just calm down and
work up the energy to get out of the truck when Blair turned to him. "Man, I'm so proud to be your friend.
You're a good man, Jim. I saw how much you cared about the children and their families. If I hadn't fallen in love
with you already, I would have after watching you with that little girl today."

It was exactly what Jim needed. "I don't know how I could have handled this without you, Chief. You really
helped me and I mean with more than focusing my senses. You did well. This one was rough."

Blair smiled at his exhausted lover. "C'mon, Jim. Let's get you upstairs and into a shower."

"Shower," Jim moaned. "I'm so sick of smelling death and blood."

"Then once we're clean, I'll make us something to eat and then I'll hold you in my arms all night long while you
sleep." Blair steered the other man into the building, holding Jim's hand while in the elevator.

Jim pulled him close and kissed him softly. Not passionately. Just letting him know how much he appreciated
him. Blair always seemed to know just what he needed. He nuzzled into Blair's hair, letting that addictive Blair
aroma overpower the moldy, decaying scent of death of which Jim had been afraid he would never be rid. He
still had that awful taste lingering in the back of his throat.

Blair felt Jim shudder and knew that tonight was going to be tough. He wrapped his arms tighter around his lover
and whispered against his chest. "It's going to be okay, Jim. I'm going to take care of you tonight. Once we get
you clean and fed and in bed you'll feel much better"

"Chief, I like the shower and bed idea, especially with you in it, but I just don't think I could eat." Even the
thought of food made Jim sick.

"Wait until after your shower, Jim, and then we'll see."

Blair babied and coaxed Jim out of his clothes and into the shower where Blair joined him. It gave Jim an
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awkward feeling of vulnerability to passively allow Blair to take care of him. But he was so tired and it was so
difficult to keep up the defensive wall he used to keep from getting hurt. Blair was so gentle as he washed the
death and pain from Jim's body; love and care were in every stroke of the hand and cloth against his skin. All the
emotions he had been repressing were pushing at his self-control. He was embarrassed and ashamed to find
himself starting to shake.

Blair stopped what he was doing and pulled Jim into his arms. Blair just held on and let Jim cry.

"Chief, he killed all of those children because he was sick and because he thought we were sick. How in the hell
could he possibly think he was better than us?"

"He was insane, Jim. There's nothing anyone can do about that now. Come on, I think we need to get you into
bed. You won't have to worry about bad dreams; I'm going to hold you all night long. We're safe with each other,
Jim. I'm not going to let anything hurt you, either."

Jim looked down at Blair's face and knew that however frightening and risky it was to let himself love Blair, it
was worth it. Here was a man who had lost everything the night before, yet was there every moment for Jim
while he tried to work his way through this case; who was even now putting aside his own fears and concerns so
that he could concentrate on easing Jim's.

Jim didn't fight. He let Blair dry them both off and tuck them into bed. Blair was true to his word. He held Jim all
night long, stroking and soothing him to sleep whenever Jim was disturbed by bad memories or dreams.

Things would be better. They'd take it one day at a time, together.

He wasn't the Lone Ranger anymore.

The end...Lone Ranger 2 in the works.
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A Love For All Seasons - Sue

Just a Little Summer Lovin'

Jim Ellison was in Sentinel heaven. Sitting in the woods on a quiet summer evening, no one else around for miles.
No one but HIM...his guide, his beloved Blair. He smiled serenely. Life was good.

"Hey Jim, watcha smiling at?" Blair was enjoying the sight of his happy and contented Sentinel. But he couldn't
keep quiet for long.

Jim threw him his patented "1000 watt Ellison special" grin. Guaranteed to turn his guide into a willing pile of
mush.

"I was just thinking about how perfect this is, you know, being here with you. I love you so much and you love
me. Does it get any better than this?"

Blair's heart melted at the unadulterated love in Jim's eyes. He felt almost overwhelmed at the emotions he saw
there. The feelings he reciprocated a hundred fold.

"You know I love you too, big guy. I don't think there's anything better than the two of us together."

Jim drew Blair into his arms for a tender kiss. This was how he wanted to spend the rest of his summer nights.
Being in Blair's arms and loving him.

***
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Fall In Love

"For pete's sake, will you two knock it off?" Simon Banks yelled at his friends Jim and Blair. He shook his head
as he tried to brush the leaves out of his hair. "Why I asked you to help me with yard work I'll never know."

"Hey, man, it's not my fault. Jim started it."

"Did not. You started it this morning when you used up all of the hot water. I told you paybacks were a bitch,"
Jim replied, sounding amazingly like a ten year old.

Simon rolled his eyes. Sometimes he felt like their father more than their boss and friend. "Just knock it off. As
soon as we get these leaves raked and bagged we can quit for the day. I've got beer in the fridge and steaks ready
for the grill."

"Do you know what eating red meat does to your arteries? I hope you at least have a salad to counter-act it!"

Jim pulled Blair into a headlock for a noogie. "Hey, Chief, you know darn well you're a carnivore at heart. You
can just eat roots and berries for the next week or so to make up for it."

"Hey, man, watch the hair!" Blair laughed up at Jim, not really trying to get away.

"Gentlemen, rakes...leaves...NOW!" Just then Simon's cordless phone began to ring. "I'll be right back. Get back
to work."

Simon answered the phone and glanced at Jim. "It's Joan. I'm gonna take it inside. I'll only be a few minutes."

"Okay. Chief, you go grab the trash bags and I'll finish raking these piles together."

Blair went to grab the bags and when he returned Jim had managed to gather the remaining leaves into a huge
pile.

"Hey, Jim, you know what would be fun? Let's jump into the leaves!"

"Uh, Chief, how old are you exactly? I haven't jumped into a pile of leaves since...NEVER!"

"Come on, everyone's done that!" Blair gave Jim a disbelieving look.

"Not around my house. Dad didn't believe in rough-housing when you were supposed to be working."

Blair gave Jim a sad look. It broke his heart sometimes to hear about all of the things Jim had missed out on as a
child. Not the material things, but the simple pleasures that all children deserved. He'd made it his mission to put
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the fun back into his Sentinel's life.

Jim pulled him into a hug. "Come on, Chief. Don't look like that. It's not that important."

"I hate what your parents did to you. I hate that I wasn't there to help you."

"Babe, you're ten year's younger than me. Even if you had been around, I'd have most likely ignored you."

"I know, but I still wish I could go back and fix all the crap they did to you."

"You're here now. That's all that matters. Come on, let's get this done."

Blair peeked over at Jim. When he saw that Jim wasn't looking at him, he took a few steps back and...
"Banzai!!!"

Jim jumped back as a streak of Blair flashed by him and landed in what was once a neat pile of leaves.

"Whoo hoo! Man, that was fun! I haven't done that since I was a kid."

"When exactly WAS that, Chief, last week?" Jim smiled indulgently at his little love muffin.

"Come on, Jim, try it. You'll like it."

"That's what you said last night."

"You tried it. You liked it, didn't you?"

"Oh yeah."

"So...?"

"Move over, Chief. Banzai!"

Blair barely got out of the way before Jim landed in the leaves.

"Well?"

"Well what?"

Blair threw himself on top of Jim. "Well, was it fun?"

"Actually, it was kinda fun. But not as fun as this!" He pulled Blair's face down for a quick kiss.

Blair pulled back and then dropped a series of kisses all over Jim's face.

Suddenly, Jim flipped Blair to the side. "Simon's coming."

They both looked around in a sudden panic at the mess they'd created.

Simon looked in stunned amazement at the now scattered leaves. "Okay, children, would you like to explain to
me what the hell happened?"

Jim and Blair looked at each other and at Simon.

"He did it!" they said in unison pointing at each other.

"Did not!" came the stereo reply.
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Simon stepped back as a hand-full of leaves flew his way. The "kids" were at it again.

***

Snowbunnies

Dawn was just arriving in the city of Cascade. Traffic was light and very few people were even awake to enjoy
the covering of snow that had blanketed the city overnight.

"Come on, come on", Blair grabbed Jim's hand to drag him along. "We've got to hurry before anyone else gets
there"

Jim rolled his eyes, then smiled at the childlike glee in Sandburg's voice.

"Can you explain to me, Sandburg, why exactly you're dragging me to the park at 6:00 in the morning? You hate
mornings!"

"But this is different, Jim. This is THE FIRST SNOW OF THE SEASON, man. It's special. Besides, it's our first
snowfall as a couple." He turned the puppy dog eyes full force at his partner.

Jim predictably crumbled in the face of such formidable persuasion. He was putty when Blair turned the eyes on
him. Damn him!

The park came in to sight, causing Blair to drag Jim even faster. He surveyed the area, looking for the perfect
spot.

"Okay, Chief, you got me here. Explain to me again exactly what we're gonna do?"

"We're making snow angels. Whenever Naomi and I lived anywhere it snowed, we always made snow angels in
the first snow of the season. It's tradition! You don't really mind, do you Jim?" Blair looked up at him with
pleading eyes.

Jim pulled him into a hug.

"When have I ever refused you anything you asked for? Now come on, let's make these damned angels before I
freeze my ass off. I need coffee!"

Blair whooped with delight and pointed to the target.

"Now here's what you do--you just turn around and drop back. Then you move your arms and legs like this," he
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instructed as he demonstrated the motion. "Then you CAREFULLY get up and look--angels!"

Jim looked as he and Blair cautiously got up from the snow. He was just glad no one from Major Crimes had
been around to see this. He'd never live it down if they knew that tough-as-nails Jim Ellison was making snow
angels with his little guppy.

"Look, Jim, they're perfect" Blair breathed.

Jim looked and damn if it didn't look like to angels--two angels who were holding hands. Blair looked up at Jim
with adoration in his eyes.

"Thanks for doing this with me. I know you didn't really want to. It means a lot to me that you did it."

Jim pulled Blair close and dropped a kiss on his cold, red nose.

"YOU mean a lot to me. But who needs a snow angel when they've got a real-life angel?"

"What do you mean, Jim?"

"You're my angel. Year round. I love you, Blair"

"I love you too, Jim. Let's go home now."

***

Springtime Is For Lovers

Cascade in the spring, Jim thought. Could anything be wetter or muddier?

Jim looked down in disgust at his formerly clean clothes. Why did the suspects always run and why was HE
always the one who had to chase them? They always ended up in the wettest, nastiest places imaginable.
Sometimes being the Sentinel of the great city sucked!

"Come on, scuzz ball! Let's move it!" Jim dragged his equally dirty suspect with him. "Now the back-up gets
here."

"Hey, Ellison, looking good!" one brave uniformed officer snickered.

Jim growled at him. Seeing trouble was about to occur, Blair stepped away from the truck and grabbed Jim's arm.

"Come on, big guy. Turn him over to the uniforms and let's get you cleaned up."
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Jim looked down mournfully at his clothes. "Chief, I'm gonna make a mess in the truck."

"Hold on a sec..." Blair rummaged through his ever-present backpack. "Here it is..."

Jim looked in amazement as Blair pulled a blanket out. "Sandburg, one of these days I'm gonna see what exactly
you carry in that thing! Why are you carrying a blanket?"

"I work with you, Ellison. You never know what you're gonna need. I have to be prepared for anything."

Jim shook his head in amazement, his bad mood gone. How did Blair DO that? He always seemed to say/do the
exact thing to distract him.

Jim spread the blanket over his seat and climbed in. He looked over at Blair. Blair smiled back innocently.

"Okay, Sandburg, what are you up to now?"

"Who me? Why ever would you think I was up to something?"

"When you look all innocent and quiet, that's when you're the most dangerous."

Blair tried for an injured look, but couldn't control a smile. Jim knew him too well.

"Well, I DO have one more thing for you in my backpack...I'm just not sure if this is the right time to give it to
you."

"Okay, Chief, give! I wanna see!"

Blair gave Jim a long look, then reached into the backpack. He pulled out a small box. Jim felt his heart jump
into his throat.

"Jim, I'm in love with you. You gave me the first real home I've ever had. You're my best friend and my favorite
person. You're the first thing on my mind when I wake up and the last thought before I sleep. You fill my
dreams. I can't imagine the rest of my life without you in it. Will you marry me?"

Jim felt his eyes fill with tears. He could barely speak past the lump in his throat.

"Chief...Blair...I..." Jim choked out. He reached out towards Blair.

Blair watched the emotions play over his face. "Come here, big guy."

He pulled Jim into his arms. Jim buried his face in Blair's neck. He felt the tears soak Blair's shirt.

"Why are you crying, Jim? You do want to marry me, don't you?"

"Blair, all I've ever wanted in my entire life was to matter to someone. Really matter. You always make me feel
like I'm the most important person in the world. No one has ever done that before. I just love you so much!"

"So, does that mean yes?"

Jim choked back a laugh. "Of course it's a yes. Though why you'd wait until I was covered in mud to ask..."

"Some of my best fantasies involve you and mud. Besides, you always look beautiful to me."

Blair slipped the ring on Jim's finger. "Now, this is only your engagement ring. You get the real thing when we
have our ceremony."

He leaned over and kissed his future husband.
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Cascade in the spring, Jim thought. Could anything be more beautiful?

The End.
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 Spending Limit

Spending Limit - Scribe

The Week After Thanksgiving - The Loft

"I'm allowed to spend how much on your present?"

Blair shut off the laptop, closing it, and turned a bland look on Jim. "Twenty."

Jim dropped onto the sofa beside him, throwing an arm around his shoulders. "And where is the decimal point in
this figure?"

Blair kissed him briefly, then stood up. "In the usual place, Big Guy. Twenty bucks, no more."

"But Blair..."

"I mean it. That's all I'm going to be able to spend on you. The 'puter crashing really put a hole in my finances,
and you know it. Next year you can do the Gotrocks bit if you want to, I won't mind."

"But this is our first Christmas together."

"I've been living here for four years, Ellison. Haven't you noticed?"

"Well, yeah. But this is the first year we..."

Blair sat back down, on his lap this time. He wrapped his arms around Jim's neck, leaning to press his forehead
against Jim's. "Teasing, Jim, teasing. I understand." What Jim meant was that it was their first Christmas
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together, as a couple. "And yeah, it's special, but I don't need some big, expensive present. I've already got what
I want." He wiggled his rump against Jim's crotch suggestively. "Or I will have in a few minutes."

They kissed some more. It got wet. As Blair was licking a trail to Jim's ear, the sentinel murmured, "So, that's
twenty dollars for each present I get you..."

"Jim!" Blair bit his earlobe.

"Ow! Teasing, Sandburg, teasing!"

"Yeah, right." Blair sucked apologetically on the nipped lobe.

Jim groaned happily. "Does that price limit include sales tax?"

"Jim..."

"What about gift wrapping? Suppose I have to have it delivered, what about shipping and handling?"

"Christ, and you think I rationalize these things. I'm not gonna check your receipts, man, but you know damn
good and well what I mean. Now, shut up and kiss me."

"Yes, sir."

Two Weeks Before Christmas - Simon's Office

"I'm telling you, Simon, he's being totally unreasonable."

"Jim, I'd have thought you'd be relieved. My last lover expected a trip to the Bahamas over Easter."

Pause.

"You have a lover?"

"Not any more. And I didn't go to the Bahamas, either. What are you sweating?"

"It's just limiting. I want to give him something that tells him how I really feel about him."

"Look, Jim, despite what the DeBeers company would have you think, you don't have to give diamonds for
every important occasion or you're a piker. You want to show Sandburg how you feel? Give him something
personal, something you know he'll like. Have it say that you pay attention to his tastes."

"You sure that a diamond ear stud wouldn't be better?"

"Save it for your anniversary."

One Week Before Christmas, The Kitchen

"Morning, Chief."

"Grunt."

"Yes, I'm fine. Thank you for asking." Blair, hair in his face shuffled to the cabinet, opened it, and began to sort
through the boxes, bottles and jars. "What are you looking for?"

"Uh?" More sorting and rearranging.

"Chief, you've moved the same stuff three times. What are you rooting for?"
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A deep sigh. "My tea."

"It's right in front of you, in the box."

"No, that's my evening tea. It relaxes me. I need my morning tea, to wake up. And I'm out of it. I was kinda
hoping I'd, like, dropped a bag and missed it."

"So that's why you've been the walking dead this last week. Well, get some more."

"Not that easy man." He wearily poured himself a cup of coffee and sat at the table, chin in his hand. "The health
food store quit carrying it. Said there wasn't enough of a demand."

"Can't you get it somewhere else?"

"I've been trying, but it's kinda rare. No luck so far. I'll have to start calling out-of-town shops, if I get a chance."
He sighed again. "Man, I almost hate having a favorite product. It's a guarantee that they'll stop making it. It's
like the word goes out. 'Hey, Sandburg likes this! Quick, stop production.'"

Jim smiled sympathetically, watching his lover sip the coffee, but his eyes were thoughtful.

Christmas Eve - The Bullpen

"Man, paperwork sucks at Christmas."

"Chief, paperwork sucks all the time."

"Yeah, maybe it just seems to suck worse at Christmas."

"You're just impatient 'cause we decided to open our gifts tonight instead of waiting for tomorrow. I'm still not
entirely sure about that."

"We need it, Jim. Tomorrow we're gonna try to deal with my Mom and your Dad both at the same time. We're
gonna need all the good vibes stored up that we can get." There was silence, save for the scratching of pens. Jim
got up, stretched with elaborate casualness, and strolled toward the door. Blair didn't bother to look up. "Get
away from that package, Ellison."

"I wasn't touching it, I was just looking at it."

"With your senses, I don't trust you not to see through the paper. Get away from it. And stop grumbling. I may
not be a Sentinel, but I can still hear it."

"Scrooge."

"Bah, humbug."

"I have to run down to records. I promised the crew I'd stop by their party."

"Yeah. But if I hear about you letting McDonald corner you under the mistletoe, I'm gonna kick some butt."

"For heaven's sake, Blair. He's old enough to be my father."

"I could say something here about age differences, if I really wanted to."

"Not if you want anything besides coal and switches for Christmas."

"Keep the coal, bring on the switches."
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"Kinky bastard."

"More than just my hair, man."

As Jim was leaving, Rafe was entering, followed by a scruffy looking individual. Since he wasn't wearing cuffs,
he might as well have had 'SNITCH' tattooed across his forehead. The man was talking with a rapidity that
suggested desperation. "Jus' another twenty, huh? I gave ya Callazo, din' I? An' Tybalt."

"To quote Janet Jackson, what have you done for me lately? No, Nichols. The last two you gave me didn't pan
out, and I came real close to embarrassing myself very badly. You have nothing, you get nothing." Rafe wasn't a
hard-hearted man, but it was possible for him to be pissed off. Endangering his standing in the precinct would do
it every time.

"C'mon, man! It's Chris'mas."

"Which means that I'm personally short of liquid assets, and you're not going on the department's dime. If you
give me another good bust, I might be able to talk Banks into funding you again, but it'll have to wait till after the
holidays."

"But I can't wait that long."

"Deal with it." Rafe looked over at Blair. "Hey, Sandburg. How did that present you were trying to get for
Ellison work out?" Nichols had been dismissed. He hovered hopefully near the door for another minute or two,
though, being ignored by the other two men.

Blair grinned, making a circle with his thumb and forefinger. "Perfecto. I got the Jags jersey with Orvelle's old
number on it, and all the guys signed it. Adams, Ivers, Kenderson, even Sloman. He got over that resentment
thing he had going on Jim after we wiped out Kincaid."

"And you managed to do that and still stay under the twenty dollar limit you set?"

"Easily. They gave me a special price on the jersey, and the autographs were free. I had almost six bucks left
over." He chuckled. "Don't tell Ellison that, though."

He went back to his paperwork, finishing quickly. He was just putting the last of it into a neat stack when Jim
returned. "Am I gonna have to check you for lip balm?"

"He didn't try. Mrs. Peter's, though..."

"The one who looks like Mrs. Slocum on 'Are You Being Served'?"

"Yeah. I never will figure out how she manages to get her hair that shade of purple. Anyway, she tried to check
my tonsils, but that was it. Are you ready to go?"

"Yup. Just gotta grab the coat." Blair slipped into his coat, and reached up for Jim's present. Frowning, he turned
to his lover and said sternly, "Jim, where's the present?"

Jim looked at the shelf. "I don't know. You didn't take it out to the truck?"

"No. It was right there." Knowing it was futile, Blair examined the floor around the shelf, and the chairs. "Shit. It
couldn't just vanish into thin air."

Rafe came over, sipping a cup of coffee. "What's up?"

"Jim's present is AWOL."
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Rafe winced. "Son of a bitch. Nichols."

"Oh, MAN!"

Blair started to swear colorfully in several languages. Having spent a little time overseas, Jim could understand
enough to be impressed. "Who's Nichols?"

"My snitch. Or my would-be snitch. He's been dry lately, and he was in here trying to stick me for some cash. He
was here, the box was here. He left, the box is gone. No one else in or out. Gosh, I'm so glad I'm a detective.
Look, Sandburg, calm down. You're too young for a coronary. I have his address, and he's probably gone there.
He won't be able to pawn the jersey today, anyway, and you can probably..."

"Jersey?"

Blair glared at Rafe. "Oops. Well, at least I didn't say anything about the auto..."

"STOP!"

Too late. "Autographs? Blair, you got me a jersey with autographs on it? Which team?"

Blair sighed, looking daggers at a sheepish Rafe. "The Jags, who else?"

"Let me finish what I was saying, Sandburg. I have his address. If you go there right now, you can probably get
the thing back."

"It's worth a try, I guess. C'mon, Big Guy. Let's boogie."

As they started out the door, Jim was saying, "So, team colors, right? What number was it? Who signed it? Do
you think I can get it framed?"

"I'm gonna do something realnasty to Rafe after the holidays."

A Half Hour Later, Nichol's Apartment

"Oh, wow. Rat hole." Jim's voice was grim. He and Blair were making their way up a narrow set of stairs. The
walls were greasy with the grime of several decades. The grime was not as noticeable as it might have been, due
to the graffiti.

"You said it, man. This is worse than any of the dumps I stayed in before. I'm damn sure appreciating the loft
right now." Blair heard a scuttling in a pile of trash at the landings, and edged closer to Jim.

"Mouse, not rat," Jim assured him.

"I'm, like, so comforted."

They located the right apartment. There were tinny Christmas carols coming from the other side of the door. Jim
knocked briskly. He cocked his head, then said, "Shit. He's got a kid in there. This might not be pretty."

"I just want your present back. We don't have to run him in if he gives it up, do we?"

"I suppose not. Technically, it is still yours, till you give it to me, so you can make the decision."

A voice called. "Who is it?"

"From the precinct, Nichols. Open up."

"Just a second."
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After a minute, the door opened on a chain, and the scruffy man who'd been in the bullpen peered out. He
sighed, and closed the door, then opened it again, all the way. "Yeah?"

"You took something that wasn't yours." Blair said sternly. The man fidgeted, opening his mouth, and Blair
snapped, "Look, don't try to deny it. You're the only one it could have been. I want it back." As he spoke, he
was taking in the details of the room.

It was horribly shabby, but almost painfully clean. Attempts had been made to scrub the wall, leaving the ancient
paint blotched. In one corner was a scraggly pine that made Charlie Brown's Christmas Tree look like the one
you see in Lincoln Center. It was bravely decorated with popcorn strands and clumsily made paper chains. There
were no presents under it. Blair started to feel pangs of dismay. Jim had said that there was a child here. His
Christmas looked a little bleak.

Nichols was speaking. "Look, I'm sorry about that. I don' steal, you c'n ask Rafe. But when I heard you talkin'
'bout that present..." He swallowed hard. "Lemme keep it, okay? I... I'll fin' some way to pay ya back after
Chris'mas, I swear. I been lookin' for real work, an' I might get on at the sanitation department..."

"Daddy?"

The child that wandered out of the bedroom couldn't have been more than six. He was barefoot, and looked
freshly scrubbed, and he was wearing the jersey. The shoulder straps had been tied in a knot behind his neck to
keep it from falling off him, and it floated around his ankles.

"Danny, honey, go back in the bedroom, huh?" the man pleaded.

"No, it's all right." Jim squatted down and crooked a finger at the boy. "C'mere, and let me see your nightshirt."
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The boy came to him, gazing at him solemnly. "You're big. Do you play football?"

Jim grinned. "Nope. I'm a policeman."

"Oh. One of Daddy's frien's."

Jim slanted a look up at Nichol's, who'd gone pale. The man's expression was pleading. "That's right, one of your
Dad's friends. That's a nice jersey you have."

The boy beamed proudly and held the front out to give Jim a better look. He pointed. "That's from Mr. Wallace,
an' Mr. Sloman, an' Mr. Adams... an'... an' all of 'em." The look he turned on his father was one of pure adoration.
"My Daddy got it for me. My Daddy loves me a lot."

"I bet he does, little guy. Now, why don't you go on back in the bedroom, like your Daddy said?"

"Okay. Merry Chris'mas."

The two policemen echoed the sentiment, watching him go. Jim looked at Blair. "Sandburg, it isn't that I don't
want it..."

"Say no more. It stays here. You wouldn't be you if you took it back." He looked at Nichols. "Man, next time tell
a person why you need bread, okay? We could have done something. You need anything else?"
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The man straightened up. "No, we're all right. I have food, an' there's the Chris'mas dinner at the mission
tomorrow, an' they'll have a couple of presents for him from 'Santa Claus'. I... I just wanted to give him somethin'
myself so bad..."

Jim patted his shoulder. "I hope he grows into it, and I see him on the boards with the Jags someday." He got a
card out of his wallet and handed it to Nichols. "If you need a reference, have 'em call me."

"Thank you."

They trudged back down the stairs in silence. In the cab of the truck, Jim sighed. "Well, that was a nice
Christmas present I almost had."

"Don't despair. I can replace that. It'll take a little work, and calling in a favor or two, but I can do it. And for
tonight, there's still a little time for me to get you a 'tide you over' gift."

Jim glanced at Blair as he started the engine. "Are you kidding? Everything is closed by now. Besides, you can't
go over your own limit."

"Oh, man! I know you aren't going to hold me to that."

"I'm not?"

"Jim! That is so unfair!"

"I dealt with it, you deal with it."

Blair grumbled as they drove, but a slow, sly smile formed on his face. "Drop me off at the corner store."

"Sandburg, you're going to buy my Christmas present at a convenience store?"

"Just the wrappings, Big Guy. I already have the present. Drop me off, then go home and dial your senses way
down. I won't be long."

Completely puzzled, Jim watched Blair hurry in, waiting in hopes of seeing what section of the store he'd go to.
Blair stood inside the door and made shooing motions at him, so he left.

A Little Later - The Loft

The door slammed. "Blair?"

"I told you to turn 'em down, man." Blair looked sternly at Jim as he came down the stairs.

"I did. Do you have any idea how noisy you are when you shut a door?"

"Go back upstairs. I need to wrap your present."

Jim eyed the small paper sack he was carrying. "In a minute. I want you to open your gift first."

Blair thought for a split second, then said, "Okay," setting aside the bag. Jim handed him a package about the
size of a shoe box, wrapped neatly in pristine white paper and tied with a neat silver ribbon. "Oh, man, I love it.
You're even anal retentive about wrapping presents. It's beautiful. However, I am not anal retentive about
opening presents, so..." Ribbons and paper scraps flew. Blair gasped. "Jim! How did you get this? I've looked all
over Cascade... Hell, I looked all over three counties, and no one carries this tea anymore."

"I ordered it from their branch in San Francisco. Merry Christmas, Chief."
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"Oh, wow!" He hugged Jim ecstatically. "That was so thoughtful. I've been missing this stuff. I thought I'd never
get it again. Thank you."

"You're welcome. And your present to me was pretty special, too. You know how much I love the Jags. You
don't really have to replace it." His tone wasn't at all convincing.

Blair pulled back, giving him a secretive smile. "That won't be much of a problem. But I think your stop-gap gift
is going to make you pretty happy."

"What is it?"

Blair snorted. "Like I'd tell." He walked toward the bathroom, carrying a small paper sack. "I'm gonna wrap it, so
get your ass upstairs, dial down your hearing, and don't look down here, Ellison. I mean it."

"I was wrong. You aren't Scrooge, you're the Grinch." He heard a very credibly Boris Karloff type laugh float up
from the bathroom, and went upstairs to sit on the bed, smiling. What the hell was Sandburg up to now? He was
tempted to extend his hearing, but he'd promised.

After a while, Blair called. "Okay. Come downstairs, sit on the couch, and close your eyes. And no peeking!" Jim
went down into the living room and settled on the sofa, closing his eyes. "Are your eyes closed?"

"Yes."

"Are you sure?"

"Sandburg..."

"Just checking." He heard the door open. "Turn up your hearing." Jim dialed it up to just a little above normal,
and heard the soft pad of Blair's bare feet on the rug. "Okay, now the smell."

Jim eased the sense of smell up. Something smelled good. He sifted through the various aromas. Sugar, lots of
sugar. Cinnamon, ginger, vanilla, mint, cardamon... He sat up straight abruptly, his cock giving a twitch of
interest. And sex. Whoa, the pheromones are coming off him in waves!

"Ah, I see you have a hint. Open your eyes." Jim opened his eyes and looked.

Blair was standing right in front of him, hands demurely behind his back. That was the only thing demure about
him. He was totally naked, except for a red ribbon tied in a bow around his neck, a couple of dozen Christmas
cookies of assorted shapes plastered on his body, and a... erm... strategically hung candy cane.
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Jim's jaw dropped. His mouth started to fill with saliva (and not because of the cookies) and he had to swallow to
keep from drooling down his chin. Blair's grin got wider. He tapped the candy cane with one finger so that it
swung lazily back and forth. "Well?"

Jim finally managed coherent speech. "Before we go any further, how the hell did you get the cookies to stay
on?"

Blair pulled his hands out from behind his back. He was holding an empty jar of marshmallow fluff and a sticky
knife. Dropping the knife into the jar with a clatter, he set them aside. "Merry Christmas, Big Guy. Ready to
open your present?" His eyebrows wiggled wickedly.

Jim got up and reached for him. "I should warn you, Sandburg. Unlike certain Guides I know, I take a very long
time unwrapping my presents."

The end.
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 Season Ticket
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Season Ticket - Krisser

The autumn air was clear and brisk, the leaves rustling beneath feet as people passed on the street. The Sentinel
could hear their crunch as he headed for his destination. Ever so slightly cooler than the previous week, the
temperature hinted at the slowly approaching winter

Jim Ellison pulled his ‘69 pick-up into the Cascade Arena parking lot. He locked the door before heading toward
the employee entrance. The security guard there recognized him and ushered him in. He searched out and
located Orvelle Wallace easily. The basketball player smiled and crossed the court to meet him. Jim knew Blair
would be disappointed to miss an opportunity to see Orvelle, but he was testifying in court, so Jim had come
solo.

"Jim, good to see you. Where's your sidekick?" The tall athletic man asked.

Jim shook the extended hand and answered, "In court."

"Thanks for coming down here. A couple of season tickets came up for grabs and being new in management,
they were offered to me. I want to give them to you guys."

"Ah, hey, don't you want to give them to your niece or something?" Jim was touched at the offer.

The black man smiled and his white teeth glistened as he shook his head. "No, you and Blair were there for me. I
owe you. First, you cleared me, and then made sure there was still a team to work for. You earned these."

"Thanks, Orvelle, this is great." Jim accepted the envelope.

"Just remember that one of those is for Blair," Wallace laughed as he watched the detective leave.

Jim answered without thought, "Who else would I go with?" Not really listening to what he said as he waved bye.

***

Blair was bouncing, he was so excited to be the possessor of season tickets to his favorite basketball team. He
was also beyond pleased that his partner was to be his season ticket companion. There was never better time
spent than in the company of his best friend and secret beloved one.
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Sandburg was already missing the summer heat, the fall air making him drag out the extra flannels and sweaters.
He and Jim had discussed how they would juggle their schedules. They would give up some gym time and walk
to the game from the waterfront.

Today they had Cuban take-out and ate as they watched the southern migration of the Orca whale.

"They hope to follow the Gray whale, weed out the older or infirmed." Blair shared as they watched a
spy-hopping maneuver.

"And here I thought it was the whale calf McNuggets they were really going after," Jim joked with his partner.

Blair nudged Jim as he tried to hold in his laugh. Finally, failing miserably, he joined in with the infectious sound
that Jim was bestowing on the surprised guide.

They talked companionably as they walked the six blocks to the sports arena. It was the opening home game and
both police detectives were as excited as little kids on Christmas morning. The fourth row seats were close to the
home bench and they were rubbing elbows with some of the city's elite. A few movie and TV stars were in
attendance, but Jim and Blair only had eyes for the home team. Although, Blair would steal glances at his
Sentinel. Just to make sure he wasn't zoning was the excuse he used on himself.

Half-time garnered them a wave from Orvelle and the attention of those seated around. Jim listened in and
smiled as he shared some of the crazy guesses made on their identities.

Not since before Alex had Blair felt the strong camaraderie between them like this. Another reason to be grateful
to Orvelle.

***

By week three, Blair could tell that Simon was jealous and he decided that he'd put out some feelers to score a
few extra tickets throughout the season. In the meantime, as he and Jim had a stake-out, Blair offered their
tickets to that night's game to Simon and his son Daryl.

Simon seemed in a better mood for the rest of the week and even let them trade shifts with Brown and Rafe so
they wouldn't miss the Saturday game.

***

The temperature had reached the high eighties and that had much of the city complaining about the heat. Last
week’s mutterings regarding the nearing winter dominated water cooler discussion, today the same folk
complained about the heat.

Blair smiled as his partner became one of the complainers.

"Indian summer is what they call it," Blair told his partner as they walked from Compos Burritos, with their
Mexican take-out. They headed across the street to the stadium.

"Heat wave is what I call it, Darwin," Jim quipped in return.

"I like it. Not often I can go without a jacket," Blair told Jim earnestly.

The detective looked at his partner and noted that he only had one shirt on. Actually, it looked like one of his
shirts. He was about to tease his roommate when he realized that he liked the idea of Sandburg wearing his
clothes. Kind of implied that they were close friends. More than just roommates.

"Oh, in that case, I can live with it," Jim said aloud.
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"Not like you have much of a choice," Blair laughed.

Jim grinned in agreement.

***

The announcer paused amid the cheers for the home team. Jim knew that Blair would hate missing this part, he
just loved cheering for the players he knew personally. He had gone to get the popcorn, having lost the bet on
how many consecutive games the same hot dog vendor had served his food.

Knowing that his guide was close, Jim turned and looked up to spot Sandburg at the top of the steps, hands
loaded with two buckets of popcorn. One with butter, "Ah, Chief," he sighed to himself with a smile.

Blair looked in his direction and smiled that great smile of his. Jim looked all around him to see who the kid was
smiling at and realized that there was only him. Wow, that sweet smile was for him, a warm feeling filled Jim and
he didn't know why.

The half time started with the winner of the Cascade High School essay contest shooting baskets for his college
fund. After winning fifty thousand, the Jags announced that the team would match the funds. Trying not to cry,
the youth spoke of his hopes and dreams for the future.

Ever curious about his partner and friend, Blair asked of Jim, "When you were a kid, what were your dreams?"

Jim looked around as though he expected someone to be listening in, "I thought about being a doctor, but after
the Country Club Strangler murders, I thought about catching bad guys." Jim grinned, then sobered, "I also
wished for the super senses to go away."

"You did repress them successfully for eighteen years. Even without them, you were still protecting the tribe."

Jim shrugged, embarrassed at the admiration in Sandburg's eyes.

Then quietly, but needing to know, Blair asked, "How do you actually feel about the sentinel thing now? Still
wish you could really get rid of them?"

"NO!" was answered quick and without hesitation.

"Really?" Blair was surprised at how definite his partner sounded.

"As long as I have you as my guide." Jim smiled genuinely at his partner. "You taught me control and how to fine
tune them to make them work. Somehow, each time I was faced with their permanent loss, I chose to get them
back. I may have been afraid of the extra responsibility, but with you ........ well..........And you made me finally
realize that they're many more people alive today because of them, lots of whom would have died if I hadn't. I'm
okay with being the Sentinel of the Great City."

Blair smiled, "I'm okay with being your guide." Jim felt unreasonably pleased.

The roar of the crowd impeded any further conversation, but Blair sat there with a warm feeling. Jim had come a
long way and finally accepted a part of who he was.

The noise level was intense straight through to the half. The din level dropped to a conversation tolerant as the
floor keepers cleaned off the court.

Jim found that he wanted to return to their earlier conversation topic, Blair hadn't answered yet. "You're not
getting off the hook that easily, what did you dream of?" Jim retaliated when they could hear themselves.

"To find a Sentinel." Blair answered succinctly.
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"You did that." Jim acknowledged softly.

With a smile, "Yeah, I did."

Seeing an opportunity to have his curiosity assuaged, Jim pressed on, "Why? Why that, of all the kid things open
to you, why was that your dream?"

For a moment, Blair felt like a pinned bug, but then realized that Jim was really the only one he was willing to
open up to. "Moving from place to place.....there weren't always kids to be with, so I read a lot. The book on
sentinels opened up my imagination, it just ran wild from there. The more I read the more I understood about
them and knew that I had to find one."

"How old were you?"

"Nine."

"Did you miss playing normal games?"

"What's normal man?" Blair shrugged easily. "Nah, not really, remember I really was a science nerd."

"With that hair, I doubt you were automatically labeled nerd?" Jim asked searchingly.

A half smile played on Sandburg's lips as he answered sincerely, "Didn't have long hair then. First two years of
college were the pits."

Jim smiled knowingly, "Well, you were sixteen.............."

With a big grin, "Yeah, the girls wouldn't give me the time of day. So, I applied for expeditions. The lack of
amenities took its toll on some......but I grew up in so many weird places, the lack wasn't that different." Blair
shrugged again as he watched the players warm up, "My hair grew and after it got long, I got looks from others.
Being young and horny, I went with it."

Nodding, "The females finally took notice."

Coughing slightly to clear his throat, Blair clarified, "A couple were all male expeditions. Not all cultures have
those particular hang-ups. Like I said I was young and horny."

Jim's popcorn stuck in his throat and he coughed and gasped trying to clear his throat.

"Ah, sorry, man. I didn't mean to shock you. I've been with strictly females since we met. Did not want to offend
you in any way." Blair was half afraid that now it was out, Jim would be disgusted.

"I'm not shocked, Chief. Guess just a little surprised and curious why you never mentioned this before?" Jim tried
to keep both the excitement and hurt out of his voice.

"You were a cop, so it became a non issue. I only mentioned it now cause we were being honest, sharing
childhood dreams." Sandburg thought to himself that he was glad they were at the game, Jim would put his
erratic heartbeat down to all that. He was doubly glad he couldn't read thoughts, Blair knew exactly why he
mentioned his alternative leanings, and now after seeing his partner's reaction, he was hoping that Jim was
looking that direction himself. Really hoping.

***

The heat wave was chased away by polar easterlies that rapidly cooled off the warmth that Blair enjoyed so
much. It was back to layering his clothes.
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They hit the gym when the Jags played out of town. This morning they were running late and Jim pulled a shirt
from the top of the dirty clothes pile. He just planned on sweating in it. As he pulled it over his head he was
assailed with Sandburg's scent. He found himself pressing the cloth close to his skin. He was going to keep it on,
he felt a higher level of comfort with the Blair scent this close. Jim didn't let himself dwell on the why, he just
groused for Sandburg and started their day.

***

"Jim, it's your turn for poker night," Brown reminded him as he entered the bullpen. Simon also reminded him
later in the day.

"Okay, but not on a home game night." Jim smiled at his friend.

Simon rolled his eyes, "Oh, yeah, season tickets."

"Yeah, like you forgot." Jim responded with mock disbelief.

"You like your seats?" Banks grinned knowingly.

"Great seats. Hell, it's a great season." Jim stood there grinning a fool happy grin.

Shocked, Simon couldn't help the sarcasm, "Jim, they're barely holding at fifty percent."

Jim kept grinning, not understanding Simon's point, "All the home games have been great."

"Great?" Simon said sardonically.

Jim nodded his head enthusiastically as he reached for the phone that interrupted their conversation.

As Jim listened to the caller, he missed Simon's mutterings to himself, "He needs to jump on the clue bus. A great
season? He watching the same team I am?"

***

All traces of summer were gone and winter felt closer than ever. But with added clothes, Blair was able to
withstand the chill air after the game on the walk back to the truck.

"Kenderson gave me some tickets for Simon and Daryl. Think that will stop those pitiful looks he throws at us?"
Blair explained as they crossed the highway.

"Well, at least until those tickets are used up." Jim laughed as he realized that Simon had been disappointed
earlier in the day that the Sandburg-Ellison team had been caught up on all their paperwork.

"Yeah, I had put the word about the team that Simon was hoping to come more often. Sloman and Kenderson
said no problem. They're grateful all the way around. They thought that Daryl was awesome, too."

Jim nodded, remembering, "That experience let the kid know first hand about police work. I guess it helped him
make his decision." Jim knew that Daryl still planned to go to the academy.

"He and his dad compromised. College first, then the academy. Better chance for advancement. Simon was okay
with it after that." Blair grinned at his partner.

Jim shook his head ruefully, "I can remember when Simon was worried about his relationship with his son.
Especially after the divorce. He must be proud now." Jim unlocked the truck for Blair then himself. He cranked
up the heater as soon as he started the engine to starve off the Sandburg shivers.
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Blair smiled at Jim's consideration.

***

Jim helped Blair with his overcoat before they exited the Chinese eatery prior to heading to the Cascade Arena.
Jim stopped outside and tilted his head at an angle. He sniffed the aired just before closing his eyes.

After he opened them, he turned to his partner, "Won't be much longer before the snow gets here. The easy part
of winter is just about over. Sorry, buddy."

"Well, damn," but Blair smiled, he was elated, Jim had just used his senses without thinking about them. It
pleased Blair each time Jim demonstrated that using his senses had became second nature. He bounced as he
walked along side his partner.

They entered through the side entrance closest to their seating. Blair waved to the recognized employees as Jim
chatted with the hot dog vendor. Half way through the season, missing very few games, they were greeted each
time with familiarity. They took their seats and caught up with the news of their seat mates, both men
comfortable with the friendships developed over basketball.

***

The last thirty seconds of the game took closer to ten minutes to get through. The ball left the Jags player's hand
a tick before the final buzzer sounded. The silent crowd watched as the orange orb sailed across from half court,
arcing its way to the basket. Jim and Blair both held their breath as they waited for the outcome. A basket would
tie the game, pushing it into overtime.

Noise reigned as the ball slipped through the hoop, all net.

The home crowd exploded and the noise was deafening after the silent seconds prior and the Sentinel was
unprepared for the sudden eruption of sound. A quiet, "Dial it down," guided Jim as he stepped closer to the
soothing voice. Then with thigh and shoulder touching, the Sentinel seemed calmed and instantly relaxed.

The stadium crowd remained standing, cheering their team as they waited for the overtime play to begin. Jim
stepped away from his guide and was once again assailed by the turbulent waves of sound. He leaned back
against his guide and was calm once more.

The crowd furor settled down as the Jags took the court and play began. Jim kept his thigh in contact with Blair's
for the rest of the game.

The Jags win was just an added bonus to the discovery of the calming connection of his guide's physical touch.
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Now he had both the voice and the touch. He wasn't sure he wanted to tell Sandburg, 'cause he'd want to test the
hell out the response. So he decided to keep this new aspect to himself. He'd always seemed to touch Blair more
than others, but its effect had never been so extraordinary before.

Jim kept brushing against his guide as they walked outside into the night air. They made their way to the parking
lot with the throng of other Jag fans.

Blair smiled to himself. Jim seemed to handle the additional information from their dreams discussion okay,
better than okay, really. Jim was touching him more. After Alex, Jim had almost stopped completely and had
only been slowly working his way back to their usual physical contact.

Blair had missed it so much. At first he had to get used to it, then it became second nature. When it was gone it
was like losing an important part of their friendship. And Blair had thought that lost. So this last month and a half
had been so welcome that he wanted to throw himself into his partner's arms.

Now it seemed like the tickets had been the start of a courtship ritual, or was he just projecting. Blair wasn't sure,
just more hopeful than he'd been in almost a year.

***

The heavy rain had the pair of detectives parking close. Jumping over puddles, Blair hadn't lost his bounce. Like
a kid, he would threaten Jim with splashes, only to caught in a headlock with Jim doing his own threatening. Like
letting Sandburg's hair get wet. Laughs and giggles lead their way.

The downpour kept the crowd light and made conversation easy. Blair wanted to dig deeper into Jim's past. He
was getting to know a Jim rarely seen and Blair was eating it up.

"What's one of your favorite childhood memories?" the younger man asked seriously.

Jim turned and studied his guide's face and found an open, honest expression. He shared, "Sometimes, on
weekends, Steven and I would sneak down the stairs in the middle of the night and raid the cookie jar. We'd have
to push a chair to the counter and I'd climb up to open the cupboard door to get the bag of cookies. Every time,
when we'd get back to the table, a cup of hot chocolate was waiting for us." Jim smiled at the memory. "I knew it
was mom, I could smell her. Steven doesn't remember that or her, but I do."

Blair had big eyes as he listened to Jim and watched his face go soft in memory.

Jim then raised his eyebrow expectantly. Blair took the hint. "Even though it was just Naomi and me growing up,
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I really had to share her a lot. But usually, on my birthday, I would get her all to myself. My favorite one was the
birthday in Washington DC. She was there to protest something or another, but on that one day, just she and I
went to the Smithsonian and ...wow. I ran from room to room, dragging her along. Either reading the signs aloud
or explaining the exhibit in more detail than the museum had. She'd focused all her attention on me. I would feel
so lucky."

Well, I know he comes by that trait honestly, Jim thought to himself. Aloud, he asked, "You follow much sports
as a kid?"

"Well, I told you that a couple of Naomi's friends took me to a World Series and a Super Bowl but nothing on
any regular basis. Radio was the way I followed both baseball and basketball." He bumped Jim in the arm, "I
really did play basketball in high school, ya know."

Jim put up his hands in an ‘okay, okay’ gesture and that settled his partner, who then looked expectantly for a
return answer.

"Bud took me to a few games. Sally had okayed them. My dad was outta town most of the time. It was fun. Bud
and I really had a good time together."

"You missed him a lot, growing up?" Sandburg asked.

Reluctance equal with the need to share, Jim found himself answering, "Yeah..... there were times when I wished
that Bud was my dad. He sure seemed to care more. Liked me as I was. Never called me a freak."

"He knew quality." Blair said quietly. Then shared, "There were a few of Naomi's friends I'da had as a father.
We just never stayed any one place long enough."

"I don't know that I don't sometimes envy you, not knowing at all.....there'd never be that disappointment of how
I let the old man down again."

"Used to bother me as a kid, Father's Day, sporting events, always being different..." Blair shared even more,
"Was called a bastard quite a few times, it was hard to refute it when it was true."

Jim cursed Naomi once again. Did she have any clue what her unwillingness to name a father did to her son. It
was hard for the Blessed Protector to see the pain displayed that was usually hid deep inside.

"My dad didn't go to any of my games, not even the championships. He said he was busy working, but........"
Jim's voice faded out.

"Always hard for the kid to understand those work obligations. Even when they were true." Blair turned his head
and make eye contact with his friend.

Jim realized that his friend and guide really did understand. This sharing hadn't diminished him or Blair. Still
didn't make it easy, but a different connection was forged, one that would allow him to share some inner piece
again in the future.

***

Blair wanted sun. The rain had ended several days ago, but somehow the sun got lost. Fog and gloom. That
meant bundles of clothes just to stay warm. He was looking forward to the game, the stadium was always just the
right temperature.

Jim was amazed at all the clothing that his partner peeled off. How did he move with so much on. Finally just a
shirt and undershirt were left along with a well worn pair of jeans.

Jim watched as his partner made his way past the people to the throughway. Waving and chatting as he went. He
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never attempted the lines at half-time, instead he'd go at the start of the second quarter.

Jim was surprised to find himself watching Blair's ass. When did that start? He thought on it to himself and
couldn't pinpoint an exact time frame. Just that his guide moved in such a way that one couldn't help directing
their eyes there.

The gym had firmed up an already good looking body and Jim froze his thoughts there. When had he started
thinking about how firm Blair's body was? He let his mind drift, to see what it would do. He imagined his hands
fanning the muscular chest and was further shocked by his own body's physical response. Jim was already half
hard with the one image. Did he desire his guide in that way?

The Sentinel looked around at the varied people in attendance. He searched out the males with similar body
types to those of his guide. He zeroed in on their asses, or chests and......nothing. No stirrings, no nothing. He
searched out females that he had always been particular to and where mentally he appreciated their beauty, his
body didn't react.

He then concentrated on a mental image of Blair. Hair down, laughing, clothes on and his body reacted. He
continued on and peeled those clothes off with his mind and he had to shift in his seat to accommodate the full
erection he was now sporting. He was lusting after Sandburg.

He could hear Blair approaching, his heartbeat was getting closer. Jim pulled the program over his lap to hide the
evidence of his thoughts.

Jack and Marla returned right in front of Blair, causing Jim to half stand to let them pass. They had the seats on
the other side of him. Jim seated himself quickly, hoping with the multitude of bodies all about them that the
condition of his would go unnoticed.

Blair squeezed past Brett and John, the season ticket holders on his side. He handed over the two mustard dogs
they had requested before turning to Jim and delivering his dogs, pretzels and popcorn. Blair smiled at the
enthusiastic thanks from his partner.

Jim basked in the warmth generated by the Blair smile.

John and Brett pulled out the money they owed Blair and chatted on with him.

Jim found himself watching the two men. Like themselves, the two always came together and seemed to share a
close friendship. Were they lovers? Could he tell? Could others tell he was lusting after his partner? Was he gay?
Were John and Brett? Jim felt confusion swamp his mind and was ready for the crowd to suck him into the
chanting as the Jags closed the gap, about to take over the lead for the first time this game. He'd think on this
another time. He wasn't Mr. Repression for nothing.

***

A week of snow flurries heralded in the basketball winter break. Time for the All-Star game. The game was being
played in Cascade and Blair was excited.

The season ticket holders had to pay for their tickets, but they got first option. Marla and Jack were unable to
attend and let Jim have the option on them, so he and Blair had given them to Simon as a Christmas present.

The four men came together. After a dinner on Simon the group headed to the arena.

They all bought the special event program and appropriate souvenirs. It was difficult to tell whom was more
excited, Simon or Daryl.

The opening ceremonies were spectacular and the thrill of seeing so many excellent ball players in one place had
all the sport fans reverent. Not only were the fans rooting for the East or West, they were rooting their own
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personal heroes.

Despite the snow, the stadium was filled to capacity. The cheering could be heard outside. Jim's senses stayed
level by sitting thigh to thigh. Blair noticed the constant contact and attributed it to Jim's increasing affection.
Hoping against hope that he was right, he placed his hand on top of the thigh touching his and squeezed gently.
He gained a quick smile from his partner and for now that was enough encouragement.

Different from other games, today Blair was willing to get snacks at half-time. He didn't want to miss any of the
play. Jim left with him, taking the orders from Simon, Daryl, Brett and John.

Brett leaned over to Daryl, "Your friends, Jim and Blair, are good people."

Daryl smiled his agreement and Simon chimed in. "Two of the best, but if I hear you told them I said that, we
may need to look into parking tickets."

Brett laughed as he held up his hands, "No, no, not that. Mums the word here."

They chatted together until their food arrived.

As Daryl munched on his hot pretzel he asked aloud, "How is it we had dinner before we got here and yet we
still eat these munchies?"

"Tradition," Blair confided. "Jim and I didn't munch the first couple of games and they lost. As soon as we got
munchies, they started winning."

Jim added, "We do what we must for the team."

Simon just rolled his eyes at his two detectives.

The crowd cheered dunks and booed when Shaq fouled out. They cheered Kobe's air dunk and Sloman's half
court shot. The different styles of shooting were better than the actual game.

The snow had fallen heavily during the game and folks had to practically dig out their vehicles before heading
home.

Jim looked to Simon as he teased, "It's the youngin's duty to clear the truck out."

Blair looked at Daryl, looked at the snow, then back at his future conspirator. Daryl nodded his understanding
and the two quickly gabbed a handful of snow and threw at the old farts. The snow was removed from about the
truck only because the four used it to throw at each other.
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In the truck, Blair sat next to Jim, then Daryl, with Simon squished by the door. After dropping off the father and
son, Blair moved a tiny bit away, but kept their knees touching.

***

Attendance dropped again after the All-Star game as the weather problems increased. Short of a full blizzard, Jim
and Blair planned on attending all the games their job would allow.

At the start of the second quarter, Blair headed for snacks and the restroom. Jim watched him leave, jeans
hugging his ass, showing all the contours and his body reacted. Big time. He had to shift in his seat to hide his
now rapidly filling cock.

Blair exited the men's room only to find himself shoved up against a wall. A hard male body pressed up against
him.

"Hey, pretty boy. I'm sure you know how to make a real man feel good." The voice oozed menace.

Inside, his heart beat triple time, but outwardly, Blair remained calm. "Possibly a real man, but I see none here."

That garnered him a forceful shove against the wall and a knee pressed against the back of his balls.

"Well see about that, pretty boy." The voice sneered

Back in his seat, the Sentinel heard Blair's heartbeat spike and thunder furiously. He was out of his seat and on
the way to his guide. He broadened his hearing radius and caught the bully's taunt.

"In one minute, he'll still be pretty, but you won't." Jim's voice answered his guide's attacker's jeer.

The man startled at the voice coming from behind him, and that was all that Blair needed to change positions
with his attacker. The bully's two onlookers rushed to his aid only to find themselves waylaid by Jim.

Blair smiled back at his partner, "Nice timing." The detective took out his handcuffs from his back pocket and
said to the thug as he snapped them on, "For assault on a police officer, you have the right to remain silent......"

Jim smiled at his partner's back, pride swelling his chest. Jim couldn't help how he felt every time Sandburg made
a collar, proud, real proud. He pulled out his cell and called for a black and white.

***

My guide, my friend, my love, was threatened. No one threatens what's mine. The very fierceness of that
thought surprised Jim. What was even more surprising was his easy acknowledgment that he was in love with
Sandburg.

It had gone way past lusting. It had morphed into old fashioned, death do us part kind of love. Jim wasn't nearly
as surprised as he thought he should be about loving his very male partner. But there it was, he did. Finally
admitting it out loud felt right. More right than anything had in a long time.

How did Sandburg feel? He knew that the friendship thing went deep. He was more loyal than even the members
of his ops team. And the ladies man had admitted to relationships with men in the past. Maybe ....... maybe he
had a chance. He'd have to put out feelers and test the waters before plunging in.

***
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As the snow fell, melting as it hit the hood of the pick-up, Blair thought back to the first time he realized that his
feelings for his partner were more than friendship. Colonel Oliver had taken Jim and tried to kill him. He could
remember with startling clarity the fear that Jim was dead. When he had seen Jim alive on the roof, shear joy had
flooded his system. Blair knew it was time to confront his feelings.

Blair could obfuscate to all others, but it was pretty damn pointless to do it to himself. Jim had become his life.
Not the Sentinel, but the man himself.

Sandburg stole a look at his love, driving, intent on getting to the game safely. He could remember feeling
hopeful before and he had been wrong then. When Finkelman had temporarily commanded the department, she
had attempted to separate the Ellison-Sandburg team. Jim had fought her on it, tooth and nail. Blair remembered
feeling so full of hope for a closer future relationship, but that was laid to ruin by the dissertation.

Then Alex. Hope flared once again at the merge, but again those hopes were dashed at Jim's rejection. Then the
damn dissertation reared its ugly head again and Blair dealt with it irrevocably.

The road back to friendship had been filled with guilt, recriminations and fears. But nine months later they had a
strong working partnership and their personal friendship had mended. Blair was feeling that traitorous hope
again. What could it mean?

***

The worst of the winter storms seem to happen when the Jags were on the road. So the rain, hail and snow didn't
keep the season ticket pair away from their pastime.

They'd get take-out and drive over early and park as close as they could get, then eat in the truck. Yup, Jim had
suspended the no-eating-in-truck rule for the basketball season. Jim couldn't believe all the clothes Blair would
pull on before braving the winter weather.

The Jags were holding at a fifty percent season, so the extra cold nights had a low attendance. The cheerleaders
were easier to see when the floor wasn't so crowded.

Jim decided to test the waters. "Say, Chief, one of those cheerleaders has been eyeballing you for most of the
season......why don't go down and talk to her?" Jim wasn't sure what he expected, but was sitting on pins and
needles for the answer.
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"Nah...I don't think so," Blair answered, never taking his eyes off the game.

Curious, Jim persisted, "No kidding, Chief, the short blonde has had her eye on you. We could get Orvelle to
introduce you."

Blair turned to look at Jim for a full second before answering, "Not interested, my friend." He turned his
attention immediately back to the game.

"How come?"

Distracted, "How come what, Jim?" Blair asked.

Trying to pretend he was being patient, Jim sighed and repeated his question, "How come you're not interested in
that blonde cheerleader?"

Blair smiled contentedly, "My heart's already taken."

Jim froze in his seat. Already taken? Already taken!!? Who? When had Sandburg found the time to see someone
else? He hadn't smelled any female or male for that matter on his guide.

The roar of the crowd broke into Jim's reverie and he was forced to look at the court. He had to stand to see it.
With just seconds left on the clock, the Jags had possession and Sloman had the ball. He took the last shot of the
game and the crowd watched as the ball arced through the air, bounced off the backboard, hit the rim and slid
into the waiting hoop.

The crowd went wild and Blair right with them. Jim, on the other hand, was stunned, not at the outcome of the
game but at the revelation of his guide's words. His heart was taken. There was no hope for Jim. The joy of the
evening was gone and Jim sat, deflated.

***

The murders of two young women kept Major Crimes busy for the next couple of weeks. Long hours of
stake-outs, searching out profiles, and hunting out witnesses, kept the partners focused on the job.

Despite the stress of the case, Blair was convinced that Jim was mad at him. All he could figure, tracing back
their time together, it had to be when he had rejected the idea of the cheerleader.

The shaman side of Blair wanted to wait it out and let Jim discuss it when he was ready. The detective wanted to
ferret out the reason the man was stand-offish. The lover wanted to roll in the hope carpet and the man felt pain,
let down, betrayed.

Jim had given the signals of a courtship. The looks, the condensing of personal space, the touches. Oh how he
loved the touches. Then anger because he wouldn't date a cheerleader.

Blair then swallowed hard, maybe it was because he turned down a female. Maybe Jim wasn't as okay with his
bi-ness as he claimed. Then what the hell was all the touching about.

Blair wondered why he bothered to hope at all.

***

On Friday, Blair spent the day in court and Jim suggested that they go to the game in separate vehicles. That
depressed Blair. That would be the first time all season that they attended the game separately. He looked out the
waiting room window and was one with the bleak weather outside.

A snow flurry started at commute time and the traffic was thick. Jim was crawling in the throng of cars on the
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way out of town. He finally pulled into the parking lot. He looked around for Blair's vehicle, but it wasn't there.
He felt empty, going to the game without Blair at his side, but it was getting harder and harder to be with him and
stay silent.

Early as he was, he waited in line and got the pretzels the way his guide liked them. He kept an ear out, hoping to
pick up the signature beat. He began fretting that Blair was a no show when finally the signature ping registered.
Jim tried to relax, not wanting to let on that he was worried about his partner. He watched Blair with his
enhanced vision. His partner searched the stands until he located their seats and relaxed as he saw Jim there.

Jim was grateful for that. Then he pissed himself off in the next minute. Looking at that fine body, wanting that
fine body and damn if somebody else wasn't getting it. He looked away as Blair sat down, not wanting to give
away his thoughts.

Blair had been held up in court and then had to push through the thick traffic, pass pile ups and just barely made
to the arena in time. He had to park at the far end of the lot and walk through the cold air. Shivering, he waited in
line and finally made it inside. He searched the area of their seats to see if Jim really came. The relief he felt was
almost palatable. So the rebuff as he sat down hurt double time.

Jim had eaten the pretzel he had gotten for his guide so he kept silent when Blair did his usual run for munchies.
Only Brett, John, Marla and Jack kept the conversation going. Jim hardly participated as he kept track of Blair
the entire time. His guide seemed down tonight, but Jim didn't want to ask, afraid that he would have to hear
about Sandburg's new love.

Blair returned with the usual stuff and gave Jim his snacks without the customary heart attack warnings. He sat
down and tried to get into the game to take his mind off Jim's behavior, but he just couldn't seem to. The joy was
gone.

***

Both men were subdued at work for the next week. The caseloads were light and that allowed them time to catch
up on back paper work.

The Jags got back into town and Blair was concerned that Jim didn't even want to go to the game. They hadn't
discussed it at all. As the work day drew to a close, Blair decided to brave it and get an answer.

"Well, Jim, are we going to the game tonight?"

Jim didn't turn around to answer, "Figured you'd want to go with somebody else."

"You can be such a dickhead. There is nobody else I'd wanna go to the game with." Blair told the stiff back.

Jim whipped around quickly at those words and he brightened considerably, "Okay, let's get Cuban. I really like
that place."

***

At half-time, the seat holders on both sides of them left and Blair took the opportunity to question Jim. He'd had
enough of this blow hot and cold stuff, he was getting dizzy and sick.

"You wanna tell me what's pissed you off?"

"Nothing."

"Ahh, man, after all these years, you think I don't know when you're pissed at me? You've barely talked to me
the last few weeks, giving me the cold shoulder. What's up?"
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"S'not's you."

Blair snorted and shook his head. He knew he'd have to try and dig it out of him. "Back tracking, I think this has
something to do with the cheerleader. Did you need to set me up with her to win a bet or somethin’?"

The smallest of negative head shakes was the only answer.

"Well, for some reason I can't fathom, you wanted me to ask her out and got pissed cause I didn't want to."

Jim knew that his guide would be relentless in his questioning now that he had broached the subject. So he knew
that he had to answer, maybe he didn't remember what he had said that day. "The reason."

"The reason what?" Blair repeated, perplexed.

"The reason you didn't...."

Remembering, Blair asked anyway, "And what was my reason?"

Looking down, Jim answered, "You said that your heart was already taken."

"Yes, Jim, it is."

Jim looked up at the tone of Blair's voice and he then saw something in his blue eyes....... It occurred to Jim that
there was something missing. Obfuscation. There were no walls, no shields. There was Blair, exposed completely
to him. Honest as he always was with him. And he finally recognized what was there.

"Oh. Me. It's me."

"Yes, Jim, it is. It's always been you." Blair smiled that special smile that was just for Jim. He could see love
cross his sentinel's face.

Jim stood silently, dazed. For the first time, the future looked good. He could see himself beside Blair each day
and all of a sudden, it all made sense. Blair would always be there. He couldn't lose now.

Blair stood as he felt the fear resurface as Jim froze before him. Then he watched in wonder as Jim's emotions
played across his face. Happiness. Joy. Love.

The fear left and was replaced by a happiness of his own. He leaned toward Jim as Jim leaned toward him
unaware until a cough brought them back to the here and now. Both men smiled shy-like at Brett.

Brett smiled a knowing smile as a joy danced in his eyes. John stepped up behind him, smiling too. Blair
motioned for Jim to follow and Jim followed without hesitation. Brett and John watched the men depart and
high-fived each other.

"Yeah, finally!"

***

Jim pulled up along side his guide with a question in his eyes.

"I know a place." Blair led his partner to the storage room he and Daryl had used when Kincaid had tried to take
over the team and building.

The guide turned on one of the three banks of lights in the room.

They stood toe to toe, looking into each other's eyes. Then, together their lips moved to meet in the middle. A
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kiss that shared. A kiss that seared their souls together. A kiss that allowed them to show the hunger that each
had kept hid.

Passion exploded, feelings long kept secret surfaced. Hands touched, lips touched, body's touched, pressed close,
hiding nothing.

Jim poured his longing for Blair into their mouth merging. He drank in the taste of his guide, memorized the
texture of his tongue, his teeth, the roof of his mouth. All committed to sense memory.

The desire to learn all of the tastes of his guide consumed him. He tasted behind the ears, the nape of Blair's
neck. The Sentinel's tongue grazed over the facial bristles and reveled in the difference from all the females. This
was new, special and his alone.

His hands pushed up under Blair's shirts, hands palming the chest and sides. His guide's guttural moan spurred
him on to taste what the hands held. Jim pushed the shirt up and off as his mouth replaced his fingers in the
exploration of the furry chest.

Blair was panting, his breaths short at the exquisite sensations his Sentinel was extracting from his body. Never
before had his skin felt so alive. His nipples hardened, peaking up, begging for more Sentinel touches.

Jim's tongue laved one nipple as his fingers teased the other. Blair pressed his body closer, seemingly as if to
crawl inside Jim himself.

The Sentinel let his sense of touch reign; he enveloped Blair, sharing what his guide felt. Fingers deftly undid the
zipper and lowered the jeans and boxers. Fingers exploring the scented treasures, his mouth followed. The taste
of the ejaculate pooling at the slit shot through him. Breathing in slow and deep, savoring the scent and taste of
Blair.

Suddenly impatient for more, the focused Sentinel enveloped his guide's entire shaft into his mouth. His partner's
bucking a minor reaction to what he felt throughout.

He sucked and explored the dark pink shaft, committing to sense memory the taste, smell, feel and sight. As he
sucked on it more intently, he focused his hearing to piggyback his touch. He could feel and hear the fluids fill
the testicles. The Sentinel could follow the progress of the final thickening of Blair's cock until its only option
was to seek release. His touch/hearing followed the path, was one with the path and as Blair bellowed Jim's name
as he came harder than ever before, Jim too, came. His body matching what his guide experienced, so in tune to
his guide was he.

They collapsed together, sinking to the floor. Blair's zipper open and flaccid cock exposed. Jim's shaft still fully
sheathed in his pants with the wet stain evidence of his passion fulfilled.

A few minutes of harsh breathing eventually changed into more calm, relaxed breaths. The lovers pulled back far
enough to see the other's face.

Shit-eating grins adorned the face of both men. Then turned to shy, delightful smiles as each knew the other was
okay.

"It is me," the wonder of it still new within Jim.

"Yes, always you," Blair answered simply.

Jim brushed the long curls behind the recently bitten ears, fingers staying entrapped.

Staring intently, Jim told Blair, "I've fallen in love with you."

"I hope so after that. I don't fall into strange closets with just anyone." Blair quipped, gripped by the intensity of
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the declaration.

"The 'til death do us part kind, Blair." Jim stated, but the question was there, lurking.

"Forever and always, Jim. That's me, too. I love you completely."

Jim sighed, content, happy. He enfolded his love into a snuggly hold. He rested his cheek on the sienna curls,
"You'll move upstairs? Your stuff and all?"

"Yup, no place I'd rather be."

Jim delivered shyly, "I should warn you..........I like to snuggle."

"Just so happens..............so do I." Blair said into his Sentinel's warm neck.

They kissed gently.

Finally, Blair broke the serene silence, "Let's go back, finish the game and then head home to our home."

"You got it," Jim said with a nod.

The two detectives were so bemused in each other, they couldn't tell anyone who won the game. They headed
together out to the parking lot.

Beneath their feet the snow melted as they walked, shoulders touching all the way to the truck. Blair humming,
"Spring Is In The Air."

The End.

[ Feedback to Author ] | [Back to Story List]

Author’s Acknowledgements: Thanks to betas Sihn and Mary. Any errors found are mine not theirs. For me a
comma implies the author wants a pause, so take them that way :) Post TSbBS; references: Finkelman's Folly,
Night Shift, Sentoo 1&2, 3 Point Shot, 4 Point Shot.

 The Big Thaw
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The Big Thaw - akablonded

Of all the ways Blair Sandburg had thought he was going to die - and, truth be told, that particular concept hadn't
taken up much of his relatively young life - something as absurd and farfetched as freezing to death wasn't high
on the list. That happened to the Donner party,* to homeless vagrants in alleyways, and to people who painted
themselves the colors of their favorite football teams and sat out in zero degree weather during NFL playoffs.
Not to someone Like Blair Sandburg. Someone who'd survived countless treks to unexplored areas of the world
and endured a startlingly inventive variety of tribal rites and customs at the hands of primitive peoples. All of
which could have done in a less resourceful person than one Blair Jacob Sandburg.

But there was no one else around, so maybe it did happened to people just like Blair. Cocky, over-confident, so
sure that everything would always go his way. Well, wake up and smell the coffee, Blair, old boy. The train's
pulling out of the station for the last time, and you got a ticket to ride.

How had he gotten himself into this terrible fix? Think, Blair, think. Run, Blair, run. Die, Blair, die. Oh, yes,
now he remembered. Jim. It had been Jim's suggestion to take advantage of an unseasonably warm turn in the
winter weather. His friend had made an impetuous offer (no mean feat for someone so un-spontaneous), of a
holiday weekend away from classes, students, faculty advisors, and conflicting schedules, and Blair accepted in
the proverbial cold New York minute. 'Cold' minute. Very funny, Blair. They'll find you dead, with a frozen
smile on your lips. They'll laugh themselves silly as they chisel you out of the ice.

Back to his present predicament. In retrospect, the idea of camping out in March could be found high on the list
of "Things You Should Never Contemplate, Much Less Do." Kind of like booking steerage class on the Titanic.
Or eating corned beef with mayo on raisin bread. Yes sir, number three or four - oh, what the hell - number one
for Blair Jacob Sandburg on that dubious roster of stupid human tricks was sleeping out under the stars in
Washington's Northern Cascades at this time of year.

It hadn't seemed so stupid on Thursday - the beginning of Blair and Jim's first real vacation together. It had been
close to 60 degrees, 60 fucking degrees of unaccustomed sunshine and dazzling blue skies, with no end to either
in sight. It was as if some large, cosmic hand had given Blair Sandburg the final, decisive shove toward the object
of his unrequited affection -- the big man whom he'd focused on, lusted after, despaired over, and loved
unashamedly for the last six months. It was, Sandburg reflected (as he tangentially considered the very real
possibility of his existence reaching an ignominious conclusion in this cold, craggy, unmarked location), a
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seemingly good idea at the time.

And nothing had been so important as Jim.

Jim. He and Jim had somehow become separated in the sudden storm that blew up around their campsite on the
second day they were there. Fuck camping. Fuck the Northern Cascades. And fuck the undeniably handsome
man he'd agreed to accompany. Being smitten by the handsome, poly-science professor he'd met at a Rainier
University faculty get-together was proving to be his undoing.

As Sandburg began losing the feeling in his fingers and toes, he cursed his penchant for tall lookers -- male or
female. Thinking with his dick had gotten Blair into a passel of trouble before. This time, it would cost him
considerably more. The tent he'd crawled back into after an abortive attempt to find a way out and back down
the mountain was almost as cold as the raging storm outside. Correction. This wasn't a storm.

The radio had said so. Blair Sandburg would be found dead in the middle of an "unexpected cold front stalled
over the area mountains."

The young scientist was growing drowsy, and knew, in this temperature, it was a precursor to something more
sinister and a hell of a lot more permanent. He sadly bid a nearly silent, teary farewell to Naomi. Blair thought
how sad it was going to be for his free spirit, wandering mother to learn, after-the-fact, about her son's passing. It
would come in a 25-words-or-less cable from some nameless, faceless government bureaucrat.

As the youngest teaching fellow in the history of Rainier's Anthropology Department began to slip away, Blair
Sandburg visualized the lips he would never, ever kiss in this lifetime, and whispered the name "Jim" over again
and again, until his mouth could no longer move.

Suddenly, something remarkable happened. He felt something - or someone - bending over him in the small,
cramped tent. Blair lost his terror. He felt calm, serene, un-alone and unafraid. Oh, wow. An enormous,
blue-eyed angel - in a ski jacket, no less - touched the frozen tear clinging to his cheek almost reverently, then
wrapped surprisingly strong Spyder** wings around him.

Maybe the next life wasn't going to be so bad after all.

***

Contrary to his last conscious thought, Blair Sandburg decided that the hereafter sucked.

Every part of his body hurt like a son-of-a-bitch. All of Sandburg's extremities throbbed incessantly, hands, feet,
nose and ears burned; skin felt like wasps had had a field day with it. And there was something lying - make that
tied - across his eyes. Blair scrambled to rip whatever it was off, and found his fingers decidedly non-compliant.

"Don't touch the bandage," a stern, disembodied voice ordered.

"Jesus, Christ, don't yell!" Blair tried to shout back in a scared, but laced-with-bravado rasp. "What the hell kind
of heaven is this, and what the fuck kind of angel are you?"

"One who'll kick that nearly-frozen butt of yours down six flights of stairs and through the damned pearly gates if
you don't cut out the attitude."

"So, this isn't my final reward?"

"Not unless your life has really bitten the big one up to now."

"So I guess you're not an angel, or anything?"

"I've been called a lot of things in my life, but angel? No." The stranger's voice softened a bit. "Sorry. I'm not
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used to company. Or being the rescue mission for idiots hiking in the middle of a storm."

Both men fell into an uneasy silence. Then, the memory of what had happened to him flooded back, and he
panicked.

"Jim!"

"Yeah, that's my name."

A momentarily confused Blair continued: "No, no! Not you! My Jim ... the Jim I was camping with before we
got separated! Jim Prescott." Blindly, Sandburg flailed his almost useless hands outward in the general direction
of the owner of the voice, and suddenly connected with an incredibly muscular forearm. He tried grabbing it, like
a drowning man clutching a life preserver.

"My ... my buddy! Did you find him?"

"Sorry, chief. There wasn't anybody else with you, or within a mile of your campsite. If anybody had been out
there, I'd have found him."

"How do you know that? Did you even look? His car. What about his car? A red Jeep Ranger?"

"There was no car."

"But --"

"Take it easy." A warm cloth was dabbed at Blair's forehead and cheeks, as Ellison tried to calm the young man
down. "I did see some tire tracks before the storm covered them. Could have been a Jeep's. They were wide
enough. It looked like the driver headed down..."

"No! He'd never leave me."

"Maybe your buddy tried to get help," this Jim suggested.

"Aren't 'you' the help? Who are you, anyway? The ranger at the station we passed on our way up to the
campsite?"

"No. I'm just the one who heard you calling my name and found you before we both froze to death."

"You heard me saying 'Jim'? I thought I was only mumbling it to myself. Or was I out of my head and
screaming?"

"'I' heard you. Ellison, in case you're interested. I'm Jim Ellison. Pleased to meet you, Professor Sandburg." With
the brief introductions over, Ellison went to move Blair's fingers resting on his arm. For an instant, something
akin to electricity passed between the two, until Jim let his hand drop.

"How'd you know my name's Sandburg, and that I'm a professor?"

"Nothing mystical. Your wallet. Driver's license. Photo ID from Rainier's Anthropology Department. And
fourteen dollars. They still don't pay teachers much, do they?"

"No, not to low men on the totem pole." The blind Blair agreed. " But I do get plenty of academic bullshit to
make up for it."

"I hear you, chief. And the pretty lady in the picture, the one taken in Thailand?"

"That's my mom, Naomi. How'd you recognize the Wat Sampran temple? You some kind of citizen of the
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world?"

"..."

" ... Arm-chair traveler?"

"Long story, kid. Maybe sometime during the next few weeks, I'll tell you. You need to rest now. Jesus, stop
screwing around with those bandages."

"What do you mean 'the next few weeks'? "

"First things first. I covered up your eyelids because they were swollen and raw from exposure. They probably
hurt like blue blazes."

"Classic understatement, man."

"They'll be OK. Like all the rest of you."

"How do you know? You a doctor?"

"No. Not really."

"Then how --"

"Why don't you save your strength, and your breath?" The walls of the shelter and what sounded like window
panes shook violently as they were buffeted by the raging storm outside.

"Jesus, what is that?"

"Winter in the Northern Cascades. You might as well settle back, and take another nap. There's really nothing
you can do but sleep and heal."

"But where am I? How long have I been unconscious? How did you get me here? Where is here? And lastly,
where are my clothes? Why am I lying under tons of covers, more or less, buck naked?"

"Jesus. Take a breath and try to calm down. I'll try to answer your questions later."

"OK, OK. But, first, can we call the rangers' station, and see if Jim's there?"

"Sorry. No phone."

"How about turning on your TV, and getting an update on the weather?"

"Up here? Are you serious? Where do you think you are - a ski resort? You're in the only cabin within 10 miles
of where I found your sorry ass." Ellison snapped pointedly.

"So I guess e-mail ..."

"I'd say 'three strikes,' but you're probably feeling pretty miserable as it is."

Sandburg groaned. "Isn't there any way I can get a message to my family and friends, and find out if Jim made it
back down the mountain?"

"Hey, chief," Ellison snapped, "how many ways can I say 'no'?" But seeing just how distraught the other man
was becoming, Jim tempered his rhetoric. "Listen, I know you're feeling lousy and upset about your partner. I
promise, as soon as the worst of this storm blows over, I'll try to make contact with Ron Corbett."
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Before the question could tumble from the anthropologist's lips, Ellison explained. "He's the forest ranger you
and your friend probably met on the way up to your campground. It's the best I can do."

