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Introduction

The story you are about to read celebrates love, sex and romance between men. It is a product of the Love Is Always Write promotion sponsored by the Goodreads M/M Romance group and is 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 shined 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 titled Love Is Always Write; this edition is an additional special Bonus Volume containing three novel-length stories. 

Whether you are an avid M/M romance reader or new to the genre, you are in for a delicious treat.

Words of Caution

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 complete story tags as well as for content warnings.
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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.
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INTO DEEP WATERS

by Kaje Harper
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Two young men stand in the riveted steel doorway of a ship. The one inside the doorway is young and classically handsome, hatless, with wavy dark hair falling over his forehead. His eyes are narrowed against the sunlight and a small smile hovers on his lips as he braces himself in the doorframe. The man in front of him is younger still. His attractiveness is more the flush of youth and good health than perfection of features. He grins, squinting in the brightness, dressed in the white hat and shirt of the WWII US Navy. Although the two men stand only casually close together, the sailor in front has one hand raised, over his shoulder, to keep a firm grip on the shirt of the man in the doorway behind him.
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Dear Author,

We met onboard, both of us so very young - still in our teens - but we were old enough to serve our country. And against all odds, and the many risks involved, we fell in love and have managed to stay together for the last 60 years. Now, as our time together inevitably gets shorter and shorter, I can't wait any longer for the right to finally marry the man I've loved all these years.

Sincerely,

Bookbee
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genre: historical
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Author’s Note

It is not possible for me to fully do justice to the men and women who served their country during the Second World War, and who then came home and picked up civilian lives and lived them long and well. This is especially true for the LGBT men and women, who faced hardships above and beyond those of other veterans. Within the constraints of time and skill, I have done my best here. Many people, including author Ensan Case and a retired Naval officer, have helped me try to get this right. Any remaining errors are my own. I hope those who are familiar with the history or with the Navy can accept my good intentions and enjoy the story despite its inevitable flaws.




 

 


CHAPTER 1

April 1942.

"Babies," a deep voice growled in Daniel's ear. "They're sending us babies now."

Daniel glanced over at George. The older man hawked and spat over the rail, his eyes fixed on the deck below. Daniel turned to see where George was looking. At the top of the gangway a group of new men stood at attention under the eagle eye of Lieutenant Matthews. Daniel sighed. They did look young. Maybe not the barrel-chested man on the end, but the rest of them. That freckle-faced towhead should have been on his bike delivering papers in some town in Iowa, not standing in a painfully clean uniform on the deck of a fighting ship. The guy beside him wasn't much older, maybe eighteen. He had straight dark hair, the winter-white skin of a city kid and the big brown eyes of a startled deer. Daniel had a sudden wish he could ship them all back home. And then go home himself.

He bent back down to his scrubbing. It wasn't like there was a choice for any of them. The Japs had forced this fight on America, and none of her native sons were backing down. At nineteen, Daniel wasn't that much older than those kids with their unstained sea-bags and wide eyes. He felt older though. Years older. Maybe decades. He might only have been on board ship for three weeks before the attack at Pearl, but everyone who'd been there was a veteran, after.

Matthews finished his spiel to the new guys and then handed them over to Chief Brown, who began leading them toward the hatch. Most of them followed along behind the Chief quickly like good little ducklings but the dark-haired guy paused, looking around. Those wide brown eyes swept over the ship like he was seeing something amazing, and then looked straight up at Daniel. Daniel realized he was staring back. The guy wasn't that good looking. He had kind of a big nose, thin lips, was tall and thin and gangly. But there was something so open in that wide-eyed stare Daniel felt a rush of protectiveness. If the guy really was that green, the next few months were going to knock the shine off him in pretty painful ways.

For a long moment their eyes met. Daniel grinned, and then let it shade just a little towards scorn, as befitted a seasoned crewman looking at a new recruit. Even from a distance, Daniel could tell the guy turned bright scarlet, before bending hurriedly to scoop up his seabag. As he rushed to catch up with the Chief, he tripped over something and stumbled. His bag dropped to the deck with a thump but he saved himself from a fall with a jerky stagger and wild windmilling of his arms.

Beside Daniel, George barked a laugh. "Wait till we put to sea. That one's gonna be falling down the hatches and puking his lunch."

"Maybe." Daniel paused in his scrubbing as the guy down on the deck knelt and ran his hand over the irregular furrow in the decking that had tripped him. He glanced up at Daniel, eyes wide and startled.

Yeah kid, that's what happens when a Jap plane comes in low, out of the sun, at daybreak. Daniel looked back expressionlessly. The young guy's flushed face slowly paled. He looked back down at the deck, and then stood, hefted his bag, and hurried after the Chief.

Daniel realized he'd been staring after the guy's ass as he disappeared down the hatch. Not good. He turned to George and sloshed some grimy water his way. "Hey. Your grapevine tell us when we'd be leaving and for where?" The navy didn't tell ordinary seamen anything, but George had some kind of uncanny nose for secrets. Sometimes he would share.

George gave him a grin that was missing a front tooth. "Why would I tell you?"

"Because you like me. And because you owe me a pack of smokes and I'll cancel the debt if your intel is good."

"Now Danny-boy, you know what they say; loose lips sink ships."

"There's nothing loose about me," Daniel smirked. Then he paused as if reconsidering. "Loose morals, maybe."

"Yeah. That blonde last night was a peach."

"Wasn't she though?" They had been given a few hours of liberty. Not enough to go home from Frisco to San Diego, but enough to find a bar or a hotel room. And there were always girls available in the bars near the docks. Pretty, fresh-faced All-American girls who would just love to spend some time with a sailor serving his country. It was none of George's business if Daniel had taken the girl for a soda and then escorted her home. "Come on Georgie Porgie. Where are we headed?"

"Well..." George's voice lowered and he leaned closer. "If I did have any advance information, I might bet that we were leaving tonight and heading for the Bismarck Sea."

"The Bismarck Sea? Never heard of it. What's out there?"

"Japs, for sure." They looked at each other more soberly. Wasn't that the truth. The extra marines who had come onboard were sure as hell not there for a joy ride. Daniel scrubbed the deck half-heartedly. He had a sudden flash of the new guy, tripping over that seam in the decking. Weeks ago Daniel had cleaned up like this down there on the lower deck, and his mop had been red with blood.

He shook his head to clear it and his hand went automatically to his pocket to pat the little notebook there. When his watch was done he would draw a picture of that guy bumbling around down on the deck. A cartoon maybe, of that startled look when the guy realized he'd had an audience for his clumsiness. Daniel smiled a little, remembering those wide eyes. He could take that moment, record it with his pencil and make it about the good things. In the black and white world of his drawings, there was no place for red blood.

****

Six hours later

Jacob slid his tray onto a table on the mess desk, and tried to look around casually. His stomach was too jittery to really want food, but on the principle of trying to blend in, he'd taken a full tray with the others on his watch. He slid into his seat, next to a couple of vacant ones, and let his gaze wander. Until now, he'd had no time to do more than figure out what his duties were going to be. As a result, he had only the vaguest idea of the layout of the ship, would be lucky to find his berthing area again, and was going to have to address everyone by rank until some names sank into his overloaded brain.

But he was here. Really here, onboard the USS Gageway and heading out to sea The white-hot anger that had marched him into the recruiter's office two days after Pearl Harbor had muted into some kind of dogged determination to do his duty. It hadn't taken him long in Boot Camp to realize he was going to hate this. The crowding and the noise and the weapons practice, and people yelling at him to do more, faster, harder, don't think, don't plan, just do it. It was such a far cry from his studies and his books and his quiet well-planned life.

But he was committed now. And even if he hadn't signed the papers, he would still have to be here. Those battered sunken ships in the Hawaiian harbor demanded it.

At least they had taken a look at his background and assigned him as a pharmacist's mate. He'd barely started pharmacy college, but his studies so far and the years spent hanging around his father's store had given him some background knowledge. The wags in Boot Camp had claimed that the Navy in its wisdom would therefore make him a gunner or assign him to the commissary. He'd been relieved to see them proved wrong. It meant that in a fight, his duties were unlikely to include firing a gun. It was more than he'd dared hope for when he began training.

Other men were still straggling into the mess deck from watch duties further afield. Some were clearly veterans, with tanned skins and that easy slightly-rolling way of walking that spoke of years on the open sea. Many looked young, though. They laughed and chatted, eyes bright, faces confident. One young seaman aimed a playful punch at a taller man's jaw. He was fended off with a snicker and a sharp comment. All so easy. Jacob looked down at the mounds of food on his tray and sighed.

There was the scrape of a tray on the table next to him. He glanced over and met a pair of amused hazel eyes. He recognized the man. No reason he should have noticed this sailor, really, except that as Jacob had completed that graceful move where he nearly took a nosedive on the deck, he'd felt eyes on him. Looking up, embarrassed at already having demonstrated his unfitness for ship duty, he'd seen this man and an older veteran laughing at him. And now here the guy was again.

"Hi there," the man said, tossing a lock of dark curly hair off his forehead and extending his hand. "Saw you come aboard."

"Hello." Jacob shook hands and then picked up his fork to give himself something to do.

The man beside him dug into a forkful of potatoes, chewed briefly, and made a face. "Damn, Brandy's not back from leave."

"What?"

The man gave him a little grimace. "The cooks are a mixed bag. Brandy's the CS-C, the top dog. He makes sure this stuff's almost edible. Some of his assistants don't."

"Oh."

"Although this isn't the worst it's been."

"Um. Good."

"Man of few words, are you? Or still finding your feet?"

"Both I guess."

"Don't worry. You'll get the hang of it. First duty?"

"Yes."

"Well, welcome to the zoo. I'm Daniel. Daniel Acardi, Seaman Second Class, thank you very much."

"Jacob. Segal. Pharmacist's mate."

"Good to know you, Jake."

"Not Jake," Jacob said quickly and then bit his lip.

"Jack?"

"Jake is my grandfather. Jack is my father. I'm the third."

Daniel's mouth formed a quick oh, and then he laughed. "Jacob the third. Better not say that here. Ever."

"Huh?" Jacob had quickly learned that acting too high-toney would get you stomped on, but his name was just his name.

"The Boatswain is from Boston but he's got an Irish accent you could cut with a knife."

"So?"

"The Irish don't do too well with 'th' sounds. If you don't want to go through the war being called 'The Turd' you'd better not give him the chance to say it."

"Oh!" Jacob blinked and looked down at his food. It seemed like there were pitfalls everywhere and he was doomed to put his foot in all of them. Belatedly he added, "Thank you."

"You could come up with a nickname quick, before someone else does." Daniel's hazel eyes danced with mischief. "That was a pretty spectacular recovery you made on the main deck. How about 'Dancer'?"

"God, no." Of course it had been too much to hope that this gorgeous, self-assured guy would have failed to remember his moment of clumsiness. All he needed was a girly nickname to complete the humiliation.

"Maybe 'Trip'? I like that. You could do a lot worse than 'Trip'."

"I can be Jake. Not like the old man is here anyway. I prefer Jacob, but if it has to be shortened Jake is okay."

"Fair enough. I like Daniel, but you'll find I'm called Danny, mostly."

Jacob had a sudden impulse to say, I'll remember to call you Daniel, but he kept silent.

Daniel took another bite of his potatoes and then mounded Salisbury steak and carrots on his fork. Jacob couldn't just sit there looking at his food. He took a cautious bite of a carrot. It wasn't awful.

"Yeah, you should eat," Daniel said. "It's good policy. Get food when it's offered. Out at sea you never know when there'll be a storm or a drill or something to mess with chow times."

Jacob's stomach rolled again, but he clenched his teeth and stabbed another bite.

"So, Trip," Daniel drawled. "Talk to me. Where are you from?"

Jacob sighed. It was going to be a damned long war.

****


CHAPTER 2

May 1942

Daniel headed down the ladder, calculating his timing carefully. He was mentally kicking his own ass for doing so. Jacob was off duty in the sickbay in two minutes which meant that if Daniel walked a little more slowly, they would be heading toward the mess deck at the same time. Then it would be natural to sit together and talk. And the chance to shoot the breeze with Jacob Segal had somehow become the highlight of Daniel's days.

He slowed a little, well aware when Jacob's watch ended. Daniel noticed and pretty much appreciated everything about Jacob. Although he was trying to be good about not drawing what he saw. His notebook was filled with little sketches of all the other men, in every position and activity. Jacob was in there too, but not too often and not looking too pretty.

Not that Daniel hadn't done a couple of those sketches, but he'd ripped them up carefully and let the sea have them afterward. It was necessary for safety, but it still hurt a little. Those sketches of Jacob in his unguarded moments had been some of the best things Daniel had ever done.

He was a bit obsessed. He would admit that. He knew Jacob's watch duties, knew where the man was during every drill. Well, it helped that usually that was sickbay, but for man overboard and fire-and-rescue it wasn't. And for abandon ship, of course... Daniel pulled his thoughts away from that one superstitiously.

Daniel slowed still further. Men filled the passageway ahead of him, but none was Jacob. Perhaps he had ducked out of his watch early. The Doc was as easygoing a man as you could find aboard the Gageway. But Jacob was pretty punctilious about his duties. Daniel hesitated and then reversed course.

The door to sickbay stood open. Daniel stuck his head in. A few corpsmen tended the patients, mostly men with the minor injuries that were inevitable when living and working on a moving surface. No sign of Jacob. Doc looked up from where he was bending over a bed to check the patient's heart. "Can I help you?"

"Um, I was looking for Segal?"

"Jake? He just got off watch. Left a minute ago."

"Okay. Thanks."

Daniel backed out into the passageway and put his back to the bulkhead while he thought. If Jacob had been heading for the mess deck he would have passed Daniel. No other route there. So he'd gone elsewhere.

Daniel knew he should just go eat his own chow. Searching the ship for Jacob tipped way over the line. But Jacob had been even more silent and uncommunicative than usual yesterday. Something was up and the idiot would just let it stew if Daniel left him alone. That much was painfully clear. Personal details had to be dredged out of Jacob bit by bit. Or sometimes Daniel could sneak a roundabout question into the conversation, when they were talking about the ship or Boot Camp or baseball.

If Jacob hadn't headed right, he had to have gone left. Daniel wandered off that way. As the minutes went by, the passageways cleared out. The first dog watch was underway, and the men who'd been relieved were settled in, eating, working or sleeping. Daniel turned a corner and stopped. This was stupid. Jacob could be anywhere. Probably he'd just gone to the head. Daniel had checked the nearest one, but there were others. There was no way Daniel would find him on a ship this size. He should just go get his own chow.

He turned another corner randomly and paused. A figure crossed his field of view up ahead, hurrying for the ladder. He knew that back by now. Had even sketched it a time or two. And maybe it was the wrong thing to do, but he turned and followed.

Jacob climbed the ladders with dogged speed. Daniel wondered if he was still on duty, but surely the doc would have said so. Above Daniel, Jacob stepped out the hatch and onto the open deck. Daniel hesitated and then followed him up and out. Apparently Trip wasn't hurrying to some duty post after all because there he was, leaning on the port-side rail, staring out at the water. Daniel came up behind him slowly and then moved alongside, leaning his own elbows on the rail.

Jacob glanced over at him. There wasn't enough spray coming over the rail to explain his wet face.

Daniel said softly, "I can go."

Jacob just stared at him. Those brown eyes that had caught Daniel the very first day were wide and dark with hurt. After a second Jacob turned back to gaze out over the blue waters. Daniel heard him catch a ragged breath.

"Want to tell me?"

"I'm just being stupid. Homesick."

"You, my friend, are never stupid. And we all get homesick sometimes. Nothing to be ashamed of."

"I'm not ashamed. Not exactly. I just didn't want anyone to know."

"Am I just anyone?" Daniel didn't know he was going to say that until the words were out of his mouth. He thought his heart almost stopped waiting for the answer.

"No. You're Daniel."

The way Jacob said his name was some kind of answer. Daniel leaned lower on the rail, feeling for his next words. "I get homesick sometimes. Little things set me off. Like the time we got sugar cookies with our chow last week. They reminded me of my Mom's, except hers are so much better. I suddenly really, really wanted to be home, with my brothers and sisters squabbling over who got the first one and Mom slapping our hands because they were still hot, and my old dog lurking under the table hoping we'd drop one." He paused and swallowed hard because that was a little too close to the truth. For a moment he wanted nothing more than to go home. Back before the war. Before the shouting and the coldness and not fitting in, to that moment around the kitchen table. But even if he were getting on a train in Frisco right now, he would never have that back. And this was about Jacob, not him.

It must have been the right thing to say, though, because Jacob took a short breath and said, "It's Lily's sixteenth birthday today."

"Oh. You want to be there." Daniel kept his eyes carefully fixed on the horizon.

He heard more than saw the motion as Jacob rubbed his sleeve across his eyes. "Yeah. I'd promised her... Well, before the war we'd always said we would take her out for a grown-up night on the town when she turned sixteen."

Daniel knew Lily was Jacob's younger sister. He'd heard a little about the society matron who was his mother and the stiff, business-obsessed man who was their father. Neither one seemed a likely candidate to make a pact to take a sixteen-year-old girl out dancing. "We?"

"Me and Brian."

"Brian?"

"My brother."

Daniel hesitated for a long heartbeat, because you didn't have to be a genius to hear the tension in that. But finally he said, "You've never mentioned a brother."

"He was on the Oklahoma at Pearl Harbor."

"Oh, Jesus!" Four words and Daniel was back there in the smoke and the explosions, and the feel of a solid deck shaking under his feet. He said through tight lips, "I was on the California."

He still wasn't looking but he felt Jacob grow rigid beside him. "You never said." After a moment Jacob added almost angrily, "I don't want to know anything about it."

"Wasn't going to tell you." Wasn't ever going to tell anyone.

"I'm sorry."

"Yeah, well." Daniel turned slightly sideways, letting himself look at Jacob's face. "Your sister. Tell me about her. So she's sixteen now. Is she smart like you?"

"Yeah, maybe smarter, you know. I'm not that much."

"Bullshit, Trip," Daniel said roughly. "Quit selling yourself short. Is she dark and pretty too?"

He could have cursed himself aloud but Jacob just choked a laugh. "Dark anyway. And she didn't get the big Segal nose, lucky girl."

Daniel liked Jacob's nose, it gave his face character, and now was absolutely not the time to say so.

"She likes to dance?"

"I don't know. She's kind of shy. That's why we said..." Jacob stared fixedly at the water. "Brian was the brave one. He would go out and do stuff, crazy stuff like borrowing Father's car without asking to drive a girl up to the river, or climbing the bridge rail to impress his friends. It was his idea." Jacob gritted his teeth. Daniel could see the muscles of his jaw twitch. "We were going to show her a good time. She'd be safe with both of us chaperoning. But he joined up as soon as he turned eighteen. So then it was supposed to be up to me."

"He was your older brother?"

"Younger. Ten minutes younger."

"Jacob." This time Daniel couldn't help reaching out. His fingers brushed Jacob's arm. Jacob jerked away roughly and Daniel dropped his hand.

Jacob was right. They were in public here. And Daniel didn't yet have the right to offer that kind of comfort.

"I was the older one. I was going to stay home, go to college, be the good son, you know. While he did duty to our country for both of us." Jacob took a jerky breath. "An adventure. That's what he said the last time he was home before shipping out. It was going to be a grand adventure."

Damned idiot. Daniel didn't think he'd ever been that naïve, although even he sure as hell hadn't been ready for the bombs and infernos of Pearl. "There were a lot of us young guys on those ships."

"Yeah." Jacob drew another breath but it sounded less harsh than before. "So here I am, and Lily is having Mother's idea of a sweet sixteen, which means a formal party and all of the right people. Or at least those who like our money and don't mind that Father is a Jew."

"Sounds like a grand time," Daniel said dryly.

Jacob snorted. "Yeah. Hey, a silver lining to being at sea. I don't have to be there for it, choking my neck in a monkey suit and being nice to people who can barely remember my name. Or who think I'd be a good catch for their daughters."

"Well, I'm glad you're missing that."

"Yeah, me too." Jacob's pose eased and he leaned more comfortably on the railing. It put his shoulder close to Daniel's, and for a moment Daniel held his breath. But Jacob only said, "You think there's any chow left?"

"We could go see."

"Yeah."

But for a long time neither of them moved. Beyond the small floating confines of the Gageway, the waves of the blue Pacific rose and fell in endless progression. New Jersey, California, it all seemed a long way off in another world. Daniel straightened and draped his arm casually across Jacob's shoulders. "Come on, Trip. Let's see if those other bottomless pits on afternoon watch have left us anything." He took it as a win when Jacob waited several seconds before shrugging off his arm.

****


CHAPTER 3         

July 1942

The anti-aircraft guns chattered. In sickbay, Jacob braced himself with a hand on the nearest bunk as the Gageway lurched and recovered. Loud explosions off to port marked the near-miss impact of bombs from the buzzing planes overhead. Jacob's stomach clenched, and he swallowed back bile. God, he was a pansy. No one else in the room was acting like they wanted to duck whenever the noise got loud. He forced his attention back to his job, trying to ignore the way his muscles bunched and twitched with each loud noise.

Doc was his usual cool self, pulling out emergency equipment and setting up for casualties. At his station Jacob triple-checked the supply of morphine, sulfa powder and local anesthetics. The scream of a diving plane drew everyone's eyes up toward the decking overhead for a moment. There was a jolt and the rumble of a blast, and they glanced at each other. The PA speaker squawked and then called for damage control to a fire in turret number three. Jacob gritted his teeth. Daniel's battle station wasn't far from there. Still no reason the man had to be in danger from the fire. None at all.

Then the first casualties appeared in the doorway. Jacob looked over and swallowed hard. A man was screaming and cursing in a hoarse voice, barely staggering on two feet. The two men beside him half carried him in. Jacob's stomach heaved sympathetically. Then Doc called for morphine, his voice sharp and clear. Jacob stopped thinking. There was only room for the Doc's steady directions, and the corpsmen's competent hands. Don't look, don't think too hard. Jesus, don't smell things. Draw up syringes and hand over vials and sprinkle sulfa and don't think about it. Just do what you're told.

Two hours later he came back to himself. The explosions and jolting had stopped, and the deck guns had fallen silent. The sickbay was littered with men, some struck by fragments of metal, some with broken bones from being tossed around in the aftermath of explosions. The worst were four crewmen burned when a bomb struck the third turret and set off some of the powder. They lay in a morphine-induced stupor, clothing stripped off to expose oozing and blackened flesh and red blistered skin. As Jacob watched, Doc shook his head over the nearest and pushed another dose of morphine into a vein in the man's ankle. That was probably the only unburned few inches of skin on the man's body. Jacob's stomach heaved and he forced his nausea down with an effort. There was no time to be sick.

Doc waved at Jacob and he hurried over with more supplies. The work went on. Medics and corpsmen cleaned and bandaged wounds, straightened and splinted limbs, held down and reassured the men moaning in pain until the blessed relief of morphine could take effect. The worst of the burned men died an hour later. Jacob could only think it was for the best. He paused looking at the man's face, unrecognizable beneath the scarifying effect of the flames. Unrecognizable, but not Daniel. There had been just that first moment of agonized fear, but Jacob had known right away. Not Daniel.

Didn't mean that Daniel was all right though. The news from above decks washed through sickbay, garbled by third hand reports. There was no doubt that there were more deaths than that one burned man. Calm was returning to the ship. PA calls for fire-fighting and damage control and medical assistance slowed and then ceased. The Gageway steamed along, rolling no more than her usual in the ocean swells. With an intensity that scared him, Jacob suddenly wanted to see Daniel. Just see him, for a minute, and know that Daniel had come through unharmed.

Jacob clenched a fist on the edge of the counter and breathed though his nose. Surely Daniel was fine. It was a big ship. Reports said eight dead topside. Or ten or maybe twelve. But out of a crew this size the odds were still good. Great, even. This sensible realization didn't keep the thought of a fire a hundred yards from Daniel's station from hovering in Jacob's mind through the rest of the long night.

It was dawn before Doc told Jacob to go find his sack and get some rest. Gratefully he left the sickbay and its smells and its groaning men and stepped out into the passageway. Good sense would have sent him to his berth and sleep. He had abandoned good sense somewhere, because no way in hell he could go there yet. Anxiety and need would have sent him to Daniel's berth, but that would have been unforgivable. So he wandered the ship, staying out of the way of anyone moving purposefully in the early light. He ended up at his favorite spot on the port-side rail, looking out over the water. The sky was clear, with just a line of gold to the east marking the rising sun still below the edge of the waters. The limpid blue and lavender sky looked as if it could never harbor death and destruction.

When someone came to lean on the rail beside him, he didn't need to move or turn. Every inch of him knew who it was. He said, "I figured you'd be in the sack by now."

"I was waiting for you."

Daniel's voice was low and warm and surely didn't mean what it sounded like. In any case, there were men close by, sleeping in the hangars and out on the decks to escape the closed-in heat of the berthing areas.

Jacob said, "I'm glad you're okay. You are okay, right?"

"Yeah. Not a scratch. You?"

"I'm well enough. That is, I'm not hurt."

For few minutes they stood there, watching as the new day dawned. The sun rose above the water, trailing ripples of gold that faded into the greys and blues of the waves. The air was warming.

Daniel said, "Come on."

It was some kind of choice that Jacob didn't bother to ask why or where. He just trailed after Daniel silently, down the hatch and deeper into the ship, until they fetched up against a door. Daniel stopped with his hand on it and raised one eyebrow. Jacob allowed himself one breath. Just one moment to think all the things that were going unsaid. Then he reached past Daniel and opened the linen storage locker door wide.

The storeroom was airless and hot and the space was tight. But it was enough for what they needed. Daniel stood close to him but not touching, and shut the door behind them. In the darkness behind the closed door, Jacob took a breath and dug deep for the nerve to do this. He raised his hands and put them on Daniel's chest, feeling the heartbeat under his right palm, the strength of lean muscle, the heat.

"I was so scared for you." He almost didn't recognize his own voice.

"Me too. For you."

"Sickbay's a pretty safe place."

"Nothing is safe from bombs that can punch all the way through the ship."

There didn't seem to be any answer to that. He rocked forward slightly. Daniel's hands closed on his biceps, steadying him, but not pushing him away.

"Have you done this before?" Daniel's voice was cool but it shook a little on the last word.

Jacob was suddenly glad he wasn't the only one scared to death here. "What are we doing?"

"This." Daniel pulled him close. There was just enough light from under the door to see it coming, to tilt his head and part his lips. Then Daniel's mouth closed over his.

Jacob had never felt anything like the touch of Daniel's mouth. He'd kissed girls, more than once. He even thought he'd gotten pretty good at it. But none of those kisses had shaken him down to his soul the way this one did. It was Daniel's lips and Daniel's taste, man and smoke and cigarettes and a strong flavor of mint. It occurred vaguely to Jacob that Daniel must have brushed his teeth recently, but that was irrelevant. The only thing that mattered was to have more. To open his mouth for the silken sweep of Daniel's tongue and to sway against him, feeling the solid mass of his chest against Jacob's own. To sense the slide of Daniel's hands from Jacob's arms to his shoulders. Until the clinch became a hug so tight they had to break the kiss because there was no room between them. Daniel's arms clamped around Jacob almost too tight for breath.

"God." Daniel's voice was a whisper against his hair. "God. Holy God. I was so damned scared. I've been in action before. Hell, I was at Pearl. And I was never as scared as I was tonight, not knowing where you were or if you were safe."

"Me too. I was listening to the PA. You had to have been right in the middle of it."

"Near enough." Daniel loosened his grip enough for Jacob to draw a shaky breath.

"Now what?" Jacob couldn't resist sliding his cheek against Daniel's neck.

"I want to kiss you again."

"Okay."

Daniel cupped his face between warm calloused palms. His skin smelled like smoke and fireworks. Jacob thought from now on he would always love that smell. Daniel held him steady and kissed him. Slowly at first, and then warmer, wetter. Their tongues met and stroked. Daniel nipped at Jacob's lip and then Jacob pushed his tongue into Daniel's willing mouth. The soft moan Daniel uttered as he opened for him made Jacob's knees shake. He tightened his grip around Daniel's back and their hips pressed together. Daniel was as hard as he was.

When they finally broke the kiss Jacob was panting.

Daniel kissed his neck and then his brow. "Don't hold your breath."

"Can't help it." Jacob felt dizzy and off balance. He frowned. "So have you?"

"What?"

"Done this before?"

"Not really. Not for real. I did make out with another man a few times. Just enough to know this was what I wanted. Enough to scare myself silly by how much I wanted it. And that was nothing compared to you."

"So you are certain you're..."

"Queer? Homosexual? Yeah. I am. Are you?"

He couldn't be. Jacob was his father's son and his grandfather's. It was his duty to come home and get married, to take over the Segal's drugstore chain and have a little Jacob the Fourth to run it in his turn. He couldn't be queer. But they were at war in the Pacific, thousands of miles from home. He might never get back there. And this man in his arms was waiting for an answer.

Jacob said, "Kiss me again."

And Daniel did.

Minutes or hours later they separated. Jacob was achingly aroused. He couldn't ever remember wanting anyone this badly. Not the girls he had dated. Not even the nebulous dream-boys he had stroked off to when need overcame his scruples. He was also scared to death.

"What now?" he asked. Maybe Daniel would know. Maybe Daniel would just take over and move past all his fears and hesitations and make him go where they both clearly wanted to.

But Daniel's arms dropped to his sides. "Don't know. This is dangerous. Not that there aren't guys getting it on all over the ship in secret. I mean, there's not a girl in five hundred miles. Even the guys who aren't queer are willing to switch teams. Still it's risky."

It was. Jacob's gut clenched. God, he'd sworn he wouldn't do this. He wouldn't take this kind of risk. His father was counting on him to come home, he had plans, a life. A careless moment could destroy all of that. And he'd seen... He swallowed hard. He'd seen the scorn and the anger and the disdain of the other men, descending seemingly without warning on someone who crossed the line. One minute the guys were laughing and then a curled lip, an insult, and the mood could swing. And prison. He couldn't even think about that.

But Daniel's taste was still in his mouth and he was harder than he'd ever been. And he could die tomorrow. None of that would matter if he died tomorrow.

"Too scary for you?" Jacob could hear the acid in his own voice, as the thought of never doing this again hit him. Suddenly this felt more necessary than breath. And Daniel was talking about backing off. Damn the man. After all, Daniel had been the one to start this. Daniel had brought them here to this hot close darkness together.

"No. But..." Daniel cleared his throat. "Fact is, I've never done anything more than kiss. Well, and jerk off together. I'm kind of an amateur at this. And I want to make it good for you. I want that even more than I want to get off right now."

Jacob's heart warmed, and he suddenly felt brave in the face of Daniel's hesitation. Dumb fool. He reached for Daniel's hand, feeling wanton and bold, and laid it over his aching groin. "You could show me that jerking-off technique." It wouldn't take much. Just the heat of Daniel's palm on him almost made him come.

Daniel moaned softly and added his other hand. "Okay. God yes. Your hands on me too."

They fumbled with each other's skivvies, freeing hard cocks from imprisoning fabric. Jacob took a sharp breath as Daniel's hands closed on him. Those rough palms slid over his sensitized skin, and he thrust his hips forward involuntarily, pushing into Daniel's tight grip. He reached down in his turn, and felt the warm silk-on-steel of another man's cock in his hands.

Jacob panted, his breath coming short. It was hard to concentrate, with Daniel's hands pumping him in fast firm rhythm. He tried to mimic the gestures. He wrapped his fingers around Daniel and squeezed, and then slid up until he felt a slick of liquid coat his palm.

Daniel moaned, "Close. God, close."

Jacob suddenly wanted to taste Daniel's mouth, and feel his breath as he came. He leaned in, fumbling with his lips over Daniel's cheek and jaw. Daniel turned to meet him and their mouths touched. Jacob spared one hand to steady Daniel's face as they opened into the kiss. His other hand fisted over Daniel's length in a fast firm stroke, twisting over the head at the end of each pull. Daniel gasped almost silently and shuddered, and then the smooth sticky pulses of cum covered Jacob's hand. Daniel's mouth dropped open wide. Jacob shoved him back against the bulkhead, pinning him there with shoulder and hip, suddenly needing, wanting. He filled Daniel's mouth with his tongue, driving deep, and thrust hard into Daniel's hands. His climax caught him in a wave of electric shock, almost painful in its intensity. He buried his groan in Daniel's slack, willing mouth as he humped and shook and came, and came, and came.

When his brain came back on line, he was slumped against Daniel, pinning him to the bulkhead. Daniel's arms around him held him safe. The smell of sex and smoke and skin filled his nose. He sighed and laid his cheek on Daniel's shoulder. "I could sleep now."

Daniel chuckled. "Oh, that's a compliment. I put you to sleep, do I?"

Jacob was suddenly too tired and too light-headed to respond to the teasing. He closed his eyes. "It's good."

"Yeah." Daniel held him quietly. "Can't do it often. We have to be careful."

Jacob sighed. He didn't want to think about that. He didn't need to have those voices start up in his brain screaming homo and fairy and all the things his father would say if he found out. He'd hoped to have more of this moment out of time, where it was safe to be with Daniel and the outside world could go hang. But Daniel was right. Jacob straightened and pushed away from him gently.

In the dim stifling-hot space, Daniel's expression was hard to read, but he held onto Jacob's shoulders. "I didn't mean..."

"No. You're right." Jacob reached for Daniel's wrists, then hesitated and wiped his palms on his thighs first, and lifted Daniel's hands off him. "We have to be careful."

"But not stop."

"Don't think I can. Not now."

Daniel blew out a breath. "Well, thank God for that."

Jacob wasn't thanking God for anything right now. He was too damned confused and tired. He'd prayed to God to take this unnatural desire away from him. Prayed to his mother's Jesus and his father's Yahweh and whatever nebulous God took care of folks who were neither good Christians nor good Jews. Instead God had given him Daniel. If it was some kind of test he was doomed to fail. "What do we do now, Danny?"

"You can remember not to call me Danny, for starters. Other than that... see how it goes, I guess. Find time to be together when we can."

"Odds are we'll be making landfall for repairs after this. We might get liberty."

"Might."

"If we get leave at the same time..." Jacob paused, not sure what he wanted to suggest.

"If we do I'll find a place. The guys all think I'm a hound dog anyway. No one will think twice if I ask about a cheap hotel."

"Is that safe?" Despite having just come harder than he ever remembered in his life, Jacob felt his cock twitch at the thought of Daniel and a bed.

"I'll make it safe." Daniel put one slightly-sticky palm against his cheek. "I swear, Trip. For you, I'll be more than careful so no one thinks twice about us. I want to be with you. Please?"

Jacob nodded slowly, feeling the rasp of his stubble over Daniel's hand. "Yeah, I want that too."

****


CHAPTER 4

One day later

Sweat ran into Daniel's eyes, but he couldn't spare a hand to wipe it. He gritted his teeth. The roar of the guns just beneath him was beyond deafening, becoming a sound that crashed through his bones with each salvo. He clutched the two-handled wheel with a white-knuckled grip. The hard seat under him was becoming slick with the moisture running off his body.

"Match bugs," Ensign Callais snapped tersely.

Daniel wrestled with the cranks to bring his guns' elevation to a match with the target bug. Almost... almost... there. The turret captain's buzzer sounded. Daniel jerked the trigger.

The guns roared, and the turret shook. Daniel slid sideways in his brass seat and braced a foot to keep himself steady. His head throbbed and his vision blurred for a moment. But by now this was instinct and reflex. Swiftly, Daniel lowered the guns for reloading. The men below him sprang into action. They wrestled with powder and projectiles in the damp heat. Daniel reminded himself it was worse for the men down there. Then the guns were loaded and he brought them up again, matching to the target.

Every ten or twelve seconds, they got off another salvo. From where he sat Daniel had no clue how successful they were at hitting the enemy. That wasn't his job. Other men chose the target. He just aimed at it. And pulled the trigger.

Crank, match, wait for the buzzer, pull. Lower, load, repeat. Over and over, the muscles in his arms and back screaming from the repeats. He'd heard that a newer ship would have servo-motors that would make this a piece of cake. It didn't matter. This was the Gageway, and he'd take whatever the old girl had to offer and work with it. Crank, match, wait, pull.

There was a loud clang, audible over the guns, even to his noise-stunned ears. The ship lurched and recovered. Callais said, "Shit," with no emphasis at all, and then, "Match bugs."

Crank, match, wait, pull.

Smoke drifted into the turret, acrid and sharp. Daniel blinked his smarting eyes and coughed. No one turned, no one faltered. Crank, match, wait for the damned buzzer, where's the damned buzzer– thank you, pull. He coughed again, more harshly. Around him others were doing the same. If there was fire threatening them, someone would have to say the word. Until then, they would do the job.

The smoke thickened, taking on a harsh odor, then gradually thinned again. The salvos from the other guns were more ragged but they still sounded complete. Then Lieutenant Sherman at the turret periscope said, "Got lots of flames and smoke. We hit something on that Jap."

Someone whooped, ending in a cough. Daniel braced for the next salvo. And then gasped and leaned against his wheels in boneless relief as the "Cease Fire" order came. Sherman moved far enough to call down to the gun chamber, "We pounded the hell out of them." The men below raised a cheer. Daniel slid out of his seat for a moment and stretched, opening and closing his hands to uncramp his fingers.

Around him people were talking, the officers giving orders and asking about damage, the men complaining and gloating in equal measure. It sounded like the damage control teams were busy. The damned smoke had to be coming from somewhere but no one was running out of their turret. So wherever the fire was, it was hopefully far enough away from their share of the powder. Daniel rubbed his arm across his face, shoving his hair back irritably. It was getting too long, always in his face in the heat. He needed to find the barber soon and get it cut.

Sherman was back at the periscope, giving a play-by-play of the Jap cruiser, which was apparently staggering away trailing smoke. Betting had sprung up immediately on whether she would sink before she was out of sight or not. Daniel just shook his head good-naturedly at Geoff, declining the bet. He'd learned fast that sailors would bet on almost anything, but he kept his hard-earned money for the kind of bet he could control. Like poker.

Or for important stuff, like renting a hotel room. He let his mind drift to last night and the airless hot locker that was the best place he'd ever been in his life. A louder cheer rose from behind him but he ignored it. Ignored both parts of his brain, the one that was cheering the hits on the Japs, and the one that all-too-clearly recalled a crippled ship and flame and water and the screams of dying men. It was war. They were the enemy. This was payback, not a reason to hate his hands for pulling that trigger. He rubbed his stiff fingers together.

Jacob. Think of Jacob. Lucky bastard was probably far more comfortable than Daniel right now. Sickbay was the only part of the ship that had air-conditioning. Not that Jacob would necessarily be there if there were wounded men elsewhere on the ship. He might be wherever the fire was. Might even now be... No, last night. Think about last night.

That had been something else. A man's hands, a man's mouth. No, not any man's. Jacob's. With that shy smile and the dark eyes and that quick brain.

Daniel tried to laugh at himself. Like a guy's brain mattered when he was touching you and bringing you off. But it did, because that was Jacob. And somehow Daniel was sure it wouldn't have been like that, wouldn't have shaken him to his heart's depth like that, if it had been any other man. He remembered the neighbor's barn, the smell of hay and the slanted sunlight and two eager boys. Those past fumbling moments with Stuart, as heart pounding as they had been, were a superficial thing. A matter of opportunity and hard dicks, and the growing realization of why nothing else had felt right. But being with Stuart had barely touched the surface of Daniel's desires. One hour with Jacob had buried in deep.

This was dumb. It was stupid to get involved with someone, to care about anyone in this soul-numbing war. That was like opening yourself up to be flayed. And yet how could you help it? They were all closer than brothers, these men he fought beside. And that one man, well, there was nothing brotherly going on there.

As the ringing in his ears eased, Daniel could hear running and purposeful shouting outside the turret. Damage control, getting a fire under wraps. He eased back into his seat, but crossed his arms, tucking his shaking hands under his armpits. He envied those men their purpose, to repair and not to deliver flaming death with the crook of one finger. He'd always hated shooting things. Even as a boy, when his dad had given him the .22 and sent him after the birds damaging the fruit, he'd hated it.

Not that the Japs didn't deserve every bit of whatever hellfire Daniel could deliver. They had asked for it. With a rain of bombs on an unsuspecting island, they had let themselves in for this. In the California's bent-metal screams as she sank, in Steve's blood, and Gordie's, and the fire that had taken so many other shipmates. For Red's missing leg and the gallant ships tossed like broken toys in the harbor they had asked for it. But he sometimes wished he hadn't been as good at matching bugs when they had tested the new recruits, back before he knew where that skill would place him.

The men in the turret were relaxing, as the order to resume fire didn't come. The chief petty officer leaned against the bulkhead, his tanned, lined face slack with fatigue. Daniel's fingers itched for his pencil. He wanted to sketch that, to catch those drooping eyelids and the deep grooves from nose to mouth and the way the man's shoulders slowly sank and eased. He committed it to memory instead. He'd draw it later.

Eventually they secured from general quarters. Daniel found George at his elbow as they headed toward the mess deck. The older man was sweat-stained and rumpled, but he still looked alert and tough as nails. The odd lassitude that had overtaken Daniel since he had taken his hands off the gun controls suddenly vanished. Anxiety clutched at him. He couldn't ask the most important thing first, but he could ask, "What's the word?"

George grunted. "We took some more damage to the number three turret, a fire that was damned close to setting off the powder, and a near-miss that buckled the plates port side near the bow. We'll be pumping out water the whole way to Australia, but it looks like we can stay on top of it."

"And the guys?" Jacob?

"We lost a few. I heard fifteen counting yesterday. A bunch more in sickbay. Nothing like what the Japs lost, I'm hoping."

"Anyone we know?" He tried to be casual.

George just said, "Anyone we don't know? Shipmates. I'm not gonna list the names. There'll be a service in the morning."

"Sorry."

George smacked his arm. "That's war. Let's go get some chow while the getting's good."

Daniel nodded, and then remembered, "You said Australia?"

"I heard Townsville."

"Do you know it?"

"It's a decent port. Lots of flyboys there, 'cause of the airfields, and they think they're better'n us. But lots of girls too. And they all speak English. Well, Australian, which is even worse than that Cockney shit the London dames speak. But they're cute and you can eat the food. We could do a lot worse."

"You figure we're going to get liberty?"

"I'd bet on it. Repairs are going to take at least a week. I figure they'll let us loose to unwind."

Daniel tried to hold back a grin, and then realized it was entirely appropriate, as long as no one knew what, or rather who, he was grinning about. "Can't wait. We've been at sea too damned long."

"You can say that again." George hip-checked him out of the way to grab a tray first. "Gonna eat and sleep and rest up for it."

Daniel tried to be subtle about looking around as he got his food and followed George to a table. The mess deck was full of sweaty, tired men. Some ate doggedly, bent over their trays. Some talked in excited voices, still a little too high and fast, hands moving in exaggerated gestures. A few stared at their food, as if the appearance of overcooked peas on a spoon was all-engrossing. Daniel searched for faces. Tom, from the next bunk over, check. Clarence, who'd been there through Basic and the California and was still with him, check. Rog and Syl, laughing together.

And then there, between Mike and Badger, was Jacob. Unhurt, untouched. Eating slowly, a bemused look on his face. That was probably due to whatever story Badger was telling. Badger had an inexhaustible fund of them, each one dirtier than the last. From the grin on the man's face, he was closing in on a punch line.

Jacob looked up then and found Daniel's attention on him. And for a moment, Jacob's eyes just lit up. Daniel had always thought that was just a figure of speech, something the writers of dime novels put in to sound fancy. But the way Jacob's face went from dull fatigue to just bright and shining... holy God.

Daniel looked away quickly. That was dangerous. That could get them up to their necks in trouble if anyone saw it. But at the same time, that one look was the most precious thing Daniel thought he'd ever been given. He sat down beside George and pulled out his notebook from his pocket. He wanted to draw that, lock it in forever, but instead he began a little sketch of the Lieutenant glued to the periscope. He tried to catch the tension and the excitement in the man's body language. His fingers cramped on the pencil, but he shook them out and persisted, adding one careful line to another.

George said, "Food's getting cold."

"So what? It's peas and mash, cooked to death anyway. It might be better cold."

George bent over to look at the sketch. "Fuck, you're good at that. Artist in civilian life, huh?"

Daniel wasn't putting his ambitions out there to be seen. Anyway, he'd carefully buried all thoughts of where his life might go, locked away deep until the war was over. "Nope, just an amateur. It's just for fun." One more stroke of the pencil, a little smudge with the edge of his finger and it was done. He stowed the notebook away carefully. Paper was precious on board ship, and his fingers still itched to sketch Jacob. He made a silent vow then and there never to draw the man again. Not until it was safe. He bent over his food, suddenly ravenous even for the olive and tan glop on his tray.

But he knew, even without looking, the moment when Jacob bussed his tray and left the mess deck.

****

Three hours later

Jacob clutched his pillow against his chest and stepped carefully between the men stretched out on the deck. Down below, the crew's berths were like an oven, smelling of sweat and smoke. If it was this bad in July, he dreaded to think what full summer was like. They were south of the equator so things should be reversed, right? July was like December or something. This should be the cool season, shouldn't it? He shook his head, unable to keep the thought straight.

Men dozed everywhere, some on mattresses dragged up from below, others with just a blanket and a pillow. The seas were calm, and a soft breeze eased the heat. There were clear spaces he could have parked his blanket, but he walked slowly, looking around. Eventually, in a small cranny well forward, he came across Daniel.

Daniel had chosen a secluded corner, where unevenness of the decking was unwelcoming to other men looking to stretch out and sleep. He sat silently, leaning against the plating of a turret, his pillow and blanket stuffed behind him. His knees were drawn up and he gazed up at the sky, where a half-moon played bluff between wisps of clouds. As Jacob watched he raised his cupped hands to his lips and took a draw on a cigarette, the glow hidden by his palm. Jacob made his way over and sat down carefully, his own bedding on his lap.

"Hey, Trip." Daniel's voice was soft and a little hoarse, as if he'd been coughing.

"Hey, yourself."

"Rough day."

"Oh, yeah."

Daniel leaned a little closer, until his shoulder brushed Jacob's. "You okay?"

Jacob shrugged, feeling the brush of his arm against Daniel's. "I'll live. It was..." He trailed off. He didn't have words for what it had been.

"At least this one is over." Daniel took one more drag, and then flicked the butt over the rail, his eyes still on the sky. "That moon up there, she doesn't care, you know. Things happen down here, people die, ships sink, and she sails on all white and pretty. I think that's good, you know. That we don't matter too much, in the grand scheme of things."

Jacob wasn't so sure. People should matter, surely? Daniel's fey mood was strange, against the backdrop of steel, and guns, and sleeping men. "Are you... Did someone die?" Where Jacob watched from the sidelines, Daniel always seemed to be in a group. He knew a lot of the men.

"No one special." Daniel coughed and then slowly lowered his eyes to Jacob's face, his voice barely a whisper. "Well, I'm sure they were special to somebody. I was too busy being glad they weren't you."

"Me too. You, I mean. When a new casualty came in, I always looked."

Daniel sighed. "We are sad sacks, aren't we?"

Jacob wouldn't have said that. Confused, exhausted, with the echo of terrified hours still vibrating in his bones, but oddly closer to elated than sad. He glanced around at the empty deck space Daniel had found, and lowered his voice still more, feeling his way in this conversation. "Did you know you were... that way... before you joined up?"

"Oh yes. Since I was pretty young." Daniel's voice had dropped to a breath too. "You didn't?"

"Not till Basic. All those naked fellows. I'd figured I was just a late bloomer, and that was why I wasn't interested in girls. But then, damn, fit young men with no clothes on in the showers and in the barracks. When I wasn't exhausted and puking from all the running, or scared out of my wits from the chiefs yelling at us, I was thinking about ice-cubes and dead worms and anything I could to not spring wood every other minute. Even I couldn't deny it after that."

"I knew. From the time I was twelve. I had a... thing for this Mexican kid who came to pick the avocados. And half a dozen other boys after him."

"Did you ever do anything with them?"

"With guys you mean?" Daniel glanced around again and slid a little closer, his mouth near Jacob's ear, his tone muted and private. "Not really. Jerking off with some of the boys from school a couple of times. I think most of them were normal, though. They just liked to jerk off in company."

"No one special?"

"There was this one guy. Stuart. Lived down the road from us. We fooled around some. Necking. Hands. Not even as much as..." Daniel barked a soft short laugh that had nothing to do with amusement, and then quieted quickly. "His dad caught us, the third time we went at it in his barn. A few weeks later he was in the Army, and I was in the Navy. The military was going to make men out of us."

"Do you..." Do you miss him? "Do you hear from him at all?"

"No. He wasn't that kind of friend. Anyway by the time his dad was done with us, I think Stu went running back to the normal side. He'll do his service, go home, get married and have a bunch of kids. Compared to his dad, mine was almost reasonable."

"So your family knows."

"In a don't-think-about-it way. My dad got mad, then he got cold, then he told me I had to get myself straight and serve my country if I wanted to be welcome back home. Of course that was before Pearl, or my mom might have had more to say about sending another son to war. My next-older brother had already joined up. My dad is hoping I'll come out of the Navy normal. My mom is pretending I never was queer in the first place. She sends me little stories about what pretty Maria Caroletti is doing."

"She wants you to get married."

"Of course. And give her more grandkids."

Jacob said tentatively, "But you won't?"

"Make some nice girl really miserable? No." Daniel shrugged. "I don't tell her that. Let her have the fantasy. After all it won't matter if I never come back."

"Don't say that!" Jacob punched Daniel's shoulder hard with a closed fist. "Don't ever say that. You hear me?"

Daniel stared at him for a moment and then nodded. "Okay, Trip." He paused. "You too, then. You promise me you'll make it through."

Their eyes met, locked and then Daniel gave a soft laugh that was almost a giggle. "God, sounds stupid, right?"

It sounded vitally necessary, but maybe yeah, stupid too. Jacob let himself relax back against Daniel's arm, leaning in a little more heavily. "What do you want to do when the war is over? Will you go back to the farm?" Daniel had talked now and then about the family business, raising fancy produce for the restaurant market. He hadn't seemed like his heart was in it, but the way he talked you could tell he loved his family.

"I don't think about that. I stopped looking that far ahead after... after a while. This war comes first. We have to win it, and it ain't gonna be easy, Jake."

For once Jacob didn't protest the nickname. He could hear the tightness of Daniel's tone that belied the light words. "I know that."

"Maybe you do. But a lot of the new guys don't. They come on board thinking that just because we're in it now the war is practically won. My dad used to talk about the Great War, and how that was the same. He and his buddies went over there thinking they would wrap it up fast and come home. But the Germans were tough. Maybe tougher than us. We won 'cause there were more of us. And now we're fighting them again. And the Japs are even worse than the Krauts. We're not gonna be home for Christmas."

"We'll win it."

"Have to. No other choice." Daniel looked down at his hands, clasped loosely on his knees. "Gotta kill them and keep killing them until they go belly up. No other way." He began rubbing his thumbs as if they ached.

Jacob didn't plan it. Reaching out was instinctive. He took Daniel's fingers between his own to massage them. Daniel made a soft sound of pleasure, and then abruptly drew his hands back. "Don't, Trip. We have to be careful."

Jacob sat back, glad that the dim moonlight wasn't enough to show his blush. "I wasn't... it was just supposed to be friendly. Anyway I don't know what the hell I'm doing. Not like you."

Daniel snorted. "Right. The expert. You know, when I joined up, the examiner asked me if I liked girls. I said yeah, I like girls a lot. And I do. They're pretty and soft and smell nice." He dropped his voice again. "But they don't smell good. They don't make me want. I know what I am, seems like I always knew. But I'm no expert."

Jacob said carefully, "There were a couple of guys in Basic who were pretty open about it, at least when they were well away from the shore patrol."

"When I was there too. But you know they could only go just so far. A guy could camp it up, prance in wearing just a towel and preening, and the guys would whistle and catcall, say how he was hot stuff. It was okay as long as he was pretending to be playing around. But if they got the idea he was a real fairy, they'd make his life hell. And any kind of touching between two men, that was grounds for big trouble. Although I did hear sometimes about places you could go."

"I wasn't close to being ready to touch a guy in Basic. I was too damned shocked and scared to think about doing anything then. But you already knew what you wanted and the guys were there. And yet you never, um, dated?"

"I dated girls." Daniel tipped his head back and let his eyes droop to half-mast. He kept his voice barely above a whisper, a soft murmur that didn't carry far on the night air. "It was easier. Every time we went out into town there would be these girls hanging around. And a lot of them would flock around me. It was crazy."

Jacob looked at Daniel's profile in the pale moonlight and thought the girls were really pretty sane from his point of view.

"After a while I had a reputation as a ladies' man. If the guys got really pushy, ragging on me, I'd pick out the shyest pretty girl in the club and take her out. We'd have some fun, and then I'd take her home, maybe kiss for a while, and then I'd tell her about this girl back home I was being faithful to. I'd tell this girl how if I ever was going to stray it would have been with her, but she had to help me be strong. And I'd beg her not to tell anyone. Worked like a charm."

"You never... just tried it anyway? With a girl?"

"I couldn't. It was odd, being out with a gal. I'd watch her ass or her cheek and get hard and think 'this is it, I can do this.’ And then she'd laugh with that high voice or brush her tits on me and..." He shook his head.

"And once training was over?"

Daniel glanced around and said in a whisper, "I thought maybe. Maybe in Hawaii. The service club there had a room where you could sit and be around the guys, be quiet, listen to some records. It was supposed to be queer-central. But I didn't get up the nerve before the Japs hit. Afterward everyone was too busy and too sad. So I figured Frisco would be it. Go out with the fellows for a while and then sheer off and find someplace more friendly. But there was a gal flirting with me from the beginning, cute blonde with tits out to here." Daniel demonstrated with cupped hands. "So I did the same thing, took her out, had a good time, begged off to be honorable to the girl back home." His lip curled in self-disgust. "She wanted to do it anyway. She kept saying how my girl would never have to know, and it was unnatural to expect a guy to be celibate for years. She practically had her hand down my pants. But I couldn't go through with it."

"I'm glad," Jacob said, and felt himself blush again.

"Me too."

For a long time they sat silently. The ship rose and fell under them with the pull and ebb of the water. The deck hummed with the odd asynchronous spin of her screws, offset enough to avoid the steady rhythm that would call the Jap subs to her. Men a dozen yards away on the deck snored or muttered, a low restless backdrop. And yet in their little sheltered corner, Jacob felt like they owned a private world.

The clouds disappeared and the moonlight brightened. The waves got a little higher though, lifting the Gageway and then dropping her in a deep rocking motion. Daniel said, "We're headed for Australia."

"I heard that. Have you ever been there?"

"Nope. George says it's nice though. Some of the guys think we'll end up in Cid Harbour but George says Townsville and he's usually right."

A slightly deeper plunge of the ship under them made Jacob ask, "You figure we'll make it all the way there?" They could both feel the way the Gageway was wallowing, deeper in the water than usual.

"Sure. The pumps are keeping up, at least mostly. And it's only a couple of days."

"She'll need repairs."

"Yeah. We should get liberty for sure, maybe even real leave." Daniel kept his head tipped up toward the sky and didn't look at Jacob as he asked, "You still interested in doing something?"

For a second Jacob hesitated. He could change his mind? He'd thought he'd committed, in that dark airless space with his face pressed against Daniel's skin. And now unexpectedly Daniel was giving him the chance to take it back. But it was only a second of hesitation. Because Jacob had looked at every burned, bleeding and broken man who had been carried into sickbay with only one thought. Please, God, don't let it be Daniel. And each time it hadn't been. Damned if he was going to waste that gift.

"Yeah. I'm still interested."

"I'll ask, find us a place. Somewhere safe."

"A hotel you mean?"

"Or a motel, something like that. That okay with you?"

Okay was a pretty tepid way of saying it. Jacob slid the blanket a little further across his lap. "That's fine."

Slowly Daniel's body beside him slumped, becoming softer and heavier against his arm. "We should find a place to lie down," Jacob said softly.

"Nah." He had to struggle to hear Daniel's voice. "This is good."

The deck was hard, there was no room to fully unbend his knees, and his ass was going to sleep. And they couldn't touch in any way that might look odd to the passing Damage Control guys, who prowled the deck for watching for stray lights. But Jacob held still, as Daniel dropped off leaning on his shoulder. His hand was under the corner of the blanket on Daniel's thigh, heat pressed to heat. And sitting there, exhausted, on a slowly sinking ship with Japanese subs out in the darkness and a thin pillow between him and unforgiving steel, Jacob thought he had never felt better.

****


CHAPTER 5

Three days later

The sun was low, glancing off the red rock faces of the hill behind the town. Jacob stopped for a moment, right there on the dock and let himself look. This was Australia. He was halfway around the world from home.

Not that he hadn't been just as far from America on the ship. But the Gageway was home. Part of the good ol' US of A that carried them along, insulated from the world. Now there was nothing between his feet and the red dirt of another continent except the soles of his shoes.

He tugged his uniform a little straighter and tipped his cap back. Around him voices were raised, speaking English but in accents and phrases that almost lost the meaning in the strangeness. The other sailors on liberty streamed past as he stood fixed in place, drinking it in. The late afternoon sun was warm but not hot. The air was scented with familiar odors of sea and fish, but there was a tang that spoke of dry air and strange vegetation.

At the end of the dock, past the fence, there was a small crowd of locals. Some were apparently selling things, trinkets and fresh fruit and baked goods. A few of his shipmates clustered round, joking good-naturedly as they bartered for everything and anything. An unfamiliar fruit, a necklace of flowers, it was all good to men who had been cooped up on an old rust bucket for weeks where there was nothing new.

Well, other than Jap torpedoes and airplanes coming in without warning. Jacob shook his head and pushed his thoughts away from the men he'd helped get ready for transport. The battle was over. The slow sad service on the decks under an incongruously blue sky was behind them. The old girl had made it to port without sinking. This was Australia. And Jacob had better things to think about.

So did some of the other fellows, apparently. Among the vendors were quite a few women, dressed just a little low on top and a little high on the bottom. They chattered among themselves, casting glances at the disembarking sailors. And if the look was returned, they might saunter over to laugh and banter with one of the men. And perhaps wander off, arm in arm. It had been a long four weeks at sea.

Jacob suddenly spotted Daniel in a group of men further down the quay. One of the men pushed Daniel toward a pair of pretty girls standing by the gate. Jacob saw Daniel laugh, shove back with equal force, and then head toward the girls.

Jacob thought he should move on, not stare at Daniel. But he stood rooted, watching. The sunlight found the curve of Daniel's cheek and picked red highlights out in his dark hair. Daniel tipped his head back, laughing at something the blonde had said. His hat stayed perched perfectly on his curls, his teeth flashed white between parted lips. He slipped an arm around the girl's waist, bussed her cheek noisily and steered her toward the roadway to town.

Trust him. You have to trust him. And Jacob did, truly. He just wished Daniel had let him in on the details of the plan, rather than a hurried whisper of "Just start walking through town. I'll find you," as he brushed past down the gangway.

Jacob looked down the road again. Daniel and the girl had already vanished. Nothing to do but follow directions. He struck what he hoped was a nonchalant pose and headed casually off the base. As he stepped through the gates, he was approached left and right. He shrugged off an old woman selling fruit, and a man with hammered silver jewelry. A dark-skinned grandmother offered some kind of pastry from a cart, and the aroma made his mouth water, but he shook his head.

A soft touch on his arm made him jump. "Hey, mate. Want some company? I could show you the town."

He stepped back quickly, giving the blonde girl a smile that felt false on his lips. "No, no thanks. Um, not yet that is."

She shrugged. "You want something different? I've got some friends around. You like a little dark meat?"

"What? No." He turned away abruptly and lengthened his stride. Her laughter followed him down the road.

The buildings in Townsville seemed to lean towards white and large. The trees were unfamiliar, their leaves a dusty green unlike the tints of a New Jersey summer. Winter, he reminded himself, it was winter here. The hill rose up behind the buildings, a double red-rock face that climbed sharp and tall, framed by the dull green of the softer slope that rose on the far side. Around him American voices, loud and excited, vied with slower drawling speech. He wanted to turn a corner and get away from the main drag, away from everyone and anyone. But even more, he wanted Daniel to be able to find him. He walked on slowly down the road.

It was almost twenty minutes before Daniel materialized at his elbow. "Got it. Turn left at the next corner."

Jacob did so, vividly aware of Daniel walking casually at his shoulder. "What was with the girl?"

"If you need good information, go to a good source. I asked her for the location of a motel that wasn't too nice but not too rough either, where the MPs don't roust people out. Someplace far enough that the whole crew won't be there. I figured she would know."

"And it took you fifteen minutes to ask one question? What did you do, sleep with her first?"

"What the hell?" Daniel stopped dead and stared at him. "What kind of question is that?'

"I don't know," Jacob said miserably. "I'm sorry. I'm stupid."

After a long minute a slow smile spread over Daniel's face. "You were jealous."

"You were slow."

"You were jealous of me and some doxie off the docks."

"Shut up."

"I like it." Daniel started walking again, and swayed just enough to accidentally bump his hip against Jacob's arm. "I want you all hot and bothered."

That wouldn't be a problem, Jacob thought. The sweat was already prickling in his eyes and his shirt clung to his back. His heart was pounding. It wasn't that hot, but he felt odd, a little woozy and disoriented.

"Breathe," Daniel said softly. "It's okay. Take a breath. We don't have to do this."

"I want to." He did. Although it was probably a good thing the motel turned out to be twenty-five minute's more walking. It gave him time to find his balance again.

Even just this was good. Walking with Daniel in a new place. Feeling Daniel steady beside him as they passed the big white buildings of the town center, and then the smaller ones away from the main roads, all built in some undefinable way different from New Jersey's styles. The occasional bird flitted in the trees along the road, and Jacob couldn't identify them by sight or song. The sun dipped lower, falling to dance between the tops of buildings and trees, leaving Daniel's face now bright with golden light, now dark and shadowed.

They didn't talk. A bump of shoulders and nod of the head drew attention to a flowering shrub or bright-colored bird. Jacob's throat felt dry and his head was light but the sweat dried on his back and the soft breeze loosened his shirt.

Finally Daniel nodded at a place on their left. "Here."

Jacob looked at it. The small run-down motel could have fit on the outskirts of a New Jersey town. The sign promised private baths and low rates. The lit bulbs that ran around the outside of the sign were marred by a dozen dark ones, like a gap-toothed smile. Maybe it just wasn't worth replacing the bulbs, since it would be shut off at night for blackout. The door to the motel office was ajar, and a yellow bug-light burned above it, barely visible in the sunset glow.

"Okay?" Daniel asked.

"Yes. Fine."

"You wait here. I'll go get a key."

Jacob nodded silently. Daniel walked down the path, pulled the dusty door open and stepped inside out of view. Jacob fidgeted, staring around, trying not to look like a man waiting for his male lover to come out with a room key.  Jesus.

Daniel reappeared and turned left, walking along the row of units. He gave Jacob just a tilt of his head in invitation. Jacob followed slowly. At the very end, Daniel fit the key into the lock. He turned it and then gradually opened the door, so that he was just stepping inside as Jacob caught up to him. Jacob followed him two steps into the room, and Daniel reached past to push the door shut. Jacob's hand brushed Daniel's as they both reached to turn the lock, and he made a sound that was supposed to be a laugh, but lost breath somewhere in the middle. They moved away from the door.

The room was tiny, with one double bed, a dresser, and a narrow door that presumably was the promised private bath. The furnishings were cheap, and the carpet was worn but not too dirty. The single window was covered by black drapes. The fading sun came through in filtered dimness, a single finger of light visible along one edge. Jacob went over and fussed with them, straightening the folds, lining them up well past the limits of the window. The single bright sunbeam disappeared. He turned to Daniel.

In the darkened room, Daniel was just a moving shadow, lean and mysterious. Jacob laced his fingers behind his back and rocked on his heels, staring uncertainly. Then Daniel stepped toward the bed and snapped on the lamp. "Come here," he said softly.

Jacob went to him obediently. Close, and then closer, moving into Daniel's space as he would not have with any other man. He paused with only inches between them. Over those few remaining inches he could feel Daniel's heat, and smell his skin. The light from the lamp cast odd shadows along Daniel's cheekbones and lit his hazel eyes to amber. Jacob stood still, waiting, frozen.

Daniel reached out slowly and slid warm hands up his arms. Jacob shivered at his touch. As Daniel leaned in to kiss him, Jacob turned his head and leaned back. "What do you think?" His voice was high and breathless. "You figure there are other fellows from the Gageway doing this? We can't be the only two on that ship who were waiting for shore leave."

Daniel hesitated. He stopped moving forward but his fingers clasped Jacob's biceps. "You really want to talk about his now?"

"I'm just curious." Jacob shrugged free and turned away to glance at the door. "You know, about whether there are other queers on board. Seems like there must be."

"Well sure. A few I know of, and probably a bunch I don't."

Jacob turned back to him in surprise. "You mean you know some of them? For certain?"

"Jacob, they don't call that last table port-side on the mess deck the fruit basket for nothing. If you can't name at least three of the guys, you haven't been paying attention."

"Do they know you?" Jacob swallowed. "Do you think they know about me?"

"Probably. And probably not. It's kind of recognition, the way a man looks in your eyes or smiles that tells the tale. You don't look anyone in the eyes half the time, so you're likely safe." Daniel took a step to close the distance between them again. "Trip, it's okay if you don't want to do this."

"No. I want to." He'd been hard for the last hour, thinking about it. He tried for a casual laugh. "I just don't know what the hell I'm doing."

"Nor do I. Not really. But we're a couple of smart guys. I'm guessing we can figure it out."

"You think so?" He meant it to be a joke but it came out breathless.

"I'm betting on it. We could start with this." Daniel leaned forward and this time Jacob met the kiss halfway.

It was better than he remembered. Here in this quiet room, with the door locked and time suspended, Daniel's mouth filled his senses. He heard himself gasp, soft and needy, as Daniel caught his shoulders and drew him close. It wasn't perfect. They bumped noses, changing angles. His lips were bruised against Daniel's teeth. Daniel's tongue was wet as it traced from his lips to his chin. And yet even the imperfections made it real. He was here, in this place with Daniel. This was not imagination, not a dream, but wetness and heat and short breath and the strength of Daniel as they pressed together in the dim lamplight.

After a long time, Daniel broke the kiss and reached to brush Jacob's hair off his forehead. "What would you say to getting undressed?"

Jacob swallowed. "Yes?" His whole body was just about shrieking, hell, yes!

Daniel reached for the top button of Jacob's pants. "Help me out here."

Jacob pulled his jersey over his head. "How can you be so calm?" he muttered.

Daniel's laugh was almost soundless. He let go of the button and held out his hands. His slim strong fingers trembled slightly.

Suddenly Jacob felt a wave of tenderness. That was so like Daniel, pretending to be cool when he was shaken. Jacob caught Daniel's hands in his own, kissed the tip of one finger and then sucked it into his mouth. He kept his eyes fixed on Daniel's as he worked with his tongue, licking and sucking. Their breaths caught in unison. Daniel's eyes darkened.

"God, that's too much. Stop. Let me..." Words failed them, but the tension was broken. They fumbled together, unbuttoning, kicking off shoes, stripping socks, Jacob's clothes and Daniel's falling discarded to the floor. Until they were both standing there in their skivvies.

Daniel reached over and pulled the sheets down on the bed. "Come on." Slowly but without hesitation, he stripped off his underwear. Jacob's eyes were drawn inexorably to Daniel's hard erection, almost feeling rather than seeing the bob and pull as Daniel freed himself from the last of his clothing. Daniel held out his hand. "Come to bed, Trip."

Jacob couldn't help dropping his eyes to the floor as he gave up that last vestige of his modesty. Naked, aroused and breathing shallowly, he climbed onto the other side of the bed.

"Very nice." Daniel slid over toward him and put a warm hand on his hip.

Jacob kept his eyes on Daniel's strong hairy chest, "I'm not big like some guys."

"You look perfect to me." Daniel moved closer, shifting and sliding down to fit their bodies together, naked skin on skin. The next kiss was different. A simple kiss became something else when the press of Daniel's mouth was combined with the warm slide of his rough palms down Jacob's back, and the steel-in-silk poke of his erect cock against Jacob's hip. Jacob gasped and squirmed, trying to get closer still. The rasp of Daniel's hairy chest across his pecs and the hard weight of Daniel's thigh thrown over his hip felt unfamiliar and yet perfectly right.

Jacob pushed Daniel's shoulders to the mattress and wriggled over, trapping Daniel underneath him. Daniel gave a delighted laugh and fisted in Jacob's hair to pull his mouth down. Jacob kissed him almost blindly, driving his hips down against the yielding strength of Daniel's belly. Daniel's legs came up around his thighs. They thrust together in grunted asynchronous rhythm.

Jacob thought there must be something else, something he should be doing. He wasn't totally ignorant about sex, even if this was beyond his experience in every way. But he lost track of thought, of should and ought to, in the drive of his body against Daniel's. Every sense was overloaded. There were the sounds Daniel made, pressing back up in equally frantic demand. There was the wet eager plunge of Daniel's tongue in Jacob's mouth. There was the smell of man and sweat and cigarettes and salt water on skin. Daniel's hands moved from Jacob's hair to his ass, digging in with a force that would leave bruises, as they tried to get closer, harder, faster.

And then Daniel groaned deep in his throat, and Jacob felt the sticky slick of Daniel's cum spill between them. And it was enough, more than enough. Jacob arched his back, his mouth dropping open, as he came against Daniel's body in sharp, blinding arcs. The climax spasmed through him, taking away breath and sight. Until he dropped emptied and boneless on Daniel and was caught and held in the circle of Daniel's arms.

Slowly, their breathing eased. Jacob nuzzled in against Daniel's hair, hiding his face in the soft, dark strands. Daniel's arms eased their grip around him. One rough fingertip traced Jacob's back, from the nape of his neck to the hollow above his ass, and Jacob shivered in response.

Daniel's voice said dryly in his ear, "Well, I think we're queer all right."

Jacob choked. "You weren't sure?"

"I knew about me. You could have just had too many months at sea."

"Dummy." Jacob kissed his ear, the only bit he could reach without moving a muscle.

"So you're okay?

"Not the word I would have used." Jacob shifted, becoming aware of stickiness, and a bruise on his ass, and the way his dick was pressed against a hard hip-bone. And yet it was blissful form of discomfort. It marked him, past the point of no return. "We should clean up."

"Right." Daniel didn't move a muscle.

After a long pause, since it was obviously going to be up to him, Jacob edged sideways, past the reluctant barrier of Daniel's thigh, and rolled over to sit up on the bed.

Daniel looked at him, splayed out in naked abandon. The lamplight caught the glisten of fluids on pale skin above his dark curls. The tan of his face and arms faded to light olive in all the critical places. Jacob couldn't pull his eyes away. Even Daniel's cock, softened and smaller against the groove of his thigh, was perfect.

"They said private baths. Do you think they meant it?" Daniel asked.

"I'll go look."

It was good to get up and walk across the faded carpet, rough under his bare feet. To go into the little bathroom, which had no bath but did include a tiny shower. Jacob closed the door for a moment and leaned across the sink, looking at himself in the mirror. Who are you now? His lips were redder and fuller than he had ever seen them, his cheeks were flushed as if sandpapered, his eyes looked back at him, large and dark, and a little dazed. Who are you?

Daniel stared at the closed bathroom door. The air on his sweat-damp skin began to feel chilled. He hesitated for a moment, not wanting to dirty the sheets, and then thought, hell, they're used to spunk on the sheets, I'm sure. He pulled the covers up over his body.

He wished Jacob had left the door open. Or stuck his head out and said, "Just gonna take a piss." Or done anything but disappear into silence.

Daniel was comfortable with who he was. Well most of the time. Sex with Jacob, even this fumbling frantic press of bodies they had found together, had been his goal for weeks now. Months. Hell, he'd practically worn out his right hand thinking about it. And it had been incredible. He'd come harder than ever before in his life. And then holding Jacob afterward, listening to Jacob's breathing slow down, feeling the pounding of his heart ease against Daniel's own chest– that had been heaven.

He was scared out of his mind that it hadn't been the same for Jacob. Maybe for all Jacob's eagerness it had been too much too soon. Maybe Daniel should have waited. Or maybe he should have dropped to his knees right at the beginning and figured out how to blow the man. Given him something familiar, something not so far from sex with a girl.

He slid his hand up and down his own thigh, feeling the roughness of his own curly hair, the hard shape of muscle. It had been exactly right for him, to have a body so much like his own top him, press him down into the bed and drive him over. No girl's soft perfumed curves had ever made him as hard as the slightest brush of Jacob's hairy leg against his own. So what would he do if Jacob wanted to walk away?

The sun was probably down outside. The light coming past the curtains had faded. The lamp on the little bedside stand threw shadows on the wall. There was a rip in the shade. The odd curved shape it cast was like a seagull, or maybe a cormorant, broad wings spread. He was still debating the point when the bathroom door opened.

"There's a shower," Jacob said.

"Do you want first turn?" Daniel asked carefully.

"I thought we might save water, squeeze in together?" Jacob blushed and looked down.

Daniel's laugh was more carefree than he could remember in months. "We could try." He threw back the covers and rolled out of bed.

They did try, and had to give it up as impossible. Daniel stood outside the stall, half of him dripping wet, as Jacob hurriedly soaped and rinsed. When Jacob came out and tried to step aside, Daniel grabbed his arm and pulled him in for a kiss. He licked the water droplets off Jacob's upper lip and then handed him a threadbare towel. "Hold that thought. The first hotel we find with a decent shower, we'll do this again."

He stepped under the meager trickle of water and washed rapidly, rapping his elbows on the tile as he scrubbed and rinsed. When he stepped out, Jacob held out a towel shyly. Daniel took it, gave his hair a rough scrub, dropped the towel on the floor, and reached for Jacob's hand. "Come on. We have hours left. Mustn't waste them."

At the bed he pushed Jacob down on his back and climbed over him. Daniel straddled Jacob's thighs, weight on his hands and knees, and looked up and down Jacob's body slowly. Jacob's hands fluttered toward his groin, as if in some reflex of modesty, and then fell away. As Daniel watched, Jacob's cock rose and filled. That was so sweet, that his Trip got hard just from the look in Daniel's eyes. Deliberately, Daniel licked his lips, eyes fixed on Jacob's groin. Jacob's erection bounced in response. Mmm.

Daniel slid lower in the bed and bent to kiss Jacob's chest. Jacob said, "You don't... If you've never..." like he was trying to let Daniel off the hook even as his fingers twined into Daniel's hair. Daniel slid his lips over Jacob's pecs, feeling the soft ruffle of sparse hair against his mouth. Jacob was skinny, his ribs outlined just beneath that fine skin, his belly concave. Daniel played across Jacob's body with his lips and tongue tip. Thoughts fizzed through his mind like champagne, that he had the right, the safety, the time to do this. That it was Jacob under him, with his shy dark eyes and that mouth. He licked one of Jacob's pink nipples and felt it crinkle under his tongue. Jacob's fingers tugged harder at his hair. Daniel looked up to find Jacob watching him.

"Daniel? Um..."

The man wanted to talk. Laughter bubbled in Daniel's chest, but sure, why not. There was time and safety for this too.

"What?"

"What you're doing. I, um, I like it."

"I can tell."

Apparently a blush could go all the way down to a guy's nipples. Daniel kissed the point where the red skin faded to pale,

"Yes, but, should I be doing something too?" Despite his deep flush, Jacob went on steadily. "I don't know the first thing about this, but it doesn't seem quite fair."

Daniel smiled at him. "I'm no expert but I'll tell you what. How about you let me have fun first, and then it will be your turn?"

"This is you having fun?"

"Absolutely." And that was nothing but the truth. There wasn't anything in the world better than this. Daniel used his fingertips and his mouth to explore Jacob's body. This was his new world of planes and valleys, of soft skin, pale from never seeing the light, of a smoke of dark coarse curls that held a man's musky scent even after a shower. He fingered along jutting hipbones and down deep grooves that arrowed from hip to groin. Jacob made a sweet, low sound as Daniel cupped his hard erection between his palms. Daniel bent and licked along one of those hip-grooves again and Jacob jolted, crying out softly as Daniel's tongue reached his shaft.

"You don't have to."

"Hush." Slowly, Daniel traced that hard shaft upward with his tongue, reveling in the ridged satin of veins under fine skin. This. This was what he'd imagined, alone in the dark, so many times. In the memory of a dozen showers full of naked men, Jacob might not seem big, but he was fine and straight, and when Daniel closed his lips over the head of Jacob's cock the sound Jacob made was almost enough to bring Daniel off right there.

Daniel sucked him, slowly. He had no idea how this was supposed to go, but as best as he could he mimicked the motion of a pumping hand with his mouth. Jacob was leaking fluid, a sweet-salt taste in Daniel's mouth. As Daniel slid up and down, mouth as tight as he could make it, Jacob moaned with each motion. Daniel tried to go all the way down, choked a little, and slipped a hand around the base of Jacob's cock instead. His spit slicked Jacob's skin, his hand slid over that wetness, and he sucked hard, meeting his closed fingers with his lips to engulf Jacob in damp heat.

Jacob cried out and grabbed Daniel's head, shaking hard as his cock jerked and filled Daniel's mouth. Daniel swallowed valiantly, trying to take all of this, all that Jacob could give him. Vanilla and salt and a tang that was Jacob's own flavor slid over his tongue.

"Oh, God. Daniel. Oh, God," Jacob murmured. His hands fell away from Daniel's head to lie limply on the sheets. Gently Daniel let Jacob's softening cock slide from between his lips. He felt smug and tender and horny, all at the same time. He sat up enough to move alongside Jacob, kissing his way up from hip to chest to cheek. His mouth left little wet smears on Jacob's skin. Daniel liked that look.

"That was incredible," Jacob murmured. "You have no idea."

"I'm hoping to find out," Daniel quipped.

For just a moment, Jacob's whole body got rigid. Then he said tightly, "Yes. Of course."

Damn. Daniel gritted his teeth. If he said nothing, Jacob would almost certainly go down on him in return. Out of fairness. Which was worse than never getting blown.

He rolled onto his back and took one of Jacob's hands, guiding it to his aching cock. "Stroke me, Trip. That's all I want right now. Let me feel your hands on me."

"Really? Just that?"

"Just that," Daniel lied. "I really have a thing for your hands." Well, that at least was true.

But it was worth it to see Jacob's face brighten eagerly. Daniel lay back in his turn and let Jacob explore. And there was absolutely nothing wrong with having Trip's hands on him, having those male fingers stroke over his chest, rub across his nipples, and then trace down to take his hardness in hand. Jacob pumped him firmly, a little dry, a little too gentle.

Daniel grabbed one of Jacob's hands, pulled it to his mouth and licked it, and then put it back down on himself. "Harder, Trip."

Ah. That. Daniel wanted to watch Jacob's face, but his eyes drifted shut as the pulsing heat of climax mounted. There. He was almost there.

Then Jacob's hands paused, squeezing, and Daniel felt a soft damp touch on the head of his dick. Daniel's eyes flew open. Jacob stared into his face, his gaze intent. Then, without moving his eyes from Daniel's, he lowered his head just enough to place another soft kiss on the slick head of Daniel's cock. And Daniel came in sheer blinding pleasure.

His semen shot out in thick jets, hitting Jacob's mouth and his cheek and dripping over his fingers. Jacob stared at him, eyes wide, as shiny cum slid down his face. Daniel held his breath, wanting that picture, just that forever. Then a last spurt caught Jacob under the chin. Daniel groaned in pleasure and then began to laugh in soft, hopeless affection.

"Look at you."

Jacob colored again, but before he could back off or say anything Daniel sat up swiftly and grabbed him. He hugged Jacob tight, rubbing their cheeks together, feeling the sticky and the soft, the rasp of stubble and the warmth of skin. "God. You, Jacob. Look at you. Perfect. You're perfect."

"I'm not." Despite his words, Jacob put his arms around Daniel and returned the hug. "I'm really not. And I didn't do half of what you did."

"Damned good thing. You'd have about killed me." Daniel relaxed his hold enough to find Jacob's mouth and kiss it. "We'll both get better at this, I'm thinking. With practice. Lots of practice. Although right now better doesn't seem physically possible."

Jacob was almost melting into Daniel's arms, muscles softer every minute. "It really was all right?"

"You're wearing the proof." Daniel laughed at Jacob's renewed color. "God, Trip, we're going to have to get you over this being shy thing. We'll have a problem if you blush every time I talk to you."

"Only when you say stuff like that." But Jacob shrugged free and swung around to sit on the edge of the bed. He turned his back to Daniel, reaching for the sheet to wipe his face. His shoulders were taut again.

Daniel cursed his big mouth and Jacob's skittishness. "I wouldn't say that when there's anyone around. Trust me."

"I know." Jacob wiped his hands too, and glanced over his shoulder at Daniel. "Now what?"

Daniel lay back down, stretching ostentatiously. "Depends. Are you more hungry, or more sleepy?"

"Not hungry."

"Me neither." Food was always available on board, even when they spent most of their time at general quarters. But real sleep had become almost a mirage the last week. "Come on then. Lie down." Daniel rolled on his side, and held out a hand, trying to look winsome. Some girl had once told him he was irresistible when he used that little-boy smile. "Come to bed, Trip. We have hours yet. I want to hold you while I sleep."

"If you're asleep, you won't even know I'm here," Jacob said grumpily, but he swung his legs back up on the bed and settled gingerly on his side facing Daniel.

"I'll know," Daniel said softly. "Roll over." He reached out, moving slowly so Jacob wouldn't spook, and turned Jacob over. Daniel slid in close, until his chest pressed against Jacob's back, while a safe six inches or so separated his groin from Jacob's ass. Jacob stiffened for a moment, and then relaxed when Daniel didn't move closer. Daniel nuzzled his face in against Jacob's shoulder and wrapped an arm around his chest. "G'night, Trip."

He was almost asleep when he heard Jacob murmur, "Good night, Daniel."

****

Jacob lay still, listening to Daniel breathe in hoarse slumber against his neck. Jacob had been exhausted for the last three days, and then had the best sex of his life. Well, the only sex of his life that hadn't involved his own hand, but he couldn't imagine anything better. He should be snoring too. Instead he was wide-awake.

He wasn't used to sharing a bed. That was probably part of it. For all the close quarters on board ship, there was generally a few inches of personal space around him. This press of another man against him was strange. This wasn't even sexual, exactly. Daniel's naked chest was plastered against his bare back but it was more like a hug. But Jacob was suddenly claustrophobic under the weight of Daniel's limp, heavy arm. And it was hot, even with the sun down. He felt moisture trickling down the small of his back. His hair clung to his forehead, damp with sweat, or maybe other things.

Carefully he moved away from Daniel, inch by inch. Daniel slept on as their bodies separated and Jacob breathed in silent relief as the cooler air touched his shoulders. He lifted Daniel's arm, slipped out from under, and lowered it to the bed. Daniel muttered something and his hand moved randomly. Then he fisted in the thin fabric covering the pillow and stilled again. Jacob eased out of the bed and stood up.

It felt odd, standing there naked with someone else in the room, but it felt stupid to dress when the person was someone he'd had sex with. He settled for pulling on his skivvies. He walked silently to the window and pulled the drapes aside just an inch on one side. Just enough to allow him to put one eye to the gap and see out.

The sun had set while they were otherwise occupied. The sky was dark, and if there was any hint of lingering color it must have been behind him. In front of him was only darkness. A few stars were visible. He didn't recognize any constellations, and anyway it was the southern hemisphere so they would all be different. Stars had never been his thing. Brian had been the one with the telescope, the one who talked about traveling to the moon, the one who knew all the constellations back when they were ten.

Which was about the last time he'd shared a bed with anyone, Jacob realized. Those nights when Brian had defied the lights-out rule to come crawl into his bed and talk and plan, while Jacob listened and tried not to fall asleep before his twin got done talking. Somewhere around the time they were both eleven or twelve they began to grow apart and the nighttime chats stopped.

Jacob wondered now whether it had had anything to do with him. With his being queer. He'd just assumed at the time that Brian had outgrown him. Brian had a lot of friends and wide-ranging interests that Jacob could no longer keep up with. But maybe it had been something else. Maybe Brian had sensed that Jacob was different. Maybe getting into bed at night with a brother who was turning into some kind of queer had felt wrong to Brian.

That was paranoia. Jacob knew it. Unfortunately once he'd had the thought he couldn't erase it from his mind. Brian had liked girls. He'd been just fifteen the first time he'd come home and bragged to Jacob about getting his hands under a girl's blouse. Sixteen when he'd apparently done a whole lot more than that. Jacob had nodded and applauded mechanically, and wondered why he himself was such a slow bloomer. Maybe Brian had felt some inking of why. By the time they were seventeen he'd stopped telling Jacob anything personal.

Jacob let the curtain fall back over the window and leaned against the wall. He closed his eyes. He'd made his choice. He'd thought this would be it. He was queer. He'd had sex with a man. He'd really, really enjoyed sex with a man. With Daniel. So why didn't he feel any different from when he walked in that door two hours earlier?

Why did he suddenly want to run not walk back to the ship and pretend this had never happened? Brian was dead. He would never know, never care. And Father and Mother... Jacob wrenched his thoughts away from that path. He was half a hemisphere away from home. Surely here if anywhere in the world he could be himself.

Daniel's soft voice said, "Jacob?"

He opened his eyes warily. Daniel hadn't moved, other than to roll up on one arm. He lay stretched on the bed looking at Jacob, his eyes warm in the lamplight. "Couldn't sleep?"

"Nope." He clutched at the straw. "It's hot."

"It's been hotter on the Gageway." Daniel stripped the covers down to bare the mattress. He slid to the edge of the bed and patted the empty side of the mattress. "Come and stretch out at least."

Jacob reluctantly pushed away from the wall and eased onto the bed. He felt faintly ridiculous not taking off his shorts, with Daniel stretched out naked and gorgeous, but he left them on anyway. He folded his arms behind his head and stared at the circle of lamplight on the ceiling.

Daniel murmured, "You want to talk about it?"

"Not really."

"You want me to suck you off again?"

Jacob could feel his whole body come to attention at the picture that presented, but he said, "No. Not right now. Thank you."

Daniel's laugh was short. "You want to go back to the Gageway and pretend you never met the queer guy who corrupted you?"

"No!" He turned to stare at Daniel. Daniel's eyes were calm but his mouth had a rueful twist. "I don't think that. Nothing like that. I told you I knew what I was halfway through Boot Camp."

"But?"

"I wish I wasn't." It came out in a rush.

"Ah. I can't help you with that. Being the same way myself and all."

"Do you ever wish differently? I mean, you seem so... so comfortable with it. So not bothered by it. Don't you ever think it would be easier to be normal?"

"Sure I do." Daniel's voice was bleak. "I stood in front of my father while he told me I was a degenerate and a disgrace to the family and that the Navy had damned well better make a man out of me or I wasn't welcome back home. Of course I've wished I was normal. But it's not going to happen. I've known since I was a kid that it was going to be boys for me. Or men."

"So what do we do?"

"Well, I know what I want to do." Daniel sat up in the bed but made no move toward Jacob. "I want to get another three or four hours of sleep. And then I want to take you in my mouth again and give you the best blow job you've ever had."

"I meant after that."

"After that you can return the favor."

"Daniel!"

Daniel sighed. "I don't know. If you mean long term, when we get home, what do we do, then I don't know. We have to be careful, that's for damned sure. If they catch us, it's not just a discharge, it might be the brig. Or even prison. But one thing I do know. There's a war on. Those men on the California, they didn't know on that Saturday night that by Sunday evening they would be dead. Normal or queer, it didn't matter. Given the choice, don't you think they would have rather had this, what we have in this room, than died without it?"

"I guess so."

Daniel tried for a smile. "If I'm going to float around on the Pacific waiting for Jap planes and subs and torpedoes, then I'd rather have as much fun as I can along the way, before I buy the farm."

"Don't say that. You're not going to die."

"I hope not. But I wouldn't bet my last dime against it. And if I do, I want to go out knowing I actually lived first."

Jacob nodded slowly. Then he kept just nodding, because it made sense and yet he couldn't wrap his mind around it. He wanted this. God, did he want it. He'd been thinking of nothing else whenever he had a private moment for the last few weeks. And yet he was still lying here staring at the ceiling while Daniel lay an arm's length away. What kind of coward did that make him? Why did the picture of his own father saying degenerate and perversion suddenly seem so real?

"Come on, Jacob," Daniel said quietly. "Just get some rest. It's too dark to find your way across town now anyway. I won't touch you. Relax and sleep a while."

Suddenly dizzy with fatigue, Jacob rolled on his side and tried to do as he was told. The sheets were soft under him. True to his word, Daniel lay along the far side of the bed, a careful distance away. Jacob stretched out his legs, feeling almost as if the bed was swaying. His world was swaying. What was real?

All that time on the Gageway had taken him farther from his father's house and the store and his college classes than he had realized. And he wasn't sure there was a way back. He'd joined up in dogged determination to take Brian's place. To do his duty, to make the Japs pay, maybe to become the man his brother had been before returning home to the weight of his father's expectations. But every day he was drifting further from that course. Who would he be, by the time this thing was over?

Long minutes dragged by. Eventually Daniel said, "This doesn't have to go any further, you know. Being here with me, it doesn't commit you to anything." All trace of sleepiness had vanished from his voice. He sounded tight and controlled.

Jacob lay there like a stupid, silent log.

Daniel reached out carefully and switched off the lamp. In the sudden heavy darkness he said, "You should get some rest. Don't worry about things, all right? We can just be shipmates from here on. I won't tell. Lots of guys take a fling, maybe, and decide it's not for them. I know not everyone..."

"Shut up." Jacob hated hearing Daniel backing away carefully from demanding the things he had a right to expect after the last two hours. That tentative care suddenly made Jacob feel stupid. This was the man he had prayed for each time the Gageway shuddered from the near miss of a torpedo or rang with the strike of rounds against her deck. For a moment Jacob was back there in sickbay, with the smell of blood and shit. Back in the moment when they brought Troy in with his face a bloody mask, and his hair so like Daniel's. And as he ran to help, Jacob had felt the catch of his heart in his throat, the thought, "We never had the chance..."

Things might look different in the morning, but it was still night now, and they had both survived to come to this place. Jacob reached over, took one of Daniel's hands between his own, clutched it to his chest like a teddy bear, and tried to find that elusive thing called sleep.

****


CHAPTER 6

November 1942

The Gageway heaved and rolled in the grip of a powerful storm. With slowly improving skill, Jacob timed his steps down the passage so he only rarely rebounded off the bulkheads like a marble in a chute. His stomach lurched a little, but at least he wasn't one of the poor fellows who lay groaning from sea-sickness in their hammocks. There was nothing good to give them. The doc handed out ginger, and some of the fellows thought it helped. But there were a few of the men who had clearly joined the wrong branch of the service. A couple had even ended up in sick bay with a tube in their arms for dehydration from all the vomiting.

At least Jacob's watch was over. Working for four hours around those guys had come close to doing him in himself, even though he'd grown up with summers around boats on the Jersey shore. He'd had to make his way on deck and spend fifteen minutes in the fresh air and salt spray, until ordered below by one of the deck crew. The storm was continuing to pick up strength, and the decks were awash with water.

Jacob thought ruefully that this was his last clean uniform, now stiffening with salt to the knees as it dried. He would have gone back, undressed, and fallen into his berth but it was a Tuesday and they weren't at general quarters. Which meant that Daniel would be waiting for him in the linen storage locker. In four months they had found a rhythm for this... thing they were doing.

There wasn't much privacy and there wasn't much time. Some days the most they got was a brush of shoulders and a quiet hello, as they passed on their separate duties. Sometimes they were at general quarters for day after day, catching sleep with a pillow and blanket thrown down where they could find space, and didn't even have that much. But if there was no duty and it was a Tuesday, the storeroom was a small piece of heaven.

It was risky. Damned risky. That door didn't lock, although Daniel had a bit of wooden wedge they could jam in next to the latch. But since it opened outward, that wasn't as secure as it might have been. They mostly kissed, and touched, hands eager and becoming ever more skilled in bringing each other off rapidly. They stayed fully clothed, even though Jacob sometimes ached for the sight of Daniel's skin. Nothing too obvious. So that someone stumbling upon them might turn a blind eye.

Actual sodomy was a different story. A couple of men had ended up in the brig, two months ago. They'd been taken off the ship in chains, headed for the stockade, and maybe a prison sentence. Jacob hadn't dared look them in the eye, for fear of what he would see. That night Daniel had cried, standing at the port rail. Jacob had been oddly grateful for Daniel's breakdown, because in trying to be the strong one for a change he'd gotten over the feeling that he might puke, or scream. He still sometimes remembered those men at odd moments, and felt his skin crawl.

So as much as Jacob loved the thought of dropping to his knees for Daniel in that small dark space, he was even more scared of it. And he'd never let Daniel do it for him. Even though after that night Daniel had been paradoxically angry enough to be fearless, and willing.

Willing. God. Jacob couldn't keep a smile off his face, thinking about their last leave. Daniel was a genius at finding them a place, passing Jacob a slip of paper with an address or directions. There was nothing better in the world than wandering down some dusty road under a foreign sky, the wind brushing unfamiliar scents across his skin, and rounding a corner to see Daniel lounging at ease outside a room. Strolling casually over a few minutes later to tap on the door. And being admitted to a private space and Daniel's arms, and usually minutes later Daniel's mouth.

Jacob sped up his steps and tried to steer his mind to icebergs and weevils and being naked in front of his great-uncle. Because if he kept thinking about Daniel he would be walking these halls with the biggest hard-on ever. He tugged casually at his pants as he passed a couple of radio operators, headed for the mess deck. Intent on food, they didn't give him a second look. Maybe there was an advantage to not being built too big. Now Daniel... Jacob loved the size of Daniel in his hands, in his mouth, once he got up the nerve to take him there... Damn, that was not helping.

He turned the corner, heading away from the main passageway. Only another hundred yards. The door beckoned to him, just one in a dozen like it. His patch of heaven. He put his hand on the knob, hearing a faint rustle of sound from inside. Daniel had arrived first, as usual. He pulled the door open.

Two faces stared out at him. Neither one was Daniel. He had just a moment to register Sutter's bulk bent over, Neil's bare ass white in the light from the passage, before he slammed the door shut again and backed away. Shit. Shit!

He turned and walked off as far as the main passageway before pausing to put his shoulders to the bulkhead. The ship heaved and dropped, as if trying to dislodge him. What now? He wasn't going to say anything, obviously. He wanted them to know that. He had a flash of the look on Neil's face, pale as a ghost looking back over his shoulder as Jacob stood in the doorway. Shit. The guy had to be scared as hell. But Jacob didn't know what to do about it.

And what if Daniel walked in on them? Right now they wouldn't be thinking much about why Jacob had been there, even if he had no good reason to be digging in the linen storeroom in the middle of a storm. But if Daniel showed up right after, well, with what they were doing they would probably get the right idea. Certainly Sutter would. He was older, and no fool. Jacob tipped his head back and winced as his motion combined with the roll of the ship knocked his noggin hard against the bulkhead.

"Trying to knock yourself out before we even get started?" Daniel's voice was soft with affection.

Jacob straightened fast. "No. God. This way." He reached for Daniel's sleeve and then dropped his hand.

Daniel followed obediently at Jacob's shoulder. "Problem?" he breathed.

"The space was occupied."

Daniel choked a little laugh. "Ah. Who?"

"Sutter and Neil."

"Neil's got a nice ass." Daniel's eyes twinkled as Jacob shot him a look of annoyance. He held up a hand. "I'm just saying so. Although I wouldn't have thought he would go with Sutter. What were they doing?"

Jacob pressed his lips together.

Daniel snorted again. "You're blushing. I thought I cured you of that. It must have been good."

"Um..."

"Really good?"

Jacob suddenly saw the picture again in his mind's eye, Sutter arched over Neil as the younger man braced himself on the bulkhead. The one pump of Sutter's hips downward, pressing deep, before they froze in the light. Jacob's breath caught. "It was pretty cracked of them, to take that kind of chance." He wished his scorn didn't have an undercurrent of envy in it. He and Daniel had never done that, never even talked about it, although sometimes afterward, lying with Daniel spooned in his arms, he'd wondered if maybe someday they would.

"It was risky, anyway," Daniel said thoughtfully. "Damn, I could drive nails and it seems like that's not in the cards for tonight."

"Shut up," Jacob said roughly. Because it damned well wasn't. The reminder of how easily they could get caught should have been ice water on his sex drive, but that little glimpse seemed to be having the opposite effect. And the sound of Daniel's regretful voice at his shoulder wasn't helping.

Daniel laughed. "We'd better split up. Won't be too long for us anyway. George says we're headed for Espiritu Santo, and some liberty." Another deep roll of the ship that threw both of them against the starboard bulkhead made him add, "As long as this storm doesn't decide to become a hurricane."

Jacob straightened, rubbing his shoulder. "Where the hell is Espirit whatever?"

"How would I know? As long as there are hotels, I don't care."

"Mm." Jacob could agree with that. Join the Navy and see the world. All he wanted to see was the inside of some safe little room. That would be better than the storeroom even if it did mean waiting. Which brought his mind back to where it had been. He said carefully, "Have you ever thought about trying...?"

"Trying what?" Apparently the heating of Jacob's damned fair skin was giving Daniel a clue, because his steps slowed. There were voices up ahead. Daniel said softly, "I guess I've thought about it. You?"

There was no time and it was certainly not something he was going to talk about in an open passageway. But before he stepped away from Daniel to head back to his own berth, Jacob nodded. Maybe a little too hard, because Daniel's chuckle followed him down the passageway.

He was stripped to his skivvies and about to turn in when a big hand tapped him on the shoulder. He turned and found himself looking at Sutter.

"Can I have a word with you somewhere?"

Jacob hesitated, wondering for just a moment if the grim expression on Sutter's face could be a threat. The man was huge, hard-muscled and black-browed, with a good ten years and probably fifty pounds over Jacob, and the penalty hanging over Sutter was a serious one, if Jacob had intended to tell an officer what he'd seen.

But Sutter dropped his hand and just stood there stiffly. Jacob nodded. He followed Sutter through the room, being fended off, sometimes good-naturedly, sometimes with impatience as the ship's motions jolted him into the other men. He noted with envy that Sutter instinctively matched the pitch and yaw, picking his way between the hammocks to the door.

Sutter turned to port-side, working his way aft until they found a secluded spot. The growl of the laboring engines, and the creaks and groans of the old ship as she flexed in the high seas, covered their voices. Sutter put his back to the bulkhead and cleared his throat. "So. I don't know what you thought you saw..."

Well, that was easy. Maybe Jacob could finish this right now. "Nothing. Didn't see a thing."

He turned away but Sutter's big hand wrapped around his forearm. "Wait."

Jacob glanced down at the grease-stained fingers on his arm, and Sutter let go quickly. "Sorry. Sorry, I just want to talk to you."

"Look, you don't need to worry, all right? I'm not going to say anything. Tell Neil..." He bit off his words, but Sutter sighed harshly.

"So you did see."

Jacob shrugged.

"Look, I know it looks bad and you probably can't stand to be around me but he's just a kid, all right? If you say anything, if you even start treating him badly..."

Jacob shook his head, searching for the right words without exposing himself. "There's a war on. We're all stuck on this rust bucket for weeks at a time. Personally I don't care if he fucks goats, as long as he does his share of the job. It's none of my business. No one will know different from me."

"That's pretty big of you," Sutter said gratefully. "I can stand the heat, if it comes out, but it would about kill him."

"Might think about somewhere safer than a locker then," Jacob suggested irritably. He wanted the hell away from this conversation.

"Yeah. That won't be necessary. It won't happen again, I swear it. Just don't say anything and I promise, that will be the last time."

There was something so wrong about this big hard man supplicating him. Jacob muttered, "Not my business," again and turned away abruptly. At the corner he looked back. Sutter was staring after him, anxiety not fully erased from his face. Jacob cursed under his breath and staggered his way back to his bunk.

****

Four days later

Daniel stretched out on the double bed carefully. He hoped Jacob wasn't too far behind him, because he was nervous, and each minute of waiting made it worse. It was warm, but not unpleasantly so. A light rain outside made it humid though. On the wall by the door a tiny lizard clung to the whitewashed plaster. It had been motionless since Daniel entered the room, only the slow blink of its eyes showing that it was alive. Its grey and black mottled body was almost lost in the shadows. The light was dim, with the overcast hues from outside filtering through the curtains.

Daniel sat up again, kicked off shoes and socks, and put his hands to his shirt. And then let them drop away. Sometimes Jacob liked to do that, both of them laughing at his fumbled haste. And Daniel was torn between impatience and the desire to slow things down. He'd let Jacob decide. He pulled his little notebook out of his pocket and licked the stub of his pencil to blacken it. The little lizard took shape with just a few strokes, the flat disks of its clinging toes and the curve of its tail cleanly delineated.

He was working on getting the shine in those swiveling eyes down on paper when there was a soft tap on the door. Daniel stuffed the notebook hurriedly back in his pocket and went to pull it open. Jacob squeezed through, his hair and clothes dark and sopping. Daniel shoved the door shut and leaned in for the first kiss.

"Oh, yeah," Jacob murmured after a long, breathless time. "Been waiting for that."

"Me too." Daniel locked his hands behind Jacob's neck and did it again. So good. So right, that soft welcoming heat of Jacob's mouth. Their tongues tangled, stroked, and then Jacob drove into his mouth as Daniel gave way. Daniel whimpered, and the heat that rushed through him was welcome. Over Jacob's shoulder he saw the damned lizard blink at him. He broke the kiss.

"What?" Jacob asked.

"I don't want an audience."

Jacob's blank stare become comprehension as Daniel reached past him and unhooked the little gecko from the wall. Jacob pulled open the door a crack, and let Daniel put the little fellow out. For a moment the gecko sat on the doorstep, peering out at the rain, and then it scurried off. Daniel pulled the door tight and locked it.

As he turned, Jacob slid to his knees and pressed his mouth over the bulge in Daniel's trousers. "Get naked," Jacob growled. "Now."

Between them they stripped off Daniel's pants and skivvies, laughing as he wobbled, tugging the fabric over his ankles. Jacob tossed the clothes over his shoulder and turned to take Daniel deep into his mouth.

Daniel gasped. There was something so decadent, so perfectly desirable about the innocent sexuality of Jacob, fully dressed and on his knees. Maybe innocent was the wrong word for a man who currently had his mouth stuffed with Daniel's erection. But there was still something about Jacob that brought it to Daniel's mind. He stroked Jacob's wet hair, fighting to hold still and not get too wrapped up in this.

He tugged on one dark strand. "Trip. Wait."

Jacob pulled off, his mouth wet and glistening. "What? I want this. You can return the favor in a minute."

"I had something else in mind."

Jacob paused, his hands sliding up and down Daniel's hairy thighs. "What?"

Daniel couldn't say it. But he stepped away and stripped off his shirt. Then, naked and hard, he went to the bed. The little fabric bag was on the night stand, and he pulled out the small clay jar and set the lid aside. And then got on the bed slowly, rolled over onto his stomach, and raised his ass in the air.

He heard Jacob suck in a startled breath, but Daniel had buried his face in his arms and he didn't look back. There was a soft rustle of fabric as Jacob undressed. Then the bed dipped as Jacob's weight jostled it. Daniel closed his eyes. He could feel Jacob moving up alongside him, not between his parted legs. He waited.

When the touch came it was a slow sweep of Jacob's hand along his back, from lowered shoulders to the base of his spine. He shivered under that touch.

"Are you offering what I think you are?" Jacob's voice shook slightly.

"Yeah."

"We've never done that."

"About time don't you think?"

Perhaps his attempt at nonchalance didn't come off as well as he'd hoped, because Jacob responded by leaning in to kiss his neck and then rub that sweet mouth softly down to his jaw. He kept his eyes closed.

"Are you sure you want to?" Jacob whispered in his ear.

"Do you?"

"Hell, yes!"

Daniel took some comfort in the vibrant intensity of those two words. At least he hadn't got it all wrong.

Jacob's hands slipped over Daniel's ass, stroking him, cupping his buttocks in warm palms. "I'm scared I'll hurt you."

"I'll let you know," Daniel told him. "I think... just go slow, and use that oil in the jar."

Jacob slid off the bed, and went to pick up the jar. Even with his eyes shut, Daniel could smell the green herbal fragrance of the massage oil. Then Jacob was back on the bed, between Daniel's legs this time. He moved up, his ankles brushing against Daniel's calves. Daniel was shaking a little, hovering between need and anxiety. And at last there was a touch of Jacob's fingers, slick with oil, sliding slowly lower down the smooth fissure of Daniel's ass. And brushing against him, right there.

Daniel moaned and arched his back, trying to get more pressure. He was as hard as he had ever been. Jacob's fingertip circled him gently. "Does that feel okay?"

"Feels amazing." It really did. He hadn't realized, even during his personal explorations of his own ass, anticipating this moment, that there was such a connection between anus and cock.

"What do I do?" Jacob's voice was low and rough.

"Um, just push some oil in there, I think." It was weird and awkward and he wanted to get on with it. He tipped his ass higher.

There was the sound of Jacob getting more oil and then a tentative pressure that didn't quite open him. "Are you sure this is all right? It won't hurt?"

"Bigger things come out."

"Oh, that's romantic." But Jacob pushed harder, right there. Daniel gasped as the tip of Jacob's finger broached him.

Jacob jerked back immediately. "Sorry."

"No." Daniel freed a hand to reach back, fumble for Jacob's arm and guide him back into place. "That was good. Just exactly right. Do it again."

The touch was a slow pressure, building against his sensitive tissues and then suddenly slipping inside. He bit back a cry that might have made Jacob back off again, and arched into Jacob's hand. The oiled finger slid deeper in.

It was an odd sensation. He felt full, as if he might take a crap, even though he had carefully done so not long ago. And yet there was a slowly building heat that was completely different. Jacob's finger pumped against him slowly and he followed the motion with a sway of his hips.

Daniel whispered, "Is it... ugly? Looking at that?" It felt wonderful.

Jacob laughed hoarsely. "Watching you take my finger has to be the sexiest thing I've ever seen. You're gorgeous. And I'm going to last about twelve seconds when we finally do this."

"Do it now, then." Daniel suddenly wanted to be there. He wanted Jacob inside him, intimately connected, no more waiting. "Fuck me, Jacob."

Jacob gasped and jolted against him. "Oh God, I want to. Are you sure?"

"Yeah." He wasn't really sure. But it didn't matter. "Just use lots of oil. I want you in me."

"Jesus Christ almighty."

Daniel laughed in helpless arousal. "He'll have to wait his turn."

Jacob's hand pulled out and smacked Daniel's ass hard. "Don't blaspheme. Wow, look at you. All shiny and ready."

The oil gurgled, and the scent of greenery rose. There was a soft wet rub of skin on skin, and Daniel turned his head to look back. Past his own body he caught just a glimpse of Jacob's oiled hand stroking over his own erection. Then Jacob moved closer and Daniel squeezed his eyes shut.

This pressure was different, broader and more rubbery, but with inexorable hardness behind it. Daniel breathed through it, trying to will his body to relax. Jacob's cockhead slid against him, rubbing sensitized skin, slipping over his hole. Jacob said, "I don't know. You're tight."

"Keep trying. Don't stop." And just when he'd decided they were doing this wrong somehow, Jacob's cock slid into him.

They both gasped. It did hurt, but not like he'd been afraid of. Stretch and burn, and a fullness that made him bite his lip not to push out on it. He lost the reflex, straining, and then gasped again as his outward push let Jacob slide in deep.

"Holy wow." Jacob put both hands on Daniel's hips, holding him still. "Wait. Wait."

"Can't." Daniel whined and shifted, needing to move. "Please."

"I'm gonna come if you do that."

"That's okay. I don't care. Do it. Do me."

"Oh Daniel." Jacob flexed somehow, and the thick hardness of him slid inside Daniel, rubbing and pressing. And the painful burn was becoming heat of a different kind. Daniel arched himself, shoving back with his hips. He grunted as Jacob pulled back and thrust in, and then did it again.

"Okay?" Jacob's voice was tight with effort. "Is that okay?"

"More," Daniel grated out. He fisted his hands in the sheets and braced his arms as Jacob's thrusts got harder and deeper. There was a climax building inside him, fast and racing upward. The slide of Jacob's cock suddenly became an arrow of heat in his ass, that deep rub like a static charge that sizzled over his nerves. Over his own harsh panting he heard the smack of Jacob's hips against his own buttocks, but he felt only that near-painful climbing intensity as Jacob brushed inside him over and over.

Jacob groaned Daniel's name and jerked spasmodically, his fingers digging into Daniel's hips. Daniel knew that chant of "God, Daniel, Daniel, God, holy God." The thought that Trip was coming inside him, inside his body at last, almost did it. Daniel hovered painfully on the threshold, hard as iron and shaking, while Jacob collapsed on his back.

"Touch me," he groaned. He would have done it himself, but his arms and legs were trembling and he almost didn't dare move. "Please, Trip, touch me."

"Touch...?" Jacob sounded dazed. But then praise be, he reached around and under without moving, without lifting his weight from Daniel's back, still deep in Daniel's body. His fingers closed on Daniel's erection. A little awkwardly, fumbling his touch, but it didn't matter. With Jacob on him and in him, and stroking over his rigid cock, Daniel tipped over the edge. He came in long shaking waves that began in his cock and spread to his ass. Each one clawed its way through him, intensifying the stretched heat that was Jacob inside him. Until he almost screamed, and then sobbed as the last wave died.

Slowly and gently Jacob separated them and eased Daniel down onto the sheets. Daniel was still shaking. His breath caught as his ass cramped a couple of times, and then he sighed as the tension ebbed out of him. Jacob cuddled in against his back, enfolding him in strong arms.

"Are you okay? I didn't hurt you?"

Daniel chuckled, and pressed a kiss against Jacob's arm. "Not a bit. That was the best yet."

"Yeah, for me too."

Daniel moved a little, restlessly. He didn't want to leave this, the shelter of Jacob's arms, but he felt odd and loose and sticky. And urgent. "Let me up, Trip."

Jacob let go at once and sat up to lean over him. "You're sure you're okay?"

"Never better. I promise. I just need the head."

"Right." Jacob trailed after him, looking faintly anxious, as he went to the little attached bathroom and took care of the aftermath. Daniel finished, bent over the sink and splashed some water on his sweaty face. When he looked up, Jacob's dark eyes were peering apprehensively into his in the mirror.

Can't have that. He turned and pulled Jacob into a long wet kiss with lots of tongue. When he let go, Jacob looked more dazed than apprehensive. That was better. Daniel said, "Damn, I can't wait to try that again. Might not be tonight but I hope it's soon."

And he felt Jacob relax just that fraction more in his arms. Daniel kissed his cheek, his neck, his shoulder. "Your turn to clean up, Trip. Because once I've had a nap I want that cock of yours in my mouth. But not after..."

"Ew." Jacob wrinkled his nose, and they stared blankly at each other for a moment, and then burst out laughing. Arms around each other, they giggled helplessly. Daniel pressed his face against the sweat-damp skin of Jacob's neck and just breathed him in.

****


CHAPTER 7

February 1943

The world could change in a heartbeat. One moment Daniel was dozing in his hammock, sleepily thinking back to their last liberty in a way that had him groping lazily under his sheet. The next moment there was a hell of a loud bang and he was thrown bodily to the deck. He hit with a force that nearly knocked the breath out of him. Around him, other men grunted and yelled, and in a couple of cases screamed, as they did the same.

"What the hell?" Daniel scrambled to his feet. The PA was calling for general quarters, siren wailing. Then the sound hissed and died. Daniel yanked on trousers and shirt, as everyone in the room cursed and struggled. Some began dressing swiftly, others ran out shirtless, heading for their stations. Some sat dazed on the deck. Mike, one row over, was cradling his arm in his hand, his face twisted in pain. There was another explosion, and the ship leaped sideways. Daniel grabbed for a hold, caught something and clung on as the Gageway heaved and rolled and then seemed to recover.

Daniel struggled for the door, stepping over blankets and unprepared men. He swung himself out into the passageway. There was a haze of smoke, and the motion of the ship was wrong, a wallowing plunge worse than after the hit back in May. The smoke thickened as he struggled toward the ladder. The deck was developing a definite tilt, bow-end down. The space was tight, and filled with confusion. Daniel climbed toward his station. Then another explosion racked the Gageway, and he slammed against a bulkhead and then down on his back. He rolled over, trying to stand, and only made it as far as his knees. For a long time he knelt on a deck, no longer sure which one he had reached, shaking his dazed head.

Someone grabbed him through the smoke and stuffed a life-jacket into his hands. "Put that on."

The man was gone before Daniel could respond. Daniel stayed kneeling for a minute to work the kapok jacket over his arms, fighting to fasten the straps with oddly numb fingers. Then he struggled to his feet and resumed his climb. He must have been shaken by his fall, because he found himself on the main deck with no clear memory of how he got there. The deck was at an angle listing to port as well as bow down. Crackles and crashes sounded from below, whether from fire or damage or things breaking loose as the ship continued to roll, he didn't know.

"Abandon ship!" Lieutenant Sherman appeared in the confusion. His voice was high-pitched but steady. "The PA's not working but the Captain's passed the order to abandon ship."

The list to port was steadily getting worse. Already the port rail was down to the water. Some men climbed the slanted deck, heading for the starboard rail. Some huddled in indecision looking at the dark water creeping higher. Lights below flickered and went out, and the ship swiftly became dark except for the red glow of fires. Daniel peered forward, towards the sickbay, and the fires. As the old ship continued her roll he walked up the deck, and then crawled. A spare life-jacket tumbled past and he freed a hand to grab it mechanically. A moment later he gave it away, forcing it into the hand of a man who sat dazed on the heeling deck.

"Put that on."

The man didn't respond, didn't even look at him. Daniel cursed and wrestled it around the man as best he could. Only just in time, as the next lurch and roll of the dying ship pulled them apart. The last Daniel saw of the man was his body tumbling down the slanted deck toward the waiting water. No way to help. Daniel forced himself upward toward the starboard rail. He grabbed a lifeline and held tight as the port side dropped out from under him.

For a long moment the ship stood on her beam. The men clinging to her starboard rail could see the long rust-red expanse of her hull above the water. Then slowly and inexorably she began going down. The cold Pacific waves rose ever higher, and almost gently floated them off the ship.

The water was foul with oil. Daniel choked and gagged, fighting to keep his eyes and mouth above the surface. He swam blindly, trying to move away from the ship and the fires and the sucking slip of the water as she went under. Several times he paused to vomit, acid and water and oil filling his mouth with rank slime. The sky was pitch dark and a steady rain fell. The same rain that had sent him down to his quarters to sleep. Some nights he and Jacob had managed to find places to drop a blanket or a mattress near each other, up on deck out of the stifling heat down in the hull. Daniel wished with every fiber of his being that this had been one of those nights.

