
        
            
        
    

 



 Welcome to the jungle—where the found are lost and the lost are redeemed. 

 

Riv is a man adrift, hoping that running supplies for ReliefCorp will restore his faith in mankind—and in himself. Deep in the war-torn Maltana rainforest, he stumbles upon a local bar that suits his mood: good food, bad attitude. The entertainment, though, is unexpected. A skilled piano player who avoids eye contact, flinches when anyone approaches…and warns Riv of an ambush by tapping out the planetary anthem for Riv’s homeworld of Karibee. 

The least Riv can do for the mute piano man, “Ducks”, is take him to the nearest spaceport for help. 

On their harrowing journey to escape Maltana, Riv makes a horrifying discovery. Ducks endured torture that scarred his mind as well as his body. Still, before he leaves the man safely in a treatment facility, Riv manages to earn what little trust Ducks has to give. 

Months later they reconnect, and while it’s clear their instant attraction was no fluke, there’s still a piece missing. Ducks’ voice. To help him find it again, Riv will have to expose the painful past that tore a hole in his own life. And hope that together, their ragged edges will fit together to form a whole. 
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Chapter One 

Riv pushed, and the ship sheared off below him, their parting as easy as breathing. Just letting go, as simple as that, and it was almost a disappointment when the lead attached to his harness caught him and he stopped abruptly a few feet away. The O2 monitor flashed across the visor, orange drifting towards red, and he cleared it away with unusually clumsy fingers, tapping at the controls set into the arm of his drift suit. 

The indicator that he was nearing the end of his air scrubber capacity stayed visible in the corner of his mask, pushed aside for the schematic he called up again to double check his work. Satisfied that he’d cleaned up the mess caused by an errant bit of space junk puncturing the hull, he set to welding the panel back on. The shiny new metal looked like a fresh wound amidst the rest of the scarred and burned ship. 

“Riv, you’re back in three minutes, max. The read says your scrubbers are giving out.” Marc’s voice was a crisp annoyance in his ear as he gathered up his tools, pressing the demagnetizing button to pry them up from the side of the ship and shove them back into his kit. 

 Just let go— 

“Riv, answer me now, or I’m coming out to haul your ass in.” 

“I’m here,”  he groused back, breath fogging the visor for a second.  “Gods, you are such an old woman, Marc.” 

“Tell me I don’t have anything to worry about, and I’ll call you a liar to your face,” Marc hissed back, no doubt surrounded by the crew of the  Hoku, the ship they’d been contracted to repair. 

“I’m fine,” Riv said firmly, passing the strap of the toolkit around his chest and securing it before he headed back to the airlock. The  Hoku didn’t have many handholds, so he was forced to use the magnets in his boots and gloves, crawling crablike along the hull until he could pull himself into the lock and hit the compression controls. Buffeted by the rush of air as it filled the chamber, he swayed before dropping the tools and leaning his back against the wall while he fumbled his helmet off. The first breath left him dizzy, as always. 

Thankful for his few minutes of compression acclimation, and thus privacy, he dropped onto the metal bench that jutted out from the wall and put his head in his hands. He was only a week back, and he already felt the same frayed edges showing through, and all the meditation in the ’verse couldn’t seem to hold him together.  The tumbling forms of two dead men, jettisoned like trash and spinning away into the black, replayed in his mind like a bad vid. He could still see them every time he closed his eyes. The dark alley where they’d died had become a permanent location in his mental geography, and the phantom weight of The Balance of Silence 

the metal pipe as it connected with flesh sometimes seemed every bit as real as the wrench he’d stowed into his tool kit. 

It didn’t help that the first face he saw when the inner door slid open was Marc’s, mouth tight with anger and fear. It was the same expression he’d worn as they’d slammed the airlock closed on the casualties of that gods-forsaken night four months ago. It could just as easily have been Marc himself set to spin in the dark forever, or Denny, or Riv, but it hadn’t been, and he seemed to be the only one who couldn’t be thankful for that fact and let things go. 

“You need to fucking. Let. It. Go.”  The words were bitten off with barely controlled fury, but Riv could only stare blankly for several seconds, too startled at having his own thoughts shot back at him to react. 

Marc crowded into his space, looming over him. “I’m serious, Riv, you’re not going to off yourself on my watch.  In fact, I value my  own  ass enough that I’m going to make sure it doesn’t happen at all. 

Captain’s holding me personally responsible for your well-being, and I really prefer to not let Bin down.” 

Riv  snickered, he couldn’t help himself.  Not the wisest reaction, but the thought of Bin assigning Marc to babysitting duties was humorous, to say the least. Not that Marc wouldn’t do it, his mother-hen tendencies were legendary, but that Bin would ask. 

“I’m glad you find this amusing,” Marc said sourly. 

“Just a little.”  Riv hunched in on himself, staring stubbornly at the grated metal floor.  If he met Marc’s eyes, it was going to quickly become evident just how not-funny he found the whole situation. 

“Look, I’m okay, all right? You don’t need to worry.” 

The disparaging snort spoke volumes, but to Riv’s relief, he didn’t press the matter. “Come on then, I think we’re done here. Ditch the suit and let’s get back to the  Mel. These  Hoku folk are just weird. They give me the heebie-jeebies.” 

“You mean they’re normal.” 

“That’s what I said, wasn’t it?” 

 

The engine room of the  Melisande wasn’t the best place for an argument, and especially not when he was backed into the pit, Bin on one side of it and Marc on the other. 

“You planning on braining me with a wrench?” Riv squinted up at them. “Because hanging over me like that is making me a little jumpy.” 

Bin crossed his arms, far from amused.  “Don’t know why we’d waste the effort.  You seem intent enough on taking care of that yourself.” 

He hadn’t intended to have this conversation right now, and certainly not with a length of pipe jabbing him in the ribs and grease on his hands. He’d pictured something a bit more civilized, like maybe seated in the galley with something fortifying to drink. And an escape route, should things get uncomfortable. Which 
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they already were, if the disapproving vibes drifting his way were any sign. It was kind of like a gentle rain of anvils. 

“Actually, since I’ve got you both here, there  is something I wanted to talk to you about.” Riv drew a deep breath, trying to ease some of the tension twisting his neck and shoulders.  “I’m resigning my commission to join ReliefCorp.” 

“The fuck you are,” Bin exploded before Marc could say anything. 

Riv managed to not wince. Bin in a temper, a real temper that was, and not his usual bluff, was rare enough to be a little intimidating. 

“I already submitted my application,” Riv said, trying to sound unruffled. “I’m scheduled to do a med run on Maltana week after next.” 

Apparently it was enough to silence Marc as well, mouth slightly open as he stared.  He did dart  a quick sympathetic glance in Riv’s direction, but then his eyes snapped right back to Bin. 

“Then I suggest you get your ass to the comm and tell them you won’t be able to make it.” Bin had recovered, voice as calm as Riv’s now, only the white-knuckled grip on the edge of the pit betraying his anger. 

“Do you think we could move this conversation somewhere a little more comfortable? Where maybe we could sit down?” 

Bin nodded. “I think that sounds like a fine idea. Someplace closer to the comm.” 

Trudging after them to the bridge, it was pretty obvious that this wasn’t going to go smoothly. “Hear me out, okay?” Supposing that silence was nearly as good as acknowledgment, Riv sat in the comm chair with a sigh. “It’s not like I’m running away to join the circus or something.” He looked up to find both of them staring at him, Bin’s expression one of somewhat patient reserve, Marc’s just restrained annoyance. “I need to do this,” he said calmly. “I can’t live with myself this way, not anymore. Somewhere there has to be a balance between what I’ve done and how I live, but I can’t find it, and I need to be doing something more for the universe than patching up ships until I can.” 

“It was  self-defense, Riv. When are you going to get it through your head that you weren’t committing some random act of violence, you were saving the life of your friends? You think I’m happy about it? You think I’m the kind of guy who goes around killing people in cold blood?”  Marc’s tired outrage was so familiar that Riv almost didn’t hear it anymore, but Bin just shook his head and put a quelling hand on Marc’s shoulder. 

“Doesn’t matter. I’ve seen officers with years of battle under their belts wake up one morning, sick with what they’ve done. Empire, homeworld, glory—none of it changes that one day you have to reconcile taking someone else’s life with the fact that you’re still kicking around the ’verse.” Bin leveled a dirty look at  Riv  and pointed his finger.  “And running off somewhere and getting yourself killed isn’t the way you deal with it, you hear me? I’ve lost enough family already, don’t think you’ll be adding to the total.” 
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“Wasn’t planning on it.”  Riv  kicked Marc’s ankle gently.  “I just think that helping someone else might be the thing that forces me to get my head out of my ass.” 

Marc mock  glared at him and raised his eyebrows.  “That’s a pretty drastic life change there, Riv.  I mean, what if your ears get cold?” 

“Bin can knit me a hat,” he said, smirking, and let the subject drop. 

 

 

The ReliefCorp compound was only a block away from the spaceport, just far enough that Riv was sweating profusely in the steamy heat by the time he crossed under the clasped-hand logo on the barricaded gate. The barbwire fencing surrounding the compound was lined with people, families mostly, and the crowd swayed in his direction as the uniformed men waved him through, stopping only when the guards raised their weapons threateningly. 

The  briefing room was impossible to miss, the only space that wasn’t overflowing with equipment and boxes. Apparently he was the last one to arrive, and the other four people there  eyed him with open curiosity. 

“Sorry,” he said, willing down an embarrassed flush. 

The woman  standing next to the vid console, tall and lean, with sun-darkened skin  only slightly lighter than his own, nodded brusquely. “Take a seat. I was just starting the briefing. My name’s Marta.” 

He grabbed one of the empty folding chairs, trying not to look too guilty. 

“Basically, what you have to remember at all times on Maltana is that ReliefCorp is a neutral civilian aid organization. At no point do we offer supplies to  either  side of the conflict. Obviously, if you’re threatened into doing so, your life is more important than the supplies, but we want immediate notification of the situation. Each jungle hopper is equipped with a distress beacon, and we can’t stress strongly enough that you must carry it with you if you’re outside the vehicle.” 

Listening attentively, Riv tried not to imagine too many scenarios where using the beacon would be necessary, and how unlikely it was that a ship would be in orbit close enough to matter if he had to. 

“Having said that, I know that you all volunteered to come here specifically.” Marta smiled grimly. 

“Maltana doesn’t draw from our regular pool of volunteers these days.” 

Riv knew what she wasn’t saying. He’d read the literature, seen the newsfeeds. Maltana was rapidly declining into the kind of place where the only improvement was escape, and people were doing desperate things to get off-world. Not many outsiders were jumping at the chance to be dumped into the middle of it, and with good reason. 

He also knew that this was where he needed to be right now, all argument and logic to the contrary. 

He’d already superimposed  the face of the man he was serving this makeshift penance for on a dozen 
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different people, and he was willing to trade a little of his own safety for the possibility that some day he’d be able to see his  own face in the mirror without an instant press of regret and self-loathing. 

“Zone 18, Terraform district 11,” Marta  said, and the map unfolded across the vid wall, the terrain view a bright purple overlay against both the lush rainforest and the dark brown strips of cleared land. 

“Maltana only has one large population center, and you’re standing in it.  For a planet of this size, that’s nearly unheard of. Part of it is the rainforest. It means there’s little-to-no farmland in any given zone. Most of it, though, is that the controlling planetary agencies have actively discouraged any kind of long-term settlement by moving the workers around so much. You’ll find a few trade outposts, a bar here and there, but most of those are leftover buildings from vacated job sites.”  She tapped the far edge of the map, zooming in on an area that seemed to have been deforested like a checkerboard, then glanced down at her notebook screen. 

“River—” 

“Just Riv,” he cut in hastily, cursing his parents and the request for a full given name on every form he’d ever had to fill out. He didn’t miss the smirk she leveled at him, or the repressed snort of laughter. 

“Right then, Riv, you’ll be dropped here, right on the edge of Zone 5. You can see by the growth here, it hasn’t been worked in decades, and the way the fighting is going, it’s not likely to be revisited any time soon.  Zone 5 is one of the first work centres, and it’s got one of the largest populations because of it. 

People stayed behind when the work crews moved on here, established their own claims on the land. It’s an insular area, made more so by the cutoff of any interzone traffic in the past few months. There are six main ReliefCorp stations you’ll be delivering to, and a MedAid clinic.” 

“Got it. Do you have an estimation of how long the run should take me?” 

She ran a pointer over the map, following a path that was mostly green. “It’s going to be slow going. 

Overgrowth after clear-cutting tends to come back thick, thick enough that even hoppers have trouble getting through.” Lips pursed, she took a step back. “We plan on three planetary weeks. You’re not setting up stations, just dropping supplies, so once you get to each one, you won’t be staying long.  Obviously things happen though, so we don’t start worrying until we hit four weeks without contact.” 

“And after four weeks?” 

“We hope that the next person making that run finds you.” 

“Probably as remains.” This from a man sitting to Riv’s left, tipped back in his chair and smiling. 

“We’re pretty proud of the fact that our loss percentages are a lot lower than any other aid agencies operating in such…problematic areas. But you all were made more than aware of the hazards of this job. 

Some of you probably volunteered for that very reason.”  Her eyes skimmed the room.  “And not to make judgments based on looks, but you all seem like you’re a decent bet to keep our percentages where they are.” 
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“Now you wouldn’t be hinting that we’re all here on a suicide mission, would you?” drawled the man in the very back of the room. 

Riv had to think that if there  was  someone who looked likely to get himself killed, it was this guy. 

Eyes impossibly wide, and jittering nervously around the corners of the room, never meeting anything head on, he seemed to be having trouble even remaining in his chair. Hard to imagine him staying calm when the chips were down. 

“Absolutely  not,” Marta said firmly. “I know you’ve all been screened, but if any of you think this is a good way to die a hero, or whatever it is idealists thrive on these days, you can march your ass right back to the shuttlepad and wait for the next offworld pickup to come in. You want to kill yourself, do it on your own damn time, and don’t drag my mortality rates down with you.” 

Even jittery guy laughed. 

Marta snorted.  “You think I’m kidding.  These statistics mean a lot to us.  Means we get into places that other aid agencies can’t. Mess up our reputation and I’m liable to do my best to ensure that there’s no search and recovery for your body, and I’ll see that your records disappear just as thoroughly.” 

It was impossible to tell if she was serious or not, but to be sure, Riv struggled to stifle his grin. “So, uh, can you tell us what to expect when we get out in the field?” 

“A lot of jungle.” 

This time he let himself grin. “I was thinking more along the lines of the people we might be running into, actually.” 

“There weren’t any native humanoid species on Maltana until the corporations moved in to terraform, so the people who lay claim to the land here are mostly still holding out under old Galactic homesteading laws.  Especially on the deeper jungle routes, don’t expect to be met with anything but suspicion and hostility, and watch your back. Just because you’re there to help doesn’t mean anyone trusts you.” 

 

“So you’re really going to do this?” Del made no move to disguise the tone of her voice, consternation plain as she alternated between nibbling a cookie and glaring at him on the vid screen. 

“I would have thought that was evidenced by the fact that I took a leave of absence and a flight to Maltana, princess,” he replied evenly. 

“If you get yourself killed in the middle of the jungle, don’t expect me to come save your ass. 

Although Bin just might, so he could yell at you about this a little more.” 

Riv tried to peer past her on the screen, but he didn’t see her husband lurking around in the corner, so he stuck out his tongue. “Do you enjoy being married to an old woman?” 

“I heard that, Riversong,” Bin’s disembodied voice chimed in, and Riv winced a little, before Del’s raucous laughter nearly unseated her. Still giggling, she held up her notepad and pressed the screen for him, and the same phrase played. 
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“I had him record it for me. It was the best idea ever. The look on your face,  Riversong.” And she was off again, laughing until she was clutching at her stomach, a bit of an overreaction by his estimate. 

“I’m glad I can provide you with this much entertainment, and me so far away. You don’t need me back on the  Mel at all, do you?” 

It was actually a little scary to see Del go from laughing to sober that quickly. “That’s not true at all. 

And it’s not the point, either.  We’re just…we’re worried about you.”  Del scrubbed her face, frustration evident in her voice. “There’s a whole lot of places that you could be helping, places that need you just as much. Places that won’t get you killed.” 

“But this is where I need to be right now.” 

“I know,” she said ruefully. “But I don’t have to like it.” She dropped out of sight for a second, and then came back into view holding a cup of tea in both hands. “Believe it or not, I do understand needing to do something.” 

Riv smiled. “I know you do, sweetheart. And I want you to know how much I appreciate you trying to explain it to Bin. I expect that wasn’t easy.” 

“How did you know? Did Bin tell you?” 

Riv nodded, letting the rumble of an incoming ground crawler fade as it noisily traveled past the visitor barracks. “Not in so many words, of course. There was some grumbling about how certain matters had become clear to him. I figured that meant you’d used short sentences.” He grinned, matching the one that she gave him. 

“Sometimes I forget that you know my husband better than I do.” Setting down her mug, she stared into the screen, eyes narrowed. “Are you sure there wasn’t something  more between you two before I came along?” 

He choked on his laugh, eyes watering. “For all that’s holy, Del, don’t even think things like that.” 

“You can’t blame a girl for being suspicious.” 

“I most certainly can.” He shuddered exaggeratedly. “Just the thought is giving me hives, right now.” 

“Well,  I  like him just fine, thank you.”  The toss of her auburn curls was so familiar to him that he couldn’t help but smile, and she drank her tea in silence for a moment before pressing on. “You’re coming back to us, remember that. And when you do, retribution will be swift, my friend.” Hesitation wasn’t like her, and Riv tried to diffuse her mood with another smile when she finally spoke. “I know how seriously you take your pacifism, Riv, and I know we’re all dancing around what happened, but it wasn’t like you were acting out mindless violence. You were defending Denny—” 

“This isn’t about that,” he said, cutting her off swiftly. “I just need to know that I can make some kind of  difference for someone.”  He pretended to hear something out in the hallway, hoping the audio wasn’t good enough that she’d know he was lying.  “I have to go, Del, I think they’re calling us for dinner.  I’m 12 
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heading out in a couple days, and I don’t know if I’ll have a chance to vid again before then, so I’d best say my goodbyes for now. You take care of yourself, princess. Keep Bin in line while I’m gone, okay?” 

“You’re an infuriating man.”  She snorted, glaring resolutely down at something he couldn’t see.  “I love you, and if you get in trouble, I’ll fly down there myself and find you, so be  careful. I’ll talk to you in a month or so, I guess.” 

Riv beamed at her, knowing how hard-won any expression of affection was from Del. “I’ll be healthy and whole, and you can yell at me all you want, I promise.” 

“See to it,” she muttered, and the vid screen went dark, but not before he saw her reach up to wipe her eyes. 
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Chapter Two 

Like most bars in this part of the country, Hayuk’s was little more than a couple of tin roofs and plasti-siding. Smoke drifted away into the trees behind it, and the thought of food made Riv’s mouth water. 

It wasn’t as though he was going to get much farther that evening anyway, so he killed the engine in his jungle hopper and made sure his security code was set before heading into the dim establishment. 

Two things were immediately apparent. One, that there was indeed food being served, and two, that the music he’d heard outside wasn’t a recording after all. He settled himself unobtrusively near the door and ordered food and drink, a feat that was made easier by the lack of selections available to him. 

The man sitting at the piano was stooped in the shoulders, his slightly ragged blond hair sticking up at angles that defied gravity. The only time he seemed to look up from the keys was when someone brushed too near, and then it was only a quick darting of his eyes before he dropped them back to the piano. He’d never play a concert hall, but he was good, surprisingly good, for a run-down dump in the middle of nowhere. 

The arrival of the food, mostly fruit-based, low on meat and hardly worth getting excited over, was still enough to distract him momentarily from the mystery of a piano in the middle of a jungle. It wasn’t the best he’d ever had, but there was something to be said for fresh mango chutney and steamed rice, and even the tiny bits of fish he occasionally happened upon weren’t too bad. 

Riv worked his way through the plate slowly, letting the day’s aches and pains settle down. He was in no hurry to leave, especially since the only bed waiting for him was amidst the fuel cells and supplies in the hopper. He closed his eyes and focused his breathing, letting each sense find its own way for a few minutes as he unwound. The piano made the otherwise drab surroundings comfortable, and he ignored the obviously out-of-tune keys. 

All too soon, he was scraping the last grains of rice off the bottom of the bowl.  The thought of requesting seconds was a fleeting one, dismissed almost instantly when he saw the decidedly unfriendly glare the serving girl was sending his way.  No sense pissing her off.  Chances were good he’d be scrounging up breakfast here as well. 

“It was great, thanks.” Riv smiled and handed her the bowl. 

The snort could’ve been appreciation,  or perhaps shy gratitude,  but he had his doubts.  “Kitchen’s closed, there ain’t no more, so don’t even ask.” Nope, no mistaking that for anything but irritated dismissal. 

“No, of course not, I wouldn’t think of troubling you. But tell me, are you open for breakfast?” 



 The Balance of Silence 

The incredulous stare spoke volumes.  “This is a bar.”  The girl spoke slowly, mouth twisted in an unpleasant grin. “You want a freakin’ restaurant, then you need to be a good long ways from here. You’re at the end of the world.” 

The “asshole”, or whatever the local equivalent would be, was muttered at the end. That was the nice thing about basic—even when the natives picked it up, the regional insults were still easy to spot. It made planning for an eventual beating that much easier. 

Not that Riv was looking for a beating. Failed pacifist that he was, he still wasn’t interested in cleansing himself with pain. Rather than rankle the woman further, he just smiled and lifted his glass. 

“Thanks for the hospitality.”  If she caught the sarcasm, good on  her, but he couldn’t tell and didn’t care much either way. 

Glass in hand, he ambled around the place for a few minutes, hearing the far-off roll of thunder as the night storms made their way across the rainforest. There were a couple  dated posters on the walls, and some pictures of what he assumed was the family who owned the place. They were all some variation on the local standards of short and dark, and apparently the scowling was genetic. Nowhere in any of them did he see a stray blond child, but there  was always some tide of missionaries leaving behind unfinished business, and he’d been witness to stranger things. 

When the song wound to a close he found himself near the piano. The man playing it didn’t look up until Riv leaned one elbow on the top of the aging instrument, and then only a slightly fearful dart of his eyes gave away that they were blue. 

“Do you take requests?” 

No answer, but another song started up almost immediately, and Riv took that as a no. Shrugging it off, he left a stray coin from his dinner on the piano lid and stood a little farther away, enjoying the music. 

“He don’t talk.” He nodded at the bartender, taking a refill of the local rotgut, which tasted pleasantly of fruit punch when it wasn’t trying to kill you. 

“We found him like that one day. Just sitting there at the piano, happy as a clam. No ID, and he won’t tell us a damn thing. I’d turn him over to the clinic in Patchous, but he doesn’t hurt anything and he keeps people drinking.” 

Riv wondered about the explanation, then remembered that he was still wearing his ReliefCorp tags. It was amazing how many people thought he had some kind of authority just because he trucked vaccines and seeds through the forest. 

“You’re kidding. You just found him sitting at the piano?” Incredulity made him repeat the statement, and he stole a look back towards the silent blond man. 

“Thought that’s what I said.” 

And that was why he generally tried to avoid repeating himself, especially around people with no discernable sense of humor. “So did he walk in or did somebody drop him off?” 
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“Don’t know. Don’t really matter, does it? He’s here now.” 

Considering it had taken him a good four hours in a well-equipped hopper to get here, and the trip had been anything but easy, it did seem like a relevant question, just not one Riv  was sure he wanted to ask again. “Did you look around to see if he left a truck or a hopper somewhere?” 

The derisive sneer was followed by a laugh. “Think we would’ve noticed one, if that was the case. 

Spotted you as soon as you showed up.” 

Curiouser and curiouser. That meant Piano Man had either come in under his own power, a feat not to be taken lightly, or that someone had dumped him in this town at the end of the world. Beyond the how was the why, although if you were looking to disappear, this wouldn’t be a bad place to do it. 

It wasn’t a bad place to help someone else disappear, either. 

“Why don’t you go ask him yourself if you’re so interested?”  Turning back, the  barkeep  started wiping down the greasy counter, apparently considering the conversation closed. 

