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  Home for the Holidays

  by sgamadison

    Summary

    What if the Stargate program never existed, and neither Rodney nor John had the benefit of their experiences in Atlantis?


  
    Notes

      I wrote this story as a feel-good exercise while trying to boost my Christmas spirit. It's a complete AU, which is a bit different for me, and I hope you'll keep that in mind while reading it.








    






  Rodney McKay glanced around the bedroom and then back at the open suitcase. Spotting his shaving kit, he tucked the leather bag into the suitcase and began the laborious effort of closing the over-stuffed luggage.

“Are you sure about this, Rodney?” Teyla’s voice came from the open laptop. “I feel badly about the whole situation. You should be the one in Paris, accepting the accolades.”

"How many times have we been over this? You represent the face of the Teyla Emmagan brand. You’re everything I’m not: young, beautiful, athletic, photogenic…” Rodney grunted as he mashed down the lid of the suitcase, trying to force the zipper to close. “No one wants to read racy romances with a smart-mouthed, tough-as-nails heroine written by a middle-aged bisexual man—especially one who’s losing his hair, for God’s sake.”

“That may have been true when you were trying to break into the industry initially, Rodney.” As he passed the laptop, he could see Teyla sitting with her arms crossed as she faced the camera. “I think you’re selling your readership short now, however.”

“And how do I come out now? You know damn well I wasn’t even offered a contract until I began using your name—and face—on my stories.” He went back into the bathroom to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything.

“It just feels wrong—me in Paris accepting this award while you are—what exactly are you planning to do? Where are you going?"

Rodney checked to make sure he had his hat and gloves, and then laid his parka over his suitcase. “I did one of those house swap things for the holidays. Well, actually, more than the holidays. I’ll be gone about three weeks.”

A small frown marred Teyla’s serene beauty. “I do not understand. I thought you were happy up there in the cabin all by yourself.”

“I am, I am,” Rodney insisted, “provided I have a good internet connection.” The writing had paid for extensive renovations to the isolated cabin, including putting in a hot tub, a sun room, and a satellite dish. Aside from going into town once a month for supplies, he’d been perfectly content to spend his days researching and writing his next story. Until recently, that is.

“So,” Teyla began slowly, “you’re swapping houses because…?”

He shrugged at the camera lens. “I need a change of scenery.”

“Which is why you should be joining me in Paris,” Teyla pointed out.

Rodney shook his head. “Paris will be all bustle and excitement, and rushing from one event to another while you’re constantly fending off—that is, meeting—your adoring fans. See, that’s the other reason why I need you, Teyla. I can’t do the whole fan-author thing, even if I wasn’t pretending to be something I’m not. Besides, I need to finish the next Laura Cadman novel. I can’t focus on that if I’m terrified I might accidentally order something with citrus in it because I don’t speak the language.”

“No one would let that happen, Rodney. Besides, aren’t you always saying that travel lends background color to your stories? I think readers would love a Laura Cadman adventure set in Paris.”

She had a point, and for a moment, he almost let it sway him. But then he remembered his plans for Christmas and the whole reason for getting away from the cabin right now. “Another time, I promise.”

“I cannot believe you are going to let strangers stay at your place for nearly a month.”

That had been a sticking point for Rodney, too. “I made sure to hide all the porn.”

“Oh Rodney. That’s not what I meant.” Teyla’s smile was radiant, and once again, Rodney was reminded of why using Teyla as his writing beard made sense. “You are just a very private person.”

“Yes, well, I spent the last two weeks cleaning everything thoroughly, and putting away anything I don’t want found. I’ve left detailed instructions on how to use the wood stove, and the proper settings for the hot tub, as well as my own cell number, the number for the police and fire squad, my homeowner’s insurance…” Just the thought of his plans made him breathe faster. Any moment now and he’d be hyperventilating. Maybe he should just call the house swappers and tell them he’d changed his mind. No, it was too late now. He was committed to being out of the cabin no matter what. For three whole weeks.

Someone just shoot him now.

“You know,” Teyla said slowly, “it’s only a matter of time before someone figures out that you are the real author of the Laura Cadman series.”

“I don’t think so, Teyla. See, that’s the beauty of our arrangement—no one is looking for another author because they have you.”

She still looked unhappy. “The Laura Cadman stories have all made it to the New York Times bestseller list. They are good stories. I do not understand why you do not want to take credit for them. Besides, if Dr. Keller knew—”

“Oh please.” Rodney was scathing. “Do you think for one minute Jennifer would equate writing romantic thrillers with saving lives? She made her opinion pretty clear when we were together.” It was only one of many reasons Rodney had chosen to write under a pen name. It didn’t matter that the Laura Cadman books were being given the Vala Mal Doran award for best female heroine in a romance series. If Rodney wasn’t out saving the world with Jennifer, then he wasn’t good enough to be with her. At least, that’s how he saw their breakup. Jennifer had seen it differently. According to her, Rodney ‘hadn’t been living up to his full potential.” Yeah, right. Whatever.

“You know, I do have my own career as a singer to consider.”

A pang of guilt shot through Rodney. “Is going to Paris interfering with your show schedule?”

Teyla shook her head, a long coppery lock of hair falling to her shoulder. “No, as a matter of fact, I have booked a few gigs at some local nightclubs during my stay. But I do think some of my success is because people also know me as a famous author.”

“Another reason we can’t go public with who I really am. We don’t want to sink your career when it is just taking off. If we just keep mum for a while, we can phase out the Laura Cadman stories and you can announce you've decided to put all your attention into singing.” It was a plausible enough lie.

“That means you are making progress on the new series then?” Teyla brightened.

“Sure, sure,” Rodney said, certain Teyla could see through his prevarication. “Next year, at the latest.”

“If you are sure, you will not join me…”

“Yes, yes, I’m sure, Teyla. Not this time. Not yet.” He just needed some more time. And a brilliant idea for a new series.

“Samantha Carter will be here.”

“Now you’re just playing dirty.” Teyla knew how much he admired Carter’s work. As S.L. Carter, she’d written several hard-core military sci-fi novels heavily steeped in her own personal experience with the Air Force, and Rodney envied her skill at turning out a clever pot-boiler. She’d also written some light, witty Regencies under the name of Samantha Fraiser. It wasn’t fair. It was hard enough to be successful in one genre, let alone two.

It was also why he needed to get away from the cabin for a little while. He was becoming too insular, and his writing reflected it. He needed to expand his horizons, both literally and figuratively. But he needed a bridging step first. He couldn’t just go from living like a hermit in the Canadian wilderness, as he had been for several years, straight into The City of Lights. It was going to be tough enough to get on the plane to Maryland. He was practically agoraphobic now.

Besides, how could he explain to Teyla he was no longer content to sit on the sidelines but he saw no way to let go of the role he’d been hiding behind without killing the brand? And without the income from these silly romances, he’d be forced to move into town and go back to teaching physics at the local high school, unless he tried homesteading again. Which hadn’t turned out so well the last time.

He made one last pass around the room, checking to make sure he hadn’t forgotten anything he might need. Well, not counting the laptop that is. He’d pack that as soon as he ended the Skype session with Teyla.

“How is the new book coming?”

Rodney was glad his back was to the laptop when she’d asked. He felt his shoulders slump and he forcibly straightened them as he turned. “Good, good. Well, you know how it is at this stage of the game. It’s still a bit rough. But solid. Very solid. I just need to, um, you know, connect the dots in the middle there.”

“Uh-huh.” Teyla didn’t sound as though she believed him. Seeing as he hadn’t written a single word on the much-anticipated next installment in the Cadman series, she had every right to doubt him. He’d get it done. Somehow. He was sure that shifting to a completely different environment for a few weeks, yet one that would allow him to work in peace, would give him just the perspective he needed. A warm room, a pot of coffee, and a couple of weeks writing non-stop without interruptions, and he’d have another Laura Cadman story in the bag.

“Look, I’ll be in touch, but I’ve got to go right now or I’m going to miss my plane.” He had a long drive in front of him to get to the airport, and the weather was always iffy this time of year.

“I intend to see that you come to the next awards ceremony.” She smiled, but he knew she was serious. “In the meantime, have a lovely holiday, and get some writing done! And if you change your mind, just buy a ticket and join me.”

“I will, I promise. If I change my mind that is.” He closed the connection before Teyla could say anything else. He loved her, he really did, but sometimes it was hard talking to her. She had everything, and he had nothing. Nothing besides the writing, that is, and even that didn’t give him pleasure anymore.

What would his publisher think if he announced that not only was he the real author of the highly popular Laura Cadman series but that he utterly loathed and despised his own creation? The only way he could possibly let go of his heroine—and his fake identity—was if he had a new series to offer.

The problem was, he couldn’t think of a damn thing to write. He hadn’t written a word in months. It was starting to feel like he’d never write again. He packed up the laptop and shoved it into its travel bag.

Lugging his suitcase behind him, and with his laptop tucked under one arm, he headed for the main living area. The cabin was every author’s wet dream—wide oak beams overhead, a beautiful stone fireplace with an attractive wood stove attached and firewood neatly stacked beside it, a snug little kitchen, and windows that opened out onto a breath-taking view in all directions, especially now, with snow on the ground. He’d designed the sun room himself, with brick tiles to capture the heat and keep it toasty all day long. His only company was the occasional moose that wandered through the yard, and the howling of wolves at night.

This had been his place of refuge when he’d first arrived, and it had been child’s play to crank out the lightweight romantic suspense novels. He’d written four of them before he’d tried shopping them to an agent. The agent had told him he had potential, but that he’d never crack the romance field as a male writer.

“Best to adopt a woman’s pseud, sweetie,” she’d written in an email. “Your manuscript needs work. Find yourself a good critique group and come back in a year or two, show me what you’ve got then.”

He’d taken her words to heart, living off beans and rice while he took online writing courses and re-wrote his stories again and again. That had also been when he’d tried homesteading, and he’d almost starved to death. But he’d found a critique group that met online to discuss their stories, and he’d used his middle name to introduce himself as Meredith McKay. Two years of working on his stories night and day, he’d run across Teyla on Facebook, having initially met her at one of Jennifer’s fundraisers. The brilliant idea of having her front his stories had been born the minute he’d seen a picture of her.

After a terrific reception to his first novel featuring the plucky PI, Laura Cadman, he’d been able to keep the stories rolling out of the backlog he’d already written. They’d become more popular than he’d ever imagined, and he’d landed a tidy contract with a major publishing house. Readers couldn’t wait for the next Laura Cadman story. But that was the problem. He’d published all the stories he’d already written, feeding an insatiable audience as fast as he could, but now he was at the end of his material, and the words had just dried up.

Snow was lightly falling as he stepped out onto his porch with his luggage. The vapor of his breath plumed in the air before him as he put on his gloves and tugged his hat down over his ears. This crazy plan had to work. It had to.

***

It was raining as he pulled into the smoothly paved driveway, past the marble lions at the gate. Could you believe that? What kind of pretentious a-hole lived in a house with stone lions at the entrance, for pity’s sake? For a split second the thought of said a-hole and his family arriving at Rodney’s cabin and finding it far more rustic than they’d bargained for made him break out in a cold sweat. A sudden bark of laughter burst from him and he relaxed his death-grip on the steering wheel. Hah. Served the guy right if Rodney’s place wasn’t what he expected. His email had said he was looking to experience an ‘authentic’ Christmas in the frozen north. Too bad if he got more than he’d bargained for.

Besides, Rodney was here now. If the guy wanted to back out, he’d just have to go somewhere else. Rodney had a book to write.

But not tonight. Dear Lord, the only thing he wanted to do was get to the house, take a long hot shower to wash off the grime of travel and the grease of airport food, and fall into bed. Each subsequent airport had been more crowded and cramped, and for someone unaccustomed to much in the way of changing scenery or noise, he was on system overload. Not to mention he’d hit something called The Beltway at the height of rush hour and his nerves were shattered. Driving after dark in the rain in a strange country on a four lane highway where everyone drove as though being pursued by the hounds of hell was one of the worse experiences he’d ever had. More than once he’d been tempted to pull over and breathe heavily into a paper bag until the traffic died down, but he hadn’t been able to reach the shoulder. He’d missed his exit and gone miles out of his way too, only to leave the interstate altogether and drive off into the night on roads that twisted and curved and barely let two cars past abreast. He might need a good stiff drink when he got to the house, despite that being something he’d studiously avoided while living alone. Tonight he deserved it, just this once.

The rain came down as a fine mist, meeting the light fog rising up from the cooler ground. The windshield wipers were cranked to their highest speed, and Rodney leaned into the steering wheel, as if that would help him see better. Was he even at the right place? The GPS in the car said so, but he wasn’t sure. Everyone in the US was a gun-nut, right? Would someone shoot him if he showed up at their doorstep unannounced?

“It’ll be okay, it’ll be okay,” he told himself for the umpteenth time. It didn’t help that the guy at the car rental place tried to talk him into upgrading to an SUV over the cheap economy car with the threat of possible snow later in the week. Rodney had laughed in his face. He’d done his research—it rarely snowed significant amounts in this part of the States. However, what the guy at the desk hadn’t told him was that everyone drove SUVs in America. Between the monster Suburbans and the giant tractor-trailers, he’d been sure he was going to be killed on the drive from the airport.

But he was here now, and even if he was practically shaking from hypoglycemia—the drive had used up all his available blood sugar—he knew everything would be all right now. No, there was no way he was going out for groceries this evening. If necessary, he’d live off power bars until the morning. Nothing short of a nuclear disaster would pry him out of the house tonight. But it would be okay.

Neatly spaced trees, now stripped of leaves and clawing with naked limbs at the damp sky, lined the driveway. A rabbit scurried across his path, and he slowed, not wanted to take a chance on the wet leaves that had plastered the pavement. As he came around the final sweep of the drive up to the house, motion-sensitive lights sprang into action, illuminating the night and making the fine mist look almost like snow as it fell. The house was impressive, seriously impressive, and he felt his spirits lift as he pulled to a stop at the front door. Tomorrow he’d worry about finding the garage. Heck, if this place lived up to its photographs, and he had the feeling it would, then he had a lot of exploring to do. The owner’s email had said something about giving the staff an extended vacation, with the exception of the stable hands, which suited Rodney fine. Obviously the horses would need taking care of, and Rodney was pleased at the thought of looking at them from a nice, safe distance. Now if only there was some food at hand that he could replace in the morning…

He staggered up the front steps dragging his luggage behind him, setting everything down to dig through his carry-on bag for the copy of the key and the instructions for turning off the alarm that had been sent to him. His hand shook as he unlocked the door, and the strident warning of the alarm made his heart race as he fumbled to enter the right code. He pressed his head against the wall beside the key panel and heaved a sigh of relief when it switched off. He was in. Better yet, he was in the right place.

Bemusedly, he wandered down the long hallway, past stately rooms with immaculate furniture and tasteful decorations, into the kitchen, which looked like it could have hosted one of the Cooking Wars shows. There he found a note from the householder, inviting him to eat whatever he wanted (as it would only go to waste) and how to re-arm the alarm with him inside the house, so it would only alert if there was an intruder. Muttering to himself about the rampant paranoia of Americans, yet feeling strangely uneasy alone in the gigantic house, he hurriedly slapped some ham and cheese on some bread and wolfed it down as he went back to the alarm and re-set it. With a happy sigh, he went back to the kitchen to make himself another sandwich, this time with the fixings.

Inside the stainless steel fridge, he found not only lettuce and tomatoes in the crisper, but a wide assortment of specialty cheeses and fruit. In the bread box, a lovely crusty loaf of French bread resided, just begging him to cut off several slices and slather it with butter. He decided to go whole hog and open a bottle of wine, selecting a Merlot from the wine rack because he liked the label with leaping frog on it. While the wine breathed, he arranged cheese, fruit, and crackers on a cheese board he found.

He decided to run his luggage upstairs and pick out a bedroom before eating his snack, and boy, oh boy, did he have his choice of rooms. Obviously, the master bedroom was out. As was the room that looked like a pink bomb had gone off it in it—no doubt the little girl’s room. There was a nice bedroom overlooking what appeared to be the stables that had a strong, masculine air to it, but though it looked unused, it had an air of hushed expectancy to it, as though waiting for its rightful owner to arrive. Shaking off the thought as highly fanciful, Rodney checked out the remaining rooms, each as perfectly—and impersonally—decorated as a room in a high-end hotel. One of the ‘spare’ rooms had its own bathroom, however, and the sight of the Jacuzzi within sold Rodney.

Feeling rather sybaritic, he went downstairs for the platter of food and the wine, bringing both back to the room he’d chosen. The Jacuzzi was enormous, big enough for two, and while it filled with steaming water, he hummed to himself and choose a nice soothing bubble bath to add to the churning water. Lavender and chamomile. A nice long soak while he ate his dinner was exactly what he needed. This was going to be perfect after all. He smiled at his reflection in the mirror as he shucked off his clothing. He dug out his Kindle and slipped into the tub, pulling the tray of food within easy reach. The frothy bubbles hissed as he sank into them, and he let out a heartfelt sigh. Heaven. He was in heaven.

To his delight, a wall switch within arm’s length turned out to be for a sound system. He fiddled with the dial until he found a radio station playing Christmas music. He sank down into the bubbling water until just his toes and head were sticking out. On the radio, Bing Crosby sang a rousing rendition of “Mele Kalikimaka” (which was just another indication that the station was getting desperate for different Christmas music already), and then segued into one of many versions of “Santa Baby”, all of which he hated. Still, the sheer bliss of soaking in the tub without having to cross a snow-covered porch to get there had him humming along when “A Partridge in a Pear” tree came on.

He’d just finished belting out “five gold rings” when he opened his eyes to see the bathroom door being slowly pushed open. His jaw dropped in horror when he saw a solider dressed in desert camo standing in the entranceway, having used the barrel of a 9 mm to open the door.

He couldn’t help it. He shrieked and flung the Kindle aside, ducking down into the Jacuzzi. It didn’t take him long to realize this wasn’t a workable escape plan, and he burst up out of the water, gasping for air. Blinking soapy water out of his eyes, he grasped the wine bottle by the neck, and swung it overhead with the intent of throwing it.

To his surprise, while he’d been underwater, the solider had holstered his gun. He’d also taken off his cap to reveal a shock of black hair practically sticking up on end, and was leaning against the sink, with his arms folded across his chest. The overhead light made his eyes gleam like a cat’s, surprisingly light for his coloring. He had a two day stubble that made him look like an extra from Miami Vice. Although he no longer looked as though he planned to shoot Rodney, he gave off a dangerous vibe, just the same.

“Calm down,” the soldier said. “I’m guessing you’re not a burglar after all. Unless you’re the kind of thief who enjoys breaking into other people’s houses to take bubble baths.”

“I’m not a thief!” Rodney yelled, fear sharpening into anger. “Your first clue should have been the Ford Fiesta sitting in the driveway. A real thief would drive something more impressive, like a black Hummer or something. The second tip-off should have been the fact there was no evidence of a break-in, and the third should have been, I don’t know, perhaps my luggage sitting in the guest room?” Rage made his blood pressure go up like a rocket. “Whereas you came busting in here with a gun in your hand, so tell me, Lieutenant Soldier Man, why the hell I shouldn’t call the police right now?”

He saw that his hand holding the bottle was shaking, and he hastily set it down and oozed back down into the bubbles, sweeping them over him to cover strategic areas, all while glaring at the soldier.

“Well, I don’t know,” the solider drawled in a lazy manner that sent a little chill down Rodney’s spine, even though he was hunkered down in the steaming water. “Maybe because I’m between you and the phone. Maybe because I still have a gun and you don’t. Or maybe,” the man pushed himself off the sink and took a step closer to the tub and, pressing his fists into his hips, leaned over to speak with emphasis. “Maybe because I live here.”

“You do not!” Rodney gasped.

The man narrowed hazel eyes. “Okay, maybe not technically live here, but this is my house. I own it. And that’s Major Solider Man to you, not Lieutenant.”

“Not now you don’t,” Rodney insisted. “It’s mine for the next three weeks. We had a deal! You’re supposed to be in my cabin up north, enjoying the rustic life with the wife and kiddies. You know, a real Winter Wonderland the family can remember for years to come.” As soon as he said it, he knew something was wrong. This guy didn’t strike him as the wife and kiddies type.

An instrumental version of “Sleigh Ride” came on the radio, which seemed largely composed of jingling bells, so Rodney snapped off the switch in irritation.


“Well, now that’s interesting.” If anything, the drawl was even more exaggerated. “You must be thinking of my brother, Dave.”

“That’s right, Dave Sheppard. We swapped houses for the holidays. I signed a contract.” Rodney stabbed the air in the soldier’s direction, flinging soap as he did so.

Something in the soldier seemed to relax. In fact, if the little smirk on his face was anything to go by, he’d gone from an enraged householder to an amused one. No, that wasn’t right. This guy had never been enraged. Coolly prepared to deal with the problem, yes. Furious, no. Concerned for his safety, no. In fact, he’d been very James Bond-like about the whole thing, and Rodney didn’t really want to think about how hot that was.

“Funny, my brother forgot to mention that he’d given away my house for Christmas. It’d have been nice if he’d asked first.”

Rodney was determined not to let this guy get the better of him. He deliberately took a sip of wine and leaned back in the tub. The jets of hot water did nothing to release the tension in his spine but he was going to act as though nothing was wrong if it killed him. “Well, did you bother to let him know you were coming home for Christmas?”

Now it was the soldier’s turn to look slightly nonplussed. “No. But then again, I didn’t think I had to.”

“Well, there you are.” Rodney popped a grape in his mouth and flapped his hand dismissively in the other man’s direction. “Run along then. The house is mine for the next three weeks. Fine somewhere else to stay. I hear Aspen is nice this time of year.”

“Wait just a minute, I’m not going anywhere.” The soldier was frowning now. “I just got here.”

“Well so did I.” Rodney sniffed. “And I have a contract. Besides, why would you want to stay here? Your family is out of town and the staff is on holiday. All except for the man who does the horses, that is. So you might as well go somewhere else.”

The smirk melted into a full smile, which would have been devastatingly charming on anyone who hadn’t recently pulled a gun on Rodney. “Hell, you’ve just given me all the reasons I could want for staying.”

“What? No, you can’t stay!” Rodney sat up straight in the tub. “I have plans. Important plans. You can’t be here.”

Sheppard leaned one shoulder into the wall by the sink, crossing his booted feet at the ankles. Even his boots were camo in color, which was kind of fascinating, and Rodney would have liked to ask questions about the soldier’s deployment, under different circumstances. This guy had to have just come back from Iraq, or maybe Afghanistan. “Important plans, eh? Sounds like a big deal.”

