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A FEW WORDS
This is one of those zines that wasn’t supposed
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to happen. Well, it was—but not in this form.
Our original intent was to produce a minizine, a zinelet if you will. We were going to
make it part of a new series under the rubric
“It’s Not the Size That Counts (It’s the Circumference).” The last bit of the title stayed. The
size didn’t.
The oldest story in this collection is called
“Coming Clean,” a Due South piece written, I
believe, directly after the show’s second
season. It’s a PWP in M. Fae’s older style with
a lot of sex. What’s surprising are the pieces at
the opposite end of the scale: they never quite
get as far as the sex. Of course, they generally
contain a helluva lot of unresolved or unacted
upon sexual tension. What can I say? M. Fae
has changed as a writer. She and I are becoming less content with sex scenes unless they
are absolutely right for the characters in that
situation.
—Caroline K. Carbis, Editor
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AURORA
One of the subgenres in The Phantom
Menace (and other fandoms!) is forcing
Our Two Guys to engage in sex to atone
for something, or save something/someone/themselves, or maintain their cover,
or fulfill local religious requirements—the
list of excuses is endless, and the descriptions of Our Two Guys doing the deed are
luscious. But…what’s it like from the
other side? What’s it like to be part of the
group that’s requiring these two guys to
perform the ritual or prove the goodness
of their intentions? What’s it like to be—
like slash fans—the ones watching Our
Two Guys actually doing it?
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IF THEY STOOD
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any chance at all of getting out of this mess with their skins intact
and their necks unbroken, then they had to do this.
If they stood the slightest chance of getting a warning back to
the Council about what was really going on behind the honeyed
words of diplomatic emissaries and requests for more time to
discuss ‘trade options,’ then they had to do this.
If they wanted to learn and reveal the truth about this rogue
band of Force Sensitives masquerading as ‘simple’ merchants and
traders forming a ‘Trade Union’ to give honest merchants an
alternative to the Trade Federation, then they had to do this.
If they wanted to save the Jedi Order itself, they had to do this.
And if they wanted to know each other, just once, without
penalty, then they had to do this.

There were brothels where less sex was going on.
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In the main hall, our communal dinner had long since degenerated into the nights’ usual activity, one person’s lust all it ever
took to start the chain-reaction, when we were of a mind to

Story Beginning
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indulge and when indulgences wouldn’t distract us from our
ultimate goal or short-term safety. Tonight, it’d begun right there at
the head table, Sofica snarling as she grabbed one of the officers
standing behind her. Right there on the table, she started on him,
not even bothering to strip him all the way before spreading his
legs and shoving her fingers into him.
You could tell from the reactions to that exactly who was
new around here and who wasn’t. The only completely new
ones, two applicants (none of us could consider calling either
of these arrogant men ‘supplicants’), those new, unsponsored
ones, they gaped. Gasped, actually, judging by the look S’eve
gave the fair-haired one. Or maybe S’eve was just looking, as
so many of us were. The curiosity rippled through the room,
and S’eve answered: gasping, and looking, both.
It’s not often we get a new face, after all, and two new faces,
attached to bodies such as those…well, who could blame us for
wanting them?
Especially with the Force so strong in both of them. No aphrodisiac better than the tang and tingle of the Force, for us. To feel
that against our skin, licking along the pleasure centers of body
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and brain—what could be better than that? We wonder, often,
why mundanes even bother with coupling for anything other than
the chore of procreation, when all they can feel is the body.
Someone shuddered at that—and we all shared the image of
what it must be like to couple like mundanes, without the touch
of mind or spirit or Force: it would be like coupling with the
dead.
Cold, and clammy, and the feel of that shivering through the
room of us made us turn, chilled, to the burning flares up at the
top table, where Sofica was taking her pleasure and filtering it
through to us, and the two unsponsored ones were staring.
Of course, it was the strength of the Force in them that had
roused our first suspicions—and the way it was tamed.
Only Jedi were fools enough to tame the Force, to take the fire
of it and turn it into nothing more than a banked glow.
So the wonderings had begun within seconds of the two of
them appearing in our midst. How had they got in, how had they
bypassed both guards and security—the Force, obviously, and a
powerful amount of it and even more training, for we hadn’t even
felt them coming. But the why was even more suspect. If they

Story Beginning

were what they claimed to be, why not just knock on the front
door the way other rogue Sensitives and unlicensed telepaths did?
And why were they without sponsors, without contacts, without a
history?

Oh, we had much cause for suspicion, no two ways about that.
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But most of all, though, it was the two of them themselves.
They smelled of Jedi.
They stank of enforced serenity and repression, of natural
desires buried alive until they suffocated, of pretentious selfrighteousness.
Enough, in here, with us, to get them killed, usually.
But…
But with these two, there was more.
They carried the carrion stench of the Jedi, yes, but they also
reeked of fear. Not of us, no, they all but sneered at an upstart
band of rogue Sensitives in our unconvincing finery and tell-tale
poor manners, communal dinner slipping rapidly into circle
mind-fuck. They couldn’t know what we were planning for the
Jedi and the Trade Federation both— and even if they knew, what
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would two Jedi think they had to fear from untrained Sensitives?
Our few telepaths knew how to shield—how else had they survived
until they found and joined and became Us?—but shielded
against being read, they couldn’t read much in return: they
couldn’t do much more than garner impressions and vague feelings
from our unsponsored…guests. But even without telepathy to
read our friends or foes, we could read enough to be interested.
For there they stood, perfect pictures of serenity, but to
Sensitives, obscured by a cloud of fear as thick as fog.
Why? The question buzzed through us, our telepaths quivering
as they used our web of links to allow the question to leap from
one of us to the next, a rising need—jittering fear, old and new
memories of persecution, of boots echoing in the night: willowy
waves of soothing, soothing, calming, belonging—to find the
answer to what could make Jedi fear.
It was Jitar who noticed it, something that was enough to postpone their deaths at least. Nothing much, just a detail, but Jitar
always had a fetish for hair, and Jitar, his Gift strong enough to
bind us all, let us all see how there, amongst the softened ends of
hair in need of a trim, there were two raw patches, bristly and
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sharp-edged, surely newly cut, we all agreed with him. One, at
the back of the head, could be anything, but combined with the
other, that tiny patch only Jitar would’ve noticed, behind the right
ear…
Oh, yes, they smelled of Jedi repression. And one had been but
recently, a padawan.
The other carried himself like a master.
And they smelled of fear, the fear of wanting.
We talked amongst ourselves then, of course, not that the
applicants would be able to hear us: untrained though most of us
were when we came here, Sofica made sure we learned shielding,
and learned it well, telepaths and Sensitives alike.
Our new applicants were either spies, or that rarest of creatures,
rogue Jedi. We’re not fools; we don’t believe in rogue Jedi masters,
though we have every reason to believe in rogue Jedi padawans.
But if they were master and padawan, then it would make sense
for them to run.
For we could all taste it, the hunger, the want, the need between
them.
And we could see it.
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Impossible, even for us, to tell which of them wanted more—
and which of them feared more.
There is no passion, there is serenity, the poor bastards’re taught
from the crèche on up. There is no emotion, there is the Force.
And our two maybe-Jedi were ripping up their Code every time
they looked at each other.
If that’s what was going on between them, then their stupid
damned Order would have a hissy fit—there were tales everyone
had heard, horror tales of expulsion, of separation and being
shunned. Ourselves, we would torture mundanes for information
or punishment, but for one of our own, the worst we could do
was shun them.
Can the mundanes even begin to imagine what it is to be
Gifted, and be made utterly alone? And to feel it—in your soul, in
your aching bones—as people turn from you?
We all feel at the ripple spread through the room as the mere
thought of it passes through us; the moments of stillness, of
touching stopping, and after the touch of cold fear, feel the way
we drive the chill away. No better way to fight off a chill than
with hugging a bit of fire, right?
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But we look, now, at our two applicants, sitting still as statues
at the High Table, not looking at each other.
As if we can’t feel the hunger between them.
Some of us can see it, and Gift the rest of us with the image:
the Force so controlled and harnessed inside them, right there
beside the need. Entangled in it, maybe, which must be hell for
Jedi. The Force telling them to do one thing—and the pathetic
idiots all but worship their midichlorian parasites—and their
Code, Council, peers, inhibitions and Dark Times-traditions
recoiling in horror and telling them not to do it on pain of falling
to the Dark.
It’s almost enough to make us feel sorry for them.
Yes—look, there, Jitar is approaching, and who’d ever have
expected Jitar to be so subtle?
Not that it’s working: the younger applicant just pulled away.
Or maybe it did work: pulling away from Jitar bumped him
into the near-Wookiee at his side.
Oh, we all felt that jolt of desire!
Even with things already well into the usual fun, we all felt that,
a hot thrill like a blaster bolt just missing.
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Tonight, it had been Sofica who had made the first move to
sex-play, but it had been the hunger of those two men that had
truly started it.
But they haven’t joined us. Not yet.
Even though we can all taste their hunger on our tongues and
in our bellies, they’re still sitting there.
Sofica’s looking at them, and we can hear her doubts; she’s
going to test them again, and then we’ll have our answer.
She’s naked now, and we can hear her call S’eve to her. She’ll
take the big one with his jade murmur of Living Force, S’eve will
take the cool violet. As one, our leader and second-in-command
turn to the maybe-Jedi and touch them.
Wordless reeling rejection hurt. NOOOOOOO.
Stop.
Everyone’s stopped now, no matter what they were doing; who
could lose themselves in the pleasure after a blow to our minds
like that?
Jedi.
They are still, painfully obviously, Jedi.
And they have just rejected Us.
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They were tested, and failed. Jedi. They are still Jedi, and we
have no cause to love the Jedi. Fear them, loathe them, hate them
for stealing our children or our childhoods, but love them? No.
Not that. Never again.
There will be no more sharing of pleasure and union tonight;
there will be death instead. Lovely dark death, rich as blood on
our tongues and in our minds.
We can feel it.
We can feel the sunlit desire shrivel and hide as the midnight
lust rises instead.
Death.
We will feel them die. We’ll feel every moment, we’ll know it
all.
We’ll know Death, but we will survive. Tonight, we’ll defeat
Death again. And we’ll feed on fear, and misery, and loss.
Look at Sofica; we can feel her regret. She’s right, too: as welltrained as these are, they would’ve been tremendous assets to us.
More than just operatives, we can feel her plans for them: a
school of our own, to teach the Sensitives we find and the
Sensitives that are already here, to heal the ones damaged
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beyond our care. We reject the stupid Jedi notions of repression,
suppression, and control, but we want everything they could
possibly teach us about being Jedi warriors.
Warriors. These two are surely warriors. They are both so
strong, so honed, with such fine musculature. We look at them
closely; the smaller one is far from small—S’eve is surprised to
see us watching him stand side by side by the smaller, and to be
no taller—and the taller one is…the sort of build destined to be a
warrior.
We could’ve had lightsabers, if these two were truly rogue. If
they’d been truly rogue, we could even have dared rescue some
of the youngsters—some of us remembering being young and
Sensitive and alone—from the bitter chill of Jedi life.
Oh, feel the warm buzz of anger rise! We wrap ourselves in it,
feeding it to each other, feeding niblets of rage the way we had
fed each other morsels at the dinner table. Foreplay, and prelude,
to a different sort of pleasure.
But—
Overwhelming. Their hunger, and their fear of it, overwhelming
us.
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They looked at each other, and we could feel it.
It stops the anticipation of defeating death, and we look at
them. We can feel it; we can very nearly hear it.
The creaking groan as their barriers begin to fall.
Oh, feel it!
Washing out from them like heat from a sun, but we have no
ships to shield us from this. Who would want to be shielded from
such heat anyway? Only Jedi.
And these two were once Jedi, but perhaps they are no more.
And if they are still Jedi, they are ready to be no longer Jedi.
Even if they seek to deceive us to save their lives, once they rut
with each other, once they break their Code and shatter the rules
that bind them, how can they be Jedi? With their honor gone and
their vows broken, how can they ever be Jedi again?
They will be ours.
And we will bask in and feed on this glorious heat between
them.
Look at them.
Just look at them.
Look at the way they turn to each other.
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As if they’ve never touched before.
Shiver as we all feel that; newness, discovery, the shock and
thrill and fear of it.
They are not us, they are not like us at all: truly, they’ve never
done this before.
A surge through the room, passion, and more.
Do any of us even remember this? Did any of us ever even
experience it, like this? Such newness, but such oldness, too: they
have been together forever, and loved forever. But this is the first
touch. The first time.
And we are watching.
None of us are doing anything any more; the body is on hold
as the mind soaks this up, desert drinking rain. And we watch,
and we feel, the nimbus of their emotions and lust soaking
through us, a radiation of passion.
But there is a filament of anger threaded through us too, coming
from them, coming from us; theirs is anger at something unnamed,
unenvisioned, so we can’t tell. Although we know what our anger
grows from: that two such as these should feel fear over something
so deeply pleasurable, over something so harmless.
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Jedi.
Fools.
‘There is no passion.’
Whichever Jedi moron said that had never seen two such as
these.
The fear is holding them back, but we can feel what’s behind
that trepidant tentativeness.
We can feel it.
Feed on it.
Feel it, feel it go through us, a sigh—
And there, with their eyes on each other, the two once-Jedi kiss.
A groan, from us, for it is a chaste kiss, and while the lack of
honest lust is disturbing, the tenderness is devastating.
Did they even know, these two so-newly un-Jedi, that they
harbored this for each other? Did either one even know he hid
this inside himself?
We can feel their fear, we can feel their shock, we can feel
their—
Too fleeting, hidden almost immediately, no matter that we are
all gnawing at their shields.
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Hidden then, not from us, but from themselves.
No matter: we will uncover that, too, soon enough. For now,
oh, for now we have those kisses. So tender, so demure, the violet
one leaning into the nearly-living greenness of the other, the
older man passive, leaving it all to the younger.
Another crumbling of their shields, and they are revealed, just
another little bit more.
Master, and padawan, we know for sure, now, and the knowing
thrills us. Illicit, utterly forbidden, more taboo to Jedi than incest,
for the master and padawan are closer than mere father and son.
There is another area of them shielded, and we let it pass; there
will be time for that, later, and we don’t want to disturb this
moment. State secrets we can wrest from them afterwards; for
now, we want to feed on other dark secrets, these ones being
exposed to the light at last. At long last.
The kisses aren’t inexperienced, and we feel the shock of the
master at the skill with which his padawan is kissing him;
forbidden, to lust after a padawan, so this man in the master’s
arms has been too long a child to him. So this, the sweetness of
the shock tingles through us, and we watch the shock on the
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bearded face; we watch the shock transmute into closed-eyed
surrender.
Look at them.
Look at the way the former padawan worships his master’s
mouth. Small kisses, testing, asking permission, seeking more,
and more, and we can feel the growing joy in him at being
allowed, welcomed. Wanted.
A balm flooding us, healing all of our unspoken pains and
festering wounds, this sudden devouring sense of being wanted.
And for more than sex. Far more than sex.
This is what we want.
What lies behind the sex.
What lies beyond the lust.
What truly frightens them.
There is no serenity, we surround them with that truth, and
another layer of their shields dissolves before us.
There is no serenity, we feel them agree, feel them settle into
our truth.
There is only passion.
Look at them now.
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Chairs abandoned, the master sitting on the edge of the table,
his padawan-lover between his legs, hands that aren’t ours
spreading those strong thighs wide, the stocky one standing right
up against the master now.
At last, the serene violet, that dead, controlled, Jedi shade, is
deepening to blue, the color of sky, water, natural things,
unchained. Free.
We can feel that freedom, heady, addictive, and Sofica takes it
and feeds it to us, and we feed it to them.
Freedom.
To touch, to feel, to be.
The master groans aloud, and clutches the broad shoulders—
we feel the strength, power, so much power—of his no-longer
padawan.
And we feel that too: we feel the moment when the padawan
bond, that ugly manacle of slavery, should shatter and break.
But it doesn’t.
Instead, we feel it and we see, as it is tempered in the fire,
hammered stronger and brighter by this passion burning between
them.
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By this love.
Oh! Feel that! Bask in it, wallow in it, drown in it.
How could they have dammed this up so long, so deep, without becoming damned?
Because they are Jedi.
Were Jedi.
Now, they are ours.
We watch the master lift his padawan—green tendrils, living
Force as it should be, amongst the new blue, plants moving in
fast-flowing water—and sit him on the table.
We watch, as the master does the forbidden, and kneels—
supplicant, he is only now a supplicant, and not to us, we are but
nothing to them—before his padawan.
We feel that surrender.
We feel the chains creak and groan, as master kneels to padawan.
We feel the power whipcrack back and forth between them, in
a way no Jedi should ever allow.
Equal. They are equal to each other now, and we watch, and
see, as the padawan closes his eyes and drops his head back,
exposing his neck.
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And we hunger.
We hunger as the master does, as the padawan does, and we
feel it. We feel them, or ourselves, or they feel us, it matters not at
all, not now.
For they are touching.
Forbidden, taboo, utterly against all their precepts. This is sin,
for them, and we are watching it become blessing.
We are making it benediction, for them.
We watch the master on his knees, and we see his hands
tremble as he parts his padawan’s clothing, and touches naked
flesh.
We can smell them.
We can smell their desire, and their hunger, and their fear.
We drink it all in, and become drunk, reeling, on their potency.
Taste him.
Do we urge that thought at the master, or is it simply our
desire? Or his? Or is the padawan mastering the master,
commanding the master to do what we sigh over, as we watch?
The master, on bent knee, taking his padawan into his mouth.
And we see them flare.
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Blue, bright, bright, blue, burning so hot, and verdant green,
slower burning, but alive. Truly, deeply, alive, the color of growing
things on most planets where humans can live.
Blue and green, the colors we carry within our souls, from
wherever we began.
This is their beginning, and their ending.
Nothing will ever be the same, not now, for the master has
tasted the forbidden, and the padawan has known freedom.
We watch, as the padawan’s erection slides wetly from the
master’s mouth, and we listen, as the master and the padawan
sigh.
Jitar moves in closer for us, and the former Jedi either do not
know or do not care; they are, we think, oblivious to us. We are
mere staging to them, props to allow them to do this to each
other—to themselves. For themselves.
That fortressed area of secrets pulses, and we should look at it,
batter at it until the secrets are revealed, but we are consumed, as
the padawan is, by the pleasure of the master’s tongue doing
wonderful things.
Jitar kneels beside the master, and we can see now; we can see
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and we watch, as the master slides his tongue under the
padawan’s foreskin and then sucks him in. How that must feel!
Some of us who know flow the feeling to those of us who do not,
and we all know, we all feel—we are one in this, with the
padawan, with his master’s tongue dipping between our skin and
our flesh, knowing us, tasting us, sucking us in in in in.
Oh.
We want this.
We have wanted this for so long.
Each other. Each of us, has wanted, and now…we have.
We are.
We are touching, at last. We are bound and unbound, at last.
We are—
shock shiver fear hunger us us us us
We reel from that. We thought we had them, but they nearly
had us. Powerful, we knew the Jedi to be, but this…these two are
more than we’ve ever encountered.
Perhaps this is why Jedi forbid masters and padawans from
being like this: perhaps the Jedi know about this power,
untapped, created by the master/padawan bond, leashed only by
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that same bond. This is why this is forbidden: it is to leash the
power.
And now we have unleashed it.
The Force crackles and shimmers, an aurora borealis tamed
by men, contained in this one room, in these two people. We
can see the shimmering curtains of blue, and green, and more
now. Now we know why the blue had shaded to violet: the red
of passion and darker desires, suppressed so far and so low it
had nowhere else to go but into the slow burn of control, but
now it is dancing free. Yellow, bursting forth like happiness, so
dangerous to Jedi, for happiness is addictive when you wade
daily through human and alien misery. Orange, simply alive and
wanting more, passion and happiness mixed.
So many colors, a coruscating shimmer around and in them,
and we bathe in their light.
And there at last—there, what they fear most. Black. What the
Jedi—those hidebound fools—call the Dark. What they fear.
But it is only all the colors mixed together. All the colors made
one. Black. The color of Self.
And they fear that.
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For look at them, now that Self is unloosed.
The master is devouring the padawan—
We have their names now, and we know the truth about them.
Jedi. They are still Jedi.
Dangerous, skilled Jedi.
Impossible to trust Master Jinn and Padawan Kenobi, under
normal circumstances.
Unless with these completely abnormal circumstances, we can
believe that they’ve burned the last of their bridges and have left
themselves nowhere to go but here, with us.
Unless they can convince us that they’ve turned their backs on
the sterile, lifeless Jedi cult.
Unless they can convince us that they are Jedi because they
were born to it, because obeying the Force and protecting others
is their nature, not merely nurture.
They have stopped.
The master kneels, the padawan rests a hand upon the master’s
bowed head.
We wait, and we watch, and we warn them, the pressure of our
minds, our suspicions, heavy as gravity upon them.
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Oh.
Feel that. Feel the lowering of another barrier, and feel that
blistering heat.
Searing. Burning along our nerves, tripping synapses until we
nearly swoon from it.
But it feels too good to miss, so we steady ourselves, and
channel the power of this emotion in them, and feed on their lust.
The flood of energy sings through us, and we funnel it back to
the two men.
Names.
They want to hear their names. Rather, each wants to hear the
other’s name, and we oblige, a susurration of thought washing
over them, sea upon the shore, whispering, whispering, whispering:
Qui-Gon, Obi-Wan.
Master Jinn, we add. Apprentice, we add.
And there, almost too hidden for us to hear, they think it:
Master. Padawan.
Formal words, born in their holy rituals, names that are chains
and reminders and enforcers of their Code.
And they are using those names now, to caress. To lay themselves bare.
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And we can hear them.
Shiver, with that. Power, and pleasure, from knowledge. Delicious.
Almost as delicious as Obi-Wan’s reaction to his master calling
him padawan while they break the Code, and kiss.
Fierce, commanding, devouring, tongue thrusting deeply into
the other man’s mouth. A moment, and then Obi-Wan pulls back
a little, and we feel his steady gaze burning into his master’s eyes,
and we watch as he leans forward, just far enough, to brush the
tip of his tongue along Qui-Gon’s lips.
Another moment, and their mouths are pressed together, open,
wide, and through Jitar’s eyes, we see a flicker of movement
visible in Qui-Gon’s cheek as Obi-Wan pushes his tongue into
his master again. And again.
We know Obi-Wan will be tasting himself in his master’s
mouth, and we groan with their illicit pleasure, another taboo
broken.
Another moment, so bright, so clear; Obi-Wan pulling back,
fiery stare, intense enough to intimidate, his hands reaching up,
fingers carding through beard, and then one hand, muscles and
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tendons cording, pulling Qui-Gon’s mouth open, his master
standing there, like that, for him, in front of everyone—supplicant!
surrender! we cry, and lean in, as one, to watch, to see—as ObiWan comes closer, his tongue, so wet, so dark, so limber, licking
the smoothness of Qui-Gon’s teeth and then going farther, disappearing slowly into his master’s mouth.
And in front of us all, his master is standing there, allowing this.
More than allowing this; it is the master’s Force that was holding
Obi-Wan up, just those last few measures, so that they were
completely level with each other.
We can see the colors blending and mixing, oil and water
forming beauty, and it is his master’s Force that is tingling over
every pore of Obi-Wan’s skin; it is his master’s Force that was
surging power and heat around him.
And now it is the padawan’s power that is covering the master,
and we taste it, feel it, want it to wash over us as it washes over
Qui-Gon Jinn.
We watch Obi-Wan pull back again, to stare at his master once
more. We are consumed, we are addicted, and we watch, starving,
as Obi-Wan, with a deliberation intent enough to draw attention
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even in the middle of this room of debauchery, as Obi-Wan pours
himself into kissing his master, the wetness of his tongue glistening
briefly in the soft globelight.
We want to lick that wetness, but instead, we stare, for then the
moistness of lips glistens briefly too, as Obi-Wan nips Qui-Gon’s
lower lip, top lip, pushing forward again into a deeply devouring
kiss.
And that moment, that precise moment, is when we feel it
change.
If we listen hard enough, will we hear Qui-Gon’s restraints
finally rend?
We feel it: far more than a shudder, a monumental ripple in the
Force around them, buffeting us with elemental Force, and ObiWan—like us—is pulled like the sea by the moon, ebbing under
the unleashed power turned loose upon him. He is borne backwards, and then he is lifted by the Force, and by hands big
enough to cradle his ass, Force strong enough to push clothing
up, off, or to simply part fabric like air, naked skin exposed to the
warmth of the large room.
Naked skin exposed to the warmth of our gazes turning their
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way, and we are the supplicants now, begging Qui-Gon and ObiWan to let us share this, let us feel this as they are feeling it.
Big hands, huge hands really, large even on a man of QuiGon’s height, so tanned and dark against the pale smoothness of
Obi-Wan’s bare skin and we can see, but not feel. Such big
hands, to be pressing so hard against firm muscle and tight hole,
such a column of power holding Obi-Wan up as if he weighs no
more than a hologram, and we want more. We want to feed on
that, we want to feed it, be consumed by it even as it devours us.
The Force.
These two—these Jedi, these former Jedi Knights—they are one
with the Force, and perhaps we can see the one thing that made
them deny this love and passion; perhaps we finally see the lure
of the Jedi. To be one with not just other beings, transient, brief
little sparkles of light that we are, but to be part of Forever, to
belong to All, to be Everything… The Force shimmers around
them, teal haze, softest glow, and with it, a subaudible thrum of
power.
We want this.
We want this connection they have with the Force.
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Instead, they give us their bodies, tongue thrusting into mouth
again, and it is Qui-Gon pushing forward, devouring Obi-Wan,
and we groan, together, for they have given up any pretense of
equality.
They are unequal, and they know it, and they feed us that
knowledge. They feed us their joy in having one able to take care
of the other, and their deep satisfaction in needing, and being
needed, and of giving the other power, until they will, one day,
be equal.
We can taste their kisses, and feel their skin, for they are opening
to us, inviting us in, and we sink into them as if into a warm bath
on a cold night.
It is daylight inside them, so bright it burns and hurts us, but we
are coddled, by their love for each other, by the care they wrap
each other in.
They are One, in a way we can never be, and the pain of that
rips through us, tearing us, and we cry, we cry, we scream and
rend our skin in this bright burning agony of not being as they
are, of being—
They reach to us, balm to our soul.

Story Beginning

35

We are them, and they are us, and we can feel their hearts
beating, pulsing the blood through our veins.
The Force joins them, and now we are enjoined. The Force—
Oh, we thought we knew the Force, we thought we tapped the
Force, but these two are showing us the Force as they know it.
Only…
We have changed them, as they are changing us.
We feel their wonder, as they see the Force through us.
No banked flames, no glowing, dying embers turning to ash.
No Dark, no Light, only the Force, as it flows through every living
thing in the universe.
We feel them, as their bodies touch, and we run to that, lemmings to a cliff, for the Force is…
Too much, for them, for us.
We feel their bodies. We feel the roughness of beard and the
softness of leg hair. We feel the smoothness of skin and the sharp
edges of teeth. We feel the drag of moustache and beard along
our cock, we feel the cool air along the dampness left by hot
mouth, and we feel that heat slide up us again, prefaced by the
tingling caress of facial hair.
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We feel the press of Force against our skin, and the thrill of
power greater than our own. We feel the strength of our master’s
arms around us, safest haven, greatest risk, purest perfection. We
feel the joy of being welcomed into yielding body, and the giddy
excitement of being unleashed, and yet held safe, profoundly
safe, within the heat of our beloved’s body.
We are complete.
They are one.
And we feel that.
They are giving us this, and we take it. We surrender, yielding,
yielding, so pliable, bending as Obi-Wan does, opening as ObiWan does, giving up everything, as Obi-Wan does.
We hide nothing from this invading pleasure. We have
nothing to hide, for this is love, this is home, this is being
seen and known and loved because of all that is revealed,
not in spite of hidden shames and dark secrets. We feel QuiGon inside us, big and hard, thrusting and owning us, as he
owns Obi-Wan.
And we are Obi-Wan, who is inside Qui-Gon, thrusting hot
and hard and big, too, into flesh that yields just as sweetly, that
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clings just as tight. We cleave him, and he us, and we cannot see,
we cannot watch to see who is entering whom, for all we can do
is feel.
We are spiraling upwards, propelled and pushed by the Force
and their pleasure. We can feel them, inside us, as we are inside
them, and they are inside each other. We are all alive with this
pleasure, with the taste of skin and cock and love, with the feel of
hardness and softness and heat, with being taken and taking, with
the hard, aching thrust into us, and the hard aching thrusts into
Qui-Gon, and into Obi-Wan.
We cannot tell, where they begin and we end.
We know only the incandescent joy of physical pleasure
transcended into this shimmering, pulsing power of the Force,
this manifestation of love.
More, they give us, and more we want. We take, snatching
greedily, and they give us more—the touch of fingers to where
flesh is stretched around hard cock, the caress of mouth to erect
nipple, the lick of tongue against sweat-damped skin, the sting of
hand perfect against quivering flesh, the loving press of lips to
hungering need.
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We fly with them, soaring on the heat of their passion, breathless with the tightening pleasure of touch and taste and feel and
smell. We want—
They want—
Almost—
Almost—
There!
There, we are there, with them, and they with us—
Exploding, dissolving, shattering, made whole, completion,
perfection, together, together, together…
Known
We know them, and they know us.
They were Jedi.
They feared what lay, unspoken, between them.
We have set them free.
They smile, and laugh, embarrassed as we watch them uncouple,
as they part, sticky and wet, from each other, and we part from
our other selves. We smile at them, and each other, and yawn,
satiated and tired from the intensity of the sex, and the lingering
licks of the Force still dancing through the room.
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We know who they are, these former Jedi, and we know why
they came to us: where else could a master and padawan be free
to love each other as these two do? We can still feel the bond
within them, for they’ve given up nothing of the old bond, simply
added to it, intertwining strands, forged in the fiery crucible of
their love and lust.
We have set them free, so they may bind themselves all the
more closely to each other.
They are us, now. Sofica is welcoming them with not a kiss—we
can feel their recoiling from that, even now, discrete as they are from
us once again—but with the touch of her hand to long tangled hair,
and to a spiky, sharp spot where a braid hung so recently.
They will be the greatest asset we have ever known, and we
welcome them for that. We send them little pulses of gratitude,
for them, for their Gifts, for their power. For showing us the Force
they control, and for letting us show them the truth of the lies the
Jedi have fed them about the Force.
We will have a school at last, for all the children the Jedi don’t
get. We will have lightsabers, and power over the Force, for now
we have two former Jedi to teach us as they were taught to harness
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and use the Force. With their help, we will overturn the oppressors,
and we will, at last, set ourselves free.
Oh, yes, we know now: the old Jedi masters were right to
forbid unions such as this one between Qui-Gon and Obi-Wan.
For with the power of such love, with the power of such bonded
warriors behind us, we will be unstoppable.
And we will be free.

If they wanted to save the Galaxy from bloodshed, they had to do
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this.
If they wanted to get this information back to the authorities
who could save lives, they had to do this.
They had to betray these people who thought themselves
befriended, and betray the secrets given to them as gifts, even as
they had shielded every last one of their own secrets.
Every last one of the secrets they had, officially.
Their own secrets…
Lay naked and bleeding between them.
If they wanted to go back to the Temple as Jedi, they had to
forget this.
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If they wanted to be master and padawan, they had to pretend
this had never happened.
If they wanted to survive this new truth between them, they
would have to lie and lie and lie.

OOO
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This is set immediately prior to “Call of
the Wild” and stems from thinking about
differences between first and second
season Fraser and third/fourth season
Fraser. People are often very different in
their mannerism and behaviors, depending
on the company they’re keeping—and I
was thinking about the way Fraser is with
the two Rays and with Francesca (his
usual way and that hall conversation in
“Dead Guy Running”), and how much of
that is real Fraser. And I was thinking
about what it might be like to be as handsome as Fraser, to always have that reaction
he gets from women (and a lot of men), to
be remembered for his face, the uniform,
the perception, and not for himself.

O

IT WAS VERY
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late; he should be asleep, not standing here like the maudlin
teenager he had never allowed himself to be. Had never been
allowed to be.
It really was very late: he had work in the morning; he should be
asleep, getting sufficient rest to execute his tasks efficiently and
well. Or at least he should be getting enough rest so that he
wouldn’t fall asleep during those…tasks.
Very late, indeed. Too late. He felt…perilously close to too late.
So he should be asleep, but he couldn’t, time a heavy cloak
dragging him down, down, down. Too late.
For what, he didn’t know, but his instincts, his wild survival
instincts, were wailing that he would be too late.
So never mind that he ought to be resting mind and body in
preparation for the morrow; instead, here he was, standing in
front of the sink in the small back bathroom, the light on full,
staring at himself in the mirror. Thinking about women: one
woman, children in tow, on the trail of her (ex?) husband, but
who would, still, kiss him. Thinking about the woman skilled
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in bluff, counter-bluff and outright deceit, seeking to murder
the killer of a beloved brother, and who would, in the midst
of it, kiss him. Thinking about a near-sister, who still, after
three years of knowing him, thought bared skin, blatant
invitations, and wreaths of mistletoe were the best way to
reach him, to finally get a kiss from him. Thinking about a
commanding officer who would never dream of harassing a
subordinate, but who would…kiss him. And make him pay
for that again, and again, and again. Thinking about one
man, the only man, gone without a trace, thinking of promises
made and broken and left unspoken, thinking about the man
who had kissed him, when he needed love more than breath
itself.
So he was standing there, looking at himself, trying very hard
not to think about Victoria, who had done so very much more
than kiss him.
He leant forward, staring at himself, under the harsh, damning
light. And thought about the man, who had called him goodlooking, but had at least gone beyond the face, and recognized
that he spoke Maggie’s language. That there might be something
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appealing about him, beyond his face. His looks. But who had
never kissed him.
It was late, it was very late, but perhaps not too late—what harm
would it do to simply walk past, to see if the familiar flicker of
television lit Ray’s apartment window? The walk—a mere 37
blocks—would do Diefenbaker good, and if Ray was asleep, if the
television light wasn’t on, then they could camp in the park. Sleep
under the stars—what few were visible from under the umbra of
city pollution and the penumbra of city lights—and have at least a
small taste of what was unavailable. Give him enough air to breathe,
for once. Get him out of here, away from this building that more
and more resembled a mausoleum with his name graven upon it.

His laden pack felt light on his back, the straps comfortable in the
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way a familiar chore can be; the wind was as fresh as it ever got
in the city, cold and biting, cold enough to feel almost clean.
Almost. Not quite. Not ever quite.
“Oh stop grumbling,” he said to Diefenbaker’s latest complaint.
“You’re an Arctic wolf, for God’s sake—or at least that’s what you
keep telling me when someone calls you a dog.”
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Another mile covered, snow beginning to fall on him like tears,
blanketing the city and him with a brand new layer of homesickness.
Complaints forgotten, Diefenbaker was romping now, overflowing with an animal’s uncomplicated pleasure in the familiar,
the fondly missed. Snow flew and danced in the wind to pile in
banks against buildings, while Dief, the umbilical cord that tethered him to home, pranced and surged through the whiteness, an
occasional, joyful howl bursting from him to enliven the city. To
remind the city of whence they came, and where some of them
belonged.

The window was lit with the blue flicker that so eerily mimicked
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lantern-light, and Dief saw it before he did, racing on ahead,
pawing at the front door to Ray’s building. Fraser punched in the
code Ray had given him months ago, hushed Dief, and in deference to the hour climbed quietly up the stairs and crept softly
along the corridor to Ray’s door.
He knocked, the familiar rap-rap-rap that he used when Ray
wasn’t expecting him; common courtesy, not to simply walk in at
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this late hour of the night, for all that Ray was just watching television. He rapped again, smiling a little at the image of Ray no
doubt looking at the television for a moment, wondering if it was
his door or something on the television. The soft murmur of
tinned—no, canned, right, canned—laughter muted, and he
could hear Ray’s steps coming closer. He concentrated on that,
banishing any and all other thoughts and images, hewing to
friendship, to Ray as his friend, to Ray’s friendship with him.
Nothing else, nothing more: after all, Ray simply exuded sexuality the same way he exuded musk; it was pheromones, random
pheromones and nothing else, nothing else at all and—
“Ray!”
“You were expecting someone else? Fraser—” a squint-eyed
perusal of a watch-face, as Fraser took in the details of his friend’s
appearance.
“I’m sorry—” he began, stopping as Ray spoke over him.
“It’s a quarter till midnight, shouldn’t all good Mounties be
tucked up in their little Mountie beds?”
He had no idea what had happened to his face, what expression he had let slip, but Ray took one look at him, grabbed him
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by the arm and hauled him in, making him follow in
Diefenbaker’s wake.
“Get rid of the coat,” was tossed at him over a departing shoulder
while his hat was tossed onto a kitchen stool, “and those boots
too,” followed, and was continued with Ray coming back into the
living room, a bundle of clothing in his hands, “and put these on
before I die of pneumonia just looking at you.”
“As I told Diefenbaker—” who was shamelessly curled up in
front of the heating vent, “it’s really not that cold—”
“For polar bears,” Ray snorted, shoving the clothes at Fraser
again. “Go on, put these on, I’ll make that stuff you like—”
Feeling warmed already, sinking gratefully into their usual
backchat as if it were a hot bath at midwinter. “It’s tea, Ray.”
“Yeah, all woof but no bark. And then you can tell me what
made you walk here at this time of night.”
“You were asleep,” Fraser said, eyes taking in the even more
rumpled than usual crimpling of Ray’s clothes, and the way
sleepy eyes were being rubbed, and the way one cheek was
creased from where Ray had been sleeping on the couch cushion.
“I’m sorry—”
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“Clothes,” Ray said, actually shoving them into his hands this
time and turning Fraser around, pushing him towards the bedroom or bathroom, but whichever, it was away from the front
door. “Then tea, then talk. Mush!”
“Well actually, Ray, the use of ‘mush’ is a popular misconception—”
“Go!”
No arguing with that. Cradling the warmth of Ray’s smile close
to him, he went.

He really didn’t need fresh clothes: his boots were merely snow-
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damp and cold, but he could no more go outside in inadequate
clothing than he could stop breathing. His feet were warm and
dry in good socks, and his jeans were barely damp, certainly
nothing that wouldn’t dry quickly in this warm apartment. But
still, he’d woken Ray—so much for the barometer of television—
and barged in here, so the least he could do was let Ray have his
way.
In a sweatshirt that was as tight on him as Ray’s T-shirts usually
were on Ray, and sweatpants that left him feeling almost more
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exposed than simple nudity, he went back into the living room
where Ray was perched on the couch, remote control in hand,
channels changing at dizzying speed.
“So what is it?”
Easy enough to contemplate walking past, but what a pity he
hadn’t planned beyond that; had planned nothing beyond coming
here, to Ray.
A thoughtful look, from beneath lowered lashes, lashes gone
dark in the low flicker of television light. “I told you about Stel
and the bank and everything, and fu—screwing up on the
Botrelle thing.”
“Yes, that you did. I uh…”
“You told me about Victoria,” voice soft as summer, blunting
the stab of the words. “So what is it?”
But he hardly knew what it was. Too big, or not big enough; too
complicated to comprehend or too simple to grasp. And Ray, who
complained that he would die of waiting, waited. He couldn’t
begin at the beginning; didn’t even know where the true beginning was. But there was one beginning he could find—tonight’s
beginning, if he could only find the words to explain it.
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“Describe me,” he said suddenly, surprising himself—and Ray
too, apparently.
“You came all this way to—” A hand spiking through the half
up, half down end-of-day hair. “Okay. Describe you.”
Ray, was leaning back now, against the couch, head tipped
back, eyes closed, because, as Fraser remembered, Ray ‘saw’
better this way.
“Male Caucasian; height, five eleven and a half, six foot even
in Mountie boots; weight—”
Wrong, wrong, no, that wasn’t it, that was no— He leant
forward, counterpoint to Ray, head falling forward, to look at his
hands hanging limply between his spread knees. “No, not like a
policeman. Describe me.”
A long look for that, long enough and deep enough to make
him want to squirm. Ray wasn’t looking away this time, nor closing
those eyes to see better. Ray was looking at him. Looking right at him.
“Closer to forty than thirty. Black hair, major cowlick in back,
curls everywhere else if you’d ever let it get long enough. Blue
eyes, long lashes, kinda girlie lashes. Slightly crooked eyeteeth,
crooked smile—right here, your lower lip?”
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Long, narrow finger—so unlike his own spatulates—pointing at
exactly the spot, the very precise spot, marking the degree.
“Kinda like someone who’s had a minor stroke or my Aunt
Marjorie after she had Bell’s Palsy. Scar on your right jawline,
looks like glass did it. Square jaw, slight double chin, laughter
lines, dimple in left cheek sometimes—”
Ray was describing him. Him. His face. A human face. A real
person’s face, not just something pretty to look at, something to
covet. A real person, with lines and wrinkles, faults and flaws to
make the face belong to a human being, not simply an object of
desire, of wanting. A person. Him.
“Thank you,” he said, and realized there must be something
written on his very human, very real face again, because Ray was
looking at him oddly, an expression he couldn’t read. “What are
you thinking?” he whispered.
“That you have to be a freak to come this far just to be
insulted.”
“Not insulted.” Ah. He could read that expression: a question.
“Seen,” he answered. “I came all this way to be seen.”
“I see you,” Ray told him.
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“Do you?” the question blurting before he could censor it.
Ray still looking at him. Directly, unflinchingly, at him. “I think
I do.”
I hope you do, he wanted to say, wanted so much for Ray to be
right. Ray was still looking at him, still questioning with his eyes,
and he waited, knowing—hoping—that if he just waited long
enough, he would be asked what he couldn’t simply say, given an
invitation to honesty.
“Why’d you need me to see you?”
He rubbed his fingers over the back of his other hand, let the
words rub against themselves in his mind. Heard the rustiness of
his voice, so unused to speaking of such things, to making himself seen. “I was the white boy.”
Could feel Ray’s curiosity over that.
“I was brought up in small villages. Native villages.”
“Got it. So you were the white kid, the outsider.”
“Not always the outsider, but always different.”
“Some things never change.”
And that should’ve stung, should’ve made him bleed on the
inside where it didn’t show, but it didn’t, not from this man who
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saw him, and still accepted him, and spoke in a voice rough with
affection.
“I was the Mountie’s son, the librarians’ grandson. The dead
white woman’s son.”
“Ouch.”
“Yes.” Deep breath, hearing his voice creak less, the rust of
disuse wearing off. “Then I was the white kid who was going to
be a Mountie like his dad, then the white kid who spoke like an
Inuit, the wilderness dork who forgot to turn on electric lights the
first week in college, the backwoods lug wearing the old uniform,
and then I was back to being the legendary Bob Fraser’s son.”
“And then you come to Chicago and all of a sudden, it’s the
guy in the red suit, the Canadian, the Mountie.”
“And Benny.”
“Oh. Yeah. Right.” Very nearly bolting, an explosion of energy
that left Ray standing beside the couch. “Here, you want more
tea?”
If Ray could see him, he could hear Ray. Every last detail, tonight, clear as a bell, explaining why Ray was on his feet, fight or
flight, and babbling about ‘more’ tea. “I thought it was…freedom.
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I thought that ‘Benny’ was my manumission, but instead… I was
someone called ‘Benny Frayzhier,’ Ray Vecchio’s charity case or
crazy friend.”
Ray sitting back down, edgy and nervy as a buck in spring.
“And?”
“And I was this face. Or what people thought this face was.”
“But you weren’t you?”
“Oh, I was, but…” he could feel how twisted his smile was,
from both emotion and the nerve damage in his lip. Six years old,
alone in the woods, build yourself a fire, son… Unseen, even
then. “If a tree falls in the forest, if no one hears it, does it still fall?”
“Oh no, Fraser, it’s too late at night for existential crap.”
Another smile, from him, and a new one from Ray. Who saw
him. Who saw what he was trying to say, and was sitting there,
waiting to hear it. Waiting, for him. “I went back to Canada, to
my home, and I was the American Mountie ‘just visiting,’ the
guy who went to Chicago. I came back here and—”
“The one person who knew you wasn’t here.”
Harder, this, than the rest, but Ray, impatient, quicksilver Ray,
was still waiting. “And I suddenly didn’t know who I was to him.”
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“Okay, so I don’t get that.”
Honesty, glorious honesty, uncaring of image or pride, letting
confusion and puzzlement show. A lesson, there, if he could only
learn it. “Friend,” he said, hearing a strange mix of emotions in
his own voice, “or more.”
“Oh.”
Long hand rubbing over tight-lipped mouth, the scrape of
stubble against palm. The silent sound of Ray thinking, and looking. At him. But there was no shock, and he ought to be more
surprised by Ray’s reaction than he was.
“And you never thought about bringing up this ‘more than
friends’ stuff in conversation?”
“With Ray? No!”
“No,” with an equally odd mix of emotions from Ray. “With
me.”
“Ah.” Then quickly, before Ray started on at him for the ‘ah
thing’ again: “No.”
“Okay, I get that. Another label, another fake face, people seeing that instead of you. So uh… were you? More than friends?”
Wondering about that; hours spent wondering and thinking
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about that. “I honestly don’t know. I thought we were—I certainly
didn’t think friends did all of the things he and I did. But by the
same token, I presumed—” find a word for this, “…lovers did
more than we did.”
“Okay, so that’s…uh…clear.”
Like mud, Ray’s expression said, and it made him smile, again.
Ray was looking at him again, the way Ray always did. Thinking
about him. Trying to understand him, not trying to make him
fit into what Ray perceived he ought to be. He startled, Ray’s
question not the one he’d been expecting.
“So what d’you want me to call you?”
He stopped. Swallowed. “I have no idea.”
No mockery, no impatience, from this impatient man.
“Then think about it,” Ray said to him, leaning forward now a
little. “Think about it, and when you decide, you tell me.”
“I—thank you.”
“For what?”
“It’s the best gift—”
“It’s not a gift!” temper flaring, making him flinch before he
looked, before he saw, and knew that Ray’s anger was only partly
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aimed at him. “It’s common courtesy—decency, that thing, you
know what I mean. Even my dad—my dad, with me—calls me
Ray. Okay, so he calls me Raymond, which I hate, but at least it’s
better than Stanley.”
“The name he gave you.”
“But he calls me the name I gave myself.”
“Ben,” he heard himself say, a name dusty from unuse and
once so badly tarnished by Victoria. “I think I’d like you to call
me Ben.” But—memories, echoes, old fears and worse patterns.
“Or Fraser.”
“It doesn’t work if you don’t pick one.”
He ducked his head, smoothed his brow, grabbed Ray’s hand
when it landed on his thigh, in comfort. In friendship, and probably
more than friendship. If he wanted more. If he dared let Ray see
this, and his wanting. “I like the way you use it.”
Oh, and he liked that smile on Ray’s face. Pheromones, yes,
certainly, and musk, but that smile made him wonder, made him
hope. Made him very nearly certain.
“How about your middle name?” Ray asked, quickly enough to
make him wonder if he’d been a tad…precipitous in his hopes.
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“Well, I have three, but I don’t—”
“Three? We can work with that.”
Hardly, he thought. “Robert, George and Colin,” he said, holding up a finger for each name. “Robert,” he said, ticking that
finger, and folding it down, “my father’s name.”
“Okay, so that’s not it.”
“George,” ticking off another finger, “my paternal grandfather.”
“And let me take a wild guess here, Fraser—Colin was your
mom’s dad.”
He ticked that finger off too.
“So we’re back to Ben or Fraser.”
“So it would seem.”
“Not Benton?”
“Only if you wish to remind me of my grandparents or being in
trouble. Or a disappointment.”
He could see Ray’s response to that.
“Of course…”
More rubbing of long fingers over stubble, more thoughts obviously racing in that sharp mind, and then a good long look of
sheer speculation.
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He hoped his own face was showing the right thing. Careful
voice, careful look. “We could always go for Red. Or Big Red.”
The nickname it’d taken him nearly a year in Chicago to associate
not just with the uniform, but with a chewing gum ad on television,
two people entwined, embracing, forever and… So perhaps it wasn’t
too late; not too late after all. “So we could kiss a little longer?”
And no, he absolutely was not going to tell Ray that the sudden
adoption of an aura of cool machismo was simply…adorable. But
not in a cute way. Oh no. Much better than cute. Much more
grown-up than cute.
“Is uh…that what you want to do?”
Deep breath. Calmness. A moment to think. A decision easier
than expected, and now, at least, he knew what he’d hidden from
himself, what he’d wanted beyond the driven impulse to come
here, to find Ray, and be truly seen. “Yes,” he said, and felt the
simple truth of that blossom through him.
Almost as quickly as the doubts and the nerves did.
“Yeah? Yes. Good. That’s good.”
And then they sat there for a few moments, their gazes skidding
off each other.
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“No, I am not going to ask if you’re sure—” a flicker of amusement, the curl of a smile, “because you’re probably as shit-scared
as me, so we’re good, we’re fine, we’re going with this.”
He sat there and watched as Ray jumped to his feet again, all
coiled energy and restlessness, and started to leave.
“You coming?” Ray, stopping dead in his tracks, lowering his
head and shaking it. “I do not believe I just said that.”
“Nor where your thoughts immediately took you.”
“Which is Fraser-speak—”
And perhaps his name of choice—his identity of choice—would
be Fraser after all, if it meant that smile, the strong grip of those
hands, and the glory of being accepted for his freakishness instead of
in spite of it.
“—for I got a dirty mind, and so do you, cos you knew exactly
where my mind went. So,” bright smile, wicked smile, and yes,
wonderful, perfect, that impertinent, welcoming wink, “are you
coming, or am I on my ownsome with this?”
“I’m coming,” he said. Then added, just to see Ray’s response.
“Shortly, I believe.”
Outright laughter, and Ray tugging his hand, leading him to the
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bedroom. “Shortly? Hey, that’s okay, it’s not the size of your
ocean, it’s the way you rock your boat.”
“Ray—”
“Yeah?”
“Isn’t it ‘it’s not the size of your boat, it’s the motion of your
ocean’?”
And Ray just gave him a ‘who the hell knows and who the hell
cares?’ look, smiled and said, smoky and warm, “Gotcha.”
And Fraser had to snap his mouth shut, before it spilled all sorts
of dreadfully needy and clingy supplications. Before he pushed
them into confession or denial, or worse, an unwelcome truth.
Pheromones and musk, when he wanted more. All right, all
right, his conscience kickied at him: he needed more.
Had he misread Ray? He hadn’t misread the original Ray
Vecchio; he’d known and understood exactly what had driven
that Ray to both reach out and push away, although he hadn’t
understood himself. Not then, and only to some degree now,
looking back.
But now? At least he knew himself a little better; at least he
could see himself, through Ray. And if he was uneasy that perhaps,
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just perhaps, he was seeing his own wishful thinking when he
‘read’ Ray, well, he’d faced grizzlies, matchmaking Italian mothers,
and Dief left alone for fourteen hours. Now was no time for
indulging in cowardice.
They’d come to a halt, Ray no longer leading him, and he stood
there for an instant, lost. In front of him Ray cast him an oblique
look, and then sat down on the edge of the bed, bending down to
take off socks, sitting up again to pull off shirts, three layers in one
swoop.
Pausing, to give him a very unsure look.
Ah. Yes.
Strange, so very, very strange to do this so…dispassionately.
Every other time before, there had been passion first, disrobing
achieved with neither attention nor deliberation, just… haste.
But this was—
He took a deep breath, and sat down near the bottom of the
bed, pulling his borrowed sweatshirt off, struggling a little—
feeling clumsy, so ridiculously awkward—to get the too-tight
neck off over his head. He simply dropped the sweatshirt, trying
to smooth his hair—that cowlick!—without being too obvious.
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Looked up then, just in time to make his breath catch in his
throat.
Ray had risen, had obviously undone buttons, and was bending
over now, dropping his jeans, revealing… The long lean lines of
him, all pale skin and muscle and bone, and the perfect, scant
curve of his buttocks with their perfect shading of cleft, and a
tantalizing glimpse between parted thighs. He took a breath
again, and made himself blink; it was then that Ray kicked his
jeans away—peripheral, unimportant flash of blue landing on
already laden chair—for Ray was turning, turning, and he could
see now. He could see Ray, from the golden tan on hands, face,
neck, to sun-free chest, small nipples, lovely firm belly, and there,
not blond, no, definitely no hint of sunlight or peroxide or lemon
juice here, just…
Ray, naked and bare, light brown hair and pale flesh. He knew
he was staring, was dimly aware that he ought to apologize for
his rudeness, but he was fascinated, addicted to the sight; comparing and contrasting, the similarities, the differences, fixing in
his mind the exact shade of skin, the slight flare of glans, the—
Oh God. Dear God in Heaven. His mouth literally watered as
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Ray walked past him, flesh swaying, long thighs clenching and
releasing, darker hair on his legs, too, such a contrast from the
pale, smooth skin near the hips to—
He nearly broke his neck, trying not to miss a single glimpse,
and nearly blushed when Ray climbed into bed and he finally
raised his eyes back above belt level.
“I’m sor—” he began, then caught the glint in Ray’s eyes, and
smiled instead. Not another gift, just the same one, given again
and again: freedom to be himself, and willing acceptance.
Which led his mind down some very interesting paths and had
him pulling off his equally borrowed sweatpants with an equal
amount of difficulty in getting the too-tight opening over
his…head. He followed Ray’s lead; lay down beside him in the
bed, white pillow under his head, dark blue bottom sheet, a
different shade of blue for the top sheet. No color co-ordination
here, and Ray hadn’t been expecting this: the sheets weren’t fresh
on that second and he could tell that Ray didn’t insist on eating
only at the table.
“You want to put the light out?”
“Oh. Yes, Ray.”
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Fumbling a little till he realized the lamp had a cord switch, he
turned the light out, and lay down again, still able to see quite
well since they hadn’t turned off the television nor the kitchen
light before they came in here.
Perhaps he should, in the interests of conserving energy, get up
and turn everything off. Or perhaps he could persuade Dief to
take care of it, because if he were to get up—well, it was difficult
enough just lying here waiting, to have to walk back in here,
bare, and climb back into bed beside the most unnaturally quiet
Ray he’d ever known…
Oh. Of course. He was waiting to follow Ray’s lead and Ray
was waiting for him—the eternal innocent, were he to believe
some of the things said about himself—to indicate he was ready.
He rolled over, just as Ray began to speak:
“You c’n do anything you want,” Ray was saying, speaking fast
as a stream in spring spate, “anything, because I’ll…uh…if you
do anything I don’t want, I’ll say something, so you can do anything you want without worryin’ if I’m liking it or if you’re going
too far or any of that stuff. You know?”
Yes, he thought, smiling as he leant forward and touched Ray,
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with intent, for the first time, his lips against the soft skin of Ray’s
clavicle, no awkwardness now, the first move made, the ice broken.
“Because crazy it is and it’s embarrassing to admit which of us’s
been getting less sex, but looks like you’re the resident expert
here.”
Ah. He’d suspected as much, with a Ray so slow to make a
move. “I’m the resident expert?” There were jokes he could surely
make based on that, frivolous repartee that would lighten the
moment, but for the life of him he couldn’t think of a single thing.
“Yeah, so lay on, MacDuff.”
Another obvious opportunity, but he was still floundering, and
it occurred to him that his so-called expertise was built on
impulse, on loss of control—when someone or something had
broken down his walls, exposing his vulnerable underbelly, and
swept him away with his own passions. Given him an excuse to
let loose, or taken away his excuses for staying in control—for
staying distant, and safely untouched.
But here… Here was choice, and deliberation, and desire
building; he was still here, he was more than just wordless, aching
need and desperate hunger. But he wasn’t unaffected enough to
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still be able to think much beyond what his senses were telling
him: that Ray’s skin was warm under his tongue and growing
damp; that Ray’s heartbeat was speeding up, that Ray was
breathing hard, that Ray was getting hard, a wonderful handful
rising to fill his palm with heat and pulse and need. He could feel
the calluses on Ray’s right hand, and the stubble on Ray’s chin,
and the bob of his Adam’s apple as he licked his way up and then
down the side of Ray’s neck, where the pulse beat fierce and
strong. Down lower, more smooth skin, and he wondered fleetingly if Ray, too, had ever yearned for a truly manly hairy chest,
or if Ray—with his Stella to make him feel like a real man—had
been content with what Nature had bestowed. He nipped at a
nipple, and felt Ray surge up against him; knowledge, precious
knowledge freely given, and he applied it just as freely, nipping
and biting and letting his own strength come through.
And Ray didn’t recoil, or remonstrate or try to prove his manhood. Ray didn’t even try to even the balance, taking everything
he could dish out and demanding more, more, more, his erection
pushing insistently, so demandingly, at whichever part of him Ray
could reach.
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Moistness trailing against him from Ray’s circumcised penis,
moistness and heat, and the intoxicating scent of Ray, aroused.
He licked again, following the pelvic groove down to where
Ray’s true hair color showed, to where hair rubbed against his
chin more softly than stubble had; where Ray’s flesh had risen to
meet him, a voiceless shout of want, need, hunger.
He opened his mouth, and tasted. Tasted everything: skin, fluid,
musk, even traces of cotton and indigo dye. He could almost
swear he could even taste the heat that was pouring off Ray,
could definitely taste the need, sharp and salty against his tongue,
as sharp and strong as the sounds coming from Ray’s mouth as his
own mouth devoured Ray.
As sharp and strong as Ray’s hands tugging his hair, insisting,
even as he ignored them, until the sharp pain broke through as
communication.
He wasn’t willing to let go of Ray; held him in his hand, licked
the head, refused to move away as he looked up at Ray, unwilling
to free his mouth for anything so pointless as speech.
“C’mon,” Ray said, tugging at him again, considerably more
gently. “There’s more than just one of us in this bed, let me—”
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Interrupting, allowing himself to demand. “You said anything I
wanted.”
“Yeah, but—”
“This is what I want.”
A huge smile, uncomplicated and warm, and Ray squirming
around a little for pillows. “In that case, be my guest,” Ray said,
propping himself up then stroking one hand through his hair and
down to where his mouth had gone back to feeding on Ray’s
erection. “I’m just gonna lie here and let you do all the work.”
Which was fine by him.
But it was different again, with Ray watching. He could feel
Ray’s gaze like a caress, as real as the now constant touch of
Ray’s hands against him. Ray’s fingers, carding through his hair,
rubbing at his scalp, tracing his ear, inside, outside, down his
neck, to his back, up again, along his jaw, back down his neck,
then up once again, over his jaw, to where his mouth was open
and stretched, to where his skin was wet, to where Ray entered
him.
He could hear himself then, suddenly, as if he’d been deaf and
then cured; wet, slurping, messy sounds, and a thrumming moan
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of pleasure from deep in his throat. He faltered for a moment,
and then Ray’s voice was steadying him, approving, accepting,
encouraging him. Goading him on, in truth, urging him on like
the crack of a whip on a team, and he could feel himself flying.
Then—Ray shifting again, a leg pushing between his own, hairy
skin, warmth and softness, offered up for him to rub against.
He fell into his own body with a thud, focus shredded, his
concentration suddenly shot to hell as his own desire flooded
him. More than just one person in this bed; more than just Ray,
and Ray’s desire, and Ray’s satisfaction. More than one of us.
Us.
Not solitary, not alone, and oh God—
Ray’s hands were on him still, touching his face, such tenderness, and no, he hadn’t misread Ray, had only failed to read him
deeply enough. He opened his eyes, looked up the length of
Ray’s body curved over him, to where paleness ended and the
rosy flush of arousal began, to where Ray’s mouth was open,
spilling words, and Ray’s eyes were open wide, spilling emotions.
Ray was looking at him, down here, on the bed, with his mouth
filled with Ray’s erection, with his own body humping against