No telling where Jacob was, in this heaving mass of water and men and debris. Sickbay was– had been– toward the bow, where he'd heard the first explosions. But Jacob's berth was further astern and he should have been off watch. Anything could have happened in the confusion. Daniel remembered on board the California, how one man died while another standing next to him came through without a scratch. A wave splashed his face, breaking him out of his thoughts. He swam doggedly on. When he finally let himself rest and looked back through stinging eyes, he could see no sign of the Gageway.

He tried to turn slowly, treading water to raise himself higher. The rain made the scene waver and fade, and his eyes itched and watered. He blinked away burning tears, and more filled his eyes. Damned oily water making him tear up that way. He blinked again hard. Each time he crested a swell he tried to spot a light, a hulking patch of darkness, anything that might be the remains of his ship. But the only fires were a few low smoldering patches of debris on the surface of the water, and they soon went out.

Something slammed into Daniel from behind and then slid roughly along his arm. He hooked his fingers into it, and found he had hold of a rough wooden crate. It was battered and empty, but still rode high on the waves. He hauled his chest up on the uneven boards, glad of the chance to get his face further clear of the foul water. But even from that perch nothing was visible nearby.

He wondered if anyone had got the rafts or the boats launched. Drills made it seem easy, but drills didn't include fire and wounded men underfoot and decks slick with oil and steeper than San Francisco streets. If any of the boats were out there they might be sweeping the area for survivors.

Daniel figured he was probably better off than many of the men who had to be out there in the dark water. The fall that had rung his bell had been a minor thing. He wasn't hurt. He had a life-jacket and even the crate for added buoyancy. He tipped his head skyward and forced his eyes open, letting the rain rinse them. After a moment of thought he opened his mouth too, rinsing and then swallowing.

Rescue was surely coming. The Gageway hadn't been sailing in convoy, so it wouldn't be immediate. But surely even with how fast she'd gone down, there had been time for a radio operator to get off an SOS. And if she didn't show up at her destination, there would be a search. They only had to hold out for a few hours. Maybe a day. The kapok vests were good for forty-eight hours or more before becoming waterlogged. The ocean temperature at this latitude wasn't the killer it was in the seas around Europe. He would be fine.

Others wouldn't though. He couldn't see them in the dark, but Daniel knew that out in that sulfurous, debris-strewn water, men were dying. He'd seen men in those last minutes on the crippled ship who clearly had injuries and burns. Some of his shipmates had no doubt failed to grab life-jackets, like that poor slob on the deck, and without one they would last only as long as they had the energy to stay afloat. And he couldn't think about them, couldn't let his thoughts go there, because somewhere out among those men was Jacob. Hopefully he was unhurt and cocooned in grey kapok, or even better on a boat or raft somewhere. Somewhere.

It wasn't just Jacob. So many names and faces flashed through his mind. But they came back down to that one... God. Trip.

For a minute Daniel just put his face on his crossed arms on the damned crate and shook. Daniel had made it off safely. There was no reason Jacob couldn't have, and yet... There was Jacob and George and Clarence and Tom and Rog and Syl and even Badger with his damned stories, and they couldn't all be alive out there in the dark, filthy water. And if one of them was dead, any one of them, then it might be Jacob, and Daniel wasn't sure how he would survive that.

The rain slacked off minutes, or maybe hours, later. With the easing of the wind and rain, Daniel could hear the sound of men's voices in the darkness. He oriented as best he could and began kicking in that direction, propelling himself and his unwieldy crate forward. The first man he came across was dead.

At least there was no doubt. The body bobbed, kept afloat in its life vest, but half the face was missing and no blood flowed. The hair was short and blond and unfamiliar. The arms trailed limply. Daniel was about to swim past and then thought better of it. He swam over closer. The corpse was wearing a life vest and there would be men out there without one who were still alive.

It was gruesome work getting the vest off the corpse. Daniel almost gave it up twice, especially when his crate threatened to float away. But eventually he had the thing freed. Clutching a strap in one hand, he resumed his awkward progress without looking back. He wasn't sure if the body would sink or float, but he knew he didn't want to see it.

The next time he crested a wave, there was a hint of light in the sky. He thought he could make out shapes in the water ahead, although it was still hard to tell men from debris. Over the next fifteen minutes the light gradually brightened. There was no doubt some of those dark forms were men.

Daniel kicked his way forward steadily. His legs were beginning to feel numb, and sometimes he wondered, in the ebb and wash of the waves, if he was actually making progress. Sometimes he heard a shout or whistling, as the men ahead tried to communicate over the distances. He didn't bother to try to call back. His throat was raw from salt water and stomach acid. His lips were raw and chapped. He swam doggedly.

Then the wash of a wave tipped him over and down the slope towards a small group of men. They were clinging together, holding a cork life ring. In the dim light of dawn they all turned to him. He kicked his way closer, searching the faces eagerly. None was Jacob. Of course not.

A couple of the men were vaguely familiar, men he had shared a chow call or a crowded deck with. They looked back at him, their faces drawn and tight. There were five of them. He saw that two had no life-jackets. As much as he wanted to keep his spare, just in case, it would be wrong. Although there was something wrong with passing one jacket to two men. Nonetheless, he held it out. "Here."

"You take it, Gary," one of the men said roughly to the other. "You're not going to make it much longer with that leg." When the other man hesitated, he added, "I'm ten times the fucking swimmer that you are anyway."

The other man took the kapok and struggled into it, before resuming his position around the ring. A dark-skinned older man said to Daniel, "Hey, you seen anyone else what made it through?"

"Nope. You fellows seen anyone?"

"Not to talk to."

Daniel wanted to ask more, to name names. But there didn't seem to be much point.

"You think a message got out?" One of the other men asked. "You figure the radio boys did the job?"

"Had to have," Daniel said, more confidently than he felt. "There was plenty of time."

"Yeah. Had to."

A wave rose and broke between them with a fine mist of spume off its crest. When it sank he was ten feet further away. The dark man said, "You could join on with us. But there's not much room."

There really wasn't, with five crowded around the cork ring. Daniel saw the man without the life-jacket slip a little lower into the water. He shook his head. "I've got my wooden yacht here. I'm doing okay." At some point that man's arms might give way. Daniel didn't want to be there, safe in his own vest watching. He let the rise and fall of the waves push them apart for a while, and then gathered the energy to push forward again.

The sun cleared the horizon. At first its warmth was a blessing on Daniel's chilled skin. But it didn't take long for his eyes to start stinging from the strong light, and the salt-crusted skin on his lips burned. He ran his tongue over his chapped lips again and again, without relief.

The sea seemed to be playing tricks on him. There were men all around him now, and as the sun climbed he would catch glimpses of them, just a couple of swells over. But time and again he kicked his way over a crest to find only empty sea on the other side of it. His eyes burned. He began keeping them closed for long periods at a time, letting the painful glow of the sunlight on oily water recede, before taking another look.

There was a lot of debris. Cans of lard and peanuts, pieces of broken wood, a shirt, still buoyed up by air trapped beneath it. He saw a trio of onions bob past and thought briefly of grabbing them. But the thought of onion juice on his blistered mouth made him wince and he let them go by. When something bumped his arm in one of his closed-eyes periods, he thought it was another bit of debris. Until a voice said, "I don't think he's dead."

Daniel opened his eyes painfully. Beside him one of the inflatable rafts floated, very low in the water. The man who had tapped him with the tip of a paddle peered down at him. "Are you injured?"

Daniel had to try twice before he got out a clear, "No."

"All right." The man, an ensign from his insignia, hesitated and then added, "I'd let you on board except..."

"You're pretty full already."

"Yes. And if you're not injured and you have a vest, there are others worse off."

"Sure." It made sense. No point in hassling the young ensign. The kid looked younger than Daniel. Younger even than Trip. Daniel said, "Just... can you tell me? I'm looking for some of my friends. Tom Granby. Clarence Mills. Jacob Segal, the pharmacist's mate. Sylvester Brown. George Dianopolis. Rog Vespian." The names rolled off his tongue and he bit his sore lip to halt the flow. The ensign shook his head but from the crowd in the raft someone said, "George is dead."

"You're sure? He's an older guy..."

"Dianopolis, yeah. I'm sure."

"Damn." Daniel said it quietly and without emotion. He didn't feel a thing except disbelief, that of all the people he would have expected to make it through disaster unscathed, George was the first one gone. The first one he knew about. "Jacob Segal? Do you know him?"

No one did. Or none of the men still able to say so. There were a few men who had clearly been fished wounded out of the sea, and lay groaning in the bottom of the raft, beyond even hearing Daniel's question.

"Are there others nearby?" he asked instead, and then, knowing it was pathetic, "Do you think a message got out, sir?"

The young ensign nodded vigorously. "I'm sure it did, sailor. They'll find us any time now."

"Right." It had been stupid to ask.

The ensign pointed south, or what was probably south given the position of the sun. Although Daniel wasn't sure of the time of day or much of anything else. He was pointing off to the left, anyway. "There are a lot more of the men that way. About two hundred yards and on. Several dozen."

"Thanks." Daniel didn't have to ask why the two men wielding paddles in the raft were going the other way. He thought one more man would swamp the thing, for all the ensign's talk of loading on more wounded. Easier to say no if there was no one nearby to hear you.

It was past noon when he blundered into the first group of floating men. They all had life-vests, thank God, although some were injured and clearly failing. Daniel floated among them for a while. Geoff from his turret crew was there, and they spent a moment in conversation, but had no news for each other. Among the injured was one of the quartermasters, and even as Daniel listened to Geoff's account of his own escape from the ship out a port and up a dangling line, the quartermaster gave a rattling gasp. One of the men closer to him reached over, fumbling on his neck for a pulse. After a minute the man shook his head.

Daniel let himself drift away from the group and went back to his searching. It was futile. He knew it was. In this vast sea were no doubt hundreds of men, scattered over a broad area. The ship had been making good headway right up to the moment she went down. Given that the men probably left the ship one after another and not all at once, they must be strewn along the path of her last few minutes, which could be several miles of sea. And then with the waves and the winds and the men's own efforts, Jacob could be anywhere. But Daniel kept looking.

The sky became dull and overcast by mid-afternoon. It was a blessing, easing the fierce heat that blazed down on them. The dimmer light didn't bore into his eyeballs as fiercely either. He'd paused to take off his shirt and drape it over his head and shoulders earlier. Even so, his skin felt tight and raw, and he was glad for the shade.

He found more men, some dead, some living. He kept collecting life jackets from the dead. It was the only constructive thing he could do out here. He didn't think anything of it until he found himself sobbing and cursing at a corpse, as he struggled to untie the water-swollen knots in the ties of its vest. He already had two spare vests in hand at that moment. After a long moment spent retching and choking back to some kind of sanity, he left the corpse with its jacket and swam on.

At some point he lost the crate. It had been slowly sinking and breaking apart, never meant to withstand a full-grown man yanking it about. When the slats came off the frame, he let the bits float away and tucked an extra jacket under each arm instead. An hour later, he had parted with both of them to men in greater need. He swam on.

Twice he heard the sound of an airplane somewhere in the skies overhead. Each time he tipped his head back, straining his eyes against the light, turning in a slow circle. But he caught no sight of the planes. Either they were flying above the thickening cloud cover or they were further away than he realized.

He drifted towards a small group of men who floated in the water, all holding onto a rope that tethered them together, when one of the men screamed. It was a shrill, strange sound. The man waved an arm, let go of the rope, and then disappeared from view. The man who had been next to him yelped and then cried out, "Shark!"

As if called together out of nowhere, fins appeared in the water. Daniel noted one going past, a scant ten yards from where he floated. The dark triangle had a white tip on it, and the sheer size was impressive. Another man cried out and was pulled under. Blood drifted in the water, reddening the surface as the sun began to break through again. The heat poured down. It was like a scene from hell.

Men shouted and beat the water, trying to scare the sharks away. Others yelled at their shipmates to be quiet, that they were just making matters worse. A raft in the distance lifted and tipped under the weight of men trying to climb up inside it. Daniel turned his back and closed his eyes.

There was nothing he could do. The sharks would either get you or they wouldn't. A ship would show up or not. The sun and the waves and the salt in cracked skin and the blistering heat were constants. He tried to think back, to lose himself in memories. First of the little hotel room in Townsville and Jacob, flushed and startled in the aftermath of their first time ever. And when that got too painful, with not knowing where Jacob was now, he let his mind drift back further.

He was just trying to remember if the first dog they'd had on the farm was the collie or the bull mastiff when something bumped up against him. He reached out irritably to push away the debris and touched fabric. Another corpse in another fucking life vest. He opened his eyes reluctantly to look, and found himself gazing at Jacob.

His first thought was that he was hallucinating, or dreaming. His second was that Jacob was dead. But then Jacob muttered and flailed an arm out, striking Daniel on the chest, and he knew it was real.

"Jacob, by all that's holy, Jacob, it is you." He pulled Jacob close and kissed him, oblivious to anyone watching or the pain of his cracked and bleeding lips, or anything except the feel of Jacob under his mouth. Jacob was in his arms, moving and alive, but he didn't kiss back. After a moment Daniel pulled away. "Jacob? Trip?"

Jacob mumbled, softly and then stronger. "Daniel. I'm looking for Daniel. Have you seen Daniel?"

"This is me," Daniel said firmly. He wrapped his arms around Jacob from behind, pulling the man in close, and laid his cheek against Jacob's. "Trip, it's me. I'm here."

"Daniel?"

"Yeah. It's me."

"Are we rescued?"

Daniel's heart lurched but he answered steadily, "No. We're not. Not yet."

"No. 'Course not." Jacob sighed like a sleepy child.

Daniel let go with one arm to pull the shirt off his head and drape it over both of them. Then he wrapped Jacob tightly in his arms again. He said in Jacob's ear, "How are you? Are you hurt?"

"Not sure."

He kept his voice calm. "Not sure where?"

"My back. Left leg. I think it was the left. Big gash there, was bleeding for a bit, I think. Doesn't hurt much now. Can't feel it now."

"You'll be okay." Daniel tried to slide his hand down from Jacob's hip to find the damage, but his own numbed fingers didn't tell him much. Jacob shuddered at his touch and he stopped. It wasn't like he could do anything anyway.

Screams rose again in the distance. Daniel pulled Jacob in closer against him.

"What's that?" Jacob asked. "Someone's hurt?"

"Sharks," Daniel muttered before he could think better of it.

"Christ!" That sounded almost like the old Jacob. "Are you sure?"

Daniel thought about the slow sinuous underwater glide of the predators, heralded only by the passage of those triangular fins. "Yes."

Jacob struggled suddenly, ineffectually. "Let go! Let me go."

"What?" Daniel loosened his hold but didn't release Jacob.

"I'm bleeding. I know I am. You need to get away from me."

"Oh. Fuck that."

Jacob twisted, clipping Daniel's ear glancingly with a blow aimed back over his shoulder. "Get away. The sharks smell blood, you idiot. They'll be coming."

"I'm not going anywhere."

"You want me to be responsible for making you shark bait?" Already Jacob's struggles were weakening.

Daniel pulled him in close again, tipping them back to get Jacob's mouth further clear of the oily water. "If you're shark bait then so am I. Sorry, Trip, you're stuck with me. So if you don't want to lure those sharks over here to eat both of us, quit kicking around and making the bleeding worse."

Jacob subsided with a grunt. "That's dirty pool."

"All's fair..." Daniel didn't complete the thought. "So hold still. I've got you."

Jacob shuddered against him. "This is just a hallucination you know." His voice was harsh and he coughed drily. "The sun. You're not really here."

"I'm hallucinating too then."

"Nice to go crazy with company."

"I had other places in mind to go with you, but I can do crazy if you want to. I'm agreeable."

"It really is you."

"Last I checked."

"God." Jacob tipped his head back on Daniel's shoulder. Daniel reached up and readjusted his shirt to screen them from the blazing light. For a long time they were silent. The clouds began to gather again, and Daniel blessed them and cursed them in even measure, for the shade and for hiding the men in the water from passing planes. No way to win. Eventually Jacob said, "Curly's dead. And the Doc."

"I'm sorry." Daniel didn't know who Curly was, but from the tone of Jacob's voice he was important.

"I thought you were dead too."

"Too stubborn, my Dad always said."

"Thank God. You figure they'll find us?"

"Have to. We'll have been missed by now. And the radio boys know their job. Someone had to have gotten off a call."

Jacob sighed and then stiffened in Daniel's hold. He said in a different voice, "You think they'll find us before the sharks clean up?"

Daniel followed Jacob's line of sight and saw it too, a dark triangular fin cutting the surface of the waves not fifty feet away. As the swells rose and fell the fin circled, moving to their left. He felt Jacob trying to turn and follow it.

"Hold still," he murmured in Jacob's ear, clamping tight with his arms. "They follow movement. And you don't want to start bleeding. Hold still. If we're just floating debris, they may ignore us."

"How do you know?" Jacob stilled obediently.

"George." Daniel heard his voice shake and clenched his teeth. "George told me."

"Okay."

The fin cut through the water at an angle, arcing around them. It was a big one. No white tip on it, but there were plenty of other sharks in these waters. A larger wave lifted and dropped them and he lost sight of it.

"Damned thing is behind us," Jacob muttered.

"I know." Daniel tried to breathe shallowly, but he knew his heart was racing. Could a shark hear that, through the water? Was the drumbeat of his pulse like a dinner gong, calling those wicked rows of teeth to come feed? Jacob was still as stone in his arms.

After long moments the fin appeared again, off to their right. It circled again, gliding smoothly, and then dipped below the surface.

"Damn," Jacob murmured. "I liked it better where I could see it."

"No kidding."

They waited, barely breathing, through moments as long as eternity. Somewhere under the water the shark was swimming. Perhaps circling below them, looking up at their legs. Daniel wondered if they looked like a wounded seal or a dolphin to shark eyes. Or had the war taught these wicked fish that men were just as good? Time ticked by in the pounding beats of his heart.

Minutes passed. And more minutes. Eventually Jacob whispered, "Do you think it's gone?"

"Maybe."

The sun dropped lower. The water sucked at their bodies, splashed over their faces. Oil and salt ate at their skin. It stung in the cuts Daniel didn't even remember getting. He wondered how Jacob could stand it on an open wound. He knew better than to ask.

Jacob said, "You think they'll send us home after this?"

"Not a chance. Not unless we end up half dead. They'll clean us up, patch our cuts and bruises, and stick us back on another ship."

"Together?"

"Shit." Daniel thought for a moment of separation, of what it would be like to know Jacob was out there on some other ship, under the Japanese guns, out of reach, out of ken. He'd thought hell was not knowing where Jacob was in the ruins of the Gageway. Apparently there were going to be variations on hell. "I hope so. How many ships can be in port looking for crew at any one time? Sure, we'll be together."

"I'd like to go home." Jacob's voice was almost dreamy. "I'd even like to see my Dad again. For a little while. But mostly I want you. I want to go home with you."

"Sure. We'll take care of the Japs and we'll do that."

"Really?" Daniel had to strain to hear the words. He didn't like Jacob's light, dreamy tone. "I live in Jersey and you're a California boy. Home is far apart."

"Where you are is home," Daniel said urgently in his ear. "Hold on here for me and I swear, when I get back to the States I'll go wherever you like."

"Thirsty," Jacob whispered. "Lips hurt."

"I know." Daniel maneuvered them until he could reach Jacob's mouth with his own. He licked those chapped lips, tasting salt and oil, not sure if it was helping. But gradually the oil taste at least faded. Jacob sighed softly against his mouth.

"Jacob?"

There was no answer. Jacob hung limp in the life vest, legs brushing idly against Daniel's in the deep water.

"Shit. Trip, don't do that. Don't you pass out on me." Daniel shook him lightly and then blew hard in his ear. Jacob jolted and made a small sound.

"There. There you are. Stay with me, buddy."

"Tired."

"I know. And you can rest. I have you. Just don't go out on me. All right? We'll get rescued soon."

"Mm."

"I promise. And when you're better we'll go out on the town. Go to a nice restaurant, right? We'll have a steak with all the trimmings and then I'll find a good hotel. A place with nice sheets and a chocolate on the pillow and everything. I'll take you to bed and you can fuck me until neither one of us can stand. We'll find one with a shower big enough to share. Just you and me and warm clean water."

"Got 'nuff water."

"There you are. That's my Trip. Okay, no water. Just a bed. You and me and a big bed."

"Orange juice?"

"Sure. We'll drink a Buck's Fizz."

"Wha'?"

"Two parts orange juice, one part champagne. You'll love it. We'll sip it in bed. One glass between us."

"Sounds good."

"Of course it does." Daniel squinted at the overcast sky. The sun was low, maybe an hour or so till sunset. Night was the enemy. Without a light, there was no chance they would be spotted in the dark by ships or planes. The fall of darkness would mean another eleven hours to survive before hope of rescue.

He licked his dry lips and went on, half whispering, half croaking, telling Jacob anything he could think of. He talked about home and his family, the farm, his brothers and sisters. He talked about joining the Navy and every dumb thing he ever did in training. His throat was raw and dry, and thirst was moving from a distraction to a fucking obsession, but he plugged along. Once in a while he'd get a grunt or a whispered word from Jacob and know that Trip was listening to him. It was all Daniel could offer, the only thing he could do for his man, to remind him that he wasn't alone here in the water.

Sometimes they saw other men or rafts in the water, but never close enough to call out to. There was less floating debris, and none of it food that Daniel could see. He was beginning to really regret those onions. Although they might make a man throw up, eaten raw, in which case Jacob would lose more moisture than he'd gain from eating them. Jacob seemed half-unconscious anyway. Daniel let his regrets go.

He had his eyes closed, not wanting to see the moment when the sun dipped below the horizon, when Jacob stirred against him. "Hey, Daniel. Is that...?"

He opened his gummy eyelids painfully, scanning for a shark, or a body, but Jacob was staring further in the distance. And there, almost fading into the grey of water and clouds, was a ship.

Daniel held his breath as she steamed towards them, slowly getting bigger. They could only see her from the top of each wave, and it was like one of those old flip-books. Each turn of the page, the hull was a little bigger and a little clearer. Daniel closed his eyes on the down-swoop, and then held them as open as he could, not wanting to even blink, when they crested.

"Is she one of ours?" Jacob rasped.

He hesitated, not wanting to be wrong. He didn't want to give false hope, although at this point even a Jap ship and captivity would be welcome, if it got them out of the water. But as she approached, he could be certain. "Yeah. Yes, she's ours. Look at her!" He coughed as a wave splashed acrid water into his open mouth. But it couldn't dim his mood.

Darkness was beginning to close in. As the ship got nearer, a powerful searchlight broke out from her deck. Daniel could hear the men in the water shouting and calling and screaming off to his left. He saved his breath and his energy. No one on a ship would hear them over the sound of the screws. But a ship approaching in these waters with the lights on had to be looking for them. And what a beautiful sight.

"Almost home," he murmured in Jacob's ear. "Stick with me just a little longer."

Overhead there was the buzz of a motor and then a PBY float plane dropped down out of the cloud cover. It flew low over the water, off to the west of Daniel and Jacob. Daniel could see it clearly against the fading light in the sky. There were objects dropping from the belly of the plane. Life-jackets perhaps, rafts, provisions. Daniel licked his lips in hopeless reflex, wondering if they were dropping fresh water. It doesn't matter, he reminded himself, we'll be on board that ship soon.

He wondered if the plane would land, but after a couple of passes it rose again. Either the water was too rough or the light too uncertain for the pilots to risk it. Jacob made a small hopeless sound as the plane climbed toward the clouds. Daniel pressed his cheek to Jacob's, nudging his eyes back to the approaching ship. "There, Trip. That's our ride home."

"Right."

The ship slowed and then hove to, about a half mile off. In the gathering dark, it was hard to see what was happening, but the movement of lights suggested a boat was being launched. The ship wasn't large and seemed low in profile, a destroyer escort, he thought. Daniel couldn't remember how many boats she would have or what size of crew would be there to man them. But anything was better than that long day of struggling men in an empty sea. Glimmers of brightness dipped and moved.

Down in the troughs between waves it was dark now. Each time they sank, the water surrounded them in a wet salty hole of blackness. But when they rose, there were still lights and motion to be seen. Time passed in the rise and fall of darkness and hope. Daniel was past talking now, but he held onto Jacob, shifting his grip when hands and arms got numb but never letting go. Jacob mumbled a couple of times, sounds that made no sense.

Then there was suddenly another ship on the horizon, showing almost no lights. No telling in the darkness if it was friend or foe. Daniel strained his eyes, blinking hard. The newcomer passed the escort and stopped much closer, bringing up her lights as she did so. It was another larger destroyer escort. Daniel had studied the hulls of ships once, their own and the enemy's. Once he would have known her approximate displacement and maximum speed and a host of other things about her. Now all he knew or cared about was that she was refuge and the promise of safety, less than a couple of football fields away.

Men in the water around them shouted out again. On one rise of the waves Daniel saw what appeared to be a boat, with lights shining onto the water. Then he did yell and wave, one arm for Jacob and one whirling his shirt above their heads. It took two plunges into the waves, shouting and choking together, for him to regain sense. He conserved his energy on the down swoop, resting his arm. On the rise he waved again, yelling with a force that cracked the sore tissues of his throat, waving that shirt like a banner. Again. Again. Again. Jacob was a silent, dead weight in his grasp now, the soggy kapok just barely keeping his mouth above water. Again. Again.

The boat crested a wave, much closer than he expected it and he almost screamed. He yelled, "Here. Over here! Wounded man!"

A swimmer came up to him, cutting through the water in smooth strokes. He reached Jacob's side and felt towards his neck for a pulse. Daniel knocked his hand aside. "He's fine. He's alive. He just fainted. We need to get him on board."

The man placed three fingers against Jacob's throat below his jaw anyway, and then said, "Yeah. He's still with us."

Daniel almost let go in the relief of hearing those words. It had been a long time since he had dared to check. The boat came closer, riding high on the swells. The swimmer guided them toward the stern, helping Daniel tow Jacob. Daniel tried not to think about how still Jacob was. They were rescued. It would be all right now. One last effort and he could rest.

Daniel and his fellow swimmer struggled to lift Jacob's limp body out of the waves. Men reached down over the stern, hands stretched toward them. Then a lucky wave raised them enough at just the right moment and the waiting men grabbed Jacob's hair and the shoulder of his vest. His weight was lifted out of Daniel's hands. At the last moment he remembered to let go, staring up in the harsh glare of the lights as Jacob was hauled up and over.

Daniel almost lost it then. Fatigue and sorrow and pain hit him there in the water like a dark club and the world wavered around him. A voice in his ear yelled at him, "You're next. Come on, buddy, help me out here." From somewhere he found the reserves to stretch his arms upward. The man beside him grabbed him around the hips, heaving up and sputtering as he was driven under in return. But fingers gripped Daniel's wrists successfully and he was hauled over the stern, raw skin scraping painfully over metal, and down into the belly of the boat.

There were other survivors there already. Daniel felt a tepid curiosity about whom. But the darkness was closing in again and he had time for one last thing. He squirmed forward toward the bow as far as he could, following a pair of limp bare feet he would recognize even if they were a hundred times more battered. The men moving Jacob set him down on his side, with an extra life-jacket tucked under his head. Daniel moved up beside him, and braced himself between Jacob and the side, cushioning Jacob against the rock and plunge of the boat. He fisted one hand in the waistband of Jacob's skivvies, not caring any more what it might look like, and let himself go under.


CHAPTER 8

Four days later

Jacob thought he remembered something important. Something about Daniel shouting in his ear. He tried to open his eyes, but they were crusted and dry. A damp cloth wiped over them and a man's soft voice said, "Try again now."

He blinked repeatedly, until the blur of dark and light above him resolved into a man peering down. He tried to speak and only croaked. He licked at his lips, feeling cracked and peeling skin under a tongue that did little to moisten them. The soft voice said, "Here. Let me." And the damp cloth swept over his mouth with blessed coolness. He tried to catch a corner of it in his lips and suck on it, but the man took it away. A moment later, though, a small trickle of fluid seeped into his mouth. He swallowed eagerly and was ashamed of the pitiful whimper he made when the water was withdrawn.

"You can have more in a minute." The man standing over him bent closer. "You look a lot better this morning."

"Morning?" It came out hoarse and garbled, but the man nodded.

"I don't remember." And then he did. The Gageway, shaking and tilting as explosions wracked her. Fire in the passageway and equipment breaking loose as the gallant ship began to roll. Then water and pain. Somewhere in there he thought he'd seen Daniel. He remembered a long dark time with nothing but the taste of oil in his mouth and the sound of Daniel's voice in his ear. Unless he'd been dreaming that. He coughed, trying to clear his throat.

"Daniel. Acardi. He was in the water with me. I think."

"Lie still."

Jacob didn't realize he had been trying to sit up until the pain whipped white lightning through his lower back. He gasped at the intensity of it. For a moment there was no possibility of thought or even breath, just waves of pain.

When he could stop panting and breathe again the man said, "You have to hold still. Doc thinks you have a couple of cracked vertebrae, in addition to the hip. I've given you more morphine. It should hit you pretty fast."

"Hip?"

"The Doc will be along to talk to you later. He'll be glad you're finally awake."

Jacob's head felt heavy and swollen, like his brain was two sizes too big for his skull. But the pain was slowly ebbing. He managed to repeat, "Daniel?" through gritted teeth.

"Almost half the crew survived. Hopefully your friend was among them. I don't have the names here." The man's hand pressed gently on his shoulder. "Anyway you should rest, get better. The Doc will stop by later."

Jacob wanted to say he would get better much faster if he could just find out about Daniel. But his tongue was stuck to the roof of his mouth and his lips felt numb. He let himself drift. He thought he could remember an echo of Daniel's voice. "Where you are is home." He closed his eyes to hear it better.

The doc did stop by some undefined time later. Despite the cushioning blanket of the morphine that examination hurt worse than anything Jacob could ever remember. At the end of it the doctor looked down at him soberly. "Well, you're a lucky young man. With time and care, you should heal. That hip may never be quite the same, but barring infection you won't lose the leg."

Jacob must have looked shocked because the doctor frowned. "We talked about that two days ago. You don't remember?"

"Two days?" He struggled to work spit into his dry mouth and ask more clearly, "How long have I been here?"

"Three days. You came in on the Incentry with a lot of the other men from the Gageway."

Jacob coughed again, a dry hack that hurt his throat and his back and his chest in equal measure. When he could, he asked, "Is there a list? Of survivors?"

The doctor's eyes softened. "Sure. I'll get someone to find it for you."

Jacob clenched his teeth together to avoid asking for it immediately. It wouldn't change anything to know about Daniel sooner rather than later. Except for maybe loosening his chest so he could breathe. Instead he asked, "What happens now?"

"You're headed home, son. That broken hip is going to be slow to heal, and you lost some muscle with the cuts on your thigh. And that back of yours needs strict rest in a body brace. It's a miracle you came through it without more nerve damage. But by the time you see that harbor in Seattle you should be over the very worst of it. We'll have you back to wherever is home for Easter."

Daniel is my home. "What about the others? My shipmates? Do you know...?"

"There were a lot of injured." The doctor sighed. "You'll have company on that trip home. Of the men who came through it all right, some of the officers are already gone. The other sailors will ship out soon, I expect. I'll send a corpsman over with that list and I know some of the men have been visiting friends here in sickbay. You can ask around– I think everyone's accounted for, one way or another."

"Thank you," Jacob said faintly.

The doctor bent and squeezed his shoulder. "Don't worry, son. You're out of it now and you'll live to tell the tale. You'll even have a couple of nice scars to impress the girls back home."

The doctor moved on down the row, and Jacob tried not to listen to him explaining stump care to the man in the next bed whose bandage-swathed leg ended just below the knee.

Jacob was lucky. He knew that. He had a sudden memory of Doc's body crumpled against the bulkhead. Doc, with his patient and caring hands, dead in an instant. Jacob closed his eyes to blot that picture out. As long as Daniel was alive, then Jacob was among the lucky ones for sure. But he shut his mind off and counted, by twos and by threes, fumbled and misdirected by the morphine haze, as he waited for the corpsman and the list.

After the man had come and gone he cried, as quietly as he could, without moving his aching body.

The tears ran down his cheeks and into his ears. His chest ached with it, with pain for all the names that were not on that list, and with joy because that one most vital one was safely there. After a long time he slept.

The next time he opened his eyes, Daniel was looking down at him. His face was almost perfectly calm but those hazel eyes were intense and bright.

"Daniel," Jacob said in a moment of perfect contentment. It was Daniel, looking sunburned and drawn tight, but perfectly Daniel.

"Hey, Trip." Daniel blinked and managed a smile. "That's better. You were sleeping like a baby last time I was here."

"You should have woken me."

"You were pretty out of it. You needed the rest."

For a minute they looked at each other. That time in the water was still a jumble to Jacob, but he remembered bits and pieces. "You found me. You stayed with me."

"Pure luck." Daniel's voice was casual, with a glance at the beds on either side. The look in his eyes was not.

Jacob breathed, "Yeah." Luck didn't come any purer than that.

"I can't stay long," Daniel said. "They're handing out reassignments this afternoon."

"You're leaving." Jacob cleared his throat and glanced at his neighbors too. On his left, the bed that had held the man with one leg was empty. On his right, the man with burned hands slept deep in drugged oblivion. "I'm glad you're okay but... I'm going home."

"I know." Daniel looked as lost as Jacob could ever remember. "What do we do now?"

Jacob tried to think through the morphine haze. "We write."

"Well of course but," Daniel dropped his voice, speaking almost under his breath, even though that guy in the next bed was dead to the world. "We can't say much. The censors read 'em."

"So we use a code. Just so we know..."

"Sure. Like the weather." Daniel's smile was a ghost of its usual self. "When I say it's sunny that means I want your hot mouth on me."

Jacob rolled his eyes left and right. It was probably safe.

"When I say it's rainy I want to suck you. When I talk about snow, I want you deep inside me till I feel you all the way up in my throat."

"Jesus," Jacob breathed. "The mouth on you."

"You corrupted me."

"Not likely. So what do I write about if I want you to, you know, do me?"

"Earthquake. And about as likely."

"Oh God, don't make me laugh." He bit his lip hard against the pain in his back.

"Sorry. I'm really sorry."

"No. It was good."

Daniel looked down at him seriously. "You'll send me your address, wherever you end up. You'll let me know if you move. If you get a telephone you'll send me the number."

"Sure."

"And write about how you do in whatever hospital you end up in. How your back is. It would be normal to tell a pal that kind of stuff."

"You're the one going back out there against the Japs." And I'm so damned scared for you. He couldn't say it, didn't have to.

Daniel nodded slowly. "Can't make promises. But I'll be careful as I can. I'll write when we hit a port. And when it's over, I'll find you."

"You damned well better."

From the doorway of the ward an orderly called, "Two more minutes and then visiting hours are over."

Their eyes met in dismay.

"The scuttlebutt says most of us are shipping out tonight."

There were no words strong enough for that. Jacob gritted his teeth.

"If it's wrong I'll be back tomorrow."

"Can't count on it."

"No."

"Damn those Japs!"

"Planning to."

Jacob worked his free hand out from under the blankets and raised it a little. It took more effort than he expected. Daniel clasped it between both of his and lowered their grip into the screening bedding. For a long moment they said nothing, just looked at each other. Jacob tried to memorize this moment through his drug-addled fog. Tried to lock in the sight of Daniel's eyes and the way his over-long hair fell across his forehead, the shape of his jaw and the feel of his strong hands. It was no doubt the morphine that made him mumble. "I need to look at you. I'm scared if something... I'm scared I'll forget."

Daniel took a breath and then said, "It's probably safer with you anyway."

"What is?"

He disengaged their hands carefully. Jacob wanted to protest. What could be worth losing the last moment of touch they might have? But Daniel reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out a small snapshot. "You have your wallet?"

"In the box under the bed. What is that?"

Daniel reached under the bed and pulled out Jacob's wallet, the leather stained and stiff with salt water. He tipped his hand toward Jacob, the picture half-hidden in his palm. It was a photo of the two of them, standing together in a doorway on the Gageway. In the picture Daniel was inside the room looking out, handsome and smiling, one lock of hair straying onto his forehead. In front of Daniel, Jacob himself stood grinning awkwardly, squinting a little in the light, one hand reaching back over his shoulder to fist in Daniel's shirtfront.

"God. Where did you get that?"

"Remember that newspaper reporter that was shipping with us, Nelson? I don't know when he took it but apparently he kept his camera in a waterproof bag and he's the kind of guy that didn't lose it despite sinking and sharks and all. He came up to me yesterday and gave me that."

"God," Jacob repeated. It was a great picture of Daniel. It was just perfect, even if Jacob himself looked like a moron. "Do you have a copy?"

"Nope." Daniel wrapped a stiff wrinkled dollar bill around the picture and tucked it carefully into Jacob's billfold. "There. Now you won't forget me when you get Stateside."

"That wasn't what I meant."

"I know." Daniel bent and stowed the wallet away.

At the front of the room a corpsman rang a bell.

Daniel stood abruptly, as if jerked upward by strings. Jacob reached toward him, regardless of the screaming stab it sent through his back.

Daniel gripped his hand, briefly but hard enough to turn his knuckles white. Then he let go.

"So long, Jacob. Have a good trip home, you lucky bastard."

Around the room, other men were getting up, shaking hands, touching shoulders, even faces. Nothing unusual about the two of them. Jacob wanted to say something, something special, something that would carry both of them through the months to come. God, maybe even years. But his throat had closed up completely. He blinked hard, staring fixedly at Daniel's face.

Daniel's perfect mouth tilted into a wry smile. "I know," he said softly. And then he turned and made his way out without looking back.

Minutes later, maybe hours later, the ward nurse came by and looked down at Jacob's face. "You look like you need more pain medication, sailor."

That wasn't really what he needed, but Jacob quite willingly let her bring the doc over to drug him into oblivion.

****


CHAPTER 9

November 1945.

Jacob slid the shoebox out from under his bed and lifted it to his lap. He hadn't indulged in this for a week now, but Thanksgiving was almost upon him and he wasn't feeling strong tonight. He untied the string and slid the lid off carefully. The thin paper in the box shifted as he carefully turned it over and emptied the contents into a pile on the coverlet. Not a lot of letters, for two-and-a-half long years. It was almost ritual now. He read from the bottom to the top.

  March 14, 1943

Trip, I hope your back is good enough for you to get around some by now. We're somewhere I can't say, and it's not as cold as where you are. But I'm still thinking about you back there the States. I bet there's still snow. Here sometimes it rains a lot. Then there are bright sunny days. Sometimes both in less than an hour's time. Good thing we don't have earthquakes. It's been a quiet few days and we've had actual leave but we ship out again tonight. Don't know how long. Best. D

   May 26, 1943

Glad to hear you got home safely. Your letters caught up with me as I sat on a tropical beach with a beer. Warm beer, unfortunately, and not an icebox in sight. But still the first I've tasted in a while. Not a bad life, right? We've been mainly acting as a taxi for Marines. Those boys are tough, but some of them are so damned young. I don't think we were ever that young. Well, maybe you were.

Be sure you work hard for the torture-warden therapist– I want to go cheer in the bleachers at a ball game with you when I get home. I'm glad your hip is getting better. And I guess by now you're out of the hospital and home with your folks. Sure, I could see it might be hard to live at home, but it's probably the best place right now. Especially if they've rigged up that room on the ground floor like you said they were going to. Let your mom spoil you for a bit. I wouldn't say no to some of my mom's cooking about now.

It's sunny here but a rainstorm rolls in every afternoon. There's something to be said for a little rain every day.

  Your friend, D.

  July 4, 1943

Hi Trip, No Fourth of July fireworks for us. We've got the real thing. Adds meaning to the phrase bombs bursting in air. Don't decide too quick about not going back to college, right? Sure working for your dad right away has advantages, but you should make sure it's what you really want. Anyway, I'm happy to hear you get out of the house now and are feeling useful again. I'm sure he's glad to have you taking an interest. But it doesn't mean you're locked in for life. Nothing new here. This war's gonna spoil me for beach vacations though. Steady sun and heat. Every other kind of weather would be welcome. D

  November 28, 1943

Hey, Trip. I hope you had a good Thanksgiving with your folks. I was thinking of you on the day, no doubt stuffing your face with pie and turkey. The Navy tried to set out a spread of sorts for us, but heavy seas and Navy cooking being what they are, it wasn't a total success. I hope your little sister's cooking is improving. She may marry a rich guy and never need to touch a pan, but I think it's wise of her to learn how. Can't wait for this thing to be over. Maybe I'll visit you. She can bake me an apple pie, and I won't even care if she remembers to soften the apples first.

It must be frustrating to still need the crutches. But you should take it as slow as you have to. Remember, a guy home safe on crutches is still a guy who came home safe and a joy to the folks who care about him. Try not to get too impatient.

By now I'm betting the folks at home have heard about the battle of T. I won't write anything the censors might have to cross off, but holy God, just being in the boats in support of the men on the beach was a new meaning of hell. I came out of it fine. The Japs did fire back at us but mostly missed. We lost Badger, though. You remember him? Kane says Badger was beginning to repeat all his stories by now so no big loss. Then Kane went off and blubbered for about an hour. This is hard stuff.

So I'm well, wishing for a bit more rain and snow to cut the heat. If anyone ever advises you to retire to a tropical climate, don't do it.

   Yours, D.

The pictures that had come back from the Tarawa beaches, the sheer numbers of the dead and wounded, had said what Daniel wouldn't put into words. It had been damned painful to write back the casual condolences and support of a friend. Jacob had ached to give Daniel more.

Jacob leafed through a dozen more pages. The letters got even shorter as time went on. Between the pages he could almost feel the suffering Daniel witnessed paring Daniel down to bare bones. He hoped the man had managed to eat and sleep. Clearly, he'd survived through it all. But his words had become sparse. No more mention of shipmates by name. Either there was no one left around Daniel whom Jacob would know, or the steady toll had been too much to share. Jacob picked up the most recent four.

  March 21, 1945

Hey Trip, glad you're not here. Things have been pretty hot and heavy at the beaches. And those Marines get younger every day. Or maybe I'm just getting older. We're winning, island by island, but the cost is so high. I was out in the boats trying to get the wounded out of the water. Grabbed a kid's arm and it came off in my hands. He was dead anyway.

Keep writing. I need to know there's a sane world somewhere not filled with blood and death. At night I dream of gentle slow rain washing all the blood away. It helps some. D

  May 9, 1945

We just got the word of victory in Europe. The whole ship broke out cheering and there was an orgy of hugging. Pity there were no girls around to make it a real orgy. At least it bucked us up. The Japs may be a different breed, and it won't be easy, but with the US of A turning all her attention to us here in the Pacific we will get it done. Did you kiss anyone when you heard the news? I just imagined my girl back home, thought about kissing the hell out of her mouth and other unmentionable parts. I hope you celebrated and had similar thoughts, even if you don't have a girl right now. It was sunny all day as if the weather was celebrating with us. Too hot though, and no rain, more's the pity. But sun can be good too. Now it's time for us and the poor damned Marines to dig down deep and line up the next beach to be won. God help us all, because the Japs won't. D

  June 16, 1945

There was a man in town today when we got liberty. We came across him in a bar, drinking like a fish. He reminded me of someone I used to know. Anyway, I asked him why he was trying to drink himself under the table and he just started talking. He's a doctor. He'd been working in a Jap internment camp that was liberated. He started talking about it and he couldn't stop. Words just came pouring out of him like shit from a sewer. I don't understand how human beings can do that to each other. First the Krauts and now the Japs, treating people worse than animals. After a bit I helped him get drunk enough to pass out and several of us carried him back to his hotel. I wish I could go back in time and know enough not to ask him that question. We are doing the right thing in this war. They have to be stopped. But there is no end to the pain. Sorry to be such a sad sack, but some days it's hard to see the end of this. I do know it will come, though, so don't worry. I'll be home before the snow flies. Of course it never snows in California, so that's pretty safe. D

  Sept 8, 1945

Jacob, I had a letter I was going to send you, about how they announced the surrender and we all just about came apart. But I ripped it up. Met a guy yesterday who had pictures from Nagasaki. Holy Christ. He was showing them around, bragging about American fire power and how the Japs got what they deserved. But dear God, those pictures! All I could think about was the destruction. The deaths. That was a city full of civilians, women and kids and little old grandfathers. And not a tree left standing. Those pictures burned the hate right out of me. All I want now is to go home. D

Jacob stowed the letters carefully back in the shoebox and laid the snap of himself and Daniel over them tenderly. The corners of the snapshot were softened from handling, but Daniel still smiled out of it, eyes narrowed at the sunlight, looking like a movie star, with his shirt securely in Jacob's grip. God, Jacob wished he could still feel what that was like, to have Daniel beside him. He wasn't forgetting the man, but sometimes when he closed his eyes he could no longer bring Daniel's voice or his touch back clearly. It had been too damned long.

It must have felt even longer to Daniel out there in the Pacific. The first few letters came with little pictures all over them, sketches of the guys sleeping, of the cook stirring a big pot with a cigarette in his mouth, the long column of ash threatening to fall into the soup. There was a sketchy cartoon of a sailor tripping over a rope, a drawing of a gull perched on the railing that was so real Jacob thought he could almost feel the bird's feathers. Gradually the pictures had petered out. The last few letters were just bleak words on paper. That scared him more than the contents. A world where Daniel wasn't drawing anything must be pretty close to hell.

It had been over two months since that last letter. Not the longest gap he'd ever lived through, but the war was supposed to be over now. Surely the mail should be improving. He would try to write again. Something lighthearted and fun. Nothing about the pain he still had or the difficulty sleeping or how scared he was that something would happen to Daniel, alone and still vulnerable a world away. He would write about Mrs. Dankowsky downstairs and the pot of borscht and the cat. He bent awkwardly, holding the side of the mattress, and slid the box back under.

As he made his way to the kitchen table there was a knock on the door. He sighed and reversed course. No doubt the very same Mrs. Dankowsky. He wondered what the cat had gotten itself stuck in now. So far he had removed its head from a tin can and its paw from a mousetrap, and had the scratches to prove it. Although both of those had been better than giving the soup-covered cat a bath. The cat had a death wish. Jacob reflected that if he lived with Mrs. Dankowsky, he too might long for oblivion.

Jacob pulled the door open and stared blankly at the disheveled, tired-looking man on his doorstep.

"Hey, Trip. Long time no see."

"Oh, God." He froze. He had pictured this a thousand times. He had imagined saying something witty, followed by guiding Daniel inside for a hug, a passionate kiss, romantic words. And instead here he stood, struck dumb like some tourist looking at the Empire State Building. Like a man looking at something too wonderful to really be true. He reached out slowly, noticing without caring that his hand was shaking.

Daniel caught it in his own, and the touch of those familiar strong fingers broke the spell. Jacob lurched forward, ignoring the pull in his hip that turned it halfway into a fall. Daniel would catch him. There was no fear left in him.

Then he buried his face in Daniel's neck and Daniel's arms wrapped around him. He pressed his nose into that familiar skin, inhaling the smell of sweat and man and stale cigarette smoke. It took a moment to realize Daniel was murmuring in his ear, "Jacob. Trip. It's okay buddy, it's okay. Let's back up three steps so we can close the door, all right? Three steps, Trip."

He let himself be guided backward, blind and stumbling because he wouldn't lift his face from the home it had found against Daniel. Daniel's arms supported him, wouldn't let him fall. The door shut with a thump he felt through his body, and they were safe and together, and he fell apart. Two-and-a-half years of pain and fear and being alone just poured out of him in deep tearing sobs.

This wasn't what he'd planned. He was crying like a baby and couldn't stop. Couldn't fucking stop. What right did he have to cry? It was Daniel who had been through so much. It was Daniel who had written of death and dismemberment and horror as if they were part of his daily routine. Jacob had planned to be supportive and take care of his man, and instead here he was, barely able to stand, letting Daniel hold him up. He gasped and choked, trying to get a grip.

"Hush, Trip, hush." Daniel's hand cupped the back of Jacob's head, cradling him. His other hand rubbed slow circles on Jacob's back. As Jacob shook with racking gasps, Daniel kissed his hair. "It's okay. We're safe now. You can let it out."

"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry." His voice wobbled uncontrollably and he fought for control, biting his lip hard. He didn't feel anything, but he could taste the copper-sweet tang of blood in his mouth.

"I'm not sorry about a thing." As Jacob's shudders diminished, Daniel eased back and framed Jacob's face with his warm hands. Jacob met those hazel eyes and his breath caught. Daniel slowly leaned in and kissed him.

Oh, God, this was sweet. This was right and real and where he belonged, here in Daniel's hands. Any doubts that might have crept up on him in the years apart vanished with the touch of Daniel's mouth on his. They kissed slowly, leisurely. There had never been enough time for this. There had never been enough safety. Now he licked at Daniel's lips, remembering his touch, his taste, and Daniel opened for him on a sigh. Their tongues met, caressed. Daniel angled his head a little more to fit them perfectly together.

They pulled back at last, mouths only a whisper apart, looking at each other. Then Jacob broke free of Daniel's hands and pulled himself together enough to drag a sleeve over his wet face and glare at the man. "So, not that I'm not glad to see you but what? You couldn't find enough change to make a simple phone call? No word for over two months, you bastard, and the last thing I knew you were still in Japan. And then you just turn up on my doorstep? No wonder you about gave me a heart attack."

A small smile turned Daniel's lips upward. "Is that what you're calling it?"

"Damn you."

Daniel shrugged, a small weary motion. "Yeah, I could have called. But I figured why bother. It wouldn't get me here any sooner."

"I could have been ready."  I could have washed the sheets and stocked up on oranges for you. I could have been prepared enough not to break down like a sissy girl when you appeared at my door. "I could have come to the coast to meet you."

"Oh right. And then we could have spent four days on the bus coming back across the country, carefully not touching each other. Bad idea."

"True." Jacob took a closer look at Daniel. He was wearing civilian clothes, a crumpled white shirt and grey trousers that had long since lost their crease. He looked pretty grey himself, with dark circles under his eyes. "If you didn't look so damned good I would say you looked like hell."

"It was a long ride. I don't think I slept more than a couple of hours here and there. Three different buses, and for what it's worth, Kansas has some of the most boring scenery on the face of the planet."

Jacob glanced around. "Did you bring your stuff?"

"Out on the landing. I kind of dropped it when you tackled me."

Jacob knew his face was red. "Sorry."

"I'm not. I'm really, really not. But I want to get it now, and then I want to go to bed. And I want to just hold you and sleep." Daniel took a deep breath. "The first two days on the bus, all I could think about was getting naked with you. I was going to just strip off and drop face-down on the bed and beg you to do me. Round about St. Louis, I started fantasizing about just you and a bed and sleep."

"Sounds good to me."

"I'm exhausted and dirty and I smell. Tell me you don't mind."

Jacob's mouth was dry. "I don't mind."

"Tell me you have a bed."

"I bought a double size."

"Thank the Lord. A practical man. Let me get that bag and then you can lead me to it." Daniel went to the door, opened it, and dragged in his battered and stained seabag. He shut the door and Jacob brushed past him to set the deadbolt. He reached to take the bag and their hands touched. It should have been nothing, but his whole body tightened in response.

Daniel looked down and then gave him a tired grin. "Down, boy. Give me about six hours of sleep and I'll take the compliment and do something with it."

"Sleep as long as you need to," Jacob said fiercely. "It's only seven. I have twelve hours before I have to get ready for work. And just having you here..."

Daniel nodded slowly. "So is the head somewhere around here? Or do you have to share?"

"Nope. One of the reasons I picked this place." Despite the two flights of stairs he had to drag his bum leg up. "Private bath. Not big, mind you, and the hot water tank is pretty small for the building. But up here it's just us. This way."

Jacob led the way through the kitchen and pointed at the bathroom door on the left.

Daniel ducked in, closing the door. Jacob went on into the bedroom. The big bed waited for him. For them. Finally he would have Daniel there to share it. He pulled off the sheets, and quickly replaced them, stuffing the dirty ones in the hamper. He heard the toilet flush and paused wondering if Daniel would shower. But the door opened and Daniel came into the room. Jacob's tongue stuck to the roof of his mouth. Daniel was naked, carrying his dirty clothes in one hand.

Daniel dropped the clothes in a corner, walked the three steps to the bed a little stiffly, and half fell into it. "Oh, God, that's heaven. It's big, it's soft and it's not moving." He rolled over, rubbing his face on the pillow. Jacob watched him, hopelessly hard and aching. Daniel's eyes were closed. Jacob stood frozen.

After a minute, Daniel cracked open one eye. "Come on Trip. Get in here. I want to hold you before I fall asleep. Want to hold you and not dream and wake up with you here."

Jacob moved his hands slowly to his belt. He stripped down to his shorts and then hesitated. Daniel was naked, but Jacob felt odd getting fully undressed when he was so completely and obviously aroused, and Daniel wasn't. And yet, it might be even more odd for Daniel to be the only one naked. Jacob slowly pulled his shorts off and tossed them with the rest. He moved to the bed and pulled the covers out from under Daniel's limp body. Carefully, not jostling the mattress, Jacob slid in beside him and tented the covers over them.

"Mmmm." It was a wordless mumble. Daniel rolled toward Jacob and slid an arm over his chest and a leg across his thighs. "Yesss." Moments later Daniel's breathing got slower and louder. Jacob felt Daniel's muscles go soft and his weight was heavy on Jacob's hip. Jacob shifted position so his bad leg was free and slid an arm across Daniel's back.

It was only seven and he was anything but sleepy. In the low light filtering through the curtains, he lay and looked at the man in his arms. This was Daniel, and yet it wasn't.

The last time they were together, in that sickbay in the Pacific more than two long years ago, there had still been something of the boy about Daniel. Now he was very clearly all man. There were deep pale lines in the tanned skin around his eyes and on his forehead, the legacy of years spent squinting in the Pacific sun. He'd always been fitter than Jacob, but now Daniel's body was fined down. He was too thin, really, but it was all hard sinew and taut muscle, without an ounce of fat. There was a pink healed scar across Daniel's left shoulder, and another one higher on his neck near his ear. Jacob shuddered a little, thinking about all the vulnerable structures that lay under there. An inch up and to the left, and that wound might have hit the artery. Daniel hadn't even mentioned it.

Jacob realized Daniel hadn't seen Jacob's own scars yet, where they traced his hip and thigh in a cross-hatch of ragged lacerations and neat surgical repairs. No doubt they both also carried wounds that didn't show on the outside. Daniel especially. What had he seen that had taken away the art in his fingertips and put that deep crease between his eyebrows even in sleep? What had he perhaps had to do? Jacob yearned to smooth the frown away, but he didn't want to wake Daniel out of his exhausted slumber.

Jacob's foot was going to sleep. He wriggled around until he had Daniel spooned against him. Daniel's smooth warm back pressed up against his chest. Daniel's ass was round and firm, pushed into Jacob's groin. And nothing was going to happen for hours. Jacob thought about ice cubes, about girls, about the cut on Daniel's neck that must have almost put the man in a watery grave. That one did it, took just enough of the edge off. He's here. He's alive and in my arms. The rest can wait. Jacob hugged Daniel more tightly, letting his hopeless erection nestle futilely and oh so wonderfully against Daniel's ass, and closed his eyes. This was his new definition of paradise.

****


CHAPTER 10

Daniel woke to a strange, artificial light slanting in through unfamiliar curtains. For a moment he lay still, listening for the sounds of men around him snoring, coughing, talking. He waited for the roll and sway of his berth. But he was wrapped in warmth and unmoving quiet, and one person breathed soft and slow against his hair.

Jacob. Daniel had been so out of it when he arrived last night, he'd almost wondered if he had imagined it. It could have been just a dream as it had been so many times before, waking to find himself back on board a ship. Except that really was Jacob's arm draped across Daniel's chest, and Jacob's morning wood pressed against the small of his back. And Daniel's own was trapped uncomfortably against the mattress.

Daniel shifted uneasily. He was suddenly bombarded by a host of sensations. There was his own smell, the rancid mix of sweat and travel on his skin. He hadn't shaved in two days. He needed to pee. And despite the optimistic erections they were both sporting, he suddenly felt off balance. It had been a damned long time since they had turned to each other easily in a motel bed. He needed to think about the sex thing with his brain back in working condition.

He moved cautiously sideways, easing Jacob's relaxed arm over his hip and down gently to the sheets. Daniel slid his legs out of the bed and sat up slowly. Then he froze as Jacob's eyes popped open.

"Where y'goin'?" Jacob mumbled.

Daniel dredged up a smile. "Gotta hit the head."

"Oh, 'kay." Jacob blinked sleepily and pushed up on one elbow to look at his alarm clock. Daniel followed his eyes. Five-thirty, and Jacob had said he usually got up at seven. They had time for... whatever.

Jacob's smile was still sweet innocence despite the underlying heat. "Don't take too long."

Daniel's eyes dropped. "I thought I would shower and shave, you know. I smell rank."

"Not to me." But Jacob dropped back onto the pillows. "Sure. If you want to go ahead. Use my towel. And my razor if you like."

Daniel shook his head. "Got one in my bag. Get some more sleep. I'll be back in a bit."

In the bathroom he took care of business and shaved carefully, not looking himself in the eyes in the mirror. He turned on the taps full blast and stepped into the shower. The hot water pouring over his head was clean and bountiful, and he sighed with pleasure. Fresh water wasn't plentiful on board a ship, even in today's relatively modern era. Then after he'd hit dry land, the best he'd managed on the trip was a quick scrub of his pits in the dirty bus-depot bathrooms. This was glorious. He shampooed his hair twice, and then soaped himself well. The sliver of soap slipped from his fingers and he bent to retrieve it. Water ran up his nose and he snorted and shook his head, palm on the tiled wall. And suddenly became aware of his position.

He had a flash of their last time on the Gageway, standing in the little storeroom, bent over just like this. Both of them so horny and nervous, pressed together fully dressed. He had come, hard, just from the rub of Jacob's body against his ass and the brush of the man's hand over his pants. And had wondered then what it would be like to actually fuck like that, standing up.

Might find out soon. That should make him eager, right? Not scared.

He turned his back to the spray. What if he couldn't do this? What if he'd forgotten how? That first time had hurt, a little, but the pain had been minor and pretty much lost in wanting Jacob so badly. They had both been more than ready, after all that time on board ship without the chance to touch. Jacob had been fumbling and eager, but slow and gentle in spite of Daniel's own impatience. But there had only been one other chance for them to do... that, before the Japanese sub had done its dirty work. It had seemed easy back then. They had been so naive. What if things were different now?

Daniel put a hand to his own ass, pressing a finger inward. He'd done this often enough in the last two years, a furtive touch in a rare private moment. He'd usually sucked his fingers wet or soaped them and touched himself, remembering, imagining Jacob. But the real thing would be different. Jacob was older now. What if in this civilized apartment on those nice clean sheets, things were different?

He reached for the soap and then paused, remembering the times it had made him itch and burn afterward. He pressed a second wet finger beside the first, but without lubrication two fingers stung and he stopped. What if he farted? What if he had to take a crap? He'd sat on the can for five minutes this morning without success. What if when Jacob got in there...

Daniel turned back to the spray, letting it wash over his closed eyelids and run down his cheeks. He tried to steady his suddenly rapid breathing. He ran his hands up his face and back over his hair and found that they were shaking. His knees trembled.

This was crazy. Out there in the bedroom was the man he loved, the man he had waited almost three years and traveled across the country to see. And here Daniel was standing in the shower as it turned cool and then cold, being a chicken. He clucked at himself, his voice hoarse. Dumb chicken. Go out there.

The water suddenly shut off. He blinked his eyes and found himself starting right at Jacob.

"Falling asleep in here?" Jacob's voice was gentle and indulgent. "You can just come back to bed and sleep some more. We have all the time in the world now."

Daniel could have gone along with that story. But one of the things he'd decided, in the long hours staring out at the Kansas scenery, was that he was going to try to play this straight. Try to give Jacob the truth about his messed up brain when he came adrift. Because even on that bus there had been moments when he almost bought a ticket to head back the other way. So he shook his head. "Panic attack."

"About the war?" Jacob's dark eyes filled with concern. He reached for Daniel's wet shoulders and Daniel pressed back into the shower out of reach.

"Not the war."

"About...?" After a long pause, Jacob said carefully, "Us? Me?"

"Not you. Well, sort of. It's crazy. I'm crazy."

"Tell me."

Suddenly the question that desperately needed answering floated to the top of the heap. Daniel had traveled all this way, and never called. He'd arrived here at Jacob's home and walked in and just assumed. He hadn't asked. And he needed to know. "Do you still want me?"

"Jesus Christ, what kind of question is that?"

Daniel bit his lip and waited, shivering a little as the water trickled from his skin.

"You mean it." Jacob's eyes got big. "You really aren't sure?"

Daniel shrugged one shoulder and turned away from Jacob's face, reaching for the towel. He failed to get there as Jacob moved in close, locking him in a tight embrace.

"Don't do that, Daniel," Jacob whispered against his skin. "Don't second guess this, us. I've been waiting three years for you to come home."

"It's going to be hard," Daniels said perversely, because at the same time he was leaning into Jacob's body. "Being together, being queer. It'll be hard."

Jacob hugged him tighter and said, "I don't think I have a choice about being queer. And you used to like it hard."

Daniel choked. "That's my line."

"Then say it, damn you. Say you want me."

"I want you." He mumbled it against Jacob's skin. "I do. I've been waiting too."

Jacob eased him back toward the bedroom, pausing to scoop up the towel with one hand. "Come on then. Let's get you dry and go on from there."

Daniel let himself be guided over toward the bed and wrapped in scratchy terrycloth. "Your towels are worse than the Navy ones," he muttered through suddenly chattering teeth. "How cheap are you?"

Jacob rubbed the cloth over Daniel's arms roughly, his eyes bright. "Father said if I didn't live at home, the rent had to come out of my salary. I didn't want to spend a lot of money on other things. I've started saving for a house."

"Oh." Daniel sat abruptly on the edge of the bed.

Jacob eased down beside him. Daniel had noticed that for all Jacob's cheerful letters about his recovery, he still moved like an old man. Jacob asked, "Too much?"

"No." He tried again with more conviction. "No."

"Here, get in and warm up again." Jacob lifted the covers and pulled Daniel underneath them. Daniel dropped the towel on the floor and followed his lead. They lay face to face under the blankets. Jacob pressed his warm feet against Daniel's cold ones. "You're like ice. I should have warned you, the hot water is seriously limited here."

"I'm okay." He was warming up rapidly. The bed was a cocoon of safety, and Jacob was like a stove radiating warmth. Daniel tested the temperature of his own hand on his thigh and shivered. He tucked his hands under his arms rather than reach for Jacob. But Jacob caught his wrists and pulled Daniel's hands against his chest cradling them between his palms.

"Here. Give me those." He chafed Daniel's hands lightly.

"Trip?"

"Yeah?"

"Kiss me?"

Jacob smiled and moved closer. His mouth hovered over Daniel's. Daniel shut his eyes. Looking at Jacob made it too much. He parted his lips as Jacob leaned in, and lost himself in the touch and taste of Jacob's kiss.

They moved slowly and carefully, light touches of lips on lips. Jacob let go of Daniel's hands to gather him closer, and Daniel complied, fitting them together from shoulder to thigh. He slid his hands up Jacob's back. He felt Jacob's palms press against his spine, right above his ass. He opened his mouth more for the kiss.

Jacob moaned and thrust his tongue into Daniel's mouth, his fingers digging into Daniel's ass-cheeks. His cock was jutting up against Daniel's belly but they just rocked together in a slow rolling motion, as they explored each other's mouths. Eventually Jacob pulled back a little and laughed softly. "You missed me. You really missed me."

"Hell, yes." Daniel slid sideways so their dicks lined up against each other. They both gasped at the slide of hot hard flesh on flesh.

"Missed you too. Missed this. Missed everything." Jacob moved his mouth to Daniel's neck, sucking hard until Daniel whimpered. Jacob slipped lower, disappearing under the covers. Daniel felt Jacob's wet tongue slide over his collarbone and slide down to circle his nipple. Daniel threaded his fingers into Jacob's hair, and pushed back the covers. He wanted to see this. He needed to watch Jacob's mouth on him.

Jacob licked and nibbled, sucking Daniel's nipples to aching peaks. He began moving from one to the other, using lips and teeth. Daniel tightened his fingers in Jacob's hair, pushing his head downward. Jacob chuckled against his skin, tracing with his open mouth lower over Daniel's hip.

"You don't have to," Daniel choked, even as his brain had no room left for anything except Please, please, please.

Jacob didn't bother to answer that, just turned his head to put a wet kiss over the swollen leaking head of Daniel's cock. Daniel moaned. "Oh, God."

Jacob closed one warm hand around the base of Daniel's aching shaft and began licking, slowly, from his hand up and over Daniel's slit. A bead of precum welled up. Jacob glanced at Daniel, his eyes bright, and swiped the flat of his tongue over it. Daniel's whole body shuddered.

"Won't take much of that," he said hoarsely.

"Good." Jacob bent over him and closed his mouth around Daniel. Daniel bucked up helplessly, clenching his fingers in Jacob's hair. Jacob's mouth was slick and hot, and he was doing something with his tongue that Daniel didn't remember from their rushed sessions in the past. Something that made Daniel's eyes cross and just about blew the top off his head.

"Have you been practicing?" He gasped. "Oh, God." Jacob bobbed his head down deep and pulled upward, sucking until his cheeks hollowed.

Jacob let the head of Daniel's dick slide out of his mouth with a wet pop and smiled that angelic smile, more sweet than debauched despite the smear of precum on his lip. "Bananas came back on the market recently."

"Oh, Jesus." The image of Jacob in the kitchen, practicing fellatio with a banana, caught Daniel between laughter and need.

Then Jacob lowered his head again and there was no room for the laughter. Daniel eventually worked his way past pure sensation to the thought that he should be doing something besides whimpering and moaning, "Trip, God, Trip." He tugged on Jacob's hair. "You. What about you?" They had worked out how to do each other simultaneously, back in the Pacific.

Jacob nuzzled in against his balls and sucked one into his mouth. He hummed, the vibration sending shivers through Daniel's groin. Jacob pulled back, opened his mouth to release Daniel's stretched sac, and muttered, "Later. You can do me later."

"Oh, God. Okay." He couldn't argue with that, didn't want to while Jacob was worshiping Daniel's cock with mouth and hands and hot breath and that gorgeous serious intent. So he let it go, all the concerns and the anxieties and whether this was fair for their first time after so long, and just let himself feel. Feel something so good, so right, that it wiped out everything else. He whimpered and moaned, grabbing the sheets with his free hand so he wouldn't fly away. Jacob's head sped up under Daniel's grasp, sucking Daniel in wet deep pulls. Heat arced through Daniel's groin, tightening his balls and throbbing in growing intensity beneath his cock.

"Coming. Trip." He tugged in Jacob's hair. Jacob grunted and tightened his hand on Daniel's shaft, sliding on spit, his mouth and tongue driving Daniel up unbearably. Daniel cried out, and came in shaky pulses that burned out of him into that beloved mouth. He opened his eyes that had somehow squeezed shut and looked down at that sight. Jacob with Daniel's softening cock still slipping between his lips. His Jacob, his Trip, with cum on his chin and his dark hair mussed, his lips swollen and red and his eyes glowing like suns.

"Jesus." Daniel reached down with both hands and hauled Jacob up. He needed that weight on him. Needed the press of Jacob's body over his own or he might float away. He kissed those lips, and opened willingly for Jacob's tongue, still flavored with the bitter salt tang of Daniel's cum.

Jacob kissed him and then nestled in, pressing his face into Daniel's shoulder. Daniel wrapped his arms around him.

"You're amazing." He could feel his pulse still pounding in his ears. "Holy Christ, you are amazing."

Jacob chuckled against his neck. "Three years of planning."

"Time well spent." Daniel rubbed his cheek over Jacob's hair. "Give me a minute and I'll return the favor. Well, maybe ten minutes."

"No rush. I got off just doing that."

"Seriously?"

"Oh, yeah. You may need to wash your leg."

"Were you humping me?" He needed something light. Needed to get back into his game.

Jacob snorted. "Like a dog, Danny boy."

"Don't call me that." The retort was automatic. He softened it with a stroke over Jacob's back. "Seriously, that was... the best."

"Give me about ten minutes and we'll see if we can top it."

"When did you get like this?"

"Like what?"

"So... certain." So confident, so much more adult than me. "You were the one who was holding back, before."

"Yeah, I was." Jacob's voice was soft and low. "I'm sorry."

"No. I didn't mean that. It's okay." You were a miracle even then. "I was just surprised that you slipped back into it so easy now. More than all the way back."

Jacob was silent for a moment. Daniel felt him breathing, the rise and fall of their chests against each other, just a little out of sync. Jacob said, "Do you want to go slower?"

"No. I don't. Hell, Trip, I don't know what I'm saying."

"Maybe it's lack of sleep."

"And lack of food. Yeah, maybe." It would be good to think this odd second-guessing was just his brain running low on fuel. He made an effort to find the old Daniel who had made the first move in that dirty little room in Townsville. What would he have said then? "Maybe you sucked my brain out of my dick with that blow job. My turn."

He rolled abruptly, his arms around Jacob to pull him underneath. He spread his weight over Jacob's belly and chest, pinning his wrists to the bed on either side of his head. Jacob stared up at him, startled, and then began to smile. "What did you have in mind?"

"Gonna start by kissing the smart right out of your mouth." He bent over Jacob and mashed their lips together. This wasn't any soft romantic kiss. He started it hungry and it got hungrier. They moaned into each other's mouths, tongues pressing, battling for primacy. Daniel pulled off to kiss the angle of Jacob's jaw, rough with morning stubble. His teeth found the edge of Jacob's collarbone and he bit, hard enough to leave marks.

Jacob jerked underneath him. "What the hell?"

"You're mine." Suddenly that was important to say aloud. "Don't worry. It won't show above your shirt collar. But I want you to know you're mine."

"You fool, of course I am."

"And don't forget it." He moved lower. His tongue traced the scattering of hair across Jacob's chest, and then followed the trail downward. He let go of Jacob's wrists and moved his hands to those tight nipples, pinching and tweaking them as he sucked Jacob's belly above his dark curls.

Jacob panted, bucking his hips up against the weight of Daniel's chest. His cock stood rigid inches from Daniel's mouth. Daniel blew a breath on it and then returned to sucking up marks on the soft skin of Jacob's abdomen. There were scars on Jacob's thigh and hip. He thought he might kiss them, might touch and soothe them, but in the end he did what he had learned to do with his own scars. Ignore and move on. He nuzzled Jacob's belly, stroked Jacob's chest, and then slid downward again towards those dark soft curls, constantly moving but never touching Jacob's dick.

"Daniel. Daniel. Christ, I need... I need..."

"What, Trip?" Daniel licked a line up the groove from Jacob's groin to his hip and ignored that taut erection beside his cheek.

"Bastard," Jacob groaned. "More, I need something. Your hand, your mouth..."

"My ass?"

Jacob froze for a moment. "You want to?"

"Do you?"

"Oh, God, yeah. I wasn't going to ask."

"You didn't ask. I offered." He slid to one side off Jacob's hips.

Jacob's hand caught his arm. "Do you really want to? For you and not just for me?"

"Oh yes." Daniel saw doubt still in Jacob's eyes and added a truth. "I used to dream about it, some nights onboard. Sometimes I'd lick my finger and push it up in there and wish it was you inside me."

"Damn."

Daniel rolled over and then pushed up to his knees. "You got something to use for slick though?" He wanted this, he really did. But spit was not going to be enough.

Jacob reached to open the drawer of his bedside table and pulled out a small bottle. "Massage oil. Like what we used that night in Espiritu Santo. I've been saving it ready." He uncapped the bottle and the scent rose, herbal and sweet.

"Okay." Daniel spread his thighs and buried his face in his arms. He felt vulnerable and wanton and unbearably aroused, presenting his ass to Jacob this way.

Jacob moved to kneel between his legs. Daniel was expecting the touch of oil on his ass, so he was caught by surprise when Jacob pressed a kiss against his spine right above his tailbone. The whimper Daniel made was a damned silly noise coming from a grown man, but Jacob groaned in response, and bowed over him, kissing his way up Daniel's back.

Daniel whispered, "Fuck me, Trip." If he had to wait much longer he was going to come just from the anticipation. "Fuck me. Please. Now."

"Yeah." Finally Jacob's finger breached him, slick with oil. He arched against the pressure, and whined in his throat as Jacob added a second finger.

"Too fast?"

"Hell, no." It wasn't. The stretch and burn were lost somewhere in the sensations rolling over him. He freed a hand to reach down underneath himself and fist over his own dick. "More. Come on, Trip. More."

"Jesus." It was an exhaled breath. Jacob's fingers pulled out. Daniel felt a hand on his hip as Jacob balanced himself to reach over and set down the bottle. And then there was that sweet pressure of Jacob's cock against his entrance. Daniel whined, arching his back, trying to get through that first entry. For a moment Jacob steadied him, holding him still against the slide of Jacob's cock over his skin. Then Jacob moved one hand to guide himself and pressed home.

It stung and it burned, and then it didn't. It became just fullness and heat. Daniel thrust back with his hips as Jacob drove forward. Daniel groaned aloud at that sensation that nothing else gave him, the feeling of being taken, being held and filled and used and fucked. His hand fell away from his dick as he braced himself. Jacob began thrusting, slow and deep, each drive accompanied by a little roll of his hips that fit them tighter and tighter together.

Daniel closed his eyes. This was better than the first time. Hell, better than the second time which until now had been his definition of perfect. His awareness narrowed down to just the feel of Jacob sliding slowly out of Daniel's body and then driving home. Then Jacob pulled all the way out.

Daniel cried out softly at the loss. He twisted to look over his shoulder. "What the hell? Trip?"

"I need to change positions." Jacob's face was flushed with more shame than arousal. "I'm sorry. It's the damned hip. Kneeling..."

"Hush. Don't be sorry." Daniel sat up and tugged Jacob into a wet sloppy kiss. "How do you want me?"

"On your side maybe? Right side, and I can spoon behind you?"

"Sure." Daniel lay down with his back to Jacob and raised his left leg. There was a moment of fumbling as they fit themselves together this new way. Then Jacob's hands spread Daniel's ass, and Jacob's cock sheathed itself deep inside him.

"Ngh." He wanted to use words and tell Jacob how right this felt. But the sensations were robbing him of language and breath and thought itself. He reached back for Jacob's hip and pulled while slamming backward. Jacob's pelvis hit Daniel's ass hard. For a moment they froze, as tightly joined as was humanly possible. Then Jacob grunted and began to move. Daniel's hand fluttered near his groin, but he fisted the sheets instead of touching himself. There was no need. Under the driving weight of Jacob's body, Daniel spiraled upward. Each thrust sent fire through his rock hard cock, driving him into the bunched sheets. Each withdrawal made him moan and clutch the bed. Jacob picked up the pace, his fingers digging into Daniel's thigh.

It was all good, all the parts of it, the fabric brushing his cock, the hand pinching his thigh and the hard cock that filled and stretched him almost past bearing. The drag and burn deep inside and that magic something that was the end of each stoke filling him with fire. Jacob's breath on his neck, and Jacob's laboring grunts and the sound of his body hitting Daniel's ass. Man-sweat and cum on the sheets and the herbal smell of the oil. Daniel shuddered and came, in a blinding rush that went on and on, emptying him into this big clean bed under Jacob's weight. Dimly he heard Jacob cry out, and felt the jerking force of Jacob's climax. And then he was slipping slowly back down, weightless in the morning light, with his lover deep in his body and the new day dawning.

****


CHAPTER 11

April 1946

Daniel felt something touch his hand and a reproachful voice said, "You fell asleep smoking again. Gonna set something on fire."

"Steel doesn't burn," he mumbled, and then came awake on a surface far too soft to be a deck.

He opened bleary eyes to see Jacob looking down at him, trying to hide anxiety. With a groan, Daniel sat up on the couch and rubbed his hand across his eyes. "What time is it?"

"Three a.m."

"What the hell are you doing up?"

"Keeping you from burning down the building, apparently." There was a hint of asperity in Jacob's voice. Daniel watched as Jacob ground the cigarette out in a saucer filled with butts. "At least let me buy some real ashtrays, and maybe try to stay awake if you're smoking."

"I'm quitting. I promised I would quit."

"You don't have to. I can live with it. If you need to..."

"I don't need to. I like it. And the docs say it's good for a person. But I know you hate it so I'm gonna quit."

"Daniel, if it helps you sleep or something, it's okay."

"Nothing helps me sleep." He regretted the words before they were out of his mouth.

Jacob asked softly, "Bad dreams again?"

"You have to really sleep to dream." Which in retrospect did explain the not-sleeping. He rubbed his eyes. "Look, go back to bed. You'll be getting cold out here." They were having a cold snap, and the apartment felt chilly. Daniel rubbed his arms and shivered.

"Will you come? We could help each other warm back up?"

"Maybe in a while."

Jacob sat on the couch beside him. "Do you want to talk about it? I mean, I'm no psychologist or anything, but it seems like it's getting worse and not better. And I was there."

"Not really. Not at the end. You don't know." He didn't want Trip to know, didn't want to take the last shine off that innocence Jacob still had. As bad as the sinking of the Gageway had been, it had been nothing compared to Tarawa and beyond. Besides, Jacob didn't remember much of the sinking anyway. Lucky guy had been unconscious for half of it. Daniel shifted restlessly on the couch. "Anyhow, I don't want to talk about it, or think about it. I just want to go on from here."

Jacob sighed. "Did you at least have a good time out with your friends tonight?"

"It was okay." He'd gone out drinking and dancing with a couple of the boys from the restaurant where he was a waiter. They were young and carefree and the bar had been dark and loud with music. "It was good."

"I would have gone with you, you know."

"Those guys are young. They don't know anything about the war except rationing and scrap drives. It's easy to be around them and just forget for a while."

"So I'm either too ignorant or not ignorant enough for you to want to be with me?"

Daniel gritted his teeth. "Yes. Sometimes that's exactly right."

"Oh." Jacob's eyes showed his hurt.

"Trip." Daniel reached out as if to touch him and then dropped his hand. "Look, I didn't mean it like that. I need to find my own way. It was..." He didn't want to say what it had been. He stood abruptly. "I'm going to go out and walk."

"Wait and I'll get dressed."

"No!" That came out sharper than he meant it to and he saw Jacob flush and look down. "No. You go to bed. You're a working stiff. You have to get up and go to the store in a few hours. I just need to move around a bit, breathe some fresh air, clear the collywobbles from my brain."

Jacob tried a smile. "Is that what you have in there?"

Daniel hated that smile. The one that said Jacob was scared and trying to seem reassuring, because Daniel was broken. Daniel wasn't broken. Well, maybe a bit bent. He snorted and the thought improved his mood just a hair. "Seems like it sometimes. I'll be back soon. Don't worry."

"Okay. Just... be careful? It's pretty deserted at this hour."

And that brought the irritation rushing back. "I want it deserted. I'm a Navy veteran. I think I can take care of myself."

"Okay."

Daniel strode to the closet and pulled out his jacket, stomped into his shoes, fighting the laces, aware of Jacob staring sadly after him. He headed out the door, pausing only to be sure he'd relocked it behind himself, and then hurried down the stairs. He kept his steps as quiet as he could in consideration for the neighbors. Two flights down and then he let himself out into the cool night.

There was a little moon out, enough to walk by even when a streetlight was out. He wandered aimlessly. Somehow he found he had lit another cigarette and he took a deep drag on it, hand cupped around it in old reflex. Somewhere a dog barked. On the next street over he could hear traffic, even at this hour of morning. A poor fellow with shiftwork, maybe, or some lucky bastard just coming back now from a moonlight sail on his yacht.

He shook his head at his jealous fancy. No one with a yacht would be so much as driving though this neighborhood. Although Jacob could have had a yacht. Well, a boat anyway. More than he had right now with Daniel. Daniel wasn't sure just how much money Jacob's father had.

Well, of course he didn't know because he'd never even been to the man's house. Sometimes he felt like Jacob's dirty secret, kept locked away in a tenement, never allowed into Jacob's daily world.

So maybe Daniel did go out at night with the boys too often and too late. Maybe he did drink and smoke more than he should. He needed a life too. Something that wasn't just working the tables and waiting for Jacob to come home. Something that filled his head and kept him too busy for memories.

He lit a second cigarette from the first, and turned another corner. The buildings got a little bigger and a little dirtier. A man leaning against a stoop railing glanced his way. Daniel gave him a hard stare, and after a long moment the man melted away into the shadows. The sound of Daniel's footsteps echoed loudly in the dark street, and he tried to walk more quietly. He rounded another corner.

The cigarette burned down to his fingers and he paused to crush out the butt in the gutter. Jacob was right– falling asleep with the things was dangerous. And not just to himself. He tapped the pack against his hand. One left. He could save it. Or he could smoke it now and resolve to quit. He'd tried to quit a couple of times to please Jacob, but it never lasted. Daniel put the last cigarette between his lips and struck a match. As the light flared, he thought about flames rising from a smoldering couch and moving through the apartment to where a sleeping Jacob lay. That. That image would be his talisman. He would quit so he never woke to that.

Never again to flames and screaming. Never again to people he cared about, hell, people he loved, hurt and dying, with absolutely nothing he could do about it. To the sound of shells, the bright fire of explosions and the spray of water and men calling out for help... He stopped to take a breath.

It was damned unfair. He'd lived through that. He'd made it back with no more than a scratch or two, and started a new life with Jacob. And the war had followed him here. Not too badly at first, but more and more lately it invaded his mind. Images mostly. If he closed his eyes they played out on his lids like a motion picture. Hands reaching from the water. Men writhing in a boat, their pain distorting faces young enough to be Daniel's little brother Johnny. A plane spiraling into the drink, trailing black smoke, and no parachute in sight.

Jacob didn't know what Daniel had seen, had done. He was glad, fiercely glad, that Jacob didn't know the worst of it. But his lover's fumbling attempts to help made Daniel snap and snarl. He didn't want to talk about it. He didn't want to think about it. But Jacob kept pushing and pushing, offering to listen, offering God knows what comfort. And trying not to look hurt when it didn't help. Daniel was sleeping on the couch half the time these days, in an effort not to wake Jacob with his restlessness. And instead of being grateful it was one more thing Jacob whined about.

No, not whined. That was unfair. But he did complain. Then Daniel yelled back at him and... He took a long drag on the cigarette. Oh boy, these were going to be hard to give up. But he would. He would do that and he would apologize to Jacob one more time and try again. It was kind of amazing that Jacob was still with him. Another man might have had enough of his moods and his disappearances by now and sent him on his way. The thought made Daniel shiver and turn his feet toward home.

When he arrived, he let himself in the door quietly. But Jacob was still up, sitting on the couch. They said together in one voice, "I'm sorry."

Daniel kicked off his shoes and dumped his jacket. Three long strides took him to Jacob and he dropped to his knees in front of the couch. "I've been grouchy as a bear. I'm so sorry."

"Hush." Jacob ran a hand over his hair and Daniel grabbed it and pressed his forehead to it. Jacob's other hand landed on his head. "Hush, it's all right." Jacob's voice was soft. "I've been nagging at you, I know."

"For my own good. I do see that. I just don't know how to fix things."

"I had an idea," Jacob said tentatively. "You might be mad though."

"Tell me." He couldn't promise not to be mad. His temper rose so unpredictably these days. But he would try hard.

"Come see." Jacob stood and led the way into the bedroom. The bed had been moved to make a little more space. In the corner of the room, Jacob's desk had been cleared. On top of it was a slanted board. It looked like the slab they'd put under the sagging cushion on the armchair, but it was set up like a drawing board. Next to it was a jam-jar with pencils and pens, and on the angled surface of the board was a stack of blank white paper.

"What's that?"

"For you to draw." Jacob caught his upper arms and turned Daniel to face him. "Hear me out. I don't think I've seen you put pencil to paper since you got home."

"It was a dumb hobby."

"It was a hell of a lot more than that. You know, when I got your letters from the Pacific, even before reading them, I would look at the sketches. They were the heart of you. But then they stopped."

"Things got a little busy," Daniel said sarcastically, his eyes caught by that stack of white. He twisted free of Jacob's grip and locked his hands behind his back.

"That never stopped you before. I've been thinking about it a lot. I think you need to draw. Maybe not the war. But something. It's like there's stuff inside you trying to come out. And if you don't let it out it's poisoning you. It keeps getting worse. Back on the Gageway you grabbed a pencil every chance you got and put stuff on paper. I just thought maybe it would help."

Daniel stared at the slant board and said nothing. He felt frozen, encased in ice.

"Okay, maybe it was a dumb idea. I was trying to help. I wish I could help. Just don't get mad at me."

And that little quiver in Jacob's voice cracked the ice. Daniel turned to him. Jacob's eyes were bright with unshed tears. "Oh, damn." Daniel wrapped his arms around Jacob. "You do help, Trip. Honestly you do. I'd probably be dead without you." He kissed Jacob's mouth roughly. Then he kissed him again, wetter and harder. How many days since they'd made love? Between him coming in late and Jacob getting up early it had been too many. But there was something even more urgent. Because Jacob must be exhausted, and Daniel's hands were reaching out for something different.

He stepped back. "I'll try. You may be right. After all, you're so damned smart." He tried to give that a sarcastic twist but it just came out straight. "You should get back to bed and maybe we should move the desk to the other room."

"No. Let's not. Unless my snoring will bother you."

"You don't snore. Much."

"Then stay here. I don't mind the light. You know I can sleep through anything. I like having you close by."

"Okay. You sleep." He took a long rough breath. "I'll scribble. At this point it can hardly do any harm."

Jacob kissed his cheek, and then went and crawled into bed. Daniel moved slowly to the desk. He tilted the lamp to get a more even light on the pages. Then he put all but one sheet on the floor and centered that one on the slant board. Jacob had stuck some straight pins in the side of the board. Daniel pinned the sheet of paper neat and square to the surface. Then removed the pins and set it at an angle. He sat down and slid the chair in close. Slid it back a couple of inches.

From the bed, Jacob's breathing was too silent for sleep, but he didn't move or speak. Daniel picked up a pen. Set it down and picked up a pencil. Coward. What are you waiting for?

His hands trembled and he hesitated, holding his breath. He felt like some kind of drug fiend, ready to fall back into his addiction. Needing this so badly, but so scared of what might come out if he let himself start. If he let those images behind his closed lids come out through his hands. He set the tip of the pencil to the paper.

He didn't have to draw the war. Maybe he could stay with something easy. No sinking ships or dead Marines. He smoothed the paper, feeling a slight roughness of the board underneath. He'd have to get a flatter one. Then he sneered at himself, remembering having to draw on water-wrinkled paper held in the palm of his hand. He was getting awfully fussy all of a sudden.

Without volition, the pencil tip moved. Daniel watched, feeling like an observer as the drawing took shape under his hand. It was Jacob, a young Jacob leaning on the rail of a ship, that bright look of discovery on his face as the continent of Australia came into view. The pencil limned the way his hair blew off his face and caught the bright look in his eyes.

On the bed behind Daniel, under the soft scritch of graphite on paper, the sound of Jacob's breathing slowed down into sleep.

****


CHAPTER 12

March 1947

Jacob cautiously pushed open the apartment door, wondering why it was ajar. That door stood between their refuge and the world. It was always shut, usually locked. He looked more closely at the handle. A tiny red smear of what might be blood made his breath catch.

"Daniel?" He closed the door behind him, listening. There was water running in the bathroom. Jacob dropped his hat on the couch and headed that way. "Daniel?"

There was a muffled "Hmph?" from the bathroom. At least Daniel didn't sound panicked. Jacob looked in.

Daniel had his face in the sink, running water across his cheeks. At Jacob's touch on his back he looked up and grimaced. Jacob stared. A long thin laceration, maybe more like a deep scratch, ran down Daniel's cheek from ear to jaw. The skin around it looked puffy and red. Daniel pressed his hand over it, eyes stormy.

"Daniel, what the hell happened?" His heart in his mouth, Jacob grabbed Daniel's wrist to pull his hand away and inspect the damage. But then his eyes were caught by a very familiar-looking set of parallel scratches down Daniel's wrist. Jacob's panic began to subside. "Mrs. Dankowski's cat?"

"You didn't warn me."

"I told you it was a nasty cat."

"You didn't tell me it was the spawn of Satan."

Jacob couldn't help grinning. "You heard my stories."

"I thought you were exaggerating."

Jacob kissed Daniel's unwounded cheek. "Let me go see if we have any ice in the freezer. It will make that feel better."

Daniel followed after him to the kitchen. He took the towel-wrapped ice cubes that Jacob held out and pressed them to his cheek. "I'll be scarred for life," he muttered.

Jacob pushed the towel aside momentarily to take a look. "I don't think it's that deep."

"I meant mentally. I'm going to develop a mad fear of cats. I'm going to see them lurking everywhere. Pretty soon I'll be holed up in one cat-free room gibbering to myself."

"What did the spawn of Satan do this time?"

"It's all your fault." Daniel brushed past Jacob to reach into the refrigerator and pull out a bottle of beer for each of them. "You've been too nice to tell the old bat to go elsewhere when she needs a hand. So when little Beelzebub gets into trouble the first thing she does is show up on our doorstep. And where were you, huh?"

Jacob slipped the opener under his bottle cap and popped the lid. The first swallow went down smooth and easy. He set his bottle on the counter to take Daniel's and open it for him. "I was out working to keep you in beer actually."

"Oh yeah. Right."

Was there a hint of bitterness in Daniel's voice? Jacob said quickly, "Not that your job doesn't help too. It's not your fault waiting tables doesn't bring in much. I know you'll land an advertising position soon. Your art class teacher said..."

Daniel reached out and put the curve of his beer bottle against Jacob's mouth. "Hush. I'm not worried about it. You can go on supporting me in the manner to which I've become accustomed for a bit yet."

"Okay." Jacob still wasn't sure if that was real indifference in Daniel's voice or a facade, but he was more than willing to let the subject drop.

Daniel took a long pull on his beer. "Ah. The person who invented beer should be knighted, or maybe given a sainthood."

"They were probably a pagan. You were telling me about the cat."

"Oh, yeah. So Mrs. D was all upset and begging me to help her."

"So of course you said yes."

"Well, you weren't here."

"We've already established that it was my fault. Get on with it."

"So we went down to her place. The damned cat had been in a dresser drawer, and when Mrs. D opened it, the cat squeezed over the back of the drawer into the space behind it."

"So you just have to take out the drawer." Jacob had done far worse for this cat.

"You'd think. Except when Mrs. D went to do that the cat stuck its head back over the back of the drawer and got stuck somehow with its neck between the back and the divider. We couldn't pull the drawer forward without decapitating it. We couldn't push it back because the cat was behind it with its paws in the rails."

Jacob couldn't help snorting.

"Oh yeah, it's funny when it's not you."

"What did you do?"

"Well I figured we could just knock the back off the drawer, and that would free the little monster's head. So I reached in there with a hammer and tapped it off the sides. Mrs. D was screaming in my ear not to hurt the cat. The cat was yowling so at least I knew I wasn't strangling it. I hit my thumb. The back fell off and the cat wiggled out, savaged my hand and shot off out the bedroom door."

"Um, your face. Was that Mrs. D?"

"Hell, no. She was delighted. We're both such lovely young men. She has two lovely nieces too. They will be visiting for several weeks at Easter. We should all have dinner together."

"Oh, God. I hope you headed her off."

"I tried." Daniel took the towel away from his cheek and tried to see his wound in the shiny surface of the toaster.

Jacob pulled him away. "You're still beautiful." He shoved the towel back into place. "Keep that there. Cat scratches swell like a son of a bitch. What do you mean, 'tried'?"

"I couldn't get a word in edgewise. She told me you'd never let her feed you because it wasn't proper for a single man to eat in a widowed woman's house. But with the two of us and the two girls it would be completely proper. And she's going to make her famous cabbage rolls."

They stared at each other in mutual dismay.

"And then as she was showing me out, the damned cat launched itself off the top of the door where it had been lurking and landed on my head."

"Oh, my."

Daniel's voice was developing a stifled giggle. "So I was dancing around, trying to dislodge the animated toupee of Satan, and the cat was digging its claws in my face, and she says, 'Ooh, Mr. Acardi, Fluffy really likes you. I hope you'll come back soon.'"

Jacob shook with laughter. "Maybe next time she'll ask for you instead of me. I could live with that. Do you think her nieces are anything like her?"

Daniel sobered and his eyes got wide. "Oh God, Trip. How long until Easter? And how fast do you think we can find another apartment?"

Jacob just shook his head, stepped forward and wrapped Daniel in a bear hug. Love and laughter bubbled through him. "Housing is hard to find right now. We may be stuck."

"Do you think she would be offended if I asked her to lock the cat in the bedroom during dinner?"

Jacob snorted. "Hell, yes. Fluffy loves you." He rubbed his cheek against Daniel's hair. "Are you really going to hate cats from now on?"

"Nah. I like cats. Most cats. Anyway we had barn cats that would make Fluffy look like a social butterfly. But you can be in charge of fending it off if it makes another run at me."

"I'll protect you from the nasty pussy."

"And from the two lovely girls?"

"We'll protect each other." Jacob put a hand under Daniel's chin and guided him into a quick kiss. "You're mine. The girls can go find their own men. You're taken."

Daniel smiled into his eyes, and made the kiss deeper. Jacob cooperated willingly. He was losing track of the conversation, and losing his breath and maybe his mind. He pushed Daniel up against the counter and closed his eyes. End of the work day and coming home to this. He didn't have words for the feeling in his heart. He only knew he wanted to keep it forever.

****

November 1947

Daniel looked up from his book as Jacob came into the living room. He smiled and put down the novel. "Hey, you're home in good time for a change. Well, good time for you."

"Thanksgiving tomorrow. The store will be closed." Jacob came over and bent to kiss him briefly.

Daniel caught him with a hand in his hair before he could straighten. "Hey, what kind of kiss do you call that?"

Jacob obediently opened his mouth for Daniel to plunder. It was a very nice kiss, but Daniel thought his man still seemed a little distracted. He let Jacob go and stood up, stretching out his shoulders.

"Come on, Trip. I think I'd better feed you. There's hot soup on the stove and some bread from the bakery down the street. And then we can discuss what to have for dessert."

Jacob's smile was perfunctory. Daniel felt a little lurch in his gut. He had a suspicion where this was coming from but he hoped he was wrong. He led the way toward the kitchen. Jacob detoured to the bedroom instead. Daniel stirred the soup gently, listening to the familiar sounds. Since Jacob had become assistant manager of the store, he wore a suit to work every day. That sound was Trip fighting to undo the Windsor knot that he inevitably tugged too tight. That was the clink of hangers as he put his suit jacket in their closet. That was the thump of dress shoes.

Daniel turned as Jacob came into the kitchen. That was more like his man. Wearing his dress shirt open at the throat and wrists, and bare feet under the cuffs of his grey pants, Jacob looked like the young sailor instead of the buttoned up businessman. Daniel went to him and grabbed his open collar, pulling him in for a better kiss. It started distracted too, but Jacob's resistance had never been high and he was breathing hard by the time Daniel released him. And that wasn't the only thing that was hard.

Daniel grinned. "We'll eat first. I don't want you fainting from lack of food."

Jacob nodded. He hung around at Daniel's elbow as Daniel sliced bread. Daniel smacked at him as he filched a piece of loose crust, and for a wonder, the man went to actually make himself useful and get bowls out of the cupboard.

"Hey, you made dessert."

Daniel glanced over to where Jacob was admiring the pie cooling on its wire rack. "Keep your mitts off that. It's for Thanksgiving tomorrow."

"Thanksgiving?"

"Yeah." Daniel smiled. "I figured even if it's just the two of us, I didn't want you to miss all the great food you say your mother usually makes. So I did a cherry pie earlier and that's the apple."

"Oh."

That was not a good Oh. Daniel carefully set the ladle in its rest on the stove and turned to look at Jacob. "You did tell your parents you were spending the day with me."

The silence was eloquent.

"You didn't."

Jacob's eyes dropped to the floor.

"Dammit, Trip, look at me. What did you say to them?"

Jacob's eyes met his, wide and dark. "I said I'd come home. Just for dinner. Not for the whole day. I told them I would only stay for the meal and maybe an hour or so more and then..."

"No." Daniel slapped his hand on the counter with enough force to bruise his palm. "No, Jacob."

"I'm sorry, Daniel, I know I said I would try to get out of it."

"Yeah, you did. I understood that you went without me the first year. At that point they'd never even met me. They had no idea." He had understood, even if it had hurt like hell. He'd watched Jacob walk out the door and leave him alone on the holiday just two days after he'd chucked everything he'd had in California to be with the man. But at least they had agreed on it together. And the night after had mostly made up for it. "Then last year your mother was sick over the holidays, and we agreed you wouldn't worry her. But this year everyone is healthy as an ox. You promised me."

"I didn't promise. I said I would try to talk to them. But you know Father; he has this idea of how family has to work, and Thanksgiving dinner with all the family in our places around the table is part of that."

"No, I don't know your father, do I? Because he doesn't want to know me. And I'm not your family, apparently."

Jacob took two quick steps toward him, grabbing his forearms in an urgent grip. "You're better than family, Daniel. You know that. You're the other half of me."

"The half you leave at home when you go dine with the rest of them. Unless you finally persuaded them to invite me?"

"I'm sorry."

Daniel shrugged his hands free of Jacob's grip and moved away from him. "You can't do this. This is not okay. I am not going to sit home waiting while you go to your parents' house and celebrate the holiday and make small talk and pretend I don't exist."

"Then I won't," Jacob said urgently. "I'll stay home and tell mother I'm ill and..."

"To hell with that." Daniel turned away for a moment. His eyes prickled and a bitter taste rose in his mouth. "You tell them the truth. Tell them you want to spend Thanksgiving with the man you love. Tell them if they want to see you from now on, I get to come too."

Jacob whispered, "I can't do that. You know I can't. I think Father knows, I'm sure he knows about you. But he's never going to admit it. If I start making ultimatums he won't back down. He'll throw me out. And it's not just the family. It's my position in the store, my career."

"Then you can find another job. The Depression is over. There's work to be had. And I'm doing okay. I got the nod for a big men's fashion layout for one of our best clients. They're talking about maybe giving me a raise. We can get by."

"Get by, maybe. But no one else is going to give me a position as a manager right now; maybe not ever if he blackballs me. And he'd be furious enough to do it. And it won't be just that. He'll forbid Mother and Lily to see me. I'll lose everything."

"Except me," Daniel said softly.

Jacob's eyes were anguished. "Are you asking me to choose between my family and you? Right now?"

"I chose. Back when I landed in San Francisco and came here without even stopping home first. Back when I called Mom and Dad and told them the Navy had found me a man I loved and that was the most it had done for me, I chose."

"And they said don't come home," Jacob said with returned heat. "Remember that? They said they didn't want any queer perverts in their home."

"Jesus, do you think I've forgotten?"

"No. Daniel, no, I didn't mean that. But how can you want me to do the same? Mother and Father will let me go on like this, like one of the family, if I don't rub their nose in it. A few holiday meals, the occasional party or gathering over there. Is that too big a price to pay for peace and getting to see my parents and my sister?"

Was it? Daniel wondered if he really was being unreasonable. Was it selfish of him to want Jacob to put Daniel's needs ahead of his parents' demands? Was there something wrong with him that he couldn't just go along with this? Last year Jacob went to the Segal house and ate a little and made his mother happy. And then he came home to Daniel. Why couldn't that be enough this year?

Daniel wished he had the answer to that question. Because this year if Jacob walked out that door to spend the holiday with people who pretended Daniel didn't exist, he thought it might be the last straw. Maybe when Jacob came home, Daniel wouldn't be there.

He yanked off his apron and tossed it on the counter. "I have to walk."

"What?" Jacob reached for him as he went past and Daniel dodged aside.

"Don't worry. I'll be back." He strode to the door and unlocked it, not even stopping for his coat.

Jacob stood irresolutely in the kitchen doorway, as if he wanted to follow and didn't quite dare. "It's cold out there Daniel."

"And icy. I know." He glared at Jacob. "So don't you dare follow me. You know you don't do well on ice with your leg."

Jacob startled. Daniel felt a little glow of shameful satisfaction. They never talked about the leg. Daniel was good at never seeming to notice when Jacob was limping. But maybe it was time to drag everything out into the open.

He ducked out the door, pulling it shut behind him, and clattered down the stairs. The hallway smelled heavily of cabbage and onions again. Mrs. Dankowsky must have been cooking up a storm. He and Jacob had been saving money for a house, hoping to move soon.

Daniel strode through the lobby and pulled open the outer door. There were good reasons for Jacob to want to keep his job, for sure. The money was for both of them. And really Daniel didn't want to separate Jacob from his family. He wasn't sure why this Thanksgiving together felt so vitally necessary.

It was cold indeed. It didn't take many steps for Daniel to regret the impetuousness that had kept him from taking the time to grab his coat. But still he didn't turn back. There was a small park down the street. It was just a scrubby little lot with a weed-choked lawn and a few bushes. But in that park there was a bench under the boughs of an old elm tree. Sometimes Daniel needed to sit there for a while.

The slats of the bench were hard under his thighs, and the chill quickly seeped through his clothing. The streetlight barely lit the park and the tree branches moved in hushed waves against the dim sky. Daniel's mind went back to that night in the Pacific Ocean before he found Trip. In that long dark nightmare of fear and loneliness and pain, he had known everything would be all right if he could just find Jacob. So how could he be thinking about leaving him?

And yet how could he stay? He'd been telling the truth when he said he'd put Jacob first. He'd neglected his family and not even gone to the job interview he'd been promised in San Francisco. And when his father's reaction over the phone, after a moment of being glad he'd made it home alive, was to say he hoped Daniel was over the queer nonsense, Daniel hadn't hesitated. Jacob had been worth giving up all the rest. It hurt like hell to think he wasn't worth the same to Jacob.

So were things really bad enough to leave the man? Daniel clenched his teeth to keep them from chattering and wrapped his arms around himself. He'd told Jacob how much being put in second place hurt him. Did it have to be an ultimatum? Standing in front of two homemade pies, it had felt like the end of the world if Jacob turned him down. But it wasn't. The end of the world was when he'd thought there was no more Jacob in it. Nothing was worse than losing Trip.

Daniel's throat tightened and a sob rocked his chest. God, he was a fool. Sitting here in the dark on an icy park bench, crying because his man wasn't willing to let his whole life go to hell. That just showed that Jacob was sensible, right? Thinking ahead to the plans they'd made. Plans which did depend on Jacob keeping that job and his salary, and maybe rising to be store manager soon.

So maybe he and Jacob weren't quite on even footing. Probably a lot of relationships were like that. There was always someone who gave a bit more to keep things cheerful. He could do that. He didn't have to leave Jacob just to make some stupid point when he would probably never find any man willing to meet him exactly halfway. He shivered, the chatter of his teeth not quite hiding another sob.

He should go back and tell Jacob...

A coat warm with body heat wrapped around his shoulders. "You damned fool," Jacob murmured, sitting down beside him on the bench.

Daniel hiccupped and turned to frown at him. "What about you, walking on the damned ice after I told you not to?" At least Jacob was pulling on a coat of his own.

"I didn't have a choice."

Daniel leaned against his shoulder, suddenly weary. "I'm sorry Trip."

"No," Jacob interrupted. "Damn you, don't say that."

"What?"

"Don't apologize. You were right."

"I think I should treasure this moment," Daniel said, trying to be whimsical. "Right about what?"

"Right about everything. Right about the fact that I'm being unfair, that I can't expect you to always take a back seat when Father makes some demand of me. If holidays are for family, well you are my family. There's no one I want to be with more than you. I'll tell Mother and Father that either they set an extra place at the table for you, or I won't be there either."

"Really? You'll do that?"

"As soon as we make it home," Jacob said stoutly. "I was going to telephone and do it before I came after you. So I could say it was done. But I thought that if you'd decided to walk instead of sit I didn't want you to have too much of a head start."

Daniel said into the darkness, "I'm glad you didn't tell them yet."

"Huh?"

"I don't want you to."

"I don't understand. I'm ready to do it. I want to. You're everything, Daniel. I may love my family and my job, but not compared to you."

"That's all I needed," Daniel realized. "For you to be willing. I don't need you to actually do it. You were right too. I want that little house with a garden that we're saving up for. I want you to be happy in your work and be invited to your baby sister's birthday. I don't need you to lay down an ultimatum for your father. I just needed to know that you would."

"I would. I will," Jacob insisted. "It's the right thing to do."

"One version of right." Daniel stood up and reached down to put a hand under Jacob's arm. "I happen to like the version of right where you go butter up the man whose money is going to pay for us living in luxurious sin. And then you get up from his dinner table and come home and fuck me silly."

"You're sure?" Jacob took Daniel's arm as they navigated the icy sidewalk towards home. "You want me to go to dinner tomorrow?"

"Go eat with them. Be the dutiful son. Then come back to our place for dessert." Daniel tipped his head sideways so Jacob's hair brushed his face. It was as close as he could get to a kiss out here. But there were only a few hundred yards to home. "Although maybe we can rock the boat just a little. What do you think your mom would do if you brought a cherry pie with you and told her I made it?"

Jacob's smile was slow and just a little wicked. "I don't know. I think we might just have to find out."

****


CHAPTER 13

March 1, 1951

Jacob set down the phone and turned to Daniel. He could feel the broad grin stretching his cheeks.

"What?" Daniel demanded.

"It's a girl. We're uncles."

"Lily? She had the baby? That's excellent! They're okay?" Daniel came and gave Jacob an enthusiastic hug.

"They're fine. That was Michael on the phone. Lily wants us to come see the baby."

"Us?" Daniel frowned slightly. "You should absolutely go. But I imagine your parents will be there. You don't need me along."

"Daniel." Jacob grabbed his sleeve and then leaned in for a kiss, prolonging the moment even if Daniel didn't know it yet. Daniel kissed back willingly but distractedly. Jacob let him go and stepped back so he could get the whole effect. "They want us both to come. Michael said Lily specifically told him so. He said, 'The kid needs to see her two uncles.' They named her Hannah Danielle."

"They..." Jacob saw it hit Daniel, the puzzlement and then the wonder. "Danielle?"

"Yep."

Light dawned in Daniel's eyes and Jacob hugged himself with happiness and silently blessed his sister and her husband. He knew Daniel missed his own family, sometimes missed them a lot even though he had cut himself off from them willingly. Just last month Maria, the only sister to keep in touch, had written about another baby in the family, and there had been pain in Daniel's eyes as he carefully put the letter away. So bless Lily and Michael for this.

Daniel's smile blossomed. "We should go see the kid. Maybe bring her something, right? It's a Thursday so Dorsey's is open late. We could stop on the way and get a stuffed bear or something. And something for Lily too."

"Sure. We can do that."

"So what are you waiting for?" Daniel strode over to the hall closet and yanked the door open. "Come on, Trip. Get a move on. You may be queer, but even you should know better than to keep a lady waiting."

Jacob followed him out the door towards the car. The lilacs along the driveway were coming into bloom. Their scent lingered on the air and the setting sun gilded Daniel's dark hair. They were uncles. But would never be parents. Jacob blinked back tears of joy and pain.

He remembered sitting down with Lily at her kitchen table, two weeks ago. She had taken his hand with a serious look on her face. He'd frozen for a moment, wondering if there was something wrong with her or the baby. But then she'd said, "I need to talk to you about names."

"Huh? You want my advice?"

"No. I want to tell you what Michael and I decided."

"Okay."

"You know we were going to give the baby Brian's name. Harry or Hannah, after Michael's grandmother. And then Brian or Briana."

He'd said, "Okay," again, although it caught in his throat.

Lily rubbed his hand gently. "But we're not going to do that. The next baby will named be for Brian. I haven't forgotten him, and I do want to honor him. But this child I want to name for my new brother. Michael's not Jewish. We don't have to stick to traditions and dead people's names. So this baby's second name will be Daniel. Or Danielle."

He had just stared at her. He barely felt the tears on his cheeks. Lily leaned forward and kissed his damp skin, although she had to work around her swollen belly and the table to do it. "We love him like a brother, Jacob. And Mother and Father have been so hard on you both. I don't think he knows how important he is. I want him to know."

Jacob had raised her fingers to his lips. He'd never kissed his sister's hand except in play and mockery, but he did it now. "Thank you."

And today Hannah Danielle was born.

Ahead of him in the fading March sunshine, Daniel yanked open the driver's side door. "I'm going to drive," he called gaily to Jacob. "At your pace, the kid will be in college before we get a chance to see her."

Jacob rounded the car and got in the passenger side. "At least with me driving, we'd have a chance to live to see the graduation," he grumbled. But his heart was as light as the golden air and the world was filled with sweet perfume.

****

June 1952

Jacob glanced up as the door to the house opened. Daniel tiptoed in, clearly trying to be quiet. The effort was spoiled by a poorly judged motion that slammed the door behind him.

Jacob ostentatiously ignored the loud bang and turned back to the book in his lap as if it held his whole attention. As if he didn't notice that Daniel was smiling and dressed up in his favorite shirt. As if he didn't see the way Daniel's hair was mussed in the back...

"Hey, you didn't have to wait up," Daniel said. He wandered into the living room and dropped onto the sofa beside Jacob. He smelled of beer and cigarettes and cologne.

"I was reading," Jacob muttered. He meant to get up with dignity and head to bed, now that Daniel was home. But he heard himself say acidly, "While you were out God-knows-where until one a.m."

"You knew where I was," Daniel said. "Cliff was having a couple of us from the firm over to celebrate winning the High-Style clothing account. I told you that. Didn't I?"

"No." Jacob put a bookmark in his novel and closed it carefully. That was what he'd suspected, though. That Daniel was off somewhere with Cliff and his friends, having a good time. Well, other than the moments when he'd thought Daniel was dead under a train somewhere. "You didn't tell me."

"Well, I would have if I'd seen you in the last two days. You're a fine one to talk about being out late. What time did you get home for dinner last night? Ten o'clock, wasn't it?"

"That's different. I was working. You know we had that problem with the zoning on the new store. Father's been busy with that all week and someone had to pick up the slack."

Daniel muttered, "Yeah. I forgot. That was this week's excuse." He stood up quickly and had to reach for the arm of the sofa to balance himself.

Jacob grabbed his sleeve and tugged him back down. "What do you mean, this week's excuse?"

Daniel sighed and ran a hand over his hair. "Look Trip, let's not do this, all right?" He leaned back against the cushions and closed his eyes. "You're tired and I'm a little drunk. I don't want to fight."

"I'm not fighting," Jacob said stubbornly. "I'm just asking why the fact that I work late now and then makes it okay for you to disappear and show up at one a.m. smelling of someone else's cologne."

Daniel's eyes opened abruptly and he sat up. "What exactly are you implying?"

Jacob dropped his eyes before the fire in Daniel's gaze. "Nothing. I'm just saying I would have liked to know where you were. And who you were with. There's this modern invention called the telephone. It works very well."

"Cliff doesn't have the money to be on the telephone. And since when do I have to account to you for what I do and who I visit?"

Jacob shrugged irritably. "I just like to be informed if you aren't going to show up for dinner."

"Tell me you cooked." Daniel shoved his arm away roughly. "Tell me you cooked dinner and waited for me. You can't, can you? Not like I did five times in the last two weeks."

"I can't cook. You know that."

"Oh, now I get it. You waited for the little woman to come home and make dinner for you and had to go hungry. Poor you."

"I had a sandwich. And you're not the little woman. Damn it, that's not the point. I was worried."

"Well if you listened to a damned thing I tell you, you wouldn't have been. Because I did tell you. Yesterday. I remember clearly now. I told you at breakfast that I was going over to Cliff's with Darren and Stevie and their friends. And you said to count you out."

Jacob frowned. It rang a faint bell. "That was tonight?"

"Yes."

He set the book carefully on the coffee table. "Well, maybe you did say something. I don't remember. I don't know why you want to hang about with that crowd anyway."

"They're fun."

"They're flaming fairies. Honest to God, Daniel. They chatter like magpies and one of them is always breaking up with another of them, and the ones who don't have a man of their own are always making a play for you. They're like the worst stereotypes of gay men. What do you see in them?"

"They're fun," Daniel repeated slowly. "They're light-hearted and they love art and they're pretty brave to be so open. And they're queer like me."

"You're not like them. I'm betting Cliff had make-up on, didn't he?"

"So what? In the privacy of his own home he can look like Ginger Rogers if he wants to. Who the hell are you to sneer at him?"

"I'm not sneering. I just don't like him and that whole crowd you hang out with since you started working at Chambers & Bradson. I worry about you. It's not good to be obvious these days. Things are getting worse for men like us, not better, the last few years. You may not have noticed but..."

"So I should avoid my friends because they're too queer for you."

"It's not safe. You don't pay attention to politics so you may not realize, people are getting crazy out there. It's not just the Commies. It's immigrants and actors and queers and anyone else they want to harass. It's like we're going backwards. If you hang about with people like Cliff, you could find yourself being arrested one of these days."

Daniel drawled, "So... you're trying to protect me by keeping me away from Cliff?"

"Yes!"

Daniel just looked at him. Those hazel eyes that Jacob adored were steady and just a little sad.

The words were dragged out of Jacob. "He has a crush on you."

"I don't return his interest."

"I know but..." Jacob tried to find the anger he'd been nursing all evening. All he found was the worry. He looked down at the floor. "You work with him, you go out places with him. You say he's fun, and I know I haven't been much fun lately."

"You haven't been around much lately."

"I wish you wouldn't spend so much time with him."

"What do you really think is going to happen?"

"I don't know."

"You don't trust me."

Even Jacob could hear the hurt in that clearly. "No. I do trust you. I know you won't do... anything with another man. Not while we're together."

"What then?"

"I'm worried you might want to."

Daniel shook his head slowly. "What in God's name would give you that impression?"

"He follows you. He flatters you and bats his eyelashes and laughs at your jokes and pats your arm. You two talk about art and French novels and films and things I don't know much about. All I do is go to work and stay there for fourteen hours and then come home and fall into bed. Half the time lately I'm out cold by the time you're done showering. I guess I'm scared you'll start wanting to be with him more than you want to be with me."

Daniel laughed softly. "You are such an idiot." He leaned in to kiss Jacob's cheek and then his mouth. Jacob wanted to protest being called an idiot but his mouth was otherwise engaged. After several long minutes, Daniel pulled back. "I want you. I have since the first time I kissed you. Hell, since the first time I saw you. That doesn't change just because you've had your nose to the grindstone until you can't see past the shavings."

"Is that even a real saying?"

"Does it matter?" Daniel stood and held out a hand to him. "Tell you what. Let's spend a little time together right now. Remind ourselves why we put up with each other."

"It's one a.m."

"Do you care?"

"No." Jacob got up and gave Daniel his hand. He let his lover draw him down the hallway to the bedroom.

"You know," Daniel said, raising his hands to his shirt buttons. "There's one way to make sure I never so much as think about Cliff."

"Huh?" Jacob couldn't think when the lamplight was picking out the flat planes and curves of Daniel's chest.

"Fuck me silly. Wear me out until I have no room to think about anyone else."