“It is,” Rodney insisted, reminding himself he wasn’t interested in some random soldier. “They’ve been in the works for months and I don’t need you mucking them up now.”

“It’s a big house. You won’t even know I’m here.”

“What? Of course I will! You can’t be serious.”

“What’s so important about these plans that you need to be alone to do them? You planning to propose to someone?”

“No! Whatever gave you such a ridiculous idea? I’m a writer. I’ve got a deadline. I need peace and quiet in order to do so. I don’t need some Army type—”

“Air Force.” Sheppard curled his lip at the unintentional insult.

“Whatever,” Rodney waved off the difference. “The point is, I don’t need some military type coming in with your camo, and your guns, and your sticky-uppity hair—”

Sheppard straightened off the wall-lean. “My sticky-uppity hair?”

“Coming in,” Rodney ground out with determination, “and messing up my plans for finishing my novel.”

“So,” the drawl was back. “Writer’s block, eh?"

Rodney could feel his blood pressure going up to the boiling point. He knew he was turning red; surely steam was boiling out of his ears by now. “I do not have writer’s block,” he insisted.

Sheppard shrugged. “If you say so. Seems to me that you already had the perfect place to write a story without interruptions before you came here.”

“Well, that just shows what you know.” Rodney thrust his chin out belligerently. “I’m doing research.”

“Research. Huh. Is that what you’re calling it now?”

What an impossibly infuriating man. “Not at this exact moment in time, no. This,” Rodney’s hand gesture encompassed the Jacuzzi, tray of food, and his abandoned Kindle, “is about having survived something you people call the Beltway.”

An honest grin broke out on Sheppard’s face. “I hear you on that one. So, what kind of stories do you write?”

Thinking quickly, Rodney answered with a partial truth. “Sci-fi.” Well, it was what he wanted to write, at any rate.

“Cool,” Sheppard said. “Anything I might have read?”

The heat that flamed Rodney’s cheeks had nothing to do with anger or the prolonged soak in the Jacuzzi, either. “I doubt it.”

Thankfully, Sheppard seemed content to let the nature of his writing drop. Instead, he switched tactics. “What kind of research do you need to do that can’t be done with an internet search?”

“Lots of things,” Rodney said, trotting out his hobby horse, as hypocritical as that might be. “You can use Google Maps to your heart’s content, but nothing is going to give you the true feel of Monte Carlo or the words to describe San Francisco’s foodie scene unless you actually experience it.”

Sheppard raised an eyebrow. “I thought you said you wrote sci-fi? I’m pretty sure going to Mars is outside your budget.”

The film of bubbles he’d been relying on to shield his body from Sheppard’s eyes was starting to dissipate. He scooped some closer to him as he thought about the best way to respond. “Yes,” he said at last, “but going to a desert is not. Besides, that’s what imagination is for. I’m pretty sure Tolkien never met a wizard or Hobbit.” He believed in research, but he also knew imagination counted for a lot. “If I took the old adage ‘write what you know’ literally, I’d be writing boring stories about living as a hermit in the Canadian wilderness.”

“I don’t know.” A wistful note entered Sheppard’s voice. “Sounds kind of peaceful.”

Sheppard’s appreciation of his lifestyle shouldn’t have warmed him as much as it did. He probably had just been in the hot bath too long. “Well, it can be a bit…”

“Lonely?” Sheppard suggested, out of the blue.

“I was going to say boring.” Rodney spoke stiffly. “Though I find my own company sufficiently stimulating most days.”

The smirk reappeared on Sheppard’s face. “I bet you do.” Before Rodney could comment on what exactly he meant by that, Sheppard spoke again. “So this research?”

“I, er, uh, need to go to the National Air and Space Museum.” As lies went, Rodney thought that was a good one. It explained why he had to be in reasonable proximity to DC without giving away the real reason he was here.

“Cool,” Sheppard said again, sounding as though he meant it. “I love that museum. Let me know when you’re going and I’ll come with you. If you don’t mind, that is.”

Mind? Mind? Rodney scarcely knew what to say. Would he mind if this impossibly hot guy decided to tag along on his imaginary research trip to the Smithsonian? Hell, for Sheppard, Rodney would go to the museum even though he hadn’t intended on actually leaving the house, save for a grocery run. “Um, okay,” he said without thinking, only to frown and snap, “Hey, wait a minute! I thought we established you won’t be staying here.”

“No,” Sheppard said with an innocent air. “We established that this is my house and it is big enough for the two of us.”

Rodney started to protest, then clamped his lips shut. He supposed if he pushed it hard enough, Sheppard could kick him out, and then where would he be? “Fine,” he huffed, “but we’ll need to lay down some ground rules. I chose this house for a holiday swap for specific reasons, and I intend to get full value of the agreement your brother signed with me. I’ll draw up a spreadsheet for things like access to the entertainment center, kitchen, and swimming pool. That sort of thing. We’ll stay out of each other’s way.”

“Sure. Whatever.”

Rodney was reasonably certain Sheppard could turn on and off the drawl at will.

“I’ll leave you to it then,” Sheppard added, with a little half-smile that should be registered as a lethal weapon, it was just that mesmerizing. “Oh,” he added, partway out the door but catching hold of the doorframe to lean back into the room for a final word. “By the way, I have Chinese food downstairs. You’re welcome to join me.”

Rodney wiped away a thin trickle of drool from the corner of his mouth as Sheppard left, knowing it wasn’t entirely at the thought of real food waiting in the kitchen. He rubbed his face and sighed. No one was their best with their hair, what little of it remained, slicked back with water. Besides, there was no way Major MoneyBags was into guys. That was just Rodney’s self-imposed celibacy talking. Oh well, at least he had a good meal coming. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had Chinese food.

Rodney didn’t think he’d taken a long time getting dressed. Okay, sure, he’d decided to dry his hair, and had spent a little time trying to make it stand up in a metrosexual kind of way. And he’d stood for a while with a towel wrapped around his waist, while he pawed through his clothing, disappointed he hadn’t brought anything decent to wear. Warm, yes. Attractive, no. Rodney had spent the last couple of years being practical, damn it. Aside from the renovations to the cabin, he hadn’t spent much of his royalties from writing. Partly because there was little to spend them on at the cabin, and partly because he was terrified of exactly what had happened—the words drying up. Still, since he had to go out to pick up some groceries soon anyway, there was nothing wrong with doing a little clothes shopping while he was at it. It had nothing to do with Sheppard. It was just high time he updated his wardrobe, that’s all.

But apparently he’d spend longer on getting dressed than he’d thought because Sheppard had also changed clothes by the time Rodney went downstairs. Gone were the pale camos, which had done nothing for Sheppard’s Black Irish coloring. Instead, he was wearing a black cable knit sweater and jeans that fit him like a glove. He’d exchanged his Army—sorry, Air Force—boots for black biker boots, and somehow his attire suited him in a way the desert camo hadn’t. Which was ridiculous, Rodney knew.

Though not as ridiculous as wondering if Sheppard had made the effort on Rodney’s behalf. Or being glad he’d taken the time over his own outfit.

Whatever the reason, the casual look suited Sheppard very well. If nothing else, Rodney could appreciate the scenery.

He could also appreciate the smell of Chinese food when he entered the kitchen. Sheppard had produced a chilled German Riesling from somewhere, and the sweetish wine was a perfect counterpart to the eggs rolls and ma po tofu. To Rodney’s utter delight, there was General Tso’s chicken and fried dumplings too, along with several containers of won ton soup, and basic chicken with mixed vegetables as a back-up. Open containers of takeout lined the kitchen counter. Sheppard had obviously planned to live on leftovers for a few days, or else he had the metabolism of a shrew, which Rodney remembered from online research had to eat every four hours or it would die. Oh wait. That was more like him. Either way, Sheppard had plenty of food to share.

He let Rodney load his own plate, silently offering chopsticks, and smiling as if he’d expected nothing less when Rodney declined them, picking up a fork instead. Sheppard competently tackled his food with the chopsticks. Rodney stopped watching his mouth the third time Sheppard lifted food to his ridiculously full lips. Sheppard made the simple act of eating a sensual experience, and Rodney had to force himself to tear his eyes away.

Wow, it really had been a long time since he’d gotten laid.

“Um, there’s not any citrus in anything here, is there?” Rodney hesitated before taking the first bite. Neither of them saw any need to move away from the kitchen counter, seating themselves on the tall bar stools to eat where the food was handy.

“No. I’m not a big fan of lemon chicken. Why?”

“I have a serious citrus allergy. I blow up like a puffer fish and have to use an epi-pen.” Rodney had to have his prescription filled before he left Canada. It had been a long time since it had even been an issue.

Sheppard blinked at him. “Ah. Good to know.” He bit off a piece of shrimp Rangoon and chewed. “So what do I call you? You never said.”

Now it was Rodney’s turn to blink. He had to think a second before the right persona came to him—he was so used to being someone else online. “Rodney. Rodney McKay.”

Sheppard held out his hand across the counter. “John Sheppard.”

It was a nice, strong name. It was a nice, warm hand. Rodney shook it as briefly as possible and directed his attention back to his food.

“I’m don’t think I’m familiar with your work. What did you say you write again?”

“I write under a pen name,” Rodney said repressively, changing the subject. “How’d you come to have such a big place? What is it you do—when you’re not off soldiering that is?”

“Good question.” Sheppard’s voice went dark for an instant, and then he said lightly, “I recently inherited the house. It was my dad’s. He died of a heart attack about six months ago.”

“Oh.” Rodney didn’t know what to say. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

Sheppard shrugged. “We weren’t close. In fact, I have no idea why he left the place to me. My brother Dave was the one that followed in his footsteps. Dad left him the business and the other properties. I guess it amused him to leave me property-rich but no way to pay the taxes. You might say I was a bit of a disappointment.”

Sheppard’s smile was brittle now, and it made Rodney uncomfortable.

“I don’t see how you could possibly be a disappointment. You were off serving your country, regardless of whether you Americans should have started that fight or not.”

“Ten years ago, I would’ve argued with you on that point. Now I’m just sick and tired of the whole thing.”

Rodney said nothing, already wishing he’d kept his mouth shut.

“My father,” Sheppard said, raising his glass of Riesling in a mocking toast, “thought that sort of work was better left to people who didn’t have the advantages a Sheppard had.”

Rodney felt his eyebrows crawl into his hairline. “Are you saying…?”

“Yes.” Sheppard was grim. “He thought the military was for the nation’s poor. ‘A Sheppard isn’t cannon fodder’, he used to say.”

“Wow.” Rodney tried not to boggle at the coldness of the concept.

Sheppard shrugged again. “Well, let’s just say that wasn’t the only thing we didn’t see eye to eye on.”

As tempting as it was to ask what else that might be, Rodney refrained. He’d already put his foot into it once with this guy, and Sheppard was armed, after all.

“Damned if I know how I’m going to keep this place up,” Sheppard said into his wine glass. He poured himself another, topping off Rodney’s glass without asking.

“You mean seeing as you’re usually deployed somewhere else?”

Sheppard seemed to be taking a long time trapping his food with the chopsticks. “Not any more. I hit my twenty and then some. I decided to retire.” He looked up, that attractive half-smile making an appearance again. “Not sure what the hell I’m going to do now, though.”

“You’ve been in the Air Force more than twenty years? That’s not possible. What, you signed up when you were fourteen?”

Sheppard snorted. “No, eighteen.”

That had to put Sheppard closer to Rodney’s age than he’d thought. Initially, he’d have said Sheppard was in his late thirties, early forties tops. Except for the eyes. There was a weariness there that came from seeing too much. The writer in him itched to know Sheppard’s story. Aw hell, who was he kidding? Sheppard was an attractive puzzle that Rodney wanted to take apart. It had nothing to do with being a writer. “And they let you go? I thought they were desperate to keep soldiers because of there being two active fronts ongoing. What do they call it? Stop-loss or something?”

Sheppard nodded. “Yeah, and that normally would apply, but I’m sort of on someone’s shit list at the moment.” He picked up the bottle of wine and his glass. “You want to take this into the living room? It’ll be more comfortable.”

Rodney glanced around at the scattered containers and down at his plate of half-eaten food. He decided he wasn’t hungry anymore. At least, not that kind of hungry.

“Sure,” he said, picking up his glass. “Lead the way.”

***

Sheppard led the way down the long tiled corridor, lined on one side with floor-to-ceiling windows. Through the drizzling rain, Rodney could see a wavering glow coming from what he presumed was a courtyard of some sort. “What’s that?” He pointed at the light outside the glass.

Sheppard glanced over his shoulder but kept walking. “Indoor swimming pool. Heated. I’m guessing Dave left it running so you could enjoy the use of it.”

For a split second, the image of Sheppard gliding through the water sprang to mind. He should get so lucky. “Yeah, about that. How is it that your brother and his family are living in your house, and they felt comfortable enough to swap it with a complete stranger this Christmas?”

They reached the end of the corridor, and Sheppard flicked a switch inside the room, illuminating it within. Unlike what Rodney expected when he’d heard the words ‘living room’, this was more of a den/entertainment area. It still looked like something out of House Beautiful but it also looked as though people might actually use it. The lighting was warm and welcoming, coming from two end tables with lamps. The furniture was grouped to face a gas fireplace, which had an enormous flat-screen television mounted above it. Sheppard picked up a remote from the nearest table and pointed it at the hearth. Flames danced up brightly right away.

“Oh man, I could get used to this.” Rodney set down his glass on the end table and flopped into a huge leather chair that absorbed his body as though giving him a hug. “Back home, I have to cut and stack the firewood, then carry it in, then start the fire, then get up multiple times in the night to keep it going…”

“Sounds kinda nice, actually.” Sheppard took a seat on the other side of the end table, so that they both faced the fire.

“The first time? Yes. After a couple of years, no. Though I’m sure it would appeal to a gung-ho military type like yourself.” For a moment, he pictured John Sheppard expertly swinging an axe, splitting a log of firewood effortlessly. Hah. He could get used to that. too. “I should hire you to do it for me.”

“Okay. If something better doesn’t come up, that is.”

Rodney snorted.

“As for my brother and his family, well, they were living here with my dad before he died. I don’t think anyone expected my dad to go the way he did, though I guess we should have, given his lifestyle.”

“Type A personality?”

“You might say so. My dad’s idea of exercise was taking over someone’s business while teeing off on the back nine.” Sheppard stared down into his glass for a moment before speaking again. “Anyway, the last I heard from Dave he’d been looking for a new place of his own. I told him there was no hurry though.”

“So they weren’t expecting you?”

“I wasn’t expecting me.” Sheppard’s smile made Rodney uneasy. There was a lot of repressed anger in that smile. “But things happened, and I found myself being given the choice of disciplinary action or retiring with my pension intact.”

“Holy crap,” Rodney said, reaching for his wine to take a sip. “What did you do?”

“I’m not supposed to say. One of the conditions of my discharge.”

Rodney slashed his forefinger across his chest. “Cross my heart and hope to die. C’mon Major, spill.”

He noticed the wince before Sheppard said, “Please. Call me John.”

“John, then. Or how about Sheppard? Anyway, I promise not to say a word. I don’t promise not to use it at some point in a story, however. Everything is grist for the mill when you’re a writer. But I promise no one who knows you will recognize the story if they knew it before.”

Sheppard snorted. “Well, you’re honest, I’ll give you that much. That’s a rare trait these days, McKay.”

“Yes, yes, flattery will get you whatever you want, now can you tell me what happened?”

Sheppard looked up sharply at Rodney’s words, his hazel eyes gleaming gold with reflected firelight. It dawned on him maybe pushing Sheppard wasn’t such a hot idea, unless… no, Sheppard couldn’t be reacting to Rodney’s suggestion he could have whatever he wanted, now could he? No. That was ridiculous.

It occurred to Rodney he was using that word a lot lately. Before he could say anything else, however, Sheppard spoke.

“A friend of mine went down behind enemy lines. I’m a pilot. I knew I could mount a rescue operation and get a team in and out before anyone noticed. The operation would never have gotten approved, and the window of time for it to have worked was closing fast. I decided to act on my own initiative.”

“What happened?” Rodney was almost afraid to know.

The little laugh Sheppard made wasn’t a happy sound. “I got caught, that’s what. One of my team mates turned me in. Said I was going to get us all killed, or worse, in his eyes, dishonorably discharged.” He set his glass down to run a hand through his hair. “Who knows? Maybe he was right. I never got the chance to find out. Next thing I know, I’m in before my commander, with him telling me he’s tired of my being a pain in his backside all the time and I should take the offer to retire without penalty or risk losing everything.”

“Oh no.” The magnitude of betrayal blew Rodney away. “That sucks. That sucks balls.” Would he have gone along with Sheppard’s crazy scheme to rescue a buddy? Rodney liked to think he would have but he doubted it. Of course, he wouldn’t be in the military in the first place, toting a gun and putting himself in harm’s way for a bogus war. For something that mattered, however… yeah, that was different. “Even if I didn’t have the balls to go along with your plan, I wouldn’t have ratted on you. What about your friend? Was he rescued?”

Sheppard had slouched down in his chair, and was staring at the fire. “Yeah. But not right away. He was pretty badly injured. If I’d been able to rescue him, he might have gotten the medical attention he needed in time to save his arm.”

“Oh wow.” Rodney didn’t know what to say. His problems seemed woefully minor in comparison.

“So,” the drawl was back. “What’s your story?”

“Me?” Rodney cleared his throat. “I don’t have one.”

“Come on, McKay. Everyone has a story.”

“Not me.” Rodney was emphatic. “World’s most boring man. I’m here to enjoy my holiday while also working to finish a novel. Like you said, it’s a big house, so I don’t imagine we’ll get in each other’s way. I’ll post the spreadsheet on the fridge. I can tell you right now, I’m mostly a night owl.”

“Cool.” Sheppard accepted the change of subject to Rodney’s immense relief. “You can put me down for the pool in the mornings, if I don’t go running instead. What about the stables?”

“What about them?”

“Well, are you planning to ride?”

“Me? Ride? As on a horse?”

Sheppard gave that soft little snort again. “You needn’t sound so shocked. If you’re interested, I’m sure there’s one quiet enough for you to try.”

“I’ve never been on a horse in my life and I don’t see why that should change now,” Rodney said.

Sheppard frowned at that, and darn it, Rodney hated the thought that he’d disappointed him somehow.

“Then why choose this place for your house swap? Was it just the proximity to the Smithsonian?”

“What? No, no, not exactly. My main character rides horses, see. So I thought I should learn a little about them up close and personal.”

“Your main character in a sci-fi story rides horses?” It was obvious Sheppard wasn’t entirely buying his story.

Rodney choked on his wine, setting it down with a thump, almost spilling it as a result. He’d forgotten that he was supposed to be a sci-fi author. The next installment of the Laura Cadman series was supposed to take place in the high stakes world of horse-racing. Which had nothing to do with his dead-in-the-water sci-fi story. He had to come up with something, if only to wipe the smirk off Sheppard’s face. “Yes, yes, well, a lot of the colonized worlds took with them flash-frozen horse embryos, and then implanted them in local herbivores to raise the colts. Many of the planets in my universe rely on horses as part of the ground transportation. In fact,” Rodney warmed to his lie, “my main character is going to have to rely on his superior horsemanship skills to survive a kind of deadly game that’s all done on horseback. All while other people are hunting him.”

“Foals. Baby horses of either sex are called foals until they are weaned. A colt is a male, uncastrated horse under five years of age.” Sheppard tossed out the facts easily, adding, “So your character is in a gymkhana, only playing for keeps.”

“A what?” Rodney sat up alertly. He pulled a pen out of his pocket. “Spell that.”

Lacking paper, he scrawled the word onto the palm of his hand as Sheppard spelled it out. “Gymkhana,” Rodney said with satisfaction. “Thanks. I like little details like that. Lends authenticity to the story.”

Sheppard seemed amused. “What would lend more authenticity to your story would be if you ever actually sat on a horse. Why don’t you meet me at the stables tomorrow—say around 9 am? I’ll give you the grand tour, and you can decide if you want to try riding a horse or not.”

Rodney opened his mouth to decline. He had other things he needed to do more than waste time hanging around the barn with Sheppard, ostensibly collecting background material on a story he had no desire to write and probably would never be applicable anyway. But for some strange reason, when he spoke, words of acceptance came out of his lips.

“Cool,” Sheppard said. “Be sure to wear some old clothes. I’ll find some breeches and boots for you.”

This time, the image of Sheppard in standard Regency wear sprang to mind, with a burgundy brocaded jacket and some sort of white, fluffy cravat, over black tall boots and cream colored, close-fitting Unmentionables that left nothing to the imagination. He blinked, and cleared his throat.

“You okay?” Sheppard asked.

“Sure, sure.” Rodney said, though the tickle in his throat worried him a bit. “I might be coming down with something, that’s all. Say, that friend of yours, the one you tried to rescue. Do you ever see him?”

“No.” Something in Sheppard’s tone said the subject was closed, but Rodney couldn’t help pushing just a bit.

“Why not? I mean, it has to feel good, knowing someone would go to such lengths to rescue you. Right?”

“Because I didn’t rescue him.” Sheppard said, and this time, even Rodney could read the No Trespassing signs.

“Well, okay then.” Rodney drummed his fingers on the arm rests of his chair, only to snap them sharply when he thought of a less contentious topic. “So. Civil War. Are you Team Stark or Team Rogers?”

The slow smile that spread across Sheppard’s face delighted Rodney. En garde.

***

“McKay. You gonna get up or what?”

Rodney had a moment of extreme disorientation as he tried to recall where he was and how the guy with the sexy drawl happened to be standing at the door to his room. It came to him all at once: the decision to leave the cabin, the intense drive from the airport, and meeting the owner of the house, who turned out to be a Captain America freak when everyone knew that Iron Man was the coolest superhero. The next thought that entered his mind was how much wine had he drunk the night before? Only then did he realize the worst.

“If you’d rather not go to the barn, I understand,” Sheppard was saying in that oh-so-causal manner that meant this was really kind of a big deal to him.

“It’s not that,” Rodney croaked, wincing at his sore throat. “I’m sick.”

“Holy shit, you weren’t joking when you said you were coming down with something. You okay? You sound terrible.” Concern was written clearly on Sheppard’s face as he stepped closer to Rodney’s bed. Damn if he wasn’t wearing cream-colored breeches and tall boots too. No burgundy jacket, however.

“I don’t own a burgundy jacket. Are you sure you’re okay? You’re not making much sense.”