Story Beginning

72

Ray’s leg with all the dignity of an over-bred pedigree dog, with
his own self laid utterly bare.
Ray saw him, and wanted him still, as others had, but this was
no surprise for Ray, this was no change in perception. Ray had
always seen him, and still welcomed him.
“I’m close,” Ray whispered, fingers of both hands tracing semicircles around and around his stretched, wet lips.
Another opportunity given him, but one he wanted to reject.
He made a noise and saw Ray understand what he meant; knew
that Ray would insist, if there were any risk factors; wanted to
smile, but couldn’t around the heated hardness filling his mouth,
as Ray nodded, and gave the rest of his answer with his body.
Ray’s hips thrust and he reached around, filling his hands with the
silken strength of Ray’s rump, feeling the muscles powering the
thrusting that was sending Ray deep into him. Deeper into him,
so deep that surely that was his heart Ray was touching inside him.
His own hips were matching Ray’s, as if he and Ray were
dancing, a tango, all hot desire and perfect motion. He wasn’t
following Ray, Ray wasn’t following him, it was all just a glorious
melange of both of them, harmony, synchronicity, choreography—
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Ray’s fingers were on him again, and the sound of Ray’s voice in his
ears, and the taste of Ray in his mouth, and the feel of Ray against his
own erection, and the sight of Ray, neck cording, mouth tightening,
skin flushing as Ray neared climax, as they both did, together but
discrete, not just one person, not even just a ‘you and me,’ but an ‘us.’
Teamwork, plied to the most perfect pinnacle, and Ray against
him, Ray in him, Ray’s fingers rising and falling with the bob of his
Adam’s apple as he swallowed, and swallowed, and swallowed.
He gentled Ray with his mouth, cradled him in wetness as Ray
softened, so unlike himself, who couldn’t bear to be touched so
soon after climax. But Ray liked it, was humming happy noises
and touching him languidly.
Ray, lay there asprawl on the bed, not minding in the least as
he suckled and nuzzled and tasted, and thrust. Pushing himself
hard against Ray, licking around soft skin—resisting not at all
when his hair was tugged this time, sliding stickily up Ray’s
sweat-dewed skin, stopping when his mouth was claimed and
devoured the way he’d taken Ray’s erection into himself. His back
was stroked, nails scraping lightly, an echo of Victoria made clean
again, nothing more now than another pleasure, another level,
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another encouragement to enjoy. A finger rubbing at him, there,
where Victoria had used her fingers, and his first Ray had merely
skimmed, this touch as tender as he had believed Victoria to be
and as sure as he’d wanted his first Ray to be.
No penetration though—
“Too close,” Ray whispered, “do it later when you can appreciate it—”
And then Ray’s hand was closing on him, holding his erection
firm and strong and hot, sliding up and down, sliding his foreskin
up and down, tight then loose, oh, so sweet, so perfect, so—
He shivered, and felt his testicles pull even closer to the heat of
his body and the stroke of Ray’s hands; was as aware of himself
now as he had been of Ray, could think of nothing but how it felt
to be touched, stroked, fondled; how it felt to have that building
furnace of pleasure pressuring up inside, how it felt to have Ray
kissing him, and touching him, and wanting him.
He wasn’t expecting it, and gasped when Ray pushed him onto
his back.
“Wanna watch,” Ray said, and licked his right nipple. “Wanna
see your face when you come.”
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Yes, he wanted to say, but his mouth wasn’t working properly,
too busy making those sounds of need and pleasure. Ray was
propped up beside him, one hand a rest for Ray’s head, the
other… oh, the other was doing magical things to him, as Ray lay
there, and watched.
He was exposed, and seen, and touched. He burst with the
pleasure of it all, heard himself make a guttural noise, raw and
honest, and felt himself pulse, dissolving into the snowy white
ecstasy of climax.
Lay there, for a moment, quivering and spent, until he heard a
soft, “Wow,” from Ray, and felt Ray’s hand leave him when he
flinched under even that delicate touch. He opened his eyes, and
saw, as Ray dragged a finger through his secretion, and lifted it
up. Watched, as Ray tasted him, and tasted him again.
No longer needed to watch, because Ray was spreading over
him like a quilt, just as warm and many times as hard, all angles
and joints and bones covered by soft skin and tensile muscle.
“You okay?”
He wrapped his arms around Ray, hugged him closer, shifted
easily as their bodies fit more fluidly together. Stroked his hand
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across hair that had lost most of its spike, felt the touch of lips
against his neck.
Realized Ray wasn’t falling asleep immediately. Well, it was
just plain silly to think he was the only person who ever needed
answers. “I’m fine,” he said, and felt the gust of Ray’s sigh against
his neck. Added, just for Ray: “We’re good.”
And then Ray relaxed heavily against him, and let them both
slide into sleep.

In a fairy tale world, that would’ve been it, happily ever after and
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no one ever has to do the laundry or clean the bathroom, but the
world wasn’t a fairy tale, and life wasn’t fair. The alarm buzzed,
and Ray jolted, going from sprawled ease to kneeling-up, wideeyed tension in barely a second.
He was jolted himself, brain trying to wake up enough to take
charge of his body, feeling even more out-of-balance because
he didn’t wake up with his usual quickness, his body still
relaxed and heavy, his mind showing a distinct inclination
towards hibernation. He heard Ray’s groan, and agreed, wholeheartedly.
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“Work,” Ray said, sounding more like someone naming the
foulest of tortures.
There was probably an answer called for, but he was still trying
to wake up, and take in the sight of a rumpled, head-scratching,
bare naked Ray kneeling beside him.
Who was smiling at him. And rubbing his belly, where he’d
spilled his seed last night, and Ray had tasted him.
“Wanna play hooky?”
“Yes, but—”
No more smile, and he fought the urge to do whatever it took
to bring it back.
“But you got the Ice Queen and I got a court appearance.”
A reluctant sigh from Ray, speaking for him. Then it was getting
up, and morning routines made utterly non-routine because the
television was still casting its muted flicker over the disorder of
couch cushions, where it had begun last night, and because it
was the two of them trying to fit in around each other, with Ray
starting coffee and reaching for cereal just as Fraser headed
towards Dief to take him out. Adjusting around that, Ray heading
instead for the shower while he went out to walk Dief; coming
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back, to a damp Ray in a warm bathroom, and uncovering the
arcane mystery of just how Ray got his hair to do that. No answer—
for he of the cowlick—as to the why of Ray wanting to do that to
his hair, but there you were. Sidling around Ray, stepping into the
bathtub with its plethora of bottles and tubes and adjustable
shower head; standing there afterwards feeling absurdly, stupidly
awkward about just stepping out naked when Ray was already
dressed.
He pulled back the shower curtain, and damning himself for
being as contrary as Dief, was almost disappointed that Ray
wasn’t there. He dried himself quickly with a towel damp from
Ray’s use, and then he was standing at another bathroom sink,
wondering what the etiquette was when you slept over at someone else’s place rather than them coming to you.
“After what we did—”
Instinctively, he clutched at his towel even as he whirled
around to see Ray standing in the doorway, looking at him yet
again.
“—you got scruples about putting my toothbrush in your
mouth?”
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More smiles, and all the awkwardness pushed to the side by
the comfortable familiarity of friendship, albeit new and
improved, as the advertisers would have it. “Actually, I was
wondering if you possessed a razor.”
“Oh, Mr. Smartypants. I do have a razor, in fact, I even have
two, this—” a standard safety razor balanced across the toothbrush holder, “and this—” Ray, bending over to rummage in the
undersink cabinet, coming up to flourish an unopened box, “if
you want electric. See? I got ’em—”
“You just don’t use them.”
“Style,” Ray said, patting his cheek, and smiling at him. “I got
it, you shave yours off.”
“Regulations—”
“—probably say something about ‘tardiness.’”
Oh! “Thank you kindly, Ray,” he said, taking the safety razor,
and looking around for a second until Ray put a can of shaving
foam in his hand. “Ah,” he said.
“Too early,” Ray muttered, “way too early to figure out an ‘ah’
over shaving cream. You want cereal or toast?”
Given Ray’s usual taste for excessive sugar and a fondness for
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the infantile and what Ray had been reaching for before Dief’s
walk… “Toast,” he said firmly, and resisted the urge to ask for it dry.

They were in luck, it seemed, or perhaps Ray’s dreams had finally
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come true and he had a secret signal changer hidden in his car,
turning all the traffic lights to green before they had to so much as
slow down. They were making excellent time, enough that he
wouldn’t be late for work, and Ray would still be able to get to
the precinct within his normal fuzzy ‘ish’ start time to prepare for
the court appearance.
Conversation was desultory, and he found himself talking more
to Dief than to Ray: it was salutary to have a wolf consider you a
poor role model. Especially when he could hardly argue some of
the more salient points with Ray sitting right beside him—he
really didn’t want to have to explain to Ray why he was pointing
out to Dief that Dief hadn’t exactly been wolf-like himself, with
his far longer list of dalliances.
He really didn’t want to even attempt to explain things to Ray,
not when he was so unsure of things himself.
He couldn’t help himself, though, turning his head to look at
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Ray, noting the elegant hand holding tightly to the wheel, the
hunch of Ray’s shoulders, the frown on Ray’s face.
Oh dear.
He knew that look, that body language. Any second now and
Ray would spea—
“You know this thing we got?”
Not really, no, but he’d play along, pretend that he had some
clue as to quite where he stood with both Rays. Or either Ray. Or
himself. “Yes,” he said, sounding as convincing as he could.
Got a long look for that, long enough to make him fret for both
their vehicular safety, and for his own hopefully-hidden confusion.
“Okay, this thing we got—it’s no strings, okay? We got it, you
got it as long as you want.”
He waited, while Ray shifted, and breathed out.
“Till he comes back.”
No need to ask whom Ray meant by ‘he.’ “Ray, I—”
“It’s okay, I see you, remember? I know he comes first, I know
how you are about loyalty and stuff.” A shrug, not in the least
casual. “I never even thought you’d ever do anything with me.”
Fraser blinked, then stared. “You knew I wanted you?”
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“Yeah.”
“Well, thank you for sharing! You could have told me, Ray.”
They nearly hit a truck before Ray was shocked—white
knuckled—back to looking at the road.
“You hadn’t figured it out yourself?”
“Well, no, Ray.”
“Only you, only you could—and have me believe—oh, this is
so dumb. How could you not figure it out?”
“Deflection,” he said, unaware of just how down he sounded.
“And repression. I— The last time I let myself find it easier to be
in love than be alone, I nearly…”
“Her.”
No need to ask whom Ray meant there either.
“Yes.”
“I thought you were already—with Vecchio.”
“You mean physically? No.”
“No?”
“I—he— that is…”
“Pretend it’s an Inuit story, okay? The wolf and the penguin and
the she-shark.”
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“Ray—”
Ray’s voice as low and hard as the flat, reflective stare Ray hit
him with. “Tell me.”
No attempt to blackmail him emotionally: no hint of ‘you
owe me.’ But then, he already knew just how much he owed
Ray.
“Ray Vecchio hadn’t…well, he’d never envisioned himself that
way.”
“Oh yeah. Macho Italian-American cop.”
“Not quite, but… similar.”
He owed Ray, but he owed Ray Vecchio too: he couldn’t silence his conscience enough to betray confidences, to unwrap
cherished secrets and hold them up to the light.
“So Vecchio’s still allergic to bisexuality, and you don’t know
which way he’s gonna jump, but it looks like he’s gonna jump
right back into the arms of his loving family and the safe old selfimage, when along comes Victoria.”
He couldn’t spill the secrets, but he could concede the truth, if
only with a nod.
“And you get from there to here, kidding yourself along the way
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that you don’t have a libido, and what libido you do got, a couple
of kisses from women’s all you need.”
“Yes.”
“Bullshit.”
“Ray?”
And no, he absolutely would not be embarrassed that that had
come out closer to a squeak than a growl.
“Are you forgetting? Are you forgetting I’ve seen you, with that
bounty hunter and the singer and Lady Shoes and everybody
else? You wanted them, and you wanted a lot more than just a
kiss, so you go right ahead and pretend you got a libido the size
of an ant—”
“I think I’m a better judge of my libido—”
“Dief’s a better judge of your libido than you are—”
“Well, that’s because he’s a wolf and with his sense of smell—”
“Or maybe because he’s an animal and he don’t lie about—”
“Are you calling me a liar?”
“To yourself,” Ray said, sounding suddenly old, and weary. And
scared. “You only lie to yourself.”
He sat there, and watched Ray driving, and tried to think about
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what Ray had said. Tried to get beyond the insult, the outrage—
tried to admit that he was deflecting again, because facing it…
“I’m scared,” he said, wishing the words unsaid—unthought, if
at all possible, since he was wishing for miracles anyway—the
second they’d left his mouth.
“Yeah, I know,” was all Ray said, simply, still heavy with that
weariness. “Me too.”
He didn’t need to ask what Ray feared; himself, nothing else.
Or rather, the hurt he himself could wreak upon Ray.
“I don’t want to hurt you,” he said, seeing the way Ray’s mouth
quirked in a near smile at that.
“Won’t make it hurt any less when you do. You can’t help it—”
Absolution and forgiveness, in advance, and a sure and certain
knowledge of what lay ahead. “I won’t leave you.”
“And I know you mean that, but what about when he comes back?”
“Ray—”
“Yeah. Him.”
“I love you.”
A definite smile now, warped along the edges. “And I you. But
you love him too.”
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Yes. But— “You love Stella.”
“Difference is, she doesn’t want me.”
And why was he so certain, so deep-down-in-his-gut certain,
that Ray was lying to him?
Because it was more than saving face: it was an easy way out,
not for Ray, but for him. Which meant…
“When did you realize you were over her?”
Another of those warped smiles, and Ray didn’t even try to
evade him; more evidence of how Ray knew him, of how Ray
saw him, that Ray knew they could argue for hours, but the battle
was already lost. “I figured out I was over her when I realized I’d
sooner jump through a window to land on you than dance with
her.”
Ah.
“Perhaps…”
“You’ll get over him? And her?” A liquid, one-shouldered shrug.
“How can you know? I see Stella all the time. Victoria’s romantically exiled and on the lam, and Vecchio… he’s a hero.”
Three citations, three glowing citations. “So are you.”
“Just doing my job.”
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And he could almost feel a growl of frustration pushing at his
throat. “What will it take?” he said, loudly, not caring he was
nearly shouting, knowing that it was safe, to be this much himself
with Ray. “What will it take to stop you denigrating yourself? Tell
me! Just tell me what it would take to make you see yours—”
As Ray had let him see himself. Up to him then. And so he said
it again. “I love you.”
“I know you do.”
“Then what will it take?”
Oh, and that smile had gone from warped to something he
didn’t even want to put name to.
“Not being second best.”
He opened his mouth, and had to shut it, seeing Ray’s life
through Ray’s eyes. “But you’re not second best to me.”
“No? If you say so. But I’m still second.”
“Well, yes, but—”
“So end of discussion. I’m second, I know that, I’m good with
that. And I’ll be with you till Vecchio comes back.”
He remembered, suddenly, with vicious brilliance, exactly how
he’d felt when they’d told him not to go inside the house, to go
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back to the barn with the dogs, stay there, stay there, no, Mum
wouldn’t be coming down in a minute…
He was himself with this Ray. More himself than he’d ever
been. “What if I don’t want you to leave me then?”
A brief, staccato burst of laughter. “You think he’d share? I
wouldn’t.”
He could see Ray clearer than he could see himself. “Yes, you
would,” he said, as gently as he could.
And watched, pain-filled horror curdling his stomach, as Ray
lowered his head, as if that would hide the shame.
“Yeah,” Ray said, “I would.”
But it wasn’t what Ray wanted to do, and it wasn’t what Ray
wanted. But Ray would do it. Because Ray wanted him that
much. Ray loved him that much.
He opened his mouth to reassure Ray, and found he couldn’t.
He couldn’t even ask if it was possible to love two people at
once, for he knew that, oh, how he knew that, Victoria and Ray
Vecchio tearing him in two, until a bullet in the back had felt like
getting off too easy. And Ray knew it, just as well, himself and
Stella, Ray’s conflicting halves of one whole.
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Ray pulled up outside of the Consulate and sat there, not
looking at him.
“I’m quite sincere, Ray. I won’t abandon you. I won’t—”
“You sure of that?” Ray asked, looking out the driver’s side
window, looking out at the world instead of in at them. “You sure
when he comes back, you’re gonna still want the stand-in? I
borrowed you, I borrowed his whole fucking life, and… and I
have to give it back. Some time.”
“I’m not a thing—”
“You think I don’t know that?”
Fierce eyes, wild with tears held at bay, glaring at him.
“I know you, I see you, and that’s why I know if he wants you,
if he says it’s him or me, you’ll go with him.”
“Ray—”
“He’s your friend, he’s got first claim and I’m just the temp
filling in for him.”
“That’s not—”
“Yes it is, yes it is so shut up, just shut up and let me finish, or
so help me—”
No, the threat couldn’t even be said now, not since Ray had,
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actually, popped him one, once before. Too much fear after that,
too much fear and suffering to even say such a thing.
“Look,” a single punch to the steering wheel, “if he comes back
and he’s like, hey, Benny buddy, and it’s all just friends and forget
about the rest, then you and me—we’re fine, we’re good. But
that’s it, because he’s gonna want you all over again, when he
sees you.”
If Ray Vecchio sees me, he thought harshly. And was it
disloyalty, insight, or not wanting to lose this Ray—or himself.
“And Vecchio won’t share. He’s got more pride’n me.”
Again, he wanted to offer the most complete reassurance, to
reward Ray’s courage with certainty, but he didn’t know. What he
felt for Ray—Ray Vecchio—was it out of sight, out of mind, or
absence makes the heart grow fonder?
He didn’t know. Couldn’t see himself that clearly, couldn’t see
inside his own heart. He loved this Ray, loved him to distraction;
thought it was more than he’d ever loved before. But he’d believed
that about Victoria, and turned her in; believed in his love for Ray,
and just look at how he’d behaved when Victoria had come back
to him. Just look at how faithful and true he’d been then.
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He trusted Ray, this Ray, so taut and tense beside him, but he
couldn’t trust himself. And he didn’t want Ray trusting him, not
on this. Not when…
But then Ray looked at him, and saw him, and gave him the
smallest, saddest of smiles.
“I’ll take everything you can give while you can, and when he
comes back… I promise, cross my heart, hope to die, I won’t let
you hurt me, okay? I’ll walk away from you before you can hurt
me.”
It was the kindest of lies, and the most bitter of cuts. Salt in the
wound, to see Ray smile at him again, each of them seeing the
other, flaws and virtues and good intentions wrapped up in pain.
He wanted to promise it would be this Ray, and this Ray only,
forever. But… he’d believed himself to be true and good before,
and look where that had gotten him—where it had gotten all of
them.
He wanted to make that promise.
Wanted it more than life itself.
But he couldn’t. Because he didn’t trust himself, didn’t know
the future, and didn’t even know himself. This was something
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even Ray couldn’t help him with, for how could Ray be expected
to see beyond his own doubts?
“I’ll try,” was the best he could promise, and trusted Ray to
understand.
“There is no try, there is only do,” Ray intoned, cutting them
loose from the miasma of emotions with a sharp flick of a smile.
“C’mon, you still got to truss yourself up in the red suit.”
Oh. Right.
He had no idea what to say next; no idea where they stood, at
the moment, although he knew they’d be together as much as
they could, for as long as they could. But he’d never planned a
relationship before. Had never had to go beyond impulse and
need that set him free.
“The Ice Queen cracking that whip this weekend?” Ray asked
him.
“No, I won’t be on duty at all.”
“I got the four till midnight tomorrow, but then I’m free for the
whole weekend. You wanna come over?”
“Yes,” he said, and was rewarded with Ray seeing just how
much he wanted this.
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“Okay, so I’ll pick you up Saturday morning.”
An unexpected diffidence settling over Ray’s face.
“Unless you wanna come over Friday night, bring Dief, hang
out in comfort where you can’t be dragooned into counting paper
clips.”
“I’d like that, Ray.”
“Yeah. Me too.”
“Okay, see you Friday.”
He was just closing the door when he heard Ray’s voice again.
Ray wasn’t looking at him, perhaps seeing him all too well.
“And if you ever pick a name for yourself, let me know.”
“You’ll be the first person I tell.”
But he could still see the disbelief in Ray’s eyes. But all Ray said
was, “Duty barks,” and there was the Inspector, standing in the
open doorway, glaring at him for a second before turning on her
well-shod heel and walking away.
He closed the car door, to the sound of Ray gunning the engine
and taking off. In the aftermath of Ray’s leaving, it was almost
painfully quiet, and he simply stood there for a moment.
He was close to being late for work.
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As for the rest?
As he stood on the steps of the consulate and watched Ray
drive away, he felt the heavy mantle of time weighing down his
shoulders. He was late; perhaps he was, dreadfully, already too
late.
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talks dirty to me.
He does it behind closed doors, when there’s no one to hear
what he says to me. What he promises me. What he threatens.
He talks dirty to me. He says words that he shouldn’t even
know—no, that’s not fair. We Jedi have always known all the
undersides of every society, we just pretend to be above such
things. Untouched by such things.
I am untouched. He doesn’t touch me. Hasn’t touched me.
But he talks dirty to me, and it makes me afraid.
He says things that Jedi aren’t expected to know, words we’re
not expected to comprehend, actions and depravities that we’re
not expected to understand. I understand, of course. I know
exactly what he’s talking about. He only talks dirty to me, but the
images I see in my mind, the pictures he paints on my soul,
they’re filthier than any words coming from his mouth.
He talks dirty to me, when I least expect it, but says nothing
when I’m prepared—the times when I have my barriers in
place, the times when I’m bastioned against him, he simply
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smiles at me, and talks of studies and practices, of friends and
missions.
But when I’m tired, or when I think there’s not an atom of
energy left in him, nothing to fuel him, he talks dirty to me. He
can sit across the table from me as we hurry through a basic
meal, and slide easily from discussion of the day’s meetings into
telling me what he wants me to do to him. In detail. In vivid, balltightening detail.
It used to bother me, more my reaction than his words. But I
could fight against what he said: he could talk till all the suns
cool about what he wants me to do to him, and it doesn’t matter.
I won’t do any of those things to him. I’m his master, I’m in control of myself and my actions. I won’t do these things to him. He’s
my padawan, I won’t lay a finger—or anything else—on him, not
till he’s no longer indentured to me.
So he talks dirty to me, and I lean back, cross my arms and
smile at him, wait until he winds down, and then I go back to
discussing the day’s meetings, or what the Protocols Master said
about his last exam.
He used to storm off in a huff, his hair all but bristling with
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outrage and offended dignity. It’d make me smile, not that I’d ever
let him see that. He’s changed, though. Grown. These days, he
lets me go back to discussing whatever we’d been talking about
before, but he looks at me now. Looks at me and lets me know
he’s allowing me to change the subject. Makes it clear he’s letting
me run away.
I’m not, of course, but he needs to think that—it’s a small
enough sop to his pride, I can afford to give him that.
But there are times, when he talks dirty to me that I can’t bear
it, when I do want to run. He doesn’t tell me what he wants me to
do him—come to think of it, he hardly ever does that these days.
No, he’s taken to leaning back in his chair and smiling at me
while he tells me what he wants to do to me.
And I can’t control that.
I can’t stop him from having his own thoughts, there’s not a
sith-bedamned thing I can do about what he wants to do to me.
So I sit there, while he talks dirty to me, and I just sit there, and
sit there, and let him talk. Some victory, but it’s better than what I
want to do. Run. Just get up and run. Never stop. Never ever stop.
Because if I stop, he’ll catch me.
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Look at him now. Sitting there on the settee, nose buried in his
studies. Final exam first thing tomorrow, and not one of his better
subjects. He’ll pass, we both know that, but he wants more than
just scraping past. He’s hungry, and no amount of admonition or
meditation changes it. It used to worry me, that he’d be driven off
course by his hunger, but he— He hones it. He uses it and tames
it, if you can tame a wild beast. He thinks he can, and I have to
concede, that hunger of his has never led him astray, only deeper
into the Light.
It’s me his hunger threatens with the Dark. I’m not the most
pristine of Jedi, never have been—was very nearly not chosen
when I was a youngster because there was some fear that I could
be touched by the Dark. I wasn’t, and I haven’t been, but I can
see the temptation of it. I’ve never crossed the line, but I’ve toed it
once or twice, scuffed it till it’s just that bit blurred. Nothing
really bad, just a little tweak to someone’s mind to get them to do
the right thing, just a little nudge of the Force to make something
happen the way it ought to.
But that hunger of his, that could hunt me all the way to the
Dark.
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It recognizes me, you see. Knows me for exactly what I am.
Not a Jedi first, but first a man, and then a Jedi. I’ve never been
able to turn that around. I’ve always had to follow what was right
instead of blindly following the Code with the consequences to
mere humans be damned. I just can’t do that. I’ve tried, or at least
I used to, when I was younger and full of starry-eyed idealism.
Now, I accept that I’ll never be a great Jedi, that a master is as
high as I’ll ever go.
He doesn’t understand the blessing that is—it’s that hunger of
his. It’d never let him settle for being a master when his talents
could take him all the way to the Council. No, he’d not be content to be me, and he’d not settle—he’ll never settle for less.
And he talks dirty to me, to get him what he wants. He thinks I
want it too.
And I do.
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under his shoes; Walter Skinner assumed his agents wouldn’t be
letting anyone walk through anything toxic, so the vile yellow
ooze must be harmless, despite the smell. He pushed at a door;
grabbed it as the hinges gave way, propped it quietly against the
pock-marked wall.
Skinner made his way around a toppled caretaker’s cart,
pushed aside a chair that appeared to have been hurled some
distance and followed the sound of raised voices.
“…goddamned idiot Spooky Mulder telling me what to do!”
“Agent Mulder is not trying to usurp your position, sir, he’s
simply—”
“You always do his dirty work for him, missy? I heard you had
him by the balls, I guess that means he’s got no balls and you—”
Skinner pushed the standard laboratory door open, silence
falling immediately. As the coterie of agents in the trashed room
turned to him, he said very quietly, “Is there a problem?”
Obviously a nasty situation: Scully had clamped her mouth
shut and her fists were tight little balls held carefully down at her
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sides as she faced off the worst tin-Hitler in Skinner’s entire
purview.
“Agent Davidson?” Skinner asked, still quiet.
Assistant Special Agent-In-Charge George Davidson swallowed
audibly, then flicked a glance at the stony-faced Agent Scully,
who was giving him no help at all. Good woman, Skinner
thought, watching as Davidson shifted uneasily, unable to look at
Mulder without also turning his back on Skinner. And idiot though
Davidson was, Skinner didn’t think the man was fool enough to
turn his back on an assistant director who was speaking very
slowly and very quietly. Especially not when the assistant director
had the reputation Skinner had so thoroughly earned over the years.
“Uh— Thank you for coming, Mr. Skinner, sir.”
Kiss-ass, Skinner thought, not that he’d allow such a personal
opinion parking space on his face. He hated toadies with a passion, and Davidson—and his friends in high places—were spectacular examples of the species.
Eyeing the assistant director warily, Davidson stood at his tallest.
“Yes, sir, there’s a problem. Sir, Agent Mulder is refusing to obey
orders—”
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Skinner was still dangerously quiet, a small frown appearing
between his eyebrows as he looked at Mulder. “Agent Mulder?”
Mulder slanted an apologetic glance down towards Scully, met
by her furious glare. “He’s telling the truth, sir.”
Scully, breaking in to do her usual damage control. “Technically, sir, yes—”
Skinner stopped her mid-spiel, his attention going entirely to
Mulder. “The instructions you decided not to follow, Agent
Mulder?”
Mulder pushed himself away from the wall, his white shirt
speckled with multi-hued dots and splatters, the sleeves rolled
up, tie loosened, his hair mussed: enough to get Mulder written
up by most ASACs even before the usual insubordination set in.
Certainly more than enough to set Davidson off.
Mulder was playing with a pen, fingering it, putting it down,
putting his hands into his pockets. “The ASAC here, sir, believes
we should close this up, let the clean-up crew come in.”
“And you disagree with this?”
“Disagree, sir? Sir, Spooky here—”
Cold glare, quiet voice, Davidson subsiding immediately as
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Skinner turned to him. “Spooky?” Skinner asked. “I’m sorry? I’m
unaware of an Agent ‘Spooky’ in my division.”
Davidson looking daggers at Mulder, canning it when he
caught the expression on Skinner’s face. “Ah, it’s a nickname, sir.”
Skinner didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to.
After a moment, nearly squirming under Skinner’s glare,
Davidson cleared his throat and continued: “Sir, Agent Mulder
was instructed that we were wrapping up this investigation. At
that point, sir, Agent Mulder then informed me that my decision
was wrong and based on misinformation and misunderstanding,”
Davidson’s voice rising a little in remembered fury. “When I
repeated my instructions as Assistant Special-Agent-in-Charge,” a
heavy emphasis that did nothing to impress an assistant director
nor, apparently, the two special agents in the room, “that the
investigation was over, Agent Mulder once again refused to obey
my instructions and replied,” Davidson took his notebook out,
flipped to a page where he’d scribbled some notes: probably the
list of chores his wife had given him, Skinner thought uncharitably.
Probably something that had nothing to do with Mulder, but
Davidson no doubt thought flicking through his notes would
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make it look good, would get Mulder burned by by-the-book
tight-ass Skinner.
“‘—your investigation is over, Davidson, but mine isn’t. You
can’t authorize the clean-up, you can’t close this site, and if you
get in my way, I’ll get my SAC, Assistant Director Skinner to tell
you the same thing.’ Sir.”
Davidson’s expression was disgustingly smug, and he did turn
then, staring at Mulder.
Well, if Davidson was waiting to see Mulder’s face when
Skinner ripped Mulder a new asshole, Davidson was in for a big
surprise. Skinner watched, mildly amused, as Davidson’s face
blanched when Skinner said, to Mulder: “An X-File?”
“Sir,” Davidson said, and he was red-faced now, probably from
trying not to yell at an assistant director, “he refused direct
instructions—”
“Yes,” Mulder was saying to Skinner as if Davidson hadn’t spoken. “The yellow viscous fluid appears to be related to fluid
we’ve found at other sites, some of the files on some of the older
disks tie in with other…medically-associated investigations,” and
Skinner filed away the quick look Mulder gave Scully: filed it

Story Beginning

107

away and recognized which case Mulder must be referring to.
“Other files indicate the active research was on mind control,
drugs to remove normal inhibitions—”
A muffled snort and a muttered “Sex drugs!” from Davidson,
completely ignored by Mulder.
“—and there are other anomalies that mark this as an X-File,
sir.”
Skinner ignored Davidson too. “Agent Scully?”
“We found evidence that some of the completed work here
was connected to an earlier case which involved unsanctioned
applications and treatments of various terminal illnesses,” and her
voice did not tremble at all, “and it seems that while the current
research is not lethal, if the reagents are applied, the results
would be phenomena which I prefer not to codify until further
study has been done on all of the documentation and the various
fluids found.”
He lifted his shoe, goop dripping. “And this yellow goo?”
“Appears to be an inert medium used to transport as yet
unanalyzed formulae, sir. The dangerous solutions would be clear
and the other—”
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Another mutter from Davidson.
“—would probably be cloudy white or cream.”
“I’ll be careful what I step in. Davidson, stand your team down;
check with Agent Mulder if he’s going to need any of them to
stay.”
“Sir,” Agent Davidson started, “Mulder was insubordinate—”
Perhaps he should feel just a smidgen of guilt at taking pleasure
in putting Davidson so firmly in his place, but this was a rare
pleasure, to be savored. “Agent Mulder prevented destruction of
an investigation site pending authorization of an X-File.”
“But sir, Agent Mulder—”
“Send me a report, Davidson,” he said, allowing himself a
sharp edge and a glare at Davidson. “Mulder, I expect this case to
be closed with all appropriate speed.”
“Yes, sir.” Mulder didn’t even bother looking at Davidson.
“Agent Scully?” Skinner indicated the corridor and Scully
stepped through, so tiny beside him.
Before he could say anything to her, Scully was speaking:
“Davidson was determined to undermine Mulder from the start,
sir. He insulted Mulder and—”
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“Put it in your report, Agent Scully. This investigation—is it
connected to your decision to pursue your own cancer treatment?”
She looked up at him, looked away almost immediately. “We
hope so, sir.”
“Then remind Mulder that his instructions are to close this with
all appropriate speed. Take what time you need, Scully.”
A flicker of something in her eyes, the vulnerability immediately hidden away, her fingers almost completely steady as she
tucked her hair behind her ear. “Thank you, sir.”
What else could be said? She turned back to the lab, Skinner
turned back towards the exit, ending the moment, when they
both heard the sounds of a struggle—a shared glance for a split
second, until they realized the noise wasn’t coming from
Davidson and Mulder. Guns drawn, running down the corridor,
Skinner keeping a cautiously moderate pace, Scully running full
pelt to keep up with him, no hint of breathlessness in her voice as
she filled Skinner in. “Three teams searched the entire building,
they were still checking out the basement and the roof.”
“Sounds like they found someone.”
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In the stairwell, a figure in FBI jacket—a flash of blue and
yellow, fair hair flopping—tumbled down, Scully dropping to one
knee to check him, Skinner climbing the stairs. Behind him, the
stair door slamming open again, Mulder’s voice; above him, yells
to stop, freeze, Federal Agents, and the clatter of shoes on
concrete. A man in a white coat, a caricature of the mad scientist,
hair wild, eyes wilder, words screaming incoherently from him
came bolting down the stairs: no weapon, hands empty. Skinner
simply grabbed him, twisted him into a half-nelson, nearly lifted
the man off his feet.
More words, or numbers, or something, screamed, spittle flying,
the man twisting and turning and kicking. Impossible to put more
pressure on the maniac’s throat, not if he wanted to avoid an
investigation into a suspect’s death, so Skinner reached for the
man’s arms. More shouts and clattering feet, the rest of the team
getting there, taking over for him—then someone slipping up,
someone screwing up, and the cartoon-figure was loose. Something bright and shiny in berserker’s hand, a fluster of movement,
and then the lunatic was flailing at Skinner, grabbing at Skinner’s
hand. The needle went into the back of his hand at an angle,
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pointing up towards his wrist, burning, burning, acid going into
him, needle breaking off jaggedly, as the maniac jolted.
The man’s eyes were wild for another moment, as he was lifted
up and backwards by unseen force, turning as he fell, blood
splattering over the wall beside Skinner, the crack of gunshot
fading slower than life.
Skinner swallowed every word he really wanted to say, forced
his voice to calmness, started getting this mess under control.
The snap of latex, Scully taking his hand, Mulder’s eyes dark,
mouth tight, Scully’s hands and voice cool as she murmured
something about it only hurting for a second, the needle-shard
pulling out hotter than it went in. The syringe was bagged, Scully
taking it from Mulder, looking at the murky, creamy contents in
the light. While Skinner was giving out terse instructions to get
this mess cleared up and the situation properly assessed and
reported, Mulder and Scully were quietly discussing analyses,
computer hard drives, files and disks, familiar names—Pendrell,
Frohike, Langly, Byers—dropped amongst the technobabble.
Minutes were passing, and Davidson still hadn’t done more
than fuss over Skinner and holler ineffectually and demeaningly
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at his team. Skinner gathered an appropriate remark that would
leash Davidson without undermining the position of ASAC, but
the words were… were… Scully and Mulder murmuring together
drew his attention.
Scully was looking at Skinner, exchanging a look with Mulder,
and that constrained concern was far more worrying than the
vocal fretting everyone else was doing.
“We have doctors on site,” Skinner said, just to shut Davidson
up, “I’ll go to the hospital as soon as this situation is under control.”
He paused just for a second, but Scully didn’t contradict him:
good. No immediate deadly danger, common sense would be
enough for now. “Or if I feel any symptoms.”
His hand itched suddenly, more important than anything else
for just a moment, but then that faded, too. To be expected, but
he’d keep an eye on it in case it was an allergic reaction.
He went over to the team involved in the shooting, was pleased
by the quiet efficiency of the team leader; filed the woman’s
name away for future reference. There were medical people doing
what they had to do, even though any layman could tell that
Mulder’s mad scientist was far beyond help.
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Behind him, he could hear Scully, but she sounded…different.
Then again, everyone sounded different, whispering, murmuring,
the cold clear words so at odds with the husky voices whispering
at him. Mulder was still there, hadn’t ditched her, no, she was
ditching him, cold words about science and medicine and expertise and training, but as Skinner neared his agents, her perfume
struck him as warm, warm and delicate in a way she never permitted herself to be. She was so small, beside Mulder, who wasn’t
really all that big, not as far as Skinner was concerned. Mulder
wasn’t small, no, the shoulders were broad, but Mulder still
seemed slim, a reed, a willow, bending in the wind, never
breaking—
The burst of fanciful thought unnerved him; Skinner shook his
head, dizziness grabbing for him but Mulder was there first,
catching him.
“Sir? Are you all right?”
“Ye—” The automatic response of the guy in charge, but this
was Mulder and Scully and that changed it. “No. I feel…” Warm.
Hot. Hot tub, naked flesh, slipping beneath the hot, bubbling
water, touching—
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Scully’s cool hands taking his, examining where the broken
needle had been taken out. “Have they found out what he
injected you with, sir?”
Small hands, cool, she’d be warm elsewhere, under the curve
of her breasts, between her legs, she’d be warm there, hot and
moist and wet and— She was looking at him, professional concern, personal concern behind that.
She was staring at him intensely, making it harder for him to
think beyond the blueness of her eyes and the when she started
speaking, he couldn’t see beyond the plump lushness of her lips.
“Have they been informed as to the nature of the compound?
Have they figured it out yet, sir?”
What the hell was she talking about? It took time to analyze
these things, days, or weeks, not… Had it been that long since
the needle had penetrated him? “Not yet. Strange, degrading—”
Another exchanged look between Mulder and Scully. “Then it
must have been very unstable if it’s degrading so quickly—”
Not what he meant. Strange, degrading, standing here with his
cock hard and he thought his mouth was open, but at least he
wasn’t panting.
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“—which would make sense, if we’re 100% right about the
research he was doing here,” Mulder was finishing for her.
Mulder and Scully, a perfect team. Perfect team. She’d disappear under him, red hair tangled on the pillow, in his hands, and
Mulder on top of her, ass clenching as he fucked her and if he
himself walked in at that moment, if he were sitting there
watching them, he could get up on the bed beside Mulder, put a
hand between them, feel the heat and the hardness and the wetness and the softness. Get his fingers wet, use that to open up
Mulder’s ass, slide into him, yeah, slide into Mulder, fuck Mulder
fucking Scully—
Horrified, he pushed the fantasies aside; what the hell was he
thinking? He was on the job, he was working, he was— Shit. “I’m
experiencing symptoms,” Skinner said, Mulder and Scully looking
at each other before they looked at him.
Mulder, shifting uneasily, ducking his head. “What symptoms, sir?”
That’s what Scully had been asking him, about what the others
knew, if the others knew what compounds the bastard scientist
had been working on. Mulder and Scully knew: fuck, they both
knew—
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Knowing, very knowing, both of them, so knowing, so—
Skinner squared his shoulders, his face twisting into a near
grimace, all the cues and clues swimming groggily through the
drug’s effects to the surface of his mind. “I think you can both
make educated guesses as to the symptoms.”
Of course they could. They’d been here for hours before Skinner got here, they’d been tracking this guy for weeks, they knew,
dammit to hell and back, they knew, that was why Scully hadn’t
insisted on hospitalization and full medical stand-by precautions—how much was this goddamned drug affecting him?
It had been… Skinner had to actually think to read the time
displayed on his watch and to work out how long it had been.
Thirty minutes. It had been thirty minutes since that bastard had
stuck him, Davidson jabbering on at him like an overprotective
mother ever since, shit, the last thing he wanted was Davidson
realizing that the ‘sex potion’ worked, he needed to—
“Get him out of here, Mulder,” Scully said, digging into her
pocket and handing Mulder car keys. “I’ll keep checking the files
to make sure that’s the only thing Valentine—” she couldn’t quite
suppress a tiny wince at the name, “was working on, just in case.
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You keep Davidson and the rest away from Skinner, I’ll keep them
from finding out the stuff works. I’ll call you.”
An immediate nod of agreement—how does she get Mulder to
do that, Skinner thought, losing track of that because now he was
watching the rise and fall of her jacket front, eyes sliding to the
pale perfection of her throat, the redness of her lips, the whiteness of her teeth, the pinkness of her tongue and—
She was still speaking, although Skinner obviously wasn’t
hearing more than half of it. Visibly, Skinner brought himself back
to the here and now. “I need to give Davidson some final instructions, then Mulder, you can drive me back to DC.” Caught the
question in Mulder’s eyes, had no idea what Mulder was actually
asking. “I’m not going to tell Davidson the details, Mulder. I’ll tell
him the truth, that whatever that was, it causes dizziness and I’m
not stupid enough to drive. Scully, you can drive my car back—”
if she could get the seat forward far enough, those little legs,
those perfect little legs in her silky hose and— Shit, he wasn’t a
teenager, he could control this. He took a deep breath, focused,
concentrated hard. “Leave it at the office.”
Without bothering to wait for their acknowledgments, he left to
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talk to Davidson— “I’m fine, this damned stuff’s making me
dizzy” dismissal, and he was out of there before his mind fuzzed
over again. Outside at last, and he was speaking—fairly coherently,
no distractions in a lump of plastic and wires—to his secretary on
his cell phone all the way to Mulder’s car.
But then the calls were finished, and it was just the two of
them, sitting side by side in the car. The faint smell of hairwarmed conditioner—or mousse or gel or whatever, Skinner
wasn’t exactly an expert on hair products, or maybe it was
aftershave, or cologne—he didn’t know what the hell it was, but
damn, it smelled good.
Inviting.
The not so faint smell of sunflower seeds, and the rhythmic
crack, crunch, munch of Mulder’s oral fixation. Full lips, strong
jaw, such a generous jaw, even more generous mouth, bet it
could open good and wide and—
A surge of chemical, drowning him. “Pull in here.”
Mulder, looking at him.
Knowing.
No comments, not a single smart-ass remark, just Mulder pulling
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into the gas station, sitting there, looking at Skinner with—fuck
it—sympathy, or pity, or something, but knowing.
The car door slammed like a kid denied a birthday party, and
Skinner stalked off.
Several minutes later; Mulder was inside the mini-mart, paying
for the gas he’d filled up with—no point in wasting time—and the
cherry Slurpee that was happily causing brain-freeze when Skinner
came stomping back in, stopping dead in his tracks at the sight of
Mulder leaning nonchalantly against the counter. Sucking, hard,
on that red straw.
The scowl on Skinner’s face smoothed down into his habitually
controlled expression, the bathroom key was handed over to the
clerk with a nod and a strained “thanks,” then Skinner was stalking
out of there, leaving Mulder to follow if he chose.
Outside in the sunshine, walking side by side back to the car,
Mulder taking long strides to keep up, tense silence between
them.
Mulder sidled a look at Skinner and apparently decided not to
voice any of his infamously facetious remarks, which was, Skinner
decided, battening down the hatches, a damn good thing.
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Back in the car, Skinner clicked the radio on, pressing the preset buttons, finger tapping on the ‘scan’ button, bombarding them
with tiny snatches of songs, ads, chat. Skinner snapped the radio
off, leaned back stiffly against the back of his seat, and stared
unsociably out of the window.
Exuding ‘do not touch.’
Mulder gave Skinner another look. “So it didn’t help, sir?”
Brief glare: “No, it didn’t fuc—”
Deep breath, hands shoved deeply into coat pockets, then the
coat pulled closed across his lap, Skinner turned his withering
glare on the scrubby roadside bushes. “No,” he finally said after
another deep breath. What felt suspiciously like a blush seemed
to creep across Skinner’s cheekbones. “The dizziness is gone, and
the confusion. Now I’m just—” Swallow. Breathe. Go on. “The
files you and Scully went through. Did they say anything
about…about this effect?”
Mulder shifted in his seat; Skinner’s gaze drifted, drawn to the
movement of Mulder’s thighs.
“According to the files, Valentine thought the—ah—effects
would last 24 to 48 hours. The degree of…effect would vary in

