
  [image: Cover]


  Table of Contents


  Introduction ~ Love Is Always Write


  BLOOD RAINE - Belinda McBride (fantasy/sword & sorcery)


  BRINGING HOME BABY BIRD - Megan Reddaway (contemporary/chef)


  BY DESIGN - Kate Islay (contemporary/office romance)


  CALL ME BURT - Elin Austen (contemporary/humorous)


  CHIVALRY - Ravon Silvius (historical/knights)


  CLOSE ENCOUNTERS - Xara X. Xanakas (sci-fi/post-apocalyptic)


  COMING HOME - Ellen Holiday & Stella Harris (contemporary/blue collar)


  A COMPETITIVE EDGE - Adara O'Hare (contemporary/college students)


  CONSTABLE OF DISTURBIA - Darcy Abriel (dark fantasy/scientist)


  CORY'S PRIDE - Amanda Corlies (contemporary/hurt-comfort)


  CROCODYLUS ACUTUS - J Rocci (contemporary/humorous/shifter)


  DANGERS OF FAIRY COMPACTS - Katey Hawthorne (cleric/mage)


  DARKEST BEFORE DAWN (THE MASKED MAN SERENADE) - Gabbo de la Parra (post-apocalyptic/survivors)


  DEFINING RICO - Sassy Lane (humorous/hurt-comfort)


  Want more?


  Love Is Always Write


  An M/M Romance Collection


  [image: ]


  Introduction


  The stories you are about to read celebrate love, sex and romance between men. They are a product of the Love Is Always Write promotion sponsored by the Goodreads M/M Romance Group and are published as a free gift to you.


  What Is Love Is Always Write?


  The Goodreads M/M Romance Group invited members to choose a photo and pen a letter or story prompt asking for a short M/M romance story inspired by the image; authors from the group were encouraged to select a letter or story prompt and write an original tale. The result was an outpouring of creativity that shone a spotlight on the special bond between M/M romance writers and the people who love what they do.


  Nearly 150 stories were submitted and published as a ten volume set– as well as an additional special bonus volume with three novel-length stories– titled Love is Always Write; this edition is Volume Two.


  Words of Caution and Credit


  The stories in this collection are sexually explicit and intended for adult readers. Some stories may contain content that is disagreeable or distressing to some readers. The M/M Romance Group strongly recommends that each reader review the General Information section before each story for story tags as well as for content warnings.
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  Ebook Layout and Navigation


  This ebook can be navigated through the Table of Contents which lists the authors, their story title and its overall genre or theme. Any time you see the words Back to Table of Contents or THE END , you can click on the link and be transported back to the TOC.


  The story titles link back to the original posts in Goodreads M/M Romance Group. The author names also link back to their Goodreads author profiles.


  The original photo that inspired each story is displayed, along with the letter or story prompt that inspired the tale. If a license for the photo was not available, a written description is provided; you can also view the photos at:


  www.goodreads.com/group/show/20149-m-m-romance.
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  BLOOD RAINE


  by Belinda McBride
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  Prince of Persia illustration of a blue-eyed man in leather armor, brandishing two swords.
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  Dear Author,


  Five years ago, his long-time lover was taken hostage by the enemy and was never heard from again. He drew upon everything he had to find the man he loved while his friends watched him become a hard, uncaring man before their eyes.


  After three years, he was forced to give up, his heart hardened by the loss of the only love he ever knew, and now he doesn't care whether he lives or dies, just as long as he takes the enemy with him. He intends for this to be his last battle until he sees an impossibly familiar face staring at him over the blade of a sword.


  Sincerely,


  Karen K
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  genre: fantasy/paranormal


  tags: alternate universe; sword and sorcery; alpha/alpha; action/adventure; mage/sorcerer; soldiers


  content warnings: dubious consent


  word count: 13,521
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  BLOOD RAINE


  by Belinda McBride


  THE BLADES


  The birth of a sword always drew an audience to the Sword Master's smithy.


  It didn't matter that he never announced the completion of the long, ritualistic process, the crowd always came round at the finish. They wanted to see the new weapon as it passed from the hands of the creator to the owner. They wanted to see the blade come to life.


  They came for his magic.


  Master Sai Raine didn't look at the crowd, though he knew it was larger than usual. No doubt his client had something to do with that; the new lieutenant was handsome and intriguing, and today he carried his infant son in his arms. The child's warrior mother was with her squadron for several days yet, leaving the babe with the contracted father. It was fitting that the son would witness the birth of his heritage. The officer was near royalty himself, and the first in his family to choose a career on the battlefield. In due time, he'd be one of the King's finest generals.


  For now, he was a newly commissioned lieutenant receiving the unique gift his king had bestowed upon him: living steel from the forge of a metal mage.


  Sai focused on the deep red of the fire, occasionally glancing at the man who sat watching him. Sai hadn't unveiled the weapons; the metal hadn't yet whispered its readiness. He busied himself forming the blank that would eventually form a sabre that he would wield himself. In all his life, in all the thousands of swords, knives and rapiers he'd forged, Sai had never felt the urge to create one for himself.


  When he met Arick Weste, the urge had hit him hard.


  He cursed the weakness of his flesh and heart. He cursed the man who roused him, charmed him and channeled the fire that burned inside. Since the day Arick first walked into his smithy, Sai made a point to kneel daily at the altar beside his door, giving thanks to the hard-hearted god of the forge and his tender-hearted wife, because Sai had fallen in love, and it came as a revelation. Thoughts of the handsome young officer occupied his mind, bringing brilliance and life to his work, whether he labored over the forge or sweated on the field, training King Conrad's newest recruits. Since Arick entered his life, Sai's much vaunted skills had surpassed those of all other masters, raising his work to fine art.


  He pulled the blank sword from the sullen red coals and moved it to the anvil where he hammered it, carefully coaxing shape from the metal. It had been tempered; heated and cooled, folded and hammered until Sai felt the heart of the sword throbbing beneath his calloused hands. He worked it until the curve was perfect, finally plunging it into the cooling vat, watching as the waters boiled and frothed around the blade.


  The amber-colored water went still once the sword was removed, and he gently wiped it down, hanging it on a rack with dozens of other semi-finished blades. No one knew how special it was. His own blood sang within that sabre, pulsing with the beat of his heart. Every ounce of magic he possessed went into its creation; every bit of his prodigious talent helped shape and balance what would someday be the highest example of Sai's art. It would be a thing of beauty, a reflection of his soul.


  He returned to his workbench, hiding a smile as Arick straightened in anxious expectation. The babe in his arms squirmed a bit, settling once it had wedged a knuckle into its tiny mouth. Sai nodded and Arick rose, handing the child off to a servant at his side.


  "Don't take him away," Sai ordered. "Someday these blades will be his." Arick smiled at Sai, and he had to wonder if the lieutenant's heart beat in time with his. They'd never spoken of this thing between them, this wild, gut deep connection. In the hours they'd spent together, they'd never touched or made love. But they were now so deeply connected that a glance spoke volumes, a tilt of the head told a story.


  The servant nodded and sat on a low wall, joining the others watching the show. The infant fussed, wanting the arms of his father. After a few moments, he went silent, as though sensing the solemn nature of the moment.


  Sai slowly pulled the coarse wrapping from the weapons, slowly revealing them to the gaze of the man he'd created them for. When he did custom work like this, Sai took only basic measurements; he then let his magic guide the creation of the weapon. In this case, Arick had requested twin swords as he fought with both hands. Beyond that, Sai's clients always trusted in his skill. If they didn't, there were other sword-makers in the kingdom.


  As the weapons came into view, Arick's blue eyes went wide in shock. A moment later a hush ran through the crowd. Arick lifted the twin scimitars, holding them so all could see. But he wasn't showing them off; Arick was examining them.


  In the sunlight, the blades gleamed with brilliance that would blind his opponent. They were curved for slashing, yet were light enough for more elaborate swordplay. Fine etching ornamented the blade; spells of safety and victory were carved in elaborate script. The hand-guards were perfectly balanced, streamlined and exquisite. Sai didn't hold back his smile, and Arick looked at him in wonder. He moved into a graceful set, dipping and slashing; the dancer now accompanied by the perfect partner.


  Sai had never seen anything so beautiful. He was reluctant to end the display, but the metal called to him.


  "Arick. Time to feed the blades."


  Many said that the blades of Master Sai were living things, thus, they were born with a feeding— a baptism of blood. It wasn't truly their first taste of blood, for Sai already lived within the steel, but the steel must be anointed for the magic to come alive. He moved to stand before the young soldier, who knelt, offering the blades back to Sai, handles first.


  "Offer your arm, Lieutenant."


  Arick extended an arm, holding it steady as Sai drew the blade over his skin. A path of red welled up and he smeared the blood over the body of the blade. He did the same with the second blade. Blood trailed down Arick's forearm, dripping to the ground where hundreds of other warriors had left their mark on the hard-packed dirt. Sai then hesitated, glancing at Arick's child. After a moment, the golden-haired man took the babe from the arms of its nurse. As quickly and gently as possible, Arick used the razor-sharp blade to nick the child's skin, allowing his son's blood to join his on the hungry blade.


  As the child's wailing cries filled the air, Sai raised the blades to the sky, offering them to the sun, the wind and finally down to the Earth. Arick held the babe close to his chest, rocking it to soothe its anger.


  Sai chanted in a language long forgotten: "You have tasted of the blood of your master. You will serve him well, remaining strong and supple, never failing him in battle." He extended the blades, pressing the points into Arick's chest, just over his heart. "You have tasted the blood of your master. If you fall, you will return to his hands, never doing harm to him." He then laid the bloody blades in the palm of his hands, offering them to Arick. "You have tasted the blood of your master. Go now, and sing for him!"


  Arick accepted the blades and an eerie, otherworldly hum filled the air. Sai felt a weary smile tug at his face and he felt just a tiny bit of himself leave with those blades. That was the part he'd not shared with the client. Those blades were bound to him as well, and their song was beautiful. The onlookers gasped as they always did, caught up in the magic of the moment.


  The swords Sai created were always bound to him, but not like this pair. And in spite of his secrecy, one look at Arick told him the client knew and approved. His heart beat a little faster in his chest.


  "You should come inside and let me bind your arm." His voice was husky and full of meaning. The warrior with hair like the sun smiled at him. For a moment, it was just the two of them in the late afternoon sun. The child cried and the spell was broken.


  "Anna, please take Aron home. I'll be there soon."


  Or not so soon. If Sai had his way, Arick Weste would be out all night.


  As the crowd trickled away, Sai damped down the fires of the forge. His nephew-apprentice quietly and efficiently cleaned up, locking the great gates as he went home for the night. Sai went inside his ancient, beautiful home and carefully rinsed and wrapped Arick's arm, though the wounds weren't that deep. Fire-toughened hands were unexpectedly gentle on Arick's flesh; he had no desire to cause pain.


  Before he thought to wash the sweat away from his face, Sai had the tall young lieutenant pinned against the wall, their lips melding, hips thrusting, and as the sun went down, the sword master's fire burned brightly, all through the night.


  CHAPTER 1


  "Arick!"


  His voice was raw, blood poured down into his eye. Sai slipped on the bloody grass, stumbling over the stinking, disemboweled corpse of a warrior. Ally or foe, it really didn't matter; it was in his way and he fell, coming up even more filthy and shattered than before. He stumbled into a run, turning over bodies, his heart sinking with each set of dead, lifeless eyes.


  "Have you found him?"


  Juliana was nearly as battered as Sai felt; bleeding from dozens of small wounds, her face was swollen and puffy, an eye nearly closed. Bits of her armor were missing; a deep slash in the boiled leather testified to her good fortune on the battlefield.


  "No. No, I can't find him!" Somewhere, a rational side of Sai stood back, watching the panic and fear, knowing that in times of war, even the noblest must sometimes fall. Even now, their servants and camp followers toiled in the battlefield, reclaiming their dead, salvaging the weapons and horses of the fallen.


  The enemy had long ago fled, having suffered grievous losses at the hands of a more organized, highly trained army. But still, no loss brought more grief than the loss of Arick Weste, the brilliant young Captain.


  He was Sai's lover and the father of Juliana's little boy. He was climbing the ranks quickly, and he'd vanished on the field, practically under Sai's nose.


  In the distance, thunder rumbled, though the sun shone down on the field. The scattered light created an ominous and surreal atmosphere. Sunlight picked out the gleam of weapons and glistening blood on a lifeless body, yet fast-moving clouds cast their shadows like huge formless carrion birds soaring above the scattered corpses.


  Losing his footing, Sai went down again and he stayed, his chin dropping forward to his chest. A fat bead of water dropped on his arm, carving a rivulet through the dirt and grime on his skin. Another drop followed and he looked up, seeking the rain, but the sky was blue and the sun still shone. Now the water ran down his face, and Sai touched his wet cheeks in bewilderment.


  Not rain. It was not rain at all.


  Roughly, he rubbed the tears away and stumbled to his feet, resuming his search. The clash had covered dozens of acres and everywhere he looked he saw survivors tending the wounded or carrying the dead. If Arick was there, hadn't they found him?


  Another ominous rumble rolled from the sky and the drops that struck his face and shoulders were no longer tears. He closed his eyes and felt the rain striking him, doing its best to wash away the pain of his fear, the horror of the battlefield. In the distance, lightning flashed. The answering thunder was hard on its heels.


  "Sai, we've got to get back to camp, this storm—" A peal of thunder drowned her words and Sai turned away, still searching. A horse lay on its side, not Arick's great sorrel gelding, but still, the body pinned beneath could be his.


  It wasn't.


  Shouts in the distance drew his attention; the servants were hurrying with their burdens, rushing to move out of the path of the wicked storm. Juliana was nearing his side, and his bare hands clenched. Denial rose to his lips, and he shook his head even as a beam of light broke through the rain, catching a reflection that drew his gaze. He scrambled over the horse, falling to his knees, watching the rain wash the blood and dirt from a brilliant blade. As the sword washed clean in the downpour, Sai remained on his knees.


  "No."


  He felt Juliana beside him but ignored her presence. Reaching out, he gently lifted the blade, the one that had been given life by his own hands. He held it flat, willing the polished steel to guide him to its master, but the sword was cold and still.


  "No." He shook his head, denying the implications of the fallen sword.


  "Sai." Juliana laid her hand on his arm. "We must go. It's no longer safe."


  "No. Not without Arick."


  She looked at him steadily, and then around the battlefield. Her hair was sodden and the rain washed her face clean, revealing sharp angles and pale skin. She was injured, yet she had continued to toil away at his side, searching for the body of Arick.


  "He must have fallen here." Sai cradled the sword in his arms, turning from one side to the other, searching frantically for Arick among the dead. "He's here somewhere!" Frantically, Sai began dislodging the bodies of the dead, revealing the faces of fallen friends and mortal enemies. Above him, black clouds churned in the sky. Another bolt of lightning snaked to the ground, deafening them with its thunder. The rain began to sting their skin; small chunks of ice pelted the ground, driving the servants to rush for shelter.


  Chunks of hail slashed at Sai's skin and Juliana dug for a shield, holding it above their bare heads. Warm blood mingled with the stinging ice, and when Sai paused, finally surrendering his search, he could think of nothing more appropriate. As his heart went cold as ice, his blood ran hot with grief, with the need for vengeance.


  Unable to stand it any longer, Juliana left the shield and fled toward the distant tree line, where the branches and leaves boiled as ice tore into the trees. Sai stood, oblivious to the pain that was merely a distant distraction to the agony in his heart.


  "Arick!"


  CHAPTER 2


  "Master Sai."


  He lay on his back in the darkened room, staring at walls that glowed with a ghostly white shimmer in the darkness. The orphaned scimitar lay on his chest, warm from the heat of his body. Outside, the frigid wind hissed, occasionally snaking down the chimney, making the coals grow red. The fireplace coughed out puffs of smoke, and Sai knew he should get up and adjust the damper, but the acrid air didn't bother him.


  The same couldn't be said about the whore who curled up on the floor at the foot of his bed. He blinked, tasting alcohol on his tongue, and tried to remember who lay down there in the darkness. The whoremaster knew his requirement, so the faces that came to alleviate his needs were comfortingly anonymous, staying long enough to do their job and then stay out of his way.


  This one had even brought her own blanket and pillow.


  "Master Sai, the sun rises; I'll be on my way. Do you require anything else?"


  He stared at the wall, not looking at the young woman. Or was it actually a young man? The voice was low and husky. He didn't look to find out. Benshi kept a small group of slender young Sylphs who were bewildering in their androgyny; when one knelt between his legs, he never made the mistake of confusing them for someone else. Their hair was always dark, their hands smooth and faces free of beard. Their clothing whispered in the darkness, never accompanied by the sound of rattling swords or the scrape of leather.


  They were bodies, mouths and asses and cunts for him to fuck.


  He'd tried to do without for so long, but the normal needs of a living man returned, though he felt dead inside.


  The whore rose from her pallet on the floor, coughing slightly at the smoke in the room. With a sigh, she knelt in front of the fire, using the hooked iron to find and open the damper. Immediately, the fire burned a bit brighter and the smoke began to draw. As the light flared, he caught a profile view of the whore.


  It was a young man. One he'd used before, many times. One would think he'd remember the name of his favorite.


  "Master, may I ask a boon?" His voice was respectful but without fear. That was unusual of late. The whores who visited the angry sword-master were paid extra, or so Benshi had said.


  Sai rolled to his side, slightly angry, slightly intrigued. He watched as the Sylph dressed. He was cared for and healthy; Benshi charged exorbitant prices but his stable was the best. They were professionals, men and women who made an art of sex.


  "What favor?"


  The young man paused. Sai frowned, embarrassed that he was unable to remember the whore's name. Sai blinked, doing his best to clear the alcohol fueled haze from his mind. By the light of the fire, the whore appeared almost magical. His body was lean and muscular, but almost gracile. His straight black hair spilled down his back. And Sai remembered there was a matching female to the set; they'd once come to him together.


  The whore paused, and then bent to neatly fold his bedding.


  "My sister, sir. She is of child-bearing age. Neither of us desires marriage, but we've decided we'd like a child we could raise together. She favors you as the sire."


  "Me?" That idea nearly caused him to laugh. "Why would the two of you possibly wish for a child of mine?" He sat up, scratching his brawny chest.


  The whore looked at him appraisingly. "Your appearance is similar to ours, though you are substantially more robust than I am. I suppose your occupation formed your physique." He walked over to the bed, looking down on Sai. "You are handsome and your blue eyes are quite stunning against your dark hair and skin."


  "I don't need an heir. Not interested in a child."


  No, Sai had no need for another person to love and lose. Even Arick's son was now out of his life, living with Juliana in the officers' barracks. She was part of the elite, living with others of equal status. Sai was a civilian: a weapons-maker and a mercenary. She brought the boy for occasional lessons, but Sai chose not to spend time with the child. His golden hair and blue eyes unnerved Sai, and he felt… uncomfortable about keeping the scimitar that should rightfully belong to young Aron.


  "Precisely. You'll pass your vocation to the children of your sister. Our child— my sister's child— will be free to choose his or her path in life. It was a choice we were denied."


  Like most civilians, their caste had been determined from birth. Sai had been born into a family of metal mages, but had been the single heir with the gift. This whore was a Sylph, one born with talent for seduction; his offspring would be forced to follow that career unless someone like Sai fathered their child. Then, the child would grow up with options.


  Sai frowned in the darkness. "There's nothing in it for me."


  "There's the knowledge that when you are gone, your bloodline continues. There is no truer immortality." The whore looked down at him; his eyes glowed with something unsettling. Something frightening. The skin on Sai's arms prickled.


  "It is said that you fight with no regard to your life. Those who know you say you seek your man on the other side of the veil."


  Cursing, Sai rose from the bed. He stumbled, making his way to the small bath to relieve himself. Hopefully, when he finished, the troublesome whore would be gone.


  He wasn't. And he didn't miss a beat.


  "You ride out on a white horse, drawing the eye of the enemy. You fight like a madman. Every battle frightens your friends a little more. They fear that you will someday make yourself a target."


  Sai growled a bit, glaring at the man. It was barely dawn, but he was now awake, at the mercy of his thoughts and memories. He stared out the window, glaring at the darkened forge. He hadn't worked in weeks, hadn't created in years. Not since he'd lost Arick. He flexed his hands. They were still hard and tough though he hadn't been near the fire in months. Then he'd merely been overseeing the work of his nephews. The muscles were different, the skin like iron. From the moment he woke till he fell down into his bed at night, he worked the sword that Arick had left behind. It had been designed for the left hand and Sai favored his right. Years of focused training made him adept with that single, elegant blade. But his right hand was empty.


  Now the fire of creation was returning. His right hand ached for a blade of its own. That sabre he'd started long ago called to him. Suddenly, an idea was born.


  The moon was slowly falling from the sky and a breeze picked up, blowing dried weeds through his yards. Behind the canopy that hung over his darkened workspace, he heard the music of unfinished blades as they rattled together.


  Why should he give the Sylphs what they wanted? Sai would live on through his craft; his blades were durable and he had protégés with talent. The world brought him nothing but pain, and he wouldn't wish that on a child.


  When he turned, the whore was gone, leaving nothing but a cold, empty room.


  CHAPTER 3


  The forge was cold and barren.


  Sai rolled up the canopy, letting the wind flow into the smithy. Above him, dozens of unborn blades dangled point down, daring him to step within their lethal reach. They whispered to him, begging his attention, but Sai heard only one; the sword he'd started so long ago, and then set aside. It was long, much longer then the elegant curved scimitar that now rested on the workbench.


  Ignoring the sounds, Sai started the fire. It would take hours before the coals were ready. It didn't matter; he had time and patience.


  He sat as the fire caught hold and burned. He waited, sketching the blade's future form, occasionally throwing more hardened oak into the pit, glancing up into the sky as the sun rose. He was hungry, but didn't eat. He thirsted, but ignored his needs as sweat rose to his skin. Finally, he selected the long, heavy blade and laid it before him, rubbing a hand over the dull gleam of the metal.


  There was no beauty to his blade. It was elegant, yes. But this blade was a grim reflection of pain. Over the following hours, steel mated steel. Blood and sweat ran in rivulets down his arms. The blade went into the fire and came out again, hammered and heated until it was reborn as something new. Sparks and cinders settled on his skin, re-baptizing him to the fire. When Sai was too weary to work, he staggered to his house to sleep and heal, waking within hours to begin again.


  Days passed and this time, when the sword was born there were no spectators. The gates to his compound remained tightly shut. No client waited with their arm outstretched for the kiss of the blade.


  The sun was sinking and the moon rising when Sai lifted the sword that was his. The blade was fearsome. The grip was protected by sharp, piercing cross-guards that would maim any who tried to wrest the weapon from his hand. The weight of the massive sabre was alleviated by a fuller that ran its length, morphing into a rise at the tip. And down at the base, where the edge would normally be dull, Sai had cut vicious, razor sharp fangs that would slide into a man smoothly but tear like hell coming out.


  It was a massive sword made for killing, a bestial companion to the elegant, curved scimitar he'd crafted for Arick. It would be the blade that led him to his lost love, or to his eventual death. It was the true offspring of the Sword Master, a reflection of his very soul.


  Lifting the blade, Sai pressed it to the skin of his forearm, feeling its razor edge cut painlessly into his skin. His blood trickled, and then it flowed freely, wetting the pommel, the grip and the wicked guard. In the darkness, the blood looked black. Sai smeared it freely over the weapon, feeding it liberally. He shook his arm, and droplets of blood sizzled in the coals of the forge, like a fine mist of bloody rain.


  When the sword sang of its birth, the melody was dark and without joy.


  CHAPTER 4


  "You refused?" Juliana rode next to Sai; her chestnut mare was steady and strong, it had no problem keeping pace with Sai's white gelding. They rode under the merciless sun, puffs of dust rising to join the cloud that accompanied the large force as they marched.


  "I know life doesn't hold much charm for you, but it's the opportunity for your line to continue, Sai. You don't have to be father to the child; you merely need to sire it."


  "Why? Life offers little but pain and loneliness. Why would I wish that on a child?"


  She snorted. "Were you in pain during your years with Arick? Even when he was campaigning, I wager that you were far from lonely. If your nieces and nephews weren't hanging around your smithy, all the neighborhood youth were badgering you for training of some sort. You have much to offer; it's a shame you've given up on life."


  He didn't answer. Why should she understand? She'd never loved Arick beyond the bounds of friendship. They'd contracted a child together, leaving them both to their lives and freedom. She'd grieved when Arick had vanished, but moved on. She'd never shared Sai's obsession to find him. Juliana believed Arick was dead.


  Sai knew otherwise.


  "Why did they choose you?" She glanced at him and smiled, shaking her head. "Beyond the obvious. You're damned handsome and your body is impressive enough. Not what I'd expect a pair of Sylphs to seek out, though."


  He shrugged.


  "Seriously, if they hope the child will follow in their rather warped footsteps… but then I'm not one to talk." She laughed, keeping the conversation up on her end. "I mean, they fuck and entertain for a living. I just kill people."


  "They think I'm going to die soon, so they'll be able to raise the child without my interference."


  That should have been a conversation killer. In fact, Juliana rode quietly for awhile.


  "And they want a child who will be free-born. They were born and bred into the caste of the Sylph. There was no other profession open to them. They want the child to have choices."


  He'd been thinking about that late-night conversation. He'd never thought about the choices in his life; Sai had inherited the metal-working magic of his family. It possessed him, body and soul. However, if he'd wanted, he could have moved into other occupations, as his sister had. Juliana was the daughter of a soldier and had been expected to choose his career. But Arick had been born to a noble ruling class. He'd had the freedom to choose what his future held. The twin sylphs had been born to be whores. Their bodies betrayed generations of selective breeding. By choosing Sai to father their child, they guaranteed that their offspring would have the freedom to break out of that world. By choosing Sai, who bore a superficial resemblance to the pair, the child could remain in the profession or break out into another life, not limited by the androgynous appearance that burdened the parents.


  He sighed, regretting his summary rejection of the whore. Hell, he couldn't even remember their names.


  "Sai?"


  "Mmm?"


  Juliana rode for a few more moments. "I think of myself as your friend."


  He glanced at her, feeling the pall of anger fall over his mood. She wouldn't be the first well-meaning acquaintance to give him a lecture, nor would she be the last. He looked forward at the rump of the horse ahead of them.


  "Why did you come on this mission?" He looked sharply at her. "I mean, there's been no rumor of Arick for months now. We're marching against the Delphines. He fell to the Urichs. There's no real reason for you to have accepted this commission."


  He clenched his jaw, and then breathed deeply, tamping down the anger.


  "There are some who say—"


  "What? What do they say? That I'm unhinged? Dangerous? That the King hired me to do his dirty work? To slaughter the enemy wholesale?"


  His horse jerked and shied, forcing Sai to steady the animal.


  "No, Sai. There are some who say you are seeking your own death. You forged that blade to draw the enemy to you. Your cape is of the most brilliant, blood red. You ride a pale horse so you are easily spotted. That is what they are saying." She reached out, resting a hand on the bunched muscles of his arm. "Should I believe what they are saying, old friend? Do you really plan to leave us? All these years, you've believed that Arick lives. Is it true that you now wish to die?"


  He flinched from her touch.


  "Do not answer those questions, Sai. Just think about them. Your life is a shadow of what it once was, all over the death of Arick. I do not want to believe this of you. But you are no longer the man you once were. You have no kindness left in your heart. You shun even your own family. Do you know what they call you behind your back?"


  He shook his head curtly.


  "Sai, you are no longer Master Sai; they now call you Blood Raine. When you ride out, no one fights at your side because the blood rains down upon your head."


  His horse tossed its head and shied. Sai gathered the reins, ignoring the sting as his mount's mane lashed the skin of his arms. Another duty he'd let slide; the horse was cared for and fed, but never groomed. The boy he'd once paid to do that duty had stopped coming.


  "Is that all, Juliana?"


  "No, Sai, it isn't." She reached out, clasping the reins of his mount's bridle. "Hear me now, soldier. It is noble to find your death on the battlefield. It is ignoble to seek it there."


  She dropped the reins and he gave his horse his head, cantering away… away from her, from the column of soldiers. Away from all who might care.


  CHAPTER 5


  Sai hit the ground hard, his breath exploding from his body. It was by instinct alone that he rolled, dodging the lance that plowed into the soil just inches from his ribs. He rolled again, catching the legs of his opponent with his own, dragging the other man to the ground. They scuffled, once again on even ground. His horse had taken a blow to the shoulder and was now struggling to rise. With a whistled command, he ordered the animal to flee the battlefield. Other riderless horses screamed and reared, bolting in panic as the stench of blood filled the air. Sai lurched to his feet, falling into a forward dive, narrowly avoiding the blade of yet another of the treacherous Delphines. Smoke hung low over the battleground and a third fighter rose from its inky cover, taking position at Sai's rear.


  His people were falling hard, unused to the odd, mystical techniques of their enemy. It was said the yellow-robed general of the Delphine commanded with a sorcerer at his right hand. Given the unworldly sounds and sights surrounding him, Sai was inclined to believe.


  His sabre hummed; Arick's scimitar echoed in distant harmony. When the pitch rose in intensity, he whirled, blocking a strike with the sabre, attacking with Arick's slender blade. The soldier went down, shock dying in his wide-open eyes. A shriek from his blade warned him again and Sai whirled with a flurry of steel, beheading his next opponent. And so it went until blood flowed down his arms, soaking into the boiled leather of his armor. He grew weary, his arms heavy, yet he fought on, challenging, forcing the enemy back until they lay about him like a hedge, limbs entangled, uncaring in death.


  And then there was only one.


  He was tall and bloodstained, wearing the crimson and gold badge of his people over his metal-studded breastplate. His helm was dented, but still gleamed in the waning light. In the distance, the battle raged on, but Sai's entire world focused on this single warrior. The Delphine moved and Sai parried, matching the man's movements.


  Sai's eyes stung with blood and sweat; his heart beat so hard he heard little over the rush of blood in his ears. This was it. This was the moment. Sai's limbs were too weary to fight on, his lungs were taxed. His heart was as heavy as his leaden feet. He slipped, the sodden sole of his shoe twisted in the slippery soil, and the sun beat down on his head.


  This might be the end, but he wouldn't be going alone.


  Sai snarled, letting rage fill his entire being. The pain and fury of years clamored in his ears, urging him on and his sword screamed in bloodthirsty lust. With a roar, he gathered all that he was and vaulted over the hedge of corpses, his right hand high, ready to shear the warrior's head from his shoulders. The warrior's cry echoed out as he rushed Sai, and over it all, the warning shriek of swords rang out.


  Too late… too late… Sai's sluggish brain took an eternity to decipher the meaning of the sound. Blue eyes opened wide beneath the shadow of the helm, shock painting his handsome face as he looked at Sai.


  Too late.


  The great sabre fell toward the other man's throat and Sai was powerless to stop its path of death. Even as he lunged, twisting futilely, he saw the brilliant silver fire of a scimitar, one he hadn't seen in years. It flashed against the sky, coming down in a furious blaze, straight toward his heart.


  "Nooo!"


  He wasn't sure who screamed, but like a white flame, the second scimitar flew, turning aside the sabre, pulling Sai's arm into a brilliantly painful contortion. His sabre fell with deadly force, diverted from its target. Sparks dazzled his vision as the swords in his hands clashed at each other in fury. The broad blade of the sabre skidded harmlessly off the studded leather of the warrior's armor and the wild path of the scimitar twisted Sai out of harm's way, leaving him sprawled on the ground, panting at the pain of a dislocated shoulder.


  And he lay on his back, staring up into the face of the man he'd loved and lost.


  His heart pounded in bewilderment and fear, for this Arick was not the man he'd known. His Arick would never turn against his own people. His Arick would never raise a blade to strike his lover.


  And this was Sai's end, laying in the filth and gore of a battlefield, too broken to rise, too stunned to speak. All he could do was watch as the sword that had been born of his blood fell inexorably, cleaving a path to its master's death.


  CHAPTER 6


  The sword plunged into the soil just a hairsbreadth from Sai's exposed throat. Even if he'd really tried, the blade would not— could not— kill Sai. Just as the lost twin to his scimitar had deflected the blow struck by that monstrous blade Sai now carried, the curved blade gently guided itself away from its creator. Arick stared down, hoping he'd masked the wild and bewildered joy that filled his heart.


  A glance to the right told him reinforcements were on their way. There'd been heavy casualties all around and to his grief, Arick was largely responsible. He'd planned the lethal strategy that had taken so many of his former comrades, and he'd betrayed the Delphine as well, giving them faulty information about the Kingdom. They'd marched against King Conrad's forces, unprepared for the brilliantly trained infantry and the sheer numbers of cavalry. Even the magic of Maris had been unable to nullify faithful hearts.


  He straddled Sai's body, flinching at the pain he saw in his former lover's blue eyes, the fury that blazed as he wrapped a hand over his throat, deliberately throttling him until the weakened man went limp. He checked Sai's pulse, his heart stuttering in his chest until he knew the other man lived.


  "Sir."


  He looked up at the soldier, reading the barely veiled hatred on the man's battered face. It no longer bothered him; he'd been faced with the same contempt for years now. Nobody loved a turncoat, regardless of the reasons for his actions.


  "Does he live?"


  "Barely."


  It was his prayer that the Delphine wouldn't recognize Sai, that they'd leave him for dead. He deliberately stood on the barbaric looking sabre, feeling it sink slightly into the muck. The horse was long gone, and the other blade was hidden under the fallen man's body. Sai's face was a mask of blood; his red cape was now tattered and discolored with mud and gore.


  He might be forced to leave Sai behind, but he'd take the scimitar, for the Sword Master's own safety. There was no doubt the magic of the swords had brought them back together; he couldn't allow that to happen again. Ever.


  "Let's make that completely dead." The infantryman raised a wicked dagger and Arick grabbed his arm, staying the blow. Desperately, he sought inspiration.


  "He doesn't wear the colors of the Kingdom; the man's just a mercenary. After this bloodbath, he might be conscripted to fight for King Raud." As he spoke, Arick cast a baleful glance in the direction of General Saams, who still stood at the crest of the hill, sending orders via flag.


  Coward! No general of the Veris Kingdom would stand in safety as his men fought and died! Conrad's generals fought beside their men, sharing in their victories as well as their defeats.


  The infantryman's gaze followed his and Arick was satisfied to see a look of anger cross the soldier's face. No doubt there'd be treasonous words spoken in camp tonight, uttered low and quiet so the General's sorcerer would be unable to hear.


  The sorcerer was a wicked, dangerous charlatan, relying on smoke and mirrors and stolen magic to confuse the opponent. Arick had done his best to draft a strategy that would defuse the advisor's theatrical tricks, but Maris held the trust of the rulers, while Arick was simply a semicaptive strategist. Still, he'd managed to accomplish his most vital goal: Sai was alive and undiscovered. If Maris and the General learned of his identity, Sai would survive, but his magic would be torn, raped from his very soul. The sorcerer was a fusion of dark arts and trickery, but he'd kill for the prize a true mage like Sai would present. The thought chilled him.


  He'd hoped to turn the soldier's attention from Sai, but the man studied him carefully. "He's big. I'll need help moving him. Maybe a litter." Arick cursed under his breath. While the soldier went in search of help, he scuffled in the torn soil, pushing Sai's sabre deeper into the muck. He then took a breath, gently moving Sai, retrieving the lost scimitar, the twin of his own.


  They fit together perfectly and their song rang through his head, lifting his heart a bit. Quickly, he sheathed them in the case Sai had long ago made for the pair. As far as he knew, no one had ever connected Sai the Sword Master with Blood Raine. If they did, his efforts to rescue the man would be futile. Still, he couldn't abandon the sword.


  As a small group of men worked their way toward Sai, Arick surveyed the corpses that littered the ground. Sai had fought like a madman. The Delphine warriors had spotted his pale warhorse and the distinctive sabre and had fallen on him like locusts. They'd paid with their lives, as berserkers were best left alone. If the blades hadn't saved them both, Arick would be on the ground with the dead.


  Before Sai awoke, he needed that shoulder tended to. With a sick sensation in his gut, Arick deftly twisted the dislocated limb, coaxing it back into place.


  Sai's brilliant eyes flashed open, and then rolled back up into this head. He bit his lip till the blood welled up, but didn't make a sound. The pain must have been phenomenal.


  "By the Gods, Sai, I am so sorry. I have missed you so very much." He risked a single gentle touch, and then stood back, still hiding Sai's weapon. He watched with feigned indifference as they lifted the man and carried him away.


  The battle still raged on in the distance, and it was Arick's duty to reconnoiter. He had every opportunity to run, to bolt from the field and take his freedom. Yet the leash they held captured him completely. Arick could no sooner leave than he could plunge a knife into the heart of his son.


  He closed his eyes, praying for the boy's safety. He added a prayer for Sai. A breeze cut through the stifling air, lifting the heavy hair from his neck. Arick removed his helm and wiped away the sweat, grateful for the momentary respite.


  "Gods. A breeze is much appreciated. Wind would be better." And what would be even better would be a summer storm, the sort that would wash the blood from the dirt and grass. He'd be washed clean as well, and together, he and Sai could escape somewhere safe, even just for a moment.


  He ached to touch Sai again.


  In the distance, he heard a rumble, like the deep drums of war. The breeze picked up a bit more and Arick tucked his helm under his arm. He followed the infantrymen who carried Sai's great body as though it was a load of wood, staggering under his weight. He'd no doubt pay for his dereliction of duty, but Arick had already lost everything he loved. All he wanted now was to safeguard Sai, and hopefully free him, never to see his lover again.


  ****


  Sai jerked awake to a clap of thunder. He struggled against the ropes that bound him, shouting Arick's name behind the gag that robbed him of his voice. Eyes wide open, he stared around wildly, fighting the urge to panic.


  Panic was fruitless; he couldn't move no matter how hard he tried. Instead, he fought to steady his breathing and evaluate the situation.


  Arick. He'd nearly killed Arick. And the bastard had betrayed him, throttling him to unconsciousness. He forced his body to relax again.


  He hurt everywhere, but especially his arm and shoulder. He remembered the fight, the lethal blow he'd nearly landed. He remembered the powerful magic the swords exerted, not allowing death to fall on their masters.


  Damn, he was glad he'd bespelled those blades; the blood magic had saved both their lives.


  Gingerly, he shifted his shoulder; it hurt, but someone had set it while he'd lain unconscious. Automatically, he looked toward the central fire, straining for a glimpse of Arick. He then berated himself. He wallowed in the fury that blossomed in his heart. Once he'd gained control, he looked around as much as he was able, seeing few other prisoners. Down at the camp, men and women moved wearily; signs of injury were everywhere. In the distance, he heard the muffled moans of the wounded. Much closer, he heard the grunting sounds of men fucking, and he curled his lip in distaste.


  He prayed they weren't raping prisoners. He knew little of the Delphine, but the bits he knew frightened him. Travelers spoke of magic and all sorts of twisted behavior. Torture and death in the name of unknown gods. He listened carefully, hearing moans of pain that were muffled by a man's shout of completion.


  A scream rang out close by. He shifted his head, spotting the sole tent in the encampment. It must be the residence of the general. Another scream, and then another, lonely and horrifying in the victim's sheer despair. Dark, unnamable energy crackled through the air, heavy and oppressive as the smoke from a grass fire.


  And then, eventually, silence.


  There were no other tents or shelters; soldiers lay on the ground, wrapped in thick blankets, their heads pillowed by their packs. Small fires dotted the land, and Sai swallowed down a surge of despair. They had enough confidence that they burned fires that could pinpoint their location. What had happened to his people?


  There was a shout, a cry, and someone's punishment commenced; he heard the crack of a whip, the stifled moans of a man.


  Abruptly, he thought of Arick tied to a post, the leather thong between his teeth.


  No. It could not be, and yet somehow he knew it was his treacherous lover. It went on and on, sometimes ceasing for moments, as though they were allowing him respite. But it always began again. But Arick had brought in a captive; he'd be celebrating, not suffering. That knowledge angered Sai, yet he felt easier as well.


  In time, all grew quiet, disturbed only by distant thunder and the flash of lightning on the horizon. Sai lay staring at the sky until the first drops of rain fell on his face, trailing through the tacky mask of blood that coated his skin.


  CHAPTER 7


  The place was going to hell. Lightning and thunder blasted through the sky, shaking the ground and triggering chaos. All around, men were up and running, some to capture horses that had shied; others just ran in fear. Not far away, a tall tree was ablaze, no doubt the victim of the lightning strike. He rolled, curling against the rain that was now slashing down from the sky. Other prisoners did the same, groaning past the gags in their mouths. Sai struggled with his bindings, hoping the water would loosen them somewhat.


  "Don't move."


  A hand came over his mouth, a knife at his throat. Sai struggled to look, but he didn't need to see his captor. He lay perfectly still 'til the blade was removed. In seconds, the bindings around his ankles and knees were gone. He flexed his feet and legs, wincing as the blood rushed back into his limbs. As he lay there, the other captives were also released. He struggled to sit up, glaring at Arick as he urged the others to safety.


  When the traitor turned back to him, Sai gritted his teeth. Past his fury, illogical joy rose in his heart.


  He bit hard on the leather gag in his mouth, rousing his anger again.


  Without comment, Arick hefted Sai to his feet, watching warily as he caught his balance. He made no move to free Sai's hands.


  "Quiet. I'll release you as soon as we're away." He tugged at Sai's arm, urging him upward toward a rocky slope. They staggered and slipped in the mud, nearly blind in the torrential downpour. "I know this place. When the rains come, floodwaters rush down from the mountains. We have only minutes to be away."


  It was Sai who heard the first attacker. Wet footsteps were muffled by the sound of the storm. He whirled, flexing his knees, nearly helpless as a Delphine soldier launched himself in their direction, his long blade glinting in the darkness. Sai ducked his head and rammed his good shoulder into the soldier's belly and they both went down in a heap. Hands wrapped around his neck and suddenly went slack as a flash of silver took the man's life.


  Sai rolled away, glaring up at Arick.


  "I suppose it would be a bit safer to free your hands. Or would it?" A slight half-smile crooked his lips. "Will you kill me?"


  Sai narrowed his eyes.


  "Most likely. But if that one came for us, others will also."


  As though to prove his point, a pair of Delphine attacked and Sai watched helplessly as Arick battled, his twin scimitars like cold fire in the darkness. Obviously, he'd managed to recover his missing sword. No surprise, as Sai had bespelled the blades to their master, to Arick. Now it was only a matter of time before…


  He rolled, scrambling out of the path of the battle. With a cry, one of the soldiers fell, his sabre falling from his dying grip.


  Sai's blade.


  Behind the leather gag, he grinned. Ignoring the fight that raged on, Sai reached out, drawing his bindings over the wicked blade. His fingers were numb, but he fumbled at the gag, pulling it from his lips. He scrambled to his feet, sabre in hand, watching as Arick went down hard. His opponent attacked and at the last possible moment, Arick's feet came up, shoving the man backwards, right to where Sai waited. Always thirsty, his sabre drank deeply of enemy blood. A slash, a thrust, and then it was just the two of them.


  This time, Arick was on the ground, staring up at Sai.


  Another blast of thunder and he dove to the ground, wincing as his ears rang. Arick was shouting, pulling at his sore arm and Sai scrambled after him, running desperately up the rocky slope. Beyond the rain and thunder, another sound rose up, one he didn't recognize. Panting hard, Arick stumbled to a halt, one hand on Sai's arm. He looked around, his face looking eerie as lightning illuminated him. His eyes were wild; his skin was pale. A dark bruise stained the side of his face, and his hair was plastered to his head. His leather armor was gone; the fabric of his tunic slapped against his thighs.


  "That sound…" Spooked, Sai looked around. They were halfway up a rocky slope; trees and gnarled brush surrounded them. Just yards away, a deep gorge cut through the slope.


  "Flash flood!" Arick pulled at him again; they dug in and ran, angling across the gravelly slope, heading for the trees.


  They found the cave by accident. It was shrouded by brush and hidden under a rocky undercropping. Together, they squatted under the shelter and peered out into the storm. Unconsciously, Sai huddled closer to Arick, needing warmth and reassurance.


  "We should be out of danger…." Even as Arick spoke, the hissing sound grew into a rumble, and without warning, water exploded down the slope, filling and flooding the gully they'd just escaped. It foamed and crashed, carrying downed trees and tumbling rocks in its wake. It was magnificent. It was horrifying.


  "Shit." Sai rubbed the water from his eyes with a shaking hand.


  They were safe, but the men in the camp were not. Sai pushed himself backward into the cave, unwilling to witness any more. He fell back, wet and cold, aching from dozens of cuts and bruises. For the moment, he was safe.


  Arick's form was little more than a silhouette as he stood at the entrance of their shelter, watching the torrent. Sai clenched his hands, one fist closed over the grip of his sabre.


  Now what?


  He wanted to kill the bastard. He wanted to bow to the Gods and offer thanks. He wanted to beat the hell out of Arick, and then fuck him blind.


  He wanted to lie on the floor of this cave for the rest of his life.


  As Sai watched, Arick stripped his clothing away, draping the sodden garments over a rock. He sat, untying his sandals until he was completely nude except for the loin wrappings he wore, shivering a bit in the cold. Carefully, Sai set his sabre well out of reach. He had a bit of revenge to dispense, and it was best served with flesh, bones, and skin; not steel and leather.


  He crouched.


  ****


  Arick shivered from more than the cold. Behind him was the lover he'd betrayed. Outside was death. No matter where he went or what he did, the situation was fucked. He'd cut the picket line that held the horses in place. Hopefully the horses had survived. He prayed that the general and his men had not.


  He heard the sound of leather on rock and started to turn, and then was slammed against the wall of the cave, his skin burning, his head spinning. He gasped, grappling with Sai, his hands digging into the other man's sodden clothing. They wrestled, going to the soft dirt floor, rolling and struggling until Sai's shirt tore away under his hands.


  "Dammit, Sai, let me talk!"


  His answer was a fist to the jaw. Arick fell back, his head slamming hard against the floor. In a flash, Sai was on top of him, raining blows over his face and head. Arick brought up a knee, catching Sai in the diaphragm. As the other man gasped and choked, he slipped away, retreating to the entrance of the cave. He waited, making sure Sai hadn't suffered any serious damage. And then he looked out into the rain.


  Where could he go? The entire mountain was alive with rushing water. The encampment was gone; if there were survivors, they were up on the mountain somewhere. He turned just in time to catch movement from the corner of his eye.


  "Aren't you finished yet?"


  Sai staggered forward, his fists up and his head down. This time, Arick took the fight to him. He was taller but Sai was broader; hitting him was like slamming into a wall. He was magnificent in his rage: fury burned in his blue eyes, his wet hair straggled around his face in chunks and strands. The rain had washed away the dirt and blood, revealing that beautiful, brutal face.


  Distracted, Arick was unprepared when Sai attacked, twisting his arm and slamming him face first into the wall. He grunted in pain at the pressure on his arm. And then a heavy body covered his, an iron-hard cock pressed into the muscle of his ass. In a heartbeat, all the pain vanished, all the fear and despair faded away. The years were as nothing and all he could absorb was that he was pinned to the wall, submissive, willing, and desperate for Sai's touch. He laid his forehead against the chilly rock, stifling a groan.


  Those same hands spun him, pushing him back against the wall and they were face to face, just inches apart. Now lust spiced the fury in Sai's face. A glimmer of pain and despair lurked there as well, and it was all so clear. All these years, Sai had been grieving. All these years, he'd set aside everything to hunt for Arick, and when he found him, it was in the worst possible place: at the wrong end of a sword.


  Arick opened his mouth to speak, but strong hands were in his hair, holding him in place. A solid, heavy body crushed his and his words were blocked by a bruising kiss. Teeth struck, Sai's tongue thrust into his mouth, and the softness of love was absent. The burning embrace held only anger and lust and painful despair. Submitting to Sai's fury, Arick opened his mouth and stopped resisting, no longer fighting, no longer defending himself.


  If Sai wanted to fell him where he stood, he had the right.


  With lips bruised and skin bleeding, he dropped his head back against the wall, eyes falling closed. He reached, stroked a hand along the other man's naked skin, groaning at the memories. So many memories: Sai at his forge, lost in the magical world of fire and steel, water and wind. They were sparring; he was shocked to discover that the Sword Master was a master of swordplay as well. They'd fought side by side more than once, staggering away from the battlefield to fight and fuck and love each other until consciousness slipped away.


  A rough, calloused hand gripped his cock, jerking Arick from his memories. Sai pumped and pulled at him, drawing him to painful erection. He gasped, his knees going weak.


  "Face the wall," Sai growled. Arick obeyed, opening his legs, knowing just how far to spread, how far to bend.


  "Spit." Sai's hand was in front of his face. Arick's mouth suddenly went dry. He swallowed, trying his best to summon the saliva that would spare him a measure of pain.


  The Sword Master didn't bother to finish undressing. Arick heard the rustle of fabric, and then felt the sudden, overwhelming presence of his body, fingers tearing away fabric, probing and thrusting, barely lubed by Arick's spit. He winced and grimaced, but made no sound. The fingers retreated and the head of Sai's cock took their place, pushing, a hard, formidable presence. So familiar. So painful in so many ways.


  He didn't make it all the way in, nor did he last long. Sai went deep enough to sear white-hot pleasure through Arick's body. One hand dug into his hip, the other clamped the back of his neck, holding Arick away from him, pressing his face to the wall. Sai slammed into his body so hard that Arick needed both hands to brace himself.


  They fucked in silence, no grunts of pain, no moans of pleasure. It was punishment and grief.


  It was revenge.


  It was divine.


  With a final deep thrust, Sai went rigid as a statue, and then thrust wildly, his hot semen pumping into Arick's ass. Sai panted, his breath hot on Arick's neck. His arms slipped away, bracing his weight on the wall, hemming Arick in. His cock softened and slipped away.


  Sometime during the storm fuck Arick had also come, spilling on the floor of the cave. The room smelled like sweat, blood, and semen. When Sai pushed away from the wall, Arick's legs went loose and weak; he slid to the floor, his forehead pressed to the cool wall. He tried to speak, but nothing came out. He swallowed, turning his head just a bit. Sai was on the floor, sitting with his hands draped over his knees, his head hanging down. His pants were still unfastened. Arick turned his face to the wall again, unable to process what had just happened. He swallowed, trying to speak through a dry throat.


  Sai spoke first.


  "I'm sorry."


  CHAPTER 8


  Outside, the rain fell steadily; the major rage of the storm had passed. The swollen waterways still roared, but inside the cave, the sounds of thunder and water were muffled. Sai was cold, wet, and in pain. He sat with his back to the wall, watching the other man through a fall of tangled hair.


  Arick was still naked, huddled at the other side of the small space, seemingly asleep. Sai had built a small fire at the mouth of the cave, hoping that the foliage would block its light. There was plenty of light inside now, and he didn't like what he was seeing.


  Arick's body had always carried his share of honorable scars, fresh scrapes, and bruises. It was part of the profession. Now though… if he hadn't known every inch of the man, he wouldn't recognize him. He was thin and lean; his body was peppered with scars. Even his buttocks carried ugly marks. And his back was covered with fresh, oozing stripes. Those were layered over old scars: burns, lash marks, wide slashes…


  Arick had been tortured. Yet he'd walked freely amongst the Delphine.


  "I know you're awake, Arick. Talk to me."


  Arick stirred, but didn't turn to face him, and Sai's conscience stirred. Arick had submitted to the harsh fuck. Hell, he'd even shot his own load, without a touch from either of them. He'd never objected, but Sai's guilt flared anyway. He hadn't seen the whip marks in the darkness.


  No excuse, as he'd suspected that the Delphine had punished him earlier.


  Arick stirred, moving stiffly till he sat, his face and body in profile. He didn't look directly at Sai; his gaze was distant.


  "Back then, we were fighting, but it wasn't the Delphine. I don't remember…"


  "We were fighting the Urichs." How could he not remember that battle? It was etched on Sai's mind; he replayed it every day, every night.


  Arick nodded. "That's right. Anyhow, I was thrown. My horse went down hard, and by the time I made it back to my feet, I was surrounded. I fought, but it was all strange. They didn't try to kill me. They didn't even try to wound me. I took a blow to the head and woke up later, part of a procession of captives. They were from all over, some from the Archipelago, others from places I've never been. I was delivered to the Delphines."


  Sai watched him as he paused. Arick's hair was now long and unruly; the golden hue glowed dully in the firelight. He'd lost none of his beauty, though. Sai's body stirred once again, and he hated himself.


  "How'd you keep the sword?"


  "I didn't know at the time, but that's why they took me. Someone saw the blades— as it turns out, they are quite famous. As is that one." He nodded at Sai's massive sabre. "They took me because they thought I was the famous Sword Master."


  A sick feeling rose in the pit of Sai's belly. "They thought… they sought to capture me?"


  "Yes."


  Arick turned, looking at him in the face for the first time since… they'd made love? Fucked?


  Since I raped him.


  Sai breathed through sudden nausea. The horror must have shown on his face, and Arick read it as easily as if they'd parted only yesterday.


  "Sai, don't. I submitted. I… wanted you. I wanted you like that."


  "No, not like that, Arick." He picked up a pebble and tossed it deeper into the cave.


  "No, maybe not just like that. A bed would have been nice. And some lubrication. I won't be riding a horse soon." He gave a cockeyed smile then, a shadow of the smile Sai had loved so well. "Harsh as it was, we needed that."


  Sai shook his head in denial. He'd never raped a captive. Never. He'd never before hurt a lover.


  "I was interrogated," Arick continued. "For hours, they tried to beat the truth from me. I told them the truth, that the blades had been a gift from my king, and that the twin had been lost on the battlefield. Finally, they brought in Maris." His voice had dropped to a near whisper. "He's the sorcerer, the king's main advisor. And he is a… terrible man. Evil."


  Sai recalled the lonely screams of the captive who'd been tortured back in the camp. He shuddered.


  "Maris also interrogated me and quickly ascertained the truth: I held no magic. But he still… he continued with the questioning. I suppose it wasn't as horrible for me as it is for his other victims, as I have no magic in my veins. But it was quite awful." He fell silent then.


  Sai rubbed his temples. The torture Arick had endured had been Sai's destiny. Through the most horrific events, he'd been spared.


  "Sai?"


  He looked up at Arick.


  "You would not have survived. I had nothing to give him; you however… he'd have ripped you apart to take your magic. It would have been your death."


  Yes, but at least he'd have been spared the years of hell, the ripping, crippling blend of anger, betrayal, and joy he now felt. Oh, and guilt. That too.


  Arick, though, he'd have survived. He'd have grieved for Sai, but he had his son and his career and a strong, noble heart.


  When he wasn't turning on his own people.


  "Why, Arick?" The other man looked at him; his bright eyes glittering in the dim light. "You have a degree of freedom. You could have slipped away today. Instead, you captured me only to release me. Why did you stay with them?"


  "You do not know? Of course, how could you?" Arick sat to the side, protecting his ass. "They have him, Sai. They have Aron."


  "Your son?" Sai's mind scrambled to make sense of the reason that Arick had given for betraying everyone he held dear. "Arick, that cannot be."


  "I saw him, Sai! They keep him in the palace jail. I do not know if they abuse him or starve him; they only give me glimpses of him. He cries, Sai. How can I leave my son to die at the hands of those monsters?" Tears glittered in his eyes, carving bright tracks down his cheeks.


  Sai rose and crossed the slight distance between them. He gazed into Arick's agonized face. "Arick, your son is fine. I saw him just days ago, for a sword lesson. He lives with Juliana in the officers' barracks."


  Bewildered, Arick shook his head. "I saw her fall in battle. I don't know how they did it, Sai, but they took my son— he's little more than a babe!"


  Sai had never before seen magic of this sort, but he tasted it on the back of his tongue. It was bitter and metallic. The magic he practiced was born in his very blood, part of his soul. This was sorcery, a spell of some sort. How could he fight that? He squatted 'til he was eye-level with Arick.


  "Arick, tell me, how much time has passed since you were taken?"


  He frowned in concentration. Clearly, a bit of simple reality was taking a toll on Arick's delusion. "Years, I suppose…" He looked at Sai in question. "How many years have I been gone, Sai?"


  "Six years, Arick. You son is no babe." Sai did the only thing he could think of: he picked up the massive sabre and rested it flat in his hands. Holding it out to Arick, he looked down at it, then at the broken soldier again. With trembling hands, Arick reached out, laying a hand flat on the blade.


  "Six years, Arick," He repeated. "Aron is now a young man of eight. He attends school and sword practice. I've barely been able to look at him because he favors you so completely."


  "Eight years old?" Arick shook his head in denial. "No, there must be a mistake. My son, he's only… a baby… a toddler. He has so few words; he cries still, and he's not yet three years old."


  A touch of fear wafted through Sai, the spell that had deceived his lover was deeply entrenched. But like all illusion, it would blow away like cobwebs when the truth was revealed. So he waited, watching Arick's face as his mind sorted through conflicting information.


  "Eight years old? Truly?" His eyes beseeched Sai— for what, he did not know. He could only sit quietly as Arick finally cleared his mind of the falsehood. He dropped forward, his face in his hands, ragged hair covering his face. His shoulders heaved, but his grief was silent.


  Six years ago, Arick would never have hidden his emotions.


  Tentatively, Sai reached out, his fingers brushing scars and wounds, learning the new map of his lover's body. Arick's hand moved, gripping his, squeezing hard. Sai's breathing increased 'til he was panting, his heart pounding in his chest.


  It seemed impossible to imagine that Arick had been bespelled, but the magic that channeled out through his hands didn't lie. Sai held Arick's hand in his and gripped the sword with his free hand. As the foul magic rushed between them, the sword glowed with a dull, malignant light. It hummed, and they both stared; Arick's face gleamed with tears, and his breath caught roughly. Sai held the glowing sword away from them; it had somehow channeled the spell from Arick's body.


  The light left the blade and hovered over them like a misshapen sphere.


  "Maris lives!" Arick pulled his hand from Sai's grip and scrambled for his own blades. "We cannot let that energy return to him!" He staggered to his feet and Sai followed, narrowing his eyes at the ball of light. Instinctively, he knew what to do. With the sabre in his right hand, he gripped Arick's wrist, bringing the scimitar up to the level of the humming magic. He nodded and Arick lifted the other blade; Sai lifted the sabre up as well, pointing it as the sphere.


  They fenced in the magic, standing firm as it quivered and shrieked. Every time it touched the sabre, stunning bolts of energy ran down Sai's arm. He watched Arick, relieved to see that he wasn't affected by the angry magic.


  Its attention was on Sai.


  "On my mark…" He took a deep breath and steadied himself. He had no idea if this would work. Exorcising the sorcerer's spell could very well kill him, or it could possess him. Thankfully, Arick stood facing him, eerie lights reflecting from his eyes, but he stood firm.


  Their gazes locked and Sai nodded, and they thrust their blades deep into the heart of the disembodied spell.


  The sound it made was nothing he'd ever heard before: it was the shriek of countless tortured souls, the scream of innocence betrayed. The light grew bright, burning his eyes. The heat ran up the blade, blistering his skin. In the center of it all, the three swords met, their tips weaving, dancing, and finally joining one another. Wind rose, whipping around the cave as if a storm had hunted them, had followed the men into their tiny sanctuary.


  And then it ended.


  The light faded with a whimper. Wind rushed through the cave, and as it went, Sai shivered at the sensation of disembodied spirits touching his face, his chest. He heard nothing, but the thanks of many whispered in his mind, filling him until he could hear no more, see nothing else. Overwhelmed, his legs weakened, and then folded.


  Strong hands caught him and carried him to the floor. Arick's beautiful face floated above, etched with concern. Sai reached up, fingers lightly brushing golden hair and tear-stained skin.


  "It's over, Arick. You're safe." His voice was harsh, nearly gone. He licked dry lips, trying to sit up. He couldn't rise, so he lay back, content to keep looking at the face he'd grieved for over the years. He smelled the acrid stink of charred hair, the stench of burned flesh. Lifting his hand, he looked at the imprint branded on it. The new burn would scar him deeply; he'd have to work it often and hard to keep the hand useful.


  But he didn't really care, because now Arick was kissing him, and all was well.


  CHAPTER 9


  Arick ducked a bit as he stepped out of the cave, and then lowered himself to sit next to Sai. Before them, a new world had been born. It was the old world and they both knew that, but the sun gleamed; the sky was vivid blue. The floods and rockslides had taken out wide swathes of trees, but the devastation wasn't as extreme as he expected.


  Sai whistled, a shrill, piercing sound that echoed throughout the valley.


  "Do you think that's safe?" Anxiety spiked his gut, but down below, there was no trace of the Delphine encampment. They were gone.


  Not Maris, though. The magic that had rooted itself in Arick's soul would have died with the sorcerer, and it had been alive and malevolent until Sai siphoned it away. He fought down nausea and looked at the Sword Master with a critical eye. The tips of his hair had been singed; raw, scalded spots blotched the skin of his face and chest. The worst had been the palm of his right hand. Gently, Arick lifted his hand, looking at the odd, star-shaped scar there.


  It had healed.


  The lash marks on his back were the only injury Arick had sustained. They itched, but he was accustomed to discomfort.


  "How did it heal so quickly?"


  Sai looked at him, a slight smile in his dark eyes. "As a metal mage, I have a natural affinity for heat and flame. I always heal up quickly, but never like this."


  Arick slipped his hand into Sai's and looked away, out over the valley. "The Gods, perhaps? Earlier, I prayed for a storm, a deluge to wipe away the blood and pain."


  Sai squeezed his hand. "Perhaps the Gods, or perhaps my magic responded to the attack of the hostile power. I don't know, but I will make offering in thanks. For many things."


  Hope began to warm Arick's heart. It had been so many years and such a terrible betrayal. Could they move past it? He began to have faith, not only in Sai's love, but in himself. In tomorrow. But still…


  "What now?"


  Sai took a deep breath, his dark eyes steadily scanning the horizon. "We go home. We go straight to King Conrad and tell him everything. Not only about what happened to you, but about the Delphines: their magic, their numbers and fighting strategy."


  Arick laughed sadly. He was the strategist, and yet Sai had it all worked out. His faith was complete. Arick wasn't so confident.


  Down the hill, a flash of white caught his gaze and as he watched, a magnificent pale horse broke out into the open, picking its way up the rocky hill. "That's our signal to leave." Sai rose, sheathing that monstrous sabre and strapping it on his back. His clothing had been drenched and was now drying; the cape he wore was brilliant, blood red. Between the sword, the white horse and the red cape, he'd be impossible to miss on the battlefield.


  Arick rose and took Sai's arm, gently turning him so they faced each other. "Why, Sai? You made a target of yourself. Your horse and cape, the fiendish sabre… that was all designed to draw the attention of all you fought. Why? Did you wish for death?"


  For the first time since they'd been reunited, Sai smiled. He shook his head and watched the horse approach. "There were many times I missed you so bad that I felt my heart had been torn away. But always— always— I knew you were alive. As long as you lived, I had no option but to search for you." He turned back to Arick, reaching out to cup his cheek in a gnarled, rough hand. "I thought perhaps I was going about it wrong. Perhaps you needed to find me."


  "By the Gods, Sai!" Arick thought of the stories he'd been hearing, tales of the berserker on the white horse. He'd heard of Blood Raine, who fought with the frightening, jagged sword. When he'd spotted him on the battlefield, he'd been drawn to him like a moth to flame. In his heart, he'd always known the identity of the berserker. He swallowed. "You could have died!"


  "But it worked." Sai leaned forward, pressing a kiss on Arick's mouth. The kiss started gentle, lips brushing and tasting. Within moments, Sai nipped, pressing his tongue into Arick's mouth. He drew closer, reaching out to clasp those rugged arms, pulling him close. Leather and steel crushed him. Arick grew hard and desperate, for it had been so long, so very long.


  Sai's hand was buried in his hair, tugging and stroking; his other hand dropped to Arick's hip. He pulled him close, their bodies eager and needful, their hearts racing.


  And then he stopped.


  Blinking, Arick pulled back, looking into Sai's face.


  "You were gone so long, Arick. There were times… I wasn't faithful."


  Arick's heart twisted, but not from his own pain. Sai's guilt weighed him down. "I know, Sai, and I would expect nothing else. I, too…" But he didn't want to talk about that just yet. There was time for the painful stories later.


  "I used the Sylphs."


  Arick nodded. "I understand, Sai. I accept that your needs and your loneliness…" He stroked Sai's face, his thumb lingering over his full, cruel lips. He leaned forward, gently kissing him. He then leaned back, letting Sai finish what he had to say.


  A look of intensity came over his expression. He'd seen that look before. It usually came with inspiration, when a creative urge came over the Sword Master.


  "There is a young couple— Sylphs. They wish for a child. They are siblings, so they need someone to father that child."


  "You?" The idea was odd. Why would two of the magical prostitutes choose Sai, a huge, rugged metal mage? He then smiled. "Of course, their magic would mate with yours, perhaps even creating something new. Their child would be freed of their caste."


  "I refused. I was in such pain…" He sighed heavily. "To bring a child into such a world as this… and yet, today, the idea seems more appealing."


  "Then perhaps you should consider it. Fatherhood—" He felt a smile drift over his face, a reflection of what his heart was telling him. "Aron. My greatest weakness, and yet my greatest strength. Will he know me, Sai?"


  "Oh, yes." There was that smile again. "He may not remember you that well, but you never died in his heart or his memory. He will be overjoyed to see you again!"


  Impulsively, he reached out, pulling Sai tightly to his body. He kissed him roughly, pushing him back against the rocky wall of the cave.


  "Fuck!" Sai gasped. He panted, and then grinned. "Are you planning to do me here and now?"


  "No better time!" Arick dug into Sai's tattered breeches, clasping the man's thick, hot erection. He pressed it next to his own cock, loving the feel of skin to skin, their heat joining.


  "The horse can wait, but I cannot."


  THE END
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  BRINGING HOME BABY BIRD


  by Megan Reddaway


  He almost didn't take the call. It was past closing time and unusual for a Tuesday night, there were still customers in the restaurant. It was a matter of pride for Jules that he didn't get the after-pub crowd: they went to the Indian restaurant or one of the two Chinese takeaways in the market square. Jules's French restaurant was a classier place, a place that people picked for anniversaries, important clients and serious dates, when they wanted to spend a leisurely evening choosing from the best menu that this small English town could offer.


  He glanced down at the ringing phone and saw that it was his sister. It would be an hour later across the Channel, well past midnight. Strange that Claire should be calling so late when she said that she slept all the time these days. The customers had finished everything but their coffee; the kitchen was being cleaned. He pressed the green button to answer the call.


  "Jules? Can you come? I'm going to have the baby."


  She sounded a little breathless and he wondered if she was drunk. He said, "Claire, I told you I'll be there. I'll arrive next Thursday to paint her room while you're in the hospital. Everything's booked, it's fine."


  "She's coming now, Jules."


  He frowned. "But you said the fifteenth."


  "I told you it wouldn't necessarily be that exact day."


  "You said it might be later."


  "I said first babies are often late. I didn't mean she couldn't be born early!" Her voice rose high.


  From long experience of dealing with his sensitive sister, he made the effort to sound calm and reasonable. "Claire, your friend is going to be there for the birth, isn't she? Everything is arranged for next week. My flight, the relief chef—"


  "The ambulance is here." He heard her breathing more heavily, imagined her picking up her bag and starting down the stairs from her apartment, taking them slowly so that her big belly didn't unbalance her. "Monique's away this week. There's no one else I can ask and I'm frightened, Juju. Please come."


  He wanted to tell her that having a baby was nothing to worry about: thousands of women did it every day. But there was no point arguing about it. He promised to be there as soon as he could. Then he told Carrie, the sous-chef, that she might be in charge in the kitchen for the next couple of weeks, and went into the office.


  It was reassuring to see Mark's familiar face there. In name, Mark was the maître d'hôtel, the dining room manager; in practice, he did a lot more, dealing with anything that Jules was too impatient to handle including accounts, hygiene inspections and most of the personnel issues. Jules relied on him heavily, paid him well and worked at keeping their relationship strictly business so that Mark would have no reason to leave.


  He thought Mark was gorgeous, although they were very different types. Mark looked so English with his sandy hair, button nose and freckles. Jules was dark and handsome with the olive skin of his Mediterranean ancestors. Jules was lean-bodied while Mark was a little overweight. Jules never used to find plumpness attractive but lately he had noticed that his tastes were changing. He was seeking out cuddly guys and enjoying the soft warmth of the extra flesh. It was bizarre. Well, as long as it kept him from hitting on Mark...


  They were both gay and careful to avoid anything that would bring them too close. Like the time that Mark had leaned in for a kiss in the kitchen at the staff New Year party, and Jules had stopped him by making a comment about the difficulty of working with somebody you had slept with. Or the time that Jules had too many cognacs at the end of a long Saturday night and fell into Mark's arms in the office, and Mark had sat him down in the chair, left the room and sent one of the girls in with coffee. It was the right thing to do. The restaurant, Mark's career, these things were more important than a night's pleasure.


  Jules announced that he needed to use the computer. As he went online to book himself a seat on the next morning's flight, he started to talk about arrangements for the time he would be gone. But he wasn't worried: Mark would take care of everything.


  ****


  It wasn't until the plane landed at the provincial airport in central France that he remembered that his rental car was still reserved for the following week. Fortunately there was no difficulty and he was given the keys to a small Renault. He didn't drive in England (he was waiting for the day when the EU would make the obstinate English change to the right side of the road) and it was a pleasure to get back behind the wheel whenever he came to France.


  Claire had texted during the night to confirm that she was in labor and they were keeping her in the hospital, so he drove straight there. They had grown up further south, but Claire had settled in Saint-Herbert when she finished university and Jules had been coming here to see her about once a year since their parents had died, so he knew where he was going.


  He knew, too, that childbirth could take many hours. He'd tried phoning her before he left England, once from the bus that took him to the airport and again from the departure lounge, but both times it had gone straight to voicemail. He guessed that Claire wouldn't be able to talk until after her daughter was born, and there was nobody else he'd need to talk to until the restaurant opened later in the day, so he had switched off his phone and pushed it into the bottom of his bag.


  He parked and went in through the nearest door. It turned out to be the place where ambulances dropped off the emergency cases. Disoriented, he walked along a tiled corridor, trusting that the efficiency of French design would soon help him out. It did: all routes led to a central reception desk facing a bank of lifts.


  "I'm looking for Mademoiselle Moreau, Claire," he said. "Can you tell me which floor?"


  The receptionist consulted her computer. Her smile faded as she clicked and typed. It looked like she was having trouble finding Claire's name. After a long pause she said, "Take a seat, Monsieur. Somebody will come to meet you."


  There was a guide for visitors beside the row of chairs. Maternité Obstétrique was listed on the fifth floor. Jules said, "I'll just go up."


  "No, please wait. Somebody will be here in a moment."


  He paced around the reception area, looking at the health advice posters without reading any of them. Perhaps Claire wasn't here, he thought. If they were overcrowded they might have sent her somewhere else. It would be annoying if he had to drive back to the city. He should have checked his phone as soon as the plane landed. It was still in his bag in the car. He considered going to get it but before he could decide which corridor to take, a woman came out of the lift and approached him.


  He had expected a nurse but she was not in uniform. She was plump and grey-haired, carrying papers. She wore a skirt suit and an identity badge that he didn't bother to peer at. She said, "You are Monsieur...?"


  "Moreau. I'm here to see my sister, Claire Moreau."


  She led him into a small room to one side of the reception area. There were three chairs: she took one and motioned him to another, but he didn't sit down.


  She explained that she was a social worker attached to the hospital. She looked down at the papers in her hand. "Are you Jules Moreau? Do you have some identification?"


  He was surprised but remembered reading that security had been tightened on maternity wards in France after the abduction of a baby a few years ago. He reached into his jacket pocket for the driving license that had been there since he picked up the car.


  She glanced at the name and photo and passed it back. Then she looked up at him. Her face had taken on an expression of impersonal concern that he knew meant bad news. His heart began to thump.


  "I am sorry to tell you, Monsieur Moreau, there were problems with the birth." Her words were formal but her tone was gentle. "The baby was in difficulties in the womb and an emergency Caesarean section was necessary. These operations are more or less routine but there is a small risk with every surgical procedure. We don't know exactly what happened— there will be an investigation— it may be that she had an unsuspected heart defect. She didn't survive. I'm very sorry."


  The baby hadn't survived? That was sad, he thought. Claire would be upset and he could understand they wanted him to know before he saw her, but why couldn't he have been told on the way up there? Bureaucracy, no doubt. There would be some form he had to sign. He was annoyed, impatient to get to Claire.


  The stupid woman was still talking and he hadn't heard a word. He interrupted her. "I would like to see my sister, please."


  "Of course. In fact, I need to ask you to identify her. She gave your name as her nearest relative. But wouldn't you like to contact someone?" She glanced at his left hand: no wedding ring. "A friend? Someone from your family?"


  Mark. He wanted Mark. He was beginning to understand what the woman was trying to tell him, but only through a foggy curtain of disbelief. With some part of his mind he knew that it was not only the baby that was dead. But another part of him was still sure that it couldn't be true.


  "There's nobody," he said, his voice coming out too loud. "Nobody here."


  "And the baby's father…?"


  Jules shook his head. "He's out of the picture."


  "We'll have to try to find him, but we can discuss that later."


  "It won't be possible," Jules said. "It was something very brief, a man she met skiing last winter." He'd seen her just before that, at Christmas, and she had told him she had a yearning to get pregnant: he had assumed she meant later, when she met the right man. He felt a prickling in his sinuses and forced his emotion down. "She told me she didn't even ask his last name."


  The social worker nodded and made a note. Then finally she took him to the lift, but instead of going up they went down to the basement. He knew where they were going, knew that Claire was dead, and yet somehow he still believed that his visit would revive her. He would touch her, she would wake up and he would help her to his rented car and take her back with her grief to her apartment. It was lucky, he thought, that he hadn't arrived in time to transform her spare room into a nursery, hadn't arrived with his arms full of the pink stuffed toys that he'd been planning to buy next week. It would upset her to see baby things now.


  But Claire's body, when he saw it, was beyond being upset by anything. It was cold and pale, lifeless, lacking any trace of her flaky personality. It had her face and yet it was so unlike her that his escort had to ask him twice before he would confirm that it was his sister. He touched the cheek, just in case it might bring her back, but there was no response, no flush of life. Claire was elsewhere, beyond his reach.


  He stood there so long that the social worker had to take his arm. "Would you like to see the baby now?" she asked gently.


  Jules shook his head. "That can't be necessary. I can't identify a baby I never saw before. Just have them bury it with her."


  "But— I did tell you. Didn't you understand? The baby's doing very well. She's in the special care unit but it's just a precaution. She will be fine."


  ****


  The little creature was asleep in a big plastic box with a tube in her nose and a drip in her wrist. She looked wrinkled and vulnerable. She had a funny little face with a pursed up mouth and tightly closed eyes. He couldn't see Claire in her at all. She looked exactly like any other baby, as far as he could tell. Still, he admired her persistence. It was hard to believe that Claire with all her crazy energy was dead and yet this little scrap had survived.


  They made him rub gel on his hands, then they encouraged him to reach through a hole in the side of the box. He touched the baby's cheek just as he had touched Claire's. Like Claire, she didn't wake, but she was warm and he could see her snuffling and twitching in her sleep.


  They had dressed her in something pink and white. He wondered if it belonged to the hospital, or if Claire had picked it out in a shop, not knowing that she would never see her baby wearing it. But it was better not to think about Claire.


  He sat beside the plastic box watching the baby for a while. He wondered what would happen to her. Some family would adopt her, he supposed: in spite of his feeling that this was all unreal, he worried a little when he thought of everything that could go wrong for her. She looked so defenseless.


  He left when a nurse came to check on her. The first thing he did when he got back to the car was to look for his phone. There were no messages from Claire, just two from the hospital, asking him to call. He knew now that she had died around ten, just as his plane was taking off. If he had been near enough to arrive last night... but he hadn't been, and from England he couldn't have got there in time to see her even if he'd borrowed a car and driven all night. That should have made him feel better, but it didn't. Her voice on the phone haunted him: "I'm frightened, Juju."


  He sent a text to Mark: "My sister is dead. The baby is alive. Life is bizarre. From Uncle Jules."


  'Uncle Jules': why had he written that, he wondered? Of course technically he was her uncle but with Claire gone, it seemed unlikely that he would see much of his niece.


  He stood there in the October sun holding the phone until it vibrated with the answer: "I'm so sorry. Take all the time you need. Things are fine here, but call me any time you want, day or night. Thinking of you."


  They had given him Claire's things, including her keys. He let himself into her apartment. It was as untidy as ever, but strangely airless.


  She had left him a note on the table, telling him that she planned to call the baby Nicole after their mother. There were other papers there too. She'd had a will drawn up by a notary: that was uncharacteristically efficient of her. It named him, Jules, as the baby's guardian in the event of her death. He wondered if she'd had a premonition.


  He knew Mark would be busy and tried not to call too often but sometimes he couldn't resist the temptation, including once late at night when he couldn't sleep. He was staying in Claire's apartment: not in her bed, that felt too weird, but on cushions on the living room floor. Mark reassured him about the restaurant: he had hired an agency chef who was working well with Carrie and everything was fine. But that wasn't why Jules called. He just needed to hear that calm English voice.


  Jules's two aunts and a handful of cousins came for the funeral. Claire's friend Monique was there and she offered, almost greedily, to take care of Nicole. Jules was polite but he had never liked Monique and he couldn't completely forgive her for being out of town on that night when Claire needed her. He thought too that if Claire had wanted Monique to have Nicole she would have said so in her will. So he hesitated, even though Monique was in a good position, married and not working, with a small child of her own.


  Monique wasn't the only person who wanted Nicole. The social worker suggested foster parents; one of his cousins wanted to adopt her and another offered to look after her 'until you can make a permanent arrangement'. Meanwhile, the baby was still in the hospital and Jules was going there two or three times every day. The staff had shown him how to feed and change her and he felt he was getting to know her. He could have picked her out from all the other babies now, even if they had been dressed the same and switched around. He even knew her voice.


  The responsibility of deciding her future kept him awake at night. He called Mark and said, "If they would propose only one solution, I would go for it. But what can I do with all these choices? I don't know who will be the best parents for her."


  Mark said, "What do you want to do? How often do you want to see her?"


  Surprising himself, Jules replied, "I want to see her every day. But all the possible parents are here in France. I would have to sell the restaurant and move here, I'd have to start all over again."


  "I don't see why. Couldn't you bring her here? We're all EU citizens so there are no immigration issues. You can afford childcare or, if you don't want her to live with you, she could be fostered here so that you can still see her. But there's no reason why you shouldn't take care of her yourself. You're probably assuming you can't because you're a man, but if you were her father, nobody would question it."


  He saw at once that Mark was right. It turned to be very simple. Jules went to see Claire's notary who helped him complete the forms required to register Nicole's birth, prove that he was next of kin and get her a passport. Then he flew back to England with her.


  ****


  Mark met him at Heathrow. Jules had taken the airport bus on the way out, but with Nicole that was just not possible. It wasn't the baby that was the problem— she was neatly packed into a sling, nestling against Jules's chest— it was everything that came with her.


  "She has more stuff than a supermodel," he complained as they loaded a cart to push to Mark's car. "You wouldn't believe someone so tiny could need so much luggage."


  He was happy to see Mark's warm, welcoming face and even happier to find that his car was already fitted with a baby seat. Mark took Nicole to put her into the seat and Jules was impressed by the way he held her. He seemed to know how to talk to her, too. Of course, he had a niece and nephew of his own. He would be a big help, Jules was sure.


  And he needed help. From the moment they arrived back at the restaurant, his life changed completely. Mark had found an agency that supplied live-in nannies but that didn't mean that Jules had any free time. There was no more heading for the city on Sunday and Monday nights when the restaurant was closed. He had to stay with Nicole so that the nanny could have an evening out. Nor could he arrange for one of his internet dates to come over for quick and dirty sex the way they used to, not with Nicole and the nanny there. He would have had to go to the other guy's place, which wasn't easy when he finished work after eleven and had no car and the nanny was expecting him home.


  One evening Mark said something about Jules's life and Jules said, "Life? What life? I don't have a life, I have a baby."


  After a few weeks, the first nanny, Lucy, left to go backpacking around Asia. The agency sent a replacement but she was a slow, clumsy girl who resigned in tears when Jules yelled at her for breaking his coffee grinder. Mark told him that he couldn't yell at nannies as if they were kitchen staff. They weren't trained to accept it. Jules said in that case he would look after Nicole by himself. He didn't have much choice: the agency said there was nobody else available.


  He'd learnt a lot from Lucy and from the midwife who had been assigned to check up on him when he registered Nicole with a doctor. Theoretically, he was sure he could cope. It was true that he got twice as much sleep with a nanny there, but who needed sleep?


  He bought a second cot for Nicole so that she could stay in the office while he was working in the kitchen. He set up a baby monitor so that he could hear her crying and one corner of the kitchen was reserved for her bottles and formula. At the same time, he learnt to delegate so that customers' meals wouldn't be delayed while he went off to feed the baby.


  Of course, if Mark was in the office with her, he fed her. None of the other staff were allowed to have any responsibility for her care, but Mark was different. Without ever discussing it, they both took it for granted that he would help. Sometimes, before the restaurant opened, Jules would leave Nicole with Mark, give instructions to Carrie and go upstairs to grab a couple of hours' sleep.


  When Jules was working, everything seemed straightforward. If Nicole wasn't sleeping or attached to a bottle, she would lie contentedly in her cot, watching the mobile that Mark had fixed above it. She squealed and chirped as if she was trying to sing to herself but didn't know how to make a tune. Mark said it was like having a canary in the office. They called her Baby Bird.


  She was happy in the restaurant. She seemed to like the noise and the bustle, the clatter of pans, the voices, the staff coming in and out of the office. Of course she would cry if she was hungry, but in the restaurant she didn't wail and grizzle for no reason as she often did alone with Jules upstairs, driving him crazy with exhaustion.


  Jules was happier in the restaurant too. There, he never had time to worry. It was when he was home alone with her that his fears caught up with him. Even when neither his worries nor Nicole herself were keeping him awake, he would sometimes dream that she was crying. Automatically he would get out of bed and stumble to her cot only to find her fast asleep.


  At the end of one of those almost sleepless nights he called Mark to complain that Nicole wouldn't eat anything. Jules was in the kitchen of his flat, surrounded by fresh fruit and vegetables.


  "She what?" Mark's voice was muffled, sleepy.


  "She doesn't eat." Jules looked at his watch. "Oh, it's not even eight. I can call later. Maybe you have someone there."


  "No, it's okay." Mark sounded more alert now, and worried. "Do you think she's sick? How long has this been going on?"


  "Since always. She never has ate nothing." Jules knew there was something wrong with that sentence but it was no time to be worrying about English grammar. "I tried carrots, pumpkins, cucumber—"


  "Jules."


  "—and I have some red peppers, too, but that's a solanum plant and many people are allergic, so I didn't give her that yet. Do you think I should try that?"


  "No. Jules, listen to me. Is she taking her bottle?"


  "Of course, that's what I mean, she wants nothing but her bottle. Everything I give her on a spoon, she spits and turns away her face, until I give milk and then drink drink drink."


  "But that's okay."


  "Always milk! A child needs a mixed diet."


  "Jules, she's not even two months old. They don't start eating real food until their teeth begin to grow."


  "I make purée for her. She doesn't need teeth."


  "All the same, she's too young."


  "Lucy, the first nanny, she told me six weeks."


  There was silence for a moment. Then Mark said, "Are you sure she didn't say six months?"


  "Six months?"


  "I think it's more likely."


  "It's not possible. Only milk for six months?"


  Mark sighed. "Let me talk to my sister-in-law."


  Mark's sister-in-law said yes, six months or thereabouts, and sent a book called Baby's First Year which Mark tried to give to Jules. Jules waved it away. "It's in English. You read it first, then I'll look at it and if I don't understand something, I can ask you."


  He didn't like being proved wrong. Still, it was lucky, he thought, that he had called Mark and not the doctor, or there might have been some questions about his suitability as a parent.


  But he was relying on Mark too much. Very soon after that, disaster struck.


  ****


  It started with an accident that happened, like most accidents, at the end of the day. It was December. A gay couple, friends of Mark's, had been celebrating their anniversary over dinner in the restaurant. Jules had gone out to say hello. They were only average-looking guys but they looked so happy together, Jules could tell they thought the world of each other.


  It made him long for something like that himself. Yes, he was missing sex, but he was missing much more than that, and had been for a long time. He could see now that he'd been using other men to cover up his real needs. He wanted a relationship and he wanted it to be with Mark.


  He couldn't stop thinking about it and it made him clumsy. Alone in the kitchen after most of the staff had gone home, Jules dropped a glass and cut his right hand picking up the pieces. The cut went deep and there was a lot of blood.


  He stuck his hand under the cold tap and shouted for Mark, who checked it for shards and applied skin adhesive and gauze. As Jules watched his manager's freckled face frowning over the wound, the sure but gentle touch of his hands awoke a desire that Jules couldn't resist. He slid his other hand around Mark's waist and leaned in to kiss the smooth pale skin just behind his ear.


  He saw a blush creep across Mark's cheeks. Neither of them moved as Mark finished taping the gauze. Then Jules bent his head again and nuzzled along Mark's jawline, sucking his earlobe for a moment before letting go.


  Mark looked up. His face was flushed and his blue eyes were bright. "I thought you didn't believe in getting involved with your staff."


  "This is different," Jules said. "I think about it all the time. I want you. What can I do? Since Nicole came, I never meet guys."


  Mark frowned. The blush deepened and he dropped Jules' injured hand as if it was burning him.


  "It was a good rule," Mark said, his voice trembling a little. "You shouldn't have broken it."


  "You don't want to?"


  "No."


  Jules tried to make light of it. "No big deal." He didn't want to be accused of harassing his staff.


  But it was a disappointment. He'd assumed that Mark would want him as much as he wanted Mark, maybe more. He'd thought he could start something with him any time he liked. Again he'd been proved wrong, and this time he had made a big mistake, because Mark, the calmest person he knew, was angry.


  Jules guessed this even as he turned out the lights and carried the sleeping baby up to the flat. He knew it for sure when he heard Mark crunch the gears as his car pulled away. He felt the loss when he was alone in bed that night and he regretted his action the next day when there was a palpable tension between them that wouldn't go away, even though Jules tried to make light of it, even though he swallowed his pride and apologized.


  It spoilt Christmas. Of course Mark spent Christmas Day with his family, but Jules had hoped for his company on some other day that they could call Christmas for Nicole. Now he didn't dare ask. He was alone with her for the whole of the restaurant's Christmas break, trying to interest her in toys that she wasn't ready for, pushing her through cold, empty streets to stop her crying, trying not to think about last Christmas with Claire or the Christmases of his childhood when his parents, too, were alive.


  He hoped that at least the break would give Mark a chance to get over his idea that Jules had harassed him, or whatever it was that was eating him, and they could re-establish their easy working relationship. When things were still awkward in January Jules was disappointed but he tried to be patient. He was sure that all he had to do was wait and things would return to normal. Nothing prepared him for the moment when Mark said that he had an interview for a job in London and asked Jules for a reference.


  Then the world stopped still for a moment, and not in a good way.


  Jules said, "I apologize again—"


  "It's not about that. It's just that I realized there's no future for me here."


  "I can pay you more," Jules said.


  "No you can't. The restaurant's doing alright but you have more expenses now and there isn't much to spare. Anyway, it's not about money, it's about my prospects. I don't see how my career can develop here."


  "If we opened a second restaurant?" Mark didn't answer so Jules added, "I thought of it before Claire died, another restaurant in one of the other towns around here. I planned to ask you if you wanted to invest some money and have a partnership."


  "It would be crazy to do that now," Mark said. "You don't have the time."


  "But maybe in a few years?"


  There was a heavy silence. Mark looked away, and Jules understood that he didn't want a partnership. He just didn't want to go on working with Jules.


  It was like being in an accident, Jules thought: you do some minor thing and bam, something terrible has happened. You try to see how to fix it but you can't. Something is broken. Everything has changed and there's no way back.


  The baby in the cot beside them gave a little wail.


  "Nicole needs you," Jules said. It was as close as he would come to begging.


  But Mark chose to misunderstand. "I'll make her bottle." He left the room and she began to cry in earnest.


  ****


  The selection process took so long that Jules was starting to breathe again, thinking Mark hadn't got the job, but one Friday at the beginning of February he came in with his letter of resignation. The new position was with a restaurant chain and involved a certain amount of travel. Jules had to admit that it sounded like a good move for Mark.


  They worked through Mark's notice period, four weeks of edging around each other, four weeks of Mark trying to set everything up to run without him, and Jules listening to the explanations without really believing he would have to do all this for himself.


  "You will come and visit," Jules said confidently, but even as the words left his mouth he saw how unlikely it was. Mark had given up his flat in the town; he was moving to share with a friend of a friend in London. If he visited, where would he stay? With Carrie or one of the other staff? In that case Jules would hardly see him. In the empty nanny's room in Jules's flat? Maybe in time, Jules thought. Right now there was still too much awkwardness between them. Jules couldn't look at Mark without wanting him and feeling betrayed, and Mark didn't look at him at all.


  Anyway, the nanny's room would soon be occupied again. That was one of the things Mark arranged before he left. He called the agency, who said that Lucy would shortly be on her way home from Thailand.


  "Tell them I'll take her," Jules said at once.


  "She won't be able to start until mid-April," Mark warned. "Do you want a temp in the meantime?"


  "No, I'll wait for Lucy."


  He was having trouble imagining how it was going to be, without Mark. Even on Mark's last day it didn't seem real. As the staff gathered in the kitchen, as Jules made the speech he'd prepared and presented Mark with a framed watercolor of the town square by a local artist with the restaurant just visible in one corner, it was hard to believe he was leaving permanently.


  But when the girls and one camp young waiter lined up to kiss Mark goodbye and the other men slapped him on the back or shook his hand, Jules suddenly felt as if a steel fist was gripping his guts. He couldn't look at Mark's blushing, smiling face. So all Mark got from Jules, apart from the painting, was a pat on the shoulder and a muttered "Good luck" before Jules fled into the office.


  Nicole was sleeping. Mark had already said his goodbyes to her. Jules had walked into the office during the afternoon to see him rocking her against his shoulder. Mark was facing away from the door, saying, "Goodbye, Baby Bird. Have a wonderful life." Jules had backed quietly out again without being seen.


  Now he lifted Nicole out of the cot and took her to the window. She didn't wake but it didn't matter. It was more for his own sake that Jules held her against his chest as he looked through the slats of the blind at Mark crossing the small car park, head down, going to his car. He glanced back once and Jules raised a hand but there was no response. The blind hid him, probably. The lights flashed as Mark unlocked the car, and then he was getting in and driving away. Gone.


  Jules was sure he would keep in touch. On the day that he started his new job, Jules kept checking his phone. When there was no message, Jules told himself it was too soon, Mark would be busy. All through that week he waited for the call. Nothing. Surely, then, at the weekend... but no. No text, no voicemail, no email.


  The following weekend, Jules called him. It went to voicemail. He left a brief, casual message, asking how the job was going. Mark texted back a brief, casual reply saying it was good. More responsibility, a lot to get his head around, but good. Jules didn't hear from him again and when he thought about it, he felt hurt. He didn't have so many friends in England that he could afford to lose one. And Mark had been the best he had.


  But he was so busy now, he hardly had time to think. Certainly he had no time to obsess about why somebody didn't want to keep in touch with him, or so he told himself. Between Nicole, his own job as head chef and trying to find people to do all the things that Mark used to do, he was constantly busy and usually multi-tasking. He thought his life might be easier if he bought a car and took a few lessons in driving on the left but he couldn't even find the time to do that.


  Sometimes he came close to quitting. It would be so much less stressful to work for somebody else. He felt tired all the time. He often thought that if he didn't have Nicole, he would just go to bed and stay there. The restaurant wasn't enough to keep him motivated, not any more.


  Even though he never had a free moment, his life was dull. Last year he had been a vibrant, successful single man, busy but in control of his life, satisfying his desires without thinking twice. Now suddenly he was trapped. Nicole was a joy and he wouldn't have given her up for the world, but he wished he could share the responsibility. It seemed that he would have no time for anything but cooking and parenting for the next eighteen years. It was as if he had become middle-aged overnight.


  Then, ten days before Lucy the nanny was due to start back with them, Nicole got sick.


  He thought at first that she might have some kind of stomach virus. She would take a couple of sips of milk and then turn away from the bottle. She grizzled all the time but she didn't like to be picked up or moved around. She wasn't sleeping. He put her in the office as usual, thinking she would have got over it by the time the restaurant closed, but she wasn't. He called NHS Direct and they asked if she had a fever. Her forehead felt warm but not dangerously hot. They wanted him to take her temperature, but all he had was a cooking thermometer.


  He sat up with her all night. In the morning he took her to the doctor, who told him to monitor her temperature and fluid intake. He bought the right kind of thermometer and phoned them again in the afternoon, but it was Saturday and the surgery had closed at midday. So he tried the emergency doctor, who said that if she wasn't drinking more by the morning he should probably take her to hospital because of the risk of dehydration. This time he didn't leave her in the office. He took most of the evening off from the restaurant and stayed upstairs with her.


  She fell asleep around midnight and so did Jules, crashing out on her bedroom floor. They didn't wake until six. For six hours she hadn't drunk anything. She was crying, a strange high whine that didn't stop. He panicked and called an ambulance.


  He thought they would pump some fluids into her and let him take her home. Instead they ran some tests and told him that Nicole had meningitis.


  ****


  He called Mark. If he'd had to explain why, he would probably have said it was because Mark and Nicole had been so close, but he didn't really do it for their sakes. He did it because he was so scared he couldn't think. He had to talk to somebody and Mark was the one he always called.


  Mark said, "Meningitis? But that's serious. Oh, Jules."


  "There are two kinds," Jules said. He'd learned a lot in the last few minutes. "One is viral. That's okay. If it's that she will be fine, they are taking care of her and it will pass. The other is bacterial. That's very dangerous. A lot of babies die." His voice started to shake. He made the effort to control it, to pretend he was talking about some other baby, not Nicole. "If they survive they can have brain damage or other problems, or they can be okay."


  "Is that the kind that she has?"


  "They don't know. It takes two or three days. They have to wait for the culture to grow in the lab. But if it's bacterial, she could die in that time, so they are her giving antibiotics already."


  "Oh God, Jules."


  There was a long pause. Jules thought, I'm frightened, Mark, please come. He couldn't say that. "If you want to see her—"


  "Of course I want to see her. Can I come now?"


  A wave of relief washed over Jules. He told Mark to drive carefully— meaning it— and sat down to wait beside Nicole's cot, a plastic box like the one he'd first seen her in, in Saint-Herbert.


  It was strange to see Mark again in a place like this. He seemed more confident, somehow, despite his obvious anxiety about Nicole. He hugged Jules and peered into the cot. It was hard to say if she recognized him: she hardly seemed to notice Jules, let alone anybody else. Her cry was high and painful and she was still resisting being moved or touched.


  "I was thinking, how did she catch it?" Mark asked. "Can't they tell from that which type it is?"


  "There are no other cases from our town. They say a lot of people carry the infection without getting sick. It probably came from one of the staff."


  "She's strong," Mark said. "She'll make it."


  "I hope so. And if she doesn't, I hope I won't be alone when they tell me, this time."


  He didn't know what made him say that. He hadn't intended to ask for anything. But Mark took his hand and said, "I can stay tonight if you need me."


  Jules gripped Mark's hand gratefully. "But your work?"


  "I can travel from here in the morning."


  One of the nurses saw their clasped hands and without even blinking she said to Mark, "Are you his partner? You can both stay, you know. Only one person can sleep here on the ward but we can book you a room in the parents' accommodation."


  Jules was about to correct her when Mark said, "Thanks, that would be wonderful."


  They didn't spend a lot of time together because one of them was with Nicole while the other wasn't, but it meant that Jules could take a nap upstairs or talk to his staff on the phone without leaving her alone. And that first night, it was good to know that Mark was near enough to be fetched in a moment if anything changed.