“I can’t be sick,” Rodney groaned. He hadn’t meant to say anything about the Regency clothing out loud. “No, no, no. This isn’t fair. I never get sick! The one time I leave cabin in years and I catch a cold? This so so not fair.” He shivered and hunkered down under the blankets. “It’s freezing in here. Can you turn up the heat or something?”

Sheppard placed the back of his hand on Rodney’s brow. “Jeezus, McKay. You’re burning up. Wait here. I’m going to get a thermometer.”

He must have dozed off again because he started when Sheppard touched him on the shoulder. “Here. Put this in your mouth.”

Rodney opened his mouth obediently, and closed his lips around the digital thermometer, thinking surely there had to be a sexual innuendo in there somewhere if he could only think of it.

Sheppard snorted suddenly, making Rodney look up at him. “What?”

“Do you always say whatever is on your mind when you’re running a fever?” Sheppard’s smile made him feel safe in a way that he hadn’t felt in a long time. Fortunately, the beeping of the thermometer kept him from having to answer. “102 degrees. That’s pretty hot, McKay.”

“It sounds horrendous. What’s that in Celsius?”

“Haven’t the foggiest.” Sheppard thought for a moment, and then said, “Thirty eight point eight.”

“You did the conversion in your head?”

“Sure, simple math, right? The degrees in Fahrenheit minus 32 times 5 divided by 9. Piece of cake. Come on, I’m taking you to the doctor. I can’t have you dying on me or anything.”

“No thanks.” Rodney pulled the blankets up around his chin. “No offense, but I don’t have the highest opinion of your health care system. I don’t want to get a bill for ten thousand dollars for a simple office call.”

“It’s not going to cost ten K, McKay.” Sheppard flipped the blankets down. “Come on, get dressed. The sooner we get you checked out, the sooner you can go back to bed.”

“Aren’t you afraid you’ll catch whatever it is?” Rodney heaved himself out of bed, not even caring he was just wearing his boxers in front of Sheppard. He reached for his jeans and tugged them on.

“Not particularly. I’m tougher than I look.” Sheppard just smirked as he handed Rodney his shirt, and then with a little frown, his sweater. Rodney pulled it on over his head, totally and completely miserable. He was pathetic, that’s what he was. Just when he needed to be sharply focused, he had to go and get sick. He couldn’t even enjoy the eye-candy that was Sheppard at the moment.

“Come on,” Sheppard said, guiding him toward the door. “And seriously, eye-candy?”

“I’m sick,” Rodney reminded him.

“Yes, yes you are.”

***

Three of the longest hours in his life later, Rodney was back in bed. Sheppard had taken him to see a family friend, a doctor with a strong Scottish accent named Carson Beckett. Rodney had been suspicious of his qualifications, though he didn’t recall saying anything about sheep out loud, he must have done so, either that or Sheppard always paid for doctor’s visits with the promise of 100-year-old Scotch malt. It had been determined that Rodney didn’t have strep throat, that he probably had the flu, though Beckett discounted the possibility of Rodney having caught it on the plane as the incubation time was too short. The stress of travel however, combined with recent exposure in the past…

Rodney pictured all the arrangements he’d made to come on this trip, including going into town, and he wanted to bang his head on the nearest wall. After making a stop on the way home to fill his prescription for Tamiflu and to pick up some Nyquil, he was finally allowed to crawl back into bed.

Sheppard awakened him at regular intervals. “Just to make sure you haven’t died on me,” he’d said in that joking manner of his, handing Rodney a cold soda to sip. Something about the level of concern made Rodney wonder who else Sheppard might have lost in his past. Another military buddy, perhaps?

Around dinner time, Rodney made his way downstairs, trailing a blanket behind him. He curled up in the deep leather chair in the entertainment room, keying up the first Iron Man movie. The opening credits rolled by while he half-dozed, half shivered.

Sheppard appeared at the door bearing a tray. “I thought you might want some soup.”

Rodney knew he was blinking at Sheppard like an idiot, but seriously, when he looked up and saw Sheppard standing there with a steaming bowl of soup, his eyes watered. It was the nicest thing anyone had done for him in a long time. He sniffed the aroma of chicken noodle soup appreciatively. “Thanks.” He sat up so he could accept the tray, and paused the movie.

“You know what’s the worst part of being sick?” Rodney asked, as he lifted his spoonful of soup and blew on it. “Being sick and alone. I’m always afraid I’ll die and no one will find my body for weeks. It will be mummified or something, and they’ll have to call in a forensic anthropologist to determine how I died.”

“Like Bones,” Sheppard agreed.

“Exactly,” Rodney said. “Although not Booth. It would be outside his jurisdiction, and besides, he’s a total douche.”

Sheppard arched an eyebrow. “He’s not a douche. He’s a product of his environment.”

“Oh, let me guess. You like him because you can identify with the whole sniper-Ranger backstory.”

“Hey, he gets Bones. Not everyone would put up with her arrogance and anti-social behavior, no matter how pretty or smart she is.”

“You have to admit, that time he shot the clown was pretty stupid.”

Sheppard made a face like he’d bitten into something sour. “I’d have done the same. I hate clowns.”

Rodney rolled his eyes.

“Anyway, he married Bones and they had a kid together, so he must---”

“What? Are you kidding me? I didn’t know that. When did that happen? I’m only up to season six on Netflix.” Rodney was affronted. He should have seen that coming.

“Oh. Then you don’t know about…”

“Know about what?” Rodney squinted at him. “Somebody dies, don’t they? They always start killing off secondary characters when a show has been on that long so they can rake in the ratings. Ohmygod, Angela doesn’t die in childbirth, does she?”

“Uh, no. Well, I don’t think so. I’m pretty far behind myself. I didn’t exactly have cable TV in Afghanistan. Sorry about the spoilers though. What about Doctor Who? Which doctor are you on?”

“Tennant. Though his time is drawing to a close. I think I only have two Tennant eps left. The Water of Mars is next up, I think.”

“Oh man, that’s a really scary episode. Intense. You shouldn’t watch it alone.”

Rodney gaped at him.

“I’m just saying…” Sheppard shrugged.

Rodney tossed him the remote. “Queue it up,” he said.

Sheppard just grinned.

***

By the third day of being sick, Rodney felt as though he might live after all. His fever was gone, and the aches and pains he experienced were more as a result of sleeping in weird positions because of the congestion in his head. The sore throat was better too, though if he coughed, it felt as though he might blow a hole in his cranium.

The best part was that he woke up with an idea of how to solve the problems with his sci-fi story. Fortifying himself with a pot of coffee, he ensconced himself in the entertainment room and began a new outline. If the hero bore some slight resemblance to a drawling Major with sticky-uppitedy hair, well, no one would be the wiser, right?

Sheppard checked in on him once, but Rodney had only grunted and waved him away. It was well-past noon when a coughing fit made him get up out of his chair and seek out more medication, weaving his way through the balled up Kleenex that had somehow missed the trash can beside his chair.

The house was quiet, the sort of stillness that denotes emptiness. Food still didn’t have much appeal, so Rodney found himself exploring the rest of the house, since he hadn’t had the chance before. The rooms were pretty much as he’d expected, more of the same exquisite taste in furnishings that made it nearly impossible to believe a small child lived in the same building. Or maybe that’s just what having staff did for you. It was still kind of sad, either way. He hoped that Sheppard’s niece was having a blast up in his cabin—as long as she didn’t break anything.

It made him think of his own niece, and how he’d intended to get out Christmas cards this year for a change. He didn’t know what the US mail was like but hopefully, he still had time. He’d have to sit down today and address the cards he’d brought with him, though.

He found the house depressing in all of its glorious perfection. There was even a Christmas tree up in one of the front rooms facing the driveway, positioned so that it must be visible to anyone pulling up to the house. Rodney hadn’t noticed it the night he arrived. It must not have been lit then. The tree was perfect. Not a homemade ornament in sight, and the decorations were arranged with an almost mathematical balance. What kind of family decorates for the holidays when they aren’t even going to be there? Like everything else, it must have been window-dressing for his stay.

He had a sudden, stark realization that Sheppard had grown up in this same house, with the same restrictions, no doubt. What had Sheppard said about Agent Booth? That he was a product of his environment. Rodney shuddered, and this time it wasn’t because of his illness. He thought about his own upbringing. His family had been a noisy one, always arguing their points at the top of their lungs. A brilliant family full of brilliant minds, Rodney had decided to go as far as possible in the opposite direction when two incidents happened at the same time: he’d gotten arrested for making a non-working nuclear warhead for his sixth grade science fair, and his piano teacher told him he was technically outstanding at the piano and should consider a career as a concert pianist.

He’d put hundreds of hours into practicing the piano, able to finally drown out his family in the beauty of the music. When he’d outgrown his original instructor, he’d applied to Julliard and been accepted. It was there he discovered that technical brilliance alone was insufficient to make a career as a concert pianist—he had to have the heart to interpret the music as well.

After that, he’d dabbled in acting, trying to find a means of justifying staying at the school, but eventually, he dropped out. It was simply too expensive to live in New York when all he could get were bit parts in small shows. He was comfortable with words, however, and the stories always seemed to come to him. He wrote continuations of his favorite books and television shows, never realizing there was even a thing called ‘fanfiction.’ He’d tried to put it behind him, telling himself it was a stupid waste of time and he’d never get published. That’s why he’d gotten his teaching certificate, so he could put his interests in science and math to good use.

But that hadn’t been good enough for his parents, had it? Nor Jennifer, either. His sister, Jeannie, had become a professor at MIT, married and provided his parents with a grandchild, too. His mother, remarried and living in California, always went on a cruise at Christmas. His dad preferred Vale. But Jeannie was only seven or eight hours away by car at the moment. Less if he flew. He could zip up there to see her and her family, and it wouldn’t take too much time out of his schedule…

No. He’d already lost too much time being ill. He could visit Jeannie some other time. Besides, what could they talk about other than his refusal to go into the sciences, to put his brains to better use than teaching high school physics classes? There was no way he could tell his family he was writing romances. Jennifer’s reaction to his expressed desire to write had shown him exactly how his family would have reacted. He could still clearly hear her words to him.

“It’s all very well and good to have a hobby, Rodney. In fact, I think it’s a good thing you have a hobby. But if you think I’m going to support you while you play around at being a writer, I’m afraid you’re sadly mistaken. You know, if you just went back for your PhD, I’m sure you could get a professorship somewhere, like your sister.”

Right now, Jennifer was probably organizing some massive fundraiser for Doctors Without Borders or some such noble organization. She’d sent him a post card from Nigeria several years ago, that had a picture of her dressed to the nines at a black tie affair on one half of the card and her honey-blonde hair pulled back in a sloppy ponytail while she wore khakis in a field hospital on the other. Her smile had been the same in both photos: delighted with her existence.

For the first time, Rodney realized he would have been miserable in both worlds. Oh sure, he would have seen a lot more of the world, but only as Jennifer’s appendage, and never for himself.

Yeah, maybe it was best he didn’t try to see Jeannie and her family this year.

Eventually, the sterility and silence of the house palled. Cautiously, he opened the back door to the kitchen and stuck his head outside. It was unbelievably, unseasonably warm. He didn’t even need a jacket. Behind the house lay the huge garage, and beyond that, the stables. After hastily stuffing his pockets with paper towels, in case he needed to blow his nose, Rodney ventured out, closing the door behind him.

A large thermometer mounted on the side of the barn showed the temperature in Fahrenheit and Celsius. Rodney couldn’t believe his eyes. Twenty degrees C? In December? He knew the East Coast had been experiencing unusually warm temps due to the current El Nino, but this was ridiculous. A small part of him felt cheated that the weather wasn’t more Christmas-like, but the rest of him was delighted. He wandered through the huge open double doors at the end of the barn, pausing at the relative gloom within until his eyes adjusted.

The barn was stretched out in front of him in a long aisle-way. He took note of the rubber matting and the dusting of sawdust covering the walkway, and the rows of stalls facing the aisle. As he went deeper into the barn, he passed a small office cluttered with papers—they were pinned to the wall, on the calendar hanging above the desk, mounted as sticky notes to the clunky, oversized monitor paired with an antiquated desktop computer. File cabinets brimming with papers filled the remainder of the space. Another open door revealed racks of gleaming tack, bridles and saddles glowing with oil and polish, hanging up with nameplates to identify them. The remainder of the aisle was taken up with stalls—they faced each other across the walk way. Most of them were empty, but a few held quiet occupants who barely looked up from their hay as he walked past. Fascinated with the massive creatures, he paused at one stall, taking hold of the iron railings in his hands to peer within. A horse whose coat was as shiny as a new copper penny looked up from its pile of hay, and made a funny sort of huffing, blowing out its breath in a huh-huh-huh of sound. It moved amiably over to take a closer look, lips as soft as velvet and surprisingly nimble as it checked Rodney’s fingers. He hastily withdrew them; he’d heard horses bite. No doubt the horse was looking for treats.

Halfway down the aisle, there was a double gate that opened onto a dirt arena. From there, Rodney could see a gate on the far side of the arena, and more stalls beyond. This was more than just a backyard hobby. This was a major investment. Curious as to the makeup of the footing in the arena, Rodney knelt down and took a pinch between his fingers. It felt like sand, but it clumped together in an unusual manner, and held together as though moist, when it didn’t feel that way.

“May I help you?”

Rodney jumped and released the sand, hastily wiping his hands on his shirt. The man who’d spoken behind him was standing partially in shadow, but his lean silhouette and slight drawl could have been Sheppard’s. “Um, no. I mean, yes. I mean, I’m Rodney McKay. I’m staying up at the house.”

“Oh, Hot Shot’s friend.” The man stepped forward, a small heeler bitch at his calf. “He’ll be along in a minute.”

“Um, yes?” Rodney wasn’t sure what confused him more, the fact that he wasn’t entirely sure who Hot Shot was, though it had to be Sheppard, or the possibility of being mistaken for Sheppard’s friend when he wasn’t. He felt like a fraud. “Although technically, I’m—”

The man pushed his ball cap back to scratch at the side of his head, revealing reddish-gray hair. “You’re the guy staying up at the house, right? The one who got sick.”

“Yes.” Rodney nodded several times.

“Right then. John’s friend. Glad to meet you. I’m Jim Banks.” He held out a hand and Rodney leapt forward to shake it, afraid the offer might magically disappear if he didn’t seize the advantage. “I’m the trainer here.” Banks indicated the arena. “John’s bringing around a young horse to put through the jump chute. Come with me and you can watch him school from the bleachers.”

Banks opened the paneled gate to the arena, closing it behind Rodney and the little heeler as they came through. They walked across the deep, soft footing until the came to a stand of risers, facing the arena. Jim led the way into the stands, the little dog never leaving his side. On the side of the arena they’d come in on, a series of mirrors were mounted at rider height, no doubt so people could observe their position as they rode. Along the opposite wall ran a series of jumps positioned with poles and standards so that they formed a long chute. Rodney could tell once a horse entered it, the best course of action would be to keep going in the same direction.

Jim took a seat on the bleachers, the dog bunching in at his feet. He caressed its ears softly as Rodney sat down. “John tells me you don’t know anything about horses.”

“No,” Rodney said, “but I want to learn. What is this stuff on the ground here? It can’t just be sand.”

A small smile, one that looked remarkably like Sheppard’s, crossed Banks’s weathered face. “It’s not. It’s waxed sand. It holds the moisture better and raises less dust. See those sprinklers overhead? Well, before we changed footing, we had to water the arena every day for at least twenty to thirty minutes, which caused problems with icing in the winter.”

Rodney nodded, taking it all in, knowing he would use it at some point, even if not for the next Laura Cadman story. “What’s the purpose of that chute there? You mentioned jumping. It looks dangerous. What if the horse decides not to go?” It looked like the poles would go flying if the horse decided to erupt out of the side instead of going forward over the low jumps.

Banks nodded slowly. “Well, John won’t be on the horse this time. This exercise is about teaching the horse to find his own rhythm and pacing without a rider to throw him off balance at first. As a matter of fact, I’m going to head over and lay the poles flat on the ground. Initially, John will send Steele through with no jumps at all, and then I’ll gradually raise them. The distance between poles is very precise. It’s meant to teach the horse how to collect himself and put himself in the right spot to make the best jump. Later, we’ll add a rider.”

He dusted his hands on his breeches and walked down the bleachers, the little dog glued to his side. Rodney watched as he dropped the poles, feeling bad that he hadn’t offered to help, but after all, he was still recovering. Jim was heading back in his direction when the gates opened and John led a beautiful gray horse into the arena. They made a striking pair. The horse was pewter-colored, with darker swirls of color in its coat and a black mane and tail. Black stockings ran up all for legs, and even its ears were tipped in black. Sheppard wore a black turtleneck and fawn breeches, and his black tall boots. He led the horse by its bridle, having done something to the reins to fix them in such a way that they wouldn’t come over the horse’s head and he couldn’t step on them either. He carried a long whip-- like something an old-time coachman would use—a stiff piece at least eight feet long with a thin snakelike tail. The saddle was missing stirrups; presumably because they would only bang around on the horse’s sides.

Rodney raised a tentative hand at Sheppard, who grinned at gave him a thumbs up. The horse, however, seemed to take objection to the sight of Rodney in the stands, and tossed his head up with a snort.

“I should go,” Rodney said as Banks rejoined him.

“Nonsense.” Banks dismissed his concerns. “Can’t keep ‘em wrapped in cotton wool. Good for him to see something different and have to get over it. You stay right there.”

There was something very commanding about Banks, so Rodney did as he was told.

What followed next was a thirty or forty minute dance while Sheppard persuaded the young horse to settle down and do what he was told, which was to circle the arena and stay out on the far edges, going down the empty shoot each time. Once the horse had blown the stink out of his system and was becoming slightly bored with the whole thing, Banks and Sheppard both began raising the poles. Small at first, and just a simple ‘x’. The horse nearly stopped, threatening to turn sideways and back out when he saw the new obstacle in the chute, but Sheppard cracked the whip and encouraged him forward. The horse jumped it as though it were four feet high, causing Rodney to gasp.

Again and again they went round and round, and this time, it wasn’t just the horse that was getting bored. Sheppard worked the horse until he was patently tired of the process, and then raised the stakes. Once there were multiple obstacles in the chute, the horse made some clumsy mistakes, knocking into rails and almost taking the chute down.

“You watch now, he’ll do better next time.” Banks said.

He was right. The next time around, the horse seemed to pace himself better, not jumping as big or as far over the first obstacle and meeting the second set of poles at a better distance. It was like practicing scales over and over again so when it came time for the actual performance, the body did what the mind told it to do without thinking.

When they were done, Sheppard led the sweating horse back toward the gates they’d entered.

“John will need to cool him off. Come with me, you can talk to him while he does that.”

“He’s really good with the horses, isn’t he?” Rodney asked, as Banks led him along the bleachers and to a small door that opened into another room.

Rodney stopped dead in the center of the room, struck by the wall of trophies and ribbons. He turned in a half-circle, taking in the framed photographs glowing with small spotlights, and the gleam of silver and gold medallions and cups. Nearly every picture featured Sheppard and a different horse, though quite a few showed the same mahogany-brown mare. Sheppard couldn’t have been more than fifteen or sixteen in most of the pictures. His name was on most of the awards.

“He was very good,” Banks said. “Good enough to go to the Olympics. But he went into the military instead.”

“Oh wow,” Rodney breathed, walking past a trophy case. He could see his own reflection in the glass, appearing like a ghost behind purple, blue, and gold ribbons.

“It’ll be a shame to see this all go,” Banks said matter-of-factly, as he reached the far door and held it open for Rodney to join him.

“Go? Why would it go? It would be criminal to lose all this.” Rodney was aghast. It would be like selling his property in Canada to developers.

Banks shrugged. “John says he can’t afford to keep it up.”

Two things struck Rodney at this point. One, that is was very odd that a man he’d just met was sharing such personal information about such a private person as Sheppard. The second was the real reason Sheppard’s dad left him the property.

“Why can Sheppard run it as a sport horse business? He’s looking for something to do, right? Why can’t he pick up where he left off?”

A sly smile moved so swiftly over Bank’s face that had Rodney not been staring at him, he’d have missed it. “He says he’s too old to start over as a competitive rider.”

“He’s probably right there, though I suspect if he showed up at the local events with these horses, people would be clamoring for more of the same. But what about breeding and training? Getting backers, that kind of thing?”

Banks pointed down the aisle, where Sheppard was leading the grey horse out of the barn, presumably to walk him until he was cool enough to put up.

“Why don’t you tell him that?” Banks said, closing the door behind Rodney and leaving him alone in the aisle.

Sneaky bugger.

***

Rodney McKay was a determined man when it came to trying to make someone else see his point of view. Especially when he was right.

Sheppard was proving to be a stubborn man, however.

The first half dozen or so times Rodney had tried to persuade him to make a go of running the stable as a business, Sheppard had been polite in shutting him down. “It won’t work, McKay. Do you know how much money it costs to keep a place going like this? In taxes, in grounds upkeep, the cost of feed, sawdust for the stalls, a winter’s worth of hay? Hell, that doesn’t even count farrier and vet bills, or cost of taking a single horse to a registered event. It’s a nice idea, but it won’t work.”

After the sixth or seventh time, however, Sheppard began to get surly. Rodney decided he had to take another approach, but hadn’t yet figured out what would be the best way of going about it.The flu symptoms took their time going away. He’d kept a low-grade fever for a few days, and then developed a God-awful cough, but by the end of the week, he was finally feeling human again. Every night, he’d drift off to sleep with his head teeming with ideas for his sci-fi story, only to reject them all on awakening. But at least he was having ideas again.

A week to the day of his arrival, he bounced down the stairs, drawn by the smell of frying bacon and fresh coffee.

“There is nothing on earth better than this,” Rodney said, standing at the kitchen door and waving armfuls of heavenly scent in the direction of his nose.

“Good morning to you, too.” Sheppard didn’t look up from where he was stirring scrambled eggs on the stove. For once, he wasn’t dressed to go to the stables. He was wearing a blue oxford cloth button down shirt and a pair of black pants, along with dress shoes.

Rodney was immediately suspicious. “What’s up?” he asked, accepting a plateful of eggs and bacon as due course, and snagging a slice of bread from the toaster. He came back for a mug of coffee and some silverware before seating himself at the counter.

“I’ve got a meeting with someone this morning.” Despite having loaded his own plate with food, when Sheppard took his seat across from Rodney, he stared out the window toward the stables, cradling his coffee.

