Omelet
by Rhiannonhero

How many fates turn around in the overtime? ~ Faonios

Justin tossed some mushrooms and cheese into #letdme was making to split with Daphne. She sat stool
at the bar, lighting up the joint he'd rolled fartearlier. He glanced toward the bedroom; Briaa stdl asleep.
He hoped that breakfast--well, late-late brunchwuldanollify Daphne. She was pissed that he'd stoaxdup at
the movies last night. Brian had been in an espgcralleable mood, and it was rare that Justirutitd he
might actually get the opportunity to top, so Heftl Daph waiting in the cold while he made an ¢ at

Brian's ass. The key word being 'attempt'.

Justin shifted to his other foot, pulled a littlettae back of his pajama bottoms and fought a satitee dull
ache from his butt. Losing his bid at dominancthenbedroom hadn't been a complete loss.

Daphne passed the joint his way and he took a desp pretending to ash in the omelet before hanidiback.
Daphne gestured toward the bedroom, her voiceasashe asked, "Does he always sleep this late?"

"He didn't used to. | think he's getting old." Justrinkled his nose to emphasize the horror of it.
"Don't let him hear you say that."

“It's the truth.”

Daph put on her best Colonel Jessup voice. "Tha2rde can't handle the truth!"
"You are such a dork."

"Speaking of dorks, you'll never believe who | mato last night."

Justin flipped the omelet onto a plate and gralebkdife to divide it. "George Bush?"
Daphne shook her head and passed Justin the"jbms. is good stuff."

"Brian's stash." Justin smoked thoughtfully. "Ad8andler?"

"He's cool, you freak."

"He's ugly."

"Well, you don't have to fuck him. Try again."

"Brian Boitano?"

Daphne cracked up and reached for the joint tgliiti off. Justin grabbed a few glasses from theboard and
orange juice from the fridge.

A loud groan preceded the thump of feet hittingftber in the bedroom. He heard the sound of Bpasing,
the flush of the toilet and the rush of water ia #ink.

Brian thumped down the few steps and trudged avéra kitchen. He ignored Daphne and Justin ewtirel
staring into the depths of the refrigerator unistih reached around him and handed him the gusde®. jBrian
looked at the container in his hand like he hadlne where it had come from. Justin took it backyned the
juice into a glass. Brian accepted it wordlesslg esalked blindly over to the couch.

"Morning, Brian!" Daphne called across the room.

Brian lifted a hand and let it fall.

"He's not a morning person,"” Justin whispered.



"It's two in the afternoon."
"I wore him out." Justin waggled his eyebrows. "$Hesing his stamina.”
Brian's voice carried even though he spoke quigilgn't push it."

Justin rolled his eyes and stood across from Daphrteey started to eat. "Oh! | know! That girl-attwas her
name? The one from St. James--" He snapped hisringying to recall. "Mary Magdalena or sometfihg

"Mary Martzapina, idiot."

"Right."

"No. You'll never guess."

Justin knew she was waiting for him to ask, sodwod tanother big bite of omelet and just lookedeat h
"Ethan," she said dramatically.

Justin glanced toward the couch, but there was atmmor reaction from that quarter. "Yeah?"
“Yeah."

"Did he say anything to you?" He felt a blush stanen his voice cracked the way it always did whemwas
trying to sound nonchalant.

"Did he ever! God, it was like he wouldn't shut'Upaphne mocked, "How's Justin? Back with Brian3i
him. Love him. Need him. Yadda yadda pity partyesalt was pathetic."

Justin rolled his eyes. "Pfft."

"My thoughts exactly." Daph was on a roll and sbetmued with much enthusiasm, "I really don't knahat
you ever saw in him. He talked to me for a wholarhwefore | realized you weren't going to showvdis like he
thought | was interested in what he had to sayorething."

"Well, weren't you? | mean, it's not like you haddalk to him. You could've told him to fuck off."

Daphne took a bite and shifted her eyes guilti@kdy, fine. | was interested. He's your ex andréatéd you
like shit--"

"No he didn't."
She lowered her fork and stared at him, wide-eY@adstin, he cheated on you!"

"Once." He glanced toward the couch again. He laid@a if Brian had fallen asleep or was listertmgvery
word.

"That you know of!"

Justin sighed and turned his attention back to Bamd his food. "He really wasn't that bad. Youensways
too hard on him."

Daphne flipped her hair over her shoulder and s&idah, well, when the homosexual love-of-my-liteosis up
on my doorstep wet from the rain and tear-staihéehd to get a little over-protective."

"l was not tear-stained. It was my--"
"Allergies. Yes, | know."

"l was allergic to his cat!"



"Right. Whatever. My point is, yes, | hold a grudge

Justin smiled. He loved when Daphne went into nteliea mode--well, until it became utterly annoyitfgut,
Daph, you didn't like him from day one."

"Woman's intuition. | knew he was a slimy shit."

"He really isn't a bad guy. Anyway, it's not like hroke my heart."

"I'm serious, though. | don't know what you savhim. It's not even like the sex was that good."
Justin nearly choked. He coughed up a bit of edgrbesqueaking, "What?"

"Don't deny it. You told me all this bullshit abelither voice went faux-dreamy "--making love untles stars
and candle-lit sex with chocolate syrup--"

Justin face burned and he looked again to the ¢cduwtiBrian was still blocked from view.

Daphne continued, "But never, not once did you $2gph, | came so hard | saw new solar system®odgghto
existence."

Justin gasped. "Daphne!"

"You never said, 'He fucked me until | could el him the next morning'." Daphne waved her fé80,
obviously the sex wasn't that good."

Justin darted his eyes between the couch and Dapthiteted eyes. That joint had been a bad iddae 'SEx was
perfectly fine."

"My point exactly."
Justin jerked his head toward the couch and moutisdit up."”

Daphne smiled. Justin did not like the glint in bges. "Hey Brian! You don't mind if we talk abdwtw sucky
sex was with Ethan, do you?"

Brian's voice drifted lazily across the room. "Blyraeans, knock yourselves out."
"So, tell me exactly what sucked about sex withaBthlustin. You never did scoop, you know."

"The sex didn't suck. Just drop it." Justin lowehélvoice to a whisper. "I'm going to poison yéawmd the next
time | cook for you. Be afraid."

"Well, for the record, you have never describedwsilk Brian with the words it didn't suck'. Soetlefore, sex
with Ethan was not all that good."

"Actually, Daph, | suck at Olympic levels," Briaalted out.
"It's true. His sucking is an international natibtmaasure." Justin nodded.
"Why, thanks, Sunshine. Good to know I'm appredidte

"Again, | repeat, you've yet to use the words 'flisuck’.” Daphne jabbed the air with her fork tophasize her
point.

"Fine. Okay, let's just drop it." Justin glared>@phne and hoped she'd honor his request.
No such luck.
"So, anyway, Ethan said he'd just returned frowua &nd has moved into a loft just a few streets 8v

Justin felt the blood drain from his face. "He bbug loft where?"



"On Tremont and Fourth." Daphne frowned. "Why?nits like | told him where Brian lives or anythifig.
"He knows where Brian lives."
"It's not like he's a stalker."

"I know, but I'm really not interested in seeing ewaround. | mean, he'll be shopping at Baker'skistaHe'll
be getting his hair cut at Maurice's! Next thingiyjmow he'll be drinking at Woody's and--"

Brian broke in. "Stop queening out. You're giving mheadache."
Justin shut up, but he still felt sick. He didndntto see Ethan. Sure, he'd never loved him, &dtdared about

him, had thought he'd loved him. And, it still htotthink about how it all ended. It hurt to thiakout how it all
began. That whole episode of his life had been aflburt, and he didn't like to be reminded of it.

Brian drank his guava juice carefully, lifting Hisad for a sip and then placing the glass on twe fiext to the
couch.

He could just imagine the various expressions ofdiand humiliation that had passed over Jusigs in the
last ten minutes. Brian had to give Daphne props.®ew how to twist the knife in Justin like ncecgise. He
supposed that was why she was Justin's best friend.

It had been an interesting few minutes from Brigot of view. He'd never really known what hadised the
demise of Justin and Ethan's relationship. He ssggbthat almost anyone would have given him thegsdout
there was no way in hell he'd ever ask. He hagtiite, after all.

But, yes, if Justin had left for monogamy and twuvythen he'd definitely split the moment he was
disillusioned. That was so like Justin. He'd leffiald when he became disillusioned, too.

Brian had to admit that Justin's return made mense now. His faith in monogamy and happily-evéerashot
to hell, he returned to his comfort zone. At lehsttin knew what he could expect from Brian and Wesn't
going to change. Although, Brian didn't know if ¢tmuld say that the new, dimmer Justin was betterséit of
missed the bright light.

Still, Brian thought their relationship (God, heddhthat word) was better now that he wasn't uttdeheavy
weight of Justin's expectations. And Justin seecostent--with an undercurrent of resignation. Bitiaed not
to dwell on that too much. He was happy to havédmsick in his life; he didn't want to taint it nying to
figure out at what point contentment and resigmatiecame a shield to keep the hurt out--and Bdan t
Jesus, it was too fucking early to be thinking éhkisids of things. He glanced at the clock. Okay,that early.
Daphne was still trying to soothe Justin over thml Ethan thing.

"Listen, it's not like you're for sure going to dem. Besides, he'll be leaving on tour again sbon.

"Really?" Justin sounded eager. "Did he say when?"

"I don't know, by that time | was trying to decidbo | wanted to skin alive more--you or him."

"Fuck. | want him out of my life. | want him gone."

Daphne made a small growling noise. "Well, too fagkbad. That's not how life works. Suck it up ataolp
being a baby."

Brian thought he might be in love with Daphne.
"Justin, don't turn your back on me! You're the a®'s supposed to be kissing my ass, remember?"

"Fine."



"Fine."

Brian was tempted to sit up to watch the stare ddwhhe already knew that Justin would win. Dapivas too
easy on the big, fat, cry-baby and Justin was labstun little shit.

Daphne's defeated groan echoed in the loft. "I'mysokay? And, yes, you're forgiven. Brunch wasagr"
"Okay," Justin replied, but Brian could still hebhe sulk, just what he needed on his Saturday mgsrlustin

the drama princess in full pout mode. When theglfjnmade J.T. dolls Brian was gong to insist thaty
advertise the extra pouting action.

Brian bit back a laugh when he heard Daphne saly! Add when are you going to teach me the gay-dowb
job secrets like you promised?"

Justin replied, "When you buy the dildo, like yowmised."

"You can practice on me, Daphne," Brian said.

"Okay, Brian. When can | start?"

Brian sat up, getting ready to wave her over tdrpdmut Daphne was already putting on her coat.V@élag@ped
her scarf around her neck, kissed Justin's cheekasked, "You gonna be home tonight?"

"l don't know."
"Okay, well, I might have company so...you know."
Justin smirked. "Guess you should've bought tHdbdiefore now, then."

Daphne punched his arm and Justin winced. "SeeBman," she called over her shoulder, avoiding any
retaliation from Justin on her way out.

"See you."
Justin slammed the door and leaned against it flengminute before shaking himself like a wet dog.

"Come here," Brian reached out with one arm. Jisstjaze was heavy as he launched himself oveetodtch.
Brian pulled him down, nuzzling his neck. "You shgdod."

Justin sighed, and rubbed his hands over his face.
"Listen, it's not a big deal. | see people I'vekiedt every day."

Justin rolled his eyes and didn't even bother sétying, "That's different.” Brian smirked. It waffetent and
they both knew it. Still, Brian continued, "He's{a guy you fucked."

Justin shook his head. "l wish."
Brian studied Justin's face, looking for some gifgout what was causing this much distress, andhben
remembered how much it had hurt to see Justin wegnwere apart. Was that how Justin felt abounhgee

Ethan? Brian didn't want to think about that. Helstd Justin's neck and said, "Suck me."

Justin smiled, his eyes still sad, and then hedslign the couch to comply. Even Justin's hot malidh't block
out Brian's unease. And that said a lot more thaanBvanted to admit.

Justin sat at the counter eating an omelet. Ddidrensisted he eat before he started work. Shaexke
convinced that Justin was incapable of feeding aimSince he got free food, he didn't protestrimah.



The diner was empty and early morning sun shaftezligh the windows and glinted on his fork. Justared at
the light on the fork. He'd remember it for lat€here was something there--a message that fittim avpiece he
was working on.

"Justin?"

His stomach lurched and his heart stopped. Walk fucking God almighty. Fuck Daphne and fuck Brgith
their bullshit reassurances about Ethan not bestgl&er, because why the fuck else was Ethan istguid the
diner when he knew fucking well that Justin workedle? Son of a fucking--

"Ethan. Hi."

"l guess Daphne told you she'd seen me."

Justin picked at his omelet, took a tasteless aitd, let his fork fall. "How'd you guess?"

"Well you don't seem very surprised."

Justin smiled tight lipped. "Well, | have to adrhiait I'm surprised to see you here."

Ethan sighed heavily, adjusted his shoulder sapif violin case. Justin shook his head, pickedhis fork
and tried to eat again. He felt like he was gomgdmit.

"I'd hoped that you'd have reached a point whereawdd talk to one another like adults."

Justin closed his eyes and took a deep breathhiignwas not the way to handle this. And just wrasvine so
fucking angry anyway? "All right, what do you waattalk about?"

Debbie burst from the kitchen and Justin let hizchgink down, hoping she'd just let it--

"Well if it isn't the son of a bitch--"

Ethan bit his lip, looking at Justin with sad eyes.

"Debbie--" Justin stood up and steered Debbie baekrd the kitchen "--please.”

She stuck her finger in his face. "All right, btihe says one thing outta line, you just call me."
"l can take care of it, Deb. Thanks."

She straightened her apron and went into kitchéfmigudirty words under her breath. Justin sat dawthe
counter again and waited for Ethan to begin talkorgvhatever it was he was here to do.

"Jus, | made a mistake. A terrible mistake--"
Justin raised his hand, stopping Ethan mid-sentéivaai should know I'm with Brian and | love him."

"I'd heard that you were back with him." Ethan eld$is eyes, sank onto the stool next to Justiguésks I'd just
hoped that it was for the money."