  Jules spent another restless night, drifting in and out of sleep as one child or another woke and cried. Nicole slept right through, but in the morning she seemed no better. Her temperature was up by another 0.2 of a degree. Jules couldn't get the nurses to tell him whether this meant anything or not, nor the doctor, when she came round. They were still frighteningly non-committal.


  On Monday morning, after some hesitation, Mark had gone to work. He called Jules three times, and at the end of the day he picked up a few things from the place where he was living and came back to the hospital.


  They ate dinner together in the hospital café. "The food's not up to your standards," Mark said.


  Jules shrugged. "It's not bad for an institution. How is the food in this chain that you work for?"


  "Like this. Cheap but not unhealthy."


  "You've lost some weight."


  "That's being away from your cooking. No, seriously, I've been going to a gym." Mark's cheeks went pink.


  "You, in a gym? Does that mean there's somebody—" Jules stopped. He had almost said 'somebody else'.


  "I just thought since I was changing so much in my life, I could work on fitness too."


  They ate for a moment in silence. Then Mark said, "How's my replacement doing?"


  "There is no replacement. There is someone from the agency, but they change."


  "Isn't that rather inconvenient?"


  "Very inconvenient."


  "So why don't you get somebody permanent?"


  "Because there are so many problems with all of them," Jules said, putting down his fork. "To find someone who can please the clients and manage the staff and explain to me the accounts and also share an office with a baby— I interviewed many people, and I decided it's not possible. Nobody can replace you. Nobody can replace you in the dining room, nobody can replace you in the office, nobody can replace you with the staff, nobody can replace you with Nicole, nobody can replace you in my life."


  Mark stared. "I was never in your life. Not if you mean what I think you mean."


  "All the same, nobody can replace you there. Nor in my bed. There is a place that nobody else fits."


  The people at the next table had looked round at the word 'bed' and Mark was blushing. "Maybe this isn't the time—"


  "That's true," Jules said, "but life is short. You see that, in a hospital." His heart was thumping but he took up his fork and began eating as if nothing had been said.


  They didn't refer to the conversation again, but it didn't make Mark more distant, as Jules had feared. There was no more coldness between them now. They slipped back into the mutually supportive, impersonal relationship that had worked so well for so long at the restaurant.


  ****


  By Tuesday night Nicole's temperature was down a little and she didn't seem to be in so much pain. Mark offered to sleep on the ward and let Jules have the quiet bed upstairs. Jules's thoughts were full of fears (what if something happened and he couldn't get there in time?) but he was exhausted. A night away from the ward was a gift, and he accepted it.


  He let himself into the room expecting it to be impersonal and it was, in a way, but Mark's things were everywhere, his bathrobe on the back of the door, his suit in the wardrobe. When Jules stretched out under the quilt he thought he could smell Mark on the pillow. He was immediately aroused for the first time since he had come to the hospital. He imagined Mark's body beside him, imagined taking him quickly and cleanly, and in less than a minute he was spurting onto the sheets.


  When he woke, daylight was showing around the edge of the window blind. He showered and went down to the ward.


  He'd slept later than he intended but Mark was still there. "Won't you be late for work?" Jules said. "You should have woken me."


  "I've taken the morning off. The nurse said the results of the cultures are due."


  "It must be good news," Jules said. "Look how much better she is."


  Mark agreed, but the possibility of brain damage hovered unspoken like a ghost between them.


  They were called to the empty day room to see the doctor who, for some reason incomprehensible to Jules, was not called Dr. but Mrs. Acharya.


  Jules hesitated outside the door, not wanting to go in. It was too much like the situation in Saint-Herbert when he'd heard the news about Claire. He felt the same fog around him. Mark took his hand, and after a moment he found the courage to step inside.


  They didn't sit down. The doctor was smiling but Jules couldn't let himself relax until she said, "It's viral. She'll be fine, almost certainly. There's very little risk of complications with viral meningitis."


  Jules couldn't speak. Mark said, "Can she go home?" His voice sounded wobbly and strange.


  "Not just yet. We'll stop the antibiotics but we'll keep her in until her spinal fluid is free of the infection. It'll probably be a couple more days." There was a pause and the doctor added, "Well, if you've no more questions, I'll start my ward round. I'll leave Nicole until last so you can take a few minutes."


  She went out. Mark's face was blotchy and there were tears of relief in his eyes. Jules drew him into a hug. With Mark's head on his shoulder and arms around his waist, Jules had never felt so close to anyone, but they both took care to keep their hips apart. As Mark had said, it wasn't the time.


  By Thursday night, Nicole was chirping in her old way instead of grizzling all the time, and on Friday Jules was impatient to have her released. He wanted her home where she belonged, and he wanted to get back to work. But the doctor said one more day.


  He tried not to expect to see him at the hospital that night. Nicole was better; it was the weekend; Mark would want to get back to his life. But early in the evening, there he was, walking onto the ward with a smile just as usual, even offering to drive Jules fifteen miles so that he could put in a few hours at the restaurant.


  Jules was not hard to persuade. "Okay, but I'll come back in a taxi," he said. "You don't have to stay awake until midnight to fetch me. You sleep here on the ward, and I'll go to the room upstairs."


  So Mark packed his bag and brought it down to stow it under Nicole's bed, leaving the room clear for Jules, then he drove Jules home, dropping him outside the restaurant.


  Jules walked in through the dining room as if he was a customer, pointing out a missing fork and frowning at the agency maître d' who should have noticed that himself. The staff snapped to attention. Only Carrie in the kitchen seemed unfazed, giving him a broad smile and asking about Nicole.


  He'd hardly settled into the evening's menu when his phone rang. It was Mark. Jules rushed out into the car park with his phone, away from the noise of the kitchen.


  "What is it? What happened?"


  "Nothing, don't worry," Mark said. "I'm just ringing to tell you that they've reallocated our room."


  Jules's heart was still thumping. "Is she okay?"


  "She's absolutely fine. Fast asleep. It's just that the staff saw us with our bags and thought we were going home for the night, and since Nicole's probably coming out tomorrow and I'd taken everything out of the room upstairs, they gave it to somebody else. It means there's nowhere for you to sleep. It's probably not worth you coming back, unless you want to sit by her bed all night."


  Jules considered the possibilities. Of course, he could take over at the hospital so that Mark could go to London, but he didn't want to lose Mark right now. Mark didn't work Saturdays and Jules had planned that Mark would drive him and Nicole home in the morning and then, with a little persuasion, stay for the rest of the weekend.


  He said, "So I come tomorrow and we bring her home? You have the bed in the ward?"


  "Actually no, they've taken that too. But it's okay, I can doze in the chair here."


  "No, no, you can't sleep in a chair." If somebody had to do that, Jules thought, it should be him; but perhaps it wasn't necessary. "You know, maybe she doesn't need us there tonight. She's used to the place now, she's not sick any more, she knows the nurses and she sleeps well. You can come back here and we can fetch her in the morning."


  There was silence on the other end of the phone. Then Mark said, "The nanny's room is still free, is it?"


  Jules was disappointed but he said, "Sure. Lucy starts next week."


  ****


  Mark arrived late, looking good in jeans and a T-shirt. Jules hadn't told the staff that he was coming and they clustered around him, unwilling to go home until he had spilled all his news.


  "You want some food?" Jules said.


  "I'd love a plate of your brochettes d'agneau if there's any left."


  "Okay. I'll cook upstairs, they're supposed to be cleaning the kitchen."


  Jules raided the fridge for two portions of marinated lamb, picked up Mark's sports bag and headed for his smaller kitchen upstairs. He started the food cooking, opened a bottle of Bergerac and watched out of the window as the staff left, one by one. It took a while. Finally Carrie locked the back door and kissed Mark goodbye before she headed to her car. They were laughing about something. Then Mark rang the bell and came upstairs.


  Jules served the lamb over couscous on two plates and set them on the table. As they began to eat he said, "It's a pity—"


  "What?"


  "I was thinking it's a pity you don't find me attractive, because we could be a very good couple."


  "When did I say I didn't find you attractive?"


  Jules looked up, surprised. "When I asked you— you know."


  "All I meant was that I didn't want to be the guy you slept with when you couldn't get anyone else. I do have some pride, Jules."


  Jules frowned. "That isn't what I asked."


  "You wanted sex, and you weren't getting it anymore, so you expected me to provide it along with everything else I was doing for you." His face flushed.


  Jules was shocked. "That's what you thought I meant?"


  "What else could I think?"


  "But you misunderstood completely!"


  Mark raised his eyebrows and Jules lowered his voice.


  "Okay, maybe I didn't explain very well. But I meant the opposite of that. I always wanted you, but I didn't want to spoil our working relationship for something casual, so I went for other guys. But with Nicole, I couldn't live like before— in fact I didn't even want to— so I thought it was time to look for a relationship, and I knew it was you I wanted."


  Mark said nothing and Jules went on, "I thought if we were serious, it wasn't important that we work together, but it's even better that I'm not your boss, if you want to try it now. We can meet on your days off, see how it goes."


  Mark didn't answer. He bit his lip and, after a moment, went on eating. Jules didn't push it.


  They talked for another hour: about Nicole, about Claire, about Mark's family and his job. Finally Mark got up, yawning, and said he was heading for bed. A moment later he was back, saying, "Where's my bag, then?"


  Jules looked up from stacking the dishwasher and said innocently, "Oh, maybe I left it in my room?"


  He had put the sports bag on his own bed a few minutes earlier. He went to stand in the doorway as Mark opened it and took out his towel. Turning to see Jules blocking his exit, Mark guessed what was going on, and laughed.


  "I hear everything you were saying," he said, "but these last few months have been crazy for me in all kinds of ways. I can't tell you how angry I was with you at Christmas. I think I need a little more time."


  "We don't have to do anything. We can just sleep."


  "Oh yeah?"


  "Truly. I won't even undress. You can lie on top of the sheets if you want." Mark hesitated and Jules pointed to the far side of the bed. "That's your place, there, the place that nobody else fits."


  Mark laughed. "You're impossible. okay."


  He went to the bathroom but he left most of his stuff. Jules took off his shoes and shirt and got into bed, still wearing his jeans. It was going to be weird, sleeping with Mark without touching him, but if that was what it took to win back his trust, he'd do it.


  In the end it wasn't a big deal. After so many nights trying to sleep in the hospital ward, he was exhausted. When Mark came back and lay down Jules just touched his hand for a moment then rolled over, burrowed down and fell asleep.


  He woke in the dark, lying on his back. Mark had crawled under the quilt and was curled on his side, facing Jules. One arm was pushed forward, touching Jules's shoulder. Jules wished he didn't have to disturb that minimal physical contact but he needed the bathroom. He got out of bed and headed down the hall.


  When he came back he wasn't wearing his jeans. The atmosphere seemed different and he guessed Mark was awake. He pretended not to notice, slipping carefully back under the quilt.


  Mark was lying in the same position, facing Jules. Turning onto his side, Jules slid one hand forward so that it was touching Mark's arm, the way that Mark had been touching him before. After a moment he felt one of Mark's hands coming up to join his. Fingers stroked his palm in the darkness and Jules felt desire shoot through him.


  He inched one bare leg forward and hooked it over Mark's, rubbing his calf against the back of Mark's jeans. Using that leg for leverage, he inched his torso closer to Mark's and heard Mark catch his breath.


  Jules was intensely aroused now. He moved his other hand over the light sprinkling of hair on Mark's chest until he found an erect nipple. There he paused, rubbing the palm of his hand in circular motions over its hard button. Mark gasped.


  Jules pressed forward for a kiss. Mark met his mouth hungrily, welcoming Jules's lips and flicking his tongue along the crease between them. Jules stiffened his lips to suck on the warm, wet, probing tongue.


  He slid his right hand down Mark's back to the waistband of his jeans. Pushing one finger inside, he travelled around to the front. The button was already open but the zipper was closed. Without touching Mark's cock, Jules withdrew his hand, grasped the tab of the zipper and pulled it down.


  Mark moaned and his lips went slack. Jules sucked on his bottom lip, running his hand down the dip between the top of Mark's thigh and his groin. Mark tried to press his cock up against Jules's hand but it was trapped on the other side by his briefs. Breaking away from the kiss, Mark's lifted his hips and with one movement he pushed his jeans and briefs all the way down over his knees, kicking them off onto the floor. Then he reached for Jules's cock, enclosing it in his hot, confident hand.


  Jules closed his eyes and lay back as Mark began to stroke him slowly up and down. With his other hand Mark was cupping his balls, massaging them gently. It felt extraordinary to have Mark's two hands pleasuring him at last. Jules took a handful of Mark's arse and pulled him close, feeling Mark's cock grinding against his hip.


  He let Mark's rhythmic strokes continue until the pleasure of it mounted and tremors began to run through his body. Then he pushed Mark's hand away, threw off the quilt and set about licking and sucking a path down Mark's sweat-salty torso. Mark moaned, knowing what Jules was planning to do, and his hand moved to caress Jules's hair.


  Jules could smell his cock now, a heady mixture of sweat and leaked semen. He went on down to meet it. Mark's hips came up and his hand tightened in Jules's hair. Jules let Mark rub his cock all over Jules's face, pressing the thick shaft hard against his cheeks.


  Then Jules took back control, pushing Mark's hips down onto the bed. He nuzzled the base of Mark's cock with his lips and began to lick, flattening his tongue and wetting every part of the shaft. Mark moaned again as Jules reached the tip, flicking his tongue over the slit. Mark tried to push up but Jules pinned him down with a firm hand on his pelvis. Two fingers grasped the base of his cock in a scissor hold.


  When Jules was ready, he swirled his tongue over the tip and sucked the head in between his tensed lips. At the same time he moved his other hand down to the familiar mass of his own hard cock. He was so aroused by Mark's taste and smell and the needy noises he was making, that his own cock felt ready to explode. He began to stroke it slowly, doing what felt good without letting himself come, while his mouth played with the smooth skin of Mark's cock head.


  Sucking on that, Jules gradually drew it in deeper, filling his mouth with the thick, solid shaft. He began to pump it, building friction with his lips and tongue. As he started to take it faster, Mark's breathing quickened and became noisier so that every exhalation was like a moan. For all his earlier hesitation, it was clear that Mark had been wanting this and wanting it badly.


  That knowledge increased Jules's hunger and his hand started to play with his own cock more seriously. Mark's hips were jerking frantically now and he clawed at Jules's head, trying to set the rhythm that would take him over the edge. Jules controlled him, holding him down, but Mark's quivering and whimpering told Jules that he was close to coming. Jules moved faster and faster, ignoring the ache in his jaw, until with a cry that sounded almost like pain Mark convulsed and began to shoot his jets against the back of Jules's throat.


  Jules continued to hold Mark's cock in his mouth, varying the grip of his lips and the suction, until the spasms subsided and the hands in his hair relaxed. Gently he let it slip from his mouth, respecting its sensitivity, running his tongue around it to lick up the last drops. Then he rose to a kneeling position, straddled Mark's legs and gave his own cock a series of hard, fast strokes until it spurted thick fluid over Mark's thighs and groin.


  He collapsed back onto the bed and drew Mark's head towards his chest. They lay together in the dark, barely touching, as their sweat slowly evaporated and their breathing slowed. Finally, they slept.


  Not a word had been spoken.


  ****


  The next time Jules woke, light was streaming around the edges of the window blind and there was noise from the Saturday morning market in the town square outside. Mark was asleep facing Jules. He looked young, innocent, vulnerable. Jules started to count the tan specks on his face but gave up half way across the forehead. Too many freckles, too little time, at least today.


  He reached out to the night table for his phone. He checked the time: just after eight. He called the direct number for the ward and said, "This is Jules Moreau."


  He spoke quietly but when he looked around he saw that Mark's blue eyes were open, watching him steadily. Jules switched on the loudspeaker and lay the phone on the pillow between them.


  The nurse said, "Oh, Jules, Nicole's doing brilliant." He recognized her voice: it was the one called Emma. "Temperature's still normal and she's just gone back to sleep after a feed. She had a good appetite this morning. Making up for lost time, I think."


  "Has she been crying much?"


  "No, just doing her happy little squeaks and squeals. She's going to be a singer, isn't she? We'll all be seeing her on telly in twenty years' time."


  Twenty years of a life that Nicole had almost lost before it had begun. Jules felt a sudden rush of emotion and had to blink to keep tears out of his eyes.


  He said, "So she can come home?"


  "We'll have to wait and see what the registrar says, but as long as her lumbar puncture's clear today I expect it will be a yes. Mrs. Acharya will be round between ten and eleven as usual."


  Jules thanked her and ended the call. To Mark he said, "If Nicole wasn't asleep, I would have asked if we could talk to her."


  Mark laughed. "I can just imagine her lying there listening to your voice on the phone and chirping back to you." His voice was gentle, almost loving. He blushed a little and turned away as if he was thinking of what had happened between them in the night. "I'll drive you over there. What do you want first, shower or coffee?"


  "I'll make the coffee. You can take a shower."


  He watched Mark get out of bed. Mark had put his white briefs back on and they cradled his heavy cock. It looked semi-hard. There were freckles all over his body. Even his thighs were spotted with them. Like a lion, Jules thought, or a ginger cat.


  As Mark padded down the hall, Jules sprang out of bed. He went to the kitchen, threw some coffee beans into the grinder and when they were done, started the coffee maker. Then he grabbed a couple of small foil packets from the bedroom and headed for the bathroom.


  The door was closed but not locked. Mark was in the shower, facing the wall. He hadn't heard Jules above the noise of the water. The clear sliding door was already steamed over but Jules could see his arms moving as he soaped his torso.


  Jules stripped off his briefs and dropped them beside Mark's on the floor. His cock stood out, stiff and proud. He could hear Mark humming softly to himself as he washed.


  He eased the door open. The humming stopped and Mark turned his head but he made no objection. Jules slipped in behind him, pressing up against Mark's back as he closed the door. One arm snaked around Mark's waist, the hand lying flat on the layer of soft flesh that still hid his abs despite the gym work. His other hand dropped the foil packets into the soap holder and then turned Mark's head a little more so they could kiss.


  Warm water ran over both of their bodies as their lips met and their tongues began to explore. Jules's hands roamed over Mark's torso, pinching and squeezing a nipple, waking Mark's cock without touching it.


  Mark reached back and ran his hand up the outside of Jules's thigh. Jules didn't let him turn around but pressed more firmly against his back, his cock hardening against Mark's buttocks. He shifted a little, working it into the vertical crease between Mark's cheeks so that its head rested against the base of Mark's spine.


  Gripping Mark's thighs and pulling him back, Jules began to move his cock up and down in the crease, lubricated by the warm running water. Mark's cock was standing out stiff now, arching up at the tip. Jules moved so that his balls pressed against the rim of Mark's hole.


  "Oh, God. Fuck me," Mark whispered.


  "Are you going to be my guy?"


  "You know I am. I already am."


  Jules reached for the condom packet, tore it open and rolled the latex onto his cock. He squeezed a little lube from the other sachet and spread it over the sheath, leaning forward to shelter it from the falling water. Then with no further preparation he positioned the head against Mark's hole, lingered there a moment letting his tip and Mark's rim excite each other, and pushed inside.


  Mark drew his breath in sharply as his arse swallowed the head of Jules's cock. He was tight and Jules took it slow at first to give him time to loosen up, making almost imperceptible movements back and forth that left his cock buried a little deeper each time. Finally his hips met Mark's flesh. He was all the way in.


  Mark was breathing hard now but the ring gripping Jules's cock had begun to relax. Jules bit down on Mark's shoulder. He pulled his shaft back and Mark gave a needy moan. Jules grunted in response as he sank his cock in deep again and began to plough Mark's arse rhythmically.


  He reached for Mark's cock and began to stroke it, though almost all of his awareness was centered on the grip of the ring around his cock, the stimulation of the sensitive tip against Mark's inner walls and the tide of pleasure that was rising in his own groin. He thrust faster and more forcefully as Mark, wanting to be fucked harder and harder now, leaned forward against the tiled wall and arched his back so that Jules could slam into him right to the hilt.


  Jules was scarcely aware of his own animal groans but he heard Mark cry out as an early contraction rippled through his body. Jules pounded him faster as Mark's hand closed over Jules's on his cock and took it to the speed and intensity that he needed. In a moment Jules reached the peak and was tossed among the stars, his cock spurting into its sheath, waves of pleasure making his whole body tremble. He pulled out, causing one last spasm, and the withdrawal of his hot, still-hard cock sent Mark over the edge into his own paradise.


  Jules let the condom flop onto the shower floor and turned off the water. They sank down to their knees together in the sudden silence and stayed there, motionless, in a tangle of limbs.


  Finally Mark shivered and said, "What happened to that coffee?"


  "It's ready."


  "Lead me to it. And then let's go and bring home Baby Bird."


  


  THE END
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  Front view of a man in a white dress shirt, matching grey vest and dress pants, and shiny black dress shoes. His legs are spread wide as he leans back in an office chair. His head is turned to the right, his chin resting on his right hand as he stares out of a wall of windows, lost in his thoughts.
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  Dear Author,


  I came in to get his signature on a couple of documents and there he was in his comfy office chair just staring out the window. I've caught him just lost in his thoughts like this more than once.


  He's higher up in the company and I've always admired him. We're not close friends by any stretch of my imagination but when he's just tuned out like this, I can't help but wonder what he's thinking about.


  Is there something going on with the company that's caused him to have such a serious look on his face? Or is it someone in his life that he's concerned about?


  Can I hope the someone he's thinking about is me? Then again maybe this is just wishful thinking on my part.


  But a guy can hope though... right?


  Sincerely,


  Gabrielle
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  BY DESIGN


  by Kate Islay


  Connor runs the same route every morning, past the library and down to Logan Square, then further south into the city. In high school they'd turn up the Boulevard and do the Rocky steps in front of the Art Museum— back then they were goofing around but they thought it was cool, too. Now it would just feel like an imitation, so he heads toward Rittenhouse Square instead, slowing to a walk when he hits it, not crossing through but keeping to the edges until he reaches the coffee shop on the corner.


  He's there today, with a folded-over newspaper and coffee. Dressed for work in lean grey pants and a vest, and on anyone else it would be too much but on him it looks stylish and classy, and it makes Connor even more aware of the sweat running down his shorts and t-shirt. Not that Rafe Kinlan would ever notice him. They might work in the same firm, but this is pretty much the only time of day that Connor sees him.


  He pauses to stretch with his leg propped up on one of the benches that line the park, feeling a little like a stalker as his eyes slide over to the coffee shop window. Even through the glass he can see the careful angle of Rafe's grip on the paper, the long lean fingers. He figures it's the biggest cliché in the world to have a crush on one's boss, but Rafe's so far out of Connor's league that speculating is just part of this whole crush thing, like Connor running down to the same coffee shop every morning on the chance that he'll be there. In an hour they'll both be ensconced behind glass and metal, separated again by stairs and fifty-odd feet.


  Connor steals another glance then pushes off the bench. His knee twinges on the way back, but it's just a reminder. It feels pretty good today. He'll ice it when he gets home.


  ****


  "Davies."


  Connor manages not to jump. Frank scares the hell out of him, honestly. He reminds him of his high school coach, which he thinks should feel familiar and comforting but mostly he hears get the lead out of your ass, Davies every time Frank talks to him, which luckily isn't often. Connor's pretty far down on the office chain.


  More importantly, Frank Ianno's the head of IMK's three principals and makes all their contract and project decisions, and right now he's standing over Connor's desk with a speculative tilt to his head that does nothing to reassure Connor that this is something he's going to enjoy.


  "Sir," he says, but Frank just shakes his head and tosses a folder on the desk, scattering his notes on the Edgewood project. Connor's not sorry to see them buried.


  "He won't sign it," Frank says. "Rafe. I need you to get him to sign it."


  "Me?" Connor asks, surprise overriding sense. He's just an office peon— if Frank wanted him to walk the folder halfway across the city it's not like he'd say no, but Frank doesn't look offended.


  "Just put it back on my desk if I'm not in my office."


  "Wait," Connor says, alarmed now, but Frank's already disappeared behind his office door.


  It's just a signature. Nothing to fill him with this mix of dread and fluttering anticipation. Rafe's always been polite in their few chance encounters, but he's never seemed particularly impressed with Connor, either. Even at his interview a year ago, it was Frank asking all the questions and Rafe taking notes, his face giving nothing away. Connor imagined he could see right through Connor to his inexperience and doubts.


  His office is at the top of the stairs in the middle of the open office space, next to the conference room where they take clients and hold their few company meetings. Both rooms have a view of William Penn perched on his City Hall roost, the rest of Philly stretched out around and above him in lines of worn stone and glass.


  Rafe is looking out over it when Connor pauses in the office doorway. He clears his throat. "Mr. Kinlan."


  Rafe swivels around. Connor catches a hint of something— surprise, embarrassment at being caught off guard, the remains of whatever thoughts held him in such contemplation— before it's gone behind his usual professional mask.


  "Connor, right?" Rafe says. The query on his face fades when he catches sight of the folder. "So you're the sacrificial lamb. Tell him I'm not signing."


  Connor blinks. He always figured Rafe was unflappable. "I'm sorry?"


  "Don't be. It's nothing you did." He runs a hand over hair so short it's practically shaved. Connor's tried to guess his age before, but if there's any grey in the light brown hair it's too short to see, and the rest of him could be late twenties or mid-thirties. Young to be a principal, and hot enough to create a buzz in the office with his clean lines and lanky frame, but he's shown every sign of being oblivious to it.


  "I'm supposed to bring it back to him," Connor says, mentally wincing before the words are out.


  Rafe studies him. Connor wonders what he sees: a twenty-four-year-old with dark hair in need of a cut, fit enough if not exceptional. Just another college grad with too little experience and a vast number of internship credits to fill. No wonder he's unimpressed.


  But Rafe must find pity from somewhere. "Go ahead and leave it. I'll talk to him. It's not your problem."


  Connor places the folder on the corner of Rafe's desk before turning to leave, not sure whether to feel relieved or disappointed.


  "I've seen you out running sometimes," Rafe says.


  Connor freezes, a flush creeping up his neck. "Oh."


  "Thanks, Connor," Rafe says, and it's so clearly a dismissal that Connor's halfway down the stairs before he can think about the horrifying inadequacy of that oh.


  Back at his desk, half of his notes on the Edgewood project have found their way to the floor. His hand is surprisingly steady when he leans down to pick them up.


  ****


  "So get another job," Janey says when he talks to her that night.


  "Like they're in such abundance," Connor says. It's a familiar argument. Janey takes his lack of direction as a serious flaw. Easy enough when she's always known what she wanted to do, though Connor likes to point out that architecture is infinitely more practical than a graduate degree in English. At least he has a job.


  He hears a voice in the background, high and plaintive and carefully enunciated. He smiles when Janey says, "Yes, that is a beautiful picture, honey. It looks exactly like Grizz." Into the phone, she says, "Are you going to Mom and Dad's Sunday? You know Mom gets itchy if she hasn't seen you in a while."


  "I guess I am now."


  "Bringing anyone?" He can hear how hard she's trying to sound casual.


  "If I did have someone, I certainly wouldn't inflict that on him."


  "You know they're never going to believe you're gay until you do."


  Connor's not sure they would even if he did. They're good parents, and Connor loves them, but coming out mostly just confused them. It's not like he's been able to offer up any tangible proof of it.


  "Gotta go," he says. "See you Sunday."


  "See you, kiddo," she says and rings off. Connor tosses the phone on the couch.


  The apartment's quiet around him. Sometimes he's sorry not to have roommates anymore, and then he remembers those first few weeks of bliss when he moved here, the lack of noise and the way the kitchen looked exactly the same each morning as he left it the night before, including dirty dishes. He can barely afford the place on his own, though it's only a one-bedroom third-story flat in a Spring Garden rowhouse, but most days the extra chunk out of his paycheck is worth it.


  Just not on nights like this, when his place is too quiet and his mind is restless. He takes his dishes from dinner into the kitchen then grabs his phone to check email, scrolling through with only half his attention.


  An unknown address snags his eye, and it's not until he reads Hi Connor, Zach gave me your email that he remembers. Zach's been threatening to do this forever. He brings it up every weekend they meet up to kick the ball around. Connor never should have come out to him, though after a few awkward weeks of Zach eyeing him like he sprouted another head, they settled back into the same easy friendship they had as college roommates and on the field. Except Zach now seems determined to set him up.


  The email's short and cautiously friendly. Zach might be a careless jerk at times, but Connor doesn't think he'd set him up with a serial killer or anything. Part of him would like to pretend he never saw the email, but it's not like the guy— Lewis, he notes— deserves his rudeness. And, well. What else is he waiting on?


  He writes a quick note back, throwing out a few suggestions, then sends it before he can rethink it. Nothing ventured, nothing gained. He thinks about Rafe looking out over the city, the picture of unattainability, but he can't reconcile that with friendly emails and after-work dinners. The image strains and fades.


  ****


  The folder's back on his desk the next day.


  This time there's a Post-It note attached: Meet me in the garage when you get in. - R. Connor glances at the clock on his desk. It's nine. He's been coming in at nine every day now. Either Rafe knows that, or else doesn't mind waiting for an errant employee to show.


  Connor lives close enough to walk or bike to work most days, so he has to ask the building reception what level the spots reserved for IMK are on. To his relief he finds Rafe in sight of the elevator, leaning against an ancient two-door sedan. Connor's not sure why he expected something flashier.


  Rafe stands when he catches sight of Connor, his expression unreadable. He gestures to the passenger door. "Ready to go?"


  "Sure," Connor says, the word coming out surprisingly normal. "Uh, where?"


  Rafe's already slid into the driver's seat. Connor crosses to the passenger door. "Good, you brought the project info," Rafe says, nodding at the folder in Connor's hand. "You can look at it while we head to the site." He puts his hand on the top of Connor's seat to back out of the parking spot. If Connor turns his head, his cheek will touch the edge of Rafe's thumb.


  Then it's gone as Rafe shifts the car into drive. "So you signed it?" Connor asks, daring to breach the distance a little.


  "Frank can be persuasive when his back's to the wall," Rafe says, a grim note in his voice.


  Connor can read between those lines. The industry's been hit pretty hard. He's lucky to even have a job. He's surprised Rafe would even consider turning down work.


  Which reminds him of the folder on his lap. He lifts the flap and slides the contents out. Mostly handwritten notes from the initial meeting with the client. They seem to be in Rafe's hand if that Post-It note is any gauge, so he must be familiar with the project.


  Connor picks through the scrawl, wondering if there's some message he's supposed to be getting. "It looks standard enough to me," he says cautiously. Home renovation and interior architecture— the firm has been doing more of that lately. The house is out in Bryn Mawr; more like an estate at seventeen thousand feet and twenty acres. Colonial Revival, built in 1870, and newly bought by someone whose name Connor doesn't recognize. Walter Ashburn. Not a repeat client. "Maybe a little like he doesn't know what he wants."


  "Which nine times out of ten results in the firm losing money trying to please a dissatisfied client."


  Connor figures Frank would be willing to gamble on even those odds. He dares a little more. "Can you really afford not to take it?"


  "Apparently not," Rafe says. "Which is why we're going to meet him again."


  It's the we that Connor doesn't get. He knows he should be thinking about how it's an opportunity to meet with a client— and relieved that he went with a dress shirt this morning— but he's mostly just aware that he's in a car with Rafe Kinlan, their shoulders less than a foot apart.


  The city shifts into wooded suburbs and train track crossings, a convolution of streets and neighborhoods as familiar as his reflection. Ten minutes down the Main Line, Rafe pulls into a drive. Connor has plenty of time to study the house at the end of it. It's huge, but he expected that. Three outbuildings flank the main house, forming two sides of a square. The whole thing is blinding white. A pond sparkles at the bottom of the hill. The taxes are probably higher than the cost of his apartment.


  Rafe pulls in behind a Mazda, frowning a little. But he doesn't say anything as he turns the car off and gets out. They're met at the door by a tiny man with neat grey hair, his eyes lighting up with what Connor can only describe as fervent enthusiasm.


  "It's beautiful, right?" he says, waving to encompass the vastness around them.


  "It is," Rafe agrees, though Connor gets the sense that, like Connor, he thinks it's all a bit much. Rafe steps forward and holds out a hand. "It's good to see you again, Mr. Ashburn. Thanks for agreeing to meet."


  "Please, it's Walter." Ashburn is still glowing from pride of possession. "I'm so pleased you'll be on board, Rafe. You came highly recommended."


  Rafe introduces him, but Connor can tell Ashburn's more excited by his new architect than a lowly assistant. He trails behind them into the house, Ashburn offering a litany of the house's history and previous owners. "I thought we could knock out these walls," he says, as they navigate the maze of living and dining spaces to the right of the foyer. "Open it all up."


  Rafe nods and points out the load-bearing walls, which does nothing to deflate Ashburn's enthusiasm. They reach a set of stairs at the end of the wing, narrow and steep enough to be servant stairs at one time in the house's history, and Connor wonders where the main ones are. "Let's go up," Ashburn says. "I can tell you what I'm thinking up there."


  Rafe turns to Connor. "Why don't you look around down here some more, let me know what you see?"


  "Sure," Connor says, surprised by the request. His talents have more to do with math and geometry than creative design or architectural history, though he's been at IMK long enough to at least know the basics. Maybe Rafe just wants Connor out of the way for a while.


  He takes his time wandering the house. It's a patchwork of different styles and designs, hopelessly outdated, but it's got a certain charm to it. If seventeen thousand square feet could be called charming. He finds the kitchen on the other side of the foyer.


  "Oh my god." The kitchen is...well, bright blue and yellow, for one thing. Tiled in fruits and flowers on every inch of counter and wall space for another. A giant fruit basket looms on the hood of the stove.


  "Takes your breath away, doesn't it?"


  Connor was too appalled by the fruit basket to notice the room was occupied. He locates the speaker leaning against the large country kitchen table under the bay window, hands in his pockets. Longish brown hair frames a pleasant face. Connor wonders if the guy's responsible for this monstrosity, but he's saved by a grin.


  "In horror, that is. I'm Julian." Julian steps forward and holds out a hand. "Walter talked me into designing this place."


  "Connor Davies." Julian has a nice grip, dry and not overly aggressive. "No chance you can start in here?"


  Julian laughs. "You can count on it. Are you here with Rafe?"


  Connor doesn't get the chance to reply. "Yes," he hears. Rafe's standing in the doorway, Ashburn just behind him. "Hello, Julian," he says, and Connor feels his eyebrows go up. That wasn't the friendliest hello.


  "Good to see you," Julian says. He seems unfazed by Rafe's tone. "You always did have good taste." He cocks his head. "You don't seem surprised to see me."


  "I parked behind your car."


  "That would explain it." Connor thinks he detects a hint of amusement before Julian says to Ashburn, "I have a few ideas I want to send you. I'll call you after you've had a chance to look at them, if that works. Nice to meet you, Connor." His gaze lingers on Rafe. "We need to talk. Can I call you?"


  A little stiffly, Rafe says, "That would be fine."


  Julian nods and leaves. An uncomfortable silence fills the room. Rafe finally says, "I didn't realize you'd hired Julian."


  "He's the best interior designer in the city," Ashburn says, looking puzzled by the interaction. At least it's not just Connor. "Why, will it be a problem?"


  "No," Rafe says after a pause so slight Connor could have imagined it. "Thanks again for meeting us out here. I think I have enough to start putting a few designs together."


  Ashburn beams, his former animation back in place. Clearly it's a default personality trait. "Splendid."


  ****


  "So that was my ex," Rafe says when they're back in the car.


  Connor turns his head in surprise. Rafe's expression is as unreadable as always, but he seems to be expecting a response. "I take it it ended badly?"


  "Not... entirely." There's a long silence. "I just wanted to reassure you that it won't affect the project. Julian and I have worked together professionally before."


  "Okay," Connor says, still floundering. Even if he's on the project, which apparently he is, it's not like he has any say in how it runs.


  "And I'm sorry if what he said made you uncomfortable."


  Connor thinks back. Oh. You always did have good taste. Too bad Julian was off the mark with that one. "It didn't."


  "Good," Rafe says after a moment's pause.


  They ride in silence for long enough that Connor's surprised to hear Rafe's voice again. "Do you mind if we make another stop? There's a project site I want to check in on."


  "Sure," Connor says.


  Rafe turns off Market to a neighborhood Connor knows from his morning run, a street lined with dark red Victorian rowhouses with black trim. The whole row was abandoned for years, boarded up and derelict. He'd seen the construction activity start months ago but never thought to look into it. He didn't realize it was one of IMK's projects.


  Rafe parallel parks with an ease that points to long practice. Connor's not sure why he assumed Rafe lived in one of the swank Center City high-rises with garage parking and valet, but he clearly knows his way around street parking.


  "The city bought this last year to turn into subsidized housing," Rafe says as they exit the car. "It was either that or tear the whole row down. They gutted it but were able to keep most of the façade. We designed the apartment layout for them."


  They enter through the center house and Rafe hands him a hard hat from the pile on the table just inside the door. Not that there's anything going on; the crew must be at lunch. Most of the south end is still in construction, but Rafe takes him the other way, through a maze of wooden frames and piles of insulation. It's hard to picture what it will look like when it's done.


  "They have a couple of finished apartments to show, if you want to see," Rafe says, reading his thoughts.


  Connor figures Rafe probably has better things to do than give him the tour of the place, but when Rafe opens the door into one of the apartments, Connor can feel his eyes on him as if he's actually interested in Connor's opinion of it.


  The apartment's small, but the rooms fit together efficiently with a modern, stylish touch. His time at the firm and a degree are enough for him to know how difficult small spaces are to work with. That it looks effortless and balanced is a testament to the design.


  "Did you do the layout?"


  "Yes," Rafe says. He doesn't look self-conscious but as if he's waiting for Connor's reaction. "Frank helped." He smiles a little. It turns his coolly professional demeanor into something warm and accessible, if only briefly. "He's a good architect when he's not reeling in clients."


  "It's great," Connor says, eyes sweeping the living room that opens up to the kitchen. The hallway to the bedrooms provides separation without making it feel closed off. Light streams in from the front windows, reflecting off dust motes and the hardwood floors. "Really nice."


  Rafe leans back against the wall. "How are you liking IMK so far?"


  "I'm learning a lot," Connor says, which is true, if not entirely the kinds of things he expected. He ended up in architecture because it was either that or engineering, and the architecture classes didn't interfere with soccer practice. Not that it mattered after junior year, but by then he was committed. And he liked the exactness of it, the way vision could be laid out in neat lines and angles.


  What they didn't tell him was that he'd end up spending most of his day on the phone with contractors or looking up zoning codes, and sometimes a shot at a construction document. He doesn't mind the work; all jobs have their tedium. But he's seen what the principals do. He can't picture himself in their shoes. He can't imagine himself designing something like this, seeing the finished product and knowing it came from him.


  He doesn't know how to articulate any of that. Rafe is watching him like he can read some of it on his face, so maybe he doesn't need to.


  They both startle as a shout carries in from the other side of the building. The construction crew.


  Rafe disappears to talk to them. Connor wanders the rest of the site. He's glad they're not just knocking the row down to start over. Even crumbling and vacant, the rowhouses are part of Philly's architectural history.


  Rafe looks distracted when he comes to collect Connor, likely caught up in the project. "I should have some drawings for you at the end of the week on the Ashburn house," he says when they get back to the office. "If you're free to put together some designs."


  Connor wonders if he just imagined that moment. "Sure," he says.


  ****


  The place is trendier than Connor would normally pick, but it's not like he's familiar with Philly's finer establishments. Lewis suggested it and Connor at least knew where it was, so he was just as happy to agree.


  From the description Lewis gave him over email, Connor spots him by the bar— shorter than he expected but good looking with an open, boyish face and carefully styled sandy hair. He smiles when he sees Connor, eyes flicking over him in appraisal, and Connor's a little gratified by the way his smile broadens.


  They shake hands, which feels weirdly formal. "They said the table might be a few minutes," Lewis says, raising his voice over the dull roar of music and conversation. "Can I buy you a drink?"


  Connor opts for beer, and Lewis orders two. Connor glances around the place. There's a lounge to the right of the bar with overstuffed couches and large square tables. It's packed, some of the patrons eating there instead of the surrounding tables; it must be a popular place to be this busy on a weeknight.


  "How do you know Zach?" Connor asks, when the beers come.


  "My sister works with him. I guess she mentioned me to him, and he gave her your email. I don't, uh, actually know him."


  "You're probably better off," Connor says, and Lewis quirks a smile.


  "You were college roommates?" Lewis asks.


  Connor nods and takes a sip of beer, wondering if it's worth trying to make conversation over the noise of the bar. It's strange being out so casually on a date with a guy. His experiences in college were more about fumbling in dorm rooms than actual meetings in public.


  The hostess comes by to collect them, and Lewis waves Connor to precede him as they follow her to the table. It's quieter in this part of the restaurant, though the decor reminds him of old world torture devices. A gothic-looking wrought iron candle holder sits in the center of the table, stark against the white tablecloth.


  "Wow," Lewis says, eyeing it. "I didn't think this place would be so...."


  "Frightening?"


  "Yeah," Lewis says with a smile. "Someone recommended it to me. Sorry about that."


  "It's okay," Connor says. "I'm sure the food is good."


  Lewis smiles again. It's a nice smile, Connor thinks. Not one to set his insides fluttering, but nice. "So what do you do?"


  They talk about Connor's work for a while— Lewis is more interested in it than Connor feels it deserves, considering what his usual day consists of— then switch over to Lewis. It's kind of intimidating, actually, once Lewis starts talking about this article he's writing about stay-at-home dads, inspired by a documentary he recently came across. That segues into some of the other work he does as a freelancer. It's not a world Connor knows much about, and Lewis seems so impassioned by it.


  "Sorry," Lewis says with an apologetic look. He must have caught Connor's attention wandering. "I've been rambling."


  "Not at all," Connor says. "It's really interesting."


  He's not sure how convincing that is, because Lewis changes the conversation to a recent movie release, which at least Connor has seen. He does think Lewis's work is interesting; he just feels so out of depth talking to him about it.


  He has a nice time, though, and the food is surprisingly good. "So, uh," Lewis says as they're waiting for the bill. "My place is only a few blocks from here."


  Connor folds his napkin over, placing it on the table. He's not sure why he's hesitating. Lewis is smart and good-looking, and more down-to-earth than Connor expected. And there's a spark— maybe not a full-out flame, but he's not immune to it either.


  "I have to be up early tomorrow," he finds himself saying. "For work, I mean."


  Lewis looks disappointed, but he nods. "Of course," he says. "I hope, uh, that we can do this again sometime. Maybe someplace a little less... you know."


  "I'd like that," Connor says.


  ****


  There's a stack of drawings waiting on his desk the next day, with a note written in a familiar scrawl. Connor's getting better at deciphering it.


  He leafs through the drawings— Rafe seems to have almost the entire first floor done— and starts with the living space. There are drafting tables in the middle of the office space, but almost everything's done on computer these days. The office is quiet enough that it's easy to get into a rhythm of transferring Rafe's sketches and jotted measurements into renderings on his laptop, referencing the house's original plans as he goes.


  He's deep enough in that it takes a moment to notice the shadow over his desk. "It's Connor, isn't it?"


  Connor blinks and looks up. Seeing Julian at IMK is like coming home to find all the furniture rearranged. "You're here for Rafe?"


  Julian leans against Connor's desk in the same relaxed posture as he had in the Ashburn kitchen. It makes Connor feel out of place at his own desk.


  "We're going to lunch," Julian says. He nods at the drawings fanned out next to Connor's laptop. "May I?"


  Connor hesitates. They're all proprietary to the firm, but Julian will have to see them sometime if he's the one doing the interior design. So he nods and gathers them up, holding them out for him.


  Julian takes his time over them. He's got that slightly vague expression that Connor recognizes as someone expanding two-dimensional sketches into a three-dimensional mental space, probably layering on his own visuals of the house and whatever plans he has for it. At least he seems to know what he's looking at.


  "He certainly hasn't lost anything," Julian says after the final one. His eyes linger on the stack. "How long have you been working with him?"


  Connor's not sure working with him is accurate, considering he and Rafe have spoken more in the last week than all the rest of Connor's time at IMK, but he's not going to tell Julian that. "A year."


  "I'm surprised he hasn't mentioned you."


  "Why would he?"


  Julian smiles. The amused glint is back. "Oh, I think I would have." His eyes flick to the side, caught by something, and Connor's instinctively follow their path.


  Rafe. He's on the stairs, taking the final two then navigating the maze of desks toward them. "Julian," he says, the greeting as cool as the day before. "I thought we were meeting at the restaurant."


  "I haven't been by here in a while," Julian says. "Just thought I'd poke my head in. Check everything out." His gaze drifts to Connor on that last sentence, and the back of Connor's neck heats. He's pretty sure the guy's just screwing around with him, so it's surprising to see Rafe's jaw tighten at the remark.


  Then Rafe sees the drawings in front of Julian. "You've already seen them?" Connor tenses, but he doesn't detect any reproach in his voice. "They're just preliminary."


  "They look good, Rafe," Julian says, and Connor can tell he means it sincerely. He comments on one of the room's layout and Rafe answers, their body language shifting into something easy and familiar. Two peers discussing their work, meeting on equal footing. It makes Connor feel like a voyeur, intruding on that shared connection.


  It's not like he can go anywhere to avoid it; it's his desk. He must make some movement or sound, because he feels both sets of eyes on him. "I'll meet you outside," Rafe says to Julian, who answers with a raised eyebrow and a shrug but leaves them for the elevators. Rafe picks up one of the drawings where Julian left them and fingers the edge of it. "I may be out of the office for a few days."


  "Oh." It's none of his business, but he finds himself asking, "For work?"


  "No," Rafe says after a moment. "Just something unavoidable." Connor's gaze flicks to the path Julian took. Unavoidable is one word for it.


  "Anyway," Rafe says, clearing his throat. He seems to realize he's still holding the drawing and drops it back on the pile. "I'd like to send Walter some models next week. Will they be ready, or do you need more time?"


  "That shouldn't be a problem."


  "Thanks." Rafe hesitates a moment before adding, "We'll talk when I get back, then."


  Connor watches him leave, wondering if Rafe had been about to say something else. Probably just wishful thinking.


  He retrieves the drawings from where Julian left them, shuffling through until he finds the one he left off with.


  ****


  Connor's parents moved to Chestnut Hill when he went to college, which surprised him at the time; he always figured them for city dwellers. They seem happy enough with the suburban life, but he's still getting used to the place. It's strange calling a house he didn't grow up in home. His mom calls one of the guest bedrooms his because it's the one he happens to sleep in if he stays over, but most of his things pre-college are still in boxes in the basement.


  But with suburbia comes an actual backyard, which is nice on days when the air holds the first hint of summer's warmth, the sun showing cheerfully through the trees.


  He finds his mother at the grill. "Your father's attempting to put together Gabby's bike," she says with a roll of her eyes as Connor leans in for the obligatory cheek kiss. Her dark hair is just starting to show a few grey streaks. "And Janey's trying to help him. So I suggest staying out of the mudroom for a while."


  "I'm surprised it's still standing," Connor says. "Where's Gabby?"


  "With Shawn. They should be here soon, actually."


  "Can I do anything?"


  "You can set the table," his mom says, which is what Connor expected. None of his family is willing to trust a twenty-four-year-old with actual food.


  He finds what he needs in the kitchen after a quick poke into the mudroom for an exchange of distracted greetings with Janey and his dad, the bike still in pieces around them. He sets the patio table then returns to the kitchen for a couple of beers, pouring his mom's in a glass.


  She thanks him when he hands it to her. "How is work?"


  Connor shrugs. "Good. We started a new project." Rafe still hasn't returned from whatever took him away from the office. Actually, he never returned from lunch with Julian. Connor lifts the beer to his mouth to wash out the sour taste that leaves.


  "Are you still enjoying it?"


  Connor takes another sip, buying some time. He got his math brain from her, but she's always been bemused by the architecture angle. Both his parents have made noises about him going to grad school, but Connor has no interest in another degree. Part of the appeal of the architecture program was that he was able to intern his junior year and finish school part time. Once his knee ensured soccer was done, nothing else tied him to school.


  He does enjoy it, for the most part, but he still can't help thinking that there should be something more, that he should feel more for it. Maybe it's something one grows into. "It's good for now."


  His mom gives him a sharp look but doesn't comment further. She declares the steaks done and sends him inside to round up his dad and Janey, who still haven't gotten the bike together. Preemptively, Connor grabs them beers too, and herds them outside.


  "Where's Shawn and Gabby?" he asks Janey.


  "At the park. There's some crew race on the Schuylkill she wanted to see."


  "Weird kid," Connor comments, which earns him a kick under the table.


  "She has more culture than you do," Janey says, which is true enough. Gabby has unique obsessions. "They'll be here later, though, so save some steak for Shawn, you pig."


  The rest of the meal's a mix of catching up and their usual bickering, which his parents have long since stopped trying to curb. He leaves Janey arguing with his dad over some book they both just finished and heads for the mudroom. They haven't gotten very far. He picks up the instructions, surveys the bits and pieces of bike around him.


  He's not sure how much time has passed when he hears his mother's laugh. She's standing in the doorway, her strong features lit up in a smile.


  "Gabby will be pleased."


  "She better be," Connor says, tightening the last nut, but he can't help smiling a little, thinking of her face when she sees it.


  "You know you're always welcome to bring someone home," his mom says. "If you wanted."


  Connor takes his time with the last rotation of the wrench. He knows she means it, though both she and his father have always kept out of his personal life. They probably grill Janey when he's not there. He pictures bringing someone like Lewis back here to meet them, and it's surprisingly easy. Janey would probably monopolize him for hours talking about his work.


  Then the mystery face shifts inevitably to Rafe's. It slides in and out, a tantalizing possibility that still feels beyond his grasp. Rafe's used to men like Julian, and Connor can't offer anything like that.


  "I know," he says. "Thanks."


  "Are you happy?" she asks, and Connor wonders what prompted that. He doesn't come across as unhappy, does he? He has a decent job, his own place, a supportive family. He's lucky to have all of those. There's no reason to be unhappy.


  He's saved by the sound of the door opening and the creak of the foyer floor. Shawn's voice calls out a hello, followed by Gabby's higher one.


  His mom smiles, but it's a tight, worried smile.


  "Let's go see the rest of the clan," he says.


  ****


  Monday morning, there's a new pile of drawings on his desk. Some are new and some are changes to ones he'd already put in, and there's not much to do but transfer them all dutifully into the growing collection on his hard drive.


  There's no sign of Rafe. Connor leans back in his chair, looking up toward Rafe's office, but the door is closed. He can't tell if Rafe's in there or not.


  He works through the morning on the new drawings and redoing what he'd already completed. This is the kind of work he enjoys, actually, and doesn't have much opportunity to do, so he's quickly caught up in the detailed nature of the task.


  "Sorry about that." Connor looks up. He hadn't noticed Rafe's approach. "The new drawings, I mean."


  "That's okay," Connor says, surprised at the sentiment; it's what he's here for. "I'm glad you're back," he says without thinking. His face heats.


  Rafe looks surprised in turn but not displeased. "I'd like to get the new renderings to Ashburn tomorrow. Any chance you can work late tonight? I'll help, of course, but I need to finish up some other work first."


  Connor can probably finish them up by the end of the day if he pushes, but something holds him back from saying so. Rafe may be out of reach, but Connor's been able to do more interesting work in the last week than he has all year. He doesn't want to pass up the opportunity. "That's fine."


  He thinks he sees a hint of a smile. "Come up around five, then."


  There's enough work to keep Connor distracted until then, and it's not until the office starts to empty around him that Connor realizes how late it is. Just past five.


  He tucks his laptop under his arm and brings it and the drawings up to Rafe's office. Rafe gestures to the table by the window when he comes in, finishes typing up whatever he's working on, and then brings his own laptop over to sit across from him.


  "How many do we have left?" Rafe asks, sifting through the drawings Connor placed in the middle of the table.


  "Just a few." Connor finds the unfinished ones and hands them to Rafe, who takes half and gives the rest back to Connor.


  The office grows quiet around them. Behind the windows the light fades and shifts into dusk, and the motion-sensor lights in the hall outside go off. There's something kind of nice about working in the cocoon of Rafe's office, the silence easy between them.


  Connor feels eyes on him, and he looks up to find Rafe watching him. He catches a hint of something— he can't read it, not entirely, but it's unexpectedly intense. Rafe seems to realize he's staring and clears his throat.


  "Can I see what you've done so far?"


  Connor turns his laptop to the side. Rafe slides his chair closer to look. Only a few inches separate them as Rafe clicks through the models. Connor can feel Rafe's body heat burn across his shoulder and arm.


  "They look good," Rafe says to Connor's relief. He hasn't had that much experience with this type of work outside of his college courses. Rafe pauses on one. "Is this based on the drawing?"


  Connor peers over to see which one he's talking about. Oh. "The measurements didn't match the house plans, so I... improvised a little. It's just that one corner."


  Rafe frowns, but it isn't a pissed-off frown. More a look of contemplation. "Did you consider changing this side instead?"


  "You'd run up against the plumbing."


  Rafe nods. "Good memory. Let's go with this, then. Thanks for catching the error."


  He rests his hand on Connor's shoulder and squeezes, and then seems to realize what he'd done. "Sorry," he says, taking his hand away.


  "You don't have to be sorry." An awkward pause follows. Connor stares at his laptop screen. He can still feel the warmth of Rafe's hand. It's none of his business but he can't help ask, "How was your trip?"


  Rafe gives him an odd look but says, "More successful than I expected. A few years ago, Julian and I bought a place together in New York. An interested buyer contacted him, so we went up to meet with her."


  "Are you back together?"


  "With Julian? God, no. Is that what you thought?"


  Connor's not sure what he thought. He stares at his laptop, at Rafe's hand resting next it.


  "Connor." Something in Rafe's voice has him turning to look at him. Rafe's neck above his shirt collar is flushed. "I know there's nothing about this that's appropriate. So if you want to take on a different project, I understand. I can talk to Frank, get you some work on one of his."


  "Wait, what?" Connor sits up, feeling like he's missed something.


  "And I'm sorry if I've made you uncomfortable. I—" Rafe runs a hand over his head. To Connor's shock, his eyes are full of doubt.


  That's not what Connor wants to see there. He doesn't know what Rafe means by this, but it's not how he wants it to end.


  He gets a glimpse of Rafe's eyes widening just before he kisses him. For a second it feels like the most disastrous move ever. Humiliation creeps up his neck. Then Rafe's hand is there instead, bringing him in closer, the kiss deepening for an exquisite moment before Rafe pulls back.


  "Okay," Rafe says. His lips are flushed where Connor kissed them. "I think we heard completely different things back there."


  "I'm not a kid," Connor says. He's not sure where that came from, but it feels vitally necessary that Rafe understand it.


  Rafe's silent a moment. "No, you're not. But you still work for a firm I partly own."


  "I can make my own choices."


  "Of course you can," Rafe says. He rubs the back of his neck, his face a mix of uncertainty and what might even be hope. "I'm not exactly a catch, you know. Ask Julian."


  Connor doesn't want to ask Julian anything, least of all that. What he wants is to kiss Rafe again, with a need so immediate it's a little terrifying. He leans forward to close the gap, lips bumping up against Rafe's awkwardly until Rafe tilts his mouth and the angle is right. Part of him is aware that they're doing this in an office in full view of the city, but the rest of him is caught up in Rafe's other hand on his hip, pulling him forward on his chair, inches away from where he wants it to be.


  "Jesus, Connor," Rafe mutters under his lips, and Connor's never felt anything like the effect of that.


  "Can we," Connor says when he gets his breath back, and to his profound relief Rafe says, "Here, come here," and Connor finds himself half-propped on the table where his laptop used to be, Rafe standing between his legs. He wonders if his laptop's still in one piece, and then the thought shorts out when his dick rubs against Rafe's through the cloth of their pants.


  Rafe's laughter puffs against his neck. "Not the most romantic," he says. But he sounds a little shaky too, his fingers fumbling on Connor's zipper before tackling his own, and there. Connor's heartbeat stutters. Rafe's hand is on both of them, the friction dry and rough and perfect.


  He finds Rafe's mouth again. He's never felt this kind of all-consuming pressure before. His hand tightens on the edge of the table, wishing it were Rafe's skin instead— next time, he thinks, and the surge of hunger is enough to tip him over into crushing bliss, vaguely aware of Rafe following a moment later.


  He realizes he's still got a death grip on the table when reality reasserts itself. They're both a mess. The fronts of Rafe's pants and shirt are a disaster. Rafe tucks himself back in then gives Connor a lingering look.


  "I've got a towel around here somewhere," Rafe says. He goes looking for it, sifting through his desk drawers, and Connor takes the opportunity to slip from the table and finish straightening his pants. Rafe comes back with a towel he gives to Connor, and then leans against the table next to him.


  Connor dabs at his crotch with the towel, just trying to get his thoughts back in order. When he glances over, Rafe's looking out over the view. It's past dusk, in the twilight medium where the edges of the buildings merge into the background and the city lights shape everything. Connor wonders what he's thinking about— if he's already regretting this, if he's thinking about the designs they still have to finish, if his mind's on another project. "You know, I honestly thought you weren't interested," Rafe says. "You were always so... polite."


  Connor stares at him, fumbling for a response. Rafe thought he was unapproachable? "You'll have to take that up with my mother."


  Rafe smiles. "I look forward to it."


  


  THE END
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  Well, it was time for my best bud Warburton's annual checkup. Who would've known that I would hit the jackpot with the hot, mature, new vet? Is he gay? God, I hope so. I wonder if he can give Burtie anything for doggie flatulence?


  ~ Countrygirlxxoo
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  CALL ME BURT


  by Elin Austen


  "Burtie!" yelled Jackson, calling the dog for the umpteenth time. "C'mon boy… car ride!" he coaxed as he walked through the sprawling house, glancing into corners and under tables. "How the hell does he know?" he muttered to himself. "Every flippin' time he's due at the vet, he disappears."


  "Because I'm not stupid," Wharburton thought to himself. "And stop calling me Burtie."


  With an exasperated sigh, Jackson gave up the methodical search and stood still, listening. Hearing nothing but the quiet pings of the house, he closed his eyes, turned his nose to the nearest room and sniffed. He moved along the hall, sniffing at doorways until he suddenly clapped his hand over his nose and cautiously poked his head into the closest doorway. His father's den, he realized. Jackson hadn't been in here for several years, not since the last screaming argument he'd had with Dad right before he stormed out for good. The stench told him the dog had been here. Breathing carefully through his mouth, he stepped into the dark room.


  "Burtie?" He turned a lamp on and found the bulldog curled up on the cracked leather sofa with his face buried in a faded lap blanket.


  "Leave me alone. I like it here. It smells like Papa."


  "Ahh… there you are." He quickly clipped the lead onto his collar and slapped his thigh. "C'mon boy. Off we go. Time to see Dr. Wyman again." Burtie ignored him and pushed his face deeper into the blanket. Continued cajoling had no effect on the stubborn dog, so Jackson simply lifted him and carried him out. Burtie farted. "Oh God. That's just awful," gagged Jackson as he ran while pointing the dog's rear end away from him. He shot out the front door and set the dog down, breathing deeply of the fresh air. When his stomach settled, Jackson secured Burtie in the backseat with the doggie seatbelt and opened all the windows in the car before he drove off to the veterinarian's office.


  "Good morning, Jackson. You can take Burtie straight back. Dr. Wyman will be with you soon," said the receptionist as she hurriedly led them past a full waiting room to the furthest exam room and propped open the back door.


  "That's one good thing about your gas, at least," Jackson informed the dog as they settled in. "They want us outta here fast!"


  "Good morning… Wharburton? How are we today?" asked a tall middle-aged man as he stepped into the room. "I'm Dr. Wyman," he greeted them as he shook hands with Jackson.


  "Call me Burt."


  He studied the chart and then lifted Burtie up onto the exam table while Jackson surreptitiously ogled the man. He had short-cropped, silvering dark hair and tanned, chiseled features. Jackson fought back the instant attraction that bubbled up. He did not want a repeat of previous embarrassments. He had learned the hard way it was best to discover a man's sexuality before he started crushing. Dr. Wyman's white coat stretched over broad shoulders with sleeves that stopped over strong tanned hands. His fingers had clean, well-trimmed nails and a sprinkling of dark hair. Jackson bit back a whimper as he imagined those fingers brushing his own bare skin. He wore the white coat over a light blue shirt, dark slacks and comfortable shoes.


  "Why Dr. Wyman… how you've changed. We were in here only last week," Jackson quipped tentatively.


  "I just joined the practice… keeping it in the family. I'm Jet Wyman," he offered as he proceeded to examine Burtie.


  Jackson dejectedly assumed he was Dr. Jessa Wyman's husband. Jackson watched those wonderful hands gently and efficiently check the dog's eyes, ears, and teeth. Then he felt the dog's abdomen, pressing gently. Burtie farted.


  "Oh my God…" choked Dr. Wyman. "His chart says 'toxic flatulence', but I thought she was joking." He waved the chart, trying to disperse the malodorous cloud. "This stuff can be weaponized," he declared as his blue eyes watered. He stepped out and opened the back door fully, trying to get some extra ventilation for the room. Jackson's own black eyes had teared up from the noxious fumes as well, again reminding him of why his bitch-in-law had refused to allow his brother to take care of Burtie after their father died. She had urged euthanasia, even though the purebred bulldog was quite valuable for stud service. His late father had enjoyed taking Burtie around to the various dog shows, in the process earning multiple best-in-breed and several best-in-show ribbons that resulted in ever-increasing stud fees.


  "Let's talk outside," said Dr. Wyman as he grabbed the chart and held the door open for Jackson who led Burtie out to a picnic table behind the building. "I see from the chart that Jessa has performed a full blood panel and everything appears normal. I'll have a lab tech check his stool for blood again. Digested blood from a GI bleed can produce foul-smelling gas. Once that's ruled out, we'll have to focus on diet. What does he eat?"


  "Dog Chow, same as always," replied Jackson.


  "A dead bird dropped by the cat I chased."


  "Sometimes a few bits of chicken or steak," added Jackson.


  "Some cat crunchies from the litter box your neighbor dumped over the fence."


  "I add a few steamed vegetables from my own plate if he's interested," continued Jackson.


  "A full tub of hummus with roasted garlic last night. He still doesn't know I can pull open the refrigerator door." Burtie slurped his tongue around his lips.


  "And that's it. Nothing exotic. I don't see why his food would be an issue."


  "I'd like to rule it out. Please put him on a diet of boiled rice with a small amount of cooked lean chicken. Nothing else!" Dr. Wyman warned pleasantly.


  "It's a good thing I hid that dead rabbit. It should be nice and ripe by now."


  "I'll send the lab tech out here for the stool sample, and then you can go. Please bring him back in a week and we'll see if there's any improvement. We'll go from there." Dr. Wyman got up to leave. "Oh … and make sure you have him on a leash every time he's outside. We don't want him supplementing his diet," he smiled, straight white teeth framed by full lips.


  "Damn," thought a foiled Burtie.


  "Damn," admired Jackson as his jeans tightened uncomfortably.


  ****


  Jackson carefully diced the cooked chicken breast and stirred it into the cooling boiled rice, while thoughts of Jet Wyman swirled through his brain. He shook his head, trying to force the fantasies from his mind. "This isn't good," he muttered to himself. He set the stainless steel food dish down next to a matching water bowl.


  "I agree. Give me some real food."


  Three days of ever-increasing erotic fantasies starring Jet Wyman had weakened Jackson's self-control. "I won't fall down that deep well again," he asserted, as if making the statement out loud would make it true. "It was quite a feat to pull myself out of that unhappiness before. I don't know if I can do that again." Jackson closed his eyes and leaned tiredly against the counter.


  "Talking to yourself again? Or do you actually believe I'll answer you?"


  Jackson made a decision. "Burtie, when you're finished, we'll drive down to The Commons. Tonight is 'Dogs Dine Out' and some of your friends will be there."


  "So will that asswipe ex-boyfriend of yours."


  "Maybe I should call Evan," Jackson mused, thinking a mindless night with the man-whore was just the thing to suffocate those quivers in his heart; those stirrings that he knew would only end in unrequited love.


  "Maybe you should stay home and read to me. You went to Evan before to try and forget and all it got you was a burning ass and a sore jaw. Your words, pal."


  "But knowing Evan, he'll just assume I'm desperate for him," Jackson told himself. "And I don't want the drama tonight. No, I'll just show up and find someone to talk to," he promised himself. "I just need a diversion, and then I'll be okay."


  Burtie finished his food while Jackson went to his room to shower and change his clothes. He peeled off the tee shirt and torn jeans he wore around the house and quickly showered, letting the cold water quench his erection. Toweling off, he watched himself in the mirror. Jackson was pleased with his looks. He still had the lean muscular build of his college competitive swimming days. He worked out and ate healthy, spending time each day swimming laps in his father's pool. The pool came with the house, and the house came with the dog. Dad had loved Burtie and had included terms for his care in his will.


  Jackson had not known all this at the time; he had simply shown up for the funeral. The lawyer, a longtime friend of his father, had met with the family after and asked if anyone was willing to care for the dog. The bitch-in-law had soundly refused to have Burtie in their home. The lawyer's mouth had narrowed to a grim line when she suggested the dog simply be put down. His sister had a life and tiny flat in London and could not accept the dog. So Jackson had agreed to take him, wondering how he would talk his landlord into letting him keep Burtie in his apartment. He had thought it odd at the time that the lawyer asked him to sign papers agreeing to the dog's care. Then he had been astonished when the lawyer handed over the keys to his father's home and a large account for household expenses. The bitch-in-law had been furious. She had planned on her husband inheriting the house, but now it was no longer part of the liquidable estate. And all because of a flatulent dog.


  Jackson grinned as he pulled his long black hair into a clip at the back of his neck. His hair and eye color and his high cheek bones hinted of his part-Korean grandmother, although the nose, strong jaw and height came from his Scottish ancestors. His former lover had told him he was exquisite. NO! Don't go there. Keep that pain in the past where it belongs, he chided himself. He pulled on a black polo shirt and tucked it into tight black jeans. He slipped his feet into polished black loafers and went to get Burtie.


  ****


  "See, I was right. Asswipe is here."


  Jackson tensed as he noticed Evan sauntering over to him, all carefully mussed hair and low-slung jeans.


  "Jackson. Been a while," Evan drawled as his soft brown eyes blinked and he pulled lush lips into a sleepy smile. Evan was sex on a stick. Jackson's heated blood rushed to his crotch as he remembered what those lips felt like down there.


  "Hello." Jackson thought himself civil and neutral. Now if he could only escape without a scene…


  "Hey! Look who's here!"


  "Uh… gotta run," he said hastily as Burtie yanked on his leash and pulled Jackson away towards The Commons.


  Jackson followed the dog good-naturedly, amused at his exuberance as they headed towards a group of tables and chairs set up on the patio of one of the city's best barbeque joints. People were sitting and chatting and sipping icy drinks while country music twanged softly in the background, and all of them had dogs with them. The fragrant smoke made his mouth water.


  "Hi Nuri! Hi Duffer! Isn't Miss Pretty tacky today?" Burtie barked excitedly at his friends.


  "Good evening, Burt. Pray stay downwind from us tonight."


  "I'm getting better." Burtie informed them.


  Burtie barreled up to a man sitting at an end table with a German shepherd lying at his feet. From the back, all Jackson could see was neatly clipped dark hair, broad shoulders draped in a beat-up leather jacket, and jean-clad legs ending in scuffed motorcycle boots. Burtie launched his front paws onto the man's lap.


  "Burtie! Get off! I'm so sorry. He's usually very well-behaved," Jackson apologized. The man turned in his seat, and Jackson choked back a gasp as the face of the star of his recent daydreams crinkled in a genial smile.


  "Nice to have a patient remember me fondly," laughed the man. Jet Wyman. Jackson cringed inwardly as his carefully considered evening plans, designed to help him get this gorgeous man off his mind, came crashing down.


  "Uh… good evening, Dr. Wyman," he stammered and cleared his throat. "Is your wife here tonight as well?" Jackson asked politely as he looked around.


  "My wife?" he asked, puzzled.


  "Jessa? Burtie's usual vet?"


  Jet grinned, all white teeth and luscious lips. "Jessa is my sister. I'm not married. And please call me Jet," he offered warmly. "Would you like to sit down? Have a beer?" He waved his own frosty bottle at an ice-filled bucket with several bottles of the local microbrewery's best nestled within. Jackson grabbed a beer and nervously sat down, barely allowing himself to hope there was a possibility he had a chance with Jet.


  "This is a popular event for local dog owners. I haven't seen you here before," Jackson noted with forced casualness.


  "It's my first time here. I don't know too many people in town yet, so I've been sitting by myself for the past half hour. This is Ingo," he added as he reached down and stroked the German shepherd at his feet.


  "Hey Ingo. Call me Burt." Burtie greeted the dog with enthusiastic sniffing.


  Ingo raised his head and gave a few half-hearted sniffs in Burtie's direction.


  "Are you okay? You seem kinda beat." Burtie worried.


  "Sometimes I'm tired when I've walked too much." Ingo told him.


  Jackson smoothed his fingers along the scars between Ingo's ears, both of which were reduced to tattered lumps of flesh. "What happened to him?"


  "An IED. Ingo is a war dog. Retired, of course."


  Burtie stilled and then laid his head companionably against Ingo's scarred shoulder.


  "Thank you for your service."


  Ingo wagged the tip of his tail.


  "These guys seem to be getting along," Jackson observed, pleased that Burtie was not attempting uber-alpha mode tonight. "How did you end up with a war dog?"


  "I was an Army veterinarian, treating the military working dogs in Baghdad. I was on duty when Ingo and his handler were brought in." A barely noticeable tremor painted Jet's voice. "Ingo made it; his handler didn't." Jet was quiet for a bit. Jackson had no idea what to say, so he simply murmured polite sympathy noises. Jet swallowed some beer, and then he continued. "Even though he survived, Ingo wasn't fit enough to return to duty. The Army typically euthanizes animals as badly hurt as he was, but he'd been through so much I figured he deserved a chance, so I arranged for his care. I told the Army he could still be used in their breeding program. When I rotated back stateside, he came with me. And when I separated from the service, the Army released him to me. All told, he's been with me almost two years." Jet drained his beer and silently watched the activity at the other end of the patio, absently peeling the label from his beer bottle.


  Jackson wondered what images were playing through Jet's head, and he suddenly had a burst of feelings for the quiet man sitting next to him. Sympathy and pride and respect all rolled together along with a healthy amount of previously suppressed but newly aroused attraction. This was a man who had witnessed the profound loss of comrades in arms, and had come back to face the mundane world of regular society, only with a different worldview than his own. Jackson felt humbled, and resolved to help his new friend adjust to his latest circumstances.


  "And so you came here…" Jackson urged, carefully changing the subject.


  "My sister's practice needed another doctor, and I needed a job. I had no ties anywhere, so it was an easy decision." He turned on that brilliant smile for Jackson. "How about you? Lived here long?"


  Jackson's breath caught at Jet's sudden interest, and hope churned in his belly. "I grew up here, moved away, and only recently returned after my father died. I don't have ties, either." Well then, thought Jackson. We're both single with no ties. Now, does he prefer men in his bed?


  Jackson and Jet watched the stroller parade form into a line as a waiter stopped by and took their food order. Nope, nope, mustn't order the messy ribs on a date even though they are to die for, thought Jackson. Date? When did he start thinking of this chance meeting as a date? He wondered. They both ordered pulled pork sandwich plates for themselves and an extra-large order of beef brisket to split between the two dogs. A woman came by selling 50-50 raffle tickets. Jet handed her a hundred dollars.


  "It's for a good cause," Jet commented with a shrug when he noticed Jackson's startled expression. Proceeds from the evening went to several local breed rescue groups. "I don't think I've ever seen that," remarked Jet as he watched with open curiosity as the owners of tiny dogs paraded by the tables, pushing their dogs in a line of gaily-decorated baby strollers. Evan blew him a kiss as he strutted past their table. Jackson shut his eyes, mortified. Evan wheeled a gaudy pink, sparkly spangle-draped stroller with a shrilly barking, toothless, balding miniature something enthroned on the seat.


  "Why is that dog shouting?" wondered Ingo.


  "That's Miss Pretty and Asswipe. You'd be irritable too if he was your Papa," explained Burtie.


  "My Papa died. Now Jet takes care of me." Ingo laid his chin on his paws.


  "My Papa died, too. Jackson takes care of me."


  "Jet misses my Papa. He was sad for a long time."


  Burtie snuffled in understanding.


  "Friend of yours?" asked Jet, barely hiding a grin as he watched Evan wheel Miss Pretty past their seats.


  "Sort of." Was Jet watching Evan's ass? Jackson jealously and fervently hoped so. He had to admit Evan's ass was fine and spankable.


  The food arrived, and the dogs dug into their brisket as Jet and Jackson focused on their own meal.


  "What do you do for fun?" asked Ingo conversationally.


  "I cause misery for cats whenever possible," replied Burtie.


  "A worthy endeavor," said Ingo agreeably.


  The two men traded small talk with Jackson explaining the town's history and what it was like to grow up in a college town. Jet had lived on Army bases and had followed his father into the service with his education provided by the Army.


  "It was a good deal. Otherwise, I could never afford to go to Veterinary School. They just owned me for a long time," he grinned.


  "I never thought I'd be back in this town." Jackson looked into the trees surrounding The Commons. "When I left, I cut all ties with my father. He wanted different things for me and he was somewhat unmovable. The funny thing is that I'm doing what he wanted me to do after all, in a small way."


  "What would that be?"


  "Dad wanted me to be an academic… a college professor. Now I'm an adjunct at the college. I teach Drama a few days a week." He shrugged. "It keeps me in the game, and the students seem to appreciate that I've earned my acting chops on the New York stage rather than just from a book."


  "I should have known. Your features are… striking," blurted Jet. Jackson had not known Jet for very long, but the unexpected declaration seemed out of character for the calm man.


  "Thanks." Jackson bent his head to hide his smile. He'd noticed his looks!


  "Do you have plans to go back to New York?" Jet asked, sounding hesitant.


  "No. I'm… re-evaluating things. I've committed to care for Burtie, so that will keep me here for the time being."


  Jackson didn't explain the real reason he left New York. Besides the fact that he couldn't make a living as an actor; that was so common, it was a cliché. No, the real reason Jackson had come home was Serpento. Gorgeous, dangerous Serpento. Jackson's heart and self-esteem had been shredded by the selfish man. He had finally grabbed at the chance to leave when it presented itself in the form of Dad's funeral. He hadn't looked back, and Serpento had not come looking for him. Jackson had secretly hoped he would come for him, but in the end he was left with a raw awareness of Serpento's complete lack of interest. He felt invisible. And, he had realized Dad's prediction had come to pass. Dad had yelled at him to give up the silly notion of acting and then had gone so quiet Jackson had to strain to hear. Serpento was bad news, claimed Dad. He repeated vague rumors and hinted at a hidden criminal past. Jackson had been certain Dad was just trying to break up his romance as though that was the thing that made him gay.


  Jackson raised his eyes to the purple evening sky and let the painful memories flow out of him like a cleansing flush of cool water.


  The two men and their dogs spent a companionable evening finishing their food and watching the various small prizes being awarded, a favorite part of 'Dogs Dine Out'. Evan won for best decorated stroller. Jet won the 50-50 drawing and gave the money right back as a donation. Jet insisted on picking up the check for both their meals, telling him that Jackson had already spent a fortune on Burtie's vet fees and this was the least he could do for such a loyal patient. Jackson hated for the interlude to end.


  "Hey big guy," Jet murmured affectionately to Ingo. "Ready to head home?" Ingo obediently struggled to his feet and took a few stiff steps but then sat down. Jet frowned and picked the dog up and cradled him against his chest.


  "Is your car nearby?" Jackson asked quietly.


  "No, we walked. He was pretty spry earlier today, and it's not far. Damn. I should have brought his meds."


  "I'll give you a lift. My car is just over there," Jackson offered. Jet nodded and followed Burtie and Jackson back to the car. "Will he stay put, or will he try to jump out the open windows? I only have one set of doggie seat belts, and I need them to keep Burtie under control. Don't even ask to roll the windows up."


  "I'll hold him." Jet carefully placed Ingo on the back seat and climbed in after him. Jet gave directions to his house. It wasn't far if he was walking across The Commons and down a short path, but it was longer when he was held to the roads. Jackson pulled into a winding, tree-lined driveway and parked. He examined the cottage with interest, a converted servant's quarters behind one of the stately mansions that lined the back side of the university property.


  "Come on in. I'll just be a minute while I get Ingo settled." Jet led the way through a tidy entry hall to the main room of the house. "Bathroom's that way if you need it." He motioned with his chin towards a white door off the main room. Jackson made quick use of the facilities, even though he was semi-hard and had been all evening. He peeked into the medicine cabinet, unable to resist the urge to snoop but also knowing it was prudent for a gay man to do so. Aspirin, shaving cream, razor, bandages, liniment. There were no pharmacy bottles of ultra-strong antibiotics or anti-viral meds. Good to know. Jackson returned to the main room and watched as Jet readied an injection for Ingo as he lay curled up on a sheepskin-lined dog bed. He was cross-legged on the floor next to the dog and stroked him as he waited for the pain medicine to take effect. Burtie sat next to Ingo and watched everything with interest.


  "Does that make you feel good?"


  "Yes."


  Jackson wandered around the room noting the stack of unopened packing boxes against the wall. A laptop sat closed on a desk tucked into a corner. He glanced at the framed photos on the desk and then looked closer. A younger uniformed Jet stood next to a soldier with a dog sitting between them. Ingo without any scars. The two soldiers... Jackson closed his eyes. He recognized the look on the faces of the two soldiers, both staring into each other's eyes as though nothing else in the world around them was worth noticing.


  "David. Ingo's handler," said Jet, a warm presence close behind him.


  "You loved him."


  "Don't ask, don't tell," he murmured as he ran his finger along Jackson's temple and down to his chin. His eyes still closed, Jackson leaned his head into Jet's stroking fingertip, and that was all the permission Jet needed. He stretched both his arms around Jackson from behind and pulled him close as he buried his face between his neck and shoulder. "I've been so lonely," he whispered.


  "I've been scared," Jackson whispered back.


  "I saw you when you arrived at The Commons tonight. I was afraid you were going to leave with that man," Jet admitted.


  "Evan is not who I've been thinking about for the past three days." He turned within Jet's circling arms to face him, and reached up to gently stroke his cheeks. "You are."


  Both men heard a ripping sound and looked down. Burtie tore open a white pharmacy bag, spilling out an unopened package of condoms and a tube of lube.


  "You're welcome."


  "Uhm… I picked that up three days ago," Jet nervously laughed. "Right after I met you."


  Jet pulled Jackson's face closer, leaned in, and kissed him. Jackson stiffened in his jeans as his tongue played with Jet's. When they broke apart, Jackson murmured, "You'd better grab that lube. Burtie will probably try to eat it."


  Jet laughed and scooped the items up in one hand, then took Jackson by the other hand and gently pulled him towards the bedroom. The door closed after them.


  Burtie's toenails clicked on the hardwood floor as he walked back to Ingo's bed.


  "Good plan… faking pain to get a ride home with Jackson," Burtie said with approval.


  "What would they ever do without us?" Ingo yawned as Burtie curled up next to him and closed his eyes.


  


  THE END
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  "I've seen the way you look at him. Would that the King knew what I knew about you, your life would be forfeit. Your head would be on a pike for the crows to pluck out your eyes. Tell me, is he worth it? Are you willing to damn him as well as yourself?"
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  He had dreamed of him again.


  Kent woke in a sweat, panting, trying to ignore the insistent throbbing between his legs. Another damn dream.


  He looked over at the other side of the tent at his sleeping comrade, who lay oblivious to Kent's desires, his form outlined in the dawn sun that streamed through the thin walls of their tent. Kent put his head in his hands, struggling to keep himself from grasping his painfully hard member. No matter how much he wanted it, he knew he could never have Seth. The details of the dream came back to him, torturing him with their promise of pleasure.


  "Damnit!" Kent threw off his blankets and turned over. Guilt and self-disgust washed over him, and he curled up into a ball underneath his covers, his erection waning. He had been newly knighted upon turning twenty, sworn to the service of the Lord. His duty was to his King and to God, no one else.


  But there was Seth. Seth, the beautiful, cheerful man, with mop-like brown hair and an ever present smile.


  Seth had absolutely intoxicated him, his spring-green eyes always full of laughter and allure. Kent knew it was foolish and that nothing could come of it, but he couldn't help it. The older knight was gorgeous, strong, and had taken an interest in training with him, showing him techniques and abilities Kent had not imagined.


  They had become fast friends despite Kent's reticence, probably because Seth had noticed that Kent couldn't keep himself away.


  Of course, Kent could never let the dark-haired man know of his desire for him.


  He turned over once more under the covers, anxiety gnawing at him. Every day was a challenge, and nights brought no real relief.


  "Kent, are you asleep?" Seth's groggy voice snapped Kent out of his thoughts, and he shoved away his misgivings and frustrations. Seth was his friend. Nothing more.


  "I was... What is it?" He made his voice gruff as if he just woken.


  Seth yawned and rubbed his eyes. "You think we'll find their hideout today? I'm so tired of traveling…" His eyes brightened. "There's supposed to be a lake near here, near the village of Chiep. The village will have pretty girls, I'm sure, and we can bathe."


  Kent snorted. "Sure, I'm sure Commander Rake will be happy to stop just so you can take a bath in a lake. In fact, I'm sure the bandit leader will stop robbing the populace just so you can take a day off."


  Seth sighed, rolling his eyes to the ceiling of the tent. "Awfully serious, for someone just out of his squire's gear." He got up and threw on his dingy traveling clothes then stepped outside the tent, noting the dawn. "I'm going to bug the cook for breakfast. When you get over your morning grumpiness, feel free to join me." With a wide grin, he walked off.


  Kent just sighed and threw on his clothes, packing up his bag and throwing his armor into it. He seriously doubted there would be a battle today, just another dust-filled trek across the countryside looking for signs of the mercenary band. Bandit band, really, but they had begun as mercenaries, which according to Commander Rake made them more dangerous.


  He noticed that his clothes felt a little gamey as he pulled them on and had to admit that what Seth had said about bathing made some sense. It just made him feel worse for being so rude to him.


  He emerged from the tent into the open air. Almost everyone was awake and crowded around the cooking fires waiting for the food.


  Kent wandered over to where Seth was standing next to a very annoyed looking cook. "We're getting eggs," Seth said with a smile, looking over his shoulder. Kent smiled back, hoping Seth did not hold his rudeness from that morning against him. Lust flared as his gaze left Seth's face and traveled up and down his body, lightning quick.


  Lyle, the camp's priest, caught Kent's eye then. The blond man looked at him with one eyebrow raised, the cross around his neck shining in the sun. Kent wiped the smile from his features and stared ahead at nothing, heart suddenly pounding.


  "Everyone, listen!" Kent looked up at Commander Rake's voice, and the chatter around the camp stopped. "There have been no signs of the mercenaries for some time, and I think it'd be best if we took one day to rest and recuperate. There is a village nearby, and I am sending a few of the enlisted men for supplies. Tend to your horses, wash yourselves in the nearby lake—"


  "Maybe we'll stop scaring the village ladies away if we do," one of the enlisted men joked. Seth laughed in agreement, and annoyance washed through Kent. He did not like to think about the number of whores Seth had visited through the years—always after a victory. Kent never let himself dwell on it, or witness it. He didn't know what he'd do if he did.


  Commander Rake glared. "Rest up, but stay alert, and be ready to travel hard tomorrow!" The whole camp had brightened at his words. Apparently Seth wasn't the only one who wanted a bath and some rest.


  ****


  "C'mon, Kent! The water is great!" Kent stared at a naked Seth, who floated lazily in the side of the lake. He was grinning happily as he bathed and periodically splashed one of the enlisted men in an ongoing war the two were having.


  Kent was fully dressed, thankfully, for if he wasn't Seth may have noticed how aroused he was. He couldn't tear his gaze away from Seth's body.


  "Um, I think I'll wash my clothes… somewhere else." Kent swallowed, but Seth didn't notice his discomfiture.


  "Of course. Don't go far. We're supposed to stay alert, remember?" Undermining his words, Seth gleefully dunked the enlisted man he had just splashed, who came up spluttering. Seth laughed, but Kent didn't stick around to reprimand him, practically running to find a place where he could be in private.


  He found it quickly, a small water filled cave that no one would notice if they weren't looking for it. It was far enough from everyone else, and Kent took off his clothes, sighing in relief when his pants were removed. He lounged in the water, hoping the cold would be enough to take the edge off his arousal.


  He groaned; the lapping water was only making it worse. Finally, he couldn't take it anymore and moved to the back of the cave in case anyone came looking. He brought up the details of his dream the night before, which had been agonizing him all morning.


  Seth lay naked in their tent, sighing as Kent rubbed his body with his own. Their erections rubbed against each other, throbbing with pleasure that mounted with every movement. Seth's mouth was hot against Kent's as he kissed him, their tongues dueling, hot and slick.


  Kent wrapped his hand tightly around his hard shaft, pumping it slowly at first. He bit his lip to keep from moaning.


  Seth finally stopped kissing him and brought Kent's hand to his member, thrusting up against it. Kent took the hint and moved on top of the dark-haired man, spreading Seth's legs and fingering the other man's entrance delicately.


  Kent increased the pace, fisting himself so hard that it was almost painful. He hadn't done this for a while, and he panted, short of breath already.


  Kent entered Seth slowly at first, eventually burying himself as far as he could. Seth writhed underneath him. He began to thrust gently, and Seth moved in unison.


  "Harder, Kent, please!" Kent obeyed, thrusting himself to the hilt every time into Seth's tight opening, and the man underneath him moaned loudly as Kent wrapped his hand around his erection, pumping him in time—


  Kent threw back his head and groaned, viscous liquid shooting into the water. He sagged against the cave wall as he came down from his orgasm, catching his breath. He closed his eyes, temporarily immobile.


  The guilt came upon him as the pleasure left. If Seth knew what he was doing… Kent didn't even want to think about that. He was clean, but he suddenly felt unimaginably dirty.


  On somewhat shaky legs, Kent got out of the water and grabbed his clothes, walking to the other end of the cave to wash them. He frowned as he dipped his clothes into the water, wondering why he had let himself give into his urges. It was disgusting, weak, and against the knight's code.


  ****


  His clothes clean and his lust extinguished for now, he walked back to camp. He couldn't face Seth at the moment. He was a knight; he had to act like one.


  He put on his armor, the burnished copper plate glinting in the midday sun. The armor was worn from long use and didn't look as nice as the dress armor he had worn in the joust when he first became a knight, but it was also far lighter and had saved him more than once. He forwent his helmet, heading out into the fields by the camp, sword in hand. He would give his horse a rest today, but he did not relish inactivity.


  Breathing slow and deep, he moved through the exercises he had learned as a squire, his sword glinting in the sun. Practice always distracted him from unwanted thoughts. By the hundredth set of swings, sweat dripped down his neck, but he somehow felt cleaner than he had before.


  "Kent?"


  Kent stopped mid-swing, regarding Seth as expressionlessly as he could. "Yes?"


  "Always so serious." Seth smiled, his brown hair, still wet from the lake, shining in the sun. He wore half of his armor, the chain mail shirt and leg braces. "C'mon, if you're just going to get sweaty again, why not practice with me?" Seth tossed him a practice sword.


  "Fair enough." Kent squared off immediately, sheathing his metal sword and holding the wooden one at the ready.


  The two men launched into a sparring match, the only sound their heavy breathing and the clacking of wood. As much as he loved Seth's personality and physical beauty, Kent relished the time they practiced together.


  Seth moved with lithe grace, like a dancer. So many knights focused on mounted combat or simple bashing with their blades, but not Seth. His sword whirled and twisted in his hands, seeking out weak points, and Kent was hard pressed to keep up.


  His heart began to race, keeping his gaze focused on Seth's body rather than the sword. He knew Seth's movements, even out of combat— the tension in the muscled thighs that he had memorized, the sound of his quick panting breath as he swung the sword, even the miniscule shifting of his weight when he tried for a harder blow. In his dreams, he knew those movements would be transformed into a very different kind of dance.


  Some of the enlisted men began to watch them, and even other knights joined the crowd of spectators. "Get him, Seth!" one called, and "His hand, his hand!"


  The cries did little. The two men continued sparring, their sweat dripping onto the ground beneath them, Kent's hand numbed with the repeated parries and strokes. If he couldn't have Seth the way he wanted… this was a fitting substitute.


  "Beautiful, Kent," Seth laughed, retreating with a quick series of steps before lunging like a duelist. Kent disdainfully parried the strike, his heart flipping at Seth's words. "You truly are the best partner."


  "You as well," he managed to say, stepping closer and trying to get inside Seth's guard as the other man pulled back from the lunge. He brought his sword behind Seth's head but aborted the swing at the last moment. Seth parried, his arm twisting around Kent's, pulling him close. Kent's heart pounded so loud he was sure Seth would hear it, and blood heated his face as he stared into Seth's shining green eyes. God, the man was gorgeous.


  "You lose," Seth said with a grin, poking Kent in the stomach lightly with a practice dagger he had pulled from his belt.


  Kent took a shuddering breath, gently disentangling himself from Seth's arms. "A worthy lesson."


  Seth tossed the knife in the air and caught it with a smile. Then he froze.


  A very different sound rose out over the cheers and cries of the men who watched them.


  "Weapons!" Kent shouted. "To your weapons!"


  A few of the men stopped and stared, uncertain. Then Commander Rake's voice boomed. "We are under attack!"


  Seth and Kent exchanged glances; then both ran for their tent.


  Kent was faster, already wearing his armor and sword. He grabbed his horse's reins, the dependable animal staying still and true despite the men around him rushing to their supplies. Kent grabbed his lance, heart pounding in his throat as he mounted. Only one other knight made his saddle at the same time. They were not prepared.


  The bandit troupe came into site, dust pluming from their horses. They rode in a loose formation—these were no rabble that would be routed with one charge.


  Mercenaries turned bandits. The worst kind.


  Kent stayed still, praying for the enlisted men to prepare. Against mounted men, their phalanx would prove invaluable, as long as they did not break.


  Commander Rake's voice boomed, ordering the men to do just that. Chaz, the only other knight who was prepared, pulled his horse's reins sharply. The bandits grew louder, the beating of their horses' hooves on the ground like thunder.


  There were too many of them, Kent thought, and they were so organized. Not like bandits at all. He swallowed hard. He had never faced men like these.


  Before he could finish the thought, Seth appeared next to him, his chestnut-colored horse whinnying as Seth reined him in. "Kent, are you prepared?"


  "Of course." He breathed hard already, his nerves thrumming. With Seth, he could do it. He wished he hadn't practiced beforehand, but the excitement of battle would correct any exhaustion.


  Other knights began to mount up, and finally the commander shouted. "Knights, charge then break! Drive them toward the phalanx! GO!"


  Kent didn't need to be told twice, his training kicking in. He drove his heels into his horse's flanks, leveling the lance as they charged.


  He could not see Seth next to him, but he sensed him, the man racing a mere foot away to his left. They had been together like this, charging side by side, since Kent had first met him. It always happened that way.


  With Seth by his side, he felt invincible.


  Kent spurred his horse harder, driving toward the enemy. He held his lance at point, aiming at the chest of one of the enemy horses.


  Then a shrill whistle pierced the air. Kent lifted his spear, guiding his horse with his legs as he drew his sword in the other hand. He dashed to the left, driving toward the side of the charging bandits, slashing with his sword. Seth rode just behind him, finishing those whom Kent missed.


  Their weapons bit through leather and horseflesh, the bandits' charge faltering where he swung. They couldn't turn away from their course, the knights on either side boxing them in. They were driven forward.


  Forward, into the waiting spears of the enlisted men. Horses screamed as they were pierced in the chest, their charge stopped short. Some of the horses stopped running entirely, turning tight and fleeing with their riders.


  "That wasn't right," Seth said, sword still outstretched. "They were so many of them, and not well-trained. It was stupid to attack us when they knew we had knights. Keep alert. Something's up."


  The answer came in the blast of a horn. Seth paled, and Kent spurred his horse, wheeling it around.


  A dark cloud gathered overhead. Kent threw up his shield, screaming. "Arrows!"


  Without a shield, Seth rolled off his horse, diving behind Kent. The arrows thudded to the ground well short of the two men, the points driving deep into the dirt. Longbows. Deadly to knights.


  "The first wave was untrained, new recruits, probably." Seth cursed. "Mercenaries. Loyalless scum, but smart. Now the real fight starts." He sheathed his sword, pulling out his lance. "Are you ready, my friend?"


  Kent mimicked Seth, staring into his eyes a beat longer than he knew was proper. "Always."


  ****


  They fought harder than they had ever anticipated. Tactics like the one they had used against the untrained bandits would not work. The only tactic now was to charge into the enemy and prevent them from using their bows. Seth and Kent rode side by side, the knights in their camp spreading out in groups of two or three.


  Kent swung around him with his lance, not letting anyone get close enough to use their swords. The one advantage they had was their superior weaponry and armor, and more than once, a blow that would have been lethal clanged off Kent's armor, threatening little more than bruises.


  Memories of fighting in jousting tournaments came back to Kent, but this was different. Men were wounded in those tournaments, yes, but none like this. Bodies littered the field, and Kent resolutely kept fighting.


  A man to his left slashed at his horse's legs, the swordsman quick on his feet, and Seth pulled a dagger from his belt and threw it at the man, the knife burying itself in his chest. Kent intercepted a pike thrust from a mounted man who tried to stab Seth, pulling the enemy from his saddle and poking the horse in the rear so that it fled, no other man able to mount it.


  No thank-yous needed to be exchanged. This was a battle, a dance of death and protection that they both had done before. Kent would always fight confidently with Seth by his side, the thrill of battle beating through him like a drum.


  The fighting around them subsided all at once like a rainstorm breaking, men who remained beginning to flee. Kent spun his horse in circles, lance poised, but met with no challenges. "They're gone," he said, the thrill of battle beginning to leave him. "We've won."


  "No. We have to keep moving," Seth said, his gaze sharp as some of the enlisted men began to run after the fleeing bandits. "The archers are still out there. That's where there strength lies."


  "They're running," Kent countered.


  "And we must chase them all the way back to their encampment," Seth said. "Now—"


  Something snapped in the distance, Kent turning too slow. He raised his shield, hefting it in front of his friend, but the bolt was too fast.


  Not archers. Crossbows.


  It tore into Seth's shoulder, his eyes glazing over and arm going slack as his lance thudded to the ground. His body followed soon after, toppling from his horse, his body jarring as it hit.


  Kent's heart stopped. Nothing moved for too long, other than the slow trickle of blood from his friend. The man he loved.


  Another snap, the sound of a crossbow firing. Kent threw himself down, off his horse, next to Seth's prone form.


  "Seth, wake up!" He shook the fallen man, praying to God that Seth would open his eyes. "Seth, please!" Blood soaked his hands as he put pressure on the wound. The fight was forgotten, the sounds of battle and screaming men around him muted. Nothing mattered other than saving Seth's life. Every touch brought more blood, and what little he knew of field medicine—pressure on wounds—only seemed to bring it welling faster.


  "Please, God, save him." Even as he spoke the words, guilt flashed through him. What if this was his punishment? A punishment for loving another man—an abomination in the eyes of God.


  "Please, Lord, I'll never look at him again if you save him. I'll never think impurely of him again. Just let him live." He tenderly touched Seth's face, stroked his hair, unshed tears burning at his eyes. "Please."


  "You. Get off him. He's hurt, yes?" Kent snapped his head up to meet the steely gray eyes of Lyle, his priest robes flapping around his ankles like the wings of a crow. "Get back to the fight. The bandits are fleeing. Leave him to me."


  Kent took a shuddering breath, too weak with fear to move. "Can you save him?"


  "If you give me access to the wound, perhaps!" Lyle snapped, his greasy hair falling over his face as he knelt down. "Clean shot. Unconscious due to shock, most likely." He reached into his bag, pulling out a bottle of clear liquid, which he uncorked and poured over Seth's wound. "If you're not going to pursue the fleeing bastards, help me get him back to camp. The wound needs dressing."