“Oh?” Rodney slathered butter on his toast and took a healthy bite, still chewing as he asked, “Is it a job interview or something?”Sheppard’s smile was wry. “You might say so.” He took a business card out of his pocket and pushed it across the counter at Rodney.

Wiping his hands on his shirt, Rodney picked up the card. “Acastus Kolya, property development. Property development?” His voice rose in pitch when he repeated the phrase. “You can’t be serious! You’d turn this—all this—into a subdivision?” He waved his arm toward the window, where Jim could be seen leading a yearling out to one of the paddocks.

Sheppard frowned. “It’s not like I have a choice, McKay. I’m going to have to sell no matter what. It took everything I’ve got to make tax payment which was due at the beginning of this month. I haven’t been able to find a buyer who’d keep it as working stable, so this is my next best option.”

“You can’t sell this place to someone with a name like a Russian mobster,” Rodney insisted. “He’ll plow the whole place under, and put up grotesque mansions on postage stamp sized lots, with nary a tree in site. There’ll be bare, open lawns where there used to be thickets, streams, and riding trails. Is that what you want?”

Sheppard set his coffee down with a thump. “I didn’t take you for a tree-hugger.”“I’m not a tree-hugger, but I’m morally opposed to the irony of running off all the wildlife on fifty acres and naming roads after the various species that are no longer there.”

“Two hundred acres. Do you realize how much prime real estate like that is worth in Maryland right now?”

Rodney didn’t, but he was going to find out. He was the king of research, after all. “Is that what this is about? You want to be a millionaire? When the land is gone, it’s gone. They aren’t making any more, in case you haven’t noticed. Don’t you think we have enough subdivisions in the world?”

“Look, I appreciate your interest, McKay, but it’s really none of your business.” Sheppard’s tone was silky in its politeness, sending a shiver down Rodney’s spine, and not in a good way.

“What about Jim? What about Steele?” Over the last couple of days, Rodney had discovered that the colt was a dapple grey, and that his coat would lighten with age. Just coming up on five years of age, he was an offspring of the big bay mare that had been in all the pictures with Sheppard in the trophy room. He’d also seen how good Sheppard was with the young horse, and recognized how important he was to Sheppard. “What will happen to them?”

“I don’t know,” Sheppard snapped, running a hand through his already disheveled hair. “I haven’t thought that far ahead. Look, nothing’s set in stone, okay? I’m just talking to the guy.”

Rodney thought furiously. There were some things he needed to check first, so if he could just stall for time… “Promise me you won’t make any decisions today. That you’ll give it at least a week before you decide.”

Sheppard shook his head. “Kolya might not wait that long. You know how these guys operate. They move fast or they move on.”

“If he’s in that big a hurry then there’s something fishy with his whole operation,” Rodney said. “Seriously, it’s nothing more than the hard sell when you go to buy a car. Don’t give into it. If he makes you an offer, tell him you need at least a week to think it over. That you have to talk with your brother, who’s on vacation. Lie. I don’t care. Just promise me that much.”

Something about the request seemed to restore Sheppard’s quirky sense of humor because he twitched one eyebrow upward and asked, “What’s in it for me?"

Rodney tipped his head to one side and slumped his shoulders. “Really? You have to ask? As in besides maybe not throwing everything here away? Okay, how about I agree to that riding lesson you’ve been bugging me about?”

Sheppard got up, taking his plate to the trash and dumping it without having taken a bite. “You don’t have to do that. I realize it’s not for everyone. And I know you’ve been sick. I don’t want to push you into doing something—”

“It’s not pushing and I want to do it. Well, only if you promise me you’ll wait a week before giving Kolya any kind of answer. Deal?”

“Deal.”

“Pinky swear?”

“Grow up, McKay.”

Rodney had to be satisfied with that.

***

Once Sheppard had sequestered himself in the study (a pretentious room if Rodney had ever seen one, the kind of place where a butler should appear bearing cigars and port) with Kolya, Rodney had gone out to the stables to have a little chat with Banks. He’d come back to do a little research online, not the least of which was to find out everything he could about Acastus Kolya. What he was able to discover made him uneasy.

Because he wanted to be around when Sheppard got done with his meeting, Rodney brought his address book and the box of Christmas cards he’d bought this year, featuring a sleepy kitten wearing a Santa hat, down to the kitchen and seated himself at the counter. It didn’t take him long to address the few cards he wanted to get out this year, which was a little sad, but at least that task was done. After that, he put together the information he’d gathered into spreadsheets with projected goals that had to be met in order to keep the property afloat. When Sheppard came back with Kolya’s proposal, Rodney intended to have a counter-offer at hand.

The sound of an engine starting up behind the house made Rodney sneak a peek out of the window. He wasn’t surprised to see Sheppard and Kolya puttering off in a little Gator to take a tour of the property, no doubt. Rodney felt a malicious smile curve over his face. The Gator was a noisy contraption used primarily to haul hay around to the paddocks near the barn, and while it was a sturdy vehicle capable of going off-road, so to speak, it was also like riding on an old metal roller skate. Had that been a deliberate choice on Sheppard’s part or an unconscious one? Either way, it served Kolya right if he had to hang onto the edges with both hands to keep from falling out.

Meanwhile, the problem of the sci-fi novel beckoned…

Rodney looked up with a start when Sheppard came in through the kitchen door. He glanced at his watch, and then at Sheppard’s face. His expression was tight around the eyes, and he said nothing as he headed straight for the refrigerator and took out a soda. He popped the lid, and stood sipping from the can as he read Rodney’s posted schedule on the fridge door.

“You’ve left yourself off the schedule for Thursday, Dec 17th,” Sheppard said.

“Well, d’uh.” Rodney was nothing if not eloquent. “Opening day for Star Wars, you idiot.”

“Yeah, but you put me on the schedule. I’m hurt, seriously hurt, that you didn’t think to include me for the movie.” Sheppard placed a hand over his heart and looked suitably wounded.

Rodney gaped at him. “But I didn’t—I mean, I thought surely—I didn’t want to presume… I thought, you know, that you’d want to go with your friends or something.”

“I just got back from my second deployment in Afghanistan, McKay. I don’t have friends. Not locally, at any rate.”

“Oh.” Now it was Rodney’s turn to be wounded, only he wasn’t pretending. “So I’m just better than no one, eh?”

Sheppard came over to the counter and took a seat opposite Rodney. “Don’t be an ass. We’ve been watching shows and movies every night since you got here. I thought you’d want to go see Star Wars together?”

“Well, of course I do.” Was this a date? No, this couldn’t possibly be a date. This was just Sheppard not wanting to go see a movie by himself, something that Rodney was perfectly comfortable doing, only it would be more fun not to.

“Fine. Problem solved.”

“Fine.” Rodney huffed just a little.

“Cool.” Sheppard gave that weird little half-smile, the one that was so damn sexy Rodney would bet good money he’d practiced it every morning in the mirror when he was a teen until it just became second nature.

“So, whatcha working on?” Sheppard picked up the top Christmas card on the stack and asked, “Who’s Jeannie Miller?”

Rodney sighed. “My extremely successful younger sister, who’s a professor at MIT. Married, one kid, a bratlet named Madison.”

“How come you’re not spending Christmas with them?” Sheppard dropped the card back on the stack and took another swig from his soda.

“Did you miss the part where I said extremely successful younger sister with the perfect family? I notice you’re not spending Christmas with your family.”

“Well, not for lack of trying,” Sheppard drawled. He reached out and spun the address book around, pulling it closer and staring at the page. “Hey!” He looked up, his eyebrows raised. “You’ve got Teyla Emmagan’s address here. Not the Teyla Emmagan, the author? The one that write those PI books?”

Rodney’s face flamed with heat and he squirmed a little in his chair. “Um, yes. She, ah, well, we—she’s a friend of my ex. We met at a fundraiser.”

“And you know her well enough to send her a hand-written Christmas card? Cool.”

“Well, not this year.” For some reason, Rodney felt the need to be factual on at least this point. “She’s in Paris accepting a book award.”

“A friend of the ex, you say. And she didn’t choose sides?” Sheppard looked out from under a ragged forelock, his eyes suggesting mischief, and a desire for some juicy gossip.

Rodney couldn’t resist. “As a matter of fact, she chose me.”

Sheppard leaned back in his chair, taking a long pull from the can. “Hah. I bet that went over well with the ex. So what happened?”

“You mean between me and the ex? I wasn’t good enough, obviously. I wanted to be a writer, and my ex, a doctor who does a lot of work in third world countries, made it clear she wasn’t going to fund my ambitions. That I had to sink or swim on my own. That was the main reason she gave at any rate.”

Sheppard drained his soda and crumpled the aluminum can. “Surely it can’t cost all that much to live in a third world country. And what were you supposed to do all day while she was on these mission trips anyway?”

“Work back in Canada at a high-paying respectable job and wait for her to return when she came back to raise more money for her causes.” Rodney heard the bitterness in his voice, but for once he didn’t care. “But you put your finger on the heart of it with the word ‘mission’. A lot of the groups she worked with had religious affiliations, and excuse me, but I don’t think charity should come with the price tag of ‘convert or die.’ Not to mention, there was the whole problem of my sexuality.”

“Excuse me, what?” Sheppard got the blinded-by-headlights look so many people showed when Rodney brought up the subject.

It was hard not to be disappointed by Sheppard’s reaction, and Rodney’s voice was sharper when he said, “My sexuality. I’m bisexual, and this was a problem for these groups.”

Sheppard frowned. “I don’t see why the hell it should have even come up. It wasn’t any of their business, for crying out loud.”

Well. That made Rodney feel a bit better. “It wasn’t and it didn’t—until it became an issue for Jennifer. She was fine with it when we met. I think on some level it made me more attractive to her, made her feel more daring or something. More hip. Whatever. But she came back from one of the trips all touchy about the subject, so I’m guessing she confided in someone and their reaction was bad. Anyway, she came back trying to get me to say it had just been a phase when I was in college, and to commit to a real worthy job, instead of wasting my time entertaining people. Of course, in all fairness, I wasn’t published then, so as far as she could see, it was a waste of time.”

Sheppard sat up straighter, his lips thinning into near invisibility before he spoke. “Do you earn money from your writing?”

Rodney nodded.

“Well, then. It’s nobody’s business but yours how you make a living or who you choose to sleep with either, for that matter.”

This was the part where Rodney could never fail to play devil’s advocate. “Well, yes and no. I mean, when you’re in a relationship with someone, I think you owe it to them not to be a burden on them.”

Sheppard’s eyes took on a golden gleam from the sunlight streaming over Rodney’s shoulder. “You talk about things. You make decisions together, yes. But it sounds like this Jennifer was making all the decisions in the relationship and leaving you with none of the choices. She didn’t want you on the trips with her, when realistically speaking, writing was the only occupation you could have if you were in a different country every few months—”

“Seeing as I wasn’t a doctor like her, yes.” That still rankled, after all this time.

“So you were supposed to wait at home for her while she went off on long deployments—not unlike a military wife, by the way—I’m guessing living in a cabin writing books wasn’t her definition of a respectable job, either.”

“No.” Rodney dragged the word out slowly. “To do her justice, she didn’t say I couldn’t write. She just said I had to have another job while I was doing it.”

“Thus reducing it to a hobby, no matter how dedicated you were, or at the very least, keeping you so busy you didn’t have time to find anyone else. What did you see in her?” Sheppard shook his head.

“She was young, pretty, and hot. And she um, seemed to like me?” His voice rose on the last word, making it involuntarily a question.

“Dude, why wouldn’t she like you? You have the whole scruffy writer thing down pat.” Sheppard waved a hand in Rodney’s general direction.

Rodney rubbed his chin, conscious that his stubble was now several days old again, and he looked down to see he was wearing his oldest, softest blue plaid flannel shirt. “Scruffy writer thing?” He could hear the doubt in his voice.

“Oh yeah.” Sheppard nodded, his lips pursing slightly as he did so. “Seriously. It works for you. As for writing not being a ‘worthy’ occupation, let me tell you, if we hadn’t had people sending us boxes of books to read, I don’t know how we would have made it through some days. No internet. Limited television. Little contact with home. Sucky days in which everything is trying to kill you: the heat, the locals who hate you, the enemy, and your own goddamned government. Sometimes the best part of the day was when you could forget your life for an hour or so and read a book like hers.” He pointed to Teyla’s name again.

“You’ve read the Laura Cadman books?” Rodney asked slowly. His heart felt as though it had stopped for an agonizing moment, only to restart pounding so hard it seemed like it would burst through his chest like one of the aliens in the Ridley Scott movies. “You liked them?”

This time Sheppard’s smile was wider than before. “Are you kidding me? We got a lot of crap to read, and we read it because we had nothing better. But the Cadman books are really good. I know they’re supposed to be romances,” Sheppard paused to screw up his face in manly denial of reading such a thing, “but seriously, you should give them a try. They’re clever mysteries, and they’re laugh out loud funny, too. Only they’re not afraid to tackle some serious issues. You know, I’ve always wondered how a sweet young thing like Emmagan could write such stories. They seem a bit out of her life experience, you know?”

Rodney had felt the blood drain out of his face at the beginning of Sheppard’s speech, only to rebound back at his praise. He wanted to spin circles in his chair, barking like a seal and clapping his hands at the same time. Instead, he had to hold his glee within, and nod solemnly. “Huh,” he said, with what he hoped was measurable calm. “I’ll have to try them.”

What he really wanted to say was ‘tell me more’ but instead he said, “I think you’re just avoiding the real subject here, which is what did Kolya say?”

Sheppard went still, the relaxation in his posture evaporating, though he remained slouched in his chair. Without looking at Rodney, he said, “He offered half a mill.”

“Five hundred thousand? For the house, stables, and two hundred acres? That’s highway robbery! You’d be better off putting it on the market and taking your chances.” Rodney was indignant. “I hope you told him that.”

“He pointed out that the house and stables weren’t really factors in the value of the property to him.” Sheppard shrugged one shoulder, and spun the empty soda can in little circles on the countertop.

“Which means he’s going to tear the whole thing down. Can you bear the thought of that? Not the house, I know you don’t give a rat’s ass about the home you grew up in, but what about the stable? You know, there aren’t that many barns with indoor arenas around here, which would make it a big plus if you opened it up to public boarding and lessons. Not to mention, with the huge outdoor arena and the cross-country course, you could hold your own combined tests and horse trials here.”

Sheppard’s smile was wry. “You’ve been talking to Jim.”

“Well, of course I have. He’s an expert and I needed an expert opinion.” Rodney pulled up his various business plans in different windows and lined them up side by side, turning the laptop so he and Sheppard both could look at the screen. “The way I see it, you have a couple of different options that don’t involve selling to a sleezebag like Kolya.”

“Don’t be polite, now. Tell me what you really think of Kolya.” Sheppard’s grin was highly amused, but he leaned forward to get a better look at Rodney’s information.

“Plan one entails rebranding what was previously a hobby for your family and turning it into a business. One that caters to the elite horse set. You already have something of a reputation built on your competition history, but frankly, that’s so old now a lot of people are going to discount it. One thing Banks couldn’t tell me—why is it that your father didn’t sell off the horses after you joined the Air Force? Weren’t you the main one riding them? Why continue to breed and sell?”

Sheppard turned his palms up. “You got me. Probably because the infrastructure was already in place and they provided a nifty tax write-off. I once read something to the effect that the IRS never questioned the losses reported from a horse operation because everyone expects it to run in the red. Or maybe he just liked looking out the window and seeing the horses. Made him feel like a big man when he had guests over.”

“Wow, you really have some unresolved issues there, don’t you? Seems like a lot of money to spend on the upkeep and maintenance just to feel like a wealthy landowner.”

Tiny lines appeared around Sheppard’s eyes as he pulled his lips into a sour twist. “The seasonal budget for the flowers and lawn maintenance alone was ten thousand dollars.”

“Holy shit,” Rodney exclaimed, lapsing into rare profanity. “For flowers?”

“I bring it up because if your plan means sucking up to the wealthy horse owners, appearances do matter. You’re gonna have to factor that into your budget.”

“Yes. Well.” Rodney fingered his lips, staring at the screen for a moment. “Okay,” he said, tapping the screen. “I might need to make some modifications here. The point is, you have too many young horses not paying their way. I understand keep the old retirees. You can sell some of the others—you’d have to do that anyway if you sell the property—and that can help pay for expenses for a while as well as cut down on feed costs. The idea is you make a name for yourself as the person to go to for quality sport horses. Give the farm a fancy name—create a logo—like a Pegasus sailing over a huge jump or something. Sponsor a talented young rider and get your horses out there in the events. Make people want to buy your horses and come to you for training.”

Sheppard leaned back in his seat. “Look, I appreciate all the thought you’ve given this, McKay, but it won’t work.”

“I don’t see why not. As you’ve pointed out, you already have the infrastructure and the horses to work with. This place is simply begging to be a commercial elite sport horse barn instead of a private one. Can’t you see how far ahead of the game you are than anyone else starting an operation like this one? Not to mention, you’re in the heart of the rich-horsey world here. It could be worse. You could live in New Jersey.”

“Everyone picks on New Jersey.” Sheppard’s attempt at humor fell flat. With a sigh, he continued. “Times are changing, McKay. Fewer people are willing to spend the kind of money it takes to compete horses these days. Hobby farmers are getting out, selling their livestock. It’s getting harder to find anyone who square bales hay anymore. There’re aren’t any Pony Clubbers, either. The kids want to spend their time on their iPhone and on Facebook instead of actually going to the barn.”

“You bale your own hay, so don’t give me the round bale versus the square bale argument.” Rodney sniffed. “And yes, I suspect you’re right, there’s not enough people who are able or willing to support such an enterprise, not laid out as a purely high-end facility. Which is why I think you need to support the place by taking in boarders and giving lessons. Riding might be an expensive hobby, but there are a whole lot more people doing it on a weekend basis than those who make a full time career out of it. Cater to those middle-aged women who want to ride but are terrified. Or the riders who will never be top notch, but they love it so much they don’t care. Or the riders who want to school year round because they are serious about competition, but they can’t afford to board at the average training barn.”

The smile was back, soft and appreciative. It shouldn’t have mattered to Rodney as much as it did. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were the expert here. Are you sure you don’t know anything about running a horse business?”

It was Rodney’s turn to shrug again. “This is what I do. I find out everything I can about a subject so when I write about it, the ring of authenticity is there. Even if I don’t end up using everything I’ve researched directly, it still colors every sentence.”

“You’re going to have to give me something of yours to read. I bet it’s good.”

“You’re changing the subject.” Rodney glared at him, hoping Sheppard put the furious blushing down to annoyance.

“It’s no good, McKay. Trust me.” He picked up the crushed and threw it overhand at the wastebasket, making little crowd cheering noises when it landed in the receptacle. “You can’t do both. You can’t market yourself as a snooty elitist riding facility and then let the riff raff in. And that’s exactly how it would be viewed.”

“Wow.” Rodney sat back in his chair and crossed his arms over his chest. “When did you become so defeatist? Tell me, were you the guy that sat around at briefings shooting down every suggested plan? I thought you Air Force types were risk-takers.”

Sheppard’s face darkened. “Yeah, well that was before one of my stupid plans got me kicked out.” He ran a hand through his hair angrily, and then sighed. “Look, it’s not just about taking a big risk here. It’s also about…” Sheppard paused, searching for words. “I dunno, privilege?”



“You mean,” Rodney began slowly, “that it doesn’t feel right spending the rest of your life doing something you love because it’s not a worthy enough goal?”

Sheppard extended an open palm in Rodney’s direction. “That.”

“Okay, okay, I get this, I do. I struggle with this myself. But at least in your case, you’ve already given more to the, I don’t know, the service of your country if nothing else, than the average person. Okay, so maybe it was a stupid, trumped up war, but there was hardship and sacrifice and you did everything that was asked of you while people who didn’t have a clue what it was really like over there made all the decisions on your behalf. Maybe you deserve to do something you want to do.”

“I wanted to fly planes.”

Rodney rolled his eyes. “Then sell everything and buy one so you can fly it. You’re missing the point and yet you made it yourself just now. Life sucks. On a given day, most of us have some bad crap to deal with. Some of it’s pretty horrible, like people dying, or living in a war zone. But for most of us, it’s just that life is tough and we’re all looking for a little something to look forward to, to make things easier. To make it bearable. You say my writing stories is like that. At the end of the day, it gives back to the collective universe because it makes someone’s day a bit brighter.”

“I’m pretty sure I didn’t say that.”

“Roll with me here. I’m saying that maybe, just maybe, putting a horse-crazy girl on a pony for the first time is every bit as important in the big scheme of things as performing a life-saving thoracotomy in a Haitian jungle.”

Sheppard narrowed his eyes. “Do what?”

The moment of certainty was gone. Rodney sighed. “Fine. Have it your way. Yes, yes, wanting to do something you enjoy that you just also happen to be good at is a selfish waste of your talents and abilities. By all means, sell to Kolya. Getting job flying the Trauma One helicopters, or whatever they call them in this area. Or volunteer for a one-way mission. Maybe that will be good enough to appease our parents.”

Sheppard sat staring at him with his eyebrows raised and his ridiculously full lips slightly parted. “Okay then. Er, howsabout that riding lesson?”

Rodney hunched his shoulders. “Forget about it. It’s not important.”

“None of that, now.” Sheppard stood up, motioning Rodney to do the same. “You promised you’d get on a horse if I held off giving Kolya an answer. Well, I told him I’d have to think about it, so you owe me an hour on a horse, McKay. Hop to it. I’ll find you something to wear.”

“An hour?” It sounded like an eternity. “Can we renegotiate? I don’t recall there being a time-limit set on this agreement.”

Sheppard took him by the arm and steered him toward the door. “You’re mine for the next hour.”

The words, ‘promises, promises’ almost came out of Rodney’s mouth, but he stopped himself just in time.

***

“Come on out, McKay, I haven’t got all day.” Sheppard’s voice carried from the other side of the tack room door.

Rodney stood among the saddles and bridles, the rich scent of leather and saddle soap surrounding him on all sides. The room was heated, which made up for the fact that Rodney felt horribly exposed in the riding clothes Sheppard had found for him. The skin-tight breeches were thankfully a couple of shades darker than the cream colored ones Sheppard favored, but they did nothing to hide Rodney’s… attributes. In fact, Rodney didn’t see how any male competitor could walk into a riding arena with a straight face. He stared at his reflection in the narrow mirror on the back of the door. Sheppard had provided him with a form-fitted pullover that zipped at the neck and had the word “Ariat” printed in large white letters down the right sleeve. It was made of a fine fleece in that shade of Royal blue that brought out the blue in Rodney’s eyes. It looked brand new, but Rodney supposed it had been purchased for guests to wear when they came to ride. The breeches (which for some odd reason were pronounced ‘britches’, not how Rodney would have thought at all) were more taupe than cream but the darker shade did nothing to hide the noticeable outline of his dick. He looked over his shoulder at his ass and brightened. At least that looked magnificent, if he did say so himself. And the tall boots, which had been a bitch to get on, even with Sheppard yelling instructions through the door and telling him to open up and not be such a sissy, made his calves look sexy. Seriously sexy.