It was one a.m. And he had to get up before six, and he'd spent thirteen hours at work today, not including the drive. But he thought nothing had ever sounded more appealing than that request from Daniel. "Oh yes." He stepped forward and put his hands on that hot hard flesh. "I can do that."

"And not worry any more about Cliff?"

Jacob knew it wasn't that easy. But maybe he could find more time to be with Daniel. And in his heart he knew Daniel would never go behind his back. Maybe Jacob would never have as many interests in common with Daniel as Cliff did. But he looked into his lover's flushed face and realized he had one thing that Cliff didn't have. Daniel's complete and rapt, lust-filled attention. Jacob moved closer and gave Daniel a fast rough kiss with a world of promise in it. "Cliff who?" he said.

****

   February 3, 1959

   Dear Jacob,

You were right. I think I have to say that about once a decade so you might want to make note of the date.

I should have just brought you with me.

I thought maybe without Dad here to loom over the scene, Mom and the others might accept me, or at least pretend they did long enough to get through this. But somehow Dad dead is worse than Dad living here. It's like Mom is trying to make any past trespasses up to him by being the perfect wife now. Not one word comes out of her mouth that Dad couldn't have said himself. The first thing she asked me when I walked in the door was, "Do you have a girlfriend yet?" After eighteen years away, half my life, that's the biggest thing she wants to know.

Of course I said no, I have a lover, the same man I've been with for seventeen years. You would think I'd stabbed her. If it wasn't for Maria, I'd have walked right back out again and come home. But my baby sis calmed me down and then she calmed Mom down. She's a born peacemaker. I'm staying with Maria and her husband, who is a pretty great guy. But just until the funeral. They don't need my help with Dad's stuff or the farm. And I don't need them watching me like I'm going to steal something or seduce the children. I changed my train ticket for an earlier one. Expect me back on the eighth, Trip.

God, I can't wait to get home.

   Yours, Daniel 

****


CHAPTER 14       

June 28, 1969

Daniel frowned across the room at his friend Philip, who had commandeered the loveseat. "You don't read anything without looking at a published review first? Never pick something up just because the cover caught your eye?"

Philip stretched out long legs in carefully tailored trousers and shook his head. "My time is too valuable for that."

"Honestly." Phil's lover Eddie passed behind him and swiped at the back of his neatly arranged hair. "Could you be any more pretentious, baby?"

"Try me," Phil called after Eddie's back as the younger man headed for the kitchen.

From where he had dropped onto the couch, Jacob laughed. Daniel pushed back his chair from the table and got up to cross the room to Jacob. Then he paused, his eye caught by a flicker of silenced motion on the television set that was visible through the open door of the study. He stopped halfway to Jacob to watch intently.

Jacob was the first to notice his abstraction. He stood and came up behind Daniel. "What is it?"

Daniel nodded toward the set. "Isn't that the Stonewall Inn? Can we turn up the sound?" The picture showed a crowd of people in the streets, jostling and waving, in front of the brick facade of the New York City bar with its familiar vertical sign. He and Trip had joked once or twice about checking out the place if they went to New York City, but they never had. On screen, the light levels flared as something flamed on the dark street.

Eddie paused on his way toward the living room with more drinks and turned to look at the screen. "Yeah, it's the Stonewall. We've never been there, although of course one hears things. It hasn't been open that long. What, a couple of years maybe? But enough is enough. I don't really want to hear about that anymore." He set the tray of drinks firmly down on the coffee table.

"Hear about what?" Daniel went over and turned the knob on the set. The sound hissed and then come on louder. "...since early this morning. Several homosexuals were arrested and four police officers were injured in the riots. For a while today, quiet reigned and it seemed as if the violence and rioting might be over. But now the crowds have begun to gather again. Fires are burning in the trash barrels and..." Phil shoved Daniel out of the way and snapped off the television completely.

"What did you do that for?" Daniel demanded. He reached toward the set and Phil grabbed his hand and shoved it away.

"I don't want to see it. I'm up to my eyeteeth with that mess. They're damned fools!"

"Who are?" Daniel turned to Eddie. "We went for a drive in the country and ended up spending the day. I haven't heard anything."

"You haven't?" Eddie went over to the newspaper rack and pulled out the Times. He unfolded it and passed it to Daniel. Jacob stood with his chin on Daniel's shoulder as they read an account of the previous night's rioting at a gay bar with growing wonder and anger and excitement.

"They actually did it," Daniel said. "They fought back against the cops. Holy cow, I never thought I'd see the day."

"They're idiots!" Phil snatched the paper away and folded it with hands that shook a little. "They have no idea what they're doing. They'll set the whole homophile movement back decades! How can we ask to be taken seriously, to be treated as equals, when we have men in dresses doing line dances and singing about their pubic hairs while the police arrest them?"

"They did what?" Daniel couldn't help grinning. "I didn't see anything about that."

"Phil's been following the accounts all day and ranting about it," Eddie said. "I made him put it away so we could have a nice quiet dinner with you two."

"And I don't want to give it one more moment of my attention," Phil snapped. "It just makes me sick. People are going to think that's who we all are. Men with curls and makeup and dresses and the boys from the park, burning and breaking things. It will just make them angrier. And they'll come down even harder on all of us. We were making slow progress, our way. And now this!"

"Can we just turn the television back on for a little while?" Jacob asked. "I'd like to see what's going on right now. Just for a minute."

Phil slowly said, "If you must," and it was Eddie who said, "No."

"What?" Daniel stared at Eddie.

Eddie folded his arms. "No. You're just going to get Phil all riled up and he'll be pacing and yelling all night. Enough is enough. If you want to get all excited about gay boys whooping it up on the streets of New York until the police beat some sense into them, you can just do it at home." He tried a winning smile. "Come on, boys. I brought the drinks. Let's all just have a nice evening together, okay? We don't get to see the two of you together half often enough. Let's enjoy it."

Daniel and Jacob followed Eddie back to the living room. But Daniel couldn't settle into a discussion of books and films and where to go for vacation, when out there on the New York streets gays and lesbians were standing up to be counted. He lost the train of conversation time and again. After about a half hour, Jacob stood. "Listen, we're going to cut this evening short. We'll have to do it again soon."

Eddie looked at them sadly. "You're thinking about that stuff going down in New York."

"Yes," Daniel said. "It's... It feels important. That's our people out there."

"Not my people," Phil snapped. "The Stonewall is full of drag queens and fairies. They're exactly the people we don't want the movement associated with."

"They're gay," Jacob said firmly. "Like us." He stood, pulling his keys from his pocket. "Thanks for the dinner. We'll see you again soon."

At the car, Jacob shoved the keys into Daniel's hands. "You drive."

Daniel glanced over at him as they pulled out. "Are you okay?"

"I don't know."

Daniel mused, "I don't think I've heard you say that before."

"What?"

"Gay like us."

"Maybe I should have."

At home they turned on their own TV and watched the coverage, as riots and arrests continued through a second night. When they finally snapped off the set, Jacob sat silently on the couch. Daniel tried to figure out what Jacob was thinking. Phil was right, in a way. The violence was having a backlash, with commentators railing against the actions of militant homos. Or laughing at them and ridiculing the protesters as commando queens. But it was exciting too. Energizing. Like a whole lot of being careful and holding back was finally being loosened and thrown off.

"You're not thinking of going to the city," he joked to Jacob, maybe only half joking because the impulse to get up and go join in was stronger than he would have expected.

Jacob shook his head silently, eyes on the blank screen. Then he got up and walked stiffly out of the room. Daniel stared after him with concern. A minute later Jacob came back with two framed photos in his hands. "Which one do you think?" He held out the pictures for Daniel to see.

Daniel looked at them. One was a snap of the two of them on a hike, flushed and a little disheveled from the climb, arms around each other with the vista behind them. The other was a formal picture of Daniel. It wasn't his favorite. Jacob had asked for photos a year ago for his birthday, and Daniel had gone to a studio to oblige him. Something about the photographer had been intimidating, though. The result had been a series of poses that Daniel thought made him look like a waxwork or something. But Jacob had chosen this one and framed it and kept it beside their bed.

"For what? You know how I feel about the portrait, so if whatever you're planning would get it out of the bedroom I'm all for it. I even depress myself in that one."

"I want one for my desk at work."

"You what?" Daniel stared at him.

"Monday. Monday I'm going to walk into the office and put your picture on my desk, and put both our names down for the Fourth of July picnic."

Daniel stood and went over to him. Carefully, he tried to take the pictures out of Jacob's hands. "Listen, Trip, you don't want to be hasty."

Jacob held onto the frames stubbornly. "I'm not being hasty. God, I should have done it years ago. I'm going to tell Father either he accepts me the way I am, with you or..."

"Or what? Are you really ready to quit if he says no? Listen, honey, I love that you want to do this. And I hope someday soon you will. But are you sure you want to do it now? You know your dad is talking about retiring soon. And he'll either pick you or that tight-assed bastard Davidson as company President when he leaves. You've worked damned hard and given up a lot for the company, for a lot of years. Do you really want to give him a reason to dump you now?"

"I don't care." Jacob looked at Daniel but his eyes were glazed. He seemed to be looking past Daniel at something distant. "It's been too long already. That's what those riots are about, you know. Just too much for too long. Too many people telling us we're crazy and wrong and degenerate and denying us our rights. Those men in the bar weren't hurting anyone. They were just trying to live their lives. And yet the cops have the right to walk in and bust them and throw them in jail, just for who they are. For who we are. And it won't stop until people see that being gay isn't just about The Stonewall and drag queens and rent boys. It's about the vice president of a pharmacy chain and a gifted commercial artist."

"Ooh, now I'm gifted. How sweet of you." Daniel leaned forward to kiss Jacob's cheek but the humor fell flat. Jacob just stared intently down at the two pictures.

"Well, if you're seriously going to do it," Daniel said, "Then do it right. Take the one with the two of us. That way I don't look like your deceased second cousin or something."

That jerked a laugh out of Jacob. He looked up to meet Daniel's eyes. "You're okay with this?"

"I've been waiting for you to come out for two decades. I'm delirious. Okay, given that you've waited this long I did think you might wait another year or two until you had the brass ring. But I can see why you need to do it now. We'll be fine. The mortgage is more than half paid off. My job is pretty secure, even of the camera boys are slowly taking over from the real artists. We have some savings. So even if your father does throw you out, we'll get by."

"Thanks."

Daniel pulled Jacob into a hug. "You're welcome. Now you'll have to give me something nice, since I'm allowing you to finally mention my name to your father and co-workers."

"You're batty."

"You love me anyway."

"I do." Jacob turned in his arms and tipped his mouth for a kiss. He held one photo in each hand as he leaned in. Their mouths met.

Daniel kissed his Jacob wet and hot, trying to show his approval for this risky and long-awaited step. The practical side of him had suggested waiting. But the other half of him, maybe the other nine-tenths of him, was screaming and cheering like his team just won the World Series. He put one hand behind Jacob's head, to steady his mouth for plundering. With his other hand, he sneaked the formal portrait out of Jacob's slackened grip and dropped it in the wastebasket.

Oops. That crack suggested broken glass. Jacob pulled back and winced. "I liked that picture."

"I'll get a new one taken."

"It won't be the same."

"I promise, working with a photographer who doesn't remind me of my high-school principal will be worth me being a year older and uglier in the picture."

"You never get uglier. You're one of those guys who's going to look sexy when you're eighty."

"What about now?" Daniel nibbled his way down Jacob's neck, loving the way Jacob tilted his head to give his marauding mouth better access. "Am I sexy now?"

Jacob laughed into his hair, and shoved a very hard cock against Daniel's hip.

"Come on," Daniel said. "Bedtime. I'll find you a better place to put that thing you're poking me with." He took the other picture out of Jacob's hand, and stretched over to set it safely on the bookcase. He wrapped an arm around Jacob's shoulder. "It'll be there on Monday morning if you still want it. Come to bed now."

In the bedroom, Daniel reached for Jacob's shirt, slowly opening the buttons. Jacob sighed with pleasure and reached out to return the favor. Jacob slipped his fingers under the waistband of Daniel's slacks and teased him with brief touches. Daniel kissed Jacob's shoulders and pushed his shirt down gradually. It had been a long time since they had stopped to savor this before-getting-completely-naked part. He ran rough fingers over Jacob's nipples to make him gasp.

Jacob was still slim. Where many of the men his age were getting a spare tire, Jacob still had a flat belly and prominent hipbones. Daniel ran his hands up Jacob's sides and under his shirt, stroking the long lines of his back, enjoying the smooth heat under his palms and the soft brush of cotton shirt over his wrists. He gripped Jacob's belt loops and pulled their hips together, grinding roughly against Jacob. Jacob moaned and pushed back eagerly.

Daniel unbuttoned Jacob's slacks and shoved them down. He dropped to his knees to mouth over those hipbones and down toward Jacob's groin. Sure Jacob's skin was a little less tight than the boy Daniel had touched that first time in an Australian hotel room. There were a few extra dark freckles scattered on his belly. Daniel kissed each one leisurely. And a few of those curls were touched with grey. But the man was still damned edible. Daniel pushed the slacks lower and bent in to nuzzle against Jacob's balls. Jacob moaned and put his hand in Daniel's hair. But when Daniel would have moved in on his target, Jacob bent and lifted him up.

"Not like that."

"You're turning down a blow job? Stop the presses."

Jacob said softly, "I want you to fuck me."

"Really?" Daniel grinned and cupped his face to kiss him thoroughly. When Jacob was properly breathless, Daniel broke off and added, "I could probably do that. If you make it worth my while."

"More worth your while than letting you fuck me?"

"Okay, I admit, not a hardship." He let his voice go soft. "You're sure that's how you want it?"

"Yeah. It's been a while. Too long."

Daniel pretended to flip through a calendar. "There. February 1953– a rare sighting of Jacob's upturned ass."

"Ass yourself. It hasn't been that long."

"Maybe not." Daniel reached out and finished taking Jacob's shirt and pants off him. Jacob kicked off his briefs too. The man was still so good to look at. Daniel was losing his train of thought. There was something he wanted to say... oh, yeah. "Long enough that you'll feel it tomorrow."

"Good," Jacob said almost fiercely. "I want to feel it into next week."

Daniel grunted, feeling his cock jerk at the words. "Could be arranged."

"First you have to get naked too."

"Could also be arranged." Daniel stripped off his disarrayed clothing fast, suddenly too eager to mess around with making it slow and sexy.

Jacob fell on the bed and rolled over on his knees. "You want my ass in the air?"

Daniel smacked him once lightly, and then again, for the pleasure of that rounded flesh under his palm. Jacob's bad hip might not make it all the way through a hard fuck in this position, but Daniel wasn't about to turn down the offer. He reached into the drawer for the lube and climbed on the mattress between Jacob's legs.

Daniel's breath shortened as Jacob rocked back, rubbing against him. He set his hands firmly on Jacob's hips, ignoring the ridges of scars under his left hand, and leaned forward to kiss his way down Jacob's back from the nape of his neck to his tailbone. Jacob whined and spread his thighs wider apart. Daniel bit him, hard enough to leave a circle of pink on the pale skin of his ass-cheek. He let go with one hand and opened the lube, putting a dollop in each hand.

Then he began his all-time favorite occupation: lubing up Jacob Segal while slowly driving him crazy. He used his slippery fingers to stroke Jacob, inside and out, trapping him between probing finger and the hand on his balls. Jacob jerked back and forth between Daniel's hands, seeking more of both. Daniel added a second finger and held still as he felt Jacob clench in response and then slowly relax to it. He curved his fingers to find the spot better and stroked over Jacob in small circles of firm pressure.

"Now, go now, you teasing bastard," Jacob ground out. He shoved backward with his ass, driving Daniel's fingers deeper, and moaned in response to that touch.

"One more." The third finger was tight. It really had been a while. But the noises and thrashing movements he was drawing from Jacob as he worked him were all eagerness.

Okay, maybe that had been his second favorite occupation. Because when he withdrew his fingers and guided his cock into place, he couldn't help making some noises of his own. Jacob was tight and hot and fucking him was going to bring Daniel off like a firecracker in about ten seconds flat. He leaned his weight in and grunted as he slipped deeper.

Jacob panted, an explosion of breath to mark each drive of Daniel's hips. Daniel leaned on his back and wrapped his arms around underneath, pistoning forward in short hard thrusts. Each one drew a grunt from his throat and built the fire in his groin. He felt the wet tip of Jacob's cock brush against his forearm where it crossed Jacob's belly. He freed his hand to take Jacob in his grip and rub him.

"Over," Jacob gasped.

"What?"

"Want to roll over. Want to see your face."

"Yeah." Daniel pulled out and helped Jacob flip to his back. Daniel grabbed a couple of pillows and stuffed them under Jacob's ass to raise him. Then Jacob spread his legs wide and Daniel guided himself into place. Then somehow, the sex became different.

That hard driving rhythm that had burned through both of them became a slow easy rocking in. Daniel watched Jacob's face. So many times, so many years, and it would never be enough. He loved this, watching Jacob's mouth drop open and go slack. Watching his eyes widen, pupils dilating, the little smile lines at the corners fading as Jacob got lost in the feel of Daniel's cock deep inside him. Jacob stroked himself, almost languidly, matching the long slow pull and thrust that Daniel was using.

Daniel looked down at the apex of his stroke to the place where their bodies merged, where Jacob was open and stretched around him and he was buried to the hilt in Jacob. For a long moment Daniel froze, just looking at that sight. Then he raised his eyes to Jacob's dark ones and went crazy, slamming hard and fast into Jacob until they both gasped and groaned and cried out, coming together.

Daniel eased his way out of Jacob's ass as soon as he could see and move again. He guided his lover's shaking legs down to the bed. He put his hands over Jacob's left hip and thigh, rubbing and massaging at the scarred and damaged muscles. Sometimes Jacob forgot to protect himself in the heat of the moment, and was really sore afterward. Jacob moaned under the caress of his hands, but it sounded like pleasure, not pain. Good.

"You okay, Trip?"

"Mm. Gonna feel that tomorrow, all right."

"In a good way?"

"Oh, yes." Jacob reached down and pulled Daniel up beside him. "The leg is fine. Leave it and let me hold you."

Daniel settled happily into a spoon, with Jacob's softening cock nestled in the small of his back. Jacob kissed his ear and folded hairy arms over Daniel's chest. Daniel tugged on his arm hair playfully, skating over the surface of the deep joy that was welling up inside him. "Here's a grey hair, old man. And another one."

"Who just turned forty-seven? You're two years older than me right now. Old man."

"I'm ageless. A classic."

"Like a Model T."

Daniel laughed happily and clasped his arms over Jacob's to hug them around himself more tightly. "God, I love you."

There was a pause. They didn't say it often. But Daniel felt the soft warmth of truth in it when Jacob said, "I love you too. And I'm ready for everyone to know it."

"We've been fine for two decades, hon. You don't have to do anything different."

"Maybe we've been fine. But I'm ready to do better."

"You know I love you whether you ever put that picture on your desk or not."

"I know." Jacob kissed his neck softly. "I do know that. I don't deserve you and I don't know what you see in me, but I know my screw-ups don't change it. You love me. But how can I stay safe in hiding when everyone else is standing up to be counted? I want you to be proud of me too."

"God." Daniel tipped his head back so his cheek brushed Jacob's face. "You don't have to do anything different. You were in my sights from the moment you did that jitterbug across the deck, that first day on the Gageway."

Jacob sighed. "We were so damned young. I was dumb, you were gorgeous."

"Shush." Daniel turned in his arms to kiss him. "I'm still gorgeous. And we're still young."

"And I'm still dumb?"

"I didn't say that. Did I say that? Unless you keep talking about how you don't deserve me because that is dumb." Daniel squirmed back into the spoon and pulled Jacob's arm close. "God, what kind of man are you? I just fucked you into the bed and you want to have a heart-to-heart chat? You're supposed to roll over and go to sleep. Don't you read the women's columns in Cosmopolitan?"

"Why the hell would I read Cosmopolitan? For that matter why do you?"

"Cliff likes it. He reads it aloud to the whole office," Daniel muttered. "Get some rest, Trip. Because tomorrow is Sunday and we have the whole day together. And if you think this wore you out, just you wait till morning."

"Big talker." But Jacob sighed and his body softened against Daniel's back.

Ten minutes later Jacob was asleep, snoring softly as he had begun to do lately. But Daniel lay awake, wandering back in his mind to the big steel ship and the excitement and the fear and the deep blue waters of the Pacific. And when he finally slept, he found himself coming awake at the smallest sound outside. At the third awakening he gave it up as a bad job and eased out of Jacob's slack hold.

In the dim kitchen, he put on the kettle and made tea. He wanted black, but he took the chamomile, because he'd promised Jacob to try it on his bad nights. The steam was fragrant and soothing, with the sweetness of honey in it. He held the cup, staring down into it, until it cooled enough to drink. Eventually he carried it to the living room and settled on the couch. Each small sip eased him. On the bookcase, the picture of him and Jacob sat waiting, for Jacob to follow through on Monday. Or not.

On the mantle, among other framed photos, was a small black and white picture, a little creased around the edges, matted up big enough to frame. We both were young. And you, Jacob, were damned beautiful.

****

Two days later

Daniel put his lunch into his case Monday morning and checked through his portfolio for the D'Abrico account sketches. Jacob had risen an hour earlier, grabbed coffee and headed off to work. His kiss on Daniel's cheek had been swift but not perfunctory. After the door closed behind Jacob, Daniel had sat at the table, finishing his breakfast, sipping his coffee and not looking at the bookcase in the living room. Then he had cleaned up the kitchen and made his lunch, and now there was nothing left to do but head out that door. In fact he was damned close to being late for the art department meeting.

Coward. He and Jacob had watched news coverage off and on throughout Sunday. They had talked about everything and anything, except this. Everything except whether Jacob was really going to follow through and stand up to his father.

The idea made Daniel feel strange. Elated and sick to his stomach at the same time. How much worse must Jacob feel? Daniel could count on the fingers of one hand the number of times he'd even met Jacob the Second. Lily's wedding, because she'd insisted Trip bring him. Baby Hannah's birthdays a couple of times. Outside the newborn nursery when her sister Briana was born.

Each time the older Jacob Segal had gazed through Daniel coldly as if he didn't even exist. Daniel thought it was some kind of miracle that his Trip had grown up under that icy stare and still become the loving man he was. Loving and brave, and Daniel had to know just how much courage Jacob had walked out with today. Slowly he went into the living room and looked. The photo was gone.

It was a good thing art could engross him so completely. As it was, he still found himself looking at the clock over the studio door every twenty minutes. Now the supplier meeting Trip had gone in early for should be done. Now there was enough time for the older Jacob to have looked though the weekly sales report and read his paper, like Trip said he did every Monday. Now enough time had passed that if Trip was going to do it...

Daniel stopped trying to time it and put his full energy into worrying, between brush strokes. He could imagine everything from success to disaster. Well not quite everything. Picturing Mr. Segal saying, "How lovely. He'll be like a second son to your mother and me..." Nope. Even Daniel's agile brain couldn't wrap itself around that. But every shade from indifference to disaster. Some form of disaster was probable. Even so, he was surprised when he looked up and saw Jacob standing in the doorway.

Jacob's face was closed and unreadable. It didn't look like jubilant success. And he was here in Daniel's workplace instead of his own, at ten forty-five in the morning. Daniel laid his pen aside, carefully capped the ink, and got up. Jacob disappeared back into the hallway as Daniel wound his way to the front of the room.

Daniel tapped on the senior layout editor's desk as he went by. When Andrew glanced up Daniel said, "Taking a break. I'll be back in fifteen minutes."

"Sure." Andrew's attention went right back to the pages on his desk.

Jacob was standing at the end of the hall, staring blankly out the little window above the stairs. Daniel put a careful hand on his arm. "You okay?"

Jacob turned to him and his dark eyes were damp. He tried to say something and clamped his lips closed on a sob.

"Damn." Daniel grabbed him by the sleeve and tugged him into the slightly more private confines of the nearby washroom. "What happened, Trip? Did he fire you?"

"No." Jacob choked and stared down at the floor. In a hoarse voice he said, "I told him I wasn't hiding us any more. I told him you were my lover for the last twenty-six years and I was through treating you like you didn't exist around him. I was putting your picture on my desk and you were going to come with me to all the family events and he either had to live with that or throw me out the door. The bastard looked at me and said, 'What you do with your life is your own affair. But if you're going to try to bring him home for the holidays you'll have to ask your mother first.'"

"So? That's good, right? You still have your job? Did he say Davidson would get the promotion over you?"

"He didn't even mention it. Just told me we had a meeting with a drug company representative at noon. And to close the door on my way out."

"I don't get it." Daniel put his arms around Jacob. He could feel the man trembling. "He's going to live with it. Why aren't you happy?"

Jacob stared into his eyes. "Twenty-six years. I waited twenty-six years! I should have done it long ago. How many times have I left you home alone while I ran out for some family thing? Remember those first five years? I had every holiday meal with the family for five years before I stopped going over there for more than a quick hello. If I'd had an ounce of spine, I'd have stood up to him back then. I don't know why you even stayed with me."

"Because I love you." Daniel kissed him. "Loved you then. Love you now. Trip, you can't beat yourself up for that. Just because your father is willing to accept me now doesn't mean he would have then. People change. After twenty-six years he's probably finally given up hope that you just need to find the right girl to give up this homo nonsense. He's bowing to the inevitable. But twenty-six years ago I'm betting he would have thrown you out."

"You think so?"

"Definitely. Look at my mother. Even ten years ago, she still didn't want me in her home. And now this Christmas she sent me a card and a family picture."

"You said it was to show off all the great-grandchildren."

"Well yeah. But even writing my name and address on a card is a giant leap forward. And the picture– that was like saying I'm still family. But it's been a long road to get this far. So don't regret that you didn't put your foot down with your father earlier. It might well have been a disaster. Let's just be happy you still have your job."

"I am, I guess." Jacob sniffed and wiped his hand across his nose. "Damn. I'm sorry I'm such a mess."

"Do I look like I care?" Daniel ran a hand over Jacob's carefully groomed hair to muss it, and then pulled him in for another kiss.

The door to the bathroom opened and Daniel's co-worker Ken walked in. Jacob would have jumped back, but Daniel locked his arms tight. Ken glanced over at them. "Hey, Daniel, is that finally Jacob?"

"Yeah. You haven't met him yet, have you?" Daniel eased off enough on Jacob for him to get a hand free. "Ken Brower, my lover Jacob Segal. Jacob, Ken works with me in the art department."

Ken stuck out a hand. "Good to meet you, Jake."

"Likewise." Jacob shook hands and then stood dazed, leaning into Daniel, as Ken peed, washed his hands, and nodded their way as he left.

"How many gay guys do you work with?"

"A few. But Ken isn't one of them."

"He's not? He seemed so okay with us."

"He's a good guy. He believes in live and let live."

Jacob sighed. "Things are changing, aren't they?"

"Yeah. Someday I'm going to introduce you as my husband."

"Really? You want to get married? I know some of the guys do that."

Daniel chuckled. "Aren't I romantic, proposing to you in a bathroom. It's a good place for propositions but not proposals."

"Your workplace lavatory is probably not the place for propositions either," Jacob said tartly.

"Don't worry. My break is almost over. I don't have time to get carried away." Daniel cupped Jacob's cheek in his hand. "I'm not proposing. And I don't see any need to have a fake wedding. But someday, someday, it's going to be legal for us to do the real thing. And on the day that New Jersey allows us to be married in the eyes of the state and the whole world, that day I will propose to you."

"You're a dreamer." But Jacob's eyes were bright with something that wasn't tears.

"You already knew that. It's a nice dream."

"It's a wonderful dream. Unlikely but wonderful."

"Have faith." Quickly, because he really did have deadlines, Daniel leaned forward and kissed Jacob again. "So are we good? You're going to keep your job and I'll come eat canapés and watch the rockets' red glare with you next week?"

"Yes."

"And you're going to get out of here so you don't miss your twelve o'clock meeting?"

Jacob glanced at his watch. "Damn! Yeah, I have to hurry. I'll see you tonight. I'll try to get out early."

"Me too."

Daniel followed Jacob out the bathroom door. He stood watching as Jacob hurried toward the elevators. The accordion door opened and a couple of people got out. Jacob stepped on board and then stopped, looking back at Daniel. Ignoring the guy in the elevator, and the couple who were moving off down the hallway, Jacob called out, "See you in a few hours, honey." For a moment Daniel got a glimpse of his lover's face, at once embarrassed, even appalled at his own boldness, and yet happy. Then the doors closed and he was gone.

As the people in the hallway turned to glance at Daniel, their expression ranging from curiosity to distaste, Daniel tried to wipe the smile off his face and failed miserably. It appeared that Jacob was taking his coming out seriously. And it might be a lot of fun to watch. He thought about the first time he would cross the hallowed threshold of the Segal house. He wondered if Jacob's mother would faint. He probably should be worried about all the implications. But as he hurried back to his drawing board and six views of an expensive little black dress, he knew his smile had become a full-out grin. His Jacob was finally out.

****


CHAPTER 15

September 7, 1988.

Jacob watched indulgently as Daniel walked up and down the row of metal cages. Inside each one of the cats responded to Daniel's cooing overtures in their own fashion, from aloof indifference to one skinny brown tabby who rubbed against the bars in a frantic ecstasy of purring. Daniel peered and smiled and reached in to stroke proffered cheeks with his fingertip. Finally he turned to Jacob in front of a small dark cat. "This one, don't you think?"

Jacob looked at the chubby tortoiseshell Daniel had chosen. "Sure, if you like her. You don't want the tabby? I think he's in love with you."

"He's a cat slut. He loves everyone. And he's too needy. I'm betting I'd never have a painting without cat hair rubbed all over it if we get him."

"True."

"This girl is perfect." Daniel waved the shelter worker over and she agreed to bring the round little cat into a viewing room for them. Inside the room she put the cat into Daniel's arms and left them there. Daniel rocked the cat gently, and she put up a soft paw to pat at his cheek.

Jacob watched them. He had a sudden flash of memory– Daniel holding Hannah for the first time in Lily's hospital room. There had been that same look on Daniel's face. Instant connection. Instant love and wonder and joy. Hard to realize Hannah was all grown up now. Hell, her daughter Lori was a teenager now. Life went by too fast. But Lily had given them the chance to be involved with her girls so generously, letting the two of them into Hannah and Briana's lives. And Daniel was the one who never forgot a birthday, never missed a concert or dance recital. He blinked hard as Daniel stroked the little cat in his arms.

"We should have done this a long time ago. Or even gotten you a dog. Are you sure you don't want a dog? You're a man of leisure now, you would have time for it."

"Nope." Daniel rubbed his cheek against the cat's head and laughed as she butted him back. "This is good. We were both busy before. And I couldn't have a dog. Not after watching Snap go downhill and just die when we lost Morris."

Jacob sighed and carefully put away memories of their friend Morris, his long slow painful decline, and the few weeks they had fostered his elderly and half-blind Yorkie, before the dog followed its master into the dark. "Yeah. I get that. So this is the one?"

"Yep. Although I'm going to change her name."

"She's an adult cat. Isn't it a little late for that?"

Daniel grinned at him. "Trip, she's a cat. She doesn't care. She's never, ever going to answer to it anyway, even if we call her Your Highness. But Bambi is seriously too girly for her. She's a little tomboy kitty. I'm going to call her Gage."

"Isn't that a boy's name? Not that it matters, like you said."

"It's her name. For the Gageway. Because somehow when I looked at her I remembered that first month with you on the ship. You made me want things I never figured I'd have. Like one forever guy, in a house with a garden and a little cat in the window. And now look at us."

"Yeah." Jacob had a moment of pure unadulterated satisfaction. Here they were. The house was paid for. Daniel was retired and finally had time to paint the way Jacob had always thought he should. Lily's girls were all healthy. He and Daniel had even gone to California for Maria's first grandchild's high school graduation and at least six of the relatives had been kind to them.

Sure the Segal stores were scrambling a bit to compete with the big chains. As company president he was working longer hours than ever now, when he'd hoped to be easing out of the business. And his hip wasn't great. Just thinking about it made him wince and lean on his cane a bit more. But if he thought back to those hours in the foul debris-strewn waters of the Pacific, drifting in and out of consciousness and aware of nothing but Daniel's steady rasping voice in his ear, then yeah, life was just about perfect.

"Next you're going to tell me we should get two cats," he said, trying to sound annoyed. "So they can entertain each other."

"Let's not get carried away." Daniel put the little tortoiseshell down on the ground, where she wound herself in and out of his legs, and then began patting at his shoelace. "Why don't you go find the attendant and tell her we've made a decision, while I hang out here with Gage."

"Bossy man." Jacob moved in to claim a kiss in the privacy of the room. Not that it mattered so much these days, but old habits die hard. Daniel turned to him eagerly, responsive as ever. Yeah, that was good. Jacob stepped back. "I'll tell you what. Why don't I go check out the paperwork while you stay here and keep our girl company?"

Daniel opened his mouth to protest, parsed the wording again, and laughed. "Good plan."

"Only kind I have. She'll actually be your cat, after all. You can feed her and brush her and clean up after her. And wipe it up when she pukes, because all cats puke. And shed. Which means you get to vacuum too." Jacob gripped his cane firmly, and turned to the door.

As he stepped out, he heard Daniel say softly to the cat, "Don't you mind Mr. Grouchy Pants there. He loves you already. You heard what he said. You're our girl, Gage."

Jacob laughed silently to himself, and limped off down the hallway to pay for their girl's liberation from kitty jail.

****

May 7, 1992

Daniel reached across the bed to shake Jacob's shoulder. "Come on. Time to get up. We have to be at the hospital by six thirty."

Jacob burrowed deeper into the covers. "I don't see why they have to take someone who's already looking at surgery and make them wake up at this ungodly hour of morning too. It's adding insult to injury."

"Hey, I'm getting up too, and I'm not even having the surgery."

"You can if you want to."

Daniel pulled the covers back firmly. "At least this way the fasting won't be as big a deal. Come on, lazybones, get yourself showered."

"I'm going already."

Daniel winced internally to see how slowly Jacob moved, getting out of bed. You could tell just from the stiff guardedness of his stance how much his back and his hip hurt. The docs said there was nothing to be done about the back, but hopefully the hip replacement would at least help some. God, he hoped so. Jacob hated taking medications but lately Daniel had noticed the pill bottle going steadily downward.

At least he was healthy enough even at sixty-eight for the docs to call him a good candidate for the surgery. Jacob had resisted that too for a long time. But two falls in the last month when they had tried to take their usual walks on the uneven trails in the preserve had done it. Daniel was really glad. He could definitely do without the feeling of his heart in his throat each time he watched Jacob go down just too far away to catch him.

However, being glad didn't mean his stomach wasn't doing little loop-the-loops this morning. Being a good candidate didn't mean something couldn't go wrong. It was general anesthesia and bone surgery. And that hip was a mess from the old injury even before the arthritis. In fact the first doctor had thought the bone wouldn't stand up to a replacement insert. This new guy seemed confident though. Daniel firmly locked away all negative thoughts and headed for the kitchen.

Jacob came in fifteen minutes later, hair damp and tousled, leaning heavily on his cane. With his wet hair darker than its usual wont, and a trace of sleepy softness still in his face, he looked younger. So familiar. Daniel looked at him silently, choked by the wave of affection that rose into his throat. His Trip. His for fifty years now, depending on when you were counting from. His for a lifetime, anyway.

And for another thirty years to come, he told himself firmly. He cleared his throat. "Here, hon. I poured you a lovely glass of tap water."

"Not even the good bottled stuff?" Jacob took the glass and sipped at it.

"We're out." He would have to do a shopping run before Jacob came home. Well, he'd have time. A week, the doctor said, between the recovery and spending a few days in rehab. There were so many things Daniel still had to get. The wedge cushion and a raised seat for the toilet and all. He took a deep gulp of his own water.

Jacob looked at him curiously. "You already had breakfast?"

"Sure. Didn't want to make you jealous." But he couldn't meet Jacob's eyes.

Jacob's gaze sharpened. "You did eat, right? I don't smell any coffee."

"Didn't feel like coffee this morning."

"Honey, you need to eat." Jacob gimped over to him and gave him a hug. "I don't know if you're fasting in sympathy or what, but stop it. If you faint from low blood sugar and break a hip we'll both be in trouble. And I can at least smell your good coffee even if I can't have any."

"You're sure?"

"Oh, Daniel." Jacob put a hand under his chin and tipped his face up so their eyes met. Jacob still had those big dark eyes that had grabbed at his soul that first morning on the Gageway. Except now the bastard knew the effect they had on Daniel. "Danny boy, you can't do this for me."

"Don't call me that." The private joke couldn't make him smile this morning.  I would take your place if I could. Trust Trip to see what he was doing, intentionally or not, better than Daniel knew it himself. By now they each had each other's number. "Okay. But time is short. I'll just grab a bagel."

"Make coffee too. Make the Amaretto. You can put it in a travel cup for the car. I can smell it on the drive in."

"Sure." Daniel got busy with the grinder and the filters, brewing a big cup. Trip was right– he would no doubt be glad of it. Behind him he heard Jacob moving around, slow hesitant steps and the squeak of rubber cane-tip on the linoleum. "This will take a minute," Daniel said. "Why don't you sit down. Take a load off."

"I'll be doing enough sitting for the next month or so." Jacob's footsteps paused. "Hey cat, get out from under my feet, you parasitic hairball."

Daniel smiled down at his coffee filter. "She loves you. She's worried about you going away."

"She loves the treats I give her. She has barely three neurons to rub together. In a week she won't remember who I am."

"Sure she will. Remember when you went to Seattle? She was thrilled to see you back."

"She was thrilled to see the dried shrimp."

"Well, that too. She's a cat. She'd be a traitor to the breed if she didn't hold out for material rewards. But she slept on your chest instead of mine for a week."

"That was a compliment? I thought she was trying to smother me in my sleep so she would have you all to herself again."

Daniel snorted. "You are such a cynic."

"You're such a romantic."

"Yeah. Isn't diversity grand?"

"Yes." Jacob's voice was soft. Daniel turned to look. Jacob was staring at him with such warmth in his eyes. But when he caught Daniel's gaze he smiled and let it turn to heat. "Turn around again. I want to look at your ass for a bit before we leave."

"It's a good thing one of us is a romantic." He turned obediently, wiggling his butt at Jacob as he lifted the cone off the mug and tossed the filter in the compost. Sixty-nine years old and his man's eyes still lit up like that. There was something to be said for lust as well as romance. If you'd asked him forty years ago about old guys having sex he'd probably have scoffed. But that heat was still there. Even if it was mostly a matter of hands and mouths these days. Although, hey, if Jacob's hip was better they might try something else again.

But even though his mind wandered through the possibilities they might get back if Jacob's hip stopped hurting, sex was not the main thing on his mind as they prepared to leave. He jiggled the car keys in one hand. His other hand firmly clutched the file folder with all those essential papers that might, just might, give him the right to be with Jacob if anything went wrong. He saw Jacob take a last look around. Those dark eyes paused on the wall tile they had installed together, the floor they had refinished last year, the little dark-furred cat curled up on the kitchen windowsill. And Daniel held his breath for just a moment and prayed. Because he and Trip both knew, the world could change in a moment.

****


CHAPTER 16

July 25, 2011

Jacob woke to the sensation of someone pressing a gas mask over his nose. He swung randomly (but not too hard) with his arm and swore under his breath. As expected, his bleary eyes opened to find the brightest hazel pair in the known universe looking down at him.

"You need to wear the damned thing," Daniel said. "It does no good sitting on the nightstand."

"It bugs me." Jacob shoved the CPAP sleep-apnea mask in Daniel's fingers away irritably. "I'm done sleeping now anyway, you know. It does no good when I'm awake."

"Well, aren't you the grumpy bear this morning."

"Just because I'm not all bubbly and perky at seven a.m. does not make me grumpy. I'm eighty-seven years old. I'm allowed to wake up slow. And you're not the one having your nose rubbed raw every night. I can't sleep with it."

"Wear it for me." Daniel put on an exaggerated pleading face, big eyes under his bushy silver eyebrows. Then his expression melted into something tender. "That apnea is hard on your heart. Wear it for me because I want you around until you're a hundred and seven"

"Damned blackmailer. Okay, okay, I promise, I won't take it off once tonight."

Daniel bent and kissed him lightly. Jacob kept his mouth shut, because morning breath took on a whole new dimension when you slept with your mouth open all night like he did these days. But Daniel's tongue tip touched Jacob's lip and Daniel tasted of mint and love. Unwillingly, Jacob smiled. "You still know how to ungrump me."

"There's more where that came from. But you have to get up and shower and brush those teeth first."

"You're such a romantic."

Daniel's smile was bright. "You have no idea, babe. Wear something nice for me today. That new blue shirt and your black jeans– you look good in those."

Jacob struggled upright in the bed and carefully slid his legs out. "Don't look good in anything," he muttered to himself. Daniel just laughed and headed out to the kitchen. Jacob watched him go. Sometimes it was just a little unfair that Daniel was still slim and active and only a little bent in the shoulders. Where Jacob had twenty pounds he knew he was never going to lose, and the damned cough, and the millstone of a cane he now was once more committed to trail with him everywhere.

But then Jacob would think it through and be glad with all his heart that Daniel was so healthy for eighty-nine. Because it meant Jacob would go first. He was never going to have to wake up to a morning without those hazel eyes in it. He'd prayed a lot of prayers over the years, large and small, but for sixty-nine years now that had been first on his list– don't let me lose him.

He struggled to the bathroom, leaning on the stupid cane, and took care of business. The shower had rails and a seat, and he hated, hated, that they were necessary. How many years had it been since he had put Daniel up against the tiles and pounded his ass? Way too many, anyway. Never happening again. Growing old seemed to be full of never-again moments. Although there had been that time in the plague years of the late eighties when even being young and beautiful had been no protection whatsoever.

God, he was morbid this morning. He pulled his mind back to the business at hand. The water was nice and hot. He shampooed his hair carefully. At least he had Daniel beat there. Jacob's hair might be close to pure white now, but at least he still had all his hair. He rinsed carefully and got out. The towel he wrapped around himself was new and thick. Daniel had clearly been shopping again. The man did love his luxuries. Jacob sat carefully on the toilet to dry himself. Thank God all the years of working had given them a cushion that let Daniel indulge himself in small ways. Jacob wanted Daniel to have everything good.

When he got to the kitchen Daniel was cooking oatmeal, singing softly to himself as he stirred the pot. Jacob went up behind him and wrapped an arm around his waist. Daniel leaned back for a moment against his chest, and that familiar weight was sweeter than the brown-sugar smell of breakfast. Jacob rubbed his cheek carefully against Daniel's thinning hair. Then Daniel bumped him away with his ass.

"Go sit. It's almost ready."

Jacob pulled out one of the kitchen chairs and eased his way into it. His hip was sore this morning, but his back was good. One never knew. He reached out and pulled the pillbox toward him, flipping open the lid for the compartment labeled SAT AM. Heart pill and water pill, arthritis med, and the vitamin and the fish-oil capsule that Daniel swore was good for him. And two more supplements besides, that friends had convinced Daniel would keep Jacob going strong. Jacob hated taking pills. It always felt like he was choking. But he never told Daniel that. He reached for the apple juice set at his place.

"So are you up for going for a drive this morning?" Daniel asked.

"Not if you're driving."

"Please. I am still a great driver. But as it happens, Lori and her husband are taking us out for lunch and a boat ride."

"They're getting you on a boat?"

Daniel laughed a little ruefully. "I told them about our anniversary tomorrow. They thought it would be romantic."

"What anniversary? We always celebrate in November." The day he has opened his front door and found Daniel, skinny and exhausted but dressed in civvies and  safe, on his front step.

"I decided we should celebrate twice. Once on November twenty-first, and then July twenty-sixth. The day of that first kiss. Because you know, I was certain right then that you were the man for me, if we only lived through it all."

Jacob had been too, but he had a reputation to uphold. "Hah. Complete nonsense. You thought I would be a good shag."

"Well that too. You were a good kisser."

"In your imagination." Jacob grunted. "Okay. Sure, we can celebrate twice." Get a few more in. "Whatever makes you happy. Don't expect a gift though, springing it on me like this."

"Oh I don't. But it will be a nice day. Breakfast coming up."

"Be careful with that hot pan." Daniel might seem ageless but his fingers were gnarled with arthritis.

Daniel scooped oatmeal with a sunny smile, and brought over two plates topped with full bowls and sliced fruit. He set Jacob's in front of him with a profession flourish that dated back to his days as a waiter, before the advertising job had come through. "Don't teach your grandpa to suck eggs."

"You know you're dating yourself with that phrase."

"You can suck something else then." Daniel managed a little swing of his hips.

Jacob bit into a slice of peach. How many years, how much time and age and infirmity, and those words from Daniel still made his dick sit up and take notice. He licked the peach juice off his fingers slowly, with languid movements of his tongue.

Daniel laughed. "None of that, big boy. Your grandniece will be at the door in twenty minutes and the days when we could get each other off in ten standing in the kitchen are long gone. Eat your nice oatmeal."

They cleared the table together, with Jacob handing things to Daniel to put in the dishwasher. This kitchen was smaller than the one in their beloved house, but not as tiny as that first apartment after the war. Things changed. Things stayed the same. His fingers brushed Daniel's passing him a mug.

Daniel looked good this morning. Not that the man ever looked bad. It was a little unfair, how Daniel cruised through life looking like he should be in movies, making Jacob's heart leap with every new year. Even the way his hair was receding over his temples was distinguished-looking. And that silver-grey shirt he had on was Jacob's favorite. Jacob stole another kiss and then sighed as the doorbell rang.

Lori was at the door early, with her husband Bruce. Even though it was July, and warm enough to not need jackets, it still seemed to take forever to get out of the house. Shoes and his cane and his cell phone and his wallet. Bruce lent an arm to help Jacob down the single step from the front door, and Daniel spent five minutes wrestling with the persnickety deadbolt, before coaxing it shut. Jacob could have done it faster– his fingers at least worked– but he started down the walkway instead. Daniel caught up with him at the car and eventually they were ensconced in luxury in the back seat of the sedan, as Bruce pulled out of the townhouse drive.

Jacob looked out at the other units in the complex. It was a senior residence, the kind of place he had disdained not too long ago. But they offered weekly cleaning services, and a walk-in clinic on the corner, and a physiotherapist who made housecalls. It had been the right choice. Still his mood improved as they turned the corner and headed out of town.

The summer morning was sunny and warm. There were blossoming bushes and beds of bright flowers and the leaves were green and thick. His mind swung back to ports in the Pacific, and the smell of eucalyptus and salt, and the call of unfamiliar birds in the trees. He shook his head. Wandering again. It happened too often these days. He wasn't senile. Far from it. But his mind seemed to like to travel back in time, and he would come to himself minutes later having completely lost track of the conversation. Daniel used to razz him about his senior moments, but come to think of it, he hadn't done so for a long time now. Jacob spared a minute to wonder if that was a sign he really was having bad senior moments.

Daniel took his hand in a warm grip. "So, feel up to a little walking later?'

"Sure." His back was good. The hip was just an annoyance. Anyway, whatever Daniel needed today Jacob would try to deliver. "You have plans?"

"Maybe."

They sat quietly watching the world roll by. In the front seat, Lori and Bruce listened to some kind of pop on the CD player. Jacob didn't know the group, but it was relatively pleasant and not playing too loud. He still had his hearing, thank God. Now Daniel sometimes needed to ask for a repeat, but if getting deaf helped him sleep through noises at night that might be a blessing. Sixty-five years after the war and the man still sometimes jolted awake at a noise from outside, reaching for Jacob and muttering about a kapok. Some things apparently dug themselves too deep in the brain to ever go away.

Jacob sat up a little as they crossed into New York State. "Hey, Lori girl, where are we headed?"

"It's a surprise," Daniel said. "Simmer down and enjoy the ride."

It was almost two hours before they pulled into an unfamiliar marina. When he opened the car door, Jacob could smell the sea. It washed over him in a flash of familiarity, fish and weeds and that odd salt-water tang. How long since he and Daniel had gone to the shore? A few years, he thought.

Bruce reached down to Jacob's elbow and helped him get up and steady himself. His back gave a twinge, after the time spent sitting but he ignored it. He took a couple of careful steps and nodded.

Daniel at his side said, "Doing okay, old man?"

"Watch who you're calling old. I seem to remember you have two years on me, at least for another two months."

"We're both old." Daniel took his arm. "Come and see."

They walked slowly toward the docks, Daniel fitting his pace to Jacob's. There was an assortment of boats moored in the slots. Jacob saw everything from battered looking houseboats to sleek yachts. Ahead of them, Lori and Bruce turned along the shore, and then made their way up one long concrete pier. At the end, a group of people looked up as they approached.

Jacob recognized Hannah and Michael, and Brianna with that new man she was seeing, Mihail-something. Shannon and her boyfriend. And Austin and Carl and even Eddie, leaning on his walker. Jacob jerked to a halt and whispered fiercely to Daniel, "What the hell is this?"

"This is our wedding."

"What?" Jacob yanked his arm free of Daniel's to turn and stare at him. "Just like that? Daniel, you don't do surprise weddings. It's just not..." He struggled to explain what it wasn't.

Daniel smiled. "We've talked about it for years. I know you were holding out for Jersey to pass a law. You always said you wanted to stand up in front of a justice of the peace and do it right and legal or not do it at all. But we're not getting any younger. New York has passed the law and we don't have to be residents. And baby, I don't want to wait any longer."

Jacob shook his head slowly, trying to get a grip on the sudden turn the day had taken. The sudden turn his life apparently had taken. Daniel stood watching him with a small indulgent smile, waiting patiently. Daniel had always waited patiently for him to do the right thing. Now Daniel said, "We don't have to. It can just be an anniversary party, if you like."

In all those years, every time he'd caught up to where Daniel was, it had felt right. He said, "I want to marry you. I always have."

"Is there a reason not to do it today, with our family and friends all here?"

"Your family isn't here."

"Maria can't travel any more. The rest of them don't much care. Anyway you gave me your family."

"I don't have a ring for you."

"I have two."

Jacob smiled slowly. "How long have you been planning this?"

"Since it began to look like the law might pass. Hannah did most of the legwork." Daniel took his arm again. "Come on, Trip. Let's do this thing. I want to call you my husband before we die."

Jacob yanked him close, clutching him hard even though it threw them both off balance. "Don't. Don't say it like that."

"Okay. I want to call you my husband for at least a decade or two. Better?"

"Yes." He adjusted his cane and they began walking again. The crowd at the end of the slip came toward them with greetings and hugs. Eddie was looking damned old, despite being a couple of years younger than Jacob was. They hugged carefully, aware of each other's infirmities. Eddie whispered against his cheek, "I wish Phil could have hung on long enough for this. But I'm glad I get to see you and Daniel do it."

"Me too." Jacob's eyes were damp as he pulled back. Damned wind in his face.

Eventually they got sorted out, and headed up a shallow gangplank onto the waiting boat. Jacob walked carefully on the ridged boards. Wouldn't it be just like him to fall in the drink on his wedding day? They got Eddie on board even more carefully. Jacob said to Daniel, "Why a boat? You hate boats. And as steady as I am these days I'm likely to fall over in the middle of our vows." For a moment he heard that phrase, our vows, echo in his head and missed what Daniel replied. "Huh?"

"I thought it was fitting," Daniel said. "I don't know. Hannah suggested it and I was going to say no and then yes just kind of popped out. It kind of closes the circle, back to where we began."

"Okay."

"Anyway, we're just going out on the bay. It's a lovely day, almost no wind. There shouldn't be much chop. And you're not that old yet."

"You said that on purpose."

"Don't chicken out on me."

"I'm not." Jacob surprised himself by reaching out and taking Daniel's hand. "Definitely not."

The shore slipped away from them as the boat headed out onto the water. Daniel was right, the harbor was damned nearly a pond this morning. The sun glinted off the small swells, and the light motion of the boat moved through Jacob in a long-familiar way. For a moment the years rolled back. How often had he stood and watched the shore get smaller? Although never holding Daniel's hand in his. And usually he'd been too busy to moon about watching. He shook off the nostalgia.

"So how is this going to work?"

"The pilot's going to stop in the middle of the bay. That guy in the grey suit is a Quaker recorded minister. He's going to officiate. You say you do. I say I do. Sign the form and it's done."

"How romantic."

Daniel brushed a kiss against his cheek. "Just like you."

Jacob snorted, and leaned a little closer to him.

It took about twenty minutes to reach whatever spot the pilot had decided was appropriate. The motor shut off and there was silence. Jacob could hear the water against the hull and the high cries of the inevitable gulls wheeling overhead. The other guests had gone into the cabin, leaving the stern rail to him and Daniel.

Daniel turned to him. "Out here or in there? Hannah did some decorating, but we can admire it while we eat lunch afterward."

"Out here."

"Be right back."

****

Jacob leaned his elbows on the rail, standing askew to ease his hip, and looked out over the water. So many years ago, he had looked over the rail of a ship at the shoreline, with San Francisco rising behind the water, and wondered where his life was going to go. And how long it would be. Very short had looked like a distinct possibility back then. Then five minutes later he'd caught his first glimpse of Daniel, and fallen not into love but into intense humiliation. Now sixty-nine years later his life had been long and full, and that mocking guy with the dark hair had become the beat of Jacob's own heart. He would have never guessed it.

He heard the movement of people coming to the open deck at the stern, but he kept looking out at the bay, until Daniel stepped up beside him and touched his arm. "Ready?"

He was going to grump something, but at the last moment he changed his mind. He put a hand on Daniel's cheek, and just held it there. An old man's hand with gnarled knuckles and prominent veins, resting against the soft wrinkled face of another old man. Well, they had lived through enough to deserve their old age. Then Daniel turned towards him to lean into his hand, and Daniel's eyes hadn't changed at all. "I've been ready for sixty-nine years," Jacob said quietly.

****

Daniel leaned into the warmth of Jacob's hand on his cheek. Those gestures from Jacob were still so rare in public, he treasured every one. He looked into Jacob's eyes, still dark and beautiful even with silver lashes and slack lids. That was still his Trip in there. Always would be.

"So," he said. "Shall we finally end the suspense?"

Jacob nodded. "Sounds good to me."

Daniel put his hand over Jacob's for a moment and then stepped back and turned around. Jacob moved up beside him. Their friends and family stood in a rough semi-circle around the deck. In front of them the minister stood with his hands clasped together. Daniel said, "Hannah?"

She came to him, her eyes sparkling, dressed up in one of those floaty bright-colored dresses she loved to wear. He pulled the little box out of his pocket and handed it to her. "Would you hold onto those for us, honey, until we need them?"

"Sure, Uncle Daniel." She smiled happily.

She looked like Lily in that moment. Daniel felt a brief pang of loss for the sweet girl who had been more sister to him than his own. But this was his Hannah, the closest he would ever come to his own child, and it was good to have her sharing this moment. "I'd give your Uncle Jake his to hold onto but he'd probably drop it."

"You're the one who's butter-fingered lately," Jacob muttered. "And don't call me Jake."

Daniel grinned at him. "Oh yeah, I remember now."

The minister asked, "Are you gentlemen ready? Turn and face each other."

Daniel turned, and then there was no one in the world but Jacob.

The minister's voice floated around them. "We are gathered here today to celebrate the joining of these two men in marriage. Through many long and full years, they have stayed true to one another. They have lived life side by side. Now before family and friends, and under the eyes of God, whose love for all his creation is surely infinite and unbounded, they will take their vows.

"Daniel, take Jacob's hands."

Daniel reached out. There was a moment's hesitation, as Jacob balanced his cane against his leg. And then their fingers met in a firm clasp.

"Daniel, do you take Jacob to be your lawfully wedded husband. To have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, so long as you both shall live?"

In Daniel's nightmares he had been struck dumb or fallen over dead at this moment. On this sunny July morning on the quiet waters of the bay, his voice rang out clearly. "I do."

"Jacob, do you take Daniel to be your lawfully wedded husband. To have and to hold, from this day forward, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love and to cherish, so long as you both shall live?"

For a long moment time froze. Then Jacob smiled at him. "I do."

The minister turned to Hannah. "You have the rings."

Suddenly time seemed to move swiftly. The minister was saying a line about the rings as Hannah put the smaller one into Daniel's palm. He slipped Jacob's ring over his finger, relieved that it slid easily into place. Then Jacob took Daniel's hand in his and tried to work his own ring on. Daniel's knuckles were swollen and knobby with the damned arthritis. Jacob rotated the gold circle gently, trying to get it over the joint. Daniel wondered if he'd underestimated. He hadn't wanted to buy the ring too big. It had fit when he'd tried it on in the cool of the store.

Jacob slipped the ring up and pushed it firmly down, but it hung up on the loose old-man skin of Daniel's knuckle. Daniel looked at Jacob, feeling the tears prickling at his eyelids. It was really no big deal if he had to have it made bigger. He didn't know why it mattered so much that they get his ring on right now. He should just give up and tell the minister to skip this part. He pulled his hand back, trying to see if he could do it himself. And failed. And swallowed hard.

Jacob looked into his eyes. Then Jacob, his quiet reserved Jacob, gave him a grin. "It's a pity the lube is in my other pair of jeans," he said clearly. He reached out, brought Daniel's hand to his mouth, and licked wetly over Daniel's knuckle. And with a twist and a shove, and a little pain that Daniel welcomed, slipped the ring over his knuckle and nestled it in where it belonged.

Jacob took Daniel's hand in a warm firm grip and turned to the minister. "Is there anything else?"

"Just that by the power vested in me by the State of New York I pronounce you legally married. You may kiss your husband."

Jacob kissed him. Just a sweet simple kiss, like a man coming home where he belonged. And it was done.

Friends and family clustered round to congratulate them. The minister spread the certificate out for them to sign, with Hannah and Eddie as witnesses. More congratulations. Hands shaken, cheeks kissed. Eventually they stood there, Daniel's arm around Jacob's shoulders, in the late morning sunshine.

Briana's new man came over to them. "That was beautiful," he said. His deep voice held a trace of some unfamiliar accent. "I would like to offer you something. It is a custom among my people."

Daniel raised an eyebrow.

The man brought out a short piece of red ribbon. "When a man and a woman, or man and man today, say their vows, they take a lock of each of their hair and braid it into a ring. Custom says if you keep that ring hidden safely, where no other human hand can touch it, then your love will endure. I know you and your husband have no need of this but I would like to offer the braiding anyway. As a keepsake, perhaps."

"You should take him up on it," Briana said at his elbow. "Mihail does some amazing weaving and braiding."

Jacob shrugged. "Why not? Although neither of us has that much hair."

"It will be well," Mihail said. "I have worked with short hair of a man for the braiding before."

Briana found scissors from somewhere and she and Hannah snipped a lock from near the top of Daniel's head, and the side of Jacob's, with much more pondering and giggling about where there was enough hair than Daniel felt was really necessary. Mihail laid the hair out on the table and worked with surprisingly deft fingers. Jacob's hair was silver. Daniel's still held a hint of his old chestnut-brown, making it a little darker, a copper tint. The strands wove together out of Mihail's hands in a little band. The man took the red ribbon and tied the ends, tucking the free wisps in to form an amazingly perfect circle. He placed it in Daniel's hand.

"Thank you." Daniel eyed it lying on his palm, close to that new gold ring Jacob had managed to get on his finger.

"You must put it somewhere safe. Custom says no eyes but yours, no hands but yours, should come upon it."

"That's a pity," Jacob said. "It's actually pretty, the way you wove it."

"So we keep this safe from human hands," Daniel said slowly, "And the marriage lasts?"

"Yes." Mihail smiled wryly. "Of course it is only superstition."

"Do we have to keep it with us? Where we can see it?"

"No. Some couples bury it in the ground under the roots of a tree, where the tree will grow over it and keep it safe. Hair lasts a long time and does not easily decay."

"Hmm." Daniel thought about it and then closed his hand over the ring. "Come on, Trip."

"What?" But Jacob followed him willingly.

Daniel went to the rail and looked down. It was only a bay, the water calm and blue, but it held the salt of the ocean and had at least three hundred feet of depth below the hull at this point. "Like this," he said. "Hold out your hand, Jacob."

Jacob did so, and Daniel pressed his palm to Jacob's with the ring between them. "Out over the side."

"Are you sure?" Jacob allowed Daniel to guide their mated palms over the rail and above the water surface.

"Safer than a tree, for us." For a moment they stood, hands pressed together, over the soft swells of the Atlantic. Then Daniel said, "Let go."

As their hands parted, the ring fell. For a moment it floated on the surface of the water, catching little glints of sun in the interwoven silver and copper strands. Daniel reached for Jacob's hand again, and laced their fingers together, watching it. He wondered if he'd made a mistake. He wouldn't want it to wash ashore somewhere. But before he could say they'd better fish it back out, the ribbon saturated and began to sink. Slowly the ring of their entwined hair slipped below the surface. Another moment and it was gone from sight, heading downwards, carrying his love and Jacob's down safely this time, into deep waters.

THE END
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Two young men stare at each other through a chain-link fence. They are holding hands through it; one has nail polish and lip gloss.
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Dear Author,

When I first crossed paths with him at the library on campus, I didn't know what to think. Lip gloss, eyeliner, eye shadow, nail polish? Back in the small town where I grew up, a boy would have never dared to dress like him. When an assignment to create a video news segment from one of our professors places us both in the same group, personalities clash, and what started as fascination on my part turns into instant dislike, which he seems to immediately return.

He's smart, quick-thinking, creative…but also snarky, moody, defensive, and basically the complete physical opposite of every guy I've ever been attracted to. And yet, despite the fact that I think he needs an attitude adjustment, and he thinks I'm just a backward country hick, I've quickly come to realize that sometimes the line between love and hate really is paper thin.

P.S. An HEA would definitely be preferred to an HFN ending.

Thank you! :)

Harper
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CHAPTER 1

They— the open-minded they— say that sexuality is a spectrum. Some people are straight, and some are gay, but really it's graded on a curve— lots more people fall in the middle than on the absolute ends.

I never heard about the spectrum until I went to college, but when I did I knew where I stood— not all that far from the straight end. It was a guilty relief to figure out I wasn't secretly gay. I settled into being a little bit bi, looked all I wanted at hot guys, and when I had time I dated girls. No problem.

No problem at all. Until I ran into him in the reference section of the campus library on the first day of my junior year.

When I say I ran into him, I mean it. Anyone can tell you— Lukas Blake doesn't make things up. Honest, that's me. Solid. Dependable. Reliable.

Actually pretty gay.

The reference section is on the fourth floor, so no one just wanders up there. No one gets the giggles up there, and no one chases someone else through the stacks flirting. People up there are quietly studying or quietly looking for some peace and quiet.

It also has one of the best views in Western Pennsylvania— one whole wall is glass, looking out over the river and to the west— and that's why I ran into him. He was coming around the end of a stack, and I was going around that stack, looking over my shoulder at the sunset to catch all I could on my way out, and SMACK I ran right into him. He bounced off my chest and I grabbed his arms to keep him from falling.

Eyeliner. That was my first impression. Big green eyes, eyeliner, eye shadow, and a tiny bit of stubble on his jaw. I noticed the stubble just in time not to say "I'm so sorry, miss!" But it messed me up so I didn't say anything.

His lips were shiny. With sparkles— he was wearing lip gloss. His short spiky hair was brown with gold streaks. He was maybe an inch shorter than me, more slender, and wearing all black. Not like the baggy T-shirts and jeans of the emo kids in high school— he wore a black blazer and a black turtleneck.

The green eyes I was staring into rolled in annoyance, and he stepped back, throwing off my grip.

"Aww!" he said. "Your first gay! How cute!" He went on around me.

I think I stood there a few minutes before I remembered I had to get to work.

****

The first week of classes was hectic as always, and I didn't see him again. Not that it mattered. He wasn't my type, even to look at. I'd just never seen a guy look like him, and I was curious. Sparkling lip gloss? I wondered if he knew karate or something. Even the best college has muscle-headed idiots.

I wasn't looking for him, so I stopped myself going into every coffee joint on campus. Sure, he looked like the double-latte-shot-of-soy-what-is-this-drink-even kind of guy, but I drank black coffee I brought from home and the first week of classes wasn't the time for satisfying idle curiosity anyway.

On Monday of the second week of classes, I was almost late to Intermediate Cinematography. I slipped in the door as Professor Nieman greeted the class, starting two minutes early. She glanced at the clock and went on, and I hurried up the aisle to the only empty seat, right in front of her.

"Those of you who have read the syllabus," the professor said, trying to catch eyes around the classroom, "will be aware that today is the day you'll start your main project. I've assigned you to groups—" she waved her stylus at the smart-board behind her and the picture changed to lists, "—so please get together after class and exchange contact information. You might also want to look for coinciding free time in your schedules, as you are going to need it."

Groans ran around the classroom, but not too bad. No one was in that class without having Professor Nieman already, so—

Wait a minute. Mallory Demaris was in my group, and that was fine. I liked her, and we'd worked together before. Tania Whitbeck, also fine as soon as she quit complaining. Darren Ursery, probably deadweight, but every group project had one. Or maybe two— I had Matt Brinks in my group too.

Who was Alan Lacroix?

Professor Nieman passed out the assignment specs, and I took the chance to look around but I didn't see an unfamiliar face and I should have, since I knew everyone in the film school at my level or above. Lacroix must have transferred in from somewhere else. But he also had to have added the class, since Professor Nieman hadn't called him last week, so why wasn't he there for his first class? That wasn't a good sign.

Mallory and Tania would work with me. We could handle two non-contributors if we had to. But three?

"Professor, we ran out!" Mallory called from the back. "Alan didn't get one." She shifted aside and I saw him, leaning over his desk with his head on his hand. The guy from the library, Alan Lacroix. Eyeliner and eye shadow, lip gloss, streaked hair, and gold-painted fingernails. In my group, and I needed him if we were going to get a decent grade.

Crap.

Alan Lacroix didn't hang around after class. Mallory said he had to "scoot" to his next one, but she had his email address for me, and said he didn't have anything scheduled Tuesdays after four and neither did she.

Tania complained about getting stuck with the new guy, but Tuesdays and Thursdays were fine.

Matt was pretty packed this week, but let him know when we'd figured out a time and place, and he'd try to swing by.

Darren promised he and his girlfriend were rock-solid now and this time he'd make every meeting. Any night but Friday, that was date night and all that—

Yeah, okay, I told him, and promised them all I'd work out a time and a location and everyone should be sure to make that first meeting.

My work schedule had me four-to-close on weeknights, but I traded a co-worker four hours of my Tuesday shift for an extra four hours on Saturday. I set up a project wiki and uploaded my calendar to it, then emailed everyone the link and a request to meet Tuesday night at the Mug Shot, the local answer to those fancy coffee shops on every street corner in the country.

I got there early despite the rain, ordered the cheapest coffee they had to help with the unseasonal chill, and grabbed the only big table in the back. Sat where I could see the whole room, and pulled out my laptop to catch up on some reading for Film History.

Before long, though, I was wondering if the barista had slipped me espresso instead of decaf. I couldn't focus on my reading, kept looking at the door, at the clock, at the line—

Tania showed up. She set her stuff down while she scanned the menu board.

"Nothing Fair Trade," she sniffed. "I'll bet they don't have soy creamer either."

"Sorry, Tania," I said. She handed me her laptop cord and I plugged it into my surge protector. At the front of the shop, Mallory pulled the door open and she and Alan Lacroix came in laughing. As he stepped inside, Alan jumped to his left, fluttering his hands in an arc over his head, and Mallory did it too. Then both stuck their legs out a couple times before taking a big step back to their right. Tania shook her head as the dance number went on with some pelvic thrusts.

"Aww, they're bonding. With the Time Warp. Of course."

"The Time Warp?"

Her sour gaze fell on me. "Lukas Blake, you've been in college for two years— in film school for two years— and you haven't seen Rocky Horror? That's just…sad." She walked away, slipped into line as Mallory waved at me. She pointed me out to Alan and shoved her hobo bag at him. Alan rolled his eyes and took it, and she handed him her laptop bag too.

"I'm gay," he grumbled as he set her stuff on the table. "Why am I still carrying women's bags?"

"Because Mallory is good at drafting assistants." I took the laptop bag, pulled Mallory's MacBook out and plugged it in. The man was wearing white jeans. White jeans! And a shirt with a rainbow, and another blazer, and a fluffy blue scarf. Half the gold streaks in his hair were now blue and all of his hair glittered. I held out my hand.

"Hi. I'm—"

"The amazing Lukas Blake. I heard." He thumped the hobo bag down and stuck his hands in his pockets, leaned back and looked me over. "You're the guy who's going to get us the best grade in the class. Nice plaid. Is that farm fashion?"

Crap. "I'm the guy who's one part of the best group in the class."

"Mal tried to bet me five bucks that Thing One and Thing Two wouldn't even show up. That's a hell of a handicap for the best group in the class."

"Then we'll have to work harder."

"Oh goodie," he said, and dropped into a chair. He didn't have a laptop. Didn't even have a notebook, or anything else bigger than would fit in his blazer pockets. I knew he didn't have anything in his jeans pockets because I would have seen it, they were that tight.

He saw me looking, raised an eyebrow. One eyebrow, like Spock. Like I'd never managed to do despite a good bit of trying. His eye shadow was blue, and I thought maybe his eyes were too. Hadn't they been green?

Did it matter? I turned to getting my supplies out of my backpack. He started thumping his fingers on the side of the table, moving up and down the edge as if sounding out the acoustics. His nail polish was blue too.

"So you're a transfer student?" I asked.

"Yep." Now he was drumming with his hands, to a tune I could almost recognize.

"I've worked with everyone else before," I said when he didn't go on. "So I know their strengths. What do you see as yours?"

"You're already stuck with me," Alan answered, punctuating with a three-fingered double-thump. "I don't have to pass the interview."

"Mallory will make you porter if we don't give you another role," I warned. "Now's the time to speak up."

"You voted yourself boss. You tell me."

"I'm not the boss. I'm the guy who set the time and place. I tend to take on the organizational stuff, but I don't—"

"Here we are, boss!" Mallory bounced up, grinning at me as she set a cup in front of Alan and slipped into the seat next to him with a tall drink of her own. "So! What's the plan?" she asked as Tania sat next to me. Alan tossed his head, playing piano on the edge of the table and apparently lost in his imaginary music.

"That's what we're going to figure out." I handed around the calendar grids I'd made. "First I want to set up when we can meet. Tuesdays will work for a while, but we'll need more time as we get into the project, so—"

"Oh God, you've made it a speech," Tania grumbled. "Fill in your schedule," she told Alan. "Note any special plans like if you're going out of town or you have a game or a performance. Bring it back next meeting. And don't plan on any actual no-work vacations."

"Lukas is a slave driver," Mallory said, tossing her head to flip her long, straight, shining gold hair that helped make her so photogenic. Between that and her smile, in every project she ended up on camera. "But he's worth it. So what genre are you on, Lukas?"

"The assignment is a news segment," I pointed out.

"Easy enough to make that horror," Tania said. "Or action."

"Or science fiction, even." Mallory pulled a handful of writing instruments from her hobo bag and put them in the middle of the table. "Lukas wants experience in every style," she said to Alan, "so he has a rotation drawn up. What are you on, Lukas?"

"Drama," I admitted. "But we don't have to do my thing. We do need to decide what we're doing. A twenty-minute segment will take some work, so the sooner we know, the better." The girls would work with me even if Alan didn't want to cooperate. Or maybe Mallory could cajole him when needed. Jollying people around was one of her most valuable skills.

Tania picked up a pencil to twirl through her fingers. Mallory said she'd been a cheerleader. I couldn't imagine her smiling enough. "We could interview those idiots outside Planned Parenthood," she suggested. "And talk to some of the clients."

Planned Parenthood, I typed in a document. Sometimes the best ideas were the ones that we all talked around, so I liked to keep track of the conversation.

"Funding PP is important," Mallory said, "but it's old news. What about the election?"

Voters? I wrote.

"Everyone will be covering that," Alan put in, now playing air guitar. Or maybe bass.

"Do you have a suggestion?" I asked him.

"How about we hunt down the Invisible Brothers and see what they think?" Alan asked. Mallory shook her head.

"Not much, from what I've seen," Tania muttered.

"I'm not going to waste meeting time looking for them," I said. "If they show up, we'll let them in, but it's on them."

"And Lukas keeps back some of the worst stuff in case they do," Mallory said with a snicker. "Credits, citing sources, filmography— one or both guys will probably show up in December wanting to earn a grade, and Lukas will have the worst stuff saved for him/them."

"Yay, Lukas. So!" Alan thumped his hands on the table. "This is it. A fag, a hag, a hick and a drag. Yeehaw."

"Alan!" Mallory punched his arm. "Be nice!"

"I was!"

"All right." I handed out the next sheet. "Contact information. Matt and Darren are on here, so if anyone feels like trying to drag them in, go right ahead. I should tell you that I don't answer unknown numbers, so if you need to call me from a phone number not on this list, leave a message and I'll get right back to you. Alan, Mallory didn't give me your number."

"Email works," Alan said. "It's fast. Like lightning!"

"Fine." I wasn't going to argue with him. "Next up, jobs. Ladies, any preferences? Alan—"

"I want to direct."

"Fine," I said. Mallory blinked, and Tania shifted. Alan stared a moment, his mouth open to snark. "When we have some ideas," I went on, "I'll start on the script. Alan, you'll start scouting locations, and the ladies will get together on our equipment needs. Since you're new here, Alan—"

"Yeah, yeah." Alan snagged a red marker from Mallory's supply pile and drew an arc across the top of his calendar. "I'll ask a homebody for suggestions."

"We still need to decide what to cover," I said. "To fill twenty minutes, we'll need to be able to go in-depth, so it might be best to choose something one or more of us already knows." I raised my voice over the growing noise around us; the place was filling with the evening crowd. "Something we can be passionate about."

"Ooh, I know!" Alan drew an orange arc below the red on his calendar. "The imperiled rights of straight white boys!"

"Alan." Mallory shook her head. "Tania? Anything in particular getting on your justice nerve at the moment?"

"How about people who don't even give others a chance before they start acting like assholes?" Tania asked, staring at Alan. He tilted his chin, gave her an unrepentant grin.

"Let's not start the infighting just yet," I said, tapping the table above the rainbow Alan was drawing on his calendar. "Alan, would you like to do something about gay rights?"

"Would you like to do something about none-of-your-business?" he asked.

"If you wouldn't shove it in his face—" Tania began.

"He's wearing flannel!" Alan yelped. "He's shoving his straight in my face!"

"What if we look at some of the groups around campus?" Mallory asked. "I mean, did you know we have an SCA chapter?"

"Our audience has been here two-and-a-half years by the time we turn it in," Tania said. "If they don't know about a group, it's because they don't care."

I agreed with Tania, but I typed campus activities anyway.

Alan finished his rainbow and picked up a pink gel pen. "The effectiveness of student activism," he said, drawing. "What groups actually accomplish things, and who just makes noise."

"That… would take a lot of work," I said, turning the idea around. I liked it. Investigative work, asking interesting questions, lots of passionate people to interview… "But if we only looked at… oh, three to five…"

"Making noise is sometimes the goal," Tania growled. "It's called raising awareness."

"Raising awareness doesn't matter shit if—" Alan lurched forward, shoved from behind. Tania caught his cup as it tipped. Mallory shoved back against the guy who'd bumped him.

"Watch it, jackass!" she snapped.

"Sorry, girls!" the guy sang, and he and his friends moved off laughing.

"We could profile jerk-off jocks," Tania muttered, glaring after them.

"We've only got twenty minutes," Mallory answered, doing the same.

"We could do make-up tips," Alan suggested, drawing. "With the three of us, surely we could teach Lukas something."

"Oh, for goddess' sake," Tania grumbled, folding her arms.

"All right," I said. "That's one more task before we get together again— everyone come up with some ideas we can explore." I tapped Mallory's calendar. "Monday is Labor Day. Are you coming to Aunt Lilia's barbecue?"

"Told you," Mallory said with a grin at Alan. "No vacay with Lukas! But his Aunt Lilia bakes the most amazing cookies and Lukas grills ribs to die for, so it's not a hardship." She tossed her hair to smile at me. "Yes, we'll be there! Tania, want a ride?"

"Wait, I—" Alan began, but Mallory patted his arm.

"You're coming. Tania?"

"Yes, thank you, if you have room for one more? And if, Lukas, significant others are still welcome?"

"Of course." I folded up my laptop. "As long as they don't mind if we actually get some work done."

"And they don't eat all the cookies!" Mallory added.

The meeting broke up and when I was sure everyone had a way home, I stuck my stuff in my little truck and went to work, the real reason I was wearing the flannel Alan had mocked. Not that it mattered what he thought. Why had I even noticed?

Mallory and Tania weren't the only ones surprised I'd acceded to Alan's demand to direct. Not because I was married to directing— I'd worked with each of the girls directing before. No, it was because it was Alan. He was an unknown factor, it was a semester-long project, and the director more than anyone had to have his/her stuff together. My GPA— all our GPAs— could be torpedoed if the new guy flaked out. I didn't know why I'd said it, except that I'd wanted to knock that smug "I'll make you be a jerk" look off his made-up face.

Were his eyes green, or blue?

Mallory passed me, zooming straight in her shiny car while I went to the right. She waved her hand out her window. Alan might have waved, or he might have been talking with his hands about what a jerk I was. I shook my head, pulled my attention back to driving.

He got under my skin, that was all. I needed to not let him do that. I needed, since I'd stupidly said he could direct, to make sure he did a good job. And to do that without fighting him every step of the way, I needed to make friends with the guy. Mallory's diplomacy could only go so far. I'd have to work too.

Like I needed more work.

Whatever. I'd find a way. I always did. I pulled into the gas station and parked behind the bathrooms where I was supposed to, went inside and relieved Ebony. I got started on my closing prep, and finally got to my Film History assignment in between customers.

So Tuesday night went by, and Wednesday, and Thursday night I found I wasn't the only one in our group with a night job. I might not have known Alan as he walked by in a QuikBurger uniform, except he took off his hat as he passed and his hair was almost neon blue. It caught every headlight, illuminating his face. That, and the light from the cigarette he was puffing as he walked by a gas station. I could have made a try at making friends then, but I wasn't off for an hour so I couldn't offer a ride home, and if I'd been stuck in a QuikBurger uniform, I wouldn't really want to be seen either. Instead I just let him walk by, setting his image in my mind for the next time he decided to make fun of my clothes. Not that I'd bring it up— I'm not actually a jerk. But it would help me let his comments roll by.

Like water off a duck's back, Aunt Lilia would say. Just let it go.

When he'd walked out of sight I went back to my homework but I was too tired to focus, so I went out and started my closing clean-up early. It was a quiet night; maybe I wouldn't have to do it all over.

****


CHAPTER 2

Labor Day started out beautiful and just got better. I'd arranged to open the station so I'd have time to get home and get the grill going, so I was up to enjoy the still predawn, and then the dawn. Aunt Lilia was glad I was "taking a break from all the work," and happy to be meeting my friends. She was up before me and singing in the kitchen. The streets were empty on the way to the station, my shift was quiet and I got a jump on the week's homework, and then traffic was light getting back home.

Under a brilliant sky with just the right amount of fluffy white clouds, the old Victorian house looked better than it had in years. My summer was painted into the trim, and planted in the well-tended yard. That was the deal. Aunt Lilia fed me and gave me a place to stay so I didn't have to pay dorm costs. I kept everything outside the door— and a lot of what was inside, sometimes— kept up. It had taken me two years to get everything fixed to where I could just maintain it, but finally the place looked like it should. Even the graveyard was as neat as two-hundred-year-old rock-littered grounds could be. The burned-out church looked like it always did, but I wasn't messing with that. Aunt Lilia said it could go right on picturesquely falling down, and I was inclined to agree.

The group was due at three. Aunt Lilia had invited a few of her friends, but they would wander in when they liked. I grabbed a shower, changed out of my work clothes for shorts and a polo, and fired up the grill.

I didn't know or care if Alan would mock a polo shirt too. They could dress how they wanted. I was sharing host duties with Lilia, and I had to look presentable. I was a little irked, though, when a few of Aunt Lilia's friends arrived and Mr. Morgan was wearing the same clothes, down to the white socks and black sneakers. He had fifty years on me. We shouldn't be dressed the same.

When Mallory drove up right before three, I found I wasn't overdressed for them either. Mallory was wearing a cute sundress. Tania wore shorts and a floaty blouse. Her girlfriend T'Pau— yes, she was named after a Star Trek character and no, she didn't find it funny or cool— had also gone with a dress. Alan was wearing a striped button-down shirt with a narrow tie and another blazer. In one small concession to the holiday— or maybe to the rural setting he'd expected— he wore red sneakers instead of dress shoes.

"Lukas!" Mallory waved as I came through the screen door like she thought I hadn't seen them. "Hi! We made it!"

"Perfect timing!" I walked across the porch to meet them at the bottom of the wide steps. "I was about to start grilling." Under his blazer, Alan was wearing suspenders. And his hair was blue, as was his eye shadow. He'd also outlined his eyes with black, and painted black streaks in his hair. A little late, I wondered how he'd get on with the older set. But I shook his hand with a big smile, and I kissed Mallory's cheek and squeezed Tania's hand and welcomed T'Pau, who had never been to the house before. "I'm glad you guys made it. Come in and see Aunt Lilia."

"Yay!" Mallory cheered. Alan tossed his hair.

"If she's as awesome as Lukas—"

"Alan Lacroix," Mallory began, "if you dare be rude to—"

Sharp barks cut her off, with Aunt Lilia calling "Warhol! No! Bad dog!" as the little dog darted across the porch yapping.

"Aaah!" Alan climbed me, scrambling up my back. "Itty bitty bald dog is gonna eat me! Save me, Lukas!"

I staggered, almost tripping over Warhol as he bounced around my feet, jumping at Alan. Mallory grabbed my arm, yanking instead of helping as she tried to shoo the dog away. Lilia scooted down the steps and scooped up Warhol, but Alan stayed put, knees clamped on my hips and his arms around my neck, maybe because the rest of the dogs had followed Lilia out to surge around our feet. I hadn't thought to warn—

"Ah," Aunt Lilia said, a squirming Warhol firmly under her one arm as she offered her other hand. "You must be Alan. It's lovely to meet you. If I call off the dogs and give you cookies, will you come in?"

"What kind of cookies?" Alan demanded. Mallory snickered.

"I have chocolate chip baked an hour ago," Lilia said. T'Pau and Mallory oohed, but Alan must have been unimpressed because Lilia went on with, "and snickerdoodles coming out of the oven."

"Snickerdoodles!" Alan's legs loosened then clamped on me again. "You're sure they won't eat me?"

Aunt Lilia raised her hand. "Scout's honor." She called the dogs to heel and they all went behind her. Alan slipped off my back finally, and he and Tania and T'Pau and Lilia and all the dogs headed kitchen-wards. Mallory shook her head as she watched them up the steps.

"He really is afraid of dogs," she told me softly. "I can't believe I forgot."

"Must not be too bad," I said. "He's all right now."

"He's really brave," she said with a sigh, and walked up the steps. I was going after, but Mr. Morgan called me from the horseshoe stakes under the elm and I went to the cooler to get him and his fiancée cold drinks instead.

The grill was almost ready when Alan and the girls came trooping back out, again surrounded by the dogs because Mallory carried the to-be-grilled tray I'd set up. Tania had a plate of cookies, and T'Pau a pitcher of lemonade. Alan had a tray of glasses and a forced smile that flickered as he kept an eye on the milling dogs. I took the tray from Mallory.

"All right, you mooches," I told the dogs, "go on back to the house. You know I won't feed you. Go on!" The dogs hesitated until Lilia whistled from the porch; then the pack went racing off.

Mallory giggled. "Will she feed them?"

"Of course." I held my hand over the grill and had to snatch it back quickly. Perfect. I put on some burgers, hot dogs, and brats.

"I was expecting more… farmy," Alan said. "Is that a barn over there?"

"It's a church," Tania said.

"Once it was a church," T'Pau clarified. I'd only been around T'Pau a few times, but I suspected one reason Tania liked her was that T'Pau made Tania look positively cheery. "Now it is a ruin."

"If you guys go wandering, please stay away from it," I had to say. "It's been falling down for a long time, but it's not done yet."

"You got it, Captain Safety." Alan poured a lemonade and offered it to Mallory. "I won't be needing any burgers," he said. "I'm living on Aunt Lilia's snickerdoodles the rest of my life."

"At least you'll die happy," Mallory said with a grin, taking the glass. Over under the elm Mr. Morgan scored a ringer, and did a stiff little dance at having trounced his fiancée. I wondered if he'd go up on the porch to lecture Lilia about how she was raising me, or come tell me how to work the grill first.

I won. Or lost. Whatever. Mr. Morgan headed over to critique my grilling skills, but he never got that far. The group turned at his approach and his eyes fell on Alan. Mr. Morgan froze. For a moment, everyone did. Mallory scowled, but I tugged her back and stepped in front of Alan.

"Mr. Morgan—"

"What the sam-hell happened to the boy?" Mr. Morgan demanded, but that was as far as he got. Aunt Lilia was there.

"They're in film, Josiah. Theater geeks have more fun. Alan, come spread your glittering presence on the porch, won't you? If I have to hear about Daisy's petunias one more time I may snap."

Alan grinned and ushered Aunt Lilia across the yard. Mr. Morgan wandered off shaking his head. Mallory tossed her hair.

"I've said it before and I'll say it again— Lukas, I love your aunt."

"Me too," Tania said, biting into a cookie.

"Me too," I said. Lilia was magic. Up on the porch, Alan tossed his hair as he chatted with Lilia, his grin a mile wide, and I wanted to be up there, magic by association, instead of grilling meat.

Which I'd better give some attention, if I wanted it to be edible.

When everyone was served, I sat on the steps near Lilia and Alan. The girls were on the other side of the steps, digging into their own plates. The dogs were scattered among the guests, each near whomever they thought most likely to feed them. Warhol was under Aunt Lilia's chair, naturally, but I was surprised to see Twiggy hovering near Alan. A rescued Greyhound, she was a nervy dog and normally didn't get near strangers.

Maybe it was because she sensed a kindred spirit in Alan, who was as nervous as she was. He was telling Aunt Lilia a story about a high school play disaster, but his eyes often wandered, checking on where the dogs were. Twiggy's hovering especially seemed to bother him, so I called her to me. She sat beside me on the step, just as close to Alan as before but when she laid her head on my knee I thought Alan relaxed a little. Obviously when she was watching my cheeseburger she wasn't pondering eating him, right?

Of course, then I had those great soulful eyes full of hope as they followed every trip the burger made from my plate to my mouth, watched the burger back to my plate in case anything dropped, stared sadly at my face while I took a drink…

So much for the idea of getting anywhere that day. Alan might be more cooperative around Lilia, but if he was too nervous to focus on the project— well, but what if he got over his fear, at least of these dogs? Lilia didn't believe, as she put it, in the dog wagging the human. Her pack was a well-behaved lot. It shouldn't be that hard. Alan had already gone from climbing me to sitting within five feet of half the pack.

I looked down at the graceful head on my knee and decided it would work. If Alan just looked into her eyes once, he'd never be afraid of Twiggy again. The others couldn't be much harder.

After we ate, my awesome great aunt suggested we "young folk" go for a walk, as it wasn't right for us to be snoozing in the shade with the "oldsters." I bounced up and offered to show the group the burned-out church, and the graveyard. Despite Alan's annoyed glance, I took Twiggy and the Frisbee hidden under my shirt so the other dogs wouldn't see. As soon as we were in the field, I gave the quick heads-up whistle and threw the Frisbee as hard as I could.

If you've never seen a Greyhound run, you've missed out. Greyhounds can hit forty-five miles per hour in six strides— the cheetah is the only land animal that can beat that. Twiggy didn't have to race to catch the Frisbee; she ran for the joy of it, then loped back till the disk came down where a good leap could snatch it.

The full run of a Greyhound is impressive. The long-legged lope is… goofy-looking. Twiggy trotted back, proud of herself. Mallory whooped, and Twiggy shied away.

"She's a new rescue," I explained. "You want to move slowly around her, and talk softly if you want to make friends." I stepped away from the others so Twiggy would come and give me the Frisbee, threw it again. We made our way across the field. Within three throws, Mallory was flinging the Frisbee for Twiggy, and the dog was bringing it to her. Which was great for Twiggy's self-confidence, but Alan was still stepping behind me or Mallory, whoever the dog wasn't coming to, whenever Twiggy approached. When we got to the graveyard I called a halt to the game.

"Greyhounds are sprinters. They wear out fast."

"Yeah, she looks worn out," Alan muttered as Twiggy bounced around us. "Goofy dog."

"She's so cute!" Mallory gushed. "That big old tongue lolling out…"

"Racing dogs have horrible lives," T'Pau said. "They can be left in a crate for twenty hours a day."

"That's awful!" Mallory said. "She loves to run so much!"

"Jacob Batteiger," Alan read, leaning over a gravestone. "July 23, 1768— April 17, 1853. May God Have Mercy. What kind of an epitaph is that?"

"Ooh, do you think he was a bad man?" Mallory bent over the stone. "No family mentioned— is that how it usually is?"

"This one has family." Tania wiped moss from a large block with a disintegrating angel. "Sacred to the memory of Isaac Class, Beloved Husband. Philippa Class, Mother and Wife. Departed this life June 16, 1865. They both died on the same day? Or one of them did, and the other was buried here later?"

"I bet there are records," Mallory said. "I wonder what we could find?"

"You know…" Alan set his back to a tall narrow column, "we could do this for our segment."

"What, hunt down historical records?" Tania asked.

"No. Well, yes— but also ghost stories. Look at this place!" He waved at the graveyard with its moldering stones and encroaching woods, at the black timbers of the church beyond. "You know there are tons of stories about this place."

"That would be fun to film, and sure to catch interest," Mallory said. "I like it!"

"I don't," I had to say. I hated to shut Alan down when he'd just started contributing, but— "It's supposed to be a news segment."

"So it's a local color piece. Have you watched the news lately? Not a whole lot of actual news anymore."

"He does have a point," Tania admitted. "And it would be different— no one else would be doing it, which is a possibility with every other suggestion we've had." T'Pau rolled her eyes, but didn't comment since it wasn't her project.

"We'll talk about it," I said. "Did you all want a closer look at the church?"

"I say we talk about it now," Alan said, moving away from the spire. "Wasn't it the great Lukas Blake who said the sooner we decided the better?"

"Twiggy thinks it's interesting," Mallory said with a laugh. "Look, she's headed—"

I whistled, calling Twiggy back before she bounded into the ruins themselves. "It's not safe in there," I said as she bounced up to my side. "Stuff still falls sometimes."

"What happened?"

"It was struck by lightning. According to some stories, anyway. I've also heard it was set. The story goes that it was a stop on the Underground Railroad, and some people around here had a problem with that. Some say God did too, and that's why the lightning strike." Great, I had to mention the Underground Railroad, one of Tania's interests. Could I try any harder to lose this argument?

"Anyone in it when it burned?" Alan asked.

"That depends on the story," I admitted. "But it's likely."

Alan threw out his hands in a told you so! gesture, like I'd made his point for him. And I pretty much had. Unless I managed to come up with something amazing, I was going to get stuck doing a mockumentary about ghosts.

Twiggy sighted on something and froze, blocking my legs and almost sending me sprawling. She was staring into the ruins but I didn't see whatever rabbit or squirrel had got her attention.

"Twiggy knows there's something here," Alan said softly.

"She's a Sighthound." I took a firm grip on her collar to keep her from racing off and killing something small and fluffy. "Not a second-sight-hound."

"Ha!" Alan crowed. "What do you know, Lukas does have a sense of humor!"

"I know you don't like the idea," Mallory said softly, "but, Lukas, I think this is a great plan. I mean, it's really creepy now, with the shadows and the ruins and the old forgotten graves. Imagine how much better it would be with just a little creative camera work!"

"And with the hook of the ghosts, we could bring in mention of the reality," Tania said. "The history we all walk by every day and don't even know it's there."

"We could try to focus on a few stones," Alan said. "What if we found some that have surviving family— or at least the same last name as people in the class? Additional creepy!"

"If we wait another month to film, the leaves will be gone," Tania said. "The light will be better and the atmosphere all we could want."

"What's the name of this place?" Alan asked, pulling a notebook and pen from his pocket.

"Old Galilee." I pointed through the trees at a white spire. "That's New Galilee."

"So it burned and they just left it?" Alan scribbled away. "That's awesome."

"If people were murdered here," Tania said sharply, "they may have felt the ground could never be consecrated again."

"More ghosts for us!" Alan shot back with his smug grin.

"Well, come on," I said, before Tania dug into Alan. "You might as well see the rest."

The church had been built of stone in a time when people only said "eternal" if they meant it. The interior was long since gutted and much of the roof had fallen, but beams still arced across the sky, and portions of all the walls still reached heavenward. Everyone wanted to go inside, but I was adamant. It wasn't safe.

"When's the last time something fell?" Alan demanded.

"It's been a while, so we're about due. I'm not telling Aunt Lilia I let her new friend get brained, so just listen, all right?"

Alan tossed a glance back at the house and let it go. Aunt Lilia was magic.

We clambered about the churchyard a while longer, the others calling inscriptions and names at each other while I considered how we'd film it if I couldn't change their minds. It was late notice, and late summer, but if I let some of the landscaping go, it might have a more overgrown and creepy—

Right. I didn't need to think about how we'd shoot. I wasn't the director.

Our director leaned over a stone, hooted, and picked a late daisy. "Since beauty, and useful acquirements," he proclaimed, "Could not ward off the early stroke/ Well we may conclude/ That Heaven intends the virtuous soul/ For nobler purposes/ Than to be for years distinguished on this fluctuating stage."

"What?" Mallory demanded, laughing. But Alan didn't answer, he was busy swooning and dying until he was stretched out on the grave, the flower clasped on his chest. Twiggy wandered over to investigate.

"All right," T'Pau said from where she sat daintily on a gravestone, "I'm ready for more lemonade. And some cookies."

"I call the snickerdoodles!" Alan said, jumping up. Twiggy skittered away from him.

"Did you leave any?" Mallory asked.

"If I didn't, I'm sure Aunt Lilia baked more," Alan said, dusting himself off. "She's awesome like that."

We all trooped back into the field. Mallory threw the Frisbee for Twiggy, and got it stuck in a tree first throw. Twiggy tried running up the tall maple with no success, and then scratched, whining at the roots.

"Well, damn," Mallory said. "Now what?"

"Did you forget the cookies already?" Alan demanded.

"I refuse to be responsible for losing Twiggy's favorite toy!"

"Do you have a ladder, Lukas?" Tania asked.

"Are you kidding?" Alan shook his head. "It's a tree." He slipped off his blazer and held it out to Mallory. "Second, hold my coat."

"Ooh, a duel!"

"I do have a ladder," I said.

"Bah, ladders!" Alan said. "This is an affair of honor!" He slipped his suspenders off his shoulders and took off his shirt, handing that to Mallory too. Underneath he wore only a thin white tank top. Alan grabbed his pants before they slipped off his slim hips, and put the suspenders back on his shoulders. "Apologize and return the lady's property!" he declaimed at the tree, "Or I shall avenge her honor upon your scaly hide!"

"Trees don't have scales," Tania pointed out. Mallory snickered. Alan picked up a stick and smacked the tree with it.

"I demand satisfaction, sir! If you will not act with honor…" He leaped to grab a branch, swung his body up and twisted as he did to plant his foot on another branch, and wriggled up into the tree.

Alan was good at tree-climbing. Nimble and flexible, he climbed higher quickly, and I forgot to warn him to be careful, that I didn't want to tell Aunt Lilia I'd let him fall out of a tree either. In moments he'd tossed down the Frisbee for Twiggy to snatch from the air. The girls applauded. Alan stood in the tree cleft and lifted his chin, his hand on his heart as he accepted their admiration, and I almost staggered under a wave of lust like I'd never known.

He was messy, disheveled and damp. The shirt was thin; his sweat glued it to every line of his chest and tight abs. His undershirt had ridden up, or his pants slid down, so the little hollow above his hips was visible. And the grin… that Yes, I am awesome grin…

I wanted to lick him, to taste the sweat in the hollows of his hips, to shove him up against the tree and—

Oh damn.

"You have vanquished the mighty tree!" Mallory called. "Twiggy's honor is unsmirched! Come down and celebrate thy victory with cookies!"

"Cookies!" Alan shouted and dropped quickly out of the tree, brachiating like an orangutan and back on the ground before I could be sure I wasn't drooling. He took his coat and shirt from Mallory and threw them over his arm. "Now then," he said, pointing at the house, "TO THE COOKIES!"

"Charge!" Mallory yelled and ran with him. Tania and T'Pau shook their heads at each other before strolling towards the house.

"Aren't you coming?" Tania asked when I didn't follow.

"I… thought I'd call the rest of the dogs and run off some of their energy."

"White people," Tania said with a small smile. "Always hanging out in the sun."

"Save me some cookies if you can," I told her. She waved over her shoulder as she walked away, taking T'Pau's hand before they'd gone far. I whistled for the other dogs and started flinging the Frisbee. Twiggy, then Crikey the Australian shepherd got a turn, and Midas the golden retriever, then Twiggy… Javert, the old bloodhound, wasn't doing any such thing as chasing a silly bit of plastic, but Warhol tried and tried to outrace the bigger dogs.

I threw ’til they were all panting, even Javert from watching, and still the feeling wasn't going away. I thought of Alan sitting at Lilia's table with lemonade and cookies, cracking his smartass jokes with that look at me grin, and I wanted to march in there and drag him upstairs. Literally drag, if I had to; the sight of Alan's hips was bringing out the caveman that I'd never even known I had in me.

I thought of when he'd jumped on me in fear of Warhol, of his arms and legs around me, and I had to resist taking the dogs to go scare him again.

Our project… had just gotten a lot more complicated.

I took yet another deep breath and tried to think. Okay. Maybe… it wasn't as bad as I thought. I'd known him a week, and though he had knocked me for a loop that first time in the library, I hadn't reacted to him since. Maybe it would go away, and maybe I could just… be really careful to hide it if it came back.

Acting on it wasn't an option. I had a dozen good reasons for that, of course, starting with his dislike for me and progressing through the fact that my life-plan had me settling down and starting a family in about seven more years if I had the financial stability to do so, but definitely not before then, and also family.

Not wanting to come out was the smallest, most insignificant reason on my list, but it was there, and tainted the rest of my reasons with the hint of rationalization.

I wasn't rationalizing, I told myself. I was reasoning. Thinking. I was a thinking man, not a damn caveman. I thought with the big head, not the little one, and the little one could just pout its way into some cold showers if it didn't want to listen.

Oh, hey. That was an option. I'd definitely worked up a sweat. No one would find it odd if I grabbed a shower while Lilia had them entertained. And the dogs were worn out anyway. "Lazy beasts," I told them all and led back to the house. On the way I stopped to scrub the grill clean, to be extra certain I needed a shower.

When I came into the hall, the girls were in the dining room with two of Lilia's friends, muttering over a book on the table. I told Mallory I was grabbing a quick shower and walked on. I caught a glimpse of Alan's shirttail in the kitchen, but I didn't look to see what he was doing. It didn't matter that I didn't look. As I walked up the steps, Lilia said something I couldn't make out. Alan laughed, and I found out what it went straight to my dick meant. Only reminding myself he really didn't like me kept me going up the steps.

God help me, it wasn't going away.

My shower was long and cold, and it helped.

"God, your skin is ice cold!" Mallory exclaimed when I entered the dining room after and she grabbed my arm. "Did something happen to the water heater?"

"I was hot," I told her. "Now I'm not. What did you guys find?"

"Mrs. Brooks," Mallory nodded at the lady, a dimpled baker of pies who I knew to be a sharp poker player, "lives in that pretty white house we could see from the old churchyard. And…" she paused, grinned, "…her great-grandmother used to tell her stories of the night the church burned."

"That's… amazing." Well, that clinched the ghost stories, didn't it? Looked like this project was going to be one long frustrating experience.

Unaware of my thoughts, Mrs. Brooks nodded happily. "Gramma Birdie sometimes didn't know me," she said. "She lived to 107, and in the last few years she got to thinking I was her girlhood friend. Talked about all kinds of things a girl of my years oughtn't to have heard."

"Mrs. Brooks," I said, "how would you feel about being interviewed on camera?"

"Hey now, Mr. Hostile Takeover," Alan's voice jolted through me. He stood in the doorway, lemonade in one hand and half a cookie in the other, his shirt tossed back on over the suspenders and unbuttoned to hang around him. He was barefoot like he'd settled in. "Who's the director, again?" he asked.

"Oh, like you'd pass up a chance at a story like this." Mallory tossed her hair. "Eat your cookie and stop being difficult, Alan."

"Eat another cookie?" Tania asked. "He's going to roll home as it is. Have you budgeted for the new clothes you're going to need, Alan?"

"Oh," Mallory reached out and tugged at the front of his pants. "I think he's got some room before he worries."

"I need some lemonade," I said, and slipped past Alan into the kitchen, careful not to touch him as I passed.

Had I thought this project would be a frustrating experience? No. It was going to be a hellish one.

Aunt Lilia tried to shoo me away from cleaning up, but it wasn't until Alan called me to stop "pouting" that I went back in the other room. Not because of his comment, but because if Alan failed, Mallory would be next, and I did not want to talk to her about what was bothering me. Even if she would think it was adorable.

Lilia's friends had gone, so the dogs had come to keep the group company. T'Pau sat in the window seat, a book in one hand and a snoring Golden Retriever under the other. Mallory sat at the table but sideways so she could scratch Crikey's belly with her pink-painted toenails. Tania sat flipping through an old photo album, Javert beside her getting his ears scratched. Twiggy lay behind Alan's chair, her big eyes on his back. Warhol, of course, was still in the kitchen, getting under Lilia's feet as he watched for falling goodies.

"So we're talking about jobs," Mallory said, overriding whatever snarky thing Alan was starting to say. "I told Alan that Tania's our researcher, and I'd love to do some preliminary interviews and find out what Aunt Lilia's friends know."

"That leaves you," Alan said, sitting back to drape himself over the chair with his arm hanging down the back. "What are you good for, Lukas?"

"Generally I direct," I snapped. "But I can do any job you set me."

"Fine. You're the talent." Alan sat up and grabbed a pencil. "That Bible Belt accent of yours is perfect for narrating this."

"Fine," I said, not bothering to argue that Indiana wasn't in the Bible Belt.

"Lukas in front of the camera?" Mallory said. "Can the world take it?"

"Till we're ready to film, you can be secretary." Alan shoved a piece of paper at me. It was the calendar I'd handed out. Under the rainbow, Alan had written The Gay Agenda and in various blocks he'd written work, class, indoctrinate school children, RHPS, destroy real marriages, disrupt faith of the faithful, contaminate water supply with Teh Gay.

"If you tell him to fetch you coffee I hope he dumps it on you," Mallory said with a smile, handing me Tania's calendar and her own.

"What if I tell him to sit on my lap and take dictation?" Alan asked. He tapped the paper in front of him. "So we're looking at interviews, some still shots, maybe some animation, and definite on-location, yes? What equipment do we have among us, and what are we going to have to borrow?"

"Lukas' camcorder is better than anything the school lends out," Tania said without looking up. "And Mallory's computer can actually run the editor she has on it. Also better than you can get at the school."

"Lights, mike…" I started listing things to reserve from the school lab. "Do we have a date we want to start filming?"

"We haven't even started the T-script," Alan said.

"Don't worry about that!" Mallory said. "Once we set a date we'll meet it, if Lukas has to carry us all to do it. Director or not." She winked at me. Alan grunted. Did Mallory think telling Alan how wonderful I was would make him like me? So far it had only had the opposite effect.

On the other hand, if he did come around to liking me I'd have that much harder a time keeping my hands off him. So I didn't clue her in.

In the kitchen Warhol yelped. That wasn't uncommon when he insisted on being underfoot, but the soft curse from Lilia was. I jumped up but Alan slipped past me. When I got there, Warhol was huddled in his corner, looking ashamed of himself. Lilia stood clutching the counter, her mouth set in a line. Alan knelt on the floor, wrapping a dishtowel around her bleeding foot. The knife I'd used for the watermelon lay beside him, bloody.

"How bad?" I asked him, putting an arm around Lilia.

"Stitches," he said. "Definitely."

"Oh!" Mallory gasped. "Aunt Lilia—"

"Goddess, blood, can't—" Tania darted back out of the room.

"Alan, I'll carry her, you keep the pressure on," I said, snatching Lilia's keys off the rack by the door. "Mallory, the dog-sitting instructions are in that binder beside you, so if you could settle them and lock up the house before you go—"

"I'm riding with Lilia," Alan interrupted. "So I can play This Little Piggy."

Lilia let out a strangled giggle.

"We'll take care of everything and meet you there," Mallory said, grabbing the binder. "St. Luke's ER, right?"

"Right."

Lilia's car was a ten-year-old sedan with plenty of room in the back seat for Alan to put her foot on his lap. Tania handed Lilia a sheet to protect her dignity, then I all but peeled out of the driveway. Alan flirted with Lilia and didn't comment on my driving.

At the ER we had to wait, of course. I filled out forms for Lilia to sign while Alan complained he finally had a princess by the foot and he'd lost that blasted shoe. He flirted outrageously, and she laughed at him as she leaned against me, and the little part of me that wasn't worried about her really wished I hadn't seen this side of him.

When the staff wheeled Lilia off to be examined, though, he reverted safely to the Alan I knew.

"Forget your superhero costume in the wash?" he asked as soon as she was out of hearing range. "I expected you to fly her here."

I wanted to make a smart comeback, but I yawned instead. Four a.m. seemed an eternity in the past. Alan said something about sleepy superheroes ruining their image, and then Mallory came hurrying in with Lilia's purse on her shoulder with her own. She had Alan's messenger bag too.

"Tania and T'Pau thought they'd be more helpful by staying out of the way," she said, handing over the purse. "How's Aunt Lilia?"

"They haven't told me anything yet," I said. "It will probably be a while. I can text you both when I know anything." Except Alan hadn't given me—

"I'll stay till they spring her," Alan said, taking his bag and giving Mallory a kiss on the cheek. "I can walk home from here. It's not far."

"Oh, but—"

"You've got Spanish in ten hours, Mal," Alan said. "Go home."

"I'll drive him home," I promised her when she wavered instead of going. Alan rolled his eyes, but Mallory smiled.

"All right, then. Text me the minute you hear!" She kissed my cheek, kissed Alan's, and left me alone with him again.

"I don't need a ride," he said, leaning back in his chair and stuffing his hands in his pockets.

"I promised Mallory. Don't make me stuff you in the car; I forgot my superhero costume in the wash."

Alan snerked. I crossed my arms, stretched my legs out in front of me and wondered if I dared nap or if I'd wake with a Sharpie mustache courtesy of Alan. It seemed like the kind of thing he'd do.

"Are you going to get your panties in a bunch if I ignore you?" he asked, pulling a textbook from his bag.

"I'd actually appreciate it," I said, wishing I'd thought to grab my own backpack. I had a spare book or three in the truck for emergencies, but I didn't keep my stuff in Lilia's car.

Alan stuck his nose in the book. I thought about the old church and camera angles and how to make sure we were on track when so much of the project was still in everyone's heads, and eventually my chin fell to my chest and I was out.

I woke when a doctor shook my left shoulder. My right shoulder, I discovered, was under Alan, who somehow slept through my jump at realizing where he was.

"Mrs. Hille is insisting on going home," the doctor said softly without a glance at the makeup-wearing young man sleeping on me. "I have no medical reason to hold her, and she says you have class in the morning." He pointed. "In that lounge is a vending machine that dispenses coffee."

"Thank you, Doctor," I said, without explaining that it was Miss Hille and he was probably a third of Lilia's determination to go home. She hated when people assumed, or worse, judged by, her marital state.

"The nurse will give you care instructions. Mrs. Hille is stubborn, but if she wants to heal, she'll need to do what she's told."

"She's not more stubborn than I am, Doctor," I told him.

"That's the truth," Alan muttered and sat up yawning. "Is she all right?" he asked.

"A few stitches," the doctor said. "You'll need to watch her for—"

"Red lines, blood poisoning, yes." Alan waved a hand of painted fingernails. "Did I hear the word coffee?"

I pointed. He ambled off with another yawn.

"Sorry, Doctor. You were saying?"

"It's all in the care instructions. I'm sure you college boys can read. The nurse will bring Mrs. Hille out in a few minutes." He walked away. I resisted the urge to go smack Alan in the back of the head for being a twit.

Dawn broke before I stumbled off to my room, Alan safely delivered to an ugly apartment block, Mallory texted with reassurance, and Lilia snugly tucked in. I was less than appreciative of that second dawn since I'd seen my bed, and closed the blinds on it.

Despite Lilia's protests, in the morning— also known as three hours later— I set up a rotation of her friends to look after her. I made it to all my classes, catching quick naps between in my truck. I got myself to work without falling asleep behind the wheel. I noticed when Alan walked past the gas station again, a little earlier, a little slower, and not smoking. I made it home and went to bed.

By the end of the week I had the correlation. The nights Alan walked by after eleven, he smoked. Maybe it had been a rough night at Quikburger, and he felt he needed it. When he left work shortly after ten, he didn't have a cigarette. Judging by my limited sample, anyway.

On Saturday I picked up an extra shift for a sick coworker, and Alan walked by smoking as I flicked off the lights. I wondered if he worked full-time too.

I thought entirely too much about Alan that week. I watched him every night, from the moment he came into sight until he was gone. I wondered about his fear of dogs, and his sharp humor, and sometimes when I wasn't guarding my thinking, I wondered what his lip gloss tasted like.

The next group meeting was Tuesday night at the Mug Shot. I got there first, sat by the wall again, and when they came the rest of the group took their same places. Alan's hair was black with one blue streak. His fingernails were black, and his eyes lined and painted like an ancient Egyptian's. He wore another blazer, another rainbow T-shirt, and an old pair of jeans held up with a belt. I delivered Lilia's care package of snickerdoodles baked with only a little assistance the night before, and he gave up one of them for the rest of us to share. We looked at the information Tania and Mallory had come up with, looked at Alan's rough sketch of a T-script, and talked about how horror movies invoked the creepy. When the place was most crowded, someone spilled icewater on Alan's back, but I didn't see who did it. Four letter-jacketed jocks thought it was funny, though, and only laughed harder when Mallory snarled at them.

On Thursday as I drove from school to work, my phone rang with Mallory's ringtone. I had a few minutes, so I pulled over to answer.

"Lukas, hey!" Mallory was always so happy to talk to me. It was nice. "Listen— Saturday is History is Great day. Well, Jim Streeter and Family present a Celebration of Time and Place. I like Alan's name better. Anyway, they'll have Civil War re-enactors! Alan wants to see if we can get some footage, but I have to go to a wedding. Can you make it?"

"Hang on," I said, grabbing my planner. "Saturday— yes, there's nothing on Saturday that I can't move."

"Great! Alan will meet you outside the student union— no, wait, the Mug Shot— at nine. Plan for the day, Lukas— he's as much of a slave driver as you are."

"In that case, let me talk to him. I'll prep better if I know what he's hoping to get."

"Can't, sorry, he's not here. I'm acting on my own initiative."

Oh yeah, that was going to end well. "Mallory, why are you setting him up? You know he doesn't like me."

"I'm doing you both a favor," she said and I could imagine her grin. "If it's something I do to him, he can complain. If it's something he does for the good of the project, he has to be stoic and long-suffering. Believe me, Lukas, you'd rather be around complaining than martyr."

"Remind me not to trust you too much," I told her.

"Will do! Bye, Lukas!"

Saturday was chilly with a brisk wind and dark but fast-moving clouds. I found Alan standing outside the Mug Shot at nine, and he did not look happy about it. I'd dressed for a rugged day, in my work boots and warm layers. He wore the black turtleneck and black blazer again, over worn jeans and sneakers. His hair was blue, but he wasn't wearing any makeup except the ever-present sparkly lip gloss.

"Mal's gonna pay for this," he muttered as he climbed into the truck.

"If it helps," I told him as he put his seatbelt on and I checked my mirrors, "there's coffee in the thermos. Sugar packets and creamer in the ashtray."

"How did I not know you would be disgustingly prepared?" he grumbled, but he poured himself a cup of coffee and his scowl lifted a bit as he huddled over it.

The re-enactors were scheduled to march in the parade, but that was only part of what Alan wanted. They'd also set up a historically accurate camp, and he wanted footage of that. In particular, and he wouldn't explain why, a blacksmith at work, and an infirmary if they had one set up.

As a strong, helpful guy with a truck, I was used to being drafted for manual labor, especially for stressful things like moving. By the time we reached the site, I'd decided that was the best way to see my day— do what I was told, keep my mouth shut and endure. Alan didn't want to tell me his plans. "Me director. You camera boy." He didn't want to talk about the weather. "It's grey. It's Pennsylvania. Next." He didn't want to talk about sports. "When they play naked, I'll watch." Our college was "wetter" than the one he'd come from. He didn't want to discuss movies or TV or books. He did volunteer the opinion that plaid flannel shirts— I was wearing one as my second layer— should all be rubbed with garlic and burned.

We spent two hours tromping about the encampment. Alan issued complaints and orders; I kept a firm hold on my temper and shot film.

As I worked, it got easier to keep my temper. Alan saw things I didn't, like the woman in an ill-fitting Union uniform with stubble artfully drawn on her face, or the horse with a limp led by an exhausted-looking man who was probably supposed to be a scout. The more he pointed out, the more great footage I caught, and the less I cared that he mocked my "farmer" boots or my "straight boy" haircut along with my flannel shirt.

When the actors formed up to march to the parade, Alan told me to go steal a couple horses. I reminded him the penalty was hanging, and suggested we drive into town and get ahead of the marchers instead. Alan rolled his eyes, but he was as tired as I was so he agreed.

Back in town, the streets were more full than I'd expected. Alan looked at it and shook his head.

"No good. We'll have anachronisms everywhere."

"We can catch them back at that last crossroads," I said, turning the truck around.

After another hour Alan admitted we had all the footage he could possibly use, and also as director he was directing me to carry him for the rest of the day. I packed my camera up and asked if he wanted to get lunch. I thought he'd warmed up to me in the last hour— or at least, stopped making fun of me— and I wanted to build on that. Also, I was hungry.

"I don't want to walk another step," he said, turning to look at the still-thick crowd, "but there's funnel cake in that there mob."

"Funnel cake it is." Funnel cake wasn't lunch, but close enough.

"Into the woods," Alan sang as we headed into the crowd, "the time is now, we have to live, I don't care how…"

The cakes were seven dollars, but also huge. I asked Alan if he wanted to share, forgetting for one important moment how the man could eat.

I got maybe five bites of my funnel cake. Alan was sneaky about it, too; he kept making me laugh and then eating while I couldn't. Finally I just gave up and handed him the plate.

"About time, Blake," he said with a grin.

"I'm just letting you think you won while I look for a dunking booth," I told him. He snickered and swiped his finger through the powdered sugar on the plate, then licked it off his hand. I looked away.