Justin scoffed. "I can not believe you just sai@ttlyou come in here with some dim plan to try in me back
and you call me a whore?" Justin stood up, gathleiedlate. "Just leave. | don't need to hear drypor
bullshit."

"Wait. Yeah, | wanted to see if you were--" Ethaalibed Justin's arm to stop him from turning arouBdt,
okay, listen, it's more than that. | need to tallyou."

Justin rolled his eyes and jerked his arm away nhgvthe door to the kitchen open--

"Justin, I'm positive."



"You're what?"
Ethan lifted his hands, sighing.

Justin slowly placed his plate back on the courteswift glance to check, and, yeah, Deb was listefrom the
ticket window. "Since when?"

"l don't know. | thought--" He swallowed and themtinued, "I thought it might have been you."
Justin choked. "Me?"
"Well, you were with Brian, and we all know--"

"He's not positive! I'm not positive!" Justin wirttas he said it, a voice in the back of his mindingling him
that he hadn't been tested in awhile, not sindegjfitsr he left Ethan.

"Well, regardless, | needed to let you know. Angs,J wasn't bullshitting you. | still care for yoand | am
sorry. | made a terrible mistake."

Justin's was heart pounding and he realized héhalding his breath. He swallowed hard and triedeba grip.
"What--I mean, how are you? Are you doing okay? Wieking care--"

Ethan put his hand on Justin's mouth. "Stop. I'eydkHis fingertips stayed on Justin's lips. "lméssed you."
Justin closed his eyes and turned his head awslpdding Ethan's fingers.

"You never think of me, then?"

Justin took a deep breath and tried to steady Hinikeok, give me your number. | can't talk abahis now."

Ethan used Justin's ticket pad and pen to jot dug/mumber and address. Time seemed to standstik
leaned in and kissed Justin's lips softly. "See?you

"I'll call when | can think straight.”

Ethan turned to leave and Justin's hand rose atittaihato wipe the kiss away. He turned to Deblvleen he
heard the door swing open behind him.

"Sunshine...."

If he wasn't shaking so badly then he might haieel tto play it off, but Debbie had her arms arobind and he
just couldn't stop trembling.

Brian unpacked the take-out boxes from the Thaigtiown the street, arranged them on the coffde &atul
dropped down to the floor to prepare his platetidusok a small helping of pad thai, keeping héat down;
he'd been unnaturally subdued all evening.

Brian eyed Justin. "If | didn't know better, I'drtk that Sunshine was keeping a secret.”

"Am | not allowed to have secrets?" Justin askddttyu

Well, fuck, then. This was worse than he thoughiamgrabbed Justin's wrist with the chopstick$-haly to
his mouth. "Spill."

Justin stared into Brian's eyes for a long timeteefinally clearing his throat, jerking his armawand saying,
"Ethan came by the diner today."

Brian's heart rate picked up and he felt a cofkaf in his gut. He shoved it down hard. "Oh, y&ah?

Justin nodded.



Brian waited for a few minutes for Justin to congnbut was treated to nothing but averted eyesidantce. He
measured the likelihood that Justin was doingtthisick with him, and had just started to get pisaten he
noticed the tell-tale signs of tears. Brian sighsking, with what he hoped was a good measuretafpua,
"And?"

"And he wanted to talk to me." Justin met Briaryssethen, head still tilted down, his expressioti@igc. Brian
nearly reached over to shake Justin when he didntinue.

"What did he want?"

"I think he was going to try to convince me to givanother shot with him--" Justin held his gaaed moment
and looked away "--but | told him | was with yothén he suggested | went with you for the moneylaaid
that calling me a whore really wasn't the best Wwayin me back." Justin swallowed hard and gazeal Brian's
eyes. "Then he told me that he's positive."

Brian's heart dropped and he sucked in a sharphor&ah.”

Justin nodded and his lip trembled, but he clangm®en on it with his teeth. Brian scooted closedustin and
wrapped an arm around his shoulder. He knew tlatuld be really hard when an ex-lover was diagdokie

remembered how poorly Ben had taken it when hisridnad died. Justin was a nurturer at heart, ofseobe'd
be upset at this news. Brian frowned, the uncHalgtaotion that Ethan was making use of the diseasy to

appeal to Justin's--

Wait. Ethan came to tell Justin he was positive.
Brian pulled away, held Justin at arms length dadied him. "Well, you were safe right?"
Justin covered his face.

"Justin?" Brian wasn't sure what his voice mostveged: the anger, or the sheer terror that knifiedugh him.
"You were fucking safe right?"

Justin started rocking and muttering, "Fuck, fudkk," under his breath. Brian felt his stomachtaver.

Fuck really didn't cover it.

Justin lay on the bed and let the tears take hienweis alone now, so there was no need to hidelutshed
Brian's pillow and shook with the fierce sobs.

He didn't know what he'd expected but when Britate drained of blood, and his eyes turned coalkhldustin
had lost his shit. He'd stood up and pushed Bnigaygrom him, screaming something about being diigg
and gross, waving his arms around, choking on sspaksobs and trembling like an addict in the reiddl
detox. He'd flung himself on the bed and wishegdgtly that he could die, or reverse time and také# back,
every last bit of fucked-up-ness that had everhiedto leave Brian in the first place.

He'd felt, more than saw, Brian in the doorway, had/elled at him to get out, to go, to leave. El@amed at
Brian that he wanted to be alone, to get the fuekyafrom him. Despite his theatrics, he'd hoped Braan
would climb into the bed and hold him until he sied shaking. But he should have known better.dusti
screamed into the pillow when he heard the slathefoft door, signaling that Brian had taken hinia word.

Histrionics had never worked on Brian. Justin kribat, and he hadn't forgotten. He just needed td get.
He'd been holding it inside for hours, trying td ekay at the diner after his brief melt-down wit&han had
left. Justin had even thought he'd keep it fromaBnintil he'd been tested; no need to worry Brimbthing.

But he'd forgotten how closely Brian watched himvpever vigilant for evidence that Justin wouldveagain;
every school project subtly questioned to confihatt it wasn't another 'lan’, every time Justin stmwp later
than expected, he found Brian cautious and ovarhchalant. Brian protected himself against evedjcation
that Justin might hurt him again--and what hadidukine? He'd hurt him again. He'd taken Ethan higdody
without a condom, exposed himself, risked hisflifiethe stupidest of all reasons--to soothe Ethaea®usy--



and he'd never told a soul about it. He'd beenrastiaeven at the time. Worst of all, he'd never Biiidn,
probably putting him at risk as well, even thouhbyt were always safe, even though he hadn't topiped
before Ethan. But, if anything happened to Bridhgid endangered him--

Justin sat up and wiped his face, rubbing his grmagse on his sleeve; he didn't care if it was grote didn't
care about much of anything. He could imagine wigian had gone. He could imagine what Brian would
think. He was probably hurt, fucking away his woarnd rage. That was what Brian did. That was aKkrew.

Justin cupped his head in his hands and lookechdrthe bedroom through tear-weakened eyes. Het diaow
if Brian would want him to be here when he camekband, even worse, what if Brian returned with some?
He couldn't deal with that tonight. Not tonight.

Besides, did he even want to be here when Briamnetl? Despite what he'd said, despite the hystian
shouldn't have left him alone. If Brian loved him--

Justin turned off those thoughts, knowing wherg'thtaken him in the past. He snorted when he bad t
acknowledge that those were the exact thoughtshtthted him here, to this moment, to this ternéyplace
where he might be positive and all for what? Jugdgnian's love was something he'd sworn he'd stopgd

His bag was in the closet and he cleaned out @émeirnext to the bed where he kept a few changeloities,
grabbed his toothbrush, razor and deodorant frenb#throom, and splashed water on his face. Helgeze
himself in the bathroom mirror, imagining the vimaging invisibly in his blood stream, waiting justder the
surface of his skin to destroy him from the inside.

Justin wiped his face on a towel and whisperedgadilection, staccato sentences of fear-drentiope.
"You're not positive. It means nothing. Don't panfou don't know. It'll be okay." He wished Briaachbeen
the one to say them.

He grabbed his bag and headed for the door.

Babylon throbbed around Brian, hot, wet suctiorhizncock tugging at his awareness. He clenched and
unclenched his hand in short hair, dragging thek wloser, shoving deeper into his throat. All amoapilot
because--

Brian was lost in a memory.
| want you safe. | want you around for a long time.

Why the fuck hadn't Justin listened to him? Chtistd told him! He'd tried to warn him that justhese
someone said they loved you.... Fuck! Brian pulletrick's hair and thrust so hard the previousigoticeable
gag reflex clutched at his cock.

God. What if Justin was positive? What if Justirsveawalking time bomb? Beautiful, brilliant--stugiectking
idiot, Justin! Goddamn him! Fuck! He doubled ovdittée, the pain slicing through his stomach agdihe trick
protested the violent thrusts of Brian's hips, ginghand struggling. Brian backed off, gained sametrol. He
rubbed fingers over his eyes and tried to conctmntiidhe resolution of every pain waited in an ongas
Assuming he could get there--which seemed lesdemsdikely.

Images cut into his mind: Justin curled on the Isbdking, fighting sobs, yelling at him to get thek away, to
get out, to leave him alone. And he'd listenedkisggthe one fail-safe solution to his anger anith plaut--since
when had Justin ever meant anything he said whevakalistressed? Justin was a dirty fighter; Heddout
cruelly when backed into a corner. Much like Briamself.

Fuck, he'd fucked up. Brian pushed the trick aveajtoned his pants. It was a mistake to come lenaistake
to leave Justin freaking out like that.

Somewhere along the way, old solutions seemedve hecome part of the problem. Orgasm wasn't teevain
Keeping his head together, taking control, getfingtin tested, getting them both tested--



Being a man.

That was the solution.

Daphne was about to go ballistic. Justin sat ofbéds head resting on his knees while Daphne yédliedim.

"Fucking Christ! Brian left you there? To go outking himself into oblivion? Fuck him! You knowhhte to
say it, because | love him madly, but he can bé suiticking, selfish prick!"

Justin hugged himself tighter, making himself asléas possible. He wasn't going to argue with fiae truth
was the truth--Brian should have stayed. Even ifidig screamed at Brian to leave.

"I'm going to tell him what | fucking think thisrtie! Don't think | won't!"

Justin just nodded. She could do whatever the $bekwanted. The one thing he wanted to do, he ceaidr
accomplish, anyway. He wanted to turn back time.

Daphne stopped pacing and stood in front of hirgtidumet her eyes and saw that she was fighting,tbar
lower lip caught in her teeth and her lashes wetréfched out, whispering, "Daph, come here."

She immediately started to cry in earnest, crawding his bed and into his arms, clutching histshirell me
your not positive, Justin. Tell me that you're gpia be okay."

"l don't know, Daph. | don't know."

He held her and she held him, taking comfort togietiihey rocked together for several minutes artl jevked
at the sudden pounding on the door.

Justin asked, "Expecting anyone?"
Daphne shook her head and stood up. "l bet itgnBri
"Brian doesn't 'go after' anyone. It's like rulemher two, right after--"

"Brian Kinney doesn't do boyfriends? Come on, dwustknow you're scared and your guard is up, Ghtjst,
give the guy a break."

"What happened to telling him what you think?"
Daphne narrowed her eyes. "Don't think | won't."

The pounding continued and Daphne finally seemedatze that Justin wasn't going to get up. Sgkesi and
shoved off the bed, wiping at her face and tugginiger clothes. Justin lay down, turning his bacthe
entrance of his room when she left to answer thwe.d®art of him hoped it was Brian and part of lireaded
the thought.

He still hadn't had to talk about it, hadn't haéxplain the whole ‘fucking raw' thing. Daphne wapressing
for details--yet. But he felt like he owed it toi@n. He needed to explain how he'd ended up leEthgn fuck
him without a condom--more than once. And Justimtiiwant to remember that right now, or ever again

"Thanks for your input, Daphne. I'm making a noté and filing it under, 'Selfish Prick’, right reto my
mother's last invective against me. Now, get thoé fout of my way."

Justin curled into a tight ball when he heard Bsawice. He didn't know what to think. Brian haure after
him--maybe. Or maybe he'd come to tell him thahé&eer wanted to see him again. Justin squeezeax/bss
shut and shook his head. No, that wasn't Briaple-gbut, neither was coming after him, so, it vkasd to say--

The bed sank beneath Brian's weight and JustiedaVer, warily meeting his eyes. Brian frowneégcteed out
and touched Justin's cheek. "You okay?"



"Not really." Justin cleared his throat, lookedatan's face trying to gage the situation. "How attygou?"
Brian smiled sadly. "Not really."
Justin grabbed Brian's hand and held it to histchgsah."

"Yeah."

Brian sat on the edge of Justin's bed feeling gatheat under his palm, staring at the floor, fagiding hard to
keep under control. It was late, well after midnighustin should be asleep, safe and sound inguisdr Brian's,
dreaming of color, palettes, paint and canvasefatbthey both sat in heavy silence, Brian tryingtadet his
mind go where the heartbeat under his palm wasgdrg lure it--the place where that heartbeat stdpp

Brian cleared his throat and said to the blue ardmcarpet on the floor of Justin's room, "We #&hgtijump to
conclusions. You need to get tested, but thergtsod chance you're all right.”

"Maybe."
Brian closed his eyes, clenched his jaw and stdeladelf for the conversation. "Did he say who atésl him?"

Justin clutched at Brian's hand and pressed itehagainst his chest. Brian turned to him, felhi#l cun down
his spine. Justin's eyes were cagey again. "Hetdidow," Justin said softly. "He said that he thbtit
might've been me, but--" Justin shook his head.

"You were barely together six months." Brian let tmsaid observation about time elapsed betweéngrarand
common sense about HIV prevention speak for itself.

"He said he'd been celibate for five months priadustin interrupted. "There was no reason to thiekvas
lying." Justin shifted uncomfortably. "The risk saed to be all his, in a way, since | was the one'wheen
with you." A hot blush rose on Justin's face, sdrmgf Brian hadn't seen in awhile. "Since he waotine to--"
Justin covered his eyes with his fingertips.

"Top," Brian finished for him.