Blair wasn't sure he altogether liked the way this man spoke to him, but the suddenly exhausted young scientist
realized that he and all his important parts were safe and almost sound because of the kindness of a stranger.
Hopefully, Jim Ellison was a kindly stranger and not someone wanted by the FBI or other law enforcement
organizations. Calm down, Sandburg. If this guy wanted you dead, he'd have left you out in the cold to become a
Blair Popsicle. Another equally nasty, unwelcome scenario niggled at his mind. Supposing Ellison was going to
get the anthropologist on his feet so that he could get him on his back, like some nickel and dime mountain
version of Deliverance (Blair hoped his rescuer didn't like banjo music). But, almost immediately, Sandburg
dismissed the disquieting, uncalled for, notion. Deep down, on some deep, unspoken level, Blair trusted the
unseen man who went along with the gruff voice.

"Did you hear what I said? I've got to make sure the generator is OK, and bring in the last of the wood for the
fireplace and stove, or it's going to get a lot colder in here fast. Will you be alright on your own for a few
minutes?"

Blair used the little energy he had left to respond, "Do what you have to."

"Don't go anywhere, kid. I'll be back in a minute." A door swung open on Sandburg's right side, the room chilled
dramatically, and a cold blast of air slapped his face. As his body shivered involuntarily, Blair drew the bedding
up under his chin and buried himself in the warmth of the massive covers. As Blair waited, he murmured, "Please
come back, Jim," almost prayer-like to his now lost love, Jim Prescott. Then, the need for sleep washed over him,
and consciousness slipped away, like water running through open fingers. The last thing Blair Sandburg heard --
or imagined he heard -- over the howling wind was someone say, "I'm here, buddy. There's nothing to be afraid
of."

And he wasn't.

***

A nightmare of razor-like sleet flayed the skin from Blair Sandburg's back. Screams of agony and unrelenting
torment stuck in Sandburg's throat, as he thrashed around trying to escape. Unexpectedly, magically, hands from
nowhere saved Blair, pulling him out of the abyss, banishing the unnamed terrors that threatened to swamp Blair
from all sides. The body of the young man seemed pressed against a wall - a wall of warm, solid flesh. No, more
like 'pinned' to the location by those same competent, comforting hands.

Sandburg stopped his struggling, and leaned into the touch, the warmth, the contact of ... Blair drifted away
again, this time, a smile of acceptance on his face, because he wasn't alone.

***

"Chief? How you doing?"

For a moment, Blair Sandburg had no recollection of where he was, what had happened, and whom the deep,
rich voice calling him 'Chief' belonged to. Befuddled, his mind pitched in several different directions. The most
cogent response he could come up with was, "Uh ... uh ... thirsty."

"Here you go." Blair felt a hand cradle the back of his head and neck while something smooth - a straw - touched
his bottom lip. He greedily drank the water offered. "Slow down." Sandburg was ordered, even as the thumb at
the nape of his sore neck rubbed in small, concentric circles. "I don't want you throwing this back up." The
soothing gesture triggered a familiar feeling of trust and Blair obeyed. As Sandburg sipped more slowly,
everything came flooding back. The storm. Almost dying. Jim Prescott's being nowhere around. Jim Ellison
saving him. A cabin in the Cascades and something about ... what was it ... no way out? Shit! How long had he
been here? Or had he already asked the same question?
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"Do you want some more?"

"Uh ... huh." Sandburg's throat was parched and hamburger-raw. It hurt just about as much as everything else on
his body.

"Think you can keep some apple juice down?"

Blair nodded, rather than answered. A different straw brought the cool, sweet, soothing liquid into his mouth.
Sandburg sucked greedily until he finished it. Jim Ellison took the cup away, asking, "You want to go back to
sleep?"

Blair shook his head no.

"OK. Tell you the truth, I could use the company. I'm making myself something to eat. Maybe you'll be able to
handle broth." The man's hand squeezed Sandburg's shoulder. "And I'll find something for you to wear."

Blair shook his head yes. Fuck. His long hair was grimy and clinging to his bare neck and shoulders. Like
Sandburg himself, his long, curly mane never went more than a day without being washed and conditioned. At
the very least, Blair needed to run a comb or brush through it. As if Ellison could read his mind, he called over
from the far end of the cabin. "Afterwards, I can take a crack at doing something about that rat's nest on the top
of your head." Blair heard the opening of cans, the clanking of pots, and, as his nose could attest, the brewing of
strong coffee. It was pure heaven.

Funny, how you could get such great pleasure from something as little as the smell of coffee. Or a warm, dry
place to sleep.

As he lay in the big bed, cataloging a laundry list of aches and pains feeling thoroughly useless, Sandburg began
reflecting on a great many things while his host busily himself around the kitchen. Was Jim Prescott alright?
Ellison had said he'd seen Jeep tracks leaving the mountain, so his friend was probably OK. Were his eyes really
healing, or was Jim Ellison just humoring him, so that he didn't have to contend with a half-crazy blind man for
the next ... who knew how long? No, if nothing else, this Jim seemed a straight shooter. As opposed to ... wait a
minute. Just because Prescott hadn't been the one to find him, didn't mean ...actually what did it mean? Had his
camping partner come looking for him when things got really tough? Blair was sure he had. Or maybe Prescott's
sense of direction was as bad as his own and he'd lost his way. Maybe ... maybe ... maybe. All the maybes of his
fledgling relationship with the poly-sci professor were giving him a headache.

Better to think of something else. Something more germane to his present situation.

Bare. He was bare. Bare from head to toe. OK, so he shouldn't go there just yet.

What about everything he'd learn in his study of the blind during that UBC*** workshop last year?

Sandburg tried to extend his sense of hearing to map the room's ambience. It sounded fairly large and well built.
Blair guessed that there were probably covers, rugs, perhaps, over the walls to insulate them. Warmth radiated
from two locations. The closest, to his immediate right, felt like a roaring fireplace. The other, less intense source
was farther away. Blair judged that it was a wood-burning stove that Ellison was presently using to prepare their
meal. There were also two crackling sounds resonating in the area toward Blair's left. The easily identifiable one
was from the fires, fueled by pine and, perhaps aspen. Crackle No. 2 was ... wait, wait ... he got it! Jesus. It was
the sound of static on a radio. A short wave radio, probably. Damn it to hell. Jim Ellison *did * have a way to
reach the outside world.

The question was, had he? Had Ellison tried to contact the ranger station? Did anybody else know Blair
Sandburg was alive? Was Jim Prescott there, waiting, hoping against hope for a miracle -- that his tent mate was
still alive, and not the mountain's latest casualty?
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"You!" Blair tried to shout, to scream, to get Jim Ellison's attention. Sandburg spat out "Radio!" but his fragile
voice cracked on the word, and was reduced to a frustrated, hoary whisper by the effort. Likewise, Blair's body
betrayed him, racking his thin frame convulsively with coughs. Before he knew it, Sandburg was being thumped,
none too gently, on the back.

"The short wave? Is that what brought this on?"

Wheezing and hacking up phlegm, and God knew what else, Blair could only nod his head miserably and accept
a sip of water.

"What the hell's the matter with you? You think I'm keeping you up here against your will? Holding you for,
what, ransom? Get this through that damned thick skull of yours, Professor. You don't have an 'out.' You're stuck
up here with me, at least until the worst of the storm blows over. Then, I'll get you back to wherever the hell it is
you want to be. And stop fucking around with those bandages!" Ellison was yelling now, loud enough to give the
howling weather outside a run for its money.

The small man in the bed shrank under the withering words, and stopped touching the dressing over his eyes. By
anybody's standards, Sandburg was acting like a quantum asshole to someone who, so far, had been a ... Christ,
only word that came to mind was 'hero.'

"Sorry," was all Blair Sandburg could croak, as he sunk back into the pillows.

The ring of sincerity must have touched something in Ellison, who had moved close enough during the fight for
Blair to touch him, if he'd had the strength to try.

"You're something else, you know that, chief?" Ellison felt Sandburg's forehead, which was unpleasantly warm
and moist to his sensitive touch. "Here, I want you to take these pills."

"Don't ... wanna -"

"You're in no shape to make decisions. Besides it's only aspirin. It'll help bring down the fever you're running.
You can't afford to get pneumonia on top of everything else. This discussion's over. Open your mouth, Junior.
Now." Complying in atypical resignation, Blair felt two small pills being placed on his tongue. "Here's some
water to wash them down." Sandburg took a long swallow from the supplied cup.

"Hell, kid, don't look so sad." Jim Ellison tried to lighten the strained atmosphere between them, as he tucked the
bed covers around his indisposed guest. "I'm kind of glad you ended up here. I don't get much company during
the winter."

"No?"

"No, as a matter of fact." Ellison turned to more practical matters. "Do you need to hit the head?"

"Uh ..."

"I'll take that as yes. Hey, don't even think about getting up. Here. Meet your new, best plastic friend."

***

What day was it? Monday? No, Tuesday, Blair thought. Definitely Tuesday. He'd awakened, feeling better. Good
enough to stop being such a royal prick. When Jim Ellison had tried engaging him in conversation, Sandburg
acted like damned spoiled brat and sulked. When Jim described his family's cabin, and all the improvements he'd
made, Blair feigned indifference. And when Ellison tried to explain what had brought him up here in the first
place, Blair showed no interest.

So, this time, after Jim had asked the perfunctory "Need to use the head?" Blair decided to make amends, and
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dragged out some of the legendary Sandburg charm to accomplish it.

"Jim, can I talk to you for a minute?"

"What? You say something? Are you OK?"

"I didn't mean to startle you! I didn't realize I was shouting."

"You weren't. I just have ... good hearing."

"Yeah? Well, listen, I'm really sorry that I've been acting like ... a ..."

"Dick?"

"Well ..."

"A dick."

"See, the thing is ..."

"A dick."

Could you at least make that a 'big dick'?"

"You're on."

The two men shared their first laugh together, a small, but significant victory for Blair Sandburg.

"So, now that we've established that you're a big dick, I think I'd better change the bandages. Sit up, chief. When
I take the old ones off, make sure you keep your eyes closed. The light would be too much for you to handle."
That having been said, Ellison worked quickly and efficiently, removing the gauze, taking a moment to dab what
smelled like aloe over the sensitive lids, then rewrapping Sandburg's eyes.

"How's that feel?"

Blair gingerly touched the soft fabric to make sure it was secure without being too tight. It was a fine,
professional job.

"So, Jim, why are you up here?"
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"For lots of reasons. And no particular reason. Just needed a change."

"Change? Sorry, change is moving from the city to the suburbs. Not Prospect Avenue to sharing space with
Sasquatch.****"

"And what about you? How did you get from a Dogon village in West Africa to Rainier? Don't look so surprised.
Your passport was in your backpack that I rescued along with you. You've been to a dozen countries in as many
years. People in glass hogans shouldn't throw stones. Especially rolling stones, kid."

"Touché, man." Blair laughed. The more Sandburg talked, the more this Jim Ellison character didn't seem like a
homicidal maniac or paramilitary survivalist. And, if his "blessed protector" were either, at least he was a fairly
well educated one.

"So, are you hungry?"

"Man, I'm going to roll down this mountain, you keep feeding me like this. But, yeah, I gotta say, I could eat."

"Good. I'm going to get you something a little more substantial. How about clam chowder I just heated up and a
few soda crackers?"

"Sounds great." Blair heard rubber-heeled boots on the floor walking away from him, and then, a few moments
later, back. Sandburg felt heat radiating near his face, as Ellison warned, "Careful, this is hot. Here, let me hold
the cup for you. Give those fingers a rest." Blair sensed the lip of a comfortably warm mug near his mouth. He
sipped experimentally and found the liquid thick and creamy.

As Blair finished what tasted like the best soup he'd ever eaten, he heard a chuckle from the man sitting,
somewhat low, next to his left elbow. From the sound, Blair judged that Jim was perched on something small, a
footstool maybe.

"This is, like, excellent. Thanks, man." Blair slurped appreciatively, feeling better, and more like himself.

"You'd probably think hot bathwater tasted pretty good right about now. Want more?"

"Yeah. That'd be great. Could you bring your chair over a little closer? So I don't make a mess of myself?" The
sound of the "chair" wasn't the expected one - not wood against wood, rather, something "tinny" sounding, more
like metal scraping against the floorboards.
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"Noisy chair."

"It's a footlocker."

Blair continued to slurp, as neatly as he could. Feeder and feed-ee fell into a comfortable rhythm, and soon
Sandburg finished the second cup.

"Jim, what about the clothes thing? Not that I'm complaining. I'm just, you know, interested, that's all."

"Well," Ellison began to explain, as he set the cup down on the nightstand next to the big bed, "when I got you
back here that first day, I needed to get you warmed up fast. It's nothing I wouldn't have done for anybody else."

"So, you ..."

"Did what I had to do."

"What does that mean, exactly?"

"Shared some of my body heat. OK?" The voice sounded embarrassed. "It was the safest way to get your
temperature back to normal with the least amount of damage. And you were lucky. You know, no frostbite. You
can thank your tent --"

"Jim's tent."

"Jim's tent. Other than some patches of skin that are starting to peel, you're getting to keep everything that's
important."

"If you're not a doctor, how do you know that?"

"I'd know if anything else were seriously wrong. Trust me."

The temporarily blind scholar did as he was told.

***

Blair awoke from sleep to realize: he still hurt all over, he was semi-erect, he wasn't alone, and he didn't mind as
much as he'd have thought. Truthfully, Sandburg had stopped minding the sleeping arrangements soon after he'd
arrived so unexpectedly at the cabin. He rolled to his left, touched the close-cropped hair on the dozing Ellison
and whispered "Jim, Jim ..." His urgent plea stirred Jim, whose voice became suddenly alert.

"Sandburg, what's wrong?"

"I need the ... the ..."

"OK." The bed sagged, the big man got out, and came back about 30 seconds later. Blair was then taken in hand,
so to speak, and his cock was directed into the neck of the urinal. He mused that nothing else felt like that
particular sensation. Once Sandburg was done, a soft piece of tissue dried him off. He was about to settle back
into the blankets when Jim said, "I think it's about time to change the sheets. You sit here," Jim eased Blair into a
rocking chair, then draped something soft and warm across the smaller man's lap.

"What is this?"

"It's ... wolf."

"My God, you ... killed a wolf?" Blair yelled, disbelievingly, as he tried tearing the animal skin off his legs as
though it were burning him.
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"No, I didn't kill him. And leave it there, chief."

"If you didn't, then what happened?"

"I tried to save him."

"You did? How?" Blair's voice took on an indefinable quality.

"I found him near the cabin, when I first moved up here. He was wasting away. But he still let me approach him,
and touch him. As though we..." Jim struggled for words, "connected, somehow."

"But, you couldn't save him?"

"No, he died a short time after I arrived. He's buried nearby. But, on some unspoken level, I knew I had to keep
him with me. So, I ..."

"Kept his pelt."

"It's not like I ... See, I'd done it before in South America."

"Kind of like 'psychic ingestion'? Getting strength from an adversary you bested?"

"No, more like getting it from a friend who went ahead."

"Jesus, that's almost mystical."

As the conversation paused for a moment, Sandburg felt himself picked up and re-deposited onto surprisingly
crisp, fresh-smelling linen.

"It was like he seemed to tell me..."

"What? Come on, Jim, it's just you and me, and this guy here," Blair urged, as he stroked the fur reverently.

"As though ... he told me to keep him with me until..."

"... what?" Blair prompted.

Ellison's voice was filled with palpable emotion. He took a breath, then continued, " the right one found the way
home to me."

"What, you mean another wolf?"

"Who the hell knows? I guess that's when I knew I was as crazy as everybody said. It was just like all the other
stranger things that happened in the past. "

"Like what?"

"That's another long, boring story unless it's happening to you. I'll tell you some other time, Sandburg. I'm going
to get breakfast started."

"No, now that I've got my voice back, let's talk a little, first. Please?" He asked plaintively, and added an almost
apologetic confession, "When I'm nervous, I tend to rattle, you know?"

"I've noticed. You need a lullaby to calm you down?"

"No, but, maybe you could read to me."
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"You're kidding."

"No. Come on, what else do we have to do? You're not going out to shovel snow. I'm not going out to chop
firewood. And there aren't any Andy Griffith reruns to watch."

After some consideration, Jim asked, "Like what?"

"Really? Anything, man. Whatever you've got handy. I'm very flexible in my tastes."

"I don't think I've got anything around here that would, well, I do."

"Come on. What is it? Jesus, it's not a 'stroker' mag, is it? I'm blind, not brain-dead. Besides which," a devilish
grin spread on the absurdly handsome face," I can't see the pictures."

"Well, you're safe on that account. But, I don't think I've got anything around that would -"

"Come on. I know you have a book here by the bed. I felt it on the nightstand. What is it?"

"It's ... something from my Army days."

"You were in the Army?"

"Yeah."

"How long?"

"Too long."

"Vietnam?"

"How old do you think I am?"

"I don't really - how old are you?"

"Older than you. Well, actually I have pants that are older than you."

"Hey, wait a minute. I'm not that ..."

"Oh, yeah? Then I guess I'd better stop cooking up that batch of pabulum."

"You're a regular laugh riot, you are. So what was it that you were going to read to me?"

"Can we skip this?"

Blair was relentless. "You would begrudge someone who's blind -"

" - temporarily -"

" -- a little bit of solace ..."

"Sandburg, you're so full of shit, I can't believe your eyes aren't brown."

"That's as may be. So, what is it?"

"Something by Pablo Neruda."

"The poet? You read poetry? Far out!"

Seasons Collage

283



"No, I don't read poetry. Just this one guy whose work I liked."

"Kind of an unusual choice, then, isn't he? How did you come across him? I mean if you don't 'like' this stuff."

"I didn't say that, exactly."

"So, now I'm really interested. How'd you come across his work?"

"Well ... after Peru ..."

"Peru?" Blair interrupted excitedly, having been given an unexpected window into Jim Ellison's past. "When
were you in Peru?"

"Toward the end of my enlistment. Anyway ..."

"What were you doing there?"

"My unit ... well, it doesn't much matter. Anyway, after the Army pulled me out of Peru, I was debriefed at a
base ... truth was it was on God's backside. There wasn't much there," he explained. "So, other than weapons
manuals, the pickings were pretty damned slim."

"And after you read all the weapons manuals, you segued into poetry?"

"Something like that."

"Which one of his is your favorite?"

"Why do you think I'd have a 'favorite'?"

"Because you seem the type of person who sinks his teeth into whatever he's doing, learns all about it, takes the
best of it he can, then moves on. How'm I doing in the instant analysis?"

"Pretty good, Sigmund*****. But, first things first. Those bruises. I need to rub some liniment on them so you
won't stiffen up any more than you already have." When he'd first brought the unconscious young man to the
cabin, Ellison noticed large bruises beginning to appear on the knee and small of Blair's back, extending around
to the right hipbone. Jim guessed that Sandburg had taken a bad spill onto rocks somewhere during the abortive
escape down from the mountain. "It will help loosen the muscles."

"Don't worry about it, Jim. Just let me get up and -- Christ!" the curse escaped the smaller man's pinched face,
the pain shooting up from the knee he'd twisted falling down during the storm.

"Lie still, Sandburg. Even though you're feeling better, you're still pretty banged up. We're going to have to do
some work to get that knee back into shape."

"We?"

"And while I'm at it, lie still, and let me get you cleaned up."

"You don't have -"

"We're sharing the same air space. Believe me, I have to."

"Am I that ripe? Really?" Sandburg wrinkled his nose, and sniffed around. Sure, he was a little bit "off," but no
more so than anyone else who'd almost died from a freak snow storm, been trundled in a bed with about a
half-ton of covers, and not enjoyed an actual shower for ... just how long had it been?
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"What's the matter, you hurting?"

"No. Just ... how long have I been here? Like this?"

As Blair felt capable hands clean him gently, thoroughly, he began to blush furiously. Even though it wasn't all
that unusual to have a physical reaction to having the lower part of the male body touched, Sandburg still was
embarrassed at his erection.

"Sorry, man, I ..."

"It happens."

"You learned that as an Army medic?"

"No."

"No? Then, what?"

"What this man's Army taught me," Ellison seemed to confess as he continued sponging off and drying his
houseguest, "was that I was a 24-carat mistake."

"I don't believe it."

"You don't know anything about me, kid."

"I know, for a fact, that I'd be dead if it hadn't been for you. No mistake -- or real screw-up -- would have risked
his own life."

"OK, Jimmy Olsen. So I'm Superman. Turn over and let me rub some of this anti-Kryptonite ointment onto your
back."

Flipped like a small Blair-berry pancake, Sandburg found his face resting on one of the pillows, and Jim's hands
kneading the small of his back. As Blair tried to get comfortable, he shifted his legs and rump - and found Ellison
suddenly massaging his butt.

It was one thing to get some much-needed first aid. It was another to have an almost perfect stranger cup your
ass. Even if the stranger seemed as perfect as the one working "behind the scenes" here.

"Hey, man, watch it!"

"Well, stop wiggling that bottom of yours around! I've seen bait on hooks moving around a lot less. And, by the
way, if this is some shy thing, trust me. You don't have anything I haven't seen before."

"Yeah, well, I usually like to know someone just a little better before I drop my pants for him. Or have him get
familiar with my butt, for that matter."

"Stop bitching. I'm done anyway. So, how's it feel?"

"About 1000 percent better," Blair had to admit.

"Good. OK. You can get back under the covers while I make you something to eat. You like corned beef hash?"

"Man, it's my absolute favorite guilty pleasure food! And if you say you have Heinz Ketchup to go with it, I'll
give you my first born."

"Hold on to the Baby, Sandburg. But I found you some tea, and honey to go with it. Will that do?"
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"So, you'll only be able to visit the kid on weekends."

"Oh, and Sandburg ..."

"Yeah, Jim?"

"You might want to dress up a little. Here's a shirt you can wear." The feel of the garment placed in Blair's hand
was soft, often-worn flannel. Blair knew good flannel when he felt it. Flannel was Blair Sandburg's life. It also
seemed enormous to the smaller man.

"This yours? Jesus, you're like, what, 10 feet tall?"

"Closer to six, Darwin. And here's a pair of boxers."

Before slipping them on, Sandburg carefully sized the underwear up in his mind. He was frankly amazed at their
proportions.

"And these fit you?"

"Sure. Why?"

Seeker of knowledge that he was, Blair reached his hands out impulsively and wrapped them around Ellison's
middle. He found the waist was almost tiny compared to the rest of the man standing over him. The abdominal
muscles leading down to it were rock hard; the back, equally solid. "Wow. And I mean that in the best possible
way. I guess it's all the manual labor living out here like Jeremiah Johnson******."

"I guess. So, Sandburg, you want to 'kiss the cook,' or unhand me so I can get chow on the table?"

"Sorry, man, let me get into these."

"Good. Oh, and by the way, chief ..."

"Yeah?"

"Nice ass."

***

Blair munched away happily at the small table where he'd been permitted to sit for the first time this morning,
and continued to prod Ellison about his past. As a bit of subterfuge, Sandburg decided to share one of the many
tidbits of extraneous cultural information that floated around in his head. Others, less kindly, often called it "crap
by the cupful."

"You know, Jim, the Chinese have a saying, that once you've saved someone's life, it's your responsibility to do it
forever."

"Sorry, chief, I don't 'do' forever. You're here only until I can get someone up the mountain to get your sorry ass
out of my hair."

The comment had been as effective as a cold bucket of water on the blind Sandburg. Blair stopped eating, and
pushed the plate away. Seeing the change sweep over his suddenly unanimated breakfast companion - and
feeling like shit for causing it -- Ellison tried to make amends for his hard-edged words. "Hey, kid, I know you're
going to be happy getting back to your real life and friends once the weather breaks. I'm surprised you haven't
been bored out of your skull while we're waiting for the thaw."

"It hasn't been all that bad. Really." Sandburg warmed at the apology enough to lighten and joke, "And from
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what little you've told me, as for my getting out of your hair, well, the boat's pretty much sailed on that issue.
Know what I mean? So, as long as we're sharing the space, want to tell me how long you've been up here?"

Blair heard the big man moving around at the far end of the cabin where the food pantry was located and kitchen
utensils seemed to be kept. "Like, Hello. Hell-oooo? You still here? Or am I talking to myself?"

"You talk enough for two people."

Magnanimously, Blair chose to ignore the jibe. "And both of them are asking how long?"

"On and off, three years."

"Three years? Jesus Christ! It's a wonder you aren't certifiably nuts! What did you do? Rob a bank?"

"No, I didn't rob a bank." The voice sounded defensive, and almost petulant - like a child who's been scolded for
misbehaving. "I just didn't ... let's skip the third-degree. OK? And I didn't say steady."

"No, but ..."

"And I've had visitors now and then."

"Like who?" Blair asked, as though he expected to hear a list of imaginary friends, ranging from Sir Edmund
Hillary, conqueror of Mt. Everest, to Santa Claus, with or without eight tiny reindeer.

"You mean 'whom', don't you, professor? I'm crazy, not illiterate."

Blair snorted in mock contempt. "Like 'whom,' then?"

"Well, Ron Corbett, for one. My cousin, Rucker and his fiancée, Andy, came up for a weekend around
Thanksgiving."

"You've seen three people in the last 36 months?"

"More like 12."

"One every three months. That's alright then." Sandburg snorted.

"Sarcasm, I can pretty much do without, chief."

"Sorry, but how can you stand it? I mean, humans are social animals."

"Speak for yourself, junior."

"I didn't say 'party' animals, Jim." Blair's retorted good-naturedly. "We need the company of our own pack. We
need them to support us, care for us. You know what I'm saying." What Sandburg couldn't say was the word
'love.' Even though it sat perilously close to the surface, hanging on his lips, the young man couldn't let it slip out.
He knew the word would betray him to this stranger - the stranger whose face he'd never seen, but whose heart
and mind had captured him, just as assuredly and mercilessly as if he'd stepped into a tempered steel trap.

"Like this guy." Blair continued his train of thought, as he fondly stroked Wolfie's pelt. "He needed a pack.
Maybe that's why he found 'you' and let you get close."

"I guess anything's possible."

Sensing this part of the conversation was over, Blair jumped to yet another subject.

"Well, if you're not going to tell me about the personal world of Jim Ellison in 25 words or less, can I arrange to
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get a shave? I hate feeling this scratchy." Blair gestured to the substantial beard growing on his handsome face.
Sandburg preferred being clean-shaven, even though it took great effort on his part to stay ahead of his perpetual
five o'clock shadow.

"It's a possibility. I think I have a hacksaw around here that will do."

"Very funny." Blair made a silent "ha-ha" face and aimed it across the table at Ellison. "Hey! Speaking of funny,
how 'bout I tell you a joke?"

"A joke?"

"Yeah. You know, an anecdotal retelling with a humorous conclusion."

"I know what a joke is."

"We'll just see about that. Let me think for a minute. OK, OK. Here's a terrific one. A guaranteed gut-buster."

"Sandburg -"

"Trust me, Jim, you're going to be falling down laughing in two minutes."

"I can't wait."

"A woman takes her dog to the vet. The vet finds the dog suffering from serious ingrown hair in its ears. The vet
informs the woman that if he takes care of the problem, it will be pretty costly. But she can do it herself by
carefully using a regular human depilatory. The woman thanks the vet, goes to her local drug store, finds what
she's looking for, and asks the pharmacist how to use it. "Well, if you're putting it on your legs, leave it on 20
minutes, wipe it off, and don't go into the sun for at least six hours. If you're putting it under your arms, leave it
on for 10 minutes, wipe it off, and don't use deodorant for at least three hours." The woman asks, "And if I put it
on my schnauzer?" The pharmacist drops his voice and says, "In that case, leave it on for only two minutes, wipe
it off, and don't ride a bike for a week! Get it? 'Don't ride a bike for a week?' Jim?"

"Sandburg, I'm amazed."

"You are?" Blair's self-satisfaction was short-lived.

"Yeah. That your parents didn't name you 'Shecky.'"

The spoon that Sandburg threw in Ellison's direction harmlessly bounced off the table.

"That was funny, Jim, admit it."

"If you say so, chief."

"There is something seriously wrong with you, my friend. That joke is hysterical. Everybody thinks so. Nations
have fallen laughing over it. Well," Blair continued, changing tactics to make this man open up to him," if I can't
make you laugh, maybe we can continue our conversation."

A groan was his answer.

"Oh, come on. I talk. You talk. Back and forth. And pretty soon, we're going to Jags games together and sharing
a beer in your loft back in Cascade. Don't look at me like that. And, no, I don't have to 'see' to know you're
looking at me ... well, the way, you're giving me the look."

"Is there no other way I can keep you occupied?'
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"Nope, unless you can materialize a laptop out of thing air."

"OK, what do you want to know?" came a resigned reply.

"Great! Let's start off with something easy. Tell me about your family."

"Standard issue. Father, mother, brother."

"Living?"

"Depends on your definition."

"Man, this is going to tougher than I thought. OK. Tell me what it is that brought you up here originally?"

"A '69 blue and white Ford."

"Come on, get serious here."

"Me, too. It's a Goddamned classic, parked in back of the cabin. Right now, it's under a few feet of snow."

Ellison paused for a moment, weighing his next statement. "If I told you that it was for the peace and quiet,
would you believe me?" Peace and quiet and things Jim Ellison couldn't talk about to anyone. Like William
Ellison, who didn't care about his elder son and his crazy behavior. Or Grace Ellison, who walked out the front
door when Jim was 11 years old, and never looked back. Or Steven, Ellison's younger brother, whom he rarely
saw, connected only through a blood bond with the same dispassionate father. And a string of ill-chosen women
who shared his bed - and one other thing in common. They were less interested in him than in his being Jim
Ellison, heir to his family's considerable fortune. Loss and futility -- and, as far back as South America, trying
everything to get a handle on his five haywire senses. So out-of-control, even the army had given up on Captain
Ellison, who could see things others couldn't see, and hear things others couldn't hear. Captain James Ellison,
who'd finally gone over the edge when he'd lost the seven men in his unit on that last, failed covert operations
mission.

Since then, outside of a battalion of high-priced doctors on William Ellison's hefty payroll, no one else - friend or
family -- had bothered to try.

And Ellison never knew when the weird array of aberrations would happen: lights too bright, sounds too loud,
smells that made his stomach turn, tastes that made him gag, and touch that made even the most common fabric
rub his skin raw. Sometimes, he'd wished for the blessed oblivion of sensing nothing. Of drifting away into a sea
of gray. Of listening to something like Sandburg's voice, and dissolving into a million harmless pieces ...

"Cat got your tongue? Jim? Jim?" Getting no answer, Blair inched his hand across the table, and found Ellison's
lying motionless. This wasn't good. Correction: this was bad. Jim Ellison was having some kind of attack. And a
blind Blair Sandburg sat there helplessly. The situation went from bad to worse, when he heard something hit the
ground, and knew it was Jim's unconscious body. Blair jump up off his chair and immediately found out just how
weak his left knee was. It would support only a small portion of his weight. Only by sitting down again did
Sandburg avoid a "header" fall onto the floor. Somewhere very nearby, he heard uneven breathing.

"Jim? Jim, can you hear me? If you can speak, say something, anything, for the love of God! You're seriously
freaking me out here!" Blair's hands, flailing around, finally connected with the prone figure. Sandburg began to
rub the other man's hands, then moved up to massage his neck, and slap the cheek turned toward him gently.
Finally, Blair felt Jim's eyelids flutter open.

"I hear you, I hear you."

"Stay still. What happened? Are you an epileptic or something?" Blair pillowed Jim's head on his thigh, and ran
his fingers back and forth in broad, soothing strokes over the other man's forehead.
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"No, I'm not an epileptic. I'm ..."

"Tell me. Let me try to help."

And something deep inside made Jim Ellison wanted to do just that. So he listened to the first voice since that of
Incacha, the Chopec Shaman in Peru who had helped him tame his spirit guide, the black panther within. Ellison
told his story to the paradox of boundless youth and ageless wisdom holding him so protectively. Instinctively.
As though it were meant to be ... as though they -- Jim Ellison and Blair Sandburg -- were meant to be.

***

"So, your senses came 'on line' after you'd been with the tribe for ..."

"Give or take, 18 months ..."

"God, no wonder your Sentinel abilities ..."

"Whoa ... wait just a minute there, chief. My 'what' abilities?"

"Your Sentinel abilities ... it's a term coined by Sir Richard Burton - the 19th Century English explorer, not the
actor. See it goes like this: in every primitive culture, there was one individual born with a genetic advantage --
five heightened senses. Now, these senses were developed in that person to help protect the village."

"You mean, like a scout?"

"No, more like a 'watchman' who'd do just that. He - or she - would watch the movements of other tribes,
migration of birds and animals, and changes in the weather. Anything that might impact on his - or her -- people."

"But what good is all this stuff if I can't depend on it?"

"With practice - and help from someone who understands your condition - you 'can' depend on your senses. Jim,
you could be ... hell, you *are* ... the real deal. A Sentinel. The damned brass ring. What else could you want?"

"To get off this damned hard floor, for one thing. Then ... control. What I want - what I need -- is control over
them. Without that, it'll be just like the army over again. And I'll be right back where I am now."

"We'll work on it together. I promise. OK?" Blair's face was awash with excitement and the thousands of colors
the firelight cast over it. Jim knew for a certainty that he'd never seen anything so beautiful in his life. But Ellison
shook himself free of the thought, and where that particular thought was trying to lead him. This brilliant young
man would soon be off the mountain, back into his 'real' life, with the 'other' Jim. The lucky bastard who'd done
something right, had been the *one * to make Blair Sandburg smile ... and laugh and ... 'want.'

"Jim, don't zone out on me here again. OK?"

"OK. So, what do I do?"

"You mean, what do *we * do? First, we get up and give us a shave, then..."

***

As the intense talk continued over the next day, Jim Ellison learned from - and became more and more
impressed with - Blair Sandburg, as anthropologist and teacher. And good friend. After the first few hours,
Ellison had sent the exhausted Blair back to bed for an early afternoon nap. He watched the sleeping figure
breathe slowly and, thank God, easily. Sitting on the footlocker, braced against the bed and taking a sip from his
now-cold coffee cup, the big man wondered at the odds of a hiker lost on his mountain turning out to be not only
an expert in what Jim Ellison was but also, on top of that, someone so attuned to his specific needs that he could
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guide him through the rough spots. Like two sides of the same coin. As though it had always been that way - as
though it were meant to be.

It didn't seem very probable. Impossible, really. That a Sentinel should find his... guide was the word that kept
springing to mind. (He'd have to ask Sandburg about it, when the young man woke up.) Something - or someone
-- bigger than themselves seemed to have played the cosmic dice with their individual universes. Jim Ellison
mused about these things, even as he sensed the storm that had brought them together begin to dissipate, the
winds die down, and the sun finally make its appearance.

***

Blair awoke alone, but smiling over the miracle that had happened. There was no such thing as luck. It was
serendipity - being at the right place at the right time. Blair Jacob Sandburg, anthropologist and Rainier
University research fellow, had found himself a real, live Sentinel, Jim Ellison, a man with five heightened senses
and latent abilities that only needed Blair's help to nurture and develop to their full potential. Jesus. Life was
surprisingly good, considering only a few days ago - or was it weeks ago - Blair had been this close to doing a
damned fine impression of Mr. Freeze, but for the intervention of the gods (deus ex machina, in the form of a
surprisingly clean-shaven, modern-day Prometheus), he'd be an ex-Blair.

Beginning to stroke his cock slowly, pleasurably, as was becoming part of his daily morning ritual, Sandburg yet
again wondered what Prometheus looked like. Not that it really mattered, because no matter how the packaging
was put together, the soul of Jim Ellison was something special. It had been bad karma on the part of everybody
who'd ever treated Ellison badly or unkindly, and bang-up karma on Blair's part for him to be here, now.
Goddamned serendipity.

***

As Blair Sandburg mentally waxed poetic over his good fortune, nature began wreaking havoc with his overly
full kidneys. Having been flushed, day after day with all the water and other fluids Jim Ellison had been forcing
on them, they "encouraged" Blair to get rid of it all -- and fast. Sandburg swept his hands around the nightstand
and the floor nearby but couldn't lay claim to the accursed portable urinal that had been his constant companion.

OK. So that meant Blair was going to have to get to the bathroom that was no more than 20 feet away. He could
probably navigate it blind, but Sandburg resisted reinjuring his knee by falling over any unseen obstacles.

It was now or never. And Jim had said that he was going to remove the gauze from Sandburg's face today,
anyway. So, carefully, tentatively, Blair worked the bandages off his eyes, then blinked them opened for the first
time in what seemed to be months. The glare of even the subdued room light sent bolts of pain deep into his
head, and he snapped them shut immediately. Slowly, incrementally this time, Sandburg's eyes adjusted more
easily to the pale morning sun.

Sun. The sun was out. The storm was over. He turned his head around to take in the room he'd spent the last few
weeks in. It was larger than Blair'd imagined, and as he suspected, a model of functionality. It was neat as a pin,
sparsely decorated, and the walls were indeed lined with Indian rugs. Not Native American, No, they looked
more like the work of Peruvian weavers. Perhaps, the beautiful rugs had been gifts from Chopec tribesmen for
their Sentinel.

If it weren't for the fact that he was about to explode, and the portable urinal was still nowhere in sight, Sandburg
would have stopped to examine them more closely. As it was, Sandburg got onto his feet cautiously, and was
pleasantly surprised to find that his knee would indeed support his weight. Blair inched his way toward the room
on the right where he heard the sounds of running water - the solar shower that Ellison had described to him
early in his recuperation, during one of their many talks.

Hanging first onto the back of the rocking chair he'd spent may pleasant hours in, then balancing himself on the
rough-hewn wall, Sandburg succeeded in working his way to the bathroom.
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There, for the first time, he saw what Jim Ellison looked like. Jim was ... a god, standing in the golden morning
sun, which filtered dramatically through the skylight overhead.

Magnificent, the man was magnificent. No other word would do the man justice. It was as though a
Michelangelo-carved, heroic figure had suddenly come to life and, in joy, decided to wash off the marble dust
and studio detritus. Blair Sandburg stood, transfixed, mouth agape, eyes widened to comic proportions, taking in
the remarkable scenery. The statue's head turned, scanning Blair's equally nude figure with a mixture of curiosity
and ... something else.

Certainly not self-consciousness or embarrassment. Quite the contrary. The giant (at least, in the smaller man's
opinion) continued to let the water sheet over broad, well-defined shoulders and chest, sluice down the
impossibly chiseled abdominal muscles and end by running off a beautiful, semi-erect cock nestled in a wet,
golden pubic thicket. And he had a face that in another lifetime would have demanded worshipping -- and maybe
a thousand or so kisses to be rained on it, reverentially, from a lowly pilgrim.

"What the hell are you doing out of bed, Sandburg?" the god questioned, in a deceptively mild tone. His face
looked not unlike some sort of predator, waiting for prey to fall across his path.

Like a small creature hypnotized by something - or someone - who could be his undoing, Sandburg stammered a
reply. "Uh, uh ... had to ... you know ... pee," as he steadied himself against the doorframe.

"You should have called. Well, here, let me help, before you fall down." One long stride had Ellison out of the
old cast-iron tub, by his guest's side, wet hands resting authoritatively around Blair's shoulder. Supporting and
steering Sandburg to the commode, Jim smiled, and semi-ordered, "OK, chief, let her rip."

"Uh, Jim ... you ... don't ... I can't with someone ..." Blair blushed furiously as he felt the wet, hard body behind
him, pushing into him gently, bracing his shaky stance.

"Don't pull the shy routine with me, Sandburg. Remember who took care of all this stuff while you were
unconscious. So ... what are you waiting for?"

"Jeez, don't put any pressure on a guy!"

The soft laughter that drifted into Blair's left ear plastered a smile on his radiant face. Despite the seemingly
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unreal situation, Sandburg's body relaxed. When "business " was done, Blair suggested, somewhat timidly,
"Could you maybe give me a hand washing up? I probably need it, huh?" He added, almost as an afterthought.

"Yeah. You're ripe, kid. Like Jersey tomatoes at a Fourth of July picnic. Come here."

Sandburg felt himself easily lifted, placed into the tub, and slid forward, to make room for the other man who
urged, "We'd better get this done in a hurry, chief. My set-up only generates enough water for a five-minute,
pretty warm shower."

As large, confident hands rubbed soap over Sandburg's body in quick, no-nonsense strokes, Blair turned his head
backward to ask, "And what happens after - yeow!" The chilly -what the hell, COLD -- water hitting his chest
and groin, made Sandburg's blue eyes pop like aggies from a slingshot. Blair heard "Sorry, buddy! " and felt a
soft, warm bath sheet wrap around him. Then, he was hoisted over the rim of the tub and carried back out to the
large bed.

Blair was nestled back in the pile of blankets and down comforter left askew from his recent defection.
Suddenly, nudity became an issue - because Sandburg was naked in front of his now-seen, personal deity. And
because Blair Junior had begun to make it crystal clear that he liked what he saw.

"Uh, where's my ... your shirt," the skittish anthropologist scrambled to retrieve the errant piece of clothing,
when a damp hand covered his nervous one.

"Chief, you don't have to ... I won't come near you. You're 'safe' with me. You know that, right?" Jim Ellison
sounded a handful of years younger, as he spoke quietly, gently. Blair's hand squeezing Jim's sinewy forearm was
the answer.

"I still don't know a lot of things about you, Jim Ellison, but one thing I do know. You'd never, ever hurt me."
Sandburg's grip became more solid, more urgent. "I need to feel safe, Jim. Come to bed. Please?" Almost
unwillingly, Jim Ellison slid his wet, excited body in, next to Blair's equally primed, more compact one.

Ellison's patrician face seemed lost in a dream - a dream come true. "Jim ... Jim ... Jim ..." Blair murmured the
name over and over, like a mantra -- seductively, hypnotically, urgently. As their lips and cocks were about to
merge together, Ellison's laser blue eyes jerked open, and he leapt back, as though scalded by the unbearable
heat of long-untapped want and need.

"No! No, chief, we can't!"

"Why? Why not? What is it? Is there something wrong with me? With us?" Sandburg erupted in anger and hurt.

"No, Blair, none of those!" The naked Ellison stalked back and forth across the wooden floor leaving dozens of
beading footprints in his wake. "I can't. Not like this. Seems I've always just been a fuck and run. I can't do that
with you."

"And you think that's what I want?" A now openly incensed Blair Sandburg jumped out of the bed, and found his
knee wasn't so sturdy as he'd assumed. Crumbling to earth like a broken-winged bird, Blair yelled "Shit!" at the
top of his lungs, as much from the embarrassment of flopping bare-bottomed on the rug, as from the pain of
twisting his already abused joint.

In less than an instant, Jim Ellison was by his side, running hands over Blair's legs to see if any additional damage
had been done. Once he was satisfied that the only thing wounded was Sandburg's pride, Jim looked at the face,
flushed from the exertion of their fight, beautiful beyond all reasoning. The face of a man who had just offered
himself to Jim Ellison, willingly, eagerly, and, most of all, lovingly. No conditions, no provisos. What kind of fool
had William Ellison raised? One who had sacrificed a great deal for country, kith and kin.

But not this time. Jim continued to move his long, elegant fingers over the young man's hair chest, lingering on
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the nipple ring, feeling Sandburg's heart beating a wild tattoo. "I'm sorry, chief. Really. I guess I'm an idiot where
you're concerned." Jim sat down gracefully next to Blair, like a large, predatory feline settling onto its catbird
seat. Shoulder to shoulder, the two shared a now uncomfortably wet rug -- and a pregnant silence. Sandburg
could feel the edges of a steel-like hipbone against his own more pliant flesh. The touch made him shiver with
excitement.

Ellison reached back, grabbed the wolf pelt and wrapped it around Blair's body. He pulled Sandburg's hair out
from under the fur, and fanned the chestnut mane out to dry. Once that was done, he placed his bent index finger
under Blair's defiant chin, and tilted the face upward.

Any resolve of acting tough and untouchable on Blair Sandburg's part melted away into the ether when he
looked into Jim Ellison's eyes.

"When you look at me, like that, Blair, it makes me think that I'm falling in ..."

A stranger's voice, broken by static and interference, shattered the moment into a million pieces. The message
emanating from the wireless radio, broadcasted its intention across the cabin to where Jim Ellison and Blair
Sandburg sat.

"This is Ranger Station #24 calling WM4394. Over. Ranger Station #24 calling WM4384. Jim? Jim Ellison? Can
you hear me? Over?"

Neither man moved, each frozen in his respective spot. Ranger Ron Corbett's insistent cadence finally made Jim
Ellison turn silently toward Blair Sandburg, whose face - and suspiciously wet eyes -- mirrored his own sadness.

"I guess you'd better answer him, Jim, while I get dressed."

***

"Thanks. He's pretty much recovered. He should be able to travel any day now. Over."

"I'll get in touch with his camping buddy, that Jim Prescott. He's the one that reported Professor Sandburg
missing. Over."

"So is he there, waiting for news about Blair? Over."

"No. He went back to Cascade when we called the search off. Over."

"Ranger Corbett, this is Blair Sandburg. When exactly did Jim leave?" The young man interrupted.

"Say 'over,' chief."

"Uh, 'over.'"

"Hello, Professor Sandburg. Glad you're in one piece. Our search and rescue people will be thrilled. Prescott said
he had classes to teach at Rainier, so he went back on the second day of the storm. Over."

"I see. Thank you. Uh, over." Jim's steadying hand on Blair's slightly sagging shoulder offered comfort at the
disquieting news. Sandburg freed himself, and backtracked to the other side of the room.

"We can make arrangements to come up by the end of the week, Jim. How's that? Over."

"Sounds good. We'll be in touch, Ron. This is WM4394. Over and out."

The short wave went silent, save for the droning buzz of dead air. Sandburg moved around slowly, pulling on his
own clothes and boots, then walked out the front door toward mountain road. Ellison dressed quickly, snagged
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an extra jacket, and followed his young ... what? Friend? Confidante? Lover?

About 100 yards away, Blair stood, surveying the vista in front of Jim's cabin. This Jim. His Jim. The only loose
end in Blair Sandburg's life had just been tied up neatly moments before. The beauty was so overwhelming, for
once, words failed him. It brought to mind something he'd read a million years ago. When he was 13 years old,
Sandburg had convinced his mother, Naomi, that he wanted to prepare for Bar Mitzvah, a Jewish male rite of
passage. Blair had made a compelling argument, much to the New Age proponent's astonishment. Eventually,
Ms. Sandburg found herself warming to the idea with her signature response, "I hear that, honey." She'd even
found a reformed rabbi to do the honors. Rabbi Kessler gave the small, bespeckled, and insightful Blair Sandburg
a compendium of meditations, usually reserved for special, older students. Sandburg still kept the book in a place
of honor, no matter where he was in the world, no matter how modern or primitive his home at the moment. On
this exceptional day, under God's gracious spaces, Blair remembered a particularly relevant admonishment from
Rabbi Nachman of Bratizlava. "May it be my custom to go outdoors each day among the trees and grasses,
among all growing things, and there may I be alone, and enter into prayer to talk with the one that I belong to."
The Rabbi knew of what he spoke. And the last line had made him thing of how it could so easily apply to
someone - the right someone. It wasn't sacrilegious.

Wasn't real love about belonging to someone in the best possible way?

"Hey, chief, where's your jacket? You shouldn't be standing out here without it." Jim draped the spare plaid
garment around the smaller man's shoulders.

"It's so glorious here, Jim. I can't believe that just weeks ago - hell, days ago - this," - his hand gestured toward
the mountainside - "was covered with snow. And, anyway, it's not all that cold."

"I know, I know. But you can't afford to get sick again. Particularly since you're ... going to be leaving soon."
Almost imperceptibly, Ellison's voice stumbled over the last phrase.

Blair turned unhappy blue eyes upward. "So, it's set? The road is open?"

"It will be by the end of the week. Then Ron or one of the other rangers can come up here to get you."

"Jim, come back to Cascade for while."

"I wouldn't survive very long."

"But you would!" Blair grabbed the big man's arms for emphasis, as much as to steady and center himself.

"You've made so much progress with your senses in the short time I've been here."

"I've only taken baby steps, it feels like."

"It's just that I've been so ..."

"Happy? Yeah. Well ... I know what you mean." Ellison tried to brush off the emotion that had crept into his
voice, but succeeded only in making it more evident.

"Come on. Let's not talk anymore, and just try to share this afternoon together."

"But, Jim --"

"Sandburg, one of the things you've taught me - yes, you taught me -- is to stop being so fucking worried about
tomorrow. So, relax and enjoy here and now."

Blair leaned back, a hair's breadth away from the man behind him. He slowly turned his head, and looked over
his shoulder at Jim. Ellison's breath was literally stolen from his body by the sheer, unadulterated beauty of a
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Blair Sandburg in love. But in love with him? Suppose Sandburg decided it wasn't such a good idea, and ended
up leaving. There were no percentages in loving a ghost, Jim knew from sad experience. He couldn't risk it again.

"Quit it, chief!"

A backhand across the face couldn't have hurt Blair any more than the seeming rejection. "No problem, Ellison!
I'll throw my stuff together and be ready when they come to haul me out of here. And I'm sorry to have foisted
myself on you. I guess I just thought that ... "

"What? You don't think it's been the biggest struggle of my life to keep my hands off you? To know that if I
opened up my senses and took my fill, I'd never survive your leaving? Jesus Christ, for a smart guy, Sandburg,
you are one stupid bastard."

"Then, why, Jim?"

"Why what?" Jim retorted angrily.

"Oh, I don't know." Blair Sandburg was now on the offensive, because he was fighting for his life. For their life.
"'Why' didn't you tell me? 'Why' did you keep it to yourself? 'Why' are you feeling the way you do? And if you
care for me - and I'm betting you do, you dumb fuck - 'why' the hell are you shipping me out of your
God-damned, perfectly self-contained life?" Blair shouted back, angry with the sullen man towering over him -
and angry with himself for having been so slow on the uptake. His curses echoed in the pristine hills around
them, and fell harmlessly onto the rapidly melting snows.

"Because ... I ... thought ... if I asked, you wouldn't stay ..."

"You're hopeless, Ellison. You know that, don't you?" Blair's eyes grew suspiciously bright as he listened to this
repressed son-of-a-bitch who'd fed him, cared for him, read to him, made him laugh, and stolen his damned
heart. "What you need is a keeper."

"I've been told worse."

"On second thought, you don't need a keeper. You need a ..."

"A what, Sandburg? A partner, and a roommate, someone who'll 'guide' me?"

"I was going to say, 'Someone who'll love you.'"

Their first kiss was chaste and tender and yet filled with such promise that both of them drew back and stared at
one another in wonder.

Then Jim Ellison did something totally surprising. He began to laugh, a laugh as big as the sky they stood under,
as bright as the trills of songbirds in the distance, and as joyous as tiny, mountain flowers that had bravely begun
to pop through the patches of snow. "Don't ride a bike for a week!" The disbelieving look on Sandburg's face
notwithstanding, Jim continued the laughter, as he bent down to kiss any exposed flesh he could find on the man
he now held tightly in his arms. Blair began to breathe rapidly as his taller lover ran perfect, white teeth over his
collarbone, up to his ear, seized it in his mouth and began to chew purposefully.

The fast, hot breath aroused and inflamed Blair, making him try to climb the nearest natural wonder - Jim
Ellison's rock-hard body. In some small compartment of his mind, Sandburg thought that special tours should be
run by the park service to take in the undeniable beauty of this particular piece of scenery. Immediately, the
more reptilian part of his brain nixed that. Nobody would ever get this close to Jim Ellison again. Not if Blair
Jacob Sandburg had anything to say about it.

Blair's train of thought was unceremoniously derailed by being lifted easily off the ground and encouraged to
contort himself around said object of desire. Sandburg's shorter, sturdy legs wrapped sensuously, and tightly,
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around Ellison's small, muscular waist, as his torso was crushed against the titan's.

Under God's blazing spring sun and cloudless sky, as Jim carried him back to the cabin and the unmade bed, Blair
Sandburg was treated to the experience of a lifetime by his soon-to-be lover. First, a rain of kisses, then 10
fingers feeling like 1,000 working their magic up and down his body. Digging into Blair's leg was the very evident
body part of Jim Ellison he would soon be impaled on, that would slide into his waiting body in deliberate,
take-no-prisoners rhythm, over and over again, and finally claim the anthropologist, lock, stock, and willing soul.

But whatever Blair imagined, it paled, like a faded photograph, against the reality of having Jim Ellison love you
into a puddle of insensible lust goo. The feel of flesh rubbing against flesh, nipple against nipple, and his own
hairy chest against the smooth, even planes of Jim's granite-like one, was a mind-boggling, tactile experience.
Like end-of-the-night fireworks at some traveling carnal carnival. How many hands did the big man have,
exactly? Sandburg could have sworn he felt hands in his hair, in his mouth, and ... thank you, Lord ... in his ass,
scissoring, probing, pushing, looking for ... what? (The source of the Nile had been found a while back, he
remembered.) Or maybe ... JESUS H. CHRIST OFF THE CROSS ... nobody had ever done that before. He'd
never been rimmed for a very simple reason: Blair Sandburg was never of a mind to be anywhere other than in
the driver's seat.

But the one constant in life was change. For the right person, you could make a change. A big change. And if
that meant that someone else - specifically the man whose face was now imbedded between his ass cheeks -
wanted, no needed the control over this most intimate of undertakings, well, then, so be it.

"Oh, God .. oh, God, don't ... don't stop ... there ... there ... do it ...further ... coming, coming soon ... can't ...
harder, fuck me ... there, that's it .. that's it ... oh, oh, OH -" Every nonsensical syllable, each of which Blair had
used at least twice in the last few minutes, that people gasp when they're fucking and loving one another was
totally non-descriptive to how he actually felt as he spewed come all over comforter. Actually, Blair Sandburg
felt almost virginal, and the ride on Jim Ellison's tongue was one of the nicer things that could have happened to
him - right up there after winning a $100 million lottery, finding out you're actually descended from royalty and
they want you back on the throne, and you can wear $23 glasses from Four Eyes and not look like a total geek.

So it was with some degree of surprise that when Jim Ellison turned the boneless young man over onto his back,
and gazed down at him with an almost hungry look, Blair knew exactly was Jim was asking. And the answer was
simple.

"Yes."

And after Jim lubricated that magnificent cock of his with the aloe cream sitting on the nightstand, he placed the
throbbing organ at Sandburg's already loose, willing opening. Not able to wait one second longer, Blair grabbed
the big man's arms, squeezed them for all he was worth, then thrust himself onto Jim Ellison. Not gently. Primal
and primitive. And what they were to one another.

Essential.

Sinking into his mate as though his life depended on it, Jim Ellison's astonishment knew no bounds. Aside from
the physical paradise of being trapped inside Blair Sandburg, gripped by passion and longing, he was awash with
torrents of emotion: joy, and fear, and uncertainty, and finally, bliss. He had found his bliss. Not in hiding from
the world, nor in denying what he truly was, but here, making love to this man, this gift from a sympathetic God
who knew not only that the Sentinel's physicality was the other side of his great gifts, but that this young man so
totally connected would be the instrument of bringing Jim Ellison back to life. Back to the world that needed
him. Blair Sandburg would be the catalyst, the pure element to melt away the isolation, to bring about the
resurrection of Captain James Ellison.

The orgasm that rocked the two of them brought a sound of unexpected pleasure - an almost howl of joy -- from
Blair Sandburg who screamed his completion to the sun and the sky. Jim Ellison's eyes filled with tears of
gratitude as he now understood that the spirit of the blue-eyed wolf he'd been waiting for was here.
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Forever.

Lying together, dazed by the consummation of their love, Jim Ellison realized that the ice on the mountain wasn't
the only thing thawing. So was this wounded man, with a heart half-hardened by circumstance and neglect.

But now, it seemed to be opening up - he was opening up - to this damned annoying, in-your-face, one-of-a-kind
stranger who'd stumbled into his life, invaded his space, and, more importantly, taken up what seemed to be
permanent residence in his soul.

For the first time in who knew how long, Jim Ellison couldn't wait for spring ... or summer ... or fall ... or ...

The End.
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Shore Love - Kaitelyn

1998

"Oh man, I can't believe we're actually doing this. Just smell that salt air," Blair said excitedly as he took a deep
breath, enjoying the smell of the ocean just a few miles away. "This is like so cool, Jim. Thanks for suggesting it."

"Hey, no problem. It's not like it isn't something that I won't be enjoying, too," Jim replied, smiling at the look
that graced his Guide's features. To Jim, Blair looked like a little kid at Christmas that had just seen all the
presents Santa had left him. He congratulated himself on his idea to help Blair relive a bit of his childhood with
Naomi.

"Oh, check it out, you can see the Ferris wheel over on the boards, even without that good ole Sentinel sight,"
Blair stated, pointing over towards the island to the left of the Atlantic City Expressway that was taking them to
their final destination.

"We so have to go into Wildwood, Jim. There's this place there that has some of the best candy. That sweet tooth
of yours will think it died and went to heaven. They have these molasses pops that are so good, man. And this
almond butter crunch that will knock your socks off."

"Wait a minute, here, Chief. Are you telling me that Blair 'health food junkie' Sandburg, is actually going to let
me indulge in my sugar fix," Jim joked. "Quick, someone write the date down. It's a miracle." Blair punched Jim's
arm playfully, grinning at the older man. No matter what Jim said, nothing was going to dampen Blair's
enthusiasm. Blair was on his way to one of his favorite vacation spots with the man that he loved, even if Jim
didn't know about it.

Blair had long ago admitted to himself that he was in love with his roommate and partner. He couldn't pinpoint
exactly when it happened or how. He had never even thought of a guy that way, and now he couldn't even think
about what his life would be like without Jim by his side. Blair had spent many a night picturing him and Jim
growing old together, their family and friends around them, only to wake to the harsh reality that was his life. He
had never even imagined that Jim could possibly feel that same way towards him, but if this trip was any
indication, maybe he was wrong. Taking your friend on a vacation on the other side of the country to a place that
held most of his favorite childhood memories wasn't something one did if they didn't love the other. Now all Blair
had to do was make Jim finally admit those feelings and then Blair Sandburg's life would be as close to perfect as
it could get.

"So, Jim, we're almost there. Can't you tell me what hotel we're staying at yet?" Blair begged, using his best
puppy dog eyes in his arsenal, knowing that they had yet to fail in getting him what he wanted. Jim glanced over
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quickly as he waited for the light at the end of the expressway to change and had to use all of his own
self-control to not simply give in and ruin the surprise, but he managed.

"Sorry, Chief. It's a surprise." Jim chuckled at the pout that had appeared on his Guide's face.

"Awwww, come on, Jim. How about a hint?"

"Nope." The light finally changed and Jim made the left turn that would take the pair into Cape May. Blair
looked around, taking in the sights, already anticipating all of the things that he and Jim could do over the next
three weeks, especially the fishing. The sight of the big boats that took out the tourists for deep-sea fishing and
whale watching caught his immediate attention. 'This is going to be the best vacation ever,' he thought excitedly.
Jim made a few more turns, ending on Pittsburgh and, even after all the years since he had been there, Blair still
recognized the way they were going as being the main route to the beaches. He tried to think of the various
hotels that lined Beach Ave. and the historic area of the Victorian Shore Town.

"Oh man, the Dry Dock. Damn, I remember that place. Naomi used to take me there every night for ice cream. I
always got their hot fudge with chocolate/vanilla twist soft serve. Naomi couldn't believe I was so predictable
when it came to my ice cream. Especially with all of the choices there." Jim could hear the fondness in Blair's
voice for his childhood and was glad that not all of the memories the younger man held for his youth were of
moving around. No matter how much Blair liked to say otherwise, Jim knew how much it had hurt Blair always
having to move around and never able to settle in one place. It was one of the reasons he wanted to make this
vacation special for the man that had stolen his heart. He and Blair had already been together for three years and
Jim was afraid that Blair would soon be feeling the need to move on. This was the longest amount of time that
Blair had ever stayed in one place and Jim wanted to take advantage of that as long as he could.

Blair looked over at Jim in surprise as the older man pulled into the parking lot of a Century 21. "Ummm, Jim,
what are we doing at a Realtor?" Jim grinned over at Blair, a sly grin on his face.

"You'll see." Jim opened the door and got out of the car. Before he shut the door, he leaned back into the car.
"Stay here. I shouldn't be too long." Before Blair could say anything else, he shut the door and headed into the
building, leaving Blair behind to shake his head and wonder what else his partner had planned for this trip.

Blair contented himself with reading the book he had brought with him for the plane trip into Philadelphia and
thought about all of the things that Jim had already done for him in regards to their vacation. As if the trip itself
wasn't enough, Jim had even paid for everything; it was the thought that had gone into it. After they had landed
at Philly International and picked up their rental car, Jim had taken him into Center City to do a bit of shopping
in the Italian Market and then the Reading Terminal. It had explained why they had taken such an early flight
when they couldn't even check in until the afternoon. Blair could still taste the cannolis they had gotten at
Termini Brothers and was quite happy that they shipped. And now it appeared that the surprises were still
coming.

Thirty minutes later, Jim reappeared, holding a bunch of documents. He got into the car, handing them to Blair,
who looked at his partner, still confused. "Jim?"

"Just wait and see." The Sentinel started the car and pulled out of the Realtor's parking lot, heading towards the
beach again. They turned off at New Jersey Ave. and headed towards the center of town. After they had gone
about four blocks, Blair was surprised to see Jim pull into the driveway of a cute, two-story home. Jim turned the
engine off and the two men sat there.

"What is this, Jim?"

"This is our new home. Well, at least for the next three weeks." Blair gaped at Jim, unable to believe what he had
just heard.

"Okay, can you repeat that because I'm pretty sure I didn't hear what I thought I just heard?"
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“I said, that this is our home for the next three weeks." Jim chuckled at the stunned expression that remained on
his best friend's face. He tousled the long curls, opening the car door. "Come on, Chief. Let's get everything
unpacked. We've got a lot of meat and stuff that we better get in the freezer. Not to mention, we have to find a
store to get some food into the house." Before Jim could get out of the car, he found his lap full of excited Guide.

"Thank you, thank you, thank you. This is so great. I can't believe you did this. This is fantastic. I can't believe
you did this for me." Blair was bouncing up and down as much as he could in the car. Jim couldn't help but smile
at the joy on his friend's face. It was the main reason he wanted to do his. Jim still could remember the feel of
Blair's cold mouth under his after he had pulled him out of the fountain. It was the worst thing he had ever felt,
but it had made him finally admit how much the young grad student meant to him. And that admittance had him
noticing the looks that Blair was sending him and gave him the courage to finally try and do something about the
love he felt for him.

Jim and Blair spent the next hour unloading their car, Blair finally realizing why Jim had insisted on so many
boxes. He didn't even want to think about how much money the detective had to spend to get the packages on
board the plane. Not to mention all of the food that Jim had bought on their little shopping spree through South
Philly. Blair couldn't wait to get at some of it, especially some of the specialty sausage they picked up at the
Terminal and the goodies they bought from the Amish there.

The two men explored the house and Blair couldn't believe how much room there was in it. There were four
bedrooms, two with queen size beds, the others with two twins each. Two full baths. The kitchen was small, but
was fully equipped. There was even a washer/dryer in a closet off to the side of it. There was a big dining room
to one side of the kitchen and a nice size living room on the other. To finish the look of a great vacation home
were the two porches, one in the front and the other in the back, complete with outdoor shower.

Jim unpacked one of the suitcases and Blair was surprised to see the linens that usually resided in the hall linen
closet at the loft. The only things missing were pillows but it appeared that the owner of the home had provided
them. The two men picked out the rooms that they were planning on using and went about making the beds.
Finally, once they had completed getting unpacked, they decided to go and explore a bit of the shore town and
pick some groceries for their temporary home.

Jim couldn't stop smiling as he and Blair made their way through the local Acme store to pick up some essentials
that they needed for the house. He had spent what he considered to be his best day ever watching his Guide act
more and more like the small school boy that he heard stories about from Naomi. Blair's eyes nearly glowed as
they took in the sights that were in town and he had made Jim promise that, for once, he wouldn't act like the
anal, badass cop that everyone associated with Detective James Joseph Ellison, instead just be Jim, the man who
enjoyed life. Jim had no problem agreeing with that, even if it meant promising to play miniature golf and going
to the arcade.

"Oh man, Jim. Look at these strawberries." Blair held up the red fruit in question, sniffing them as he did so.
"Gods, why can't the ones we get back home smell like this?"

"I've been told Jersey berries are some of the best," Jim informed him. "Same with the corn, especially the Silver
Queen."

"We're gonna have to go exploring and see if we can find a vegetable stand or something. That's probably where
we'll get the best stuff and we'll be here long enough for it," Blair suggested.

"Works for me, but not tonight," Jim agreed. "Maybe within the next few days. First, I want to just unwind. I
think we're gonna need a few days just to get over the Henshaw case." Blair shivered as he remembered the case
that involved a man killing his family, all so that he could move on with his much younger mistress.

"I hear you there, big guy," Blair agreed. "How about we grill up a couple of those garlic sausages we picked up
for sandwiches? Maybe do up some corn and I can make a salad."
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"Sounds like a plan, Chief." The two men finished their shopping, oblivious to the appreciative glances that were
being sent their way from some of the women in the store. They headed over to the liquor store across the street,
picking up some beer and wine. Once they were done, the two went back to the house that was going to be their
home.

Jim and Blair spent their first two days in Cape May just relaxing and getting into the shore mood. The days were
spent on the beach; finally getting the color that had been denied them because of the heavy workload the
criminals of Cascade had given him. Jim also spent them watching as his friend fended off advance after advance
from numerous young women who wanted to make his stay more adventuresome. Jim had grown accustomed to
the sight of his friend being hit upon but, this time, Blair was turning them all down, even the woman who looked
as if she just stepped off of the cover for Sports Illustrated's swimsuit edition casually glancing over at Jim as he
did so. Jim felt a burning in the pit of his stomach at the desire he saw there and decided that it was definitely
time to finally end their little courting dance and start in with the honeymoon.

"So, Chief, what do you want to do tonight?" Jim asked, as he set the potato salad on the dining room table. It
had been a warmer than they're used to day so the two men had decided to just eat some cold sandwiches and
some salad. Blair joined Jim, carrying some fresh fruit that he had just cut up and the two men sat down to their
dinner.

"Well, now that the weekend crowd is gone, maybe we could head over to the mall. Check out the Ugly Mug,"
Blair suggested. "I heard it's a pretty popular place to go." Jim made a pretense of thinking about that suggestion,
although he had already decided to do whatever his Guide wanted.

"Sounds good to me, but remember that we're going out fishing tomorrow,"

"I remember. What time do we have to be there?"

"The boat leaves at 7:30, so I think it would smart if we took off around ten after. We can stop at the WaWa to
pick up some drinks for the trip."

"Cool. I can't wait. Man, it's been like forever since I've gone deep-sea fishing. Hey, do you think we could go
crabbing some time?"

"No problem. Maybe later in the week. We can go over to Wildwood. I heard someone mention that there was a
place that rents out boats and crabbing equipment."

Jim and Blair finished their dinner in companionable silence, enjoying the other man's company. Afterwards,
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they cleaned up the tiny kitchen and went to sit out on the front porch to read a bit in the fading afternoon sun.
Around nine they walked towards the mall, foregoing the rental car, not wanting to worry about drinking and
driving. Jim's senses focused in on the younger man, cataloging everything that they could, from the way that the
full moon bathed the man in white light, to the salt air that combined with his own essence. It made Jim want to
take Blair's hand in his own, letting the world know that he was his.

"Dial it down, man," Blair said softly, as the two neared the arcade that lined the small boardwalk area. Around
them were laughing families and couples, all out enjoying the warm July evening. Jim heard Blair sigh and looked
over at his Guide, catching the look of wishfulness on his face.

"What's up, Chief?" Blair looked up at Jim and smiled at the look of concern that crossed Jim's face.

"Nothing." At Jim's disbelieving look, Blair capitulated. "Look, man, it's just that we're having such a good time
and all. I don't want to bring it down any." Now Jim was really worried. It wasn't like Blair to keep things in. It
was always Jim who was reluctant to talk about his feelings.

"Come on, Chief. Out with it."

"Don't get me wrong, Jim. I'm having a great time here and I can't believe you did all of this. I don't even want to
think about how much this trip is costing you."

"But?"

"But, it's just seeing all of the families and couples. It makes me think about what's missing in my life." Jim pulled
Blair over towards one of the benches that lined the boardwalk. He didn't like how quiet his partner was and
wanted to do everything he could to help him get out of the funk he seemed to be in.

"I mean, don't get me wrong, Jim. I love my mom and I know she did the best that she could being a single mom
and all, but sometimes I wish I had a normal childhood. That we didn't always move around as much as we did.
That we could have stayed someplace long enough that I could have actually had real friends. I think that's my
main problem with my relationships. I'm so used to leaving that I'm not willing to get too serious just in case
something happens."

"But you and I have been together for over three years, Chief," Jim pointed out. "That should tell you
something." Jim moved closer to Blair, putting his arm around the younger man. He listened and heard Blair's
heart speed up at the familiar, yet intimate, touch. Blair looked up at Jim, love apparent in his blue eyes.

"Maybe it does," he quietly answered. Blair turned a bit to look out at the dark expanse of ocean. "You're the
best friend that I've always wanted. You've given me something I never thought I would have. Stability. A home.
Even with all that crap that went down with Alex, there was still a part of you that protected me and I don't
know how I can ever thank you for that."

"Thank me for what? Kicking you out of your home? Getting you killed? Why in the world would you thank me
for any of that?" Blair turned to face Jim again, taking the hand that was resting in the older man's lap in his own.

"Jim, man, we've been through all of this before and I told you already that I understand what happened," Blair
patiently explained. "It wasn't your fault. What happened with Alex had to do with some sort of genetic thing
with Sentinels. Your senses were going crazy. I remember what the loft looked like when Megan and I showed
up. It was even worse than when I first moved in. You were feeling threatened and you lashed out. Damn, Jim,
I've lived with you for over three years. Don't you think I've gotten to understand you a little?" Blair leaned in
closer to Jim, closing any remaining personal space there was. "Trust me, Jim, no matter what, I know you didn't
mean to hurt me and I forgive you."

"How did I get so lucky to have you as a friend?" Blair grinned at his Sentinel.
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"Must have been a great guy in a previous life."

"Must be it." Jim grew serious, squeezing Blair's hand. "Chief, I have something I need to tell you, but I'm not
exactly sure how you'll react to it." Blair grew concerned at Jim's pensiveness. "It's something I've been meaning
to tell you for a while but I've never had the nerve to."

"Just spit it out, Jim." Jim took a deep breath, gathering all the strength he could to do what he promised himself
he would.

"I wanted to tell you that I love you." Blair stared at Jim, unable to believe that he heard the words that he
wanted to hear for years.

"Jim?"

"I don't know how or when it happened. All I know is that one-day, I discovered that I couldn't live my life
without you. You are the other half of my soul. You make me complete and I want to spend the rest of my life
trying to make you happy." Blue eyes met and Jim could see the unshed tears in Blair's. "Chief?"

"That's the nicest thing I've ever had someone tell me." Blair wrapped his arms around Jim, pulling the other man
into an embrace. "And just so you know," he whispered, "I love you, too."

Jim pulled back a bit, allowing himself the luxury of looking at Blair and suddenly having lost the desire to spend
the evening in a smoky bar. "Let's go home, Blair."

"Yeah, I like that." Jim stood, offering his hand to Blair, who took it willingly, and that's how they walked back
to the house that suddenly was going to find only one bedroom in use.

***

Blair couldn't believe the way his and Jim's vacation was turning out. When the Sentinel had first mentioned the
trip to the Jersey Shore, Blair had figured it would just be as two friends, but now, a week after they had arrived,
he and Jim were now, officially, a couple and all of the anthropologist's dreams were coming true.

Damn, how did I get so lucky? he mused as he sat in the Saturday traffic. Blair was making his way back onto
the island, having gone to a fruit stand he and Jim had discovered their fourth day there. He had wanted to pick
up some fresh picked corn and berries. I never thought that Jim could ever really love me. I was so content with
what I had. Leave it to Jim to turn my world on its ear.

Finally, Blair made the turn that would lead him back to the house and left behind the weekend traffic that made
Cape May's population explode during the summer month's. A few minutes later, he pulled the car into the
driveway, surprised to find another one already there. Blair wondered whom it belonged to as he gathered up his
purchases and made his way into the house. His question was answered as soon as he opened the back door.
Their captain's booming voice was heard ribbing his partner.

"So, Ellison, have you decided to stay and become the beach bum that we know you want to be," Simon joked,
not noticing Blair's arrival. The young man put down the bags he was carrying and went to join the others in the
living room.

"It's tempting, Simon, but I don't think I would be able to talk Sandburg into it. What do you think, Chief?" Jim
didn't even look up as Blair entered the room, having already sensed that his Guide had arrived home.

"Nah, why would we want to live here when that would mean that we'd be missing out on all of the homicidal
excitement that is Cascade? Hey, Simon, what are you doing here?" Blair automatically went over to sit by Jim,
who placed his arm around Blair's shoulders, pulling him closer. Blair tensed, wondering what Simon was going
to say at the obvious change in the relationship between Guide and Sentinel.
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"Jim mentioned how much room there was in this place, so I thought that it would be a nice change of pace for
me and Darryl," the police captain answered, not saying a word about how close the two men that he considered
friends were sitting. About damn time the two of them finally admitted their feelings.

"Darryl's here, too. Cool."

"Yeah and he's already made his way to the beach," Jim commented. "Couldn't wait to check out all the girls in
their bathing suits." Jim, Blair and Simon all laughed, knowing exactly what the youngest member of their group
was hoping for.

"So, Sandburg," Simon started, "seems more than relaxing has been going on between you two." Blair
immediately stiffened at Jim's side, but Jim gave him a comforting squeeze.

"Jim told you," Blair stated.

"Didn't have much of a choice there, Chief," Jim explained. "Had to tell them something about why three of the
bedrooms here weren't being used." Blair blushed at that comment. He and Jim had taken to sharing the front
bedroom the same night that they had finally admitted their love for each other, although they hadn't gone any
further than cuddling, necking, even going as far as mutual hand jobs. Neither man had ever even considered
being with another man and they didn't want to risk hurting the other because they didn't know what they were
doing. Blair looked over at his boss and tried to gauge his reaction to the news of their relationship. Simon saw
the worry and doubt in the younger man's eyes and took pity on him.

"Don't worry, Sandburg," he assured Blair. "Like I told Jim. As long as you keep it out of the bullpen, I don't
have a problem with it. As a matter of fact, you're going to make Rafe a very happy man."

"Rafe? Why?"

"It seems as if there's been a pool as to when we would finally admit that we're in love," Jim answered. "Rafe
had it as being within a week of our being here. Seems that's another reason why Simon showed up."

"Hey, I needed to see who my money was going to," Simon replied, indignantly.

"So, you're telling us that everyone was waiting for Jim and I to get together?"

"Actually, there were quite a few people who thought the two of you were already a couple and just didn't want
to tell anybody," Simon corrected. "They never said anything because they respected your right to privacy."
Blair took in the information he was being given, stunned to hear that their friends had already believed they had
been a couple. 'Go figure, although I will get them for that whole pool deal.'

"This is, like, too much. Damn, how could we have missed this?"

"Don't know, Chief. And here I thought I was a detective," Jim quipped. Blair shook his head again at the same
time as his stomach decided to make its presence known.

"Seems there's my clue to start thinking about lunch." Blair made to stand up and was stopped by Jim, who
pulled him towards himself, dropping a quick kiss on his lips. "What was that for?"

"No reason," Jim smiled, Blair returned it with one of his own. "Just wanted to."

"Good enough for me." Blair jumped to his feet and stopped dead when he saw Simon. He had completely
forgotten about the other man. Simon just grinned at the couple. "Ummm..."

"Relax, Sandburg. I already told you I'm okay with you two being together," Simon reminded Blair. Blair smiled
over at Simon and then headed into the kitchen.
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"Anyone else hungry?" Blair called out.

"I could go for some food, Chief," Jim replied.

"Simon?"

"If you're offering, I'm accepting," the captain of Major Crimes answered. Jim and Simon listened as Blair made
noises in the kitchen, preparing lunch for everyone. After a few minutes, Simon turned to his friend. "Jim, I hope
you know what a lucky bastard you are. He's definitely a keeper."

"I know, Simon and I'm just grateful that he's in my life. After what happened with Carolyn, I had basically given
up on the idea that I could be happy with anyone. I mean, hell, you know how our marriage was."

"True," Simon chuckled, "the two of you made better friends than you ever did as spouses. I never did
understand why you actually got married to her. Nothing against you or Carolyn, but I could have told the two of
you that it wasn't going to work out."