  "Yes… yes, I will." Kent's stomach flipped as he touched Seth. This was not the way he had wanted to touch him, with his friend clammy and motionless under his fingers.


  "Hurry up now!" Lyle growled. "To my tent."


  ****


  The battle was won, knights trickling back to camp after routing the enemy. Kent didn't notice, pacing back and forth outside the medical tent, his thoughts chasing themselves in circles.


  Going inside would be foolish. He would only get in the way, endangering Seth and possibly any other injured men who needed treatment. But he wanted—no, needed—to know that Seth was okay.


  He was a knight. He had his duty to his lord and to God. But at the moment, that didn't matter. Nothing did, except Seth's life.


  "Are you going to stay out there all day?" Lyle stepped through the tent flap, peering at him with sharp eyes. "Come in then."


  Heart soaring with sickening hope, Kent stepped through. The interior wasn't lit, and it took him a moment to make out Seth's form lying on a makeshift pallet near the back. No other person occupied the tent—Seth had suffered the most serious wound.


  Kent hurried to his side, kneeling down in the darkness. His friend smelled of blood and of alcohol. "Seth? Seth, can you hear me?"


  "I've drugged him," Lyle said as he came inside. "He'll be out for a while."


  Kent nodded, his throat tight. He leaned closer, running his hands through the other man's hair. "But he'll be all right?"


  "He will. Many stitches and a scar, but he'll live."


  Relief flooded through Kent like a nauseous wave, and he almost swayed. His prayers had been answered.


  "You love him, don't you?" Lyle's voice went through Kent like a sword strike. It wasn't a question.


  Kent swallowed hard, taking hands that suddenly trembled away from his friend. His heart began to pound. He had to say something, anything, to keep Lyle from knowing.


  But the words wouldn't come. Denying it… It pained him to think of it. It was a truth that was intertwined with who he was, with his idea of knighthood.


  "He is my friend," he managed to say, cursing his wavering voice.


  "That's not what I said," Lyle stood over Seth, looming over the kneeling Kent. "I can see it in the way you look at him— this morning and now. It's more than the love a knight shares with a comrade. You burn for him, don't you?" The priest's voice hissed.


  Kent's face heated, the memories of his dreams and sleepless nights, body shaking with lust, flashing through his mind. He opened his mouth to speak then shut it again.


  "Does he share your lust?" Lyle pressed, kneeling down so that he faced Kent over Seth's sleeping form. "Does he share your bed?" Kent looked away to the far wall of the tent.


  "He doesn't, does he? He doesn't know of it." Anger washed through Kent.


  "You have no proof," Kent snapped, turning his gaze back to the priest. "What is the point of this?"


  "I heard your prayers to God as your friend here lay on the ground," Lyle said, and the blood drained from Kent's face. "He is saved. So you must forget your lusts, forget your feelings for him, as you promised our Lord."


  Kent nodded, his gaze traveling to the cross that dangled from Lyle's neck. "It is for the good of your soul as well as his," Lyle continued. "He need not fight impure desires. You would not want that for him, right?"


  Kent nodded again, his stomach twisting. It felt wrong to agree.


  "Go. Make new friends. Leave this one alone. He is better off without you, and you will find the strength to overcome your impurities without him. Do not damn him and yourself. The commander and our Lords—both of them—will not abide it. Death will find you swiftly if you do not suppress your sinful desires."


  Kent wanted to say goodbye to Seth, to touch him one last time. But he couldn't look away from Lyle's judging eyes, the threat hanging over him like a cloud.


  He felt them on his back even as he left the tent.


  ****


  A week later, Kent winced as the sun beat down on his shoulders. They walked through the village, the knights around him dirty but victorious. Men and women shouted their gratitude, some of the women brazenly approaching the enlisted men and other, more demure ones, throwing kerchiefs at the armored knights. A few of the knights made great shows of catching them, much to Commander Rake's annoyance.


  A week of meaningless, robotic combat, without Seth by his side. Without even seeing Seth, the man still recuperating, forbidden to fight. Kent had never once visited, secluding himself in his tent. He couldn't fall prey to the temptation.


  It had been easy to fight, and not think. But now, with the combat over, everything was beginning to return.


  A woman with fire-red hair winked at Kent shyly, throwing him a lace ribbon that danced in midair. His horse flicked its ears as it tangled in his mane, and Kent picked it out carefully, suppressing a sigh.


  He could suppress his thoughts. He could do his best to ignore his dreams. But he couldn't summon up excitement for anyone but Seth, and the woman's flirtations didn't stir him at all.


  "We've done it!" Chaz, one of the other knights, clapped him on the back, prompting Kent to turn and give him a small smile. "I do hope our injured comrades do well, now. Staying in a real hospital will do them a world of good."


  Hope lifted in Kent's heart. Seth was well, but he wanted him fully recovered, able to spar once more. He would be weak after resting for so long. Kent could help train him…


  No. He had to keep away. For both their sakes.


  "Why the long face?" Chaz asked. "Still worried about Seth? You haven't visited him at all."


  "I… I want him to recover, of course." Kent twisted his horse's reins in his hand. "I want them all too."


  "They will. The only ones we lost were enlisted men; no knights fell to those curs. For all their mercenary prowess, they weren't much of a challenge." Chaz smiled as a passing village girl blew him a kiss then darted away behind a building. Chaz was pretty attractive, Kent thought dully. The woman had good taste.


  "Welcome!" The village's largest merchant, a man who owned most of the inns in town, waved to Commander Rake.


  "And now we're getting our own rooms at the inn!" Chaz cheered. "I wonder if we'll be able to get any of the local girls to share our rooms."


  Kent shook his head. Such things were against the knightly code, but who was he to judge Chaz?


  Their horses were stabled, and Kent decided to stay with Chaz, sharing a room with the garrulous blond knight. Once they packed up their belongings in the small room, Chaz headed out immediately. Presumably to find a girl or two, Kent thought bitterly.


  Other knights didn't hold to the codes. Why should he?


  He sat down on his bed, head in his hands. He knew why. His feelings for Seth were a far worse violation than some dalliance with a woman. Lyle's words had crystallized the suspicions he had held for a long time now.


  He made a fist, slamming it down on his knee. He had to do something, anything, to distract himself. If he sat here alone, he would only fall prey to his desires.


  He kept his armor on—a knight should never go without it—and headed into the village.


  ****


  Laughing women and drunken men, both enlisted men and knights, caroused around him as he walked. The afternoon had given way to dusk, and the growing dark pulled the judging light of day away. For many, it seemed chivalry had been forgotten.


  Kent strode past other inns, where music spilled into the night air and laughing voices echoed. He stopped at the slate gray building, a wrought iron fence in front. Chiep hospital.


  Seth was probably there. He may even be well. If he went inside and asked, he could know. He could…


  "Hello there," a husky voice said, and someone touched his shoulder. He turned to find a dark-haired young woman staring at him appreciatively. Her lips were painted red. "Are you lost?"


  Kent's face heated, and he took a few steps away from the woman. "No, M'lady, I am not."


  She regarded him silently, eyes narrowed. "A knight who keeps to the codes? How unusual." Her mouth turned up, and she moved away. "If you change your mind…" She let her hips finish the sentence as she disappeared down the dark alley.


  Kent sighed. Temptations. He had promised God he wouldn't fall prey to them. He shouldn't be here.


  "Oh, my lady, what a pretty one you are." His ears perked, his heart racing. Seth's voice.


  "What happened to you?" the woman's voice answered, dripping with feigned concern. "You're hurt."


  "I was hurt," Seth corrected. "They tried to stuff me in the hospital, but I'm well now. I refuse to drink any more concoctions. I want to celebrate."


  The woman squealed, and Kent's stomach turned.


  This wasn't any of his business. Seth had earned the right to enjoy himself. He had been hurt in the first battle, left alone for a week…. It shouldn't matter. This tightening in Kent's throat—the swirling anger at the whore who was taking Seth—was foolish. Leave them alone.


  His boots thudded on the marbled road, red tingeing his vision. He would not fall to temptation.


  But if he wouldn't, then neither should Seth. His jaw tight and pained, teeth grinding, he stomped toward the voices.


  He found them, a twined pair; Seth's brown bangs illuminated by a torch as he leaned down, kissing the woman's neck. His hands cupped her waist, and anger flared in Kent's gut.


  Along with the anger came another sort of passion. Seth, defined jaw slightly open, eyes shut, the muscles in his shoulders bunched as he leaned to kiss the woman. The image seared into Kent's mind, immediately stirring him. This was Seth in passion, and part of him was desperate to watch.


  Kent's hands tightened into fists, once, twice. "Seth!" he yelled, and Seth jumped, the pair breaking apart.


  "Oh, are you lost after all?" the woman asked, one eyebrow raised.


  "Seth, this is not proper behavior for a knight," Kent snapped, trying to ignore the blush spreading across his face. "If… if the commander saw you…"


  "Kent?" Seth moved away from the wall, facing his friend. "C'mon, don't worry about it. It's harmless."


  "She's a whore," Kent ducked his head from the woman's gaze. "She could have diseases."


  The woman huffed, rolling her eyes. "I don't. Why don't you let your friend make these decisions for himself?"


  "Yeah, Kent," Seth said. He pushed the woman against the wall once again, letting out a small moan as he molded himself against her body. The sound and the sight sent blood rushing to Kent's loins. "It's not as if you cared to see me before this. I've been alone for a week, and I missed the battles. I need some fun." He kissed her again, turning his back to Kent.


  "Seth…" The woman tilted her head up, capturing Seth's lips, and he responded by pressing against her further, opening his mouth.


  How dare she use his name! Red fuzzed in his vision, Kent taking two strides and ripping his friend off of the whore.


  "Kent, what—"


  "You are a knight!" Kent shouted as Seth stumbled. "You, get out of here!" he shouted at the whore, his voice echoing down the alley. The woman fled.


  Seth's eyes burned in the light from the torches. "Kent, what in the name of God are you doing?"


  Kent stepped back, running a hand through his hair. What was he doing?


  Seth had lost weight, his clothes hanging loosely from his frame. He still stood proudly. The swagger of a knight was evident in the way he held himself, his green eyes flashing like chips of emerald. "I've visited whores before; you know I have," Seth said. "And you obviously don't care about me, considering you didn't visit me at all while they insisted on leeching me till I could barely stay awake, so why the concern now?" Bitterness dripped from his voice.


  Kent took a step back, his arousal fading. Seth…


  He should go. He should allow the bitterness to fester, and end their friendship now. It was the perfect way. He could keep his promise to God, avoid the healer's threats, and save both his and Seth's souls.


  But something stopped him from just walking away. Maybe it was the look of betrayal on Seth's face or the torchlight glinting alluringly on his unarmored body. Maybe it was the memory of how Seth had looked in the passionate embrace with the woman. Or maybe… maybe it was just love. He couldn't hurt Seth, not ever.


  "I'm sorry," Kent managed. Seth tilted his head, a smirk crossing his features.


  "Of course you are. Busy stealing all the glory for yourself, right? How many women have you had since it ended?"


  "None," Kent snapped. "I'm not like you."


  Seth bristled. "As long as a knight can fight, it doesn't matter what he does off the battlefield."


  "Enlisted men can fight like knights. A knight's honor is what makes him a knight!"


  "You're not my commander!" Seth shouted. "Curse it, Kent, I know you value honor, but don't force your rules on me. I don't need to restrain myself for some foolish concept of honor."


  Kent ground his teeth. Force rules? He was forced to hide his feelings every day! "You have no idea what true restraint means!" Kent's voice boomed. "You have no idea how much I've suffered!"


  Seth stared, and Kent cursed his loose tongue. "I'm going," Kent said finally. "Enjoy your filthy prostitutes."


  His heart squeezed in his chest as he turned away, the darkness of the alley swallowing him up. This was for the best, for both of them. He would go back to the inn, forget about Seth, and sleep.


  ****


  Sleep wouldn't come.


  His body burned with lust as he lay in bed at the inn, desire and frustration mixed. He was alone in the dark, the knight who shared the room with him out carousing, and there were no distractions.


  Seth's words and his anger swirled in his mind, replaying the scene over and over. His mind fixed again and again on the image of Seth, mouth open, tilting his head to kiss the woman.


  In his mind, there was no woman. Seth kissed him, and he could feel the heat of his breath, the soft bow of his lips.


  No. Kent gripped the sheets with his hands, body tense, trying to ignore the swell of his erection, the sensation of his foreskin pulling back. This was wrong. He had promised not to do this.


  He turned over, lying on his stomach, his erection hot and hard underneath him. Damn the man. He didn't know how Kent suffered, what his friendship and closeness meant. He had no idea.


  Seth's gasping moan replayed in his mind's eye, and Kent's self-control began to fray. Maybe, if he didn't use his hands…. He began moving his hips, grinding his erection into the bedspread, pleasure shooting through him. In his fantasies, Seth kissed him, his hard, muscular body crouched over Kent, his hand firm around Kent's shaft. Seth's penis would be hard, thicker and longer than Kent's, and Kent opened his mouth, imagining what it would be like to take Seth into his mouth. Saliva dripped onto his pillow.


  The bed shook with each thrust, Kent rubbing himself again and again, the wicker frame rattling. His fantasies grew disconnected, illogical— Seth nude, the sensations of his mouth on Seth's erection, the sensations of Seth taking him into his hot, wet mouth. Or more… even more, Seth letting Kent inside him, tight heat enveloping him completely while Seth screamed his name.


  Kent moaned, hips moving frantically, and gasped. Too quick, too quick. He rolled onto his side, covering himself with his hand as he erupted, shuddering his orgasm into his palm and through his fingers. He couldn't help it, grabbing his shaft and milking the rest, extra shocks of pleasure running through him as he did. Cum dripped onto the bed and the floor, his thighs quaking.


  His breathing sounded loud in the dark room, the moonlight and torchlight shining through the window illuminating the dripping liquid. Guilt choked him, the pleasure fading fast.


  Less than a week, and he had broken his promise to God. Seth was safe, but Kent was too weak to suppress his desires.


  It was because he had seen him. Kent rolled onto his back, his heart beginning to slow. Staying away from Seth had been the correct idea.


  He would have to keep avoiding him.


  ****


  A combination of his roommate's loud snoring and the sun shining in the window woke him. Chaz lay still clothed, not having bothered to get under the covers, and Kent rolled his eyes.


  He pulled on his armor. It was certain that nothing would happen today, but he had made a habit of practicing every day during peacetime, and now that the enemy was routed that tradition would continue. The door creaked as he opened it.


  "Where are you going?" Chaz mumbled.


  "Out," Kent answered, stifling a sigh as Chaz winced in pain at the shaft of sunlight hitting his bed.


  "Close the curtains, please?"


  Kent obliged. "Late night?"


  "Not late enough. Damn women here are grateful, but not grateful enough, and the whores are too expensive."


  "You're a knight, you know," Kent said with a sigh. "We are to keep to the codes." Chaz just mumbled again.


  The sun warmed his shoulders as he stepped outside, but the morning chill still bit the air. Kent breathed deeply, wrinkling his nose at the pungent scents of village life. He preferred the clean air of camping outdoors.


  He strode to the edge of the village, near where their horses were stabled, and moved through the familiar motions. Memories of his time practicing with Seth flashed in his mind, but he pushed them away. Pivot. Slice. Pivot. Slice. Stab. He had to work, to clean himself of the filth of his actions of the night before. He had to forget Seth.


  A few passersby stopped to watch, but he ignored them, sweat beginning to run down his neck as the morning wore on. Hundreds of repetitive movements, sword strikes, and he took up his spear to practice with when the sword wasn't enough.


  "Kent?" He froze, breathing hard, sweat pouring off him, the spear absurdly heavy in his hand. Momentum interrupted, he leaned against it, placing the butt against the ground. His muscles quaked.


  "What has you training so hard?" Seth asked. "I would have liked to train with you to build my strength back up, but you look worn out now."


  Kent clenched his teeth. "Train with someone else then," he said in a monotone.


  Seth blinked, eyes widening. "I suppose I could."


  Kent's stomach flipped as Seth walked away, but the sensation was driven into nothing but pain as he lifted his spear once more. Pivot. Stab. Pivot. Stab.


  ****


  "Come, sir knights, enjoy the fruit of the fields you have protected!" The innkeeper spread his arms wide, ushering Kent to his seat at the table. Chaz sat next to him, his eyes red and drooping, but with a pleased smile on his face. Seth turned questioning eyes to Kent, and Kent looked away.


  Commander Rake stood from his seat at the end of the table. "I commend you all once again for your efforts in liberating the village, and I do hope you have all enjoyed yourselves." A few of the knights nodded and cheered, raising glasses or forks in small salutes.


  "But your task is not over. The bandits are fleeing, disorganized, but are far from eradicated. You must hunt them down, deal them the Lord's judgment, or if you cannot, drive them from the King's lands."


  Chaz met Kent's eyes, giving a slow nod.


  "Smaller teams of horsed knights will have an easier time tracking the enemy through the brush. You will work in pairs. Sir Fleur and Sir Raven!"


  Kent licked his lips, a sensation of dread worming in his gut. "Sir Leopold and Sir Chaz!" Chaz tossed his head toward a red-haired knight who sat across the table.


  "Sir Kent and Sir Seth!" Kent's food turned to ashes in his mouth.


  Alone with Seth, for who knew how long. He stared up the ceiling, anything to keep from meeting Seth's eyes. Why did God have to test him so?


  The commander continued calling names, Kent staring miserably at his food, pushing it around his plate. "What's wrong?" Chaz elbowed him. "I thought you quite liked Sir Seth. He is a skilled knight."


  "He was injured," Kent said, too quickly. "He will be weaker now. A liability. He has only just recovered."


  Chaz's eyebrows hit his hairline. "You are quick to judge."


  Kent's gaze swept past Seth, who stared back at him with narrowed eyes. It was obvious he had heard.


  Kent swallowed the apology. It was better this way.


  The rest of the meal passed in silence for Kent, Chaz talking over him to his new partner. Chatter rose around him, about the bandits, about how simple their task would be, and about plans on how to find the fleeing enemy.


  "Perhaps capture would be better than immediately passing judgment, especially if we found their leader. Imagine the honor we would earn!"


  "It's better to run them out. I have no desire to kill if I don't have to."


  "They killed enough of us. Traitorous scum. The King would have their heads."


  None of the fiery talk raised Kent's excitement. It was work, a job, that's all. He would do his best for his King.


  Chaz got up, discussing plans in low tones with Sir Leopold, and in moments, Lyle took his place. Kent's stomach flipped, and he shoved his food away.


  "Remember, Sir Kent," Lyle hissed as Kent began to stand, the man's voice stopping him cold. "The penalty for your sinful desires will be far worse than anything done to the traitors. Trust in God. Do not dishonor the King, yourself, or Seth."


  A flash of anger heated Kent—many knights had already dishonored themselves just last night with the village prostitutes—but fear quickly quenched it as he met Lyle's eyes. He nodded, his steps shaky as he headed to the stables.


  He would not fall prey to temptation. He would pass this test.


  ****


  "Are you ready? Got all your gear? I don't anticipate actually finding anyone, of course." Seth peered at his helmet, the sun shining brightly off of the metal.


  Kent nodded, his helmet tucked under one arm. After a week of fighting and unacceptable distractions the night before, he hadn't had a chance to clean it. He wouldn't wear it if he could avoid it.


  Although it would be a good way to avoid meeting Seth's gaze. "I won't slow you down," Seth smiled, eyes sparkling, Kent unsure if the tinge of bitterness he heard was real or not. "C'mon, let's race to the tree line!" Seth's horse reared without him kicking it, a curious bit of training that Seth had never passed on to anyone else. In moments, he was off, mud flying from under the horse's hooves.


  Kent spurred his horse, adrenaline beginning to buzz in his blood as he set off after him.


  Excitement. Camaraderie. Friendship. That was all Seth could mean to him. And even those could be traps, were traps, if Kent couldn't control himself. He pulled the reins, Seth darting ahead.


  "What's wrong?" Seth dropped back, eyebrows furrowed. "I thought I was the weak one." He gave a halfhearted smirk.


  "Nothing. Let's just… take our time. Avoid tiring the horses." Kent stared at his saddle. "And let's go quietly. Our task is to find stragglers, not gallivant around."


  Seth shook his head but fell beside Kent. "If that's what you want to do."


  The sun beat down on them both, Kent's armor growing stifling. Seth wiped glittering drops of sweat from his forehead. Even as they rode under the cover of the trees, the air lay humid and dead around them.


  "I would remove my armor, but after getting shot, I think I won't," Seth sighed. "I don't want to experience that again."


  Kent flinched at the reminder of how he had ignored his friend's suffering. He did not like to think of Seth in pain. "Was it… was it bad?"


  "A crossbow bolt went through my chest. What do you think?" Seth jibed, and Kent looked away.


  "Sorry. But yes, it was bad. When I woke…" He shuddered in the saddle. "I hate that Lyle. Priest or not…" He shuddered again.


  "What happened?"


  Seth's eyes widened at the anger in Kent's voice, but he obliged. "I'll admit he knows something of caring for wounds, but his attitudes…" Seth's eyes flashed. "And he knows nothing of helping those injured recuperate. He asked me to pray for my soul and for my health, and yet he gives me nothing to help except leeches. Horrid things. You know you can feel them pulling the blood out of you, right? He called it washing out the filth, but it's horrible. I already lost blood, I needn't have lost more. That is the only reason I would be weak."


  Kent nodded. "We should practice. Later on. To build your strength."


  "A good idea. Funny, I had the same one earlier." He smiled, but it quickly faded when Kent didn't smile back.


  Practice, as they always had. Lyle's words echoed in Kent's mind. If he couldn't control himself and allowed Seth to become infected with his desires, leeches would be the least of his worries.


  Seth grew quiet, and the day wore on toward evening. There was no sign of any enemy, nor even any tracks. Seth began striking at the bushes as they passed, swinging the butt of his spear like a child swinging a wooden sword. All that he accomplished was scaring off a few flocks of birds.


  "We'd best stop for dinner, don't you think?" Seth asked with an edge of annoyance as another cawing group of crows flew from the trees they rode under. "I don't think we're going to find anyone even if we travel to the edge of the King's lands."


  Kent looked up, the sky through the trees darkening to purple. The light would fade fast in the forest. "Agreed. Let's set up camp."


  "Excellent!" Seth broke into a wide grin, sliding off the side of his horse and taking up the reins. "I saw a cave not too far back; we can set up a fire at the mouth and have warmth and shelter."


  Kent found it impossible not to smile back. "Lead on, then."


  This shouldn't be awkward. It shouldn't be so difficult to hide his feelings, his frustrations, the swirling fear in his stomach of what would happen if Seth noticed Kent's caring for him. He had always acted close, laughing and joking with Seth, training with him without ever refusing, and sharing food and bedding far more than other knights did. But Lyle's words—his knowledge—hammered home how obvious Kent had been. He couldn't keep doing it.


  So when Seth stretched out by the fire and offered Kent a bit of his rations after they had set up their camp, Kent refused. "Eat it yourself. You need to build up strength."


  Seth sighed, cramming the bread into his mouth. "Suit yourself."


  They ate in silence, the air heavy. "So, uh, Kent, what did you end up doing last night?" Seth asked, a grin stealing over his face. "Let me guess— praying and practicing? No fun for you, eh?"


  Kent's face heated, and he stood up. "I'm going to keep watch. Get some sleep."


  "What?" Seth stood up too, reaching for Kent's shoulder. "What did I say? C'mon, Kent, what's been bothering you all day?"


  Kent stepped out of reach of Seth's questing hand, grabbing his sword. "You need rest. Don't worry about me."


  Seth's face fell, and Kent left the cave, the bland rations not sitting well in his stomach. The dark, cool air washed over him as he stepped outside, the horses perking their ears as he passed. He hung his head in his hands, sitting a few feet away from the horses.


  It was for the best. He was saving Seth from certain death. Even if Seth didn't suspect his feelings, if someone like Lyle saw them being too friendly and assumed Seth did… they'd both hang. And both burn, if what the priests said was true.


  His time with Seth was over. He had to make that clear.


  But damnit, it hurt. The stars winked overhead, shining and cold, the night around him silent. He was alone, and without Seth, that would be so much worse.


  He shut his eyes. They had trained so well together, Seth fast and agile. He always had a trick up his sleeve, like daggers in a sword fight or even silly pranks, like dumping water on Kent's head whenever he decided Kent needed a bath. In every village, he bought Kent drinks and accepted them in turn, the two men laughing and discussing trivialities in the warm common room. The only times they weren't together was when Seth went off with a lady of the evening.


  Kent grimaced. He always hated that. But Seth never talked about it; it was just something he did. Something normal men did. Kent wondered if Seth assumed he did the same. Probably not, if he thought Kent had prayed last night.


  A twig snapped behind him, and awareness flooded through him, lightning quick. He had let his guard down.


  The birds were quiet. The horses both stared at something, Seth's horse setting a hoof down. A shadow loomed over Kent, and he turned as a flash of metal swung down. Too late.


  Then the man screamed, a bloodied sword shoving through his torso. Seth shoved the body aside, his fierce eyes staring down at Kent. "Get up and fight! They're trying to steal the horses!"


  Cursing, Kent leapt to his feet. A man shouted, the voice harsh and unfamiliar, and Kent drew his sword as Seth raced into the darkness.


  "Hyah!" Seth leapt into the saddle of Kent's horse, not bothering to grab his reins, twirling his spear at the dark shapes that were attempting to grab the horse. Kent raced toward them, stabbing the men whom Seth was not holding off with his spear from horseback.


  Seth whistled, and his own horse reared, the bandits falling back in fear from the flailing hooves. Kent took his chance and swung, his sword slicing through one man, then another.


  A man shouted a hoarse scream, and suddenly the night was once again still, the rustling brush the only thing that betrayed their fleeing foes.


  Kent took a few deep breaths, not bothering to sheath his sword. Seth panted from his position on the horse and swayed as he dismounted.


  "I really do need that training," he sighed. "Damn that Lyle. Check the bodies."


  There were none, which confused Kent until he saw the signs that the others had dragged them away. "So they do have some honor," Kent said.


  "Thieves honor." Seth spat. "Honor only to themselves and their desires."


  Kent shrugged his soldiers. "I'll continue keeping watch."


  "Really? You did a pretty lousy job. I thought I was the weak one." Kent's face heated.


  "I was… distracted. I won't be this time."


  "Don't bother. I doubt they'll be back." Seth patted his horse, pulling out the stake and leading him further toward the cave. "If all they're after is the horses, they won't risk attacking knights again."


  Kent followed suit, his skin prickling with the knowledge of his failure. His distraction could have gotten them both killed.


  "C'mon," Seth waved him over once both horses were secure. "We can both share the cave now, at least."


  A desire to refuse flashed through him, but it wouldn't make sense. Kent followed his friend—his onetime friend—into the warmth of the cave.


  "Now I'm too awake to get to sleep anytime soon," Seth poked the fire with a stick. "I'll stay up if you'd like to sleep. Maybe you're tired? Did you actually decide to have fun last night?"


  "No," Kent prepared his sleeping roll, taking off his armor. "I was just… distracted."


  "That's unlike you." Kent looked up at Seth's tone. "What's going on, Kent? You've been acting oddly."


  "Nothing," Kent snapped, too harsh.


  "I don't believe you," Seth replied, infuriatingly calm. "You were far too upset when I was with that prostitute, and ever since, you've been treating me like an invalid. Are you truly concerned for me or for my honor? You act like Lyle."


  "I would never act like him!" Kent's eyes flashed. "Nothing is wrong!"


  "You're my closest friend, Kent." Seth pointed at him. "I can tell when something is wrong. You've always been quiet, honorable, a private man, but you act as if something has scared you. Did something happen while I was ill?"


  Kent opened and shut his mouth. Lying was against the code of knighthood also, and now he was forced to do it. To protect Seth. "Please, just don't pry."


  "So something did happen." Seth's eyes narrowed. "I don't like not being told what it was. Am I not your friend?"


  Kent's mouth went dry. No, you're not. All he had to do was say it. "You are," Kent stomach sank as he spoke. "So please… respect my wishes to keep it to myself."


  The fire cracked and popped as Seth threw another log onto it. "Kent, please. Don't be cruel. You can tell me whatever it is. I care about you."


  No you don't. Not the way I need you to. Seth's eyes glittered in the firelight, shining emeralds. Kent felt like a worthless lump compared to the gorgeous man. He practiced for hours to perform feats Seth did effortlessly, he insulted Seth for no reason other than to chase him away, and then he failed to keep watch, endangering them both.


  It was all due to Lyle, and his threats. What if… What if Lyle was wrong? Everything had been going wrong since Kent had tried to follow what Lyle said was right.


  But the consequences of Lyle being right were too severe to ignore. Kent's gut twisted, and he took a shaky breath. He just wanted to be a knight, an honorable knight who would serve his King and God, live and die for his country and his faith.


  But he also wanted Seth with a passion. It was more than admiration, more than just lust. It was love that eclipsed any other goal, any other loyalty Kent felt.


  "Kent, you're nearly shaking. Please, what's wrong?" Kent's skin tingled when Seth touched him, the dark-haired man's touch feather light as he put his hand on Kent's shoulder.


  "I— Please, don't." His hands trembled harder as he pushed Seth's hand away, cursing the gooseflesh that run up and down his neck. His gaze stayed riveted to Seth, to his green eyes and soft pink lips, slightly open in an unspoken question.


  "I think I see the problem." One side of Seth's mouth turned up, his eyes suddenly half lidded. "You repress yourself. You're angry with me for going to the whore because you wanted her. You were probably pleasuring yourself outside, weren't you? That's why they surprised you so easily." Seth leaned back, smiling in appalling victory.


  Kent felt his face go hot even as his stomach flipped, his heart suddenly pounding. Anger waged war with fear. "I wouldn't do that on a mission," he growled.


  "Oh really? I have." Seth grinned as the blood drained from Kent's face. "It's not something to be ashamed of."


  "Please, this conversation…. It's wrong." And damnit, it was starting to affect him. The thought of Seth stroking himself, his green eyes shut as he lay back and moaned to his own touch…. Kent shifted uncomfortably, praying Seth wouldn't notice.


  "You seem to enjoy it for something that's so wrong." Seth laughed. "I can see—"


  "Enough!" Kent stood, cursing his lusts and his erection, his hands in fists at his side. "Stop torturing me, please!" His voice broke as he shouted, fear and anger and pain combining to throttle the plea.


  Seth fell silent, the smile wiped from his face. The fire snapped, and Kent strode away to the mouth of the cave, breathing deep. "Just leave me be."


  The wind whistled outside, the cold air brushing his skin, and Kent debated leaving. He couldn't look at Seth, not now.


  "No." Kent jumped, whirling. Seth stood close, facing him. "I'm not going to leave you alone about this. I'm sorry."


  Anger and frustration curled Kent's lip. "Seth,"


  Seth grabbed him, hugged him, molding his body against Kent's. Kent gasped, the scent and warmth and sensation of his friend sending sparks of a wholly different fire shooting through his body. "I was stupid not to see it before."


  "Don't," Kent shoved Seth away, but the other man resisted, his hands hot on Kent's chest.


  "It's all right," he whispered. "Kent, it's fine." He leaned forward, his breath hot on Kent's neck.


  "No!" Kent shouted, shoving hard. Seth stumbled, eyes flashing in frustration.


  Kent's body burned, and he could no longer hide his bulging erection. But he couldn't… he couldn't damn Seth this way. "This is wrong!"


  "You want it," Seth stated, his eyes fixed low. "I can tell you want it. This is what's been bothering you, hasn't it? You… you want me." He met Kent's eyes, licking his lips. "Not some whore. Me."


  "I can't," Kent growled, his hands in tight fists at his side, the cave wall hard and uncomfortable at his back. "Lyle… he knows. He knows what I feel. He'll damn us both, and God…"


  "That's what all this is about? Lyle?" Seth raised his voice, Kent flinching. "You listened to that worm? That's why you abandoned me for a week?"


  Kent breathed hard, heart pounding so quickly he felt ill. "This is my fault. I've corrupted you by even discussing this. If you'd just leave me alone, if…"


  "Your fault?" Seth actually grinned, derision dripping from his words. "You think my feelings for you are your fault?"


  Kent froze. "Your feelings?"


  "Honorable but stupid, like a lot of knights, aren't you?" Seth took a step closer, Kent flinching once again. "You're my closest friend. You're also… rather handsome." He smiled. "I admire both male and female beauty, Kent, much like the ancient Greeks. That's how I learned of my strange inclinations, actually— by admiring old sculptures. If you're the same… what's the harm in both of us enjoying ourselves with each other?"


  Kent shoved himself further against the wall of the cave, the jagged rocks scraping him. This had to be a trap. "I… I don't like women. At all. It's wrong, Seth. It's against God. I promised I wouldn't—"


  Seth put a finger to Kent's lips, running his hand through Kent's hair. "It's natural. Like this cave or the trees. It happens. God wouldn't punish you for loving another person even if he was a man."


  "Lyle said—"


  "I don't want to hear that cursed priest's name again," Seth growled, pinning Kent against the cave wall, both hands flat against the rock. His green eyes shone into Kent's. "You should know better than to believe everything you hear."


  Kent began to shake. "I— a knight's honor…"


  "You hold yourself to an ideal that doesn't exist, Kent," Seth said gently. "True honor is not about following the rules of chivalry without thought. It is not about forcing yourself to suffer. It is serving your lord and God by helping your fellow man and helping those who are weaker than you. Saving the village, that was chivalrous. Torturing yourself by inhibiting even speaking about your desires until you cannot focus on a task, that is not chivalrous."


  Seth's fingers trailed on Kent's chin, turning his head up. Kent shuddered, lust blazing through his body. "How… how could I speak of them? The punishment… you know as well as I do the consequences if we are caught."


  "Not everything about our King or his beliefs is right. I follow the spirit of the code, not the letter." His soft lips met Kent's, all too briefly, his treasonous words failing to elicit the disbelief they should. "I love you, young knight. I'd like to show you that following your desires is not something to be feared."


  Anxiety and lust shook Kent's muscles. "I… I want you. I've wanted you since I met you."


  "I'm sorry for not noticing before this," Seth whispered, kissing Kent's neck. "I'm sorry for using whores when I should have been with you." Goosebumps trailed down Kent's neck as Seth nipped him lightly, and he let out a moan. "I didn't know you shared my desires."


  "S-Seth… I can't. I…" Kent moaned helplessly as Seth kissed him again, his lips soft and hot against his chin.


  "Kent, just let me show you." Seth's hands moved to Kent's shoulders, massaging. Kent didn't need much more convincing. He closed his eyes and met his lips with Seth's, chaste at first, then more urgently, fire arcing through his body. He pushed his tongue into his partner's mouth, tasting Seth's warm saliva, Seth responding with his own tongue against the roof of Kent's mouth. They dueled this way for some time before Kent tried to meld his body against Seth's, pushing his erection firmly against the other man.


  "Shh…" Seth pushed him away, just enough to break the contact. "Slowly."


  "I want it… I want you, please."


  Seth just smiled. He began to kiss Kent again, harder this time, as if seeking something in Kent's mouth. Kent let himself be dominated, allowing Seth to lead him with his mouth. His erection became painful, straining against his confining pants, and he groaned during the kiss, thrusting his hips.


  Seth stepped back, looking down with a grin at the bulge in Kent's trousers. He smiled impishly and started to disrobe, revealing his perfectly toned upper body, his muscular thighs…


  "Seth…. god, Seth…" Kent couldn't help himself, palming his erection through his pants, unable to take his eyes off the other man. This was a dream, it had to be, but it was the best one he'd ever had.


  Seth stepped forward, taking Kent's hand away firmly and untying the strings to Kent's pants. He freed the swollen shaft, precum dripping to the ground. Kent moaned in relief, pressing himself against Seth, the other man's skin hot and torturous against his unclothed arousal.


  For so long, he had fantasized about this, the feel of Seth's hard body against his, the sensation of another person—another man—stroking him to completion. Lyle's words vanished, guilt vanished, as Seth slowly began to stroke his body, trailing his hands around Kent's shoulders and back, dipping low to his abdomen. Kent couldn't move, thought erased, his arousal painfully hard and dripping.


  "Get unclothed and come to the fire," Seth whispered in Kent's ear. He moved away, Kent's gaze riveted as Seth took off his clothes, revealing his own engorged erection. It was long, thicker than Kent's; Seth's balls swung heavy as he slowly walked to the fire pit. Kent licked his lips, using everything he had to avoid touching himself and coming right there at the very sight.


  Seth turned, smiling and looking over his shoulder, the firelight making his green eyes shine. "Aren't you coming?"


  Kent moved stiffly, removing the rest of his clothing as he neared the warmth of the fire. He stood naked, hard, and panting, drinking in the sight of Seth.


  Seth embraced him, his arms curling around Kent's back, pulling him close. The kiss was different than before— passionate, deeper, with a taste of fulfillment as well as promise. Their lips melded together, Seth's hands massaging, drawing Kent closer and pulling him down to sit in Seth's lap.


  Kent fervently kissed him back, saliva running down his chin as he licked and slid his tongue around Seth's, stopping only to draw quick breaths. His hands trailed over Seth's body, tracing every muscle, every contour, memorizing with touch, trails of heat traveling from his fingertips to his body as he explored the other man.


  Seth broke the kiss with a groan as Kent moved his hands downward and threw back his head and panted when Kent touched his thick shaft. With a hand on his back, Seth guided Kent toward a horizontal position. The cold ground was gritty against his back, but it didn't matter. Kent sighed, tilting his head up and kissing Seth's neck eagerly as the other man leaned over him, Seth's hands always moving. The muscles in Kent's thighs tensed over and over with shocks of pleasure as Seth's fingers drew closer. His erection throbbed, nearly painful, and he thrust against Seth's hand and gasped.


  Seth grinned, green eyes flickering in the firelight, and lust flared in Kent as the other knight slowly stroked his own shaft. The image would be burnt into Kent's brain forever.


  Seth leaned down, his tongue leaving wet trails on Kent's nipples and stomach. Kent couldn't help it; the ground pulled at his back as he writhed under the other man, precum dripping onto his stomach. "Seth, please…"


  Seth's hot lips met his again, Kent allowing the thick tongue to plunder his mouth. Seth's breathing quickened, a rhythmic rushing in Kent's ears that mixed with his own, and warmth suffused him as the other man's body melded against his, his friend's—no, his lover's—shaft hot against his own. Kent moaned, helpless at the sensations, the scent of arousal and sweat spicing his nose. For a time, the only sounds that filled the cave were of two men groaning and of skin against skin.


  Kent shuddered, the tightness building, and began to gasp.


  Seth stopped then, pulling his body away, the head of his erection pink with arousal, his eyes lidded and his hair matted with sweat. "You know how it's done?"


  Kent breathed deep, swallowing down his disappointment at the sudden lack of contact. He had been so close. "I can imagine," he replied and with a smooth movement pulled Seth down on top of him again, desperately craving what he had been terrified of only a day ago. He growled in annoyance as Seth got off of him again, disentangling himself with a laugh and beginning to rifle through their bags.


  Kent sat up with a growl. "What are you... oh." Seth smiled, his face an alluring red as he held up a small bottle of the oil that they usually used to polish their armor.


  "I'm going to show you how it's really done between two men," Seth said, panting hard. His heavy breathing matched Kent's, who nodded.


  "Look here then." Seth put a dollop of it into his palm, rubbing it onto his own erection and onto his fingers, creating a slick sound. Kent swallowed hard at the sight of Seth touching himself. Another image that he would never forget. It was so much better than the dreams.


  Seth's cock and hands gleamed with the lubricant as he pulled a blanket from the pack, laying it down behind Kent. "Lie down," he whispered, his hands warm and slippery as he guided Kent onto his back. The blanket smelled of Seth, and Kent breathed deeply, anxiety mixing with lust.


  "Relax," Seth whispered, looming over him once more, nipping Kent's neck lightly. Kent groaned at the sensations, the heat and wetness of Seth's mouth, and then gasped as Seth's hand trailed down to his crease, spreading him. "Relax."


  Kent gasped, something thin and slippery entering him, and Seth caught the gasp, kissing him deeply. "One finger, Kent, it's all right," he panted, his body moving rhythmically as he thrust with his finger. "Like this, okay?"


  Kent nodded, breathing hard, his erection dripping, and then threw his head back and moaned louder than before as Seth touched something inside him, lightning racing and spreading through his body, his cock suddenly so hard it almost hurt. "Seth!"


  "I know, Kent." Seth panted, smiling again, and the pressure inside increased, the blanket rumpling underneath Kent as he moved his hips, the pressure increasing again, Seth's fingers hitting the same spot over and over. Lightning arced through his cock, the tip red and weeping precum, and Kent's breathing came loud in his own ears, mingling with the pounding of his heart. "Seth, please… Please. I want you."


  "Yes, Kent." Seth took out his fingers, moving on top of Kent. His erection jutted proudly, Seth's chest moving fast with his breathing, and then his body molded against Kent's. Seth shut his eyes, his jaw set, and he moved.


  Pressure increased faster than before, and Kent was filled with something thicker and longer, biting his lip. Pain bloomed as he stretched, and he grabbed at Seth's back.


  "It's all right. It will feel like before, I promise." Seth moved, slightly, exploring, and Kent shuddered. The pressure was too much, it was…


  There. "Oh," Kent gasped, shaking as the pleasure exploded once again, his erection renewing with painful intensity.


  "Yes, that's it." Seth sighed and began moving, hips snapping slowly. The pressure no longer mattered; the pain was gone. It was only heat and pleasure that filled Kent now, washing over him in ever condensing waves.


  He struggled to keep his eyes open, to watch Seth above him. Green shone through slits, Seth biting his lip as he thrust, abdomen tensing again and again, his body's shudders sending more pleasure pooling in Kent's groin. Sweat gleamed on his forehead, his bangs plastered down. "Kent, you're so tight…"


  He thrust faster, the waves of pleasure coming closer together, both their breathing quickening to gasps, then pants. Seth wrapped his hand around Kent's rigid erection, stroking in time with his thrusts, his eyes glazing over.


  "Seth, Seth, Seth," Kent could barely manage the name, his mind filled with nothing except the image of the man above him and the sensations arcing through his body. They grew more and more intense, his balls tightening, and suddenly his mind cleared.


  His whole body convulsed as he released, cum erupting into Seth's hands and onto his stomach, pulsing thickly. He yelled as he came, the orgasm powerful and white-hot, ribbons of cum gilding his neck and chest and not stopping. The pounding pressure intensified, then he felt an answering pulse deep inside, Seth shuddering and moaning above him.


  The orgasm forced Kent's eyes shut, his body shaking as cum dripped onto the blanket beneath him, more of it leaking as the waves began to subside. "Kent… Oh, Kent," Seth moaned, his body jolting above Kent's as he finished, hot liquid bathing Kent inside.


  The world stopped, the glow of their orgasms the only thing in Kent's existence. Seth lay on top of Kent, the scent of sweat and semen strong, and Kent pulled him closer, sensing Seth's heart pounding along with his own.


  "Don't worry," Seth spoke low, turning his head to whisper in Kent's ear. Kent turned too, moving so that the two men lay side by side, wrapped in each other's arms. Seth stared deeply into Kent's eyes. "This is not wrong. No one will know of how we love each other but us. No one will punish us for this."


  "I believe you," Kent said, pulling Seth closer. His fears were forgotten. The anxieties of a new knight that knew nothing of real chivalry, and nothing of love, were faded and gone.


  With Seth, everything suddenly felt right.
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  CLOSE ENCOUNTERS


  by Xara X. Xanakas


  "Hold that in place while the HealJel kicks in," the tech said. Mind, Vin thought her name was. Her ID badge had a series of symbols he had no hope of deciphering.


  "I know the drill," he said with a smile.


  "Yes, I expect you do." She gave him a sly look that traveled from his hair to his gravboots. "So you know what comes next," she said with a grin as she wheeled the low stool around and waggled a cock ring in front of him.


  "Ah yes." Vin untied his pants and let them drop to the floor. He grabbed his cock and gave it a few yanks before cupping his balls and pulling them forward with it.


  "Very nice," she said, snapping the ring in place. She winked and gave him a few pulls. "For luck."


  "I'll take all the luck I can get." Vin wiggled his hips toward her.


  She shook her head with a chuckle and began packing away the vials and tissue samples the umbiloscope had collected. "We'll have the full workup in twenty-four hours. Until then, consider yourself quarantined."


  "Yeah, I know. No unapproved visitors, no leaving," he sighed and looked down at his crotch. "No coming until the director is ready."


  "Your co-star will be here shortly, and your shuttle will dock there." She nodded toward an airlock on the opposite wall before she stepped through the doorway. Vin watched her back as it disappeared down the hallway. The door closed with a soft ‘shish' sound, and the control panel glowed red to indicate he was locked in. The access chip in his wrist would block him from opening it back up.


  "Just another day," he mumbled to himself as he wandered around his temporary quarters. It was bigger than most of the quarirooms he'd been in. After two hundred holoflix since his auspicious debut in "Rutting Rascal", he'd seen a lot of them. Situated right above the bridge of the medical destroyer, the room seemed to take up the entire port side of the huge battleship. Personalized chambers flanked each side of the space.


  Vin tapped on the command module and the outside wall appeared to transform from grey steel to a wide-open space. The horizon was black and dotted with stars, and the dual moons of Akyelt were rising above the planet's surface. A pleasure frigate was moored to an orbiting charging beacon just outside the range of the battleship's reactor dumpers. Its crew waited inside to serve, and service, Vin and his mystery costar. The Joie de Enculer looked tiny compared to the medical ship, and Vin had to wonder why the defense resources would be spared to protect one holoflix shoot. It wasn't like Vin was an ambassador, and the Recreational and Pharmaceutical Fornication Union was a well-respected entity across the galaxies. No one bothered to attack a set unless the pairing was unsanctioned.


  "What the hell have you gotten yourself into, Vinnie?" he asked himself as he ambled through the room on the aft end of the ship. Vibrant yellow sheets covered the bed, but no blanket. He frowned as he checked out settings in the hygiene compartment. The Universal Health and Safety Codes regulating interspecies sex acts made sure all the tabs and slots aligned without leaving permanent damage to either participant. The databases were continually updated as new civilizations joined the union. Every variant of every new species had to be tested for compatibility, and the results were cross-referenced to prevent accidental exposure to inhospitable bodily fluids. Unlike the early days of the Ursa Majoris Pornocopia's existence, when they found out the hard way that while Urjautors were sexually insatiable and ridiculously flexible, their highly acidic ejaculate was deadly to most other species.


  Vin knew most of the species on the approved list, but the personal comfort settings for his co-star didn't match any of the beings he'd been with before, not even the tentacled Gurcarrs from Deneb Eta. Thinking about that shoot made him shudder. He had ripped into his agent as soon as they finished filming. He wasn't opposed to a well-placed device or appendage in his private life, but he'd never done that on camera. He'd kept the streak alive for his entire career. That scene, though, nearly got out of hand. Or tentacles, as it were. Never again, Vin promised himself.


  Judging by the height the aqua-chamber was set to, his costar had to be over seven feet tall. Hell, probably closer to eight feet tall, Vin amended as he tried to reach up to adjust the nozzle. Holy fuck, what have I done?


  He walked back to his side of the chamber to find everything exactly as specified in his contract. He felt like Goldilocks when he lay back on the bed: everything was just right. He pulled up the commvid and punched in a code. A second later, Obs appeared on the screen, looking frazzled and disheveled, as always.


  "Hey, Vin. How was your trip?" Obs asked.


  "You know how it is. All stasis chambers look the same once you're under."


  "Fuck that," Obs said, shaking his head. "Never again."


  "It's not so bad. Besides, the best pay comes from outside the Zone."


  "Don't care. Not going."


  "Come on, Obs. I think you'd like it out here."


  "If I can't take a shuttle, then fuck that. I am not getting into one of those coffins again."


  "It's been five years, Obs. Don't you think you should let it go by now?"


  "Fuck you. It was five hundred years before that. Remember that? I was a brunet when we went in," Obs said as he shoved a hand through his white hair. It curled around his fingers and stayed combed back for a second before it flopped back down onto his forehead. His eyebrows were still the golden brown his hair used to be, but his eyes seemed haunted, even over the vidscreen.


  "Yeah, Obs. I remember." How could he forget? They had signed up for a weeklong experiment. Testing new sleep medications or something for the military. All Vin knew at the time was that his credit card bills were about to drown him and his student loans were due. A five-figure payout for five days seemed like just the thing to get out of debt and start over. Obs had just finished culinary school and Vin convinced Obs he could open a restaurant of his own with his payout. And Vin planned to invest in it as soon as he was on his feet again.


  Of course, with secret government experiments, something always goes wrong. A change in administration, a hostile takeover, and the Corporation seized all the data, fired the scientists, and warehoused the human popsicles. Until someone dug up the paperwork and brought them out of the deep-freeze. When they were released from the observation tanks, it was five hundred years later. Vin and Obs spent the next six months isolated with the other test subjects– Anch, Pre, and Da Ted– getting indoctrinated to their new reality. Physically, nothing about them had changed, with the exception of Obs's hair. But catching up to the changes in the universe was overwhelming in the best of times.


  "How's your costar?" Obs asked.


  "Besides eight feet tall? No idea," Vin said, gratefully accepting the change of subject.


  "Eight feet?" Obs asked. "What is he? Or is it a she this time? I never can keep up with where your dick is going next."


  "Hey, that's not fair."


  "You're the one that chose getting close encounters with the Pornocopia. You could have found another career besides making it with ET like you're some kind of horn-dogged-up version of Captain Kirk."


  "Yeah, but fucking is all I was ever good at," Vin said. Obs bit his lips together, and his face turned red on the vidscreen. "What?"


  "Heh. You said butt fucking," Obs said before bursting out in laughter.


  "What are you, twelve?" Vin asked, shaking his head. Onscreen, Obs regained his composure.


  "When are you due back?"


  "One day in quarantine, half day shooting."


  "I'm sure shooting will be involved with that," Obs said, making air quotes around shooting. Vin rolled his eyes as he waited for Obs's giggles to die out.


  "Half day filming, all right? And another two-week stasis trip back. Figure no more than three weeks if we sightsee. I'm craving your cheeseburgers already."


  "Another downside of stasis travel, my brother. And poor career choices," Obs smiled.


  "Yeah, well, you got me on that one." That was one of the worst parts of being a porn star. The liquid cleansing diets leading up to a shoot. "Gotta keep the pipes clean, though."


  "Yeah. TMI much? Anyway, I gotcha marked on the cal."


  "Will the others be back by then?"


  Obs disappeared from the screen and Vin heard papers shuffling in the background. His muffled voice came over the connection. "Pre's due back with the Albatross on the eigth, and Anch is staying with me for a while until he gets another contract. Da," Obs shrugged. "Da's on one of his flightabouts."


  Vin heard the chime indicating the door lock had been disengaged. "Well, there's my guy. I'll talk to you in a few weeks, okay?"


  "Knock ‘em dead, Vin. And be careful out there, huh? Not too many of us left."


  "I will. Oh, and hey, Obs? You know French, right?"


  "I did, why?"


  "What does Joie de Enculer mean?"


  Obs laughed and shook his head. "Don't worry about it. Just go do it."


  "But," Vin started to protest.


  "Have a good shoot, and come home safe. See you soon, Vintage."


  "You got it, Obsolete," Vin said with a smile just before disconnecting. He heard muffled voices in the room next to him. The tech, giving his costar the same spiel she gave Vin not an hour ago. He hung back and stepped into his own hygiene center to give them some privacy.


  He stripped and turned on his own aqua-chamber. The temperature and pressure was exactly as he liked it, and Vin noted the water was fresh. The purification center must be top notch, he thought idly. Finally, he shut the stream off and stepped out of the shower, figuring he must have given his costar enough time to settle into his own chambers. He toweled off and checked his reflection. Spiky red hair, long soul-patch on his chin. His lean torso was lined with muscle, with a light red treasure trail running from his belly button to a shock of neatly trimmed bush at the base of his cock, set off by the wide silver cock ring. The Celtic knot tattoos intertwining and running along his ribcage added to his ginger appeal.


  Yeah. I'd do me. Vin wrapped a towel around his waist and strutted out to the common area of the quariroom and found his costar standing in the middle of the room, his arms crossed over his wide, blue chest. Vin's blood ran cold and he stopped dead in his tracks.


  "Oh, fuck no," he whispered.


  ****


  "What the fuck, Sather?" Vin shouted at the vidscreen.


  "Now Vin, just hear me out," Sather said. He held his hands up in front of the screen. Vin guessed it was supposed to be a soothing gesture, something Sather must have picked up from Vin. Coming from a three-fingered, four-foot-tall Bursyan covered in putrid purple scales, it was just disturbing.


  "A fucking Denoblian? They're not even on the list." Vin looked through the porthole in his bedchamber door at the blue giant. He was bipedal, standing upright, tall and proud. His broad shoulders and defined pecs tapered down to a narrow waist and hips. His abdomen had the hard ridges of a well-defined six-pack. From the neck down, other than having deep blue skin and bright yellow nipples, he could almost pass for human. Almost being the key word.


  From the neck up, the similarities ended. The Denoblian had the thick, gold, squared ‘C' shaped horns of a fully matured male of their species. The horns were wider than Vin's wrist where the protruded from the Denoblian's forehead before coming to a sharp point where they ended a foot above his head. His bright yellow mane was bushy and long, flowing wildly around his head and down his back. Thick muttonchops framed his jaw line.


  Vin ducked when he turned his pupil less eyes toward the door. "We can't fuck on holofilm. The Union would have my ass," Vin whispered to the vid. No wonder we're on a medical destroyer, Vin thought. Certainly explains extra security.


  "They are petitioning the Union and got provisional approval. Frankly, they hope this will give them entry," Sather said with something resembling a chuckle. "Look at it this way: you will be helping a whole new race gain equity." Sather shrugged and attempted a grin. It was more of a sneer, a you-look-kind-of-tasty expression that creeped Vin out. He'd been told the Bursyans were a peaceful race, but Vin wasn't convinced. He'd seen his agent in action enough to be glad the reptile-like creature was on his side. Sather once told Vin his kind couldn't tolerate the taste of human flesh, but that was hardly reassuring. That just meant they'd tried it at some point. Vin didn't want to be anywhere near Sather if he decided it was time to try again with a different recipe.


  Vin peeked through the window to watch his costar walk around the quariroom. He moved with the feline elegance inherent to their species, taking long, graceful strides. He didn't have an ounce of fat anywhere on his body, and Vin knew fucking him would be the ride of a lifetime, if he survived it.


  "I don't give a shit about equity. I care about my dick," Vin said. He hid a smile from the video screen. See, Obs. I can think about my dick as well as with it, he thought. He ignored the voice in his head that sounded suspiciously like Obs reminding him that thinking with his dick is what got him in this position to begin with. "And living through this shoot," he added.


  "There is no conclusive proof that their ejaculate is poisonous to humans. And your genmat screens do not show any increased risk for corrosion."


  "Poisonous?" Vin shouted. The Denoblian turned toward Vin's door at the noise. He focused on Vin as he stood there staring. His hard blue cock was also pointed in Vin's direction. It stuck straight up in dark relief of more bright yellow hair. It was just as thick as the mane covering his pointed scalp, and nearly as long, from what Vin could tell. Then there was his dick. Jesus, that thing is bigger than my forearm, Vin thought in a panic. "I'm not sucking his cock."


  "But your contract states," Sather began.


  "Fuck the contract. I'm not doing it," Vin growled.


  "Just give him a chance, Vin. This contract is huge."


  Vin gave the Denoblian another look. He turned around in a slow circle, as if presenting himself for Vin's assessment. After a making a complete rotation, he crossed his arms in front of his chest and met Vin's look. The enormous cock swayed with his body from its nest of yellow hair.


  "Fuck it. I don't need the creds." Before the experiment, that would have been his pride talking, but now it was actually true. When the World Government took over, they seized control of the banks to protect their lobbyist's accounts. Vin and the others benefited. His own seventeen-dollar balance had grown, accumulating interest for five hundred years.


  "It is easily ten times your normal rate," Sather pleaded.


  "And that means easily ten times your standard cut, right?"


  "Cut?" Sather asked with a confused look. "There is no blade play clause. Should I see to adding one?"


  "No! You should see about an escape clause," Vin said.


  "You cannot back out now. This is a special order vid, Vin. The client paid big creds for you specifically," Sather said with a slimy leer. He flicked his forked tongue along his lipless mouth, and Vin's empty stomach recoiled. He turned around to hide a shudder from Sather's view.


  "Who would pay that big to see me fuck a Denoblian?" Vin asked with his back still to the screen.


  "Well, that is the thing," Sather said. Vin didn't like his soothing tone of voice one bit. He spun around to see the pupils of Sather's eyes narrow to slits. Vin's blood ran cold as his stomach dropped through his groin.


  "What the hell are you not saying, Sath?" he asked in a low voice.


  "She was very specific in her request."


  "Specific, how, exactly?" Vin had a feeling he knew what the next words out of Sather's mouth were going to be, but he really needed to hear them said out loud, and he sure as fuck wasn't going to say them. No way had he wanted to suggest anything to his ingratiating agent.


  "She requested the Denoblian do the fucking."


  ****


  "Fuck that Sather," Vin said. "I don't do that on film. You know that!"


  "Just try it. You may like it," Sather said with that leer again.


  "Fuck you. You get out here and try it, and tell me what you think." Vin looked out the portal at the Denoblian, and he found himself staring at the big, blue cock.


  "I cannot do that," Sather said, blinking in confusion. "If I did, it would breach the terms of the agreement and nullify the pay terms."


  Vin rubbed a hand over his eyes, sensing it was going to be a long night, and it hadn't even started yet. He wandered back to the bathroom to rummage in the cabinet for some pain suppressors. "I just meant— never mind. Just forget about it."


  "Forget about what? Vin, you make no sense."


  Vin stared at his reflection and shook his head. "Just see what you can do about that escape clause, all right?"


  "But the Earth female has already transferred the creds."


  "Well see about transferring them back."


  "Vin, you do not understand," Sather said.


  "I understand just fine, but you're my agent. You're supposed to work for me. Now please just go do it."


  "I will see what I can do," Sather said. "But I make no promises."


  "As usual," Vin said as he punched the controls to break the connection. He stepped into loose knee-length breeks and yanked on a green T-shirt. The naproxicin had kicked in, and the throbbing in his head had calmed down. He ran his fingers through his hair as he paced the small chamber, evaluating his options. Get fucked, or get fucked over, from what he could see. Neither held much appeal. "You've really screwed up this time, Vin."


  He was about to vidconf Obs again when the outer door chimed, letting Vin know their midday refreshments had arrived.


  "I guess I can't put it off any longer, huh?" he asked his reflection. Of course, it didn't answer, but that didn't stop Vin from halfway hoping for some kind of reprieve from facing the inevitable. Steeling his nerves, he stepped out into the main room just as the robotic food cart maneuvered itself in the corner of the room. A couple of the brightly colored cans toppled over and fell off as one corner of the machine's hydraulics lurched to a stop, leaving the surface angled. The rest started to slide toward the edge, but the Denoblian lunged forward to catch them before they could join the green cans rolling on the floor. He flipped a switch on the leg closest to Vin, and the control panel popped up. He punched in a code, and the table leveled itself out.


  "This sludge is bad enough without shaking it up and activating the chiller module before you crack it open," he said. His voice was deep and rumbling, with what may have been a Spanish accent if this was Earth, five hundred years ago. It rattled around Vin's brain and sent tingles through his system. He knelt to pick the cans up off of the floor.


  "No kidding." Vin said as he set them on the second shelf of the cart to make sure they didn't try one of them. "That thing blasts in the can, and it's just a congealed blob of nasty. Whoever invented these nutrient drinks should be shot," he said as he stood. "I'm Vin."


  "I am called Jali," the Denoblian said, offering his arm. Vin clasped his forearm and shook it, as was the standard greeting for Union species. Long fingers wrapped around his own arm in a firm grip.


  "Jali? As in deck the halls with…?" Vin's words trailed off as his attention wandered down the Denoblian's body to take in that bough of Jali's. He shook his head to clear out those thoughts. "Anyway, nice to meet you."


  He picked up two cans and offered one to Jali, who shook his head. "Not until necessary," he said with a shudder.


  Vin put one can down and popped the top on the other. It fizzed for a second, and then started bubbling in the can as the chiller module activated. He quickly gulped the contents down before it could clump. "Gods, that's nasty," he said before he took a few hacking coughs to clear the flavor out of his mouth. Jali handed him a hydro bottle, and Vin drank it gratefully. He dusted his hands off on his pants as he took in his costar up close. The hard body had Vin's dick's attention. He was built just like Vin liked his humans–tall and hard. If it weren't for the horns, their height difference wouldn't have seemed so disproportionate. Vin came up to his chin, but the horns added an extra foot. And the body was close enough to human. Two arms, two legs, one— probably too big, Vin admitted to himself— cock. A sudden thought hit Vin. "You're not hiding a tail back there, are you?" He leaned over to try to get a better look at Jali's backside. He didn't notice one when Jali turned around earlier, but he had been a little preoccupied with his panic.


  Jali spread his arms wide and turned in a slow circle, offering himself for Vin's inspection. "No, no tail. I am from the desert region. Tails are a trait of the forest regions. For climbing," he said with a wiggle of his butt.


  "Guess I lucked out there," Vin said with relief. He did not want any stray appendages making their way into anything on his body when he least expected it.


  "I don't know. The tail can be quite," Jali said with a smile as he appeared to be trying to get the right word. "Enjoyable?"


  Vin shook his head and picked up another hydro bottle. "I'll just take your word for it on that one, okay?" He walked over to the sunken seating area and settled into one of the plush couches. Jali followed and sat on the opposite side of the curved seating.


  "Perhaps one day," Jali said with what Vin would call a smirk. He had one yellow eyebrow raised, and his dark blue lips were so thin, they blended in with his face, but the effect was still the same. "I could introduce you to some friends of mine."


  Vin gave him a half-smile in return. "Why isn't one of them here instead of you?"


  "The governors felt I would be more easily accepted." Jali shrugged one huge blue shoulder. Vin watched the muscles play under his skin as Jali pointed to his head. "The horns are hard enough for most offworlders to take."


  Vin squeezed his bottle tighter as a sudden urge to reach out and pet them ran through his brain. He cleared his throat, realizing the Vitality Matrix Injection had started to kick in. "Have you ever done this before?"


  "Fornicated on holofilm?"


  "Okay, that's one way to put it," Vin chuckled as he slid down the couch to uncross his legs and put his feet on the low table that separated them. The shot had been triggered earlier than it usually did, and his dick was getting painfully hard. The ring dug into his skin and made his balls ache.


  "We are new to this industry. Our governors have only recently authorized the activity for export."


  "So they're building a whole industry around you fucking?" Vin asked, his hand going to his crotch as he eyed Jali's dick across the table. Jali leaned back and spread his legs wide, and Vin licked his lips.


  "Our people excel at veterinary meta-agronomics. That is the primary market our governors which to penetrate."


  "And they send you out into another 'verse to do some penetrating on their behalf?"


  "Among other things," Jali said with a smile and stroke of his cock. He watched Vin slide along the cushions to the wide, U-shaped bend with a smile.


  "And what other things might that be?" Vin palmed his cock through the lightweight breeks. Jali leaned back and laughed. The rich sound sent shivers through Vin's body. He slid closer to Jali, almost near enough to put a hand on Jali's thigh. The musky, tangy scent of desire tickled Vin's nose. "Care to elaborate? Or even demonstrate?"


  "Perhaps," Jali said. He stretched an arm over his head and laid it along the back of the couch, brushing across Vin's shoulders in the process. Vin grinned and leaned back against the strong muscles. Sure, the move was contrived, and probably a thousand years old, and he and Vin would be fucking–soon, if Vin's dick had any say about it--but he appreciated the charm of it. He dropped his hand onto Jali's thigh.


  "So, have you fucked a lot of, what did you call us? Offworlders?"


  "I have, you could say entertained, certain visitors on occasion. At the request of our governors, that is."


  "Any humans in that list?"


  Jali chuckled, and Vin found himself leaning back into Jali's chest. "You'll be my first," he said, wrapping his arm around Vin's chest. Vin turned around under Jali's arm and ran his hand over the hard muscles when the vidcom dinged in his chambers. He dropped his head and groaned. "Your agent?" Jali asked.


  "Probably," Vin said with a sigh. "I guess I need to get that." He stood, and Jali followed him, going toward his own quarters. Vin stopped, and Jali ran into his back. He wrapped his long, blue arms around Vin's waist to hold them both steady. Vin leaned back against him, and Jali ran his lips over Vin's ear as his hands wandered along Vin's waist, around to squeeze one of Vin's ass cheeks. Vin moaned and pushed into the touch, and Jali's fingers traced the crease near Vin's thigh to press against Vin's hole through the pants.


  "Good luck with that escape clause," he whispered as he released Vin and turned to go to his room.


  ****


  Vin watched him walk away in shock. "You heard that?" he called at Jali's back. Jali waved over his shoulder and disappeared into the hygiene chamber. "Shit," he mumbled to himself as he hit the recall setting on the vidcom. He still didn't want to be fucked on film, but he also didn't want to give up the chance to spend more time with Jali. His dick throbbed at that thought. "Down boy," he said to his crotch as the vidscreen connected. The image displayed back at him did nothing to help control his errant cock. The camera was focused on a big, round, beautiful ass. The dark brown skin was smooth, and just begging for a caress, a smack, or a bite. Vin shoved his hand into his breeks and squeezed his cock as he let out a low wolf-whistle. The ass disappeared and was replaced by Anch's face. He narrowed his eyes and scowled at Vin.


  "Vintage! Announce yourself next time," Anch said, tightening the belt on the robe he had thrown on.


  "You're the one that was giving a show, Ancient," Vin said. "And what a great one it was. Far be it from me to stop that."


  "Yeah, well, keep it in your pants, fuckboy," Anch said with a nod toward Vin. "Don't you have to save that for the cameras?"


  "I'm on camera now," Vin said. He stroked his cock under his pants.


  "But you don't want to shoot before your big shoot, do you?"


  "I can always get another shot. Or just ask for another injection," Vin said with another stroke. "If this damn cock ring will let me shoot, that is," he said, pulling his cock out to get a better look. He tried to adjust the ring to allow more room under it, and the glowing green light flickered amber for a second. Vin let go of it. Penalties for removing the ring before a shoot would eat up half his payout, even if Sather managed to exercise an escape clause.


  Anch shook his head. "Tell me about this giant co-star of yours."


  "Obs told you, huh?" Vin asked, tucking himself back in.


  "Yeah. What have you gotten yourself into now, Vin? What species is he?"


  "Denoblian."


  "Ooh, they're nice. Huge cocks, so good luck with that. Does he have a tail?"


  "Nah, he's from the south. And you should see Jali's cock. I don't know how I'm going to— hey, how did you know some of them have tails?"


  "Their first meeting with the Union, they went au naturale. That didn't go over very well with the bigwigs, and they contacted me to outfit them. Voilà, a whole new line," Anch said with a flourish of his hands. "How do you like his horns?"


  "Their horns," Vin said with a shrug. "What about them?"


  "You don't know?" Anch asked with a smile.


  "What?"


  "Oh, honey, forget I said anything."


  "No, Anch, tell me."


  "Look, Obs needs some help, so I've got to go. Have fun with your shoot. Break a cock!" Anch wiggled his fingers as he signed off.


  "I hope not," Vin said, grabbing his crotch as the screen went blank. He made sure there weren't any other messages before he went back out to the common room. Jali was still in his quarters, so Vin popped another nutribev open. The orange can tasted worse than the blue one had, and he shuddered and hacked at the taste.


  "I would have thought one would have been enough for you," Jali said from behind him.


  "I have high metabolism. You should have seen the shot they had to give me when...." Vin let the thought die off without finishing it. He didn't want to remember the experiment that landed him and the others here. He went back to the couch, taking the spot Jali sat in before. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. It still smelled like him. He opened his eyes to find Jali standing in front of him, his hair dripping wet. Vin followed a droplet as it fell from one wavy lock down Jali's chest. He thought about licking it from the glistening blue skin, but it disappeared under the edge of the yellow towel wrapped around Jali's waist. He let his gaze travel back up Jali's body to his face. The pupil-less eyes didn't show passion the way Vin's dark eyes did, dilating until the color nearly disappeared, but his features were intense nonetheless. Another droplet fell from Jali's hair and began its trek down the wide blue chest. Vin stood and flicked his tongue out to catch it as it hung a left and started for Jali's bright yellow nipple.


  Jali hissed and put his hands on the back of Vin's head to run his fingers through Vin's hair. Vin took the hint and kissed Jali's chest, working his way to that nipple. He sucked hard, and Jali pulled him closer as he turned them around. He sat down, pulling Vin down to straddle his lap. He clutched a handful of Vin's hair and pulled his head back. Vin stared back at him, trying to get a sense of what Jali was thinking. Jali's hands gave him a better clue when they worked their way down Vin's body to the hem of his shirt. Vin watched the blue hands slip under it, and felt a tingle as they slid along his skin. Jali ripped the shirt as he pulled it up and Vin lifted his arms to help pull it off. It caught on his wrist and flopped back down on top of his head. He chuckled and squirmed as Jali traced along his ribs and over the lines of his tattoo with a finger.


  "What does this mean?" Jali asked quietly.


  Vin shrugged. "Nothing, really. I just liked the design."


  Jali's eyebrows scrunched together to show his confusion. "Decoration?"


  "Basically, yeah." Vin put a hand down to cover it, but Jali clasped his wrist and pulled him closer. He turned his face to Vin and stuck his tongue out. It was wide and a lighter shade of blue than his body. Jali lifted one side of his mouth in a cocky half-smile before he licked the lines of Vin's ink.


  "Holy crap," Vin whispered as goose bumps broke out over his skin. He humped Jali's thighs and plunged his hands into the yellow hair. It was soft, like fur, under his fingers, and Vin dragged his fingernails over Jali's scalp until he could massage the back of Jali's neck. Then he ran one hand up one of the golden horns. Jali growled and pulled Vin down hard against his erection as he thrust up. Vin dropped his head forward and rested his cheek against the other horn, panting as Jali dry humped him harder. Jali's breathing sped up as he dragged his tongue along the tattoo and latched onto Vin's nipple. The heavy breaths fanned across Vin's side in hot waves. The horn was cool on his face, and he turned to lick the smooth surface.


  Jali shuddered and jerked his head back, out of Vin's hold. He growled and grabbed Vin by the hair. They stared at each other, gasping for air, their hips still pumping against each other. The musky scent coming from Jali was potent, and Vin's head spun. His body was so loose, he was sure Jali's strong grip was the only thing holding him up. He licked his lips and looked from Jali's face to his horns. Jali tilted his head back, but Vin rose up on his knees to pet the horns, running his hand gently up to the pointed tips. He rubbed his thumb over the sharp point of one, and Jali let out a low growl. It rolled from his chest straight through Vin's cock. If it weren't for the cock ring, he probably would have shot in his pants. He shuddered and leaned over to drag his tongue down the horn to the base where it jutted from his forehead. He licked the skin at the base, and Jali pulled his hips down. His big, blue cock jutted up between Vin's spread thighs to rub against his cloth-covered groin. Jali lifted Vin back up, and Vin went with the movement, humping Jali's huge erection as he kissed between Jali's horns, working his way to the other one. When he tongued the base, Jali roared and lifted Vin off his lap to toss him onto his back. Vin laughed and spread his legs wide to wrap them around Jali's waist.


  "Like that just a little bit, did you?" Jali settled on his elbows above Vin and stared down at him. Without pupils to give him a clue, Vin was at a loss for what may be going through Jali's mind. "I wish I could tell what you're thinking." He put a hand on Jali's face. Jali closed his eyes and smiled. He tilted his head until the horns touched Vin's forehead. Images flashed through his mind— Vin bent over the couch with Jali pounding him, Jali on his back with Vin doing the pounding, the two of them lying together on a bed, the two of them kissing on the couch they were laying on. Vin felt raw lust pouring through the first few images, but the emotions changed with the last one.


  "Holy crap," Vin whispered as Jali raised his head to look at Vin. "Can you read mine too?"


  "No, it doesn't work like that. We can only send ideas, and even then, the recipient has to be open to it. But I don't have to read your thoughts to know what you have in mind," he said with a wiggle of his hips against Vin's.


  Vin hiked a leg higher on Jali's back. "Well, I am an open book."


  Jali looked confused, but Vin wasn't in the mood to explain the concept of paper books at that particular moment. He put a hand on the back of Jali's neck and pulled him down for a kiss. It was soft, tender, and it sent electric shocks through Vin's system as Jali's lips connected with his. He'd been with some not-quite-compatible species in his career, but he'd never felt anything like this before. Vin licked Jali's lips. Jali opened his mouth, and Vin plunged his tongue in, sliding it along Jali's. The sparks got brighter, and Jali's scent grew stronger. Vin fondled Jali's horns as his tongue explored Jali's mouth. He felt Jali's arms reach under him to lift him up.


  Jali sat up and lay back on the couch, pulling Vin down on top of him. He took over the kiss as his hands roamed Vin's body. He dragged his hands along Vin's hips, shredding the sides and back of the lightweight breeks as he pulled. He pushed the material out of the way, and Vin shuddered as Jali's hands traveled over his bare skin. As the long fingers kneaded his ass cheeks, the fingers teased Vin's hole. The material still trapped between them rubbed against his cock, and Jali rested one finger against his hole, making Vin's whole body shudder. Vin pulled back and sat up with a growl. He stared down at Jali, trying to catch his breath as Jali applied more pressure. He braced himself against Jali's chest and pushed back against his hands. He could feel it starting. That tingling in his balls as they started to pull up. The cock ring vibrated and chirped, sending a warning. Vin's hips bucked, and Jali kept pushing his finger against him. The ring buzzed and sent a light shock to the base of his penis, and Vin hopped up, clutching his dick.


  "Motherfucker!" he shouted as he tried to walk it off. He kicked one leg out as he paced. "It's not funny, asshole!" he yelled as Jali chuckled and sat up.


  "Sorry. I wasn't aware they had fitted you with a circuit lymphoenhancer."


  "Fuck! I didn't know either. I thought it was a just a demerit tracker." Vin rubbed the skin above his cock. The pain was gone, and so was his erection. Vin wanted to punch something. Preferably his slime ball of an agent. "Fucking Sather."


  "Perhaps it's best that we stopped. You still need to discuss that escape clause with him, do you not?" Jali looked up at him with raised eyebrows.


  "I—" Vin started, but snapped his mouth shut. "Yeah, I need to talk to him."


  Jali nodded and got up. "I'll be in my quarters."


  "Sorry," Vin said. He was surprised to realize that he really was. He didn't want to hurt Jali. His conversation with Sather completely slipped his mind as he spent more time with Jali, and he started to rethink the escape clause.


  "Fuck my life," he said as he went to his room to punch up Sather's code on the vidcom.


  ****


  "You may enter," Jali called out when Vin knocked on his door.


  "Hey," he said. Jali was sitting at the head of the bed, his back against the padded wall. Vin motioned toward the foot, and Jali nodded.


  "Did you complete your conversation?"


  "Huh? Oh, no answer, of course. Fucking Sather's never around when I try to call him." Vin lay down across the mattress with his feet hanging off.


  "I am not what you expected."


  "Ain't that the truth?" Vin said with a sigh.


  "Were you not informed of the pairing?"


  "No." Vin shook his head. "Sather just said to high tail it out here for a special order gig. Said I'd get the details when I got here."


  "I am sorry you were misled."


  Vin rolled onto his side and propped his head up on one elbow. "Why are you sorry? It's not like you set me up."


  "No, I didn't."


  "So. About what's supposed to happen over there," Vin started.


  Jali looked at him. "Yes?"


  "Well, it's like this. I don't do that."


  "Fornicate on film? I think you fib. I've seen some of your work." Jali nudged Vin's leg with his foot and smiled. Vin laughed and grabbed it. He started massaging it absently.


  "No, you're right. I've fucked plenty. But that's just it. I've done the fucking. I've never bottomed."


  "Never?"


  "On camera, that is. I'll do it, privately. When I'm doing it for fun. But not for holoflix."


  "Why did you agree to this?"


  "I didn't."


  "But you had to submit to stasis travel," Jali pointed out. "That implies some level of consent, does it not?"


  Vin rubbed Jali's arch a little harder and Jali closed his eyes. He leaned his head back against the wall and groaned. "I'll consent to fuck you," Vin said.


  "What about me fucking you?" Jali smiled at him. "Just for fun."


  "I don't know if I can take that thing." Vin nodded at Jali's crotch. "Seriously. That scares the shit out of me."


  Jali sat up and put a hand on the back of Vin's neck. "Don't worry little human. I'll be gentle."


  "Ha ha." Jali laughed as Vin rolled his eyes and settled onto his back. "I just don't want to be filmed that way."


  "But if you enjoy it, why not allow it to be filmed?" Jali asked. Vin could tell Jali didn't understand it, and to tell the truth, he didn't get it himself. But he had to draw the line between the profession and his personal life somewhere, and that seemed as good a place as any.


  "I don't know. I'm just not comfortable with it."


  "Maybe if we practice you'd be more comfortable." Jali put his other foot on Vin's chest. Jali's scent was strong in the room, but it didn't have the same overwhelming sensations on Vin's libido as it had in the common room. Still, it was working its way into Vin's subconscious. The spicy, musky scent tickled his nerves, making them fire all the way down his spine.


  "Well, practice does make perfect." Vin rolled onto his stomach and crawled up Jali's body to where his cock laid limply between his thighs. That won't do, Vin thought. But I can fix it. He smiled and leaned forward to suck Jali's cock into his mouth. Soft as he was, Vin could take the whole thing, but it started to respond as he swallowed around it. Jali's scent increased and wafted over him as he sucked Jali hard again. Fully erect, there was no way he could take all of it in his mouth, so he used his hands to jerk the base as he bobbed on the crown. Jali moaned and ran his hands through Vin's hair.


  Vin pulled off Jali's cock and inhaled deeply. "Your scent's stronger when you're horny," he said. He was starting to get excited as well, but his cock remained soft behind the ring. Jali tugged on a handful of Vin's hair to get him to look up.


  "I won't ask you to do anything you don't want. Do you still wish to escape?" he asked, looking into Vin's face.


  "Right now, all I want to escape from is this damn ring." Vin rubbed the skin around the metal. "Fuck the penalties."


  "That I can arrange. Stand up," Jali said with a smile. Vin worked his way off the bed and stood next to it in front of Jali. Vin was completely flaccid, so it was easy for Jali to work a finger under the ring and press against the catch. Vin squirmed as he added a second finger under the metal. "Just in case."


  "In case of what?" Vin asked right as the LEDs blinked amber and the ring buzzed. It sent a vibration through Vin's cock, and Jali winced, but he didn't jerk back. It chirped and blinked red before the catch released and the ring fell to the floor. It hummed and squealed until Jali picked it up and crushed it with one hand.


  "Thank fuck," Vin said, running his hand over his groin. Jali smiled and pushed his hand away. He kissed the red mark where the ring had rubbed a raw spot and caressed Vin's cock, before kissing his way around the base, gently coaxing Vin's cock back to its full hardness. Vin sighed and relaxed against the wall. Then his cock was engulfed in Jali's mouth, and Vin moaned and pumped his hips. He felt Jali chuckle through his dick, making him shiver. He reached down and stroked Jali's horns, and the answering growl reverberated off his spine, making him cry out and arch his back off the wall. Jali tilted his head to take Vin's cock deeper, and Vin kept a hand wrapped around his horn, almost jerking it off. The constant growling had Vin's body convulsing as Jali deep throated his dick. That tingling in his balls started again, just as Jali pulled off his cock and stood with a roar. Jali's chest heaved— actually heaved, like the heroine's bosom would have in one of those old campy romance novels, Vin thought. The way Jali looked at him, his broad chest moving up and down with each gulp of air, every muscle flexed, that huge cock standing straight up, had Vin panting as well. He pulled Jali in for a kiss, dragging his fingernails up Jali's back moving toward his horns, but Jali reached up to stop him.


  "Don't. I'll..." Jali said. His ear flicked. He closed his eyes and shook his head hard. His cock stood straight up, and Vin felt Jali's precome leave a wet spot on his stomach. He lifted his leg into the boner twitching against him. Jali pushed him, and he fell to the bed with a laugh.


  "Sorry. Couldn't help it."


  "Then let me help you," Jali said with a smirk. He turned around and opened a compartment in the wall.


  "Holy crap," Vin said. The shelves inside were filled with sex toys, some of which he'd never even seen before. Butt plugs ranging in size from Vin's little finger to holy fuck, where do you think that's going to go? were lined up along one side. More cock rings and cages filled another shelf, some with spikes inside and out, some with sounds attached to them. Restraints, paddles, and electrodes attached to patches of all different shapes and sizes hung from the wall behind them. Jali studied the shelves for a minute before he selected a ring. He turned around to show it to Vin.


  "No lymphoenhancer," he said as Vin eyed it dubiously. His cock reacted to the sight of the ring in Jali's hand. "I promise." He pumped his fist against his shoulder.


  "Scout's honor, huh?"


  Jali tilted his head to one side. "Scout? Like reconnaissance officers?"


  "It's a…," Vin started, but he shook his head. "Never mind. Just an expression. Now let's find one for you. Can't have you shooting before the shoot either."


  Jali looked down at Vin's deflated dick. "I think I can control it."


  Vin covered his chest with a hand. "I'm hurt. And I'm a grower, not a shower. I'll have you know I am perfectly average for my species." At least he was, before. Humans had evolved while they were in the deep freeze. Everything about them had gotten bigger. "Besides it's not the caliber of the gun. It's how you shoot it."


  "If you say so."


  "Just you wait, you IKEA-looking…." Vin grumbled as he grabbed the ring from Jali's hand and stroked himself hard again before he fastened it in place. Then he turned to Jali. "Well? Ready to show me what you got?"


  Jali chuckled and pushed Vin down on the bed. He took Vin's cock in his mouth again, and Vin groaned and pushed into it.


  "Oh fuck, you're good at that," Vin said, reaching for Jali's horns. He pushed Vin's hands away and said something unintelligible around Vin's cock. "Fuck. Get over here." Vin grabbed Jali's hips and pulled himself around until he was able to hang his head off the edge of the mattress. He wrapped one hand around the base of Jali's cock and pulled it to his mouth. Upside down, he was able to take him deeper, stretching his mouth as far open as he could get it, but his pride made him feel like there was a foot of cock left. Vin took it as a personal challenge to get every bit of that blue skin down into his throat. He pulled his head back and slid his hand along the smooth, hard cock. He pushed his tongue under the foreskin and flicked it across the frenum a few times. That got him a low rumbling coming from Jali's chest, almost as if he were purring. It went straight through Vin's cock, and he turned his head and moaned against Jali's thigh. He took a few deep breaths as he jerked Jali's cock before guiding it back into his mouth. He felt it slip along his tongue to the back of his throat. His muscles convulsed, but he pushed further. Jali moaned and thrust into Vin's movement. He couldn't quite suppress the gag reflex as Jali's cock pushed deeper.


  Jali growled and stood up, and his cock slipped out of Vin's mouth with a pop. "What gives?" Vin asked. Jali didn't say anything. He just smiled as he lifted Vin off the bed to flip him over. "Hey!" Vin called, but any other protests he would have voiced were gone as soon as he felt something wet slide along his crease. "Oh, fuck yeah. Eat my ass," he whispered and pushed back into Jali's face. His cheeks were spread apart, and Vin clenched when the cool air hit the moist skin. Jali's tongue slid around, teasing Vin's hole before pressing against it. Vin relaxed, and the tip of Jali's tongue slipped into Vin's hole. Jali's noisy slurping got to Vin as much as his tongue teasing his hole did. He moaned and bucked his hips as Jali rimmed him. He felt Jali's hand smooth over his ass, working its way down to join his tongue near Vin's hole. One finger slipped in and pushed all of Vin's buttons, not just the one it rubbed inside Vin's ass. A second finger joined the first as Jali leaned back.


  "Are you ready, Vin?" he asked.


  Vin looked over his shoulder at Jali. "I'm ready for something. I don't know if it's that, but something all right." He grinned and wiggled his ass. Jali smiled and smacked his ass with one hand as he added a third finger. Vin winced and clenched around the intrusion. "Damn," he said with a shudder. Jali started to pull his fingers out but Vin pushed back onto them. "Don't. Just. Wait."


  "All right." Jali kept his fingers still and leaned forward to rub his horns over Vin's lower back. His scent got stronger, relaxing Vin.


  "Oh damn," Vin said. He dropped to his shoulder. Jali pushed his fingers deeper. Vin groaned and writhed into the movement. "More."


  "More what?"


  "Whatever you want," Vin whispered.


  "Anything?" Jali pulled his fingers out and rubbed his cock along Vin's crack.


  "Well, maybe not quite anything," Vin said with a chuckle. He inhaled and groaned again.


  "Let me see what I can find." Jali's cock slid along Vin's crack as he reached back to pull a plug from the shelf. "How's this?" he asked holding it up where Vin could see.


  "Uh, big?" It was about half the length of Jali's dick, and nearly as round at its widest part. Vin had never tried one like it before, but he knew the temperature of the blue asthesiosium would fluctuate once inside, and the yellow sininium would pulsate once the heat activated it. He shuddered at the thought of being fucked with it.


  Jali looked at his own cock. "Not that big."


  "Okay, not quite that big," Vin agreed. He licked his lips and nodded. "Just go slow, all right?"


  "Of course." Jali moved his cock over Vin's hole as he bent forward to pick up the lube from a shelf next to the bed.


  "You keep that up, and this ring may not be enough." He clutched the sheets and rubbed his face along the bed.


  "You mean if I do this?" Jali asked as he dribbled the lube at the top of Vin's crack and ran his dick back down along Vin's ass to spread it around. He took his cock by the base and smacked Vin's hole with it and started teasing him, pushing forward just a little before pulling back.


  "Yes, that," Vin panted.


  "Good to know," Jali said. He aimed his cock down and pressed on Vin's taint as he lined the plug up with Vin's hole. Vin felt the toy working its way slowly inside as Jali moved his cock down to rub against Vin's balls. Vin moaned and pushed back against Jali. The tip of the plug chilled as it reacted to the heat, and Vin shivered. Jali pulled it out and pumped it back in, and it heated as it passed over Vin's prostate.


  "Fuuuck," Vin cried, pushing back hard against Jali as the sininium activated, and the plug throbbed inside him.


  "Almost there," Jali said. He moved his hips to pump his cock along Vin's. Jali's scent was so thick in the room; Vin could almost feel it on his skin. The plug hit its widest point, stretching and filling Vin before it popped through his ring and was fully seated. It pulsed inside him, taking the last crumbs of his sanity along with it. He moaned and slid forward on the bed. The friction on his cock and the movement of the plug nearly drove him over the edge, but the ring constricted just in time to stop him from coming. He lay still for a minute to get control of his muscles. Tiny shockwaves went through his body as he stood up next to Jali.


  "Your turn big guy," he said pushing against Jali's chest. Jali smiled and let himself drop onto the bed. He lifted one leg to put his foot flat on the floor and started touching his cock. Vin bent over to lick the head around Jali's hand, but the plug sent tingles through his body.


  "I've got to get inside you quick," he said. "This plug is going to send me over in no time." He reached to pick up the lube, and the temperature of the plug dropped. "Fuck!" he shouted. His balls tried to hide from the cold, and his hard-on edged back a little. He looked up to see Jali smirking at him.


  "Problem?"


  "None at all," Vin said. No longer on the verge of orgasm, he was able to take a little time with Jali, doing his own teasing. He knelt next to the bed and licked the length of Jali's shaft, starting at the crown and working his way down, tracing the thick veins along the surface. He took his time playing with Jali's balls, first cradling them in his hand and tugging on them, then burying his fingers in the soft yellow hair around them and sucking first one then the other into his mouth. Jali moaned and spread his legs wider, and Vin noticed his scent was thickest near his balls. The spicy musk coming from Jali turned Vin's neck muscles into jelly as he moved further down to drag his tongue over Jali's hole. The plug started warming again, and Vin closed his eyes as the pulsing began, but he was determined to stave off the orgasm as long as he could. He wrapped a hand around Jali's cock to jerk him off as he let the sensations rush over him. The cock ring cinched tighter as he got closer, and he leaned over again. The plug chilled inside him, and he crawled back from the edge again. He looked up at Jali and smiled. "I think I'm getting the hang of this thing."


  "You've got the hang of something all right. Now do something with it!" Jali said, pumping his hips into Vin's hand. Vin chuckled and squeezed some lube into his hand. He rubbed two fingers over Jali's hole, and then he plunged them in. Jali moaned and arched his back, his horns rubbing on the bed above him. Vin moved his fingers, feeling his way around inside Jali's ass.


  "Do you have a spot, big guy?" he whispered, looking for something similar to a prostate in Jali. "Come on. Let me know where it is." He squirted more lube on his hand and added a finger. Pumping them in deep, his finger brushed something that made Jali arch off the bed and thrash his head to the side. "There we go," he said with a smug satisfaction. He pushed his finger in as deep as he could and pressed hard on the spot. Jali moaned and twisted on the bed.


  "Fuck me," Jali said. Vin didn't know if it was just an expression or not, but he certainly intended to honor the request.


  "You got it," he said, pulling his fingers out and slicking his dick. He knelt on the bed, tucking his knees under Jali's thighs. Thrusting forward, he hoped he had the right angle to hit Jali's spot. He wasn't disappointed as Jali bucked up into him. He pulled back and pumped hard into Jali, fucking him as hard and fast as he could go. Jali mumbled something Vin couldn't understand, but he rose up on his knees to change the angle, and Jali's body went tense under him. The plug was throbbing inside him, and he was very close to the edge. He popped the release on the ring and he grabbed Jali's cock in one hand. He reached forward to take one of Jali's horns with the other, and he stroked both in time with his thrusts.


  "FUCK!" Jali shouted as he ground his hips down against Vin and came, spilling over Vin's hand, and pumping four more loads onto Vin's chest. His muscles clamped down tight on Vin's cock, and convulsed as he came, pulling Vin's orgasm out along the way.


  "Oh, fuck, Jali," Vin said. The plug returned to its normal temperature inside him, and he collapsed on top of Jali's chest.


  "That's some weapon you have," Vin heard Jali say as he drifted off to sleep.


  ****


  The comscreen in the common room dinged, and the Pornocopia's medic called out. "Hello?"


  Vin cracked an eye open and looked around the room. Jali was sprawled across the bed, with one arm and one leg holding Vin in place. The covers had been kicked to the floor, and the exposed parts of Vin's body were chilly. "Vin? Jali? Are you ready to continue?" the medic said, loudly.


  "Yeah, just hang on," Vin shouted. He was comfortable in Jali's bed. His dick was painfully hard, but he had just woken up. The plug was gone, and he figured Jali must have removed it while he slept. He untangled from Jali's limbs, wincing as he stood up. He slapped Jali on the ass. "Hey, lazy bones. Get up. The doc is calling."


  Jali groaned and tucked the pillow over his head as he burrowed deeper into the bed. Vin crawled up on the bed to straddle Jali's thighs and rub his cock along the crack of Jali's ass. He angled his dick down to tease Jali's hole as he leaned forward to nibble along his shoulder. "Come on. Quicker we get this over with, quicker we can move on."


  Jali reached behind him to grab Vin's arm and pull it around his chest. "Just take a message and come back to bed."


  "Fine, be a bum. I'll go find out what's going on, but you need to get up and start getting ready."


  "Five more chronons."


  "I'll hold you to that," Vin said with one more pump of his hips. He stood up and walked out to the common room. He didn't bother to cover up. The medics had seen it all, up close and very personal, so there was no reason to bother with modesty at that point.


  "What's up, doc?" Vin asked.


  "Good morning Vin. Where's your costar?"


  "Trying to sneak a few more minutes of rest in before we shuttle over." He nodded toward to Jali's chambers. "So, what's the news? Give it to me straight. Am I going to ever play the piano again?"


  "Piano?"


  Vin sighed. Twentieth century comedy skits were truly a lost art. "It's just a saying. What's the word on our screens?"


  "I want to study you one day, Vin. You have such an expressive vocabulary. I would love to learn more about your colony."


  "We'll see if we can arrange that sometime," Vin said, shaking his head. He knew it would never happen. His Corporation handlers held his leash way too tightly to allow any kind of outside evaluations.


  "That would be most excellent, Vin. Now, on to the business at hand. Your screens have come back clean, and you're clear for filming. So is Jali. I'll send the medbot in shortly to give you your vitality matrix injections, and the shuttle will dock in ten minutes. Please pack your belongs, as your stasis travel has been arranged to depart directly from the pleasure frigate."


  "Wait. Didn't we get the shots yesterday?" Vin asked.


  "I don't think so," the medic said. "Let me check." He turned to a desk behind him, and Vin saw him clicking away on the screen-charts. "No, I don't see any injections here. Why? Have you been experiencing any reactions?"


  Vin looked down at his cock, still standing straight out from his groin, even without the help of the ring. "So, you guys didn't have anything to do with this?"


  "We didn't introduce anything to your system, and none of the products within your cabin are documented to induce erections. When did you first enter this state?"


  "Last night. When Jali and I started talking," Vin said.


  "Ah. That explains it."


  "What?"


  "Denoblian pheromones. Particularly strong to potential partners. With your physiology, it makes sense that you would be affected by the scent of your costar. Is he similarly affected?"


  "Yeah, he's been rock-hard too."


  "Very good. I'll cancel the medbot. Can we assume neither of you has performed actions to alleviate the symptoms?"


  "Well, we did do some experimentation."


  "But neither of you achieved completion?"


  "No, we did come. But we're still this hard."


  "Interesting. Are you sure you don't need a shot to maintain your state?"


  "Uh, no. I don't think that's going to be necessary. It seems anytime I'm around him, I'm ready."


  "All right. I'll alert the onset medic to your conditions, but there shouldn't be any permanent damage."


  "Permanent?" Vin squeaked. That caused his erection to wane a little.


  "Ah, see? Better already," the medic said with a wide smile.


  "Great," Vin said, even though he knew sarcasm didn't make it to the twenty-sixth century. Along with almost everything else he and the others knew. "Anything else?"


  "No. The shuttle will be in shortly. Have a good shoot." The doc signed off, and Vin scrubbed his hand through his hair. He turned around to find Jali standing near the wall.


  "Ten minutes, dude," he said as he started to his chambers. He didn't really have anything but a couple of changes of clothes, and one of those was in pieces on the floor next to the couch.


  "Wait, please," Jali said, putting a hand on Vin's arm.


  "What's to wait for?"


  "It's not what you are thinking."


  "I thought you couldn't read my mind," Vin said.


  "But you are, how did you put it? An open book? You are thinking this was all just a mating episode. That we were just in heat."


  "Wasn't it?" Vin's cock had deflated, just like he felt his heart doing in his chest.


  "Not for me," Jali said quietly. He leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest.


  "What was it then?" Vin asked. He felt like a fool. There was a point when he had been thinking about chucking it all for Jali. Sometime during the night when he'd woken up and stared at Jali sleeping next to him, making little snuffling snoring noises. He'd actually thought he could get used to sharing his bed, and maybe even his life, with someone. He'd wondered if Jali would want to take a chance with him.


  He crossed his arms and stood in front of Jali, well aware that he probably looked like a child throwing a tantrum. Fuck it. I'll quit and go hang with Obs. He needs me more anyway.


  Jali reached out to take Vin by his arms and pull him closer. "Our scent only attracts those who are possible mates. It only excites those who are matches for us. It's our way of ensuring survival of our species. Without these physical reactions, our species would die out. You are the first offworlder who has responded to my scent."


  "And how many Denoblians do you have back home?"


  "A few reacted," Jali shrugged. "They've been pleasurable, but none have raised my interest. Not the way you have, silly human."


  "I'm not silly," Vin said. Yeah, that was pouting. He shook his head and looked up at Jali. "Look, let's just get through this shoot and we'll see what happens next."