Justin nodded behind his hands, silent for sevacahents, before saying, "I thought it was his deniso make,
| guess." Justin let his hands fall, pressing Bsigalm harder against his chest, as though afiaigould pull
back.

Brian nodded, kept his face as neutral as posditd&knew this was touch and go; he needed to recaédin or
Justin would clam up, or possibly queen out adaifan swallowed hard, and asked, "How long and how
often?"

Justin released Brian's hand and rolled away, deitia wall. Brian smoothed his palm down Justins, awined
his fingers through Justin's and scooted closéhaohe could see Justin's profile. His eyes whkrged.

"l guess | should tell you everything." Justin kckhis lips and gripped Brian's hand.

Brian waited silently, although he wasn't sure louch he really wanted to know. The thought thatiduead
truly loved Ethan made his stomach twist, and deaithat Ethan had been inside of Justin withaatieption,
raw, made him so jealous that he wanted to filiet\iolin-playing prick slowly, and in inches. B didn't
have to; most likely the disease would do it fanhi

Justin let the memories come to the surface. Hegdtsa lot of energy in the last six months tryiodeep these
bodies at the bottom of the lake. They'd kept fitgatip to haunt him, startling him at the oddeasiets: in the
middle of lunch rush at the diner, while laughinghwMichael over new ideas for Rage, and more thace
when he was on his knees for Brian. The hot flidiuot and shame would overtake him, and in a peaic,
he'd hasten to plunge them beneath the surfacs obhsciousness again.



But now he had to face it all. So, for the firshdi since that god-awful month between leaving Etvah
remembering that Brian had loved him for his bdiks et it all come up again. He knew he was fuokbdn his
throat clogged with repressed tears. There wasayh& would make it through this without crying.

He concentrated on the stable warmth of Briangghthind hip curved along his back, the strong fisgehis,
and the weight of Brian's body as he leaned aghinsto see his face. Just a few more deep braaithsie
would begin. In and out.

"l never planned to leave, you know." Justin keptdyes closed, his voice hoarse and tight. "l jusisso
fucking angry."

Brian's free hand stroked his back. Justin wasrsagh to hear Brian whisper, "I know. | know youres@ngry."
A soft knock on the door interrupted the momentstih?"

He cursed under his breath, rubbed a hand ovéatgsand called out, "Yeah, Daph?"

"Do you both have your clothes on?"

"Would it matter?" Justin answered, rolling his £g&d turning onto his back.

Daphne pushed the door open and leaned againsinte looking between him and Brian. She crossed he
arms over her chest and said, "If you're okay,duahd if Brian is going to stay with you, | thditd'd give you
some privacy and go to Phillip's."

"Yeah, thanks, Daph."

Daphne glared at Brian. "Are you going to stay ReBe are you going to leave again if things geyadecause
if you're going to--"

Brian stood up, pushed Daphne out the door, shiitaaked it behind him.

Daphne called from the other side, "All right, Brjgyou'd better take care of him. Justin, call fn@u need
me."

They were silent until they heard Daphne's keys tuithe front lock.

Justin took the opportunity to examine Brian's egpion and to be examined in return. He didn't knunat
Brian took away from their mutual reading of eatteo's face, but he felt relieved that he didret aey disgust
there, just fear, and sadness.

Brian broke the silence. "You've got a fucking pufg hag."

"The best."

"I'll give her points for loyalty and for being ldrof hot."

Justin managed to chuckle. "I'll be sure to tetl yau said that. She'll be waiting naked on the swith her legs
spread the next time you come over."

"You kiss your mother with that mouth?"
Justin wrinkled his nose. "I'm sorry. That was dising, wasn't it?"

"That was a humor break." Brian frowned, growingags again. "As much as | want to avoid this fuxcki
subject, let's just get it over with. As my deat dhd used to say, bitches are never prettiereimibrning."

Justin felt his stomach surge, but he knew Briaa sght. Waiting never helped anything. Even sohaeé to
know that Brian would listen, that he wouldn't jbsil after Justin bared his soul. "Let's go outh® living
room. It'd be better to talk about it out thergukss. Face to face.”



When they'd settled on the sofa, facing one anpthktle further apart than Justin felt was egltirecessary,
but recognizing the fact that a small movement wdaring them close enough to touch, Justin triecbhtmpose
his emotions and began. "Brian, | need you to psertth hear me out, because I've got a lot thatd te tell
you. Some things | should have told you a long tage."

It only took a few seconds for Brian to meet Justayes. "I promise."

"When | woke up in the hospital after the bashirfgjt different inside, like | was a different gan. | guess the
only way to explain it is--1 felt like Justin haded and | was someone else, you know? Someone tillHuasl
some things in common with Justin, like his fade,dody, his family, being gay, being in love wjtbu--"

Justin smiled sadly at that.

"Everything else though seemed completely foreligr,all of my priorities had shifted. What | belied about
myself, what | believed about life and, well, theoke fucking world, really--it was all differentrémembered
who | was before, how | felt inside and | knew thatasn't that person anymore." Justin frownedtédrted to
believe that maybe Chris Hobbes really had killedafter all. Or the best part of me, at least."

Justin closed his eyes for a moment, relieved vBrégan scooted a little closer and put a hand otidasknee.

"That's when | started to get angry." Justin opdriseyes again, his throat tightening. "My dadaresame to
visit. You never came. | wanted to see you so mand,it hurt--" Justin cleared his throat "--it ligducking
hurt that you never came. The two most important mamy life didn't fucking show up when | needéémn. |
was so fucking pissed off at you, Brian. So pissiéd

He dared a glance at Brian's face and saw no amgjee averted eyes, just the haunted look thaagdveame
when Justin brought up the bashing.

"It was weird, because at first | wasn't at allised on being angry with Chris Hobbes for neailinkj me, or
fucking up my hand and my life. | was furious wythu and my dad, and determined that | was goirget®ut
of that hospital and give you both a piece of ngkfog mind."

Brian sucked in a breath. "I know what a fuckinglfish, prick | am, okay? | don't see what this tado with--

"It has everything to do with." Justin grabbed Bisshand before he could pull it away, holdingrinfy against
his knee. "Don't you think it's time this was alkt an the open? | mean, shit, Brian--I'm probabbgifive--"

"Justin, fuck, you're such a queen. We don't fughkinow that, do we? We don't know anything; youdmlv
been tested, for fuck's sake. For all we know, npoging to be okay. Why do you need so much fugkin
drama?"

Justin shook his head. "No, Brian. | could be logkat a possible death sentence for some realkfgdad
decisions I've made. | could have infected you. Hhouch worse can it be if we just lay it all outtbe table?
Like your dad said? Bitches aren't--"

Brian finished, "Any prettier the next morning." @ihhe nodded, shoulders hunched and resignatiais in
voice. "My dad also said that putting meat in the Ekads to nothing but maggots."

"Uh, your dad was a--" Justin furrowed his browrian of many strange proverbs. But so the fuck what?

Brian snorted, shaking his head with disgust. Tineient self-loathing attached to the action lestiduo reach
out in comfort, but Brian pushed his hands awajgctang his attempt, and forcing them back on topieell, |
promised, and a deal's a deal, right?" Brian snglaaly. "Let's see those fucking maggots."

"Some things it doesn't do any good to remembar.kymw?" Justin began, dropping Brian's hands. "sowhe
things are fucking impossible to forget. After alehi stopped letting myself be angry with you qumst focused
on getting better so that | could see you. It'samassing to say, but you sort of became my refdiving. |
wanted to find out why you never came; | wantetig¢owith you again."



Justin shifted so that he could better see Breyes. "l started having these dreams where I'dibefdhe
hospital and I'd go to the loft to see you, I'dsbeucking excited, but when the door slid opemwas Chris
Hobbes--not you. Jesus, it doesn't take a psychhgsra see that | had unresolved anger issues viloame to
you."

Brian looked up guiltily, then ducked his head agdustin took one of his hands. "I'm not goingpologize
for that. | had every right to be angry. You shou#/e come to the hospital. You should have vigited'

Brian nodded.

Justin continued, "You know how | said earlier tGdtris Hobbes killed part of me? It scared me sbitlwhen |
realized that it was gone." He broke off wavingfné® hand around, looking for words. "It's likeddenly the
world was the enemy, everyone was a threat, atapped being able to find meaning in my life on owyn.
Everything was just a fight to be won or lost. Biking seemed so life and death, in a way."

Justin had no idea if he was making sense, buhBves nodding and listening as though he understood

"And when | got out of the hospital, you were etbiyg to me," Justin admitted, not missing Bridtirech at
those words and the weakness they reflected. "Yygahwere everything, and for awhile it seemed likeas
everything to you, too."

Brian pulled his hand away, a warning in his torrewhe said, "Justin...."

"Brian--" Justin scooted close enough that Brianldo't escape his eyes, ducking his head to kegmBrgaze.
"--it's no good to expect someone to be everythihg, you can't tell me you don't love me, can you?

Brian stayed silent, but his face said everythihgtin leaned forward and Brian kissed him, swestftly, and
he fumbled for Justin's hand again. The kiss tkerest to become heated, and as much as Justin waamnted
excuse to shut the fuck up, and put this all offl ater, he pulled back, wiping the spit from 8nis lips with
his thumb.

"So, | was in a fucked up place, and I'd put yoanruntenable position--alternately raging at youre inside,
and clinging to you for safety. That's when the lghtbing went fucking insane, because then | wasqa at
you for letting me need you, for making me depehdenyou. And the craziest thing--1 was so fuckangry
that you could remember the prom and the bashimdjttzat | couldn't.”

"God, Justin, fuck. I wish | could have forgotté# i

Justin smiled, his lips twisting nastily. "Sometsriedream about it--the prom, | mean--and I'm moesf it's
real, you know? | don't know if it's something thae made up from the versions I've heard from god Daph,
or--" Justin snorted. "But, here's the crazy pamas most pissed off that you wanted to forget.”

Brian's eyes went wide.

"l was fucking furious that you had this memory aneanted it so much but you wanted to get ridtof know
this is insane, but | felt like you wanted to gdtaf the part of me I'd lost and then it'd be géovever. | felt like
you wished you'd never taken me home that nightemseen me under that streetlight--" Justin biafkevhen

Brian turned his head away. "Brian, hey, | know §@u've thought all of those things more than gaea I'm
not angry anymore, because, after awhile, | thotlgdn, too."

Brian wasn't sure he was ready for all this...htnes

Justin cupped his chin, and kissed his lips agétia.okay to feel that way. It's okay to think setimes that
maybe we would've been better off if we'd never-iet

Brian felt his stomach flip, because, Christ, hailda't have been better off, and he knew that now.

Justin smiled, softly, like he knew what Brian whimking. "Because, in the end, we both know tHat%shit."



"Is it? Wouldn't it have been better for you? Yaver would have been bashed. I'd never have hurt\aou
never would have been with Ethan. This--" Briantgesd to indicate their current predicament "--vebnéver
have happened. Maybe | should have left you albaertight. | knew you were just a kid--"

"Fuck you," Justin whispered, a smile sneaking s&tos face. "You love to play the martyr, so ghatfuck
up."

"Martyr?"

"Drama queen." Justin kissed him again to keepduiat, and Brian didn't protest, pulling Justirstiuagainst
him, trying to up the passion a notch to distrastis from the whole course of conversation.

"Didn't you get off at Babylon?" Justin whispereghinst his lips before backing away.

"As a matter of fact, no."

"We probably shouldn't do anything until we're ¢glstanyway."

Brian rolled his eyes. "Give me a fucking breake' ldaned in and started on the button of Jusgaisg.

"Brian," Justin said, batting at his hands. "I'yirtg to talk to you--" he gasped when Brian pushizd back,
grabbed the legs of Justin's pants and jerked tf€his hips "--about important--Christ!"

Justin's head fell back as Brian sucked his coejpdBrian glanced up, wondering how long befordiduah,
yes, there was the responsible boy--Justin's hgiradped his hair trying to pull him off. "StopBrian. Stop."

Brian sucked hard one more time and let Justirck stide from his mouth, before wrapping his pahouad it
and jerking slowly. "Come on, one quick orgasmatosien us both up from all this conversation builshi

Justin's eyes were already dilated and Brian kinevite'd won when Justin's slim hips undulatedistimg
against his hand. Brian fumbled with his own jeamg] managed to get them down to mid-thigh, endcogjet
friction on his cock from Justin's leg.

With his back against the sofa, and his body pressdustin's side, he pushed Justin's shirt upackied a kiss
into Justin's stomach, drawing a red mark to thitasa. He used his free hand to hold Justin tightlting
against him in the same fast rhythm he was usindustin's cock. It'd been awhile since frottage leh his
outlet of choice, but Justin always had driven hifititle mad with lust. The little shit knew it,do

He shoved Justin's shirt up further, kept his apenith to Justin's side and watched the flush spupdus
chest. When Justin's head started rolling backfantid on the arm of the couch, his hands grippheggillows,
and the hot little noises he made when he was slas=d sliding from his lips, Brian upped thegaad felt
his own orgasm building.

Justin's eyes were closed, his mouth open, andh Bdaldn't tear his eyes away--always so fucking When
Justin froze and arched up, come shooting ontohgst, Brian felt his own release pulse through hiot and
wet between his pelvis and Justin's thigh.

Now, that was so much better than talking.

Justin blinked and ran a hand over his face. Fubly, was even a fucking hand job so goddamn goold wit
Brian? Fuck, fuck, fuck.

"Jesus Christ, Brian, can't we have one conversatithout fucking?"

Brian sat up carefully, reaching for the Kleenextom coffee table. "We talk at least once a dahauit fucking.
Sometimes more. And, tell me, where's the fun &zh

Justin kind of wondered the same thing, but--fudkey were talking about important things. What filnek
were they talking about anyway?



Brian wiped the come from their bodies and Jusgtirhim, trying to remember where the fuck he'd ¢ftin the
very important conversation they'd been having.

When he had his pants back on, and Brian was lgamiar him, trying to nuzzle and kiss him, Justirafly
remembered what he'd been trying to say. "I watyracking angry with you when | left."

Brian sighed and pulled back. "Nice mood killernShine. Thanks."