"I wish you had," Jim said. "It probably would have saved us both a lot of heartache. But, like I was saying, after
my marriage ended, I figured that I just wasn't the commitment kind of guy. That I simply wasn't able to give
someone that part of myself, but then, along came Blair and all that's changed. Hell, I knew the kid for a few
weeks and he was moving in with me. I should have known something was up right there when one week turned
into three years. That's longer than Carolyn and I were even together."

"Look, Jim, I'm about to say something that, three years ago, I would never have admitted." Simon paused,
making sure he had his detective's attention. "You know how I felt when you first brought Sandburg to the
station and presented him as your cousin. I saw this neo-hippie and listened to you talk about him being a ride
along and I seriously started to question your sanity. Then, a few weeks later, I began to notice the changes in
you. I'm not afraid to say it, Jim, but before Sandburg became your partner, you were a mean bastard. You not
wanting a partner after Jack disappeared wasn't really a big deal. Nobody wanted to be partnered with you
anyway. You scared the hell out of them and we aren't talking about a bunch of sissies. Then the kid shows up
and it's like he had this calming effect on you. I can still remember the worry in your voice when Kincaid had
taken over the station. And then, a few weeks later, he had been taken by Lash. I was waiting for you to take out
Carolyn when she was reluctant to help. No matter what you might say, you're feelings for him have been there
almost from the beginning and I think the same can be said for his."

Jim thought about what Simon was saying and had to admit it was true. There was something about Blair that had
called to him, even in the hospital. It was why he ended up going to see the grad student, even knowing about the
deception at the hospital. Blair gave Jim something that he didn't even know he needed any more. A sense of
family.

"Lunch is ready guys," Blair called from the dining room. "Come and get it."

"I think we're being paged, Simon," Jim joked as he stood up from the couch. Simon went to join him. "And
you're right. I've always loved him and I don't deserve him but I'm going to do my damnedest to make sure that
he's happy. He deserves that much and more."

"That's all anyone can ask, Jim."

***

The next few days were spent showing Simon around the island. The three men had given up on automatically
including Darryl in any of their plans when the teenager had brought home a girl that he had met on the beach
that first day. When it turned out that she was spending the summer there at her parent's place down the street,
Darryl had taken to spending as much time as possible with her. Simon had even gotten his ex-wife to agree to
allow Darryl to stay with Jim and Blair an extra week as a pre-school present.
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Simon watched his friends closely, trying to see how the change in status to their relationship had affected the
way they interacted in public and hadn't seen any change. Jim and Blair had always been touchy feely before,
and that still remained the same. The captain was glad to see that, knowing that things wouldn't be easy for them
back at the station if word got out. The detectives in Major Crimes might be accepting of them being a couple,
but Simon wasn't naïve enough to think that others might be so understanding.

"Hey, Simon, can you bring me out that corn and I'll toss it on the grill," Jim called from the back porch. It was
late afternoon and the men had spent the day crabbing out in the bay. They had actually been quite successful,
having caught about four dozen, making sure to throw back the smaller ones. Once they had returned to the
house, Blair threw them into a pot with some Old Bay, while Simon made a salad and Jim fired up the grill for
some steaks and corn.

"Here you go," Simon said, handing Jim the ears of freshly picked corn. "Damn, those steaks smell good. Where
did you say you picked them up?"

"From this butcher shop in Philadelphia; Blair and I stopped in before we got here," Jim replied, taking the corn
from his boss and placing it on the grill. "We may have to stop there before we leave and get a cooler full of food
for back in Cascade."

"Well, let me know and I might have you pick me up some, too." Their conversation was interrupted by an
unexpected voice coming from the front yard.

"Hello, where is everyone?" Jim looked over at Blair, who raised his eyebrows at his partner.

"Don't look at me, Chief. I didn't know she was coming." Blair stood up and went into the house to greet the new
arrival.

"Naomi, what are you doing here?" Blair asked his mother, going over and giving his mother a hug. "I didn't
know you were going to be here."

"Well, I was in the neighborhood and Jim had told me he was planning on bringing you here," she explained.
"And he gave me the address in case I needed it, so I just thought that I would stop in and see how my favorite
son was doing."

"Mom, unless you've been holding out on me, I'm your only son."

"Ahhh, but all the more reason for you to be my favorite son," she pointed out, as if it made the most sense in the
world.

"Naomi, what a surprise," Jim stated, giving Naomi a kiss as a greeting. "Why didn't you tell me you were
planning on visiting?"

"It was a last minute decision," she replied. "Hello, Captain Banks," Naomi greeted Simon, who had entered the
house behind Jim.

"Ms. Sandburg. It's a pleasure to see you as usual. You're looking as lovely as always."

"Thank you." Naomi wrapped her arm around Blair's shoulder. "So, honey, where can your mother put her
things?"

"You're staying here?" Blair gulped, looking over at Jim.

"Of course," she answered. "Where else would I want to stay? Besides, it’s been so long since you and I have
been able to spend any time together, I figured this would be the perfect opportunity. I'm sure Jim wouldn't mind
having some alone time."
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"Mom, Jim and I have kind of made plans with Simon for the rest of this week."

"Blair, this is a vacation. There are no plans that can't be changed," she reasoned. "Trust me, Jim won't mind if
you and I spend time together, would you Jim?"

"Of course not, Naomi," Jim told her, lying through his teeth. He had hoped to spend as much time as possible
with his Guide and he hated the thought of as much as an hour passing without Blair at his side. "So, how long
are you planning on staying?"

"Well, I don't have to be anywhere in the immediate future, so I figured I could stay until it was time for you two
to head back to Cascade, if that's all right." Naomi smiled at her son, knowing how pleased he would be at the
prospect of having Naomi with him for that length of time. She knew how much Blair hated the fact that she
wasn't around as much as he would like and hoped that this would go a way to rectifying those feelings.

"That'd be great, Mom," Blair gulped. "Why don't I take your bags and I can show you were you can sleep. Are
you hungry? We were just about to eat. Jim can throw on an extra ear of corn for you and we have fresh crabs.
I'd offer you steak, but I know how you feel about red meat."

"Blair, breathe," Naomi chided. "You're babbling, Sweetie." Naomi grabbed one of her bags while Blair took the
other. "Why don't you show me my room and we can get caught up." The two Sandburgs made their way
upstairs while Jim and Simon went back out to the back deck.

"Well, I have to say, things have just gotten more interesting," Simon commented.

"Tell me about it," Jim agreed, looking up towards the room that his partner's mother would be using.

"What are you going to do now?" At Jim's confused look, Simon elaborated. "About you and Sandburg. The two
of you have been sharing the same room and, while Darryl and I haven't minded, how do you think Naomi will
react to her baby boy being involved with a pig?"

"She's pretty much accepted me as a part of Blair's life."

"Yeah, but that was just when she thought the two of you were friends. It might be different now that you two
are a couple," Simon pointed out. "Not to mention the whole male/male thing."

"Naomi always taught Blair that it isn't the wrapping that counts, only what's inside," Jim replied. "I'm sure
Naomi won't have a problem with Blair being in a relationship with another man and she and I have ironed out
our differences. It should be fine."

"I hope you're right," Simon told his friend, all the while both knowing that there was a good chance it would be
anything but okay.

Later that night, Blair and Naomi were heading back to the house after a walk along the beach. They had spent
an enjoyable evening catching up, with Naomi doing most of the talking. Even growing up with Naomi as a
mother, he was still surprised at how nomadic her life truly was, especially after having spent the past three years
settled down with Jim. Blair couldn't even fathom having that kind of life again.

"So, Blair, Sweetie, tell me something."

"What do you want to know, Mom?" Blair asked wearily. There was something in Naomi's voice that Blair didn't
trust.

"Well, we've spent most of the day talking about my life and you haven't really told me anything about what's
been going on with you. How's school going? Are you getting any closer to finishing your dissertation? Is there a
special someone in your life?"
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"School is going okay. Classes start a week after we get back to Cascade. My diss is going fine. I'm still collecting
data for it. I just have to actually get writing it. And as for someone special in my life, the answer to that is yes."
Naomi turned excitedly to her son.

"Really. Oh, honey, that's fantastic. You have to tell me all about her. How did you meet? What's she like? How
serious are you about her?" Naomi failed to notice how Blair began to fidget.

"Mom, it's kind of complicated."

"All relationships are, sweetie. Let's start with the easy questions. How long have you known her?"

"We met a little over three years ago. We started off as friends and it's progressed from there. We just recently
admitted our feelings for each other."

"Really? Those are the best kind of relationships. The ones that start off as friends, but how does she feel about
you being gone? I mean, if the two of you just got together, it must not have been easy to leave her for three
weeks." Blair took a deep breath as the house came into view. He could see Jim and Simon on the front porch
talking.

"Well, see, Mom, that's the thing. This other person isn't a she, it's a he. It's Jim." Naomi stopped dead in her
tracks, staring at Blair as if he had just grown a third head. "Mom?"

"Jim?" Blair nodded his head. "You're involved with Jim?" She looked over towards the house and then back at
her son, who could see tears forming in her eyes. "Oh, baby, how could you?"

"Mom?"

"How could you fall for a pig? And a male one at that. I swear, if I wasn't so against violence I would kill him for
seducing you. First he gets you involved in his police work and now this. That bastard."

"But I thought you liked Jim," Blair said, shocked at his mother's outburst. Her voice must have carried because
he saw Jim looking over towards them, rising from his seat. Blair signaled him to stay where he was and to let
him deal with his mother.

"That was when I thought you were only dealing with him for your thesis, but now this. Oh Blair, that's it, you
have to move. I have this friend who owns a resort in Sedona and I'm sure she would love for you to come for a
visit. That's perfect. Wouldn't you like that? Just the two of us just like the old days. You can put off teaching for
a semester or two, just until you get over this foolishness of yours."

Blair sighed as he recognized the signs of a true Naomi Sandburg rant. "It's only a phase here. Trust me, you
aren't the first person to go through something like this. It's perfectly naturally to think you're in love with Jim.
He's your best friend. It's just that I know it isn't how you really feel and if you think about it, you'll realize I'm
right. You've just been spending too much time with the police. What you need is to get away and spend time in
nature and with others like yourself. People who have the same interests as you. People who don't want you to
be something that you aren't."

"Mom, I don't need to go anywhere," Blair patiently tried to explain. "I'm right where I want to be. Where I
belong. With Jim. I love him and he loves me."

"Blair, you don't know what you're talking about," Naomi protested. "You can't. If you did, then you would
know how wrong it is for you to even think of being involved with Jim Ellison."

"Mom, there is nothing wrong with my being involved with Jim," Blair tried to argue, having a feeling that he
was fighting for a lost cause. "Jim makes me happy. Sure, things haven't always been wine and roses, but no
relationship is perfect. Actually, I think it's our faults that make Jim and I perfect together. We compliment each
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other and I really can't see myself being with anyone else."

"Blair Jacob Sandburg, I refuse to allow you to involve yourself any further with Jim," Naomi ordered, her voice
becoming harsh. "In fact, I think it would be for the best if we just go back to the house, pack your things and
leave tonight. There's no need for you to stay here any longer. We can get the rest of your things from the loft
later."

Blair stared at his mother in shock. He couldn't believe what he was hearing. Naomi was literally telling him what
he was to do, not asking. She had never been like that, not even when he was a child. Sure, she might not have
liked some of his decisions and would try to get him to change his mind, but she never flat out ordered him to do
something and now he was torn. He loved his mother and didn't want to do anything to hurt her but, at the same
time, he loved Jim and wanted to spend the rest of his life with the Sentinel. Jim had been the first person to give
him a true home. Even though Naomi had done her best raising him, it was Jim that had made him feel truly safe
and loved and that made Blair's decision easier.

"I'm sorry, Naomi, but you already know how I feel about people giving me ultimatums," came Blair's reply.
"Don't do it unless you're willing to be on the losing side of it." Naomi looked at her son in shock.

"Blair, you can't possibly be willing to tell me that you would choose being with Jim over what I want for you."

"That's exactly what I'm telling you, Naomi," Blair said, no trace of his normal good nature in his voice. "If you
make me choose, you will be the one left alone, not Jim." Naomi looked at her son, trying to discern how serious
the threat was and saw that he was indeed choosing Jim over her. She felt a rush of sadness over the loss of her
son's innocence and conceded that maybe it was time to let him go, whether she wanted to or not.

"Are you sure about that, Blair?" Blair nodded curtly at his mother; sorry that he was hurting her but he refused
to allow her to ruin what he considered to be the best thing in his life. Naomi leaned over and kissed him on the
cheek. "Then, have it your way. Be with Jim. But I want you to know, no matter what, that I'll always love you
and that, when the time comes that you have finally seen that I was right, you'll know how to get in touch with
me."

Blair watched as Naomi made her way back to the house, ignoring Jim when she finally reached the porch. Blair
followed at a more sedate pace, upset at the thought that his love for Jim might have cost him his mother's love
for him. He hoped that, in time, Naomi would realize that he and Jim did belong together and accept them as a
couple, just as she had accepted them as friends and partners.

Jim watched as his lover made his way towards him and went to join him on the sidewalk. Blair walked into Jim's
open arms, not a word needing to be said. Jim had heard the whole conversation from the patio and knew how
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much his mother's rejection must have been hurting Blair. While Jim was glad that Blair had chosen to remain by
his side, he couldn't help but wonder if Blair resented him for having to choose between the two. As if reading
his mind, Blair answered that question.

"I don't regret it, Jim," Blair told him. "I love you with all of my heart and, as much as I love my mother, if she
can't accept us being together, then I don't want her around. We've both been through so much that it's not fair
that we have to deal with whatever prejudices she might be holding towards you."

"Are you sure, Blair?" Jim questioned, not loosening his hold on the younger man. He placed a kiss on the unruly
curls that adorned Blair's head, wanting to comfort the other man. Blair looked up at the Sentinel and he could
see the love in the ice blue orbs that stared at him.

"Positive, Jim. I love you. I always have and I always will." Jim smiled gently as he leaned forward and took
Blair's lips with his, showing him just how much he loved him. While in the back of his mind, Jim still questioned
the decision to choose him over Naomi, he was glad to have his Guide in his arms.

***

Two weeks later, Jim was looking around the small house that had come to mean so much to him. Blair was
going through the upstairs, making sure that everything was locked up and that they hadn't forgotten anything.
Darryl was out front, saying his final good byes to his new girlfriend, promising to keep in touch, no matter the
distance. The Sentinel actually found himself regretting that it was time to go and it was for more than the usual,
vacation's over mood. This was the place that he had finally gotten everything he had ever wanted. Blair
Sandburg as his lover and mate. For that one reason alone, Cape May had found a place in his heart and he knew
that even if he never returned here, it would always be the place that meant the most to him.

"Hey, Chief, time to get a move on or we're gonna miss our plane," Jim called to his lover, who was already
making his way down the stairs.

"Oh please, Jim. Like you didn't leave us enough time to get in some last minute shopping at the Terminal," Blair
chided his lover, coming over to kiss him. The two men held each other closely, relishing the last few minutes of
their vacation. "You know, I'm gonna miss this place."

"Yeah, so am I."

"Do you think we might come back here someday?"

"That's always a possibility," Jim admitted. "Maybe for our anniversary." Blair looked up at Jim, his happiness
radiating in his eyes.

"I would like that Jim. This will always be our special place."

"That it will be, Chief. That it will be." And with one final look around, the two men went out, locking the house
up behind them. They didn't know what would happen when they returned to Cascade and to the grind that was
their real lives, but they knew that they would be able to handle anything because they would be together.

***

1999

"Tabatha Anne, get back here," Jim called out to the young girl that had instantly jumped from the rental car and
started running across the street.

"But Daddy Jim, I want to go check out the boats," the ten year old whined. Her face held the pout that she had
learned usually got her whatever she wanted from her fathers.
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"You'll have plenty of time to look at the boats. We're going to be here for three weeks," Blair pointed out,
unpacking the boxes that were loading down the car. "Right now, though, why don't you help us unpack the car,
or do you like the idea of not having any sheets on your bed."

"Fine, I'll help unpack." The small blonde haired girl looked back once more at the boats that were making their
way into the bay that faced the house that would be the unconventional family's home for the next three weeks
and went to where her fathers were unpacking their things.

Jim had decided that for their first anniversary, he would take Blair to another shore town that held special
memories for the man that he loved, Ship Bottom on Long Beach Island, New Jersey. They were renting a two
bedroom, two-bath home that was across the street from the Barnegat Bay and three blocks from the Atlantic
Ocean. It was the perfect place for the two men to spend their first true vacation with their adopted daughter,
Tabatha.

Tabatha's entrance into their lives was the biggest hurdle they had faced over the past year. She had come to
them from Jim's brother Stephen about four months into their relationship. Her mother had died, leaving Tabbi,
as she preferred being called, in the care of Stephen, who hadn't even seen his daughter since the day she had
been born. Stephen had quickly decided that he wasn't fit to be a father, preferring his lifestyle of travel and
women to the responsibilities inherent with parenthood. He had been prepared to leave Tabbi in the care of
either his father or social services, but Jim had taken one look at the blue eyed creature and was instantly
smitten. He had discussed it with Blair and the next thing they knew, Blair's old room was being turned into the
new home of a ten year old girl, who quickly had both men firmly wrapped around her little finger, along with
most of Jim's co-workers in Major Crimes and the secretaries at Hargrove Hall, Tabatha became one spoiled little
girl.

Jim picked the little girl up, swinging her around, causing her to giggle. "Daddy Jim, put me down," she laughed.
Jim did as she asked, bending down to kiss her cheek.

"Love you, kitten."

"Love you, too." Tabbi grabbed the bag that contained her books and music and headed into the house. Blair
walked over and wrapped his arms around his husband, looking towards the door that their daughter had just
disappeared into.

"What about me, Daddy Jim?" Blair asked, laughter in his voice. "Do you love me, too?" Jim returned the
embrace, dropping a kiss on Blair's lips.

"Do you even have to ask that question?" Blair quirked his eyebrows, causing Jim to sigh at the familiar gesture.
He kissed Blair again, this time allowing the love and passion he felt for the younger man to show through it.
"Blair, I love you with everything that I am. Until you came into my life, I had no idea that what I feel towards
you was even possible. You make my life worth living and I am thankful everyday that you found me."

Blair stared, awestruck, at his Sentinel. Damn, just when I think that Jim can't surprise, he manages to do just
that. He hugged the bigger man closer to him, digging into the warmth that he had come to crave and reveling in
the love that he was being offered.

"I love you, too, Jim. So damn much." The two men just stood there for a few more minutes, just holding each
other, content in the other's presence.

"Goddess, can't the two of you keep your hands off each other," came a teasing voice. Jim and Blair turned to
face their daughter who was smiling at them from the front door. "The two of you are like two horny teenagers.
All that touching and hugging and kissing. It's enough to make a girl sick." Jim and Blair looked at each other and
then back at their daughter, smiling at Tabbi.

"Yeah, well, if you're that sick, I guess that means you'll have to stay inside for the next couple of days instead of
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hanging at the beach and doing the whole vacation thing," Blair threw back at her.

"Hey, I never said I was sick, just that it was enough for the possibility to come out," she retorted. She walked
over to her fathers, who quickly engulfed her in their arms. "I love you both."

"We love you, too, kitten," Blair replied, finally tearing himself away from his family. "Now what say we unpack
that car and start this whole family vacation thing?"

"Works for me," Sentinel and daughter answered together, grinning at each other. "Jinx." Blair smiled at his
family, feeling true contentment at finally finding his place.

Finally finding his home.

Later that evening, after settling in and putting Tabbi to bed, the two men snuggled together on the couch, the
baseball game on the television, volume turned down low. They had spent the day unpacking the things they had
brought with them and unwinding from the airplane trip and dealing with making sure that everything had arrived
safely. Unlike the year before, when Jim had brought everything with them on the plane, this year they had made
arrangements with their realtor to ship what they needed ahead of time, only bringing with them their clothes and
any last minute items they had forgotten. But, like the year before, the family had stopped in Philadelphia to pick
up some of the meats and treats that Jim and Blair had quickly gotten addicted to.

After they had unpacked, the family had walked the three blocks to the beach, enjoying the late afternoon sun
and a dip in the sun warmed Atlantic. Jim and Blair relaxed, enjoying the first bit of quiet time they had had
since Tabbi had some into their lives. While they cherished their daughter and would fight tooth and nail to keep
her, the timing of the addition to the Sentinel household had been awkward. Blair was still trying to reconcile the
fact that Naomi had stood by her decision to stay out of his life as long as he was involved with Jim, not even
acknowledging his email telling her that she was now a grandmother.

Then, one of Jim's old lovers had come to town, hoping to rekindle their relationship, which in turn had put a
strain on his own with Blair. When it turned out that she had been trying to use him in a plan to murder her
husband, another old friend of Jim's, the Sentinel had taken it hard. The discovery that another old lover of the
Sentinel's was an assassin for hire had almost led him to believe that he was truly not lovable, or that only those
that had cruel intentions could be attracted to him. It had taken all of Blair's love and affection, along with the
newly discovered Tabatha, to convince Jim that he was truly worthy of their love. It had been a close call but
they had overcome it and had become stronger.

Things hadn't gotten much easier for Blair, either. Having decided that he had put it off long enough, Blair had
finally decided to finish his dissertation. Knowing that if he turned in his original paper on Sentinels, there would
be more than a good chance that Jim's identity would be found out no matter what he did to try and hide it, Blair
had decided to go ahead with the closed societies study he did on the police force. Jim had been so touched at
the obvious love in Blair's gesture that he had taken the young man to Hawaii so that they could get married,
their new daughter looking on. Then, immediately afterwards, Simon had surprised the couple by announcing
that Blair was going to be a paid consultant to the police force. While that meant that he would occasionally
have to help out detectives in other departments, Blair was still constantly seen by Jim's side. But now, finally,
things had settled down for them all and Jim and Blair were happy to have a chance to themselves.

"I think Tabbi likes it here," Blair stated, breaking the comfortable silence that had fallen between them.

"I think so, too. She's already met some kids her own age and I think it's safe enough for her to go out on her
own," Jim told his mate. "I know she liked the idea of having a little bit of freedom." Blair chuckled at that.

"I bet. Having a Sentinel police detective as a father can be a bit on the intimidating side. I can't wait until she
starts dating and brings home her first boyfriend."

"Never gonna happen, Chief," Jim firmly said. "I've already decided that Tabbi can't date until she's at least
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thirty-five." Blair's chuckles turned into all out guffaws at Jim's announcement. Jim watched, patiently, as his
partner tried to rein in his laughter.

"Somehow, hun, I don't think that's exactly gonna be an option," he told him. "You're just going to have to
swallow your pride and admit that out beautiful little girl will one day be a major heartbreaker with kids lined up
around the block." Jim sighed, knowing that Blair was right.

"I know but that doesn't mean I have to like it." Blair leaned up and kissed Jim deeply.

"I know, sweetheart. But at least it isn't something we're going to have to worry about for a little while." Any
other serious talking was still as the two men lost themselves in their love for each other.

"Knock on wood," Jim commented, doing exactly that to the table in front of them. Blair snuggled closer into his
husband's embrace. No matter how often they sat like this, he could never get enough of Jim's arms around him.

"Have I told you that I love you lately?"

"Oh, not for at least ten or twenty minutes," Jim pouted. "I'm beginning to think you're just using me for the sex."

"Oh I am," Blair shot back. "I mean, hey, it is unbelievably fantastic. It's your best talent."

"But you're biased," Jim pecked Blair's nose with a kiss.

"That might be, but that doesn't mean it isn't true," the anthropologist pointed out. "Just because I love you so
much that I don't think I would be able to survive it if something happened to you, doesn't mean that I can't spot
your flaws from a mile away."

"Flaws? What flaws?" Jim growled, but the smile on his face took away any menace that might have been in it.
Blair turned in his husband's arms, wrapping his own arms around his neck and his legs around Jim's waist.

"Let's see. First there's the color coded Tupperware," Blair punctuated that one while suckling Jim's neck.

"Mmmmhmmmm."

"Then there's the no clothes on the floor." Blair moved his attention to Jim's throat, nipping at the Adam's apple
there and causing Jim's grip to tighten around him.

"I got rid of that rule along time ago," the Sentinel reminded his mate.

"True. I think it disappeared around the same time as the no sex in the loft one."

"Seemed counter-productive to what I wanted.." Blair's only reply was a bruising kiss. The two men stayed that
way, exchanging kisses and caresses until they were both panting and hard. Finally, they pulled apart.

"Damn, the day I get tired of this will be the day they bury me," Jim whispered to his love.

"I love you, too." Blair's eyes met the matching blue ones of his husband's. "Bedroom?" Jim nodded his
agreement and the two men made their way into the room they would be sharing while on vacation, eager to start
the loving that they enjoyed and grateful that their daughter now slept the entire night through and knew enough
to knock on the door to their room before entering.

***

The following week found the unconventional family of three touring the island. They visited everything, from
the lighthouse in Barnegat to the bird reservation in Beach Haven. Jim had even kept his word and allowed Tabbi
time to herself. They had arranged to rent bikes for them all and their daughter would often go out riding with the
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friends she had made on the beach. While Tabbi was out with the other children, Jim and Blair took advantage of
their being alone to renew their bond. Whether it was sitting on the upper deck of the house to watch the boats
and jet-skis across the bay, or making love in the afternoon, the two men continued to strengthen their bond.

"When do Simon and Megan arrive?" Blair asked, sated and warm from the loving that he and Jim had just
shared.

"Their plane landed sometime around three, so I figured they would be here after seven, giving them plenty of
time to get here and check into their hotel," Jim answered.

"Man, I still can't believe those two got together," Blair shook his head, which rested against his husband's chest,
his hair brushing against sensitized nipples and causing Jim to shiver. "Talk about a surprise."

"I know. Simon and I have been friends for awhile, but I never saw that one coming," Jim agreed. "I don't think
anyone else did, either." Jim and Blair had been two of the first people told of the relationship between the police
captain and the exchange officer from Australia. When the two of them had announced that they were getting
married, the two men had been happy for their friends. They had even helped Simon break the news to Darryl,
who at first thought that his dad getting remarried would mean that he wouldn't see Simon as much. Eventually
Darryl came around, seeing how much happier his father was now that he had someone to love, and stood up for
Simon at the wedding. The new couple hadn't been able to go on a honeymoon; an assassin by the name of
Zoeller had prevented that by putting both of them in the hospital, so they were going to use this vacation as one.

Blair looked over at the clock that was situated by the bed and noticed the time. "Damn, it's already five. Tabbi
should be back soon," he stated. "I told her to come home early so that she could get a shower and change."

"I swear, that girl brings home half the beach with her," James muttered, slowly sitting up and separating from his
lover's arms. "It's a good thing we have an outdoor shower here or we'd be finding sand in the house for days."

"Hate to break the news to you, big guy, but you bring back more with you when you go surfing," Blair grinned,
also getting up and grabbing the robe that was by the bed. "I'm still finding sand around the loft from the last time
you went surfing and that was two months ago." Jim didn't say anything to that, instead pulling the younger man
closer to him and kissing him passionately. Blair returned the kiss with an equal fervor before reluctantly pulling
away.

"If we start this now, there's no way we'll be presentable when Simon and Megan get here."

"Tabbi can entertain them," Jim said, even as he began to stand. "They prefer her company to ours anyway."

"Only because we can never keep our hands of each other," Blair noted. "Or so they say. I don't know what gave
them that idea." Blair grinned as Jim took him in his arms, pulling him close to him once more.
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"Neither do I, Chief," Jim leaned down and kissed the smiling man in his arms. "Why don't you go take the first
shower while I go start making the salads."

"Thanks." Blair was off, heading towards the bathroom while Jim went into the kitchen and started pulling out
the fruit that they had bought earlier that day at the farmer's market a few blocks away. Soon, apples, oranges,
pineapple and kiwi dotted the counter along with a variety of fresh picked Jersey fruit like strawberries,
blueberries and peaches. Jim listened to his lover as he took a shower, enjoying the coziness of the moment. He
finally had everything he wanted and he couldn't be happier.

"Hey, Dad, I'm home," Tabbi said as she pulled her bike into the driveway, her voice no more than a whisper
because she knew that at least one of her fathers would hear her. Jim looked out the kitchen window to see the
ten-year-old joined by another child, a boy who looked to be about twelve or thirteen. Tabbi saw her father in
the window and continued to whisper. "Dad, help. He won't leave me alone. I've tried everything." So engrossed
with whatever he was saying, the boy hadn't noticed that he didn't have Tabatha's attention.

"Tabatha, I'm glad you're home," Jim shouted from the front door. "I want you to go take a shower and then help
Blair with dinner. Simon and Megan are going to be here soon and you know they're going to want to see you"

"Where is Daddy Blair?" the young girl asked, knowing that the term would probably throw off her potential
suitor. "He promised that I would be able to make the hamburgers."

"He's getting out the shower," Jim answered, knowing exactly why his daughter said what she did. He listened as
the young man made some excuse and left. Tabbi came over and kissed her father on his cheek.

"Thanks, Dad. You're a lifesaver. Man, that guy was annoying."

"Where did you meet up with him? He doesn't look like one of your friends from the beach," he observed as he
ushered his daughter to the outdoor shower in the back.

"He's Steph's older brother," she explained. "He met up with us when we had gone to Stutz and I couldn't dodge
him."

"Where did you get money for Stutz?"

"Ummm," Tabbi didn't meet Jim's eyes. "Daddy Blair gave it to me."

"Oh he did, did he?" Jim growled. "I think me and your Daddy Blair are going to have to have a little talk about
your sugar intake."

"Come on, Dad," Tabatha whined. "You know he doesn't usually let me have a lot of candy. But this is supposed
to be a vacation and besides, he gave me enough to get you those Swedish fish you like." Jim smiled down at his
daughter, who was doing her best to keep her other father out of trouble.

"You're forgiven, so I guess I should forgive Blair, too, since there are Swedish fish involved." Tabbi smiled at
her father. "Now get into that shower. I'll go grab you a towel and some clothes to change into."

"Can I wear the blue dress that Uncle Simon and Aunt Megan gave me? That way I don't have to change to go
out tonight."

"And where do you think you're going? I thought you were going to stay here with us. We barely get to see you
anymore."

"Dad," Tabbi pouted, reminding Jim of Blair. "I'm meeting Stephie and some of the others over at Joe Pop's. It's
teen night, remember? Come on, you already said I could go."

"Well, then, I guess I should keep my promise." Tabbi's smile lit up her face and she jumped and gave Jim a big
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hug. He wrapped his arms around the young girl, returning the hug. "Now hurry up and don't use all the hot
water. I still have to take my shower and between you and Blair, I'm lucky to get ten minutes of lukewarm
water."

"No prob."

***

Later that night, two couples were relaxing after a filling dinner. Blair was sitting in an armchair, Jim perched on
the arm, while Simon and Megan were sitting side by side on the couch. Tabbi had left to go meet her friends
after having been given some extra spending money by the adults. The four friends were enjoying the cool
breeze that was making its way through the open windows from the bay.

"I don't know how you manage it, Ellison, but even on the other side of the country, you manage to find yourself
a nice place," Simon observed. Jim looked around the small house that was his temporary home.

"It helps to find a realtor you can trust," he answered. "Not to mention the fact that a lot of these places are
listed online." Blair looked up at his husband.

"So that's what you were doing on my laptop," he scolded. "And here I actually bought it when you said you
were trying to better yourself." Jim placed a kiss on the top of Blair's head.

"I was. Anything that makes you and Tabbi happy, makes me a better person." Gagging noises came from the
area of the new Mrs. Banks. "Problems, Connor?"

"No, mate," Megan grinned. "Just wondering when it got so thick in here with the sugar."

"Are you calling me sweet?" Jim asked, quirking his eyebrow and using his best ‘tell the truth or I will kill you’
voice which didn't work on anyone who actually knew him.

"Me, call you sweet, nevah," she drawled, doing a rather good impression of a Southern belle. "I would never do
something like that, now would I?"

"Yes," all three men answered at once, laughing together as they realized what they had done.

"Fine, I can just feel the love in the room," the Aussie declared. Simon leaned over and kissed his wife, who
smiled lovingly at him. "Ummmmm, much better."

"And now, who's being all sickeningly sweet?" Jim smiled.

"But we're on our honeymoon," Simon pointed out. "It's our prerogative to be sweet."

"Hey, we're on our honeymoon, too," Blair protested.

"Yes, but you're here with your daughter, while Darryl is with his mother," Simon said, again causing laughter
among the two couples. "Speaking of Tabbi, how are things going with her?" Jim and Blair both shrugged.

"Pretty good, considering," Jim answered. "She's settling in pretty nicely and she's even made some friends here.
Stephen stopped in for a few days our first week here on his way to Europe for some business thing."

"That must have been fun," Megan commented, dryly. The Aussie had little regard for the younger Ellison male,
especially since he had so easily given up custody of his daughter. She couldn't understand how someone could
have so little regard for their child.

"Like getting a tooth pulled," Blair snickered, barely loud enough for Jim to hear. The Sentinel took Blair's hand
in his, squeezing gently and letting him know that he didn't mind the semi-disparaging remark about his brother.
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"Things couldn't have gone better," Jim remarked. "As much as Stephen says he doesn't want to be a dad, I could
tell he didn't like the fact that Tabbi was only treating him like he was her uncle instead of her father."

"But he gave up his rights to being her dad," Megan commented. "He's not going to try and regain custody, is
he?" Jim and Blair sighed together, proving to the other couple, once more, how truly in sync with each other
they were.

"He says he isn't," Jim replied. "And I really don't think he wants custody of Tabbi."

"We think it's more the fact that Tabbi calls him Stephen and us Dad," Blair added. "I don't think Stephen
realized that letting us raise Tabbi truly meant that we would be her fathers. Sure, he's heard her call us Dad the
few times he's come over to the loft but hearing her friends call us her fathers really made him understand what
he had done."

"I love my brother, I really do," Jim finished. "It's just that he's always thought of himself. He wants the status
that being a family man will give him without any of the actual responsibility and I won't let him hurt Tabbi that
way. She's too special to be forced to be involved with any games that he wants to play."

"Well, then, I would say you two are doing the best thing for her," Simon stated. "You're letting her know that
she's loved and that the two of you will be there for her no matter what. That's what parenting is all about."

"Thanks, Simon." After that, the evening came to an end with promises of getting together the next day.

***

The next week and a half were spent the same way the first week had been. The family of three had done things
both together and separately. Activities had included crabbing, deep sea fishing and going to the local
amusement park and arcade. Tabbi spent a lot of time with her friends, enjoying the freedom that being in the
small shore town had allowed her to have. Jim and Blair enjoyed having time to themselves, also, finally getting
the honeymoon that police work and schoolwork had prevented them from getting when they had first made
their commitment to each other. Finally, when the time came for them to return home, it was as a family that had
truly come together.

***

2000

"Oh man, is it me, are or we bringing more and more things every year on these trips?" Blair moaned, collapsing
on the bed he would be sharing with his husband.

"I don't think it's you," Jim agreed, joining Blair on the bed. The younger man instinctively snuggled against the
bigger body in bed, who's arms wrapped around Blair, holding him close. "Tabbi and Mike in their room?"

"Of course not," Blair huffed. "You should know better than to expect two pre-teen girls to stay indoors on such
a beautiful day. Especially when the beach is just down the back steps to the porch."

"Ahhhhh, then let me take a guess. They've gone to investigate just what exactly the scenery consists of," Jim
laughed, thinking of how much their daughter had grown up in the past year. Suddenly, at the ripe young age of
eleven, Tabbi had discovered that boys weren't as ewww as she had thought. Jim hadn't been happy with that
development, but with Blair's help, he had been able to come to terms with it. The two men sat their daughter
down and explained to her what she was going through in terms of her body or what she was feeling, with Blair
doing the majority of the talking. Not for the first time, the way Naomi had raised her only son had been a
blessing. They made sure that Tabbi understood that she didn't have to go along with everyone else and could say
no. What Jim didn't say was that he would be much happier if his little girl would say no until she had a ring on
her finger, but he knew better than to expect that. But, he trusted his daughter, hoping that the way her mother
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and then he and Blair, had raised her would be enough to make sure that she stayed out of trouble.

"It's times like this when I wish we got Tabbi when she was still a baby," Blair sighed. "Give us more time to
enjoy her before she grows up." Jim kissed the top of Blair's head.

"That just makes whatever time we have with her all the more special." Jim stood up, reluctantly separating
himself from his lover and reached down a hand to help him up. "Come on, babe. Let's go get this unpacking
done since it appears that our daughter won't be any help."

The two men began to unpack the things that they had brought, making the shore house their temporary home.
Jim even did Tabbi's room for her and her friend, knowing that if he left it to the two girls, it would never get
done. This year's vacation was being spent in Ocean City, New Jersey. It was more of a family town, complete
with boardwalk which was within biking distance of their house. Wanting to spend some more alone time with
his husband this year, and not wanting Tabbi to feel lonely just in case she didn't meet anyone, Jim had arranged
for her friend, Mike, short for Michelle, to join them. The smile they had received from their daughter when she
heard that made any additional expense worth it.

When the two men finished, they grabbed a couple of beers and walked out onto the back deck which
overlooked the ocean. They had already run all of the errands they needed to, including a trip to the mainland for
beer and wine since Ocean City was a dry town, something done to encourage families to vacation there, and
were content to watch the late afternoon swimmers playing in the surf. Jim used his Sentinel sight to locate the
two girls that had disappeared a few hours before, not surprised at all to see them in a circle of children that
appeared to be the same age as them. Blair smiled, knowing exactly what his husband was doing.

"You know, it isn't exactly fair to use your senses to spy on your child," he chastised the detective. "She does
need some form of privacy." Jim blushed, realizing that he had been caught.

"It's just I worry sometimes," he admitted. "Especially being in a new place so far from home. Not to mention
how much convincing it took before Mike's parents agreed to let her come with us."

"Jim, sweet, I know how hard it is for you to let your protective instincts go, but Tabbi is a big girl. She knows
how to take care of herself."

"I know," the Sentinel protested, all the while never removing his eyes from the pre-teen, "but she's still our little
girl." Blair chuckled, thinking back to all of the trouble he had always managed to get into as a child. "What's so
funny?"

"I was just thinking of how much Naomi would probably get a kick out of seeing us now with Tabbi," Blair
answered, then sobered up some at the thought of his mother. Jim wrapped his arms around his husband,
knowing how much Naomi's silence hurt Blair. He silently cursed the red head for hurting Blair the way she had.
He didn't understand how a parent could deny their child their love because they didn't live up to their
expectations. Jim thanked god that his family not only accepted the fact that Blair and he were involved, William
and Stephen Ellison had whole heartedly welcomed him into the fold. "Jim, promise me something."

"Anything, love, you know that."

"Promise that, no matter what Tabbi does, we'll always support her," Blair asked quietly. Jim hugged Blair closer
to him.

"Of course we will, Chief," Jim kissed the top of Blair's head, finally turning away from the beach. "She's our
daughter and we've learned from the best on what not to do." Blair grinned at the not-so-obvious slight to their
parents. Jim was glad to see the smile that graced his lover's face. Blair pulled Jim's head down, allowing their
mouths to meet in a kiss that conveyed everything that he felt. Love. Passion. Warmth. Happiness. Contentment.

"Hey, Jim, you know there is one good thing about the fact that Tabbi makes friends so easily."
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"Oh, really?" Jim arched his eyebrow, wondering what Blair had on his mind. "What's that?"

"Just think of how much alone time it leaves us."

"Hmmmmm," Jim moved back a bit from Blair, a thoughtful expression on his face. "Whatever can we do with
that free time?"

"Not sure. Monopoly?"

"Too long."

"Scrabble?"

"That doctorate of yours beats me every time."

"Diablo?"

"Only one computer."

"Naked Twister?"

"Oh yeah, that one has definite possibilities." Laughing and holding each other, the two men went into their
home to enjoy the freedom that having an independent daughter would give them. Jim and Blair refused to think
about the relationships that had been lost to them because of their relationship, including the one that had hurt
the most, Naomi.

***

A week later, Simon and Jim were on the back deck, enjoying a cool drink and watching their children on the
beach. Darryl was scheduled to start Rainier in the fall and he was enjoying what he considered to be his last
summer of childhood. Mike and Tabbi were following the older boy around, a true case of hero worship. And
Darryl let them, feeling like their big brother and watching out for them.

"Darryl's really great with the girls," Jim commented. "He's got so much patience with them. Hell, he makes me
feel like they're safe enough to not have to keep an eye on them as much."

"He likes being able to play big brother to them," Simon replied. "Likes the feeling it gives him, not to mention
the fact that the girls love the idea of him being responsible like that." Jim chuckled, having noticed how Darryl
had received his share of attention from the opposite sex when they noticed his care towards the younger girls.

"Then I guess this is good practice for him." Simon turned to stare at his best detective.

"What are you talking about?"

"Please, Simon, I'm a Sentinel. Did you forget that I can hear someone's heartbeat. Or two, as the case may be.
Congratulations." Jim smiled at his old friend, glad to see the discomfort on the other man's face. He also saw a
hint of fear and uncertainty in his face. "Simon, this is something that you want right? You are happy about this?"

"Of course I'm happy," Simon stated hotly.

"But?"

"But, I don't know," Simon admitted. With Jim's continued silence, Simon took a few minutes to compose what
he wanted to say. "Don't get me wrong, Jim. I'm excited as hell that Megan is pregnant. I love her so damn much,
it's scary and I know how much she wants to be a mother."
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"Okay, hate to be repetitive, but?"

"But, what if I'm too old to be a father again? I'm almost fifty. Darryl's ready to go to college. Hell, by the time
this child is ready for college, I'll be retiring. There's no way I'll be able to do things with him, or her, that I did
with Darryl. What do I have to offer a child?" Finally, Simon admitted his fears and Jim nodded, listening
carefully to each and every one of them.

"I've always thought the offer of a father's unconditional love would be all that was needed to make a child
happy," Jim answered quietly. Simon realizing that the Sentinel was talking about his own childhood and the way
that his father had raised him. "Look, Simon, I know you have more experience at this whole fatherhood thing
than I do, but Blair and I did learn a few things growing up the way we did. We learned that a parent has to be
there for their child. Support them. Love them. Help with their algebra when they're stuck on a problem.
Basically, the same things you did with Darryl as he was growing up."

"As simple as that, huh?"

"Pretty much." Jim lightly hit Simon's shoulder. "Isn't that what you told me when Blair and I were trying to
decide what to do about Tabbi? It was damn good advice then, and it's still good advice now."

"I just don't want to screw it up." Simon turned his gaze upon his son again. "I made so many mistakes with
Darryl. I don't want to do that again."

"Simon, you're human. Of course you're going to make mistakes. It's what we do." Jim paused, making sure that
he had his friend's attention. "It's your job to make sure that you learn from them."

"When did you get so smart?" Simon asked, half in jest, causing Jim to chuckle.

"Blair asks me that same question quite often," Jim responded. "And I'll tell you the same thing I tell him. I've
always been smart, I just don't want to show it off and make the rest of you poor slobs feel inferior."

"Bite me, Ellison," Simon growled.

"Sorry, Sir. I only do that with Blair."

"Too much information, Detective. Way too much, as my son would say."

***

"So, Megan, now that we are three hours away from our respective husbands. Not to mention the fact that we
have both put a serious dent in our wallets, what was so important that you didn't want to talk about it at the
house?" Blair asked as he and Megan were shown to their table. They had decided to take a day to themselves
and head to New Hope, Pennsylvania, planning on doing some antiquing and browsing the various craft stores
that were located in the quaint town. For a break, they were at the Landing Restaurant and being seated at a
table that overlooked the Delaware River.

"What makes you think I had some ulterior motive to get you out here, Sandy?" Megan asked, trying to be the
picture of innocence and failing miserably. Blair gave her a look that told her how believable she was being.
Megan sighed as she realized that the time had indeed come to tell her friend what was bothering her. "I'm
pregnant," she blurted out.

"Hey, congratulations," Blair grinned, getting up and giving her a hug. When Megan didn't immediately return
the hug, he pulled back and looked over at the Aussie. "Megan, this is good news, right? You are happy about
this, aren't you?"

"I'm not sure," she admitted. At Blair's continued silence, Megan continued. "Yes, I want this baby. You know
how much I've always wanted a family. It's the one thing in my life I've always been totally sure of."
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"But?" Blair asked.

"But, I don't know anymore," she sighed. "There's so much going on in my life now. My career is finally settling
down, for the first time since I've moved here. I have a husband that I adore. A stepson that I care about and that
actually likes me."

"Then what's the problem?"

"I'm not sure." The two people stopped talking when their waitress brought them their drinks. They placed their
order, Blair deciding to try the Lump Crab Cake Sandwich with Chili Rubbed Corn on the Cob in a Whisky
Remoulade Sauce while Megan went with a salad made with Alaskan King Crab Legs, Fresh Papaya, Navel
Oranges, Bell Peppers, and Watercress, with a Champagne Vinaigrette.

"Well, obviously you want to talk about it, so talk," Blair gently ordered once the waitress had left.

"It's Simon," Megan finally stated.

"What about him? Doesn't Simon want the baby?"

"No. Yes. Oh, I don't know." Megan fell quiet as she tried to figure out exactly what it was she wanted to say.
"Simon says he's excited about the prospect of having another baby, but I can tell that he isn't sure. Maybe he
doesn't want to have a child this late in his life. I'm sure he never even considered it to be a possibility. He's
almost sixty now. Darryl's finally going away to college. It's a time in a man's life when he should be thinking
about retiring and stuff, not having to start another college fund. What if he's only saying he wants the baby
because he thinks it's what I want?"

"Have you asked him?" Megan shook her head in the negative.

"Of course not. I couldn't do that."

"Why not? You're his wife. You're carrying his child. If that doesn't give you the right to ask him the truth of how
he's feeling, I don't know what does."

"But what if I'm right? What if he doesn't want this baby?"

"Then I guess you have some decisions to make," Blair told her. "But I don't think that's really going to be an
issue. I'm sure that Simon is excited about the baby."

"What makes you so sure, when I'm not?"
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"Because I'm not his wife and the one that's pregnant," Blair answered. He took Megan's hand over the table,
giving it a gentle, reassuring squeeze. "Look, Megan, of course Simon is having doubts. So are you. But they
don't matter. What's important is that the two of you talk about them. I'm sure once you do, things will clear up,
you'll see. I've watched you with Simon. He will open up to you about whatever it is that you think is bothering
him, especially if he knows that you have your own doubts. Hell, Jim and I always have our doubts about stuff
and you know what a bitch it is to get him to talk about anything." This elicited a small chuckle from Megan.

"You're right, Sandy." The waitress brought over their food, along with a refill of the wine they were drinking.
"I'll talk to Simon when we get back."

"That's good. Nothing like a moonlit stroll along the beach for a serious discussion. Jim and I do our best talking
like that."

"Oh talking? Is that what they're calling it now?" Blair smiled, tossing his napkin at Megan, hitting her in the face
and they burst into laughter, the mood lightening quickly as they enjoyed their meal.

***

"So, do you think Megan and Simon will be okay?" Blair asked later that evening as he lay in bed with Jim. It had
been late when Blair and Megan had returned from New Hope, and Blair had wanted nothing more than to
snuggle with his husband while Megan did exactly as Blair had suggested. Blair had told Jim about the
conversation with Megan at the restaurant while Jim told Blair about the one he had with Simon on the deck.

"I'm sure they will be," Jim answered. "They're both concerned with the same things. Once they get everything
out on the table, they should be able to work everything out. I think it helps that they both have the same fears."

"I still can't believe that Simon thinks he's too old to have a child. I mean... that makes no sense."

"I can see his point, Chief," Jim observed. "Hell, I had some of the same reservations when we decided to take in
Tabbi, and she was ten at the time. With Simon, it's even worse. He'll be retiring age when his child is ready to
graduate high school. That's a pretty scary thing." Blair lifted his head from Jim's chest, looking into the pale blue
eyes that he loved.

"What about you, Jim?"

"What about me?"

"Well, we've had Tabbi for over a year and I think that we've been doing pretty good. What would you think if
you became a father again?"

"Blair, is there something you're trying to tell me?" Blair shook his head at his husband's confusion.

"No. I was just wondering what you thought about maybe having another child. You know, one of our own?"

"Blair, I don't know if you've noticed or not, but we can't have our own child. We don't have the right
equipment." Jim grasped Blair's cock in his hand, emphasizing his point. Blair squirmed in Jim's grip, becoming
hard at the touch.

"I know that," he moaned as Jim stroked the hot flesh in his hand. "Oh God, yeah...I was just thinking, you know,
ahhhhhhhh, there are other options." Jim nipped Blair's chin with his teeth, nibbling at the skin there.

"MMmmmm."

"Ahhh, Jim, come on man. I'm trying to have a conversation here."

"I'm listening, Chief. Really." His grip tightened around Blair's hardened member. "Now, how exactly were you
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planning on having this child?"

"I don't know." Blair squirmed, trying to get more friction where he needed it and his hip bumped up against
Jim's erection. "It was just a thought."

"Well, how about I promise to think about it some other time?" Jim asked, plundering Blair's mouth with his and
then all discussion of children was lost in a haze of love and lust.

***

2001

"Okay, Dads, Mike and I are heading to the boards now," Tabbi called from the doorway.

"Be careful," came Jim's response from the back porch. "And remember, don't go spending all your money at
once. We're going to be here for two and a half more weeks and once you spend everything on your card, there
won't be anymore."

"Whatever," Tabbi and Mike rolled their eyes at the oft used phrase and then headed out, joining the crowds that
were converging on the boardwalk of Wildwood for an evening of family fun.

"I don't know why you even bother with that threat anymore," Blair chuckled. "It hasn't worked since we got
custody of Tabbi. She knows that once she's almost reached her limit, you'll only arrange to have more money
put on that card of hers. You have thoroughly spoiled our daughter."

"Like I'm the only one that's done that," Jim asked, pulling Blair down so that the younger man was sitting in his
lap. "You had nothing to do with it, I suppose."

"Me?" Blair pointed at his chest. "Never. I would never even think of spoiling a child of ours."

"That's what I thought." Jim placed a small, but passionate, kiss on Blair's lips. "Have I told you lately how much
I love you?"

"Oh, not in the last thirty minutes or so."

"Really. How remiss of me. I guess I have to make up for it then." Jim wrapped his arms around his husband,
holding Blair close to him and looking into the blue eyes that he loved. "I love you, Blair Jacob Sandburg, with
everything that I am. You are the other half of my soul and what makes me complete and I am grateful to every
God in the universe that you have deemed me worthy of your love." Blair stared at Jim, the love he felt for him
obvious on his face.

"Oh man, when you decide to tell someone you love them, you don't kid around, do you?"

"Only with you, Chief. Never anyone else."

"Not even Carolyn?"

"Especially not Carolyn," Jim replied, not even phased by the mention of his ex-wife. Jim knew that Blair had
made peace with Jim's past, including the relationship he had with his ex. Carolyn, on the other hand, had gone
ballistic when she had found out about Jim and Blair's marriage, accusing Jim of just using her as a way to seem
normal. Jim hadn't even bothered to try and dissuade her.

"You know, as much as I dislike that woman, I should send her flowers or something." Jim looked at his husband,
shock apparent on his face.

"Why in hell would you want to do something like that?"
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"Because, if she hadn't of left you, and then proceeded to treat you the way she did, you and I would probably
not have ever met and that is one thing I don't even want to consider." Jim smiled sweetly at Blair, the two
sharing sweet kisses to the accompanying sounds of happy families enjoying the night on the boardwalk. The two
of them blocked out the noise, cocooning themselves in the love they held for one another. Finally they pulled
apart, albeit reluctantly, and the sounds of the boards came back to them.

"Jim."

"Hmmmmm?"

"What made you decide on this house? I mean, being this close to the boardwalk, I would have figured it to be
too loud for you, and yet, you seem completely comfortable being here." Blair suddenly looked at the Sentinel
suspiciously. "Jim, what level do you have the dials on?"

"Relax, Sandburg," Jim answered, using the name he always did when regarding Blair as his Guide and not his
mate. "They're all set to normal, around level four or five, depending." Jim went quiet for a minute, waiting to
see if Blair would accept his answer. Then, once it became apparent that Blair believed him, Jim continued. "As
for why I chose this house, I did it for you and Tabbi."

"Why?"

"Because, I figured that this way we were close enough to everything that we wouldn't have to shuttle Tabbi
everywhere. And we haven't yet. She and Mike can just walk up to the boards and they're old enough where we
don't have to go with them. Which means, you and I have more time for ourselves."

"You said the same thing last week when Tabbi went over to Alexis' last weekend for that slumber party," Blair
pointed out. "And before when she went away to camp for the week."

"What can I say," Jim shrugged. "As much as I love our daughter, and I do love her, I can never get enough
alone time with you." Blair smiled as he snuggled into the arms that held him tight.

"Oh man, who ever thought you were such a softie?"

"Softie?" Jim scoffed, mocking his partner. "Who are you calling a softie?"

"You, my love," Blair responded, his finger going to Jim's chest. "You are one, grade A, certifiable softie and,"
Blair placed a kiss on Jim's nose. "I wouldn't have you any other way. I love you, James Ellison. I love you so
much, you can't possibly have any idea."

"Oh, probably almost as much as I love you." Jim and Blair continued to sit quietly on the back deck, enjoying
the warm, August evening. While the lights of the boards made it impossible to enjoy the stars that should have
been apparent in the clear sky, it didn't hamper their ability to take in the full moon. The two men relaxed,
enjoying their time alone, knowing how precious it was considering Tabbi. It was why they brought her friend
with them again this year. If Tabbi had been by herself, there would have been no way that Jim and Blair would
have allowed her to go to the boardwalk by herself, but as long as she was with Mike, they didn't worry as much.
Both girls knew how to take care of themselves, having already earned their brown belts in karate. The cop and
anthropologist actually pitied any idiot that even thought of taking on the two girls, knowing that, in all
likelihood, they wouldn't have a chance in hell.

"Is your friend still coming up?" Blair asked, breaking the comfortable silence between them. He felt Jim nod his
head above him.

"Yeah," he answered. "Cam said he would be up sometime next Wednesday. Tricia has a doctor's appointment
on Tuesday that they didn't want to reschedule."
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"Nothing wrong I hope."

"Not unless you consider her being pregnant a bad thing?" Blair turned in Jim's lap, a smile spreading on his face.

"Really?" Jim nodded again. "Oh man, I bet they're excited. Especially Cameron, considering he wasn't around
when she was pregnant with Casey."

"Yeah, that's what he said, too. He's even excited about the mood swings and the cravings that Tricia keeps
warning him about. He figures that since he wasn't around for Casey, he has to make up for it with this one. He
doesn't want to miss a thing."

"I'm happy for them, Jim. I mean, sure I haven't met them or anything, but I have talked to Cam a few times
when he's called and you've been out. I'm glad that the two of you got back in touch."

"I still can't believe that he thought I was dead," Jim sighed. "I just assumed that he didn't want anything to do
with me because he blamed me for what happened, like a lot of others that I had thought were my friends. And
then to find out that he was in jail for killing someone and hadn't known." Jim shook his head in amazement at
the circumstances that had transpired to keep the two friends apart.

"But that's all in the past, man. You both have a second chance to renew your friendship and that's all that's
important."

"You're right, babe. As usual."

"Well, at least you finally admit it." Blair and Jim chuckled before settling back down and enjoying the evening.

***

The following week found Jim and Blair on the front porch, out of the rain that had descended upon the Jersey
coast, relaxing and reading a book. Tabbi and Mike had gone to the boards to see a movie, leaving the two men
alone again. They looked up as a car pulled in front of the home, a parking space available due to the inclement
weather. Blair watched as a smile took over Jim's face and the older man stood up.

A man with short blond hair got out of the car. The way he looked around and held himself reminded him of Jim,
and Blair realized that this was Cameron. The man walked around to the passenger side of the car and opened it,
revealing a lovely young woman with blond hair also. Lastly, he let out a young girl who appeared to be about
ten or so.

"Lieutenant, what are you doing out of uniform?" Jim thundered in, what Blair called, his Ranger voice. He
watched as the newcomer went rigid and saluted Jim.

"I'm officially a civilian now, Captain, in more ways than one. And it's Captain, also."

"So you told me before." Jim and the other man smiled and, much to Blair's surprise, hugged, patting the other
man on the back. "Damn, it's good to see you."

"Not as good as it is to see you, Jim." The blonde pulled back. "When I heard what happened in Peru, with the
chopper going down and everyone being MIA, I didn't know what to think. All I could think was that I should
have been there, too. That I was supposed to go on the mission with you and I didn't."

"Hey, I'm glad that you weren't there. I don't think I was ever so happy because someone had broken their leg."
Jim turned his attention to the woman. "Tricia."

"Hello, Jim," Tricia smiled, giving Jim and hug and a quick kiss on his cheek. "I'm so glad that you're okay. You
have no idea how many tears I cried thinking we had lost you. And knowing that if it hadn't've been for some
incompetent non-com, Cam would have been with you. Then, when we got your call after Cam got out." All
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through her speech, Tricia never let go of the older man, her eyes watering as she remembered the past.

"Hey, it's okay, Trish. I'm fine. Really." Cameron took his wife from Jim, smiling at his friend. Jim then looked
down at the little girl that was with them. "Don't tell me this is little Casey." The little girl in question hid behind
her mother.

"Yup, this is my little girl," Cameron answered. "Casey, honey, I want you to meet a very good friend of mine.
Jim Ellison." Cameron looked behind Jim, finally spotting Blair, who was content to just stand back and observe
the reunion. "And I believe you're Blair." Jim turned to his mate, a blush forming on his face as he realized he
hadn't introduced Blair to his friends.

"Oh God, Chief, I'm sorry." Jim held out his hand for Blair to join him. "Guys, this is my life partner, Blair
Sandburg. Blair, I'd like you to meet one of the only men, other than you and Simon, I would have no qualms
about trusting with my life, or yours and Tabbi's for that matter. Cameron Poe. And his wife, Tricia, and
daughter, Casey."

"It's a pleasure to finally meet you," Blair greeted the couple, shaking first Cameron's and then Tricia's hands.
"Jim's told me a lot about your time in the Rangers together. Well, once he realized that you weren't mad at him
or anything." Cameron turned to his friend, shocked.

"Mad? Why would I be mad at you, Ellison?"

"For surviving." Cameron looked at his friend and saw the sadness and pain that he still felt for the loss of his
men and wondered, yet again, what exactly had been the feeling when Jim had returned from Peru.

"Captain, what happened in Peru wasn't your fault. It was Oliver's. He's the one who set you up. He's the reason
those seven men are dead. There's nothing to be mad about." Jim's smile returned at his friend's assurances.
Cameron was glad to see his friend's features relax again. "Now, I don't know about anyone else, but I could use
a cold drink."

"Well, then, come on in and we can show you guys where you're sleeping." Jim and Blair led the small family
into their home, getting them settled. After everyone had unpacked, and Casey was put down for a nap to
recover from the long trip, the four adults gathered in the kitchen to have some fruit and cheese and get
reacquainted with each other. The two couples had talked quite a few times over the phone in the year since Jim
had first contacted the Poes, but they had only glanced over what had happened in the past, instead focusing on
getting to know each other and the changes that have happened in their lives. Jim told Cameron and Tricia about
his life since being rescued and how he and Blair had gotten together while Cameron told them about what had
occurred right after he had left the service.

"I can't believe the judge said that," Blair commented after listening to Cameron describe the court hearing and
the judge's decision to give him the maximum sentence of seven to ten years, because of his Ranger training. The
anthropologist couldn't understand how someone could be punished for defending his wife, especially when the
odds were against him. "That's just so wrong."

"It might have been wrong, but there was nothing I could do about it and it is in the past," Poe told him. "As
much as we might hate it, it is what this country is based on. And I did use my time learning things. The only
thing that I truly regret is that I missed watching Casey grow up. Those are years I can never get back."

"But he's here now and that's what's important," Tricia added, earning herself a smile from her husband. "And
considering how close I came to losing him on that damned plane..."

"I told you that's what led me to finally try and contact you guys," Jim reminded them. "Until then, I had no idea
that you were in jail. And then to hear that you had stop Grissom and the others from escaping. Damn, I thought
only Sandburg could get into that much trouble without even trying."
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"Hey, that is like so unfair, man. I don't get into that much trouble," Blair pouted, all the while grinning at Jim.

"Blair, my love," Jim rested his arm on Blair's shoulder, "only you could go to pick up a good luck totem and get
stuck in an elevator with a ticking bomb."

"Okay, so there've been a few minor incidences that have happened to me."

"A few?" Jim quirked his eyebrows.

"Fine, more than a few. Happy now?"

"As long as you're with me." Jim placed a chaste kiss on Blair's lips, and then turned to face his two friends, only
to find them smiling at him.

"I never thought I'd see the day that you'd be that happy, Jim," Cameron said. "You deserve it."

"So do you, Cam."

"Cameron, can I ask you something?" Blair questioned, tentatively. At Cameron's nod, he continued. "Well, I'm
sure you've told your story a hundred times and I'll completely understand if you tell me to butt out, but what
happened up there. I mean, we've heard the official version, but there had to be another story there."

"Not much difference between the two stories." At Blair and Jim's disbelieving looks, Cameron sighed. "I guess
the biggest mistake commonly made is the belief that all of the convicts on board were somehow behind what
had happened."

"They weren't?"

"Hell, no! Other than the few that Grissom told, none of us knew what was going on until they had taken the
plane. The rest of us were completely in the dark," Cameron began to explain, reliving the day he was paroled
and the flight from hell. "Baby-O, a friend of mine, almost died on that plane because he couldn't get his insulin.
And then, when he tried to protect me, Grissom shot him."

"What was he like?" Blair inquired, his curiosity getting the better of him.

"Who?"

"Cyrus the Virus." Cameron searched for the word that would best described the criminal that had masterminded
the takeover of a US Marshall's plane.

"Insane would be the one word that I would use. He had a twisted sense of logic," Poe went on. "While he had
no problem murdering anyone, and showed no remorse for the death of one of those that he was leading, he
would not allow another prisoner to rape the female guard. The same guard that he had been holding hostage
when that DEA agent was threatening him."

"I heard he was a contradiction," Jim observed. "They use him as a case study at the academy so that the new
cadets can get an idea of just how dangerous and brilliant some of the perps they'll come against truly are."

"That's one way of describing him. The others on the plane, them I could handle. They were just straight out
violent bastards, but Grissom and Greene, they were unique."

"Garland Greene, you mean?"

"Yeah."

"He's still on the loose, isn't he?" Blair asked.
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"Last I heard. Word had it that he was in a casino just down the street from where the plane crashed. Made
about five hundred thousand before he took off. No one's seen or heard from him since."

"Do you think he might come after you or your family?"

"No. If I haven't heard from him yet, I'm willing to bet that I won't, although the Marshall service is hoping
otherwise."

"Well, all I can say is that, after what you did for them, they should be more than willing to make sure that you
three are well protected," Jim stated. "Just think what would have happened if that plane had managed to get
away."

"That's something I don't even want to think about."

A little later that evening, Jim and Blair were talking while lying in bed. They had spent the evening talking and
drinking with Cameron and Tricia while the girls had gone to the boards, Tabbi and Mike having no problem with
Casey joining them. It seemed to the adults as if they were enjoying the idea of the little girl following them.
Cameron and Jim relived their days in the Rangers, regaling Tricia and Blair with stories that they had never
heard before, and the two spouses commiserated over what it was like to be the mate of an army man.

Cameron told Blair and Jim about how his family had been put in protective custody for the first few months
after the episode on the plane, the government wanting to make sure that nothing happened to the family. And
now, the family was on their own again, unsure of what they were going to do next. Tricia had gone back to her
waitressing job, but Cameron had been unable to find employment. Many in their small town didn't want a
convicted criminal, even one that had been touted as a reluctant hero, for an employee.

"I'm glad that you and Cameron are friends, Jim," Blair whispered as Jim spooned up against him. " I think it's
something that the two of you both need."

"I just wish there was something I could do for him," Jim sighed. "I mean, it can't be easy for a man like him to
have his wife supporting him."

"Well, maybe they need to move. Get away from Alabama and their part," the Guide suggested. "What about
them coming up to Cascade?" Jim got up, leaning on his elbow and looking down at his husband.

"What's going on in that brain of yours, Blair Sandburg?"

"Nothing," he shrugged. "I was just thinking of how nice it would be if you had someone near you who
understood something about your past and I think you and Cam have a lot in common."
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"But even if he wanted to move to Cascade, what could he do?"

"I was thinking about that. Tricia and I were talking and she was telling me about some of the things that Cam
taught himself while in prison," Blair explained, excitement tainting his voice. "He already has a college degree
and it would only take a few more classes if he was interested."

"Interested in what?"

"Teaching. I was thinking maybe a course on criminal law or something. He has the experience for it and I think
he would be able to offer the students something that other teachers wouldn't."

"It's an interesting idea," Jim admitted.

"And Tricia admitted that she wouldn't mind getting out of Alabama. I think the stress of everything has taken a
bigger toll on her than she really wants to admit."

"Well, let's give it a few days and we can run it by them, okay?"

"Really?"

"Yes, babe, really. Now how about we get some sleep. We want to get out there nice and early if we hope to
catch enough crabs for dinner."

"Have I told you how much I love you?"

"I love you, too, babe. Night."

"Night."

***

2002

"Man, I can't believe it’s your parents' fifth anniversary. Nowadays, that's saying something," Mike observed as
she and Tabbi made their way along the small boardwalk.

"I know, and I swear, those two are more in love now than they were then," Tabbi commented.

"How would you know? You weren't even around then," Mike teased her friend.

"Yeah but it was only a few months before I went to live with them so I think that gives me the right to say it." A
group of teenage boys walked past the two thirteen year old girls, who couldn't help but look at them. "Oh man,
sweet."

"Which one?"

"You mean, I have to choose?"

"Nope, just thought I would give you the option." Tabbi and Mike laughed as they went over to the ice cream
parlor to get something sweet. "So, how much free time do you think your folks will be giving us this year?"

"Probably a whole lot," Tabbi answered. "I mean, I think this vacation means a lot more to them this year
because of the anniversary. That's why Dad Jim brought us here. The house we're in is the same one that he had
rented for Daddy Blair that first year."

"Your dad certainly has good taste. Both of them."
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"Hey, they love me, that's proof enough of what kind of taste they have."

"Girl, you are bad."

"Yup, and you wouldn't have me any other way, would you?"

"Nope." The two girls continued along the boards, the cloudy day making it so that they weren't going to spend
any time on the beach, but they didn't mind. Cape May had quite a few attractions for the two girls, who loved
looking around at the old buildings and shopping in the mall. Suddenly, just as they were leaving one of the stores
that sold the type of things that only tourists would purchase, Tabbi grabbed Mike's arm.

"Hey, what's up?" Mike said, indignant. She pulled her arm out of Tabbi's grasp and looked to see what had her
friend's attention. All she saw was an older woman, with red hair, who was staring at something in one of the
stores. "Tabbi, what's wrong?"

"I recognize her," Tabbi whispered, almost as if she was afraid of being overheard.

"From where? Who is she?"

"I think she's my grandmother."

"WHAT?" Mike shouted, drawing glares from the people near them. She blushed and lowered her voice. "What
do you mean she's your grandmother? I didn't even think you had grandparents other than Jim's father."

"Well, he's the only one I've met, but Daddy Blair's mom is still alive," Tabbi explained, grabbing Mike's arm as
she followed the red haired woman down the sidewalk.

"Oh-kay," Mike drawled. "If she's alive, why haven't you ever met her?"

"Daddy Jim and Blair never actually told me, but I overheard them talking about it one time. Apparently she
didn't like the idea of them being together and told Daddy Blair that until he saw some sense and realized that
Daddy Jim wasn't right for him, she didn't want anything to do with him," Tabbi explained.

"Man, that is like, way harsh," Mike stated. "I can't believe a mother could be that cruel."

"Yeah, that was my thought, too. Bitch of it is, she did it right after they got together. Here, if you can believe
it."

"How can someone be so cruel to their child? I'm telling ya, when I have kids, I'm going to support whatever
decisions they make for their lives."

"Same here." Tabbi was quiet for a moment as she watched the woman. She seemed to come to a decision and
Mike watched as she straightened her back, almost as if she was expecting a battle. When Mike saw where they
we're headed, she tried to pull her arm away.

"Tabbi, what are you doing?" She hissed.

"Excuse me," Tabbi greeted the older woman, who turned around to look at who had just joined her.

"Yes?" She replied, a smile reaching her face. Tabbi finally let go of Mike's arm to pay full attention to the
woman. "Can I help you?"

"Yeah. I was wondering if you were Naomi Sandburg?" The woman looked at the young girl in surprise.

"Yes, I am. Do I know you?"
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"No, but I know who you are." The anger in Tabbi's voice was easy to hear and Naomi wondered about the teen.
"I'm your granddaughter."

"You're my what?" Naomi asked, shocked. "I'm sorry, did you just say you're my granddaughter?" Tabbi nodded
her head. "But how? I mean, Blair's never mentioned having a daughter."

"Well, gee, maybe if you hadn't've decided to cut him out of your life, he would have been able to tell you."
Naomi visibly paled at the retort.

"I....I.....I don't understand."

"Well, let me see if I can explain it to you," Tabbi stepped up to Naomi, standing as much in her face as her
thirteen year old form could. "Daddy Blair and Daddy Jim adopted me because my real father didn't want me
after my mom died. They've become my parents and I couldn't have asked for any better, but I guess you
wouldn't understand anything about that since you decided to turn your back on your own son."

"You don't understand," Naomi stammered. "I love my son."

"You call what you did love? If you loved him so much, you wouldn't have made him choose between you and
Daddy Jim. That's not love, at least, not any love I've ever heard of." Naomi was silent, unsure of how to answer
the young girl. The things that Tabbi was saying to her were the same things that Naomi had been telling herself
for the past four years. The former hippie knew that the way she had reacted to Blair and Jim's relationship had
been wrong but her pride had refused to allow her to contact her son and try to make amends. She missed Blair
and had tried to keep up to date with what was going on with his life. She knew that he had received his
doctorate, had even had a party at the retreat she had been staying at when she had found out, and that he was
now a paid consultant to the police department. Even though she still didn't like the idea of her son being
involved with the pigs, she knew that she had no right to tell him what to do. And here was this young girl,
standing up to her and telling her that she had missed even more of her son's life than she had originally thought.

"What's your name?"

"Tabatha Sandburg-Ellison," she answered, proudly. She knew that some people had a problem with the fact that
her parents were two men, but Tabbi didn't care. She loved her fathers and they loved her and, as far as Tabbi
was concerned, that's all that mattered. "My friends call me Tabbi."

"Hello Tabbi."

"I said my friends," she emphasized the word friends, "call me Tabbi." Naomi was taken aback by the harsh tone
but nodded.

"I'm sorry. Tabatha." All three women were silent. Naomi because she didn't know what to say to the young girl
who claimed to be her granddaughter, Tabbi because she was trying to keep control of her temper, which both of
her fathers said could get her in trouble, and Mike because she didn't want to get any more involved with
whatever was going on than she already was. Finally, when the silence became too overwhelming, Naomi said
something. "So, Tabatha, are your parents here?"

"They're back at the house," she answered.

"Really? And they don't mind you and your friend being out alone?"

"They know Mike and I can take care of ourselves," Tabbi replied proudly, finally giving Naomi a name for the
other girl. "They trust us. And it gives them some alone time."

"And where are you all staying?"

"Daddy Jim decided to rent the same house he had when he and Daddy Blair had first gotten together," Tabbi
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informed Naomi. "He thought it would be the perfect way to spend their anniversary." Naomi nodded, although
her mind was going about a mile a minute. She couldn't believe it. Her son, and the man that he loved, were back
in Cape May. It was what Naomi had hoped for. The reason she had returned to the shore town every year, but
now she was unsure as to what to do.

"Excuse me, Mrs. Sandburg..."

"Miss," Naomi corrected Mike.

"Miss Sandburg, can I ask you a question?" Naomi nodded her permission. "Why did you do what you did? I
mean, I don't understand. Why did you make Blair decide between you and Jim?"

"What did they tell you?" Naomi was curious as to what the two men had told the young girls about what had
happened five years ago.

"Nothing," Tabbi answered. "They never actually told me what happened. I had overheard them talking about it
a couple of weeks after I had moved into the loft with them. All they've ever told me was that you traveled a lot
and that it made it difficult to get in touch with you or see you. I guess they didn't want me to think badly about
you."

"That sounds like them," Naomi sighed, signaling for the girls to take a seat at the bench nearby. Naomi joined
them, trying to decide how to explain what had happened and why she had done the things she had. "I want you
to understand something, Tabatha," Naomi was careful to use Tabbi's full name, "I have nothing against Jim. I
think he's a wonderful man who had been through quite a bit. My only real problem with him is that he is a cop.
And, because of my son's involvement with him, Blair was dragged into that lifestyle also and that's something I
never wanted to happen to my son. Then, when Blair told me that he and Jim were officially a couple, that made
me think that Jim had corrupted my son to the point of no return."

"Daddy Jim would never do anything to hurt Daddy Blair," Tabbi protested, defending her fathers. "He loves
him."

"I know that," Naomi tried to placate the girl. "And, I think, a small part of me knew that then, too. I just didn't
want to accept that the little boy that I had raised to be a peaceful man had grown into someone that willingly
followed the police. It isn't what I wanted for Blair."

"So, instead you decided to cut him from your life. Yeah, that makes sense. NOT."

"I know I can't justify my actions to you. I have a feeling I shouldn't even bother trying."

"Got that right," Tabbi muttered, so low that only Mike heard her. Naomi turned to face her granddaughter.

"But I want you to know that I do regret what I did. It took me awhile, and a lot of processing, but I do know
that I love my son, no matter what. I've always wanted Blair to be happy. To know the kind of love that I never
had, but for some reason, once he found it, I couldn't accept it. I realized that it wasn't because your Dad was a
cop or because they were both men; it was because I was jealous."

"Jealous?" Naomi nodded.

"Jealous," she continued. "Because my son had done something that I had never been able to." At Tabbi and
Mike's confused looks, Naomi went on. "Has Blair ever told you how he was raised?"

"Sure," Mike answered for the two. "He's always telling us stories about the places he went to as a child. Some of
the things that he got to see and do as a kid sound really cool."

"Yeah, Dad said that you were never one to settle down any place," Tabbi added. "It was one of the reasons he
became interested in anthropology. You had gotten him into so many different cultures that it only seemed
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natural to him to study them when he got older." Naomi smiled at that.

"That sounds like my Blair," she said, wistfully. "But I don't think Blair ever understood why I was always
moving him around. Why I never seemed able to settle down anywhere or with anybody." Naomi took a deep
breath, centering herself. "I was always looking for something that seemed to elude me. Some inner peace and,
when I saw that Blair had found it in Jim, I became jealous. Blair had found someone in Jim that offered him
everything that he had wanted in life and more. Jim was someone who accepted Blair for who he was. He didn't
try and contain Blair's enthusiasm for life and what it had to offer. He didn't try and cage him and I envied my
son for that."

"So because Daddy Blair was happy, you were angry," Tabbi summarized. "And now?"

"Now I know I was wrong and I wish there was something I could do to make up for the things that I had said,"
the red head admitted. "It's why I'm here. I've come to Cape May every year since then, hoping that I would see
them and that I would be able to apologize."

"Why not just call?" Naomi shrugged her shoulders.

"I don't expect you to understand, but I couldn't. I didn't want to take the chance that Blair would hang up on
me."

"He loves you. He might not have said anything to me, but I know he misses you," Tabbi informed her
grandmother. Naomi stayed silent. "If you had a chance to talk to my dads, what would you say?"

"I'd tell them both how sorry I was for how I reacted and that I hope that they find all of the happiness that they
both deserved, even if it meant them being together," the older woman answered without even thinking. Tabbi
took that in and then came to a decision.

"Well, then, I guess we'll have to give you that chance."

***

Later that evening, Tabbi and Mike were setting the dinner table, an extra place being put next to Blair's spot.
Tabbi had told her fathers that she had invited a friend over for dinner and they had agreed that it would be fine.
They were used to Tabbi inviting people over, and other people inviting the young girl to their homes, too. It was
one of the things that made Tabbi so special. Her ability to make friends easily, no matter where she was.

"So, Tabbi, tell us about your new friend," Blair prompted.

"She's really neat, Dad. She's been a lot of places and is full of all these great stories," Tabbi told him. "I think
you and Dad Jim will really like her. At least, I hope you do."

"I'm sure we will, Sweetie."

"Well, the steaks are almost done," Jim announced as he came inside. "And I think I just heard your friend pull
up."

"Cool." Tabbi and Mike ran to the front porch to greet their guest, leaving Jim and Blair behind. Just as they
were going to join their daughter, Blair felt Jim tense up at his side.

"Jim?"

"It's Naomi, Chief." Blair paled at the mention of his mother. He looked at his husband, a silent question in his
eyes. "I'm sure. Even after all this time, I recognize her scent."