Story Beginning

121

intensity in different subjects. According to the notes he made on
previous…test subjects, the increase in—” Mulder politely chose
that moment to change lanes, looking ever so conscientiously in
his rear and side mirrors and nowhere near Skinner. “The increase
in libido and the decrease in inhibitions varied dramatically, and
he was working on controlling the effects through dosage and
variations in the components.”
Skinner’s voice was very dry. “I’ll be sure to write up a report
for him.”
A small smile from Mulder, a reward, and an invitation for
Skinner to take refuge in the absurd humor of the situation.
Unfortunately, Skinner didn’t get beyond the ‘invitation’ part.
That smile, the way one side of Mulder’s mouth kicked up higher
than the other, crow’s feet appearing around Mulder’s eyes,
shifting him from pretty boy to mature man with boyish charm,
that guilelessness the greatest beguilement of all.
Skinner crossed his legs, immediately thought better of that, his
left thigh squeezing his cock so nice and tight and hot against his
right thigh. He slumped down in his seat, caught the flicker of
Mulder’s glance: oh fuck. He sat up straight enough to please
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even his Grandma S, twisted round a little, turning his body as far
away from Mulder as he could.
Bet Mulder could still see his erection. That was it: no more
light grey suits for him.
But Mulder could wear grey suits any time he wanted. The
groan filled his throat like a cock, and he coughed, covering it.
But he couldn’t cover up the image—God help him, he couldn’t
cover up the memory: Mulder, in Skinner’s office, sitting opposite
him, the desk between them, and there, between Mulder’s thighs,
the heavy weight of cock, lax, filling the crotch of the impeccably
tailored suit. And after the dressing down, Mulder standing, his
cock pushing at the front of his pants, Mulder turning away, his
cock following a second behind, big, heavy, pressing against
those pants. He’d seen Mulder half hard, that gorgeous, glorious
feeling of potency and promise, and brought on by what?
Mulder turned sharply at the thump of Skinner’s fist on the
dashboard.
No questions, though. Who’d have thought Mulder capable of
this level of discretion? Skinner dug his hands deeper into the
pockets of his coat, twisted sideways a little and crossed his legs
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again, flexing his thigh muscles even though he shouldn’t. For
fuck’s sake he was sitting in a car with another man—sharp-eyed,
sophisticated, knowing Mulder—with a hard-on, this close to
embarrassing himself by blowing his load all over his pants, but
Mulder wasn’t complaining and—
He forced his legs apart, sat there very properly, and chewed
the inside of his mouth until it hurt. The drug. Anti-inhibitant,
more effective than alcohol and with none of the brewer’s droop,
just this heat, fire, burning, his pulse, beat, beat, beat…
He sounded embarrassingly hoarse even to himself. “How long
before we get back to Washington?”
Sidelong glance, Mulder’s expression blessedly neutral. “Nearly
six hours.” Delicate pause. “Without stops. With stops…”
Too long. No way could he last that long. Already, his balls
were shifting, crawling hungrily up to snuggle into the heat of his
cock, his underwear cupping him, tight, now, tight, warm, and
maybe Mulder would continue this shocking discretion enough to
look away while Skinner reached in and adjusted himself, not
letting his hand linger, touching just enough to get the head of his
cock out from under the band of his underwear.
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A sharp intake of breath, echoing, and it took Skinner a moment
to realize it was Mulder breathing in with him.
Guess Mulder’s discretion had its limits.
But—
It didn’t matter that he was sitting not two feet from another
man; didn’t matter that it was one of his own agents, didn’t matter
that it was Mulder with his dangerously loose grip on conventionalism: Skinner finished moving his cock, fingertips slick with his
own pre-ejaculate. Slick as saliva, slick as if Mulder had been
sucking him, Mulder bent down, leaning over, wide mouth wide
open, wet, sucking—
Mulder leaned over, and Skinner’s hands rose; shook, as he
pushed them back into his pockets.
Probably having no idea how close they’d just come to disaster
—driving and giving head weren’t exactly a recommended
combo—Mulder took the map from the glove box.
Skinner couldn’t stop himself from staring at Mulder’s fine
hands. Big hands, positively manicured: they’d be smooth and
strong on his cock, strong and flexible in his own hands, or gripping the edge of the desk, God, Mulder in that grey suit, boxers
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not briefs, or sometimes, nothing at all, every step, every move,
sitting spread-legged opposite him, the dry words of the report
and the dry sounds of Mulder’s palms rubbing along the thighs of
his pants—
It took him a second to realize Mulder had pulled into the
parking lot of a hotel.
Took him longer to accept that no, he just didn’t have
the…balls…right now to look at Mulder.
“I need a break,” Mulder said, sweetly casual.
Well, one of them did. And maybe Mulder needed a break
from being trapped in a car with a sex-crazed boss who was
looking at him with all the subtlety of a hungry lion.
The lobby of the hotel was crowded, overflowing with breasts
and asses and long legs, some in trousers, some in stockings, all
of them luscious and ripe and tasty and—
Deep breath. So he’d been drugged: he’d been drugged before.
He’d ride this out—endure this the way his last bout with drugs
had let him endure a war. He’d be fine: ten minutes alone in a
bathroom and he’d be fine.
Okay, so ten minutes alone in a bathroom every half hour, and
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he’d be fine, and as far as he was concerned, the gas station stop
had been an aberration, due to nothing more than the initial surge
of chemicals through him. It would be better this time. This time,
it would work, it would not leave him still hard and desperate.
He hoped to hell his dick was listening to him.
Mulder nodded towards the right: the restrooms. Only half a
crowd to squeeze through to get there: he could do that without
groping someone. Easy.
By the time he’d locked himself in one of the stalls, he was
sweating, his hands shaking, barely able to get his zipper down,
his cock leaping into his hand, aching, painfully aroused, the
cooling sweat of his palm such a benediction—
A child’s voice, calling out to his daddy, the man answering,
the boy knocking on the stall doors, and by the time daddy was
half-way through his lecture on the etiquette of the public bathroom and why it was wrong to look under the stall doors, Skinner
was half-way out the bathroom, the boy’s small voice asking why
the man hadn’t flushed.
Mulder saw him immediately, and straightened up from his
slouch against the corner, striding towards him, rapidly finishing
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up his conversation, his cell phone flipped closed just as he
reached Skinner.
“Sir?”
The compound was definitely degrading. “A room,” Skinner
said, hating the breathlessness of his own voice and the rawness
of his need. “Get me a room.”
Mulder’s face growing very still, thoughtful, then one of
Mulder’s near smiles. “I’ll take care of everything, sir.”
Horribly uncomfortable, Skinner followed carefully, weaving
through the people, eyes focused heavily on the breadth of
Mulder’s shoulders. Mulder’s voice stroked him, warmed by a
smile Skinner could hear but couldn’t see, while the clerk was so
eager to please this handsome man. Skinner’s gaze lost Mulder,
focusing in obsessively on the clerk. Nice smile, pretty face, long
blonde hair pulled back with one of those godawful bows, but
then, that wouldn’t be there for long once he got his hands on
her. Natural blonde, too, with pale eyebrows and freckles, pale
blue eyes and pink, glossy lips.
She was talking, not that Skinner was listening, because the tip
of her tongue showed pink and wet, and her chest rose and fell as
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she breathed. She was plump, with beautiful full breasts: they’d
overflow his hands, or be perfectly soft around him, when he
fucked her between her tits, the tip of his cock touching her chin
with every stroke—
He forced himself to look away before she noticed him. Damn
it, she was barely 20 if she was a day, and he was looking at her
like that? He was old enough to be her father and—
Mulder taking him by the arm, turning him, heading them for
the elevator, Mulder calling out: “Hold it!”
Mulder pushing him in first, eight or nine people in the elevator
car, a whirlpool of perfume and aftershave, of musk and sweetness, a woman’s breasts pressed into his back, until he swore he
could feel them, even through his coat. Someone moved, and he
heard the rustle of their clothes, his mind providing the heated
image of legs moving together. Male, female, it didn’t matter; clad
in cloth or hose, it didn’t matter. Legs leading up to crotch, wet
and welcoming, or hard and welcoming, it didn’t matter. He
wanted them, all of them, and it didn’t matter that the polished
steel walls distorted them, he could see them, every person
locked in there with him, locked up in their clothes, their warm
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skin so close, so very, very close. The elevator stopped, a 30ish
man in sweats getting in and standing right in front of him, a
high, firm ass, rounded, perfect, begging to be squeezed.
At the last moment, his hand lurched, spastic, jerked away from
where it wanted to go and forced, instead, to press the call button, his voice rough as he muttered his apology for ‘accidentally’
brushing the man’s ass.
Pushing his way free, his own hands fighting him, trying to
reach out to stroke, to caress, to pinch and fondle, coming
damned close to succeeding, the impulse to touch almost—
almost—getting there before sheer willpower could stop it.
The corridor was blessedly empty, apart from an equally blessedly silent Mulder, and the metal of the elevator frame was just as
blessedly cool against his forehead. He was burning; red-faced,
from lust, from shame.
It took two attempts to get words out past the pulsing stream of
what he wanted to do to anyone who’d stand still long enough.
“I’m going to take the stairs.”
Sympathy on Mulder’s face, and understanding. Knowing,
again.
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“It’s several floors, sir. I think you’ll be more comfortable if we
get another elevator.”
His cock ached at the thought of several clothing-chafed floors
and he conceded the wisdom of Mulder’s suggestion. And before
he could stop it, the speculation slinked through his mind, endless pictures of just exactly how Mulder knew how it would feel
to walk up stairs when his cock was hard between his legs. The
‘up’ arrow lit with a sickening shade of green and he tried to
think about that, could only compare the arrow to an upright
cock, a Priapus, a stone-hard cock, never soft, always ready, like
him, just like him.
The first two cars were no-gos: at this stage, he wasn’t sure he
trusted himself with his own aged grandmother, let alone hapless
tourists and business travelers. The third, finally, was empty, and
he stepped into it with all the dignified pride he could muster.
Mulder was being suspiciously well-behaved about all of this, but
that was no reason to skulk around cradling his aching balls in
front of him.
The elevator positively crawled upwards. Or perhaps this was
just a modern-day American variation on the ancient Chinese art
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of water torture. The ping of the floors passing was drowned out
by the loudness of Mulder breathing. By the hiss of clothes as
Mulder moved. By the wetness of Mulder eating another sunflower seed. By the smell of Mulder. Not just the shampoo or
whatever, but the smell of the man himself. Another side-effect of
the drug concoction, no doubt, but Skinner swore under his
breath as the intoxication of the faint smell of Mulder’s body
wafted through him, coiling tighter and tighter and tighter round
his cock. His hips thrust forward, once, before he caught himself,
the small of his back aching with the suppressed imperative to
thrust. To fuck, to take Mulder and thrust into him, to fuck him
with his cock, deep, hard, right here, in the elevator, sliding up
the shaft—
Hand on his shoulder, making him shiver; breath against the
back of his neck, making his eyes shiver shut; the heat of Mulder
at his back making him bite his lip and clench his fists against the
fire consuming him, flames licking him, as he licked at Mulder,
and consumed him, his cock devoured by Mulder’s body—
He pulled free, stepping forward, fists clenched, white-knuckled,
against the chill and the smoothness of the elevator doors. A
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sound from behind him, Mulder stepping forward too, far too
close behind him.
“Don’t,” Skinner said, and heard the naked pleading in his own
voice. “Don’t.”
So gentle. Gentle as a first innocent kiss. “Why not?”
Skinner laughed at that. Laughed out loud, laughed until his
belly ached as much as his cock.
As if Mulder needed to be told why not. As if neither of them
knew why not—as if the ‘why nots’ hadn’t kept them from laying
a finger on each other from the very beginning.
The elevator pinged their destination, door opening on a forest
green corridor. Mulder was still right there, walking beside him,
looking at him, long fingers touching the cuff of his coat, stopping
him outside one of the endless parade of doors standing there like
soldiers at attention.
What was that old saying about being horny enough to fuck a
knot-hole in a fence, Skinner thought, half-dazed by lust, by the
drug.
The door closed safely behind him: nobody tempting him in
here, nobody to be appalled or frightened by him losing control.
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Nobody to be raped.
He wouldn’t do that.
Couldn’t.
Could he?
Could the drug loosen control that far? Destroy him that much?
He didn’t want to think about that.
Voice whispering seduction in his ear: “Why not?”
Nearly losing his balance as he whirled around. Not alone after
all, somebody in here to more than tempt him: Mulder, looking at
him so openly, so… willingly.
He had to swallow twice before he could answer. “You know
why not.”
Elegant shrug, lithe movement hinting at what awaited anyone
who took Mulder to bed. “We’re not working. We’re not in Washington. There’s no way anyone could have bugged this room—no
one would ever know.”
Obvious answer to that. “We’d know.”
Ragged smile, tugging at his heart. “We could always delude
ourselves. I could give you lessons.”
“We can’t.”
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Steady, very nearly sad, eyes. “Why not?”
Because…because…when he was lucid, he knew why not.
Right now— Right now he had to back up, remember what he
knew when he was thinking with his brain and not his cock.
Mulder licked his lower lip.
“Out!”
And which of them was the more surprised by that roar?
“Get out!” He was pushing and shoving, desperate to get
Mulder out of there, to be rid of the repercussions of Mulder
staying, of having Mulder, of having what he’d wanted for so
damned long. But Mulder was struggling back, giving him the
hungry press of muscle against his own, Mulder’s mouth open,
protesting probably, saying something, probably, but all he could
see was that open mouth, open for him to kiss or to feed it his
cock, open and—
It was the drug. It was the drug and not him, he was not like
this, he was not a wild animal in rut. A heave, and the door was
opened, Mulder stumbling up against the opposite wall of the
corridor.
Door slamming. Head against it. Plastic in-case-of-fire notice
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slick against him, the paint with the faint traces of brush strokes,
and all of it so hard and smooth against his cock.
But he was alone. Alone, and safe.
He pushed himself upright, and headed for the bathroom.
His cock was darker than he’d ever seen it, engorged, overfed
with the heat and the bulk of his own blood. Too sensitive,
almost, to be touched, but he had to touch it, had to stroke it. He
spat into his palms, folding both hands around his cock, thrusting
into that make-believe body, the images cascading in his head,
flashes of people, the swell of a breast, the blade of a cock—
He came, joylessly, the spurt and pulse of his semen stinging
unpleasantly, his balls still feeling too full, his cock unsatisfied,
staying hard, only the color fading a little bit more towards
normal. He stroked his own come across his cock, wincing, but
needing the touch, needing to come again. Needing to do something about this black and bitter ache taking hold of him.
It invaded him, inside, far inside, in the hollows of his heart
and the whispering moors of his mind. Black and bitter and
weeping, even as his cock stayed hard, and what should have
been pleasure faded into a dull, miserable dissatisfaction.
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It wasn’t until he heard the door opening that he questioned
why he hadn’t put on the deadbolt.
Reluctantly, he straightened; zipped his pants up, even though
the susurration of fabric against his cock hurt now; walked carefully back into the bedroom, where Mulder was unloading the
contents of a plastic bag. The dark head cocked in his direction,
with pupils gone so large, Mulder’s eyes looked as brown as his
own.
“Here,” Mulder said, tossing a clear bottle at him, the pink cap
suitably nursery-ish.
Baby oil.
He should be embarrassed, but the angry ache of his cock
sabotaged him. “Thanks,” he said, trying to sound grateful,
knowing he sounded accusing.
“Don’t mention it.”
“Believe me, Agent Mulder, I have no intention of mentioning
it.”
All right, so maybe it was a bit funny to cling to the formality of
‘Agent Mulder’ under the circumstances. But he was too old, and
too horny, to risk calling anyone Fox right now.
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Unbidden, the image flooded his mind and his cock: Mulder in
skin-tight jeans and skin-tight shirt, open all the way to his waist,
chest exposed, hair long enough to tangle a good handful of
fingers in, jeans so tight over no underwear, cock long enough to
fill a good handful or two. Mulder dancing like that, eyes dark
under flashing lights, old, carefully forgotten drugs pulsing
through them with the music—
He didn’t open his eyes. Didn’t dare. He could smell Mulder
again, the hair stuff, the hint of soap, of sweat. Of lust. Desire.
Need, hunger, wanting, wanting, yearning—
Whispered words, voice licking its way down his spine. “Why
not?”
The reasons were fading with the echo of Mulder’s voice.
But there were reasons; he wasn’t one of those men who
claimed they just couldn’t help themselves. He wasn’t a teenager
any more, he could control himself, he could get a grip on himself—
Mulder getting a grip on himself, naked on a bed, his bed, right
here in this hotel room, Mulder naked and hard, one hand over
his head, the other stroking his own cock, getting a grip, squeezing
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his cock, Mulder’s hands over his head, the handcuffs gleaming
and glimmering in the light, Mulder’s legs spread so wide, the
dull satin glow of silk ties holding Mulder’s legs open, his own
blue tie, Mulder’s dark grey, pale skin, dark hair, pale cock? Dark
cock? Big, that much was certain, the eye weeping, slide his
fingers over that, use it to slick up Mulder’s ass, opening to him,
but tight, damn, Mulder would be tight—
Another whisper, even closer, liquid and limber as a tongue on
his cock. “Why not? It’s what we both want.”
And that was the biggest ‘why not’ of all.
Skinner opened his eyes, and gazed, silently, at Mulder.
Saw the truth in Mulder’s eyes. No commitment, no strings, just
tonight, just long enough to ride out this drug.
God, Mulder was a fool.
Nobody would know.
As if the two of them would ever forget.
As if they would ever again look at each other without remembering the other naked and abandoned to sex and honesty.
“I’ve already spoken to Scully,” in the lobby, who else would
Mulder be talking to? “and to Kimberly. Told her you were
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indisposed.” Another of those quirky smiles that begged to be
kissed. “And in case anything leaks from the crime scene—”
His own cock, leaking, weeping, wet, ready—
“—I casually mentioned that unlike you, maybe she should be
careful where she eats.”
Embarrassing, yes, but embarrassing in a way that no one was
going to ask the boss about his ‘indisposition.’ Nowhere near as
embarrassing as Davidson wondering if the boss had to stop on
the way back with Mulder because of a mad scientist’s Love
Potion No. 9.
Again, he had to clear his throat before he could speak. “Thanks.
I’ll rent a car when I’m ready to come back to Washington.”
No smile quirking the lips, but warmth lighting the eyes. “I’m
not leaving, sir.”
“Yes—”
“No.” A jerk of Mulder’s hand touching the baby oil in
Skinner’s grip. “That isn’t helping.”
“That doesn’t mean I need one of my agents to…to…” Pulling
away, letting the anger build, the fire of the anger mingling and
meshing with the fire burning in his belly. “I can hire a prostitute—”
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And Mulder didn’t need to say: ‘after the last time?’
No. He couldn’t hire a prostitute.
And no matter how smooth and easy the baby oil made it,
flying solo wasn’t working.
There was no guarantee that having a co-pilot would make any
difference either, every guarantee that it would change this between them forever. And absolutely no guarantee that he’d be
able to keep on saying no, nor that he could get Mulder to see
sense.
But he had to try. “Leave.”
“No.”
“Damn it, Mulder, get the fuck out!”
“Why?”
“Because—” words wriggling and squirming against his teeth,
slithering out before he could stop them, more inhibitions biting
the dust. “I don’t want you to see me like this.”
Such a gentle smile. Such a sweet smile.
So very, very dangerous.
“Too late,” Mulder whispered, leaning in closer, closer, his
mouth a scant inch away, less, less—
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Push him away. Refuse to care at the thump Mulder makes
landing on the floor. Open the door. Push him again, push him
out, get him away from here—
Hands grabbing his lapels, firm body against his, wrestling him,
wrestling against him, resting against him—
Mind exploding in a pale cream buzz, his body taking over.
Grab, push, pull, turn Mulder to the wall, coat pushed up out
of the way, belt fumbled, too many hands, Mulder helping,
Mulder getting in the way of what he wanted, needed, now, right
now, can’t wait, the fire in him burning and burning, pants and
boxers pushed down, shirt and jacket and coat pushed up, strip
of bare white flesh, dark crescent curving to split Mulder’s ass, his
own clothes still in place, zipper rasping undone, cock free,
pushing, pushing, slick, so slick, and easy—
Oh God, Mulder had lubed himself up; Mulder in a bathroom
somewhere, slick fingers sliding up his own ass, making himself
ready to be fucked—
Shove Mulder’s pants down lower, spread those legs wider, hot
tight ass clutching him, clenching around him, Mulder’s neck
tender between his teeth, salty against his tongue, Mulder pushing
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back onto him, pushing into Mulder, pushing in and fucking him,
heat and fire and burning and—
Surcease.
Fire pulsing from him, into the blessed softness that surrounded
him, Mulder groaning, deep, deep, groan, vibrating all the way
down, around Skinner’s cock, buried so deep inside him.
He could feel his own ejaculate slippery and cooling against his
cock, and the shock of that nearly froze him. No condom? In this
day and age? Mulder should be shot for letting someone do this to
him. Even someone checked as regularly as a fellow bureau member.
Mulder’s voice was an astonishment of normality amidst this
all. “You okay back there?”
A wriggle of hips, jiggling his balls up against the underside of
Mulder’s ass, the hard edge of Mulder’s belt bumping against him,
and the squeeze of Mulder’s ass teaching Skinner that whatever
this drug was, it made a man perform miracles: his cock was still
completely hard, a thick blade cleaving unto Mulder.
“Oh, yeah,” Mulder was saying, “you’re okay back there.”
Another wriggle, and then Mulder was pulling off a little, pushing
back down, fucking himself.

Story Beginning

143

Skinner put his hands on the blunted points of Mulder’s hipbones, with the noble intention of extracting himself from
Mulder, of getting them back to normal.
Felt his hand taken, and wrapped around a heated, silken hardness. Heard Mulder sigh. Felt Mulder buck, and begin to move.
Oh, fuck, it was too late—
Mulder’s groan echoing his own, Mulder’s words echoing his
thoughts. “It’s too late, Walter,” and dear God, what it did to him
to hear Mulder call him by his first name, “might as well—” gasp,
and thrust, “relax and—”
He filled his mouth with the lobe of Mulder’s ear; let go long
enough to dip the tip of his tongue inside Mulder’s ear, the
shudder of that traveling every inch of Mulder’s spine, all the way
down to Skinner’s cock.
Too late, far too late, his control had long since fled like a virgin.
“You like that?” he demanded of Mulder, fucking into him hard.
“What d’you like more? My tongue or my cock?” He heard himself say all of it; wondered briefly if it was his own impulse or the
side-effects of the drug. And did it matter any more?
Dear God, but it was too late. It was far too late.
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Insidious voice, his own, or Mulder’s or the drug: so why fight it?
“Yeah, you like that,” he said against the side of Mulder’s neck,
his teeth nipping the soft skin below Mulder’s beard line, his cock
thrusting up into Mulder’s ass, his hands tightening around
Mulder’s own thrusting cock. “You love it, you love all of it, don’t
you? You love being fucked—”
Mulder’s head tipping back, exposing more of his throat, the
collars of his shirt and coat bunching up under his hair. “Yeah,” a
long, throaty groan of satisfaction, “I love being fucked. Love
being fucked—” high-pitched moan, and Skinner rubbed his
fingers over Mulder’s balls, “by you—”
Mulder’s hands spreading against the wall, watch flashing in
the lamp-light, head bowed, body braced, against the power of
being fucked.
“You’re mine.”
God help him, but that was his own voice, snarling that. His
voice, meaning that. His cock, making that true. He thrust again,
even harder, his balls swinging up to bump against Mulder’s, his
pubic hair pressing flat against the firmness of Mulder’s ass, the
cool metal of his zipper against Mulder’s hot skin.
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He felt it beginning, far inside, coiling and snaking and rushing
and expanding—
Wetness back-splashing against his cock, Mulder groaning and
pushing, needing more—
And then they were sliding down onto the floor in a tangle of
coats and pants and hands, his cock softening just enough to slip
free. He was aware of almost nothing, just hearing Mulder, feeling
Mulder, Mulder’s arm moving in an only too familiar gesture.
“Let me,” he said and was more disturbed by the sweetness in
his voice than by even the wild hunger of earlier. He and Mulder
were in conflict against each other for a moment, Mulder assuming
one thing, Skinner so lost to this that it took him a moment to realize
Mulder hadn’t understood. And then, no common sense left, Skinner
smiled as the thrill of realization dawned on Mulder’s face.
Mulder’s hands were shaking as he finally let go of Skinner’s
hands, and those long thighs quivered as Skinner lowered his
head and took Mulder into his mouth. He barely had time to taste
Mulder, before his mouth was filled with whiteness and salt.
He mouthed Mulder’s cock, yielded it as Mulder twitched and
pulled away. Too tender, he thought, filing that away for the next time.
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There was a draft coming in under the door, and the sound of
someone laughing.
Christ on a crutch, he’d fucked Mulder up against the door
leading to a public hallway. The mad scientist’s potion obviously
caused stupidity as well as inveterate lust.
“Come on, get up,” he said, struggling with complexities beyond getting to his feet, a sudden shock as he replayed his own
thought of ‘next time.’ But then the drug whispered through his
veins again, clouding thought, routing common sense and inhibition. Skinner sprawled there for a moment, then let his hand slide
down to touch himself. The drug again, of course, for it couldn’t
be him: he abandoned all other thought, to focus on getting to his
feet, to hoisting Mulder up by one arm and to getting them where
he wanted them to be. “Bed.”
On his way up from the floor, Mulder’s tongue darted out,
flicking against Skinner’s cock—and the fire consumed him again.

The lights were off, the curtains drawn shut, the television was
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loud enough to blend with any noise they might make. As Skinner
watched it, the bedside clock clicked to 9:31 PM. Seven hours.
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They’d been in this room for over seven hours, and Skinner had
let Mulder sleep for two hours and fifteen minutes.
For every one of those two hours and fifteen minutes, Skinner
had lain in that anonymous hotel bed, and held Mulder. Held
him, felt the evenness of his breathing, and endured his own slow
burn of desire. And fear. Held onto his fear, and his control, and
his inhibitions far more tightly than he held onto Mulder.
He’d tried to get up. He’d tried to leave.
Found that the best he could manage was to not fuck Mulder.
He lay there, and watched the minutes pass, measuring time as
he did battle with desires, carnal and otherwise.
He gave Mulder those two and a quarter hours, two and a
quarter hours of something approaching self control. All he could
manage, before the fear of who he needed was destroyed by the
intensity of that same need.
In the dark, in silence, he knelt over Mulder, and took the
sleeping cock into his mouth, nuzzling it, and Mulder, to wakefulness. The warm caress of a hand on the back of his neck, on
the smooth skin of his head; the sweet, sleepy murmur of
Mulder’s voice, welcoming him, encouraging him.
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Of course, it was the drug making him do this. The drug, with
its impact on libido and inhibitions.
Nothing else. Never anything else.
Mouth open, he made his way up the length of Mulder’s body:
a last, reluctant farewell to the wakening cock, a lick across the
sleepy warmth of Mulder’s belly, a sucking bite to a responsive
nipple. Open kisses, up Mulder’s chest, to his neck, right up under
the chin that was lifted for him, exposing the throat. Nice gesture,
from a Fox.
He waited, just a moment, until Mulder lowered his chin and
looked at him. Waited, just a moment longer, until he saw Mulder
wondering what was going on. Slowly, he slid his body on top of
Mulder, his erection rubbing against Mulder’s balls, along
Mulder’s cock, across Mulder’s belly, a slick promise, a sliding
desire. And then, with care, he leaned up on his elbows, his hips
pressing his cock more firmly against Mulder’s, the sweet slithering
slide, and he cupped Mulder’s face. Leaned down. Kissed him.
Long and slow.
As if it meant something.
As if it meant everything.

Story Beginning

149

Kissing Mulder, and kissing him, with mouth and cock, with
chest and belly, all of him touching all of Mulder, with Mulder’s
arms hugging him so tight, and Mulder’s legs lifting to wrap
around him so strongly, and Mulder’s cock so hard against him;
Mulder’s ass so soft, soft as butter under the heat of his cock. It
was so easy, to slide inside Mulder, Mulder still open and easy
with the aftereffects of being fucked more than once already.
Skinner relished this, these slow, easy undulations inside Mulder’s
clinging, possessive heat. And through it all, the kissing, substitutes for the words he’d never say, if it weren’t for the drug.
And then even that battle was lost. All the words were there,
spilling from him, beyond his control, let loose and free and
completely beyond recall. Words he hadn’t believed for years—
not when he was the one saying them.
But words he believed now. Words that frightened him, terrified
him, and yet, were balm for his soul, for these were words that
would bind Mulder to him stronger than any gold band.
And these were words he hadn’t known still lived in him.
He poured them out, voice rapid and soft as water, the words
flooding him, flooding Mulder—flooding back into him, sprung
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from Mulder’s mouth into him, returned to him, doubled, tripled,
in equal measure, from one to the other and back again.

And later, in the darkness of the night, he took Mulder again, and
held him, and said it all over again.

Skinner stumbled up from the depths of sleep at the phone ringing.
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He fumbled for the handset, heard the buzz of dialing tone, and
in the background, more ringing, not this phone—
Mulder was swearing, clambering sulkily from Skinner’s arms,
sifting through discarded, enmeshed clothing to find the cell
phone.
“Mulder.”
Skinner sat on the edge of the bed, winced at the time
displayed on the clock. Lunchtime? He had meetings today, he
needed to speak to Kimberly—
Remembrance hit with all the delicacy of a sledgehammer to
the balls.
Mulder was talking into the phone, glancing at him. “Skinner’s
fine. Uh—he’s here.”
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Even on the other side of the phone and the bed, Skinner heard
Scully’s squeak.
“The effects—”
Mulder was looking at him, Skinner knew that, could feel the
stare digging a hole between his shoulder blades.
“—have worn off, I think.”
His cock lay limply between his thighs, a small, pink
thing, and just thinking about touching it made him wince.
“Yes,” he said, steadily, for Mulder to report with abstract
calm.
“Skinner says yes, the effects have worn off.”
Something said by Scully.
Skinner turned and looked at Mulder. Saw temptation warring
with… something… in Mulder’s eyes. Dark lashes quivering as
Mulder looked down, and away. “I don’t know. We’re in an
Embassy Suites place, I took the couch.”
No one will know, Mulder had said.
Not even Scully.
Oh, God.
Skinner stood, grimacing as his back protested his recent
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excesses. He could feel the pull of scratches on his back, from
where he’d asked Mulder to—
The blush ambushed him, making him hot, and hideously
aware of his nakedness.
Behind him, there was the small click of the phone being
turned off, followed by the smaller sound of Mulder taking a deep
breath.
“Scully wants to know if there are any side-effects now that the
drug has worn off.”
It was hideously difficult to speak normally to Mulder, knowing
what he did and what they’d done. “I’ll let her know.”
Skinner headed for the shower, intent on five minutes’ peace to
get his head around what he’d done yesterday—and last night,
and earlier this morning. What he’d said—oh fuck, what he’d
said!
Mulder’s voice, as neutral as it had been on the phone to
Scully, stopped Skinner. “Sir.”
Skinner turned, slowly, to look at Mulder. It was the least he
could do, after what Mulder had let him do. After what Mulder
just did, for him, with Scully.
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“I uh—” Mulder was pulling clothes over himself, covering his
lap. “I uh… You were under the influence of Valentine’s drugs, sir,
I understand that. I just..uh…”
Skinner wished Mulder wouldn’t say it, not in the cold light of
day.
But Mulder was brave, or foolish, or maybe there were traces of
the drug in him now, after last night.
“You were under the influence. But I wasn’t. Sir.”
Skinner knew that of course; had known it for too long. Knew
other things, too, now.
His face averted, Mulder was gathering up clothes, separating
his own from Skinner’s.
“Mulder—”
“Sir?”
“You said no one would know.”
That hell-bent grin, those dark-shadowed eyes. “Know what,
sir?”
“And I said that we would know.”
Mulder wasn’t even pretending to joke any more; he was serious
now, hands stilled upon the wrinkled cotton and rumpled wool.
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Skinner watched him, and wanted to run far, far away. Run and
never stop running. Find a cave and bury himself in it. But that
was the stuff of fairy tales, and this was real life. It was time to
take a deep breath, to face what he’d done and shoulder his
responsibilities. “I told you things…” Things he didn’t know if he
could even deal with remembering in the harshness of reality.
It would be easy, so easy, to take the way out Mulder had
offered him.
But he wasn’t a coward, unfortunately.
Those hours with Mulder had been… Mulder had seemed…
happy.
And not all of them had been under the complete influence of
the drug.
For all his good intentions, he couldn’t actually say it. “I’m not
usually… I don’t normally…”
Mulder got to his feet, graceful, lithe, even now, with bruises
and bites covering him, from the times when need had overwhelmed finesse and honesty had overcome constraints. “What
do you want, Walter?”
He wanted to scream and yell and rail against the injustice and
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indifference of the world. He wanted to rip and rend the very
fabric of society, and then stitch it together into a garment that
fitted him better. He wanted the world and himself to be different.
What he wanted was the impossible: he wanted plain, simple
happiness in a world that was fair.
It was nothing more than wishful thinking: pointless, and ultimately self-destructive. The world was as it was, as it had always
been: all he could do was deal with it, not fuss and fury like a
teenager.
But then Mulder looked at him, the briefest glimmer of last
night in his eyes before it was hidden away. “Tell me,” Mulder
said, silken whisper of voice across his naked skin, the truth
beneath Mulder’s generous, deceitful offer of amnesia, “just tell
me what you want, Walter.”
Skinner rubbed his fingers over the crumpled mess of still-warm
bed sheets. “I want…” No; too cruel to tell Mulder what he
wanted when he wasn’t sure it could even be dreamed of between
them. “I need to… figure this out. Make sense of… Time,” he
finally said, lost for words. “I guess I need time.”
Mulder’s eyes narrowed, looking at him, assessing him.
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Recognizing probably more than Skinner did himself, then
Mulder was nodding, impassive, demanding nothing—the strain
of that showing in the jump and spasm of muscle in his cheek.
“Sure, no problem. Take as long as you need.”
“Thank you.”
It was far more awkward now than it had been even during the
worst of yesterday.
Skinner braced his shoulders, walking away. He could feel the
weight of Mulder’s gaze lingering on him like a farewell kiss. The
memory of what they’d done—what he’d trusted Mulder to take,
what Mulder had trusted him enough to let him do—was dried
and tight on his skin.
He needed a shower, to wash away the evidence. To wash
away the memory.
Is that what he wanted?
Was it?
Fuck, no.
But what else could he do?
They couldn’t have a relationship.
Why not? Mulder’s voice whispered sabotagingly in his mind.
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They’d be found out. They’d never be able to keep it secret.
Why not?
It would be used against them. They’d never be able to keep it
something to make them stronger and better together.
Why not?
Why not?
Because the drug wasn’t wrapping him in its cozy little warm
fuzzy blanket any more.
Because the truth was out there.
Because love wasn’t enough. Love on its own couldn’t be
enough. Not for them, not in the world they lived in.
Why not.
Because of what he’d already done, what he knew he’d do in
the future, if he had to, sacrificing right if that’s what it took to
win the war.
Because of what last night meant to him.
He wasn’t an animal, he wasn’t some heedless creature drunk
on desire and sensation, he was a man, with responsibilities.
One of whom was getting dressed in the next room, shoulders
slumping under the weight of the morning after.
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Why not.
Because the drug was no longer giving him any excuses, and
reality was standing somewhere wreathed in a cloud of nicotinesmoke, just waiting to burn them.
That was why not.
Because what Mulder was doing was more important than last
night.
That was why not.
Because…
Because…
Skinner slumped down on the floor, his forehead resting on his
knees, arms clutched tightly around his legs, and he stopped
himself, barely, from rocking back and forth in a search for comfort that didn’t exist
Why not?
Because he didn’t know who he’d been last night.
Because he didn’t recognize himself last night.
And that, in the end, was why not.

Walter Skinner finished his shower; shaved, ventured forth into
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the almost tidy bedroom, nodded distantly, politely, to Mulder,
trading rooms as Mulder showered and he dressed in clothes that
made him sick with the effort of burying the surge of passion and
misery.
The Assistant Director was knotting his tie, hands deft and very
nearly steady, when Mulder came back into the bedroom. Fully
clothed, Skinner noticed: the torn shirt hidden behind the
buttoned-up jacket and the swing of the coat.
He should say something. He should find something to say that
would make this easier on Mulder. He didn’t need to find anything
to explain it, for hadn’t they spent months watching each other?
Mulder knew the why-nots as well as Skinner himself did.
It still didn’t make it any easier.
Skinner cleared his throat, tried to find his voice, and then
admitted that he couldn’t, quite, look Mulder in the eye for this.
But it was better (kinder, safer, his mind offered him its litany of
reasons to ease the pain) to suffer a small hurt now, though, than
what would happen later, when there was something to actually
lose.
Liar, Mulder’s voice whispered in his mind.
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“I’ve rented a car,” Skinner said, putting on jacket and coat
before slipping his gun into its holster. “I think it’s easier if I drive
myself back.”
“Easier.” Completely flat voice, and Mulder’s eyes were so
clear, so utterly unreadable, silvered glass mirroring back
bland images. “Makes sense, if the…dizziness has worn off
completely.”
Skinner concentrated on strapping his watch on, analog face so
much easier to look at than Mulder’s. “Completely worn off,” he
said.
No response, and he could feel Mulder staring at him.
Slowly, Skinner looked up, and met that reflective stare.
“Completely?” Mulder asked.
In Skinner’s experience, hope was the most insidious poison of
all, killing slowly, as dreams crumbled, ground to dust by reality.
A clean cut, a clean end, cauterize the wound by taking the
escape Mulder had offered. “Completely,” Skinner said firmly,
dismissively. “It’s finished. Over. Out of my system.”
“Yes, sir,” Mulder said very quietly, and there was something in
that voice, something under the hardness—
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Skinner couldn’t catch it before it was gone. Called himself
every kind of coward for being grateful for that small mercy.
Mulder’s tone was perfectly bland, totally impersonal. “When
do you need my report, sir?”
Bitter, to be given what sense and survival told him to want.
Bizarre, to finally have Mulder being the perfect little FBI agent.
“Thursday, if it’s complete.” Shit—damn, so caught up in his
own selfish wants, he’d forgotten. “If Scully has had enough time
to do whatever she needs to do.”
Skinner watched realization crash across Mulder’s face like
guilt. “I’ll head back up there, help her—”
Scully, dying of cancer, and they’d been too busy fucking to
think about anything other than where to shove their dicks.
Another ‘why not.’
Yet another one.
Very sensible, Skinner told himself, following Mulder out of the
room, his own pace far more sedate than Mulder’s
precipitous…flight. They were being very sensible, and that’s
what all of these good reasons ‘why not’ were, too: very sensible.
What was sex and love worth if they were dead in a week? Or
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had their feelings used against them, to make them give up the
fight, to make them betray what they believed in.
There were things far more important than two individual lives,
far more important than the wants and needs of just two men.
Survival. Success. The Truth. Justice.
The American Way.
Walter Skinner stood under the portico, waiting for his rental
car to be brought to him. He just stood there, watching as Mulder
started to drive away; watching, as Mulder stopped the car, just
for a moment, and looked at him.
Finished. Over, Skinner had told Mulder.
Oh, what a liar he’d become.
A nondescript car pulled up, forms and a pen were shoved at
him, then a key, along with false conviviality and insincere
wishes for a good journey. Not allowing himself even a glance at
Mulder disappearing up the highway, Walter Skinner, Assistant
Director of the FBI, started back to where he’d started from.
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THE LIE
Intended as a nice little romp, only
Obi-Wan wouldn’t go along with it: there
was no way he was going to agree to be
just...that, not without a damned good
excuse. And Qui-Gon wasn’t much help
either!
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Qui-Gon said bluntly, although his eyes had a shading of shock
to them.
“No, Master, I’m not,” Obi-Wan muttered, shoving a tunic
roughly into a travel bag. “Believe me, it’s not something I wanted
to tell you and I wouldn’t lie about that.”
“But it’s patently ridiculous! You can’t expect me to believe
anything that absurd. Anyway, your name was specified on the
so-called invitation—summons, more like—right there beside
mine,” Qui-Gon muttered in his turn, taking the tunic out of the
bag and uncrumpling it before repacking it properly. “And being
invited to what’s essentially a planet-wide bacchanal makes a
pleasant change from wars and trade disputes. I honestly don’t see
why you’re trying to get out of a mission—especially not this one.”
“I’m not trying to get out of the damned mission!”
Master and apprentice looked at each other while Obi-Wan’s
shout echoed around the room.
Qui-Gon hesitated, licked his lips and then asked, carefully,
“You’re telling the truth about this?”
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“Yes, Master,” came the reply, slightly muffled, Obi-Wan halfhiding in the cupboard under the guise of getting out his spare
boots, before emerging again with head held determinedly high.
“And no, this isn’t a repeat of that time when I was 14 and lied
and then lied again by promising you it was the truth.”
“This really is the truth?”
Obi-Wan turned and faced him, face weary, voice eminently
patient. “Can you think of a single reason why a 24-year-old man
would lie to claim this?”
Well, no, Qui-Gon couldn’t. “But I’ve seen…”
“You’ve seen what, Master?” asked wearily. “I can tell you what
you’ve seen. Me going out, and me, by myself, coming back late.”
“Well, yes.”
Obi-Wan was looking at him now, spare boots and clean
clothes piled haphazardly on the bed. “So you’ve seen me going
out and coming back late, which could be explained by any
number of things, especially a padawan who spends all his time
out on missions and has mountains of theoretics to make up, not
to mention all the form filling and requisition requests that never
get done when we’re traveling. And then there’s laundry, shopping,
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hair cuts, training with other masters, practices, language groups,
cultural updates, political analyses and updates… So apart from a
busy padawan,” and now there was a glint of Obi-Wan’s hell-bent
sense of humor, “is there anything else, Master?”
“Well, no, not that I could speak of at the moment,” Qui-Gon said
again, and wondered why he’d been reduced to repeating inanities
when they weren’t even at a diplomatic function. “You expect me to
believe that you’re…that you’re, well, that, just because I haven’t
seen you? You haven’t seen me, but I’m certainly not—”
“What, Master,” said slyly, a knowing, terribly amused smile
teasing wickedly, “makes you so sure I haven’t seen you?”
Qui-Gon stopped, and looked, and thought. “Oh no,” he said,
playing along, seeing where Obi-Wan wanted to take this,
choosing his examples with care. “That time I thought you’d be
out all night, but you were there in the morning and Mace…”
Raised eyebrows, and a twitch of the lips. “No, not that time,
Master.”
Qui-Gon frowned, rubbed his moustache. “On Alderaan, when
the minister and I slipped into the antechamber—you brought me
a glass of wine.”
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“By which time, you and your old friend were fully dressed and
were doing your damnedest to look diplomatically bored. The
room reeked of sex and you both looked extremely pleased with
yourselves, but I didn’t actually see you that particular time,”
Obi-Wan’s voice was dry now, challenging, pushing far beyond
the traditional limits set for padawans to address their masters,
but a familiar, permitted, tone between them these days. “Try
again. I’m sure you’ll get it eventually.”
And try Qui-Gon did, three more times. Until Obi-Wan was
smug enough that Qui-Gon could pretend to realize exactly what
Obi-Wan had manipulated him into doing: “You little—”
“Now, now, Master,” Obi-Wan laughed at him, with perhaps a
touch more conspiracy than innocence would dictate, but then
even that was gone too, and it was just Obi-Wan laughing and
tossing an undertunic at his master’s head. “I didn’t say I’d seen
you, I just asked how you knew I hadn’t. But that was certainly
an…educational list.” A pause, perfectly timed, and no doubt
Obi-Wan thought himself to be utterly sanguine. “In the Council
Chamber, Master?”
“Oh that,” Qui-Gon said with great dignity. “I was just testing you.”
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“Absolutely, Master,” came the reply, dripping with conviction.
“I really believe you.”
“One of these fine days,” Qui-Gon said, tugging his padawan’s
braid hard enough to wipe that terribly sincere and innocent expression off Obi-Wan’s face, “you’re going to make a superb diplomat.”
“Which is a kinder title than ‘liar.’”
Which brought them back to that.
“So you really are…”
“Yes, Master,” embarrassment curling tightly around the amusement again. “I really am.”
“But…but…”
“I shall manfully refrain,” Obi-Wan said, doing a rather fine job
of mimicking a certain master at his most pompous, “from making
any bad puns.”
“For which I surely thank you,” Qui-Gon replied, dryly. “Still—
you can hardly blame me for wondering…how?”
Rather sharper, the words finely edged. “Surely a man of your
experience can work that out?”
“I can,” Qui-Gon said, giving his padawan a droll look, “but
you obviously couldn’t.”
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Obi-Wan’s lips pressed together tightly, just for a moment, an
echo of old temper and newer control, his voice a masterpiece of
disingenuousness and good humor. “You’re talking in riddles
again, oh venerable, inscrutable one.”
Mildly, oh so warningly mild: “I just meant I obviously managed
to work out how a person goes about it, but you didn’t, which is
why you’re…that.”
“Oh, I was hoping you weren’t going to take that tack. Look, I
do know how to go about it—in case you missed it, I’ve received
rather a fine education, I know all about the birds and the bees
and the banthas. I know the mechanics,” Obi-Wan slowly reined
his voice in, until he was almost whispering by the time he
admitted: “I just…haven’t.”
Qui-Gon had kept his disbelief and shock hidden in a thousand
meetings, but there it was, dripping from his voice for Obi-Wan
to hear. “You’re a fit, healthy, energetic man, but you
just…haven’t.”
Perilously close to arrogant, Obi-Wan lifted his chin and met
his master’s eyes. “That’s right.”
Qui-Gon sat down on a cleared spot on the bed, a travel bag
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tipping over onto him. He straightened it, cleared his throat, and
tried to be absolutely and utterly unflapped and unflappable.
“Why haven’t you ever…?”
Obi-Wan’s arrogance faded towards wistfulness. “When could
I?”
Qui-Gon opened his mouth to answer, then realized that had
been neither rhetorical nor facetious—despite Obi-Wan’s
usually…quirky…sense of humor. “I’ve managed to find the
time,” Qui-Gon said, careful not to provoke.
“With whom, Master?” his padawan asked him with a patent—
and decidedly provocative—display of patience.
“Oh, I’m not giving you a list!”
Well, he already had, as Obi-Wan’s knowing look proved, but
there was no need to repeat the list. A list that was… Oh, he
should be ashamed of himself for not noticing. “People I’ve
known for years.”
“Exactly. People with whom you were at Temple during your
padawan years, people you worked with as you went from
padawan to knight to master and they went from lowly official to
planetary power. Translators, pilots, financial officers…”
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Qui-Gon shifted, dumped the travel bag onto the floor. While
not all Jedi were exactly celibate aesthetes, Obi-Wan’s recitation
of his list was placing him uncomfortably close to the slut end of
the spectrum. Especially in comparison to Obi-Wan’s rather
unfortunate condition.
“Come on, Master, I asked you something,” Obi-Wan called
over his shoulder as he went into the bathroom to gather toiletries.
“When could I?”
If Obi-Wan had been a handspan younger, Qui-Gon might
have been tempted to take his padawan to task for that, remind
him just exactly where a padawan’s place was. But Obi-Wan was
a bit old for that, not to mention considerably too sure of himself
—plus, Obi-Wan did have a point, and they did need to discuss
this. There must have been opportunities for Obi-Wan: there were
the times when Qui-Gon had had good cause to make certain
assumptions, for starters. “There was that nice young Prince,”
Qui-Gon began.
“There’ve been a lot of nice young Princes, most of them very
young and considerably more interested in my lightsaber than
my—”
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Oh, small wonder Qui-Gon hadn’t clicked about Obi-Wan’s
condition, when Obi-Wan could joke and twinkle and leer like
this.
“—other personal weaponry.”
“On G’dota, the dark haired one,” Qui-Gon said repressively.
“Oh, yes, him,” Obi-Wan sneered, as unrepressed as he was
unimpressed. “The nice young Prince who spent every second he
could pumping me for information about my gorgeous master
and were my master’s other parts as large as his hands? Oh, yes, I
could’ve done it with him.”
Ouch. “I didn’t know he was…”
“Don’t worry about it, Master,” Obi-Wan said easily, stuffing
various bottles and brushes and ties into a watersafe bag. “He
wasn’t the only one; I got used to it.”
Which was, on balance, even worse, but Obi-Wan wouldn’t
thank even Yoda for pity, so his own master had best keep his
mouth firmly closed on that topic. “Well, there was Senator
Hewson’s daughter. I know she was interested in you.”
“Half the planet knew she was interested in me,” Obi-Wan
muttered, ears turning decidedly red at even the memory of what
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had happened when the society reporter had shoved a microphone
up to her mouth during a live worldcast.
“So why not with her?”
Obi-Wan gave his master a very speaking look.
Unfortunately, his master seemed to be afflicted with temporary
deafness, or blindness, or just the blinkers of habit and expectation,
because Qui-Gon wasn’t getting it at all.
“Because, Master,” Obi-Wan said with a great show of patience,
“she’s a girl.”
“Ah!” A knowing man-to-man sort of smile. “And you like them
mature—a woman who really knows what she’s doing.”
“No, Master,” said with an even greater show of patience, teeth
beginning to clench, “because I like them male.”
“But that cuts down your chances!”
“By just over half, yes, I’ve noticed,” Obi-Wan replied, not
even pretending patience any more, various items being shoved
into various bags with rather more enthusiasm than was even
vaguely necessary. “And then there are the ones I can’t go near
because it would be perceived as playing favorites or taking
sides.”
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That reduced it by a good thirty to forty per cent, if Qui-Gon’s
experiences were anything to go by.
“And then there are the ones who only want me to get to you.”
And perhaps Qui-Gon could be forgiven for not asking just
what percentage that was.
“And then there are the ones who don’t like males, or only like
them dark, or non-human or their own species or on their knees.”
A sharp look at his master. “No, I meant on their knees in collar
and chains, not…”
“I do know what you mean. After all, I’m the one who’s actually
done—” and maybe he really didn’t want to finish that particular
sentence.
“Coward,” Obi-Wan sniped fondly, just quietly enough to get
away with it. “Then there are the ones who only want me so they
can ‘bag’ a Jedi, not to be confused with the ones who are too
intimidated by my being a Jedi to actually do more than just gaze
at me. Oh, and of course, there are always the ones who believe
the Jedi legends and think we’re mind-readers or soul-eaters or
what-have-you. Not to mention the ones who believe all the
hoopla about Jedi and don’t want to expose their merely mundane
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little bodies to a great Jedi. Of course, that does leave the witless
wonders who spend all their time in the gymnasium and are only
interested in what they get out of the…event. Which seems to
involve a great deal of posing and flexing muscles.”
Qui-Gon winced: he was beginning to see Obi-Wan’s point.
“So that leaves not very many,” Obi-Wan said, stuffing food
bars into the side pocket of his pack. “And of those, how many
have I ever had a chance to get close enough to?”
“There must be some?”
“Name one! We’re the special case, always on missions, which
means leaping from one crisis into another, which isn’t, by the
way,” Obi-Wan shot a glare right at Qui-Gon, “conducive to
playing kissy-kissy with the locals. We’re almost never in Temple
or at the Academy, and when we are, I’m so busy trying to make
up for lost courses and cramming in lectures and debriefings and
cultural updates, I don’t have time to make new friends.”
“Oh and now you’re just making excuses.”
“Am I?” thrown sharp as a knife. “When was the last time,
Master, that you had to walk into a room of people who’ve
known each other for years and have formed their cozy little
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friendships, and then tried to weasel your way in? Even though
you—and they—know you’ll be gone in a few days or even just
hours?” Obi-Wan wasn’t breathing hard, or raising his voice; his
training held, of course, but the emotion was there, simmering
under the veneer. “Especially,” Obi-Wan continued, voice dropping back to the usual serene register used by Jedi to mask everything, “when you’re already set aside as an active field member—
an experienced one, with blood on his hands—and they’re all
headed for the more…civilized disciplines?”
It all sounded so reasonable—but Obi-Wan was still just making
excuses, since Obi-Wan was a trained diplomat—and a damned
charming, superbly manipulative one, at that—and could easily
finagle his way into someone’s bed. There was more going on
here—a lot more. Qui-Gon rubbed his moustache again, and
looked at his padawan, who was standing glowering down at
him, hands on hips and that line between his eyebrows. “All right,
so you haven’t had much opportunity, but I mean, I remember being
your age, I can’t imagine not making the time to…”
“To do what?” Obi-Wan said, dumping his packed travel bag
on the floor. He sat down heavily beside Qui-Gon and looked
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down at his hands. “Oh, I know, I could walk up to a group of my
Academy—or better yet, Temple-based peers, whom I know’ve
been trading partners for years and say anyone want to be my
first? No, I know! I could walk up to some civilian and say, ‘hi,
my name’s Obi-Wan. Can I interest you in a meaningless, casual
sexual encounter?’”
The thing is, Qui-Gon could, indeed, imagine his padawan
doing just that—and he could even see the bright-eyed, bushytailed expression that would go with it. “It’s a bit blunt, but the
way people look at you, I should think it would work every now
and then.”
“Especially,” Obi-Wan flopped back onto the bed, hands behind his head, “when I follow it with, ‘oh, and by the way, I’ve
delayed this for years and now I’m at pretty much my full
strength, but I’m still a Force-sensitive virgin, you won’t mind if I
lose control at the big moment and accidentally whammy you
into a wall, now will you?’”
Ah. Yes. That. Qui-Gon flopped onto his back himself, all the
better to not actually have to look at his padawan. “You could
practice control…” he began, lamely.
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“What d’you think I’ve been doing?” Obi-Wan, all wry humor
and embarrassment. “Plus, if there was no difference between
this—” Obi-Wan held up his right hand, shaking it into Qui-Gon’s
field of vision, the movement making it clear that Obi-Wan
certainly had plenty of experience at one thing anyway and
definitely hadn’t chosen the rare path of celibacy, “and actual
sexual intercourse, then why would anyone bother? Or are you
telling me that it’s just as intense by yourself as with someone?”
“Well, I could always tell you exactly that, but…”
“But then,” laughter in Obi-Wan’s voice, “you’d be lying!”
Qui-Gon’s own smile faded into unease, as he thought about
what Obi-Wan was saying, and not saying. It wasn’t so much that
there were rules and guidelines about certain matters: the notion
of Master Qui-Gon Jinn blindly adhering to rules was laughable.
But there were other issues here, deeper, far more important than
Obi-Wan’s usual obedience to the Code. Qui-Gon took his time,
planning his course before he spoke again. “So there’s been no
one?”
Obi-Wan just lay there, and actually sighed. “Not one.”
Qui-Gon took another moment, thinking about that. And about
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what it meant to their mission. “You know that there will be Force
sensitives at this Ceremonial Union who’ll know that you’re…well,
that.”
“Why d’you think I was trying to get you to take someone else
with you?”
There was a long pause. “Because,” Qui-Gon said delicately,
“you’ve been withdrawn of late, and I thought that perhaps a
relationship had failed…”
“I wish it had,” Obi-Wan said lugubriously. “At least then
there’d’ve been a relationship and I wouldn’t be…”
A sudden movement, Obi-Wan grabbing a pillow and covering
his face with it. “Still a virgin! At my age! Oh Sith, when word
gets out…”
“You think I’m going to tell people my padawan’s that? At your
age?”
“Thank you, Master,” the sarcasm muffled but not blunted by
the pillow, “for your kinds words of support and your gentle
understanding.”
“Sorry,” Qui-Gon muttered.” But you must admit, it is just a bit
funny.”
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“Oh, it’s downright hysterical. I’m laughing so hard my sides hurt.”
Hardly a reassuring statement, or attitude. Qui-Gon pulled the
pillow away, made his padawan look at him. “All right, so it’s
miserable and embarrassing to be your age and still not have
done it, but that can be remedied.”
“How? Oh, I know, you could put a message out on the masters’
loop, ‘specialized lessons required for one senior padawan.
Experience a plus.’ I’d rather not.”
“I meant that there are professionals, respectable, trained—”
And there it was, stark naked and bare, laid out between them:
the real problem. Obi-Wan had grimaced at the mention of professionals, had reacted with genuine distaste at the thought of
enlisting another master to teach him, which meant… “Padawan,”
Qui-Gon said sternly, “are you a closet romantic?”
“No,” Obi-Wan said, looking almost too innocent. Then the
truth coming out: “How many Jedi use professionals? I mean,
how long would it take for everyone to know about the aged Jedi
virgin who had to pay someone?” A sharp flick of the long
padawan braid, the hair stinging Qui-Gon’s skin. “It’s not as if I
can exactly hide this.”
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Except, of course, for the fact that Obi-Wan was very near the
end of his training, with only a few specific disciplines to master
and skills to refine, which meant that there was precious little risk
that there would be any loss of control during sex. Well, any
Force-related loss of control.
“Obi-Wan,” Qui-Gon began quietly, treading lightly and carefully, wary of making an unfounded accusation, “do you harbor
feelings for a particular individual?”
“And what would it matter if I did?” Obi-Wan asked sharply.
“Apart from this one mission, which I know we’re being allowed
to take because the Council has chosen to reward us after that
nightmare,” Obi-Wan winced in memory, shifted uncomfortably
where broken bones were healed but ached still. “Anyway, when
has my condition ever affected our missions or my training?”
“We are Jedi,” Qui-Gon said, all the weight of being a master
Jedi lading his words and landing heavily upon his shoulders.
“We are here to serve the Force, not pander to ourselves.”
“And why, Master,” a fine balance between genuine respect
and young buck challenging, “should serving the Force require us
to put aside all family and all personal bonds?”
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“It doesn’t—”
“Exactly. The Force doesn’t, but the Order does.”
“The Order doesn’t require us to put others aside,” Qui-Gon
said, deliberately donning the mantle of traditionalism, all the
better to uncover whatever truth Obi-Wan was hiding. “You know
well enough we’re encouraged to form ties—”
“Friendships, to a degree. Affairs are perfectly all right,” ObiWan said with a dangerous edge of disapproval, “but not
forming a bond. And certainly not creating a family, having
children of our own.”
“You’re exaggerating to excuse your own tendencies,” Qui-Gon
said flatly, nothing in his demeanor revealing an atom of surprise
at Obi-Wan—of all people—arguing against the Code and tradition
both. “You know Knight Devra, she had a child—”
“Whom she immediately handed over to the Creche—but I
suppose that’s progress, considering the Order wouldn’t even
admit women for the first six and a half centuries out of fear—
yes, I do think it was fear—of the maternal bond.”
Where had Obi-Wan hidden all of this? Or had Qui-Gon himself just been so sure of his padawan, so smug in Obi-Wan’s
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talents and abilities and yes, superb response to his own training,
that he had stopped looking, had stopped digging deeper than the
surface glibness and bright smile? “I can hardly fault you for
iconoclasm,” he began, talking right over Obi-Wan’s flawlessly
dry ‘oh, I wonder why not’, “but how can we serve the Force if
we can’t follow its will impartially?”
“How can we know we’re following the Force if we’re so cut
off from feeling that we can’t see what’s right under your
benighted—”
Obi-Wan bit the last of that off, and lay there, eyes closed.
So that’s where the wind blew. Qui-Gon was slow to speak,
approaching this with rather more care than haste. “Obi-Wan,
sometimes we confuse respect and hero-worship—”
“Oh, spare me, please! I don’t need you reciting How To Deal
With Padawan Crushes at me—I sorted that out myself, a long
time ago.”
“Then why,” a bit of steel in Qui-Gon’s voice now, “are you
talking like a love-sick swain?”
Obi-Wan simply lay there for a few moments, eyes closed,
arms crossed over his chest, tunic slightly askew, booted feet on
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the floor, strong thighs stretched, his breathing slow and steady.
Gathering himself.
“We work so hard to stay impartial, to be scrupulously fair,”
Obi-Wan said softly, “to follow the will of the Force to the smallest
detail. I fear that cuts us off—don’t you think it’s odd, Master, that
we go from children completely at one with the Force, living
entirely in the moment and the will of the Force, to teens and
adults who have to constantly train and strive to be aware of the
Force? Don’t you think it says something about our training and
our goals that we move farther away from that instinctive union
with the Force?”
“I think it says more about us as people than the Force or what
we learn to become Jedi.”
Obi-Wan smiled, eyes still closed, his face such a deceptive
picture of serenity. A very familiar picture of serenity, and QuiGon wondered just how many years he had been fooled by it.
“We always say that, have you noticed? The Council and
individual Jedi can be and are wrong, but the Force and
following it are always right. But if the Force is right, are our
actions also right, since we’re not pure Force beings, but mere
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mortals, interpreting the Force through our own weaknesses
and failings?”
“You know the answer to that.”
“Do I? I know what I’ve been told: touch the Force and find
the truth. But my point is, Master, that we do that as children,
completely instinctively and with total honesty.”
Unlike most adults who grappled even more than Obi-Wan,
Qui-Gon Jinn was very much the exception: unusual for his ease
in being One with the Force, for his ability to truly live in the
moment, to simply be, as the Force is.
“But Master—Qui-Gon—you know better than anyone else just
how hard I’ve struggled to live in the Moment and be one with
the Force.”
Oh, yes, that indeed Qui-Gon did know: hours and weeks and
years of training, and sweating, mind-wearying effort.
“But it was different,” Obi-Wan went on, “when I was a boy…”
“A good enough theory,” Qui-Gon said, “but it’s sophistry, and
you’re using this as pure deflection.”
A wry grin for that, but Obi-Wan’s eyes remained closed.
Which was all to the well and good, for it made it easier for
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Qui-Gon to do this. “We can’t allow ourselves to become overly
attached to one person, and we can’t indulge ourselves—”
There was just the faintest stain of weary cynicism in ObiWan’s recitation. “Because one leads to bias and the other leads
to the misuse of our powers.”
“If you know that so well, then why…”
“Have I saved myself for someone special?” the comment was
delivered with dripping sarcasm and a biting self-deprecation that
sat ill on the shoulders of any Jedi.
But under that, there was something more. For those who could
listen well enough to hear it.
“I’ve sworn my life—willingly—to the service of the Force,”
Obi-Wan continued, something pushing at his voice, a truth
trying to escape chains of control. “If the Force requires it, I do it,
without stinting and without question. But I do question some of
what else is required of us.”
“You? Questioning the Code?”
Obi-Wan opened his eyes for that, to glare, brief but burning,
then closed his eyes again. “Not the Code, Master, just some of
our traditions.”
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“Oh, those,” said dismissively enough to make Obi-Wan smile
again.
“Oh, yes, those.”
Qui-Gon settled himself a little more comfortably, stretching his
legs out, squirming a little until his tunics were no longer bumfled
under his back, ready for however long this took. “And which
particular traditions would those be, Obi-Wan?”
“Think about this. I’ve already sworn my life to the Force, and I
follow the Code—” unlike you, his sharp little look said. “But
tradition interprets the Code and expands on the bare details so
that I’m required to wear certain clothes, cut my hair as required,
leave other parts long, as required, remain clean-shaven unless
ordained a master—”
“Which strikes you as being foolish and pointless—so you’re
finally agreeing with me that parts of the Code are obsolete.”
“Not the Code, Master.” One eye opening, pinning Qui-Gon.
“You’re not going to get me agreeing with you on that. No, it’s the
traditions. Where in the Code does it say we shouldn’t form
family units or exclusive emotional ties?”
“Yes, but there you go, proving my argument for me. The Code
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alone shouldn’t be what binds and guides us—the Code doesn’t
prohibit such things, but you can’t be a good Jedi if your heart
and attention and loyalty belong to a family or a lover.”
And there was a dreadful, painful emptiness to Obi-Wan’s
quiet: “Can’t I?”
Qui-Gon spoke quickly, although his gaze was slow and
steady, watching Obi-Wan so very carefully. “So you think you
can do better than millennia of Jedi?”
“Which isn’t what I said. I’m questioning whether some of our
traditions are truly rooted in the Force or merely in habit—or
fear.”
That pulled Master Jinn up short. “That’ll teach me,” he said in
the general direction of the ceiling.
“What are you havering on about now?”
“That’ll teach me to assume that you’re ever taking the path
most trodden.”
“You thought—oh, give me some credit!”
“All right, so it’s not a romantic entanglement and you’re not
questioning your calling—” a quick look, reading Obi-Wan’s
certainty, and perhaps a bit more relief in response than was
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warranted. “So it’s fear, then? Fear that we’ll succumb to the
temptations of our power, that we’ll become corrupt?”
“And in trying to avoid those things, we’ve cut ourselves off—
and how can we truly serve the Force if we don’t know love?”
“And how can we serve the Force,” Qui-Gon asked softly, as
gently as he had time and time before, “if we love someone more?”
Obi-Wan propped himself up on his elbows and turned his
head to look at his master. “Did you?”
Qui-Gon was too canny to give himself away by bolting or
fidgeting. He simply lay there, neither more nor less serene than
before, and looked calmly at Obi-Wan, letting some of his concern show. “What is it you’re hiding, Obi-Wan?”
“What makes you think I’m hiding something?”
“Well,” Qui-Gon sat up, straightening his tunics, pushing a
hank of hair back behind his shoulder, “yesterday, I’d’ve said I
know you. I’m not quite so sure of that today,” and he steeled
himself to get that sadness out of his voice and back into the
unseen recesses of his mind where it belonged, “but I still know
people and human nature—and several alien ones—and you, my
Padawan, are hiding something.”
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Obi-Wan drew himself up, dignity and disagreement, and
sparks of temper flashing in bright eyes. “Am I to be allowed no
secrets either? Is that part of the tradition you’d uphold?”
“If the secrets are detrimental to you or the Jedi,” Qui-Gon said
unflinching, “then you’ll be allowed no secrets, no privacy, not so
much as a thought left unexamined. Tell me, Padawan.”
And Obi-Wan sat there, and looked at him, this man who was
Master and was, perhaps, friend, if there could be enough leftover past the needs and deprivations of Obi-Wan’s training. “I
would give you my word,” Obi-Wan said, controlled and calm,
unyielding as stone and hotter than a sun, “but I think my past
conduct speaks better. Have I, at any time, failed your teaching,
Master?”
“No.”
“Have I ever conducted myself in a manner unbefitting a Jedi?”
Eyes narrowing, mouth tightening. “No.”
“Then if I have any secrets, they can stay mine.”
Qui-Gon’s mouth twisted into a smile, of sorts. “You’ve grown,
Obi-Wan.”
“You are a keen observer of human nature.”
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“And you’re…”
Behaving as Obi-Wan did, and had: making the best of things,
turning problems into a mere froth upon a wave, to be dissolved
by the natural motions of the tide. “Your secrets are your own,
Padawan,” Master Jinn said formally, giving the smallest of bows,
a mere inclination of his head. “But as…”
“Friends?” Obi-Wan suggested, subdued.
A sharp flare of Qui-Gon’s attention. “We could be,” Qui-Gon
told him. “You need me less and less as a master.”
“And you’re not exactly the traditional—” distanced, cool,
conservative, “—master to begin with.”
“And you’re hardly the traditional—” pliable, obedient, deferential, “padawan either.”
“So friends?”
“Yes—”
And before Qui-Gon could say anything else, Obi-Wan finished for him: “Unless it interferes with my training. It won’t.”
“You sound certain of that.”
“Experience,” Obi-Wan said easily. “It hasn’t thus far.”
Which made Qui-Gon contemplative, once again. “What’s
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been going on inside your head whilst I was too busy looking at
your proper padawan’s face?”
Obi-Wan lay back down, his own legs stretched out, not as
long as Qui-Gon’s, his own booted feet on the floor, his left thigh
almost touching Qui-Gon’s right.
“We give up everything,” Obi-Wan said, a zephyr of sound.
“We take nothing for ourselves, we own nothing—not even our
own names. Do you remember your own name?”
Well of course he did. But Obi-Wan wasn’t asking if Qui-Gon
knew the name that appeared on his birth record. “I was an infant
when I came to the Creche.”
“I was four and a half,” Obi-Wan said, not to inform, of course,
but like a river, flowing slowly, slowly, to the horizon. “Too old,
really, but an exception was made for me, because of my gifts. I
remember my name. I remember my mother’s voice calling me
‘Ben’, and my father singing to me at bedtime.”
Qui-Gon rolled onto his side, and stared, as memories—not
quite forbidden, but never discussed, never acknowledged, never,
ever, ever spoken of amongst Jedi—were laid naked and quivering
before him.
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“I had a pet,” Obi-Wan continued, eyes closing, a small
smile curving his mouth, “and a favorite blanket. I had this…
I was protected and coddled, and then—I was taken by
strangers and brought to this huge stone place that was always
cold.”
His eyes were clear, pellucid, when they snapped open and
meshed with Qui-Gon’s stare, Obi-Wan’s body lithe and smooth
as he rolled onto his side to face Qui-Gon.
“And I wasn’t afraid. It didn’t matter that I’d left my family and
home behind, because I had the Force. It was—everywhere, and
everything. I didn’t need anything or anyone else to make me feel
safe and secure because the Force was there, and the Force told
me it was right to come here.”
“And yet…”
“And yet now, I have to be reminded and taught to be One
with the Force, to live in the Moment. Why is that?”
“As your Master—”
“No. As my friend.”
Qui-Gon smiled, and perhaps that was sadness in his eyes. “Do
I have to be one or the other?”
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There was no smile from Obi-Wan, only the sadness. “You
can’t be, can you? The man you are is Jedi.”
“So are you.”
“Yes,” sighed as Obi-Wan flopped onto his back. “And that’s
why I question the tradition of staying aloof.”
“We’re not aloof—”
“Oh yes we are. You raised two padawans to knighthood before
me, and there’s nothing closer than the master-padawan bond—
yet when was the last time you heard from either of your former
padawans?”
That was easy enough: it had been…it had been…
“And when was the last time it was anything more personal
than friendly greetings and an update? When was the last time
you sat around and just talked with either of them? Or with your
own master?”
“I’m not the warm-fuzzy type.”
“But you are Jedi. So you meet up with old friends, people
you’ve known for years, you catch up on the news of their lives,
you tell them about the non-classified missions you’ve been on
and places you’ve seen—feel free to correct me if I’m wrong—
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and then you either have some casual, friendly sex, or you move
on to the next person you need to cultivate for the mission.”
“It’s not quite as cold as all that,” Qui-Gon retorted.
“But it is,” Obi-Wan said, very nearly gently. “I think it very much
is that cold. But we’re Jedi, so for us, that’s warmth, that’s…connection.
And this place—” a sweep of Obi-Wan’s arm, encompassing this
room and suggesting the entire, multi-addition, hodgepodge conglomerate of the Coruscant headquarters, “is as close to home as we have.”
“And it’s enough,” Qui-Gon said. “It has to be enough, because
if it’s not, then we seek for ourselves, instead of doing the Will of
the Force.”
“Then why did a mere child completely One with the Force
know love and family, and why did adopting the Jedi way slowly
wither my connection to the Force until I had to learn to think
about it and reach for it?”
“Children’s needs are different from those of adults—”
“Are they? Food, shelter, comfort. The needs are the same, it’s
merely the form that changes.”
Careful questioning, and reluctant. “And what form do your
needs take now, Obi-Wan?”
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“Is that my master’s voice or my friend’s interest?”
“It’s your master’s care, and his friendship.”
“So you’ll ignore the Code, and bend tradition—how far?”
He’d chosen a slippery slope, and Obi-Wan could so easily trip
him. “Far enough to be a good Jedi. Not so far that it’s for my own
benefit or my own comfort.”
“Really?” And that wasn’t an edge of disbelief, that was a
freighter load of it. “So tell me, what makes you more comfortable?
Those long-established, close friendships with people you see—
how often would you say you see your old friends?”
“Not often enough.”
Again: “Really? And yet—you make no attempt to see specific
friends more often.”
“When do I have the chance—” Qui-Gon conceded the point
to Obi-Wan, his scant bow returned to him, with a rather smug
smile tacked on. “But at least that brings us back to the crux of
the matter. You follow the Code—unwisely, in my opinion—”
“Only because you’re a rebel,” Obi-Wan put in quickly.
“—and you say that it’s just tradition that keeps us from forming
…certain close ties. But it’s not tradition, it’s a guiding truth—”
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“Written by whom? By Jedi? By the very men who refused to
accept women because they were so certain women would never
bring themselves to abandon their children—”
“Abandon? You think that’s what Knight Devra did?”
“Yes,” said as harsh and honest as only Jedi could be, layers of
meaning vibrating suddenly through the Force. “And I’m saying
that the Founding Masters saw the light—or finally listened to the
Light—and accepted women into our ranks. Which proves that
tradition can be wrong—”
“You think I’m arguing that tradition is always right?”
“I think you’re trying to avoid thinking about it.”
“Don’t be stupid, Obi-Wan, I’m not afraid to think about
changing tradition—I’ve tossed enough traditions out before, I’m
hardly likely—”
“I think,” Obi-Wan interrupted, “you’re avoiding thinking about
forming ties. About allowing ourselves to love.” A piercing look,
threading Qui-Gon on a skewer of speculation. “And be loved.”
Qui-Gon was on his feet at the other side of the room faster
than a human could blink, Obi-Wan’s hair stirred by the wave of
warmed, displaced air.