Justin pushed Brian off, struggling to a sittingiion. He ran a hand over his face and prepanmedéif for the
task of making Brian listen to him.

"| started fucking Ethan because | wanted somethigwouldn't give me."

Brian groaned and fell back on the opposite sidd@fcouch. "Let's not talk about you fucking Ethaa my
dear old dad used to say--"

"Brian, godammit, you are going to fucking listennhe. You promised."

A long moment passed with Justin's words hangirthérair, and Brian sat up, entirely sober andseri
"Okay, I'm listening. You started fucking Ethan aase he loved you in the way you wanted, right?vdeldn't
interrupt you to jerk you off, now would he, Suns? No, I'm sure he'd have hung on every fuckingiwo

Justin raised an eyebrow. "Brian, shut the fuck up.

He knew Brian too well. Things were getting toeimée, time to deflect, even to the point of stgréin
argument if need be, in order to keep from gettioginded. Well, that was too fucking bad. The damage
done.

"I never wanted to leave you. | never planned tolglichael had kept his mouth shut--"
"You'd still be fucking the fiddler."

Justin shrugged. "Maybe. | don't hold a grudgehat front any more. | was--God, Brian, | was sdfog angry
that | can't even tell you. Whenever | tried to gefrasp on my life, to take control, it backfi left me even
more dependent on you.

"When | worked for Sap, | was so fucking despetatget some sense of myself back. | was willing to
essentially--no, actually, prostitute myself fosemse of independence from you. And, Christ, | ala®st gang
raped because of it." Justin held his hand updp Brian's question. "I never told you. | nevemplad to tell
you. I'm telling you now, and I'll answer questidater, but for now, you're going to fucking listenme."

Brian's eyebrows went up in acknowledgement, ankepe his mouth shut.

Justin continued, "l was trapped, emotionally teghfn a situation where you were the only oneuld@dook to
for every fucking thing in my life. And the emotialithings, the trappings of romance and love, itladught
meant something--well, you just wouldn't give meatvhneeded.

"I told myself all kinds of things: You think hewves you, Justin? He doesn't even know you. He hoster for
your birthday when it would have fucking made yday if he'd given you a magazine subscription, or a
goddamn set of art pencils." Justin's hands wgneglaround and he tried to tame them back intddpsHe
was letting emotion run amok and Brian's intengg&ssion let him know that he was close to takirtiga far.
But he couldn't resist, he let the hurt show orféie as he asked, "A hustler, Brian? A hustler?"

Brian closed his eyes and shrugged. Justin let Begause it was one of those bodies that needednin at
the bottom of the lake. Maybe now that he'd memiibih the cement blocks would hold and prevenoitrf
rising again.

"So Ethan showed up at just the right juncturegrirfiy me something that you didn't seem to undedstiaat |
needed--or else you just didn't care.”

Brian sighed, put out. "Of course, | fucking carédstin. But I'm not a goddamn--"



"Leshian. Yes, | know. I'm not either, in case yman't noticed. That cock you had in your moutbwa minutes
ago? That was mine. The only pussy in this apartinelongs to Daphne."

Brian fell silent and Justin didn't give him a charto say more.

"You remember that night | wanted you to have aigigvith me on the floor of the loft?" Justin waltantil he
saw the memory register in Brian's eyes. "Thagditist night | fucked him--or, rather, he fuckee h

The tightening of Brian's jaw was the only indiocatiof the jealousy Justin knew he felt.

"And, you know, looking back, | should have knowhat/| was doing and why, just based on that. hiet fuck
me. You know, | really only let you fuck me. In geal, I'm pretty much a top. But with you, with Bth I'm a
bottom.

"I wanted to believe that it was because | loveltbf that | respected and admired him. That | veahim in
my body because he was beautiful, talented andiamakhe truth is--" Justin held Brian's eyes, sisqd at
how easy it was to say these barbed words. "litetfaick me to hurt you." He smirked and lifted up hands.
"And look--l succeeded beyond my wildest dreamswngletely fucking over myself in the process."

Brian blinked rapidly, and Justin had to restraimdelf from reaching out to comfort. This was tkality, this
was the truth, and fuck it all if they didn't bdtave to live with it.

"And when he wanted to fuck me raw, | said okaydose | wanted to hurt you. And | wanted to hurt me.
wanted that most of all." Justin closed his eyabssiook his head, willing a way to turn back treckl "It was
the night of the Carnival for the Gay and Lesbiamtér. | came home and found him waiting for nuldft
him at a party to go to the Carnival and he'd gostespicious. You know the score, once a chedteaya a
cheater." Justin smiled bitterly. "He accused mgaifig to see you. | lied and said I'd wanted ®what my
posters had been advertising. " Justin droppedys, this was the hard part, the humiliating p&nove it, he
said. Prove it."

Justin shrugged, his throat closed up and teadedvid his eyes. "Fuck me! I'm so fucking fuckedhe head!"
He rested his head in his hands and fought the.t&hit. I'm sorry."

He was surprised to feel Brian's hand in his hadit @ Kleenex being stuffed into his palm. Briaroge was
quiet and oddly calm when he said, "It's okay.jlt& allergies."”

It was three in the morning and Brian had heardughoHe'd definitely fulfilled his promise to thetter, finding
out more than he wanted to stomach about Justiredrah fucking raw. Apparently, it had been fivadis
altogether, over the course of four months. Heawuthink about it any more deeply than that. Stiving
inside of him just clicked off and it was like thrds were incomprehensible to him.

From the dark circles under Justin's eyes, antidnsls shaking with exhaustion, Brian could telt tirmwas
tired. The conversation was officially over. It wasough for both of them, at least for the night] Aopefully
forever. It was imperative that they get tested adiately to put them both at ease, and then thaldgast
forget all about it. Or try to forget.

As Brian waited for Justin to get out of the bating he realized that he'd never slept over atrdadiefore.
There just hadn't seemed to be a reason, but lg@kivund, seeing the particulars of Justin's hdmdhought
that maybe he should have made a point of it.

The room smelled like Justin, and it felt like JusThere was a collage of pictures taped to theamover the
small chest of drawers. Brian made note of a phbtomself and Gus playing on the floor of the jdfe
remembered when Justin had taken that picturehisthew digital camera.

The collage featured many pictures of him, but Bras a little surprised to find that he wasn'triren feature
on the little altar to their make-shift family. Tieewere several photos of Molly, a few of Jenniéerd even one
of the entire Taylor family, back when Molly haddmgjust a baby. And others, all of their friendslism,
hugging, laughing together--Lindsay and Michaels@uad Melanie, Debbie, Emmett and Ben, Daphne and
Justin, Ted, Emmett and Debbie, Ted and Lindsagnine of Brian and Michael sitting together atdher.



Brian liked the room, and when Justin came in ftbmbathroom, naked as the day he was born, hditoldo.
Justin smiled and just nodded, crawling into the. li&rian stripped to join him, flipped off the lagrgnd the
shadows settled in the wake of the lights going out

"Maybe you could bring some things to the loft."

Justin snorted.

Brian had to agree that the idea was absurd. Bybenane day....

When they curled together in the small bed, Bragndwake long after Justin had fallen into sle&qdysng the
paintings on the wall. They had been vibrant, i, and alive in the light, but now, in the dagks, they had

faded into shades of gray. For some reason, thegehfaightened him, made him hold Justin a litidgnter,
made him close his eyes against the sight, andfprajeep.

Justin woke up cramped and still exhausted, bujacked up on nerves to sleep anymore. Brian mast been
uncomfortable, or perhaps he was also too anximhgave slept well, because his eyes were alreaely apen
Justin rolled over towards him.

At the loft they had a morning routine that invalvainimal words, mainly grunts and hand gesturesefgotiate
the timing of the shower, shaving, and coffee. IBare there was no autopilot.

"Wanna shower first?"

Brian sat up, crawled over Justin to get off thd,lend then stood, staring at the painting on thk mext to the
door. Justin looked at it, too. It was one of ligdrites--a pink circle, covered in yellow and whisplashed like
egg on the canvas, then a shining blue fork staotbdwn as though from the heavens.

"Brian?" There was no response. "The towels athdrcabinet next to the sink."

Still Brian didn't move.

"What's wrong? Is it that bad?" he asked, tryinghfomor.

"No. It's...." Brian trailed off. "I want to buy ftom you."

Justin resisted the urge to reach out and slapmBréss. Instead he rolled out of bed, too, takirgn's arm and
pulling him toward the bathroom. "We'll shower tdogr."

And, considering they shouldn't really be doingtamg until they'd both been tested, that may rasehbeen
the best idea. Brian's hands, slippery with soaewall over him before he was even completelyhénshower.
Justin laughed a little when Brian's fingers fotnglticklish spots as he straightened Daphne'H&tty
shower curtain to make sure the water didn't spdasgh

Brian turned him around, and pushed him againstvie

"Wait, we can't--"

"Shh." Brian covered him from behind, and Justifggled against his warm, wet body; Brian's erecliding
between his ass cheeks, but not pressing agamdbhientry. He rested his face against the céesd ts Brian
began to move, his hand dropping to stroke hinisdlfne to Brian's rutting against his ass.

It was fast. Justin came quickly, and Brian cans¢ gufew minutes later. The shower washed awagvltence
as they soaped one another up, and rinsed ofthiébrief mental respite of sex wore off, the mee®of their

conversation the night before welled up, and hagsfied with feelings of shame.

He'd never wanted Brian to know those things. Heri@d that he'd fallen in Brian's eyes, but he dalilfind
that sentiment reflected in Brian's touch, or kiss.

As he toweled off, he broke the last of the badshewBrian. "We don't have any coffee."



Brian looked at him as though he'd said that hionger liked cock.
"We can go to the diner?" Justin lifted his broausg smiled sweetly.

After he'd had two cups of coffee, Brian broughtlu painting again. He felt a draw to it, likehé hung it up
in the loft, then part of Justin would be therematter what. It didn't make sense; it was puradyrfhis gut.

"I'll give you $600 for the painting," he said, gipg his coffee.

"Brian, if you want the painting, I'll give it tooy for free."

"What kind of artist gives their shit away for ff&e

Justin smiled at him and shrugged. "Okay, if yasist) then | accept your offer."

"What offer?" Debbie demanded, setting down Jisstimelet and Brian's pieces of toast. She snapgregium
and put her hands on her hips looking between thetin

"l was telling Justin here that I'd pay him $60Gtwk my cock under the table right now."

Debbie rolled her eyes. "It's always about you ymar fucking cock, isn't it? What about Sunshimeek for a
change? You should fucking blow him under the goddable!"

Brian nodded and studied Justin's ridiculously oerd face, before saying, "You're right, Debbiestidv) I'll pay
you $600 to let me suck your cock under the taRight now."

"Okay."

Brian started to slide to the floor when Debbiekkit him. "Stop that, you asshole. Now eat your kfeest
before it gets fucking cold!"

The bell rang in the kitchen and she took off dttfit, but only after bopping Brian on the backtbe head. He
made a show of rubbing it and frowning.

Justin chewed slowly, his worries resting heavihimtace. "Is the clinic open on Saturdays?"

Brian nodded. He dreaded it every time he wasdebtat they needed to know, to put their mindsaaee
"Can we go?"

"Right now?" Brian indicated their coffee and briaais.

"Yes."

A glance at his watch told him that the clinic wanit be open for another hour. "Finish your breskfa
Justin took another bite of omelet, and Brian wetthim eat it with the attentiveness of a mama teiedling
thuerrn 23boyﬁtl.t seemed somehow important that Juatirae though it would make a difference in the wéygs

"Stop staring at me. You're making me feel weird."

Brian turned back to his toast and coffee, butidikspt talking. "Oh, fucking great. Christ. | tahiim I'd call.
Jesus."

Brian didn't need to turn around to know that Etfaid had just come into the diner, and the risheatt in
Justin's eyes let him know that his partner wdanking happy about it in the least.

"What are you doing here? | told you I'd call.”



Ethan looked between them both, and Justin wantednch him. The urge was so strong that he wapttam
to sit on both of his hands, because he just dighotv if he'd be able to stop himself.

"I wanted to let you know that | got a phone cafitinight from a guy | knew a few years ago. Hedrtl that |
was positive, and he was calling to tell me thatvas, too. So, it looks like it might've been him."

Justin fought hard to swallow his mouthful of omgthe taste gagging him along with the news. Hle fe
completely silent, trying to process the words, hadrd Brian say nastily, "Thanks for the inforroatilan. We
sincerely and truly appreciate it. Now, fuck off."

Justin wished suddenly that he wasn't on the oppegle of the booth from Brian. He felt too exmbaad
vulnerable. It was all too easy for Ethan to slideext to him. Oh, Christ.

Ethan put his arm around Justin's shoulder, atiegnat half-hug. "Jus, it's going to be okay."

Justin nodded, shrugged, trying to dislodge Ethamg and said, "Sure. Yeah, | know that." Ethaileshand
Justin remembered that he wasn't really that badgefy. He was just not entirely honest, but, thgain, neither
was Justin.

Ethan leaned forward to nuzzle Justin's cheek,pehisg in his ear, "I promise it's all going to dieay."

More empty promises. Suddenly Justin was overwhegrglad that Brian hadn't promised him anything las
night, hadn't declared that everything would be fiirian didn't lie like that. He pushed Ethanaiffhim,

muttering, "Yeah, sure."

That's when he noticed Brian's eyes had growntfighgly dark, and his knuckles were white on luee
mug. Justin shivered at the inherent threat wheéanBsaid, "l told you to fuck off. And | meant fucif, now."

Half of Justin expected Ethan to fight back, to sagnething about Brian's jealousy, and miss thetusi
Brian's righteous anger. But that wasn't what hapgeinstead, Ethan stood up again, his face séut@nd
tired. "I'm sorry, Jus. | truly am. | wish thingere different. Please let me know how you are...."

"I will. I've got your number."

"Use it any time."

"I'll let you know about the test," Justin hedged.

"Great."

Brian snorted, and leaned far back in the boothafEhodded to him before walking away, an obvious
concession to Brian's victory, or perhaps an apofogthe situation. The chiming door signaled éx& of the
villain of the piece, and Brian turned back to ¢udfee like Ethan had never been there.