"What's she doing here?" Jim pulled Blair closer to him, letting the love he felt for the other man out as a
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reassurance to Blair.

"I don't know Chief, but from what I can hear, she's the friend that Tabbi was expecting."

"Damn." Suddenly the house was full of laughing, giggling females as Tabbi and Mike led Naomi in. The three of
them stopped as soon as the saw the shell shocked looks on Blair and Jim's faces. Tabbi had the sudden urge to
apologize to her father's, especially Blair, when she saw how pale he was. And then Blair was gone, leaving the
same way that Jim had just entered. Jim extended his hearing, wanting to make sure his husband was okay and
was glad when he realized that Blair was still there, on the back porch. He turned his attention to his mother-
in-law.

"Hello, Naomi," he greeted her stiffly.

"Jim. You're looking good." The two adults fell into silence again and Tabbi looked between them, worried that
she might have screwed up.

"Dad," she began, only to be cut off.

"Tabbi, why don't you and Mike go upstairs and play until you're called for dinner." When Tabbi went to protest,
Jim put up his hand. "Now, Tabatha."

"Yes, sir." Both girls slowly made their way out of the room, leaving Jim and Naomi alone. Naomi fidgeted under
the intense glare that the man that was her son-in-law was giving her, while Jim was doing his best to fight the
urge to hurt the woman that had turned her back on Blair. Finally, when the silence began to overwhelm them,
he decided to say something to her.

"It's a surprise to see you here, Naomi," Jim began, hoping to keep his voice somewhat civil. "You weren't
exactly who we were expecting when Tabbi told us that she had invited a friend over."

"I hope it's okay that she did that," Naomi answered. "She's a wonderful girl, Jim. You and Blair have done a
terrific job of raising her."

"Thank you. We've done the best that we could."

"Well, you've succeeded. Both of those girls seem to think that you walk on water." Silence descended between
the two again, this time being broken by Naomi. "How has he been, Jim? Really?"

"About as well as can be expected. He was hurt, badly, when you refused to talk to him. He threw himself into
his work, both at school and at the station. I wasn't sure if he would be able to handle it, but then Tabbi came
along and that changed. She brought him out of his shell because we needed to be there for her." Jim seemed to
wrestle with himself over something but went on. "He misses you, Naomi. Even now. He still talks about you."

"Tabbi told me that. She said that you told him that I was traveling and that was why I haven't been there to meet
her yet."

"We didn't want her to think there was anything wrong with the way we lived," Jim explained. "And, you are her
grandmother, for better or worse, and we didn't want her thinking the worst of you because of what happened
five years ago."

"I've missed so much," Naomi said, sadly. "There's so much that I can never get back."

"That was your decision," Jim stated. "And it's too late to do anything about it. The only thing I want to know is
why are you here now?"

"I want to make things right between us," she answered. "I want to be a part of your lives again. That is, if you'll
let me."
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"That isn't my decision, Naomi. That's up to Blair." Jim looked back towards the door that separated him from his
husband. Jim listened to the fast heartbeat that was his anchor, listened as Blair muttered to himself about his life
and Jim wanted nothing more than to go out there and make everything right for him. Naomi brought his
attention back to her.

"Do you think he'll ever forgive me?"

"I don't know. He's hurting now. Seeing you again has brought back all of those memories. I don't need to ask
him that to know how he feels." Naomi made a move to go outside but Jim's hand on her arm stopped her cold,
as did the harsh look in his blue eyes.

"Naomi, I think the two of you need to make things right between you again, but I want you to know something."
Jim's voice became cold and distant. "Hurt him again and nothing will stop me from coming after you." Naomi
visibly flinched, gulping as she saw the covert ops soldier that Jim had once been in his eyes, realizing that he
would have no problem killing her if she hurt Blair again. Then it was gone, and Jim released her arm.

"I won't. I promise." Jim nodded and Naomi went over to the back door. She could see Blair, standing by the
grill, and she took a deep breath, preparing herself to go to him. She turned once more to look at Jim, only to find
him gone. Then it was too late, as she pushed open the screen door and went out to talk to the son that she hadn't
seen in five years.

"Blair?"

"What are you doing here, Naomi?" Naomi winced as she heard the hard tone in her beautiful son's voice,
knowing she was responsible for putting it there. "Why have you come here?"

"I came to see you. To talk to you."

"I thought you said everything that you wanted to say five years ago. You made it clear what you thought of Jim
and I being together."

"I know and that's what I wanted to talk about." Blair finally looked over at his mother, and Naomi could see the
wetness on his cheeks, showing the tracks of the tears that had fallen and her heart broke. All of the pride that
had kept her from contacting her son fell by the wayside as she wished to reach over and pull him to her in a hug,
but knowing that she couldn't. "Oh, baby, I'm so sorry. I wish there was something I could do to make you
believe me when I tell you how much I wish I could take back what I said, but I know I can't. All I can do is try
and make it better. I've missed so much of your life, Blair, please let me try and be a part of it."

'Why now, Naomi? Even if I were to believe you, why now? What's changed so suddenly that made you want to
be a part of my life?" Then Blair remembered who had originally invited Naomi to their house. "Tabbi. You want
to be a part of my life because of Tabbi."

"No, baby, not because of Tabbi," the red head cried. "I've wanted to talk to you so many times over the past
five years, but my pride never let me contact you. It wasn't until Tabbi told me who she was, and told me off for
being so cold to you, that made me realize that my pride wasn't worth losing you." Naomi finally dared to take a
step towards her son. "Blair, you are my son. My baby boy. You are the reason that I keep getting up in the
morning and, as much as I hate it, if you decide that you never want anything to do with me, I'll go. I might not
be happy, but I will leave."

"Tabbi needs her grandmother," Blair surprised Naomi by saying. "And, whether I like it or not, you are the only
one she has."

"She's a wonderful child, Blair. You and Jim are great parents. Better than I ever was."

"What can I say? We already knew what mistakes not to make." Blair smiled slightly as he looked up as Naomi.
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"You said you were wrong. Does that mean that you've accepted that Jim and I are together? That we are a
couple?"

"I accept it. Believe it or not, I accepted it back then, too."

"Then why were you so angry?"

"Because I was jealous." Naomi took the final steps that separated her from Blair, taking his hand in hers. "Blair,
you found what every mother wants for her child. Someone to accept them for who they are and who doesn't try
and limit them. It was also something that I have been searching for my entire life. When I found out that you
had it, I don't know, I guess I just couldn't deal with it. At least, not right then.

"Blair, until Jim came along, it was always just you and me. I always knew there was a chance that you would
meet that special someone but I didn't want to think about it. Then you told me that you and Jim were in love and
it hit me that I was losing you to him. That you were no longer mine alone. That I had to share you and I couldn't
deal with that."

"Naomi, you were never going to lose me," Blair told her. "All my loving Jim meant was that you were gaining
another son. Someone else to love you."

"I know that now." Naomi looked at the young man that stood in front of her, seeing her baby boy. "Blair, give
me another chance. Please. Let me be a part of your family's life." She watched the emotions as they flickered
across Blair's face as he tried to decide what to do, hoping that she would have a chance to make up for the
mistakes of the past. "Blair?"

"It hurt, Naomi. When you left. I don't know if I can take it if you do it again."

"I won't. I promise." Blair squeezed Naomi's hand, giving her hope.

"I can't make any guarantees, Naomi, but I think it would be a good idea if you and I try again." His blue eyes
met hers. "But I won't let you hurt Jim or Tabbi. Ever. They are the most important things in my life. If you do
just one thing to make either of them upset, that's it." Tears escaped Naomi's eyes and she took her son in her
arms.

"I promise, baby," she whispered into his hair. "I love you so much."

"Me, too, mom. Me, too." Blair looked over at the back door to see Jim watching the two of them. Blair smiled at
his husband, letting Jim know that everything was going to be okay, mouthing I love you to him. Jim returned the
smile and words, then went back into the house to give the mother and son some more alone time.

***

"So, Chief, should we be scared at the fact that Naomi volunteered to baby-sit Tabbi and Mike tonight?" Jim
asked, as he lay in bed next to Blair. Blair leaned over and kissed Jim deeply before settling done in his arms.

"I think this was Naomi's way of saying that she accepts the two of us together," he answered. "That, and she
wanted to spend some time spoiling the hell out of her granddaughter." Blair was silent for a few minutes,
soaking in the love that his husband gave him. "I'm glad that Naomi wants to be a part of our lives. Tabbi needs a
female in her life."

"I'll make sure to tell Connor that." Blair playfully smacked Jim's chest.

"You know what I mean. Tabbi needs a grandmother, especially with us as parents."

"I don't know. I think we've done pretty good so far."
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"That we have." Jim nudged Blair off of him, reaching towards the end table. He pulled out what appeared to be
a jeweler's box and handed it to Blair.

"What's this?" Blair asked, sitting up in bed, allowing the sheet to pool around his waist.

"Happy Anniversary, love." Jim answered, kissing Blair. Blair looked at him, confused.

"I thought the trip to Hawaii was my present."

"It was. This is something else," Jim explained. "Now are you going to open it or what?"

"Oh yeah." Blair opened the small box, looking up at Jim with tears in his eyes. "It's beautiful, Jim." Jim pulled
the ring out from its placing, taking Blair's hand in his and placing it on his finger.

"I know we always said that we didn't need rings to show others that we belonged to each other, but when I saw
this, I just knew I had to get it." Blair looked at the ring which was made of white gold and had the engraving of
a panther with a small sapphire as an eye. Jim removed another box from the nightstand, opening it to reveal its
contents to Blair. "Now, there won't be any question as to who has my heart." Jim placed his ring, which was
identical to Blair's but had the engraving of a wolf.

"Nor who has mine." Blair wrapped his arms around Jim. "I love you, James Joseph Ellison, and I will be proud
to wear your ring and let everyone know exactly to whom I belong. You have my heart. My mind. My body.
You've given me everything that I ever wanted, even if I didn't know that I wanted it and I thank that Gods every
day that they brought you into my life." Jim smiled as Blair repeated the words that he had said when the two of
them had committed themselves to each other all those years before.

"And I love you, Blair Jacob Sandburg. You have my heart. My mind. My body. You've given me all that I could
have ever hoped for and never dared to think I deserved. You gave me my sanity when I thought I was going
crazy and there is nothing that I can do that can ever repay you for that. You are my everything and I thank
whoever is in charge that you are a part of my life." The two men kissed, sealing their vows and, to the sounds of
the pounding surf two blocks away, they showed each other just how much they loved each other.

The End.
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 Seasonal Haiku - Blair
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Author's Notes: Haiku does not make a complete poem in our usual sense; it is a lightly sketched picture the
reader is expected to fill in from her own memories. In the most ancient form, almost every Haiku holds a season

key-word; often the name of the season itself, otherwise a seasonal reference easily understood.

 Snakebite

Snakebite - Fire Frog

On the western edge of the lush green tablecloth that is Cascade's protected national woods, five figures were
about to take part in what was to become, for some of them, a very bad day.

Simon Banks, holidaying police Captain, hefted another log of wood out of the supply he and his friends had
brought along to this green and quiet place. He placed it down by the pile he was making beside the fire pit and
brushed the wood chips from his hands. Behind him the voices of Megan Conner and Jim Ellison rose and fell as
they bonded over the correct way to lay a fire.

Jim was adamant that his way would result in no smoke, which Megan firmly pointed out would result in 'no
bloody heat either. We'd be cooking 'till the cows come home mate!' Megan, having missed lunch due to a dislike
of the roadhouse meat pies on offer ("You'd be shot for serving something like that back home!" she'd told the
unconcerned attendant) was ravenous. No septic tank (Yank!) and his desire to keep the nasty fumes out of his
poor lover's precious blue eyes was getting between her and the sack of snaggers (chili beef snags, her sausage of
choice) waiting to be BBQ'd over the flames. Even if said blue-eyed lover was the adorable Blair Sandburg.

Blair had already made his escape, heading down the track to 'commune with nature'. Simon was beginning to
wish he'd gone with him, as it looked like the police chief was going to have to referee World War III.

Whose stupid idea was it to take the Aussie new comer out camping and introduce her to the American woods
anyway? Oh, yeah, his. Damn. Well, it had seemed like a reasonable plan at the time. He remembered fondly the
trip where he and Jim had introduced Blair to fly-fishing. Well, fondly right up until the machine gun started
firing, but that was another story. That was a Jim and Blair thing. This was a Jim, Blair, Megan and him
thing...what had he been thinking?

Simon finished stacking the last of the logs and went to grab some of the cooking gear. That's when he noticed
Blair coming back up the trail, moving very slowly, his face white with shock. Jim noticed too and broke off his
tirade at Conner to go over to his partner.

"What happened?" he asked, reaching out to take Sandburg's arm.

"Um, bit of a problem, man. I kinda walked into a snake and it bit me." Blair gave him a sheepish look.
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"What type of snake; how did it look?" Jim half carried his partner back to the clearing, pressing him down to a
sitting position when they reached the site proper.

"Looked pretty good, actually; moving real fast considering it's probably just out from hibernation," Blair said,
pulling thoughtfully at a stray curl. The fresh air was playing havoc with his hair.

"That's not what I meant." Jim tried to keep the annoyance out of his voice. Blair was in shock and that always
made him even loopy-er than usual.

"I'm sorry, Jim. I'm not sure what kind of snake..." Blair began when he got interrupted.

"I got it!" yelled Simon, who had backtracked their nature boy and hadn't had any trouble pinning down the
torpid rattler when he found it.

"Don't hurt it!" cried Conner and Sandburg at the same time.

"I know, I know, it's an endangered species. I'm only gonna hold onto it so we can get the genius here the correct
anti venom." Simon retrieved the sack he'd brought the wood in and dropped their slithery friend inside.

"Where'd it bite you, Sandy?" Megan bent over him and looked for a wound. Blair gingerly indicated one ankle,
but before he could do anything else Ellison had whipped out a hunting knife and slit the jeans he was wearing
from hem to thigh, revealing a bloody wound.

"Hey, these were my best pair of pants, man!" Sandburg complained loudly, but Jim and Conner had already
dashed off for the supplies waiting in their backpacks.

Megan pulled out her first aid kit and headed back just as Jim flicked on his lighter and held his hunting knife's
blade up to the flame.

"What are you doing?!" she yelled, echoed by a panicked Blair.

"We have to get the poison out. This will have to do as antiseptic, unless you have some alcohol tucked away
that I don't know about?"

"Don't be a git," snapped Conner, pulling at his arm. "That old fashioned macho shit doesn't work. We have to
bind over the bite, starting from a good 20 cm above it and wrap firmly down over and past until we're 20 cm
beyond it. Then get him to a hospital."

"Listen lady, I know what I'm doing! He might not make it to the hospital!"

"Making a cut will only stimulate blood flow and move the poison round further. The blade also takes the poison
further in. And if you have even the smallest cut in your mouth you'll have the venom go straight in to your
blood stream as well." Conner snapped angrily.

"You're not doing it, Jim," came Blair's firm order. Simon was draping a blanket around his shoulders to fight the
shock; he tried to calm the younger man by giving his arm a little squeeze.

"Stay calm, Sandburg. Just because those two are losing it, doesn't mean you have to too." Blair nodded and
relaxed back onto the sleeping bag Simon had also brought out for him to lie on.

Megan and Jim lowered their voices a little in a bid to help keep Blair calm, but their hissed arguments could still
be made out. "...132 deadly poisonous snakes in my back yard buddy. You better believe I keep in touch with
the latest ways of treatment!" Megan snarled.
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Jim took a deep and calming breath. Okay, so Blair's life hung in the balance, but it was beginning to look like
Conner knew her stuff. He muscled down the protective urge to do something 'now' and stepped back. They still
had the hike back to civilization to get through. He could work his anxious aggressiveness off then. For now,
Blair was all that counted. He took another step back and the tall Aussie bolted past him towards his partner.

They both knelt at Blair's side to draw back the pieces of ruined jeans. Blair had bled rather a lot and they
couldn't make out the exact puncture site admits all the gore.

"Should we wash it?" Jim asked, not quite keeping the challenge out of his tone.

"Not recommended if you aren't positive of the snake that bit you." Conner lectured. "The Doc can analyze any
venom left on the skin. But Simon caught the bugger, so we might as well. Jim, got a canteen?"

Jim handed it over and Conner gently dribbled the water on, being careful not to dab the wound and push any
surface poison in.

"Well, bugger me." Megan commented when the bite mark was eventually revealed.

"Um, Chief. You sure the snake Simon caught is the one that bit you?" Jim asked, sitting back a little.

"Eh? No, I didn't really get a good look at it, just saw the tail slithering away. Why? Something wrong?" Blair
peered up from the sleeping bag, both eyebrows raising in surprise when Jim and Megan let out dual chuckles.

"It's alright, Sandy." Megan said, giving his foot a reassuring squeeze. "The snake that got you was a
non-poisonous one. We can tell from the bite marks. They go in a neat semicircle, no definite fang marks." She
indicated his leg. "We'll just patch you up with some antiseptic and bandages and you'll be right as rain."

"Uh, thanks." Blair looked at them warily, but Jim was in agreement so he guessed it must be true. "Wow, that
was a scare."

"It must have been." Jim said, gripping his arm reassuringly. Blair narrowed his eyes at him.

"It was for you too, Ellison, and don't pretend otherwise." Blair gave him the evil eye. "You owe me a new pair
of jeans when we get home, too."

"What? Replace those baggy, old, ratty, torn..."

"Hey, do I go off on you about the blue sweat suit? Those were good jeans, man. I loved those jeans!"
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"Megan." Murmured Simon.

"Mmm? What?"

"We might want to go for a little walk right now." Simon suggested, gesturing off the way Blair had been earlier.

"Why?" Conner narrowed suspicious eyes at her boss.

"Because it's a beautiful evening, I have to return this snake where I found it, and those two are about five
minutes from latching onto each other and making the beast with two backs, regardless of who's around to see it.
And I don't want to." He held up the sack with the snake and gestured outwards again.

Megan looked over in time to see Jim and Blair lunge at each other for an incinerating kiss.

"Sure, a stroll in the woods sound...er, nice." Her eyes popped out her head a little at the speed with which the
two men were divesting themselves of clothing.

The police Captain and his female detective made a hasty exit, Simon only having to pull Megan away once as
they reached the campsites outer edge when Jim started making growling noises.

"You sure Sandy will be okay?" she asked, worriedly.

"He'll be peachy." Simon assured her, letting the snake slither grumpily out of the bag and keeping an eye on just
where it went afterwards. He started walking in the opposite direction.

"Are there wolves in these woods?" Megan asked a little later.

"I wouldn't be surprised," said Simon. "I wouldn't be surprised at all."

***

"Sss...don't you ever do that again! Ssss" hissed a furious carpetsnake at the approach of the newly released
rattler. The feisty, though non-venomous, brown and green snake was known by what would be translated from
the serpent tongue as ssBlairss.

"Sss...oh, you're one to talk...sss." Snapped the rattler, who's name in the serpent's tongue translated to something
like ssJimss. "Who isss it went ahead and bit the human, Chief?* Not me!...sss" (*Chief, a snakish nickname
meaning bull-nosed brown and green snake.)

"Sss...That guy nearly stepped on me; he had it coming! You're the one who had to play hero and go get himself
captured...sss"

"Sss...Always taking on guys bigger than yourself, aintcha Chief? And I wasn't playing hero, I just didn't want to
have to find little bits of you chopped up all over the woods like what happened to those six young rattlers I led
too close to the human boy scout party...sss" There was a catch in the bigger snake's signal, and his companion
immediately slithered closer and rubbed against his side in commiseration.

"Sss...Come on, I've found a hollow for the night, its over here...sss" SsBlairss led his companion further into the
woods, up a fall of pushed over saplings and into a nice quiet tree stump, complete with hollow. There they
curled together, twinned closely about, scale rubbing against scale, and until where one snake ended and the
other began none could say.

The End.
SssssssS
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 He Wore Short-Shorts

He Wore Short-Shorts - Silk

Cascade, Washington has one thing in abundance. Rain. Rain in the morning. Rain in the afternoon. Rain in the
evening. Rain, rain, rain. I was sick of it. Heartily and thoroughly sick of it.

As a graduate student and lowly teaching assistant at Rainier University, I don't have a lot of money to spend on
myself. I have even less time. But when I do have a spare moment to think straight, it's invariably about being
somewhere else.

Someplace warm. Someplace where the only wetness around for miles is the ocean.

I'm not big on swimming. I'm not one for lolling around on a beach, working on my tan, or getting sand in my
shorts.

But the Caribbean is lovely this time of year. Oh, and cheap. How cheap, you ask? Try free.

That's right. Free. I won a fucking contest, for God's sake. Me, who's never won a damn thing in his entire life.
But hey, I was driving along, on my way to the U, when it began to rain. Of course. What else would it do?

I have an ancient Corvair. Okay, classic. But it's still ancient. It's a convertible. The top sticks. Why? Because it
was fucking raining. That's why. It never sticks when it's sunny. I swear. Hand to God.

So I pulled over and started wrestling with the top. It gave me a hard time, but I finally got it to cooperate. When
I was well and truly soaked, of course. I brushed my soggy curls out of my face and turned on the radio, thinking
that maybe, just maybe, the station I usually listen to would play something that would cheer me up.

The deejay asked a question. It sounded so simple to me that I couldn't imagine anyone not getting it right. But
no one did. No one. They were about to give up when I decided to pick up my cell phone and call in.

He asked the question again. "Can you name a tribe of South American Indians who live in a remote area of
Peru?"

"Sure thing," I responded, expecting my cell phone to crap out on me any moment. The weather was playing
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havoc with the signal and I could hear static.

"The Chopec."

"That's right!" the deejay exclaimed.

I rolled my eyes. Thank God he couldn't see me. He would have thought I was just another wiseass.

Well, I am. But I'm a brilliant wiseass.

Sigh. I'm also a lonely wiseass.

Maybe that's why the rain bugs the shit out of me. I mean, it's kinda hard not to be depressed when it fucking
rains all the time, right?

Anyway, that was how I ended up in the Caribbean.

*****

I'm a lifeguard. In a resort town in the Caribbean. I'm tan, I'm buff, and I'm losing my hair. There is no justice in
the world. None whatsoever.

Oh, did I mention I'm gay, too?

Not that it matters. I haven't had a date since these freaking senses of mine went haywire a couple of years ago.

When they work, they make my job a pleasure. I can see farther than anyone else. I can hear when people are in
trouble, even if they're too far away to see. I can smell bad weather coming a day ahead of the weathermen. I
sound like Superman, don't I?

So where's my Lois Lane? Hmph. Scratch that. I mean, Jimmy Olsen. He was a scrawny character, but he was
totally devoted to Superman. I want to be worshipped like that. Just once in my life.

Well, to cut to the chase, I'm pretty picky about who I sleep with. Wouldn't you be, if you could smell the things
I smell? But that's not the problem. It's the fact that I can't control the damn senses.

So a sigh suddenly becomes a shout. A caress suddenly becomes an assault. You get the picture. Makes sex a
veritable minefield.

So I cross my legs a lot and pray that no one notices just how horny the lifeguard is.

Then he came along. With his burnished brown hair and his bright blue intellect shining through those amazing
eyes.

I don't care if it sounds shallow or not. I wanted to meet him. I just didn't think it would happen the way it did.

*****

Like I said, I don't swim much. But I was in the fucking Caribbean, for Pete's sake. I had to, didn't I?

I waded into the water until it was up to my chest. My nipple line, to be precise. It wasn't rough, but there were
waves. Every now and again, one of those waves came awfully close to cresting over my head. But I told myself
that I wasn't frightened. I was supposed to be enjoying myself.

Of course, things might have been more interesting if I had brought a companion. A woman, a man, a
parakeet...okay, not a parakeet, they can carry weird diseases. Heh.
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So I started to zone out on the way the water glistened. Like it was kissed by the sun, man.

I guess I wasn't paying close enough attention. Some observer I make, huh? I mean, I consider myself a scientist
of a sort. I conduct experiments. I do research. I pride myself on my ability to notice things that other people
ignore.

But I didn't see this coming.

The wave hit me in the back of the head and I went down. Oh, I didn't lose consciousness. Luckily. But I wasn't
going anywhere for a minute or two. I had to catch my breath.

Well, by the time I caught my breath, my shorts had disappeared. I am so not kidding.

The water apparently whisked them away and they became part of some exotic underwater tableau. Hope the
fish appreciated my donation to the environment.

Now this presented a real problem. I couldn't get out of the water, which, strangely enough, was still warm and
actually felt pretty good running over those tender places where the sunburn struck. There were people on the
beach.

I know, I know, I hardly seem like the shy type. But believe me, I had the same illusions about my manhood that
any other man had. And I didn't want to end up lonely and a laughingstock.

Then he showed up. And he wasn't laughing.

*****

I wasn't laughing. He was quite easily the most beautiful man I'd ever laid eyes on.

And he was naked.

Shit, who died and left me holding the keys to the kingdom?

"Hi."

"Um, hi."

He blushed. The little son-of-a-gun actually blushed. I don't know why, but I found that strangely charming and
even endearing.

"You seemed to be in trouble out here."

"Um, yeah. You could say that. Uh, could you stand in front of me or something? I don't want anyone to notice
that I'm, uh, not wearing any, uh, you know...."

"I'm Jim."

"Of course you are," he said. I couldn't help but stare at his mouth. His full, sensual, kissable mouth. Oh, God, I
wanted him. I started reciting multiplication tables. Backwards.

"I'm Blair."

"You sure are," I said dreamily. Wait a minute, he said Blair, not bare.

I frowned. "How can I help you?" I asked in my best professional voice. "I'm the lifeguard."

Yell for help, babe. I wanna save your life.
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I had to get him out of there. Before anyone else came along and snatched him up.

"Well, I can't get out here, man. I'm-I'm naked."

I did it. I can't believe it, but I did. I told myself I was merely verifying the facts of the situation, but the plain
truth was, I had an appetite for the hapless young man. I ducked under the water to take a quick look, and sure
enough, he was undeniably and most satisfyingly, naked.

He also had the most terrifyingly rigid hard-on I'd ever seen.

"Can you swim?" I asked.

He nodded, the ends of his curls lying in damp ringlets upon his shoulders.

"I can take you somewhere and get you some clothes," I offered.

"Without an audience, man?" he pleaded, those eyes, oh, God, puppy-dog eyes, framed by luxuriant dark brown
lashes.

"Sure."

I was lying through my teeth. There would be an audience, all right. An audience of one. Me.

I had no intention of letting this one get off the beach without me.

*****

He towed me behind him like an inflatable pool toy. He was big, but not excessively big. He was muscular; his
chest and abs were particularly well-defined. He had fine, chiseled features, like a stone statue carved by Druids
a couple of centuries ago. But his eyes, the only source of color in that remarkable face, were a vivid blue.

He was impressively masculine. In every way. Which I supposed left me out of the running.

Someone like him would be a babe magnet. Chick of the week. What was I saying? Chick of the day, evening,
and night.

And yet...he seemed inordinately interested in my body. "Fur turns you on, huh?" I muttered to myself.

Damned if he didn't hear me.

He gave me an expansive grin and almost lost his grip on my upper chest. Only the thought of what else he might
reach out and grab kept me from eluding his grasp.

Eventually we reached a private little cove. It was everything a romantic hideaway should be. Pretty, inviting,
seductive. If I didn't know better, I would have thought he was literally keeping me under wraps.

Well, shit. He was.

*****

I tugged on his arm until he followed me obediently to the shore. The beach here was a pristine white. When the
sun hit it the right way, it could send me into a zone-out for hours. All that bright light reflecting off the starkly
colored sand went straight to my head.

I sank to my knees, exhausted and exhilarated all at the same time. "We can rest here."

"But," Blair protested, "I'm still naked. You promised me clothes."
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God, give me strength to resist and language to court this one with, You know I'm no good with words. I want
him to think I'm the best thing that ever happened to him. What are the words for that?

"Think you can deal with being naked just a little while longer?" I asked. On my knees, he and I were about the
same height. That put me at just the right angle to kiss him.

I framed his face with both hands, taking him by surprise. Once I had his lips in sight, I plunged those hands into
his long, wet hair and kissed him. He made a noise that sounded just like a tiny mouse squeaking.

Then he opened his mouth under mine and I lost all sense of time and place. It just felt right.

It was like coming home.

*****

When we finally surfaced for air, I felt well and truly kissed. I completely forgot about being naked in the arms
of a virtual stranger. It didn't feel that way to me. It was like looking into a mirror and seeing your reflection. It's
you, but it's not you.

"Hey," I said, in an attempt to break the nervous tension that suddenly seized me, "this place is deserted. If I yell
for help, who'll come?"

Something dark and powerful flashed in those light blue eyes of his. Something predatory.

Jim growled, "You will."

And I totally believed him.

"Help, help," I whispered weakly, wondering not for the first time what I'd gotten myself into.

He smiled and pushed me onto my back. My buttocks were coated with sand and all I could think was, that's
going to hurt later. But he started kissing me again and I realized that sand getting into a few cracks and crevices
seemed like a small price to pay.

He covered me with his body, but he was careful not to let me take all of his weight. I mean, I'm no lightweight,
slender-framed boy; I'm almost thirty and I've got the musculature to prove it. But he must have outweighed me
by a good forty pounds. And damned if there wasn't something protective about the way he was holding me.

It tripped off all my alarms. This wasn't just sex, it was romance. This wasn't just romance, it was commitment. I
had the feeling that once we made love, there would be no going back. Jim was going to claim me and I was
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never going to be good for anyone else.

What did that mean?

He pushed my hair out of the way and exposed the side of my neck. At first, I thought he was going to kiss me
there. But the sharpened points of his teeth grazed my neck and I knew. He was going to mark me.

I could have stopped him. If I wanted to.

"Yes," I breathed.

I didn't want to stop him. I wanted to belong to him.

*****

I rolled onto my back, taking him with me. Now he was lying sprawled across my torso like a furry comforter, his
cock lodged firmly between my legs. I ran both hands down his back, dislodging the sand that clung to his
still-damp skin. I wanted to touch him everywhere at once.

"You've got too many clothes on, man," he said to me. Suddenly I laughed, realizing that I still had on my swim
trunks.

I reluctantly released my grip on him and shimmied out of my trunks, feeling tiny bits of grit and sand dig their
way into my buttocks. My cock sprang free and pointed at him just like it was a fucking divining rod. He smiled
that beautiful smile, the one that lit up my world and made me want to kiss him breathless.

"Something came up, man."

"Does that bother you?" I asked belatedly, realizing that I was assuming a great deal about someone I really
didn't know.

"Are you trying to ask if I've done this before?"

"Well, have you?"

He grabbed my cock, quickly lined it up and ground his groin against mine. If he were any more delicious, I
would have come all over him. Without ever getting inside him.

"Oh, babe."

"I'll take that as a yes, you'd like to fuck my ass. You got lube?"

I groaned and closed my eyes. Maybe if I concentrated really hard, a tube of lube would appear in the palm of
my hand. Maybe. Riiight.

He must have read my expression. I know how fatalistic I can be. Optimism is not my middle name.

He sat up, his muscular legs astride me. I could smell his arousal, the musky scent filling my nose and hardening
my cock. "Mmm, you'll just have to make the sacrifice, man."

I stared at him, clueless.

He leaned forward, brushing my nipples with the tips of his wet curls, and I couldn't help but feel my cock twitch
interestedly between our bodies. "Come first," he whispered against my mouth.

Then he kissed me, his tongue lazily exploring my mouth. He broke off the kiss, licking my jawline with broad
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swipes of his tongue. "I'm going to suck your cock and it's going to feel...just...like...this. Only better."

His rigid length stabbed me in the abdomen every time he moved. Suddenly the sacrifice didn't sound like a
sacrifice. Or even a hardship, if you'll pardon the expression. I wanted to come, but more than that, I wanted to
make him come.

I couldn't believe the words came out of my mouth. But they did. Before I could change my mind, I repeated
them. "I want you to fuck me."

He smiled. "You sure about that? I get the feeling you're used to doing all the fucking."

"Maybe it's time for a change."

Those sooty lashes swept down to cover his smoky blue eyes before fluttering open again with an enigmatic look.
"Then I guess you'll just have to come."

I reached for him, pulling his head down for another kiss. I wound my hands through those curls and held on for
dear life. I spread my legs wider, and he settled comfortably against me, his cock already leaking.

I slid a finger down the cleft of his buttocks, brushing away the sand there. I hovered around his opening
expectantly.

That's when he looked straight into my eyes and said, "Do it."

I pushed my fingertip just inside the tiny pucker and he jerked in reaction, the feeling apparently considerably
more intense than he'd expected. I moved my hand to cup his balls gently and he shifted just out of my reach.

"Maybe we should just forget fucking."

I know I must have looked pole-axed. Cause that was exactly how I felt. Like I'd been offered the hope of a
lifetime, only to be betrayed at the last moment.

"Oh, no," he reassured me immediately, his lips caressing my chest before he lay his head down. Christ, I could
feel his eyelashes moving against my bare skin and I still couldn't turn my senses down.

"I want you. More than anything." As if to underscore that fact, his cock jumped obediently against my thigh.

"But?" I hesitantly asked, hoping I was man enough to deal with the answer.

His fingertips massaged one of my nipples, but still, I was unprepared for the touch of his tongue there. So hot, so
wet.

"But maybe we're making this way too complicated. We can't fuck. We have no lube. But we've got fingers and
tongues and two cocks that are primed to go off like firecrackers on the Fourth of July."

"Maybe that's the way it should be the first time," I said softly.

The realization that there would be more than one time suddenly hit me and I was desperate with need.

I pulled him hard against me and I heard the air whoosh out of his lungs all at once. "Sorry," I apologized,
wondering how I could possibly explain who or what I was.

He rubbed his cock against my thigh. He was hot and wet there, too.

I groaned and gave in to the urge to come, splashing him from nipple to groin with all the love I'd been saving for
almost three years.
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"Oh, Jim," he said as he rocked against me, his breath an enthusiastic wheeze.

He sighed my name as he came.

"Mmm, I'm so glad you were the one who saved me."

"You know, the Chinese have a saying-"

"I know. You're responsible for me now. Sorta like a Blessed Protector."

I kissed him. I wanted to be all that and more. Could I apply for the job? Could we make things permanent?

"Jim?" he whispered as he snuggled under my chin.

"Yeah?"

"Do you believe in love at first sight?"

"I think I have to."

He smiled. I could feel his lips curving where they touched my skin. He was mine.

We could always work out the details later.

The End.

[ Feedback to Author ] | [Back to Story List]

Author's Acknowledgements: Once again, I must thank Lisa for giving us such a splendid place to play; the
wonderful MME staff for making us all look good; Mary, both for being an excellent beta as well as resident
slave driver; and last but not least, Tinnean, for being my beta, my Muse, and my sister of the heart.

 The Long Fall

The Long Fall - Tangent

Fall came early to Cascade, bringing cold rains and changing leaves before September had even ended. But most
of Major Crimes was still planning to make it to the annual Softball in September game--a little cold weather
wasn't going to keep them from kicking the asses of those hotshots from Vice. No way in hell.
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They got lucky, too. That Saturday dawned clear, becoming the first cloudless day in at least two weeks. The sky
overhead was bright blue, cloudless, and the temperature rose steadily to a pleasant fifty degrees.

Sandburg wrapped flannel around himself anyway. Jim could never quite figure out why the kid acted like he
was an iceberg. The minute they got into the truck, the heat Sandburg was radiating began to itch across his skin
and make him wish the old truck had air conditioning. Rolling down the window helped some, but not enough.
And then Sandburg started complaining.

"Come on, Jim, it's got to be forty degrees out!"

"Fifty, Chief. And anyway, forty degrees is practically tropical around here this time of year. You know that."

Sandburg growled, clutched his flannel closer. "Maybe balmy to you, man, but I'm freezing. Show a little
courtesy, huh?

"Sitting next to you is like sitting next to a space heater," Jim muttered. "If I roll up the window, we'll both bake."

"That's just it, Jim. I lose heat fast. Help me out. Roll up the window." Sandburg reached over and grabbed hold
of Jim's shoulder, his warm hand sending little shivers of light into Jim's skin, down his back, straight to his groin.

Fuck.

This was not even a new argument. In fact, they had it roughly once a month, no matter what the weather. Jim
always figured that he'd be prepared for it this time, but somehow he always ended losing. Mostly because Blair
touched him and that was it, his resistance was gone.

He rolled up the window, grunted when Blair said, "Thanks, man." He intended to be quiet for the rest of the
ride--not sulking, no, brooding over his inability to win an argument with the short jerk he was stuck with--but
the day was too beautiful. His sensitive nose caught clean, crisp fall scents and the deep blue of the sky was
amazing.

Sandburg kept on talking, too, mostly about his ineptitude on the field and his love for the game, touching on
subjects like world peace and cheeseburgers as he went on. Against his will, Jim listened, responded when Blair
expected a response, and made mocking comments whenever there was a pause. Another battle against
Sandburg lost.

He wondered idly just how many times he'd fought with Sandburg over the past few years and how many times
he'd given orders and had them disobeyed, and how many times he'd been talked out of self-righteous anger. At
least once a day, every day, he was pretty sure. Sometimes more. For such an easy-going person, the kid
definitely managed to hold his own in a fight.

Then again, there were times when Jim wondered if Sandburg was really as easy-going as he seemed. People
who crossed him definitely tended to regret it.

"Steamroller," Jim muttered, but either Sandburg wasn't listening, or he just didn't care. Didn't matter. Certainly
didn't make it any less true.

Blair reached over and put his hand on Jim's knee, squeezing, ostensibly to draw Jim's attention. Where was
there any evidence that Jim wasn't already paying attention; that he hadn't, in fact, been paying attention pretty
much without a break since they met? It was just a part of the game Sandburg liked to play with him, the one that
seemed to have no rules and no point, other than driving Jim out of his head.

Actually, sometimes he was sure that the game was supposed to drive him into bed with the kid, and that wasn't
going to happen. Not for lack of wanting it, sure, but because Jim didn't really want to play. If Sandburg had
looked at him earnestly and said, "Jim, take me to bed," he'd have done it in a heartbeat. But there wasn't any
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earnestness, openness, there were just touches: casual, not so casual, intense, provoking. Little comments.
Looks.

And Jim wasn't falling for any of it, no. The kid couldn't have his way in everything.

*****

Still, he found himself bringing Blair presents of warm things before the month was out. Stores were starting to
put winter clothes in their windows, and Jim literally could not go past a display of gloves, scarves, or winter hats
without taking a second look.

First had been a scarf in bright shades of blue. It had caught his eye for the color scheme--who would have
guessed that there were so many shades of blue in yarn? Sentinel eyesight caught shades within shades,
variations on the theme that the maker had not intended. It pleased him, so he went into the store and touched it,
found the knit to be soft and not quite perfect, which also appealed to him. The minor deviations from pattern
were intriguing and he found himself thinking about the person who had made it, how she had stopped here,
picked up again later, how she had been distracted here and let the stitches get a little looser, how she had
obviously gone too fast near the end and missed a few loops.

He loved it. Not for him, no, he wasn't really into scarves except for in the dead of winter, and this was a scarf
that deserved to be worn as often as possible. So he brought it home for Sandburg and found himself as pleased
by the look on his partner's face as he was by the scarf itself. The present made him happy. So he did it again.

The same store had a hat that matched. When Sandburg tried it on after Jim brought it home, the electric shades
of blue had made his eyes seem huge and his skin even duskier. All the different shades of brown, black, red and
gold in his hair suddenly seemed much brighter. Jim liked that, too.

It wasn't really cold enough to warrant hat wearing but his partner wore it anyway, and Jim noticed that people
sometimes did a double take when they saw him, and not just because it was forty degrees out and there was a
guy in a knit cap. No, they were admiring the same things that Jim admired, although probably to a lesser degree
because they didn't have the heightened senses, and they didn't really know Sandburg. The real pleasure was
reserved for him, who could see farther than any of the strangers could even dream of seeing, and who knew
Sandburg better than even their other friends could dream of knowing him.

Next, gloves. Supple, supple leather, soft. Finer to the touch than the scarf, nearly delicate. But lined with fleece
inside, obviously functional. He pulled them onto his own hands to test for size, found them a little tight in the
finger and loose on the palm, and judged them perfect. This time he didn't even think to himself that he was
buying them for any reason other than to give them to Sandburg, and that was okay. That was fine, really. Was
there a rule in the book that said a man couldn't buy presents for his friends without making a big internal fuss
about it? Maybe in some macho rule book, and he thought of himself as plenty macho...but he was also a good
friend. A considerate friend. And Sandburg was always losing gloves. An extra pair would come in handy.

So he gave them to Blair. He was almost as entranced by the texture as Jim had been, and Jim wished for a
second that his partner had heightened senses too, so that he would know just how perfect they were, all the way
through. But maybe Blair didn't need the senses to know the truth, because he handed the gloves back to Jim.

"Put them in your pockets," he said, and Jim raised his eyebrows. "So I can't lose them. Hand them to me when I
ask for them, and take them back when I take them off. That way we know where they are."

Ridiculous idea, Blair asking Jim for gloves whenever he needed them, but...the image also made Jim feel warm,
in a pleasantly primitive place. He liked being needed, no doubt. Even for such simple and basic things as
warmth.

Well, maybe especially for such basic things. Double especially from Sandburg.

Seasons Collage

354



That thought gave him a few rough moments, but then he told himself that it was just because he didn't have a
wife and kids to take care of, and he was definitely a caretaking kind of guy. Of course he'd take care of
Sandburg. He was just making up for something missing in his life.

He decided to date more, but put the gloves in his winter coat pockets. And then he kind of forgot about dating.
Work got busy, that was all.

Really. That was it.

***

He spent way too much time in court through the middle of October. It seemed like he couldn't just wrap up the
testimony for one case before he had to cross the hall to sit on the stand in a completely different trial.
Sandburg's schedule obviously wasn't much better, but he still got out early once in a while. It seemed to Jim that
he never did. That the most frequently used words in his vocabulary were Your Honor. And that staring into the
blank face of jury member after jury member was going to permanently warp his eyesight.

Not that it wasn't already warped, in a way. A nice, screwed up, Ellison kind of way.

So he wasn't in the best of moods when he came in the door and there was Sandburg sitting at the kitchen table
with his arms buried up to the elbow in a fat, nearly fluorescent orange pumpkin. The smell was sweet and spicy
and nearly overwhelming, but that wasn't what bothered him. It was the sight of his best pot being used as a
seeds-and-guts receptacle and slime spread across his favorite knife.

"Sandburg..." he growled, heading for the fridge and a beer--please God, he prayed as he stalked into the
kitchen, let there be beer. Blair didn't look up. All of his attention was focused on the inside of his new toy. Jim
could hear the rough scraping noises of a spoon against the moist walls of the pumpkin, and since the sound
conjured to mind gruesome and unpleasant images, he decided against getting a snack while he was at the fridge
and just settled for a drink. There was a God, he decided when a quick scan yielded two bottles of his favorite
microbrew.

He took a bottle with him and settled into the chair across from Sandburg. "Mind telling me what this is about?"
he asked, gesturing widely, taking in the pumpkin, the guts, the seeds, the messy utensils.

"Pumpkin carving," Blair muttered, then put the tip of his tongue between his teeth and went back to work. For
all his intensity, and with his hair flowing wild around his face the way it always did, he might have been an
artist, working on a masterpiece. Jim felt amused for a second, which helped ease the tension of a day spent in
court way more than the cold beer did, but then he realized that there were two more pumpkins sitting on the
floor by Sandburg's chair, awaiting his attention.

"I know it's pumpkin carving," he said with a patience he really wasn't feeling. "Mind telling me why?"

Sandburg grunted, then leaned back in his chair and reached for the towel sitting by his elbow. "Pumpkins are a
very traditional Halloween kind of thing, Jim," he said, as if Jim didn't know that much already.

"But we are not traditional Halloween kind of guys." Jim chugged some beer and stared at his partner, wondering
if Blair really had gone around the bend this time. Maybe there'd been one more court appearance than even he
could handle. Who knew what would send people over the edge?

For that matter, maybe it wasn't Blair who was crazy. Maybe it was him. Maybe pumpkin carving made sense,
and he was so far off his rocker that he just couldn't see it.

"Anyway, did I miss something, or is it still two full weeks until Halloween?" he asked, and Blair looked up from
his contemplation of the pumpkin's insides, or lack thereof.
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"One week and six days," he said, too cheerful for Jim's taste. "But I like my pumpkins to be all withered and
gooey."

Jim stared. So, he could rule out the fact that he was crazy and say conclusively that it had been Sandburg all
along.

"Pumpkins," his partner continued, "are supposed to frighten away evil."

"But they attract the little kids at Halloween," Jim protested. Blair laughed.

"And we all know that the smaller they are, the more evil they're likely to be, right?" He shook his head,
laughing. "Sometimes, Jim, your anti-social tendencies scares me."

Jim wasn't anti-social. He was selective, and told Sandburg as much. All he got in response was more laughter, a
few muffled snorts, and the bright flare of warmth that his partner's happiness could give him.

He frowned and concentrated on picking the label off his bottle of beer while Sandburg took to carving the
pumpkin with what looked to be the world's smallest saw. It was a toothpick with teeth. It was approximately as
effective as the edge of a fingernail. It was perhaps the most ridiculous thing Jim had ever seen. But Sandburg
was humming happily as he sawed away, and Jim just sat and pretended to ignore him and shook his head in
bemusement when the pumpkin eventually had a face that looked just like Simon, with cigar.

"You are a very strange man," he said, when Blair was working on the second pumpkin. He had mostly forgotten
about his horrible day at court and was finally relaxed. It wasn't just the beer, either.

"You're just as bad," Sandburg promptly replied, and then he reached for the last pumpkin. "So get to work.
There's another saw in the junk drawer."

Jim shrugged, grabbed the other saw, and got to work. When he was done, there were two remarkably lifelike
faces sitting on Blair's side of the table, and a third lopsided, bulbous, strange little creature on his.

Blair laughed again, and this time Jim laughed too, genuinely amused by the fruits of his labor. "Pumpkin soup
for dinner?" he asked through his chuckles, and Blair nodded, rose with the big pot of guts in his hand.

"You know it," he said, and the look on his face made Jim catch his breath and shift in his chair before he
excused himself to take a shower. He didn't exactly think, "close call," but he couldn't ignore what he was feeling
either, which was strange.

He wondered if it meant that Blair was winning again, and rolled his eyes at himself. Of course Blair was
winning. Blair always won. The real question was, what kind of game were they playing, anyway?

***

It had started when he bought the scarf, he was pretty sure. Or when he'd started giving in on things like window
rolling and red meat. Or maybe the day they'd slammed to the ground and held their breath as a dump truck
passed overhead. How was he supposed to know? He was a guy. Mostly, that stuff didn't matter. And when it
did seem to matter for a minute, who was he supposed to ask? Blair was just as much a guy as he was. Blair
didn't remember birthdays. Blair didn't remember more than two holidays out of three.

Besides that, asking Blair would tip his hand. Couldn't do that, wouldn't do it on a dare.

But he kept bringing home small presents, frustrated now by his inability to stop, grumbling if Sandburg dared to
thank him. They were practical little fucking things anyway, not like he'd started bringing home roses and wine.

And if he felt increasingly like he was courting Sandburg, that was too damn bad, because he wasn't. He was
being nice. He was biding his time until Blair broke the rules to his own game and did...something. Whatever it
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was that Sandburg did when he got tired of dangling prospective lovers on strings.

Not that he could think of any dangling lovers in his partner's past. At all. Period. Mostly they seemed to get the
instant gratification thing from Blair. It was just him dancing on a string, so far as he could see.

And the hell of it was, he couldn't decide if that was or wasn't a promising thing.

***

Blair dressed up like a warlock for Halloween. Jim did a lot of staring.

"I've known you for years and years and you've never gotten into this whole Halloween thing," he complained
when he got tired of staring.

Blair ran his hands through the bowl of candy he'd set out on the counter and then swirled the cape over his
shoulders so that it swished into place and irritated Jim. It was black and covered with iridescent stars, moons
and lightning bolts. Every time Blair moved, he glittered. It was almost too much for a normal man to take.

"This fall is different," Blair said calmly. The doorbell rang and he smiled while Jim did his best to hide in the
couch cushions. He couldn't help but hear the high pitched squeals of the little monsters, ballerinas and rock stars
at his front door, and Blair's low, deep laugh mixed in, but he tried very hard. He liked kids, really. He just didn't
like sugar-high kids with rolls of toilet paper hidden in their bags.

"Why is it different?" he asked, when Blair had shut the door. His partner stared at him for a minute. He looked
strange with the wizard's cap on his head, dressed all in black the way he was, with the cape and everything--but
barefoot. Jim wanted to go get the blue scarf and hat, make his partner put them on. And socks. Three pairs.
Unfamiliar Blair-wear made him itch.

"You tell me, Jim." Blair's voice was very, very quiet. Jim shifted on the couch and tried to pretend that his jeans
weren't feeling just slightly more constrictive than they had a minute ago.

He couldn't tell Blair. Blair was not going to win this round, no way. Jim Ellison was in charge of his life, no
matter how many scarves he brought home or how many times he rolled up the window, how many pumpkins he
carved and bare feet he stared at.
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There were more kids at the door and he was saved again, for a moment. He went out onto the balcony, telling
himself that he was not sneaking away from his partner, no. He was sneaking away from the hordes of small
children clustered around the door, their chocolate stained hands reaching for the edges of Blair's cloak. He
hoped that Blair was warning them to bring all their candy home and have their parents check it over before they
ate it, but was doubtful that any of them would listen anyway. He certainly wouldn't have, as a child.

Blair opened the balcony doors and came outside with him. "Hiding?" he asked, idly, and Jim gritted his teeth.

Not from you, he almost said, but that would have been a give-away--well, Blair would have thought of it as a
give-away--so he said. "Not likely, Chief. I just needed cold air. Better get inside before you turn into an ice
sculpture."

He didn't go away, of course. Just came to stand beside Jim and leaned against him companionably. "You have
got to relax, man," he said easily. "Chill out. You're going to have a heart attack one of these days."

I wouldn't, if you and I weren't playing some kind of stupid game, Jim thought. Then he said it out loud, and
stepped away from Blair.

Silence spun out between them for a minute. "It's not a stupid game." Blair was very quiet. "And we're not
playing anyway. I'm just...expanding our horizons a very, very little bit."

"My horizons are quite broad enough, thanks," Jim muttered, but he moved back again, hoping that it was a small
enough movement that Blair didn't notice. Dumb hope, sure, but it was all he had.

"Not broad enough if you're going to get all freaked out." Blair looked at him in the moonlight. He was still
wearing the stupid wizard's hat and cloak, and for a second Jim could have believed that he really was magic, but
seconds pass and he'd learned a long time ago how to let uncomfortable thoughts slide out of his mind when he
needed to.

Although, really, he wasn't sure why the idea of expanding his horizons, as Blair put it, was uncomfortable. He'd
been kind of thinking about doing the same thing for years. Just kept hiding the thoughts when he had them,
but...he couldn't forget.

And part of him knew why he was uncomfortable, knew it wasn't the expanding part of the deal, but the fact that
Blair was kind of in control of when and how. The kid apparently had no problem with moving forward, now.
Jim didn't either, in general...it was just that he was moving a little more slowly. And unhappy with the fact that
Blair was ready and willing to go faster.

Control freak, he told himself, and knew by the light in Blair's eyes that he was thinking the same thing.

Blair laid a hand on his arm, gripped tight for a second. Smiled. "I'm gonna change the rules," he said slowly.
"From here in on, it's your move. As long as you keep moving forward, anyway." And then he turned and went
back into the loft, leaving Jim out on the balcony wondering why, even when he won, it felt like he'd lost.
Wondering if even this was part of the kid's plan, and exactly what he could do that would be moving forward at
just the right pace for him, and still surprising for Blair.

He'd figure it out, and Blair-the-Magician wouldn't know what had hit him.

***

"Your move." The words rang in Jim's mind a lot, distracting him when he least appreciated being distracted. But
wasn't that just the way Sandburg was? Annoying as all hell and impossible to get rid of.

Not that he was trying very hard to get rid of him anyway. Or trying at all. He'd done that once, and he was smart
enough to realize that it had been possibly the worst idea he'd ever had. Maybe it was some mystical Sentinel
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thing, like they couldn't be separated without bad things happening, or maybe it was just luck, or maybe it had
just been that one time and they'd be fine alone--but he wasn't going to risk it.

Who was he kidding? Risk it? Like that was his only reason for keeping Sandburg around? Maybe he'd been
lying to himself about the real reasons for a couple years but Sandburg's little games had brought them all out
into the open. The least he could do for himself was be honest about this shit.

He wasn't so sure he was going to be honest with Sandburg. As the long fall continued, slow and steady, bleak
now with the promise of winter, he admitted to himself that honesty would probably have them tossed into bed in
seconds, and he wasn't sure that was a good idea. Well, it was a good idea, an idea that sparked a variety of hot
fantasies, but there were still questions.

Sometimes he wanted to look at Sandburg and say, what are your intentions towards me? Like a nervous little
virgin or something. Sandburg'd probably laugh, but it wasn't funny to Jim--he didn't know. And it was vitally
important that he figure out what Blair was going to want from him after before he attempted a before.

Was it seduction with meaning, or was it really just a game? Was it a Sentinel thing or a "them" thing, and did
that really matter? Would they let people know or would they keep it to themselves--

Would they even have to let people know or would it just show?

Screw it. He'd take what he could get and hold on as long as he could, and if he did it right then it wouldn't
matter what Sandburg's intentions had been. It would only matter what their intentions were.

***

He thought that maybe pursuing Sandburg would work. Just gunning for him, all out seducing him. But when he'd
trapped his partner against a wall one day, stood too close and cocked his hips at an angle that brought them
even closer, he'd looked into those bright blue eyes and seen laughter there. Knew that a forceful seduction was
anticipated, perhaps even desired. And while it would have been...amazing...if he just gave in and did what he
was expected to do, it would have given Sandburg even more power over him, and Jim got the feeling that that
would have been a bad mistake.

It wasn't that he needed to be in control all the time. Really. It just seemed like a bad idea to let Sandburg hold
the reins too firmly. The kid was just too likely to do something dumb if he was the one making all the decisions,
like giving and giving and giving and not letting Jim do anything for him in return, or asking Jim to take things
from him that Jim was sure he wasn't supposed to have.

He trusted Blair to treat him well, yes. Maybe too well. It would be just like him to completely ignore his own
needs and tell himself all the while that everything was going along just as it should. Jim didn't want that. They
wouldn't last like that, not very long. He was pretty sure that was the cause of death in all Sandburg's
relationships--he burned himself out by giving too much, being too available. Took things too fast and too deep.
Not even Jim wanted that much from him--

Well, all right, so he wanted more. But more, in his mind, was probably a little different than Sandburg expected.
He wanted to give, not to take. He wanted to offer and not just receive.

Fast and furious were out. For a while he thought that meant he should seduce Sandburg, slowly, patiently. But
when he let his hands linger a little too long, when he held Sandburg's gaze despite the fact that there was no
need for it, he realized that he'd been doing that all along. The seducing thing had been going on for years. No
wonder, he thought, Sandburg is ready to move fast. I've been moving slowly ahead for years.

So, apparently, slow and patient were out, too. Jim wasn't sure what was left. Sudden? Meeting Sandburg at the
door naked, wrapped in cellophane? Naked under an overcoat? Seemed a little crass. Stupid. But...what else was
there?
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He decided, yes, really sudden. So the kid didn't have time to prepare for Jim to hit him.

That thought made him feel a bit better, but then he kept thinking, today's the day, and not following through.
And then Naomi was coming for Thanksgiving, and he couldn't leap on his partner with his mother in the house.
They ate too much turkey and drank too much wine, and a few days later Blair was getting ready to drive her to
the airport and he said, "Give me those gloves, Jim," and Jim fished them out of his coat pockets. He handed
them over. Naomi looked at him for a very long minute while Blair shrugged into a sweater.

"Do you promise to be good to him?" she asked, not very subtle or anything, but what did either Sandburg know
about subtle? Jim smiled at her, a little, wondering how mother and son could be so alike and so completely
different.

"Jim promises," Blair grumbled at his mother before Jim could say anything. "Don't go poking your nose into this,
all right?" And Jim stared at Naomi, watched her roll her eyes at her son with great affection, then reached out to
hug her.

"I'll be good to him," he breathed in her ear when she squeezed him tight. He held her very carefully--she was
cool and thin, little, and very fine boned. Smelled like Blair on a few different levels but Blair was sturdy, warm.
Maybe it wasn't fair to compare a man to his mother, but what else did Jim have, really? He'd never touched a
man like he touched Blair and it wasn't like there were any male Sandburgs around. Then he added, "If he lets
me," as he released her. She smiled at him and nodded, understanding.

He stood at the doors to the balcony and ate a little of the leftover turkey while Blair drove his mother to the
airport. It hadn't snowed yet, but he could taste it in the air--winter was nearly ready to come down from the
mountains. Jim could tell it would be a harsh one, could feel it in the atmosphere, was ready for it. Had
fantasized about staying closed in with Sandburg while it snowed outside, as the pace of the city slowed to the
winter halt.

Last winter, they had spent several long days on the couch together--sitting at opposite ends, of course--
Sandburg reading something anthropological and Jim reading the novels that his partner had filed away on every
spare inch of bookcase space. He had his own books but even then it had felt...good...to read something
Sandburg had already pored over. The kid had a habit of taking a highlighter to his novels and going over his
favorite places, and Jim had lingered over that kind of thing, letting Sandburg's favorite words seep into his mind.

Never having been human, you do not realize how enslaved they are to the pressures of the ordinary.

Drinking that godawful hot chocolate he made with skim milk.

Whatever road I may take, the guiding star is within me, the guiding star and the lodestone which point the
way. They point in but one direction. They point to me.

Arguing over who got control of the stereo for the afternoon.

Our kind of love isn't a sword. It's a light. Not a fire. Just a small light, bright enough only to read love letters
by and to keep the animals at a growling distance.

Smelling Sandburg fresh from the shower, wrapped in sweatpants and a T-shirt and his robe, on the couch with
one of those highlighters in hand, this time going over his school books, still managing to laugh when Jim made a
joke.

Yes, he still remembered. But maybe this winter, they could do things differently. They could curl together on
the couch. They didn't have to read. Maybe they could just make out like teenagers all winter, who knew?

If he was lucky and Sandburg wanted more from him than just a few nights, anyway.
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***

He hadn't exactly decided to wait up for his partner, but found himself lying on the couch for a couple hours, a
tape in the VCR, with a glass of the white wine Naomi had brought sitting on the coffee table. He didn't look
away from the television when he heard Blair's car come down the street but his focus definitely shifted, away
from his plans and wants and doubts and to the simple pleasure of anticipating Sandburg's arrival.

He took the stairs two at a time, Jim could tell. Pounded up them with all the energy of a kid let out of school and
running wild. Jim smiled a little, sipped his wine, put the glass back on the coaster. For a long time, Blair's energy
had been tempered, and Jim had alternately worried and thought, well, maybe it was time he matured. But it had
been back lately, almost like before--he was definitely less hyperactive now, but still racing with enthusiasm for
life. It was a good thing to see. Jim hoped, really hoped, that he had something to do with it but expected that
Blair was just bouncing back from the stress of his diss being released too soon, the academy, being a rookie. It
probably had nothing to do with him--

And really, that didn't matter. Jim didn't care, as long as the kid was happy, healthy. Still with him.

Pathetic, he mocked himself, but he didn't finish the thought because Blair burst through the door and knocked it
right out of his mind.

"Brrr," Blair complained, peeling off his jacket and tucking his gloves in Jim's pocket. "Snow is coming, man.
Wouldn't surprise me if we got some flakes tonight."

The fire was glowing and they were home, together. Jim had a hard time imagining true coldness. But he could
definitely smell the snow in the air, and grunted agreement.

Blair crossed the room to plop down on the couch by Jim's hip. Automatically, he moved back and onto his side,
giving Blair room to sit. There was another couch and a perfectly good chair, but why would Sandburg take
space and comfort when he could have closeness and torment Jim?

"Get lost, kid," Jim said, trying for crotchety-old-man, managing only to sound only like a randy, raspy teenager.
He hadn't even known his voice could still go that high.

Blair just laughed at him and twisted sideways, kind of resting most of his weight against Jim's hip and stomach.
This, Jim told himself as he stared intently at the television--not focusing at all on what was playing, of
course--this would be a good time for sudden.

But he couldn't do it. He just didn't have it in him to take the leap, and since he didn't want it to be Sandburg's
move--

Oh, screw it, he thought. Just get fucking over it, and let him take control. You can figure it all out later.

He looked at his partner, found Blair staring down at him. "Jim?" Blair asked. "What's going on in that big
prehistoric brain of yours?"

Jim shook his head. Blair studied him for another long minute, then a slow smile crept across his face. "Oh," he
said, almost too low for even Sentinel hearing. "Oh, I see." And he leaned down and his mouth closed over Jim's,
and that was it. The absolute fucking end of the game. Jim reached up and latched onto Blair's shoulder, holding
on tight to make sure that his partner couldn't escape, couldn't take the warmth and the sweetly spicy taste of his
mouth away, and he groaned. The End. Game Over. You have twenty-two million bonus points.

Blair laughed against his mouth and the sound made Jim vibrate. He opened his mouth wider, inviting Sandburg
in, sucking gently on the tongue that invaded his mouth, determined to make it good. To make it last as long as
possible, this first kiss.
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Blair's tongue disappeared and Jim followed it, instinctively seeking it, until suddenly he realized that he was
inside of Sandburg in a very mild--

Oh, God, not mild at all but hot, sweet, raging--

A wonderful kind of way. He went crazy for a minute, exploring, memorizing the way Sandburg's teeth were
slick and sharp and the roof of his mouth was smooth and high, the way his lower lip tasted when Jim sucked it
gently, ran his tongue over it. He went adventuring in this new and mysterious territory, wishing he could leave a
flag, a marker, somehow claim it as his own, hoping Sandburg'd let him do just that, afraid that this would be the
only kiss. That his only claim would be on his memories.

And then Blair broke free, panting. Jim kept his eyes closed, felt Blair's gaze on his face. Felt and heard his
partner calm his breathing. Then Blair spoke.

"I want you to take me upstairs and fuck me until something pops loose," he whispered, and Jim shook his head
to clear the ringing in his ears. God, that sounded--bad because he wanted it so much, but good because it was
the only thing he'd really wanted in years. And it was being offered, and he was weak, and this would probably
be the only chance he had.

Yes, he thought, maybe he whispered. Yes. And if Sandburg just wanted this one night, this one crisp fall evening
spent in his bed, that would have to be enough. Jim would just have to use his big prehistoric brain and hold onto
the memory until he took his last breath. Yes.

"Let's go," he said quietly, and Sandburg smiled. Stood. Stretched out his hand and pulled Jim off the couch.

"Finally," he murmured, his blue eyes bright with heat and anticipation. "Let's go, Jim, and finally get it done."

Jim let Blair pull him up the stairs, hoping with every step that he would not regret this.

***

Blair wouldn't let him turn the light on, but that didn't matter because Jim just dialed up his sight a little and the
room was bright as day. He saw everything. The scar on Blair's leg. The way his hair curled wildly everywhere,
not just on his head. The small, dark nipples, one with marks from the ring he used to wear. The six pack he was
starting to develop, the hint of softness he would probably never lose no matter how hard he tried. It reminded
Jim that for all his energy, Blair was not a very young man anymore. Reminded him that his stomach was starting
to soften a little bit too, and more of his hair fell out every day, and the dentist had just found two new cavities.
Imperfection. Age.

Not important. Jim slipped his hands down Blair's sides, felt the goosebumps, heard Blair moan, and that was
what mattered.

He dipped a fingertip into Blair's navel. Traced it down the thin trail of hair to his groin. Blair moaned again,
sounding a little tortured but mostly delighted, and Jim leaned down to redo his path with his tongue. The taste of
Blair's skin, lightly sweaty now, scented, just like he'd imagined it would taste...the rightness of it slid over his
tongue and warmed him. Steadied him.

He wrapped his hand around Blair's dick, felt his partner gasp and heave. Yes, that was good. Felt strong and hot
and solid in his hand, more real than anything else had felt in a long time. He stroked his thumb across the tip,
gathering and spreading the moisture that had already begun to collect there, and wondered why the hell he'd
been so stupid, so blind, and waited so long for exactly this.

He lowered his head, intending to taste Blair there too, but hands on his head stopped him. He looked up and met
his partner's gaze, knowing that the man beneath him was nearly blind in the darkness but somehow sensing that
Blair could see into him, his eyes, no matter how dark it was.
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"Let me go first," Blair whispered. "I'm too close."

But Jim didn't care how close he was. He wanted the taste on his tongue, pre-come and come and softening flesh,
all of it. So he shook his head and ignored Blair's sigh, wrapped his mouth around the hardness he was holding so
carefully in his hand, and sucked.

It made him gag, a little. Made his jaw hurt. He knew he was being sloppy, too--not a good blowjob, all in all, but
hell. He was just learning. And Blair seemed to like it, moaned and writhed and shivered like Jim was really onto
something. So he kept going, kept noting with fascination how Blair's scent and taste changed, changed again,
intensified as he approached orgasm.

And then Blair groaned, said part of his name, just the beginning of his very short name, and Jim knew it was a
warning. He didn't care. This was what he wanted--

Maybe it was because he wanted to be in control, maybe. He didn't care. And when Blair's hands clenched into
fists by his hips and he thrust up, began to spill into Jim's mouth, it didn't seem like either of them really cared.

Orgasm didn't slow Blair down for long. Jim had rested his head on the bony sharpness of a hip, waiting, while
Blair caught his breath, expecting there to be a moment of silence and stillness. Instead, Blair moved fast, caught
Jim offguard and had him flipped on his back in a heartbeat.

"Payback time," he said, and his voice was like nothing Jim had ever heard, not from him. Soft and intense and
hungry. Predatory, in a way that Jim hadn't known that he could be predatory. "Close your eyes," was all the
warning that he got, and then the lamp beside the bed was turned on and the world went up in a white-hot blaze
of glory.

It wasn't just the light. Blair's mouth had descended upon him, his tongue coming out to streak hotly down the
center line of Jim's chest, his abdomen. It came so close to his navel that his stomach muscles tightened,
quivered, and then the heat disappeared, only to come back a second later and close over his nipple.

He arched his back, gasped. He hadn't been prepared for that, not at all, and his entire body felt tight and pulsing,
electrified.

Blair didn't linger long on any one part of Jim's body, obviously preferring to launch a blitzkrieg style attack of
mouth and hands, drawing responses from Jim's body that he had never expected it would give. Pulling him out
of himself until he felt more open and vulnerable and naked than a child--and entirely lacking in a child's
innocence.

How does he know this? Jim wondered, the thought bordering on jealousy, on insane jealousy, but then Blair's
mouth closed on his dick for the first long, slow touch so far, and all he could think was, will he teach me? I want
to make him feel this good--

And then he couldn't think at all.

***

After, Jim sprawled across the bed on his stomach. One arm and a leg kept Sandburg pinned to the mattress. Jim
was ready and waiting for him to break free, to hop up and disappear downstairs or something, to be casual and
dismissive, to make a joke, but he didn't. He just ran his fingers through what was left of Jim's hair, rubbed the
back of his neck, smoothed across the part of Jim's forehead that wasn't buried in the pillows.

It was chilly. The fire had long since died out downstairs, and Jim hadn't turned up the heat. The blankets were
undoubtedly soiled and he'd have to make the bed again unless he wanted to either freeze or wrap up in the wet
spot--he shuddered at the very idea--and then reconsidered. If Sandburg was going to go back downstairs to his
bed, maybe Jim'd sleep in the dirty linens. Just to hold onto his scent. To pretend, if only for a night, that
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Sandburg was there.

Compromise. He'd sleep on clean sheets but leave the dirty ones in a pile beside the bed. He was a Sentinel. He
had that great sense of smell thing going. He didn't actually have to sleep in the mess he'd made to remember the
scent.

Sleep in the mess he'd made. Well, all right, so he wouldn't be doing that in the literal sense, but wouldn't he have
to sleep despite the ruined tangle of his relationship with Sandburg? He hadn't waited to find out what was really
going on; he had let Sandburg move him too fast, and now he'd have to pay the price. Being alone.

You won't really be alone, he told himself. Even if Sandburg doesn't see this as being important and life-altering,
he'll still be around. He'll never leave. He might not love you, but he depends on you nearly as much as you
depend on him, and he isn't going anywhere. You'll never be alone the way you were before him. He'd never let
you.

He made himself let Sandburg free, rolled onto his back and rested his arms on his stomach, containing his body
to one half of the mattress. He still felt a little warmth from Blair's body, despite the chill in the air. He held onto
it. Better the memory of warmth than nothing at all.

Sandburg stirred, sighed. Jim didn't look at him, couldn't. He didn't quite feel in control yet--

Unfortunately, Blair must have, was maybe drawing control from the fact that he had won after all, because he
rolled over and flopped down on Jim's chest. He had sharp elbows and he planted them on Jim's pecs, rested his
chin in his hands and smiled.

"How many minutes do I have to wallow before you kick my ass out of bed so you can get fresh sheets?" he
asked. His eyes were gleaming, warm, maybe even tender. Jim thought, screw it, I am never remaking this bed,
but he couldn't say that. Instead, he said, "Three, Sandburg. Better get a move on."

And now Blair frowned, took his elbows off of Jim's chest. He searched Jim's eyes, and Jim tried not to show
what he was feeling.

"You kicking me out of the bed for good, Jim?" he asked, quiet now and very serious. Maybe even slightly hurt.

Jim blinked. He hadn't expected hurt. He had expected--relief? Acceptance? Happiness? Who even knows any
more, he told himself. He's Sandburg. He'll always be exactly what you least expect.

He fished around for the right thing to say. "No," came to mind instantly, as did, "Not if you don't want me to,"
and "Not in a thousand fucking years, moron."

He asked, "Do you...want to stay?" and then held his breath, trying to look casual, like it didn't matter whether
Blair stayed or went, whatever, just so long as the sheets got changed.

Blair smiled, but it was a serious kind of expression, not echoed in his eyes. "Maybe," he said, and it sounded
like "Yes," to Jim. "Maybe for a few years. Say, fifty? Fifty-five?"

Shocked, Jim stared. Oh. Not three minutes. Sandburg was ready to count in years. Decades.

Surprise, surprise, Mr. Ellison. You just cashed in your twenty-two million bonus points, and you've won the
grand prize!

Fifty-five years sounded good to Jim, really good, so he nodded. Watched Sandburg's face lighten. His smile was
suddenly reflected in his eyes and he dropped his head to brush his lips across Jim's, went back for a deeper kiss.

And Jim found, when the kiss had broken and they were staring at each other, that it was important for him to
say, "I didn't know what you wanted. I couldn't figure out what I was supposed to do if you were only after a
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short-time thing--"

Blair's eyes, such a bright shade of blue, softened. Warmed a little more, though Jim would have doubted that
was possible. "Jim, Jim, Jim," he murmured, reaching out to brush long, broad fingers across Jim's cheekbones.
"How could you doubt that I wanted forever?"

"How was I supposed to know if I--if we--were different for you, Sandburg?"

"I don't know--maybe that fact that I've been here for what, five years now?" Blair smiled. "I really thought that
was a hint."

Jim shook his head. "Maybe. But it wasn't a big one." He hesitated, continued only reluctantly. Words were not
his forte, necessary as they were. "You didn't give me a sense of certainty. Of permanence. Only words would
have done that, and words weren't part of your game--at least, not the ones I wanted."

"I thought I was playing by your rules, Jim," Blair said. "Less talk, more action."

Jim rolled his eyes. "So the one time you decided that you were doing things the way I wanted them done was
the one time I wanted something different, right? Of course. Just my luck."

Blair grinned, ghosted a kiss across Jim's mouth. "I don't know. I don't think your luck was all bad."

Jim tangled his hands in Blair's hair and pulled him back for a deeper taste. "Maybe not," he whispered. "Maybe
it was good luck after all."

"The best luck." Blair smiled at him, then settled down to rest his cheek on Jim's chest, and Jim closed his arms
around that strong, sturdy body, holding on tight. Mentally prepared himself after the long, hard fall for long,
easy winter nights spent curled around each other in bed.

But first things first--as long as Blair was planning to hang around, they had some business to attend to. Jim
tapped Blair on the cheek with the palm of his hand, said, "Get up, Chief. We got some sheets to change."

Blair looked up, and his eyes were bright. "I was actually just thinking that maybe we should get a little more
wear out of them first..."

Jim found that to be an entirely practical idea, one with which he could agree wholeheartedly, and he rolled Blair
onto his back so that they could get started--

And outside the loft, the first snow began to fall.
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The End.

[ Feedback to Author ] | [Back to Story List]

Author's Acknowledgements: Thanks to Sue and Lisa for beta reading a little above and beyond the call of duty.
Thanks also to Patt, who dragged me into this whole mess in the first place and pushed me to write something a
little longer :) and best wishes to those members of MME who need them. You guys rock.

This one's dedicated to Trisha, who left, because being a spy is a Big Deal and I'm sure I'll find someone to
discuss Peter S. Beagle with while she's gone.

So I gave Blair my taste in literature, and my habit of outlining favored bits. Most of the highlighted parts I
rewrite into a little leather journal and reread--a lot. [G] The three quotes were taken from three of my favorite
books. I couldn't help myself. In case you're curious, they were:

Never having been human, you do not realize how enslaved they are to the pressures of the ordinary. CS
Lewis, The Screwtape Letters

Whatever road I may take, the guiding star is within me, the guiding star and the lodestone which point the
way. They point in but one direction. They point to me. Ayn Rand, Anthem

Our kind of love isn't a sword. It's a light. Not a fire. Just a small light, bright enough only to read love letters
by and to keep the animals at a growling distance. Peter S. Beagle, A Fine and Private Place.

I highly recommend all three. :)

 Physical Fascination

Physical Fascination - Rogue

"Jim...? Whoa!"

Blair watched as Ellison and Laura broke apart from their kiss and looked at him. Laura remained wrapped
around the detective, staring at him in an altogether predatory fashion. Jim looked shocked and mildly
embarrassed as he attempted to pull her dress back together, cover her up, protect her.
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Embarrassed for his friend and that he had walked in on something private - if not smart, location- and
timing-wise - Blair gave them a wry grin as he averted his gaze and turned and left.

Later, much later, the young man sat on the sofa in the loft apartment, scribbling in his notebook as he
hypothesized about the possible reason for Jim's sudden and uncontrollable reaction to the woman. His gaze
drifted to the wrapped object he had on the coffee table and for a moment, he found himself picturing Jim and
Laura twined around each other in the coatroom, and his mind's eye focused in on Jim's soft, tender lips as they
kissed with hungry passion.

Shaking his mind free of those thoughts, he then went back to scribbling in the notebook. The next morning,
when he tested his hypothesis and found it verified, Blair didn't feel any of the elation he might have otherwise
felt when he saw the look on Jim's face as his friend realized that it wasn't love on his part and most probably not
on Laura's, either, and that she was the criminal they were searching for from the diamond heists.

"I'm sorry, man," he said, and he was.

They caught the bad guys and Laura and her accomplice went to prison and Jim retreated into a cynical shell for
a while concerning women. When Blair attempted to draw him out of it, the sentinel shot him a scathing look and
said, "No thanks, Sandburg. Look what happened the last time you tried to get me to pick up women."

Blair ignored the slight hurt that caused and simply backed down. He needn't have worried, however. Jim
apologized, in his own roundabout way, by going out on a few dates within the next week and admitting quietly
that Blair had been right; that it was a good idea.

The guide grinned at his sentinel and went back to studying him, putting images of Jim having sex out of his
mind, telling himself it was too early in their friendship and partnership for him to delve into that area of the
sentinel's sensitivity.

****

Blair knew he must be dreaming, but ohmygod, it was so difficult to find the will to wake up. For months now,
he'd been getting more and more curious about what sex was like for his sensitive friend. Images would flash
through his mind of Jim twined around some hot, wet, willing woman; stroking his fingertips over sleek, silky
skin; kissing her and tasting her with those hyperactive taste buds; smelling the delicious scent of arousal and
listening to her gasp, watching her as she reacted to his actions.

He was curious what it felt like to the sentinel, but for some odd reason, he could never clearly picture the
imaginary woman, although Jim came through loud and clear.

And now, here he was, dreaming that same dream again, only he was on the receiving end of Jim's passion.

He moaned as Ellison used those sensitive fingertips to stroke over his skin; sighed with pleasure as soft, tender
lips nipped and kissed his mouth, neck, nipples; groaned when that long, muscular body pressed firmly against
his groin to groin; whimpered as Jim whispered into his ear how the sounds he was making was driving the
sentinel wild and shivered as Jim locked gazes with him, staring intently as he began to move, thrusting against
his guide and making Blair cry out with the utmost enjoyment.