Story Beginning

198

“See?” Obi-Wan said, as gentle as a master to a scared new
apprentice. “Even thinking about it unnerves an iconoclast like
you. But taste the Force, listen to it, look at it—feel the Moment.
Is it wrong, truly wrong, for us to love?”
“It is wrong,” Qui-Gon finally said, “for us to love too well.”
“Because it would compromise us.”
“Yes,” Qui-Gon answered, strong and clear. And then, as ObiWan kept staring at him: “Because it would hurt,” Qui-Gon whispered. “And hurt enough that some of us might do anything—
including disobey the Force—to avoid it.”
Persuading, coaxing—courting. “Our training teaches us to
withstand pain—”
“Not our own hurt,” said very, very softly, Qui-Gon not looking at ObiWan but staring, instead, at the window-display of the ancient Temple
on Dagobah. “But the hurt we’d have to inflict on those we love.”
Obi-Wan opened his mouth. Closed it, expression twisting as
shock and comprehension vied for control.
“Qui-Gon?”
“Is it the loving that’s the root of the problem,” Qui-Gon asked,
“or the being loved?”
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“Neither,” Obi-Wan replied with certitude. “The only problem
is when we fail in our duties or disobey the Force—and we’re at
risk of that every day anyway, love wouldn’t suddenly make us
fall from a state of perfect grace.”
“You sound so very sure of that,” Qui-Gon said, sounding so
very wryly amused. “So is that your secret, Obi-Wan? That you
love and are loved, and haven’t fallen to the temptations of the
Dark?”
“Is your secret,” Obi-Wan rising from the bed, walking silently
across the room to stand just behind his master, his master’s long
hair and tense back a mere breath away, “that you have loved
and were loved, and fell?”
“Oh no, nothing so dire nor so romantic,” Qui-Gon said heartily,
turning around to face Obi-Wan. “I simply see the risks clearly
and recognize the common sense in discouraging such bonds—
for Jedi.”
And a third time: “Really?”
Brooking no argument, an old, long dis-used authoritarian
voice dusted off and pressed into use: “Don’t presume to see
things that aren’t there, Padawan.”
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“I’m not,” Obi-Wan said, stepping forward, his master stepping
back. “I’m simply…seeing you.”
“You’re deluding yourself,” Qui-Gon said tartly. “And not just
with silly romantic notions about me, but about yourself. We’re
not gods, Obi-Wan, we’re just people, all of our goodness
jumbled in with faults and flaws and weaknesses. There’s good
reason for keeping us married only to the Force and it’s sheer
hubris of you to think you’d be immune to the dangers.”
“Dangers? Surely it’s the unknown that’s dangerous—”
“I don’t hear you saying that when we’re facing battle droids or
terminators,” Qui-Gon said, using humor where heavy-handed
authority hadn’t worked. “Does knowing your enemy make it any
less dangerous, or does it just make you complacent?”
“It makes me,” Obi-Wan leant forward, stretched up a little,
just far enough that his lips were almost brushing Qui-Gon’s ear,
“what you wanted to make me.”
Qui-Gon stepped back, fast and clumsy, and a less kind man
than Obi-Wan might even say he’d stumbled.
“I think for myself,” Obi-Wan continued, moving a little bit
closer again, an odd light in his eyes, challenge and surrender
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mixed. “Or at least I’m trying to. The Code is right, and it’s the
best guidance we have and our best chance of not falling to the
Dark—or dying because our arrogance blinded us. But traditions
are just traditions, and some of them are best served by being
abandoned.”
“Like Knight Devra’s infant? And the Force?”
“The Force is best served by obeying it—but we need to listen
to it first, listen to the Force, not ourselves, not what we want it to
say or think we heard it say. You’re the one,” another small step
forward, until the hems of his tunics nearly brushed his master’s
clothes, “who’s always telling me to live in the moment.” Another
half step forward, toe to toe now, his chest touching Qui-Gon’s as
they each breathed in. “So what does the Force tell you, right
now…Master?”
“It tells me—” Qui-Gon stopping to clear his throat, his gaze
caught on Obi-Wan’s, unable to break free. “It tells me…”
“Tells you what?” Soughed so gently, so sweetly, Obi-Wan’s
breath skittering softly across Qui-Gon’s lips. “Listen to the
Force,” Obi-Wan sighed, and leant in closer, closer, lifting himself
up, just enough, just enough—
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And stumbling, forward, as Qui-Gon sidestepped, back and
away and gone.
Slowly, Obi-Wan turned around, to look at Qui-Gon, standing
there beside the door.
“It tells me,” Qui-Gon’s voice strong and clear, his gaze level
and meeting Obi-Wan’s head on with every show of honesty,
“that when we love one person above all others, then we put that
someone above the Force. And it tells me that when we love one
person to distraction, we give hostages to fortune and a target to
our enemies.”
“Even when that hostage—” greatly daring, anger trembling
with courage, “is as capable of defending himself as the…lover
is?”
Qui-Gon’s hand hovered over the door release, then lowered.
He turned, in no rush, and finally faced Obi-Wan, a small frown
between his brows. “Have you ever had to leave someone
behind?” he asked. Answered himself, quick, sarcastic, as biting
as salt water on an open wound. “I’m your master, I know you
haven’t. Well, I have, Obi-Wan, I have, more than once. I know
what it takes, I know what it costs me—” hand thumping to
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chest, just once, then coming up to stroke beard in a gesture
few were ever allowed to see, “and can I be certain that I’d do
the same again, if it were someone I loved? If the next time I
had to leave someone behind, it was—”
The words snapped, a clean break, Qui-Gon taking a deep
breath.
“The mission,” he said.
“The mission be hanged!”
And that was the sweetest of bitternesses, that smile, and the
expression in his eyes was ice stifling fire. “You’ve done a fine job
of proving my point,” Qui-Gon said. “You’re not even—we’re
not—” A head shake, thick hair falling forward. Qui-Gon reached
up, untied the long meditation cord and let his hair fall free, one
hand scratching the scalp, the other twisting the cord—with a
touch of the Force—around and through his fingers.
“I didn’t mean that the way you took it, and you know it,” ObiWan said, making his voice very calm, but giving no quarter.
“You were the one hiding behind the mission like a coward—”
And of course, words, once said, can’t be un-spoken.
The silence lay between them.
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“I apologize,” Obi-Wan said, chin high. “I still think you
were…evading the issue, but it was wrong of me to actually call
you a coward to your face.”
“Well, that’s a pretty enough apology,” Qui-Gon said dryly.
“Perhaps you should shift your focus from active intercession duty
to the more contemplative arts.”
“Or perhaps,” not quite as dryly, “I should learn to keep my
mouth shut.”
“That would help,” Qui-Gon replied evenly enough, distant and cool.
“Nonetheless, we do have a mission, and a transport to catch. The
budget hardly stretches to private transportation to suit every Jedi’s whim.”
Obi-Wan looked at him for a moment, and Qui-Gon stood
there and allowed it, waiting with every appearance of patience.
“There’s still the initial difficulty,” Obi-Wan said, not giving in,
not yet. “My…unfortunate condition.”
“I have a few solutions—”
Back braced, chin lifted, eyes just a little wild, and very, very,
brave, Obi-Wan spoke over whatever Qui-Gon was proposing.
“You’re my master, you prepare me for whatever our assigned
missions require. Prepare me in this.”
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A scant breath of sound: “Why?”
“Because it’s practical. And sound reasoning, and it’s something
that can be accomplished in transit, without loss of time, and
won’t result in our hosts—and major force in the Senate—being
insulted.”
“And because,” delivered in a shivery soft voice recognized,
and feared, across the Galaxy, “it gives you what you want.”
Braver still, mouth firm, eyes steady. “Yes.”
Qui-Gon looked at him for a long moment.
“I’m not the only one,” Obi-Wan said, nudging a pulse of honesty at Qui-Gon, “and you know it. You know and I know—”
“You know nothing,” Qui-Gon snapped. “Sloppy thinking like
that will get you killed.”
“Trusting my instinct,” Obi-Wan threw at him, “will keep me
alive. Living in the Moment, isn’t that what you’ve taught me all
these years? And yet here you stand, refusing—”
“Refusing what?” Qui-Gon snarled, striding across the room,
thumping to a halt right in front of Obi-Wan, a towering outcrop,
craggy and immutable. “You have no idea,” Qui-Gon’s voice
dropped, down low, and quiet. “You think it’d be so easy—”

Story Beginning

206

“That’s not true, I know it’d be terribly difficult—”
“In your head, you know it. But you’ve never had to leave
someone behind. You’ve never had to leave a fellow Jedi to die,
and felt her courage and pain through the Force and felt her join
the Force kicking and screaming because there were people who
would die if she couldn’t fight off the invaders. You’ve never—”
taking a deep breath, stepping back. “You’ve never been the one
left behind,” soft as blood seeping across a floor. “You’ve never
known that, and so you can talk, blithe as you like, my Padawan,
about love and being loved. You’re willing to use my obligations
to your training to get what you want—”
Fighting back, hanging onto the cliff by his fingernails. “No, I’m
willing to let you hide behind those obligations—”
“You’re willing to use the Force to make me do what you
want.”
“That’s a lie!”
“So I’m a liar as well as a coward? How highly you esteem
your honored master,” Qui-Gon said plummily, mocking everything, “and that’s before you’ve had me on my back with my
knees in the air.”
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And Obi-Wan flushed, two hectic spots of color reddening his
cheeks, and his eyes darkened as his pupils expanded, the blackness devouring all but a thin ring of blue.
Qui-Gon reached out, and took hold of Obi-Wan’s braid.
Big hands, thick, heavy fingers, more the hands of a farmer
than a diplomat, but very much the callused—and callused—
hands of a warrior. The fingers stroked up and down, sliding
over the beads marking the three handspans of years that ObiWan had been his apprentice. “I’ve fought the Dark my entire
life,” Qui-Gon said quietly. “And not all of those battles have
been won, and not all of them were anything but my very own
personal war. Don’t tempt those who don’t want to be
tempted, Obi-Wan.”
“I’m not tempting you,” Obi-Wan said sharply. “Any temptation
you feel is your own. All I’m doing is—”
“Is what?” Qui-Gon prompted.
Trying, still. Fighting, still. Reaching out, and offering his heart
on a platter. “We have nothing for ourselves. We give up everything, and keep nothing. I want…I want this one thing to be for
me. It has no bearing on my being Jedi, it’s hardly something that
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would normally affect a mission. I just want one thing, one small
thing, to be mine.”
Qui-Gon nearly smiled. “You call love a small thing?”
And then, at last, Obi-Wan lowered his eyes, and lowered his
head, his shoulders slumping. “I’ve realized…” He cleared his
throat, and began again, kept his voice steady even when Qui-Gon
put a finger under his chin and raised his face to meet Qui-Gon’s
penetrating gaze. “I’ve realized that the…love I want isn’t mine
for the asking—” twisted little smile, eyes dark with something
far from lust, “or for the wanting. But sex is—we’re permitted to
indulge in sex, if we choose, with…friends.” An eloquent, elegant
shrug that lied beautifully, if Qui-Gon would allow it. “You’re willing
to bend tradition enough to be my friend as well as my master, so…”
Qui-Gon caressed his thumb across Obi-Wan’s lips, came in
close enough that their breath mingled, and his beard brushed
Obi-Wan’s chin.
Obi-Wan closed his eyes, and swayed forward, ready, more
than ready, glad to take whatever he could get, for now, just until
he could make Qui-Gon see the Light—
And—
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And—
Nothing.
Cold air where there had been a warm body. Chilled skin
where there had been a hot hand.
Qui-Gon was standing at the door, his back—stooped,
weighted down—to Obi-Wan. “You’ll come on the mission, lest
we insult them. From the ship, we’ll send an announcement that
you’ve come down with whatever minor contagion is running
through travelers in that sector, and you can stay on the ship
while I go dirtside and…”
Dry lips, dry throat, painfully, determinedly dry eyes: “Participate.
You’ll participate.”
“Yes.”
The door opened on Qui-Gon’s command, and he was halfway through—half-way to safety, running away with measured
pace and studied dignity—when Obi-Wan spoke again.
“Any temptation is yours alone,” Obi-Wan said. “Remember
that. I haven’t made you feel anything.”
Cold as space, void as a black hole, Qui-Gon saying: “You’re
right. You made me feel nothing.”
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And then the door closed, leaving Obi-Wan with the knowledge
that his master was a liar, and a coward. And that loving, and
being loved, could still leave a man utterly, profoundly, alone.
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decided, the peculiarity of the situation that threw him so badly
off-balance. Certain things remained the same: Ray, himself, Dief,
arguing over what to get on their pizzas. On the surface certain
things remained the same. But even their familiar trio was
changed, their interactions shifted, subtly, by this new situation.
Ray’s apartment.
Brand new—to Ray, although the building was at least 45 years
old—and just the perfect distance from Ray’s family: as Ray had
said, close, but not too close to his Ma.
Ray’s apartment. Small, neat, tidy, as yet unstamped with Ray’s
personality, although Fraser doubted it would long remain that
way. Already, Ray had gone around and undone all of his
mother’s housewarming fussing; the antimacassars stowed in the
hall closet, the floral dishtowels folded into kitchen drawers, the
hand-crocheted pillows dumped unceremoniously on the floor of
the bedroom closet.
Of course, as Ray also said, it would take under five minutes to
get all the fussing back in place should Mrs. Vecchio choose to
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visit her son. In the meantime, the frou-frou was gone and what
Ray claimed were ‘simple,’ ‘plain,’ and ‘basic’ furnishings
remained. The relatives, well warned about the perils of dropping
by unannounced, had departed. So here they were, truly alone,
surrounded by comforts, sensuous, warm comforts, such a very
far cry from Fraser’s own place.
He liked it here. He liked it a lot. Too much, his grandmother
would say.
Fiddlesticks, he told her, going so far as to lean against the back
of the sofa, how could he possibly like it too much?
Well, there was that.
If Fraser were comfortable, and he confessed he was, then Ray
had achieved a positively…Californian level of comfort, and
relaxation, and…ease.
Fraser had dressed down for the occasion of Ray leaving home
yet again: Fraser was wearing his oldest jeans, a plaid shirt Ray had
threatened to use as a dishrag, well-worn work boots, garments as
comfortable as his skin. But Ray had already abandoned the
nearly tatty clothes that had been worn to move furniture and
clothes this afternoon. Ray had abandoned them into the trash,
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and walked through the apartment to, in his words, christen the
shower.
Yes. Fraser ran the thought through his head again. Ray had
abandoned his clothes and walked through his new apartment.
Naked.
Stark naked. Warm, slightly tanned skin, a scattering of hair on
his chest, more dark hair…down there. Way down there.
No. He really shouldn’t be thinking such things: he could like it
too much.
“Hey, you gonna lie there all night or are you gonna try this
new thing we have in America, it’s called a shower, gets you
clean and smelling sweet and best of all, Benny, you don’t have
to fight off amorous mooses to get some of that snow you melt
and call hot water up there.”
There were so many things he should say to that, so many
things that Ray would expect him to say to that but—
He mumbled—mumbled! Grandmother would have his hide
for that—and stumbled off towards the bathroom, nearly colliding
with a wall, he was so busy averting his eyes.
Ray, you see, was still naked.
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And damp. Naked, and damp, with a tiny misting of water
clinging to his chest hair and his cross. And to his hair…lower.
His lower hair. And his…virility. Ray had droplets of water clinging to his…manhood.
Oh dear.
Hand trailing in hot water as he adjusted the shower temperature, Fraser thought rather fondly of snow, and cold baths, and
what they could do to a man. Down there.
Instead…He was bathed in heat and moisture and the soap he
picked up was Ray’s, smelled of him—or rather, Ray smelled of
it—and now he, in his turn, would smell just like Ray. Every move
he made, every breath he took, would smell of Ray.
The thought was…invigorating. Stirring, even.
He skimmed the soap over his own skin, thinking about the
browner skin it had just skimmed over. Thinking about the chest
hair this soap had lathered, about the other hair, hair on legs,
arms, underarms. Down there.
Circumcised.
He tried to stop the word, but it lingered, and he said it aloud,
caressing it. Circumcised. Ray was circumcised, naked and bare
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and well formed. Virile. Very virile. Large, long, circumcised,
with dark hair clustering all around, dark hair scattered on the
scrotum.
How very clinical a choice of words. How very much like a
Sunday morning biology lesson.
Not how he wanted to think of Ray at all.
But how he ought to think of Ray.
Instead… Fraser ran the soap round his own flanks, to the curve
of his own buttocks, thinking of smaller, more slender buttocks, of
delicate skin, of the way Ray’s muscles had moved, clenched,
flexed, relaxed, as Ray had walked. He imagined Ray bending
over—
The soap skittered guiltily from his hand as the bathroom door
opened, and he nearly drowned in shock and horror as he turned
too quickly, trying to make sure his condemning silhouette wasn’t
visible through the translucent shower curtain, but there was the
soap, under his feet, and there was the wall coming closer and
there—
—was Ray. Pulling the shower curtain back, grabbing him,
helping him, Ray’s hands so wet and slick on Fraser’s skin, his
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bare, naked skin, and Ray’s bare, naked hands, touching him,
holding him, and Ray’s voice pouring over him warmer than the
water and—
Fraser moaned. He admitted it; it was a moan, pathetic, childish,
shameful. But better than what he wanted to do.
He curled in on himself, right there in the bottom of the bath
tub, the water sluicing over him, splashing out onto Ray’s nice
new bath rug, and all Fraser could do was hide, hide and hide
and hide and hope Ray would just go away—
No. Hope Ray would keep on holding him, and love him, and
take care of everything, the way Ray always did, with the difficult
things.
But this time…
Ray’s voice, soft and tender, telling him that it was all right, he
hadn’t meant to intrude, don’t pay any no mind to him, just keep
right on doin’ what a man does—
And the sound of the shower curtain rings clattering across the
pole, hiding Fraser away, and the sound of the door being closed.
Quietly. Gently. Firmly.
“Come back,” Fraser whispered, longing and loneliness piercing

Story Beginning

218

him so sharp and so deep that surely, if he looked down, he
would see the blood pulsing from him.
“Come back, please…”
But Ray was his friend, Ray was the best friend a man could
ever have. Ray had left him, all discretion and respect, left Fraser
to do what a man does. Alone.
Always, alone.
Alone, most of all, with Victoria, although he hadn’t seen that
at the time. Ray had, of course. And Ray had stood by him, ready
to catch him; Ray had saved him and forgiven him, and Ray…
Ray had touched him.
In the hospital, while the bullet still burned fresh and new,
while the pain medicine left him too groggy to open his eyes and
Ray had thought him asleep, Ray had touched him.
Small touches, to his hand, or his cheek. That time, when the
nurses and doctors had talked so quietly and gloomily around his
bed in the dark hours right before dawn, when Ray had come,
and held his hand, and pressed a kiss there, right there, at an odd
angle on his forehead, the only place Ray could reach thanks to
tubing and respirators and all the other equipment.
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Chaste. It had been so very chaste, but Fraser could admit it
now.
His own reactions hadn’t been chaste. At the time, yes, he
couldn’t muster a raised eyebrow never mind anything else, but
later, so much later… This warm shower was simply a repeat of
something he’d done so many times before.
The difference: this time Ray had seen him, Ray had known,
and Ray had turned away. No, not turned away: retired politely.
Gone out and shut the door, leaving Fraser to do what a man
does.
But Ray had touched him first. Ray’s hands had lingered, surely,
as they helped. Lingered, as they’d stroked Fraser’s back while Ray
checked he was all right?
Yes. Ray had lingered.
But made no move.
And who can blame him, Benton Fraser?
Fraser startled, looked around in horror: bad enough his father,
but he simply refused to deal with his grandmother. Especially
when he was in the bathroom, naked.
But the thought had cut to the core of it. Who could blame Ray?
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There were times when Benton Fraser seriously, deeply regretted
the image he’d so carefully cultivated. Regretted it enough to
listen to Ray’s urging to loosen up, to feel, to—
Oh.
Dear God, how he wished Ray would simply walk in through
that door, climb into the shower with him, pick up that soap
and…
Make it easy for him. Take all the risks, take all the chances, be
the brave one. Again.
Benton Fraser…
No. He didn’t need to hear his grandmother’s voice for this.
Fraser got carefully to his feet, turned the water off. Ran a towel
briskly over himself, towel-dried his hair. Spent a few moments
staring unhappily at his reflection, smoothing his hair this way,
that, finally admitting defeat, as always. There was nothing to be
done about it: he didn’t have hair, he had a pelt. And he simply
didn’t have Ray’s exquisite bone structure to carry off seal-slick
hair hugging the skull.
Well. He was used to making do. So he made do with making
sure there were no cowlicks sticking out at funny angles, that he
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had nothing stuck between his teeth, that the towel round his
waist didn’t emphasize the…excessiveness…of his rear.
A deep breath. Another.
Shivering, purely from the difference in ambient temperature,
of course, the hallway so much more chill than the steamed-up
bathroom. He followed the sound of Ray’s voice, paying attention to every detail, hanging on to the reassurance of the way
Ray’s voice caught and hesitated when Ray turned and saw
him.
“Uh, one hand-tossed, extra pepperoni, one deep-dish, sausage,
pepperoni and ground beef. Two small dinner salads, one order
twisty bread.”
A pause, the familiar routine of having everything confirmed,
the unfamiliar experience of standing here in his towel while Ray
stood there in nothing but that silk bathrobe, the one that clung
so perfectly like a lingering hint of dampness on Ray’s skin.
One other thing, a familiar ritual, simply one unrecognized till
this moment: Ray looking at him, swallowing, looking away,
glancing back again like a starving man trying to avoid looking
into the bake-shop window.
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Fraser watched as Ray hung up, started speaking before either
Ray found a distraction or Fraser lost his nerve.
“I’m sorry I failed to lock the bathroom door.”
Ray looked away, tying his robe belt more tightly. “It wasn’t
your fault, the lock’s busted, I need to fix it…”
“Ray…”
Ray sitting down on the couch, crossing his legs so casually,
even as his glance strayed, addicted, to Fraser standing there so
very nearly naked.
They were both so very nearly naked. In this place that was
Ray, and home, and comfort.
“Ray, when you came into the bathroom, what did you see?”
Ray fumbled for an answer.
Making Ray do all the difficult parts again, Benton Fraser? he
asked himself, entirely disgusted with himself. “I’m sorry, that’s
not fair of me. Ray, when you came into the bathroom, considering
the angle of the light, the translucency of the shower curtain and
the position in which I was standing, it must have been
obvious that I was…that my body had…that my manhood had
…quickened.”
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And bless him: Ray of course was leaping right in there, saying
all the right things again, smoothing the way, smoothing right
over it until—
—until Ray had made it so easy on Fraser that the opportunity
would once more have been lost.
“Ray—”
“Benny?”
“It was obvious the condition I was in.” Deep breath, remind
himself not to fidget or shuffle. Stand tall and proud and say what
he needed to say before he lost his nerve. Again. “What was not
obvious, Ray, is what caused that condition.”
“Hey, Benny, you’re the boy scout here,” Ray smiling, hands
waving a dismissal of Fraser’s discomfiture. “I know exactly what
caused your little condition.”
“What?”
“What what?”
Refusing to allow himself so much as another second’s worth of
cowardice, meeting Ray’s eyes, facing him with honesty. “What
caused my condition?”
Amazing, to see Ray Vecchio completely at a loss for words.
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“I said, Ray, what caused my condition?”
Ray, not meeting his eyes. “I guess…you were thinking.”
“Yes.” Simple truth. Complicating question. “About whom?”
“Benny….”
“You said you knew exactly what had caused my condition.
About whom was I thinking, Ray?”
“How the hell am I supposed to know that? It’s none of my
business, Benny, if you were thinking about Victoria or Elaine or
the Dragon Lady—”
“I wasn’t.”
“You weren’t? Then—” Curiosity overcoming scruples, Ray’s
eyes focusing for once on Fraser’s face. “Ms. St. Laurent? Dief?”
“You.”
Silence. Squeak. Ray clearing his throat. “Me?”
“Yes. I hope you’re not offended.”
“Offended? Oh, I think you can say that doesn’t even begin
to describe how I’m feeling right now, Benny. Me? Are you
sure?”
“Oh, yes, Ray, quite sure.”
“Me? But…why? Why me, Benny—”
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“Well,” Fraser said, moving to stand in front of Ray, “there is the
way you smile at me. The way your eyes seem to change shade
with your mood. The jokes you tell me, the way you care about
so many people and do so much for them without them even
realizing what you’ve done. The way your cheekbones catch the
sunlight and emphasize the largeness of your eyes. The sweep of
your collarbone, the sinewy musculature of your forearms…”
Those large eyes were even larger, and very, very, very clearly
turning green while the pupils dilated.
Fraser gazed into those eyes, and licked his lips, heard the
huskiness in his own voice as he continued saying things he
never thought he’d ever dare say. “The way your clothes drape
from your broad shoulders, giving only the most tantalizing hints
of what the fabric hides. The way you handle your car, the way
you make things so easy for me, the way you rub your hands
across your scalp, the way you smile at me, the way your buttocks clench and relax when you walk, and when you bend
down—oh, Ray, thinking of you bending down was what caused
me to be in the condition in which you found me.”
Ray couldn’t even muster a ‘wow!’ for all that.
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“If you have no objections,” and Fraser had to lick his lips, his
mouth gone suddenly dry with embarrassment, “if you don’t
mind, I’d really prefer… I’d really appreciate… If it’s not too
forward of me, nor too presumptuous—”
Into the silence, Ray’s voice, very low, very husky, desire given
voice. “Ask me, Benny. You can ask me, anything you wanna try,
you can ask me. Benny?”
Fraser’s favorite smile, the one that made his heart race as Ray’s
face lit up.
“Ask me, Benny. How could I say no?”
“Ray—would you—the bedroom, you, me, there—”
“What do you want, Benny?”
The truth, bald and hungry. “Everything. I want you, everything
we can do, everything we can have. If you want that, Ray.”
Ray, rising gracefully to his feet, taking Fraser by the hand,
leading him towards the bedroom, making it easy again.
“Let’s go to bed, Benny,” Ray was saying, one hand still holding
Benny, the other opening doors, dealing with lights.
Mere seconds later, they were standing facing each other over
the expanse of forest green quilt. Fraser thought of all the things
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they were going to do here in this bed, naked, Ray circumcised
and virile and— He swallowed, loudly.
“We don’t have to do anything, Benny,” Ray was saying, turning
the lights out now. “We can just hold each other for a while, we
got plenty of time for the rest of it…”
And what did it cost Ray to make that generous, if misguided,
offer?
Fraser followed round behind Ray, turning the lights back on. “I
want to see you, Ray,” he said, grateful that he hadn’t actually
blushed at his own boldness. “I want to see that it’s you.”
“Yeah, but Benny, I’m not that great to look at—”
“Ray, Ray, Ray, Ray! Weren’t you listening to a word I said?
Beauty lies in the eye of the beholder, Ray, and I behold you as
beautiful, from your skin to your smile, to your walk to your wit,
to your buttocks to your hands to—”
“Yeah?”
Small, smoldering smile. “Oh yes.”
And before Ray could make it easy on him again, Fraser
reached out, and this time, it was he who took Ray’s hand. And it
was he who moved in closer and brought his left hand up to slide
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under the whispering silk, and it was he who, finally, brought his
mouth and Ray’s mouth together in a kiss. Chaste—no, this was
not. This was not the hospital with its hordes of people; this was
Ray’s apartment, with Dief lying in wait at the door for the hapless
pizza delivery guy, and Ray here, in his arms, in his mouth, Ray’s
tongue so moist and supple as it probed him.
Anyone would think they’d been lovers for years, the way they
meshed together, the way their hands knew how and where to
touch. The way they simply…fit. Perfectly.
It didn’t take long for any hint of reserve to be destroyed by the
heat of passion and the joy of Ray’s body being revealed to him.
Fraser murmured his delight at seeing Ray exposed, Ray’s flesh
firming rapidly in Fraser’s hand, Fraser’s own interrupted pleasure
threatening to peak all too soon.
So he left Ray’s mouth, and traveled lower, down to where he
wanted most to be. He permitted his hand to continue its
pleasure, even indulged in the weight and balance of Ray’s testes,
but there was another place that lured Fraser far more. He closed
his eyes for a moment, recreating the image of Ray bending over.
Oh, yes, that was what Fraser wanted. Ray heart-warmingly

Story Beginning

229

trusted Fraser enough to go where Fraser urged him, climbing up
onto the bed, rolling over onto his belly without hesitation even
though Fraser knew what Ray must be expecting, in that position.
Eventually, maybe, if Fraser ever tired of making love to Ray’s
lithe body, or feeling Ray’s long manhood deep inside. Oh, those
were things Fraser was so hungry for, starving for, but there was
one thing he wanted more than anything else.
Ray, bending over, naked, exposing…
The heart and the heat of his body, to Fraser’s hungry stare.
That, that was what Fraser wanted. He had no idea why, no real
reason why the thought of this one act excited him above all
others: it simply was the way he was, and what he wanted, and
Ray was willing, judging by the way Ray was amenably raising
himself up on all fours.
Fraser settled himself comfortably between Ray’s spread legs,
taking his weight on his elbows so his hands were free to sample
the pleasures of fondling Ray’s virility, while his mouth…
Oh, heaven. His mouth was open on Ray’s bottom, tasting the
skin there, tasting the faint residue of familiar soap, and the taste
of Ray, and the hint of musk. Tongue swathing across the sensitivity
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there, Ray making small sounds, of pleasure, of need, of
approval.
Well, Fraser thought happily, if you approve of that…
And he pressed his tongue tip to the hole, felt the muscle
twitch and yield, heard Ray react to this, felt Ray react to this,
Ray’s cock growing that much harder in his hand. Fraser tongued
Ray more, thrust his tongue in deeper, twisting it around and
around the moist satin that was Ray’s innermost core.
It was wonderful. Fraser’s own arousal was in a race to becoming
a thing of the past, his own manhood very hard now, the pulse
definite and rapid, his testicles drawn up tight around the base. It
didn’t even occur to him to spare a hand for himself; why, when
there would be no need? What more could he need, this first
time, than the sound and the feel of Ray’s arousal, of Ray’s pleasure,
of Ray’s approval? Fraser stroked Ray more firmly, pressed harder
inside, withdrew his tongue and then thrust it back inside, well
aware of what he was mimicking, loving that he could do this for
Ray and that Ray would let him.
Ray was saying his name, again and again and again, with
instructions, most of them half words breathed out on a sigh or a
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groan. Ray’s voice grew louder as the words made less sense, until
all there was left was Ray shouting Benny’s name, and Benny’s tongue
deep inside Ray, and Ray so hard in Benny’s hand.
The muscle clamped down around Fraser’s tongue holding him
in, even as Ray’s seed spilled out, so slick and wet and hot
against Fraser’s hand, Ray’s shout so wonderfully loud. It didn’t
take long for Ray to recover after his climax, Ray moving reluctantly away from Benny’s tongue, and it took even less time, for
Benny to climax, Ray’s mouth hot and wet and welcome around
him, sucking him dry.
The two of them lay sprawled, limbs entwined, on Ray’s bed.
“Wow,” Ray said, in a tone of complete awe.
“Yes,” Fraser said, stirring enough to wrap himself around Ray.
“‘Wow’ indeed.”
Odd, now that they’d taken this step, to know that it was Ray
who needed to be reassured, Ray’s voice soft and sleepy against
him. “Was it okay?”
“Nothing so mediocre, Ray.”
“I guess with the noise I made, you don’t need to ask me…”
A small sound that could have been Fraser giggling. “I had
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imagined you vocal, Ray. I had imagined you speaking Italian, or
talking dirty to me, or whispering how much…”
Some words were harder to confess than others.
“How much I, you know…”
Some words were proving impossible to say without sinking
into the sappiness Ray avoided.
“How much I feel…that. For you.”
“Yes.”
“It’s a lot, you know that, don’t you, Benny?”
“Yes. And you know—”
“Yeah. Yeah, I know. Have to know, after what you did…”
Silence, for a brief time, and then a scramble to gather some
sort of decent covering: the doorbell being rung again impatiently,
Fraser was aware of how strained his smile was as he answered
the door in nothing but a crumpled towel and a very satisfied
expression. Ray handed over the money, Fraser took the pizzas,
and they settled themselves at the kitchen table, Dief at their feet
working on his own pizza.
The familiar routine, their usual situation.
But so different now—Ray, nearly shy, looking at him, saying,
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“So, you’ve been looking at me and liking what you see,
Benny?”—everything changed forever.
Because tonight, after this pizza was history, it wouldn’t be Ray
going home and Fraser lying in bed alone.
It would be the two of them going to bed, and Fraser was going
to spend hours showing Ray just what else he’d been thinking
about.
And for the first time in his memory, Benton Fraser would not
be alone.
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I WAS
JUST…
This began life as an email to cheer someone up. I’d also been thinking about what
it would take, to move from a loving, but
non-sexual relationship, into a taking-it-tothe-next-stage, full-blown (pardon the pun)
relationship—and wondered what would
happen if, for once, someone said no.
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Master Qui-Gon Jinn glanced up from his data-set and looked
at the man across the room from him.
“Fuck!”
Obi-Wan caught his master looking at him, and hoped that
Qui-Gon had no idea in which cesspool in which space port on
which planet nor in which language Obi-Wan had picked up the
obscure word. But unfortunately, his master knew swearing when
he heard it.
“Padawan?”
A quick glance from under furrowed brows, a slight shrug, wry
apology replacing temper, a process now accomplished in seconds,
rather than in hours or days, as it once had been. “Sorry, Master. I
didn’t think you’d know that one.”
“Even if I didn’t recognize the word, I’d recognize the tone.
And it’s not the word, Padawan—”
“—it’s the intent and the emotion, yes, Master,” a smile bordering on cheeky, “I do know.”
“So what has you exercising your linguistics tonight?”
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Obi-Wan gestured at the screen, a rare invitation for his master
to see his private files. Qui-Gon dumped his own reading without
a second thought, shrugging sanguinely as Obi-Wan’s smile
turned into a knowing grin.
“In a hurry, Master?”
“It’s the novelty of it all,” Qui-Gon said dryly, his bare feet
silent as he crossed the room to take this glimpse into Obi-Wan’s
private life.
It wasn’t that Obi-Wan was exactly secretive—well, not entirely
secretive and not quite all of the time—but for the past couple of
years, Obi-Wan very much lived his own life outside of training
and missions. His choice, very definitely, and a wise one, but
Obi-Wan knew his master well, and was coming to know the
man as well: Qui-Gon was mere mortal enough to miss the warm
closeness of his padawan’s younger years and the kinship of the
later years—years Obi-Wan missed far more than he ought. And
it had all been going so well, until his master had overstepped the
bounds and made such a royal mess of everything. Allowing QuiGon to see even this was…not a test, not even a senior padawan
would have the hubris to test his own master. But it was, perhaps,
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a chance to see if the master had to be shut out because of the
man.
“I’m supposed to be running an assignment help-list for the
junior padawans in astrophysics, and I thought—” a quick smile
up at Qui-Gon and a warming expression in Obi-Wan’s eyes as
his master moved in close and looked intently at the screen. “You
see this message? And this, and this?” finger tapping sharply on
the screen, punctuating Qui-Gon’s nods. “Well, he had wanted to
run the help list, but well, I was asked first. So I thought I’d make
sure no one’s feelings were hurt and asked him to co-chair the
assistance forum with me—”
“Oh dear,” Qui-Gon said, looking at the name. “I do wish
you’d asked me first, Obi-Wan.”
The look Obi-Wan gave his master spoke volumes. In fact, in
spoke an entire library. “Would you care to explain, Master?”
“it’s just that… well, he has a bit of a history.”
“Which you didn’t see fit to tell me.”
There was a pause, Obi-Wan looking at Qui-Gon’s profile,
watching as his master’s forehead creased and his master darted a
single glance at him. And then:
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A deep breath, Qui-Gon still not actually looking directly at
Obi-Wan, his voice very gentle, carefully modulated, as he said,
“You didn’t ask me, Padawan.”
Obi-Wan leaned back, movements and voice sharp. “Am I to
ask you permission for everything as if I’m a child again?”
“No—” Another sigh, and this time Qui-Gon looked straight at
him. Actually crouched down to be on eye-level with his seated
padawan, and looked him in the eye. “I didn’t mean you should
ask me permission. Just that…” a wry smile, self-mocking and
more than a little sad. “Once upon a time, I was part of your life.
Outside of lessons and training and missions. I knew who your
friends were—”
Both of them remembering the times Obi-Wan had brought
friends here, his master the only one, it seemed, willing to put up
with rooms full of teenagers with their endless discussions and
noise, and then seniors with their parties and noise, all of it
crammed into the few brief pauses they had between missions.
“I knew what you were doing, not because I’m required to
answer for my padawan’s behavior and needed to know where
you are, but because…” Qui-Gon looked away, finding interest in
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the plying of his fingers. “But because you wanted to let me
know. Before you’d shut me out. You know how I’d rather it was,
between us.”
Obi-Wan’s turn to look away, to find something that simply
demanded he look at it rather than the man at his side.
“Master…”
For a long moment, Qui-Gon crouched there, looking at his
padawan’s averted face, waiting out the silence.
Found the silence out-waited him.
“Well,” he said, a touch too heartily, far too heartily to fool the
trained Jedi watching, “I should get back to what I was doing.”
“Yes, Master.” Not mumbled, those years long past; said clearly,
but soft, low.
More quiet, as Qui-Gon reseated himself and picked up his
data-set.
After a few moments: “Obi-Wan?”
“Yes, Master?”
“You needn’t worry. My promise stands.”
No response.
Obi-Wan stared as Qui-Gon frowned at the data displayed in
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front of him: Obi-Wan watched that superbly impassive expression
as Qui-Gon began speaking.
Qui-Gon’s voice was gruff and bluff and brisk, as if they were
discussing mining rights and trade tariffs. “I apologize again for
approaching you. And I promise, I’ll make no further advances on
you.”
“No?”
A twist of mouth behind beard, a narrowing of eyes, an expression that could have been read as concentration by someone less
versed in recognizing hurt on Qui-Gon Jinn’s face.
“This time, I’ve finally learned my lesson, Obi-Wan,” said very
softly, “and I’ve learned exactly what my place is in your life,
Padawan, and for how long I’ll have it. I give you my word that
no matter how much time passes between us, I won’t overstep
the boundaries again.”
A rustle of clothes, the sound of traffic in the night sky, footsteps and laughter passing the closed door.
And, unexpectedly, after the silence had outwaited them both:
“I wasn’t ready.”
Obi-Wan’s words hung in the air, lingering, while Qui-Gon Jinn
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went utterly still, as if even his breath had been stilled in his
lungs. Not a blink, not a movement, just…waiting. Like a victim
under the ax.
“And I was scared, that if I accepted you— you rule every part
of my life, as my master, less so every year, but…enough. If we
were having sex, too…”
Obi-Wan held himself very still, waiting for the reaction. It was
there, subtle, but there: Qui-Gon breathed in, breathed out, big
deep breaths; lint was flicked off leggings; attention was fixed
firmly on the data-set, and Qui-Gon didn’t meet Obi-Wan’s gaze.
There was only the briefest glance aimed at Obi-Wan, Qui-Gon
looking away quickly again, voice and face very steady, as if he
was trying to avoid embarrassing either of them with an unseemly
display of emotion. “I didn’t mean to threaten you. I was just...”
Prodding, a tinge of Force to the question, urging Qui-Gon to
finish. “You were just…?”
A finger run down the side of the data-set, a tongue dampening
lips, a sound that just might have been a Jedi master sighing. “I
was just foolish.”
“That’s not what you were going to say.”
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“No,” blandly, “it wasn’t.”
“Qui-Gon—you were just…?”
No answer.
None.
Another silence that outwaited them both.
Eventually, Obi-Wan turned back to his help-list, and soothed
the upset Junior and told another that she really wasn’t stupid,
answered a couple of questions in a way that would hopefully
bring back those already scared off. Even more eventually, tea
was made and brought to him, left at his elbow along with bread,
supper as they always shared, when they were back on
Coruscant.
A quiet “Good night, Padawan. Sleep well,” no different from
usual, his own “And you, Master,” just the same as always. The
familiar sounds, then, of Qui-Gon’s bedroom door closing, of
muffled movements, of quiet as his master read in bed.
The same. Unchanged. As if they hadn’t dredged up that subject
for the first time in nearly two years.
Later still, Obi-Wan shut down the large data-unit, put the
small data-set in the drawer, expression darkening as he admitted
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to himself that Qui-Gon had left it lying out rather than have to
slide in beside Obi-Wan to put it away.
Damn.
So much for everything just being the same old thing.
He went through his own night-time routine, crawling gratefully into a bed that was clean and warm and his, closing his
eyes, drifting off to sleep and—
He sat bolt upright.
‘I was just,’ Qui-Gon had said.
With that expression on his face. With that tone in his voice.
Obi-Wan had a sudden sinking sensation that he knew what
Qui-Gon hadn’t said. Called himself ten kinds of fool for not
realizing it long ago.
“Fuck,” he said, quiet but far more intense than before. “Fuck!”
He barely brushed his knuckles against Qui-Gon’s door, halfhoping that his master would be asleep and he could postpone
this till morning—or forever. But there was a curiosity-tinged,
“Come in,” and he was opening the door. Qui-Gon had a small
globe lamp hovering over his shoulder, a small circle of light in
the windowless room. “What is it, Padawan?”
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Obi-Wan edged in, feeling half his age and twice as embarrassed as he’d ever been even back then. “Something you said
earlier this evening…”
Qui-Gon’s expression changing, going distant and cold, the
disapproving negotiator about to reject an unfair settlement.
“Rather,” Obi-Wan said quickly, forestalling Qui-Gon barely in
time, “it was something you didn’t say.”
Closed that expression surely was, but Obi-Wan had no trouble
seeing the dismay in Qui-Gon’s eyes.
“You said ‘I was just…’ and then you stopped.”
“Which I think should indicate fairly clearly I don’t want to
further this discussion. Good night, Padawan.”
Five years ago—even two—and he’d have obeyed the commanding snap of that voice. But tonight, it took no effort at all to
dismiss it entirely, a far cry from when they were on missions, when
the command voice would be obeyed instantly, no matter how much
Obi-Wan was prone to argue in the aftermath. He took three more
steps closer to the bed, closer to his master propped up there, blankets around his waist, bare chest bathed in lamplight, hair braided
back out of the way, the neck completely revealed. Vulnerable.
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Hard to think of his master so completely vulnerable, to him.
Hard to remember when Qui-Gon had begun braiding his hair at
night, but easy to remember the last time Qui-Gon had been this
bare in front of him, when they weren’t both fully committed to a
mission, and under full Jedi rules and discipline.
Vulnerable. A deliberate choice, Obi-Wan decided, another
one of the small things that were permitted now, that were given
to him, as unmentioned as secrets, his master allowing them to
leave aside the strictures and strata of the master/padawan formality.
No master, no padawan, just two men, and one of them bound
by a promise.
“I wanted to tell you that I had no idea you were just… I
thought—” two more steps, within touching distance of the bed
now, “it was just lust. I though you just wanted to get me on my
knees—” seeing the anger in Qui-Gon’s face, “because I didn’t
believe you could see me as more than just your padawan and
someone with a good body. One you’d shaped.”
A raised eyebrow, the voice not raised at all, and twice as furious for all that. “You think that’s why I molded you? You think that
of me? You—”
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“No!” Dammit, this wasn’t how his speech was supposed to be
greeted and damned if he’d be ready for his trials this year if he
couldn’t negotiate better than this. “I’m not saying this properly or
you’re not hearing me but—”
Close enough now to sit on the edge of the bed, to feel the dip
as it took his weight, to see the slight movement of Qui-Gon’s
body, to see the sudden rise of Qui-Gon’s chest taking so deep a
breath.
Fuck, Obi-Wan thought—he’s wanted me this much for this
long and he’s been keeping that much hidden from me? It certainly put the occasional snappish reply and bad temper into a
completely different perspective and made the promise all the
more real.
“Then why don’t you tell me how I’m supposed to be hearing
you, Padawan?”
His head snapped up at that, a glimpse of his own temper and
his own, as yet leashed, power. “Obi-Wan,” he said, deep and
low and strong. “In this, I am not your padawan.”
“You think I don’t know that?” Another wry smile, dark eyes
mocking, the gaze turned inwards. “Allow me a little distance.”
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As Qui-Gon had allowed him as much distance as he’d
needed, to define himself. No matter what it had cost.
“I thought it was just…” fumbling for the right word, something
without baggage, without the power to hurt, realizing there was
no such word. “I thought it was about sex. Because we’re together
all the time, and where else are you going to… indulge without
risking the perception of impartiality? I thought…”
Looked up in time to see the flare of anger die down and QuiGon start to look at it from Obi-Wan’s point of view, the wry
smile growing bitter and brittle around the edges.
“I suppose…” Qui-Gon said slowly, rubbing his thumb along
the underside of his beard, “if you thought I was just looking for a
convenient hole,” continuing, blatantly ignoring Obi-Wan’s
reaction to such crudity coming from Qui-Gon Jinn, “then the
way I approached you…”
“You didn’t say anything about—you know,” Obi-Wan said
softly. “You just told me that I’d grown to be an attractive man and
you very much wanted to be more to me than just my master.”
The smile was fading, tinged with embarrassment. “Believe it or
not, I thought I’d been quite clear.”
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“You mean, as clear as tonight when you said ‘I was just…’?”
Qui-Gon looking away again, impossible to tell if Qui-Gon
were hiding his feelings or hiding from Obi-Wan’s reaction—or
lack thereof.
“I thought you knew,” Qui-Gon said. “This whole time, I
thought you knew I…”
“You thought I knew you ‘just…’? No,” said so gently as to be
almost tender. “I had no idea, until tonight.”
Silence, again.
“So…” Qui-Gon said, squaring his shoulders and meeting ObiWan’s gaze straight on, looking braver doing that than facing
assassination droids. “Now you know.” Another pause, as QuiGon ran his gaze over Obi-Wan.
And Obi-Wan couldn’t help but follow that gaze drawing attention to Obi-Wan’s thick sleep shirt and heavy sleep pants; to ObiWan’s polite distance, perched as he was right on the edge of the
bed; to Obi-Wan’s hands, clasped in his own lap, far from touching
Qui-Gon; to the door left open and the hall light left on. ObiWan looked at himself through Qui-Gon’s eyes, and saw his own
silent message writ large.
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“My promise still stands,” Qui-Gon said, calmly, distantly,
safely behind his shuttered gaze. “Good night again, Obi-Wan.”
Obi-Wan rose to his feet, went back to the door. Looked back
at Qui-Gon, sitting up alone in bed, his reader open in front of
him, his expression such a perfect, trained mask of serene
indifference.
Couldn’t leave, not without saying something, without yielding
a few morsels of his own truths.
“I told you I wasn’t ready then.”
Watched the words hit home, Qui-Gon’s hands tightening,
knuckles whitening, and that unbreathing stillness, waiting.
“And I only just realized tonight what you really meant. I need
time. To think. To—”
Qui-Gon looking at him, hope dawning in his eyes, wariness
overtaking it and a small, silent warning.
“I need to be absolutely certain.”
Qui-Gon looking at him, still waiting, thawing.
“To know if I can still stay separate if we… just… you know.”
“My promise,” husky, breathless, intense, “stands as long as
you want it to.”
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“Thank you.” Turning away again, pulling the door closed.
Standing there for a few moments, thinking, about Qui-Gon’s ‘I
was just…’ and what lay behind his own smoke-screen of
annoyed self-esteem.
Coming to a conclusion, living in the moment as he ought,
opening the door again suddenly, the words spilling out of him
before he could think better of his confession: “Because I think I
feel the same ‘just…’ as you and— Oh!”
Staring openly, as his master pulled his hand out from under
the covers—and outright blushed.
Qui-Gon spoke gruffly, as if that could possibly hide embarrassment. “I thought you’d gone.”
“So you thought you’d come?”
“You’re supposed to knock.”
“I already had.”
Inane conversation to cover what Obi-Wan had seen and
what Qui-Gon had been doing, while some venal part of ObiWan’s brain wondered just how many times Qui-Gon had
done exactly what Qui-Gon had just been caught doing. And
an even more venal part of his brain wondered just exactly
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what Qui-Gon had been thinking about the two of them doing
together.
Then he shoved venal thoughts aside, and considered how
many times he himself had done exactly what Qui-Gon had been
doing, but with himself thinking of the two of them together
whilst cursing Qui-Gon for wanting him for nothing more than
convenient, casual, just-friends sex.
Qui-Gon was staring at him, as if he had a sign flashing on and
off over his head.
“Would I be abusing my position as your master,” delivered
with droll, self-deprecating amusement, “if I were to remind you
to live in the moment?”
Helpless to stop the smile, Obi-Wan grinned, and gave name to
what he was finally being allowed to see in Qui-Gon’s eyes. Or
what he was finally seeing clearly.
“I’m going to think about this first,” he said, backing out the
doorway. “Because if I tell you to break your promise—”
Gently, urging him so very gently: “Yes?”
“If I tell you to break your promise,” stalling for time and knowing
it, feeling the truth loom within, “I don’t think I’ll ever let go.”
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“Then leave now,” nearly whispered, “before I can’t keep that
promise for either of us, my Obi-Wan.”
Leave he did, but only as far as the other side of the door, and
then his own bedroom and his own bed, where he lay in the
dark, and thought about what Qui-Gon was surely doing right
now, and how it was more than just sex, it was just…
He let go the shackles inside himself. Let the feeling free. Felt it
creep slowly out, tentative, as if waiting to be savaged once more
by the knowledge that Qui-Gon wanted only sex and casual
camaraderie.
Felt the warmth pulse and grow as different knowledge greeted
the feeling inside him. New knowledge. Wonderful knowledge.
Felt the warmth spread through him like the Force itself.
Gave it, at last, the same name he’d given to the expression in
Qui-Gon’s eyes.
Lay there in the dark, with the warmth within, and his hand
without, touching himself and knowledge and the promise of a
very new future. Thought more about promises, and the past gift
of time; measured that generosity against the swift passage of
present time and how uncertain the future is for Jedi, outside of