Riv thought about pressing the matter, but it was a brief moment of insanity. He didn’t know anyone here, and a hopper could disappear into the jungle faster than you could blink. No sense pushing his luck and  becoming one of Marta’s  cautionary tales. Instead, Riv shrugged, carefully  schooling his face into studied indifference. “Not really my business anyway. I’m going to finish what I need to do and be on my way.” 

“And when exactly would that be?” 

He wasn’t used to this level of hostility. Most places were glad enough to see him and the meds he trucked in. A good number actually managed gratitude. “I’ll be meeting up with some folks tomorrow, make my deliveries and then I guess I’ll see.” 

The spark of interest this inspired was hardly comforting. “What sort of deliveries would that be?” 

The barkeep’s eyes narrowed, dirty rag in his hand slowing and then stopping its movement. 

“Aid supplies, meds mostly. Why?” 

“Wondering’s all. Don’t see many outsiders here. Haven’t seen anyone from ReliefCorp in almost a year. Anyway, I suppose you need a place to doss down tonight then.” 

This sudden friendliness wasn’t doing anything for Riv’s comfort level. In fact, if the hair on his neck rose any higher, he’d be able to comb it. “Yeah, I suppose I could,”  Riv said cautiously. “You have a suggestion?” 

The man jerked a shoulder in the direction of the piano. “He’s in a lean-to across the street. Nothing fancy, but since he ain’t paying for it, you can stay there.” 

“He doesn’t seem really eager for the company,” Riv muttered under his breath. “Thanks. It’s been a long day.” He got a grunt in reply, which was enough, and he sat there finishing his drink as the place filled up. 
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Most of the customers paid no mind to the piano man, and on occasion the drone of voices outclassed the music. He hardly  seemed  to notice, moving from one song to the next. Apparently he knew that Riv was watching him though, and would look up for half a second between one song and the next. 

“You want another?” The bartender’s voice woke Riv out of his pleasant doze, and he was about to reach for the refill when the music changed again. It took him a second to recognize it, since it wasn’t normally a piano piece, but the planetary anthem of Karibee was fairly hard to mistake. He looked over his shoulder, surprised to see blue eyes meeting his for just a second. His accent was nowhere near as pronounced as it had been when he’d left, but it was still there, caressing every word he spoke. Obviously it had been recognized, and Riv wasn’t so oblivious as to not notice the attempt to garner his attention. 

“Thanks, but I think I’m gonna head for that promised bed. I assume it isn’t locked?” 

“Nope, just let yourself right in. He won’t be much longer, so you’d better stake your claim to the bed fast.” 

Riv nodded, swaying a little more than he needed to as he got up and made his way to the door with exaggerated care. The wet heat of the night struck him almost immediately—within seconds he was drenched to the skin. In the slanted spill of light given off by the doorway behind him he could just make out the structure across the way. Calling it a lean-to was generous, as it was decidedly more  lean than  to. 

The whole thing creaked ominously when he pushed aside the scrap of tin serving as a door, and he glanced behind him to see if anyone had followed him from the bar. 

Satisfied that he was alone, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded bag, dumping two small black tablets into his palm and swallowing them dry with some difficulty. He couldn’t be certain the food had been drugged, but he was also used to going with his gut instincts. Riv waited, riding out the immediate wave of dizziness, and when he couldn’t keep it down any longer he slipped back outside and bid a fond farewell to his dinner in the bushes. He was quiet as he could be, kicking dirt over the mess when he was done and heading back into the hovel to find that somewhere in the intervening minutes he’d gained company. 

“Bad mangos,” he said uneasily, trying to leave space between himself and the man edging unhappily into the far corner. 

No response, but then he hadn’t really expected one. But he hadn’t expected the flash of fear either. 

“Look, I’m sorry for invading your place like this. The barkeep, he told me I could crash here.” The excuse definitely sounded as lame as he was afraid it would.  Admitting that curiosity had been a good part of it would probably sound worse. “I’ll just sleep over here.” Riv gestured vaguely.  “It’ll be out of your way, hopefully.” 

This time he got a shrug, or at least it looked like one. The movement was so faint that he couldn’t be sure, and he wondered briefly just how much the man understood. There was fear, but he hadn’t seen that marked blankness he usually associated with the mentally ill. 
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“Do you care if I stay here tonight?”  He smiled, hoping he’d managed  to make it reassuring.  “It’s guaranteed to be more comfortable than curling up in the back of my hopper.” 

While he’d been talking, the piano guy had reached the pallet on the floor. Eyes not leaving Riv’s, he nodded slowly, then sank down, knees tucked under him. 

“Thanks. I wasn’t sure if I could contort myself into that seat another night. I think my spine’s permanently curved. Although I’m a little concerned about my cargo. This town’s a bit rough around the edges. Uh, no offense, though.” Although he doubted he’d have any disagreement. It wasn’t like the town was treating this guy particularly well. “You think anybody’s going to fuck with it?” 

His new friend’s nod was accompanied by what  could almost be called a smile—slight, ghost-like even, but still a smile. 

“Great, I was afraid you were going to say that.” Riv found himself grinning in return. “Good thing I locked up tight before I left then. And I’m thinking that booby trap was probably a good idea.”  He’d be awake for whatever attempt they made on it now, at least. Riv swallowed, grimacing at the taste. Too bad he didn’t have any ration bars with him, because once the nausea wore off, he was going to be hungry. 

Leaning back against the wall, he tried to make himself a little more comfortable without pulling the whole place down around their ears. He sighed, opened his mouth, and then closed it again. The conversation was definitely one-sided, but complete silence while the two of them were about a meter and a half apart just seemed uncomfortable. 

“Hey, you played something back there, something I knew.”  Riv hummed a few bars. “Karibee’s anthem. How do you know it? You’re not…” He paused, looking closer. “You’re not Karibian, are you?” 

They tended to scatter. It certainly wouldn’t be unheard of to find a fellow countryman this far away from the homeworld. 

The mystery man shook his head, pointing a finger at Riv. 

“So that was just for my benefit, eh? Trying to distract me so your friend could slip me a mickey, or trying to get my attention so I wouldn’t drink it?” He waited for some other gesture, some attempt to carry on the conversation, but he might as well have been alone for all of the sudden disinterest being shown. 

Eyes downcast again, the man steadfastly ignored him, and Riv took the hint and shut up. 

Sometime later he found himself shaken lightly awake. Outside, the rain had nearly ceased, and he could hear at least two voices nearby, one of them raised in a curse. He shook the sleep from his mind, scrambling to his feet in the now-empty shack and heading towards his vehicle in a loping run. It was a good job that at least a part of the forest floor had been cleared here, because otherwise he would have been flat on his face instead of rounding on the bartender and the idiot who’d been foolish enough to try jimmying the lock. He was still shaking his hand, holding it at the wrist like he could keep the sting from traveling farther up his arm. 
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“Did you see who it was?” he asked, managing to hide the amusement in his voice. “They warned me that there had been trouble in this area with people trying to break into aid supplies, but they thought the new alarm system might help.” 

“Your fucking hopper—” 

“What he means,” the barkeep said, interrupting hurriedly, “is that we only got here in time to chase them off. We didn’t see who it was. Omal here was trying to see if they’d damaged anything, and he got a nasty bite.” 

Riv narrowed his eyes, knowing damn good and well that Omal would have had to breach the lock plate without a code to have gotten his little zap. “Well, I guess I should be heading out then. I wouldn’t want your family to be put in harm’s way for my sake. ReliefCorp is really trying to keep their people safe now, outfitting all their hoppers with these systems. I heard they were even going to start sending ships into close orbit so they could drop a shuttle crew if one of their people sent a distress call.” 

From the wild looks he was getting, they were buying his load of shit. If it made them think twice about bothering the next worker through, he figured the lies were worth it. 

“You drive safe. The road gets dangerous at night.” If it was a threat, it was ultimately one that Riv would have to ignore. There was no chance that he’d sleep here all night while they tried to rob him. 

“I’ll do that. And I’ll see to it that someone comes through to check on your piano player.” 

They left him in the clearing, and as soon as they thought they were out of earshot Omal began grousing about smartass supply pushers who didn’t drink enough. He chuckled as he inspected the hopper, making sure there was no damage before he headed back out. 

He was just kneeling under the lift thrusters on the driver’s side when he saw a pair of grungy bare feet appear on the other side of the craft. ReliefCorp had a strict ban on weapons in field situations, and he wouldn’t have used one anyway, but it gave him a jump when he realized that if someone had come back to try and steal his cargo he wasn’t likely to make it into the hopper, much less power up in time to get away. 

The first knot of wariness settled in his stomach as he came deliberately around the other side, and then melted away again when he saw that his visitor was likely more frightened than he was. 

“Hey there, Ducks.” He got a puzzled look, and patted his head to explain. “Your hair. Reminds me of fuzzy little duck babies. Sorry.” 

That same ghostly grin flickered in the dim green light cast through the window by the instrument panel. As it fled the man stepped closer, extending a shaking hand to briefly touch the badges hanging around Riv’s neck. 

“Yeah, I’m civilian aid. You look pretty civil to me…and like you could maybe use some help.” 

Careful to keep his movements slow and non-threatening, he gestured towards the hopper with his chin. 

“What do you say, want to get out of this joint?” 
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By way of an answer, he reached for the door handle, eyes downcast, and Riv found himself leaping forward to knock the hand away. “Shit, don’t—”  He hadn’t deactivated the lock plate yet, hadn’t had a chance. 

The frantic wail was somehow more frightening after the previous silence, even more so for being completely wordless. Shocked, Riv took a step back, patting frantically at the hand he found himself grasping. “Shh, hey, it’s okay. The door, I didn’t want you to get zapped, it’s okay.” 

Blue eyes were wide, blank with terror, and Riv knew they weren’t seeing him, but that didn’t stop him from attempting a reassuring smile. “Ducks, it’s okay, really. I didn’t mean to scare you.” He dropped his hands and backed up a step. “See, not going to hurt you, nothing to be scared of.” 

Impossible to tell if it was the words or the simple fact that he wasn’t touching him anymore, but the wail quieted to a whimper, and finally to silent heaving gasps. Equaled by his own, actually. It had been a long time since anything had startled him that badly, and Riv took a minute to catch his breath. 

“Holy fuck, you have to promise to not do anything like that ever again.” He swiped a hand across a forehead sweaty from more than just the heat, and sighed. “I’m going to take the alarm off the door, okay?” 

Seemed easier to walk them both through it, less room for surprises that way. Keeping both hands in clear view, he punched in the code, waited for the door to swing open, then stepped away again. “All set, safe as houses now.” 

The several seconds of silence did wonders for his nerves. “I’m sorry. Can you get into the hopper?” 

Shuffling steps took Ducks to the door, arms held tightly against his sides, hands clenched as he kept as far away from Riv as physically possible. He climbed slowly into the hopper, immediately hunching in on himself in the narrow seat. 

“I’m gonna close the door now, okay?” The solid clunk didn’t get a reaction, which he found himself halfway grateful for, and the sound of his own door closing after he slid in was immensely comforting, although not nearly as much as the steady hum of the hopper’s engines warming up. 

“Right, then. Ready to get out of town?” 

No reply, but he didn’t expect one anymore. He could see already that this was more than he was going to be able to fix, and the best he could hope for was not making it any worse. As they rumbled slowly out of the clearing, he didn’t miss the flicker of a flashlight through the trees, and even though it was a somewhat foolish waste of power, he turned the safety system back on. His passenger sat still in the seat next to him, eyes straight ahead and blank, and Riv left him there as they lost themselves deeper and deeper in the foliage. 

 

His need for sleep had finally caught up with him a few hours before dawn, and after some deliberation he’d chosen to put down and catch a nap before they went any farther. His companion, if someone who was seemingly catatonic could be called such, had taken the suggestion to stretch out on 20 
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Riv’s usual bed in the back. Riv himself had managed an uncomfortable sort of slouch, wedged into the front seat. He’d woken with his breath fogging the window, drool on his shoulder and eyes that felt like someone had poured sand into them. 

After checking to see if Ducks was still asleep, and a quick look at the perimeter security scans, he’d opened the door as quietly as he could and wandered out of sight to take care of the morning necessities. 

When he heard running water nearby, he perked up, carefully marking his path away from the hopper as he headed towards the promise of a clean face. The river was clear when he got there, not the muddy soup he normally found, and without a second of hesitation he pulled off his shirt and dunked it. The drops that hit his arms were icy, raising goose bumps as they rolled lazily across his skin, and he nearly yelped when he buried his face in the wet cloth. He tried not to jump when he dropped the cloth and found Ducks standing there, calm and curious. 

“Cleanliness is next to godliness,” he said with a shrug. Actually, that had always been in his portfolio of personal beliefs, in one form or another. Cleanliness of soul and conscience more than body, though, but that wasn’t to say that some physical cleansing wasn’t good for the soul. Riv carefully held out his shirt one-handed, the other staying still at his side. “Here, wash up. You’ll feel better.” 

There was a flash of awareness in the formerly blank eyes, almost amusement if you really wanted to stretch the imagination, and Riv felt a faint smile of his own form. It was going to take a hell of a lot more than a wash-up to make Ducks better, and it seemed like they both realized that. 

The thin hand was surprisingly steady as it  took the wet shirt, quick step forward, then a stumbling step back and away, shirt in hand. 

Riv swiped a hand across his forehead, catching the last of the water drops from his hair, and froze at the sudden flash of fear his movement elicited, hand still half-raised. “What? What did I do?” 

The five-minute discourse on why he was such a threatening figure failed to materialize, and holding back a sigh of frustration, he hunkered down on his heels and reached for his boots. “I’m not going to hit you, you know.” Glancing up, he squinted against the hazy sun. “People made it a habit of whacking you in the past?” Except that it wasn’t his hands that Ducks was staring at, it was his head. 

Half self-consciously, he rubbed at his hair, already shaggy after four weeks out. “There a bug in my hair or something?  I know I didn’t use some fancy shampoo, but I did at least wash it. And last time I checked, I wasn’t frightening children with my appearance.”  No fathomable reason for the horrified fascination with his head that he could see, at least until Ducks pointed at the water. 

“It’s not safe to drink without a clarifier tablet. Did you want to go in?” 

Ducks shook his head, quick and adamant, then pointed at the water again. He threaded a hand through his own hair, and mimed bending over, looking back up at Riv expectantly. 
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“I…I don’t get it. Did someone push you into the water?”  He didn’t get an answer, obviously, but Ducks made the same gesture again, this time making it more evident that his head was being pushed down. 

“Someone…someone held your head under water?” 

He rewarded Riv with a nod and the hint of a sad smile, before touching his throat and throwing his hand away. 

“And that’s when you lost your voice. Was there an injury? Did someone choke you?” He tried not to push too hard, but if he was dealing with a head injury, or even a crushed windpipe, Ducks could still be in serious danger, and he’d have to find some way to boost a scanner signal to a MedAid satellite to know how to proceed. Still, when Ducks shrugged and shook his head again, Riv wasn’t sure if he was relieved or not. The lack of physical reason seemed to indicate a psychological break of some kind, and while he had the basic trauma psych training that all ReliefCorp volunteers were run through, he tried to stay as far away from messing with anyone’s head as he possibly could. 

“Do you feel okay to go on? I want to try and get us back to Rulough as soon as I can, so we can get you some help.” He pulled on his soaked shirt, warmer now that it had dried a bit, but still blessedly cool against his skin. When his head popped through the neck again, he could see that Ducks was watching him closely, lower lip caught in his teeth. After a long moment where his shaking fingers curled into the hem of his overly large shirt, he lifted the hem. Riv gasped, unable to hold back an outraged cry at the swath of burn scars, still fresh enough to be pink and shiny, where they were healing at all. Near the edges of the wounds it was obvious that they’d become infected, even to Riv’s limited range of medical knowledge. 

“I have some burn cream and antibiotics back in the hopper. I’ll have to touch you to treat them. Can you handle that?” 

The affirmative nod came without hesitation, and Riv led them back to the vehicle, pulling the hatch shut and locking it behind them. The bulletproof glass in the windows let in enough light, but he turned on the overhead strips anyway, wanting a clear look at the damage he was dealing with. 

Ducks flinched away at first, then squeezed his eyes shut and sat up straighter. 

“I’m sorry. Do you want a painkiller?” Riv looked back up to see what answer he was going to get, but it was obvious that Ducks had checked out of the proceedings, his face gone slack, eyes now open but distant. 

“Right then,” he said, focusing on the treatment and letting any hope of further information fall by the wayside for the time being. 
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A week on, and they’d settled fairly easily into each other’s company. There were long stretches of time where Ducks was present and engaging, as much as he could be without speaking or using a proper sign language. Riv did his best to keep him there, not touching, making as few  sudden movements as he could, and was rewarded with a traveling companion who had a wicked sense of humor, even stifled by his lack of words. The hours when he faded away left Riv feeling the lack. Sleeping arrangements had been harder to deal with, but he’d gotten used to twisting himself up in the driver’s seat, and Ducks never seemed to crash for more than two or three hours at a time, usually woken by nightmares. 

Beyond the hesitant game of charades they’d played next to the stream, Ducks had made no further effort to tell him what had gone on. Riv’d played connect the dots as a kid, making pictures out of random numbers, but there were no dots to connect here. There was nothing he could do that would make sense of this situation. 

When they finally arrived in Rulough, the city was a seething mass of humanity, worse than he’d expected,  filthy, crowded and hot, fear clouding the air like a black miasma. They’d had to abandon the hopper at a parking station, fighting their way through the millions of refugees filling the streets, and the tension was starting to wear on them both. Ducks was terrified, jammed against him so tightly that he could feel every ragged breath, and Riv was getting the bad feeling that a breakdown wasn’t far off. They needed to get off the street. 

Directions hadn’t been easy to obtain. No one wanted to slow down enough to talk, and definitely not to someone who may or may not be part of the toppling regime. It was pure luck that he spotted the street sign, partially obscured by the effigy of someone obviously not in favor. He felt Ducks shiver at the all-too-realistic body, and using a careful hand on his shoulder, Riv hustled them both past it, trying to ignore the blood dripping onto the dusty street. Not an effigy, then. 

Miraculously enough, they had the street almost to themselves, and it wasn’t until Riv squinted against the afternoon sun and spotted the roadblock that he realized why. Vehicles mostly, and some wooden barricades, smoke still leaking from the burned-out heap. 

“Fuck, this can’t be a good sign.” Right, because the day had been so full of them already. Sighing, he scanned down the doors without much hope. But there,  third door down in the row of shopfronts, the distinctive green cross quartered by red. The plate glass was still intact, instead of being scattered on the sidewalk like most of the rest of the street’s windows. It was more likely due to the shatterproof glass most S. Reesa Herberth and Michelle Moore 

relief agencies equipped their offices with, in preparation for situations such as this, rather than any respect for the group. 

The door, of course, was locked. Locked and barred, and for a moment despair was a bitter flood in the back of his throat. And while Ducks waited docilely at his side, Riv rested his head against the glass with a groan. 

The flash of movement was just visible through the dirty glass, and Riv quickly made a fist, wiping a spot clean and then banging. 

The vague shape moved closer. “Sorry, we’re closed. You’ll have to go to the processing center.” 

“No, wait! I’m with ReliefCorp, I need to talk to you.” 

Interminable seconds passed as the person on the other side unlocked and slid the bars out, and Riv was clenching and unclenching his hands when the door finally opened. “Thank you. Gods, you have no idea how happy I am to see you.” 

“You must really be running late. ReliefCorp pulled out a week ago, and they were sending shuttles for their volunteers in the field.” The woman smiled tiredly. “Either you really like it here or you missed the boat.” Stepping back, she held the door open. “And either way, you should probably come in off the street. It hasn’t exactly been safe recently.” 

“Yeah, I got that impression, people hanging from the light posts and all.”  He drew a deep breath, relief almost making him lightheaded. “But this isn’t about me. I have a friend here who really needs some help.” Riv reached behind him, pulling Ducks forward. 

Her gasp brought him up short, and he found himself glancing wildly over his shoulder, certain someone was coming up behind them. 

“Pryce! Oh my God, we thought… We were told—” She caught herself, smile huge.  “But here you are.” 

“You know him?” 

She looked puzzled. “Of course, he’s one of ours. That’s why you brought him here, right?” Stepping forward, she reached for Ducks’ hands. “Are you okay?” 

Ducks jerked back, arms held tightly against his side, and Riv winced. “He’s had kind of a rough time. Can we sit down and talk? There’s a lot to explain here.” This was too lucky. What were the chances he’d find someone who knew Ducks at the first place he sought out help? Whatever mixture of good fortune and karma that had kept him alive so far still seemed to be favoring the blond man. 

Eyes narrowed thoughtfully, she gave Ducks a closer look, expression searching. “Let’s go in the back. I’ve got an office and an exam room. Looks like we’ll need both.” 

The front room, probably a waiting area in better times, was stripped completely bare, and Riv wondered how this woman had missed the mass exodus. Seemingly catching his unspoken thought, she half-turned. “I’m staying on. Broke the MedAid golden rule actually.” Shrugging sheepishly, she grinned. 
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“Got involved with somebody, fell in love, and well, here I am. They told me I could keep the building. 

Unfortunately, they took just about everything useful.” 

Three plastiform chairs and an empty desk were the only things in the office. Ducks hung back, but Riv took the opportunity to drop into one of the chairs with a sigh. A few seconds to catch his breath before the ten thousand questions in his head came spilling out. 

“Okay, introductions first? I’m Ella Willmette-North, formerly of MedAid. Now possessing the knowledge of a doctor, and the degree, just not the requisite tools. Makes me somewhat less effective.” 

“Trust me, Dr. Ella, you’re just what I need right now.” He shook his head wonderingly. “I still can’t believe the all-out luck of finding you. I’m Riv, currently  with ReliefCorp, engineer on  leave from  the Melisande. And you apparently know Ducks.” 

“Ducks?” Her voice puzzled, Ella looked at Riv and then at Ducks. “Pryce?” 

“I’ll have to trust you on that one. He hasn’t told me.” 

Leaning forward, she propped her chin in her palm. “Okay, you’ve definitely got my attention. Should I be…?” She seemed to be weighing her words. “Something’s obviously happened, something’s not right. 

But should I just be talking to you? How, uh, just how not-right are things?” 

Riv smiled bleakly.  “Pretty damn not-right. He hasn’t spoken since I found him. And granted, my medical knowledge doesn’t extend much beyond basic vaccinations and distributing antibiotics, but Ducks has had some—hell, the only description I have is catatonic—states. And I do know enough to know that that’s a bad sign.” Patting the chair next to him, he looked towards the other man. “Have a seat, Ducks, it’s okay. You know Dr. Ella, she’s an old friend.” 

They were both silent while Ducks warily walked around the outskirts of the room and sat down, and Riv sighed. “He’s got self-help skills, he can take care of himself for the most part, and he’s pretty compliant. We’ve had periods where he’s very present, even engaging me in communication, but he’s definitely not all here.”  All of which was true, but it didn’t make him any more comfortable saying it in front of him. It didn’t seem right, or fair, or something. 

“Where did you find—?” 

“Who is he?” 

The questions crossed midair, and they both stopped. Riv shrugged. “You first.” He’d made it this far without knowing who Ducks really was. He could wait a few more minutes. 

“Where did you find him? Where were you? What was he doing? The reports we got…the reports we got said he’d been killed.” 

“Unless dead men play the piano…” The humor was lost on Ella. Hell, actually it wasn’t very funny at all, really. “I found him playing piano in a bar. Hayuk’s. Not that that helps any. Not even a town there, just some coordinates on a map.” 

“Playing piano?” She sounded understandably puzzled. 
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“Yeah. Apparently he wandered into town a few weeks before I got there. No ID, couldn’t talk. But he could play piano, and that was enough for them. Brought business into the bar, or so I was told.” 

Ella leaned forward, face creased in a frown. “They didn’t get him any medical help? If he wasn’t talking, they had to know something was wrong.” 

“He brought business into the bar,” Riv repeated wryly. “I’m pretty sure, based on the location, that they must have been in pretty well with the uprising.” 

“And this would be why all the aid groups are pulling out.” 

Nothing to say to that; it was true. Equally true that he’d never been anywhere quite like this before. 