And he was by no means passive in his pleasure. Blair ran his hands down that strong, smooth back, glorying in
the feel of hot, damp skin and male muscle under his fingers. He craned his neck and traced with his lips the scar
that crossed the cords of Jim's neck at the hollow of his throat, where a perp had tried to slice him open with a
knife during his time in Vice. He thrilled to the sound of Ellison's passionate growl and lifted his head to claim
that hot, willing mouth, tasting and stroking with his tongue. He wrapped his arms and legs tightly around Jim's
body and begged for more as they thrashed and writhed together, straining to reach the shattering climax that
they could feel building.
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And Blair woke up just as he climaxed and he choked back what began as a cry of Jim's name so that it merely
emerged as a gurgle, transmuting into a groan of relief as his seed spurted out of his penis, easing the tension in
his balls.

He lay in the dark, panting, waiting for his body to calm down. Just as he was about to get up and go to the
bathroom to get cleaned up, he heard a sound directly outside his door. Freezing momentarily, he then looked up
and over in time to see his door soundlessly swing shut, although it had been open a few centimeters when he'd
gone to bed. Listening hard, he heard the almost totally silent sound of footfalls walking away from his bedroom
and then the creak of the third stair from the top that always got noisy when anyone walked on it. A moment
later, he heard the faint squeak of bedsprings as Jim returned to bed, shifting to get comfortable, and then all was
silent.

My God, Blair thought as he slowly sat up and looked at the now-closed door. How long was he standing there?
Did I say anything? Did he hear it?

It was obvious that the sentinel had discerned that he was having a wet dream, but whether it was after the fact
or during it that Blair was curious about.

He probably heard my heart racing and came down to see if I was having a nightmare again. I still don't
understand why he finds it unbelievable that I'd have nightmares of his kidnapping by Oliver. I was scared to
death that he was dead or dying! Oh, well.

Entering the bathroom, he quickly cleaned himself up, used the toilet, and then headed back to bed. Thankfully,
he hadn't dampened his sheets, so he didn't have to bother with stripping them from the bed. Climbing in, he
snuggled down beneath the sheet and comforters and yawned once as he closed his eyes and went back to sleep.

***

Upstairs, laying in the dark and staring at the skylight, Jim found himself unable to get the image out of his mind
of a still-asleep Blair arching and gasping as his body reached climax.

****

Late summer segued into early autumn, leaving the air mildly warm with a soft, cool breeze most of the time.
When it wasn't raining, the weather was perfect.

Blair's mood, however, was anything but.

For months now, he had been dreaming almost continually about having sex with Jim. He had never confronted
Jim about the first time he'd realized Jim had been standing outside his doors during one of those dreams, and he
never called him on the next few times it happened when he'd woken up from an erotic cinema in his mind. He
didn't understand why Jim did it, but then again, he wasn't sure he wanted to know. It was bad enough that he
had to struggle hard to keep from showing any signs of the incredibly lecherous daydreams he was now having
involving his roommate.

In order to assuage the high levels of horniness all this was causing him, he went out with girls, girls, and more
girls, fucking most of them, but unable to give them anything else. For some, this was alright, but more than a
few were angry and hurt when they realized that they couldn't have his heart, which only made him angry and
hurt in return, which was when the Jim-dreams usually happened en masse and full force. It was a vicious cycle,
he knew, but he couldn't see anyway to stop it, except for maybe confiding in Jim, but he didn't think that would
be a good idea. The detective seemed to be having an unusually long lucky streak regarding women and had a
few successive, but semi-steady girlfriends, which meant he was getting nooky on a regular basis and apparently
enjoying the hell out of it, if the self-satisfied expressions he brought to the breakfast table most mornings meant
anything.
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Blair sighed as he arrived home from an all-nighter at Rainier. He'd been helping out on a round-robin project in
the Anthro-department and he'd found the idea of working hard all night more agreeable than either fucking his
brains out with some woman he wouldn't love or dreaming all night about Jim, whom he couldn't have.

Man, I am seriously fucked up, he thought glumly. And I think I'm fucked, too. Well, I wish I could be, but that's
not likely to happen. But, I am seriously fucked where Jim's concerned. Oh, I wish, I wish, I wish....

Then he unlocked the door and walked into the loft only to find Jim and his latest girlfriend already up and
awake, and his wishes went up in smoke with a muted BAMF as he felt his heart break silently.

They were at the dining table and she was wearing one of Jim's T-shirts as she sat in his lap, his hand stroking
one long, smooth bare thigh as they smiled at each other while they traded soft kisses back and forth.

When Jim's eyes narrowed and focused on him, specifically his chest, Blair knew his heart was pounding way
harder than it should have been. He only hoped that jealousy didn't have a smell that the sentinel could pick up
on. He only prayed that Jim would attribute the scent of desire he knew was emitting to the sight of them
wrapped around each other.

"Sandburg," Jim said coolly as Bethany blushed and tugged the hem of the T-shirt lower down her legs.

Blair swallowed hard. "Uh. Yeah. Sorry. I'm just ... gonna... See you later!" And with that, he turned and left the
apartment, shutting the door firmly behind him and headed down the hallway for the stairs, not really thinking. It
wasn't until he got to the street outside that he realized he didn't have a plan of where to go.

I don't want to go back to Rainier. I just spent the last sixteen hours there! he thought frantically. Uh ...
breakfast! Yeah, that's it. Go to that bakery across town that he likes but doesn't get to often. Bring him home
some buttermilk donuts. Make up that blunder. Uh ... and some of those berries at that stand a few miles
outside of town....

With that thought, he practically ran to the Corvair, hopped in quickly as he flung his backpack onto the seat
beside him, and started the vehicle. He was so preoccupied with his thoughts and needing to get away that he
never heard Jim yelling at him from the balcony as he drove out of the parking lot and headed up the street
towards his chosen destinations, visions of all that glorious Jim-skin covered only by a pair of skimpy black silk
boxers.

****

Ellison growled in frustration as he watched his friend and roommate drive quickly away. So focused was he on
the rapidly fading sound of Blair's heartbeat that he jumped, startled, when Bethany appeared next to him,
tapping his shoulder.

"Sorry," the beautiful blonde woman replied, her expression slightly worried. "Is he okay? Why'd he run out like
that?"

"I have no idea. It's not like he's any stranger to the idea of a man and woman being half-naked together," Jim
grumbled as he turned and led the way back inside, shutting the balcony doors behind them.

"Huh. Weird. Then again, he is a-" she began, but stopped abruptly.

Jim went utterly still for a moment, then turned and looked down at her, his expression becoming chill. "He's a
what, Beth?"

"Well ... you know," she hedged.

"No, I don't know," he growled. "Just what is he, Beth? And think carefully about how you answer that, because
I do know that he's my friend."
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She scowled at him. "Well, of course he is! But ... that's part of it, Jim."

"What do you mean?"

"Oh, come on. Everyone at the station wonders about it. Why you, a confirmed loner, would let that ... total
hippie flake stay with you long enough to move in. I mean, it's not like he's your type."

"My type?"

"Yeah. A lot of the people in the station thought you and Sandburg were lovers, but it became obvious soon
enough that you guys weren't. So, we're all kind of wondering why you let someone like him stay with you."

"Someone like him? What's that supposed to mean?!" Jim demanded.

Bethany rolled her eyes. "It's obvious as all get out that he's been underfoot too long if you have to ask that
question, Jim. Come on! He's weird, he's loud, he's a flake, he's a hippie, he's just a student and it looks like he's
getting a free ride on lots of things from you. I'm afraid he's taking advantage of you and-"

"And that's exactly what you would expect from a hippie? Someone like Sandburg?" Jim asked in a chill tone.

"Yes, exactly," she said, smiling, pleased that he'd seen her point of view.

Ellison was silent for a long moment; long enough for her to lose her smile and peer up at him in confusion.

Finally, he said, "I think it would be a good idea for you to leave, Bethany. You can keep the shirt. But I really
think it's time for you to go."

She glared at him. "You can't mean you're dumping me because of what I said about Sandburg!"

"Why not?" he growled back. "It's become clear as a bell, Beth, that you're a bigot. You don't have the faintest
idea about Blair Sandburg and what he really is. I live with the guy, remember? I know him pretty well by now. I
know that he can be a slob about his personal habits, but he takes care of damn near everything else! Sure, he
dresses weird. Sure, he acts like a flake. Sure, he's a throwback to hippie culture. But he does not take advantage
of me or anyone else. If anything, he's too generous for his own good. Very frequently, he has little or no money
because he insists on paying me rent and sometimes buying groceries or paying one of the other utilities. Or,
possibly, he's bought me something that I wanted and couldn't get for myself at the moment. And he is extremely
hard working. He has a job over at Rainier teaching kids as well as taking classes himself. Then he has his work
at the PD with me and the rest of Major Crime. And when he's not doing that, he's helping his friends on tons of
other projects or problems. Then he goes on dates and if he's not doing all that, then he's grading papers or
proctoring exams! I have to practically force him to take time off for himself so he doesn't make himself sick! He
refuses to let me buy him things because he's never sure if he'll have enough money to pay me back! Blair
Sandburg is a generous, hard-working, salt of the earth guy, Bethany, and it makes me sick to hear you talk about
him as if he were less than a slug. And all because of the few glimpses you get of him in the hallways and the
rumors you hear spreading around the station. Now it's really time for you to leave."

She opened her mouth and shut it a few times, but nothing emerged. Finally, she turned on her heel and went
back upstairs, embarrassment and anger and hurt roiling through her. She stripped off the T-shirt and flung it
away, then climbed into her clothing. When she was done, she grabbed up her purse and glasses and went back
downstairs, only to find that Jim was not in sight. He was in the bathroom. Angry all over again that she'd been
cheated of a big dramatic exit, she settled for slamming the door shut as hard and as loud as she could.

In the bathroom, Jim winced, glad that he'd dialed down his hearing, and climbed into the shower so he could
scrub off the smell of her.

An hour and a half later, Jim had finished his shower, brushed his teeth, climbed into a worn, faded pair of denim
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shorts and his favorite tank-top, then stripped the sheets and pillowcases from the bed and taken them down the
hall to be washed in the communal washing machine, and replaced them with a set of green and cream that Blair
had given him for Christmas, knowing the restful colors would soothe him. Replacing the lightweight blue
blanket on top with a lightweight forest green throw, Jim bundled up the blue blanket and took it down the hall to
the washroom. He found his other sheets were done, so he put them in the dryer and started the washing machine
again, adding the blanket and soap, then went back to the loft.

He had just pulled eggs out of the refrigerator when the jingle of keys in the lock announced Blair's return. He
turned with a small grin and called out, "Hey, Chief! Glad you're back; I was getting worried."

Sandburg walked slowly into the apartment, looking around as if he expected Bethany to leap out of a corner at
any moment and force him to leave again.

The idea of it, that Blair would be nervous and thinking he was unwelcome in his own home, made Jim cringe.

"She's gone, Chief. And she won't be coming back. Take off your jacket and sit down for a while, buddy," he
said quietly.

Blair nodded and set his packages down on the dining room table, then hung up his jacket and backpack before
retrieving the boxes and taking them into the kitchen. He swallowed hard, nervously, letting his eyes flick over
Jim's clothing approvingly before he glanced away again. "So, uh, why ... I mean, I'm sorry if I caused any
problems. I didn't mean to bust in on you guys like that. I'll be more careful about that; she doesn't have to worry,
if she wants to come back..."

Jim shook his head as he lifted open the top box to see two dozen buttermilk donuts waiting inside. Pleasure lit
his nerve endings and the smell made his mouth water, but he managed to resist the lure of fresh pastry and
instead looked at his friend.

"No, Chief, it's not you. Well, not entirely. You did start it, but I'm glad it happened."

"Jim?" Blair's confusion was evident.

"Yeah. Seems she thinks you're a flake and that you're not worthy to be my partner and that she's a bigot. She
can't understand why I'm your friend. Beth wasn't especially nice about it, so I gave her the boot after I set her
straight on the subject. She won't be coming back anymore, Sandburg."

"Jim, you didn't have to do that-" the younger man began.

The sentinel frowned. "No? So, what - I was supposed to let her get away with thinking you're a disgraceful,
irresponsible hippie moocher? Sandburg, you know you're not!"

Blair shrugged and turned away.

Jim grabbed his arm and hauled him back around, glaring down into his friend's blue eyes.

The air was charged with heavy tension as the two men stared intently at one another.

Before they could say anything, however, the phone rang.

Snarling, Jim let go of his guide and stomped over to the cordless phone. He snatched it up and barked, "Ellison!"

"Jim, it's me. I'm sorry to call so early on your day off, but I have a good reason. One of the DAs is here, needs to
go over something concerning the Chastain case with you. I figure an hour, two at the most, and then the rest of
the day is yours, I swear," Simon Banks said on the other end of the line.

The detective felt like swearing. Instead, he locked his jaw, counted to ten, then sighed. "Fine, Simon. I'm on my
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way as soon as I throw on some decent clothing."

"Gotcha. See you in half an hour."

The two of them hung up and Jim turned to head towards the stairs, but stopped when he saw Blair sneaking
towards his own bedroom.

"Sandburg!"

Blair jumped and spun to face his sentinel. "What, Jim?"

"We are going to discuss this when I get back, Junior," the older man growled. "I've got anywhere from one hour
to two, and then I'm coming back here and you are going to tell me why you disagreed with me about why I
kicked Bethany out and you are going to tell me why you're so restless when you sleep lately and you're going to
tell me why you're acting so weird, got it?"

He didn't wait for an answer, merely turned and stomped up the stairs to his bedroom. He quickly threw on a pair
of old but decent looking jeans and his green short-sleeve shirt, then put his sneakers back on, and was ready to
go. He trotted down the stairs and cast a glance at the French doors that were now closed, with his guide hiding
behind them.

"When I get home, Sandburg!" he called out as a reminder, then grabbed up his keys and wallet and left the
apartment.

****

He didn't have a destination in mind; he simply kept driving.

Blair listened absently to the tunes playing on the radio in the Corvair as he drove and drove and drove. Away
from the loft, away from Cascade, away from Washington State, even. The last sign he had noticed that really
registered said WELCOME TO MONTANA. He couldn't remember entering the northern part of Idaho, but for
some reason, he noticed the Montana border sign.

As he traveled along the Montana Interstate Highway, he found himself thinking about why he was doing this.
He knew what he was doing was a fear-based response, but he couldn't help it. Ever since Jim had left, issuing
the declaration that Blair would tell him what was going on, the younger man had been in a panic. All he could
think was that Jim would find out that Blair was in lust with him - in love with him - and that would be that. He'd
find himself out on his ass on the street. No way would Jim keep him around if he knew that. And he didn't want
to lose his friendship with the other man.

But why I'm running away ... well, that I don't know, Blair mused quietly.

Although he thought he might. He knew Jim would be angry at coming home to find his friend and guide so
obviously gone. Calling the university wouldn't get the sentinel too much. Blair had called in not long after Jim
had gone to the station, asking for a leave of absence to go traveling in the name of research for his dissertation.
A tiny white lie, but a necessary one. He'd been granted an indefinite leave of absence and had packed and gone
very quickly. He'd stopped by the bank to close out his account, gathering all the cash he had. He knew better
than to use a credit card along the way. Jim would be able to track him that much easier by it and he wasn't at all
ready to talk to the sentinel about what was bothering him.

It was many, many hours later that he finally rolled into a small, quiet town. With the last of the gas in his tank,
he pulled into the driveway of a quaint looking Bed'n'Breakfast and decided that there was as good a place to
stay as any.

Gathering his backpack and a duffel bag with clothing in it, he got out of the car and pocketed the keys after
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locking up, and headed inside.

***

"Okay, Sandburg," Jim growled as he stepped into the loft, then fell silent. Opening his ears, he listened hard, and
found that his roommate was nowhere in the loft.

An icy feeling settling like a bowling ball in his gut, Jim forced himself to move towards the French doors that led
to Blair's room.

When he saw the drawers pulled open and the closet doors thrown wide, and clothing and books and Blair's
favorite knick-knacks as well as his favorite photo of them together, gone, Jim threw back his head and gave
voice to his rage and pain.

"NO!!!!"

It was a while before he could force his mind to think rationally again. When he did, he thought hard. He'd only
been gone four hours. Blair couldn't have gotten too far in that time. And if he was lucky, his guide had left a
trail for him to follow.

Whirling around, he flung himself back out the door, wallet in pocket and keys in hand, the door slamming and
locking behind him as he took the stairs down to street level. Racing outside, he flung himself into the F-150 and
soon he was on the road, back to the station.

He saw Simon's jaw drop open when he strode back into the bullpen. Judging from the way people scrambled to
get out of his way, he assumed his face looked a thundercloud.

Instantly, Banks was out of his office and joining Ellison at his desk. "Jim? What's wrong? The kid...?"

"Gone."

"Oh, shit. How? Kidnapped?"

Jim shook his head sharply and heard sighs of relief. Glancing around, he realized that people had been listening
in and had moved closer when they heard that Blair was missing. Coupling that with Jim's anger, they had
assumed the worst, but could now relax. The younger man had made quite an impact on the Major Crime unit
since he'd joined them and now most of the people in the squad tended to react with concern if it seemed that
trouble had once again struck the younger member of the unorthodox team. Oh, sure, they worried about Jim if
he got into trouble, too, but Blair wasn't a cop like the rest of them were.

Seeing the anger filling the detective and realizing that, for the moment, Sandburg wasn't in any trouble, Simon
took hold of his friend's elbow and said, "Come on, Jim. My office."

Gritting his teeth, Ellison turned and strode impatiently for his captain's office, the taller man directly on his
heels.

Once the door was shut, Simon asked, "Want coffee?"

"No."

Not letting the flat growl deter him, Banks sat on a corner of his desk while he watched Jim pace restlessly
around the medium-sized room. "Okay, Jim, spill it. What happened?"

"Blair's run away from home; from me. As to why he's done it, I'm not sure. I've noticed him getting increasingly
agitated for the last few months around me, but I couldn't figure out why. I mean, everything seemed fine. No
visible or invisible threats to either of us; nothing illegal going on; no troubles with girls or school and so far as I
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know, things were fine between us. Then this morning, he walks in on me and Bethany, goes white as a sheet,
stutters something about leaving, and goes out the door like greased lightning."

"And you haven't seen him since? Jim, maybe he's just embarrassed and hiding-"

Ellison shook his head quickly. "No, he came home. When he did, I told him I'd broken up with Bethany and
thrown her out."

"That hot blonde from Records? What for?"

"She trashed Sandburg. I mean, really trashed him. Told me that she, like a lot of other people around here,
couldn't figure out why I would hang out with an irresponsible, loser hippie moocher like Sandburg. At first I was
incredulous, and when I got the point, she smiled at me! Actually smiled at me! As if I had gotten her point and
was agreeing with her!"

Simon sighed. "Oh, dear God. Jim, please, as a favor to a close friend and your captain, do not tell me where you
hid the body."

Jim shot an incendiary glare at his boss. "I told you, I broke up with her and threw her out."

"Sorry. I thought you were sugar-coating it for me."

Now the sentinel was surprised. "You actually thought I'd ... why?"

"Jim, get real. I know how much that kid means to you. And I remember the last time somebody said something
within your hearing about Sandburg. We had to plaster over the dent you left in the wall with his body,
remember? Philips is still walking funny from that incident, too."

Ellison sighed. "Yeah, yeah. But that pansy dick should've known better."

"Just get on with the story, Jim."

"Right. Anyway, Blair came home, apologized, and I told him what had happened. He ... Simon, he acted as
though Bethany had only been stating the truth! Didn't really confirm or deny it, but his whole attitude said he
thought he deserved that treatment! Anyway, I lost my temper and was going to call him on it, and that's when
you called. After I hung up, I told him that when I got home we were going to discuss that whole thing as well as
why he's been getting so jumpy around me. Then I left. I got home about an hour ago and discovered that he'd
packed a few bags, grabbed a few things, and left. So, I came here with the intent of putting out an APB on the
Corvair and trying to trace any ATM withdrawals or phone calls he might have made. Check in with the
University. Something!"

"Right, got it. Jim, do you really think it's necessary to put out an APB on Sandburg?" At the wild, desperate look
the sentinel gave him, Simon sighed and shook his head. "Never mind, look who I'm asking. Jim, I regret that I
have to say this, but no, I can't let you APB Blair. I'm sorry, I just can't. That is reserved for citywide emergency
situations, not just personal Ellison-Sandburg spats. However, you are free to do all the tracing you like. Now get
out of here and go do it. Let me know if there's anything I can do to help."

Jim bristled for a moment, then deflated. Nodding, he opened the door and went stalking back to his desk, other
office personnel carefully keeping out of his way. They knew that to approach him now would be tantamount to
poking at a wounded wolverine with a stick.

Settling in at his desk, Jim turned on his computer and set to work with a grim expression, determined to track
down his missing guide and bring him back home where he belonged.

****
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Blair sighed as he returned from his walk in a nearby forest area and fished the key to his room out of his pocket.
He wasn't going to be able to stay there much longer. Not only was he running out of money after three months
of hiding out, but Mrs. Birchcomb's Bed'n'Breakfast wasn't a boarding house. She was probably going to want the
room free soon for tourists coming into town. Besides, he had to decide what he was going to do: go home to
Cascade and possibly try to get in contact with Jim, or keep running in the opposite direction?

He unlocked the door and pushed it open, ready to step through.

The sight of Jim standing in his living room, arms folded and feet planted firmly on the floor, stopped him in his
tracks.

The sentinel stood quietly, facing him, his arms folded tightly over his broad, muscular chest, his feet
shoulder-width apart and his legs locked. Anyone who didn't know him would have assumed he was calm
because of the emotionless mask of his features.

To Blair, who knew the older man better than anyone, the absolute pain and fury glittering in the cold blue eyes
were unmistakable.

A stuttered whimper escaped him and then he attempted to flee. Whirling around, he managed to take one step
before a powerful hand clamped over the back of his neck and squeezed tight; a silent warning that he had better
not move if he knew what was good for him.

God, so fast, so silent...! Never heard him move! Blair thought wildly just before he was yanked back into the
room, the door shut firmly and locked behind him.

"Jim..."

"Shut. The. Fuck. Up." The words, though growled, were enunciated clearly.

Blair did as he was told and shut up.

The hand holding his neck tightened further and Blair winced as Jim then shook him roughly.

"Do you have any idea what your running away did to me?"

Blair recognized it as a rhetorical question and wisely stayed silent as Jim continued.

"Do you know how angry and worried and hurt I've been because of your disappearing act? Well, you're about
to."

The younger man trembled hard. "Jim...?"

"What." Voice very flat, Ellison sounded utterly uncompromising.

"You ... please, you're not gonna hit me...?"

"Don't tempt me, Sandburg!" Jim let him go only to spin him around, grab him by the upper arms, and shake him
hard. His face was contorted with visible rage as he yelled, "Why?! Why did you run from me, goddammit?!
Why did you run from me?!"
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Blair let out a soft cry of distress in response to the pain he heard in his friend's voice.

"Am I so terrible, Sandburg, that you'd rather run from me - from me - than talk to me about what's bothering
you?"

"Jim - no!"

"Then why...? I thought I could trust you, Blair. I thought I could believe that you would be the one person in my
life who wouldn't leave me flat like that. That you wouldn't run away from me and leave me alone. So why did
you do it?"

Tears had gathered in Blair's eyes and he said softly, "Jim ... I can't tell you. I just ... can't. I'm sorry."

"What is it, Chief? Are you in some kind of trouble?" Instantly, Ellison shifted from angry to concerned, his grip
moving from threatening to comforting as it loosened and shifted to cup his shoulders.

The younger man let out a short, harsh bark of laughter. "Possibly. But it's personal."

"I'm your friend, Blair. You ought to at least feel like you can come to me and let me help..."

"Unless you're the cause of it," Blair muttered, his head hanging.

Jim's hands leapt from his shoulders as though scorched.

"What?" came the horrified whisper.

His face reflecting his misery, Sandburg said, "Jim ... it's not what you think. It's not a bad thing - at least, not for
you - but I'm afraid. I'm so afraid that I'll lose you as a friend..."

Once again, Jim settled his hands on his guide's shoulders. "Blair, it is a bad thing, if it frightens you like this. For
both of us. C'mon, buddy. Tell me what has you so frightened that you run from me rather than talk so that I
spend the last three months worried out of my mind about you?"

"Jim, I'm sorry. I never meant to make you worry..."

"But you had to know that I would. You had to know, Blair," said Jim quietly, his hands moving up to frame
Blair's face. "You're my best friend; you mean the world to me. You had to know that I would spend every free
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moment I had searching for you. And when I finally tracked you down here...when I pulled into the yard and saw
the Corvair, my God, Blair! I suddenly felt like I could breathe again. You weren't there, but when I explained
that you were my work partner and that I needed to talk to you, she let me into your room so I could wait there,
explaining that you'd gone out for a walk, but that you'd be back. And so I waited and waited, and I let my anger
get the better of me, but I swear, Chief, I swear I never would have hit you! And when I heard your heartbeat,
heard you coming closer, I felt like crying. It was the sweetest sound I'd heard in months, Blair; the sound of
your heartbeat. Suddenly, everything was fine, nothing hurt, all my senses on-line and working perfectly."

"What? Jim!" Sandburg gasped.

Jim nodded. "I should have told you earlier, but the sound of your heartbeat is my anchor, Chief. Whenever I
start feeling overwhelmed, I latch onto your heartbeat and things settle down. I've driven out to the university a
few times just to stand outside your office and let your heartbeat work its magic."

"Oh, Jim..." Blair whispered. "I didn't know..."

"I know. I thought about telling you, but I was afraid it would freak you out and make you leave or something."
A short, harsh laugh escaped and Jim's hands tightened on him. "But you left anyway. And it almost destroyed
me."

"I never meant it to."

"Why did you leave?"

"Jim, please..."

"Tell me."

"Jim..."

"Tell me."

"I can't-"

"Tell me."

"iloveyou."

"Say it again, slower, more clearly, and a little bit louder."

Blair took a deep breath, then looked right into his sentinel's eyes. "I. Love. You."

Jim trembled hard and his fingers tightened on Blair's face. "Please tell me that means in love with me."

Wide eyed, the guide nodded.

"Oh, thank God!"

Before Blair could voice a question, Jim's mouth was on his.

Ellison kissed the younger man in his arms almost frantically for a few moments before he found himself roughly
pushed away. He gasped and gazed, narrow-eyed, upon his guide. "What?!"

"What do you mean 'what'?" Blair snapped back, his face a puzzled frown. "What do you mean 'thank God' and
now you're suddenly kissing the hell out of me?! Jim, please, tell me what's going through your head."
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"Well, I can tell you it's not a great deal of blood. It's all down here." Taking one of Blair's hands, he placed it on
the bulge between his legs where his iron hard cock was encased in his favorite pair of jeans.

Blair trembled and gulped.

"Not a whole lot of thoughts going through my head, either. Well, actually, I have a few, but they're almost all of
them mental images of what I want to do to you."

"Jim-"

"For instance, there's kissing you until your mouth is so swollen and red and hot that I could come from looking
at it. Then, too, there's finally getting you naked, seeing what's under your clothes all at once. I've never seen you
completely naked before. Gonna have to fix that. I see me touching you everywhere, Sandburg," Jim murmured
as he peeled out of his suede jacket, throwing it away from him, then reaching for the buckle on his belt. "I see
me naked and adoring at your feet, on my knees, while I suck you off so hard and fast that you almost pass out.
But I don't want you to actually pass out, no. Because then I want to be inside you, so bad, I might explode with
the wanting."

"Jim-"

"I want to shove my dick so far up your ass you'll feel me in the back of your throat. You might actually feel me
there later, anyway, because let me tell you something, Chief: your mouth ought to be declared illegal. Isn't a day
that goes by that my dick doesn't get hard whenever I think of this mouth."

So saying, he kissed Blair hard, sucking that lush lower lip into his mouth and nipping it lightly with his teeth
even as he opened his belt and undid his jeans, pulling the zipper down roughly. He continued kissing the
younger man, their tongues dueling fiercely as he began quickly unbuttoning Blair's black and white flannel shirt,
then unbuttoned and unzipped his jeans, yanking the gray T-shirt and flannel shirt hems from the waistband of
the snug jeans.

As he thrust his hands down the back of Blair's jeans to cup his buttocks, squeezing through the material of the
boxer shorts the younger man was wearing, he broke off the kiss and panted fiercely for a moment before resting
his forehead against his mate's. His blue eyes burning intently into Blair's rather stunned gaze, he growled, "I
wanna make you come so hard, Chief. I want you to come because of me. I want you to come with my name on
your lips. I want you to beg me to make you come."

"Jim!" the guide howled, and launched himself up against the big muscular body. He wrapped his arms around
Jim's neck, gripping his head and letting his fingers stroke through the seal-fur-soft short hair as he kissed Jim
lustily. Pressing short, singeing kisses to that sensual mouth, he whispered between kisses, "Love you ... love you
so much ... thought I could never tell you ... wanted you so much...."

"Blair, baby..." Ellison groaned, and he grabbed hold of the younger man's hips, pulled him groin to groin, and
began ‘dirty dancing’, grinding and bucking his hips against Blair in quick, short, wonderfully nasty moves.

Blair's head dropped back with a shuddering sigh, and then he cried out softly when Jim's mouth, tongue, and
teeth attacked his bared neck.

Finally, the guide pushed away so that he was at least half a foot away from his lover. He held up a hand to halt
Jim's forward movement when the sentinel growled and started towards him. Then he pointed at the dark blue
ribbed turtleneck the older man wore and said simply, "Off."

With a heated glower, Jim reached down and took the hem of the turtleneck and began stripping it up his torso
even as Blair quickly shucked out of his shirts, then toed out of his sneakers.

When Jim flung the turtleneck away, his chest rising and falling with every deep breath he took, Blair shuddered
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hard as lust burned through his body.

"Stay," he said as he moved closer. "Stay just like that."

Sinking to his knees before the older man, he lifted one foot and placed it in his lap as he undid the laces on Jim's
boot, then tugged it off, admiring the way the bigger man kept his balance as the sock was stripped off as well.
The process was repeated with the other boot and sock, and then Jim was standing bare foot, bare-chested, with
his jeans open in front of him, looking down at him with burning blue eyes.

Like water, Blair wrapped his arms around Jim's hips and flowed up until his face was level with the other man's
groin.

"Blair..." Jim choked out, shivering. "Have you ever been with a man before?"

Sandburg shook his head. "No. But I want you. So badly that I think I might die if I can't have you."

"Don't say that."

"Sorry. What can I do to make it better? Hmmm. Let's try ... this."

And with that, he leaned over and put his mouth on the denim-covered cock, breathing hotly on the bulge as he
mouthed it gently.

Jim threw back his head with a strangled cry, shuddering hard as he fought to keep from orgasming right then
and there.

"Oh, yeah, you like that, don't you, big guy?" Blair purred, then nipped lightly. "Think how much better it'll feel
when you're actually in my mouth."

"Shut up before I make that happen," Ellison growled.

"Maybe I want it to," the younger man said softly, looking up at his mate. "I want you in my mouth, Jim. I want
to love you, to give you pleasure. I might not be very good at it, but I want to give you what I can."

Trembling, Jim tenderly trailed his fingers over Blair's face as he said quietly, "Blair, if all I ever have is your
love, I will believe myself blessed with all that heaven can allow and be content with that to my dying day."

"Which had damned well better be a long time off," Sandburg growled, then his voice softened again. "Take your
dick out, Jim. Let me have it."

Ellison chuckled and pushed his jeans low around his hips, the belt buckle clanking delicately, and then his briefs
followed suit until his erect penis and heavy testicles were free of confinement.

Blair gulped when he saw the size of his mate's dick. Muttering aloud, he said, "I have a feeling I'm about to bite
off more than I can chew."

Jim gave a single bark of laughter, but he admonished, "You'd better not, Chief. If you do, that'll ruin most of
those other plans."

Blair grinned. "Right."

Taking hold of himself, he stroked slowly, then held his cock out for Blair to take. Staring intently, he whispered,
"Go ahead. Take it. As much or as little of it as you want."

"Little is so not a word I'd use in conjunction with your penis, man," Blair sassed back.
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Before the other man could say anything, Sandburg leaned forward and licked the slightly wet end of Jim's dick
with a quick swipe of his tongue.

A soft gasp escaped the sentinel, but otherwise, he didn't move or make a sound.

A grin spread across the guide's face. "I like it." Looking up, he winked and said, "Tasty fucking cock."

Then he opened his mouth wide and took only the head into his mouth and sucked gently.

"Ohhhhh, gawwwwd," Jim drawled in a long, low moan.

Blair took his time and suckled the tip, then finally drew back and began dancing his tongue down along the sides
of the shaft; over, under and around, wetting it thoroughly, Jim's hand sliding back to give him more and more of
it until finally his nose was nuzzling wiry brown curls as he licked around the base of it. Then he dipped lower
and licked and suckled at the testicles that were hanging like ripe, heavy fruit below that thick cock.

"Oh, Blair, oh Blair, oh Blair, ohblairohblairohblair..."

Grinning at the mantra his name had become, Blair shifted a bit higher and began taking Jim's dick into his mouth
again, going further and further until he stopped at what he was comfortable with, at least three inches of it in his
mouth, and began to suck before sliding back ... then down again. Back ... and down. Back. Down. Back. Down.
Backdown. Backdown. Backdownback. Downbackdown. Backdownbackdownbackdownbackdownbackdown-

"BLAIR!!!"

That was his only warning. Quickly, the guide pulled back and caught some of it in his mouth, the rest of it
painting his face and hair as Jim shuddered and bucked, his hands gripping Blair's hair tightly. Reaching up, Blair
wrapped one fist around Jim's cock and finished him off, pumping quickly to wring the last of his come out.

As soon as Jim's orgasm was finished, he fell to his knees before Blair, the younger man catching him around the
shoulders and pulling him to lean against his own body.

Jim stayed there for a minute, panting and shivering, until he finally got control of himself. He lifted his head so
he could look at the younger man and smiled a sated smile.

"Thank you, baby. That was wonderful," he murmured. Then he took a close look at the trails of sticky white
come on Blair's face, pearling in his hair, and grinned wickedly.

Leaning close, he sniffed deeply and sighed pleasurably. "Mmm. My scent on you. Love it. Marked as mine,
now. No one else can have you. No one else had better even try." Leaning closer in, he began licking his come
from Blair's face and practically purred. "Oh, yeah. My semen and your skin ... they taste so good together,
baby..."

"Is that the only thing...?" Blair asked breathlessly.

"Let's see."

Licking up a tart, salty droplet, Jim then kissed Blair, stroking his tongue into his mouth to tangle lovingly with
Blair's.

Both men moaned hungrily as they ate each other's mouths.

Finally, they parted slowly, lips clinging tenderly, and Jim looked silently into his love's eyes.

Suddenly shy, Blair blushed and bent to tuck his head against Jim's shoulder, scooting closer in a need to cuddle
and be held.
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Instantly, the older man responded to that need and wrapped his arms around his mate, rolling back to sit with his
legs crossed loosely and cuddled the smaller man on his lap.

"You okay, Chief?" he asked softly as he nuzzled into the damp, curly hair.

"Yeah. Just kind of ... overwhelmed. I've never done that before."

"It was okay? Didn't frighten you?"

Blair shook his head. "No. I liked it a lot. And that surprises me. Even knowing that it was you that made it
pleasurable, the fact that I liked it surprises me. I was worried that since I hadn't ever been with a man, even
though it was you, I might not like it. But I did. How could I not know that about myself? How could I not know
that I like to suck cock?"

Jim was silent a moment, then said, "The first time I ever sucked a man's cock, I did it as a favor for him. He'd
done me, so I thought the least I could do was return the favor. So I did, but I wasn't thrilled with it. It tasted
weird to me, my jaw ached by the time I was halfway done, and I felt almost ashamed because I'd just had a man
in my mouth."

"I can almost understand that part, except that it was you, so I'm not ashamed," said the younger man. "Does
that make any sense?"

"Perfectly. Does your jaw hurt?"

Jim could feel the heat of Blair's blush against his skin and smiled when his mate nodded. Shifting the other man
so that he sat back-to-chest with him, Jim tilted Blair's head so it lay draped against his shoulder, then lifted his
thumbs to his guide's jaws and began to lightly massage.

Smiling at the contented hum as he eased sore muscles, he murmured, "It can hurt the first few times you do this
- if you choose to do it again – if you're not used to it. If you get regular practice at it, then you can get
accustomed to it, or so I hear. I haven't done it often enough to test that theory, but I plan to in the future."

"Only one you're practicing on is me," Blair growled, though he kept his jaw lax.

"You better believe it, baby. I'll kill anyone who dares try to take you away from me. And I don't even want to
know what you'd do to someone going after me. With all the tribal rituals you've witnessed, you've probably
picked up a few gruesome vivisection details by now."

"And don't you forget it, either."

"I won't. But, if push comes to shove, I'll help you hide the body. I'm good at that."

"Thanks."

"Sure thing. Anyway, the next few times I had the chance to suck cock, I had gotten over my squeamishness
about it being a man. Of course, by then, I'd realized I'm bisexual, but since women were far safer targets, I stuck
mainly with them. But there were times I needed someone stronger than me to hold me, love me, make me
come."

Blair shivered and his hips flexed minutely. He hadn't come yet, so the idea of all this was making him a little bit
more horny. "You're shit out of luck there, then. I'm not stronger than you. But if you're willing to take the bad
with the good...."

"It's all good from where I'm sitting, honey," Jim said quietly. Easing his hands down, he pushed Blair's jeans and
underwear down as the younger man lifted his hips, then, when Blair had settled again, he quietly and
unobtrusively licked his palm a few times, getting it wet, and then reached down to begin masturbating his lover.
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"Ohhhh..." Blair whispered, his hips beginning to move gently with the rhythm Jim set.

"You might not physically be bigger or stronger than me, love, but you have endurance where it counts. So much
endurance, so much strength of character...it means a lot to me. Know why? You stuck with me, for as long as
you could. And even then, you didn't run because you couldn't stand me, but because you loved me too much. I
understand, baby. You were only trying to protect yourself, your heart. I understand that all too well. Just so it's
clear, honey, I forgive you, okay?"

"Yes ... thank you ... love you," Blair gurgled as his hips and Jim's hand began speeding up.

"Mmm. Like that, don't you? It'll be so much better when you're inside me. I'll be so tight and hot, you'll wonder
why you even bothered doing anything else with your dick."

Blair's hips jittered as he tried to double-time that particular thrust, his fingers digging into Jim's thighs.

"I suppose I should get to the point of why I mentioned my past experience with blowjobs," the older man said
softly in Blair's ear. "What I'm trying to say is that eventually, I got used to it, but it wasn't anything spectacular.
Nothing I enjoyed to the point I would crave it. But you, baby...I want everything you have to give me so badly
that I'll be the most shameless slut you've ever seen. I'll beg you for it. I'll beg to take you in my mouth because I
wanna taste you so bad. I wanna have you in every part of me you can go. You've been in my heart for so long,
baby, I want you in other places, now, too."

Blair began gasping as he moved voluptuously, his cock sliding slickly with his own natural lubrication in the
tight tunnel of Jim's fist.

"You can just picture it, can't you? Pounding into me, taking my ass like it's your own personal toy. Sliding into
my mouth, so hot and wet, and letting me do the most incredible things to you with my tongue until you can't
take it anymore, and you fuck my mouth as you come, creaming down my throat and making me crazy for more,
more, more...." Jim growled into the earringed ear by his mouth.

With a harsh, shuddering cry, Blair's hips jacked quickly and furiously as he came hard, come spurting into the
air and over Jim's hand as he writhed and moaned, wanting to come forever as the ecstasy of the sensation swept
up his spine and exploded into his brain, melting his gray clay into half-baked sludge.

Grinning, Jim milked the throbbing cock for all he was worth, and then slowed as Blair's hips did, finally stopping
altogether.

Lifting his hand, he began licking the semen from his fingers daintily, fastidiously cleaning himself with great
enjoyment. When he was done, he leaned down and purred into Blair's ear, "You taste great, honey. I can't wait
for you to do that directly into my mouth."

When he received no reply, he shifted a bit so he could look at Blair's face, and snickered.

His mate was out like a light. Apparently the anxiety of the last hour or so, and then coming hard, had taken its
toll on the usually inexhaustible young man.

Still chuckling - okay, downright giggling - from relief from his anxieties as any other kind, Jim carefully propped
Blair up as he gathered his own legs under him so that he was settled in a crouch. Then he slid his arms around
Blair's shoulders and under his knees and lifted in one smooth, fluid motion and carried the younger man to the
bed.

Thanking all his lucky stars that the bed was more than big enough for the both of them, Jim settled Blair on one
side and pulled the sheets and covers back on the other. Then he transferred his lover over to that side of the
bed, stripped off the remainder of his clothing, and then got naked himself.
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He paused to admire the naked, hairy beauty of his mate, smiling contentedly as he got a good look at the cock
he'd just been handling.

Not bad, he thought. He's going to feel good inside me. And he's so beautiful. Everywhere. Inside and out. God,
I love him. Thank you for letting me find him, at last. I couldn't have lived much longer without him. He's my
entire life. I love him. I love him. Thank God I found him.

Not caring a damn about the fact that clothing was lying everywhere in a very untidy sprawl, he crawled under
the covers on the other side of the bed, wanting very much to sleep with his love in his arms.

Pulling Blair into his arms so that they spooned chest to back, he draped most of the covers on his side of the bed
on top of Blair, knowing that the younger man would be chilled without them while he himself would be too hot
with them.

Then, exceedingly happy and more relaxed than he had been in months, Jim dropped off to a restful, deep sleep.

****

"So, what do you smell?"

"Well, as always, I smell you-"

"Whaddya mean, 'always'? I bathe!"

"Not a bad smell, doofus! I just smell you. Your natural scent, the one that identifies you as you. I happen to like
that smell, Sandburg. And not just because it makes me horny."

"Jim, in the last three days, I've discovered that just about everything makes you horny."

"Only when it's connected to you. Or gives me thoughts about you."

"Like I said, everything. Now, tell me, what else do you smell?"

Jim and Blair were walking along the hiking trail nearby the bed and breakfast that Blair had told him he'd
walked almost every day since he'd been there. The sentinel could understand why. The trail was wide enough
for several hikers, but lined on every side by thick, ancient trees whose foliage was every color of red, orange,
yellow, gold, brown and green available. Afternoon sunshine filtered in through the wind-rustled canopy,
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providing a beautifully bucolic landscape. Crisp fall air surrounded them, making it delicious to bundle up in
sweaters and jeans and light thermals and jackets as they crunched along the already fallen leaves.

Taking a deep breath, Jim reported, "There must be an orchard nearby. I smell apples; some pressed, some still
fresh on the trees waiting to be picked, and some on the ground and starting to spoil."

Blair grinned and bounced along at his lover's side. "Yup. Ethel's Orchard is nearby; maybe another half mile
down the trail. We can pick some fresh apples if you want, or get some cider."

Ellison grinned at his mate, drawing the smaller man closer by an arm around Blair's shoulders. "Picking up some
cider sounds good. I love fresh pressed cider. Autumn is my favorite time of year. Not so biting cold that it
makes being outdoors miserable, but cool enough that the bugs are gone and you don't sweat just because you're
breathing. And the colors, and the smells...mmm! Wonderful. For instance, I can smell the hickory wood from
someone's chimney fire. I can hear birds singing to one another, and the sun is shining through the leaves and
turning them into this dancing, glowing rainbow. And then, when I look at you, I can see the sunshine doing the
same thing to your hair, and it's just as beautiful as the leaves."

"Me? My hair?" said Blair incredulously.

Jim nodded and stopped, holding his mate still. Lifting a handful of the silky tresses, he pressed his nose to them
and sniffed appreciatively, then smiled into wide blue eyes. "Uh-huh. You. Your hair. I'm looking at you, and I'm
picking up thousands of shades of reds and golds and browns in your hair. It's shimmering and trembling and
moving about you, so...this is going to sound so cliché, but it looks almost like a halo. Even if I do know you're
the most mischievous imp this side of the heavenly border that I know of."

Blair grinned, stuck out his tongue, and crossed his eyes.

Jim leaned down and took the tip of Blair's tongue lightly between his teeth, but firmly enough so that his mate
couldn't free himself without injury.

The guide's eyes widened. "Yim!" came the muffled shout.

Ellison snickered.

"W'leeze 'e!"

"Ung-ung."

"Yim! Le' 'o!"

"Nn-nn."

"Oo e'il b'st'r'!"

"'ake un oo n' un!"

"Oo j'rk. 'iss 'e."

"Mmm," Jim purred as he opened his jaw, releasing Blair's tongue only to follow it back into his lover's mouth
with his own. He lightly stroked the tip to soothe away any hurt that he might have caused as he wound his arms
around his guide, holding the shorter body against his.

The two men kissed lovingly for a long, long while before pulling back breathlessly to look at each other.

"You should see what the sunlight does with your eyes," Jim finally said softly. "So deep and dark a blue, I could
zone on them and never want to come out. Except that I know I'd be missing so much else with you, so I won't."
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"I'm glad," Blair replied, equally softly. He smiled a lighthearted, joyful smile; his eyes so full of love they made
Jim's heart ache and took his breath away.

"I didn't know I could love like this, love this much, until I met you," he confessed.

"I didn't know, either," said the younger man. "I thought I knew what love was, but I hadn't met you yet."

Jim smiled, that huge, bright smile that people so rarely got to see and never failed to make Blair happy to see it.

"You know all the right things to say," Ellison rumbled. "Then again, as talkative as you are, I suppose I
should've known." He was silent for half a second, then amended, "Or maybe it's because you've always spoken
from your heart so easily; so much more easily than I ever can."

"Aw, Jim. You've always spoken from your heart to me. You simply don't always use words. I mean, look at
facts. When we met, even though you were annoyed by me, you took care of me. Tried to keep me out of
danger. When Kincaid stormed the precinct, you admitted that you took off after the chopper to get to me, to get
me back, than to stop Kincaid. That was just a bonus, according to you. When Juno was shooting at me after
he'd...after Danny was dead, you warned me in time to keep me from getting killed to. Also, you were trying to
get me to take weapons training so I could have a bigger chance in case I met up with trouble. You weren't
worried about needing armed backup; you wanted me to be safe. When my warehouse blew up, you let me stay
for a week. One that has been over for a long, long time now, I might add."

"No. It'll never be over," Jim interrupted, stealing a quick kiss. "Never, ever. It's been one long week for the past
two years, Chief, and I hope it never ends."

Blair laughed and snuggled into the hug Jim wrapped him up in.

"Fine by me. But see, that's what I mean. When my home blew up, you took me in. Even when Larry trashed the
loft, when I mentioned he tried to bite me, you were concerned and checked me for bite marks. You didn't throw
me out when you realized I had no money to move anywhere else. You found out and stopped me from moving
out, in fact!"

"Chief, you confessed that you were going to go back to the warehouse and try to fix it up so that some sections
of it were livable again!" Jim snapped.

"Yeah, but you didn't have to keep me from doing it. It wouldn't have been illegal. You could have let me go.
You didn't. You kept me where you could keep an eye on my well-being. When the Lash case happened, you
ignored Simon's suggestions to cut me loose. And when he took me-"

The sentinel shuddered and hugged his guide tightly to him. He could never, ever hear it or think about it without
needing to have the younger man as close to him as possible without causing an indecent public disgrace.

"When Lash took me, you came after me with a vengeance and actually cuddled me when you got me free. I
adored you for that, man. I had hero-worshipped you before; but from that moment on, you had my heart. I just
didn't know it. When the whole train thing happened, you gave me your gun. You know how against the rules
that is and you bent them so I could keep Isabel and me safe. When Brackett kidnapped us, you only
surrendered whenever he threatened harm to me. When Maya broke my heart, you offered me noodles to cheer
me up. When I told you, offered you proof, that it was Laura's pheromones more than it was Laura and that she
was clearly connected to the diamond thieves, you didn't beat me into a bloody pulp for breaking your heart."

"I never would. I never could," Jim said desperately as he pressed kisses to Blair's hair. "It hurt, but I would
never hurt you with my body. I'm always ashamed when I hurt you with my words, but I don't know how to stop
it-"

"I know, Jim. I won't deny that you hurt me sometimes, but I know I do the same thing occasionally. It's human
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nature and your particular nature has taken some nasty bumps and bruises over the course of your life, big guy.
I'm prepared to overlook a lot in light of that fact. But if you ever raise a hand to me on purpose, I'm gonna kick
your ass up between your tailbone before I have Simon arrest you," Blair threatened playfully.

"Good," said Jim with utter sincerity. "Because if I ever sink that low, I pray someone will take me out."

Blair shuddered and hugged Jim hard. "I don't. Not ever. Even when you're a jerk, you're precious to me, Ellison.
I love you, Jim. I'm so glad you're a sentinel because it's what led me to you, so I could get to know you, not just
your senses."

"Me too, baby. Me, too."

"But do you get what I'm trying to say, here? You do speak from your heart, Jim, with actions more than words.
That's why I know you don't really mean it when you get snarky; your true feelings, you show those to me
everyday. When you get verbal is when the truth gets clouded."

Ellison smiled. "I love your way with words, honey. You say things so well."

"For you, I'll be the most eloquent, loquacious speaker on the planet," Blair promised.

"You already are. And you're all mine," Jim purred.

They kissed again, then finally drew apart.

"Come on. Let's keep going. I want to get some cider and then I want to get ack to Mrs. Birchcomb's and then I
want us to get naked and then I want you to make love to me," the sentinel declared.

"I thought I already had," Blair replied as they walked, hand in hand, down the trail.

"Oh, well, you have. But ... at the risk of sounding crass, baby, what I mean is that I want you to fuck me."

"Oh!" said Blair as he stopped dead in the trail, looking up at his lover with wide eyes.

"Unless you're not ready for that," Jim amended. "If you're not comfortable with the idea, Chief, we can-"

"No-o-o-o," Blair drawled with a grin. He stepped close for a moment so Jim could feel the heat and hardness of
his suddenly erect cock, then stepped away. "That's not it. I'm just...surprised, that's all. You really want me to?"

Jim nodded with a wide, gleeful smile, and tugged on Blair's hand as he turned to begin walking again. As they
strolled along, he said, "Oh, yes, I want you. I've wanted you to do that for a long, long time. And I thought, you
know, if you could see how much I enjoy it, that it can be good, then maybe it might make you less afraid to try
it with me someday."

"Jim, if you want to, I'll do it for you," Sandburg offered immediately.

"I know you would, baby. That's why I won't until I'm sure you actually want to. That's the good part about
being in love and being together forever. We have time to figure out what we like, don't like, and can tell each
other and experiment without fear. Blair, it's all right if you don't ever want to. You've already proven that there
are other places where my cock can go. Your hands, between your thighs, between our stomachs, against your
cock, in your mouth...see? We have variety. I'm not going to get mad and refuse to be with you if I can't ever
penetrate you anally. If you can't handle the idea, then fine. I like it, so I won't mind if you want me to bend over
for you on a regular basis."

Blair stumbled to a halt. "Jeez. Way to distract a guy, Jim," he muttered, and reached down to adjust his cock in
his pants.
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Ellison stopped and looked down at his lover, then grinned. "Decision time, Chief. Want me to pull you behind a
tree and take the edge off here and now, or let you wait until we get back to the B&B and let you ride me hard?"

The younger man shivered. "Talk about your rock and a hard place," he gasped, then settled to thinking as Jim
laughed. Finally, he said, "But we don't have any supplies and I refuse to take you without aid of some kind. So, I
guess-"

"Actually, I took care of that this morning."

"Huh?" Blair said intelligently.

"While you were still sleeping this morning, I took the truck and drove into town to the drugstore. I picked up
lube and condoms. And handi-wipes, too. So, we're all set. Although, I did get a funny look from the guy behind
the counter, but since I probably won't be seeing him again after this trip, I don't care."

Blair gaped at his lover. "You're amazing!" he burst out.

"Well, I knew that," Jim drawled, grinning.

The younger man huffed, then smiled. "Fine. I'll wait until we get back. Let's go get the cider."

And they began walking again, never letting go of each other's hand.

****

They tumbled back into their room, kissing each other almost frantically as they shut the door behind them.

A jug of cider was set on the floor and then the two men fell on each other, tugging away clothing as they kissed
each other's mouths, or any other available body part as it was bared.

"Mmm, taste so good!" Blair sighed as he trailed a line of kisses from Jim's mouth down his chin and throat,
down his bared chest to latch onto one nipple and start suckling hungrily.

"Ahhh," the older man groaned, holding Blair's head in place. "Yeah, baby. Oh, yeah...."

"Want me, lover?" the guide asked softly as he transferred his mouth to the other nipple and nipped it lightly
before licking it. "Want me to take you, fuck you, love you?"

"Yes!" Jim whimpered, shaking hands undoing his pants and pushing them off his hips and letting them slide
down his legs to bunch around his ankles.

"Fine by me, honey," Blair whispered, crouching down to untie Jim's boots and pull them off, then his jeans, then
his socks one by one. He would have pulled off underwear, too, but Jim was going commando, his underwear
currently in the wash with some of Blair's things. The sentinel hadn't packed a bag, not knowing he'd be staying
an extra few days, courtesy of Simon when he had called to let his captain know he'd found his guide, alive and
unharmed and had straightened everything out.

Blair had muffled his giggles in a pillow as he lay sprawled next to Jim in bed, both of them buck-naked.

Now, Jim stood gloriously nude and erect before Blair and the younger man groaned as he let his eyes drink their
fill.

"God, you're gorgeous," he said in hushed tones. "So magnificent; like some sort of divine statue come to life."

"Well, that's in keeping, then, because there have been times these past few days I would have sworn you'd make
a statue come alive. Or, possibly, just come," Jim gritted out with a harsh, silly laugh.

Seasons Collage

387



Sandburg laughed. "Who would have thought that Jim, anal-retentive badass, secretly a marshmallow, would
have a sense of humor? Especially during sex?"

"I have plenty of humor!" Jim protested. "I just choose to ignore it when I'm working."

"Your humor, or your common sense?" Blair teased, then laughed and leaped up and away when Jim growled
and lunged at him.

He didn't get far. The sentinel caught him and flung him on his back on the bed, then swiftly moved to cover his
mate with his body. He grinned down at Blair like some feral god and said huskily, "Now, if you're done making
a fool out of yourself, how about getting naked and making me into a puddle of well-fucked goo?"

"I dunno, man," Blair said thoughtfully. "I've never fucked goo before. And I'm no warlock, so I'm not sure I can
turn you into anything-"

Then he began shrieking with laughter as Jim started tickling him, sentinel fingers unerringly finding all of his
most ticklish spots.

Long minutes later, however, Blair was naked - thanks to Jim stripping him down while tickling him - and the
two men were making noises that sounded more like moans than laughter as they grappled and rolled together on
the bed, rubbing and stroking and licking and kissing as they built up each other's arousal.

Finally, Jim broke away to retrieve the drugstore bag he'd hidden under a pile of clothing and brought it back to
the bed. He upended it, causing a box containing a tube of lubricant and a box containing condoms to fall out,
bouncing on the bed before lying still.

"Extra-lubricated condoms?" Blair asked, picking up the box to read.

"It's been a while since I've had anything in there," Jim responded with a nonchalant shrug. "I thought it couldn't
hurt. Might make you more at ease to realize there's plenty of slickness to ease the way. Or there will be, after
you open me up. Of course, if you don't want to, I'll do it myself."

"That ... that might be a good idea," Blair said, blushing slightly as he set the box down. "I don't know what I'm
doing, here, and if I have a visual aid, so to speak...."

Jim grinned and kissed his blushing guide. "Sure, baby. I'll help you anyway you need so you can fuck me with
all due pleasure."

Blair's answering grin was blinding.

"Okay, get at the foot of the bed and roll a condom on, baby. Stroke yourself if you want to, but don't come if
you can help it. Watch while I stretch for you," Jim purred as he opened the box containing the lube and took the
tube out.

Blair hurriedly opened the box of condoms and took one out, tearing open the foil packet and rolling one on his
very hard, very eager cock. Then he settled on the end of the bed, lightly stroking himself as he waited to see
what Jim would do.

Ellison paused in climbing up on the bed after clearing away the boxes and debris. He watched Blair's hand
moving slowly on his penis, and shivered. "You're so hot," he stated quietly.

"I'll be even hotter when I'm inside you," Sandburg replied in a murmur.

"I hope so," the older man growled, then settled on his back and spread his legs, then slowly brought them up so
that his knees were above his chest.
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"Can you see me, baby?" he asked softly.

"Yes," the younger man whispered, stroking a little harder on his cock.

"Good. Now, pay attention. I'm not going to talk much. It should be fairly obvious what I'm doing. Only thing I'm
going to say right now is that inside me, like most other men, is my prostate. It feels very, very good to have it
stroked during foreplay and lovemaking and fucking. Just a handy tip for you."

"Got it. Please, Jim, hurry. I'm not sure how much longer I can wait, and I wanna be in you."

"Okay. Here goes."

And Blair watched as Jim brought slick, lubricated fingers down to the rosy hole waiting for him. One finger
lightly stroked over the opening and it quivered a bit. Then Jim deepened the massage, not trying to enter yet,
simply petting himself and getting accustomed to the sensation, even enjoying it. Then, as Blair watched, he
slipped a single finger in carefully, rotating gently to stretch the pucker before slowly sliding deeper. When Jim
moaned, he looked up to see if it was pain or pleasure, and was reassured to see definite pleasure on Jim's face.
Then he dropped his gaze back to watch as Jim fucked himself with a single finger, pushing in and out smoothly,
rhythmically.

Long moments later, he removed his finger and lifted his hand to lubricate his fingers again and this time, pushed
two inside, scissoring them gently to stretch his opening even further before sliding in to fuck a little harder, a
little faster than he had previously. By now, his hips were moving in time with his ministrations and soft
whimpers of pleasure were escaping.

Blair shuddered and gripped the base of his cock hard to keep from coming at the sight.

After a while, the fingers were removed, lubricated again, and three fingers pushed in. It was a stretch, not only
for Jim's asshole, but for his arm as he struggled to reach down there well enough to do what he needed and
wanted to do.

Blair shivered as he looked at the three fingers Jim had buried deep inside himself, and found himself gripped
with an urge to taste. He gave in to the urge and he shifted forward to kneel in front of Jim.

"Baby? What are you - oh! Oh, my God!" Jim yelled as he felt Blair's tongue lightly touch the stretched and
sensitive skin surrounding his fingers.

Humming, pleased with the taste, Blair flicked his tongue again and again over the flesh, tracing the contours
where fingers met the ridge of Jim's pucker, and tried his best to wiggle his tongue between them, wanting to
penetrate.

"Blair! Stop, baby, stop, please!" Jim called out desperately.

Instantly Blair skittered backwards away from his lover, anxiety on his face. "I'm sorry," he babbled. "I'm sorry, I
didn't ask, didn't think, oh god, I'm sorry-"

Removing his fingers, Jim lowered his legs and sat up, reaching for his mate. He smiled gently as he attempted to
calm the younger man. "Blair, listen to me. It's okay, honey. I enjoyed it; that was the problem. I liked it too
much. Another second of that, and I would have come so hard, I wouldn't wake up until sometime tomorrow
afternoon! And I'm pretty sure you want me awake for what happens next."

Sandburg breathed a sigh of relief. "I didn't hurt you? Do anything wrong?"

"Not at all, baby. In fact, if you ever get the urge to try that again, I promise I'll let you tongue-fuck me to climax
all you want. It will be a privilege for me, I guarantee. Now, I'm desperate to get your cock inside me. Do you
want to be face to face, or front to back?"
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"Which is better for you? Which do you like better?"

"I admit, I prefer front to back. It makes me feel even more decadent. Makes me hotter."

Blair grinned, a trifle wild. "Fine. Get into position."

Eagerly, Jim scrambled up and over, going to hands and knees before dropping down to rest his head on his
crossed arms, spreading his legs wide and dropping his hips for easy access.

"Lube yourself up, Chief, and get in here," he murmured throatily. "I want you. I want you to ride me hard. I
wanna be able to feel you next week."

Blair shuddered and grabbed for the lube hastily. Quickly, he slathered on a goodly amount, making darn certain
he was very slick, and finally he scooted close, his knees between Jim's, and positioned himself.

"Jim? You let me know if I hurt you, okay? I'll hate myself forever if I hurt you when all I want to do is make
you feel good."

"I promise! Now, Blair, please, baby! I'm stretched enough, I swear. Just push. There'll be some resistance, but
ignore it. That's natural. Please, please I need you...."

"All right, Jim. Hang on, lover. I'm going to give you what you're begging so prettily for..."

Gripping the other man's hips, Blair pressed his cock head against the slick pucker and pushed. There was some
resistance, as Jim had said, but he ignored it and pushed steadily.

With a faint sound, he slid inside, his jaw dropping open as he found his dick gripped by the hottest, tightest
channel it had ever been in.

"Oh," he whimpered in a tiny voice. "Jim ... you feel..."

"Yeah, baby," the other man whispered. "I feel it; I feel it!"

"Think ... you can take more...?"

"I say if I don't get more soon, there's gonna be problems. Please, baby!"

Grinning, lust taking over the logical portion of his brain, Blair pulled back slightly, then thrust deeper. He did it
again, and again, and again, until finally, he was all the way in, balls to the wall, as was said.

"Oh, thank you," Jim whimpered, and then he tightened reflexively around Blair's hot, throbbing cock.

The younger man let out a strangled yelp and then he muttered, "Sorry...no time...gotta do this...oh, man!"

With no other warning than that, Blair suddenly began thrusting, moving in and out quickly, anxiously, as if his
life depended on it. He pulled back, slammed in, and ground against Jim over and over again frantically, eyes
closed as he relished the sensation.

Jim was experiencing his own personal Nirvana.

Small moans and soft cries of pleasure escaped him as he was ridden hard and fast. This was pleasure, this was
bliss, this intense fucking. It was everything he'd wanted from Blair for so long and had been afraid would be
denied him forever, especially when Blair ran away from him. But now, oh now, he was getting everything he
wanted. Except, just a bit, needed to shift...there!

As Blair thrust in, thanks to the new angle Jim had tilted his hips, his dick scraped over Jim's prostate, causing the
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other man to muffle his yowl of pleasure in a pillow as he bucked back against his lover desperately.

"Jim?!" the startled young man gasped, pausing.

"No! Don't stop! Not now, don't stop, don't stop! It was good, just my prostate, you stroked it, oh god, so good,
don't stop, please, I'm begging, fuck me!!" Jim yelled through the pillow.

"Oh. Oh! Right!" Blair agreed, and again began thrusting. Only the pause had allowed him to get some sort of
brain control back and now he thought of what else he could do to give his lover pleasure. Making certain he
continued to brush across Jim's prostate, eliciting a happy moan or whimper every time, Blair began pressing
sucking kisses along Jim's shoulders and neck and then he got the bright idea to reach around front and grip his
mate's penis and begin pumping.

The effect was instantaneous and wild. Jim kept his shouts muffled by the pillow, but Blair could still hear him as
he begged to be fucked harder, faster, stroked and loved. Setting his teeth on the ridge between shoulder and
neck, feeling more primal and frantic to come than he ever had before in his life, Blair pumped Jim's dick quicker
as he thrust in and out, in and out, harder and faster and giving Jim what he wanted.

Gasping harshly, listening to Jim coming up for air, Blair lay his head on one of his lover's shoulders and panted,
"So good, so good...love fucking you, man, I love it! So hot, so tight...oh god, you're such a slut! You love this,
don't you? Love me fucking you like this. I love giving this to you. I love making you feel like this. I love you...!"

That was it. Jim couldn't take anymore. Tears streaming from his eyes, he again buried his face in the pillow and
allowed himself to scream joyously as his orgasm crashed through him, his seed shooting from his dick in short,
sharp bursts, his penis throbbing almost harshly as he gained relief.

Blair was unprepared for the sheer power of Jim's inner muscles as they clamped around him rhythmically.
Stuttering out a choked groan, he closed his eyes and fucked hard into Jim once, twice, again, and a fourth time
before he began crying as he spasmed and erupted into the latex covering his cock, his semen spilling out
frantically as he humped and writhed, wanting to prolong the pleasure.

"Jim ... love you..." he cried out softly, and then he blacked out.

****

Blair awoke sometime later to find himself being cuddled against a drowsing Jim. Feeling oddly disoriented, he
struggled to remember what happened. Finally, he did.

He sat up, startled, and looked down at his lover as Jim blinked sleepily up at him.

"Jim! Oh, my God, are you okay, man?! I can't believe I just passed out like that! Are you all right? Please tell
me I didn't hurt you! Oh, my God-"

Ellison reached up and gathered his panicking guide into his arms and pulled him back down into a cuddle.
"Shhh. Relax, Blair. Everything's fine, honey, I promise. I know how intense it is, remember? I passed out the
first time I did that, too. Damn near passed out this time, it was that good! Anyway, I managed to get you off me
once I got some strength back and I cleaned us both up. Then I settled in for a nap once I had you snuggled up
against me. We've been out for a while. It's almost nine o'clock."

Sandburg blinked, incredulous. "It is? Really? We were that zonked?"

"We sure were. Well-earned, I'd say. Anytime you wanna do it again, baby, let me know," Jim teased with a
sleepy grin.

"Mmm. Not right now, but soon. And next time, I want to know what it feels like to be on the receiving end. Yes,
I really do. You looked like you were experiencing total ecstasy on three different dimensions, man! Anything
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that good, I wanna know what it's like," the younger man said with a grin.

"Sure, Chief. Don't worry, I'll be careful with you."

"Okay, then." Snuggling against his lover, he sighed wistfully and asked, "Do we really have to go home
tomorrow?"

"Yes, unfortunately. But y'know, I can't wait to christen our bed."

"Our bed. That sounds so...wonderful."

"Doesn't it? Just think: making love in that nice big bed together; cuddling and talking and loving and touching
each other. Kisses and sleepy smiles and the pure luxury of being together."

Blair grinned and kissed the patch of skin nearest his lips. "And you say you have no way with words. That
picture you just painted sounds divine."

"Uh-huh. I can't help it, Chief. I have a physical fascination thing going on with you. Now that I'm allowed to
touch, I'm going to make an absolute glutton of myself."

"Don't hear me complaining, do you?" Blair sassed, then yawned.

Jim smiled and tucked him closer, then pulled the blankets up around them. "Go back to sleep, baby. I'll hold you
all night and kiss you awake in the morning. And then we can go home, you can get your hide chewed out by
Simon for worrying him, me, and everyone else by running away, and then we can go home and I can soothe that
tongue-lashing with one of a different kind."

"He says he wants me to sleep, and then he tells me he's going to lick me thoroughly. Contradictory orders there,
Jim."

The older man laughed. "Sorry, honey. I'll be good. I'm tired, too. It'll be nice to sleep in my own bed with you
there, finally."

"Mmm," Blair agreed. He closed his eyes and wallowed in the sensation of being surrounded by strong muscle
and silky warmth. "Love you."

"Love you, too. Sleep well."

"No problem there. Going to sleep now."

Jim chuckled and then closed his eyes. He was asleep not long after Blair, content and ready to begin the rest of
his life with his beloved guide, soulmate, partner and friend, grateful for a second chance - that he had found
Blair after three long months - to love the younger man and be loved in return.
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The End

[ Feedback to Author ] | [Back to Story List]

Author's Acknowledgements: I acknowledge that I am not a terribly original writer, that I like hot sex between
two gorgeous men, and that I'm grateful for my friends and the Readers who tell me I still do good work. Thanks
to all of you!

 Dr. B.Sandburg, Traveling Medicine Man, Page 1
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Dr. B.Sandburg, Traveling Medicine Man - Scribe

Part One

"Did you ever hear tell of Sweet Betsy from Pike, who crossed the big mountains with her lover, Ike. With two
yoke of oxen, a big yaller dog, A tall Shanghai rooster and one spotted hog."

The young man at the reins of the physick wagon threw back his head, long red-brown hair glinting in the
Washington sun as he sang the chorus lustily and almost on key. "Hoodle dang fol de di do, hoodle dang fol de
day!" The dog (plain brown rather than yaller) perched on the swaying seat beside him howled along. Whether it
was in protest or to provide harmony, who could say? In any case, it got a laugh from his master.

He reached over and rubbed the animal's ears with rough affection. "I know, Darwin, I know. Sometimes I just
have to hear a human voice, even if it IS my own." Naomi, the lead mule of his pair flicked her ears and arched
her neck to stare back at him accusingly. "Well, apologies to you, too, lady. I can't help it if those high notes give
me trouble." Naomi snorted so vigorously that the warm, fragrant spray spattered the tips of Blair's boots. "Oh,
ugh, Naomi!" He sighed, and said conversationally to the dog, "Everyone is a critic. No wonder I don't draw the
kind of crowds I might. I expect I should stick to the banjo and leave the singing to you, Darwin." Darwin
yipped. "Well, you don't have to agree quite so wholeheartedly."

They were on a long, straight stretch of road, and some ways back, Blair had noticed a signpost. He'd been
studying it as he approached; trying to remember what town was next on the route, wondering if this would be
the place he'd finally feel like settling in. He didn't hold forth much hope. He'd come clear across the nation, all
the way from Boston, and he hadn't found any place yet that seemed much better than another. Nothing to make
him want to unload his wagon at last and settle down, any way.

As he came alongside the sign, he guided his team over to the side of the road, pulled up even with it, and hauled
back on the reins. He made sure to do this several dozen yards before he was actually even with the sign, as
sometimes it took Naomi a little while to decide whether or not she wanted to obey the command.

He'd estimated correctly this time, and was close enough to read the sign easily. Cascade, 10m. "Cascade." He
spoke the name aloud, getting a feel for it. "Sounds nice, doesn't it? Maybe..." Burton, his other mule, had joined
Naomi in staring back at him. He shrugged sheepishly. "Wouldn't you two like it if I decided to stay there? Then
you could rest your weary bones and get fat and lazy." Burton looked interested. Naomi snorted again. "Yes,
well, that's your opinion."

He clucked, slapping the reins. After pausing a moment to let him know that she was only moving because she
wanted to move, Naomi started again, and Burton went along obligingly, as he always did.

"You've got to show your independence, don't you, Naomi? Just like your namesake." Blair had named the mule
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after his mother. Some might say that was an insult, but it wasn't. Blair had cherished his mother, but he wasn't
blind to her faults.

Naomi Sandburg was a woman born out of her time. Blair felt sure that in a hundred years or so, a woman like
Naomi would have been admired, or at least tolerated. As it was, her family, and society as a whole, had found
her scandalous.

When she had turned up pregnant with Blair, not only had she refused to marry the father, she had refused to
name him. Since there was only one person to be ceremoniously shamed instead of two, Naomi's parents had
banished her from the family fold, and the world where she had grown up. They would support her and her
bastard as long as she stayed away, and did not draw unwarranted attention.

This suited Naomi just fine. She had always felt stifled by the limited life she was forced to lead, and dismayed
by the even more limited future she had been expected to pursue. As a fallen, disgraced woman, Naomi was free
to actually live her own life, and she did, with a vengeance.

Blair's childhood was spent in dozens of different locations: London, Paris, Vienna, Moscow, Rome, and
Edinborough, but Naomi did not limit herself. They also visited India, Japan, China, and Tibet. By the time he
was in his early teens Blair had traveled more than most seasoned explorers thrice his age. He and Naomi were,
as she liked to say, 'citizens of the world'.

Everywhere he went, Blair learned. Books were considered a necessity, not a luxury. There was some formal
education, but most of it was self-taught. Naomi had tried sending him to a 'real school'. Once. Blair had
corrected a master on a scientific formula. Surprisingly ungrateful for having his mistake pointed out before the
class, the man had administered several strokes across Blair's bare buttocks with a peeled willow switch. Naomi
noticed Blair rubbing his bottom, and asked why. The reaction... Blair likened it to the eruption of Mount
Vesuvius, near Pompeii: huge, violent, and with massive destruction in the fallout. That was the last of his time in
the schoolroom while his mother lived.

As the wagon rocked lazily along behind the two mules, Blair reflected that he might never have re-entered
academia if Naomi hadn't gotten sick. If she hadn't died. It had started when he was sixteen. She'd never actually
been robust, but her strength of character and iron will could fool most people about her physical nature. Not
Blair. He had known almost at once.

The first thing he noticed was her lack of appetite. They didn't always have meals together so he might not have
noticed for awhile. One day he realized that she'd left almost as much on her plate as she'd put on it. When he
commented, she brightly finished her meal, and later he heard her throwing up into the porcelain washbasin in
the next room. He didn't say anything right then. When it happened again a few days later, he did.

She denied any problem, of course. She denied it for almost a month while Blair watched her grow thinner and
paler, saw her rush for the basin even when she hadn't eaten all day.

One day he found a single drop of blood on the washstand. The next time Naomi closeted herself Blair waited till
he heard the retching sounds, then kicked down the door. He found her crouched over a bowl filled with bile and
blood. They were in London at the time, and that next morning he sent a telegram to his grandparents in Boston.
They wired back a substantial sum of money and told him to please contact them through their lawyer in the
future. As far as Blair was concerned, they died right then.

Over her protests ("Who is the adult here, Blair?") he had booked passage back to America and had taken her
back to what had once been her home: Boston. He did not try to speak to his grandparents. Instead he set them
up in a small apartment. It was comfortable and close to a large, well run hospital. She refused to go into the
hospital ("People die there, Blair." "They die everywhere, Naomi." "I won't have them poking and prodding me
into the grave, darling. If I go, I want to go peacefully.")

He had talked to the lawyers. He had stated that if his grandparents did not wish to have their dying, wayward

Seasons Collage

395



daughter and her bastard son show up on their doorstep in the middle of one of their 'functions', they would meet
all expenses. Expenses were met. Naomi died peacefully at home, just before Blair turned eighteen.

Blair blinked rapidly, wiping a wet trail from his cheek. Damn road dust really gets in a man's eyes. I'll look like
I've been rolled in flour by the time I reach Cascade. Maybe I can find a place outside of town I can freshen up
a bit. Again he spoke confidingly to Darwin. "You, too, friend. We must make a good impression. These people
may end up being our neighbors." He started keeping a look out for a convenient pond or stream.

He'd been at loose ends when he lost his mother. She had been the bright center that he revolved around. He felt
hollow. Naomi had liked to tell him that he had eternity before him, to do with as he pleased. What was he going
to do with it?

The family attorney had approached him as he was walking away from the grave, dusting the dirt from his hands
after dropping the first handful onto the coffin. It had been very small, almost child-sized. There hadn't been
much left of Naomi at the end except heart and spirit.

"Mister Sandburg, I hate to bother you at a time like this. I know how you feel..."

Blair stopped dead in his tracks. The lawyer flinched from the heat in those stormy blue eyes, but the young
man's voice was low and controlled. "Has your mother just died, sir?"

"No. No, but..."

"Was she driven from her family and forced to live as an exile? Bought off to appease their sense of morality? Or
rather the moral sense of their 'peers'?"

"No. I see..."

"Did your mother hear herself called a slut and a whore, her child called a bastard? And did she then spend her
life devoting every ounce of love and care she had to that child before passing on in horrid pain, still abandoned
by those who once said they loved her?" The lawyer opened his mouth, then shut it. Blair nodded. "You do not
know how I feel. What do you want?"

"The Sandburgs send their condolences. They wish to place a discrete monument on Naomi Sandburg's grave,
and they have instructed me to tell you that the allowance, with a small reduction, will continued to be paid to
you till you reach the age of twenty. In the meantime, they will pay for you to be trained in the field of your
choosing. Have you any ideas on what you want to do with your life? We could easily find you a fine
apprenticeship in, say, carpentry. Or, if you are more ambitious, you might study to be a surveyor. It is possible
that you could even get a clerkship in a law office. Not ours, of course."

Blair stared at him. So, his grandparents did feel a bit of remorse for how they had treated their only child. Or
were they merely following form again? One had responsibilities, and one met them, no matter how distasteful.
Well, if they wanted to expiate their guilt...

"As to the monument, I can't stop them, but don't involve me in it. I don't want Naomi coming back to haunt me.
And as to my future, yes, I do know what I want." He glanced back to where the sextons had begun filling in the
grave, dropping the moist clods onto the wooden box with muted thuds. "I want to be a doctor."

It wasn't an entirely spontaneous decision, but he hadn't been sure till that moment. Naomi had seen a lot of
doctors during her last two years. One of them had taken a liking to Blair, and he informally apprenticed him.

Blair went with him on calls, learned how to examine patients, recognize symptoms, prepare medicines... He was
particularly good at the last. Medicine had fascinated him from his earliest memories and, whatever country he
and Naomi were in, he had sought out the healers. Almost all had been flattered and amused by the voracious
interest and intelligence of the small boy with the impish face and the long auburn curls. Yes, another matter of
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non-conformity for Naomi. Blair didn't want to cut his hair? Blair didn't have to.