Story Beginning

prophecy, and within the boundaries of their duty to serve, no
matter the personal danger.
Touched, once more, the emotion unfurling inside, and thought
about Qui-Gon’s touch, and Qui-Gon’s unspoken emotion.
Listened, in his mind, to Qui-Gon confessing, saw again the
brief glimpse of what had been hidden: ‘I was just…’
Threw back the covers on his bed, and went, once more, to
Qui-Gon’s bedroom, to have a promise broken and a new one
made.
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SEEMS
LIKE OLD
TIMES
Set during “Call of the Wild”; based on
that multi-layer, multi-interpretation
conversation between Fraser and RayV,
and on that lovely hallway conversation
between Fraser and RayK. I found myself
listening to the dialogue in the hospital
room and wondering just what was being
said by the choice of music in the background at that precise moment…
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right: it was just like old times, one of them lying in a hospital
bed with a bullet in him because of the other.
If he moved just right, he could still feel his own bullet, Ray’s
bullet, lodged beside his spine, a silent threat that could still scare
the living daylights out of him, if he stopped to think about
exactly what could go wrong.
Just like old times. All the old shadows and shades between
them, enough ghosts and enough skeletons in enough closets—
not counting his own father, of course—to populate a graveyard.
Any other people, and now would be the time to reminisce, to
catch up on a year’s worth of living, of nearly dying, of all the things
they had said and done, and the things left unsaid, and undone.
But it really was just like old times: Ray, looking at him, not
meeting his eyes, and finally answering the last question lingering
from their last old time together.
Which one is it, he’d wanted to ask Ray, a year ago: the phone
message with its talk of friendship, or that postcard, with a secret
photograph of them in a pose that belonged to a sepia-tinted
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wedding photograph. Cold out here, heat me up. Not friendship,
no, not that. The last words spoken were of friendship, the last
words written were of…heating him up.
And he’d spent a year in limbo, not knowing which message
was the real one: one message sent him on his way, and one
bound him with unspoken promises.
But now he knew.
Go get your man.
He stopped his hand before it could rub his eyebrow: Ray
knew him too well to miss that, and the last thing he wanted was
Ray asking him questions.
The first thing he wanted was more answers. Go get your man.
Had Ray thought about that, in his year undercover as another
man? Had Ray thought about the other Ray, the new Ray, and his
old partner, a man who had confessed that the official motto was
‘Maintain the right,’ but for him, ‘a Mountie always gets his man’
sounded much closer to the truth. Or at least his hopes.
He had loved this Ray; loved him still, but not like old times.
Not like old times at all. They’d each had a year, very different
years, and in that year, each of them had become someone else.
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Each of them. He resisted the impulse to stretch, to crack his neck,
to check to see if this body had changed as much as the man inside
it had, to see if the old mask and the old shell would still hold, or if
they’d crack and fall away, brittle chrysalis revealing overgrown
butterfly. Although he doubted if anyone but himself and this Ray,
his old Ray, would even see the differences in him: he wasn’t like
old times, not any more.
And this Ray, his former Ray, was very much like old times, all
mixed messages and barriers, longings hidden and denied, hopes
both fanned and faded.
Or perhaps this Ray had changed, too, depending on what was
meant by that ‘go get your man.’
Yes, he heard himself say, and heard his own doubts color his
voice. Yes. As if it were that easy. As if he knew for sure if he
actually wanted to catch his man.
As if he knew if his man wanted to be caught.
And as if he knew how to find his way out of this limbo.
He closed the door to his first Ray’s hospital room, and
his…other Ray was there, right there, as always.
And asking, clear, no smoke screens, no confusion, one perfectly,
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diamond-sharp question cutting right to the heart of the matter—
and right through his own heart, severing withered old ties.
Are we still partners?
Clear, but not simple, not a single question after all. So much
hope in those eyes looking at him, and so much fear.
Partners. One of those words, like plastic, that had changed
over the years, that had added meanings. A transitioned word.
Like gay.
Don we now our gay apparel.
The glint of Ray’s bracelet, the glimmer of tears in his eyes the
day Ray had punched him, the glitter of smile, the glister of the
wicked winks tossed at him when he least expected it.
A single question, of many layers: and for that, he had the perfect answer.
“If you’ll have me,” he said, and watched this Ray, his other Ray,
take that in, and watched as this Ray started prying the layers apart,
looking for answers.

“I’ve been thinking,” he said, in the car on the way to the airstrip.
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“Uh-oh, that’s always dangerous,” his Ray said, soothing it with
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a smile, although he could see, too clearly, all the other emotions
lurking behind the bonhomie.
“I was thinking about what I’d ask if I were the one returning
from a year undercover—indeed, I was wondering what you
would ask, if you were in Ray Vecchio’s shoes.” Wished those
words back the instant they hit this Ray.
“Yeah, well, I am in his shoes, but—”
Into the silence, he spoke, carefully. “I’m not trying to make
comparisons. I’m just…curious.”
“And I’m yellow,” this Ray muttered, and for reasons that
escaped him, slanted an embarrassed look towards him.
More than the usual reference to cowardice, then: another pop
culture reference, no doubt, and equally doubtlessly, some reference to sex.
“Okay, so if I was the one coming back after a year undercover?
I’d ask you if you were all right, how many times you’d nearly
died this time, and if you got laid even once.”
He couldn’t help but smile at that, and knew, too, that he’d
answer this Ray—who would finally know which of them was
getting less sex.
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“Listen—”
A rather more sudden right turn than was strictly wise, but Ray’s
knuckles were white on the steering wheel, and so he waited,
holding everything else still and quiet inside, until Ray continued:
“I’ve been undercover, I know what it’s like, I know how it is.
This is the first time I ever been undercover as a good guy, and
it’s—it’s just different when you’re under as a bad guy. Takes a
while to shed that snake’s skin, you know? What am I saying, of
course you don’t know, Mr. I Just Learned To Bluff. But when
you come up from under, it’s…it’s not easy, you know, to stop
being that bastard, to stand up and say, hey, this is me, and
you’re you, and we’re back, we’re us again. So I don’t know
what he said, and I don’t know what I’d say if I was coming
back from being a bad guy for a year. I know what I’d say now,
today, as me, Ray Vecchio, but what I’d say after a year of being
someone else? So whatever he said, you can’t hold it against
him.”
Even though he could see Ray wanted him to. And there was
something Ray had said, something he didn’t even know where to
begin to address, tongue-tied and useless as he watched this Ray,
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belted into the driver’s seat and a life that was screeching to a
halt, itching to get out of his skin.
But then Ray stopped, rather roughly, at a red light, and he
could see the words slowly filling Ray’s mouth. He watched,
impotent, unsure of what was best and what was worst to do, as
Ray dropped his head to the steering wheel, and stayed like that,
until the car behind beeped at them, loud and long.
He waved a polite apology to the following car, as Ray drove
off again, and waited for Ray to let the words spill.
“Ray Kowalski,” this Ray said, and swallowed, hard, as if
against tears. “Kowalski.”
“But still Ray,” he said. “Still my friend.”
“And partner?”
Oh, how he’d failed, if this Ray needed reassurance already—
or at all. “If you’ll have me,” he repeated, carefully, hoping that
all of his answers were there for this Ray to find.
Despite the urge to blush or look away or exhort greater care in the
operation of a motor vehicle, he met this Ray’s eyes and held them, as
steady and true as he hoped he would be with this Ray. Partners.
Friends. Best friends and warming up, no difference, with this Ray.

Story Beginning

262

Not like old times. Not like old times at all.
Better, really, but how to say that? For that matter, how to accept
that? Off with the old, on with the new? Which rather begged the
question: which Ray was old Ray now, and which Ray was new
Ray?
A year of being someone else. A whole year.
So who was his old Ray now? And this Ray, this old new Ray of
his, who was he, before, and after, his year as someone else? Who
are you, he wanted to ask, but didn’t dare, because he feared he
knew the answer.
I don’t know.
He could see that answer in Ray’s eyes, had heard it in the
repetition of a name that should be like old times, but…wasn’t.
Who are you.
Were he himself asked that question now, he would know the
answer, without hesitation: I am me. Absurdly simple, but beyond
him for so very long. Until he met one Ray pretending to be
another Ray, and fitting him so well, he hadn’t even noticed them
bonding like epoxy. Until the other Ray had come back, and the
first Ray no longer fitted the old space inside him.
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The smile, and the hug, had been so much like old times, but
he was used to different smiles now, and different hugs. Heaven
help him, he had even grown accustomed to offering semi-hugs
himself. His own hand, on the back of this Ray’s neck, or in the
middle of this Ray’s back, or on this Ray’s shoulder, or this Ray’s
arm—even, more than once, in this Ray’s hand, so natural to hold
this Ray’s hand that neither of them had really noticed, the times
they’d done it. So natural, to ask for assistance, or to offer it, to take
a hand offered or offer his own, and to forget to let go, standing
side by side in an alley or on a roof, simply holding hands.
And this Ray’s reaction to the belated realization: nothing more
complex than a grin, and a wink, and a squeeze of his hand
before letting go.
If you’ll have me.
Another question, unanswered.
“Ray?”
“S’okay. I got it.”
Got what? Replay of what they’d done, where they’d driven,
what they’d said… Partners. Unforgivable, to wallow in self-indulgent navel-gazing instead of answering that.
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“It’s up to you, Ray,” he said quietly, remembering other times,
other places, and (for once useful) advice about pride, and letting
go. “Partners. If you’ll have me.”
Such a sharp look for that, so many questions greeting his
answer. He had rubbed his eyebrow before he could stop himself,
and for some reason, that made this Ray smile.
“Yeah,” this Ray said. “I’ll have you.”
And there it was again, the wicked wink, sassy and fresh and
barely covering up the doubt in those honest eyes. “We can work
out the details later.”
Ah. Yes. Details.
Later.
They still had a ‘later’ and they would have…details. Go get
your man. He could do that; he was a Mountie, and that’s what
he did.
And he was a man, and he could admit to need without
breaking, without pain, and he could even admit, to this Ray,
with this Ray, that he kissed and was kissed, that sex was still
part of him, that he wasn’t a eunuch or a plaster saint. Just a
man. Who wanted to get his man. Who could, and would, with
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this Ray, who didn’t feel like old times: because this Ray was
tomorrow, and beyond.
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HONOR
BOUND
This trifle barely counts as a vignette—
and it was the result of wondering why
Mace Windu was on the Council, and
Qui-Gon wasn’t.
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something he wanted to think about another person, but Master
Qui-Gon Jinn was rapidly running out of excuses not to think it.
Whilst lending half an ear to the chatter around him, he
glanced around the refectory. Yes, there it was again—Mace
Windu was looking at Obi-Wan.
It sounded so innocent, so stupid when he put it like that—
Mace is looking at Obi-Wan. It made him—a Jedi master on his
third padawan—sound like a petulant child complaining about a
sibling: Ma, she looked at me!
But it was what lay behind the look. It was the why of the look.
It was the way in which Mace was looking at Obi-Wan.
No child should be looked at like that. And for all Obi-Wan’s
body was an awakening, walking pile of lust, his heart and mind
were still the questioning, quivering, quicksilver no-man’s-land
between childhood and adulthood. Honest, and so raw to emotion, so easily flagellated by feelings and questions and doubts
and pride—an age when padawans thought themselves ready to
take on the Galaxy, but were still dearly in need of protection,
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right in the middle of that age when they most desperately
needed a safe zone in which to answer their questions about
themselves for themselves.
If Mace, with all his certainties and convictions, with all his
sureness and confidence as to who and what Obi-Wan was, were
to take Obi-Wan... The boy would be molded not in Obi-Wan’s
own image—whatever that would be—but in Mace’s.
Something had to be done, before Obi-Wan was seduced by
the promise of being in charge, of being the one making the
decisions, the one making all the choices—of being all grown up.
Something had to be done before Obi-Wan was saddled with
adult responsibilities before he’d had the chance to simply play
and explore. Something had to be done before Mace made his
move, and convinced Obi-Wan that it was all on Obi-Wan’s
shoulders—that poor Mace was helpless before Obi-Wan’s
beauty, that a full Jedi master was simply too drawn to Obi-Wan’s
charm, intelligence and brightness to resist. Something, Qui-Gon
sighed unhappily, had to be done before Mace made Obi-Wan
responsible for the failure of his very first attempt at a relationship,
his very first attempt to be loved for himself.
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Qui-Gon didn’t even want to think about how much it would
hurt to be in love with someone as special as a respected Jedi
master and then cast aside as lacking.
He couldn’t quite stop the name from sliding into his mind:
Xanatos.
He hadn’t seen it in time, not with Xanatos. But he’d seen, now,
with Obi-Wan.
Something had to be done.
But still, to take on a Council member, to go to the Council with
nothing more than “he’s looking at him”?
To have no evidence of prurient interest, to have no proof of
untoward attentions, to have nothing but his fear that he’d be too
late for Obi-Wan, as he’d been too late for Xanatos.
To stand in front of the assembled Council—Mace Windu
included—and admit that his padawan hadn’t complained, hadn’t
professed fear or murmured of duress, but simply to say, “he’s
looking at him, the way he looked at Xanatos.”
It would put an end to any ambitions he might have harbored
himself: there’d be no Council seat for himself, no position as
Aide-de-Camp, Liaison to the Senate—he wouldn’t even be put

Story Beginning

out to pasture as an instructor. He’d be stuck in the field, going
from one petty trade dispute to another, until something killed
him.
But it was that, or fail his padawan. Again.
Beside him, Obi-Wan’s conversation faltered, and Qui-Gon
looked up in time to catch the expression on Obi-Wan’s face: oh
yes, Obi-Wan was on the cusp, torn between blushing at being so
flattered, and frowning in unease.
For there it was again: Mace was looking at him.
Something had to be done.
He sighed, gathered his robes about him, and then, bound by
honor, Master Qui-Gon Jinn went off to commit career suicide.
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OUTAGE
This was supposed to be a nice quick little
romp, an indulgence in my guilty pleasure
of ‘going undercover as gay’ stories. Well,
I should’ve known better, from two men
who, even trapped on a sinking ship, still
take the time to discuss their relationship.
And I should really have known better
from two men who seem to have an inordinately difficult time of letting go.
And I really, really, really ought to have
known better, when it’s canon that not
only are these men not having sex (with
anyone), but that they choose to turn
down opportunities after a single kiss. Just
try getting them in bed!
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know the malfeasant was the monsignor, Ray?”
And it was a measure of just how weird life around the
Mountie could be that not a single person raised so much as an
eyebrow as Ray Vecchio, née Kowalski, came into the station,
voice raised in debate with his inherited Mountie.
“It doesn’t matter he was the monsignor, you don’t tackle someone for littering!”
“Well, it was right on the steps of the cathedral, there was a
considerable amount of litter and it did rather appear as if the
malf—”
A quelling look from Kowalski resulting in a verbal U-turn.
“—the monsignor was doing something rather more illegal than
littering.”
“Oh so you admit there’s worse things in life than littering?”
That earned a patented ‘you are so weird’ look, which was
more than a bit rich, considering the source.
“Well, of course, Ray, there are many things worse than littering,
as is reflected in the criminal code. In fact—”
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“In fact, the truth is, no matter what you thought you saw, you
tackled some innocent guy for littering which means you tackled
the monsignor himself, which means we got about ten minutes
before I get called into Welsh’s office—”
There was a definite snip sharpening the smooth surface of
Fraser’s polite words. “The monsignor seemed quite pleased by
our protection of his cathedral—”
“—at which point I’ll lose my badge and you’ll
lose…something, that—” a vague, harried gesture around throat
and chest, “white string thing and—”
“It’s a lanyard,” and the snip was rapidly becoming a snipe, “as
I have mentioned once or twice.”
“Once or twice? A day, maybe. And lanyard or string, it’s still
my badge and I’m going to be raked over the coals as soon as—”
“Don’t you two ever stop?”
They both turned together, looking up at Francesca, who kept
right on talking before either of those open mouths could start
that backchat thing at her. “You’re both wanted—and don’t get
your hopes up, bro’, it’s only the lieutenant.”
“See? What did I tell you?”
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“We don’t know that yet, Ray, and the monsignor did say he
wanted to call your lieutenant to thank him—”
“And you believed a guy you pinned to the ground?”
“You said it yourself, he’s a monsignor.”
“My point exactly! He—”
They both came to an abrupt halt just inside Lieutenant Welsh’s
office, and looked at the unnaturally tidy desk, devoid of both
clutter and lieutenant.
“That’s it, my badge is history.”
“You don’t know that.”
“My lieutenant calls me into his office after my partner beats up
a monsignor—” a sharp gangbanger gesture with both hands, four
fingers and two thumbs pointing at Fraser, “—and don’t even start
with the hairsplitting—and my boss isn’t even there to ream me
out. This is bad, this is—”
“A situation for which there could be any number of explanations,” Fraser said, coming to parade rest, until he caught sight of
Ray’s very speaking look at him. “Sorry,” he murmured, sitting
down on the couch beside Ray, closing his eyes for a moment
and muttering a singularly unconvincing ‘well, pardon me’ under
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his breath before spreading his legs and resting his hands on his
thighs in a suitably mollifying posture of relaxation. Politely—or
perhaps simply sensibly—he ignored Ray’s half hidden smile.
“The lieutenant,” he continued, as Ray leant back and closed
his eyes, one hand doing a ‘yak yak yak’ motion, “could simply
have answered a call of nature—”
“No, that’s what you do, us Americans go to the can.”
“—or indeed, his presence could have been unexpectedly
required in one of the interview rooms—”
“Yeah, maybe Dief shouted for him. That count as a call of
nature?”
“—or he could have been called suddenly to a meeting or—”
“Or he could be talking to the monsignor right now, sucking up
to keep this outta the papers and offering my badge as sacrifice.”
“Well Ray, given the nature of the monsignor’s religious beliefs,
I doubt he’d want a sacrifice—”
“Or maybe he’s talking to the monsignor’s boss—”
Fraser gave him another of those ‘just what planet are you
from?’ looks. “You think God is going to bother with—”
“Uh, guys?”
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“Yes, Francesca?” blended with “Don’t you ever leave him
alone, Frannie?” as she stood perfectly framed—with rather studied casualness—in the doorway.
She waved a file at them in general query. “What are you guys
doing here? I told you, he wants to see you both.”
“And I’m sure he shall, Francesca, as soon as he returns.”
“Yeah, only by then he is going to be even more pissed than he
was a half hour ago when he started screaming for you two. I told
you, he’s waiting for you.” She made little shooing gestures at
them. “At the Consulate.”
Fraser and Kowalski both sat up very slowly, and very straight.
They looked at Francesca, who finally got that thing about deer
and headlights.
“Oh dear,” Fraser said.

The car was parked—legally, without a single remonstrance re-
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quired from Fraser—and they were standing outside the door of
the Consulate.
“So what’s it like?” Ray asked, standing with his back to the
door.
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“What’s what like?”
“Being reamed by the Ice Queen?”
“I’d hardly call it being reamed—”
Ray turned towards Fraser for that, smiling sharply. “But you’re
not going to argue with the ‘Ice Queen’ bit?”
“It’s a wise man who picks his battles, Ray.”
“And two sacrificial lambs standing here staring at a door.”
Fraser refrained from making any remarks about the monsignor,
sacrifice, and lambs, and contented himself instead with simply
pushing the door open. He stood aside politely to let Ray precede
him into Canada, his hand in the small of Ray’s back there purely
as a courtesy, and certainly not to…ah…encourage Ray to face
Lieutenant Welsh. And most assuredly not because his hand on
Ray was reassuring, rather like the heat from an open fire on a
cold night.
“So what’s it like?” Ray whispered, a naughty child in church.
“I wouldn’t call it ‘being reamed,’ Ray. However, I will say that
Inspector Thatcher can be most…thorough and detailed in her
chastisements.”
Ray winced.
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“In fact,” Fraser said, gently urging his friend and partner
towards the inner sanctum, “I believe the correct vernacular
would be ‘cut you a new one.’”
“Rip,” Ray corrected absently. His lashes shadowed his eyes as
he glanced sidelong at Fraser. “And I know you weren’t beating
the monsignor up. It was just, you know, hyper.”
“Hyperbole,” Fraser supplied, his eyes more openly fond than
usual. “Yes, I know.”
Then Ray looked at Fraser, and Fraser looked at Ray.
And looked.
Until Ray shrugged and shifted edgily from foot to foot. “So.”
They both stood outside another door, paneled, polished, and
bearing a small brass plaque.
“So,” Fraser echoed.
“Yeah. So.”
A clearing of throats, a meshing of glances, and Ray saying,
“She’s your boss, you get to go in first.”
And of course, it was purely Ray’s imagination that it was
sarcasm dripping from Fraser’s “Thank you kindly.”
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“Where have you bee—” clashed with “Good of you to grace us
with—”, Inspector Thatcher lobbing a glare at Lieutenant Welsh
who volleyed it right back.
“Constable Fraser—”
“I assure you, sir, it was purely accidental. Well, not accidental
per se, more…intentional but mistaken and—”
The inspector’s face bore one of those expressions people
reserved exclusively for Fraser’s explanations. “I don’t think I want to
know what you’re talking about.”
“You don’t,” Ray said easily, sprawling comfortably in one
of the supposedly formal wing chairs. “So if we’re not here to
be—” Fraser gave the tiniest shake of his head and this time,
the U-turn was Ray’s, “—chastised for what Fraser did that
you don’t want to know about, to what do we owe this
pleasure?”
“Orders,” Thatcher said briskly, as Welsh said “Inter-departmental
cross-border co-operation” long-sufferingly.
More shared glances, which seemed to decide that it was
Fraser’s turn to speak for them. “Ah,” he said.
“Exactly,” Thatcher replied, and “What?” Welsh said.
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Ray, impatient with the usual circling around and around, cut
to the chase. “So is this Canadian or U.S. bad guys?”
Inspector Thatcher fidgeted uneasily, and came perilously close
to blushing. “Canadian, I’m afraid,” she said, manfully. “A rather
clever criminal who uses unorthodox methods to gain access to
security issues, government officials, finances…”
Welsh, leaning forward, and smiled. “She means he blackmails
the snot out of people and then gets away with murder.”
“Literally?”
Inspector Thatcher flashed a very quelling look at her esteemed
colleague while she answered: “Yes, Constable. Literally and figuratively, considering what he did to the Fisheries’ Minister in Halifax.”
“Ah,” Fraser said again.
“Exactly,” Inspector Thatcher repeated.
Ray hung his head and groaned. “I hate when they do that. So
leaving aside fishes and ministers and hoping there aren’t any
loaves or monsignors involved, where do we come in?”
“Good question, detective,” Welsh said, sitting back in his
borrowed chair. “I’m looking forward to hearing the good inspector
explain it.”
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“Well, he— Our orders say— The explanation is—” she began,
and sputtered and then finally admitted defeat. “All right, so the
reasons given to me sound more like the convoluted plot of a bad
soap opera than grounds for police work, but orders are orders.”
“Ours is not to—”
“Don’t go there, Fraser,” Ray said sharply. “We are not doing
the do or die thing for fish.”
“It’s not for fish, Ray, it’s—” Fraser trailed off and looked at his
commanding officer. “What is it for, sir?”
“To catch a thief, and a murderer, blackmailer, terrorist—you
name it, he’s done it.”
“Littering?” Ray asked sweetly.
That got him a hissed “Shh!” and the unified glares of the two
superior officers behind the desk.
“So what are we doing and why…sir?” Ray asked Thatcher.
“This malfeasant has escaped every trap set for him—”
“Wonder why,” Welsh said. “You guys scared he’d think you
were rude if you didn’t put out enough ‘this is a trap’ signs?”
“Oh, so we should just send in the tanks and surround him
with enough firepower to conquer a small nation?”
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“That was the feds, that wasn’t—”
“Gentleme—ah. Uhm, sirs,” Fraser interrupted as politely as
was possible when one’s superior officers were all but shouting at
each other, “perhaps we could come up with a unified response
to this situation, utilizing the best of both our nations?”
Welsh looked at Ray, who shrugged and they chorused, in
unison, “Canadians!”
“Well, yes, we are,” Fraser said, not meeting Inspector
Thatcher’s eyes. “And you are both currently our guests, here in
Canada, so…ah…”
“That’s Canadian for ‘shut up and behave yourselves,’” Ray said
in a conspiratorial stage whisper.
“Ah,” said Lt. Welsh.
“Americans,” muttered Inspector Thatcher.
“Gentlemen?” Fraser asked again, scratching his thumbnail
across his left eyebrow. “Our orders?”
“Yes. Well. Hmmm,” Inspector Thatcher said.
“Oh for God’s sake!” Welsh growled. “Look, it doesn’t make
any sense to me either, but we got orders, from both sides of the
border, from—” Welsh pointed a finger towards the ceiling.
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“Told you he’d talk to the monsignor’s boss,” Ray said sotto voce.
Welsh had obviously learned better than to ask, when the
Mountie, the monsignor and the flatfoot were involved.
“So apparently,” Welsh continued, “this guy blackmails cops,
security execs, fund-raisers, politicians, caterers, you name it, to
get information he sells or uses, or to get into various events and
functions. And he’s got at least eight dead bodies to his name.”
“How does he kill ’em?”
“Suicide,” Thatcher said crisply.
“He suicides them? That’s a neat trick.”
“Ray, I believe the Inspector means that he’s been clever about
who he chooses, so when he blackmails them and they opt for
suicide rather than doing what he wants them to do, or sticking
around long enough to come to us.”
“Exactly,” she said, and flicked through the pages in front of
her, frowning at whatever she saw there. “Anyway, the plan is to
entice this malfeasant into an attempt to blackmail two law enforcement officers who will both, rather conveniently I admit, be
in a position to give him both inside information about and access to the upcoming international security conference.”
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“Oh yeah, right, this guy’s escaped you for—how long?”
“Seven years,” Welsh said, not without some satisfaction.
“Seven long, long years.”
“And at least eight deaths,” Fraser put in mildly, putting them
all in their places.
“So how’re we supposed to convince this guy to put the
squeeze on us when he hasn’t taken the bait before? You said it
yourself—it’s too convenient.”
“But it’ll work this time,” Welsh said.
“So you keep telling me,” Thatcher said. She raised her hand to
stop Welsh from launching into speech. “Yes, yes, I know, and
you’ve convinced me. But I still have my doubts.”
“No one else will.”
“True enough,” she said. “If I, of all people, can see it immediately when the facts are elucidated—”
“Exactly. It’s a real no-brainer so—”
“You two wanna fill us flatfoots in on this?”
“Well,” Inspector Thatcher said, glancing at Fraser, then
looking away so quickly every police instinct in the room just
screamed. “It’s really very convenient in that we happen to
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have two perfectly placed law enforcement officers who
already have a well-established, completely convincing cover.”
“I told ya,” Welsh started in, “it’s not a cover!”
“Yes, yes, so you say and I believe you, but it was rather…sudden.”
“Only because you hadn’t noticed what was under your nose—”
“Okay, so if you two could remember you’re not the only
people in this room, it would reallllllly help.”
“Ray—”
“You shut up. You c’n lecture me about Miss Post’s Big Book Of
Manners Canadian Style when we get outside. So either these
two convenient law enforcement officers of yours have a long
cover, or it’s sudden, choose.”
“Both,” Welsh said, which made even Fraser frown in puzzlement. “Look, it’s like this,” he said, and rather unnervingly,
looked to Inspector Thatcher for encouragement—and got it. “We
all know about it and we don’t talk about it, but we know. Which
makes it perfect to set this guy up, then reel him in, nice and easy.”
“Sirs, I believe I can safely say that I speak for both us—that is,
Ray and myself—when I say that we really have no idea what
you’re talking about.”
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Inspector Thatcher took a deep breath and just hit them with
the explanation. Machine-gun rapid-fire, right between the eyes.
“About four weeks before specific events he targets closeted gay
males preferably police officers then blackmails them for access
to targets and/or information and/or governmental secrets and/or
plans, but he’s always seen through everyone we’ve tried to plant
and therefore failed to take the bait, but since you two are
already…already…well, already in situ as it were, he’ll fall for
you—” she winced, Welsh winced, Fraser and Ray just gaped,
“not fall for you fall for you in the falling for someone sense—oh,
just—he’ll completely believe your cover because it’s not a cover
which is what will convince him and let us trap him into blackmailing you.”
Ray’s somewhat strident, “What?” was bulldozed out of the way
by Fraser’s downright heated: “Sir, you’re suggesting we entrap
someone?”
“Never mind the malfeasant what’s-his-name,” Ray jumped in
and interestingly enough, he was looking at everyone but Fraser.
“Fraser, you hear what they just said about us?”
“Well, yes, Ray, but that’s not important right now—”
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“Oh, and when will it be important?” Ray jumped up out of his
chair, his hands gesticulating wildly—and he still wasn’t actually
looking at Fraser. “Will it be important when word spreads
around the station and greater Chicago and all the way up to
those Northwest Territories? What the hell would your father
say?”
“Hopefully nothing at all, for once,” Fraser said, rather fervently
and he was certainly looking at Ray: rather intently, at that. “But
that would just be gossip, Ray, and sticks and stones—”
“Will break your bones if I have anything to say about it.
They’re saying you and me are—that we’re…”
“Involved?” Fraser said helpfully. “Dating? Intimate?”
“Partners,” Welsh said dryly.
“Which we surely are,” Fraser added, even more helpfully.
“I am not arguing that, Fraser,” Ray snapped, “I’m talking what
people are gonna mean when they say partners. They’re gonna
mean partners partners.”
Fraser scratched his left ear. “Would this be related to the
Inspector’s ‘falling for you falling for you’? Or are we simply
repeating ourselves today?”
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Thatcher broke in. “No one’s talking about entrapment—”
“Actually, sir, and with all due respect for both you and our
superiors, I was, in fact—”
“No one,” Inspector Thatcher repeated firmly. “But an opportunity will be obvious to this criminal and should he decide to take
it…”
“Then that’s his own lookout,” Welsh finished for her. “And
when he approaches you two, we’ll haul him in and—”
“Hand him over to the Canadian authorities,” Thatcher said,
finishing his sentence very firmly indeed.
“Okay, so fine, dandy, just great, no entrapment and me and
Fraser are going to just take down this master criminal guy who’s
been suiciding people as well as murdering a few here and there.”
“That’s essentially it, Detective,” Thatcher said pleasantly
enough.
“And the way we’re gonna do this, is by convincing him that
we’re partners partners, as in doing it partners, and then we just
nab the bad guy and all go home for tea, is that it?”
“That does cover all the salient points, Detective Vecchio,”
Thatcher said, considerably less pleasantly now.
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“But you know, this is where I got a problem with this grand
plan,” Ray said, faking calm with absolutely no success, throwing
himself back into that same chair. Again. “Fraser and me aren’t
that kind of partners partners.”
“Well, Ray, we are partners—”
“But we’re not partners partners,” Ray’s gaze speaking volumes,
all of it illegible to Fraser. “Trust me on this, Fraser. So how,” Ray
turned his glare back to his boss and Fraser’s, “are we supposed
to convince this guy?”
The looks passing between Thatcher and Welsh could have
been comical—under other circumstances, that is. As it was, Ray
sat there and fidgeted for a second then looked up at Fraser, who
looked at him, and then both of them looked back at both their
bosses. Some people did synchronized diving for fun; they were
all going for a Gold in Synchronized Speaking Looks.
Or maybe the bosses were just tossing an invisible coin to see
who lost and had to up the ante from Looking to Talking.
“Listen,” Welsh began, “this is off the record, won’t go anywhere beyond these four walls. You don’t have to lie in here,
to us.”
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“Although I would have preferred it had you trusted me enough
to tell me yourself, Fraser, especially…” Thatcher flustered a little,
“…considering certain shared histories we…shared.”
Shared histories? Ray’s look said to Fraser.
Can I run away now? Fraser’s face said to the entire assembly.
“Sir,” he said, shifting a little from foot to foot, “I really don’t
understand what you think I should’ve told you.”
Yeah, right, every expression in the room said.
“She’s talking about her and him thinking you and me are more
than just buddies, that’s what she’s telling you you shoulda told her.”
“But we’re not, Ray.”
“See?” Ray told the bosses triumphantly—just as Fraser, ever
helpful, said:
“Although, I suppose we really are much more than just ‘buddies,’ outside of your own parlance, Ray. The most common
usages of the term ‘buddies’—”
“You are not helping here,” Ray said without looking at him,
speakingly or otherwise. “We’re buddies, we’re not fu—”
Two throats cleared in Canadian politeness, while two shared
looks spoke some very blunt American.
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“Uh—we’re not…uh…”
“Sexually active?” Fraser supplied helpfully.
“Speak for yourself,” Ray muttered, tossing a quick look at
Thatcher. “I mean we’re not doing each other—” pointed look at
Fraser, “irregardless of who we are or aren’t doing elsewhere.”
“Regardless, Ray.”
“Of what?”
“The word, Ray. It’s ‘regardless’, not ‘irre-’”
“Fraser.”
“Understood.”
“You two finished your dog and pony show?” Welsh asked,
leaning back in his chair.
“Regardless,” Thatcher said, ploughing on, “the fact is that you
two, with your ah…established relationship, have perfect credentials and will completely convince the malfeasant that he can
safely attempt to blackmail you.”
“And what I’m saying,” Ray jolting to his feet, leaning across
the desk, “is that me and Fraser don’t got this established relationship credential. We were out busting bad guys when they handed
that special Scout badge out on rainbow day.”
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There was a pause. There were looks. There was even more
throat clearing.
And then Fraser started to say something about the Scouts
organization, and their official reaction to putative ‘rainbow days’
and gay rights, which is when Inspector Thatcher silenced him
with a single glare.
Now that he was quiet, she looked Fraser straight in the eye
and asked, “Strictly off the record and as your commanding officer,” her baleful glare continuing unabated, throttling Fraser’s
nit-picking before it could be reborn, “are you and Detective
Vecchio engaged in a sexual or romantic relationship?”
Everyone turned to look at Fraser, who stood there, and pulled
the lobe of his right ear. “Ah. Yes. Well—there is some debate
over the term ‘romantic’ which—”
“Just answer the question, Constable.”
“Between whom would this putative relationship—romantic,
and/or sexual, should it, in fact, exist—be?”
“Between you,” she said through a clenched smile that was
fooling no one, “and Detective Vecchio.”
Another tug of his ear lobe, and he most definitely wasn’t
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looking at anyone. “In that case, sir—would that be the former
Detective Vecchio or the present Detective Vecchio?”
And that had Ray looking at him.
One of them asked the question they were all thinking: “It
makes a difference?”
Fraser tugged at the collar of his uniform. “I really can’t betray a
confidence, sir. Detective Vecchio—that is, the underworld figure
formerly known as Detective Vecchio—isn’t present to ask in
regards to his desire for privacy regarding how other people
would regard my regard for him and—”
“Who’m I, Fraser?”
As far as the world was concerned, Detective Stanley Raymond
Kowalski was Detective Raymond Vecchio.
Fraser swallowed.
There was a pause.
“Oh all right,” Fraser very nearly snapped. “I’d rather not say for
the former and no for the present. Sir. Sirs.”
“So you and—” Welsh waved his hand towards the current
Vecchio, “aren’t…” punctuated with a judicious headshake.
“What have I been saying?” Ray demanded, slapping the desk
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and then throwing himself back down in a chair. “You’re setting
us up to get this guy who suicides and murders people, and
you’re setting us up with nothing.”
“But everyone thinks—”
“—that I’m Ray Vecchio, only we all know that ain’t true. We
all pretend we think it, but we all know better—and that’s
another thing! You want me to go undercover when I’m already
undercover? Who’m I goin’ undercover as this time? This won’t be
Ace Leary snowing some two bit town. So who’m I going under
as? Me? Him? Me being him and everybody knowing I’m not
him?”
“The orders were rather vague on that detail, detective.”
Welsh nodded. “Our brass didn’t see fit to address that either.
So you go under as…whatever. Just—”
It was rare indeed to see Lieutenant Harding Welsh reduced to
fluttery hand gestures. “Just—do what you always do as whoever
you do it as and wait for this guy to take the bait.”
“What we do won’t convince him!” Ray said loudly. “This guy’s
sharp, right?”
“As a tack,” Thatcher said.
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“So he’s not going to fall for us pretending we turned gay overnight.”
“Ray—”
“And I do not want to hear a word out of you on that subject
right now, Fraser.”
“But Ray—”
“What did I just say?”
“Eight deaths, Ray,” Fraser reminded him again, with nearly
palpable sincerity. “At least eight deaths, and who knows how
many ruined lives? And a great deal depends on this upcoming
conference.”
And if the bad guy could get in there, only the monsignor’s
boss knew what he could do. Or what other people he could get
his hooks into.
Ray hung his head, and sighed. “I am not wearing any rainbow
badges,” he said.
Welsh snorted.
“Ah—” Fraser forestalled whatever words Ray was about to
launch, “to whom should we report if this malfeasant should
make contact?”
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For several minutes, it was very nearly pleasant: a routine
covering of familiar ground, establishing procedures, passing over
documents with background information, photographs, an
incredibly long list of things this man was suspected of doing. But
then they got back to that one thorny little detail.
Other people—namely Fraser—might have danced around the
issue for a minute or two (or hour or two, in Fraser’s case), but
Ray, being Ray, just asked flat out. “So how’re we gonna convince
him we’re good blackmail candidates?”
Thatcher shrugged slightly, not enough to rumple her lemon
suit jacket. “The reports indicate that he does a great deal of
background work and chooses the likeliest candidates from those
assigned to the event,” and no one needed to point out that with
Fraser’s reputation for rectitude, he’d be a prime—and safe candidate, “and then moves in. The expectation is that he will approach
Constable Fraser here with threats to himself and perhaps more
likely to his…his…uhm…you.”
Ray looked at Fraser, and looked away quickly as Fraser turned
to him.
“His usual modus operandi,” Thatcher was still saying, “is, or so
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we believe, to scare them with threats to ‘out’ them, and of
course, once they’ve succumbed to the first very minor blackmail
request, he has them.”
“Yeah, I got that,” Ray sniped, his ‘I’m not stupid’ unsaid but
loud enough, “but how are we—me and Fraser—gonna convince
him we’re his best victims? How’re we even gonna get him to
notice us?”
Thatcher’s smile was as sweet as a vampire with a virgin and
twice as predatory. “You explained that to me very well earlier,
Lieutenant. I believe this is your area of expertise.”
If looks could kill, Fraser and Ray would have to argue over
jurisdiction.
But Welsh satisfied himself with just a dirty look and another
clearing of his throat. “You just do what you guys always do,” he
said, no doubt thinking he was being both pellucid and helpful.
“And I don’t want any details, okay?”
“Do what we always do, sir?” Fraser asked, looking as puzzled
as Turnbull filling in forms.
“Yeah. You know—what you guys do.”
“Well, actually, sir, I have no idea what you think we do.”

Story Beginning

298

“You know—the—the things you do.”
“Such as?” Ray demanded.
Inspector Thatcher gave Lieutenant Welsh a smile of surpassing
sweetness, which soured his expression and apparently was the
inspiration needed to make him convince Fraser and Ray the way
he’d convinced Thatcher.
“Such as spending all your free time together.”
“I’m supposed to be Vecchio!”
“Yeah, and I notice you moved in with Vecchio’s family,
detective.”
Okay, so maybe the lieutenant had a point, shooting that argument down, and yeah, Fraser did spend a lot of time at Ray’s own
apartment. But lots of guys hung out together. “So because we
spend time together, Fraser and the other Vecchio—”
Thatcher butting in with all the suddenness of comprehension
dawning. “That time, when you were wearing perfume—”
“No, sir,” Fraser said, perhaps just a trifle hoarsely. “Not on that
occasion.”
“Oh,” she said.
At least it was better than ‘ah.’

Story Beginning

299

“Perfume?” Ray asked.
“And a dress,” Fraser told him helpfully; opened his mouth and
apparently decided not to mention the pantyhose and wig. And
certainly not the dancing with Ray part.
“But that wasn’t you and me, so that proves my point that this
guy is not gonna fall for—”
“How many buddies, or even partners,” Welsh said softly,
“would risk their lives for each other the way you two do?”
“That doesn’t mean we’re fu—”
Fraser’s “Ray!” cut him off just in time.
“Okay, so we’re not doing the horizontal tango,” Ray said,
shooting a look at Fraser. “We’re…”
He looked at Fraser.
Fraser looked at him.
“Motorbike through a window,” Welsh said quietly.
“Always leaving together,” Thatcher added, entering into the
spirit of things.
“Always arriving together.”
“Grocery shopping together—”
“—for dog kibble.”

Story Beginning

300

“Finishing each other’s sentences,” Thatcher added with no
apparent irony.
“Hugging.”
“Touching.”
“Smiling.”
“Oh, excuse me, I guess I didn’t get the memo telling us smiling
was the same as fu—”
Thatcher stepped in, dripping innuendo. “In that special way.”
No way was Ray going to look at Fraser right now. “C’mon, this
is all just submiss—sub—”
“Subjective,” Fraser supplied.
“Yeah, subjective. You guys look at us doing normal guy things
and you’re building a mountain.”
“There’s the whole closet thing,” Thatcher said, almost musingly.
“Yeah,” Welsh said, warming to the subject. “Hanging out in
closets, subverting the heterosexual paradigm expectations of
closeted police officers—”
“The closet thing, as you call it, was simply… a convenience,”
Fraser added, in the interests of clarification and backing the
current Ray up. “And it was primarily the former Ray.”
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“See?” said the current Ray. “Wrong Vecchio.”
“Oh, my mistake,” Welsh said. “So why don’t you remind us
where you and Red here do hang out?”
Ray mumbled something.
“Sorry?” Thatcher said. “I didn’t hear you.”
“He said that he and I hang out in the stalls at the men’s room,
sir. Well, actually, he said—”
“The can,” Ray supplied. “But it’s not the way it sounds—”
“And I don’t think we need to repeat the way it sounds in front
of a lady Mountie and your…Mountie,” Welsh said repressively. “I
told you, this isn’t a problem, you don’t need to hide it.”
“And I’m telling you, this is all circumstantial!” Ray’s voice was
rising like steam, thick and hot. “If I brought this to you, you’d
laugh my ass all the way outta your office.”
“You still need convincing?” Welsh demanded. “Okay, the hat.”
“The hat?” Ray asked, bewildered.
“The hat?” Thatcher asked, shocked.
“Yes, the hat,” Fraser said, too pale to qualify as actually blushing,
for all he looked mortified. “But I assure you—”
“The hat,” Thatcher repeated, to Welsh. “I know he allowed

Story Beginning

302

him to wear it once, but I assumed that was simply a surfeit of
holiday spirit.”
“Let him wear it that time,” Welsh confirmed lugubriously.
“Lets him hold it, play with it… He even just walks away and
leaves it for Ray to bring with him.”
Thatcher blanched. “Constable Fraser, while I understand that
you have a…a special relationship with Detective Vecchio—”
“A special relationship?” Ray muttered. “Is that like the ‘special
relationship’ between our countries? So that means America’s
fu—”
“Ray!”
“—the hat is an integral part of the uniform.”
“Yes, sir.”
“And leaving aside the hat,” Welsh went on, “I got a report
from a Ms. Luanne Burwell that you two were sleeping together
in her back yard.”
“Yeah, we were sleeping,” Ray said sharply. “And we looked at
her getting undressed—” Pause. Look at Fraser. Continuing before
Fraser could be way too honest: “At least I tried.”
“Which brings us to some of the conversations you’ve had in
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the hallways of my station house,” Welsh went on, almost kindly.
“Such as you telling the constable here that at least you still think
about women.”
“Yeah and that proves my point—I was wondering which one
of us was getting less sex.”
Which wasn’t maybe the best way to convince the bosses he
was doing the dirty with women.
“Asking the good constable here,” Welsh pointed at Fraser just
to make sure Ray had no doubts on at least one thing, “in front of
two suspects and a witness, if he found you attractive. That ring
any bells? Does his answer ring any bells? Like, oh, I don’t
know—Big Ben?”
Even Fraser couldn’t pretend not to get that, although it was
Inspector Thatcher who flashed a look at his…tunic hem… and
blushed.
“You were seen holding hands in an alley,” Welsh went on,
nails in their coffin. “And a certain suspect who helped
you…delay reporting a dead body to me, not that we’re going to
go into that at the moment, mentioned a certain amount of
handholding in the interview room.”
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“We weren’t actually holding hands,” Fraser put in in lieu of
correcting the whole bell thing. “I simply put my hand over Ray’s.”
“To keep the kid quiet,” Ray put in. He adopted a peculiar,
wide-eyed expression. “See? Completely innocent.”
Thatcher and Welsh were looking at them with identical
expressions.
“And I simply failed to remove my hand in a timely manner,”
Fraser finally said, and he didn’t need Ray’s headshake to tell him
just how…unconvincing that sounded.
Thatcher was still looking at him. “Not dating,” she said, to
Fraser.
“Or looking like you’re dating each other,” Welsh added.
“I was getting over a divorce!” Ray said, diverting everyone
back to him, managing to protect Fraser from Thatcher’s more
pointedly personal remarks. “What was I supposed to do?”
“Something a hell of a lot more convincing than hitting on
every woman you saw in front of every other woman you saw
and asking ’em out like you were Casanova on speed!”
“I told you, lieutenant, I was getting over a divorce, I was
desperate—”
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“So that’s why you were supposedly watching Luanne Burwell
and then went on a couple’s vacation with a bad check writer? A
vacation, I hasten to add, you dropped like a hot potato when
Fraser,” Welsh nodded at Fraser who was nodding in rather unfortunate agreement, “called you and asked you to come home?
That’s not what you’re supposed to do. You were getting over a
divorce, you took a woman on holiday, that’s what you are supposed to do—only you didn’t stay long enough to…” Welsh
flashed a quick look at the stony-faced Thatcher and another at
the nearly blushing Fraser. “Uhm, yes, well—you’re supposed to
take advantage of the opportunities you had.”
“Take advantage? Is that how you see it?” Thatcher asked, and
she and Welsh were off and running again, hurling comments fast
enough to overlap, giving Fraser and Ray a chance to catch their
breath, and regroup.
Ray stood close to Fraser, leaned in to whisper, “You got anyone you can, you know, use as evidence?”
Fraser scratched his eyebrow. “Do you remember you remarked
that at least you were still thinking about women?”
When he’d said he didn’t know which of them was getting less
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sex. When even that little comment got back to Welsh. Which
meant the gossip about the two of them was…something best not
thought about right now. “Yeah?”
“The answer is me.”
Ray mouthed the word he wasn’t allowed to say. “Which
means we got nothing to convince them with. Unless—” he
looked at Fraser hopefully. “What about Janet what’s-her-name
with the brats?”
“She was married, Ray.”
“Yeah, yeah, and? C’mon, this is no time to play gentleman.
How far did you get?”
Fraser swallowed, looked around to make sure there was no
one within hearing distance; their respective bosses were still
lobbing comments like grenades, so Fraser leant even closer, and
whispered, “One kiss.”
“Oh that is just—” Ray broke off, Fraser’s expression showing
Fraser knew just exactly how pathetic Ray thought him to be.
“Uh…yeah, but hey—” Ray lowered his voice at Fraser’s shushing
gesture, “I know one—you and Ladyshoes.”
“I told you, Ray. We kissed once.”
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“C’mon,” Ray cajoled, “you heard ’em, won’t go outside these
four walls. You and Ladyshoes…” Ray trailed off, looking at Fraser
invitingly.
A tiny shake of Fraser’s head. “One kiss, and she was the initiator
—and we were in the cells, so—”
“Even if you’d lie, you couldn’t because everyone would
know.” Ray mouthed that word again.
“Maggie?” Fraser asked diffidently.
“Not even close.”
Softer, quieter: “But you were married.”
“And there’s been nobody since.”
Fraser did nothing more than raise an eyebrow, but Ray could
read that surprise like a neon sign.
“No one?” Fraser asked, very quietly.
Ray shrugged, leaned in closer to make sure Welsh and Ice
Queen couldn’t hear. “No more than you.”
“Ah,” Fraser whispered.
“Yeah,” Ray whispered back, sympathetically.
And together, they both realized the wrangling on the other
side of the desk had stopped. Shoulder to shoulder, they raised
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their heads, and looked. And discovered they were being
looked at.
As they stood there, pretty much cheek to cheek. After
whispering into each others’ ears.
“You were saying?” Thatcher asked, archly.
“Okay,” Ray said. “We’ll do it.”