"Fun as this is," he said, "unless you're buying more funnel cake, I gotta get home. I have plans tonight, and from the way they hurt, I'll be needing time to chop my legs off."

"We could run back to the encampment and get that bone saw," I suggested, looking for a better way to get back to the truck than the route we'd walked in search of funnel cake.

"I'm not running anywhere. Ever. Not for all of eternity. And after." Alan stuffed the last of the funnel cake in his mouth and stuck the plate in a garbage can.

"You have powdered sugar on your nose," I told him.

"Sweet!" he said, but he wiped it off, and pulled out the sparkly lip gloss to re-apply. "Oh, hey, stagecoach. Is that even period appropriate?"

"I don't know?"

"O-ho, the Wells Fargo wagon is a-coming down the street—"

Darting out of the crowd, a little girl ran in front of me. I didn't think; I yanked her back by her hood. She squalled and twisted out of her coat, but Alan snatched her up before she got off the curb.

"What, you want to be flat, kid?"

Blonde, blue-eyed, and maybe four years old, the little girl stared at Alan. I looked around for an adult in pursuit, but there wasn't one.

"Your lips are sparkly," the little girl said.

"Yep," Alan said. "It's magic."

She squirmed and looked at me.

"His aren't."

"He's not magic."

"I just didn't want you run over," I told the girl, holding out her coat. She huddled against Alan, away from me. "We should call someone," I told Alan. "People will think we stole her."

"Ixnay on the aringscay," Alan ordered. "We'll get it."

"That's French!" the girl exclaimed. "My daddy speaks French."

"No, it's a secret language," Alan told her. "Maybe one day you'll learn it. Where is your daddy?"

"99 George Street, Cairns, Queensland," the girl said. "Postal code 4870."

"Queensland is in Australia," I said.

"Duh," Alan said as he and the girl stared at me like I was an idiot.

"I want the magic," she told Alan. "To find my mommy."

"Magic is a big responsibility," Alan said. "You have to be smart. Running into streets is not smart."

"I was trying to catch the officer! Mommy said if I get lost find an officer but all the police I see are fake police! Then I saw a real one and you— HE— made me miss him!"

"I'll call the real police," I told her, pulling out my phone. She shook her head.

"0-0-0 doesn't work."

"Enough with the standing," Alan grumbled, and sat right down on the pavement. He kept hold of the little girl and she was fine with sitting on his knee. "So. Magic. You think you can handle it— what's your name?"

"Jerlina Nicola Anderson-Bligh. And I can handle it. I'm strong." She stuck out a tiny arm and made a muscle. Alan squeezed it with a solemn face.

"911, what is the emergency?" an operator asked me. I told her that we'd found an unattended child while Alan brought out the lip gloss.

"Go like this," Alan told the girl, sticking his lips out as the operator connected me with the police. Jerlina did, and he painted her lips with his finger. "Now this," and he and Jerlina made another face at each other and he put more lip gloss on her. He made another face, twisting his lips in opposite directions and crossing his eyes, and Jerlina tried and they both laughed. "Perfect!" Alan put a dot of lip gloss on her nose. "Now you have purple berry sparkles." He pulled out a mirror and showed her. The police came on the line and I told them we had found Jerlina Nicola Anderson-Bligh, who apparently was from Australia.

"Now," Jerlina said. "Teach me the secret language."

"I don't think you're ready," Alan said. He took the coat out of my hand and helped Jerlina back into it as she argued.

"But my lips are sparkly! His aren't. Why did you teach it to him?"

"That is an excellent question," Alan said, zipping her coat. "But there are secrets, and there are secrets."

"You're not supposed to keep secrets," Jerlina said. "It's rude."

"Tell that to Santa."

"Smarty-pants."

A police cruiser pulled up to the curb, and Jerlina huddled against Alan. "Those are the fake police," she whispered.

"No, they're the real—" I started to say.

"Ixnay!" Alan snapped as the girl squirmed, trying to escape. He wrapped an arm around her. "Jerlina, remember the magic. You're safe. Lukas will go talk to them. You stay with me, okay?"

Obediently I walked over to the officer, a tall, stern man with iron gray hair, careful to keep my hands visible and not to block his view of Alan and the child. I told him why when I was close enough. He shrugged.

"Kid looks safe enough to me. Her mother is in a car and on the way— we've been looking for Miss Jerlina for half an hour. Probably been ducking us."

Alan and Jerlina laughed again. As I was not needed, I leaned against the police cruiser and watched him play with her and wondered why he never laughed like that talking to me. Mallory got the full, loud, delighted laugh and so did Lilia, but I could only make him snicker. It annoyed me, and also it bothered me how much it annoyed me that I couldn't make Alan laugh. I didn't need to make him laugh. I just needed to work with him for a few months, and that wasn't turning out to be nearly as hard as I'd thought it would.

Within minutes Jerlina wriggled away from Alan to throw herself into the arms of a frazzled blonde woman. Alan got to his feet and walked away before the woman lifted her face from her daughter's hair. The officer jerked his head at me and I trotted after him.

"You were great with her," I said when I caught up.

"Yeah, I'll make a great daddy someday," Alan growled. "Soon as I outgrow this 'phase' of mine."

"That's not actually—"

"Shut the fuck up, Lukas."

****


CHAPTER 3

School and work were close to each other, so usually I went to the library after my last class rather than driving all the way home. The Monday after History is Great day, though, I went home instead. As I waded through the canine swarm in the hall, Lilia laughed from the living room.

"Forty-nine?" she said. "Why did you count? Now I need more."

"Woman, there is no room!" Alan's voice answered. Lilia swore she would make room and he laughed. I wasn't prepared for an Alan-laugh and it took my breath away.

God, there was something wrong with me.

"Oh! Lukas!" Lilia stuck her head out of the living room. "So you're what has them riled. Is everything all right?"

"Fine. Just thought I'd catch up on the chores I missed Saturday."

"Good!" Alan called from inside the room. "I told her I'm not washing these hairy beasts!"

"Dog-baths can wait," Lilia said. "Now I've got two of you—"

Alan groaned as he came into the hall. He was wearing black jeans and a black T-shirt. His hair was green and his lips had a sparkling blue sheen. I figured he was right to groan, but I knew better than to complain to Lilia. It brought out the sadist in her.

With Alan's help I spent two hours moving furniture. Lilia's house was full of old and beautiful things from around the world, but she'd "had enough" and some of it needed to go. Alan and I carried selected items to the sun-porch then rearranged what was left until Lilia was happy.

I was impressed. Alan could walk through doorways backwards without dinging the legs of the furniture. He didn't stop without warning, and he didn't put things down until I was ready. We were, however, back to the sharp mocking. Lilia even swatted him with a newspaper after he called me a "good gorilla" one too many times.

When we'd moved a large chest into the guest room for Lilia to go through later, I told her I needed a shower and she waved me away.

"Use soap!" Alan advised, and Lilia laughed and smacked him.

On Friday, Mallory and Alan showed up before I left for class. Mallory kissed me, kissed Alan, kissed Lilia, and left with a wave. Lilia wished me a good day and Alan told me to go learn things, and Lilia dragged him off to do more work.

Saturday I was sent to fetch a bleary-eyed Alan who barely talked to me, and we made two trips to the auction house and three to the domestic violence shelter's donation drop-off. Alan wasn't wearing any makeup but lip gloss, and the sun was shining, so I finally was able to figure out that his eyes walked the line between blue and green, and it had been the eye shadow confusing me. Also I noticed he had really nice hands, and I wondered if he played the drums for real since he spent so much time drumming on things and sounded good when he did.

By Wednesday morning of the next week, Lilia was moved into the guest room while the new paint in her bedroom aired out. By the time I got home Thursday night/Friday morning, there was a "wet paint" sign on the door to the sun-porch.

Mallory informed me after class on Friday that Tania said I hadn't seen Rocky Horror, so I needed to meet her in front of the Loft Saturday night at eleven and I'd better not make her come fetch me. I tried to beg off since I had piled-up chores and homework, not to mention Mom called on Saturday nights, but Mallory was adamant. I agreed, mentally rearranging my schedule to maybe call Mom in the afternoon while I washed the dogs or something.

The people in front of the Loft looked like something out of a fan convention. A lot of the costumes were really skimpy for a late night in late September, but I wasn't wearing them so I was able to enjoy them. Wishing I'd at least worn something more wild than jeans and an old Pink Floyd shirt, I found a spot under a light and let Mallory find me. At least I had my dad's old trench coat. Trench coats were never a wrong choice in a college crowd.

Mallory showed up wearing a maid costume and carrying a red feather boa that she threw around my neck. "That's better!" she said, and kissed my cheek. "You get the snacks, I'll get the tickets. I need Raisinets, please!"

"Aren't there supposed to be… supplies? Stuff you throw and all?"

"They don't sell that here; a true fan brings their own. We'll be fine without."

I bought the largest popcorn, a big box of Raisinets, and a large soda with two straws because I didn't have enough hands to carry another. Mallory met me at the door and we went inside. I preferred to watch movies from the back of the audience, but Mallory led downhill and we ended up in the second row on the end. I pointed out we'd have a bad angle to see the movie, but she shook her head with a grin and had me sit on the aisle. Soon the theater filled with costumed people talking and laughing and sometimes dancing. Mallory tapped my knee.

"Listen. Don't watch the movie for the movie— it kind of sucks. Rocky Horror is about the experience. If you don't get into it, you're going to have a rotten time."

"…okay." Why would anyone pay to see a rotten movie?

The lights dipped and came back once, twice, three times. The noise level dropped. A voice came over the speakers.

"Welcome, Creatures of the Night!" A figure stepped from behind the screen. A spotlight came on, and I stared at Alan in—

Good God.

He wore a black wig, extreme eye makeup, a corset, elbow-length black gloves, a tiny— was it a vinyl Speedo?— then garters with fishnet stockings and knee-high heeled boots. Whistles and catcalls greeted him; Alan put his hands on his hips and rolled his shoulders, the movement twisting down his body. He had a headworn microphone next to brightly painted full lips that parted as he writhed.

"Good evening, my dear, dear Creatures of the Night!" he said, and the crowd shouted back at him. "Welcome to the Loft's biweekly showing of our beloved Rocky Horror Picture Show because the Loft loves us!" He raised a fist. "And we love the Loft!"

The crowd cheered. I pulled my trench coat into my lap and hunkered down hoping he wouldn't see me but Mallory was waving her arms and yelling. Dear GOD, the skin and the laced boots and—

"To keep the Loft loving us," Alan went on, "we have just a few requests. Butter your butts if you like, darlings, but don't butter your toast. Shoot only water—" he gave an exaggerated wink "—unless you're using protection, and still try not to get it all over the place. Respect your fellow creatures, and be sure to make the first time good for our virgins." He strutted across the front of the theater as he talked, one hand on his hips that swayed as he moved. How could he walk in those heels? And his legs—

Stop looking at him, Lukas! I pulled my eyes to the proscenium. The Loft was a landmark in—

"Right, lovies," Alan said, "you know what happens now! Virgin sacrifice!"

The crowd erupted.

"Hold this," Mallory ordered, shoving the soda at me. Then she grabbed my chin. Her other hand held lipstick, and she wrote on my forehead before I could free my hands from popcorn and soda to stop her.

"What—?"

"It's tradition," she said, waving her arms. "Here! Here!"

Alan grinned at her and strutted over. Costumed people were leading normal-dressed people down to the front, each with a red V on their face. A redhead in a maid costume had cans of whipped cream— no. Oh please. "Mallory—"

"It's tradition!" she said, laughing and waving. "Here, over here!"

Alan was nearly there. Desperate, I raised my eyes to his. He stopped, cocked a hip, rolled his eyes, and took the steps to stand over me. He grabbed my hair, put a big smeary kiss over Mallory's mark and let me go. "Virgins!" he boomed, stealing my boa before he went on up the aisle. "Bring out your virgins!"

"Aww." Mallory sat back. "Jerk. He took pity on you!"

"Mallory, you are an evil hideous woman and I think I hate you," I muttered, scrubbing at my forehead with a napkin.

Mallory made a kissy face. "It's payback for you being so damned on top of things," she said. "I've known you two years, Lukas, and that's the first time I ever saw you flustered." She pulled the box of Raisinets from my pocket and worked carefully at opening it. Her nails were long and red and fake, but I didn't offer to help.

"All right, my creatures!" Alan strutted back to the front and I could not believe how I liked looking at him in that costume. I'd flipped through Victoria's Secret catalogs. I'd picked up Playboy once or twice. Even Playgirl. I'd seen similar outfits. They hadn't been my thing.

This… Alan… was very much my thing. He still wore my boa, and he wriggled in it like a socialite enjoying a new fur coat. I put the popcorn bucket on top of my coat in my lap and prayed they'd start the movie soon, but Alan wrapped the boa around his neck and set about sacrificing virgins in racy and embarrassing ways. He had a tattoo on his bicep that I knew was fake— or at least, new since Labor Day— and one in the hollow of his hip, farther down than his pants had dropped in the tree, that might be real. A tiny red lightning bolt, pointed at—

"Lukas, are you all right?" Mallory was staring at me. "You're all flushed."

"It's just… warm in here," I told her.

"They keep it warm because of all the scantily-clad cosplayers."

"Makes sense." Though I didn't know how anyone could be cold with Alan strutting around looking like that.

Finally the show itself began, but even that didn't help because the "shadow cast" as Mallory called them acted out the movie as it played, and I couldn't have followed the plot if I'd tried because I didn't actually see any of the movie. Alan stalked and wriggled and pranced, and I huddled in my seat and prayed he wouldn't come near me again.

When the movie was finally over Mallory wanted to wait for Alan, but I told her I had to take Lilia to church in the morning and escaped holding my trench in front of me.

I dreamt about Alan. About his hands and his hips and his skin, over and over, and woke up so hard I was in pain. I tried not to think about him as I dealt with that, but it was his hands I imagined on me as I came.

Then I had to get up and take Lilia to church because I'd told Mallory I was going to.

Sunday evening I had a notification from the project wiki that Alan had uploaded a file. The preview picture was from the re-enactors' camp. I clicked, and some of the footage I'd taken began.

"Father says it's none of our concern," a female voice said softly over the footage. "That the Streeters have no slaves to free nor sons to send to war, and he is glad of both. But I see the bones of Galilee Church from my bed, and I know the evil that comes when good folk do nothing. Birdie says I will never get past the sign-up, but years of helping at the forge have made me big and strong for a girl and I must try."

The footage cut to an image of an old journal. The camera focused on a date as the voice went on. "Seventh September, 1862. War will destroy our grand country, Father says. It is inevitable."

I got chills as the clip went on. Under it Tania had posted a comment, "How did you get this?"

"Mrs. Brooks' great-grandma Birdie," Alan had replied. His icon was a picture of a bare foot with pink painted toenails. "Think this is good? Just wait till you see the next bit."

I watched the clip again, and again. The editing was brilliant, both technically skilled and creatively bold. The narration— though the voice wasn't Tania or Mallory— was perfect, emotional but understated and crystal clear. I hit the comment button and typed a response. Deleted it and typed another, then a third.

"I don't think it's good," I posted. "I think it's amazing."

Half an hour later I received notification that Mallory had commented on the clip, saying what I had wanted to but hadn't.

"YOU are amazing, Alan."

****


CHAPTER 4

On Monday after class I almost ran into Alan again, as he cut around me and other classmates to catch up to— Matt Brinks. Alan clapped our MIA member on the shoulder and started talking. Matt stared up into Alan's smile with a bemused expression. I should have joined them, but I put my head down so Alan wouldn't see my blush, and walked past.

Tuesday night we met at the Mug Shot. I hoped I'd be over it, but when I saw Alan I flushed.

"Aw, that's so cute!" Mallory proclaimed, leaning to kiss my cheek. "I'll order. Go easy on him, Alan."

"Like you did Saturday?" Alan plunked into what had become his chair as Mallory moved away. "I had no part in that set-up, boss-man. Please don't punish me with whatever you have saved for the Vanishing Twins."

"I guessed that." I took a deep breath and sipped my decaf. "She didn't warn me at all."

"What rock have you been under that you needed warning about Rocky Horror?" He was smiling, drumming on the table but quietly. His hair was black with one blue streak, and his eye shadow was purple, making his eyes look deep violet. Under his blazer he wore a black T-shirt with the lips from Rocky Horror on it. His jeans, I'd noticed with some quickly-squashed disappointment, were not tight.

Which reminded me— I handed over Aunt Lilia's care package, bigger than last week's that was bigger than the week before. Alan's eyes lit up. I had a few words with my inner movie projector, which was insisting on reminding me what was under Alan's fashion choices of the evening.

"Now do you have enough cookies to share?" Tania asked, dragging back 'her' chair. "Guys, this is my nephew Lance." A gangly teen stood behind her with a shy smile and a red stripe in his short afro. "He's with me tonight, doing homework." She pointed at the chair beside hers, and Lance sat obediently.

"Hi, Lance." Alan lifted a hand from unwrapping just far enough to wave at the boy, and went back to unwrapping. "No, Tania, there are clearly not enough cookies here to share."

Tania snorted. "Be right back," she said, and joined Mallory in front of the pastry case. I introduced myself to Lance, told him Alan's name, and asked what he was working on.

"Trig," the boy said, making a face as he put a book on the table. "Will I be in the way here?"

"No, we have plenty of room," I said. Alan was still fighting Lilia's wrapping. She'd done it on purpose, after I told her how eagerly he tore into the last package. Lilia had an odd sense of humor sometimes. I caught myself noticing Alan's hands and forced my eyes to my laptop and the schedule I'd laid out, blending everyone's calendar. Alan's "gay agenda" of "indoctrinating school children" was scheduled for Friday. I didn't know if he had real appointments at those times, so I'd put everything in.

"Oh, we get Lance tonight?" Mallory returned with a cup for herself and one for Alan. "Hi, Lance!"

"How old is Lance?" Alan asked, finally reaching the note Aunt Lilia had wrapped around the cookies.

"I'm seventeen, sir."

"Sir!" Alan flashed the boy a grin. "I like this one. Lance, sir, have you seen Rocky Horror?" He stuck a whole cookie in his mouth.

"Yes, sir." If someone of Lance's coloring could blush, I'm sure he was. He definitely smiled and dropped his eyes to his book. "Three weeks ago."

"Oh, then you saw an Alan night!" Mallory bumped Alan with her shoulder. "Your fame is spreading!"

Alan, his mouth full, pointed from Lance to me and back, raised his hands and his eyes heavenward, and fell back in his seat, eyes closed and hands clasped on his chest.

"I think that means, 'Snickerdoodles and virgins, oh my!'" Mallory translated as Alan sipped his coffee.

"De-flowered virgins!" Alan managed. "And I popped you both!"

"Don't talk like that around Lance." Tania smacked the back of his head lightly.

"He's heard worse from me already," Alan winked at the kid. "In my lingerie, no less."

Maybe Lance didn't blush, but I did. Alan winked at me too, and ate another cookie. Tania muttered, set a cup in front of Lance then sat with her own. She tapped his textbook with two demanding fingers then looked to Alan as Lance bent to his work.

"Enough small talk," she said. "I can't stay all night, so let's get going."

"Righty-o!" Alan picked up Mallory's hobo bag and pulled a portfolio from it. "So we went and got some stills of the graveyard and the church." He laid out a fan of photos. "I want to get some footage of the place before the leaves fall, Lukas, so we have some contrast if we want to use it. I'm guessing you'll want to run your camera again, so if you could set something up with my assistant…." He waved at Mallory then tapped another folder. "I've done preliminary work on a T-script draft, fitting Mrs. Brooks' treasured heirlooms into the larger history. Tania, you're the research goddess. Will you have a look and see if I'm headed in the right direction?"

Tania rolled her eyes and picked up the folder. I reached for the photos.

"Handwriting?" Tania grumbled. "Are you kidding? Do you want to borrow my grandmother's typewriter?"

"His writing is perfectly legible," Mallory defended. "Don't be a snob."

"Yeah," Alan said, grinning at the note Lilia had sent, "or you'll get the next draft in Comic Sans."

"Ooh," Mallory crowed, "getting nasty in here!"

Handwritten drafts? A few barely-noticed facts finally clicked together in my head. Alan was the only one who never brought a laptop to meetings. Every time I saw him go somewhere, either Mallory drove him or he walked. He worked full time or close to it, the only other member of our group to have a job. And every time we met at the Mug Shot, Mallory bought his coffee.

Aw, crap. I'd been an idiot. I'd assumed Alan didn't want to give me his cell number, but now I realized I'd never seen him with a phone. No wonder he got defensive about it.

I never looked down on Mallory and Tania because their parents paid for everything. Some folks had it better, that was all, and it didn't make them any better or worse than anyone else. But I had a little more respect for Alan than I'd had, realizing he was paying his own way.

Still, it wasn't the sort of thing a guy could say, especially with Mallory and Tania there. I turned my attention to the photos. Mallory had a good camera, I knew, and a good eye.

Alan had a better eye. I knew Mallory hadn't taken the shots— or rather, as I looked, I knew which shots Mallory had taken— the same way an art fancier can glance at a painting of sunflowers and name it a Van Gogh or a Michelangelo. Mallory's shots caught the beauty of the abandoned grounds. Alan's did as well, but also the tragedy, the old sorrow, and some of the history. By allowing a burned-out beam or a withering gravestone in just the right spot, he'd caught the ugliness of the site, and brought the beauty out more in contrast.

"You guys did some great work," I said.

"Mal has a great camera." Alan tapped another folder. "I made up a shooting calendar based on the group calendar Lukas made. Using Mal's interviews, I've chosen several local folks I want to go deeper with, and I want to go to them. The homey feel will come across better if we're in their homes, and make them more comfortable on camera. Lukas, are you going to want to run the camera for that too?"

"I'd prefer it, yes." I'd saved years for my camcorder. When I bought it, it was the best available, and it was still top-tier. I let the others use it because we had to share experience. I didn't let them just run off with it.

"Friday night is Homecoming," Tania pointed out. "What if we got some footage of the life and celebration, to contrast later?"

"I like the idea," Alan said, "but it's the wrong image. I'd rather have— oh, footage of a wedding, maybe. At the new church."

"Aunt Lilia might be able to help get that." I made a note to talk to her. "Most people wouldn't mind, I'd think, if we gave them a copy of our footage and made sure to obscure their identities."

"Yes, yes, shameful thing, marriage." Alan drummed on the table. "What else? Tania, got some results for me?"

"Hard copy as requested, o tree-killing dictator." Tania handed over a binder, and in the return move tapped roughly on Lance's textbook. "Work, young man."

"And you call me a despot." Alan stuck his nose in the research.

"Hey, gang, sorry I'm late." The elusive Matt Brinks pulled up a chair and sat down, his messenger bag still on his neck. "How's it going?"

"Matt!" Mallory jumped up to give him her ritual kiss on the cheek. "How are you?"

"More importantly, have you got anything for me?" Alan held out an imperious hand.

Matt chuckled. "I do!" He put another folder in Alan's hand. "I don't have much time tonight, but my calendar is in there. I'll be around more now things are quieting down."

"Looking forward to it." Alan grinned. Matt saluted him, gave the rest of us a nod, and moved off. Tania stared after him.

"Lukas," she said. "Did Alan just get work out of Matt Brinks?"

"That's what it looked like," I said. "Very impressive. Bet you can't get Darren here, though."

"I tried to talk to Darren." Alan was going back and forth between Tania's research and whatever Matt had given him. "His girlfriend hissed at me. When her eyes glowed red and her head started spinning, I ran away waving my arms and screaming like a small child."

Mallory snickered and Lance snorted. Tania leveled a blank stare at her nephew; he ducked back to his work. I passed the photos to Tania, and took up the shooting calendar.

Alan was planning… rather a lot of shooting. Three of the interviewees he'd listed were friends of Lilia. Lilia was on the list too, along with three strangers. Seven interviews. Some filler shots of local color. Filming at the graveyard. Filming at the museum, and that would be tricky. Glass cases made for unexpected lighting issues, but getting shots of actual artifacts would be worth it— if they'd even let us in. Some forms of light damaged very old items.

"Fuck!" Lance muttered, thumping his book lightly. Everyone looked at him, Tania with retribution in her eyes and Alan with a smirk. "I'm so sorry!" he blurted. "I just— keep screwing this up and I don't know why."

"Anyone know any math majors?" Mallory asked, looking around at the filling coffee shop.

"College students," Alan sneered. "Always specializing. It's just trig." He snagged the book and pulled it to him, then held out a hand for Lance's work. Scanned it for a moment then nodded. "You've got your terms mixed up. Remember soak-a-toe?"

"…no?" Lance answered.

"It's the relationships in a mnemonic," Alan said, snagging a piece of paper from the sheaves in front of him. He ripped it in half, wrote on the blank bottom. "Sine equals opposite over hypotenuse," he said. "Cosine equals adjacent over hypotenuse. Tangent equals opposite over adjacent. SOHCAHTOA. Or as I remember it," Alan smirked at Tania, "Some Old Hippy Caught Another Hippy Trippin' On Acid."

"Alan, you're a bad influence," Tania grumbled.

"But now he can do his homework, and that's good! Right?" Alan handed the book, the work, and the note back.

"Whoop!" someone yelled, and liquid splashed across Alan. Cold coffee, ice cubes, whipped cream— in his hair, over his blazer. Onto Tania's notes and Matt's, and Lilia's cookies. Mallory snarled and shot out of her seat, but there was no knowing where it came from. The same four jocks were there, but so were lots of other people, many of them laughing.

I hadn't been in a fight since the seventh grade, but if I could have taken those jocks one at a time…

"Bastards," Mallory came back with handfuls of napkins. "Let's meet at my house from now on."

"Fuck the closet," Alan shot back, dabbing at papers while whipped cream still stuck in his hair. Mallory tried to wipe it out and he jerked away from her.

No one wanted to end the meeting like that, but when every attempt to lighten things up died a quick and ugly death, we had to give up. Usually we all drifted out in much the order we'd drifted in, but that night Tania, Lance, and I walked Alan and Mallory to her car.

Alan didn't say anything but mumbled "good nights."

I'm not much for fantasies, but I spent the night at work thinking about smashing some jackass a good one right in the teeth.

Thursday afternoon Alan posted another clip, this one interviewing Mrs. Brooks.

"Josephine and Birdie were great friends, all their girlhood years," she told the camera. "They shared every secret, so when Josephine's fiancé worried her, who else would she turn to? Birdie believed he had another girl, and they made a plan to catch him at his gallivanting. And that's how Josephine Streeter and Birdie Williams saw four white men slaughter and burn eleven Negroes, desperate men and women and even babes, and bring down a church to hide their sin."

Mrs. Brooks went on, her cheerful face at odds with her words. The clip cut to pictures. Somehow Alan had found an artist to supply drawings like those of court reporters, adding both visual impact and solemnity to the story as Mrs. Brooks told it.

"Alan," Mallory said in the first comment, "do I say it again? AMAZING. This project is going to rock!"

"Tell me," Tania said, "that every single piece of paper and story you get from Mrs. Brooks is going to a museum. Tell me you are taking proper care of the artifacts in the meantime. Tell me that, please, Alan. Now."

"Of course," read the comment next to the pink toenails. "I've finally got her convinced that's where they belong, before she passes on and they can't ask her questions. But thanks, guys, for thinking I'm an idiot who didn't know what we stumbled on here. [edit: thanks, Mal.]"

"It never occurred to me that you might fail to take care of historical documents," I typed because I wanted to, then I deleted it. Instead I posted, "Brilliant work. Your eye for editing is exceptional."

Later I got a notification that Alan had replied, "Thanks, Dad."

Friday night was Homecoming. Normally on celebration nights my station was pretty quiet, since it was close to the university and on holidays most of the students weren't. On Homecoming, though, everyone was near the university. Ebony worked with me half the night, and I still never had time to even glance at a book.

By nine-thirty things had slowed enough Ebony could go home. Sales were still enough to keep me moving though, so when ten-thirty hit and I hadn't seen Alan, I thought Quikburger must be dealing with the same mob I was.

At eleven-thirty I figured I'd missed him. He didn't stand out as much when his hair was black, after all. I went on scrubbing and told myself I was an idiot for being disappointed at not watching his tired trudge across the front of my station.

By midnight, despite the wild night, I was done, and the station was stocked and clean for Jamal in the morning. I was so tired, though, that I was driving past the island before I realized I'd left the OPEN sign on. I shut the truck off and went to deal with that. As I was getting back in my truck I saw Alan, walking slower than I'd ever seen and smoking like a chimney. Drat. I wanted to offer him a ride, but I didn't want to let him smoke in my truck.

I also didn't want to accidentally speak my thoughts, which were that cigarettes were expensive and if he quit buying them he could get a phone. He had a right to spend his money how he liked, even if it was killing him.

While I was dithering, it happened. I don't know if they'd been following him or hiding waiting, but those same damn four jocks appeared out of the darkness and surrounded him. A jolt of electricity ran through me, waking me up. They weren't touching him yet, but they'd got physical with him before. And Alan wasn't likely to try for appeasement—

One of them grabbed Alan's arm. I reached for my phone to call 911, grabbed my anti-theft club instead. Two feet of solid metal—

I wanted to, God knows I did. But if Alan couldn't defend himself, he might be seriously injured before I got them all. If I did. I'd studied boxing but I was no Mike Tyson, and even with a club I was no Bruce Lee. I dropped the thing, put the truck in neutral and pushed it. Took a picture with my phone while I coasted closer. Then I hit the lights and blasted the horn.

The jocks dropped Alan and ran. I pulled the parking brake and ran to Alan.

He greeted me with "Are you fucking kidding me? Fucking Batman!"

"Batman would have done something faster." Damn it. They'd hit him. At least once in the face. "Did they hit you anywhere else? Anything broken?"

"I'm fine." He threw off my hands and wavered to his feet. "You scared the shit out of me."

"I wanted to scare the shit out of them." Or worse. Much worse. Despite being "fine" he looked pretty shaky. His cigarette was still burning, lying on the pavement. Best not to leave it there. I managed to sound neutral. "Do you still want that?"

"God, yes!" Alan picked it up, almost falling as he did, and wiped off the end. "I only have one." He stuck it in his mouth and inhaled.

"Come on." I took his arm, guided him towards my truck. "Let me give you a ride."

"I don't—"

"Shut up and get in the truck, Alan."

"Ooh, love it when you're masterful," he said, more habit than actual snark. But he flicked the fire off the cigarette and got in the truck. I turned on the interior lights to have a look at him as he stuck the butt in his pocket.

His makeup was running. That was expected. When you get hit in the eye, you tear up. His eyes and ears were clear of blood, though, pupils equally reactive to the light… I tilted his face to the light and he winced away.

"Head hurts enough already, asshole."

A headache would be a natural reaction to getting decked. It could also be a sign of a deadly head injury. "Can you see all right?"

"I see you, acting all knowledgeable. What's the diagnosis, Doctor Wilson?"

"I thought I was Batman."

"I'll make up my mind," he said, "when you make up yours."

"Here." I handed him the ice cream bar I'd meant to eat on the way home, to give me energy to get in the house. "Put it on your eye."

"Screw that," he said, opening it. He slumped against the door and closed his eyes. "Home, James," he ordered, taking a bite of my dessert. He rested the still-wrapped portion on his eye as he chewed.

"I'm taking you to a doctor," I said, starting the truck.

"Lukas, it is a goddamn sock to the eye. I had worse in Sunday School." But he still leaned heavily on the door, his head on the window and his eyes closed.

"You should—" I began.

"No."

"Fine." I pulled on my seat belt, and pulled out into the street.

"I live the other way," Alan said.

"I'm taking you to my house."

"Fuck no!" He jolted upright. "Lilia—"

"She's asleep. If you keep your voice down, she'll stay that way. It's my house or the ER, Alan. Someone needs to keep an eye on you for a while."

"What if I just get out of the truck at the next light?"

"I've been driving this route five nights a week for two years. I won't hit a light on the red for a mile or more, so you'd have a long walk home and miss out on my famous waffles too."

"You make waffles," he said.

"My cinnamon roll waffles have caused wrestling matches at church breakfasts."

"Fine." Alan slumped back. "But there better be coffee."

"Lilia was in the navy. Her coffee is registered with Poison Control." Or so she liked to say, anyway.

"A true goddess," Alan muttered. "I'll marry her yet." He fell silent, but strips of streetlight fell on him as I drove so I could see him eating the bar slowly. He wasn't slipping into unconsciousness; he just didn't want to talk to me.

He looked exhausted, abused and worn out. In contrast I was humming with adrenaline I hadn't used trying to take a metal bar to his assailants. I thought of the picture on my phone and wondered if it would be any use. It was a good, solid little phone, but the camera was garbage. I didn't know if I could ID the jerks without the picture. I didn't know if Alan would.

"Why do those jerks keep harassing you?" I asked. "They're pretty persistent."

"Oh, like you haven't wanted to push my face in a few times."

"Wanted," I said. "Didn't."

He chuckled just a little. "Kelly Lesniewski is so far in the closet he's in Narnia. He's been after me since I helped sacrifice— 'humiliated'— him at RHPS. My guess is I make him feel things. The other three just join in because they enjoy hurting people. As far as I know."

"Someone should tell Kelly that pulling the hair of the person you like went out with the third grade."

"I have." Alan chuckled a little more. "Believe me. I have." He finished the bar and licked two fingers. I tapped the garbage bag hanging from the gearshift and he put the wrapper in it, settled back against the door and folded his arms on his chest. "Wake me when we reach Mexico, Jeeves."

"As you wish," I said, and he smirked a little.

When I turned into the driveway, I turned off the lights and crept up it at a crawl. The next-to-last turn flashed incoming headlights across Lilia's bedroom windows, something it had taken me months of "I just thought I'd fix you a midnight snack" to figure out. Alan didn't comment on my driving in the dark; that and his slow steady breaths told me he was asleep as I pulled the truck into my space. I turned the engine off and looked at him.

He slept curled, his knees pulled up and his feet on the seat towards me, one hand cushioning his face from the window. He looked… sweet. Adorable. I wanted to touch him. I wanted to drive back into town and find four dumb jocks, one at a time. I wanted to carry him into the house, letting him sleep. I wanted to wake him up, to make sure he would wake up and I didn't have to call 911.

I wanted to touch him.

For God's sake. The man had just been assaulted. He didn't need a near-stranger touching him in his sleep. He needed a friend to look after him for a bit, and if I couldn't handle that I should march inside and wake Aunt Lilia, not sit in the dark staring at him.

"Yes," he muttered. "Feel sorry for the poor pitiful gay boy."

Huh. Easy cure for lusting after him—l et him open his mouth.

"Actually I was considering if I should wake you up or carry you."

"Don't even think about it, cowboy."

"Fine." I picked up my backpack and slid out of the truck, locking the door with my elbow. "Cowboy it is. Burritos for breakfast."

"Beans, beans, the musical fruit…" he sang as I walked around the truck. "I can walk, Lukas."

"I know." I stuck close to him as we went up the steps anyway. "But are you ready for the canine swarm?"

"Oh." He grabbed my arm as I opened the door, pressed against me as the big dogs swirled around us, tails whipping in welcome. Warhol and Crikey usually slept in Lilia's room, but Twiggy, Javert, and Midas were banned just so she had room to sleep in her own bed. Alan clung to me as I escorted him to the guest bathroom. Midas inspected the toilet; Twiggy's tail thumped on the side of the tub. "Wash up, have a look at the damage," I suggested, pulling the dogs back out. "I'll grab you some pajamas."

"And then will you braid my hair while we talk about boys?"

"No, but I'll paint your toenails." I closed the door as I left, and trotted up the stairs to grab bedding and search for pajamas that might stay on him.

The smallest things I had were a Cookie Monster T-shirt my mom had sent me as a joke when I first moved into Lilia's house. It hadn't fit me in a while, but it was Cookie Monster. Then I had a pair of knit pants Lilia had bought me because they looked "comfy." They were, but they also clung to my body and I wasn't comfortable wearing them outside my room. Hopefully they would stay on Alan— hopefully, for my peace of mind, not as snugly as they fit on me.

Back downstairs, I handed the clothes around the door then went to make up the sofa. Lilia was still sorting in the guest room and all over the bed.

The sofa done, I went to make some chamomile tea, and when Alan came out I had tea, cookies, and Tylenol for him.

"What is this, Lifestyles of the Rich and Fabulous?"

"It's 'my friend had a rough night' night." I was sitting on a footstool; I pointed him at the chair. "Let me see you for a minute."

"Oh, I get it. You're in film school because you got bored with med school."

"I train in first aid every summer. My dad was a cop, and basic preparedness meant a lot to him."

"Seriously? Lukas and Daddy bonding over bodies?"

"Actually," I took a firm grip on my temper, "he died twelve years ago. He was called to a domestic dispute and when he tried to arrest the husband the wife stabbed him."

"Shit." Alan sat down. "Sorry, Lukas."

"You didn't know." I took his face in my hands, checked his ears and his eyes for discharge. Without the makeup he looked a lot younger. Less guarded, and more appealing. The shirt brought out the blue in his eyes, but one was swelling shut and I had to again fight off the urge to head back into town with my anti-theft club. "You jump to a lot of conclusions about me," I went on, complaining when I should shut up. "It'd be nice sometimes if you just gave me a break." I brought the light close to watch his pupils contract.

"It's your own fault," Alan grumbled. "You're so goddamned… together. It's disgusting."

"That was Mallory's excuse for Saturday."

"See? If you can incite Mallory to malicious mischief…"

"Remind me to screw up sometime." No worrying symptoms, and I was out of excuses to touch him. "Is your neck stiff?" I asked. "Any vision changes?"

"Neither, boss-man. I'm tired as hell, though, and Twiggy is eying my cookies."

"How is the headache?" I asked, releasing him. "The same? Better?"

"A little better, Doctor Lukas." He moved to the couch and reached for the cookies. "And about to get better still. If you want any of these, grab now."

"The cookies are all yours. Try to sleep; I'll wake you in an hour."

"Oh goodie."

I stood and called the dogs. "Come on, guys. You can sleep on the porch."

"Lukas, you can't put them out because of me."

"It's not cold. They'll be fine."

"Don't." He looked at the three of them. "I mean, they won't jump on me or anything, right? I don't mind them when they're calm."

"No, they'll just go back to sleep. Javert snores."

"For all I know, so do I."

"Good night, Alan."

"Night."

I went back upstairs and got a quick shower, set the alarm on my phone and went to bed. Only then did I realize it was completely useless. My body was exhausted. I felt like if I wanted to get up, I couldn't— like if I tried to lift my arm, it wouldn't move. My mind, however, was still humming with energy.

I'd somewhat gotten used to lusting after Alan. It still startled me when it hit, but I tried to plan for it and work around it and it was— well, okay. Tonight…

When I was little and sad that my dad had to go to work, he'd get down on his knee and tell me I had to be strong— that I had to look after my mother while he was gone, and later my baby brother Will. Dad had to go protect people, and I had to do the same till he came home. He hadn't told me that the last time he left, but I remembered anyway. In the seventh grade when I fought a kid who had repeatedly bullied a cross-eyed girl to tears, Mom had supported the school and not fought the suspension. On the way home though, she bought me a new videogame. Despite working full-time and then some, she dropped off my homework and picked up new work every day, and served me ice cream every night.

So my whole history went towards making me protective. I got that. The part I didn't understand was how I was still so furious that if I let the footage play in my mind of those bastards attacking Alan, I would get up and go looking for them. Still. Hours later and utterly exhausted, I still had enough rage to go do that.

Protectiveness was built into my bones. Vengeance wasn't.

It's not easy to make me angry. It's not easy to keep me angry. I had to face the fact that this situation held more than I wanted to admit, and the only possible more— was Alan.

At two in the morning in the privacy of my room, I let out a groan and threw my arm over my face.

Alan Lacroix. He got under my skin with astonishing ease. Smart and funny and so blasted… smartass. Beautiful and brave and so out. I wanted to touch him. I wanted to protect him. I wanted to make him laugh. I wanted to talk to him without getting snapped at. To know about his dad, his family, his middle name. Where he came from and where he was going.

God help me.

I sat up and picked up my phone. Forwarded the picture that looked pretty dark to my email where I could have a better look at it. Shut off the alarm and got up.

The picture was, as I'd expected, pretty bad. I played with improving it, but looking at it only made me angrier. My email was empty of anything useful for occupying my mind. I shut my laptop and crept downstairs, rationalizing that it was nearly time. That it was medically necessary for me to watch Alan sleep.

Lilia believed in night lights. As she explained it, she could have the lights, or she could trip over a dog or five and break a dozen bones. So I could see pretty well in the living room with my dark-adjusted eyes. I saw Midas sit up when I came in, and Javert slither out of the antique Victorian settee none of the dogs were allowed on. I saw Alan, curled up on the couch with his hands under his cheek. He'd switched the pillow to the other end of the sofa so he could lie on his shoulder without sleeping on the bruised side of his face. My hands tightened into fists at sight of it, swelling nicely now. He'd be lucky to see out of that eye before Tuesday. He'd have to walk around looking like that. Branded as someone deserving abuse by some jackasses—

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Let it out and took another and deliberately relaxed my arms as I exhaled again. It was early Saturday morning. By Monday he'd probably be able to hide it under his eyeshadow. And I really needed to get over the urge to kill people anyway.

The afghan was slipping onto the floor; Alan had it tucked around his feet but it had slid off his torso and maybe he was curled so tightly because he was cold. I moved behind the coffee table to pick it up and stepped on Twiggy's tail, realized before I hurt her and jumped, almost fell on Alan. The dumb dog had wrapped herself in the end of the afghan, stealing it like Will would, sneaking into my bed after a nightmare back when Mom worked nights and Will still thought his big brother could do anything.

"Twiggy, go sleep in your bed if you're cold!" I breathed, tugging the afghan away from her. Twiggy scrambled up and slunk off with a guilty and guilt-inducing look over her shoulder. I pulled the afghan up to Alan's neck, gently shook him. It was time.

"Hey, Alan. Wake up. Alan—"

"Hmmph?" He lifted his face, stared at me one-eyed. I shoved my anger away yet again.

"Quiz time. What's your full name?"

"Alan Lumina Lacroix," he mumbled, sinking back to the couch. "Go away."

"Lumina?" I asked instead of my next question.

"My folks' first new car. Conceived me in the back seat, named me after it, fuck off."

"Do you know where you are?"

"Trying to sleep in your goddamn living room; now go away before I sic that man-eating greyhound on you."

Perfectly coherent. I ruffled his hair before I realized I shouldn't then stepped back.

"Sorry. Go back to sleep."

"Thanks, think I will…"

In seconds he was asleep again, on his stomach with his face buried in the pillow. That didn't last long. He tried to turn his head away, made a soft sound of pain and rolled to the way he'd been. The afghan slipped and Twiggy tried to creep back, but I picked it up first and tucked it around him. Then I moved her bed over by him, and she flomped onto it with a doggy sigh.

"Good girl," I told her. "Anyone messes with him, you rip their face off."

It didn't mean anything when he was safe in my living room and she'd never do that anyway, but I patted her head and went back upstairs. It was not medically necessary for me to watch him sleep, and it was creepy. So I didn't. I set my phone alarm and crawled back into my bed, burying my face in my pillow to shut everything out, but eventually I needed air. I rolled to stare at my ceiling.

New rules, Lukas. I didn't know how I felt about Alan, but I knew protectiveness and lust were tangled up in it, and neither were the basis of a relationship. Also I knew that no matter how I felt, I couldn't be starting a relationship with him without his consent, and that meant awake. So ruffling his hair, touching his face, all those things I'd had to drag myself away from doing— needed to still not be done. Next time I went down there, I needed to remember that. No matter how he looked in my Cookie Monster T-shirt. Really, I needed not to think about how much I liked how he looked in my shirt, so I thought about everything I needed to do with my Saturday instead, and that exhausted me enough I finally slept.

The next time I went downstairs, Midas' tail thumped under the TV. Javert slithered out of the settee. Twiggy's tail swished on the floor, but her head didn't move from where it lay under Alan's hand. I woke him up and asked questions I knew the answers to, and let him go back to sleep when he'd given me correct, curse-filled answers. I started back upstairs, decided screw it, remembered my phone was upstairs, and went and got it, my pillow, and my comforter. I made a bed on the floor across the coffee table from Twiggy and fell asleep listening to Alan breathe.

When I woke the next time, Twiggy had managed to squeeze onto the couch beside Alan, and my foot was numb because Midas was sleeping on it. Nothing like an eighty-pound enthusiast who thinks he's a lapdog… I crawled over to wake Alan up.

"Lukas," he said before I asked a question, "I swear to God and little green apples I will strangle you if you wake me up one more time."

"Good to know," I told him, and crawled back to my makeshift bed.

I didn't have to risk strangulation an hour later. I woke to Alan cursing, trying to get out from under Twiggy who had decided he made a better bed than the couch did. He knew where he was and who she was— and was annoyed, not frightened— so I let him handle it, reset my phone and went back to sleep.

Lilia saved me from strangulation the next time, when she came into the room and snapped at Javert to get off the settee. Alan and I both jerked awake, and Lilia cursed.

"Sorry, boys, I— Alan Lacroix, what happened to you and do I need to kick someone?" she demanded.

"Yes," I told her before Alan could answer. His eye was swollen near-shut and turning a lovely purple. "You and me and we're taking Warhol to rip their kneecaps off," I told Lilia. And maybe some lighter fluid for the remains, I thought but didn't say.

"Dammit, Lukas—"

"You were going to tell me anyway, sweet boy." Lilia patted his head. "Go back to sleep."

"Again?" he muttered, but he lay down and in moments he was out again. It had been a rough night for him.

For me, too, but I got up and staggered into the bathroom. Saturdays were too precious to be wasted in sleep, no matter how much I wanted it.

When I'd talked to Lilia and got some work done and fed Alan the promised waffles— he didn't wax poetic like he did over Lilia's cookies but he ate a lot of waffles— I drove him home. Even Lilia couldn't convince him to stay. He grumbled about her attempts the whole way, saying he was fine and he could walk and he didn't need babysitting. I devoted all my wakefulness to the road and let him.

His apartment building was an ugly concrete layer cake in a not-great neighborhood. He told me to drop him off out front, but I parked the truck.

"Aww, walking me home after our first date," he said, but his heart wasn't in it.

"Just… like to see a thing done," I said, which was only part of the reason. Yes, I wanted him safely in his apartment with the door locked even if the odds on anyone bothering him were slim. But I also just wasn't ready to leave him. That feeling, whatever it was, the one all mixed up with everything else in my gut, hadn't gone away any more than his black eye had.

"Men," he muttered.

In the lobby Alan hit the button on an elevator. "You can go now," he hinted. The doors opened. He stepped in and I followed. It was empty but for us. He glared, but the bruise diminished the effect. I shrugged and pushed a random button because he didn't.

"I just… want to talk to you a minute."

"Really," he said, still glaring. Daring me to say one word, and I didn't know which words he so didn't want to hear. Pity, probably, and I didn't feel that but how to say anything kind without sounding condescending— I wanted to tell him how brilliant, amazing, and brave I thought he was. Instead I kissed him.

I've heard guys say they couldn't stop themselves, but that's bull. And a bad, dangerous excuse for doing whatever they want. I could have not-kissed Alan, but I was sleep-deprived and judgment-impaired and I didn't want to not-kiss him. So I touched his un-bruised cheek with my fingertips and his eyes widened but he didn't pull away, and I leaned to kiss him gently.

His lips were soft and tasted of waffles, and 'gently' lasted all of five seconds. Then he grabbed my head and kissed back.

It was electric. It was dizzying. It was Alan Lacroix kissing me. Fiercely. Recklessly, uncaring of his bruised face or the doors—

But he let me go when the doors opened. He put out an arm to block them closing and stared at me, both of us panting.

"Thank you," he said after a long moment, "for making me your first gay experience. Ready for your second?"

"What—"

He slugged me. Punched me right in the mouth and ran. I staggered back and let him go, because if I caught him I'd kill him or fuck him and neither was a good idea.

I was halfway home before I calmed down enough to admit I'd completely deserved getting slugged. I'd been a freaking idiot, and he had every right to sock me one. If I'd kissed a girl like that, I'd have expected to get slapped— or punched, depending on the girl!— so what did I think he was going to do? I pulled over and texted I am so sorry. I'm an idiot, to his email, knowing he probably wouldn't even get it until Monday. I had to resist going back to tell him in person. It was an extremely bad idea, but if I'd known his apartment number I would have done it.

If I'd known what floor he lived on, I'd have gone back and found him.

When I got home I finished up my chores and took my camcorder out to the graveyard to get some footage. I tried to remember the stills Alan had taken so I'd be sure to get what he wanted, but I'd only glanced at the pictures nearly a week ago. I ended up spending two hours slowly panning about, occasionally moving the tripod to pan some more, trying to capture everything so he'd have whatever he wanted when it came time to edit.

I drove over to the new church too, and got some footage of a harvest picnic in progress. We could edit out the people waving at me in post.

Sunday afternoon I hit a few other spots Alan had put on the shooting calendar for the weekend. We all had copies of that calendar, but no one called me about getting the stuff done. I didn't know what that meant, but if I couldn't ask Alan I sure as hell wasn't going to call anyone else and explain why our director wasn't speaking to me.

Monday morning Alan wasn't in class. Tuesday night he wasn't at the Mug Shot. I'd sat in his chair, so the first I knew was when Mallory smacked the back of my head coming in alone. She didn't say anything, though, just put her stuff down and got in line. When Tania came and asked, Mallory said that Alan wasn't feeling well. Tania asked me about my bruised lip. I told her I'd performed "an act of stupidity" and Mallory cocked her head, thinking. Tania rolled her eyes. We held a brief meeting where I told them what I'd got done and Tania handed more research to Mallory to deliver to Alan. Matt dropped by with a flash drive that Mallory also collected. Darren texted me that he wasn't going to make it but hopefully next week, and could I send him notes on what we'd done so far? I sent him the link to the wiki again.

Wednesday Alan was in class. The swelling had gone down some, but a full third of his face was shades of black and purple. I tried to talk to him, but Mallory ran verbal and then bodily interference for him and I wasn't going to add shoving her to my list of stupidities.

I went back into the classroom and asked Professor Nieman if I could talk to her for a few minutes about the possibility of switching groups. She said she would email me an appointment.

Thursday I knocked on her office door at 2:15 and she called for me to come in.

Alan was there, in one of the chairs in front of Professor Nieman's desk, his eye yellow and green. He glanced at me and looked out the window. He wasn't wearing a blazer, just a black T-shirt and jeans. He looked thinner. And miserable.

Professor Nieman looked crisp as always. She waved me at the second chair.

"My time is valuable, gentlemen," she said. "Who wants to tell me what this is about?"

Deep breath. "I'd like to switch groups." I reached in my backpack. "I talked to—"

Professor Nieman waved her hand. "I remember your request." She tapped the desk-pad calendar under her fingers. "Six weeks into the project, you both want to bail on your group. What did the others do to deserve this?"

Alan shifted, but he didn't speak. I shook my head.

"We just… would prefer not to work together, Professor. Alan and I." Alan didn't want anything to do with me, rather. I thought it was a bit extreme when he'd already punched me for my offense, but I wasn't in a position to push myself on him, even to save the project. "Alan is the director, but I'm completely replaceable at this point."

"I asked what this is about," Professor Nieman said. She tried to catch Alan's eyes but he stared resolutely out the window. I met her stare, but I didn't answer her. She leaned back in her chair and steepled her hands.

"In the good old days," she said, "I would have given you each a pair of boxing gloves and let you sort it out. But we live in a more civilized— or litigious— age, and besides it looks like you already tried that."

Oh. Did… did Mallory think I'd hit Alan too? That would explain why she was so angry at me—

"Is this," Professor Nieman asked, "a D&T issue?"

"No!" Alan snapped, a half second before my denial. The university's Diversity and Tolerance policy was strict and swift. If Alan had really wanted rid of me, I wouldn't have stood much chance of defending myself considering the evidence of our faces.

All the more reason I should have put some evidence on Kelly Lesniewski's face.

"I'm glad to hear it." Professor Nieman picked up a sheaf of papers. "So here's what we're going to do," she said. "Lukas, I remember you enjoyed our rock-climbing expeditions your freshman year. And Alan, in one of your submitted segments, you looked very happy halfway up a cliff. Saturday the rock-climbing club is going up Two-Face and so are both of you. You'll work in a team, and you'll work stuff out."

"Professor—" I began.

"Let me finish. This is extra credit, to give your grades a chance to recover from your poor judgment in bringing this childish issue into your professional lives. Anyone who doesn't show up, fails the course. And I will not sign off to allow either of you to retake it. I don't teach at the middle school level for a reason."

I don't know if Alan flushed, I didn't look at him. I know I did. Professor Nieman looked at him, at me, and nodded.

"At ten, gentlemen, at the Janus trailhead. I'll look forward to it." She turned to look out the window. "Good afternoon."

We didn't scurry out, exactly, but I know I hurried. Outside the door Alan stuck his hands in his pockets and took a deep breath.

"Do you… need a ride?" I asked, and could have kicked myself. If he thought I pitied him—

"I think I can handle it," Alan said, and walked away.

****


CHAPTER 5

Saturday dawned with low threatening clouds, but it was dry and the weather report said we'd have sun by afternoon. The leaves had hit their peak, and the air had a nip that would feel good when I was sweating my way up Two-Face. I had to get up early to fit everything in, but I honestly wasn't sorry to be spending my day on the rocks. As I tossed my equipment bag in the truck, I tried to remember why I'd stopped climbing in the first place. Lilia came onto the porch with the big picnic basket, not the little lunch I'd packed.

"Aunt Lilia—"

"You said Alan would be there. He doesn't eat enough."

"He ate everything in sight on Labor Day and was looking for more."

"That just proves someone's not feeding him right."

I didn't tell her he worked at Quikburger and had access to all the calories he could possibly need. I just put the basket in the back of the truck and hoped she hadn't gotten too creative. Lilia baked with the best of them. Cooking was another story. I kissed her temple and got in the truck before she went back for another installment.

As I drove, I wondered about Lilia and Alan. It was no surprise that he adored her. She fed him cookies, patted and praised him and spoiled him— what self-respecting college student wouldn't return the love? The surprising part was that she acted like that. When I moved in Lilia had told me we had a business arrangement— that she expected us to be friends, but she wasn't a grandmother and she didn't mean to be. She liked meeting my friends, and she liked the praise when she baked for them. But I'd never seen her do the supposedly-standard old lady fattening-up process before she met Alan. If Mallory, who was built like a gazelle, never had a piece of pie pushed on her…

Maybe Lilia had just spotted Alan's near-poverty a month before I had. It would be just like her to see his pride and use her harmless-old-woman looks to get around it, the same way she used her navy-speak to disarm and distract people.

I grumbled about Alan's blasted pride, but it was the reason I was headed off to climb Two-Face instead of giving Javert his despised bath, so my complaining lacked heat.

The Janus trailhead lay at the very back of the park's "improved" sections, leading into wilderness only the most dedicated enthusiasts ever penetrated. I was almost late, thanks to a sweating tourist with a truck bigger than his camper having trouble maneuvering both into a space meant for one, and blocking the access while he did.

When I got to the trailhead, the rock-climbing group stood in three distinct sets. Professor Nieman stood with a Hispanic man her age, talking quietly in Spanish. Brad Cooper, Janelle Bianchi, Tony-someone and his climbing partner Arnold-something stood a few feet away, all with expressions varying from uncomfortable to annoyed. In the middle of the third sat Alan, planted on a low wall and writing on an index card. Elys Hasselbeck and Maggie Wilson stood over him, one on each side and looking like Valkyries or maybe concert security for a really big star. To the side but still with Alan's group and looking determined were a couple of guys I didn't know.

Alan's hair was dark blue, and so were his nails. He wore scuffed jeans, a denim jacket, and sneakers, and kept his head down.

"And ten!" Professor Nieman checked me off on another of her index cards. "Got your info, Blake?"

I handed over the card I'd known I'd need. Professor Nieman wouldn't let me off the pavement until she had it. I could have warned Alan, if he'd been speaking to me.

"You're his partner, Lukas?" Janelle said loudly. "That explains some things."

Oh. Right. That was why I quit climbing. A big part, anyway, along with lack of time and energy. I smiled at Janelle.

"Things like why I never went out with you? Well, he is prettier than you are."

Professor Nieman snorted. Elys laughed out loud; so did one of the guys I didn't know. Janelle glared at him.

"My own brother?"

"The guy is prettier than you, Jan." The new-to-me climber walked over to me, hand outstretched. "Hello. Nico Bianchi."

Nico introduced his partner Michael, and Tony and Arnold came over to say hi, and soon there was a talking, laughing group of students, and there was Brad and Janelle. Professor Nieman clapped her hands.

"All right, gang, let's roll. That rock's not getting any closer! Cooper, you know the way." It never failed to amuse me how her speech changed off campus. I'd heard she swore like a sailor in bars, too. Her eyes fell on the picnic basket in my hand.

"Planning on an army, Blake?"

"Bear bait," I told her. "My aunt loves me."

Professor Nieman shook her head. "It's your back," she said as the rest of the group filed after Brad and Janelle. "Mr. Lacroix, ready?"

"Yes'm." Alan handed her the card then wriggled into a small backpack. He didn't look at me as Professor Nieman looked at the card.

"Can your sister make medical decisions for you?" she asked Alan.

He straightened, his face set. "No," he said.

"Then why is she on this card?"

"Because she's the one who cares if I live or die."

"Then take your ass over to the legal clinic and get a medical power of attorney, Lacroix." Professor Nieman stuck the card in her shirt pocket and waved her partner at the trail. Alan rolled his eyes, but when I followed her, he walked with me.

"I know you don't want to talk to me," I said when Professor Nieman was a ways ahead, "but—"

"I'm not stupid," he snapped. "She's got us stuck so we have to talk or someone could get hurt. I get it."

"I'm sorry I'm an idiot."

"Forget it."

Alan hadn't forgotten it. He walked with his hands in his pockets, shoulders hunched and his eyes on his feet though the trail wasn't that rough yet. I wished I knew him better, or that Mallory was around to help, or… something.

"I saw a bobcat from this trail once," I said. "Up there on the ridge."

He didn't look up.

"Lilia packed this basket when she found out I was climbing with you."

He glanced at the basket with a fleeting smile. I looked around for something else to comment on, and stepped just wrong on a rock. I staggered; Alan grabbed my arm.

"Don't drop that basket!"

"I wasn't going to!"

"I should take it," he said. "For safekeeping."

The basket was heavy. I let him.

"We should… lighten this a bit," he said a few strides on.

"It would make things easier," I agreed, blessing Lilia. If the food was good, anyway. If it wasn't… this could still end badly. Alan reached into the basket and came out with something wrapped in foil. I took the basket back as he unwrapped a sandwich. Lilia was safe making sandwiches.

"That goddess!" he said. "Ham and Swiss on rye with brown mustard!"

"Ew."

"Foolish mortal."

"How does she know what you like?" I asked.

"She asked me weeks ago, sneaky woman. Didn't you know your aunt was emailing me? My electronic wooing proceeds!"

"She's still a girl," I pointed out.

"Any human who can make a decent ham sandwich has overcome the limitations of his or her gender."

I snickered. Alan's hand dove into the basket again, and came out with a sports bottle. "Iced tea?" he guessed. "Or lemonade?"

"If it's tea, I wouldn't." Lilia made sun tea like she made coffee, then tried to correct the problem with lots of sugar. She did better with lemonade.

"Speak no word against my lady!" Alan warned. "Lest I prove her honor upon your foul carcass." He tugged the squirt-top open with his teeth. "Lemonade. Good stuff."

"Are you going to be able to climb if you eat all that now?"

"I'll waddle up somehow," he snapped.

I thought of his lithe body wriggling up into the tree and I didn't doubt it.

"I got some footage of the graveyard," I blurted, trying not to think about his lithe body. "And a picnic at the new church."

"You should direct," he said.

Call me contrary. I'd been sorry I gave the job to him, now I didn't want it back. Especially not now that I'd seen what he could do. "Why? You have a great eye."

"Because I'm a drama queen who screws up his own shooting calendar over one stupid little nothing. Because we're six effing weeks in and we barely have shit. Tania thinks I'm a jackass and Mallory thinks I'm pathetic and you—" He stopped short of telling me what I thought of him.

"Mallory thinks you're awesome," I said, "and Tania doesn't dislike you any more than she dislikes nearly everyone. We have a lot of footage and the research you've directed and a T-script that's looking good. The group is fine with following you— not to mention you have Darren thinking about showing up before December and got actual work out of Matt Brinks. I think you're doing fine."

"Yeah, well, I think you're a dumbass and too fucking nice."

"I'm not fucking nice enough to direct just so you can keep being a drama queen." Crap! How did he get under my skin so fast? I never talked to anyone like that, and now— I fumbled for an apology before he turned around and left, but instead he tossed his head and walked up and over a small boulder he could have gone around.

"Fine," he said.

What? I swore at him, and he just… agreed.

"Mal and I can do the interviews this week," he said.

"My schedule is a bit full, but I can arrange—"

"We'll use her camera," Alan said. "The interviews will look more sincere with less-than-perfect production anyway. While we're on that, you can work on a script revision. Use 'notes' when you go through it, not 'track changes' or we'll have a hell of a mess."

He'd rather run the camera himself than have me there. I told myself it was probably for the best. It would give things time to work out.

"All right," I said. "Tuesday at the Mug Shot?"

"No. We don't have to meet weekly. Everyone has something to work on."

"I've found that—"

"Maybe you have, but you're not directing, are you?" Alan smacked the sports bottle closed with the palm of his hand. "So. Two-Face. It has, I assume, two faces?"

"It's a cliff that comes out on an angle over the river. The southern face has routes ranging from five-five to five-eleven." The Yosemite Decimal System made it sound like there wasn't much difference in the routes, but that wasn't true. It was more like differences between software versions. The jump between 5.9 and 5.10 was big, between 5.10a and 5.10b even worse. "The southeastern face is easier except for a solid five-eight on a buttress, and a five-ten-b next to it. What's your rating?"

"What's yours?" Alan asked.

The way he returned the question made me suspicious. "Five-seven," I lied on a whim.

"Liar," he said. "I checked out the club's website. It has a great pic of Lukas Blake all hot and sweaty, grinning at the top of his first five-ten climb."

"That was over a year ago. I'm probably—"

"Out of shape?" he asked. "When you're always mowing lawns and trimming hedges and rescuing maidens? My last climb was a five-eight, and a month ago. We'll go up the buttress. And also, thank you for thinking I'm stupid enough to get my ass stuck halfway up a fucking rock trying to impress the Incredible Lukas Blake."

Somehow I had the feeling that if I spent much time around Alan, I'd be swearing as much as he did. Maybe more.

"I'm sorry," I told him. "I didn't think."

"Like that's something new," he muttered.

The walk back to Two-Face was usually a short, easy hike. Walking with Alan angry at me again, it seemed to take forever. Eventually, though, we stood beneath Two-Face. Alan grinned up at it. Professor Nieman gathered us at the bottom of the wide chimney that marked the meeting point of the two faces.

"You all know what you're doing," Professor Nieman said. "Just remember that if I catch anyone being stupid I'm going to kick him/her/them from here to Lake Erie." She waved a hand at the cliffs above her. "We've got more routes than pairs, so who wants what?"

"We want the five-eight on the buttress ," Alan said before anyone else could. Professor Nieman looked at him, looked at me. I nodded.

"All right. Lacroix, Blake knows this rock. I expect you to bear that in mind. Who else?"

Janelle's hand shot up. "We want the other side of the buttress."

Oh. Great. As a climber, Janelle was skilled. As company, she was… less so.

"Yay!" Alan said. "Buttress-buddies!"

Nico snorted, others laughed. No one wanted the easier routes on the southeastern face, so Professor Nieman led the rest of the group to the southern face. I led Alan around the buttress to show him the route.

"Five established pitches," I told him, tracing the path up the cliff. "The first one is a strenuous five-eight with that little bit of overhang. The second and third are easier. The end of the third is that ledge; it's a nice place to eat lunch if you can carry it that far." I cast an eye on the picnic basket. "The next pitch is rated five-eight. I'd call it a five-nine, maybe even a five-ten, but it's short. Then an easier climb in that chimney, and up to the top. It will take us most of the day, but it's an easy hike down the back and to the parking lot."

"If we leave our lunch," Alan said. "Or… we could tie a rope to the basket and haul it up when we get there?" He pointed at a wide crack in the cliff face to the right of our route. "Looks like the ledge goes that far, and the basket probably wouldn't catch on anything."

"Or we could unpack it and stick the food in our backpacks. Easy enough to carry it empty."

"And ruin Lilia's painstaking presentation?"

I didn't mention how Alan had stuck his arm in without even looking, so how did he know how it looked? Instead I estimated the height of the ledge, decided he was probably right about getting the basket up the crack unhindered, and asked if he had extra rope to offer to the cause. Alan grinned and wriggled out of his backpack.

Two-Face had been one of my favorite expeditions from the first time the club climbed it my freshman year. I'd been up most of the routes, with or without the club, since. I'd only climbed the easier buttress route— the By George, it was called— once, though, so I wasn't expecting to be bored. Not to mention the fact that I hadn't been on the rocks much at all in the last year, and I had a partner I'd never climbed with.

Alan knew what he was doing, though. His harness was worn but cared for, his rack sparser than mine but holding a good variety of gear. His hands on his equipment were sure and confident, and he wasn't foolish enough to climb without a helmet like most of the club did. His chalk bag was red, yellow, and green, like a rasta hat.

He saw me watching and rolled his eyes.

"Check and double-check," I told him.

"Yes, dear." Alan thumped his helmet. "All secure," he said, but I checked his harness anyway, and he checked mine.

At the bottom of their route and not far enough away, Janelle and Brad were arguing. Brad had a rack any climber would envy, though I wondered how heavy it was, carrying what looked like every piece of equipment ever. Janelle's stuff looked brand-new. I wondered if she'd lost all her gear, or just decided to replace it. Neither wore a helmet.

"Rock-paper-scissors-lizard-Spock for first pitch?" Alan suggested.

"As the Two-Face virgin, it only seems fair to let you go first."

Alan snorted and tied into his harness, slowly so I could be sure it was right, and handed the rest of the rope to me with a grin. I put it through my ATC in proper belay method, clipped rope and belay plate to my harness and tested the friction. Alan looked up at the cliff face while he chalked his hands then took a deep breath.

"On belay?" he asked.

I took my own deep breath, forced myself to focus past the argument not far away. Alan and the rope. That was it. Nothing else mattered.

"Belay is on," I said.

"Climbing," he said.

"Climb on."

After his annoyance with my caution, I'd half-expected he would show off despite what he'd said about it being stupid, but he didn't. Alan climbed at a careful, steady pace, placing protection almost exactly where I would have, and testing holds before he moved even though he wasn't all that high yet. I paid out the rope and watched him move and, now that Janelle and Brad had settled their issue, let the peace of the wild park seep into me.

Two-Face overlooked a lazy loop of the river, and backed the state route that led to the park entrance. Though I didn't look around, I knew that I couldn't see any cars from where I stood, not even miles away. Within sight of Two-Face no bridges crossed the river, and no homes had been built on its shores. But for the denim-clad backside above me, I might have been alone in a pre-Columbian forest.

And except for Janelle, jangling her way up the Rat Bastard route with Brad holding her line and paying attention as I should be. I raised my eyes to Alan.

Note to self: when trying not to lust after someone, do not watch them climb a cliff, clearly having a great time sharing one of your passions, especially as the most noticeable focal point will be a fine and moving ass.

I focused instead on his moves. I had Alan's life in my hands, metaphorically and also almost literally. Getting distracted by his ass would be a betrayal.

Belaying someone is both easy and not. Easy, because all you have to do is pay attention. Pick up on your partner's rhythm, give him rope as he needs it, and you're doing fine. Get distracted, give him too much or too little, and you're screwing up, either inhibiting his climb or endangering his life, both of which are frowned on in the climbing world. The one only a little bit more than the other.

The first pitch was seventy-five feet. At about fifty, Alan paused. I knew what he was looking at— I'd had the same thought when I went up. But it was an illusion. "To your right!" I called, because though the move to the left was a treat and led to a fun span, it also led to a dead-end. Alan lifted a hand to flip me off, and went for the handhold to the left. I sighed and set my feet and made doubly certain I was ready to catch him.

He made it farther than I had, but after several minutes of looking for holds that just weren't there, Alan shook his head and started back. I took the rope in an inch at a time, wishing I'd just kept my mouth shut. The result would have been the same, only probably he'd be less irritated—

Right at the bulge, where the only holds were a sloper and a crack big enough for one edge of a pinky toe, Alan slipped. "Falling!"

I dropped my hand, locking the belay plate. "Got you!"

He fell maybe ten feet before the last pro he'd set caught him. "I'm flying!" he whooped, doing a Superman pose pointed up the wall. From above Janelle gave a caustic laugh.

"Supposed to stay on the wall, Lacroix."

"Damn it, Janet, I love you!"

"My name is Janelle. And ew."

Alan pulled himself back to the rock and climbed, this time choosing the holds to the right. Soon he was hauling himself onto the rock spike that marked the end of the first pitch. I was happy to see he didn't assume safety— he tugged and shoved at the spike, testing its stability, before he threw a sling around it.

"Anchored!" he called a moment later. "Off belay!"

"Off belay!" I called back, pulling the rope from my ATC. I clipped the device on my hip then tied the rope to my harness. Figure eight, double back, I tested it with a few yanks… "Want a rest?" I called, even if it would irritate him. That first pitch could be rough.

"Fuck no! Get up here, Lukas!"

"On belay?"

"Belay is on, baby!"

"Climbing."

"Get your climb on, Smells like Mountain Goat!"

I grinned at the wall and started climbing.

The first pitch was more fun and less stress than I'd worried. I hadn't lost too much skill in the months since I'd climbed. The second went even faster, both for Alan and me. By the end of the third, we were ready to un-rope for a bit and sit in the strengthening sun as the clouds broke up. Alan found a sandwich made for me— roast beef and Swiss with light mayo that he called a "real" abomination— and ate much of the rest of the meal. He claimed that since the cookies were snickerdoodles, they were meant only for him and Lilia must think I didn't need any dessert. I might have argued if he hadn't kept making me laugh like when he finagled most of the funnel cake. Besides, Lilia had made me a PB&J with homemade strawberry jam she got off a neighbor.

The food was good; the rest was welcome. The view was amazing and the company was excellent, since the Rat Bastard route took Janelle and Brad around the buttress at that point. And Alan— against the dark rock he shone, sparkled like a diamond on black velvet. The flash of his grin, the glint in his eyes, just the glow of joy in his face against the dark blue of his hair… he talked and ate and teased me more gently than usual, and when my sandwich tried to fall apart and I complained my food was problematic he laughed out loud. The real laugh that I only heard around corners usually.

It gave me a thrill that made me think of another Firefly quote: I'll be in my bunk.

Probably, I realized, I should stop looking at his face and listening to his laugh, but how was I going to do that? Stuck on a tiny ledge halfway up a cliff and alone with him…

When he'd munched his way through an improbable amount of food, Alan put his back to the rock and looked out at the valley and so did I. For some lovely timeless while we sat watching the sun slanting down on forest and river, the only sound a light wind rustling the trees and wandering over the rocks. Finally Alan sighed.

"Probably better get moving."

"Probably." We packed up the food. Alan put what was left in his backpack, and I clipped the basket on my back. We walked up the ledge to have a look at the toughest pitch of the climb, a tricky bit of mantle where the only possible footholds were within inches of the only handholds. Alan whistled as he looked at it.

"Nice. This time you go first. I want to see how you move."

"All right." Quickly but carefully we got ourselves in order, and I stepped off the ledge and onto the rock.

I was not as limber as I'd been the last time I climbed that pitch. I inched forward, I struggled, I swung by one hand more than once, but Alan kept the rope perfect and I kept my focus on the rock and I got up it, sweating and triumphant. I anchored to a formation called the Duck because it looked like one, and Alan climbed onto the pitch. He had his moments too, but soon he was pressed up next to me on the tiny shelf of flat rock.

"That," he said, his eyes shining, "was fucking fantastic."

"It fucking was," I breathed, feeling at one with him and the whole universe and I might have done some stupid thing like kissing him again but a shout from across the buttress yanked our heads around.

"Rock! Fall— aah!"

"Holding!" Janelle called.

"Ready to lower!" Brad shouted, giving up on the pitch which meant he could be in real trouble. Janelle cursed in a stream of expletives I'd never heard from her. Near the top of the cliff our routes converged somewhat, but their climb was still around an outcrop from us. I couldn't see anything, above or below.

"Ready to lower!" Brad shouted.

"Give me your hand," Alan ordered. I did and with me to anchor him he leaned out, almost perpendicular to the cliff, and cursed. "He's swinging. Under a roof, can't reach rock. Lower him, Janelle!"

"It won't move! The rope's bound!"

New climbing gear. New gadgets, Brad loved his new gadgets— "How bad?" I asked Alan. He grabbed my wrist with his other hand, reeled himself back in.

"One of his pros already popped," he said, clipping himself to the anchor on the Duck. He unknotted the rope from his harness, clipped on his belay plate. "I might get there, but I think you have a better shot."

"Not like I have a choice." I knotted the rope through my harness, took the picnic basket off my back and clipped it to the Duck anchor. "Am I going up or down?"

"Go up, there's decent holds. Get to his rope first, so he can't grab you if he panics." Alan threw a loop of rope around the Duck as a further belay. If I had to grab Brad, he'd need the help to hold us both.

"You've done this before?" I asked him. Alan shook his head with a grin.

"Nope! Bye, Lukas!"

I stepped onto the rock with a chuckle that evaporated as I focused on finding a route to a goal I couldn't see.

Going up was easy at first. Going around was a little harder, then I hit the underhang. Good thing— I could see Brad some ten feet below me. Bad thing— I was on a cliff beyond my skill, and a good thirteen feet of far-too-smooth rock still separated me from his rope. I found a grip for two fingers on my right hand and a vertical crack to wedge my toe into and crept on. Brad stopped his half-hearted efforts to swing to the rock and watched me.

"Swing!" Janelle called from the bottom. "You can get it!"

"I already had one damn cam walk out!"

Crap. Cams would do that, if you didn't set them right. Probably in a hurry, trying to beat me and Alan to the top though their route was harder…

Forget that. I focused on the rock, on the holds, on setting my own protection and reaching the rope holding a man above two hundred feet of empty air.

At least I knew Janelle would hold. My first club climb, some ditz had dropped the damn rope when he pinched his hand in the belay plate. Janelle and I had knocked helmets grabbing it, and though I had it too, she hadn't let go till the kid was back on the ground and reaming his friend.

If Brad's protection would hold as well as his girlfriend did, he could have hung there till someone got up the cliff and abseiled down to him. Based on the placement though, I suspected he hung from a cam, and if he'd already lost one due to bad setting… I crept sideways another two inches. I'd found a tiny ledge for my toes, but it was thin and I didn't want to lift a foot from it for fear my weight on the other would crumble it. No matter how slowly I moved, the line fed out just right, never slack or inhibiting even though— I looked back, and saw Alan leaning out from the side of the Duck, anchored to it and perpendicular to the cliff again. He scowled when he saw me looking.

The perfect partner. He existed. I wanted to climb every rock in the world with—

"Watch yourself not me, you idiot!"

Focus on the rock, Lukas Walker Blake you idiot. I slid along the ledge until it melted into smooth rock and I couldn't see anywhere else to go.

Stuck. At a dead end, and Brad's rope was a foot beyond the end of my grasping fingers. I couldn't see a single hold to get me closer. The entire world fell silent and still while I looked. My left hand, behind me, was in a lovely solid crack, but forward— nothing. I backed up. Alan pulled in the four inches of slack I created doing so.

"You can't leave him!" Janelle yelped.

"He's not!" Alan snapped as I set my biggest hex in the crack. I yanked at it good and hard, both out and down, made sure—

"Lukas," Janelle called, "do something!"

I snapped my longest extender on the hex. "Falling!" I warned Alan, and lunged. The clip snapped on Brad's rope, connecting him to my hex; I swung back at the cliff. Maybe twelve feet I fell, to hang from the last pro I'd placed for myself.

"Got you!" Alan called though I already felt it. I let him hold me a moment, leaned my forehead on my rope and took a deep breath. Done. That hex would hold as long as the cliff did; Brad was safe until we could get him down.

"Swing, Brad!" Janelle called.

Brad tried air-swimming. At me, not the cliff. I got a foot on the wall to swing away from him as Alan cursed.

"Leave him be, you fool, or I'll sic the Morrigan and the Wild Hunt on you!"

"You idiot, they're not even the same myth— BRAD!"

The cam gave. Brad shot down with a scream, jerked, fell again, then something down-cliff sproinged, and he halted, hanging from my hex.

"Got you!" Janelle called. "I've got you, Brad, and the rope's not bound."

He'd fallen maybe thirty feet, but he hadn't hit anything. Brad spun slowly fifty feet below me, clinging to the rope with his head bowed. Scared, and who wouldn't be? But he was safe. I could hang half the Pittsburgh Steelers off that hex and trust it to hold. Between that and Janelle, he was fine until we could get him down. I let myself swing to the wall and grabbed a handhold to work my way back to Alan. Janelle talked to Brad, gentle and matter of fact.

"We're heading up," I told her. "We'll get the club over here to help."

She jerked her head at the top, still talking to Brad. I inched my way back to my side of the buttress, making a note to get another large hex if mine didn't get back to me.

The climb back was just as hard, but I made it okay. I was safe behind the Duck, trying to anchor myself to the sling when I started shaking. Alan pressed his shoulder to mine, pinning me between his body and the cliff. I let him, let my head fall back on cool rock, closed my eyes and shook. God. God—

"Just breathe," Alan murmured. "You're all right." His hand slid over mine, snapping me into the anchor.

"…too close…" I managed. Adrenaline, I knew, and I knew it would pass, but all I could do right then was shake. Might have shaken myself right off the cliff without Alan's shoulder warm against mine.

"But you got there," Alan said. "He's all right. You did it."

"…hanging."

"But alive. He can hang a few minutes. Just breathe. No one can see you."

He didn't put an arm around me and he didn't pat me. He just braced my body with his, because though I knew I was anchored to the Duck and it'd take an earthquake to knock me off the cliff-face, I just didn't feel all that secure. Pressed between him and the cliff, though, I could calm down.

Until I gathered myself enough to realize that Alan's body was pressed strong and solid against mine, and that was dangerous in a whole other way. I took a deep breath and squeezed his shoulder.

"Thanks."

"No problem." He stepped back, actually leaning off the cliff again to put a normal distance between us. "So. You first, or me? If you're still shaky, I'd rather be holding your rope than have you hold mine, to be honest. But I think you've had enough falling today, so either way."

I held my hands out in front of me, and they were only shaking a little. "I'll go first," I said. "The last pitch is nothing on what I just did."

"Then up you go, Spiderman." Alan took the extra belay loop back from around the Duck and prepared himself. I chalked my hands again after all the sweating I'd been doing, and turned to the last pitch.

It was easy, and Professor Nieman was already on the top. With one quick report, getting Brad down was no longer my problem. I wasn't even needed to help, being one of the least experienced climbers to hand. I went back to my route and clipped in and belayed Alan up the last pitch. By the time he climbed over the edge, Brad was being hoisted up a few feet away. The group was dealing with that, and Alan didn't say anything as we put our gear away, changed into our regular shoes, and headed for the trail down.

The sun was low, laying a blanket of yellow light across the evening forest. The wind had stilled to just a tiny breeze, and Alan was as quiet as the woods. Somewhere along the gentle hike back to the trail-head, my nerves quit jangling. I stopped replaying everything that had happened, or could have happened, to ask a question.

"The Morrigan and the Wild Hunt?"

Alan snickered. "Lilia, of course, and the dogs."

The image of Lilia as the Morrigan made me laugh out loud.

"Gotta say," Alan muttered, "that was pretty damn amazing."

"You'd have gone."

"If I could have got there, yes. Doesn't make it any less awesome that you did it."

"Alan—"

"Shutting up now."

In a little glen off the trailhead, Nico and Michael were starting a fire in a fire-ring. "Pull up a log!" Nico invited. "Tell us about your climb!"

Crap.

"Let us stow our stuff," Alan said, giving me a poke at the parking lot.

"All I want," I told him as we walked, "is a hot shower."

"So go home," he said. "You climbed. That's what she asked."

"Yeah." I tossed my gear in the back of the truck. Pulled out a carabineer and clipped the empty picnic basket to the bag so it wouldn't fly out in the wind. "Want a ride?"

"No, thanks."

"Good night, Alan."

"Night, Spidey."

****


CHAPTER 6

Monday Alan got to class late. After class he handed me the large hex I'd left in the cliff above Brad, tossed a casual salute at Mallory, and hurried off. She sighed.

"Now will one of you tell me what that was all about?"

"Sorry," I told her, sticking the hex in my pocket. "Wait. If you don't know, why did you smack me last week?"

"Because I knew you did something." Mallory put her hands on her hips. "You don't go around hitting people, but he doesn't throw things for no reason either. So what did you do?"

"Forget it."

She smacked the back of my head again and walked away.

Tuesday my phone vibrated in class with a text from an unknown number.

Best sis in the world sent my b-day present early! I read after class. So here's my number. Don't call me— I hate phones. ~*~Alan~*~

Pretend it's a communicator, I texted back. You can download Star Trek ringtones for it.

We come in peace; shoot to kill. Scotty, beam me up!

When is your birthday?

Duty-presents suck, he texted back. If you don't care enough to know— and it doesn't bug me if you don't— then it doesn't matter when it is.

Crap.

Wednesday morning when I got the chance to ask Lilia, her fondness for Alan wrestled her conscience over respecting his wishes, and her desire to see him celebrated won. She told me his birthday was the 30th— the day before Halloween and two weeks away. I sighed relief and sat down to try and remember what climbing gear Alan already had, and also to figure out a budget. How much could I spend before I ran into his touchy pride?

It was harder coming at a budget that way than how much should I spend so I don't look cheap? I went online to look at gear and prices and ended up back in the kitchen with Lilia explaining the problem while she did the breakfast dishes.

"What are you getting him?" I asked her.

Lilia winked. "I have special privilege," she said. "That information won't help you."

"You're getting him something amazing, aren't you?"

"Alan asked me to adopt him on Labor Day," she said, scrubbing the skillet. "I've decided to do so. When one is, celebrating her only grandchild's birthday after missing twenty of them, one may be excused for going overboard, don't you think?"

"Well, if you're going to overshadow me no matter what I do…" I said, and went back to look at gear again. Wandered from there into video equipment, and was almost late to class because of it.

After class I reminded myself that Alan didn't want to hang out with me, and went up to the fourth floor of the library to do some homework before my next class.

That night while I was at work he texted, This day was a total waste of fucking makeup.

What happened?

Nothing. Everything. All these jackasses need to GTFO my planet.

I'm sorry, I texted. He didn't answer.

Thursday he sent, Non-flammable? Challenge accepted.

Alan, I texted, arson is bad.

It's in the spirit of academic inquiry! It's SCIENCE!

'Science' is not a legal defense.

Damn them.

Friday Alan texted, If girls had nuts I would kick her in them.

Assault is bad, I told him.

Her /face/ is an assault!

Don't be so shallow, I sent.

That's what he said.

Saturday Lilia asked me to drive her to the mall, but shooed me away instead of drafting me as porter. I still hadn't picked up a present for Alan, so I hit the REI store while she enjoyed being mysterious. We met for lunch, and at home I carried a gift-wrapped box big enough to hide Twiggy in, into the house. At least I knew she hadn't gotten him a bunch of books— I never would have been able to carry that many.

Saturday night Alan texted, I'm detecting a trend. Is everything that starts with 'a' against the law?

Which 'a' are you considering? I asked.

Accessory to homicide, if this clod of a Casanova tries to grope Mallory one more time. Who thinks grabbing ass is the way to a girl's heart?

Avalanche, I suggested. Tell Mallory to dump ice-cubes down his pants.

My phone lay silent for a few minutes and I went back to the paper I'd been writing, then it vibrated again.

He shoots, he scores! Alan 1, LittleDick 0!

"What are you laughing at?" Lilia asked from the scarf she was attempting to knit. It was another Alan present, and I hoped he appreciated Lilia learning to knit for him. I read her the conversation and she chuckled.

"Bravo oscar sierra," she said. "Balls of steel. I love that boy."

"Never a dull moment," I said, and went back to my paper.

On Sunday I took Lilia to church, and Alan texted that the Bible was written by people who thought the earth was flat and dear zombie Jesus, what sadist invented tequila?

That afternoon in the middle of Javert's bath, when I had my arms full of unhappy wet dog, he sent a picture of a bug as big as the light bulb beside it with the message wtf is this? Do I run screaming or welcome our new insectoid overlords? Look at those mandibles!

I don't know what it is, I texted back when I'd got Javert wrestled onto the sun-porch to dry. Don't you? I thought you were from around here.

Other end of the state where the bugs are smaller, the men are men, and the farm animals are nervous.

Lilia says it's a Dobsonfly and it won't actually kill you and feed you to its young.

Mostly harmless? Oh good.

That night he texted, Why didn't you make me do my homework sooner?

Because I wanted to torture you, I replied. Alan, I'm trying to do /my/ homework. Have you thought about getting a Twitter?

You love it and you know it, Lukas— hey, what's your middle name?

If I tell you, will you stop texting and do your homework?

If you don't tell me, he sent, I'll make one up. Lukas Tiberius Blake? Lukas Jar-Jar Blake? I can go on.

Lukas Walker Blake. But you were in the right ballpark— it's all very Star Wars.

In the right ballpark— do you even notice that you talk in cliches?

Do your homework, Alan Lumina Lacroix.

Meanie. This is why people write your phone number in bathroom stalls. Or am I the only one doing that?

I was stretched out on the living room rug amid freshly-washed but now-dry dogs. I sent him a picture of Twiggy looking soulful with her head on her paws.

Twiggy is sad that you aren't doing your homework.

…you, sir, do not fight fair. Tell Twiggy I will do my duty as a gentleman and a scholar.

On Monday Alan posted a clip on the wiki, and a bit of script for me to read with it. I read it, read it again, Googled his facts, took it to Lilia, and then finally started recording without a single change.

"Any horror movie buff can explain the dangers of building on top of an old graveyard," I began, thinking how I wouldn't be surprised to see actual steam coming out of Lilia's ears, "but the developers of the proposed Three Acorn Mall aren't listening."

On Tuesday we met at the Mug Shot. I got there first and sat in Alan's usual seat. He and Mallory sat by the wall, Tania sat by me, and no one spilled anything on anyone. Alan ran through where we were on the various pieces of the project and I realized that though I'd hardly done anything, we were ahead of schedule. I wondered if offering to help Alan with the editing that had to be eating all his time would be appreciated, or if he'd take it as a hint he was doing a bad job despite what I'd said.

Probably the latter, I decided, and let it be. Mallory was completely capable of helping him, could do it without annoying him, and would volunteer at the merest hint that he wanted help. My wanting to see him work didn't matter.

"We'll film at the graveyard on Sunday," Alan announced. "Aunt Lilia already invited us for lunch."

"You guys do know Lilia can't cook, right?" I asked. Alan shook his head with a grin.

Wednesday Alan texted, Support Search and Rescue, Janelle. Get lost.

Flirt with Brad, I suggested.

You are an evil man and I love you for it. Alan texted back. I explained 'Damn it, Janet' and showed him a picture of me at Rocky Horror, and he practically threw her over his shoulder and ran away screaming.

Pics or it didn't happen.

He sent me the picture of him at Rocky Horror. I took a deep breath and saved it a few levels down in my phone, where it wouldn't pop up if I was looking for something else.

On Thursday he sent me a picture of a tabby cat lying in a sunbeam. I want this career. Where do I sign up for sleeping in the sun and occasionally licking my balls in front of visitors?

There's a competency exam, I texted. You have to prove you can lick your balls first.

Can I lick someone else's balls?

That's a different career.

Friday Alan texted,[Shit. Shit, shit, shit. Bugger. Buggity bugger bug FUCK

All right?

Fine. Why do you ask? Lovely day, don't you think?

I was in my truck at the post office, waiting for the spitting rain to ease up.

Gorgeous, I sent. The raining sideways is a particularly nice touch.

All day Saturday Alan didn't text me at all. I kept checking to see if my phone had died. Then at two in the morning, it vibrated.

Lukas someboy slipped mal something it's ilke she's drunk an i'm drunk and we're in the bathroom and she keeps TOUCHING ME GOD BUT IF I LET HER OUT THOSE ASSHOLES

I called him while I jumped into my clothes. "Alan. Where are you?"

"I don't know!" he wailed. "Stupid, stupid—" It sounded like he was hitting himself.

"Stop that!" I snapped, slipping into my trench coat because it was two in the morning in late October. "Think. Is there a window? Can you see any street names?"

"Oh my god she's grabbing my ass, it's— yes! There's a corner. Elm and Wilson. Elm Street, what a fucking nightmare. Mal stop it please!"

"I'll be right there. Stay in the bathroom! Put her in the shower if you have to."

"Goddamn it everyone thinks I'm a fucking whore, stop it, damn it, damn you, stop it…"

"I'm coming, Alan." I ran down the stairs, grabbed my keys and my backpack rather than digging for my wallet in it. Hell, two of them— I put my keys back and snatched Lilia's. Either Alan hung up or I lost signal, so I stuck the phone in my pocket and ran.

Somehow every cop in the county missed spotting me as I flew through the near-empty streets. I didn't know the corner, but I knew where Elm Street was and I knew Wilson didn't cross it east of the college, so it had to be west—

The corner had a stop sign to make sure I saw it. I called Alan back as I got out of the car under a streetlight.

"Lukas, god—"

"I'm here. Where are you?"

"I see you! Look! I'm here!"

I saw a pale arm waving from a second story window— and there was a fire escape. I almost regretted not getting to bash my way through a bunch of attempted rapists.

"Are you all right?" I asked, trotting across the intersection. The house actually backed Wilson Street across a yard. The front, on another street, was lit up, but the back of the house was dark and I was grateful.

"Mal fell asleep, thank god," Alan said through my phone.

Crap. "Keep an eye on her breathing. Date rape drugs are depressants. If she drank too—"

"She didn't, do you think she's stupid? She was having an effing ginger ale! We watch each other's backs and only one of us drinks only I fucking failed her—"

"I doubt she'll see it that way." When I stood under the fire escape I put my phone away to jump for the ladder. "I can't get it," I called up to Alan's pale face. "Come out and force it down."

"High in her tower, She sits by the hour, Maintaining her hair," Alan sang, but he half-fell out the window and swung his weight onto the ladder so clumsily I thought I'd have to catch him. He hung on, though, and the ladder came down. I climbed up and Alan sang "Agony!" and leaned over the side of the fire escape to throw up.

Mallory lay curled up in the bathtub, her hair standing up and her makeup smeared but her chest moving as it should. Some bastard was crooning "You've lost that loving feeling," under the door. I resisted the urge to open it and slug him. Instead I handed out Mallory's purse, and the toilet paper so Alan could wipe his mouth.

"Batman," he muttered when I came out with Mallory over my shoulder in a fireman's carry. "Fucking Batman. In a trench coat."

"Will it make you feel better if I drop her?" I asked.

"Fuck," he said. "I'll go first so I don't land on you." He stumbled off the platform but climbing reflexes held and he fumbled down the ladder but didn't fall. I climbed carefully after him. I laid Mallory in the back of Lilia's car and told Alan to get in with her and watch that she kept breathing.

"In the backseat with another girl, headed to the hospital," he grumbled. "Is this car cursed?"

"I'm starting to think so."

At the hospital we answered a lot of questions, some of them several times. Finally we were told they'd be keeping Mallory for observation so we might as well go home. Alan didn't answer, just sat down and folded his arms, crossed his legs. The doctor shook his head and walked away. Alan bounded back up.

"You should go," he said. "The rescue completed, the hero rides into the sunset—"

"Could you stop that?" I asked, pulling off the trench coat in the heated room. "I'm not a superhero. I'm Mallory's friend. Your friend. You'd do the same for me in a heartbeat and you know it."

"Lukas Blake would never need rescuing."

"Lukas Blake needs friends," I said and sat down.

"Gah," Alan said, and paced. "Sorry," he muttered from almost the corner, went a few more steps and turned to pace the other way, his eyes on his feet. On his little black boots. He looked… amazing. Ankle boots, skin-tight pants, fingerless gloves, a black shirt with rips that showed blue, his hair black and blue and standing up after his wild night, blue glitter and black eyeliner around his eyes… some people wore black and faded into the background. Alan wore it and shone brighter.

Everyone thinks I'm a fucking whore, he'd said. Even Mallory groped him when her judgment was gone. Was that why he'd hit me? Did he think I'd wanted to— to use him for— well, didn't I? Even now the urge to reach out and touch him— crap. Or, in the words of Alan, "Shit. Shit, shit, shit. Bugger. Buggity bugger bug FUCK."

I folded my arms, stretched my legs out and crossed my ankles, put my chin on my chest and tried to stop looking at Alan and go back to sleep. It being three in the morning, that was easier than I expected.

My phone woke me by vibrating in my left front pocket. I cranked my eyes open on a mostly empty waiting room, on sun streaming in the windows, on Alan's head on my right leg as he slept curled up under my trench coat. I tugged the phone out, saw it was the house number and answered it.

"Just noticing you and my car are missing," Aunt Lilia said. "Everything all right, Lukas?"

"I think so," I breathed. "At the ER. Mallory's probably okay and Alan's asleep next to me, that's why I'm quiet."

"Do we need to cancel today?" she asked as shadows ran over the windows of the waiting room. It was one of those days, looked like, with high-flying fast-moving clouds that would be perfect for the mood Alan wanted at the graveyard.

"No, I don't think so," I told her. "I think Mallory will just want to go home, though."

"Get Alan some coffee before you wake him up," Lilia commanded, "and give Mallory my love when you see her. If it looks like you won't be back here by eleven, go ahead and pick up some ice cream before you head back." Lilia tended to overestimate her cooking skill, but she wasn't delusional about it, so she'd entrusted Alan's birthday lunch to a local sub place that would deliver about noon. The cake she'd made herself, though, as well as the snickerdoodles that were probably about to go in the oven.

"Aye aye, Captain."

"The rank is 'commander,' smartass. And watch it, or I'll have you keelhauled. Love you, Lukas. You make me proud." She hung up. I put my phone away and tried to think of a way to get coffee for Alan and also for me without waking him up first.

He was getting makeup on my jeans and I didn't care. Mussed and tousled and asleep, he still looked amazing. I wanted to… damn it, I wanted to cuddle him. I remembered in time that touching him in his sleep was off limits. I dragged my mind back to my coffee quandary and chased it around a bit, then Mallory appeared in the doorway from the exam rooms.

She looked furious. Her hair was more mussed and her makeup more smeared, but she still looked a lot better than when I'd last seen her. She waved off a doctor who was trying to tell her something and stalked across the room to us barefoot, her stiletto heels dangling from her hand.

"Alan, babe, wake up," she said, ruffling my hair as she did. "Get me out of here before I scream, guys."

"Gladly," I said. Alan sat up blinking. He tried to hand me the trench coat but I shook my head. Grabbed my backpack and we headed out, Mallory still barefoot. October spat a gust of cold wind and Alan slipped the coat around Mallory as I unlocked the car.

"Lukas, please take us to Billie Jo's," Mallory said as Alan helped her in. "I need coffee and the least I can do is buy you two breakfast."

"How do you feel?" Alan ventured from the back seat where he sat alone for once.

"I have a splitting headache and murderous rage," Mallory answered, "but that's a hell of a lot better than I could be feeling thanks to you, sweetheart."

"I'm sorry I didn't—"

"Don't you dare."

At nine a.m. on a Sunday, Billie Jo's Diner was nearly empty because it was a favorite of the college crowd, not the church crowd, and most of the eats-at-diners college crowd wasn't up yet. We took a booth in the back and Alan and Mallory went to the restrooms to, I assumed, mutter separately about how awful they looked. When they came back Mallory's makeup was repaired and Alan's was gone, and three steaming cups of coffee sat on the table. Alan grabbed one and slid it around the table to sit beside me. Mallory dumped cream and sugar in hers with a hand that shook a little, and then shoved the fixings at Alan.

"The doctor told me I was drugged," she said, her voice low. "But I don't remember anything. Alan, please tell me what happened."

"Nothing," he said, his hands wrapped around his own coffee. "You weren't out of my sight for even a second after you started acting tipsy."

"Did you see who did it?"

"No, and I'm—"

"You shouldn't have to watch my drink, Alan. I should be able to handle that much myself." She tossed her hair back and glared at him. "Stop it. You saved me, you must have. And then you called in the cavalry." She nodded at me. "Thank you, Lukas."

"What kind of a jackass wouldn't answer a call like that?" I asked. Mallory gave me a tiny smile. The waitress came and Mallory ordered fruit. I got bacon, eggs, and hash browns. Alan ordered stuffed French Toast with a side of pancakes. The waitress made an amused face and promised a selection of syrups.

"Alan, tell me what did happen," Mallory said when the woman had moved away.

Suddenly Alan fixing his coffee was the most painstaking process in the world. His attention went to the table as he talked.

"You… started acting drunk all of a sudden," he said. "Wanting to dance. Like a stripper at a stag party. With me, at first, but I didn't want to so you grabbed the nearest guy and then you were going upstairs with three guys." He shrugged. "Before anything happened I got you away from them and locked us in the bathroom and called Lukas."

"Just… got me away from them." Mallory stood in the booth, grabbed Alan by the hair and pulled him where she could plant a kiss on his forehead. "I'm taking your present back, babe," she said as she sat, "and getting you one twice as nice and if you complain I'll… I'll buy you something else too."

Well, there would be two presents to take his attention off the fact that I'd almost certainly spent more than I should. But that didn't distract me from the fact that Alan had completely left out a big part of his unpleasant adventure. And it mattered.

"Tell Mallory the rest," I told him. "So she can apologize."

The glare he shot at me was pure venom. Mallory set her coffee down.

"What did I do?"

"You… groped me," Alan said softly. "A lot. And tried to make out with me. You said—" Alan looked away, "you said you were going to fix both of us."

"Oh my god." Tears stood in her eyes. "Alan, sweetheart, I am so sorry. It was a stupid drunkism, you know that. I can't fix you, babe, because there's nothing broken. You're perfect as you are."

"But you're not?" he asked.

Remember that gay-straight spectrum? Looking at Mallory— smart, fun, beautiful, and rich, only ever went out with gay boys— I remembered the lecture that the spectrum wasn't really a proper representation either. I felt like an idiot. I'd known her two years. Alan had known her a couple months.

"It's always easier," she said, "to love everyone else the way they are." She dabbed her tears away, leaving behind near-perfect makeup. "So. I'm safe and maybe I've learned something. You two are heroes, and it shall be so noted in the record. If you have time, Lukas, after breakfast I'd like to go find my car."

"I'd like to go firebomb a house," Alan muttered.

"Arson is bad," I told him. "Though I'm leaning toward assault myself. Or an avalanche."

"If we could get an aardvark…" Alan mused. Mallory shook her head as the waitress brought our food.

After breakfast we found Mallory's car where she remembered leaving it. She asked me to run Alan home so she could go exchange his gift. Alan protested he could walk, but I told him I needed his help picking out ice cream and guided him to Lilia's car.

Alan lived in apartment 418. It was an ugly little studio with a water-stained ceiling and a view of a brick wall outside the one window. Alan shrugged as he closed the door behind me.

"It's not a hundred year old work of art full of graceful antiques," he said, "but it does have orange shag carpeting."

"That's what the real estate listings call 'unique,' right?"

"Don't mind the mess," Alan said, scooping a pair of jeans off the floor. He grabbed a shirt from another pile, opened a drawer for underthings. "The maid went to Antarctica for the week."

"I hear the penguin parade is something to see."

He tossed me a grin. "Soda in the fridge," he said, and went into the bathroom. I threw myself in the bed-with-removable-cushions-to-pretend-it's-a-couch thing and thanked God for Lilia so I didn't have to live life in a place like that. My respect for Alan went up a bit. Surely it would have been easier to stay home and go to school— wherever he was from. Our film school, though, was better.

Snooping, I told myself, was absolutely off-limits. Looking at what was in front of me, though— that I could do.

The walls were off-white, some sections more off than others. Through an arch next to the bathroom door, the kitchen was a tiny cave with a tiny table two people could sit at if they had small plates. Those doors were one wall of the main room. The "long" sides of the room were the closet and the door to the urine-scented hall, and the wall with the bed-thing and the dresser. The fourth wall was taken up by stacks of milk crates holding books.

He had Watership Down. I'd loved that book. He had 1984 too, and I'd hated that one. A lot of Vonnegut, a lot more than I'd read. Slaughterhouse-Five had been an assignment I hadn't enjoyed. Lots of fantasy, that was no surprise. Textbooks, of course. In the corner a spider plant clung to life. I got up and watered the plant and dusted its leaves, carefully plucking off dead ones. Alan came out before I was done.

"Just can't help yourself?" he asked, shrugging into the denim jacket. "Lukas to the rescue?"

"I don't like sitting around doing nothing," I said.

"You're allowed to wash my dishes," Alan said, scooping his keys off the dresser. "Don't touch my laundry or my books, but I'll never get mad if you do my dishes or scrub the bathtub." He grabbed the accordion file that held all his project papers.

"Noted," I said.

When we got to the graveyard, Alan led off into the woods a little bit to a small stone I'd never noticed. He bent over the plaque at the bottom, then stepped back and pointed.

"Josephine Mary Streeter," Mallory read, her voice rising in pitch. Chills crept up my back. "Here let her lie in peace and honor. Oh my god, is this her?"

"I didn't know," I felt the need to say though obviously I hadn't. The grave was outside the remains of the fence, and the stone was small and moss-covered.

"That's good," Alan said huskily. "I want this, before we clean the stone up." He took the tripod from me and set it up while I prepared the camera.

"Wait," Mallory said. "Did they bury her here after the church burned?"

"Outside the fence," Tania pointed out. "Not on holy ground."

"She wasn't a holy sort of woman," Alan said, his voice flat.

From the neglected grave we moved to the rest of the graveyard and got some good footage of the remains of the church. Alan was all over the place and I could barely keep up except for a couple times he covered his eyes to think before issuing another spate of directions. Tania grumbled and Mallory laughed as we followed him about, and I was careful to get everything he asked for so I could see what he would do with it.

"I'm hungry," Tania announced loudly when we'd filmed just about everything from just about every conceivable angle. "And you're insane, Alan."

"Maybe, but it's a brilliant madness. Camera, please." Alan held out his hand to me. Both Tania and Mallory groaned. "You guys go if you want," he told them. "Lukas— I need you to clean the gravestone now. Neater but not perfect. Maybe leave the moss on the top, but I want to be able to see the name clearly."

"Good choice," Mallory murmured.

"We've already got the narrator," Tania objected. "And interviews. With Mallory on camera, and Lukas doing voiceover, that's pushing the edge of too crowded. Put Lukas on camera too, and it's too many people to follow for a twenty-minute segment."

"It's going to be two," Alan said, "aside from the locals. I'll edit out my questioning them. I want Lukas both on camera and in voiceover, and Lydia's readings of the diaries and letters. Mal, I'm sorry, but you're not star material."

"Damn," Mallory said with a grin. "The drawbacks of relying on the casting couch."

Alan snorted.

When we finally returned to the house, lunch was waiting. Lilia presented a beautiful cake and Alan blew out all twenty-one candles. We all had cake and ice cream, and Lilia brought out her big box.

She'd gotten him a computer. Not one— two. She'd taken advantage of a "for your student" deal and got him a desktop and a laptop, both sufficiently powerful to run the software needed for video editing. She'd gotten him the software too— one of the best programs out there. Alan hugged her and didn't let go for a long time. Mallory bounced a bit and cried. Tania beamed and proclaimed she'd helped Lilia get exactly what she wanted and Alan let go of Lilia to hug Tania. Then Mallory gave Alan a professional quality digital camcorder better than hers— better than mine.

I felt a little silly after all that, but I gave him my present too— three of the best rock-climbing cams made. At sixty dollars each, they'd better be the best. I'd chosen sizes to cover what I knew he didn't already have. Alan grinned at them and grinned at me.

"Cams?" he said. "Is this a hint to go fall off a cliff?"

"Yes. I've decided to try my hand at villainy."

He laughed and worked the trigger on each, smiling wider at the easy action. "They're perfect, Lukas. Thank you."

"Speech!" Mallory called. "Speech!"

"Fuck no!" Alan yelped and everyone laughed.

****


CHAPTER 7

All that week if I saw Alan at all, it was from a distance. He'd wave if he saw me— after class, walking home from work— but he didn't talk to me, and until Thursday he didn't text. Then as I drove up to the house at nearly midnight on the first day of November, he sent, Sorry I'm an ass.

You're not, I texted back. Why do you think so?

He didn't answer me.

Friday I didn't see Alan pass after work, and he didn't text. Saturday he didn't text either. In the evening I called Mallory but my call went to voicemail and I couldn't casually ask if she'd heard from Alan, so I hung up.

Sunday morning he texted, Why did Lilia give me this?

Because she wanted to. Are /you/ going to tell her no?]

Monday night he texted, Guess what? I'm an abomination! Whoo!

People are stupid, I texted. Ignore them.

I'm a disgrace too.

Bullshit.

Why don't you hate me?

I stared at the words for a long moment, then texted back, Why would I?

I'm drunk.

So?

I'm stupid.

You're not. Look, I'm at work. I'll come over later, all right?

Go the fuck home, Batman, he replied. You gotta save the world again tomorrow. Turning my phone off now.

I would have gone over anyway, but my last customer of the night somehow didn't look before pulling out and got into a head-on right in front of my station. I helped, of course, and then I had to tell the police what I'd seen a few times, and before I got out of there it was past one and I figured that Alan was asleep.

Tuesday night the group was supposed to meet at six. Mallory called me at four. I was in the middle of another blasted paper, up on the fourth floor of the library; I went out in the stairwell to answer.

"Lukas here."

"Lukas, I can't make it," Mallory said, talking fast. "My great-aunt— well, I'm at the airport, flying to Arizona. I texted Alan but he didn't answer, and calling goes right to voicemail."

"I'll let him know. I hope your aunt is all right."

"She's dying. Not trying to sound heartless, but we're on the runway and I have to turn my phone off any second. Listen— I haven't talked to Alan since Saturday and he was weird then. If he doesn't show up, promise me you'll go over there?"

"I'll check on him. Weird how?"

"Fake. Like— like he was hiding something. Laughing and joking and it was all wrong. We've talked a lot, Lukas. I know things he never told his sister. I can't imagine—" An announcement cut her off. "I have to go. Do what you have to, Lukas. Don't let him do anything stupid."

"I'll take care of him," I promised.

"He keeps a key in the peeling wallpaper to the left of the door, behind that fake plant. He— Lukas, he's my best friend."

"I'll take care of him, Mallory."

Mallory's worry infected me before I'd closed my phone. We weren't due to meet for two hours, but I didn't want to wait that long to be sure Alan was okay. Mallory had asked me twice to check on him, and told me how important he was to her besides. She was rattled, and Mallory wasn't like Alan, getting all dramatic for the fun of it.

I texted him. Mallory just called me. I'll be your chauffeur tonight—what time?

After half an hour— and maybe fifty lousy words on my paper— he hadn't answered. I went back out to the stairwell.

My call went straight to voicemail.

Getting to my truck and over there would take ten minutes, twenty if traffic was bad. I considered the idea that I was over-reacting. I wondered if I'd look like an idiot, showing up at his door an hour before the meeting to drive him five minutes back to campus.

I packed up my stuff and left. In the elevator I texted Tania that the meeting was canceled, sorry for the short notice.

Traffic was bad, worse than I'd expected since I always left campus before rush hour or after, never during. Seventeen minutes into my drive with three miles left to go, Alan texted me.

Help me.

The light changed. I kept one eye on traffic as I texted, I'm coming.

No, he sent. I'm fine. Forget it.

I'm coming, I sent at the next light. Five minutes.

Fuck you, Batman.

Six minutes of frustrating driving later, I pulled into his parking lot. What daylight we'd had through thick clouds faded as I trotted into the building, causing some silly superstitious notion to kick me into a run. The panel showed the elevator on the eighth floor so I took the stairs.

When I knocked on Alan's door he didn't answer. I knocked again, then texted Let me in or I'll call 911 for a welfare check.

FUCK YOU, my phone said. I found the key right where Mallory said it was and used it.

Opening the door released a wave of cigarette smoke. Something, I realized, that hadn't been present the first time I came. No ashtrays, and no cigarette smoke that first time. Another judgment blown away.

"Goddamn fucking son of a bitch Batman," Alan's voice said. "Got a fucking lock-pick on your belt?"

The room was dark after the hall. I could see the lighter square of the window, the brick outside lit up from below, but little of the apartment. I closed the door and pocketed the key.

"Mallory's really worried about you," I said. My eyes sorted him out, curled up on the bed-thing without a shirt, his pale skin catching the light.

"She'll learn," he said.

I remembered where the light switch was and flipped it on.

"Ow, fuck!" Alan yelped, covering his face. His nails had only specks of black polish. He wore limp jeans and nothing else, and as he moved his ribs stood out. The room looked like my brother's after a bad week, except for the computer on the coffee table, carefully covered by a sheet. The screen-less window was wide open, and the room was colder than outside. On the floor laundry lay scattered like before, but now it was joined by a few fast-food wrappers and empty bottles. With my brother they'd be soda, but these were booze. The shelf behind the bed held an over-flowing ashtray and a carton of cigarettes and a half-empty bottle of whiskey.

Crap.

"Yeah, I'm a fucking drunk," he said, his eyes having adjusted enough to follow my gaze. "Go the hell home to your gorgeous house and your marvelous aunt, asshole."

"What happened?" I asked.

"Nothing happened!" Alan jerked upright. "This is me!" He waved at the mess. "I just got fucking tired of trying, okay? So here I am, the real me— a fucking slob and a drunk and an abomination. Don't let the door hit you on the way out."

"Now who's talking in clichés?" I asked, advancing into the room with careful steps. No telling what was hiding under the laundry.

"Oh god." He fell back, clutching his hair. "What does it take to make you go away?"

"You're my friend," I said, leaning over him to take the whiskey bottle. "Nothing is going to make me go away."

I half-expected he'd fight for the alcohol, but he didn't. He just stared at me, eyes wide and confused.

"Why?"

"I'm stubborn." I put the lid on the whiskey and put it under the kitchen sink. I emptied the ashtray and returned it to him. He sat in the corner of the couch and stared at me, his hair standing in spikes from when he'd grabbed it. I brought him a glass of water and he took one sip and bolted for the bathroom. I went after him. Not because I wanted to watch him puke, but because people who are drunk and upset are unpredictable, and I didn't want him alone in a room with sharp objects and a door he could lock. Especially with how Mallory had told me not to let him do anything stupid.

He was, of course, bent over the toilet. As he heaved I stroked his back and wondered how much weight he'd lost to have his spine stick out like that. Finally he came up for air and groaned that he'd thrown up on his pants.

"Easily fixed," I said. I turned on the shower and lifted him into it.

"Fuck! It's cold!"

"That's to be expected." I spun him around and pushed him under the spray. "Rinse off, Alan. You reek."

"Aaaaaahhh!"

Alan struggled as much and as effectively as Javert. I let him get good and wet, then pulled him out and wrapped him in the towel hanging there and kept my arm around him. He stood huddled against me, gasping and dripping with makeup running down his cheeks. I washed his face as best I could.

"I'm sorry," he mumbled from under the cloth. "I keep making you rescue me and I'm sorry. I'm an idiot."

"You're worth it."

"You're an idiot." He let his head fall to my shoulder. I held him quietly though I wanted to know where the "abomination" thing came from, and then I wanted to take my anti-theft club and pay someone a visit. Under my arm he shivered, and I remembered the damn window was open, it was November, and I'd just doused him. I walked him back into the living room and found a sweatshirt and a pair of pajama pants that didn't look too bad on the floor.

"Put these on," I ordered, and went into the kitchen.

The "pantry" was a small cupboard behind the table, and it was a sorry sight. The refrigerator was both sorry and scary. I found a packet of hot chocolate, though, and I washed a cup and fixed it, took it in the living room where he sat huddled miserable on the couch and handed it to him.

"…thanks."

"My pleasure." I reached to close the window.

"Don't," he said. "I hate smoke."

I didn't suggest the obvious, I just handed him his comforter from the floor. "Then bundle up." I picked up the sodden jeans and tossed them in the tub. I turned on the fan in the bathroom and over the stove to clear the air. Then I started picking up garbage because I didn't know what else to do but I knew I couldn't leave him yet.

"Stop fucking cleaning, Lukas."

"I'm not touching the laundry." I tossed the trash, separating out the recyclables, and went back for another round. Alan watched from the couch, cross-legged with an elbow on his knee and his head propped on that hand. His hair stuck out in every direction, and I hadn't got all the makeup off. I expected after possibly days it required special treatment, and possibly an incantation, to remove.

"What the fuck," he muttered. "I don't get it."

"You are not brought upon this world to 'get it,' Mr. Lacroix," I said, misquoting one of my favorite movies.

Alan snorted and held the hot chocolate mug to his forehead.

"Do you ever lie, Lukas?" he asked softly from behind it.

"Rarely," I said, rooting in the laundry with my toes for more garbage. Something in the room stank. "Honesty is a lot easier on everyone."

"…you're disgusting," he muttered, hiding behind both hands and the cup. I found a Quikburger bag with the remains of a salad in it and tied it in the bag and threw it away. Alan set the cup down and flopped over on the couch, pulling the comforter over his head. I went into the kitchen and did the dishes.

When I came back to the living room he was still under the comforter, now shaking. I went to close the window, but he stopped me again.

"Leave it."

"I thought you were asleep."

"If I could sleep," he snarled, "I wouldn't be fucking drunk."

I sat on the couch next to him. He wriggled, inching closer until his head rested on my leg. I decided that meant much the same as Midas shoving his muzzle under my hand, so I brushed the comforter back and smoothed Alan's hair. It was still wet. I probably shouldn't have shoved him in the shower.

"I don't know what to do," Alan whispered. "It doesn't work."

"What doesn't work?"

"Everything. Nothing." He drew a deep shuddering breath. "I came out the day I got here, Lukas. I never thought I'd get here, that I'd get to that day. I came out to a few thousand strangers and I thought it made me brave but it didn't."

"I think you're brave."

"What do you know? You think flannel is acceptable in public."

I chuckled.

"My sister knew. Bea knew before I did, and she protected me. When she went to college I told her I could take care of myself for two years, told her I'd be right behind her. Only then my folks decided they needed a new car and a Hawaiian cruise but they couldn't afford two kids in college. So I got a job and I saved— but if I broke something, they took it out of my account. If I left the lights on, or I ate too much, or I worried them, they paid themselves back. I was afraid if I moved out I'd never get back to school, so I started at the community college because they couldn't take money that wasn't there."

"See? Brave."

"It was survival. I was still in the closet. I went to church, I dated girls and sometimes I treated them like utter shit, and I lied to everyone."