In his travels, Blair had learned the healing techniques of a dozen different cultures. He had studied the odd
Chinese method of treating an ailment in one part of the body by putting pressure on another, or pricking with
tiny needles. He learned how to use the power of the mind to cure ailments, those that were brought about by
stress, worry, or grief. He knew hundreds of concoctions to help with everything from asthma to yaws.

They tried to persuade him to try something less ambitious. His grandparents wanted to 'do their part', but
apparently didn't think that part included helping their bastard-grandson to a respected profession. He was
offered carpentry, masonry, landscaping. When he couldn't be convinced to accept a manual labor position, they
tried shop clerk, printer (this might have tempted Blair, if he had not been so determined, for books were his
greatest love, now that Naomi was gone). When they suggested valet or butler, he walked out of the attorney's
office and would not speak to them for a week, till they were begging his forgiveness. By then they were ready
to offer teacher or law clerk. Blair held firm.

Finally, with bad grace, they agreed. He was warned that the course of study took at least three years. He would
turn twenty in two, and his stipend would be cut off. He would be on his own. Wouldn't it be more sensible to
accept training in a more humble vocation?

After extensive testing (during which he quietly amazed his future professors), he was entered in the Harvard
School of Medicine. He studied furiously. His fellow students, all from well-to-do, socially prominent families,
pretty much left him to himself. Blair didn't mind. He really didn't have time for a social life, even if one had
been offered.

As promised, at twenty, the flow of money cut off abruptly. The lawyer handed over the last check on his
twentieth birthday and informed him that his grandparents had magnanimously decided to give him one more
chance to be sensible and change to a more fitting profession. Blair ripped the check into tiny pieces and left
without a word.

He contracted with his landlord to do repairs on his property in exchange for a smaller, less desirable room. He
supported himself by working nights in several of the many saloons that laced the rougher sections of Boston,
tending bar and cleaning up. He wasn't afraid, and he wasn't ashamed of his work.

Certain people approached him with offers of ready money, if only he would... Blair was an extraordinarily
handsome young man. He had not grown tall, but his sturdy body was slender, and sleek. His features were elfin,
his eyes smoky blue, and his hair tumbled halfway down his back in a riot of auburn curls. He drew attention
from both women, and men.

Blair turned down all such offers with a smile. Oh, he wasn't a monk. He took bed partners, but not lovers. He
had been at ease with his body and his desires for a long time. One matured quickly on the road, and Naomi had
always been open and honest with him. Every question was answered, fully and frankly. When at fourteen, living
in Japan, Blair had shyly confessed his attraction to the almond-eyed son of their neighbor, Naomi had simply
nodded.

"You don't mind?"

"Why should I mind? He's a nice boy."

"But he is a boy."

"Yes."

Blair tried to think of how to express his doubts. Finally he said, "Many people think it is wrong."

Naomi stroked his hair. "Many people think having a child out of wedlock is wrong, but it was the most blessed
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thing ever to happen to me. Don't worry so much over what 'people' think, Blair." She tapped his chest. "Worry
about what this tells you. If it comes from love, and it harms no one, then how can it be wrong?"

What the ones who sought him offered was not love, but usage, and Blair declined. There were more than one
that took in his surface delicacy, and thought they could demand, or force. They quickly learned differently.
Small he might be, but Blair Sandburg was far from helpless. Herbs and treatments were not all he head learned
in the east. He could lay a man near twice his size out flat, groaning, with only a few moves, done so quickly that
those who watched were left gaping, whispering of unnatural things.

Blair felt sweat trickling down his temple, and used his shirttail to wipe it away. He hadn't anticipated it being
this hot, this far north. But then, it was full summer. The August heat was still and stifling. The mules didn't pull
the wagon fast enough to churn up a decent breeze. That wouldn't have been advisable, in any case. The wooden
box wagon was a little top-heavy, and prone to overbalancing at awkward moments. He'd been lucky so far,
always having someone come along who could help, but he didn't believe in tempting fate. He let the mules go at
their own pace which, since Naomi set it, was never more than a sedate amble.

His mind turned again to that last year of medical school. It had been heavenly and hellish at the same time.
There never seemed to be enough time to sleep, and there was seldom enough to eat. He could have had leisure
and plenty if he'd consented to sell himself, but he wasn't going to do that. He endured. He persevered. He
succeeded.

He graduated first in his class, the youngest M.D. Harvard had, to that date, turned out. He graduated with
honors, and with several offers to go into practice with established physicians.

After the ceremony, he'd stood to one side, fingering his diploma, and watching the proud families surge around
his classmates. There had been a tap on his shoulder, and he turned to find an elderly couple in rich, somber
dress studying him. The old man, his lips pressed in a thin line said, "Well, you weren't hard to recognize with
that mop of hair. I couldn't believe it when the attorney told us about it. Just like Naomi to let you do something
so foolish."

Blair stared at them blankly. The woman said stiffly, "We are your grandparents, Blair. Rebecca and Nathan."
Blair nodded slowly, showing that he understood.

"Well," said Nathan. "I didn't believe you'd pull it off, but you did. I honestly didn't think Naomi's child would
have enough gumption to stick it out." He didn't notice Blair's brows drawing together. "And, I suppose, now that
you've made something of yourself, you'll be wanting to come back into the family fold. We've thought of a
way."

Rebecca sounded almost eager. "It isn't unusual for an established family to act as patrons to a young physician,
just starting out. We've discussed it, and we're prepared to give you lodging in our home. You would have your
own room, and rooms downstairs to run your practice."

"Of course," rumbled his grandfather. "You'll have to work under a different name. We couldn't have the... the
association with... I think perhaps Saunders would work well. Or you might prefer Bergman..."

Blair interrupted. "I haven't seen you since I was an infant."

The couple exchanged uneasy glances. "Yes, that's true," said Nathan. "You've been in the world, Blair. I'm sure
you understand..."

"Do you know how I recognized you?" He took a small object from his pocket, and pressed it into Nathan's hand.
The couple looked at it. It was a daguerreotype, no bigger than a woman's palm. It showed the two of them,
much younger, posed stiffly with a dark haired little girl leaning against her mother's knee. "She kept that with
her always, through all our travels. She was holding it when she died."
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They had stood in stunned silence as he turned and walked away from them.

A few days later, he was still trying to decide what to do with the rest of his life. He knew that he wanted to help
people. His landlord, watching as Blair painted a stairwell, had opined that he was a 'knot-headed fool' for not
accepting any one of the positions as junior partner that had been offered to him by older, more established
doctors. Blair hadn't told him about his grandparents offering to take him in and set him up in practice. The man
surely would have had him carted off to the asylum for turning that down.

A knock had come to the front door, and the landlord had gone to answer it. It was the family attorney. Blair
paused in his labor, surprised. The fastidious man had never before consented to come to Blair's place of
residence. Always before the meetings had taken place in his well appointed office, downtown. Now the lawyer
gazed up to where Blair stood, halfway up the staircase, paintbrush in hand. "Mister Sandburg."

Blair put his hand on his hip, scowling at him. "Yes?" He wouldn't dignify the man by using his name. When the
man hesitated, he said, "Please state your business quickly. This will dry streaky if I don't hurry."

The man shook his head, murmuring, "I never thought I'd see it. A Sandburg, working as a common laborer....."

He backed up, becoming a bit alarmed as the young man came down the steps toward him, his pace slow and
deliberate, and his eyes hot. Blair advanced, and the man backed up till he could go no farther, his back against a
wall. Leaning into him aggressively, but not quite touching him, Blair growled, "I may labor, but I am far from
common! Tell me why you are here, and then get out of my life."

"Y-your grandparents... a peace offering... set you up however you like..." the man babbled. He slapped a piece
of paper down on the hall table, and fled.

Blair snatched up the check, intending to shred it, as he had the last one. But then he paused, and took a closer
look. He noted the figure. Slowly his creased forehead smoothed, and his lips pursed in a silent whistle. This was
more than a comfortably off man made in a year's time.

He held the check between thumb and forefinger, as if it might bite, waving it gently. While he hated the idea of
accepting anything from the two shrivel-hearted beings that had exiled him and his mother, a lot of good could
be done with a sum like this. He tried to think.

How can I use this to the best advantage, and give them the most aggravation? After a moment, a slow smile
formed on his face. The smile was angelic, but the devil glinted in his blue eyes. Then next day he contracted to
have the physick wagon built.

Part Two

Jim Ellison got his horse from its stall in the town's stables, saddling it himself although the hostler offered to do
it. He enjoyed taking care of Rainier; he didn't really look on it as a chore. He saddled the big roan, gently
working the bit between his teeth, then stopped. Putting his face close to the horse's mouth, he sniffed, high brow
wrinkling, then scowled.

As he led the horse between the box stalls on either side, he called to the stable master, "Rafe! I told you not to
give Rainier any more sugar unless I said so! His teeth are going to rot if you keep loading him with sweets."

The dark haired man mending tack near the exit looked up in surprise, and guilt. "It was just one lump, Jim. He
teases me something awful when I muck out his stall if I don't feed him."

"Well, give him a carrot, or an apple, or something like that. No more sugar." As he led the horse out, and swung
up into the saddle, Rafe called, "How did you know?" Jim pretended not to hear the question, and set off on his
patrol.
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How did I know? I smelled it on his breath, that's how. Squinting in the sunlight, Jim pulled the dark spectacles
out of his shirt pocket and slipped them on. That was better. Sometimes simple daylight was almost more than he
could stand. Funny thing was, it wasn't that the brightness washed out details. On the contrary: he could see too
much. There was just too much there. It could get... overwhelming at times. He found that the smoked -glass
lenses usually kept it down to a tolerable level.

Jim took his job as constable seriously and made a daily round. He earned the small salary the city had awarded
him for keeping the peace. He rather thought that, when they decided it was time for a more official form of law
enforcement, he would see about running for sheriff. He'd most likely get it; he had a good record. They seldom
needed to use the two small barred cells that were set up in the back of his blacksmith shop.

The patrol of the town streets was quick and uneventful. There still wasn't much to Cascade, only a couple of
dozen streets branching off from the main road through town. Besides his smithy, they had a church, a general
store, three saloons, a barbershop, the stables, and the undertaker.

There was talk of getting a school, but for now the parents taught the children, some gathering a handful in their
homes to share lessons. There was even a small bawdy house, but it operated outside the city limits, so it was no
concern of his, and since it catered mainly to the single laborers from the area, and passing travelers, it didn't
bother the womenfolk of the town overmuch. He might eventually have to see about closing it down, but for now
there was no problem.

Jim made his rounds of the small town, nodding to the men, waving to the children who greeted him, and lifting
his hat for the ladies. There was more than one woman who watched him ride past with an appreciative eye.
Constable Ellison was a fine figure of a man: tall, muscular, and ruggedly handsome. He had icy blue eyes that
too often were hidden behind the smoked lenses of his dark glasses, but somehow, the mystery of that just made
him more attractive. He was still in his prime, hardly forty, and it was whispered that it was a shame that he
didn't have a woman.

He had been married before, to a woman named Carolyn, but no one seemed entirely sure what had happened to
her. He had been alone when he came to Cascade a half-dozen years ago, and no one had quite had the nerve to
question him closely about his past.

His patrol of the streets finished, Jim began to ride the perimeter of town. He kept his eyes open, and he tuned
his hearing as acutely as he dared. He had to be careful that the sound of the wind rustling the leaves didn't send
him into a trance state. He had the same problems with all his senses as he did with his sight. They were very
acute, and sometimes, the details just overwhelmed him.

Today Jim was particularly interested in the area to the south. A little earlier, he had seen a faint cloud of dust
rising above the road that led into town. Not much of a cloud, probably just one rider, or one wagon. It was most
likely just a peddler coming to town, or a drummer planning to sell some stock to the general store. Still, he'd
check it out. Particularly since the traveler hadn't arrived yet. The cloud was gone. That meant that they had
stopped somewhere out on the road. If they had stopped this close to town, Jim figured he'd better find out why.
There might be some sort of trouble.

A little ways out, he heard something, and tuned his hearing up even higher. There was the creak of leather
harnesses, and the stamp and snort of draft animals; two, from the sound of it. There was also the sound of water
splashing. Yes, there was a nice little pond about a mile outside of town. The traveler must have stopped to water
his team before coming in. If he hadn't unharnessed them before he led them to the water, his wagon might have
gotten bogged down. It had happened more than once.

But as he got closer, Jim decided that the splashing was from another source, because he also heard someone
humming cheerfully. It sounded like 'Sweet Betsy From Pike'. So, the stranger had decided to freshen up before
going into town. Jim couldn't blame them, it was hot and humid today, and the road dust would have made it
miserable if they'd been on the road for any length of time.
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He topped a little rise, and there was the wagon, pulled off beside the road. Jim's eyebrows climbed. Well, now.
What have we here? That wasn't any ordinary wagon, or carriage. It was a huge, boxlike affair, and it was
painted a red so screaming that it was even bright through the layers of trail dust. A pair of fine mules, still in
harness, was patiently cropping the lush grass. Jim dismounted, leading Rainier onto the grass so that his steps
would be muffled. He didn't exactly intend to sneak up on whoever was there, but it never hurt to be cautious.

The pond was in the center of a small stand of close growing trees. Jim made his way to the pond, moving
through the greenery with no more noise than a prowling mountain lion. When he was just at the edge of the
trees, he halted, dialing his hearing back down to normal, then stepped out of the trees.

The traveler was, indeed bathing. There was a pile of crumpled clothes almost at Jim's feet. The humming had
stopped abruptly, and he did not see anyone in the water. For a moment he was worried that the traveler had
stepped off into an underwater hole. He was just about to kick off his boots and dive in when she broke the
surface.

She was facing the center of the pond, with her back to Jim, in water up to the middle of her back. The first thing
he noticed was the magnificent wet cascade of dark red-brown hair than spilled down her back, the ends trailing
once again in the water. The bather, totally unaware of her watcher, reached back and gathered the lush hair into
one thick handful, wringing out water.

The back was slim, but well muscled, the shoulders wide. She's a sturdy little thing. Jim thought admiringly. He
wished that she'd chosen a shallower spot for her bath. He really would have liked a look at that ass. He had a
feeling that, given the toned look of the rest of her, it would be firm and round.

She was holding a bar of soap, and began scrubbing with it, humming again. Her movements were vigorous, but
graceful. Jim watched the foam gather on the pale skin, then watched the water glisten as the soap was sluiced
off. He found that he was getting hard. Turn around. He thought. I just want one good look, then I'll leave you to
your privacy, and maybe we can meet in town. I think you're someone I'd like to know.

As if hearing his wish, the bather, massaging a handful of lather over her face, turned slowly toward Jim.

Jim Ellison got one of the biggest surprises of his entire life. Instead of the plump breasts he had been expecting,
there was a broad, well muscled, very hairy, distinctly male chest. His jaw dropped. The bather splashed water
on his face, revealing piquant, elfin features. His eyes shut against the soap, his lashes lay thick and dark against
his cheeks, and his mouth was as beautiful as any woman's. Then he opened his eyes, and Jim's heart almost
stopped.

They were smoky blue, and they were gazing right into his own.

The young man (because there was no denying that this was a young man) blinked in surprise, stumbling back,
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slipping, and going under water. He came up again almost immediately, spluttering. When he caught his breath,
he cried, "Jesus, don't do that to me, man! Were you trying to give me apoplexy?"

"Sorry." Jim apologized. "I just wasn't sure how to make myself known." I was too busy lusting after you in my
heart, until you turned around. And he suddenly realized, to his shock and embarrassment, that the turning
around hadn't greatly changed things. He was still half hard.

"'Hello' would have worked. Even 'You there!' Why didn't you say something?" He started wading toward the
shore.

Jim tried to explain. "I saw you from behind, and I thought... I didn't want to embarrass..."

The young man nodded, eyebrows lifting. "Oh, I see. You saw this..." He shook his head, and the wet hair flew
about his head. He wiped away several of the strands that had plastered themselves across his face, grinning,
"and thought you'd found yourself a lady." He shrugged good-naturedly. "Sorry to disappoint you." He didn't
seem offended by the mistake.

"I'm not disappointed." Again the eyebrows rose. "I mean, I would have been surprised, a woman traveling by
herself." Smooth recovery, Jim. You only sound half a fool.

The young man had stopped waist deep in the water. He pointed to the ground at Jim's feet. "How about tossing
me one of those towels?" Jim looked down to see two towels folded neatly next to the clothes. He picked them
up and walked to the water's edge, tossing one out.

The boy caught it neatly, and began wading toward shore again. As he emerged from the water, he wrapped the
towel about his hips, tucking it securely. "It's not that I'm very shy, mind you," he explained, "But I'm too modest
to traipse about in just my hide if we haven't even introduced ourselves."

"Jim Ellison." Jim offered his hand.

"Blair Sandburg." Blair's handshake was firm and warmer than Jim would have expected with him fresh from the
pond. "Are you from town, Mr. Ellison?"

"Yes, Cascade." He paused. "I'm the town constable."

Blair had taken the second towel and started drying his hair. Now he paused, peering out from under the cloth.
"Are you, now? Well, I had expected to meet you, just not so soon." Jim felt a twinge of surprise. He had been...
expecting him? Blair was drying his arms with long, brisk strokes. Jim imagined how the rough texture of the
towel would feel, moving over his skin.

"Now, why would you expect that?"

"I make it a point to meet the law in every town I come to. It just makes things a little easier if we understand
each other right up front." He was raking his hands through the long fall of hair.

"That's a sensible attitude, Mr. Sandburg. If everyone had it, my job would be a lot easier." Jim noted that his
compact body was slender, but muscular. This wasn't a boy, despite his lack of stature. This was full-grown man,
and very definitely a man, despite the long hair and almost pretty features. The tangle of chest hair was as
impressive as any Jim had ever seen. There was something about his chest that nagged at the corner of Jim's
mind, but Sandburg was speaking to him again, and he dismissed it.

"Do you mind if we continue this discussion back at the wagon? I'd like to get into some fresh clothes and get
this mop combed out before it gets a chance to tangle."

Jim followed him back to the wagon. He actually had to hurry a bit to keep up with him. He might have shorter
legs, but he was a real bundle of energy, making up for length of stride with his rapid pace. At the wagon, he
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climbed up and opened the door to the box. Hesitating, he said, "Would you mind waiting out here a minute
while I get dressed? Then you can come on in for a drink."

"That would be fine." He went inside, shutting the little door. Jim took the time to study the wagon itself. He
drew a finger in the road film that covered it, and the trail he left showed screaming red paint, fairly fresh. There
was a sign on the side. In impressively ornate letters of shining yellow it said 'Dr. B. Sandburg, Medicines and
Physiks. Men, Women, and Children Attended. Sorry, No Horses.'

Jim grinned. It was common in the less settled areas for the local 'horse doctor' to treat both man and beast if an
actual medical doctor wasn't available. This man was boldly declaring himself to be a 'people doctor' only.
Probably not true, though. What would a real doctor be doing way the hell out here?

The door creaked open. "Come on up."

Jim climbed up onto the wagon and went through the door. He almost had to squeeze. He was a big man and the
entrance was not built on generous proportions. The interior of the wagon was dim, but he could see well enough
with his sensitive vision. He saw Sandburg in the process of lighting a lamp, and looked away quickly, shielding
his eyes before he could be blinded by the sudden burst of light. When he was sure he could handle it and looked
back, Sandburg was watching him curiously. But he didn't say anything. He just pointed to a small bench fitted
on one wall. "Have a seat. I'll just be another minute or two."

Jim sat on the bench while Sandburg continued buttoning up the loose white shirt he'd donned. Jim had never
been inside a physik wagon before, and it was interesting. Both sides were lined with deep shelves, the shelves
having barriers around them to keep the various jars, bottles, and boxes from flying off when the wagon moved.
There were also cabinets and a small fold down desk, which now held the lamp. The unfortunate thing was that
the smell of herbs and chemicals was nearly overwhelming. He was going to have a raging headache if he stayed
more than a few moments.

Sandburg had taken a comb from one of the shelves, and was stroking it through his hair, fluffing it as he went. It
was already starting to dry. The lamplight picked out red glints in the rich brown. Jim looked away. "I don't see
any bed."

"I could have had one, but I preferred to use the space for storage. I sleep on a bedroll, outside most of the time.
If it's too cold or wet, there's just enough room to spread it out here in the aisle."

He put aside the comb, stroking the length of his hair between his hands in a final smoothing motion. "Now,
about that drink. Would you like a nip of spirits, or is it too early in the day for you?"

Jim pulled out his watch and consulted it. "Well, I expect I'll just have something the temperance ladies would
approve, if you have it. It's still a tad early for me."

Blair nodded. "Sensible. You have a choice of cold brewed herb tea or sarsaparilla."

"Sarsaparilla will do fine."

Blair got two glasses out of a cabinet and took a jug and a small bottle off a shelf. He filled the glasses from the
jug, explaining, "Sugar water. I keep a little mixed up, but not too much at a time, else it'll start to ferment." He
added a few drops of dark liquid from the bottle to each glass, and stirred them with a long, slender rod, then
handed a glass to Jim. "Sorry it's not colder. I keep the jug in the coolest part of the wagon, but that's none too
cool these days."

Jim took a sip. The sweet of the sugar and the bite of the flavoring filled him, and he knew he wasn't going to be
able to drink much of it, but felt he had to manage a few swallows, for courtesy's sake. "This is fine." He took
another small sip.
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Sandburg picked up his own glass and cocked his head. "You sure about that?"

Surprised, Jim replied, "Don't I sound sure?"

Blair nodded, "Oh, you sound sure, right enough. But the face you just pulled..." Jim felt himself flush. Had it
been that obvious? "Look, Ellison, you don't have to force anything down to spare my feelings. I haven't had to
do for anyone but myself for a long time, so my skill with victuals and potables may be a bit rusty."

"I'm sure it's fine." Jim set the glass down, a little relieved that he wasn't going to have to keep up the pretense. "I
just have funny tastes. Almost anything with a strong flavor is too much for me."

"I'll keep that in mind if I ever invite you to dinner. I happen to be a mite dry despite that ducking I got." He took
a long swallow from the glass, tilting his head back.

Jim watched the pulse of his throat as he swallowed. "I'm sorry about that."

Blair licked the last of the sarsaparilla off his lips, and Jim was mortified to feel his dick stiffen just a little more.
"No need to apologize, friend. It's my own damn fault for putting my back to the shore. I should know by now
not to put myself in a situation where someone can sneak up on me after all the traveling I've done."

Sandburg sat in the only piece of furnishing not built into the wagon: a single straight back chair in front of the
desk. "Well, now. We've had our introductions, and we've had a social drink. What shall we talk about now?"

"You're heading into Cascade?"

"That is my intention."

"Visiting someone?"

Blair cocked his head, combing his fingers through the sheaf of hair that swung over his shoulder, gazing at Jim.
"I don't have anyone to visit, Constable Ellison," he said quietly. "My last relative..." he smiled faintly, "Well, the
last relative I'd claim, anyway, died more than six years ago, and I've never stayed in one place long enough
since to form any real attachments."

"So, you're coming to town for business purposes?"

"Business and personal. Tell me, does every traveler who comes near your fair township get the same
interrogation?"

Jim felt a little stung. He didn't really consider this an interrogation but, looking at it from Sandburg's angle, he
supposed it might seem like one. "I'm sorry if you think I'm prying, but it's my duty to see to the peace of this
area. I can't do that if I'm not aware of who's about and what they're up to."

"I understand, and I don't mean to be snappish." He sighed heavily. "I'm a bit touchy about this, I'm afraid. You
see, I'm rather tired of being viewed with suspicion, just because I'm new to the area, or I look or act a little
different."

“Get a lot of that, do you?" Jim's tone was dry, and he was rewarded with a small smile.

"You might be surprised. No, on second thought, you wouldn't. Yes, I get a lot of it." He fluffed his hair. "You
might have noticed, I don't exactly fit the general mold, though it's easier out here than it is in the larger cities.
Tell me what you want to know, Constable Ellison. If it's too personal, I'll tell you so, but I'm a generally open
sort of soul."

"Why are you going to Cascade?"
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"As I said, business and personal reasons." He waved, indicating the stores of medicines. "I sell physiks, and I
treat illnesses. I hope to do a bit of business in Cascade."

Jim's expression was stern. "You'll need to get a liquor license before you set up shop and the town council might
be a bit hesitant about granting one to an itinerant."

Blair sat back. "Why on earth would I need a liquor license?"

"Well, your tonic. Or rejuvenator, revivifier, elixir, aqua vita, whatever you call it."

"First off, I don't sell any type of general cure-all. I mix specific compounds for specific problems. And secondly,
I leave the spirit dispensing to the saloons. They're much better equipped than I am."

Now Jim was confused. "But you're a patent medicine man, aren't you?"

Blair shook his head. "No. I'm a traveling medicine man only in that I do practice medicine, and I do travel. I'm a
doctor, Constable. A real doctor." When Jim's eyebrows lifted skeptically, he sighed. "All right. I should know
by now that my word alone isn't worth anything." There was a bitter edge in his tone. He opened a drawer in the
desk and pulled out a leather folder, handing it to Jim. Ellison opened it, and was confronted by a handsome
document, printed on vellum in graceful script. "It's my diploma from Boston Medical College. I'm a certified
medical doctor."

Jim studied the document. It looked genuine. But then, so did many counterfeits. He closed it, handing it back.
"Very impressive."

Blair took it, replacing it in the desk. "Sarcasm does not become you, sir. I suppose I can understand your
skepticism. There are far too many fools and charlatans promoting themselves these days. Do you have a
telegraph office in town?"

"Not yet. Soon."

"Damnation! Now how am I supposed to convince you?"

"There is an office in the next town over, Lansdale. Someone is bound to be going there in a day or two. Tell me
what you want and I expect they'll be willing to send a message for you. Folks are pretty obliging around here."

"It isn't for me, it's for you. If you'll contact the Boston College of Medicine and ask Dean Herschel, he'll vouch
for me. Would that satisfy you?"

"It would. But that may take a while."

"I need to earn my living. Can't I sell my physiks till you get word back?"

"If you let me check what you dispense first to be sure you're not passing off hooch as medicine."

"And how would you know?"

"I can tell if the alcohol content is too high to be justified."

"I told you, I don't just sell booze disguised as medicine. But I agree. Now, is there any particular area in town
that you wish me to stay away from? Anywhere it would be best for me to set up? I'd like to be as close to the
center of things as possible. My livelihood depends on drawing a bit of a crowd."

Jim thought. "Well, there was that millenary shop that burned down a few months ago. No one has cleared the
lot yet, so you could park in front of that if you want. It's close to everything. And there's a stable that'll board
your animals for a reasonable price. I expect Rafe might be willing to spot you a day or two board till you can
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raise some cash, if I recommend you."

"I like Rafe already. So," he held out his hand. "I'm welcome in Cascade?"

Jim shook hands. Blair's grip was firm from the hours he'd spent grinding medicines, and handling reins, but his
hand was smooth. "You're very welcome in Cascade."

Part Three

"Now then," Blair clapped his hands, rubbing them together. "If you don't mind, I'd like to get into town so I can
have Naomi and Burton settled by evening. Perhaps there will even be time for a short show to introduce myself
and tease the interest of the townsfolk."

Jim regarded him laconically. "You're good at that, are you?"

Blair was opening a cabinet, but he turned back to smile at Ellison, one dark brow rising impishly. "I'm good at
teasing interest."

I don't doubt that. Jim thought, as the younger man removed several items of clothing from the cabinet.

Blair turned back to him, a cream colored stock hanging from his hand, and said, "I have a request. Could you
remove the specs for a bit? I like to see a man's eyes when I speak to him."

Jim considered. He'd be taking a risk. The lighting in the wagon, with the enclosed lamplight picking out glints on
shiny surfaces, was a hazard. He might have one of his spells. But it was discourteous to keep the shielding
shades on while visiting, and Sandburg had every right to ask. Jim liked to see a man's eyes when he spoke to
him, too. He pulled them off, tucking them in his shirt. "Sorry about that. I'm so used to them that I forget
sometimes."

"Are your eyes weak?" Blair was shrugging into a plum velvet jacket.

"No, quite the opposite. Sometimes things are just a little too clear, a little too sharp. It's hard to explain. I just
seem to see too much."

Sandburg didn't look at him like he was crazy, like Carolyn had when he'd told her that. Instead, he looked
thoughtful. Then he smiled, and said, "You look good in the specs but you look better without them. You have
the most remarkably blue eyes, Mr. Ellison."

Jim could feel a flush rising in his cheeks. He wasn't used to physical compliments. The most he got was an
occasional, 'Damn, you're a big bastard' from the rougher travelers he had to deal with.

Sandburg was fitting a pair of flashy cufflinks in his sleeves, and they caught Jim's attention. When he noted
Jim's interest, he held out his arm, offering him a better look. "I got these in Peru. Lovely, aren't they?"

They were certainly unique. Shaped in the form of a big cat's head, they showed impressive fangs and the eyes
were tiny, glittering green stones. "Only copper and some sort of semi-precious stone. They aren't worth much in
terms of cold, hard cash but I'm very fond of them. They were given to me by a tribal shaman."

Jim extended one finger, touching one of the cufflinks lightly. At first there was just the coolness of the metal.
Then a spark of light struck the green eyes of the cat, and suddenly, there was a flare of heat. The world crashed
in on him. As it rolled over him, he thought, Not now! Not when I'm with someone I don't know a thing about.

But he had no control over it: he never did when these spells came. Suddenly one or more of his senses would
just become unbearably intense. The softest colors nearly blinded him, the merest sound went through him like a
spike, and his skin would be so sensitive that he wanted to rip his clothes from his body, unable to bear their
weight. Smells suffocated. He even swore that at those times he could taste things on the air. He never knew
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what was going to set it off, or how long it would last. Usually the only remedy was to get himself somewhere
quiet and dark and ride it out.

This one was different from any that he'd had before, though. It was summer, yes, but he suddenly felt an even
greater than normal heat. It was humid, too. Almost like the steam room he'd been in once in San Francisco.
Along with the heat there were smells, like forest smells, but somehow different: stronger, riper, and wilder.

There was a river of sound washing over him: the rustling of millions of leaves, and the furtive crackle of an
animal moving through underbrush. The sounds were so clear. He could hear the pad of big paws, the whisper of
grass and twigs against sleek fur. Green seemed to shift before his eyes in a pattern of moving leaves, and he
knew that in a moment the creatures Yes, creatures. There are two of them. that were moving through the jungle
Jungle? would appear. The idea excited and terrified him, all at once. It's too much. I can't... I don't want to see
this.

But there was also one sound that, though stronger than the others, did not overwhelm him. It was a low, steady
beat, an almost throbbing pulse. Ellison focused on this desperately, grabbing at it in the rush and swirl of
sensations.

He concentrated on the sound, following it, gradually filtering out everything else till the world began to subside
around him, returning to normal. He realized that what he was hearing was the heartbeat of the man standing
before him. The man who was watching him closely with a very concerned look on his face.

Sandburg said quietly, "Are you all right?"

Jim shook his head, clearing away the last of the haze, and said casually; "I'm fine. Sorry if I stared. I've never
seen anything like them before. Is that supposed to be a panther?"

"Jaguar, though the black variety are called panthers." He refused to be distracted. "You were... gone. Not for
long, only, say, a half a minute. But a lot can happen in that amount of time. Has this happened before?"

"A few times." It isn't a lie, there's no quantity put on 'a few'. "If you want to finish getting ready, I'll escort you
into town. If folks see you with me, they might be a tad less suspicious."

The slight frown said Sandburg knew he was changing the subject but he didn't call him on it, for which Jim was
grateful. Jim didn't discuss his problems. Maybe Carolyn would have stayed if he had, but probably not. She just
didn't have the patience to deal with them. Jim figured that no one did, so he didn't discuss it.

Sandburg turned toward a small mirror hung on the wall and wrapped the stock around his neck. "Now for the
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tricky part. I can grind and mix medicines to perfection, I can perform simple surgeries without trouble and stitch
a wound neater than the best seamstress can hem a skirt, but I cannot tie these damn things."

He wasn't exaggerating. Jim watched in amusement as he fought and swore at the simple garment, finally
producing a tangled mess. He glared at his reflection belligerently, and Jim found himself offering, "Need some
help with that?"

Sandburg glanced back at him through the reflection, and said wryly, "Only all I can get."

Jim stood up and moved to stand behind him. "Hold still, now. I'm afraid this is the only way I know how to do
it." He reached around the shorter man; unknotting the mess he'd made, and began to wind the stock into a neat
knot. "I doubt it's what's fashionable right now, but it's the only one I know how to do, and it's good enough for a
backwater like Cascade."

Blair stayed very still, watching as Ellison's big hands moved with surprising delicacy. He could feel the heat of
the constable's body along his back and his own body started to react. He closed his eyes briefly. Careful,
Sandburg. A lawman would be a bad one to have against you, you know that.

"There." The hands came to rest lightly on his shoulders. "How's that?"

Blair opened his eyes, and his gaze met Ellison's in the mirror. He only barely managed to repress a shiver. God,
those eyes... "Splendiferous, my man. I thank you."

Did he imagine it, or was there the tiniest bit of pressure before the hands were withdrawn? "Any time." And was
there the least bit of huskiness in that low voice? Probably wishful thinking, Blair. You've been too long
between bed partners. You'll have to try to find someone here or else you're liable to do something not only
embarrassing, but downright dangerous.

Ellison had stepped back and Blair picked up a black ribbon from the desk. He pulled as much of his hair as he
could back and tied it into a tail. Strands still escaped to curl around his ears and face, but there wasn't anything
he could do about that short of a vicious application of pomade, and he didn't like to do that. Finally he lifted a
black silk top hat off a shelf and settled it on his head, tilting it at a rakish angle. He turned to Jim Ellison,
spreading his arms wide, smiling. "Doctor B. Sandburg, traveling medicine man, ready to enter your fair city and
charm the citizens."

Jim couldn't help smiling in response. "You might at that." Be damned if you don't already have a head start on
the constable. Jim pulled out his glasses, putting them on again. "Let's get you into town." He climbed on Rainier
while Blair took the reins of his mule team.

I'm going to do well here. Blair thought as they entered the little town. Oh, it was small, but it was prosperous
and it was growing. He could see several new buildings in various stages of completion, one of them obviously a
good-sized hotel. Lots of workers meant lots of minor injuries. Possible work. There were many families in from
the surrounding area, shopping or just visiting. He nodded to himself. Lots of children, lots of sniffles to be
attended to. Good, good. And they all followed the big, red wagon with the exotic driver with curious eyes. Blair
smiled to himself. A good entrance was half the job.

Jim led him to a spot on main street, just in front of a tumbled, charred ruin of a building. Blair situated the
wagon so that it was sure to be out of the way of any traffic, then climbed down. Ellison had dismounted also. "I
have to go stable my horse now. Unhitch your team and I'll take them over for you. You can go by and talk to
Rafe later."

"He'll trust me before I pay him for their board?"

"If I vouch for you, he will."
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"Then thank you kindly. I appreciate it."

"Not at all. We help each other out here." It was a bit of an exaggeration. Yes, Jim felt it was part of his job to
assist travelers, but he seldom went as far out of his way as he was doing now. "I'll unhitch them. You don't want
to get your outfit messed up."

Blair shook his cuffs, grinning. "Nope. We must look nice for the customers. Do I need a permit to put on a
show?"

"You're not gonna have any naked dancers, are you?"

Blair's mouth dropped open for a second. "Um... no. My repertoire does not include naked dancing."

Pity. "Then it's all right. As long as you don't offend the womenfolk, give the kiddies an education their mamas
and daddies wouldn't approve of, or scare the horses."

"I think I can keep it within those restrictions." Blair reached back into his wagon and came up with a banjo. He
plucked it experimentally; adjusting a couple of strings while Jim unhitched the team. Nodding his satisfaction,
he laid it back down and unhooked some sort of fastenings on the side of the wagon, then went inside. A moment
later, Jim was astonished when the side of the wagon lowered, opening it up.

Sandburg hopped back down out of the wagon and busied himself setting braces under the platform that had
been formed. Jim realized that it was now a stage, with the man's 'office' open behind in. Blair went out onto the
stage. The bench Jim had sat on inside was a solid block, and it served as a seat, even tipped on its side.
Sandburg sat on it, put his banjo over his knees, and began to pluck out a lively tune. People were already
beginning to stop and listen when Jim reluctantly led the mules away.

Rafe met him at the entrance. "Jim, is the circus coming to town? I saw what had to be the gaudiest wagon on the
face of the earth roll past a minute ago."

"Not the entire circus, Rafe, just the ringmaster. I need you to put these beasts up for a few days. He hasn't got
the cash right now, but I'll take care of it, if it comes to that."

"Sure, Jim, no problem." Rafe called a groom over to take the mules. "I think I want to go see what's happening
down at the other end of the street. Looks like it might be interesting." They walked back down together. There
was already a fair sized crowd around the physik wagon, and more coming.

Sandburg, looking totally at ease, was strumming out a spirited rendition of "Oh, Susannah," singing along in a
pleasant, slightly cracked voice. A brown mongrel dog was on the stage in front of him, prancing along on its
hind legs, yipping excitedly. The crowd laughed as it spun, waving its paws and hopping. Laughing children
clustered around the front of the stage, with indulgent, curious parents behind them.

Sandburg finished the song and there was a generous smattering of applause. He stood, removing his hat in a
sweeping bow. Several coins were tossed, ringing on the stage at his feet. He placed the hat on the stage and said,
"Darwin, please be good enough to collect the generous offerings." The little dog immediately began to pick up
coins in his teeth and drop them in the hat. This generated another small hail of money. Children were begging
their parents for pennies.

Blair laid aside the banjo. "Now, good people, as talented as I am in music," the smile was self-depreciating and
he rolled his eyes. The audience tittered. "Now, now. As I was saying, as much as I love music, it is not my
profession." He pulled a cord, and a small sign unfurled over the wagon opening, bearing the same words that
were painted on the wagon.

"Doctor B. Sandburg, Esquire, at your service. As the sign says, I treat only God's noblest creations, and I'm
sorry ranchers, I do not mean horses." More laughter. "No, I only treat people. It's what I was trained to do. It's
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my passion. Let me assure you that I am qualified. I attended the great medical college in Boston. Your esteemed
constable..." Eyes turned toward Jim, and he tried not to shuffle. "...will be checking the veracity of that claim.
Now, what do I offer? If you're looking for a cure-all to treat everything from grippe to goiters, and fit to rub on
or consume, you will be disappointed. If you expect bottles of spirits with medicinal labels, you may as well go to
one of the fine saloons I noticed on the way in. I sell medicines. I listen to your complaints, review your
symptoms, and prescribe accordingly. I will not just hand over anything you ask for. I will examine you, judge
what you need, and prescribe accordingly."

His smile faded, his blue eyes becoming more serious. "I may as well also add that if you are one of those
unfortunates who have become dependent on laudanum or opiates, I cannot and will not feed your addiction. I
will, if you ask, try to help you wean yourself away from it."

There was a slight, uncomfortable shift in the crowd. People didn't like to think or talk about such things. Oh,
they knew they existed, even in such a small town as Cascade. Jim had seen the results of the sort of problem
Sandburg mentioned himself. Occasionally the unconscious man he picked out of an alleyway or gutter would
smell of opium smoke instead of whiskey. It was rather remarkable that the young man would so boldly mention
the problem, much less offer his help. Society, in general, seemed inclined to ignore the ones who suffered with
this problem.

"Now, one more tune, and I'll be ready to listen to any who want to consult. There's no rush. I intend to be here
for awhile, so take your time." He sat back down, took up the banjo, and struck into "Buffalo Gals." The music
was infectious. Most of the children, and even some of the grown ups, danced with it.

Rafe poked Jim in the side. "Well, this is the most excitement we've seen around here in some time."

"He's different, all right."

"I'll say. There's gonna be some daddies locking up their daughters, I think." Rafe indicated a cluster of teenage
girls near the stage. They were whispering and giggling to each other. When Sandburg shot them a pointed grin,
they almost collapsed in fits of nervosa excitement. He was the most exotic thing they'd ever seen in their young
lives.

Jim sighed inwardly. With that sparkling personality and offbeat attractiveness, of course Sandburg would be a
magnet for female attention. You were fooling yourself, old man, thinking that there might have been a spark
back there. Even if he was the sort to consider a man, what makes you think you could compete for a young
stallion like that?

As Blair laid aside his instrument and prepared to greet his first customers, his eyes were drawn again to the tall
figure at the back of the crowd. Ellison was wearing the smoked glass spectacles again and Blair couldn't read his
expression. He seemed to be watching closely enough, though. Jim turned and walked back up the street and
Blair took a moment to admire the smooth glide of his walk before turning with a gentle smile to the young
woman who was holding a croupy baby in her arms.
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Part Four

Jim had work to do. Simon Banks, a local farmer, had a set of wagon wheels that needed new rims. He was a
good customer, and Jim had no desire to make the man wait for his order, no matter how interesting the traveler
might be.

His forge was seldom cool, and it didn't take long to heat it to the proper temperature. Jim made a pot of coffee
while the metal bars were heating, taking the time to savor a cup while the forge did its work. Then he stripped
off his shirt, put on his heavy work gloves, and got the tongs. He reached into the forge with the tongs and
extracted a bar of iron. Yes, it glowed the right cherry red color.

He picked up his hammer and laid the iron on the massive black anvil that was the center of his work world. He
turned the metal a couple of times, looking at it, getting a feel for it. Then he tried to push down his sense of
hearing, raised the hammer, and brought it down ringing on the bar in front of him.

He pounded with steady, heavy strokes, gradually stretching and thinning the metal, working his way down the
bar. When he had it flat and thin enough to suit him, he dropped it into the large tub of water he used as a
cooling bath. The metal had lost heat as he worked, but it still hissed and sputtered, sending up steam when he
dropped it into the bath. Then he went and got another bar from the forge, and began the process again. He'd
need at least three of these, possibly four, to make one rim.

As he pounded, he was grateful that his sense of touch wasn't over active today. There were times when he
couldn't work, as much as he wanted or needed to, because of the sparks. They would be painful and irritating to
anyone with normal tactile senses. When his started to act up, it was sheer agony. A shirt would have helped
shield him a little, but in this summer heat? It would be courting heat stroke.

***

Blair gathered the small collection of bottles into a box and spoke to the half dozen people clustered around his
wagon. "I'm sorry about the delay but I promised Constable Ellison I wouldn't dispense any medicines without
getting his approval first. Please understand that he's only doing this for your own good, to protect you. After all,
he doesn't know that I'm not a quack." Blair smiled sunnily. "Though how he could not trust this face is beyond
me."

There was laughter, and someone directed him to the smithy just a little way down the street. "I'll be back in just
a few minutes, friends. I just need to present these and get approval." He bustled down the street to the large
building with the huge double doors standing wide open.

He paused at the entrance. The sound of metal ringing on metal had been clear, even at his end of the street.
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Here it was almost strident. He stepped cautiously into the dim interior. The large room, almost the size of a
small barn, was lit only by the sunlight spilling through the doors behind him, and the glow of the open forge at
the other end.

There were stacks of different sizes of ingots of metal piled in various spots. Tools he couldn't identify hung
neatly on the walls above leaning wagon wheels. There was a large wooden tub filled with water in the center of
the room. Next to that was the huge anvil, and before that was Jim Ellison. Blair froze, staring at the man, the
box of medicines in his hands forgotten.

Ellison was standing with his legs spread for balance and stability as he swung a large; flat headed hammer again
and again against the piece of metal that he held against the anvil with a set of tongs. The jeans he wore were
old, faded and worn thin by many washes, and so tight that they hugged his body like a lover's caress. They
coated long legs, and defined one of the most perfect asses Blair had seen in his wide, wide travels. But that
wasn't the most alluring part of the picture.

Ellison was working stripped to the waist. Blair was treated to the image of a wedge shaped back, glistening with
sweat, the muscles rolling smoothly as his arm rose and fell with the steady rhythm of his pounding. He watched
for almost a minute, almost hypnotized by the steady ring of the hammer and the flow of his muscles.

Suddenly the hammer fell still as it landed one last time, and Ellison's head jerked around. Blair almost flinched
as the pale blue eyes found his own, and he thought, almost panicked, He knows. He knows I've been looking,
and he knows what I've been thinking. But that was ridiculous, of course. He hadn't started to get erect. Yet. He
no doubt would have, if he'd watched much longer.

He smiled bravely, and came forward. "Hello. Sorry to disturb you but you said you needed to approve anything
I wanted to dispense. Well, I already have three patients."

Ellison dropped the iron bar he'd been working on into the water bath, laying the tongs and hammer on the anvil,
then pulling off his gloves to lay them aside also. "That was fast work."

Blair shrugged. "This is going to be a good town for me. Only a few wanted anything I could give them without a
consultation. The others will be back tomorrow or the next day, and I expect word of mouth to bring me a good
number of their neighbors."

Jim held out his hand, and Blair passed over the little box. "What do we have here?"
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Blair started ticking off on his fingers. "Well, there's an elixir to soothe a cough for a baby. I made that one very
mild. That's the only one that will be taken internally. The others are for a rather nasty poison oak rash, and to
draw a boil to a head. He'll come to me to have it lanced in a day or two. You'll notice that I carefully labeled the
one's that are to be rubbed on, not swallowed."

Jim opened each bottle in turn and held it to his nose. Blair watched in fascination as the well shaped nostrils
flared. The older man frowned in obvious concentration, high forehead wrinkling as he sifted through scents.
Can he really learn that much just from smelling those?

Jim held up the last bottle. "There's alcohol in this, but not much."

Blair was surprised. "Only a few drops, to help mix the other ingredients."

Ellison re-corked the bottle, returned it to the box, and handed the box back to Blair. "It's wood alcohol, not
grain. Be sure you're firm with him about not drinking this. I don't want to risk any of my townspeople going
blind."

"Of course." Blair started to turn to go, but hesitated. He had patients waiting, but still... He turned back, and his
breath caught in his throat. Ellison had wet a towel in the tub of water, and was cleaning the sweat from his
body. He'd already wiped his face and neck. As Sandburg watched, he rubbed the rough towel over his chest,
down his torso, and across his flat belly. Dark nipples stood out sharply, puckered by the sudden coolness.

He didn't realize he'd been staring till Jim said, "Was there something else?"

"Oh. I... was just wondering how you could tell about the alcohol being wood instead of grain."

He shrugged lazily, walking toward him. "I could smell the difference."

"I don't want to say I don't believe you, but you have to admit..." He'd come very close. He was standing only a
few inches away, stroking the towel down sinewy arms, wiping modestly furred armpits. Speaking of smells, that
is the cleanest, most stimulating scent of a hard working male I've ever run across.

"Admit what?" His voice was husky, and Blair thought he detected a faint amusement.

"That it's a little farfetched."

Ellison shrugged again, and Blair tried not to be mesmerized by the play of muscle beneath smooth skin. "Maybe
so, but that's just how it is." His eyes narrowed. He leaned another inch or two closer, and Blair saw his nostrils
flare again. For just the briefest second, his teeth flashed in a smile that was not polite and civilized. "You'd be
surprised what I can smell."

Blair actually felt himself starting to get hard. I've got to get out of here fast if I don't want to have this
gentleman wiping the floor with me. Thank God I chose the loose trousers. He started to back toward the door.
"Well, thank you again. Please keep an ear out for someone who might get to a telegraph station and send that
inquiry. I'd really like to get started."

Oh, Lord, he was following him out. "I'll do that. I hope this pans out. We need a doctor around here something
fierce."

Blair nodded; unaware of the way it made the curls that had escaped his ribbon bounce and float about his face.
"Yes, several people mentioned that. It's a shame, a nice little community like this."

He'd left his top hat at the wagon, and Jim watched the way the sunlight seemed to set sparks in his hair, then he
looked away quickly, pretending to study a perfectly ordinary section of wall, as if contemplating whether or not
it needed painting. "A man could make a good living around here."
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"Yes, I'm sure. Well..." He didn't seem to think I was that odd outside of town. Maybe it's just seeing me
surrounded by all these nice normal townsfolk. I guess in his position he can't be seen to be too friendly with
anyone most people would consider strange.

"Would you like to sleep here tonight?"

Blair's mouth dropped open. It snapped shut when he realized Ellison was staring at him again. "Beg pardon?"

He gestured toward the back of the large room. "If you don't mind bars. I have a couple of cells complete with
bunks, and they're empty right now. No reason why we couldn't leave the door open and let you have a bunk for
the night. Or for as long as you like."

"I... well... That's nice of you. But I can't afford..."

Ellison cut him off. "Did I ask for money? I don't run a hotel, I just have spare space, and there's no reason why
you shouldn't share it if you've a mind. Well?"

Blair stared at him. Finally he said quietly, "You don't know me, Constable. Do you trust me enough to take me
into your home?"

"Well enough. I haven't noticed anything threatening about you, doctor. A little off the beaten path, yes, but
not..." He cocked his head. "Antagonistic."

"I get along with the world as well as it will let me. Sometimes it hasn't been too friendly," Blair said honestly.

"Hopefully, you won't have that problem here. These are good people. We get some roughnecks through, but
troublemakers are encouraged to leave." His eyes glinted. "Encouraged strongly. But I get the feeling you'd be an
asset to the community, unless I hear differently from your Dean back in Boston. I'd be pleased if you'd stay with
me."

Blair took a breath. He might regret it. Being close to this man and not showing that he found him sexually
exciting wasn't going to be easy. But passing up the chance to be close to him proved to be impossible. "I'd
appreciate that, constable."

"Jim."

Blair nodded. "Jim. I have to go tend to my patients."

"Come by when you're ready. I'll fix supper, no need for you to spend money at the restaurant."

Blair felt a twinge. It had been a long time since anyone had offered to take him into their home as a guest, not a
boarder. "Thank you." He turned and hurried back up the street.

Jim leaned in the doorway for a moment, watching him retreat. Even when he hurried, there was a certain grace
to his bouncing stride. The young man's voice had been almost a whisper when he said the last two words. He's
lonely, like me. His eyes half closed, and his sex stirred as he remembered the musky scent that had first alerted
him to Blair's presence. It had reached him even over the sharp metallic tang of the iron he was working and his
own sweat. It was the unmistakable smell of male sexual arousal. And in the brief pause of his hammer strokes,
he'd heard that soft, thudding pulse again, heard it speed up slightly, and had known exactly who he would find
when he turned around. He was watching me and he smelled like sex.

Then, at the wagon, Jim saw the trio of giggling teenage girls milling around the medicine man. One of them
reached out flirtatiously to touch the tiny gold hoop in his left ear, and Sandburg smiled at her. Catching her
hand, he gave it a quick kiss before releasing it, which sent her and her friends into fresh paroxims of ecstasy.
Jim felt a sinking sensation, and sighed. So, that was it. Stupid, Ellison. Good thing you saw that before you did
something very stupid.
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Blair managed to fend off the girls without being too obvious, but he felt relieved when they left in a swirl of
skirts. Teenage girls made him nervous. They usually came with large, irate fathers or brothers. And I never do
anything to provoke it. he thought with utter innocense. They're nice enough, I suppose, but they're not really
what I want out of life. I'm interested in more mature partners. At that age they're just too... unformed.

Blair liked women. Hell, he loved them. But he was honest enough with himself to admit that he liked men a hell
of a lot more. He supposed it might have had something to do with his upbringing. It had been so unsettled, so
unsure, that he couldn't help but be drawn to strength. Not brutish strength, though. That was disgusting, and
frightening.

No, what really drew Blair, what really quickened his heart and heated his blood, was a man that was strong
enough to be gentle. One who took the time to be considerate of others when his greater strength would have
allowed him to trample feelings and sensibilities.

As he handed the proper bottle to the man who had the boil coming up in an embarrassing spot, and warned him
sternly to rub, not drink, he found his gaze wandering back to the smithy. Ellison was still in the doorway,
looking up the street toward him. Even at this distance, Blair could see the blue of his eyes.

But his face was a mask, bland and blank. He turned and went back into the dusky room. Just frontier
hospitality, he thought sadly. Or maybe civic duty. He may be hoping to persuade me to stay around a little
longer.

Blair thought again of the way those tight jeans had hugged Ellison's lower body, presenting his buttocks as two
near perfect globes. Actually, it might be a good thing to stay around, for a little while at least...

Part Five

Rafe at the stables turned out to be a very amiable man, and Blair parted with a few of the coins that he'd
collected for his show, making payment for the care of his team rather than running an account. It left him with
precious little cash, but he had the promise of room and board himself with the town constable, and he could
afford to stretch his finances a bit.

Rafe was also a handsome man, Blair noted. But after a few minutes of pleasant conversation Blair had decided
that he wouldn't be seeking a bed companion here. He could always be wrong, but there just wasn't any sense of
attraction from Rafe, no interest beyond the kind that always seemed to result when Blair met someone. He
knew that these people considered him strange and colorful, and he tried not to confuse interest with attraction.

His animals seen to, Blair took a short tour around Cascade, getting a feel for the place. Like most towns in this
part of the northwest, there wasn't much to see--yet. But everything was built solid, meant to last. Nothing had
been thrown up in the hasty, lackadaisical way that characterized a lot of frontier boomtowns. The people of this
township intended for it to grow, they weren't here just following a gold or silver strike like some of the Colorado
and California towns he'd passed through. Blair had a feeling that many of them would be nothing but rotting
shells in the next twenty years, but Cascade... Well, Cascade was like a sturdy oak sapling in a stand of brush:
you just knew it was going to outgrow and outlive all that was around it.

The golden light of evening was starting to give way to the lavender of dusk when he came back to the main
street. He briefly considered one of the saloons, but decided he wanted a better feel for the place before he
ventured into one of those establishments. So far the community seemed fairly tolerant of his eccentricities, even
amused, and intrigued, but that attitude did not necessarily extend to the denizens of the rougher establishments.

Instead he went to the general store, glad to see that the OPEN sign still rested in the front window. There were
no other customers, most of the townsfolk were at home preparing supper or readying children for bed by now.
The only occupant was a strikingly handsome woman behind the counter. Blair might not be tempted to bed
women very often, but he appreciated beauty in all its many forms, and this was a beautiful woman. Especially
when she gave him a wide, friendly smile. She had a distinct accent when she spoke. "Well, you'd be the new
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sawbones the girlies have been twittering about."

Blair swept her a courtly bow. "One and the same. Dr. Blair Sandburg, at your service. Who do I have the
pleasure of speaking to?"

She sketched a curtsy that was good-naturedly mocking. "Megan Connor, if it please you, sir." Her cheeky grin
said and even if it doesn't please you.

He returned the smile. "You're a long way from the outback, ma'am."

She looked surprised. "Well, bless me! You're the first one to get it right, mate. Most of 'em figure me for a Brit.
How did you know?"

He shrugged. "I spent some time down under when I was in my early teens. Learned a few things from the
aboriginal wise men about herbs and such. What brought you to Cascade?"

"I could ask you the same."

"You could, but I asked first."

She shrugged. "My husband had a dream." She waved her hands around. "This was it. Not a bad dream, as
dreams go, but he didn't live to enjoy it. He passed on last year. I suppose I could have sold and moved back to
stay with my mum and dad but I rather like being independent. Now you."

"What brought me to Cascade? Naomi and Burton." She looked puzzled. "My mules." When she made a
clucking sound he relented. "Not much of a story, really. I'm just looking for a place to settle down, somewhere
I'm needed, and accepted for who I am, not who I might be or could be."

Megan nodded. "You might find it here. They've accepted me, and I suppose you know how a single business
woman is usually thought of."

Blair knew. Widows had it a bit better than spinsters, but any woman not living under the direct care of a man
was suspect. More than one woman, left alone by the death of a husband or parent, had felt compelled to seek a
'protector', a man who would defend them from predation. "Have you had much trouble here?"

She shrugged. "A few of the rougher men tried to get funny a time or two, but Constable Ellison put a stop to
that quick enough." She grinned. "Laid the fear of God into them. Or rather the fear of his fists."

There was open admiration in the woman's voice, and Blair felt his heart sink. The widow obviously was
interested in Ellison. Well, Blair couldn't blame her, but it did sort of quash any faint hopes he'd been harboring.
"Yes, he seems like quite a man. Speaking of him, he's letting me stay in the lock-up for a bit, and I'd like to give
him a thank-you present." He pursed his lips, then said in a resigned voice, "A bottle of whiskey would do."

"I have that," Megan agreed. "But you don't sound too enthused. Was there anything else you'd rather have?"

"Well, I would have preferred a bottle of wine."

"Red or white?"

Blair regarded her in surprised. "I'm not sure. I don't know what he's fixing."

She shrugged. "I'd say red, then. It's most likely meat, as the fishing hasn't been too bountiful in this heat. Just
wait."

She came around the counter and went to a large iron ring set in a panel in the floor, one that Blair hadn't
noticed. When she stooped to it, he sprang to her side. "Here, allow me." He lifted, straining a little. She must be
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sturdier than she looks if she does this by herself.

There was a short flight of steps, and Megan went down them. Blair saw that she had to duck her head to move
off into the space that was at the bottom. He heard a few clinks, and a moment later she was climbing back up, a
dusty, greenish bottle in her hand. As he shut the door, she displayed it to him. "A nice little burgundy, not quite
five years old. I can let you have it at a reasonable rate." She sighed. "It just doesn't sell well around here. A bit
too refined for most of the population's tastes."

Blair took the bottle, examining it. "Oh, I've had a vintage from this vineyard before. They're good." Now it was
Megan's turn to look surprised. "I spent my fifteenth summer in Paris," he explained. "They let the children have
wine quite young over there." He smiled fondly. "Well, my mother did, anyway. I'd like this, but I may not have
the full price."

She waved her hand. "No need to pay now. If Jim trusts you enough to have you in his home, then I can trust
you for the price of the wine. Besides, what's the point of having the only wine cellar in the region if no one ever
drinks any of it?"

Blair left the store feeling an odd combination of elation and depression. He felt that he'd made a new friend, but
the man he was finding increasingly erotic apparently found that new friend attractive.

The wide double doors had been closed, shutting out the evening, and Blair went instead to the simple front door
near the side of the building. He knocked and waited, thinking Oh, well, I can enjoy his company. Surely it's
possible for me to just be friends with him? The door opened and Ellison stood there, smiling down at him.
Blair's heart rose into his throat. Or maybe not.

For a moment the two men just looked at each other. Jim broke the silence first. Stepping back he said, "Don't
just clutter up my doorstep, Chief. Come on in."

Blair accepted the invitation. As Jim was shutting the door, Blair said, "I meant to ask you, why do you call me
Chief?"

"Well, I've only seen two other men in my life who had hair as long as yours. One of them was an Indian, and
one was a Chinaman, and you just don't look like a Fong to me." Blair laughed. He hadn't often found a good
sense of humor in such a big man: usually they took themselves much too seriously. Ellison smiled at his
amusement. "Where's your dog? He's welcome to stay, too."

"Maybe later. This first night he's sleeping in the wagon, as a precautionary measure. He may look like a clown,
but he's very protective of his territory."

Jim frowned. "I can't have a biting dog in town."

"As long as they stay out of my wagon, they have nothing to worry about. A man is allowed to protect his
property, isn't he?"

Jim nodded. "When you put it like that..." He pointed at the bottle of wine. "What's this?"

Blair handed it to him. "My contribution to supper. I was quite amazed to find out that Cascade boasts a genuine
wine cellar."

Jim studied the bottle, wiping a bit of dust off the glass. "Oh, you've met Megan, then." His voice was casual.

He heard Sandburg's heart rate pick up at the mention of the Australian woman's name, and his spirits sank, then
sank a little lower when Blair said, "Yes, I have. A charming woman."

Jim's senses told him that Blair's pulse raised again when he replied, "Yes, very pretty," but they didn't tell him it
was because the younger man ached, thinking that he heard a special interest in Jim's voice. "Come on back to
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the kitchen. Supper is almost ready."

He led Sandburg back through the front room, which wouldn't have looked out of place in a genteel home in
Boston, to a cozy kitchen. Blair was amazed at the cleanliness of his surroundings. He'd never yet known a
bachelor to be so careful of his living space and it made him suspicious. As he sat at the table and Jim went to stir
a pot bubbling on the wood burning stove he said casually, "The place is nice. Who does for you?"

"Hm?" Jim was getting bowls and glasses out of a cabinet.

"Who does for you? Takes care of the place."

Jim rummaged in a drawer for spoons. "I do it myself."

Blair sat up a little straighter. "You're joking." A questioning glance made him continue, "I mean... it's so neat."

Jim set the table. "A place for everything, and everything in its place. I have Mrs. Remington do my laundry, but
the rest of it I do myself." He shrugged. "Living alone, it isn't such a hardship. I was in the army for almost ten
years, and then Carolyn wasn't much for housework. I'm used to it."

"Carolyn?"

"My wife," he said shortly.

Blair was curious, but he bit back the inquiries that swirled through his mind. There was no wife in evidence
now; ergo there was no wife. Why there was no wife could wait for another time. The subject obviously made
Jim uncomfortable, so he would leave it for the present. "If you have a corkscrew, I'll open the wine. It should
breathe for a couple of minutes."

There was, of course, a corkscrew. Jim handed it over and watched as Blair carefully twisted it into the cork,
then began the painstaking process of working out the recalcitrant plug, wiggling the bottle minutely while
exerting a steady pull. "Why don't you just jerk it out?"

"And have the sediment mix in with the wine? I don't think so." He worked a little more, and again Jim admired
the graceful strength of those hands. Finally the cork pulled free with a subdued pop, and Blair grinned in
triumph, setting the bottle on the table. "There. How much longer for the food?"

"Oh," Jim stirred the pot thoughtfully. "Say, another ten minutes. I want to be sure the carrots are done."

"Can I have a taste?" It smelled good, and Blair's stomach gave an interested growl.

Jim chuckled. "It's just stew, but sure." He dipped up a small spoonful and offered it to the younger man.

Blair started to lean forward to taste it, then noticed the steam wafting up. He took hold of Ellison's wrist, bent a
little closer, and blew on the stew to cool it. Jim froze when the slim, firm fingers closed around his wrist. He
watched as the generous mouth pursed, and felt the cool breath wafting across his skin. The tiny hairs on his
forearm prickled at the sensation. Dark lashes drifted down as Sandburg took the spoon in his mouth,
concentrating utterly on the food. Then the eyebrows went up, and he pulled back, smacking his lips
thoughtfully. "Something wrong?"

"Um, no, not really. It's just a tad... bland."

Jim rubbed his forehead. "Damn! I forgot. Look, I have salt and pepper, but I generally don't use them much in
my food."

Blair cocked his head. "So the heightened senses extend to taste, too?"
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Jim dropped the spoon in a dishpan set in the sink, sighing. "Yeah. Too much of anything and my belly rebels.
There's been times when I could hardly keep down enough to keep body and soul together."

"Hm. Would you be willing to let me try a little something? I think I might be able to put some flavor in that
without it necessarily grating on your senses."

"Chief, I'm willing to try almost anything."

Again the dark brows rose. "That's nice to know. I'll be right back." He bustled out; on his way back to his wagon
Jim assumed. When he was gone, Jim tasted the stew again, making a face. Bland was too nice a word. Tasteless
was more accurate.

Sandburg returned quickly, carrying several twists of paper. He shook mysterious powders into the stew, and
dropped in what looked like a leaf, then stirred it. "Now, we just let that simmer so the flavors can meld."

"What was that you put in it?"

Blair looked at him impishly. "Well, I could be all mysterious, and go on about secret family recipes. The truth is
that my mother felt hard used if she had to boil an egg, and it's just something else I picked up in self-defense. It's
a little basil, thyme, powdered garlic, dried chives, and a bay leaf. Oh, and I almost forgot the most important
thing!" He took the wine bottle and poured a health slug into the stew.

"Hey! I thought we were going to drink that."

"We are. But you now have boeuf bourgingoin, rather than simple stew. Trust me on this."

"If you say so," Jim said doubtfully. "Has that stuff panted enough now? I could use a drink."

"I suppose so." Blair poured wine into both the glasses; careful not to let any of the sediment get out. Putting
aside the bottle, he lifted his glass. "What shall we toast?"

Jim stopped, the glass halfway to his lips, and smiled at the smaller man. "A toast, eh? I've only done that once,
when my brother Steven was married."

"Go on," Blair urges. "You're the host."

"All right." Jim thought for a moment, studying the young man sitting beside him. At last he lifted his glass
toward Blair, "How about 'To new friendships'?"

Blair's smile grew a little broader. "That's as fine a sentiment as I've ever heard." He touched his glass to Jim's.
"To new friendships." They both drank, watching each other over the rims of their glasses. There was silence for
a moment, then Jim cleared his throat and went to stir the stew again. Blair watched him as he moved about,
doing useless things, and the smile lingered about his lips. Yes, to friendship. He liked this man. Even if he never
got him into bed, he wanted to know him. "So, Jim. I expect you've been here since the town was founded, eh?"

"Mm, no, not really." He leaned back against the cabinet, sipping his wine, brow wrinkled. "I guess it's been
about six years since it went from being a handful of buildings to a town, and I've been here about three."

"Really? That surprises me. Your roots seem to be sunk pretty deep. I mean, the way everyone treats you..." His
voice trailed off. He wasn't exactly sure what he wanted to say, or how to say it, and that was unusual for Blair.

"I know. This is home. Sometime you know quickly. You come to a place, look around, and know that's where
you want to spend the rest of your life. Kind of like with people. You can know someone forever and never feel
close to them, then you can meet someone else and it's like you've known them forever."

There was another silence. Both of the men sensed something unusual, some current running beneath their
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words. But neither was sure of what the other thought or felt, so neither was willing to take it any farther. Still,
the silence was not uncomfortable, as it should have been. Finally Jim said, "I think it's ready now."

"Good!" Blair jumped up, bringing both of the bowls to the stove. "My belly thinks my throat has been cut."

"Well, I just hope it doesn't wish that it had been after you get a taste of this."

"Oh, I'll have to take at least half of either the blame or the credit, you know, after tossing in my magic spices."
They sat at the table and dipped up a spoonful at almost the same time.

Jim sat back with a low whistle, then grinned at Blair. "I'd almost forgotten how good food could taste."

Blair sampled his stew, then nodded. "Not bad, if I do say so myself."

Jim ate hungrily, then went back for seconds. "Better than not bad. I can't remember the last time I actually
wanted a second helping of anything. If you need to supplement your income, I could hire you as my cook."

"You couldn't afford me." Blair joked. "But I'll be happy to do my share of the cooking while I'm here, and I'll
show you a few tricks so you can do it yourself when I'm gone."

Jim had been in the process of pouring himself more wine, and he set the bottle down with enough of a thump to
make Blair blink. Jim saw his questioning look, and shrugged. "You just arrived. You may like the town enough
to stay for awhile."

"I might. I'll admit that I've been looking for a place to settle."

"We need a real doctor around here."

"But you're not sure I'm a real doctor."

Jim flushed a little. "I'm sorry if you feel I'm being too suspicious, but..."

"No, not at all. I can understand. You obviously care about your fellow citizens and take your responsibility
seriously. I just want to get someone to Lansdale to contact my college so I can set your mind at ease."

"I think Simon Banks will be in sometime tomorrow to check on the progress of his wheels. He usually rides on
to Lansdale this time of the week to take the mail in to the post office. I'm sure he'll be willing to send the
message then and pick up the reply in a couple of days."

"Good. But I already have people who want to consult with me. What will I tell them?"

Jim frowned. If Sandburg was legitimate, (and he had a gut feeling that he was, despite his odd appearance and
free manners), then Jim didn't want to deny people his services. He said slowly, "There's no reason why you can't
see them, talk to them. I'll still need to check anything you prescribe, and I'd rather you didn't do any major
procedures or operations."

"That sounds fair. But I'll warn you in advance, Constable." His voice was serious, formal. "If I run into an
emergency, or a condition that will worsen with waiting, I WILL treat them. You may run me out of town
afterward if you feel it necessary, but I've sworn to heal people whenever I can. I CAN'T see someone suffering
and do nothing."

Jim fidgeted. He didn't like that officious tone: it felt too distancing. "If it's an emergency, I won't object. Hell,
you couldn't do any worse than anyone else around here, and you'd probably do a lot better." Blair relaxed again,
and Jim felt relieved. The last thing he wanted was to alienate this man. On the contrary, he wanted very much to
know him better.
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They talked some more over the last of the wine. Jim was fascinated. Blair seemed to have been everywhere and
seen everything. Things that were just rumors and myths to Jim were facts to Blair. He spoke of a huge winged
lion in Egypt, made of stone, and with the crumbling face of a man. When he told of the huge wall in China that
ran for hundreds of miles and was wide enough for two good-sized wagons to pass each other on its top, Jim
could almost see it.

Blair insisted on helping him wash the few dishes, and they worked together, still talking. As he was folding his
towel, Blair said, "Your turn now. I've told you a good bit of my life, time for you to tell me about yours."

Jim opened the back door and threw the dishwater out. When he closed the door and turned back to Blair, his
expression was closed. "Maybe some other time, Chief. It's late now, and I need to get to bed. I want to work on
those wheel rims a bit more before Simon gets here, so I can show him that I haven't been slacking off."

"Oh. All right." What would a small town constable have that he wanted to keep secret, Blair thought as Jim got
sheets and a blanket out of a closet. He lit a lamp and led Blair out to the large attached room.

The two cells were set in the back corner, side by side so that the one in the corner had two solid walls and the
other had one. Other than that there were bars: sturdy, thick iron bars. Jim indicated them. "A little grim looking,
I know, but you won't have the door locked against you. Pick either one."

Blair chose the second cell, the one that was closest to Ellison's living quarters and most open, and stepped
inside. There was a relatively decent cot. He nodded in satisfaction. "Much better than some of the places I've
slept." Blair turned, and almost bumped into Jim. The other man had followed him into the cell so quietly that
Blair hadn't an inkling he was so close. Jim didn't say anything, just setting the lamp on a shelf, but Blair went on,
"And before you ask, yes, I have seen the inside of a jail cell or two. I won't bore you with details, but I've never
stolen and I've never hurt anyone who didn't try to hurt me first."

"I wasn't going to ask," Jim said quietly, looking down at the younger man.

Blair looked back at him, and went to the door of the cell, putting his hand on the bars. "Thank you for that."

Jim shrugged. "I try not to judge people until I know them. Until they show me something of themselves."

"But you do judge."

Jim's tone was matter-of-fact. "I have to. It's what I do."

Blair studied him. "Yes, I suppose so."

"Well..." Jim shifted again, awkwardly. "If..." He stopped abruptly, then slipped past Blair, exiting the tiny cell.

He moved so close that his sleeve brushed Blair's hand, there on the doorframe, and Blair found himself
shivering. Blair said, "Wait!" Ellison turned back, his gaze questioning, and suddenly Blair had no idea what he
was going to say. He gestured helplessly at the lamp. "Hadn't you better take that with you? If you fall in the
dark, I'd end up having to treat you and I'd rather like some time off right now."

"I don't need it, Chief."

"You know your place so well?"

"Something like that. Sleep well."

"You, too." He watched Ellison walk back to the entrance to his little home, but lost sight of him in the gloom till
he opened the door, spilling golden light out into the darkness. He arrived there so quickly that it was clear that
there had been no hesitation in his pace. Blair shook his head. It must be wonderful to be so familiar with a place
that you could move in it that confidently.
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Part Six

Blair finished making up the cot, then stripped off his clothes, down to his linen drawers and blew out the lamp.
He slid between the sheets and punched up the pillow, trying to settle down. After a moment he sighed, stood
back up, and removed the drawers before getting back in bed. It's just too damn hot to sleep with anything next
to my skin.

Even the sheet was too much, and he soon kicked it off. That was better, at least tolerable. He'd just have to
remember to pull the sheet back up some time later. It had been a long time since he'd had to worry about that.
Between towns he slept out under the stars, and Naomi, Burton, and Darwin didn't give a damn if he was nude or
not.

Blair tossed and turned, and finally sighed. Admit it, Sandburg. You're not hot just because it's summertime.
You're hot because of that gorgeous man sleeping a couple of rooms away. His hand rose to his chest, idly
brushing through the crisp curls. His fingers came to the small golden ring that pierced his left nipple, and he
tugged at it gently. It stayed half-erect, but now with the physical stimulation, it quickly hardened all the way.

Blair groaned. Damn. I wasn't going to touch myself tonight. But his other hand had come up, and now he was
toying with his other nipple, teasing it, also. In moments it was a firm peak, and he pinched both of them,
drawing his breath in with a sharp hiss as sparks of pleasure lanced down to fan the heat that was building in his
crotch.

Oh, hell, why not? This room is huge, any noise will get lost in it, and there are three or four walls between us.
It's not like he's going to know...

Jim Ellison was sitting on the edge of his bed in the dark, staring at nothing in particular. In cooler weather he
slept in his long johns. In the summer heat, like tonight, he wore a nightshirt. Not that he wanted to: he thought
they were rather ridiculous things, actually. But he had to wear something, in case there was an emergency he
had to attend to as constable, and at least with the nightshirt he could catch a breeze occasionally.

I should go to sleep. I have to get up early tomorrow, like I told Sandburg, and I shouldn't have thought of
Sandburg, because he's why I can't go to sleep. Why doesn't he just settle down? A tiny voice in the corner of
his mind said You could try just ignoring him. Sometimes it works. But there wasn't any way he could do that.
His senses seemed to be focusing in on the young man on the far side of the building without any conscious
effort.

He'd heard the rustling of cloth that meant first that he was spreading his covers, then that he was removing his
clothes. Two thumps heralded the removal of his shoes, and another rasp of cloth said he'd gotten in bed. He was
puzzled when there was more rustling. It was almost as if he were removing more clothes, and the sound of him
sliding between the sheets again had a different tone. With a flush of heat, Jim realized that he'd removed the last
of his clothing and gotten back into bed naked.

For a few moments he was still. Jim concentrated harder, finding the slow, soft thump of his heartbeat, letting it
wash over him. It sped up a little, and he wondered if he was asleep and dreaming? But his breathing had never
entered the steady rhythm that Jim associated with slumber.

There was a soft exhalation, a sigh, then a groan and a hiss. Jim sat straighter, alert, focusing fiercely on gleaning
every scrap of information he could. If Sandburg was in any kind of distress, he wanted to know about it, and
offer help. Then a faint, musky aroma drifted to him, and he relaxed, smiling. Pheromones. The groan and sigh
took on a new significance now.

Well, now. Someone's feeling a little randy. Jim knew that he should lie down, put a pillow over his head, and
try to sleep. The man out in the cell obviously thought that he had a reasonable amount of privacy. He knew that
Jim's senses were acute, but Jim doubted that he'd be so self-amorous if he knew that they were attuned to the
point where Blair's actions were almost as clear as if he were on the other side of the bed. He should try to

Seasons Collage

422



ignore what was happening out there in the hot darkness. Looking down at the way his nightshirt was beginning
to tent in front, he knew that he wasn't going to do that.

Out in the cell, Blair let his hands slide down his torso, over his ribs to his abdomen. His eyes closed, he imagined
that it was not his own hands making that erotic journey. Instead he thought of large, square hands, hard and a
little rough from swinging a heavy sledgehammer against heated metal.

He skimmed over his hips, then moved to rub his thighs, carefully avoiding the erection that was angling up
against his belly. There was no rush: he could take all the time he liked with this fantasy. He spread his legs and
let his hands slip around, rubbing and pinching the sensitive skin of his inner thighs. His cock head was leaking a
small puddle of pre-come on his belly by now.

Blair swirled his fingers in the warm, slippery wetness, then lifted them to his face and sniffed delicately,
smelling his own desire. Would Jim smell differently? Would he ever have a chance to find out?

In his room, Jim closed his eyes. The smell of Sandburg's heat and musk was thick, intoxicating. With an
impatient motion he jerked his nightshirt over his head, reached down, and gripped the thick erection that jutted
hungrily from his loins. It's been so long.

Jim didn't frequent the bawdyhouse outside of town, and the reputations of single women in small towns were
too easily damaged to trifle with them. His only outlet the last few years had been his own hands and the
occasionally 'lady adventurer' who drifted through town on her way to richer pickings. He hadn't had sex in over
three months, and that time had been about as enjoyable as blowing his nose. And now, to have a dream only a
few yards away...

Blair's heartbeat sped up, and his breathing became deeper, more ragged. The sliding sound of skin-on-skin
increased. Oh, Lord. He's doing it. He's touching himself. Unable to resist, Jim began to masturbate, imagining
smaller, more elegant hands, with smooth, strong fingers.

In his minds eye he saw the sturdy, yet graceful, body sprawled naked in wanton abandon. He imagined
Sandburg lifting and opening his legs, bending his knees, presenting himself for Jim's delectation. Jim moaned as
he contemplated the shadowy crease of Sandburg's firm, white ass, and his hands sped up. God, it's a good thing
his hearing and smell aren't as good as mine. If he knew what I was doing... what I was thinking, he'd run like a
rabbit.