Bad times hardened people, but still. “Couple of townies were screwing with my hopper.  Ducks warned me, and at that point I figured he’d be safer with me. Made our way here, hoping I could find somebody who knew him, and if not that, at least get some med help. I never imagined we’d be lucky enough to find you.” 

There weren’t words for just how lucky, but Ella’s grim smile spoke volumes. “I’ll have to tell my husband he’s played unwitting guardian angel today by keeping me here. He’ll be tickled.” 

Ducks shifted in his chair, and they both turned abruptly to watch him. When he shrank back at the twinned stares, Ella sighed. “How bad was he hurt physically when you found him?” 

“They told me he walked in under his own power, but given their high level of concern, I don’t know how much that means. Somebody fucked with him pretty good. There’s burns on his chest—repeated applications of something, I’d say. Healed now, but there’s a lot of scarring.” Riv paused, running a hand through his hair. “He managed to get across to me that they were dunking him too, holding his head under until he was near drowning. Whatever he got into, they wanted something from him enough to torture him for it. And I’m guessing you can tell me why. Want to share the other half of the story?” 

“What I know of it, yeah. Pryce, Pryce Markham actually, went through training with me. Right here, before they set us loose. Pryce went outland, I stayed here. We were incredibly short-handed, so it was just him, off to set up a clinic, get some information on what was actually going on casualty-wise out there.” 

“Is he a doctor?” Startled, Riv glanced up. 

“No, no, triage-cert only. It’s almost impossible to get doctors here. Except for idiots like me. And then they can’t get rid of us.”  Her voice held a trace of bitterness. “Not that they haven’t tried quite enthusiastically. I’m guessing that’s what happened to Pryce. There were refugees out of his territory, they had some pretty horrible stories. They had…they had seen Pryce tortured. They told us he was dead.” 

Riv looked away while Ella took a deep breath, visibly composing herself. He was pretty damn sure he didn’t want to hear any details, not if the retelling was affecting her this much. “That would explain the marks I’ve seen,” he said gruffly. 

“Do you think he’ll let me check him out? I’d like to make sure things are healing up the way they should be.” 
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“I honestly don’t know. Like I said before, he’s usually compliant, but I don’t know how he’ll react to you being so close.” The quirked smile was rueful. “We’ve been living practically on top of each other for a week now, and he still shies away  from me touching him.”  Being pulled from a night terror hardly constituted voluntary contact, and he doubted Ducks had even been aware he was clutching Riv’s hand as he jerked awake that night. 

Ella nodded and stood up, coming slowly around the desk to stop in front of Ducks. “They packed up all the scanners when they pulled out, so there’s not a lot I can do.” 

Riv thought for a second, then shrugged diffidently. “You could try talking to him, see if you get more of a response than me.” Far be it from him to suggest to someone else, and a doctor especially, how to do her job, but it just didn’t feel right talking about Ducks like he wasn’t even in the room. 

“Sorry.”  She looked immediately apologetic. “I’m still a little off-kilter.”  She knelt, deliberately keeping herself just below head  level, and Riv silently applauded her care at keeping a non-threatening stance. “Pryce? I need you to look at me.” 

The only response to the soft voice was a tensing of thin shoulders, and Riv felt his own tighten in response. At least she was keeping her hands to herself, safely in view. 

“Pryce, look at me please. I’m not going to hurt you.” 

Blue eyes slid sideways, everywhere but meeting her face, and the chair actually moved backwards an inch or so as he hunched lower in it. 

“Hey, Ducks, it’s okay.” He moved into view, cautiously catching the panicked gaze and then holding it. And while the tension didn’t completely disappear, it did ease slightly. 

“Ducks?” Ella spared a glance over her shoulder. 

Riv didn’t bother holding back the embarrassed grin. “The hair.” It had made complete sense at the time. Besides, there was nothing wrong with it sounding like an endearment. 

The spiky blond tufts earned a smile, and she nodded. “I can see that.”  She turned back. “Ducks?” 

While he still refused to meet her eyes, there was the unmistakable sense that he was listening this time, and Ella frowned in concentration. “Ducks, do you know who I am?” 

The silence stretched out for several long seconds, and Riv found himself actually leaning forward. 

The short, terse nod probably startled them both equally, and Ella’s explosive sigh was the first thing to break the silence. 

“That’s great, I’m so glad to hear that. I was afraid I hadn’t made that much of an impression on you.” 

Riv could sense the effort it was taking for her to keep her voice light and conversational, and he gave Ella a small grin. Hell, he was excited over the response, not having really expected one. 

“Okay, I need you to strip down to your skivvies, see how you’re doing.”  She stepped back a respectful distance, but the firm tone made it sound like a request she believed would be followed. And that would be the test. If Ducks was having one of his more lucid periods, she might actually get acquiescence. 
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For all the distance she’d stepped back, Ducks doubled it, backing up almost to the wall before slowly and obviously reluctantly pulling the borrowed shirt over his head. He stood still, material clutched in a white-knuckled grip. It did little to shield him though, and nothing to hide the mass of healing scar tissue, pink and raw-looking, that stretched across his chest. 

“Holy fuck.”  She hissed, eyes wide and horrified. Ella stretched out her hand and then dropped it instantly when Ducks made a small sound of distress, flinching away. 

“Believe it or not, but it actually looks better than it did.”  Riv wasn’t sure why he felt the need to apologize. He hadn’t hurt him, and he hadn’t been able to do much to help, but as the sane one in the pair, he still felt accountable. And it did look a hundred percent better. The burned areas had finally lost the dark puckered edges that had fairly screamed infection. With half his aid stations abandoned, he’d at least had plenty of drugs left to treat Ducks with. 

Composedly professional now, Ella smiled. “Just set it on the chair.” She waited for Ducks to set the shirt down, tightened lips the only outward sign of upset. “Great. Okay, pants too.” 

Pants were actually quicker to follow, dropped and stepped out of, anxiety still in every line of Ducks’ 

body. Riv paced the back of the room, nervously watching the interaction, afraid to get involved but equally afraid to leave. In a normal situation, he’d have no business sitting in on this, but he’d been watching out for Ducks, been responsible for him, and no matter how trustworthy or professional Ella was, he really didn’t want to desert the other man. 

“Gods, this is so inaccurate…”  She was obviously talking to herself now, and Riv stayed silent, watching.  “Even if there were broken bones, they’ll be healed enough now that simple movement won’t hurt. No obvious lumps though, that’s a good sign, so probably no compound fractures at least, arms or legs.” 

“General mobility never seemed to be a problem,” Riv offered cautiously. “I tried to watch for that. I was more worried about infection, but even that healed up pretty well.” 

Ella dropped back to perch on the edge of the desk, rubbing a hand across her eyes. “And let’s face it, that’s obviously not the main concern now. For the most part, he’s okay physically. He’s alive, and from what I’ve heard, that’s a fucking miracle. We can fix the little stuff. I just need to know what’s going on mentally.” 

“Yeah, I figured as much.” That was the crux of the issue. He spared a glance at the blond man, still standing passively, head down. “He’s not a child and I feel wrong every time I treat him like one.”  Riv stopped, searching for words. “And I hate talking about him like he isn’t even here, but I don’t know how much he  is. And not knowing him before…well, before whatever happened, I don’t even know how much of a difference we’re talking here.” 
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“Don’t worry.”  Ella’s voice was dry. “I have the basis for comparison. And given MedAid’s fairly strict requirements as well as my own experience, I feel comfortable stating that we’re looking at a substantial difference. I just need to know why.” 

The smack on the desk caused Riv and Ducks both to jump, and Ella shrugged apologetically. “Sorry. 

I’m just so damn frustrated. Are we looking at a head injury, brain damage of some kind? Are we looking at a traumatic reaction? Not that there’s a lot of options left here treatment-wise, but we’re talking the difference between surgery and anti-psychotic drugs. And that’s a pretty big difference.” 

She ducked her head to scowl fiercely at the floor, and Riv hid a grin. Not that it was funny, none of it was funny in the least. But she just seemed so…so offended somehow. How dare there be a medical issue she couldn’t immediately diagnose, treat and prescribe for? It reminded him of Del at her finest, and he wondered for a second if it was purely a healer thing. 

“Pryce, go ahead and get dressed.” 

The lack of reaction wasn’t unexpected, but Ella’s response was. Almost immediately, she corrected herself.  “Ducks, you can get dressed now. I’m all finished.”  And when he bent to pick up the pants, she nodded to herself. 

Ducks stumbled slightly stepping into one of the legs, and Riv found himself reaching out a hand without thinking. And then almost fell himself when it was accepted. Only a brief second before Ducks pulled back, but it had been accepted. 

Ella pinched the bridge of her nose and shook her head. “Pryce is a friend. I owe him something, some help. Help getting himself back. We’re going to have to get him off-world.”  This last was said decisively. “We could hypothesize until the whole planet disintegrates around us, but without a fully staffed hospital, it’s all just useless speculation.” 

“Is MedAid even still in system, if they’ve pulled out?” 

Ella barked a laugh, sitting on the edge of her desk. Stripped of the veneer of professionalism she’d adopted during the exam, she looked scared and tired, defeated in a way that Riv was unfortunately used to seeing in relief workers. “They’re here. I know at least one fully staffed evac rig is up there, floating just outside planetary space. They’re waiting for the fall, and then they’ll come back and do what they can to help whoever lives through it.” 

Riv nodded, glancing at Ducks, fully dressed again and sitting still and removed from their conversation. Used to the signs now, Riv could see that he’d gone off to more hospitable mental climes. 

“Will they send a pick-up shuttle for an employee?” 

“They won’t have to. We can get him on the last med shuttle out, if we can make it across the city to the shipyards. They’re still letting MedAid transport out patients who were already under our— their care, before the executions started. My husband can help us get him there.” She looked at Riv sharply, and he tried not to flinch. “And you have to call up to ReliefCorp. They’ll get you out. They’ve got more leeway 

 

www.samhainpublishing.com 

29 



 S. Reesa Herberth and Michelle Moore 

than MedAid right now, so they still have shuttles passing back and forth daily. Doesn’t do any good to have a revolution if everyone starves to death in the meantime, I guess.” 

Riv looked at Ducks again, trying to see anything like a spark of recognition, but there was nothing. 

He turned back to Ella, nodding. 

“Let’s get him out of here.” 
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Chapter Four 

Riv was in  his bunk, arms bent behind his head,  when the first beep came, and he almost  missed it below the strong current of the music he was playing. Turned away from his screen, he nearly jumped out of his skin when the generic male comm voice spoke up. “Pryce Markham requests a conversation.” 

“How are you?” The voice coming across the connection flowed smoothly enough, but the perfectly flat note to each word, as though they’d all been recorded separately and strung together like beads on a necklace, made it obvious that it was another computer generation. It was both a thrill and a disappointment, knowing that Ducks wanted to talk, but still had to use help to do it. 

“I’m great, even better now. It’s so great to see you again.” Riv  didn’t add that the last time he’d heard from Ducks in any capacity had been three months back, in a message that he still read every few days. He hadn’t been expecting the newsy letter that read like a missive from summer camp, full of the truths of slow recovery and a sarcastic humor that conveyed all too well in the written form. 

Crossing his legs, he settled more comfortably on the bunk. “Bin, that’s the captain, has been working our asses off. His wife, Del, is off visiting her brother, so the old bastard has been on a tear. Figures if he has to suffer, all of us need to suffer.  I think he’s still trying to make me regret taking that month with ReliefCorp.” 

“So you didn’t go back to it after Maltana?” 

“No.” Ducks didn’t seem to be accusing, but Riv still felt almost guilty over the admission. “After your friend, Ella, and I got you to the spaceport, I barely made the last of the ReliefCorp shuttles. I spent another ten-day on one of their cruisers, helping sort out refugees, but by that point it was pretty clear they were off Maltana for the foreseeable future. I figured I should get back to work.” 

Ducks’  smile widened. “You don’t look any worse for wear.  Are you sure your captain is working you hard enough?” 

“What can I say? My good looks come out under pressure.” He was inordinately pleased, to the point of an almost painfully broad grin, at the conversation. Ducks had sought him out. After the lack of reply to his own letter, he wasn’t sure if he’d ever hear from him again. 

Ducks looked down quickly, but he didn’t type anything for a few seconds.  “I’ve missed hearing you.” 

“I’ve missed babbling incessantly at you. Funny thing, nobody on my crew here seems to like it as much.” 
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It got him a smile, and Riv relaxed a little. 

“I’m guessing that they’d like to get a word in edgewise. Not so much a problem for me.” Ducks smirked at Riv, who could only laugh in return. “It’s weird to hear this thing talking for me. It doesn’t sound anything like me, you know. Wonder if it’s even a real voice?” 

“Are you kidding? The guy who sold his voice for this program is living fat and happy in Napolom by now. You want me to turn it off? I can read your typing on the screen.” He got up from the bed, reaching for his notebook to change his settings. 

“I kind of remember my voice now, sometimes…yeah. If you don’t mind, I mean. Until I can talk for myself it seems weird to borrow someone else’s voice.” 

“No,  of course I don’t mind. Rather wait to hear your voice.”  Riv winced. Shit, there    was a conversational flow that needed to be diverted. It was entirely too easy to fall into that pattern with Ducks, and he didn’t know if that was ever going to be an option. 

 Thanks.  He reached for something out of sight, and Riv tried not to be fascinated by the line of his throat when he took a long swallow. 

“Ping! I love that stuff.” The sudden craving for it made his mouth water. 

 Maybe I could mail you a case. There seems to be a lot of it here. I forgot it’s bottled on Karibee. 

“Yeah, that’s us. Extra fizzy soda, mud and class conflict. Nice beaches too.” 

 And cute accents. Ducks gave him a quick smile, pushing hair out of his eyes.   It’s okay here. Thanks for talking them into having me sent to Karibee. I wish I could get past this, but in the meantime, it’s not a bad place to be.   He held up the bottle with that same smile.  Like you said, there’s beaches, and the cafeteria is open all the time. 

“I always heard good things about the hospital there. Nine out of ten  voices in my head agreed that it’s a nice place.” Riv waggled his eyebrows in what he knew was a ridiculous fashion, earning the same in return. He didn’t bother to mention that his father had always spoken highly of the doctors, since it wasn’t really a selling point for him. 

 I should go have some dinner soon. Somebody told me it was fresh fish tonight. They get all antsy at me if I don’t feel like eating, so I guess I’d better not skip out on it. 

“And here I am, looking forward to a reconned dinner and some weak tea.” It was actually pretty easy to look sad over the state of his dinner, especially since he hadn’t had fresh fish in months. 

 I should let you get to that gourmet feast. But maybe we could do this again? 

“Yeah, I’d like that. Gives the crew a break from listening to me, at least until you start complaining. 

And then I guess I’ll just talk to the walls.” He tried for a properly self-pitying expression. 

 Do that and you’ll end up here with me. 

Riv glanced between the typed words and Ducks’ face, unsure how to react to the statement. Mentions of his imaginary  voices aside, was it okay to joke about the fact that Ducks, willingly or not, was in a 32 
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psychiatric facility? It wouldn’t be his first choice of a place to spend a month. Or five. The idea actually scared him more than a little, if he was honest. 

 Hey, it could be worse. I could be playing piano in a bar in the middle of the jungle, right? 

Riv laughed quietly. “Yeah, I guess so.” Some of the tension uncoiled in his neck, and he was grateful for the respite. “It’s… You’re okay, right?” 

Ducks settled back in his chair, an odd expression on his face, as if he hadn’t really considered the idea until just then. His mouth quirked, and the soft sigh carried over the channel.   I’m okay. Don’t worry about me. I’m good, getting to see you again. Go eat your dinner. 

“Thanks. Want to try again tomorrow?” 

 I’ll try to clear a spot in my busy schedule.  He waved, grinning, and the screen blinked out. 

 

 

The first weeks after Ducks contacted him again sped by, and Riv forgot sometimes that Ducks was still technically ill. He didn’t check out of life anymore, something he’d told Riv himself, and even without the inflection he was proving to be a funny, sarcastic man, with a good knack for shutting Riv up when he needed to. They talked every few cycles at first, then every evening, a cause for much eye rolling amongst the crew of the  Melisande. 

He wasn’t sure exactly when it happened, when he realized that there was more to it than wanting to check in on a friend, but he could remember exactly when he saw the interest returned. The slow smile that had crept across Pryce’s face, the way he’d hovered his fingers over the keyboard, tapping the keys lightly enough that they clicked, but nothing appeared on the screen. Riv started to say something, not really knowing what he’d be apologizing for, but he cut himself off when a flurry of words started across the screen. 

 You’re really kind of ridiculously cute when you’re nervous, you know? 

He hadn’t, actually, but the softly fond look was worth any amount of embarrassment, and for a change it was Riv who ducked his head. When he turned back, he was met with a grin, and they went on talking about something else, but for the rest of the conversation he kept losing track of himself, wrapped up in the memory of that moment. 

“This seems to be for you.”  Del dropped the box on the galley table next to Riv, and stood back, hands on her hips. “Got yourself a secret admirer on Karibee I hear.” 

“Oh yeah? Where did you hear that?” Riv stirred his coffee, feigning indifference. He was dying to dig into the package, but damned if he’d give Del that satisfaction. 

“I had the unfortunate luck to be with Bin when the latest vid charges came in last night. I’m surprised you didn’t hear the yelling. Most of them seemed to be from Karibee. And then I just happened to notice the return address on this when the station depot gave it to us…” She gestured towards the box. 
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Riv grunted. “Bin’s a cheap bastard. Besides, he  knows I always pay my own bills. What’s he complaining about?” He hid a grin with one hand as Del practically bounced on the balls of her feet with impatience. 

When he didn’t say anything further, she pulled out a chair and plopped down. “He likes to complain but aren’t you going to open that?”  The words all ran together, and she propped her chin in her palm, apparently willing to wait him out. 

“Why’re you so interested?” 

Del had the grace to look disconcerted for a moment, and then she shrugged with a quick laugh. “I’m nosy, you know that. Besides, I’ve just seen Den and spent a hellishly long week trapped in their black-hole threesome of domestic bliss.” 

Something of his grief must have shown in his face despite his best attempts to hide it, because Del bit her lip. “Shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean… I shouldn’t have said anything.” 

Riv forced a smile, lips twisting wryly. “No need to apologize, I promise I’m not a fragile little flower.” 

“No, I suppose not. Neither you or me, really. Lucky for us.” She tossed her head, hair flying about in an explosion of red curls. “Not that it matters. I wouldn’t trade Bin for all the credits in the ’verse.” 

Jealousy didn’t sit well on either of them, although he was fairly sure that Del’s had more to do with the fact that  she’d been passed over for the current Mrs. Lewis Jacquard than anything else. Stung pride rather than his more mundane broken heart. “Your brother with Lew  and  a girl. Who would ever have thought?” 

Del giggled, her expression lightening. “I really don’t need to think about that. I didn’t need to see it either. Why do you think I cut my visit to a ten-day?” 

“Right. So you’re just hoping I’ll share some story of depraved sex and unrequited love and erase all that from your mind.” 

“Sure, something like that.  And the opportunity to tell Denny that you’ve fucked everything cute between Malakeirn and Giverne.” Her grin was wicked and toothy. 

Riv blinked. “Damn,  woman, I didn’t know you had that viciousness in you. Although if he’s that ecstatically happy, is he going to care?”  Gods help him for the shallow and petty wish washing through him, but he did hope that Den would care. That was a broken heart that still hadn’t completely healed, and being on board a ship with Den’s twin sister didn’t always help the process. 

“A little jealousy would be good for him. He’ll get too complacent otherwise, what with Lew and Jess both mooning about over him.” 

“Because jealousy’s always been so enlightening to me.”  He sighed, honesty slipping out before he could stop it. “I hope he’s happy, I really do. But fuck, I miss him, Del.” 
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The hand brushing through his hair caught him by surprise. Del had changed more than any of them over the intervening years. The tightly zealous care she’d lavished on Denny had matured and expanded. 

Watching her in action at the orphanages she’d helped found was a lesson in both compassion and strength. 

She laughed ruefully. “Yeah, me too. I don’t hate Jess. And I actually still like Lew. You know, in a completely nonsexual way now.” 

“I don’t  dislike him…” 

“No, of course not. I don’t doubt that the two of you will be drinking buddies the next time you meet, and fuck buddies the time after that. Now shut up and tell me who’s sending you presents from Karibee.” 

“Could be my mum. She still likes to send me cookies.”  He grinned at her amiably, fingers laced together in front of him. 

“It’s too heavy to be cookies. Open the fucking box!”  Del reached into her impossibly tight  and alarmingly low-slung pants and pulled out a pocket knife, slapping it down on the top of the carton. 

“I don’t know. Could be more of those batik boxers she sent me. I wouldn’t want to be accused of flirting with the captain’s wife…”  Fearing imminent dismemberment, he unfolded the blade as he teased her and slid it through the packing tape. Inside the box were a half-dozen well-padded bundles. He sliced one open, unrolling layers of bubble wrap before setting the bottle carefully on the table. He was pretty sure that Del hadn’t missed the rather dopey smile he knew he’d cracked, but she chose not to say anything just then. 

“Oh, it’s that god-awful fizzy stuff you used to bribe Denny with. Why the hell would your mom send you  that? Doesn’t she care about your teeth at all?” 

“Not from her. It’s from Pryce. Ducks.” Yes. Dopey smile, firmly planted on his face. 

“Ducks. The guy you found on Maltana? You’re still in touch with him?” 

“Right. Like it’s not common knowledge.” He rolled his eyes. “You can’t tell me that you’re that out of the loop.” 

Del laughed. “Hey, you can’t blame me for trying. I was hoping you’d let something slip. You know, and give me the gossip coup of the month.”  She grabbed a piece of the bubble wrap, absentmindedly popping three or four bubbles in a row. “You’ve been kind of secretive about this guy. We’re curious. 

Well, I’m  curious. Bin’s foaming at the mouth, wondering if you’re going to up and disappear on him again, going after this Ducks person.” 

So yeah, his love life had always been pretty much an open book on the  Melisande. Mainly because a lot of it occurred on the  Mel. And it wasn’t that he was that embarrassed about his relationship with Ducks. 

No, more a matter of not having a clue as to what that relationship actually was. And if he couldn’t accurately describe it to himself, there was no way in hell he was explaining it to anyone else. 

Riv sighed. “I’m not going to go running off. He’s still in a facility on Karibee for the foreseeable future. We vid each other. A lot.” 
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“And?” 

“And what? That’s about it.” 

“And, are you going to go visit him? And, is he getting better? And, are you madly in love?” For a second he could see her as the teenage girl he’d first come to know, and her barely hidden giggle did little to put aside the image. 

He shrugged, getting up from the table to refill his mug of tea from the pot he’d set on the counter. 

“You’ve seemed better since you came back,”  she said quietly, and he let her go on as he spooned some sugar into the cup. “Like you’ve finally forgiven yourself for what happened. And maybe like you’re waiting for something, but nobody can figure out what. Bin thinks you’re going to leave us for ReliefCorp permanently.” 

“I’m not,” he told her as he sat back down, offering her the mug he’d fixed without her requesting it. 

She drank coffee with Bin, but with him it was tea, and she seemed to enjoy the different blends he ordered. 

He’d been amused to realize that he was the closest thing she had to a girlfriend. “I’m not leaving, but I don’t exactly feel like I’m all here, either.” 

“So is part of you on Karibee?” 

“Hell if I know.” 

When he didn’t say anything else, Del scowled. “You’re not going to leave it like that, are you?” she demanded. “You need to be completely someplace, Riv, and you just admitted that it’s not here.” 

“Are you trying to get Bin to kick my ass? Because I’m not above telling him that you told me to leave.” He grinned at her annoyed huff and slouched deeper into his chair. Damned if he was going to give her credit for saying out loud what he’d been thinking for the last few weeks. Did he need to leave? 

She was suddenly pacing the small galley, table to counter and then behind him so that he had to crane his neck to keep her in view. “We’ve  got a lot more in common than you might think,  Riv.”  He winced as she clenched her hands together, knuckles white.  “Did Bin ever tell you  why Den and I  were looking to get off-world when he picked us up? Because I’m going to guess Denny didn’t.” 