  "Fair enough." Jali leaned forward and touched his horns to Vin's forehead. Vin didn't get any images from this meeting, just a comforting feeling. The wall behind them vibrated, and the airlock warning light flashed.


  "I guess that's our ride. Need to grab anything before we go?"


  Jali tightened his arms around Vin. "Nope. I have what I want right here."


  Vin chuckled and pushed against Jali's chest. "Jeez, that was cornball. I'll be right back." He jogged to his room and grabbed the breeks and the black T-shirt he had been wearing for the exam and pulled them on, tying the pants as he went back. His travelcomm vibrated in his pocket, and he tucked it behind his ear as they waited for the airlock to open so they could board the shuttle. Jali gave the pants a look and raised an eyebrow at Vin.


  "I just don't like my junk sticking to the seat." Jali raised his hands in front of him.


  "I didn't say anything." They climbed into the small ship and the door shut. Vin's stomach dropped as the shuttle disengaged from the lock and the transport's engines kicked in. His travelcomm vibrated again, so Vin answered it.


  "Vin, it is about time," Sather said as soon as he got on the line. "I have managed to enact an escape clause at a modest penalty. I will arrange for transport back to Aneadan Mere this afternoon."


  Vin looked over at Jali and smiled. "You know what? Forget it. I'll do the shoot."


  "What?" Sather shouted. "You cannot just do that!"


  "Well, I am. Get our pay, and I'll deliver the goods when I return to home base."


  "Vin, I worked very hard on this escape clause. You cannot just back out of it now."


  "Sather, I quit. This is my last shoot. So get the creds, I'll deliver one hell of a performance, and we'll call it a career. What do you say?"


  "What? You cannot quit. We have a contract."


  "No. We had one. You breeched it when you set me up on this shoot without my informed consent to actions outside of its stipulated terms. Not to mention that fucking cock ring. Which we removed. That penalty is coming from your share, by the way. Now, get my creds, take what's left of your cut, and you're fired."


  "Vin, wait," Sather said, trying to sooth Vin.


  "No, Sather. I'm done with this. This is my swan song. I'll transport the holoflix with me, and when I have the creds in my account, I will release it back to the client."


  "But," Sather began.


  "Oh, look. We're docking. Gotta go Sather. It's been something. Have a nice life." Vin clicked the travelcomm off and dropped it back into his pocket.


  "You are quitting?" Jali asked.


  "Yeah. I've been gone too much. I should be home more. Be around for Obs, you know?"


  "Obs?"


  "My friend. I think he can use a little more help at his restaurant."


  "Well then, may you have a safe journey home." Jali got quiet as the transport landed in the bay, and they were ushered from the landing dock to the filming accommodations. The director, a Brockhu Fogeloonchai called Kozglas, greeted them. He rubbed his grubby hands together licked his lips as they entered the room.


  "Oh my," Kozglas said. "What marvelous specimens. You'll have to do something about this, though." He motioned for the medic as he reached out to stroke Vin's cock


  "We'll handle it," Vin said, backing away, right into Jali standing behind him. His strong arms wrapped around Vin, and one hand went to Vin's cock. He felt Jali rest his horns against the back of his head, and Jali's scent filled his senses. Images replaying the previous night pounded into Vin's mind, and his cock hardened in Jali's fist. He moaned and bucked against Jali's body. The scenes faded away, and he stumbled when Jali released him.


  "Most impressive," Kozglas said appreciatively. "Most impressive indeed. Now, are you ready?"


  "Oh yeah," Vin said.


  "Great. Places!" The lighting technicians stepped to their command boards, and the autocams slid along their tracks to their starting points. Kozglas swung one arm to the side to allow Vin and Jali to pass. The room was a lot like most of the Pornocopia sets Vin had been in. The bed was massive, and covered with white sheets. A tall bookcase stood along one white wall. It was filled with dildos, plugs, and bondage devices of all shapes, sizes, and colors. There wasn't any dungeon furniture, Vin noticed. He breathed a sigh of relief at that. Sometimes these special orders wanted more of the pain and humiliation than the play and pleasure.


  "The only request was that at some point the Denoblian penetrate the human. Other than that, you two have been given free rein from both the Union and the client."


  "Understood." Jali said.


  "Excellent. Then let us prepare," Kozglas said.


  Jali and Vin took their places on the bed as the director fiddled with the camera settings. They whirred and buzzed around them to get a few stills. Jali stared down at Vin and Vin looked over his shoulder at the camera. The flash went off, blinding them for a moment. "Fantastic. We'll use that one for the cover," Kozglas said.


  Vin looked up at Jali, suddenly feeling very shy. He bit his lip, and Jali put one hand on his cheek. "What's the matter?" he asked.


  "I was wondering," Vin said. He actually felt himself blushing, and Jali's thumb stroked his face. "What are you doing after the shoot?"


  Jali smiled. "I have no plans, nor any need to return to the Governors."


  "Great. I'd love to take you out for a burger."


  The cameras came to a stop, and Kozglas called over the intercom. "Ready?" Vin and Jali stared at each other and nodded. Vin crawled closer and put his arms around Jali. He leaned in for a kiss just as Kozglas shouted one more time.


  "ACTION!"


  THE END
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  Dear Author,


  I never felt quite right with any of my partners, not male, certainly not female. Something was always missing—and I don't mean physically.


  When I moved to a different city, got a new job with these two, I gradually started to realize I wanted them. Both of them. They're so in love, so fucking in love, that it hurts to watch them when I want them so much.


  This is so unexpected. This was not an option. After all, I'd never risk breaking them apart, because I really lo—shit. I'm in a bit too deep, aren't I?


  Sincerely,


  Tia
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  COMING HOME


  by Ellen Holiday and Stella Harris


  Seeing that door swing open, seeing the two men greeting me with smiling faces, my stomach sank. What must they have thought of me, standing on their front porch with the slip of paper that held their address clutched in my hand? It probably looked like I'd just fallen off the turnip truck, stammering and staring wide-eyed. But if my behavior concerned them, they didn't let it show. Instead I was warmly welcomed into their home, and it was unlike anything I could have expected.


  "We're looking for someone who can commit to the project long-term," they said—and I mean "they." One started, the one with the high cheekbones and the disarming smile. Marcus, his name was, and his partner, Bryan, finished. I say partner. He said husband. Husband. Jesus. What a world I'd been transported into, where it was easy to say that out loud and not care. If I looked a bit like Dorothy just come to Oz, can you blame me? I wasn't born in a place where you could look at a guy for more than five seconds and expect to survive with your eyeteeth intact.


  I wanted to think I could live in this world, that I could be as honest and open as Marcus and Bryan, but years of being guarded, of carefully considering every word, leave their mark. I'd learned to be suspicious of anything that seemed too good to be true. And their offer fell squarely into that category. "You're looking for someone to live on site?" I asked, needing to clarify.


  "Yes, we thought it would be easiest that way, with all the work that needs to be done," Marcus said.


  "And we have so much extra space," Bryan added. They sure did, that much I could see the minute I set foot on the property. An old mansion, like something out of a black-and-white movie, with a yard that seemed to go on forever and what looked like a million and a half rooms. But as Marcus and Bryan led me through the house, talking through what they wanted to have done to it, my attention was focused less and less on the details of the job and more and more on them. The way Marcus leaned in and whispered something in Bryan's ear. The way Bryan cheerfully discussed how much the two of them were looking forward to having a Jacuzzi of their very own.


  "Arizona," Marcus said with a nod and a wink. Bryan's face flushed. My stomach turned over in a wave of heat just thinking about it. Marcus' arm was defined beneath the easy drape of his T-shirt. To think of it bare, not to mention the rest of him—and the two of them pressed together in the warm water, smiling and swapping soft kisses under the Arizona night...


  "Are you alright?" Bryan was frowning at me. "You look uncomfortable. God, we've just been talking your ear off. Do you want a drink or something?"


  Before I could answer, Marcus' hand fell onto my shoulder. "Why don't we sit and have some iced tea while we discuss the rest of the project? We can finish the tour later," Marcus said, leading me back down the hall. As we walked, his hand trailed down my shoulder to rest against my lower back. I could feel the outline of his fingers like a brand and his touch did nothing but increase the heat I was feeling. I picked up my pace by half a step, hoping his hand would fall away, but he increased his own pace to keep up with me.


  Their concern seemed genuine and I tried not to resent the effect they had on me. Once I was settled—choosing a ridiculously plush armchair, so no one could sit beside me—I started to feel better. The icy cold glass Bryan placed in my hand did even more to ground me and I began to feel like myself again.


  The project was a dream job for me and I felt like it was too good to be true. After doing construction work for years, along with landscaping and other odd jobs, getting to put all my skills to work on a home like this would be incredibly gratifying. Marcus and Bryan clearly loved this house, and, unlike most of the jobs I'd worked in the past, they didn't want to cut corners—they wanted a home they could be proud of; a home that would last their lifetime and beyond.


  The idea of the two of them trying to do some of this work on their own was almost comical. Not that either of them wasn't fit, but it takes more than a little muscle to refinish a whole floor's worth of rooms or knock out a wall to create a full-size library from a den and adjoining study. The cracked drywall was evidence of their less-than-successful attempt, and I kept my mouth shut about some of the scratches on the hardwood. No reason to call attention to the damage they'd already done. It'd just be a bit more work for me, and at least I had the tools to repair it.


  Bryan caught me looking, though. "You can see what we got up to," he said with a shrug and a guilty grin.


  "What who got up to?" Marcus chimed in. "I'm sorry, whose idea was that?"


  Bryan hid his head in his hands. "Here he goes again. 'Bryan got it into his head to knock out the wall himself...'"


  "Bryan got it into his head to knock out the wall himself," Marcus deadpanned the echo. "And he didn't count on the plaster flying everywhere and covering the bookshelf. So Bryan tried to move the bookshelf by himself..."


  "...without taking the books off it. I know!" Bryan shook his head. "Guilty, guilty, guilty. Thus we are hiring a seasoned professional who hopefully knows what he's doing."


  "You better be glad I like you so much," Marcus said, slinging his arm over Bryan's shoulder. "Otherwise I'd never forgive you."


  "You better be glad I like you back," Bryan rejoined. "Or I'd never let you tell this story in the first place."


  They went back and forth like this for a bit, and I kept looking from one to the other, following the ping-pong volley of their conversation with a good-natured smile on my face and envy in my heart. I'd seen relationships fall apart over smaller things. Somehow, these two had mastered the art of learning and laughing over their attempts gone wrong. And they were closer and happier for having survived each failed experiment. It was a lesson most of the world could stand to learn.


  "Well Tony, I think you're exactly what we've been looking for. How soon can you start?" I noticed Bryan squeeze Marcus' knee as he spoke.


  "Don't you want to check my references?" I asked, surprised. I'd expected the interview to be far more rigorous.


  "No need, we've got a good feeling about you," Bryan answered. They looked at me with matching smiles, their expressions open and trusting. Despite my concerns I needed the job, and agreed to return the next day with my few belongings. They saw me to the door together and I walked down the street in a daze, feeling like my life was about to change.


  ****


  The next day I returned as promised, a duffel bag over one shoulder and a box balanced on my hip. Everything I could call my own in this world, reduced to what most people would consider scant for a week's vacation.


  Marcus answered the door and immediately came forward to take the box from me, Bryan appeared behind him and held the door wide as we entered. As I stepped into the house the smell of freshly made coffee enveloped me and I closed my eyes, breathing deeply. It had been a long time since I'd had the good stuff.


  Bryan, clearly noticing my reaction, spoke up, "Go ahead and follow Marcus up with your things, I'll meet you upstairs with coffee in a minute." Marcus was already halfway up the stairs and I hurried to follow him. We never had finished the tour the day before, and so once we reached the top of the stairs, the house was all new to me.


  Marcus pointed with his free hand as we went, "This is the guest bathroom," he kicked the door open with one foot and I winced, "It needs a lot of work. I think everything needs to be pulled out. The tile is a travesty."


  I agreed with his assessment but didn't comment. My first task would be to go through their proposal—pages torn from decorating magazines and all—and then draw up my own project plan for them to approve. Some of the things they'd said they wanted just weren't feasible for the space, and others were doable but quite possibly more expensive than they realized. Aside from my own salary, we hadn't talked budget yet and I was still waiting for them to balk when they saw my estimates. They'd both seemed reasonable up until now, but people sometimes got funny about money and I was used to clients backing out of projects, or cutting them by half, once they'd seen what their dream project would cost. There's a reason people say that home repairs take twice as long and cost twice as much as you first expect.


  Marcus finally reached a room with a door that stood ajar, and he backed into the room, still juggling my box of books and other heavy items. Once he was in, he held the door open with one foot and I hurried to follow—I didn't trust his balance to hold out in that position.


  As soon as I was through the door my prediction came true and Marcus stumbled while trying to kick the door closed and set the box down on the small desk on the side of the room at the same time. I was really going to need to break him of that door kicking habit. But first things first—I hurriedly dropped my duffle and reached out with my free hand to grab Marcus' arm and steady him. But all I really managed to do was change the trajectory of his fall, pulling him towards me and causing him to knock me down, too. I fell back onto the bed, my elbows back for support, and Marcus tumbled onto the bed beside me, narrowly avoiding landing in my lap.


  There was a moment of silence before Marcus broke into a deep, belly-rumbling laugh and I couldn't help but laugh with him. This was, of course, the moment that Bryan came into the room juggling his own precarious load—three cups of fresh coffee.


  This situation could have looked bad, but Bryan took one look at us sprawled on the bed, the flap of cardboard still in Marcus' hand, and the spill of books across the floor and joined us in laughing. He set the mugs carefully down on the desk and knelt to start gathering up the books, stacking them in neat piles. I quickly knelt on the floor to join him and when he looked up at me and smiled, I was momentarily taken aback by how close we were. The room was small to begin with, add the narrow bed, desk, and dresser and there was very little open space. This put Bryan and I almost nose to nose but before it could get awkward Bryan smiled and held up the book in his hands. "This is one of my absolute favorites, I thought no one liked her mysteries but me."


  This wasn't the reaction I was expecting. Normally people were surprised to find out I read at all. It doesn't really fit with the construction worker stereotype. Of course, few people got to know me well enough to realize that.


  Bryan's eyes were dancing with delight at discovering my collection. "You are the right man for this job. Marcus, I approve of him."


  Marcus, still lounging on the bed as though he'd meant to fall in the first place, gave a smile and a nod. "I approve of you approving."


  It was too cute. How fucking perfect could a couple be? I felt simultaneously like cooing and gagging.


  In lieu of doing either, I grinned and took the book from his hands. "Now you know my weakness. Use that power for good."


  Marcus snorted. I became aware that he was lounging on the bed that I was supposed to sleep on. Was that going to become a normal occurrence? It was their home, yes, but would they be on display throughout my space, whenever they wanted? For the first time, I felt real discomfort, and I fell silent, moving away with the box and starting to arrange my books on the windowsill.


  "Marcus," Bryan hissed behind my back, and made some wordless gesture I couldn't perceive. A moment later Marcus rose—I could hear the bedsprings creak and saw the movement in the dim reflection of the sun-drenched window.


  "We'll let you settle in," Bryan said. "When you're ready, just come downstairs and we'll chat some more about our ideas."


  "And yours," Marcus added hastily. "We want to hear what you think."


  I turned, ready to protest that I wasn't much of a designer, just a manual-labor type, but by then they'd beat a hasty retreat out of the room and down the hallway.


  ****


  It wasn't long before we'd decided on a direction to take the project. They hadn't balked at the cost, and had readily agreed with some of the practicalities I'd pointed out. They and the job continued to be too good to be true, but I decided to swallow my usual pessimism and enjoy the situation while it lasted.


  I had a real opportunity here. If this project went well I could start building a portfolio, and if Marcus and Bryan were happy, they'd make great references. I had a chance to do more work like this in the future. This town was full of folks looking to remodel and a handy man with a good reputation was hard to find.


  So it was with this mindset that I approached all my work on the house—wanting to make sure the finished product was something I could be proud of, and something Marcus and Bryan would crow about to their friends.


  I divided the work by area so not too much of the house would be off limits at a time. It was a big house, but not so big that Marcus and Bryan didn't notice when a room or three was off limits for a few days.


  Always one to wake up early, I was usually working and on my second cup of coffee by the time the other men stirred. Since they both worked from home most of the time, they kept their own hours and it wasn't unusual for one or both of them to check in with me in the morning wearing only pajama bottoms and T-shirts. Or, like today, pajama bottoms and no T-shirt.


  "How's it going this morning?" Bryan asked, startling me out of my contemplation of spackle consistency. I looked up to find Bryan standing over me, bare chested, sipping his morning coffee. Each day the two men seemed more comfortable with my presence in their house, and in turn each day I became more uncomfortable. I was trying my hardest to be professional. To do good work and make sure they were happy with me. But there was only so much I could take and the expanse of Bryan's smooth, tanned skin just might have been my breaking point. I couldn't help but let my eyes linger where they shouldn't.


  "Do you need warming up?" Bryan asked, and I nearly choked. I stared at him in alarm before realizing he was gesturing at my cup with a pot of coffee—he must have brought it up from the kitchen for this very purpose, but I'd yet to notice anything but his lightly muscled body.


  Swallowing my embarrassment, I answered, "That would be great, thanks. Guess I'm not as awake as I thought." I hoped this flimsy excuse would cover my lapse in decorum, but if Bryan was bothered by my staring, he didn't comment.


  "It's looking really good in here," Bryan said, turning a full circle to examine the room. This, of course, let me do my own examination. Bryan's back was as perfect as his front, and his pajama pants hugged his ass in a way the long T-shirts he usually wore with them disguised. He glanced at me briefly, then continued to turn, slow and deliberate, almost like—God, my heart clenched at the thought of it—almost like he wanted me to look.


  "Nice work," he said when he'd completed the rotation. I had to bite back the urge to say You too.


  "What's going on in here?" The lower rumble of Marcus' voice stirred us, and he came in, also in pajamas, looking sleep-rumpled and still halfway unconscious. Meeting my eyes briefly, he nodded and crossed the room to slide an arm around Bryan's waist from behind. He pressed a brief nuzzle into Bryan's neck—just on the safe side of too intimate for public consumption, but my mind was already in the gutter and I had to turn back to my painting quickly to avoid springing a boner. I had this image of Marcus' cock pressed half hard into Bryan's ass, and if I weren't here Bryan might just turn in his arms and then they'd be pulling off pajama pants and lying down right there on the floor, and God help me I would have just stood there and watched if they had.


  Fuck, what was I thinking? I couldn't afford to let my mind linger on these images. Thinking of spackle and drywall and invoices as hard as I could, I turned back to face them. My eyes fell immediately on Marcus', and they flashed dark, languid interest at me. Jesus, he probably was hard, thinking about pulling Bryan back to bed. "Maybe I should, uh, go take a shower," I said, dropping my roller. Good job, Tony. About as smooth as gravel. Why don't you look at their crotches while you're at it, get your ass fired sooner rather than later.


  I rushed past them and out of the room in a way that was far from subtle. But the awkwardness that caused was better than what might have happened—what I might have done—if I had stayed.


  But now that I was out of the room I had to decide what to do. Having said I was going to take a shower it would be strange if they didn't hear the water come on. So even though I'd already showered earlier that morning I headed to the bathroom and hurriedly stripped, eager for the oblivion the rush of water would bring. Perhaps a long cold shower was exactly what I needed to clear my head, to regain my focus and be ready to work. But as soon as I stepped under the spray I caved, turning the dial to a comfortably warm temperature.


  Soaping my hands with the scented body wash Marcus and Bryan seemed to favor, I began rubbing at my arms— already splattered with paint and spackle after only an hour's work. The shower was a large one and as my mind drifted to the scene from a few minutes before I couldn't help but wonder if Marcus and Bryan shared this shower. There was certainly room for two men, possibly even three.


  I could imagine Bryan standing with his hands on the tile wall, legs spread, and Marcus behind him, hands possessively running over his body, made slippery by the fragrant soap.


  I grew hard at the thought and took myself in hand, the suds making me slippery as I stroked. I imagined Marcus doing the same thing to Bryan. Coming up close behind him and reaching around his hip, taking his hard length in hand as his own erection pressed against Bryan's ass.


  Bryan would shift his hips against him, make Marcus's cock slide between his cheeks. I'd seen the way Bryan liked to flirt, could imagine the way he'd tease and torment. Make Marcus want him badly enough to just take him here against the tile wall; brutal, hot, and fast.


  Or maybe Marcus would turn the tables on him, make sure Bryan was the one begging for it. Marcus could fall to his knees behind Bryan, take advantage of his spread legs and the relaxing effect of the hot water. Use his hands to spread Bryan open and dive in with his tongue, licking and teasing until Bryan was a whimpering mess begging to be fucked.


  The thought of the two of them together, of Bryan's voice broken with desire was more than I could take. I came hard and sudden, splashing against the tile wall in long streaks. My throat felt raw and I desperately hoped I hadn't made enough noise to be heard through these old walls.


  I turned the showerhead so that the water would rinse the evidence of my indiscretion from the wall and hurried out of the shower, throwing my work clothes back on and returning to my project. Two big gulps of my now cold and bitter coffee later and I was as focused as I was going to be. I knew I had to lose myself in my work and that's exactly what I did. Pushing myself harder than I probably should have, hours went by before I was interrupted again.


  When Marcus came to tell me he'd made dinner and that I should join them my shirt was soaked in sweat and my muscles were trembling. He took in the sight of me without comment and left when I nodded at him.


  I had to take my third shower of the day to make myself presentable enough to go down to dinner, but this time I really did take a cold shower—quick and efficient. By the time I sat down at the table I hoped my flush of exertion—and embarrassment—had faded.


  ****


  The dark green color they'd chosen for the study was almost impossible to achieve over the existing white walls. Not to mention all the patching that had been required. When I finally finished the last coat of paint I stood back to admire my work, a sense of immense satisfaction welling up at the sight before me. Marcus and Bryan had good taste—well, at least taste similar to my own. I could easily imagine coming into this room early some morning with a cup of coffee and the morning paper, or ending an evening here with a good book.


  Thoughts like this had been creeping up on me more and more lately. I told myself it was just because I liked the style of the house, and because of the blood and sweat I was putting into restoring it. But I knew it was more than that. It was Marcus and Bryan that made this house a home. It was those two men who made this place feel so warm and inviting and made me want to never leave.


  I stood back and shook the unwanted thoughts from my head as I lifted my white shirt to wipe away the sweat and splatters of paint from my face. When I lowered my shirt again I startled, taking a step back. Bryan was standing right in front of me, eyes still on my chest, though quickly moving up to my face when he saw me watching.


  "You missed a spot," he said, stepping forward and raising his hand to my face, wiping at my cheek with his thumb. My heart clutched in my chest, and I did my best not to let blood rush to my face, or anywhere else. But at the same time I still couldn't stop myself from examining his face, memorizing the cut of his cheekbones, the way his hair framed his forehead. It was a rare chance to see him up close, and I wanted to treasure it.


  "Better on me than on the wall," I said with a shrug.


  Bryan's lips crinkled as he broke into a smile. "You're so right," he said, his voice low and smooth. God, it sounded like a come-on. It really did. But I just wanted it to be, is all. They're married, I scolded myself, and ridiculously happy. Stop imagining things.


  It was hard, though, not to imagine. I tried to see myself as a part of a partnership like that. One day, with someone I hadn't met yet. I conjured up the man of my dreams, tried to build a story for myself that might take my mind off the way Marcus and Bryan talked and moved and breathed in the same rhythm. But inevitably I would realize that I'd just created a clone of one or both of them. And even so, it didn't feel the same. I didn't want one of them, didn't want my own version of their relationship. I wanted their relationship, I wanted both of them, wanted to be let in on the marvelous partnership they had. If it wasn't them, if it wasn't that love, it wasn't enough.


  And it was torture to be on the outside looking in. There were nights when holed up in the spare bedroom I thought I could hear the two of them making love. They were so courteous and so restrained, but just once in a while, a rustle, or a gasp, or a "Fuck" or a "Shh"... I lay in my bed, gripping my cock, trying to resist the overwhelming desire to imagine their bodies together, to let my eyes roll back in my head and give myself over to the lust that roiled my blood. I wasn't always successful, but I did try. Because when it was over and I lay in the dark panting, my stomach covered with my come, a profound loneliness seeped in in the wake of the pleasure. I was still alone, still in the other room. I would never be part of them, no matter how much I yearned and how much I tried. And someday this project would end and I'd have to say my goodbyes and leave the only home and family I'd ever wanted to be a part of.


  It was better to cover my head with a pillow and try not to listen than to let the want, and the grief, pour through me freely.


  ****


  It only got harder. As I finished up the upstairs and moved down to the rooms on the lower level I could feel time dragging on me. Wouldn't be long 'til I got to my final step, that gorgeous, airy living room they were so anxious to repaint and refinish so they had a spectacular place to throw parties, and after that my work would be done. I couldn't stand the thought of it. My work would live on, and Bryan and Marcus would live out their days here, and I would be somewhere far away and long forgotten.


  I just wanted it to be over with. To get finished and get out as quickly and quietly as I could, before I ended up saying something I couldn't take back. Because I was in love with them. Both of them; in love with the two of them together. It was a huge, encompassing, heart-burning feeling and I didn't know how to handle it. Every inch of my soul that had ever been left cold by an affair had warmed and was now igniting with my desire to be with them, stay with them forever. But they were married. Forsaking all others, the vow went, and that included me.


  I walked in on them in the kitchen and found them huddled together as usual. But this time it wasn't a laptop or a set of blueprints, but a few notebooks and index cards. Bryan looked up at me and smiled. "Hey, come here a sec. How long before the living room's ready for entertaining?"


  "Another few days," I said. "Making plans?"


  "We were thinking of having a party to celebrate," Bryan said to me. "A housewarming, if you will. To show our friends what you've done with the place."


  "That sounds really nice," I said. I'd already met some of their friends briefly, seen more come and go without introductions. They seemed like the kind of guys everyone liked and wanted to be around, and I was sure they were beyond ready to entertain. I wished I could see it for myself—the two of them, glowing and alive, surrounded by friends.


  "We're looking forward to showing off your work," Marcus said, grinning. "It'll be a big tribute to you, so I hope you've got some dance shoes in that duffel."


  My jaw dropped. "Oh, I didn't think—"


  Bryan looked at Marcus as if to say I told you so. "You didn't think you'd be invited? Tony, come on, you're the guest of honor."


  A moment ago I had wished I'd be invited. But now my heart was dropping into my shoes. The thought terrified me. To be with them, bathed in their praise, knowing that every plaudit would be just as much a goodbye? It'd kill me. I shrank back, and Marcus must have thought I was going to keel over because a minute later he was reaching forward, a hand burning its impression into my upper arm, and God it was hard to breathe.


  I pulled away sharply. "I'm fine."


  "We thought you'd be excited," Bryan said.


  "I—" I fought for words. "I don't think it's a good idea."


  Bryan's face fell visibly, and I turned away. I wasn't going to volunteer why, not when I didn't have a good excuse cooked up. I could hear Marcus behind me, gearing up to say something, but he lost his momentum and fell silent too. I headed upstairs without a word. There was no reason to talk more. Even though there was a mountain left unsaid.


  They got quiet after that. Really quiet, like they were holding back. I could feel the restraint in each movement, each time we talked. Bryan would reach out, and Marcus' hand would fall on his arm, and silently they'd agree to hold back. The warm friendliness that had made life such hell for me in this house was gone. It became a cold, professional thing, the way we talked—a few questions about the direction things were going, a curt "How are you" in the morning—no more laughter, no more close encounters or casual touches.


  I should have been relieved. It had hurt so much every time Marcus' hand came down on my shoulder, every time Bryan brushed by and his eyes met mine with the glittering excitement of a shared joke. It was all gone. But the pain was multiplying in my heart like a ripe bruise, tender and sore whether or not it was touched. I ached. I missed them. I'd pause with a roller, the smell of paint fresh in my nostrils, and feel like I was breathing in teargas. This scene was incomplete. There was no Bryan behind me to admire my work, no Marcus to make a smart remark. I was alone in this home that didn't belong to me, and it was wrong. It was all wrong.


  When I lowered my roller for the last time and looked around the completed living room, my heart twinged. Done. I was done. All the paint needed to do now was dry, and then I could strip away the cloth and plastic, pack my things, and be free of this house.


  I will swear until I go to the grave that the paint fumes were just really strong in there. That's the reason my eyes were stinging.


  When I'd completed cleanup, I ushered them into the room. Wide, sparkling, vibrant and inviting, it was everything they'd wanted and then some, and Bryan clapped his hands over his mouth to hide the force of his grin. Marcus squeezed his shoulders from behind and beamed. "Perfect," he said. "Tony, it's perfect. I can't—we can't thank you enough."


  In his eyes was the warmth I'd been missing for so many days, and I wanted to cling to it, to reach my arms around the both of them and thank them for letting me in, letting me make a difference in their lives. Instead, I nodded and tried to hold back my own pleased grin. Heartbreak or no, a job well done was a source of joy for me. "I'm glad you like it," I said. "Now, I think it'll take me about a week to find another apartment, so until then I'll stay out of your hair, but as far as I can tell, my job is done here."


  Bryan's fingers had fallen from his face to Marcus' forearm. "Marcus," he said with a bit of urgency.


  Marcus nodded, and Bryan's face softened. "Do us a favor," Marcus said. "Stay put for a second. We'll be right back."


  They retreated from the room wordlessly, and I was left standing in the middle of the room, the joy of my creation tempered by fear. Had I done something horribly wrong? Had they noticed a flaw I had overlooked, something that changed it from perfect to unacceptable? I had no idea what they were suddenly conferring about behind the walls, but my heart was fluttering impatiently in my throat, as though trying to warn me of something just over the horizon.


  A strange glow at the doorway caught my eye. Like something out of a dream, I saw their faces first, lit yellow and strangely shadowed. Then my eyes traveled down to see the candles, a half-dozen of them at least, brightly lit and wavering as they were carried forward. Bryan and Marcus were bringing in a cake. My brain went numb and stuttering. It wasn't my birthday, it wasn't anything. Had I missed one of theirs? But Marcus was a November baby, and Bryan was born on Christmas Day—


  And then I saw the writing. In bright blue script on a bed of chocolate frosting:


  ~Thank You


  and


  Welcome Home~


  Now my heart was drumming, sinking back down into my chest, and my ribs ached. These two. These two dumbasses. What was I supposed to do with this? With them? They were killing me, day by day, kindness by small kindness. And now, including me on their welcome-home cake, like I was coming home too, when they both knew I was just about to leave forever?


  "Make a wish," Bryan said.


  I shook my head. "You're the ones who should make a wish."


  "We have," Marcus said. "Now it's your turn."


  I stared at him. The candle flames were reflecting in his eyes, a dozen bright pinpricks, and he looked like something made of heat and light. A star in his own right. "I'll make a deal with you." God, my voice was shaking and I couldn't stop it. "I'll blow out half the candles, you two do the rest. I'll take the thank you, you take the welcome home."


  It was an okay recovery, I thought. Fair. Even-minded, gracious without being overbearing.


  And then Marcus had to go and say, "It's your home, too."


  I stepped back. The candles flickered dangerously in the air stirred by my movement. Marcus frowned, brows lowering over his glittering eyes.


  "It's a place I've been living," I told him. "It's not my house and it's sure as hell not my home."


  The smiles faded from Marcus' and Bryan's faces in near-perfect unison. They were even synchronized in their disappointment. A pang of longing, verging on anger, dropped deep into my gut.


  "But that's what we're telling you," Bryan said. "You can stay here. Unless you have another job lined up, another place already?"


  I shook my head. He knew I didn't. I'd been looking, but only half-heartedly. I didn't want to accept that I'd have to leave this place.


  But I did. I had to. "I can't."


  "You can." Marcus set down the cake and walked over, putting a warm hand on my arm. "Stay. We'd love to have you."


  "I can't," I said again, wrenching myself away. My arm throbbed where he'd touched it. How could he do this to me? Didn't he know that every time he looked into my eyes like that all I wanted to do was to grab him by the shoulders, pull his body to mine? And then cross the room to where Bryan was standing, shell-shocked, and do the same to him? "Stop asking me, because I can't."


  "Why not?" Bryan came forward, his voice aching with the plea. "Tony, what's going on that's making you act like this?"


  I might as well just say it, I thought to myself. Better to force it, to bring the finality down like a hammer and erase all this kindness that was crushing me slowly with the weight of false hopes.


  "It's you," I said. Or heard myself say, because I was suddenly looking down at myself, watching this nightmare unfold. "Both of you. I watch you guys, I watch how much you love each other, and I want that. The way you talk. The way you... you touch. I want it, and I can't have it. That's why I have to leave."


  Silence. Bryan's eyes had widened. Marcus had clenched a fist.


  "Good," I said. My brow was tightening in a dour scowl. "Bet it'll be a lot easier to let me move out now."


  "Tony," Bryan said softly. "You can have it."


  I glared at him. "You don't get what I'm saying. I'm not saying I want something like what you two have. I'm saying I want what you two have." I swallowed hard. "I want you. Both of you. And I can't have you, so just let me move the hell out and be miserable somewhere else so you two can go on with your—"


  The last word was muffled against the force of Bryan's mouth.


  I drew back, automatically, dizzied. "What the hell—"


  There it was again, his lips, touching mine, a kiss I'd dreamed of, fantasized about, and maybe I was just dreaming it right now because his hand was curling behind my head, cradling the nape of my neck, and his body was warm and inviting against mine, and...


  I don't know what happened. I think I made a noise, and my arms moved, and then I was holding him, holding Bryan like I'd dreamed of, and his tongue was licking at my lips. Astonished, I opened my mouth, lifted my eyes, and over my shoulder there was Marcus watching. Arms folded over his chest, expression unreadable while I kissed his husband.


  I was kissing someone's husband. Oh, God, this was all wrong, so wrong—


  Bryan pulled away, beamed at me. I staggered backward, wiping my lips. I wanted to apologize, or ask a question, but my mouth was burning with kisses and I couldn't make it work right.


  Marcus moved forward and raised a hand. I winced, half-expecting a punch.


  Instead, Marcus laid his hand on Bryan's shoulder, pulled him close. "How was that?"


  Bryan smiled up at him. "Really nice. You should try."


  "I hope to." Marcus pecked him on the lips then looked over at me. "How you doing, Tony?"


  The sound of my name brought me back to reality, though my brain was still trying to make sense of what had just happened. "Confused," I answered, half-laughing, though nothing seemed funny. If this was a joke, it was a cruel one.


  "Let me explain, then." Marcus reached out and grabbed my hand. His other hand stayed on Bryan's shoulder. A thrill shuddered up my spine at the idea that we were all connected. "When we say we want you here, it's because we want you here."


  "I—" I was still watching the arc of his arms, wide as a bridge. "I don't get—"


  "We have feelings for you, too," Bryan said. "We've talked about it. A lot. About how we wish you could stay, how we want you in our bed."


  "But you're married." I sounded dumb, slow. Maybe I was.


  "We are. And we love each other, and if we both didn't want this, we wouldn't do it. But we do, Tony. You..." Marcus reddened. "You've felt like a part of us from the first day we met you. You have to have felt it too, right?"


  I did. Since the moment I fell over with Marcus onto my bed, since the moment Bryan and I bonded over potboiler mysteries. With every coat of paint and refinished hardwood plank, I'd been building this house for the three of us. No matter how much I'd thought otherwise.


  "So will you stay?" Bryan said. "Will you be part of our family?"


  Joy flooded me, sudden and complete. I nodded.


  Bryan pressed into my space again, smiling. He waited, held my eyes with his, and then gingerly leaned in to kiss me again. Now I was completely in my body again, no longer watching like an echo of myself. This was real, Bryan's lips were real against mine, and every drop of blood inside me was racing with surprise and excitement and relief.


  Halfway through the kiss I felt Marcus' hand come down on my shoulder. When Bryan stepped away, I was drawn toward Marcus, and his mouth followed Bryan's in claiming mine, warmer and firmer, different. I heard myself gasp, soft, and then Bryan's lips were on my neck, his hands around my waist. Marcus' arm stretched over my shoulder to touch Bryan's. All touching, all connected. I was trembling so hard just at the knowledge that I feared I wouldn't be able to keep my balance.


  But I needn't have worried. Marcus and Bryan were supporting me. Had been supporting me far longer than I'd realized. Maybe even from the first day I stepped over their threshold. I let myself relax into their joint embrace, releasing tension I'd been holding for weeks. It felt so good I thought I might laugh—or cry—or maybe even do both at once.


  My thoughts were derailed by Bryan's mouth clamping down on my neck, his teeth sinking into my flesh just on the right side of pain. It was like he knew I needed to be grounded in sensation, to be removed from my mind and placed firmly in my body. Marcus captured my gasp with his own mouth, taking advantage of my momentary shock to plunder my mouth with his tongue. There was an urgency to his kiss that matched my own and I began to suspect, to understand, that they had wanted me for as long as I'd wanted them.


  Every look, touch, and kind word was thrown into perspective. They'd been saying you belong here and we want you almost from the beginning, and I just hadn't seen it.


  I saw it now, and what's more I felt it in each touch, in the slow, steady slide of Bryan's hand down my chest, skimming across my stomach to just barely brush at the embarrassing arch of my erection in my pants. I was trembling with want, panting into Marcus' kiss, and Bryan broke his line of nips and bites across my throat to whisper in my ear, "I can't tell you how many times I wanted to feel you like this, Tony. Every time I saw you. God, every time I thought about you."


  "More," was the only word I could choke out. "Need more."


  "Not here," Marcus murmured against my mouth. His tongue swiped again against mine, leisurely and full of dark promises. "Upstairs. Come on."


  I nodded. The three of us broke apart long enough to blow out the shrinking candles on the cake before venturing, hand in hand in hand, up to the bedroom.


  The sight of their bed in front of me, open to me, brought a torrent of words to my lips. "I used to lie in my room and think about this bed," I heard myself say, "about what you two would do here, and I wanted—"


  "We'd talk about you," Marcus said, curling his hand around the small of my back and urging me forward. "Fantasize about you. Bryan would close his eyes and imagine you were the one sucking him off."


  "Oh, God." I turned, heat washing through me, and met Bryan's gaze, looking for confirmation. Bryan answered me with a kiss, hot and needy, better than any words he could have said.


  "Surprised you never heard me calling your name," Bryan said. His voice was a hot hiss, and I reached out to wind my arms around him, needing his body against mine.


  Slippery, half-smiling, Bryan broke from my grasp almost immediately, sliding backward across the carpeted floor and climbing onto the bed. Kneeling there, he shucked off his shirt in a quick rush, reached out strong, naked arms. "Want you so much."


  The image nearly broke me. I started to speak, but Marcus cut me off by reaching behind me to grab my shirt from the nape of my neck. He hoisted it off me in a single movement, and I tasted cotton for an instant before it was gone. He smiled at me, open-palmed, inviting me to do the same.


  No way. I wanted to enjoy myself. I worked my hands under his shirt at the hem, caressed the strong muscles of his stomach and slid up to brush my thumbs over his nipples. He gasped sharply and assaulted my mouth with his, teeth biting at my lips and tongue slicking away the burn from each nip. I opened my mouth to his, and we kissed wetly, messily as he pulled his arms through the sleeves of his T-shirt. A brief break, I lifted it over his head, and we clasped together, chest to chest.


  A soft gasp from the bed and we turned. Bryan had shed his pants and boxers and was naked now on the bed, fist curled around his erection and stroking slowly. The glimmer in his eyes said go on, but there was no way I could see him naked and not reach for him. I turned, pulling Marcus with me, and ran one hand up Bryan's leg to his thigh. Marcus chuckled and turned his attention to undressing me, guiding my jeans to the floor and kissing the back of my knee as a prompt to step out of them. Bryan's hand had gone slack on his cock, and when my boxers came down he reached for me instead, curling his fingers around my shaft. The inviting heat of it was almost too much, and I moaned and arched my hips forward.


  Marcus rose up behind me, and his legs were bare against mine—sneakily, he'd gotten naked while I was distracted by Bryan. His cock pressed against the small of my back, and his hands snaked around my waist as he sank wet kisses into my shoulder. "He feels good, huh?" Marcus whispered between kisses. "Let's give him what he wants."


  I nodded frantically. I would have given these men my soul if they'd asked. Hell, I was pretty sure they already had it.


  Marcus stepped out from behind me, kneeled on the bed next to Bryan and kissed him hotly. "You happy?" he asked, and Bryan nodded. "How do you want us?"


  Bryan's eyes lit up. "Want Tony to fuck me," he said. "Want to watch you two kissing while I suck you." There was near-madness in his voice. I thought I might pass out just from the sound of it. He wanted me this much. It still felt halfway like a dream.


  The three of us, I thought wildly, were making the shape of a house; roof and foundation. Together, we were home.


  Steadying myself on Marcus, one hand on his shoulder, I reached down to wrap my hand around Bryan's cock. He gasped and arched into my hand. We were all three touching, Marcus's mouth on mine and Marcus' hands on my face, my hand on Bryan's cock and Marcus's shoulder, Bryan taking us both in and then, incredibly, opening his mouth wider to take Marcus deeper as his body erupted into shudders and he came into my hand.


  It was too much for either of us to stand. Marcus came with my name on his lips. I came with "I love you" on mine.


  When I awoke the next morning, I was alone on the left edge of the bed, Marcus and Bryan tangled together on the opposite side. For a moment, a pang of loneliness and anxiety struck me. Was I going to be like this forever, never as close to either of them as they were to each other? How much would their shared past lock me out of their family memories, make me an inferior, a third wheel? In spite of everything, even knowing the strength of their love being one of the things that made me fall for them to start with, I was scared, frozen and alone.


  Then Bryan turned and glanced at me, and his face lit up.


  "I didn't dream it," he said. "You're really here."


  He reached out to squeeze my hand, and I knew then that I'd find my way into their embrace sooner or later. It would take time to build this new family of ours, but we were home.


  


  THE END
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  Two photos, each of a young man. One is tall, skinny, and pale-skinned with straight, platinum blonde, straw-like hair. He wears black skinny jeans and a tight black shirt with a V-neck and the sleeves pushed up to his elbows. The other guy is a few inches shorter, slightly more muscular and tanned, with wavy, brown hair. He wears black jeans and an open black leather vest, showing off his body.
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  Dear Author,


  I'm running warm up laps around the track when the shot put throwers start their practice throws. Ogling them distracts me enough that I veer off course into the hurdles. The end result is embarrassment, a sprained ankle, and losing my chance to participate in today's meet against our biggest rival. As a senior, I don't want to give up my spot, but I especially don't want to give it up to him.


  Since the start, we've been rivals on the track. We run the same distances and are competing with each other for spots at the starting block. But while I'm sure what relationship we have on the field, I'm less sure what we have off of it. Being forced to share a bedroom in a house with our other teammates doesn't help any. One day he's flaying me with sarcasm and the next he's gazing soulfully at me from across the room when he thinks I can't see.


  What's his problem? I can't figure him out. And what will happen tonight? Will he gloat about taking my spot, or surprise me by offering comfort just when I need it most?


  Sincerely,


  Sue
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  A COMPETITIVE EDGE


  by Adara O'Hare


  CHAPTER 1 – PRINCES AND FLOWERS


  I can't see my mattress. His junk covers it: CDs, tennis shoes, trash, ramen noodle packets, clothing… Are those clothes clean or dirty? Yech.


  I'm not unrealistic. I know he isn't expecting me to show this early before the spring semester, so it's not as if I thought I'd return to sparkling floors or anything. But expecting to be able to put my stuff down somewhere not covered by his crap is not too much to ask, seriously. No such luck though. Books, papers, posters, magazines, and electronics smother every flat surface. As the perfect finishing touch, a strip of condoms mocks me from the top of the pile on my mattress.


  Ugh. Thank God for small miracles they're not used. Then again, who would you bring back to this dump anyway?


  I'm not a neat freak by any stretch of the imagination, but the state of this room moves way past slovenly to bordering on hoarding. There's barely a path to walk to his bed, and even on the path something keeps crunching under my shoes.


  But this can happen when you study abroad for a semester and then return to school. As far as campus housing goes, you take what you can get when you get back. This semester it means I have a room with the Prince from Katamari Damacy, otherwise known as Heath Drake. Fuck my luck.


  Moving back into the Track team house will have to wait for me to finish cleaning first.


  Downstairs in the kitchen, I have to rummage through the strangely empty cupboards until I find the trash bags. Just my luck, there's only one left. I grab it and head back up to the pigsty.


  An hour into cleaning, I hear the front door slam shut.


  "Hello?" drifts up from downstairs. I assume he saw my car out front.


  "Up here," I reply.


  He runs up the stairs two at a time and skids to a halt at the door.


  "Flower. Shit!"


  I refuse to acknowledge the word he uses in lieu of my name. Not a flinch or a break in my rhythm. I continue stuffing trash from off of "my" bed into the nearly full garbage bag. And if I feign a bit more force than truly necessary to make him feel guilty, so sue me. He deserves it. I never claimed I can't be petty sometimes.


  "I'm really sorry, Flower. Shit, this place is a mess. Here, let me get that. It's all dirty anyway."


  My soon-to-be roommate nudges past me. At first all I see is his backside as he quickly starts grabbing condoms, CDs, and clothes from my bed, tossing them haphazardly onto his own. I stand as far out of the way as I can get and take a good look at him as he scrambles.


  Heath is an inch or so shorter than I am, but since I'm only five foot eight, both of us are on the short side. Since the last time I saw him, his wavy, brown hair is still short but longer over his ears than it was. It stays out of his eyes when he sweeps it to the side. His T-shirt hangs off him as though it's two sizes too big. His muscles are starkly defined and his arms are thin and bony, more so than I remember them being last spring. 'Sinewy' is not a good look for Heath.


  When he clears off my mattress and finishes overflowing his own, he finally notices the silence in the room. He turns and looks at me bashfully.


  Damn, he still has gorgeous eyes. They're bright chocolate brown, almost reddish. And he knows how to use those eyes to his best advantage, too. He also has long, thick eyelashes most women would kill for.


  I'm not sure I've ever noticed before how super cute he can be. Bashful is so much more pleasant than his usual fare. I usually can't get past his cocky attitude.


  "Flower?"


  I arch an eyebrow at him, cross my arms over my chest, and frown. He already knows what I think of that word when used in reference to me, but it's been seven months. Apparently he needs a reminder.


  "Je refuse de vous parler en anglais jusqu'à vous utilisez mon nom correct."


  I rattle off the French as quick as I can. I'm not above actively trying to piss him off if he's going to go out of his way to do it to me. And he usually does. He doesn't know French, but my body language speaks for itself. I really will continue to speak to him in French all week if he doesn't start using my real name.


  My parents are French and though I was born here in the States, I have a perfectly good French name: Fleury de la Coeur. Sure, I got a bit of teasing about it when I was little because none of the other kids had a name like mine, but it wasn't terribly bad. Not until Harry Potter and the Goblet of Fire came out in 2000, when I was ten. The next school year, starting fifth grade, I received a metric ton of teasing about my 'girly' name and my silvery white-blonde hair. I swear to God I have heard every single fucking Harry Potter joke in existence. Especially those about her.


  During the same year I began to realize I "like-liked" boys more than girls too. Bad timing much?


  Of course, it was worse in 2003 when Order of the Phoenix came out. The whole year kids called me "phlegm." Eighth grade sucked ass.


  Heath cringes and looks at the floor, "Yeah, okay. I'm sorry, Fleury."


  He surprises me with his capitulation because he usually fights back. He looks contrite this time, too, another out of character reaction. Usually he's so arrogant you can't get an apology out of him. I let go of the frown.


  "I know you weren't expecting me so soon, Heath, but this is ridiculous. You know that, right?"


  Heath shifts uncomfortably from foot to foot. He won't look at me directly, but he peeks up at me from beneath his lashes once. Where's the confident Heath I remember?


  Something is not right.


  I finally notice the sweat streaming down his face and neck. He must have just finished his run.


  "Go take a shower and clean up. We'll finish the room after we've eaten. I'll order a pizza. I can't find a damn thing to eat in this house except the ramen I saw earlier on the bed." The coaches don't like us to have pizza (or ramen) during track season, but it's not track season until school starts back and I feel like indulging.


  His eyes widen and I swear he flushes ever so slightly as he nods, grabbing a towel off a peg and scooting across the hall to the bathroom. It's a little bit unnerving. I can't find any of the normal Heath in his actions.


  ****


  When Heath joined the team as a freshman, he wouldn't shut up about how great a runner he is and how everyone would be eating his dust. You'd think the new guy would want to fit in and make friends, not alienate himself by pissing off the upperclassmen, but he started talking smack from day one.


  He was king of the hill on the distance runs during his first race season. He and I run the same distances, but I don't run cross-country, so our paths didn't cross until indoor track season started in January.


  On the first day of practice, when he started to brag about his speed, the coach told him to line up against me. I won the first three races against him. To add insult to injury, the longer the distance, the further ahead of him I was when I crossed the finish line. They also tested his baton passing and receiving for relays. He fumbled the pass during most of the drills.


  To this day, I think the coaching staff and the rest of the track team didn't tell him about me on purpose. I think they all took perverse glee from watching him be humiliated by someone better and who doesn't brag about it.


  I just wish they'd told me that I was the secret weapon. I'm the one who has to put up with his attitude because his pride took a dump in front of everyone. My wins didn't humble him, they pissed him off. He pitched one hell of a fit that day. He reminded me a lot of South Park's Cartman whining when things don't go his way.


  My existence offends him because I'm "the reason no one recognizes his greatness." I am his biggest rival on the team, smack-dab in the middle of his path to glory— and chicks. And I'm not even in the race with him on that count, much less competing. I just "make him look not as good as he is." Right.


  His loathing has always been kind of adorable in an annoying, little brotherly sort of way. But it does get old after a while. Really old. Very quickly.


  Thus I was already at the top of his hit list when he discovered my full name and what it means.


  Heath usually takes gleeful pride in pissing me off by addressing me as "flower," so I started calling him "CJ" in retaliation. And I won't tell him what it stands for. Every time he asks, I make up something different, like "court jester." (I was angry the day I told him it meant "cunt juicer". I'm not usually so vulgar.) I rarely say it though. I usually only throw it back at him when he's on my last nerve. After so much time, he knows he's got me when I start calling him that. He makes it a game now to piss me off enough to get me to call him "CJ."


  ****


  I hear the shower start and go find the number for the pizza joint on the fridge. After the call, I run out to my car and grab a couple more boxes. Fortunately, since this is my last semester before graduation, I don't have much with me, just necessities. Setting the boxes on the mattress, I ponder what all we need to do to the room. Laundry, definitely. Organizing and boxing his crap. Vacuuming. And probably a wipe-down with disinfectant won't hurt either.


  Then I can finally unpack.


  I'm separating his clothing into lights and darks when he walks back into the room wearing a towel around his hips. I smirk.


  "You remember I'm gay, right? Not afraid showing me that much skin will make me want to bend you over?"


  I know "Flower" refers strictly to my name and not to the fact I'm gay. He didn't find out about my preference in dates until Valentine's Day the year we met. He saw me kissing a guy goodnight in front of the team house as he was jogging past it. I remember his eyes opened wide when he saw me. I made a snide remark about him watching me, to which he sniffed, said something like, "I'll watch when there's something worth looking at," and took off jogging the other direction.


  At first I thought he might have an issue with me being gay, but he's never treated me any different before or since. At least not until today. Today he's totally off. Am I still his rival? Hard to tell since I wasn't around last semester. Maybe I just caught him by surprise.


  "Oh, please." He rolls his eyes. "You see me in my running shorts and not much else nearly every day. This is a lot more fabric compared to that." I nod to admit the truth of his statement. "Besides, you'd be the one bending over."


  "Touché."


  "No, I'm not going to touch your tushy anymore than I want you touching mine."


  "I sleep nude. If you have a problem with it, you better speak up now."


  "Somehow, I'll find a way to not grab your ass while you're sleeping. Your virtue is safe with me."


  "I have virtue?"


  I try not to grin but it slips through anyway. I can almost enjoy Heath's company when he treats me like a guy instead of the lowest form of scum. "Do you have any clean clothes?"


  He shifts a bit, looking discomfited. "I can find something."


  "Don't bother. Put this on." I toss him a T-shirt and a pair of sweatpants of mine from one of the bags on my bed. I'm a good little boy and don't watch him change, though I'm tempted. He might be thinner, but he's also a runner; all of us have drool-worthy bodies. "First, we're doing your laundry."


  "I don't have any detergent."


  I hold up a bottle of laundry detergent and shake it at him. He shakes his head.


  "I can't use yours."


  "Too bad. You don't have a choice in the matter. In a couple of days the house will be full and we'll be back to scheduling when everyone can use the machine. We're doing this now. So, unless your skin is going to break out in a rash from this brand, your clothes are getting washed in this today. Grab a pile."


  He thins his lips but nods acceptingly. We each grab a pile of clothing and walk it down to the laundry room. He throws some of the darks in while I drop the whites on the floor for later. Once we have the machine running the first load, we go back to survey the bedroom.


  We discuss how to split the furniture, deciding I get one of the desks and the wardrobe, leaving him the other desk and the entire closet. It doesn't take us long to clean out the wardrobe. Most of his clothes are dirty, so the hangers are already bare. He cleans his stuff out of the bottom drawers and tosses his shoes under his bed. Once empty, I have room to unpack. Heath works on uncovering my desk.


  With the both of us working quietly, in another hour the room looks tons better. We still have some work to go, especially to clean out the closet, but at least I no longer feel like something might crawl out from a pile of trash and bite me while I'm sleeping.


  The doorbell startles both of us when it ding-dongs.


  "Pizza break." I swoon like Scarlett O'Hara, the back of a hand to my forehead and the other over my stomach. "I'm starving."


  His stomach rumbles in agreement. He nods and we race down the stairs to the door.


  The pizza delivery guy is C-U-T-E cute. He smiles when we throw open the door like a couple of over-eager children. While I'm digging cash from my wallet, Heath takes off with the boxes and sodas. I toss a "bitch, bring back my pie!" over my shoulder before I hand the cutie a twenty and offer "keep the change" to him. He stands there for moment and I get the feeling he wants to say something, but after a few more seconds he nods his thanks and turns back to his car. I debate calling after him but decide instead to lean against the doorjamb and watch as he drives away. My obvious staring after him should sufficiently make the point. If he's interested, he knows where to find me.


  I find Heath in the kitchen already working on his second slice of pizza. He must have inhaled the first one.


  "Hungry much?"


  "Yur oo whoa," he muffles through a mouthful of The Works. I pour soda into a couple of plastic cups and set one in front of him. After swallowing pizza, he swigs half the cup in a single gulp.


  "Damn, boy, slow down. Save some for me."


  As he looks away, his countenance shifts to the quiet bashfulness I saw earlier. His cheeks might even be faint pink. He would hit me for saying it, but Heath faintly blushing is absolutely stunning.


  Where the hell has this Heath been and how do I keep him?


  Did I really just think that about Heath Drake? Christ, I need to get laid.


  He mumbles, "Sure, sorry."


  The feeling that something is wrong returns. I see glimpses of the Heath I call "CJ," but this attractive Twilight Zone alternate reality version is eerie and I hardly know what to do with him.


  We eat through a pie and a half and drink one of the two 2-liters in relative silence before calling it quits.


  "I… uh… thanks, Fleury. For the pizza and helping me clean."


  "Sure. Not that I had much choice on the cleaning if I want to live in that room."


  "Yeah. Uh, I can pay—" Something clicks in my mind. "—you back…"


  "Go swap loads of laundry and then we'll get back to it."


  Not waiting for an answer, I turn to put away the leftovers and wash and rinse the cups in the sink. He hesitates for a few moments before heading for the laundry room.


  He's a lot thinner than he used to be. I haven't seen any food but for some ramen. Paying me back worries and embarrasses him. Financial trouble explains all of those. It doesn't explain the state of the room, but it does explain not having any detergent to do the laundry or being able to buy more trash bags.


  Do I bring it up with him? God knows I wouldn't want to talk about it if it was me. So, I guess the answer is no.


  But there are things I can do. Like grocery shopping.


  The last of Heath's CDs disappears into a box as I walk into the room. I'm glad to see the surface of my desk.


  "I'm going to run to the grocery store since there's no food here. Is there anything you need besides laundry detergent?"


  "That's okay. Really. I can—"


  "There's no point in you having to make a separate trip, Heath. Just answer the question. What do you need? And what do you want to eat for the next few days until the rest of the guys show up?"


  He stares at me blankly. Maybe he has figured out I know too much. Maybe he needs to decide whether or not to accept the offer. He finally gives me a short list of what he'd like to eat and a couple of other items, like toothpaste and deodorant and toilet paper.


  "Okay. I'll be back in a while. Oh, do I need to pick you up some boxes to pack or organize your stuff?"


  "Um…" He looks around the room. "Sure, that'd be nice."


  "That's me, Mr. Nice Guy." He harrumphs. "What?" I ask.


  "You're fucking ruthless on the track."


  "All's fair in love and war." I smirk at him, "That falls under war, just in case you weren't certain."


  He throws a tennis shoe in my direction. I sidestep it.


  "Go to the damn store already."


  CHAPTER 2 – GOSSIP AND GLANCES


  Before the others arrive for the new semester, the days with Heath are actually pleasant. Now clean, the room is ten times better than it was when I first showed up. No trash, no crumbs, no dust bunnies. I'm not ashamed to bring anyone up to the room any longer. Maybe even pizza cutie might make it in here one day.


  Or he might not if Heath keeps flirting with me like he has been. Okay, flirting is a bit misleading. He's been taking sidelong glances at me when he thinks I'm not looking. And they're not the "what's wrong with this guy" kind. They're the "I can't keep my eyes off you" kind. I've seen the look before; I know it when I see it. It's completely flattering but also really disconcerting coming from him. He's never looked at me with anything but contempt before.


  And it has me thinking thoughts about him I really shouldn't think if we're going to room together and not kill each other this semester. I just know this rooming situation is going to go to hell sooner or later.


  It's too cold just yet to do early morning runs, so we run together in the afternoon, after we have lunch made from the groceries I bought. At night, we make dinner, watch TV, and play video games until early in the morning, and then sleep in until ten.


  In short, Heath and I have a really great time for three days. Right up until the rest of the team starts showing up just before the semester begins.


  "CJ" returns along with the rest of the team.


  Drew arrives first. Heath and I are getting ready for our run around one in the afternoon when Drew walks in like he owns the place.


  "Who's in da hous'? Drew's in da hous'!"


  "Big D!"


  "Fleury, ya fag! Get your ass down here an' gimme a hug. Been too damn long."


  God, how I missed the resonant bass of his voice while I was gone. I fly down the stairs and throw myself at Drew. Fortunately he catches me by grabbing my ass and hugs back.


  Drew is my best buddy on the team, in the house, and probably in my life at this point. We're both track and field seniors. He's a field athlete, indoor heptathlon and outdoor pentathlon. He does pretty well on most of the events, but the extra 500m between the 1000m in the heptathlon and the 1500m in the pentathlon kicks his ass. And don't think I don't regularly make stamina jokes at his expense because of it. I'm a distance runner. I'm allowed.


  He's the sexiest, most beautiful dark-skinned man I have ever met, with the most gorgeous hazel eyes and long dreadlocks. He also flirts like an Italian, which I find totally unfair because he knows how I lust after his body and his brain, the big cock tease.


  However, keeping my hands to myself is the lesser of two evils. Candy, his girlfriend, will cut me if I make a move on her man. Well, she might if she actually felt threatened by me, but she doesn't. She trusts him implicitly and loves him absolutely. I wouldn't even dream of going after her man anyway because I love her to death. Even if she didn't have Drew, she's a kick-ass woman and friend, but she's also the best thing to ever happen to Drew, too.


  It wouldn't matter if I tried, anyway. Drew's head-over-heels for her and comfortable enough with his sexuality and mine that neither one of us thinks anything of it when he grabs my ass.


  "Hey, man!" I have the biggest smile on my face. "How've you been?"


  "Missin' you, ya dumb fuck. How the hell you been, mister fancy fuckin' Frenchman? Left me to deal with this shit alone for an entire semester. You're lucky I don't beat your ass."


  "You know you're welcome to pound my ass anytime you feel like it, Big D. Just say when and I'll be bent over the nearest piece of furniture."


  Of course, Heath has to walk in on the spectacle which is our reunion at precisely this moment.


  "Jesus! Get a room, you two 'mos. And make it his room because I don't want to watch that shit, Flower." He smirks at me.


  Drew's laugh is a deep from-the-belly sound. Though whether it's a result of my retort or Heath's, I can't tell. I'm too busy being rather pissed off Heath addressed me as "Flower" for the first time in three days.


  I unwrap myself from Drew's hold and face Heath.


  "If I recall correctly, CJ, you said you'll 'watch when there's something worth looking at,' right? Surely this would qualify." I fix him with a smug look.


  That gets his attention. He glowers at me.


  "What the fuck does 'CJ' stand for?"


  "You guys didn't tell him while I was gone?" I ask Drew, surprised. I really didn't expect the guys to keep up the joke. They're all in on it but for Heath and maybe the freshmen.


  "Naw, man. I don't think it ever came up. He never asked."


  I look back at Heath and smirk. "Cum Jockey" rolls off my tongue without missing a beat.


  His eyes tighten into slits. He can't tell whether or not I've told him the truth. Without another word, he turns and stomps back up to our room. Drew and I stare after him for a moment.


  "I don't think he liked that one." Drew turns back to me. "Damn, man, it's good to see you. I missed the fuck outta your smart-ass mouth. You have a good holiday?"


  "Yeah, D-man. I spent it in Marseilles with my parents and grandparents. You?"


  "It's a'ight. Got me a fiancée on Christmas Day, if ya know what I mean."


  My jaw drops.


  "Are you fucking serious? Holy shit, Drew, that's incredible!" I hug him again. "Candy must be over the moon."


  "I'm sure you'll see the rock I put on her finger before the weekend's over."


  He gives me a huge, toothy smile. I can see the elation in his eyes. I'm truly happy for them.


  "So," he continues, "you gonna be my best man an' shit, right?"


  "Hell yeah! You guys set a date yet?"


  "Naw, just sometime after graduation. She wants to do all the fancy shit an' needs time to plan. It'll prob'ly be sometime next year."


  "You tell me when and where, and I will throw you the best fucking bachelor party ever."


  "No gay bars, Fleury."


  "Dammit! You ruin all my fun."


  ****


  Since Heath ran off in a snit, I decide to stay and catch up with Drew instead of doing the afternoon run. We hear the front door slam shut around ten minutes after we move the conversation into Drew's room, which suits me fine since I want to talk to Drew confidentially.


  "Drew, what can you tell me about Heath from last semester? Anything out of the ordinary?"


  "You askin' for gossip? You hate gossip."


  "Not that I want to gossip, but he hasn't been himself since I got here— well, he is now you're here— and I'm trying to put pieces together. As much as I hate it, the gossip may help."


  "Like the rumor he's bi?"


  "Really? Where'd the rumor come from?"


  "He hasn't brought a girl here an' last semester he had that room all to himself, for one."


  I can't find fault with this point. I know what most of us would have done with a room to ourselves. And Heath has a history with several women. Some of the guys call him Don Juan.


  "For two, someone said they saw him kiss a guy, but details're sketchy, so it's still just a rumor. No one's cared enough to ask him."


  "Hmmm. Maybe, maybe not. He might just have other things on his mind. Hey, did you see his room at all last semester? Was it like a dump?"


  "Naw, man, was clean the few times I saw it. He kept the door closed lots though, 'specially 'round finals."


  "I could barely walk into the room when I got here three days ago. Every bit of clothing he had was dirty, and there wasn't any food in the house. I think…"


  I hesitate to share my suspicion because it's so personal, but if I'm right, I'm going to need the help.


  "You think what?"


  "I need you to keep this secret, okay? I swear to God I will find a way to beat your ass to a pulp if this gets out, you got it?"


  "Yeah, man. What's wrong?" I can hear the honest concern in Drew's voice. He gets it.


  "I think he's in serious financial trouble. I don't think he had money for food or laundry. I think he stayed here over the whole Christmas break by himself. I don't know what's going on in addition to that, but he's a lot thinner than I remember him being last May. Is he running well?"


  My scholarship doesn't include cross-country, which is why I got to study abroad last semester without any problems from the university. Heath did run last semester.


  "He's been struggling this year. Not slow but distracted. Hasn't won much," Drew offers.


  I nod. His assessment seems to fit with my theory.


  "You think it might be gamblin' or some serious shit like that?"


  I pause to give the possibility some thought. The more I think about it, the more it doesn't feel like the right fit though. The whole situation feels more like resignation than desperation. I also don't think he could've hidden gambling debts from the house for this long.


  "I don't think so, but I don't know. He's still got lots of electronics in his room, so he doesn't seem to be hocking anything to pay off bad debts, but I just don't know." My gut tells me gambling is not the right answer. I wouldn't ask Drew to get involved otherwise. "I need your help, D-man."


  "Anythin', Fleury."


  "I'm trying to make sure he has what he needs without being obvious about it. Keeping toilet paper, toiletries, laundry detergent, school supplies, and particularly food available so he doesn't have to worry about buying them or starving anymore. Can you help me with that?"


  "Sure, man, you know it."


  "Thank you. Whatever it is, if it involves money, just try to find a way to help him get out of it, especially if he looks like he's floundering for an excuse. I just don't want to raise any suspicion that's what we're doing though. His or anyone else's."


  Drew holds up a fist and I bump it with my own. Whether Heath knows it or not, we've got his back. He may be an annoying, cocky jackass, but he's never been a bad guy.


  ****


  The semester starts out okay. Heath receives his scholarship payment at the beginning of the semester. He chips in for groceries with everyone else, like we always do for the team house. He's frugal, skipping out on eating anywhere except the school cafeterias on the meal plan. If any of the guys try to pressure Heath into eating out with them, Drew or I often say we're heading the same direction he is. Whenever Drew or I go shopping, we ask around to see if anyone needs anything so it doesn't ever seem like we're doing it specifically for Heath, even though we are.


  A couple of weeks after the semester starts, Heath ignores the handkerchief I tied to the locked doorknob of our room and the groaning going on inside it, so he gets an eyeful of pizza cutie— his name is Wayne— shirtless, kissing and grinding on top of me, my hands inside his unfastened jeans, feeling up his ass. I don't spare much thought to Heath standing there— I mean, who doesn't have the common courtesy to back out and return later?— until he remarks, "This is my room, so unless you want my commentary on your performance in loud and scathing detail, Get. The Fuck. Out."


  Wayne jumps out of his fucking skin when Heath speaks. I guess he didn't hear the door open. I have never seen a guy move that fast. He grabs his shirt and runs out without even fastening his jeans back.


  After Wayne leaves, I lay into Heath for being an oblivious, unrepentant asshole. The whole damn house gets an earful of my business. And I'm not talking about the groaning from before. Somehow it's my fault Heath ignores all of the usual signs?


  Heath's guardian angel makes sure Drew prevents me from decking him. I owe Heath a black eye.


  When Heath finds the door to our room locked the next night, he yells loud enough for the entire house to hear, "Flower? Is your ass hanging out? Or is some guy's dick in your mouth? Is it safe for me to come in?"


  I throw the door open and declare in loud and cheery delight, "You can come in my mouth anytime you like, CJ. All you have to do first is ask nicely. Otherwise, I might bite." Then I stand aside, holding the door open and motioning him in as if I'm a hotel doorman.


  I take immense pleasure in his gob-smacked speechlessness after my retort: eyes wide, mouth slightly open, staring at me in surprise, unable to utter a sound. It's priceless. He turns around quickly to walk down the stairs, but not before I see red blotches spreading up his neck and face. I hear the front door open and close.


  What the hell?


  That night after dinner, I sit cross-legged on my bed working on some reports for my advisor. The door opens and Heath walks in. I look up at him and nod without saying anything. He nods back and goes to his bed. I guess maybe that means truce?


  His strange reaction to my comeback earlier flashes through my mind and I find myself looking up at him as he works quietly. I see reminders of the adorable junior I got to know a few weeks ago, before Drew and the rest of the team showed up.


  I try not to get caught staring at him, but the more I try to focus on what I should be doing, the more I can't think about anything but Heath. I exhale and shut the book. I feel like jacking off, but that means taking a shower. So I start undressing.


  I've never been self-conscious about dressing or undressing in front of Heath before, but I am this time for some reason. I'm not even facing him as I grab a towel and wrap it around myself. When I happen to look up in the mirror, I can see Heath on his bed. He's not meeting my eyes in the mirror though. He's staring at my now towel-clad ass.


  I grab my shampoo and turn for the door. I really need that shower now.


  ****


  Things are awkward for the next few days. I don't know how to feel about Heath. I keep catching him looking at me when he thinks I don't see him, which can only mean he probably sees me doing the same thing when I sneak peeks. It's a strange limbo which neither of us seems to know what to do with but also neither of us is willing to break. When we're not at school or practice, we spend most of our time in our room pretending we're not looking at each other.


  Particularly when we're changing clothes.


  I need a lot of showers because of this. And more showers means I have to undress more often. It's a vicious cycle. It's also kinda fun teasing him.


  He hasn't said he minds.


  CHAPTER 3 – TWISTS AND TURNS


  The outdoor track and field season starts in mid-to-late March. Heath also suddenly becomes surly— I mean really surly— around the same time and for no apparent reason. He bitches about the house, about the team, about their girlfriends, about practice, about not getting to run in the A relays like he does in Cross Country— all my fault, by the way— and particularly about the "dick-chaser" he lives with and has to compete against. After a couple of weeks of listening to it, the other guys are ready to kick his ass off the team and out of the house. And they designate me to talk to him about it. Lucky me.


  Drew and I exchange glances. Better me than anyone else, I guess.


  I think about what I should say as I wait for Heath to come home. I have no idea how I'm going to approach this.


  When he walks in the door, before he can even drop his backpack on the bed, I blurt, "I need to talk to you."


  He turns to me with suspicion. "About?"


  "The stick that's been up your ass for the last two weeks. The whole fucking team is tired of your bitching and none of us have any idea what the hell is wrong with you." Way to be too fucking blunt, Fleury. This'll go over well. I should have thought this out better.


  "Yeah? They must've forgotten I'm not the one in this room who likes to stuff shit up his ass."


  I bite back the "fuck you" and other really nasty personal attacks. I deserve a pat on the back for this. We need to have this conversation, and I admit I started off poorly. With a shitload of effort, I manage to address him calmly.


  "How could they forget? You've been complaining about me and everything else constantly for weeks now. And I haven't even done anything for you to bitch about since you threw Wayne's ass out in January. So please tell me what the fuck I—we—did to piss you off so we can fix it and move on, because the team is sick-to-fucking-death of hearing you and ready to toss your shit out on the curb if you don't shut the fuck up."


  Heath blanches, a fearful look washing over his features. I'm sure my alarm upon seeing his echoes on my own face.


  "Heath? Jesus, what's wrong?"


  He sits down heavily on the edge of his bed, mechanically, without thought, like the way someone would sit if you've just told them a dear family member died. His cocoa brown eyes look haunted. He whispers, "Don't kick me out. You can't, Fleury. Please… you can't kick me out…"


  I get down on my knees on the floor between his legs and look up at him. He stares past me, not at me. I put my hands on either side of his head to try to get him to focus on me.


  "We're not going to kick you out. I promise. But you gotta talk to me. What's eating you? What's causing this?"


  "I can't afford to go anywhere else. I don't have anywhere else to go. I… I have to stay here." Still whispering. Still haunted. Still not processing what I'm saying.


  "Okay. You can stay. Heath, you can stay. Shhhh. It's okay."


  I wrap him in a hug, one hand soothingly stroking the light brown waves of hair. He clings to me, his arms below mine and pulling down on my shoulders. I feel like I'm soothing a small child who lived through a trauma his parents didn't. The idea of being forced to leave scares the bejeezus out of him.


  So he won't be leaving. Simple as that.


  "You gotta stop complaining about everything, though. Whatever's going on with you, it's not the team's fault, is it?" Heath shakes his head no. "Okay, so don't take it out on the team. Call me whatever the fuck you want—I can handle it—but you gotta stop being rude to the rest of the team. Can you do that?" Heath nods yes. "Good. I'm gonna go tell them we talked and no one's making you leave, okay? You stay in here and I'll come get you when it's time for practice."


  I stand up and exit the room, leaving Heath still catatonic on his bed. When I enter the living room, the guys who are there all look up at me. I tell them I spoke to Heath and smoothed things over; he'll stop being a complete shit about everything. They shrug and everyone goes back to their own business.


  Then I go find Drew and tell him the rest.


  ****


  For the next couple of days, Heath avoids me like the plague. I get it. I saw him vulnerable and he doesn't want to face that. I have no issues with that.


  Before the buttcrack of dawn on Saturday morning, the team boards a couple of buses to go to an invitational meet hosted by one of our big conference rivals. I think about sitting with Heath on the bus… for all of about two seconds, just long enough for him to glare daggers at me which say "don't even think it, you fucking fag." The epithet definitely comes through in the glare. Impressive, really.


  So Drew and I chat with the other seniors and juniors in the back of the bus, having a good time. Heath sulks alone toward the front. When we stop for food, Drew and I can't offer to pay for him without making a scene, so we don't offer. Heath sits alone. A couple of the other guys notice, but Heath's body language says "don't bother me," so no one does.


  I wish I knew what to do, but I don't. He has to be willing to accept some help. Right now, he isn't.


  When we reach the meet five hours later, the runners get to watch the first few event finals of the pentathlon while we warm up.


  I love watching Drew perform. When he throws a discus and his muscles flex, I get weak in the knees. Watching him gives me a whole new appreciation for the ancient Greek Olympians who competed in the nude. I would be a happy boy if we went back to that particular tradition. And everyone on the entire field would know it.


  I'm aware I have no shame. I like it that way.


  So I'm not paying enough attention to my surroundings and I smack into another warm-up runner who veered into my lane. My foot kicks his, my momentum pitches me forward as I stumble, and I land sideways on my take-off foot, twisting my ankle and landing solidly on my shoulder.


  Oh fuck.


  Umpires, coaches, teammates, and track medical personnel rush over to us to check the damage. I'm holding my knee up to my chest—I'll be damned if I grab my throbbing ankle—while groaning through gritted teeth. I can hear my coach yelling at the Head Umpire about the other guy being in my lane. The track doc kneels next to me.


  "What's his name?"


  "Fleury de la Coeur, sir," Heath tells the doc.


  "Fleury, son, I need you to let go of your knee. Can you do that for me?" I don't say anything, but I let go of the knee. "Good. Now tell me where it hurts."


  "My ankle."


  The doctor rolls me onto my back, straightens my leg, and lays it down gently on the ground.


  "I'm going to touch your ankle in a few places. You let me know if anything is painful."


  He waits for me to acknowledge him before he touches various spots around the joint. Most of them are painful when he pushes hard enough.


  "Ow, ow, ow."


  "Okay, can you flex your ankle up and down for me?" I manage it with difficulty and not as much range as I normally have. "How about side to side?"


  Ankle says no. "Ow, shit." So not good.


  "Okay, I'm going to test the joint myself now. Try to relax and exhale as I move your foot. Tell me as soon as you feel any pain."


  Again, up and down isn't great but isn't bad; side to side hurts like a sunovabitch.


  "I think it's safe to say it's sprained, not broken, and I don't think you need to go for an x-ray, but you won't be running on it for at least a month."


  Right around the time of conference championships. Have I said "fuck my luck" recently? Fuck my luck.


  My trainers talk to the track doc, but I tune them out. They'll tell me what they want from me later. I move my arm across my eyes to block the morning sun and sigh.


  The coach talking about what to do for the relays gets my attention though.


  "We'll put Drake in. He's the next fastest at that distance."


  "His passing is rough though."


  "We'll do some passing practice this morning then. If we move Drake, who should anchor the B relay?"


  Heath. They're going to give Heath my spot on the A relays. Shit.


  With my arm blocking the sun, I look around until I spot him maybe ten feet away, also avidly listening to the coaches' discussion about the relays.


  "Heath." He looks down upon me. Physically and metaphorically. His countenance is fairly neutral, but his eyes and lips tighten when he looks at me.


  "What, Flower?" I can't miss the emphasis on my "name" as he squats down next to me. He is truly piqued about something.


  "Dammit, don't call me that. Listen, I don't know what's going on with you, but you need to deal with it so you can run this relay. You need to focus."


  "Oh, that's a joke coming from you, asshole." The venom dripping from his voice is a shock.


  "Excuse me?"


  "What exactly were you focusing on when the other guy ran into you?" He lowers his voice so only I can hear the question and the accusation in his tone.


  Jesus, just fucking kill me now. Of all people to catch me staring at Drew, it had to be him. I just hope I'm not flushing as hot as I feel.


  "It doesn't fucking matter. I'm out of the relay and it sounds like you're in it. Focus on receiving the baton and nail it." I inhale a heavy breath before biting the bullet. "I fucked this up. The team needs you to step up. Please." Under my breath, I mutter, "Don't let me down."


  Heath spits out, "At this point, I couldn't give a shit about letting you down. Fuck off, Fleury." Then he stands up and walks away.


  I didn't intend for him to hear that particular comment. God, how many more ways can I fuck this up? Without a pair of crutches I can't chase after him. I lean up on my elbows and watch him go.


  The coaches help me limp back to the team area. They wrap my ankle and I prop it on top of my overnight bag to keep it raised. I can't move from this position for the entire day, except to put on sunscreen, to eat, or to hit the head.


  Drew gives me a once over and shakes his head when he returns from the discus throw.


  "The fuck you do now?"


  "I twisted my ankle."


  "I see that. And?"


  "Someone else ran into my lane. I ran into him and fell."


  "You just ran into him, huh?"


  I glare at Drew and don't answer him.


  "Bad time to fuck up your ankle, man."


  "No shit, Big D."


  "You need anythin'?"


  I roll over carefully onto my stomach. "You could give me a massage, baby."


  "Fuck you, lazy bitch," he laughs. "'m busy."


  I give him a put-upon sigh and roll back over, smiling.


  ****


  Depending on the number of schools attending, track and field meets are usually either one- or two-day events. And they're very long days, starting around nine or ten in the morning and going until nine or ten at night. This meet is a single day event.


  For the athletes, the days are fairly boring as we wait between events. Everyone cheers on their teammates, but they also bring things to keep them busy: e-readers, MP3 and video players, hand-held video game devices, books, food, card games, etc.


  Even with all of the typical distractions, I'm going out of my mind. Sure, everyone makes stupid mistakes. But I know better. My coaches know it. Drew knows it. Heath knows it. Hell, the whole team knows it.


  But the guilt I feel doesn't derive from the team's disappointment. I feel guilty because those people whose opinion matters to me know I made a huge mistake today. Their disappointment brings me guilt.


  And Heath's censure bothers me more than I care to admit.


  I am so not ready to face the implications of these thoughts.


  My ankle needs to be elevated to keep the swelling down. The coaches tell me they don't want me to stand up unless I have to pee. But when the time comes for the distance relays to run, I can't stop myself from grabbing the crutches and going to watch, no matter how much my ankle protests.


  And I keep lying to myself, telling myself I'm not going just to watch Heath run. Because I am.


  He looks good. He smiles at the other guys on my relay team, and I realize I haven't seen his real smile directed at me since Drew showed up at the house at the beginning of the semester.


  The starting runners take positions and the relay begins. The first runner does three laps around the track, the second runner does one, the third runner does two, and the final runner does four laps. I usually run the anchor leg, so Heath will also go last.


  "I know that look." Drew moves forward to stand at my side so I can see him peripherally without twisting.


  "What look?" I feign ignorance.


  "That 'I'm interested' look."


  "'Interested?' In what?" Answering questions by repeating back the question is never a good delaying tactic. Drew knows me too damned well anyway.


  "In your roommate, judgin' by your line of sight."


  "Well, it wouldn't be the stupidest thing I've done today, would it?"


  "By leaps an' bounds, Fleury. You're askin' for trouble."


  "I know."


  The first two baton passes are clean. After the current runners complete their first lap of two, the anchors take their positions on the track for the final pass, including Heath. We're in good position going into Heath's leg.


  "You sure about this?"


  "No."


  "Fuck, man."


  "Only if I'm lucky."


  "An' if you're unlucky?"


  "You'll hear about it pretty quick. The walls are thin."


  "No shit. I'll hear about it either way." Drew's room is next to ours.


  "So wish me luck."


  "G'luck. You gonna need it."


  Heath starts running as Rich reaches the passing zone. For a few tense moments they fumble to get the baton solidly in Heath's hand. Just as they reach the end of the passing zone, Heath brings his arm forward, baton firmly in his grip.


  I breathe.


  "You worried?" Drew asks.


  "Of course."


  "He's a good runner."


  "I know that. He's shit with the batons, though. Impatient. Distrustful."


  "You should help him with that."


  "I might if he'd accept my help."


  "Make him," Drew says.


  I'm not entirely certain Drew means track at this point. Wishful thinking on my part, perhaps. I can't bring myself to ask him to clarify though.


  Heath keeps up a great pace for his mile and still has something left to push it faster at the end. He and the relay come in second place by a nose. I'm proud of him. The relay team jumps on him, thumping him on the back and rubbing him on the head. He's so happy.


  And gorgeous.


  Then he notices me watching him. His smile fades. Mine falters.


  He looks away.


  Where the fuck do I go from here?


  CHAPTER 4 – WATCHING AND WAITING


  We get back to the team house around two-thirty in the morning. Most of us crawl straight into bed.


  Heath decides he wants to celebrate and go out clubbing. He slides on this super-tight pair of black skinny jeans over a pair of sexy, short briefs and then replaces his shirt with a leather vest and nothing else.


  Sweet Jesus, that outfit screams "I want to get laid!"


  Oooh! Oooh! Pick me! I'll do it!


  Down, boy.


  After Heath leaves, I take some swelling and pain relievers and then get naked and lie down with my ankle propped up, but in no way am I even close to sleep. I'm thinking about my ankle, and Heath, and his outfit, and his body… My mind just won't shut off.


  He's not the only one with carnal urges tonight.


  At times like this I'm glad I own a decent toy collection because I can always find just the right indulgence. Tonight it's bright red, curls at the tip to hit my prostate, massages my balls, and vibrates at multiple speeds. It's perfect for me to tease myself. I want to lose my mind in inescapable ecstasy, but toying with myself will have to do for now.


  I need my mind to shut off.


  I've been semi-hard since I saw Heath putting on those ass-wrangling jeans. My mind wanders into a fantasy about getting him out of them. I mentally recreate him in our room, strip-teasing a slow reveal of his delicious ass. In short order, the only thing he has on is the leather vest, open so he can tweak his nipples. And he moves sinuously like a stripper, cock ready to oblige my desires.


  It doesn't take me long to stroke myself hard with those naughty images floating before my eyes.


  God, there are so many reasons I shouldn't think about Heath this way: he's my teammate, he's my roommate, he doesn't even like me… though, come to think of it, none of those things ever stopped me from fantasizing about Drew. But then again, I have always known Drew and I will never happen. I never perceived a downside with him.


  But this? This could happen. Maybe. If Heath actually is bi like the rumor says. Like all those peeps at me naked seem to indicate.


  Or it could go so very wrong…


  The thought makes this whole situation all the more forbidden. I've tried not to think about him while rubbing one out, even though I know he's often the cause. But now I'm so hard for him there's no point in attempting to talk myself out of it. I don't want to exorcise this fantasy… I want to live it.


  I insert the lubed toy and a couple of pushes seat it all the way inside. It's not a thick toy, but it hits the right spots.


  I imagine Heath filling me as I use the finger hook to push and pull, dragging it across my prostate, playing with different ways I can make my body shudder. It feels good, but at the same time I know I'm just playing with myself, so I can't truly let go. I want to lose myself in someone else's touches instead of being forced to manipulate my own body.


  In his touches.


  I slick my cock with lube and work it as slow as I can until subconsciously I speed up and tighten the fist. When I'm dying to bring myself off, I stop and fist the sheets instead of my dick, biting my lip until I've calmed down enough to play with my ass or run my fingers along my cock again.


  Over and over I bring myself to the edge of orgasm and clench to keep from it.


  Eventually I turn on the lowest vibration setting with the remote. The new stimulation feels incredible until I put too much pressure on my right ankle and wince in pain. Once I readjust so my good foot supports nearly all of my weight, the pain subsides and the pleasuring vibrations course through my body until I turn the toy off.


  I stimulate myself repeatedly to the limit of my control and whimper quietly at a couple of close calls. My labored breaths sound loud in the silence of the house.


  I'm languidly stroking my cock again with one hand while the other works the toy inside me when the door to the room opens and light from the hallway spills in, illuminating me in what I imagine is a very wanton pose.


  I'd be lying if I said I didn't want Heath to find me like this. I've been waiting for him.


  "Come in. Or get out. Close the door. Either way," I pant.


  The silhouette of Heath in the doorway doesn't move a muscle. His hand still rests on the doorknob, one foot in the room, one out.


  "I'm going. To finish." Stay and watch.


  I have to take my hand off my cock and grab the sheets again because I'm too close and so turned on with Heath there watching me. I shut my eyes tight and focus on stemming the tide just a little longer.


  I want to come so bad.


  Watch me. You said you'd watch if there was something worth looking at. See if you can ignore this.


  The door closes and the room is dark again. I'm not sure whether Heath is inside the room or he left. One way to find out.


  "If I touch. Myself. Again. I'll come."


  I wait in eternally long silence to see if he will answer me.


  Pleasepleasepleasepleaseplease…


  His answer is faint, breathy, and so fucking provocative.


  "Do it."


  Yes!


  I turn the vibrations on high and buck into my fist with abandon. At the first wave of orgasm, I'm reeling.


  "God, yessss," I hiss, possibly louder than I should.


  I jam the back of my hand into my mouth to muffle my groans, to keep them from becoming shouts of pure ecstasy.


  "Fucking hell…"


  Again only a whisper from Heath, but I hear him. I hear his want.


  I'm not crazy. I'm not making this shit up.


  Then he opens the door and walks out, closing it behind him.


  I'm gasping for air and exhausted, coming down from one of the greatest personal highs I have ever achieved. I have cum on my stomach. I can feel my ankle throbbing again. And I still have a vibrating toy filling my now increasingly sensitive ass.


  My roommate watched the show I put on just for him. And I think he's in the shower with his dick in his hand and thoughts of me in his head. I can definitely hear the shower running.


  I turn off and remove the toy, wiping it and my body clean. I really want to stay awake for when Heath returns to the room, to talk to him, but it's nearly four in the morning and I can't keep my eyes open. My mind finally shuts down.


  I know I'll pay for all of this tomorrow.


  ****


  First thing when I wake up, I check whether or not Heath spent the night in his bed. Finding him sound asleep only a few feet away surprises and pleases me. I wouldn't have been shocked if he'd decided to avoid me this morning entirely.


  I don't want to wake him, so I get dressed. I need a shower but caffeine has to come first. I find Drew in the kitchen, sitting at the table, watching me over his coffee as I grab a soda from the fridge and pop the top. I don't do coffee.


  "And?" he asks.


  "And?" I sit in one of the chairs and prop my leg on the table to keep it elevated.


  "How bad's it gonna be?"


  "What?" I ask after sipping my soda.


  "Fleury." I need to remember feigned ignorance does not work on Drew.


  "You mean his reaction?" Drew nods. "I have no idea. I fell asleep before he came back into the room from taking a shower."


  "Awww, shit, Fleury."


  "I'll try to talk to him when he wakes up, okay?"


  "This shit's gonna explode all over this damn house." His stare pins me down until I squirm. "Fix it, fucker."


  "I will, Drew." Somehow.


  ****


  Heath faces the wall, still sound asleep. I can't decide between sitting on my bed and watching him until he wakes up or sitting on the floor in front of his bed and stroking his hair to wake him up. I want to do the latter, but I don't. I'm too scared to. I really don't know how he'll react anymore.


  "Fleury."


  I nearly jump out of my skin when Heath speaks.


  "Yeah?"


  "Stop staring at me."


  "Um, can we talk?"


  "About?"


  "Last night."


  "What about it? I was drunk."


  Fuck. I haven't even considered the possibility. Heath did turn twenty-one last semester. So, is he telling me the truth or saying it as an easy out to the conversation? Should I have the conversation anyway? Fuck.


  "Does that mean you don't remember what happened?"


  "Refresh my memory."


  Jesus, he's going to be difficult.


  "You walked in on me masturbating with a toy and… watched me climax. Um…" Absolute silence from him. The dick. "You told me to do it."


  "You didn't want to?" Heath's voice is devoid of emotion. He sounds disinterested, like I'm pestering him.


  "No, I definitely did."


  "Then what's the problem?"


  "Christ. Are you trying to be an ass?"


  "Am I succeeding?"


  "Yes."


  "Do you have a point, Fleury?"


  I'm completely flustered by now. What is my point?


  Oh yeah.


  "Are you gay, Heath?"


  He twists halfway over in his bed to look at me. No answer though.


  "Bi?"


  Still nothing. Not even a twitch of his facial muscles.


  "Did you jack off in the shower last night or not?"


  Inquiring minds want to know!


  He smirks at me and I recognize the expression for what it is: Heath toying with me. Exasperating bastard.


  "So that's it? You don't care? It's not gonna be weird?"


  "I told you your virtue was safe."


  Heath rolls back over, effectively ending the conversation.


  Argh! Screw my virtue like I want you to. I sigh.


  "Can I ask one more question?"


  "What, Fleury?"


  His tone indicates I have definitely ticked him off. Childishly, I feel better knowing I have annoyed him. He frustrates me just as much.


  "Are you still in financial trouble?"


  He flies out of the bed and stands over me, catching me off guard. I have to look up at him to keep eye contact.


  He growls, "Stay the hell out of my business."


  "Fine," I glare back at him. "I'll leave you alone. Even though half the time you're blistering me with scathing disdain and the other half you're begging me for re-assurance and giving off mixed signals. When you make up your fucking mind, let me know. I'll be here. I can't really go anywhere for the next few days anyway."


  "FUCK OFF!"


  Kiss me, you asshole!


  He storms out of the room. Goddammit!


  ****


  I can't escape my thoughts of Heath. The singular thought of coming in front of him last night keeps my sweatpants tented constantly throughout the day. I contemplate alleviating my insistent erection, but remembering his voice last night telling me to come just calls more attention to the fact he isn't here now to watch me. Even though I'm so damned horny I can't think straight, I don't want to come without Heath here to see what he does to me. It's a fuck-awful catch-22.


  When I do manage to focus, I work on final reports which are due soon. Drew checks to see if I need anything during the afternoon and gives me a questioning look when he spots the bulge in my sweats. I shrug. He has no interest in helping me with this particular problem.


  Heath still hasn't returned to the room by the time I'm ready to go to bed. Resigning myself to the fact he probably doesn't want to talk to me tonight, I roll over on my good side to sleep. And if I don't bother pulling the sheets up high enough to cover my ass, which faces the door, so sue me. I warned him I sleep in the nude. He can deal.


  CHAPTER 5 – WORDS AND SILENCE


  I wake to a snicking sound. Still groggy from sleep, I attempt to roll over but I can't pull my arms down. I yank and hear a rattling sound. Something soft catches at my wrists. Grogginess gives way to panic as I begin tugging frantically. As I inhale to shout, a hand clamps down over my mouth.


  "Fleury, don't wake the whole house. I'm not going to hurt you. You're wearing your handcuffs."


  In my panic, it takes a few seconds for me to recognize Heath's voice. When my brain finally catches up with the situation, I stop panicking and look up at him, barely visible in the dark.


  "You've been teasing me with this gorgeous body of yours all fucking semester, sleeping naked, groping other men in our room, and undressing constantly to go masturbate in the shower. But waiting for me to walk in on that shameless performance last night was the final straw. Now it's my turn. Tonight, I'm going to tease you until you want to scream. And if you so much as utter a sound other than a whimper, I'm going to leave you hanging. All you have to do to get me to stop is to say anything. I don't mean the word 'anything,' I mean any word at all. Make a sound other than whimpering and I stop. Do you understand me, exhibitionist little slut?"


  My eyes flash I'm not a slut, but I nod without saying it. He removes his hand from my mouth.


  "I can tell what you're thinking, Fleury. You don't have to sleep around to be a slut. After the way you put yourself on display— craving release while I watched— I have every right to call you a slut, or a naughty minx, or anything else I want. Tonight you are mine, and you will be begging me to come before I'm done with you. And tomorrow night, you'll come back for more. And the night after that."


  Every word from his mouth electrifies me. His promises stoke the fire he lit in me last night, evident by my rigid erection.


  Oh, God, I am in so much trouble.


  Heath kneels just outside of my peripheral vision, staring down the length of my body.


  "Look at how obscene you are. Hard just from my words; cock like a spike. I haven't even touched you yet. Do you want me to… slut?"


  I crane my neck to the right to look at him, eyes narrowed.


  Don't call me that.


  He watches me in obvious amusement. His eyes seem pitch black in the low light filtering through the shaded window. Those eyes hold a wicked gleam within them.


  "Oh, you really don't like that, do you?" He scoots forward and runs a hand through my hair as he leans in to whisper, "Too bad. Tonight I'll call you whatever I like and you're going to take it." He smirks. "Unless you'd like to say something otherwise, little sex kitten?"


  I can't miss the smugness in his tone. He has me bent over the metaphoric barrel. And he knows I know he's not doing it to be mean; he's doing it to annoy the hell outta me because I can't tell him to stop.


  I roll my eyes, and he understands my silence is permission to continue. Unable to do anything else with my hands, I hold on to the slats in the headboard, bracing myself.


  Call me whatever you want. Just don't stop.


  Heath's eyes glow as the silence stretches. His heated inspection of my body causes me to shiver in anticipation. He brushes a hand lightly up the underside of my cock and I feel scorched from it. I shut my eyes and focus on the feel of him pushing lightly until my muscles resist. His barest caress makes me feel like I'll die from erotic overload.


  "I thought about blindfolding you so you couldn't see what was coming next, could only focus on what I let you feel, but tonight I want you to watch what I do to you. Open your eyes, Fleury."


  God, my name has never sounded that sexy before. I open my eyes in time to see him curl his hand into a fist and set it atop the head of my cock. Just resting there, it feels like I'm about to push into someone's hole.


  "I want you to see every single thing I do to you. Watch."


  He pushes his fist down my length and it feels remarkably similar to the pop of pushing inside another man's ass, if a bit dry because he hasn't lubed his hand. My balls zing with the contact, and I thrust up into it. Then I wince and whine.


  Note to self: Don't put weight on the bad ankle.


  "I want you so turned on you can't breathe, and you can't keep quiet, and you're afraid you'll wake the others and they'll find you like this."


  Pretty sure I'm already there, thanks. I try conveying my thoughts with my eyes, but something else has Heath's attention.


  I hear a pop and assume it's the lid to the bottle of lube I keep in my toy box. It's a silicone slick with amazing super-silky texture.


  "I want you whimpering, begging me for what you want in the only way I let you."


  His fist returns to rest atop my glans. This time I feel cool lube dribbling down my dick before he repeats the same tight-fisted pop-slide. With lube, the motion feels a thousand times better than before. I clamp my lips together so the groan stays low in the back of my throat.


  After thirty— fifty? I don't know— of those torturously slow pop-sliding fists down my erection, I'm breathing heavily and having difficulty keeping my groans quiet. I'm so close and yet so far away from achieving orgasm.


  I want to completely sink into Heath's force-fed pleasure, but my bad ankle keeps reminding me of its presence. The distraction keeps working its way into my consciousness, and even more frustrating to me, it helps keep my climax at bay.


  Goddamn, let me come, I plea with my eyes.


  Not looking at my eyes, Heath scoots forward to rub his lube-slick hand across my balls, massaging them gently for a couple of minutes. Then he flicks a finger at the underside of my cock several times. It's not exactly a pleasant sensation, but not exactly painful either. It gives me something different to focus on. It pulls me back from the edge.