There was at least one advantage to this case: time off. Thatcher,
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looking somewhere between annoyed and mortified, had cut
Fraser loose from red tape and forms for the rest of the week, and
Welsh had reminded Ray about budget constraints and how
many hours a detective could put in without screwing said budget up with excessive overtime pay, and given him two days ‘off’
to get a handle on this case.
So they had free time, by their usual rather frenetic standards.
Lots and lots and lots of free time.
And not a thing to say.
Fraser had taken the time to change into civvies and they’d
collected Dief and a stack of files while they were at the Consulate;
the loudest sounds in the car were the soft whush of well-washed
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jeans as Fraser shifted his legs, and the nearly sibilant whuf of the
wolf panting.
Panting? It sounded more like laughing.
Or perhaps that was just self-consciousness talking.
“At least there were no repercussions from my meeting with the
monsignor,” Fraser said at last.
“Yeah.”
Fraser shifted, plied his hands around the brim of his hat.
Ray turned the radio on.
Dief panted.
Fraser looked at Ray. Ray looked at Fraser. And Fraser halfsmiled, shook his head once, just a tiny movement, and all the
wry humor in the world brightened his eyes.
“Who’da thunk?” Ray said, relaxing back against his seat, dropping back to a mere ten mph over the speed limit.
“Well, everyone but us, apparently,” Fraser replied, tossing his
hat onto the dashboard.
“Always the last to know,” Ray said, grinning now. “You hungry?”
“Famished.”
“Fighting litter does take it out of a person.”
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“Just ask the monsignor.”
“So you want Chinese?”
“Indian.”
Ray slowed for the stop sign, pretty much coming to a halt
before rolling on through the empty intersection. “Indian, huh.
Never tried that before.”
Absolutely blandly, Fraser said, “Expand your horizons, Ray.”
“Indian,” Ray repeated, thoughtfully. “That’s curry and Kama
Sutra, right?”
Fraser blinked. “Although preferably not at the same time.”
“Expand your horizons, Fraser, expand your horizons.”

Laden with a large brown paper bag each and multiple files, it
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took trying to exchange the files and food, ended with them bundling the files onto Ray and Fraser getting the keys out of Ray’s
right jacket pocket, then Ray finding the right one, and Dief leading the way—or getting underfoot, depending on whether one
were to listen to Ray or Fraser—to get them into Ray’s apartment.
Dief, of course, paid them no mind, and took over the couch as
usual.
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“I really think we should discuss this case,” Fraser said as he
got the plates out and passed them to Ray.
“The case,” Ray snorted, pouring Fraser’s milk. “More like an
excuse. The case doesn’t make sense to me.”
Fraser grabbed a few sheets of paper towels and stuffed them
into the back pocket of his jeans, stepped neatly out of the way as
Ray grabbed flatware from the drawer.
“So what d’you think?” Ray asked, Fraser just a step behind him
on the way to the couch and coffee table.
Ray got Dief pushed back to an acceptable portion of the couch
while Fraser laid out the array of food and Ray’s version of napkins,
then sighed, long-suffering, as Dief was permitted, yet again, not only
up on the furniture but essentially to join them for dinner. “You’re
spoiling him,” he said as he seated himself in the space left for him,
not even bothering to wait for the usual reply. “As for this case, I have
to accept that my…” he peeled tops off containers and took the spoon
Ray handed him, “…superiors are of the opinion that this scheme will
be of some assistance in catching a very dangerous criminal.”
“Have to accept?” Ray flashed a grin at him and spooned
Fraser’s favorite onto two plates.
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Fraser didn’t actually grin back, but there was a distinct smile
lurking as he tipped lamb biryani onto the plates.
“It’s bogus,” Ray said flatly, accepting the remote control from
Fraser and turning ESPN on, muting it automatically in their dinner-without-television compromise. “No way is this guy gonna
come after us.”
“But if he should, it would be the best chance of putting a stop
to him.”
“You think this is going to amount to anything? Two guys out of
how many people involved in this conference? And this bad guy’s
supposed to just pick us out of all those people—how’s he supposed to find us?”
“Ah. Yes. Well, that’s the question, isn’t it?”
“The question,” Ray said unexpectedly quietly, “is why we got
pegged for this job in the first place.”
Fraser took his time adding some matar paneer to his plate,
arranging it neatly on the other side of the biryani so the sauce
wouldn’t mix with the chicken tikka masala.
“So if you’re not willing to talk about how we got pegged,” Ray
said into Fraser’s not answering, “then I can safely assume you’re
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not willing to talk about why you needed to know which Vecchio
she was asking about.”
“That’s perfectly safe assumption, Ray.”
“Any point in pushing?”
“Not tonight, no.”
Silence.
On the screen, a touch down was scored, and on the couch,
Ray discovered there was, as Fraser had insisted, a green food
thing that he would, actually, like.
“So everyone thinks we’re fucking,” Ray said—casually, of
course, since he was, after all, not pushing tonight.
“Ray—”
“They’re not here, Frase, just you and me, you don’t have to
pretend you’re gonna faint if you hear a four letter word. Everyone thinks we’re fu—”
“Not everyone,” Fraser interrupted quickly.
“Even Thatcher—and don’t think I haven’t forgotten her ‘shared
histories’—thinks it. Name one person you can prove doesn’t.”
Not missing a beat: “Francesca.” Then, quickly: “You. Me.”
“Yeah?”
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“Of course, Ray.”
“See, I’m not so sure.”
“You think Francesca thinks I’m engaged in a homosexual relationship with her so-called brother?”
“Not her. You. Me.”
So much for not pushing. Fraser gave Ray a long look, then
conceded with a sigh. “I think we established that neither of us is
particularly…active, at present, Ray.”
Ray took a bite of something an interesting shade of burnt
umber, and discovered just how hot vindaloo can be.
“In addition,” Fraser offered Ray his milk, “I believe we would
have noticed engaging in carnal activities with each other, Ray,”
he said, with a hearty clap on the back as Ray choked.
“Yeah, I think I’da noticed if I sucked you off—but that’s not
what I’m talking about here, Frase. We’re not talking about you
trying to prove I wasn’t the real Ray Vecchio—”
“I’ve tried to explain that, Ray,” Fraser gave him a piece of
parantha to help cure the sting left by vindaloo, “and I was terribly sorr—”
“Yeah, yeah, I know, I got that,” Ray said round a mouthful of
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the buttery bread. “What I’m talking about why people think that
about you and me.”
Fraser scooped up some matar paneer, chewed thoughtfully—
and thoroughly—and made Ray wait. “The natural human inclination towards a certain degree of venality and/or simple
miscomprehension?”
“So you’re saying they got dirty minds,” Ray replied, licking the
butter off his fingers, Fraser staring at him, “and don’t know what
they’re seeing.”
“I wouldn’t put it like that—”
“But that’s what you said when you strip the frills and pretty
bows off it. Okay, so let’s say they just all got hairy palms and’ve
gone blind,” a smile when Fraser didn’t even bother pretending
he didn’t understand, “but what about it? Lookit us—lookit the
way we were in the Consulate. We look like a couple, Fraser.”
“But…we’re not?”
“See? That’s what I mean—you made that sound like a question. Even you and me, we know we know what we’re not doing,
but do we got a clue what we’re really doing? We got questions,
we got doubts—we got something here, Fraser.”
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Very, very quietly indeed: “Have we, Ray?”
Coverage had shifted from football to golf, and Ray didn’t even
flip the channel, just sat there, staring. He lowered his head,
looked down at the table, and muttered: “We can, maybe. If you
want to.”
Fraser cracked his neck, and thought, rather wistfully, of the
days when sitting with Ray Vecchio didn’t involve actually
discussing relationships.
Not as quiet before, hard edge honing the words cutting
Fraser’s silence to shreds. “So you don’t want to.”
“I didn’t say that, Ray.”
“So what do we got?”
“I don’t know.”
Ray heaved a theatrical sigh. “Okay, so I asked for this, cos I
know better’n to push you farther than I can when you got your
heels dug in. Which movie you wanna watch?”
One of those times when expressing gratitude wasn’t the best
move, no matter how intensely thankful he might feel, so Fraser
stowed his gratitude away for later, to be repaid when Ray
needed him most. “What did you rent?”
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“Oh, I got you a good one,” Ray said, all normality and pretense,
going over to the shelving and picking up the small stack of rental
boxes. “You’re going to love this.”
And because it was expected of him, and because Fraser had
been here before, Fraser said, “Oh dear.”

In the end, neither one of them had watched the movie. Good
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intentions and all of that, but the action sequences held very little
appeal for men who’d used fire extinguishers to rocket from a
sinking ship, or driven burning cars through the streets of
Chicago, and the plot, well, the plot had about as many holes as
their current excuse of an assignment. Given a choice between
watching a cheesy, plot-impaired action movie that forgot the
minor detail that all these heroics tended to hurt and going over
the case files that could help them catch a murderer before he
‘suicides some more’ as Ray put it, work won. So food containers
had been crammed into the fridge, dishes rinsed and shoved into
the dishwasher, paperwork sorted out into neat piles on the
coffee table.
It was soothingly familiar: work, and sitting together, passing
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each other pages, communicating with little more than the occasional gesture and polite grunt.
“So,” Ray finally said, putting down the report on the suspicious suicide of a Saudi OPEC representative, “what d’you
think?”
“Much though it pains me to say this, Ray, I believe your initial
assessment applies.”
“My initial assessment which would be…”
“Bogus,” Fraser supplied smartly. “Spurious, in fact. While it’s
obvious his modus operandi is what was put to us, it’s extremely
unlikely that with over three thousand people involved in this
conference, one man would have the time and resources to find
us, and even if he did, there’s no guarantee he would select us.”
“But we got pegged for it, Fraser.”
Back to that. They were back to that, and Fraser was back to
scritching his eyebrow.
“I know you don’t wanna talk about, but Fraser—”
“Yes, I know. We have to. If we’re to accomplish our
objectives—”
“Fraser! Stop that.”
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“Stop what?”
“That deferring—uh, deflecting—that deflecting deferral thing
you do. This case is bogus, we’ve agreed on that. But why us?
What are we doing that everybody—except you, me and
Frannie—thinks we’re doing it? And how come you and me aren’t
so sure that we’re not?”
“We know we’re not—”
Ray twisted sideways suddenly, all sharp angles and knees, and
intense eyes, focused entirely on Fraser. “I know we know we’re
not, but we got something here, we got some chemistry or
submarine thing going here.”
Another eyebrow scratch, and an oh-so-casual sideways twist
from Fraser too, but this moved him farther away from Ray. As far
away as could be both polite, and put down to someone getting
comfortable. “I think you mean subliminal.”
“Or suppressed.”
A sharp exhalation of breath, and Fraser wasn’t looking at Ray
any more. “Yes,” he said, blood out of stone, “that, too.”
“Or maybe,” an odd cross between sharp and soft, “I did mean
submarine. You and me, in that yellow submarine.”
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And everything, every last thing around that.
“I trusted you,” Fraser said simply.
“Trust me still?”
“Unstintingly.”
A moment, while they both simply breathed, and looked at
each other. Then Ray broke the moment, gestured around at his
apartment. “Look at the way we are, when we come home—jeez,
I even call it coming home. We’re more domestic than me and
Stella were, and not just because she wouldn’t eat in front of the
TV.”
“We’re partners, Ray,” Fraser said resolutely. “We have to communicate clearly and well for our work, we have to be able to
read each other, work as a team, in tandem—”
“You ever been like this with a partner before, Fraser?” Ray
demanded. Stopped. Narrowed his eyes. “With Vecchio, maybe?”
“He’s not here and while I know, technically, you’re him, I still
can’t— he’s a very private man, Ray, and he wouldn’t want me
discussing my…my…”
“Desires? Feelings? Relationship?”
“Yes,” Fraser said, agreeing to the whole list or some of it, relief
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driving some of the stiffness out of both his spine and his voice.
“My…responses to him would reflect on him no matter his
response—or lack thereof—to me.”
Ray leant forward, an almost kind expression on his face, a
gentle smile, counterpoint to the stab of his words sliding home.
“That, my friend, isn’t buddies.”
A sharp look for that, just as cutting. “I thought you were saying
we’re not buddies.”
“Whatever else we are or aren’t, we’re buddies, and partners.”
A chaos of questions in Fraser’s eyes, doubt darkening his
voice. “Are we, Ray? Will we be?”
No sharp edges now, the attitude dropped, gone. “Is that why
you didn’t know he’d gone?”
Sharp intake of breath for that, like a man kicked in the belly.
“Is that it, Frase? Did you and him—you know, what people
think we’re doing—did you and him do that and it went bad, the
way it did for me and Stella?”
With staccato, jerky movements, Fraser started stacking papers,
lining the edges up perfectly straight, order amidst chaos. “I don’t
know how things went wrong between you and your ex-wife.”
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A shrug, unconvincing in its attempt at nonchalance. “No communication,” Ray said. “She was telling me things I wasn’t hearing,
didn’t hear until the day she told me to move out.”
“Is that why you were so concerned that we weren’t communicating?”
And Ray found it very interesting that Fraser would sooner talk
about their possible, putative, rumored relationship than even
mention the other guy. “Don’t know. Looking back…maybe,
but—I wasn’t looking at any of this stuff then. I was—it was trust
and partnership, you listening to me, me standing up to you. It
wasn’t about any of this—you know—stuff.” A hesitation, brief,
but distinct. “Or maybe it was and I was too chickenshit to look
at it.”
Fraser wasn’t looking at Ray, but his hands, where they attempted to straighten already neatened paper, weren’t entirely
steady. “And when did you start looking at the rest of it?”
Quick laughter, quicker smile, chagrined and bashful. “Today.”
“Today?”
Ray leant back, body language loudly declaring—supposedly—
how completely comfortable he was with all of this. “Yeah.”
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“And you’re not…freaked?”
“You’re the freak,” said affectionately, greeted with a pale smile,
“and I was with Stella forever, but that didn’t stop me from knowing what I was.”
Fraser didn’t need to ask; with ostentatious sang froid, Ray
answered the unspoken question. “Bisexual.”
And then spoiled the entire Mr. Cool effect by blushing.
Which made Fraser smile, a real smile, the rare one that
twinkled his eyes and crinkled his cheeks. The dimple even made
an appearance.
And Ray’s breath caught in his throat.
“I suppose,” Fraser sounding rather hoarse, “that this is one of
those moments that convinces people that we’re…”
“Partners partners.”
“Ray—”
Nothing more, just Fraser not knowing quite where to look,
searching for words.
“That a problem for you?”
“No—well, yes.”
“Good answer, Fraser, good answer. Now you wanna pick one?”
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“No, I don’t have a problem with bisexuality.” A pause, then
fast, almost as fast as Ray’s usual speech: “It’s been part of me for
a long time.”
Ray was up and off the couch, pacing, move or die. “So if
you’re that and I’m that, and everybody else can see it between
us, how come we’re…”
“Not? My fault,” rusty voice, bleeding with apology and regret.
“If you say you’re sorry, Benton Fraser,” Ray said, leaning over the
coffee table, one hand planted on a file, the other digging a finger into
Fraser’s chest, “I will pop you one. I swear I will and I don’t ever want
to do that to you ever again so do not even think the word sorry.”
“As you wish.”
“I wish.” Straightening up, running a hand through spiked hair,
rubbing his palm on the back of his neck, and then, as if to himself: “Oh, God, I wish.”
Fraser didn’t ask. Probably didn’t need to.
“Okay, okay, so the bi thing isn’t the problem,” Ray was saying,
shaking his head in shock over what he’d just said out loud.
“It seemed to be, for you,” Fraser retorted, “when we were in
the Inspector’s office.”
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“Image,” Ray dismissed it all with a shrug. “Can’t keep a cover
if you don’t have the image. But this bi thing isn’t the problem,”
he muttered, doing a remarkably intense job of pacing for such a
small, enclosed space. “What was that ‘no’ you were talking
about?”
“If people think you and I are…”
“Partners partners—”
“…then it’s not you they’re saying I’m…with.”
“Vecchio.”
Bare. Raw as winter. “Yes.”
“He have a problem with this?”
“Which this? You and me this, people’s perceptions this, his
reputation this?”
“You and him this.”
Not even an ‘ah’ for that, just silence, while Fraser looked
down at his hands, and Diefenbaker crept over, licking at his
fingers and face.
“Thank you,” Fraser whispered into the thick fur, “but I’m all
right.”
Which was just about enough to break even the Ice Queen’s
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heart, so it was hardly surprising that Ray Kowalski stopped with
all the grace of a car hitting a brick wall.
“Fraser?”
“I’m okay, Ray. Just this—it stirs up things perhaps best forgotten.”
“Maybe this is none of my business—”
A wry look on Fraser’s face, an almost visual ‘bit late for that’
overlaid by something else.
“—but forgetting and burying are two different things. C’mon,
Fraser, I know about this—I tried burying and it ends up stinking
worse than Mort’s morgue.”
“I’m not burying things,” Fraser said. “I can’t. They’re still alive.”
There were times Ray Kowalski would kill for the right words.
Or to know what to do. Leave it, push it: would it be giving Fraser
a break or missing the only opportunity to—whatever it was they
were doing here.
Communicating.
Really communicating. Or trying to.
“Letting go,” Ray said with his own stark rawness.
And Fraser looked up, met his eyes, and pain matched pain,
scales perfectly balanced. “Yes.”
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“Can’t.”
“No.”
“I got that,” Ray whispered.
A long moment, while Fraser stared at him, seeking something,
Ray clenching his teeth to stay open, fighting the compulsion to
look away and hide.
“Yes,” Fraser said at last. “Yes, you do.”
Ray blew out a breath, and a second later Fraser did the same
so that the tension cracked, fell away.
“You really okay, Fraser?”
Small smile, twisted, certainly, but a smile nonetheless. “About
as okay as I get, Ray. You?”
“Getting there. Taking a while, but I’m getting there.”
Fraser didn’t need to mouth the platitudes: the honest gladness
lit his eyes, a simple relief that his friend could see the light at the
end of the tunnel.
“So what would Frannie do now?” Ray asked.
“Francesca?” Fraser nearly squeaked.
“Yeah. You know, how do women handle all this? You spill your
guts—then what?”
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“You’re the one who was married.”
“Yeah, but to the Stella, who didn’t do the girlie stuff.”
“You’re suggesting we do girlie stuff?” And that easily, that
quickly—perhaps that desperately—they were sliding back
into the smoothly-worn grooves of their friendship. “Ray, are
you trying to tell me you have a secret desire to paint my
fingernails?”
“Oh no, I saw that photograph of you when you were playing
Ms. Fraser,” Ray said, blithely ignoring Fraser’s reaction to either
the mention of a photograph or to Ray letting on that he had
known all about that little incident. “You want tea?”
“Thank you kindly,” Fraser said, getting up to make it, as he
always did.
“Hey, I’ll get it,” Ray replied, as he always did in his turn, grinning as he followed Fraser into the kitchen and reached for his
own coffee supplies. “I know how to make tea.”
“Tap water and—” a not entirely fake shudder, “Lipton’s,” Fraser
remembered. “I’ll make the tea, Ray.”
Then it was the way it always was, tea and coffee on the couch
with sports on the television, and if either of them noticed that
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they weren’t quite sitting as close as usual, and if either of them
noticed they were looking at the other as often as the screen,
neither of them was willing to comment on it.
And for the first time since even the very first time Ray Kowalski
had become Ray Vecchio to Fraser, it was awkward when the car
pulled up to the Consulate late that night, and neither of them
quite knew how to say good-bye now, teetering uncertainly on
the cusp of change.

It was still pretty early by Ray’s standards when he pulled up to
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the Consulate, although Fraser had been up long enough to
primp two uniforms for the upcoming conference, fill his full
quota of forms—even seconded to a case, there were forms; there
were always forms—walk Dief, breakfast, bathe and take advantage of the time difference to place that call to the Halifax office
regarding that rather obscure piece of information requested by a
fifth grader doing her “My Heritage” homework assignment.
“You ready? What am I saying, of course you’re ready, it’s in the
rule books, always ready, be prepared—”
“Actually Ray,” Fraser said, pushing the seat back after letting
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Dief in, taking the time to settle himself quite comfortably, “I
believe ‘be prepared’ is the motto of the Boy Scouts,” Fraser said,
continuing right over Ray’s muttered ‘yeah, I remember—dib dib
dib, dob dob dob.’ “Founded by Sir Robert Stephenson Smyth
Baden-Powell, later Lord Baden-Powell of Gilwell, in 1908, the
Boy’s Scouts—or Boys’ Brigade as it was known in certain regions
for a considerable amount of time—adopted the motto—”
“To put me to sleep years later.”
“Oh, I don’t know, Ray,” Fraser said lightly, “you’re not that old,
if we don’t count you in dog years.”
“Thank you kindly,” Ray said after Dief had finally stopped
barking. “What he said, Fraser.”
“In that case, I’ll have to wash your mouth out with soap too,
Ray.”
“Wash my mouth? No, no—when you go around licking dead
men’s stuff, do you go wash your mouth out? No, you just come
and talk to me with the same mouth you just licked a dead man’s
boot with.”
Ray caught a glimpse of Fraser’s rather pole-axed expression.
“What?” he asked.
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“That’s what bothers you?”
Ray gave him a look for that. “You mean apart from what you’re
doing to yourself—you any idea where these things’ve been before you lick them? No, you have to lick them and then you find
out they been places you shouldn’t be licking—yeah, I’m bothered by you licking those things then being right there in my
face.”
“Oh. I’m sorry, Ray, it just never occurred to me.”
A hopeful smile topped by wary, laughing eyes. “So you’ll stop
licking dead guys’ stuff?”
“No, Ray.” Pause, perfect timing. “I’ll buy mints.”
And there was nothing Ray could say to that, so he just passed
Fraser his packet of wintergreen gum.
After nearly ten minutes of silence, Ray had to ask: “That’s what
it takes to offend you into not talking to me?”
Fraser looked at him, big eyed.
“The whole—licking things thing.”
An emphatic shake of the head.
“You were yakking up a storm when I picked you up so it’s not
what I asked or said last night—is it?”
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Fraser raised a finger in a ‘please wait’ pose, took the neatly
folded gum wrapper from his jeans’ pocket, discreetly mouthed
the chewed gum into the wrapper, folded it up tidily, and
replaced it in his pocket. “Actually, no, Ray, it was just that my
mouth was full.”
“Gum” Ray said pretty much like Saul on the road to becoming
Paul, “that’s all I need. A box of gum. A case of gum. A store full
of gum.”
“Or,” Fraser said, eyes twinkling, “you could just tell me to shut
up.”
“Yeah,” sidelong glance, “that works too.”
“And you might well, shortly. The case—”
“Yeah. We gotta do something,” Ray shifted, looking sidelong at
Fraser, who was looking sidelong at him, “to make this guy think
we’re his ‘in’ to the conference.”
“Exactly. And despite what the Inspector and the Lieutenant
said, I really don’t think our actions to date would—”
“Convinced everybody else, why not our bad guy?”
“Because convincing him is moot, unless we can attract his
attention in the first place.”
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“I was hoping you hadn’t come up with that. Cos then I could
pretend I hadn’t either and we could just…not.”
“But we have to, Ray,” Fraser said, getting out of the car as they
pulled up to Ray’s apartment building.
“I know, I know that, I just—”
Fraser standing very still, by the front door of the building. “You
don’t want to be thought of that way, or you don’t want to be
thought of with me, that way?”
Ray unlocked the door, pushed it open so Dief could run
ahead. Exchanged a wry, awkward look with Fraser as Fraser
squeezed past him, and they both realized how this sort of thing
must look to others—and how often Ray had done it for Fraser,
and vice versa. A private joke about politeness, looking like…
well, something else entirely.
Then they were in the apartment, electric kettle brought down
from the shelf and plugged in for Fraser’s tea and, though Ray
swore it wasn’t necessary, Ray’s coffee, before Ray started answering Fraser’s question.
“It’s a whole bunch of things. But the main thing—after Stella,
I—it’s kind of like I—I’m kinda—”
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“Scared,” Fraser whispered, pouring M&Ms into Ray’s cup.
“Yeah,” a sigh of relief at having it said for him. “You?”
“Yes.”
“So that’s why we’ve never…”
“Partly, at least.”
“And the other guy’s reputation?”
“Amongst other things.”
“Okay,” Ray said, taking his coffee, heading for the files. “I can
deal. So, uh, how we’re gonna protect his rep and still do this
case?”
“I’ve pondered that at length,” Fraser said, scooting over to
make room for Dief on the couch, because there was no point
arguing that particular point any more, not when both Dief and
Ray conspired against him on it. “And I can’t think of any way,
bar revealing you to be Ray Kowalski.”
“So he’s either dead or he comes home to people thinking he’s
gay.”
“Bisexual.”
“You think people are gonna make the difference?”
“The distinction?” Pause. Sip tea. “No.”
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“At least he’ll get to come home.”
A definite smile, small, sharp, but truly Fraser. “So it’s not a fate
worse than death, then.”
And who knew what devil provoked Ray, but he leant forward,
close, far too close, and whispered, “You tell me, you’re the
expert.”
For a moment, it looked like the old, too familiar innocent
naive mask was going to drop over Fraser’s face, but then he
simply looked away and said quietly, “To a degree.”
“You mean things you didn’t do?”
“Things I don’t know I was necessarily good at.”
Wow, Ray’s face said. Ouch, his eyes said. Buddies, his hand
on Fraser’s shoulder said.
And Fraser’s hand slid up, and touched Ray’s hand. A mere
touch, but how could anything be casual between them, now? A
mere touch, but hot, electric, shocking them apart.
“Files,” Fraser said, entirely too briskly, eyes haunted. “And we
need to plan how we’re to draw this man’s attention.”
“Files,” Ray repeated as he stroked a finger across the back of
his hand where Fraser had touched. “Uh—yeah. Files.”
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And they buried themselves in paper, easing into it, passing
each other pages, gradually moving closer to each other on the
couch.
After a while, Ray spoke. “So d’you think he’s gay himself,
that’s why he notices?”
“Perhaps. Or he might simply be aware that it’s one of the most
common bigotries still enforced by various cultures, organizations, employers, religions—”
“I got it, I got it,” Ray muttered all too knowingly. “Look at this
one—” he passed Fraser a file. “I think this guy was noticed
somewhere else, cos he was married, right? But look at who the
cops interviewed when they were checking out why he suicided.
They talked to his accountant and business guys about money
and embezzlement—”
“No evidence thereof was found.”
“Exactly. But look who else they talked to.”
“A bar owner.”
“Yeah,” Ray dragged the word out, waiting semi-patiently for
Fraser to get to the point.
“One here in Chicago.”
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“Yeah. And you know him,” patience a lost battle, “because it’s
where you took me to pump me about why I nearly killed that
guy in the alley.”
“Beth Botrelle,” Fraser said softly. “Is she well?”
Ray shrugged, his expression dark. “Seems to be. What’s that
phrase you used about the last guy you put in the hospital? As
well as can be expected?”
Fraser leant in that bit closer, until their shoulders brushed.
Buddies, the gesture said. Maybe something more the frisson
whispered.
“Anyway,” Ray took a deep breath, and beside him Fraser did
the same, “she says she loves her new job, and she’s involved in a
law school project trying to get some other poor innocent schlub
off Death Row.”
Fraser took another deep breath, like a man girding his loins.
“And don’t change the subject,” Ray said, pointing back to the
files and away from whatever Fraser was going to say. “You know
this guy, and you took me there.”
“It’s…nice.”
“Nice? A gay bar’s nice?”
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“It’s not a gay bar per se. It’s just a bar where people can be
themselves. There’s no smoking and almost no alcohol served.”
“Only you,” Ray said, shaking his head. “A booze-free gay bar
that’s ‘nice.’”
Buddies, Ray’s hand on Fraser’s shoulder had said. “When I’m
there,” Fraser offered, not looking at Ray, “no one ‘hits’ on me.”
And that had to be like Christmas and birthdays rolled into one
for Fraser, and for Ray…well, having Fraser tell him that, and all
the other admissions that came along for the ride with that one,
that was a few Christmases and birthdays right there. But hang
on— “You go to a gay bar and no one hits on you? You?”
“Well…”
“Fraser.”
There wasn’t much point in refusing Ray when he used that ‘tell
me or I’ll kick you in the head’ tone. “It’s just around the corner
from the Consulate.”
“Being a trained observer, I noticed that.”
“And it’s not what I believe is called a ‘pick-up joint.’”
“So it’s a family-oriented gay bar. You’re doing the teflon thing
again. Just tell me.”
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“The bartender knows me and…well…”
Ray just shook his head. “He thinks you’re with someone so he
put the word out and now, nobody hits on you.”
“In a nutshell, yes.”
“You lied about that?”
“Not specifically lied, not a lie in so many words. I
merely…didn’t correct him.”
“So who did you not lie about to him?”
“No one specifically. Actually—” and that was a genuinely
worried frown marring Fraser’s forehead, “—given that Turnbull
also goes there… Oh dear.”
For a second, Ray just stared at him. And then reaction set in.
“Ray.”
“Ray.”
“Ray, Ray, Ray!”
The familiar fifth “Ray” got an answer. “Yeah?”
“It’s not funny.”
“It’s gotta be funny, or we’re both sunk. You, and Turnbull?”
Snippy, now: “While we’re technically the same rank, I’m very
much Turnbull’s superior. He reports to me—”
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“Get off your high horse, Mountie, I wasn’t laughing cause I
thought you and him were an item.”
“Oh, there was something else amusing you?” Fraser asked stiffly,
back once more ramrod straight, even whilst seated on a sofa.
“I didn’t think you’d take advantage of him—I was just laughing
at Turnbull trying to explain to the bartender that you and him
were just good friends.”
“Oh.”
“C’mon, you gotta see the funny side—”
“Of mocking the afflicted? I think not.”
“Fraser, think about the bartender trying to make sense of what
Turnbull’s trying to say even though Turnbull’s prissier than you.”
“I am not prissy!”
Ray leant back, looked at him from under lowered lashes.
“Fuck,” he said, very deliberately.
“Really, Ray, there’s no need for—”
Ray smiled. “I win.”
“An aversion to bad language doesn’t mean a person’s prissy.”
“Then what does it mean? Too much soap when you were a kid?”
“Too much respect for the language,” Fraser retorted, prissily, it
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could be said. “And anyway, if a person has to resort to that sort
of word, why then they’re lacking in imagination, vocabulary and
creativeness.”
“Your gramma say that to you a lot?”
Half smile, quick look. “Only as she was washing my mouth
out for me.”
A matching half smile, Fraser’s tongue tipping out to moisten
his lips, and Ray watching that. Watching him.
Until one of them cleared his throat and the other looked back
at the files, and the moment was, once again, abandoned.
Ray reached out, fingers rat-tap-tapping on the papers nearest
him. “So how’re we gonna get this guy to notice us?”
“You brought up the bar.”
“Yeah,” Ray replied, all reluctance and fidgeting. “And we
know there’s been at least a peripheral connection with your
friend the bartender before. So this bar—is it just a nice familyfriendly non-alcoholic gay bar, or is it the kind of place where
someone might go, you know, discreet.”
“If they were…closeted? Yes,” Fraser replied, certain. “There are
several men who have a tell-tale pale band of skin—”
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“—on the third finger, left hand,” Ray said too quickly, shoving
his own left hand—with the finger that no longer had that band,
pale or gold or otherwise—into his pocket. “So that’s a place for
us to start. They do lunch?”
Raised eyebrows, a slight squeak to the voice. “You mean right
now?”
“We got three weeks max, Fraser. Maybe a lot less, because we
don’t know how long he’s been in Chicago looking or who he’s
already found.”
There was no denying that. Duty must, and all that. Fraser took
another deep breath. “True. Yes. Well. Now it is, then.”
And there was something in that tone that had Ray looking at
him all the way to the car.

They’d found parking, not all that far from the bar—although they
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were rather closer to the Consulate. Fraser’s hand was on the car
door handle when Ray stopped him, a light tap on his shoulder.
“We ought to—you know, decide in advance what we’re…”
“How far we’re willing to…”
“Yeah, exactly.”
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They stared at each other for a moment.
“If we’re gonna snag him, I hate to say it,” Ray said carefully,
“but the bosses were right.”
Fraser swallowed.
“We’re supposed to be an established couple.”
Faintly: “So…like an old married couple?”
“Yeah.”
Almost hoarse, almost frightened: “Then I’ll follow your lead,
Ray.”
“Oh, great, thanks—”
“You were married for a good number of years, Ray.”
“Compared to my parents, it was nothing, just—passing
through.”
“But you were together for a long time, you said since you
were thirteen.”
“That’s when I fell in love with her.”
“Ah,” Fraser said, and for once, Ray just left it at that, because
that ‘ah’ said it all, and said nothing at all.
“So old married couple,” Ray muttered.”
“Yes, Ray.”
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“Okay,” he said, shifting in his seat, twin strands of chain
around his wrist catching the noon light. “Okay, so I can do this.”
And Fraser could be forgiven for wondering just whom Ray was
trying to convince.
Then—
The briefest touch of lips to Fraser’s cheek, and a flurry of tan
coat and Ray, burst of cool breeze before the car door was
slammed shut.
The passenger door opened, more cool breeze filling the car.
“Uh, you gettin’ out any time soon?” Ray said, no doubt aiming
for casual but still sounding worried as he leant down to look at
Fraser.
“What? Oh, yes, yes, of course.”
Then Fraser was standing on the sidewalk, wondering why Ray
wasn’t with him.
“Dief,” Ray said. “Remember him? Dog with wolfly delusions?”
“Dief,” Fraser said. Then: “Dief! Of course, I’ll—”
Ray let Dief out of the car, and stood there, quirking a bitter
little smile, as Dief made Fraser pay, and pay, and pay, and Fraser
gave Dief every ounce of his attention.
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Dief safely deposited into Turnbull’s care—or vice versa, as Ray
put it—they headed for the bar, Ray’s shoulders slumped, hands
deep in pockets, frown directed at the cracked sidewalk.
“It was only a friggin’ kiss,” he muttered.
“I know that.”
“Not like it was rape and pillage or anything.”
“I know that.”
“So what the hell was that all about?”
No attempt at pretense, just a concerned look sent Ray’s way.
“It wasn’t what I expected.”
Ray’s expression lightened not one whit.
“I was prepared for… for sexual intimations.”
“But not a kiss on the cheek?”
Meeting Ray’s eyes, actually coming to a halt in the middle of
the sidewalk. “Not that, no.”
“Ah,” Ray said, and started walking again.
“‘Ah’?” Fraser said.
“Yeah. Ah.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You tell me, you’re the one who’s always ah-ing.”
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Three long strides and Fraser was at Ray’s side, shoulder to
shoulder. “You mean you understand my reaction?”
“It could mean that.”
Muttered, almost as if Fraser were doing that talking-to-thin-air
thing again: “Well, that’s certainly helpful.”
They were nearly at the bar, Fraser’s nice, family-oriented gay
bar that had had nearly as many women as men in it the time Ray
had been there; nearly showtime, and if there was one thing Ray
had learnt this time around, it wasn’t good to go undercover with
issues unresolved. “You’re used to people pulling the sex thing on
you,” he finally said quietly. “You’re used to people trying to get
you in bed, get what they want from you.”
“Ah,” said Fraser.
“Not ‘hmm’?”
“No, I believe this warrants an ‘ah.’” And a flicker of a glance at
Ray, who’d said so much without dragging it all out into the open,
then Fraser whispered, “Thank you.”
“For what? Not spelling out that it was the affection in the
gesture that did you in or for treating you like a person and not
just a pretty face on top of a great body?”
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“Well, it had been for both, Ray,” Fraser said, opening the bar
door and ushering Ray in. “I do believe I shall have to rescind
one.”
“Rescind one? Oh, please, no.”
“Well, there is still time to avert that.”
“You mean, if I don’t say anything till you’re ready to hear it?
C’mon, Fraser,” sitting down with his back to the wall and tipping
his chair back on two legs, grinning, a little sharply, up at Fraser,
pushing just a little, “even Methuselah won’t live that long.”
“What would you like to drink?” Fraser asked smartly, leaving
Ray in no doubt that the subject was being changed right this
very instant, damned close to officious as he sat down at the
small table Ray had chosen. “The same thing you had last time
we came here?”
“That stuff tasted like something you’d lick off the floor. I’ll have
beer.”
“Then I’ll drive you home.”
“One beer will not impair my driving abilities. Not spread out
over lunch, so don’t start in on me with the body weight and the
alcohol content and the metabolism thing.”
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“Studies show—”
“You know and I know one beer’s not going to put me even near
the limit. And if you go on about it, I’m gonna start wondering
what you’re trying to distract me from.” Pause. Wait for the
Mountie to meet his eyes. “As if I didn’t already know.”
“If you already know,” Fraser said in that perfectly reasonable
tone of voice that could drive saints to drink in ten seconds flat
and Ray Kowalski to distraction in two seconds or less, “then why
would you ask me?”
“Because, Mr. Smugster, maybe you need someone to make
you say it.”
And Fraser sat down suddenly, heavily, into the chair opposite.
No way could Ray have expected his mild pushing to get the
reaction it did, no way could he risk hazarding the wrong guess.
“You okay?” he asked, chair legs scraping on the floor as he leant
forward, meeting Fraser more than half-way. “What did I say?”
“Someone…”
Perhaps it was undercover, or perhaps it was simple friendship,
or perhaps it was whatever the hell they didn’t know was going
on between them, but Ray covered Fraser’s clenched hands with
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his own, warming them, just for a few moments, before withdrawing, discreetly. “Her or him?” was all he asked, gently.
Wild look, filled with falling snow and the impact of a bullet in
the back. “Her. She made me—” Breaking the words off, staring
off at the wall, only slowly coming back to Ray. “No, that’s
neither fair nor true. There were certain things I…chose…to do
for her.”
“The way we’re gonna make this guy choose to come after us?”
Shoulders slumping, eyes closing briefly, opening again as if
there was nowhere to hide inside, or perhaps simply too many
still-living ghosts. “I made my choices, Ray, she didn’t control me,
she didn’t do my thinking for me.” Wry smile, twisted at one
edge. “Unfortunately, I wasn’t doing my thinking for me either.”
“Mr. Instinct,” Ray said, repeating an old conversation.
“Just Mr. Stupid,” Fraser said simply.
“You?”
“Oh, yes, me.”
“At least you—”
“Well, hello there, nice to see you both back, can I get you
your usual?”
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Oh, great, just when things were getting interesting on a personal
level, the bartender had to butt in on a professional level. “I
haven’t been here often enough to have a usual,” Ray snapped.
“I’ll have a beer.”
“Another bad case?” the bartender asked, all soulful eyes and
sympathy.
“You could say that,” Ray said, “but then you’d be talking about
it and I don’t want to talk about it. So a beer, if it’s not too much
trouble.”
“Tap or bottled? Domestic? Imported? Microbrewery? Local
microbrewery or—”
“Heineken,” Fraser broke in. “And I would like a carrot-beet
juice, please.”
“Excellent choice,” the bartender said, beaming. “Coming right
up.”
“Carrot-beet?” Ray repeated. “Carrot-beet? I don’t even want to
think what color that’s gonna be never mind what it’s gonna taste
like.”
“It’s actually rather sweet,” Fraser said. “Not only from the
carrots, of course, but beets, specifically sugar beets—”
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And that dissertation—and Ray’s derailing thereof, and the
bartender’s frequent attempts at conversation—kept them going
all the way through their drinks arriving, and well into lunch, into
a comfortable dissection of whether intentions ameliorated
actions and whether or not that meant Ray could or could not kill
Francesca for her ‘help’ the previous week. It kept them going,
nice and easy, segueing them back into cases and work, kept
them going right up until it was nearly time for them to leave.
Ray leant over and whispered, “We’re undercover, Fraser. You
gotta walk the walk and talk the talk.”
“Ah,” Fraser said and dabbed his mouth with a napkin. “You
mean…get down with my bad self?”
“No I do not mean that—I mean you’ve got to behave like you
and me are a couple.”
“Well, I am, Ray.”
“Not with the conversational chit-chat and how was your day
stuff, I mean—” And he touched Fraser’s mouth, right there at the
corner of his lip, where there was one last trace of mayonnaise.
And Fraser’s eyes darkened, deepened, and changed everything.
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For all of two seconds. And then snap, crash, the shutters came
down and Fraser was back to being Constable Benton Fraser
RCMP who came to Chicago on the trail of his father’s killers,
polite and discreet and pretending a complete lack of comprehension. “But Ray, if you look around us—”
Which Ray did, of course, since that was easier than thinking
about whatever Fraser had just hidden behind that mask—or, for
that matter, why Fraser thought he had to hide—and he took his
time.
Couples, mainly, some male, some female, no mixed couples
at all that he could see; waitresses and waiters, no public displays of affection, no rainbow signs being waved. Discreet,
that’s what this place was, discreet, and subtle. And they fitted
right in.
Which was either way too comfortable, or way too uncomfortable, but either way, didn’t bear thinking about. Apart from the
case. At least they had the case.
“How long’ve we got before the conference?”
“Three weeks,” Fraser supplied dutifully.
“And how’re we supposed to get this guy to come after us
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instead of some other closeted couple or guy or whatever if we
don’t do anything to get noticed?”
“But we’re not supposed to still be in the honeymoon phase,”
Fraser argued back rather routinely. “Surely by now, most daily
routine would be, well, unremarkable and routine.”
“But we have to make a difference between what we always do
and what a couple would do.”
“Not according to Inspector Thatcher and Lieutenant Welsh.”
“Yeah, except Her Majesty Meg didn’t see it till Welsh pointed
it out to her. Which means we—”
“—have to point it out to the malfeasant,” Fraser finished for
him, a thoughtful look in his eyes. “Not to entrap, but to—”
“—entice. Give’m an opportunity. So we need to—”
“Actually, Ray,” Fraser leant in another inch or so, forehead
nearly touching Ray’s over the small table, “I’m not so sure we
need to do anything else. I believe we get enough notice as is—”
Fierce surge of denial, battering words past his clenched teeth
and a shudder of shock at the unexpectedness of his own reactions. “No, we do not, we do not get enough attention as is just
by being the way we always are, it’s not that obvious, we need to
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get this guy, we need to do something to get this guy, gotta do
more, push the envelope, dangle a worm in front of fishy-fishy
and reel him in.”
“Ray?”
“Stop looking at me like that—people’ll think we’re talking
divorce.”
This time, Fraser didn’t actually say ‘ah,’ but it was there all the
same. His shoulders cast a shadow across the remnants of Ray’s
meal, his fingertips dappled the back of Ray’s hand. “At least this
isn’t real,” he said, gently.
“No?” Ray asked. “Is that for real ‘not real’ or is this more of
your existentialism, nothing is real, and nothing to get hung about?”
Genuine incomprehension in Fraser’s eyes this time.
Ray talking as much to himself as anyone else: “Living is easy
with eyes closed, misunderstanding all you see—”
“I’m not Stella, Ray. You’re hearing everything I have to say.”
Ray leant back, away from Fraser, one hand fiddling with the
dirty knife beside his plate, ting, ting, ting, as he tapped metal to
ceramics, rhythm to the rest of the song singing in his head,
words about it getting hard to be someone; memories of her
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voice, singing along to the radio then the vinyl and eight track
then the CD, relationships measured by shifting technology. “She
used to love the Beatles,” Ray said. “Me, I was Stones, Kinks, Iggy
when he started. Only place we really met was the stuff we
danced to and…I started dancing for her.”
“You gave up boxing for her and took up dancing for her,” said
mildly enough, the first taste of criticism creeping in with: “What
did you do for yourself?”
Sudden grin, unexpected and sharp. “That’s where she came in.
She gave up stuff for me, she started things for me. Give and take,
blend and balance, that’s what we had. And it was good. Only I
didn’t see when it stopped being good for her, and I don’t know
what I’m seeing with you.”
Fraser folded his napkin neatly, dropped it onto his plate,
straightened knife and fork so they were side by side, not crossing
each other, perfectly parallel. “I’m…” Glance up, across their
personal round table, to someone watching, to someone wanting
to know, to someone who wanted to see him. “I’m not sure either.”
“Okay,” Ray said, looking at Fraser pretty much the way Fraser
had looked at him once or twice. “Okay. So you don’t know
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about you and me—” back to tinging the knife, until Fraser’s
warm hand reached over and stopped him. “And me,” he said,
into Fraser’s patient waiting, “I don’t know about me either. But—
we can deal with this, can’t we? We can learn—”
“Bloom, close?”
“Just don’t go kicking me in the head. So you don’t know
what’s going on, and I don’t know what’s going on—”
Too quick, a man still looking for a bolthole. “So perhaps we
should concentrate on the case.”
“Which is what got us sitting here talking about not knowing
what we’re doing.”
“Then perhaps…” Flicker of tongue over lower lip, flicker of
glance, then steady, unwavering, not certain, no, not certain at
all, but seeking. Searching. Sextant to the sun. Not a bolthole, but
a haven, perhaps, if he had the courage to try. “Perhaps this case
could be…”
Breathless. Ray was suddenly breathless, eyes narrowed, his
words a mere hint of sound. “A trial run?”
Fraser taking a deep breath, buddy breathing of a different sort,
breathing deep and even until Ray was breathing along with him,
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calm, calming, or at least good enough to cope for now. “A trial
run,” Fraser repeated softly. “Of a sort.”
“So…I’m undercover as someone else who’s supposed to be
undercover with you for this but is really undercover as someone
else completely, but you and me, we’d be undercover as ourselves seeing what it’d be like if we weren’t undercover but we’re
using being undercover to be what we can’t be because day to
day, guys like us have to be undercover all the time on the job
because we’re cops, so we can’t be out. So we’re not undercover,
we’re going outercover.”
Fraser blinked. Twice. “Well, Ray, since the opposite of under is
over, perhaps it would be more accurate to say we’re going
overcover.”
“Or maybe,” and there was the knife back in his hand, ting,
ting, tinging again, “it would be even more accurate to say we
both been burned, and you’re still waiting for the other shoe to
drop and you’re still running scared of being burnt again.”
Disbelief, bright shiny and new. “And you’re not?”
Shifting in his seat, made uncomfortable by memories and
tomorrows. “Your sister—”
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A frown over that, smoothed away to a carefully non-judgmental
politeness.
“I liked her, I liked her a lot. I even maybe had some feelings
for her. Because by then, Stella…” Shrug, fix the bracelet, the old
chain twisted twice around his wrist. “I was trying to let her go.
And Maggie was…”
Fraser tried to fill in the blanks, to fill the hollow ache in Ray’s
eyes. “Beautiful? Blonde? Bright? Willing?”
Eyes honest as the sky is wide, and just as stormy. “Maggie was
you.”
Live far enough north, and you learn not to look directly into
the summer sky, for the way the light burns. Shoulders hunching
forward, Fraser finally looked back into Ray’s eyes. “What do you
do,” he whispered, “when you try to let go but are twice as bound?”
“Go on,” the voice of experience grated out of Ray’s mouth.
“And hope you can run far enough the chains break.”
“I can’t become someone else, Ray.”
“You think I did? I took his name and I filled his spot, but—
when you leave everything behind, you have to look at what you
take with you. You get to figure out what’s you.”
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Curiosity pushing the hurt and the fear aside, for now, Fraser
focused, intent on Ray and Ray’s words. “But you didn’t leave
Stella behind.”
“Yeah, I did,” Ray said heavily. “Just took me a while to figure
that part out.”
Fraser was staring at Ray still, searching again, seeking,
finding who knew what. Glancing around, to make sure no
one could overhear, pitching his voice just so, low, discreet,
but far from level. “Once I thought I was over someone. I
thought I could be certain, that I could plan my life. I told
myself I could make promises once more. I believed that,
right up until the moment she came back, and I was willing to
throw away my own life, and others. Ray—I can’t promise
you anything.”
“Better than lying to me. And I’m not promising you nothing
either,” delivered with all the belligerence Ray lacked in the
boxing ring. “I still—look, I know this is gonna end. Even if you
let him and her go, he’s still coming back, you’re still going to get
back to Canada one of these days, and I’m still—I’ll still be Ray
Kowalski, no more Vecchio.”
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Substitutes and undercover lives, men pretending to be what
they are not. “And you don’t think that would be enough for me?”
“I don’t know if that’s gonna be enough for me.”
Partners. Partners don’t always need words; partners don’t
always need to be told the truth. No certainties for Ray, and Ray
was willing to risk it anyway. Was willing to face the danger of
finding out that being alone, being himself, wasn’t enough
without Fraser. Was willing to give hostages to fortune without
back-up. Was willing to try, even though defeat was guaranteed.
“Was being with Stella so good that you’d try again,” Fraser
asked diffidently, “with someone else, even though you believe
it’s all going to end badly?”
“Yes,” Ray said simply. “And anyway, this way, I’ll know it’s not
me that went wrong.”
Failure as a guarantee of…not failing. But willing to try anyway.
Three citations, Ray Kowalski had to his name, his own name:
nothing, compared to the courage this took.
And could Fraser do anything but honor that bravery with his own?
The moment hung, suspended between them, another in a long
line of moments they’d only so recently started noticing. Another
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one of those moments they abandoned, and had abandoned so
many times.
But this time, there, right there in a public restaurant, albeit in a
discreet corner out of the bright lights, Fraser leant forward again,
was met more than halfway, again, and it was Fraser who kissed,
this time. Chaste, discreet, old married couple, barely more than
a brushing of lips against lips, but it was hope and fear meeting,
and gentling both. Two men, sitting there in silence, looking at
each other, at lips each had kissed, and aware of the eyes of
strangers looking over at them.
“Okay,” Ray whispered, then stronger, “okay. We can do this, I
can do this, we’re good to go. For the duration,” he said, pinning
Fraser with his stare and a strong hand clenched around Fraser’s
wrist. “We do this, for the duration, and then—”
“I don’t know.”
“Nobody does. At least you’re honest.”
“This time,” Fraser said, raw and rough. “When I’m not lying to
myself.”
“So we tell the truth to ourselves and we lie to everybody else,
sounds good to me,” Ray replied, bright and breezy and trying
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too hard, looking away from Fraser and seeing a few people suddenly look away in turn. “And that kiss helps the case.”
The case. The metaphor. Their overcover undercover. Their
excuse. “I’m sure it did.”
Ray let go of Fraser’s wrist, letting the intensity slide away like a
caress on soft skin where the veins pulsed blue with a heart beating fast. “We should follow through on some more of those
names.”
“The precinct?”
And continuing this, not in front of strangers, but colleagues,
and near friends, hurrying along even though Ray, technically,
still had time off. Acting before this moment, too, lay abandoned
between them.
“At least they all know I’m not the real Ray Vecchio,” Ray said,
Fraser leaving the tip this time, Ray’s turn to pay for the meal. “So
his rep’s safe for a while.”
At least something was still safe.
Even if neither of them was sure anything but sex was truly safe
any more.
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“Where’s Frannie?” Ray asked, half-way through the door.
“Not feeling well,” Huey said, passing him.
“Female troubles,” Dewey sneered.
“Hey—” Huey started, the rest drowned out by the doors
swinging shut behind them.
“Small mercies,” Fraser muttered, Ray nodding a heartfelt
agreement.
“I’m not looking forward to the shit hitting that fan,” he said.
“Ray.”
“It’s okay, she’s not here to hear me say it. Anyway, she’s
supposed to be my kid sister, I gotta say things like that.”
“I should be saying things like that about Maggie?”
“Nah, you’re Canadian.”
“More small mercies,” Fraser said sharply, switching on
Frannie’s computer. “All right, the list of names we wish to check
begins with… “
Routine police work, but they were good at it, chasing down
connections and leads, each of them skewed enough in their
approach that they took very different paths from the norm.
Ray watched as Fraser went from Point A to Point… seven, or
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something. “You’re a freak,” he said fondly, squeezing Fraser’s
shoulder. Caught sight of one of the uniforms watching; squeezed
the back of Fraser’s neck, ended with a gentle little pat.
Found himself fingering the hair at Fraser’s nape, noticing that
the perfect Mountie hair was cut unevenly, then realizing that it
was cut perfectly straight, but that Fraser’s hair curled and waved
unpredictably, a little bit of perfect imperfection over muscles that
were corded.
Followed Fraser’s gaze, looking up in time to see both Huey
and Dewey coming through the door again.
“Showtime,” Ray whispered.
“Indeed,” Fraser replied, twisting around a little to smile up at
Ray.
A quick glance over to check the reaction and…nothing.
“They didn’t see us,” Ray said quietly into Fraser’s ear, supposedly looking over his shoulder at the computer screen.
“Yes, they did.”
“They didn’t.”
“They saw us, Ray, they just didn’t react.”
“They’re not shocked?”
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“It appears not.”
“Welsh—”
“—won’t be shocked either and was, it seems, quite right.”
“Shit, people really do think we’re…”
And this time, when Fraser turned around to look at Ray, there
was no bright smile on display, just a blend of hope and fear in
eyes gone dark with worry.
“Attitude,” Ray reminded him, shadow boxing a little, giving
Fraser that sly grin. “Gotta keep the attitude.”
“Otherwise Huey and Dewey would surely realize you’re not
the real Ray Vecchio,” dry as dust.
Ray snorted at that particular lame-duck theory. “But if this guy
has access to the precinct—”
“He’d know this was a set-up.”
“Might as well put up some polite signs in Canadian, get your
entrapment here.”
“Ray—”
“Enticement,” Ray said, long and slow and low. “Enticement.”
“Jeez, guys,” Huey came right up to Ray’s desk, kept the volume down, “get a room before people notice, okay?”
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“Uh, right—ah, sure—”
And Fraser, playing Constable Fraser RCMP to the absolute hilt,
piped up brightly with: “Why would we need a room when we
have plenty of space right here?”
“Remind him Dief’s no Toto and that he’s not in Canada any
more,” Huey said, and left Ray to explain all about Dorothy and
her friends.