Den’s face as he’d first seen him, bruised, painfully thin and unmistakably terrified, flashed through his mind. Riv had never asked—it was Den’s story to tell or not. But then again, it had been obvious enough that someone had abused the kid. Later on had come the story of a childhood lost, of ignorant, superstitious relatives on a backwater planet. Hard to see how Del’s question connected with any of that right now though, but he was willing to play along. “Don’t think he ever did, now that you mention it. I kind of wondered how Bin ended up with a couple of scruffy planetside runaways.” 

“I killed someone.”  The words were offered in a completely inflectionless voice. “The man—” She cut herself off. “The  priest who hurt Denny so bad. He would’ve killed him, would’ve fucking beat him to death if I hadn’t…stopped him.” Del paused next to his chair, and although she was standing still, he could see the tension thrumming through her body. “We both killed somebody for Den.” 

36 

www.samhainpublishing.com 

 



 The Balance of Silence 

Riv grabbed her hands, unclenching one fist and then the other, and rubbing at the half-moon holes she’d left in her palms. “Shit, Del, I had no idea.” He swallowed hard. “A priest?” 

“You know how they feel on Camargue about people who are different.” Her voice gave the word a particularly ugly twist. “Who else would deal with something evil besides the church? Our aunt certainly didn’t want the taint on her family.” 

“Denny’s not evil,” he protested, sick at the thought of a couple of kids being tortured for something the rest of the empire accepted as merely unusual. 

“Yeah, well, he’s not normal either. Normal people don’t talk to the dead.” 

It wasn’t the time to rehash their old argument. Her prejudices were based on her upbringing, and there was no way around that, despite the fact that those same prejudices made her constantly fear for her twin as well as deny her own particular talents. 

She smiled fiercely, a savage baring of teeth. “And now you’re wondering what the fuck this has to do with anything. It’s just that it was obviously a catalyst in your life as much as it was in mine. Something you’ve suffered for.”  He started to protest, but she kept on relentlessly. “You’re getting better, and obviously something’s been a catalyst for that. This Ducks person. Don’t waste that.” 

 

 

 I thought it would come back in a crisis. I really hoped it would. That I’d just snap back to who I was. 

Riv  let Ducks keep typing, resettling himself on his bed to ease the ache in his neck. It had been a long day in the pit, and he seemed to have spent most of it twisted at odd angles. He’d come back to his room after a quick shower and found the waiting vid request, and all his good intentions of an early sleep cycle had vanished. They’d been talking for hours, and he didn’t want to say good night until Pryce was ready to go. 

 If I never find my voice again, I guess I could always become a really gifted mime. 

Riv snorted a laugh to match the humor he saw on the screen, but he couldn’t help feeling unreasonably morose over the idea of never hearing his name come from the mouth that still managed to convey so many emotions, even without a sound. 

 You look like I kicked your puppy. 

That jerked him out of it, and he forced a smile. “Sorry. It was a long day. Don’t mean to be a downer. 

I just think you deserve so much better than that.” And as soon as he said it, as soon as he saw the confused and slightly worried look on Ducks’ face, he wished he’d gone to bed after all. “I’m sorry. I—” 

 The thing is, Riv, even if my voice comes back, it doesn’t mean I’ll be normal again. I might never be all better. I still can’t stand people touching me, unless I know them, and I brace myself for it, or unless I’m so used to them that they don’t scare me anymore. And whatever you think I deserve…Riv…fuck.  He got up suddenly, disappearing from the camera entirely, only to come back into view at the far side of the room, 
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pacing with his arms wrapped around his chest. Riv sat up, ignoring the painful cramp in his shoulder and leaning closer to his vid screen. 

“Pryce, I’m sorry. Damn, I should just shut up sometimes. I’m sorry. I have no fucking right to say anything like that to you, to push you into anything.” 

Ducks looked over at him, shaking his head, and his mouth moved for a second before his frustrated resignation drove him back to the keyboard. 

 You didn’t do anything wrong.  A beat, with Riv leaning on the edge of the table under his screen like it was holding him up entirely, and Pryce’s fingers brushing the keys but not exerting any pressure, leaving them as mute as he was.   Riv, what do you want from me? 

He could deny it, or change the subject, but an honest question deserved better than that. 

“I want whatever you think you can give me. I care about you.” 

This time the silence dragged on for almost a minute, a long painful grind of time where Ducks refused to meet his eyes. And when he finally began typing, his gaze never left the keyboard.  What if I don’t know what I can give you? I’m not who I was. But I don’t know if I’ve changed that much.  The pause was interminable, his fingers immobile on the keyboard.  I was never much for guys, I mean, beyond a passing interest. I don’t know if that’s different now, because of this, or because it’s YOU… 

Children’s rhymes be damned, words did hurt, hurt plenty. In the gut, in the heart, a great solid blow that felt amazingly physical. Riv gritted his teeth and forced something approaching a shrug. 

But Ducks was still typing.  I said I don’t KNOW.  He looked up, but it was Riv who had to look away this time, unable to meet the anguished expression.  The doctors here have said I won’t ever be the same person, that trauma is like a head injury, it changes the actual shape of the brain. So I’ll never be who I was. But I don’t know who I AM.  

He wasn’t sure if the small distressed sound came from his throat or Ducks’. Riv swallowed hard. “So what do you want from me?” 

The weak smile was at least that, and Ducks shrugged helplessly.  Come here and help me find out?  

“I’m not sure I should,” Riv said softly. “Because what I want, what I really want, it isn’t friendship. 

I’m not sure I can keep that out of how I act around you.” Kicking the chair next to him out from under the table, he sat down in a defeated sprawl, tipping his head over the back and rubbing the bridge of his nose while he listened to the clatter of fingers over the keyboard. When he looked up, the text splashed across his screen was enough to make him blink. 

 I’m not asking you to. But what happens if it turns out that I’m not wired that way? I never really was before, but you… There’s something about you and I. 

“Then you’ll at least know that much about yourself.” 

 What about you? 

38 

www.samhainpublishing.com 

 



 The Balance of Silence 

Riv grinned wryly. “I’ll be disappointed. Really disappointed. But I’ll survive. Besides, it won’t be the first time I’ve mistakenly hit on a straight guy.” Okay, so that part was a lie. He could in all honesty say that he’d never hit on anyone who didn’t return the interest, but if it made Ducks feel better… 

The hope in the blue eyes meeting his was painfully intense.  So you’ll come here?  

“Of course.” 
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Chapter Five 

“Vid me if you need to talk, okay?” Del whispered in Riv’s ear as she gave him a hug goodbye. He had to practically bend in half to reach her, but he managed an extra squeeze of thanks. 

“Enjoy the beach, hot stuff. Try not to burn your nose again.” He hefted his duffel and sauntered away from the rest of the crew as they fell to arguing over whether to eat or hit the beach first. Del had trembled her lip at Bin when she’d heard that Riv was taking leave to see his mum on Karibee, and now they were all docking for the weekend. He was still smirking over Bin’s choice of an alarmingly loud floral shirt. 

The tram ride to the facility was quiet, a mercy from his rather loquacious countrymen, and when he got off at his stop he was pleased to find the streets cleaner than he remembered, and fewer bars on the windows. 

“Hello. Can I help ya?” the nurse asked. 

“Yes, I’m here to see Pryce Markham.” 

She glanced down at her notebook, frowning slightly. “Is he a doctor or a patient?” 

“Oh. Um, patient.” Riv winced. He’d never even thought about having to make the distinction. That, and it still didn’t seem right that Ducks was a patient at this facility, well-respected as it was. It implied that there was something wrong with him, that he needed to  be somewhere. 

“Yes, here he is.” Briskly businesslike now, she tapped the screen, waiting for a sheet of paper to slide out of the printer before pushing it across the counter to Riv. “He’s in the south wing, room 296.”  She traced the path with a finger. “You need to go out the main doors at the end of the lobby and cross the courtyard. His room is towards the back of the building. It should take you about ten minutes.” 

Riv accepted the map with a smile. “Thank you for your help.” 

The walk was every bit of ten minutes, and seemed longer, a fact not helped by his feet slowing and almost stopping as he reached the far building. He was terrified, stupidly insanely terrified. Suddenly, seeing Ducks seemed like the hardest thing he’d ever tried to do. 

He took a moment, standing there in the brightly lit courtyard. In and out, deep breaths, and he nearly jumped out of his skin when he felt a hand on his shoulder. It  was pulled back, and he turned to find himself face to face with Ducks, smiling tentatively. He pulled a  notebook  from his pocket, scrawling a message on the screen quickly. 

 I thought I was supposed to be the jumpy one. 
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Riv laughed, and then it was easier, at least a little. He still didn’t know what to do next, but he held his hand out and was surprised when he was pulled into a hug instead. There was more of Pryce than there had been, a sturdiness that had been missing before, and the hand that rested on his back wasn’t shy about rubbing slow circles in the fabric of his shirt. 

“Hey there,” he said softly into the bend of Ducks’ neck. 

He really shouldn’t be able to feel the smile. A second or two more and Ducks pulled back, and sure enough, there it was.  Thank you for coming.  

“Of course. But you might not be thanking me later.”  Riv waited until Ducks lifted an eyebrow in query and grinned. “I had a promise bullied out of me that if I could break you out of here for a few hours, I have to take you to meet Del.” 

That earned a worried frown, and Riv silently groaned. His mouth constantly ran away with itself. 

“Only if you want to, that is. She’s persistent, but she’ll survive the disappointment if you don’t feel up to it.”  Taking a chance that almost froze him with indecision, he reached out  and dropped an arm around Ducks’  shoulders. When the gesture wasn’t shrugged away, he leaned in.  “Besides, my mum’s having everyone to stay. She’ll keep Del busy enough that she wouldn’t be able to miss you.” 

Not only was his arm not shrugged away, but the other man carefully maneuvered his pad in order to write without dislodging Riv.  Is that a bad thing?  

“A bad thing?”  Riv laughed, shaking his head. “Depends on what you consider bad. Mum’s like me…only a hundred times more so. Still the only person in the ’verse who can outtalk me. Del will have her hands full.” He rolled his eyes. “And Bin won’t know what hit him.” 

 At least nobody would notice that I wasn’t contributing much.  Ducks cleared the screen, and not wanting to push, Riv moved a little out of his personal space, picking up his bag again and looking around them. 

“Is there someplace I can leave this?” 

 We can go back to my room.   Ducks was a quick hand with his pad and stylus, and his neat handwriting was as close to a voice as he could expect. The amused embarrassment involved in trying not to read anything into it, when really that was all he  could do, didn’t make the situation that much easier. 

Riv whistled softly as Ducks ushered him in the door and then stood back. “Not bad accommodations. 

Sure beats my bunk on the  Mel.”  He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting…some dark, dank hole that more resembled a prison cell? But this room was spacious and bright, if austerely furnished. A single bed—noted with a wry pang of shamefully acknowledged disappointment—a dresser and a  chair, over-stuffed and comfortable looking. 

 Nothing fancy, but we’re supposed to be concentrating on other things while we’re here. 

It was amazing how quickly he was getting used to glancing at Ducks for his answers. He’d still rather hear a voice, but this would do for the time. “Attaining a higher level of consciousness and purity?” 
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The blond man grinned.  Something like that.  He dropped easily onto the bed and gestured towards the chair with his chin.  So sit down and tell me about this entourage you brought with you.  

“Entourage?” Riv laughed. “Damn, I would never be able to spell that.” 

 Lucky for me I have the spelling gene, huh? 

“Is that a gene? I thought it was just paying attention in Language Arts. Now I don’t have to feel like such a failure.” He dropped his bag at the foot of the bed and sat gingerly on the edge, looking around one more time.  “They’re my crew. Bin’s crew, really. Del is his wife, and she works with orphanages. Then there’s Marc and Bird, who work in the mech pit  with me. And me, destined to be sleeping in the same room I had when I was six, squashed up into a tiny little bed shaped like a boat.” 

 Homey.  The soft laugh sent a shiver down to the pit of Riv’s stomach, and he grinned back. 

“Yeah. Especially with my mum offering Del advice on how to get pregnant. That should go over well.” 

 Is she trying to get pregnant?  Ducks’ expression was slightly bemused. 

“Not a chance.  And even if she was, Mum’s herbal concoctions, besides tasting like complete shit, would not be a welcome solution.” 

Pulling one knee up to his chin and wrapping an arm around the leg, Ducks rested the pad on the bed to write with the other hand.  Funny. I thought it took something besides herbs to get pregnant. I guess I’ve been out of touch.  

Riv snickered. “Times change, my friend. We don’t need to rely on such base, crude things anymore.” 

 You make base and crude sound like a bad thing. And I don’t remember it being BAD.  

It was amazing to see the same loopy smile on his face mirrored on Ducks’. Now if  only he could count on it being for the same reason. “No, no, you misjudge me. Not bad at all. I’m a fan, a huge fan.” 

Ducks was the first to break the shared glance, face pinking up faintly as he stared down at the bed. 

He fiddled with the stylus for a moment, long fingers moving nervously. Riv bit viciously at his lip, the apology already welling up in his throat when Ducks started to write. 

 I’m not running out of the room screaming. 

Riv jerked up, seeking out the other man’s face. The hesitant grin did a world of wonder in slowing down his racing heart, and he took a shaky breath. “That’s good, right?” 

 It’s good. But I think I need a break. Are you hungry? I can show you the cafeteria. Buy you a Ping? 

“That sounds great.” He stood, hesitated for just a second, and offered Ducks his hand. When it was accepted, he grinned, pulling him to his feet.  “Drank everything you sent me the very first day. Del says she’s holding you personally responsible if all my teeth rot out.” 

Ducks shrugged nonchalantly, making no attempt to hide his laugh.  I hardly think you can blame your dental hygiene problems on me.  
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“Try telling Del that,”  Riv said morosely. “Come up on her bad side and you’ll change your mind quick enough.” 

 Maybe we could hold off a few days before I meet her.  And it wasn’t really a joke, Riv knew when he looked over. 

“You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”  He rested his hand on the slightly stooped shoulder next to him briefly as they crossed the landscaped courtyard. “Besides, who says I want to share?” 

 I don’t want to disappoint you.   Ducks  led  them into the cafeteria,  effectively cutting short anything else Riv might have said. Del had a way with the injured that had nothing to do with bedside manner, and in the back of his mind, he was clinging to the long shot that she’d be able to do something for Pryce. Of course, to help him, she’d have to touch him, and he wasn’t sure that was going to happen. 

They garnered few looks from the other patrons in the cafeteria, and even less interest, something Riv found himself grateful for. But for all of that, the woman behind the counter recognized Ducks, giving him a friendly smile and a wave. 

“Hello, Mr. Markham. Here for a soda, I’m guessing. And just in case you’re interested, there’s fresh berry tart, still warm.” 

Ducks grinned and nodded, holding up two fingers. 

“Right you are then, step down to the end and I’ll have that in just a jiffy.” 

The tart was everything promised and then some, and Riv found himself scraping the plate and then glancing back over his shoulder rather longingly. The tap on his shoulder brought him back. 

 See why I’ve gained so much weight since I got here? The food’s incredible.  

“No kidding. Think I could move in for awhile? It would make my mum happy, me being back home. 

And it would definitely make me happy, not having to eat her cooking.” 

Setting his fork on the table, Ducks laughed and shook his head.  I don’t think your mother would be happy at you being in a rehab center, even if it was only for the food.  

Riv propped both elbows on the table, leaning forward with a sigh. “It would be worth it. Besides, I could come up with a reason for being here. Do they take you for addictions? I could develop one for gambling. Drugs? Alcohol? Sex? Personality disorder? What about all of the above?” 

If anything, Ducks laughed harder, hand shaking with the force of it, impeccable handwriting wavering across the pad.  Maybe you should just stick with the food. The rest of it seems kind of scary. I might have to ask you to leave.  

“Ah, Pryce, is this  your visitor?” The unexpected voice caused them both to spin around to see the elderly doctor, hands stuffed comfortably in the pockets of his white lab coat, smiling amiably at both of them. 
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Forcing himself to stay in his seat, Riv let Ducks take the lead. He wasn’t going to step on his feet, not by jumping in and introducing himself. He wouldn’t do it to a friend who could talk for himself and he wouldn’t do it to Ducks. 

 This is Riv. The man who single-handedly got me safely off Maltana. Riv, this is Dr. Terrell.  

“Single-handedly?”  Riv shrugged uncomfortably, more than a little  embarrassed. And pleased, although that one was harder to admit, if only because it sounded conceited. “I wouldn’t exactly say that.” 

“Modest   and  helpful, I see.” Dr. Terrell smiled benevolently, and  Riv felt himself flush under the assessing gaze, unsure if he was hearing sarcasm or not. 

“I did what I could. I’m just glad Du—ah, Pryce, is doing so well.” 

“He’s making great strides,” the doctor said, taking a moment to clap the patient in question on the shoulder. “I do wonder though, if you have a moment during your visit, if you might be willing to enlighten me with details that Pryce may not recall.” 

“I suppose I could do that. There’s probably not a whole lot to tell, though.” Somehow, the thought of being alone with this man, doctor or no doctor, wasn’t particularly comfortable. 

“Oh, it will be fine. I’m sure you remember much more than you think you do. And that will help Pryce along with his recovery.”  Dr. Terrell didn’t elaborate, and Riv wondered in a rather disgruntled fashion if he was using it as a guilt motivator. “Pryce will show you to my office. Tomorrow, let’s say? I have an opening in my afternoon schedule.” 

He didn’t wait for an answer, offering them both a wave before disappearing across the huge cafeteria without a backwards glance. 

“He’s a little…” Riv paused, trying to come up with some sort of a neutral word. 

 Overbearing?  Pryce grimaced. 

“Yeah, that’s a good description. Do you, uh, like him?” Riv asked cautiously. 

The wry shrug spoke volumes.  He’s okay, I guess. Maybe I was expecting too much out of being here. 

 Somebody to fix me, make everything all right again.  Pryce toyed with his fork and shrugged again.  I’m not a fan of psychological mumbo jumbo. Don’t get why I have to answer questions. The doctors are supposed to be doing that FOR me.  

“Oh, but good health comes from within,” Riv joked back in a mimic of his mother’s voice. “Ya got to live healthy to be healthy.” His own accent, once as broad and recognizable as hers, had faded over the years. Ship to ship, port to port, he left a little more of it behind with every stop, but he could still call it up if he needed to. 

Ducks rolled his eyes, but he was smiling again, and that was good enough. 

“When I have to fix something in the engine, I don’t just go wading into the pit and pull parts out until I find what’s broken. I run diagnostics, and look at her performance, and try to get clues from the things she’s telling me. Sometimes I don’t ask the right questions, and I still wind up elbow deep in grease for no 44 
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reason, but if I didn’t know anything about the problem to begin with, I wouldn’t know how to start working on it.” 

 Thanks. Makes me feel so much better being compared to an engine. Maybe you can suggest some diagnostic specs to Terrell. Speed this process up.  

Riv snickered. “Yeah, I’ll do that tomorrow, during our personal meeting.” He shifted uncomfortably in the chair. “What the hell d’you suppose he wants?” 

Shaking his head, Ducks smiled innocently.  No idea. Maybe he thinks you’re cute.  

Horrified,  Riv  sat up abruptly. “That’s not funny. You don’t think that’s it, do you? This…this is about you, not me. Besides, I don’t like doctors.” He shuddered. “At all.” 

 Coming from the person who just saw fit to lecture ME.  

“I didn’t lecture you.” He was hurt, at least until he saw the teasing smirk. 

 No, of course not. You just explained things for a really long time, without letting me interrupt you.  

“Ha ha,” Riv said with an overblown sigh. “I see my wisdom is lost on you.” 

 Wisdom. Right. That’s what you’re calling it.  

“Hmmph.”  He licked the last of the tart from his spoon, enjoying the fading taste of berries on his tongue with half-lidded delight. When he opened his eyes fully, Ducks was staring at him with a peculiar expression. “What’s the matter?” 

 Nothing.  

“You’re just making fun of me because I’m a pig. You’re not fooling me.”  Riv  waggled the spoon accusingly, poking the air in front of him to emphasize his point. 

 I’m pretty sure I want to kiss you. I’m just not sure how it makes me feel.  His face matched his words, anticipation and uncertainty in equal parts reflected in his expression. 

“Oh,” said Riv. “Well…if you want to find out, I’m willing to be an experiment.” Right, because it certainly wasn’t what he’d been hoping for, not at all. Kissing Ducks had  never  been high on his list of things to accomplish. Only like number two. 

It was probably safe to say that they didn’t exactly run back to Ducks’ room, and although it took a great bit of effort on Riv’s part, he didn’t dance up and down in front of the other man trying to hustle him along, but they were at the door a good deal quicker than he could have ever hoped. Because riding along at the back of his mind was the chilling fear that if given enough time, say more than twenty seconds or so, that someone would change his mind. And it wouldn’t be Riv. 

The room seemed much smaller this time, Ducks motioning Riv in first, and then standing hesitantly against the wall, hands at his side, stylus still. 

“Are you…? Uh, do you still feel the same way about that, uh, that kiss?” He hated to ask, afraid that the fact that Ducks wasn’t meeting his eyes was a very bad sign. Hated it almost as much as he hated 
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feeling like an awkward adolescent about to get his first piece of action. No one should be forced to repeat their teenage years. 

Ducks smiled, a shy tentative smile that sent Riv’s heart lurching down to his stomach, again in a manner eerily reminiscent of first love.  Yeah, I’m pretty sure I do. You still want to be an experiment?  

“More than you can imagine.”  The words came out a good deal stronger than he’d expected, and Ducks laughed before turning to set the pad on the dresser. When he looked back up, he shrugged ruefully, hands outstretched and empty. 

“It’s okay, we can keep the conversation to a minimum.”  Riv  would never have thought a planned kiss could be so intimidating. He wanted to keep talking, if only to cover the fact that he was nervous as hell. And yet if he kept talking, there wouldn’t be much in the way of kissing going on, and he wanted that. 

Badly. 

Ducks took the decision out of his pitifully indecisive hands, crossing the few steps between them, stopping only when they were nose to nose. The position necessitated some bending on Ducks’ part, which he managed admirably, followed by the merest brush of lips against Riv’s before he pulled back, a considering expression on his face. 

“What?” Feeling slightly panicked, Riv fought to keep his voice level. Was he being rated a failure already? “Is everything okay?” 

The grin went a long way towards calming the fears. The second kiss went even farther down that path, and he found himself relaxing enough to drop his hands to Ducks’ hips. 

“Mmmph,”  Ducks groaned into his mouth, and since Riv  wasn’t being pushed away, he took it as encouragement. His hands might have stayed where they were, but only because he was keeping a part of his mind free from instinct, working hard to enjoy the moment for what it was, and not what it might have led to normally. He pulled just far enough away to brush the tip of his tongue over the soft lips resting on his, to drag his teeth over Ducks’ lower lip. 

He didn’t care who took control of things. He wasn’t passive in bed by any means, but it didn’t matter to him if someone else wanted to  lead. He let Pryce do that now, and he was damned  surprised to find himself being pushed against the wall. His head collided with a soft  thunk, and Ducks reached up to rub the back of Riv’s skull, edging back just far enough to give him an apologetic and slightly dazed smile. Then he was back again, and his hand was finding the front of Riv’s shirt while a hip brushed against his cock. 

Ducks froze for a second, then backed off, leaving Riv pressed against the tastefully neutral wall wondering what he’d done wrong. He was almost disappointed when Ducks picked up the pad again. 

 Sorry. Just a reminder that it’s different. 

Riv stood up, straightening his shirt with a tug and an apologetic shrug. “Yeah. I understand the breast thing in theory, but I can’t say I’ve ever wanted them myself.” There wasn’t a subtle way to accomplish it, so he turned away for a second to pull at the inseam of his pants. 
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Ducks was blushing when Riv turned back around, and for a second he wasn’t sure who he felt sorrier for. The ache in his groin was making him lean towards himself for the moment, but then again, he hated the fact that he’d made Ducks feel bad. 

 That was stupid, wasn’t it? I’m an idiot. Didn’t mean to react that way.  

“You’re not an idiot. You were surprised. There’s a difference. You were expecting breasts and there were no breasts.” Riv felt a small reluctant grin growing. “You weren’t expecting a dick, and yet there was a dick. You know, besides the one standing here.” 

The wince that started on Ducks’  face when Riv opened his mouth slowly lightened into a smile. 