  He leans in to lick from my collarbone up behind my ear. His fingers brush my nipples, sending new jolts of sensation straight to my balls. Then he starts rolling the small points between his fingers.


  Don't leave me hanging. Please don't leave me hanging.


  I am not solely referencing my orgasm.


  After focusing on my nipples for a few minutes, he changes tactics once again. Holding my cock in place with one hand, he gently rubs the shaft with his fingers, drawing them across the head. The simple repetitive movement torments me until my nerves are shrieking. I writhe in blissful agony, trying to move away yet needing to demand more. I want to beg and plead and scream, but I hold it in check. I settle for pornographic squeaks and groans each time he brushes the over-sensitive flesh. The longer he does this, the louder I get.


  "You want something inside you?"


  Thank God, something else to focus on besides my desperation and debauchery.


  Yes, please! I nod.


  He rubs my cock again.


  "One of your toys?"


  I shake my head no. Oh, hell no.


  Another caress, another groan.


  "My fingers?"


  I nod, yes.


  His hand drifts down my balls, until a not-quite slick finger trails across my hole, sending a fresh wave of desire shuddering through my body.


  Goddamn tease, fuck me! I'm out of my fucking mind.


  "My cock?"


  I nod emphatically yes, biting my lower lip and making the most needy-sounding whine I've ever heard. I don't know whether to curse Heath or thank him for turning me into such a lust-driven, aching deviant.


  "Hmmm. I think I'd rather shove my cock down your throat though. I've been thinking about it ever since you said I could come in your mouth if I asked nicely. So, how does that sound?"


  Nice enough. I'm going to have whiplash tomorrow. And butter for brains, too.


  He presses his thumb firmly against the tip of my dick and swirls the precum. I yank hard on the headboard and lift my hips as I attempt to pull away from the sensation. My ankle objects to the motion, however. I gasp at the twinge of pain.


  "Should I get completely naked for you? Or should I only take out my dick?"


  I shut my eyes tight, panting ragged breaths as he continues the excruciating massage.


  "Oh, you can't answer if it's not yes or no, can you? Well, I suppose you could, but then you wouldn't get anything. I guess that means I get to decide, doesn't it?"


  Just when I am certain I no longer have any functioning brain cells, Heath finally releases my erection. I take the reprieve to breathe deeply and focus. The air is so cold compared to his hand.


  I hear him rummage through my toy box. He hums thoughtfully and holds up something dark. I hear the lube pop again, but his hands are below the bed, out of my line of sight. When he pushes something against my entrance, I wonder if he grabbed the black butt plug or the anal beads.


  He pushes gently until it slips inside and the base rests comfortably against my balls. Definitely the short, fat plug.


  "This'll do for the moment."


  Then he begins the strip tease I fantasized about all day. He pulls his shirt overhead and down each arm. He opens the fly on his jeans and— God help me— he's commando. He turns away from me and pushes the denim down to his thighs, revealing his very toned ass. Then he bends over to strip off his socks and I can see the tantalizing shadowed view of his balls. And a silver ring.


  Christ, he has a guiche? When did he get that?


  I open my mouth to ask but remember I can't speak, so I settle for licking my dry lips. I want to tongue him into a writhing mess, now more than before. I want to touch him. I want him to totally lose his mind while I watch, just like he got to do with me.


  I rattle the chain of the handcuffs against the slats of the headboard attempting to sit up.


  With all his clothing removed but for the jeans, Heath stands up and turns around. No stripper pole graceful moves like in my fantasy, just his happy-to-see-me cock inches from my face. Then he pushes the jeans the rest of the way down and steps out of them.


  Heath's uncut and I've never seen the head of his cock peek through the sleeve before. I lick my lips again in anticipation of tasting him.


  "Lift your right arm so the chain is behind the headboard and drop that shoulder off the mattress. Then turn your head this way and open your mouth."


  Dropping my shoulder gets my arm out of the way of my face. My shoulder will hurt if I keep it in this position too long, but damned if I care at the moment.


  I open my mouth and he leans across the bed until his cock lines up.


  "Say you want it, Fleury."


  I nearly say "I want it." Instead I growl impatiently. He grins and lowers himself into my mouth.


  "Good little slut," he chuckles.


  I've never been so happy to have a cock in my mouth. It'll keep me from saying things and having this all end prematurely. I've also never gone down on an uncut guy before, so working my tongue around the head of his cock takes some enthusiastic maneuvering.


  He lets me play for a minute before he begins to push forward, lodging his dick further back in my throat. I gag almost immediately, rattling the handcuffs in surprise, but he doesn't leave it there for more than a second or two.


  He humps my face slowly, but no matter how many times we try, I always gag when he pushes to the back of my throat. God, it doesn't matter what size his cock is, it's enormous when it's stiff and I'm gagging on it. He groans lightly as I swallow. After maybe a dozen tries, he pulls out of my mouth.


  Bring it back. I'm not done sucking your brains out through your dick.


  "I could come in your mouth, but I would rather make you watch me the way I watched you last night."


  While I'm good with watching, I can think of a variety of better alternatives where I can be a more active participant with that gorgeous, uncut cock.


  He climbs on the bed and straddles my hips, leaning forward until our chests are touching. As he reaches past my head to something on the floor, he nibbles the line of my jaw for a moment until he lifts back up on his knees. He twists around to look down at my erection and pours a thick line of lube from the base to the tip. He pumps his hand on my dick a couple of times to spread the slickness and then nestles my erection between the cheeks of his ass. Then he glides his ass forward and back, grinding on me as he pulls on himself in a matching rhythm.


  I want him inside me instead of rubbing against me. The plug is nice, but it's not him. It doesn't thrust with heat-fueled lust the way his lubed ass riding me does.


  It's not the same.


  I become sorely aware of my ankle again when I begin bucking up into him, pursuing any surface I can reach which might rub me the right way.


  As I ride the edge, close to falling over the cliff, he lifts up on his knees again, removing the friction I desperately need. He tugs hard on his own dick, seeking his release, and all I can think is…


  "Fuck!"


  Anyone still awake in the house heard that. I might have woken a few people up, too. I'll apologize to Drew in the morning.


  Heath looks down at me as cum erupts from the end of his cock, spattering my chest. I open my mouth and he leans over me, his dick close enough to my face for me to lean forward and lick the last few drops from it.


  He lies down next to me and props his head up with one hand as the other reaches forward to play gently with my still achingly aroused dick and damn-close-to-spasming balls.


  He rumbles low in my ear, "I shouldn't let you, you know. I told you the rules of the game when we started: say even one word and it's over."


  The bastard fondles my dick with agonizing patience.


  Lemmecome lemmecome sunovabitch lemmecome…


  "I'm pretty certain 'fuck' counts as a word. Don't you agree?"


  I shake my head vigorously while squeezing my eyes tight and trying to focus on the sensations dragging across my cock. Trying to will my orgasm into existence.


  Oh, God, lemme go. Pleeeeease lemme go…


  "If I un-cuff you, you're going to get yourself off, aren't you, slut?"


  Damn right I am, I nod.


  Heath continues to tease my cock and balls, keeping me close but not giving me enough. I want to yell all of my frustration out loud, but I manage to grit my teeth and groan. Loudly.


  "That's not playing by the rules. I shouldn't un-cuff you if you're not going to play fair."


  I lift my bad ankle in the air until he can see it. He takes advantage of my spread legs and nudges the plug. I groan again.


  "Is your ankle bothering you?"


  Not as much as my dick! I nod again.


  "I can get you something for that."


  Please lemme come! I whine at him this time.


  "Just this once, Fleury. And only because you're already injured."


  He runs a hand through the cum drying on my chest. The butt plug starts vibrating on low as he bites the nipple next to his mouth and takes my dick in hand, stroking briskly.


  I see white.


  CHAPTER 6 - QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS


  "Fleury?"


  My arms are down by my sides, crossed over my stomach. No more handcuffs. What a relief.


  "Take your pills and drink some water before you fall asleep."


  From the floor beside my bed, Heath helps me lean up far enough to take the pills and swallow some water from a bottle.


  "You okay?"


  "I'm fine. Thank you. I'm not going to pass out."


  "You had me worried there for a minute."


  "Sorry. I'll be fine once my ankle stops pounding."


  I wait to see what Heath has in mind now that the heat of the moment has past. Was that it? Are we done?


  The silence stretches, uncomfortably so.


  "Heath?"


  "Yeah?"


  "Stay with me?"


  I sound uncertain and vulnerable, even to my own ears.


  "You mean like sleeping?"


  "Uh huh."


  "Naked?"


  "Preferably. The door's locked, right?"


  "I think. Lemme check."


  "Jesus," I hiss, "you did all of that without checking the fucking door was locked?"


  "I'm pretty sure I did. Hold your damn horses."


  He walks over to the door and checks the lock. Sure enough, the door rattles a bit when he tries to open it.


  "Better?"


  "Yes."


  He turns around and comes to stand beside my bed again. For several seconds I wonder if he's decided not to lie down with me. Then he throws a leg over my body and levers himself down carefully to avoid jostling my ankle.


  My arms immediately wind around his body and into his hair. His hand caresses my back.


  "I'm not a slut."


  "I know, Flower."


  "Fleury."


  "Petal?"


  "No."


  "Pansy?"


  "NO."


  "What's wrong with 'Flower'?"


  "What's wrong with 'Fleury'?"


  "You're no fun."


  "I beg to differ. I think you just had a lot of fun with me."


  "Yeah, I did." He smiles the heart-melting smile I've been waiting for all semester. Then it morphs into a mischievous grin. "I guess you could say I 'deflowered' you, right?"


  I groan at the hideous pun. "I hate to break it to you, but this is not the first time I've heard that. You knew I wasn't a virgin, right?"


  "Yeah, I knew."


  After a few quiet heartbeats, I work up the nerve to ask, "So you're bi?"


  Heath frowns slightly and puffs an exasperated sigh.


  "I don't like labels. I do like you. Isn't that enough?"


  I think about it for a minute. I don't really care if he's gay or bi. I'm just really glad he likes me.


  "Yeah, it is."


  After another couple of minutes of silently holding each other…


  "Heath?"


  "Yeah?"


  "Tell me why you were so worried about being kicked out of the house."


  He stiffens in my arms.


  "Why can't you leave it alone, Fleury?"


  "Why won't you tell me?"


  "Because there's nothing you can do about it."


  "Try me?"


  Heath withdraws and rolls over onto his back to stare up at the ceiling. Tentatively, I reach for his hand with mine and twine our fingers together. He sighs heavily and squeezes my hand before rolling back over.


  "My dad caught me kissing a guy right before it was time to come back to school for the start of the cross country season. He told me to take everything I wanted with me because I wasn't allowed to come back. Ever."


  "Shit. So everything you own…"


  "Is in this room. He also cut me off financially, so the only money I have is the scholarship. I wasn't able to apply early enough for most grants. I had to do my own taxes so I could apply for FAFSA money." He ends with a whisper, "It's been a rough year."


  "What can I do?"


  "There isn't anything you can do. You're graduating in a month. Sure, you'll be around the month after for the end of the outdoor season, but then what? You'll be off looking for a job, right? It's up to me to figure out how I'm going to survive."


  "What about when they close down the house and you have to move out all your stuff? Jesus, Heath, where are you going to go?"


  "I don't know. I'll figure out something by then."


  "Have you tried talking to your parents since the summer?"


  "Fuck no. I'm going to do this on my own."


  "What about your mom?"


  "She hasn't tried contacting me. That says more than enough."


  "Why didn't you tell us? We might have been able to help."


  "I didn't want anyone to know. I don't need pity. I don't want the gossip."


  "The gossip already exists. And I wasn't offering pity. I was offering assistance."


  "I don't need your help either."


  Stubborn fucking man.


  "What's wrong with taking help when it's offered? You got a shit draw. You have to ask for more cards from the deck to actually make a hand or you're going to be stuck with garbage."


  "A poker analogy, Fleury?"


  "It works in this case."


  "So you're offering me a hand?"


  I take a deep breath. "I've been giving you a hand all semester."


  "I know." He wedges his knee between my legs, pulling me closer until our soft cocks nestle together. I've never been this intimate with anyone before. "I need to thank Drew too."


  "You knew?"


  "The third or fourth time one of you said you were headed to the cafeteria also, it finally dawned on me. I don't know how you figured it out."


  "There was no food in the house, you couldn't afford to buy laundry detergent or deodorant, and you were starving when I offered to buy pizza."


  "Mmmm," Heath smiles, "that was the best pizza in the history of ever. You have no idea." He pauses before adding, "Hated the delivery guy though."


  I chuff at him quietly. "Tell me something I don't know."


  Heath laughs with me for a few moments until we fall into a much more comfortable silence, gazing at each other.


  I twist a lock of his hair between my fingers because I can. It's more wiry than I thought it would feel.


  "Fleury?


  "Yeah?"


  "What's 'CJ' stand for?"


  "Cocky jackass."


  "You answering the question or calling me names in bed?" He grins.


  "Yes," I smile. "You were a real douche when you first joined the team, you know. You kept going on and on about how great you were."


  "I am great, Flower."


  Finally, the "CJ" I know returns. I missed his vocal swagger.


  He continues, "It just so happens you're great too." He adds in a whisper, "Better than I am."


  If that's not the sweetest thing I've ever heard him say… Thank God it's still dark in the room because I'm certain my face is crimson. I have no response to that, so I nuzzle into his neck instead.


  "Heath?"


  "Yeah?"


  "What's your middle name?"


  "William."


  I look up from my exploration of his neck to stare him in the eyes.


  "Christ, really??" Turning my face into the pillow, I muffle, "It would have to be some variation of Bill."


  "What?"


  "Nothing. Never mind. Just don't tell anyone else that. Ever."


  Heath chuckles at me.


  "Heath?"


  "Yeah?"


  And I kiss him.


  EPILOGUE


  With some really great physical therapy and a roommate willing to torture me if I don't remember the strengthening exercises, I'm actually in condition to walk across the graduation stage without crutches. I feel so incredibly liberated knowing I'm done with school. Well, at least done until this fall, when I hope to have a job teaching French to unenthusiastic teens in one of the local high schools.


  On the weekend between our conference finals and NCAA regional qualifiers, Heath and I move into an apartment near campus. My dad said he will pay for it over the summer so I can interview with local school systems more conveniently. Once I have a solid job plan for the fall, I'll probably move. I told Dad about Heath's situation and Dad said Heath can live with me until the track house reopens and Heath can move back in for his senior year. And if I didn't give Dad all of the details about me and Heath, so sue me. Dad doesn't need to know just how much Heath means to me quite yet.


  I don't know if I'll want to let go of Heath when school starts back up, but he says if he stays with me during the fall, he might lose his competitive edge.


  I don't believe there's a chance in hell of him losing his edge.


  Heath is way too good at it.


  


  THE END
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  ~ Adara


  [image: ]


  genre: dark fantasy/steampunk/alternate worlds


  tags: scientist; constable; alienist; automaton; conflicted heroes; dark and twisted


  content warnings: explicit language; explicit situations/threesome; dubious HFN (very dubious); drug use; hints of sadism/masochism; hints of sexual torture, behavior modification and rape


  word count: 22,327


  Back to the Table of Contents


  


  


  


  


  CONSTABLE OF DISTURBIA


  by Darcy Abriel


  


  CHAPTER 1


  "Am I satisfactory, sir?"


  Sam inspected the handsome young man standing before him. Pretty might be a better word with his perfectly dark brows arched over periwinkle eyes, long dark lashes. The stunning brilliance of shoulder-length burnished auburn hair dusted his broad shoulders. Dressed not as an upscale gentleman, but clothed in a conglomeration of beautiful and bright colors. The trousers dark, resting on narrow hips, fashionable and dapper. A casual cream shirt opened at the neck, exposing a pale column of throat, a glimpse of his smooth, hairless chest. He wore a waistcoat of paisley, stitched and sewed to enhance his slender, youthful frame well. The beige leather coat, utilitarian, or might have been except for the black velvet-covered lapels and cuffs, adding that dash of dapper and debonair, with just a touch of untamed. And then, of course, the hat resting upon his longish locks. A black bowler ribboned in periwinkle to match his eyes, a brace of scarlet poppies settled at the curve of the brim.


  But it wasn't the outfit that Sam scrutinized so thoroughly, it was the man-image beneath the accessories. The quality of the skin measured up— its pale tone, texture, elasticity. Then there were the almond-shaped dark-lined deep-set periwinkle eyes, the arrowed brows, the perfect nose to complete his image of the perfect young male. Sam brushed back an unruly shining lock of hair at his brow and looked closely at the fine stitching, and then allowed the hair to settle back into its natural fall, the mane buoyant and springy.


  "Is something wrong, sir?"


  Sam stepped away. A mournful dread bore down on him, a punishing weight of iron settling inside his chest making it difficult to breathe. He worked to tamp down the feeling of unease.


  "You understand what will happen today, Bobby." Their creation was so perfect in practically every way. Well, really it was Oberon's creation; Sam's hand in it was cursory at best, executing Oberon's brilliant scheme.


  Bobby Robbins, the creation standing before him, was truly splendid. A year of living with him, knowing him, enjoying his companionship altered Sam's original understanding of where the this little intrigue was intended to lead.


  "Of course, sir," Bobby responded in an even tone, no real emotion suffusing his expression. But that was to be expected. After all, Bobby wasn't human– he was an automaton. A very well executed, detailed, top-of-the-line creation that could only have come from the brilliant mind of a man like Dr. Oberon Ophelian. The scientific researcher some called a mad man was now incarcerated at the experimental government bathypelagic internment facility at Mission Point, located just beyond the city limits.


  "Oberon, what sort of mess have you gotten me into this time?" he muttered to himself.


  Complications abounded, and black and white had merged to gray for Sam, which seemed to match the poisonous smog-filled sky that hung over Ragstown, as well as his current mood. Nothing was as clear as it had been at university, nor so simple. He again glanced at Bobby. He would miss his companionship. How is it one could become so attached to an automaton? It just didn't seem right and it was certainly unexpected. Could he really lay all of the blame at Oberon's feet? No. Sam could have pulled back, could have called a halt to the plan at any point. Yet here he was, about to commit that final act that would forever alienate him from a law-abiding society. And yet he couldn't see himself traveling any other path. Oberon always made his choices seem so sane. Perhaps that was the most frightening thought of all. He could rationalize even the most ludicrous theory. Had Sam become just as insane as Oberon?


  And perhaps that's why I love him so irrationally.


  "You understand you won't be coming back here," he said. The memory wheels and mechanisms inside Bobby's head seemed so intricate that Sam couldn't begin to understand how they all worked. A team of very special men had been involved in Bobby's creation. It was another acquaintance of Oberon's who had fashioned Bobby's brain from a mesh of human tissue and mechanisms that kept it running almost seamlessly perfect. So many people had a hand in Bobby's creation. But once "the project" was complete, it was up to Sam to "train" him and to give him the façade of humanity. Over the course of the last year, the immersion technique seemed to have taken hold. No one who did not know the full facts questioned whether Bobby was completely human. No one suspected the truth. Oberon would be pleased.


  "It's time to go," he said. He settled his brown wool cap upon his head. It was hard for him to look at Bobby now. Training him had evolved into something more than he'd expected. This whole mission was turning into something much more difficult than he could have anticipated.


  "Sir, would you like me to serve you first?"


  Sam curled his hand around the half-empty bottle of absinthe. He poured a measure into a glass then downed it straight up. His mood, his conscience, soon settled into a quiet, mellow, and faintly euphoric acceptance.


  Sam pivoted around and smiled at Bobby, who now appeared encircled by a faint shimmering brilliant green aura. So perfect, so ready to serve in any way. Sam's cock roused. Cleaning their rooms, serving dinner. Having sex. It was all the same to Bobby. He was so eager to learn and then to show how much he'd learned. Bobby's cock had proven more than serviceable over these many lonely nights. Sam sighed.


  "No, we have to be going or we'll miss the train." He still had yet to stop at the haberdasher down the street and pick up the merchandise he'd ordered. He picked up the leather portfolio and settled it beneath his arm. He picked up the leather-bound journal, his intimate companion for all these months, and slipped it into the inside pocket of his coat.


  "I'm looking forward to meeting Dr. Ophelian, sir." The team, and Oberon, had left the naming up to Sam. Bobby Robbins– an unremarkable name for a very remarkable automaton. To Sam it had seemed fitting.


  Sam picked up Bobby's respirator from the table. His combination of appliance and human enhanced lungs afforded him some protection from the poisonous gas outside. Yet the chemically-drenched air could still affect the smooth running of his workings. Bobby took the simple gear and strapped it in place. The glass goggles brought into an almost uneasy prominence Bobby's strikingly colorful eyes. Then Sam picked up the other respirator, made of unadorned tan leather and put it on. He'd replaced the filters in both just that morning.


  "And he's going to be very pleased to meet you as well, Bobby." His voice, magnified and altered through the amplification system embedded into the respirator, seemed tinny and unreal. Rarely did one see anyone in Ragstown without the respirators these days. Sam opened the door of the rooms he fashioned into livable–previously the offices for the old burned-out hat manufactory. They made their way through the vacant and dusty hallways, down the stairs, across the main workroom with blackened walls and ruined tables, past the broken windows, and out onto the street. The old elevator that had once traveled between floors was no longer serviceable, its cables and mechanisms ruined in the aftermath of the great fire.


  "To Longine's first," Sam said as they joined the thoroughfare of early morning pedestrians.


  "Yes, sir." Bobby always had the habit of walking one step behind Sam and matching his gait to Sam's perfectly. After trying to get him to do otherwise for months, Sam had finally given up.


  They stepped out into a graying, rain-spattered, smog-filled city. The hat factory was not located in the best part of the metropolis, but down near the waterfront amongst the other rundown manufactories looming like monsters above the city. Streetwalkers peddled their wares; young thieves crowded together along the back alleys measuring their night's pilfering as Sam, along with Bobby trailing one step behind, made their way along the street toward Longine's Haberdashery. In Ragstown subdivision, Longine's business was not limited to small sewing notions, threads, and such. Not by far. As a constable sworn to uphold the law, Sam should have been arresting him, not dealing with him. But, that was another life. Today's activities would forever end that career. Even knowing that, Sam couldn't change–wouldn't alter his course. He just wished there was another way to accomplish the deed without sacrificing Bobby.


  CHAPTER 2


  Longine's Haberdashery was a dwarf of a building crushed between two looming giants. A colorful window display of ribbons and notions filled the windows. A dilapidated and paint-peeled sign swung above the door. Longine was not a man who much cared about outward appearances. Money was his prime concern and he dipped his finger into many a profitable venture– both legal and illegal. To the average customer, he was a tradesman of some flamboyance. To the regular customer, such as Sam, it was what lay beneath the table, and what was in the back room, that accounted for his fine house and well-tailored clothes.


  The bell jingled as Sam entered the establishment, announcing a new customer— or warning of an intruder, depending on your perspective. There was a smell of disrepair, of cloth, of gin, of kerosene, to the place. It was not so pleasantly perfumed as the uptown establishments. Longine, stocky, bearded, a glass of gin in his hand, sat behind the counter. The glass was precariously balanced on his rotund frame. He eyed Sam and Bobby with puffy, bloodshot eyes as they drew closer to the counter. Languidly he got to his feet. He set down the half-empty glass of gin, straightened his stained gold-threaded waistcoat, and turned to greet his customers.


  "Morning to you, Constable. Here for your goods, are you?"


  Sam removed his respirator; Bobby mirrored his action. Sam hung the respirator from a loop on his leather belt designed for that purpose. As did Bobby.


  "As we agreed, Mr. Longine. You have the… hat ready?"


  "Of course, sir. Of course. You have the payment as agreed?" Longine asked as he leaned down and picked up a beige hatbox from beneath the counter. "A stunning top hat if I do say so meself. I've had my best hat makers use only top-of-the-line materials. Told them it was for the constable, I did, and to be certain it showed not one flaw. I wouldn't short-change you, Constable."


  Sam removed the leather purse from his coat pocket and settled a more than adequate number of gold coins onto the glass showcase. "As we agreed."


  Longine eyed the glittering coinage with an avaricious eye. He picked each one up, weighed it in his dirty palm, then nodded. "As we agreed, Constable. Quite right." He pushed the round box toward Sam. "Would you care to examine it? I want we both be satisfied by the exchange. There be no returns in this establishment, you understand. No quarrel once you leave."


  "Of course," Sam said. He pushed the mauve ribbons aside and lifted the lid. He gazed down at the hat. And then at the packages circling it. He counted seven. He opened each one of the bags to check the contents and then replaced them. Everything was just as they had agreed. He replaced the lid and refastened the ribbons. "Everything is in order," he said without expression.


  "Well done," Longine said as he scooped up the pile of gold coins, which promptly disappeared beneath the counter. He returned to his chair, swallowed down a healthy gulp of gin, leaned his head back against the wall, and closed his eyes. "Good day to you then, Constable. Do remember my little shop kindly to your friends."


  Sam donned his respirator. As did Bobby. The hatbox weighed heavy once he'd lifted it from the counter, and then he and Bobby exited the shop, the happy little bell tinkling as he closed the door. Sam was more than pleased to leave Longine's establishment. It always made him feel that much less clean stepping into it.


  "Where now, sir?" Bobby asked.


  Sam turned his head to glance at Bobby. Beautiful Bobby who always followed instructions exactly as they were given. He handed the hatbox to Bobby. "The masker's shop on Rodgers Street." He pulled out his timepiece– a gift from his sister– and peered closely to check the hour. They would have to hurry if they were to catch the next train out to Mission Point. But the Rodgers Street Masker was their last stop. They needed only walk a few blocks before hitting Rodgers Street, where an array of cafes sentineled the unremarkable mask shop. It was a somewhat prettier area of the city, but still the atmosphere was dense from the thick smoke coming from the manufactories.


  The chemically-laced atmosphere lightened fractionally but didn't truly dissipate until one reached much farther up the hill, into the better parts of the metropolis. This subdivision, little policed by government authorities, was the result of generous bribes with the ability to speak much louder than legality. Most in Ragstown could not afford the protective respirators necessary to protect them when working in the manufactories. So many died at such a young age because of that lack of protection. Although legislation was in place, few made the effort to enforce the laws, finding human life all too expendable.


  Two more blocks and Sam arrived at the door of the masker's shop. He stepped inside. This was no longer a shop for masquerade regalia– its merchandise little resembled gaiety and prettiness of an age now past. This was a shop containing an array of gas masks and respirators– a growing and lucrative business in Ragstown. Although one could not dispute that Wickenbe was certainly a craftsman in his chosen profession. He'd learned to adapt as so many others had been forced to do.


  Sam removed his respirator, as did Bobby, and stepped toward a wooden counter at the side. The shop appeared empty.


  "Wickenbe?" Sam called out. He shifted his respirator to his belt. "Wickenbe!"


  A man, his head shrouded in a green mask with gold decorated fixtures, ducked out from the back room. He unfastened the filter covering his mouth. "Constable, is that you?" He flipped back his eye coverings. "Ah, yes, so it is. You've come for the mask, I presume?" Of course, Wickenbe would have a state-of-the-art respirator with all the trimmings.


  "Yes. Is it ready?"


  "Of course. Finely tooled it is, too. A gift you say? I've really put some special markings into this one. Very elegant if I do say so. But very pricey as well," he cautioned.


  "As I assumed," Sam said as he again removed his leather money purse. "If I find it satisfactory, you'll be well-paid for your service… and your silence."


  Wickenbe dipped into the back room. Sam waited with some impatience. And then Wickenbe reappeared carrying a crimson and gold hand-tooled leather fitted respirator mask. As masks went, it was really quite eye-catching, although Sam sensed it was more decorative than functional. Not quite the same as what Wickenbe was wearing. Perhaps somewhat better quality than what Sam wore. It was eye-catching, though, and might have been fashioned at one of the exclusive uptown shops in Abbington Square. Wickenbe certainly had outdone himself. He proudly held it up for the two men to see and inspect.


  "Didn't I tell you? You said it was a birthday present for someone special."


  "Yes. It is." Sam took the mask from Wickenbe. Soft, pliant leather, although the gold and glass eye coverings, the shaped gold metal nose guard filter, and the rectangular metal mouthpiece filter gave it some heft.


  "You'll see it splits up the back with fairly simple adjustable brass fastenings. The leather overlaps for a more secure fit." He placed another box onto the table. "Here are the extra replacement filters."


  "It truly is quite an amazing piece of work, Wickenbe."


  Wickenbe turned to Bobby. "A lovely young lad. Why don't you try it on him? I would love for you to see the full effect of my creation."


  Sam turned to Bobby, mask in hand. He was loath to put it on him. Soon enough Bobby would be interred in an unredeemable manner.


  "It's fine, sir," Bobby said, as though understanding Sam's hesitation. But Bobby didn't possess emotion, so it couldn't be some measure of empathy that prompted him. Bobby held himself still as a mannequin in a shop window. Something about that disturbed Sam. He brushed the sensation aside.


  "Well, then, let's see how it fits. That way I won't be all thumbs when it comes to presenting it at the proper time."


  He fitted the mask to Bobby's head. With such thick locks of hair, it took some doing. Bobby turned and Sam fastened the small brass closures that lined the edging at the back. One after the other locked firmly, until finally Bobby's gorgeous head was entombed inside. The bottom of the mask fitted long and closed in like a second skin around his throat, slipping beneath the edge of his shirt. Sam turned Bobby to face him. Something squeezed his insides as he gazed at what seemed a very alien creature without personality, without identity. Almost reptilian.


  "Absolutely beautiful. Just as I imagined it," Wickenbe exclaimed. "You must agree it's absolutely brilliant workmanship, Constable."


  "Yes, yes, of course," Sam said faintly. No one would ever guess the face behind this mask. And that was the exact purpose for which it had been made.


  He spun Bobby around and quickly unfastened the mask and removed it from Bobby's head. "It is acceptable." He tossed it onto the counter. Then he reached up to comb his fingers through Bobby's tousled hair, putting it back into some measure of order. Silky and soft. He hesitated for just a fraction of time, lingered as he patted, and then smoothed a hand down to Bobby's shoulder. Quickly he turned away before he did something he'd regret. His course was set– and so was Bobby's.


  He turned to Wickenbe. "It is satisfactory. Package it up please." He upturned his purse, spilled at least half the number of gold coins that remained onto the scratched wooden counter. Wickenbe's eyes lit up. He held out the brown paper-wrapped package to Sam. Sam replaced his purse and then accepted the package. He turned to leave.


  "Good day to you, Constable Dart," Wickenbe called after him.


  "Good day, Wickenbe, and remember our agreement."


  "Of course, Constable. Of course."


  "Let's get out of here, Bobby. We're late. I'll hire a cab to get us to the rail station. We mustn't be late." Sam put his respirator back on and adjusted the mouth covering.


  The carriage Sam waved down was one of the horse-drawn variety. The nag with deeply bowed back was old and well-used, the driver, with ruddy, chapped hands and long gray-whiskered, the carriage well-used.


  "Where to, Constable?" the driver asked in a tinny tone, half muffled by his worn cheap respirator. Obviously the mouthpiece was long past its recommended replacement and barely covered his mouth and nose. The goggles were a separate piece, tied around the back of his head. His black coat was patched at the elbows; his top hat was ripped and frayed.


  "Ragstown Station. I've a train to catch. You have fifteen minutes to get us to that station. A bonus is yours if you succeed."


  "Yes, sir. I'll get you there on time. Hop on in," he said in agreeable manner.


  Sam settled his package next to him on the cracked leather seats. He grabbed the side handle as the carriage jerked forward.


  Bobby settled across from him. He set the hatbox next to him on the seat, mirroring Sam's actions. "You're tense, sir. Let me help you."


  "This isn't exactly the place, nor is there enough time."


  Bobby looked him straight in the eyes, without expression, but the color shining through those magnifying lenses was enough to mesmerize Sam. "Of course, there's time, sir. Plenty of time." He dropped to his knees in the space between the seats, and he unfastened Sam's trousers. He then unfastened his filtered mouth covering.


  Sam knew he shouldn't let him do this, not now when his whole concentration had to be on each play of this important game today. But this also was likely the last time he'd have this sort of intimacy with Bobby. He leaned back in his seat and closed his eyes, trying to relax. His cock sprang free and Bobby took him in his mouth


  His tongue swirled over the head of Sam's cock. He sucked him deep into his mouth, bobbed his head. With one hand he cupped Sam's balls. A fiery liquid heat engulfed Sam. He felt his orgasm rising. There was that tightness and then a shattering release as all the tension flowed from his body as he ejaculated into Bobby's perfectly fashioned mouth.


  Slowly, Bobby released him and replaced the half hard cock back into Sam's pants. He moved to rise, but Sam cupped Bobby's face and held him in place. He opened his eyes and looked down at Bobby. The glass of his goggles, the mouthpiece, separated him and he saw him as though from a distance. A sad wall constructed between them. Gently he replaced Bobby's filter over his lovely mouth. He stroked his thumb back and forth across the metal mouth covering.


  "I'm going to miss you, lovely. I'm really going to miss you." Then he released him, dropped back against the seat and closed his eyes, shutting the world out for just a few moments. He heard Bobby shuffle back into his seat.


  Moments later the carriage came to an abrupt halt, almost throwing Sam out of his seat.


  "Here we are, Constable. Right on time," the coachman called down.


  Back to the cruel world. First Sam and then Bobby leaped down from the carriage, packages in hand. Sam tipped the driver as he'd promised, and then they entered Ragstown Station for the next part of their journey. Sam, slightly less tense than before, thanks to Bobby, still thought a stiff drink would not be remiss about now.


  The station would not be difficult to find, even for someone new to Ragstown. The brightly painted yellow brick exterior, framed in blood-red steel borders, certainly gave it a distinctively gaudy look. Inside, there were the high vaulted ceilings, stained glass electric chandeliers, and beige and red stone floors, and oak benches scattered throughout, offering an uneasy respite for weary travelers. At the center of the lower floor stood a clock tower, looming large and reaching to the ceiling. The echoes of chatter filled the main floor. Entrances lined the walls, leading to each of the train platforms. Signs in red and black were mounted above each entrance. A newsstand sat to one wall, a flower seller another, and the tobacconist across from the newsstand.


  Sam and Bobby walked down the main wide staircase and veered to the right toward the bank of ticket windows. Sam stepped up to one of the ticket sellers and purchased their tickets for Mission Point. As the ticket seller handed him the tickets, exhaustion seemed to settle over him, at the thought of the minefield of bribes that awaited him at the facility. But if all went well, Sam and Ophelian would be together– and they would be free by morning's light. Or at least as free as any fugitives from the law could be in this world. But that was something to worry about much later in the game. For now, he and Bobby had a train to catch.


  CHAPTER 3


  The train seemed half empty as Sam and Bobby made their way to the semiprivate compartment Sam had secured. The hatbox and the package containing the decorative respirator mask sat on a vacant red upholstered seat. Sam had procured the semiprivate middle class tickets for this part of the journey because he didn't want to contend with the chatter of the more public compartments. To Sam's relief no one else joined them. One thing he was not interested in was being subjected to mindless chatter until they reach Mission Point.


  Finally, as the sky cleared overhead, a porter stopped by to punch their tickets and to inform them it was safe to remove their respirators, which he and Bobby did. The scenery was made up of small towns closely situated for a long stretch of the kilometers eaten up by the train, turning eventually into farmland, and then soon enough a view of the ocean as they came closer to the small military community of Mission Point.


  Bobby went to the bar and brought Sam back a whiskey. He set it on the small wooden tray in front of Sam, who stared out the window at the passing scenery as it flew by. Bobby then seated himself across from Sam.


  "They don't serve absinthe here in the dining car," Bobby said. "I thought you'd prefer the whiskey over the gin."


  "Very astute of you. But perhaps you should have brought the bottle as well. This," he raised his glass in salute, "will not do quite the job I would have liked."


  Bobby rose to his feet. "Shall I go back, sir?"


  Sam sighed. He downed the whiskey in one healthy gulp. "No, it shall have to do. We're almost to our destination." He waved Bobby towards his seat and Bobby sat back down.


  "The facility is beneath the water, from what you've told me," Bobby said, obviously trying to make conversation. He'd been taught to do that. Fill in the silence when traveling, attempt to discern as much from traveling companions as he could. Small talk often warmed a body up. Bobby had learned his lessons very well.


  Sam stared at him, the whiskey warming him more than he'd expected. Bobby was so very handsome– what a waste. Even if one looked closely they would be unable to discern his true nature of automaton. His builders had done a superb job. And he was a quick learner. No, no one would ever know.


  "You truly are a perfect creation, love. I don't think even Dr. Ophelian will believe how perfect you are."


  "My," Bobby said. "I look forward to conversing with him. Will he wish to examine me?"


  Sam stared out the window. He wished he had another whiskey. "I expect he will," Sam murmured.


  "Did he make me for you, sir? Because he couldn't spend as much time with you as he wished to?"


  That question made Sam want to laugh. To Oberon everything and everyone was an experiment. Even his marriage to Sam was for an ulterior purpose. He'd married Sam just to maintain that connection with what he termed ordinary humanity. The question was: why did Sam agree to marry such a seemingly heartless man as Oberon Ophelian?


  When out of the man's orbit, that was something Sam still found difficult to answer. In his presence, it was a whole other thing. Love, obsession, desire, passion. All words– all emotions– that might apply to their relationship– at least on Sam's side of the equation. How was it that he was so drawn to men who could not seem to feel or return love? Even Bobby couldn't love. He could serve, but not love.


  "I don't think he made you for me, strictly speaking," Sam said finally. "Yours will be a far different purpose. He'll share that when we arrive."


  "Will he be pleased with me, sir? Do you think I'm what he envisioned for his design?"


  Sam studied Bobby. Truly, he never got tired of looking at him, although sometimes that perfection hurt his eyes and he was forced to look away. He leaned forward and cupped the side of Bobby's face. "He will fall in love with you, dear. No mistake about it." He leaned back in his seat. The town was coming into view. Just another few minutes.


  "Do you love him very much, sir? I wish I understood emotion better. Although it does seem to cloud and complicate actions, doesn't it?"


  "It does that," Sam said. He'd gotten himself caught up in a widow's web and now he was being eaten alive. The costs of mating with a dangerous, highly-evolved adversary– or more truly, the costs of fucking. Intimacy always carried emotional baggage along with it. Hovering too close to the flames inevitably got one singed.


  "Have you known each other for a long time?" Bobby asked. "Did you love each other at first sight? I've heard of that happening. You've never really explained much about your relationship."


  "We've known each other long enough, I guess one would say. We met at Hill University. But emotions didn't come into play for quite some time." Sam was at Hill on special scholarship working toward his law degree, and Oberon, the son of a wealthy, influential family, and in possession of a brilliant scientific mind, worked in the sciences, and was several years ahead of Sam. Sam had not exactly run with the same crowd as the popular Oberon, but a time had come when Sam, to earn some extra cash, had volunteered for a science experiment that Oberon was heading in his graduate level. For a short time, the matter of a mere six weeks, Oberon's focus had been solely on Sam's every emotion because of the enhancement drug he was working to perfect. And it was during that time that Sam's love for Oberon had first bloomed. But because of the drug in his system, he'd never been wholly certain his emotions weren't manufactured rather than real.


  "Then it was unexpected when you fell in love with him."


  "You might say that. Quite unexpected. But passions sometimes do have a way of sneaking up on a man." But like a Samponese fireworks display, the passions had shot high, exploded with a profusion of color, and then faded away as Oberon graduated and left Hill, without looking back. Sam had heard that Oberon was offered a prestigious– and highly secret– position at one of the manufactory research and development departments. Sam had lost touch with him for quite some time.


  "I find it interesting that you married him after he became a criminal and was incarcerated below land level. And that he married you even though you were the one who instigated his capture. Did you make him fall in love with you all over again? Is that how you managed to catch him?"


  Bobby was opening up some old wounds. Things Sam wasn't comfortable revisiting. Oberon loved no one but his work. Work that dealt with gases, poisons, and human nature. But there was something in that very dedication– the passion he exhibited when talking about his experiments and his research– that Sam couldn't resist. Oberon did exhibit passion; it just wasn't for people. That was something Sam was very certain of.


  So how was it that Sam was so irrevocably in love with "The Mad Scientist," as he was dubbed by the Intelligentsia? Sometimes Sam thought it probably went back to university and that drug he'd taken. Perhaps it had longer lasting effects than he'd expected. Oberon had called it his "Love Drug." But it hadn't worked on Oberon that way. Only on Sam. And no antidote had ever been developed to alleviate its effects.


  "You've been researching," Sam said, in hopes of diverting Bobby's curiosity.


  "Yes, sir. Just as you've taught me to do. Always examine and understand your subject thoroughly."


  Sam had been devastated when Oberon walked out of his life. He spent another two years finishing off his law degree and finally taking the exams that allowed him to enter the Metropolis Guard Command, where he was eventually assigned to Subdivision 13, the Ragstown Manufactory District. But Sam's personal life was a shambles. What happened at Hill had made it impossible for him to form any sort of lasting love relationship with another person. He'd tried, but nothing had worked. So he'd put everything, all his passion, into his work.


  It wasn't until Oberon went megalomaniac that Sam had been commandeered by the Intelligentsia for undercover duty. Any position he'd risen to within the MGC or the Intelligentsia was all thanks to Oberon Ophelian, who was intent on destroying the world with a new chemical he'd created for one of the manufactories. He made it into something far more lethal than could have been anticipated.


  Sam had been sent in after him, to gain his trust, after he went underground. But somewhere along the way something had happened. Only by being with Oberon did Sam's blood begin to sing again, and his heart begin to beat. When they were apart, honor and duty were everything; but when they were together, nothing mattered for Sam but being with Oberon. It had come to a point when Sam had finally admitted defeat. An honorable life, or a life of crime– no life mattered much– there was no life worth living without Oberon. Even Bobby was worth the sacrifice in order to have Oberon free once more so that they could be together.


  The train slowed, steam hissed, and finally it came to halt in the station. "No more questions, no more answers. We've arrived. Grab the hatbox and follow me. It's not far to the main administration complex." Sam stuffed the packaged mask into a deep pocket of his outer coat.


  "What will happen there?" Bobby asked. Always with the questions. Of course, he'd never accompanied Sam on his visits to Oberon before.


  What normally would happen for the regular visitor to Mission Point would be a full body examination and a complete inspection of the items they brought with them. But the other heavy purse Sam carried, assured that none of that would occur. They'd be taken to an examination room, the money would exchange hands, and they'd be given permission to enter the elevator that would take them below to the next level, to spend time in the pressure chamber before finally descending to the main underwater psychiatric prison facility.


  Tedious but necessary delays as they accustomed themselves to the pressure change. Then down again and just as Sam expected, everything went quite smoothly, and soon they were in the final descent, entering the elevator and passing down a mile below the surface. The doors cranked opened and they were met by a guard. He looked at his clipboard. Then he scrutinized Sam and Bobby.


  "Constable Sam Dart and companion. Bobby Robbins. Come with me. Dr. Rustenberg is expecting you."


  Rustenberg. Alienist, warden. Jailer whose sole purpose, it seemed, was fixed on Dr. Oberon Ophelian. Hopefully the very expensive bribes would appease him adequately and keep him just high enough that he wouldn't recall this visit with any truly clear memory. Soon they would be in Oberon's presence. And soon enough after, Oberon would be free of this place. It was Sam who had arrested him, and now it would be Sam who set him free. What came after mattered little. Sam considered the dope lining the hatbox. A bit for himself might not go amiss to help get him through the next few hours. But, no, he needed a clear head– or at least clear enough to navigate the dangerous maze awaiting them.


  CHAPTER 4


  The design and engineering team that created the Mission Point bathypelagic facility must have been a truly devious lot, for the underwater prison was as tight and secure as a maximum security incarceratorium could be: steel-enforced walls, narrow oxygen breathing apparatuses lined throughout the ship. If the air tubes were cut off from above, everything– everyone– in the facility would suffocate and die.


  Fashioned much as a warship merged with submarine, Sam considered it a monstrosity at best. Claustrophobic hardly described the conditions below-water. The horrors of hell. It had been specially made to contain a very special breed of prisoner, mad geniuses who must be contained, but also would be utilized for the good of the country. Hidden away, long forgotten, banished from society. But Sam had discovered over the course of the last five years of Oberon's incarceration, every prison had a weakness. For this incarceratorium it was the easy ability to bribe its caretakers, if one was clever enough and possessed the right connections. Sam had those connections, and now he would be putting them all into play.


  There were four levels to the facility. The only elevator was the one they'd ridden in from the surface. No passageway gave a clear shot from stem to stern. There were passages that went up, stairs that went down, steel doors to be unlocked, re-locked.


  Sam's and Bobby's footsteps echoed as they passed along the short narrow passageways, up and down narrow stairs, their footsteps echoing, following the guard deeper into the bowels of the incarceratorium.


  Before being taken to Oberon, Sam would first meet with Dr. Rustenberg, the chief alienist in charge of psychologic modification of the incarcerants. It was ritual and a time to pay the proper bribes for full access to Oberon's quarters, and the right to enjoy their conjugal visit unimpeded. More or less. Today was Oberon's fortieth birthday and thus a more expensive bribe would be demanded in order for Bobby to accompany him. It was to be a special visit. Likely one none of them would forget.


  Dr. Rustenberg's office seemed like none other in the facility. It was spacious and luxurious, decorated in a manner in keeping with the gilded society he had become so far removed from and obviously missed. It was one of the few places on the ship where one could see outside, through a massive ceiling-to-floor curving portal of thick glass. A school of fish swam by just as Sam and Bobby entered Rustenberg's domain. Several sharks hunting their dinner met with some success. Sam glanced first at the overly large oak desk, scanned the room, his gaze roaming toward the ostentatious silk-embroidered gold and pomegranate tufted, tasseled, and fringed Rococo couch where the rather emaciated, white-bewhiskered Dr. Rustenberg stretched out, puffing from the winding stem of a Turkish water pipe. The pipe sat upon the oriental-carpeted floor next to him. Sam had to wonder if the good doctor would even be lucid enough to bargain with him today.


  "Constable Dart and his companion, Doctor," the guard said by way of introduction.


  "Lovely. Come in, come in, I've been expecting you," Dr. Rustenberg said in a rather high sing-songy voice. He then waved a be-ringed hand flamboyantly in the air, silently signaling the guard to leave, which he did with a disgusted look upon his face. Dr. Rustenberg took one last deep draw from the amber mouthpiece and released the stem to dangle unpurposefully. He turned his head to gaze at Sam, released a cloud of pale smoke, and smiled in a vacant sort of way that told Sam the good doctor was well on his way to his own piece of euphoria. Sam knew there was more than tobacco in that mixture. Much too sweet and fragrant for tobacco alone.


  Dr. Rustenberg rose languidly from the couch and stretched like a cat. He wore what looked like a pair of oriental red silk, gold-embroidered pajamas with a silk robe, the sash trailing to the floor. Matching red silk slippers shod his feet. This was a man who had moved long past the veneer of professionalism and descended into the lushness of pure unapologetic addict.


  "Ah, yes. It's your conjugal, isn't it, Constable? I'd almost forgotten." Rustenberg staggered over to the desk and dropped into the silk-sheathed reading chair behind it. He waved to a straight-backed wooden chair on the other side of the desk. "Sit please. Dr. Ophelian won't be ready for you for at least another twenty minutes or so. He's still undergoing restorative electrical therapy. In anticipation of your visit, of course."


  Sam ground his teeth together, but managed to force himself not to respond to the alienist in the way he wanted. "Do you really think that's necessary?"


  Rustenberg picked up a fountain pen and made some scratches on the folder he had opened in front of him. "Necessary? This is a conjugal visit, correct? We wouldn't want you to leave unsatisfied. And that satisfaction will translate to Ophelian's well-being also. A successful conjugal will settle him for a while."


  "Those electric belt straps have not been shown to add or improve anything," Sam said. The only thing it had ever done for Oberon was give him an unsettling hunger for heavier and heavier doses of shock to his system.


  Dr. Rustenberg shrugged. "Well, the… restraint… we apply intermittently between your visits tends to keep him under control. So it is rather necessary– impotence, you understand– to shock his system awake, so to speak. Really, I believe you will appreciate our efforts."


  Fucking crazy bastard. Sam gripped the arms of the chair. The torture that they imposed on their prisoners was truly horrific. All in the name of science, and of control. Five years of this sort of treatment had made Oberon into a sexual masochist, and by no means was Sam able to satisfy him completely on these visits, because Sam was not a sadist and could not adequately give him what he needed. Not anymore. Not in that way.


  "The guard will signal when Dr. Ophelian is ready for you," Rustenberg said.


  "How long has he been undergoing your 'treatment,' Doctor?"


  "Today?" Rustenberg squinted at the ornate bronzed gilt clock resting on the side of his desk. "Oh, dear. I forgot to rewind it. Too bad." He shrugged then waved a limp-wristed hand in the air. "Ah well, what is time anyway? It's simply used to break up a rather tedious day with hours that blend together down here." He startled a bit when he glanced up from the clock. "Oh, I'm not exactly certain how long he's been in treatment, but I expect it has been several hours at least. He should almost be ready."


  "Shall we get on with it then?" Sam said tightly. The sickeningly sweet smell in this room was starting to turn his stomach and make him feel light-headed. He wanted this over with. He wanted to be with Oberon.


  "Of course. I understand your… urgency. But then again…" The alienist glanced for the first time at Bobby. "So this is him. Your house companion. He's very lovely, isn't he?" Rustenberg held the fat silver filigreed fountain pen between his fingers, stroking sensually across its gleaming surface. "I can see why Oberon wants to meet him. I would be intrigued as well. I take it he's well-endowed enough to satisfy you. I could also prescribe certain procedures to help things along, if there's any trouble. After all, these quarterly visits with Oberon can hardly satisfy such a virile young man as yourself, Constable. And rest assured, Oberon will never leave here except in a box."


  Sam stiffened. If he didn't turn this conversation, the rest of this meeting was absolutely going to disintegrate into chaos. He turned to Bobby. "Set the hatbox on Dr. Rustenberg's desk, please. Let's show him the gift we've brought him."


  He saw Rustenberg's pale eyes light up with avariciousness. How could any man such as him be of help to the men incarcerated down here? It seemed to Sam that the good alienist was just as mad as his charges. Perhaps more so.


  Rustenberg got unsteadily to his feet. He untied the ribbons on the box and lifted the lid. His eyes seemed to glow as he stared at the items inside. He reached inside to stroke the contents, circling around the top hat. "Lovely. Quite lovely." He glanced over at Sam. "You've been very generous."


  "As have you, Doctor. The special request to allow my companion to accompany me is most appreciated. And the privacy you've assured as well."


  "Oh yes… yes. Any time, if this is the reward for such… generosity."


  Sam nodded in acknowledgment.


  Rustenberg put the top back on the box and then set the box on the floor next to his chair. He glanced up at the door as a loud rap against the metal echoed loudly. The alienist smiled. "I believe Dr. Ophelian is ready for your visit, Constable. You will have until the chimes ring four bells. Then, as usual, you will leave promptly."


  "Of course. I'm fully aware of the rules."


  "Good. Oh, the boy's papers. You have them for me? He won't be able to accompany you farther without them. He could stay here and keep me company, of course."


  "Hardly necessary, Doctor." Sam pulled the packet of forged documents from the inside pocket of his coat. He held them out to Dr. Rustenberg. Rustenberg untied the folder and spread the papers out upon his desk. He picked up the spectacles and affixed them to the bridge of his nose, winding the slender curved-wire frame to curl around his ears, and then he closely scanned the papers. Perhaps he was not quite so inept as Sam surmised.


  Rustenberg nodded. "Yes, all seems in order. Though I would have enjoyed visiting with the boy."


  "Bobby comes with me."


  Rustenberg carefully removed his glasses and set them on top of the papers. He then eyed Sam. He laughed. "Not what you think, Constable. I've been incapable of that for quite some time. Too much fondness for some of the medical equipment, and drugs, used to contain our patients. It has rendered me quite incapable of either performing or enjoying that sort of… communion. I simply would enjoy having an opportunity to peek into his psyche. It's been a long time since I've had an opportunity to converse with a man of sane mental processes. It would provide something of a change."


  "My apologies, Dr. Rustenberg. I believe Dr. Ophelian has waited impatiently to meet Bobby. I wouldn't want to make him wait longer than necessary."


  "Of course. Again, enjoy your visit. I hope the three of you find it more than satisfactory."


  Sam grabbed Bobby by the arm and exited Dr. Rustenberg's office. He couldn't get out of there fast enough for his peace of mind. They followed the guard to the very dredges of the facility. Oberon was kept under very tight security. As they arrived at the door, Sam reached into the deep pocket of his coat and pulled out another package of dope. He handed it to the guard.


  "As usual. Privacy."


  "There's one more of you," the guard said. In other words, he expected more than the usual payment of dope.


  Sam grinned. "You'll find double your usual asking price inside the sack."


  The guard grinned toothlessly. "That's more like it. We oughtta have more visitors like you, Constable. You make it a real pleasure doing business. Most haggle over the price. But not you. You're a real gentleman about the situation. Knowing you so good, we tried not to be too hard on the mad doc, but enthusiasm does tend to get the better of us sometimes. It may take a bit to get him going right and settle him down after his… therapy."


  Inside, Sam was fuming. Terrible thoughts ran through his head. Knowing he had to get Oberon out of here, but, on the other hand, understanding what the alternative would mean as well didn't settle with him either. There simply was no good answer for a situation like this. Not at all.


  He and Bobby stood back and gave the guard room. He unwound the steel wheel then flipped open the secondary locks. Sam heard a hiss and a squeal as the guard drew the heavy door open.


  Inside, Oberon awaited.


  "Enjoy your visit, Constable," the guard said as Sam and Bobby stepped through the iron doorway. The door squealed, and there was the solidness of a loud bang as the door sealed shut once more. For the next few hours no one would enter or leave this chamber. He glanced back at the thick glass and wire peephole. For now, it was covered. Then he turned back to face the dimly lit chamber, searching in the darkness.


  "Is that him, sir?" Bobby asked.


  Sam spotted the figure far across the room standing in shadow. "Yes, that's him– Dr. Ophelian." Sam took a step forward.


  CHAPTER 5


  In the flesh. Oberon wore an outdated but stylish paisley jacket. Beneath was what looked like a freshly laundered white shirt, dark silk vest, and matching heavyweight trousers. Sam noted the open shirt collar that exposed a vee of pale flesh, the lack of proper stiffened collar, no silk neck scarf, likely no proper cuffs either. Nor did Oberon fill the suit out quite as fully as he once did. A sad state of affairs, certainly, for a man like Oberon who had once prided himself on his manner of dress. Sam knew the outfit he wore was exactly the one he'd arrived in five years before. It was kept for special occasions. Such as this.


  Sam still couldn't discern Oberon's mood, his head being fully immersed inside a respirator. The head covering was old, dilapidated, mold green. Sam watched Oberon's chest rise and fall as he inhaled the drug-laced oxygen infused through the slender accordion-like tubes. The narcotic was used to balance Oberon's emotions and give his mood better equilibrium. If Sam had known five years ago what conditions Oberon would be imprisoned under, there were different choices he might have made. No man– not even an insane one– should be housed under these conditions.


  Sam noted a coiled copper wire that stretched from the back of the head gear to a ticking timer manacled around Oberon's wrist.


  "Wait here a moment, Bobby. I will assess his mood," Sam said in a quiet tone.


  He shrugged off his overcoat and tossed it over a chair, then crossed the vaulted windowless chamber, filled with tables and old scientific equipment resting on dusty, peeling tables. On one table sat a dusty microscope long past usefulness. The room was lit by candles: pillared ones on pedestals in the corners of the rooms, smaller ones on several of the tables that remained upright. Not one true lamp in the chamber. A single camp bed to the side made up in gray moth-eaten wool blankets; one small rectangular pillow encased in a dingy white pillow case. He glanced back at Oberon, still several feet away. He stood at the base of a short set of stairs leading to another thick, windowless iron door. Sam knew from past visits where it led. A chamber of horrors, where Oberon received his "therapy."


  Oberon held out his arms. He shrugged, as though he could read Sam's mind. Oberon knew exactly the predicament he survived in. And Sam knew the longer he stayed here the more insane he could become. There were no choices here, none at all. He had to get Oberon out. The timer went off with a jarring brrring. Round metal mechanisms at either side of the mask turned, unlocking it, fueled by batteries set into the timer. Oberon unbuckled the leather strap of the timer from around his wrist, then tore the head gear off and threw the appliance across the room. They smashed into the wall on the other side, crashed to the floor, springs and metal pieces flying in different directions.


  Sam came to a cautious halt, just staring at the man before him. His blond hair had been cut at odd angles, now damp with sweat, standing up in all directions. Oberon reached up somewhat self-consciously and tried to tamp it down to a more gentlemanly appearance. He quirked a lopsided grin. "I am a sight now, aren't I, darling? I could have wished to have appeared in better form for our conjugal."


  "Oberon—"


  Oberon lifted a hand. His demeanor turned dark, almost like a cornered animal. "We'll dwell on it no more. Not now." He brushed a hand down over the front of his trousers to the bulging prick pressed hard against the fabric. "As you see, I've been prepared to engage in a quite satisfactory conjugal." Sam heard the tightness in his voice— pain— and the pain was present, not remembered.


  "How bad was it this time?" he asked, almost afraid of the answer.


  "Well," Oberon said, as he strode leisurely past Sam. Sam noticed he was thinner; he didn't fill out his clothing half so well as he did at their last quarterly visit. Sam had a feeling he would never last another quarter. Their plan had to come to fruition now. There was no other choice.


  Oberon swung back around to look at Sam, his eyes bright with excitement. "This is him, isn't it? You've brought it."


  Sam nodded. "This is Bobby. My… companion." He stepped closer to Oberon, his lips pressed against Oberon's ear. "Your creation, my companion, to put it correctly."


  Oberon turned his head and whispered against the curve of Sam's neck. "It looks lovely, and does it work as seamlessly as it should?"


  Sam looked into his eyes. "Him, Oberon. I refer to Bobby as him. I think it's probably best to do that in front of the guards, don't you think?"


  Oberon glanced toward the door and the glass window. "Of course. Yes… him." Then he gave a somewhat mischievous grin. "I've stuffed the listening tubes with paper tissues. I used the whole box. Unless we are right near the door, they won't be able to hear what we say. I have been very bad. It will take them some time to clear the pipes. Of course, that's if they were to decide it was worth the effort."


  Sam wound his arms around Oberon and hugged him close. He could feel his ribs beneath the jacket, that impossibly hard erection pressed against his groin, and there was the scent of a strong, cheap soap.


  Sam pulled back and looked into Oberon's over-bright eyes. "You're sure you want to go through with this?"


  "If you leave me here this time, I will go mad. One way or the other, you wouldn't find me here for another quarterly visit."


  Sam knew by the determined look in Oberon's eyes he meant every word.


  Oberon eased out of the embrace. He strutted back and forth before Sam like an overblown cocky rooster. "You know, darling, that before they offer new products to the market for men's virility, they test them on us here first."


  "You've said so before," Sam said cautiously.


  Oberon's gaze turned fixed as he opened his jacket and undid his trousers. His cock shoved free, bobbing before him, so deeply purple and engorged, Sam feared for him. Oberon lightly pulled his cock up, and it was then Sam saw the leather band wound tightly at the base. But he also saw the droplets of blood leaking from beneath the band. He surged toward Oberon. "Get the damned thing off."


  Oberon stopped him. "No. No, not yet. I find I have become rather… tethered to the pain. There are small tacks embedded into the lining of the ring. It keeps me alert in a way I could never have anticipated. Alert and hating with a passion I've never, ever felt so keenly before. I have discovered a new appreciation for the life of flagellants." The smile he gave Sam was cold and tight. "They'll pay, Sam. One day, I'll make them all pay for what they've done to me. Me and all the other brilliant minds incarcerated in this hell."


  Oberon straightened his clothing. It was with some difficulty he adjusted his cock behind the closure of his trousers.


  "Oberon, let me help you. Remove the thing before it damages you further."


  "You don't understand, darling. There will be no erection, no fucking without the ring. They have made me somewhat less of a man while I've been here. This is the only way either of us has a hope of satisfaction during conjugal."


  "We can go without," Sam said in desperation. Like he had any urge to fuck now.


  Oberon cupped the side of Sam's face. "My darling husband, you know as well as I do that they'll be watching. If I don't perform, they will interfere. It's how they get their entertainment. The voyeurism, the necessity of performing like a circus animal, is bad enough, but I won't have their interference during your visit. Especially not today. Now introduce me to Bobby."


  If Sam had any doubts about helping Oberon to be free of this place, they were banished. He had loved this man for what seemed a lifetime. Even loving him, he'd been the one to orchestrate Oberon's arrest before he could further damage the population of the city with his manufactured chemicals. Sam convinced himself that once free— now that they were married— he could keep him under control for as long as was necessary. Deals had been struck, and they must move forward. It was imperative to free Oberon.


  And yet, the cost might just be more than Sam's conscience would easily let him pay without further destruction to his soul. He looked at Bobby as they strode toward him.


  "Oberon, this is Bobby. Bobby, this is Dr. Ophelian."


  Bobby smiled politely, and he stuck out an arm just the way Sam had taught him. "So very pleased to make the acquaintance of my designer."


  Oberon studied Bobby closely. "He's even more than I imagined him to be. I am overwhelmed." He gripped Bobby's hand for a long moment, and then released it. "A good grip. Even some human warmth to it."


  "Circulating tubes," Sam said. "Holson, the engineer, improved upon the design for the heating coil. The machinist created some very fine copper tubing to line the skeletal structure."


  "And the clockwork to keep him running? How long before he runs down?"


  "Another advance by the clockmakers and mechanism designers. He will run perpetually unless we shut him down or some part malfunctions from overuse. He truly is a work of art. The team you put in place is ahead of its time. I handpicked each one very carefully according to your instructions."


  "I can see that. But I want to see more." Oberon looked hungrily, almost lustily at Bobby. "I want to see all of him. All these months he's been with you, and all I've been able to do is think about that— of you and him— and the modifications I'd outlined. It's been hell, love, truly hell. Undress for me, Bobby. Let me see if you are truly an all-purpose automaton."


  "The— the physical components were made— workable by a team of machinists and physicians renowned, and eager to assist, in the various specialties. It was a long and pain-staking process. We culled from the best universities in the country. I believe they have exceeded our— your— expectations."


  "Lovely, lovely. Show me, Bobby. Let me see you and then we'll see what you're capable of."


  Oberon and Sam watched as Bobby began to undress, a placid expression on his face. But Sam was feeling rather something of a tightness in his chest. Once the testing had been accomplished when Bobby was first made, Sam had never shared him with anyone. Even though Oberon was his husband, Sam felt a certain uneasiness in this intimacy that was about to take place. Sam was very certain that even though his sexual arousal was not peaked, Oberon meant to fuck Bobby and likely make a good enough show to satisfy the guard watching them.


  Finally, Bobby was naked and he stood easily before Oberon. Oberon circled Bobby, inspecting him closely for any imperfection.


  "I like what I see. Very much." He ran his hands over Bobby's back, down over his ass, squeezing his cheeks. "He pleases you, Sam?"


  "He has seen to all my needs quite satisfactorily," Sam said, trying to keep his tone even. "His intelligence is unparalleled. His cooking ranks up there with many a great chef of our time. His attention to detail is quite amazing. The fusion of human brain and chemical and machine enhancement has made him— well, the most intelligent automaton on the planet. I doubt that there is another of his kind anywhere on our world."


  "Excellent. Excellent. Such a shame he must be sacrificed." He glanced at Sam. "But he is only a machine, now isn't he?"


  "As you say, Oberon."


  "There is no emotion involved. I specifically called for an excision of that link to be established." He stroked over him again. "No love, no hate, no jealousy, no thought of revenge. Quite perfect."


  "No empathy," Sam said quietly. "His emotional imprint is much like yours, Oberon."


  Oberon glanced at Sam with a narrowed gaze. He looked as if he would say something, but then he smiled. The smile lightened his expression. Oberon had always had a very engaging smile. He released Bobby and then stepped back. He removed his paisley coat, then his vest, and then his shirt.


  "I will try him now. I can't concentrate on anything else until we've satisfied the guard. And this throb of pain, as well as the aphrodisiac-infused oxygen, keeps me too focused on fucking to talk further about the terms of our… the rest of our discussion."


  "Of course, Oberon. He is here at your service."


  "Yes, he is, isn't he?" Oberon removed his slippers and his trousers. There were no undergarments allowed in a place like this. His cock, looking so painfully engorged, shot forward. He turned to Sam. "Would you like me to fuck you first? After all, you are what's important, too, darling."


  So polite, it almost made Sam want to laugh at such use of etiquette in a place and situation such as this. Sam shook his head. "I brought him for you, dear. He wouldn't be in existence if it weren't for you." Sam walked to Bobby. Beautiful, young, pliant, quiescent Bobby. "Will you give the doctor what he wants, Bobby? Do you have any qualms? If so, you should tell me now."


  Bobby looked at him curiously. "Sam, you know I have no feeling like humans. I am here to serve, to learn, to understand, to experience. For me, all knowledge is useful, every experience to be embraced and examined."


  "Of course. You're right. I sometimes forget you aren't really human."


  "It's all right, Sam. I still consider you my friend. But Dr. Ophelian is my maker. I am honored to let him fuck me."


  And so it would be. There was little left for Sam to say. He'd known when they set out upon this journey that Oberon would want to fuck Bobby. He'd known all along— all these years of planning, of creating— where it would lead. He really had no right to be feeling as he did right now— jealous of Oberon. Oberon had suffered so much— he deserved what little pleasure he could experience. And when it came right down to it, Bobby did belong to him. Not to Sam.


  Sam stepped away.


  CHAPTER 6


  As Sam watched Ophelian, he considered the road he had taken to reach this point. He had to wonder if there had been any other course possible. Ophelian was not necessarily so inordinately handsome a man. But he carried himself with an intensity and forceful carriage that could not be ignored. Sam recalled him at Hall University, in those early days when Sam was but eighteen and Ophelian several years older. Every time Sam had watched him cross the grounds, impervious to those around him, yet trailing behind him like a king's great robe, a bevy of impressionable young men who hung on his every word.


  Sam had watched from a distance, quite like now. He watched as Ophelian disrobed, revealing a body still hard and fit at forty. Somehow he'd lost none of his vitality in that respect. If anything, he now glowed with an intense feral light— a measure of higher intelligence wedded to primal ferocity. His hack-cut blond hair only added to the appearance of wildness, and his fierce eyes burned with a dangerous blue fire.


  Sam shrugged out of his suit coat, folded it and laid it across the bed. It was a bed meant for sleep, not for fucking. He took off his cap and tossed it onto the bed. Carefully he sat on the edge of the narrow bed and reached down to untie his shoes, then slipped them off. He disposed of his shirt, trousers, socks, and underwear in like fashion. He heard Oberon groan.


  "He has lovely lips, Sam. Coleson did marvelous work on him." A muffled sigh escaped him.


  Sam glanced up and watched as Oberon embraced Bobby. He cupped the back of Bobby's head and kissed him hungrily. Both men were now naked. Oberon, an uncommonly tall man, measured height for height with Bobby. They were almost a match in physique, but that was purposeful. Oberon reached down to cup Bobby's ass. Oberon lifted his head and looked at Sam. He held out a hand. "Come here, darling. Come join us. It won't be the same without you."


  At the sight of Oberon and Bobby in foreplay, it did factor much into the state of Sam's arousal. How could it not, seeing the two men— well, one automaton companion and the other Sam's lover and husband— engaged in intimate foreplay?


  "Mr. Dart. We have a special mission in mind for you. We understand you were at one time personally acquainted with Dr. Oberon Ophelian. We need a man to carry out a special secret mission. Ophelian has created a dangerous compound in a misguided attempt to control society to his own ends. He has involved himself with some very unsavory characters who want control of the metropolis. And you know it won't stop there. Ophelian must be stopped, and we think you're the man to help us apprehend him and destroy that compound. It will mean a promotion for you. Will you step up to serve your country and combat the danger so near at hand?"


  Promotion. Such a word for his current position as Constable of Ragstown. Buried away in a neverland of chaos, brutality, and poisonous manufactory gases erupting into the atmosphere. A place where men of any means remained hidden behind respirators. And those that didn't were rewarded with shortened lives and long-drawn out illnesses. They were the desperate few that worked in the manufactories, the factories, the hotbeds of disease. Such had become Sam's kingdom.


  "He's gone underground and we haven't been able to track him. You will need to infiltrate the organization. Get close to him, Dart. Find out what further insidious poisons he's concocting, and get the information to us so we can stop him. And we want to know the name of every person who counts themselves his loyal followers."


  In university Sam had volunteered to be a test subject for an experimental drug that Oberon had created. It was likely that very foundation that had brought Oberon, and Sam, to where they were today. When Oberon had graduated and become a post-graduate assistant to one of the chemistry professors, a renowned scientist, elderly and rather senile by that point, was when the real trouble began. It was Sam's first close encounter with Oberon— his first intimate relationship. Oberon was the man Sam gave his virginity to and a certain devotion that seemed never to have left him.


  So maybe it had been wrong for him to accept the assignment knowing the depth of his emotional attachment. But it had been years between that interlude and accepting the mission. How could he have known those feelings as a young man, which had lain dormant for so many years, would rear so powerfully once again? Unfortunately, they had. Sam had always thought it almost inevitable what had come to pass. As though Oberon was his destiny, and his cross in life to bear. His love, his hate, his every emotion was tied up in this man.


  He glanced at Bobby. And Bobby had become the sedative to the consternation of Sam's life. But again, all that would change over the course of the next few hours. Sam walked across the floor and joined them because he had no choice. He loved them each— he loved them both. Each of them needed Sam– just in different ways. And he needed them.


  Oberon embraced Sam and drew him close, making them a trio. Or a duo basking in the insane light of Oberon's brilliance. Oberon kissed him and Sam leaned into that kiss so very ravenous for the touch of his lover. Quarterly visits over the last five years since the capture did little to assuage his desperate hunger.


  "I've missed you, Sam. You have no idea what this place is like. I need you terribly." He turned to gaze at Bobby, who stood compliantly, awaiting the next order. Beautiful and submissive. Perfect in practically every detail. Emotion completely lacking, as Oberon had designed.


  It came to Sam in that moment that Bobby was much like Oberon in that way. That lack of emotional binding. Perhaps that's why Sam was so taken with Bobby. The similarity in personality to Oberon was striking. But maybe that wasn't quite right either because he didn't possess the dangerously human insanity either. Did that make Bobby even more perfect? He was someone easy to love where Oberon was not. Nor did it carry the same danger in loving him as it did his love for Oberon.


  Sam had done his duty and seen to Oberon's capture, trial, and imprisonment. His honor and his moral and ethical imperative had been satisfied, but at what cost? Likely it was the decision to marry Oberon on the eve of his incarceration that led to Sam's assignment in the poisonous Ragstown District. It was Command's way of expressing their disapproval of that act. But Sam couldn't have done any less than marry the man he loved. It was the only way he would be able to see him— through the conjugals. And he simply couldn't turn his back on Oberon, not after everything. Oberon was his destiny after all.


  For better, for worse,


  During peace or war,


  Through madness and insanity,


  Unto life and into death


  Bound for eternity, be it heaven or hell or some purgatory in between.


  I bind my soul to thee.


  


  Oberon had smiled after Sam had taken his vow. And then he had kissed him, sealing their pact. Thus were the vows struck before an official of the city who looked on askance at the bond forged in madness. Thus were those vows consummated. And thus did Sam mean to keep them no matter the cost in morality to himself.


  Sam watched Oberon kiss Bobby. Oberon's hand was at Sam's nape, holding him fast, fusing him to the intimacy. Oberon's lips seemed to consume Bobby. Delicate, beautiful Bobby, trained to obey, to submit, to seduce, to engage. And so he returned Oberon's kisses with an energy that mimicked human emotion so very, very well.


  The boy brothels in Ragstown had helped to educate Bobby on mimicking lust and giving back measure for measure. Nights of watching, of engaging, of learning the ways of men intimately involved in lusty congress.


  Oberon looked into Bobby's eyes, even as he stroked the side of Sam's face. Such a connection was almost electric for Sam. That initial flash of jealousy when Oberon first touched Bobby was now changing into something else. Oberon had a way of doing that— making up seem down, inside turned out, twisted seem sane.


  "Is he watching us, Sam? He should be. Let's prove my virility for him to report back to that bastard Rustenberg. I'm going to fuck him, Sam. And he's going to suck you. Then you can keep an eye out and let us know when he finally closes that damned peephole."


  "Oberon—"


  "Bobby," Oberon said softly, "will you get on your knees for me? I want your ass. I want to find out just how satisfying it's been for Sam. My cock is hard and hurting and I need relief. Is your anus naturally lubricated?"


  "Yes, sir. I believe that was included in your design."


  "Excellent. And your elasticity?"


  "Adequate for penetration, sir. At your pleasure." Bobby stepped back. He turned and lowered to all fours.


  "Beautiful." Oberon stroked a hand down Bobby's spine. Then he positioned himself behind Bobby. "Can you come, Bobby?"


  "I am equipped to ejaculate a chemically designed fluid that resembles semen, sir."


  Sam was having a hard time listening to the two of them speak so clinically. He had enjoyed the façade of Bobby's imitated humanness. This conversation between the two of them was, after a manner, unnerving.


  "Ever the scientist, aren't you, Oberon?" he couldn't help asking as he moved in front of Bobby and knelt there. He cupped Bobby's head and looked into his eyes. He swept back a lock of his silky hair. "And you, Bobby, you process every speck of information from every encounter; from every person you soak up the experience without a qualm."


  "It is how I'm fashioned, sir."


  "Yes, it is." Sam couldn't quite keep the regret out of his tone. Was he not quite insane himself for caring about an automaton and a madman? Why was it these two men satisfied him emotionally in a way that no other sane man could? What was it about Sam's makeup that drew him inexorably toward men rooted in madness? Both Bobby and Oberon were intelligent, and brilliant in their own way. Did Sam possess a deeper need to bask in their brilliance, demanding little return of emotion?


  That line of thought was a dangerous one to follow. Sam had learned not to dig too deeply into his motivations. He feared what he would find there among the ruins of his own mind. It was less their lack of emotion, and more his depth of emotion that fueled his actions. It seemed somehow a balance that carried his commitment and attraction for these men.


  When Oberon removed the leather spiked ring from around the base of his cock, Sam was horrified by the reddened, bloody marks that remained imprinted at the root.


  Oberon glanced over at Sam, grimaced and then tossed the ring away. "You see what they have made of me? And you think I am the madman." He pressed in close behind Bobby. Sam saw the wild madness alter into one of sublime pleasure as he pushed into Bobby. "Oh, he's wet and slippery," Oberon said with some measure of delighted surprise. "Oh my God. He is— he is— " Further words were apparently lost to him as he ground into the rhythm of fucking Bobby.


  Sam was mesmerized in watching the myriad of emotions cross Oberon's face as he fucked Bobby. And so it caught him by surprise when Bobby sucked his prick into his mouth. Sam gasped with surprised pleasure. He glanced down at Bobby, seeing his hollowed out cheeks. And then Bobby took him deeper, even as Oberon's motions turned more forceful— more deliberate.


  "Is he watching?" Oberon managed to gasp out the words.


  Sam's eyes shot open, Oberon's question taking him out of the moment. He glanced at the window, saw the guard's face scrunched up against the window, eyes dark and intense, focused upon Oberon.


  "He's watching," he said in a tight voice. Bobby's attentions made it hard to concentrate on anything other than his wonderful mouth riding up and down Sam's cock.


  "Good. When they have me tied down for therapy, that bastard is the one that's always first. Him and that thick damn stick of his. He takes a long time to come. And then he uses that nozzle to clean me out. They all use it." He thrust into Bobby. He looked at Sam, and that insanity was in his eyes again. "They're all going to die, Sam. Every last one of them. Do you hear me? All of them."


  Sam couldn't bear to think about Oberon's treatment. Had he really been so impressionable, so naïve to think prisoners in this place would be treated with some measure of humanity? How could he have been so wrong?


  "Never again," he said to Oberon. Bobby worked very hard to keep Sam hard. But he couldn't ignore Oberon. His pain was Sam's as well.


  "Pleasure, darling," Oberon said with his lightning swift change of mood. "And Bobby certainly is an automaton created for that, isn't he? Oh, yes." He thrust in, burying himself as he came. He yelled as his climax overtook him. He stiffened, grunted, threw back his head. "I've come, you bastard! Do you see how you haven't totally destroyed me yet? And you never will."


  Sam didn't think he'd ever seen Oberon look quite so beautiful, so fully filling his own skin, as he looked right now. Wild, passionate, breathtaking. Arousing in his sexual triumph.


  Bobby's sucking finished him and he pulsed, loving these men with his every breath. Embracing them, stuffing down his morality, his ethics, his duty. He would do anything for Oberon. Anything to end his torture in this chamber of tortures. And to that he was committed.


  Oberon, still embedded inside Bobby, leaned over his back. His eyes were fastened on Sam. "Did he finish?"


  Sam glanced up at the peephole, noting it was now closed and locked shut. "He's gone."


  A slow grin spread across Oberon's face. "He finished. Now he'll go dope himself up quite adequately. By morning he'll be lucky if he has half a mind left. It will be easy."


  "You know him so well?"


  A dark look passed across Oberon's face. "Intimately." Again that mercurial change of mood. He petted Bobby's silky hair. "How do you ejaculate? Show me. Each of us must spend— to celebrate."


  Sam eased back and sat on his haunches, his cock softened, his mood mellowed.


  "He has a switch located just below his testicles."


  Oberon reached down. He stroked over Bobby's erect cock. "Does he ever deflate?"


  "There's another button for that, located at the base of his cock to— to drain the fluid into a small circulating chamber."


  "Quite lovely. We'll have to make another of him one day."


  The thought sent Sam into a swift sadness. "I think he is one of a kind, Oberon. There will be no other like Bobby."


  Oberon glanced up at Sam. "You've become attached to him. I should have foreseen that. He's not human, Sam. He's a means to an end. You knew that from the beginning. He understands his situation— I hope you're not having regrets." He found the button and Bobby's eyes closed, his cock spurted a thick, white liquid onto the floor. His taught reactions gave him the look of a man filled with the intensity of climax. God, he was perfect.


  When he was finished, Oberon pulled free. "It was worth waiting for," Oberon observed as he leaned back against the leg of a table. Bobby opened a panel in his arm and lifted out a cigar, a pair of clippers, and a sterling silver match safe. He clipped the end and handed the cigar to Oberon. Oberon brought it to his nose and inhaled deeply. "Ah, it's been a long time. Bobby is a wealth of surprises."


  "He is indeed." Sam shook his head when Bobby proffered him a cigar. Then Bobby turned to light Oberon's cigar.


  "What am I to you, Oberon?" Sam suddenly blurted out.


  Oberon cocked his head. "I don't take your meaning, love."


  "If Bobby is simply a means to an end, what am I?"


  Oberon eyed him closely as he puffed on his cigar. "I would have thought you would have understood." Oberon crawled across the floor to Sam. He hugged him close with his one free arm. "You are the heart and soul I need to survive. You, love, are my conscience." He tilted Sam's head upward. "You are the foil that not only makes Bobby real, but me as well. You are as necessary to me as breathing." And then Oberon kissed him. Not with the violence of his incarceration, but with a sensuality that took Sam's breath away, drawing all the love Sam felt for this unusual, insane man to the forefront.


  Yes, he would do anything for him, he thought as he leaned into the kiss. Even sacrifice Bobby.


  CHAPTER 7


  It was not a night that any of them would get rest. Factoring in that the guard should be in a deep opiate stupor, the three began to discuss the next part of the plan. After eating the sparse contents of a basket of food containing an overcooked chicken, lumpy mashed potatoes, and fruit pies obviously prepared from near spoiled fruit, along with several bottles of vinegary wine provided by the facility, thanks to the generous bribes Sam had paid, the men had dressed and now contemplated the next move.


  Oberon circled Bobby, eyeing him assessingly. "He has a rather more filled out physique than me. I'd thought I was clear in the construction design— height, weight, color."


  Sam shrugged. "The constructors had to work with the materials that were available to them. They did what they could." Oberon obviously wasn't taking into consideration his long internment and the impact it had had on his own physique. The specifications he'd given for Bobby's construction had been based on his healthy lifestyle before his capture.


  "Well, there's nothing to do about it now. We'll just have to hope the opiates keep them muddled long enough that they don't peer too closely as we leave."


  "I believe it will not be too difficult to provide them with a sufficient optical illusion to convince the guards," Bobby said.


  "A little magic would not go amiss here," Oberon said.


  "Exactly my thinking, Doctor," Bobby said. "I had a wonderful occasion to engage in a conversation with a master of illusion. He was rather forthcoming." Bobby lifted up his shirt and pressed a button where a flesh-and-blood man's navel would be located. A secret door popped ajar. He glanced up at Oberon. "I have no need for a stomach in the proper sense. There are certain areas of my frame that have been created to contain compartments for travel. Or secreting necessary objects to assist in this endeavor."


  He pulled out a mask, and several other items, including a wig that matched Bobby's hair and style, and a small box containing an assortment of cosmetics. He set the items on the table and then refastened the compartment and straightened his shirt. "Shall we begin, Doctor? We've not much time left before dawn and your departure."


  "You truly think you can get me past the guards without them noticing?"


  Bobby quirked a perfect brow. "They didn't notice I was an automaton when I came in, now did they? Sometimes men see what they expect to see, even if it's flawed. They'll put it down to some odd quirk, or they didn't recall correctly. And with the opiates in their system, a dawn's light less than clear, and never having encountered me more than the once, they will put any oddities down to flawed memory."


  "You have studied human nature, haven't you? Too bad, I would have liked to study you more closely."


  Bobby offered no change in expression; no hint of emotion. "I was made for this purpose, was I not, Doctor? Perhaps you will have a chance to create another automaton some day. And improve upon the design."


  "He could not improve on you, Bobby," Sam couldn't help injecting. "You are practically perfect in every way in my estimation."


  Oberon's attention was focused closely on Bobby. "No, he is right, Sam. There's always room for improvement. Nothing, human nor machine, is ever without some possibility for refinement."


  "Isn't that very flawed nature what makes us human, Oberon?"


  Oberon glanced at Sam then reached out to cup the side of his face. "My darling idealist. For some I guess a flawed nature is very appealing. It brings out the nurturer in some way, don't you think?" He leaned forward and kissed Sam. "Dear Sam, you are indeed my heart and soul. You are the part of me that makes me human."


  "Oberon—"


  Oberon quirked his head. "It's interesting that you see my lack of emotional engagement as some sort of flaw that perhaps makes me human. And you see Bobby's automaton personality in the same way. And it is at least in part because of those flaws, that you love us, isn't it? Ah, darling, your innate protective instincts are showing. You feel you need to protect us from ourselves and the world that misunderstands us and would abuse us because of those flaws. I see it so clearly now."


  Sam had never really considered the nature of his love for Oberon before. Nor his attraction to Bobby. Neither man had the ability to truly love, so why was he drawn to them? He'd never quite understood, but it was also something he couldn't seem to deny. Even when he was doing his duty. His innate honesty jarred so deeply with the love for men who could not give equal measure and it had always consternated him. But perhaps Oberon saw more clearly than he. And perhaps it was that lack of emotion that allowed him to do so.


  Sam looked into his eyes. Yes, there was clarity there– a beautiful clarity. Sam cupped his face. "The world has abused you, Oberon, haven't they? You do need protecting. This place has changed you. Even if I didn't love you, I couldn't leave you here. Not one moment more." Something inside him shuddered when he saw the light in Oberon's eyes. Not a warmth with love, but some sort of triumph.


  "I never doubted you," he said. "It is your compassion, your idealism, your honor that keeps you at my side. You are indeed everything human that, if I were another man, I would covet. Instead, I love you for it. As you love me for my flawed lack of emotion."


  "Do you see those things in me as flaws?" Sam asked, letting his hands drop back to his side.


  "Beautiful flaws that I would not alter." He turned his attention back to Bobby. "So, magician, are you ready to begin?"


  "Of course," Bobby said. "If you'll take a seat in the chair. Sir…" He turned to Sam. "If you would keep a watch on the peephole. We should take nothing for granted at this point."


  Sam turned away to focus on the door. If they were discovered they would all end up entombed in this place. There would be no rescue, of that he was certain.


  Oberon was wrong. He veered off the path completely from the young idealistic student at university. Even more so from the young officer who had thought to uphold the law.


  "You'll be deep undercover," his superior said to him that long ago afternoon. "There will be times when you forget who you are, what side of the law to which you belong. We'll help anchor you as best we can, but there will come a time when you will have a choice. Make the right one, officer. Don't forget yourself."


  There was no place to feel safe. The torturers were on the supposedly right side of the law— how could that be? And here he was trying to right a wrong— it was a burden that bore him down–the guilt of knowing he was the one who put Oberon in this chamber of horrors. He had to make it right. Perhaps his sense of justice had become skewed. But he saw no other way to right a system that had gone so wrong.


  Everyone made sacrifices in pursuit of justice. He glanced back at Bobby, who was just placing the red wig over Oberon's blond head. The system was flawed, men were flawed, and the world was turned on end. It was difficult to know the difference between right and wrong any longer. The only thing Sam knew was what his conscience dictated to him. After today his bridges would be burned and there would be no going back from that.


  He watched Bobby and Oberon. He twisted the gold ring on his left ring finger. He had made a vow and he would not fail Oberon, no matter what the cost.


  CHAPTER 8


  The clock chimed four times. They were out of time. Sam turned to gaze at the two men–one looking the image of Bobby at a quick glance, the other encased in the red leather respirator, his identity masked.


  "Do I look the part?" Oberon asked as he tugged on the hem of the dark vest, re-situating it. It hung a bit loosely, but there was no help for it, not this late in the game.


  Sam nodded. "Yes, I believe you will pass. Bobby has accomplished a remarkable likeness to himself."


  "Excellent." Oberon grinned.


  "Beware of too many facial expressions," Sam cautioned. "Bobby does not exhibit emotion. A placid expression, no matter the circumstances, would be highly advised. He does exhibit interest, but not true emotion. I would think you could manage that."


  Oberon gazed at Sam assessingly. "You're angry with me."


  "Perhaps frustrated by the circumstances. I don't like leaving Bobby behind."


  Bobby turned to look at Sam. He shook his head and waved a hand to the door. Then he swung back around and took up a stance that would indicate sufferance and pride. His shoulders straight, his hands clasped behind his back. So much resembling a hauty stance that Oberon might take. Sam went to him.


  "I don't like this. I wouldn't abandon you here if I had any other choice."


  Bobby nodded his understanding of Sam's attempt at apology.


  Sam found the situation eerie. The mask turned Bobby into someone unknown to him. He couldn't connect. Not in the way he was used to. It was off-putting. Bobby unclasped his hands and placed one on Sam's shoulder and squeezed, offering some measure of comfort, and forgiveness to Sam. Sam stepped away as the outer door squeezed open and the guard stepped in. His eyes were puffy, he was weaving slightly, and there was a dazed grin on his face.


  "Conjugal is over, Constable. Time for you and your boy there to leave."


  This was it. Sam leaned up and kissed the side of the leathery red mask.


  "What's he wearing?" the guard asked suspiciously.


  Sam adjusted the oxygen hoses. "A birthday gift. He is disturbed about the conclusion of our visit. Wouldn't you be upset in knowing you wouldn't see your husband again for another three months?"


  The guard snickered. "Don't got no husband to worry. Just me wife. And she'd sure welcome not seeing me for three months or better."


  Sam ignored him and moved to Oberon. "We'd best go. Are you ready… Bobby? You've collected all your belongings?"


  "Yes… sir," Oberon said.


  "Remember," Sam said softly, for Oberon's ears only, "one step behind, no emotion, and don't speak." He turned to the guard. "Then I guess we are ready to go," he said in a more normal tone. He moved toward the door. He dared not look back, and assumed Oberon followed close behind. His heart hammered. These next moments would be pivotal to the plan. He stepped through the doorway. He stopped when he heard the heavy door close with a loud grinding of metal and the wheel was spun by the guard, sealing it shut.


  He spun around, stared at the door, took a half step toward it. But Oberon's staying hand halted him. He transferred the look to Oberon, who gazed back at him with a narrowed focused look and a slight shake of his head. Sam took a deep breath and then released it, which helped to steady him. He waited for the guard.


  "Dr. Rustenberg isn't feeling quite hisself. Said no exit interview was necessary— that he'd see you in three. If you want to bring the boy back in with you, double the arrangements. If you know what he means."


  Sam nodded. "Yes, I understand."


  The guard leered at Bobby. "Looked to me it might be worth it to bring him." He snickered. Then turned away as he led them along the winding, circuitous dark passageways toward the elevators. "As usual you'll get off mid-level for equalizing for several hours, then on up to the surface. It always takes some, don't it, when daylight hits you after being down here. It's a whole other world."


  "Yes, it is," Sam said, not really wanting to converse with the guard. He reached into his pocket for the ball of dope. The last one, as a tip to the guard for adhering to his requests. And a way of making sure he didn't look too closely at Oberon as they departed. He couldn't help worrying about Bobby. Automaton he might be, but he had been Sam's companion in every way for the last few years. He couldn't be expected just to put him out of his mind. Oberon couldn't understand; in his scientific mind, Bobby was a means to an end— a machine–a tool to be used for expediency. But Sam saw more— to Sam, Bobby couldn't be more human. Maybe even more so than Oberon in many ways.


  They finally made it to the elevator. The guard wound the doors open. Sam turned to the guard and handed him the dope as he shook his hand. "Thank you for your consideration." The words burned like acid in Sam's throat and chest. "There will, of course, be more upon my next visit."


  The guard pocketed the dope and grinned widely. "Much appreciated, Constable. Any time I can be of help. You and the boy here are sure welcome." The grin turned to a leer. "And don't you worry, next conjugal the doctor will be right ready for you, if you know what I mean. You was given proper satisfaction this time— I wouldn't want to think we'd not done our job properly in preparing him for your conjugal."


  "No-no, he was… very satisfactory. Everything was… satisfactory. The-the basket of food was a-a nice touch."


  The guard winked. "You did say it was a celebration of sorts. Always like to add a touch to the occasion for the boys, you know."


  "You-you did well. Good-bye then." Quickly he stepped into the elevator, and Oberon followed. The guard peered at them both then nodded. He turned to wind the door shut. And then the elevator began to lift toward the surface.


  "Sam—"


  Sam lifted a hand. "No, not yet. Not until we actually reach the surface. It's not safe yet." It seemed a long time before they reached equalization level. Sam's ears popped, his head felt like it was going to explode. He imagined it must be significantly worse for Oberon, who had not been to the surface in five years. He glanced at him, saw a sickly pallor spread across his expression. For one moment Sam thought he might faint. But Oberon was not just any man. He was Dr. Oberon Ophelian, and Oberon was not a man to allow himself to succumb to weakness.


  Sam reached for his hands and squeezed. "It will get better."


  "I want to see light; I want to breathe air, feel the sunlight." The deep yearning in Oberon's voice took Sam by surprise. He'd kept himself so well controlled all these years. But something of what he suffered seemed to come through in that heartfelt wish.


  Sam felt empathy for Oberon and his love and compassion for this man and what he'd suffered all these years, reinforced his purpose. This was the right thing to do. There was no other course.


  Another guard opened the elevator door and Sam and Oberon followed him to the equalizing chamber.


  "Better make it four hours rather than the usual two," Sam said. "I've not been feeling well of late and the visit below has taken quite a bit out of me. Can you arrange it?" From his coat he pulled out a smaller purse of coins and handed it to the guard. The guard nodded then closed the door sealing them into the chamber.


  "Why did you have him double the time? I want gone from this place," Oberon said petulantly.


  "I know. But if you don't want your brain to burst, you'll have patience. It's a necessary precaution. We should stay longer, but four hours will have to do. I hope it's enough."


  "It will be," Oberon said with more confidence than Sam felt. He sat down on the metal shelf next to Sam. "Oh, darling, what plans I have for this place. Once we are free, and get to the submarine, this place will be no more. I'll make them a very special present. You have my word on that. I will show them who Dr. Oberon Ophelian is. They will rue the day they ever put me here."


  Sam dared not think too closely about Oberon's plans. Now, the hate was close and far too fertile. He could only hope with distance, and some time— which he had built into their travels across the continent in order to reach their destination— Oberon would become more reasonable. His desire to destroy everyone might be diluted. Sam wanted Oberon out of this place, but he didn't want him creating havoc that would kill people. He had vowed not to let that happen, and no matter how much he loved Oberon, he would do his utmost to control the situation. And he'd use any means he had to keep Oberon under control. Well, almost any means.


  "Rest now. You'll need all your strength once we reach the top."


  "You don't think it's dangerous for us to stay here too long? What if they discover—"


  "Don't. None of them will rouse below for some time yet. And that last dope ball will keep the guard well drugged until we've left the city and disappeared into the countryside."


  Oberon leaned back and closed his eyes. "I leave these details to you, darling. You have helped to get me this far. I am completely in your hands."


  How little Oberon really knew of what lay ahead. And maybe that was best. Sam closed his eyes and leaned back. He would not rest though until they were well out of the city. He tried not to think about Bobby.


  CHAPTER 9


  Four hours and twenty minutes later when the doors to the elevator squeaked open on the wharf landing, Sam had to drag Oberon out of the elevator because he was so overwhelmed by the glare of the sun. Sam reached into his pocket and pulled out a pair of specially tinted goggles.


  "Put these on. It will help you to acclimate to the brightness and protect your eyes from damage." He shoved them over Oberon's head and adjusted them over his eyes. "Your skin should be fine for the moment. Once we reach the metropolis, with the fumes from the manufactories, the sun's rays don't burn the flesh as it once had a way of doing. Come, we should hurry if we want to catch the last train out of Mission Point heading back into the city. We have to return to Ragstown Station in the metropolis."


  "Why there? Why can't we continue on from here?" Oberon asked, now adjusting to the open air, sunlight, and freedom. "I need to change first— I'm not at ease in another man's, or automaton's skin. We shall stop at a shop on the way to the train station."


  "I have arranged for that. I have baggage, and funds, stowed in a safe place at Ragstown Station. All is prepared. Come, Oberon, we must hurry. Try not to be so impatient."


  "As you wish. Lead the way… sir."


  Sam led Oberon along the wharf, needing to practically drag him along as he would stop and stare, so overcome by the workings of humankind which he had long been denied access to.


  "There will be time later to become reacquainted with life."


  Oberon stopped. Sam swung around, exasperated by the delay. Had the man no idea what danger they were still in? He halted when he saw the assessing look in Oberon's eyes.


  "What is it?"


  "Will there be time, Sam? I wonder how long this freedom will last? I must make good use of every moment, don't you think?" The look in his eyes for one moment seemed desperate. "I won't go back there. If they find me–if they find us— I will not go back there. You must promise me you'll do whatever it takes to be certain that doesn't happen. You have a pistol in your baggage?"


  Sam grabbed him by the shoulders and shook him. "Stop it. That's not going to happen. You will never go back down there. I promise you, Oberon. You will never suffer those horrors again. You have my word."


  Some of the madness and desperation faded from Oberon's eyes. He focused on Sam and gave a half-hearted laugh. "Of course. You're my knight in shining armor, aren't you, darling? Whoever would have known that scrawny little frosh back at university would ever turn out to be such a dashing, and daunting, protector?"


  There was something in the words, but Sam couldn't quite put his finger on it— something jarring, but well masked. "Oberon?"


  Oberon shook his head. "Nothing. It's nothing. Lead on. I will be better, I promise you, once I am away from here."


  Once they reached the pavement and the streets, Sam flagged down a hansom cab. "Ragstown Station, and make it quick. I have a train to catch."


  They just managed to catch the train, making a run for it. They dropped into seats, out of breath.


  Oberon lightly mopped his brow and sought to regain his breathing. "I'm sorry. I've not had much opportunity for exercise. I shall slow us down."


  "Once we get into the station and change trains, there will be a private parlor and you'll be able to rest for a few hours. The trip cross country after that will offer a good stretch of weeks to acclimate and regain your strength."