Justin said, "If he got it from...."

Brian interrupted. "We don't know for sure wheregog¢ it from, so, there is every possibility that\Wwasn't even
positive when you were together. Stop being sudtaena queen; Christ, didn't we have enough lastt®ig

Justin shrugged.
"Listen, eat your breakfast, then we'll go. Wedtlbfeel better when it's over."

Justin thought he might be put off omelets fore@nly bad news seemed to come from eating them. The
omelet tasted like sawdust, but Justin finishethitway.

Brian thought he should be given the fucking Ndbehce Prize for the self-restraint he'd showneérdiher. He
hadn't clocked Ethan, he hadn't castrated himalda'heven speared the smarmy, little, lying, fdplaying,
twat with choice words. It had taken everythindnim not to murder the bastard on the spot. He'iddecthat



going to jail wouldn't be a constructive move tokeéoday, not with everything else so up in theaid Justin
so upset. Once this was over, though? All bets wtfre

Brian thought he might have to nail Justin's tagdoot to the floor before he went insane fromd¢bastant
jiggling. He simply touched Justin's knee for ththftime in the last hour then ran his hand sawghji up
Justin's side, and over his shoulders, grippind#uk of his neck firmly.

"We'll ask them to do the spit test. It's fastest.”
Justin frowned. "But it's more expensive, and I'tlbave insurance."

Brian took a steadying breath. Fuck! InsurancehBlién't even thought of that. If Justin was posithat would
mean.... He shook his head. No, Justin would nqtdsitive. "I'll pay for it. It's not a big deal.”

Justin nodded, covered his face again, and sluragethst Brian's side.

"Mr. Taylor? Mr. Kinney?" The nurse spoke from theorway, her scrubs covered in colorful clown-faaed
Brian decided the woman must be a sadist, becauseawith any compassion would submit another luma
being to that. "You asked to be seen together?"

Justin stood up first, and Brian followed him, eastying hand on his shoulder. The narrow hallwedytdethe
typical room. A table covered in that crinkly dotsooffice paper was the only place to sit, sodilegd Justin on
it, putting his arm around Justin's shoulder.

"I'm just going to take your vitals, temperaturp, btc." the nurse murmured, popping thermometgostheir
mouths, and hooking Justin's arm up to the bloedqure machine. Several minutes later, she'chieftdom,
dropping their charts into the slot on the backhefdoor, saying cheerfully, "Dr. Rosa with be withu in a few
minutes."

Justin started pacing then, back and forth--tosthk with the antiseptic soap, turn, to the wallhathe eye
chart, turn. Brian watched him for a few minuté®rt closed his eyes, heaved a sigh, and buridddgsn his
hands. He felt nauseous, and that woman's fuckowins hadn't helped any!

"Brian, if | die--"

Brian had to restrain himself from slapping Justinthat. Instead, he grabbed him, slammed his loaed
Justin's mouth, and said, "Shut up. Don't. Stopd@&ivn, and just...don't."

Justin's wide eyes filled with tears, and Brian ligk shit. He shifted to pull Justin between leigs, and held
him tight, whispering in his ear, "You are goindite for a long time."

"You don't know that. | could die in an accidenntarrow."

Brian rolled his eyes. "Fine. Even if you did," $witched into his most sweetly sarcastic tone, 'liybve in the
hearts and minds of your loved ones for eternitie"lifted Justin's chin, and shifted gears. "Nowtbis shit
out." He didn't want to see the hurt again, soiksed him.

Justin melted into his arms, turning his face teztei Brian's cheek. They didn't move apart whew tfeard the
door open, and petite Dr. Rosa walked in. She wasyene on Liberty Avenue's favorite doctor at ¢hieic.
She was warm, motherly, and often smelled like eatrnookies.

"Brian, good to see you. You're a little early your regular check up, aren't you? You were justetd two
months ago. Is there a reason that you're here tedted today?" Her voice was mild, but there jwsisa hint
of concern that warmed it considerably.

He rubbed the back of Justin's neck. "My partnee liginks he might have been exposed to the virus."

Dr. Rosa nodded, turning her dark eyes on Judtsee, so Justin, can you give me any idea ofabietime you
had sex with the infected individual?"



Brian smiled a little. He always liked the way [Rosa was carefully gender neutral when it camexoal
partners. It as a casual thing, but one that hedh@ind it said a lot to him about Dr. Rosa; it wagact, one of
the very reasons he preferred to see her overthey physician.

Justin turned to face her, not leaving the saféhjiplace between Brian's thighs. "l guess it si@asnonths
ago now? Right, Brian?"

Brian nodded.

"Yeah, six months ago. It seems like a lot longantthat.” Justin sighed heavily then offered Mge;' um, the
guy from six months ago and I, had..." Justin rdsileead, "unsafe sex. And so I'm worried about if)yesad
I'm worried about Brian."

Dr. Rosa lowered her eyebrows and echoed JustifisShe flipped through both of their charts fonament,
biting her lips, and frowning. "Well, it does setarhave been awhile since you were last testetinJ&o, this
is probably a good idea anyway." Brian could th# svas holding back, because what good would asexfe
lecture do now?

"Il send the nurse in to take your blood--"

Brian interrupted. "We want to do the new salivgt.te

"Well, Brian, that'll be fine, so long as you ameaae that it won't be covered by your insurance."

Brian shrugged.

"All right, then. I'll send Patty in to perform thest. She'll swab your mouths, and the resultslghze back
twenty to thirty minutes after that. Do you have guiestions about the test, or anything else, bdfget her?"

"Yes," Brian began. "Can you send someone in wh't igearing fucking clowns? Justin is afraid ofwis."

He heard Justin's snort of denial, and Dr. Rosakemhiat him. "Oookay, Brian. No problem. I'll sedatob in to
do the test instead."

"Yes, send Jacob." Brian smiled; if he had to goulgh emotional hell in the next half an hour, fented at
least to have his mouth swabbed by Jacob. "He's hot

Justin elbowed him, muttering, "How can you thirilsex right now?"

Brian nuzzled his neck as Dr. Rosa made her éBdtter to think of sex than to think of...."
"Death.”

"l told you to cut that shit out. | was referrirgthinking of clowns."

"Right."

Justin moved to sit beside him again, and theyeadldit silence.

The swabbing was painless, and Jacob was hotJigeed fvith him and not Brian, which made Justielfe
ridiculously smug inside, but it only lasted urdiicob had left the room. Then it was time to veait he'd never
been good at waiting. Hell, that'd been how he't Bnn to begin with. He just couldn't wait anatimeinute to
get fucked in the ass.

Brian was actually pretty good at waiting, whichsnedways surprising to Justin, but it was like, wiyeu least
expected it, Brian would find this well of patienaed get all zen-like. It was kind of freaky. Jostias the
opposite--he had lots of patience, except wheraitened the most. Then he acted out, made badatesis
fucked Ethan raw. Stupid shit like that.

"Sit down."



"No," Justin answered, pacing and pacing.

"Fine," Brian sighed and then lay back on the dyimaper, shifting to take up the whole table.

After what seemed like a year, maybe three, the dpened and Dr. Rosa and Jacob came in, her aipmes
serious, but carefully neutral. Jacob wouldn't nieeeyes. Brian swung up from his prostrate pasithis
mouth hanging open. Justin was going to vomit. t4s going to vomit right fucking now.

Dr. Rosa motioned for him to sit down next to Briand somehow his wooden legs carried him to thie tand
he lifted himself onto it. Brian's hand on his bagks the only sensation he felt in the room, and/bwkeied for a
moment that he wouldn't hear Dr. Rosa when sheesgak to the buzzing in his ears.

"Brian, everything looks fine with your sample. tinswe're just going to take a little blood to deoff to the
labs, we weren't able to get a good, clear reaflorg you."

Brian made a choked sound, and for Justin the wivol&d went into slow motion. He vaguely heard hiffis
say breathlessly, "Okay. Sure." He watched as Jaedlihe rubber hose around his arm, tapped a &auth
withdrew three vials of blood.

Dr. Rosa stayed behind as Jacob left with the viadking notes in her chart. She looked up, hes egeserious
that Justin's breath was completely knocked ouiraf "The blood will be sent to our lab in AlleghaThey
usually have a one to two day turn around timéolusd have some information for you on Monday." Stued
up, touched Justin's arm and asked, "Do you hay@a®estions?"

Justin shook his head, and Brian remained unctaistitally quiet. They were sending off blood-wdrcause
his reading wasn't 'good and clear'. Everyone kwbat that meant. He didn't need to be told.

"All right, then, you can take your time gettin@dy to go. And, Justin--"
He looked up at her, wondering what his face said.

She smiled. "You're a strong, healthy kid, whateterresult, things will work out.” Dr. Rosa turnidBrian
saying, "Play safe. And be good to each other."

Justin didn't remember much after that. Everytlspegd into a terrifying blur.

Brian sat on the couch listening to Justin talbaphne on the phone in the bedroom. The loft chm@ses like
an echo chamber.

“No, I'm not going to tell my mother yet. No, n@m.rshe doesn't need to know yet." Justin soundéidesh and
Brian wanted to comfort him, but wasn't sure hoMvhasn't been confirmed, Daph. But, yeah, it'stprauch a
given. Still, I want to wait until it's confirmecefore | tell anyone, okay? So please keep it togelfi”

Brian rubbed his eyes. Fuck. He didn't know if beald deal with this, it was overwhelming. The iddalustin
sick--

He pushed away the thought. He wasn't going topadtantil they had it in black and white, signieg Dr.
Rosa's hand.

"No, he's being great. Yeah, | promise."
Brian snorted, that was in reference to him.
"Please don't cry, Daph."

Fuck. That was the last thing Justin needed. Bsfaved off the couch, stomped up to the bedroochparcked
the phone from Justin's hand. "He's going to be'fihe growled, and hung up, throwing it acrossldfte

Justin sat on the bed open-mouthed.



Brian took a shaky breath. "You're going to be fiymu little shit, or I'll fucking kill you."
Justin nodded.

Brian sat down next to him, pulled him back to ilayhe curve of his arm, and whispered againsblurd hair,
"Because what would | do without you around to piesoff? Huh?"

"Or to fuck?"
"Yeah, that, too."
Justin laughed, in a weird haunted way. "I'm surg'¢y find someone else to fuck soon enough.”

"Maybe. But not more than once. Never more tharednc

Justin was supposed to work the afternoon shtfteatliner, and he told Brian that he really neddedb it. The
last thing he wanted to do was to sit around tffte bmooding about his life, listening to Brian tapg away on
the keyboard. When Justin had gotten up to see kiehatas working on, Brian had quickly minimized the
screen, pulling Justin into his lap, and distragtiim from asking questions with kisses. Justintlafork,
because he wasn't sure he wanted to know rightiibatent exactly what Brian was researching.

Still, later, when Brian was in the bathroom, hé gothe computer to check his email, and suriepsty
checked the history pages. Brian had been lookintpe statistics of false positives with the oré/Hapid
saliva test. It wasn't very reassuring. Like, &t al

Other pages included some HIV websites, all deilhformation that any gay man worth his high stho
diploma already knew. But, Justin knew that Briaasvat his best when he had a semblance of conveollite,
and this was just an attempt to regain that. Argpide his comments to the contrary, Brian knew a & he
did the likelihood that the test he'd taken todaswaccurate. There was still a possibility, ks& one
percent, but there was still a small chance, agiut iow he'd take what he could get.

So, he checked his email, there was one from Dafaliiey him that she loved him. He hit reply aradds
"You, too." There was one from Molly in her hystatitwelve year old typing. He couldn't help buhgat the
last line: | luv u 4-ever, even if u suck.

"Ah, the Sunshine smile in the midst of all thigat? Are you evil? Possessed by a demon?"

"It's just--" Justin waved at the computer screelblly."

Brian opened the refrigerator and pulled out aléait water, then came over to read Justin's réplyeart u 2,
beeyatch?" Brian didn't need to say more for hisdrdo be made clear.

Justin just shrugged.

Brian didn't comment again, and Justin replied mexn email about possible housing for school sertester,
should he wish to return to PIFA--not necessargnkis.

"You need to go back to school."

Justin really didn't want to have that discussightrnow. "Actually, | really need to get to thendr."

Debbie pulled him into the back of the kitchen asrsas he arrived. Justin knew there was no awpidén, and
so he let her drag him by his sleeve without anygstle.

"So?"



Justin looked down, and Debbie's face crumpledh&tin't even said a word. The next thing he knewyde
about to smother from the force of her hug.

"Deb, | can't breathe."
She didn't let go.
"Deb, | really can't breathe."

It took some pushing, and maybe a little stompindner foot before she released him. Her lips weistéd and
her eyes full of tears.

"Don't cry, Debbie. They just took some blood todseff, that's all."”
"Why didn't you do the goddamn saliva test? It dakes--"

"We did. They wanted to send my blood off for comfation of the findings." Debbie looked in dangér o
crushing him again, so he stepped back.

"Have you told your mother?"

He shook his head vehemently. "No, and don't ythinée. Please. | don't want to upset her untirevehe
hundred percent certain."

"l understand. Oh, Sunshine, oh, baby--" and sbkdd ready to spout tears, hysterics, or both.
"I really can't deal with this right now, Deb. Isfuiwant to work, okay?"

Debbie nodded, and Justin started to walk awaysheitgrabbed his arm. "And Brian?"

Justin smiled as best he could. "Brian's fine. flost"

"Somehow | fucking doubt that."

Justin had to agree.

Brian pulled on his oldest pair of jeans and a aotable shirt before heading over to the dinerchleldn't read
any more about HIV and AIDs or he'd fucking losg $iiit. He was pretty close to that anyway.

Justin was right about going to the diner to gedyaftom his thoughts about all of this. It was &ayly to go to
Woody's, besides, hell might have frozen over, beedhe last thing he wanted to do right now wasserfor
blowjobs. So, that left him with two options, Mikey the diner. If he went to see Mikey, he'd encdtapfessing
the situation, and sometimes his bestest buddyahdasn't the greatest at keeping secrets. Betdwaudoubt
know by midnight, and the littlest hustler wouldpably overhear.

He was kinda hungry anyway.