 Nothing wrong with dicks.  

“No, I’m pretty fond of mine, actually.” 

It wasn’t that funny, but they were both suddenly doubled over with laughter, Ducks clutching the wall to stay upright, Riv wheezing slightly as he struggled to catch his breath. The pad hit the floor with a thump that they both ignored, and this time the kiss was much less staged. 

“Oops, careful there, watch the dick.” 

Ducks huffed a laugh against Riv’s lips, followed by three or four quick kisses, hands going to Riv’s shoulders, fingers tightening and loosening in time with the kisses. Eventually they moved to the bed, lazily kissing in the warmth of the afternoon sun. 

Neither of them was sixteen anymore, despite Riv doing a decent impression of it. An hour or two of tentative making out, kisses ripe with potential that ultimately led nowhere, seemed more than enough for both of them. In any case, it was hard to lie on their backs, side by side and holding hands, without feeling like he was about to  fall off the edge. As loath as he was to break the companionable silence, once he’d gotten a handle on his hormones it became pretty obvious that he was hungry. 

A brief discussion, Ducks lazily scrawling things across the pad, and they’d agreed that heading out for dinner sounded good. Pryce was the one to suggest that they look outside the hospital, and Riv  had come up with a restaurant easily enough, a favorite of his childhood just a few stops away on the public mag-tram. 

It was incredible luck, but the tram was mercifully uncrowded on the way to Rico’s, and they were able to sit near the back, no one within five rows of them. 

Riv stretched an arm across the back of their seat. “You doing okay?” 

 Quit fussing, I’m fine.  Ducks nudged his shoulder up under the arm and waited for Riv to resettle it. 

 See, not even screaming yet.  

“Should I try to see about fixing that? You laugh pretty well…maybe you’re ticklish?”  He tried to keep his look innocent, but he doubted his success when Pryce’s eyebrows shot up and he shook his head emphatically. 

 NO.  
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“Just a joke, I promise,” Riv said hastily. 

 The scars are really sensitive,  Ducks wrote out slowly, hunching his shoulders just a little. 

“I’ve got…” Riv trailed off, pulling up the hem of his shirt and pushing the waist of his pants down an inch or so. The puckered scar there twisted a line across the top of his hip, jagged and larger as it curved towards his stomach. “I’ve got this one. Engine I was working on threw a rod right through me.” He leaned in conspiratorially. “I charged the guy double after he bitched about it taking an extra week while I was in the hospital.” 

The finger tracing along the line of scar tissue was gentle, but Riv still found himself squirming under the touch. But when it disappeared completely under the waist of his pants, he stilled instantly. “That doesn’t exactly tickle,” he said, voice strangled. 

Ducks smiled beatifically. And when the fingers found Riv’s ribs, he raised an eyebrow questioningly. 

“Okay, yeah,  that tickles. But I wasn’t saying that I didn’t  like what you were doing before…” 

Amazingly enough, he was able to handle the stylus and the pad one-handed, the other hand occupied with stroking the overly sensitive skin of Riv’s stomach.  So what are the public decency laws on Karibee? 

 Or are there any?  

Chicken and fries, chicken and fries. Engine inventory. Early epoch planetary rulers. Riv closed his eyes, struggling for distraction. “I, uh, I don’t know. It’s pretty casual here. None?” 

 That’s good to know.  A final pat and Ducks withdrew his hand with a satisfied grin.  So how far away is dinner?  

“Two stops from here. Not quite long enough for me to be able to walk normally again,”  Riv muttered. 

Ducks mimed an innocent shrug, not even bothering to look sincere. When Riv looked back out the window for a second, a hand scooted in behind him, resting in the curve of his spine. The other passed over the screen on his lap. 

 Maybe you should try thinking about sports. It’s what I always did in school when I had to go into the showers.  

Riv glanced sideways, raising his eyebrows. “So I’m not really the first guy, eh?” 

 Was interested offhand, but never enough to make me wonder about trying anything.  

The snicker slipped out before he could stop it. “Incidental homosexuality?” 

 Something like that. But I still really like breasts.  

Riv reached around Ducks to pull the tram cord, and shoved his hip against him, moving them both towards the edge of the seat. “Yeah, but like I mentioned before, I’m not getting any of those for you.” He waited until Ducks was standing, and grinned. “I mean, I can see where one might appreciate them in an aesthetic way, but they just seem a little…well, a little much.” 
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 Idiot.  It was amazing how much affection could be crammed into a single written word, but Riv felt it or sensed it or just plain read it. Either way, the huge loopy grin was back on his face.  Get off before we miss the stop.  

“I thought you were trying to get me off before the stop,” Riv said, half under his breath. The finger poked into his back urged him off the tram car, and he stood on the platform for a second, enjoying the rosy gold light afforded by the first hint of dusk. “Breasts or not, I hope you’re enjoying today as much as I am.” 

He didn’t have to turn around to read a reply. The hand that slipped into his and squeezed was more proof than any words could have been. 

In the end Ducks staked out a place for them in the park and Riv went  to buy the food. The line curving around the inside of the packed café had been deemed a bad idea by them both. 

They ate in near silence, greasy fingers and electronics not being a great match, and then walked back to the hospital as the sky darkened, avoiding the evening rush on the trains. 

Under the old-fashioned lights designed to look like gas fixtures, the medical center resembled a collegiate campus, the only thing jarring that image the white-coated nurses escorting patients around the lawns. 

Riv winced, not sure he liked the intrusion of reality into their evening, but Ducks shrugged philosophically.  Hey, I’m better off than most of them here. It IS a rehab center. 

“Yeah, I know.” It was Riv’s turn to shrug, albeit a bit more uncomfortably. “I just… I don’t know. 

You don’t need that…”  he jerked his chin towards a patient in a wheelchair, “…so I don’t picture you needing to be here. It’s just weird,” he finished up lamely. 

 It’s okay, I don’t mind it that much. Other places I’d rather be, but oh well. 

Staring off towards the building, Riv weighed his next words. “Do you think it’s helping though?” 

The question had come up in a less obvious fashion before, but he had an ulterior motive this time. 

Ducks waggled his hand in the universal sign for maybe, but his face held more doubt than the sign expressed. 

“I’d like you to meet Del. I know I built her up as kind of intimidating.” Riv snickered. “Which she is, I won’t lie about that. For a tiny woman, I wouldn’t want to get on her bad side. But anyway, I’d like you to meet her. She’s…well, she’s good with people who’ve been hurt.” 

 Do you think I don’t want to get better? Do you think I’m not trying hard enough?  Ducks’  hands shook as he held up the pad, and there was no mistaking the anger that touched his eyes for a second. 

“No. That’s not it at all. I can’t explain what she does, because I don’t think I’ve really heard of a lot of people with her particular blend of talents. She’s empathic, I guess, but it’s more than that. She can channel away pain. I’ve seen her help people with psychological trauma. I’m hoping she can do something for you.” 
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 I’m sorry. I know you don’t mean it that way. It’s just so frustrating to reach for the words and not ever have anything change. If you really think your friend might be able to help, I’d like to meet her. 

Riv ran his hand up and down Ducks’ arm, guilt biting deep. “No, I’m sorry. I put that badly.” Badly was an understatement. He’d wanted Ducks to meet Del, not to imply that he wasn’t working his ass off to get better. 

 It’s okay, really. I want to go to the beach anyway.  His grin was anything but innocent.  After you meet with Dr. Terrell. Behind closed doors.  

“Fuck.” Riv groaned. “I don’t really have to meet with him, do I? The man makes me nervous.” 

Ducks shrugged and laughed.  Don’t let him pinch your ass too hard. You won’t be able to sit on the tram.  

“Ha, ha,” Riv said balefully. “Aren’t you the comedian? I’m more worried about him…” he waved a hand uncertainly, “…you know, picking at my brain or something.” 

 Don’t think he’s going to autopsy your brain. Someone might notice.  

Psychiatrists made him nervous. He hunched his shoulders. “Not physically. But he might ask me lots of questions.” 

The eye-rolling was  more dramatic than it needed to be.  And maybe he’ll ask questions about ME. 

 Since I’m the patient. And it’s not always about you.  

Riv  did his best to feign shock, screwing his face up a little.  “Are you sure? Because I was pretty certain that most things were about me.” 

 I know.  It was amazing how droll someone could look, and how well it conveyed without sound. Still, the sarcasm  faded to mere amusement, and Riv let the tension that had flooded their conversation slip away. 

They lingered outside, neither acknowledging that the day was going to end whether they wanted it to or not, until finally an orderly popped into the courtyard with a cigarette and invaded the privacy they’d been pretending to have. 

“So after I see the good doctor tomorrow, maybe I could help you slather on some sunscreen and take you to the beach,” Riv suggested. 

Ducks nodded, reaching out with a sureness that pleased Riv to no end and pulling him in for a good-night kiss. The orderly snickered but took himself off somewhere, and when Riv said good  night he was still dizzy, all the way to the tips of his toes. 
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Chapter Six 

His mum was doubtless in her element, the old house filled with people and noise. It had been a vacation home in its prime, well before they had moved into it, and Riv could still remember shivering through some winters before the house had been remodeled for cold weather. But it was huge and rambling and three blocks away from the beach. The perfect childhood home. 

It was obviously the perfect home for his mother to this day. She ran a teashop out of the converted living room, and the entire second floor, all eight rooms, had been turned into guest lodging, most of it now occupied by the  Mel’s crew. 

“About time you got here.” Bin, looking ridiculously large in a tiny wicker chair parked on the porch, waved at him. “Your ma’s in an uproar, thinking you weren’t coming at all.” 

“Shit. I guess I wouldn’t be lucky enough that she’s gone to bed?” There wasn’t much hope in the question. 

Bin snickered. “Not a chance. She and Del and Marc are in the kitchen. Talking about you, probably. 

Were when I left anyway.” 

That just didn’t bode well. “Should I ask what they were saying?” 

“Your ma was mostly huffing about how you finally came home for a visit, and chose to go see someone else first. Marc was egging her on in that way he has. Where it seems like he’s helping but he ain’t?” 

“Yeah, I know that.” Riv sighed. “Might as well go take my lumps, I guess.” 

“Send Del out when you’re done, will you?”  Bin  shook his head, laughing. “I know there’s not a chance of her leaving before you’ve had your ass chewed.” 

“Gee, thanks for the support, Cap’n.” 

Bin smiled complacently. “Not a problem.” 

Riv pulled open the screen door and made his way towards the kitchen, avoiding all the squeaky boards by memory. He could see his mum, sitting with her back turned to the doorway, and Marc and Del ranged around the table. They were all sipping from the paper-thin porcelain cups his mother kept for her friends, and Marc had a lemon wafer halfway to his mouth. 

“Oh, he’s always been like that. Even when he was a little boy, it was all I could do to keep pants on him.” 
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“Some habits die hard,” Riv said, loud enough for her to hear. When she turned in her chair he leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. 

“Hello, Mum. Sorry I couldn’t make it right away.” 

“How’s your  friend?” she asked, as though five  minutes earlier she hadn’t been bemoaning his absence. 

“He’s well. I think he might join us at the beach tomorrow, if he feels up to it. How are you doing? 

Marc isn’t being too big a pain in the ass, is he?” 

Marc protested his character assassination with an unhappy grunt and a wave of his hand, but Riv smirked at him and stole the last cookie as he sat down. 

“That’s wonderful. And maybe your friend can tell me all about my son’s heroic rescue mission, since he seems reluctant to tell me himself.”  Her smile took some, but certainly not all of the bite out of the words. 

Riv rolled his eyes. “Who’s been filling your head with stories? It was hardly heroic.” Del was most definitely avoiding his gaze, staring innocently at the table, and it was Marc’s turn to smirk at him. “You really shouldn’t believe everything these people tell you, Ma,” he said darkly. “They have some issues with reliability and truthfulness.” 

“So we’re all going to get a chance to meet Pryce.” Del’s voice was just a bit too enthusiastic. “I wasn’t sure we’d get to. The beach is gorgeous. It’ll do him good to spend some time there.” 

Marc looked significantly less enthusiastic, but whether that was due to a lack of interest in meeting Ducks or due to the sunburn he seemed to have acquired during the day, skin a pulsing bright red, it was hard to tell. Del kicked him under the table, hard enough that he jerked in his chair, and he turned a scowl on her, at direct odds with the forced cheerfulness in his voice. “Yeah, that’ll be great.” 

“Ma, how private is Elsing Cove? Is it still mostly hike-in access? Ducks doesn’t do too well with crowds, so I’d rather avoid the main beach.”  Riv  reached across and pressed a finger against Marc’s otherwise pale skin, watching as the redness flooded back. 

“Ouch,”  Marc  exclaimed, swatting  his hand away. “Quit it,  ass…quit it.”  He cut off the slur with a guilty glance at Riv’s mother, but as she had done when he was a child, she was firmly ignoring the lapse of language. 

“Elsing Cove? I suppose it’s still quiet. A lot of the boys who stay upstairs seem to hear about it, but you know how it goes on for miles.” She began to gather up the cups and saucers, and Riv inwardly rolled his eyes at the subtle point made by the lack of any refreshments for him. 

“I thought you all might like it too. It’s really beautiful, and the sand goes out on a nice shallow shelf for about fifty or sixty yards before it finally drops off. Makes the water really warm,” he said to Del and Marc. 
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Del nodded, but Marc shrugged and winced. “I might have to pass. Not sure I can do another day in the sun.” 

“Wuss.” Riv snickered, earning a frown from his mother. 

“Just because you’ve never burned, you needn’t be unkind,” she said reprovingly. “And I’ve got some lotion, dear.” She crooked a finger at Marc. “Come with me, by tomorrow you’ll never even remember you got sunburned at all. Riv can finish cleaning up. I’m sure he won’t mind.” The quelling tone left no room for argument. 

Del barely waited for them to clear the room before she was on her feet. “Well?” she demanded. 

“Well what?” Riv turned on the faucet to fill the sink, keeping his back to her to hide the grin. 

“What  happened?” 

If her voice rose any higher, dogs would be howling across Karibee. Relenting, he turned around, hands covered in soap suds, grin so wide it almost hurt. “It was great.” 

She dropped back in her chair with a thump and a happy  sigh.  “Oh Riv, that’s fucking stupendous. 

Soooo…” She grinned. “Was there fucking?” 

“A gentleman never tells, you know that.” 

The sigh somehow managed to convey annoyance and pity all in the same exhalation. “You didn’t get any. But did you at least tell him how you feel, find out how he feels?” 

Riv gave up on the dishes, and wiping his hands on his pants, used a foot to pull out the chair next to her. “Yeah, I think so. He…well, he’s not averse.” 

“Averse?” Del laughed, rolling her eyes. “That doesn’t exactly sound positive.” 

“No, it is. I didn’t think he’d be interested and he is. That’s a positive.” 

“Then we need to find you a better list of descriptive words, because from that, I picture him just sighing and thinking of the queen.” She giggled, sounding  much younger than her years. “And I can’t imagine you bedding anyone who wasn’t…enthusiastic.” 

“Thanks?” 

“Any time.” 

Riv fidgeted a little in the chair, not sure how to bring up the next bit. “I’d really like for you to meet him.” 

“Well of course. Don’t think you were getting away with not letting me see him.” 

“I think…well, I hope anyway, that maybe you can help him. He’s not having a lot of luck at the clinic and I think it’s starting to frustrate him.” 

Obviously puzzled, she leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Help him how? I mean, they’re trained there for these kinds of things. My training’s all in triage.” 

This was where it stood to get tricky. Del’s comfort level when it came to her own talent was only slightly higher than her tolerance of Denny’s,  and she was always quick to  dismiss  each and every 
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occurrence  as mere luck or timing.  Riv figured that somewhere in the Empire there was a lab full of scientists who had a name for Del’s particular form of empathy, but it wasn’t likely she’d ever be seeking them out. If she wasn’t going to admit its existence to herself, she sure the hell wasn’t going to talk about her ability with strangers. Especially strangers who could establish the fact that it actually existed. 

“I was kind of hoping that you could do your thing. I know you don’t like making a big deal about it, but you’ve got to admit, you’ve got a way with the sick.” It was as plain as he dared make it, and even so, her glare was fierce. 

“I hate that. I’m not some miracle cure, you know. And anyway, he sounds messed in the head, not sick.” 

“That’s kind of the case.” For all that it was the truth, it still felt like a betrayal to actually say it. 

“There’s nothing physically wrong that the doctors can find. It’s why he’s in this particular hospital.” 

Del sat back far enough so that she could meet his eyes. “Is he crazy?” she asked bluntly. “Because I honestly can’t imagine what you think I can do about crazy.” 

Again Riv was left with carefully weighing his words. “Do you remember that little girl on Kefvak?” 

He waited for her to nod before continuing. “She wasn’t crazy, was she?” 

She shook her head, gnawing on her lower lip, and Riv watched dawning realization. “It just looked like she was. But she wasn’t crazy, she was traumatized.” 

“And I think that’s Ducks. I guess I was kind of hoping you could talk to him like you did her. 

Maybe…well, maybe pull some of that pain away from him, help him with  his trauma.” 

“I guess I could talk to him. But that’s all I’ll promise, okay?” 

He patted her on the shoulder awkwardly, not wanting his own eagerness to make her uncomfortable. 

“Okay. And I don’t want you to meet him because of what you might be able to do, I want you to meet him because you’re my family, and he’s…” He shrugged, the traces of elation left to him squeezing his chest as he tried to find the right words. “He’s important.” 

Apparently they were the right words. Del visibly softened, posture less stiff as she allowed a small smile. “I want to meet him. And yeah, because he’s important to you. And besides, who wouldn’t want to meet the recipient of your heroic rescue efforts?”  She laughed and ducked his smack. “You seem pretty attached to him, and that’s enough for me. But…” And here the tight worry he’d seen so often in her face during the early days of their acquaintance was back. “Don’t…don’t expect some medical phenomenon to happen, okay? I don’t want to disappoint you.” 

She seemed to be as surprised to be on the receiving end of his hug as he was to be giving it. “You’re not going to disappoint me. Idiot.” Nothing but fondness in the word. 

Del squeezed him tightly, resting her head against his shoulder for a second. “If you’re sure.”  Her voice was muffled and uncertain. 
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“Yeah, I’m sure. Now go see Bin before he comes after my ass. He’s been waiting for you on the porch.” 

 

It was both comforting and oddly disconcerting to be back in the bed of his childhood. Nothing had changed in his room…the shell collection on his dresser, his artwork on the walls. He wasn’t foolish enough to think that Mum had done it out of sentimentality, though. The house was huge and the room unneeded. Easier to just leave it the way it was. 

Riv stretched, grimacing as his feet thumped the end of the bed. He wouldn’t be bringing Ducks back here, that was for sure. And not that Mum would have a problem with him taking Ducks and moving to an unoccupied room, but that would make things a little more obvious than he’d prefer. And more importantly, would open him to all kinds of tormenting from the crew. 

Despite cramped legs, sleep came quickly, and the dream even quicker. The heavy, oppressive heat of Maltana surrounded him like a blanket, and he twisted restlessly under the thin sheet on the bed. The piano music sounded like it was coming from underwater, the Karibee anthem, muffled and distant. It was Ducks playing, he could picture the steady fingers on the keys even if he couldn’t see them. The voice was totally unexpected though, deep and melodious and unfamiliar. 

He needed to get inside the bar, through the crowds in the street, to see who was singing. He knew, of course, but he needed to see Ducks to prove it to himself. Del waved at him through the front window of the bar, the glass shattered out, telling him to hurry, that there wasn’t much time, and he fought harder against the crush of people around him, some of them waving guns, some carrying bloodied sticks and bats. 

Jerking awake with a gasp, Riv sat straight up in bed, shoving the sweaty sheet away from his body. 

The sudden pounding on his door caused him to jump again. 

“Riv, get your lazy ass out of bed.” Del’s  annoyed  voice made him think this wasn’t the first time she’d made the request, and his thoughts flipped back to his dream.  “Don’t make me come in there after you. Hurry up, you’ve already missed breakfast.” 

He groaned and swung his legs out of bed, resting there with his arms propped on his knees and his head in his hands for long enough that Del’s voice changed from impatient to worried. 

“Riv? Are you okay?” 

“M’fine, just slept like crap. I’ll be down in ten  minutes.”  He stood, stumbled the few steps to the bathroom his room shared with the one next door, and was pleased to find that Marc’s hair gel on the edge of the sink was the only trace of his presence. It wasn’t that he felt the need to avoid Marc. It wasn’t even that he really believed his friend was as  jealous  as he was acting since Ducks had come into the picture. 

Marc did a damn good impression of it though. He just tried to disguise it as siding with Del, nagging Riv over his unfortunate ability to fall for men who ultimately didn’t want him. 
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The shower was hot, hot enough that he was going to regret it later, but he let the water beat down on his head anyway. Nightmares had a way of staying with him, they always had, and the only real way he’d ever found to get rid of them was to lose himself in some mindless tangle of machinery. Now though, as he closed his eyes and leaned against the back of the shower, the only things  that filled his head were the broken images in his dreams, and disconcertingly, flashes of Pryce. 

Naked, spread out on the bed below him, panting, and when the same voice from his dream moaned his name, Riv’s hand curled around his cock and squeezed hard. The eroticism of the vision was more intense than any fantasy he’d ever spun, probably because he’d never bothered with the fine details before. 

But he could feel the heat rising from Ducks’ skin, could smell him, was damn close to being able to taste him. 

Obviously he hadn’t realized just how much he wanted Ducks, just how strong that desire—lust, his mind supplied helpfully—was, because his hand was moving rapidly, and not since he was an adolescent and doing the exact same thing in the exact same shower had he come that fast and that hard. It would have been embarrassing if there were anyone else there to see. 

Knees somewhat shaky, Riv shoved himself away from the wall with one hand and reached for the soap with the other. “Shit,”  he breathed softly. Maybe he should listen to Marc, pretend to believe in the jealous fussing, because if this was any sign, he was addicted to Ducks. And if things didn’t work out, he was in for a particularly nasty fall. Scrubbing the soap across his belly, he couldn’t hold back a shudder as he brushed overly sensitive skin, and he gave himself a minute to recover, letting the water pour down over him. 

He forced himself out of the shower and found a pair of cutoffs in his bag, pulling a loose button-down shirt on over them and leaving it open. There was no helping his hair, so he ran a hand through it and left it, clattering down the stairs with his worn-out pair of sandals clutched in one hand and his towel over his shoulder. 

“Took you long enough,”  Bin said in an alarmingly cheerful voice. Riv’s mother kissed him on the cheek and pushed a piece of toast into his hand, slathered in honey and cinnamon. 

“Yeah, well, I meant to say that you guys could go ahead, and I’d get Ducks and meet you there.” 

“Which is great, except that none of us knows how to get there,” Marc pointed out dryly. 

“Oh, I can take you,” his mum said, smiling brightly as she put the last of the breakfast dishes into the washer  and cranked it on. She’d been young when she had him, and only in the last few years had she developed any lines to indicate that she was his mother, not his sister. There was a streak of grey in her dark hair, but even that only looked eccentric, not aged. “I haven’t got anyone but you folks for the next week or so, so it’s like a holiday for me too. I haven’t had the chance to sit on the beach and read in ages.” 
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“Thanks, Ma, that  would be great. I won’t be far behind you.”  Still feeling more than slightly off-kilter, he shoved half the piece of toast into his mouth, catching a drip of honey with his tongue. Hopefully he wouldn’t be far behind them. Unless he could grab a repeat of that dream… 

“Thought I was going to have to come in after you,” Del grumbled in his ear, swatting him on the arm under the cover of the counter. 

Riv jumped and turned, giving her a guilty grin. “I’m a sound sleeper, what can I say.” 

“I’m nervous enough about all this.  I know you’ve got…got expectations.”  She stumbled over the word, and then snorted. “And then you want to go and sleep all day, drag everything out.” 

Instantly contrite, he squeezed her hand. “No expectations, I promise. Just a nice day on the  beach. 

And you get to meet Pryce. That’s it.” 

“You say that now,” she muttered morosely. “We’ll see what really happens.” 
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Chapter Seven 

No need to ask for directions this time, and he tapped on Ducks’ door, fairly bouncing on his toes. 

The door flew open.  I didn’t think you were coming.  Ducks pointed to his board accusingly, free hand on his hip. 