"It was survival," I said, suspecting I knew where the "abomination" thing had come from. I should have realized it would be someone important to him, to knock him for a loop as it had.

Alan grunted annoyance, but after a minute he went on.

"Bea and I plotted the whole time. She took a job the day she graduated and committed to getting me into the school I wanted, and challenged my parents to do the same. She worked them over until they were ashamed of themselves for holding me back when I'd worked 'so hard,' and with Bea's money and theirs and a lot of financial aid, I got here. And I came out to the whole campus. I thought my life had finally started."

"But?" I asked.

Alan stretched and wriggled, reaching under the coffee table. He caught the cover of a large black book between his fingers and tugged it until he could get his hand around it, held it up to me. It was a Bible, an expensive NASB translation with gold leaf on the front. I took it and Alan stuck his finger next to a paper tucked inside and flipped the book open to Leviticus 20. One verse had been highlighted in yellow.

13 If there is a man who lies with a male as those who lie with a woman, both of them have committed a detestable act; they shall surely be put to death. Their bloodguiltiness is upon them.

A post-it note beside the verse read "abomination!"

"My birthday present," he announced. "All that fucking work, and they still win."

I wanted to throw it. I didn't. Alan put his finger by a Post-it note and opened the Bible to another page. Genesis 19, the story of Sodom and Gomorrah, with certain verses highlighted.

The book held at least ten more Post-it bookmarks.

"You know there are Biblical scholars who say this is all misinterpreted, right?"

"Lukas…" he pulled out the paper that was the first bookmark, "it doesn't matter. They win." He buried his face in my leg, waving the paper as he did. I took it and opened it.

It was a piece of notebook paper folded around part of an article from the Cauldron, the arts review and calendar run by a campus club. Under a full-body picture of Alan posing as Doctor Frank'n'Furter was the caption "Transferring in as a junior, newcomer Alan Lacroix struts his stu—"

The paper was a letter. It started with "Dear Son" but "Son" was in quotes. With a question mark.

"We tried," the letter read in cramped handwriting. "We tried to raise you right. You were wrong from the beginning and nothing but a disgrace, but we loved you like the son you didn't want to be and we kept trying. No more. You're twenty-one and it's time to be a man. Not one dime, not one tear you'll get from us until you act like one. Your precious college won't give us a refund, so consider your semester of perverted promiscuity a last fling on your parents' money."

It was signed "John and Debbie Sue Lacroix." Underneath, in the same hand but messier and smaller, was written like it made a difference, "Prayer without ceasing until you come back to us, my baby boy."

"This—" I had to stop, clear my throat around a lump of rage, "this is crying out to be set on fire."

"It still doesn't matter." Alan wiggled deeper into the comforter, withdrawing from me.

"If it doesn't matter, why are you so upset?"

"Lukas," he said, curling into a ball smaller than I would have believed possible under the comforter, "go home."

I patted him and went to take out some fury on the bathtub before I went hunting his parents or dragged him out of the blanket to convince him that at least one person thought he was everything wonderful in the world.

Yeah, no way that could end badly, Lukas.

When I came out rain was falling past the window, and some of it was coming in. Alan was still curled under the comforter, completely hidden. I went to close the window and he swore.

"What the fuck does it take to get you to go away?"

"I told you. It's not happening." The Bible lay on the table where I'd set it when I got up. "Alan, do you want this damn book?"

"No."

"May I toss it out the window?"

"I want to do it." He rolled off the couch and onto the floor, stood up still entangled and almost fell on his computer. I steadied him and he didn't notice, too busy snatching up the Bible. He flung it with all his strength and it smacked the brick wall before tumbling out of sight.

"That felt good," he said, looking around. "Let's burn the letter too."

I grabbed the ashtray, found the letter. He found his lighter. I grabbed the glass of water I'd brought him when I first arrived and reminded myself there was a fire extinguisher in the hall if we needed it.

"Arson is bad," he said, glancing at me with a grin as the paper caught.

"So's littering," I said, jerking my head at the window.

"I'm just wrong all ways," he said, tilting the paper as it was engulfed. In seconds it was a crumbling bit of char. "I want to burn more things," Alan said, watching the wind pull the smoke out the window.

"Why doesn't the letter matter?" I asked. "Don't you want to stay?"

He snorted. "Lukas, I'm a crazy bitch. I won't last to get kicked out." He held out his hand to me, palm up. I didn't know what else to do so I took it in both of mine. "Watch my wrist," he said, and made a fist. The vein stood out; across it lay three white scars. "Helluva party trick, isn't it?"

"Alan…" That was what Mallory knew. That was why she'd been so worried. Alan took his hand back, scooped up the comforter and hid under it again.

"I went to the pharmacy for my refills," he said from his turtling, "and they told me my insurance was canceled. I freaked, but then I calmed down. It's been years. I figured I could handle it." He chuckled, sharp and sardonic. "Oh yeah. I can fucking handle it."

"So you're on medication and they took you off their insurance?" I just couldn't absorb it.

"If you're happy and you know it," Alan sang from under the blanket, "share your meds!"

"They knew you were on potentially life-saving medication and they took it away? Your parents?" That club in my truck was looking better by the minute.

"It's cute how you're so shocked," Alan growled. "If your right eye makes you stumble, tear it out and throw it from you; for it is better for you to lose one of the parts of your body, than for your whole body to be thrown into hell." He chuckled. "Matthew 5:29. I can quote verses all night. I know every single way I'm evil and—"

"Stop it," I snapped. "They're wrong. Fuck them. Let's take care of you."

"How you gonna do that, Batman?"

"Get up and put shoes on."

He sat up, threw the comforter off his head and stared at me. "What?"

"You heard me." I bounced off the couch. "Do you have a raincoat?"

"No, but I absconded with your trench," he said, rooting in the mess on the floor. "Mallory gave it to me to give back and I kind of forgot only not really."

"Wear it."

"May I ask where we're going?"

"Campus health center. You pay for insurance with your tuition, Alan. Do you still have the empty bottles?"

"Does it look like I've taken the trash out? Bathroom floor. I think."

I'd found the bottles when I cleaned the bathroom, stacked them on the sink without looking at them. Now I looked. The first two I knew as a common antidepressant combination. The third was a sleep aid. I walked back to Alan and grabbed a handful of his hair. I didn't pull, but he yelped anyway.

"Ow! What the fuck?"

"You will never," I held up the sleep aid, "drink while taking this again."

"I didn't! It's as needed. What the hell, how stupid do you think I am?"

"You shouldn't drink with the antidepressant either," I growled, letting him go.

"Yeah, tell me about it." He opened the closet. My trench coat hung there, neatly on a hanger. Next to it was a pirate costume with scarves and an eye patch clipped to it. "Mix that with tequila and you'll be—" He stopped talking to look at me, cocked his head. "You know a lot about psych meds, Lukas Blake."

"Of course I do. I'm Batman."

Alan snorted. "If ever a man needed some medication…" he said.

He was slow and unsteady and he couldn't find his student ID until he looked in his silverware drawer, but eventually I got Alan out the door. Wind smacked us as we stepped out of the building, with spatters of rain that pelted when we walked from under the roof. Alan staggered into me; I put my arm around him and guided him to my truck. Inside he huddled against the door as I put on my seat belt and started the truck.

"I'm sorry," he said through chattering teeth. "I'm sorry—"

"I'm not." I checked my mirrors and backed up. "I could be at work, trying to scrub the lot in this."

"Oh," he said. "Ew."

"Yeah." I turned on the heater and set all the vents to blow on him. Like a computer virus, the first thing depression did was to disable a person's defenses, make him stop taking care of himself. The last thing Alan needed was a nasty cold.

At the health center we waited together again. Alan sat huddled in my coat, damp and cold and withdrawn and there wasn't anything I could do about it. Finally a doctor saw him and gave him exactly two of each of his medications, with orders not to take them until morning because he'd been drinking. She also gave Alan his insurance information so he could finally get his refills at his usual pharmacy. While the doctor talked about the importance of taking his medication every day, even when he felt fine, I went to the restroom and texted Mallory that everything was okay. Then I called Ebony and asked her to take the rest of my shift.

"Is the world ending?" she asked. "Lukas missing work means the Four Horsemen are on Main Street, right?"

"Ebony—"

"Yeah, I got it. You explain my overtime to Jamal, though."

"Thank you," I told her, and went back to Alan.

As we walked out of the clinic Alan broke open one of the bubble-packs of pills.

"The doctor said—"

"Fuck that," Alan growled. "I haven't slept in three days."

I checked my watch. At least four hours since his last drink, and he'd vomited so I knew he hadn't been absorbing alcohol into his bloodstream since then… Alan bent over a water fountain and I didn't stop him.

"Fine," I said when he straightened. "But you're staying the night at my house."

He glared at me sideways. "You bastard. You did that on purpose. You know in ten minutes I won't be able to argue."

"Yep," I said. "Sleep is good. Do you need anything from your apartment tonight? If you get up early enough, I'll feed you waffles and drop you home by ten."

"I'll be out before we get there," Alan warned. "You'll have to carry me inside."

"Maybe I'll just leave you in the truck and toss in a couple dogs for warmth. Twiggy thinks you make a great bed."

"Meanie," he said. "That sound you hear is my Sharpie Registered Trademark permanent marker, writing your number in more bathroom stalls. I write it in navy blue and then outline it in berry red, and I draw a little heart underneath in a lovely lilac purple."

"Do you need anything from home?" I asked again.

"Nothing, if you'll loan me your jammies one more time."

"Will that get me my trench back?"

"No promises on that one, Blake." Alan stuck his hands in the pockets of the coat and strutted out the door. The rain had eased and the wind had dropped, so it didn't blow him back in.

Back in my truck he was soon leaning against the door again. I could see him fading as I drove, going more and more limp, but he was still conscious when I parked the truck. He reached for the door handle and his hand missed.

"Wait," I told him. "Let me unlock the house, and I'll help you."

"Fuck," he muttered.

I had to pull him out of the truck, and then his legs wouldn't hold him. I lifted him and he wrapped his arms around my neck and clung to me.

"I'm not going to drop you," I said, bumping the truck door shut with my hip.

"I hate how you make me safe," he murmured against my throat.

"Sorry."

"I once thought of you," he sang, "as a white knight on a steed… something, something…"

Alan wasn't heavy— more the opposite, to a worrying degree— but with the obstacles I had to navigate, carrying him was awkward. I got up the porch steps and past the door and through the dogs' welcome with barely a twitch from Alan and laid him on the bed in the guest room Lilia had finally cleared. He wouldn't let go of me.

"…m not pomiscous," he muttered as I tried to pry his arms from my neck. He cranked one eye open halfway. "I'm not."

"Pomiscous?" I asked.

"Pro-mis-coo-us," he said carefully. "I'm not. People think gays get laid all the goddamn time but I don'…"

"Sorry."

"Me too," he said, and his head fell back and his arms slipped off me. I checked his pulse and it was strong and slow but not too slow. Wrestling him out of the trench coat was probably easier than it would have been had he been trying to help. I pulled his shoes off and put him under the covers and checked his pulse again.

Crap. He really ought to be fine. I knew that, and every time I redid the math I came up with the same answer. Reason couldn't convince me, though. If I left him and he somehow did still have enough alcohol in his system to interact dangerously with the medication, I wouldn't know it until I found him cold in the morning.

He'd deceived and then ignored Mallory, but in between ignoring me and swearing at me, he'd texted "help me." Because he knew I would.

"Watch him," I told Twiggy, and went back to the truck for my laptop. The guest room held a comfy chair as well as the bed, and a small table I could put a late dinner on to eat as I worked. It wasn't as late as it felt like it should be, and I still had a paper to write.

By the time I finished the paper and wrote another that was coming up, I'd chased Twiggy off the bed three times. I brought her dog-bed in to throw on the floor by Alan. She flopped down to lie watching him breathe.

"Kindred spirits, huh, girl?" I asked her. She thumped her tail in agreement. Or just acknowledgment that I was talking to her, and thinking that the dog agreed with me was probably a sign I needed sleep. I got up to check Alan's pulse one more time then went back to the chair with an afghan.

****


CHAPTER 8

The dogs stampeding out of the room woke me in the morning. Alan was still breathing in the bed, my neck hurt from the way I'd slept, and the plate that had held my dinner was suspiciously clean. I sat up and rubbed my face and Lilia appeared in the doorway. Her eyes went from Alan to me and back, and anger sparked in her eyes.

"Again?" she breathed.

"No. Not that." I went to her, closed the door behind me before the dogs decided Alan should get up too. Crap. I wasn't awake enough to think how to explain. I shook my head. "Let me get a shower and some coffee."

"Some more sleep might be good too," she said, squeezing my arm because she knew that wouldn't be happening. "I'll make extra coffee."

"Please."

In the shower I decided that once again, honesty was my best course of action. No, it wasn't my story to tell, but I had class and work and a dozen other things scheduled for the day. I had two choices— wake Alan up and take him to that ugly apartment and abandon him there, or leave him asleep in Lilia's care. If I did that, she had to know why he needed care. Not to mention it was part of our agreement— no overnight guests. She wasn't likely to make a stink about Alan, but I still needed her to know why I'd flouted that rule again.

Over breakfast I told her what had happened. I left out the part about Alan's so-called parents, but I gave her the doctor's official diagnosis of clinical depression.

Her lips thinned. "I didn't think he was that dramatic."

I took a deep breath. "It's not something he's doing for attention, Lilia." Like many who had never had intimate dealings with a mental disorder, Aunt Lilia didn't get the disorder part. We'd had the discussion before. "If he just wanted attention, wouldn't he have told you? Or me? Or Mallory? Instead he tried to hide it. If Mallory had decided she was overreacting to the clues she caught— if I had decided she was overreacting— we might have lost him because he was trying to avoid attention. Trying not to look weak. For fear we'd judge him."

"Lost him…" she repeated, her eyes on the door to the living room and the guest bedroom beyond it. "I know it's real," she said slowly. "After all you and your mother have been through, I ought to know. You're no fool to put up with unnecessary drama, and neither's Marcia. It's just— hard to wrap a knot around. I always figured folks could snap themselves out of it. I mean, it's just in his head, right?"

"It's a chemical imbalance in his brain. Expecting him to 'snap out of it' is like expecting a ship to go to the left because you tell it to, while the wheel is stuck to the right."

"Starboard," Lilia corrected. "Ships go to starboard or port, not right or left. You're begging for a wallop, swabbie."

I sipped my coffee and waited. Lilia tossed her short hair and slapped her legs lightly.

"So then. Poor thing's already treated like shit for being different, and he's got something in his brain that tells him all the pissants are right." She lifted her chin. "How do we help?"

"We keep an eye on him until his medicine has a chance to work. It takes days for it to reach the proper levels in his system. I don't know exactly how we'll do that, since I practically had to shanghai him to get him here last night—"

"That's because you get his hackles up, and then the two of you land in another pissing contest." Lilia winked. "Me? Well, I'm just an old lady who feeds him cookies, and won't he help me with this one thing? Hate to bother Lukas; he's so busy all the time, and there's this one other thing, and won't you read to me, lad, my eyes get so tired…"

I snickered. "I love you, Aunt Lilia."

"You'd better, boy. And speaking of better, hadn't you better get moving?"

The clock said it was past time for me to be moving. I grabbed a piece of scrap paper and made a list. "If he hasn't checked in with his job, he might be in trouble there. He can get the health center to fax a doctor's note with no information except that it was medically necessary that he miss work. He needs to pick up his prescriptions. He needs to take his medication when he gets up. If he hasn't—"

"Bah, that's plenty. You can butt heads with him tonight over anything else needing doing. Assholes and elbows, boy."

I stood and planted a kiss on top of her head then got myself moving, not nearly as fast as "assholes and elbows" was supposed to be.

****

Alan was sitting at the kitchen table when I got home that night, and something on the stove smelled warm and spicy and delicious. He bounced up when I stopped in the doorway and took my backpack off my shoulder, shooed the dogs away and pushed me at a chair before I had time to recognize the scent as chili.

I almost asked how he was feeling, but thought better of it. "Lilia didn't make that," I blurted instead, dropping into the chair. Alan chuckled.

"Apparently she has issues with taking direction. I, however, can follow a recipe like Javert on a cookie hunt." He set my backpack in an empty chair and moved to the dish cupboard. "Lilia said you'd want to eat when you got home. I slept till noon and had a ton of work to catch up on besides, so I figured I'd just keep it warm. Chili gets better with a few hours of simmering anyway."

He looked a lot better than the last time I'd seen him. Clean, in clean clothes that with his laptop on the table told me they'd visited his apartment, but Lilia had succeeded in bringing him home for another night. Of course she had. When she decided she needed to be, Lilia was a force of nature.

"Does Lilia get migraines often?" Alan asked. "I was under the impression nothing stopped her."

She was a sneaky force of nature. "Not often, but when she does, they can lay her low for days." That was true. It had happened once in the two years I'd lived with her, after a protracted shouting match with a man in a bulldozer who couldn't read a map and wouldn't shut his machine off while he argued his right to uproot a hundred-year-old maple. Lilia had stated after that it wasn't the shouting that gave her the migraine, it was fighting the urge to let the idiot kill himself with the tree.

"Cheese?" Alan asked. "Sour cream? Onions? Crackers? There's cornbread. Lilia made that."

"Everything but the crackers, please." I felt odd letting him serve me, but I managed. Lilia said when someone wanted to do something nice for me, once in a while I needed to just shut my face and let them.

"Wash your hands," Alan ordered. He set my place while I did, as neatly as any restaurant with utensils and a glass of milk. "Lots of dairy," he said, "so you can grow big and strong!"

"If I start growing again," I said, sliding back into the chair, "I'll know there was more than milk in my milk."

"Back off, you clowns," Alan told the dogs milling around my chair as I picked up my spoon. "No one is going to feed beans to dogs."

"Indeed," I said. "This chili is delicious."

Alan inclined his head. "Recipes," he said. "They come in handy." He sat back behind his computer and typed something. "That pill I took last night," he said, keeping his eyes on his screen. "It makes me stupid, and it makes me forget being stupid."

"You said 'fuck.'" I told him. "And you sang a little bit of Danny's Song."

He frowned at me.

"You know, Daydream Believer? Goes oh I could hide 'neath the wings of the bluebird as he sings…"

Alan snorted. "Nice voice," he said. "Get some training; I'd put you in a show."

"Thanks, but I like the other end of the camera."

"Right." He typed some more. I ate some more. Twiggy finished her creep from the doorway to lay her head on his knee, and he scratched her ears then went back to typing.

"She's fallen for you," I said.

"She's a sweetheart." He petted her again. "They all are. I feel like an idiot when they scare me."

"Early training?"

"My aunt's idea of babysitting," he said, typing some more. "Aunt Ruthann had a couple shitty-tempered, fat as footballs chihuahuas. When I was two I stuck my hand in their food bowl and they tried to rip me apart. Bea punted one and bashed the other with a skillet and my aunt didn't speak to my folks for years. All according to Bea— I don't remember. All I know is dogs come around and I climb the nearest person and/or tree."

"Go, Bea," I muttered, wondering how much he remembered telling me about his family. He hadn't ended his story with telling me who Bea was, so maybe he remembered it all?

"So you leave at nine in the morning and you get home at one in the morning," Alan said. "That's a hell of a day."

I shrugged.

"And then on the weekends you clean house and yard and dogs to earn your keep. What the hell are you working so hard for?"

"I want my loans paid off before I graduate," I told him. "I've done the math. It's possible."

"If nothing blows up. Including you."

"I'll manage," I said.

"If nothing blows up," he said again, closing his laptop, "and no one fucks things up." He slid out of the chair and walked over to me, grabbed a handful of my hair, tilted my head back and kissed me both soft and hard, deep and dizzying, and as fierce as before. My toes curled. My hand found his hip, the other his hair. I held on and kissed back. Then he took my hands off him, put them together between his, between us.

"Thank you," he breathed. "I don't want to die." He let me go and walked away. I stared after him, breathless and brainless. All I knew was the taste of his lip gloss, the feel of him under my hands, and the pounding of my heart in my ears.

****

Alan wasn't awake when I left in the morning on Thursday, and if he was still there when I got home that night, he wasn't visible. In the refrigerator I found a covered bowl of salad and a covered plate of lasagna, and on the counter were two snickerdoodles in a baggie.

Friday morning Lilia admitted that she hadn't been able to stomach another day hiding in her room, so she'd had to let the migraine act go and take Alan home after dinner. Friday night he trudged by my station in his Quikburger uniform. He tossed me a salute and kept walking. Monday he slipped into class late and left early. Monday afternoon he emailed the group to cancel the Tuesday meeting and to assign each of us work that he needed "as soon as possible." I recorded three of the pieces he'd asked for and sent them Monday night, and did the other two on Tuesday.

Wednesday he dodged me again, before and after class. Mallory caught me, though.

"Okay," she said. "What is going on now? He's not mad at you."

"I don't even know," I told her. "I was going to ask you."

"Come on." She tugged at my sleeve, moving us out of the small group that milled around the classroom door. "Now," she said when we were mostly alone, "tell me what happened."

"How much did he tell you?"

Mallory grinned. "Ever the cautious Lukas." She leaned to kiss my cheek. "He told me you saved his life. You'd better be careful, or I'll start calling you a superhero too."

"Please don't."

"Okay." She slipped her arm through mine. "He told me you helped him get his medications. If he'd told me sooner that he needed them! I mean, I probably spend more than that on my mani-pedi every month."

I snorted.

"Come on," she said with a poke in my ribs. "Out with it."

I looked around. We were completely alone in the hall. "He kissed me," I admitted, cursing the blush I could feel climbing my face.

Mallory giggled. "You're so cute! And then?"

"And nothing. He kissed me, said thank you, and walked away. I haven't gotten within ten feet of him since."

"Hmm." She tossed her hair. "All right, tell me what happened when he was so angry at you."

"…I kissed him."

"And then?"

"He punched me."

Mallory laughed. "Poor Lukas. Have we found the one thing you aren't insanely good at?"

"You… don't seem surprised."

"With the way you two clash? It had to go one way or the other."

"But I'm— I thought I was— mostly—"

"Please." She tossed her hair again. "I am, as Alan so eloquently put it, a hag. I'm not going to spend hundreds of production hours with a guy and not notice when he's checking out other guys' asses."

"Oh," I said. "So… um, a little help?"

"Oh no," she said with a laugh. "I'm not getting in the middle of this!" She kissed my cheek again and took her arm back, turned around, and walked the other way.

I wandered through the rest of the day in a daze. At work I almost gave out the wrong change twice, and I didn't get any homework done, though I tried. If Alan walked by, I missed him. I got done late because I couldn't focus, went home and went to bed and lay staring at the ceiling. Twiggy crept into my bed and for once I didn't chase her out. I was glad of the company. She lay next to me and put her head on my chest. Reflected from the hardwood floor, moonlight crept across the ceiling, broken by tree branches moving in the wind.

Call me an idiot. Mallory's casual "it had to go one way or the other" had knocked me for a loop.

Nothing had changed, really— except my entire life. I felt like I was inside a snow globe and Mallory had turned it upside down and given it a shake.

No, Mallory just pointed it out. Alan was the one who did the shaking.

Alan. God help me. Alan Lumina Lacroix. I wanted to shake him. I wanted to kiss him. I wanted to take my club and go visit his parents and his Aunt Ruthann, and I wanted to kiss him a lot more. Only I couldn't get within ten feet of him.

I groaned and threw my arm over my face. Twiggy licked my chin and I pushed her gently away.

"What do I do, girl?" I asked her, scratching her ears. "I can't get near him. I'm not sure I should get near him. It's… complicated."

Except it wasn't. Shouldn't be, anyway. "I'm not gay," I told Twiggy, reciting a shirt I once thought was funny, "but my boyfriend is."

Boyfriend.

I had plans. What I wanted to do, where I wanted to live, who I wanted to share it all with. I wasn't obsessed with any one path— I could do nearly anything in film, and as long as I was making a decent wage at something I cared about, I'd be happy. I wanted to live somewhere nice, close to nature but not too far from amenities and a good job market, but I didn't really care if it was in Indiana or Pennsylvania or maybe Ohio because it was in-between. Or New York, of course, because you could live in New York and commute to the city… I hadn't been much more specific in my marriage plans. She'd be cute, of course. Beauty not necessary, but she'd have her own energy and her own plans and she'd make me laugh and know how to cook and—

She.

God. I didn't even know how gay sex worked. I'd never met a guy I wanted to do anything with before, never paid any attention—

"Jumping the gun a bit, Lukas," I said. Twiggy's ears twitched. "You're a good listener," I told her. "It's just that I don't know what to say. I mean— hell. Sorry. Out of nowhere, I don't know anything anymore. I'm kind of screwed up. Which is why I'm lying in my bed at two in the morning talking to a dog."

I knew one thing. I knew I wanted to kiss Alan. I knew I wanted to spend more than the thirty seconds or two minutes or whatever I'd managed so far kissing Alan. Maybe an hour or six, on one long slow kiss, till I had sparkling lip gloss smeared all over my mouth and my hand on his hip and maybe I'd slide my fingertips under his shirt and find that little hollow—

"I do not want to go take a cold shower," I told Twiggy and me, and yanked my mind from kissing Alan. Instead I focused on our project, due in less than a month, and the way Alan hadn't updated the calendar lately so I didn't know where we stood and when I emailed to ask he told me not to "fret." I worried about the things we still needed to do, and how long we had to do them, and the week of Thanksgiving break coming up when getting people to work would be like pulling hen's teeth, and eventually I fell asleep.

****


CHAPTER 9

Thursday I was even worse, with a lovely mostly-sleepless night thrown on top of my confusion. I stumbled through my day going through the motions and trying not to run into things or over people, and even managed to forget I'd traded shifts with Ebony so she could go to an out-of-town wedding on Saturday. She laughed at me and sent me home and I got there without killing myself or anyone else, and then I took a nap.

After dinner I sat on the floor in the living room, trying to focus on my homework. Figuring I wouldn't get anywhere until the "snow" settled, I'd put the Alan problem out of my mind, but like Twiggy in the mood for affection, it kept creeping back. Lilia sat on the couch trying to knit, and after the third time I muttered an almost-curse and dragged my attention back to work, she leaned over to put her hand to my forehead.

She'd never done that before. I turned to stare at her. She shrugged and picked up her knitting.

"It's not like you to be aflutter," she said. "Or to nap."

"I'm fine, Lilia."

"Of course you are."

From his spot snoring in the dog-pile, Javert flopped over on my notebook. I pried it out from under him and woke up my laptop and got back to work. Naturally when I finally started to make progress, Alan called me.

"Is it arson if no one could possibly have expected it to explode?" he asked. "Tell me everyone's fine and I'm not going to get arrested. Repeatedly. Please."

Oh geez. "Everyone's fine and if you get arrested I'll come bail you out. What did you do?"

"Nothing. Well, maybe. Are you prepared to swallow your phone should your records be subpoenaed?"

"Are you all right?" I asked. "Also, everyone's fine and you're not going to be arrested."

"Shaking in the bathroom, but no one's outside with torches and rope. And I did improve the place! The grease blotches add a nice impressionistic ambience. And who doesn't like a flame-charred ceiling?"

"Firemen," I said, laughing. "And most insurance adjusters."

"Those who can't, critique." He breathed, a deep, shuddering breath. "Oh god. Oh holy shit."

"I can be there in fifteen minutes."

"No," he said quickly. "It's all right. I'm fine. Sorry I bothered you."

Damn. "Call me later."

"Go rescue a kitten, Batman. I'm fine." He hung up; I glared at my phone.

"Alan?" Lilia asked.

"Yes." I repeated his end of the conversation, to a point. "Now I want to watch the news and see if he's on."

"Not in that uniform," Lilia said, laughing. I tried to get back to work, but a few minutes later Lilia dropped her knitting, clacking the needles together.

"Lukas," she said, "would you get me that picture from the mantel? The one of me and Corazon at the beach."

Okay… Lilia rarely asked me to do things she could do for herself. I fetched the picture of mid-thirties Lilia and a beautiful dark woman standing barefoot in the surf and handed it to her. She patted the couch next to her. I sat.

"Have I told you about Corazon?" she asked, tapping the glass of the picture frame. "I helped her get a visa. I hired her as my housekeeper."

"I thought she was your roommate."

"Yes, Lukas. Because I have fifty-seven pictures of my roommate who died five years ago on my mantel."

"Oh." I sat blinking at the mantel for a dumbstruck minute, realizing what an utter idiot I'd been. "She… what was she like?"

Lilia chuckled. "Wild. So lovely. I called her loka-loka— that's Tagalog slang for 'crazy woman.' She could make me laugh until I had to hold onto the wall." She touched the picture tenderly. "And she could make me cry."

"You… were together a long time, weren't you?"

"Thirty-four years. I took her everywhere I could." Lilia wiped a tear from her cheek. "And wherever home was, outside our walls I never so much as touched her hand."

"But by the seventies— I mean, you're a Navy veteran. And—"

"Yes. The U.S. Navy. So progressive they didn't even let women on non-hospital ships until 1978. Not exactly going to back my choice, were they? And she was here on a work visa. I couldn't marry her, and any hint of 'perversion' would let INS yank her visa. To keep her with me, I kept my hands off her when anyone could see."

"That… sucks."

"Aye. But she was worth it." Lilia wiped her eyes again. "You can put it back now."

I'm smart enough, but sometimes I'm just not quick. I was back on the floor wondering at Lilia's revelation before it hit me that she'd explained for a reason. I looked up and she was watching me with her exasperated look.

"I can't stop thinking about Alan," I admitted.

"Finally!" She raised her fists in a victory signal. "I never had patience for parenting; I was about to smack you with a rope's end. Talk to me, boy."

"I need smacking." I scooted over to lay my head on the couch beside her. "I can't even sort things out enough to talk."

"Well, we know Alan makes you laugh," she said. "And he certainly can knock you off your bearing like no one else I've seen."

"Yes." She understood. She did. "Lilia, I feel like I've lost my mind."

"Oh you have, swabbie." She stroked my hair. "You have. You set your course years ago, but now there's a new star to steer by, and what Lukas wants isn't what matters most anymore. But you'll be all right. You'll be far better than all right. Have you talked to him?"

"No. I still don't— I mean, all I really know is that I want to kiss him. A lot."

"It's a good place to start, lad." She chuckled. "Though I myself might try to add in a bit of why. Try telling him how he brightens your days. Because he does, doesn't he?"

Yes. God, yes. I thought of our lunch on the ledge halfway up Two-Face and smiled. "He's amazing."

"And he's smart."

"Yes! You should see what he's doing with the segment. I mean, from what little we've put together— it's good stuff. And he got work out of Matt Brinks. Before December, I mean."

"The depression thing, though… I think you've had enough of dealing with that drama. Whether he was looking for drama or not."

"That—" I sat up to look at her. "Lilia, it's his story to tell, but what happened there was about the same as— as hiding a diabetic's insulin then giving him a ton of candy that you say is sugar-free but it's not." First, they cut his insurance, then they sent him the Bible. "It would have been a miracle if Alan hadn't crashed."

Her hand on the couch tightened into a fist. "Lad, that makes me want to hoist the colors and man the guns. And then I wonder if you're there, too. Are you sure you're not thinking about Alan because you're worried? Seems like he's in desperate need of a few people to look out for him."

"Everyone needs friends," I argued. "His crises are just— bigger. Because he's gay. When someone doesn't like Mallory, they don't decide to get some buddies together and jump her. And the depression sabotage— same thing. It wouldn't have happened if people didn't think gay was such an awful thing." After all, John and Debbie Sue would be so proud of their hard-working and brilliant son if he'd just not be an abomination. God. I wanted to go hit them both.

"If you go out with him," she said slowly, "you'll be hated too."

"Anybody who wants to take it up with me, they're welcome," I growled. Lilia chuckled and patted my head.

"You're seeing the trees but not the forest, lad. I'm not talking about those few homophobic jerks you'd never be friends with anyway. Of everyone I've told the truth about Corazon, do you think anyone else has ever taken it in stride? No. They get mad. People make assumptions about someone, and then they get mad when they find out they got it wrong. They feel lied to. You come out, and people you would have sworn on a stack of Bibles would stand by you will be first to vanish."

"Good riddance," I said, thinking of Alan's parents.

Lilia grabbed a handful of my hair and tugged. "You don't seem so adrift anymore, swabbie."

I laughed, relief and joy and who knew what bubbling up inside me. "No," I told Lilia, bouncing up to kiss her cheek, "I'm not. And you are a sneaky, sneaky woman."

"You didn't think the navy paid me to cuss, did you?" She picked up her knitting and shook her head at it. "Or to knit, thank the stars and bars. Maybe I'll have it done by next Christmas."

"Stop restarting," I said, pacing around the back of the couch just to move, "and see how far you get."

"Give me advice when you've got your own ship squared away, swabbie. Are you going to call Alan?"

"He's at work." But I knew when he got off work, probably. Unless he'd already been sent home. Or arrested. What had he done?

"Well, you better do something, Lukas, before I toss you overboard. Take your pacing outside or something. Take Javert— the fatter he gets, the louder he snores."

"That's a good—" My phone rang, cutting me off. I snatched it off the floor. Lilia smirked.

"Not Alan. Mom." I silenced it and took a deep breath. "Well. No time like the present."

"Lukas—" Lilia began, but I'd already answered.

"Hi, Mom!"

I told her. I took the conversation into the dining room, and after she told me work was fine and Will was fine and I told her school and work were fine, I took another deep breath.

"Mom, I have to tell you something. It's… kind of big."

"Is there a girl at last?" Mom asked. "Finally a young lady worthy enough you'll let me meet her?"

I shook my head though she couldn't see. "No, Mom. It's— Crap. Sorry! It's— There's a guy. His name is Alan."

"I… don't understand."

"His name is Alan. He's smart and funny and I'd love for you to meet him."

"Lukas, I can't talk right now." The line went silent. I looked at my phone and the timer had stopped.

She'd hung up on me.

I told Lilia that as I walked through the living room to get my jacket, and went outside to chop wood.

****

As I cooked breakfast Lilia told me two or three times how sensible my mom was and how she'd come around. Then when I was leaving, Lilia kissed my cheek and told me I'd always have a home with her, which undermined her assurances a bit, but whatever. Mom might well come around if I gave her time to think, so she was on the back burner. Now that I'd finally— to borrow a phrase from Lilia— got my head out of my ass, my top priority was Alan. Everything else could go hang. It wasn't a reasonable or sustainable attitude, but I felt I could go with it just once. As I waited for my truck to warm up, I texted him.

I need to talk to you. Are you on campus today? And if you're not, I didn't say, where are you because I'm coming there.

Fifteen cars were lined up ahead of me, all of us waiting to turn onto campus, when he answered.

My sleep-in day, jerk. Bring coffee.

I added class to the list of things that could go hang and turned out of the line, went to the Mug Shot to acquire a proper offering. As I walked out with my purchases my stomach roiled and my head wanted to spin, but I had stern words with both and got back in my truck. Chickening out wasn't an option; life had already changed. I couldn't go back, and I couldn't hang in limbo forever. I had to go forward, and pray Alan wanted to go with me.

God help me.

In a possible sign that God was with me, there was a parking space right in front of the building. As I pulled into it Alan texted me again.

Forgot I had to go in. Meet me at the Mug Shot in twenty minutes?

I'm here. I'll drive you. I come bearing coffee and muffins.

Darling man, he sent back. Be right down.

My stomach did a slow queasy roll as I realized he was still trying to avoid me. He didn't have an errand on campus; he'd just wanted to meet me on neutral ground. Or he'd have told me to come up instead of waiting outside.

As long as he was meeting me. Talking in the truck might even be a good thing. According to some magazine Mom had read once, talking while driving lowered the pressure because it took away the need to look at each other. It supposedly worked for talking to your teen, anyway.

I meant to honor Alan's wishes and stay in the truck, but as I waited that damn Kelly Lesniewski came wandering up the sidewalk. He jerked his chin and straightened his jacket and marched inside. I grabbed the coffee and sweets and went after him.

The elevator was closing at the end of the hall when I came through the door, and Kelly was in it. I took the stairs. I was scared and angry, but it was still four damn flights of stairs. When I came out on the fourth floor, Kelly had Alan backed up to a wall, like the jerk jock hitting on a cheerleader in high school— arms up both to loom over him and to keep him from escaping. I set my stuff down and got my phone out.

"You're a fag," Kelly was saying as I took a picture. "You like it. Why don't you—"

"Yeah, I'm a fag," Alan said. "And you're a pig." He grabbed Kelly's shoulders and slammed his knee into Kelly's crotch. I laughed out loud as Kelly crumpled with a whine. Alan grinned at me as he stepped away from Kelly to hit the elevator button.

"Fuck!" Kelly gasped. "I'll kill—"

I walked over and grabbed Kelly's hair. Good God, ten in the morning and he smelled like a brewery! "Hey, dumbass," I told him, holding my phone so he could see his picture. "Say hello to D&T and goodbye to your education. It wasn't doing you a damn bit of good anyway."

"Ding dong, your ride's here!" Alan called.

"Fag-lover," Kelly growled, "I'll—"

"That's right." I picked him up by the hair and a grip on his coat. He wrenched away, took a swing. I bobbed under it and smashed his nose coming back up. Too easy— he was drunk and didn't know how to fight anyway. Blood gushed as he grabbed his face, staring in shock. "I am a fag-lover," I said. "I'm also the son of a bitch who's going to kill you if you ever come near Alan again." I shoved him in the elevator and hit the button for the lobby. He didn't try to come back out before the door closed.

"Fucking Batman," Alan cursed into the empty hall. "We… should go."

"I sent him to the lobby," I said, realizing I should have sent him up instead, to give us time to go down. "I'd rather wait. If it's all right with you."

"Sure." Alan walked over to pick up my bags. He wasn't wearing makeup. Well, lip gloss. His hair was an ashy grey-blond that stuck out around his head, and he was wearing a big bulky sweatshirt, the kind Will wore all through middle school. He looked— careless. It made me nervous. "I guess…" Alan said, "I guess we could wait inside. At least you could sit down."

"I don't mind talking out here, if you want." He'd wanted neutral ground, and his apartment was about as far as we could get from that without going to my living room with Lilia and Twiggy as audience. I didn't want to talk in the dim and urine-scented hall, but I did want Alan to have what he wanted.

God, he tied me up in knots so easily.

"Just talk, Lukas," he ordered, shoving the bags back at me as he fished his key out of his pocket. Hell. I swallowed hard, took the bags, and kicked the impulse to just grab him. Last time I'd touched instead of talking. Hopefully I'd learned from that mistake.

"I— when I apologized after I kissed you," I said as he opened the door, "I didn't mean I was sorry I'd kissed you." He turned to stare at me. My heart thudded in my ears but I babbled on. "I was sorry you didn't want me to, and that I didn't give you any warning so you could avoid it. And I didn't kiss you because I felt sorry for you. I wanted to tell you how brave and amazing and brilliant I thought— I think— you are, and I just took a stupid shortcut instead and—" He still stared, his eyes wide and his face so beautiful, and his lips shiny with sparkles. "—and I just want to kiss you again so much—"

Alan grabbed my face and kissed me. I held the coffee away from us and wrapped my other arm around him and kissed him back. He pressed against me, all the line of his body against mine, and kissed me silly and kept kissing, his lips gliding over mine and I tasted strawberry lip gloss. His thumbs tugged at my jaw and I opened my mouth and he deepened the kiss and my head started spinning. All I could do was hang on.

He turned us, still kissing, and backed me up, pushing me into his apartment. His hand slid down my arm to take the bags from me, came back empty a moment later and grabbed my ass. He broke the kiss to give me an evil grin.

"I am not made for self-denial," he said, and pounced. I staggered, my heel caught, we tumbled to the floor entangled. He kicked the door shut as he wriggled on top of me, kissed me as he ran his hands over my chest and I tugged at the damned sweatshirt. His mouth slid across my cheek then he sucked on my ear and one hand dove into my pants. I gasped, my hips jerking into his grip, and he lifted himself to grin at me again.

"You're fucking hot, Lukas," he breathed, stroking me. "I've wanted my hands on this so goddamn long…" He licked his lips.

"Alan—"

"I'm gonna get my mouth on it too," he promised, giving me a tug as he opened my pants. "Sparkly lip gloss all over your gorgeous cock…"

"Oh god…" I groaned.

"Oh yeah," Alan said. "Tell him to watch this." He slid down my body and paused, poised above my extreme erection that was all for him; god yes, I'd be gay for him, I'd be fucking polka-dotted for— he raised an eyebrow as I stared at him, and then he looked down and licked his lips again and slowly bent down and slid his mouth over me and I clawed at the laundry under me and my eyes rolled back. Oh god, oh holy, his mouth so hot so— fuck I was going to come and not— not our first time, not like that, not even touching— I caught his shoulders and pulled him up to me, kissed him and groaned at the salty taste of me on his lips, rolled him to the side, and groped at his pants.

"Together," I managed. "Want— together—" then I had his cock out and pulled him close, my hand around both of us and his over mine, stroking and rocking and kissing, and he threw a leg over mine and we thrust against each other again and again, and I came all over his stomach and he came a gasping moment later, and we lay entwined and shaking.

"That," Alan said when our breathing had calmed a little, "was fucking amazing."

"Yeah." I planted a kiss by his eye because it was where my mouth landed. "I just want to say… I wasn't expecting that when I texted."

He propped himself up on his elbow to stare at me, eyes narrowed. "You gonna flip out now?"

"What? Why?"

"Straight guy experimenting," he said, sitting up to reach for the bags I'd brought. "What straight guys really want— like our buddy Kelly— is to know if fags give better head." He shot a grin over his shoulder. "Which we do." He opened one of the bags and pulled out a coffee. "Then they figure out getting a blowjob from a guy is gay and they flip."

"I never said I was straight."

"Please." He pulled a blueberry muffin from the other bag and rolled away, onto his feet. He walked to the couch-bed thing and sat down, sipped his coffee with his pants still hanging open. He made a face, picked something from the floor and wiped his stomach, tucked himself into his pants and tossed the smeared cloth in a different floor pile. "Everything about you screams straight," he said as he tugged the sweatshirt down.

Too bad thinking about Alan all the time didn't let me understand him. I was experimenting? He was the one who pounced on me! I pulled my pants up and grabbed my own coffee and muffin. I sat on the floor across the coffee table from him. He raised an eyebrow.

"You got your blowjob," he said. "Hell, you even got me off like the gentleman you are. You can go, Lukas."

Damn. Maybe I should have talked to Lilia a bit more. I broke off a piece of my muffin and it stuck in my throat like the words I couldn't think of. At least I could wash the muffin down with coffee. I didn't take another bite, though.

"Alan… I didn't come here for sex." I lifted my eyes to his. "I… wanted to tell you that I can't stop thinking about you. That you… you brighten my days and—"

"Lukas," he interrupted, "what the fuck are you doing?"

"I'm trying to tell you—" His eyes were blue and confused and angry. "—to tell you that I think I love you."

"Fuck." Alan dropped his face into his hand. "Did Lilia get creative with her coffee-making this morning? Go home, Lukas. Go sleep it off, whatever it is."

"Alan…" I scooted around the table and tugged at his wrist. He let me uncover his face, but glared at me. I held his hand, touched his cheek with my free hand. "Alan. I'm not drunk or on anything, you know that. And you know I don't lie. You're brilliant and fun and funny and courageous and strong and sexy and I can't stop thinking about you. Why is it so hard to believe me?"

"Because there is no fucking way," he said softly, "that the Amazing Fucking Lukas Blake— the terrifyingly straight, fucking amazing Lukas Blake— wants this crazy fucking faggot."

Damn. What to argue first? Was there any point in arguing at all? Probably not.

He hadn't shoved me away. He'd called himself names, but not me. That was hopeful. I hoped.

"Alan," I said. "We can argue are not, are too all day and get nowhere. You have to know I'm at least as—" as stubborn as you are would be a challenge. "That I'm pretty incredibly stubborn when I'm sure. Tell me how to convince you."

"What if I just tell you to go the fuck away?" he asked.

"I'm not a jerk. I'll go. But I hope you won't."

"Why?" he asked, searching my face.

"How many ways can I say it? You're everything I ever wanted and one thing I didn't exactly expect but it turns out I like it."

"Bullshit. People don't suddenly change orientation, you idiot. Maybe you effing think you don't care, but—"

I kissed him. I don't know what I thought it would prove that jerking him off hadn't, but I kissed him and he kissed back and it was sweet and hot and wet. He tasted of blueberry muffin and coffee and strawberry lip gloss, and he grabbed handfuls of my hair and kissed me breathless then tugged my head back just enough we could stare panting into each other's eyes.

"Fuck me," he said.

"What?"

"Prove it doesn't matter. Prove you want me. Doesn't get much gayer than your cock up my ass."

My heart lurched, and then took off beating double-time in my ears. "I don't have any condoms," I said, wondering if I'd die of embarrassment trying to acquire some. It had been hard enough acquiring a box when I didn't have any idea who I might use them with, but even that would be easier than going home and walking past Lilia to get that box—

"I do," Alan said. "And lube. Make one more excuse, Lukas."

I leaned to press my lips to his in a quick hard kiss. "Get them," I ordered. "…please."

He snorted and bounced up. I looked at the couch-bed thing and realized it was covered in a bumpy braided-type fabric that was probably resistant to wear. No problem when wearing jeans, but naked— "Do you have a sheet?" I asked Alan.

"Oh sure," he said. "And some nice veils for the canopy bed, and a white dress too." But he tossed a folded set of black sheets on the bed, and even picked the pillow off the floor to stuff it in a pillow case he pulled from the dresser. I spread a sheet on the bed-thing as he leaned on the wall to tug his shoes off. He put an unopened box of condoms and a bottle of Astroglide on the coffee table. I thought hard about him in his Rocky Horror costume and finished making the bed. When I reached to close the blinds, though, he stopped me.

"It's a brick wall, Lukas. No one can see in."

"Fine." I caught his wrist and pulled him against me and kissed him. Don't think, my uncle had told me when I was fourteen and he was drunk and giving life advice. Your body knows what to do, all you have to do is get your goddamn brain out of the way. So I buried a hand in Alan's hair, palmed a perfectly-sized butt-cheek with the other, and hauled him against me as he kissed me senseless yet again. God yes, with his body pressed to mine I didn't care about anything but getting closer, more—

Alan planted both hands on my chest and shoved. "Lukas," he said with a breathless laugh, "you made the bed. That means you have to take your shoes off. It's classy."

Crap. I sat on the bed to untie my shoes. Alan shucked off the sweatshirt. Staring at him, I managed to knot my shoelace. I pried the shoe off and tossed it. He wriggled out of his pants and I fought the other shoe. Alan slipped between the sheets and lay watching me. I got the shoe, and then my fingers fumbled my shirt-buttons. I pulled it over my head. I stood to get my pants and checked the supplies were within reach from where I was about to be and paused.

"Alan, I— I don't really know how to use those."

"And you just hate it, don't you, Batman?" He patted the bed. "Relax. I'll play Robin. Lose the pants and get in here if you're coming."

I stayed where I was. "I don't think you know either. What if I… hurt you?"

"Of course I know. I read slash fanfic. Tons of it."

"Alan—"

"Lukas, if it was that hard to figure out, don't you think the dangers of anal sex would be on every Beware the Gays flyer printed? Now get over here because if I have to come get you we're going back on the floor and I'll make sure you're on the button-fly jeans this time."

"You should have said something!" I told him, letting my pants drop.

"I was busy," he said as I slipped in beside him. I reached for him but he pushed me onto my back. "Your fucking chest, Lukas," he breathed, both hands on it as he leaned over me. "Goddamn, how'd this fag get so lucky?"

On reflex I grabbed his hair. "Stop that."

"Stop—"

"I can hear how you say it. Until you stop feeling 'fag' is an insult, stop calling yourself that."

"Lukas…" he said, lying on top of me. I kissed him slow and deep and wrapped an arm around his back to hold him chest to chest with me, skin to skin and it felt amazing. He slipped a hand down to cup my ass. I ghosted my fingertips down his side to the hollow of his hip. It was just a little dip, but so magical still—

"God, Lukas," he breathed, and nipped my jaw. He rolled, tugging me after. I tried to hold my weight off him but he yanked at me.

"I'm not a girl. I won't squish."

I eased myself down and he wriggled under me and wrapped a leg around me and instinctively I rubbed against him and we both groaned.

"So fucking hot," he gasped. I kissed his cheek, his jaw, his ear, his neck, clinging to him and thrusting against him. He stroked my back, my ass, caught my head and pressed me to him when I scraped my teeth on the ridge of his shoulder. "Yes," he hissed when I glided a hand down his side to circle my thumb in the hollow of his hip. "Yes, touch me…"

I could feel his tattoo. I traced it with my fingertips and he hissed. "Yesss…"

From his hip it was a short grope to a perfect-for-my-hand ass cheek. I squeezed and he writhed; my fingers slipped into the groove of his ass and he threw his head back.

"Fuck!"

"I'm sorr—"

"Stop and I kill you," he snarled, grabbing a handful of my hair. "Not now—"

I kissed him to shut him up and touched him there again, sliding the tip of my finger down soft skin. He moaned into my mouth. I tried it again, thrusting against him as I did, and he moaned louder and turned his lips from my kiss.

"Hurry," he gasped in my ear. "Hurry!"

"What do I—"

"Lube and put your finger in me!"

Crap. The lube— Alan bucked and lurched and moved us closer to the edge; I snatched the lube and the condoms and dropped the box by his head.

"Get that open, please?"

He chuckled breathlessly and grabbed it. I rolled us on our sides so I could get both hands together behind him. "How much?"

"For god's sake, Lukas!"

Fine. I squeezed a line on my finger and applied it. Alan jerked against me.

"Cold, shit, cold!"

I jerked my hand away. "I'm s—"

He grabbed my hair and yanked hard, pulling me far enough from his face he could see me. "Get it," he growled. "If it hurts I'll say ow. If I want you to stop, I'll say stop. THAT'S THE FUCKING SAFEWORD OTHERWISE YOU DON'T STOP. Ahh, eeeh, oooh, god, fuck, shit, sweet holy goddamn mother-fucker— right now, those are all GOOD. Don't apologize and don't stop or I'll fucking kill you. Got it?"

"Got it."

"Good." He grabbed my hand and clapped it back on his ass, used his grip on my hair to pull me into a kiss. I smoothed the lube around a bit wondering if I dared ask if he was ready and then he snarled deep in his throat and I slipped my finger inside and his body tightened around it.

"Fuck yes," he gasped, letting his head fall to my shoulder. "Yes— move, Lukas. Slow, fuck me with your finger, a bit at a time oh god please—"

"Alan…" I peppered kisses on his neck and ground against him and slid my finger out and in. "God, Alan…" He writhed against me, backwards and forwards, grinding his cock against me and then rocking back on my finger, building the pressure. I slid my finger out and in and twisted it and he gasped and moaned in my ear and rocked against me, one hand clenched on my ass and the other wrapped in my hair.

"Yes, more, deeper, come on—"

I nipped and kissed his shoulder and worked my hand until his body took my whole finger. Alan let out soft sounds but kept moving, riding back onto me, so I scraped my teeth up his neck and he shuddered as my finger plunged in and out.

"Another," he panted. "Come on— yeah," he gasped as I obeyed. "Fucking yeah. Deeper, god, yes, Lukas—" He writhed against me, straining for more, rocking and gasping together as I slid my fingers in and out of his body and how fucking amazing was that? I put more lube on my palm, keeping it from his body until my own heat warmed it. I kissed his neck and his jaw and the pulse pounding behind his ear and he groaned and demanded another finger. I slid a third inside him and he wrapped his arms around my chest and clung to me. "God, yes, yes, god, yes," he chanted as my fingers slid in and out. I twisted my hand and bumped something inside him and his whole body jerked.

"FUCK!"

"Alan?" I didn't stop but I slowed, and I didn't twist my hand again.

"Whatever the fuck you just did do it again," he gasped. I did the twist and bump and he shuddered, let out a high pitched whine. "Don't," he gasped, going limp against me. "Don't do it again or I'll come, but fucking remember where that is, oh my fucking god."

I kissed his sweaty forehead and made sure I fucking remembered what I'd done.

"Fuck," Alan gasped, shoving back against my hand. "Effing now, fuck me, want you, want you so goddamn much, Lukas…"

"Uh— how do we get there?"

"Fucking virgins," he cursed. "Condom! I didn't get—"

"If we're both virgins, do we—"

"Fucking fuck condoms, get inside me," Alan ordered, rolling onto his back and dragging me with him. "Where's the lube?"

"Um— under you?"

"Fuckity fuck!" Alan pulled his knees up, grabbed my cock and rubbed it along the groove of his ass and we both shuddered. "Good boy, lots of lube," he gasped, sliding his hand down then up my shaft. "Good to go!" he gasped, and pulled his legs up farther.

I took a deep breath and took hold of myself and eased down. Oh holy— so slick, so hot, so— he hissed. I stopped, word or no word.

"Stay," Alan ordered. "I'm okay, gotta adjust, relax, I'm okay—"

God, heaven and hell at once, so good but I wanted to move, needed to move— I took a deep breath and put my arms behind his legs, holding them for him. I leaned over the distance between us and kissed him. He wrapped his arms around my neck. His insides relaxed and I slipped deeper and we moaned.

"Come on, come on," he chanted, planting his feet on my back and trying to push me down but I didn't let him. "Come on, Lukas!"

He'd ducked his head to my shoulder. I tugged at his hair until I could see his face. Intense and urgent, not in pain, so very beautiful— the arm that held me off him quivered. I eased down, watching sensation flit across his face but he didn't cringe and soon our bodies were completely joined. I lowered my chest to his and he clung to me. I let go of his legs so I could hold him and tried a gentle thrust.

"Fucking god yes," he breathed, wrapping his arms around my neck, his cheek smashed to mine so he panted in my ear. "Come on, baby, yes, Lukas, yes…"

I moved. Slow at first, and gently, but the faster and harder I moved the louder Alan was and I loved the gasps and moans and swears and whimpers. I loved every jerk of his body, every frantic grab at me, and I held him against me and moved inside him. His body moved with mine and against it in perfect rhythm. Pressure built inside me and I had to move faster and faster but I held it back, had to hold it back, god my mind was going to explode but I had to—

"You… have to go first," Alan gasped in my ear. "Let me… ride it."

I groaned and thrust into him, once, twice, and then my orgasm ripped through me. Alan planted soft kisses on my cheek and neck and held me while I gasped and then I moved inside him and he clenched around me, throwing his head back. His whole body shook and his come splattered hot across my stomach and his face was the most beautiful sight I'd ever seen.

When his body relaxed I slipped out of him and groped on the floor for his sweatshirt. Wiped us both up a bit and dropped it and rolled to the side, pulled him out of the wet spot. I planted a kiss in sweaty hair and his arms tightened around me. I held onto him too though my whole body felt shaky. And warm, and mellow, and when I thought about it I got a stupid grin and I couldn't have cared less.

"Tell me you're not going anywhere," he said, his voice muffled by my neck.

"I'm not going anywhere, are you kidding? I don't know if I could even walk." I kissed his forehead again. "And there's nowhere else I want to be anyway."

"Holy shit!" He jerked up on his elbow to stare at me. "You're ditching class! Stop the planet, Lukas Blake ditched class to get laid!"

"I ditched class to talk to you," I reminded, tracing my thumb across what little gloss was left on his lips. "Getting laid was a delightful surprise."

"Ladies and gents, Batman has lost his mind," Alan muttered, flopping back down. "And what the hell was that, Dumb and Dumber: Adventures in Butt Sex?" He giggled. "'Uh— how do we get there?'"

"Where's the lube?" I asked, chuckling.

"Under me!" He wriggled and produced the bottle with a grin.

"And the death threats," I said, laughing. "Definitely added to the mood."

Alan laughed and I laughed harder and we laughed till the bed shook and he put his head on my shoulder still with an occasional chuckle rocking his body. "You're lucky you're so fucking adorable," he muttered, and kissed my collar bone.

"I'm lucky you're so fucking amazing," I said, kissing the top of his head.

"I'm lucky you're fucking crazy." He rolled to the edge of the bed. "Sorry, but we've reached the part the stories don't mention— I gotta go."

Ugh. Now that he mentioned it— Alan hurried into the bathroom and I gave him a good head start, but when the shower started I decided it was my turn. In the bathroom I dealt with things and rinsed my face and then I unabashedly watched Alan through the clear shower curtain with little yellow ducks on it.

"If you're standing there with your dick in your hand," Alan called, "get in here and share!"

I laughed and got in there and found a wet and slippery Alan to be just as wonderful as I could have imagined had I ever stopped to fantasize about it.

Alan had to be at work at two, and if he skipped work he would come up short on rent and "lose the apartment too." I would have driven him, but he dug up the calendar I'd handed out and discovered I had a class I could get to if I left soon, and kicked me out.

After class, of course, I had to go to work, grabbing food on the way. Lilia had rummy night on Fridays, so to avoid her snorts of laughter, I waited until she wouldn't be home to leave a message saying I wouldn't be home until morning.

Alan trudged by my station at ten-thirty, when I still had two hours to go. He didn't slow, but he blew me a kiss. I was helping someone so I just grinned back.

Somehow I was in a great mood all night, even though I didn't manage to study and I kept making mistakes. One of my regulars even asked if I'd "got some," and laughed until she almost fell off her heels when I blushed.

After work I made a quick run to the all-night grocery store. When I got up front the self-checkout was closed, but I managed to time it so no one but the checker saw my purchases. She ran her eyes over the flowers, the breakfast makings, and the large bottle of Astroglide, and grinned at my blush.

"Big night and breakfast in the morning? All the good ones are gay."

—for Alan, I managed to add mentally, and didn't cringe.

When I knocked on Alan's door, he yanked it open and grabbed me by the neck, dragging me inside and into an urgent kiss. I kicked the door shut behind us and dropped everything to kiss him back. All night I touched and held him, sometimes having sex and sometimes just curled up to him on his bed-couch thing and it was wondrous. In the morning I made him breakfast and he harassed me about bringing a guy flowers, but when he couldn't sit on the hard chair, we moved breakfast to the couch, and he took the flowers from the kitchen and set them on the dresser.

I fed him waffles and he smeared syrup on my nose and I loved every second of it.

Saturday afternoon I had to work, and months ago I'd promised Lilia my help with a program at the church on Sunday morning, so I couldn't go back to his place Saturday night. The kiss when I left was long and deep and set my pulse pounding. Work seemed to take forever, and when I was finally home and I'd eaten my sandwich and emailed my pictures of Kelly Lesniewski to the Dean of Students with an explanation, my bed was empty and not at all relaxing. Twiggy crept in to flop on my side much the way Alan did, without regard for my breathing, and that helped a little. On the other hand, dog-breath.

The best I could say for Lilia in the morning was that she tried not to giggle. She didn't succeed, especially when every time I or she mentioned Alan's name I blushed, but she tried. The program went okay— I was filming a Thanksgiving service for shut-in church members and some parents serving overseas, so I had an excuse to not talk to anyone— and as soon as I got home I threw some clothes and necessities in a bag and headed back to Alan's, where he welcomed me as enthusiastically as he had Friday night.

We didn't have another frantic jerk-off on the floor, though— we made it to the bed.

Sometime that afternoon I learned that Alan really hadn't had any experience besides blowjobs— that he'd given. His "gaydar was out of whack" he said, and he'd never managed to get reciprocity out of the guys he was "dumb enough to go down on."

I felt like a heel, especially since he'd already done it to me three amazing times, so I dropped to my knees between his legs as he sat on the couch and asked for a lesson. Alan cocked an eyebrow at me.

"You know I was wrong, right? Giving me a blowjob is more gay than fucking my ass."

"…we're still on that?" I asked. "We've been screwing like bunnies for most of three days. How much more proving do you need? Because at some point we'll hit an impasse. If you tell me to streak across campus with your name on my chest, I'm going to refuse and it won't be because of your name."

He ran a hand through his hair, making it stand up more. We'd both had our hands in it a lot since the last time he combed it. "Yeah. I get it. I just— well, if you start and don't want to go on I'm not gonna be real gracious about it."

"I don't start things I don't intend to finish," I told him. "Ever."

"How the hell did I even land on this side of the argument?" Alan demanded. "Fuck yes, you can suck my dick. Go for it. Bombs away."

All he was wearing was my shirt. I tugged it up and he rolled his eyes.

"Noob." He scooted forward. "My ass on the edge opens up the whole playground." He put his feet on the coffee table on either side of me to demonstrate, propping himself up with his hands behind him. "Grab the lube, 'cause you are so going for the Fucking God button."

That was what I'd hit that first— second— time together, that made him shake and swear at me to remember it. I'd since learned it was the prostate, and when Alan massaged mine during a blowjob I went off like a rocket. He touched mine from the outside, though. I hadn't invited him in yet. I felt a little awkward about that but told myself he didn't seem interested anyway, and it wasn't like we'd run out of other things to do even after I figured out he was tender and declared his ass off-limits for a while.

"Are you sure—"

"I can take a fucking finger, Lukas."

I put the bottle of lube between my thighs to warm and took a good grip on the half-hard cock he was waving at me. It stiffened gloriously in my palm and I wondered how I ever took my hands off him. "Anything I shouldn't do?" I asked, giving him a little tug.

"No teeth," he said, watching me with wide eyes. "Slurp lots."

"Got it." I almost managed to wonder what the hell I was doing, but I told myself what I was doing was making love to Alan, and I leaned forward to run my tongue up his cock. Alan whined and fell back with a THUD.

"Ow, fuck!"

"Are you all right?"

"I hit my head." He propped himself up on his elbows. "Kiss that head to make it better."

I chuckled and licked him again. The taste was salty and not gross at all. I tried taking him in and he groaned. "Easy," he gasped. "Gag and the party's over." I backed off, dragging my lips over him and he swore softly. I settled into another phase in my new favorite hobby— learning to get the most amazing sounds out of Alan.

Minutes later, at a really awkward moment, my phone rang. I jumped. So did Alan. It rang again, with the unknown-number ringtone.

"Answer that and I defenestrate you," he snarled as I groped on the floor with my free hand. I found it, silenced it, and went back to making Alan gasp obscenities.

Later when somehow afterglow had led to toenail-painting, my phone rang again. His toes were done and mine were about to get a second layer, this one with glitter. When the phone rang Alan grabbed my foot to hold me but I twisted to get the phone from the floor anyway. "It's my mom's ringtone, Alan."

"…great. Hi, Mom!" he said, but when I picked up my phone he was quiet.

"Lukas," Mom said when I answered. "Come and get us. We're lost."

"You're— what? Lost where?"

"If I knew that, we wouldn't be lost."

"You'll need to give me some clues if you want me to find you, Mom."

"I'm in a diner in downtown Moose Creek, only I haven't seen any moose or any creek, and there's not a lot of downtown. I've been driving for ten hours and your brother has been drowning out my country with his metal-punk-whatever for the last two hundred miles. Now I'm lost because Moose Creek isn't anywhere on my map, and I've been sitting in this booth for an hour and a half until I could borrow a compatible cell phone charger because you don't answer unknown numbers and then you don't check your messages. Come and get us."

Moose Creek. I knew where she was, and how she'd got there. It was an oddity of the "highway" that had lost half the climbing club once. "Okay, Mom. Just ask someone how to get onto Route 8, and then—"

"Lukas, I'm done. If I have to spend another minute in the car with Will, I'm going to find a creek to drive into. Come and get us."

Moose Creek was an hour and a half away. The round trip would take the rest of my day. I looked at Alan and he rolled his eyes, but put the lid back on the sparkly polish. I thought lustful thoughts about his hands and answered my mom. "I'll be there as fast as I can." My shirt landed in my lap and Alan slipped silently passed me, handing me a sock as he did. "I love you, Mom," I said, but my eyes were on Alan's bare ass.

"If you love your brother, get here soon, Lukas," she said and hung up. Alan handed me my pants. I dropped them to grab him and let my hands wander, appreciating his skin.

"I'm sorry," I said. "I have to—"

"Yeah, I heard." He smacked the side of my head lightly. "Shower fast, unless you want to hug your mother smelling like sex. I'll find your stuff."

"Thank you," I said, and kissed him quickly. When I was washed and dressed I tried to kiss him more thoroughly, but he shoved me out the door with orders to "hurry up and get your mother, you jerk."

On the way to my truck I dialed home. "Lilia," I said when she picked up, "it's Lukas."

She snickered. "I didn't expect to hear from you for a few days. Did you wear that poor boy out?"

"Lilia, listen. Mom just called. She and Will got as far as Moose Creek and got lost. I'm on my way to get them now."

"Marcia drove all the way from Indiana to save you from the gay? That idiot."

"Lilia—"

"Aye, forget I said that. But you listen, swabbie— don't let her hurt you. You can respect your mother and still think she's acting dumb as shit."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Marcia can use the guest room but the sofa won't hold Will— I'll figure something out. Call when you're an hour out and I'll order pizza."

"Yes, ma'am."

"And Lukas— I have no say in how she talks to you, lad. I'm not in that chain of command. But you let her know that if she runs Alan down I'll string her from the yardarm by her thumbs."

I shouldn't have laughed, but I did. Lilia said she loved me and hung up. I checked my mirrors and backed out, already wondering if Mom and Will would be so tired they'd go to bed early and I could run back to Alan's for the night.

Probably not a good plan, and not good to treat Alan like that anyway. He wasn't a pastime, an amusement to be fitted in when I didn't have more important things to do.

I should take him out and show him that, actually take him out of the apartment on a date… I wished I'd thought of that sooner.

I couldn't believe Mom had decided to drive over instead of just calling me back. What did she think she could do in person? I was twenty-one; she couldn't exactly drag me home in disgrace. And Alan, thank God, wasn't on a work visa or anything else she could affect even if she wanted to.

That reminded me that I hadn't even talked to Alan about how he could stay at school. I'd done some investigating through a friend in the financial aid office— I'd made sure to make friends in the financial aid office my first semester— and there were a couple ways it might work, but I hadn't told Alan that. Of course, things had changed since then, and I liked the idea of Alan moving in with me and Lilia a lot better than trying to work some paperwork magic. Then his paycheck could go to tuition instead of rent, but getting him to move in would be tricky, navigating both his pride and Lilia's sensibilities. She adored Alan, but she didn't think "something for nothing" was good for us of the younger generation. Maybe if he was willing to cook?

I really liked the idea of coming home to Alan every night. Listening to him and Lilia tell each other stories over a delicious dinner I didn't cook, doing homework with his legs thrown over mine in the dog-pile on the floor, taking his hand and leading him upstairs at bedtime… trying to get those amazing noises out of him without waking Lilia? Yeah, that might require a little more thought.

Downtown Moose Creek was three stoplights long. Even in the rain I could have found the diner without Mom's twelve-year-old Crown Victoria in the tiny parking lot, just because there wasn't another restaurant in sight. I parked next to a beat-up truck with rifles in the back window and headed for the front door of Billie Jo's wondering if Mom could take another twenty minutes of the place so I could get a sandwich to take with me. I held the door for two ladies with blue hair while I thought wistful thoughts of the lasagna I'd planned to make for Alan, and then I finally got inside.

Mom was in a booth to the left of the door, plugged in and playing some game on her phone that made her lip curl as she jabbed at it. Will was in a booth to the right of the door, drumming lightly on his table as he swayed to music I could hear five feet away. I stepped over to Mom and tapped her phone.

"Lukas!" She shot out of the booth to hug me and held on. I wrapped my arms around her and rested my cheek on her head.

"I'm sorry you've had an awful day, Mom."

"It's better now," she said, stepping back to rub a tear from her cheek. "Look at you! More like your father every time I see you." She poked my chest. "And still working hard. Are you keeping your GPA up too?"

It hadn't had a chance to fall in the week and a half since we'd talked about it, but I raised my hand and gave her scout's honor that I was keeping my grades up. She hugged me again then we went over to Will.

My little brother unfolded himself out of the booth and he was a good two inches taller than he'd been in July, a whole six inches taller than me now. I asked Mom if she'd been fertilizing him along with her houseplants. He rolled his eyes. He didn't hug me. Crap.

"Is this your college boy, Marcia?" a waitress asked. Mid-fifties, cheerful and friendly, she and Mom had probably found a lot to talk about. Mom handed over the phone charger as the waitress smiled at me, showing her dimples. "Your momma is very proud of you, son. Don't hurry off now— I've got a pretty daughter at home."

"He's gay," Will said.

"William Riker Blake!" Mom gasped. I poked him in the stomach, he tried to smack me, and I twisted his arm till I brought him down to where I could get him in a headlock.

"Don't mind him, ma'am," I told the waitress as he tried to fight free. "He's sixteen. He can't help being a jerk."

"Boys!" Mom snapped. "Outside!"

"Oh, the many times I've said just those words," the waitress said with a grin and walked away. I took Will outside and let him loose with a shove so if he still wanted to hit me he had to come back to do it. Mom squeaked at the rain and trotted over to her car.

"Let's go, boys!" she called, and ducked inside. A moment later her car started. I looked up at Will.

His hair was long and in his eyes. He wore a black sweatshirt and a black T-shirt over it with some gore-filled band logo on it. And he wouldn't look at me. Mom had said he was doing well, but either she'd been protecting me, or my revelation had had more effect than I'd expected.

"Mom said you have your learner's permit, right?" I asked him.

"You're going to let me drive your truck? Lukas breaks the law? You're not my guardian."

"You better study the book some more. It says 'or other relative twenty-one or older.'" I unlocked my door and tossed the keys over the cab to him. "Just— pay attention, all right?"

Inside I turned the radio off before he got the key in the ignition. I'd spent the last half hour singing along to an oldies station that played the songs Alan tended to sing, and I didn't feel the need to share that. Will grumbled at the lack of leg room and adjusted the mirrors; then he started the truck and backed up carefully. I tried to watch him without seeming to, but when he growled I shrugged.

"It's my truck, little brother. And you're on a permit. I'm supposed to keep an eye on you."

"So keep an eye on where the hell I'm going, dude. Which way?"

I directed him, watching to make sure he wasn't going to lose Mom or take someone out. "Mom looks tired. Beyond ten hours of driving, I mean."

Will's shoulders bounced in a shrug but he kept both hands on the wheel. "She's been having her migraines again."

"She didn't tell me."

"Yeah, well, seems there's stuff you haven't told us too."

That hadn't taken long. I took a deep breath. "How do you feel about that?"

Another shrug as we accelerated on the highway ramp. I checked his speed, the cars around us, and that Mom was following.

"One guy at group is gay. Guys in PE put him over a pommel horse and beat him and he went home and hanged himself. His dad found him in time, though."

"High school kids are mostly assholes. There's a guy at my college like that. I broke his nose last week."

"Gasp! Lukas Blake, falling in love and getting in fights? Mom's right. You have lost your mind."

"For six years she's been telling me to stop and smell the roses and all, and now she complains when I do?"

"She said roses, not— whatever flower smells like a locker room."

I chuckled. "Alan never smells like a locker room."

"Don't wanna know, dude."

"So you're not upset?"

Will shrugged again and checked his mirrors. "Why-can't-you-be-more-like Lukas is gay. It's kind of a hoot. Oughtta get her off my ass for a while."

"You know she gets on you because she loves you. You shouldn't—"

"Don't lecture me, Lukas. I'm not the one who made her cry for three days. Not this week anyway."

Damn.

"I'm not gay, so you know. I'm bi." I grinned. "My boyfriend's gay." I could use “boyfriend,” I figured, seeing how we'd spent the weekend.

"Hurray for him. So does he wear a frilly apron and bake cookies?"

"Actually, he likes rock-climbing. Do you know how long Mom is planning on staying? I'm off school this week and I know some good climbers. Maybe I could scare up a fourth and we could head out to Two-Face."

His hands shifted on the wheel. "Tell me about Two-Face."

We drove out of the rain as I told him about the routes, and the times I'd been up it. When it was getting dark we came on a detour because of a washed out bridge, but Will slowed appropriately and followed the signs, so I kept an eye on Mom and kept talking, telling him about the traverse I'd made to secure Brad's rope, with Alan hanging off the cliff face to belay me.

"Watch that deer," I interrupted myself to say. "And be aware he probably has friends."

"I got it. So what did this idiot do, set his pro too light?"

"He had a cam walk out, but other things failed too. I never asked how he screwed up that badly, but I think maybe they were hurrying to beat us to the top. Janelle had— taken a dislike to Alan."

"So he's pretty?" Will asked. "Chicks love gay dudes unless they're too pretty."

I snickered and glanced back at Mom just as the deer tried it. Mom's car plowed into three hundred pounds of live animal at forty miles per hour.

"Shit! Pull over!"

"What?" Will looked in his mirror and his jaw tightened. He pulled over onto the shoulder. I grabbed my first aid kit and handed him my phone.

"You're communications," I said, and ran for my mom's car.

Mom was shaken but she seemed okay. I made her stay put until an ambulance came, but they checked her out and said she was all right and also that her car was built like a tank and left us. The police officer took a report and walked back to his car to write it up, the tow-truck driver dragged Mom's car up onto his truck, and we were left in the dark on the side of the road. I'd given my jacket to my mom, but she was still shivering. I wrapped an arm around her and led her to my truck and helped her in. When I tried to get in on the passenger side, though, Mom balked.

"You drive, Lukas. I have had more than enough trauma today."

Over the cab of the truck I looked at Will. He rolled his eyes and we changed places. Once we were back on the road Mom laid her head on my shoulder. "It came out of nowhere," she said for about the twentieth time. "I had no chance to avoid it!"

"I know, Mom," I said. I gave Will a look and he again refrained from saying that we'd seen it.

"I've never hit a deer before. I haven't had an accident in twenty years!"

"It's not your fault deer are dumb, Mom. The insurance guy knows you're a good driver. He said not to worry."

When Mom had calmed down a bit I had Will call Lilia and tell her we'd been delayed. A few minutes after that, Mom fell asleep on my shoulder. Under a stoplight I saw Will look at her and roll his eyes. He saw me seeing.

"I'm not Lukas," he said softly, "but I'm not chopped liver either."

"Habit," I said. "She's been leaning on me a long time."

"That, and she knows she can always trust you. Lukas doesn't need a turn at freaking out." He grinned. "Until now."

"I didn't 'freak out,' I fell in love. And it's starting to really piss me off that if I'd just fallen in love with someone named 'Alana,' everyone would be delighted."

"Not me, bro." Will pried Mom off me and tucked her against his chest. "I'm loving this."

Mom woke up when Will carried her into the house, of course. Then we had to tell Lilia everything and there was pizza and talking and I never got the chance to call Alan. Finally, though, Will was asleep on a mattress by my bed and the house was quiet. Figuring texting would be less likely to disturb him if he was asleep, I sent a message to Alan that I loved him and I hoped he slept well.

Alan texted back that he missed me, especially since he had this thing needing sucking.

I hear phone sex can work, I sent, but I kind of doubt text-sex would.

He sent me a picture shot down his pants. I snickered and sent him a picture of my mouth.

autehigixuhi&^%$, he sent back. Then, yeah, phone sex not satisfying. Also I think I dick-dialed Kentucky.

I snorted laughter. I have a lot to do in the morning, I texted, and then I have to work. I'll see you after?

Go hug your mother, Lukas. Don't tell her I told you to. Good night.

Crap. It really wasn't fair that I'd fallen so hard for him and not come an inch closer to understanding him.

I'd given the insurance company my number in case my mom's phone died again, so I was the one the towing company called at six in the morning because they couldn't read the driver's handwriting on what shop was to get her car. Will swore at me as I tried to answer, so I got up and slipped out. I straightened that mess up while I made coffee, and got on with my day.

Lilia got up at seven, and I reported that she did not, in fact, need to string my mother from the yardarm. Yet. At eight the insurance company called, and I spent an hour working my way up the management chain to explain something so simple and common as a deer-strike in Western Pennsylvania. At nine fifteen Mom got up, took her headache medicine, and went back to bed. I started calling around to locate the rental car her insurance had finally admitted she had a right to.

At ten Will staggered downstairs growling like the bear he resembled. I told him I didn't speak Wookiee and he tried to hit me but tripped over Midas. I kept him from breaking anything and handed him a cup of Lilia's coffee and he stopped trying to hit me. Lilia and Will got on each other's nerves until I dragged Will off to get his and Mom's stuff from the car. I let him drive.

The car was supposed to still be in the yard at the towing company, but first they tried to tell me it had been taken to the mechanic already. Then they confirmed the mechanic didn't have it yet, found it in the yard, and told me I couldn't get Mom's property because I wasn't on the title and no, my notarized durable power of attorney wasn't sufficient.

I sent Will outside before he blew up, and I started on my umpteenth argument of the day.

As Will drove us home with Mom's stuff and a new charger for her phone a freezing rain fell, but it was nothing on the icy silence we walked into between my mom and Lilia in the kitchen. Lilia pointed me at a chair. Will took one look at Mom's face and abandoned me to my fate.

"I don't recall inviting you to this conversation, Lilia," my mom said as I sat.

"I don't recall inviting you to my house, Marcia, but here you are."

"Are you two sure you need me for this?" I asked, and both glared at me. I pretended to cower from them and Lilia snorted. Mom shook her head. "Okay, then, I'm here," I said, sitting up. "So if you don't mind, let's start with— I love you, Mom, and I love you, Lilia. But Mom, I'm really confused why you're here. You didn't want to talk to me, so why drive across two states?"

"I didn't want to talk about it on the phone," Mom said. "Lukas, I would never—"

"You hung up on him," Lilia interrupted. "What was he supposed to think?"

"If you two are going to fight, I'm leaving," I said over whatever Mom tried to say back. Lilia put her hands in her lap.

"Sorry, lad," she said. "I'll keep my mouth shut unless you ask me to man the guns."

"You were a secretary," Mom snapped. "The navy-speak is a sham."

"Thirty years, girl, from the top of the world to the bottom and all the way around. If you want to fire broadsides, I'm in, but tell the boy to go first."

Mom shook her head. "Lukas," she said, turning in her chair so she faced only me. She leaned her head on her hand so her arm blocked sight of Lilia. "I don't understand. I don't think it's possible for someone to suddenly be gay."

"I'm not gay, Mom. I'm—"

"You said you had… that you… okay, you didn't say you were gay, but—"

"I've fallen in love with a man named Alan. I said I wanted you to meet him." And you hung up on me, I didn't add.

"You just said you're not gay."

"I'm bisexual, Mom."

"Bisexual… bisexuals sleep with anyone?"

"Bisexual means I can be attracted to either gender. It doesn't mean I'll jump into bed with just anyone."

"Then— then you could just… find a nice girl. Right?"

"Sure. Except I fell in love with a man."

"But—"

"Marcia Louise Tucker Blake," Lilia said, "how many told you not to marry a cop, to marry a banker instead? I don't recall you ever giving Larry Moore the time of day."

Mom shook her head. "That's different. That's— oh, forget it." She sat back to rub her temples. "Okay. Okay. I— Lilia, if I swear I won't say a word against this Alan and I won't berate Lukas either, will you let him out of your sight? I want to take a walk, and I'd like to talk to my son."

"The rain's quit," Lilia said, getting up to look out the window. "Best go before it starts again."

Outside Mom rolled her head on her neck, stretching, then tucked her arm through mine and leaned her head on my shoulder. "I never wanted you to go so far away," she said with a little laugh, "but I told myself Lilia would look after you. It seems I was right!"

"We've grown very fond of each other," I said. "I'd defend her too, even in the face of something so terrifying as an angry mom."

"Not angry," Mom said. "Not really. Just very, very confused. Take me for a nice walk, Lukas, and show me something pretty, and help me understand."

"If you met Alan, Mom, I think you'd understand." Maybe. If he wasn't on the defensive, but how would I make that happen when she'd probably give him every reason to be defensive?

"Then take me for a walk and tell me about him," Mom ordered.

So I walked her over to the graveyard as I told her about the project, and how Alan's ideas had enhanced everything the rest of us came up with. I pointed out the tree he'd challenged in defense of Twiggy's honor. We walked around the graveyard looking at stones while I told her about that near-perfect day on Two-Face. As we trudged back through the mud of the field, she sighed.

"I've always trusted you, Lukas. Maybe too much."

"Mom—"

"No, let me finish. You've always been my rock, and it wasn't fair. Just because I could lean on you, doesn't mean I should have. You were nine. I shouldn't have let you take a job."

"Mowing Mr. Cotter's lawn wasn't really a job. He paid me a lot more than the work was worth."

"And you worked for Mrs. Wilson, washing her cat, and weeded Mr. Benoit's flower beds, and— well. You took weight off my shoulders and I let you, and you took more, far more than any child should have to bear. I've always worried that I let you trade your childhood for early-old-man, Lukas. Even Will laughs more than you do."

"Mom—"

"Lukas. I'm trying to say—" She stopped and looked up at me. "I'm trying to say that I really like what Alan does to your face." She smiled. "I say his name, and it's like dawn breaking. How could I disapprove of that?"

I hugged her hard and she laughed.

"Easy on an old woman!" she said. "Now do you think I'm safe to go back in Lilia's house?"

"If you're on Alan's side, she's on yours," I promised.

"I'll take it." She took my arm again and I walked her up the porch steps. "I want to meet him," she said. "Should we ask Lilia to invite him to dinner tonight?"

"I have to work, but for Lilia he might—"

"No, that wouldn't be right," Mom said, flicking her fingers. "You can't get out of work?"

"I can't call off on an hour's notice, no. I'll see if I can get tomorrow off."

"Threaten them with me," Mom suggested. "Tell them your mother is a scary, scary woman who wants to meet your boyfriend. Immediately."

To do that, I'd have to tell Jamal I had a boyfriend. And a mother.

Well, he'd probably assumed the existence of a mother.

I tried to call Alan before I left for work, but he didn't answer. I wondered if that was a bad sign, but it was one phone call, and we'd exchanged texts the night before. He was probably just busy. Got called in to work, maybe.

"Don't leave a message," his voicemail said. "If you do, I might call you back. We could end up communicating, and that would be awkward."

"I miss you," I said after the beep. "I'd still like to come over tonight. Either way, I'd like to see you tomorrow night. I'm trying to get the night off." I wanted to tell him about Mom, but thought I should do that in person. It was probably inevitable that he'd think of his own mother, and that could doom the entire night. "Do you like Chinese?" I asked, since sweet and sour chicken was one of Mom's specialties. "Call me."

When I got to work, Jamal was there talking to Ebony. That made it easier. I asked for the night off and Jamal gave the hours to Ebony, since she was worried about losing hours on Thursday. Jamal changed it on the schedule and I wrote it in my planner, and when they both were gone I texted Mom that I had the night off, but I hadn't been able to talk to Alan yet.

He texted me at ten o'clock. Sorry, he said. Out with Mal.

Dinner tomorrow? I texted, but he didn't answer.

An hour later when he still hadn't answered, I knew something was wrong. He was avoiding me again. I started clean-up for closing, making sure to pay attention. No more screw ups. I'd go home because I had to, but I'd be at Alan's door at nine in the morning and I wasn't going to give him the chance to tell me not to come.

I'd bring coffee and muffins again. That had gone well last time.

****


CHAPTER 10

At eight thirty I knocked on Alan's door. I gave it a long minute and then I knocked again. Then I texted him.

I'm outside with coffee and sweets. Talk to me please?

I told you I was a coward. He texted back. I'm sorry, Lukas.

I set the coffee down and my hands shook as I searched for the hidden key. It was there, and I didn't drop it, and I got the door open. I could tell in an instant the apartment was empty, just by the feel. And the clean. And the lack of clothes on the floor. His computer was still sitting on the table, though. I walked into the bathroom anyway and checked the kitchen. I opened the closet, and my trench coat was the only thing in it.

My phone sounded. You're early. Alan's text read. Of course you are. Press play. Goodbye, Lukas.

I don't understand. I texted. Don't do this.

He didn't answer the text, and my call went straight to voice mail. I walked around the computer and saw it was on. Alan's face was on the screen, with an arrow on it. I pressed "play."

"Right, so… here we go," he said. "Alan is a big fat coward, take five." He made a cutting motion with his hand like a clapperboard. His hair was black and his eyeliner was smeared. "I guess there's no good way to say it. Lukas, I want you to know I tried to stay away from you. I did. I knew anything we started was gonna end badly, but you just wouldn't stop being so fucking cute and turning up right where I needed you to be and I'm really not good at being reasonable." He took a deep breath. "Yeah, that's not helping. Umm… I don't know how you did it. You're so damned perfect you drive me up the goddamned wall. But somehow I don't care about that. Somehow I'd do just about anything for you." He shook his head. "Scratch that— I would do anything for you. Except the one thing you seem bent on— I can't go back in the closet, Lukas. I can't. I'd die." He swiped at his eyes. "I'm not an idiot. Three days and we never set foot out of this—" he waved around him "—over-sized closet? Then your mom shows up and you vanish? Except, of course, for Can I come over after work so my mommy won't know I'm boning a boy? FUCK YOU." He looked away, heaved a couple deep breaths.

"I'm sorry. I'm mad but I'm not. I mean, I can't blame you. If I could hide— no. Hiding never worked, but if I could choose— I mean, Mom and Dad are fucked-up assholes, but they're my fucked-up assholes, you know? So I get it. I understand. Mal says you're definitely bi— she's seen you check out chicks. So go find one. Go find a nice girl and take her home to Mom and have a lovely wedding and lots of cute babies and a great fucking life, you asshole." He swiped his eyes again. "I keep trying not to swear at you but I can't help it. I can't believe I'm fucking doing this, but I'd just screw everything up anyway. The last thing the Amazing Lukas Blake needs is a crazy bitch of a college dropout fucking up his life. So I'm going to do us both a favor and boldly run away. Tell Lilia I'm sorry. And I hope she doesn't mind if I keep the laptop. I feel like I should give them both back but I'm addicted to the twenty-first century now, so I've conveniently decided that it's okay to keep one." He grabbed his hair. "What else? Oh, the project. It's done. It's on the desktop." He pointed; his finger on the screen indicated a folder. When he released his hair it stayed standing up. "Yeah, your director is running out on you like the cowardly ass he is, but all the bits are in the same folder so you guys can fix anything I fucked up. So… yeah. Treasured memories and all that. We'll always have Paris, and remember me every time you bone your wife. Shit. I'm such an asshole. I mean— goodbye, Lukas. I'm not fucking recording this again."

I took two deep breaths and then I called Mallory.

"You bastard," she said before I could say anything. Her voice was thick, and a sob interrupted her, but she went on. "You stupid bloody fool."

"Mallory, where is he?"

"Where the hell do you think he is? On his way back to— to the only person on the goddamn planet who doesn't let him down. You—"

"He's wrong, Mallory. I'm going to find him and tell him that. I'll find him faster if you tell me where he is."

"Lukas—"

"Mallory, do I say things I don't mean? I will find him. If you tell me where he is, maybe I can talk him out of this before his apartment and his job and his whole fucking semester is gone for no goddamn reason. He's wrong. My mom is here because I told her about Alan. She was confused and angry at first, but now she wants to meet him. It took me a day to get her there, but she wants to meet him. I got tonight off so I could invite him to dinner."

"Oh, that idiot!" she groaned. I started for the door. "God, trust Alan to put the worst possible spin on anything and believe it to the bottom of his soul!"

"Where is he, Mal?" Outside the window sleet was coming down. I went back and grabbed my trench coat, threw it over my arm.

"Greyhound," Mallory said as I locked the door and pocketed the key. "I took him down there, but he wouldn't let me stay. Everything's in storage. His sister's somewhere in New York, I think she's touring with something or other. But Lukas— it's been two hours. I think the bus has gone."

"Where is the Greyhound station?" I asked, trotting down the stairs.

"They share space with an ugly little motel at Fifth and Amberlyn. Lukas— I tried to get him to talk to you. I couldn't believe you'd want to live a lie, but he was so sure and he— well, he was sure."

"Mallory, I have to drive now."

"God bless," she said. "Call me."

Traffic was bad, and the weather was worse. I found the motel and went to the Greyhound desk and the woman told me they only had one bus out that morning, and it had just left. I ran outside and it was sitting at the light. Five windows back I saw Alan. He didn't see me. I took two steps towards my truck then the light changed and I knew there was no chance. The bus would reach the freeway before I could catch up. So I stood and stared and willed Alan to look at me.

The bus turned, bringing Alan's absent gaze across the motel parking lot. He jerked upright, staring at my truck, then he searched— our eyes met as the bus accelerated. Alan pressed his fingers to his lips then put his hand on the window. I put my own hand up as if I could cover his. He mouthed something. Maybe goodbye, maybe fuck you. It was hard to tell.

I said out loud, "I'll find you."

Sleet soaked my hair and dripped down my back, but I stood there until a curve of the road took Alan away. Then I walked back to my truck, got in and punched the dash so hard the radio came on.

****

All right. All right. Think. I might be able to get route information from the internet. Airlines didn't post detailed flight info until you bought a ticket, but— bought a ticket. Alan had been worried about working enough to make rent, and no way had he gotten paid for last week already. I started the truck and backed up and almost hit some guy in an Explorer. Damn, to not see that beast in my mirror… I took a deep breath and paid more attention to my driving.

Bus tickets cost money that Alan probably didn't have. And the fastest way to get a bus ticket to someone a state away— was through the internet. I headed back to Alan's apartment.

Like most people, Alan had his passwords saved. I opened his email with one click. In the deleted folder I found a message from service at greyhound.com with an itinerary ending in Albany, New York. I printed it. Then I hesitated, the mouse hovering over his address book. If somehow I couldn't find him, I might need more information. But— I checked if he had a password on his computer, and he didn't. If I needed more clues, I'd be able to get them. I shut the computer down and locked the door behind me.

On the way out of town I stopped at my station to fill up and check my fluids. I told Jamal I was leaving town for an emergency having to do with my boyfriend, and he almost fell out of the cashier window. I told him I'd try to be back for work Wednesday, but I didn't know. He told me to take the week— we were already closed Thursday— but I'd better have my shit together by Monday.

If I didn't have my shit together, I told him, I'd give him advance notice of said shit issues.

The muffins I'd bought were hard and the coffee long since cold. I hit the drive-through at Quikburger and got on the freeway. I plugged my phone in with the car charger and set it on speaker and called Mallory.

"I couldn't catch the bus but I have his itinerary," I told her when she answered. "Will you help me?"

"Well, I can't arrange roadblocks if that's what you're thinking."

"I need you on the internet. I want to read you some towns and I want travel times— I need to pick a place to try and talk to him. I want an hour of lead time at least."

"Are you kidding me? Lukas, don't you— no, you said you didn't have to work. But still. Taking off across the state because of a lovers' quarrel? I'm starting to think Alan's right and you've lost your mind!"

"Will you help, or do I need to stop and get an internet-capable phone?"

"Oh, I want in on this. Let me get to the Mug Shot and get coffee. I'll call you when I'm on Google Maps."

Twenty minutes later Mallory called me and we worked out a good place to meet him. I took a deep breath and told her the next thing I needed, and she squealed in my ear.

****

My hour almost wasn't enough, but in a little town called Delhi, I walked into a mostly empty diner and asked a waitress where the Greyhound passengers waited. She pointed at a door. "But you can't go in there without a ticket," she said.

"All right. May I buy a ticket?"

"Nope," she said, and walked away.

She was the only one on the floor. I went after her.

"Excuse me, ma'am, I'm not trying to be difficult. It's just there's someone on that bus I need to talk to before I lose him. I'm willing to buy a ticket."

"But you can't buy a ticket here," she growled, swiping a towel at a table. "We don't sell 'em. Got to get the tickets from Greyhound."

A big man appeared behind the counter. "Lori, this fellow bothering you?"

"Wants a Greyhound ticket so he can go in the waiting area and talk his boyfriend out of getting back on the bus." Lori rolled her eyes. "One of them."

"Aww, shame on you getting in the way of true love!" The guy smiled at me. "Go down to Bennie's, buy a ticket. Take you fifteen minutes. We can't let you by without it; if we don't follow Greyhound's rules we lose their business."

"His bus is leaving in twelve minutes," I said.

"Is he a skinny guy?" Lori asked. "Dyed black hair?"

"Yes!"

"Smoker," she told the man. He nodded and pointed.

"Go out the door and to the left," he told me. "Not the right, now— you come out by the bus drive and they'll toss you off the property. Go to the left, and don't fall down the hill. Follow the wall till you come to the fence. You can talk to him through it."

I trotted out the door, but had to slow to a creep when I went around the corner. The guy wasn't kidding about falling down the hill. The ground fell away maybe six inches from the building's foundation, dropping steeply to a river far below. I kept my hand on the wall and wished for my climbing gear, then I came to a chain link fence and at least I could hold onto that.

And I could see Alan. He stood maybe fifteen feet away, with his back to me and a cigarette in his hand. Everything I'd meant to say flew out of my brain, and I swear a clock appeared above his head, counting down the minutes until he got back on the bus and maybe this time he'd find a way to lose me more thoroughly.

Before I could speak, he turned. His eyes widened then he dropped his face into his hand. "Oh my fucking god."

"I love you," I said. "Will it help if I shout it for everyone to hear?"

"There's five manly men in hearing range," he said, nodding at the people working around the bus, "and you're on the safe side of the fence. Please don't." He shook his head and walked over to me. "Lukas. What are you doing?"

"I told you that I don't start things I don't intend to finish," I said, drinking him in like it had been years since I saw him. I felt like it had. His eyeliner was smeared, but his lips sparkled. So did the end of the cigarette. The ground sloped away under my feet, so I was looking up at him by a fraction of an inch. "You are completely and utterly wrong, Alan Lumina Lacroix, and I am not losing you because of it. I asked about Chinese because I was trying to get you to come to dinner tonight to meet my mom and eat her sweet and sour chicken."

He blinked at me a long moment. "Three days," he said. "We didn't—"

"The one time I tried to go out and get us burgers, instead of coming with me you hid my clothes! Under your ass! How was I supposed to know that was a test and not an invitation?"

Alan grinned then shook his head and shook the smile away. He took a puff of the cigarette, threw it down and stepped on it while he exhaled smoke. Then he stepped closer to the fence.

"Lukas…" He stared at me and shook his head again. "Lukas, you've lost your mind."

"No," I said. "I've found it."

"You have your whole fucking life planned. You'll hate me for fucking it up."

"You are my plan now. Cherishing you is the plan."

"Why?" His eyes searched my face, the way he'd stared at me when I wouldn't leave him drunk and depressed. The way he'd stared when I tried to explain that I loved him. He really didn't understand, and I didn't know how to make him.

"Because I love you," I told him. "I want to marry you." He gasped and his eyes went wide. "My plan is to cherish you for the rest of my life if you'll let me and if you won't, to be patient and work hard and earn your trust and your love and then marry you."

"…and we're back to you've lost your mind," he breathed.

"Alan," I moved my hands on the fence, wishing I could touch him. If he went from confused to angry, he'd turn and walk away and— the bus let out a hiss of air brakes, a reminder that I was running out of time, and I jumped. Alan grabbed my hands.

"Be careful!" he snapped. I wrapped my fingers through his, through the fence. His hands were cold. The idiot wasn't even wearing a jacket. He had his messenger bag slung on his shoulder, but not a damn jacket. I had the trench on my arm but I couldn't give it to him.

"Alan…" My heart was thudding in my ears. Only Alan could do that to me. "Alan, you trusted me on belay fifty feet up a cliff. You trusted me when you were sinking. Why won't you trust me now?"

"Because there is no fucking way—"

"Why?" I demanded.

"I'm…" He shook his head. "I'm a fucking fuck-up, Lukas! I'm a crazy bitch who can't—"

"Clinical depression is not insanity by any definition," I told him. "You're not crazy. And you're not a fuck-up. How many people would work as hard as you did to get into the college you wanted?"

"And I'm throwing it all away! One fucking semester and I'm running home— not even home, they don't fucking want me there, they—"

"Fuck them," I said with all my heart and soul.

"You're such an idiot!" He shook the fence, shook me, but he didn't let go and neither did I. "Look at you! Your mom is at your house and you're chasing me halfway across the state. I'll fuck up your life and you'll hate me and—"

"I got the week off work. Mom wants to meet you. You haven't fucked up anything but dinner plans that you never agreed to." I squeezed his fingers, leaned closer to the fence. "Alan, you can be yourself with me. I can handle you."

He shivered. "No fair being so fucking sexy," he breathed.

"All's fair in love and war," I said. "I will win you."

He leaned closer, searching my face again. "Why?"

"Alan, when Lilia brought Twiggy home, she lived the first two weeks in a closet," I told him. "I'd take her out morning and night with the others and throw the Frisbee, but she'd dart back to the house. Then one morning she took off like a freight train. Like she discovered all in an instant the dog she was meant to be. It was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen. Until I met you." I stroked his fingers as best I could without letting go. "I— want to be there, Alan. When you leave all the stupid shit you've been put through behind you and learn to run— my God, Alan, I want to see you run."

He let out a breath, gasped air in as I went on.

"You act like I'm perfect, but I'm not, Alan. If I were even close, I wouldn't be chasing you across the state because I'd have been paying attention in the first place. I can be such an idiot sometimes. And I'm really good at getting stuck in my ways." I took a deep breath. "Alan, I need you. To shake me up. To tell me I'm talking in clichés. To sacrifice my virginity."

He snorted.

"Alan," I carefully unwrapped one hand from his and reached into my pocket, "will you marry me?"

"Fucking Batman!" he exclaimed as I opened the jewelry box. "How did you do that?"

"Very carefully. Like I do all important things. New York has a waiting period to get a license, but Connecticut doesn't. I've found a minister who will officiate, and I made reservations at a nice bed and breakfast for our wedding night. If you say yes, we'll be married by sunset."

He shook his head, staring at the ring. "You don't— Lukas, you don't even fucking know me."

"I know I love you."

"You have a plan. You can't fucking toss over everything because—" He shook his head again, still staring at the ring. "I want a loft in New York City."

"We can do it," I said. "When we have our degrees we'll be able to find plenty of work. I'll earn my way to picking and choosing my projects, and you'll have lots of opportunities to do what you care about, film or musical theater or both or something else."

"I want a great big bed in that loft and lots of sex in that bed," he said.

"Lots of sex," I said. "In bed and out of it."

"And after—" He stopped, swallowed, and his voice got softer, "After a few years in the loft, maybe a nice house… maybe?"

"A nice house," I agreed. "In a pretty neighborhood. With a park."

"But still close to Chinese take-out."

"Must have," I said.

"And… maybe a dog," he whispered, raising his eyes to mine. "A Greyhound."

"Maybe two."

"Our house should have lots of room," he breathed. "And a yard. And… and a tree."

"A house without a tree isn't fit for a dog."

"And… kids?" he asked.

"And kids," I said. "Yes. Please."

"I'll get depressed again," he warned. "True love doesn't fix everything."

"I'll be there," I promised. "I won't let you fall. I want to climb with you, Alan. I want to climb everything with you." Great, now he would sing Climb Every Mountain but he didn't.

He said in a low husky voice, "You talk like that and I want to climb you. Why is there a fence in the way?"

"Do something about it," I breathed.

He glanced over his shoulder at the bus, then tossed his head and took his hands off mine on the fence. He reached higher and stuck the toe of his left shoe in the fence.

"Alan, use the door," I said.

"If I take my eyes off you I'll chicken out," he said, climbing higher. "I'm a big fucking coward, Lukas."

"Like hell," I said, but I didn't try to stop him climbing again. I put the ring back in my pocket so I could at least try to catch him if he fell.

Try to catch him one-handed. If I used both hands, we'd both land in the river. But he didn't fall. He reached the top and swung over and his messenger bag caught, but he freed it and climbed down, and the second his feet were on the ground I grabbed the fence on either side of him and pressed him to it and kissed him hard. He wrapped his arms around me under my coat and I remembered he was freezing.

"Give me that ring," he gasped when I broke the kiss. I pulled it out and he opened the box and I took the ring and slipped it on his finger and kissed him again and then I handed him the trench and helped him get into it without falling down the hill. Then I grabbed a handful of his hair and kissed him again.

"Are you fucking serious?" he asked. "You set up a whole fucking wedding and honeymoon while chasing me across the state?"

"I had help," I admitted. I took his hand and we crept back to the building and then around front where we could stand on solid ground without holding onto anything but each other. "Do we need to get your luggage off the bus?"

"Can't." He laughed shakily. "They won't unload it till it gets to Albany. Bea will get it. If she doesn't decide I don't need it because she's going to kill me."

"I'll protect you," I promised and he laughed again and I kissed him.

"Who helped you?" he asked when we came up for air. I took out my phone and took his hand, took a picture of his hand in mine with the ring gleaming, typed in a name and a message then showed him. He grinned and took the phone from me.

After my mission accomplished! he typed You traitor. Hugs and puppies. ~*~Alan~*~

"She cursed me out until I managed to tell her about my mom," I said. "She was crying."

"Mal's crazy," he said.

Mallory promptly confirmed that by texting back squeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeeee!!!!!!

Alan laughed at her text. I ruffled his hair and kissed him one more time then led him towards my truck. "We have to go," I said. "We have an appointment."

"Going to the chapel," he sang, "and I'm gonna get ma-aa-aa-rried… oh god."

I kissed his fingers wrapped through mine and put him in the truck and kissed him once more. "There's coffee in the thermos," I said. "And a Bavarian crème donut in the bag."

"You angel," he said, and grabbed both. I trotted around the truck. The donut occupied him until we were on the freeway, then he started drumming on his legs.

"Lukas—"

"So who do we tell next?" I asked.

"…what?"

"My boss, I think," I said and pulled out my phone. I set it on speaker and had it call work. Alan stared with wide eyes.

"Jamal," I said when he answered, "I'm heading to Connecticut to marry Alan. I'll be at work on Monday, with my shit together."

"Congratulations! And you'd better," he said. "I'll get you some steak knives. Or a fondue pot. Ebony will get you something freaky. Don't open it when your mom's around. Got customers. Bye, Lukas."

"You're really doing it," Alan said when I hung up. "You're telling everyone. You can't change your mind."

"I won't change my mind," I said, reaching to take his hand. I toyed with the ring on his finger as I drove. "I don't start things I don't intend to finish."

"Then why do you care if New York has a waiting period?"

"I won't change my mind," I said again. "But spending twenty-four hours having you watch me for signs I've changed my mind doesn't sound like fun." I lifted his hand to kiss it again, shot him a heated look. "I've got better things to do tonight."

"God yes," he said.

Rain started, pelting the windshield so hard Alan jumped. "It's really nasty out there," he said, leaning forward to peer up at the sky.

"According to the weather maps, we should drive through it before we hit Connecticut." I turned on the wipers and my lights.

"It's… ominous," Alan said, and shivered.

"It's November in Pennsylvania." I turned the heater up a notch, took his hand again. "I'd be worried if we had anything but rain."

Alan grunted and took his hand back. "See, I'll fuck things up. You wouldn't drive one-handed in this if I weren't here."

"I have good tires, plenty of room around me, and excellent reflexes. The sky looks bad, but it's not raining that hard. I wouldn't drive one-handed if I didn't know I could handle it."

He grunted again and dropped it, but he still sat on the far side of the cab against the door. Then a few minutes later he leaned sideways in his seatbelt and lay down, curled in a ball on the seat with his head resting on my thigh. "I don't know if I can do this," he said so I could barely hear him over the noise of the truck. I smoothed his hair and shoved down my first reaction of "It's too late, you promised!"

"Why?" I asked instead.

"Alan is a big fat coward," he said. "Take seventeen. Or so."

"What are you afraid of?"

"Getting everything I ever wanted. And then fucking it up."

"It's not actually easy to get rid of me," I said.

He snorted. "Tell me about it." He pressed his face into my leg. "I'm really good at fucking things up, Lukas," he said, muffled by my thigh.

I smoothed his hair again. "That's not what it looks like to me. I think you're really good at pulling amazing out of bullshit. Look at how far you've come from the life you had."

"Maybe I'm not crazy," he said into my leg, "but you are."

"You know I'm not."

"You have to be. You don't lie, so you have to be crazy. The only other option is that I'm not a fuck-up and that just can't be."

God, I wanted to go kill someone. I wanted a list of every person who had ever told him he was a fuck-up— but I figured I knew who would be tops on that list, both for frequency and cruelty. I stroked his hair as I drove and the rain worsened. "I think we need to tell your sister," I said.

"Oh god," he said. "She's going to kill me." He heaved a sigh. "But if I don't call her soon, she'll— I don't know. Kill me harder." He pulled out his phone and put it to his ear. I let my hand rest in his hair.

"Bea, it's me," Alan said. "Hang on, I'm going to put you on speaker. Umm— I'm with Lukas."

"Isn't he the one you needed to get away from?" a rich female voice asked as he set the phone on the dash. "Alan, what are you doing, sweets?"

"You're on speaker," he warned again. "I'm… we're going to Connecticut. To get married."

"Are you," Bea said. "Baby bird, are you sure?"

Alan sat up to look at me. "Sure that I want him for all of time?" he said with a quiver in his voice. "Yes. I— think I really am. Sure that I should marry him and fuck up his life? No."

"Uh-huh…" Bea said before I could think how to answer that. "Lukas?"

"Yes, ma'am?"

"Did Alan tell you what I do?"

Alan made a choking noise.

"No, ma'am," I said.

"I'm five eleven and I have anger issues. I lift weights for fun and kickbox for stress relief. Right now I'm a professional wrestler because it pays better than teaching and I have a baby brother to put through school. You should know that I have protected Alan like the treasure he is from the day he was born. If he gets hurt, I will be very unhappy with you. Do you understand me?"

"Bea, it's not his fault," Alan blurted. "I misunderstood. Like—"

I brushed his cheek, put my thumb on his lips, and he stopped talking. "May I call you Bea?" I asked.

"For now."

"Bea, I do understand you. We'll be in Connecticut in three hours; we're going to a city called Danbury. Albany is two hours from Danbury. Is there any way you can make it?"

"Text me the address; I'll be there."

"Great!" I said though Alan winced. "Will you do me one favor?"

"Maybe."

"Can you do a three-way call on your phone?"

"Yes."

"Lukas," Alan said, "what—"

I grinned at him. "Call your parents for me, please, Bea."

"Oh my god…" Alan breathed. Bea laughed.

"Let's see what you've got," she said. "Hold on."

"Quick, Alan," I said as the phone clicked, "where do they live?"

"Scranton, Pennsylvania, armpit of the universe."

"Scranton. That's right on the way. Perfect."

"Lukas—"

"Mom," Bea said, "I have someone who wants to talk to you. Lukas, go ahead."

"Hi, Debbie Sue? My name is Lukas. I wanted you to know that you don't have to worry about Alan any more. I'll be taking care of him."

"What does that mean?" a woman asked in a lighter, flatter version of Bea's voice.

"He has medical care without your 'help,'" I said. "He'll be finishing college without you, too. And right this minute we're on our way to Connecticut to get married. So— Mom— we'll be driving through Scranton in about an hour. Can we stop—"

Bea's laugh came from the phone. "She hung up. Click, buzz! I'll see you two in Danbury. Send me the address, Alan. Love you, sweets."

Alan grabbed my hand and kissed it. "You're so fucking hot when you stop being nice," he said. "Now I wanna pull over and fuck."

That sounded like an excellent idea. But I shook my head. "We're on a tight schedule. Save it for your husband."

"God, that just makes me hornier!" He grabbed my leg. I moved his hand away.

"I'm driving, Alan. Doing about sixty at the moment." The limit was sixty-five, but I'd slowed from seventy as the rain got heavier. I'd planned the schedule on an average speed of fifty-five, so we weren't behind. Yet.

"So pull over," Alan demanded. "It's called a truck bed for a reason, Lukas."

"It's bare metal back there!" I said, laughing. "And late November in the rain!" I didn't tell him I had a sleeping bag in the toolbox. "Also I'm not getting arrested for indecency in mid-hick Pennsylvania. Get a hold of your horny, future husband."

Alan grabbed his crotch. "Yeah, no," he said. "Not helping."

"There's ice in my drink. Try an avalanche?"

"Asshole. I'm gonna try assault of a sexual nature here in a minute." He tugged at himself again. "Before there's arson in my pants."

God. We could pull over. Not on the side of the road, but get a motel room for an hour or so. We'd still have time to reach the registry office before it closed— but no. I'd built all the leeway into the schedule I could, but obstacles could still come up. I wanted it done. I wanted Alan mine and no going back, and I wanted it as soon as possible.

I wasn't being manipulative, I reasoned. Alan had agreed to marry me, and he wore my ring. It wasn't wrong to hurry to get it done before he changed his mind. Especially since it was only terror of his life actually going right that might make him do so.

"Lukas…" he breathed, blowing hot air on my ear.

Damn. I'd fed him a donut, so no distracting him with sweets. I didn't want to stop, but, oh, I really DID, too. Maybe—

November made my pull over decision for me, while eliminating the chance of a motel. With a SWOOSH the entire world disappeared in driving rain. Alan jerked back to his side of the cab as the roof turned into a drumhead. I turned my lights off and slowed, pulling onto the rumble strips until I could pull carefully off the pavement. Better to get bogged down on the shoulder than get hit by some idiot who thought he'd just follow me until he could see the road.

"Well," Alan said as I turned the truck off. "So much for that."

"It's just a micro-burst or something," I said. "It'll ease up in a few minutes."

"It's a sign," he muttered, absently wiggling the ring on his finger as he stared up at the sky.

"Yes, it is," I agreed, unsnapping my seatbelt to slide across the seat towards him. "A sign that God approves of premarital sex."

Alan's gaze came to me; he raised an eyebrow and smirked. "Tiny Asian guys couldn't fuck in this cab," he said, "and we'd drown before we got to the bed. How do you intend to—"

"We'll figure something out," I breathed against his lips and kissed him. He grabbed fists of my hair and kissed back, open-mouthed and fierce. I slid an arm behind him, pulled him against me, and he wrapped a leg around mine to grind against my hip.

"Damn," I gasped, nipping at his neck. "You are horny!"

"I said," he panted, grabbing my ass and grinding harder. "Fuck, I need you, Lukas…"

Things moved fast with grabs and gropes and gasps, but the seat didn't go back and it wasn't long enough to lie on and with the wheel there— I got my hand in the back of Alan's pants and pulled him against me but where to go from there— Alan muttered a curse and shoved me back against the seat and straddled my lap, his knees by my hips.

"I'll take handjobs for 500, Alex," he breathed, both hands diving into my pants.

"Alex better stay the fuck away from you or I'll kill him," I gasped and got his jeans open and my hands on him.

"Oh fuck, death threats are so hot," Alan panted against my jaw as his hips jerked, pushing him against my hands. "Not gonna last, want you so much—"

"We'll make it last later," I promised, grabbing his hair and kissing him. He planted his hands on my chest and fucked my hand; I let go of his hair to slide my fingers down the groove of his ass and tease him as he writhed. He gasped and moaned into my mouth and I took his sounds and sweet breaths as he rocked faster and faster. He suddenly got louder and I yanked my shirt up and he came hot on my stomach. He thrust into my hand a few more times, slowly, and then sagged against me.

"Fuck, that's hot," he murmured, letting his head fall to my shoulder. His fingers painted in the come on my stomach and my breath hitched.

"I remembered I only have one shirt," I whispered, and he snickered.

"Give me a minute," he panted. "I'll get you, just…"

"This is nice…" We'd fogged the windows. No surprise there. The sounds of rain on the truck had faded. "Told you it would ease off," I murmured, kissing the top of his head.

"Asshole," he poked my stomach, "don't ever tell me 'I told you so' again!"

"Stop doubting me and I won't have to," I murmured. He chuckled and slid his hands into my pants.

"Now for—"

Someone knocked on the driver's side window. Alan's head jerked up to stare at me, his hands jerked out of my underwear.

"State Police," a voice said. "Are you all right?"

Alan's eyes went wider. I swallowed hard and pushed his head down on the far side of my neck from the officer and held him there, then I leaned over and rolled the window down a few inches. Just enough to see a stern pair of eyes, dark eyebrows, and a wide-brimmed hat with rain cover.

"We're fine, officer. Just— pulled over because I couldn't see to drive."

"And then?" he asked. Rain pelted the plastic cover of his hat, tilted at just the right angle, as his eyes took in our positions on the seat. That was all he could see— the trench covered us both. "You realize there're laws against this sort of thing, young man?"

"We… thought we might be here a while," I said as Alan twitched against me. "My father was an Indiana state trooper until he died in the line of duty. He used to always complain about people who wouldn't walk where they couldn't see but they'd try to drive there. So I… thought we'd just wait it out."

"I don't think your father would like to see you ticketed for this, son." He tapped his hat in a casual salute. "Get yourselves put together and get back on the road. Carefully, please." He walked away.

I rolled the window back up. Against my neck Alan snickered. "'You realize there's laws against this sort of thing, young man?'" He lifted his head, eyes dancing. "And you totally invoked your father on purpose! That was—  Lukas, that was positively expedient! I'm shocked! Appalled, even!"

"Be shocked in your seatbelt," I ordered, kissing him quickly. "Let's go before he comes back."

Alan snickered and got off me. I mopped up my stomach, fixed my clothes, and slid back into my seat while he took a napkin to the windshield. I turned on the defogger and wiped my window as he got the back one.

"Sorry you didn't get a turn," Alan said as I pulled back onto the rumble strips.

"I kind of lost the mood anyway."

"Hmm, that's worrisome. Young man can't keep it up? You should probably have that looked at."

"You can look at it later, jerk." The rain had eased enough I pushed steadily up to sixty-five and stayed there. "And give it a good kiss while you're at it."

"I love playing doctor." Alan cracked his window and lit a cigarette. I debated saying something but didn't. After we were married, maybe. If he smoked a lot. Alan's phone buzzed and he jumped.

"Bea wants the address," he said. "I don't have it."

I handed him my phone. "Place and time both are in the last text. Just forward it from there so she has my number."

"Ooh, commitment, giving my violent sister a means to reach you!"

I chuckled. "It's a cell phone number, not my home address."

"Good thought. I'll send her that too."

I shook my head and drove.

"Who's Jenna M?" he demanded a minute later.

"Who?"

"Excuse me. Jenna M star. You've got a star by her name in your contact list. Who is she?"

"M-star is my internet provider. She's a service tech."

"And you have her personal number? So she can service you after hours?"

"It's the service line and her extension. She's good— when I tell her I've already tried restarting everything, she doesn't go ahead and walk me through it again anyway. She gets on with solving the problem."

"Uh huh," he muttered. And ten seconds later, "Who is Melinda?"

Crap. How many girls did I have in my contact list? And when would he realize if he wanted to be jealous he should be looking at the guys too? "Melinda Wilson," I answered, "is my insurance agent."

"Nadira?"

"I don't even know. Alan, I have people in my contact list so I don't have to remember them. I probably had a project with her at some point."

"Oh, probably," he said. "I'm gonna text her that if she comes near you I'll claw her eyes out."

"She won't know who you're warning her away from. Alan, there's exactly one person in that list whom I've asked to marry me."

"Shit." He snapped my phone shut and handed it back. "Sorry. I told you I'm a crazy bitch."

"Well, I'm a boring stick in the mud, so this should be interesting."