Too bad the hard hat looked like a turtle was sucking his brains out.

He unlocked the tack room door and opened it. His initial embarrassment was tempered by the quick once-over Sheppard gave him, only to return when he realized Sheppard was merely checking to make sure the borrowed gear fit. How stupid could he be to assume otherwise? Red-faced, he stepped into the aisle and asked, “Are you sure I’m not supposed to be wearing protective gear down here too?” He cupped his groin, looking up and down the aisle for any spectators.

Sheppard snorted. “You’ll be fine. It’s only one lesson. Just avoid hard contact with the pommel and you’ll be fine.”

That didn’t sound fine. Rodney winced at the idea and fell into step with Sheppard as they walked to wear Sheppard had a horse standing in the cross ties, already saddled.



“Here, let me check that.” Sheppard turned to face Rodney, taking the hard hat in his hands and rocking it back and forth.

“What are you doing?” Rodney tried to bat Sheppard’s hands away, frowning as he did so.

“Cut it out,” Sheppard said sternly. “I need to see if the helmet fits. It should be snug enough that your eyebrows move when I shift it.” Sheppard joggled the helmet back and forth, staring at Rodney’s face as he did so. “See?” he said, smiling with satisfaction and letting go of the hard hat. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

“You’re joking, right?”

Sheppard shook his head. “Nope. Listen, I could put you in a cheap, lightweight helmet like a Troxel. They have their purposes. But the Charles Owens has internal foam that expands on impact, which lessens the force of a blow to the head, and the Pro-Skull is the only one cut so that it comes down to protect the temple, the most fragile part of your head. I know this is just a beginning lesson, but brains are kind of important, see? Especially yours.”

Rodney was unreasonably gratified by this and beamed all the way up until he approached the horse. “She’s a lot bigger close up,” he said, worry entering into his voice and making him sound like a baby.

“Buttercup is our champion beginner horse.” John was completely confident, his calm manner reassuring. “Trust me, she may seem big but you’ll have to run to her side to fall off. By that I mean, she’ll be like sitting in the middle of a sofa.”

“Is she a palomino?” Rodney asked, trying out some of his online research.

Sheppard shook his head, but if Rodney wasn’t mistaken, there was approval there just the same. “No, she’s a little too dark for that. Technically, she’s a chestnut with the mealy or pangare gene. That gives her the pale muzzle, like she’s been drinking milk, and the light colored legs, as well as the flaxen mane and tail. It’s pretty common in draft crosses, and she’s half Belgian. That means not only is she big, but she’s quieter than a lot of other horses, despite being only seven years old.”

“So,” Rodney said slowly, “are you a horse geek or something? I mean, there seems to be a lot of information to absorb.” If horses were a game of Trivial Pursuit, he’d lose big time.

Sheppard snorted. “Yeah, but the important stuff gets repeated. I only know the little details about the more unusual colors because my vet wrote a book on the genetics about horse colors. He’s a funny little guy from somewhere in the Balkans. His name’s Radek Zelenka. He’s a good vet. Good with the horses.” He clapped Rodney on the shoulder. “Right then. Let’s get you mounted.”

Rodney nodded, not trusting his voice. He’d hung around Sheppard enough this past week to know how to pick out the feet prior to mounting, and to check the tightness of the girth as well.

She was a pretty thing. Her copper coat was shaggy, but Rodney suspected in the summer she was gorgeous. She had a trace clip down her chest and belly, and the undercoat was paler than the rest. Rodney knew this was to aid in cooling her out after riding, a process that could take a long time if she got sweaty during a workout. The December weather had been mild enough that the clipped horses hadn’t needed blankets so far this winter, but that was supposed to change later in the month. In fact, there was a slight chance there would be snow for Christmas. As he came up to her head, he held out his hand. Velvety lips grazed his palm, seeking treats. He started to fish one out of his pocket, only Sheppard stopped him.

“Not while she has the bit in. She can have a treat later.”

Sheppard watched as he unclipped the cross ties and led Buttercup into the arena. Thankfully, there was a mounting block available; he would have looked like an idiot trying to scrabble up from the ground. He checked the girth once more, and then put the reins over the mare’s head, grabbing a fistful of blonde mane in his left hand as he put his left foot in the stirrup. He swung his right leg over the mare’s back and seated himself in the saddle, wincing slightly at the thump in which he landed.

Sheppard moved the block to one side, and then came up to Rodney’s side. “Here’s how you hold the reins.” He positioned the reins so that they looped around Rodney’s hands and threaded between his ring finger and pinky. “These aren’t just brakes, you know. These are your lines of communication.” He turned Rodney’s hands so his fists were together and his thumbs where sitting on top of his hands. “You contain the horse between your hands and your legs.” He pulled the hand closer to him slightly back. “When you’re on a circle, the inside hand and leg are used to bend the horse around the circle of your choosing.” He kept one hand on Rodney’s inner rein and used the other to press Rodney’s leg against the mare. Buttercup obligingly shifted slightly sideways.

“Pressure with the inside rein and leg cause the horse to curve around the circle. The outer hand and leg define the parameters of the circle. You’re pushing her hindquarters away with pressure to the inside—you’re keeping her from drifting too far to the outside with your outer hand and leg.”

Rodney felt a little surge of excitement within. This was both more complicated and subtle than he’d ever dreamed and the very difficulty of it frightened and entranced him.

“You want to slow down, you use steady pressure with both reins, but you also sit deep in the saddle and close your thighs. That’s how she’s been trained. You want her to go faster, you squeeze her with your calves and loosen the reins so she can go forward. It also helps to cluck to her. She’s been trained to vocal commands, so I can tell her to go faster or slower from the ground if she can’t figure out what you want. The thing is, she knows German and you know English, and you’re both speaking French, got it? She’s an experienced beginner horse, though, so she should be able to figure out what you’re saying even if you have a bad accent.” Sheppard grinned and patted his thigh. “I’ll walk you through everything before we try it. If you need a break, just say so, okay?”

“Okay.” Rodney gathered the reins in his hands, hoping he wasn’t as obviously nervous as he felt.

“Now,” Sheppard went on. “There are three basic gaits—the walk, trot, and canter. You’ll be fine at the walk. We’ll start off there so you can get a feel of the gait and moving with the horse. You’re not a sack of potatoes here, McKay. You want to relax your pelvis and move with the rhythm of the horse. The trot, on the other hand, is a two beat gait and difficult to sit to, which is why English riders post. That is, we rise every other beat in the trot to eliminate some of the punishment to both the horse and our balls.” Sheppard grinned, but Rodney was too worried to reciprocate. “We talk about diagonals when posting, which has to do with how the horse’s legs are moving when we post. All you have to remember today is to watch Buttercup’s shoulder at the trot. When her inside shoulder is back, you should be sitting. When it moves forward, you should raise up in the stirrups slightly. Don’t worry if you get it wrong, just sit a beat and try again. Ready? Okay, let’s give it a go.”

Rodney wanted to protest that he was not ready, but Sheppard had already stepped back and gave the command. “Keep contact with the bit but don’t hold her back. Squeeze her sides with both legs and tell her to walk on.”

The mare was so well-trained that she moved forward at Sheppard’s words, but Rodney felt a sense of accomplishment. He was riding! He was riding a big-ass enormous mare and she could bolt with him at any moment now, but he was riding her just the same.

Sheppard took his time, letting Rodney get used to the movement of the big mare, and to practice steering, as well as stopping and starting again. He appreciated that Sheppard wasn’t pushing him too hard, that Sheppard was letting him get comfortable, almost impatient, with his progress before asking him to do more.

Rodney thought he was ready for the trot but it was horrible. Sheppard had warned him that it was the hardest gait, but Rodney hadn't been prepared for how he’d been jounced all over the place, struggling to stay within the saddle, let alone in rhythm with the horse. He’d tried several times without success to master posting; even skipping every other bone-jarring step wasn’t enough to make him enjoy it. How on earth did anyone ride faster than a walk? As it was, Rodney was going to chafe in unmentionable places, even if he wasn’t outright black and blue.

Sheppard stopped the mare with a vocal command, bringing her down from a trot to a walk, and then halt. “You’re trying too hard,” he said, smothering a laugh. “You don’t need to throw yourself out of the saddle. As a matter of fact, by doing so, you’re getting out of sync with the horse. It’s a more subtle movement. Like rocking your pelvis forward and up out of the saddle at the same time. If you were a student, I’d say think of belly dancing. But seriously, McKay, you have to roll your hips like you’re fucking.”

Rodney just stared down at him for a long moment, panting as he caught his breath. The image of himself fucking Sheppard immediately leapt to mind, and he could only pray his thoughts weren’t visible on his face.

He wasn’t sure how successful he was when Sheppard looked up at him with pupils dark and blown wide. “Fucking, right,” he said, somewhat breathlessly.

“You want your dick to just graze the pommel,” Sheppard said solemnly. “Try it again.”

Rodney guided Buttercup back out on the rail, and this time when Sheppard told him to trot, he squeezed his legs against Buttercup and clucked. She moved off strongly, shifting quickly into a trot, and Rodney closed his eyes and pictured himself fucking Sheppard into the mattress.

His rhythm was perfect.

“Nice,” Sheppard called out from the center of the arena, after Rodney had made several circuits at the trot. “Ready to go faster?”

“No,” Rodney said, clutching the pommel at the idea. He could barely manage the trot.

“Come on,” Sheppard wheedled. “The canter is totally different. You’ll love it. Sit deep in the saddle, and put your outside leg behind the girth and press. Cluck to her.”

Why he was letting Sheppard talk him into this, he didn’t know. Was he trying to impress Sheppard? Probably. Rodney sat for several punishing strides, certain his fillings would jar loose, and finally remembered to do as Sheppard had commanded. Buttercup flicked her ears back in his direction, as though she couldn’t believe what he was asking, but with a loud, fluttering snort, rocked back into a canter.

It was marvelous. The rolling three-beat gait was a piece of cake to sit to compared to the trot, and Buttercup’s ground-eating movement took them around the parameter of the arena in no time. Rodney didn’t want it to end. He wanted to keep riding, to head out over long grassy pastures, to take a slow, measured approach to a jump on the side of a hill. It was like flying but like dancing at the same time. When Sheppard called out, telling him how to sit deep in the saddle and close just his thighs, commanding Buttercup to slow and stop without any pressure on the reins, Rodney didn’t want to do it at first. And when he did, feeling the communication flow between him and the mare, he knew he had to do it again as soon as possible.

He pulled up in front of Sheppard, kicking both feet out of the stirrups and clinging to the side of the mare as he dismounted, oozing slowly to the ground to spare a pounding on his feet. He tossed the reins over Buttercup’s head, and ran up the stirrups up as he’d seen Sheppard do, so they wouldn’t bang against the mare’s side as he cooled her out. “That was awesome,” he said, patting Buttercup on the neck and bestowing a grin on Sheppard. “You’re a really good teacher. When can we do it again? Do you think I could jump something next time?”

Sheppard shook his head, a bemused expression on his face. “Wait and see how you’re feeling tomorrow. I’m betting you’re going to be sore. But you did a good job, McKay. For someone who’s never ridden before, you have good instincts.” They walked across the arena and into the aisle, heading for the cross-ties.

Rodney couldn’t help but beam at the praise. He opened his mouth to respond, to say something about Sheppard having an innate gift for explanation in a way that made sense, when a voice called out from the door at the end of the aisle. “Sheppard.”

The sun was behind the man at the door, making it difficult to see his face clearly. He was a giant of a man, at least six-four, six-five in height, though his hair might have made him seem bigger. It was in dreads, shaggy as a lion’s mane. The sunlight glinted off a prosthetic hand.

Sheppard stopped dead in his tracks, his mouth falling open. “Ronon,” he said in stunned disbelief.

The man walked toward them, his lips parting to reveal brilliant white teeth. “I heard you were back in town. I thought I’d come see you.” As he approached, Rodney could see he had a neatly trimmed beard and moustache, which gave him a vaguely sybaritic air. Rodney could picture him as a warlord, or a barbarian hero. Mentally he took note of Ronon’s appearance, certain he’d use a character like this in one of his stories someday. His enthusiasm for the newcomer diminished slightly when Sheppard met the man halfway, and they hugged and clapped each other on the back.

“Damn, you’re looking good.” Sheppard stepped back and held Ronon at arm’s distance.

“Yeah, well, you’ve looked better.” Ronon mock-punched Sheppard to the shoulder, and Sheppard faked a wince. They were both smiling though.

“So how are you doing? How’s rehab going? The arm’s looking good.”

Ronon held out his hand and rotated it. “They made this with a 3D printer. I’m still getting used to it but it’s getting better. I told them I want the next one in Iron Man Red, though.” He flexed his fingers and Rodney was surprised at the motor control.

“They did that with a 3D printer? That’s amazing.” Rodney let the reins slip through his fingers so he was just holding them at the buckle, so he could move in closer for a better look. Ronon held his arm up so Rodney could see it better.

“McKay, this is Ronon Dex. We were stationed together in Afghanistan. Ronon, this is Rodney McKay. He’s a writer staying here for a few weeks.” Sheppard made the introductions belatedly, running his hand through his hair.

“House swap,” Rodney clarified. “Only the house isn’t empty.” He glared at Sheppard as if it were all his fault.

“Could be worse. At least Sheppard can cook.” Ronon’s grin flashed.

“So, Ronon, where are you staying now? What are you up to these days?” Sheppard’s initial joy at seeing his old buddy was tempered now with a note of worry. Guilt, too, if Rodney wasn’t mistaken.

Ronon shrugged one shoulder. “I have to stick close to Bethesda for right now.” He waggled his prosthetic fingers. “I got a job working with Elizabeth Weir. Do you know her?”

“Name rings a bell,” Sheppard said. “Doesn’t she run that charity for juvenile delinquents or something?”

“She’s got a number of programs going. There’s one for troubled kids. I help mostly with that one. And then there’s the riding program for handicapped people. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. The place she was renting to run the riding program’s been sold. Some developer bought it and is kicking them out by the end of January. If she can’t find a place to relocate, she’s going to have to shut down the program and sell the ponies.”

Sheppard’s face fell. “Ronon, you know I’d help if I could. But I’ve got an offer on this place, too.”

“How much is she paying at the other place?” Rodney asked.

“McKay,” Sheppard warned.

"What? It can’t hurt to ask, can it? Besides, if you took in the riding program, then you could open the rest of the barn to boarders and lessons.”

Banks magically appeared from behind them, coming up alongside the mare. “Why don’t we let these two catch up on old times,” he said calmly. “I’ll help you with Buttercup.”

Without realizing exactly what had happened, Rodney found himself being quietly herded away.

“I was just trying to help,” Rodney groused, annoyed at being marched off like a child to the principal’s office. He glanced back over his shoulder at the two men standing in the aisle, and noted the tension in Sheppard’s stance, like he might have to fight Ronon or something. “That’s the guy he wanted to disobey orders to save.”

“I know.” Banks sounded a lot like Han Solo in The Empire Strikes Back, when Leia declared her love to him.

It was infuriating.

“If he helped Ronon’s friends out, that would go a long way to helping Sheppard absolve himself of some of the guilt about what happened to Ronon.”

“You’re probably right.” Banks led the way back to the cross ties. Rodney checked that Buttercup was cool enough to untack and put away without walking, and let Banks take off her bridle and place a halter on her. Rodney took off the saddle and carried it behind Banks into the tack room.

“I know why Sheppard’s father left him the property.”

That got Banks’s attention. He turned from where he was wiping the bridle down to look at Rodney. After a moment, he said, “John thinks it’s because his father wanted to force him to sell it. To make him get rid of everything he ever cared about. The horses belonged to his mother originally. When she died, John spent all his time in the stables. His father wanted him to take over the family business and he refused to bankroll the riding once John turned eighteen. John could have found a sponsor. He was good enough to do that. But he didn’t. He chose to walk away.”

“He didn’t want to train with anyone but you,” Rodney guessed. “But think about it, if his dad had really wanted to punish Sheppard, he’d have gotten rid of the horses—and you—long ago. No, this inheritance is an apology. A bit late, but it’s there if Sheppard is brave enough to take it.”

Banks nodded thoughtfully. “I see what you mean.”

“I don’t think he’s a coward. Not when it comes to taking risks with his life, I mean. But on a personal level, he’s been burned and I don’t think he trusts himself anymore.”

“He needs someone who believes in him.”

“Well, if you can’t persuade him what’s the best thing to do with the stables, there’s no way I can.” Rodney slumped his shoulders. “I’m only going to be here a little while longer. I don’t even know why I care.”

Banks hung up the rag he’d been using to clean the bridle and took the girth from Rodney’s hands, hanging it up on a hook from the ceiling so it could dry. Rodney placed the saddle on the rack with Buttercup’s name on it, and followed Banks back out into the aisle.

As they reached the mare, Banks handed him a horse treat, and Rodney offered it to the mare, but he was watching Sheppard and Ronon while Buttercup lipped the treat out of his palm. The body language of both Ronon and Sheppard suggested they weren’t entirely comfortable with each other. Rodney itched to insert himself into the conversation, but that was just ridiculous. There was that word again.

“You know,” Banks said slowly, as though he was talking to the mare instead of to Rodney, “the horses weren’t the only thing John and his father disagreed about.”

Rodney tore his gaze away from Ronon and Sheppard. Banks ran a stiff brush over Buttercup’s coat with a firm hand, flicking his wrist with each passing of the brush to wick the dust off the hide. “Yep,” Banks drawled, and Rodney wondered if Sheppard unconsciously mimicked him or not, “see, John’s father objected to some of John’s friends.”

Rodney frowned. “I’m not surprised. Sheppard probably chose his friends at least in part because he knew it would piss his dad off.” Rodney had certainly done the same as a teenager.

“More to it than that.” Banks said, becoming more laconic and cowboy-like with every sentence. “Hot Shot’s dad thought he should spend more time with girls.” Banks kept brushing the horse, pretending not to gauge Rodney’s reaction.

“Oh,” Rodney said. “Oh.” He processed what he thought Banks was hinting at, and then looked down the aisle at Ronon and Sheppard again. “Oh.” This time discouragement made his voice husky. He sighed and turned back to the mare.

“Not him.” Banks nudged him with his elbow. “You.”

“Me?” Rodney squeaked, shooting another glance at Ronon before looking back at Banks.

“Don’t understand it myself, but I don’t judge. I know his type, though. He likes them geeky and smart.”

“But… but… that was a long time ago. It could have been a phase.” Rodney wanted to smack himself for practically quoting Jennifer, but it was impossible to believe what Banks was suggesting.

“Right,” Banks’s mouth quirked to one side. “Which is why he hasn’t been able to take his eyes off you in those breeches.”

Rodney opened and closed his mouth several times, and then squared his shoulders. “I’ll be right back,” he said.

He walked straight down the aisle toward Ronon and Sheppard.

“You can’t count on me, Ronon,” Sheppard was saying as Rodney walked up. “I’ll let you down.”

“You think I blame you for this?” Ronon held up his prosthetic arm. “Hell, Sheppard, I’m just glad no one got killed trying to save me. And for what it’s worth, the only mistake you made was trusting Kavanaugh not to rat you out. You should’ve known he’d save his own skin first.”

Rodney ignored the daggers Sheppard shot in his direction as he insinuated himself into the conversation. “Hey, Ronon. I wanted to catch you before you left. I’m holding a Christmas party here at the house this coming weekend. I’d really appreciate it if you’d come.”

“You’re holding a Christmas party. Here. You don’t even know anyone.” Sheppard’s voice was sharp with suspicion.

“Sure I do.” Rodney frantically searched his memory for people he could invite to the non-existent party. “I know you. And that Beckett fellow. You. Banks. Ronon will bring Ms. Weir, right, Ronon?” Rodney shot Ronon a desperate look, and was relieved when Ronon grinned and decided to play along. “And er, your horse vet. Whatsisname. Oh! And I’m inviting my sister and her family, too. I have every right to throw a party you know. It’s in the terms of the contract.” He puffed out his chest as though hosting a party had been in the plans all along.

“We’ll be there.” Ronon said. “Just say when.”

“Saturday. Six thirty p.m.” Rodney said, before he could change his mind. Oh hell, now he had to invite Jeannie.

“Sounds great.” Ronon turned to Sheppard. “You’ll think about what I said?”

Sheppard waved him off with an unhappy nod. Ronon took that for a ‘yes’, and with a thumbs up at Rodney, took his leave.

“What the hell were you thinking?” Sheppard snapped, as soon as they were alone.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Rodney said loftily. He turned away from Sheppard, heading back to where Banks and Buttercup were standing, hoping like hell Sheppard appreciated the flex of his ass, so perfectly delineated by the tight breeches, as he walked away.

***

He dashed off an email to Jeannie as soon as he got back to the house and changed clothes. At this late date, she no doubt would refuse, but he had to at least go through the motions. A small smile stole over his face as he hit ‘send’. Then, unable to resist the urge to confide, he composed an email to Teyla. He’d been keeping her apprised of events since his arrival, short, witty posts describing his experiences so far. He updated her now on the events of the last twenty-four hours.

There was a slightly cranky email from his publisher, wanting to know his progress on the latest Laura Cadman novel. In it, his publisher reminded him that if they didn’t get a manuscript by March, then they would be unable to put out a story in 2016, and his readers had become accustomed to steady releases. The publisher went on to point out writers had a lot of competition for reader attention these days, and that he shouldn’t lose the momentum they’d worked so hard to build. Rodney dashed off a hasty reply full of vague promises to get back with more detail after the Paris conference. He was going to have to do something about that. If nothing else, crank out another Cadman novel, even though his heart wasn’t in it at the moment. If he had to draft a novel right away, he’d end up killing Cadman or her long-suffering patiently-waiting boyfriend.