Blair rolled on his side on the cot. One hand never stilling on his cock, he reached behind himself with the other.
His fingers slipped into the crack of his ass and he found the pucker that marked the opening to his body. He
rubbed around it with one finger that was slick with his body's juices, then pushed slowly inside. The momentary
ache drew a whine from him that quickly changed to pleasure as he moved the finger in and out slowly. Once his
body had adjusted, he began to pump strongly, matching the movements to the strokes of his hand on his shaft.

His lips moved, forming words without sound. More. God, please. Fuck me, Jim! Fuck me hard. If he had even
whispered these words things might have been very different in the next few days. Time would have been
spared, misunderstandings avoided. But it was only thought and motion, no sound.

His orgasm struck, making his balls and his ass clench. He whimpered. In the bedroom on the other side of the
building, Ellison heard the soft cry, smelled the ripe, somehow spicy scent of Sandburg's sperm, and came. His
utterance was more of a growl and the spasms that racked him were so sweet that they were near pain.

He sat panting, listening to the racing heartbeat slow again to a steady bump, the breathing smooth out. There
was the rustle of a body turning, then nothing except the minute sounds of a man who was in the grips of a deep,
satisfied sleep.

Jim rubbed his hands over his face, then finally lay down. I ought to ask around and see if there's someone in
town who can give him board. I ought to, but I'm not going to. He'll move out soon enough, and maybe he'll
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move on. I want him to stay as close as possible for as long as possible. It won't be much, but maybe it will be
enough.

Out in the cell, Blair drifted off into a peaceful sleep, and the dream came again. He'd been having the dream for
a long time, since he was a small child, and only recently had he come to peace with it.

He was moving through a thick growing forest, pushing his way through brush and high grass. The significant
thing was that he was doing so on all fours. Blair had realized a few years back that, in this dream, he wasn't
human. Once he had come to that conclusion, it became less disorienting.

He'd even recently become aware of just what he was. In one nocturnal rambling he'd found a small, silvered
pond and bent to lap cool water. Gazing into the smooth surface he had seen the reflection of the moon... and his
own face. He was a wolf, a blue eyed wolf. It hadn't been so hard to accept. Many of the cultures he'd become
acquainted with believed in animal spirits. Blair just assumed that he had found his own, personal spirit, and it
was lupine.

It visited him again tonight, and it seemed to have a purpose. This time he was not the wolf, but he walked beside
it, naked, through the forest. It led him to a small clearing and crouched at its edge, looking up at him with a
whine.

Blair looked. There, under the silver moonlight, two figures slept on the ground. He stepped out, going closer.
Dark and light seemed interwoven. As he got closer he saw that one of the figures was human, and the other was
feline, so dark that it seemed to melt into the shadows on the ground.

Finally he was close enough to see clearly. It was a great black panther and a naked man, sleeping together.
Massive black paws lay against pale skin, and Blair almost winced, imagining how easy it would be for dagger
claws to spring out and rip bloody furrows.

But the great cat opened its eyes and regarded him calmly. Blair froze. Instead of the green or gold he had
expected, the jaguar had blue eyes, eyes that looked very familiar.

The jaguar yawned, lips wrinkling back from ivory fangs, whiskers bristling, and looked at Blair again. You have
been a long time coming.

Blair felt the brush of fur against his leg and looked down to see the wolf sitting by his feet. They're stubborn,
these humans.

I know. The jaguar gave the hair of the man sleeping between his forepaws a rough, affectionate lick. He never
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stirred. You see? His mate has arrived, and still he sleeps.

Blair looked more closely. It was Jim. Of course it's Jim. Who else would it be?

Hesitantly, Blair knelt down. He reached out and touched Jim's shoulder. The skin was warm, and smooth. I've
never had such a vivid dream.

The wolf went to lay beside the jaguar, resting his head on the big cat's furry side. I'm afraid mine isn't any more
alert. He still thinks that he's making all this up in his own mind.

You might be civil enough to talk to me, Blair complained.

The blue eyes of the cat regarded him. We talk to you all the time, cub. You just have to listen. In any case,
there's nothing to be done right now. It's enough that you've found each other. The rest will follow. Now sleep.

Blair lay down beside Jim, moving close to him. But I'm sleeping now.

The scene was fading into the darkness of deep sleep, and he heard the wolf's voice, amused, as he fell into it.
Whatever you say.

***

Blair got up early, pulling on his drawers and going out into the large room to sluice himself off at the large
cooling tub. He was drying himself off when Ellison opened the door from his quarters. "You're always wet when
I see you."

"In this heat, it's hard to resist."

"Come on in when you're done. Breakfast is almost ready."

"I get breakfast, too? My, this is better service than any hotel I've ever stayed at. I won't be but a minute."

Jim watched him as he returned to the cell, studying the flow of muscles in his strong, hairy legs. His hair was
loose again, trickling almost to the middle of his back in a thick mass. He's going to comb it, or brush it, work
the sleep snarls out of it. It would be easier for him if someone else did it. I bet it feels like silk. Jim
contemplated this. He could almost feel the smooth slide of the hair, feel it tickling his palm as he stroked it,
following the path of a comb as he pulled it gently through the auburn mass, coaxing out tangles. "I wonder if
this is what it's like to get foolish in you're old age."

A little later Sandburg came into the kitchen, buttoning his shirt. "You know, it's so hot that I'm even
foreswearing flannel for the time being. That's unusual for me."

"Cold natured?" Jim put a plate of eggs and bacon before him and went to pour coffee.

"I'm afraid so. The least bit of chill and I want to wrap myself up tight in several layers of blankets." He started
on his food. "Preferably with someone else to share body heat."

Jim almost choked on a sip of coffee. "You're a... an open sort of person, aren't you, Sandburg?"

He munched, returning a steady gaze. "I never pretend to be what I'm not, and I'm not a monk. Of course,
traveling as much as I do, it's made such things a bit difficult at times. That would be one advantage to settling
down. I'd like to find a mate."

Jim cleared his throat. I have to promote Cascade for all it's worth and try to get him to stay. I have to try to
avoid thinking of him mating with anyone. Anyone else, anyway. "Well, that could happen here."
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"Could it?" Maybe I'm not ready to tell you what I've been thinking about you, Mr. Ellison, but I may as well let
you know how things stand with me. I at least need to know how you feel about men being together. Then I'll
know whether I should run, or whether there's a chance.

"Sure. There are a number of nice single women in town and on the farms roundabout. And if you aren't
interested in settling with one right away, there's..." He trailed off.

He's blushing. Good lord. "There's what?"

"Well, there's a few women outside of town who are no better than they should be."

"Prostitutes?" Jim winced at the bald term, but Blair, usually so in love with words, had little patience with
euphemisms about such things. "No, I don't think so. I don't believe in putting a price on anything so intimate."

The blush had faded and Ellison's expression was cynical. "For them, it's hardly intimate." Blair was a little
surprised that the man, who seemed so literal, could make the distinction between physical and emotional
intimacy when many more 'sophisticated' people could not. "But it is for me. I do not buy, neither do I sell. But
now that you've mentioned them, I should make a point of trying to talk them into consulting with me. Ladies in
such professions have a wide range of problems that need to be addressed. Now," Blair used a bit of bread to
wipe up the last of the yolk on his plate, then popped it into his mouth. "You've apprized me of the single woman
situation. What about single men?"

"I'm afraid you'll have a bit of competition. There are more married men than there have been, but there are still
a good number who are looking."

"That wasn't what I meant."

Ellison looked mildly puzzled. "No? What did you mean?"

"I meant are there any single men in town that might be looking for other single men?"

This time he didn't blush: he went pale. After a moment he said quietly, "Not that I know of, but I could be
wrong. Are you saying that you... like men?"

"Yes. I like women, too, but I prefer men. Is this a problem for you?"

"I... no, I don't think so. I'm just a little surprised. It's not something people generally discuss when they've known
each other only a day."

Unless they want to sleep with that person. "I figured since you were being kind enough to let me stay here, I'd
better be up front with you. And I wanted to assure you that I'll be discreet. I know this isn't something most
people are comfortable with, so I don't flaunt my preferences."

"Like I said, I don't have any problems with it. I just ask that you don't bring anyone here. But then, I'd ask the
same concerning women." And I don't think I'd be able to stay sane if you were with someone else here.
Because I'd know, and with these damn senses it would be like watching you make love with them.

"That goes without saying." I believe that's our problem, here. I believe there's a great deal going unsaid, but
it's too soon to push, so I'll just leave it alone. Blair got up and took his plate to the sink, dropping it in the pan
of warm, soapy water that was waiting, and beginning to wash it. "I don't abuse the hospitality that's offered me.
If I find anyone to spend some time with, I'll arrange for it to be somewhere else."

Jim wasn't sure how to respond to that, so he treated it like a lot of things in his life that troubled or confused
him: he decided to ignore it. He pushed away from the table, saying, "I have to get to work on those wheel rims.
Simon will be in sometime soon and I want to be able to show progress. I'll be sure to get him to send that
message."
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"Good, good." Blair wiped his hands dry, and went to Jim, digging in his pocket. He pulled out a small handful of
coins and stirred them with his finger. "How much do you suppose the wire will cost?"

"You don't have to do that, Chief. I'll stand for the wire. I consider it a civic action."

"Nonsense. I pay my own way, Constable. There's only been one period in my life when I accepted what could
even remotely be considered charity, and I didn't do that for myself." He chose two silver dollars and offered
them, but Jim refused to take them. Shaking his head, Sandburg caught Jim's wrist, pulling his hand toward him.
"You're a stubborn man, Jim Ellison." He pressed the coins firmly into Jim's palm and folded his fingers around
them, holding Jim's hand closed with his own. "Take them. Please don't turn this into a silly contest of wills."

Again those hands, those strong but gentle hands. Yes, they were the hands of a healer--or a lover. Jim said, a
little roughly, "All right." Blair gave his hand a tiny squeeze before letting go. Needing to say something,
anything, Jim said, "There's left over stew, if you think your dog would like it."

Sudden change of subject. Interesting. "I'll tell him it's from you. You'll have a friend for life."

Darwin was, indeed, grateful. Blair sat in the wagon, watching as he cleaned the dish thoroughly, taking a
moment or two to make sure that he couldn't remove the pattern of flowers painted on the bottom, then sat back
with a replete sigh. "Good?" Blair scratched a spot on his chest, and his hind leg thumped ecstatically. "You
know, Darwin, you're living proof that one part of the body can be affected by stimulation of another. That
sumptuous meal was courtesy of my temporary landlord, Mr. Ellison."

The dog burped. "I'll tell him you said thank you. So, Darwin, you've met him. What do you think?" The dog
whined. "My sentiments exactly. Very nice. The question is, would he be interested, or would he thrash my tail
clear back to Boston?" The dog yipped. "Yes, I think he could. Well, time will tell. Do you think you'd like to
stay here for awhile? Maybe more than awhile?"

Darwin yawned and settled down, head on his paws. In just a moment, he snored. "I'll take that as a yes." Blair
got down out of the wagon and looked up and down main street, considering. He'd just more or less looked
around the day before. Today would be a good day to make a closer inspection of the town, and begin
introducing himself formally, then perhaps another small show in the afternoon, when more people were in town.

It was a quiet morning. All the business people Blair visited were more than happy to take a little time to chat
with the interesting young man. Everyone knew he was in town (that was one thing about small communities that
could be both a blessing and a curse), and were curious. He graciously turned down numerous cups of coffee and
tea, getting curious looks when he said something about too many stimulants not being good for the health. In
compensation he accepted, at various establishments, ginger snaps, sugar cookies, pound cake, and a rather
spectacular piece of fudge. He reflected that if he did settle in Cascade, he'd have to take up an exercise regime.

By the time he felt as if he'd made enough progress for the day it was noon. He decided to make one last stop: at
one of the town's saloons. He might be holding off on caffeine, but the idea of a beer was very tempting in this
heat. He chose a saloon that looked a little more respectable than some of the others, but not so respectable that
he thought his long hair would be an obstacle, and stepped into the dim interior.

Part Seven
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Garret Kincaid was spending the day in town. He often did this. He knew many men would have been skeptical
if he had mentioned the fact that being surrounded by women all the time could be cloying, but it was. He just
had to get out of the house sometimes and be around other men, men who weren't totally distracted by the
prospect of getting some poontang.

Garret ran the local bawdyhouse. In a bigger town it might have been different. There would have been a steady
stream of customers all day instead of the concentration in the evening and early night. No one wanted to pay
extra to stay overnight, so the place was usually deserted again by midnight, or one o'clock.

He was there because things had gotten a little hot in Sacramento, and he felt it was prudent to lay low for a few
years. But soon he planned to save up enough money to try his luck in San Francisco. There was real money to
be made there. Just a few good girls to start with, and with his business sense he could build it into an empire,
maybe even get into gambling and the opium trade. That was where the real money was.

Yes, just a couple of more years. What with the charges he laid on top of the cut he took from his girls, he'd have
enough money by then. There was already a nice nest egg stashed in a deposit box in the Cascade bank. But in
the meantime, my God this place was deadly dull. He'd been in New York and Boston and was used to a more
cosmopolitan atmosphere. This town was provincial in the extreme. He had to work to keep the local bumpkins
from realizing his contempt. These sturdy pioneers did not react well to disdain.

Not that there was anything wrong with sturdy pioneers, but they were a little tiresome if they were a steady
diet. There was usually some farmhand or drover who was more interested in Garret than the girls, once they
realized that Garret didn't mind the interest at all, but they were all so rough.

Garret sighed, staring morosely into his glass. When was the last time he'd been with someone who didn't have
calluses like leather on his hands? Someone who didn't view the occasional flea as the natural order of things?
Someone who didn't think that a boozed up saloon girl singing 'Oh, Dem Golden Slippers' was the height of
cultural entertainment?

He heard the batwing doors creek, signaling the entry of another patron, and looked up, more out of habit than
hope. Then he straightened alertly, interest immediately piqued by the figure that hesitated just inside the saloon.

He was on the smallish side, perhaps an inch or two shorted than Garret, and Kincaid was not a tall man. The
first thing that caught his eye was the hair, all of it. He was turning his head, perusing the room, and Garret saw
that the thick ponytail reached almost to the middle of his back. It was a rich red-brown, and even the flickering
lamplight picked out glints in its depths. From the tendrils that he was pushing back from his face it was curly,
too. Kincaid had an immediate image of what it would look like spread out across a pillow.
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The face strengthened the first thought. A lively freshness about it drew you. The eyes that narrowed to peer
through the near gloom were a dark blue, clear, and searching. He wasn't a boy: his sturdy body showed the
musculature of a fully-grown man. But he was young, quite young. Young enough.

He came a few steps farther into the room and the dolt who tended bar finally noticed him. "Hidy, there. He'p
you?"

The stranger broke into a smile that seemed to brighten the room as he walked toward the bar. "I certainly hope
so."

As he walked past the table where Kincaid was lounging, the older man shifted in his seat so that he could watch
him as he approached the bar. Oh, oh, oh. That ass was absolute perfection. This was someone he needed to get
closer to. Much closer.

At the bar Blair offered his hand to the bartender. As they shook he said, "I'm Blair Sandburg, and I just arrived
in your fair city yesterday. It's a charming town, but a bit sultry. I was wondering if it would be too early to get a
draft of beer?"

Blair heard a soft laugh behind him, and turned at the sound. The man sitting at the table was in his early forties,
sandy haired, dressed a little better than most of the townspeople he'd seen so far. His sack suit was well tailored,
although a bit out of date. Blair had seen the most recent fashions when he passed through San Francisco, and it
was understandable that they might be a little slow to reach this close to the wilderness.

"I said something amusing, sir?"

The man continued smiling. "I wasn't laughing at you, young man. It's just that the very idea of it ever being
either too early or too late for a beer in this establishment is... Yes, it's amusing. Hollis, get our visitor a beer, and
another one for me. Mr. Sandburg, if you'll join me, I'll be happy to spring for your libation."

"I couldn't possibly refuse such a kind invitation. Besides, though I haven't checked my theological guidelines too
closely recently, I believe it is against my religion to turn down a free drink."

Blair waited while the bartender drew two glasses of rather thick looking, dark beer, then brought it over to the
table and sat. Kincaid offered his hand, "Garret Kincaid, Mr. Sandburg. I had heard that there was a traveling
medicine man in town but you're not what I expected."

Blair took a sip of the beer. "I'm very seldom what anyone expects." He licked a bit off foam off his upper lip,
and Garret watched the flicker of the pink tongue with growing interest. "My, this is much better than I had
hoped. I haven't had anything this good since I was in Hamburg."

"Very perceptive. The brewer is a German immigrant. We're lucky in that respect. Most spirits of any kind out
here are slop."

"I don't know about that. I ran into a rather nice wine yesterday from a Miss Connors' wine cellar."

"Ah, yes. Miss Connors." Megan was a bit of a sore spot with Garret. He'd been hoping that her business would
fail after her husband died. It would have made it easier to proposition her about joining his stable. That accent
would have made her exotic enough to be very popular with the locals. But the business had prospered, and the
constable had made it clear that 'mashers' would not be tolerated, so he'd given her up as a lost cause. "Lovely
woman. I suppose in your profession you've traveled a good deal in the states, but you just mentioned Germany.
Where else have you been?"

Blair sipped the beer appreciatively. "The more easily answered question would be where haven't I been." He
said it as a simple statement, no brag intended. "My mother was a foot-loose spirit, Mr. Kincaid. From infancy to
my sixteenth year we seldom spent more than a few months in any one place."
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"So your father was a traveling man also?"

"He may very well have been," Blair said placidly. "I wouldn't know. I never met the man."

"Oh." Kincaid winced inwardly. "I am sorry."

"For my illegitimacy, or for having brought it up? Please, don't trouble yourself in either case. For the first, it
doesn't bother me. It's a minor part of my makeup. For the second..." He smiled charmingly. "You meant no
harm, it was a natural enough question."

"I hear that you're an actual medical doctor."

"I am, complete with the sheepskin to prove it."

"Wonderful. We've been needing one."

"So I've heard, from several people."

"Might you consider settling here? You could make a fair living, though it would be much duller than the life
you're used to."

"Mister Kincaid, there are moments of interest and excitement, but there are long stretches of tedium. There's
nothing very exciting about sitting behind a mule team for hours on end, traveling from one spot to another."

"It will certainly be welcome to have someone a bit more cosmopolitan in town. I'm glad you dropped by. Many
men thinking of setting themselves up in business in a town would avoid an establishment like this and
concentrate on tea parlors." He smiled. "If we had tea parlors."

Blair drained his beer. "I quite enjoy tea, but I'll admit to being a little more comfortable in a place like this. I
supported myself through my last year of school working somewhere a good bit rougher than this."

"Really?" Kincaid's eyes narrowed thoughtfully. So, you're at home in a less tightly-laced environment, are
you? That's very encouraging.

Blair set his glass down with a sigh. "That was precisely what I needed, and I thank you."

"Please don't mention it. The least I can do is provide a bit of common hospitality for a traveler. And speaking of
hospitality, perhaps you'd like to visit my establishment in a day or so." He studied his well manicured nails with
a faint smile. "Most young men passing through the area find their way to it at least once."

Blair looked puzzled, but then his expression cleared. "I noticed that you said establishment instead of 'home'.
Constable Ellison mentioned a, um..."

"Brothel. No point in being too terribly refined about it. It's nothing like what I had in Sacramento, but it's quite
good for such a godforsaken area. You'd be most welcome. The rates are reasonable, the girls are clean, and
they'd look upon a chance to bed such a handsome young man as yourself as a positive treat." And they aren't
the only ones. If I can get you out there, with your mind on sex, half the battle is won.

But Sandburg was shaking his head. "No, I'm afraid I won't be patronizing your business. But I was thinking that
I might be able to help you."

That's exactly what I have in mind, but we may have different interpretations of 'help'. "How so?"

"You say your girls are clean. It's difficult to tell with just a casual examination. I could give each one a thorough
exam and treat anything that needed treating."
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"That would be an excellent idea. It would be a major selling point to be able to tell the customers that my girls
were doctor approved."

Blair's smile became the tiniest bit strained. "I'm suggesting it because that line of work can take a lot out of a
woman. They need to take care of themselves, and I've found that most of the ladies of the evening tend to be a
little casual about their health in general."

"Whatever you say. Just come by during the day: late afternoon and evening is our busy time, and the girls
wouldn't be able to take any time off. I'm usually there, but I'll tell the girls to be expecting you, and co-operate.
How much for each girl?"

"That will depend, of course, on whether or not they need treatment but I'm a reasonable man. Say... two dollars
each for just the initial consultation. We'll see after that."

"Fine. I'll pay you. I take care of all my girl's needs."

Blair smiled at that as he stood up. "Wonderful! Not all bosses in your profession are so caring. I hope you'll
strongly urge them to consult with me. It really will be in their best interests. Good day to you, sir."

Kincaid enjoyed watching him walk away. He signaled for another beer, settling back in happy contemplation.
That is prime. Co-operate? Oh, yes, Mister Sandburg, they'll co-operate, if they want to keep their teeth in
their heads. And I do want to keep my stable in good condition. Let's see... He said two dollars. I'll tell those
stupid bitches it's seven, that'll leave a tidy little profit. And if some of them need more treatment, so much the
better. As for not using my services... His smile became predatory, and the bartender began to feel a little sorry
for the curly-headed young man who'd just left. there's service... then there's service.

Part Eight

Jim was slicing thick slabs off a loaf of bread when Blair returned to the smithy. "I got some cold chicken from
the restaurant. Simon was here earlier and he left some fine tomatoes, too."

"Sounds wonderful." Blair worked the handle of the pump at the sink to rinse off his hands.

"So, which one of the local saloons did you patronize?"

Blair wiped his hands thoughtfully. "Do you mean to tell me that you could smell the beer from over there?"

Jim shrugged. "There's an atmosphere that hangs around those places. You might have been offered a beer at one
of the other establishments, like Megan's, but there probably wouldn't have been tobacco smoke there, too."

"I didn't check the name. It's about half-way down the block."

As they sat Jim said, "Simon will be sending that telegram, and he'll look for the answer when he goes back day
after tomorrow."

"Good. I really don't enjoy having this hanging over my head." Jim started to comment, and Blair said, "It's all
right. To tell the truth, it's a little heartening to find someone who doesn't trust too blindly. Many people have
been badly hurt that way." Blair's hand hovered over the dish of chicken. "Mind if I have the breast?"

"Help yourself. I don't have chicken all that often because it's a waste with me. All I want is the legs." He
demonstrated by taking a drumstick and tearing off a healthy chunk.

"Between us we'll be like Jack Sprat and his wife: we'll lick the platter clean. Did you know," Blair took some
bread, "that in the 'better' circles back east, asking for breast of chicken in the presence of a lady could earn you
a thrashing?"
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Jim regarded him with skepticism. "Why?"

"Too indelicate." He pointed at Jim with a mock stern expression and intoned in a stilted Boston Brahmin voice.
"Curse you, sir! You shall ask for a portion of white meat in the presence of ladies!"

Jim almost choked on his mouthful of food. When he could speak again, he managed. "And I suppose asking for
a leg would be out of the question?"

"Then you would desire one of the fowl's nether limbs."

Jim shook his head. "I expect that type of delicacy could make it a bit difficult to doctor someone."

Blair sighed. "You have no idea. Modesty is a fine thing, but not when it goes to the point of endangering your
health. I'm hoping that won't be a problem when I go to visit the ladies at Kincaid's establishment."

Jim got up quickly, going to the cabinet. "I should have asked. Would you like water?" He didn't want to look at
Sandburg till he was sure that he had his expression under control.

"Please."

Jim got two glasses, and worked the sink pump till the water ran cool, then filled them. He brought them to the
table, and sat again, saying casually, "So, you changed your mind?"

"What?" Blair sipped the water.

"About visiting the bawdy house. Can't say I blame you. It must have been lonely on the road."

"No, I'll be going there in an official capacity. Kincaid asked me to check over the girls."

"Uh huh."

Blair looked at him sharply. "I already told you, I don't believe in commercializing those relations, but I don't
penalize those who do. Those women deserve treatment as much as anyone else here in Cascade."

"I agree with you. But you ought to have them come to town, instead of going to them?"

"Why?"

"In the first place, it will look better." Blair started to protest, and Jim spoke over him. "I know, it isn't very fair,
but that's the way it is. If there's a chance that you will be staying on, you have to have a little consideration for
what the locals think. And in the second place," he frowned, "I wouldn't advise you to go out there and meet
Kincaid on his own space."

"Why not? He seemed like a pleasant enough fellow."

"Oh, I'm sure he did. Kincaid can be very smooth. So can a snake."

Blair put down the chicken bone he had just finished stripping and wiggled his fingers. "Do you have a napkin, or
do I have to lick these clean?"

Caught off guard by the sudden subject change, Jim looked around, "Um..."

"Too late." Blair sucked each finger clean.

Jim watched, feeling himself start to get hard. Damn! I can't seem to be around him without getting stirred up.
Does he know what he's doing to me?
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"Now, why do you distrust Kincaid so much? Is there a history here?"

Jim looked away.

***

There was a history, all right. After Carolyn left, he'd visited Kincaid's establishment a few times, hoping to
relieve some of the loneliness he felt. Kincaid had been more than a gracious proprietor, urging the girls to do
their bests to please him, pressing free drinks on him. Then there was the night he had a little too much to drink
and fell asleep in the girl's bed instead of heading home.

He'd awakened to the feel of a talented mouth caressing his sex. He'd been surprised, as the girls had always
been adamant about money up front, and he knew that he'd already gotten all he paid for. Still, he wasn't fool
enough to protest this unexpected boon. He'd lain in the darkness, letting the pleasure wash over him. Then...

He couldn't help it; it was his senses again. The smell wasn't right. The hands on his thighs were too large; the
nails pricking at his skin didn't have the smooth coat of lacquer he knew the girl he had bedded earlier had been
wearing. And as a cheek brushed against his quivering erection, he felt a faint rasp that could only be beard
stubble.

He'd propped himself up, staring down the length of his body. The girl who had brought him to this room was
nowhere to be seen. Garret Kincaid, his shirt open to his waist, was kneeling between Jim's spread legs, now
lapping slowly at the thin trickle of pre-ejaculation fluid that drizzled from the slit in Jim's cock head.

Jim was horrified, as much by the fact that he had not gone soft when he saw who was pleasuring him as by the
situation itself. He sat up, pulling away from the warm, insistent mouth, and said, "Kincaid..."

The blonde man's smile was cat-like. "So, you're awake. Good. I prefer my partners alert and squirming,
anyway."

"This isn't going any farther. You shouldn't have done this."

Kincaid snorted. "Come on, Jimmy. You were enjoying it, right enough."

"I was drunk."

"Sure, you can tell yourself that, if it makes you feel better." He started to crawl up the bed. His dark eyes were
black pools in the moonlight. "Lay back down."

"No, damn it!" He suddenly realized that he didn't like Kincaid. Really didn't like him. It might have been
different if the man had approached him openly with an offer of physical pleasure. Jim might have considered it,
but he'd never know now. The man had tried to take what he wanted through trickery, and Jim was disgusted by
his devious nature.

As Jim started to get up, Kincaid suddenly threw himself at the other man. Garret was smaller than Jim, but he
was solid, and strong. He knocked Jim back onto the bed and swarmed on top of him. "You're not going
anywhere till I get what I want, big man." The feel of another body, hard and male, pressing down on him was
shockingly erotic. Jim froze for a moment, his sensibilities warring with his senses. Then Kincaid laughed, a nasty
sound, "I've always been fond of the ones who think they'd never let a man inside."

Jim bucked. "I said no!"

"Just relax and take it. I'm going to enjoy fucking you..."

It wasn't like the other 'spells' he'd had. This one was pure, white-hot rage. He didn't know exactly what he did,
but the next thing he remembered clearly was one of the girls trying to drag him away from a limp Kincaid,

Seasons Collage

433



hissing, "He ain't worth it, mister! He ain't worth hangin' for!"

Jim, now stone cold sober, had stared at the man huddled on the floor, cradling his face in his hands. He reached
out with his senses, though the thought of observing the man who had attempted to rape him that closely made
him gag. Kincaid's heartbeat and breathing were strong and steady, but the smell of blood was sharp in the air,
and there were dark stains on the injured man's hands. Judging from the various aches that were now making
themselves known, Jim hadn't done all the damage, but he had done most of it.

Satisfied that Kincaid wasn't seriously injured, Jim had gotten dressed and ridden back into town. He'd waited to
see if Kincaid would go to the city counsel to complain, but several days passed, and Jim heard nothing of it.
Then he'd seen Kincaid going into one of the local saloons. The sandy haired man had spotted him, and paused
on the sidewalk to glare at him.

Fading bruises marked Kincaid's face, and his nose was swollen. Thereafter it would never be quite as perfectly
straight as it had been. The two men stared at each other for a moment. Kincaid didn't look away, and Jim felt a
crawling sensation at the back of his neck. Then a citizen had come up to Jim to ask him a question about
whether or not he could require his neighbor to pen his chickens in order to keep the birds out of his wife's
flower beds. By the time Jim had finished speaking to him, Kincaid had entered the saloon.

Since then Ellison had never spoken to Kincaid face to face, and he fervently hoped he would never have to. The
man gave him a cold feeling in the pit of his stomach, and he found himself worrying about some of the younger,
more naive farmhands that visited Kincaid's establishment...

***

"Jim?" He blinked, looking back at Sandburg. "What is it?"

Jim took a deep breath. "Kincaid is a dangerous man, Sandburg. I just want you to be careful."

"I can take care of myself, Ellison, I've been doing so for a long time now." He smiled. "It's nice to know you
care, but you didn't answer the question. Is there a history between you two?"

Jim was silent, turning his glass in his hands as he considered how to answer. If he refused to say anything, it
would leave him open to all sorts of speculation. He didn't want Blair hearing Kincaid's side of the story without
his own, but he wasn't sure how to phrase it. He studied the young man waiting patiently on the other side of the
table. Somehow he felt safe in revealing it to him. He knew instinctively that Blair would not condemn a man for
an interest in his own sex.

Finally he said slowly, "There's a history of sorts. He paid a lot of attention to me for awhile. I didn't think much
about it. Then he got me drunk one night when I was over at the house, and I woke up with him in my bed, and
his hands on me. I... wasn't ready for anything like that, and I told him so. He didn't want to listen when I said to
stop, so I had to insist."

"Ah." Jim dared a look at Blair and was relieved to see no disgust or scorn in his expression, only sympathy, and
understanding. "I've had similar incidents, though it never got that far. I'm going to ask you a question. You don't
have to answer it, if you don't want to..." he smiled. "but then, you already know that."

"What is it?"

Jim waited for him to ask if he had somehow led Kincaid to expect he'd welcome the advances. Instead he said,
"Did you object because he was a man, or because he was Kincaid?"

There was a knock on the front door. Jim stood quickly. "I'd better get that."

As he went to answer it he heard Blair whisper, so softly that no one without his freakish hearing would have
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heard, "That's one question I'm not going to let you dodge, Jim." Jim dreaded answering it because he had
puzzled over just that thought himself for a long time.

Megan stood outside. "Well, hello, Miss Connors."

Megan slapped him lightly on the shoulder. "I think you can call me Megan by now, Jim. Is that handsome guest
of yours anywhere around?"

"In the kitchen. Come on back."

Blair rose to his feet to greet the woman, offering her a warm smile and handshake. "Megan, good to see you
again."

"I thought I'd check to see how that wine was."

"Excellent! I drank more than I should have, I suppose. What can I do for you?"

Megan looked at Jim, then back to Blair. "Can we talk back at your wagon?"

"Of course. Jim, thank you for lunch. Don't worry about supper, it will be my turn to cook." He walked Megan to
the front door and they started off down the street together. Jim watched him go, feeling a twinge at seeing their
heads so close together. He resisted the urge to listen to what they were saying, instead going back to finish the
rims he had promised Simon.

***

Megan bit her lip, looking at Blair nervously. "What do you think?"

He studied her, careful to keep his expression and tone neutral. "It's still rather soon to be certain, but I'd say...
probably." When he saw the smile break out on her face he was relieved. "So, this isn't bad news?"

She kissed his cheek. "Not bloody likely! My husband and I had been trying when he passed away. I've always
wanted children."

"Good." Megan pulled her skirt back on. Blair had only done an external palpitation, listening to her describe the
recent nausea, bloating, ravenous hunger and, most telling, cessation of menstrual flow. It was always a pleasure
when pregnancy came as a wished for blessing. Too often in his career he'd had to deal with desperate women,
aching when they turned away after his refusal to terminate the life growing in them, knowing that many would
seek some back alley butcher, and probably lose their lives. He had ambivalent feelings about his decision, not
believing in the blind, blanket statement that it was a mortal sin to even consider such a thing. But it just wasn't
something he could do, personally. Perhaps because he knew that his own mother could have easily gone that
route. Indeed, he had no doubt that his grandparents would have preferred it. "What about the father?"

She grinned. "Oh, I think he'll be pleased. I don't want to tell him just yet, though. I think he's going to propose
very soon." She sighed, rubbing her still flat belly. "I hope it's just like him: a little dark-haired boy."

Blair waited a moment, but she didn't elaborate, and he couldn't ask. "You'll have to be particularly careful with
your diet, if you're feeding a baby as well as yourself, and no, that does not give you a license to eat like an ox."
He turned to his medicines, beginning to pull down bottles and boxes. "I'm going to mix up a solution of vitamins
and minerals for you, but I expect you to eat properly, too. You're a little paler than I'd like, and that could
indicate anemia..."

***

Blair found Jim at his anvil again, working furiously. The last wheel was already half completed, waiting
patiently for the next metal strip as Jim pounded it into the proper shape. Still Jim stopped as soon as he and
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Megan entered the big room, and again Blair wondered how he had been able to hear anything over the ringing
of metal on metal. Blair found himself wondering. The acuity of his physical senses was reminding him more and
more of one of his personal obsessions and he was trying not to get his hopes up too high. There'd been a time or
two when he'd thought he might have run across the living embodiment of one of his pet theories, but he'd
always been disappointed.

Jim watched him silently, stripping off his gloves as Blair approached, and held out his hand for the bottle.
"What's this?" he asked as he uncorked it.

"This actually is a sort of tonic. Mostly vitamins."

Jim passed it under his nose, brow wrinkling. "No alcohol this time. Smells like... raisins?"

Trying not to show his surprise Blair said, "I'd steeped some in the hot water I used to mix this. It adds iron."

Jim re-corked the bottle and handed it over, glancing at the woman hovering near the door. His voice low, he
said, "Is Megan sick?"

Blair hesitated. "A doctor is bound not to discuss his patients, but I don't think she'd mind my saying that no, she
isn't ill." He went back to Megan, presenting the bottle. "Twice a day, one spoonful, and take it on a full
stomach, or with milk. In fact, I want you to drink more milk. Try for a quart or more a day. And eat lots of
liver."

"Ew!" Megan's nose crinkled, and Jim found himself wincing in sympathy.

"All right," Blair said agreeably. "If you can't stomach liver, make it dried apricots. Dried, mind you, not fresh,
and not peaches. Raisins, too, and spinach, if you can get it. I want to build up your blood."

"Yes, doctor. You'll be staying, then?" There was a hopeful note in her voice. "I'll worry a lot less with you
around."

"For a while, anyway." She left, and Blair walked back to the anvil, watching as Jim doused the still glowing
metal in the water.

Jim propped his hammer beside the anvil and said, "I'm glad to hear Megan is healthy. I've been worried about
her?"

"Why? She looks fine."

Jim shrugged, rolling his shoulders. "I wasn't sure what to make of it, but now, I think I know."

"What do you think you know?"

"She's expecting, isn't she?"

Blair stared at Jim. "How did you...? Even I can't be one hundred per-cent sure about that."

"Maybe I'm wrong, then. It's just that she hasn't smelled right the last couple of weeks."

"Jim, she can't be more than two and a half months gone. You're telling me that you think she's pregnant because
she smells different?"

He shifted uncomfortably, wishing he hadn't said anything. "Only for the last couple of weeks. I just hope that
the father is going to do the right thing. Megan's a good woman."

Blair felt as if a stone had been rolled off his shoulders. "She said she thinks he's going to propose, whoever he
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is."

"I wish I knew who it is. That way if he doesn't do right by her I could have a little talk with him." Jim shook his
head. "It's none of my business, I know, but I feel kind of protective toward her. She doesn't have had anyone
else. Well, I think I've done enough for today. I'll finish this tomorrow." He walked to the front to close off the
large doors and hang up his closed sign, but Blair followed him.

"You've already told me that your sight is very sensitive, and I've seen demonstrations of your sense of smell
with the medicines, and now with Megan. Your need for bland food would indicate the same is true of your taste,
and I've had the feeling for some time that your hearing is a lot better than it has any reason to be. What about
your sense of touch?"

Jim sighed, locking the door. "Sometimes I wish I could just tear my skin off. Other times..." But those times, the
times when the heat of another's skin or the merest brush had been enough to get him achingly hard, had been
too infrequent.

"I can scarcely believe this, but... but I think it may be true. I need to get something from my wagon." Blair
disappeared into Jim's quarters and he heard the front door slam a moment later.

Feeling the sweat from his exertions beginning to become sticky, Jim went back to the barrel and began to sluice
himself off. He had expected to be done, dried, and dressed before Blair returned, but the young man must have
been moving even more quickly than usual. Just as Jim was reaching for the towel on the bench beside the anvil
the front door slammed again and Blair almost trotted over to him.

He thrust a sheaf of papers at Jim, and the older man saw that it had been carefully stitched together along one
side to form a booklet. "What's this?"

"It may very well be the answer to what makes you different."

Jim leafed through the pages, frowning. "This will tell how to cure me?"

"If I'm right, there's nothing to be cured, just controlled."

Jim hung the towel around his neck, swabbing absently at his face as he walked into his little apartment, scanning
the front of the paper as he went. Inside he went into his bedroom. Blair followed, hesitating only a moment on
the threshold of the private room. Jim was still reading as he blindly opened a drawer and dug a fresh shirt out.
Blair watched in gratified amusement as he shook it out one-handed, then tried to put it on while still reading. He
went and took hold of it, helping him slip first one, then the other arm into the sleeves. Hardly seeming to notice,
he sat on the edge of the bed, and Blair sat beside him.

Once Jim looked over at him and said, "Burton? Isn't your mule named Burton?"

Blair nodded. "Yes, it's a tribute to the man who wrote that. Don't frown, it's a compliment. After all, I named the
other one after my mother."

Jim grunted and turned his eyes back to the papers. Time passed. The only sound in the room, besides their
combined breathing, was the rustle when Jim turned a page. At one point Blair got up quietly, went to the front
door, and despite his claim to only doctor humans, removed a nasty splinter from the hind paw of a cat belonging
to a very distressed little girl. After binding the paw up in his second best handkerchief he advised the owner to
bring Puss back the next day for a check up and some salve, if needed, then returned to the bedroom to find the
constable still absorbed in his reading.

Jim finally came to the last page and closed the booklet. He looked around the room, blinking. The shades were
drawn, and a lamp had been lit. He could hear Blair moving around in the kitchen, and delicious aromas were
drifting out to him.
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He came into the kitchen as Blair was pulling what looked like a custard pie out of the oven. He sniffed, then
said curiously, "I don't smell any sugar or ginger."

Blair smiled, setting the pie on a cloth in the middle of the table. "That's because it's a savory instead of a sweet.
This is dinner: eggs, onion, cheese, and ham."

"In a pie?" Jim sat at the table.

"It's called quiche in France." He set a plate and fork in front of Jim and handed him a knife. "Try it." As Jim
started to cut a slice, Blair said, "Just a moment." He reached over and began to button up Jim's shirt. Jim was
surprised to realize that it had been hanging open for... how long? "There. I'm not really formal, but I do think
shirts should be buttoned at the dinner table."

Jim was surprised at how good the egg pie was. It was delicately flavored, but hearty enough to satisfy him, even
after his exertions at the forge. Of course, he ate a little more than half of it. He was chasing crumbs around on
his plate, and Blair was sipping coffee when he finally said, "So, you think I might be a Sentinel?"

"I'm almost certain you are. It's all there, Jim. The heightened senses, the imperative to protect your community,
your tribe, the spells you get when your senses overwhelm you..."

"Everything but the most important part," Jim said bitterly. "Everything but the Guide. And according to the
author, a Sentinel is only half a man without his Guide. I can believe that. It would explain why I feel so..." He
trailed off.

Blair's voice was gentle, "What? How do you feel?"

Jim shrugged, looking away. He wasn't used to talking about his feelings: his father had thought it was unmanly,
and Carolyn had thought it was unnecessary. No one had ever seemed genuinely interested... until this man. But
Sandburg wasn't going to give up on it. Jim was beginning to learn just how stubborn the young man could be.
"Talk to me, Ellison. How can I help you if I don't know what's wrong?"

The light blue eyes were hooded as he looked back across the table. "You want to help me? Yes, I suppose you
would. It's your profession, after all."

Blair shook his head. "It's not just that. Yes, I've sworn to care for anyone to the best of my abilities. And, I'll
confess, this theory..." he tapped the paper on the table, "has been a pet obsession of mine since I first read about
it. But putting that aside, I want to help you, Jim. Not just a patient, not a possible Sentinel, but Jim Ellison. So
tell me what it is that you've been feeling."

Jim sighed, and the next words were abrupt. "Empty. Alone." He paused, then forced out the final word. "Lost.
That the most of all, always lost."

Blair reached over and laid his hand on Jim's, saying quietly, "Yes. You need your Guide."

"What if I don't have one?"

Blair squeezed his hand. "You do, all Sentinels do. It's just a matter of... of recognition. It was easier in the
ancient tribes. There wasn't as much travel, communities were more close-knit. The Sentinel and Guide usually
grew up side by side, and the bond was discovered early. Now..." Blair sighed. "I hate to think about how
difficult it will be in the next century. Everyone will be on the move, what with the railways expanding. There's
even talk of horseless carriages. I'm afraid that a Sentinel and Guide finding each other then may be even more
difficult. But it will make the relationship that much rarer, that much more special."

Jim's voice was low. "Sandburg? The lost feeling... I haven't had that since that spell I had in your wagon. It was
different from the others."
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"This may be the key. What made it different?"

Jim took a breath, then forced himself to look into the warm, questioning depths of Blair's eyes. "You."

[On to Page 2] [Back to Story List]

 Dr. B.Sandburg, Traveling Medicine Man, Page 2
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Part Nine

Blair blinked, but he didn't pull away, and Jim was grateful for that. "How did I make it different? Surely you've
been around others when these zones have occurred?"

"Yes. Luckily, they've been short ones and I managed to conceal them fairly well. People just thought I was
absent minded, or distracted. But at least once I was screamed at and slapped before I finally came out of it."
Blair winced at the rough treatment. Jim grimaced. "Yes, Carolyn didn't handle it well. She was almost hysterical.
I think she used the term 'freak'. She apologized when she calmed down but it was always there between us
afterward."

Blair found himself gritting his teeth. He had thought that aside from his grandparents he would never be able to
dislike someone he didn't even know. "Go on, Jim. What made the difference this time? I didn't really do
anything. I wasn't even sure of what was happening."

"Usually I just get lost in whatever it was that set me off. This time everything around me seemed to change. It's
summer, but there was suddenly heat like I'd never experienced, heat and wet. And the noises... It was kind of
like when I was in the deep wilderness, all natural, but so much of them! Like I was surrounded by trees and
plants so thick you wouldn't be able to push your way through them, and the sound of animals moving through
them. There were smells, too. Earth and something wild, rank. That wasn't right, because I was there in the
wagon, with you, but... But it was like I was somewhere else. The other times there was no specific sense of
being anywhere."

"It sounds scary."

"I was terrified," Jim said baldly. "There was only one thing that was familiar: a sound. I'd never heard it before,
but I knew it better than I know my own voice. A throbbing, a pulse."

"Drums? There are often drums in the jungle."

"No." Jim reached out and touched Blair's chest, spreading his fingers, feeling the warmth. Blair stayed very still,
never taking his eyes off the man opposite him, unwilling to interrupt now that he had found the courage to
speak. And somehow he knew what Jim was about to say. "It was you. It was your heartbeat. It was like a
lifeline. I grabbed and held on, and I pulled myself back to this world." His hand moved, stroking lightly. "It
wrapped around me. It kept me safe." He paused. His voice cracked. "Thank you."

"You could hear my heartbeat?"

"I could hear it when you were in your room last night."

Blair stared at Jim as the implications of this revelation sank in. If he could hear my heartbeat... Blair found
himself blushing. Oh, God, did I say his name?

"Don't," Jim said quietly. "You don't have anything to be ashamed of. You're young and healthy, you're bound to
have needs."
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Blair swallowed his doubts and spoke. "What about you, Jim?" Ellison's fingers curled, winding in his shirtfront.
If I'm wrong, I'm dead.

"You asked me before if I was bothered because it was a man who tried to seduce me or because it was
Kincaid." Jim pulled, slowly drawing Blair closer, and closer still. Their faces were scant inches apart. "It was
because it was Kincaid, Blair."

Blair felt a wave of elation pass over him at those words, and he leaned forward, closing that last bit of space,
and touched his lips to Jim's. Jim remained still, his eyes open, his lips closed. He hasn't done this much before,
Blair thought. I guess I really will get to guide.

Blair took Jim's head gently in his hands, running his fingers into the short, dark hair and rubbing his lips softly
over Jim's mouth. He licked the seam, then pressed firmly. Jim made a surprised sound, but his lips parted, and
Blair's tongue slid in.

Jim tasted the tang of tomatoes and the yeast of the bread Blair had just eaten. But then another taste, one he'd
never encountered, overwhelmed those. It was sweet and earthy at the same time and Jim realized that it was the
taste of the man himself. It was Blair. He licked out, eager to explore the intoxicating new flavor, and Blair made
a pleased murmur as their tongues slid together.

Most of the women Jim had been with weren't much on kissing. The 'respectable' women felt that too much
enthusiasm was improper, and the one's who were 'no better than they should be' usually saw kissing as a waste
of time that could be devoted to more... intense activities.

More intense than this? Is it possible? The soft exploration of his mouth was driving Jim crazy. Every gentle
probe and lick sent a flash of pure sensation straight to his groin. His arms went around the smaller man, pulling
him closer. Blair pulled back a little, his quiet gasps telling Jim that the reason he had broken the kiss was simple
lack of oxygen, and not reluctance. Jim let him breathe a moment, studying the flush rising in his cheeks. He took
a handful of the auburn hair that lay across his shoulder, rubbing it through his fingers, then said softly. "Come to
my bed tonight." Blair closed his eyes briefly, and Jim said, "I'll understand if you don't want to. I've never asked
this of another man before, so I won't know what I'm doing. But I promise you that I'll try to see that you don't
regret it."

Blair's answer was another soft kiss. He took Jim's hand and tugged, urging him to his feet, then kissed him again
when he was standing. "Go to your room. I have to get something, but I'll be right back." When Jim clung to his
hand he said quietly, "Jim, I just want to go to my wagon. I won't be gone but a minute." He touched the older
man's face, stroking the strong edge of his jaw. "I'm not leaving you." He smiled. "Do you think I could stay
away knowing that you'll be waiting for me in that big bed, naked?"

"Naked?"

"Naked," Blair said firmly. As if to illustrated he undid the buttons he had fixed at the beginning of the meal. "I'm
a little old to be wrestling fully clothed like a teenager." He gave Jim another quick kiss, then turned him toward
the bedroom, swatting his butt. "Move."

Feeling a little dazed, Jim went into his bedroom, hearing Blair hurry out the front. He undressed slowly, hanging
his clothes neatly on a chair, then sat on the edge of the bed. Now what? He said waiting in the bed. Jim turned
down the blankets and slid beneath the sheets. then he lay back, staring at the ceiling, his mind racing. Oh, God, I
hope he knows as much as he seems to know because I haven't got a clue as to what he might like. Or really
what I might like. I just know I have to hold him and be as close to him as possible.

He was a little startled to hear the front door open again so soon. He must have run there and back. The idea of
the younger man being so eager to return to him was gratifying. In fact, Jim found that he was hard beneath the
cool, smooth sheet.
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There was the rap of Sandburg's footsteps approaching. The lamp in the kitchen was extinguished, and then Blair
stood in the doorway. He paused, one hand on the doorframe, staring at Jim silently. Jim could feel himself
beginning to blush, and Blair said quietly, "Don't be embarrassed, Jim, please. I can't help looking. You're just so
beautiful."

Jim was pleased, but he frowned. "Beautiful?"

Blair smiled as he walked to the bed, setting a small bottle on the night stand. "Beautiful. Handsome doesn't do
you justice. Men can be beautiful, too, in a different way from women. You..." Jim's breath caught as Blair ran a
hand across the sculpted planes of his chest. "You're like a Greek statue, Jim, but in warm, living flesh instead of
cold marble."

Blair began to remove his clothes. Jim watched closely and, yes, he could very well see how a man could be
considered beautiful. Blair was smaller than Jim, smaller than many men, but there was nothing delicate or
fragile about his body. He was graceful, but sturdy, with a broad chest and narrow hips. When his shirt was gone,
Blair began to unbutton his pants, and Jim suddenly leaned forward with an intent look on his face.

Blair stopped moving as Jim reached out and tentatively touched the shiny gold hoop that pierced his left nipple.
"I knew there was something different about your chest, but I wasn't sure what. It's like the ones the women
wear in their ears."

"Yes. I had that done when I was fourteen, in Japan." He smiled. "I wanted a tattoo, but for once Naomi put her
foot down. It's just as well. The design I'd chosen was a dragon that would have covered my entire back, and she
never would have stayed there long enough for me to have it finished."

"Does it hurt?"

"No, no more than it does for the women. It did when it was done, of course, but I was careful about keeping it
clean, and it healed quickly."

"But why would you do something like that?"

Blair shrugged, and the ring flashed in the lamplight as he again began to open his pants. "I don't know.
Adventure? Decoration? It seemed like a good idea at the time. Now I wish I'd had both done."

Jim looked shocked. "Why?" In answer Blair took his hand and drew it to his chest, then closed Jim's fingers
around the tiny ring. Watching his face, Jim gave it a gentle tug. Blair's eyes seemed to darken as the pupils
expanded and the soft flesh of the nipple swelled and hardened around the ring.

"That's why," he whispered. "Now, let me finish this." Jim lay back while he quickly finished stripping. Then,
finally, he reached back to untie the ribbon that held his hair.

But Jim held up his hand, saying, "No, wait. Let me do that?"

Smiling, Blair sat beside him on the bed. Jim reached around behind him, finding the ends of the ribbon, and
carefully untying the bow. He pulled the ribbon away, and it slipped from his fingers to the floor, unnoticed. He
pushed his hands up under the heavy mass of curls, lifting and loosening, till it was spread freely over his
shoulders and halfway down his back. "I've wanted to do that since you tied it up yesterday."

Blair smoothed his hand over Jim's shoulder. "Jim, you said this was the first time you'd asked a man to your bed.
Have you ever done anything, aside from that abomination with Kincaid?"

Jim flushed. "When I was a kid. I had a friend and we slept over at each other's house sometimes. We got...
curious. But never more than just touching each other."

"Oh, my." Jim looked at him sharply, but there was nothing but warmth in his eyes. "It's just that it's been a long
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time since I've been with a virgin."

"Virgin?" Jim sounded almost indignant. "I've been married."

"It isn't the same thing, trust me. In any case, I think it might be better if you let me take the lead this time. Do
you think you can do that?"

"I... don't know."

"Jim, you don't have to do anything you don't want to. You can ask me to stop at any time, and I will. But I'm
going to ask you to give me a chance."

He looked down for a moment, then looked back up at him. "I'm not a coward, Sandburg, but..."

"It doesn't have to hurt, Jim, not if we're slow and careful. Just trust me, and I'll make this good for you. For us
both."

Blair waited for his answer. He got it when Jim took hold of his shoulders and lay back, pulling him down with
him. He kissed Blair, lips moving from his mouth to his ear, and whispered, "Show me."

Blair tossed the sheet back to the foot of the bed and moved over Jim, arranging his body along the other man's.
Jim shuddered at the first touch. Carolyn had never been adventurous enough to try it on top. Anyway, he knew
that it would have been different. Blair was so solid, so warm. There was the smoothness of his hands as he
stroked Jim's arms and sides, but there was also the tickle of hair, from crisp to silky.

Blair knelt up, straddling his hips, then began to caress Jim, slowly and sensually. When his fingers found the
older man's nipples, Jim arched up to his touch, groaning. Jim bit his lip, embarrassed by the sound. "I'm sorry,
but no one's ever..." Blair pinched gently, the little bits of flesh stiffening between his fingertips, and Jim groaned
again. "Oh, God. I don't know..."

"It's okay, Jim. Lord, don't apologize for enjoying what I'm doing. Don't you realize how big a compliment every
noise you make is?" Blair bent his head. Jim felt the cool silk of his hair trail teasingly over one nipple while the
other was engulfed in warm wetness. The sound he made was indescribable. He felt as well as heard the chuckle.
"That was a good one."

Jim had been half-hard when Blair climbed on top of him. He was fully engorged now, his cock lying stiffly up
along his belly. Blair lay down again, still straddling him, and he felt the first brush of Blair's sex against his own.
He immediately, instinctively thrust up, but Blair's hands came down on his hips, holding him. "No, not yet, it
will end too fast. Just be still and let me take care of you."

Blair brought their staffs together, gathering them in both hands and holding them. Then he began to stroke
slowly. Jim felt both the firm pressure of his fingers on the outside of his prick, and the maddeningly smooth
glide of Blair's sex on the sensitive underside. He closed his eyes, gripping fistfuls of sheet in an effort not to
buck. It was sweet torture.

Blair was watching him avidly. It was so hot, seeing this beautiful man experiencing this form of love for the first
time. But Blair knew that, despite what he'd said, this encounter would not last as long as he might like. It was
just too new to Jim, and he had apparently been without a partner of any kind for too long. He saw moisture at
the corners of Jim's eyes and said softly, "Jim? Do you need more?"

"Yes." His voice was almost strangled.

Blair bent to kiss him, whispering against his lips. "I'm going to make love to you, but first, you have to be
ready."

Seasons Collage

442



"I am ready." Jim bumped his hips up. "Can't you tell?"

"Yes, I see. But not like that." Blair moved off him, reaching for the bottle. "Lie on your stomach and spread
your legs." Jim hesitated, and Blair assured him. "It's all right. I'm going to be gentle and careful. And any time
you need to, anytime, just tell me to stop, or go slow. I don't want you doing anything that makes you
uncomfortable just because you think it will please me. The best way to please me is to let me please you."

Jim rolled onto his stomach, spreading his legs wide. Blair patted his back in approval, then opened the bottle and
knelt in the inviting vee. Jim lifted his head, sniffing slightly, and Blair explained, "Just some sweet oil to ease the
way." He put a dab on his finger and held it toward Jim.

Jim sniffed again, and smiled. "Honeysuckle?"

"I can make it with rose essence next time, if you prefer. Or vanilla, if you don't mind smelling like a sugar
cookie." That earned a laugh and Blair smiled. He had a feeling that Jim hadn't laughed very much in the last few
years and it was a shame. It was a glorious, bright sound.

Blair dribbled the oil on Jim's buttocks, set the bottle aside, and began to massage, working it into the taut,
smooth curves. As he had anticipated, the big man tensed a little at the first touch. But Blair was patient,
kneading and stroking, moving down to his thighs and up to the small of his back. Gradually, Jim relaxed. Blair
got more oil, coating his fingers, then pushed on each cheek, spreading them to expose the shadowed valley
between. Jim didn't tense again but his breath sped up.

Blair took a moment to reach under him, rolling his balls carefully in his fingers, then reaching up to skim lightly
over the still straining shaft. He got a pillow and slipped it under Jim's hips, tilting him to a better angle.

Satisfied that Jim was prepared for the next step, Blair stroked a finger over the starfish pucker of skin that
marked the entrance to Jim's body. Jim shivered, and Blair said, "Is it too cold? Do I need to warm the oil a bit
more?"

"No. It's just... strange. Go on, please."

Blair massaged the flesh around the anus some more, feeling the taut muscle finally begin to relax a little. Then
he put the tip of his finger to the very center and applied gentle pressure. First the flesh dimpled, then he was
sliding in. There was some resistance, but not a great amount, and Blair was fairly sure he wasn't hurting Jim but
he wanted to be sure. He glanced away from the erotic sight of his finger penetrating the virgin flesh to study
Jim's face.

His expression was a mixture of astonishment and revelation. When he saw Blair looking at him he said in a
surprised voice, "It feels good."

"It gets better." Blair pumped his hand, sliding the embedded digit almost all the way out, then back in. Jim's
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forehead wrinkled, as if in concentration, and he bit his lip. On the second stroke the lines smoothed away, and
he spread his legs another inch or so. Blair smiled at the silent invitation but continued to move slowly. So far it
was going well, but he was too realistic to think that this encounter would be entirely without pain. He just
wanted to be sure that the pleasure far outweighed the discomfort.

When Jim felt the second finger pressing in beside the first he grunted quietly. His voice a little stiff, he said, "Is
that necessary?" He was feeling almost uncomfortably full.

"Yes, it's necessary," Blair's voice was patient as he worked the two fingers in Jim's ass. "You're very new to this.
While I'll never rival Burton when it comes to equipment, I'm not exactly small, Jim. If I don't get you properly
open this first time, there will be tearing. I'm a doctor, remember? I don't want to put you at risk for infection if I
can help it." Jim made a quiet grumbling sound, and Blair's eyebrows rose in amusement. "Impatient? Well,
there's something else about my being a doctor that might compensate you for having to wait. You see, I know
anatomy."

He pushed deep, fingers crooking, and felt along Jim's internal walls. "Just a moment, and I have a surprise for
you." His fingers found the little bump he'd been searching for, and he rubbed.

A burst of heat and pleasure blossomed inside Jim, flowing from deep in his bowels to wash through his whole
body. He gasped, grabbing at the mattress, toes curling. When he got his breath again he managed, "What did
you do?"

"It's called the prostate gland. Little thing about the size of a walnut. It can cut up the dickens when you get
older, but when you're younger, it can be a source of joy," he said playfully. "Women don't have them, poor
deprived things."

"Can you do that again?"

In reply Blair rubbed firmly. Jim moaned, sweat breaking out on his forehead. He hardly noticed when the two
fingers were withdrawn and replaced by three, because Blair immediately sought that magical spot again. "I
could bring you off, just like this."

"Don't." Blair hesitated in him ministrations, worried. If Jim asked him to stop, though, he would. He had
promised. But Jim was saying, "I want you inside me when I finish."

Blair reached down with his free hand and caressed Jim's aching cock. He found it slick with pre-ejaculation, and
he murmured, "Then we'd better get on with it because you're close, my friend. Can you get up on your hands
and knees for me, Jim?"

Jim pulled himself up, bracing sturdily, and Blair moved up behind him. "I'm going to go slowly. Tell me if you
need time to adjust."

"All right."

"I mean it, Jim. This is no time to be tough about resisting pain. If it hurts, I can take more time."

"Believe me, I'll let you know."

Jim felt another touch at his rectum, different this time. It was broader, hotter. It's his cock he thought,
wonderingly. I'm about to let another man put his cock in my ass and it feels like the most natural thing I've
ever done. Then he was being spread open, and the thick, solid mass that was Blair was slowly pressing into him.
Jim concentrated on making his breathing steady. I don't want to pass out. I don't want to drop off the edge of
the world now.

There was a slight ache as the inner walls of his rectum were spread apart for the first time, but nothing that
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approached actual pain. And even that small ache was a part of the pleasure that he was experiencing. Blair
stopped moving. "Are you all right? You're so quiet."

"Yes, I'm good." He sighed. "Oh, I'm so good. But there's more, isn't there?"

Blair sounded surprised, and pleased. "I'm only about halfway in. But this is about as deep as I managed to go
before, and I want to be sure..."

"More."

Jim heard soft laughter. "Greedy!" Blair took hold of his hips and pushed forward, sliding in another inch. He
moaned, "Ah, Jim! You're so tight." Not really knowing what he was doing, but acting on instinct, Jim flexed
inside. Blair gasped as he felt the squeezing motion. "Damn! Jim, hold up or it will be over before it's half
begun."

"Then move, Sandburg! And I know there's still more of you." His tone was almost accusatory. "I want it. Give it
to me."

"My, oh, my. You are the bossiest virgin I've ever run across. Well, ask and ye shall receive." Blair pushed
again, and Jim groaned as the last few inches slid home. He felt Blair molding against his backside, the younger
man's balls lightly tapping against his own.

"Oh, God. It feels like you're all the way up to my throat."

Blair ran his hands over Jim's back. "We can try that later, if you like. Are you ready?" Jim nodded. Blair gripped
his waist and pulled back till only his cock head was still trapped inside Jim's body. Then he pushed back in,
almost as slowly as he had entered him the first time.

It was incredible. Oh, sex was never less than good, but this... Besides the fact that Jim was so beautiful, so
perfect, there was the added excitement of knowing that he was the first to ever give him these sensations. And
Jim was an appreciative lover. Every murmur, every tiny motion showed Blair how much he was enjoying it. It
made Blair hotter than ever, knowing that he was bringing pleasure to his partner. He pumped slowly, careful to
allow Jim's body to adjust to the new activity. But he had prepared Jim well, and the joining was smooth.

"Jim, put your arms down, and lean on them." Jim obeyed, and it tilted his pelvis, giving Blair's penetration a
different angle. This time when he moved back in he rubbed over Jim's prostate. His partner gave a pleased grunt
and pushed back eagerly to meet him. In just a few strokes, they found a rhythm and moved together as
smoothly as if they had been lovers for years.

At first, Jim was afraid to fully experience what was happening. The thought of zoning during this act was
terrifying in its possibility for humiliation. That was what had elicited the screaming bout from Carolyn. They had
been together in bed. She had taken a little more brandy than she usually did, and was feeling relaxed and
kittenish. She had been more giving of herself than ever before and the sensations had overwhelmed Jim. He had
fallen into the nothingness while buried in his wife's body. He could understand her rage. She'd taken it as an
insult, believing that he'd completely lost interest in her. She wouldn't listen when he tried to explain that it was
exactly the opposite.

He was so afraid that the same thing would happen now. He had felt it coming close: the first time he felt the wet
swipe of Blair's tongue, the first time Blair caressed that magic spot deep inside. But when he felt the grayness
closing in, Jim had concentrated on the strong, steady beat of Sandburg's heart and pulled himself away from the
edge of oblivion. That was what he did now. But the difference was that he could not only hear the pulse, he
could feel it, beating deep inside his own body.

Jim was concentrating so hard that he was startled when Blair reached around to caress him. The young doctor's
fingers were slick with the oil he had used to lubricate Jim, and they glided easily on his turgid shaft.
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"How do you like it, Jim?" he whispered. "Like this? Long strokes from base to tip?" He demonstrated with a
full, tight stroke. "Or would you rather have me concentrate on the head? That can be so sensitive." His fingers
encircled Jim's cock, just below the head, twisting and rubbing, then slowly squeezing up over the glans.

"Anything." Jim was surprised to hear that his voice was almost a whimper. One or two whores had asked him
perfunctorily what his preferences were before they began their transactions but he had never felt that anyone
was truly seeking out ways to give him pleasure, till now.

"Tell me. Because I'm close and I'm not sure you'll have your ambition of coming while I'm inside you if it isn't
soon."

He's close? Suddenly his own orgasm seemed less important to Jim. He was determined to bring his lover over
the edge now. He squeezed inside again and heard a breathy, surprised curse from Sandburg that made him
smile. Then he began to shove back at him as hard and as fast as he could.

Blair realized quickly that he was no longer in control of the situation. With a big man like Jim it would be hard
to make him do anything he didn't want to without ropes on him, or a gun to his head, so Blair simply hung on
and enjoyed.

He almost made it. Jim was rushing toward orgasm when Blair thrust hard, and he felt the hot liquid gush into his
bowels. It was almost enough to trigger his own release, especially with the muted cry his young lover made as
he lunged one more time into his accepting flesh. Even with his own need pounding through him, Jim couldn't
help but feel a certain smugness that he'd managed to do that to a partner who was so much more experienced.
He whined in frustration, though, as the softening flesh slid out of him, and he reached down to finish himself
off.

But his hands were pushed away. "Back. On your back," Blair said, his voice thick. Jim rolled onto his back, and
Blair moved swiftly. He enveloped Jim's rigid cock in one long swallow, and began to suck, bobbing his head up
and down. Jim's breath hitched. When he had finally pulled in enough to shout, he cried out Blair's name and
climaxed. The young man did not pull away, but continued to suck, swallowing every drop of Jim's sperm as it
pumped down his throat.

When he was done he gave the relaxing member an appreciative lick, then turned and crawled up to lie beside
Jim. Ellison immediately pulled him into a strong embrace. He started to bend his head toward Blair, then
hesitated. Blair understood. "It's all right. You don't have to. Remember? Nothing that makes you
uncomfortable."

Jim studied him for a moment, then finished the motion he had begun, kissing Blair tenderly. His tongue moved
over the younger man's lips, then delved inside. After a long moment he lifted his head and smiled. "So, that's
what I taste like. Not so bad."

"Not bad at all," Blair agreed. He nestled against Jim, enjoying the closeness. This was one of the best parts when
you truly liked the one you slept with: the intimacy afterward. He was pleased that Jim didn't push him away
once the sex was finished. There had been a good number who did, more than he'd like to remember. "Can I
sleep here tonight?"

Jim turned on his side to face Blair and threw a leg over him. "I suppose if you really want to find out what it's
like to have me lay on top of you, you could try to leave, but I thought we might save that for another time. I'm
kind of sleepy right now."

"What a surprise."

"Are doctors supposed to be so smart mouthed?"

"You weren't complaining about my smart mouth a minute ago."
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"Sandburg," Jim's voice was drowsy. "I'd say you should add comedy to your show, but if you joke like this in
public, I'll have to pull you in for public indecency. Go to sleep."

"Yes, Blessed Protector."

In a few moments they both slept, and it would have surprised anyone watching to note that their breathing fell
into perfect rhythm. After the sweet vigor of that workout, Jim would have expected a dreamless sleep, but he
was wrong.

He often dreamed of being in the forest. Hell, it was natural enough. He'd spent a lot of time in the deep woods,
alone, on Army business. But this was different. It reminded him of that spell he'd had in Sandburg's wagon. This
was a different type of forest: lusher, more verdant. He had the feeling that these trees never turned, never lost
their leaves to the sad spell of autumn.

And he wasn't alone here. Someone... something moved beside him. He looked down and saw the smooth ripple
of black fur, and halted in his tracks. The creature stopped also, and turned it's huge head back to look at him. He
felt his mouth drop open in surprise. Cat's weren't supposed to have blue eyes. It was watching him with what
could only be impatience. Well?

It wasn't exactly speaking, but he heard it, nonetheless. Who are you?

The animal sighed and sat down, looking up at him. It's hard to explain, Jim. It would be easier if you just
accepted, and let the knowledge grow inside, gradually. Now is not really the time for long explanations. It
stood up. Now, come on. They're waiting.

I'm not going anywhere with someone... something I don't know.

The tone was mildly disgusted. And he said his human was stubborn. You know me, Jim. You've known me for a
long time. Remember all those months when you were in the woods, alone? Who do you think helped you
through that? Kept you safe.

Jim had tried to forget that part of his life. He'd ridden to his new post, deep in the wilderness, only to find it
deserted, abandoned. Whether it had been rebellion by soldiers tired of being isolated at the edge of nowhere or
an Indian attack was never known. But Jim had been there, alone, for close to a year before the army had
thought to check on why there were no reports coming from that particular station. He'd been half wild when the
relief had arrived.

During that time alone he had not seen a single other man, but he had occasionally sensed a precense. It walked
with him through the forest, somehow warning him when there was a danger of predators. More than once the
sense of warning had prompted him to take cover just before a bear or a wild boar had appeared.

Considering the cat sitting before him now, watching him with cool blue eyes, Jim realized why it seemed so
familiar. Yes, this had been his unseen companion. It said patiently, You trusted me then. Trust me now. Jim
found himself nodding. When the beast continued on, he followed.

They came to a great tree. Lying beneath it, curved together, were Blair and a great grey wolf. Jim's heart froze
when he saw the grizzled snout resting on the pale column of Blair's throat. But the shaggy head lifted, and
turned eyes the same smoky blue as Blair's on Jim and the panther. Wonderful. And now mine is asleep. Do you
think we'll ever get these two completely together?
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The panther settled next to the wolf. We've made the first step. They've mated in body. I expect the mating in
spirit won't be too far off.

Jim frowned. I'm right here, you know.

He never would have believed than animals could laugh, but both of them definitely chuckled. The wolf said,
Yes, they're suited. He looked at Jim. Well? You know where you belong.

And he did. Jim lay down beside Blair, pulling him into his arms, and experienced the very odd sensation of
falling asleep while he was asleep.

Part Ten

Jim had hoped to wake up to a warm Sandburg blanket, but not only was the young doctor not where he should
be (draped over Jim) but he was not in the bed, and nowhere in the room. For a moment Jim had a sick, sinking
feeling. He had gotten what he wanted, and stolen away in the night. His wagon would be gone from in front of
the burned out store, his mules' stalls empty at Rafe's livery.

Then he heard the soft voice out in the cell. "Oh my darlin', oh my darlin', oh my darlin' Clementine. You are
lost an' gone for-ever. Dreadful sor-ry, Clementine..."

Jim felt a smile spreading across his face. "All right, so he's not a nightingale," he murmured. "He has other
talents." The pungent aroma of brewing coffee drifted to him, and suddenly his stomach was rumbling. Why not?
he thought as he dressed. I guess I worked up an appetite last night.

Jim was pouring himself a cup in the kitchen when Blair came in from the forge. Jim eyed him. He was wearing
his plum colored jacket again, and the hair that had tumbled so wild and loose last night was once again scraped
into a semi-respectable tail. Again he felt the sick clutch in his belly, but he kept his voice calm. "Dressed for
traveling?"

Blair laughed. "Lord, no! I wouldn't risk my best outfit on a long trek. However, I'm going to be visiting potential
patients today, and it never hurts to look one's best." He did a turn, arms outstretched.

"Am I presentable?"
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Jim slipped an arm around his waist, pulling him close. "You look good enough to eat."

Blair put his hands on Jim's chest and said in a deliberately simpering voice, "My, Mr. Ellison! How you do go
on!" His voice dropped into its natural register as he planted a quick kiss on Jim's lips, then stepped out of his
embrace. "Later, Big Man. I have work to do. I want to get out to Kincaid's and have a look at the ladies."

Jim scowled. "They don't usually welcome visitors till late afternoon."

"I'm not going to be a visitor. Look, Jim, you're a lawman, and a man of the world. You must know how much
damage a single diseased prostitute could do? I must make sure they're clean, for the sake of the community as
well as their own good."

"What will you do if they're not?"

"I can treat them for most things. They'll have to lay off work till they're cured, and..."

Jim gave a bark of laughter. "Yeah, I can see Kincaid letting one of his money-makers have a vacation."

Blair frowned. "This is serious, Jim. If any of the girls are infected, they must cease taking customers
immediately. Normally, I'm all for letting them live their own lives, but this is too important. If I do find any that
are sick, can I count on you to make the ban official?"

Jim sobered. His duty as law enforcer was being called upon. "Well, I'm not sure how I'd go about it, aside from
putting her up in one of those cells. And she'd need some kind of support. It's their livelihood."

Blair sighed. "Well, we can worry about that when we come to it. This area doesn't have the flow of travelers
that the bigger cities have, so there's a chance that none of the women have been exposed."

Jim stared into his cup and said softly, "I really don't like the idea of you going out there alone."

"I appreciate your concern, but..." he hesitated, then said slowly, "It is concern, isn't it?"

Jim's look was sharp. "Of course it is. I told you what Kincaid was capable of. What else could it be?"

Well, it could be jealousy, but I don't think now is the time to get into that. "Don't worry. I have more than a
little experience with dealing with persistent people. Anyway, it's going to be broad daylight."

Jim's expression was bitter. "There's a lot of evil goes on in the light of day, Sandburg."

"I know. And the ladies will be there. Surely Kincaid won't try anything with witnesses all about, will he?"
"Maybe. He didn't seem too worried that other time."

Blair sighed. "Look, caution is good, but I can't let it keep me from doing my job. I'll be fine. When I come back,
I want to have another talk with you about your condition. I want to begin working on controlling your senses. I
have to tell you, you surprised me last night." Jim's eyebrows quirked, and Blair smiled. "Oh, no. I knew you
were going to be... mmm... special." He stroked Jim's throat. "I mean you didn't zone. I thought that the new
physical sensations would probably overwhelm you. I was prepared to have to talk you down."

Jim laid a hand lightly on Blair's chest, over his heart. "This stopped it. I concentrated on your heartbeat when it
started to be too much."

"That's good. But we need to find a method that will work when I'm not here."

"Why?" Blair went still. There was a world of meaning in that simple one word question. Jim was saying that
Blair would be welcome to stay. No, he was saying that he wanted Blair to stay. But how can I trust that
decision? I don't think he realizes what it would entail. Not just in dealing with his friends and neighbors,

Seasons Collage

449



either. There's more to this Sentinel and Guide relationship than even I know. I know there were things that Sir
Richard couldn't write about in his paper, things that just aren't mentioned in public. God, if only I could talk
to him. But I have to stumble along as best I can, because it isn't just an interesting theory anymore: it's a
living, breathing man. A man I think I may be falling in love with.

He said carefully. "I like Cascade. I think I'd like to stay here. But you never can tell, Jim. Things happen."

Jim's clear blue eyes clouded a little. He likes Cascade. Well, I couldn't really expect him to want to stay for me,
not after just one encounter. But he wants to stay. There will be time. "Just be careful, okay? I wouldn't mind a
reason to kick Kincaid's ass again, but I don't want to get it because he does something to you."

Blair stopped at the restaurant and got some leftovers from the sleepy cook, then went to his wagon and fed
Burton. Afterwards, he loaded a carpetbag with things he thought he might need and headed to the livery. At the
stable Rafe agreed to let Blair borrow a saddle and bridle. "I'll get your mule ready for you. Which one will it
be?"

"Burton, of course. I have enough trouble persuading Naomi to draw the wagon. She'd be mortally offended if I
tried to ride her and I'd rather not have to doctor myself after having a chunk taken out of my leg."

As Rafe saddled the mule he said casually, "I saw Megan... I mean Miz Conners out at your wagon yesterday.
She's not sick, is she?"

Blair studied Rafe. He wasn't a Sentinel, but it was impossible to miss the genuine concern in the dark haired
man's voice. "No, she's fine."

"Yeah?" There was a hint of relief, but he gave Blair a speculative look. "That's good to know."

Um. I think I just found Daddy. And judging from that suspicious look he's giving me, he's serious about her. I
can't in good conscious tell him, though. As Blair mounted up he said, "Thank you. She should be all right,
though I am a little worried about her lifting things around her store for the next few months."

Rafe wasn't a stupid man. Blair could almost see the gears meshing behind his eyes. "You just drop the mule
back here when you're done, Dr. Sandburg, and one of my boys will take care of it. I need to go talk to Megan."
He was hurrying toward the general store as Blair made his way out of town, whistling to himself. He just hoped
Rafe didn't mention where he'd gotten the notion that Megan was expecting. Blair had a feeling that the
Australian could be salty when she wanted to, and he wanted to stay on good terms with her, so he could keep an
eye on her pregnancy. He was sure she'd be too practical to let irritation keep her from getting the best care, but
he wanted to avoid any awkwardness if he could.

He found Kincaid's place about fifteen minutes outside of town. It was a large, pleasant house: two story, which
was unusual. There was a stable and a corral off to the side, but at the moment the corral only contained one
rather dispirited looking horse. Blair put Burton in with the other and carried his bag up on the front porch, then
knocked on the door.

There was a sleepy murmur of voices inside, and the door was finally opened by a pretty, if rather blowsy young
woman, wrapped in a flimsy robe. She regarded him, giving him a raking glance from head to toe, then drawled,
"Sugar, you picked the wrong time o' day for a visit. An' if that," she gestured at his bag, "means you're plannin'
on stayin' a bit, I gotta warn ya that the fees will be awful steep."

Blair bowed. "No, miss, I'm not here as clientele." Her lips pursed into a smile at the title of 'miss'. "Allow me to
introduce myself: Dr. Blair Sandburg, traveling medicine man and physician. I'm here to see to the health of the
ladies of this establishment."

Thin plucked eyebrows rose. "Wal, I'll be. Some o' the boys was sayin' somethin' about a new medicine man in
town. Said you was a genuine doc, not a quack or a vet. That true?"
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"I didn't bring my diploma with me, but yes, it's true. I am fully licensed to treat illness, prescribe medicines, and
perform surgeries."

"Ain't no need o' that here, Sugar."