"I like interesting," he said with a quick grin. "And I like your stick."

"That's good, because my stick really likes you."

He sat watching me for a few minutes. Then he blurted, "You better mean this, Lukas. Don't think in a few months you're gonna decide it's not working out and—"

I just looked at him. He laughed shakily.

"Yeah, yeah, I remember. You don't start things you don't intend to finish. I— Lukas, where are we going to live? Lilia, and that house, and the dogs, you can't—"

"I'll ask Lilia if she can do work-trade with you too. You cook a lot better than she does. And she'd probably bake more if someone else had to do the dishes."

"Me? Clean? Have you seen my apartment?"

"Yes. Both when you didn't care, and when you wanted your deposit back. You can't tell me Mallory did that cleaning— she doesn't know how."

He shrugged. "Lilia's not going to want me there, being all noisy and dramatic and shit."

"Lilia adores you. But if she doesn't want to work things out, I'm sure your building manager will let me get on the lease with you."

"But Lilia depends on you, Lukas. You can't just leave her in the lurch."

"More incentive to work things out then."

"You— Lukas!" he gasped. "You'd blackmail your own great-aunt?" He shook his head then laughed. "Lukas Blake! You are not the man I thought you were."

"Yeah, well," I tossed him a grin. "You thought I was straight."

He stuck the cigarette out the window and flicked the fire off it, put the butt in the garbage. "I can't believe you let me smoke in your truck."

I shrugged. He shook his head.

"You told Mom I'd finish college. You told me 'after we get our degrees.' But I quit my job, and Mom and Dad mean it— they won't pay anymore. You're not working harder to send me to school, Lukas. I won't let you. I— I will get my ass expelled if you try. I know how to firebomb the deep fryers in the student union."

"Arson is bad, Alan. There are other ways."

"You don't have it all planned out, Batman?"

"I've been busy."

"You haven't asked Lilia. You haven't even told her. You don't have this planned. You just jumped in, and in a few days you're gonna wake up going 'Wow, what a weird dream. Oh shit, naked dude in my bed!'"

"Alan—"

"You haven't thought this through. There's no way this can work. You're too perfect and I'm a fuck-up and you'll hate me and I couldn't stand if you hated me. Lukas, turn around. Or take me to the bus station, or—"

"Alan! I make plans when I can. When I can't, I go with it. Like on Two-Face. I didn't know the route to Brad, but I had good gear and the perfect partner on my rope. I didn't know if I could help him, but I did know I could try. I could move faster, I could try moves I wouldn't have dared otherwise, because you were there to catch me."

"Oh my god…" Alan dropped his face into hands. "What if— Lukas, what if I drop you?"

Damn. Way to put the pressure on, Lukas you idiot. Before I could think how to answer Alan fell over sideways, put his head on my leg again.

"Shit," he breathed. "Shit. I know how to do this. Check and double check, and never let go of the fucking rope."

"That's it," I said, smoothing his hair. "Never let go."

"God, I don't know if I can do this, Lukas. I don't— usually I don't quit either, so if I marry you, it's fucking forever, and I don't know…"

"If you want to back out, Alan," I made myself say, "Bea will be in Danbury. You can just… go back to Albany with her. Or come back with me. I'll help you work out the job and financial aid stuff. Even if you… if you never want to see me again once it's fixed."

"That's not— I mean— fuck." He pressed his face into my leg. "I'm not used to choices, you know? There's put your head down and bull through, and there's run the fuck away. I don't know… I don't know."

"I shouldn't have pushed you so fast," I told him. "I'm sorry. I just— I wanted to make you believe that I love you." I swallowed hard. "I wanted to make sure you never ran away from me again. I'm sorry." I stroked his hair. "Just take the ring off, Alan. Put it in your pocket and when you're ready, if you're ready, put it on again."

"That— I can't keep—"

"Alan," I smoothed his hair, "if you have it, you can put it back on the only hand that I want to wear it."

"Oh god…" he choked out. "So you don't— you don't want to marry me but just to… keep me?"

"I want to marry you because I want to be married to you," I said. "I asked you so soon— we haven't even been on a date!— because you ran away."

"I'll run again," he breathed.

"I'll find you again." Crap! "I mean— hell. I mean that I'm not losing you because you're scared, Alan. I'm not losing you because I'm an idiot. If you don't want me— then I'll let you go."

Alan lifted my hand off his head and put it on my leg. He sat up and unbuckled his seatbelt.

"Alan—" I don't know what I thought he was doing, but he slid across the seat and took my hand again. The ring on his finger sparkled in the dim afternoon as he wrapped my arm around his shoulders, put my hand over his eyes and held it there. He leaned his head on my shoulder, took a deep breath and let it out slowly, and I felt some of the tension flow out of him.

"I don't want to escape you," he said softly. "I don't want to run and actually manage to lose you. I don't want to screw things up making you chase me."

I kissed the top of his head.

"I don't want to screw up your life," he said. "But I'm in it now and leaving will screw it up for sure. You… love me."

"Yes. I love you."

"I want to stay in school. I worked my fucking ass off to get in and I don't want to give it up."

"You've come too far," I agreed softly.

"But I can't— I can't be that close to you and keep my hands off you. I tried that. It ended in some really fantastic unexpected sex."

"It was fantastic," I agreed. "And unexpected."

"If I marry you, will that screw up the financial aid you were talking about? Will they take your income into the figures?"

"They can't." I kissed his hair. "To do that, Pennsylvania and the federal government would have to admit that two men got married."

He chuckled breathlessly, still holding my hand to his face. "Okay," he said. "So… if I marry you, I'm not screwing up anything that isn't already— going to be screwed up anyway?"

"If you're asking if marrying me will make things worse, I have to say I don't think so?"

He elbowed me lightly. "I'm trying— I want to marry you, Lukas, I do! I'm trying to be sure it's right. Because I so incredibly do not want to fuck this up." He took another deep breath, pressed my hand to his face. "I love you, Lukas. I'm fucking crazy about you. And I don't actually give a fuck if it's a bad idea. We're gonna get married and we're gonna fucking make it work."

I was driving on the freeway, doing fifty-five through a gloomy November day. All I could do was kiss his head again. "Yes," I told him. "We will fucking make it work."

"With lots of fucking."

"Lots and lots."

Alan took my hand from his eyes, kissed it and held it to his chest as he snuggled against me. The rain had nearly stopped and we had the road almost to ourselves, so I slowed down a bit more and let him stay there.

"You're too comfy," he murmured. "Now that I'm not freaking out, I'm sleepy."

"So sleep. Get back in your seatbelt first, though."

"Meanie." He yawned. "Sorry. I… haven't slept since… um, it was on you, I remember that… what day was that?"

"Then you should definitely sleep." I kissed the top of his head. "Unless you want to take your pill and sleep through tonight?"

"The neighbors would probably appreciate that," he said with a snicker, nuzzling my neck.

"I reserved a cottage." I chuckled. "I didn't want you to restrain yourself if you were feeling… operatic."

He giggled. Actually giggled. "Fucking hell, I'm too tired to be horny or I'd jump you for that."

"Get back in your seatbelt and lie down, Alan."

"You have to be awake, I should—" Another yawn interrupted him. He smirked and kissed my cheek and slipped from under my arm, back to his side of the cab. He struggled out of the trench, put his seatbelt on, and lay down, throwing the trench over himself. I tucked it around him as he rubbed his cheek on my leg.

"You need to get fat," he mumbled. "Not so comfy here."

"Or we could keep a pillow in the truck."

"No," he said, and rested his hand on my leg too. I smoothed his hair and he sighed and relaxed.

When we passed through Scranton I made sure to flip off his parents. I made it an all-around flip-off so I wouldn't miss them. When I crossed into New York I stroked Alan's cheek and welcomed him softly to his future home.

A few minutes into New York and still an hour from Danbury, my phone rang. I silenced it fast and checked the number.

The house phone. Crap. I'd meant to space out the calls, keeping Alan occupied and excited, and then completely forgotten the most important call. I took a deep breath and answered my phone.

"Lukas," I said quietly.

"Dude," Will said. "Mom was gonna call you but first she called me and then her phone was dying." I could practically hear him rolling his eyes. "If she wouldn't play Angry Birds all the damn time it'd last longer. Anyway, I'm supposed to find out if Alan's coming tonight and what time so when Aunt Lilia brings Mom and the groceries home, Mom knows when to start cooking. And what the hell, when did I get demoted to secretary?"

"It's a promotion, Will. She's trusting you to coordinate an important dinner."

"Yeah, whatever. Is he coming? When?"

"Actually…" I glanced down at Alan and smiled. "We're not going to make it tonight. Something came up."

"Ew, dude. Also, don't think you're getting out of going climbing because your butts hurt."

"Chewie," I said, using the nickname he'd punch me for if he could reach me, "those are Wookiee manners. They don't fly well among humans."

"Yeah, kiss off, Obi-wan Kenobi, you're my only dope. You better get back here soon— I don't know how much more of these two I can take. Lilia made me wash the dogs, man. I hate the smell of wet dog. And she baked me cookies. She said Alan loves snickerdoodles— smart man— but when she had them going in the oven she asked what I liked and then she made those killer peanut butter cookies. Lilia doesn't like me. Why is she baking me cookies?"

I smiled at Alan again then answered Will. "Maybe your charm and good looks have finally won her over. Hey, before I forget— did you bring enough meds? Might take a few days to get the pharmacy—"

"You'll have to ask my mommy," Will growled. "She keeps them locked up, been doling them out for months now."

Crap. "Does she have reason?" I asked carefully.

"Yeah, I was pissed and I threatened to OD, all right? I knew she'd flip but I was pissed and I said it anyway."

"She didn't tell me."

"She didn't need to. I didn't fucking mean it and she knew it."

"You know she had to take you seriously, Will."

"Yeah, yeah, shut up old man. So what am I supposed to tell Mom? Lukas can't bring his boyfriend to dinner 'cause they're playing who dropped the soap?"

"Chewie, you are such an ass I can't believe I didn't drown you as a puppy. Tell Mom—" I should have been cringing but I grinned instead, "—tell Mom that we had one chance to meet Alan's sister in Connecticut so we took it. And— and while we're there we're getting married."

"Duuuuude…" Will said. "Fucking A! You get married without Mom there and I am off the hook for years."

"Yes, that's why we're doing it. To make your life easier."

"She's gonna flip. She's gonna have kittens. Actual literal fuzzy kittens. That breathe fire."

"I know."

"I'll tell her. Watch for the mushroom cloud."

"Try not to be so happy about her being mad at me, Will. Trustworthy people do not crow over the shenanigans of others. We shake our heads and start picking up the pieces."

"Booooriiiing. When are you going to be home? Can I call your friends about rock climbing? Since, you know, you're actually going to be dead?"

"We'll be home in time for turkey. No, you can't call my friends. Mom's not going to kill me, she'll just guilt me into visiting for every holiday for the next five years."

"Ten years, and Groundhog Day is a holiday. I'll tell her. Congrats. Brotherly love to Alan. Gotta go, those cookies are calling me to come ruin my dinner before Mom gets home, and Lilia doesn't have a cordless phone. Bye."

"Will, if the cookies are talking to you—" I began, but he was gone.

****


CHAPTER 11

Danbury was a pretty, quiet place, with tall old buildings and tall old trees and weak afternoon sun shining down through torn clouds. The city hall was disappointingly modern with a front of smoked glass and not even any stairs, but that wasn't where we were getting married. I woke Alan and kissed him and took his hand to lead him inside, wishing I'd planned better and had coffee to put in his hand.

The paperwork wasn't as bad as I'd feared. I had a moment's panic when Alan's student ID wasn't good enough and he couldn't find his driver's license, but then he scratched his head blearily and pulled it from the envelope with his bus ticket, and in far less time than I would have believed, I held our marriage license.

"Coffee?" Alan asked as I stared at it.

"Coffee," I agreed, since we had two hours before we needed to meet the minister at the chapel Mallory had located. "I do want you awake for this next part."

"Might be better if I sleepwalk," he muttered as I led him out of the building to look for the nearest coffee shop. "Now I have energy to freak—" a yawn interrupted him, "—freak out again."

"Yeah, you look energized." He looked sleepy-eyed and adorable, even down to the red mark on his face from a crease in my jeans. I put my arm around him and guided him across the street.

The barista saw the marbled paper and gold lettering of the envelope they'd given me for the marriage license and grinned. She congratulated us and gave us a free cupcake with a heart on it. Alan looked startled. I took his hand as I thanked the lady. We found a table and I laid the envelope down because I wasn't ready to put it away yet, and a smiling pair two tables over who had their own cupcake waved their envelope at us. I smiled at them. Alan stared until I guided him into a seat.

"I think— I keep expecting someone to say something," he said. "To throw something."

"I think you're a bit jumpy already," I said as I put the marriage license in my backpack, "and maybe the coffee and the cupcake and the brownie isn't a great idea."

"Don't get in the way of my carbs, man. Don't go there."

"Noted," I said, and went to get our coffees. I returned to put Alan's in his hands and he leaned over it solemnly, eyes closed as he inhaled. My phone rang and he jumped. It played enough I recognized my mom's ringtone and I wanted to jump too, but instead I pulled the phone out and answered it.

"Lukas."

"Don't you 'Lukas' me, mister," Mom snarled. "Lilia hid my charger and her phone until she got me to admit that you probably have excellent reasons, but I am still not pleased and I am not going to be pleased. Now let me talk to Alan."

"Mom—"

"I will save my fury for you, young man. Let me talk to my future son-in-law. Now."

He was staring at me with wide eyes. I swallowed and muted the phone.

"My mom wants to talk to you. She's pretty angry. You—"

"You talked to my mom." Alan held out his hand.

"Hand it back if she starts yelling at you. I mean it, don't—"

"Give me the phone, Lukas."

I gave him the phone.

"Hello, Mrs. Blake. This is Alan."

Mom talked. Alan listened. Then he laughed just a little. "Yes, ma'am." Mom talked some more. Alan frowned. "Stuffing?" he said; then he listened. "Uh— that one sounds good," he said.

I stifled a chuckle in my coffee. Traditionally, Will and I alternated choosing the dishes for Thanksgiving dinner, but apparently Mom was shaking up the rotation.

"I— never ate that stuff," Alan said. He listened then said, "Pie? Umm—what are the choices?"

"Apple!" I whispered. "Caramel apple!"

Alan stuck his tongue out at me. "I— really like pecan…" he told Mom. She spoke, and he answered, "Ooh, caramel!" She talked and his face went serious. "No, ma'am," he said. "Bea can't make it and— and there isn't anyone else." Mom talked. Alan's eyes came to me. "Yes, ma'am," he said. His eyes widened. "Yes, Mom," he said. "Uhh… sure. Um— hello, Will." He talked a bit about climbing. Then he said "Hi!" and asked after Twiggy so I knew he was talking to Lilia. Finally, he closed the phone.

"Lukas," he said, handing it back, "tell me your family isn't just luring me closer so they can spend a traditional Thanksgiving ripping me into little quivering—"

"Not my family," I promised, catching his hand, phone and all. "That is not a tradition, holiday or otherwise, in my family."

"What—" He shook his head and laughed. "Then what do you guys do for fun?"

"We act out Norman Rockwell paintings."

Alan snickered, but his eyes were still wide. "Lilia said I can be chief cook and bottle washer," he said. "That she wants me to come live with you guys. And— and if I'll take laundry too, I can have a whole room to use as a closet. I—" His own phone cut him off. Alan winced and answered it.

"Hey, Bea. Yes, we're in— yes, we got— what? No. I mean, yes, but—" He rolled his eyes and offered the phone to me. "She wants to know where we are. They're here."

"They?" I asked, but I took the phone and gave Bea the address of the town clerk and told her we were in the coffee shop across the street. Alan attacked his coffee and the cupcake.

"Oh hey," Bea said. "Sheena had it right."

"You know it, baby-doll, Sheena is right," said a voice. "Listen to Sheena, doll."

"Be there in five minutes," Bea said, and hung up.

I told Alan that. He ate faster.

Not three minutes later, a shiny black Hummer with New York rental plates backed into a space in front of the coffee shop. I'd had an image of Bea Lacroix as an angry-faced Amazon with no-nonsense hair and bulging muscles, but "Viking goddess" seemed more appropriate when she stepped out the passenger side of the SUV. I knew it was her because she had Alan's eyes, but the resemblance ended there. With long blond hair and bright red lips and incredibly long legs, she dominated the shop as she came in the door, five foot eleven on top of stiletto heels. She wore a red halter-top dress that showed her cleavage and her curves and her legs, and I wondered if she'd mastered body slams by fighting off high school boys. Around her were the Amazons— she'd brought four large, beautiful friends. I stood up, but the goddess and her maidens overlooked me to greet Alan with hugs and coos and coddling. All I could think was how many straight guys would kill for a welcome like that. Of course, they'd have to be really brave straight guys.

Alan's response, naturally, was different.

"God's sake, Bea, get your boobs out of my face."

"Get taller, little brother." Bea tugged at the collar of his black and grey striped shirt. "Is this what you're getting married in? Where's the brilliant plumage, pretty bird?"

"It was kind of— spur of the moment." Alan flung out a hand from the ring of women, caught my hand. "Bea— this is Lukas."

I kept his fingers in mine as I met Bea's stare. The ladies went quiet— the whole coffee shop seemed to go silent— while she stared at me. Alan slipped from the circle of Amazons to put himself half in front of me.

"Bea, I had it all wrong. Because I'm an idiot. It's not Lukas' fault, and I'm sorry I freaked out on you, but now I'm sure— I mean, I think I'm sure, but I can't—"

"Shh," Bea said. She grabbed his shoulder, put a hand over his eyes. Her hand covered much of his face. Alan calmed instantly, magically. The agitated energy just vanished. "Shh," Bea said again. "Now tell me."

"I love him, Bea," Alan said, his eyes still covered. "And he loves me. Lukas doesn't lie."

"Gotcha." She took her hand from his face, but used her grip on his shoulder to push him back into the Amazon ring. "Divas, my baby brother needs prettied up," she said, and the next thing I knew they were stealing Alan. He was probably outside before he even knew I wasn't with him. I tried to protest but Bea cut me off.

"You're with me for a few— Lukas." She sat in Alan's chair, crossed her legs and broke off a corner of his brownie. "So. Convince me," she said.

She'd just kidnapped my fiancé. I didn't feel like playing along anymore. "He's twenty-one. I don't have to."

"Now, see," she said, "I'm already not impressed with your smarts, because I can break you in two if you get mouthy, and Alan's in a Hummer with four girls who'd wrestle alligators for him— I got him a job as our gopher last summer, so they know and love him— and you can't call them but I can." She tossed her hair. "But Alan's no idiot, so I'm willing to give you the benefit of the doubt. Let's talk while we get you something decent to get married in." She looked me up and down and shook her head. "Honestly, flannel? My dad owns that very shirt. I can't believe Alan let you anywhere near him."

This was Alan's beloved sister, I reminded myself. All the family he still had. He adored Bea, and she treasured him, and being hostile wouldn't bother her at all but could really hurt him. "He teased me about the flannel," I admitted, "but he never told me that."

"Yeah, of course not." She sipped the coffee and made a face. "God, that boy and his sugar." I don't know how she stood up without leaning forward and falling out of her dress or leaning backwards and falling over, but she did. "Where's your car?" she asked, pulling on a leather jacket as we walked out.

"I'm… not sure you're going to fit," I told her, and pointed out my truck.

"…yeah." She shrugged. "I'm sure as hell not walking, so let's try."

"Holy shit," she said when I got in. She'd maneuvered herself into the passenger side, sitting sideways on the seat with her legs folded and taking up a good bit more space than Alan did. "How old is this sardine can?"

"Twenty years, and it runs perfectly." I switched the garbage hanging on the shifter from her side to mine so it wasn't pressing on her leg. Her heel had to be four inches high. "I've always wondered how women walk in those things."

"Smart ones don't." She made a face. "But we're the Candy Girls— go ahead, tell me how original that is, I dare you— and stiletto heels are part of the uniform. Until I can do a spinning Crucifix toss without a wobble, I wear them all day every day. God, I love hotel rooms with thick carpet when I'm in for the night."

"I bet." I checked my mirrors and pulled out. "I don't know where I'm going."

Bea pulled a touchscreen phone from her tiny purse, tapped it with long fingers. Her nails were short and unpainted. "Go to the light and make a left," she said. "Mall, two miles away. I'm thinking Brooks Brothers will work for you, even if Alan wouldn't be caught dead in there."

Alan might have felt that way, but I did catch sight of a shiny black Hummer as I drove around the parking lot looking for the Brooks Brothers store, and I felt better.

"So," Bea said as I "helped' her out of the truck and she barely touched my hand, "I know you're in film school too. What are your plans for the future?"

I told her as we shopped. She asked about my family, my current and expected income, the home I meant to bring Alan to, and good God did I not know he was afraid of dogs?

"He likes the swarm," I told her as she shoved me into a dressing room with a formal suit she was sure about though I wasn't. "And Twiggy has claimed him as her human."

Bea snorted. "Fine. Now listen." Her voice got lower as she talked through the louvered door. "I've spent twenty years trying to keep those damn fools who raised us from killing Alan. He's such a good son, sometimes he tries to do it for them. You need to know how to keep him safe."

"I… saw that. Over his birthday. He didn't tell you?" It was awkward changing with her voice so close. I distracted myself with the fact that Bea wouldn't be telling me about Alan's depression if she hadn't decided to trust me. That meant I'd be getting my fiancé back without— probably— a fight.

"Fucking hell," she growled, "I knew it! He didn't say a word, but Mom— what did they do to him?"

I told her as I took off my flannel shirt and put it in the garbage. Outside the dressing room something crunched violently. Someone gasped.

"I'll pay for that, sorry!" Bea exclaimed. "Here's my card, handsome. Sorry, I didn't expect it to break. It was sort of an accident."

"Please don't get arrested," I said through the door.

"Not a chance," she said, talking softly again. "I've got boobs and I know how to use them. Also, I have people to kill. At least this way Alan won't object."

"I'd like to help," I said.

"Earn it," she said. "And listen." She tapped the door. "This is important. You saw what I did when I calmed him down? Grandma Logan had a cockatoo. He was brilliant and beautiful, but sometimes he was just too dazzling even for himself so she'd help him settle a bit. Alan is very like that bird. Covering his eyes calms him— he'll try to do it himself but it doesn't work as well. Scare him and he'll fly, even when he shouldn't. That's why we're all here in lovely Danbury— and it's what killed Grandma's bird, so be more careful, goddamnit. And give him the attention and adoration he deserves— he'll be glorious."

"That's the plan," I told her. "Adoration. Glorious."

"Watch his hair," she said. "The bright colors wash out fast. If his hair is a blondish-grey, it's bleached but the dye washed out and he hasn't re-dyed it. That's don't-take-your-eyes-off-him time."

Crap. I wondered how close things had been, last Friday when I had to talk to Alan and Kelly Lesniewski got there first. If I hadn't talked to Lilia the night before, if I hadn't been two minutes behind Kelly— people thought as long as someone was taking their pills, everything was fine. People thought wrong.

"When you can afford a real honeymoon," Bea was saying, "consider taking him to Disneyworld. We were supposed to go when he was six but Dad caught him in my Cinderella tiara and we went to Gettysburg instead."

"For the manly men bravely killing each other tour?" God, there were a lot of pieces to a formal suit.

"That's the one. Don't get me wrong— I have a degree in American history and I'd love to find a reenactment with a role for a six-foot blonde girl— but shit."

"Some women fought as men in the Civil War."

"These boobs hide for no man."

I opened the door. She looked me up and down and nodded. "Now there's a treat to make my baby bird smile. Except— no, the bow tie is not working. Hey, handsome?" she called over her shoulder. A young salesman approached cautiously and she smiled at him, pressing her arms to her sides so her breasts lifted. "Be a darling and go fetch me a cravat or three, won't you?"

He blushed and bolted. I shook my head and she winked at me.

We left the store with the suit and a casual change of clothes and a sweater to replace the flannel layer I'd been wearing. I tried to pay, but Bea wrapped a hand around mine, holding it closed around my wallet, while she paid, and I didn't care to turn it into a match I'd probably lose. She let me go when her credit card and the receipt were safely tucked in her tiny purse.

"Need anything else?" she asked. "Condoms? Lube?"

"I think I prefer my brother's ew, don't want to know reaction," I said as I blushed.

Bea snickered a lot like Alan then pointed at a jewelry store. "Do you have the rings, or is the shiny on his hand all he gets?"

"I have the rings," I said, but I headed for the store anyway and asked the saleslady if they had tiaras. Bea clapped my shoulder with a grin then took over, choosing the tiara and paying for it though I tried harder this time.

"My present," she said. "Back off."

When I'd told Alan we could be married by sunset, I'd exaggerated by at least two hours. The light was fading as I drove Bea to the chapel where she promised I'd find my fiancé. But first she hit the caretaker up for a private room and shoved me in it to get back into my suit. When I came out she grinned and led me into the chapel.

Alan looked… amazing. He wore a jewel-blue suit that set him off, with matching blue streaks in his still-black hair. Bea had given him the tiara, but it didn't outshine his smile when he saw me. I went to him and took his hand and kissed it and told him he looked amazing.

"You look like a prince," he murmured. Around us the ladies muttered and sighed, but I stood with Alan in our own little world of joy and I barely noticed them. "And this," he waved a hand at the chapel around us, "Lukas, how did you do this?"

"I didn't build it." The chapel overlooked a lake, and the whole front of it except for the cross was glass. The lights were dim and the moon was bright, so we could see the view. "I would have, but I didn't have to."

"Fucking Batman," he said, tossing his head.

"Mallory located it," I admitted.

"You made it happen."

"For you."

"Okay, boys," Bea said. "I do hate to interrupt, but we need about a gazillion pictures and with this lighting, that's going to take some work."

"Oh!" Alan exclaimed and darted off. "I have my camcorder! Who wants to run it? Or I guess I could set it on a pew, except I should aim it away from the glass, but…"

I just stood there happily watching my fiancé bounce all over the chapel, trying to set up. Finally he was somewhat satisfied and Bea herded him back to me for still pictures. Under her direction we posed and moved around and posed again, and she really did take about a gazillion pictures, but most of them involved touching Alan and looking at him, so I didn't mind. Then the minister arrived and she directed her "divas" into a protective ring around us at the altar, careful not to block Alan's camera. The minister— Pastor Augie, he told us to call him— talked to me and Alan about the real sanctity of marriage which wasn't what some people talked about but was instead the love and trust that blessed an everlasting partnership. Alan got a little wide-eyed but closed his eyes and steadied himself, and when Pastor Augie asked him if he wanted to reconsider he smiled at me and said no.

Pastor Augie told us to face each other and asked me to repeat after him.

"I, Lukas, take you, Alan, to be my husband," I said softly, not caring if anyone heard me but Alan, "my partner in life and my one true love. I will cherish our union and love you more each day. I will trust you and respect you, laugh with you and cry with you, loving you faithfully through good times and bad, regardless of the obstacles we may face together. I give you my hand, my heart, and my love, from this day forward for as long as we both shall live."

"Oh god," Alan breathed. Pastor Augie grinned then led him through the same vow, and Alan didn't falter. Pastor Augie asked for the rings and Bea handed them over and he blessed them, and then I took one and Alan the other. Pastor Augie told me what to say and I took Alan's hand and said it as I slipped the ring on.

"This ring is a token of my love," I told him. "I marry you with this ring, with all that I have and all that I am."

"Oh god yes," Alan said. Pastor Augie grinned again, and Bea snickered. Alan took my hand and slipped the ring on it.

"This is a token of my love," he said. "I marry you, Lukas, God help you, with all that I have and all that I am."

Then, when it was far too late, I had my own moment of doubt, but I squashed it. I could take care of him. Check and double-check, and never let go of the rope.

"By the power vested in me by the state of Connecticut," Pastor Augie said, "I now pronounce you married. You may kiss."

I moved to kiss Alan and he grabbed and kissed me, as fierce and fervent as he had in the elevator or when we were falling into his apartment. The women cheered and Pastor Augie laughed and my husband kissed me until my toes curled then he let me go to grin into my face.

"Okay, maybe you're not straight," he whispered, and I laughed.

THE END
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A bleached-blond young man with a sculpted body is sitting half-naked and curled over his own knees. His eyes are closed, and his head is down. He looks tired and scared.
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Dear Author,

I'm so out of my league with this one I have no idea what the hell I'm doing. I watched him walk into that bathroom. How could I not notice him? Just look at him. He's fucking beautiful. I didn't see him come back out, but I was trying to play it cool, ya know? I thought maybe he'd left when after thirty minutes I didn't see him in the bar anywhere. Shrugging it off, figuring he's probably a good ten years too young for me anyway, I went to the bathroom and saw him again. Only this time he was a broken, bloody heap on the floor in the last stall. Shit! I rushed over to him, felt for a pulse and tried to assess the damage. I'm just a retired Navy medic, not a doctor but when I roused him, he started screaming and pleading with me not to take him to the hospital. Said they'd kill him if they found him and they'd be sure and look there first. So I picked him up, carried him out and brought him home. He's so badly beaten. I think they kicked him half to death. I have to examine him, but he's so scared. I'm not sure if he's been raped or not but how do I get him to trust me enough to even check?

Please help me put this beautiful, battered boy back together again.

Sincerely,

Mod Lori
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CHAPTER 1

Sebastian sipped his glass of whisky; he'd been nursing it for close to half an hour. The ice cube had long since melted, and the drink had gone warm, but he didn't want to get drunk, and until his new job started, he couldn't really afford it. However, he had once been told that he had the looks for sipping whiskey, dark hair and eyes and just a little rough around the edges.

A young man stepped into the bar, the noise and lights of the nighttime city chasing him in. Sebastian looked the kid over, and he did look like a kid, with tight jeans, a suede jacket, and spiked bleached hair. Even in the dim light, he could make out perfect, pale skin and a fine-boned profile. The young man looked around, squinting into every dark corner before sliding up to the bar. The bartender carded him then poured him a drink. Sebastian could not believe whatever ID the kid had shown could be real. No way the kid was old enough to drink. If it weren't for the reasonably developed muscles noticeable under a tight black T-shirt, Sebastian would have a hard time believing he was old enough to drive.

That didn't change the fact that the kid was damn good-looking. He was just Sebastian's type and about a mile out of his league. He drained the last of his whisky and motioned for a second, knowing he would need a little more courage if he was going to make a pass. That is, after asking to see a real ID for himself.

The kid threw back two whiskies of his own without a wince before looking over his shoulder. Sebastian figured he was probably waiting for someone. And he would be. That was Sebastian's luck: every guy who caught his eye was taken or straight.

The kid threw back a third drink, then turned and started walking towards Sebastian. Sebastian tried to school his features into something that looked cool as the kid walked right by him and towards the men's room. Sebastian sighed and sipped his drink, keeping one eye on the little hall that went back to the restrooms. By the time his drink had gone warm again, the kid had yet to reemerge. Probably slipped out the back Sebastian thought to himself. It had to have been at least a half hour. Probably way too young for me anyhow.

Sebastian drained the rest of his drink and headed toward the men's room himself before heading home.

He blinked in the yellow fluorescent light, which was piercing in comparison to the dim light of the bar. A small moan came from the far end of the row the stalls. Someone's getting lucky, Sebastian thought. There was another moan, this one sounding more of pain than pleasure. He moved silently down the row of stalls until he got to the last one. There was a thin stream of blood coming from under the door. He pushed it open.

Curled against the wall was the kid, though Sebastian barely recognized him. He was nearly naked, his clothing in shreds and his limbs twisted at strange angles. His blond hair was stained red; half his face was bloody and swelling. Every visible inch of skin was covered in blood or red marks that were bruising. Near him was a short length of pipe, one end covered in blood. Sebastian scrambled for his phone.

"Don't worry, hold on, I'll call an ambulance!"

The swollen eyes sprang open as far as they could. One eye was blue, the other was bloody. "No!" The kid shouted through swelling lips. "They'll find me there. No hospitals. People talk. No doctors!"

"You need to get to a hospital."

"No." The kid shoved at the floor, trying to scoot himself away from Sebastian, but collapsed with a cry. "Don't let them find me. They'll kill me!" The kid's voice cracked. "They'll kill me."

"Okay, okay." Sebastian knew an ambulance crew wouldn't touch anyone refusing medical attention. He crouched down. The kid did his best to wedge himself between the wall and the toilet, leaving streaks of blood in his wake. "No doctors." Sebastian took a deep breath. "My name is Sebastian. I'm a trained medic." Not that he'd practiced since getting out of the Navy a year earlier, but this kid didn't need to know that. "What's your name?" He kept his voice even and calm, the old skills falling right back into place.

The kid stared at him, eyes wide, for a long moment. "Daren," he said softly.

"Okay Daren, nice to meet you. Like I said, I'm Sebastian. I know you don't want to go to a hospital, but you are badly injured and losing blood fast. May I help you? Please?"

Daren still looked terrified, but Sebastian was doing his best to exude calm reassurance. Finally, Daren nodded. "Okay, good." Sebastian pulled off one of his few nice shirts and undershirt. He shredded his undershirt, and trying to touch as little blood as possible, he tied one strip around a deep cut high on Daren's left arm. There was a second cut across some ribs, but that wasn't as deep and looked to be clotting already. He wrapped another strip around a cut across the right thigh, which fortunately was not too deep and far away from the artery. Daren twitched and jerked in pain, but Sebastian worked quickly.

As he worked, he looked over the bloody mess that was this boy and started thinking about all the stuff he wished he had at his disposal. A C-collar, a backboard, pressure bandages, latex gloves. Especially gloves. Unfortunately, the only latex he had on him was in the form of a pre-lubed condom. Not helpful in this situation.

"Okay, Daren. I need you to try to keep calm. Can you tell me how old you are?"

"Twenty-one."

"I'm not going to bust you."

"Nineteen."

Sebastian took the lie as a very good sign. It meant Daren hadn't totally had his brains kicked out. Just the rest of him, by the looks of things. "Nineteen is good. Can you tell me if you have any illnesses I should know about? Hepatitis? HIV?" He looked pretty enough to be one of the working boys from just a few blocks over.

"No."

"Are you diabetic? When's the last time you ate?" Sebastian knew it wasn't that important, but it was procedure, and it would hopefully keep Daren thinking.

"No. A while."

"Any drugs or medications?"

"No."

"Good." While trying not to think of his clothing budget, he tore off another shred of his shirt and pressed it to the flowing cut that was running into Daren's eye. He was pretty indifferent about his time in the Navy, but the ability to render first aid under pressure was one of the few skills he was truly proud of. "I'm going to work on the assumption that everything hurts right now, but I'm going to need to touch you very carefully, head to toe, to check how badly, and I need you to tell me if anything hurts more or if the pain changes or if you have trouble breathing."

Daren started to nod, but Sebastian gently caught his head. "Try not to move until I know if you have spinal injuries. Okay?"

Under the bloody face, Sebastian could already see Daren starting to go pale. He had to do this quickly, before the kid went into shock. He carefully started at the top of Daren's head. He found a cut that was still bleeding as well as several large bumps. Sebastian started quietly worrying about brain hemorrhages. The kid needed a hospital. Badly. "Daren, can you keep talking to me? Are you allergic to anything? Aspirin? Penicillin?"

"Shrimp," Daren whispered through swelling lips.

"Okay, no shrimp-wrapped aspirin." Daren's chest hitched just a little and Daren winced. "Sorry."

He moved his hands down to the back of Daren's neck. The truth was that it was possible to have a broken neck and walk around fine for a while. It happened with car wrecks all the time. Sebastian started wondering if maybe there was an all-night vet clinic or something that would let them do x-rays.

"Keep talking to me, Daren. Let me know you're still here. Come on. Favorite album. Your desert island disc." There was nothing. "Daren? Stick with me. What is the first album you listened to nonstop for a month?"

"Elephant."

"White Stripes. Good choice." He started carefully working his way across Daren's face with just the tips of his fingers. Daren winced and then whimpered. "Sorry." Nothing seemed horribly broken; though he was sure there were tiny fractures he was missing. Along Daren's throat, there was swelling and red blotches the size and shape of large fingers. They must have choked Daren as well. Maybe to keep him quiet. Daren's eyes started to flutter. "Keep talking, Daren. White Stripes. Ever see them live?"

"Madison Square Garden."

Sebastian could tell that Daren was fading fast. "Madison Square Garden? That must have been a good show."

"Yeah." Daren coughed, then spit a ball of blood and mucous. He kept coughing, bringing up more blood until he vomited about a cup of it across the floor. Sebastian hoped it was just runoff from a busted-up mouth. He slipped his hands down to Daren's chest as the coughing eased. Any idiot could tell just by looking that he had broken ribs; Sebastian was more worried about a lung punctured by one of those ribs. "Are you having trouble breathing?"

"Hurts."

"Hurts how? Does it feel like someone is pressing on your chest?"

"No."

Sebastian ticked a minor panic off his list even though Daren was wincing at nearly every touch. He probably didn't have a punctured lung or, worse, a punctured pericardium. "You're doing really well, Daren. How are you feeling?"

"Cold."

Shit. Sebastian knew shock was a given, but the real question was, was it shock from internal bleeding or shock from just having the shit kicked out of him?

Sebastian brought his focus back to what was in front of him. "Daren, I'm going to touch your stomach now. I need to determine if you have internal bleeding." Daren whimpered and tried to curl in on himself a bit. "I'll be careful. I promise. I'll make it quick. We're almost done." Daren tensed up then relaxed the smallest amount; Sebastian took it as permission. He carefully removed the last shreds of Daren's black shirt and laid his hands onto the nicely defined abs. He pressed carefully. Truth be told, it was almost impossible to diagnose internal bleeding this way unless it was really bad, but he had to try something. The muscles were firm, if very bruised. Daren winced and whimpered at every touch, but everything under the muscles seemed to be squishy in the right ways.

After that, he quickly ran his hands over Daren's legs, then arms. One shoe and sock was missing, kicked into a corner, and two toes were already bandaged together with black-and-blue toenails from some earlier injury. He was pretty sure the right wrist was fractured along with a couple of his right fingers. The left shoulder was wrenched around, possibly even torn. The left knee didn't seem to be in much better condition.

"Daren, you need to go to a hospital."

"No!"

"You need x-rays and probably an MRI on your head."

"They'll find me again. They'll kill me. They won't let me live." Daren tried to push himself up as if he could just walk out the door. He collapsed, and the makeshift bandages started to shift.

"Okay, calm down, no hospitals." Sebastian tried to think quickly. Just his luck, the guy he was hoping to pick up was on someone's shit list, hard core. "Is there anyone I can call for you? Any place you can go?"

Daren shook his head, his face falling. Or at least the parts of it that weren't swollen.

"No one at all, no one you trust?" Daren started to curl in on himself again.

"Okay, my car is out back, and I live alone. I've got a proper first-aid kit there. I can take care of you some, and you want to come with me because I promise, if you stay here alone, you're not going to make it." The one blue eye blinked at him. "But if I do take you home you are so not allowed to die on me. Deal?"

Daren tried to swallow a few times. "Yes," he finally choked out.

"Can you stand?" Daren tried to push himself up, but his legs twisted under him. Sebastian caught him before he could crash back to the tiled floor. "Okay." Sebastian pulled on his own shirt then laid the ruined jacket over Daren's body, and after doing his best to pull up what was left of Daren's jeans and underwear, scooped him the rest of the way off the floor. "We'll do it this way." Sebastian headed quickly to the bathroom door, truly amazed someone had not walked in on them already. He looked both ways before slipping down the hall to the never-armed fire exit. He was, truthfully, less worried about someone seeing them than terrified that he'd accidentally break an already weakened rib on the kid.

Loading Daren into the passenger's seat proved an interesting exercise, especially once Daren began to slip in and out of consciousness.

"Keep talking Daren." Sebastian prompted. "Madison Square Garden. What else have you seen there?"

"Pearl Jam," Daren mumbled as Sebastian snapped the seatbelt in place. "Richard took me."

"Another good band."

Sebastian quietly prayed that Daren, if that was even his name, passed out. He could drop him off at a hospital, have a quick chat with the cops, and then spend the rest of the night trying to get blood out of the already slightly scummy upholstery of his car.

But Daren kept quietly moaning. They neared an exit sign with a big blue H under it. "Sure you don't want a real doctor? Last chance."

"They'll find me," Daren muttered through lips which were slowly turning blue despite the swelling.

Sebastian wanted to make a comment about paranoia, but considering the situation, it didn't seem appropriate. "Fine, no hospitals. On the condition that you don't die on me."

Daren just moaned.

Sebastian drove faster. He pulled into the driveway of the shitty little brick rattrap duplex where he lived. He'd been sharing it with two other buddies from his Navy days to save on rent, but both of them had bailed, so now it was all his. Sebastian wished that wasn't the case because getting Daren into the house was going to be another exercise that would have done well with a few extra sets of hands.

He unlocked the front door first before running back to the car.

"Are you sure you can't walk?"

"Cold." Daren mumbled.

"I know. You're in shock."

Sebastian put his arms around Daren and lifted. Granted, Daren was shorter than he, but he had good solid muscle definition that was not light. He felt his back begin to twinge as he carried Daren through the door like a bloody bride. He made a mental note to hit the gym a little more often.

He laid Daren out on thankfully clean sheets, changed in a moment of hope that he'd be bringing some guy home. This was not what he'd had in mind.

First things first, Sebastian thought to himself. The major external bleeding seemed under control, but if shock killed him, it would be pointless. He shoved as many pillows as he could under Daren's legs and piled the blankets on top of him.

"Daren, you're at my place."

You're possibly about to die on my sheets, and I'd rather you didn't, he thought.

"There's no one else here, just you and me. You are in shock and possibly bleeding internally, both of which are potentially fatal. We're going to take care of the shock first. Tell me if you have trouble breathing."

Daren nodded a little.

"Okay, I'm going to step out of the room for just a minute." Before Daren could answer, Sebastian sprinted for the linen closet that never actually held linens. He pulled out a large blue duffel. As far as he was concerned, everyone committed a little petty theft when leaving the military. Sebastian's theft had not been so petty. He'd managed to walk away with an entire Field Medic kit and then some. He justified it to himself as under-compensation for "Don't Ask, Don't Tell" putting a serious crimp in his love life.

When he got back to his bedroom, Daren looked unconscious, but his lips were no longer blue.

Sebastian snapped on some latex gloves then pulled out some nonstick wound pads and rolls of gauze. He traded out his ruined shirt bits for proper dressings. He flashed a penlight into Daren's eyes and was very relieved to see the pupils react. Then he laid out his stethoscope and sphygmomanometer before carefully extracting Daren's right arm from under the blanket. He attached the blood pressure cuff as gently as he could. Daren moaned, and his eyes fluttered as Sebastian pumped up the cuff and tried to listen for a pulse. "Sorry," he muttered. He released the cuff and waited for the pulse. The gauge made it 80/50.

"Okay, Daren, you are hypotensive. Your blood pressure is dangerously low. This could be due to shock or possibly the aforementioned internal bleeding. You've already lost a lot of blood externally. I don't suppose you know your blood type?"

Sebastian knew in theory how to do a direct blood transfusion, but it wasn't on his list of things he ever wanted to try. Daren mumbled something. "Sorry. I couldn't understand you."

"Type O." Daren said just a little louder.

Shit, Sebastian thought. Universal donor, but Type O could only handle receiving Type O. Sebastian was AB himself. At least that's what it said on his dog tags.

"Okay, Type O. Good to know." He knew he needed to give Daren a complete head-to-toe evaluation, front and back, but if that bit of blood-covered pipe was any indication, the back might prove difficult, if not dangerously traumatic.

"I need you to rest for a bit." Sebastian was still managing to keep his voice calm and sure. "Try to relax. But I need you to know that once we get the shock under control I'm going to need to find and treat all your injuries, everywhere." Daren flinched away. "I'm really sorry. But if I miss so much as a scratch and it gets infected, you could die." He carefully laid a hand on an uninjured patch of Daren's head. "Just try to rest for now. You're safe here. I promise." Daren looked at him with one blue eye, the other one swollen shut. Sebastian didn't smile or try to fake anything. He needed Daren to trust him. Finally, Daren's eyes slid shut in surrender.

Once he was sure Daren was out, Sebastian sprinted for the bathroom, stripping off his own bloody clothes and scrubbing his hands down in nearly scalding water and rough soap. He made a list in his head of things he would need. A doctor, a cop, and a lawyer were at the top of his list. Further down, he knew he'd need more gloves, antibiotic cream, possibly some sort of internal rinse, although he didn't want to think about that. More gauze, bandages, and bleach to properly scrub the bathroom. Just that morning, he'd tossed out an empty bottle of azithromycin that had belonged to his ex-roommate. He'd noticed there was an unclaimed refill on it. He'd try to get that filled. Basically, he'd need more of everything. Then he did a mental check on his bank balance and sighed.

I'd better be ratcheting up the good karma for this.

****

Sebastian watched Daren sleep for a time from the old leather executive chair a roommate had found by the side of the road. It had somehow ended up in his room. Daren moved a little in his sleep but didn't wake up. Sebastian got up and grabbed a blank notebook from his little milk-crate bookshelf. He opened it to the first page and wrote neatly across the top:

NAME: Daren SEX: M AGE: 19 BLOOD TYPE: O ALLERGIES: Shrimp

INITIAL ASSESSMENT AND TREATMENTS:

Sebastian wrote out everything he had observed and done as clinically as possible, being sure to note several times Daren's refusal to have proper medical attention or police involvement. After filling two pages with tidy notations, he grabbed his sphygmomanometer and stethoscope again.

Daren groaned a bit as the blood pressure cuff inflated, but he stayed mostly asleep. Sebastian was relieved to see the results were up a few points, but it was still dangerously low. He made a note of it in the notebook.

His eyes fell on the ruined jacked he'd tossed aside. He was pretty sure you couldn't wash blood out of suede. He grabbed it off the floor and started rummaging through the pockets. In an inner pocket, he found a wad of hundreds: maybe seven or eight grand. In an outer pocket, he found an EpiPen and five keys on a small wire ring, but they didn't look like house or car keys; they were too small. He also found a wallet. It was of thick expensive leather and had the logo of Dolce&Gabbana on it. Inside was more cash, some of the notes new and some old and crumpled. It lent a bit of weight to his high-end rent boy theory. Sebastian figured there was at least three grand in the wallet. There was also an ID for Mr. Jeff Smith who was twenty-two and, except for being blond, looked nothing like Daren.

Sebastian peeked into the little pockets of the wallet looking for anything else. Smushed into an empty credit card holder was a business card with the seal of the FBI on it. Sebastian held it up to the light, looking for embossing or water marks. It seemed real and was for an Agent Joseph Kim. An official number was on the front, and a second number was handwritten neatly on the back.

Maybe someone was trying to kill Jeff 'Daren' Smith. But they'd certainly had the opportunity to do it that night. They got eighty percent there; why not finish the job?

Sebastian entered both numbers into his phone before shoving the card back in the wallet. He stuck the wallet, keys and EpiPen on his nightstand and hung the coat on the closet door even as the little voice in his head told him he should have stayed at home and watched the West Wing marathon. He set his phone to go off in an hour so he could take another blood pressure reading then settled into the chair and tried to take a nap.

****

The sky was starting to lighten when Daren's blood pressure reached 105/70. Not great, but better. Unfortunately, it also felt like Daren was starting to run a temperature. Sebastian had dug through his gear and realized that, for everything he had taken, he'd forgotten to steal a thermometer. There was nothing to be done for it. He was going to have to make a supply run, probably maxing out his credit card in the process.

He put his hand gently on Daren's shoulder and gave it a small shake. "Daren," he said softly. "Daren?"

Daren's eyes flew open. He blinked once before trying to scurry off the bed away from Sebastian. He didn't make it far before collapsing back down with a howl of pain.

"Take it easy. It's okay. I'm Sebastian. Remember the Blue Dragon last night? I found you. You're at my place." Daren's head whipped around. "There's no one here. Just us. No doctors, lawyers or Indian chiefs."

Daren slowly raised his hand to his own swollen face, which was mottled in shades of purple, black and dark blue. "Yeah, you had the shit kicked out of you pretty good. Is there anything you'd like right now?"

Daren moved his lips silently before licking them and trying again. "Water."

"Water? Okay. But I'm still worried about internal injuries. Can I just touch your stomach for a moment, so I can see if there's any swelling?" Daren gave a small nod.

Sebastian carefully pulled away the blankets. The sheets were stained with blood that had leaked from still-oozing wounds. As he pulled them away he got the first clear look at Daren's injuries. His torso was dark red or purple. He could easily make out a couple of boot prints on the skin. Some of the scrapes he hadn't tended to well enough were swelling around the edges. Sebastian did his best to school his features.

"Now I need you to tell me if there are any sharp pains or sudden changes in the level of pain you're feeling?" Daren nodded and Sebastian carefully worked his way across Sebastian's stomach. Daren would wince at every touch but nothing seemed overly firm or squishy. Sebastian knew there could still be a slow bleed somewhere, but he was hoping that it would sort itself out. "Okay. That all looks good. I'm assuming you still hurt all over?"

Daren nodded again.

Sebastian didn't quite know what to say. Instead he just pulled the sheet back up. "I'll get you that water."

Sebastian rummaged through a junk drawer for a straw from some take-out meal while the kitchen tap ran. A thirty-second clearing on the pipes was the only thing that made the water drinkable. He managed to luck out and find a bendy straw which he dropped into the cup with a bit of satisfaction before returning to Daren.

Daren was twisted around a bit, as if he'd tried to push himself up to sitting but had run out of energy and just collapsed half way through. "Hey there, you shouldn't be moving. You have cracked ribs and probably busted other things." Sebastian helped Daren rearrange himself, touching as little as possible, before holding the straw to his swollen lips. "Just a little sip to start with. If there's a sharp pain tell me."

Daren took a sip, swallowed, then closed his eyes. He took several long breaths before opening his eyes and going for a slightly longer sip. He managed five sips in total before his head started to loll about. Sebastian looked him over. He knew he needed to do a full examination and needed to clean and properly bandage every injury. He needed to get Daren naked and probably into the shower. And if what Sebastian thought had happened, had in fact happened, that was going to be tricky and traumatic.

Daren gave a little cough and a wince.

"Would you like to try to go back to sleep?" Daren nodded. "Okay. I need to go get supplies."

Daren jumped and started to push away again. "No doctors, no police, you can't trust them, they'll…"

"Find you and kill you, I know; I heard, last night. No doctors, no police. There's a jumbo drug store not far from here. Three blocks down, four blocks over. I need to get bandages, some ice packs for your face, things like that. Here—" He pulled his phone from his pocket. "I'm going to try to get a prescription filled so it might take a bit of time, but if I'm not back in a couple of hours, call someone you trust."

Daren shook his head. "I'll wait."

"You don't trust anyone?"

"No."

"Do you trust me?"

Daren peered at him as if looking at an odd insect. "Do you know who I am?"

"You are Daren who is nineteen or Jeff Smith who is twenty-two, if I look at your driver's license. Should I know who you are?"

"No." Daren whispered, his eyes drifting shut again.

Sebastian put his phone into Daren's hand before pulling his old roommate's prescription bottle out of the trash and sprinting for the door.

Sebastian fought with himself the whole drive. A question like the one Daren asked made it quite obvious that Daren was somebody somewhere to someone. He scratched 'rent boy' off the list but started wondering just who Daren was and if maybe it would be safer for all involved, including himself, if he just turned the other way and kept driving until he hit the first police station. Instead, he turned right into the still mostly empty drug store parking lot.

He grabbed a cart and headed for the pharmacy station at the back wall. He managed to luck out with the pharmacist. She looked half asleep, undertrained, and her English seemed a bit sporadic. Normally, this would have him tearing his hair out, but instead, she just looked at the empty bottle, pressed a few buttons on the computer, and told him to come back in half an hour.

Sebastian began walking the aisles. He grabbed cheap towels and pillows that were on sale, bottles of bleach, bathroom scrub, and rubbing alcohol, sports bandages, spare rubber gloves, a thermometer, generic pain killers. Then Gatorade, liquid meals, ice packs. He grabbed a couple of T-shirts meant for the extra-jumbo sized tourist, which would fit like a hospital gown on Daren. He got laundry detergent and chicken broth from the small grocery section. He found a folding shower bench next to the antibacterial soap and antibiotic wound cream. Then he passed by a shelf of single-use items meant for cleaning more intimate parts of the anatomy. He sighed, prayed he wouldn't have to use them, and grabbed a few.

His roommate's name came over the intercom, asking him to come to the pharmacy window. The pharmacist handed him the filled bottle of antibiotics, and Sebastian was suddenly grateful for his roommate's legendary stupidity and laziness. He'd paid for the refill in advance and never used it.

The girl at the checkout gave him a bit of an eye as she rang up his items. Sebastian hoped that it was early or late enough that she wouldn't remember him exactly if anyone came asking around. Not that Sebastian thought anyone would be coming, but the paranoia of his house guest was obviously catching.

By the time he was lugging the bags up his front walk, he started to wonder if there would be some mob hit-man or government assassin waiting on the other side of his door. He pushed the door open very carefully, peeking his head around first. He didn't see anyone in the front room. The place didn't look like it'd been tossed or anything, but it hadn't exactly been tidy to begin with.

"Hello?" he called out tentatively. When the house remained still he let himself the rest of the way in. Daren was still passed out by the look of it. Sebastian tried to put the bags down quietly, but Daren startled awake and tried to scramble across the bed again. And again, he didn't get far.

"Just me. Sorry. How are you feeling?"

"Cold. It hurts."

"What hurts?"

"Everything."

"In a way, that's good." Sebastian fished out the Tylenol, antibiotics and a thermometer. He stuck the thermometer in Daren's less swollen ear. "One-oh-two point eight," he read off, after it beeped. "That's not good. If I give you some pills, do you think you'd be able to swallow them?"

Daren swallowed a few times as if testing his throat; then he nodded. "Good." He pressed the pain killers between Daren's lips and then the antibiotics before holding the straw up. Daren took a deep drink before sinking into himself.

Sebastian resisted the urge to reach out and just pet Daren's head for a bit. Instead he put the water aside.

"I'm going to take your blood pressure again. I'm still worried about it."

Daren tried to hold his arm out but cringed in pain. "I'll take care of that," Sebastian murmured, He moved Daren into place and wrapped the cuff around his arm.

"How did you get this?" There was an odd knot of scar tissue in the middle of Daren's forearm.

"Ripped out an IV. The anti-malaria drugs were making me hallucinate. I thought a snake was eating me."

"Sounds like a bad trip."

"Yeah."

Sebastian pumped up the cuff. The scar looked old and was mostly faded into Daren's pale skin. He didn't ask what Daren was doing in any kind of malaria-prone area. He'd save that question for later, along with Who's trying to kill you? and What's your last name?

"It's still low. Try to rest while those pills kick in. I'll be in the next room."

Daren nodded, and his eyes fluttered shut. Sebastian tried not to freak out about the fever as he squirreled away the groceries. The options were either an infected internal injury that would be slowly killing him or an infected external injury that was probably in a dangerous and unpleasant place. He wasn't sure how he was going to get Daren to let him even look. Daren had trusted him so far, but he was also basically unconscious most of the time.

Sebastian grabbed all the new cleaning supplies and headed for the bathroom to tackle the mildew and soap scum. If there was one thing his time in the military taught him, it was how to clean things until they sparkled. He let his mind wander as he scrubbed. It ran through scenarios concerning the real identity of Daren. It considered calling Agent Kim. It thought about knocking Daren out and just dropping him at an emergency room. He had handled plenty of serious injuries in bad situations, but it was always with the knowledge that reinforcements were on the way. The longest he had ever had to care for one person was seven hours, and that had been a very unusual case. Treating someone for days or weeks on end through serious, complication-prone injuries had been outside his pay grade.

These thoughts all ran through his head as he scrubbed. It took nearly an hour, and he was sure he was about to asphyxiate on the bleach fumes, but his bathroom could pass inspection for the first time since he moved in. He set up the shower bench he'd bought and then headed back to the bedroom.

Daren was still asleep. Sebastian didn't want to wake him. He looked relaxed, and the swelling in his face might have been going down a bit. He rolled the chair over and sat down by the bed. He put his fingers to Daren's forehead. There was some perspiration on it, but it felt like Daren might be cooling down.

"Daren?" he whispered. "Daren." Daren's eyes pulled open. "Hey there. Me again. Feeling better?"

"Little." Daren's voice was soft but rough, as if he'd been screaming.

"Good." Sebastian drew a deep breath. "We need to talk about something. Think you can stay awake for a bit?" Daren nodded. "Good. You are running a fever, almost certainly because something is infected. I wasn't able to properly check you over last night. I just slapped some quick bandages on the worst I could see. I was too worried about you dying from shock or internal injuries. But you've gotten through the night and that's good. I can still take you to a proper doctor."

Daren shook his head.

"If not, I need to look you over properly. I need to clean and tend to every injury on you. Even the ones you'd rather I didn't."

Daren froze up, and Sebastian could see the fear in his eyes.

"I know you don't know me from Adam, but until you let me call someone, I'm all you've got. I don't want to see you die."

"Why not?"

Of all the responses Sebastian was preparing for, that was not one of them.

"Because I don't like watching anyone die."

Daren's lips pulled up. Sebastian was sure that it would be a sneer if half his face wasn't swollen. "Watched a lot of people die?"

Sebastian resisted the urge to just get up and walk out, leave this dumb-ass kid to his fate. "My first year in the Navy, I was assigned to an aircraft carrier. And aircraft carriers are weird things. They're like small cities, and the guys who pilot the planes have balls of titanium. To land on one of those things means hitting a very small moving target with a smaller moving object going at full speed without crashing and burring. The pilots we had were the best, but even with the best, there are accidents. I was on deck when this jet came in. The weather wasn't great, and there was a gust of wind just as the wheels touched. The jet spun off sideways and crashed into some choppers that were parked on deck. Everything went up in flames. The fire crews and the medics all went running towards it. I was farther down the deck, and it's a big deck, but I went sprinting as well. I was maybe halfway there when I ran past some feet sticking out from behind some crates. I stopped and backtracked and found this kid, maybe your age, though I wasn't any older at the time. Some piece of debris had gone into the air and come down, and the blast must have knocked him over because it came down right into his gut. He was moaning, and there was blood coming up around this hunk of metal. I put my hands around it trying to keep the blood in, all the time screaming for help. When the other medics and the doctor showed up, they told me not to move my hands. I was literally keeping his blood in his body. They got him onto a stretcher and headed to sick bay, the whole time my hands just pressed to his stomach."

Sebastian could still remember the feel of the sharp metal and the hot blood oozing around his hands.

"By that point, I think he realized how bad it was, and he was just crying. We got to sick bay, and they were moving him onto a proper bed when someone bumped into something. The metal moved, and it must have cut an artery because suddenly blood just started boiling up between my fingers. I pressed down, and they pulled the metal out so they could try to get inside him, but he'd lost too much blood already, most of it all over me. He was gone in seconds, his eyes wide open. That was the first death I saw. And I would like a particular PFC Marine, who caught a stray bullet while we were in a location I can't talk about, to be the last one."

Daren was just looking at him. It was hard to read his face under the swelling and bruises, but it seemed his look was a bit less defensive.

"I promise, anything that needs to be done, I will keep as quick and painless as possible. Think of me as your personal, private, somewhat-undertrained, healthcare provider."

Daren gave a snort but looked a little more relaxed.

"We'll even try to get some of the blood out of your hair while we're at it."

Daren smiled a little. Sebastian guessed he'd be the vain type with a body that was that carefully tended.

"Do you think you can walk a little now?"

"I don't know."

"Well then. Let's find out."

Sebastian pulled back the blankets and helped Daren swing his legs around. Daren put both feet flat on the floor and tried to push himself up. Sebastian quickly ducked under one of his arms and helped him to his feet. It was obvious he couldn't put any weight on his left leg. Daren wobbled a bit and closed his eyes for a second. "Your blood pressure is probably still a little low. We'll take this a step at a time."

Daren shuffled one foot forward then gave a bit of a hop, with Sebastian's help. It was a slow process, and Sebastian knew it would be faster if he just lifted Daren up, but it might do a lot for Daren's peace of mind if he thought he had at least a little mobility.

Daren was sweating profusely by the time they made it to the bathroom. "Do you need to use the toilet?"

"Yes."

Sebastian helped him to the toilet that was wedged in next to the shower/tub in a poor bit of layout.

He let Daren push down his own shorts before lowering him down. "I'll just go grab something for you to drink."

Sebastian figured he should give Daren a little privacy before he had to look him over. He took his time pouring a glass of Gatorade and knocked on the door before letting himself in.

Daren was hunched over, his body shaking. "Shit." Sebastian put the Gatorade down by the sink and rushed over. "What hurts?" Daren just shook his head, his jaw locked tight and eyes squeezed shut. Sebastian ran his hands through his hair a few times. He was already so far out of his training it wasn't funny. "Daren, can you open your eyes and look at me?" Daren shook his head again. "Is it a sharp pain?" Daren nodded a little. "In your stomach or... lower?"

"Lower," he whispered through gritted teeth.

"Okay. I'm going to lift you up and move you into the shower."

He didn't give Daren a chance to respond. Sebastian just lifted him up and almost instantly let him back down onto the little shower bench. Daren wobbled but stayed curled up.

Sebastian peeked into the toilet and wished he hadn't. It was full of blood along with other stuff Sebastian didn't want to take the time to closely examine. He flushed it away before getting sick then grabbed the personal cleansing kits and some latex gloves.

He took half a second to steel himself and snap on the gloves then grabbed the shower hose. He pointed it away from Daren for the first thirty seconds while the rusty water cleared out and he got the temperature adjusted. "Daren, this is the hard part. I'm sorry. I'd wanted to put this off. I need you to scoot back on the bench a bit so I can clean you up." Sebastian could already see blood slowly dripping between the slats of the shower bench. It wasn't gushing, but it wasn't good. Daren shook his head and tears squeezed out from his eyes. "I need you to do this." Sebastian pleaded. "I need you to do this for yourself. I need you to do this because you don't want to die any more than I want to see you die. You're injured inside, and we have to fix that. I'm sorry, but please."

Daren was still for several seconds, and then he slowly pushed himself back on the seat. Sebastian got down on his knees by the side of the tub. It wasn't the best angle, but it would have to do. He started by aiming the water at Daren's lower back, to let him get used to the feeling. Then he angled it around so it could start cleaning. Daren whimpered. Sebastian wanted to say "I'm sorry," over and over. The water on the bottom of the shower turned red but from what Sebastian could see it didn't seem to be hemorrhaging out. He put his free arm across Daren's thighs in a sort of oddly angled hug. He held the shower hose in place for several minutes until Daren seemed to start to relax a bit. Keeping his movements slow he started to aim the water higher, gently washing down Daren's back. He slid the hose back into its caddy, letting the water continue to flow down Daren's spine.

"Daren, I know that was bad, but I'm pretty sure that's where some damage is getting infected. I've got something that I can use to clean it out, but it's going to be… unpleasant."

"Just do it." Daren hissed, in what sounded like anger. That made Sebastian feel better. Anger was a good thing. Anger could keep someone alive if need be. He opened one of the boxes and pulled out a bottle with a long thin top that was obviously meant to go only one particular place. He knew this really should be done over the toilet, but he didn't want to move Daren at this point. He'd just bleach down the tub again later.

"Okay, take a deep breath for me."

Daren took a breath and held it. Sebastian inserted the bottle and squeezed. Daren whimpered. "I'm so sorry." The directions said to hold for five minutes, but Sebastian just couldn't do that. He pulled out the bottle almost immediately and used the shower hose to quickly wash everything away. He cracked open the next box. He would have to get more. Let the girl at the drug store think he was a constipated pervert. He repeated the process twice more until the blood was coming out clean and in much smaller amounts. He was still worried about infection though. He had to get something anti-bacterial in there but he didn't really want to use his fingers.

An odd thought suddenly popped into his head. "I'll be right back." He sprinted from the bathroom, pulling off his gloves before yanking a box off the upper shelf of his closet. Inside were fuzzy handcuffs, glow in the dark boxers, and other odds and ends left over from various boyfriends. He found what he was looking for at the bottom, still in its package. A lubrication syringe that a boyfriend had bought just before they broke up. It was meant to get lubrication into hard-to-reach areas; the plunger pulled out so it could be filled with the lubricant of choice. There was nothing to say it couldn't be filled with anti-bacterial cream. He rushed back to the bathroom, pulling off the packaging on the way.

Daren hadn't moved. "One more really unpleasant thing, and then we'll see to cleaning the blood out of your hair and wrapping up your ribs."

Daren didn't say a word as Sebastian pulled on fresh gloves and filled up the syringe with wound cream. "Okay, this is going to be cold, gooey and is probably going to sting a lot." Sebastian inserted the syringe. A sob clawed its way from Daren's lungs. Sebastian had to close his own eyes and try to detach from it all while he worked. "Done." He pulled out the syringe and set it aside. He tried to rub Daren's back gently, but he flinched away. "I'm sorry," he said one more time. "Let's get the rest of you cleaned up."

Daren didn't open his eyes or say a word as Sebastian carefully washed down the rest of him, from his bleached hair to the soles of his feet. He removed the bandages from the night before. All the cuts and scraped were red around the edges and putting out heat. Some even broke open while Sebastian tried to clean them. He broke out more antibacterial cream and bandaged them up properly before adding another layer, wrapping wide sports bandages around Daren's rib cage, left shoulder and left knee. An emergency aluminum splint and some more sports bandages substituted for a cast on his right wrist. Sebastian didn't think it was broken clean through, more likely a just a fracture. It was all finished off with a couple of fingers splints on the right hand.

Only then did he carefully slide a jumbo T-shirt over Daren's head and carry him back down the hall and into the bedroom. As he stepped into the room, he remembered the blood-stained sheets. He sat Daren down in the chair, stripped and changed the bed at a speed his drill instructor would have approved of. He then lifted Daren into the bed and tucked him in tight with a few strategically placed ice packs.

As he headed back to the bathroom to clean up, he pretended not to hear the quiet sobs.

A few hours later, when Sebastian brought him some Gatorade and more Tylenol, Daren lay with a dead look in his eyes. Daren sipped at the Gatorade; then he chugged it. Sebastian brought him a second glass. Unless Daren made a direct request, Sebastian was keeping him on a clear liquid diet for a few days so they wouldn't have a full repeat of that morning. Daren chugged the second glass then drifted back into sleep. Sebastian sat down, feeling exhaustion taking over him as well. He made a little mental note to update Daren's chart before slipping into sleep himself

****


CHAPTER 2       

Sebastian woke up with a jolt and a crick in his neck. The light coming though the heavy drapes said it must be well after noon. He stood and listened to his back pop. He realized Daren was awake and looking at him.

"Hey, how are you feeling?" Sebastian asked.

Sebastian got a slight shrug in return.

"Mind if I take your temperature?"

Daren gave a small shake of his head.

Sebastian grabbed the thermometer. Daren cringed a little as it went into his ear. Sebastian read it after the beep. "Ninety-nine point one. That's a lot better. Are you starting to hurt a little less?"

There was a small shrug.

"The swelling in your face is going down. I can see both your eyes now." Daren didn't react. "Thirsty?"

This time he got a nod. "I'll be right back." Sebastian grabbed some more Gatorade, pain killers, and another antibiotic pill. He hoped they were past the initial crisis. The physical one at least. Sebastian put Trauma Counselor on the list of things he wished he had.

Daren's eyes were on him again as soon as he reentered the room. Sebastian gave him the pills and the Gatorade, trying to think of something to say. "How did you break your toes?" Sebastian asked once the pills had been swallowed.

Daren looked at him, his face still blank and unreadable. "I dropped a waffle iron on them."

"Oh." Sebastian tried to keep a straight face, but it only lasted for a second. He broke into giggles. "I'm sorry," he apologized. He tried to get the giggles under control.

The muscles in Daren's cheeks twitched, and a small hiccup of a giggle escaped. "I threw a fit. I cried and cussed and screamed. I made them take me right to the hospital and take all these x-rays. Demanded pain killers. Good ones." Daren tilted his head back as a manic sounding chuckle bubbled out. "Wish I'd shoved a few of those into my pocket." Daren's face fell again, and he became silent.

A tinny ring broke through the silence, causing both men to jump and Daren's eyes to go wide with fear. Sebastian plucked his phone from the nightstand where he'd left it for Daren. He didn't even check the ID, just answered quickly while trying to keep an eye on Daren who looked about to flee.

"Hello?"

"Hey, man. It's Jimmy. Where are you?"

"Shit." Sebastian hissed softly. He'd meant to go and dip his toes in some ocean water with Jimmy and some of Jimmy's friends that afternoon. "I'm really sorry. I completely forgot."

"When do you ever forget anything? You sick or something?"

"No, seriously, I just forgot."

"Well there's still time to get out here."

Sebastian couldn't explain just how badly he wanted to take a swim and wash the previous twenty hours off his body. "You know, I think I'll pass. I'm probably just going to stay in this weekend. Rest up, you know."

Jimmy didn't answer right away, and Sebastian could hear the sounds of people laughing and the ocean waves in the background. "Have you got someone there with you?" Jimmy's voice was full of juvenile innuendo.

"Yes, Jimmy, I've got a pretty boy, barely-legal blond, tucked into my bed, who I picked up at the Blue Dragon, and I'm now waiting on him hand and foot."

Jimmy laughed. "Fine, don't tell me. I'll see you later."

"Yeah, you too." Sebastian hung up. Daren was still looking at him, but his face now held questions mixed in with that bit of fear. "I'm passing up a beach party to be here, just so you know."

Sebastian flopped down into the chair and stared up at the ceiling. Daren still hadn't said anything new. Jimmy's call was more than just a reminder that he was missing a party. It was a reminder that there was a real world where people who are badly injured go to hospitals and call cops; they do not put themselves into the hands of strangers. And in that same real world strangers don't take home half-dead, pretty boys; they dial 911 and let the professionals handle things.

"I didn't know you were gay," Daren said out the blue.

Sebastian rolled his head to the side and looked at him. "Well, there aren't many heteros hanging around the Blue Dragon. We do get a misplaced Goth girl on occasion."

"I'm not… I mean, I was looking for a pay phone. And I needed a drink."

Sebastian just closed his eyes. His own stomach suddenly rattled, and he realized he hadn't eaten anything solid in nearly a day. He pushed himself to his feet. "I'll be in the kitchen. Call out if you need anything."

****

Sebastian licked the last toast crumbs from his plate. It was after noon, but a full breakfast had felt appropriate. He had started to feel better, and the fog in his head began to clear almost as soon as the first bite of egg had hit his stomach. He started making plans for the rest of the day.

He'd check on Daren, update his chart, scrub down the bathroom again, do some laundry, and then take another shopping trip. He thought about the FBI numbers in his phone. He half considered just calling and hanging up, but he was pretty sure the FBI could track things like that these days. Daren had said he was looking for a pay phone, and he didn't have a cell phone on him.

He dropped his dishes in the sink. Daren was awake when he reentered the room. "Hey, anything you need?"

Daren didn't meet his eyes. "I think I need to take a leak."

"Can you make it to the bathroom, or should I grab a bowl?" Sebastian really should have thought about trying to find a bed pan.

Daren didn't answer. Sebastian pulled back the blankets. "Come on. You should try to move a bit so your muscles don't seize up while they heal."

Daren swung his legs around, and they made the long, slow trek to the bathroom. Daren began to tremble as they passed through the bathroom door. It was hard to tell if it was from fear, pain or exhaustion. He helped Daren to sit then stepped out but left the door open. After a minute he heard a pained whimper.

Shit, Sebastian thought. It seemed to have become the primary word in his inner monologue. Daren was curled in on himself again, and he'd gone a bit pale. "Dumb question, what hurts?"

Daren shook his head his jaw locked tight.

"Do you need help standing up?"

Daren nodded.

"Right." Sebastian carefully pulled Daren to his feet before peeking into the toilet. It was a distinct brown color. He knew Daren must be bleeding into his kidneys. It was almost a given. He calmed himself by pointing out that if they were ruptured Daren would almost certainly be dead by now. So they were just badly bruised.

He rubbed some circles on Daren's upper back, on a part he hoped was safe. "Your kidneys are a little bruised. I probably need to be giving you more fluids. Let's get you back to bed."

The steps were slow and pained again; this time both of them were sweating. Sebastian lay Daren down. Daren's eyes closed instantly, and within a few breaths, he was asleep. Sebastian pulled out the notebook and updated Daren's chart then went to scrub the bathroom down and do some laundry. Once the cleaning had started, Sebastian found he couldn't really stop. He picked up his living room, scrubbed down the kitchen, and swept and vacuumed everywhere.

Two hours later, he woke Daren up and got him to drink some more water while downing some more antibiotics and painkillers. "I need to go shopping again." He put his cellphone on the bedside table. "I shouldn't be gone long." Daren just nodded and slipped once again into sleep. Sebastian brushed a stray bit of Daren's expertly-bleached hair from his face before heading out again.

Now awake and in the height of work-day shopping, buying a dozen personal cleansing kits, frozen dinners, and cranberry juice was a little embarrassing, but he did his best to act like it was a perfectly normal way of spending the afternoon. The middle-aged woman at the register didn't even blink, just rang up his purchases with the corporate-mandated platitudes.

Daren was still asleep when Sebastian got back. Sebastian had experienced a few knocks on the head in his time and even been in a fight or two, and if his memory served, afterwards all he'd wanted to do was sleep for about a month. He tried not to think that far ahead. At some point, Daren would start thinking clearly and be awake for more than five minutes at a shot, and he would start wanting things and asking questions.

Maybe then Sebastian could start getting some answers of his own.

****

Sebastian bolted awake again. The remains of his frozen dinner were on the couch beside him. He strained to hear what could have woken him. There was another cry. He rushed to the bedroom and flipped on the light. Daren kicked in his sleep and fought with the blankets. Tears ran down his face, even in sleep.

"Daren, wake up." He grabbed Daren's arms before he could do any more damage. "Wake up; you're having a nightmare."

Daren's eyes flew open, and he went from fighting the blankets to fighting Sebastian, "Calm down. You're safe; you were having a bad dream." Daren swung his head around, taking in his surroundings. "That's right. You're still here, and you're perfectly safe." There was a blood-red stain coming through the left sleeve of Daren's T-shirt. "Shit. I think you ripped open that cut on your arm. He grabbed some pads and gauze from the kit still by the bed. He pushed back the sleeve to find the bandage soaked through with blood. One thing a training instructor had grilled into him was never to remove a bandage from a bleeding wound, just keep layering the bandages up. He slapped a large gauze pad on top and wrapped it up tight. "I know your shoulder is probably killing you, but can you raise your arm over the height of your heart?" Daren grimaced but slowly managed to lift the arm. "Now, can I please check the other cuts on you?" Daren nodded, the fear from earlier having already shifted into dejected acceptance. The cut on the thigh had bled through a little, but it wasn't too bad. Wrapping it up while Daren froze and began to tremble, however, was bad for Sebastian.

"That's it. Let's try to avoid doing that again." He smoothed out the blankets and helped Daren ease himself into a comfortable position. He fed Daren a couple of Ibuprofen, having already exceeded the maximum recommended daily dose on Tylenol, then sat and watched him drift back into sleep.

Somehow Sebastian just knew it was going to be a long night. The nightmares and a small fever-spike later, the sun peeked under the curtains. Daren seemed to be sleeping peacefully, and Sebastian felt like he had grit in his eyes. However, he was awake— annoyingly so. And his back was complaining about another night spent sleeping in the chair.

Might as well get this started, Sebastian thought. He had some Cheerios and coffee, took a shower, shifted some laundry around, and then set out everything he would need for Daren's shower, including plenty of plastic wrap so he wouldn't have to worry about getting the bandaging wet.

Daren was awake by the time Sebastian got back to the bedroom with some cranberry juice, water and pills. "Morning. How are you feeling?"

"Hurts."

"Hurt in any new ways?"

"No."

"That's good at this point."

Sebastian held up the juice glass and fed Daren his pills. Sebastian already had a Groundhog Day buzz going on. Daren finished his juice and looked like he was about to fall back asleep.

"Daren, we should probably get you into the shower." Daren looked away. "There's going to be some repeat of yesterday, and I think you know that, and I am sorry, but it needs to be done." Daren closed his eyes as if he were about to cry. Sebastian felt a twist of guilt in his stomach. "Come on. No point putting it off. You can go back to sleep once we're done.

Daren nodded but still keep his face turned away from Sebastian's gaze.

Sebastian pulled back the blankets and helped Daren onto his one good leg. They repeated the slow march to the bathroom. Daren started to shake as they went thought the door. "It's okay." Sebastian said, knowing damn well there was virtually nothing okay about the entire situation. He helped Daren sit and then stepped out, knowing that it was the only tiny shred of dignity he was able to offer him at this point.

When he stepped back into the bathroom, Daren was curled in on himself again, his eyes squeezed shut. Sebastian snapped on fresh gloves, then carefully picked him up and moved him to the shower. He set about removing all the elastic bandages, and wrapping all the gauze ones with plastic wrap. Sebastian was sure there were some jokes in there, if only Daren wasn't making a face like he was heading to the gallows.

Sebastian had hoped that the warm water of the shower would help Daren relax, but Daren knew what was coming and just tensed up. Sebastian pressed his left hand to Daren's chest so he'd have something to lean against and tried not to think about what his other hand was doing. Daren's left hand clenched into a fist so tight that his knuckles began to go white. His whole body shook. Sebastian tried to get through the rest of the shower as quickly as possible. At no point did Daren move or even open his eyes. Sebastian got him dried, rewrapped, and without comment carried him back down the hall.

Daren's fist unclenched as he was laid into bed. Sebastian examined his palm to make sure his nails hadn't drawn blood.

****

Sebastian half wondered if he was ever going to get the smell of bleach and cleaners out of his skin as he scrubbed down the bathroom yet again and took inventory of supplies. He quietly thanked the Navy for putting the obsessive need to take exact inventory in his head.

He really needed more antibiotics and stronger pain killers. As Daren started to sleep less, he'd start becoming more aware of how much pain he was in and how long it might last. Short of theft or an illegal drug deal, Sebastian couldn't figure out how to manage it. And he could not afford to be caught doing either of those things.

Sebastian checked the time. It was afternoon, time for lunch.

The rest of the day progressed much as the one before had and slipped into another night of thrashing, luckily without ripping anything open this time, and again into a morning of exhaustion. The shower was no better, Sebastian's stomach twisting with guilt. He told himself Daren would be going through all this in a hospital and with more of an audience to boot. That didn't stop the half-dead look that haunted Daren's eyes from hurting.

He stripped off his gloves as he got Daren back into bed with more pain killers. His hands were starting to sting, between the gloves and the scrubbing. He was going through at least a half dozen pairs of gloves a day, making sure to always wear some whenever he was doing something vaguely medical. He hoped it was letting Daren feel a little detachment when Sebastian was forced to touch his body.

He put some hand lotion on the shopping list for the day and made a mental note to check out some nursing blogs after Daren was down for the night. He also sat down for just a second on the couch to rest his back. He also blinked.

The clock on the second hand DVD player told him three hours had passed when he opened his eyes from that blink.

"Shit," he softly breathed and went to check on Daren. Daren was awake and his eyes followed him across the room. "Sorry, I just sat down for a second." Daren didn't answer. "Hungry at all?"

Daren shook his head.

Sebastian grabbed his stethoscope and blood pressure cuff. Daren's blood pressure was still a little on the low side. He knew that could just be Daren's default setting, but he was still keeping an eye on it. Daren winced as the cuff was pumped up. "Sorry, this'll just take a second." It was a bit of a Catch-22. Daren's right arm was broken, which made it hard to take pressure, and the cut on his left arm was just where the cuff had to go.

"Still a little low," he commented as he pulled the cuff off.

"You didn't take the money," Daren mumbled, a slightly quizzical look on his face.

"What money?"

"In my wallet."

"I'm not a thief."

"But you're poor." He said the word like it was a foreign concept, and considering the Dolce&Gabbana wallet, it probably was.

"That doesn't make me a thief, and I get along just fine." It was a bit of a lie. His bank account was getting thin, and he really needed new roommates if he was going to make the rent. The battered-up kid might be a little hard to explain though.

Daren gave him another slightly confused look.

"I'm going to go get you some juice. You need to keep something in your system."

Daren managed to sleep quietly the better part of the day. Something about sleeping when the sun was still up kept the worst of the nightmares from forming. Daren took it as a sign to grab a few naps himself since the odds were that he was going to be up the better part of the night. He'd had late nights in the Navy, plenty of them. Overnights and double shifts until he thought his legs would just go out from under him. But something about sitting in that chair, waiting for Daren to have some violent nightmare, was draining him faster than he ever thought possible.

He heated some chicken broth for Daren's dinner, realizing he was probably running short on protein. As he watched the cup slowly turn in the microwave he realized how absolutely absurd the whole situation was. He hadn't gotten two words of real information out of Daren, but he also hadn't asked. He hadn't asked for a last name, his place of birth, or even who "they" were. If Daren up and died on him, it would look bad to say to the cops "Yeah I was taking care of him for a week. Last name? Sorry, no clue."

The microwave dinged.

Daren chugged the broth as fast as he could, draining out the mug in less than a minute before closing his eyes with an almost peaceful look on his face.

Sebastian set the cup aside. "I'm guessing that was a good thing?"

Daren nodded. "Why are you doing this?" he asked.

"Because I'm the kid who brought home the stray, half-dead dog then took a beating when it puked blood and died on the carpet."

Daren frowned a little, pulling the still swollen parts of his face into odd shapes. "Your parents beat you."

"Foster parents."

"I'm sorry."

"It's okay. I had pretty good homes for the most part. Don't have half the war stories of some." He helped Daren lay back down and fluffed up the pillows under his head. His eyes were already beginning to drift shut.

"Sorry," he mumbled.

Sebastian set his hand on Daren's head for just a moment. "Don't worry about it. Get some sleep."

Daren managed to get through the night with only two nightmares and a bit of thrashing about. It still meant Sebastian spent a night in the stiff leather chair. He was considering prying himself to his feet and making breakfast when there was a banging at his door.

Sebastian jumped to his feet as Daren sat straight up in bed.

There was more banging. "Oi! Tosser! I know you're in there."

"Fuck!" Sebastian hissed out. It could only be one person out there. He ran for the door, flinging it open before Jimmy could make a scene. "What the fuck do you want?"

"Good morning to you too, mate."

Sebastian considered just slamming the door on Jimmy's skinny, pasty face. "What do you want?"

Jimmy tried to push his way into the house, but Sebastian planted himself firmly in the doorway. "I have come to rescue you from this monotonous little life you are living. Seeing as how you are in the socially enviable, if financially difficult, position of having one job end early and another start late, and I am simply unemployed, I have come to the conclusion that we shall be taking a road trip."

"You never heard of calling in advance?"

"Not my style, mate. Now come on, I'll help you pack."

Jimmy tried to push into the house again. "Thanks for the offer but not now. In fact I would really appreciate it if you'd go away."

"What for? What else have you got going on?"

Sebastian could feel his own blood pressure start to spike. "Jimmy, seriously, fuck off."

"And why should I? What are you hiding?"

"Just. Go. Away."

Jimmy grinned. "You got a bloke in there? Serious?" Sebastian pulled the door half closed behind him. "Oi!" Jimmy called out. "Boy-toy, come out and introduce yourself." Sebastian gave Jimmy a shove, sending him back a few paces. Jimmy brushed his hands across his already stained shirt. "Fuck off, mate. What the fuck's your problem? You're finally getting some, and it's got you all pissy."

"Jimmy, this is the last time I'm asking you; I need you to go away."

"All right. Forgive a fellow for caring."

Sebastian took a deep breath that he hoped was calming. "Have fun on your road trip. I'll talk to you later." He went back into the house and locked the doors as loudly as possible. In the bedroom, Daren had managed to swing his legs off the bed and was braced as if he were going to make a run for it.

"It's okay. It was just my friend Jimmy. Well, I say ‘friend’. Guy I know, Jimmy. I'm sorry about that. I told him to fuck off."

"Won't he come back?"

"Maybe, unless he gets distracted by something to drink or have sex with. So most likely, probably not." Sebastian yawned and rubbed at his eyes. "Well, you're up anyway. How about a shower first then breakfast?" Daren went a little pale at the word shower, but then he always did.

****

Sebastian rubbed what he hopped were soothing circles on Daren's chest with a gloved hand. He knew this wasn't exactly getting easier for Daren, but his reaction seemed to depend on the day. Today, he was twitching and trembling, and for once, his eyes weren't squeezed shut. Instead they were focused on a little chip in the bathroom tile in front of him.

"Things are looking better." The clear liquid diet seemed to be helping. "We should only have to do this for another day or two."

Daren just nodded, not taking his eyes from the chip.

Sebastian pulled off his gloves, gave his hands a quick scrub, and put on fresh ones. For six months when he was nine, he'd lived with a family that had samplers with bible sayings or similar things in every room. It was the family that basically turned him into an atheist, but having the words "Cleanliness is next to Godliness" hanging at the foot of his bed had caused something to sink in.

He grabbed the soap to give Daren a wipe down and paused. There was a little black smudge behind Daren's ear. He gave it a little rub with one finger and found it came off. In his haste to get the more traumatic bits of shower time over with quickly, he hadn't exactly lingered over little smudges.

"You've got dirt behind your ears." Daren didn't react, but now that the swelling had mostly receded he noticed some smudges on Daren's face that weren't actually bruises. "Would you like a toothbrush?"

Daren's head snapped around. "Oh, God yes." Sebastian found a little travel toothbrush still wrapped in plastic. Daren held it a little awkwardly in his left hand, but as he started scrubbing his teeth, his body began to relax and a look of peace spread across his face.

"How about if I get a bit more of the dirt off, then wash your hair?"

Daren nodded, even as blood was starting to come to his lips.

Sebastian dug out a clean wash cloth and some fancy vanilla shower gel a roommate's girlfriend had left behind and got to work. As he carefully scrubbed, he was ashamed to note how much dried blood there was in the little cracks and crevices of Daren's body, starting with just the backs of his ears. The patches of Daren's skin that weren't bruised were so pale as to be nearly translucent once the dirt came off. He also managed to avoid the wounds carefully covered in cling wrap. He'd have to get more soon.

As he worked on down, he found a definite no-go zone that started a bit below Daren's mid-back and ended a bit above his knees. Daren's muscles would start to twitch and tense if he even got close. Sebastian did his best though, even working the cloth between Daren's toes— the non-broken ones at least.

"Do you know how long you're supposed to have your toes taped up for?" The nails were the same unhealthy color as much of Daren's face.

"They said a month."

"When did you break them?"

"About two days before…" Daren petered out.

"Were they supposed to be re-bandaged at any point?"

Daren shrugged. "Probably."

Sebastian put “Re-bandage Toes” on the day's care list.

By the time Sebastian was tucking Daren back into bed, Daren was practically asleep in his arms. He also had what might possibly have been the smallest hint of a smile around his lips.


CHAPTER 3       

Sebastian was feeling good as he sorted out Daren's pills for the next few days. He'd managed a bit of a nap on the sofa, fed himself a Hot Pocket, and was now feeling the sun through the kitchen window as he dropped pills into one of those sorters with the days of the week.

When he was eleven he'd lived with a family who was also taking care of the husband's elderly mother. He still remembered the pill sorter. Not a little strip, it was set to handle pills five times a day. He'd liked the old lady and one day he hung around while she was given her afternoon pills. When her daughter-in-law turned her back, she stuck out her tongue, showing Sebastian the pills she'd supposedly just taken. Sebastian had tried not to giggle, and she'd thrown him a wink.

He gathered up Daren's afternoon pills and a large glass of cranberry juice and headed to the bedroom with a bit of a spring in his step.

He found Daren shifting around and trying to sit up. "What's wrong?"

"My arm itches." He gestured with his chin to the left one. "Burns a bit."

Damn.

Sebastian set down the juice, grabbed his kit, and slipped on fresh gloves. He'd been worried about that cut, but it was so deep, deep enough to need stitches really, that he hadn't wanted to un-bandage it and risk it opening again.

He cut away at the gauze with some safety scissors, then reached up and turned Daren's head away before removing it.

"You might not want to look at this."

Sebastian didn't particularly want to look at it either. The cut was infected and still gaping. It started to bleed a bit almost as soon as the pad was removed.

Daren's head started to turn around. "Nope. Serious, you do not want to look at this."

Sebastian knew what the cut needed was be washed out with sterilized water and then get stitches, and it should have been done days ago.

"I'm sure I know what the answer is, but can I please take you to a hospital?"

Daren shook his head.

"Okay. But when you end up with a hell of a scar don't blame me. But first… I need to get you back in the shower."

Daren just squeezed his eyes and grit his teeth.

Rinsing the cut in the shower after letting the pipes clear out was not exactly the same thing as flushing it with sterilized water. And wound-closer tape was a far cry from neatly administered stitches, but as he wrapped clean gauze around it he knew it was the best he was going to be able to provide.

"I need you to tell me right away if it starts to hurt more. I don't want you to lose an arm or get blood poisoning. The cut's too close to your heart."

Daren gave a small chuckle.

"Something funny?"

"No," he whispered, a smile pulling at his lips.

Sebastian put a final twist in the gauze, locking it in place. "Can I at least get your last name?" Daren turned his head away. "Let me guess, it could be dangerous for me if I knew?" Daren didn't answer. "Yeah, that's what I thought. I've been trying to decide if you're on the run from some shadowy arm of the government or the mob."

Daren started to laugh, his voice echoing through the bathroom, tears squeezing from under his eyes. He held his sides as best he could, wincing in pain between giggles but never once looking at Sebastian.

Sebastian just sat and watched as Daren fought to bring himself back from the edge of hysterics. It took several minutes. By the time Daren calmed down, Sebastian could see muscles in his body twitching while his lungs heaved. "Glad I could be amusing." Daren shook his head. "Come on." He helped Daren to his wobbly feet. "That was your exercise for the day, and you still need lunch, so let's get you back to bed."

****

Daren slept hard for most of the rest of the day while Sebastian bounced off the walls, his mind refusing to settle down despite his wanting a nap. Daren had laughed just a little too hard at the government or mob comment. For a half a second, Sebastian considered government and mob, but what the hell would they want with a nineteen-year-old pretty boy?

He was pretty sure no one saw him take Daren out of the Blue Dragon, but the Dragon did have a security camera pointed at its parking lot. As far as he knew, it was mainly there to scare people off, but Sebastian started wondering about some kind of CSI image enhancement and his license plate. Or Harry, who worked the bar, remembering Daren and Sebastian being there on the same night.

A panicky voice in his head, which was getting louder by the second, was telling him to just pack his bags, dial 911, and be gone before the cops showed up.

He heard Daren shifting around in the other room and went to check. He was still asleep by the looks of things, but in the dim light with the second-hand blankets pulled up to his chin, it was only the few days of stubble on his chin that kept Daren from looking all of twelve years old. Sebastian carefully laid his hand across Daren's forehead. He didn't feel particularly feverish. Daren's eyes flickered open.

"Just checking," Sebastian whispered, running his hand across Daren's hair. "Go back to sleep."

Daren gave a half nod as his eyes shut.

Sebastian sighed and eased himself into the chair, no longer even pretending that he was going to get any sleep on the couch.

By morning, Sebastian fully blamed Jimmy's uninvited visit for Daren's particularly troubled night. It was a break in routine, and Sebastian did remember someone saying, in any one of a million-and-a-half lectures he was given, that routine was helpful for people recovering from trauma. Sebastian cracked his back as he stood and grabbed Daren's notebook. As the water boiled for coffee, Sebastian opened it to one of the back pages where he wrote the word SCHEDULE at the top. On the first line he wrote 0700 – S. Breakfast/Coffee. On the next was 0730 – D. Wakeup. Morning Medication. Vitals Check. 0745 – D. Breakfast.

From the other room he heard a harsh whimper and cry. He turned off the boiling water and headed for the bedroom.

So much for a schedule.

****

Sebastian fished a Hot Pocket from the microwave, doing his best not to burn his fingers. He could cook a little and knew he should be eating some real food, but that would mean driving farther out than the drug store.

Despite the rough night, Daren had managed a pretty good day, sleeping peacefully through most of it. Sebastian had even found himself with enough down time to start working through the stack of National Geographics that a former resident had left piled in a closet. He now knew all about Sicilian mummies and endangered Amazon river dolphins.

Blowing on his Hot Pocket, he flopped onto the couch and flicked on the late news. It had been a while since he'd checked the state of the world. Not that he thought it had changed much. The opening story was about two politicians in some local race who made eerily similar gaffes on the same day, just proving that politicians were politicians, no matter the party. The second story was about job cuts. The third story was about Gerald Delaware. Sebastian sat bolt upright. Gerald Delaware was famous for being a rich party boy, and the next in line of the Delaware dynasty. And he'd been missing for nearly a week. The story had some file footage of Gerald Delaware stumbling out of clubs while under age, surrounded by his entourage and paparazzi. The police had no clues or leads, and the Delaware family was putting up sizable money for the safe return of dear Gerald. This slid into a side note about a scandal a few months earlier when a Delaware cousin raped a maid, and the footage ended up on the internet after the maid had been deported. There was a second side note that there was now a public investigation into the Delaware family concerning fiscal discrepancies. The next story was about the President.

Sebastian stared at the TV, not really seeing or hearing whatever the next few stories were. He knew his mouth was hanging open like an idiot while his brain tried to process what he'd just seen.

He flicked off the TV and headed to the bedroom. In just the light from the hall, he examined Daren's features. Now that the swelling was going down and the bruises were shifting from dark blue to lighter green, Sebastian could recognize the face as one he'd seen on the pages of tabloids and Celebrities Behaving Badly reports. A face he'd never paid attention to.

It did explain why Daren was so alien to the concept of being poor. It also completely rewrote the list of people who might want to kill him. Anyone his old and stupidly rich family pissed off. Any number of organized crime or extremist groups who figured they could make a quick buck kidnapping a very rich kid. The family of that maid, if they thought he had something to do with it. His own family, if enough money was involved.

Suddenly Daren cried out and took half a swing at something that wasn't there. Sebastian ran to his side. "Wake up." He gave Daren a small shake. "You're having a bad dream. You're safe; wake up." Daren's eyes snapped open and he looked around. "It's just me, you're still here." Daren took a couple of big gulps of air. Sebastian stroked his head. "Want to talk about it?" Daren shook his head. "Okay. Try to go back to sleep." Daren nodded and closed his eyes. Sebastian waited until Daren's breathing became steady and slow.

Out in the living room he fired up his laptop. YouTube had plenty of videos of Gerald Delaware being a drunken idiot. And while Daren's face was still messed up, the voice was there and recognizable. Wikipedia had the Delaware family tree with Daren being the first and only grandson of the current Delaware patriarch and in the direct line of inheritance, as it were.

Some conspiracy websites had the Delawares responsible for secretly running the country. Legitimate sources had the Delawares not-so-secretly running the country. It was almost three a.m. when he found, buried deep in a chain of related articles, a mention of an Agent Kim who was investigating the Delaware family finances. A note high up on the comment section stated that the only way anyone could get that kind of information was from someone on the inside of the family, and that was obviously never going to happen.

Sebastian turned off his computer and headed back to the bedroom. He wanted to wake Gerald up right then and there and demand answers, but that wasn't likely to go well. He'd have to tread carefully, but maybe he could get Gerald Delaware to talk.

****

Sebastian fed Daren one of the last of the antibiotics and some more Tylenol. It was less than ideal as far as pain management went, but Daren hadn't complained. He'd woken a bit groggy after a few more bad dreams, but he seemed to shake them off pretty quickly.

"So, I was watching the news last night," Sebastian started casually. "And the third item was about this rich party boy who's been missing for a week."

Without a second's hesitation, Daren flung himself from the far-side bed. It wasn't his usual nightmare-induced flailing; it was an honest attempt to run for his life. Sebastian reached him just in time to grab Daren as his leg gave out from under him.

Daren pounded at him and kicked despite his broken arm and bad knee. "It's okay." Sebastian did his best to hold him tight, cognizant of the broken ribs. "You're safe. I'm not going to hurt you."

Daren continued to thrash. "You're safe. It's me; it's just me. I'm not going to hurt you. You're safe. I promise."

Finally, gasping for air, Daren calmed down enough for Sebastian to wrestle him back to the bed. He checked the bandages on Daren's arms first. "Okay, it doesn't look like you ripped anything open again." Daren was still fighting for breath. Sebastian sat on the edge of the bed and waited. When Daren finally calmed down, he turned and looked at Sebastian, fear still in his eyes.

"So, Gerald, who's trying to kill you?"

Daren's face went sour. "Don't call me that."

"What? Gerald?"

"It's an awful name. Gerald. My father put it on the birth certificate while my mom was still drugged up. She wanted to call me Daren. That's what she always called me when no one else was around."

"Okay, you seem more like a Daren to me anyway."

"So… what did the news report say?"

"That you're missing. That your grandfather is putting up a lot of money for you to come home." Daren snorted. "There were some side notes on your cousin and some financial investigation."

Daren sharply turned his head away. "You know, I was there that night." His voice was so small, Sebastian had to lean forward to hear. "I was in the room, watching him do that to that girl, watching his friend film it. I was coming down off a speedball. I couldn't move. Half the time I was hallucinating. I didn't even know what I was seeing. It wasn't until the next day that I even put together what had been going on." There was a hitch in Daren's breathing.

"You posted the video."

He shook his head, eyes still glued on the far wall. "Not right away. In my family, we don't…" Daren took a deep breath. "It was maybe a week later at another party. I heard my cousin tell his friend that he'd gotten the girl deported. They laughed. And… People talk about having a line. Something they won't cross. I didn't think I had one. I waited until people were drunk, took the phone, found the file, and hit share. Took less than a minute."

"That was good of you."

"Don't," Daren snapped.

"Don't what?"

"Whatever good thing you're thinking about me, don't. I am as bad as the rest of them."

"I doubt that, but okay."

Daren didn't reply. Sebastian was watching the slivers of sunlight start to creep across the floor. Daren rolled his head back to look at him. "When I was five, I was given a new nanny. Well, bodyguard. Richard, ex-SAS, but they told me he was my nanny. He'd read to me before bed. Tintin and Asterix, exciting stuff. Then he'd tuck me in and go down the hall and have sex with my mother." Daren's voice didn't change in the slightest at those last words.

"I'm… Sorry?"

"It's okay. Dad was screwing half the help. Mom and Richard actually liked each other. When I was in eighth grade, Richard helped me get an A in English with an essay on Hamlet. It always stuck in my head. A powerful family crumbled because people got greedy or paranoid or just went nuts. My dad found out about my mom and Richard after that, or at least finally, started caring. Dad fired him and then got his visa pulled. That was the same time I started skimming off my own trust fund and squirreling it away. When someone finally cracked and brought the family down, I didn't want to end up poor." A manic chuckle bubbled from Daren, and he breathed like he was trying to hold back sobs. "I never thought I'd be the one to do it."

Things started sliding into place. "You've done more than just upload the video, haven't you?"

Daren nodded. "Do you really want to know what I've done?"

"It'll help me know what I should be looking out for."

Daren chuckled again. "When the thing with my cousin was just swept under the rug, just like I knew it would be, my grandfather gathered us all together and gave us a talk about the importance of loyalty to the family and fearing outsiders. And I was looking around at all these people I was related to and these creepy sunken eyes my grandfather has, and something in me just cracked. Next day I walked into the nearest FBI office and said I wanted to talk to 'the agent in charge of investigating fucked-up financial shit.' And I said it just like that."

"That's where Agent Kim comes in."

Daren didn't even ask how Sebastian knew that name. He started to push himself up, with much wincing. Sebastian helped and arranged some pillows behind his back.

"Dad was always nagging me to pay more attention to the family businesses. So I did." He drew his good knee up to his chest and pressed his forehead against it. "I'm supposed to give grand jury testimony in a couple of months, but they wanted me to come in early for a day or two to give preliminary statements."

"Shouldn't they have been offering you some kind of protection?"

"They did. Technically, my family doesn't know about my defection, but you can't trust my family. I let the FBI put me in a crappy little hotel room with two agents. One went to go get ice, and the other one casually stepped out for a second, and I clued in pretty quick that I'd been intentionally left alone. I grabbed my wallet and jacket, left my phone so they couldn't track me, and ran. My cousin's goons must have managed to follow me from the hotel. They jumped me in that bathroom."

"So your cousin is the one trying to kill you?"

"No. No, my cousin worked out that I was the only one who could have uploaded that video. He cornered me at a family dinner and told me exactly what he was going to do to me and then sent his goons to keep the promise." Daren squeezed his eyes shut, a shudder running through him. "My grandfather will be more subtle. He'll find me first, act like he cares, like things have been forgiven. He'll find out just what I know. Then he'll set things up so it will look like I ODd, or he'll pay someone to rub raw shrimp on my dinner." Daren turned his head to look at Sebastian again, tears dripping from his large blue eyes. Sebastian brushed some away with the edge of his thumb. They felt warmer than he thought they should. "So that's who I am, Sebastian, whose last name I don't even know. Do with that information whatever you like. I'm sure the FBI still wants me. My grandfather could make you very rich."

"My last name is Thompson, and after everything, I'm trying really hard not to be offended by that last comment."

"I…" Daren's voice cracked and he gave a little cough. "I am sitting in the bed of a complete stranger, who scraped me off the men's room floor of a gay bar, because as long as you didn't know who I was, I was safer with you than any of the six hundred people I have listed in my phone. My halfwit, coke-head cousin managed to track me down and get to two FBI agents. I can't stand on my own two feet or manage to sleep through the night. There's no way my grandfather doesn't know I've turned on the family by now. I am a dead man walking… limping."

Sebastian had very little doubt as to the truth of those statements. If the internet was even marginally right on this one, the Delawares had their fingers in a lot of pies, both private and government. It took a lot of balls to stand up to that. It would take even bigger balls and a lot of work to stand up to that, get knocked down hard, and stand up again.

Growing up in foster care had meant Sebastian had to be a bit of a fighter and know how to take care of himself. He had respect for people who could take their knocks and keep going. He also had a reasonable dislike of people like the Delaware family. "Maybe we should work on that first."

"Work on what?"

"Getting your feet back under you." Sebastian took a corner of the sheet and wiped Daren's face. "You're starting to sleep a little less than twenty hours a day. We can add in a little physical therapy. Keep your strength up."

"And what happens when I'm back on my feet?"

"We'll work that out later. Baby steps first. I think you've done enough damage to yourself today though. We'll start physio tomorrow."

"I'm sure Raymundo would disapprove."

"Who's Raymundo?"

"My personal trainer. He's the jealous type."

Sebastian cracked up with Daren right behind. "I think he'll forgive us."

Daren grimaced as he continued to giggle. "Oh, God, this hurts."

"I know."

Daren took a few deep breaths, bringing himself under control. "So. I guess it's time for my least favorite part of the day."

"I'm sorry."

"I know." He slowly swung his legs around until his feet were touching the floor. "Let's get this over with."

****

Sebastian rubbed circles on Daren's chest, feeling guiltier than ever before. When Daren was just an odd person who had stumbled into his life, he could detach from it all. But now that he knew who Daren was and who had hurt him in such a disgusting way, it was harder to think as a medical professional and not a feeling person.

Daren did seem to be healing up reasonably well. Physically, at least. "That should be the last time I need to do that."

Daren took a long stuttering breath and nodded. He looked like he might actually throw up. Sebastian changed his gloves and grabbed the shower gel and wash cloth. It was still tricky washing around the only half-healed wounds, but Daren did seem to relax into it. That is at least until some suds rolled down his spine. His body jerked as they slid past his mid-back, and Sebastian moved quickly to wash them away, without comment.

On his list of long-term goals, after getting Daren back on his feet and somewhere safe and very far away from his family, possibly with a new identity, was to find him a good Trauma Counselor.

"I'm sorry," Daren said softly.

"It's okay."

"As soon as I can walk, I'll get out of your life."

Sebastian was glad Daren couldn't see the shock on his face. Daren had fully admitted he had a bull's-eye on his back, and Sebastian just knew this sheltered rich kid had no idea how to function in the normal world.

"And go where? And do what?"

"I'm… I'm sure I'll think of something."

"Sure you will." Sebastian rinsed off the last of the suds and turned off the water. "Well, until you do, maybe it's best if you stick around."

"I'm sorry. I don't want you to be in danger. You've been too nice to me."

"You are in a cruddy brick duplex, shared with an eighty-nine-year-old lady, in a suburb that was built as housing for low-paid factory workers until the factories shut down. No one on earth is looking for Gerald Delaware here."

"Is that why I keep hearing The Price is Right through the bedroom wall?"

"Yeah, Mrs. Laramie is pretty damn deaf." Daren stared at his feet while Sebastian dried him down. "Look at it. You're going to be out of action for another few weeks at least. Worry about the future then. For now, let's just get you back to bed and tuck you in with an ice pack for your knee."

"That actually sounds really nice."

"I thought it might."

****

Sebastian poured some lunch for Daren and made himself a sandwich. Daren had crashed out hard after his shower, leaving Sebastian plenty of time to contemplate all the new information. He hadn't been half wrong when he thought that Daren might be running from organized crime. Again he contemplated calling Agent Kim, but there was no way of knowing if he had also been bought out; the odds were good. That did leave him with the same question Daren must be asking: Who to trust? Sebastian's phone chirped at him while he cut the crust off his sandwich— a special indulgence for when no one was looking.

He glanced at the text.

Jimmy says you've got a boyfriend?— Rachael

Sebastian contemplated not answering.

Jimmy's got a big mouth. And that's not a yes

Sebastian texted back then grabbed his lunch, leaving his phone on the kitchen counter. By the time he got back, there were three messages waiting.

It's not a no — Rachael

U got a BF! WTF? — Ty

Sebastian hated text speak.

I'm young, good looking, and gay. Why wouldn't I? That's not a yes

Mate, we could be on an epic trip. What R U hiding? — Jimmy

Sebastian ignored Jimmy, put the dishes in the sink, and went to query the internet on an Agent Kim.

By the next day, Sebastian had found a few mentions of an Agent Joseph Kim, all having to do with financial cases. Mass fraud, huge stock scams, things like that. He seemed to regularly take on big players, but there was big, and then there were the Delawares.

Sebastian pulled on a fresh pair of gloves and helped Daren sit up. He had decided physical therapy would happen after lunch since Daren was usually exhausted by the time his shower was done. They'd start with Daren's shoulder first since Sebastian actually knew a little about that. He'd briefly harbored dreams of getting a baseball scholarship in high school until he screwed up his shoulder trying to throw a fastball. By the time he could pitch again, he'd accepted the fact that he hadn't been that good to begin with.

"Okay, grip my hand first." Daren's grip was weak, but he gave as much as he could. "Good, that's good. We'll start with range of motion. I'll do the work."

Sebastian carefully lifted Daren's arm while Daren gritted his teeth. The muscles of his arm were well-sculpted without being bulging. They twitched under Sebastian's fingers as he worked the joint as carefully as possible. Sebastian was sure it was probably at least partially dislocated, but there was still too much swelling to be sure. He manipulated it carefully for another few minutes before lowering it back to Daren's side.

"So how bad did that hurt?"

"It hurt." Daren's voice squeaked.

"Thought it might. Next drug store run I'll pick up some topical creams. See if we can't get the swelling down a bit more. Now, let's see how much movement you've got in your knee."

Sebastian folded back the blankets and unwrapped Daren's knee. It was still quite red and a bit swollen, but it looked like a knee should, and the muscles were as carefully sculpted as the rest of him. Daren's face was blank, and he was taking slow controlled breaths.

Sebastian slid his hand onto Daren's thigh just above the knee. "We're going to test range of movement again. Just let me do the work."

Daren nodded, the muscles in his jaw tensing. Sebastian tried to go through it with as little touching as possible. Daren could bend it reasonably okay, but if Sebastian pushed on the bottom of his foot, he winced and began to go pale. A few more minutes of work, and he was breaking out into a sweat.

He set Daren's leg back down and flicked the sheets back up.

Daren took several deep breaths. "Prognosis, doc?"

"Your leg's fucked up."

"Thank you for that news flash."

"I think it's like your shoulder, and it'll be a matter of getting the inflammation down. I'll also see if I can find you a proper knee brace."

Daren pulled the sheet up a little higher. "You should take some of the money."

"No. You might need it if things get hot."

"If I can't walk, getting hot is going to be the least of my problems."

"I'll think about it. But just so you know, for getting through that, you get a special treat for dinner."

"Really, what?"

"It's a surprise."

Daren pinched his lips, and Sebastian had an urge to just poke him in the side. Instead, he fluffed up the pillows and helped him lay back down. "Don't worry." He peeled off the gloves he'd been wearing. "You'll be doing laps around the living room in no time."

****

Sebastian spoon-fed Daren his special dinner, chicken broth with some well-boiled rice. It was his hope that Daren was healed up enough to handle having some solids in his diet, but he wasn't about to shock Daren's system with a steak dinner. As it was, Daren was savoring each bite.

"I never thought rice would taste this good."

"If your stomach doesn't give you problems overnight, we'll try some liquid breakfast shake in the morning."

"That sounds so amazingly good."

Sebastian put the last spoonful to Daren's lips when his phone rang. They both jumped, spilling the bit of soup down Daren's front.

"Shit." Sebastian put the cup aside and tried to sop up the spreading wet patch while his phone kept ringing.

"I'm fine. Answer that."

Sebastian snapped up his phone. "What?"

"Seriously, mate, we need to work on your manners."

Sebastian thought about hanging up, but Jimmy would just call back. "What do you want?"

"What makes you think I want anything? I am calling to find out what was so important that you blew off the chance for an epic road trip and, I have heard, been blowing off your friends as well."

Sebastian marched down to the utility closet to grab a fresh T-shirt for Daren out of the dryer. "Is it a crime to be a little antisocial?"

"Might be."

"I've got some stuff going on right now. It's none of your business or anyone else's for that matter. I am fine, but if you don't mind, I have some things I need to do."

Jimmy didn't answer right away. "What are you hiding, mate?"

Sebastian got back to the bedroom to find Daren trying to wriggle out of his T-shirt with minimal success. He'd managed to get his broken arm out of one sleeve, but it was tangled up on his bad shoulder. "Jimmy, I'm hanging up. Bye." Sebastian hung up and tossed his phone aside. "Hold still." He lifted the T-shirt over Daren's head then slipped it off his left arm.

"I'm sorry. This has got to be really fucking up your social life."

Sebastian laughed. "I'd have to have a social life to fuck it up. Don't worry about it."

Daren smiled, then coughed and kept going. Sebastian rubbed his back as Daren winced against every forced expansion of his broken ribs. It took over a minute, but the coughing eased up, leaving Daren sucking in long gulps of air.

"Are you okay?"

Daren nodded. "I'm fine. I usually get a cough this time of year. Some type of mold or grass or something. I just live off cough syrup and antihistamines for a month."

Sebastian had already grabbed his stethoscope and some gloves. "Yeah, and people who lay in bed twenty hours a day due to injury have a much higher chance of getting pneumonia. So forgive me if I check."

Sebastian rubbed the end of the stethoscope on his own shirt to warm it up. Pneumonia was the last thing they needed. The very idea of it was quietly scaring the shit out of him. He wasn't even sure exactly what he was listening for as he ran the stethoscope along the smooth skin of Daren's chest. "Lean forward." Pressing the stethoscope to Daren's back, he thought he could make out a slight crackling sound, but it was hard to tell. Daren closed his eyes and just breathed slowly.

Sebastian slung the stethoscope around his neck like a proper doctor and grabbed the thermometer. Daren still made a face as it was pressed into his ear.

"Am I going to live?"

The thermometer read 99.5 degrees, but he didn't seem feverish. "I'm not happy, but I don't hear anything really wrong." Daren gave another small cough. "I'll get some cough syrup tomorrow. But I also want you sitting up during the day more."

"I'll do my best." Daren flashed a cheeky smile which had probably gotten him into no end of trouble over the years, and there was a bit of a twinkle in his eyes. The fact that he was smiling set off something warm inside of Sebastian. Even twenty-four hours earlier, Daren had seemed fragmented and terrified in his waking moments.

Sebastian didn't have any illusions about where Daren was in his recovery. It would probably take years, if not a lifetime, for him to truly heal from what had happened, but that he could smile at all was a win for their side.

Sebastian helped Daren into a fresh T-shirt and brushed his hair from his face. He had black roots that were just starting to show. "Why do you bleach your hair?"

"Are my roots showing?"

"A bit. Don't girls usually go nuts for black hair and blue eyes?"

Daren shrugged. "Fuck if I know what girls want. I just started bleaching it 'cause it pissed off my dad. I started doing a lot of stuff 'cause it pissed off my dad." Daren's eyes darted away, and the twinkle in them vanished.

Sebastian sighed and straightened out the blankets. "It's going to be okay. Just give yourself some time to rest and regroup. We will figure it all out."

"We?"

"Hey, I blew off an awesome beach party for this. I'm seeing it through."

Daren grinned, and it was hard to tell under the bruises, but he might have even blushed a little.

"Come on." Sebastian patted the pillow. "Head down and let's both get some sleep."

****


CHAPTER 4

Sebastian wasn't sure why he'd thought he'd have an easy night. Instead of a solid five or six hours on the couch, it was a night in the chair, waking up every hour as each nightmare turned into a coughing fit. The internet told him the pneumonia would most likely come with a fever on top of the coughing, and Daren's temperature stayed down. That didn't mean either of them got much sleep, and Sebastian's carefully timed schedule, once again, went out the window.

By shower time, they were both nodding off on their feet. It was a little easier now that Sebastian wasn't forced to possibly re-traumatize Daren on a daily basis, but Daren still sat stiffly with his eyes closed while Sebastian snapped on the gloves and started wrapping or unwrapping various bandages.

The trip to the drug store was harder than it should have been as Sebastian found out that asking questions about mixing cough suppressants, antihistamines, and anti-inflammatories got you stupid looks from the minimum-wage, name-tag crew and a hard eye from the head pharmacist. Saying you were buying it for a friend did not help the situation.

Sebastian got home from that trip to find an overdue notice in the mailbox for the phone bill that his ex-roommate said he'd take care of before leaving since most of it was his.

Physical therapy was gut-wrenching as Daren balled his hands into fists and let Sebastian manipulate his body until he was sweating and shaking, with the occasional cough. Then the kitchen tap started to drip and simply would not stop.

By the time Daren was finishing off his chicken broth and rice, Sebastian just wanted to fall on his face and sleep for a week. Because of this, the knock on the door was particularly unwelcome.

"Stay here." Sebastian whispered as he closed the bedroom door and raced for the front. On the other side of the peephole was Rachael and Tyrone. With Tyrone dressed in shimmering black and body glitter while Rachel was in denim and combat boots, they both looked ready for nights out at their respective clubs.

He opened the door and tried to smile. "Hi guys."

Tyrone spread his arms. "Sebastian, how are you doing?" Rachael used the momentary distraction to slip past Sebastian. He ran before she could get too far into the house, spreading his arms wide in hopes of corralling the two of them.