The diner was fairly busy and Brian was able tp sito a booth without Deb or Justin noticing hion & few
minutes. He thought it must be because of his fiesghtened senses, but Justin had never looked lmeandiful
to him. Not ever. And that was saying somethingaoese in his most secret of thoughts, he foundnlgsite
beautiful nearly all the time.

Not that long ago, he'd sat alone in his loft wiilsstin was off playing house with Ethan, and poadgust how
in the fucking hell a one night stand had turneéd atwo, now almost four year obsession--andrdratoth
ways. How on earth had one kid turned his life degickingdown, and insidefuckingout? And how haal $bx
stayed soul-blisteringly, mind-numbingly, toe-caodly good? Wasn't that supposed to wear off affema
weeks? A year tops?



Brian glared at Justin serving a plate of frenddsfto a Bear across the room. How the fucking treedl that
happened? He'd never figured it out then, and téd he'd figure it out now. Sometimes he considl@sking
someone who might actually have an answer, likeb@d)eb, or Lindsay, or even Justin, but he hactknfg all
of their answers would somehow piss him off.

He kicked his feet up onto the opposite bench,veaited to be noticed. It didn't take long beforstifuwas
looking down at him, eyes tired, and a half smitehis face. "What are you doing here?"

"l was hungry."

Justin nodded, looking him over in a measuring Wem okay, you know. You don't have to follow me
around."

Brian gave him his best incredulous expression.

"Why don't you go see Michael? I'm sure he's atithe comic store."
"Because | want a fucking sandwich, that's why."

Justin rolled his eyes. "The usual?"

Brian smacked his ass. "You're one smart kid, sdrayy"

"Guess I've got you fooled."

And he was off again, picking up empty plates, glagses on his way to put in Brian's order. It &hdtihave
surprised him when Deb slid in across from him,diiog his feet to the floor.

"Sunshine told me. What the fuck are we gonna diaB"

"We don't know shit. The doctor still hasn't handesvn her verdict,” he said, hoping she wouldresgrit.
Knowing that she would.

"Don't bullshit me, Brian Kinney. | know what it mes when they send the blood work off after thivadést.
Everyone fucking knows what it means."

"Debbie, you're being hysterical. Take a chill pifiti Monday, okay? Look at Justin. He's not mgkinbig deal
out of this, and if he's not then neither should.yo

Debbie looked at him like he'd fucking lost his thifihe thought she'd believe that crock of shi. dtipposed
that if he really expected her to fall for it, the@ would have been crazy. He just wanted herk tlze hint, and
shut the fuck up.

"Hey, Deb," Justin said, putting the sandwich omfrof Brian. "You're needed in the kitchen."

Debbie stood up, pointed at Brian, and said, "Dyt go anywhere. Do you understand me, asshole?"
Brian shrugged, and winked at Justin in gratitude.

"She's been treating me like a ninety-pound wegkhitth pneumonia all afternoon.”

"That's better than her usual sick bed demeanaidhRommented, taking a bite of his sandwich.

"What? Screaming at you to get better, you littiekier, before she fucking hauls off and kills yaas?"

"That's the one."

Justin smiled. "I'd prefer that right about now."

"Do you think you could get some water for a paytugtomer?"



"You are such a prick." Justin grabbed a pitchemfthe counter, and poured. "Listen, go see Migluely?
You'll feel better."

"I don't want to tell him anything." Besides Michaet being the best secret-keeper, it would alaéanit all
too real.

"So, don't. Let him tell you about the mess withitur and the school board, and how Ben's making tieeat
some fucked up herbal crap every night, because&ahthat it will clear the body of all illness,sbme shit
like that." Justin smirked. "Take down the recighet might come in handy."

"| take it Michael came in already this afternoon?"

"Yeah. Go see him. And if you change your mind dlelling him, go ahead."

"Don't tell me what to do."

Justin scoffed, turned on his heel, and starteariclg the booth behind Brian. "Oh, and Brian--"\W#ted until
Brian had met his eyes. "You know what Gus saichéothe other day when | asked him to help me adlgelnis
toys at the loft?"

"Don't tell me what to do?"

"You got it."

"That's my boy."

Justin flipped him off and headed into the kitchBrian finished his sandwich with one eye on Juatiall
times. Finally, he decided that as entertaining ass to watch Justin's hot little ass flit arouhd diner, he
probably didn't need to sit around and muse orndis that it might not be flitting around forever.

The comic store sounded like a pretty good diversiter all, and the walk over would clear his hedile.
And after Mikey had stopped regaling him with tiheksand sordid details of his happily homo-heteooe life,

he could read some comics to waste time.

Christ, it was only 4:30, how in the hell were theypposed to make it through the rest of tonighd, then all of
tomorrow? Maybe if they took some Xanax with scotbley could sleep through it.

Michael was all words and hand gestures for abartiy-five minutes, and that was great. Brian made
appropriately appalled expressions, and snotty resrebout the foster-hustler and the husband-tlaind,
Michael was happy like the sweet puppy that he was.

Brian sometimes loved Michael so much that he waswgith it, but it wasn't like the way he lovedsiin. In
some ways it was deeper than that, and in otheswant as deep. It was the love of family, brotherslly
unconditional and eternal. The love he felt fortilugas not as peaceful, not as ocean-like.

"So, what's up with you?" Michael asked, stackiogie comics carefully into a box.

"Oh, not much."

"Don't give me that bullshit. You look like you's&rung out on caffeine and nerves."

Brian shrugged, leaned against the counter and méat ditch effort to escape the inquisition. t@® new
Spiderman around here?"

Michael reached across the counter, and pluckeddiméc from its place in a rack by Brian's elbowiete.
Now, tell me what's going on. Is it Justin? Did ytauwo fight?"

Brian shrugged.



"Mom told me that Ethan kid was back in town," Maet said, all pissed off and righteous. "If Justfacking
around with him again, then you're better off--"

"Shut up, Mikey."

Michael sometimes learned lessons well; if he watled enough by, say, something like a fist i faice, he
didn't forget so easily. Brian was still a littlsrmmed of that, but Michael had deserved it. Shisatommand,
Michael shut up--but he huffed, sighed, and crossetiuncrossed his arms like he might explode.

"Justin isn't seeing anyone."

"Are you sure? Because he was acting all edgy sadge when | was in there earlier today, and--"

"I'm sure. Michael, sometimes things really arany of your business."

That drew Michael up short, and Brian felt kindoafd that he'd pointed out what really should belarnous
truth at their age, but not with Michael. He was fmother's son.

"You're my business."

Brian smiled, reached across the counter and l&issaon Michael, then rested their foreheads togetHe
closed his eyes and took comfort in the predictatiif his best friend.

"That's not gonna shut me up, you know."
Brian smiled. God, he loved Mikey.
"I know." He pulled away, picked up the comic, amdtled into a chair across the room.

Michael wasn't going to let it go at that, and liesb around the side of the counter. "Jesus, Biia!me what's
going on!"

Brian waited until Michael was crouching beside thair, and then he said, "Justin tested positdey with
the rapid saliva test. They sent off blood samfidlesonfirmation.”

Michael's face blanched, and his dark eyes gremyshDh, God. | don't know what to say. Oh, fuckiaB."
“Yeah."

"And, you?"

Brian shook his head, and the look of relief on Ihiel's face, was instantly overshadowed againdnysied
worry for Justin. "It's not a death sentence. Bdolag great and he hasn't been in the hospiteédimt last--"

Michael broke off. "Fuck me. | don't know what tys'

Brian looked at him, sweet, fucked up Michael whiddanything for him at all--anything to make Judietter
for him, including ripping out his own heart forthkid if that's what it took.

All the tension, all the fear, everything that regppened was too heavy and Brian could barely teadb when

his lips started to tremble, and his eyes filledMjhael was there, like always, basically in Bfgalap hugging
him; and Brian felt safe, because for so many ydasshad been home in a way. So he let a few taare.

The shift was nearly over, and the diner was dawjugt a trickle, but bracing for the first wavetbé late night
crowd hit. Justin leaned against the counter, waykiard not to think about anything. The chimehefdoor
grabbed his attention and he smiled automaticallgen and Hunter swung onto stools across from him.
"Hey, guys."

"Hey, Justin." Ben smiled.



Hunter asked, "Where's Brian?"

Justin rolled his eyes. Hunter's crush was kindbsfoxious, especially since it hit a little closehbme for his
taste. It wasn't that long ago that he was a teshbgat who followed Brian like a love-sick girlnd,
technically, for another few months, he was sttt@naged brat.

But at least he wasn't a hustler, and he wasn'tHIV

It hit him like a bat in a darkened garage, and ljue that he doubled over with the force of ie asped and
turned away from the counter, feeling dizzy and plately unable to catch his breath. He could hear &sking
if he was alright, and he held up his hand in n@asxe, but he wasn't sure.

God, it'd been years since he'd had a panic indastuina attack. He instinctively reached for thekgbwhere
he'd carried an inhaler as a child, but of coumtbing was there.

He found himself steered into a booth, while Delalsid Ben hovered over him. He heard Hunter sh@itrist!
Give him some room!" And then Hunter pushed thetodthe way, so that Justin had some space tdhwea
Whenever Ben or Deb came closer, Hunter shoved, ttgtaly the fuck back! Jesus! Don't you know arnygti

It was a scary few seconds that seemed to lastdorand just as he was able to catch his breathtdrted to
choke on laughter. It'd be too fucking hystericalliim to die of a freak asthma attack at this jure It'd be
like the guy who gets diagnosed with cancer and thes in a car wreck on the way home to tell hife.w
Deb wouldn't hear of him working the rest of hisftslsettling him into the booth with water andeas$poon of
honey and cinnamon. Hunter said that it was heligfupreventing asthma attacks. Justin was sutelXbhbie
would make him eat one every day for the rest sfifé, knowing her.

Ben and Hunter sat across from him in the boottl,thay ordered their dinner as Justin sipped hiemwa

"How long have you had asthma?" Hunter asked, vilkeybie finally stopped hovering and went to attend
the other customers.

"I don't. Well, I haven't in years."

"l used to have it, too. Last time | got it was wHevas nine and this bully at school was gonna beaup. |
was scared shitless. I'm serious. | think | crappgdants. But when | fell to the ground wheeziedpbe the
bastard could even take a swing, everyone thoughsldying and the fight was called off. | donibkhl've had
an attack since then. Not even on the street."

Justin said, "God, was he going to beat you upuszgou're gay?"

Hunter grinned. "Who said I'm gay? But, no, thatsthe reason."

Justin let the obvious bait slide, not feeling agonversation really, but Ben definitely caught it

"Wait, so you're not gay?"

Hunter rolled his eyes. "Duh. | never said | wabkri§t, you think you know everything about me jostause |
live with you? Puh-lease." He turned his attentiack to Justin, finishing his story. "Naw, he weally gonna
beat me up because | was the teacher's pet, atttetiton him for cheating." Hunter smiled, leaimgdand went
on nonchalantly, "I was abused as a child, you kremxualized too early, forced to sell my ass 1p pay the
rent. It was cool to have someone who treated keel ivas special. Her name was Miss Nance. llgtdl her.

Maybe I'll look her up and send her some flowers."

Justin couldn't tell if he was serious or not. WWageally on the street that young? And did hdyeednt to
send the teacher flowers?

Ben, who'd been listening, said, "That'd be nicentdr. If you want to do that, we can--"

"God, Ben, I'm trying to talk to Justin."



Ben frowned. "Hey, I'm just trying to be helpfulree And your attitude has been pretty darn awfdato I'd
appreciate a little kindness, and a little respgatyou understand?"

Hunter leaned back, stretched his arm over Ben'slgar. "Sure thing, Dad. I'll respect the hell otiyou if you
take me to some cool clubs tonight. I've still got fake ID."

Ben shook his head. "Not for long, you don't."
Justin was glad to no longer be the center of tttienHe honestly didn't know if Hunter had doneritpurpose,
acting like a little freak in order to get everyaneback off from Justin, or if he really just wadtthe attention

all for himself.

When Justin finally excused himself to step out$adesome fresh air, he was surprised when Hurapppd
outside, too.

"Hey," Hunter said, pulling out a cigarette, ande¢ally moving downwind from Justin. "Got a light?"

Justin shook his head. He did but it was in hig poaket inside. It was chilly and he shiveredtitelin the night
air.

"You shouldn't be out in the cold after an attdtk.shock the lungs and you could have anothes.'tbn
"I think I'm okay. Thanks."
Hunter grabbed the arm of an old queen passingrxysmiled provocatively. "Got a light for me, seky

"Cigarettes are bad for you," Justin murmured, hiatg Hunter puff deeply, and repay the man witbragl
smile, and wink.

"Yeah, so's getting fucked in the ass, but thasdbstop you, does it?"

"It's not bad for someone to--"

Hunter scoffed. "Don't give me that bullshit! Gegifucked in the ass can lead to anal tears, iofegtHIV, and
that's just the beginning of the list. I'm not seyyou shouldn't do it. I'm not saying it's wroig just saying
that it's not necessarily the best way to use wsar But, then again, it is a damn nice way tatse

Justin couldn't help but smile. "You're pretty fynAnd you kinda remind me of me when | was yous.dgvas
always lecturing Brian about drugs, and drinkingd oo much caffeine." He snorted. "Now, look at i
almost as bad as he is."

"Not nearly as hot, though."

Justin laughed out loud. It felt good, and yet vgoih was the first time he'd really laughed sihe# first seen
Ethan.

Hunter smiled and laughed, too. "You're not so badiess," he conceded. "I mean, you can't hefyydu're
ugly, and not good enough for him."

Justin shook his head, still chuckling. At that nearnHunter didn't so much remind him of himselfhasnade
Justin think of what Brian might have been liketett age. "You're an asshole."

Hunter punched the air. "And he shoots! And heeslr

Half way back from the comic book store, Brian oetl the sunset, pink, blue, and strange goldenwell
streaking the sky. A sharp turn to the left, affigédin blocks down, he stood in front of Justin &aghne's
apartment building, staring up at the light burnimgheir living room window. He was lucky that siwas home;
he should have called first.

He took the stairs two at a time.