  "I want time to speed up. I want to be in the sub. It is armed, you said?"


  "It is designed as you instructed, so I am told. I've not been out there for quite some time."


  "I will watch, first hand, to see the destruction. No one will launch those missiles except by my hand. No one, you understand."


  "They have their orders," Sam soothed him. "All will be in readiness for your arrival. They all wait in great anticipation for the great Dr. Oberon Ophelian to make his appearance."


  "We should telegraph them."


  "Absolutely not. There can be no communication, absolutely none. Do you understand?"


  Oberon sighed. "Yes, Constable. But you do know I don't take orders well. I'm the one who gives them." He slid a sideways look at Sam then squeezed his hand with a strong, crushing grip. "You are the one who delivers them and makes them obey for me."


  Sam's uneasiness rose. He did not rub the hand that now throbbed from Oberon's handling. Were the effects of that chamber of horrors below the water having lasting effects on Oberon? He'd always seemed slightly crazed, but now there was a line of cruelty beneath the madness. Could one be surprised after all he'd suffered? Sam knew he must remain alert; he had to keep Oberon calm and in hand or they would be finished before they even began. And any chance of freedom for either of them would be quickly snuffed out.


  At Ragstown Station, Sam made short work of buying their private compartment tickets and retrieving his baggage from a secure locker. Thus far everything was in order and going even more smoothly than he could have imagined.


  "We need to get to Track 8. Our train is leaving in ten minutes. Don't rush." Sam glanced around, alert for any signs of trouble. It was as they reached the gate of Track 8 and he saw the train sitting there, waiting, that he happened to glance to the side and saw the man in the dark blue suit and dapper matching derby. "Take the bags," he said quickly to Oberon. He shoved them at him. "And here's the tickets." He stuffed them into Oberon's vest pocket. "Get to the train, walk slowly, and don't look back."


  "But—"


  "Just go! Now!" He shoved Oberon toward the train. "I'll join you shortly. If I don't— just do as we agreed. I'll find you. Don't deviate from the plan."


  Luckily Oberon did as Sam directed, but again a desperate look came into his eyes. Sam turned to guard his back. He didn't look over his shoulder to make certain Oberon did as he said. One thing about Oberon he knew he could count on— his determination for survival.


  The man in the blue suit hurried forward. Sam met him, stopped him. He heard the train whistle signal the train was about to depart. He shoved. The man went down. He'd managed to get one good punch in before the favor was returned. The two men struggled. Sam caught him in the eye with a right hook. Women screamed, men shouted, but they all gave way.


  Sam scrambled to his feet. So did the man in blue. Sam saw the train picking up speed. He launched himself toward the platform, shoving people out of his way. The man behind him grabbed at his coat. He slipped out of it. Car after car passed him. He launched himself toward the steps of almost the last car. He had to get there— Oberon couldn't do this alone. As he reached the top step, he turned. The man in blue was right behind him. He grabbed each side of the railing and then kicked out, catching the blue-suited man with both feet. The man in blue flew through the air and landed on his back on the wooden platform, rolled, and then lay still. Several men rushed to assist him. Sam, still holding tightly to the rail, bent over and tried to catch his breath. The side of his face burned and throbbed. Had he killed him?


  Sam glanced back. No. As the train picked up speed, he saw several men assist him to stand. At least Sam didn't have the blood of an investigator on his hands. In the scheme of what had been done, it wasn't much, but it was something. Slowly he turned and made his way through the cars to the parlor he'd purchased. He opened the door and stepped inside.


  He noticed Oberon in one of the plush red velvet seats, staring out the window, wig and cosmetics removed, sitting, legs crossed and seeming totally at ease. He turned toward Sam and smiled a welcoming smile. "Lovely. You accomplished whatever it was you needed to do?"


  Sam dropped into the seat across from him. He leaned forward on his thighs, head lowered. He dared not consider too closely Oberon's lack of real concern for Sam's safety. But then again, he shouldn't be surprised. In the end it was Oberon's safety that mattered, not Sam's. Sam was expendable. Tiredly, he lifted up and leaned back. "For now the danger is detoured. But we must remain on our guard."


  "Of course," Oberon said then turned to gaze out the window as though mesmerized by the passing scenery. "Of course."


  CHAPTER 10


  Sam awoke with a start. At first he wasn't quite certain where he was, but as the pain in his head and at his ribs throbbed through him, so did the memories return. He rubbed his eyes and glanced over to the door of the washroom as Oberon appeared in the doorway, half dressed— trousers, but no shirt or frock coat. His curly blond hair was damp, he had a white towel draped around his neck. Sam had to admit it was the best condition he'd seen him in for quite some time. In fact, it reminded him of their school days together.


  Oberon grinned at him. "It was refreshing earlier, when I removed the cosmetics. I wanted to see if it would feel the same a second time with no one to watch over me— to—"


  Sam held up a hand. "It's over. Don't think about it."


  "It will be hard to forget. Memories like that do not dim easily, especially when they have been ground into you time and time again." He strode forward and dropped to his knees in front of Sam. He ran his hands along Sam's thighs. "I've missed you, Sam. You can't imagine how much I've ached for you, locked away in there. The conjugals— they don't seem real somehow. They were all a part of that same drug-induced nightmare, where I'm performing because of duty, because of the correction I'd receive if I didn't perform adequately to their expectations. It wasn't for us. Not like that time on the boat in the south. Do you remember that? Sunbathing on the ship in the nude, the warm sun beating down on us. Making love."


  Sam stared into his eyes, so much of the warmth, adventure, and loving memory returned at Oberon's words. "Yes, I remember."


  Oberon leaned forward. He stroked the back of his hand lightly along Sam's face. "I'm afraid to kiss you. It will hurt."


  Sam smiled. "I'll bear it." This did feel fresh and new. None of the darkness that had tinged every encounter over the last five years. His cock engorged as his blood heated. Oberon kissed him and the past melted away. His hands moved to the fastenings of Sam's trousers. Peeled them back and then dug for gold, releasing Sam's cock from the confines of his underdrawers.


  "There you are," he murmured against Sam's lips. "Lovely, Sam. My Sam. Do you remember when I proposed? I didn't think you'd say yes. So much had come between us. But no more. You're no longer so… conflicted are you?" He stroked his hands up and down Sam's shaft, making him harder. "You're all mine now, aren't you, darling? And I'm all yours." He kissed Sam hungrily, thrust his tongue into Sam's moist mouth.


  He pulled back and then dived downward to engulf Sam's prick into his mouth. Sam gasped at the pure, undiluted pleasure that sang through him. He curled his fingers into Oberon's springy blond curls, gripping tightly. Oberon's head bobbed between his legs. His fingers bit into Sam's thighs, kneading his flesh. Sam didn't think he could hold back. It was an ecstasy to have Oberon here like this, without the darkness, without the bonds, without the guards, without the prison.


  "Oberon!" He cried out as he came. He gazed down at Oberon, watched his cheeks hollow as he sucked Sam clean. Sam lifted him, drew him forward and kissed him deeply, tasting the two of them blended. It seemed a celebration of their union, a reaffirmation of their love. And once again, as quickly as that, Sam felt himself falling into the charismatic aura surrounding Dr. Oberon Ophelian. He felt hypnotized and so perfectly in love with this man, he could see nothing else but him.


  "A new beginning, Oberon. Promise me this is a new beginning for us."


  After straightening Sam's clothing, Oberon eased back and took the seat across from him. The warmth had left his eyes as quickly as that. They now seemed hard, brittle ice. He crossed his legs and gazed across the distance, which now seemed great to Sam, and eyed him coolly. "You tell me. Is this a new beginning for us? You gave me to them once— will you do it again?"


  Ice crawled through Sam. "Just now, was that all an act?"


  "That's yet to be proven. I spent five years in that hellish hole. Was it guilt that spurred you to free me? Or do you truly love me enough to give everything up and to join me."


  "Join you in doing what?"


  "Ah, that is the question, isn't it? Is that why you're here— why you freed me?"


  "And is that why you seduced me just now? And in a manner you knew would crush my defenses. And you did it so easily and so well."


  Oberon smiled. "You were a virgin when we made love that first time. I owned you then, didn't I? And I never give away what belongs to me."


  "My God, Oberon. I am not a possession. I love you. That is something freely given."


  Oberon leaned forward, his look intense. "Are you so sure it's freely given? It seems to me you've fought that love from the first moment I took it from you. You have never wanted to love me. And I have to wonder, where is the loyalty that should be attached to that love?"


  Sam jumped to his feet. "You're here now, aren't you? I've done everything for you. Everything to prove that I—"


  Oberon surged to his feet, their bodies touching in the small space of the parlor car. "Everything to rid yourself of guilt for confining me to that demented place."


  He crushed Sam's face between his hands, shoved him up against the compartment wall, then kissed him with a violence that left Sam shaking… and hungry for more. But as quickly as Oberon grabbed him, he released him, spun away, and strode into the washroom slamming the door shut behind him.


  Sam took in air and released a shuddering breath. He couldn't fault Oberon on anything he'd said. It was guilt that fueled his singled-minded purpose to free Oberon. It was true he hadn't wanted to love him, especially knowing how few emotions the mad scientist had for any other human being, let alone Sam. All of it was true. And yet Sam couldn't walk away. Was it only the moments like the one that had just passed when he saw that softer side of Oberon? He was a master at seduction, of that Sam could attest.


  Perhaps at the end of the next few weeks he would understand more about their relationship. At the very least there would be an honesty to it– they each had a fairer understanding of where the other stood. He was taking a chance and he knew it, but he couldn't do anything else. Lying down with the devil was going to cost him heavily, there was no doubt about it.


  Suddenly the door to the washroom flew open and Oberon stood there, a wide smile on his face. "We're slowing down. Are we almost there?" he asked with a young boy's eagerness for adventure.


  Sam glanced outside at the landscape, not the buildings. "Yes, we should be coming into the station momentarily."


  "Excellent. And then we will truly be free, won't we? Once we leave this town no one will find us and we'll be well on our way."


  On their way to destruction was the only thought that ran through Sam's head. Utter and complete.


  Oberon held out his arms. "Don't look like that. We're together. You've freed me, and for the next few weeks at least it will be like those stunning days on that ship. You remember that ship, don't you, Sam? How much we loved, and laughed, and played?"


  Sam couldn't help but walk into that embrace. He gripped Oberon tightly, wanting to hold on to this moment, only this very moment, forever.


  Then the whistle blew, steam spewed, and they drew into the station. And the moment was lost.


  CHAPTER 11


  Sam was exhausted after everything that had taken place. They took a chance and spent the night in town and then started out early the next day after getting the necessary supplies for the trip ahead. They'd pick up with the carnival in a few days. Finally, they were on their own. Sam chose to stop near twilight in a densely wooded area near a small creek well hidden from the main road. Oberon had pouted and slept most of the day. Now he seemed wide awake.


  It was Sam who unhitched the two horses, fed and watered them, and then set them to a small patch of grass, before heading back to their camp to build up a cook fire outside the gaily-painted wagon. It was after their light dinner of beef and beans, and a home-baked apple pie for dessert, finishing off with strong coffee, that Oberon stepped back into the wagon as Sam cleaned up the dishes down at the stream.


  It was peaceful down by the creek, and Sam took his time cleaning up. There were few moments of true quiet and solitude in his life. When he got back to the dwindling campfire he stowed the tin dishes and utensils in the box affixed to the side of the wagon for that purpose.


  Darkness seemed to descend quickly, and Sam noted that Oberon must have lit several of the oil lamps inside the wagon, as he could see a soft flickering glow emanating from inside the wagon. A number of scientific texts were part of the cargo Sam had acquired at Oberon's request. That and paper, pens, pencils, and several other sundries were stowed beneath the bed inside. As he stepped inside the wagon he noted Oberon was seated at a table with a deck of cards. He had laid a pattern of cards across the table and Sam didn't think it looked like solitaire. Nor did the deck appear to be the usual sort.


  "What are you playing?" he asked as he stepped inside and closed and latched the door. Oberon glanced up; the lamplight flickered across his face, casting it into light and shadow, giving him almost a demonic appearance. He picked up the cigarette and inhaled deeply. That was when Sam smelled it. Tobacco laced with opium. Oberon lit another and held it out to Sam.


  "Join me. It's a tarot deck. I found it stashed beneath the bed. You know what they use them for?"


  Sam accepted the opium-laced cigarette and then sat on the bed, bringing his legs up in a cross-legged manner beneath him. He pulled on the cigarette; the smoke curled inside his mouth and he held for a minute before he released a stream of smoke into the air. It wasn't long before its effects eased through him, mellowed him out. He leaned back and closed his eyes. "Fortune telling," he mumbled.


  "Want me to tell your fortune?"


  Sam opened his eyes and shook his head in an exaggerated fashion back and forth. "Nope. No palm reading either. Taking each day as it comes. Not interested in what the future might be. Just right now." He noticed how the shadows danced across the ceiling of the wagon, suddenly taking on menacing animalistic forms. He managed to rouse himself. But then he noticed Oberon, who'd gotten up from the table. He was standing in front Sam, naked, his cock a burnished deep red, the leather tacked strap belted at the root.


  "Why did you bring that?" Sam whispered, hating the thought of where it had come from and the cruelty of it.


  "I put it on for you, Sam," Oberon said softly. Then he took another long draw from the cigarette, then blew out the smoke. "Ah, yes. Lovely." He leaned toward Sam. "Tonight I'm going to have you. Remember when I fucked Bobby? I can hold on for a long time wearing this. A very long time. I won't come until I'm ready. They did teach me a few things, those bastards. A few things I seem to have taken to. A few things I now can't seem to do without. And now I want to fuck you. We're safe, all thanks to you, and I want to enjoy every moment that we have together."


  Sam didn't want to think about Bobby and the cruelty of leaving him back at that evil place. He didn't want to think about the sacrifices he had made and would continue to make.


  The opium-laced tobacco made him sluggish. He realized Oberon was undressing him. And Sam couldn't find it in himself to refuse him. In fact, he wanted this. Away from that place, he wanted Oberon to fuck him. It had been so long— or so it seemed. Once naked, Oberon yanked him up from the bed and shoved him against one of the walls. Sam saw him pull down some of the cooking oil from a shelf.


  "One fuck with Bobby and I'm already addicted to a nice slippery hole," Oberon said as he dribbled oil down Sam's crack then slathered some onto his deeply reddened cock. Within moments he was at Sam's entrance. He pressed in.


  "They didn't use oil when they fucked me, Sam. They never used anything."


  "Oberon—–"


  Oberon's cock slid into him, thick and hard and deep. "No, don't say anything. They liked hearing me scream. After the first few times, I didn't give them the satisfaction. But I used to hear the others at night. I don't think I'll ever forget the sound of those screams. In a place like that, they echo and echo and echo. All through the passages, all through my head."


  He pumped into Sam again and again. Oberon pinned him to the wall. Sam closed his eyes and submitted to Oberon. Oberon's hard cock bored into him, over and over. He used more oil, until the bottle was empty and Oberon tossed it across the wagon wall. Sam lost track of time— the opium running through his system certainly didn't help matters.


  "Unfortunately, you reap what you sow, don't you, Sam? I am what they made me, what you let them make me. And now— well, you reap what you sow. Isn't that the proper saying?"


  Sam couldn't deny the accusation. He wished he didn't enjoy the feel of Oberon fucking him quite so much. Sam shoved back against him.


  "Then fuck me," he growled, embracing some of that pain. "I want you to fuck me. However it gives you satisfaction."


  Oberon surged into Sam again. "Do you want this, Sam? I could fuck you for a very long time."


  Sam shoved back again, clamping down on Oberon's dick.


  "Oh, yes. You do want it." Oberon chuckled softly. "Do you know what you're locked to, Sam?"


  "A demon," he gasped, as Oberon pulled out and then shoved deep again.


  "Exactly. I don't know that there's any hope for us, darling."


  "Was there ever? But it doesn't matter." He turned his head and gazed up at Oberon– his eyes glazed over from the opium, his body drowning in pleasure and pain. "I love you."


  Something in Oberon's expression softened. "You're a fool, Sam. A lovely, beautiful fool. You should have left me there. I can't ever be the man you want me to be. You see someone who doesn't exist. And never will."


  "It doesn't seem to matter anymore. I discovered that long ago. We're all flawed humans, how we love is something that isn't always logical. Nor is it always sane."


  Oberon chucked. "Forever, Sam. Forever." Sam heard him unstrap the leather binding. He thrust into Sam again and again, then seated deep and came.


  "Oberon," Sam said. Taking him, wanting him, needing him. And there was no rational reason for him to do so. He had spoken the truth; it didn't matter. Oberon Ophelian was branded into his soul and there was no way to remove that searing passion for a madman.


  "Forever, Oberon." And he meant it.


  It was sometime later that Sam dressed and then stepped outside to check the coals of the dying fire. Orange coals glowed, sparks snapped. He stared up at the sky, sparkling with stars, a waning moon. His gaze widened as he saw a meteor flash across the sky. The darkness could be the most beautiful sight in the world if one could see it clearly. If one understood its perfection and imperfections. If one accepted that flaws didn't matter as much as embracing the beauty of a wild and dangerous creation. He embraced the darkness– he accepted the flaws in nature and in himself, and still he stepped forth gladly. Well, maybe not so gladly, but undeniably he was drawn. Many a man walked the path to his own destruction with no thought of turning back. No fear of death that might wait at the end. But there was a certain rapture that carried one forth– undeniable, unforgiving, rapture.


  He put out the fire, making sure it was completely cold and dead. Then he stepped back into the wagon. Oberon was stretched out on the bed. A syringe and an empty vial rested on the table next to him. His silk robe was in disarray. The opiate hadn't been enough, or it had obviously worn off. He'd found the stash of heroin.


  Sam stripped down to his underdrawers and slipped into the bed next to Oberon. He threw a protective arm across him. "Forever," he whispered.


  Oberon slowly turned his head, his slitted eyes fastened onto Sam. He smiled tenderly. "Forever, darling."


  Unto life and into death


  Heaven or hell or somewhere in between…


  Forever…


  EPILOGUE


  Inspector Gray sat behind his desk in his dusty, paper-strewn office in a non-descript building in the police subdivision of the metropolis. A knock sounded on his door and a man dressed in what might have been a dapper blue suit, but was now ripped and disheveled, stepped inside.


  "You made contact then," Inspector Gray said as he motioned to a serviceable straight-backed wooden chair across from his desk.


  "Yes. As you ordered." The man in blue sat down.


  "And? I see you had a bit of a struggle. Caused a commotion at the station, did you?"


  "Yes, sir. I believe we both forgot the purpose of the altercation. The confrontation became rather… vigorous."


  Inspector Gray leaned closer, a look of tension crossing his expression. "The matter was consummated, even so?"


  "It was." He pulled a scrap of folded paper and a journal from his pocket and set them on the inspector's desk.


  Inspector Gray unfolded the paper and scanned the contents. A gray brow arched. He looked up. "You know what this means, Atwood?"


  "A map, sir. It appears he's given us a rather vague scrawl of the direction they'll be heading."


  Inspector Gray folded up the piece of paper and set it aside. He glanced at the worn journal. He set a hand upon the black book. "This has been a very exhausting assignment for Dart. It has taken a lot out of him. Undercover work can do that to a man. They can… forget themselves."


  "I understand you made a deal with him if he went along with your plan?"


  Inspector Gray nodded. "It was the ethical thing to do. The facility has been closed and the good Dr. Rustenberg has been taken into custody, along with several of the dope fiend guards. We moved the other scientist incarcerants to a more humane facility."


  Atwood nodded. "It does seem only right. From the report I read, the situation did seem to have deteriorated quite badly."


  "No, he was not wrong on that score. So, Guarde, the automaton is waiting for you below. Dart gave him the name Bobby Robbins. He's going to be entrusted to you since you'll be heading the team that will work out of the hat factory. I personally gave my word that Bobby would be looked after properly and that no harm would come to him. So much has gone wrong with this business. And it's drawn out far too long. It must come to an end. I want every single one who's involved with Ophelian captured and brought to justice."


  "I still don't understand why you ordered Dart to such lengths. Why did he marry the madman— wasn't becoming his lover enough to ensure his trust?"


  Inspector Gray shook his head sadly. "It wasn't an order. It was love that sent him to such rash actions. And I would say it was a bit of guilt, also, at the conditions he found Dr. Ophelian in when it was all said and done. He was not happy. One might say he was a haunted man."


  "But still—"


  "Guarde, have you ever been in love?"


  "No, sir. I've never felt it was for me. It demands such a strong devotion."


  "Love should be uplifting, it should be— well, something quite divine. At least according to the poets."


  "Yes, sir. I expect it should."


  "And then for others it can be the most driving, and destructive, force on earth. I think Dart is driven by a very dark passion that will, in the end, destroy him. And yet, he's an honorable man, if not an idealist. He still has hope to turn the tide. But I suspect he will be wrong. Until then, I hope in the quagmire of this love he has for Ophelian, he is able to rescue a few moments of happiness to carry him through."


  Inspector Gray leaned back in his chair and looked at Investigator Beauregard Atwood. "You have your task. Track his movements until the time comes to reel them all in. Good luck, Atwood. Keep me informed."


  Atwood stood and saluted before he left. He made his way down to the holding room. He stepped inside. A young man with bright red hair turned to look at him inquiringly.


  "Hello, Bobby. I'm Investigator Atwood. We'll be working together. Right now I'm going to return you to the hat factory."


  Bobby nodded. "Is Constable Dart all right? This has been a trying time for him."


  "He's deeply engaged in his mission right now. You understand what that mission is?"


  "Yes, Investigator. He's to lead you to Dr. Ophelian's followers, and you'll arrest them. And he's to neutralize Dr. Ophelian. It won't be easy for him."


  "No, it won't. But in our own way we're going to try to help him. I hope we can count on your assistance."


  "Of course. Dr. Ophelian was my designer, but Constable Dart is something more, isn't he?" He tipped his head to the side. "I think an analogy might be an orphan who is adopted. One man may have provided the sperm to create the child; but it is the man who raised him that is truly father. I have studied humans, good ones and bad ones, and Constable Dart is very special. We will bring him home safely, won't we, Investigator Atwood?"


  "We will do our best. But now it's time to go."


  "Yes. I must make sure the rooms are in tip-top shape for the Constable's return. I think he would like that."


  Love was indeed a very interesting emotion. Atwood studied Bobby for a long moment. One couldn't really tell he wasn't human at a quick glance, but he had to wonder about his workings. They said he didn't experience emotion, but Guarde had to wonder. Bobby Robbins might just have a few things to teach him. For now, duty called in a most unusual case. Something told him it was unlikely to end happily for everyone. And likely love would suffer untold damage. Bobby might just need to be kept strong and healthy, because likely he'd be the only one around to pick up the pieces on a sad, disturbed piece of work.
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  I'm a zookeeper and I care for the big cats. See Bogo on the left, he's been limping for a few days and I had to call in the vet. But the vet who just waltzed in here like he owned the joint is not Dr. Kate Sullivan. He's the new guy at her clinic. And I think the only way to wipe that cocky, arrogant grin off his face is with a hard kiss...


  ~ Deanna
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  CORY'S PRIDE


  by Amanda Corlies


  "All right boys, time to put on a show for the fans. Get your lazy butts moving," Cory said.


  Bogo cracked one eye open, but he made no move to get up from his comfy nest of hay. He lifted his head and yawned, showing a mouth full of shiny, white teeth. Then he rested his chin on his forepaws once more.


  Pogo, on the other hand, was up and pacing the front of the cage, his saucer sized feet made shushing noises against the hay covered, concrete floor. He shook his golden mane and puffed a greeting that sounded like a reverse sneeze.


  Cory waited. He didn't want to let Pogo out until Bogo was up and moving. Otherwise, all of the food he had hidden around the exhibit this morning would be gone before Bogo made it outside.


  "What's the matter, old man?" Cory frowned at Bogo when he simply gave him a bleary look.


  Pogo looked at Cory, then at Bogo. He walked to the shift door that led to the exhibit and slammed it with his paw. He looked back at Cory as if to say, "What the hell are you waiting for?"


  "Well, you could help me get the old boy up, you know," Cory said.


  Pogo turned and walked to Bogo, rubbing and pushing at him with his head. Bogo groaned. Cory laughed. Some days he could swear the pride knew exactly what he was saying.


  "The girls are already out, gentlemen. Don't keep them waiting." Bogo gave him another bored look, but he stood, taking his time about it. He stretched, rocking his body backwards and forwards, obviously working the kinks out of his stiff joints. He was in no hurry to go outside to the exhibit adjoining his females.


  "You're like me, aren't you, boy?" Cory said. "You prefer your big, strong man. Can't say as I blame you. Pogo is dreamy," Cory chuckled.


  The two male lions were housed separate from the five pride females until it was time to allow breeding. Though Pogo seemed bi, joyfully doing his duty for the pride whenever he was allowed, Bogo hadn't mounted a female in years. He mounted Pogo all the time, though. Some would say this was a show of dominance, or that Bogo was too old to breed, but Cory knew better. Bogo was not the first lion, captive or otherwise, who preferred same-sex partners. Cory smiled affectionately at the huge cat. Yes, gay was perfectly natural, even for a lion.


  Bogo finally stepped down off his raised platform bed, and walked towards the shift door only to sit back down and lick lazily at his side.


  "About time, lazy man." Cory lifted his hand-held radio and called according to protocol. "Larabee One, this is Keeper Stephens."


  He waited until he heard a voice come back, "Keeper Stephens, go ahead."


  Cory pressed the button and said, "Lion shifting in progress."


  "Copy," the main park communications person responded.


  "Keeper Hamilton, did you copy?" Cory asked.


  "Ten-four. It's about time."


  Cory could hear the smile in Jean's voice. She was waiting on the exhibit side of the doors to call the lions clear of the shift tunnel. This way, Cory could safely close the door to lock the lions out onto their exhibit without fear of injuring them. Hydraulic doors had been known to crush animals and once they were closing, there was often no way to stop them in time.


  Cory turned on the hydraulic pumps with the flick of a switch. They made a loud hissing sound. He grabbed the key ring off his belt loop, and unlocked the exhibit door. Then, he pressed the lever up. The heavy, metal door made a humming sound as it lifted.


  Pogo was under and gone before the shift door was half way open. Bogo sat waiting until the door stopped moving. He stood slowly and ambled outside. That's when Cory noticed he was favoring his right forepaw again. It was a subtle limp, hardly noticeable, but any sign of weakness in a dominant male animal spelled trouble.


  "Shit," Cory said to himself.


  They were going to have to call the vet, again. Even though there was still no sign of swelling, Cory began to think over all the other telltale clues. Bogo had been lazier than usual, he was slower to get up, and he had only eaten about half of his usual diet for the past few days.


  Cory startled from his thoughts when his radio crackled to life. Jean said, "All clear."


  "Ten-four," Cory pulled the lever down. The shift door quickly hissed closed. He locked the handle and turned off the hydraulics, making it impossible for a door to be accidentally opened.


  Heading into the office at the far end of the lion barn, he picked up the phone and dialed the number he knew by heart. After a few rings his boss picked up. "Thank you for calling the Larabee Wild Animal Park. This is curator Allen, may I help you?"


  "Sadly, yes you can."


  Lora chuckled, "What can I do you for?"


  "There's not enough money in the world for you to do me." Cory smiled into the phone. Lora wasn't just his boss. She was his best friend. They'd been roommates back in Florida when they were both starting out at the teaching zoo. Then, they'd gone their separate ways to complete their degrees in zoology. Lora attended the University of Iowa and Cory attended Cornell. They'd stayed in touch and visited each other regularly until he'd taken an internship on the east coast at The North Carolina Zoo, and Lora had taken a job at the San Diego Wild Animal Park.


  When Cory had been called for the interview at Larabee, it had been from the general curator, Mike Winters. It was a shock to walk in and find Lora after nearly ten years. At first, he'd worried about accepting the job, thinking there might be some awkwardness working for a friend, but instead it had been the best decision of his life.


  Lora laughed. "Can I have you sued for reverse sexual harassment?"


  "If anyone can figure out a way to make that happen, it will be you," Cory chuckled.


  "Gee, thanks— I think. What's up?"


  "Bogo is gimpy on that right, front leg, again. Plus, he's mildly lethargic, and he's only been eating about half of his diet."


  Lora sighed. Cory imagined she had slipped off her reading glasses and was pinching the bridge of her nose the way she always did when she was thinking through a problem. Finally, she said, "I'll call Dr. Sullivan and see if she can fit us into her rounds today."


  "Thanks."


  "Bogo's already on exhibit?" Lora asked.


  "Yep, he didn't show the limp until he was already out the door," Cory explained.


  "Can you get him to shift back in?"


  "Nope, not right now. There's meat chunks stashed all over his exhibit for enrichment."


  "Oh, well then, I guess not," Lora chuckled. "I'll see if Dr. Sullivan can make a visit later in the day. I'll let you know. Oh, and don't forget about tonight."


  "Tonight?" Cory was clueless. His mind spun as he tried to remember the plan. Nothing. "Ah, where are we going again?"


  "The Larabee Donors' Reception. You promised to be my date."


  "Oh, crap, I did forget. Sorry."


  "See, reverse harassment. I get no love up in here," Lora chuckled. "Wear your best duds. I'll pick you up at eight."


  "Yes ma'am." Cory hung up with a grin on his face. Free wine, rich men. Things could be worse.


  ****


  Dr. TJ Dylan pulled his vet truck into the parking area behind the lion house. He would have preferred Dr. Sullivan introduce him to the keepers, but she and the rest of the staff had their hands full with annual physicals over at The Great Ape Cognitive Research Center today.


  Anyway, this was what she'd hired him for. His new job was to take over the clinical cases at the Larabee Wild Animal Park, so Dr. Sullivan could focus more time on research.


  TJ felt a little nervous about being thrown to the lions this way. Not that he couldn't handle the pressure, he reminded himself. Nobody got through NC State Vet School without eating pressure for breakfast, even if they did have to keep it down with large doses of calcium carbonate. He pushed his glasses up and fished his roll of Tums out of his shirt pocket, popping one into his mouth as he stepped from the truck and squared his shoulders. Nothing like walking into your first big job with no backup.


  "Just take charge, Dr. Dylan," he mumbled, as he crossed to the back of the truck and unlocked the vet box to grab his medical tote. He checked the contents and stuffed a pair of binoculars into it before slamming and locking the truck's supply box.


  He stepped to the door and knocked briskly, looking down the long hall of the barn through a narrow pane of glass. He shifted his weight from foot to foot while he waited for someone to let him into the locked building.


  A guy stepped into the aisle from the last cage at the far end. He pulled a black hose along behind him and laid it down. He held up one finger at TJ to indicate he'd be there in a minute before turning back to lock the cage he'd just been in.


  Walking down the corridor towards him, TJ couldn't help but notice the sway of his hips. TJ's eyes traveled up a lean torso, over a dusty khaki shirt that was unbuttoned to show a bit of smooth, sculpted chest. He had the most beautiful mouth TJ had ever seen. Full, pink lips smiled at him as he moved closer. His pale complexion was rosy from the physical exertion, and his strawberry blond hair was tousled and a little sweaty, curling around his angular face.


  By the time the guy got near the door, TJ was captured by a big pair of curious, blue eyes shining at him through the glass. Great, he'd been busted scoping.


  The guy unlocked the door and held it open. "Hey there? Can I help you? With anything? At all?" He winked.


  TJ felt his body begin to react. He gritted his teeth and willed himself not to take the bait. "I'm Dr. Dylan. Dr. Sullivan sent me over to assess the lion."


  The man stepped back. "Well then. Come on in. I'm Cory." He stuck his hand out when TJ was in the door.


  TJ took it and felt his pulse speed at the touch. "Pleasure to meet you."


  "The pleasure's all mine." Cory smiled into his eyes, continuing to hold his hand. TJ felt his face heat and his body tighten further.


  "It's an extremely busy day for us, so if you'll show me this lion, please." TJ's voice sounded curt to his own ears.


  Cory frowned a little; some of the teasing light seemed to fade from his eyes. "Sure. Follow me."


  TJ tried not to notice the muscles that bunched and moved beneath his jeans as Cory led him down the aisle. "Bogo has been limping off and on for the past couple of weeks. Dr. Sullivan has already done a visual on him twice, by the way. He's now starting to act a bit lethargic, and he's not eating as much. Today, the limp is subtle but more pronounced than it has been," Cory explained. He turned toward one of the cages where a large, male lion was resting on a raised platform.


  At first glance, Bogo looked uninterested, but when he looked closer, the lion's posture clearly showed he was wary. When TJ continued to look at him, Bogo growled low in his throat. TJ slowly bent down and placed his medical tote on the floor, never breaking eye contact with the lion. Bringing the tote in right away probably wasn't his best idea.


  "Have you noticed any swelling?" TJ asked.


  Cory looked like he wanted to say, Duh! But all he said was, "None."


  "And, has he been exhibiting any behaviors like incessant grooming of the area?"


  "Nope." Cory looked unhappy with the question.


  "I assume you haven't found any signs of what he may have injured it on?"


  Cory frowned. "If I had, I would have mentioned them."


  TJ pushed his glasses up and fought the urge to wipe damp palms on his slacks. Maybe he had been a little too abrupt. Now, he was dealing with prickly hot guy. TJ told himself it was better than sporting wood while dealing with flirtatious hot guy. He considered apologizing and being honest. Then, he reminded himself he needed to take charge.


  "I don't suppose you could get him up and moving around for me?" TJ asked.


  "No problem. Give me a sec." Cory turned and bent over directly in front of him to grab the black hose. TJ almost groaned. He watched the lion instead and continued to assess his breathing and overall appearance while Cory wound up the hose.


  Cory retrieved a long pole with a buoy attached to one end from a hanger on the far wall, and a plastic container of red meat chunks that had been sitting on the hay shelf beside it. He set the container at his feet, and he pulled a small, metal whistle from his shirt pocket. He looped the chord over his neck. Putting one end of the whistle into his mouth, he held it with his teeth. Cory extended the long pole out toward the thick, metal cage mesh so that the buoy touched it.


  "Bogo, target." He sounded a little strange talking around the whistle in his mouth.


  Bogo stood and stepped down from his platform. He walked toward them with no sign of a limp, keeping a suspicious eye on TJ. Still, he came right over and pressed his nose to where the buoy touched the mesh. Cory tooted the whistle and bent down to toss Bogo chunks of meat as a reward.


  "Right front you say?" TJ wanted to be sure.


  "Yep." To Bogo, Cory said, "Right." He moved the target to his left.


  Bogo stepped around until he had his entire right side pressed along the cage wire and his right hip touched the target. He stood still, but growled low in his throat at TJ, again.


  TJ moved around and bent over slowly to get a better look at the right front leg. When he was very nearly standing on his head, he saw what looked like a lump on the underside of the leg about two inches above the pad.


  "Steady." Cory said when Bogo started to move away. When he stilled, Cory tooted the whistle and tossed him a couple more chunks of meat.


  TJ took his time scanning the rest of his leg and comparing it to what he could see of the left, front leg. Other than the small lump, the leg didn't look swollen.


  "Okay, I've seen what I need to see," TJ said.


  "Good boy." Cory praised Bogo and offered him two more chunks of meat. He set the target pole aside and with both hands made a signal that looked like the ump calling you safe. "All done."


  Bogo made a grunting sound as if disgusted with the notion of moving around just for that. He ambled back to his platform and lay down without of trace of a limp at all.


  "He's the king of the fakers when a vet's in the house," Cory said.


  "Smart man." TJ tried for comedy. Cory just shrugged. TJ reminded himself it was best to keep things strictly business, anyway. "I noticed he has what looks like a lump a few inches above his pad. Due to the length of time this has been going on, and taking into account his other symptoms, it's my assessment that we need to anesthetize him and get a biopsy as soon as possible. I can have a team here tomorrow by eight, if you will please fast him overnight."


  Cory was scowling now and shaking his head no. "Hold your horses there, doc. First of all, Bogo is twenty years old. He's too old to rush into anesthesia. Second of all, you don't make the decisions around here for the pride. My coworker is out giving a talk to the public, right now. I have to discuss this with her and my curator, and we will decide if we allow you to knock Bogo down." Cory's face was getting redder by the second. "And lastly, there is no way in hell we can do any kind of a knock down in this building at eight while all of the lions are still inside. You'll have to make it after nine when they're out on exhibit for the day. And that's a pretty big if at this point."


  So, maybe TJ had overstepped his bounds, but surely he deserved a little more respect. He cleared his throat, trying to remain calm. But when Cory gave him a look that said he was seriously unimpressed, the last of TJ's calm said goodbye.


  He pointed at Bogo. "There are several carcinomas common to large cats that can be highly aggressive. So, any time wasted risks that cat's leg and his life. A biopsy takes long enough to get results, and we don't have time to waste." TJ bent over and retrieved his tote. "I will speak with your curator myself. So, if I were you, I would be ready for a knock down tomorrow at nine sharp."


  With that, TJ turned and walked as calmly as possible out the door. He hoped it wasn't obvious he was shaking.


  "Hey," TJ was almost to his truck when Cory's voice stopped him. He steeled himself and turned around.


  "Look, I'm sorry. That was uncalled for." Cory looked genuinely upset. He pointed a thumb over his shoulder. "That's my man back there. He's really gotten under my skin. The idea of anesthetizing him at his age scares me. Plus, I'm angry at myself for not noticing the lump."


  TJ was surprised by Cory's honesty. "Apology accepted."


  Cory stood staring at him for a moment in an awkward silence. Suddenly, Cory shook his head and walked back into the building without another word. TJ wasn't sure what he'd done wrong, now. He climbed into the truck. Hopefully his talk with Lora Allen would go better.


  ****


  "I didn't think he was rude at all," Lora said. She hit her turn signal and made a right turn at the light. "He was perfectly professional in my office. He made a very good argument for why we shouldn't wait to knock Bogo down."


  "I'm not disputing that," though Cory could admit to himself that he wanted to. He had a bad feeling about this. But he could hardly argue with his feelings, and Dr. Discourteous did have a point. Waiting was not a good idea. "I'm saying the good doctor could use some work on his cage-side manners."


  Lora chuckled. "Maybe he was nervous. By the looks of him, I'm betting you couldn't resist flirting, right?"


  "Well, I could have sworn the guy was scoping me out. But judging from his fish-like reception, I think my gaydar might have malfunctioned."


  "Oh it didn't malfunction. Trust me, if that man played for my team, I'd have called off our date already."


  Cory laughed. "You'd ditch me for him?"


  "In a hot minute."


  "Well, that makes two of us," Cory blurted out. "Or, it would have, until I realized what a jerk he is. It's a shame."


  Lora snorted. "That's the trouble with you, Cory. You always think the worst. You've decided he's a jerk without considering things from his side, at all."


  Cory scowled at her. "Hey, I tried to be nice. I even apologized for getting angry, and do you know what he said? He said my apology was accepted. Not one word of regret from his mouth for being an ass. Oh no."


  Lora shook her head. "He shows up at a new job with no backup and no introduction. He's forced into an awkward situation with a hot guy who's coming on to him, and he's probably already feeling out of his element. Come on. Give the man a break."


  Cory rolled his eyes and looked out the window. He hated that she had a point.


  "Just try to play nice with him tomorrow, okay."


  Cory bit back the remark that popped to mind as Lora pulled the car onto the drive at Larabee House. He was suddenly filled with thoughts of Ben Larabee. He blinked back the sting of tears. Lora silently reached over and took his hand. He turned it over and twined their fingers together.


  "I can't believe Ben and Pierre are gone," she said quietly.


  Cory couldn't speak so he nodded in agreement. He'd met Ben in this very house six years ago at a similar donors' event. Cory had been on the job for something like two weeks. Lora was supposed to introduce him around, but she was immediately pulled away from the buffet table, and he hadn't known a soul in the room. So, he'd done what he did best. He'd flirted with the cutest gay man around, making some sarcastic remark about the name Larabee. Cory couldn't even remember what it was, now. But he remembered the man throwing back his head to laugh. Then he'd introduced himself as Ben Larabee. Cory had wanted to crawl under the buffet table. But, he'd hit it off with Ben and his partner Pierre Broussard, and Ben had ended up being the one to introduce him around that night. That was the first of many nights of laughter together. Cory couldn't even count the number of times he'd been to their house. He still couldn't believe they were gone. It was so unfair.


  "Thanks for coming with me. I know this won't be easy for you." Lora smiled at him and squeezed his hand. Cory realized the car was already parked and the engine turned off. As usual, she had anticipated his needs, knowing he could use some time with his thoughts.


  Cory leaned across the console and kissed her cheek. "Thanks," he smiled. "Let's do this."


  They headed up the front walk toward the large, brick mansion. Though this was once the Larabee family estate, it had long since been converted into a historic home open to the public. It was one of the many places funded by The Larabee Foundation around Iowa City. Ben hadn't lived in this house for years. He had lived with his partner, Pierre, in a house in Wildwood with a spectacular view of the Iowa River. Cory looked up at the front of Larabee House as they walked toward it. Though it was impressive, it didn't have the warmth and energy of Ben and Pierre's home. Not by a long shot.


  They strolled through the front entry. The heat inside felt great. Nights in Iowa were still chilly even though it was April. Cory briefly rubbed at his arms to warm them, thinking he should have worn a jacket. He took Lora's coat and carried it to the nearby closet to hang it for her. She wound her arm through his as they made their way toward the sound of milling people already gathered in the great room.


  "Uh oh," Lora said quietly.


  Cory followed her gaze. There stood Dr. Discourteous, in a suit, with a glass of wine poised at his lips. The man smiled down at Dr. Sullivan saying something to her with amused affection. "Holy beeswax." Maybe Cory should be calling him Dr. Delicious.


  As if the doctor had heard him, he looked directly at Cory and froze halfway through his sentence, tripping over his words. He pushed his glasses up his nose and pulled his gaze back to the conversation, rubbing his free hand on his slacks.


  Lora chuckled. "Told you. Nervous."


  Cory's heart was racing. Good to know his gaydar wasn't on the fritz. He smiled down at Lora. "Want a glass of wine?"


  "Absolutely. Red, please."


  Cory forced himself to cross to the bar without gawking at the gorgeous Dr. Dylan, though the man filled his peripheral vision as if he were the only person standing in the crowded room. It felt like the doctor's eyes were on him again. Maybe Lora was right. Maybe he should try to see things from the doctor's point of view. He glanced over, but Dr. Dylan was focused on Dr. Sullivan.


  That tall, lean, athletic body looked good in a charcoal suit and deep purple tie. Cory drank him in. His dark hair was cropped close in the back and longer on top. It fell in tousled, thick waves to one side. He pushed his glasses up again. Cory forced himself to look away before he walked into someone. It wasn't easy. Those wire-rim glasses were hot as hell. They only served to enhance large, earthen-brown eyes with long, thick lashes. It had been the eyes that had immediately drawn Cory in.


  He decided he could work around rudeness if it meant getting a mouth full of whatever was under that suit. An image flashed through his mind of Dr. Dylan with his crisp, white shirt unbuttoned, his tie askew, and his suit pants around his ankles. Cory shook his head to clear it and subtly shifted his stance as he stepped up to the bar. This was going to be a long night. Cory fidgeted with the cuffs on his royal blue silk shirt. He was glad he'd opted out of the constrictions of a suit and tie tonight. His linen slacks and silk top were much more comfortable, and he was going to need all the comfort he could find.


  He was handing Lora her wine when Kat Holden stepped up to a small podium at one end of the room. Everyone immediately quieted. The striking woman with her black and gray streaked hair had a presence about her that simply commanded your attention. It was kind of uncanny.


  "Good evening, ladies and gentlemen," Kat began. "The Larabee Foundation would like to welcome you all this evening and thank you for your generous contributions to the Larabee Wild Animal Park."


  As Kat launched into her speech, Cory felt the prickling sensation of being watched. He looked over to find Dr. Dylan's eyes traveling up his body. When the doctor realized Cory was looking at him, he flushed and quickly turned back toward the podium. He pushed his glasses up in a quick gesture. Cory figured this might be one of the doctor's nervous tells. His heart began to pound. He tried to pay attention to Kat, who was saying something about the latest donations being used to fund needed renovations of the tropical rainforest building. But, he couldn't seem to stop watching Dr. Delicious.


  He jumped when an elbow jabbed his ribs. "Pay attention," Lora whispered.


  Forcing himself to look at Kat, Cory couldn't take in a word of what she was saying. His mouth was suddenly dry. He drained his wine, then swapped his empty glass with Lora's and drained hers, too. Lora gave him a dirty look. He shrugged.


  When applause broke out, Cory clapped half heartedly, relieved that he could once again move around. "Be back in a few," he said. Cory took both empty glasses and set them on the nearest table. He needed a minute to get it together. He headed down the back hall to use the small restroom near the kitchen. The door was locked, so he leaned against the wall and waited. He heard the toilet flush and the water run. The door opened and there stood Dr. Delicious.


  Looking down the hall, Cory was relieved. Nobody. He pushed himself off the wall and walked forward, forcing Dr. Dylan to back up until he could close the door behind them. Cory reached back and locked it. Then, he stepped forward until his chest was pressed against Dr. Dylan's. Their mouths were a breath apart. He had to know one thing. "What's your first name?"


  "TJ," Dr. Delicious smiled down at him. He made no move to back away.


  "TJ," Cory tried it out. "And what does that stand for?"


  "Thomas John."


  Cory could feel TJ's breath caressing his mouth. He reached up and pulled TJ down for a hard kiss. He felt hands grip at his hips to pull him tight against an impressive erection. Cory deepened the kiss, their tongues tangling and teeth clacking. He ran his hands down TJ's front to get a better feel, knowing they didn't have much time. He made quick work of TJ's fly and the pleated slacks fell to the floor. Cory dropped to his knees dragging charcoal boxer briefs down with him.


  He inhaled deeply, taking in the musky scent of aroused man. He unbuttoned the white shirt from the tail up, parting it to get a look at a fully engorged, slightly curved cock. "Well hello, big boy." Cory smiled up into TJ's eyes as he gripped the beautifully proportioned shaft and ran his hands along the silky skin. TJ smiled down at him and gently brushed a finger along the side of Cory's face. The look he gave was tender and a bit awed.


  This time, Cory groaned. He took one more look at the beautiful body in front of him. Then, he gave the leaking tip a gentle lick. He ran his tongue around the ridge of the sensitive head, cupping TJ's sac with one hand and circling the base of his cock with the other. He worked his mouth down over the shaft. TJ hissed. He couldn't quite get it all down his throat, so he used his hand to work the lower end. TJ moaned loudly. Cory looked up into his eyes. TJ shoved one knuckle into his mouth to bite on it. He used his other hand to gently cup the back of Cory's head while he began to pump his hips.


  It wasn't long before he groaned, "I'm going to come." TJ threw back his head. Cory sucked harder, working his hand faster. TJ let out a quick cry and his dark, salty taste coated Cory's mouth. Cory gently lapped at him until the last of the semen drooled out.


  TJ dragged him up by his armpits and backed him against the door, kissing him. He felt two hands lower his zipper. Then, they were on his cock pumping him while he sucked at Cory's mouth, obviously enjoying the taste. It only took a moment for Cory to see stars. He broke the kiss and groaned as he shot into TJ's hand. He was shaking and his knees felt like jelly. TJ gathered him close. They clung to each other while they came back down to earth. Cory inhaled deeply into the crook of the other man's neck, wondering what that delicious smell he wore was. It seemed to have a soothing effect on him, now. He inhaled, again.


  "So," Cory said when he felt relatively calm once more. "I was wondering if you might want to go out with me some time."


  TJ laughed, burying his face in Cory's neck. "I think I'd like that."


  ****


  At nine sharp, TJ knocked briskly on the lion house door. He was trying to tune out the incessant chatter of Penny and Susan, his two vet techs. Apparently, these two never stopped gossiping, not even out of respect for those who obviously hadn't had enough sleep. TJ had been living off coffee and Tums this morning, trying to stay awake and combat his nerves at the same time. He took another sip from his to-go cup and wondered what he'd been thinking last night.


  He'd logged on when he got home from Larabee House to check his email, planning to quickly make sure nothing needed his attention before going to bed. He had wanted to arrive today refreshed and at the top of his game. But, by the second email, Cory had made good use of the card he'd given him and popped up on his instant messenger, presumably so they could make date plans. They hadn't made any plans, now that he thought about it, but they had talked about everything from music to movies to books until nearly three in the morning. It turned out they had a lot in common. They also had plenty to argue about. TJ still couldn't get over Cory's insistence that the new Star Wars movies were superior. Who in their right mind would say such a thing?


  He sucked in a breath as Cory stepped into the aisle and walked toward him, a brilliant smile lighting his face. He saw a suddenly crystal clear image of Cory on his knees. TJ's pulse spiked and his nerves danced. Then, he reminded himself he needed to be professional here. He hoped Cory wouldn't be too obvious.


  Realizing he hadn't thought through how awkward today might be, TJ's smile fell away. Cory was looking at him curiously as he reached the door. Then he winked as if to say, "I got this," as he let them in.


  "Good morning, Dr. Dylan. Come on in." Cory stepped back from the door.


  "Morning." TJ stepped aside to let Susan and Penny in before him.


  "Hey Penny, hey Suz." Cory pecked each of them on the cheek with easy affection. They all exchanged hellos.


  A young brunette woman was smiling at TJ with obvious interest. He felt his palms grow damp. He never knew what to do with flirtatious people, particularly if they were women.


  "Dr. Dylan, this is Jean Hamilton. Jean, Dr. Dylan." Cory made the introductions.


  "Pleasure to meet you," TJ said, offering her his hand.


  "Oh, the pleasure is all mine," Jean said.


  Cory covered up his laugh with a cough. TJ shot him a warning look. "We are on a tight schedule, so the sooner we get started on Bogo the better," he said briskly.


  "Well, okay then." Jean frowned at him. "I'm off to do visitor interactions. If you need me just call," she said to Cory.


  "Thanks, Jean, for letting me handle this one." He smiled at her.


  TJ tensed, giving Cory another warning look.


  "No prob. You can cover for me next time." Jean shot Cory a wink and headed out of the building seemingly oblivious to Cory's double entendre.


  "Lora is on her way," Cory explained. "How about we bring in your gear while we wait? She should be here in about fifteen minutes."


  "How's Bogo doing this morning?" Penny asked as they all filed back out to the vet truck to retrieve the gear.


  "About the same," Cory said. "He barely ate anything last night, and he refused to get up even for the promise of meat this morning." TJ noticed Cory was fidgeting. He was tapping his hands on his legs, and he couldn't seem to stand still.


  Penny must have picked up on it, too. She put an arm over Cory's shoulder and said, "Don't worry, Cory, Dr. Dylan here has quite a rep. He specializes in oncology. That's part of the reason Dr. Sullivan hired him. Bogo couldn't be in better hands."


  TJ felt his face heat as he began handing boxes and totes out of the truck for everyone to carry into the building. They chattered back and forth. TJ kept his concentration on the task at hand, going through his mental checklist to be sure he had brought everything he would possibly need. After he had also checked his written list for the third time, and thought of every scenario he could come up with again, he turned to find that everyone was back inside the building.


  He walked to the door and called, "Cory, can you come help me unload the anesthesia machine, please."


  "Sure thing," Cory jogged toward him and followed him outside. When they got to the back of the truck, Cory looked up at him and smiled. TJ felt a zing travel through him. Again, he was remembering Cory smiling up at him in the bathroom. His nerves spiked and he pushed his glasses up. He simply had to remain serious and concentrate on his job today.


  Cory bumped him with a shoulder. "You know, you don't have to be all uptight. None of us will bite. Well, except maybe the lions."


  TJ chuckled. "I'm a little nervous, and keyed up, and trying to concentrate. I want to do my best for Bogo today. Plus, it's important that I show professionalism, okay?"


  Cory was staring at the portable anesthesia machine lying in the truck bed. TJ wasn't sure Cory had heard everything he just said, but Cory frowned and nodded, clenching both of his fists. He blinked his eyes rapidly and took a deep, shaky breath.


  TJ reached out a hand and ran it down Cory's back. "Hey." He waited until Cory was looking at him. He couldn't stop himself from brushing a stray hair off Cory's cheek. "I'm going to do my best for both of you, today. I promise."


  Cory nodded. He looked as if he wanted to speak but couldn't. TJ looked around. He pecked a quick kiss on Cory's cheek. "Let's go find out what's up with your cat."


  Cory squared his shoulders and took a deep breath. "Yes. Let's."


  The two of them worked together to lift the portable anesthesia machine that consisted of two tanks with a number of gauges and plastic tubes. Once they set it on the ground, it had wheels and a handle and easily rolled into the building. TJ pulled it carefully through the door and down the hall, just as Lora was parking her zoo truck in the lot.


  Once everyone was gathered inside, they talked through the procedure. TJ assigned each member of the team a specific task. He had thought these through carefully yesterday afternoon, but he reconsidered them now.


  "Cory, I'm going to want you to monitor Bogo's breathing, please," TJ said. He wanted Cory to have something to keep him completely focused and hopefully calmer. Perhaps, then, his worry wouldn't be quite so palpable. TJ was a firm believer in keeping the area of a medical procedure as free from negative energy as possible, though he never spoke of this to his colleagues.


  He turned to Susan and explained, "I may need an extra set of hands if we can remove the mass." TJ looked around at the entire team who were all watching him expectantly. He swallowed and resisted the urge to fish out another Tums. He nodded to Lora. "I think we're all as ready as we are going to be."


  As the senior keeper with the most experience darting lions, Lora would be the one to dart Bogo's hip with the initial anesthetic. They all stood together quietly at the far end of the hall out of Bogo's line of sight and watched as Lora carried the already loaded dart gun to the cage. Bogo immediately began to snarl and growl. From Lora's stance, it appeared he had stood and was pacing the cage, now. Lora stayed relaxed, concentrating, and when she was ready, she pulled the trigger. The gun made a popping sound. Bogo let out an angry snarl.


  "Contact," Lora called. "Left hip."


  TJ looked at his watch and said, "Initial contact 9:19 AM."


  Penny brought her clipboard up and wrote in the time. She would be the record keeper today.


  They continued to wait where they were. Lora would be their eyes and ears until Bogo was down. Cory had been adamant that they limit stress to the old lion as much as possible. He had insisted only one person be near the cage until absolutely necessary. TJ had readily agreed, impressed that Cory had thought of these details.


  "First signs," Lora called out a few minutes later. "Oh man, he's going down already." TJ rushed forward to see the huge lion struggling to keep his feet. Bogo's back end had already sunk to the floor. His breathing was a bit labored, now. His front legs trembled. Bogo gave one final groan and sank all the way to the floor. His head weaved around for a few moments more. TJ said nothing but motioned with his hand for the staff to bring the anesthesia machine down the hall. Cory rolled it forward as quietly as possible.


  When Bogo's head finally fell to the floor, Lora immediately retrieved her keys and unlocked the dual padlocks on the door to lion's cage. Everyone began filing into the cage to perform their various tasks. TJ turned on the oxygen tank and put the large, specially-made mask over Bogo's face. He secured it with straps and set the anesthesia machine to mix the proper ratio of oxygen and gas. He quietly called out the settings to Penny who wrote them in the record.


  Susan and Lora worked together to shave and prep the area of the leg. TJ handed his surgical glove pack to Lora, who opened it and held it for him while he put them on. He brought out his tray and carefully retrieved his pack of sterile surgical instruments. He set the tray in a stable location and unwrapped the bundle. The clean tools glistened under the fluorescent lights.


  He glanced at Cory, who was watching Bogo's breathing intently, counting under his breath, while glancing periodically at his watch. He seemed much calmer as he concentrated on the most important task. It would be the lion's breathing that would be the first indicator that Bogo was either waking or crashing. Neither would be ideal. Both would require immediate action.


  TJ reminded himself to stay on task. He could not worry about Cory right now. In fact, it was probably best not to think about Cory at all for the time being. No more thoughts about anything but the animal in front of him. As soon as the leg was shaved and scrubbed, TJ began the procedure.


  "It doesn't feel too attached," He palpated the small mass. "It still moves around quite a bit on the leg." If he had to guess, he would say this was a fatty tumor, but he had learned never to guess. "I think we can remove this entirely." He heard Cory suck in a breath. He glanced over. Cory continued to watch Bogo's breathing, but his expression said he was hugely relieved.


  TJ immediately went to work making his incisions as quickly as possible. Once he had the skin laid back, it didn't take long to remove the mass. It was beginning to attach itself to the ligament, which must have been causing the lion considerable pain. But, TJ was able to cut it free and scrape the area clean. He collected the tumor into a vial for analysis and was sewing the leg up in just under twenty minutes. Not too shabby.


  For good measure, TJ drew up some intramuscular preventative shots, antibiotic, antifungal, and an antibacterial, and handed them to Susan to administer. She called out each dose to Penny as she administered it. TJ quickly stitched the area back up. He covered the incision with "New Skin" and added a hardening vet wrap that wouldn't stick to the wound, but would keep it free of contaminants, at least until Bogo decided to rip it off.


  "Try to keep it clean, old boy." He murmured to the cat, stroking his hand down the lion's mane once. "Do you need to do anything before we wake him?" TJ asked Cory.


  "I'd just like to get a quick look at his teeth."


  "Go ahead," TJ said. "Just let me turn the gas back."


  Kneeling beside the lion's head, TJ watched Cory untie the straps on his mask. He stroked the big cat's ear a couple of time. Cory quickly pulled the mask off and peeled back Bogo's lips. His big, pink tongue was hanging out the lower side of his mouth. Cory had his head very nearly inside the lion's mouth to check his back teeth. TJ had to fight the urge to jerk him back. After a minute, Cory replaced the oxygen mask over Bogo's mouth and ran his hand through Bogo's mane once more. TJ took a deep breath in relief.


  "You better come around, buddy," Cory whispered. "Pogo will never forgive me if you don't."


  Cory turned and looked at TJ. He seemed to be trying to convey something important to TJ with his eyes, but TJ wasn't sure what. Then, he nodded and pushed himself up to step away.


  Everyone had already started clearing all of the equipment out of the cage.


  "Cory, you can go ahead and take the machine out," he pointed to the mask. Cory removed it and rolled the tanks back out into the aisle as TJ drew up the reversal drug in his syringe. He offered up a silent prayer, since this would be the part that was most dangerous for an old lion's heart.


  TJ gave the shot in the muscle of Bogo's right hip. He felt bad that Bogo wasn't only going to have a sore leg; he was going to have one seriously sore ass from all these shots. "Sorry, old man," he murmured. He stood and backed out of the cage. Cory locked the door and they waited.


  It didn't take long for Bogo's breathing to change, and he began to move around a bit. Within a half hour, he was holding his head up and looking around the room with hazy eyes.


  "Thank you so much, Dr. Dylan," Lora said. "That seemed to go amazingly well."


  He smiled at her. "Yes, I agree. The growth appears at first glance to be a fatty tumor, but we will run the biopsy, regardless, to be sure. It was growing around the ligament, so it would have been causing him considerable pain. I expect that he should recover fully. We'll wait for the biopsy results, though, and discuss further treatments, if necessary."


  "Sounds good. Call me if you need me, Cory," Lora said. She patted Cory's shoulder before heading out to the door.


  Susan and Penny began gathering the supplies and carrying them out.


  He turned to Cory. "You'll let me know right away if you have any concerns, no matter how trivial they seem." TJ wasn't asking.


  Cory nodded, never taking his eyes off Bogo, who was now shaking his head repeatedly. TJ flinched when the lion whimpered. He was sure the cat was probably seeing all kinds of trailers from the drugs. TJ wished there was a better combination with fewer side effects.


  "Okay, well, we have to move on if we are going to make all of our rounds, today." TJ didn't want to leave. "I'll have my radio on though, so you can call me if you need me." He couldn't help himself. He reached out to squeeze Cory's shoulder once before turning to head for the truck.


  Cory caught his wrist and pulled him back around. He fisted his hand on the front of TJ's shirt and pulled him in for a deep kiss that seemed filled with more than words could say. He stepped away quickly. TJ realized Cory's eyes were moist, and he swallowed twice before saying, "I'll call you tonight."


  TJ brushed a finger down his cheek. He took one final look at Bogo. Then, he forced himself to walk away.


  ****


  Stepping from his Subaru Outback the following day, Cory tugged down his tight, black fitted T-shirt. It simply said Pride across his chest in a rainbow of colors. He checked his matching rainbow Vans to be sure the laces were tied, absently running a hand across his hair to smooth it into place. He took a deep breath and walked towards TJ's front door.


  Cory glanced at the number again, before ringing the bell. He looked around at the bland condo complex. All of the buildings were painted white, with black doors and boxwood hedges. Very few of them had any defining features. One door, down the way, sported a seasonal, spring wreath of plastic flowers. Another had a single potted, wilting plant on the stoop. There didn't seem to be any sign of life.


  The door opened suddenly, and Cory held back a laugh as he took in TJ's idea of casual. He wore pressed khaki dress slacks and a white button down shirt. At least, he had left off the tie and his sleeves were rolled up to show his tanned, sculpted arms.


  "Hi," Cory smiled. He noticed the smooth skin at the base of TJ's throat.


  "Hi," TJ said stepping back. "Come in. I need to finish something up before we go."


  Cory felt mildly disappointed when TJ turned and walked back into the house without kissing him. He followed TJ inside, admiring his rear view, but he froze mid-stride when he glanced around and saw the living room. It was furnished like a hotel, all matching with no personality. There were paintings on the walls, but they looked like they'd come from the local department store. There were no photographs, magazines or plants. Nothing personal of any kind.


  "Come on back," TJ called from down a hallway. "I'll just be another minute."


  Following TJ's voice, he found the man seated at a table beside a sliding glass door in the kitchen. He was typing furiously on his laptop. Everything was sparse and neat in this room, too. He crossed to a small shelf of knick-knacks on the wall beside TJ's head. He picked up the blocked, wooden, painted cow and frowned at it. "Where did you get this?"


  "Hmmm?" TJ had a confused look on his face for a moment. Then, he chuckled, "It came with the apartment. My stuff's in storage while I look for a permanent place."


  Relief washed over Cory. Still, he noticed there wasn't a single dish in the kitchen sink, and the only sign that anyone lived in the condo was the small laptop case and a neat stack of papers beside the computer. He needed to work on Dr. Dismal, find a way to loosen him up.


  TJ shut down his computer, and stood. "Sorry," he said. "Had to finish up my case notes for the day. I tried to have them done before you arrived."


  "No problem." Cory stepped into TJ's personal space and took a deep breath, inhaling that delicious and mysterious smell that drove him nuts. He tugged on the collar of TJ's shirt and pulled him down for a taste. TJ might be a little uptight, but he immediately responded, biting at Cory's lower lip. Cory smiled as he took the kiss deeper. TJ moaned, and Cory felt hands gripping his hips.


  Forcing himself to step back, Cory licked his tingling lips and said, "Much better." He grinned and winked. TJ blushed and pushed his glasses up. "It seemed like maybe I needed to loosen you up a little," Cory said.


  TJ's face grew brighter. He put his hands in his pockets and looked at the floor. "Um, yea, I'm not very good at this."


  Cory frowned. He hadn't meant to make things awkward. He reached out, cupping TJs cheek, waiting for him to look up. "You're doing just fine," he said. "Thanks for agreeing to go with me tonight. I know a memorial sounds kind of weird for a first date, but I promise the dinner before and the party after will be well worth it."


  "It's a great cause," TJ said. He laughed when Cory gave him questioning look. "I've already heard all about The Broussard Center and their annual Breakfast for Dinner fundraiser from Kat. Plus, I'd be attending Ben Larabee's memorial, anyway. It's expected, I'm sure, as a contract employee for the Larabee foundation."


  Cory felt a sudden wave of sadness wash through him at the sound of Ben's name. He blinked his suddenly stinging eyes. "Well, thanks all the same," Cory choked on the words.


  "Ho. Hey." TJ pulled him into a hug. "I take it he was a friend?" TJ rubbed gentle circles on Cory's back.


  He sighed and let himself take the comfort being offered. Cory couldn't speak, so he just nodded his head against TJ's solid shoulder and wrapped arms around his waist. TJ backed him to one of the chairs and gently pushed him onto the seat. He pulled another chair closer and sat with their knees touching. He rubbed soothing strokes on Cory's thighs.


  "Tell me about him."


  Cory squeezed his eyes shut for a minute. When he could speak, he said, "I met him at a donors' meeting just like the other night. It was right after I took this job, so he was one of the first people I met. I admired him so much." Cory stopped and swallowed several times.


  "Not surprising," TJ said. "I read about how he got involved with animal rescue after he went undercover to expose animal abuse at a circus."


  Cory let out a hollow sounding laugh. "He did. That's actually where he met Pierre, too."


  "At the circus?"


  "Yep," Cory said. "Pierre and Kat were both performers back in the day."


  "Wow." TJ looked surprised.


  Cory remembered how much that revelation had surprised him, too. It was so far removed from the wealthy philanthropists they had become. "Anyway, I admire them all, more than I can say, but to me, Ben was the most amazing. Finding out he started the animal park because he wanted to rescue Bogo and Pogo had a lot to do with that," Cory admitted.


  "Really?" TJ smiled, sitting up straighter. Cory was struck by how sexy he looked when you gained his full attention. It was something about the way TJ tilted his head and looked at you with those big, inquisitive eyes.


  "Apparently, the circus got Bogo and Pogo as cubs from the wild. They were using them for photo ops until they got too big to put in people's laps. But, they didn't have enough room to deal with two adult males, and all of the zoos and rescue places were full." Cory frowned and clenched his fists as he thought of all the people who bought cute cubs having no idea what to do with them once they were grown.


  "Not surprising." TJ pointed towards his laptop. "I just read the report yesterday from the lion Taxon Advisory Group calling for specific genetic pairings only this year, since exhibits around the country are still overstocked,"


  Cory smiled. "Doing your research?"


  "Always," TJ smiled.


  "Not surprising." They both laughed.


  "So, what? Ben found some donors to help him build the lion house?" TJ asked.


  "No, actually, he spent his own money to build it. Luckily for Bogo and Pogo, Ben comes from wealth, and he was moved enough by Bogo and Pogo's situation to rescue them. Otherwise, who knows where those boys might have ended up. Ben spent millions of dollars buying the land, building the exhibits, and hiring the staff. I was so lucky to call him my friend. He was such a good man. This is so fucking unfair." Cory covered his face with his hands as he started to cry. He couldn't stop himself. He let TJ pull him into a hug, and he clung to him.


  When he was able to regain control, he let go. "Sorry," Cory said. "Obviously, tonight won't be easy for me. To be honest, I struggled with asking you to go, but I really need the support. Lora has some family thing she has to attend out of town. And, I'm still really raw, so going it alone didn't feel like a good plan, either. Still, I hardly want you to see me as some needy guy, all weepy and clinging on our first date. Oh shit, I'm rambling." Cory rolled his eyes. Could he make things any worse?


  TJ reached out a hand and gently brushed tears from Cory's cheeks. "I'm honored you asked me. And, I'm happy to help out a friend."


  Cory felt his heart skip. He was very tempted to step back into TJ's arms and forget about the whole thing. But, he knew he'd regret it later. "Thanks for being so great about this." His smile felt a little wobbly and his face was hot. "Shall we go, then?"


  "Absolutely." TJ led the way, stopping to grab his keys and wallet off the hall table on their way out the door.


  "How's Bogo doing?" TJ asked as Cory started the car and eased them away from the curb.


  "He seems to be doing great. I told you he chewed the wrap off, already, didn't I?"


  TJ chuckled. "Yes. I wasn't expecting him to leave it on. As long as he isn't chewing at the stitches yet, it should be fine. But, they will begin to dissolve in the next couple of days anyway."


  "So, far, he's just licking at it a lot, keeping it clean. The incision looks good." Cory said.


  "Fantastic. I'd like to come by and take a look tomorrow."


  "Gee, another excuse to see Dr. Delicious," Cory teased, getting his balance back. "Let me think. Hmmm? We can probably work you in."


  TJ gave him blank stare and pushed his glasses up again.


  Cory shook his head. "You really aren't comfortable with flirting, are you? What's with that?"


  TJ cleared his throat and rubbed his hands on his thighs. He squirmed in his seat a bit. Cory wasn't sure he was going to answer at all. Finally, he said, "Well, I'm from a small town in North Carolina where being out is sort of like asking for a beating. So, in high school, I concentrated on my grades and tried hard not to notice guys at all."


  "What about college? Surely, NC State has a large LGBT community."


  TJ smiled, "Yes, and I dated my fair share of them as an undergrad. But, I made the mistake of getting involved with my advisor in vet school. I thought he was the one. But, apparently he liked to trade favors for grades. That's when I realized that if I wanted to make it through at the top of my class, and keep a decent reputation, I needed to keep my private life private and very far away from my professional life."


  "Oh," Cory said. He couldn't help but wonder where that left him.


  "Anyway," TJ went on. "I didn't have time to date much by the time residencies rolled around. So, it's been a while for me. I'm out of practice."


  "Oh, well then," Cory smiled and winked, "I'm happy to help you practice."


  The smile TJ gave him made him feel warm all over. Cory relied on small talk for the rest of the short drive to Wildwood. When they crossed the bridge over the Iowa River, TJ whistled softly. "Wow, this is lovely." He scanned the area, taking in the forest that lined the water's edge. "It's breathtaking."


  "Welcome to Wildwood," Cory said. "Best little neighborhood in Iowa. I'd kill to be able to afford a house here." Cory looked at the lovely homes that lined Raven's Road. "I really love that place," he pointed to Hazel's, a teal colored Victorian home on the corner of Raven's Road and Wildwood Avenue. He waited for the light to change then made a left turn towards The Broussard Center. "It's owned by Hazel Brennan. She's a trip. I'll introduce you to her tonight."


  "Love the color. It looks like she runs a shop there."


  "Yep. She sells metaphysical supplies and gifts and the like," Cory waited for TJ to scoff. He was pleasantly surprised when he didn't.


  "Interesting," was all he said.


  "I'll have to take you to Organically Thrown Pizza one night, too." Cory said, as they passed it. "They make fantastic hand-tossed pizzas."


  "I'd like that. Looks like everything's closed up tight, though."


  There were notes on all the doors. "Everyone's at The Broussard Center tonight. This is a tight-knit community. No one would miss the big annual fundraiser."


  "That's really nice," TJ said.


  Cory parked the car along the street a block down from Greene Beans coffee house. The parking lot at The Broussard Center was probably already full. He turned off the engine and climbed out. "We'll have to walk from here."


  TJ smiled. "It's a beautiful evening for it. I can't believe it's so warm." As Cory rounded the car, TJ was laughing and pointing. "The Hearty Boys Bakery Shoppe?"


  Cory chuckled. "Yep. I hear they'll be making the pancakes tonight." He took TJ's hand as they made their way down the sidewalk toward the big building at the end of the street with the rainbow flag flying out front.


  As the Broussard Center came closer, Cory's chest ached. He took a deep breath, trying to calm his raw emotions. He deliberately avoided looking across the grass towards the newly planted Hawthorne trees and the large, beautiful home behind them that had once belonged to his friends.


  Cory noticed TJ was looking around in awe. "It's lovely here," he said. "What's that?"


  Following the direction TJ was pointing, Cory smiled. "Oh, that's The Aviary." He loved that place.


  "They have an aviary, too?" TJ sounded excited.


  "No, it used to be an aviary, but now it's the local branch library."


  "Oh. Too bad. I was hoping for birds." TJ smiled down at him, squeezing his hand companionably.


  Cory let go of his hand reluctantly and pulled out his wallet to find their two tickets as they walked up to the front of the building. An older woman Cory didn't know held the door for them. "Tickets?" she asked. Cory handed her theirs. Then, he pulled out a crisp hundred. "And a little extra," he said, dropping his donation into the box she held. He started to walk on.


  "Wait." TJ pulled his wallet out and shoved a wad of twenties into the box.


  "Thanks." Cory grinned at him, feeling his heart skip again. He took in big, brown eyes smiling back at him from behind those sexy glasses and felt suddenly breathless.


  ****


  The multi-purpose room was packed with people. TJ was surprised at the number. It seemed like such a small neighborhood.


  "People come from all over the city for this," Cory said. TJ marveled at how perceptive Cory was. It was a little unnerving at times, he thought, as they walked into the room.


  Stopping suddenly, Cory sucked in a strained breath. He stood rigid beside an easel with a large, black and white photo. TJ realized it was Ben and Pierre with three women, all in floppy, white chef's hats with silly grins on their faces.


  Cory reached out a hand as if to gently trace the outline of his friend's face without actually touching the glass. "This was the very first Breakfast for Dinner event back in 1975," he explained. His voice sounded thick and raspy.


  The pain in Cory's face was difficult to watch. TJ took his hand and wound their fingers together. "They look very happy."


  Cory swallowed. "They were always happiest when they were doing something for others."


  "I really wish I could have met them." TJ knew people often only remembered the good after a loved one was gone, but these men had done so much for the Iowa community, it was staggering. It was obvious that people were not just talking them up.


  Cory squeezed his hand hard. "Thanks. You would have liked them."


  They made their way through the line. All of the servers took time to speak with them and thank them for coming. They carried their loaded plates to a table and set them down.


  "Come with me. There's someone you have to meet."


  TJ followed Cory to the drink table where two lovely, older women were talking and laughing as they poured. One had long, curling red hair. The other's was blond and artfully coiffed. Both were strikingly beautiful in their own way. When the redhead saw them, she leaned across the table and grabbed Cory's hand, hauling him into an awkward hug.


  "Cory, dear! I'm so glad you came. Ben and Pierre would want you here," she whispered into Cory's ear. Cory made a strangled sound and clung to her across the table for a moment.


  Then, he stepped back and took a deep breath. "Hazel, I'd like you to meet Dr. TJ Dylan. TJ this is Hazel Brennan."


  TJ held out his hand. "It's a pleasure to meet you."


  Hazel gave him a staggering smile. "It's lovely to meet you, dear." She held his hand for a moment, and TJ could swear he felt a pleasant humming sensation travel up his arm. She looked deeply into his eyes. Then she smiled at Cory and said, "He's quite a looker, Mr. Stephens." She winked, and Cory burst into laughter.


  TJ pushed up his glasses and stuffed his hands into his pockets. His face was hot again, and he had no idea what to say.


  Cory leaned over and said conspiratorially, "Yes he is, but we won't tell him. He gets uncomfortable with compliments." He winked at TJ.


  "Oh, well then," Hazel's eyes danced. "Mum's the word. What can I get you boys to drink?"


  "Coke for me. Thanks," Cory answered.


  "I'll have a Sprite."


  "There you go." Hazel handed them cold cans. "Enjoy. And thank you for coming, Cory."


  They sat down to enjoy a delicious breakfast. TJ looked around the room at the families and friends gathered enjoying each other's company. There was a pleasant energy about this place, a warmth that permeated him. It was like he could feel a pleasant, humming vibration in the energy around the room. He looked back at Cory, realizing why this community must be so special to this man. He felt a bit overwhelmed with emotion all of a sudden to be experiencing such an important event in this man's life with him. It somehow made this evening feel more important than a simple first date. Rather than being frightened or put off by this, he found himself feeling excited by the prospect and, frankly, a little awed by his reaction.


  Cory froze, about to take a bite of his syrup soaked pancake. "What?"


  "This is really— lovely." He groped for a way to describe what he was feeling. "Thank you for bringing me," TJ didn't want to frighten Cory with talk of energy and emotions. But he had a good feeling about this place and an even better feeling about Cory for bringing him here.


  Cory chuckled. "I'm sorry. It isn't Richards, that's for sure," he said.


  "What's Richards?"


  "The hottest gay bar in town."


  TJ set down his fork and waited for Cory to look at him. "I'm serious. I'm really glad you brought me here. This is much more my style than Richards," TJ admitted.


  Cory's shoulders slumped in relief. "Really?"


  "Really. I've never felt comfortable with the meat market thing."


  "Me either," Cory admitted. "I mean the scene is all right if you really need to scratch an itch, I guess."


  "I suppose. I've always been of the mind that I'd rather suffer a little discomfort and get to know someone before I let them scratch me."


  Cory laughed out loud. "Oh really?"


  TJ blushed remembering the other night. "Well, usually, yes."


  "So, what, like I'm kind of a special case?"


  "You could say that," TJ chuckled.


  "You couldn't stop yourself from letting me scratch, could you?" Cory's eyes danced.


  "You were like the worst case of poison ivy I've ever experienced," TJ mumbled, his whole body felt hot, now.


  "Oh, my. So romantic," Cory winked and grinned. "I don't think anyone has ever swept me off my feet with charm quite like yours, Dr. Delicious."


  The way he looked just then, his cheeks rosy, his eyes sparkling with mirth, made TJ's heart flip flop in his chest. This man was beautiful, stunning inside and out. TJ began to squirm in his seat. Of course, Cory noticed. TJ felt Cory's foot under the table as it brushed against his ankle. "I like making you itch."


  TJ was very glad to see Cory relaxed and looking so happy. He wanted nothing more than to keep him that way. When Cory continued to rub his foot higher under the hem of TJ's pant leg, he made eye contact and took a suggestive bite of his pancakes. He moaned at the flavor for effect. When Cory chuckled, TJ realized with a start that he could grow to enjoy flirting with Cory, quite a lot, in fact. He felt more comfortable with this man than he had with anyone in a long time.


  "What is this flavor?" TJ asked. "It's delicious."


  "It's elderberry. Apparently, it's very popular around here."


  "I can see why. It's sweet with a hint of spice, just the way I like it." TJ winked at Cory.


  "Why, Dr. Delicious, I do believe you're flirting with me," Cory said as he clutched his imaginary pearls in a fantastic southern belle imitation.


  TJ burst out laughing. They continued to flirt and laugh through the remainder of dinner. TJ felt like he was walking on air by the time they entered the main hall for the memorial service. The huge great room of the converted mill was packed with people all standing around a raised stage. They were quietly watching a slide show of Pierre and Ben at various times in their lives together. It was obvious from the images that these men lived well and were loved by many. TJ found himself smiling up at the men, wishing again he could have known them.


  When an image of Ben and Pierre with Cory flashed on the screen, Cory sucked in a sharp breath. They were all smiling, standing in front of the lion exhibit. Tears immediately began to spill down Cory's cheeks again. TJ wrapped an arm around his waist, feeling his own heart break at the look of loss on Cory's face.


  TJ kept his arms wrapped around Cory as Kat took the stage and began to speak in a thin and shaky tone so different from her usual speaking voice. It was obvious she was barely holding it together. TJ started to rub soothing circles on Cory's back as Kat shared memories of Ben and Pierre.


  Cory began to sob quietly when Kat said, "Outside we planted two beautiful Hawthorn trees in memory of the two men who gave to this community unconditionally. It's a lot to take in, a lot to get used to— Ben and Pierre gone. But we've all gained so much from them. We watched two men live and live and live and live at full intensity— take important risks and follow their dreams— and then suddenly leave us. It's so easy to get caught up in the tragedy part of it, without seeing the gifts of living life. We were part of the lives of two men who lived so intensely, so fully, and so engaged— and that's what I want us to remember."


  TJ was glad he'd come. Cory sagged against his side, burying his face in TJ's neck. It was obvious he couldn't have handled this alone. Cory's grief was palpable. TJ felt he could understand it even better now, looking at the beautiful images on the screen and taking in the hundreds of grieving people around the room. As Kat wound her poignant words to a close, he found himself wanting to weep, too, and he'd never met these men.


  A young couple took the stage, and played the first strains of Elton John's "Your Song." The girl had a crystal, clear voice that blended seamlessly with the boy's. All around them voices began to join in. TJ felt his own sadness swell and then float away with the sound. He began to rock Cory gently to the music. It seemed to calm him. TJ joined his voice with the others singing in Cory's ear about the sweetest eyes he'd ever seen. Cory looked up at him through his tears and gently smiled. TJ felt his heart expand in his chest as Cory put his head back on TJ's shoulder and joined the singing.


  When the song ended, everyone broke into applause. Then, they began cheering as if giving Ben and Pierre a standing ovation. TJ couldn't help but laugh. It was like a giddy wave was bursting the bubble of sadness. If the stories told today were correct, these two men would appreciate this moment so much more than the weeping. As the thought crossed his mind, "We Are Family" by Sister Sledge pumped out of the speakers. It was some sort of trance mix the young DJ on the stage had chosen. The lights dimmed, and rainbow lanterns suddenly glowed around the room. The images on the screen switched to show Pierre and Ben laughing and dancing with their friends. A disco ball turned on and colored lights began to spiral around them. The crowd let out another cheer and everyone started to dance. It was an amazing wave, a strange and fantastic change from grief to unbridled joy within seconds. TJ stood astounded, taking it in. Everyone around him, no matter what age, or race, allowed themselves to be carried away.


  Cory grabbed a fist full of his shirt and pulled him into a salty, hot kiss. Then he pressed his full body against TJ's and ground his hips once. TJ laughed, feeling the bubble of joy he couldn't explain expand around him. He didn't have a choice. He let the music carry him, too.


  ****


  Blissfully sweaty, Cory felt happier than he could remember being in weeks. Somewhere in the hazy fog of adrenaline, he knew without a shadow of a doubt that Ben was here, helping him move through the grief and find the joy in living. It was uncanny how much he felt his friend's presence as he moved his body to the beat.


  He looked at TJ, who had taken his glasses off and put them into his shirt pocket. His hair was plastered to his scalp and his eyes were closed. His full, luscious mouth was parted. They'd been dancing for hours. The crowd had thinned out to mostly the older kids and adults, now, but there was still a large group of dancers around them. TJ was happily grinding his pelvis against Cory's in time to the throbbing beat. Cory ran his hands into the back pockets of TJ's damp khakis and gave his ass a squeeze. TJ opened his eyes, giving him a smoldering look from under long, dark lashes.


  Cory reached up and pulled his head down. Into his ear, he said, "Take me to bed, Dr. Delicious, or lose me forever."


  TJ laughed and took him by the hand, practically dragging him off the dance floor. He didn't stop to put on his glasses. Clearly, he could see well enough without them, as he tugged Cory outside at a fast clip. He pulled Cory out the door and around the corner of the building, shoving him up against the brick wall. Cory groaned when TJ ground their hips together, his heart racing even faster than it had on the dance floor. TJ kissed him like he wanted to crawl inside and take up residence.


  Cory answered his passion, letting the feeling of being alive fill him up. He filled his hand with TJ's ass and pressed them together. Hissing at the feeling of his jeans rubbing his aching cock, Cory let go of TJ's mouth. TJ sucked at his neck, making chills race down Cory's spine.


  Suddenly, TJ let him go and stepped back. He was panting as he pulled his glasses out with shaking hands. He shook his head once as if to clear it, and then put the glasses back on his face, pushing them up. Cory felt his cock throb. Holy beeswax, this man was sexy times ten.


  "My feeling is, we'd better go somewhere private," TJ said. "This is a family event, after all."


  Cory couldn't help it. That prim sounding tone turned him on even more. "God damn, you're so fucking hot," he blurted out.


  TJ gave him another smoldering look and grabbed his hand, tugging him toward the street where they were parked. Cory practically had to run to keep up.


  "Do you need me to drive?" TJ asked, as they got close to the car.


  "No, I got it." Cory unlocked the doors with his fob. He jumped in the car and started the engine. "Just keep your hands over there," he warned. He wasn't sure he could keep from wrecking the car if TJ touched him right now.


  "Your place or mine?"


  "My place is closer." Cory punched up his speed. If he thought he could get by with it, he'd break every traffic law in Iowa.


  "Your place it is," TJ said. Cory noticed he grabbed the grip above his door, but he didn't say a word about Cory's driving. His leg was bouncing with pent up energy. There was an awkward silence, the only sound their mingled breathing.


  Cory laughed. "Dammit, this is the longest fifteen minutes of my life."


  "No kidding." TJ chuckled. "I want you inside me."


  Had he really just heard that? Surely his fantasy life was intruding on reality. "Could you run that by me one more time?"


  "I want you inside me," TJ said, looking right at him with that intense stare.


  Cory blew out a breath. "You're killing me." He heard his tires squeal as he rounded the last turn into the apartment complex. He pulled into his usual spot and jumped out of the car. He didn't wait for TJ, just used the key fob to lock the car over his shoulder when he heard TJ get out.


  He took the stairs two at a time to get to his door, and felt TJ press against his back the minute he fumbled his keys into the lock. TJ ran hands down Cory's stomach to rub his cock through his jeans. He was breathing hard into Cory's ear. Cory loved that he seemed to be just as carried away. He ground his ass back against TJ's erection while he fumbled to get the door open so they could stumble inside.


  He shut the door and pushed TJ up against it. They were laughing, and kissing, and groaning as they began kicking off shoes and tugging and pulling at clothes. Cory started to kiss his way down TJ's torso as he unbuttoned his shirt. TJ grabbed Cory's T-shirt and wrestled it off of him. Then, he hauled Cory back up to kiss him, shaking his head when Cory tried to go down on his knees.


  "Nope, I want to come with you inside me," TJ said.


  Could this man be real? Cory wondered as he felt his head spin. But, then TJ was biting at his chest, and Cory couldn't think any more. TJ began to walk him backwards. "Where's the bedroom?"


  Hitching himself up onto TJ's tall frame, Cory wrapped his legs around the man's waist. "Last door on the right." He nibbled on TJ's neck, feeling him shiver as he carried them towards the bed. TJ tossed him into the center of it. Then just stood staring at him. "Damn, you are beautiful," TJ said.


  Cory grinned up at him as TJ hopped on each foot to tug off his socks. Next, he went to work on Cory's socks. Cory sat up and grabbed for TJ's pants, undoing the button and drawing the zipper down. TJ shoved at the waistbands, stripping pants and briefs off with one swift motion. He stood there in nothing but his unbuttoned, white shirt and glasses, his beautiful cock standing straight up.


  Shoving the zipper of his own pants down, Cory wriggled out of them while TJ shrugged his shirt off. "Leave the glasses," Cory said.


  TJ smiled down at him. "Condoms? Lube?"


  Cory rolled toward the bedside table and pulled both items out of the top drawer. TJ dropped to his knees beside the bed, pulling Cory to sit on the edge. He smiled up at Cory from between his legs looking disheveled and sexy on the floor at his feet, and then, TJ bent forward never breaking eye contact. Cory groaned as he watched TJ suck him off for a couple of blissful minutes. All too soon, Cory had to pull out.


  "I won't be able to last," he said. He handed TJ the condom.


  TJ smiled at him. He ripped the packet open, pinched the end and rolled the latex over Cory's aching cock. He took the lube and coated himself and Cory with it.


  Cory pulled TJ up onto the bed, kissing him deeply and running his hands over TJ's hard, lean body. Cory stroked TJ's cock, using the leaking pre-cum to lubricate his strokes. Then, he fondled the area below his balls, working his hand lower to press a finger inside.


  TJ groaned loudly as Cory worked to spread him while worrying his nipples with his teeth. TJ's nipples pebbled even tighter. He deliberately rubbed TJ's prostate, making him lift his hips and cry out. Cory loved how vocal and responsive he was. Their breathing mingled, sounding raspy and loud to his ears.


  "Now," TJ demanded. "Please, Cory, now."


  Cory pushed TJ's legs up against his shoulders, opening him wide, and lined his cock up. Then, he slowly sank inside, pushing gently until he had broken past the tight ring of muscles. TJ cried out again as Cory sank all the way in.


  He lay still, reveling in the feeling of being inside this man. TJ was looking up at him, from behind those glasses, eyes clouded with equal parts lust and pain. Cory stayed still, waiting for TJ's body to relax around him. "Tell me when you're ready."


  TJ smiled up at him. Cory felt his heart expand, making him breathless and lightheaded.


  "Do it. Don't hold anything back."


  Cory let out a strangled laugh, followed by a groan when TJ's ass tightened around him. "I couldn't at this point if I tried." Cory didn't just mean the sex.


  He groped around the bed finding TJ's hands. Twining their fingers together, he brought them up to the pillow, and using them as anchors, he began to move. TJ cried out. He pushed into Cory's thrusts until their skin slapped together in solid beats. The bed squeaked in time to each thrust. TJ was thrashing his head from side to side moaning. Cory changed the angle of each thrust to hit his gland, and TJ cried out "Yes," over and over.


  Cory released his hands and sat back, holding TJ's feet in the air so he could quicken the thrusts. TJ threw back his head and howled. He began to come, ropes of semen coating his belly and chest. The sight of his explosion set off the tingling in Cory's spine. He watched TJ squirm and gasp and suck in great gulps of air, and Cory had no choice but to follow. He threw back his head and yelled, his cock pulsing and spurting inside TJ. He kept on thrusting until he couldn't hold himself upright. He collapsed, a quivering mass of nerves, and felt TJ lower his legs to the mattress.


  He let out a giddy laugh and kissed TJ, clinging to him as shivers continued to course through his body. He'd never come with such force before. TJ was laughing and kissing him too, cradling Cory to his chest. Cory could feel TJ's hand massaging him gently on the back of his neck. He felt a surge of emotion wash through him. Words he'd never felt like saying to a lover before almost tumbled out. Instead, he looked into TJ's eyes and kissed him gently.


  Telling himself it was too soon for these feelings, Cory knew he was far too raw to be relying on his post-coital emotions just now. Better to keep his mouth shut. Unless he was going to fill it with body parts. He chuckled at the thought. Then shivered again when TJ swept a hand all the way down his back. He inhaled deeply, taking in the mingled smell of sex and TJ. He wanted to ask what soap he used, but he couldn't seem to muster the energy. He inhaled again, then, and let himself melt onto TJ's chest to drift into a bliss-filled trance.


  ****


  Cory rubbed his cheek along TJ's shoulder like a cat. TJ smiled into his hair, feeling another surge of emotion wash through him. He continued to stroke his hand gently down Cory's back, over and over. He chuckled when he realized he was petting him like one, too.


  "Mmmmm," Cory rubbed his cheek again and snuggled closer. "What?"


  "I just realized you're very catlike, and I seem to like petting you."


  Cory started to purr.


  TJ laughed. He wrapped his arms around Cory and squeezed.


  Cory lifted his head, and TJ was suddenly caught in a look of such wonder and joy, he felt his own eyes sting. He lifted a hand and cupped Cory's cheek, running a thumb along his lower lip. They sat quietly looking at each other. Cory bent to nip his chin, then began to kiss all over his face. He felt another surge of intense emotion when Cory kissed his eyelids. He swallowed and captured Cory's mouth. They explored each other lazily, now, running gentle hands over each other's bodies as they tangled their tongues.


  TJ's beeper buzzed loudly from the floor by the foot of the bed. "Shit, this had better be an emergency," He pushed Cory to one side and scrambled to find his pants. He found his beeper and pulled out his cell. "I have to take this."


  Cory nodded as he came to sit beside him at the edge of the bed. TJ could see him watching intently while he checked the message. His stomach plummeted when he realized the emergency was Bogo. He was up and trying to pull on his underwear one handed before the message was half way through. How was he going to tell Cory? But, then Cory's phone started to ring, too.


  Hanging up from the message, TJ dialed the number for the animal park's night keeper office. He got a message machine. Not surprising. There were only two night keepers for the entire park. They would be at the lion house, probably, observing Bogo, since they had already determined he was having trouble breathing. He said briskly into the machine. "This is Dr. Dylan. I received your message. Cory and I are together. We'll be there as quickly as possible." He gave them his cell number and asked them to call him to report any changes.


  TJ threw the phone onto the bed and shrugged into his shirt, buttoning it as quickly as possible. He realized Cory was talking to Lora on the other line. "We can be there in twenty minutes or so. Yes, he's still with me. Yes, I'll tell him. Okay. Thanks." Cory hung up the phone. "Fuck!" He yelled, throwing his phone across the room. "Lora is in fucking Des Moines still. We're on our own." He tugged on his jeans and stuffed his feet into his Vans. He put on his T-shirt inside out. TJ said nothing just waited, while Cory grabbed his keys and wallet and snatched up his cell from off the floor. He continued to rant on his way to the door. "I can't believe this! I cannot fucking lose someone else, right now! Especially not him! Do you understand me?" He yelled at TJ as he flung the front door open and stormed down the stairs.


  TJ followed him, making sure the apartment was locked. "Let me drive, please!' He said, as he jogged up to the car. Cory didn't argue, just simply jumped back out of the driver's seat and rounded to the passenger side, slamming his door. TJ felt much calmer, suddenly, as he started the engine and backed the car out of the parking space.


  He drove toward the vet hospital. Luckily, it was only a mile and a half out of their way. TJ glanced over at the passenger seat. Cory was holding his stomach and rocking himself, his jaw working as he ground his teeth. He didn't say anything until TJ put on his turn signal to take the exit for the vet hospital.


  "Where the fuck are you going?" Cory glared at him.


  "We have to stop by the hospital for the vet truck." TJ kept his voice soft, hoping it would help calm Cory.


  Cory looked back at the road and snapped, "Then fucking drive faster."


  TJ didn't argue. He simply pushed up their speed and took a deep breath. He didn't know what to say, he only knew that one of them needed to remain calm, and apparently it was not going to be Cory. TJ couldn't blame him after the rollercoaster night. His own emotions were all over the place. He couldn't even imagine how Cory must be feeling.


  He shoved his glasses up and fished out a Tums from his shirt pocket. The roll must have gotten damp earlier when they were dancing, so the paper wouldn't peel off the tablets. He tried to wrestle one free with one hand, growing increasingly agitated until he felt like yelling at the damn roll. Cory reached over and snatched it from his hands. Though he was shaking, he managed to get them unwrapped. He handed two to TJ and popped two into his own mouth. They chewed them in silence.


  When they got to the clinic, TJ didn't bother going inside. Luckily, he'd already stocked the truck boxes in preparation for the following day. Cory hopped into the passenger seat without a word, and they were headed to the park in a matter of minutes.


  "It's going to be his heart," Cory said. "I knew this was a bad idea. I knew it."


  TJ took another deep breath. Cory's tone and slumped posture made it obvious he was directing this statement at himself. "That's certainly a possibility. But, let's not think the worst at this point. Bogo could be re-narcing though that doesn't commonly happen with the anesthesia combination we chose. He could also be having an allergic reaction to one of the medications we administered."


  "How's that possible? It's been nearly two days?"


  "Allergic reactions sometimes don't manifest for up to seventy- two hours. And the oral med we sent over for you to give is a slow release tablet. The first dose was this morning. He could be reacting to that."


  Cory's cheeks grew even paler. He ran his hands through his hair. "Fuck me."


  TJ put a hand on Cory's knee and squeezed. Cory flinched and pushed him away. TJ frowned at the road and tried not to take it personally.


  They pulled into the parking lot at the lion house a few minutes later. It felt like hours had passed. Cory ran for the door while TJ retrieved his emergency tote and the smallest, portable oxygen tank from the truck. He was grateful to find the door propped open with the foot mat. Cory was standing in front of Bogo's cage talking into his handheld radio. Bogo was lying on his side. His eyes were half closed and glassy. His mouth was open, and he appeared to be gasping for breaths.


  Pogo and the females were all up and pacing their respective cages. Each gave him wary looks. Pogo growled.


  "Ten-four keeper Stephens. We're making our hourly rounds. Let us know if you need a hand." The same male voice from the answering machine came out of the radio.


  "Ten-four, Stephens out." Cory turned pleading eyes on TJ. "He isn't responding to my voice at all."


  "Alright, let's get in there and see what we can do." TJ said.


  Frowning at him for a moment, Cory opened his mouth to say something. Then, he shook his head and began to unlock the padlocks. Before he opened the cage, he turned and said, "We probably should wait and call in help. But, I can't. I just can't. So, let me go in first. He knows me. He's less likely to attack me," Cory said.


  TJ shook his head. He put his hand over Cory's on the latch. "We do this together or we don't do it at all."


  Cory blinked back tears. He took a deep breath and opened the latch. He cracked the door, but Bogo didn't move. He just stayed on his side, breathing shallowly. Cory pushed the door open and they walked in. TJ rounded the lion and knelt behind his back, where he would at least be farther from harm. He noticed Pogo's pacing increased in the cage next door. It was a little unnerving having all the eyes of the pride on him. He quickly retrieved his stethoscope from his tote and began listening while Cory placed a towel gently over Bogo's eyes. The dark would help keep Bogo calmer.