A glimmer of an idea came to him. He pulled over his notebook and began jotting down a few thoughts. What if he gave the readers what they really wanted—what if he made Cadman happy? Readers had been clamoring for Cadman and Evan Lorne to get together since the inception of the series. Lorne, a homicide detective, was the perfect foil to Cadman, polite to her smart-assedness, cool to her fiery temper. At the end of each book, despite the obvious chemistry the two had, Cadman preferred her independence over Lorne’s offer of marriage. But what if this time she accepted? He rubbed his hands together in Machiavellian glee. Being happy was the kiss of death to any fictional couple. Stories—and series—were supposed to end with the ‘and they lived happily ever after.’ He could do this. He could marry off Cadman and retire the series. He would free both himself and Teyla from the web of lies he’d created before it blew up in their faces. And he could move on to what he really wanted to write.

And then he remembered, he didn’t have anything else lined up. Not really.

Still, the notion wouldn’t leave him alone. He’d let it sit on the back burner for a few days and see what his subconscious came up with. The Cadman novels were romantic suspense stories, which meant he could draw out the relationship part of things a bit, but still, it was time. He knew it in in gut. The idea of ending the series made him feel relieved and nauseated at the same time. He had to come up with something else to write next.

He worked in his room for a while, wandering downstairs around a little before dinner time. The house was empty. Sheppard, he guessed, was off pouting somewhere. Rodney hoped it wouldn’t extend to a boycott of watching movies tonight—they’d decided to watch the original three Star Wars movies in a run up to the release date of Episode VII. Uneasily, he puttered about the kitchen, opening and closing cabinets, unable to decide what to eat. Sheppard wasn’t really mad with him, was he? Sure, Rodney was being a bit presumptuous in holding a party at Sheppard’s house—okay, maybe a lot presumptuous—but Sheppard would get over it, right?

What if Sheppard decided to leave for the next couple of weeks? The thought sank in Rodney’s stomach like a lead weight. The past week, hanging out with Sheppard, had been one of the best times Rodney had in recent memory. He hadn’t just screwed that up, had he?

The cell phone in his pocket played the theme to Knight Rider and Rodney slid the screen unlocked. Great. Jeannie. He should have expected this. “Hello, Jeannie.”

“Who are you and what have you done with my brother?” Jeannie’s voice was cheerful, despite the mock-threatening tone.

“Just because I thought it would be nice to see you—” he began.

“What are you doing in Maryland? And what possessed you to throw a house party? Not that I wouldn’t like to see you, but this came totally out of the blue! Tell me you finally gave up the life of a hermit and moved into civilization again.”

Rodney controlled his irritation as best he could. “I told you in the email, I did a house swap for the holidays. It’s really a fabulous house, like something out of a movie set. I wanted to throw a big party. So sue me.”

“It’s not that I don’t believe you, bro, but I don’t. What’s the real reason? You have some big announcement you want to spring on us—no, you’d have mentioned Mom and Dad too, and you didn’t it. I know! You want to impress someone. Please tell me it isn’t Keller.”

Rodney was taken aback. “How’d you—wait a second. You didn’t like Jennifer?”

“A woman who feels obliged to tell someone on their first date everything that’s wrong with them and how they could correct it shouldn’t be going out on a second date.” Jeannie’s tone was quite dour.

“You’re always telling me what’s wrong with my life and how I could fix it,” Rodney complained.

“That’s different. Family is allowed. Girlfriends? No. So who is it this time? Another perky blonde. An astrophysicist, perhaps?”

“No.” Rodney glanced around to make sure he couldn’t be overheard and said quietly, “Not blonde. Dark. Black hair. Hazel eyes. Perpetual five o’clock shadow. Fighter pilot.”

“Oh Mer,” Jeannie sounded as though she were wincing as she spoke. “I’m happy that you’ve finally stopped licking your wounds and come out of hiding, but this guy sounds a little out of your league.”

“Oh really? Gee, thanks, Jeannie. Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“You know what I mean. I just don’t want to see you get your heart broken again. Maybe you should start with something a bit easier to get yourself back in the dating game.”

Rodney released a sudden bark of laughter as the absurdity of her words struck him. “Would you listen to yourself? What would you suggest, that I start out with, oh I don’t know, some bespectacled lab rat who hasn’t been on a date in over and year and work my way up the scale of hotness?”

Jeannie giggled. “Okay, that came out wrong. But you know what I mean. You haven’t exactly been Mr. Congeniality these past couple of years. This is the first time I’ve heard from you in ages. What have you been doing with yourself all this time?”

“Come to the Christmas party and find out.” Rodney surprised himself with his words.

There was a moment of silence on the other end of the phone. “I’d like that. I’ll have to talk it over with Kaleb. Tickets are going to be expensive last minute…”

“I’ll split the difference with you. And the house is huge. You can stay the weekend. There’s a swimming pool, and horses, too.”

“You really do want us to come, don’t you?” The surprise in her voice made him feel guilty. “I’m not even going to pester you about your income and how you can afford plane tickets. Not yet, anyway.”

“If I really wanted you to come, I’d have offered to pay for your tickets outright.” Guilt always made him snappish.

“Never fear,” Jeannie’s amusement made it clear she understood him perfectly, “you had us at ‘horses’. Madison has been begging for a pony for Christmas. This is as close as we can get.”

A germ of an idea flickered in Rodney’s mind, but he damped it down for now. Not yet, not yet.

“Right then. Let me know when you’re getting in and I’ll pick you up at the airport.”

“Don’t you worry about that. Sounds like you’re going to have your hands full with this party. I’ll let you know when to expect us, though.”

And with that, she rang off.

Rodney sat thinking about what she’d said about him and Sheppard. His shoulders slumped. She was right. He knew it. And yet… he sat up straighter. That was defeatist thinking. What did he have to lose—seriously? He was going back to the cabin after the New Year. He probably would never see Sheppard again after that. He had absolutely nothing to lose here. He might as well go for broke. He rubbed his hands together in anticipation of his next move. Glancing at his watch, he realized he didn’t have much time.

In more ways than one.

He was elbow deep in a mixing bowl when Sheppard walked into the kitchen. The timing couldn’t have been better: the first batches of sausage balls had come out of the oven and the kitchen was filed with the delectable aromas of baking cheese and bread.

“There you are,” Rodney said cheerfully, ignoring the sulky look on Sheppard’s face. “Here, tell me which you like better, the regular sausage or the spicy?”

He didn’t wait for Sheppard’s response; he dusted off his hands and collected a couple of sausage balls off the cooling rack, taking them straight over to Sheppard and holding them out. If Sheppard had picked up on any innuendo, there, he wasn’t letting on.

“What’s all this?” Sheppard asked, but his nose twitched and his expression looked less thunderous.

“Secret family recipe,” Rodney intoned. Then in his normal voice, he added, “Only I decided to experiment with it this year and I’m not sure about the results. So I need your opinion: regular or hot?”

Sheppard took the first ball, baked to its cheesy golden brown perfection, if Rodney did say so himself. It was nice working with a well-equipped kitchen. Biting into it carefully, Sheppard chewed, his eyebrows rising. He popped the remainder of the snack into his mouth. “Not bad,” he said. “As a matter of fact, pretty darn good. You got any more of these?”

“Enough for us to snack on for a few days and still have plenty for the party. Now here, what do you think of these?” He offered Sheppard the second sample, refusing to acknowledge the flicker of annoyance on Sheppard’s face at the mention of the party. “Careful, this one just came out of the oven.”

Sheppard took the appetizer from Rodney and bit into it. “Oh wow,” he said, chewing as he spoke, his facing lighting up with a smile. “Okay, the others were good but these are fantastic. The hot sausage has just the right kick to it.”

“Excellent.” Rodney couldn’t help but beam at him. “I’ve got most of them rolled out, it’s just a matter of baking them now.” He went back to his bowl, pinching off a small amount of the flour-cheese-sausage combo and rolling it briskly in his palms until he had a tight little ball. He added it to the stack of balls waiting to be baked.

Sheppard’s hand snuck around behind him, reaching for the cooling rack.

“Hey,” Rodney swiped at his hand, flinging bits of grated cheese and flour. “Save some for the party!”

“You said there was plenty.” Sheppard scooped up two balls and ducked out of Rodney’s range.

“Can you hear yourself? Do you always whine like that?” He sighed, and pushed the container of already cooled snacks toward Sheppard with his elbow. “I might have seriously underestimated the bottomless pit you call your stomach.”

“Yeah, but you can make more, right?”

Rodney rolled his neck and stretched his shoulders. “Yes, but I forgot how much work they were. I haven’t made them in years. Didn’t seem to be any point when it was just me. Or maybe I’m starting to get sore from the riding today.”

Sheppard snatched another couple of sausage balls. “You had fun, though, right?”

“Absolutely. I’d like to do it again, if you have time, that is.” He added the qualifier belatedly.

“Sure. Though you should see how you feel about it in the morning.”

Rodney snorted as he continued to roll out the balls, adding or subtracting sausage mixture depending on how it felt in his hands. They had to be just right to bake correctly. “I already foresee another long soak in the Jacuzzi tonight.”

He started when he felt Sheppard’s hands on the back of his neck and shoulders. He froze for a second until Sheppard began massaging the tight strap muscles running down from his neck to his back. “Oh God,” he said, relaxing into Sheppard’s touch. “That feels fabulous. I get headaches from sitting at the keyboard all day. Have you ever considered doing this for a living?” He groaned a little and let his head fall forward.

Sheppard worked his fingers into Rodney’s muscles a bit longer, then stopped with a friendly slap to the shoulder. “I’m not surprised. I had to keep yelling at you to sit up straight today.”

Idiot. Rodney berated himself. You could have taken better advantage of this situation. If only you’d pushed back against him, just a little…

Something of his thoughts must have shown on his face because Sheppard’s eyes seemed to smolder for just an instant.

“How much longer is this going to take?” Sheppard asked, oh-so-causally.

Rodney sighed. He still had several trays to go, even if he baked two at a time. “About an hour.”

Sheppard nodded. “How about I go pick up something for us to eat? Cheeseburgers sound good? Not fast food, but the real kind, with the works.”

Rodney practically salivated. “Ohmygod, with the big fat crinkle-cut fries as well? And ketchup? I can’t remember the last time I had a decent cheeseburger and fries. Bring me something like that, and I’ll marry you.”

Sheppard’s eyebrows crawled into his hairline.

“Oh, for pity’s sake, figure of speech. Get out of here and bring me some food. I might let you have some more sausage balls when you get back.” Rodney deliberately turned away. Shit. Nothing like overplaying your hand.

“Okay.” Rodney heard the jingle of car keys. “Back in a bit.”

“Get some popcorn while you’re at it. For the movies.”

He didn’t relax until Sheppard went out the back door. There was going for it, and there was rushing your play. If he pushed Sheppard too hard, he’d run. Rodney was sure of it.

***

They ate their cheeseburgers in reverent silence, and then Sheppard surprised Rodney by making Jiffy Pop popcorn on the stove. “It’s better than the microwave kind,” he insisted.

“I think you’re right,” Rodney said, as they grabbed fistfuls of popcorn and settled into a night of watching movies. From the moment the words “Episode VI: A New Hope” scrolled up the screen until the closing credits of The Empire Strikes back, they scarcely said a word.

“Return of the Jedi?” Sheppard suggested, when Rodney stretched.

Rodney shook his head. “It’s getting late, and I can feel my muscles locking up. I think I’ll hit the Jacuzzi. It’s not like we really need to see Jedi before we go see the new movie tomorrow.”

“You know,” Sheppard said slowly, “what might be better for you than the Jacuzzi? A swim in the pool.”

Rodney shuddered at the idea. “Brrr. No thanks.”

“No seriously, you need to move to get rid of the lactic acid buildup in your muscles. And the pool’s heated.”

Rodney thought about it for a moment, recalling the eerie greenish glow of the pool the night he’d arrived. It was tempting but… “I didn’t bring any trunks. I didn’t think it would be warm enough to go swimming.”

Sheppard laughed briefly. “It’s a private house. Who needs swim trunks? I’m not going to wear any.”

The very wickedness of the whole idea was tempting beyond belief. Sheppard was right. Who was to know? And besides, the thought of seeing Sheppard naked… “Towels?” Rodney asked.

Sheppard shrugged. “Should already be down there in the pool house.”

“Well, what are we waiting for, then?”

Rodney followed Sheppard down the corridor and through a series of doors into a walkway that allowed access to the pool without ever having to step foot outdoors. “I could get used to this,” he muttered, as Sheppard opened the door to the pool area and turned on the switch.

Overhead lights came on, and Rodney gasped in surprise. He’d only glanced at the pool in passing, and had never actually been in the room itself. He’d had no idea it was also a greenhouse. The pool lay at the center of artfully arranged foliage, giving the impression of being in a hidden grotto as opposed to a swimming pool. While possible to do laps, if one angled themselves just right, it was more about lounging and drinking tropical confections sporting umbrellas.

And secret assignations.

Rodney could use a drink right about now.

As if reading his mind, Sheppard went straight for the bar. “Pour you something?” he asked, as he opened the cabinet and began exploring.

Rodney sighed. Virtually every mixed drink including something citrus flavored and he wasn’t that keen on straight liquor. “Deathly allergic to citrus, remember? Maybe I should pass. I’m not crazy about whiskey or vodka.”

“You probably haven’t tried the really good stuff.” Sheppard’s smile should be registered as an illegal drug. Rodney was ready to do anything he asked, just from a quirk of those lips. Talk about ‘under the influence.’ “How about whiskey and soda?”

Rodney nodded and watched as Sheppard poured a finger of Crown Royal into a glass and topped it off with Coke from a can he took out of the small fridge. He fixed himself a similar drink, and then took it over to the pool, setting his glass down on the edge and toeing off his shoes and socks. He tugged the black pullover by the back of its collar over his head, tossing it aside on a nearby pool chair. His chest was pleasantly hairy, unlike the smooth look so favored by actors and models these days, though of course, Rodney had expected that, given Sheppard’s otherwise hirsute state. Rodney’s eyes were drawn to Sheppard’s hand as he undid the fly on his jeans, tugging down the zipper to reveal a dark swatch of hair. Commando. He’d gone commando.

Even though Rodney anticipated seeing Sheppard naked any moment now, the very thought that Sheppard might have been walking around all day without any underwear on made his mouth dry.

“You coming or what?” Sheppard asked, one eyebrow raised.

Belatedly, Rodney realized he was staring, and took a big gulp of his drink. It was stronger than expected, and he choked on it, sputtering.

“You okay?” Sheppard asked. He slid his jeans down over his hips, stepping out of them.

Perfection. Sheer perfection. Rodney had noticed before that Sheppard seemed long in the torso, and he’d wondered if Sheppard was going to prove to be somehow disproportional, but he wasn’t. He was just so long and slim that when he was wearing clothes, it was hard to tell where his chest ended and his waist began. There was no difficulty now. Sheppard had the lean musculature of the very fit, but not overly muscle-bound the way some gym rats were. No, the muscles of his abdomen might not be washboard, but they tapered to a V across his hipbones, accentuating the lines of his body and how everything seemed to draw the eye right down to Sheppard’s dick. And that was sheer perfection too. He wasn’t fully erect, but he was at half-mast, and his cock was arrow-straight and utterly perfect. Rodney felt like he should walk right over to Sheppard and sink to his knees, begging to be allowed to put his lips around that gorgeous cock.

“Rodney?” Sheppard asked again, and this time Rodney felt a wave of uncertainty sweep over him in a red tide of embarrassment. What was he thinking? Jeannie was right. Sheppard was out of his league.

And then he realized two things at once. First, he hadn’t answered Sheppard’s question, and Sheppard was looking at him like maybe he’d made a big mistake. In fact, from the stiff expression on his face, Sheppard might well be wondering what the hell he was thinking, inviting Rodney to a skinny dipping session in the pool after midnight. But it was the second thing that made him smile. “You called me Rodney.”

Sheppard looked as though he might be dealing with a crazy man, the way his brows merged in a furrow on his forehead, and his casual decision to swing over into the side of the pool. “That’s your name, right?’ he said, leaning back on the wall of the pool and picking up his drink. He rested his elbows on the edge.

“One of them,” Rodney said, laughing suddenly. He realized he was seriously overdressed, and began rectifying that situation. He nearly spilled his drink before he remembered he had to put it down before taking off his sweater. When he looked up, Sheppard was watching him over the brim of his glass.

Go big or go home.

Rodney shucked his shoes and socks, and then unzipped his fly, shrugging out of his jeans. He picked up his drink to give Sheppard a mock-toast with it, and took another hasty swig. This time, the mellowness of the alcohol was a warm glow in his belly. With a shit-eating grin, he peeled off his boxers and picked up one of the oversized towels stacked by the bar.

Sheppard froze. “You’re uncut.”

Rodney looked down. His foreskin made his dick look big and thick, something he’d always been rather proud of—until Jennifer that is. She’d actually tried to talk him into circumcision, telling him that it was a medical necessity. “Um, eh, yes?” It was a little odd discussing your cock with someone you weren’t sure was planning to suck it or not.

“So,” Sheppard drawled. “Are the rumors true?”

“Rumors?” Rodney frowned. The temptation to cover himself was strong. He halted his hand as it drifted toward his crotch clutching his towel, determined not to show insecurity to Sheppard right now.

“You know,” Sheppard said, unconsciously drawing a little circle with his finger on the lip of the pool. “What they say about being uncut. That it makes you more sensitive.”

Rodney tried not to gape, remembering just in time to close his mouth. “Well, I don’t really have too many other points of reference. I’m told I’m loud during sex, which may or may not be taken as supporting evidence.” He’d embarrassed Jennifer, he knew that much. He thought back to previous lovers—not that there’d been all that many. “I was with a guy once who seemed to think it was true. In fact, I think that’s why we broke up. He was pissed about it.”

“So who do you like better, men or women?" There was a studied stillness about Sheppard. This was it. How Rodney answered now would decide everything.

“It's not as simple as that,” he said, hoping he sounded at ease. “ Because I’m bi, more than anything, I’m attracted to a person, you know? I’ve got types, like everyone does, but it’s who you are that matters the most. Smart, helps. And hot, too. I’m not above admitting that I’m shallow. But mostly smart. And funny. Funny is good. Cool as hell, that’s really good. Someone I can talk to. Someone who reads. Someone who can put up with my shit.” Had he gone too far? Yes, he had. He sounded nervous. He should shut up now.



Sheppard set his drink down and dove underneath the water. Steam faintly rose all around, and Sheppard’s body glided seal-like through the water, clearly illuminated in the greenish light. He broke the surface and flung his head back, flicking the water out of his face. He came to Rodney’s side of the pool, standing in the shallow water and leaning on his elbows on the edge.

Rodney walked to the side of the pool and looked down. His knees might never forgive him, but who cared? He dropped the towel and knelt on its folds, spreading his thighs to make room for Sheppard between them.

“May I?” Sheppard asked, and the very formality of his request did something ridiculous to Rodney’s heart.

Rodney sat back on his heels. His cock lifted, as if seeking Sheppard. “I’ve been waiting for you to ask me that for days now,” he said.

Water dripping of his hand, Sheppard reached for Rodney’s dick, his touch one of curious awe. Slowly he explored Rodney’s cock, pushing the foreskin back to reveal his dick and letting it slide back again. Rodney felt his head tip back of its own volition, and his eyelids fluttered. He wanted to watch but ohmygod, it felt so good, so good to have Sheppard touch him. He gasped when Sheppard took a firm hold of his dick and slid his hand up and down.

“Whoa there, cowboy,” Rodney said, putting his hand over Sheppard’s and squeezing. “Not so hard.”

“You really are more sensitive, aren’t you?” Sheppard asked, his lips parted and wet with water.

Rodney looked down at him, and saw the rampant desire there. He knew what Sheppard wanted. For some reason he couldn’t go any further. Maybe because he was so used to not getting anything he wanted. They both wanted this though. Sheppard just had to be tipped over into it.

“Go ahead. Suck me.” He edged closer to the lip of the pool, so that his knees were on either side of Sheppard’s head.

Sheppard didn’t hesitate. He pushed up against the wall, nosing into Rodney’s thatch, rubbing his face and bristly jaw along the inside of Rodney’s thigh. Taking Rodney’s cock with one hand, Sheppard mouthed the end, bobbing over the head, using his lips to push the foreskin back and letting it slide into place once more. A moan worked its way out of Rodney, coming all the way up from his dick, which hardened in Sheppard’s hands.

With a moan of his own, Sheppard engulfed him, pushing back the foreskin with his mouth, and pumping up and down Rodney’s shaft. He pulled off to lick the slit, smiling when he tasted Rodney there. He took hold of Rodney’s cock, pumping his hand up and down, sliding easily along with the foreskin. “Goddamn, this is so hot. I’ve never done this before, not with someone like you. Not like—” He went down on Rodney again, groaning his need to be even closer, to take in more. Rodney felt the head of his dick hit the back of Sheppard’s throat, and though Sheppard might never have given a blow job to someone uncircumscribed before, this certainly wasn’t his first time because he was a master. As Sheppard’s throat contracted around his dick, Rodney began to keen.

His cries ratcheted higher and tighter, and he couldn’t help it, he began rocking into Sheppard’s beautiful, talented mouth. He dug into Sheppard’s shoulders with his hands. Sheppard pulled his mouth off Rodney, only to keep up the pace with his hand, pumping, squeezing, and rotating his hand.

“Come on, Rodney. Let me hear you. Scream for me. Shout out loud. I want to hear it.”

Rodney obliged, letting his orgasm rip through him as he cried out, “Oh! Oh! Yes!” over and over again.

He slumped against Sheppard’s support, groaning this time from the bite of the rough tile through the towel into his legs. “Ouch, that’s going to hurt.” He pushed himself off Sheppard to ease his legs out from under him, dangling his feet in the water. “I don’t suppose I could talk you into taking this to a bed?”

The momentary look of longing was soon shut out by a mask of indifference. “I don’t need much. A handjob will do.”

Rodney placed his fists on his hips for a second, and then groaned loudly as he lowered himself slowly into the steaming water. “You just gave me the best blowjob of my life. I don’t think a simple handjob will suffice.” He draped his arms around Sheppard’s shoulders. “I was thinking about maybe you fucking me. And that would be easier in bed. But hey, if you—”

Sheppard grabbed him by the hand and dragged him toward the steps.

Later, as they lay in bed, limbs and sheets tangled, both sweaty and sated, it occurred to Rodney that Sheppard had never actually gone to bed with a guy before. Had sex with them, yes. Handjobs, blowjobs, frottage—maybe even glory holes—anything that could be fast and dirty before he’d gotten caught. Even though DADT had been lifted a while back, Sheppard had been stationed in a part of the world where having sex with a guy could get you killed.