Riv groaned. “Not you too? Del’s already laid into me this morning about being late.” Running a hand through his hair, he leaned against the doorframe. “I can’t catch a break.” 

The kiss was apologetic. Well, and damn hot, even with his spine smashed uncomfortably against the doorjamb. 

“Get a room.” 

The wolf-whistle from the lounge area across the hall made them jump apart, and Ducks laughed, blushing.  I was just kidding. I thought maybe you’d forgotten your little meeting with the good doctor.  

“Shit,” Riv exclaimed, horror-struck. 

 You did forget, didn’t you.  It was a statement rather than a question. Ducks snickered.  Oops?  

“Maybe we could just pretend neither of us remembered, and go to the beach before he finds me?” 

 Nope.  He wasn’t even finished writing it when Riv heard someone coming down the hall whistling, and turned to see the old geezer in question making a beeline for him. He was glad he’d at least buttoned his shirt before getting on the tram, even if he wasn’t exactly in his best outfit. 

“Ah, good morning. I see you’re dressed for the weather.” The appraising glance that passed over Riv, and by extension his arm around Ducks, wasn’t exactly approving. “Come  along then, and we’ll get you out in the sunshine.” 

Ducks pulled himself away, scribbling a quick message to hold up before he waved.  Have fun.  

Fun had to be pretty much the last thing on his mind right now. No, tops would be a swift escape, but it didn’t  seem likely. He realized he was scowling, and struggled to mold his face into something a little more neutral. 

“My office is just over in the other wing, won’t take us a minute to get there. You have plans for today, Mr. Vickrishan?” He paused expectantly. 

“Uh, Riv. Just Riv. And yeah, we’re going to the beach.” 

“Of course. I wasn’t sure if you wanted something more formal.” 
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Should he have gone for something more formal  than his nickname? Would it have made the man keep his distance a little more? Riv winced when Terrell took his elbow, steering him through the door to the courtyard. Definitely should have gone for formal. 

“Perhaps you can begin by telling me why you were on Maltana. I believe I heard something about a charity organization.” 

The slightly condescending tone made Riv bite his tongue. In the most basic sense ReliefCorp might be considered a charity—they donated their time. But they were a little more than the doctor seemed to be implying. They weren’t just handing out coffee and doughnuts. They  were saving lives. “I was with ReliefCorp,” he said stiffly. “Delivering medications into the guerrilla-controlled areas.” 

“So, similar to what Pryce was doing.” 

Riv nodded. “Except that he has more medical training than me. I was just making deliveries. I think he was actually treating people, at least on a triage kind of basis.” 

“I see. And so you weren’t able to assess his condition when you first met him?” 

“I’ve got basic diagnostic and first-aid training. He wasn’t in immediate physical distress when I found him. Anything else…” Riv shifted uncomfortably as the doctor opened a door into his office, waving him inside. “I could tell he was obviously recovering from a trauma, and that he needed help, but I’m not a therapist.” 

“Chocolate drop?”  The old man  held out a small bowl, taking one himself when Riv declined. “So you felt compelled to help him?” 

“I wasn’t going to just leave him there to play piano in the middle of the jungle. He couldn’t speak, he froze if anyone touched him…he needed help.” Riv settled himself on the edge of a leather chair, glancing at the couch under the window with barely hidden disdain. He looked back at Dr. Terrell, who seemed to be smiling at him. 

“And now? Do you feel the need to spirit him away from our facility?” 

“If you consider a day at the beach spiriting him away.” It was hard to keep the sarcastic annoyance out of his voice, so he didn’t bother.  “I was going to throw a disguise on him, maybe a wild shirt or something, pair of sunglasses, and sneak him out the main gate right under your noses.” 

Dr. Terrell nodded knowingly, as if he’d just proven a point, and Riv gritted his teeth. 

“You don’t care for me, do you?” 

“Don’t take it personally, Doc, it’s not just you.” 

He smiled, taking a seat behind his desk. Steepling his fingers, he leaned forward. “Your last name isn’t particularly common, and I happen to know a Dr. Timon Vickrishan. He used to be the lead psychiatrist for the children’s ward here, in fact. He wouldn’t have something to do with your aversion to those of my specialty, would he?” 
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Riv’s smile was decidedly less humorous. “He’s my father, and yes, he does. I’ve got no problem with somebody experienced cutting into me physically. I just prefer that they stay out of my mind.” 

“And you think that should apply to Pryce as well?” 

The man was trying to corner him with the conversation, trap him into saying something stupid, another one of those fucking head games these people were famous for. “That’s not what I said,” he ground out through a tight smile. “But now that you mention it, I have to question how much good it’s done, him being here. He’s no better than he was when I left him, the only difference I can see is you’ve given him something to write on. Not exactly a cure.” 

“No, not exactly a cure. But he’s communicating now. You do see that that’s an improvement, don’t you?”  The condescending tone managed to grate on Riv’s nerves even more. “Tell me what he was like when you left him, why don’t you? Was he communicating with you at all?” 

Riv unwillingly thought back on that separation. An emergency medical transport had taken Ducks off Maltana.  There had been no room for him to go along, and the look on  Ducks’  face as the paramedics gently herded him aboard had been one of sheer panic. But completely silent panic. 

“Some. What he really needed to.” Hopefully he didn’t sound as defensive as he was afraid he did. 

“Then perhaps,” Dr. Terrell said gently, “you’ll allow that it has done him some good after all, being here.” 

Riv looked down at his hands, brushing his thumbs together, round and round as he tried to clear his head.  “It’s not that I don’t think he’s being helped here. It’s more that I wish I could have helped him more.” Before he was even finished, he regretted saying it. 

“You’ve just admitted that you had only field training, and that you knew enough to see that he was beyond your reach. It sounds to me as though you did the best thing possible by getting him to a treatment facility that could break through to him. Surely you see the difference between someone who wants to communicate and the man you rescued, who only made the attempt when he absolutely had to.” 

“I do.” There wasn’t anything else he could say, so he sat there uncomfortably, waiting for the doctor to get on with it or let him go. 

“Do you still think you can rescue him, Riv? Because I have to wonder if the attraction between you is based on who you see now, or on some lingering desire to finish saving him. If that’s the case, then I don’t feel I’m overstepping the bounds of professionalism to ask that you leave him here and not contact him again.” 

“That’s not it at all,” he snapped, stung. Surely that wasn’t what this head-poking quack thought, that he was here riding on some ego-boosting trip. “As I’m sure you can agree as a  professional, communication, or lack thereof, isn’t what makes a person.” Riv scowled. “Pryce is Pryce, whether he talks or not.” 

60 

www.samhainpublishing.com 

 



 The Balance of Silence 

If the doctor was taken aback at his vehemence, he hid it well. “You resent the implication that your motives, conscious or not, are anything but pure?” 

“And you wouldn’t?” 

He smiled, nodding slightly. “Perhaps. But that’s not the case here. I’m the doctor, and my patients are my responsibility. Their well-being can be my only motive, I’m bound by oaths.” 

Riv snorted. “Yeah, and you guys never break oaths,” he muttered. Sighing, he stilled his hands in his lap with an effort. “Look, I cared about Pryce then, I care about him now. And if he lets me, I’ll care about him ten years from now. But that’s between me and him, not you.” 

The bland expression that  met his scowl was disconcerting.  Nothing ruffled the man. Riv shoved himself out of the chair. “I think we’re done, aren’t we? You’re sure I’m here to satisfy some white-knight complex, right? And I’m not interested in having someone manipulate me until I don’t know which end is up. You’ve got my word that Pryce is the one who has the final say in any of this.” 

“Wait a moment, please.” 

He was halfway to the door, back stiff, when the last word froze him in place. “What?” 

“I’m sure that you mean Pryce no conscious harm. Your attitude towards the treatment he’s participating in here, however, could be very detrimental to his willingness to keep trying. I truly believe that we can offer Pryce a way back to himself, and I hope that you’ll consider that before dismissing us when you speak to him.” 

The long pause was enough to make Riv clench his jaw. “Fine, okay, just…don’t expect me to sing the praises of psychiatrists.” 

“I would expect nothing of the sort, but I would certainly hope that your care and concern for my patient would extend to not maligning the very difficult work he is doing. Feelings about those of your father’s profession aside,”  he said mildly, the seemingly benevolent expression doing little to hide the sharp, knowing look. “Have a nice day. Don’t get too much sun while you’re out.” 

Pryce was waiting for him when he ducked out of Dr. Terrell’s office. Riv didn’t do angry well. He channeled his anger into work, into meditation. He understood his anger, acknowledged his anger—did anything he could, really, to avoid actually  feeling angry. Anger brought pain. 

Some of it must have shown when he came out the door,  though, no matter how hard he tried to breathe it away. Ducks backed away from him for a second, then tentatively reached out, putting a hand on his arm. He didn’t reach for the pad, letting his expression ask what was wrong and his touch say that he wasn’t alarmed. 

“My dad was a shrink,  a really well-known one here. Terrell  knows him, tossed that fact up in the conversation.” He never talked about his father, but Ducks just nodded and quirked a corner of his mouth up. “Never did get along with them. He…hell, it doesn’t matter. But I want you to know, I’m not here for 
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some unselfish reason. I’m not interested in saving you. I’m here for the entirely self-serving goal of seeing if I can tempt you into wanting me. Okay?” He let go of another explosive breath, then shook his head. 

The snicker was a welcome sound, and some of the tension eased out of his shoulders. Ducks dropped his hand and lifted the pad.  I’m okay with that.  

“That’s good, since Terrell thinks I’m here because of some misguided need to save you and boost my ego.” 

 Don’t see a white charger anywhere. And where’s the shining armor?  

“I guess you’ll have to settle for a tram and a bathing suit. Will you be horribly disappointed?” Riv found a sudden intense interest in his feet. 

He jerked his head up at the heavy sigh, irrationally scared. And grinned when he saw the pad.  I suppose I’ll survive. If the bathing suit’s appropriate.   Ducks waited until he was sure Riv had seen the words before he continued.  Appropriately revealing.  

“I think I can manage that. Especially since the one I’ve got is the one I had as a kid. I’ll be lucky if I’m not falling out of it.” 

 Conceited much?  
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Chapter Eight 

The air conditioning was out on the tram taking them to the beach, and Riv leaned over Ducks to pull down the window. Plopping back down on the hot vinyl seat, he wiped a sleeve across his face. “Funny how the heat never bothered me as a kid. And it figures that we’re going all the way to the last stop.” 

Ducks shrugged philosophically.  At least it’s not Maltana.  He grinned, then continued writing.  Less bugs.  

“Small comfort.” 

 For you maybe.  He set the pad on his lap, freeing a hand to pull up his sleeve so that he could stare pointedly at the line of scarring down one arm. 

“If you wouldn’t scratch…” Riv snickered and ducked the swat. “S’what Mum always used to tell me, anyway. Not that it ever stopped me.” 

 It ITCHED!  Now the accusing stare was directed at Riv. 

“I guess the bugs thought you tasted good,” he said, leaning closer. “I’d have to agree.” 

 You’re hopeless.  Ducks rolled his eyes and pushed him away, laughing the whole time. A tap on the corner of the screen wiped it clear, and Riv saw that as he wrote, the tablet offered up possible words that he could choose instead of writing it all out.  Thank you for talking to Dr. Terrell. I’m sorry it didn’t go well.  

“Not your fault. I guess I just wasn’t expecting to be accused of leading innocents astray.” 

Ducks nudged him, his grin teasing.  He really accused you of leading me astray? I don’t remember being THAT innocent.  

“Yeah, I guess I look suitably debauched.” Riv attempted a leer and an evil laugh. “Don’t you fear for your virtue? I’ll be really disappointed if you don’t.” 

 Lot of things I’m afraid for. My virtue isn’t one of them though.  

“Really? Like what?” 

It was the other man’s turn to shiver, and he stared out the window for several long seconds, light mood suddenly broken.  My sanity?  

Not a statement that  could be dismissed with his usual flippancy. Riv was silent for a moment. “I don’t think that’s a worry now. Before…” He grinned wryly. “Before I was a little concerned; I’d be lying if I said otherwise. But you’re okay now. Despite having to deal with Terrell. Because that would definitely push the limits of  my sanity.” 
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 You really didn’t like him. Is it because of your dad?  Ducks’ face held nothing but innocent curiosity, but that didn’t stop Riv from wincing at his question. 

“My dad used everything he knew about people’s brains to mess with my mom and me for years. I’m not really comfortable letting anyone else twist everything I say until I don’t even recognize what I’m thinking anymore.” He stopped himself, looking sideways at Ducks in the seat. “I don’t really think they all do that. I don’t think that’s what’s happening for you. But it gives me the creeps.” 

 I can see why. This is us, right?  

Mercifully, it was. They shuffled off the tram in a knot of people with towels, Ducks flinching every time one of them accidentally brushed against him, and Riv trying to jockey everyone far enough away that it wouldn’t happen. The farther from the station they got, the thinner the throng grew, with most of the tourists opting for the stretches of beach linked with boardwalks. The sprawl of stores selling everything from sand castles to condoms was longer than he remembered, but a good twenty-minute walk took them far enough away that the greasy fried-food smells faded, and the pungent meld of sea and hot sand took up residence instead. 

Ducks had shoved the pad into a waterproof case that hung from the waist of his swim trunks, and had tossed a towel over his shoulder in imitation of Riv. As they drew farther and farther from the crowds, his hand crept out and caught Riv’s, giving a squeeze. 

It was still there when they crossed the last dune, the sand hot under Riv’s sandaled feet. When Ducks hesitated, glancing between their hands and the group obviously waiting for them next to the water, Riv grinned and swung their joined hands back and forth teasingly. “Unless you’re embarrassed to be seen with me?” 

The emphatic nod was belied by the snicker and the quick press of linked fingers. 

“I would be. But you’re a better man than me.” 

Del was the first one to her feet, beating even his mum. “Finally,” she said accusingly. “How much later can you run today?” The welcoming smile was turned solely on Ducks. “Hi. I was starting to think we weren’t going to get to meet you today. Riv’s been incredibly slow. I could barely drag his ass out of bed this morning.” 

“Del, this is Pryce,” he interrupted. 

She rolled her eyes and raised her voice to talk right over him. “I would never have guessed. Anyway, Pryce, come meet everyone else, since Riv will probably never get around to it.” 

Pushing between them, Del reached for Ducks’  hand, and Riv’s  heart lurched. He’d told her about Ducks not liking to be touched, hadn’t he? 

It was only a millisecond, but it seemed like the tableau between the two of them went on for minutes. 

Riv drew a deep breath, meaning to speak, but suddenly Ducks and Del were drawing apart, staring at each 64 
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other, eyes wide. Ducks’ face was solemn, but he slowly extended his hand to Del, and Riv was pretty sure that he was the only one who saw the slight tremble. 

Hovering protectively, Riv was close on their heels as Del led Ducks towards the rest of the group. 

“Are you okay?” he asked softly, pitching his voice so that only Ducks could hear. 

The slow nod went a long way towards easing Riv’s nervousness,  and he ran his hand through the still-spiky blond hair, caressing Ducks’ neck. “If you’re sure. Because that was just…just weird somehow. 

What the hell happened?” 

Ducks shrugged helplessly, jerking his chin towards the pad hanging at his waist. 

“Yeah, later. As long as you’re sure you’re okay.” 

The smile was a lot more reassuring, and Riv tucked the question away for later, when they could talk alone. Or when he could corner Del and get her take on it. 

 

Riv only felt something wrap around his ankle a second before he was pulled under the water, and he came up thrashing and spluttering. Ducks stood behind him trying to look innocent, his wet hair plastered to his face and the beginnings of a sunburn on the tip of his nose. 

“Rat. See if I bring you to the beach again.” He sniffed in what he hoped was a mildly offended way, huffily slapping the water before he turned and threw himself at Pryce in a full-on assault. It was only as they both hit the water that he thought about what he was doing and flinched, but by then it was too late. 

Ducks didn’t seem to be fighting too hard as they came up again, but he still worried. 

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—” He was stopped by Pryce laying a finger over his mouth and rolling his eyes, then pressing the advantage of his height and wrapping an arm around Riv. They stood waist deep in the surf, kissing slowly, mouths tasting of brine and each other. It wasn’t the first time they’d paused for this kind of interlude. 

Which was wonderful, and more than he’d imagined Ducks being willing to give, and yet every time they kissed, Terrell’s words wound their way slyly and insidiously through his mind. Self-doubt had been a constant enough companion since the… His mind shied away from it, but murder was the only appropriate word. But this was different. Just as damaging, but in new and inventive ways. Maybe he did have some sort of rescue complex. He had been drawn to Denny, and there was someone who’d certainly fit the bill for needing rescuing. 

A tap on his shoulder pulled him back from the morose thoughts, and he turned to meet Pryce’s questioning look. Riv shrugged ruefully. “Sorry, I’m okay, just thinking.” 

The disbelieving stare was meant to earn a laugh, and it did. “Just because I don’t  like  to doesn’t mean I can’t, smart-ass. And about something other than sex.” 

This time he got a choked burst of laughter in return, Pryce rolling his eyes and stumbling backwards in the shallow water, clutching his heart. But it did much to lift the guilty weight off Riv’s shoulders, and 
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grinning, he nudged the other man towards the beach. “Now food, that’s another matter entirely. And Mum brought a picnic basket big enough to feed twenty people…” 

They trudged back towards shore, fighting the backwash of sand and water as the tide sucked out around their ankles. Del and Bin were already there, stretched out in the shade of an umbrella and looking disturbingly besotted as they fed each other bits of lunch. If they had noticed that they were the only two on the beach who weren’t partnered off with someone of the same sex, they didn’t seem much fazed by it. 

“Want some fruit?” he asked Ducks, and was answered with a nod. He opened the cooler pack to see what he could find, and pulled out a container full of fruit salad. 

They sat in silence, taking a bite now and then as the waves rolled across sand, until eventually Del looked over and spoke softly. “I can try for you, if you want, but I don’t know what I’ll be able to do. It won’t hurt.” 

Bin’s hand brushed her shoulder and settled at the back of her head, pushing his fingertips into the thick curly mass of her hair in a gesture that Riv had seen a hundred times. It never failed to make him a little happier than he’d been the moment before, if only because the two of them together were so  right. 

This time she only relaxed for a second, but she didn’t shake him off as Ducks reached out, fingers extended towards her. 

Although she’d done nothing to earn the attention, suddenly they were surrounded by curious faces. 

Riv’s mum rested her book in her lap as Bird and Marc drifted up from the shoreline, faces inquisitive. 

Del looked up and scowled fiercely. “What are you all staring at, do you think I’m putting on a show? 

I’m not some freak from the circus.” Using their joined hands, she abruptly pulled Ducks to his feet. 

“We weren’t exactly staring…”  Riv began lamely, struggling to hold back a grin as Del, straight-backed, marched down the beach, dragging Ducks along in her wake. 

Marc shoved him in the shoulder, snickering. “Yeah, you were. How rude.” 

“Asshole.” Riv started to get to his feet, and then sighed, subsiding. Del’s body language had never been hard to read, and there was no mistaking the  back the fuck off message she was relaying now. 

“Let them be,”  Bin said complacently. And unnecessarily, as it were. Riv had no intention of following them down the beach. He knew the effort it had cost Del to go through with this.  Interrupting would be foolish. 

Riv sighed and unclenched his hands, resting them against his thighs. He was putting a lot of hope into this. 

They returned separately, Del to the circle of Bin’s arms, wiping away the remains of stubborn tears from her cheeks and refusing to talk about it except for a few terse words for Riv.  “He’s over the next dune.” 

Riv got to his feet, shooing everyone else away with a minimum of fuss. It wasn’t hard to do once they saw Del curl away. Their captain’s normally gregarious wife seemed a shadow of herself, hiding her 66 
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face from the sun as Riv scrambled away over the hot sand, bare feet slipping on the dune a couple times in his haste. 

“Pryce?” He thought he managed to keep the rising paranoia out of his voice fairly well, but maybe his estimation was off. Ducks looked up at him with a tiny, wistful smile, raising a hand to his throat. It hovered there for a second, ghosting over pulse point and voice box, then dropped back as he gave a defeated shake of his head. 

“I’m…sorry doesn’t seem right. I didn’t know if she’d be able to do anything or not.” He sat down gingerly next to a clump of sea grass, pulling a blade loose and picking at it. Pryce wrote something, paused, erased it, and finally sighed and turned the notebook around to face him. 

 She said it’s like a wall. She could feel, or see, or whatever, everything that happened, and where I…snapped…but she can’t get past it.  

Riv bit his lower lip, reaching out and gently pulling a bare foot into his lap. His thumbs pressed into the insole, and Ducks gave a small but gratifying groan of approval. There was silence, or as close to it as you were going to get next to the water, gulls and terns crying off in the distance, the tide lapping endlessly at the shore. 

 I can’t say yes until I can  say  yes. I’m sorry, Riv.  

He put himself into the foot rub, looking away from the small writing on the pad and down at the glittering sand between them. It was much, much easier to pretend he didn’t want to pound his fist into it over and over if he just lost himself in the deliberate movement of making someone else feel better. It always had been. Maybe that was part of the problem. 

“I understand.” Anything else he kept back, because he was a shitty liar, and he couldn’t find words that wouldn’t have come out sounding like pleading. Pryce deserved to make his choices and have them respected, and Riv was damn good at letting people make decisions that hurt him. 

 I’m sorry. Really, really sorry.  The pad was shoved under his line of sight, and Riv made himself look up at Ducks and give him a halfhearted grin. 

“You shouldn’t have to be sorry. I knew…I knew that things might not work out when I came here, and I’m still glad I did it. I hope I haven’t made anything worse.” 

He was startled when Ducks leaned forward and grabbed him by the neck, pulling their foreheads together with a thump that made him grit his teeth. He looked into the eyes that were locked on his, and was surprised by their fierceness. The small shake of Pryce’s head was the definitive  no on the subject, but he didn’t let go, and Riv let himself hold the moment, let Ducks hold him still and steady when his instinct was to run before it hurt either of them even more. 

Eventually he reached for the notebook, allowing Riv to turn his head away and swallow past the lump in his throat. 
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 I should never have asked you to come here, but I thought maybe if I tried hard enough to say thank you, it would just come out. I thought I could force it.  

Riv shook his head. “I’m on the beach with my friends, and some hot guy keeps making out with me in the surf. I’ve got no regrets.” He shrugged a little, pushing a smile across his face, and Pryce managed to roll his eyes and look a little sad at the same time. 

 You’re a terrible liar. 

 

Taking Pryce back to the hospital was one of the harder moments of the day, from the way their hands curled possessively around one another to the last kiss they shared outside the gate. By unspoken agreement, Riv made no offer to follow him in, to stay later, even to walk him to the door. If there was an end on the horizon, better it be a clean one. 

 So you’re leaving tomorrow afternoon, right?  

“Yeah,” Riv said, leaning against the stone wall that framed the nearby gate. “Del has a regular check in with an orphanage on Indara in three days, so we have to get moving to make it there in time.” 

 Would it be easier for you if we just said goodbye now?  

“Gods, Ducks…” His instinct was to reach out, but he tempered it, resting his fingers on Pryce’s arm. 

“I still want whatever I can have, okay? I can be your friend—” He cut himself off at the sharp shake of a blond head, waiting while Ducks furiously scribbled across the screen. 

 I don’t want you to be my fucking friend. I want you to be my lover. And I’m sorry. If I can’t have that, then I don’t want anything. It’s too hard, especially knowing that it’s because I’m still  broken .  

Riv  tried to hide the way his heart clenched at the words, but he doubted he was very successful. 

Ducks pushed his chin up and ran his thumb over Riv’s lips before stepping back and writing again. 

 You should want more than this.  

Riv started to protest, and Pryce clamped a hand over his mouth. 

I  want more than this.  He shoved the notebook into his pocket, dragging Riv close and kissing him again. Before he could sort out what to say next, Ducks pushed him away and slipped through the gate. 

Riv  took the tram home, missing his stop the first time and walking back through the throngs of tourists just beginning to spill out of the restaurants looking for a good club. He didn’t even consider joining them, winding his way out of the shore district and back into the houses until he found himself in front of his mother’s place. The windows were mostly dark, though he could see her moving around in her room, and Del and Bin silhouetted in the window of theirs. 