  "His pulse is thready, breathing shallow and labored." TJ opened the box to attach the oxygen mask to the tank, but it wasn't there. He frowned for a moment. It must have been left in the clinic after it was cleaned. "Shit. Go get the other oxygen mask from the truck. It's in the blue box."


  "I'm not leaving you in here alone," Cory said.


  TJ gave him his best in charge glare. "Yes you are! Go! Lock me in! Quick! You want to save him, right?" TJ flinched when Pogo growled and snarled behind him.


  This seemed to work on Cory, though. He jumped up and ran. Who knew? TJ tried to get a better listening point on Bogo's heart. When Pogo snarled again, TJ looked directly at him and said, "Hush. I can't hear!" Pogo immediately quieted down.


  Bogo's heartbeat was steady, if weak. TJ was relieved to note that his lungs sounded clear of fluids. There was only the wheezing sound of blocked breathing passages. He checked Bogo's mouth and noticed the pale gums that said he wasn't getting enough oxygen. He wasn't willing to risk looking down the lion's throat though. By the time Cory returned with the mask, TJ was fairly sure he knew what to do. Of course, he could be wrong. His stomach clenched again. But, he kept his voice steady.


  "I'm going with an allergic reaction," TJ said. "Turn the oxygen up to the highest setting and hold the mask in place over his mouth. We're going to have to give him a shot of epinephrine to the heart. If I'm right about what's happening, he should come around quickly, and we're going to have to get the hell out of here fast. If I'm wrong," TJ waited until Cory got the mask in place and looked up at him, "I'm not going to lie to you. This could make the situation worse. It could even stop his heart all together."


  "You don't think it's a heart attack, though."


  "No, I think he's reacting to the medications. His lungs sound clear of fluid, but his coloring and the sound of his breathing indicate a lack of oxygen. His throat's probably swelling, but I'd rather not check it while he isn't under. And, we can't add anesthesia at this point."


  Thinking for only a moment, Cory said, "Give him the shot." He ran a hand down Bogo's mane. TJ nodded, knowing this was a terrible burden for Cory, having to make this call alone. He said a silent prayer. Just this once, please, let me be right.


  TJ found the vial in his box and began calculating the correct dosage. "You said he weighs around 520 pounds?"


  "Last weight was 529."


  TJ pulled out a small pad and did the math. He opened a syringe case and pulled up the proper dosage. Then, he removed the needle from the syringe and swapped it for a longer heart needle. When he was ready to give the shot he looked at Cory. "Okay, get everything out and wait in the aisle."


  "I'm not leaving you in here alone."


  "No time to argue. Get everything out."


  "No."


  "Just do it!"


  Cory frowned at him, but he removed the boxes, then the mask and the oxygen tank. But he came back to hold the towel over Bogo's eyes until the last possible moment. "Together or not at all. After the shot, you head for the door. I'll be right behind you."


  TJ stood and bent over Bogo. He held the stethoscope to the big cat's heart, making sure he marked the correct location for the shot. He hesitated, arm raised, prepared to give the dose. He took a moment to look at Cory. They held eye contact. One corner of Cory's mouth turned up. TJ could swear a thousand words passed between them, and not one word at all. Cory nodded.


  "On the count of three. One. Two. Three." TJ pressed the needle in and steadily depressed the plunger. He pulled it out and ran for the door. He could feel Cory directly on his heels slamming the cage door shut behind them. TJ stood panting in the aisle, hands on his knees, while he got his breath back. He could see Cory's feet safely outside the cage as he worked to secure the locks. He sucked in one final breath, trying to get his own adrenaline rush under control. Finally he stood up slowly.


  "Well, that was anticlimactic." Though there was a smirk on Cory's face, the furrow of his brow said he was very worried. Bogo still hadn't moved.


  "Always better to be safe than sorry," TJ stepped up behind Cory and wrapped both arms around him, allowing himself to take and give comfort. "His breathing is already improving. Look," he pointed.


  Bogo began to take deep breaths. Then, he groaned. Cory sagged against him. He felt Cory wrap arms over his and thread their fingers together to squeeze his hands. Cory put his head back against TJ's shoulder and watched quietly. Eventually, Bogo lifted his head and looked around, confused.


  ****


  "Hey, old man," Cory said. "Nice to have you back."


  Bogo puffed a greeting. Cory chuckled. He was glad TJ hadn't let him go. The adrenaline was wearing off, and his knees felt weak. Pogo began rubbing his head along the cage bars and vocalizing to Bogo.


  "He seems relieved," TJ said.


  "That makes two of us," Cory said.


  "Count me in." TJ let out a shaky breath in his ear.


  Cory looked at him over his shoulder. "Thank you for saving him. I'll never in a million years be able to tell you what this means to me."


  TJ smiled down at him. "You already have. I could see it before I gave him the shot."


  Cory stretched up and kissed TJ gently once, then again for good measure. "I'm sorry I was such an ass on the way here." He felt really bad about that. "I was just barely holding my shit together. I knew we were going to be totally on our own. Jean left for a conference yesterday, and Lora— Oh shit, I have to call Lora. She's probably almost here by now." Cory fished out his phone. "I hope this thing still works." He dialed Lora's number, relieved when she answered.


  "Tell me good news." Cory could hear the anxiety in her voice.


  "He's going to be okay."


  Lora let out a whoop and a series of squeals. Cory held the phone away from his ear while she got it out of her system. Then, he gave her the whole story. He was glad to have TJ holding him while he relived it. "So, I'm sure you'll have to write me up for this, but I don't care," Cory admitted.


  "I'm not writing you up for a damn thing." Cory felt relief wash over him. He'd been sure his boss would be angry for their risky maneuver. He'd been mostly worried that he would get TJ in trouble for treating the lion without a backup team. Lora chuckled. "Ben would probably haunt me. We will be talking about a better backup plan for coverage in the future, though. You can bet on that."


  Cory rolled his eyes at the thought of those meetings. "If you insist."


  "Are you okay? That's all I really care about, you know."


  "Yes, thanks to TJ, I'm more than okay." TJ kissed his cheek. Cory smiled up at him.


  "Okay, I'll be there in thirty to cover obs. Why don't you get the night keepers to take over until I arrive and you can head home."


  "We'll stay until you get here." Cory couldn't bring himself to leave just yet.


  "Okay, but don't make me walk in on any funny business. What am I saying?" Lora laughed. "Never mind. Do what you must. Maybe I'll make it in time for the late show."


  "Har-har. See you when you get here."


  "She wants to watch, huh?" TJ was grinning down at him. His face was red, but there was laughter in his eyes.


  "She's just yanking my chain." Cory rolled his eyes. "That's what we do best."


  Cory took another look at Bogo. He was resting his head on his paws watching them with weary eyes. Cory turned in TJ's arms. "I'd rather let the boys watch." He stood on his tip toes and dragged TJ's mouth to his. He poured every bit of himself into the kiss. He felt TJ run hands down his back to grip his ass. Cory moaned into TJ's mouth, tasting his minty flavor. TJ brought one hand up to gently cradle his head, and Cory's heart swelled.


  He ended the kiss when he heard the sound of Bogo puffing from right behind him. Cory turned his head to find Bogo seated at the front of the cage looking at them with curious eyes. "OMG, I told you he was gay. He's totally into this." Cory started to laugh. TJ joined him.


  "Maybe he's a romantic," TJ whispered into Cory's ear.


  "Maybe." Cory turned back to the man in his arms. His heart started to race. He looked into TJ's beautiful brown eyes for a long minute. Bogo puffed again as if to say, "Just do it."


  "Dr. Dylan?" Cory cleared his throat. Those three scary words were right on the tip of his tongue. Instead, he said, "We'll make a really good team, won't we?"


  TJ's smile widened. He was looking into Cory's eyes. "Yes, Cory, I believe we will."


  Cory pulled him into a hug, gripping handfuls of TJs shirt. He buried his face in the crook of TJ's neck and inhaled deeply, realizing he knew that smell after all. It smelled like home.


  


  THE END
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  Craig is a crocodile shifter who loves nothing more than to sit in the river all day among his pure croc brethren. Over the past few days he's been watching this cute conservationist gather data about his dwindling habitat. But when the guy falls into the mud, the rest of the crocs think lunch but Craig thinks love.


  ~ Diane
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  CROCODYLUS ACUTUS


  By J. Rocci


  The houseboat rocked particularly violently at the same time a couple snowy egrets had a domestic dispute up on deck, knocking Craig out of a sound sleep. Yawning with a guttural growl, he rolled out of his small bunk and scratched absently at his stomach as he climbed to his feet.


  The boat swayed again, which was unusually choppy for the river. Frowning, he headed for the door and stubbed his toe on the edge of his hoard, cursing the mangled license plate and hopping on one foot until the pain died. Then he started walking normally just in time to clip his forehead on the low-hanging lintel that separated the bunk area from the boat's small galley and main cabin.


  After that, he just curled over his kitchen counter for a moment, cheek plastered to the cool surface, and glowered at his beat up alarm clock. It was the old fashion kind with twin bells on top, that he'd found in the river a couple years back like most of his trove. Sure, it was a little rusty, but he had replaced the guts and it was happily tick-tocking along now, kept safely in the main cabin where Craig couldn't accidentally crush it in the mornings.


  Sighing, he carefully pulled it over and toggled the button on the back to off. Stupid birds. He could've slept another hour, since his new friend didn't arrive at the wildlife refuge until late morning.


  Well, "new friend" might be stretching it. More like acquaintance? They'd totally made eye contact. Granted, Craig was a crocodile at the time, so it might not count.


  The dispatch on the truck radio and that old dude who accompanied him always called the latest G-man intern Grady, so Craig at least knew his name. And that Grady liked his coffee black and that his lunch was tuna every single day. His voice was wonderful, too, like Grady was just a breath away from laughing, and he was dying to hear Grady's voice with his less-sensitive human ears, to see if it was still as great.


  But Craig's little houseboat was moored as close as he could legally get to the southern tip of the Florida everglades, so it wasn't like there was a coffee bar or supermarket where he could conveniently run into the— Was a Fish and Wildlife employee technically a G-man? Or was that title just reserved for the FBI or those other guys?


  Craig realized he'd just asked the question of his rarely used stove and took that as a sign that he needed to go socialize with living creatures. Otherwise he might end up finding where his delectable object of affection lived and standing in Grady's bedroom at night, watching Grady sleep like a creeper.


  Creepers weren't cool.


  He whistled as he went up on deck, snagging a new T-shirt and jersey shorts as he went. The noisy egrets scrammed as soon as they heard him coming, going to roost in the low-hanging branches that spread over the water from the banks.


  "Good morning to you, too, Breakfast. Dinner," he greeted their retreating backsides cheerfully, tossing his clean clothes at the usual spot on deck for when he returned.


  Slipping naked over the side of the boat, he carefully descended a ladder into the brackish water. When he had first moored in the area, he'd made the mistake of diving straight into the river without being able to see what was hidden in the sediment at the bottom. He shuddered at the remembered pain.


  Once he was in up to his neck, he closed his eyes and slipped underneath the surface completely. The river was cold in the morning shadows, but the shock helped push his transformation, just like the lack of oxygen as he held his breath.


  He changed pretty much every morning these days, but it still was an effort, requiring that he relax and just let it flow.


  Soon he was scaly and jetting up the river to the wonderful mud banks that the other crocs basked on during the day. A couple years back, there'd been a harsh winter that had almost wiped out the natural crocs at his old stomping grounds, so he'd moved to the Everglades. He hadn't expected to find so many natural crocodiles in one place, but the wildlife reserve was the best social club he could have hoped for, and after three years of floating around its banks, Craig felt at home.


  Besides, the American Crocodile being on the Threatened Species list or not, Craig was less likely to get shot by poachers in the wildlife reserve. The government and conservationist groups kept the habitat as balanced as they could; there were fences and nets to keep the big boats out of certain areas— he ducked under one to enter the sanctuary, huge body undulating as his short arms and legs tucked against his sides— and the food was plentiful.


  Speaking of, he took a detour to find some tasty fish in the shallows. Mm. Bass. His human grocery bills were practically non-existent.


  His time-sense went a little wonky when he was transformed, so he wasn't surprised to see Grady already puttering around on the service road when he arrived at his basking spot. The other man was a good distance from the banks, digging in the back of a pickup truck.


  Heaving his huge form onto the opposite river bank, Craig settled in to watch, grunting at a couple of the crocs already there. The weather had been unusually warm this year, and the result had been a whacked mating season with some eligible females looking for partners while others were still preparing nests. It had left their little community on edge, and was probably part of the reason Grady was out here earlier than the interns in years past.


  Mm. Grady.


  Craig chuffed contentedly, ignoring the twitches around him. He was the biggest male there so they could suck it if they wanted to get grumpy with him. Nothing was going to distract him from the best view in the Everglades.


  Grady was singing to himself today, snippets of a song Craig didn't recognize. Craig hadn't gotten close enough yet to see the logo on the baseball cap Grady wore every day, but he thought Grady was probably from one of the Florida universities. His wire-rimmed glasses reflected the Florida sunlight through the trees, his T-shirts were usually baggy, but his jeans fit his athletic frame amazingly, and Craig may have tracked his muddy boot prints through the underbrush on a couple occasions. Grady had cooed over a baby crocodile just yesterday, one of the early little ones only a few days out from leaving the nest. Grady was adorable.


  Tripping over his own feet, Grady went down in the tall sawgrass with a curse, work bag flying through the air over his shoulder.


  Craig had also observed that Grady was something of a klutz. Not that Craig could say anything, really.


  Climbing to his feet, Grady started searching the surrounding area for his glasses. A male crocodile further down the river slipped into the water silently, nostrils and eyes just above the surface as he started to swim closer.


  Craig's eyes narrowed, a subvocal rumble starting in his chest. The female nearest him quietly took off into the water, too.


  Grady seemed oblivious to any danger, chiding himself as he found his muddy glasses and tried to clean them off on his T-shirt. Putting them back on, he squinted around him and adjusted his cap.


  "Right," he said with a sigh, futilely trying to wipe off his cute behind. "Water sampling kit. I just had it here..."


  Another female croc went water ninja and Craig had had enough of that. Just as he started to sink back into the river, though, Grady slipped in the mud again, and this time he went head over heels down the slippery bank.


  Right into the water.


  The water full of opportunistic crocodiles.


  Grady needed a keeper, Craig thought as he put on a burst of speed and bellowed a warning. On land, a croc could keep up with an Olympic runner. In the water, there wasn't much hope for their intended prey.


  The first male crocodile had stealthily gotten closer while Grady had searched for his glasses, a deadly vee in the water, and now took his chance.


  Oh hell no, Craig thought and snapped at the upstart. Dude had gotten territorial on Craig before, so he was just returning the favor.


  Over the splashing water, he thought he heard Grady make a frightened noise, a little shriek, and Craig lunged in time to head off a hungry female high-tailing it up the bank. Bumping Grady with his wide hips, Craig intended to nudge the poor guy up far enough in the mud to get some traction while he dealt with the last croc.


  Unfortunately for Grady, Craig was also something of a klutz and in crocodile form that translated to about two hundred and forty pounds of clumsy. So instead of a boost to dry grassland, Grady was launched a good ten feet through the air, all flailing legs and squeaky noises.


  Oops.


  So Craig put the smack down on the remaining croc who thought a Grady Sandwich was on the lunch menu, before worrying about the pain-filled panicked noises behind him. He turned to find Grady trying to pull himself through the grass back to his truck, right leg dragging behind him.


  Well, crap. Craig had been hoping for a coffee date, not to maim the guy. He scooted closer, moving slowly on purpose so Grady wouldn't think he was a threat, but apparently the damage had already been done.


  "Shoo! Shoo!" Grady started yelling, flinging wet clods of dirt and rocks at Craig's head, anything he could get a hold of around him. "Bad crocodile! Shoo!"


  Craig grunted as a pebble bounced off his protective eyelid. It kind of hurt like a motherfucker, but he didn't want to upset Grady more by thrashing his tail.


  Then the water sampling kit hit him square between the eyes, clipping him in the nostrils in the process, and that was the final straw. He roared as he involuntarily transformed, standing unsteadily on his feet in the squishy bank.


  Swaying, he cupped his injured nose with his hands without thinking, squishing a handful of mud in his own face. It dribbled on his chin, and he was covered from neck to toes with a thick coating, so he couldn't exactly wipe it off on his shoulder. He'd have to wait for it to dry.


  Shaking his hands didn't seem to clear them off. He spit hard, trying to at least clean his lips, and chuckled. This was ridiculous.


  He'd gotten injured in croc fights before and hadn't transformed, but that was all animal instinct and little thought. He hadn't lost his focus like this since he'd hit puberty. Gingerly, he pinched his hurt nose again with muddy fingers.


  "Oh. My. God."


  Craig looked up in time to watch Grady faint dead away.


  "Shit," he said in the silence that followed.


  Cautiously approaching Grady, Craig looked over his shoulder to the river. The other crocs had headed for less-contested grounds and that suited him just fine, but there was no guarantee that they'd stay gone for long. They wouldn't generally bother him, even as a human, but having a normal human around might be enough to cause trouble.


  He nudged Grady with a muck-covered toe. The other man was completely drenched, with wet sawgrass and algae in his hair and river mud all over his arms and legs from climbing up the bank. Grady murmured, eyes still closed, and frowned as Craig poked him another time. He'd lost his glasses again.


  This wasn't optimal at all, Craig thought with a sigh and scratched at his hair. It always felt itchy when he was in human form.


  Well, he couldn't call for help on Grady's truck radio. There would be no way for him to escape. He wouldn't be able to change back to a croc for another couple hours, unless he ate a steak or something first. It just took too much energy. But he couldn't leave Grady out here if he was injured. What if his leg was broken? It would suck if Craig saved him just to leave him for the crocs to come back, or, like, a python. Or raccoons. Craig hated those damn raccoons.


  He could always take him back to the houseboat. Probably. But that would mean moving it afterwards. Finding a quiet mooring spot near the reserve with good morning shade was always a pain in the ass.


  There was also leaving him locked in the truck cabin, if Grady hadn't lost the keys in the scuffle.


  He poked Grady again. The other man seemed so small. Craig thought he'd be taller, but he couldn't have been more than five foot eight.


  "Wha—" Grady blinked awake, gasping and flailing. "What?"


  Craig stared down at him for a long moment, realizing he was looming. "Um. Hi?"


  "You—" Grady licked his lips dryly and swallowed, then grimaced at the muck on his face. He said groggily, "You were just— I mean— I was—"


  "Um, I think you slipped and hit your head," Craig suggested helpfully. "Bad concussion. You should get that looked at."


  Grady's eyes came back into sharp focus, even without the glasses, and he glared up at Craig before he struggled to a sitting position. He seemed to regain his composure faster than Craig had.


  "You were just a crocodile," he stated simply, a frown on his face. His hands slapped down on the grass. Craig tried not to be utterly delighted by the way Grady's nose was scrunching up in confusion. "There was the big crocodile, and then there was you."


  Craig shifted from foot to foot, trying to think of an excuse. He hadn't revealed himself to another human before, even during that one semester of college where he'd mistakenly thought he could stand being away from the water for a week and ended up going for a dip in the pool after hours. Chlorine burned like whoa.


  "I, um, saw you slip. You hit your head?" He offered up again. He really needed to watch more movies or read more books or something, because he was crap at creative storytelling. "Maybe you were hallucinating?"


  Grady looked skeptical. "You just happened to see me fall down a bank. In the middle of the Everglades. In a restricted area."


  "Um. Yes?"


  "Because you were, what? Out jogging?" He arched an eyebrow. It really was quite sexy.


  Craig swallowed. "Yes. Jogging."


  "Naked?"


  Craig looked down at himself.


  "I— like the breeze?" he tried.


  Grady glared up at him in a completely adorable manner. "Yeah, right. What the hell?"


  Craig could feel the natural crocs starting to come back, winding slowly through the water. Human voices should have warned them off, made them skittish, but nothing about this season was normal.


  "How about we get you back in your truck?" Craig asked hopefully, spotting Grady's glasses on the trampled bank. He bent over to retrieve them, then realized Grady was getting a free show as the other man's face turned red, and quickly stood.


  When Craig held them out, Grady just looked at his outstretched hand suspiciously and frowned, arms crossing over his chest. "You were a crocodile."


  "Shouldn't someone be out here with you?" Craig tried again. The larger of the two females was creeping closer behind him and he really didn't like it.


  "My partner called out sick, but I'm still supposed to check in periodically," Grady said defensively. "So don't get any ideas, man."


  Ideas—? Oh.


  "I'm not going to hurt you," Craig said, trying for a grin and shaking the glasses at him encouragingly. It obviously didn't work. Maybe Craig had been out on his houseboat a little too long. Human socialization was totally going on his list of things to do.


  "Whatever," Grady growled. "Look, don't bullshit me. I know what I saw and you clearly couldn't lie your way out of a paper bag—"


  "What does that even mean?" Craig paused, hand with the glasses dropping to his mud-covered thigh.


  Grady rubbed his forehead. "I don't care what it means, because you were just a crocodile!"


  The shout took Craig off-guard and he jumped. A splash in the river behind him was all the warning he had as he realized the big male was back for a fight.


  "Time to go," he said as he ran forward, scooping an angry Grady up with an arm under his shoulders and one under his knees, before he high-tailed it for the truck bed. Craig didn't need to look over his shoulder to know that they were being chased.


  Forget mating season. It totally made everyone crazy.


  He wasn't supernaturally strong, really, but his muscles from his croc shape seemed to translate to his human form a bit, so vaulting up into the truck bed with Grady cradled in his arms wasn't that hard when his heart was threatening to beat right out of his chest.


  The vehicle lurched dangerously to the side as the other male croc rammed the rear tire. Craig thought he had it covered, but his feet were muddy and the truck bed dusty with baked dirt, and the impact sent his legs right out from under him. He landed on his butt with a pained grunt as Grady's weight knocked the air from his lungs.


  "Fuck my life, what was that?" Grady demanded, voice high and panicked right in Craig's ear, limbs flailing. "I've never heard of a crocodile attacking a truck!"


  Grady's knee was in a very uncomfortable place. Craig made a noise only dolphins could hear.


  "Oh, shit! Sorry!" Grady rolled off of Craig and onto his knees, hissing when his injured ankle struck the metal bed of the truck.


  "You okay?" Craig managed once his manly pink bits were back in the right place. That was not the kind of touching he'd wanted from Grady...


  "I'm in one piece, so I think that counts as fine right now," Grady said breathlessly, holding his leg.


  A warning rumble drew Craig's attention away. Craig craned his neck to look over the lip of the truck bed. Five crocodiles were now gathering ominously around them.


  "That's so not normal," he commented, almost to himself. "I wonder why they're—"


  The truck rocked again as the largest rammed it. Craig growled, but even with his adrenaline pumping, he couldn't feel the change in his bones. It would take a while before he could try again.


  "Well, fudge," he grumbled, relaxing back to slump across what looked like a tarp, a large tackle box, and some rolls of heavy duty fluorescent marking tape. A twig was poking him in the butt, so he shifted until he was comfortable. He finally thought to say in a low voice, "We probably shouldn't talk so loud. Seems to set them off."


  Grady just stared at him and Craig realized the other man's glasses were missing again, probably out where Grady had been lying on the bank. Oops.


  Also, Craig was still naked. And covered in mud.


  He scratched absently at his chest, brushing his fingers on his equally dirty thigh when the mud flaked off. The contents of his little nest were warm from the Florida sun, he was slowly drying but the mud felt nice on his skin so far, and Mr. G-man himself was stretched out next to Craig, hugging the bottom of the truck bed.


  Actually, this was a pretty good day. He settled in to bask, since the sun's rays felt twice as toasty reflected off the white paint job, like a little Easy Bake Oven. Perfect.


  "Seriously?" Grady whispered in a furious deadpan.


  Cracking an eye back open, Craig let his head fall to the side to arch a lazy eyebrow at him. "Hm?"


  "We're surrounded by angry crocodiles and you're taking a nap?"


  "Can't change back for at least an hour yet," Craig murmured around an involuntary yawn. "They can't get up here, and I think the one dude concussed himself on your wheel well, so—" He shrugged. "Might as well make the best of it."


  "So you admit that you were a crocodile before," Grady hissed triumphantly. "Hah."


  Craig grinned at him, pleased he hadn't run for the hills or fainted again. "Yup."


  "A were-crocodile." Grady frowned then said in a more wondering tone, "A were-crocodile that rescued me from a herd of aggressive crocodiles that are usually docile around this time of year— You're that humongous croc I've been seeing around, aren't you?" He peered at Craig. "How long have you been here?"


  Craig shrugged, lacing his hands behind his head and totally not smirking when Grady's eyes drifted to his lap. "Couple years."


  "I wonder..." Grady started muttering to himself, getting up on his knees to open the small sliding window to the truck cab. Too bad it was too small for either of them to really reach through, probably to keep the damn raccoons out.


  "—could be a result of—" He snagged a metal clipboard from the passenger seat and struggled to get it through the window. "—but would the data— No, not in such a short time period— Maybe a causal effect from the weather—"


  "Need a hand?" Craig offered, still sunbathing.


  Grady waved him off and paused long enough to peer warily over the edge at their captors. From the way Grady gulped and the bellow down below, Craig figured they were still surrounded.


  Slowly, Grady lowered himself back to the truck bed, stretching out and wincing as he settled his leg.


  "I think we need to call for help," he whispered, voice a little too calm as he enunciated slowly. "They look really crazy. I'm just here to get my internship credits so I can graduate. I'm not here to be eaten by rabid crocodiles."


  Craig frowned at him, wondering if he should re-think his crush. "Crocodiles can't get rabies. What kind of student are you?"


  "I know that. I was using hyperbole," Grady protested. Someone barked in response and he twitched. "Seriously, this is weird behavior for them. Have you ever seen them chasing humans in a pack before?"


  Shrugging, Craig crossed his ankles. "Nah, but this has been an odd season." He looked at Grady with a wide grin. "Maybe you just smell irresistible to them?"


  Grady looked at Craig, looked down at his mud-spattered clothes, then to Craig's lack of clothes, and blushed again. Without his hat, his hair seemed almost red in the sunlight. Craig filed that detail away like he dragged bits of treasure back to his hoard. Hm. A hoard of Grady...


  He realized he was staring at about the same time Grady got back to his knees and tried to reach the dash radio through the window. His arms were too short, though, and Craig was enjoying the view too much to help. There was no need to panic anyway.


  "I can change back and chase them off in about an hour," Craig offered when Grady was starting to look defeated. "We can just chill until then."


  Giving up, Grady sat down and just looked blankly at the tailgate for a moment before he visibly shook himself.


  "Right, yes. Okay. So." He turned to look at Craig, very obviously going to the effort to keep his eyes on Craig's face. Too cute. "Were-crocodile. Interesting genus. Not one you see in popular media that often, but I'm thinking it's pretty cool."


  "It has its moments." Craig nodded lazily, flopping a hand on his chest. Grady's eyes strayed downward, but just for a moment.


  "May I ask how one ends up a were-crocodile in the Florida Everglades? You look about my age."


  "Eh, I took some time off to see the world before my last year of college. My last destination was backpacking through the jungles of Belize before hitting the beaches. It's a beautiful place— gorgeous sands, lush vegetation, hot guys—" Grady's eyes widened at that, but he didn't seem put off. If anything, he started to look a little more interested. Craig grinned. "I explored some wicked Mayan ruins, but made the mistake of camping on some sacred grounds. Got chomped by a guardian spirit in the middle of the night."


  Grady blinked and seemed at a loss for words. He had really long eyelashes.


  "It's my own fault," Craig admitted readily. "I had already seen some of the famous ones by then— Xunantunich, Cahal Pech— but when I found this unmarked site deep in the jungle, I thought I'd hang out, explore for a few days. Then BAM!"


  Grady startled hard enough to shake the truck. Craig smiled wider but Grady just rolled his eyes.


  "Who would willingly camp out in a wild jungle by themselves?" he asked archly.


  "I wasn't alone. My boyfriend at the time was there, but he didn't really care about the archaeology, he just wanted the beaches. He actually slept through it all." Craig tilted his head back to contemplate the clouds overhead. "I'd always thought he didn't listen to me much. That kind of cemented it."


  "Ah."


  Craig gave him an inquiring look. "'Ah?' Was that a good 'ah' or a bad 'ah'?"


  This time Grady smiled mysteriously and shrugged one shoulder. "It was an 'ah'."


  Craig snorted and closed his eyes again. "What about you, Dr. Doolittle? How'd you end up in the swamp?"


  Chuckling, Grady tried to pull his legs in closer with a wince. "Like I said, I'm just trying to get enough credits to graduate. I have a job lined up at a conservation firm that works with the state lobbyists on environmental policy."


  It was Craig's turn to blink. "That sounds—"


  "Boring? Dull?" Grady prompted wryly.


  "No. Like you're an incredibly smart guy." Craig gave him a pointed once-over. "I think brains are hot."


  Grady blushed and buried his face in his hands. A muffled, "How is this my life?" seeped out.


  Well. Craig felt kind of bad about that one. He was just trying to give him a compliment.


  "Sorry," he offered when Grady let his hands drop again. "I didn't mean to make you uncomfortable."


  "I— You—" Grady fumbled for words. "Just, you didn't. You're not. But—"


  "But I'm a little too out there, even if you were interested?" Craig offered with a wistful smile, hoping there were no hard feelings.


  "I— um," Grady cleared his throat roughly. "I'm— I'm interested. I think. I mean, we just met. In a swamp. With hungry crocodiles."


  "Well, when you put it that way, the first date is going to have a hard act to follow."


  Grady laughed, like Craig had intended, and the sound did funny things to Craig's insides. He'd been attracted to guys before, but not like this.


  A comfortable silence descended and Craig tried not to drift off. The mud was baking on his skin, leaving him wonderfully warm, although it was starting to flake. He frowned and scratched at his stomach, intrigued as a chunk of mud fell down to shatter on the floor.


  Grady shifted and Craig looked up at him, catching a glimpse of beautiful green eyes before they darted away from his hands. Nimble fingers plucked at a loose thread from the hole on the knee of his jeans.


  "You're bleeding," Craig pointed out with a frown, seeing brownish red through the hole.


  "Huh," Grady poked at his flesh, tearing the hole wider until his entire knee was exposed. "So I am. I didn't even feel it."


  "You probably don't want to leave that dirty for long," Craig warned. "All sorts of nasty stuff is out here."


  Grady snorted. "I'm so clumsy, I've probably been exposed to every bacteria and microbe known to man. But you're right. I should flush it with drinking water. You're on the first aid kit."


  Startled, Craig sat up and twisted to check out what he thought was a tackle box. He wrestled it to the middle of the truck bed in a shower of dirt. Carefully, he opened it and found some alcohol wipes and Band-Aids.


  There was a gallon of water tucked in the corner under the tarp, and the sound of the cap popping off was loud over the quiet hum of insects and distant birdcalls. Grady poured a generous amount over his knee, revealing a shallow gash. He must have scraped it over a rock.


  When Grady gestured, Craig held out his hands and let them be rinsed off as well, shaking them in the air to dry them. He retrieved the packet of alcohol wipes and looked at Grady questioningly.


  "Go ahead, I hate this part," he said, obviously bracing himself.


  Craig opened the packet with just the tips of his fingers and dabbed at Grady's wound. Grady flinched with each contact, so Craig finally just slid his hand around the back of Grady's knee to hold him still.


  Electric shock. Three hundred feet of free fall. Diving to the darkest part of the river.


  Just that little touch of skin on skin had every nerve in Craig's body attuned to the man in front of him. He sucked in a sharp breath, alcohol wipe dangling useless from his fingers.


  Grady was staring at him in wide-eyed surprise.


  "What was that?" he breathed.


  Craig just shook his head slowly. "I don't know."


  "How—?" Grady mirrored his head shake. "I— it's like— I felt you. I still do."


  Tentatively, Craig reached out again, hand gently caressing Grady's knee. The tingle was back again, until he could feel nothing but where he was touching Grady. His entire consciousness focused down on just those little points of contact.


  Grady reached up, hand cupping Craig's jaw. Slowly, inexorably, he leaned forward until their breath mingled and his lips were scant millimeters away from Craig's.


  "Can I kiss you?" he asked on a tiny exhale.


  Craig didn't bother with words, he just pressed his mouth forward, capturing Grady's and reveling in the soft texture, the smooth slide. The smell of marshlands was sweet in his nose, still on Grady's skin from his tumble. His hand was burning where it wrapped around the tender skin of Grady's knee, and those fingers— He focused on the heat of Grady's palm against his jaw, the light touch of a pinky on his neck and the press of a thumb on his cheek.


  Oh, this was perfect. This was what he'd been craving every time he'd seen Grady, tracked his footprints. This felt right, like a puzzle piece slotting into place.


  He couldn't hold back his moan as Grady's lips parted, inviting his tongue into the warmth of Grady's mouth. Craig licked his way in, pulling back only to nibble on Grady's luscious lower lip before exploring deeper again. From Grady's harsh pants, he didn't mind if Craig took his sweet time at all.


  A low rumble and grunt from outside the truck brought Craig back into awareness of their surroundings— him, still naked and practically kneeling on the uncomfortable truck bed between Grady's legs; Grady sitting with his back against the cab of the truck, bloody knee forgotten as he captured Craig in place with just a gentle hand.


  Reluctantly, Craig turned his head to look out over the edge of the truck. The natural crocodiles were dispersing. Craig wondered if the distraction counted as cock-blocking, the jerks.


  Grady turned to watch them go as well, his hand slipping down to rest on Craig's shoulder. Craig grinned at him.


  "Told you we just had to wait them out."


  "I'm still not sure why they chased us this far in the first place," Grady mused.


  "I totally was not in cahoots with them, I swear," Craig said with his most earnest look. "But I can't argue with their results."


  Grady pulled back with a blush. "And I swear I don't normally make out with guys I just met."


  Craig beamed. "I'll choose to feel special, then."


  "No, really." Grady seemed shy, which Craig thought was adorable given the mess they had just been in and the fact that he still wasn't wearing any pants. "I'd like to take you out for that first date. Do you mind going into town?"


  "For you," Craig said solemnly, "I'd go to the vet."


  Grady paused, obviously unsure how to take that until Craig started grinning. They laughed, a tinge of relief to it, before Craig sat back far enough to look at Grady's knee again.


  "Let's get you cleaned up, yeah?" Craig suggested with a waggle of his eyebrows. "You can tell me all about this first date while I save your limb."


  Grady blushed the brightest red so far before he cleared his throat and started throwing out ideas.


  Best. Day. Ever.
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  A lonely fairy sitting on a tree-branch in a dark forest
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  Dear Author,


  I was curious when I felt the summons across the Ways between the human world and faerie realm. When the pathway opened, I followed the stone walkway through to his world, disregarding the rules that had been taught to me from childhood. I knew I was supposed to let one of the Court advisors know, but the magic called to me.


  The priest who summoned me ran when I appeared; I don't think he expected his ritual to work. I followed the scent of his magic until I bounced off his wards. His home is protected against all spirits, including me, keeping me away from the warmth of his hearth. He leaves each morning and returns in the late afternoon, often staring into the woods where he must feel my presence. I'm stuck here, sitting on a branch, counting the hours until he comes home again and praying that today is the day he'll offer an invitation of hospitality after demanding my presence.


  Until he dismisses the call, I am bound to him. His voice though— I've heard it before in my dreams. I think I've always been bound to him.


  Sincerely,


  Miya
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  THE DANGERS OF FAIRY COMPACTS


  by Katey Hawthorne


  CHAPTER 1


  Aeron stretched his wings, turning them this way and that to catch the morning sunshine and melt away the sleepiness. If only he could open up his head and let the sun in there, too. A beautiful day, and all he could think was how difficult it would be to spend it pretending there wasn't a dream voice echoing inside his skull.


  Might as well get the show started. He lifted his arms over his head and made a production of yawning.


  When he opened his eyes again, Awela had joined him in front of Emyr Hill. She stretched her own wings, the dark green veins and gold-and-silver iridescence of the translucent membrane outshining the sun itself as they caught the light.


  He snorted and folded his, a smoke-and-dusky-silver set, against his back. "Show off."


  She grinned. "Envy's ugly on you, brother."


  He rolled his eyes and fluttered some more, this time extending the curled feelers on the ends of his wings to test the airflow. They were still sluggish; nothing but a good flyabout would do. "You're not really going to dance attendance on Advisor Marth today, are you?"


  "Father went to so much trouble to get me the position. Anyhow, we have it in us to be—"


  "You. You have it in you. As if I'd be allowed to forget it." He snorted again.


  "Well don't be such a wastrel, love, and maybe Father won't expect you to disappoint."


  He didn't dignify that with a response. Let her ascend to glory through service to the Court, let her reap the benefits of their grasping father's influence. She deserved it. Aeron would find his own destiny elsewhere.


  Not because he had to. Because he wanted to. Really.


  She laughed and kissed the corner of his lips in goodbye. Before she could pull back, she paused, looking into his eyes. Hers were the same pale furleaf green, the same large round shape; they even applied charcoal in the same pattern. Nearly everything about them was identical.


  He had no complaints, except that it made it so difficult to hide anything from her. Awela's eyes narrowed.


  Aeron's stomach tightened. He tried to look away, but she'd already seen. She said, "You slept badly. You're having the dreams again?"


  "It's nothing." He extended the feelers again and found the breeze gentle. He stepped forward and fluttered faster in preparation. "Try not to debase yourself too much for Marth's pleasure today, Awela. If only for the sake of my pride."


  "It's not for his pleasure. It's for—"


  He pushed off the mossy ground, wings trilling and clicking behind him, thrilling against the slow-warming air. He rose several feet before he looked back and grinned wickedly at his sister.


  She made a rude gesture and laughed.


  And he was off.


  ****


  He flew until the muscles around his wingstalks burned and his blood rushed hard. Though he remembered last night's sleeplessness, the dream voice had faded from his memory. He never understood what it had said, only that it had been there, thundering through his skull. It left a dark, empty impression in him when it was absent, larger and fuller of echoes as he grew older.


  Sometimes he wondered whether there would be anything left of him in ten years. Maybe just a huge emptiness filled occasionally by dreams and nightmares and voices that didn't belong to him.


  Sometimes he wondered if that was what had happened to his mother.


  And other times, like now, he was annoyed with himself for being so melodramatic. He came to rest against the Old Willow's trunk and offered a distracted hello, stroking its bark. It wondered what was wrong with him, but Aeron shrugged it off, wings snapping behind him fitfully. The Willow lapsed into a companionable silence, and Aeron leaned his cheek against the trunk and closed his eyes.


  The hollow place in his mind thundered to life.


  He shivered and pushed off the tree to stand straight. He scanned the green place— the sound of the stream playing in his ears, the restless flapping of his own wings, the trepidation of the tree beside him— trying to decide if the whole morning had been a dream, and he was still asleep in the Hill. He uncurled his feelers, and the green-and-blue scent of the place intensified.


  New scents, too. One familiar and delicate, barely-there: white flowers crackling with magic. Awela's magic smelled something like it, but this was too indistinct to identify with a specific individual. It was nearly overwhelmed by the foreign scent of evergreen with a lemony flavor beneath it. Astringent, clean, but blunt magic that sent a fizzing sensation up his nose and into his head, through his feelers and into his wings, so strong the membranes vibrated with it.


  Not the magic of some unknown fairy, but completely other.


  Come now and bring me what was promised.


  The dream voice echoed in his head, and Aeron fluttered again, taking a few tentative steps forward. To understand it, to smell its magic made it feel so real. To hear it while awake, under the sun—


  Come now and finish what we started.


  Another few steps, and the air before him shimmered. He recognized the tear in the world fabric; he'd seen it from a distance and heard it described many, many times by his own father, who'd had a famous stay in the mortal realm before he and Awela had even begun to show wings.


  It couldn't be meant for him. He tore his gaze from the opening portal, glanced at the tree, which seemed to be waiting for him to choose. No help at all. At the stream, which laughed at his indecision. Cheeky water sprites.


  Come now, give me Aeron.


  For him.


  His skin pebbled as if a cold, piney wind tore through him. It rattled in the hollows of his bones, and magic sparked against his skin.


  Aeron swayed, knees weak. Part of his mind told him not to go. That it was against all the rules, and that the rules existed for everyone's protection. For the fae, for the mortals, for the realms and the world fabric itself. He ought to find an advisor first. Get official clearance, hold the proper ritual, and go on fae terms, if he must.


  He thought of that worthless troll Advisor Marth ordering his sister to fetch him a lilac tonic and cooling his feet in the Queen's Pond.


  The world fabric tore with a final hot fizzle; the doorway opened. The path was stone, mossy, as old as the mortal realm itself.


  Wings fluttering nervously behind him, heart in his throat, Aeron took the path.


  ****


  He stepped out into an alien forest, sunlight obscured by a looming dark green canopy. The evergreen magic hung thick, curling citrusy all about him.


  The pathway closed behind him with a flash of white light and a sound like the air rushing out of a bellows. Aeron felt around for the source of the magic. Of the voice.


  "Oh gods oh gods oh gods," came a muttering in the mortal tongue. The voice had spoken the language of Faerie for the spell, but it was still recognizable.


  That imaginary freezing wind tore through Aeron again. He wasn't mad. It was real. It was all real, and everyone who'd said he'd end up like his mother, everyone who'd said he was a liar, desperate for attention, was proved wrong. Wings buzzing in excitement, Aeron moved toward the voice, mentally constructing a proper greeting.


  A brown, dark-eyed face peered from behind a tree, half-obscured by shaggy hair and face-fuzz. "Oh gods!" it said again.


  Aeron reached out to him. "I have long wanted to—"


  The man— Aeron assumed that this was a man, though it was quite different from the mortal servants he'd seen at the Court— sputtered a few words Aeron didn't recognize and took off running. He crashed away through the underbrush like a wounded deer.


  For a long moment, Aeron simply stood, amazed that anything should find him the least bit alarming, let alone frightening. But then, mortals were known to be flighty things. Perhaps the idea of meeting destiny took some getting used to.


  Aeron's curiosity and excitement burned too bright, however, to wait around for the man to wrap his tiny mind around the concept. He stretched his wings, then feelers, and walked after him, observing the strange sensory experience of a new forest only peripherally. In a half-mile or so the trees thinned, and the evergreen magic-scent thickened, stationary.


  A small stone dwelling huddled just beyond the tree line. Aeron was so intent on the trail that he hardly noticed the magic-scent was too thick. He put one foot beyond the clearing and was promptly thrown backwards on his ass, his foot stinging as if he'd just stepped on a hornet's nest. Gritting his teeth, he reached out one of his toes that retained feeling. The magic shimmered, threatening.


  Wards. Nothing could move beyond them without an invitation.


  The door to the man-dwelling banged shut.


  Aeron sighed, raised his wings, and leaned back on one hand. He reached out and touched a tree absently. It spoke in much simpler language than he was used to, but it seemed friendly enough.


  At least something here was.


  


  CHAPTER 2


  On the first day, Aeron waited patiently. The trees were very fine and had some first rate branches; they liked his company, and he liked theirs, though he wouldn't have called it stimulating. The man-dwelling belched smoke into the morning sky, smelling of coarse magic and all sorts of sweet and pungent herbs. In the late morning, the man emerged with a sack over one shoulder. The fuzz on his face was gone, and his hair lay down flat and shiny. He glanced up at Aeron's tree.


  Aeron sat straighter, hoping to catch his eye.


  The man ducked his head and moved in the other direction. Aeron smelled him— too much evergreen; he had wards on his person now, so it was no good following. He felt the man circling back some ways behind. He'd gone around simply to avoid Aeron.


  Well, it wouldn't be the first time someone had gone out of their way to avoid him, but it would be the first time he hadn't done a thing to deserve it. Aeron sat and waited, occasionally talking to his tree, wondering if Awela had missed him, feeling certain that his father had not, and trying to guess the meaning of this strange sequence of events.


  His father always said he was too impatient. That he would know what he was meant for when the time came. Aeron hadn't known he'd meant it so literally, but here it was. The voice in his head was real, flesh-and-blood, and, of all things, mortal.


  And if he had to wait, well, he would wait.


  Not because he had to. But because he wanted to.


  ****


  By the fourth day, Aeron was sick of waiting. Every night he sat in the tree and watched the small, round opening in the man-dwelling. Sometimes the man would appear there, and even if his pathetic mortal eyes couldn't see Aeron, he must have felt him. Aeron felt him moving around in that little stone hill, peeking, pacing, fretting, magicking. Worrying.


  So why wouldn't he let Aeron in?


  Maybe it was a mistake after all. The voice hadn't come to his dreams since he'd arrived in this forest, so he couldn't compare. Maybe he'd been wrong, and the man had only sounded similar. Maybe Aeron had heard what he wanted to hear because he didn't want to go mad.


  Awela surely missed him by now. He felt terrible, thinking how worried she must be.


  But he couldn't go home. Even if he knew how— perhaps something he ought to have considered before stepping onto the path— this horrid little man had bound him somehow. If he didn't discover what it meant, how would be ever be free of the tormenting voice?


  Aeron sighed in frustration. The tree tried to tell him it wasn't his fault. It offered him some of its sweet leaves to chew. Aeron sucked at the stems and gave the tree a sullen thank you. It was too stupid to know he was being sullen, anyhow.


  Everything here was stupid. Perhaps it was the perfect place for him, after all.


  ****


  By the seventh day, Aeron was livid. The sheer nerve of this mortal creature, with his brusque, un-nuanced magic and his inexplicable fear. This must be some form of revenge. Maybe one of the fae had stolen away his sister and held her now at Court in thrall. Maybe he was one of those clerics like in the old days, the kind that used to hunt friends of the fae in the old stories.


  Maybe he was just a horrible, inhospitable, thoughtless little wretch.


  This time, when the man was on his way back from wherever it was he went all day, Aeron was surprised to feel him taking the path straight for his tree. The magic was still too thick; the man had his wards. He was talking, too. Aeron couldn't hear it, but he could feel, and it sent shivers up his spine and through his wings.


  There could be no mistake. This was the one who'd called him. Who'd been calling him for nearly twenty years.


  Please, he thought, anger faltering shamefully. Please tell me why I'm here. Tell me what this means. Please let me in.


  Another scent— magic like honey and smoke, with that same bluntness. Soon, a voice drifted to his ears to match it, low and musical. Aeron couldn't feel her like he felt the man; he knew only her smell, her sound.


  He waited, angry and hopeful and desperate by turns, until they came through the trees, right to the base of his perch, and looked up.


  Aeron pressed his lips into a thin line to convey his irritation.


  The woman bowed. "My lord, it's an honor."


  It wasn't until the evergreen man bowed too that Aeron realized she was speaking to him.


  "I am not a lord," Aeron said, voice tight. And no wonder; the moon had gone through a quarter of its cycle since he'd last used it.


  The woman— who had the same golden-brown complexion, but white hair beneath a scrap of fabric on her head— ooked up once more. "Will you come down so we can speak?"


  "I cannot," Aeron snapped.


  The humans exchanged a look. The man--the voice, it was certainly the voice— asked, "Why not?"


  "Your wards." Aeron wished he knew the mortal word for idiot. And then thought perhaps it was best that he did not.


  The man jumped, pulled a small bag out of his massive cover-all garb, and spoke some words. The evergreen-lemon scent intensified so that Aeron curled his feelers up to avoid it, and then it faded completely.


  Aeron fluttered to the ground. The woman bowed again. The man stared, mouth agape, at his wings.


  Aeron folded them tight against his back and stuck out his chin. "Why did you bring me here?"


  The man's mouth closed. Then opened. Then closed. His dusky skin acquired a pinkish undertone.


  "What may we call you?" the woman asked.


  "You know my name is Aeron." It was all very polite and proper not to ask him for it, but the man had called for him as such, after all. Aeron stared at him for a moment longer, narrowly avoiding tapping his foot. When it became obvious he wasn't getting a reply to his own question— the man was clearly as stupid as his trees, if not more so— he returned his attention to the woman. "What may I call you?"


  "Kamala. And this is Tammas."


  Tammas bowed his shaggy head. "I am so sorry."


  Aeron examined the creature more closely. What sort of response was that?


  The woman, Kamala, spoke under her breath. "You ought to be, boy. Don't you have something else to say to him?"


  Tammas met Aeron's gaze. "Please will you come inside and share my fire?"


  The vibration of the wards around the house— background noise since the moment of his arrival, like the babbling of a brook— ceased.


  Aeron had decided three days ago precisely what he'd say in the mortal tongue if this moment ever came. "In my world, it is very rude to leave a guest outside."


  Though I'm clearly not here as guest. Well, whatever it is we're meant to do, let's get it over with.


  "In ours, too." Kamala shot the man a meaningful look. "You'd better explain, Tam. I'll see you boys soon."


  Tammas nodded, met Aeron's gaze for another second, and then beckoned for him to follow into the man-dwelling.


  ****


  "I am so sorry."


  Aeron rolled his eyes. He wished he'd begun counting the first time Tammas had said that; it could be like a kind of game, by now.


  Tammas was quiet for a moment, his back to Aeron as he stirred a foul-smelling stew over the fire. The variety of herbs and half-magical concoctions cluttering the place helped to mask the odor, so long as Aeron kept his feelers curled. Eventually, Tammas said, "You— you speak our language very well."


  "I do not." Aeron stared hard at his back. Tammas wasn't much bigger than he was; the cloak-garment had hidden his true, trim form. He covered almost every inch of his skin with bulky fabrics, and Aeron wondered how he could stand it.


  Another moment of silence before Tammas turned again. "The stew will be done soon. It just needs a moment to finish thickening. You must be hungry."


  Aeron stuck out his chin. "No."


  "I'm so... Shit." Tammas raked both hands through his hair, avoiding Aeron's gaze. "Aeron— did I say it right?"


  "You said it right when you called me, too."


  "I didn't mean to call you."


  Impossible. Aeron distinctly remembered the pull of the magic. It had been strong enough to make him disregard the rules, even, and—


  Well, he liked disregarding the rules. But the point was that it had obviously been a summoning ritual, and that he had called Aeron's name. Aeron was about to ask how he even knew it.


  But Tammas spoke again, in that halting way he had. "I— I didn't know what that spell was. My mother left it for me when she died. She said once I got a hold on my own magic, I could... Oh, it doesn't matter."


  Aeron's wings twitched in annoyance. "You must be very bad at magic, not to know it was a summoning ritual."


  "I knew." Tammas looked up, dark eyes flashing with something new for just a moment before his shoulders slumped again. "I just thought it would summon, um, berries."


  Aeron didn't know if he wanted to fly away, scream, start a fight, or simply lie down and cry. Come now and finish what we started. Since when did berries finish what anyone had started? Unless—


  "Aeronberries," Tammas went on, as if he wouldn't know. "They're— they're almost impossible to come by. Sometimes my mother used spells to get what she needed from your world to finish a recipe. I didn't— didn't think I was strong enough to bring a whole person here."


  "You did more than bring me," Aeron said, hands clenching into fists at his side, wings quivering again.


  Tammas' gaze flicked to them, then back to his face, then to the wings again. "I did?"


  "Well, I cannot know that it was you," Aeron had to admit. He folded his wings up tight, just to spite the man. "But something bound us."


  Tammas pulled at his hair and chewed at his lower lip.


  "Why?" Aeron insisted.


  "I didn't..." Tammas took a deep breath, filling his chest so it swelled beneath the soft-looking white material. Then he raised his gaze once more. "I'll find a way to undo it. To send you home."


  "Find a way to get your voice out of my head, first. Idiot." He still didn't know it in the mortal tongue, so he spoke the last word in his own.


  "What?"


  "Your voice. In my head. For years. Decades. At least if you make it stop, this will not be a waste." Just a disappointment. But then, that's more my style, I suppose.


  Tammas had a far-off look in his eyes, but they were much, much darker than any Aeron had ever seen and difficult to read. Tammas stuttered, "I— I will. I'll find a way. Kamala is helping me look; I only just told her why this afternoon. She— she was so angry with me for leaving you outside."


  Aeron collapsed onto a long wooden bench near a battered table. "I thought I might like her."


  "I'm sorry. I just— your magic smells so strong." Tammas' gaze was on the wings again as Aeron adjusted them to hang behind the bench and curled his feelers tighter. The smell was vaguely nauseating, though he couldn't place it. Tammas watched until his wings were settled, then went on, "And it's so— it's overwhelming, up close. And you're so..."


  "So...?"


  Tammas sighed and turned back to the stew. "I'm sorry."


  "If I say I believe you, will you stop saying that?"


  Tammas looked over his shoulder, and Aeron was shocked to find a smile on his lips. It was sincere and warm, and for a moment, all the fear and panic seemed to bleed out of him. Enough so that Aeron found himself smiling back, if only just.


  No point being difficult. As Awela was fond of reminding him, it didn't help things get done faster. Aeron said, "I can help. We will find a way to get you out of my head, and I will go home." And maybe find out why you're in my head, while we're at it, because none of this makes a great deal of sense.


  Aeron could feel him, even with the magical scent dampened and the overpowering fug of the stew and the crackling fire and the herbs hanging in neat rows to dry from the low roof. Could it really have been an accident? Yes, his name had power, power over him, but could it give him away so haphazardly as that?


  It shouldn't be possible.


  Tammas jerked him out of his unpleasant reverie by saying, "Deal."


  Aeron smirked. "Deal."


  Tammas' shoulders shook a little again as he lifted the stew off the fire with a sturdy branch. "Not supposed to make compacts with fairies, I guess."


  Aeron shrugged. "We follow the rules. Just that mortals never understand the— the little things?"


  "Details?"


  "Yes. Details. Mortals are bad at details."


  Tammas chuckled. "Apparently."


  Aeron smirked some more.


  Still smiling, Tammas ladled some brownish stew onto a round flatbread he'd set out earlier for Aeron. "There. Something hot in your stomach will make everything seem better. And maybe we can start over, tomorrow?"


  Aeron was willing to make the most of things, but he wasn't sure he could go that far. He raised his eyebrows.


  Tammas ladled some stew for himself and sat at the bench across from him. He scooped up some stew in a bit of bread then shoved it into his mouth. "It's not bad. Try it."


  Aeron was a touch hungry, no matter what he'd said, and maybe it tasted better than it smelled. He probably just needed to get used to mortal food. He attempted this method of eating with the fingers, recognized some sweet root vegetables, carrots and potatoes and something else. The brown sauce left an offensive, oily film on his tongue. He sopped it up with more bread and tried again; this time he bit into something springy, chewy, and unpleasant. It triggered his gag reflex, but he repressed it. "What kind of mushroom is it?" Not like any kind he'd ever had, but he swallowed it anyhow. His stomach flipped over, but he took another bite of the bread— which was, at least, very good.


  Tammas was happily shoveling his own dinner down his mortal gullet. "There are no mushrooms."


  "There is a..." Aeron didn't know the word, so he mimicked chewing fiercely.


  "Oh, that's the rabbit. It's not the most tender, but—"


  Aeron froze, hand hovering in the air. "Rabbit?"


  "Yes. Rabbit. Like..." Tammas looked around helplessly, then held up two fingers and mimed a rabbit hopping across the table.


  "I know what a rabbit is, idiot." Aeron's stomach flipped again, and this time showed no sign of stopping. Acid rose up his throat and onto the back of his tongue. "You put it in your food?"


  Tammas' dark eyes were wide. "Is that bad?"


  "I—" How to express the sheer, unmitigated horror in this limited tongue? "I ate a rabbit?"


  "Well, not the whole—"


  Aeron knocked over the bench in his haste to reach the door, wings beating to keep him on his feet. He fell to his knees in the cool, fragrant grass, took a long draw of sweet air.


  And promptly regurgitated the contents of his stomach on the lawn. The two bites of stew were as they had been, but dyed red by the berries he'd been eating for the sevenday previous. He thought that would be the end of it, but his stomach rebelled again, pumping acid into his throat, forcing his eyes shut and contorting his entire body with the force of the expulsion.


  Tammas' footsteps thundered up behind him. "Oh gods. Oh gods, I'm so sorry. I didn't know. I didn't know. Oh—"


  "Stop talking and—" But Aeron was interrupted by another mighty retch.


  He felt more than saw Tammas kneel on the grass beside him. Gentle fingers in his hair, gathering it from where it hung about his arms and shoulders and pulling it into a fist at the back of his neck, so the tail tickled between his wings. Aeron heaved again and again, too much taken by the violence of it to think. When his stomach began to calm, the idea of a furry little rabbit in his food returned full force, and he groaned with dizziness, kneeling over a puddle of his own vomit on this man's lawn.


  This man who hadn't even meant to call him. Who did not have the key to his destiny. Who could not promise him he wasn't going mad. Who didn't have anything but "I'm sorry I'm an idiot and don't understand magic and ruined your life and made you eat a rabbit" for him.


  Tammas, infuriatingly oblivious, rubbed at Aeron's shoulders with his free hand. Eventually, he asked, "All out?"


  Aeron nodded and sat back on his heels. "Yes. I am empty." One thing to be thankful for, at least.


  Tammas let go Aeron's hair and finger combed it gently. He whispered, "I'm so sorry."


  Aeron shivered. That voice, so close to his ear.


  This wasn't right. This wasn't how it was supposed to be. He closed his eyes. "What kind of horrible place is this?"


  Tammas helped him to his feet and steadied him with surprising strength. He slipped beneath Aeron's arm and seemed to have some trouble deciding where to put his own. He eventually decided on looping it around Aeron's waist, below his wings— which Aeron thought would've been obvious. Tammas said, "Maybe you should try and eat some—"


  "No. No food." Aeron's stomach flipped at the thought.


  Tammas took him to a little well and gave him water to rinse his mouth, and then to drink. By then, Aeron could walk on his own two feet, and insisted on doing so, shaking off the mortal's arm and ignoring his doe-eyed, pleading looks. He collapsed into Tammas' bed when it was offered, and promptly fell asleep.


  ****


  In a dreamlike stupor, Aeron readjusted. Something pulled at his wings, and he tried to flick it off. They tangled with whatever it was, and it weighted them down.


  His eyes snapped open, and he shouted, "Get it off!" He hopped to his knees and wrestled with the infernal thing for a few seconds before he realized where he was and what had happened.


  Tammas jumped onto the bed and disentangled him from what turned out to be a blanket. Aeron mustered as much dignity as he could, stifling a sigh of relief. When he finished, Tammas placed a calming hand against his back. "I'm sorry. You were shivering last night, so I thought— thought a blanket would help. You, um..." He cleared his throat. "You should probably wear some of my clothes."


  Aeron glanced down at his chest, his legs folded beneath him, the small scrap of his garment, meant simply to "protect the dangly parts", as Awela was fond of saying. Tammas wore no shirt just then, and his torso was littered with patches of hair— not like fur, but thin and silky-looking. There was a particularly interesting trail of it that began at his navel and disappeared into his overprotective breeches.


  When Aeron looked up, Tammas' face was bright red. The man turned, sat at the edge of the bed, and leaned over with his elbows on his thighs.


  Aeron snorted. His throat felt dry and raw, and his mouth still tasted like sick. "You look ridiculous in all those clothes. I only look like myself."


  "To be sure." There was a small laugh in Tammas' voice. "But you can't go out like that."


  "You will—" He paused. After listening to Tammas for a while, he knew he wasn't doing that right. "You'll allow me to go out with you?"


  He sat straighter and looked over his shoulder. "Allow you? Could I stop you, now I've destroyed the wards?"


  "You have no others?" Aeron felt foolish again. He wondered if the story from last night was the truth; maybe Tammas really hadn't bound him. Maybe the summoning was an accident.


  Maybe he really was going mad.


  "Oh, uh, no more. Promise." Tammas stood and stretched. His back was less hairy, the skin smooth and golden-brown. Long lines of muscle sank prettily into the V at the small of his back.


  Maybe he should dress more like Aeron, instead. Idiot.


  CHAPTER 3


  They broke their fast on delicious flatbread and a sweet summerapple jam. This time, there were no corpses on the menu, but Aeron hadn't the stomach to thank his reluctant host. He was ravenous and wanted to keep the bread down.


  Tammas played with his little apothecary table, as he called it, pounding with a mortar and pestle, wrapping powders in brown paper, funneling oils into jars, and filling the room with a scent that was half-magic, half-herbs, and far more elegant than his everyday magic— elegant for any magic, in truth. Aeron, in the meantime, struggled to cinch the awkward-fitting breeches Tammas had insisted he don.


  "You're sure you won't wear a shirt?" Tammas asked as they set out on the path to Kamala's.


  Aeron shot him a dirty look.


  Tammas sighed and threw a blanket-thing over Aeron's arm. "Just promise me that if we see anyone else, you'll hide your wings under this shawl."


  Aeron eyed it with suspicion. "Why?"


  Tammas squeezed his arm through the shawl-thing and fixed him with the doe-eyed look. "Because people who are different aren't safe in this world. And— and I know I failed last week. And last night. But while you're here, you're my responsibility. I have to take care of you."


  Aeron snorted. "You think very much of yourself."


  "We must have that in common." A little twitch of a smile.


  In spite of himself, Aeron returned it.


  They followed the forest path until the trees began to thin and plumes of smoke rose in the distance. Aeron uncurled his feelers; wood smoke, yes, and bread, people— some magic, most not— a river somewhere nearby. "A mortal town?"


  Tammas nodded. "But we won't be going in, don't worry. Kamala takes care of my business for me." He veered off onto what looked like a deer trail, walked several yards, and then stopped, looking up.


  Aeron stopped behind him, taking in the green essence of the forest, separating one scent from another and exploring them, comparing them to plants he knew from home.


  "Flower. Cleric's staff." Tammas handed his pack to Aeron. "If you hear anyone coming, just hide behind that great oak, all right?"


  Aeron nodded. He was distracted by something in the bag. Hidden beneath layers of fabric and Tammas' herbs and compotes, but yes. Faint white flowers and a magical crackle, just as there had been underlying Tammas' evergreen-lemon the day the path between worlds had opened. Something in the bag—


  The evergreen smell peaked, filling Aeron's senses and demanding his attention. He followed it until he was looking straight upward at Tammas, who hung by one hand off a precarious branch, eyes closed, lips moving.


  Praying. When his lips stilled, Tammas opened his eyes and snatched for a long white flower. It sprouted from the tip of a vine that had crept from one tree to another, its sole flower.


  Aeron reached for the vine and the tree. The latter expressed their harmonious situation— rather than a parasite-and-host arrangement— in the simple style he'd come to expect of this forest. They were satisfied with Tammas' prayer. Vines weren't much good for talking, but Aeron exchanged a few more brief feelings with the tree as Tammas swung back to the ground, landing with surprising lightness.


  Aeron, palm still pressed to the smooth bark, fingering a vine leaf, said, "I could have flown up and got it, you know."


  Tammas flushed.


  Aeron smiled. "Your prayers are good."


  "I— they are?"


  Aeron nodded and handed off the bag. "Feel it?"


  Tammas edged nearer and reached out for the tree. His long, careful fingers fluttered over the vine's leaves before nestling between them and the trunk. He scrunched up his nose and said, "I don't feel anything."


  "Then why did you pray?" Aeron asked.


  "To say thank you. It's— it's what I do. I'm a mendicant cleric." He popped the long flower into a pocket, but kept his fingers on the tree.


  "Is— isn't it frustrating when they don't respond?"


  Tammas looked surprised. He indicated the flower, then lifted his bag. "They give me all this. How could I be frustrated?"


  A good answer. Aeron placed his hand over Tammas' and pressed it to the tree trunk. He asked the tree if it would show Tammas how it felt, and it agreed. Aeron stirred up his own magic for a push in the right direction, channeling it through Tammas' hand. An unexpected surge of power overcame his senses briefly before Aeron managed to shake it off and focus. It left his skin tingling and his mind whirring.


  Tammas took a long, deep breath and swayed on his feet, eyes half-closed. When the tree responded with good feelings, simpler even than before for the benefit of the unpracticed mortal, his eyes flew wide open, pupils shrinking to pinpoints. "Oh gods. Oh gods. Was— was that what I think it was?"


  So much fear in this peculiar little man. Aeron patted his hand. "Maybe you can do it yourself, if you practice. Your magic is stronger than I thought, just unrefined. It's like trying to pick a flower with two boulders instead of these pretty fingers." He traced the tips of his own over Tammas' knuckles before pulling away.


  "Your magic smells like berry wine," Tammas said, eyes still wide. "I feel drunk just being near it."


  "I've never heard wine before. My sister says it's like strawberries, though. She says that's why I can't resist them." An emptiness bloomed in his middle. No one else would notice or care if he never came back. But she...


  I'm sorry I didn't follow the rules, Awela. Once I get back, I'll never break them again.


  ... probably.


  Standing there thinking of his sister could only remind him of the white-flower scent of her magic, and so he asked, "Is there something magic in your bag? Apart from your concoctions?"


  Tammas cleared his throat. "Just something for Kamala to look at."


  "It feels familiar. Maybe I can help with it."


  "Um, maybe. Come on, if we get there soon enough, she'll have fresh bread."


  Aeron followed, wondering if he was being put off or if this was just another symptom of the greater idiot problem.


  ****


  Kamala didn't have a library so much as a room made of books. They were stacked from floor to ceiling— a ceiling of stone and wooden beams, unlike Tammas' little dwelling. She had a store of rare herbs two rooms over, and Aeron's wings buzzed with excitement the moment he uncurled his feelers. "You have sweetmint?"


  She didn't know it by that name, but she ushered him into her store-room and told him to do as he pleased. He took a little of her sweetmint, combined it with some darkmoon clove, and set a kettle on to boil. His mother's favorite tea. Awela and Father never kept it because they didn't like to remember her.


  He, on the other hand, loved to. Perhaps he only twisted memory to suit him, but he was certain he had been his mother's favorite.


  Just when the tea was ready, he spotted a sprig of aeronberries and plucked a single dried pink bead from the stem. He deposited it in the pocket of the awkward breeches for safekeeping.


  ****


  They went on like that for half a moon. Kamala always gave them lunch (she never ate carcass, thankfully) and helped them research binding in the afternoon. They'd go home just before dark, work in Tam's herb garden, light the fire, and talk of nothing for a few hours before falling asleep. Tammas would tell stories from the endless books he'd read, oftentimes hilarious prevarications about Faerie or wolves that became men or men that drank blood. Aeron would tell stories of Court gossip and intrigue or silly anecdotes about his sister's teachers or about the plants at home he'd never seen or smelled in Tammas' forest.


  Aeron had not completely forgiven Tammas his summoning mistake, nor could any of their little circle come up with an explanation for the binding being of such long duration. The whole affair was a dreadful inconvenience.


  And yet, it might have been worse.


  Aeron didn't mind Tammas' house--that was what the humans called their artificial dwellings, houses— so much. He liked the sweet green smell of it and the woodsmoke in the evenings. He'd never been much for study, but he'd learned a few interesting tricks in Kamala's books. He liked making himself useful translating difficult passages in High Ancient Faerie and learning new expressions in their language. Though Aeron had never thought of himself as a teacher, it was even gratifying to watch Tammas improve daily at communicating with the trees. Tam swore his magic had never been so strong as it was when Aeron was near, and even Aeron had to acknowledge that uncanny surge each time they worked together— perhaps some byproduct of the binding, perhaps simple compatibility. He still called Tam idiot in his native tongue on occasion, but it had become a term of endearment.


  It was an adventure, albeit a quiet one, just like the one his father had all those years ago. He missed Awela, but at least he had something to do here.


  At the end of Aeron's second sevenday in Tammas' house, when the moon was full and high, he stripped off the awful breeches and sat in the grass to watch the stars. They looked the same here as they did at home. He stretched his wings, wincing. That was the biggest drawback to the arrangement: he couldn't have a proper flyabout, with the village so near. He sighed and fluttered, letting magic seep from his fingers into the ground until the grass formed a fine cushion under his backside and hands.


  After long moments, he became aware of Tammas in the doorway behind him. He turned to look, lowering his wings against his back to get the full view. "What are you doing there?"


  Tam said, "Please don't put them away."


  Aeron turned his face back to the sky before Tammas could see his smirk and stretched his wings again. Awela's were the finest of anyone's in the light; it was a well-known fact. But Aeron didn't need to be ashamed of his in the dark, at least. They looked their best in full moonlight.


  "I smelled your magic all the way inside." Tammas came and sat beside him. "What did you do to the grass?"


  "I grew it."


  Tammas sighed. "If I could do what you can do..."


  "Then what?"


  Tam chewed his bottom lip.


  Aeron liked to watch this funny little habit of his, so he didn't speak again until it stopped. "What do you want to be, Tam?"


  "I don't know. I know what I'm supposed to be..."


  Another habit of Tam's: not finishing his sentences. Aeron knew better than to wait for it. "I'm not supposed to be anything."


  Tammas wrinkled his nose. "Says who?"


  "My father. On days he bothers to acknowledge my existence at all." Aeron winced when it was out— he must have been more homesick than he'd known, to admit so much. A change of subject was needed. Tam often spoke of his dead mother, but never of his father, so Aeron asked, "What did your father do? Are you supposed to be like him?"


  "Yes, actually. He was the high cleric of the great monastery in town. He kept my mother out here to keep her a secret, and when I was born..." Tam shrugged.


  "Why didn't he live with her here? I like this place."


  "Some kinds of clerics are meant to be, um, chaste."


  "I don't understand."


  Tammas squirmed. "They can't..."


  Aeron liked to watch this, too. By that time he had deciphered the meaning of the new word, but he had no intention of saying so. He grinned. "Can't what?"


  "You're teasing me." Tammas laughed, red-faced.


  "I wouldn't."


  Tammas made an effort to school his face and failed beautifully. "I only mean to say that— that he was very high-ranking, and he would've lost his position if he was so open about a mistress and son. He would rather have kept the money and power than us."


  There was an astonishing thought. "Clerics have money and power?"


  Tammas laughed. "That's a longer explanation than I have the stomach for, I think. The upshot is that my mother wanted money and power for herself— security for us— and she thought I could get it if she raised me to the cleric life. It's the only way boys with no family can go up in the world. But I'm not powerful enough to rise that high. I think she— she always knew it.


  "Anyhow, I hate the monastery. It's the mendicant's path for me."


  "That seems wise. And much more interesting," Aeron admitted. The religion of the mortals, as Tammas practiced it, was simple. Take from the earth, thank the earth, receive blessings in return. They thought of elemental spirits as gods and treated them as such. The townspeople gladly paid for a gifted forest-cleric's ointments and poultices and teas, and Tammas had the trees to keep him company. Idyllic and charming.


  To add people and money and power would make it like Court life. Politics and backstabbing always followed power.


  "I would like to teach," Tammas admitted. "But the herbalism master is much stronger than me. Besides, they'd never give the job to a nobody."


  "You're somebody. Even I've learned from you."


  "You're the one who knows things."


  Aeron smirked and fluttered. "Yes, but you have moments of brilliance."


  Tam laughed and, as usual, his gaze trailed to Aeron's back. "Did you do something to your wings? They look different tonight."


  Aeron grinned. "It's only the moonlight, but thank you for noticing."


  "You must feel like an insect in a jar, the way I stare. I can't help it sometimes."


  "I've seen your bottle of crushed dragonfly wings." Aeron arched an eyebrow. He'd almost been sick again when he'd discovered it, but that was far from the most disturbing thing on Tammas' shelves, and most of it had come down from his mother.


  Tammas squirmed and looked away.


  Aeron took pity. "You can touch them, if you like. They won't break."


  He looked up from beneath a fringe of hair. "Really? I mean— I touched them that morning with the blankets, but..."


  Aeron had forgotten about that. What a strange mind this man had: he could forget his own rucksack in the middle of a forest path if some fascinating plant caught his eye but remembered the most obscure details with ease. Aeron said, "Go ahead."


  Tam leaned nearer, his ambient evergreen-lemon scent subverted by the spicy soapfoam he used to scrape the fuzz from his face every morning. It was already growing back, but it looked well on the sharp, pretty lines of his face. He held out one hand and touched, feather-light, at the top of Aeron's wing.


  Aeron smiled. "Just don't mind if I start fluttering; sometimes it tickles."


  Tammas nodded, all seriousness. "It's not like a dragonfly's at all, though it looks it. So much more flexible. And this joint, here," he ran his finger down the side of the wingstalk, "the way it folds is remarkable. In and down like a housefly's, but with the full range of motion." The finger slipped up to the thicker, bright silver vein at the leading edge, then followed it all the way down to where it trailed off into hair-thin feelers, black as night.


  Aeron's skin pebbled on that side of his body. He chuckled. "Now I feel like an insect in a jar."


  "There was never an insect like this." Tammas had that faraway look in his eyes as he ran four fingertips down the translucent, smoky membrane and over tiny cross veins. "It doesn't feel like it should be able to support your weight."


  "It's never let me down before."


  Whether he'd heard him or not, Aeron couldn't say. Tam slipped his fingers beneath the lower vein, then back to the wingstalk again. His warm hand found the soft skin of the under joint, flush with blood pumping into the wing and a hundred times more sensitive than the inside of his elbow or knee; difficult to get to, and for good reason. A warm, ebullient liquid sensation filtered from the point of contact through Aeron's blood, into his middle where it collected, heating steadily. He let his eyes flutter closed and silently hoped Tam wouldn't stop.


  "It's so soft, too." Tammas was almost whispering now, talking to no one. Aeron lost track of his fingers as Tam ran them back and forth over the thick vein and joint. "But strong."


  "So is skin," Aeron said with some difficulty.


  "I suppose." Tammas stroked from the joint, under the wing, away toward the tightly curled feeler.


  Aeron sighed in disappointment.


  Tammas paused. "Oh gods."


  "I hate when you say that. That always means you think something terrible is about to happen."


  "I didn't hurt—?"


  "Do it again," Aeron said. Then, as an afterthought, "If you want."


  Another pause.


  Aeron glanced at him.


  Tam's mouth hung open. "I— I mean... do you... want? Maybe I shouldn't, um..."


  Aeron rolled his eyes and looked back up at the sky. The heat in his belly still spread; his cock had begun to swell, and it would torture him now. He knew mortals played for fun, too. Rumor had it some of the Court thralls were kept just for that purpose and that they were even more interested in sex than their fae masters.


  In any case, who would want to play with an insect in a jar? Tammas wasn't a normal human. Or maybe he was, and the ones in Faerie weren't. Either way, they weren't the same; either way, Aeron was a curiosity. He sighed. "Never mind. Tell me more about—"


  A hot hand, feather-light again, caressed the lowermost vein of his wing, moving slowly to the wingstalk joint. Tam tickled the thin, elastic skin beneath once more, brushing his fingers over it one after the other, then back again.


  Aeron shivered and hummed in approval. His nipples hardened, and the rush between his legs intensified. Maybe there was something to this fondness for humans as play-friends, if they all had hands like Tam's. And he didn't just find the spot and keep at it, either— Tam moved away, running his fingers up the middle of Aeron's back, to the nape of his neck, where they wound in his hair and raked gently at his scalp. Aeron's eyes drifted closed again, and he barely resisted an urge to rub up against Tammas like one of the Queen's prized lapcats.


  "Your hair feels like— like silk," Tammas whispered. "Your skin, too. I don't understand how— how..."


  Aeron hummed again. "How what?"


  "How you're not a dream I'm having."


  "Why not?" Aeron was purring like that lapcat, by then, and he didn't care. "You were a dream I had. Maybe we're both asleep, me in my world, you in yours."


  "I don't want it to be. I'm sorry I wrecked your life with that summoning spell. If I'd known, I wouldn't have done it, I swear. But... Please don't hate me, but I'm not sorry you're here."


  Aeron opened his eyes, considering. There was a strange energy about Tammas just then, something he'd only felt in brief flashes before, usually at night by the fire. It wasn't an "I want to play naked with you" energy, not precisely. Something as deep and serious as his dark eyes and gentle voice. Aeron had no name for it, as he'd never encountered its like before.


  It beguiled him, though. He let the thoughts slip out even as he had them: "In truth, I don't think I would've answered the summons if I had much worth missing at home. It's fair enough, for the moment, as compacts go. I'm not sorry I'm here, either."


  Tam's hand raked through his hair, all the way to the bottom. Then it flattened at the small of Aeron's back, fingers skirting the split of his ass where it emerged from its protective scrap of fabric.


  Aeron smiled. That meant "I want to play naked with you". He turned his head, met Tam's eyes just long enough to realize that he both understood what was happening and was startled by it, and then kissed him on the mouth. Hard.


  Tam gave a muffled sound of surprise, but applied his free hand to the side of Aeron's face and tilted it to match the angle of his own. Their mouths opened together, and Aeron flicked his tongue into Tam's, over the roof, the back of his teeth, tasting the sugar-liquor and strawberries they'd snacked on after dinner.


  Tammas picked wild strawberries almost every day now, come to think of it.


  They kept at it, feeling each other out, hands moving slowly, tongues darting in and out. Aeron found his minimal clothing restrictive, uncomfortable; his cock had a mind of its own, and it had been so long, he'd almost forgotten the heady rush of sensation. He closed off the kiss with a wet sound and bit gently at Tam's full, pinkish-brown lower lip.


  "Oh gods," Tammas said, but this time it didn't sound as if he expected something terrible. Quite the opposite.


  Aeron sat up on his knees and pulled at Tam's shirt. "I hate this thing."


  Tam laughed and obliged him by removing it, and Aeron focused on pulling the cord out of his breeches. Tam let himself be pushed back into the grass. "What are we—?"


  "Naked." Aeron paused, the cord halfway out, and his wings buzzed thoughtfully. He flattened his free hand against the thin hair-line sinking into Tammas' breeches and found it soft to the touch. He sighed and followed it downward. "I wondered what that would feel like."


  Tammas sucked in a breath and held it, watching with wide eyes. The outline of his hardening cock became even more evident against his right thigh. "You— you can feel anything you want. But maybe we should go inside?"


  "Why?" Aeron finished yanking out the cord and tossed it aside, then began tugging down the breeches. They rolled up at Tam's narrow hips, and he struggled to let Aeron pull them over his ass, pushing himself up off the ground with both hands.


  Tam said, "Um, someone might see."


  "Everyone plays."


  "Not, you know. In public."


  "If you expect company, why do you sit in your yard with a winged boy at all? Might as well be naked."


  Tammas chuckled and finished kicking off his breeches, which left him in his smallclothes— so many protective layers, and for what? Aeron had seen his fuzzy legs before, but never so close; he ran both his palms up Tam's long, hard thighs, threading his fingers through the short hair. His fingertips slipped under the short-breeches, and one hand met with the crease of his hip, the other with the head of Tam's cock. Aeron took it in hand, finding him deliciously thick and hot.


  Tam gasped. "Right. Yes. Naked, right here on the lawn. You've convinced me."


  Aeron let him go, all reluctance but for the chance to see him unclothed. At last Aeron could follow the trail down his belly all the way to the base of his cock: lightly veined, barely curved, and so hard the dark pink head was naked. Aeron pulled the cord to untie his own clout and threw it aside, then paused for a moment of (slightly envious) comparison.


  Tammas put an end to it by grabbing him by the hips and pulling him into a crushing, hungry kiss. Aeron resituated them; Tammas proved very accommodating, as if he didn't mind what else happened, so long as he could suck on Aeron's tongue. Aeron settled on the ground between Tam's thighs and threw his own legs over them, so they were as close to belly-to-belly as they could get.


  Tam's hands, so hesitant only moments ago, felt up Aeron's chest, fingered his hair, slipped around to cup his ass. One eventually found its way upward to the wingstalk, brushing that spot beneath it and sending shivers through his wings. They snapped and buzzed in the dark. Aeron moaned and pushed forward, parting Tammas' thighs farther, and caught both of their cocks in one hand.


  "Fuck," Tammas whispered into his ear. "Oh, fuck me, I don't believe this."


  That voice, saying things Tammas simply did not say, things Aeron wouldn't have understood if not for a tutor with a bawdy sense of humor once upon a time. The voice. Wasn't that alone enough reason to be here? No more thoughts of madness. No more pretending it was nothing, just to ease the minds of others. The chance to finally, finally discover why--


  Again, Tam brought him back into the moment, this time with both mouth and hands. He kissed at Aeron's neck, then parted his lips and sucked. His fingers traced the bottom vein of his wing on one side, out, and then back to the stalk again; the fingers of the other hand slipped below, into the split of his backside. Aeron squeezed, then started moving his hand up and down, savoring the feeling of his own touch and Tam's thickened cock, all smooth skin over pure heat, swelling against his.


  "Say something," Tammas whispered. "Please. I want to hear your voice again."


  "I should've got you naked earlier," Aeron said. He pumped them together, started to drip. Tammas' hands kept working at him, skirting the sweet spots on both sides, then away, up to his neck, down to his backside. Aeron worked his hips with the motion of it, edging forward a little more.


  Tam's teeth scraped at his neck, down, down to his shoulder. He bit, sucked. His fingers swept around that sensitive place again, and Aeron gave a plaintive, "Yes, there."


  Fingers brushed the spot on either side at the same time, and Aeron's wings shuddered. His skin tightened, his balls tingled. His cock leaked, and he rubbed the sticky wetness between them so they slid against each other smoothly. Fingers again, this time more heavily, tarrying so the shudder went through his wings and up his spine. "Again," he said— huffed, breathed. Once more, lingering, circling, exploring, pressing. Aeron's back arched, and the stars exploded.


  It lasted a while and made quite a mess, but most of Aeron's sex had hit Tammas' belly or cock. When he could see again, Aeron sat up on his knees, shook out his wings, and buried his face in Tam's lap.


  "Wha—?" Tammas began, but his mouth snapped closed when Aeron cupped his balls and started licking him clean.


  Cock first. The belly, though tempting, would have to wait. Aeron liked the fuzz, but he wasn't so sure about licking it.


  Tammas leaned back on one hand, running the other through Aeron's hair. "Fuck. I don't— I don't believe..."


  Aeron fluttered his wings in indignation. He thought of asking if he looked like a figment of someone's imagination, and very few things gave him more pleasure than a sarcastic comment. But at present, his mouth was completely, and even more pleasantly, occupied.


  CHAPTER 4


  A still-naked Tammas sat at the edge of his own bed, where Aeron already sprawled on his stomach.


  Aeron hid his smirk in the pillow and made a show of stretching his back, legs, arms, and then his wings. He pretended not to see Tam licking his lips and watching. Squirming.


  Then, and only then, did Aeron say, "Are you coming, or do you prefer your blanket by the fire?"


  Tam smiled and slipped into bed.


  Aeron moved nearer, fingers going directly to the (recently scrubbed) trail at Tam's flat lower belly. It was nicer this way, anyhow— not just for the petting. The evenings were much colder than the days, and Aeron couldn't stand the blanket over his wings.


  Tam was always warm. And he smelled nice, too.


  "I have to tell you something, Aeron."


  He sighed. "All we have done for two sevendays is talk. I thought we were finally making progress. Can you tell me tomorrow?"


  Tam smiled again, but hesitated. "Okay. Then... good night?"


  "Yes, Tam. Very good night."


  ****


  "We shouldn't have done that," Tam said.


  Aeron cocked an eyebrow and tugged at his irritating breeches. "Done what?"


  "The—" Tam flushed. "The naked thing."


  Aeron rolled his eyes and extended his feelers, taking in the forest. He wanted a distraction if they were going to have one of these conversations, and feeling for new, interesting, or useful plants would be just the thing. "This is why we shouldn't talk so much. Your mind wraps around itself; it's very hard to make sense of it. This is not my first language, you know." And then, in his own tongue, "Idiot."


  "You're— you're bound to me."


  "Yes, don't remind me."


  Tammas sighed. "So what if I made you do that?"


  Aeron sighed back, but more at the dearth of interesting plants nearby than anything else. "We must be remembering it differently. I thought I tore off all your ridiculous clothes and sucked on your—"


  "But what if it was just be— because I wanted you to."


  Aeron stopped walking. "You mean does the binding force me to obey unspoken commands regardless of my own inclinations?"


  Tam stopped with him, raking a hand through his hair. "Not your first language. I think you speak it better than I do, now."


  "I'm good with my tongue."


  Tammas tore through several expressions, finally settling on alarm-bordering-on-laughter.


  Aeron repressed a grin. "Command me to do something. Something you really want me to do."


  "Kiss me."


  Aeron examined his feelings. He would like to kiss Tam, yes. He had a very sweet mouth, and the prettiest pair of lips he could recall having kissed, which was saying quite a lot. However, it caused him no pain at all to stand perfectly still and say, "No."


  Tammas set his jaw. "Now."


  His determined face was charming, which made it more regrettable but no more difficult. Aeron thought to try it the other way round. "Make me."


  Tam's eyes bulged. "Gods, no!"


  "I can't influence you, either, then." He paused to let his meaning sink into the man's thick skull before changing the subject. He'd known since those long, miserable days sitting in a tree and waiting for this beautiful idiot to come to terms with the reality of him. But he thought he deserved to hear it, all the same. "You feel me too, don't you?"


  Tam's shoulders slumped. "I— I wanted to tell you. But I thought you'd just smirk and say you already knew."


  Aeron smirked. "Because I did. And my voice?"


  Tammas made a meal of his fine lower lip. "Yes."


  Aeron watched and enjoyed, but was in no danger of losing track of this conversation. "How long have you heard it?"


  "Since..." Tam swallowed visibly and started walking again. "Perhaps before, but certainly since my mother died. I thought— even Kamala said it was just something I did to keep myself company. Away from the other boys."


  "What other boys?"


  "At the monastery school. My father died not long after her, and he left a scholarship for me. Or so they said. The other boys were rich and, well, they knew what I was."


  Aeron cocked his head, confused.


  "You know." Tam hung his head so his shaggy, shiny hair covered his eyes. "That I like to be naked. With other boys."


  Someday, Aeron intended to find out if all of humanity was this unintelligible, or just his human. "I'd think some of them would be glad of it."


  "Some were, yes. Very glad." Tam began to smile, but sobered quickly. "When we were alone, anyhow. Publicly, they pretended to like girls."


  "Do you like girls?"


  "Well, I like them. But I don't like them. Not like that." Tammas peeked out from behind his hair. "Do you?"


  "Yes." Aeron shrugged and fluttered. "Some do, some don't."


  Tam heaved a great sigh. "You don't understand."


  "I'd be more worried if I did."


  The sigh turned into a frustrated sound. "It doesn't matter. I'm different. Different is never safe, remember?"


  "That much I do understand." He suspected he didn't understand it as deeply as Tammas, but he could use his imagination. It would be more accurate than trying to get Tam explain while he was in this state. "When did your mother die?"


  "Twenty years ago next moon."


  "That sounds very near to when it began for me," Aeron admitted.


  "Oh."


  As they walked on, Aeron mulled the conversation over in his mind, still absently searching for useful wild plants. He smelled some cloves, but nothing spectacular, and some fine, white mushrooms deeper in the forest. He would pick them on their way home; Tam's cooking still wasn't brilliant, but it had improved, at least.


  Eventually Tammas asked, "Are you angry with me for not telling you sooner?"


  The question surprised Aeron— or perhaps the answer did. "Not angry, I think. Curious. Annoyed. I want to know why you waited." He hadn't wanted to ask just then. A cup of sweetmint tea would relax Tam and untie his tongue.


  Patience had never been Aeron's crowning virtue, but perhaps he'd improved in some ways, too. Sitting in a tree for a sevenday would do that, he supposed.


  "That's— that's what I wanted to tell you last night," Tammas said. "But I think it's better to show you, or you might not believe."


  Somehow, Aeron did not like the sound of that.


  ****


  He was oddly unsurprised when Kamala placed the aged parchment on the table. He recognized the white flower magic-scent on it, but now he was nearer, it tickled something else in his mind. It was some sort of compact, and the signatures were still binding. One was almost completely faded, a hint of lemon peel overpowered by the parchment itself. The other...


  The answer hit him in the gut. Aeron nudged Kamala out of the way to look down on it, and there he saw the impossible signature:


  Emyr


  The smell was wrong, as if something had changed in the decades between this compact and the last time Aeron had seen his father, smelled and felt his magic. Emyr's magic had flowery overtones like his daughter's, but shot through with warm cinnamon threads. That defining spiciness was absent from this compact's magic entirely. "How can someone's magic change?"


  It was unthinkable. Could not happen.


  And yet, no two signatures could be so much alike, even if there was another Emyr.


  A dark look passed between Tam and Kamala. Aeron's wings buzzed in indignation. "How long have you known of this compact?"


  Tam shifted from one foot to the other, crossing his arms over his chest. Aeron shot him what was meant to be a cruel look, but knew it fell flat, betrayed the weak, cracking feeling somewhere beneath his ribs instead.


  "There's more, or so we suspect." Kamala said. "Only know that if we kept anything from you, it was because we wanted to do right by you. To protect you until we were as certain as we could be."


  "I don't need protection from weak-magicked mortals," Aeron snapped.


  He set to translating out loud, since most of the text was far too complex for either Tammas or Kamala. The first part was all flowery language in High Ancient Faerie, watertight to Aeron's eyes— even on the mortal end: a compact between one Emyr of Emyr Hill and a mortal called Megha. The crux of the agreement was a promise to trade one Khalil for "my son, Aeron of Emyr Hill, when his magic comes of age..."


  And in the event of her death, the binding would pass to her next of kin. Though he would not have been born yet, who else could this be but Tammas?


  Aeron's eyes felt hot. Kamala's library blurred around him.


  Tam touched his arm; Aeron shook it off, blinked away the threatening tears, swallowed the hurt. "Who is this Khalil?"


  "He was a powerful cleric. I knew him well." Kamala's voice was full of sadness, and it made Aeron's wings twitch fitfully. She continued, "He disappeared some decades ago. While he was known to have certain relations with..."


  "Megha. My mother," Tam whispered. "But how could she have the right to...?"


  "Khalil must have let Megha bind him to her, first. The gods know how she convinced him; I would rather not." Kamala turned a sympathetic gaze on Aeron. "And a parent has dominion over a child until they're of age."


  Aeron didn't trust his voice, so he bit back a tirade on how he did not need the perfectly obvious facts of magic explained to him, thank you very much. He contented himself with a snarled, "You don't say."


  Tam's lips had gone a sick shade of gray by then. "Oh gods."


  "What did you know before I translated?" Aeron's throat was tight; his mind whirred like wings in a gale.


  "We didn't know, we— we only suspected," Tam said. "You mentioned what your home was called, so I could read that, your name, and a few other words that haven't changed in your tongue since the high ancient days. Like 'son'."


  "Where did you find all this?" Aeron forced out.


  "My mother left her rituals and spells with Kamala with instructions that I should have them when I'd mastered my magic. I kept the ones I couldn't understand, like this, locked away. But— but the summoning ritual was in plain language, and I remembered seeing her do things like it often. I would never have connected the two pages if not for the flowery magic smell during the summoning. It was so familiar, but it wasn't yours or..." A long, silent moment. And then a whispered, "I'm so sorry."


  Aeron fixed his gaze on the parchment. He wouldn't let Tam see what he was thinking and feeling. He didn't deserve to see.


  "Yesterday I found a similar document in one of my books and made a comparison," Kamala said. "Then I knew for certain that it was a compact, and—"


  "And my father traded my life away before my wings had even come in. Yes, I see." And trust Emyr to find the one mortal with the attention to detail to word and maintain a compact properly. Aeron paused, breathed deeply, curled his feelers in tight and folded his wings against his back protectively. When he had control of his voice once more, he asked, "What did he do with this Khalil? Is he a thrall at the Court? Or something more sinister?"


  The humans exchanged dark looks again.


  "We're even less certain of our suspicions there. I've been trying to work out the other spell she left with the compact," Kamala said. "But since we're sure of how the binding works, now, perhaps it won't hurt to let you try and—"


  "It can't be," Tam interrupted. "It can't be for— for that."


  "Let me see it," Aeron said. "I think we all want to know what the mortal witch wanted with her very own pet fairy."


  Aeron felt Tam's silent reply as if he'd screamed it: No. Oh gods, no, I don't.


  ****


  Aeron sat down so hard his tailbone jarred up into his spine. "What did Khalil's magic smell like?"


  "Cinnamon," Kamala said, twisting the metaphorical dagger.


  The other spell, the page full of unclean dark magic, was certainly the explanation, and possibly even worse than they'd expected: a ritual for taking the magical essence of those bound to you and making it your own. As far as Aeron could decipher, it left the victim a husk, nothing but rotting meat, and the caster's magic altered and impossibly augmented.


  Which explained why Aeron hadn't recognized his own father's magic in that signature until he'd examined it closely. It had been nearer to Awela's fresh, silvery white flower scent, missing the cinnamon undertone. The spicy essence Emyr had stolen from a human cleric twenty-something years ago.


  "And to think, your mother might have smelled of strawberries, if she'd lived long enough for my magic to come of age," Aeron said with a small, hysterical laugh. He looked up, willed Tam to catch his gaze from across the room.


  Tam did, though it was obvious he would rather not.


  Aeron smiled unpleasantly. "Now you might, too. Evergreen, lemon, and strawberry. Just think of what you could accomplish, Tammas. Everything she ever wanted for you and more."


  Tam turned his face away, but not before the wetness pooling in his eyes caught the firelight.


  Aeron blinked away the stinging in his own.


  "The boy had nothing to do with it," Kamala said.


  "He called me here," Aeron said.


  "He didn't know."


  "It's a shame he didn't. At least when I still belonged to his mother, she wasn't accidentally invading my mind while I slept."


  Tam turned his back, facing the fire. He swiped at his eyes with the back of his hand.


  Aeron felt that stabbing behind his ribs again, up high. Everyone knew the tales of fairies gone mad from a broken heart; he wondered if that was what this cracking sensation in his chest, this buzzing in his head, must be. "Anyhow, what's done is done. At least I know why my father never warmed to me, I suppose. As for Tam's clever witch of a mother—"


  Kamala set down her mug so hard some tea splashed onto a nearby book. "Who were you to Megha?"


  Aeron stared. "What?"


  The woman glared, eyes like black burning coals set deep within her brown face. "Why should she care for your life over the advancement of her own? Of her only child's? Is it worse than what your people do to ours with much less reason?"


  Aeron sputtered, "It's different. The servants are happy at Court. I've seen them."


  "Because they've forgotten what they left behind, dining on magical food and dancing constant attendance to magical music. At least you remember yourself when you come here. Which would you prefer: forgetful slavery or an honest death, as you are and always have been?"


  Aeron slumped and glared past Tam's unmoving figure into the fire. "That would be cold comfort were I dead and my wings dried and powdered in a jar on Tam's shelves, I'm sure."


  "Don't say things like that." Tam's whisper was barely audible.


  Kamala only clucked in disapproval.


  Acid rose in the back of Aeron's throat. He couldn't be sick; who would hold his hair back, now? His heart swung. He wished he hadn't given voice to misdirected spite. He wanted to go to Tammas and put his arms around him. Wanted them to forgive each other, if only so that something in the world, in either world, would be true and honest, would be their choice.


  But how could it ever be? That bond, the voice in his head, the one that had by turns accused him of madness and made him believe that he was destined for something, was nothing more than his father's contempt given life.


  CHAPTER 5


  Aeron slept in his old tree that night, sitting up straight, popping awake now and then to find Tam's face in the window staring out at him, silently begging.


  The tree understood that he was distressed. It offered him more leaves, which Aeron accepted and chewed disconsolately. It didn't help, but he told the tree it did. No point in hurting the only friend he had left in this world, after all.


  In the morning, Aeron woke to find Tammas beneath the tree, leaning his cheek against it. He knew they were talking and was inexplicably annoyed. "What do you want?"


  Tam looked up. "Do you want to go home, or don't you?"


  "Of course I want to go home, idiot." His father's living signature was all that kept the bond from dissolving. If Emyr could convince someone at the Court to annul the compact on technical grounds— which should be simple, considering the circumstances— Aeron and Tammas would be free.


  Aeron at once loved and hated the idea, and didn't care to think of why. The only clear thing was that it must be done.


  "Then stop sulking and come with me to Kamala's. Unless you want me to choose the portal ritual myself."