And despite having been intimate in so many other ways, they hadn’t kissed yet.

Rodney had just a little shy of three weeks left on this trip. He’d have to make the most of them.

***

“Huh,” Rodney said, as they came out of the theater from seeing the new Star Wars movie. “Mixed feelings.”

“How so? I thought it captured a lot of the original flavor. Better than the prequels, that’s for sure.”

They walked back to where they’d left Sheppard’s car. The lot had been nearly full when they’d arrived, making Rodney glad they’d purchased their tickets online. As it was, they lucked out into decent seats only because they didn’t have to wait in line to check in. But they’d had to park on the other side of the lot. It had rained again while they were in the movies, another reminder of how unseasonably warm it had been, and they parted to avoid a large puddle.

Rodney huffed slightly. “It wouldn’t take much to be better than the prequels, but that’s neither here nor there. It does well to revitalize the franchise. I liked the new characters. There were parts I loved. There were parts I hated.” He let his displeasure leech into his voice on this last bit.

“Yeah, I know what you mean.” Sheppard was a little quiet.

Rodney was tempted to ask him if battle had ever been like it was in the opening sequence, and had Sheppard ever felt overwhelmed and if he’d ever wanted to run. He didn’t, though. It was time to lighten things up. “So, Finn and Poe. Doing it or not?”

“What?” Sheppard asked, but there was laughter in his voice. “They just met, Rodney. They didn’t have any time before the crash.”

“And yet Finn took Poe’s jacket from the wreckage. He was on a desert planet. It was a hundred bazillion degrees out there! What did he need with a jacket for pity’s sake?”

“Maybe he looked good in it?” Sheppard smirked. He took out his keys as they approached the car, the lights flashing and the car beeping as the doors unlocked.

“See? I’m telling you—”

Sheppard gripped his arm suddenly, cutting him off. “You hear that?”

“Hear what?” Rodney frowned, instinctively looking around to see what had alerted Sheppard.

“That.” Sheppard pointed toward a storm drain behind the car and made for it.

Rodney followed, tipping his head to one side. He thought he heard a plaintive mew.

Pulling out his cell phone, Sheppard turned on the flashlight app and shone it down in the narrow opening. Rodney knelt beside him.

“Ohmygod, it’s a kitten! Do you see it? You must have the hearing of a bat. What are we going to do? I don’t think we can reach it.”

Sheppard had already stripped off his leather jacket, handing both it and the cell phone to Rodney so he could press face-down on the wet pavement and reach into the storm drain. His boots scrabbled on the parking lot as he tried to press in further. “Just out of reach,” he grunted, his head and neck turned as far as his could go in order to stretch his fingers farther. The kitten, wet and bedraggled, opened its mouth for a silent meow. It sat on a narrow ledge inside the drain. Below, muddy water swirled past it.

“We can’t just leave it there,” Rodney said. It would die if they couldn’t get it out. He couldn’t bear the thought of it. “I know!” He sat back on his heels and snapped his fingers as Sheppard righted himself. “I’ll go get some food and we’ll tempt it closer so you can grab it.”

“Good idea, but where are you going to get food around here at this time of night? The stores are closed. The only place that’s open is the movie theater.”

“I’ll get something from the concessions stand. If they won’t let me in without a ticket after I tell them what I need, I’ll buy another ticket. Wait here!” Rodney got to his feet and ran back to the theater, keenly aware of the soreness in his legs—and in other places—as he did so.

Fortunately, the woman at the ticket counter was sympathetic as Rodney explained his need, pointing urgently at the concessions stand and then back over his shoulder where he’d left Sheppard and the kitten.

“Oh, poor thing,” she said, motioning Rodney on through without buying a ticket. “We have so many feral cats that hang around here hoping for some leftover food. Most of them get hit by cars.”

At the concession stand, Rodney bought several plain hot dogs and a slice of pizza. Hopefully the kitten would be tempted by one or the other. Hurrying back to the car, he found Sheppard kneeling so he could peer into the drain, crooning to the kitten.

“No luck,” Sheppard said, when Rodney knelt beside him with a little groan. He shot a grin at Rodney’s discomfiture, and then asked, “What did you get? It smells good.”

Rodney took one of the hotdogs out of the bag, discarding the bread. “Let’s try this first. I’ll hold the hot dog, and you see if you can grab the kitten when it comes to investigate.”

“Good plan,” Sheppard said.

Rodney laid down on his side and shoved his arm in the drain as far as it would go, holding the hot dog so only a small bit was available. Sheppard got down beside him, but it was quickly apparent he’d have to be as close as possible to Rodney in order to grab the kitten if it got close enough. He spooned up against Rodney, his head turned so his breath ghosted Rodney’s ear when he spoke. “I can’t see a thing. You’re going to have to tell me when to go for it.”

“I think she’s coming,” Rodney said. “I feel something checking out my hand.”

“Hopefully it’s a kitten and not a rat,” Sheppard said, and he caught Rodney’s arm before he flinched back. “It was a joke, McKay. You’re doing good. Hang in there.”

With his free hand, Rodney held up the cell phone, but when the light caught the reflection of the kitten’s eyes, it backed up and hissed. “Turning the flashlight off,” he said. “We’re just going to have to wing it.

“Just say the word,” Sheppard said. “I’m ready.”

Rodney kept up a quiet commentary. “Okay, I think she’s coming back. Yes, I can feel her whiskers on my hand. Oh, she’s trying to get some hotdog! Okay, I’m going to pull back just a little…” He could feel Sheppard’s hand on his wrist, but the kitten was still out of reach. “Okay, let me try something here.”

Rodney pinched off a bit of hotdog with his thumbnail and flicked it on the ledge. Listening hard, he could hear the kitten growling as it chewed. He worked the remainder of the hot dog into his palm and partly up his sleeve. The kitten, having finished the morsel of food, nosed around Rodney’s hand, aggressively butting it. “Just a little bit more,” Rodney breathed. “She’s on my hand—John, grab her now!”

“Got it.” Sheppard said, pushing himself back from the drain and holding on to the kitten by its scruff. It stopped trying to get away, and hung curled up like a bat in Sheppard’s grip when Rodney shone the light on it.

“Don’t let go until we get in the car,” Rodney warned, and hurried to open the doors. Once they were in safely with the doors shut, Rodney turned on the interior lights and tore up a few pieces of hot dog, laying them on the paper tray in his lap. He nodded to Sheppard, who lowered the kitten to Rodney’s knee.

It clung for a second, prompting Rodney to tense and say, “Tiny claws!” but the smell of food overrode its fear and it ate voraciously, growling all the while.

“Fierce little thing,” Sheppard said with a smile. He had mud on the side of his face that made him look decidedly rakish.

“If it is a girl, we’ll call her Rey,” Rodney said. “You need a new barn cat, right?”

“Rodney…”

Rodney ignored him, scooping up the kitten and stuffing it down his sweater.

“What are you doing?” Sheppard asked, starting the engine.

“She’s cold. This is the best way I know to warm her up. We’ll clean her up when we get back to the house.”

“I’ve got one word for you,” Sheppard said as they pulled out of the parking lot. “Fleas.”

“Which is why you’re stopping by the pet store on the way home. We need to get some things.”

A few hours later, the kitten was bathed and dried, full of warmed kitten food, and had been dewormed too. Her sex had been verified as female, and she was sleeping in a basket on a fleece blanket, her little paws moving reflexively as she did so. She proved to be a Siamese cross with torti-points, and eyes as blue as Rodney’s.

“Does Zelenki do cats? Or should I take her in to a vet clinic tomorrow?” Rodney asked, as the two of them stood looking down over the sleeping kitten.

“Zelenka,” Sheppard corrected automatically. “He’s vaccinated cats for us in the past. I’ll call him in the morning.”

“Good,” Rodney said. “I can invite him to the party.”

Sheppard said nothing at the time, but later, when they’d decided it was best to shut the kitten in one of the spare rooms until they made sure she knew what a litter box was for, he leaned up against the wall, watching Rodney as he secured the room. “You’re a regular force of nature, you know that, right? Do you always get your way in everything?”

“Only when I’m right,” Rodney said with a shrug. “Which is most of the time.”

Sheppard laughed, accidently-on-purpose bumping shoulders with Rodney as they went downstairs.

“How’s the writing going?” Sheppard asked, when they entered the kitchen.

Oh shit. His ‘vacation time’ the time in which he was going to get some major work done on either the new storyline or the Cadman novel was slipping away and he’d written next to nothing. “Not well,” he confessed.

“Is it because you’re… distracted?”

Not ‘Am I distracting you?’ It was an interesting distinction. “When I’m on a roll, I’m hard to distract,” Rodney admitted. “When things aren’t going well, anything and everything can distract me. I thought coming to a new environment would get me out of my rut but it hasn’t. Not that I’m not enjoying myself,” he added.

“Maybe that’s what you need to do right now,” Sheppard suggested. “You’re stuck so maybe you should leave it alone for a while, do something fun, recharge your writing mojo, or whatever you call it.”

“I’ve already tried taking a break for a while—too long, if you must know the truth—there’s a difference between recharging batteries and writer’s block. Sometimes you have to push through it. Sometimes you have to take a break. The trick is know which and when.”

“What’s the story about?” Sheppard opened a bottle of beer for himself and passed one over to Rodney.

“That’s just it.” Rodney sighed. “I’m working on a new story—doing something completely new for me—and I have good characters.” He thought briefly of the character sketches he’d created and the backgrounds he’d drawn up for them. The lone wolf pilot with the rebellious hair, who’d as yet to find his purpose in the world. His first officer, who was one of the few survivors of his planet’s destruction, a man with a leonine mass of hair and a prosthetic arm—and a taste for revenge. A woman with the voice of an angel, the soul of a diplomat, and the ability to drop kick the bad guys into the middle of next week. A ship’s doctor with a Scottish accent. A commander with short blonde hair who was drop-dead gorgeous and technically brilliant. And a chief science officer who had broad shoulders, and a full head of sandy-blond hair, a smart-mouth, and blue eyes. He was suitably ripped, despite being a science nerd, and he had broad shoulders and a magnificent ass. Okay, so maybe there was a little self-insert there. Every writer did it to some extent. Rodney sighed. “The characters are awesome. It’s the world-building I struggle with. Everything’s been done. I want to create the kind of universe that is believable and sustainable—the kind that would lend itself to a series or a movie franchise like Star Wars. And I just can’t come up with anything that hasn’t been done before.”

“What if you made them explorers? Plenty of scope there.”

“Practically a trope.”

“Smugglers? Pirates with a heart of gold?

“Firefly.”

“Last of their kind, on the run from a ruthless alien species set to wipe them out?”

“Battlestar Galactica.”

“What if you take them off a ship and put them on a space station?”

“Babylon 5. Deep Space Nine.”

“Make the ship sentient?”

Rodney had to think about that one a moment. “Not sure. Andromeda, perhaps?”

Sheppard pointed the beer bottle in his direction. “Don’t they say there are only six or seven plots in existence and it’s how you tell the story that matters?”

“True, and I know what you’re saying, but this has got to be brilliant. Good enough that people will forget about what I’ve written before and embrace the new stuff.”

Sheppard frowned. “Putting a lot of pressure on yourself, aren’t you? Why don’t you write something you’d enjoy reading yourself?”

“Easier said than done. Particularly when I don’t have a handle on what kind of story I want to tell.” Rodney drummed his fingers on the countertop restlessly. “Look, Star Trek had the elite starship doing great things for the Federation. Part of the reason it caught on and remained a fan favorite decades after the show was cancelled was because it made you want to be a better person—to be good enough to be a crew member of the Enterprise. Star Wars had the force, and the Rebellion. Battlestar Galactica had the survival story and the Cylons. Doctor Who has the TARDIS, and the concept of Companions—which allows every viewer to self-insert into the universe—who wouldn’t want to go with the Doctor if he invited you to come along? Me, I got nothing.” He made a disgusted noise.

Sheppard’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he took a hard swig of his beer. “So take elements from all these different shows and combine ‘em. Make your characters—I dunno—everyday people like you and me. Don’t set it in the future, but give them access to unimaginable alien tech—millennia ahead of their time. That way, you keep the reader thinking it could happen to them. Give them a ship like the TARDIS, one that can transport them through space and time so the sky’s the limit with storylines. Set up a bad guy—maybe the aliens whose tech it is in the first place. Or, I know, they run into trouble because they don’t know how to use this tech and it pisses a lot of people off. You can do this, Rodney. Just mix and match the background stuff and put your own unique spin on it.”

“Spin.” Rodney absorbed Sheppard’s words, pondering his suggestion. It had merit. He’d sleep on it, and see what he came up with. In his head, he could picture an archaeological dig turning up something alien. Maybe a combination of Chariots of the Gods and The Fifth Element? Oooh, he could introduce a hunky archaeologist. The word ‘spin’ jiggled something in his brain but he didn’t have a good grasp on it yet. He’d have to let it marinate in his subconscious for a while. “You’re right,” he said. “Something will come to me. So, er, do you want to watch something on TV?”

“It would kind of be sacrilege to watch anything else after Star Wars tonight.” Sheppard’s half smile was devastatingly attractive. “Besides, I noticed how… stiff… you were moving earlier this evening. I think you really need that Jacuzzi tonight.”

Rodney nodded. “You’re right. Have you noticed that it’s big enough for two?”

Sheppard finished his beer, setting down the empty bottle and licking his lips. “Noticed but not ever tested out this theory.”

“Speaking of theories, I’d like to argue my point about Finn and Poe a little further.”

“This I gotta hear.”

“Lead the way,” Rodney motioned to the door with a flourish of his hand.

***

Rey, the kitten, proved as indomitable and resourceful as her namesake. She was a little spitfire for her vaccinations when Zelenka came to administer them, and she kicked and scratched when he cleaned her ears of mites and showed Rodney how to apply the topical agent to kill the fleas and earmites. She cried pathetically when they drew blood for her leukemia/FIV testing, and both he and Sheppard sighed with relief when ten minutes later, the test came up negative. Rodney apologized by giving her more canned food, which she wolfed down as only the previously starved could do. At best guess, she was about ten weeks old.

Zelenka was pleased to be invited to the party, and promised he’d come, barring any emergencies. Jeannie confirmed that she, Kaleb, and Madison would be arriving Saturday midday, and staying until the following Tuesday. Ronon Dex called and asked if he needed to bring anything. Rodney told him just to bring Elizabeth Weir—he’d take care of the rest.

Rodney had another riding lesson, and informed Banks about the party, earning a rare smile from him. He spent the rest of the afternoon in a flurry of baking, making snickerdoodles, oatmeal Scotchies, and several more batches of sausage balls, the previous ones having mysteriously disappeared. Then he took the car into town, stopping by his bank and then braving the malls for last minute Christmas shopping. He was exhausted and on sensory overload when he got back to the house.

Around dinnertime, he got a call from Teyla.

“When was the last time you checked your email?” she demanded, uncharacteristically sharp for her.

“I don’t know. Yesterday?” Guiltily, Rodney realized he hadn’t been online since he’d checked his email from his publisher.

“I’m boarding a plane in a few minutes. I should land in Washington in the morning. We need to talk.”

Rodney was aghast. “I thought you were staying in Paris until after Christmas!”

“That was before yesterday. Would you like the good news or the bad news first?”

Rodney knew he was supposed to say, ‘good news’ but he couldn’t. “The bad. What happened?”

“What happened is I was on a panel with Samantha Carter and one of the fans asked me a question about the Cadman stories I couldn’t answer. I tried to laugh it off as too much socializing the night before, but I believe Sam is on to you. Or at least on to me as being a fraud. When I announced I was leaving early and had booked a flight back, she said she was on the same flight. I see her now at the terminal, and I just know she will try to pick my brains on the trip back.”

Okay, that was bad, but not the end of the world. “Just tell her that you can’t be bothered remembering the little esoteric details of the Cadman series. That’s what Scrivener is for. And watch a movie or something. Put headphones on and pretend to be asleep.”

“Would you like to know why I am coming back early?” There was a hint of suppressed excitement in her voice.

“Um, yes?”

Teyla laughed, a musical sound. “While I was representing you at the conference, I was approached by a Mr. Woolsey, the head of Atlantis Productions. Rodney, they want to make movies out of the Cadman series!”

“What?” Rodney could scarcely believe his ears. “Teyla, that’s fantastic! Are you sure?”

“Very sure. But you realize this means that you’ll have to meet with them in person. You can’t hide behind a pen name and an email address this time, Rodney.”

His heart sank all the way to his shoes. “Well, that’s the end of that, then. They won’t want the story once they realize you’re not the author.”

“If you play it right, and time the announcement correctly, it will generate a lot of free press for a movie. Put it to them that way. You know it is time to come clean, Rodney.”

He nodded, feeling sick inside. “We’ll talk about it when you get here. When does your flight get in?”

She told him.

“My sister should be getting in around them. I’ll set things up so she can give you a ride. Don’t worry about Carter.”

“Thank you, Mother! I’ll see you then.” Teyla ended the call. No doubt Carter had walked up on her.

Carter was the least of his worries right now. A movie deal! That was bigger than his wildest dreams! But it meant coming clean in more ways than one. He shrank from the thought of what Sheppard’s reaction would be.

Wait? Why should he care? In a couple of weeks, he’d be going back to his cabin anyway. It wasn’t like he was in a relationship, was he?

But he wanted to be. The realization hit him between the eyes like a ballpeen hammer, knocking the breath out of him with the thought. He wanted to be in a relationship with Sheppard. He wanted to see Sheppard have the courage to take hold of his dreams, and watch Rey grow up. He wanted to ride horses, and write stories, and love John. There. He said it. He wanted to be with John.

How could he ask Sheppard to take the big risk of running a stable when Rodney couldn’t even own up to what he actually did for a living?

The whole thing was doomed. He could see that now. Jennifer had taught him that much, at least.

He couldn’t think about that now, though. He had to prepare for his guests.

In the end, Sheppard came around to the idea of a party. Rodney supposed he really didn’t have a choice. He’d had to keep pestering Sheppard as to where the linens were kept, and how to run the dishwasher, where was the vacuum cleaner? He’d vetoed the idea of using the Sheppard china as too risky, and had drafted Sheppard for more than one store run for supplies. To his surprise, Sheppard began making useful suggestions, which made the whole thing a lot easier as Rodney’s anxiety mounted.

“Why do I get the feeling you don’t entertain much?” Sheppard said, leaning on one of the counters in the kitchen to snag a snickerdoodle.

“What part of ‘for the party’ do you not understand?” Rodney snapped, cracking a wooden spoon down within inches of Sheppard’s hand. All he got in return was an unrepentant grin.

“Relax, Rodney. It’ll be fine. The only people staying are your sister’s family. Everyone else is going home after the party. They’ll have fun. You’ll see.”

Rodney took a deep breath. “Um, Teyla’s coming too. She called earlier this evening.”

“Teyla?” Sheppard’s eyebrow quirked upward. “As in the author, Teyla Emmagan? That Teyla?”

“How many Teylas do you think I know? It’s not like it’s a common name.”

“Well… cool. I’m glad you invited her.” Sheppard didn’t sound so sure though.

He was quieter than usual that evening, when Rodney finally declared the baking done. Rodney didn’t notice at first, still making plans out loud. “I’ll put the casseroles in the oven in the morning. It just dawned on me that almost every single one has cheese in it. You don’t think that’s too much cheese do you?”

“Can’t go wrong with cheese,” Sheppard said, washing up the mixing bowls at the sink.

“But what if someone has a dairy intolerance? I forgot to ask. And my sister is a vegetarian but I don’t know if she’s vegan or not. Aside from snickerdoodles, there may not be anything for her to eat. Oh God, those have butter in them. Do you think I should make some gluten-free options?”

Sheppard turned off the faucet and dried his hands on a dish towel, turning to lean against the sink and cross his arms over his chest. “Who is it exactly that you’re trying to impress, McKay? Your sister? Teyla?”

Rodney knew from past experience that he looked like a worried hedgehog when he was anxious. Jennifer had told him so. “I just want this to be perfect.”

“Nothing’s perfect. You should know that by now. In fact, some of the best things are those you weren’t expecting.”

“Yeah.” Rodney smiled as he thought about Sheppard bursting in on him that first night in the house. “Yeah, you’re right. I’m just a bit of a perfectionist.”

This brought a half-smile to Sheppard’s face. “No, really?” he said.

Rodney grinned at him, checking one last time that the oven was off and everything was put away. “Come on, let’s call it a night.”

Sheppard was slow to move, but eventually levered himself off the sink to follow Rodney, turning out the lights as he went.

The sex that evening was almost rough. It felt as though Sheppard were slipping back into his old patterns of quick and dirty, without any lingering tenderness that had marked some of the sessions before. In fact, Sheppard tackled him almost as soon as they entered Rodney’s room, the lights still off. There was an urgency, a neediness, which demanded silence from him, something Rodney scarcely knew how to give but he’d tried his best. Hey, quick and dirty suited him after the day he’d had.

He’d been flipped around and thrust up against the wall, Sheppard working at his fly to open it and reach in Rodney’s pants without a word. Jeezus but that felt good. Rodney didn’t question Sheppard’s wordlessness—after that first evening, he’d seldom spoken during sex. Nor did he question the demands of Sheppard’s hands on his body. He just went with it, following mindlessly as Sheppard tugged him toward the dresser to where the condoms lay.

Sheppard stripped Rodney’s pants down and spread his legs apart, pushing him over his dresser and entering him from behind, tweaking a nipple mercilessly until Rodney cried out. Rodney could feel Sheppard’s powerful thighs bumping against his legs as Sheppard thrust into him, and he winced, involuntarily tightening against the onslaught. A little more prep would have been nice. Leaning on one forearm, he began to jack himself, but Sheppard caught his hand and pulled it away.

“No.” Sheppard growled in his ear, causing Rodney to shudder uncontrollably. “Not tonight. Mine.”

Sheppard replaced Rodney’s hand on his dick with his own, matching pace with the thrusts of his cock up Rodney’s ass. The burn in his ass gave way to the pleasure such fullness gave him, and that combined with the action of Sheppard’s hand, soon had Rodney moaning with every thrust. “Oh God, yes,” he began to chant. “Like that. Like that. Do it like that. Give it to me, John. Yes!” His words turned into inarticulate sounds as he felt the tension in his body ramp up toward orgasm.

Sheppard lost his rhythm for a moment, causing Rodney to keen with disappointment. “So close,” he panted into the crook of his elbow.