Brian was late, but Justin had no doubt that iMasn't here when Brian came by to collect him, (duntin
knew that he would), that there would be some lzestklHe sat with Hunter, while Ben worked on hiskba
few booths down.

It had been nearly twenty minutes, though, sincehislél had called Ben's cell to tell him that Brireaa left the
store, and Michael just had a few things to clgabefore he'd join the rest of the family at theedi Justin was
trying not to get worried or pissed off. In alldilihood, Brian had run into a suitable trick, analsvgetting a
quickie blow job. And, after all the shit of thestdew days, Justin thought Brian wholly desered i

It turned out that Hunter liked some of the sanieg that Justin did, so they talked about compgttaphics,
the latest video games, high school, preferredaepasitions, and the best way to pick up men.idused to
convince Hunter that hustler techniques werenltyrétae best method in the average setting. Humigintained
that what worked, worked--and why fix what wasmtken?

He had just started to get truly nervous aboutrBsiavhereabouts when Deb came over and told hitn tha
Daphne was on the phone. His heart skipped a beablhe managed not to run to the kitchen.

"Daph?"

"Hey, um, sorry to bug you at work, but is it olday Brian to take that painting in your room? Hé&ldae paid
you for it?"

"He's there?"

"Yeah, and he really wants that painting." Daphigglgd nervously. "Um, I'm kinda scared of him tigiow."
Justin frowned. "Just give it to him."

"Good, 'cause | was getting the feeling that litheatake meat from a lion."

"Um, let me talk to him."

"Brian! Justin wants to--" he heard her yelp, asghone changed hands.

"Hey," Brian sounded tired, but edgy.

"Just stay there, okay? I'll come home and we tan--

"No, I'm coming to get you. | want to hang thisrgaig tonight."

Justin was quiet for a second. Brian sounded redtld. "Are you on something?"
"No."

And he knew that was the only answer he'd be ggttin

"Il be there in a few minutes. Be ready to go."

"I've been ready."

Brian said, "Good," and hung up.

Debbie was studying him as he turned to go batkdaalining area. He shrugged. Shockingly, she g it
that.

Brian measured the distance between the floorledgiling, and again from side to side. He focumethe
area where the light fell just right along the walhd placed marks to hang the painting dead center



Justin sat on the sofa watching him, not askingqamstions. Brian thought it might have to do vtith fact that
he was being kind of manic about this painting, Bedvasn't sure how many times Justin had seefinhtinis
state. The last time he remembered being this wopnaias when Justin had left, and then, before tiagn
Gus was born. The same night he'd met Justin, tubka, and somehow ended up with an annoying ttli¢
stuck to his side, and now ripping him apart wittetits of viruses and illness, deterioration aratide

So, that's why this picture was so important. Is\W& and it was going to be fucking right wherdould see it,
bright, intense, and almost too much with its miixxalor and light. Because that was Justin, nobfihe
darkness and fear.

The neighbors probably wanted him dead when heestiiammering at almost midnight, but he didn'p stotil
the nails were lined up, and the picture hunggittaénd hellaciously vibrant. The brightest spatimloft. And
that was exactly right. Exactly perfect.

Justin barely recognized Brian with such mad eneaying off of him. The closest he'd ever seethi® kind
of behavior from Brian was, well, the night they@t. There'd been juggling, and dancing, and handst and
fucking. Of course, there was also the time whearBand Michael had fought over the birthday fiagbat
was nearly as intense, constantly seeking soméutesothat was always out of reach.

But once the painting was hung, the anxious eniratlyhad been streaming off of Brian, ebbed. It was
physical thing, like a fever breaking, and everutditoBrian's back was to him, Justin knew the momdren
the panic had passed.

"Brian?"
"Mmm?"
"Are you okay?"

Brian nodded at the painting, remaining silentt jus head moving up and down. Finally, he turredustin,
his eyes not as dark as before. "I'm kinda tired."

"Then let's go to bed."

Justin led him up the stairs, helped him off with ¢lothes, and joined him beneath the cool shektsvas
drifting off when he heard Brian whisper, "l wahthere. | want you there."

Justin thought that should make more sense thdid.iBut he was too tired to try to puzzle it out.

After a bizarre dream where Justin had been harmirthpe wall instead of the painting, Brian wokewith an
urgent need for coffee.

As he managed the filter, and poured the waterthercolator, he thought about the images frsnateam.
Justin had been pretty happy on the wall, justainanging there like a really comfortable Jestesd joked
and teased Brian about all kinds of things. Theldlypoenough, when the dream suddenly shifted, amahB
found himself in his office, Justin had been onwradl there, too, whispering the most amazing ideasd
campaigns, making Brian look like a genius in frohhis most important clients.

In the light of day, he still felt its significancand he thought he might buy another paintinglierempty space
behind the office couch. He'd need to go over &tidis apartment and choose one that would mathehor.
Or, hey, fuck matching the decor. He just needdihtbone that screamed Justin to him. He'd redeedf need
be.

The sound of the shower let him know Justin waskawand he left the coffee brewing to join the 3esu-his-
wall in getting clean. Or getting dirty and theritopg clean.

Justin didn't even startle when Brian opened thik dbor. His skin, wet and slippery, slid beneBtran's hands
and mouth. There was always this between them, ifeserything else went to hell. Justin turnegptess



against him, his mouth open beneath Brian's, @éitie toothpaste and tap water, his cock hardregddrian's
thigh.

Brian reached for a condom, tearing it open, arshimg Justin against the glass. How many mornirgisthey
done this? So many, but never enough.

"Brian?"
"We're playing safe."
There was no more protest after that, and Justimpéred as he pressed inside. Brian dropped his toea

Justin's shoulder, the hot water pelting his backethrust, wrapping his arms around Justin's boalging
him tightly as they moved together.

Justin gazed superstitiously at the omelet in fadritim. He hadn't ordered it. In fact, he'd plashoa getting
grits and bacon just to make sure he didn't ever hay eggs at all, but Debbie had placed the doddrim,
along with Brian's usual coffee, the moment theyédked in the door. He looked up at Brian who wasoling
him curiously.

"What's the problem? Isn't that what you alway®'get

Justin frowned at his plate. "Yeah. | just don'hkhl ever want to eat it again, that's all.”

"Then tell Deb to take it back."

"She'll want to know why," Justin said with equahsperation.

Brian rolled his eyes. "Tell her that it makes yeant to hurl today."

Deb stopped by the table at that moment. "Sunshkimeetie, you don't feel like eating today?"

Justin could just see her working into a state o@frwabout his lack of appetite. "Um, maybe justwa pieces of
toast with jelly?"

"You can't stay healthy on that. You're going teéto start thinking about your fucking diet nowuyknow.
Start working out--"

"Debbie!" Brian barked. "I believe Justin asked timast."

He lifted his eyebrows pointedly, and Deb glarediat, pulling her finger up to jab in his face white bell
from the kitchen rang frantically. "Hold your godda horses!" She turned back to Brian, "You're goclla
lucky is what you are. You better watch after tkidtor--"

"Toast, Deb. Now."

The bell rang again, and Frank, the new cook, gellBeb! Order's up!"

"Yeah, yeah, yeah." She grabbed Justin's platbgomway, yelling, "Fucking hell, you'd think thedeof the
world depended on some fuckin' eggs not gettird.tol

"Thanks," Justin said, folding his elbows on th@déaand leaning forward.
"No problem. You'd better eat it, though, or webth get chewed out, and I'm not in the mood."
Justin had just started to reply when the door eldirand Hunter burst in from outside.

"Hey, if it isn't my new bestest buddy, Justin, &1éan, the hottest-guy-with-the-ugliest-boyfriend-



n-the-world, sitting here, in my foster-grandmotsdine place of business, from which | intend lain a free
breakfast, while practicing my ass-pedaling pickops, just in case | ever need them again!" Huslidrinto
the booth next to Brian, throwing his arm acrossaBs shoulder. "But screw those plans! Wanna gk#u
Brian snorted, and looked at Justin with amazed.€\@hrist, he's more persistent than you."

Hunter grinned. "Oh, you like persistence, huh@tlymu liked to be bossed around, too, don't ya&tdha like
some hot young cock in your bed telling you to oolér, and--"

Brian held up his hand. "Please, stop with thedsiet before you jizz all over me."

"Oh, come on, you know you like that."

Justin chuckled and said, "He loves to be bossaaharby hot, young cock."

"I knew it. | can tell these things."

Justin cracked up, and Brian looked pretty damnszaithimself.

Deb showed up and kissed Hunter's head. "Whalt# ibaby?"

"Um, I'll take him to go, with a can of whipped are. Oh, and some of that hot fudge sauce, too."
Brian rolled his eyes. "Please tell me that youehbetter fantasies than that.”

"I don't have all day, piss ant." Debbie slappeastihck of Hunter's head. "Tell me what you want."

"Cheese omelet with hashbrowns. Like always." Huntbbed where Deb had hit him. "Jeez, I'm gonhahe
social worker that you abuse me."

"You do that, sweetums. Now, Justin, your toast il right up. And you eat it all, you hear me?&deep up
your fuckin' strength."

Hunter frowned at Justin from across the table els Walked away to place his order. "Why?"

"Why, what?" Justin asked. "Why is the sky blue?yM&Brian fucking me and not you? Why is a guytkd
the most precious of the appendages, hanging freéapping in the breeze, just ripe for gettingglat in
zippers and--"

"Uh, no. Why do have to keep your strength up?"

Brian opened his mouth to say something, but Jastin't wait to find out what. "I might be positive
"Really? That sucks. I'm positive, you know. Itcks."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah." Hunter slid out from next to Brian, and ®kied sides, focusing his attention on Justin. ‘&'t have
to talk about it, but...if you want, | don't mindtening."

Justin smiled, and put his arm over Hunter's staultThanks. You're not so sucky, you know that?"
"Nah, I'm cool. But you're still ugly."

"Good to know that some things don't change."

Brian watched Justin with Hunter, and felt some snea of relief. If Justin could laugh about anythiif he
could tell someone else with that kind of ease, aswbpt the offer of help with grace, then mayheaisn't the
end of the world. The end of the world as they kitewure, but not end of the world.



Hunter scarfed down his breakfast, after being adsh@d by Deb to get to the comic store prontoelp h
Michael open shop; he took off with only a few mooame-ons directed Brian's way, and a smile fotidus

It took Justin longer to eat his toast than it teébn Hunter to eat a boxcar-full of food. And,tthasn't like
Justin, but Brian didn't mention it, and he swardimself that if Debbie did, he'd hang her up by foenails.

"Do you want to see a movie?" Justin asked. "I havélea what's playing, but I'm sure we could find
something that might not make us vomit."

Brian shrugged.

Justin took another bite of his toast, and lookgtisawatch. "Only another twenty-four hours befare know
my fate. | don't really want to sit around thinkialout it all day."

Brian didn't either. "Let's go back home."

Justin nodded, put his unfinished toast down ariggwn his jacket. Brian didn't like the deep @scunder
Justin's eyes, and it scared him shitless to tthiak might always be there.

"Oh, Christ. What the fuck?"

Brian turned around, looking in the direction oftin's gaze. Ethan stood at the counter, apparerdiring
something to go.

"He always fucking hated this place, said the fa@d disgusting, and the patrons were degeneragefidking
hated that | worked here. And now, three fuckingsda a row.... Fuck him, fuck him, fuck him."

"Such judgments from the boy-genius who prostititisdmusic on the streets?" Brian muttered, filtached,
and not at all sure that he didn't want to stratiggeson of a bitch in public on a sunny Sundaymimay.

Justin grabbed his arm as Brian started out obtwth with scathing words already forming on hisgioe.
"Brian, please. Don't."

Ethan turned their direction, his face blanchingwhis eyes met Brian's. Then he plastered onla smil
started to take a step in their direction. Briaw,saut of the corner of his eye, Justin's head sli@kly in an
absolute 'no'. Ethan blinked, then turned to thentr, paid for his purchase, and left the dineheuit looking
back. Brian didn't know whether to be pleased ssqul that Justin had taken the initiative and gatteof the
problem, before Brian could smash the problem'sl lirea

"He's gone. Relax."

Brian stared at the door, only turning back arowheén he realized that the other diners were lookirtgim in
amusement. Fuck them; they probably thought hejeedsus of the little piece of shit, but he didnitking care
right now.

"Let's go home. I'm tired," Justin said, cares@nign's hand. "We can watch a DVD or something."
Before they left the diner, Brian cornered DebbalevJustin waited by the door.

"I don't think | need to tell you that | don't wathis to be the hottest gossip at the Baths negkw8o keep your
trap shut."

"Well, fuck you, too, shit-head." Debbie put hentia on her hips. "I wouldn't do that to Sunshine."
"The fuck you wouldn't."

Debbie's talon was in his face, her mouth operhémchim a new one, but Brian was done with it, amded
away, grabbing Justin's arm on his way out.

"What was that about?"

"Nothing."



"My hero." Justin batted his lashes. "Protectingsteyling reputation.”

"Fuck you."

Justin lay down on the bed, not bothering to t@eshioes off, just burying his face in the pillowsl dighting the
rising tide of fear. He marveled at his body'sliesce, the fact that he could be overcome, adiematleasing
ice-like in his veins, but then his body backed bi§ mind diverted from the reality of his sitwatj and he was
given a reprieve. Only to be shoved into the poolutes later, drowning in it again.

He could hear Brian moving around in the bathroang he concentrated on the smallest details, tigirsgop
focusing on how slowly time moved, and how quichiy life could turn on a dime. Just like that nigltten he
met Brian--

But, no, as pleasant as that particular memory ivass always and inevitably followed by the megnof
Brian sending him away, telling him that he didigtlove, that he would never love him.

Justin rolled on to his back, listening to Briasgiflush of the toilet, hearing the water asliecbdown the
pipes, and the small creak of the faucet as Briamed it, the squish of the soap dispenser....

That night, and too many others, Brian had said hever love him. Now, Justin knew, if he were $& Brian
outright, "Do you love me?" there wouldn't evenatduscation, just Brian turning his head away,fate
devastated and lost, while silence echoed arowm.th

Not that Justin had ever asked. Not that he evelddvdle just knew. But Justin also believed that¢hwas the
barest of possibilities that, one day in the fduffe, he might be able to picture Brian just simggying, "Yes."