  Aeron most certainly did not, but he pretended to consider just to be perverse.


  Tam sighed. "Aeron, please. Come down."


  He did, and the way Tam's gaze fixed on his wings as he fluttered to the ground made him hurt. Aeron said, "Stop staring."


  "Stop being beautiful."


  "You know very well that would be impossible."


  One corner of Tam's mouth twitched upward.


  Much like the first time he'd seen that expression, Aeron struggled not to answer it in kind and failed. The reaction made him at once more miserable and infinitely lighter.


  Then the moment passed, and Tam turned toward the path. Aeron followed, feelers curled tight to his wings, fingers curled tight into fists.


  ****


  Aeron wanted nothing more than to have a warm meal and a bed and stop thinking. Words in every tongue imaginable seemed to float in the air before his eyes, as if they'd burned themselves into his vision. Tam had memorized the simple ritual they chose and copied it out just in case; really, they could have done it there and then.


  But something nagged at Aeron, something he should do before he went, and Tam didn't seem keen to get to it either. Neither shared their reasons on the silent walk home. When they reached the house, Tammas took his hand and pulled him inside before Aeron could make a show of trying to decide whether to go back to the tree.


  After supper, while Tam was having a bath, Aeron decided what he needed to do. He stole out back to the herb garden, produced the single dried aeronberry he'd taken from Kamala's stores, and placed it on the tilled ground as near to the house as possible; they liked the shade, after all. He pushed it deep into the damp earth with two fingers and reached out with his magic. The seeds within woke from their long sleep slowly. Aeron coddled the new life, wrapped it in soggy warmth and all the nutrients of the soil. Tammas took such care with his compost, it was safe to accelerate things without sucking all the goodness from his little plot of earth.


  When the first small shoots emerged, Aeron withdrew his fingers from the soil. He brushed the central stalk as it sprouted into a tiny but viable bush, careful not to push too hard with his magic and harm the tender thing. He worked with it until he heard Tam splashing and knew he would be standing up to dry.


  Aeron admired his handiwork. No pink berries yet, which would serve as an even better reminder, but it wasn't quite the season. He was confident it was strong enough to survive without him.


  When he went back inside, Tam was drying off with a soft blanket, his wet hair standing on end like the crest of some preposterous bird. "That's a lot of magic you're spilling out there."


  "I was saying goodbye," Aeron said, eyeing first the pretty man, then the still-shifting bathwater by the fire.


  "New pot should be hot, if you want a turn. Can go home smelling sweeter than usual." Tam's smile was crooked but genuine.


  Aeron stripped, and Tam poured the boiling water into the metal tub, releasing the sweet smell of lavender oil. Aeron slipped inside, knowing he was watched and deriving an odd, quiet satisfaction from it.


  He crossed his arms over the edge of the tub and rested his chin on them, letting the hot water soothe his skin and wings. Tam pulled on his smallclothes and went to his apothecary table. The muscles in his bare back played temptingly as he ground herbs for tomorrow's fresh concoctions.


  Aeron wished, against all sense and reason, that he could be there to walk through his forest with him to Kamala's tomorrow. To deliver the bag full of jars and packages and receive yesterday's money and food in return. To drink a cup of tea and taste her sweet bread and talk of new healing salves by the dying fire, surrounded by books older than the Queen herself. A hundred and one trivial mortal concerns.


  But instead, he'd be world away, facing Emyr Hill and the life he was never meant to have.


  ****


  "I can't sleep," Aeron finally said.


  "Neither can I," Tam agreed from his pallet by the fire. His voice was low and rough, and he sounded almost relieved.


  "I don't know why I'm so anxious. It's a simple ritual. Even you can't get it wrong."


  Tammas laughed.


  Aeron sighed. "Do you want me to go?"


  Not a moment's hesitation, "No. But I know you have to."


  "If it was that kind of binding, would you keep me?"


  "No. I would want to, but I— I would never keep you. You know I wouldn't."


  "It would make things simpler if you could," Aeron admitted. His wings flicked in annoyance. "For me."


  Another laugh. "It would make tomorrow simpler and everything else more complicated. I don't blame you; I wouldn't want to face him, either. It's— it's lucky my mother's dead. Not just for your sake."


  "What a strange thing to have to think."


  "I know. I've felt awful for it all day. I know why she did what she did. No one ever gave her anything, and she had to take care of herself, and then me. I understand why she was obsessed with the power."


  "My father has nothing like that excuse. He's just..." Aeron smiled wryly. "Well, he would have his daughter, still. Most of us don't even have one child, let alone twins. He probably ran off to the mortal realm in the first place just to get away from us."


  "They were both blind, my mother and your father. I hate that you had to pay for it."


  A pause. Then, because he didn't know how else to ease this tormenting ache in his chest, Aeron tried a new phrase: "I'm sorry."


  Tam sat up as if the house might be on fire. "What?"


  "I'm sorry for the things I said that day at Kamala's. I still think you should've told me when you suspected, but I know you think I'm your responsibility. In your way, you were trying to protect me. My father" —he winced before continuing— "hurt me, and I misdirected my anger. I think you must be the gentlest creature in this world or my own; I'm ashamed to have caused you pain."


  Tam stared, his eyes wide, reflecting the dying fire. His bare chest heaved in staggered breaths. "Aeron..."


  Aeron sighed again. "If you don't come to bed soon, I might actually fall asleep, and we'll have completely wasted this whole night. Then, I will be angry with you."


  Tam crawled into bed immediately, and Aeron was surprised to find him already in a state of excitement. He was naked, himself, so he pulled off Tam's smallclothes and pinned him to the straw mattress. Aeron straddled his narrow hips and kissed him until neither of them could breathe.


  This was another advantage of a mortal lover. There might be a few, but Aeron had never known a fairy who'd allow someone to pin them on their wings. Aeron delighted in holding Tammas down and causing him to make those little sounds, like swallowed moans, by rocking his hips now and then. Tam's hot fingers played along his back, around the edges of his wings, over the membranes, then back again. His thick cock, so hot and ready, pressed between their bellies next to Aeron's own.


  When he'd had enough of trying devour him for the moment, Aeron drew back and repositioned. He nudged Tam's thighs apart and sat between them on his knees, running his fingers through the fuzzy patches on his hard chest and stomach and down, down—


  Tam lifted his backside, and his cock, so flushed the exposed head was almost purple, moved and dribbled. Aeron's, standing so straight it was pressed into his own belly, swelled again as if in reply. Fascinated, he played his fingers down his favorite trail until he reached the base of Tam's cock, then swiped his finger over the head, playing with the hole and rubbing the stickiness into it, around the crease of his skin, and back again.


  Tammas groaned as if in exquisite pain, and Aeron's skin prickled. He drew a wet line down the major vein in Tam's shaft, teasing, and there was another groan, this time disappointed.


  "You'll be finished too soon." Aeron grinned.


  Tam huffed out a breath. "It— it's been a long night."


  Aeron's finger paused at the base. He cocked his head in a silent question.


  "Since you were in the bath," Tam said, chest rising and falling hard. "I— I've hardly been able to think."


  "Mmm, I like that." Aeron cupped Tam's balls, a little bit fuzzy, but still nice to lick, as he'd discovered. He rolled them against his palm and pressed the tips of his fingers backward, rubbing the darker, more sensitive skin behind them.


  Tammas closed his eyes and lifted his backside again, moaning. His thighs parted farther, opening him up.


  He was always pretty, with those serious black eyes and full lips and fine body. But this willing need in him pushed that appeal above and beyond, so demandingly, painfully pretty that Aeron ached just looking at him. His blood rushed and sang and burned all through him, but especially between his legs. His wings fluttered, excited, wanting. He worked his fingers backward, found Tam's hole, used two fingertips to circle and play with it.


  Tammas chewed his lower lip and sighed. When Aeron wiggled a fingertip just up inside him, Tam's back arched, and his cock dribbled onto his belly.


  Aeron wouldn't even have to touch it; he could make him come just like this, if he wanted. He loved that idea so much, it made him feel so dizzy and hot, that he almost couldn't stop himself doing it right there and then.


  But he could do better than that. "Do you have something to make it slippery?"


  Tam rolled out of bed, stumbled to his table, and returned with one of his small bottles of oil. He didn't ask what Aeron had in mind, he just poured a little into his palm, sat back down where he had been, and started stroking, slicking Aeron's cock.


  Aeron swayed forward, wings fluttering, but too lazily to keep him upright. He rested his forehead against Tam's and sighed into his lips, thrilling in his eager grip. "You like to have it inside you?"


  Tam grunted something that sounded almost like, "Yes. You?"


  "It's good."


  "Uh-huh."


  Satisfied that no one would be unpleasantly surprised by what came next, Aeron pushed Tammas flat on his back again and scooted up on his knees, between Tam's thighs, which he arranged over his own. The lack of wings really was convenient; perhaps he ought to have found a mortal to play with ages ago. Then again, maybe not, since surely none were so perfect as Tam.


  When he first worked into him, Aeron discovered yet more perfection: Tam was hot, hotter than anyone else he'd ever been inside. His skin was always warm, but the heat inside him, the way it fit around him so tight, made Aeron swell so that he felt dizzy again. Tam let out a deep breath and relaxed a little, his knees falling out to the sides farther, and reached up with one hand.


  Aeron leaned forward, wings buzzing, forcing Tam's backside up as he went. He planted a hand on either side of Tam's torso and rolled his hips in. Tammas moaned and arched under him, winding a hand in his hair, now he could reach. His cock pressed into Aeron's belly as he leaned lower still, until they came together tight, front-to-front. Tam kissed his forehead, his hair. At this angle it was easy for Aeron to rock his hips and push all the way up, deep inside him. Tam groaned again, and it dissolved into, "Oh, fuck."


  "Good?" Aeron gasped. He didn't mean to keep rocking his hips, but it burned so hot and tight and he wanted it so much—


  "Mmm, gods. So good." Or something like that.


  Aeron moaned in agreement. He worked with his thighs and stomach, in and out, harder and harder. Tam lifted, relaxing into the rhythm, then squeezing with him. Aeron buried his face in his shoulder, inhaled faint evergreen and lemon and spicy soapfoam, cheek and lips brushing soft hair. He thought of Tam's tormented cock, fat and leaking against his belly, and how much he wanted to give it the best explosion it ever had. Tammas was so ready for it, he soon began bucking harder and moaning louder. Aeron thrust faster, more forcefully, so his balls smacked into the split of Tam's ass beneath him each time, so his own cock was quickly on the edge of both bliss and numbness.


  "Ohhhh. Oh— oh, yes. Gods, yes." One of Tam's hands found the sweet spot just beneath Aeron's wing joint and fingered it, at first tickling, then rubbing.


  Fire raced through Aeron's blood, bliss-numbness close after it, through his limbs, his wings, into his head. He couldn't, not yet, not while Tam was still—


  "Fuck, yesssss!" Tam arched hard, his ass squeezing tight, his cock spurting hot and wet between them, all over them. He rocked back and forth, encouraging Aeron to keep going, stretch the feeling out, get every last drop of sweetness out of it, satisfied, throaty cries expressing the moment perfectly.


  All it took was one last flick of Tam's hot fingers at the base of his wings to pull Aeron down with him, over the edge.


  ****


  He was still a little sticky, but Aeron didn't mind so much. He paused for a moment to admire Tam's round, muscled backside before he threw himself on the mattress next to him. Before his wings were even settled, Tam tangled a hand in his hair and pulled him closer, pressing their foreheads together. He whispered, "I love you, Aeron."


  And Aeron whispered back, "I know, idiot."


  Tam laughed. "What's that word?"


  At last, Aeron told him.


  Tammas laughed even harder and kissed him again, reaching around to grab his ass and pull Aeron's hips tight against his.


  Aeron didn't think he'd be very well rested for his trip tomorrow. He didn't mind that so much, either.


  ****


  They had tried it both ways, twice, and couldn't decide which they liked better. A shame they'd thrown out the bath water, but a quick morning rinse from the well solved most problems, even if Tam claimed he might never walk normally again. (Which Aeron suspected he said only to make him feel good; if so, it worked.) They laughed on the way back to the fated place where Tammas had first called him.


  "I thought you were a god," Tam admitted as they came into the small clearing. "I never thought for a moment you'd be stuck here. I thought you'd go home, and no one would ever know how badly I'd mangled things. When you waited in the tree, I thought you were angry. That you wanted revenge."


  "Sometimes I did." Aeron smirked.


  Tam smiled, but sadly. "I guess it's time?"


  Aeron leaned forward, wings fluttering to keep him stable, and kissed Tam once on the pretty mouth.


  "Did you really know I love you?" Tam asked, with that crooked smile.


  "Once I showed you how to talk to the trees, you were all mine."


  Tam's dark eyebrows disappeared beneath his hair. "You did know. Though, to— to be fair, I think I must've loved you since I was just a boy. When I'd wake up and you were gone from my mind... I liked just knowing you'd been there."


  It was comforting to think something good had come of it, as frightening as it had been for Aeron as a boy. A little voice in his head— his own, this time— said being bound to this man wasn't so bad. Maybe even something he could come to love as much as or even more than Tam had.


  But it should be theirs. Not their wicked parents'. So all Aeron said was, "Did you know I love you, too?"


  Tam colored and blinked and did several other very awkward and silly things to show his surprise.


  Aeron pulled back, turned around, and walked toward where the opening had been. "I should have this binding sorted out, if it can be sorted out, in a few days." He glanced over his shoulder and wings. "So if you wanted..."


  Tam swallowed visibly. "You would come back?"


  "If you call. Though, I understand if you'd prefer walking normally for the rest of your life."


  Tam snorted. "Idiot."


  ****


  Awela's green-gold-silver wings flashed in the sunlight, distracting Aeron from the sensory information speeding through his wings, his skin, his eyes and mouth and nose. Home, barely a moon from when he'd left it, but it felt, smelled, seemed so different.


  She, however, did not. She flung herself at him, and he caught her up in both arms. Her legs wrapped around his middle and she squeezed hard enough that all the breath left him at once. Her wings buzzed. "Oh, Aeron, I can smell the mortal realm all over you— all that terrible magic. Why did you go? When did you come back? Why would you leave me?" And a million other questions.


  He spent the afternoon explaining, from that fateful crack in the world fabric to this morning's return ritual. She began with exclamations of annoyance, irritation at the mortals' presumption, laughter at their silly ways. She ended by sniffing back tears and hugging him close, telling him she loved him, telling him it must not be true.


  But she knew it was. Even if previous experience hadn't proven their father's complete disregard for him, the past moon would have. She said he hadn't even asked where Aeron had gone.


  The look of shock— not to say dismay— on Emyr's face when he returned to the Hill late that evening made Awela seethe and Aeron laugh. He presented his father with the compact parchment without a word of explanation.


  Emyr looked first to his daughter then to his son. He said, "Where did you find this?"


  "Don't be ridiculous, Father. Megha is dead, her son inherited me, and he doesn't want me." Well, not like that, he doesn't. "So find a way to have this annulled and get his voice out of my head, or we'll see to it that everyone at Court knows that you sold a fairy— your own son— to a mortal."


  Emyr's pearly skin warmed visibly over tight-stretched cheekbones.


  Awela linked her arm in Aeron's. She stuck out her chin. "It's the least you can do for him, Father."


  "Awela, leave us," he said.


  "No."


  Aeron patted his sister's arm, wings twitching in approval. No matter what, he would never, ever blame her for being their father's choice. It was the sensible one, as they'd proven time and again, growing up.


  But this was about him. "I understand now, Father. I was dead to you the day you signed my magic away. I'm not here for revenge. Only set Tammas and me free."


  Emyr tucked the paper into his desk. "I will take it to Advisor Marth. You have my word."


  Aeron made to leave the Hill.


  "Did Mother know? Did she know what you did to him?" Awela asked.


  Aeron paused.


  "She smelled the binding on her precious boy." Emyr snorted. "Why do you think she went mad?"


  The final riddle solved. Mad of a broken heart.


  For him.


  "I hate you," Awela said.


  "I feel sorry for you," Aeron said around a terrible lump in his throat. When he left the Hill for the last time, his sister went with him.


  EPILOGUE


  "What will she do?" Tam asked as they wandered back through his forest toward the little house. He slipped his arm around Aeron's waist and held him close, as if he might disappear into thin air again.


  And sometimes he might. But even if his father actually did manage to have the binding destroyed, Aeron had a feeling he would always be called back. "She's a resourceful girl. I think she's finished with the Court, but she'll find a place. She has a lot of friends."


  Tammas grinned. "So, nothing like you?"


  Aeron fluttered his wings in mock-irritation. "You're lucky I missed you, or I'd make you pay for that."


  He chuckled. "And what will you do?"


  "I don't know." Aeron breathed the lingering evergreen-lemon magic scent deeply and smiled. "I suppose I could help you improve yourself, for now. You want to teach, still."


  Tam nodded. "And I found the berry bush, by the way."


  "I didn't know if I'd be coming back when I did that. I couldn't let you forget me."


  "Not likely. But it did make me feel better to look at it. Every couple of hours, I'd panic and decide you wouldn't answer the call, this time."


  "Idiot."


  Tam kissed his cheek. "Idiot. Come on, I made you a welcome home stew."


  Aeron sighed. "Oh gods."
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  It's been five blasted years since the dust plague wiped out 90% of the population of Nova Gaia. I guess I was one of the lucky ones, left to scrape out a living amid the ruins of the abandoned colonies. Truth be told, I'd be dead now if it wasn't for him. I've never seen his face, and I've never heard him speak. I'd think he's just another dust-dream, except he always seems to appear when I most need him…


  ~ Zee
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  DARKEST BEFORE DAWN


  (THE MASKED MAN SERENADE)


  by Gabbo de la Parra


  Blast me.


  If Alaric Aquinas hadn't been ravenous, he wouldn't have been chasing the furry thing; ergo he wouldn't be in this predicament, hanging from a precipice. A damned man-made precipice nonetheless, outcome of the improvised junkyard when people started to throw everything they didn't need any more into this former depression of the terrain.


  Perhaps today would be his last day in Nova Gaia.


  A mighty fine day to end twenty-six years of shenanigans.


  The straps about his torso— preventing his fall— were not meant to support his weight, just to carry the few things he used whenever he was away from his quarters. Weak after so many days without food, he wasn't strong enough to propel himself upward, not even to promote a swift, un-dramatic death by swinging a little.


  His pappa would have said he should give a better fight before giving up. The only thing he was fighting right now— besides hunger— was freaking gravity, and one needed machines to win the constant battle against that bitch.


  Every time he opened his eyes in the dwindling twilight, vertigo seized him. He was pressing his eyelids closed so hard they trembled in a rebellious effort to betray him, to make him meet his last moment with frightening awareness and flailing arms.


  Something smacked him between his closed eyes. Luckily, he was wearing his goggles. That would have been annoyingly painful otherwise.


  A rope.


  Could it be?


  The miraculous rope was long enough to circle his waist. If the straps yielded now, he wouldn't fall. Phew, he wasn't afraid of heights, but it's not the same when you don't have anything under your feet. All he needed now was to find strength to pull himself up and fast. Maybe this time he would have the chance to talk to his savior.


  Helping Alaric every time he met with trouble, the strange man in a gas mask had kept his distance, never exchanging words, just letting his presence be known.


  Curiosity moved Alaric to act swiftly more than an actual sense of danger. He longed for an opportunity to face his protector. The masked man had been haunting his dreams and— lately— even his waking moments. It had become a compulsion stronger than hunger and survival. It had inflamed his desire for company.


  Alaric knew it had a lot to do with worldlier things than gratitude, in a very testosterone-seeks-testosterone kind of way. In his dreams, he unclothed the stranger without removing the gas mask. He frankly did not care what his savior looked like. The only important thing was how good that man had been to him, without asking for anything in return.


  In a place with so few people left, kindness was a rare oddity. All went about their lives paying as little attention as possible to other survivors. The natural, human instinct to seek the comfort of a group had been forsaken for that of isolation. Fears fathered on the illogical claim that gatherings might bring back the dust plague.


  Alaric was finally on his feet, running toward the place where he saw the glint of the dying light on the visor of the gas mask. It was too late though, all he found was the rabbit he had been chasing impaled on a stick, like a macabre offering. His protector didn't even give him the chance to blow a kiss in his direction now that he had summoned the courage to do so.


  I have the shittiest timing in the galaxy.


  He quickly changed his goggles to thermal recognition in a last effort to see if the man was still around. Useless, everything around him was colder than a dog's nose.


  Strained and frustrated, Alaric decided to set camp in the first decaying building he found outside the improvised junkyard. He hadn't encountered survivors this far into the outskirts of the city before. He did a cursory examination of the place— to confirm he was alone— and started to skin the rabbit.


  He broke some chairs to start a fire and used the stick the rabbit had been delivered on to roast it. His place was almost at the other end of the city and the night was too cold to be wandering, when he could rest here by this nice fire with a sated stomach.


  If the man hadn't scurried like a scared pigeon, Alaric would have loved to share his food.


  Be honest with yourself Alaric, you'd have shared food, mouth, hands, cock, hole, and everything in between with him.


  As he chewed a roasted strip of meat, he pondered all the things he couldn't do with the masked man, while adjusting his intruding cock. He was messy enough after the junkyard snafu to consider a hasty masturbatory release. No, he was going to wait until he could do it at his own leisure in the security of his own quarters. GM deserved better than a mechanical, uninspired tug, and Alaric deserved to clean himself properly afterward. He had an adequate amount of water contained for a decent bath.


  Alaric chuckled inwardly; this was the second time he had thought about the masked man as GM. Calling his savior Gas Mask was too impersonal, GM sounded like a friend's nickname, and he wanted to feel close to this silent protector. Not to mention that little interaction with other human beings really helped with the unrestricted explosion of wishful thinking and gas-mask-gazing fantasies.


  He readied himself to sleep on the marble floor of the abandoned hotel lobby, draping about himself bedclothes from one of the rooms and hoping with all his heart for the opportunity to be face-to-mask with the stranger without the need to be in danger.


  The founders had brought myths saying a rabbit's foot was a good luck charm, maybe Alaric's good luck charm would be a gas mask at the end.


  ****


  Blessed be the Universe for I was able to help him again.


  ~ Sule Sarong's Personal Log - Standard date 5772.03.12


  


  When Sule discovered the handsome lad, it had been raining. Sule had rounded a corner and by pure chance looked up. The vision was there, naked and pale in the filtered light of the morning. The green, weathered double doors behind him and the ochre and pink façade of the two-story building did nothing but enhance his lean frame. The contours of his long arms ended in manly hands firmly grasping the wrought-iron balcony. With his body tilted a little forward, as if to catch the blessing of the rain more easily, the naked dream had his eyes closed and a line of happiness curved the plump lips on a square masculine face.


  Struck by something more powerful than lightning, Sule staggered out of sight, just in case the young man looked down. Sule stood there frozen, until he tasted the rain and realized he was gaping in idyllic awe.


  Nova Gaia architecture had been designed after Earth's Belle Époque, before the Great War, and the ornate building had two statues not far from the vision's balcony. Those representations of beauty were mere children's doodles compared to the willowy godling enjoying the rain.


  The place wasn't far from his own; ergo it amazed him how it was possible he hadn't seen this man before. Sule floated— enthralled— on the street until the lad became bored or cold and moved inside without even looking down at the street once.


  The first time Sule helped the handsome lad, he was wearing his gas mask. It had been a particularly dusty day, and he'd had it on as a precaution. Now, he kept using it so the lad would know it was the same stranger helping him every time because it had a distinctive blue mark. However, Sule had never had the courage to introduce himself.


  Nova Gaia recovered quicker than the humans who thought they had conquered her. A lustrum after the dust plague, Nova Gaia was lush again, while the sparse human population had reverted to an age long before the colonization of this planet. The devices running on extended-life batteries still worked, but those that needed constant renewal had been abandoned since there weren't enough skilled survivors to keep things in working condition.


  Hundreds of years of human civilization in Nova Gaia had been destroyed in less than six standard months by a plague with no rational or scientific explanation. Powerful furnaces, wielders of the metallurgy-based industry of the planet, had been used to incinerate the insane amount of bodies left by the plague in its wake and to avoid a second tide of disease originated by the indiscriminate decomposition. Ironic since during the Second Industrial Revolution and France's Belle Époque on Earth the theory to eradicate diseases had been developed.


  Large industries were inconsequential; there were no masses to consume. Cattle and poultry roamed freely in the mountains far from the outskirts of the one-time prosperous colonies. People survived mostly from the animals that were never truly for human consumption: rabbits, dogs, doves, cats. All former pets and therefore stuck within the cities.


  Sule hadn't eaten a dog or a cat yet, he tried to stick to rabbits and doves. Occasionally, a hunting party would go to the mountains and come back with meats. Meats, they would exchange for sexual favors.


  As long as the man was clean, Sule hadn't had problems with it, and his stomach had always thanked him greatly afterward. Now, after the vision at the balcony had entered his life, the thought of another man joining him felt somewhat on the verge of disloyalty. So invested was his mind in the lad, it was only appropriate for his body to follow suit.


  The plague had left the survivors so melancholic that there weren't even the usual hoarders trying to keep goods for themselves and profit. Anyone could go to the stores and get clothing and footwear. Scarves and hoods were the most popular articles since many survivors presented facial abrasions.


  Perhaps the lad thinks I'm disfigured because of the gas mask.


  Saddened but grateful to be alive, most people kept to themselves, interacting very little with others, just attentive to their com-devices, waiting for the signal of the long awaited rescue, coming from the other colonized planets a couple of light-years away from Nova Gaia.


  Sule stared at the two moons, muted guardians of their night. Nova Gaia had three moons but one was retrograde, and they were so infrequently together in the dark sky that a myth existed saying every time the three moons were together a catastrophe would befall.


  Many said the plague had started after the three moons had been seen together.


  There was only one bright thing in Sule's firmament, and he wondered where his lovely vision was spending this night.


  ****


  The thick head of GM's cock painted his lips with delicious fluids in rapid brushes. His body was aflame waiting for the imminent penetration after so much yearning. Then GM did a wicked thing, sweeping Alaric's nostrils with the raging head. So naughty.


  Blast me.


  Alaric opened his eyes to discover a dog licking his nose.


  He could hear the amused voice of his maman in the distance, "That's what happens when you don't wash your mouth before bed." He sprang to a sitting position, startling the little perpetrator covered in a mane like an unruly mop. A mop that must have been white when brand new and now was dirty-water-colored.


  At least the doggy wasn't feral. It wouldn't have been nice to wake up to the pain of his face being ripped unceremoniously. "Little fellow, the lick-fest is over."


  Alaric hadn't used his voice in a long time, and it was rough, sounding more like a growl, which drew a yip from the little mop. "It's okay, I'm not going to hurt you." He stood up and went to the sealed container where he had left the entrails of his gas-mask-delivered supper. He opened the can and put it on the marble floor. "Here, you can have this. They are not my favorites."


  Leaving the little mop, munching desperately, he walked to the entrance of the abandoned hotel. It was that surreal moment— darkest before dawn— when for a second everything stood frozen waiting for the sun to chase away horror and obscurity. The promise that no matter what, day always followed night.


  A muffled noise snapped him out of his contemplation, like many people heavily dragging their feet. Alaric turned his head away from the changing sky and saw it. At the far end of the street, an irregular column of survivors walked. As he stared agape, more survivors joined the bizarre march.


  In five years, he had not seen this concentration of people before. He gathered his few things and went toward them, happy that the little mop didn't follow him. It would have been sad to resort to eating him at some point.


  Almost at the end of the silent procession, an old lady in a hovering cart— with a battery so low that it was moving sadly as if somebody was pushing it— smiled at him. Alaric walked beside her cart, "Good morning, mother. What's going on?"


  "A blessed day for you, boy. Hadn't you heard? Rescue is coming! The survivors in this area should go to the spaceport close to the Tyrrhenian Sea."


  That was a journey of three standard days, and at the pace the survivors were moving, it would take them a standard-week to get there. "Wonderful news, mother." Alaric wondered why she was alone. Probably all her family was dead; at least she had it in her to look forward to a new life somewhere else.


  Alaric pondered as he walked beside the hovering cart. He must keep with him a few mementos if he was to start anew on another planet. He didn't want to get old and forget what his parents, brothers and sisters looked like before the plague yanked them away from him.


  "Excuse me, mother. I wish you a safe journey. I must go back to my quarters." Alaric took her bony hand and kissed it, "Your blessing, please."


  "May the spirits of your ancestors guide you, and my blessing goes with you, my boy."


  Alaric bowed to her and left running with all his might.


  Panting heavily, Alaric reached the top floor of the two-story building he called home. He retrieved the hand-size painting of his family in its beautifully gilded frame. As much as technology gave them the opportunity to have holographic files, it was tradition to keep a painted family portrait. He had requested to have the full-sized painting that adorned the family room reduced to have it on his nightstand. Now, it would be the only important thing from Nova Gaia flying with him to a new planet.


  He studied it one last time before wrapping it with a cloth to secure it in his backpack. His maman and pappa sat while he and his siblings stood behind them. Alaric was in the center, since he was the youngest, his sisters each on one side, and his two brothers completing the group on both extremes. His maman and sisters looked ethereal with their high hair and jewels, short sleeves and pristine gloves beyond their elbows, all dark-haired beauties. His pappa sat with his top hat resting on his lap, elegant and stoic with such a thick moustache that always tickled Alaric when his father kissed him goodnight as a kid. All the brothers had their top hats on, and all men wore morning frocks, waistcoats and cravats. They were the image of cordiality and prosperity.


  His pappa would have wanted him to give a good fight and not be sad and pathetic at this crossroads. His maman would have been encouraging him to take several changes of underpants for the journey. His brothers and sisters would have been fluttering around him jesting and laughing and wishing him a safe trip.


  Alaric hastily packed water, flashlights and underpants. He was used to going without food for a couple of days, and surely, their rescuers would feed them.


  He ran; it was time to join the throng of survivors on their way to a new planet.


  By the time Alaric reached the limits of the city, the survivors were nowhere to be seen. Perhaps they had realized they were moving insanely slow.


  "Well, well, what have we here?" A very unfriendly voice called behind him.


  It was a trio of men, who usually came back to the city from the mountains with cattle meat to trade, "Oh, hello, gentlemen. Heard the good news?" Alaric commented, happy to find out he wasn't the last one to leave the city. He had never been around them long enough to learn their names, maybe this time he would.


  "Yeah, we heard. Mind if we join you?" The tallest of the group said, ogling him strangely.


  "Sure, the more the better," Alaric answered nonchalantly, although inside him alarms were furiously sending distress signals.


  The shortest and most menacing of the group said gleefully and with a wicked look on his flat face, "Exactly, the more the better."


  Alaric wasn't sure if the right action was to flee or prepare himself to fight like a feral beast. While these men had never been extremely friendly, he had exchanged sexual favors with them for food, but something was wrong this time. What could they do, kill him? What would be the point? The only thing worth killing in this planet under the circumstances was food, and Alaric didn't think these men had suddenly turned into cannibals.


  If they wanted sex, they could ask for it, couldn't they? After so many weeks of wet dreams with the man wearing the gas mask, he might not enjoy it, but it wouldn't be an aberration of the customs. Alaric wondered if GM had received the rescue signal and was on his way to the spaceport with all the others.


  Alaric selfishly hoped that if he were in danger surrounded by these men, GM would be close to give him a helping hand— again.


  What a shitty moment to be unarmed.


  They walked for a standard hour when they reached a part of the road with trees on one side and a burnt field on the other. The trio paced behind him, and that kept his hair on ends. He was seriously considering going back to the city when two of the men grabbed him by the arms and the third yanked his trousers down, underpants included, "What the…?"


  "Shhh, we just want to play a little," said one in his ear, licking his earlobe.


  Alaric thrashed to free himself, but he couldn't use his legs to kick with his trousers around his knees and the awkward face down position, "Sons' of bitches, you don't need to force me. Be decent and ask."


  "Ah, pretty thing, but this ain't trade, this is rape." The one holding his legs, spat evilly as they carried him toward the group of trees.


  "Let me go, you fuckers, let me go," Alaric was frantic, and the men were easily overpowering him, no matter how much he thrashed.


  "Yeah."


  "That's what we want."


  "Put up a fight."


  "Make it interesting."


  Alaric heard the voices but in his wild struggle, he couldn't discern who was speaking.


  Suddenly, the one holding his legs, let go with an "Ouch!" One of the others jerked his arm before releasing him with a "What the fuck?"


  Alaric landed ass first on the ground and before he lost consciousness— thanks to the angry reception of a tree trunk— he saw the man in the gas mask serving steaming jabs and ferocious kicks to his attackers.


  A gas mask was indeed his lucky charm.


  ****


  Blessed be the Universe for the lad is safe in my arms.


  ~ Sule Sarong's Personal Log - Standard date 5772.03.13


  


  Sule had taken care of the three idiots trying to force his lad, bringing him back to the city in his transport. They had several days before the rescue party arrived at the spaceport. It was sad to think that now that help was on its way, the survivors would start turning against each other.


  Trying not to traumatize the lad further, Sule had just pulled his clothes together and waited patiently for him to come back on his own. He caressed the disheveled locks he had dreamed about so many nights. Long, dark lashes begged him for a kiss, a kiss he couldn't bring himself to steal.


  Since Sule had never been close enough to the lad to learn the color of his eyes, he wondered. Sule knew they were fair, in plain contrast with his dark, manly eyebrows; eyebrows he tentatively traced not wanting to disturb the peaceful unconsciousness of this dreamboat.


  And when your eyes've shone


  Upon my face


  And your smile's blinded me


  With non-natural radiance


  I will happily die


  Knowing there's


  No more to yearn.


  Sule recited mentally as he caressed a pale cheek— with the back of his fingers— in a silent glide of nails and knuckles. As much as Sule didn't want to disturb the lad, he couldn't help himself. So close for him to have, it was impossible to put distance between them now.


  The vision leaned onto his hand with a pleased hum and opened his eyes. They were pale blue, like a cloudless sky in the moment the sun was at its highest. "Your name," the lad murmured, his voice rasped as if his throat was extremely dry.


  The gas mask came off, as Sule was just waiting for the lad to recognize him first, and Sule spoke, holding the lad's hand. "My name is Sule Sarong, your humble servant." He drew the hand to his lips and kissed it. "Allow me the gift of your name."


  The vision smiled, caressing with trembling fingers his stubbly cheek. "Alaric Aquinas," he pronounced calmly. "I owe you so much, Sule." This time he traced Sule's lips with a single, now steadier, finger.


  "You owe me nothing, Alaric. You safety is my biggest reward." Sule went to his feet to get something for Alaric to drink. He settled the gas mask on a nearby table and poured water.


  Wasn't Alaric a king who conquered Rome? How fitting.


  Alaric sat, looking at Sule with adoring eyes, and then assessed his state, as he accepted the offered glass. "Thank you. I'm a mess." There was mud and grass all over him. "I'm defiling your bed." He chuckled softly, "Please, forgive me."


  Sule sat again— close, so close— and smiled openly, "It doesn't matter. It's not that we will stay here for long. We must go to the spaceport by the Tyrrhenian Sea soon." He took the emptied glass from Alaric's hands, "I can offer you a bath, if it pleases you."


  "Only if you share it with me," Alaric uttered with a falsely solemn face.


  "Are you sure? After what happened to you, I wouldn't impose my presence in such an intimate way."


  "I'm positive I want you there with me, as I am positive there will be another dawn tomorrow."


  ****


  Sule had said his own name, stressing the final e, in the same way his tutor had done when Alaric was learning his vowels as a child. The tutor had held a card showing an animal with large, hanging ears and a long trunk that didn't exist in Nova Gaia but was still used to teach children the alphabet. "E-le-phan-t," his tutor had enunciated condescendingly. An action Alaric hadn't understood at the time but now was clear as water.


  Lately, Alaric learned that the inhabitants of an outer-rim planet had characteristics very similar to Earth's pachyderms. "The patterns of the Universe are repeated endlessly and with wisdom," his pappa had said in the middle of one of their frequent and entertaining discussions.


  As Alaric watched Sule strip— his brocade morning coat and waistcoat— and discovered the sultry coat of hair adorning Sule's chest as the white shirt became undone, he wished he hadn't gone through the chemical removal of all his body hair. The only follicles active in his body were the ones on his scalp and eyebrows.


  With the gas mask gone, a stark new concept of desire exploded inside Alaric. His fingertips still tingled with the sensation of Sule's incipient beard, and Alaric wanted that wonderful stubble scrapping every inch of his body.


  "Are you unwell?" Sule asked, just underpants covering his magnificent, lean body. "Is the lump on your head hurting?" His dark locks swayed forward as he tilted his head inquisitively.


  Alaric shook his head. Absent— like a dummy— and sure that he had the silliest star-struck look on his face. He wasn't drooling because the Universe was merciful. He swallowed audibly, "I've dreamt of you so much. I still don't know if this is just another of my naughty dreams or blissful reality."


  Sule smiled, with his mouth and his amazing steel eyes, and walked toward him. Sule took Alaric's hand and rested it on his chest over his heart, the hairy plain— hard and enticing. "Do you hear this?"


  Alaric did, hating the clothes that still covered his own body. He nodded, hearing and feeling the steady heartbeat scorching his hand, melting his body.


  The underpants close to his chest were tented; proof that Alaric wasn't alone in his ardor.


  "Let me help you out of these clothes." Sule murmured as he pulled Alaric up and held him in his arms for a moment.


  Sule's eyes were the color of flaming steel, and they devoured him. Every single cell about Alaric's body tingled in anticipation. Why was he still clothed?


  The removal of each garment was accompanied by a feathery caress on the discovered area, Alaric wanted to close his eyes and drift, but Sule's eyes held him in place, alerted, conscious. And that mouth, that mouth surrounded by amazing stubble was an equally powerful magnet. It took all the restraint his body was capable of not to be the first to venture for a taste of those lips.


  "Oh," Alaric gasped, remembering he didn't have his backpack. He was happy to be there, but losing his family portrait immediately dampened his mood.


  "Don't worry, it's over there," Sule pointed toward a corner, as Alaric leaned on him to remove his shoes. The backpack lay inconspicuously, covered by dirt, but apparently whole.


  Alaric thanked Sule in hushed tones as they moved to the next room, which was an ample bathroom. Sule took a low stool and settled it in the middle of a large bathtub. "Let me sponge you first to remove all that caked dirt."


  Sule moved about, collecting items for his chore, while the bobbing of his tempting cock— behind thin fabric— enthralled Alaric.


  Blast me. I'm going to make a fool of myself.


  "Where did all this water come from?" Alaric asked— just for the sake of asking— to distract his feverish brain.


  "It's the filtered water of a hundred rains." Sule beamed, pride coloring his tone. He pointed to an immense tank in the middle of the inner patio. "It also irrigates a little green house."


  Then Sule wasn't simply lurking around the corners waiting to rescue him. Alaric didn't know whether to feel disappointed or grateful that Sule wasn't just a harebrained stalker.


  By the time Sule finally started to sponge him with soapy water, his cock head peeked from its foreskin cocoon demanding attention, and no amount of fresh— or filtered— water could conquer the fire running over Alaric's face.


  Hey, horniness trumps embarrassment.


  The worst— or should he say the best— part was when Sule circled his ass cheeks with maddening slowness and spread them, rubbing lovingly his puckered hole, as if to make him beg to be fucked senseless without remorse. Who could have told him that a man literally wiping his ass would be the most erotic thing he had ever experienced? He was lost, light-years beyond propriety.


  None said a word. The only thing accompanying Sule's torturing and delightful ministrations was the heavy almost strangled breathing of both.


  An eternity later, all the filth of the morning's bad experience had been drained, and they were face-to-face, kneeling in the bathtub with water happily splashing about them. Alaric couldn't get enough of Sule's hairy chest rubbing against his, nor the celestial scrape of that stubble over his swollen lips.


  Sule's ass was a masterpiece, and Alaric refused to cease his kneading of the hard muscles. They were mutually obsessed with their behinds because Sule couldn't stop either. He pulled their groins together, steering Alaric's ass and making their cocks mingle their encouraging fluids.


  "I've dreamt of you so much." Sule whispered moving one hand from Alaric's ass to his groin.


  That strong hand around his shaft was Alaric's undoing. "I'm sure I did it more." He chuckled with a strangled gasp.


  "Who did what is not important anymore. You're here in my arms." Then Sule did something Alaric couldn't have foreseen. Inserting a finger in Alaric's foreskin, Sule circled the head like a warlock from an ancient tale stirring a concoction, perhaps to destroy, perhaps to create life.


  "Blast me," was all Alaric could hiss as he rolled his eyes. A thousand commands escaped from his purpled head, ordering goose bumps and flashes of light, and Sule inserted one finger of the hand still kneading Alaric's ass into that burning hole, making him whimper.


  Squeaky clean as they were after the meticulous bath, the fluids oozing from their cocks could only taste like ambrosia. Sule proved this, licking the smeared finger and sharing the flavor with Alaric in a passionate kiss.


  Invaded and giddy— thanks to both hands commanding him— Alaric replicated Sule's maneuvers, extracting moans of approval and grunts of encouragement.


  Each mirrored the other's actions, tasting and kissing, fingering and rubbing. Water splashed with their efforts because they only gave each other space for narrow moves, bucking and grinding, until all that was left was to stroke their cocks to completion.


  Alaric exploded first, torn between the hand stroking his cock, the finger plucking his prostate and the mouth covering his mouth. He became a million pieces, his consciousness still whole— thanks to Sule's sweet gravity.


  The wicked clench around Alaric's finger— with Sule's orgasm not far behind from his— brought a new wave of ecstasy to his trembling frame. Both rode the high crest not wanting to untwine their bodies now or in the future.


  ****


  Blessed be the Universe for I've known bliss on the lips of Alaric Aquinas.


  ~ Sule Sarong's Personal Log - Standard date 5772.03.15


  


  They made love for two standard days. They learned each other's geography, from north to south, from east to west, kissing creases, licking plains, engulfing summits. They discovered and adored every inch of their inflamed bodies with abandon. The diminishing of that bonfire was never in sight.


  "It's time to leave this nest, Alaric." Sule told the object of his desire with sadness. They didn't know under what conditions they would do the interplanetary journey, ergo if they would be sharing the same living space. Many, many people would certainly surround them by the description of the column of survivors Alaric had given him.


  But even if there are a thousand survivors, it would be nothing but the meager remains of a city with more than two million inhabitants before the dust plague.


  "Are you sure your transport has enough energy to take us there?" Alaric asked, still tangled in dark sheets, making him look like one of the moons in the midnight sky.


  "More than necessary. If we depart tonight, we could arrive at the spaceport in less than forty-eight standard hours." Sule sat on the bed, offering Alaric a plate with his share of the roasted doves and Nova-Gaian potatoes he had prepared for their meal.


  Alaric ate silently, just looking at Sule, a mixture of adoration and apprehension in his pale blue eyes, cross-legged and immersed in a pool of satin darkness.


  "Speak your mind, sweetheart." Sule caressed one cheek when Alaric stopped chewing. The lad leaned into his touch.


  "What if they separate us?" Alaric scrunched his nose as if not wanting to delve too seriously into that thought.


  This fretting lad was the one who even in the middle of an ordeal kept fighting, as Sule had witnessed every time he had come to his rescue. Sule didn't want to make Alaric weak just because he was near. "Would you let that happen?"


  The response was a hissed syllable, "No."


  Sule encouragingly murmured after a sip of his water. "That's the answer I was hoping for." He took their plates and settled them on a nearby table. He crawled on the bed until they were face-to-face, his eyes boring into Alaric's. "I'm absolutely positive, if I'm the one who needs rescue at some point you'd prevail." He slid his lips over Alaric's without kissing, just relishing their texture. The tip of their noses brushed in silent invitation, an echo of things they did earlier.


  Alaric gave him a quick smooch, "Totally true. My middle name is berserk." He chuckled softly, "There's something about you that makes me want to be rescued, and I swear I didn't look for trouble just to see if you appeared. They were all honest-to-Universe mishaps." He lifted his right hand as if making an oath.


  "I believe you; I know there's spunk in you." Sule pushed Alaric to lie down, savoring the muscles of Alaric's square shoulder.


  Snickering, Alaric blurted, "There's not much left, after what's been going on in this bedroom."


  It took five standard seconds for Sule to grasp the meaning of Alaric's words, and he exploded in laughter. "And there's going to be less in a moment."


  "I'm banking on that." Alaric whispered as he closed his eyes and opened his lips to accept him.


  They left the abandoned city that night, the bark of dogs their only farewell.


  Having learned about their bodies previously, they used the journey to learn about their life before the plague. The expectations that were, and those that were coming to be with the nearness of a new start on another planet.


  They reached the spaceport with the second night more than well advanced. Two enormous spaceships, phallic and stunning, illuminated the area, and a male voice continuously gave information through a loud PA.


  Gathering their backpacks, they walked toward the reception booth at the gate of the spaceport, hand in hand, leaving the transport and their previous life behind them.


  "Did you notice that?" Sule pointed at the sky with his free hand, stopping their march.


  "Oh, GM." Alaric sighed, somewhat embarrassed. "I did, and it's supposed to be a bad omen. That's why I didn't mention it." Alaric pressed his lips, squeezing Sule's hand and looking up in the direction of the three moons, visible after the dispersing clouds.


  Sule liked that moniker; it would always remind him of how they met. He squeezed the lad's hand back, "Never for us, Alaric. These three moons, we will never see again, proclaim the beginning of a different life." He winked and nodded— smiling— lost in the pale blue eyes that seemed molten silver thanks to the scarce light. "Besides, it's almost a new day."


  Alaric stood on his toes to nuzzle Sule's cheek and gave him a quick smooch, "Yes. It's always darkest before dawn."


  


  THE END
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  DEFINING RICO


  by Sassy Lane
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  Two men in rainbow body paint hang out behind the staging area for a fair.
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  Dear Author,


  Please help me out!?!


  How did we end up like this, who took the picture and where will we go from here???


  ...Sorry I forgot to introduce myself. My name is Gabriel, I'm a (really mean) lawyer and I don't do relationships! (or do I?).


  The short, cute and sexy (did I really write this?) guy beside me is my little brother's best friend Shane, he owns a Harley, a little bar at the beach and claims to be a Top.


  You can ignore the prompt and surprise me :) but... please give them a "real-live" story and a HEA, no Comic or BDSM.


  Sincerely,


  Tailtiu
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  genre: contemporary


  tags: accountant; surfer; humorous; hurt/comfort


  word count: 11,073
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  Author's Note


  I have taken literary license to create a small beach town west of highway 75 in Southern California. For those who are interested in these things, it is approximately fifteen miles north of the Mexican border and southwest of the San Diego National Wildlife Refuge Complex.


  The photo contributor gave a lovely prompt, but when I saw this picture, the word "courage" immediately popped into my head. The contributor graciously allowed the freedom to ignore her prompt. The boys and I are entirely grateful (though they have completely changed the story from what I initially envisioned).


  


  


  


  


  


  


  DEFINING RICO


  by Sassy Lane


  Richard closed the door carefully behind him. He was not going to lose control. He took in a deep breath and let it out slowly through his nose. Shaking his head slightly, he took another breath.


  Calmed again, Richard slipped on his sunglasses and headed for his car. He didn't know what the heck his uncle was up to, but he wasn't about to cooperate with the plan.


  ****


  Richard parked and took a minute to absorb his surroundings. There was a low rumble of waves crashing into the beach and terns called to each other as they flew in lazy circles. He got out of the car and let the warm breeze soothe him a bit.


  In front of him, a long, curved bar sat sheltered by a building that had been designed to look like a large shack. Thick bamboo poles held crossed palm fronds up to create a picturesque roof over the bar and extended over an outdoor patio in a large rectangle. At the other end of the space was a small raised floor. More palm fronds provided the little area with some protection but the sides were completely open. A small, self-contained fire pit was set off to one side with a little cluster of tables around it. A larger fire pit sat about twenty yards away from the shelter with more tables and chairs nearby.


  Richard shook his head. It looked like something out of an old beach movie. Actually, it was a lot nicer than what he thought he would find. He rolled his eyes at the carved sign near the entry. 'Woodies at the Beach'. The owner had a sense of humor.


  "Hello?"


  Richard turned back towards the bar.


  "Can I help you?"


  A pretty, young thing with shoulder length, white-blond hair and a dark tan was watching him. He didn't look a day over seventeen.


  "I'm looking for someone. I was told he would be here."


  The blond rolled big, blue eyes. "Um, I'm someone and I'm here. Got any more information than that?"


  Richard raised his eyebrows at the snarky tone.


  The blond sighed dramatically. "Let's try this again. Hi, I'm Mickie and you are...?"


  "Richard Charles Kames Overton"


  "The third?"


  "Excuse me?" Richard had started out overworked and irritable. The pretty boy wasn't helping.


  "Sorry dude. It just seemed like that came next." Mickie was grinning. "So, Rico, how can I help you?"


  Richard clenched his jaw and began to count backwards from ten. He really had to work on his stress levels. It seemed like the smallest things could set him off these days. Movement in his peripheral vision caught his attention and he turned.


  A surfer was coming up from the water and approaching the bar. Not too tall or too short. He appeared to be about three or four inches shorter than Rico's own six feet two inches, with a gymnast's build. Good looking with a hard, fit body, sleek muscles and short, sun-streaked, brown hair.


  Another pretty boy, Richard thought.


  The surfer leaned his board against the side of the bar and moved towards him, putting himself a few feet away and slightly in front of the little blond.


  "Hey Mickie, you need anything?" The surfer's baritone voice was husky, immediately putting Richard in mind of waking the morning after a night filled with sex and whiskey.


  "What makes you think he needs assistance?"


  The golden surfer folded his arms. His gaze raked slowly down Richard's body and back up again before he shrugged. "You're not exactly the type we normally see around here. Do you need something or are you just lost?"


  "Danny, this is Rico. He's looking for someone." Mickie made air-quotes with his fingers.


  "My name is not Rico." Richard growled slowly. "It is Richard. Charles. Kames. Overton."


  Dan glanced at Mickie, who had been mouthing the name along with the big guy, and nodded. "Rico," they said at the same time.


  "So Rico, why don't you tell me what it is you need down here and we'll let Mickie get back to whatever he was doing." Dan grinned when Mickie flipped him off and returned to the back room.


  "What I'm doing is looking for Daniel Saunders." Rico ground out between clenched teeth. With Mickie safely tucked out of the way, Dan relaxed and watched the larger man as his face turned interesting colors.


  "You seem to be dealing with some real anger management issues, Rico. You might want to lighten up a bit before you stroke out."


  Rico felt like his head was going to explode from the pressure. "Maybe if I wasn't forced into running down beach bums on some wild goose chase my uncle sent me on, during the height of tax season, I wouldn't have these stress issues Danny."


  Dan's smile took Rico by surprise. It was slow and sexy and completely wicked. Dan was totally focused on him. Rico felt a delicious shiver run through him as his nipples got hard. Then it made sense. Dan was a player. Of course he would have a charming smile. Rico was not about to be taken in by this, this…playboy surfer!


  "Listen carefully Dan," Rico used his most irritated, don't-bullshit-me demeanor. "I don't know what is going on between you and my uncle, but he wants to see you. I don't know why or what he's up to and as long as he's okay, I don't care. I just want to be left out of the next great scheme."


  Rico pivoted sharply and stalked back to his car. Dan watched until it was completely out of sight. "Hey Mickie," he called quietly. "Who is he?"


  Mickie popped his head out of the backroom. "Yea… um..."


  Dan waited patiently and soon enough Mickie supplied his information. "He's Salty's nephew."


  ****


  Rico glanced around his bathroom. He shared a home with his Uncle Russell, who had taken care of him since he was five years old.


  He loved the crusty old coot. Uncle Russell had been there for him all the way through high school then pushed him to go to college. Despite his uncle's cantankerous nature, he had always been tolerant of Rico's quirks and Rico was incredibly grateful for that. Now his uncle was sixty-nine and it was Rico's turn to keep an eye on him.


  He finished combing his hair and checked his appearance a final time in the mirror. Rico liked his face. He had wide cheekbones and a firm, strong jawline. His nose fit his face just right; not too big or too small. His full lips and light, milky skin were said to be a contribution from his father; he wouldn't know, having never met the man. Dark brown eyes and hair he kept extremely short on the back and sides completed the picture.


  As meticulous in his personal grooming as he was in every other aspect of his life, Rico placed the comb back into the drawer and double-checked the razor on the small hand towel. He had a need for things to be 'just so'. It might not make sense to everyone else, but it made him feel better, calmer, when everything around him was in proper order.


  Rico knew that it stemmed from how he had lived when he was very small.


  His mom thought snagging a wealthy husband would set her for life. The problem was, he had wanted a woman willing to be a wife and mother and she just wanted to play. Rico's father gave up after three years and returned to England. When his mother realized she was pregnant two months later, it was too late to convince his father of his paternity.


  Rico remembered the day he met his Uncle Russell. He had been sleeping in his closet.


  It was the only place he felt safe from all the loud strangers who used to parade through his home. He woke to yelling and something banged into the wall. His mom was screaming at someone to get out and let her live her life. The voices argued for a few minutes then a door slammed. Rico clutched the ragged Furby he had named Sam tightly to his chest. The door to his closet had opened. A large man stood looking down at him, then knelt in the doorway.


  "Hi Richard," the man's voice sounded rough. "I'm your Uncle Russell. You're going to be staying with me for a while."


  He chewed on Sam's ear. His Uncle Russell helped him get his shoes on and stand up. Hands clasped, they had walked out the front door and never looked back.


  Rico shook his head to clear the morose thoughts. He didn't know what was bringing them to mind after all this time.


  He started toward the patio, but was caught off guard by the sight of the surfer from yesterday approaching from the back gate. "Why are you here?"


  "It's about time. What are you waiting for, an engraved invitation?" A deep, strong voice called out from the patio.


  Grinning, Dan stepped around Rico and walked over to the lounger. "Well, I don't know" he teased the older, gruff looking man. "Can I bring a friend?"


  Russell "Salty" Harrington snorted. "You're looking good Dan. The beach agrees with you."


  "You're looking good, too, for an old man," Dan lobbed back with a grin.


  Rico moved his chair to the side so he could keep both Dan and his uncle in view.


  "Sit down and pour." Russell ordered, pointing to a sweating pitcher of lemonade on a little table between the chairs. "We need to talk."


  "I kind of figured that after I got a visit from Rico here. I have to say, I was a bit surprised."


  "Rico?"


  Dan laughed, "Mickie named your nephew."


  Rico's eyes bounced back and forth as the two men traded friendly barbs and banter.


  "How is the little shit?" Russell asked with a smirk.


  "Well, considering that he hasn't yet set the world on fire with his freaking laptop, I'd say pretty damn good." They smiled knowingly at each other.


  Dan handed Salty and Rico glasses of lemonade, then took a sip of his own. "He's doing good Salty. Nothing's changed in the last few months. He's settled in really well. He loves being at the bar and everyone loves him."


  Russell nodded and gave him a hard look. "How are you doing?"


  "I'm fine. It's quiet, I have the beach. What's not to be happy about?"


  "So you're not bored to tears then?"


  Dan snorted softly. "Boring is just fine with me, Salty and you know it. Boring means everything is going the way it should be, with no hiccups. Besides, you shook things up a bit by giving me Mickie to look after. That boy keeps life interesting all on his own."


  Salty laughed at Dan calling Mickie 'boy'.


  "You know good and well Mickie is only four years younger than you Dan." He sat up slowly. "Oh well, guess you'd better hang on to your hat then. I'm about to give you a ticket on an E-ride."


  Rico sat at the corner of the grouping with an odd look on his face. He wasn't sure what was going on. The dynamic between the two men was not what he expected. Dan was sitting forward, elbows propped on his knees. His eyes were sharp and focused on his uncle as he spoke.


  "Why did Rico come see me Salty?"


  Salty sighed. "Boy caught me transferring money into your private account. 'Mind your own business' is a concept he was never correctly introduced to. My own fault I guess. I needed to get a hold of you and since the boy involved himself, I sent him."


  Salty got up and paced a couple steps. Dan was watching him intently. "Results from my last physical show I have a fast acting cancer. Prognosis is shit and I've volunteered for an experimental treatment program. I was transferring the money, because… well…" Salty paused for a moment before he continued. "I know you didn't ask for it Danny-boy, but I need you to watch over my special projects."


  Dan nodded, "Of course. Do you have to leave the area for the treatment?"


  Salty shook his head. "I got lucky. The doctor offering the treatments works out of a hospital in San Diego and I can rent an apartment nearby. It will save me driving back and forth to the house."


  Dan looked aggrieved as he grabbed his cell phone and dialed Mickie. "Hey kid. Get a hold of the boys for me. We're moving Salty in with us. I need it done today if at all possible. Yeah, I'll tell you later, thanks."


  He held a finger up, pointing at Salty when he groaned. "Do not even try to argue. I haven't heard of a cancer treatment yet that didn't leave you sick as a dog. You are NOT going to be staying in an apartment by yourself." He held Salty's eyes, letting the older man see how determined he was to do this for him.


  Salty finally nodded. "I'll pack a few things."


  Rico got up, stunned, by everything he had heard. He was hurt and furious with his uncle. He didn't trust himself to speak to the man, he was afraid of saying something he couldn't take back. Blood roared through his ears, turning words into buzzing sounds. Uncle Russell hadn't told him about the cancer. His uncle hadn't trusted him with this, hadn't told him he was sick.


  "I, ah… I have to go."


  Dan was alarmed by the angry red flush on Rico's face and grabbed his arm as he tried to walk by. He gave Salty a dirty look. "You never told your nephew you were sick?"


  "He would've tried to handle it on his own."


  Dan rubbed the side of his face with his free hand. "Sounds kind of familiar, eh?"


  Salty snorted at him. "I'm going to go pack."


  Dan pulled lightly at Rico. "Come on buddy. The guys will get your uncle settled and I think you and I could use a drink or three."


  The fact that someone else was angry on his behalf eased the rage somewhat. Rico nodded and let Dan lead him out the door.


  ****


  As the bar filled, they had commandeered the prime spot close to the big fire pit. Mickie had joined them briefly; bringing cookies from his personal stash behind the bar. They had spent a couple of hours enjoying the sunset and talking amiably.


  The plate that had been full of shortbread cookies now held only crumbs. Nearby, an empty bottle of Drambuie 15 sat, firelight reflecting off the glass. The cooling breeze felt like it was dancing on his skin and spinning in time with his head. Rico sighed. He was comfortably fuzzy and he slouched a little lower into his chair. It had been a long time since he had allowed himself to let go like this.


  He had been incredibly upset when they first arrived at the bar, but Dan hadn't tried to fill the tense silence. He just grabbed a bottle and sat them in a quiet corner. They had been drinking for about twenty minutes before Rico had realized how comforting it was to have someone just be there for him. The tension he had been carrying ebbed slowly


  He had thought he would be too angry to listen to anything Dan would have to say in defense of his uncle; but Dan had calmly offered him an outsider's view of his uncle's actions that made Rico feel more understanding towards the situation.


  Rico let his thoughts drift back to the conversation from earlier that evening.


  "He really does love you, you know." Dan's voice had caught Rico as he took another large swallow of whiskey. "He didn't want to add even more stress than you are already dealing with at work. He worries about you."


  Rico drummed his fingers on the table. "That's all well and good, but I get to worry right back. He's family. Families share the load."


  "Absolutely," Dan agreed. "The thing is; Salty has had to keep his own counsel for a long time Rico. He isn't used to sharing."


  Rico smacked his glass down in frustration. "How do you know my uncle, Dan?"


  "You know Salty was in the Marines, right?"


  "Yes, about twenty years ago. You couldn't have known him then."


  Dan nodded in agreement. "That's right. My former commander, however, did know him. They had kept in loose contact over the years."


  Rico watched as Dan took another sip of his whisky. He seemed to be carefully considering his words.


  "I was seventeen when 9/11 happened. Like the rest of the country, I was wrapped in a patriotic frenzy. I convinced my parents to help me enlist early and it wasn't long before I was off to serve my country.


  "I had been serving for almost five years before Captain Evans took command of my unit. On this particular mission, we ended up fighting in close quarters. It was supposed to be a precision strike, in and out, but the intel was off. Fortunately we found a defendable position and after a prolonged fight, we achieved our objective. When the Captain found me, I was sitting on a stump eating an MRE."


  Dan paused for a moment and took another drink. He was lost to his thoughts.


  "It took me a minute to realize why the Captain was so upset. There were six freshly killed bodies near my stump and my only response had been to sit down and get some chow. It was a month before my twenty-second birthday."


  Rico felt his stomach tighten with tension at the incredibly clear picture Dan was painting.


  "How does Uncle Russell fit into this?" he asked with trepidation.


  "Captain Evans called in some favors and got me discharged early. Your uncle had completed his career as a Gunnery Sargent. Captain called him for help, saying one seriously mixed up young man, as I was, was not going to get the better of an experienced gunny. Salty agreed with him. He found me a small place to rent and basically rehabilitated me."


  Rico refilled both their glasses as he mulled over the information.


  "You were seventeen around 9/11 so that means you got out around 2005 or 2006. I was in college at that point. That's why I never knew what Uncle Russell was up too." Rico was happy to have settled part of the equation but there were still unanswered questions.


  "And Mickie? Why did Uncle Russell 'give him' to you? Why are you taking care of him?"


  Dan laughed a little. "Mickie is a whole other can of worms. Mickie's smart with computers. Scary smart; like, be grateful every day he's on our side smart. Don't ever let him touch one of your computers because he might make it jump up and do tricks, but he will also slave it to his control.


  "Anyway, he was working with the DEA and happened to be in D.C when Salty was there testifying about the need for increased psychiatric support for veterans. They met and hit it off. They kept in touch, maybe three or four times a year. One day, Salty finds out that Mickie is in the hospital. One of the bad guys wanted Mickie's skills for his own purposes. He had been kidnapped and held for about three weeks before he was rescued. Salty brought him to me after he was released from the hospital.


  "Salty convinced me I was the best combination possible for helping Mickie recover. I could guard him and I understood PTSD. He's been with me ever since; almost two years now. He still freezes around violence but other than that, he has a handle on things. I have no doubt that Mickie is the one who gave Salty access to my bank account."


  "Why would he do that?"


  "Your uncle is involved in a number of charities. He wants me to make sure his commitments are honored."


  Rico nodded, that sound just like his uncle.


  "We should go out for fajitas." Mickie's light voice broke through Rico's buzzed meanderings and brought him back to the present. He hadn't noticed Mickie come back to the table and he let the words bounce around his skull for a minute.


  "Rico," Mickie's face popped into his view. "C'mon Rico, faa.. jjjii.. tasss. You want fajitas, don't you? Steak… peppers… onions… guacamole." Mickie was practically begging him. "Please Rico. Danny won't go unless you go with us."


  Rico smiled. Mickie was like a happy puppy, full of energy and bouncing all over the place. "Yeah kid, sounds good."


  Mickie snorted and rolled his eyes at Rico calling him kid. "That's your fault," he said as he bumped Dan's shoulder.


  Dan groaned. "Get the car brat, you're driving." They both winced at Mickie's yip of pleasure.


  Dan stood and offered his hand to help Rico up. Rico shivered as the firm, callused grasp sent tingles up his arm, down his stomach and into his groin. He was surprised by Dan's strength as he easily pulled Rico to his feet. He outweighed Dan by a good twenty-five pounds. Not that he was a gym rat or anything, but at a solid one hundred and eighty-five pounds, he was no lightweight either. Dan had moved him like it was nothing. Rico couldn't believe how much that turned him on.


  Dan slapped him on the shoulder as he moved towards the car. "Come on buddy; let's get ourselves on the outside of some food."


  ****


  Rico pulled up to Woodies with a sigh. He was only twenty-five but some days he felt so old.


  He loved being an accountant, really, but was heartily tired of the extra hours during tax season. In addition, he had been so distracted yesterday with everything that had happened, he never got Dan's address or phone number. Rico needed to resolve that immediately. He couldn't have his uncle out of the house and not know where he was. It just wasn't proper. HE was the nephew, it was up to him to keep tabs on his uncle and make sure everything was alright.


  "Hey Rico," Mickie greeted him from a table near the bar. He was typing away at this laptop, an open book and a bag of peanut M&M's within easy reach.


  "Hi Mickie, is Dan here? I forgot to get his address last night and I wanted to see my uncle." Rico's stomach growled and Mickie laughed.


  "Here man," Mickie upended the bag of M&M's into Rico's hand. "Stave off the growling bear." Mickie's attention had already returned to his laptop.


  "Mickie," Rico was trying to be patient. "Where does Dan have my uncle?"


  Mickie glanced up and waved his hand distractedly, "Oh, sorry. Two streets down, make a left, third house on the right. You can't miss it."


  Rico had lost Mickie to the laptop. Shaking his head, he quickly sorted his M&M's by color, popped a couple in his mouth and walked back to his car. He would make an effort to follow Mickie's less than thorough directions before he harassed him anymore.


  Rico pulled in front of a modest ranch style home. A long drive ran beside the house and ended in a two-car garage that faced the street. A blood red, 1970 Malibu convertible with Krager rims was parked towards the middle of the drive. How interesting. Rico enjoyed building model cars and had an extensive collection. He absolutely loved the classics.


  The yard was neat and well-trimmed. There was a date palm on one side of the yard and a few birds-of-paradise near the door. The whole effect was simple, soothing and made him feel welcome. Everything he was learning about Dan made him seem a caring person.


  The door opened before he could knock.


  "Rico, I heard your car pull up. Come on in. Mickie called, said you were starving and on your way here." Dan led the way into the kitchen. His uncle was already sitting with a plate piled high. He grunted and waved at Rico before returning all his attention to his food.


  "We just finished barbequing, grab yourself a plate." Dan said, pointing to a stack of clean plates on the day bar that divided the kitchen and living room.


  There was a steaming pile of chicken smothered in thick, red barbeque sauce, a plate of grilled vegetables on skewers and a big bowl of potato salad. Thick slices of watermelon were in a large dish on the side. Rico nodded approvingly.


  Rico grabbed several pieces of chicken and sat next to his uncle at the table. Dan brought a pitcher of sweet tea to the table and three glasses of ice. Rico thanked him and grabbed a leg off his plate.


  The chicken was delicious, the sauce both sweet and hot and he quickly reduced everything to a small pile of bones. Scraping the bones into the trash, he went back for a serving of potato salad. It was creamy and garlicky with the potato chunks melting on his tongue, lovely.


  Finished with his potato salad, Rico took a couple skewers of vegetables for his plate and bent to enjoy them. He looked up to see Dan watching him with a funny expression on his face.


  "What?"


  "Nothing," Dan smiled at him. "Just watching you eat."


  Rico always got self-conscious when he was watched. "It's not like the fajitas, which are supposed to be mixed together. These tastes are distinct and I don't like it when the flavors get contaminated," he said defensively.


  "Rico, it's fine. There are places in the world where people commonly eat like you do. You just don't see it as much here in the States."


  Rico sat for a moment. "Have you traveled to a lot of different places?" He was curious. Most people would poke fun at his eating habits.


  "A few," Dan shrugged, his demeanor becoming more subdued.


  They finished their meal in relative quiet.


  Rico rinsed his plate and stacked it in the sink. He remembered their conversation from last night and he wanted to break the silence he had caused.


  Lacking other ideas, he blurted, "I forgot to ask for your phone number yesterday."


  He wasn't terribly comfortable in social situations. He never got the jokes everybody else laughed at. Innuendo and subtle hints were completely wasted on him. Rico needed clarity; blunt, direct communication. He especially didn't know how to react when emotions were involved.


  "I realized that this afternoon. I would have called, but Salty mentioned that you work a lot of hours this time of year and I didn't want to bother you at work."


  "Taking care of my uncle is not a bother." Rico said heatedly.


  "I know that Rico. I also knew that we would see each other soon, so it didn't seem urgent. I'm sorry if you were stressed about your uncle's move."


  Dan's tone was reasonable and soothing. Rico could feel some of the tension leaving his shoulders. He picked up his glass of sweet tea and sipped it as he gazed around.


  The floor plan of the house was open and inviting. The decorating was eclectic. Large and small masks from various countries hung on the walls. Extensive shelving held quite a few books and some carvings. Dragons and mythical creatures off all sizes and types were interspersed with Buddhas, shadow puppets and small Asian paintings of birds. A few bits of colorful pottery and some delicately painted gourds completed a unique décor that somehow fit together.


  Rico was startled when his uncle declared it was his bedtime. He got up and gave the old man a hug and held him for a moment. Salty gave him an awkward pat. "Don't worry about stuff so much kiddo. Things will turn out how they turn out."


  Salty nodded at Dan and went off to his room.


  Silence was their only companion for several minutes. Rico turned to Dan. "Do you mind if I look around a little?"


  "Not at all. Would you like to see the backyard?"


  Rico nodded and followed Dan outside.


  The sun had set and solar lights in pale blue followed the vegetation in twisting patterns. There were a couple of wooden benches and a small table and chairs set that looked like it had been carved from large knotty stumps of wood. A gas barbeque grill was off to one side. Like the front yard, the backyard gave Rico a sense of peace, home.


  "If you hand me your cell, I'll program my numbers in." Dan held his hand out and Rico gave him the cell phone.


  "I have an unfair advantage over you Rico." Dan continued. "Salty has talked about you a lot, so you are familiar to me. I'm certain he never mentioned me though."


  Rico shook his head. "When I first saw Uncle Russell putting money in your account, I assumed you were involved with those weird projects he's always got going on."


  "In a way, I am." Dan answered. "I told you about my history with Salty. From what I've seen so far, aside from his charity work, he is still bringing in strays like me and Mickie. I don't know how he makes his choices or his reason for helping, but somehow he finds people who are in real need. He offers them support and a place where they can belong."


  Rico frowned. "I always thought he was working on saving the finches or something."


  "Not quite," Dan snorted softly.


  "Do you think…," Rico's question was interrupted when Dan stepped forward, cupped the sides of Rico's face with his hands, pulled him down and kissed him. The kiss was hot and wet. Rico's breathing was heavy and his cock hard when Dan took a small step back.


  Rico reached out and touched his fingertips to Dan's throat.


  Rico licked his lips and tried to catch his breath. "Are you playing with me?"


  "No." Dan shook his head, "I think you're sexy as hell and I've wanted you since you first walked into my bar."


  Rico stared at Dan through narrowed eyes. He wondered for a moment what Dan was up to. In an area where men were typically fit soldiers, cut gym rats, or beautiful twinks, Rico knew he was, at best, average. Oh, he knew the places he could find a quick hook up, but in general, men weren't beating down his door and Rico was pretty sure Dan usually had a waiting line at his.


  Dan pushed back into Rico. "You're thinking too much," he murmured as he took Rico's mouth again.


  Rico was pressed into a wall as Dan moved between his legs, rubbing their cocks together through their clothes. Rico fisted his hands in Dan's shirt, not sure if he wanted to push Dan away or pull him closer. He gulped air when Dan pulled away for a moment. He felt a tug at his belt, and that fast Dan had Rico's pants open and his cock out.


  Rico dropped his head back and groaned in pleasure as Dan slowly stroked him. The warm hand left him, but soon he felt Dan's bare cock sliding hard against his own as Dan ground his groin into Rico's without the interference of clothing.


  They were both hard and leaking, the pre-cum adding just enough lubrication to let their cocks slide easily together. Dan pushed his body tightly into Rico's, one hand holding a hip, the other sliding under his shirt to tweak a nipple. Rico felt flushed as pleasure rushed through him. He could hear his heartbeat in his ears and feel each throbbing beat in his cock. He started moving faster but Dan squeezed his hip tighter and nipped at his jaw.


  "Uh-uh, relax," he growled in Rico's ear.


  Rico opened his mouth to complain but Dan filled it with his tongue.


  Rico closed his eyes and moaned softly. Dan was really good at kissing and Rico intended to enjoy it. Rico arched his hips forward, making it easier for Dan to grind against him. Tension sang through his body. Rico knew he was going to come soon, no matter what Dan said. When Dan's hand left his hip and fingertips rubbed firmly along his perineum, it was over.


  Rico cried out and came so hard he saw stars. Dan hips thrust a few more times before Rico felt Dan's release. When Rico finally opened his eyes, Dan was watching him with a knowing grin on his lips. That little smirk irritated Rico… A LOT.


  "Smug bastard," he growled.


  Dan gave a small shrug. "I know." He pulled out of his t-shirt and wiped them both down.


  Rico spent a moment trying to decide if he was attracted to the man or irritated by him. A quick glance at his watch brought an end to the moment.


  "I should go. It's late and I need to be at the office early tomorrow."


  Dan nodded and walked him to the door.


  ****


  The days turned to weeks and fell into a routine. Rico stopped at Dan's house every other day after work to check on his uncle and often shared a meal with them as well. There had been some flirting and a few stolen kisses, but no repeats of the first night.


  His Uncle Russell was taciturn as always. He hated attention and had insisted that he wanted everyone to go on with their lives as normally as possible. He tolerated Dan and his friends giving him rides to the hospital but that was it. This week his uncle would be admitted for observation after his latest treatment.


  The long hours Rico had been putting in were finally returning to normal as tax season wound down and he had taken the day off. Having finished the laundry and housework to his satisfaction, Rico found himself fidgeting. He still had more than half the day free and no plans.


  He was in his car and headed to Woodies before he realized what he was doing.


  Mickie was coming out of the bar when he pulled up. His hands were full and he tried to wave with his elbow. Rico started laughing.


  "Hey Mickie. How's it going?"


  "Good, good. I'm just taking Mrs. Bates her daily offering."


  "What?" Rico looked closer at what was in Mickie's hands. He was holding a fish in a towel. It was still wiggling.


  What the hell?


  "Mickie, why on earth do you have a live fish in a towel?"


  "Because Mrs. Bates doesn't like dead ones." Mickie's expression read DUH, why else?


  "Mickie, who is Mrs. Bates?" Rico had been getting a lot of practice in keeping his patience. He needed to remember to appreciate that.


  Mickie sighed and jerked his head for Rico to follow him.


  "She's this totally psychotic cat that lives in the breakwater. She used to terrorize people who fished off the rocks. They were getting ready to have her trapped and killed but Dan stopped them. He and the cat have a deal. He gives her a fat live fish each day and she ignores everybody."


  "Mickie, phone call, the supplier has a problem," someone yelled from inside the bar. Mickie turned to Rico and held up the fish.


  "This needs to get to Mrs. Bates before it dies. Can you run it over to the rocks for me? Just toss it anywhere near the rocks, you don't have to set it down. Thanks."


  Mickie shoved the fish at him and ran back into the bar.


  Rico looked from the fish to the rocks. It was only another twenty feet or so.


  He climbed past the first large rock and looked around. There was a big crevice before the next rock. Rico thought about throwing the fish over, but it looked kind of dirty and he really didn't like the idea of putting the fish on a dirty surface. He turned to the side to look for a better place and HOLY SHIT!


  Something came flying out from behind one of the smaller rocks and launched right at him. Rico took a step back and felt nothing under his foot. He didn't even have enough time to be disgusted with himself before everything went black.


  Rico's eyes popped open and he tried to take stock. He was laying on his right side facing a small crevice under the rock he had been standing on. He didn't feel any pain; that was a big check in the plus column.


  He tried to move and nothing happened. Not good. He tried wiggling his fingers and toes and still didn't feel anything.


  Well fuck.


  Deciding he needed help, Rico tried to take a deep breath so he could yell. Nothing happened. It was odd, Rico felt like he should be panicking but he wasn't. He actually felt kind of fuzzy and lightheaded. He tried to reason it out.


  I fell about ten feet. I must have hit my head because I don't remember the impact. I can't breathe but my body isn't reacting by choking or gasping. I can't move but I'm not in any pain at all. I must be dead. This is probably the last electrical impulses of my brain before it's done. What a fucked up way to go. Death by cat. At least I'm not in pain. Damn, I hope Uncle Russell doesn't take it too hard. I wonder if I'll see any lights? I wonder if I'll become a ghost? I wonder if Dan… Oh yeah, Dan. That was just getting interesting. He was such a flirt and his lips tasted really good. Guess I won't know how that could have turned out….


  Rico's mental rambling was interrupted as smallish white and grey cat walked over.


  She'd be prettier if she was cleaned up a bit. She's pretty scruffy looking. Aww, she's purring. What the hell? That freaking cat did not just sit with her butt in my face! The little bitch is cleaning her paws with her butt in my face?! I…


  Oh hey, I'm mad. I can't be dead if I'm mad. There's not supposed to be any kind of strong emotions if you're dead, right? Spirits are supposed to be free from all that. Fine, I'm stunned. Okay, I need to figure out how to take a breath so I can yell, because I need to get help.


  Rico was trying to focus on his lungs, willing them to fill with air, when the cat suddenly leaped away from him. Dan was next to him tapping his face gently.


  "Rico? Can you hear me?"


  He blinked. Dan sounded upset.


  "Come on Rico, you need to breathe babe. Blue is not your best color."


  Dan yelled over his shoulder to Mickie, whose head was poking over the top of the rock. "Call an ambulance Mick."


  The head disappeared and Dan was focused on him again.


  "You always have to do things the hard way, don't you?"


  Dan's lips touched his firmly and Rico tasted sweet breath as Dan lightly pinched his nose and exhaled deeply into his mouth.


  "There are easier ways to get kisses from me, you know."


  Rico felt his lungs expanding a second time and he suddenly started coughing. Dan was holding his head still, trying to soothe him, encouraging him to relax.


  "Easy Rico, don't try to move. You need to be still until the paramedics arrive. Don't try to move, just be still for me okay? Relax babe, I've got you. "


  Rico loved listening to Dan's voice. He could have been reading a phone book and Rico wouldn't have cared. He could feel a little smile tugging at his face as he drifted off listening to Dan.


  "Rico!" Dan yelled as he closed his eyes. "You need to keep those big brown eyes opened babe. You need to stay awake and keep me company."


  Rico blinked again and tried to lick his lips.


  "Damn it Rico, I want you to look at me all sleepy and barely focused because I just fucked you through the mattress, not because you're hurt."


  Rico managed to raise his eyebrow a bit. He still wasn't up to talking but he was beginning to feel pain throughout his body. He guessed that was a good thing since he wasn't going to die.


  A little moan made its way out.


  "Keep your eyes open Rico. It won't be long now; I know how tired you are."


  The sounds of voices and scraping metal could be heard nearby and Dan sighed in relief. "The cavalry's here babe. Just a little longer and you'll be in a nice hospital with all the pain meds you can handle and you can get some sleep."


  Dan moved carefully out of the way when a rescue worker climbed down the rock and leaned over Rico. He heard murmurs and felt gentle hands on his body as his eyes closed and he finally lost consciousness.


  ****


  Rico was fidgeting in his hospital bed. It was making him crazy that he couldn't get up to re-arrange the room and make it more orderly.


  The need to organize things was making his skin itch even though he was feeling better. The worst of the headache from the concussion was gone and his wrist had merely been sprained. The ache in his side, however, made it very clear that he wasn't ready to do anything more active than get himself to the bathroom, maybe. It was his third day in the hospital and he hoped the doctors would let him go today, he really missed being in his house.


  Mickie's head popped in the doorway, checking to see if a nurse was in his room. Mickie and the nurses had developed a love/hate relationship and he took care to stay out of their way if at all possible. Grinning hugely, Mickie stepped into the room.


  "I brought you something," Mickie sang at Rico as he walked into the room.


  Mickie had told him that he felt terribly guilty for what had happened and kept bringing him funny little presents as apologies. This time, he brought a large bowl wrapped in red cellophane out from behind his back.


  Rico smiled. "Thank you Mickie."


  Mickie set the bowl on his tray table and removed the cellophane. The entire bowl was filled with M&Ms! Plain, peanut, almond, dark chocolate and peanut butter.


  A huge grin lit Rico's face. He winced as he tried to pull the tray table a little closer, so Mickie dumped the M&Ms onto the table and moved it for him.


  He was busily sorting when Dan walked into the room. Rico never even looked up.


  Dan shook his head. "Mickie, that's just mean," he chided.


  "Oh please, he's happy," Mickie countered and pointed. "Look at him."


  "I am, Mickie," Dan murmured softly.


  Mickie's eyes opened wide as he watched Dan watching Rico. Dan shot him a warning glare and returned to watching Rico with his M&Ms.


  Rico glanced up as he felt the weight of both men staring at him. "What's wrong?" he asked curiously.


  "Not a thing," Dan said easily.


  Dan stared at him as he eyed the large pile of candies. "You aren't going to eat all of those are you?"


  Rico laughed.


  "I love chocolate, especially dark chocolate, but I only need a few small pieces at a time. Before they started selling those mini candy bars, I used to drive Uncle Russell crazy because I would have all these different candy bars with a single bite out of them. I would wrap them and leave them in the refrigerator for a week or two before I took the next bite. He was forever grumping at me about having candy and not eating it."


  "Yeah," Dan leaned against the unoccupied chair. "He's always been a sucker for chocolates."


  They were all smiling a little at that.


  "Oh, I passed the doc on the way in," Dan said. "He said he'll be by in an hour or so and if everything looks good, he'll release you today."


  "Oh thank god." Rico's relief was heartfelt. "I can't wait to be home."


  "Well, you're not going home just yet."


  Rico narrowed his eyes at Dan, "Why not?"


  "Try because you can barely move," Dan said firmly. "You are coming to stay with me for a couple weeks. Your cracked ribs need some time to knit back up and you have deep tissue bruising. When you can sit and stand by yourself and reach for things without too much pain, you can go back to your place."


  "I thought your place only had three bedrooms?"


  "It does. You can have my bed and I'll sleep on the couch."


  Rico shook his head, "I can't do that to you. I can't put you out of your own bed."


  "Look," Dan sighed. "If you don't stay with me, I am going to be popping over to your place several times a day to check on you. Think for a moment Rico. You can't make your own meals yet or even get to the bathroom on your own. Don't you think I would be much more comfortable sleeping on my couch than having to go from the bar or my house to yours multiple times a day? It would certainly be more convenient for me to keep you close at hand."


  "Oh." Rico was still a bit muddled from his pain medication and couldn't think of a good argument.


  "The doc said he wouldn't be here for about an hour. If you like, I can run over to your place while we're waiting for him. I'll grab some clothes, your toiletries and anything else you want me to pick up. Then, when the doc releases you, we can go straight to my place and get you settled in. Okay?"


  "Could you bring my laptop back with you? The case and all the accessories are next to my desk, in the study. Oh, my keys are in that little baggie under the stand that's holding the water pitcher." Rico pointed with his chin.


  Dan grabbed the keys, then reached out and patted Rico on the leg.


  "I'll be back before the Doc gets here. Practice being a good little patient while I'm gone."


  Rico glared at Dan, who smirked at him before walking out the door.


  "Sometimes he is just so… annoying," he complained to the room in general. "Like a little cactus needle just under the skin."


  Mickie barely choked back a laugh. He ducked his head to hide the huge grin on his face.


  "So, Rico, tell me about your laptop."


  ****


  Rico was lightly dozing when Dan walked into the room. He opened his eyes and saw Dan with a medium sized bottle in his hand.


  "What's that?"


  "Emu oil."


  Dan held out the bottle so Rico could see it.


  "One of the ladies who comes to the bar regularly is a pharmacist and she said this is really good for bad bruising. She said if I put a layer over the bruises and cover them with bandages it will speed the healing process."


  Rico eyed the bottle. "Aloe and vitamin K too, I guess it can't hurt to try it."


  He carefully lifted his hands from the bed to unbutton his shirt while Dan went to get a towel for him to lie on. No sense getting oil on the bedclothes.


  Rico snorted softly as he looked down at the top he was wearing. He couldn't lift his arms enough to use a t-shirt, so yesterday, Dan had picked up a couple of tacky, touristy, Hawaiian shirts for him to use so he wouldn't ruin his dress shirts. He was sure Dan had deliberately picked the most hideous patterns he could find.


  Dan helped Rico up and slid the shirt off his shoulders. He tossed it across the chair he had brought in earlier and laid a large beach towel on the bed.


  Rico could feel Dan's eyes traveling over his body as Dan helped him settle back onto the bed.


  Rico had no body issues even though he knew his look wasn't all the rage. He wasn't bulky or ripped. His pecs were lightly defined, his stomach flat. He had strong arms, shoulders and legs and he was easily able to do his favorite outdoor sports. He was happy with that.


  Dan had squirted some of the oil into his hands to warm it and shrugged when Rico gave him a look.


  "I'm trying to be nice and keep you from tensing up with cold."


  Rico closed his eyes in pleasure and sighed as Dan carefully rubbed the oil onto his shoulder. Dan's hands felt so nice, tracing gently over skin. When Dan moved to his chest and side, Rico's nipples hardened.


  Rico felt his face flush.


  "It's all right," Dan's lips crooked. "It's a perfectly natural reaction."


  Dan finished with the oil and wrapped Rico's ribs with some cloth, then re-taped them. The entire time he worked, he offered gentle, feathering touches to the skin that was still bared.


  Rico's cock was starting to take notice of all the attention. Dan was looking right at him and ran his fingers along Rico's leg.


  "Let me take care of you?" Dan asked.


  Dan's expression was soft and earnest. Rico nodded.


  Dan touched his hair, then leaned over and placed a small kiss on his abdomen. The bed dipped as Dan carefully straddled his legs and he felt cool air on his skin as his pajama bottoms were tugged slowly down.


  Leaving his head flat on the pillow, Rico followed Dan's movements by his touch. Kisses and licks followed along both sides of Rico's groin, just missing his balls. He moaned as his cock really woke up to what was happening.


  Dan was using his thumbs to trace little circles over his hips. Rico felt Dan take him into his mouth. He sucked deeply, and then released Rico to breathe softly on his balls. Rico felt goose bumps break out all over his body.


  He was trying to drive Rico crazy with the pace, he was sure of it.


  "Easy," Dan soothed. "Let me do everything for you. Just enjoy it."


  Rico decided to give them both what they wanted. He closed his eyes and allowed his body to go completely limp. Well, except for his cock.


  Floating in the darkness, every touch seemed amplified as Dan lipped, licked and nuzzled his balls. Rico fought to keep his breathing deep and even, his body relaxed, his focus turned inward.


  He could feel each of Dan's fingers as he held his cock and swallowed Rico over and over. Sometimes that fantastic, tight pressure would stop and Dan would suck his way down from the leaking head of Rico's cock to his balls, which he would nip and tease some more.


  Rico felt lightheaded as his greedy cock demanded more.


  He was so completely lost to the sensations, he wasn't aware of the soft pleading sounds he was making. The only thing Rico could concentrate on was the delicious, moist heat of Dan's mouth.


  Rico felt Dan's thumb rub circles around his hole. The pressure was so perfect he couldn't take anymore. He could hear and feel Dan swallowing him down as the orgasm flowed through him.


  Rico felt lost in a haze of pleasure as Dan straightened his pajamas and sat back, grinning. That grin always made Rico a little crazy. He wanted to flip Dan off for it, but he was too relaxed.


  Dan made sure that Rico was comfortably propped up with several pillows and brushed the back of his hand along Rico's face.


  "Rest, I'll bring you something to eat in a bit."


  Rico watched in sleepy curiosity as Dan walked away.


  ****


  Rico felt good. It had been about three weeks since the accident and though he still had twinges, most of the pain and bruising was gone. He was sitting at a patio table in a nice Mexican restaurant, listening to Mickie prattle on about his friend who was an airbrush artist, while they waited for his uncle and Dan. The treatments had taken a toll on his uncle and were putting a strain on the rest of them. They were all looking forward to sharing a nice meal out.


  Rico's thoughts drifted to Dan. He and Dan had talked a great deal during his convalescence. They laughed at each other over stupid childhood stunts. They had shared stories about his uncle and Dan had told him more about his protective older brother relationship with Mickie.


  Rico felt that they were becoming very good friends and he really liked the idea of being close to Dan like that.


  Mickie left, saying he was going to get a waiter and get their chips refilled. It seemed only a moment later when his musings were interrupted by a loud, obnoxious voice. Rico got up fast when he saw Mickie being yelled at by a large man near the bar.


  "God damned fucking faggot, watch where the fuck you're going!"


  Rico saw the guy draw his arm back for a punch and quickly slipped in front of Mickie and delivered a short, hard blow to the solar plexus of the trouble maker. The big guy dropped and suddenly they were surrounded by people; some who wanted to make sure nothing else was going to happen and some who just wanted to watch.


  Rico drew a shaken Mickie under his arm as two waiters awkwardly grabbed the guy on the floor and tried to move him towards the back.


  "You okay? Take a couple of slow deep breaths, in through your nose and out of your mouth. It helps with the adrenaline."


  Mickie followed Rico's advice while giving him a funny look.


  "That was hella slick. Where'd you learn to do that?"


  Rico grimaced. "Uncle Russell's boxing lessons."


  Dan and Uncle Russell arrived at this point and moved quickly towards Rico and Mickie.


  "What happened?" Dan's voice was concerned as he took in the scene around them.


  "Big guy yelled at Mickie and was getting ready to pound him into the floor." Rico replied succinctly.


  Mickie nodded his agreement, still a little shaky. "I was going back to our table when a guy stepped right in front of me. I bumped into him and he spilled his beer. Rico stepped in before he could give me the beating he thought I deserved."


  The restaurant manager and another man walked over to their group. The manager stuck out his hand.


  "I'm William, this is my partner Sal. I'm sorry about what happened with my brother-in-law. I'm not trying to make excuses, but Todd isn't usually like that. He's just had a really bad weekend. You guys okay now?"


  They all looked at each other and Dan answered for them.


  "Yea, we're good, but I think we're going to leave now."


  "Alright, but give me your names and you are all welcome back to have lunch with us. It will be my treat."


  They exchanged information and Dan herded everyone out the door. They stopped for take-out on the way back to Woodies and as they all got out of the car, Dan motioned to Rico.


  "Take a walk with me?"


  Rico nodded and they started off down the beach. They walked in easy silence for a few minutes before Dan spoke.


  "I'm in love with you."


  Rico stopped short. He hadn't seen that coming.


  Dan turned to face him.


  "You know how protective I am of Mickie. When I saw the two of you in the center of that crowd, my heart was in my stomach with worry. For you. Concern for you, your well-being, was the first thing that entered my mind. I love you Rico."


  Rico was stunned. He didn't know what to say to Dan's heartfelt declaration. He cared for Dan, he was sure of that. He accepted that Dan had become the best friend he ever had, but love? Rico wasn't sure he knew what love was.


  He was silent for too long. Dan gave him a sad little smile and touched his shoulder.


  "It's all right. I just needed to let you know."


  Dan walked away and Rico couldn't move for a minute. He couldn't wrap his mind around what had just happened. Had he just lost his friend? Rico started walking with no clear direction in mind. He had to think about this.


  ****


  It had been several days since he had seen Dan, but he had constantly been on Rico's mind. Rico was trying hard to discern just exactly what he was feeling.


  He had gotten used to being around Dan, eating meals together, talking to him about his uncle, sharing all the little things that life hands out daily. That was friendship right?


  So just what were they, friends with benefits? Somehow that didn't sound quite right either.


  Rico was frustrated. He had always had a hard time understanding what others were thinking and now he was pressed to put a name to his own feelings. He'd finally had enough. He was going to see Dan and they were going to hash this out for once and all.


  His determination easily carried him to Dan's house. The only problem was no one was home. That was odd. His uncle didn't have treatment today and it was Dan's day off, so where were they?


  Rico hit Woodies next. No one there had seen them either.


  Rico's concern was growing. He tried calling Dan's cell, then Mickie's. Both phones went to voicemail. Rico called the hospital where Uncle Russell had been receiving his treatments. He wasn't there.


  Rico started driving. He would check some of their usual haunts before he started to panic. Maybe they had gone back to that Mexican restaurant for their free meal. Rico had only gone about two miles up the 75 when he saw Dan's car pulled off to the side. He parked and could hear music coming from the other side of the rocks. Seagulls were swarming the area and he could smell that someone was smoking pot.


  Moving quietly around the rocks, Rico took in the scene in front of him. His uncle was wrapped in a blanket, leaning against a rock, with a joint in his hand. Dan was stretched out next to him, his arms folded under his head. Mickie had a huge bag of popcorn and was tossing it to the seagulls as he shook his skinny hips in time to the rock beat.


  Relief flooded through Rico and made his eyes sting. They were all right. His family was ok, nothing had happened to them. He paused at that thought, his family. Yes. It fit. They were all family to him and you weren't just friends with your family. You loved them. Whether you liked them or not, you LOVED your family.


  Rico nodded to himself. He had a rather large apology to make and a lover to collect. How best to do that? Rico returned to his car to think some more. It wasn't going to be enough to just apologize to Dan; he needed to make it clear how he felt. He needed to make a statement there was no chance of misunderstanding. How to do that? How could a ….


  A stray thought captured Rico's attention and he knew what to do. He backed up and turned the car back towards town. He had a phone call to make.


  


  Two days later…


  Rico pulled in front of Dan's house, nervous as hell. This was so far outside his comfort zone, but that's what made it perfect. He hoped Dan would understand. Actually he knew Dan would understand, because Dan was good with stuff like that. What he really hoped was that Dan would forgive him. He had been an ass and it had taken him a few days to clue in to just how much of an ass he had been.


  He walked to the front door and took a deep breath. Here goes everything, he thought to himself and pounded loudly on the door.


  Rico could hear quick steps before Dan threw open the door. Concern and annoyance warred on his face before what he was seeing fully registered. Now, the only thing Rico saw was wide eyed shock. He could work with that.


  "I have tickets to the San Diego Fair for today. I thought you might like to take the day off and come with me."


  Dan didn't say anything yet, he was still busy staring at Rico. He smiled and offered Dan a small shrug.


  "No comment?"


  "You look like you got shit out of a unicorn's ass."


  Okaay… not exactly what he was looking for, but not an outright rejection either.


  "I'm sorry. Apparently I needed a little bit of time to get my head out of my ass."


  "And you stuck it up a unicorn's instead?" Dan had the barest hint of a smile on his face.


  Rico breathed a small sigh of relief. This might be worth the embarrassment. At least Dan wasn't shutting him down.


  "I needed a way to make you understand just how sorry I am that I hurt you."


  "Is that what this is, an apology?" Dan asked softly.


  "An apology yes, but also more," Rico stated firmly. "You already know I'm an emotionally stunted jack-ass..."


  "And color challenged," Dan interrupted with a small smirk.


  Rico took a deep breath filled with joy and satisfaction. This was going to work. He would have to grovel some more, but Dan was going to forgive him. That was worth everything he had done. It was worth anything he had to do.


  He had gone to Mickie's artist friend and was currently sporting a rainbow paint job that covered his entire body and would fit in nicely at any Gay Pride parade. Actually it was all he was wearing except for a pair of tiny shorts and some lace-up Doc Martens. Talk about out of his comfort zone, but he couldn't care less now.


  "And color challenged," Rico agreed happily. He took a step closer to Dan and cupped his jaw.


  "I. Am. Sorry. Not just for the pain I put you through, but also for not immediately recognizing what a wonderful gift you offered me. Your friendship and your love are everything to me. And jerk that I am, it took me a few days to get it."


  Rico leaned his forehead against Dan's. "It's probably going to be a pattern of things to come, you know. I'll forget or not realize the importance of something, piss you off and have to find a way to make it up to you."


  A slow smile started across Dan's face as he pulled back to look Rico in the eyes. "You're going to have to work on that."


  "Yeah."


  Rico could feel Dan's warm breath on his face and leaned in for a kiss.


  Mickie popped up behind Dan's shoulder. "Can we all get painted for the fair?"


  Rico smiled at Mickie's interruption, but his focus never left Dan.


  "I love you Dan Saunders. I want to spend the rest of my life with you, which I am sure will be filled with a lot of apologizing for all the stupid things to come."


  Dan pulled him in for another kiss.


  "You've made a great start of it."


  THE END
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  Want more?


  If you enjoyed these stories and want more, be sure to look for the other nine volumes in the Love Is Always Write Anthology series, as well as the special bonus volume featuring three novel-length stories, available for free download at www.Goodreads.com
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