Whatever had caused Sheppard to fumble, he came back with a vengeance, pounding and jacking Rodney until he cried out, shooting his load over Sheppard’s hand. Sheppard followed shortly behind him, filling Rodney with a warmth that made him smile. Sheppard rested his forehead on Rodney’s back for a long moment before pulling out.

Rodney murmured, “You’re the best,” as he left Sheppard to go clean up in the bathroom. He returned to flop into bed, falling asleep almost the instant he did so.

It wasn’t until he awoke in the middle of the night that he realized he was alone.

***

Rodney overslept in the following morning and dashed down the stairs in a panic, certain he’d never get everything done before people started arriving for the party. To his relief, he discovered that all three of the casseroles had been cooked, and would only require reheating to be served. In the fridge was a huge plate of ham biscuits, and a pan of cooked green beans and potatoes, and someone had started the slow cooker for the meatballs, too.

By the back door, a two cases of wine sat: one red, one white. There was also a note from Sheppard, saying he’d gone to pick up the pies Rodney had ordered from the bakery.

“Oh, thank God,” Rodney muttered, and ran back upstairs for a hasty shower.

When he came downstairs again, the pies were on the counter. There was still no sign of Sheppard.

Frowning, Rodney went out the back door and down to the stable. “Have you seen Sheppard?” he asked Banks when he cornered him in the feed room.

“He’s working Steele in the big arena outside. He’ll be a couple of hours at least.”

Rodney nodded, not certain what was wrong but sure that something was wrong. “Okay, thanks. You’re coming to the party, right?”

“Wouldn’t miss it.”

He had to be happy with that.

Shortly after noon, a rental car pulled up in the driveway. Rodney had been on the lookout for it, and threw open the front door to greet his guests.

“Mer!” Jeannie called out, her eyes bright with mischief as she climbed out of the back of the large SUV. “Look who we brought!”

“Uncle Mer!” Madison exploded out of the vehicle, running up to him carrying a model horse in her hands. “Are there really horses here? May I go see? Please? Please?”

“In a minute, Munchkin.” Rodney was taken aback at how much Madison had grown since he’d seen her last. “Let’s get everyone in and settled and then I’ll take you on a tour of the stables.” Better yet, he’d turn her over to Banks, who would recognize a kindred spirit. “Jeannie, Kaleb, good to see you.”

Rodney was still smiling when Teyla got out of the back of the car. To his surprise, a door opened on the opposite side, and a tall blonde got out as well.

“Surprise!” Jeannie grinned like a fiend. “When we went to meet your friend Teyla, we met Sam here as well. Her connecting flight doesn’t leave until tomorrow, so we thought we’d bring her along to your party!”

“I hope you don’t mind,” Sam said, looking slightly embarrassed.

“Of course he doesn’t mind,” Jeannie waved off any possible concerns. “Look at the size of this place. It’s like the Holiday Inn. Plenty of room.”

Teyla shot him a look that begged his forgiveness. Rodney straightened his shoulders and pasted on a smile. “Of course, come on in. The more the merrier.”

Jeannie tucked her arm in the crook of Rodney’s elbow. ‘’I didn’t know you knew Teyla Emmagan and Samantha Carter,” she whispered. “I’m so impressed, Mer.”

***

“So where’s this guy—the fighter pilot?” Jeannie asked, shortly after Rodney had shown everyone to their rooms.

“Down at the barn. Doing horsey things.” Rodney wasn’t entirely sure himself, but it certainly felt like Sheppard was avoiding him. “We’ll probably run into him when we go to the stable.”

“Oh Mer,” Jeannie’s voice was full of woe. “I told you not to get your hopes up.”

“What are you talking about? Everything’s fine. We’re fine. He’s cool. You’ll see.” Rodney folded his arms across his chest and scowled at her. “Thank you so much for your overwhelming vote of confidence. Remind me again, why did I invite you here?”

“I don’t know.” Jeannie’s voice was cool. “You never said.”

“Oh. Okay. Well, it’s like this.” He caught her up on Sheppard’s dilemma, and what he thought Sheppard should do about it.

A small furrow developed on Jeannie’s brow as she listened. “You can’t decide for him what he’s supposed to do, Mer.”

“I know that, but he’s good at this and he loves it. Doesn’t that count for anything in this world? He’s already paid his dues to society, more than the average person. Don’t we all deserve a little happiness at some point in our lives?”

Jeannie shrugged, turning her palms up. “I’d like to think so, but it’s not always that easy. Running a place like this is bound to cost a lot of money.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve got that part all figured out too.”

“Mer…”

Rodney held up his hand. “It’s my choice. No strings attached. He can take the money and use it any way he likes. I’m hoping he’ll choose to invest it in this place though.”

Jeannie’s eyes narrowed. “How much money are we talking about here and where did it come from? You’re not exactly rolling in the bucks, you know. Don’t do anything stupid, Mer.”

“Now you’re just being insulting.” Rodney walked out of the room.

Madison was delighted with the stables. She followed Banks around all afternoon, peppering him with questions that he answered with thoughtful patience. She absorbed the information like a sponge, and repeated it with authority to anyone who’d listen.

She’d been instantly entranced with Sheppard as well. They’d run into him as he was coming back with Steele, and after introductions were made, Rodney’s party tagged along as Sheppard put the horse up.

“Oh my,” Jeannie breathed as an aside to Rodney as they both watched Sheppard run a damp sponge over the horse’s sweaty sides. She turned a goggle-eyed expression on Rodney. “You certainly know how to pick ‘em.”

Rodney couldn’t help but puff out his chest a little.

Back at the house, Sheppard excused himself to get cleaned up. He was charming and polite, but Rodney felt as though he was looking at Sheppard from the wrong side of a glass wall.

Everyone was in the large room containing the Christmas tree when Sheppard re-joined the party. Rodney noticed that he’d shaved, and was wearing an expensive black sweater over a pair of new jeans. He smelled good enough to eat as well. But save for stepping forward to accept a glass of wine from Rodney, he spent his time circulating the room, effortlessly starting conversations with Kaleb and Teyla, and making Madison laugh.

Rodney tore his gaze away from Sheppard to discover Sam watching him. She gave him a friendly smile and came over to his side. “I appreciate you letting me join the party. You’re Rodney McKay, right? Teyla has said so much about you.”

“She’s a good friend,” Rodney said. “And it’s very nice having you here. I love your books, by the way. I especially like the military series. Your Janet is a great character. We need more female characters like her.”

Sam practically beamed at him. “She’s based on a real person, someone I knew in the Air Force. Of course, with the usual alterations to make her completely unrecognizable to anyone else who might know her.”

“Sheppard was in the Air Force, too. As a matter of fact, one of his old buddies is coming later on. He should be here any minute.” Rodney checked his watch.

“Yes, we’ve talked for a bit. I understand this is his house? And his brother didn’t know he was coming home for Christmas?”

“Yeah.” For some reason, this entire conversation was making Rodney depressed. He drank from his glass. “That was awkward.”

“I bet. Congratulations on that movie deal. That’s got to be really exciting for you.”

Rodney lit up. “I know, right? I never dreamt in a million years that one day Cadman—” He shot Sam a dirty look. “Wow, I walked right into that, didn’t I? Was that you’re idea all along? To come here and out me? Aren’t you successful enough without having to shoot down my career?”

Sam looked genuinely surprised. “What? No, that’s not what—how could you think that? I’m so sorry. Look, it was pretty obviously to me at the conference that Teyla didn’t know as much about the Laura Cadman books as she should for someone who was supposed to have written them. I put two and two together when she made a mad dash here after Woolsey made her the movie offer. I like Teyla. I don’t wish her—or you—any harm. But I got the distinct impression that pretending to be something she’s not is really wearing her down. Especially since it’s obvious she wants to pursue her own singing career full time. She’s good, too. She sang at the conference one night and it brought the house down. Don’t you think maybe it’s time you take credit for your own stories? They’re outstanding, and I don't say that lightly. Seriously. You shouldn’t be ashamed of them.”

“I’m not ashamed.” Heat flamed across his face. “Well, not in the sense you think. My family are all service and science oriented. They would think any novelist is not contributing to society on a purposeful enough scale, let alone a romance novelist.”

Sam’s expression grew stern. “They read, don’t they?”

“Well, yes…”

“Then I don’t see what they have to get up on their high horse about. Is that the only reason you’re hiding behind a female pen name?”

“No.” Rodney sighed, slumping his shoulders. “I couldn’t get an agent before. I mean, before I took on a female pen name. And now, I’ve been living the lie so long, I don’t know how to undo it.”

“Tell your publisher. Tell them about the movie deal, and the need to come clean. I’ll stand by you, if you like.”

“Really? Why would you do that?” Rodney stared at her in disbelief.

“I like your stories,” she grinned. “You can dedicate the next Laura Cadman novel to me.”

The doorbell rang.

“Excuse me,” Rodney said, adding, “and thank you, that means a lot to me. You really have no idea.”

Sam lifted her glass in a silent toast, and went back to join the cluster of people talking to Sheppard as Rodney hurried to the door. He opened it to reveal Ronon and a slim brunette dressed in a red sweater and black pants. “Hey Ronon, come on in.” Rodney ushered them into the house. “Sheppard!” He called out over his shoulder. “Ronon’s here.”

To the woman, he said, “You must be Elizabeth. I'm looking forward to hearing about your riding program. Come in, come in. Help yourself to something to eat and drink. Oh, look. Here’s the vet, Dr. Helsinki. I’m going to just go out and meet him.”

“It’s Zelenka,” Ronon said, as Rodney shut the door.

Rodney practically ran up to Zeleznick as soon as he parked his mobile unit. “I’m just running out to the stables to see what’s keeping Banks. Go on in, the party’s started.”

Zelenka nodded his thanks and hurried up the stairs to the house. Rodney imagined he frequently got called out just as he was starting to sit down and enjoy himself, and had learned not to stand on his ceremony.

He met Banks coming out of the tack room, for once wearing a clean blue shirt and newish jeans, not already covered with dirt and hair. “I was just coming to get you. I was afraid you weren’t coming.”

“I just wanted to check on the horses one more time,” Banks said, falling into step with Rodney. “This warm weather is all wrong for this time of year. They’ve got winter coats and it’s easy for them to overheat and colic.”

Rodney hoped it wouldn’t happen. “Well, at least the vet’s already here,” he said, half-jokingly.

Banks shot him a glance. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s Sheppard. He’s being all Lord of the Manor. Not condescending, mind you, just impeccably good manners and the epitome of charm and I feel like this is all my fault. I brought this on him. I decided what was best for him and forced him into this party. I was the one who invited Ronon and Ms. Weir in the hopes they could talk him into taking in the riding program. But now, I’m starting to think I’m just pushing him into something he really doesn’t want to do. That I’m no different than his father.” The words spilled out of Rodney before he could stop them, and he clapped his hand over his mouth in dismay when he was done.

“Well, now. I doubt it’s as bad as all that.” One corner of Bank’s mouth twitched upward. “For one thing, you’re nothing like his father.”

“You know what I mean. I’ve made a huge mess of things. I just really really like him, you know? More than I’ve liked anyone in a long time. I want him to be happy.”

“You make him happy,” Banks said.

“Not today I haven’t.”

They walked in silence the remainder of the way to the house, heading for the back door.

“Whose car is that?” Rodney asked, spotting the black Lexus parked behind his rental.

“You don’t know?” Banks looked sideways at him. “I thought you put together the guest list.”

Rodney snapped his fingers. "I know, I bet it's Dr. Beckett."

As they passed through the kitchen, Rodney collected another platter of h’ordeuvres to take with him into the living room. Banks paused long enough to open a bottle of beer and followed him.

In the living room, a spare, balding man wearing glasses Rodney had never seen before stood talking to Teyla and Sam. He could have been a lawyer or a CEO of any major company. Interestingly enough, Sheppard was keeping a covert eye on him from across the room.

Madison made a beeline for Banks on seeing him, and grabbed him by the hand to drag him back to where Ronon, Ms. Weir, Zelenka, and Sheppard were talking to her parents. With a feeling of dread, Rodney walked over to Teyla’s side, and proffered the tray of appetizers. “Sausage balls, anyone?”

Sam shot him a sympathetic glance, and took one. “Oh wow,” she said, on biting into one. “These are really good!”

“Rodney,” For once, Teyla’s smile looked tight and forced. “This is Mr. Woolsey from Atlantis Productions. He just so happened to be in the area, and decided to come by and talk business.”

“My apologies for crashing your party, Mr. McKay,” Woolsey said pleasantly. “I knew Ms. Emmagan was returning to DC today, and I couldn’t resist looking her up during my layover while I waited on a flight to L.A.” He turned back to Teyla. “I realize this is very presumptuous of me, Ms. Emmagan, but I would very much like to be able to take your answer with me back to California.”

“Her answer?” Sheppard had somehow crossed to Rodney’s side without him realizing it. In fact, the entire party was clustered around them now.

In the uncomfortable little silence that fell, Sam spoke up brightly. “Mr. Woolsey works for Atlantis Productions in Hollywood. They want to make movies out of the Laura Cadman novels.”

“Ohmygod!” Jeannie squealed. “That’s fantastic! They would make amazing movies. Who would you get to play Laura Cadman? Jennifer Lawrence?”

“Oh for pity’s sake,” Rodney snapped. “They couldn’t afford Jennifer Lawrence. Not to mention Cadman is more a Scarlett Johansson type. But they won’t get her either. It will have to be some relative unknown. Hopefully who’s more than a pretty face, and has some acting chops.”

“You seem to have some pretty strong opinions about it, Rodney.” Kaleb smiled as he spoke, but there was an air of soothing ruffled feathers about him too.

“Well, I should.” Rodney squared his shoulders. “After all, I wrote those stories.”

“Excuse me, what?” Woolsey gaped at Rodney, and then whipped around to look at Teyla. “Is this true, Ms. Emmagan?”

“Yes, yes, it’s true. I wrote the stories and asked Teyla to say she did because I couldn’t get a publisher. No one wanted to read romantic suspense stories written by me. But when I invented a hot female persona, I had people beating down my door to get me to sign a contract. So if you’re telling me you’re willing to offer a movie deal to Teyla Emmagan and not me, then that just proves my point, doesn’t it? She’s the marketable ‘author’. Not me.”

“You wrote the Laura Cadman stories? Rodney, I love those stories!” Jeannie’s face was lit up like the Christmas tree. “They’re fantastic!”

Woolsey adjusted his glasses. “I see. I see. Yes, well, I’m afraid I’m going to have to confer with my colleagues on this particular development.”

“Fine. Don’t let the door hit you on the way out.”

“Meredith!” Jeannie smacked him with the back of her hand. He just glared at her.

“Mr. McKay, I’m not withdrawing my offer, at least not yet. I merely need to apprise the board of this situation before we move forward. May I call on you tomorrow before I leave town?”

“Yes, yes, whatever.” Rodney shoved the tray of appetizers at Sheppard and turned on his heel, marching out of the room.

***

He was sitting in the darkened den with the television on to How the Grinch Stole Christmas with the sound muted when Sheppard entered the room.

“You okay?” Sheppard asked, taking the seat next to him.

“No.” Rodney was succinct.

“Fair enough. Though I don’t know why you felt like you needed to keep your writing a secret.”

“Because,” Rodney ground out. “Because my family wouldn’t understand. Because my former fiancée thought it was beneath me. Everyone thinks I’m not living up to my potential because I’m not saving the world every day. And you know what? They’re right.”

“Your sister doesn't think this is beneath you. She can't stop talking about how impressed she is that you're really the author of the Laura Cadman novels. Not everyone can save the world every day. Sometimes, the best you can hope for is to make someone else’s day a bit better. Your stories do that, Rodney. You know they do. Hell, I can tell you, sometimes the only thing that got me through the day was knowing I had to find out if Cadman was ever going to accept Lorne or not.”

“That’s kind of you to say. Thank you.”

“Damnit, McKay! You act as though I’m making this shit up. I’m telling you, right here, right now, there are days when everyone needs to escape from reality for a little while. There’s nothing shameful in that. Not to mention, you give joy and pleasure to thousands of readers. Talk about your impact on society. How many people do you know who get excited about a new story from their favorite author? Who carry the book around for weeks, not wanting to start it because they know it will be over too soon? Who buy it in hardback because they couldn’t wait for it to come out in paperback?”

“They’re mostly digital now.”

“You know what I’m saying.”

“No, actually, I don’t. You make it sound like people go around clutching copies of Death and the Working Girl, petting it and calling it ‘my precious’.”

Sheppard said nothing.

Rodney turned on him. “Ohmygod. You do this? You’re saying this is you?”

Sheppard gave a half-shrug. “I didn’t say that. But maybe. They’re good books, McKay.”

“Thank you. A writer can never hear that enough, you know.”

He could hear the grin in Sheppard’s voice. “Yeah, I get the impression you writers are an insecure bunch.”

They sat in silence a moment, and then Sheppard said, “Come back to the party. People are missing you.”

“About that.” Rodney took a deep breath. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I foisted this party on you, and put you in an awkward position regarding Ronon and the riding program. I’m sorry for assuming that you couldn’t make up your own mind about what to do with your life, and trying to force you to take risks you might not want to take. Not that you had that much to lose, mind you, since either way, you could still sell the property if it didn’t work out—”

“Nice use of ‘foist’”, Sheppard said. “You’re definitely a writer.”

“I’m trying to apologize here.”

“Yeah, I gathered from the way you still kept arguing your point.” Sheppard shook his head. “Look, Rodney. You should know by now, no one makes me do anything I don’t want to do. So relax. I appreciate your interest, really. It’s kinda nice, to be honest.”

“You mean, it’s nice to have someone support you in something you actually want to do for a change?”

“Yeah, that.”

“Well, I realize I was being too pushy, so I stopped. I mean, I’d planned to give you this cashier’s check to bankroll the business until you got things rolling on your own, but I realize now that would be way too presumptutious on my part.”

Sheppard snorted. “How much?”

“A hundred thousand. I know in terms of operating expenses, it’s not that much, but I figured it would get you through to the spring and then you could sink or swim on your own.”

“A hundred thousand?” Sheppard got to his feet and glared down at Rodney. “Are you fucking insane?”

“No,” Rodney sank down in his chair. “I have the money. I don’t see why I can’t spend it the way I want.”

“You didn’t think perhaps, I dunno, I’d see it as you paying me for sex?”

“What?” Now it was Rodney’s turn to clamber to his feet. “Why would you think that?”

“I don’t know!” Sheppard shouted, running his hands through his hair. “Because that what it feels like?”

“Idiot.” Rodney snapped. “If I was paying you for sex, I’d mortgage everything I owned. I’d sell my cabin, liquidate my investments, and move into a cardboard box on the streets, because let me tell you, Mister, a hundred grand is insulting when it comes to you.” He paused, replaying what he’d said in his head. “Wait a sec, that didn’t come out right.”

Sheppard crossed the short distance between them in two strides, taking Rodney’s head in his hands and pulling him in for a hard kiss. Or at least, it started out hard. Sheppard’s mouth collided with his to the point he nearly yelped, only when he opened his mouth, Sheppard was there, all tongue and warm and melting and Rodney more or less forgot what they’d been arguing about and put all his energies into kissing Sheppard back.

Sheppard broke the kiss first, still holding on to him and resting his forehead on Rodney’s. “I’ll take the money on one condition.”

Rodney would have agreed to anything at this point, but he said, “Oh?” as though there was an issue.

“Yes.” Sheppard pulled back to look him in the eye. “This isn’t a loan or a gift, this is an investment in the Pegasus Foundation—or whatever you want to call it. We do this together. We’ll spend part of the year at your cabin—I want to chop wood for you and sit by the fire with you and Rey—and the rest of the time we’re here. You can write anywhere, right? I can’t do this without you, Rodney. Please?”

John wanted him. Not just for now, but for always.

“Best. Christmas. Ever.” Rodney said, kissing Sheppard again. “I can’t wait to go tell Ronon and Elizabeth we’re taking them in. Or Madison when we tell her she’s getting a pony after all.”

“Madison is getting a pony?” Sheppard’s eyebrow crooked upward.

Rodney punched him on the shoulder. “Of course she is. We’ll let Banks pick it out, but obviously, she’ll need a pony of her own when she comes for summer camp each year.”

Sheppard narrowed his eyes. “Somehow I get the feeling you have plans for this place I haven’t yet heard about.”

“I didn’t tell you? Pegasus Stables is going to be the place to send your kids to riding camp each summer, as well as host the elite Olympic coaches for one-on-one personal clinics for riders and their horses. You’ll see.”

“If you say so.”

“I do.”

***

Epilogue

There’d been a bit of a stink over the revelation that the beautiful and talented Teyla Emmagan was really a front for one Meredith Rodney McKay. It had been John’s idea that they make the talk show circuit together, and that had stemmed some of the tide of anger readers had felt toward the misrepresentation. Rodney had been truthful in his admission of how difficult it had been to get published as a male romance novelist, and had been generous in his praise of his readers. He’d painted Teyla as a dear friend who’d only wanted to help, and was contrite in his remorse over not knowing how to end the deception. The media, loving the different angle, ate up his confession with a spoon, and sale of the Laura Cadman novels went through the roof.

In the meantime, an idea had caught his fancy, and he spent hours at the keyboard, hammering out the first of the Stargate series, set in the present day, where an elite team of scientists and military types mounted an expedition to a distant galaxy based on alien technology that had been discovered on an archeological dig in Egypt. The words flew out of his hands onto the keyboard, and even as he wrote, he knew he had another hit on his hands.

The Laura Cadman series reached its conclusion and Rodney said to anyone who’d listen that most series had at best, three to five good stories in them. It was time to end the series. Atlantis Productions followed through with their offer, no doubt after careful consideration of the increased sales post Rodney’s coming out, and Rodney was spending at least part of his time flying to L.A. to consult with the production. Neither Jennifer Lawrence nor Scarlett Johansson was within the film’s budget, but they secured an excellent actress by the name of Jamie Ray Newman to play the part, and Rodney was optimistic about both her and Kavan Smith, who’d been hired to play Evan Lorne.

But the best part, the part he wouldn’t trade for the world, was falling asleep with John curled around him, and waking up to him lying beside Rodney in the mornings. Even the things that should have annoyed him, like how ten minutes in John’s embrace felt like he was being broiled alive by a nuclear reactor, and how John sometimes snored loud enough to wake the dead, only made Rodney smile. By day, Rodney wrote and Sheppard rode, and life was practically perfect in every way.

And years later, when anyone asked Rodney what was the best Christmas he could remember, he’d always say, “The year I met John.”

Because it was true.
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