"No." Sebastian said. "Sorry guys, but whatever it is, I really can't right now."

Rachael glared at him. "We know you're not exactly Mr. Social, but even you don't go to ground like this. We just want answers."

"And since when is my life your business?" Sebastian snapped, his eyes feeling gritty with exhaustion. "I'm fine."

"Which is why you look like hell."

"I'm fine, thank you; please leave."

Tyrone laid a perfectly manicured hand on his arm. "We're just worried about you. Jimmy says you've got someone new, but you don't look that kind of happy."

"Sebastian, seriously, if you're in something bad, just give a nod, and we'll deal with things."

Sebastian had an idea of how Rachael would deal with things. She'd done two tours in Afghanistan with the USMC before Don't Ask, Don't Tell had caught up with her.

"I'm fine, really, thank you. Jimmy doesn't know shit. I'll call when I'm up for being social again, okay?"

There was a cough from the bedroom. Rachael and Tyrone swung their heads around like a pair of hunting dogs and within a second were on the move.

Sebastian threw himself spread-eagle in front of the bedroom door. "Okay, just stop."

"You're not going to convince us that wasn't from a person, so don't even try, sailor."

Sebastian took a deep breath. He'd learned young that the best lies were ninety percent. "Yes, there is someone. I was just starting to see someone— someone neither of you know— when his family showed up and beat the living crap out of him." Both Rachael and Tyrone's looks hardened. Tyrone's managed to be scarier, despite the body glitter. "He doesn't have access to insurance without his family, so I've been taking care of him."

"Jesus, why didn't you just say so? You think we've never seen a beat down before?"

"I know. It's just a little worse than usual and a slightly complicated situation, okay? And he's still pretty messed up on all levels, and really, neither of us are up for being social for a while. And I'd really appreciate this not getting around."

"What do you want us to tell people?"

"I don't know. Tell them I have mono or something, and I'm sleeping twenty-five hours a day."

Tyrone laughed a little. "We used to say a girl had mono when she was knocked up and missed a semester of school."

"Fine, tell people I'm due in six months; I don't care. Just, please, we had a long night and a longer day."

"Anything we can do to help?" Rachael asked.

"Got access to a portable MRI machine and a top-flight orthopedic surgeon willing to work pro bono?"

"No. I was thinking more like is there someone's ass we can kick for you?"

"No. Thank you. That will be dealt with at a future date."

"Call me if you need backup."

"Absolutely." There was another cough from the bedroom.

"What's your boy's name?" Tyrone asked.

"Daren."

"Daren. I'm thinking tall, thin, glasses, a bit nerdy, but kinda sweet?"

Sebastian didn't want to think about how he'd go about describing Daren as a boyfriend. Daren was a patient in a one-bed, non-certified recovery facility. He made shooing motions, hoping to speed Rachael and Tyrone towards the door.

"Okay, we get the hint."

"Daren, sweetie, get well soon." Tyrone called out.

Sebastian managed to get them out the front door.

"Seriously, if you need some kneecaps broken…" Rachael offered.

"I've got your number. Good night."

Sebastian closed the door, locked it, and waited until he heard a car pull away from the house before he went back to Daren. Daren was actually out of bed, leaning against the closet, standing on his good-ish leg and holding a rolled up copy of National Geographic with his non-broken hand. He also looked like he was about to pass out.

"Jesus." Sebastian scooped Daren right off his feet and deposited him back into bed before he could collapse and do more damage.

"I'm sorry. I tried not to cough."

"No. Not your fault." He straightened out Daren's legs and shook out the crumpled sheets. "They should have called or just not shown up."

"They're your friends."

"I've known them all of seven months. They're Jimmy's friends, and my ex-roommate was dating Jimmy's ex-stepsister. Rachael hangs around me 'cause she was a Marine and I was Navy and she likes to make semen jokes. And Tyrone sees me as a curiosity because I'm the only gay guy he knows who uses generic shampoo."

"I had noticed that."

Before Sebastian could reply Daren began to cough again, his body trembling with each breath. Sebastian helped him sit up, rubbing circles on his back until his breathing settled down.

"I'm fine." Daren said, preempting Sebastian's comment. "I told you this happens every year. I just usually don't have broken ribs. Cough syrup and allergy medicine and I'll be fine."

Sebastian grabbed his stethoscope. "That's nice. I'm taking another listen to your lungs."

Daren rolled his eyes a little but held still as Sebastian tried to listen to every inch of his lungs. Nothing seemed to have changed, so he draped the stethoscope around his neck. "Your system is still pretty messed up, so I'm not letting you mix drugs. You can have the cough syrup or antihistamines. Not both."

"What flavor of cough syrup?"

"Cherry."

"Good. I hate grape."

"Cough syrup then?"

"Yeah."

Sebastian grabbed the cough syrup and some water. The adrenaline of Rachael and Ty's visit finished wearing off, and he was suddenly back to exhausted again.

Daren made a bit of a face as he drank down the syrup but began to nod off even as Sebastian was tucking in his blankets.

Sebastian collapsed down in the chair and closed his eyes. He needed to clean up the kitchen a bit, run some laundry, update Daren's chart.

"Sebastian?"

"Yes."

"Where have you been sleeping?"

Sebastian didn't bother opening his eyes. "The couch. Here. Mainly here."

"Oh." Daren said nothing else, and Sebastian figured he'd dozed off. He pried himself out of the chair. "Sebastian?"

"Yes?"

"I'm only using half this bed." Daren's voice was small and tentative.

Sebastian was sure he'd be more shocked by the offer if he was just a little more awake. "It's okay."

"I never intended to kick you out of your own bed. Never really intended for anything…" Daren's voice started to fade as if he were slipping into sleep again. "You need some better sleep."

Sebastian wanted to object. Daren was right, but it wasn't appropriate. Daren did use up the whole bed when the nightmares hit. And Daren was really his patient. But Sebastian's spine was objecting to yet another night sleeping in the chair, and the siren call of his own bed was just too great. "Okay."

Sebastian kicked off his shoes and dropped face-first on top of the blankets on the empty side of the bed. He heard Daren shift and give a little cough before they both fell asleep.

****

Sebastian woke with his arm draped across Daren's chest. He'd gotten up once in the night to give him a second dose of cough syrup, but for the most part, they had slept. Sebastian considered closing his eyes and going back to sleep. For the first time in a week, he didn't feel frazzled and on edge.

Sebastian pushed himself up far enough to read the clock that said 8:22. So much for his nice neat schedule, but he couldn't bring himself to really care.

He tried to roll out of bed as carefully as possible, but Daren gave a little start and was awake. "Hey, sorry," Sebastian whispered. "Go back to sleep." Daren's eyes closed again.

In the kitchen, he found a message on his phone which had been abandoned on the counter.

Sorry mate. Tell us if you need somebody's arse kicked — Jimmy

He had a feeling that story wouldn't hold people off for more than a week or so, but that gave him a week to figure out the next thing. The sun was coming through the small window over the sink and filtering through the little faded yellow curtains. It gave the room a sense of early morning peace, despite the late hour. Since Daren was still asleep and the schedule was shot to hell, Sebastian set about making a pot of proper coffee instead of just boiling water for instant.

He took a moment to rummage through his fridge, hoping to find something he knew wouldn't be there. One of his earlier memories from his first foster home was living in a house where his bedroom window lined up with the kitchen window of the Mexican family who lived next door. He still associated the smell of fresh coffee and fried chorizos with quiet Saturday mornings. It had taken a decade for him to actually get to taste chorizos, but the smell of them cooking would always be a pleasant one for him.

Sebastian turned on his laptop while the coffee dripped and some bread toasted. The missing Delaware heir was sinking further and further down the news pages as other scandals and horrors cropped up. A glance over the Comments sections said nothing about Gerald Delaware hiding out in a suburban duplex.

He poured some coffee, decided that the milk wasn't off yet, buttered up some toast, and quietly sat eating breakfast and reading the news, feeling halfway normal. One of the newer articles on Gerald Delaware, which was really just a cut-and-paste rehash of the old ones, included a recent picture that didn't seem to have been taken by paparazzi. It was taken at some charity event that Grandmother Delaware was hosting. Daren was managing to look casual in a tuxedo and was looking at the camera like he was flirting with it.

Sebastian wondered if Daren had a girlfriend. There had been no mention of one in any of the articles, but between his looks and money, it was unlikely he'd be short on company. He looked at the picture and remembered the pretty boy he was determined to hit on that night at the Blue Dragon. It felt like that had been months ago.

Before his mind could linger on the brief memory of an attractive young man, he finished his toast, drained his coffee, and started the business of the day.

****

Sebastian smiled into the dark as he crawled into bed. He slipped in under the blanket but over the sheet, keeping at least a layer of fabric between them, but it had been a good day. It had been a good few days. Shower time was still hard with Daren sitting head down, his every breath carefully controlled to manage the pain. Physiotherapy was still hard, as would be expected, with Daren pushing himself until he was pale and shaking. And there were still nightmares. But in between all of that, things were beginning to get better

Daren was staying awake long enough to start skimming through the National Geographics. His system was handling more solid food. His dinners included well-cooked veggies now. They'd even gotten the worst of the coughing under control with a careful balance of antihistamines and cough syrup. And Sebastian was feeling far more human after a few nights sleeping in a proper bed.

He didn't believe the days could keep being that easy. Eventually, they would have to face the elephant in the room, which was the fact that Daren would be in serious danger if he ever surfaced, but that felt like something that could be dealt with later. And for now, Sebastian was just hoping they could keep the good momentum going for as long as possible.

Sebastian was sure he'd just closed his eyes when Daren cried out in his sleep. Without even opening his eyes, he reached out and stroked Daren's head, as that sometimes settled him down without waking him completely.

That didn't seem to work this time. Instead, Daren flung his right arm over his head, slamming it against the wall. With another yelp, he sat straight up, cradling it to his chest. Sebastian got up and flicked on the light. Daren was curled up— his wrist to his chest, the muscles in his jaw contracting— with his breath hissing rapidly between his teeth.

"Here, let me look at it." Sebastian reached out but Daren just pulled away.

His body was shaking; Sebastian wasn't sure if it was in pain, anger, or just the effort of trying not to cry. Sebastian sat on the edge of the bed and waited. He'd gotten good at that. Daren was smart enough to know that certain things had to be done; some days it just took him a little time to get there.

Finally, he got himself under some kind of control and held out his arm to Sebastian. The elastic bandages holding the aluminum splint in place had become dingy and loose in places. "You know what, let me rewrap all this." Daren didn't say anything, just kept his arm out while Sebastian unrolled the bandages. The skin underneath was pale and shriveled, and the wrist was still lumpy, bruised and swollen.

Sebastian ran his fingers along it looking for any new hot spots. He ran his thumb over the scar on Daren's forearm and remembered a question he'd wanted to ask.

"When did you have malaria?"

Daren started. "How did you know about that?" he asked his eyes going wide.

"You told me."

"When?"

"The first time I wrapped up your arm. I asked about that scar."

Daren looked at Sebastian sideways. "I don't remember that."

"I think you were still pretty out of it. But malaria isn't exactly common."

"It was a family vacation-slash-business trip. I was eight, almost nine. My father decided I didn't need the anti-malaria drugs since we wouldn't be leaving the resort."

"Because mosquitos can read signs that say ‘Resort Guests Only.’"

Daren rolled his eyes. "Something like that. Richard argued with my dad about it. My dad just blew him off, so he got the hotel to put up mosquito netting around my bed and covered me in bug repellent. But about two weeks in, I spiked a fever in the middle of the night, and Richard had to rush me to the hospital while my parents were at some business dinner thing. I was there for a week while they tried to find an anti-malaria drug I didn't react weirdly to. That was the same trip I realized that perhaps my father wasn't the best person on earth and that my mother was sleeping with Richard."

Sebastian wiped down Daren's arm with some antibacterial wipes. "So, not the greatest family vacation."

"Not really, no. But Richard did teach me how to body surf. That was cool."

Sebastian wondered if there was any way of getting hold of this Richard guy even if he was in another country. It sounded like he may have been the one person in Daren's life to put much work into protecting him.

"Are you still in contact with Richard.?"

"No. He said he'd write after dad got him deported, but I think they must have been screening my mail. And ex-SAS officers named Richard Smith don't really pop up at the top of Facebook searches."

"He just sounds like someone who could help you out in this."

Daren shrugged a little while Sebastian carefully re-fit the splint to his wrist. "I used to have little daydreams about my dad dying and my mother marrying Richard so we could move to England and live in a castle."

"A castle?"

"I was a kid. I practically lived in a castle half the time anyway."

"I guess that's reasonable." He began to slowly rewrap the splint, making sure it wasn't too tight but still held in place. He knew that what that arm needed was a proper cast, just like Daren really still needed a proper doctor.

Daren rubbed at his face with his good hand. "I suppose I could pick up the phone and just start calling all the Richard Smiths in England. Assuming he's even there."

"Might rack up the long distance bill a bit."

Daren slowly flexed his fingers as Sebastian pinned the bandage in place. "He was always pouring these little sayings into my head, like he was Confucius or something. I think he was trying to counteract my father and grandfather in some way. Fuck. You know what his favorite thing to say to me was?"

"No."

"By three things is the world sustained: justice, truth and peace. He'd say that when I got angry or lied or got greedy. I probably heard that four times a week until I was thirteen." Daren stared into some little point of space over Sebastian's shoulder. "This is all his fucking fault. Why couldn't he have just let me be a completely spoiled, amoral brat like all my cousins? He had to go draw a line in my head and not tell me about it."

"It sounds like he'd be proud of what you were trying to do."

"He probably disavowed all knowledge of me the first time my face made the tabloids."

"The world knows you're missing. He might be looking for you."

"If he were, he would have found me by now. Even here. Didn't matter how much I didn't want to take a bath or eat my vegetables, he could always find me." Daren's voice cracked just a hair. Sebastian wasn't sure what to say. He didn't exactly have a lot of experience with family or close parental figures. He'd had some good foster parents over the years, but none that he'd want to look up in an hour of need.

He straightened out Daren's nightshirt, which had gotten twisted around him a bit. "How about if I go grab you a couple of Advil and you try to get back to sleep?"

"Sure." Daren sounded numb, and he didn't raise his eyes to look at Sebastian. Sebastian had a feeling there might be tears in them. He headed out to the kitchen to give Daren a few minutes of privacy.

Daren was quiet the next morning. He wasn't exactly a chatterbox normally, but now he seemed to keep all conversation to a bare minimum and seldom looked Sebastian in the eye. Instead of trying to stay awake and read a little after lunch, he closed his eyes and slept. Sebastian knew there was nothing much he could do for Daren other than ride out the black mood, but it was frustrating nonetheless. With Daren's body beginning to heal, the withdrawn mood was a reminder as to just how much damage had been done to Daren's mind as well.

****

It was the third day of Daren's black mood, and Sebastian had spent half the previous night politely fending off texts from Rachael, offering to drop by and help out. When the morning rolled around, Daren simply hadn't wanted to get up. Oddly enough, the bad moods of the day seemed to be balancing his head out in some way because he'd been having fewer nightmares at night. Not none, but fewer, and less violent.

Sebastian wasn't thinking about much as he ran the washcloth over Daren's back. It had become routine, giving Daren a daily scrubbing. While the worst of the danger period was over, he didn't want to risk Daren getting anything resembling an infection of any kind, and that meant keeping things clean. He still pulled on gloves to do any cleaning, or bandaging. It helped him keep a hint of separation from Daren; that was getting harder to do. It was one thing to keep a professional distance from someone when you're simply coming into work every day. It's a little harder when you sleep next to him every night and wake up with your arm draped across his body, or your fingers in his hair from soothing him through another nightmare. It's harder when the whole world seems to have condensed down to just two people most days.

Sebastian dragged the wash cloth up to Daren's bad shoulder and looked down into Daren's lap as he did. He quickly looked away but didn't halt his washing. Daren was sporting at least half a woodie that he was trying to hunch himself over.

Sebastian decided that while perhaps a little embarrassing, it was a good thing. It meant his body was healing and possibly some little part of his mind as well. Not that he thought Daren would be hopping into a bed with anyone any time soon, but at least there seemed to be some starting point for healing.

The erection was gone by the time Sebastian had dried Daren off and helped him back to the bedroom.

"I need to pick up some supplies. Anything you want for dinner?" Daren shook his head, his face turned towards the windows with the curtains permanently drawn. "Okay. I might be going a little further afield, but I'll try not to take too long. We'll do your physio after lunch." Daren just nodded. "I'll leave the phone. Try to rest." Daren didn't even respond.

For the first time in weeks, Sebastian drove farther than the jumbo drug store. He didn't go much further, just a few blocks, but he'd seen an ad for a clothes sale at Target, and it had crossed his mind that once Daren was doing a bit better than basically hopping on one foot, he might want some clothes.

He couldn't get much, but he'd found a label in the ruined shirt and had his hands on Daren often enough that he had an idea of size. He picked up a plastic packet of T-shirts, three for five dollars, and a packet of boxer shorts, also three-for-five. He also chose one eight-dollar pair of regular summer shorts, two pairs of socks, and a pair of blue Keds knock-offs. It would leave Daren the least fashionable socialite on the planet, but it would at least cover his body.

Less than thirty dollars and a half hour later, Sebastian was turning back onto his block when he nearly had a panic attack behind the wheel of his car. There was a police car in front of his place as well as an ambulance. He quietly parked his car on the other side of the street like he was just some neighbor, despite the shaking of his hands.

He got out slowly and removed the purchases from the back seat while at the same time trying to keep his face away from any cop that might be watching. Then the door to the other half of his duplex opened and an ambulance crew came out with a gurney followed by a cop. He could see Mrs. Laramie sitting up with an oxygen mask on, but the paramedics didn't seem to be in a huge hurry.

He took a couple of long strides across the street, putting a proper look of concern on his face. And the truth was he did like Mrs. Laramie and didn't like her useless children. She spotted him and waved him over. The paramedics stopped as he approached.

"Hey, Mrs. Laramie, who did you pick a fight with?" She had an eye that was swelling a little and a small cut on her forehead. Her arm was already in a sling. and she was wet and wrapped in a bathrobe, so he guessed what had happened.

"Oh, just had a little disagreement with my shower, but I was wearing my bracelet." She held up her wrist with an alert bracelet on it. "I'm going to be just fine."

Sebastian looked at the paramedics who gave a little nod of confirmation. "Okay, but when you get home, give me a call, and I'll put some of those sticky rubber things in your shower for you."

She smiled and reached up to give him a pat on the cheek. "You're a good boy. If only I was sixty years younger and you were straight."

Out of the corner of his eye Sebastian could see the cop trying not to crack up. "For you, I'd make an exception. Now get out of here. Go harass some poor young doctor."

She smiled at him and the paramedics lifted her into the back of the ambulance. The cop waved him aside. Sebastian tried to keep up the calm look. "Yes?"

"I take it you live around here?" the cop asked.

"I've got the other half of this place. Why?" He gestured towards the duplex.

"I just noticed a pile of bills stamped "Overdue" in there. I'd hate to see her lose power or her phone."

Sebastian sighed. This had been going on when he moved in less than a year before. "Her kids are supposed to take care of her bills, but they forget or get into fights about whose month it is."

"I see; I don't suppose you have their number?"

"It's on the wall right by the door." He pointed to the still open door. 

"Great, thanks."

"And I'll pop in on her once she's back. Make sure she's okay." Like Sebastian really needed another person to take care of at this point.

"I'm sure she'll appreciate it. You have a good day."

"You too, officer."

Daren let himself into the house, dropping his bag by the front door. "I'm home." He called out. He wasn't actually expecting an answer since Daren would probably be asleep. Then he saw the streak of blood on the floor heading across from the bedroom towards the kitchen. He pressed himself against the wall then carefully tried to peek into the kitchen. There was a trail of small bloody streaks.

Sebastian followed them, trying not to puke as terror and dread warred in his stomach. He peeked around the counter and dodged a metal measuring cup that was flung at his head. Daren was on the floor with his back against the oven. He had a large kitchen knife in his left hand and the contents of the random-kitchen-stuff drawer scattered around him. There was blood down his right leg from the cut on his thigh that should have had stitches and was still breaking open every other day.

"You called the cops! You promised!" Daren screamed at him, tears flowing down his face. He flung a cheese grater with his right arm.

"Calm down!" A ladle flew towards his head. For having a broken arm, Daren was showing some good strength and accuracy.

"I can hear them!"

"Mrs. Laramie slipped in the shower. She pressed her Life Alert bracelet. She bumped her head; she's on her way to the hospital."

Daren was gasping for air, the knife still held in front of him.

"Calm down, please."

Daren started to cough, and his arm finally dropped. Sebastian approached slowly until he could kick the knife out of easy reach. He reached out for Daren, but Daren pushed himself away, still coughing. Sebastian took the hint. Instead, he put the kitchen-stuff drawer back in its slot and started loading it up again, managing to find all kinds of things he didn't know he had, including a garlic press and an egg slicer.

By the time he'd performed some three-dimensional-Tetris magic and worked the soup ladle back in, Daren seemed calm enough to approach. He crouched down in front of him. "If I was going to call the cops, it would have happened already. And I will only call a doctor if I'm honestly afraid you are going to die."

Daren nodded. "I know. I'm sorry. I heard the sirens, and I could hear the radio on the cop car, and…"

"I know. It's okay." He reached out a hand. "Let's get you back into bed and patched up. I think we'll skip physical therapy for the day."

Daren made it up to one foot but his left knee promptly gave out and his right thigh started bleeding afresh. Sebastian scooped Daren off his feet and could feel his body shaking and muscles twitching. Mixed in with the annoyance of the whole thing, he was impressed that Daren had made it all the way to the kitchen. There was something to be said for fear as a motivator.

Sebastian placed Daren on the bed, pulled on some gloves, and set about stemming the steady trickle of bright red blood from Daren's body. He'd already lost enough to cover a lifetime. He really didn't need to lose any more.

"You need to stop pulling this one open. You're going to have a bitch of a scar as it is." Daren didn't answer, just stared at Sebastian's gloved hands as he layered on fresh tape and wound closures. "This happens again and I'm just putting super glue in there."

Daren let out a breath that at another time might have been a laugh.

Sebastian finished up and pulled off the gloves. "Lie down and rest a bit while I clean up." Daren didn't close his eyes; he just held the blanket under his chin and watched Sebastian leave.

****

As Sebastian scrubbed at the carpet, he gave another quiet thank you to the Navy. Learning how to get bloodstains out of dress whites made getting blood out of grayish utilitarian carpet a breeze. He still took his time with it, giving Daren some space— and giving himself some space as well. Something was going to need to change soon.

His neighborhood wasn't precisely the best. It wouldn't take much to shove them into the public eye: someone breaking in and the cops showing up; the next-door neighbor's place catching on fire; a bill collector showing up because a former resident forgot to pay off a credit card; even the landlord showing up for an inspection. It had never happened before, but Sebastian wasn't up for trusting his luck.

Daren needed to be mobile and less recognizable. He flung the scrub brush into the sink and went to check on Daren. He was still awake and looking a bit pasty.

"How are you feeling?"

"Hurt. A little cold." Daren's voice was barely above a whisper. Sebastian grabbed his kit and did his health checks.

"Temperature a little up and blood pressure a little low. Probably the stress and shock to your system. I'll go grab you some Tylenol."

Daren's hand darted out and caught the edge of his sleeve. "Why?"

"Because you're running a fever."

"No. Why didn't you call the cops?"

"Because you begged me not to."

"I don't let you sleep. I saw the envelopes on your table. I'm making you poor. I'm a fucking cripple lying in your bed."

Sebastian had been asking himself almost the same damn thing every day. He'd given himself a dozen answers, most of them some flavor of "it's the right thing to do."

"Because I like to believe that I'm a decent human being. Because I don't want to live with the guilt if something did happen to you that I could have prevented. Because I've got a stupid name too, and it got me beat up a lot as a kid, but I can't change mine because it's all I have left of my mother. Because my original plan that night had been to stay in and watch the West Wing marathon, but I convinced myself that at my age it was sad and pathetic, and I told myself that I would go down to the Blue Dragon and find someone and bring them home and just go with whatever happened. And look at that, I found someone at the Blue Dragon and brought him home."

Daren made a sound that was a cross between a laugh and a sob.

"Does the why really matter at this point? I'm here; you're here. This is life."

Daren dropped Sebastian's sleeve and turned away. "Maybe I should get some rest."

"Yeah, that might be a good idea."

****


CHAPTER 5

The next morning Daren was quiet again, but his mood seemed less black, more just tired. He went through meals and a shower with hardly a word. When Sebastian slid the business end of the stethoscope along his back he closed his eyes and moved his lips the tiniest amount, almost as if he were praying. During physical therapy, Daren stared at the ceiling and allowed Sebastian to manhandle his body past the point where he should have been crying out in pain. Instead, he just remained silent.

And that night Sebastian didn't crawl into bed right away. Instead, he sat and watched Daren sleep with just the light from the hall. His face was lax, no nightmares yet. He looked young around the eyes, and Sebastian was reminded of how taken he'd been with the pretty boy who'd walked into the Blue Dragon and shown the bartender a fake ID.

He'd been beautiful without being waif-thin or overbuilt. Given half the chance, Sebastian would have done his absolute best to end the night with that beautiful body next to him in his bed. He gave a small laugh to himself.

He shifted so the light illuminated Daren's face a little better. It was still bruised but healing, now mostly green and yellow. Sebastian knew why Daren was still in his bed. It was because every time he saw the bruises every protective instinct he had welled up. Every day he found himself resisting the urge to just gather Daren up in a hug while cursing the universe for doing this to someone who was actually trying to do a good thing.

Daren's lips moved a little in his sleep, and his brows pulled together. Sebastian reached out and stroked his head. It only took a minute, and Daren was slipping again into what Sebastian hoped was a deep and dreamless sleep.

The next morning Sebastian woke with the flat of his hand on Daren's chest. He couldn't remember how it got there, but Daren was still asleep and didn't seem to mind it.

Daren was being silent again until they were in the shower as Sebastian was cleaning the back of his neck, quietly ignoring a good bit of morning wood that Daren was showing. Sebastian was also trying to figure out some excuse to step out of the room for five minutes to let Daren take care of it himself.

"Does this place have a back yard?" Daren asked with no preamble, his voice still sounding tired.

"Yes."

"Do you think, maybe, I could sit in the sun a bit today?"

Sebastian considered the back yard. It had nice high fences that should keep anyone from peeking in. "Sure. I actually picked you up some clothes the other day. Just T-shirts and shorts, but I figured you'd probably want out of those nightshirts by now."

Daren smiled up at him. "More than you know."

Getting Daren dressed proved tricky because of several uncooperative joints, but Daren just grit his teeth and pushed through. Sebastian led him outside. It wasn't much of a yard, just a postage stamp with some ratty grass that needed cutting and some old wooden lawn furniture that had cracked from the weather. Sebastian laid out some blankets and pillows from the couch to protect Daren from about a million splinters.

As soon as he stepped into the yard, Daren turned his face towards the sun. His skin was ghostly white with only a few weeks of a thin scraggly beard keeping him from looking supernatural. Sebastian helped him sit, and Daren let out a long sigh. "Oh, this is nice."

"I guess I have been keeping you cooped up a bit."

Daren closed his eyes and smiled. "Normally the sun and I don't get along well, but I am definitely willing to declare a truce here."

Sebastian sat in the other splinter-ridden, faded red chair and felt the sun on his own face. "I think I agree with you on this one."

Daren made a little humming noise and shifted around on his pillows a bit, stretching out his limbs. Sebastian was brought to mind of this long-haired pale-orange cat one of his families had owned. It was some huge breed, and when it stretched out, it took half his bed, and since his bed got the most sun during the day, he learned to accept sharing with the cat very quickly.

"I think this should go on the schedule while the weather holds. Sun Therapy or something."

"Good idea." Sebastian could already feel himself beginning to go boneless as he sat in the sun. He rolled his head around to look at Daren in the daylight. "You really need a shave."

Daren rubbed at his chin. "The beard's not working?"

"No."

"I tried to grow a goatee when I was eighteen. That didn't work either."

Sebastian reached across the couple of feet between them and brushed aside a bit of Daren's hair. "We should dye your hair." Daren put a hand protectively to his head. "People are looking for a bleach-blond."

"I guess." Daren flicked his hair from his face. "I've just had it like this for a while. It pisses off my dad."

"I think you've found bigger and better ways of pissing off your dad."

Daren laughed a true and honest laugh. It wasn't a long one, but it didn't turn into a coughing fit. "You are right on that one." He shifted around a bit more, turning every available bit of skin towards the light. "Do you think I could take a nap out here for a while?"

"Sure. I won't let you burn."

"I know you won't."

Daren went quiet again for the rest of the day, but it wasn't the depressed quiet or even a tired quiet. Sebastian hadn't known there could be so many flavors of quiet; it was one more thing he was learning. This was a quiet that had Daren staring into random points of space while releasing the occasional long sigh.

Sebastian was also learning just how embarrassing it could be giving a bath to another man who was having a perfectly normal morning biological reaction. While Daren was letting him and his washcloth and rubber gloves venture a little further into the no-go zone, there were some things that were just way too private, so he just did his best to ignore it while Daren hunched over himself, not moving.

Daren was still quiet as they sat in the sun that day. He didn't sleep, but rather spent an hour twisting around a dried leaf that had been sitting in his chair. He studied it from all angles as if it held the answers to some deep secrets of the soul then let it blow away in a gust of wind.

Later, when he was tucking Daren back into bed, Sebastian had to ask. "Everything okay? Relatively speaking?"

"Yeah, just been thinking a lot the last few days."

"Anything interesting?"

Daren looked up at him. "I'm not really sure who I am."

"Literally or metaphorically?"

"More existentially I think." Sebastian tried not to look amused but obviously failed. "What? I read La Nausée." Daren defended.

"Fair enough."

"I've just been thinking; this is the longest I've been sober since I was thirteen. I gave up the drugs the same day I walked into the FBI. I didn't want to let something slip while I was baked or high. But being just flat-out sober is kinda new."

"Most people would consider that a good thing."

"I guess, but it's like I'm standing outside my life now and… Fucking hell." Daren used his left hand to rub at his temples as if they ached. "I mean, take my girlfriend."

"Okay." The thought of Daren having a girlfriend sat uncomfortably with Sebastian even though there was no reason why it should.

"Her name is Kendra. I don't love her. I don't even really like her. She decided she was my girlfriend after we'd fucked a few times. My dad had been nagging me to find a decent girl. I mean she's not decent, but she's no worse than the rest. In fact, she's just like the rest. Totally interchangeable with fifty other Kendras I know, or Heathers or Tiffanies. Same stupid clothes, giant sunglasses, bleached hair, awful little dogs. Boring to talk to, boring to party with, boring as fuck to fuck. I mean, I have to be seriously baked to make any of them halfway interesting. It's like there are giant Gucci cloning vats somewhere spitting out these girls, but it doesn't really matter because I might as well be one of them. I am one of them! I mean do you know how many shoes I own?"

Sebastian was a little taken back by Daren's rant. "No."

"Neither do I! But you can't show up at a party looking like last week when you're the one deciding what last week was. The thing is, even when I was at my worst, which wasn't that long ago, it was always like there was this little extra person in the back of my head just screaming all the time. And now sitting here I can see what all that screaming was about. What a total joke of a life Gerald Delaware lives."

Daren's voice cracked and tears pricked at his eyes.

"I mean on the very slim chance I get out of all this… I feel like I'm going schizophrenic or multiple personalities or something, and I just want to go back in time and do it all over, or at least fucking yell at myself."

Daren's chest was starting to heave as his hands balled up the sheets.

"I know the day. I was thirteen, and I know the exact fucking day I just chucked it all and… Gerald Delaware is the most useless waste of space in the history of… and I don't want…"

Sebastian placed his hand on Daren's shoulder. Daren scrubbed at his face, trying to wipe away the tears.

"Sorry. I keep forgetting I had my brains half kicked out. I guess it's not really important."

Sebastian handed him a tissue from the bedside table to wipe his eyes. He was quiet for a moment. "When I was in the Navy there was this kid who'd had an accident, compound fracture of his femur. Most painful broken bone you can get. I thought he also had a head injury and triaged him as such because when I asked him his name he said Jerry. According to his dog tags, it was Thomas. So I marked head injury and sent him on to the doctors. Found out later that they did an MRI and couldn't find any brain injury, but someone noticed that his wisdom teeth hadn't developed yet. Turns out he was sixteen and stole his older brother Thomas' birth certificate to get in. He was in so much pain from that break that when I asked him his name he forgot to lie. You were down a pint of blood, easy, head injury on top of everything else, and when I asked your name you said Daren without a second of hesitation. Maybe you're not really Gerald Delaware anymore. Maybe you never really were."

Daren tipped his head back to stare at the ceiling. "Maybe Gerald Delaware is dead," he said softly. "Maybe he was beaten to death on the floor of the men's room in a bar called the Blue Dragon. That might not be a bad thing."

Sebastian gave his shoulder a little squeeze. Putting temporary splints on broken bones was one thing. Faking knowledge of psychology was a little different. "For what it's worth, you're nineteen; I think you're supposed to be having an existential crisis."

"Did you have one?"

"I spent my nineteenth birthday watching a man bleed to death, so it was more nihilistic than existential, at least for the first half. Then I got shore leave and spent three days getting laid by an Australian performance artist who had a tattoo of the Virgin de Guadalupe on his back and a DNA molecule on his dick. He talked me into spending the next six months reading Gravity's Rainbow and Finnegan's Wake. And those screwed with my brain in whole special ways."

Daren blinked at him then his brows came together. "How the fuck do you get a tattoo on your dick?"

"I did not ask."

"I mean, forget the pain; you'd have to be up through the whole thing, wouldn't you?"

"He was into some Tantric shit. Might have helped."

"I'll pass on that one anyway." Daren just cringed and shivered a bit. "There are places needles don't belong."

"That's pretty much what I thought."

"Why were you even in the Navy anyway? I mean you're…" Daren randomly wave a hand towards Sebastian.

"I went through six high schools in my last four years. College wasn't an option."

"I did eight in four years. Kept getting kicked out."

"Yes, but your family is rich. They could have bought a college for you to go to." Daren ducked his head a little. "The military was a good option, but I wasn't up for getting shot at. I figured if I landed on the right ship, or better yet a stateside post, I could get the GI bill while dodging minimal bullets."

"So what did you study?"

"Haven't yet. My boyfriend broke up with me really hard at just the wrong moment, and I ended up signing up for another stint. Between that and the Reserve period, I've only been a civilian a couple of months."

"You should probably get rid of me quick then. I wouldn't be surprised if my grandfather sent a sniper or something to take me out."

"He better not. I've put a lot of effort into keeping you alive. I'd be really fucking pissed."

Daren laughed. "I'll be sure to pass that along."

****

Sebastian was on his shopping run when he spotted a little box in the old people's section of the drug store. The picture on the box was of an adjustable aluminum cane with a good looking grip on it, but this one looked like it folded up like a blind person's cane.

He looked at the price. He knew his bank balance was at nearly nothing, but Daren was going to have to start walking soon, and it was half off. He dropped it into his basket with some sensitive-skin shaving cream and a pack of fresh razors.

The drug store wasn't particularly busy, but they only had two cashiers open, and of course, Sebastian found himself in the one with the trainee checkout girl and an old lady who couldn't figure out how to use her bank card. He ran his eyes over the rack of trashy magazines then yanked one out. The headline was "Delaware Heir Held Captive– Brainwashed!" On the cover was a grainy picture of a blond with a blindfold over his eyes. In the corner was a little insert picture of Gerald Delaware being sick all over a luxury car. Sebastian scanned the covers of the other tabloid and gossip magazines and grabbed two more that had the name Gerald Delaware on the front.

The checkout girl gave him a bit of an eye as she scanned them through. "My grandmother reads them. Goes through like ten a week."

The girl pointed to the one with the blindfolded blond. "I hear he, like, got drunk and killed someone, and his family is, like, hiding him in Switzerland or something."

Sebastian bit his tongue, wanting to leap to Daren's defense. "Maybe he just got sick of it all and ran away."

The girl gave him a shrug and finished bagging up his purchases. Out in the car, he fished out the magazines and thumbed through them. None were anywhere near the truth. There was no hint of FBI involvement, other than the fact that they're looking for him. No talk of an investigation into the family. Not that he was expecting major investigative journalism, but it was good to check.

When he got home, he dumped them onto Daren's lap. "So depending on which prime example of journalism you trust, Gerald Delaware is either being held by Islamic extremists and your family is negotiating your release before you're brainwashed or you OD’d and are at a top secret rehab facility. Or, you OD’d, died, and the John Doe that got dragged out of a Jersey cranberry bog is you and your family dumped you there so it would look like an act of violence instead. Or, according to the checkout girl, you got drunk, killed someone, and your family is hiding you out in Switzerland."

Daren picked up the magazine with the blindfolded blond on the cover. "The thing is, those all sound halfway plausible." Daren tapped the picture of him puking. "You know, I wasn't actually drunk here. I caught stomach flu from some brat at some charity thing my grandmother was throwing. I was sick for, like, three days. But some paparazzi got that photo, and it was all 'Gerald Delaware Underage Alcoholic!' I mean it was sort of true, but still…"

"Also," Sebastian pulled out the cane. "Your left shoulder is doing better, and your left knee is doing better. Between the two, it might be worth trying getting you on your feet."

Daren stared at the aluminum cane and swallowed hard. "My knee hurts thinking about it."

"I bet it does." Sebastian pulled aside the covers. "Today you stand." He held out the cane. "And maybe even take a step or two." Daren swung his legs around. They had lost a little of the fine sculpted muscle that Sebastian had first admired but still looked strong enough to hold Daren up. That definition could be gotten back, but priority one needed to be getting Daren a little independent mobility.

Daren took the cane in his hand and pushed himself to his feet. Sebastian stood close to catch him but didn't actually touch him. He put both feet flat on the ground while leaning heavily on the cane. His eyes squeezed shut and his face twisted into a grimace.

"Hurts?"

"Yep." Daren's voice was a couple of octaves higher than it should have been.

"I'll catch you if it gets to be too much. I don't want you to hurt yourself again. But if it doesn't hurt too much, try taking a step. You just need one."

Daren gave a tight nod. He leaned his weight onto his right leg with its broken toes and swung forward his left leg with its twisted, probably torn knee. He leaned heavily on the cane using his left arm with the twisted and possibly torn shoulder because there was no way his right arm with the broken bones could hold him yet. He took another step towards Sebastian.

Sebastian had hoped that Daren's ability to make it to the kitchen meant his knee wasn't as bad as it seemed. Now it looked like that had simply been a combination of fear and adrenalin.

"Good. You're doing really good." Sebastian kept his arms out ready to catch him. Daren kept squeezing his eyes shut, tears already escaping from their corners. He took deep breaths, sucking them through his teeth as a light sweat pricked at his forehead. He took one more step before giving a yell. Sebastian caught him as the cane fell from his hand. Daren thumped the chair in frustration, which turned into another yell of pain.

"Fuck!" he spat. "Fuck!"

"It's okay."

"It's anything but okay!"

Sebastian helped steady him on his right foot even while Daren leaned into his body, shaking. "It's a start."

"Don't give me any of that 'journey of a thousand miles' crap."

Sebastian helped him settle into the chair. "You should be in multiple casts right now, recovering from multiple orthopedic surgeries. Cut yourself a little slack."

"Yeah, that's what I'll tell the assassins my grandfather sends to take me out. Cut me some slack."

"No one knows you're here. But you still need to get back on your feet. I'll get you some ice packs and pain killers." He picked the cane off the floor and handed it to Daren. "We'll try standing again this evening." The look Daren gave him was an unpleasant one. He had a feeling he was mentally being given the finger. He patted Daren on the head. "Go ahead and hate me but you know I'm right. You'll get better, I promise."

By the time they tried for a post-dinner stroll, Daren was looking less hateful and more dejected. He did manage three steps and back again before collapsing back down onto the bed and curling up into a fetal position that could not have been even remotely comfortable.

Sebastian tried to help him move into a more comfortable arrangement, but Daren just curled up tighter. Sebastian settled with carefully placing some ice packs and leaving three Advil on the bedside table before going back to the kitchen to do the dishes. He came back to find Daren asleep, still curled up. Sebastian pulled up the blanket and spent the night back in the chair.

The next day, it felt like they were backsliding. Daren was quiet and obviously in pain. The flavor of the silence alternated between anger and depression. When Sebastian offered to give him a shave during his daily shower, Daren only shrugged and mumbled, "Sure."

Sebastian had never shaved anyone before and didn't want to leave the smallest nick on the fine, nearly healed skin of Daren's face. Daren kept his eyes closed as Sebastian snipped away the worst of the beard with a scissors. It had actually been Sebastian's drill instructor who had taken him aside after he failed an inspection and shown him how to perform a particularly close shave using a hot towel and tiny strokes, wiping the blade clean after every other stroke.

Daren's body had relaxed at the feel of the warm towel on his face, and as Sebastian began the shave, he took slow soft breaths, almost as if he was asleep. Sebastian couldn't help wondering just what kind of thoughts were going through Daren's mind as he tilted his head back and bared a throat still covered in finger bruises.

Sebastian made each stroke of the razor no longer than a centimeter. Careful to go with the grain, it became an almost meditative process, with only the sound of the razor and their breathing to fill the small room.

Daren's eyes were still closed when Sebastian wiped away the last of the shaving cream. He turned Daren's head from one side to the other, looking for any spots he may have missed. Without the scruff, Daren looked so much younger and also far more vulnerable. Sebastian suddenly felt guilty for how much pain he'd put Daren through just the day before, despite its needing to happen. And he felt guilty for how much pain there was to come.

He wished he had the means for or access to one of those exoskeleton knee braces, but when he'd looked online the good ones seemed to run into the hundreds of dollars. Daren would have to do with sports bandages and ice packs.

He went and got a hand mirror that had been left by a former tenant. "Here, take a look."

Daren opened his eyes and looked in the mirror. He touched his fingers to the still visible bruising around his eyes before closing them again.

"It'll heal." Daren nodded and handed the mirror back.

If Sebastian had thought the rest of the day would be better he was mistaken, just as he was mistaken about the days after that. They fell into a sort of grim rhythm, nearly as bad as those first days when Daren was hanging on by a thread. Sebastian did his best to keep them to a normal routine, with nightmares, meals, painkillers, showers with carefully ignored morning erections, and time spent in the sun, but through all of it, Daren was almost completely silent.

He was only speaking when spoken to and only giving bare minimal replies. When he didn't sleep he stared into space, often unblinking. With anyone else, Sebastian might have thought he was looking at a suicide in the making, but every day Daren pushed himself to tears, walking just a few steps further and standing just a little bit longer. For whatever abyss the rest of him was staring into, some part of him was still fighting.

****

Sebastian opened his eyes to find Daren staring at him. It was a little disconcerting. He almost always woke before Daren unless a nightmare was involved, but it had proved a reasonably quiet night. Now Daren's big blue eyes seemed to be boring into his head from just a foot away.

"Good morning."

"Good morning," Daren replied politely.

"Have you been awake long?"

"An hour or so."

Sebastian rubbed the sleep from his eyes. "You should have woken me up."

"It's okay. I was thinking."

"Thinking about anything interesting?" This was a talkative as Daren had been in days.

"I hate my family." Sebastian snorted. "No, I mean it. I've always quietly loathed them but just in the way teenagers usually do. But I truly hate them. I hate their lies and hypocrisies. They are bullies and cowards who are nearly always above the law. I hate all that they are. I hate looking in the mirror and knowing I'm one of them." There was a cold edge to Daren's voice as he spoke.

"What about your mother?"

"My mother has been a valium-fueled zombie since Richard left, enabled by my father and the doctors he finds for her. She hasn't been the woman who was my mother in a long time, and the family prefers her that way. My grandfather rules over us all, and he is… evil. And he's spread that evil to all of us."

"I don't believe you are evil."

"I want to watch them burn," was Daren's reply. "I want to see their empires crash down around them. I hate them all. I hate them for what they've done to me. For what they let happen. For what they let me become. There are…" Daren pulled a breath through his teeth like he was in pain. "When the FBI told me what kind of files to look for, where I should be digging…. Oh, the things I found. Files, accounts, family archives. They have centuries of blood money stashed here and there. Dirty deals with evil people. Bribes and threats. Tax evasion. Weapons deals. That maid wasn't the first rape they've buried. Not by a long shot. The things they have done…"

Sebastian took Daren's hand in his as Daren's breathing became ragged.

"And I hurt so much. It's like glass in my head, and it all just hurts, and no one will ever make them pay. No one will ever care. They just have no fear."

"Of course they have fear. They fear you."

Daren closed his eyes and held tight to Sebastian's hand. "I don't know what to do."

"We can figure it out. We still have a little time."

"We."

"I haven't put all this work into fixing you up just to push you out the door to fend for yourself. You're going after something too big. Don Quixote needs Sancho Panza."

"I just read the Cliff Notes, but I'm pretty sure Don Quixote was insane and Sancho was an idiot."

"Sancho was loyal, and Don Quixote saw the world as it should be."

"Doesn't Don Quixote die at the end or something?"

"No idea. I left my copy on a bus in Hong Kong." Daren smiled at that. "I'm going to see this through."

Daren lowered his eyes. "Thank you," he whispered.

Sebastian just gave his hand a small squeeze, deciding there were things Daren didn't need to hear, like how every day Sebastian had more respect and fondness him. How every day he had a stronger desire to strip off his gloves and just wrap himself around Daren's broken body like a human shield. To protect the good man that had somehow managed to develop in the shell of an out-of-control brat. Like how much he wanted to find Richard Smith, SAS, and thank him for planting the seed of that good man in a child that could have so easily become just one more monster.

He let go of Daren's hand and gave his head a quick pat. "I'll go make breakfast." He tossed back the blankets.

Daren pushed himself up and grabbed his cane, which was leaning against the bedside table. "I think I'd like to start eating in the other room."

"I think that's a good idea."

****


CHAPTER 6

The rest of the day followed much as the one before. Daren was still quiet— and still stared off into space and still pushed himself to tears— but Sebastian had hope that he had reached some kind of bottom and was starting the real climb back out.

Then there were the nightmares.

Sebastian wasn't even sure how many he'd missed before one woke him after midnight. It was not the usual screams and thrashing. Instead, Daren muttered and hissed, his head snapping one way and then the other. He caught the word "no", but it sounded less afraid and more defiant. Sebastian shook him awake. Daren's eyes snapped open, and he gulped for air before settling back into sleep and starting the process over.

After the third waking that night, Sebastian gave up trying to get back to sleep himself. He sat up in bed and brushed his hand through Daren's hair, trying to soothe him while at the same time letting his mind wander. The truth was that he had not the slightest idea how to tackle the Delawares. It would be much easier just to take that money in Daren's jacket, buy a couple of bus tickets to the other side of the country, and start over. Save up, get Daren a fake social security number, a new ID. A little DIY witness protection.

Sebastian thought he just might be able to pull it off. Between the foster system and the military, he'd gotten good at moving, picking up at a moment's notice. He'd also gotten good at keeping his head down, not making waves.

He sighed into the dark as Daren began muttering to himself. Daren was determined to take his family down. Sebastian had seen that in his eyes, a desire for revenge as strong as any desire to right the wrongs of the past. Sebastian felt his eyes try to close even as Daren cursed in his sleep.

"Wake up," Sebastian said giving him a little shake. "You're having another dream; you need to wake up."

By morning, Sebastian felt as battered as Daren's body still looked in places. Most of Daren's bruising had faded to green and yellow, which meant they were healing, but that didn't make it any prettier.

Daren had woken the final time with a thousand-yard stare in his eyes. When Sebastian had asked him about his dreams, he'd only shaken his head and remained silent. They were both going through their morning routine half asleep, Daren's head down, his hair covering his face. Sebastian drew the washcloth behind Daren's ears, over his back, and under his arms. He rubbed it across Daren's chest and down his torso, too tired to think about when to stop and simply chasing the suds down his body.

Daren's hand was suddenly on his wrist as his hand held the washcloth across Daren's navel and just about at the morning erection he'd gotten good at ignoring. Sebastian went to pull his hand away, having drifted far too low, but Daren's grip on his wrist was not loosening or shifting.

Then, very slowly, Daren placed the smallest downward pressure on Sebastian's wrist. It just took a couple of inches before the washcloth was draped over Daren's erection and Sebastian's hand was wrapped around it.

Sebastian's heart was pounding. This was so far past any line that should not be crossed. This went past friend. It went way past medical professional. With what Daren had been through, it was so wrong. At the same time, without saying a word, Daren obviously wanted this. Probably full-out needed it. Sebastian gave a small squeeze. Daren whimpered and didn't raise his head but kept his hand firm on Sebastian's wrist. Sebastian gave another squeeze, and Daren's chest hitched.

Sebastian quickly catalogued all the ways this was about to go horribly wrong, let out a long slow breath and braced himself. He gave a small, light stroke, more of a caress. Daren's body began to shake. Sebastian could see the muscles in his back tense and twitch. The washcloth fell to the floor of the tub. He spread his other hand across Daren's back before he took another small stroke. Daren twitched in his hand, hot and alive. The latex gloves he still wore gave it a strangely impersonal feeling. Sebastian had no idea if that was good or bad or if Daren was even thinking the same thing, but he wasn't about to break whatever was happening by stopping to take them off.

He moved his hand at a slow and steady pace, the soap giving a little lubrication. Daren let out small whimpers and cries that sounded more of pain than pleasure, but he pushed his trembling body into Sebastian's hands.

Sebastian ignored his own neglected body's reaction to the feel of another man swollen in his hand. He stroked a little faster. Daren's head jerked back, flinging his hair from his face and revealing eyes squeezed shut and a jaw locked tight. Sebastian put his free hand to Daren's head.

"It's okay," Sebastian spoke just loud enough to be heard over the sound of the shower. Daren bit at his lip. Sebastian slowed down, and Daren let out a gasp just before his own teeth drew blood. Sebastian kept up the slow pace until Daren's body began to go limp between the twitches. His head fell forward again, and he gasped for air. Sebastian watched Daren's still-bruised tissue slide over what were the surely still-cracked ribs of his lungs.

Sebastian sped up his ministrations again, sure that Daren had to be close. He slid his right hand along Daren's spine and could feel his heart pounding even there. Sebastian's own heart was thudding in his ears as Daren's body began to vibrate harder and faster. A high keening cry came from his lips. His body jerked. Daren's hips pressed up into Sebastian's hand, and Sebastian felt through the latex gloves the throb and heat of Daren spilling over his fingers in wave after wave. A scream came from Daren's throat.

Sebastian stripped off his gloves and tossed them aside. Without pause or thought he wrapped his arms around Daren and held him tight, not caring about the shower drenching his own clothes. Daren began to cry. This was not like the soft controlled sobs of the previous weeks, these were full-throated wails of pain and grief. Howls of rage filled the small room until Sebastian thought the very walls may shatter. Daren pounded at Sebastian's back, but Sebastian knew Daren was really striking out at those who had tried to break him.

Sebastian held tight, rubbed Daren's back, stroked his hair, and rocked him softly. He made small humming noises but didn't speak. He didn't say things like "It'll be all right," and "Things will get better." He knew that measured against Daren's pain and rage, those reassurances would only sound trite.

Emotions came in waves that rattled both their bodies. Daren would begin to settle when some new hell would fight its way to the top of his mind and bring forth new howls, his body spasming under the onslaughts.

The water had shifted to lukewarm and was moving towards cold when it seemed the worst had purged itself from Daren's system. He was still shaking from the aftershocks, hiccupping and gasping for air. Sebastian turned off the water, wrapped Daren in a towel, and lifted him from the tub, having no desire to make him walk.

Daren didn't say a word as he was laid in bed, still naked, and tucked in tight. He looked up at Sebastian, his eyes red and swollen as if he'd been struck again. The marks of his teeth still showed on his lower lip.

Sebastian moved a lock of damp hair from Daren's forehead. He really did need a trim. "You had a long night. You should get some more sleep."

Daren gave a slight nod and closed his eyes. Sebastian stood there and waited and watched until he was sure Daren was peacefully asleep.

****

Sebastian stripped off his wet clothes and pulled on some fresh ones straight from the dryer. His hands shook as he tried to pull on some socks. He stumbled into the kitchen to make himself a cup of coffee then thought better of it. He pressed his head to the kitchen table.

"Stupid, stupid, stupid," he muttered to himself.

Daren was asleep now, hopefully peacefully, but he would wake up soon, and it would be time for lunch and hobbling to the living room and back. Sebastian had known a few awkward mornings-after in his past, but this was seriously different. Maybe they could both just ignore it. They were men, men had needs, and talking about stuff did not fall under those needs. Daren was nineteen. When Sebastian was nineteen, he'd been on an aircraft carrier and still found enough private time to give himself carpal tunnel jacking off. Daren had one broken arm and one that couldn't handle a lot of movement yet. He'd probably been desperate for a bit of relief, and it's not like Sebastian hadn't had his hands on every other bit of him.

Sebastian nodded to himself. That was it, one dude doing a big favor for anther dude with two bad arms. Nothing more to think about, no need to overanalyze it. And the epic crying jag afterwards was just something that needed to happen.

Sebastian gave himself another firm nod, stood up, did the dishes, and absolutely did not let his mind wander to a gorgeous young blond in tight jeans and a suede jacket downing shots of whisky at the Blue Dragon.

****

He was helping Daren pull on some clean clothes before lunch when Sebastian noticed Daren was running a little warm. He pulled out the thermometer before Daren had much time to object. He scrunched up his face as it was pressed into his ear. The readout said he was running just below a hundred. Sebastian had heard the phrase "cry yourself sick," but it looked like Daren had actually managed it. His head was lolling slightly, and his limbs were moving loosely, almost as if he'd had a couple of drinks.

"What's my temperature?" His voice was raspy and far deeper than it should be.

"It's not too bad, ninety-nine point eight."

Daren nodded and reached for his cane. It seemed he had come to the same "we are men and we don't have to talk about things" conclusion, which was fine with Sebastian. As Daren slowly limped his way to the kitchen table, Sebastian hovered by his left side. It only took the cane catching or putting his foot down at the wrong angle for Daren to go down in a heap.

Once Daren was safely seated again, Sebastian grabbed two soup cans from the cupboard. "What are you in the mood for, chicken noodle or minestrone?"

"Minestrone. I was supposed to be at a friend's birthday in Rome today."

"I'm sorry."

"It's okay, he's actually kinda an asshole. But I'm sure he thinks the same thing about me."

****

Sebastian let the fever burn itself out, and it seemed to have done that by the time he'd tucked Daren into bed for the night and was doing a last cleanup on the kitchen. The morning had not been mentioned, spoken of, or hinted at. The day had progressed pretty much as normal. Daren had been a little quiet, but it seemed to be a peaceful quiet. A calm after the storm and possibly before another.

His phone bleeped.

How R U and the BF doing?— Ty

Sebastian laughed at the text. Ty, Rachael and occasionally Jimmy had gotten into the habit of texting him every couple of days to check on him. Under the policy of wrapping lies in truth, he'd been sending back little status updates. It was a balancing act. He didn't want Daren to seem too much better or they might try to come over again. 

Bit of emotional drama today but way overdue.

He hit send, put away the last of the dishes, and decided not to bother with the Late News. He'd gotten into the habit of scanning various news sites for any information concerning Gerald Delaware, but there had been nothing new. He stripped down to his shorts and a T-shirt and climbed into bed, under the blanket and over the sheet, careful not to wake Daren in the process. He was also careful to move as far towards the edge of the bed as he could without falling off.

They might be going through a whole "it didn't happen" thing, but it did happen, and Lord only knew what was going on in Daren's head. He was already dealing with physical and psychological trauma, a nineteen-year-old's existential crisis, a stretch of sobriety, and the knowledge that his family was trying to actually kill him. A sexual identity freak-out on top of everything else did not seem like a good idea. Then again, it could just get lost in the mix. Or possibly Daren was enough of an urban child of the 90s and the new millennium that gender and sex identity was just sort of passé.

Sebastian folded up the spare pillow under his head and filed all the worries away for later, after a hopefully decent night's sleep.

When morning did come, the first thing Sebastian saw was Daren staring at him with those wide blue eyes, hardly even blinking. It was mildly disconcerting but not as odd as the fact that he had mostly slept through the night. He wasn't sure if he was getting better at sleeping through Daren's nightmares or if there were just fewer of them, but he could only recall being woken twice.

"Good morning." Daren's voice was still a little hoarse.

"Morning. You let me oversleep again."

"Didn't think it mattered. I've been thinking this morning." Sebastian braced himself. "You're right, I should dye my hair back to black. Maybe cut it a bit."

Sebastian hoped the wave of relief didn't show on his face. "I can only do one kind of haircut, and it's the kind that makes you look like you're about to enlist, but I think I can manage a box of hair dye."

"Good."

Sebastian sat up and stretched his back. His bed was far preferable to the chair, but he also knew he could use a new mattress. It had been a planned use for his small savings account. Now it looked like that savings was going to be paying unexpected bills.

"Um…" Daren hadn't sat up, and his voice was tentative. Sebastian braced himself again but didn't turn around to look at Daren. "About… I mean, just so you know… Um… I'm not… I mean, there was this one thing, but…"

"Existential identity crisis. Don't worry about it." Sebastian tried to use his best, "we're men, we don't need to talk about stuff" voice.

"Okay. Right." There was genuine relief in Daren's voice.

Sebastian hopped out of bed as Daren sat up. "I'll get breakfast on. I got eggs yesterday. How do you like yours?"

"Scrambled?"

"Scrambled I can do. If you'd said poached, I wouldn't have had a clue."

"I've never cooked a thing in my life that didn't involve a microwave, toaster, bottle opener, or phone, so you're one up on me."

"What a pair we make." Daren had made his way to his feet and almost to the bedroom door. "I'll run down to the drug store after breakfast, and we'll see about that hair dye." Daren stumbled a bit, but Sebastian caught him, one hand at his elbow, the other pressed flat against his chest, stopping a face-first tumble.

"Thank you."

Sebastian smiled. "That's what I'm here for."

****

Sebastian pulled off his gloves before setting the timer on his phone. "Ten minutes, think you can manage?"

Daren was sitting in the bathtub, his head tilted back. "Does it really need to be ten minutes?"

Sebastian held out the box the hair dye had come in. "That's what it says on the box." It had taken Sebastian a good deal longer to pick out a box of hair color than he had thought it would and he ended up shuffling in the aisle for a while until the girl who had rung up his tabloids came to help. Sebastian had checked before he left and found that Daren's hair wasn't so much black as it was a very dark brown. He wanted it to look as natural as possible so when it grew out a bit it wouldn't look like a dye job, but that left him scratching his head over highlights, lowlights, and quick colors.

Daren read the box and sighed a bit. Sebastian was working out that Daren wasn't actually the most patient person on Earth. Daren tilted his head back further and stared at the ceiling while the clock on Sebastian's phone counted down the seconds. Through the wall, they could just make out The Price is Right theme music. "What do you want to be when you grow up?" Daren asked out of the blue.

"What?"

"I mean when you go to college and stuff, what do you want to be? I mean, I don't know what you do, but it can't be that exciting."

Sebastian couldn't claim that pharmaceutical distribution was his life goal. He'd been offered a job as an EMT, but he'd been sick of other people's blood. "Not really, no. I don't know. I figured I'd just take some random classes and see what sticks."

"Why not Medicine? You'd be a good doctor."

Sebastian snorted. He'd given that about thirty seconds thought back in the day. "No, I'll pass. When you're a doctor you have to deal with people dying on you, and I've got zero desire to ever witness that again. It's a very overrated experience. How about you? What were your plans if you hadn't gotten kicked out of eight high schools to piss off your father?"

"I don't know. I think I might actually be good at business, but I'd rather beat myself over the head with a brick before that. Literature maybe, I like to read. I used to write a bit when I was, like, ten. Richard used to take me camping. He knew the Latin names of all these plants and if they were poisonous or anything. I always kind of liked that."

"Botany, maybe? You can go tramping through the rainforest looking for the plant that will cure a common cold."

"It's stupid thinking that far ahead. Got to make a run at the windmills first, right? See if I come out of that alive."

Sebastian's phone chirped at him then, but it wasn't the alarm.

How are you doing? — Rachael

Sebastian mulled over those few words. He could fill a novel with how he and Daren were doing at that point.

Daren rolled his head towards Sebastian with a questioning look. "It's just Rachael."

"Wondering how your boyfriend is doing?"

"You heard that?"

"The walls in this place aren't that thick."

"I was trying to make up something they'd believe on the fly."

"It's okay. I'd probably have laughed if I hadn't been completely freaking out."  Fine. Getting better. Sebastian quickly typed then sent.

His phone beeped again, but this time it was the alarm.

"Okay, let's see what the damage is."

Daren leaned as far back as he could while Sebastian washed away the dye then ran a bit more shampoo through just to make sure before a final rinse. Daren gave his head a bit of a shake and ran his fingers through it. "Well, how do I look?"

Sebastian swallowed a bit. Contrasted with the dark hair, Daren's sky blue eyes absolutely shone out from his face. He looked a bit younger, but not juvenile. If anything, he looked more mature and a little healthier. He certainly didn't look like Gerald Delaware from the tabloids anymore. "Good. Here, take a look." He helped Daren from the tub to look in the bathroom mirror.

"Jesus." He ran his fingers through his hair a few more times. "I've had my hair bleached since I was fourteen. I don't recognize myself." He turned his head one way then the other, examining himself from a few different angles. He touched the last of the yellow bruises on his face and torso. "I guess if I don't recognize myself, odds are no one else is going to either."

"That's kind of the point."

"Yeah. Good. I think I was overdue for a change."

For the rest of the day, Sebastian watched as Daren looked at himself in every surface that was even slightly reflective. He'd flip his hair one way and then another, then pull it back with one hand. A little longer and he probably could make it into a ponytail; Sebastian was having to use a little more force to comb out some of the snarls. Daren had yet to comment about conditioner, but Sebastian could feel it coming.

Sebastian didn't mind though because Daren hadn't spent the day just primping in the mirror. He'd spent it smiling. Not every moment of the day, but every now and again there would be a smile on his face at something Sebastian said. Or a laugh at something he read in one of the tabloids. Plus a grin through the tears as he managed a half a lap around the living room without his cane. Through all that, Sebastian had seen flashes of a confident young man clawing his way up through the pain.

Daren even managed to stay awake long enough to sit on the couch and watch Entertainment Tonight, made much more amusing by Daren's running commentary on the bad habits of various celebrities.

As Sebastian climbed into bed with Daren already peaceful asleep, he hoped the day had been a sign of things to come.

****

It was nearly five in the morning by the time Daren woke him with a yelp and a whimper. Sebastian placed a hand flat on his chest, avoiding the bad shoulder, and shook him awake. Daren snapped awake with a hiss, slapping his left hand over Sebastian's. Sebastian could feel Daren's heart thumping, not too fast but with heavy beats.

"I'm getting really tired of these," he muttered.

"I know. Want to talk about them?"

"No."

Daren's hand closed tight around his as he took a couple of shuddering breaths. Sebastian could feel his heart starting to ease and he could feel Daren slip back into sleep. Sebastian quickly followed.

The second time Sebastian woke up, he was a bit disoriented. Someone was laying half over him, and what felt like a thin, but heavy box, was across his chest. Sebastian's brain took a few seconds to put together the who, what, and where of the situation. Sometime in the last couple of hours Daren had rolled over almost onto his stomach with his face resting on Sebastian's shoulder and his right arm, still in its splint, flung across Sebastian's body. Daren also had his morning wood, bumping against the outside of Sebastian's thigh.

Judging by the angle of the light peeking under the curtains, it was probably getting reasonably late, but Sebastian was loathe to get up. He'd always liked sleeping next to someone, waking with a warm body curled against his even if, in this case, it was fairly wrong. Although it wasn't like he was the one who had migrated across the bed. His right arm was mostly pinned, but he had enough movement to run his fingers through Daren's now dark-chocolate hair.

Daren gave a tiny breathy hum and squeezed Sebastian a little. Sebastian wondered if maybe in Daren's dream state he was a giant teddy bear or something like that. It didn't change the fact that it was certainly whole levels of wrong. Even worse, Daren's morning erection was giving Sebastian one of his own. "Existential crisis" might make a decent one-off excuse, but Sebastian couldn't think of it stretching much past that.

That didn't stop him from stroking Daren's head. Daren gave another little hum, and he shifted a bit, pressing his erection that little more into Sebastian's leg. He could feel the heat of it even through the sheet separating them.

"Daren," Sebastian whispered, hoping to gently wake him up with minimal embarrassment to the both of them. "Daren."

Daren hummed, shook his head, and pressed his face into Sebastian's shoulder, pulling their bodies tighter together. Sebastian wondered if he could jerk off really quickly and quietly so Daren wouldn't notice since he was putting a bit of a tent in the sheets. He'd gotten good at getting off in less than a minute during his first deployment, but that was without another body pressed against his.

"Daren," he tried one more time.

Daren gave a mumbled reply, and Sebastian could feel Daren smiling against his shoulder before shifting his hips again. If Daren was dreaming, it must have been a good one. After all the nightmares, Sebastian didn't really want to wake him up.

Okay, he thought to himself in resignation. He shifted his hand from Daren's head to his back, where he started rubbing small circles.

Daren's hips began to roll ever so slightly. He squeezed Sebastian tighter.

Sebastian turned his head so his face was pressed to Daren's hair. "It's okay," he whispered.

Daren started mumbling again but Sebastian couldn't make it out. Then Daren frowned deeply and jerked awake. His eyes were blown wide, and he squeezed them shut for a moment.

"Morning," Sebastian tried to sound perfectly normal, as if Daren wasn't halfway through rubbing off on his thigh. Daren's eyes darted around and over their bodies. "You rolled over in your sleep."

"Oh." Daren didn't move, and as far as Sebastian could tell, his erection hadn't receded. "Um…"

Sebastian rested his hand back on Daren's head and guided his face back to his shoulder. Daren squeezed himself against Sebastian's body and let out a moan that was long and low.

There was a three-syllable mumble. Sebastian took a guess that it might be I'm sorry.

"It's okay."

Daren wiggled a little more and shifted his leg so it was half on top of Sebastian's. Sebastian's erection didn't seem to have any intention of going away, despite the glare he gave the tent in the blanket.

Daren was still wiggling a bit, shifting about like he was trying to get comfortable. He was lying on his left side, which had taken the brunt of the joint damage. Sebastian made an executive decision. If they were going to cross this bridge, then they might as well cross it and deal with the fallout on the other side. "Okay."

Before Daren could respond, Sebastian rolled onto his side, wedged his right arm under Daren's body and then rolled back onto his back, dragging Daren along until Daren was on top of him, his head resting on Sebastian's chest and his cock nestled between Sebastian's thighs. The sheet still served as a barrier between them.

Daren ground his hips down as Sebastian arched his up. For as much as he was trying to take care of Daren, the fact was that Sebastian nearly screamed in relief at the feel of his cock sandwiched between Daren's body and his own.

He worked one hand into Daren's hair and rested the other on his mid-back. He didn't dare venture any lower.

Daren rolled his body into the touch and drove his hips back down. It was an odd sensation, with cotton instead of skin rubbing against his. Daren didn't seem to care, and in that moment, neither did Sebastian, really. Daren's breath was soaking through Sebastian's T-shirt, hot and heavy. Daren's hips were already gaining speed. Sebastian just knew Daren was going to finish before him. He carefully worked a hand between their bodies and gripped his own cock. He was already slick with sweat and started stroking himself hard and fast.

Daren arched his back and glanced between their bodies before driving his hips down and throwing his head back as far as it would go. His eyes were closed, and his face was open. Sebastian watched as pleasure and pain flicked across his face. Sebastian worked himself faster, trying to control the grunts and moans he could feel building in his chest. Suddenly Daren's eyes snapped open as his hips ground down hard. Daren's eyes locked with his, strong and sure, before a cry came from his lips and his eyes fluttered shut again.

Sebastian could feel the damp heat soak through the sheets. He gave himself a couple more hard strokes and squeezed his eyes shut as he came across his hand. Daren collapsed, his limbs dangling to either side of Sebastian's body, his head resting on Sebastian's chest.

Sebastian stroked Daren's head with a clean hand while his body still shook and he sucked in deep breaths. Sebastian was trying to catch his breath, as well, but was finding it a little difficult with Daren spread across him. At least there were no tears.

Daren's body began to relax, and if anything, he got heavier. Sebastian was once again reminded of that light-orange cat. Daren's breathing began to slow.

"Nope. You can't fall asleep on me. I need to use my lungs."

Daren jolted as if waking again and tried to scrabble from Sebastian but only managed to get tangled in the blankets.

"Easy there."

Sebastian rolled over, depositing Daren pretty much where he had started. Daren stared at the ceiling. Sebastian could hear the gears whirring in his head.

"Don't."

Daren snapped his head towards him. "What?"

"You've got bigger problems right now. You need to triage whatever crisis, existential thought, personal deconstruction, rediscovery of self, is going on in your head. Save it for later."

Daren stared at him, not blinking, hardly even breathing. After about thirty seconds, Sebastian began to quietly panic. Then Daren blinked. "Okay."

"Okay." Sebastian hopped out of bed before there could be any more discussion. "I'll get cleaned up and make breakfast."

The conversation for the rest of the day was kept to pretty much a minimum, without being cold or angry. Rather, it seemed more a continuation of the "we're men, we don't need to talk about the fact that we rubbed off on each other" status quo.

It was only after dinner when Daren decided to break from routine by requesting a lap around the living room without his cane.

"Are you sure?" Sebastian asked. They'd pushed pretty hard before lunch.

"Yeah." Daren took a deep breath and pushed himself up from the table. Sebastian went to his side as Daren leaned most of his weight onto his left knee before taking a step. The steps were slow, Daren carefully placing his feet to try to find a way to walk with minimal pain while at the same time refusing to limp. He even swung his arms like he was taking a summer stroll, just in slow motion. He kept his chin up and his eyes ahead.

He made a full lap, but Sebastian could see the pain starting to get to him. There were little tremors in his jaw, and his hands were balled into fists. He started to blink rapidly as the sweat began to bead on his forehead. He made it another half lap around to the sofa.

"Enough." Sebastian took his arm. "You're going to make it worse." He guided Daren down to the couch. Daren pressed a couple of fingers to his neck, feeling his own pulse.

"I'm so fucking out of shape."

"You're going to be more out of shape if you reinjure yourself and are stuck back in bed for another month." Daren flexed his knee and gave a hiss. "I'll go get the ice pack."

By the time he got back, Daren had flipped on the TV but kept it on mute. It was showing some reality TV show with some little primped-up blond thing. She was shopping for diamond-encrusted sunglasses with a tiny dog shaking under her arm.

He laid the ice pack across Daren's knee. "Do you know her?"

"Oh yes."

"Is she really like that?" She was modeling handbags that matched the sunglasses.

"I'm sad to say, yes. That is pretty much what you get." The look on Daren's face was one of complete horror.

"You slept with her, didn't you?"

"Yeah." Daren managed to drag out the word until it had four syllables. The girl was done shopping and was now dancing at some club. Daren leaned towards the TV and squinted at the screen. "I was at that party. I remember them filming."

"Looks like fun."

"Only after a lot of Ecstasy. And a dozen drinks." The camera swung around to a random group of partiers. In the background, on a table top, a bleached blond with spiked hair was dancing indecently against an almost life-sized ice sculpture of some ancient Greek god. Daren fell into absolute hysterics, holding his sides and shaking long after the show had gone to commercials.

"How much Ecstasy did you take?"

Daren just shook his head, unable to speak through the giggles. Like the tears before, Daren would start to calm down, then glance at the TV, and the laughter would ramp back up again.

The show was almost to its second commercial break by the time Daren got himself under control.

"Feeling better?"

"Yeah. They say it's good to be able to laugh at yourself, right?"

"So I hear."

Daren flicked off the TV. "Everyone should have to watch themselves dirty dance with an ice sculpture on national television. It can very rapidly change your perspective on life."

"Change in a good or bad way?"

"Um… To be determined." Daren grabbed the ice pack and started to push himself up.

Sebastian looped an arm around him to help. "Time for bed?"

"Time for a couple of Tylenol. Then bed."

"That can be arranged."

****


CHAPTER 7

Daren had already dozed off when Sebastian made it to bed, crawling onto freshly cleaned sheets. He'd gone online and found that episode of the reality show was a rerun. There were plenty of clips available where Gerald Delaware was in the background of some party or talking with some of the girls the show was about. In nearly every clip, there was a slightly glazed, drugged look in his eyes. His laughter was sharp and often sounded cruel, as it was always at the expense of someone else. And he always looked perfect in a carefully constructed sort of way. His hair was perfect, so was his skin. His teeth gleamed, and his nails were manicured. Every piece of clothing he wore looked as if it was picked out by a team of designers to convey the maximum amount of effortless coolness. And he came across as no better than the girls on the show; vain, shallow and spoiled in a million different ways. The only thing he didn't come across as was stupid. Mean on occasion, completely conniving but never dumb.

Sebastian watched Daren as he slept. Dark hair that was a little too long fell in his face. The oversized cheap tourist T-shirt was already fading from a dozen washes. His arm, still in its splint, was draped across his body, and his fingernails were ragged and getting too long, like his hair. He looked far from perfect, but even half-broken, Sebastian thought he looked better than the boy who'd made an idiot of himself on national television.

Sebastian gently brushed Daren's hair from his face, then let himself drift off to sleep as well.

Morning came with the sound of someone knocking on the front door. Both Daren and Sebastian sat up. Sebastian rushed from the room, quietly shutting the bedroom door behind him. He looked through the peephole. On the other side was a young man and woman, each in tidy plain clothes and smiling. Sebastian could make out one holding pamphlets, the other holding a book.

It was the first time in weeks Sebastian found himself missing his old roommates. They had this whole act involving a duct-tape cape and a fake rubber roasted chicken, designed to freak out anyone coming door to door.

Sebastian opened the door a crack, not undoing the chain. "Yes?"

The young woman smiled. "Good morning, sir. Have you ever taken a moment to think about your future?"

Sebastian had never wished for a fake chicken so badly in his life. "Give me your pamphlets and go away." The girl handed him a pamphlet through the little gap. "And don't bother the old lady next door. She's already got a religion, and she doesn't have a dime to spare. I'm serious, these walls are thin. I'm a veteran, and if I hear you knock on her door or ring her bell, I will come out there and kick your asses."

The young couple nodded, and Sebastian closed the door. When he got back to the bedroom, Daren was standing with his cane in one hand and a reasonably heavy paperweight that Sebastian had gotten in London in the other. Sebastian held up the pamphlets. "Do you have Jesus in your life?"

"My mother used to have a pool boy named Jesus. Does that count?"

Daren limped back to the bed and sat down while Sebastian collapsed down into the chair.

Daren picked up the little ring of keys that had been sitting on the bedside table next to his wallet since they night he'd gotten there. "So, since we're awake, I've been thinking, we need funds."

"I'm supposed to start my new job soon."

Daren just waved his hand dismissively. "I mean real money. If we need to leave in a hurry, we'll need money. We need money to keep your bill collectors or your landlord from banging on the door. If we decide to risk hooking up with law enforcement again, it's going to have to be clandestine, and if watching those old James Bond movies with Richard taught me anything, it is that to be properly clandestine you need funds."

"So I'm guessing you know how to get your hands on funds?"

Daren twirled the wire key ring with the five little keys around his finger. "What do you know about private banks?"

"Compared to you, I'm going to guess ‘nothing.’"

"There are certain bank-like businesses that aren't under FDIC regulation, and, as a result, don't have to keep records the same way banks do. You can get safety deposit boxes, and you pay a premium for them to forget your face, to not have security cameras in the normal places, and to misplace your paperwork if the IRS comes knocking. They are a safe place to stash an emergency kilo of your best heroin, or those pesky Krugerrands left over from the 1980s that you are having a hard time shifting."

"And you've got some money in one of these."

"I've got things in five of these. And none under the name Gerald Delaware."

"Five?"

"I've been skimming off my trust fund for a long time."

"But wouldn't you need to go and get them yourself?"

"Nope. I can write a little letter declaring you my agent. You'll have the key, they'll match up the signature, and you'll be set."

Sebastian started trying to guess how much money could be in five safety deposit boxes owned by one of the richest kids in the country. "And you're just thinking about this now?"

Daren looked down at his hands. "Well… there is the possibility that someone may know I have these boxes, or at least some of them. And I honestly sort of thought I'd be on the run alone once I could stand, or even before that. Figured if I lived… I didn't think I'd… well." Daren sort of vaguely waved with one hand.

Sebastian gave him the benefit of the doubt. He was sure trusting a poor stranger was hard enough for Daren; trusting one with his money probably went against generations of his breeding.

"Okay. If I go to these boxes, it's not too likely that anyone looking for you would ping on me?"

"As long as you get in and out quick, and we hit them all in one day, so word wouldn't have time to get around. You'd need a suit though, and I'd need out of these finger splints to write the letters."

Sebastian looked at the keys Daren was holding. "How dangerous are we talking here?"

"They won't kill you. I mean, they're looking for me."

"But dangerous?" It wasn't like Sebastian had never been in dangerous situations before, but they weren't his fondest memories. He wasn't like some of the other guys, who went looking for them.

"If you don't want to risk it, I totally understand. I mean… fuck, you've already saved my life, big time, and I'm going to owe you forever for that. And I'm sure we can work something out. If nothing else you should get…" Daren petered out, his brows pulling tight together and his eyes locked firm on his own hands. Sebastian waited.

"I'm starting to feel better." Daren started slowly. "I'm not better. Not even close. My body still aches every moment. I feel like I have glass between my ears. You know how many nightmares I have. I know I need therapy, and probably surgery and a spa day would be nice. But… I feel like the free fall has stopped, and I've finally got a bit of purchase on something inside my head. I'm holding on by the tips of my nails, but… I know I can't stay here forever." Daren raised his eyes. "I wish I could. I still barely know you on a lot of levels, but I know I feel safer here than I've felt anywhere in years. Saner, too. My head is becoming clearer each day." Daren gave Sebastian a sweet flicker of a smile that Sebastian couldn't help but return. "I think… I know we're both making this up as we go along but…" Daren gave a little shrug.

Sebastian wanted to say no, to say it was too dangerous, that they'd get along fine, but the fact was that he'd gotten second notice on a couple of bills, and even with his job starting in a week, it would be two more weeks before he got paid. And what would it accomplish in the long run? Daren could still barely get to the bathroom on his own, and living his life as a shut-in would not do him any good. If nothing else, Rachael and Tyrone's curiosity would get the best of them any day now.

"How much money are we talking?"

"Enough for a little while. I mean, it's not all cash. There's cash in one, bearer bonds in another. Those are…"

"I saw Die Hard. I know what bearer bonds are."

"Right. There are other valuable odds and ends scattered around. Enough to get us through, or start again if we need to." Daren gave another little shrug.

Sebastian looked down at the pamphlets still in his hands. 'Are You Wandering On Life's Path?' the one on top asked him. He flipped it open. In large, bold letters, the next page read. 'Look Outside Yourself for Direction!' He looked back up at Daren, who had twisted up his fingers and was chewing on his lower lip. Sebastian looked around at his room with milk crate shelves, a road-side chair, and a stack of musty old National Geographic magazines.

"Okay, how do we do this?"

Daren smiled, his relief palpable. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me until we've got the cash in hand. And the planning is going to all be on you because this is your world, not mine."

"Don't worry, I've got some plans. A Delaware would never put money where he couldn't get to it."

Sebastian checked the time and chucked the pamphlets on top of the National Geographics. "Let's think about it over breakfast."

Daren thought about it quietly over breakfast. He wasn't exactly chatty in the shower. After lunch, he requested a pen, a note pad, and for his fingers to be removed from the splints.

"Just so you know, if I screwed up and somehow fused your fingers straight, I'm really sorry."

Daren's eyes went wide, and he flicked his gaze between Sebastian and his fingers. "You're kidding, right?"

"Have you seen an x-ray machine around here?"

Daren held out his hand. "Just do it."

Sebastian unwound the tape and slowly removed the aluminum finger splints. The skin was dead white and shriveled looking. Sebastian took some witch-hazel wipes to them, quickly cleaning away the dead skin.

"Okay, see if you can bend them."

Daren grit his teeth and slowly made a fist. "Oww."

"How big an 'ow' was that?"

Daren unclenched his hand. "I'll live."

Sebastian took Daren's newly-freed fingers and pressed on the nails to check the capillary refill. He noticed the ring finger had a bit of an inward curve to it. "Has this finger always been crooked?" Sebastian was hoping the answer was yes.

"No."

"Oops."

Daren made another careful fist. "Could be worse I guess." He picked up the waiting pen, and held it loosely while slowly adjusting his grip. Then he flipped up the cover on the waiting notebook. "Okay. Let's see if the idea to keep all the important information in my head was a good one."

Sebastian's heart stopped in his chest. "Tell me you're joking."

Daren grinned, looking cheeky as anything. "They kicked me out of school for being lazy and unruly, not stupid."

Sebastian decided to just leave it. He did laundry and dishes while Daren carefully listed out numbers and addresses, and wrote drafts of letters. Every so often he would stop and carefully flex his hand before getting back to work.

It wasn't until Sebastian was debating with himself between breaking out the frozen beans or frozen carrots to have with dinner that Daren put down the pen and pushed the notebook from him.

Sebastian pulled out the frozen carrot bits and placed them into Daren's hand. "Figure it all out?"

"I think so. We're going to have to dip into the cash if we want to pull it off. You're going to need a suit and a briefcase."

"I have a suit."

"What day of the week is it?"

"Wednesday." Daren moved the carrots from his hand to his shoulder. "If we get everything we need tomorrow, we can do this on Friday. End of the week: If we do it later in the day people are going to want to get you in and out quick and won't question if you look a little rushed."

Sebastian plucked the carrots from Daren's shoulder, replaced them with a blue icepack, then emptied the carrots into a pot. "Write me a list. I'll get what we need tomorrow." Daren let out a long sigh. Sebastian got the strange feeling that he was being visually undressed. "What?"

"Just wishing I could get you to my tailor."

Sebastian laughed as he put the carrots on the stove.

"So laughs the gay guy who lives off Hot Pockets and owns two pairs of shoes."

"How do you know how many shoes I've got?"

"I nosed around your closet. And it's not just a matter of wool/poly blends being evil, you're going to have to look like you represent me. Or the version of me that opened those accounts."

Sebastian poured some dry macaroni into a pot of water boiling next to the carrots. "We could go the opposite way. I could go in looking like some hired thug, toss the money in a duffel and walk out."

"Tempting, but it might be too memorable."

"So my dress uniform is out?"

"Better you go in looking like some PA in a rush."

"I will leave this up to your expertise."

"Thank you. And we better actually set an early alarm. You are probably going to have a very long day."

****

The alarm turned out to be unnecessary, as Daren sat straight up in bed with a choked scream just before six. He waved his arms at something unseen before coming fully awake. Sebastian was awake a half second later and pulled him close. His heart was racing, and his breathing was ragged. Sebastian could feel his whole body tremble with every beat. He twisted and buried his face into Sebastian's chest until his breathing began to slow.

Sebastian didn't let him go, however, and Daren didn't pull away. He couldn't ignore the fact that Daren felt nice in his arms, warm and firm, his breath soft against Sebastian's chest. He smelled like Sebastian's soap and shampoo and shaving gel. And as Sebastian began to half drift into sleep again he began to acknowledge the fact that Daren didn't just feel nice in his arms, but really quite perfect.

The alarm went off, causing both of them to jump. Sebastian grabbed for the alarm, rumpling up the blankets so Daren wouldn't realize that he'd gotten a good bit of wood just sitting there holding him.

Daren rubbed at his face. "Time to get up I guess. Are you ready for today?"

"I thought tomorrow was going to be the tricky one?"

"It is, but I'm sending you clothes shopping today."

Sebastian didn't even try to hide the eye roll. "There's nothing wrong with my suit. I wear it to job interviews."

"I could write a thesis on everything wrong with your suit, and you're going to be faking a job that you could never even get interviewed for in that suit." Daren swung his legs from the bed and grabbed his cane. "Trust me on this. This is one of the few things in the world where I actually know what I am talking about."

****

The bell over the door of the suit shop rang, alerting the proprietor that a customer was present. Daren had insisted he go for the jacket first in case it needed some tailoring. The other things on the shopping list included a very particular make and model of aluminum briefcase, as well as some high-grade stationary and a fountain pen.

He was told that the suitcase would probably cost a grand and that he should be willing to spend three grand on the suit. The very thought made Sebastian's eyes water. He personally set a five hundred max limit on what he'd spend, which was probably more than he'd spent on clothing in the last decade.

A tiny Indian man with salt-and-pepper hair came around the counter.

"Good morning. Can I help you?" His accent was pure Bostonian.

"Yes, I need a suit."

"Any particular kind of suit?" The man gestured to the racks of jackets, pants, shirts and ties.

"Well… I've got a new job. Starting right away. Tomorrow actually."

"Congratulations. And you need a new suit."

"I'll be working as a PA for a man in the financial circles, but I was told not to show up if I couldn't look like I belonged there." Sebastian was proud at how close that lie was to the truth.

The man shook his head in sympathy, but Sebastian could see a smile pulling at his lips for the guaranteed sale. "And what size would you be looking for?"

"I don't know."

"Well then." The man produced a tape measure from his pocket. "Let's find out."

It did not take long before Sebastian found himself in his underwear, trying on different combinations of pants, shirts, and jackets. The tailor, who barely came up to Sebastian's chest, seemed terribly put out that he couldn't have a week to make something custom from scratch. Apparently Sebastian had a very good figure for suits, with shoulders that weren't too broad, a trim waist and long legs. In the back of his head, he could hear Daren laughing hysterically.

In the end he found himself shelling out almost sixteen hundred for a light wool suit in black, two white shirts (the spare was in case of spilled morning coffee or lunch wine), and a black silk tie, with matching shoes and belt. Sebastian thought he looked like he was about to whack someone for the mob. When he pointed this out, the tailor patted him on the shoulder.

"You're working in finance, what's the difference?"

Sebastian really couldn't argue with that one.

After nearly two hours, he managed to get out with a handshake, a suit bag, and a promise to come back as soon as possible to have the suit 'properly' tailored.

He checked the time. It was just barely ten. He crossed his fingers that the next two stops would be quicker, so he could be home by lunch.

****

It was after one when Sebastian finally put his key in his front door while trying to juggle all his purchases.

"Hello," he called out as soon as he got through the door.

"In here."

He found Daren sprawled out on the couch, looking exhausted. "I thought I'd watch TV. That's a really long walk when you're afraid of falling on your face."

"Sorry I'm late. It took me two hours to get out of the suit shop, three different places for the suitcase, and for some weird reason the stationary store was fucking packed."

"It's okay. I wasn't fully freaking out yet." Daren gave a little flash of a smile, but Sebastian could see the remains of real worry under it.

"I also got this." Sebastian pulled a small phone from his pocket and handed it to Daren. "It's a burner. Pre-paid. My number is already in it."

Daren took it with a smile and slipped it into the pocket of his shorts. "Thank you. Now." Daren sat up straight and looked very proper. "Fashion show."

Sebastian made a face. "It's just a suit."

"Paid for with my money and purchased at my instruction. Go change, so I can inspect."

Sebastian picked up the suit bag and stomped off to the bedroom. He'd never been one for suits. He'd only ever worn them for funerals, court dates, or job interviews. He had figured that once he was out of the Navy he'd never have a dress inspection again. Of course, the Navy did drill into him the ability to get dressed very quickly, even for inspection.

He walked out into the living room where Daren was waiting. He gave a little turn.

"Acceptable?"

Daren stood and walked around him. He peered at the tie, rubbed the fabric of the jacket between his fingers, and brushed away a bit of invisible lint from the lapel. "Not bad. You'll pass. You look a little like a hit man, but that might not be a bad thing. The shirt needs to get ironed."

"Ironing is something I can handle. Now can I get out of this until tomorrow?"

"If you like. You know, after tomorrow we'll have enough that you won't even have to take that job? And you can pay off all those bills too."

The thought had crossed Sebastian's mind more than once. He didn't like the idea of not working, of living off of someone else's money, but he also knew that Daren wasn't really in any shape to be left at home every day. "Let's not get ahead of ourselves. I'm going to go change."

Sebastian pushed aside a space in his closet to hang the suit jacket where it wouldn't get musty from his other suit or catch fluff from a horrible knitted hoodie he'd picked up somewhere along the line. He let himself brush his hand over the crisp lapel. He'd never owned anything so nice, not even his dress uniform, which never got a lot of use.

He found something kind of amusing in the idea that the finest thing he ever owned was bought for pulling off something that was just to the left of a bank heist. He left the pants and shirt out so he could iron them after dinner.

He looked over the brown suit jacket he'd worn to his job interview just a couple of months earlier. The same job he was meant to start three weeks earlier, except the date he was wanted for it had got pushed. Sebastian had a feeling that he wouldn't be showing up for that job. He'd been tempted to call them all day but had a feeling that might jinx it. Better to wait until he had the cash in hand.

A tightening in his stomach reminded him that it was well after lunch. and there were still things that needed to be done.

****

It was nearly midnight when Sebastian finally headed to bed. He knew he should have gotten an early night, but his brain wouldn't settle down as it spun with all the things he had to remember for the next day. Daren hadn't just opened accounts at five different locations; he'd done it under five different identities in the hope of keeping them hidden from his family, friends and the government.

Daren had planned out the whole retrieval mission down to the second, but there were always things that could go terribly wrong.

Sebastian had found himself up late searching the net for anything new on Gerald Delaware, the family, or Agent Kim. A sub-sub-sub-story hidden deep in the BBC business section hinted that an investigation into the Delaware business and financial empire was soon to be called off, but other than that there were only the usual conspiracy theories.

Sebastian slowly pulled back the blanket on the bed.

"Why do you always sleep on top of the sheet?" Daren mumbled from the dark.

"I didn't know you were awake."

"Couldn't sleep. Why the thing with the sheets?"

"Um… I didn't…" Sebastian stumbled.

I didn't want to send you into flashback or an identity crisis by waking up with another man pressed against you, he thought but couldn't get the words past his lips.

He couldn't make out Daren's face in the dark. but he could hear a small sigh. Daren's pale hand reached from under the blankets and pulled back the sheet, giving Sebastian full access to the bed and to him.

Sebastian climbed in but carefully kept to his side. Daren sighed again and slid over until they were hip to hip. He tucked his head against Sebastian's shoulder.

"Sebastian?" Daren whispered.

"Yes?"

"If anything happens tomorrow, I'm really sorry."

"For what?"

"Getting you mixed up in my life."

"I could have walked away at any point." Sebastian lied. He knew clearly that there was no point when he could have walked away. Not from the moment he saw the blood seeping across the floor, nor after he first saw Daren's big blue eyes so full of fear. There were plenty of moments when he wished he possessed that ability, but it just wasn't who he was or who he wanted to be. He'd grown up watching adults file his existence away as ‘someone else's problem.’ He knew he wasn't a saint and certainly didn't have the makings of one, but he wanted to be able to go through his days believing that he was at least a generally good person.

Daren rolled around so his splinted arm lay across Sebastian's stomach. "Do you believe in fate?"

"No."

"Neither do I, but that night I walked past a dozen bars and gas stations looking for somewhere safe to make a phone call. I was panicking, and I saw this bar, and there wasn't a sign that said payphone or anything like that. I just thought,‘this one.’"

"Maybe not the best choice."

Daren pushed himself up so his face was only inches from Sebastian's. "My cousin's thugs would have gotten to me where ever I went. They were just trailing me, waiting to catch me alone. Tell me that if they had caught up with me in any place, other than The Blue Dragon, I would have survived."

"I'm sure you would have," Sebastian replied, doing his best to sound convincing even as he pictured Daren tossed behind a dumpster in some back alley, or in the men's room of the Hog's Dick biker bar just a few blocks past the Blue Dragon.

Daren shook his head and cuddled up against Sebastian's side. The position could not have been entirely comfortable for him, but his main goal seemed to be to make as much physical contact with Sebastian's body as possible. Sebastian couldn't pretend not to enjoy it, a bit. "Thank you," Daren whispered against his chest.

"Go to sleep. Tomorrow's going to be a long day."

****


CHAPTER 8

Sebastian watched the men in fine suits and women in high heels and business skirts stream in and out of the glass skyscraper. He resisted the urge to smooth down his tie. That was a nervous habit, and Sebastian needed to look as cool as possible. He needed to look like he belonged and like he knew exactly what he was doing, even if his hands were sweating and his feet were still getting used to the new shoes.

He'd given Daren a lighthearted peck on the cheek as he left that morning, announcing that he wanted pot roast for dinner but that he might have a couple of drinks with the guys after work. Daren had laughed, which was an improvement over the ball of panicked nerves that Sebastian had woken up next to.

He'd driven into the city, parked his car in a public garage, and then taken himself and the briefcase a few blocks away to the front of a skyscraper that was filled with traders, finance companies, and law offices. At exactly 11:30 a.m., a pre-arranged chauffeured car would pick him up. It was 11:29.

A large black luxury sedan with tinted windows pulled up. An older gentleman in a grey suit wearing a chauffeur's cap got out and opened the back door. "Mr. Smith?"

Sebastian gave a small nod. "Yes, thank you." He handed the chauffeur a scrap of paper with an address. "That will be our first stop." He followed the scrap of paper with $400 in cash.

"Yes sir." The chauffeur gave a polite little nod, and Sebastian slid in smoothly. Apparently there was an art to getting in and out of a chauffeured car and looking like you belonged. Daren had made him practice using a dining chair a dozen times. It went along with lectures on how exactly to speak to 'help', and how to sit and stand with good posture without looking totally military. Daren even spent a half hour working over his handshake. It was like suddenly being thrust into a finishing school. But as soon as the car door closed, Sebastian's pulse rate went from a little fast to absolutely racing. He could hear it pounding in his ears, nearly drowning out the sound of the traffic. Now it was truly on.

He fished the first letter he needed from inside his jacket. Daren had spent hours carefully crafting each letter, showing off exquisite penmanship. After every couple of sentences, he'd iced down his hand so it wouldn't shake with pain or lock up on him. Once each letter was signed and dated, and the ink was dry, he'd slipped the letter, written on painfully expensive stationary, into a neatly labeled, also amazingly-expensive envelope.

The car pulled to a stop. The driver got out, circled around, and opened Sebastian's door. Sebastian stepped out, trying to calm himself. He glanced up and down the street trying to commit any stopped car or pedestrian to memory.

Calm. Down. Sebastian told himself firmly.

He took a deep breath. The building he was in front of was made of stone and looked a century old. There was no sign or business logo evident, just a number over the door and a young doorman in a smart black uniform who looked him over and then let him in. The inside was opulent, finished with dark hardwood, velvet curtains, and rich leather chairs. There was still no clue as to exactly what kind of business it was. It could as easily have been a brothel as a bank.

He was immediately approached by a thin, cold-looking man in a black suit and a middle-aged woman in an immaculately tailored cream business suit.

Sebastian didn't wait to be spoken to. He simply held out the letter, doing his best to look bored with the whole situation. "I require access to Mr. Cooke's box."

The thin man smiled. "Of course. One moment." He took the letter and slipped through a side door into another room. Daren had told him they would be matching signatures and access numbers. The woman showed him to a sectioned-off waiting area done in more wood, leather and velvet and furnished with deep club chairs.

Sebastian chose to stand while trying to look like he did this every day. Then the thin man entered the waiting area, trailed by a very large young man in a very nice suit. Daren felt his hand begin to cramp as he squeezed down on the handle of the empty briefcase.

The thin man smiled. "Mr. Palmer will take you to Mr. Cooke's box."

Sebastian gave a little nod, trying not to look relieved. "Thank you."

"If you'll follow me." The bass in Mr. Palmer's voice sent rumbles through the room.

Sebastian was led to an antique-looking elevator with an iron sliding door. There was only one button inside and a discreet slit for a security card. The elevator started down, and kept going. Sebastian could feel the pressure in his ears just starting to change when they reached the bottom. The door opened into what looked like the most opulent reading room of any library, ever. He was led past the empty, velvet-topped desks, through a large vault door and into a similarly large room lined with safety deposit boxes, each with two locks.

Some boxes didn't look much thicker than a couple of DVD cases, while others looked big enough to stash a body in.

"Your key?" Mr. Palmer held out his hand.

Sebastian handed over what he hoped was the right key. Mr. Palmer went to one of the mid-sized boxes, slipped in Daren's key, then one of his own, before turning them both. "Will you be working here or in the main room?"

"Here is fine."

Mr. Palmer slid out a box a little bigger than the briefcase Sebastian was holding and placed it on a table in the middle of the vault, before giving Sebastian back his key and stepping out. Sebastian was sure he was waiting just outside the vault door.

Sebastian looked over both shoulders out of sheer nerves, then opened the box. Inside was cash. Stacks of neatly wrapped hundreds looked up at him. It was more money than he'd ever seen in his life. It was probably more money than he'd make in his life. Sebastian wasn't actually sure how much it was, but it looked like a hell of a lot.

He picked up one stack of hundreds and flipped through it. The bills weren't new or consecutive. They weren't even all printed at the same time. Some had Franklin sitting in a little oval while others had new anti-counterfeit devices worked into them.

Sebastian flipped open the briefcase and started the transfer, counting bundles as he went. He had reached one hundred when he slipped the last bundle in and closed the briefcase. It fit perfectly. It was a million dollars. He was about to walk out the front door of this place with one million dollars cash in his hand. He felt like he was pulling off a bank heist and his hands were starting to sweat again.

He slid the deposit box back into its little cubbyhole and closed the door. He picked up the case, discovering that a million dollars wasn't exactly light, and walked out of the vault, with Mr. Palmer falling into step just behind and to the left of him. The elevator door opened. They rode it to the surface. At the top, the thin man was waiting with a smile.

"Did you find everything satisfactory, sir?"

"Yes, thank you."

"Is there anything else we can do for you today?"

"I believe this will do for now. Have a good day." Sebastian tried to smile in a way that said he was bored with the conversation and was just being civil. He had no idea if he actually managed to get that across, but the thin man stepped to the side and Sebastian headed for the door.

Don't run, he reminded himself. Keep cool.

The door was opened for him, and he stepped out blinking in the afternoon sunlight. He scanned the street again trying to recognize anyone who might have been there when he walked in. His chauffeur opened the passenger door. Sebastian handed him another slip of paper before getting in.

The door was shut, and Sebastian leaned back into the leather upholstery. He bit back a giggle. There was a million dollars sitting on his lap. A solid million. It was, in essence, the bounty from a few years of Daren skimming off his allowance, but it was still a million dollars.

He pulled out his phone and composed a text to a number that was listed as Chen's Chinese Delivery. It simply said 1, and he deleted it from the phone as soon as it was sent. In theory, Daren would know that he'd gotten through the first one. Daren wasn't to text him at all unless something was wrong.

The second stop was different but the same. Instead of old wood and leather, the lobby he stepped into presented a minimalist style with everything done in pristine white. It looked like a set piece from some sci-fi film. A thin woman in a tight business suit, frightfully high heels, and thick blood-red lipstick approached. He held out the second letter.

"Mr. Costa's box."

There were the same formalities and pleasantries, a polite and very large young man to lead him to the vault which was behind four thick security doors. Instead of a library reading room, the main vault looked like a place best suited for storing flu samples, right down to the slightly chilled air.

A mid-sized box was opened, and Sebastian was again left alone. Inside the box was a suitcase identical to the one he'd left down in the car. He flicked it open. Inside was a stack of bearer bonds at least three inches thick, and they weren't all alike. He flicked through and found bonds for dollars, euros, pounds, and yen issued by countries, banks and corporations. Just the first five in the stack equaled the cash amount in the other briefcase.

If the first suitcase was enough to get them out of town and to a tropical island, the one in front of him would let them buy the damn island.

He quietly closed the case, replaced the empty box back in its slot, and calmly walked out of the vault. There was the repeat of pleasantries and Sebastian stepped out into the street again.

He looked up and down. He tried to figure out if the blue Prius across the street was the same one that had sat down the block from the last stop. He was pretty sure neither the government nor high-priced goons drove hybrids, but that would possibly make it a better choice for tailing someone, wouldn't it? His chauffeur opened the door and received a new bit of paper.

This time there was no holding back giggles. There were now two places that could possibly know that those boxes were owned by Gerald Delaware and that they had been accessed. It was starting to feel less like a heist and more like Russian roulette.

The third box was registered to a Mr. McConnell. It was a small box on the top floor of an office block that looked like it was put up when disco was still in. The main office had a musty feel to it, and the very, very large man who stood by the door made Sebastian feel like he was in a mob movie. If it turned out that someone had been whacked in this place, he would have not been surprised.

The third box was smaller than the first two, and inside was a large sunglass case. Sebastian frowned. If he was picking up jewel-encrusted sunglasses, Daren was never going to hear the end of it. He flipped the case open. There were jewels, but they weren't on sunglasses. Diamonds, emeralds, rubies and sapphires glittered at him. Some were the size of a pinhead and others were nearly as big as his thumbnail. Some were shaped, others uncut.

"Shit," he whispered to himself before snapping the case closed and tucking it into a pocket.

As he stepped outside he looked around, really looked. He peered at every face, every car, and tried to get a general vibe of things. Daren had told him that the last two boxes had the most important things in them. That it would better to dump the contents of the first three boxes and run, rather than let anyone even know the last two existed. He wouldn't even tell Sebastian what was in them, in case someone ‘asked.’ If anything felt even slightly wrong, he was to abort at this point.

His chauffeur was holding the door open. He handed over the next slip of paper, and then looked around again. "Are we being followed by any chance?"

The expression on the chauffeur's face did not change in the slightest. "Followed, sir? Not that I'm aware of. Is there someone in particular I should be looking out for?"

"My employer may have gotten himself in a sticky situation with his wife, involving a woman who isn't his wife. There are questions about who owns what and how much of it."

The chauffeur smiled slightly, and Sebastian became very proud of that lie. "I see, sir. I cannot say that I have noticed anyone with a long lens pointed in your general direction."

"Thank you. Keep me posted."

"Of course, sir."

Sebastian made a mental note to slip the driver a few more hundreds if they got to the end of the day.

The fourth stop was very much an echo of the first, but with marble floors instead of hardwood. Sebastian handed over the letter requesting access to Mr. Prince's box and was shown to a waiting room with plush silk-covered sofas. The letter was taken and Sebastian waited, and waited. He started looking around for cameras and other exits.

A small gray man entered the room and hurried towards him, followed by a much younger man. "I'm terribly sorry sir," Sebastian's heart froze in his chest. "Our computer system has been on the fritz most of the day. We are having to check signatures by hand. The same way we did for the last century." The last sentence was directed to a young man who was hovering nearby looking very uncomfortable. "But if you like I will show you to the vault myself."

Sebastian smiled politely. "Thank you. I am on a bit of a schedule."

"Of course. If you will follow me?"

Sebastian was led into another opulent vault, lined in marble, let into a small box, the quickly left alone. Inside the box was a small, soft case with a zip on the side. It was about the size of a small novel. Sebastian knew he should be rushing, but he felt he had to know what was in the case. He opened it and pulled out a heavy silver rectangle. The sticker on one side told him he was holding a one-terabyte solid-state drive.

More important than the money. Would the dirty deeds of a family fit on a one-terabyte drive? Maybe. Would they kill to get to it? Most definitely. Sebastian wondered if the Delawares even knew the drive existed. The answer was quite possibly no. They'd let their missing heir slip from the news cycle. If they thought this drive existed they would surely be looking for Daren desperately, or at least looking for who killed him in case he had talked before dying.

He zipped the drive back into the case and left there as quickly as possible. He had the excuse of having been delayed to all but run to the car. He texted 4 as they pulled away from the curb.

As they slid through traffic Sebastian's heart began to race again. He could see the finish line for the day, but now he also carried something that could bring the wrath of one of the most powerful families in the country down on his head.

He held his hand out in front of him. It was shaking. He twisted around to look out the back window. City traffic weaved around them and he had no way of knowing if they were being followed.

The car pulled up in front of an inconspicuous little door a few blocks away from a collection of big banks. It was squeezed between a one-hour dry cleaner and a Vietnamese noodle shop. There was no doorman, but the number over the door was clear. He made sure he had the hard drive in one pocket and the gems in the other.

He opened the door, went up four cracked marble stairs, and opened another door. The room he found was sort of like the first stop but in a world gone wrong. Everyone turned and looked at him. They all felt like bad people. The room reeked of cigarette smoke, and large men stood by with obvious bulges under their jackets. This was not a place where rich old widows kept their diamonds.

Sebastian could not imagine Daren ever setting foot in a place like this. Not that he believed Daren was some kind of innocent, but Daren was pretty and wealthy and young and every look from every person in the room was making his skin crawl.

The man who approached him looked weaselly to the point where Sebastian was half afraid he'd bite. There was no waiting room. The man read over the letter from a Mr. Castaneda and waved Sebastian through without checking the signature against anything. The man who led him to the box had a loaded shoulder holster he wasn't even trying to hide.

The box he pulled out for Sebastian was a large one, and Sebastian was looking over his shoulder as he opened it. The guy with the gun had stepped out, but that didn't actually make Sebastian feel that much more comfortable.

He opened the lid on the box and found a dark leather messenger bag. It looked like it would be trendy in certain circles. He flipped it open and peered inside. There were two more small cases like the hard-drive case in his pocket, and a wad of cash. There was also what looked like a magazine. Sebastian pulled it out and found it was a battered copied of Tintin in Tibet. He flipped a few pages and found a snap shot. In it, a little boy of maybe seven or eight was holding a fish. He had almost black hair, bright blue eyes and was missing a couple of teeth. The fish was so large he was holding it with both hands and beaming with the kind raw pride and joy only a child can have. Behind the boy was a slightly rugged-looking man with dark hair who was maybe in his forties, holding up a much smaller fish but also smiling.

He flipped the picture over. On the back, a looping feminine hand had written Daren and Richard – Partridge Lake.

What do you pack when you're going to run? Sebastian mused. Two hard drives of insurance, a little cash, a childhood book, and a picture of the one person who cared about you the way your parents should have.

He tucked the book and the picture back in the bag, threw the strap over his shoulder, and got out of there quick.

"Where may I take you now, sir?" his chauffeur asked.

"There's a small hotel, The Marguerite, a few blocks north of where you picked me up."

"Yes, sir. I am aware of the place."

"Good." Sebastian didn't let himself relax yet. Someone could have simply been following but waiting for him to get through all of his stops.

The last stop had not actually been that far from the hotel, which happened to be a block away from the parking garage. So it was only a few minutes before his door was being opened by a uniformed doorman, with his chauffeur standing by.

"That will be all for the day, thank you." Sebastian quietly handed over a few hundred dollars more.

"Thank you, sir."

Sebastian waited for the car to pull away before shooing the bellhop off his briefcases and entering the hotel. He was supposed to act like he was waiting for someone for five minutes before checking his phone and leaving with exasperation. He did that, and then headed to the parking lot as quickly as possible.

Forget about vengeful families, he thought, with two briefcases, a shoulder bag and a bulging jacket he felt he was a prime target for getting mugged.

As he approached his car, one last bit of paranoia hit. He crouched down, no longer that worried about messing up the suit, and checked under his car for anything with a blinking light or leaking fluid. He jimmied opened his hood next, looking for anything that said IED, and peeked through all the windows trying to determine if anything had been moved.

He took out his phone.

About to get in my car. Will take the long way home 

He hit send, then carefully unlocked his car door. The lock clicked and nothing happened. He loaded the suitcases into the back and laid the messenger bag, loaded up with the drives and gems, in the front footwell. He peeked under the driver's seat for pressure devices and looked for any loose wires under the steering column.

He sat carefully; nothing clicked or beeped at him. He put his key into the ignition and closed his eyes.

At least I will have been trying to do something good.

He turned the key. The engine turned over and started to hum. He opened his eyes. He made a conscious decision not to touch the radio and drove two laps around the parking garage testing his brakes at very slow speeds.

When he was reasonably sure that he wasn't going to get blown up, he pulled out his prepaid parking ticket from the glove box and started the drive home. It wasn't even three yet, so he decided to take the very long and slightly rural way home, just in case.

****

Sebastian left the two briefcases in the car so he could carefully approach his own front door with his hands free. He had driven around the block three times before parking just to see if he was being followed.

He inspected around the lock for any sign it may have been jimmied or tampered with. He knocked on his door. It had been pre-arranged, three quick knocks, then two slower ones, to let Daren know it was him about to come through the door and that he was alone.

He thought he heard movement inside, but there was really no turning back. He slid the key in the lock and pushed open the door.

On the other side, Daren was leaning heavily on his cane, a smile spread across his face.

"Hi honey, I'm home."

Daren laughed, but he looked a bit on edge. Sebastian set the shoulder bag down just inside the door before running back to the car for the rest. He gave one more quick glance around the area before grabbing the suitcases and rushing back inside. He shut the door, locked and chained it.

"How'd it go?" Daren asked.

"Let me sit down." Sebastian carried everything into the living room before collapsing on the couch. Daren gingerly lowered himself down beside him. "I am so not cut out for the covert mission thing. I knew guys who loved it. They lived for HALO drops and all that shit."

"But you got everything?"

"Yes. A million in cash, a stack of bonds, a sunglass case full of shiny rocks, a hard drive, and a very stylish shoulder bag that contains two more hard drives and a copy of Tintin in Tibet."

Daren closed his eyes and let out a long controlled breath. "Thank you."

"Don't mention it." He looked Daren over. "Are you okay? Manage lunch?"

"I'm fine. No one came by. I watched TV, ate the sandwich in the fridge, made it to the bathroom and back and tried not to panic."

"Good. Here." He picked up the satchel and handed it to Daren. The first thing Daren fished out was the copy of Tintin. From that he pulled out the snapshot of himself and Richard. He stared at it, not saying a word. "You were cute," observed Sebastian.

"I was a brat."

"Did you really catch that fish?"

"I might have had a little help reeling it in, but for the most part…" Daren ran his thumb along the edge of the photo. "My mother took this. I can't even remember if my father was on this trip; probably not. Richard built a campfire by the lake that day and we sat around it, not talking, just sort of leaning against each other, poking the fire with sticks. I fell asleep, woke up when all the stars were out." There was a small hitch in Daren's voice.

"Sounds nice."

"It was."

"Sounds normal."

"It was." Daren slid the picture back between the pages of the book. "Okay, now we have options."

"Well I know what I'm doing first, getting out of these shoes. Then I'm thinking about using a few of your smaller bills to order pizza for dinner."

A slow smile slid across Daren's face. "I think I could get behind the idea of pizza."

It was a bit early for dinner, but Sebastian had skipped lunch, and by the time he'd carefully extracted himself from the suit and helped Daren sort through his stash, it was nearly five.

Sebastian fished a menu from a local pizza place out of a drawer. "What do you like on your pizza?"

"Pepperoni."

"And?"

"Cheese."

"Ah, a purist." After the day he'd had, ordering a pizza felt ridiculously normal. The guy who took the order sounded bored, and possibly a little stoned. Sebastian also ordered some garlic knots, since he was pretty sure garlic was a vegetable. As he hung up the phone, he knew what he wanted after several hours of dancing with paranoia.

He opened the fridge and reached into the back, where two bottles of beer had been quietly sitting for over a month. Daren watched him from the couch.

"I know I shouldn't be offering you one because you're too young, but it's been a long day." He held up the green bottle. "Beer?"

Daren looked at him and tilted his head. "You know what… Um… I think I'll pass."

"Okay. You don't mind..?"

"Nah. Go ahead." Sebastian popped off the cap and took a long drink. He usually wasn't much of a drinker, even on shore leave, but every once in a rare while he wanted a drink. Daren chuckled softly next to him. "What?"

"I was just thinking, those last two stints in rehab might have worked better if step one had been ‘get the shit kicked out of you.’ You certainly don't feel the detox when everything hurts already."

"Might have been a little extreme?"

Daren chuckled again. "I got busted twice for possession before I was sixteen. The charges were dropped before the cops could even get me from the car into the station. Everyone I know has done rehab. It's a joke. It gets you out of the house for a month and you spend half the time getting baked in the stairwell with the cleaning staff. This is as sober as I've been in a very long time."

"Still might have been a slightly extreme way of getting here."

The pizza arrived hot and dipping with grease, just as the early news began. Sebastian paid little attention to the first couple of stories. He was distracted by the nearly inappropriate amount of moaning Daren was making as he ate his pizza.

He found himself having to shift a bit as the sounds evoked the memory of Daren curled against his side the night before. Daren was reaching for another slice when he froze, eyes glued to the TV. Sebastian shifted his focus.

On the screen, Virgil Delaware, the grand patriarch of the Delaware family, stood next to his son Victor Delaware, and gravely stated that the family had been contacted by Turkish police, informing them that they may have found the body of their dear Gerald. They had sent dental records to help make the identification official. The follow-up story was that sources claimed an FBI investigation into the Delawares was being dropped for lack of evidence. There was a quick clip of Agent Kim stomping past some cameras and snapping ‘no comment.’

Sebastian turned off the TV. Daren sat frozen, staring at it blankly.

"Daren?" Sebastian asked gently. He got no reply. "Daren?"

Daren giggled. "Did you see my father?" he asked in a whisper. "Not a shred of emotion on his face. If you're going to declare your only son dead, you should at least fake a tear or two. How fucking hard would that be?" Daren's voice became an angry hiss. "For Christ's sake, they will get away with this too. Find some white boy who OD'd in Istanbul, dump him in a drain for a couple of weeks until he gets really ugly, then chuck a couple of lira at the right officials to mix up dental records or DNA or whatever. Quiet family gathering, closed casket, a few extra Valium for my mother, cremation. And I am dead."

Sebastian shoved down his own flash of anger at the heartless bastards. "You are not dead. Why would they even do that? I mean, isn't it better for them if you're missing and there are lots of people looking for you?"

"No. They can dig me up in their own time. This will let them shift my share of family money around and annihilate any case I might have been a part of. They are killing two birds with one stone. Kinda literally. And when they do find me, I get dumped dead in a ditch and dug up as a John Doe. Shit!" Daren shoved himself to his feet and did his best to storm towards the bedroom. He only made it two steps before falling forward, hitting the ground before Sebastian could get there to catch him. "Fuck!" he cursed rolling over, cradling his right arm to his chest.

Sebastian crouched down next to him. "What did you hit beside your arm?"

"Everything," he snapped.

Daren had been leaning on his cane, so with any luck his already broken arm hadn't taken the full force of his weight. "Let's get you up."

Daren hissed and cursed under his breath as Sebastian got him to his feet and half carried him into the bedroom. He snapped on some gloves and got out the witch-hazel wipes. "Okay. Let me see it." Daren kept his arm clutched to his chest. "I'll do it quick. I just want to make sure you didn't break it again."