He let himself in the gate to the side yard and then into the kitchen, finding the teapot already on the stove and still warm. He poured himself a mug, not really caring what it was, and went back out to the porch, sprawling across the steps and looking out at the artistically arranged herb beds his mum worked so hard on. He remembered planting them the second year they’d lived here, after the divorce. 
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What he couldn’t remember, not in all the time he’d spent in this house, was hoping that he’d grow up to be alone. 

“Are you all right, love?” His mum came out onto the porch, the hinge of the screen door squeaking as it closed behind her. 

“Fine. Just remembering what a pain in the ass it was to build up all these beds.” 

She laughed as she sat next to him, slinging an arm over his shoulders. 

“I’m sorry it’s such a short visit, Ma. I promise I’ll try to get back here soon.” He leaned against her, into the hug, and handed her the mug of tea, which she sipped. 

“Riversong,” she said, and he winced inwardly. “Maybe we should meet somewhere else. I’d like to see Giverny, and Tasmin. I know there aren’t a lot of happy memories for you here.” 

Riv didn’t reply at first, his curiosity warring against the possibility of causing her pain. In the end, he knew he’d regret not asking. “You ever hear from Dad?” 

“Not really. He had an article published last month. Something about how survivors of child abuse process trauma in a different part of their brain than other people.” She didn’t look at him when she said it, staring into the darkened garden instead. 

Sparing her pain was one thing, but Riv couldn’t hold back the sharp bite of a dark laugh. “Well, glad to see he’s stuck with his area of expertise.” 

Riv cut himself off as her lips pressed into a thin line, no doubt holding back an apology that he didn’t want to hear again. It hadn't been her fault, any more than it had been his. “We could do that,”  he said, picking up on the earlier thread of their conversation.  “I have a friend who owns a house on Giverny. 

Maybe he’d let us borrow it.” Describing Lew as a friend was something of a stretch, but he was pretty sure he could talk Denny and Jess into it. “You sure you  wouldn’t rather go with a friend?”  His tone was teasing, lilting over the last word like the bratty child he’d never been. She laughed again, but shook her head. 

“No, and don’t you go prying into my love life, either. I just want to spend some time with my son. 

My son who ran off to the stars and never comes to see his aged mother, I might add.” 

“Aged, my ass. I could still wind up with brothers and sisters.” 

“Good gods, no! One of you was quite enough.” 

“I was a lovely child. You should be so lucky as to raise another child as good-natured and sweet as me.” 

“Mmmm,” she snorted into the mug. “And modest as well.” 

“What can I say?” 

“Say you’ll try to be happy,” she told him, and he sighed. 

“I am. I don’t actually  enjoy—  Never mind. I am happy, Mum. Just trying to find my way through something right now.” 
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She hugged him again, and he let his head drop onto her shoulder. 

“I’m sorry about your young man, love.” 

But Ducks wasn’t his young man, or apparently, even a friend anymore. In a few short hours he and the crew would ship off again, and then he wasn’t sure that he’d be anything to Pryce at all. The same lump from before stuck in his throat, but there wasn’t anything behind it. He didn’t cry, wrapped in his mum’s arms, but he buried his head against her shoulder and wished for a long time that he could. 
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Chapter Nine 

One day he would probably get around to not pushing his luck to the absolute bitter end, but apparently that day was a little too late in coming. The transport hover had been barely crawling down the mine-riddled main street of what had once been a thriving town when it was suddenly surrounded by armed men. Well-armed men, the sight of whom was more than enough to send the car’s driver into a wide-eyed and muttering panic. 

Riv forced himself to stay still, hands in plain view on the dashboard. He wasn’t armed; neither was the driver nor the translator. “What now?” he asked quietly, eyes flicking from the driver to the group now standing on all four sides of the car, guns at the ready. 

“They kill us and dump our bodies in a mass grave,” said Morai, his translator. 

The smile was ill-suited to the words, and Riv flinched. “Is that our only option?” 

This time the smile was accompanied by a shrug. “We could make a run for it. They’ll shoot, but they might  miss. Or maybe just wing one of us. Better odds to make a run for it,  I’m thinking. You got an opinion?” 

He could sense rather than see the frantic nod coming from the driver’s seat. “I think the consensus is make a run for it.” 

“No sense in giving them the advantage,”  Morai said, tapping the driver’s shoulder, and Riv was thrown back against the seat as the car shot forward. They all dropped low, and Riv tried not to feel the bump as they sped over someone. Seconds later, it was impossible  not  to feel the  first blasts rock the vehicle, and they only made it to the end of the street before they spun out, skidding across two lanes and the deserted sidewalk. 

“Go, go,” he urged the others, reaching across the seat to pull the driver out into shelter provided by the immobile car. He clutched his ReliefCorp tags as they swung loose from his shirt, pushing both men ahead of him into the abandoned storefront. Plaster and dust rained down on them all as the onslaught of fire continued. 

“ReliefCorp! ReliefCorp, damn it!”  he yelled over his shoulder as they stumbled over the debris. 

There was a pause in the gunfire, and he looked between his translator and driver, both every bit as terrified as he was trying not to be.  “Go. Go out the back, hide somewhere. Take the beacon and call for help as soon as you can. I’m still supposed to have immunity here. I’m going to try and hold them off for a few minutes.” 
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“They’ll kill you,”  Morai said plainly. Their driver had needed no urging to leave though, and the door let in a flash of light before banging shut again. 

“I’m obviously not a local. I stand a better chance than you.” He pressed the beacon into Morai’s hand and turned around, holding up his tags in plain view as the first two men rushed the open door, weapons trained on him. 

“ReliefCorp!” He shook the tags at them and saw the flare of a blaster before he had time to register that one of the men had raised his gun. Blinding pain hit him in the gut, and he fell to his knees. The rise of the floor towards his face would have been more alarming if he hadn’t passed out before he hit the ground. 

 

 

 Come back now. 

But he didn’t want to. He was tired and sore, and nothing he did seemed to stem the eventual tide of cruelty. 

 Riv, you have to come back now. 

He felt the ache in his center ease, drawn off and siphoned away, but he shied away from the softly intrusive voice urging him back to himself. It was easier to give in to the exhaustion. 

He had a vague feeling of pain, and drifted in and out. His throat was so dry he could barely swallow, and he thought he remembered asking for water, but not if it ever arrived. 

“He’s been stupid since—well, you know,”  said a familiar female voice, and he recognized it as Del’s. He didn’t hear a response, but he had the impression that he groaned. 

“Shhh,” someone whispered, Del or her companion, and he felt a cool hand on his face before he fell back into the drift and lost his way again. 

He wasn’t sure if he stirred first, or if the voice coming from the side of his bed had been speaking before he tried to move, but it all came together for him at nearly the same moment. 

“Riv?” 

He tried to say yes, but it came out as more of a garbled moan. 

“Hey.” A  hand gripped  his,  thumb brushing over his palm. Riv  opened his eyes, and as the bleary room drew into focus he winced away from the light. 

“Glad to see me, huh?”  The joking tone was so unfamiliar, the voice so unexpected, that he nearly didn’t connect them with the man standing by his bed. 

“Ducks?” It was hard to keep the incredulous note out of his own voice, harder still to keep track of his spinning thoughts, and to his total chagrin he made another small noise that sounded far too much like a whimper. 

“I missed you calling me that,”  he  said, and didn’t let go of Riv’s hand. “Almost missed a lot of things.” 
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“You’re…you can talk.” 

The sheepish smile was the same one he knew, the dip of the head as familiar as the blond fuzz that crowned it. 

“For a few months now, actually. I thought maybe it was better if I stayed away.” 

“Wasn’t.” Riv managed a small smile. “Went and got myself shot. I think.” Shot, or maybe run over. 

Either seemed likely at the moment. 

“Yeah. We’ll have matching scars.” Pryce smoothed the wrinkles from his blanket with an unsteady hand. “You almost died.” 

It wasn’t something he’d expected to hear, but then, he hadn’t really ever expected to hear Pryce say anything.  Riv’s mouth went dry, and he wasn’t sure if the dizziness was real, an effect of the blessedly dripping bag of painkillers in his IV, or just good old-fashioned recoil at the news of his near demise. 

“That why you decided to talk to me?” He blinked, wanting the words back instantly. “I didn’t… I’m sorry.” 

Ducks smiled at him again, this one less forced. “It’s okay. Do you need  anything? You’ve been asleep for almost a week. Are you hungry? Thirsty?” 

“I’d love some water,” he said, but when Pryce started to get up he found himself clinging to the hand laced through his own. “Don’t leave,” he croaked, halfway between begging and whispering. 

“I won’t,”  Ducks said, and as tentative lips brushed his knuckles, Riv found that he couldn’t really regret his own weakness. 

 

 

It felt incredibly good to be out of the hospital-issued crepe paper and back into real clothes. His clothes even, for all that they were hanging off him now. Nothing like  getting shot, and the resulting trauma, to enact a little effortless weight loss. Pulling on boots was an impossibility,  however, and Riv grunted in frustration and sat back on the bed. 

“Don’t be an idiot. Let me get that for you.” 

Pryce’s voice still had the power to startle him, first by its very existence, and second by its sound. 

Not that he had any clue what he’d expected, really, but apparently it wasn’t this low-pitched  yet strong voice. And that thought made him feel guilty. Pryce had been ill, hurt. Judging what he would sound like based on that was craziness. 

“I haven’t needed someone to put my shoes on for me since I was a toddler,”  he grumbled half-heartedly. 

“And I’m picturing you as one of those ‘I can do it my ownself’ kind of two year olds.” Pryce knelt and grabbed a foot. “Annoyingly independent.” He grinned. “And probably obnoxious as well.” 

“You’ve been talking to my ma, haven’t you?” Riv squinted at him suspiciously. 
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Pryce’s grin widened. “What would make you think that? I was insane, not  unobservant. I’m fully capable of discerning major character flaws.” 

“Oh, so I have major character flaws, do I?” 

The snort held equal parts wry amusement and annoyance. “Suicidal tendencies being amongst the most prevalent. And worrisome.” 

“Hey,” Riv said, and there was no amusement in his voice. “I’m not suicidal.” 

Pryce continued with the second boot, agile fingers tugging at the laces.  “You sure about that? 

Because last I checked, ReliefCorp hadn’t exactly been recruiting for people to go to Yndila. In  fact, it’s about to make the no-aid list with Maltana. You had to volunteer to go there specifically.” 

“I’m not looking to die. Nobody was willing to take the assignment, and the meds had to get through to the field hospital somehow. MedAid hasn’t pulled out yet, and the doctors are still safe, it’s just traveling through the mountains that’s dangerous. I wasn’t trying to get shot.” 

Ducks patted his foot and set it down, getting back to his own feet with a grunt. “That’s good. Nice to know I’m still the crazy one in the relationship.” 

Riv opened his mouth, coming up short on words against the enigmatic smile he was being favored with. 

“Are we ready to go?” asked the nurse from the doorway. She pushed a chair into the room, and Riv shook his head, waving a finger at Pryce, who raised an eyebrow and gestured towards the chair. 

“Shall we?” 

 

 

The   Melisande  was an unexpected but entirely welcome sight, and Riv tried not to let his relief at being home show too much. He was pretty certain that he failed miserably,  but that was okay too. His quarters were close at hand, and as he plodded down the long, narrow hallway, he couldn’t help but notice that everyone seemed to be gathering behind him. When he missed a step, at least three different people grabbed for him, Ducks making it first, Bin second, and if he had to guess, Marc taking his other side. 

“I’m fine,” he said impatiently, but his voice came out as a croak, and everyone made various noises of disbelief. He could practically hear their eyes rolling. The door to his cabin opened as he palmed the lock, and Ducks won out, leading him through the doorway to the bed, where he gingerly sat on the edge and wiped away the sweat on his forehead. When he looked up, everyone had crowded into the room, Del muscling her way through the boys to stand just behind Pryce and glare at Riv. 

“Glad to have you back,”  Bin said. Del crossed her arms over her ample chest, waiting for her husband to talk before she jumped in. 
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“If you ever do something so stupid again, you won’t need a hospital. I’ll finish the job myself.” 

Behind her, he was surprised to see Marc nodding, looking genuinely angry at him. Pryce was the only one who seemed unfazed. 

“Wasn’t planning on it,”  he muttered, bone-weary from the walk up the gangway and into the crew cabins. 

“You’re a part of this crew, Riversong, and from now on I won’t be tolerating this kind of thing. I need you on my ship, not dead in some scrub-brush border town.” 

Though he winced at the use of his full name, he only nodded, gaze falling to the floor as everyone broke the tension by wishing him a good nap and shuffling out, till it was only he and Pryce left. 

“Let’s get you lying down.” Ducks reached for the boots he’d helped put on only a couple hours ago. 

“Such an offer,” he said with a tired grin. 

“Don’t get too excited. It’s the only one you’re getting right this minute.” 

He was asleep before he could come up with a suitable retort. 

 

Terror clogged his throat, forcing his breath down to a harsh gasp. The cold familiarity hurt, twined as it was with the sense of numbing futility. He knew what was going to happen, he’d been here so many times before, but this time, like all the rest, the knowledge wasn’t going to be enough to change the outcome. 

They’d run, Marc on his heels as they burst through the door into the dirty alley, knowing even then that they were two steps behind, too slow, too late. But even knowing what he was going to see, knowing that it would play over and over in an endless loop the rest of his damned life, the sick grief still hit him like a physical blow every time. Denny, sprawled like a broken toy in the mud, the two men standing over him laughing. Still laughing when they’d turned towards him, empty black eyes and wide-open mouths. 

The spray of blood across his face was always a shock, the pipe in his hands appearing seemingly out of nowhere. And it felt good, obliterating that face, silencing that laugh. Felt good and made him want to vomit, but this time something did change. It wasn’t Marc next to him anymore, not Marc’s hands pulling him away. It was Ducks, face twisted in revulsion as he turned away from Riv, walked away, never looked back. 

“Riv, wake up. I’m right here, it’s okay.” 

The hands holding him down kept him from thrashing his way to wakefulness, but even so, Riv found himself dangerously close to the edge of the bunk, Ducks’ anxious face looming over him. 

“Fuck.” He swallowed hard over throat-tightening relief. 

Ducks backed away, sitting down in Riv’s reading chair, which he’d dragged over next to the bed. 

“Nightmare?” 
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A strong hand kneaded his shoulder and Riv leaned into the touch, nodding shakily. “Yeah, you could say that.” 

“Want to talk about it?” Ducks grinned wryly. “Despite all the times I couldn’t talk about mine, you were still listening. I can finally return that favor now.” 

“Not particularly? It’s not a new one. I should probably just let it go.” He let himself breathe through the last of the adrenaline rush, feeling it finally drain out of his body. 

“Dr. Terrell would disagree.” 

Despite the solemn tone of voice, Riv could sense the teasing grin, and he groaned, burying his face in the pillow. “Not helping. That man is a…a brain leech.” 

Ducks’ delighted laughter dispelled the last of the heavy darkness. “A brain leech? That’s good. The next time I vid him, I’ll have to share that.” 

“You still vid him?” Riv asked suspiciously. “Do you talk about me?” 

“Of course. Because it is, after all, all about you.” Ducks nudged him over on the bunk, sitting in the curve of Riv’s belly as he pulled the pillow away. “So you better tell me about this reoccurring nightmare now, or I’ll have to tell him you’re deflecting when I talk to him tonight.” 

He thought about grabbing for the pillow, but Ducks had his hands buried in the hair at the nape of his neck, the motion incredibly soothing as his fingers pulled through the strands. “This is getting awfully long. 

Doesn’t Bin have some kind of dress code on this ship of his?” 

“Have you  seen  what Del wears? Good luck with enforcing anything.” Riv drifted for a minute or two, letting himself concentrate solely on the physical. When he started talking, he caught himself by surprise. “I’m really not suicidal. If nothing else, it goes against my belief system.” 

Ducks made a noncommittal noise, but his hands kept moving. 

“It’s…it’s more about making amends, not checking out early. The ’verse constantly seeks a state of balance, and when something upsets that balance, there needs to be an atonement, for lack of a better word.” He twisted until he could see Ducks’ face. “Does that make sense?” 

“So far.” 

“I threw things out of balance. I needed to fix that.” 

Ducks snorted, the sound quite clearly conveying disbelief. “I think you might be giving yourself a little too much credit. I’ll be discussing your delusions of grandeur with the good doctor.” The small grin took some of the sting out of the words. 

“Idiot.” Riv laughed, swinging weakly at him. “Within  myself,  not the universe as a whole. And I’ll thank you to be keeping this discussion between us. No Del, no Bin, and by all the gods, no Dr. Terrell.” 

“I’ll see what I can do. Keep talking.” 
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It was easier to look anywhere but at Ducks. “The nightmare? It kind of happened. Or at least some of it. A version of it?” He was stumbling around the explanation, and Riv took a deep breath. “You’ve heard me talk about Del’s brother Den. We, uh, we were together for awhile.” 

“I kind of gathered that from Del. What happened?” 

“It was after he and I went our separate  ways.”  That  didn’t still hurt to say, no, not at all. “But we were docked for supplies on some stupid backwater planet at the same time he was there. Bin gave us the night off, we all went drinking in some shit-hole bar. Somebody made a pass at Denny, he turned the guy down. The guy had a friend, and they jumped him when he was by himself.” Riv struggled to sit up, desperate now to watch Ducks’ eyes, see his reaction. “I thought he was dead. I thought…” He forced himself to draw a shaky breath against the pain of both moving and memory. “I thought they’d killed him.” 

Ducks hissed, hand stilling for a second before he resumed the careful carding motion. 

“I don’t remember a lot after that. I was so fucking scared. I  grabbed something, a pipe, a piece of metal. And I killed the guy. The other one pulled a gun, and Marc took him out.” Riv closed  his eyes, willing his heart to slow down just a bit. “Do you understand? I can’t do harm. My. Entire. Fucking. Belief. 

System.” There was the desperate hope that with enough emphasis, Ducks would understand. That he wouldn’t condemn him like he’d condemned himself. 

“I’m not going to insult you by offering the same excuses I’m sure you’ve already heard.” 

Riv laughed weakly, the sound catching in his throat. “Thank you, I appreciate that.” 

Shifting them both into a more comfortable position against the head of the bunk, Ducks sighed. “I’m guessing that’s the nightmare?” 

It wasn’t really a question, but Riv found himself nodding anyway. “That would be it.” 

“If I ask you something now, will you swear to give me an honest answer?” Ducks’ gaze was intent, and he refused to let Riv look away, hand on his chin. “I need the truth.” Ducks waited for the slow nod before he continued, his voice steady. “Have you balanced the scales?” 

It wasn’t what he’d expected to hear, but at the same time, it was somehow the only question he could answer with any certainty. “Yeah.” Riv said it again, amazed and slightly terrified at the joy that single word held. “Yeah. They’re balanced now.” 

“Good. Good then. I won’t have to mention this to anyone in a professional capacity.” He used  the hand on Riv’s chin to pull him in for a kiss, smiling against his lips. “Now go back to sleep.” 

Suddenly too overwhelmingly tired to argue, Riv slid back under the blankets as Ducks held them up. 

“Fine,” he grumbled. “Just make sure that you don’t.” 

Whatever reply Ducks made was lost as sleep rolled over Riv in a tumbling wave. 
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Chapter Ten 

The smell of coffee was probably the only thing with the power to pull him up from the deep, and Riv yawned hugely before he managed to pry his eyes open. “I hope that’s for me,” he said, voice still hoarse with sleep. 

“I might be convinced to share.” Ducks raised an eyebrow as he finished stirring, setting the spoon on the table next to the bed. “What’s it worth to you?” 

“Name your price, nothing’s too high.” Riv’s stomach growled loudly, and they both laughed. 

“Right, so food too. Luckily I came prepared.” Ducks busied himself with the tray before dropping into the chair with a grin. “I suppose I should admit that Del fixed everything. I just got to be the waiter.” 

Riv rolled over enough to stare suspiciously at the bowl on the tray. “It’s not that healthy crap she’s always feeding Bin, is it? Because I will protest.” 

“It smells good to me.” Ducks leaned over to sniff it again. “Oatmeal?” 

“With butter and sugar?” Riv asked hopefully. 

“Looks that way.” He moved the tray closer to the bunk before helping Riv sit up, several pillows tucked solicitously behind him. 

Riv was halfway through the bowl before he looked up guiltily. “Uh, did you want some?” 

Ducks laughed, and Riv found himself thinking again how much he loved that sound, and how well it fit the man sitting next to him. “No, that’s okay, I already ate. Some of that healthy crap that Del feeds Bin.” 

He scraped out the last of the oatmeal, paying particular attention  to the pool of sugar left at the bottom. “You, um, haven’t told me how you got your voice back.” 

Ducks took the bowl, setting it on the table before leaning back in the chair. “It was the stupidest thing in the world. I was watching the news feed one night, and they were running a story about Maltana and the trouble the courts are having with sorting everything out.  They started talking about a field marshal who was inciting riots in the outlying provinces, and using them as an excuse to… He was killing entire  towns full of innocent people.  They said they couldn’t find any witnesses who were willing to testify to his crimes, and then they showed his face, and I stood up in the middle of the rec room and swore at the vid screen.” 

Riv tried to imagine it, fighting back laughter that wasn’t entirely appropriate, and would hurt like a bitch besides. “So your first words after all that time were…” 
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“Motherfucking son of a bitch, if I recall.” Dryly stated, and suddenly Riv couldn’t help but giggle, a hoarse croak that he still tried to repress, despite the grin he was getting from Ducks. 

“I knew him. He’d slaughtered half the people in the villages surrounding my med station.” He turned a little more serious, smile falling away, and he wouldn’t meet Riv’s eyes. “MedAid has a policy of non-collusion for a reason, and I…I broke it. I couldn’t be there, in the middle of all those people being killed for no damn reason, and not try to help them. I was passing information back and forth between the rebel camps. It was easy enough—just have someone come in as a patient, give me the info, and pass it along to the next person down the line. Someone must have told them I was doing it though, because they came for me in the middle of the night. Burned down my fucking clinic.” 

The voice Riv still wasn’t used to had grown thick, and he stretched out a hand, ignoring the pain the movement caused him. Ducks caught it, giving it a small squeeze, but he was no less upset when he spoke again. “They killed my clinic aides, lined them up and made me watch while they shot them, and then they tortured me in front of as many of the locals as they could round up.” 

He wiped his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose. “I know exactly how it happened, now. I still had the names and descriptions of the rebels, knew where half their camps were, how they were getting supplies, and I can remember thinking that no matter what, I wouldn’t give them that.  I’d stay silent.” 

Giving Riv a wry smile, he rubbed his hand over the back of his head. “Turns out I was more stubborn than I ever knew.” 

“I’m somehow not surprised,”  Riv told him mildly, when he couldn’t find the words to say that he was sorry, that he understood, that he probably would have done the same. 

“I testified last month, and once I did, with the perceived authority of MedAid behind me, there were others who felt safe enough to come forward.” He gave Riv’s hand a last squeeze, letting it go as he got to his feet. “MedAid officially released me from service two days later, and I didn’t know what to do, until I finally worked up the guts to send you a message and I got Del instead.” 

“Lucky you.  She must have been in a fine temper by then,”  Riv said with a snicker.  “Should I be worried? You both think I’m an idiot, and she’s got those breasts you told me you’re so fond of…” 

Pryce looked at him, the picture of consternation, finally rolling his eyes, turning his head to hide a grin. “Those are compelling points, but oddly enough, it’s you I’m in love with, dumbass.” 

If there was a way Riv had imagined hearing it, he could honestly say that wasn’t it, and yet those were still some of the sweetest words he’d ever had spoken to him. He tried not to injure himself too much in his sudden struggle to be upwardly mobile, and he managed to get out of his bed, clinging to the wall to stay upright before Ducks jumped to grab him. He was pleased that he hadn’t been swaying too much. 

“What the hell—” It was all he got out before Riv yanked him down for a kiss, sloppy and demanding more than he could possibly deal with right now. 
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Ducks kissed him back, an arm around his waist to hold him up, and his other hand cupping his head and carding through his hair. “Idiot,” he whispered against Riv’s lips, but it was too fond to hold any sting. 