Returning files they had no real cause—save for this case they
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weren’t officially working on—to look at, they cleared Ray’s desk,
Ray standing there, shrugging into his jacket. “C’mon, c’mon, get
the lead out, let’s get going before the lieutenant can find something urgent we gotta do right now.”
Fraser was sorting through another stack of papers listing to one
side of Ray’s desk. “It only takes a moment, Ray—”
“—to drive your partner batshit. C’mon, Fraser, we’ll go get
Dief, walk him over to that Italian place with the patio.”
Fraser’s face lit up for a moment, making the mask all the more
obvious as it fell into place.
“What?”
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“I—ah, I simply forgot.”
Stepping in close, very close, even by their standards. “Just
because it’s the case don’t mean we’re not trying this on for size,
too, okay?”
“Sorry,” Fraser told him, straightening his shirt collar and accepting his hat from Ray. “I’m just nervous.”
“Nervous, huh? Me, I’m scared spitless.”
“You are?”
Big grin, delighted, and an arm slung around Fraser’s shoulders.
“Couldn’t tell, huh? I fooled you?”
“Yes, Ray. Completely.”
“I’m good.”
“Yes,” Fraser said, abruptly thoughtful. “Yes, you are.”

They’d missed one minor detail: Friday night was not a good time
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to expect a trattoria to cater to a wolf, even one in dog’s clothing.
So they ended up with food to go, and headed back to Ray’s,
them on the couch and Dief grumbling over kibble in the kitchen,
tonight apparently being Ray’s turn to bow to Fraser’s wishes. On
this, at least.
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Just the same as any other evening after any other long day’s
work. Only tonight, they were undercover, as themselves. Trying
on new skin, as themselves. Or at least Fraser was.
Fraser, who was looking at Ray, and Ray who was half expecting
Fraser to bring out the nose caliper and putty again.
“What, I spill an identity crisis down my shirt or something?”
“No, it’s alfredo.”
“I’ve got some guy who’s not you on me?”
“The sauce, Ray,” although the by-play was strained.
They ate for a while, in silence, commentators mercifully made
mute, the hockey play-by-plays speaking for themselves.
The dishes were scraped and dumped in the dishwasher, Fraser
finally satisfied that the machine was full enough to be turned on,
water whooshing and splashing.
Fraser was—for reasons that made no sense whatsoever to
Ray—wiping down the sink and countertops, his shoulders broad
and blank, the perfect place for Ray to face.
“Fraser—” putting a hand on one of those shoulders, stopping Fraser
from turning around, failing, Fraser turning around slowly, with care.
“Look, I see the way you’re looking at me. And—” focusing on
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the way the flannel shirt was pulled askew by Fraser’s twisting
around, “this is me, doing this. This thing. With you.”
“Which you, Ray?”
“Me me. Not Vecchio, not the undercover cop guy, just…me.”
Ray held himself very still, and very tall, matching Fraser inch
for centimeter, eyes held level and steady. “You remember what
you said when I didn’t even know if I’d killed Volpe.”
Time, while Fraser thought, measuring the weight of a heart
against a feather.
Rephrasing, repeating, pushing—needing, and brave enough to
show it. “You know me, Fraser.”
Still looking, still weighing. Then: “Yes. I do know you. You’re
my partner. And you’re my friend.”
“Was that hard to say this time?”
“Not in the least.”
Ray gave him a look.
“Well, perhaps it was a trifle less easy.”
Ray kept on giving him that look.
“Oh, all right, so it was difficult this time. But not because I
didn’t mean it.”
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“It’s always harder when it’s the truth,” Ray told him, patting
him on the upper arm, touching him on the shoulder.
“And when it’s the great leap forth.”
“Into the unknown?” Ray asked, ever a cop, ever curious—ever
a man needing to know.
“Even if it’s not the great unknown,” Fraser replied, unyielding
but gentle, “even if it’s simply the mildly unfamiliar, that still
doesn’t say anything about the former Ray, Ray.”
“Who said I was asking about him?”
“You were fishing.”
“Nah,” Ray said, taking his can of soda and heading for the
living room, “I was just angling for information.”
“Fishing, in other words.”
“Covering all the angles.”
“Angling.”
“Yeah.”
“Which is another word for fishing.”
“C’mon, you already know all about Stella, you can’t spill a
simple yes or no about the other guy?”
“That would hardly be gentlemanly.”

Story Beginning

371

“Gentlemanly?” Ray snorted, nearly choking on his soda. “That
Canadian for secretive?”
“It’s me for discretion, and friendship. Tell me, Ray, would you
want me to tell—say, Inspector Thatcher or Turnbull about anything we might yet do this evening?”
“But you’re not sleeping with either of them—” nearly joking
look of horror, “—you aren’t, are you?”
Prissily again, playing along with Ray, although Fraser knew all
too well this was no game, and lacked the reassurance of rules or
ordered plays. “Well, I’m not sleeping with you either.”
“I thought you were.”
“No, we decided that we would…”
Ray, waiting for Fraser to actually sully those lips with naughty
words.
Fraser looking at Ray.
Ray waiting for Fraser to admit Fraser knew those naughty
words.
Fraser looking at Ray.
Ray dropping his head, and sighing. “Okay,” he said, saying it
for Fraser: “We’re gonna try it on for size.”
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“Something like that,” Fraser said, not quite smiling. Not exactly
leaning forward and leaping into Ray’s arms either.
But soon. Tonight. No point in postponing it for Valentine’s Day
sentiment trotted out by Hallmark. For all it wasn’t just sex, it
wasn’t exactly head over heels in love, either.
“We got the perfect excuse, Fraser. We’re living a lie to catch a
thief.”
“So gather ye rosebuds while ye may?”
“Something like that. So uh—” thumbs hooked into the belt
loops of his jeans, shoulders slouching, smile guttering like a
candle, “you uh ready to hit the hay?”
“Not exactly rosebuds.”
“We’re not exactly Romeo and Juliet either. And don’t go quoting
anything about poison, I got enough bad dreams from you licking
things.”
“I don’t lick everything, Ray— Ah. I walked right into that,
didn’t I?”
“With both eyes open and both feet in your mouth, Fraser.”
“Are you going to keep calling me that?”
“What? Fraser?”
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A nod.
“I—uh—I—that’s how I think of you. What did he call you?”
A long pause, while Fraser looked away, and pinched the
bridge of his nose. Then he raised his gaze again, and met Ray
more than halfway. “Benny.”
“All the time?”
“No, Ray,” said with just an edge of warning, “sometimes he
called me Frazier. Or Frase.”
“Sorry, I was just…”
“Angling?”
“Fishing. And I’m not calling you Benny like you’re my pet dog.
No offense, Dief. Dief? Where’s furface?”
“In your bedroom, probably.”
“If he’s in my bed—”
Fraser followed at a far more moderate pace, stopping in the
doorway as Ray negotiated a large, sleepy and exceedingly comfortable wolf from his bed.
“You can have the couch,” Ray was saying, hauling at Dief’s determinedly uncooperative warmth. “I promise,” Ray repeated, making sure
Dief could see him, “you can have the couch and a box of Twinkies.”
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That worked.
“The things I do for sex,” Ray muttered. “Wolf hair on the bed,
wolf hair on the couch, Twinkies in the wolf…” Still kneeling on
the bed, Ray looked over his shoulder at Fraser. “No lecture on
how bad Twinkies are for him?”
“You promised him.”
Promises, promises, and whatever they had going between
them.
“I know you’ve been burnt, but I’m not going to burn you
again,” Ray told him, darkly intense. “Won’t even singe you a
little. Promise, scout’s honor.”
“I thought you were never a scout.”
“They sell scout’s honor now, didn’t anyone tell you? Yeah, they
sell it in all the big stores now, you know, the good ones, the
classy ones, scout’s honor, nun’s virtue, presidential pardons—”
“Ray, you’re blithering.”
“Yeah, well, I’m trying to figure out how to ask my best friend
to come to bed and fuck me which isn’t exactly something I’ve
had a lot of practice at so I’m entitled to blither or blabber or
whatever.”
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“Do you mean you’ve had no practice in the asking,” Fraser
asked, coming into the bedroom, undoing buttons and belt and
buckle, “or in the doing?”
Ray concentrated on getting his own boots off, watching out of
the corner of his eye as Fraser unlaced boots and pulled off socks
and started on flannel overshirts and cotton undershirts. “Both,”
he muttered, muffling it with his T-shirt coming off over his head.
“You?”
“The asking.”
“So…you’ve done the doing?”
“No need to fish, Ray—I have had more friends than Ray
Vecchio.”
“So you could’ve done this with him or someone else or…”
“There’s a wealth of information in your local library. And I
could have…by myself, using… aids.”
Ray nearly tripped on his jeans. Gulped. Swallowed. And
betrayed just how much desire lay behind all the calm discussion.
And just how truly skilled he was at keeping himself undercover,
hidden behind a persona.
“You?” he breathed.
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“Possibly,” Fraser whispered, letting his own leash slip, just a
little. Letting his own self show, desire rising to meet Ray’s, shock
slithering slowly behind on the heels of self-knowledge.
“Oh fuck,” Ray said, and reached out, jeans half on, half off,
hands all the way on Fraser, grabbing at broad shoulders and
smooth back, tongue diving into wet, warm mouth, hunger
pouring from him, pouring out of him into Fraser.
“Ray—”
“Don’t talk, we’ve done the talking thing,” between kisses and
nibbles and licks, “we do more talking now, take us a week to get
back here, and who’s been getting less sex, huh, Fraser, who? Me
is who, you got kisses, I got—oh yeah, so c’mon, c’mon, let it
happen—” Hand cupping Fraser’s ass, fingers going tight on firm
flesh, eyes closing in pleasure. “Please,” Ray said on a groan.
“Please.”
No doubt that this was what Ray wanted—and no doubt that
this was Ray wanting it. Outer layers shed like clothes, this was
raw Ray in Fraser’s arms, in Fraser’s mouth, pushing against his
front, pulling him close by the rear. Surrounding him, and inviting
him in.
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Inviting? Demanding. Insisting. Begging.
“Did you know?” Fraser whispered, on the bed now, fumbling
with two pairs of jeans and underwear.
“Know what?” Ray said round a mouthful of earlobe.
Shiver, hand clenching in Ray’s hair, dark rumbling moan,
before Fraser could speak again. “Know how you feel about m—”
A flurry of movement, implacable, and Fraser was on his back,
Ray astride him, kneeling there pressing him into the bed. “Told
you,” Ray snarled, “this is just a try-out, just a thing until he
comes back or you go back to Canada. That’s it. You can deal
with that, or we don’t do it.”
An incitement to violence spread over him, a tempest in a
naked body, and Fraser’s response was to reach up with one
hand, gentle, slow, and stroke the stubbled side of Ray’s face. “I
don’t plan on hurting you.”
A push, a shove, a twist of lips that looked like another snarl,
and then Ray was subsiding, sucking on a nipple, stroking the flat
of his tongue across the expanse of bare skin and muscle beneath
him.
“Won’t be able to help it,” he murmured. “’m just doing damage
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control.” A sharp bite to soft skin, followed by the sibilant
whisper of tongue. “Attitude,” breathed against Fraser’s desire,
“gotta keep the attitude.”
Attitude. Just another word for mask. Something Fraser could
understand then: not a lie, not self-deception, but bastions and
buttresses, and a safe place to hide, afterwards. Just in case.
Fraser said nothing, allowed his body to speak for him, circling
his hands on the lithe stretch of Ray’s back, fingertips following
the ebb and flow of muscles, fingernails scratching lightly, up and
down or round and around, whichever made Ray shiver and
murmur most.
Open mouths and closed eyes, and skin rubbing against skin,
heat building and burning, and Fraser, holding on, gentle, sweet,
caring.
And Ray exploding in harsh motion, kneeling again, muscles
pushing hard as he shoved Fraser’s arms widespread, and held
them there against the bed. “Do not do this to me,” he yelled.
“I’m not a ghost, I’m not some cold piece of crystal. Do not—”
leaning right in, so close, dangerously close, nostrils flaring, “treat
me like a guest. Do not,” same fury as the much regretted day he
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had punched Fraser, “leave me naked and lie there being polite
and not you.”
“Ray—”
“I get you. I get you or we stop.”
Eyes narrowing, tip of tongue darting out over lower lip.
“I’m here,” Ray said, dark as molasses, words and promises
dropping from his lips sweet and rich, “I won’t let you get—”
words failing him, but Fraser understanding, partners, communication, on the same page, Fraser’s spoken and unspoken history
laid bare between them, “I’ll stop you. I will.” A sharp movement,
forearm across Fraser’s throat, other hand on Fraser’s heart, “I can.
I trust you. Now you trust me.”
“I do.”
“Prove it.”
Bob of Adam’s apple against Ray’s forearm, and Fraser’s eyes
going dark again, as they had in the restaurant, the leash slipping
a little more. Being allowed to slip a little. “All right,” Fraser said.
“As you wish.”
“I wish,” Ray said again, as he had before, and slipped his own
leash just a handspan. Enough to let some of the feelings show again.
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Old married couple, indeed—an old married couple on their
honeymoon. Fraser wrapped arms and legs around Ray,
cocooning him, trapping him, ensnaring him in heat and muscle
and want. Devouring him with hungry mouth and greedy hands,
taking and taking, giving and giving, touch and need and want
and pleasure, and Ray was doing the same, scales balanced
again, partners. More than buddies, but never losing sight of what
they were, no matter what, always buddies, and always partners.
“I could love you so much,” Fraser whispered into Ray’s mouth.
“I could take it,” Ray told him, licking the corner of Fraser’s
lips.
“I get—”
“Yeah,” Ray said, sighing it into Fraser’s ear, getting a shiver and
a jolt from Fraser’s hips, “I know, I know how you get, I know
you. Told you,” tongue dipping in, more of those shivers and a
rhythmic thrusting from those hips, “I can take it.” Stopping, for a
moment, leaning up with hand against Fraser’s chest, heartbeat
fast and frantic against his palm. “If you can give it, I can take it.”
Fraser pulled him down close again, and kissed him, chest to
chest, hips off center from each other, hard cocks against hard

Story Beginning

381

hips, rubbing, slick sliding back and forth, up and down, sliding,
sliding, pushing—
“Wait!”
“You get cold feet now,” Ray growled into Fraser’s collarbone,
“I swear, I will hunt you down and fucking kill you.”
Ray pressed his hand against Fraser’s chest again, above his
heart, iron to lodestone. Fraser took hold of Ray’s wrist, letting his
strength loose, the double twist of metal warm and ridged against
his palm, Ray unflinching under the power of his grip. Fraser’s
gaze wavered a little, then steadied in the certainty in Ray’s eyes
and he met that trust, and held it, bringing Ray’s fingers up to his
mouth, using his own hand to fold Ray’s thumb and little finger
towards his palm, three fingers, blunt, long, knobbly-knuckled
fingers sliding into his mouth. And a gasp over him, and a thrust
against him, as he sucked those fingers knowingly, oh dear God,
so very knowingly, into his mouth.
“He teach you this?”
His eyes had closed either from pleasure or from the weight of
memories, and he opened them again. Let some of the wildness
show, watched as Ray didn’t flinch. Watched, as Ray actually
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smiled, and thrust harder against him. Met him, matched him,
trusted him, and gave him a limit, safe border, safe haven, a
firepit in which to burn.
“She did,” he said, and flicked his tongue against the tips of
Ray’s fingers, “she did. This—” sucking fingers all the way in,
against the back of his throat and the flat muscle of his tongue, “I
did to her, for her—”
In the snow, in the bitter cold where she was his only warmth, and
his only color. And in his sere apartment, where she had shown him
the bitterness of his cold life and the colorlessness of his heart.
“And what did she do for you?” Ray whispered over him, words
dropping on Fraser like snow, melting against exposed skin.
Fraser sucked on Ray’s fingers, tongue thrusting against them,
between them, flaring and flickering like fire around the tips.
“Oh yeah,” Ray groaned, “oh yeah—”
“That’s what she did for me,” Fraser said, dark as night, coldness creeping in like death, “and this is what she did to me.”
He tugged Ray’s hand down, down, down, past the softening
heat of his flagging erection, to where his legs parted, where he
spread, like a woman, as he had, for that one woman.
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Fear, between them, an echo of the past and a foreshadowing
of the future.
Until Ray smiled. Sunlight chasing night, and winning; heat
burning cold, and winning, snow melting into a sheen of sweat,
and Fraser was hard again, hard and up and thrusting. He stared
up, needing to see it, Ray’s smile, and honest eyes—and still
some fear, yes, but Ray wasn’t running scared, Ray was meeting
this future of theirs head on.
Wet fingertips—fingers wet from him, from her—pressing
against him, and he opened, more than just muscle and flesh. Felt
himself open, within and without, and Ray was grinning at him,
wild and strong, and pushing into him. Too narrow, too slim, for
what Fraser really wanted, and he muttered, moaned, hooked his
hands behind his knees and lifted them, spread himself wide
open—his gaze flew to Ray’s, and the expected humiliation just
curled up and died under the heat and the pride and the flaring
need in Ray’s eyes.
“I can take it,” Ray said, the bump of his knuckled pressing
home, “I told you. I can take whatever you give.”
And so Fraser gave. He let the sounds out, as he had found he
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could do in the safety of the Consulate hallway with all his
clothes on, but this was more than a manipulative criminal manipulating his neck, this was Ray, who was pushing another finger
inside him. This was Ray, whom he could let see if it hurt; Ray,
who struggled, clumsy and awkward, to stay inside him as he
scrabbled one handed in the nightstand drawer.
Ray dropped a sticky bottle onto Fraser’s chest, and grinned at
Fraser’s taken aback expression: only Fraser could lie there, naked
and exposed with Ray’s fingers up him—oh God, Ray shivered,
looking at where Fraser’s body stretched tight around his fingers—
and looked shocked that Ray had a bottle of slippery stuff beside
his bed. “Never used it with anyone before,” Ray mumbled
around Fraser’s nipple where it was so small in Ray’s mouth,
nipples unused to touch, still flat and small and so unlike a
woman’s—so unlike his Stella’s. A quick nip and suck and then
Ray was looking down at Fraser, at the honesty there, at the fear
he was allowed to see, at the raw need and base lust. And maybe,
just maybe, more. A lot more. “Make my fingers wet again,” Ray
told him, and Fraser obeyed, curling up, stomach muscles
clenching in a way that had Ray’s hand stroking over them,
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admiring noises coming from Ray’s mouth, matching the sounds
of deep hunger coming from Fraser’s.
Fraser dribbled the clear slickness onto Ray’s fingers, dear God,
there, where two of them disappeared into him, and mouthed
Ray’s collarbone, licking along the elegant sweep of bone, the
fine definition of lean muscle and smooth skin. “Beautiful,” Fraser
murmured, to either muscle or fingers, or just Ray.
Ray’s hand on Fraser’s chest again, on that spot, pushing
Fraser back down. “Lift up,” Ray said, so Fraser lifted his knees
again, until Ray’s grin matched Fraser’s, hungry and open and
feral. A thrust, hard, unyielding, bony fingers pushing inside,
demanding.
“You ready?”
“Yes,” Fraser said, and felt the truth unfurl inside, opened by
Ray’s fingers. “God, yes.”
Not fingers now, no, not fingers, but Ray, long and hard, hot
and achingly heavy inside, adding so much to him.
And Ray, groaning as if his heart would break, voice breaking
instead on a sob, for it had been a lifetime since he’d been
accepted like this, and because Fraser was tighter than Stella had
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been, and because Fraser—Fraser wanted him. Still wanted him.
Wanted him and took him, inside, letting him inside, letting him
see all the truths and faults that Stella had protected him from.
“Yes,” Fraser groaned, and shifted, so that Ray was in deeper,
and Fraser was even more open.
Hard cock, deep inside, Ray staring down at where his body
met Fraser, at where he breached Fraser, at where he became
Fraser. “Not her,” he gasped, thrusting hard, pulling out, seeing
himself reappear and disappear, seeing Fraser taking everything
he could give. “She never—like this—”
“No,” torn and ragged, and then Fraser had trapped Ray within
the clasp of his strong legs, Ray’s hips rubbing against inner thighs
and calves with every deep thrust, and Fraser’s arms clutched and
held at a back strong enough to carry him. If he needed it. If he
wanted it.
“Ray—” Fraser gasped, wanting Ray to know, wanting to tell
Ray that it was all right for Ray to let go now, for Ray to unleash
his own hungers, and he grabbed Ray, held him as tightly as he
could, and opened to him even more.
High and keening, a cry of pleasure, a cry of loss, and Ray was
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there, within Fraser’s arms and inside Fraser’s body, and Fraser
was there, under Ray and surrounded by Ray.
Ray’s hand was on Fraser’s cock, feeling a different pulse leap
and race against his palm, and he was driving into Fraser, and
driving Fraser on. Taking, and taking, and giving more and
more.
Until Fraser yielded to the mindlessness of pleasure and Ray’s
cock and Ray’s hand, white banners of surrender, and satiation.
Ray watched, and hungered, and took Fraser’s pleasure for his
own. Smiled, unaware of how much of his heart was in his eyes
as a flushed and rumpled Fraser grinned at him, lax and happy,
body relaxed and hot around Ray’s cock.
“More,” Fraser said, half-dazed in the afterglow. “Give me
more. Harder.”
Hesitant at first, Ray pushed in gently, to be greeted with a
growl and a snarl, and Fraser pushing up hard, harder, to meet
him. Safe now, certain, Ray let go, and thrust, hard, again, and
again and again.
“Take, Ray,” Fraser said, intent now, fingernails scraping over
Ray’s back the way Ray had liked so much—the way Stella had
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taught him to like?—sliding round over ribs and flexing muscle to
rub and then twist at nipples.
“Oh fuck—”
“Yes,” Fraser said, voice pitched low and red as sun at midnight, “take. I can give it, Ray, take it, Ray, Ray, take me—”
And Ray came, hard, shoving and shuddering into Fraser, who
took it, and took Ray, and held him tight when Ray collapsed
atop him.
Breathing. Breathing slowing, and calming, skin sticking to
skin, ejaculate cooling between them, and inside Fraser. No
move to get up and wash, just breathing, and skin to skin, arms
around each other, legs entwined and entrapped, and the softest
brush of lips against lips.
No more talking, just sleep, and the quiet of their breathing.

It was still dark when Ray awoke, lying flat on his belly in the
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bed, face over the edge of the bed, one foot hanging out; the
sudden jolt of awakening, the sudden shock of awareness, and
the more shocking realization: not alone, not alone, not alone. It
wasn’t Stella: she’d never made the bed dip the way this person
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did, slender Stella’d never carried that sense of bulk; Stella’d
never breathed in quite that rhythm, quite that depth, quite that
sound; Stella just hadn’t ever felt like this large warmth behind
him. And Stella’d never come complete with the sound of wolf
claws clicking on their way to kibble in the kitchen. And Stella,
his Stella, the Stella, had never been Fraser. And he’d never ever
fucked her quite like that. Adventurous she’d been, and inventive,
but she’d never wanted that.
Ray didn’t have his glasses on and couldn’t see the clock;
wasn’t about to move to check the time, because if he moved,
then Fraser might wake, then this would be real, and then it
would be time to face the music. And last night might’ve been the
last dance.
So much for just trying it on for size.
Size didn’t count, at least that’s what women were always saying,
but this was fucking huge. Too huge.
“Ray?”
So much for not waking Fraser and for it not being real yet.
“Yeah?”
“Are you all right?”
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“No, see, that’s not the way it’s supposed to go. That’s my question and your answer because I’m not the one who—I’m the one
who—”
“You didn’t hurt me.”
“Yeah,” Ray said, voice on a far more even keel than Ray himself was, “I kinda noticed you not complaining. Good?”
“Fishing, Ray?”
“You bet.”
“Then very good.”
“Better than—oh man, I do not believe I was gonna ask that.
I—uh, Stella was right when she said I was needy.”
That was a definite snort of laughter. “And I’m not?”
There was no answer to that, not for a few moments. Still in the
dark, Ray finally rolling over onto his back, two men lying side by
side.
“You always sleep like that?” Ray asked before he could censor
himself.
“Like this?” Fraser asked, looking down at himself, lying there
like a stone knight carved neat and tidy atop a tomb. “Yes.”
“Cool,” Ray said—then quickly, as if outracing fear or
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nerves: “I never liked having someone spooned around me or
anything.”
“Too hot?”
“Yeah. And too distracting. Never slept too good when Stella’d
get all—don’t get me wrong, cuddling’s good, cuddling’s real
good, but it’s too—”
“Stifling? Constricting? Restraining?”
“—when I’m trying to sleep. Can’t get into a comfortable
position.”
“Which seems to be hanging half out the bed.”
“Yeah. So uh—what I’m trying to ask you—”
No practice in asking this either, not after so many years with
the one person.
“I thought—” and it was Fraser sounding unsure, Fraser sounding
uncertain of his welcome, “we were trying this on for size? For
the duration?”
“Yeah,” Ray said, and there was the sound of real happiness in
his voice. “All right. So we’re…”
And Fraser lying there in bed, smiling in the dark, repeating a
conversation that had changed so much for them. “We’re still uh…”
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Ray nearly laughing, obviously remembering the same conversation on a wooden ship, with the crack of sails overhead and the
cracking of the ice between them. “I think.”
“Good.”
“Nah, I think you said ‘okay’, I said ‘good.’”
“Not greatness?”
“Greatness,” Ray said, softly. “For the duration.”
Fraser lay still for a moment, then said, softly, “Ray—”
“Don’t,” Ray said steadily. “I don’t need promises, I know you
can’t make ’em.”
“I have…loyalties.”
“I know.”
“I need—”
“I know that too, and it’s okay. You need, I need, we both get
what we need.”
Whispered in the dark: “And what do we need?”
Impossible things, for Ray. Slates wiped clean, pasts erased,
baggage lost by some celestial airline, leaving them to travel light.
Fat chance.
No different, then, from Fraser’s own needs. And no less impossible.
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“We need to get up and at ’em,” Ray said, briskly, sitting up,
scratching at his chest. “We still got this case, and I still got
regular cases.”
And they both needed a break, too, time to regroup and see just
how much damage had been done to battlements—and just how
much either of them wanted to repair the breaches in their defenses.
Fraser sat up, on the other side of the bed, and didn’t even
chide when Dief came back into the bedroom and leapt up onto
the bed, still warm from where they’d slept.
“Right you are, Ray,” Fraser said easily, scratching behind Dief’s
right ear. “Up and at ’em it is.”
And they spent the rest of the morning doing a very fine impersonation of an old married couple indeed.

There should be a small brass plaque: Lunch, In the Break Room,
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by Salvador Dali.
What there was instead were two FBI agents making disparaging
remarks about coffee and decor, a woman dressed as a demonic
clown complete with red nose and red horns, and Frannie talking
to the desk sergeant.
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“No!”
Fraser and Ray turned at the same moment, Ray flickering a
warning glance at Fraser, who aborted his move to stand.
Frannie was staring at them, hand to her mouth, other hand to
her throat, and her eyes…
“Ray—”
No words, just another warning look, from a man who’d spent
far more time with women in general and Frannie in particular.
If you’re sure, Fraser’s uncertain look at Ray said. Caught Ray’s warning glance, and looked around just in time to meet Frannie full on.
“You could’ve told me,” Frannie hissed. “Instead you let
me—oh how could you? And how long? Since just—just—”
keeping the words in, keeping her voice low, keeping this a
remarkably small scene, given her provocation. But there
were other people in the break room, feds, and she had her
brother to protect. “Since just, you know, or always? Oh my
God! Did you and Ray—”
Fraser didn’t blush, as he hadn’t, when it had been another
Vecchio questioning him about his activities—sexual or otherwise—with a sibling.
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“Francesca—”
“I don’t want to know!” she said, hands coming up, looking
away.
I do, Ray’s look said.
So do we, everyone else’s looks said.
“Understood,” Fraser said, very gently. “It was never my intention—”
“Yeah, well you could’ve told me you didn’t have any intentions. I’ve put so much into—oh, forget it!”
She stormed off, clicking heels and taut back, leaving silence
behind. Until Ray looked around. “What’re you all looking at?
You never seen my sister get mad before?”
No, no, no, of course not, they all murmured, but their expressions all said something else.
“C’mon,” Ray said, grabbing Fraser by the upper arm, “if I get
one more speaking look, I’m gonna go deaf. Let’s go chase down
our friend the fence and see what we can get from him.”
So they made their escape, knowing that the ripples were
spreading out behind them, in an ever increasing, hopefully
enticing, circle.
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“You okay?”
“Hmmm?
“I said, you okay, Fraser?”
“Oh.” Eyebrow scritch, look out of the car window as the
fence’s seedy neighborhood disappeared behind them. “I was
thinking about Francesca.”
Ray shifted in his seat, flexed his hand on the steering wheel.
“Yeah. Sucks.”
“I wouldn’t know. Ah—sorry, I didn’t mean to—”
Ray was still staring at him in near shock. “Fraser, is there
something there I should know about?”
“No.”
Bucket of cold water, Ray shrinking under the impact. “I didn’t
mean—I know you and me are just for the duration, I just…she’s
my sister while he’s gone, I need to look out for her.”
“Ah—I didn’t mean—” Fraser sighed. “Sorry.”
“’S okay. Didn’t come out right.”
For either of them. Fraser began again, trying harder.
“Francesca… Ray Vecchio once had some cause for concern that
my relationship with his sister wasn’t entirely familial.”
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“He thought you were dipping Frannie? What, the guy’s blind
or something?”
“Well, she did rather give the impression…”
“And now she’s getting ripped because we’re giving the same
impression.”
Well, yes. They were giving the same impression. Or maybe
they were doing a hell of a lot more.
Fraser looked at Ray, cautious, careful. “And we’re…”
No labels. Just the reassurance of Ray’s conviction. “For the
duration.”
“Yes.”
“So you and she never…”
“That would be telling, Ray.”
“And since Frannie’s been decent and good, you’ll be too
gentlemanly to tell.”
A pause, Fraser swallowing, running his fingers along the brim
of his hat. “I didn’t intend to say those things about Victoria. In
the heat of the moment, I’m afraid I forgot myself.”
“Good,” Ray said, smiling at him suddenly, the leash let slip,
“that’s the way it’s supposed to be.”
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“But—”
“But nothing. God didn’t smite you with lightning or a plague
of boils or crocuses—”
“Locusts—”
“Roaches or nasty, personal itches, right? So you can stop being
the Marquis of Queensberry.”
“Ray, he wasn’t involved in manners, he was involved in establishing the accepted rules for boxing.”
“Is he the guy who set up the gentlemanly conduct for boxing?”
“Well, yes, Ray—”
“And is the saying ‘all’s fair in love and war’?”
“Well, of course, Ray—”
“And is boxing not a form of small war?”
“Ray?”
“So if boxing is war and all’s fair in love and war, isn’t the Marquis of Queensberry the right expert for gentlemanly conduct in
matters of love?”
“Uh—”
“Shut up and just say, ‘Yes, Ray, my friend.’”
“If I shut up, how can I say anything?”
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“Just say it.”
“Yes, Ray, my friend.” Heartbeat. Two, three. “My very dearest
friend.”
Ray nearly hit the truck in front of them. “I thought—”
Very sincere look from the Mountie, very speaking. “Can we
love only one person? Can we have but a single friend?”
No, and that was the problem. “For the duration,” Ray said
again, prayer or curse or promise. “For the duration.”
And there was nothing much either of them had to say after
that.

Ray double-parked outside of the Consulate, drumming his fin-

399

gers on the steering wheel. “I thought you had time off to deal
with the case?”
“I do indeed. However, time and tide and forms wait for no
man, and if I don’t fill in the appropriate forms, payroll will be
affected as will the bookkeeping.”
“How long?”
“Two hours at most.”
“Okay. I’ll go follow-up on the robbery, come get you at six.”
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“Thank you kindly, Ray.”
“Hey! Fraser!”
Fraser stopped, hand on open door, one foot already outside.
“Aren’t you forgetting something?”
“Ah,” Fraser said. “The case.”
And the kiss.
Fraser pulled the door closed, and twisted round to Ray. A
chaste peck, to Ray’s cheek, then another, just as brief, just as
chaste, to Ray’s lips. Old married couple, yes, but with a lick of
honeymoon lurking barely beneath the surface.
“For the duration, Ray,” Fraser whispered against Ray’s cheek.
And then Fraser was gone, and Ray was back to being Ray
Vecchio Mark II, and being the Kowalski/Vecchio undercover
invitation to blackmail, and on his way to solving another burglary, hoping he and Fraser had been seen.
Because if they’d been seen, then that made this real, not the
way his wedding had, but it was as much as he was going to get
this time around. For the duration.

It probably looked perfectly natural—or at least, it probably
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looked as if they were used to doing this—when Fraser waited till
Dief’s tail was out of the way and got into the car himself, leaning
over less than half-way to meet Ray with another of those chaste
kisses.
“Good evening, Ray, and how was your day?”
“Honey, I’m ho-ome,” Ray mimicked.
“Wrong accent,” Fraser said readily. “Although…” added musingly, with just a flick of a glance at Ray, “I have been told I have
reddish highlights in my hair at the end of summer.”
“Yeah? Well I go blond.”
And was that a ‘from a bottle’ muttered by Fraser?
“You complaining?”
“Would it make any difference?”
“From Mr. GQ Meets Details? Not a chance.”
“So it doesn’t matter then, for instance,” Fraser said, staring
rather intensely at the streets passing by outside the car window,
“that my favorite shade thus far was the one you wore from
September 18th to November 3rd?”
Of course, Ray had to give him a look for that. “I don’t know
what’s freakier, that you notice or that you remember the dates.”
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Fraser’s shoulders relaxed suddenly, and he darted a smile at
Ray. “I’d say the dates, myself.”
“And you’re the expert on freaks, Frase.”
The look Fraser gave Ray was very speaking indeed; in fact, it
even had a tone of voice, drolly affectionate and teasing.
“I walked into that.”
“With both eyes open,” Fraser agreed cheerfully, “and both feet
in your mouth.”
“You’re in a good mood. The Ice Queen on vacation?”
“The opposite, in fact. She received a communiqué this morning
that the Consul have an audit impending, and she’s rather…detail
oriented at this point.”
“So the good mood is…”
Bright grin, dimple and all. “For the duration, Ray,” Fraser said,
happily. “I have—this—for the duration. Sufficient unto the day is
the evil thereof.”
Ray gave him another look for that. “So an afternoon of form
filling with the Ice Queen barking at you makes you decide to
just—cut loose and…what? I don’t get it, Fraser.”
“I’ve already been granted time to work this case with you in
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addition to my usual liaising duties and in place of my regular
Consular duties. So even with the additional work for the audit, I
will still be spending most of my time on real police work. And
the Inspector has gone through phases like this before, and
they’ve passed. And—”
“And?”
“And I realized I had, well, that last night we’d…”
A crow of laughter shocked from Ray. “You mean, you got
some, you’re gonna get some more, your dick’s happy, so you’re
happy.”
“Well, I have tried to tell you, I’m just a man, much like any
other man.”
“No, you’re not, but that’s okay. Part of your charm.”
“You think I’m charming?”
“Fishing?”
“Angling.”
“Fishing.”
“Digging.”
“Fishing.”
“Hoping.”
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“Yeah,” Ray said after a moment. “Whatever it is you’re hoping
you got, you got. In spades.”
“Really?”
“You don’t need to fish on this one, Fraser. You got it. Truckloads of it.”
“Ray…”
“Yeah?”
We are going to…tonight, aren’t we?”
Long look, long, lean, hungry. “You want to?”
Voice slightly hoarse, and very needy. “Very much so.”
“Good,” Ray said, staring at Fraser’s mouth. “Good.”
“Then might I suggest that the faster you start driving, the faster
we’ll be home and able to do…what we want to do?”
And it took all of three blocks, with two stop signs and one set
of traffic lights, for Fraser to realize that he had, perhaps, chosen
the wrong word in ‘faster.’

Parking in Ray’s spot at his apartment building; passing each
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other files, moving around each other, as they had done any
number of times in the past, but it was different tonight, of
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course. Different because this time, the small touches and looks
really did mean what people thought they meant; different because
tonight, the sexual tension others saw was there, unsublimated,
barely held in check. Postponed, for the moment, not denied.
“Dinner,” Fraser said as they closed the door to the outside
world.
“Sex,” Ray replied, sliding his hand round the back of Fraser’s
neck, Fraser’s mouth opening, tongue-tip darting, Ray licking
Fraser’s bottom lip, murmuring into Fraser’s mouth: “You. Oh
yeah,” Ray sighed. “I’m gonna eat you all up.”
But:
“Dinner,” with an edge to it, Fraser walking away, all starched
shorts and epaulets.
“Uh—” Ray stood for a moment, watching his personal lead
soldier march stiffly into his kitchen. There were several ways he
could take this, ranging from panic to fury to getting the wounding comment in before he could be hurt to swearing blind that
Fraser didn’t like or want him at all ever for anything. But he’d
done that, years ago, outgrown it through the cycle of his marriage,
so instead he propped himself up against the wall, thumbs
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hooked into the back pockets of his jeans, body language deliberately open. “So you want to tell me what’s going on or do I get to
guess or do I get to react badly, fuck this up and sit around wondering where the hell I went wrong?”
“I—uh…”
“Fraser,” whispered soft and easy, Ray moving now, coming
close enough to touch, but not touching, not quite yet. Just being
close. “We got three weeks of this case, and if you want it, until
he comes back or you leave. Or do we got to find another sinking
ship so you’ll communicate with me?”
“Ray, I…”
Touching now, but just a hand on Fraser’s shoulder. “Buddies,”
Ray told him, squeezing that tense shoulder lightly. “No matter
what else, we’re buddies.”
“Control,” Fraser said at last.
A huff of laughter, breath dancing across Fraser’s nape. “Yeah,
you got control issues. So I’ll back off, let you call the shots—”
Fraser stood stock still in front of the cold fridge, with Ray
warm all down his back. “No, it’s not that. Well, yes it is, in that it
is, in fact, control issues, or rather, an issue of control.”
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A pause, while Ray translated that. “You mean, you lose control
of yourself?”
Relief, and a sigh. “Yes.”
“Talked about that,” Ray said in a tone that brooked no more
discussion. “Covered that.”
Softly uncertain, glistering with faith, words repeated on a
breath of hope. “You have me.”
No hesitation, Ray’s voice unlowered, strong and sure. “And I’ll
stop you.”
“From what?”
“From doing what you did when she came back. If it helps
any,” small kiss dropped to the right side of Fraser’s nape, where
the hair looked shorter, the curl soft against Ray’s lips, “I don’t
have a house I can mortgage. You could put my brother up for
bond, though, if you’d like.”
“Ray—”
“Buddies,” Ray repeated. “Buddies, and partners. I watch your
back, you watch mine.”
“Safe?” Fraser asked, hands not entirely steady as they traced around
the green paper shamrock still stuck to the door of Ray’s fridge.
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“Safe. Me and you, keeping each other safe.”
Deep breath, Fraser’s back pressing against Ray’s chest, a gusting sigh as Fraser let the breath go. “Okay,” he said. “Safe. But
dinner first.”
“Oh no, you first—”
“Dinner,” determinedly, as Fraser ambushed Ray’s hands before
they could reach their target. “Because you, buddy,” turning quickly,
one hand palming Ray’s ass, “are going to need your stamina.”
“Buddies,” Ray smiled, leaning in, forehead to forehead, giving
Fraser the control Fraser needed. “Yeah. I like that.”
And so they had dinner first, fast, microwaved leftovers strewn
together on plates, eaten in haste on the couch.
Undressing, in the near dark, Ray the one to switch off the
living room light, Dief the one to whine about being told to stay
on the couch.
Ray wasn’t whining, nor was he staying on the couch: he was
moving fast and frenetic, loose-limbed in a way that most men his
age could only envy. Or admire.
Fraser stopped half-way through skinning off his trousers
and underwear to simply stare unabashedly at Ray.
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“What?” Ray fumbled to a halt. “I got more sauce on me?”
“No, nothing like that,” Fraser told him, getting rid of the last of
his own clothing, advancing, with intent, on Ray. “I was simply
admiring the view.”
“I could get behind that,” Ray replied, moving backwards,
sprawling onto the bed, arms and legs akimbo.
But Fraser wasn’t talking, was only looking, and moving, one
hand, four fingertips, drawing the lines of Ray’s body.
Ray watched, bemused, as Fraser took his time, an unhurried
contour mapping of territory. “You like that, huh?”
A half smile greeted that, Fraser nodding downward to indicate
his own body rising to the occasion. “You need to ask?”
“Well, now that you mention it,” Ray said, cocky grin meeting
Fraser’s cocky reaction. “You like it,” Ray said sing-song, “you
really, really like it!”
And incipient laughter caught in his throat as Fraser bent down,
and started licking. And sucking. Nibbling, too.
Ray’s body was busy speaking for him, an endless rhythmic
chant of ‘I like it, I like it, I like it’, and Fraser was hanging on
every word of that. Where the fingertips had been, the mouth
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followed, Fraser paying attention, responding in turn to Ray’s
responses; learning what pleased, what didn’t, what was barely
noticed—and what had Ray pushing for more.
“Let me—” Ray said.
“Hush, don’t worry,” Fraser whispered, lips light and ticklish as
butterflies against Ray’s ribs. “Let me, Ray. Let me.”
“But—”
“You want me?”
Lying there, revealed, to perceptive eyes and the knowledge of
his own neediness. “Yes.”
“You need me?”
Eyes shutting fast, all the better to hide behind. “Yes.”
“Do you have any idea how much I need someone to need
me?”
Eyes opening slowly, reluctant to read Fraser’s face.
“Do you know how often people run from that? Or use it
against me?”
He was a detective; he could make an educated guess, but he
kept quiet, letting Fraser speak, letting Fraser do and say what he
needed to.
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“Do you know,” and Fraser went back to touching, went back
to using his mouth, making Ray’s body come tinglingly awake
wherever he caressed, “just how much I want to promise you the
sun and the moon and the stars?”
“I trust you,” Ray said, simple answer containing so complex a truth.
Fraser was measuring Ray’s reactions intently, fingers pinching
Ray’s left nipple lightly. “You shouldn’t.”
Now it wasn’t fingers holding sensitive flesh, but a hand covering Ray’s mouth, silencing the protests unspoken, and a mouth
covering Ray’s nipple, silencing him that way, with lips that
moistened, and then opened as Ray’s hand pressed the back of
Fraser’s neck, pulling Fraser in closer. Ray’s hand finally clutched,
holding Fraser tight as the lips gave way to teeth, the kiss giving
way to a stinging bite.
“Maybe—” but that was all Ray had time to say, the word fading to a hiss of breath sucked in past the hand against Ray’s
mouth. And another hiss, because the fingers were no longer
against Ray’s mouth, but Fraser’s fingers were inside Ray now,
against his tongue, flooding Ray with the taste of Fraser’s fingers,
the touch of them, the symbolism of them.
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And so Ray gave up trying to speak, luxuriated instead in giving
what was needed, in being, for once—for now—exactly what
someone else in this world wanted. Floated, happy and content,
in being enough.
“Do you like this?” Fraser whispered against Ray’s skin.
Yes, Ray’s body said, with an arch of back pushing nipple into
Fraser’s mouth and a suck of mouth pulling Fraser’s fingers in deeper.
“Do you like this?” And a fractured moment without contact, as
fingers were tugged free and Fraser’s mouth stopped working its
magic on Ray.
Then, what Ray had expected, what Ray had been waiting for,
what Ray had been holding his breath in anticipation of. Mouth,
hot, wet, sucking mouth, taking his cock inside.
“Oh yeah,” Ray moaned, thrusting up, pushing hard, groaning
as Fraser took him, and sucked him harder. “You know what I
want, give it to me.”
“Not yet,” mumbled against the head of Ray’s cock. “You said I
could take what I needed.”
“Yeah,” Ray said happily, running his finger around Fraser’s wet
lips. “Which is what I want.”
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“Really?” was the reply, Fraser nipping Ray’s finger, then opening
his mouth wide, so wide, lips stretching into a perfect oval, Ray’s
cock sucked inside, sucked deep and fast and hard.
Ray’s hands clenched in short hair, and Ray groaned, tried to
do the decent thing and pull back, tried not to choke Fraser, but
strong hands grabbed his ass, and tugged, hard, unyielding, until
Ray was all the way down Fraser’s throat, his own mouth opening
in shocked pleasure as he stared at the sight of Fraser sucking him
off. He was in deep, as far as he could go, as far as he could be
taken, Fraser’s nose buried in his pubic hair and himself buried in
Fraser. “Please,” he muttered, but was ignored, or perhaps misunderstood, for Fraser just used that tongue all the more, and sucked
all the harder, until Ray’s cock was as much Fraser’s as it was his
own.
Ray touched the wet circle of lips where Fraser was taking him
inside, an echo of the night before, and the need. And the pleasure.
“Love you,” he whispered.
And Fraser’s all-too-knowing eyes flashed brightly as Fraser
looked at him.
“Symbolically or something,” Ray repeated, an edge of
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desperation to it this time, unable to quite manage a smile.
“Gotta love a guy who gives you great head, right?”
Fraser pulled away for a moment, mouth closed, lips still wet,
chin glistening from sucking Ray. “Yes,” he finally said, with a
terrible gentleness and a caress to Ray’s cheek. “Yes,” and then he
opened his mouth wide again, and took Ray in.
“You like this?” Ray asked, softly, wonderingly.
No words in response, just more flickering caresses from
Fraser’s tongue, and Fraser’s hand coming up to cradle and stroke
Ray’s balls.
“Oh yeah,” Ray sighed again. There was a sudden coolness on
his cock, and a sudden wet warmth lower, Fraser taking his balls
into his mouth one at a time, sucking on them, licking them,
pressing his tongue hard and flat between them, making them
feel tight and full and hot.
“Fuck!” Ray said, hips pushing up to meet Fraser’s tongue. “Do
that again—”
“Yes,” Fraser said, licking, thumbs rubbing just hard enough on
Ray’s inner thighs.
And then nothing.
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Ray stared at him, cock trembling, belly quivering, heart hammering in his chest. “What do you want from me?” he asked.
Everything, Fraser’s look said, devouring, wild, hungry, dark
with all the things Fraser had learned at the hands of others. Your
heart, that stare said, still beating, on a silver platter.
As Fraser’s heart had been ripped out of him. At least once.
Maybe twice.
“No,” Ray whispered, braced for Fraser’s rejection or Fraser’s
hurt—or even another of Fraser’s roundhouse punches. “I can
take whatever you can give.”
But he wasn’t going to surrender. He wasn’t going to let Fraser take
what he couldn’t afford to give. He could love, could even, perhaps,
dare to say it aloud again, but that wasn’t what Fraser was asking for.
Ray found himself wondering just exactly what Fraser had
learned, and what it had cost him.
For a long moment, Fraser stared at Ray, broodingly dark,
imminently dangerous, his hand wrapped tightly around Ray’s
vulnerable cock.
Ray simply met that gaze, and lay there, vulnerable, but his
was the hand on the leash.
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And then the dark was gone, banished like a memory, and
Fraser smiled. Bright, beautiful, warm as a summer’s day. “Thank
you,” was whispered, the words soft and wet where they dropped
gently onto Ray’s cock.
“I could love you,” Fraser said, so sweetly, tongue tip darting
into the slit at the head of Ray’s cock, fingers stroking his balls,
fondling Ray, giving pleasure in return for not being allowed to
take too much.
“Would it make any difference if you did?” Ray asked, wishing
the words back as soon as they left his mouth. Too real, too
much—too true. “Shh—don’t say anything, just shut up, don’t say
anything, just suck me—” Ray’s hand on the back of Fraser’s neck
pushing Fraser down and Ray’s cock pushing up, hard cock and
soft lips, pushing into Fraser, past a delectable, deliberate ring of
resistance, perfect echo of the night before, fucking Fraser again,
fucking Fraser’s perfect mouth, fucking hard a mouth that never
said ‘fuck,’ that never swore, but look at it now, filled with cock,
glistening with cock, listen to Fraser now, filthy sounds, sex sounds,
venal and raw and honest, the sounds of one man sucking
another man’s cock.
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Ray thrust hard, and Fraser took him, moaned around him.
Testing the waters, Ray said: “Cocksucker.”
And Fraser’s hips bucked, involuntary, mindless rut.
“Fuck,” Ray said, and Fraser thrust again, and swallowed and
sucked harder.
“Shoulda known,” Ray whispered, hand on Fraser’s nape,
holding him in place while Ray fucked into his mouth. Issues
of control. Yes, God, yes, Ray thought, fucking Fraser again,
watching Fraser take everything, watching Fraser pretend that
this was Fraser letting go of control. That this was Fraser
trusting.
“Fuck me,” Ray said, astonished by the way his voice shivered.
Fraser sucked him again, and did something marvelous with his
tongue.
“I mean it,” Ray said, trying not to thrust into that wet welcome.
“Fuck me.”
But Fraser was stroking his balls again, rolling them between
fingers, bringing Ray closer.
Ray was no fool: he could argue with Fraser, or he could find a
little bit of heaven in Fraser’s mouth, so Ray let go, and thrust into
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Fraser, thrust and pushed and flooded Fraser with his come, and
then lay there, panting.
Recovered his breath just as Fraser reached down for his own
cock, and said, again, “Fuck me.”
And even in the midst of passion, even with his breath coming
in frantic gasps, Fraser fought that. Wordlessly, with wet lips
pressed tightly closed, a thin, pallid pink line, a barrier that could
not be breached.
But Ray had been inside there. He’d seen that mouth stretched
wide to take him, he’d seen Fraser with his chin glistening from
making Ray’s own cock wet and slippery, he’d seen… That’s what
he’d seen: Fraser, needing control. He could do that; he could
give Fraser that.
“Told you,” Ray said, lying down on his back, an action
replay of Fraser’s own movements the night before, “I
gotcha. And I won’t let you go too far.”
That mouth, that font of generosity and prissiness and a joyously oral fixation, was still pressed shut, and now Fraser’s eyes
were narrowing, his back going stiff.
Like a cat, which Ray figured would be funny—tomorrow, or
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next week, when laughing wouldn’t end in carnage or at least
one seriously pissed Fraser stomping all the way back to Canada.
“Fuck me,” he repeated, insisting, pushing and pulling at various bits of Fraser, getting no co-operation, no real resistance, just
slippery seal immovability.
Okay. So try something else.
Words.
Fuck, he was going to have to do the talking thing again.
“Do you want me?”
A considering pause, then a nod.
“And you know how needy I am?”
“Don’t—” snapped at him, real anger flaring, unhidden, for a
moment.
“Don’t what?” Ray snapped right back, shoving at Fraser a little,
the flat of his hand on smooth chest. “Don’t lie here and tell you
to fuck me?”
Hard and flat as a knife. “Don’t lie to me.”
Ray looked at him, and hoped Fraser could read the expression
on his face, because the only thing he could think to say was
something along the lines of ‘just how stupid are you’ and ‘you
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insane fuck, you got me demanding you fuck me and you want to
talk’ and overriding it all, an incredulous, outraged, ‘look who’s
calling the kettle black, Mr. Liar.’
“Lie?” Ray finally said, when it was painfully clear that Fraser
wasn’t planning on helping them along here.
“This isn’t about you.”
“No?” Ray said, silken soft and dangerous. “You sure about that?”
The first glimmer of doubt in Fraser’s eyes, the first softening of
those lips.
“You think I don’t need to take? You think I don’t need to know
I can give you what you need, that you’ll keep coming back to
me because—”
Ray slammed his own mouth shut, a serious case of closing the
stable after the horses got out. He waited, breathing harshly, for
Fraser’s reaction.
For the duration, he’d said, to Fraser.
And now he really was well and truly caught. Only not in the
way he’d wanted Fraser to catch him. And hold him. No trap and
release, not this time, not with him, nope, no how no way—only
Fraser wasn’t supposed to know. Not yet. Not quite yet.
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Fraser wasn’t erect any more—looked, indeed, as if he never
would again, and was even willing to entertain the ungrateful
thought that that just might be a good thing.
“For the duration,” Fraser said, flat and cold, getting up from
the bed, turning his back to Ray. “Wasn’t that your idea?”
Panic, pointed and hot, stabbing into Ray. Who’d known this
feeling before. With Stella. And he hadn’t known how to make
her come back either.

Fraser was in the living room, reaching for his boots, when Ray
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came through, naked and rumpled, shivering from the cold, arms
wrapped around himself.
He didn’t look stunningly beautiful; he wasn’t a work of art, he
wasn’t so incredibly sexy that one look at him had Fraser on his
knees at Ray’s feet.
Ray looked like a man, just a man, who was cold, and hurting,
but not giving up, standing there naked and shriveled, shivering.
“It’s not like you didn’t know,” Ray said, almost conversationally.
Fraser raised an eyebrow at him, cocked his head like Dief
hearing particularly unwelcome ‘no pizza for you’ orders.
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“You heard me,” Ray said, trying to hold his head high. “You
saw me. You knew.”
“Knew what? That you were lying to me?”
Perhaps it would look graceful, if Ray were clothed, or if Ray
weren’t holding himself as if afraid he was on the verge of falling apart, but standing there, under Fraser’s shuttered gaze,
Ray’s fidgeting just looked ungainly and nervous. “It wasn’t an
out and out lie. I was only telling you what you wanted me to
tell you.”
“I’m not in the habit of wanting people to lie to me.”
Oh, that was rich. Good intentions began to slip, unnoticed,
through Ray’s fingers. “No? Only because you’ve got this big
habit of ignoring the things that don’t suit you—or only letting
yourself hear something if it’s exactly what you want it to be.”
“Like you,” Fraser said, all cyanide bitterness underlying the
almond sweetness, “and Stella?”
Low blow, enough to make Ray flinch.
Enough to make Fraser come to his senses. “Sorry—” he began.
Stopped. Began again. “I’m…”
And his look said it all: he didn’t quite know what he was.
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Which brought every one of Ray’s good intentions right back,
and added a few more.
“Come back to bed,” Ray said, immediately raising a hand to
silence Fraser. “Not for sex. Just—just so you’re not leaving.”
“For the duration,” Fraser accused.
“And you knew better,” Ray answered right back.
Fraser twisted his head that certain way, the tension in his neck
cracking loudly. “Perhaps I did,” he said at last. “But still…”
“Leave it,” Ray said, reaching a hand out towards Fraser. “Come
back to bed, get some sleep, we’ll fix this in the morning.”
Will we? Fraser’s look said. And after a moment: “I’m sorry, but
I can’t,” Fraser said out loud, his words landing like slaps on Ray’s
naked skin, Ray’s eyes flinching, again. And Fraser’s ‘no’ turned
into: “Not right now—not tonight.”
“Tomorrow?” Pushing, giving not an inch, taking a yard. “We
still gotta do this case.”
Oh yes, the case. As if either of them truly believed in it.
But it served as enough excuse for other things, so perhaps…
“Yes,” Fraser heard himself say, even though self-preservation
was screaming at him to run from another lover who would tell
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him lies and hide behind a smiling face, as she had. “We’ll discuss
the case tomorrow.”
And that was enough, for now. It had to be.