"Please, miss," Blair said earnestly. "Some of the diseases you could find yourself exposed to in your line of
work are insidious, hard to diagnose and hard to treat."

"Lila, who the devil are you..." Kincaid, in his shirt sleeves, came up behind the woman. When he saw Blair his
sour expression turned welcoming. "Ah, the good doctor! Don't just stand there, you ignorant twit.. Let him in."

Blair frowned, wanting to call the man to task over the insult, but Lila was watching him, and she shook her head
minutely. He understood. It wouldn't be worth the trouble to her. As Lila shut the door behind him Blair said,
"Good morning, sir. I suppose I should have made arrangements beforehand, but you'd left town by the time I
thought of it, and I thought it would be good to get on with this. The quicker I can set the ladies' minds at ease,
the better."

"To be sure. Some of them are still abed, lazy sluts, but I'll get them up for you. You can see them in the front
parlor, if you like."

Blair hesitated. "They might want a bit more privacy."

Lila gave him an almost amused look, and her tone was sarcastic. "Doc, privacy ain't high on our list of
necessities around here. I'll go tell the other girls. One at a time, Garret?"

"Yes." He turned to Blair. "There's only a half dozen of them. It shouldn't take you long. Do you need anything?"

"Well, a couple of sheets would be good." They'd entered the parlor. "I can put one on this settee for an
examining table, and they can cover themselves with the other."

"You'll be examining them in the nude?"

Blair looked at Kincaid sharply. There had been an unhealthy note of interest in his tone. "Not if they object, of
course, but it's much more effective if I do."

"They won't object." Blair had opened the bag and was removing his instruments, laying them out neatly on a
table. As the young man pulled up a shade to let more light into the room, he examined them. "Quite an
assortment you have here, Doc. Mind telling me what they are?"

"Well," Blair pointed to each instrument. "Stethoscope, to listen to the lungs and heartbeat. Many diseases can
be diagnosed from abnormal sounds. This is a sphygmomanometer. It helps measure blood pressure."

"What?"

"Well, you know how water can be forced through a pipe by increasing the pressure behind it? Blood is pumped
through the veins in much the same way by the heart, and if the pressure is too great or too weak it can cause all
kinds of trouble. Then there's my magnifying glass, the funnel to make it easier to examine the ears, and the
speculum."

Kincaid reached toward the spatulated metal instrument. "What's this for?"

"Don't touch it!" Blair said sharply. When Kincaid drew his hand back, frowning, Blair said more quietly. "I'm
sorry, but it's clean right now, and I don't want it contaminated. I have to clean it with alcohol between uses. It's
for the, erm, female examination."

"Oh, I see." Kincaid's smile was rather nasty. "But why bother? It isn't as if they're all that particular about what
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they put..."

"It's simple medical precautions," Blair interrupted. He was feeling more and more distaste for the other man. He
had a very cavalier attitude about the women who worked for him. "I don't want to take the chance of spreading
germs."

"Germs? Yeah, I heard of them. Supposed to be critters so tiny you can't see them." The disbelief was clear in his
voice.

"They exist, and they are the major cause of disease and infection. I'd prove it to you, but my microscope was
broken in Dodge City, and I haven't been in one place long enough to replace it."

A petite girl with long blonde hair done up in a messy bun wandered into the room and stared at Blair
apprehensively while she spoke to Kincaid. "Lila said the Doc was here to check us out, Garret. I'm feeling good.
I don't need no doctor."

"That isn't for you to decide, Rose. Now, strip off and let him look you over."

The girl wearily started to unbutton her dress, and Blair put a hand on her arm to stop her. She looked at him in
surprise as he turned to Kincaid and said, "I'll ask you to leave now."

Kincaid frowned. "Doc, these girls are my bread and butter. I'd rather stay and see for myself that they're all
right."

"No offense meant, Mr. Kincaid, but I doubt if you could tell the difference between a hematoma and a
hysterectomy." He looked confused. "Please. The girls may have one of their friends present for modesty's sake,
but I do not do examinations with another of the opposite sex present unless it is the husband, or in the case of
the very young, the father."

"I don't know..."

"I do. I have to insist on this."

Kincaid finally shrugged with bad grace and left the room. Blair turned his attention to Rose, who was watching
him with renewed interest. "Rose, isn't it?" She nodded. "Rose, would you like one of your friends here? Would
that make you more comfortable?"

"Why do you care?" There was no real hostility in the remark, only curiosity.

He smiled. "Rose, my sole aim in life is to keep people healthy and happy. The more relaxed and comfortable
you are while I examine you, the more accurate I'll be."

"I guess I'd like to have Lila here, if I could. She's sorta mother hen around here."

"Fine. Why don't you fetch her?"

Rose left and returned in just a moment with the older woman. Blair nodded to her. "Miss Lila, can you hold the
sheet for Rose to undress, or do you need me to help?"

The two women exchanged looks, then Lila said slowly. "I reckon I can manage. You want her to strip all the
way?"

"It will be the most convenience, but..." he addressed Rose directly. "as I said, nothing that makes you
uncomfortable is required."

Lila held up the sheet while Rose stripped behind it, then wrapped her in the sheet. The girl sat on the settee, and
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Blair began the exam. He was quick, but thorough: peering, listening, thumping, palpitating. She didn't even blink
when he asked her to lie down and spread her legs so he could give her a pelvic examination. The women again
exchanged looks when he wrapped the speculum in a clean cloth and warmed it in his hands before using it. Rose
screwed up her face as he began the exam, but gradually her expression relaxed. The young man was being
incredibly gentle and careful.

When he was done he said, "Well, you seem to be in excellent health, aside from those blisters on your feet."

"She will wear her shoes a size too small, vain thing," Lila said in a scolding, but kind voice.

"Rose, I want you to stick with loose slippers till those are healed. Don't try to lance them, and try to keep them
from breaking. Blood poisoning is a very real danger with those sort. I'm going to leave you some Epsom salts to
soak them, and some salve in case they do break. That's all for you."

Blair cleaned his instruments as Rose dressed and the next girl was called. The exams went smoothly, and Blair
was gratified that the women all seemed to be in good health. He examined three more girls, then Lila herself. As
she was dressing again she said, "Doc, can I ask you a question?"

"Of course."

He was ready for a medical question, instead she said, "How much are you chargin' for this?"

"Mr. Kincaid said he'd take care of it."

"Oh, I've no doubt he said that. How much?"

"Two dollars each for the standard, plus a little extra if needed. Like Rose's salve and that throat wash I gave
Julia."

Lila scowled. "Huh, I thought so. Would you mind if we paid you personally? It might take a day or so for some
of us."

"Certainly, there's no hurry. But there's no reason why you should pay this yourself. Why not let Kincaid pay it
for you? After all, I think it should come under working expenses."

"We'll do it ourselves 'cause if we let Kincaid do it he'll hold seven dollars outta our cut. Most of us can't afford
that. Louise has a little girl in Sacramento, stayin' with her Ma, an' the kid starts school next year. She's got to
save as much as she can."

Blair scowled. "Do you mean to tell me that he was going to charge you more than triple the proper rate?"

"That's nothin' new. You should see what he charges for board an' linens. I could have my sheets sent out to the
Chinaman in town for less. Some of the girls wanted to do it themselves, but he charged so much for the soap
that it wasn't practical. On the whole we get about a quarter, thirty-five cents outta every dollar that comes
through here. Unless a customer wants to leave a tip, an' then Garret damn sure better not find out about it. Had
a little gal about a year ago who didn't tell him about a silver dollar a cowpoke gave her. Knocked that girl clean
out."

"But... that's outrageous!"

"Ain't it, though?"

"Why don't you report it to the constable?"

She laughed raggedly. "For a minute there I thought you was gonna ask why we didn't leave him. Glad you got
better sense than that. I'll answer it anyway, 'cause I can see you're wonderin'. Cause as bad as he is, it's safer
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than workin' on your own out here. He runs off the ones who are too rough, an' sees that we get at least some of
our money. That's somethin'. I useta run into too many men who didn't want to honor their bargains once they
got what they wanted. And the reason we don't tell the law..." She shrugged. "Sugar, it ain't exactly illegal. Might
be wrong, but it ain't illegal. There's no laws against a man bein' a hard business man."

Blair's expression was hard. "He won't be doing business with me. Yes, Rose, I'll accept direct payment. If he
gives you a hard time about it, you can refer him to me."

"That's right nice of you."

Kincaid came into the room. "Well, Doc, all finished? How are my girls?"

Blair's voice was chilly. "The ladies are in excellent health so far. But I believe you said there were a half dozen.
I've only seen five."

Kincaid looked at Lila. "Okay, who's trying to dodge?"

"It's Patty, and she's not trying to dodge it. She's just still asleep."

"What, at this late hour? Lazy slut. She's been sleeping more and more lately," he explained to Blair. "Hardly
would bother to get up to meet customers if someone didn't haul her ass out of bed." His smile was greasy. "Of
course, that's where business is conducted, but it's only polite to greet the customers in the parlor first, don't you
think?"

Blair ignored him, looking at Lila. "Is she ill?"

Lila's expression was a mixture of sorrow and worry. "Not--exactly." She glared at Kincaid. "You know what the
problem is," she said, her tone accusatory.

He shrugged. "She's a grown woman. She makes her own decisions. As long as it doesn't interfere with her
earning power, who am I to complain?"

Again Blair ignored him. "Lila, what is it?"

"I think you better see for yourself, Doc. Come on up to her room."

Kincaid watched them leave, frowning. He didn't like the indifference the young man had been showing to him,
he didn't like that at all. He wondered if Lila had been filling that pretty head with nasty stories. She was a
trouble-maker, that one, far too independent. If she wasn't so good at keeping the other girls happy and
productive, he would have gotten rid of her months ago. But lately she was the only one who could get Louise to
stop crying over not seeing her brat, or get Patty up and semi-sensible when it was time to do business. Still, he'd
have to think about letting her go soon if she was going to interfere with his plans for that sweet little sawbones.

Part Eleven

"Jim?"

Ellison looked up, startled. Rafe was standing in his kitchen doorway, regarding him with a concerned
expression. "Rafe..."

The dark haired man gestured apologetically. "I'm sorry to just barge in like this. I knocked."

Jim sighed, putting down the Burton paper. He'd picked it up again, meaning only to skim it, and had found
himself immersed once again, even more deeply than he had been the night before. "Come on in. There's coffee
on the stove if you want it."
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Rafe picked up the pot, then shook it and lifted the lid to peer inside. "I'm afraid this one is dead." He took it to
the sink and pumped some water into it. The water hissed and steamed as it hit the heated metal. "It had boilded
dry. You should be more careful, Jim. You're going to start a fire that way."

Now Jim noticed the acrid smell of burnt coffee. That was right, there had only been a little left in the pot. He
should have taken it off the stove, but he had gotten so engrossed... "I'll be more careful. Sandburg was going to
borrow some tack from you to get out to Kincaid's place. Has he come back yet?" Jim badly wanted to talk to the
young man again. The more he read of the paper, the more he was convinced that Burton had outlined his
situation exactly. He was a Sentinel and he needed a Guide. From what he'd already experienced with the curly
headed young man, it seemed fairly obvious that Sandburg was the natural choice, and Jim couldn't help but be
pleased by that prospect.

"That's what I came to tell you. He's been there, and now he's gone back."

"What?" Jim sat up, frowning. "What do you mean, Rafe?"

"Just what I said. He rode out there this morning, and came back a little while ago, got a few things from his
wagon, and went back. Asked if he could keep the equipment for a few days, as he was going to be out at the...
er, establishment. In fact, he sold his harness to me. Said he would be needing the money." Rafe snickered. "If
he's going to be staying any amount of time out there, I guess he will need it. I thought he was staying here with
you?"

Jim's voice was grim. "So did I." I can't believe it. After what we shared last night, he's going to go hole up in a
cathouse?

"Anyway, he asked me to tell you. Don't know why he couldn't have stopped in himself, since it was right on his
way." Jim knew, or was pretty sure. He hadn't wanted the awkwardness. He supposed he should be happy that
Blair had stayed the night instead of sneaking out while he was still asleep. "Said he'd be back in a couple of
days, not to worry, and he asked if you'd feed his dog for him."

"Why should I worry? He's a grown man. I guess I can feed the dog. No reason why he should suffer just
because his master is irresponsible."

His friend's tone was unusually brittle, and Rafe looked at him closely. Jim looked strained, even more so than
usual. Maybe his news would cheer him up. "Jim, I wanted you to be the first to know. Megan and I are getting
married."

Jim blinked, and Rafe had the satisfaction of knowing that he'd taken his friend by surprise. "Well, I didn't see
that coming. You kept it pretty quiet."

Rafe shrugged. "You know how people talk in a small town. We just thought it would be easier..." He blushed.
"Oh, hell. You know how people talk about widow women, even when they're as proper as church mice."

"I know." He stood, patting Rafe on the shoulder. "I wish you both my best. I suppose you'll be getting married
as soon as you can?"

"Next Sunday. I've already talked to the pastor, and..." He trailed off, looking at Jim suspiciously. "Why would
you assume we'd be in a hurry to get married?"

Uh-oh. Don't want him to think Sandburg blabbed to me, though why I'd want to protect that brat's reputation, I
don't know. "I just know that if it was me I'd want to be able to squire my lady around as soon as possible."

Rafe's expression cleared. "I'm glad you're all right with this, Jim. You know, for a while there everyone was
thinking that maybe you and Megan would make a good couple."
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"No, Rafe. Megan's a fine woman, and a good friend, but she isn't what I need." ...or want. Dammit, what I want
doesn't seem to want me. I guess I should just forget him.

Jim tried. He threw himself into his work, turning out sets of horseshoes that he really didn't need, forming a new
plowshare on the off chance that some sodbuster would need it when it was time to plant again. It didn't work.
His mind kept drifting back to smoky blue eyes and auburn curls.

By the time late afternoon rolled around he was thoroughly disgusted with himself. He filled a bowl with
chopped meat and bread and, after a moment, poured some bacon grease over it, then carried it to the physik
wagon. As he approached, he looked for signs of the brown dog that had accompanied Sandburg to town.

He finally spotted him about a half a block away. The dog was on his hind legs, lapping water out of a horse
trough. As Jim approached the wagon, though, his head jerked toward it, muzzle dripping. The dog dropped
down and started back for the wagon at a fast trot, ears going back.

Jim stood still beside the wagon, hoping that he wasn't going to have to do anything to the animal. It was only
doing its job, protecting its master's property, after all. But as the dog got closer it slowed. Bright, intelligent eyes
studied Jim. Finally it sat before him, tongue lolling out in a doggy grin, and gave a short yip.

"So, you remember me, do you?" The dog yipped again, eyeing the bowl in Jim's hands. He sat up on his hind
legs, front paws waving, nose lifted as he sniffed. Jim laughed and sat the bowl down. The dog began to eat with
obvious appetite, but without the urgency of real hunger. When it was done it gave the bowl a few final licks
then sat back with a sigh, and burped. Jim laughed again, reaching down to scratch its head. "Did Sandburg teach
you your manners? His leave a bit to be desired, you know, running off like he did."

Jim sighed, leaning against the wagon. He put his head near the seam at the side, and closed is eyes, sniffing the
complicated aromas that came through the crack. It was a rich, complex smell, comprised of the many herbs and
medicines he stored inside. But overlaying it all was the scent of the man himself, warm and musky. Yes, he'd
been inside this wagon not long before. The smell was fresh.

Jim frowned. But there was something wrong with it. It was heavy, and there was a faintly sour undertone. Not
exactly fear, but worry. He had been very agitated about something. And there was another faint, sweetish odor
that gave him pause. He recognized it from some dealings he'd had years before with certain Chinese gangsters in
San Francisco. It was the aroma of opium. Not opium smoke, but it still was the drug. That scent didn't belong
there. Sandburg had been very adamant about not using narcotics, and Jim was sure that he would have noticed
the scent when he had been inside the wagon before.

Something's going on. Maybe he just came to the wagon for clothes, but then why would there be that poppy
stink? It isn't like him to traipse off for a few days of debauchery without seeing to his dog first instead of
leaving it to chance. Hell, damn my insecurities. I really don't think he'd just brush me off, either. His gut
twisted into a knot. I'd better ride out to Kincaid's and see what's going on.

Jim went to the livery and got Rainier. As he rode past the wagon the dog trotted out and followed along after
him. Jim thought about turning him back, but decided against it. The animal was used to staying close to
Sandburg probably missed him pretty badly by now. Besides, he wouldn't mind having a protective dog along at
Kincaid's.

It was evening by the time he reached the house, and there were several horses in the corral. He didn't see
Burton, though, but there was a small stable where Kincaid kept his horse. Maybe the mule was in there. Jim put
Rainier in with the other animals and went up on the porch. Darwin followed him and sat just behind him as he
knocked on the door.

There was a murmur of voices behind the door, male and female. Somewhere in the background a girl was
singing a bawdy song in a pleasant, husky voice, and a man was laughing. Footsteps approached. A brown-haired
young woman in a low cut satin dress, her face thickly powdered and rouged opened the door. She looked
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startled, then grinned at him. "Wal, hello Sheriff!"

"Hello, Lila, and I'm a constable, not a sheriff. You know that."

She waved her hand. "Law is law, however you title yourself. Haven't seen you for a good long while." Her smile
thinned, and her eyes were worried. "Not since... Didn't think I'd see you here again. Unless there's somethin'
wrong? You after one of the boys? I know it ain't one of my girls. They all stay out of trouble."

"No, Lila. I'm just..." He shuffled his feet. "The young man who came here this morning?"

Lila nodded. "The doc. Yeah, he's here. Upstairs, with Patty."

Again Jim's stomach twisted, but he continued. "I want to talk with him."

Lila started to say something, but a voice from the front parlor called, "Lila, you ignorant bitch, what are you
doing keeping a customer standing out on the porch? Bring him in." Kincaid's voice trailed off as he came into
the doorway and saw who was standing at the door. "Well, I'll be," he drawled. "Certainly didn't expect to see
you here, big man."

Jim stared at him, eyes icy, then looked back to Lila. "Could you ask him to come down and speak to me,
please?"

"What, you asking after the little curly-haired dude?" He came up behind Lila. "I do believe he said that he didn't
want to be disturbed unless it was real important." He smiled, and it was a nasty expression. "Took a real liking
to our Patty. He paid for three days of her time, all to himself. That's quite a chunk of money for a common
whore."

"Garret..." Lila started to speak, but the man gave her such a scowl that she bit her lip. "Mr. Ellison, he did say
he needed time alone with her. I'm s'posed to bring him up some things in a little while. If you'll wait, I'll ask him
then."

"I'd appreciate it."

"Why not?" Kincaid opened the door invitingly. "Come on in and have a seat in the parlor. I know you don't
want to take advantage of my other hospitality, but I suppose I can stand you a drink."

Jim came in. "I'll accept the seat, but not the drink," he said stiffly.

"Oh, come now, Constable." Kincaid shut the door behind him. "Surely you're not going to hold a grudge over
that little misunderstanding?"

Jim just stared at him, then walked into the front parlor. There were two cowboys and two girls there already.
One of the men sat in a chair with a girl on his lap, the other two sat close to each other on the couch. Jim went
and sat at the end of the couch, settling in to wait as long as necessary.

Lila hesitated at the parlor door, then came over to him. "Ellison, about the doc... I don't know what you think,
but..."

"Lila," Kincaid came up behind her. "There's three potential money men playing cards in the kitchen. You go see
if you can't coax one or two of them upstairs with you."

"I just wanted to..."

"Now, Lila. I've been more than generous, letting you help the good doctor, but now it's time for you to tend to
your duties. Go on." She left reluctantly, and Jim froze as Kincaid sat down beside him. "Lazy women. I swear,
I'd go bankrupt if I didn't keep after them all the time."
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Kincaid grinned at Jim, studying his grim profile. "I heard that Sandburg was staying with you in town. I thought
you didn't go that way, Jim."

Jim shot him a glance as cold and sharp as a knife blade in January. "Look, Kincaid, I don't want to talk to you.
Just leave me in peace."

"You seem to forget," he drawled, "that you are in my home, on my sufferance. But," he stretched his legs out
comfortably. "I'm willing to be tolerant. I'm in such a good mood, having Blair here." Jim glared at him. He didn't
like hearing his erstwhile lover's name on Kincaid's lips. Garret could tell, and he smirked. "Such an interesting
young man. You know, all that travel has really broadened his outlook on life. He isn't nearly as tight-laced as
most people around here."

Jim stared down at his boots. "I can go wait out on the porch just as easily."

Garret stood up. "My, but you're touchy. Maybe if you'd been a little more sensitive before, things might have
worked out between us." His hand moved toward Jim's face.

The Sentinel said coldly, "Kincaid, if you touch me, I'll have to hurt you. Badly."

Kincaid drew back his hand, unruffled. "All right, I'm not your type. I can understand that. But if you have your
heart set on our little physician, I think you're wasting your time. I have plans for him myself, and I think he'll be
more appreciative than you were."

Jim tensed, fighting the urge to just leap on the man and start beating him. "Leave him alone, Kincaid."

Garret's dark eyes were as flat and cold as stones. "He's a grown man, Ellison, and I don't recall him mentioning
you as his guardian. He can make his own decisions."

"You just be damn sure that it is his decision, Kincaid," Jim snarled. "I seem to recall that you're bad at asking,
and worse at taking no for an answer."

A man appeared at the door, a bored looking Lila snuggled against his side. "How's about a bottle to take
upstairs?"

"Coming right up, my friend. That will be five dollars."

"Five?" Kincaid was unlocking a cabinet and removing a bottle from the stock inside. "Hell, I can get one for
three in town."

"But you can't drink it in the company of such a charming young lady, now can you?" He took several coins
from the grumbling man and passed over the bottle. "Personally, I'd drink that after you had your fun. She's
going to start her time as soon as you get upstairs, and you pay extra for going over the hour limit."

"Aw..."

"Don't complain. In a good house in one of the larger cities you'd be charged by the half-hour. Now get on with
you."

Lila looked past Kincaid to Jim. "I'll go see the doc as soon as I can, Constable. Just sit patient, okay? I know he
wants to see you."

"Lila, keep your mind on business," Kincaid snapped. As the pair went upstairs he gave Jim one more
considering, amused glance, and went into the kitchen, calling, "I understand there's an open chair in this game?"

Jim sat. He felt the urge to get up and pace, but forced himself to stay still and think. The more he thought, the
more certain he was that any suspicions he had about Sandburg's reasons for being here were unfounded. Blair
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had said more than once that he didn't believe in paying for sex, and Jim knew that it wasn't just the masculine 'I
never pay for it' attitude that a lot of men had. Blair didn't think he was too good to pay for it, he just thought
that it was an experience that should be shared by people who liked and respected each other.

Jim closed his eyes and concentrated, letting his ears sift through the various sounds in the house, searching for
one that was familiar, and fast becoming dear. He pushed aside the murmur of the men playing cards in the
kitchen, the squeak of bedsprings and harsh gasps of people coupling in the upstairs bedrooms. There were so
many heartbeats here, but he finally found the one he was looking for. It was unmistakable. He didn't question
for a moment that he had found Sandburg.

He was relieved to find it strong and steady, but the more he concentrated on the area it was coming from, the
more worried he became. There were disturbing sounds coming from there, too. Almost pathetic moans that
chilled Jim's blood even after he realized that they were not coming from Blair. Then he heard Blair's voice.
"Patty, no, don't try to get up."

A woman's voice, weak, but angry, answered him. "Let me up, damn you! I need it!"

"No, you don't. I know it hurts, but you're going to feel better by tomorrow. The very worst of it will be over by
day after tomorrow, you have to trust me."

"Why should I? I didn't ask for this!"

"Yes, you did. You asked me to help you this morning. You made me promise that I would, no matter what you
said or did, and I'm keeping my promise." His voice was firm, but gentle, and Jim felt his heart swell.

"I was crazy, I didn't know what I was saying. My... my brain was addled, you know that."

"You were affected, yes, but you never said anything saner."

"Oh, God, please. Just a little. I want to sleep. I can't sleep without it."

"Drink some of this."

There was the sound of something striking the floor, and the brittle sound of china or crockery breaking.
Straining to hear everything, Jim even heard the slosh of liquid. Whoever was upset had thrown a glass or cup to
the floor.

Perhaps more disturbing than these sounds was the smell that drifted down to Jim. It was awful. It was a
combination of sweat, vomit, and human wastes. Someone up there was very, very sick. Without speaking to
him, without speaking to anyone, Jim knew now why Blair was here. Despite the lascivious hints Kincaid had
made about his motives, Blair was doing what he had to do: he was caring for someone. He was healing
someone. And remembering the scent he'd smelled at the wagon, and Blair's speech to the crowd after that first
show, he thought he knew just what he was fighting.

Jim waited, pulling out his watch to check it occasionally, waiting for the hour to pass. Apparently the cowboy
had decided to pay for extra time. Finally he heard a voice call down from the top of the stairs. "Lila?"

Jim went to the bottom of the stairs and looked up. "Lila is busy, Blair. What can I do to help?"

Blair looked down at him silently, peering over the rail. He looked tired and drawn, his hair escaping from the
ribbon to curl around his face. He was a little pale, and there were already shadows under his eyes, but when he
smiled Jim's heart still turned over. "Can you bring me up a basin of water, and another cup? Maybe a few clean
cloths."

"As quick as I can."
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As Blair went back into the room behind him Jim headed for the kitchen. The three men at the table looked up
from their cards as Jim came in. He ignored them and searched in the cabinets till he found a cup and a basin. He
chose metal containers, remembering the sound of the cup breaking on the upstairs floor. After pumping water
into the basin he picked up several cloths off the counter, and one of the men said jocularly, "What's the matter,
Bo? The woman you picked so lazy that she's makin' you take care of the cleanin' arrangements?" Jim just
shrugged and left, hearing the rough laughter behind him.

He carried them upstairs, being careful not to spill the water. Up on the second floor he tapped gently at the
door, and Blair opened it after a moment. "Thanks, Jim. Lila and the other girls have been helping as much as
possible, but they have to work. If they fall behind in their earnings, Kincaid makes their life hell."

"Can I come in?" Blair hesitated. "Please."

Blair bit his lip. "It's between doctor and patient, Jim. I can't tell you."

"You don't have to, Chief. I think I know what's going on." He smiled. "I'm a Sentinel, remember? Opium has a
very distinctive smell, and I remember what you said in your show."

Blair took the cup and cloths. "All right, come on in. I may need to your help later. I've only done this a few
times, and it... it's draining."

Jim came in, and Blair shut the door, and locked it. "Put that over on the stand by the bed, please." Jim went and
placed the basin on the stand, then turned his eyes to the girl lying in the bed.

She was a pretty girl, or might have been. Her long, fair hair was in a sloppy braid, but it was unraveling from
being tossed about, and it was soaked at the temples with sweat. The scent of the sweat was pungent, mingled
with the smell of vomit and... other bad smells. Her face was thin and pale, and the shadows under her eyes were
like bruises. Her lips were dry and chapped.

As Jim studied her, Blair poured something from a bottle into the cup and added water from an ewer. The he sat
beside the girl on the bed and touched her gently. "Patty? Patty, honey, I need you to drink this." Never opening
her eyes, the girl slapped out at him, but he moved out of the way. He glanced at Jim. "I wasn't fast enough last
time. I expect you heard the cup break?"

Jim nodded. "That's why I brought the tin one."

Patty slitted her eyes. The lids were gummy. "Who's there?" Her voice was raspy.

"It's Jim Ellison, Patty," Jim said. "The town constable."

"You ain't takin' me in. I know my rights. I'm outside the city limits, got no call to arrest me. Garret promised."

"I'm not here to arrest you."

"No." The chapped lips curved into a sickly smile. "Oh, I see. Yeah, sugar, sure." Trembling fingers moved to the
buttons of her gown. "I'll show you a good time."

Jim gently took hold of her hands and pushed them down to her side. "No, little girl. I'm not here for that, either."

She scowled. "Then what good are you to me? I need money. I took the last of my medicine, and I need more."
She glared at Blair. "He won't give me any." Her eyes moved past Jim, fastening on the dresser on the far wall,
and her voice became coaxing. "Look there. There's the bottle. He says it's empty, but there might be a little left.
That's all I need, just a little. Get it for me, won't you? I... I'll do whatever you want, if you'll just get me my
medicine."

Jim went to the dresser and picked up the small brown bottle, examining it. The label said 'Slumber's Friend.

Seasons Collage

460



Laudanum. Administer in liquid. Recommended dosage..." It went on to suggest various numbers of drops for
men, women and, to Jim's horror, children... and infants. The raw smell of alcohol and opium was heavy.

Patty's voice was eager. "There's some left, isn't there?" She held out her hand. "Give it to me!"

"No, Patty, it's empty."

"I don't believe you! Give it to me!"

"Patty," He uncorked it and turned the bottle upside down. "Nothing. Dry as dust."

The girl lay back, shaking, and tears began to seep from her eyes. She looked at Blair and whispered, "You could
get me some, if you wanted to."

"Patty, if you drink this, it will help." Blair again offered the cup.

"Is it laudanum?"

"No, dear. But it will help with the pain and the nausea." She allowed Blair to support her head and put the cup
to her lips, then swallowed the contents of the cup. When it was empty he glanced at Jim. "Jim, come turn the
pillow, would you? It's gotten sweaty, and the fresh side will be cooler."

As Blair held her, Jim turned the pillow, and Blair let the girl down gently. She was so light. Under the
voluminous nightgown her bones felt fragile, birdlike. She sighed, and looked up at him, her eyes over bright.
"I...I'm sorry, mister. I'm not myself." She looked at Blair. "Doc? Have I been... very horrible?"

Blair smoothed her hair off her forehead. "No, baby. You've just been very sick. And I'm afraid you're going to
be sick for awhile longer. But I'm here, and I'm going to help you. Can you sleep a little now?"

"I think so."

"Try. When you wake up we'll try to get a little soup into you. Louise promised to make some." He smiled.
"Those new tinned condensed soups are wonderful inventions."

"That sounds good." Her voice sounded as if she were trying to convince herself. She clutched at his hand. "You
won't leave me, will you?"

"I may step out into the hall, but I won't go far."

"Promise?"

"Promise." She closed her eyes. Blair sat beside her till her breathing evened out into the rhythm of sleep. He got
up carefully and went to the door, beckoning Jim after him. Out in the hall he closed the door almost all the way,
leaving a crack. Then he leaned against the wall wearily, rubbing his eyes. "God, it's been less than a day, and I'm
already so tired."

"She's addicted."

Blair nodded. "When are they going to pass laws against that shit? Oh, it is a medicine, and it can be a very
effective one. But they won't regulate it. They sell it to anyone who asks, and so many of them haven't the will
to use it only as it should be."

He stared bleakly at the wall. "Most of them become addicted accidentally. They don't realize what they're doing
to themselves, and if they have a supportive environment, perhaps they never realize."

"Blair, that bottle gave a recommended dosage for babies."
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His hand curled into a fist and jerked toward the wall, but Blair barely managed to stop himself from pounding it.
He jerked his fist a few times in futile anger, as if he desperately wanted to be beating something, or someone.
His voice was choked. "They call it soothing syrups, and market it to help with colic and teething. But so many
people use it to quiet fussy infants. And it's so easy to put just a drop too many in the dosage..." He turned
haunted eyes to his friend. "Do you have any idea how many people murder their own children while trying to
have a peaceful night's sleep?"

"You've seen that before, haven't you?"

He fell back against the wall and slowly slid down till he was sitting. Jim sat beside him. "I'd been on the road for
about three months. I was treating myself to a night in a hotel. Oh, it wasn't much of a hotel. It was cheap, but it
was close to the theater district in New York, that's where I was. That's why a troupe of players was staying
there. The leading lady had a six month old little girl. Jim, she was the prettiest thing you ever saw, with big
brown eyes and just the tiniest bit of peach fuzz hair, and such a wide, pink gummed smile. But she was colicky,
cried and cried, and they don't allow that in hotels. The management said they had to keep her quiet or move out.
I tried to help. There are herbs you can use, natural ways to help, but they don't work every time, and they can't
just make the symptoms go away. So they bought one of those 'calmers'."

He drew his knees up, hugging them, and pressed his forehead to them. His voice was shaky. "I didn't know. I
never would have let them if I had known. That night there was the most godawful screaming from their room.
Everyone ran out to see what was wrong, me included, and she came out of her room carrying the baby. She ran
straight to me and pushed her into my arms and said, 'Mary won't wake up! Make her well. You're a doctor,
make her well.'"

His shoulders heaved, and Jim saw a tear streak down his face. He reached over and pulled him close. Blair's
arms went around Jim, and he buried his face against his broad chest. "She was still warm, Jim. Oh, God. I might
have been able to help, if only they'd known a few minutes earlier. There are stimulants. It would have been
dangerous with a baby, but I could have tried. But it was too late."

Jim stroked his back. "You did all you could, Chief," he said gently.

"But it should never have happened." He was quiet for a moment, then said in a small voice. "That... was the first
one."

Jim closed his eyes. This explained a lot of things: Sandburg's adamant refusal to sell any form of narcotic, and
his pointed offer to help anyone who had a problem with the substances, and perhaps it had a little to do with his
restless roving, too.

Blair was speaking. "I knew about it when I was in school, of course. The pain killers are still so new. They're
regarded as miracles, and they are, Jim, they are. If only they had been more widely available during the War
Between the States, unimaginable suffering could have been avoided. But they've flourished too quickly, their
use has spread too fast, and people are using them to dull more than physical pain. They're escaping the pain of
their lives instead of dealing with it. That's what happened to Patty."

He rubbed his cheek on Jim's shirtfront. "A lot of the prostitutes use opium in one way or another. Some of the
pimps and madams purposely get the girls to use it because it makes them easier to control. You saw how she is.
They'll do anything to get it. Anything."

"Did Kincaid..." Jim's voice was raw.

"No, I don't think so. She was already using it when she came here about a year ago. But he sure as hell hasn't
discouraged it, and he's helped her get it. None of the stores locally carry it, it has to be ordered, and Lila tells me
he's been placing the order for her when he makes a trip to Lansdale. He doesn't care, as long as she keeps
making money. Lately he's been angry because she'd gotten to the point where her work was suffering. She didn't
want to eat, and she's lost a lot of weight. She's been sleeping all the time, and when they could get her up she
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was only half-awake. Groggy. The customers thought she was disinterested, and that isn't good for business." The
last words were bitter.

"So he was willing enough to have me try to cure her, but he wasn't willing to lose any of the money he might
earn during the time she'd have to be isolated. He demanded to be paid if I wanted to keep her from working."

"That's why you sold your gear to Rafe."

Blair nodded. "It bought me three days. I don't know what I'll do after that. I may have to part with the mules. I'd
hate to do that."

"You won't have to. I have some money saved."

Blair looked up at him, eyes concerned. "Jim, I couldn't do that."

"Maybe you can't, but I can. I can see how attached you are to those two ornery beasts. Do you think I'd let you
part with them? Besides, I have the feeling that the next owner would have Naomi at the glue factory gates in no
time flat."

Blair laughed weakly, and Jim felt his heart lift. "Yeah, she's cussed, all right. Thanks, Jim. A week will see her
through the worst of it. After that... Well, it's up to her. Some of them make it, some of them don't."

"But will you make it, Chief?" He ran a thumb over Blair's chin. "You're already tired. I'm worried about you."

He said softly, "I have to make it. I will make it." He looked into Jim's eyes. "As long as I know you're there,
waiting for me, I can do what I have to."

Jim cupped Blair's face and kissed him gently. The younger man put his arms around Jim, leaning on him as the
Sentinel's tongue slipped between his lips and lapped softly. When their lips parted he murmured. "Be my
strength?"

Jim gathered him even closer, burying his face in the still fragrant mass of his hair and responded. "Yes, Blair.
And you... you be my heart."

Part Twelve

"Well, who says you can't find true love in a whorehouse?" The voice was snide.

Jim and Blair both started, but it was Jim who held on when Blair started to pull away. He glared at Kincaid, who
was standing halfway up the stairs, watching them. The sandy haired man surveyed the embracing couple with a
malicious smile and drawled, "I do hate to interrupt you, but if Patty is feeling any better I have a customer
downstairs who's interested."

Blair did pull away from Jim, but gently, his hand lingering on his arm. "She's off duty, Kincaid, and you know it.
Her time has been paid for."

"Look, Sandburg, from all I can see all she's doing is laying in that bed. She could be earning good money while
she does that. Why don't you ask her what she wants?"

Blair stood up and went to the head of the stairs, glaring down at the other man. "You know damn good and well
what she wants, and you know that it's the drug that's driving her to it. Why, Kincaid? Maybe you couldn't have
stopped her completely, but by giving her such easy access and implicitly approving it, you've made it easy for
her to almost kill herself."

He shrugged, "I told you before. She's a grown woman, she can make her own decisions."
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"Damn it, she can't be more than eighteen!"

"And she's been earning her living on her back since she was fourteen. She's no delicate child who needs to be
protected. And I didn't force her into this life."

"No, you just profit from it!" Blair spat.

Kincaid's dark eyes glittered. "Looking down on me as a pimp, Doctor? You hardly have room to be very
moralistic when you're a..."

His voice trailed off as Jim stood up and came to stand beside Blair. His voice was low, deadly, and his eyes
were flat. "What, Kincaid? Go ahead and finish your sentence."

"When he's no better than he should be. You know, Sandburg, you shouldn't keep that little nose of yours so high
in the air--you could trip and hurt yourself." Blair started to say something, but there was a thump from the room
behind them, and the sound of weak swearing. Dismissing Kincaid, he turned and hurried back into the room. Jim
lingered long enough to give him another hard look before following him.

Kincaid looked after them, lips thinning into a knife edge line. Too good for old Garret, eh? Both of you, too
good. Well, now, I have a little something to teach you, and that is nothing and no one is too good for me. His
face thoughtful, he went down the hall to his room. Shutting the door behind him, he opened his closet and
rummaged in it, then came out with a small box. He opened it and pulled out several wads of crumpled paper,
then removed a small brown bottle.

He read the label. "Slumber's Friend. Dilute in water. Men--6 to 8 drops for gentle slumber. Hm. I wonder how
much it will take to knock him on his pretty ass?"

Back in Patty's room Blair and Jim picked the delirious girl up off the floor, dodging weak swipes of her nails,
and bundled her back into bed. When she had finally calmed down enough for them to release her Jim said,
"Chief, I hate to say this, but maybe you ought to tie her to the bed."

"No, Jim. It's important that she be allowed to maintain what little dignity she can through this."

"Yes, well, the dignity isn't going to do her much good if she bashes her brains out falling, or attacks you when
you're half asleep, but I suppose I can see your point."

"She's going to be very weak for awhile. I think I'll be all right watching her."

"When will you sleep?"

"The girls have promised to spell me when they can."

"That still won't give you much more than a couple of hours a day, and that will probably be in short naps that
won't really do you much good."

"I swear, Jim Ellison, you worry over me worse than my mother ever did. Look, I know my limitations, I've come
up against them time and again on the road. I won't push myself too far because that won't be helping Patty. I
can't do her much good if I can't function to the best of my abilities."

He went over and looked out the window. "Well, I'll be..." He smiled. "I see Darwin followed you out. He's going
into the stable. Must be going to say hello to Burton."

"He was worried about you." Jim came up behind him and slipped his arms around Blair's waist. The smaller man
leaned back against him, putting his hands lightly on Jim's where they rested on his belly. "He doesn't have to be.
Neither do you." Jim rested his chin on Blair's shoulder, and Blair reached up and back, cupping his cheek. "Jim,
I had a funny dream the other night."
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"Was it about a wolf and a black jaguar?"

Blair went very still. "How did you know?"

"Were they scolding you about being stubborn, and slow? Did the wolf lead you to the cat?"

"Jim..." he whispered.

"Was I there?"

Blair turned in his arms, looking up at him. "Shared dreams? I've heard of such things, but it's rare. The people
have to be very close, share a special bond."

"I'm not entirely sure it's just a dream, Chief. I've felt the presence of the cat before. I'll tell you more about it
when you're back home and we have more time to talk. But the strongest time I've ever felt him before last night
was in the wagon, the first time I met you. You remember? I saw your cuff links and zoned. He was there."

Blair looked down, eyelashes veiling his eyes, and said softly, "They're rather presumptuous, don't you think? I
mean, the cat said... something about mates."

Jim's arms tightened. "Yes. That we were mated in body and would be in spirit."

Now Blair looked up at him again. His voice was serious, his eyes grave. "I don't understand this, Jim, but I feel
like I'm being pushed... no, led. Led into something... big. With you." Jim nodded. Blair bit his lip. "It's very
sudden, I know. I can understand if you want to back off and take some time to look at it from all angles."

"Blair..." Jim put his hand in the deep thicket of Blair's hair, feeling the silky strands wind around his fingers.
"I've been moving toward this most of my adult life. I just didn't realize it, and I wasn't ready for it. I think I am
now." He chuckled. "I'd better be. I think the wolf and the cat will kick my ass if I'm not."

Blair swallowed. "You mean you're willing to consider... being with me?"

"Didn't you hear me, genius? I said 'when you get home.' Not back to town, not back to the forge: home. With
me. I want you to stay, Blair. Not because the community needs a doctor, but because I need you. And I think
you need me." He leaned close. He didn't kiss Blair, but their cheeks grazed, and he whispered in his ear, "If
you'll have me."

Blair's arms went around Jim in a fierce hug. "Home sounds awful good to me, Big Guy. We're going to have so
much to talk about, but..." he pulled away and went to pull the covers up over a shivering Patty. "It will be a
couple of days. Why don't you go on home now?"

Jim followed him. "Are you sure you don't want me to stay?"

Blair patted his arm. "Of course I want you to stay, but you should go get some rest. Your place is back in town,
in case something goes wrong and someone needs you. You can come back and see me again later. In fact, I'd
appreciate it if you got me some fresh clothes out of the wagon and dropped them by tomorrow." He sniffed
himself pointedly. "A little longer and it won't take a Sentinel to tell I've been living in these."

Jim nuzzled his neck. "Have I told you how good you smell?"

"Not directly, no, but I get the idea." He pushed Jim away, swatting him on the chest. "Now, go on before we get
carried away and do something indecent in front of the girl."

Jim flushed. For a moment he had actually forgotten Patty. He gave Blair a quick kiss. "I'll be out tomorrow. Will
you need anything besides your clothes?"

Seasons Collage

465



"Let me see." Blair got his case from beside the door and rummaged in it. "I brought a pretty good supply with
me when I came out, but..." He held up a bottle that was about a quarter full of white powder, and examined it.
"I'm a little low on amphetamine sulfate. She was in a bad way when I first saw her, she'd taken very close to an
overdose, and I had to use it to bring her back. If you'd stop by my wagon and bring me a little more, just in case,
I'd appreciate it. It's in a box on the second shelf, clearly labeled."

"Sure, Chief. What's it do?"

"I told you there were stimulants; this is one of them. I try not to use it unless absolutely necessary. I don't use
much when I do use it, because too much can be just as damaging as too much of an opiate. I just wet my finger,
dipped it in, and rubbed it on her gums. It works very quickly." He rummaged in the bag again and showed Jim
another, smaller bottle. "I'd much rather use the ammonium carbonate."

Although it was tightly corked, Jim's head jerked back from the acrid whiff that rose from the bottle. "Smelling
salts. God, that stuff could get a rise out of a week dead horse."

Blair smiled. "Colorful language, but it still wasn't enough for Patty. The amphetamine sulfate did the trick,
though, thank God. I'd have had to try a stronger solution in an injection if it hadn't worked, and that's so
chancy." He put the medicines away and stood up. "Anyway, that's all I need. I have stuff to help her with her
nausea and constipation."

Jim studied the girl. She was pale, and sweating profusely, but she was shivering. He said softly, "She really did a
number on herself, didn't she?"

"Most people who try to run away from life do."

Jim rubbed his thumb along Blair's jawline, acutely aware of the rasp where his beard was beginning to grow out.
"Explains a lot of the trouble I've had. I'm through running now, Chief. I can stand and take whatever life
decides to throw at me, if you'll be with me."

Blair took Jim's wrist and kissed his palm. "Get out of here before I'm tempted to throw you across Patty and
climb on top of you."

Garret Kincaid watched as Jim Ellison went out to the corral and got his horse, mounted it, and rode off. Again
he examined the bottle, smiling, then slipped it in his pocket and left the room to go downstairs. It was too early
to try anything. Later, after the customers had left and the girls were asleep, that would be the time.

***

Blair wiped Patty's forehead, relieved to feel that it was cool. She wasn't sweating so badly now, and he thought
that she might have actually slept a little. He'd managed to get her to eat almost a whole bowl of soup, and she'd
managed to keep most of it down. That was good--she needed to keep her strength up.

He sat back in the chair, yawning. Damn, he was tired. He'd been up longer than this many times before, but this
period had been emotionally as well as physically grueling. Still, he wasn't prepared to try to sleep yet. Maybe
tomorrow, if she continued to improve, he'd find a settee and take a nap. He supposed he could doze a little in
the chair: he'd done such a thing often enough before. But, truth be told, as appealing as a little rest seemed, he
really didn't want to go to sleep in this house. Not unless he could put a stout lock between himself and Garret
Kincaid.

He hadn't really liked the man before he came to the house. What he'd seen and heard since he'd been here had
made him actively dislike him. He was cold and self-serving, lacking any human concern for the women who
were more or less under his protection. And the way he had looked at him and Jim made Blair's skin crawl. He
had been the object of unwanted attention before, and he knew what it felt like.
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He heard the door open behind him, and turned wearily. "Lila?"

"She's gone to bed, like the rest of them. We ended up having a busy night tonight. Of course, part of that is
because Patty was out of commission." Kincaid shut the door behind him.

Blair frowned at him. "Don't start."

"I'm not going to. I was just making a comment." He walked to the bed and stared down at the girl, showing a
hint of detached interest. "How is she?"

"Better, but still a long way from cured."

"And how are you?"

"I've been better."

"You look tired."

Blair sighed. "I'm not surprised. Kincaid, I can't believe that you're overwhelmed by concern for either of us.
What do you want?"

Kincaid shook his head. "I don't know where we went off track, Sandburg. We were getting along famously in
the saloon. I had great hopes for our friendship." He put his hand on Blair's shoulder. "I'm not such a bad sort."

Blair shrugged his touch off and said coldly, "We're never going to be friends, Kincaid, and we're damn sure
never going to be more than friends, so you might as well just leave it alone."

If he had been looking at Garret as he said this he would have seen the dangerous glint in his eyes, but when he
did look up, the other man's expression was neutral, even a bit apologetic. "Well, I'm sorry to hear that. No
reason why I can't be civil, though. Could you use anything? A drink perhaps?"

"No alcohol, not while I'm watching Patty."

"How about a little coffee, then? It wouldn't take but a few minutes to fix."

Blair eyed him in disbelief. Kincaid was offering to go through the trouble of fixing him coffee? He considered.
He could certainly use a boost: it was going to be a long night. He nodded. "That would be good."

"Fine. I won't be long."
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When he left Blair told the dozing Patty, "Well, what do you know? I guess even the snake likes to be seen as
civilized now and again."

"Shouldn't trust 'im, Doc." It was a whisper, barely a sound at all. Patty cracked gummed lids and looked at him.
Her eyes were lucid. "You're right when you said he's a snake. Sneaky and slick."

"I don't trust him, Patty. Never fear."

"Where's your friend?"

Blair was surprised that Patty remembered Jim. "He had to go back to town. He's the constable, and can't be
away for long."

"Too bad." She smiled faintly. "Big, pretty man." Blair had to answer with a smile of his own, and a nod. "It's
good, you two bein' together." Blair's smile faded. She really had been more aware than he would have credited.
Her smile grew a little broader. "Oh, hell, Doc. After all the things I've seen, you think I'm gonna be bothered
that your sweetie wears pants instead of petticoats?" Her eyes closed. "Just don't trust that Kincaid. Tried to give
this stuff up once on my own. I got so moody and hard to live with he bought a bottle himself an' gave it to me.
Said to do everyone a favor and take it."

Blair felt chilled to his core. He counted himself a tolerant man, but when this was over he was going to see if
there wasn't some legal way to get Kincaid run out of the area.

Kincaid came back and offered a thick mug of coffee. Blair glared at him as he took it, and Garret said mildly,
"My estimation seems to have fallen even farther. What brought that on?"

"Contemplation." Blair sipped the coffee and grimaced.

Kindaid watched him. "Bitter?"

"Yes." Blair didn't feel obliged to coddle Kincaid's feelings.

"Must be the chicory."

"I've spent some time in New Orleans. That isn't chicory."

"Then I'm afraid the beans weren't roasted properly. Rose doesn't stir them, and they burn in spots." He paused.
"I can make you a fresh pot, if you'd rather."

Blair sighed. "No. I'm drinking it for effect rather than pleasure. Maybe the taste will help keep me awake." He
drank some more, then said baldly, "You can leave any time now, Kincaid."

The older man sat on the side of the bed. "I think I'll just sit for awhile. Everyone's asleep by now and I don't feel
like going to bed."

"I'd rather you left."

Kincaid's eyes narrowed. "Perhaps you would, but this is still my place, and I reckon I'm entitled to sit where I
please. You'll just have to brace up and stand it, Doc."

Irritated, Blair finished the coffee in one gulp, trying to ignore the bitter flavor, then made a face as he set the
cup aside. "Well, I guess that should keep me awake, if it doesn't kill me."

***

Jim was in the forest again, moving through moonlit trees. He was going somewhere this time, he knew he was.
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There was a sense of urgency, a feeling of dread that made the hair at the base of his skull prickle.

A solid shadow fell before him, dropping from an overhead branch to land crouching before him. Chill blue eyes
in a feline face looked up at him. He needs you.

Jim sat up, sweating, eyes flying open...

...and found himself again looking into those same blue eyes. The black jaguar was crouched at the foot of the
bed, staring at him. Jim froze, waiting for the last of the dream to dissipate, waiting for the panther to fade. It
didn't.

It shifted, and Jim felt the mattress dip with its movement. The rank, feral smell of wild cat assaulted his nostrils.
There was a soft, rumbling snarl. The animal twisted, leaping over the footboard to land lightly on the floor. It
peered back over the barrier at Jim and gave a low, coughing cry.

"Good God," Jim whispered. "You're real." The beast crouched, tail lashing impatiently, and cried again. When
Jim didn't move it stalked toward him. He flinched as it reared on its hind legs, front paws landing on the mattress
near his hips. Massive jaws closed around his forearm, and he expected to have it ripped off at any moment.
Instead the gleaming fangs barely dimpled his skin as the big cat tugged at him, then let go. Jim rubbed the spot,
and his hand came away slick with warm saliva. Yes, this was real, and the animal wanted something.

Then he remembered the dream. He needs you. Jim threw off the covers and grabbed his pants. By the time he
dressed the animal had vanished, and he hadn't seen it go. But he didn't care; he had other things on his mind. He
headed toward the livery stable, hoping Rafe wouldn't grumble too loudly about being awakened in the middle of
the night, but fully intending to use his status as constable, if necessary.

Part Thirteen

Garret carefully studied the young man slouched in the chair, watching for signs. Blair yawned and seemed to
settle more deeply. Hard to do when you're sitting in an unpadded, straight-back chair Kincaid thought with
satisfaction. Shouldn't be long now.

Blair blinked, rubbing his eyes. That coffee should have woken me up at least a little, as strong as it was, but I'm
feeling sleepier than ever. No, I wasn't really sleepy before: I was tired. Now I feel like I can hardly keep my
eyes open. He gave another jaw cracking yawn, and when his eyes squeezed shut with it, he had to think to get
them open again.

Garret Kincaid's voice was sympathetic. "Tired, Doc?"

It would be foolish, considering his obvious state, to deny it. "Some. I've been worse."

"You've got a good spell yet to go on this, haven't you?"

"Yes. Several more days."

"I hope you don't intend to stay up that entire time. That could almost kill a man, and it wouldn't do my
establishment's reputation any good to have someone doing themselves an injury here. You ought to take a nap."

Blair stretched, hoping that would revitalize him a little, but his limbs felt heavy. "Maybe tomorrow."

Kincaid plucked at the blanket. "Why not now? Patty's asleep."

"Too soon. I want to watch her in case there's..." For a moment his mind refused to come up with the proper
term. "Convulsions." He forced himself up out of the chair, finding that he swayed slightly, and began to pace in
hopes that would clear his mind.
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Kincaid sat and watched quietly, noticing the slight weave that grew more pronounced. "Doc, I really think you
ought to lie down."

"No." He stopped and put a hand against the wall, leaning on it heavily, the other hand to his forehead. "Just
need a minute." There was a low, worried sound, a muted whine, and he went to the bed anxiously. But Patty
was sleeping, as Kincaid had said.

Kincaid said, "What's wrong?"

"I... I thought I heard..." The whine came again, and he looked around, feeling puzzled. "Something's wrong."

"Are you lightheaded? You look a little dazed."

"Yes. I guess this is getting to me more than I thought."

"Maybe some fresh air would help?"

"Yes, air." Blair went to the window and struggled with the sash. He couldn't raise it. "Stuck."

"Yes, well, it's been humid this summer. It's possible the wood swelled. There's another window at the end of the
hall." Blair started for the door, and stumbled halfway there. He would have fallen, but Kincaid leapt up and
caught him. "Whoa, there! A little unsteady on our feet, aren't we? I don't want you going out around those stairs
like this. I'd better help you?"

The feel of Kincaid's hands made Blair's skin crawl, but he was feeling more dazed by the moment, and
desperately wanted to get some fresh air, so he endured. Kincaid supported him out of the room and began to
lead him down the hall. At the end of the corridor he more-or-less propped Blair against the wall and tried the
window. "Well, I'll be. This one is stuck, too."

Blair staggered away from the wall. "Downstairs."

Kincaid put a hand on his chest, pushing him back. "In this state, and risk you breaking your neck? I don't think
so. There's another window in here. It catches the sun, so maybe the wood is drier." With an arm around his
shoulders, he steered Blair into his bedroom.

***

Rafe hadn't been too grumpy at being awakened in the middle of the night, but Rainier was another story. The
big horse obeyed readily enough, but he snorted continuously. "You've been associating with Naomi, haven't
you?" Jim asked as they trotted out of town.

About halfway to the brothel Rainier shied slightly, ears flickering. Jim spotted the dark figure in the road, a solid
shadow among other shadows, with the faint gleam of moonlight on blue eyes. As he approached it turned and
loped down the road, paused, and looked back with a coughing cry.

As he did, another figure emerged from the gloom to join him. The silver-gray wolf skidded to a halt beside the
panther. Glaring at Jim with dark blue eyes it lifted its snout and howled. The mournful sound died into a worried
whimper and both animals looked at the Sentinel. Jim did something he very seldom did: he dug his heels into
Rainier's sides. Luckily, the big horse was sensible enough to realize that his master wasn't just being difficult,
that there was an emergency. He surged into a furious gallop, and the two spirit guides raced before Jim toward
the place where his Guide and lover was in danger.

***

Kincaid opened the window, and Blair fell toward it. He would have ended up half-out of it if Kincaid hadn't
caught his belt, dragging him back. Instead he dropped heavily to his knees, and leaned on the sill, drawing in
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great gulps of air. It didn't help much. The night was too sultry for the air to clear his head. He closed his eyes,
mumbling, "Not working."

"Then you're body's trying to tell you that it 's time to rest." He was lifted and turned.

Blair managed to peel his eyes open again just as he was deposited on the edge of a bed. He looked down
muzzily to see Kincaid squatting near his feet. "What are you doing?"

Kincaid pulled off Blair's boots. "Getting you ready for bed."

"No, I told you. Can't sleep now."

Kincaid stood up and smiled down at him. As dazed as he was, there was something in that grin that sent a shiver
down Blair's spine: something predatory. The older man's voice was soft. "Doc, you don't have any choice in the
matter."

The sense of wrongness swept over Blair again. He was alarmed at how slurry his own voice sounded when he
spoke. "What did you do?" Kincaid removed a bottle from his pocket and showed it to Blair before setting it
aside on the nightstand. "Jesus! You drugged me!"

Kincaid shrugged. "Had to, Doc." He reached for the buttons of Blair's shirt. "You were just being too stand-
offish. Things were going fine till you went back and talked to that damn lawman. I guess he must've filled your
head with nasty stories about me."

Blair slapped at his hands. "Nothing he told me could be worse than this!" He tried to stand, and Kincaid easily
pushed him back.

"Yeah, well, it's a bit underhanded, I know. I'll just have to make it good enough for you to forgive me, won't I?"
He'd managed to get Blair's shirt unbuttoned. Now he pulled it down his arms, trapping them, and shoved him so
that he sprawled across the bed. Blair tried to struggle up again, but he was too uncoordinated to do it with his
arms restrained. Kincaid immediately got up on the bed with him and knelt, straddling his hips. His knees were
on the shirt, trapping Blair even more completely.

Kincaid stared down at the young man, watching as he struggled weakly, enjoying the smooth play of muscle
beneath the dusting of body hair. "What's this?" His fingers found the nipple ring. "Oh, my! Sandburg, you are a
treasure! You're just full of surprises." He tugged gently.

Blair was horrified when his body responded, the flesh swelling and hardening. He knew that it was just the sheer
physical stimuli, but still the idea of his flesh betraying him like this, responding to this monster, was disgusting.
Kincaid laughed softly, understanding the emotional turmoil Blair was feeling. "Yes, maybe you don't like me
much, but your body isn't so particular, is it?" Blair struggled, trying desperately to throw the man off, but his
efforts were pathetic. A hint of cruelty entered Kincaid's smile, and he tugged harder. Now Blair whimpered. The
laudanum moving through his system dulled the pain, but he could still feel it.

"I'm sorry, did that hurt?" The contrition in his voice was patently false. "Well, you really shouldn't try to fight
me, Blair. I get rough when my toys try to fight me." His hands smoothed over Blair's chest, combing through the
crisp hair. "It's no use, you know. I gave you more than the dose on the bottle." He frowned as he moved his
hands down Blair's torso. "I'm not really sure how much. I didn't bother with that damn dropper."

Despite the fog invading his brain, Blair felt a stab of terror. He had thought that he was reacting too strongly to
a minimal dose of the medicine. Overdose, he thought. The bastard has given me an overdose. Oh, God, I could
die. He managed to say aloud, "Kincaid, too much can kill. I need my bag. Let me take an antidote."

"Oh, I hardly think it's dangerous." He sounded completely unconcerned as he removed his own shirt. He began
to stroke his own chest, toying with his nipples till they rose to stiff peaks. "Of course I'd hate to have anything
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happen to you, but if it does..." He shrugged. "I have a nice nest egg in the bank. I'm pretty sure I could get into
town, withdraw it, and leave before anyone really misses you. But it shouldn't come to that."

Blair realized with outraged terror that Kincaid really didn't care. If Blair died he'd be irritated at losing a new
bed warmer so soon, and angry about having to either explain or flee, but it wouldn't affect him any more than
that. He wouldn't lose any sleep because he'd killed a man just to have sex.

Kincaid unbuttoned his own trousers, pushing them down his thighs, then did the same with his drawers. His
cock jutted out from a tangle of sandy brown pubic hair, thick and hard. "I've been hard since I went into Patty's
room, just waiting for this. I'm afraid the first time is going to be rather quick, but I'll make sure the next time is
nice and slow."

As he spoke a clear drop of pre-ejaculation fluid oozed from the tip of his penis and fell, landing on the flat plane
of Blair's abdomen. Blair flinched as Kincaid dipped his fingertip in the warm slickness. He tried to turn his head
when he saw what the other man was going to do, but Kincaid took a punishing grip in his hair, holding his head
still, and rubbed the wetness across his lips.

Blair spat, and managed to hit Kincaid's forearm as he drew back. Garret slapped him almost casually.

"Guess I'll have to wait till you're out to fuck your mouth, but that will come. I'm going to have you in both holes
before the night is over. I figure this is my only chance with your stud standing guard, so I'd better make it count.
But I'm willing to start off with something a little milder till you're..." he chuckled, "in the proper frame of mind."

He opened Blair's trousers and lifted his soft prick out of the fly. Stroking it, he said, "I don't suppose you'll get
hard for me. Still, I wouldn't mind trying." He moved down, still straddling Blair's legs. With a supreme effort of
will Blair managed to half rise, only to be knocked back down with another slap, this one more vicious than the
first. "Stay down, Sandburg. Don't make this any harder on yourself than it has to be."

Blair almost cried when he felt the hot wetness engulf him as Kincaid swallowed half of his cock and began to
suck. It could be such a warm, beautiful act, but this was perverted. It was an attack instead of a caress.

Blair was realistic enough to know that he had been lucky in avoiding something like this up until now. There
had been times when it had come close. A couple of times all that had saved him from rape was a well placed
knee. But all those times he had been able to fight back. Now he was helpless to do more than lie here and let the
horror of the experience wash over him. And it had to happen now, now that he had finally found someone that
he thought he could love. Someone who could love him, just as he was.

That was what hurt the most. He'd found his mate, like the spirit animals had said, and now he was going to lose
the chance to be with him because of one man's perverted lechery.

"Jim!" He moaned. "God, Jim... Need you."

Kincaid loomed over him, face flushed, mouth loose and wet. "I can give you what you need, pretty man." He
flipped Blair onto his belly, jerking his trousers down. Blair moved bonelessly, beyond resistance. "I can make
you forget that ox."

There was the sound of hoof beats outside, and Kincaid hesitated, swearing quietly. Then he rubbed Blair's back.
"Just another customer, nothing to worry about. One of the girl's will answer the door." He put his hands on the
pale globes of Blair's ass, squeezing voluptuously. "Mm. You're so relaxed I won't even need to grease you up, I
think. That's good. I like 'em tight."

Perhaps one of the girls would have answered the door, but it never came to that. There was a thunderous crash
as Jim kicked the front door in. Kincaid froze for an instant, then leaped to throw the bolt on his door. "Shit!"
There was no confusion or wondering about who it might be, they both knew. Kincaid half buttoned his pants as
the footsteps pounded up the stairs, seeming to move with incredible speed. There were screams from other parts
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of the house as the women awoke and reacted to the threatening noises.

***

Jim took the stairs two and three at a time. He was reaching out with his senses now, using them as never before.
By the time he reached the top of the stairs he knew that Blair wasn't in Patty's room, where he had left him, but
he was close-by.

The scent was strongest off to the left, toward the end of the hall. He felt a low, rumbling growl build in his chest
as he realized that the stink of Kincaid was coming from that direction, too, and it was thick with lust.

As he raced down the hall other realizations hit him. The smell of anger and fear filled the air. He could hear
Blair's beloved heartbeat, but something was wrong. It was still strong, but it was sluggish. In this state of fear it
should be racing, thundering. Then he smelled the alcohol and medicine stench of laudanum. Patty's bottle had
been empty, but this aroma was strong, and fresh. It mingled with the tang of strong coffee.

Jim didn't have time to think about this because he had reached the last door and all the sounds and scents were
coming from there. There was a second heartbeat in the room, and it was rapid, pounding. He could hear
breathing; both slow and labored, and near gasping in agitation. He hit the door with his shoulder, snapping the
bolt that had kept it closed easily, and lunged into the room.

The scene in the room was burned into his mind in a split second. Blair, face down on the bed, naked, his
beautiful body limp. His back barely rose and fell with each shallow breath, and the space between breaths was
growing longer. Kincaid, shirtless and with his pants half undone, was at the dresser, his hand in an open drawer.
As he saw Jim he drew a gun from the drawer, cocking the hammer.

He would have killed the constable then. Even Jim's speed would not have been enough. But he hesitated for an
instant when the big man was suddenly flanked by two menacing figures that seemed to materialize out of thin
air. A great gray wolf crouched to his left, powerful haunches bunched as if to spring. A huge black cat, like a
shadow mountain lion, snarled at him, showing razor sharps fangs the length of his thumb.

That instant of reprieve was all Jim needed to launch himself at the other man. In a blink the animals were gone,
and Kincaid started to raise the gun. Jim barreled into him before he could get it halfway up, and the shot he
fired went into the floor.

There were more screams and the sound of running feet as they crashed into the wall. Jim had hold of his arm;
twisting brutally to make him let go of the gun. Kincaid hung on like grim death, knowing that he didn't have a
chance against Jim in a fair fight. The gun went off again, the bullet smashing into the wall not far over the near
unconscious Blair's head. Jim pounded Kincaid's hand against the wall, hearing small bones snap as the man
howled. The gun dropped, and Jim kicked it spinning.

Kincaid's only hope now was to get away, get to his horse, and escape. He'd have to send a telegraph to have his
funds transferred somewhere else, but right now he had to concentrate on escaping with his life. He was a violent
man himself and could recognize it in others. He knew that Jim Ellison meant to kill him.

They staggered and wrestled back and forth across the room. Kincaid was no physical match for Jim, but
desperation lends its own sort of strength, and he was holding his own. The hall was filled with half-clad women,
shrieking and talking excitedly. Lila pushed herself to the front of the crowd. She took quick stock of the
situation. Ellison could take care of himself, but Sandburg was in trouble. She went to the bed, rolling the young
man over with not a little difficulty. He was solidly built, and he was a dead weight right now, unable to do
anything on his own.

She sat beside him, shaking his shoulders. "Doc! Jesus, Doc, what did he do?"

Kincaid managed to throw Jim against the wall, then dove for where the gun lay, just in front of the open
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window. He was starting to rise again; face twisted in a grimace of fury and hatred, Jim couldn't have reached
him with a punch. He was already moving toward Kincaid. He leapt. Just as the gun came up Jim's feet struck
Kincaid full in the chest.

The procurer sailed backward, a look of surprise on his face. His head struck the window where it was lifted in
the frame, hard enough to splinter wood and shatter glass. He plunged backward through the opening with a
shout that was cut off by a heavy thud as he hit the ground.

Jim's battle rage faded immediately as he heard Lila cry out. "Ellison!"

Jim ran to the bed. Lila had pulled a sheet up to Blair's waist, covering his nakedness. Blair's eyes were closed his
lashes dark against cheeks that were far too pale. The heartbeat had slowed so much, and for a moment Jim
thought he had stopped breathing completely, till he saw the minute rise of his chest. As Jim bent over him the
smell of opium and coffee assaulted him again, wafting up from Blair's lips. He spotted the bottle on the night
stand and snatched it up. "He drugged him. Dear Lord, how much did he use?"

"Blair!" Jim shook the young man by the shoulders. His head rolled limply, his eyelids never twitched.

The girls were crying. One of them, Rose, wailed, "He killed 'im! That bastard killed the doc!"

"He isn't dead yet!" Jim snapped. He thought fiercely, then said, "Bring me his bag." When no one moved he
screamed, "Now! Hurry!" There was a rush to obey him. Jim shook Blair again. "Sandburg, listen to me! You
aren't gone yet, you can hear me. Don't you dare leave me now that I've finally found you!"

Rose pushed her way back into the room, putting Blair's medical bag down next to Jim. Jim ripped it open and
rummaged through the contents. He found the bottle of smelling salts and uncorked it, fighting his own senses
down so that he wouldn't pass out from the intensity of the scent. Then he gripped Blair's hair and put the bottle
right under his nose, letting the pungent fumes flow directly up into his nostrils.

There was the tiniest strengthening of his heartbeat. Even with his stethoscope, Blair wouldn't have been able to
detect it, but the Sentinel's hearing could not be mistaken, not in something this important. But it wasn't enough.

Then Jim remembered. He dug again through the bag. "Amphetamine sulfate. Where is it? Where..." He found
the small bottle. With shaking hands he uncorked it. Licking his finger, he dipped it into the bottle and withdrew
it with white power caked on the fingertip. Using his other hand he hooked a finger in Blair's mouth, pulling it
open, and rubbed the powder on his gums, working it into the moist membranes. "Work, damn it! Come on!
Blair, you said this would work."

He repeated the process, forcing himself to only use a little of the powder. Blair had said it could be dangerous:
too much of this could be as bad as too much of the opiate. He was about to try again when the heartbeat sped
up a little. "Yes, that's it! You can do it, Blair. Come back." The girls gathered around, silent now. They knew
that they were watching a struggle for life.

Gradually the heartbeat became stronger, steadier. Soon it was at its normal pace. The breathing deepened, too,
resuming a normal rhythm. Color crept back into Blair's face. His eyelids drifted up, and the pupils, though still
smaller than they should have been, were not the pinpoints of someone heavily under the influence of laudanum.
"Jim?" His voice was a whisper.

Jim stroked his hair back from his face tenderly. "I'm here, Chief."

"Kincaid. I should have known better."

"Don't flog yourself over that, Blair. We didn't know he had any more of the drug. Are you going to be all right?"

"Help me sit up." Jim supported him, propping him back against the head of the bed. Blair placed his fingers
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against his own wrist, frowning in concentration. "I... I think I'm okay. But I was sure I was a goner. He must
have given me more than quadruple the usual dosage. I don't understand how I'm alive."

Jim showed him the amphetamine sulfate. "I remembered what you told me this afternoon, about stimulants. I
knew it could have killed you, but I think you were dying anyway, and I had to try."

Blair smiled weakly. "You did fine. How'd you like to be my apprentice?"

Jim smiled grimly. "Too busy being a lawman. And about that... I hate to leave you alone now, but I have to get
after Kincaid before his trail gets too cold for even me to follow."

"There ain't any hurry on that," Lila drawled. She was standing at the still open window. Glass littered the floor
around her slippered feet, and there was a ragged gap in the base of the raised window. She peered out. "He
hasn't gone anywhere, 'cept maybe to Hell."

Jim went and peered out the window. Garret Kincaid, gun still in hand, was sprawled on his back in the
moonlight. His dark eyes were open, and an almost surprised expression was frozen on his face. With his vision,
Jim could tell that there was no movement in his chest. He listened carefully, trying to screen out the sounds of
the others around him. There was no heartbeat. Kincaid was dead: had been for several minutes, probably from
the moment he struck the ground. A fall from a second story didn't necessarily have to be fatal, but it had been in
this case.

Jim dismissed him from his thoughts and turned back to his lover. As he sat on the bed Lila said, "Wal, I guess
his sins finally caught up with him. 'Bout time. Don't worry, Constable. You have plenty of witnesses. The man
was hurting the Doc, an' you was defending him, then defending yourself. The bastard had a gun and you didn't.
It won't even get to court, and if it does, they'll have a roomful of tarts giving 'em hell over it."

A thin, wavering voice called from down the hall. "What's goin' on? Doc? Where's the doc?"

Blair tried to get up, and Jim pushed him back. "Where are my trousers?" he demanded.

"Easy, Chief. You need to take a little while."

"My patient needs me. I love you, Jim, but get off of me or I'll hit you."

Several of the girls gasped, but Jim just picked Blair's trousers up off the floor and handed them to him. As the
young physician struggled into them, unmindful of the frank stares of the gathered women, Lila sidled up to Jim.
"You're gonna have your hands full with that one, Constable."

Jim watched Blair, his gait showing only a hint of unsteadiness, head for the door. "I know. I'm looking forward
to it."

Epilogue

"As I was wandrin' down the street, down the street, down the street, a pretty girl I chanced to meet. Under the
silvery mo-oon..."

OOOOooooww

Blair stopped combing his hair and glared at Darwin. "It wasn't that bad!" The dog hooked a paw over his eyes.
"It was not! Damn, it's a good thing I don't need to put on shows to attract customers any more with a harsh
critic like you hanging about."

Blair wrestled his hair into a tail and tied it carefully with a white ribbon. "Buffalo gals, won't you come out
tonight, come out tonight, come out tonight. Buffalo gals, won't you come out tonight, and dance by the light of
the mo-ooon..."
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OOOOoooooww!

This time the howl was doubled, and it was joined by a caterwaul. Blair turned to see the wolf and the panther
sitting on the bed, both looking at him with pained expressions.

"Oh, I don't believe it! All of you?"

Jim walked into the bedroom. "What's wrong?"

Blair pointed. "My gallery does not approve of my singing."

Unsurprised, Jim looked at the spirit guides. "Don't listen to them. I've come to the conclusion that they enjoy
teasing us."

"When did you decide this?"

"About two days ago when they had the tug of war with my new shirt."

Blair tried not to smile. "Well, I told you that was an ugly shirt. Jim, tell me, my singing isn't that bad, is it?"

Jim smiled at him. "No, it's wonderful." The wolf sneezed. Jim ignored it. "Very... spirited." The panther snarled.
Jim gave them a sharp look. "I mean it." The wolf turned and lifted his tail in a demonstration of what he thought
of that statement. Jim sighed. "All right. Um... you're a little off-key, sometimes." Blair threw the comb on the
dresser, and Jim sighed, glaring at the animals. "I wasn't lying to him, you infernal beasts! I was just... just... Oh,
hell, you're supposed to keep us together, aren't you?" They gave him smirking smiles and disappeared.

Blair was glaring into the mirror, jerking at the stock that was knotted at his throat. Jim looked at the tangled
mess and groaned. "Blair, what are you trying to do? Didn't I tell you that I'd take care of that?"

"You weren't here." His voice was sullen.

"I had to check on the decorations. The church looks beautiful. The kids found a ton of wild flowers this
morning. Stand still." Jim moved up behind Blair, reaching around him to unlace the stock. He began to wind it
into a neat bow.

Blair stayed still. Some of the irritation faded from his expression as Jim's forearms rested on his shoulders.
"How's Rafe?"

Jim chuckled. "Nervous. I think he's going to wear a groove in the rug before the ceremony starts. Megan, on the
other hand, is serenity itself."

"I still can't believe she asked me to give her away, but I'm glad she did. It makes me feel even more than I'm
accepted here."

Jim finished the bow and rested his hands on Blair's shoulders, meeting his eyes in the mirror. "You are," he said
softly. "This is your home now."

Blair knew that Jim didn't mean here in Cascade, he meant here, with him. He nodded, reaching up to touch
Jim's hand. "Everything is working out so well. Those quarters behind Megan's store are going to be perfect for
my office, now that she and Rafe will be moving into their own home."

Things had been straightened up quickly. A marshal came over from Lansdale the day after the incident. He
questioned Jim, Blair, and the girls. Kincaid's death was ruled self-defense, and he now was buried in an
unmarked grave at the back of the small local cemetery.

Since he had no relatives it was decided that Lila, having lived with him for more than two years, could be
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considered his common-law wife. She had sold the house for a song to Rafe, and then she had removed Kincaid's
savings from the bank and distributed it evenly among the other girls, saying that it was theirs, anyway, since
he'd sweated it out of them.

All of them had gone their separate ways already. Louise was going back to Sacramento with enough money to
comfortably care for her little girl for a long time. Rose had decided to go back East. Several of the girls were
pooling their money and going to Colorado to open a house. They figured that there was a good living to be made
off the miners. Lila, herself, had a fancy to try her hand at the stage, and was bound for New York.

An older Cascade couple who had never had children had taken in Patty, nearly recovered, at least physically.
Blair intended to work with her to try to keep the craving for the laudanum at bay. He told Jim that with a more
stable life, and the support of people who cared for her, she stood a good chance. Today she would be sitting in
the church when Megan and Rafe got married.

Blair smiled at Jim. "I was wondering if I should hang my diploma in my study, or out in the waiting room where
people can see it, in case they're worried that I'm not an accredited doctor, like certain Sentinels I could name."

"I never really doubted you, Chief. You know that." Simon had brought a telegram back from Lansdale that
contained a glowing testimonial from the dean of the Boston Medical College. In short it said that the entire
population of Cascade should get down on its collective knees and beg Doctor Blair Sandburg to take up
residence and open a practice. Blair had said that wasn't necessary. "I've always been aware of your talents."
Blair wiggled his eyebrows, and Jim laughed. "Not that."

"No?" His voice was mockingly disappointed.

"You know what I mean."

"Yes, I do."

He turned in Jim's embrace, reaching up to kiss him. "I love you even if you don't like my singing."

"That's a relief, because your singing..."

"Don't push it." He laid his head against Jim's chest. "I want to ask you to do something. I'll understand if you
don't want to, but I need to ask."

Jim's hands smoothed over Blair's back. "What is it?"

"You're Rafe's best man, so after I escort Megan, we'll both step to the side for their vows." His arms tightened
around Jim, and he said softly. "I can see already that things are going to be all right here. That the people care
enough about you to let us live our lives in peace. Oh, I know there will be trouble now and then. It's just human
nature for some people to dislike or fear what they don't understand. But we can live our lives together here. I
want..." He trailed off.

"What, Blair?" Jim's voice was gentle. "What do you want?"

"We can't be married legally, but I was thinking. When the preacher performs the ceremony, we'll be standing
together. Could we... could we say the words to each other? We could whisper very softly, and no one would
know, they'd all be concentrating on Rafe and Megan."

Jim tipped Blair's face up and kissed him tenderly. "Someone will hear, Blair. God will hear." He kissed his lover
again, pouring out all the love and gratitude he felt for this man who had changed his life so profoundly. Finally
he pulled back, just a little, and whispered against his lips, "Yes, Blair. I'll marry you."
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The End
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