“For the love of all that’s holy, would you stop trying to damage yourself?” 

“Only if you promise to keep saying it.”  Riv laughed, sagging down to the mattress again as Ducks helped him sit. 

Pryce raised an eyebrow, and the familiar, quirking smile returned. Without words, Riv would always know that smile. 

“Idiot,” Ducks whispered into Riv’s ear, and he went down without a fight when Riv pulled him into bed. 
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 The weakness he fears could be his lover’s only hope. 

 

Shenandoah 

 © 2010 Ally Blue 

 

 Mother Earth, Book 2 

Bear has never regretted leaving his old life behind for his exotically beautiful lover, Dragon. 

Following his heart, though, has left them in need of a home. There’s only one place he can think of where they can be together and be happy. Shenandoah. A place of myth—until he encounters signs that it’s a real place that lies somewhere to the north. 

Dragon doesn’t share his lover’s faith that it even exists, much less that it will live up to Bear’s high expectations. Yet they are Brothers now, bound by love and so much more. No hardship will keep Dragon from Bear’s side. Even if it means nothing but disappointment waits at the end of their journey. 

Danger lurks in the wilderness, the ruined cities of the lost Old World, and especially within themselves. As Bear’s quest for a new home becomes a spirit journey of mystical power, Dragon doubts his own strength—an unbearable shame he tries to hide deep within. But when a chance encounter turns into a fight for survival, Bear’s life depends on Dragon’s ability to put his doubts aside…and dare to hope. 

 Warning: This book contains knife fights, cannibals, mysterious ruins, and dirty sex between warrior men. 

 

 Enjoy the following excerpt for Shenandoah: 

They pushed north for three more days before infection began to set in. By the time they stopped to camp on the fourth night, after a day of slow and difficult travel, Bear ached all over with fever. 

He clutched one of the wool blankets around his shoulders and tried to lie still while Dragon cleaned his wound. Even the gentlest touch hurt with a deep, sickening pain. 

“It’s bad, isn’t it?” He knew the answer already, by Dragon’s muttered curse when he’d first unwound the dressing, but he had to ask. 

Dragon was silent for a moment, patting the skin dry and laying a fresh poultice over the wound. “It’s swollen and red,” he answered finally. “And it’s obviously infected all around the outside. The good news is, the infection doesn’t seem to run too deep.” He ran his hand down the underside of Bear’s knee in a brief caress. “It’s bad. But it’s not as bad as it could be.” 

“Well, that’s good. I guess.” Bear gritted his teeth and lifted his leg so Dragon could pull the old wrapping out from under him and slide the new ones beneath him. Dragon hadn’t said so, but Bear knew 

 



  

they were about to run out of clean cloth. Soon, Dragon would have to start reusing the old ones. He’d been washing and saving them since day one. “I wonder how much farther Shenandoah is?” 

Dragon’s movements faltered, and Bear hid a grim smile in his folded arms. He wouldn’t be able to walk much farther. If they didn’t find Shenandoah soon, he’d die out here. He knew it, and he knew Dragon did as well. 

After he finished with Bear’s dressing, Dragon rose, gathered the used dressings into the rabbit-skin bag he’d made for the purpose, then went to the fire. “I’ll make you another cup of tea.” 

“It’s okay. One’s enough.” Bear wasn’t sure about that, not tonight. His leg hurt so badly he didn’t think anything would help. But to be fair, the tea he’d had before Dragon started on the dressing hadn’t had time to work properly yet. And who knew how long the herbs they’d brought with them would need to last? 

There weren’t that many willows of the type they needed growing in these woods, so they hadn’t been able to find much more bark since they left Lexin. 

Dragon just shook his head and prepared another mug. He stirred in a generous portion from their precious stash of honey, then handed the mug to Bear. “Drink it. I still have chamomile and sage, and there’s plenty growing wild around here. I can use that.” 

Bear obediently gulped the tea, trying not to grimace at the bitterness cutting through the sweetness of the honey. It might taste awful, but it eased his pain enough to let him sleep, which was more than any of the sweeter herbs could manage. 

A few minutes later Dragon returned to the blanket with an earthenware pot full of the rabbit stew that had been simmering while he changed Bear’s dressing. “Can you sit up? You need to eat.” 

“Yeah. Give me a second.” 

Setting the empty mug down, Bear rolled onto his side. He pushed into a sitting position, his good leg curled close to his body and his injured one stretched out in front of him. His head swam, but he dug his fingers into the ground at his side and forced himself to remain upright. 

When he thought he could move without falling over, he handed Dragon the empty mug. Dragon dipped it in the pot to fill it and handed it back without comment, but the sharp gray eyes missed nothing. 

He leaned over the pot and scooped stew into his mouth with a clean, flat piece of wood, watching Bear the whole time. 

He reached for Bear’s mug after he’d drained the last of the broth from the bottom. “Here, I’ll get you some more.” 

Bear shook his head. “No.” 

 



  

Dragon’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve had my fill, and there’s still some left. And you need to keep up your strength. So if you’re just saying that because—” 

“I’m not. I promise.” Bear hunched his shoulders beneath the blanket still draped over him. Mother, he was cold. “My stomach’s kind of unsettled. I’m afraid if I eat too much I’ll be sick, and we can’t afford for me to lose anything I’ve eaten. I’m already weak, and we don’t know how far we still have to go.” 

The suspicion melted from Dragon’s eyes. Setting Bear’s mug beside the pot, he rose onto his knees and moved close enough to press his body against Bear’s side. He wound both arms around Bear’s shoulders and laid his cool cheek against Bear’s hot one. Bear turned his head to nuzzle behind Dragon’s ear, breathing in the scents of sweat, wood smoke and herbs. It smelled like comfort and safety. Like home.   

Bear hoped he survived long enough to make a  real home with Dragon. 

 Don’t think that way. You’ll make it. You have to. 

Turning toward Dragon, Bear curled his body enough to rest his head on Dragon’s shoulder. He yawned as a familiar languor crept into his limbs. “How much valerian did you put in that tea?” 

“Only a little more than usual. You’ve  had a rough hike today. Between that and the fever, you’re worn out.” Dragon stroked Bear’s sweat-damp hair away from his face. “Lie down. Sleep. We’ll start whenever you’re ready tomorrow, but we’re going to go easy, okay?” 

“Agreed.” Bear yawned again. His eyelids slid closed. When he forced them open, he was surprised to find himself stretched out on the blanket, with Dragon’s shirt beneath his head and the thick wool blanket he’d been using earlier tucked around him from toes to chin. Dragon crouched beside the fire, rinsing the cooking pot with what clean water remained in the other pot. Bear frowned. “Dragon?” 

Dragon’s head whipped up. When he saw Bear watching him, he set both pots down and hurried back to Bear’s side. “What is it? What do you need?” 

“Nothing. I just…” Bear shook his head. It bothered him that he could fall asleep in the middle of a conversation and not even realize it was about to happen. “You should sleep too. I know you must be tired.” 

Dragon smiled, though the worry line between his eyes remained. “I will. Just let me finish cleaning up.” 

“All right.” Freeing one arm from the blanket, Bear reached up to touch Dragon’s cheek. 

Dragon grabbed Bear’s hand in both of his and pressed a kiss to the palm before letting go. Bear shut his eyes and let himself drift. 

 



  

He half-surfaced when the blanket lifted and Dragon’s warm body pressed close to his. Rolling onto his good side, he curled into Dragon’s welcome embrace with a contented sigh. He sank back into sleep to the sound of Dragon’s heartbeat in his ear. 

 



  

 Two very different men. One magical world. An adventure that could cost everything. 

 

Strange Fortune 

 © 2010 Josh Lanyon 

 

Dashing soldier of fortune Valentine Strange needs a fortune—he owes just about everybody, including his betrothed. Happily, the wealthy Holy Orders of Harappu are desperate to retrieve the diadem of the Goddess Purya from an ancient temple deep in the White Mountains. 

It’s to be a dangerous journey, but the pay is too good to refuse. Though the addition of a reputedly mad—and strangely attractive—witch makes Val suspect there’s more at stake than the retrieval of a mere religious relic. 

Aleister Grimshaw is a reluctant companion on Val’s quest. The same evil that surrounds the diadem once hunted him—and still threatens his sanity in terrible dreams. Cruel experience has taught him to keep to himself, but Val fearlessly defends him against all manner of curses, bandits and unnatural creatures. 

Grimshaw dares to hope that here is someone worthy of his deepest secrets…if the brash, beautiful Val will only listen to his warnings. 

But he doesn’t, and both men find themselves imprisoned by the masked priests of an unholy order. 

Grimshaw succumbs to a demonic power that will force both men to face the destruction of the only lives they have ever known. 

 Warning: This book contains one dashing cad, one half-mad witch, two vengeful ghosts, various assorted demons and enchanted creatures, a pinch of revolution—and the illicit use of pith helmets. 

 

 Enjoy the following excerpt for Strange Fortune: When the old woman finished speaking, Grimshaw answered her in the same rapid, clicking tongue. 

Apparently whatever he said did not go down well. Murmurs of dismay rippled through the assembly. 

“What does she want?” Strange demanded. 

“They’ve asked me to perform a feat of magic.” 

“So? Perform one.” 

Grimshaw looked pained. “It’s not that simple.” 

Why shouldn’t it be? Witches were so much more temperamental about these things. A good magician simply did as he was asked. Say the word and they’d have a mechanical man or a winged dog or a fire lizard standing in the courtyard with them. Witches always had some complicated rule about why they couldn’t do something that needed doing. 

The old woman began to speak again. When she finished, she gestured impatiently to the dwarf figure who stepped forward with the diadem. 

Grimshaw shook his head. 

 



  

“What are you doing?” Strange demanded, moving forward. 

He was grabbed roughly by the masked monks and dragged back. He could have broken free—it would be like snapping a handful of twigs—but Grimshaw called out angrily and Strange was released, though with obvious reluctance. Trying to move forward, he found his way barred again. Grimshaw spoke harshly, but although heads were ducked in presumed obedience, no one moved out of Strange’s path. 

Slowly but steadily the courtyard was filling with people. Villagers? But from what hamlet? And what manner of folk were these? Strange thought he knew all the tribes of the Benhali Mountains, but the crowd joining the pool of black masks surrounding himself and Grimshaw, widening the gulf between them, were unlike any he had seen before. They were very tall, striking looking, with hazel eyes and bronze hair and skin that was just…unless it was a trick of light? No. Their skin was  the palest, most delicate shade of…green. 

Green. 

Something in their diet, no doubt. 

But…indisputably green. 

Much like the stories told about the ancient ones of Nagara. He’d never believed those stories although he’d seen a few green-looking citizens on ancient murals and serving platters. Always figured it for artistic license. 

Grimshaw’s horse moved restively and kicked out at the bodies beginning to hem him in. Monks and peasants hastily moved clear, and Strange was able to reach Grimshaw’s side, putting his hand on Caspar’s bridle, quieting him. 

“Why are they so interested in you?” 

“She’s suggested I might be the incarnation of her god.” 

“You  what?” 

Grimshaw didn’t answer, and following his gaze Strange saw that a small cadre of burly men dressed in the  black livery of monastery guards had appeared at the top of the stairs. Arms folded, they seemed prepared to resist any onslaught against the monastery. What kind of monastery kept a house guard? 

“Does this god of hers answer to the name of Dakshi when he’s at home?” 

There were exclamations from those standing near at the mention of Nanak’s magician. 

Grimshaw sounded distracted. “I don’t know. Dakshi’s not a god. Not technically. But maybe they think…” 

“What?” 

In subdued tones, Grimshaw said, “I don’t believe she’s telling the truth. She knows I’m no god. But for some reason she seems to want me to think that’s what she believes. She suggests that I enter the monastery so we can converse in privacy.” 

 



  

“No.” Strange spoke automatically, but then questioned his own reaction. He didn’t like it—it felt unlucky, unsafe—but there was no practical reason not to comply, was there? Beyond the fact that there was something going on here that he didn’t follow. 

Grimshaw said quietly, “It might be the only way. She wants me to put on the diadem, but only inside.” 

Strange shook his head, his eyes holding the gaze of the tall monk he’d dubbed Stork. “I don’t trust Stork over there. Make them bring it to you.” 

In fact, he didn’t trust any of them. He looked around but did not see the elderly Crux anywhere. 

Grimshaw tossed his helmet to Strange and thrust an imperious hand toward the monks. “Bring me the diadem.” 

But now the monks seemed unsure. There was a hasty withdrawal and conference which lasted several minutes before at last the diminutive figure came forward again, proffering a small silken pillow faded with age. Strange stared at the intertwined metals of workmanship from a bygone age. One of the largest stones was missing, but it was still a strange and twisted amazement of gold and red gems. 

The tall monk clicked and chattered at Grimshaw. 

Grimshaw did not speak, did not move. 

Never taking his eyes from the winking, blinking jewels, Strange asked, “Have they mentioned how the thing came to be here?” 

“It’s a bit vague.” 

“Or why they pretended they didn’t know what we were talking about?” 

The crowd had fallen silent, waiting. The dwarfish figure nearly overbalanced in an effort to raise the pillow to Grimshaw’s outstretched hand. Fingers closing around the diadem, Grimshaw placed it gingerly on his forehead. 

There were a great many gasps and ducking heads as light caught the glitter of jewels. The crowd fell back. The monks began clicking furiously to each other. The elegant green folk, too, were talking in weird trills that reminded Strange of birds. He heard the whisper start and blaze through the crowd like fire through dry grass. 

“What are they saying?” 

“Apparently only Dakshi can wear his own diadem and live.” Grimshaw added, “Now they tell me.” 

Strange bit back a fierce grin. Hand on his revolver, he was waiting for something—anything. Matters had already moved far beyond their control. They were badly outnumbered, surrounded. They might still triumph—the fact that Grimshaw was still sitting there alive and unharmed wearing the diadem of a god was greatly in their favor. The crowd, still reeling with shock and awe, were beginning to drop down on their knees, touching foreheads to stone. 

 



  

Grimshaw jerked his head, and following his nod, Strange saw that the monks were in conference again—the Crux had reappeared at the top of the monastery stairs, apart from the others, watching them with her odd gold-brown eyes. He turned sharply back to Grimshaw as the younger man caught his breath as though in pain. 

“Alright?” 

“Oddsblood…” Grimshaw swore faintly as though he had just made an astonishing discovery, eyes closed, hand at his forehead, his fingers pressed against the diadem. 

“Grimshaw?” 

Grimshaw didn’t reply. 

Strange wasted no more time, stepping over the bodies and going to his horse, grabbing the bag of gold he’d brought. He pushed his way back to the monastery steps and tossed the bag down. It spilled open, gold coins flashing in the sun. The monks drew back as though it were poison. More clicking and clacking of tongues. 

“Time to go,” he told Grimshaw. 

Grimshaw opened his eyes. He looked dazed. 

In three steps Strange reached Balestra and mounted. He threw a look back to see Grimshaw wheeling his mount, a hand going to the diadem to steady it. 

A shout of protest went up from  the monks, and the temple guards rushed forward even as the previously prone worshippers were on their feet, hands grabbing at Grimshaw’s stirrups and bridle. The mob closed in about him dragging horse and rider back in a relentless surge toward the great carved doors standing wide and waiting. Not trained to be a warhorse, Caspar allowed this, balking only slightly. 

Strange spurred Balestra forward, trying in vain to intercept Grimshaw. The younger man was kicking at those hanging to the chestnut’s bridle. He planted a boot in one chest, knocking the man down, but another was there to take his place. Ahead of them, Strange glimpsed painted, swinging lanterns, and walls carved with the faces of demons and monstrous beasts. 

The clamor was deafening as his own bridle was caught and he was dragged in the opposite direction. 

Balestra landed a hard bite on the monk leading him and shook his head free. Strange reached for his pistol but hesitated. So far they were unharmed. If he tipped the balance toward violence, Grimshaw might be the first to pay the price. He spurred Balestra forward again, trying to ride through the crush of bodies, but there was no room to maneuver as the screaming, chanting crowd swept Grimshaw along, hauling witch and horse up the steps and into the great hall. 

The heavy doors swung shut behind. 
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 Enjoy the following excerpt for Somatesthesia: 

“I’m taking the weekend off,” Devlin said after their order had been taken. The little vegetarian café 

had become a regular haunt for them because the food was excellent and the dining area private.  The owners now saw them as favored customers and enjoyed trying new dishes out on them, to Devlin’s delight. Connor had no strong preferences in food other than it be healthy, so he was happy to let Devlin choose where they ate. “I’m going squirrelly.” 

“The case isn’t solved.” 

“And it’s not going to be solved over the weekend without a breakthrough, and hey, we get one of them, I’ll be back like a shot. I just want to do some sight-seeing, go dancing, get laid. You know, normal stuff.” 

Connor ignored the provocative parts of that sentence. “But we’re still on duty.” 

“Yeah, and I can be reached by phone or message any time. Chicago’s not that big. I can be in any part of the city in an hour, and seriously, if I don’t see more than the hotel, this joint and the station, I’m going to go nuts.” 

“You’ve been to Raj’s house and his workshop.” 

 



  

Devlin rolled his eyes. “Where we talked about the case. Come on. I love you like a brother, Connor, but I need a change of scenery.” 

“Er…right.” Connor’s face heated up at this honest declaration. “I’m sorry I’m not—” 

Devlin held his hand up. “Don’t apologize. It’s not your fault. You should take a break too. Go visit the aquarium or the zoo or something.” 

“Oh, I don’t think…” 

“I won’t tell if you don’t.” 

“We’re being  paid.” 

“Yeah, and I’ve worked every day for the last four weeks. I’m not going off duty. Just being  on duty somewhere different.” 

“Dancing.” 

“You don’t have to sound so medieval about it. My phone works just fine in a club, and I’ll even take my gun with me, Agent Hutchens.” 

Connor opened his mouth to object, then realized he was simply repeating his father’s line, which he didn’t even agree with. “Then enjoy yourself. I might go to the aquarium as you suggested.” 

“Now there’s a good little SCI. Trust me. You’ll be a lot fresher. Maybe even come up with a new wrinkle from that high-powered brain of yours.” 

“I might at that.” 

It was Thursday night. Devlin made it clear that as from five on Friday, he would do his own thing, within limits. Having agreed to it, Connor quite looked forward to a bit of sight-seeing, even if he’d have to conceal it from his father. How nice it would be not to have to, but he feared Otou-san was at a stage in his life where he would no longer change. Connor would have to bend, since Otou-san wasn’t capable of doing so. 

Another habit they had fallen into was going to the gym together, or swimming, as their fancy took them. It provided much delicious torture for Connor, for Devlin had not a trace of body shyness, and changed in the lockers without resorting to towels or cubicles. Nor should he. It was only Connor who felt somehow he should hide himself—not to conceal his body, but his reaction to Devlin’s. He couldn’t bring himself to suggest they exercise separately. What possible excuse could he give? 

Devlin paid the bill, and stood. “Gym or pool tonight?” 

“Uh…gym?” 

“I don’t mind if you want the pool.” 

“No, the gym. Definitely.” 

Devlin frowned. “You okay, buddy? You’re a little stressed.” 

“Um. I think…yes, I need a break. You’re right.” 

 



  

“I am. Don’t burn out on me, Connor. I’ve just broken you in all nice and comfortable.” 

He grinned at his own joke, and Connor smiled at his expression. He couldn’t resist the man’s smiles, or much else about him. He was terribly afraid of where this predilection could lead. 

They had now been working out together long enough that they moved through their routines seamlessly, Connor spotting Devlin and Devlin spotting him like sports partners who’d trained together for years. Connor had to admit it was a comforting feeling, like being back at college, with Andrew and Steven, runners like him. 

As usual, when Connor finished his treadmill segment, Devlin was ready behind the bench press to help him. “You’re going to look like King Kong if you keep this up. No one’ll believe that Clark Kent cover of yours if you’re bulging out of your shirts.” 

“Clark Kent?” 

“Connor, do you  ever watch anything that’s not educational?” 

“I see films. Sometimes. At college, quite often.” 

“And you don’t know who Superman is?” 

“Of course. Oh, that Clark Kent. All your references are so last century.” 

“Superman’s immortal. He’s not stuck in any century.” 

“If you say so.” 

Bench pressing with Devlin so close to him was an exercise in self-control as much as strength. 

Connor always tried to concentrate purely on the lifts, but his attention too often wandered, as it did tonight, to Devlin’s arms and Devlin’s scent and how very lucky he was to have Devlin as a partner. At least he managed to finish the program without making Devlin worry he was slipping into a sensory zone out. 

When Connor finished the routine, and his workout, Devlin straightened and wiped his face with the hem of his shirt. “Must be some nice thoughts you were having there.” 

“Excuse me?” 

Devlin looked downwards in a pointed manner, and Connor realized what had drawn his attention. He flushed hot and sat up, trying to discreetly adjust his suddenly far too small gym shorts. “That’s a very personal observation, Devlin.” 

“Well, I figured you wouldn't mind since you keep checking me out.” 

“I don’t.” 

Devlin arched an eyebrow. 

Panicking, Connor took refuge in hauteur. “This is an inappropriate conversation for two agents.” 

“We’re off the clock. Nothing wrong with finding your partner attractive.” 

“I don’t!” 

Devlin raised that exceedingly irritating eyebrow again. “You don’t think I’m attractive?” 

 



  

“Of course. I mean, no! I mean…do you even understand the meaning of privacy?” 

“What’s the big deal? We’re both gay, Connor.” 

Connor stalked over to his towel. “Actually, I’m bisexual, and I’m asking you to refrain from this topic.” 

“Sorry. Forget I said anything.” 

“And that will be so very easy, won’t it? Do you ever filter anything that comes out of your mouth, or does it dribble straight from your brain?” 

“Wow. You can overdo the bitchy personality thing. Just saying.” Damn the man, he was grinning. 

“And you can be too blunt. I don’t wish to talk about sex or attraction or anything else. This borders on sexual harassment.” 

Devlin held his hands up, no longer smiling. “You’re right. And I really am sorry.” 

“Apology accepted. I’m going to shower.” 

He stalked off, glad Devlin had no superpower to detect rank hypocrisy when it was this thick in the air. 

Back in their room, he stripped off and got into the shower. He ran the water ice-cold as a punishment, and hoped desperately Devlin would deal with his eruption of temper by ignoring it as he ignored Connor’s other foibles. But really, Connor wasn’t showing his best side here. If Devlin would just back off a little, accept his lack of openness on personal subjects as a warning to stay off them, it would be so much easier. Devlin had taken Tom Pacey’s remarks about partners and spouses a little bit too much to heart. And considering the way Connor’s thoughts had been running, the last thing he wanted was to encourage  that. Damn it, they were on a case, and had to work together. Getting “it” out in the open was the last thing they needed. 

When he came out, Devlin was waiting, but the man only slipped past him into the bathroom with a murmured “Excuse me”. Connor dressed in clean underwear and climbed into bed, pulling the covers around him in a way that he hoped indicated he did  not want to talk about it. Especially not “it”. 

For a few minutes after Devlin came to bed, there was blessed silence. But he wasn’t asleep, and sure enough, he spoke to Connor’s obdurate back. “Still mad at me, huh?” 

“No. I simply don’t wish to talk about it.” 

“I get that. It’s not a big deal though. You’re hot. No big secret there.” 

Would he ever stop talking about it? “You think I’m hot?” 

Devlin chuckled. “Sure. I’d have to be blind, deaf and paralyzed not to. You’re a bit paler than I’m used to, but I could work with it.” 

“I don’t  want you to work with it!” 

“Jeez, calm the fuck down, will you? Anyway, you’re not my type.” 

 



  

 Why not?  Connor rolled over and glared, but didn’t ask because that would lead to things he really didn’t want to talk about. “Some matters are inappropriate for discussion.” 

“Sure. I know that.” 

“So we aren’t talking about it.” 

“Okay.” 

Connor threw the covers back and sat up. “For the record, yes, I think you’re attractive.” 

“Cool.” 

“So will you shut up about it?” 

Devlin smiled brightly. “Absolutely. Anyway, now it’s cleared up.” 

Connor flung himself down, rolled over and pulled the covers over his head. “Good  night, Devlin.” 

“Good night, Connor. Sleep well.” 

Oh,  fishsticks.  
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