Half past fucking dawn, and Ray was going to kill his fucking
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neighbor—
Until it registered: that was his own door closing, and that was
a very familiar voice muttering imprecations and hissing “shh!”
And that, very definitely, was the sound of a wolf’s claws on his
floor.
The relief went straight to his head, dizzying him.
“Ray?” quietly, from the doorway.
Ray lifted his head from his pillow, looked over his shoulder.
Fraser, in civvies and frown, arms folded, gazing at him.
“Is it morning yet?” Ray asked, tongue and brain fuzzy.
“Yes. You said—” Fraser cleared his throat, and went on, “that
we could ah fix last night this morning. As it’s morning…”
“Barely,” Ray snapped, never at his best this early in the day,
and before the benefits of caffeine and sugar. “No, wait, I didn’t
mean it—I meant, good, Fraser, great, fine, terrific, we’ll fix this.”
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And that was the most peculiar smile on Fraser’s face.
“But coffee first, I would think,” Fraser told him, “and perhaps a
shower?”
Ray took a deep breath, sniffed at himself. Considered, for all
of half a second, how much better Fraser’s sense of smell was
than his own. “Shower,” he agreed readily. “Then—”
“Coffee,” Fraser said, doing that deflecting thing again.
“Then Fraser,” Ray said firmly, “we’re fixing this…this…
whatever.”
And wonder of wonders, all he got was a “Yes, Ray,” a watered
down smile, and the sight of Fraser retreating to the kitchen, a
promise of coffee drifting in his wake.
Showered, not shaved, and with hair unspiked, Ray looked at
himself in the mirror.
He’d learned many things with Stella; knew some of the things
not to do, knew some of the things that could paper over the
cracks, at least for a while.
And deliberately, very deliberately, reached for his razor.

Coffee was waiting on the countertop, sweetened just right, with
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brown sugar instead of candy, since he’d remembered to pick
some up last Thursday.
No. He hadn’t remembered: Fraser had remembered, and
reminded him.
That had to count for something, just like all the little things
he’d done for Stella should’ve counted for more than she let
them, at the end.
He knew what he’d meant—the unspoken message from him to
her—when he remembered to pick her up pantyhose and tampons,
and he’d known what it meant when he finally realized she
wasn’t remembering to pick him up toothpicks and ice cream.
Ray drank his first mug of coffee in—well, not quite cozy
silence, but at least they weren’t hostile. More…still thinking
about it.
“Okay,” Ray said, hands wrapped around his second mug of
coffee, “let’s get this fixed.”
“Ah, yes, well,” Fraser said, sounding brisk and alert and completely at a loss, all at the same time. “I uhm… I ah…”
“I think the word you’re looking for,” Ray informed him, “is
sorry.”
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“Actually Ray, I believe it was ‘apologize.’”
And Ray had his head raised, eyes narrowed, hackles up before
he realized Fraser was trying to joke to make it easier.
“Yeah?” he asked, eyes still narrowed, trying hard to smile,
trying not to repeat his own old patterns. “Sure it wasn’t ‘grovel’?”
Deep breath, Fraser straightening his spine, coming to full,
perfect attention. In jeans and well-worn flannel. With the sleeves
of his henley peeking out from under his shirt sleeves.
Ray very nearly didn’t hide his smile in time. “Grovel?” he
nudged Fraser.
“You missed out ‘abjectly,’ Ray,” Fraser replied. “I ah…I overreacted last night.”
And it was going to be that easy? Where was the soul searching,
the agonizing, the prying blood out of a stone in the form of a
Fraser-confession?
“Yeah?” Ray said, for want of anything else.
“Yes. I am sorry,” Fraser told him, in that sincerely sincere way
of his that made his usual sincerity look almost frivolous. “I was
reacting from…past lessons and false expectations.”
Ray winced in empathy. “They taught you well.”
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“I chose to learn certain things,” Fraser corrected.
“Fraser—”
“Please, Ray. I can’t—”
No, Fraser wouldn’t be able to stand there and vilify even a
villain, let alone someone—someones—he’d loved. Loved. Still.
Would love, maybe.
And that thought was depressing enough to ruin even brown
sugar coffee.
“Ray—”
“What?”
There was a long pause, silence until Dief made a rumbling,
grumbling noise, not quite a growl. “Ray, you said I can trust you,
and you me.”
Uh oh. “Yeah?”
“Then—” a thumb to eyebrow, and Fraser looking away for a
moment, actually reaching up to tug at a collar that wasn’t there.
“Please don’t push me where I can’t go.”
“I was just getting you past your limits—”
“Past my limits? Ray, maybe that was your intention, but you
were pushing me, to—” Fraser struggling, visibly, for control, “to
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take what I didn’t want to take, to give what I didn’t want to give—”
And that just did it. “You still don’t want to see yourself, do
you?” Ray yelled, the anger rising up and ambushing him. “You
blame me for you believing it was just ‘for the duration,’ and now
it’s me pushing you, well, let me tell you, Mr. Perfect—”
“I’m not—”
“Yeah, I know you’re not perfect,” stalking closer to Fraser,
“and I don’t need you to be perfect because I’m not perfect and
you know what? I tried living with perfection before, I married
perfection before, and it hurts like fuck because the rest of us
can never measure up. So you don’t have to be perfect for me,
but you still gotta be perfect for you. Only,” stalking ever closer,
close enough to see the whites of Fraser’s eyes and the angry
flare of his nostrils, “I’m not taking the blame so you can be
perfect. You say I lied to you about the duration? Only because
you went along with it. And I pushed you last night to where
you didn’t want to go? Only because you’re afraid, too fucking
afraid to face yourself and the fact that you got needs like the
rest of us. It’s okay for me to get sweaty and messy and fall apart
fucking you, but oh no, Mr. Perfect can’t get his hair mussed—”
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“I had you in my mouth,” growled at him, from inches away,
Fraser’s voice a tightly coiled whip of anger. “I didn’t care how I
looked or whether or not you—or anyone else would call me…”
the near mockery in Ray’s eyes the final, goading spur, the word
spat out like snake venom, “—cocksucker.”
Ray heard that, saw that word coming out of pristine Fraser’s
mouth, and knew this was out of line, way beyond safe Fraserspace. Grabbed his own temper with both hands—experience
and practice—and stepped backwards, as Fraser, unleashed,
advanced on him.
“I came here this morning to apologize, to fix this whatever we
have between us, and instead— do you think this is easy for me?
To lay myself bare, to let myself go—to let them go? And you’re
rubbing my nose in it—”
Still advancing, dark, the anger fed by raw, bleeding pain.
And it was that that truly stopped Ray.
A promise. He’d made a vow to this man, more binding than
his own wedding vows.
You can trust me.
And: I won’t let you.
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“Fraser,” he said, very softly, bringing the tone down, his police
training coming to the fore, and he expected the flare of anger he
got when Fraser recognized that. “I didn’t want to hurt you—”
and God, wasn’t that what Fraser had been saying to him? “—I
didn’t mean to push you too far. But—”
“But what?”
And all his platitudes and ‘right’ answers dried up and blew
away like leaves in autumn. “I need you,” Ray heard himself
whisper, and saw as Fraser’s anger dimmed to embers, then to
ash. “I don’t need the polite guy who won’t take, I need…”
And Fraser understood. “You need me to take you. So that
you’ll belong to me.”
Ray fought the temptation to hang his head in shame. “The way
I don’t belong to Stella any more.”
“Dear God, Ray—”
“Sorry,” Ray said, “I know, I know, it’s not all my fault,
but…some of it is.”
“And a great deal of it’s mine. Ray, I can’t—just—the way you
wanted me to last night.”
Here was the answer Ray wanted—the answer he needed. “Why not?”
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“Because…” another of those nervous gestures. “Because then
I’ll be treating you as I was.”
“Oh fuck,” Ray said, so heartfelt that even prissiest Fraser
wouldn’t find fault, and this morning’s Fraser could only muster a
faded smile for. “I didn’t think—”
“Unfortunately, neither did I,” Fraser told him. “I’m…” head
lowered, canted to the side, so he could whisper it to Ray, “not
very good at relationships.”
“Oh yeah, and I’m a real master of them, just ask the Stella.”
“I don’t think that would actually be wise,” Fraser said, shaky
smile and faint attempt at humor, the anger and pain slowly being
pressed back down into whatever wells Fraser kept hidden inside.
“Yeah, I don’t think she’d appreciate my—” and Ray stumbled
over another of those little mines in their own personal field.
What the hell were they? He looked at Fraser, found Fraser looking
at him. Gave up even trying to look like he had a clue what they
were doing. “So what the hell are we?” he asked.
“Partners,” Fraser replied without hesitation. “Buddies.”
“Yeah,” Ray said, feeling the warmth of that seep into his
bones, soothing the raw places last night and this morning had
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left. “We’re still that.” Smile faltering, reality intruding. “For the
duration.”
“It doesn’t matter what else happens, Ray,” Fraser said, backing
away a little, looking unsure and ruffled and a bit lost. “We’ll
always be partners.”
Yeah, right, Ray’s expression said. “No,” he added, sharply. “I
don’t want to hear it, okay? We got—this thing we got, for however long we got it. You know I want more, I know I want more, I
don’t want to hear you spinning me any tales just to make me feel
better.”
“All right,” Fraser replied, very quietly. “But—”
“No,” Ray told him, gentling it with a pat to Fraser’s shoulder. “I
don’t want fairy tales.”
Fraser stood there, and moistened his lips, and looked at Ray
for a long moment. “I spent much of last night and this morning
thinking.”
“Yeah?”
“About why I over-reacted—”
“Yeah, well, seeing it from your side, that wasn’t over-reacting,
Fraser. I shouldn’ta—”
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“No, you shouldn’t have. But you did, and I did, and…” This
time Fraser didn’t give into any of his usual nervous tics, just
stared at Ray until it was Ray fidgeting with nervousness, and
Fraser who’d found whatever he needed to keep talking. “Will
you let me go?”
And Ray’s “fuck, no!” blurted from him before he could censor
it. “Uh, yeah, sure, I mean, yeah,” he added on, all casualness
and deceit, “sure, if you wanna go, I’ll let you go.”
“Lying to me again, Ray?”
“No—okay, okay, yeah. I don’t let go real good,” Ray said, a master
of understatement. “I won’t crowd you if you decide to go, but—”
“You won’t make it easy on me.”
And another of Fraser’s needs was there, in his eyes, waiting to
be read.
“No,” Ray whispered, “I won’t make it easy. I’ll fight you, I’ll
fight you so fucking hard it’ll be easier to stay.”
“Yes,” Fraser whispered back, eyes alight. “God, yes.”
And then they stood there just looking at each other.
“Uh… This isn’t the healthiest relationship, is it?” Ray finally
muttered.
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“No, it would certainly seem not,” Fraser answered, with rather
unnerving—and not entirely unconvincing—cheerfulness.
“And you think this is a good thing?”
“I’m a freak,” Fraser said, and perhaps it was meant as a joke,
but the truth laid him bare, “as are you. And perhaps this is the
healthiest relationship in the world for us—balance, Ray.”
Balance, between what each of them needed, what each could
give and each could take.
“That’s, uh, you know, that’s really where things went wrong for
Stella and me,” Ray confessed.
“And you know my history.”
Oh yeah. Ray knew.
“So maybe,” Ray mused, “maybe a fu—messed-up from-thestart thing is good for us.”
“You said it yourself, Ray,” Fraser replied, muffled a little because
he was, rather to Ray’s surprise, now engaged in the mortally mundane routine of getting eggs from the fridge to make breakfast, “you
were willing to try this because you knew from the start that when it
went wrong, it wouldn’t be your fault.” And then Fraser straightened
suddenly, and looked at Ray with surprise. “Nor would it be mine.”
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“Just realized that?”
“Yes,” Fraser told him, and shook his head. “Remarkable,” he
murmured and went back to scrambling eggs.
“Freak,” Ray said, trying the new meaning on for size.
And got a bright smile for that, even if Fraser’s eyes were still a
little shadowed.

The dishes were in the sink, Fraser standing there sink-cleaning
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again, Ray the one happy to leave dishes where they landed until
he ran out of clean stuff.
“Ray?”
“Uh-oh, you’re not looking at me—this is gonna be another
one of those conversations, isn’t it?”
“No,” said quickly, Fraser turning just as fast, a flush rising to
heat his face. “I just wanted to mention that it’s still early, really
quite very early and morning and…”
“You’re blithering,” Ray told him, but indulgently, his stomach
happily fed and his brain ready to listen to other parts of his body.
“You wanna try and fix last night?”
Rapid nodding for that.
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“We can fix it,” Ray said, taking Fraser’s hand, the way they’d
been seen before, but different now, of course, very different.
“Told you last night, we can fix it.”
“And if you tell me often enough, you’ll believe it too?”
“But at least if I’m wrong, it’s not my fault. Or yours.”
“Doomed to failure,” Fraser said, following Ray into the bedroom, fingers flying deftly over shirt buttons.
“Don’t stand a chance,” Ray replied with a sharply wicked
smile, and the sound of button-fly jeans being ripped open.
“Might as well just relax, then,” Fraser said, pulling his shoes
and socks off.
“Since the whole thing’s not gonna work anyway,” Ray agreed,
kicking his jeans off, tugging his boxer briefs down and tossing
them aside. Naked, Ray climbed up onto the bed, knelt behind
Fraser. “Never gonna work.”
And then: hesitant, quiet, ending the joking: “Do you think we
stand a chance, Ray?”
“You’re the most stubborn man in the world,” Ray murmured
against the bullet scar nestled against Fraser’s spine. “I just gotta
convince you to dig your heels in, and—we’ll be good.”
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“I did know, you know,” Fraser said softly.
“Be hard not to.” A breath of laughter and pain against Fraser’s
back. “What gave me away? Me being all over you like a rash or
telling you I loved you?”
“When I finally calmed down,” Fraser said, reaching back,
bringing Ray’s arms around to hug him, “it was realizing you
were in this for you, yes, but for me, too—you were trying to give
me what you thought I needed.”
“You never had that before?”
“Yes, I have—once, at least. But he—”
Ray licked his back, the scar glistening under his tongue.
“I need, Ray, I always need more than anyone can give me.”
“I can give,” Ray whispered, “you just gotta let me.”
“I don’t know how.”
And Ray tugged him backwards, onto the bed, and started
showing Fraser how.
This time, it was all kisses and caresses, and Fraser lying there,
bound safe and sound by Ray’s limits, free to let go, and simply
take, and take, and take, for Ray was there to give. With kisses
and hands and fingers, Ray gave, until Fraser could take what he
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needed, what he wanted; until Fraser was lying there with Ray on
top of him, measure for measure, inch for inch, no polite raising
up on elbows, just Ray, bone and sinew and hot, heavy weight
pinning Fraser down.
Until Fraser clamped his hands around Ray’s head, held him
tight, immobile, and kissed him hard. More than kissed: a reversal
of buddy breathing, Fraser holding Ray in place, sucking the
breath from him, hips thrusting up hard and hungry, cock pushing
into the softness of Ray’s balls, between his thighs, and against
the hardness of Ray’s own cock.
Until Fraser’s mouth left Ray’s, until Ray was heaving in great
rasping breaths, until those turned to moans, as Fraser sucked on
Ray’s throat, hard enough to hurt, marking Ray, the pain counterpoint to the pleasure.
Familiar pain, for Ray, the remembered pain of his tattoo, of
being marked there, claimed and tagged by Stella the night she
agreed to marry him: her champion, she’d said, her spark plug,
she’d whispered just before she took his cock— But that was
long since past. This was another mark now, less permanent, but
perhaps, perhaps…perhaps there would be another night, and
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another mark, one as permanent as the mark Fraser was leaving
on him where it couldn’t be seen, only felt, only ever felt, by
Ray himself.
“Maple leaf,” Ray muttered, and got a taken-aback “What?”
from Fraser.
“Nothin’,” Ray said, and bent to dip his tongue into Fraser’s ear.
“I want,” Fraser demanded, flexing this newness between them.
“Explain.”
And held tight again, held so that he couldn’t look down or
away or anywhere but at Fraser’s eyes, Ray whispered, “Maple
leaf. Tattoo.”
For an eternity, Fraser simply stared at him, one hand leaving
Ray’s face to trace, unerringly, over the indelible tag on Ray’s right
arm. And then Fraser was holding Ray hard again, coming in
close again, kissing Ray hard, sucking the breath from his lungs
again until Ray needed Fraser even for breath. And Fraser
breathed for him, breathed into him, giving Ray Fraser’s own
breath. “Perhaps,” Fraser said over Ray’s gasping, fingers going
back to the sharp lines of Stella’s tattoo. “Perhaps.”
And then Ray was between Fraser’s legs again, his cock slicked
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and hard, and being devoured. Fraser taking, Ray giving, and it
worked, for them, until they were tangled together, sated, sticky,
and sliding into sleep.

For all they had this ‘case,’ Ray still had the rest of his work.
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They’d dealt with a burglary and an assault already—enough real
police work for Fraser to be one happy non-bureaucrat for the
week—and were just starting on a bookmaking racket.
Ray slammed the file shut.
“Ray?”
“I do not believe this.”
“Ray?”
“I do not believe this.”
“Well, Ray, perhaps if you were to tell me what it is you don’t
believe, I could decide if you’re right in your disbelief or—”
Ray opened the file again, and slid it across his desk to Fraser.
Who looked at the photograph of the suspected bookie.
“The monsignor,” Fraser said.
“Do not—I repeat, do not—say I told you so or any variation
thereof,” Ray said sharply. Then groaned, dropped his head and
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banged his forehead on the desk, once, twice, three times, just for
good measure.
“It’s all right,” Fraser whispered conspiratorially, “I won’t tell
anyone you used ‘thereof.’”
“Thank you, Fraser,” Ray muttered from his desk.
Fraser patted him on the back, and went back to reading the
file. Chastised himself a second later for forgetting to use the
opportunity to further ‘out’ them for the other case, shared a
rueful smile with Ray—who was still lying with his head on the
desk, face sideways against more of the eternal paperwork—
when the hair on the back of his neck raised, and beside him,
Dief growled.
He looked around, and caught two uniforms and one detective
(third class) staring at him. And at Ray. Who raised himself slowly,
furrow between his eyebrows, watching Fraser’s face. “What is
it?” Ray said.
“Nothing,” Fraser replied breezily.
Ray reached for his glasses, and Fraser put a hand on his arm,
stopping him. “It’s just part of the job, Ray,” Fraser said quietly.
“It’s not worth you looking at them.”
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“So someone’s giving us shit looks—”
“I wouldn’t put it like that, but yes, and it won’t help if you
react in your usual predictable manner.”
“You mean kicking them in the head.”
“Precisely. If we were truly a couple who were simply becoming
careless due to complacency—”
“—we would haveta let all the shit slide.”
“Don’t look, Ray.”
Ray dropped his head back onto the desk, and thumped it
again. “This kills me, Fraser.”
“I know patience isn’t one of your virtues—”
“No, I said I hate waiting,” Ray interrupted sharply. “What I
hate right now is letting them get away with this crap just so’s
we can give some bad guy enough time to pick us out of an
invisible line-up. Waiting kills me, Fraser,” Ray said, level and
true, “but that don’t mean I can’t be patient when I’m hanging
in there till we figure out what it is you and me’ve got here. I
can be patient for as long as you need to let them go and want
me instead.”
Fraser looked at him long and hard for that then nodded, once,
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sharply. “Then a virtue it is,” Fraser said briskly. “Shall we go and
chat to the…monsignor?”

By the time they got there, it turned out the ‘monsignor’ (aka
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Peter “The Pope” Pyus) was going on a retreat of sorts: racing
away at full tilt, Fraser and wolf and Ray pounding along behind
him.
By the time they got their man, got him back to the precinct,
booked him—for quite a few things worse than bookmaking, or
so the happy feds and state police were saying—got him in a cell
and the paperwork from the broken window and the car in the
mall fountain taken care of, there wasn’t much point in starting
on a new case. Especially not when Welsh was out of his office
for ten minutes, which gave them enough time to drop off the
paperwork and make a clean getaway before the lieutenant got to
read about their handiwork. And the price tag it came with.
“My place?” Ray said as they were taking the stairs two-at-a
time, beating a hasty retreat as Welsh’s voice approached.
“Mine, I think,” Fraser replied, stepping aside to open the
door for a uniformed officer and an apparently pregnant man
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complaining that he hadn’t been shoplifting. “I’ll uhm… I’ll need
a change of clothes for tomorrow.”
“Yeah,” Ray said, blinking. Reacting more than was required—
or convincing—for the case. “Uh, yeah, we’ll swing by the Consulate, get your stuff—”
“Ray? Ray. Ray. Ray. Ray!”
Another blink, and a headshake. “Yeah?”
Fraser edged him into one of the emergency door indents—the
very one, in fact, where Fraser had lost Guy Rankin some months
before, although he refrained from mentioning that to Ray. “Are
you all right?”
“Yeah, sure, fine, great, goodness—” Stopping. Rubbing his
forehead. “Good. Greatness,” he repeated, getting it right.
“It’s just that you seem,” Fraser leaned in a bit closer, “well,
pole-axed.”
“Nah, not me, no poles, no axes—uh, okay, so I’m Polish, but
you know what I mean.”
“No, Ray, frankly, I don’t. I simply said I needed to pick up
some clean clothes and—there, you’re doing it again!”
“Doing what?”
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“That.”
“What that?”
“That that. The—going all…”
“All what? Fraser—” grabbing Fraser by the arm as Fraser took a
half-step backwards, “what that? I am not going out there looking
weird—”
“Panicked. Panicked, and then dreamy,” Fraser said reluctantly.
“You look all…dreamy.”
“Yeah, okay, so I can deal with that. C’mon, you need to get
your stuff, we need to get outta here before Welsh gets us—”
This time it was Fraser who grabbed Ray by the arm, and
hauled him back into their nook. “What were you dreamy about?”
“Fishing, Fraser?”
No doubt his father would have something to say about having
the grace to be shamefaced, but his father—thank heaven and
earth and everything in between—wasn’t around at present.
“Well, should I be, Ray?”
Communication. Listening, and talking, and making things
work. “It just kinda hit me that you’re not fighting this and we
could maybe—just maybe—you know—not fu—not screw it up.”
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Fraser’s turn to panic, to feel the sudden rush of possibility
threaten to choke him. “We could,” he said, sagging back against
the wall.
“Yeah,” Ray told him. “You and me, we could both end up with
someone again.”
Not in limbo, not on the shelf, not on the dump, discarded.
Fraser swallowed, knew he’d gone pale.
“You okay?”
“I think so. It’s just—it’s been so long since I even considered…”
“Considered what?” Ray asked, leaning in again, curving
around even more protectively as someone walked past and
muttered a particularly foul three letter word. “C’mon Frase, don’t
make me fish.”
“Happiness,” Fraser said, the word alien and nearly forgotten.
“Not just content, not just satisfied with things as they are,
but…happy.”
“I had that,” Ray confided. “You’ll like it.”
“Yeah?”
“Yeah.”
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“Right.”
“Okay.”
“Well then.”
“Your place?” Ray whispered, mouth a scant handswidth from
Fraser’s cheek.
Another long moment, while Fraser weighed something, brow
furrowed in thought, then clearing. “Yours first, I think,” he said,
making it sound like a promise and a liberty. “If you don’t mind.”
“Mind? Are you nuts—no, don’t answer that, I already know
the answer. So c’mon, let’s go, let’s get moving—”
And they did, hurrying out of the station house, completely
unaware of the looks and the talk that rippled and roiled in their
wake.

It was easier this time: sandwiches and potato salad and fresh
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milk for Fraser all picked up at a deli on the road home, Dief
walked, sandwich wrappers tossed in the trash, and then no pretense of anything else but heading for the bedroom, and each
other.
Different this time, surer, each learning the other’s limits, each
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leaning on the other for limits, and a circumference of safety,
here, in bed, just the two of them.
Well, just the two of them, and a few lingering ghosts, some of
whom were finally beginning to fade away into mist.
“You like that?” whispered in the dark, answered by a groan.
“Please,” begged shamelessly, and answered.
“Yes,” gasped, the need taken inside, and returned as kisses and
touches and pleasure.
No pushing tonight, neither of them thinking they knew better,
just meeting, as they did best, in the middle.
And perhaps that was why Fraser felt safe enough to loosen the
leash just a bit more, and why Ray lay there, torn between the
glorious, newly-familiar pleasure wet around his cock, and the
uneasy unfamiliarity of Fraser’s fingers, probing him, there.
“Too much—oh please—” he gasped, bucking forward away
from that finger, driving his cock deeper into Fraser’s hungry maw
of a throat.
Fraser moaned around the thickness in him, tried to take Ray
deeper inside, pressed his finger in farther.
“No—”
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And Fraser lay there suddenly flat on his back, dazed, bereft,
Ray leaning over him, pushing him down.
“Wait,” Ray said, breathless, shaking a little. “Too much, don’t
know if—”
And Fraser ‘got’ it. Got what he’d been doing, got what he’d
misread in Ray’s reaction: trying too hard to please, trying too
hard to break the old fears that bound him, he’d succeeded
only in transgressing against Ray. His erection flagged,
pathetic and limp against his thigh, and he started to scramble
away.
“Get back here!”
Strong hands using police tactics for completely non-police
reasons, pulling Fraser back, settling him.
“Told you,” hand firm on Fraser’s chest, right over the desperate
thudding of Fraser’s heart, “I wouldn’t let you. I gotcha, it’s fine,
we’re fine—”
Fraser stared up at him in the half-light, the muscle in his jaw
jumping, his hands clenched, his heart still racing. “I’m sorry—”
“You always get this carried away?”
Days of duty unfulfilled, uniform draped across her naked
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shoulders; days of forgetting to eat, or call—or repay money, or
remember friends at all. “Yes,” the simple truth.
“Figures, the way you been reacting to all of this,” Ray said
easily, not that either of them believed his insouciance. “I just
didn’t like it that much—feels weird.”
“Sorry,” Fraser repeated.
“Don’t know if I’m ready to—you know, do that, even
though—”
Just a single night before, demanding it. Pushing for it.
“We all have things we thought we were ready for, but
weren’t,” Fraser told him, rough and hoarse and still not breathing
right.
“I thought I’d like it—the books an’ all make it sound like a
guy’s G-spot. But—” a slight grimace, an expressive shudder.
“You okay with that?”
An inelegant shrug, and fingertips tracing circles on the back of
Ray’s hand. “I like it—and I don’t need you to reciprocate.”
Sultry smile, and the touch of Ray’s hand on Fraser’s belly. “So
back to where we were?”
“Ray, are you sure—”
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“No, I’m not sure,” Ray said back, sing-song with sarcasm. “In
fact, I’m seriously traumatized, I don’t think I’ll ever want sex
again in my life. Of course I’m sure! Fraser—” Not pushing this
time, but taking the point, letting Fraser follow if he chose. “I’ll
show you how sure I am,” Ray said, “here, put your hand on
me—” taking Fraser’s hand, putting it on his half-hard cock, pushing up into it, nice and slow and steady, watching Fraser all the
while. “Oh yeah, like that…”
Fraser, trusting—himself, as much as Ray—let go of so many
things, and reached up instead to hold onto Ray. He touched Ray,
the way he was learning that Ray liked best, grip firm and in
constant motion. He went willingly when Ray pulled him up into
a kiss, mouth open and ready for him, desire abated, but still
there.
Still there.
Just another bump in the road, and easier to smooth than the
last one and twice as sweet to cross. So they twined together in
the near dark, balancing each other, complementing each other,
until they gave enough, and took enough, and could lie there,
breathing together, until they slept.
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The phone rang early, but Ray was already up, showered,
dressed, had even had breakfast: the perils of having his very own
resident Mountie who had used up the spare clothes kept at Ray’s
and was unwilling to wear the same things again.
“Vecchio,” Ray answered brightly.
“Yeah, I’m sure it’s me,” he griped into the phone.
“No, I didn’t take any funny pills this morning, sir, Fraser—”
And Fraser sat on one of the breakfast bar stools and watched
Ray look at him, then the phone, and actually blush.
“No, no details,” Ray said quietly, watching the toes of his
socks scuff through dust and fluff on the floor. “Uh, yes, sir. Right
away, sir.” And as soon as the phone was hung up: “Three bags
full, sir.”
Fraser looked a question at Ray.
“Consulate,” Ray answered him. “ASAP.”
“Ah.”
“Don’t ‘ah’ me. And uh Frase?”
“Yes, Ray?” said as the ‘sacred’ hat was being placed on his
head, Ray settling it in place with just a bit more flourish than
was strictly decorous.
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“They uhm, the Ice Queen noticed you weren’t in your bed—
cot. Office.”
Fraser just looked at him for a moment, until Ray wished he
could read whatever was in Fraser’s eyes.
“Ah.”
And this time, Ray felt like agreeing with him.

They were standing at the door of the Consulate again, Fraser
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stepping aside to let Ray precede him as always, Ray jostling him,
making a swipe at the Stetson.
“Gentlemen? If you’re quite finished frolicking in the hallway?”
Ray made a face at Inspector Thatcher’s retreating back, and
took Fraser’s hat, twirling it between his hands as they followed
those clicking heels and that straight back—and that firm, curvaceous ass, Ray’s expression and elbow nudge said to Fraser.
No such thing, Fraser’s blank facade and stiff back said.
Come on, Ray jostled into Fraser again, nearly dancing along at
his side.
Well, all right, Fraser’s half-smile conceded.
And then she was looking at them, and the hat, until
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Ray slouched again and handed the hat over to its rightful
owner.
“My office,” she said, leaving the door open behind her.
She was wearing mint green today, and Welsh was wearing a
rumpled white shirt and a frown.
“There’s been a development,” she told her desk.
“Major development,” Lieutenant Welsh agreed, addressing the
pattern on the rug.
“And this would be…” Fraser prompted helpfully.
“Yes, well,” Inspector Thatcher said to the rug.
“Ah,” Lieutenant Welsh said to the desk.
Fraser and Ray just looked at each other. “Sirs?” Fraser
prompted again.
“You’re the Mountie, you tell ’em,” Welsh whispered.
“One of them’s yours,” she hissed back.
“Oh for fu—”
“Ray!” came the chorus of three.
“Great, so you can talk to us directly and look at us at the same
time,” Ray told the bosses. “So you wanna try that again with
whatever you dragged us over here to tell us?”
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“The development?” Fraser prompted yet again, sounding just a
tad impatient himself.
“The malfeasant,” Thatcher began, then stopped, and gestured
at Welsh.
“He’s uhm…he’s made his move.”
“Oh good,” Fraser said cheerfully. “Are the plans in place?”
“Fraser,” Ray said with no cheer at all, “they’re telling us the
bad guy made his move, and since we didn’t get no call, that
means said bad guy made said move on someone else, which
means you and me came out for nothing.”
“Well, not for nothing, Ray,” Fraser said, and perhaps both
bosses thought he truly was referring only to the case. “After all, it
could just as easily have been us he chose.”
But Ray, unlike the bosses, was looking at Fraser. Not the case.
At least, nowhere near all just the case.
“May I ask,” Fraser asked, “whom the malfeasant approached?”
“Ah,” said Thatcher.
“Hmmm,” said Welsh.
And from somewhere near the back kitchen, there came a wail.
Fraser looked at Ray. Ray looked at Fraser.
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“No,” Ray said.
“Surely not,” Fraser said.
Thatcher nodded.
“Turnbull?”
“What did this guy catch him doin’?” Ray asked in sheer disbelief.
“Not using the right oil for oiling his Sam Browne every second
Wednesday?”
“Apparently,” Thatcher took a deep breath, “he was certainly
oiling…something.”
“Leather,” Welsh added.
“Hmmm,” Thatcher said.
“Turnbull?” Fraser repeated.
“There’s a club,” Welsh started.
“Of a very specialized type,” Thatcher continued, actually
looking at them by now. “With an emphasis on, or so Turnbull tells
us, discipline. It seems Constable Turnbull is quite a regular there.”
“A well known regular,” Welsh added, looking at Thatcher,
sharing speaking glances.
“And it would appear that our wanted criminal knew of this
club—”
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“And its regular…ah…clientele,” Welsh supplied.
“—and this morning, when Constable Turnbull unlocked the
Consulate—” and everyone could read the look she gave Fraser,
“there was a note in his desk drawer.”
“Told you the locks in here suck,” Ray said.
“Be that as it may,” Thatcher said, teeth clenched again,
“Turnbull is now…liaising…with the international crime team—”
she spared a second to glare at Ray then continued right over
his staccato burst of laughter, “which means that you two
gentlemen—”
Ray wasn’t laughing now. “Were set up with nothing, for nothing,
only now we got more than nothing to deal with because everyone thinks there’s something going on between us.”
“They thought that anyway, Ray,” Fraser said calmly.
“Except for the ones who were shocked—do not ask me to
name names, Fraser—and the ones who didn’t know and the
ones who got pissed at us for flaunting it.”
“I’d hardly say we flaunted it—”
“Doesn’t matter,” Welsh broke in firmly. “You’re both off the
case as of now.”
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“So do we get to tell everyone what we were doing?”
“Don’t be ridiculous!” Thatcher snapped. “We’ve spent seven
years trying to catch this miscreant, we’re not going to throw it all
away so you can…”
“Start chasing women?” Ray smiled, winking at her.
“So you can,” she said quellingly, “go back to pretending you
and Constable Fraser are just buddies.”
“Well, we are, in fact, buddies, sir—”
“Fraser,” she said tiredly, “please do not lie to me on this matter
any further.”
“I’m not—”
She looked him straight in the eye. “Can you honestly tell me
that you and Detective Vecchio—Detective Kowalski—are not
engaging in carnal relations with each other?”
And right there, right then, Fraser blushed. Bright red.
And Ray just slunk down deeper in his chair.
“Told you,” Welsh said, “doesn’t matter. Won’t go beyond these
four walls.”
Ray sat up straight again, looked over at Fraser, who was looking
at the floor. “We done here?” he snarled. “Yeah, we’re done.”
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Whirlwind of tan coat and black boots, and Ray was out of the
room and half way down the corridor before Fraser could unglue
his feet and follow.

“Ray?”
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Ray sped up.
“Ray. Ray. Ray. Ray!”
“What?”
“This isn’t the way to the station house—and I really should get
back to the Consulate—”
“I am not going back to work today,” Ray said, fierce and low.
“I am not going in to face them looking and whispering behind
our backs—”
“Well, if it’s behind our backs you could hardly face—I’ll shut
up now.”
“You do that.”
“But Ray—”
“I though you were going to shut up?”
“We are still officers of the law. You still have cases.”
“And?”
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“And there are still people depending on you to right wrongs,
come to their aid—”
“So they can tuck their babies up at night and sleep tight.”
“Essentially.”
Silence, while Ray drove.
“You remember what else you said to me that day, Fraser?”
There were many things Fraser had said, but there was one or
two more obvious things. “About finding you attractive?”
“About not being qualified.”
“I’m not a woman, Ray.”
“Yeah, I’d kinda noticed that when you shoved your cock down
my throat.”
Fraser stopped breathing, didn’t even blink for a moment. “Ray?
Are you all right? Are—are we all right?”
“Don’t know,” Ray told him. “Right now, I don’t know.”
“Will you at least tell me why you’re so angry?”
“Wish I knew, Fraser,” Ray said, tires screaming as he pulled
into the parking lot at the precinct, “wish to fuck I knew.”

They had spent the entire drive home not looking at each other—
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or rather, Fraser had spent the time not looking at Ray. Ray had
simply stared at where he was steering.
There had been no discussion of where they were going; what
other possibility was there, apart from separation, and silence?
And if they stopped talking now—if they stopped this whatever
they had now—there was no guarantee they’d ever start again.
It had taken a sinking ship, pirates’ treasure and a matching set
of punches to get them communicating again last time, and that
was to repair pure friendship. It didn’t bear thinking about, what
it would take to repair…this.
They had dinner, on the couch, pizza ordered from the car,
waiting for them when they got home; Dief had been let loose in
the overgrown weeds masquerading as the “community garden”
out back; and now the three of them were back upstairs, Dief
sensibly retired to the bedroom, the two humans sitting, side by
side, on Ray’s couch.
Ray scratched his nose, and Fraser scratched his eyebrow.
Fraser tugged on his right earlobe, and Ray picked at a thread on
his jeans. Fraser looked at Ray, as Ray was looking, sidelong, at
Fraser.

Story Beginning

463

“The gossip won’t stop,” Ray said finally.
“I know.”
“Even when all of this case stuff comes out, it won’t stop.”
“I know.” Then, in answer to Ray’s questioning look: “It hadn’t
stopped before we began this charade, why would it stop now?”
Especially since now, the gossip was true.
Or at least, it had been.
“So uh,” Ray started.
“Yes?”
“Are we—still…us?”
Deep breath, from one, from the other, both staring straight
ahead.
“I think so,” Fraser said.
“Yeah?”
“I hope so.”
Ray moved around some of the papers on his coffee table. “Me
too,” he said, quietly.
“Well, yes, I’d gathered that, Ray.”
“No one ever accused me of being subtle.”
“Although perhaps they ought.”
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“Yeah? Well, don’t think I haven’t forgotten your shared histories
with the Ice Queen.”
And while there were several grammatical issues Fraser could
take with that sentence, he stuck with: “Jealous, Ray?”
Chin lifting, defiant, challenging. “Yeah.”
“Why?”
“Because.”
“But I’ve never shared more than a kiss with her—” and oh,
wasn’t that a recurring theme in his life with women, and he
should’ve noticed, should’ve thought about it before now, long
before now, when he was sitting discussing this—and them—here
with Ray, “certainly far less than I’ve…we’ve…us,” he finished,
lamely.
Ray wrapped his arms around himself, hands cupping his own
elbows, holding hard. After a little while, Ray muttered, nearly a
non-sequitur now: “She can give you stuff.”
“Stuff? Such as!”
A sudden flare of the day’s anger, glittering bright shards in
Ray’s eyes. “Kids,” Ray said.
Gentleness covering sharp steel. “You’re the one with the
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fixation on having children. I never wanted to inflict my absence
on them.”
“Okay, so not kids, but the rest—” voice raised suddenly, arms
aching from being folded so tight, from not grabbing or hitting or
holding Fraser, “how about public acceptance? How about having
a nice place in the suburbs where the neighbors don’t look at you
funny and your fellow Mountie cops still come when you yell for
backup? What about not having uniforms mutter ‘fag’ when they
walk past? What about those things, Fraser? What about being
able to introduce someone to your family and friends and not
have them kick you out and stop talking to you for the resta your
life?”
“My family’s all but gone,” said so mildly, the sting all the
sharper for the gentleness of the voice. “Of my traditional family,
all I have left are cousins, and they’re on my Uncle Tiberius’ side,
so bringing home a boyfriend would be quite a relief for them. I
very much doubt Maggie would turn me away, when we’re all
either of us has—and I’m hardly likely to choose to live in the
suburbs. Those are your concerns, Ray” Fraser said softly, “not
mine.”
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And there was no eluding the truth, not now. Attitude, Ray had
said. Yeah, right, his conscience kicked him—hard. “I don’t know
how my mom and dad’ll react,” Ray admitted, still hugging himself, still holding on. “I still don’t know why my dad went off the
deep end when I became a cop. I know he said it was because he
wanted better for me, but jeez—I don’t get it. Stella was ‘better’ for
me, Gold Coast girl, but he hated her more than the cop thing. My
brother though—” a shake of his head. “Million miles from
Maggie. Real card-carrying homophobe. Won’t let my nephews
join the Scouts cos he says it’s ‘unnatural’ for boys to be sharing
tents with each other.”
And his brother had said a lot more things. “It was different,
you know,” Ray went on, voice pale as snow, “before I met you,
and when this was all make-believe for the case.”
Fraser simply nodded, not risking derailing Ray now.
“When people made cracks about my hair or my clothes or the
bracelet—or the music, my earring, the ballroom dancing, whatever, I had Stella, you know?”
“Yes,” Fraser said, simply. “So it didn’t bother you then, but it
bothered you this morning, and all day.”
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“When that lameass made that joke and everyone smiled and I
hadda keep my mouth shut—” Temper rising again, Ray grabbing
a pillow, thumping it, twice, three times, then throwing it, hard,
across the room. “And this whole thing was pointless! I mean, we
coulda—you know—what we did, us, without anybody knowing,
but now…”
“Now what?”
“Now they look at me, and you, and know what we do. What I
am.”
“You’re still you, Ray. That hasn’t changed, no matter the perceptions of others.”
“And that’s supposed to make me feel better? That’s supposed
to make it easier? Fraser—I went in there today and everybody
looked at me like they knew what we’d been doin’! You didn’t
notice, no, you’re above these things, but me, I noticed, I saw
the looks and the innuendoes and all the whispers. You got no
idea—”
“You think I don’t know?” a whisper of Fraser’s own temper,
leashed far longer than his passion. “I had to face them, every
single last one of them, and they knew.”
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“You didn’t notice today—”
“Because today, I had nothing to be ashamed of.”
“When’ve you ever—” breaking off mid-sentence, looking at
Fraser, at the old pain, the old misery marring his eyes like the
scar on his back. “Her.”
“Yes. And worse: what I did. They knew, Ray. They all knew,
about Ray, and his family, and everything I did for her. With her.”
So yeah, Fraser knew.
“Does it get easier?”
No sugar coating this bitter little pill. “Eventually.”
“Great, something to look forward to.”
“It does get better. And you get used to it.”
“Oh, now that just makes my day.” But Fraser had said it wasn’t
the same for him, today. No shame. Not ashamed. Not of this.
Them, together. “Uh, Fraser?”
“Yes, Ray?”
“This morning, when I got mad.”
Dryly: “I had noticed that, yes.”
“Some of it…some of it was because I was going to miss it.”
Fraser just looked at him.
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“The little kisses, people thinking a couple. Kinda made it real.”
Both Fraser’s eyebrows climbed up at that. “I thought you—”
“That’s them thinking about what we do in bed, that’s them
sticking their labels on me—I had a lifetime of labels and I’m sick
of it.”
“Right you are,” Fraser said, as if he’d have to go back over
that and think about it later. “So—it doesn’t feel real to you
otherwise?”
“Nah, it does, but I mean—when other people see it, it’s a
declaration. Kind of…a promise.”
“Ah.”
“Do not do that to me, Fraser.”
“Ray—”
“But then I got my brain in gear,” Ray said over whatever ‘ah’
related substitute Fraser had come up with, “and reminded myself
if it doesn’t matter when they whack their dumb labels on me,
then it doesn’t matter if they don’t stick on the ones I want.” Ray
looked at Fraser, very nearly nervous, treading carefully. “And I
reminded myself all that mattered was you weren’t fighting this
anymore.”
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“I believe,” Fraser said slowly, looking at Ray as if his next
words were written on Ray’s face, “that I could, in fact, be
getting…stubborn about this.”
Ray trying so hard to play it cool, but the energy was pouring
off him, and he was jittering, nearly bouncing, in his seat. “Yeah?
So at least we’re still…whatever. For the duration. Or maybe—
you really think we can make it longer?”
“Probably.”
Keeping a lid on it, not bouncing, just tapping his feet against
the floor. “Possibly. A bit longer.”
“Probably. And a lot longer.”
“Possibly.”
“No fairy tales, Ray,” said in Fraser’s most profoundly stubborn
tone. “It’s definitely a probably. And for longer than either of us
expect.”
Which was enough to make Ray’s smile burst forth, and the
energy with it, Ray on his feet and hauling Fraser up too, dancing
backwards towards the bedroom. “And if people talk nasty,” Ray
was saying, doing that Fraser ‘unto each day’ thing, “I’ll just kick
’em in the head.”
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“But then I’d have to arrest you.”
“You, me, handcuffs,” Ray said thoughtfully. “Yeah, I can go there.”
“I didn’t mean—” Not that Fraser thought Ray had either, but
they had a routine to keep up, although Ray didn’t seem too
concerned with it right now, Ray’s hands far too busy unbuttoning
and unzipping and stroking and touching.
Nearly manic enthusiasm, burning so bright—too bright, bright
enough to drive any shadows into hiding. But there were enough
problems lurking around the edges, no way was Ray going to give
them any purchase, not here, not now.
Later, maybe, they couldn’t be avoided. But right this second,
Fraser was getting stubborn about this whatever was between
them, and Ray was simply, after too long a time, happy.
You’ll like it, he had told Fraser. Hadn’t told Fraser how much
he missed being happy. Hadn’t told Fraser just how good it felt to
feel on top of the world, Ma, just because the right person smiled
at him in the right way.
And Fraser was smiling in the right way. A little befuddled, a
little bemused, but it was a good look on Fraser, blunted some of
the matinee idol, movie poster too-good-to-be-true looks.
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There was laughter in that bed, this time. Laughter, and fun, a
playfulness that led to sweaty, slippery sex, all mouths and hands
and hard cocks, rubbing. Quick and messy, over fast and easy,
ending in breathlessness, and affection, and a few more barriers
down.
And a few more ghosts laid, at least temporarily, to rest.

Later, in the dark, when Ray came back to bed from the bath-
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room and his movements had woken Fraser, they lay together,
curious caresses, too new yet to be comfortable or idle, still
‘getting to know you’: the way Ray’s stomach quivered if Fraser
stroked his nails along his ribs; the way Fraser’s skin was so
smooth until the sudden coarseness of hair there, and there. The
way Ray’s nipples responded so quickly, years of Stella’s devotions,
and the way touching Fraser’s didn’t make Fraser shiver in
delighted response—yet, Ray whispered in the dark. Yet.
Lying there, sharing kisses, kisses that had nothing to do with
sex, and were all the more nervous because of that.
Ray’s fingers were dappling dance steps over Fraser’s body,
waltzing across broad chest, dipping into armpit, gliding up over

Story Beginning

473

clavicle, tap-dancing back down to circle around and around a
nipple.
Ray’s voice breathing words into Fraser’s ear, whispering in the
dark. “You ever feel like you don’t know who you are?” Fraser’s
arm sliding around Ray’s back, Ray’s warm voice sliding the
words into Fraser. “Like if you weren’t around somebody. Or that
someone wasn’t around you,” Fraser’s arm tightening, Fraser’s
hand stroking Ray’s arm where it lay across Fraser’s chest, “then
you wouldn’t be you or at least not the you that you think you
are. You ever think like that? “
A kiss pressed to Ray’s temple, and Fraser’s voice, not whispering, but strong, sure, nearly bold in the darkness. “No, Ray. But I
have…” A near convulsive tightening of his arms, hugging Ray
too hard, too tight, and Ray not protesting, just grabbing on and
holding just as tight.
“I have known,” Fraser said, and now his voice was a whisper
in the dark, too, “what it is to lose who I am when I’m with someone. I have known,” and this time it was a comforting kiss pressed
to the corner of Fraser’s mouth, “myself not to be who I’d thought
myself to be, because of the company I chose to keep. In the past,
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I’ve let myself be a man,” Ray slithering up and over, covering
Fraser, keeping him safe, and contained, “I don’t ever want to be
again.”
“Won’t happen with me,” Ray said, clear and bright, stubborn
as Fraser himself.
There was a long moment, a very long moment, then Fraser
went still.
Ray just lay there, and kept on touching, letting Fraser think as
much Fraser wanted to—and could manage, when his body was
being quietly worshipped.
And then Fraser burst out with: “Great Scott.”
“Pole,” Ray murmured against Fraser’s throat.
“No, not that—well, yes, that, you are…”
Ray blinking in the sudden light, Fraser’s hand still on the lamp
switch. “You are…” Fraser’s smile making the lamplight dim. “You
are great, Ray, just… greatness.”
“Fraser,” Ray said, with just a soupçon of very understandable
concern, “are you unhinged or—”
A bolt of laughter from Fraser, and then he was wrapping Ray
up, snuggling him in, keeping him close, touching him and petting
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him, and generally licking or kissing every inch within reach.
“Not unhinged, just woefully blind.”
“Blind,” Ray said. “Blind about what?”
“Me,” Fraser said, gleefully. “I was stupid and blind and oh,
Ray, Ray, Ray, Ray, Ray, I am such a fool.”
Ray eased back, lay there in his rumpled bed and looked at his
even more rumpled Fraser. Whose hair was sticking up more than
Ray’s did, and should, if truth be told, have looked, well, silly.
But Ray was generous, and was slowly realizing that maybe,
just maybe, it was okay to be besotted again. That maybe, just
maybe, Fraser’s version of ‘a lot longer’ was close to Ray’s version
of ‘forever.’
“I’ve been so busy trying not to repeat my past mistakes,” Fraser
was saying, speaking as fast as Ray usually did—very nearly
blithering. “I didn’t even see what else I was doing.”
“Which was?” Ray said, running his arm up the pleasant swells
and dips of Fraser’s arm.
“I said it, Ray. I could love you so much.”
Ray looked at him.
“Love isn’t something a person can plan, Ray. It’s not something
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you could do or could not do—well,” rueful smile, thumb to
eyebrow, “it’s something over which I’ve never had any control.”
“Fraser, do not tease me—if you mean what I think you mean—”
“I was comparing,” Fraser said, apologizing. “Her, him, what I
felt for them, what I felt for you. And it was so different—”
Ray spread his hand across Fraser’s chest, heartbeat strong
against his palm. “How was it different?”
“Fishing?”
“Better than popping you one.”
Another bright smile for that, and Fraser brushing the backs of
his fingers across Ray’s lips. “I have no idea,” Fraser said. “It
just…is.”
“Yeah?”
“It’s as if,” Fraser whispered, moving in closer, wrapping himself around Ray again, nudging his hips against Ray, letting go the
leash of passion a little bit more, “I’m more the me I think I am.
The me I could’ve been, if I hadn’t…lost sight of myself.”
“So now you know how I feel?”
“Yes,” Fraser said, open mouth barely separated from Ray’s
open mouth. “Yes.”
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With one thing and another, it was just as well it was Saturday
and Ray the only one of them with a work shift. Between needing
to get Fraser something resembling clean clothes, and needing to
repeat what they’d figured out the night before—complete with
demonstrations, physical re-enactments and tactile reassurances—
it was well past Ray’s usual “ish” for getting to work.
They’d barely made it in from the parking lot before Dief
headed off on the trail of the doughnuts of the entire 27th Precinct.
Fraser was in too good a mood to muster even a token protest.
He simply smiled beatifically at Ray, who tossed a very satisfied
grin back at him.
“Another day, another dollar,” Ray said, shoving open the swing
door into the bullpen, light on his feet and bristling with energy.
“Actually, Ray, given the salary scales of the Chicago PD and
those of the RCMP, it’s considerably more than a dollar. Although,”
that odd shifting of head from side to side, Ray stifling a smile at
the gesture, “given the current rate of exchange between
Canadian and United States currency—”
“Fraser.”
A glint of a smile, only in the eyes. “Understood.”

Story Beginning

478

“Thank you,” Ray replied, bowing elegantly. He straightened
up, and just…stopped. Stood there looking at Fraser, who was
looking at him, last night and a whole lot of tomorrows
stretched bright and shining between them. “Uhm,” Ray
cleared his throat, voice gone husky, “you want tea?”
“After my last experience with the tea in the breakroom—”
“Nah,” Ray said, stretching over his desk to reach the middle
drawer, “I got you some herbal crap the nutso Earth Mother in the
store said you’d like since you like bark tea. And even she,”
shoulder to shoulder with Fraser, heading for the breakroom,
“shuddered when I mentioned bark tea, so it’s not just me—”
They were being looked at again.
By the entire compliment of officers, civilian aides and pseudo
sisters cramming the breakroom.
“What?” Ray demanded. “We’re undercover, we’re supposed to
be pretending we’re gay!”
“Ray!” was completely drowned out by snorts of laughter, ribald
comments and one vehement “oh yeah right” from Frannie.
“And I suppose you have a bridge,” she said, stretching up to
get right into Ray’s face, “to sell me in Florida?”
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She swept out on a cloud of perfume and bristling back. Then:
turning round, looking at them. Looking at Fraser. Looking at Ray.
Looking at Fraser with Ray. She came back, close enough to
speak without being overheard. “Of course, you’re not really my
brother, are you, Ray?”
Ray took one look at the gleam in her eye, looked at Fraser, and
said, “Oh dear.”
One last, very sharp smile, and then Francesca was gone, and
they just had the rest of the denizens of the breakroom to deal
with.
Fraser came right up behind Ray, and it was, of course, purely
so he could speak without being overheard. Just as it always had
been—blind, definitely, he had been oh so blind. But at least now
he had the blinkers off, so he leaned in close so he couldn’t be
overheard, and luxuriated in the feel and smell of Ray. As he
always had. “You really shouldn’t have said that.”
“What? I didn’t say a word to her—Huey, did I say a word to
Frannie?” Huey just filled his coffee mug, shook his head, and
left. “I thought ’em, I thought a lot of ’em, but I didn’t actually say
a single one, Fraser.”
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“No, not to Francesca,” Fraser hissed in that stage whisper of
his and he still hadn’t stepped back and Ray sure as hell hadn’t
stepped forward. “I meant about…”
“About?” Big, innocent eyes.
“You know perfectly well what I’m talking about.”
“If I knew what you’re talking about, would I be asking what
you’re talking about?”
“Ray.”
Ray took his coffee from Fraser, handed Fraser the milk, familiar
routine made new by the way they brushed against each other, by
the way Fraser allowed himself to enjoy it, by the way Ray didn’t
have to pretend any more. “Why would I ask you—”
“Ray—”
Ray sat down in his chair, tipped back on two legs, looked up
and smiled at Fraser. “Might as well sit down, you got three more
‘Ray’s to get through.”
“You counted?”
“Up to five? Yeah, I only get confused when I run out of fingers.”
“What about,” Fraser sat down opposite, glanced at the last
few people still lingering in the breakroom, over by the door,
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whispering as quietly as he was whispering to Ray, “when
people talk? And know?”
Ray’s mouth tightened, and his hand started beating a tattoo on
the formica tabletop. “Doesn’t count,” he mumbled. “It doesn’t
count, they don’t count, you and me’s all that counts.”
Not quite convincing yet, but at least the hand wasn’t a fist,
and Ray was looking at Fraser, not at the three people (two
uniforms, one detective third class) still standing in the doorway.
“For the duration,” Ray said quietly.
Fraser took a deep breath, and reached into his jodhpur pockets.
“Or longer,” he said just as quietly, laying the brightly colored
brochures on the table.
Ray looked at them. Looked at Fraser. Looked back at the
‘Welcome to Canada’ brochures, and didn’t seem to care that
there was a veritable explosion of whispers and pointing over in
the doorway. And then Ray smiled like the sun coming out,
picked the brochures up, and tucked them—carefully—into his
inside jacket pocket.
“What, there’s no work to be done around here?” Welsh
boomed, scattering the threesome in the doorway like rabbits.
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“Nice of you to grace us with your presence, detective,” said to
Ray as Welsh headed for the coffee.
Welsh poured a mug of coffee, turned round and looked at his
detective and his…liaison. “No excuses, detective?”
Ray rocked his seat back again, and for a moment he and
Fraser simply looked at each other. The Ray was smiling up at
Lieutenant Welsh, his face utterly innocent as he said, sweetly, “It
was the Mountie’s fault, sir. He was licking things again.”
“Undercover,” Welsh muttered over Fraser’s shocked ‘Ray!’
“undercover my ass.”

OOO

482