Daren slowly held out his arm, but didn't make eye contact. He just slouched, looking sullen and angry. It only took a minute to have Daren's thin, shriveled wrist free of the splint. Sebastian ran his fingers over it, looking for point tenderness, a sign of another break. It was swelling a little, but nothing seemed too bad. He wiped down the skin and the inside of the splint before wrapping everything back up and fashioning a sling out of a large triangle bandage.

"I'm sorry," he said after tossing the gloves into the trash.

Daren gave a little shrug. "I shouldn't have moved so fast."

"Not about that."

"I'm dead." Daren tilted his head back and stared at the little crack in the celling. "My family has declared me dead. Sort of makes it all real." His voice squeaked and his body trembled. "I wanted to see them brought down, but not dead, for all that I hate them. I…"

Sebastian sat on Daren's left and pulled him in close. He didn't know what to say. No words of comfort he had ever heard seemed appropriate to being declared dead on national television by the people who, in a proper world, are supposed to love and care for you.

Daren squeezed his eyes shut, sending two fat tears rolling down his cheeks. Sebastian put a kiss on the top of his head and held him tight while Daren softly cried. Inside, Sebastian quietly seethed. He'd had some idea that maybe if Daren's father and grandfather were out of the way, Daren could go back to some form of his life, clean up his mother, maybe do something good with all the family wealth. But something about the cold look in his grandfather's eyes clearly stated that the whole family would be dead and buried before Daren got anywhere near those family estates or the summer beach home. The last tie was cut, and for good or ill it meant that Daren was adrift. Sebastian held him while Daren cried himself to sleep, quietly fantasizing about his own bloody revenges against the Delawares just for putting Daren through all this.

The next morning, Daren was in what Sebastian had dubbed an 'existential' mood. Which sounded better than depressed, sulky and non-communicative. Sebastian didn't even try to get Daren up and about for the day. After the morning shower ritual, Sebastian just gave him two Tylenol for the wrist and put him back to bed.

"Is there anything you'd like from the store?" Sebastian asked as he was getting ready to head out. Daren shook his head; he'd been staring at the curtains since Sebastian had laid him back down. "Are you sure? I'm actually going to be shopping with real money." Daren shook his head again. He'd barely made eye contact with Sebastian since the night before. "Okay. I'm going to put some of that real money into my account so I can pay the rent and some bills." Daren nodded. "Okay. I've got my phone on me." When Daren didn't respond, he reached out and brushed aside a bit of Daren's hair. "We'll work this out. Promise." Daren was silent.

****


CHAPTER 9

Sebastian strolled through the aisles of the fancy supermarket a few blocks up from the jumbo drug store. He'd fished out about five grand in older hundreds and deposited them in the night/weekend drop box at the bank. He'd rubbed a cigarette butt over a few of them first to get that smoky casino smell going. That was going to be his story if anyone asked. A good night at the tables. A blackjack system. Something like that. He'd shoved a few extra hundreds into his pocket and decided to splurge with the groceries a bit. There was brand-name shampoo, conditioner and a new toothbrush already in the cart. He'd grabbed some packets of 'keep refrigerated, cooks in five minutes' tortellini and ravioli. He topped it off with brand-name canned goods, some already-marinated chicken breasts, and bread that contained more flour than chemicals.

Now he was looking at a display of exotic fruit. A few well-placed shore leaves meant he had actually tried most of the brightly colored, spiky, twisted things on display. He picked up one of the bright red spiked fruits and gave it a sniff.

"It's called a dragon fruit," came a deep voice from behind him.

Sebastian whipped around with residual paranoia. Behind him, a young man in one of the store aprons was smiling at him. He had a bright smile, longish blond hair, and looked like he spent a fair amount of time at the gym. He looked a little like Daren had that night at the Blue Dragon.

"Actually it's called a pitaya or pitahaya."

The young man shifted a little but kept smiling. "Says dragon fruit on our checkout computer. I haven't actually gotten up the guts to try one yet."

The young man, 'Chris' according to his name tag, shifted again, moving a little closer this time, and cocked out a hip. Sebastian realized he was possibly being hit on. "It actually has a very mild flavor, a bit like melon. It's also very out of season."

"You know your exotic fruits."

Sebastian bit his own tongue trying not to laugh at how incredibly bad a pick-up line that was. "I've been abroad. If you want exotic fruit, try durian. It tastes a bit like almond custard." Sebastian didn't mention that it smelled so bad it was banned from public transport in most of Southeast Asia.

A call for a cashier came over the store speakers. "That's me. I'll see you around?"

Sebastian gave a little smile and a nod. He put the pitaya back and picked up a couple of mangos and limes, still smiling. It was nice to get hit on. He knew his mostly-barren sex life had more to do with his lack of social skills and general homebodiness than looks, but it was nice to know he could pick up a guy in the produce section if he wanted to.

He took some time lingering over the tomatoes and asparagus. Just because he couldn't cook didn't mean he didn't like to eat. He topped off the pile with some bananas and headed for the checkout. Before he got there, he passed a newspaper display. On the top of the page banner was a picture of Gerald Delaware looking primped, rich, and bored. Under the picture was his birthdate, a line, and a couple of question marks followed by the words: Where? When? How?

Sebastian double-checked the date; then grabbed the newspaper. He also made a note to swing by a 7-11 on the way home. He needed to get something that a fancy grocery story wouldn't have.

****

Daren was fast asleep when Sebastian got in. He was pretty sure Daren hadn't injured himself that much when he took that fall. More likely it was mental exhaustion catching up, plus some emotional shock, and maybe a little grief of sorts.

He made a couple of tuna sandwiches on wheat bread and slathered them in mayo, butter and some sliced tomato. He even sprinkled a bit of pepper on them, and then went to wake Daren.

Daren grumbled and tried to bury his face in the pillow as Sebastian gave him a light shake. "Come on. I made tuna sandwiches. They're not even on Wonder Bread." Daren grumbled a bit more but sat up. "Here we go." He handed Daren a sandwich before tucking into his own.

"How are you doing?" Sebastian asked. Daren twitched a little. "How's your arm?"

"Hurts."

"What to hear something funny?"

Daren shrugged again. It seemed like that was going to be his primary form of communication for the day. "I went down to the fancy supermarket to actually get us some vegetables, and they had a display of exotic fruit. And I was standing there looking at it when this employee tries to chat me up." Daren's head came around and he looked at Sebastian for possibly the first time all day. "He tried 'you know your exotic fruits' as a pickup line. It was all I could do not to laugh in his face. I mean I have heard some bad pickup lines, but that one was special."

"Was he good-looking?"

"Yeah, I guess. He was okay."

"Are you going to see him?"

That question surprised Sebastian no end. "No. Why?" Daren provided yet another shrug to the conversation. "Setting aside the fact that I am technically sleeping with someone else, he didn't seem particularly bright. Pretty, but I prefer pretty and smart. Or at least non-fruit-themed pickup lines."

 Daren didn't respond, just focused on his sandwich, nibbling at it more than eating. He could understand Daren not having much appetite, but he needed to keep up his strength and energy.

"Do you want the crusts cut off?"

Daren looked up at him. "No. This is fine." He took a larger bite, but it seemed to be more for show. Sebastian was almost done with his own lunch before Daren spoke again.

"What happened to your parents?" he asked out of the blue. "I mean you mentioned your mother, but…"

"Well, my dad was AWOL from day one. My mother died in an accident when I was about three. My grandmother was already in a nursing home, so I got dropped into the system. My case worker made sure I saw my grandmother a couple of times a year, but she died when I was about seven. Why do you ask?"

"Just thinking about family. Do you remember your mother at all?"

"A little. More sense-memory really; certain perfumes. The smell of tomato leaves for some reason. There are a handful of songs, really particular recordings, where if I hear them I can close my eyes and it feels like there's someone next to me."

"Good feelings?"

"Yeah."

Daren nodded and picked at the crusts he had pulled off half his sandwich. "I was trying to picture my mother, the way she looked when I was little, but I just can't seem to. I just keep remembering the last time I saw her. I don't know how much valium she was on but she could barely focus her eyes. And her skin looked kinda stretched, and she had makeup caked on her face. She never used to wear makeup. Not lots of it. I just remember thinking it was repulsive at the time. Which was pretty hypocritical, considering all those years she was doped up on valium, I was getting baked, or high, or wired, or whatever I could get. All day I've been wanting to pick up the phone, dial her number, tell her I'm alive."

The crusts had been broken down into the smallest possible crumbs by Daren's fingers. Sebastian took the plate from him and set it aside before he tried to crumble that up too. Sebastian climbed onto the bed and looped his arm around Daren to hold him close. He seemed on the edge of another crying jag.

Daren didn't cry, however. He just leaned into Sebastian and stared into space. "I've sort of fucked up your life, haven't I?" Daren whispered, not shifting his gaze away from a blank bit of wall.

"The minivan that hit a patch of black ice, spun out and hit my mother, that fucked up my life. You have… added some interesting dimensions to it."

"I really don't have anyone else to go to any more. There is no one who would keep me safe, keep things secret. I am dead to everyone."

"What am I, chopped liver?"

Daren looked up at him. "No."

"Good, because I've put a lot of effort into you, and I'm not letting you go or letting anyone get to you anytime soon."

Sebastian watched as the emotions flicked across Daren's face faster than he could catch them. He spotted, confusion, worry, fear, mixed in with relief. "Thank you."

"You're welcome."

Daren looked away again. This time he seemed intent on studying the weave of the blanket lying over his lap.

Sebastian let his own mind wander. He was going to really have to start thinking long-term now. They had money, but there was going to be questions about where it came from. And he couldn't duck Jimmy, Ty, and Rachael forever. The more people who knew you had a secret, the more chance that it was going to get out, and while Jimmy wasn't malicious, he was a chatty drunk. And Ty was a pop-culture sponge; he'd recognize Daren in two seconds flat.

Then there was Daren himself. For now his movement was still restricted, but his knee would heal eventually, and then what? He couldn't live his life as a shut-in. He was nineteen, he'd go stir crazy. The best option Sebastian could figure was that they needed to get out of town, way out of town, out-of-the-country out of town. That brought back the problem of recognition, fake passports, post-9/11 facial checks at airports.

Sebastian's thoughts slid to a halt as he became aware of Daren's hand on his leg. It was his good left hand, and it was sliding along his jean-covered thigh. It was shaking, but with each move there seemed greater boldness. Daren still had his face turned away. Daren's fingers began to edge their way over the fly of his jeans.

"What are you doing?" Okay, that was fairly obvious, and the better question would have been why Daren was doing what he was doing. Though Sebastian could already feel his body not caring about the answer.

Daren didn't answer. His body curled up even as his hand became bolder. Hating himself just a little, Sebastian picked up Daren's hand and moved it to a safer area. Daren looked up at him. There was determination in his face but fear in his eyes. "Whatever it is you think you're doing, stop. For both our sakes."

"You're…" Daren stumbled before he even got to the second word. "I don't…

Sebastian placed Daren's hand back in his own lap while trying not to be insulted. The last thing he needed was Daren thinking he needed to sexually buy his safety or his place in Sebastian's life. He also didn't needed Daren jumping into some sort of forced, post-death, sexual experimentation.

"You're still getting over a shock to the system. Why don't you just rest for the rest of the day?"

Daren's face flushed bright red but he nodded and slid down into bed again. Sebastian put a kiss on the top of his head that he hoped would come across as fraternal or platonic. "I'm going to do some laundry. Call out if you need anything, okay?"

Daren didn't 'call out' for the rest of the day. The few times Sebastian popped in to deliver more Tylenol, he was either asleep or staring blankly at a bit of wall or the ceiling, leaving Sebastian at a complete loss as to what to say.

Sebastian had come in to wake Daren for dinner after managing to read the baking instructions on some marinated chicken breasts. Daren was asleep and seemed to be peaceful. It would be another fifteen minutes before the chicken was done, so instead Sebastian sat in the chair and just watched Daren sleep, the way he had that first week.

It seemed like those days were months ago instead of just a handful of weeks. He couldn't picture Daren simply striking off on his own one day, anymore. And as much as he had sort of expected it to happen, he didn't really want to see him go back to being Gerald Delaware, underage party boy. Daren was too smart to waste his life like that, and Sebastian had a feeling he was also too kind, despite all the well-publicized drug abuse and associated social nastiness.

Sebastian sighed a bit to himself. He knew he had a bad habit of falling in love with people too quickly and too deeply. He would have thought that having a childhood moving from home to home would have broken him of that, but instead it seemed to have made it worse. If he found someone to care for, either romantically or platonically, he clung on tight, often long past the point when he should have let go. It was one of the reasons he didn't usually go out to clubs and bars and bring men home; he could make things far too serious far too fast.

Daren shifted a little in his sleep but still seemed to be okay. It was warm, he had just the sheet pulled over him. It may have been a few weeks since he hit the gym but the parts of him that hadn't been broken were still strong. There was another contradiction: Sculpting his body while filling it with booze and drugs. Sebastian supposed there must be plenty of guys who managed that balance.

He could smell the chicken baking.

He finally got up and stroked Daren's hair to wake him up gently. It felt baby soft at the roots, and rough and brittle at the ends from years of bleaching. That was quite possibly Daren in a nutshell, the new growth of just the last few weeks soft, but so much stronger than what he had been. Daren's eyes fluttered open.

"Dinner. I actually managed to cook. Do you want to eat in here or at the table?'

Daren licked at his lips a few times and pulled off the sheet. "I'll get up."

"Good."

Sebastian was quite proud of dinner. The chicken was reasonably edible, and he'd managed to boil some asparagus. Daren ate it with a little more enthusiasm than his lunch, even if Sebastian did have to cut it all up for him.

"Mind if I watch TV?" Daren didn't look up from his empty plate.

"No."

He pushed himself to his feet and hobbled over to the TV. He started flipping through the channels. He watched a couple of minutes of a Law & Order rerun, then a CSI. A few minutes of a sitcom, then some reality TV. He watched a news bulletin advertising the late news, but there was nothing about him or the case against his family.

Sebastian made no comment, even though channel flipping was one of his pet peeves. And there really was nothing on. Daren landed on a CSI just as a second bloody corpse was found. There was some cheesy dialog over a twisted-up body and talk of a serial killer. Daren kept up the channel flipping until the half-hour late news summary. There was a one minute item on the death of Gerald Delaware, but it was just that there were some questions surrounding how he died, and that the family couldn't be reached for comment other than that they wished for privacy in their time of grief. Daren snorted and changed the channel to a B movie.

It was nearly midnight when Daren announced he was going to bed. Sebastian moved to help but Daren waved him off. With careful steps and Sebastian hovering, he made it to the bathroom, brushed his teeth with the new toothbrush, and got ready for bed. Sebastian could tell he was in pain. With every step, his limp became more pronounced, and by the time he leveraged himself back into bed he'd broken into a fine sweat. But he'd made no noise of pain through it all; he'd hardly said a word all night.

Sebastian did a round of the house, checking the locks on all the doors and windows, then climbed into bed himself.

He wasn't sure how late it was when he woke to Daren curling up against his body. Despite the dark, he could just tell Daren was watching him. He put his arm around Daren, tucking his head against his shoulder, and began to doze off to Daren's soft breath. He was nearly asleep again when he became aware of Daren growing hard against his thigh. He couldn't tell if Daren was actually awake, or if it was just a standard nighttime wood.

Then Daren's hand began to move across Sebastian's chest, ever so slowly. Not the most sensual thing, considering the bulky splint, but it answered the question that Daren was awake and that Sebastian's own body was taking notice.

Sebastian rolled over so he was face-to-face with Daren, their bodies flush against each other. In the dark he could only just make out Daren's fine profile, black against the soft shadows of the room. Daren shifted his body, pressing them closer. Sebastian settled his hand on Daren's hip. "How is this different?" Daren whispered, their lips only inches apart.

"You're not trying to sell me something you don't really want to give."

"Thank you." Daren slid down a bit, pressing his face to Sebastian's chest.

He let Daren set the pace. Sleepy rolls of the hips against each other, both growing harder, and Sebastian struggling to keep himself under control. That line he crossed, possibly the moment he'd fallen back into his own bed, was on the verge of becoming completely obliterated. He wanted to roll Daren over, strip off his shirt, unwrap the bandages from his ribs. He wanted to run his lips over every bruise and break, soothing a body that had been enduring such pain. He wanted to show Daren all the little pleasures that a string of Kendras and Heathers had obviously never given to him. He wanted to make him forget that his body had ever been harmed in any way.

He swept his hand gently across Daren's cotton-clad spine and felt him tremble and give a little groan. His own cock twitched at that sound. A groan of pleasure and not of pain, or fear. He stroked Daren's back again and rubbed small circles as Daren's hips began to move with more speed and regularity.

Sebastian reached between their bodies and took Daren in his hand. Daren cried out and pressed himself into Sebastian's hand with all his strength. Sebastian gave a gentle stroke. The moan from Daren was deep and full and filled the room. Sebastian was sure he'd heard few things better. It was a sound of health and life. He stroked Daren faster and listened to the full-throated sounds of pleasure. It wasn't long though, only a couple of minutes, before Daren's hips fell out of any rhythm and just became frantic jerks. Sebastian gave a little twist of his wrist and worked his hand hard at the root of Daren's cock. Daren twitched in his hand, then poured out across it, nearly screaming out his release.

Daren looked up at him. Sebastian's eyes had adjusted to the dark and he could make out the postcoital peace on Daren's face and the smile on his lips.

Sebastian ached. He wiped his hand on Daren's shirt– it would have to be changed anyway– before pushing down his own shorts. Daren looked down between their bodies and chuckled.

"Okay. That's never something any man wants to hear in bed."

"Sorry, just never seen someone else's at this angle. Feeling a little existential about it."

It was Sebastian's turn to chuckle a little, but it didn't lessen his own need. He closed his eyes and began to stroke himself in earnest, nuzzling his face into Daren's hair. Daren began running his fingers over Sebastian's lower back. It was probably all he could do, but the fact that he was even trying sent a soft wave of pleasure through Sebastian. He hadn't been getting much relief himself lately and knew he wouldn't be lasting long. He pulled Daren as tight against his own body as possible, took a deep breath of his scent, and allowed himself to silently cum.

Daren was holding him tight when he managed to catch his breath and let his muscles relax. He rolled out of Daren's grip onto his back.

"You didn't make a sound."

"What?" Sebastian's brain wasn't quite back in gear yet.

"When you came, you didn't make a sound."

"E-1 seamen don't get private rooms, and no one wants to listen to their bunkmate jack off."

Daren snickered. "Seamen."

"Shut up." Sebastian was aware of the general stickiness now on his body. Daren was similarly sticky. He peeked at the clock; it was almost three. "I guess I should get us cleaned up. And we should both try to get a bit more sleep.

****

It was a particularly aggravated-sounding songbird that finally woke Sebastian from his sleep. Daren was already awake and staring at the curtain-covered window.

"That bird has been going ballistic for the last half hour. I don't know how you slept through it."

"I can sleep through a lot." Sebastian mumbled into his pillow before pushing himself up and out of bed. "Breakfast first?"

"Sure."

"How about if we have it in here?"

"Okay." Daren sounded a little startled. They'd gotten into the habit of eating most meals out in the kitchen.

"Good, I'll be right back."

Sebastian rushed into the kitchen and pulled a twin pack of Hostess Chocolate Cupcakes from the cupboard along with a couple of birthday candles from the random-stuff drawer. It wasn't exactly a twenty-tier layer cake or whatever Daren had planned, but at least it was cake.

He stuck a candle into the middle of each cupcake and lit them before going back into the bedroom. He sat on the edge of the bed while Daren smiled at him.

"Make a birthday wish."

Daren closed his eyes and then blew out both candles with a single puff. "How did you know?"

"It's on your Wikipedia page," Sebastian lied. He hadn't shown Daren the newspaper.

"I have a Wikipedia page?"

"Yep."

Daren picked up one of the cupcakes and turned it around examining it from all angles. "You know, I've never had one of these."

"Really? Well, they are a sugary staple of middle-class America. Welcome to slumming it." Daren grinned and opened wide to take a bite. "Hold on. There's a procedure in eating these." Sebastian picked up his. "First you peel off and eat the white squiggle, then the rest of the frosting. After that you break it open, you lick out the cream filling, and only then do you eat the actual cake." Daren gave him a suspicious look. "I swear that's how you do it." Sebastian went after the squiggle on his, with Daren following suit.

By the time he was licking at the filling, they were both giggling for no particular reason.

"This is kinda gross but weirdly good."

"I think you just described the whole Hostess product line."

Daren sucked random buts of sticky cake crumbs from his fingers. Sebastian firmly focused on own cake. "So, is there anything interesting on my Wikipedia page?"

"A few things."

"Anything flattering?"

"Um… Not really. Sorry."

"That's okay. I don't exactly have a lot of good points worth going on about."

"I'm sure you've got something worth putting up there." Daren shrugged. "A cause or something? Something you'd want on your page."

Daren stared at the crumbs from his cake for a long time before giving a firm nod. "I don't believe in wearing fur."

"Okay." Sebastian was a bit startled by that one, considering his social circle. "Is there a particular reason, or just because?"

"My family has this estate that's about a million acres up in Vermont. My dad hunts up there with some of his business partners. When I was nine, I announced that I wanted to go with him. He said I had to learn to shoot first, and Richard offered to take me out and show me. I mean, he was SAS. He could shoot. He took me out with this little pellet gun one morning to shoot at rabbits. It took me about two hours to hit one. Then when I did and was all proud of myself, he handed me a knife and told me that since I had killed it I had to clean it and skin it. I threw up twice. He built a fire, and we ate it, and that wasn't so bad, but there was something about skinning it." Daren gave a little shudder. "So, girls who wear fur don't get my number."

"Did you ever go hunting with your dad?"

"No. And I got into a hell of a fight with my grandmother over the fur thing. She called me a hippie."

Sebastian laughed, nearly choking on the last bits of his cake. "I think you've got a way to go before you hit hippie status."

"I believe in legalizing marijuana?"

"That helps. So I got some ravioli for your birthday dinner tonight. How does that sound?"

"Sounds good. Actually, it sounds really nice." Daren sucked the crumbs and cream off the bottoms of the birthday candles. "Twenty. I am now twenty."

"Twenty is good."

"Is it?"

"Well, I'm no longer sleeping next to a teenager so I feel a little less like a pervert."

"You know I never thought I'd make it this far. I thought I'd OD or crash a fast car before now. I didn't think I'd be sitting here like this."

"What were you going to be doing today?"

"Party at our place in the Hamptons. Just me and a couple hundred of my closest friends."

"Sounds like fun."

Daren shook his head. "Twenty-one. That's going to be a blowout. I've got people negotiating to get the White Stripes back together for a one-off."

"That is slightly obscene."

"No, obscene is going to be the 100,000 dollars of champagne."

"Jesus."

Daren stretched his back as much as he could. "Shower?"

"Sure. I've got another surprise for you."

****

Sebastian was lingering over Daren's hair as he rubbed fancy conditioner into it. Daren was making happy humming noises and pushing himself up into Sebastian's fingers. Birthdays were meant to be a celebration of living through another year in many ways, and Daren making it to this one had certainly been in question. He figured Daren could use the bit of extra care.

"I'm going to call the job I'm supposed to be starting and tell them I got a better offer."

Daren gave a little hum of contentment. "Good idea. It's not like we don't have funds now."

You're also not ready to be left alone, Sebastian thought, but refrained from saying. That had really been the main factor in his decision.

"I was thinking," Daren began, as Sebastian ran a comb through Daren's conditioner-slick hair. "We could contact Agent Kim."

Sebastian's hands froze. "You think we can trust him now?"

"I've got to trust someone. The longer I sit here, the more the case against my family falls apart."

"You know there must have been some sort of leak, for your cousin to find out where you were?"

"I know. But there were a whole team of agents and lawyers putting the case together. Even when I realized what was happening, I couldn't believe that Agent Kim had sold me out. He always had too much righteous anger. He had a kind of white-collar avenging-angel vibe going."

Sebastian didn't comment that in his experience, the ones who came across as the most righteous were often the most guilty. "Well, we can't just call him up and invite him over for coffee." Sebastian grabbed the hose and started rinsing Daren's hair. "Got a plan?"

"Not yet, but I'm sure we can work something out; it's probably going to be a bit clandestine."

"I'll get my suit back out if I have to; I've got your back, but we're not running into this half-baked."

"I know." Daren stood and turned to face Sebastian. The look on his face was a bit confused, but terribly sweet. Before Sebastian could say anything else, Daren leaned in and put a small kiss at the corner of his mouth. "Thank you." Daren whispered.

Daren spent the better part of his twentieth birthday bouncing ideas for complicated clandestine schemes off of Sebastian. Some were patently ridiculous, and Daren knew it, even as he was describing them he had a smile on his face. Others had possibilities, but they kept running into the same problems: Daren's lack of mobility, his refusal to wait while he healed, and the reality that with the Delaware money and ties there was certainly more than one leak.

Sebastian spent the rest of the day quietly fretting about the idea of going to anyone in the FBI or any branch of law enforcement. His run-and-hide instinct was doing its best to shout down any suggestions of Daren taking any risks. He could still barely walk. But Daren was right, the case was falling apart fast.

Sebastian also spent much of the day, although he tried not to, thinking about that little kiss. It had sent a warmth through him that even after the night before had taken him by surprise. He'd quickly balled up his hands to keep from reaching up, catching Daren's face, and bringing it in for a proper kiss, soft and sweet.

Sebastian spooned pesto ravioli and chicken into a couple of bowls and sprinkled them with parmesan. "Do you think Agent Kim knows the agents guarding you were gotten to, or do you think he thinks you just ran for it?"

"I honestly have no idea."

Sebastian put the bowls on the table. "Do you think he believes you are actually dead?"

"No. He'd want to see for himself, or run his own lab tests."

"That could be a bonus. You know, the more we talk about this, the more it's going to come down to me having a face-to-face with him somewhere?"

Daren savagely speared one of the ravioli. He had yet to get the hang of eating with his left hand. "And if you're out, then I'm vulnerable. We could pull that off to get the money, but…"

"I know. I don't suppose I could talk you into just dropping a hard drive into the mail and making a run for it?"

"I would rather make sure it gets directly into Agent Kim's hands."

"We could talk to him about witness protection."

"'Cause that turned out great last time."

"But that wasn't official, change-your-identity, make you live in Missoula, Montana, protection."

Daren shook his head. "I'm all for changing my identity, I am dead after all, but… Even if there isn't a leak in Witness Protection, it'll just take one person sending a tweet going 'there's a guy next to me on the bus who looks just like Gerald Delaware. Hash-tag creepy', and my family will be all over me."

"So what you're saying is we need to get out of the country."

"It's a viable option."

Sebastian had been thinking of that himself, and had also thought through the problems with it. "Great idea. Except have you tried to get on a plane lately? It's damn near impossible even with real ID. Getting on an international flight involves a day and a half of pat-downs and suspicious looks, and they don't exactly let you buy international tickets with cash. It's a good way of getting Homeland Security all over you."

"I've never flown on a public plane in my life. A Lear jet is slumming it."

Sebastian sighed. There were actually days when he forgot he was talking to someone born with a solid gold spoon in his mouth. "Okay. I'm sure we'll work something out. How's your ravioli?"

"Nice. Though I know this place in Venice that makes these cheese-and-truffle raviolis like you would not believe."

"Maybe you can take me one day."

"I would love to." Daren skewered another ravioli then froze with the fork halfway to his mouth. He giggled.

"What?"

"That's it."

"What?"

"What we want for the information. Agent Kim gets a hard drive. In return he gets me a new ID, off the books. Passport, birth certificate, everything. We rent a jet and we pick a beach."

It was a good idea. Sebastian had a feeling that a million in cash wouldn't stretch quite as far as Daren thought it might, but there was still one bigger problem. "You're still working on the assumption that we can trust Agent Kim. And there's still the issue of leaving you alone."

"Yeah, but we're getting closer."

Sebastian heard his phone bleep at him. It was to tell him that his battery was running low, but it was close to the same sound he got when a text came in. The thought of a text coming in started to rattle around his brain, bouncing against random ideas like a pinball, until one idea lit up.

"We need to bring in someone else."

"No!"

"Wait." Sebastian raised his hands. "Hear me out. Rachael. She was a Marine. Two tours in Afghanistan before 'Don't Ask, Don't Tell' got her. She's actually been in combat situations. She's a manager for a security company that does big events with red carpets and celebrities behaving badly. She's probably protected you already. She can think tactically, she's badass, and she knows how to keep a secret."

"The more people we bring in…"

"I know, I know, but I'm not talking about bringing in Jimmy. I would trust Rachael with this."

"I don't know."

"Think about it?"

"Sure."

They finished up the meal in a certain amount of silence, each churning around ideas for their future. As much as he was sure Daren could happily live out his life on a tropical island, Sebastian couldn't imagine even the bonds and diamonds stretching to the end of their days. Daren would have to get an education at some point, and Lord help him, a job.

Daren finished off the last of the ravioli. "I want to see my Wikipedia page."

"No. You really don't." Sebastian had read it. He wasn't kidding when he had said there was nothing good on it.

"I'm curious."

"I know you are, but…" Daren pinched his lips and gave Sebastian a hard look. "Fine." There would be enough for them to fight about over the next couple of weeks. "But you don't get to edit anything."

"I won't."

Sebastian fired up his computer and brought up the page. Daren lasted about thirty seconds. "Where's the edit button?"

"No."

He pointed to the screen. "I did not sleep with that girl, and my lack of syphilis is proof."

"You honestly think someone isn't staking out every tiny reference to you on the entire internet, waiting for you to log on to something?"

Daren grumbled but kept reading, occasionally pointing at the screen. "Didn't sleep with her either; that's a lie; that's the truth but taken out of context." Daren clicked on the link for the Delaware family in general. He made it for about fifteen seconds. "Oh for fuck's sake, where's the edit button!"

"Nope." Sebastian snapped his laptop shut. "In a couple of years, when the heat dies down, you can have at it."

Daren pouted, but lost a good deal of the effect when he failed at crossing his arms with the splint on.

"Nope. Not going to work. I don't need assassins tracking down my IP address. It would be a stupid way of getting caught." Daren succeeded in pouting a few seconds more. Sebastian patted him on the head. "Would some ice cream make it better?"

"You got ice cream?"

"It's your birthday. Of course I've got ice cream." Sebastian went to the freezer and pulled out a couple of cartons of Ben & Jerry's. "'Rocky Road-ish' or 'Mint Chocolate Cookie'?"

"Mint ice cream?" Daren sounded horrified.

"Don't dis mint ice cream." He slid the carton of Rocky Road and a spoon over to Daren while digging into his mint. "Happy birthday."

Daren raised his spoon to Sebastian. "Happy birthday to me."

****


CHAPTER 10

The next morning, Sebastian woke to Daren trying to get the briefcases out of the bedroom closet, trying being the operative word. With one arm still in the sling and the other holding the cane, his main technique seemed to involve carefully shoving them around with his foot.

"Going somewhere?"

"No." Daren didn't even look over at him. "But if I could get everything on the kitchen table that would be great. I need to do some sorting."

Sebastian glanced at the clock. It was barely six a.m.. They had stayed up a bit late talking about Daren's out-of-control eighteenth birthday party. "Okay. How long have you been awake?"

"Since four. I've been thinking."

Sebastian pulled himself out of bed and moved the loot to the kitchen table. He made himself some coffee while Daren cracked open the suitcases and began dividing up the contents. "Have you got a plastic sandwich bag, some duct tape or electrical tape, a bit of string or ribbon, or twisty bread ties?"

"Um… Sure." The random-stuff drawer produced a clean sandwich bag, some electrical tape, and a couple of green twist ties. "Here."

"Great. Now could you get on the net and find me a list of current exchange rates?"

Daren quickly put the cash into two neat piles, setting aside the bundle that was already paying the bills. Then he picked up the stack of bonds. That was something to watch. Breaking them first into monetary type, then value, Daren dove into the net looking at exchange rates and trends. He rapidly clicked through financial analysis websites and online traders, occasionally muttering to himself or rolling his eyes. When he seemed satisfied he turned back to the bonds and stared at them intently.

Sebastian's coffee grew cold while he watched Daren jump around sites that looked like gibberish to him. This wasn't 'bratty rich kid' behavior; this was the result of generations of business geniuses breeding with each other.

Daren took a deep breath and, employing some complicated algorithm that Sebastian couldn't follow, divided the bonds into two stacks, one much thicker than the other, but Sebastian was willing to bet they were of equal value.

Next came the gems. Daren peered intently at each one before putting it into one pile or another. Half went back into the sunglasses case, the other half was piled on top of the small plastic bag. He picked up an oval-shaped diamond about the size of a TicTac mint. "This is a half carat of medium quality. You can buy this for about fifteen hundred in the right shop; expect to get less if you're selling it to the shop." He picked up a much larger diamond, one a bit smaller than his thumb nail. "This is five carats. Don't take any less than twenty grand for this."

The pile that was mostly colored stones with a few diamonds went into the plastic bag, which was then wrapped in tape, keeping everything in place. "If we get split up or have to run separately, this is yours." He put his hand on the stack that had more bonds and the colored stones. "With the bonds, drop the euros first; they're too volatile these days. Save the yen for last. It's not as strong as it used to be, but still stable. You've got more of the emeralds, rubies and sapphires because they're not marked, so they're easier to shift. You've got to know where to find less-than-honest people to shift diamonds that have laser-etched serial numbers on them."

Sebastian wanted to say that it wouldn't be needed, that they'd stick together, that Daren was certainly in no condition to run anywhere alone, but it was always good to have a contingency plan.

"If we do get split up? Where do we meet?"

Daren stared at the ceiling until his face broke into a grin. "Newark."

"Newark, New Jersey?"

"There were some guys I knew, and we decided at like one in the morning one night that we were going to drive down to Atlantic City. From the Hamptons." Sebastian barked with laughter. "Yes, there may have been mind-altering chemicals involved in this decision. Anyway, we get as far as Jersey City when we decide it might not be the best idea. We spend a bit too much time talking about this, get ourselves completely lost. And just as we see a sign for the Jersey Turnpike, Matt, who was driving and who we thought was sober, told us he'd actually done a couple bumps of coke and was crashing down hard. We freaked, wouldn't let him get on the turnpike, and we somehow ended up at the Best Western by the airport trying to sleep it off. Worst road trip ever. And we all swore we'd never set foot in Newark again. "

"So, the Newark Airport Best Western."

"Last place on Earth they will go looking for Gerald Delaware."

Sebastian just shook his head and got up to make some proper breakfast for the two of them. Daren carefully repacked the briefcases. He also put a hard drive into each one, and one of them got a copy of Tintin. Daren put the twist tie around the handle of the other one. "The one with the twisty tie is yours."

"I will remember that." Sebastian started spreading some real butter across his toast. "So, aside from invoking memories of New Jersey, did all this thinking you did last night lead anywhere?"

"You should call Rachael."

Sebastian froze mid-spread. "Seriously?"

"I'm fucking tired of waiting around. I got into this mess because I tried to do something instead of waiting for someone else to do something. I could grow old going over all the 'maybes' and 'could bes' and… I know I'm putting myself on the firing line again and I'm risking you as well, and if you don't want—"

Sebastian gave a sharp wave. "We've had that discussion already. If you don't want to dawdle, that's fine. I can take Rachael to lunch today. I won't give her too many details, just the gist of the problem, and we can work from there. No time like the present, right?"

Daren nodded. Sebastian would have preferred sometime in the future, when Daren could at least walk, or better yet run for his life. Not that an ability to run had saved him the first time around. It had only been dumb luck and Sebastian's training that got Daren through those initial few hours. And as angry as he was over what the Delawares had done, the more time he spent with Daren, the less he wanted to ever see him in harm's way.

He finished doing up breakfast before sending Rachael a text.

Can I take you to lunch?

 It took less than thirty seconds to get a reply.

What's wrong?

Who said anything was wrong? Can't I take you to lunch?

:-\ 12:30

See you then

"That's Rachael. I'll take her to lunch. Have a chat."

"Good. I also spent some time this morning thinking about Agent Kim. I worked with him for a bit, I think I've got a good idea of what he's going to want to see to talk him into the meeting."

"Care to clue me in?"

"Proof of life. Proof I have what I say I have. Proof I'm not fucking around. Anyway, while you're out, we need some more phones. I'm thinking at least four. They should be able to record and send video messages. And a good-sized USB drive. Say thirty-two gig?"

And here is the rich-kid disconnect from reality kicking in, Sebastian thought.  He said, "You know you can't just walk into a shop and say, 'I'd like four phones please?' and then pay in cash. That kind of stuff gets you put on watch lists these days. You have to show ID and credit cards for contracts."

"I have full faith you'll figure it out."

Sebastian just waved at Daren's toast. "Eat your breakfast. I've got a long day ahead, it seems."

****

Sebastian fiddled with the straw in his soda while Rachael stared at him. He'd planned to just come out with it all, but the words wouldn't form correctly. Weeks of secrecy and seclusion had taken a toll. Instead, he tried making small talk about the weather and the general state of the world, but she hadn't joined in. She'd only stared at him or looked suspiciously at the small bag Sebastian was carrying, one that held two new phones. He'd made a show out of buying them. Looking for one for his technophobic mother and another for his girlfriend who had spilled a drink all over her own just the night before.

"It's about the boyfriend, isn't it?" Rachael said after the waiter had poured her coffee and walked off.

"Yeah."

"Need me to hurt someone?"

Sebastian looked up from his soda. Somewhere in his head he laughed, but the sound never reached his lips. "Daren's family are not good people," he started slowly. "And I'm not talking bigot-redneck, I'm talking lots and lots of money, an empire, obtained through questionable legality and complete amorality."

"Oh, God, Sebastian. What have you gotten yourself into?"

"Good question. Daren managed to collect a considerable amount of information on his family's misdeeds and he was working towards having some justice done. Someone found out and either threatened or bribed the two members of law enforcement who were supposed to be protecting him. They looked away at the right moment while Daren was chased down, beaten to a pulp, and left to die."

Rachael reached across the table and placed her hand over his. It seemed an oddly tender gesture until he realized he'd been bending the spoon in his hand. He dropped the spoon and placed his hand flat against the table so he wouldn't drive his nails into his own palm. Saying those words out loud for the first time was sending his neatly compartmentalized rage rolling to the surface.

"What do you need me to do?" Rachael carefully asked.

Sebastian took a few breaths, trying to regain some control. "He still wants to see this through. Probably even more than before. There is still one member of law enforcement that he thinks he can trust. The thing is, as far as I can tell, everyone thinks Daren is dead. The second we get in contact with this guy, Daren's going to be a target again. He can still barely walk and if he needs to get out in a hurry while I'm meeting with this guy…"

"You need someone to handle protection and extraction if the operation goes number ten."

"We've thought of every possible way of doing it with just the two of us, but—"

"Sebastian, it's good you brought this to me. This is what I do for a living. I mean usually we're dealing with paparazzi and the occasional kidnapping attempt and not the mob, but I like a challenge."

Sebastian put his face into his hands and began to shake. He wasn't sure what he was going to do if Rachael said no, but that she said yes meant they were that little bit closer to real danger. He could feel not just the rage but the worry, fear and stress of the previous weeks crawling their way to the surface.

A waiter arrived with their food and Sebastian shoved all those feeling down again and stomped on them hard. There was too much to do first.

Rachael pulled a fry from Sebastian's plate, ignoring the vegetables on her own. "Do you have a meeting time set up yet?"

"No. I wanted to see if I could get you on board first. Honestly, I'd rather we just ran away to a cabin in the woods at this point, but…"

"Sounds like a brave kid."

"Kid's the operative word," Sebastian muttered. Rachael raised an eyebrow at him. "He's legal."

"Barely?"

"A little more than barely, but he was going to clubs, hanging out with his friends, and avoiding college just a few months back. Now…"

Rachael stole another one of his fries. "Now he's got you up to your eyeballs in scary, dangerous shit."

Sebastian started dismantling his BLT instead of really eating it. "I'm not an adrenaline junkie. I don't like scary, dangerous situations. I'm not good in them."

"Oh no, sailor. That last one is a lie."

"How would you know?"

"Because that last party at your place, I went digging through your closet looking for a spare blanket for Jimmy and found your uniform, which I'm sure looks great on you, and a little box with all your decorations. And you've got a few for being badass."

Sebastian didn't like to think about the things that happened to get medals pinned on his chest. "Getting drenched in someone else's blood without shitting yourself is hardly the same thing."

Rachael just shook her head at him and finally started on her own lunch. "So I'm guessing you don't want me to bring in a team for this?"

"I'd rather you didn't. In fact if anyone asks, deny I exist."

"I think I can manage that. Have you got a time frame on this?

"I don't know. Soon. Daren wants to get this done before the case completely falls apart."

"And after?"

Sebastian shrugged and examined a bit of bacon. "Not sure. Make a run for the border. Keep our heads down for the next decade."

"Do you love him?"

Sebastian's head snapped back. He wanted to pretend like he hadn't heard the question, but it was too late. Still, he tried. "What?"

Rachael just rolled her eyes at him. "You've known this kid for, what, a few months, if that. You're risking your life for him. You're talking about going on the run with him. Do you love him? Do you want to spend the rest of your life with him? 'Cause that's what you're talking about."

Sebastian didn't have a response. Yes, no, maybe, and 'I'm feeling a bit existential about it,' were all valid answers. "What have I got keeping me here?"

"That is so not an answer."

He tried to focus on anything but Rachael. The condensation running down the side of his glass, the strange pink color of the mayonnaise mixed with the tomato, the chickadees screaming in the tree just a few feet away.

"I didn't meet him," he said very softly, not raising his eyes from his plate. "I found him, in a bloody heap, half dead, just conscious enough to beg not to be taken to the hospital, because if anyone found him they would kill him."

"Jesus." Rachael somehow made that one word carry buckets of pity, horror, and a little irritation.

He finally looked up at her. "I could have left him where I found him, or ignored him and called an ambulance. He was barely conscious those first few days. I could have dropped him off at a hospital any time. He's only barely on his feet now. I could pick up the phone, dial 911 and take a long walk, let the cops and hospitals deal with him. We should all be lucky enough to do one decent thing in our life."

"Well, aren't you the White Knight."

"Rachael."

She held up her hands. "No, I get it. I do. You have the chance to go after bad people, which is probably a whole hell of a lot more satisfying than being unemployed or guarding coked-up B-listers. Just… You could get yourself killed."

"Says the Marine. Besides, that's why I came to you."

Rachael shook her head at him. "Okay. I think you are probably a dumb fuck but at least you're not going into this completely half-cocked. Tell me when and where you need me."

"Thank you."

"Don't thank me yet. We could all end up getting whacked. And you better believe I will be having a discussion with this kid of yours."

"Go easy on him."

"Just eat your lunch, sailor."

****

"It's me," Sebastian called out as he shouldered his way through the door, his hands loaded down with bags.

"In here," Daren called back from the bedroom.

Sebastian kicked the door shut behind him. "I got everything on your shopping list, plus some extra stuff we might need."

Daren was sitting in the chair with a notebook in his hand. He didn't look pleased. "Why did you do this?" He held up the medical notes Sebastian had been keeping diligently updated.

"Because I thought you'd come to your senses once you were out of shock and let me take you to a hospital. I wanted any doctor to know what I had already done. When you obviously weren't going to relent on that one, I kept up the notes in case you ever wanted to file charges against your cousin and his thugs. Now I keep it updated, so if I can ever get you into an orthopedic surgeon, or even a proper physical therapist, they'll know where you started from rehabilitation-wise and what kind of injuries were involved."

He dropped the notebook into his lap, his face dropping with it. "Sorry," he mumbled, and Sebastian suddenly felt like he'd just kicked a puppy.

"It's okay."

"I just don't remember a lot of the stuff in there."

"That might not be a bad thing." Daren set the notebook aside. "I got you stuff." Sebastian held up the bags.

Daren instantly perked up. "I like stuff."

"I'm sure you do. I got us four phones. Made two stops on opposite sides of town for those. Got you a USB stick as requested. And…" Sebastian handed a Macy's bag to Daren. "Probably not as fine as you're used to, but I thought you could use some other clothes." Daren dove into the bag and pulled out a pair of jeans and a zip-up green hoodie. "I think I got the size on the jeans right and I got the hoodie a little larger so you'd have an easier time getting your arms in and out."

"Thank you. No offense to your sense of fashion, but I was getting a little tired of the shorts."

"Thought you might be."

"And…" Sebastian handed over a smaller plastic bag. "I thought you might be tired of sleeping in those T-shirts as well." Sebastian had seen the dark charcoal grey pajamas on a mannequin as he was about to leave the mall. They'd looked loose, comfortable, and if Sebastian was brutally honest, not entirely unattractive.

Daren all but clutched them to his chest. "Of all the things I thought I might miss being on the run, I didn't think my pajamas would be one of them."

"Let me guess, yours were silk."

"Maybe. But that seems really unimportant at this point."

"Glad you like them. I also had lunch with Rachael and got her on board. She thinks my boyfriend is with the mob and I'm an idiot."

The smile on Daren's face fell away. "The mob would possibly be safer."

"I'm just trying not to think about it." He sat on the bed across from Daren. "So, have you worked out the next part in our great scheme?"

"Yeah. I've got Agent Kim's private cell number. I can't just call him from here."

"He could trace the phone, get at least a general area."

"Right, so the best thing is for you to take a nice long drive, call him, have a short conversation, dump the phone, and drive back."

"And what am I supposed to say? 'Hi, you don't know me, Gerald's alive, well, and not living in Paris.'"

"Paris is nice this time of year."

"We're getting ahead of ourselves."

"I know. I'll make a video. Like a hostage video, but not. I'll give him a rough idea of what's going on. I'll tell him I'm willing to work with him and only him, and then we give him a couple of days to plug any leaks, call him back, and take it from there."

"We might need more phones."

"We might."

Sebastian rolled the idea around. He had gotten one phone with a good video option and a good data plan. His frugal nature cringed at the idea of just dumping it, but he had no idea how good the government actually was at doing stuff like tracking cellphone calls from space. But as long as that little sliver of government organization had a leak, he wasn't going to risk it.

"Should I grab the paper from next door? I think the neighbors are on vacation. You can hold it up and we could film against a blank wall."

"Good idea. How about we do it after dinner, and you can make the call in the morning?"

****

Sebastian held the phone as steady as he could. They'd gotten a bit silly after dinner and spent far too long debating lighting, wardrobe choice, if maybe they should try to steal a big white cat named Mr. Marshmallow from three doors down so Daren could sit in the club chair and stroke it.

It was nearing eleven when they finally settled down, having giggled away the worst of their nerves. Daren sat in the chair, his back to a bare white wall, with nothing but him in the shot. No chance of getting a reflection from something that could be cleaned up by CSI magic. It did look painfully like a kidnapping ransom video. In a way that's what it was: Daren was just ransoming himself.

Daren took a deep breath and nodded. Sebastian pushed the record button.

Daren sat still for a moment and just stared back into the camera. "Hi, Agent Kim. It's me, Gerald, and today is Tuesday."

Daren held up the newspaper.

"As you can see I'm not in a Turkish morgue. I am alive. I am safe. I am not entirely well, thanks in part to the agents sent to protect me. You have a leak. Those agents walked away and I was nearly killed, and that's not an exaggeration. However I still want to see my family go down– kinda more than ever. I am willing to trust you again, and only  you, and only because I know you didn't personally assign those agents. I still have the information you want and I still want you to have it, but this time we're doing it my way. No one else is brought in on this. Not a soul. And I am keeping my fingers crossed that you're not the leak. Find your leak, plug it up."

Daren leaned towards the camera.

"And Joseph, I know what you think of me, and I know we've had our differences, but this here is your one shot. I hope you use it. We'll call you back in a couple of days. Bye."

Sebastian hit the stop button.

"How was that?"

"Let me check." Sebastian loaded up the file and hit play. 'Hi Agent Kim. It's me, Gerald and today is Tuesday.' Sebastian watched the message through. "All there, looks good."

"How do I look?"

"Kinda like you're being held hostage and forced to wear incredibly unfashionable clothes."

Daren looked down at himself. "Tell me the shorts weren't in that shot."

"No, you looked fine." Sebastian turned off the phone, saving the battery for the next day. "Is that why you trust Agent Kim, because he didn't send the agents?"

"I didn't think anything of it until a couple of days ago. The two agents that were supposed to be watching me were assigned by Agent Kim, but two other agents offered to trade them the shift, something about basketball tickets. I was barely paying attention. I was texting Kendra to tell her that I wouldn't be at a party that night and she was texting back all pissy about it. And you know, if I thought it was just those two agents, I'd walk back into the office, but my family has so many fingers on lawyers and politicians and…"

"I get it."

Daren suddenly yawned and gave his head a shake. "Okay, I'll take that as a sign."

"Time for bed?"

"Only if you can help me into my new pajamas first."

"I think I can manage that."

The pajamas were of a soft cotton and had cost a little more than Sebastian really thought was reasonable, but Daren's smile as he shimmied his way into them was worth it. The color choice was perhaps not the best, as it made Daren's pallor absolutely glow, not so much in a sickly way but in a Goth-without-trying way.

Daren tried a bit of a turn. "How do I look?"

"Great. Now let's get to bed. Tomorrow is going to be another long one."

****


CHAPTER 11

Sebastian looked around at the green rolling park. Daren had given him a kiss on the cheek as he left that morning with the video phone in one pocket and a personal phone in the other. He'd driven for over an hour until he found a little suburban park with small rolling hills, a duck pond, and small children running around in the sand while their mothers and nannies looked on. It was the kind of park he had always wanted to have near whatever home he was in, but that had rarely been the case. It was the kind of park in the kind of neighborhood that he always thought of raising his own kids in. Back when he still thought about having kids.

It wasn't even 10 a.m. yet but it was a warm day with a cool breeze, and Sebastian took his time just strolling along the little walking paths, breathing the air, and turning his face towards the sun. There was a bench near the duck pond, and as he sat on it, he realized that he could happily close his eyes and take a nap in the warm sun and cool breeze. Instead, he looked around for witnesses and then took out the phone. The video was preset to send, and there was only one number programmed in it. He hit call.

The phone rang and kept ringing. It would be embarrassing if he came all the way out here and Agent Kim didn't pick up.

"Hello."

"Agent Kim?"

There was a brief pause. "Who is this? Where did you get this number?"

"Gerald Delaware is alive and safe. He gave me this number. You have a leak, and the agents meant to protect him walked away. You're about to receive a message from him. Fix that leak now and he'll contact you again." Sebastian hung up the phone, and then hit send on the video. Even with a solid data signal the upload wasn't instantaneous, and the seconds ticked by slowly. By the time a confirmation finally popped up informing him the message had been sent, he was on the verge of panic, even if it had been all of thirty seconds.

The phone rang, and Sebastian jumped. The caller ID was for Agent Kim's private phone. Sebastian hit ignore, then flipped open the phone and yanked out the battery and the SIM card. He wiped every bit down with a tissue just in case, then with a quick underhand flick, and the suppression of much guilt, the phone sailed into the duck pond. He pocketed the SIM card to go into the trash, and the battery to go into an electronics recycling box. His inner environmentalist hadn't been able to leave the battery for the ducks. They probably had their own problems already.

He casually strolled back to his car and took a long and winding road home.

When he got home, he drove around the block three times, looking for anything amiss. Daren was waiting for him as he got inside. He'd insisted on pulling on his new jeans that morning. Sebastian had underestimated just how much muscle mass Daren still had and the jeans were a little on the tight side. Not that they didn't fit; they fit very well. A little too well and Sebastian was trying his best not to ogle.

"How'd it go?"

"Piece of cake. And now we wait."

"I've never been good at waiting. I was even born a month early." Daren limped over to the fridge and reached inside. Sebastian noticed pots and a messy bowl and some dirty utensils on the kitchen counter. Daren pulled out a plate with two sandwiches on it. "I cooked." He grinned in obvious pride.

Sebastian took one of the sandwiches and examined it carefully. It looked to be egg salad with tomatoes. "You made egg salad?" Sebastian was impressed.

"I got the recipe off the net." Sebastian took a bite and gave a little cough as he felt his sinuses begin to drain. "The recipe said use a tablespoon of mustard, but I think they must have meant like the mustard you put on hotdogs and not the powdered mustard I found in the back of the cupboard.

"Yeah. I think so." Sebastian took another bite. It actually wasn't half bad once he got past the shock of the burn. "Wait a second. How did you get on the net?"

"Your password is Nimitz. You said your first post was an aircraft carrier. I took a guess, got it on the second try."

"That's hacking."

"I know."

Daren took his own sandwich to the table, forgoing his cane. His leg seemed to hold up well for at least the first half of the day, though if he wasn't careful, he could barely stand by dinner. "So, what should we do while we wait?"

"I don't know, watch TV?"

"Anything good on TV?"

"Let's find out."

The answer was no. They got through the Young and the Restless, Days of our Lives, and General Hospital before flipping over to Univision where they spent an amusing hour making up their own translations for a couple of telenovelas. After that, it was time for dinner. Sebastian cooked, then more television, and bed. The whole time Sebastian kept his ears open for the sound of a SWAT team about to break through the door, but nothing like that happened.

Thursday was filled with more soap operas, and game shows, with a side trip to PBS for some toddler-level children's programing. Daren swore that Clifford the Big Red Dog was amazingly engrossing if you were truly baked.

They'd pretty much gorged on the daytime drivel and kids' shows when Sebastian flipped over to the NBC Nightly News before starting dinner. Story One was that some geriatric senator who'd been around since the last ice age finally up and died, resulting in a flood of DC crocodile tears. The second story was about an upswing in salmonella cases traced back to fast food chains.

When the graphic for the third story popped up, 'Scandal at the DoJ!' both Daren and Sebastian leaned forward. A source from inside the Justice Department had revealed that several Assistant US Attorneys, as well as FBI and IRS agents, were being investigated for leaking witness lists and evidence information to suspects and defendants. It was believed that most of the leaks were pertaining to high-level fraud and financial cases. When questioned on these allegations, representatives from the DoJ and FBI had no comment.

Sebastian just blinked as the show went to commercial. He'd expected to call Agent Kim on Friday and have the agent try to convince him that he'd found the leak. He did not expect what was essentially a message for Daren to come in from the cold on the NBC Nightly News, personally delivered by Brian Williams.

"Could Agent Kim have really worked that fast?" he asked.

"I don't know. Maybe. I mean, he could have just leaked that himself to draw us out."

"It would also send the inside leaks into hiding, make them keep their heads down, break off contact."

Daren turned off the TV. "If it is just a planted story, he could be fucking up a lot of other cases, not to mention nuking his own career if someone found out he leaked something like that. I mean, no way could he get permission to do it."

"Any which way, I think it means he's in."

"Yeah."

They both stared at the blank TV. It meant Sebastian would be taking another drive in the morning, making another call, and probably setting up a face-to-face meeting. It was that much closer to dragging them both straight into the line of fire.

"Well," Daren turned to him, a grin splitting his face but not reaching his eyes. "How about dinner?"

That night Daren had a vicious, screaming nightmare again. The nightmares had mostly faded, being replaced with quieter disturbances, but at one a.m., Sebastian became thankful again for Mrs. Laramie's hearing difficulties, as Daren started screaming.

Sebastian wrapped himself around Daren, trying to control his flailing limbs. "It's okay, it's okay, You're safe." Daren didn't wake, just continued to scream and fight. "Wake up!" Sebastian finally shouted into his ear.

Daren jolted and stopped screaming, but still gasped for breath, the residual terror sending tremors through his body and tears down his face. Sebastian held him and hummed softly, some half-remembered tune. Daren pressed his face into Sebastian's shoulder.

"I don't have to go tomorrow," Sebastian whispered. "We can pack up, we flip a coin, heads we drive to Canada, tails it's Mexico. We drop a hard drive in the mail somewhere along the way." Daren didn't respond, didn't even move; just took slow and steady breaths while Sebastian stroked his head. "We can just get out of here."

Daren's fingers pressed into Sebastian's back hard enough that he could believe he'd have bruises come morning. Daren lifted his head. "No." His voice was soft but clean. "They don't get to win. Not this time. I know them, I understand them, and they do not get to win this one. I was bred to lead that rotten hive of walking nightmares one day, and someone let my cousin send hired thugs to beat and rape me, to scare me into silence, to break me beyond where I could run, where I'd have to come crawling back. Well, you just can't get good help these days. I am the heir to one of the oldest fortunes in this country. They should have killed me outright, and they should have done it themselves, and they are going to regret that they didn't for a very long time."

Daren's fingers were still digging into Sebastian's back and in the dim light from the streetlamp that snuck under the curtains he could make out the reflection of tears on Daren's cheeks, but in Daren's voice there was the man he was rapidly becoming; a man strong enough to lead an empire, or tear one down. Sebastian was hopelessly turned on. "So what is the plan?"

"Same as before. Trade the data for new ID, pay for a private jet in cash to get us somewhere neutral. From there we regroup. Get me put back together. We find resources and allies. Then... We find out what it will actually take to make my grandfather cry, and we do it. I'm thinking a bank balance that reads zero would be a good place to start."

Sebastian nodded, doing his best to hold himself in check. He wanted to crush his lips to Daren's, only inches away. He wanted to throw him to the bed and rip off those new pajamas. "Let's hope tomorrow goes well, then."

"I think it will. I guess we should probably both try to sleep some more."

"Yeah."

Daren got himself back under the blankets, and if he noticed Sebastian's aching erection, he was good enough not to mention it.

****

Sebastian sat on a park bench and took in a bit of sun. He was an hour in the opposite direction from the first park. Instead of small children playing in a sandbox under the watchful eyes of their mothers, here older children crashed into each other on blacktop basketball courts, pretending they were NBA stars despite being half the size of one.

Sebastian gave one last look around, and when he was satisfied that no one was at least obviously looking at him, and pulled out a phone. This time it picked up on the first ring.

"Hello Agent Kim."

"Hello again."

"Brian Williams delivered your memo."

"Good. Those agents told me Sebastian had backed out and run off. I didn't believe it at the time, but when I investigated, I couldn't find enough evidence that they were lying. They rolled over on some AUSAs pretty quick. We're working on them right now."

"Good to know, but you can't tell me you've fixed every leak."

"I know I haven't, which is why this call isn't being tracked and no one knows I'm taking it."

"Forgive me if I still keep this quick."

"Of course. Can I talk with Gerald?"

"Do you honestly think I am anywhere near him?"

"No. I want to talk with someone face-to-face, though."

Daren had told him Agent Kim would want face time. "There's a bar called the Blue Dragon. Tomorrow night. Eight o'clock. Get a booth. If I see anyone else there who isn't a regular..."

"I get stood up, and you don't return my calls. Copy that."

"See you tomorrow, Agent Kim."

Sebastian hung up, deleted the call history, ran a factory reset and popped out the SIM card. He left the phone on the bench for one of the kids to find and maybe sell. Then he took two hours driving home.

When he got home, Daren was firmly planted in front of his laptop, which was attached to one of the slick little silver hard drives.

"Should I ask what you are doing?"

"Checking some accounts. I know they're camped out waiting to see if I try to access my trust fund or any other major family account, but while I was digging up dirt I found some other little accounts that aren't monitored as closely. I'm seeing if they still exist and if I can use them as backdoors into other money." Daren gave a frustrated grunt at whatever he was looking at and closed the laptop. "So, what did Agent Kim have to say?"

"That the two agents who were watching you rolled over on some AUSAs. And that he wants to talk with you. And you were right, he wants face time."

"What did he agree to?"

"We're going to meet tomorrow at eight at the Blue Dragon."

"The Blue Dragon?"

"I wanted home turf advantage. I guess this means you should write up your list of demands so we can negotiate a swap. You still want to go through with this?"

Daren flipped the laptop back open and brought up a news story. Some judge had ruled against a class action law suit involving defective birth control pills. "Subsidiary of a subsidiary of a subsidiary of us. Ten-to-one we own the judge. And a few months ago I would not have given a flying rat's ass about it. You're the one walking into danger first, so really, I should be asking you if you want to go through with this?"

"What other plans have I got for the weekend?" Sebastian joked, despite the sweat already forming on his palms. "I'll bring Rachael up to date."

Got a date tomorrow night at 8. Could use babysitter

Less than thirty seconds later his phone chirped. 

I'll be there at 5

"Rachael's on board."

"Okay. I'll get that list together and keep lurking around these accounts. Dad was always nagging me to learn how it all worked."

Sebastian wasn't sure what to do with himself for the rest of the day other than watch more TV and peek out the window in paranoia. He threw some clothes for himself and Daren into his old duffel bag along with a chunk of the med kit, in case they had to make a quick exit. While he was sorting through clothes, he found a small wooden box that he knew was lined with velvet and held his various commendations. He weighed it in his hand for a moment before throwing it in the bag with everything else.

Every so often he'd look over Daren's shoulder, and not understand what he was seeing. There was a lot that looked like bank webpages, but from banks he'd never heard of, and in languages other than English. Daren was also scribbling in his own notebook. There were lists of what Sebastian guessed were account numbers, as well as dollar amounts. Any of those numbers was more than Sebastian hoped to earn in a lifetime.

At six, they flipped through the news. Every news network seemed to be carrying the story of the DoJ leaks. In two days, it had gone from rumor to major scandal. No mention of the Delawares, but the collapse of some other high-profile cases were being called into question. It did lend truth to Agent Kim's claims. "How much damage to the Delawares do you think plugging those leaks will do?"

"Minimal. Like poking little holes in the Titanic. It was built to handle that. We're going to need a fucking giant-ass iceberg after drilling holes in the lifeboats."

"That's a slightly morbid analogy."

"Richard liked Shakespeare's histories. Believe me, I could get bloodier."

"I'll take your word for it."

It was Daren who called it an early night, even though nothing would be happening until the next evening.

Sebastian couldn't sleep. He kept running scenarios through his head: Answers to questions that might be asked what he'd do if he thought he had a tail or was attacked. He knew technically he hadn't broken any law; at least he didn't think he had. Hell, he was arguably a Good Samaritan, a hero. It didn't mean his heart wasn't beating way too fast as he stared into the dark. Beside him, he could hear Daren breathing softly. Daren had shifted close, and he could feel the warmth of his body.

Sebastian climbed out of bed and went out to the living room. He flipped the TV on but set the sound to mute, just so there would be some light in the room.

What the fuck are you doing? Sebastian asked himself. He was sure that somewhere along the line his life had been normal. Dull, but normal. Single, a few sort-of friends, a dull as fuck job that he got downsized from, but nothing that would get him killed. Dull, in fact, was just what he had been hoping for when he left the Navy. At least that's what he had told himself. Then he had to go and trip over a barely-legal bleach-blond and become what? His savior, his Sancho, his almost-lover?

Sebastian gritted his teeth as he paced around the room. He knew what he'd been hiding from himself, by shoving it under worry, fear, paranoia. He knew exactly where he'd be if Daren wasn't Daren.

Daren wasn't the first guy he'd known who'd taken a bashing for walking out of or into the wrong bar, and if it had been one of those guys he'd rescued, he would have offered to kiss it better and nurse him back to a point where they could get naked and sweaty together. But no, Daren had to go and walk into the only gay bar on the block and get bashed for stealing family secrets and trying to hand them to the FBI.

It didn't change what Sebastian knew he was feeling; Daren was young, beautifully built, strong, smart, everything he could want in a partner. But instead of nice dinners out he was trying to be James-fucking-Bond for him, and it would take all of ten seconds for anyone not adverse to violence to realize that he was playacting all this clandestine shit. He knew he could call it off, wait until Daren was better. But Daren seemed to have some sort of ticking clock in his head, or maybe it was just the typical impatience of any twenty-year-old?

He looked back at the bedroom door. He could take Daren away for his own good, bundle him into the car in the middle of the night, drive all night and wake up somewhere different. He knew that's what had happened to him, from what he could remember. His mother had died at night; his babysitter had already put him to bed. He woke up in the car of a social worker, not understanding what was going on.

It was jarring, but he had survived and thrived on his own, and he would again if need be. But he didn't want to. He'd gone to the Blue Dragon because he knew he was alone, and it was pathetic. He wasn't alone anymore, not really. He'd tangled himself up in Daren's life good and proper. Even if they separated, and never saw each other again, they'd always be connected now.

Sebastian flicked off the TV and went back to the bedroom, still not particularly tired. He stood over Daren, whose lips were parted, his face at peace. He opened his eyes and blinked at Sebastian, seeming to contemplate him in return. He reached out and took Sebastian's hand and guided it to his cheek, which was still bruised at the bone.

"Why do I want you to touch me?" Daren asked his breath warm across Sebastian's wrist. "After everything, I should never want to be touched again."

Sebastian caressed Daren's cheek. "People need to touch. Babies who are never touched grow up small and sick, or they wither and die."

Daren pressed his cheek into Sebastian's hand. "I'm taking so much from you."

"Nothing I'm not giving freely."

"I still don't understand why?"

"Maybe you're giving me something as well."

"What could I give you?"

"How about a very remarkable person, who has completely twisted around my dull little forgettable life, and turned it into something that might mean something someday?"

Daren turned his face so he could rub it across Sebastian's hand. "I never wanted anything like this before. I just wanted one day to be like the next, with the same people and places, because I was lazy, and it was easier that way."

"I thought I wanted that from my life as well."

Daren didn't answer. Instead, he put a kiss to Sebastian's palm. That kiss leapt through Sebastian's body, nearly stopping his heart in his chest. Daren did it a second time; Sebastian bent over, cupping Daren's face in both hands. He waited for Daren to turn his head away, but it never happened. He brushed their lips together.

Daren gasped, his lips parting. Sebastian pulled back, but Daren followed, this time putting his lips to Sebastian's. They were warm and dry, and they moved against his, ever-so-softly. Sebastian threw a rope around the lust growing in him and held on tight. It would have been easy, far too easy, to just fall into his old patterns of casual sex, sloppy kisses, stripping Daren naked, maybe blowing him and calling it a day. Instead, he brushed his thumbs across Daren's cheeks as if they were made of glass.

Daren's tongue darted out, just tickling at Sebastian's lips. Sebastian parted his own lips and let Daren explore. Daren twisted their tongues together before pulling away.

Sebastian straightened up. His erection was filling his shorts, just as Daren's was clear under the sheets. Daren went to undo the top button of his new pajamas, but his left hand fumbled with the tight button.

Sebastian reached down and opened it for him. His eyes had adjusted to the dim light, and he searched Daren's face for any sign to stop. When he saw none, he moved to the second button, making sure to draw his fingers across the exposed skin and push down the blankets as he went. Daren's body arched into the touch and Sebastian slid down another button. He couldn't touch the skin with Daren's ribs still bound, but he ran his fingers across the elastic bandages so Daren would still feel something.

He spread open Daren's shirt and let it fall to the sides. Above the bandages, Daren's skin was ghostly pale, the hollows of his collarbone and throat casting their own shadows. Below the bandages, Daren's stomach was still flat and sculpted, the pattern of the muscles drawing the eye lower.

Sebastian ran his fingers along Daren's stomach. He giggled and squirmed. He took his fingers away and kissed Daren again, this time slipping his own tongue between Daren's lips. Daren moaned into the kiss, his body doing its best to rise off the bed. Sebastian broke the kiss, instead running his tongue along Daren's collarbone and swirling it around the hollow of his throat.

Sebastian kissed his way lower, ignoring the protests of his own back as he crouched over the bed. He moved his lips down Daren's body, even across the bandages, silently kissing each rib better. He slowed down when he reached flesh again. He ran his tongue along Daren's stomach, tracing his abs. He lapped at Daren's navel, dipping his tongue in and out. Above him, Daren moaned and cried out softly, while his body arched and rolled.

Sebastian moved his lips lower still, until they met the barrier between flesh and fabric. He looked up and saw that Daren's eyes were closed, but he lifted his hips in invitation. Sebastian pulled the knot from the drawstring and lowered Daren's bottoms. His erection was long and solid and proudly rose up from his body. Daren cried out as it was let free.

Sebastian kept an eye on Daren's face, brushed his thumb over the tip of Daren's cock, finding it already slick. Daren's eyes flew open, and his body jumped. Sebastian circled the tip.

"Wait," Daren gasped out. Sebastian wiped his hand away and straightened up. "I'm sorry," he blurted out. It was stupid to have pushed that far.

"No." Daren sat up and started pulling at the pins holding the bandages in place. "Get these off me."

"Your ribs…"

"Will be fine. Please," Daren whined. He was breathing like he was going to hyperventilate. Sebastian wondered if it was some kind of panic attack. He undid the pins and unwrapped Daren as quickly as possible. "Oh, God." Daren pushed down his bottoms as best as he could while trying to kick off the last of the blankets. Sebastian pushed away the blankets and stripped off the bottoms.

Daren took a deep breath and settled back into the bed as he lay there naked except for the horrible bulky splint on one arm. He was still erect, and Sebastian let his eyes linger as they took in Daren's body. He was reminded how he got into all this mess. Not by taking Daren home, or even needing to go to the bathroom, but by having enough ego to stick at the bar so he could make a pass at the pretty boy who had just walked in.

Daren smiled up at him. "Your turn."

Sebastian pulled off his T-shirt and kicked off his shorts. He didn't make any kind of production about it and didn't make a move towards Daren. He realized that Daren had never seen him properly naked. He was tempted to turn on the light, but didn't want to push it.

Daren looked him over in a way that felt almost clinical. Sebastian suddenly felt self-conscious. He hadn't been to the gym in ages. He certainly was long past his post-basic-training fighting-fit body. And while he wasn't particularly hirsute, it had been so long since his last proper boyfriend, and he'd spent so much energy on Daren, that he'd gotten out of the habit of doing any kind of proper physical self-maintenance.

Daren reached out his splinted hand and drew one finger down the line of muscle on Sebastian's thigh. Sebastian's erection, which had gone to half-mast, surged back to life. Daren slid that same finger back up Sebastian's leg and along the length of his cock. Sebastian wished he had something to hold onto as his legs began to shake under him. He'd never felt anything like it. He'd never imagined that so little a touch could have him dangling right over the edge. Daren suggested, "Maybe you should lie down?"

"I think so."

Sebastian pulled away the blankets and the sheet from his side of the bed and lay out beside Daren. Daren rolled towards him, pressing their naked bodies together. Both moaned as skin encountered skin. Chest-to-chest, their legs tangled, and their lips met. No longer shy, Daren kissed with fire. Sebastian kissed him back, sliding their cocks against each other, reveling in the burn of Daren's flesh against his, and growling into the kiss. All the while Sebastian was reminding himself to be careful, not to overwhelm Daren, not to scare him.

He slid his hand to Daren's lower back, pulling them tighter together. Daren surged forward, rolling Sebastian onto his back. With no fabric between them, and no longer passive, Daren swung a leg over Sebastian's hip and drove their erections together, then cried out as his knee buckled.

Sebastian sat up. "Put your legs around me." Daren swung them up and around with a grimace, until they were around Sebastian's waist and their cocks were trapped between their bodies. Sebastian kissed him, slowing down as much as he could. Daren whined but shifted to softer, slower kisses as their bodies rocked against each other.

Sebastian finally began to let go and lose himself in the moment, in the feel of a strong, warm, body pressed against his, in the scent of male sweat and musk, in the feel of another man's sex moving along his own.

Daren laced his fingers into Sebastian's hair and let small hums and mews escape into their kiss. Sebastian kept his arms tight around Daren's body, not wanting to let him slip or fall. Daren tilted his head back, showing Sebastian a lovely long neck. Sebastian nuzzled against it, taking in long breaths of Daren's scent.

Daren let go of his hair, slid a hand between their bodies and wrapped it around both their cocks. "Oh, Daren," Sebastian whispered against Daren's throat.

Daren stilled for a moment before beginning to slide his hand along both their cocks. Sebastian felt the need for release almost instantly. It was hard to rein that in, and his hips began to jerk against Daren's hand. Daren stroked them faster while driving himself against Sebastian's body.

Sebastian pulled him into a kiss, hot and hard. Daren sucked on his tongue and Sebastian nipped at his lips before they simply locked their lips together. Sebastian grew dizzy as they shared a single breath between them, then their bodies fell out of any rhythm and simply drove against each other hard.

Daren arched back first, crying out and almost falling from Sebastian's arms, spilling liquid heat between their bodies. Sebastian followed soon after, hiding his cry in Daren's shoulder while Daren still trembled with his own aftershocks.

Sebastian slowly leaned back, letting Daren sprawl across him, even if it did mean he had to work harder to catch his breath. Daren was shaking but didn't appear to be upset. Sebastian stroked his hair and felt his own eyes begin to drift shut as he was suddenly tired enough to sleep. "Can you roll over?" He whispered to Daren. Daren nodded and slid off his body, managing a sprawl that would possibly have looked cool if red silk sheets had been involved.

Sebastian pried himself up and out of bed and made a run for a couple of washcloths to clean them up. When he got back, Daren had an odd look on his face. It seemed to be mostly one of amusement.

"What are you thinking about?"

"I'm thinking that sex is kinda interesting when you're not baked. You're sort of more… there. It's kinda odd, but you know, good."

"You have had sex while not under the influence of something, right?"

Daren shrugged. "A couple of times, but that was mostly at rehab when I was jonesing for anything in my system."

"Okay." Sebastian didn't really want to think just how much in the way of drugs Daren must have done throughout his teens. It was probably a small miracle he was even functional.

"When I said I needed to be baked to make all the Kendras and Heathers interesting, I wasn't kidding." Daren tilted his head and stared at an invisible spot somewhere between himself and the ceiling. "Maybe if I'd tried a dude sooner..."

"You did seem to be enjoying that ice sculpture a lot."

Daren grinned and then frowned, his eyebrows coming together in thought. "You called me Daren."

"I always call you Daren."

"I mean, just, when we were doing that, you said Daren."

Sebastian hoped this existential side note wouldn't take too long. He was tired. "What was I supposed to call you?"

"No, Daren is good. I like Daren. I feel like I'm Daren now. Just odd to hear it said like that. Nice."

Sebastian wiped down Daren and pulled the blankets back up. "If you promise not to fall out of bed I'll leave the bandages off for the night."

"I'll do my best."

Sebastian gave him a soft peck on the lips before climbing in on his own side. "Sleep well, Daren."

****


CHAPTER 12

The next morning Daren seemed calm, and not caught in an angst-ridden sexual identity crisis. Sebastian took that as a sign to treat the day like any other. Breakfast, shower, Daren camped out in front of the computer while Sebastian changed the bed and ran laundry, then lunch, nap, and physical therapy.

Sebastian pulled a frozen lasagna out of the freezer since Rachael would probably be eating too. It was a bit before five when Daren handed him folded up piece of paper and the USB stick. "Those are my lists of demands and a quick hit of what I've got access to. You can give those to Agent Kim."

"Have you considered that he might want to talk to you personally, like face to face?"

"He's not going to risk not getting the data."

"And would you actually withhold all the information you've got if you don't get exactly what you want?" Daren looked stubborn for a second and then looked away. "That's what I thought, and I bet you two know that about each other."

Daren sighed. "Use your discretion. I actually ran through several Case Agents before I landed with Agent Kim. He seemed to get what I was trying to do. Other Agents and lawyers just wanted a file or two so they could land a fat, happy fraud case or something. Agent Kim understood that I could tell him which little threads to pull on to start unraveling the whole thing. He could see a bigger picture."

"And any one of those other Agents could have been whispering in your family's ear."

"Oh, hell, some of the lawyers at least could be Delawares, or at least cousins. I might be the direct-line heir, but I've got first, second, third cousins, half and step, plus the general hanger-ons. There might actually be a few who have actual real jobs."

"How shocking."

There was a knock at the door that sent them both jumping, even if it was expected. Sebastian looked through the peephole before letting Rachael in. She was in her desert camouflage BDU and carrying a large duffel. "Seriously?"

"What?"

"We're trying to be inconspicuous."

"I'm your loving sister freshly returned from deployment. Anyone who questions this is unpatriotic."

Rachael had let herself into the living room as she spoke. Daren was waiting. "Daren, Rachael. Rachael, Daren."

Rachael put down the duffel as they shook hands. "Nice to finally meet you."

"Same here. Thank you for doing this."

Rachael looked Daren over, taking in the splint, the cane, and the last patches of yellow on his face.

"Do I want to know what's in the duffel?" Sebastian asked.

"Give yourself a little plausible deniability."

"Copy." Sebastian knew what he nicked when he got discharged with commendations and an honorable discharge. He didn't want to know what Rachael may have stolen when she got kicked out after being spotted drunk, off base, with a supply sergeant of the female persuasion.

"Okay," Rachael clapped her hands together. "You've got three hours before engagement. Let's start going over escape strategies, continuity plans, and codes for the days."

"Can I put the lasagna in first? It's not supposed to sit out once it's thawed."

Rachael turned to Daren. "Congratulations, you've domesticated the most feral hetero-esque gay man I know."

"I even got him to buy new shoes."

"Watch it, or I won't make any garlic bread."

Sebastian spent the next two hours feeling like he was back in the Navy. They worked out codes, even the color of the day. Rachael went over every inch of the house, locking down possible entrance points. She re-parked her car around the corner for easy access in case they went out the back. She hid Sebastian's briefcase as best as she could in a hollow space between the cupboard and dishwasher. Then she put Daren's and the duffel bags where they could easily be grabbed if they ran for it. There were knock codes and phone codes and text codes if he thought he was being followed or if he'd been grabbed and they needed to get out.

Daren did his best to keep up with Rachael's rapid-fire orders, but this was a kid who'd possibly never followed an order in his life. By the time Sebastian put dinner on the table, he looked exhausted and worried. He picked at his dinner.

"It's going to be fine." Sebastian tried to sound confident even though he didn't entirely believe it himself.

Daren grabbed his cane. "I'm going to the bathroom."

"Need a hand?"

"No. I can make it."

Sebastian still followed his every move as he limped from the room.

"You've known this kid a bit over a month, right?" Rachael asked.

"I guess. Feels a hell of a lot longer."

"I was just thinking. You know I cover a lot of celebrity gigs, and something about his face…"

"Give yourself some plausible deniability."

"Jesus. I think I'd feel safer going up against the mob! Really, what were you thinking?"

"I was thinking that if no one helped this bloodied-up kid, that I didn't recognize from Adam, he was going to die. He was also begging not to be taken to the hospital or the police because someone would find him and kill him. And considering the state he was in, I believed him."

"You are a good man, Sebastian. I hope it doesn't get you killed."

"Yeah, me too."

It was a bit before seven when Sebastian pulled on his new suit jacket over the trendiest T-shirt he had (at least by Daren's standards), pulled on his best jeans (again by Daren's standards), and slicked his hair back. He had the very simple cover of being on a blind date, should anyone ask. Rachael and Daren looked him over.

"I think that is the gayest I have ever seen you look." Rachael commented. "Sure you don't want a weapon?"

"Thank you, no. Hospital Corps, remember?"

Daren stood and looked him over. "This wouldn't get you into most of the clubs I used to go to."

"It'll get me into the Blue Dragon." He slipped the letter and the USB stick into the deep inner pocket of his coat. "Wish me luck?" Daren leaned in and kissed him softly, lingering against his lips. He was pretty sure he could hear Rachael rolling her eyes.

"Good luck, and thank you."

Sebastian gave his hand a squeeze and headed for the door before he completely lost his nerve.

The direct drive to the Blue Dragon didn't take anywhere near an hour, but Sebastian twisted and turned and doubled back just in case anyone was following. He didn't really believe there was. Not yet. Anyone who might have had eyes on him surely knew by now that Daren was in the house, and surely by now, things would have already come to a head.

He parked at the far edge of the lot, where he knew the security camera had a blind spot. He'd had a car window broken out there once. He checked his watch; it wasn't yet eight. He slid from his car, doing his best to keep in the blind spot, and took a walk around the block so it would look like he'd parked somewhere else.

The Blue Dragon was quiet when he let himself in, but then it always was, even on a weekend. It was more a place to get a quiet drink after work, or meet a date before heading off to dinner and a movie. It was probably only the little pink triangle by the front door, and maybe the odd name, that told you there weren't likely to be a lot of women inside.

He recognized the bartender and gave a little wave. "Hey Kevin, how's it going?"

"Not bad. What can I get you?"

"Two whiskies on the rocks?"

"Two?" Kevin poured the drink. "One of those nights?"

"I'm supposed to be meeting someone." Sebastian leaned in close. "I don't suppose there's anyone here tonight who's not a regular, or maybe looks a bit out of place?"

"Blind date?"

"I'm that desperate."

Kevin shook his head. "Only one in tonight I don't recognize is the guy in the corner booth. I know everyone else's name." Sebastian looked over his shoulder. In the corner booth sat Agent Kim, looking every inch a Fed, and seated where he could watch everyone come in and go out of the front door. "He's been here about ten minutes. Ordered water. If you ask me, he looks like a narc."

Sebastian took a deep breath, his heart absolutely racing in his chest. He could still pull the plug, drink his drinks and walk away. He took out his phone and sent a prewritten text.   

About to engage.

He put a twenty on the bar and picked up the drinks.

Agent Kim watched him as he approached. Sebastian smiled and tried to slather on the charm. "Hey there. You don't seem to have a drink."

Agent Kim swallowed. "Um, I'm waiting for someone."

"Well, what do you know? I'm waiting for someone too." Sebastian slid into the booth, trapping Agent Kim in and sliding the drink over. "In fact, I've been set up on a blind date with an Asian, forty-something FBI agent, by a mutual friend. Now take a sip of your drink and pretend that you find me hot."

Agent Kim sipped his drink. "And you would be the voice on the phone."

"I would. And you would be alone here?"

"Yes. How is Gerald?"

The fear in Sebastian was suddenly replaced by a slow rolling anger, but he kept a smile plastered on his face like he was flirting. "Alive, little thanks to you. Also still trusting you for some reason I'm not entirely sure of."

"I didn't know."

"That's what you said."

"You know what? How do I even know Gerald's still alive? You could have conned him into making that video, then gotten rid of him."

"What would be the motivation for my doing something like that?"

"I don't know, maybe to get to me?"

Sebastian reached into his jacket. Agent Kim stiffened and tried to back away. "I'm just getting a letter from my pocket." He slowly pulled out letter written on a notepad sheet and placed it on the table. Agent Kim reached for it, but Sebastian dropped his hand over it. "Actually, why don't you tell me why you want to go after the Delawares? It seems dangerous and stupid. Also tell me why I should believe you're on the up-and-up."

Agent Kim squinted at him as his face went hard. "Why should I? I'm still not sure that you have Gerald's best interests in mind."

Sebastian leaned close. "Do you know why I picked this bar?"

"Home turf advantage?"

Sebastian felt the rage boil behind his eyes. "I picked it because this is the bar Gerald stumbled into, terrified out of his mind, looking for a pay phone to call you. And the men's room of this bar is where his cousin's thugs caught up with him, where they beat him and violated him and left him to die. I found him, I saved him; I'm the one who would rather buy him a fake ID, take him south of the border, and help him put all this behind him. So I'm the one you're going to have to convince if you ever want anywhere near him. Now," Sebastian hissed. "Answer my questions."

It was a little difficult to tell in the dim lighting, but Agent Kim seemed to go a little pale. "I'm going to reach into my pocket and take out a phone. I just got it this afternoon. I'm here alone, and I'm not going to try to contact anyone. I'm just going to pull up a banking site." He slowly pulled out a phone.

Sebastian doubted it was FBI issue. If it was, he had some questions about where his tax dollars were going. It was sleek and new, and it looked like you could probably land and control a Mars rover with the thing. He tapped at it for a minute, and then turned it so Sebastian could see. It was a sizable bank account balance.

"That is my trust fund. If you've ever bought a piece of lead-paint-coated plastic crap from Southeast Asia, there are good odds my family had something to do with either its manufacture, its import, or its distribution. When I was Gerald's age, I was damn close to being him. Long, bleached hair and a grunge band." Sebastian tried not to laugh at the mental image. "It was the 90s, okay?" Agent Kim leaned closer. "The Delawares have been a fucking thorn in my family's side for years. When my grandparents were first starting imports and exports, the Delawares had an entire neighborhood rezoned just to make things harder for them. My older brother rebelled a bit and joined the NYPD. He busted the father of that sick-fuck Delaware's cousin for sexual assault on a minor. The charges were gone before they got to the station, and my brother spent the next three years on bike patrol. And believe me, he is not a man built for spandex. They keep my white-as-anything brother-in-law out of country clubs, and he was a pro golfer. I have had more cases short-stopped or burnt to the absolute ground by their lawyers and their leaks. I'd like to say it's a matter of family honor or upholding my oath, but truthfully, they've just been annoying the shit out of us for three generations. The day Gerald walked into my office, I got down on my knees and thanked a God I don't really believe in."

Sebastian found himself actually believing Agent Kim. He knew it could be a giant setup, he knew Agent Kim could just be one hell of an actor, but it seemed like if it was a setup, Agent Kim would be faking righteous anger, as opposed to righteous irritation. Sebastian moved his hand, and Agent Kim picked up the letter. "For a spoiled brat, he's got the best handwriting."

Sebastian had to agree. Daren's cursive was tidy, masculine, and readable. Not something you usually see in kids who obsessively text and skip school.

Agent Kim shook his head as he read. "I can't do some of this."

"This is not open for negotiation."

"To get permission for some of this…"

"Who said anything about permission? Your house has leaks. Lots of them. This is between you and us, off the books, off the record."

"I give him a new ID off the books, and he vanishes. Then what? You can't put out a legal summons on someone who is dead and who you can't find."

Sebastian pulled out the USB stick from his inner pocket. "A sample." Agent Kim took the stick, then reached into his pocket and pulled out a small adapter, allowing him to quickly open the files on his phone. "Nice toy."

"Christmas present." Agent Kim scrolled through the data. "And there's more of this?"

"Yes."

Agent Kim stared at it for a long time before grabbing his drink and finishing it with a swallow. "I want to see Gerald."

"No."

"For all I know, he wrote this letter days ago. Maybe you've even got someone who can forge his handwriting. I want to see him alive and in the flesh."

"You don't trust me when I say he's alive."

"I think right now I trust you as much as you trust me, but one of us needs to make the first step. Pat me down for wires. Blindfold me if you have to. I'm basically off-the-reservation here. My boss is demanding I tell him how I knew about the two agents who were on security. I should have gone to him the second your call came in, but I didn't, and I still haven't because I don't know who to trust anymore beside myself. I am already in deep shit, and I could lose my job."

"At least you wouldn't have to worry about money."

"No but I would have to listen to my ninety-year-old grandmother lecture me about how I should have gotten my MBA and how now I've wasted all my good years on the FBI. I'll pass. Please, let me talk with Gerald face-to-face. My ass is on the line, too."

"No one has tried to beat you to death."

"Yet."

Sebastian looked Agent Kim over. He looked tired, he looked frustrated, he looked his age, and he looked honest. "Come with me and we'll make a call."

"Thank you."

"Don't do that, yet." Sebastian slipped out of the booth and Agent Kim followed. He swung his arm low around Agent Kim's waist and pulled them hip to hip while walking them out the back door into the parking lot. Agent Kim kept looking at him sideways, but didn't try to run or grapple with him. Sebastian steered Agent Kim around until his back was against the car where he performed a very slow and thorough pat-down that would probably look like something entirely different to anyone glancing their way. He didn't find a wire; he did find an ankle holster. He slipped the weapon into his left pocket.

"You know, normally I have to buy someone dinner to get this kind of treatment." Sebastian could hear the slight nerves in Agent Kim's voice.

"Don't flatter yourself, you're not my type. Get in the car." Agent Kim got in, and Sebastian slid in beside him. "Your phone, please." The slick little piece of technology was placed in his hands. It looked like something he'd expect Daren to own. He flipped it around a few times before he figured how to slip off the back, pull out the battery, and slide out the SIM card.

Agent Kim watched him disassemble the phone with a cringe on his face. "I'm never going to be able to get that back in."

"Would you like me to just smash all the bits?"

"If it'll make you feel better."

Sebastian put the bits in his inner coat pocket before taking out his own phone and stepping out of the car. "Stay here."

On the other end, Rachael's phone rang once before she picked it up. "Hello."

"It's me."

"Color of the day?" she asked.

"Purple." Sebastian was supposed to say any other color if something was up.

"Word of the day?"

"Paladin."

"Go ahead."

"I've got a contact here who wants to come in for some negotiations."

"And how good are you feeling about that?"

Agent Kim was looking at him through the window. "Not one hundred percent, but it's not up to me in the end."

"Encountered any other targets?"

"Negative."

"I'll ask." Sebastian waited, trying to make out what was being said in the background. "I'm told to bring him in."

Sebastian was surprised. "Copy that. I'll travel via the Khyber Pass." That was their code for the long way home.

"See you then."

Sebastian hung up his phone and got back in the car. "Okay. Take off your tie and put it around your eyes." Agent Kim didn't move. "Want me to tie up your hands, as well? Just play ball here. And if I get even half a sense that we're been followed or tracked I'm dumping you on the side of a dirt road."

"What if someone sees us?"

"You're old enough to be my father and I picked you up at a gay bar. I'm sure we could think up something." Agent Kim did up the tie, then put on his seatbelt by feel. Sebastian gave him credit. He either really wanted this, or he was really committed to his cover.

Sebastian drove out of the parking lot, heading in the opposite direction of his place.

About twenty minutes over the surface streets and Agent Kim started speculating out loud. "So, spend a lot of time at the Blue Dragon?"

"Don't even bother, Agent Kim."

"Just trying to make conversation. I have a feeling it's going to be a long drive."

"You want conversation? Okay. What was the name of your band?"

"Rainbow Grunge."

"Rainbow Grunge?" Sebastian tried not to laugh.

"Our drummer was Indian, our bassist was Cuban, and our second guitar player was African-American."

"Rainbow Grunge. Got it."

"Hey, the grunge scene was very ethnically monochromatic. We were trailblazers."

"Were you any good?"

"No. And two months ago our drummer found some old pictures of the band and put them up on Facebook. It took about two hours for me to find them taped to my office door and the whole team snickering." Sebastian didn't comment, not wanting to get too involved in any conversation, especially as he was navigating several freeway interchanges. "I noticed Gerald dyed his hair. Looks much better, more mature."

"He looks like a kid, because he is one. He shouldn't be mixed up in this. He shouldn't have needed to be."

"Yeah, and what about you? Find a kid on a bathroom floor and now you're half kidnapping FBI agents?"

"Do you really want to antagonize someone who is driving you to an undisclosed location while you are blindfolded?"

"Just trying to make conversation." Sebastian didn't reply. They both kept silent for the rest of the drive.

It was nearly two hours later when he carefully led Agent Kim up the front steps of his house and gave the door a very complicated pre-arranged knock. Rachael opened the door holding a very large rifle. It didn't look quite like the normal Marine-issue M16, but it was close. "Really?" he asked, looking at the weapon.

Rachael shrugged and helped him guide Agent Kim inside. They sat him down on the couch and pulled off the blindfold. Daren was perched on the edge of the coffee table, watching the proceedings. Except for the splint on his arm, he looked calm and in charge. He didn't say a word.

Agent Kim shielded his eyes before being able to focus on Daren.

"Joseph," he greeted in a neutral tone, not a shred of emotion on his face.

"Gerald. It's good to see you." Agent Kim looked around the room, his eyes quickly falling on Rachael and her weapon. He focused on the weapon.

Rachael smiled at him. "Legal, licensed, and registered."

Agent Kim just nodded and turned back to Daren. "How are you doing?"

"I'm alive."

"You look… Um… I like the hair. The whole bleach look was very early-90s." Daren actually smiled. "So…" Agent Kim's eyes kept flicking over to Rachael.

"Could you trade that out for something a little smaller?" Sebastian asked.

"Intimidated?"

"By you? Always."

"I've never shot anything I didn't intend to."

"That doesn't make me feel better."

Rachael put the rifle down on the table and just kept her hand on her sidearm. It didn't actually make Sebastian feel much better, but it was an argument he wasn't going to win.

Agent Kim looked between the two of them for a moment before turning back to Daren. "I read over your letter. A whole new identity is trickier than you think."

"I'm sure you do it all the time."

"Look, I can make some calls, get you into Witness Protection."

Daren's bark of laughter ricocheted around the room as sharp as a gunshot. "I have been under Federal protection before."

"That was under different circumstances. In Witness Protection…"

"I'm a sitting duck waiting for another leak."

"But…"

Daren turned to Sebastian, "Would you be so kind as to get my chart?"

"I don't think…"

"Please." Daren sounded exceedingly proper and well-bred with just that one word.

Sebastian rushed to the bedroom and returned with Daren's medical notes. Daren took them and handed them to Agent Kim.

"That is what happened to me the last time I put my safety in the hands of the government. Go ahead, read it."

Agent Kim opened it and slowly began to read. His face blanched, and his lips pinched together into a thin line. Daren stared at him, his back straight and his head held high. Sebastian knew he must be in pain. Agent Kim was about three pages in and starting to look a little unwell when Daren took the notebook back. "That is what happened when you were supposed to protect me. This," he pointed at Sebastian, "is the stranger who found me, and healed me, and kept me safe when he had a million opportunities to get rid of me, wipe me off his hands and make himself rich. But I'm still here. Now who exactly should I trust?"

Agent Kim lowered his head under the onslaught of Daren's words. "I can't do a whole new identity overnight, especially off the books."

"I don't need you to make Gerald Delaware vanish. My family has done that. I need a passport, birth certificate, and social security number. You must do them for undercover agents all the time. And in return for that, I give you a full terabyte of compressed data— all the strings to pull to bring the Delawares to their knees. And probably free up some choice import/export contracts as well." Agent Kim's head snapped up. "I did my research, Agent Kim. I knew I could talk with a fellow rich-spoiled-brat."

"And what will you do with this new you?"

"That is not your concern."

"What if I need you to testify?"

"No." Daren and Sebastian said in unison. "My family can't be one hundred percent sure that I'm alive. Right now I'm sure they've got their ears and eyes on the lookout, waiting for me to pop my head up. If I walk into a courtroom, it does not matter if they are all behind bars; the earth will be scoured looking for me."

"I still want a way of getting in contact with you. It doesn't have to be quick, but I want to know that you are alive. I know you came offering to help get into your family's accounts, but I'm the one who pushed you to find things you probably didn't want to. I might not have known about the leaks, but I am still responsible for you and for what happened to you. You're the same age as my nephew, and if he was in this kind of shit, I'd be on the warpath trying to find who was responsible. I can't let you completely cut all contact. I just can't."

Daren's smile came nowhere near his eyes. "Actions are far more important than words. Get me what I want and I'll consider it."

Agent Kim visibly relaxed as he sagged into himself. "Thank you. I should be able to get you ID. I might have to forge some signatures, and I'll probably get myself fired in the process, but I think I can manage it."

"How quickly?"

"I won't be able to get it done over the weekend. Tuesday evening at the earliest."

"We'll call you Tuesday afternoon for an update." Daren stood again and held out his hand, despite the splint. Agent Kim stood and took it. The deal was sealed with a handshake.

"I'll see you later, Agent Kim."

Agent Kim nodded. "Have a good night, Gerald." Agent Kim pulled out his tie and wrapped it around his eyes. "Okay, take me home."

Agent Kim was quiet on the drive back to the Blue Dragon over the Khyber Pass. As the nighttime traffic slid past him, Sebastian let his mind wander. He put names to feelings and shored up random thoughts that had been bouncing around his head. By the time they were in the right neighborhood, he'd come to some decisions. He parked a couple of blocks down from the Blue Dragon and pulled off Agent Kim's tie. "The Blue Dragon is around the corner and few blocks ahead."

"Giving yourself a head start?"

"Yes."

"Still not one hundred percent sure you can trust me."

"Can you blame me?"

"No." Agent Kim shoved his tie into his pocket and stared out the window, watching the cars glide past. "The moment I met Gerald, I knew that kid was going to be trouble. He was twitching, told me he hadn't had a smoke in a week. I didn't ask what he had been smoking. Then he started talking. Under those twitches was a brilliant mind. Arrogant and entitled as all fuck, but I could tell he wasn't a lost cause yet. Wasn't fully one of Them. By the second hour of our meeting, I think I wanted to save him more than I wanted the case. I guess he brings that out in people."

"Assuming this all goes according to plan, and it probably won't because plans don't, but if it does, could you do me a favor?"

"Sure." Agent Kim didn't even turn to look at him.

"Gerald's mother. He still loves her. She's a Valium addict and has been out of it for years. I doubt she has anything to do with anything. If there's any way you could try to insulate her at all, when the shit really starts hitting the fan?"

"I'll see what I can manage."

Sebastian pulled out the bits of Agent Kim's phone and did his best to wipe them down before handing them back to him. Then he handed back Agent Kim's weapon. Keeping the bullets for himself. "Thank you."

"Better start walking quickly— looks like it might rain, and it's not a great neighborhood. And you might not want to turn around."

Agent Kim got out of the car, slipping the bits of his phone into his own pocket. Sebastian gave a little tilt of his head. It was a cue that Agent Kim should start walking. He waited for the Agent to get around the corner, before heading in the opposite direction. He weaved around the well-lit surface streets for a bit to make sure he didn't have a tail before sneaking onto the freeway and heading home. He made a note to get gas in the morning; the tank was running low.

By the time he gave another complicated knock on his own door, it was well after midnight and he was feeling about as run down as his car. Rachael and Daren were still awake, but in Daren's case only just. Daren had made so much improvement healing that it was easy to forget that he still needed more than eight hours' sleep in a day.

Sebastian crashed down onto the couch next to Daren. "Thank you," Daren mumbled, pressing his face into Sebastian's shoulder.

"Thank you," Sebastian said to Rachael in turn.

"Don't mention it."

"I guess we'll give you a call when we have another meet."

"Like hell," Rachael replied. "If you think that Agent of yours couldn't find a way back here if he really needed to, then you're nuts. I've got your bags packed. You're coming back to my apartment and living in my guest room."

"Do you think we really need to…"

"Yes I do. Now get your stuff, both of you. We're wasting time."

Sebastian was just too tired to argue, and Daren could barely keep his eyes open. "Okay. Thank you," he conceded.

Sebastian quickly moved their things to the car. Left a few hundred on the table to cover rent in case they never came back. Then Daren grabbed his hand and took long deep breaths. He wasn't sure if he could feel Daren's hand shaking or if it was his own. "You know, this is the first time I feel like I'm leaving home."

"I know the feeling." It was the first time Sebastian had a place that felt even semipermanent, and for a few weeks it even held someone else important to him in it.

"You two can save for it later. Time to go."

****


CHAPTER 13

There was a soft, pleasant, warmth enveloping his body, and Sebastian rose into wakefulness. It felt like it was late in the day, but he didn't particularly care. He didn't have any place to be, just a few errands to run. And he had Daren curled around him, and as far as Sebastian knew, he'd slept peacefully through the night.

He stroked Daren's head and let himself drift back into sleep. When he woke up again, Daren was awake, and looking at him with a smile on his face.

"What are you smiling about?"

"I just like it when a plan starts coming together."

"What plan?"

"Just… I don't know… Everything. I worked out where the private jet should take us."

"Us." Sebastian mimicked still half asleep.

Daren pushed himself up. "Yes. I mean, you're coming with me? I mean, I guess I just assumed, but we never talked…"

Sebastian gave him a kiss. "Yes, I'm coming with you." It was one of the things Sebastian had spent time dwelling on during the previous night. Yes, he would get on that cash-only jet and go off to whatever far-flung destination Daren chose because Agent Kim had been right; Daren did need to be saved and cared for and protected. He also needed to be loved again in his life, properly, the way someone should be loved, and Sebastian was going to try to give him that as well.

Daren smiled and snuggled up close again. "Stop one is going to be Nauru."

"Where?"

"Nauru. Fly-speck of an island in Micronesia. Like five people live there. Bit of a dump really, but it was set up to be a tax shelter in the nineties. They had some banking reforms a couple of years back so the worst of the terrorists and drug runners have moved their money, but some people still have little accounts they started there quietly, in hopes of no one ever finding them."

"So we're going there to drain out some more accounts."

"And spend a few days lying on a beach. Maybe find an x-ray machine."

Sebastian cupped Daren's cheek and gave him a soft kiss. "I can get behind beaches and x-ray machines."

Daren nuzzled against him. "I guess we should get up. Start the day. We still have some plans to make."

That morning, Rachael teased him mercilessly as he scrambled some eggs for breakfast. In the shower, Sebastian lingered over the little touches and rubbed at the knots in Daren's neck and shoulders. His left shoulder was still tender, but that would probably hang on for a while. Physical therapy, which Sebastian insisted on, was far easier with Rachael there to prop up his other side, letting Daren walk properly without the cane. Rachael did the grocery run as well as picking up a few new burner phones.

Daren spent the day on the computer. Rachael spent the day making Sebastian memorize every route to every airport for fifty miles in any direction.

By bedtime, Daren was getting worried and frustrated again. Sebastian held him close. "We're going to figure it out. Agent Kim will come through, and we'll be out of here and on a beach before you know it."

Daren placed a kiss on Sebastian's neck and let his lips linger there, his breath sending a warm wave across Sebastian's body. "Make me forget for a moment," he whispered. Sebastian rolled over and pulled Daren into a kiss, tangling their legs and quickening their breaths, determined to make them both forget, for a time, the danger swirling around them.

In the morning, Rachael gave them both a look which clearly conveyed that perhaps they hadn't been as quiet as they thought, and they would be washing the sheets. Sebastian couldn't bother to be really embarrassed though, he was feeling too good. He made breakfast for them all, oatmeal with dried fruit, and they got on with their day.

Over the next few days, as Tuesday approached, the worry and paranoia seemed to ebb and flow. There were moments, when they cuddled on the couch and watched bad movies, where it felt like nothing could possibly be wrong in either of their lives.

Then there were moments when, at night, a vehicle would stop and idle on their street. Sebastian would lay awake until dawn, holding Daren tight, sure that SWAT or mercenary commandos were about to burst through the door.

By Tuesday morning, Sebastian thought the ebb and flow just might send him into an early heart attack.

He was getting ready to drive out to make a call to Agent Kim when his phone rang. Sebastian didn't recognize the number and was tempted not to pick it up. It stopped ringing. He looked to Daren and Rachael. "Who do you think that was?"

Rachael looked at the number on the phone. "Probably no one good. Delivering information we don't want." The phone began to ring again. "Pick it up. I'll grab our bags."

"Hello?" There was the noise of people and rumbling in the background.

"Mr. Thompson, this is Agent Kim."

"How'd you get this number?" Sebastian blurted out.

"I'm an FBI agent, and I'm calling from a fucking payphone at the airport with quarters. I feel like I'm in a goddamn mob movie."

Sebastian's heart was racing, and his hands began to shake. Rachael had the bags lined up. Daren's knuckles were going white around the handle of his cane. "Look, Agent, I don't know what you think…"

"Okay, shut up and listen. I've got what you want; pulled in a million fucking favors, but I've got a tail."

"Yours or theirs?"

"You know what? I don't think there's a difference any more, but I first noticed them last night. I've been trying to act normally. I'm on a fucking late lunch-break here." Agent Kim sounded both angry and terrified.

"Can you shake them?"

"Already done for now and I can do it again. Any chance you can move your flight up? We can do the hand-off quickly, and you can get out of here."

Sebastian cupped his hand over the phone. "Can we move the flight up?"

"To when?"

"Today."

Daren's eyes went wide, and he grabbed his own phone. "Let me find out."

"Give me a sec."

"Good."

Daren was talking quickly and harshly into his phone. "Three thirty. They'll bump another flight."

"We can bump it," Sebastian passed along.

"Where should we meet? I don't think I have a lot of time."

"Where?" Sebastian mouthed to Rachael. She quickly wrote down an address and a time for Sebastian to pass along.

"Got it. I'm dumping my car here and grabbing the most generic rental I can find. Then I'm getting out of town, laying low for a bit, try to figure out who I can trust."

"Welcome to our lives."

"I've already dumped all my phones. I'll find another pay phone if something goes wrong." There was the distinct clang of a pay phone being slammed down.

Sebastian turned to the other two. "Okay, Agent Kim has got a tail, he's not sure who it is, but he wants to make the tradeoff quick. I guess this is really happening." Sebastian's hands had not stopped shaking.

"Or we're being set up," Rachael pointed out.

"Flip a coin, either we make a run for it or we don't."

"We retreat." Daren said, looking far too calm. "We retreat, we regroup, we find our allies. This will happen. I'm not letting them win."

"Okay, let's pack up and go over the plans."

"I'm going to change," Daren announced. "If I'm going to be arrested or killed it's not going to be in shorts and a cotton-poly-blend T-shirt."

Rachael held out a Beretta M9 in a holster to Sebastian.

"No. I can't."

"You went through Basic; you know how to use it."

"Hospital Corps! Hospital Corpsmen First Class, that's me. I wore a Caduceus on my uniform."

"Do you really think these people are not going to shoot at you, or Daren, if you try to tell them you're a medic? This isn't war, this is business and family, and that means there are no fucking rules!"

Sebastian took the weapon and tucked into the back of his pants. Weapons training had been the part of the Navy he had hated the most. He'd barely passed. His gift had been the ability to slap in an IV line faster and cleaner than damn near anyone. "I'm going to check on Daren."

He found Daren wriggling on the bed trying to get into his jeans. Since they were possibly going to their death or arrest, he took a final moment to linger over Daren's body. "Let me help. I got those too tight."

"No such thing."

He helped Daren get dressed; not rushing it but not taking too much time either. When he was done, he pulled Daren into a deep kiss. Daren all but melted into his arms as their tongues twirled around each other and their fingers tangled in each other's hair. A throat was cleared in the doorway. They broke apart, still stroking each other's faces. There was fear in Daren's blue eyes that squeezed at Sebastian's chest.

"Sorry boys, but we don't really have time."

Sebastian nodded and gave Daren one more peck. "I'm going to take off that splint. Your arm is probably healed up as well as it's going to be in that, and I want you to have the mobility."

"Okay."

Sebastian dug into the med-kit one last time for the witch-hazel wipes and unwrapped Daren's arm. It was thin from lack of use, and the skin was sickly pale from lack of sun. He cleaned it as well as possible.

"Hold it out; see how much mobility you've got." The answer was not much but better than none. Daren winced with almost every move, stretching the tightened muscles and tendons for the first time in weeks. "At least it looks reasonably straight."

Rachael checked her watch. "Grab a quick and light bite to eat, and then we're leaving very early for the meet, in case we need to dodge a tail as well."

Sebastian made a quick lunch of sandwiches and cut off all the crusts.

Daren packed up the laptop, which he had basically claimed as his own, and put it with the rest of the bags.

"I don't want someone to find it and figure out what I've been doing."

Rachael looked over the luggage. "That is way too much. We're on the run here."

Sebastian reached into the duffel and pulled out his box of decorations and Daren's medical notes. He slipped them into his briefcase. "We can dump the duffel and even the laptop if needed.  The briefcases are non-negotiable."

"What's in them?"

"Insurance."

"Okay. Sebastian, got your passport?" He patted his pocket, which also held the drive. He'd thrown on his suit jacket to hide the Beretta. And there was no reason to get killed or arrested looking like a slacker. "Got your burners?"

"Yes."

"Okay, I'll go first. You follow in forty-five. I'll scout the area and send a message if we need to abort." Got it."

Rachael grabbed a duffel of her own and headed out. As the door closed, Daren gave him a terrified smile. "If anything happens, I'm…"

"Don't apologize."

"Okay."

They sat quietly on Rachael's couch and felt the seconds slowly tick by. They didn't speak. Sebastian could think of nothing to say. Instead, he wrapped his arms around Daren and just enjoyed the warmth of their bodies together.

When forty-five minutes had passed with no message, Sebastian threw the duffel over his shoulder and grabbed the briefcases, with Daren following behind. He kept an eye out for Rachael's neighbors, but it was the middle of the day on a work day and her building seemed to be empty. He found himself sparing a quick thought for Mrs. Laramie and hoped her new neighbors, whoever they might be, were kind to her.

Daren reached across from the passenger seat, put his hand on Sebastian's knee and gave it a tight squeeze. Sebastian took off in the opposite direction of the meet. As far as he could tell there was no tail, and he desperately hoped that Agent Kim could shake his. Daren didn't say a word the whole drive; he just kept his hand on Sebastian's leg.

They pulled up to the edge of a park and waited. Rachael's car was parked a half dozen spaces behind him, and she was sitting on a park bench, looking like she was enjoying the sun. Not a hundred feet from them, children tried to climb up slides, and threw sand at each other, while their mothers looked on. If there was any shooting, and one of them got caught in the crossfire, Sebastian knew he'd never forgive himself. He already felt guilty using kids as basically a semi-shield. But then this location had been Rachael's call. He put his hand to Daren's head. "Keep down."

A silver sedan with rental plates parked in front of them and waited. After a couple of minutes, Agent Kim got out and took a casual stroll to a bench near his car. Rachael watched him from a few benches down.

Sebastian took a big breath and got out next. He sat down on the far edge of the same bench as Agent Kim. Agent Kim pulled a large envelope from inside his jacket. "Had to call in every favor I could. Passport, driver's license, social security number, birth certificate, even a high school transcript. He graduated with a 3.6 from South Eugene High School. I couldn't fake SAT scores. There's serious security on those things."

Sebastian pulled out the drive. "One terabyte of dirty deeds. All the strings you need to pull."

Agent Kim slid it into his own suit pocket. "Is this the only copy?"

"What do you think?"

A black SUV with tinted windows slowly cruised down the street. The driver turned and looked at them as he passed.

"Fuck." Agent Kim hissed.

"I thought you said you could shake a tail?"

"I thought I had!"

Rachael ran down the row of benches and grabbed Agent Kim's arm yanking him to his feet. "Why shouldn't I hurt you?"

Agent Kim's eyes went wide. "They're going around the block, it's a large park, and there are lights at every corner. You've got a couple of minutes. Get out of here, quick."

"Oh, no. You either led them here, which makes you essentially hostage material for us, or they want to get you too, at which point you might want to stay with us. Either way, you're coming with us."

"What?" Agent Kim snapped.

"What!" Sebastian parroted. "We can't…"

"Do you want to stand here and argue? I'm driving point. You take up the rear and break off if you need to. Move!"

Sebastian raced to his car while Agent Kim was dragged to Rachael's. Sebastian threw the envelope at Daren. His hands were shaking so badly he could hardly get his key in the ignition. "Agent Kim was followed, and it looks like he's coming with us."

Rachael pulled away from the curb and made a beeline for the freeway on-ramp to get them to the air strip. This was going to be about speed, not subterfuge. "Call our ride and tell them to be warmed up and waiting. We're coming in hot."

Rachael wove through traffic with Sebastian right on her tail. At least his hands had stopped shaking, even if he could hear his pulse in his ears over the sound of the traffic. He peeked in the rearview mirror. Two cars back he could just make out a black SUV.

An exit sign flashed by, and Rachael swerved across three lanes of traffic to the off ramp. There were blaring honks from other drivers as Sebastian managed to find the exit as well. Daren was still on the phone with someone. Sebastian didn't even try to listen to the conversation. He just focused on not crashing his thirdhand car that was never designed for high-speed-escape driving.

They squealed around the corners of an industrial area of the city and ran red lights until, in front of them, there was an opening. The single gate guarding the airstrip was already open, and crew members were standing by at a small jet. Sebastian could already hear the engines as they approached.

"I'm impressed," Rachael shouted as the cars squeaked to a stop beside the plane and everyone jumped out, Rachael carrying an M16.

"My family made its fortune doing this kind of shit."

The flight crew ran the duffel bag and laptop up the stairs and into the cabin. Daren and Sebastian held tight to the briefcases. Daren pulled a large, uncut red stone from his pocket and handed it to one of the crew members. "Give that to the captain: this never happened."

There was a crash as a black SUV broke through the gate. It was followed by the rattle of automatic weapons fire, a sound Sebastian had prayed he'd never hear again. He dropped to the ground, using the car as a shield, pulling Daren down with him. Rachael and Agent Kim dove for cover with them. Agent Kim was shaking almost convulsively and had both arms wrapped around his head.

There was more weapons fire, and the jet began to taxi with its cabin door still open. Sebastian pulled his weapon and Rachael returned fire, then handed Agent Kim his gun. Sebastian wondered when Rachael found the time to take it off him. He could see the agent's hands shaking. He could feel Daren shaking beside him.

"Agent Joseph Kim, this is the FBI. Put down your weapon." A voice blared out from the SUV. "You are under arrest for aiding and abetting a fugitive."

"Bullshit! You're not FBI! I'm fucking FBI!" Agent Kim shouted back and fired off a few shots. The shots didn't seem to go anywhere near the SUV.

"Do you even know how to use that?" Rachael yelled.

"I'm white-collar crime. I've never pulled this thing outside a range!"

There was more gunfire directed towards them. The plane was starting to get too far away. "I'll put down cover, you three run for the plane." Rachael shouted.

"Like hell!" Sebastian shouted back. "No man left behind and all that shit!"

"Fine. But you three are keeping behind me, and I've only got one more clip after this."

"Copy that."

"On three. One. Two. Three!" Rachael leapt out first and began to fire. "Go! Go! Go!"

Sebastian scooped Daren up and ran for it, Agent Kim following. The noise of the M16 didn't last long as Rachael blew through her clip. It was a few seconds before whoever was in that SUV returned fire. Those seconds got Sebastian up the stairs; he flung Daren into the plane, not caring about aggravating any injuries. Pain was better than death.

Agent Kim leaped in behind them. He reached into his jacket and flashed his FBI badge at the crew, who looked rather unconcerned by the whole thing. He wouldn't be surprised if this wasn't the first time they'd taken off while a gun battle raged.

Sebastian looked behind him, to see Rachael jump for the steps, reaching for Agent Kim's hand. She stumbled and cried out even as Agent Kim dragged her inside. The steps were pulled up and the door slammed shut. The plane lurched forward, sending them all rolling to the back, before leaping into the sky.

Sebastian saw Daren trying to struggle to his feet as the plane quickly gained altitude. Agent Kim had a death grip on the base of a chair, and looked as if he was about to be sick. Rachael was still on the floor, and yanked up her pants leg to examine her left calf. Blood trickled down it. "Oh hell, it's a scratch."

"Yeah, right." Sebastian had once heard a Marine describe a sucking chest wound as a scratch.

"No, really." Rachael held up her leg so everyone could see. "Look, it's stopped bleeding already."

Sebastian turned to Daren, who was on his feet, holding tight to the back of a seat and talking to one of the flight crew. He turned to Sebastian and smiled. "Next stop, the South Pacific."

"Really?" Sebastian felt dizzy and nauseated, and a grin split his face that he couldn't hide if his life depended on it.

"Well, we're taking the long way around to avoid US airspace, so we're going to have to stop to refuel, but yeah, we're on our way."

He reached out and pulled Daren close and then into a kiss. It had been close. He slipped his tongue between Daren's lips, trying to memorize his taste and smell. He could feel both their heartbeats where their bodies pressed together, proof they were both still alive.

From the corner of his eye, he saw Agent Kim do a triple-take. "Really?"

Daren laughed, breaking the kiss, and laid his head on Sebastian's shoulder. "So, Nauru next. Then where?"

"I have absolutely no idea." Daren smiled. "But right now, I don't think it really matters."

THE END
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