Justin's blue eyes were shut away behind closseddigklashes touching soft cheeks, red lips opehhs hands
clasped on his chest like a fucking breathing carps

Fuck that. Brian grabbed Justin's right foot anlligpuhis tennis shoe off, startling the corpse aaydken the left
foot, tossing the shoes over his shoulder. He @uile own shirt off, skimmed out of his pants, atichbed onto
the bed, crawling up Justin's body to pull off iért, and unbutton his pants.

Justin didn't say anything, staring at him anditigkhis lips.

Lips that tasted good, sweet from the jelly, andmvalustin kissed like no one else, as though reimfasing
himself into Brian with the intensity of it. He'&wer been able to understand why Justin turnedhiso much.
Why did this particular mouth and body move hinhéwe to fuck Justin over and over? Justin wasehev
Brian's type physically, but for some reason indidhatter. Justin made him insane, made him duidthings
like, Christ, love him, because it hurt so badlyewte'd left, it hurt so much to think of him besigk, and he
couldn't deal with the thought of him dying.

And he wasn't going to die.

Brian ran his hands over Justin's skin, trailingfingers over sensitive spots that made Justim lsiscback, or
make those small grunting noises that were so figckbt to hear.

He took his time. They had all day, and if he caatlap Justin from thinking about it with six howfssex, then
he would. And then he wouldn't have to think alibatther.

Playing safer than usual took longer, preparingidugth a diligence that he normally forewent, bBase Justin
liked it rough--but not today. Today it was gentad sweaty, and time-consuming.

Justin on his hands and knees, his ass clutchiiagn'Bifingers, and his head thrown back in ecsthsstin on
his back, his knees on Brian's shoulders, takingr& thrusts with wide eyes, and open mouth. dastihis
side, sweat-soaked and panting, as Brian pressetiim again, rolling his hips in a slow fuck, baththem



moaning as it went on, and on. Justin half-aslag@rian pulled out, exhausted and aching. And Jastin
unconscious in his arms, as Brian breathed indastsand carefully thought about nothing.

Justin woke up sore, and sated. He couldn't remethbdast time they'd fucked like that. Not thagy hadn't
fucked for hours in recent months, but not witht tiad of emotional focus, the intensity of whicachonly
happened between them a few times, so strongttivaisitoo much to deal with. What they had everywas
already fucking amazing, but today had been the &irsex that could put someone into a coma. Ematio
fucking-overload.

Brian was still asleep, and Justin rolled ontodiite, to study the slack features. Beautiful, asgb, but getting
a little older. Wrinkles fanning out from the cors@f his eyes, and even though it was never-tdibedssed
Brian's hair was thinning a little on top. Justinéd it--this visual proof that he'd made Brian ikéy into a liar.
He wasn't a one-night stand, destined to rememtigrome Brian. No, he'd been around for almost fagking
years, and he knew so many Brians that no one wmlidve him if he told them the truth.

A sudden, sharp banging on the door startled thetim land Brian woke, rolled angrily from the beddatalked
to stop the noise without bothering to put on highes. Justin heard the door slide open, and Briavice
mumbling.

Sitting up, wrapping himself in a sheet, Justin gwto see who had dropped by. Michael stood itweway,
one hand on Brian's shoulder, the other clutchibggof something--probably food.

"Can't a friend check in? Did | interrupt somettihg

Brian cocked his head, "Now what would make youkhhat?" He grabbed the bag from Michael, opefting
and sniffing at the contents.

"Is Justin--"

"Hi, Michael," Justin said, waving from his sheet.

"I'll just--" Michael reached into his pocket, tlsting something at Brian "--go."
Brian pushed Michael's hand back, and wrinkledohisv. "Why? You just got here."
"l thought--wait, you said I'd interrupted sometiih

"No, you said you'd interrupted something."

Justin added, "And you did--our sleep, but we'ralewnow, so I'll go shower, and Brian can--" Hetgesl at
Brian's nudity.

"Put on some clothes?" Michael offered.

Brian rolled his eyes, dropped the bag on the @and headed toward the bedroom. Michael stastedlbad
the food as Justin went to shower.

He lingered under the rushing water, giving Briamet with Michael. He'd known that Brian would tMichael,
and, in general, he was okay with that. Brian ndesameone to lean on, whether he'd admit it or not.

As Justin toweled his hair, he hunted through thg &f stuff he'd brought, but couldn't find anyasie
underwear, or a clean shirt. So he went commandgalted on one of Brian's least favorite sweaters.

"That's mine," Brian said before Justin had evexthed the kitchen counter.
"Really?"

"You can't keep it."



Justin shot him a 'get real' look, and started pimgpin the boxes that Michael had brought. Lasdgma Deb,
lemon bars, Vic's homemade chicken soup, and thhahso picked up Chinese food to top it off.

"Uh, Michael, there's a lot of food here." Justinnkled his nose. "Are we expecting more guests?"

"Well, you never know when you'll need--"

"A year's worth of food," Brian interjected. "Besgl" his smile was saccharine, "Sunshine's a ggphay."
Michael stood nervously on the kitchen side ofd¢banter, so earnest that it hurt to look at hirhytlu need
anything, Justin, you know that Ma and | want tateze for you, and you can call about anythingtiamsg. And
Ben--he's been really fucking amazing at suppoitingter through all of this, and I'm sure that Hedmore
than willing to--"

"Thanks, Michael. Really, thank you, but--"

"Shut the fuck up. He's going to be fine." Briawgtd away from the counter, pushed Michael asiade tlarew
open a container of General Tso's Chicken. "Leits e

Michael caught Justin's eye, and gave him a knoliok. Brian was dealing by not dealing. Michaelrdi
approve, it was there in his face, but Justin disad) He knew what Michael didn't, that Brian hadady
started to do the research, that he'd been prhapda a point, and now was working on keepingdidusgether
by holding the fear at bay. He knew that Brian widialce whatever came their way, and he wouldnftibleing
it out of his consciousness at Babylon, becauseadmare along the way Brian had grown up just ke Jitnd
Justin sometimes thought Michael forgot that. Amak tvas the essence of their friendship, they etk still
fourteen to each other most of the time; they'dcenést the other grow up.

Justin shrugged off Michael's gaze, and grabbedadl $owl for Vic's soup. He wasn't that hungryatd when
he noticed it, a small silver medallion on the fi¢he counter closest to Michael. He sat dowrdgeit and
sipped the soup, turning his head to better readhtftription on the coin: First Place.

"What's this?"

Michael pressed the silver medallion into Justirad. "Here. It's for you. It's my good luck chatlve had it
since | was fourteen when Brian and | won firstplin the three-legged race."

Brian peered over Justin's shoulder. "You stilldéhat?"

"Yeah. Remember how you shoved Sally Sanders sshiegsand Meghan what's-her-face lost their balance
And then we won first place, and you picked meaml those guys yelled that we were faggots, sdlipped
them the bird, and got detention for a month?"

Brian sighed. "Yeah, good times."

"It was the only time I've ever won something litkat!"

"But you cheated," Justin said, flipping the meidallin his hands, the metal cool on his fingertips.

"Sally Sanders was a bitch who probably ate diokdfeakfast,” Brian muttered. "She didn't dese¢ovein."
Justin didn't bother to point out that they stilbated.

"Anyway," Michael continued, "something good alwdgppens when | carry it."

"Then why didn't you get laid until college?" Briasked.

"Ha, ha. You're so funny."

Justin pocketed the coin, and stood up to hug Michi@hank you, Michael. | really appreciate it."

Michael's hold was pretty tight, and Justin wasate he was going to let go. When he finally dielphushed a
hand over his eyes, and Justin was touched tdhfimdso moved.



When Michael finally decided it was time to go,d&d, "Justin, can | talk to you alone for a se&@nd

Justin, confused, looked to Brian for the apprdpri@action, but he just appeared mildly amusellizhael's
request. "Uh, sure."

Waiting for the lift, Michael pulled on his gloveasnd Justin wrapped his arms around himself imatinictive
protective gesture, not knowing at all what to etpAlmost anything was possible, from a lecturehawing let
Ethan fuck him raw, if he even knew about tha@naultimatum that if he was positive then he shoedde
Brian or else, as hypocritical as that would bstidguvouldn't put anything past Michael.

"Justin, | just wanna say," Michael put his handslostin's shoulders. "I've said a lot of realligtgtihings to
you over the years, and | remember last year, wberleft Brian--"

"Michael, | don't--"

"No, this isn't about that. Listen, | remember alying that | had always wanted you gone, andithéihally
gotten my wish. But | want you to know that | neweyuld have wanted this--"

Justin snorted. "I know you don't want me dead,Hdéa."

"No, | mean. Justin, | was wrong, and | said sohiethat really was fucking uncalled for, and, welust want
you to know that I'm sorry, and I, well, I've kindgeown to really care about you, and | want yobécdhere for a
long time, because--" Michael gripped his should&ie needs you."

Justin blinked, not sure how to respond.

Michael said it again, "He really needs you."

Brian cradled Justin's head in his lap, and rafiihggrs through the short hair as the creditsetbfbr The Lion
King. Justin's obsession with animation led to soeadly retarded movie choices sometimes. Briam'did
protest usually because Justin tended to get bakavay through films he'd seen before, and waala the
opportunity to give Brian head. That hadn't happeiaight. Still the movie hadn't been too badhaligh Brian
had a difficult time understanding how it coulddgpropriate for children. It seemed more traumagizhan
Bambi.

Justin had fallen asleep on top of the remote ogrdand before the horrible death scene. Unwiltmgvake him,
Brian had been left to watch helplessly as a staimé wildebeests descended on the daddy liontrantpled
him to death in full view of his screaming son. Thas some twisted, fucked-up shit for a kid tockatHe
thought he should call Lindsay and warn her aga@tghg Gus view it until he was older. It was egb to give
him nightmares. Still, the girl-lioness remindedtof Justin, the way she batted her eyes to get shtea
wanted. Justin did that.

Justin's cheek felt warm under his fingertips, Bridn stroked it casually, the growth of eveningsiders
scratching at the pads of his fingers.

Brian hadn't asked what Mikey had wanted to talustin about. He had an idea of what it was aluab
anyway. Despite the comic, and despite the fadtthiey both kind of liked each other, there corgichtio be
deep hurt, and grudges, on both sides of Justirivacitael's relationship. He could just imagine Miehs
earnest brown eyes gazing into Justin's wary blamsdng forgiveness. Brian wondered if Justin gave

The screen went black, and the DVD menu came bpcBrian shifted as gently as he could, gropingaund
Justin's back, until he finally located the remmetrol. Justin shifted, sighing deeply, and thanzted against
Brian's thigh. Turning off the television, Brian miéback to stroking Justin's cheek, let his heddék against
the sofa, and drifted into a foggy sleep.

From the top of the cliff, hanging over the vastina, Brian stared off into the distance, watchtmg fiery ball
of the sun dipping toward the horizon. He turnedlitoright, and blinked in the brightness of Justsmile. The



light bounced off his gold hair, his eyes shiniikg the sky. And then Brian heard it, off in thatdince, the
sound like liquid thunder pouring through the valbelow. The sound of hooves slamming into theheart
masses of them, hundreds of them, pounding anésnd|

Brian turned to Justin again. "Look, it's a stangéd

But Justin wasn't there. He was down below, soméied fallen when Brian wasn't looking, and he was
standing there, smiling up at Brian, laughing altnos

"Justin! Hurry! Run! You have to hurry!"
But Justin just waved at him, the air around himrkfing with the shine of the setting sun.

"Justin! JUSTIN!" Brian screamed, scrambling tatstlown the massive embankment. He had to get,thace
to save Justin.

But his feet didn't cooperate and he could onlyctvatith his mouth open, an agonizing scream pourioig
his lips, as the wildebeests turned the cornet, ihse from the earth, and the sun of Justin'seswds blocked
in the thickness of it.

The herd slammed Justin down, and there was nars¢reo cry for help. The only sound was Brian's&oi
yelling over and over, "No! No! NO!"

Something glinted in the corner of his eye, anduineed, hands up to protect himself. But it was/ahilstin,
hanging casually on a cross, head tilted and egles. ¢1is King of Babylon crown sparkled in the lson. Brian
turned to see Justin's body broken in the dustedad he whirled back to Justin on the cross.

"Why didn't you move? Why did you just stand thére?

Justin smiled sadly. "Don't you understand? It &hbave been you."

"Brian?" Justin, scared and worried, knelt on thia $eside Brian, touching his face and tryingaiese him
from his obviously troubled dream. Brian's face ardk felt slick with sweat, and the broken crognimises
that slid from his throat sounded like the tail efidcreams.

"Come on. Wake up." Justin's own heart beat rapfdiling a little panicked to have woken to suatummful,
frightened sounds.

Brian jerked awake, breath coming in harsh pamis,has eyes wild. He stared at Justin for a lorwprd, while
Justin tried to soothe him, shocked when Brian pddiim away.

"I'm all right. Just a fucking dream," Brian sastianding up, and running his hands over his face.

Justin stayed on the sofa, watching as Brian stirtdethe kitchen, grabbed a bottle of water, angzted it like
a man fresh from the desert. "It must've been Byrearible one," he offered.

Brian grunted and shrugged, his eyes focused agtink head on the painting they'd hung the rigifdre.
"Do you wanna talk about it?"
Brian snorted.

Justin stood up from the couch, and meanderedtouée kitchen counter, glancing at Brian sedutyivBVant
me to take your mind off of it?"

"No!" Brian burst out angrily.

Justin felt a little hurt, but dismissed it. It haéen a long day. A long weekend. Brian had evight to be high-
strung.



Then Justin felt Brian's eyes on him, dark and dimogy and he couldn't look away, although his breatught in
his throat. He knew that look; he'd seen it befdter the bashing.

"Brian, this isn't your fault."

Brian's face twisted, and he slammed the bottl@aiér on the counter. "Who said anything abougihg
anyone's fault? It was just a fucking dream."

He stared after Brian as he stalked to the bedrddiar a few seconds, Justin walked across thetdo$tare out

the window onto the city's glittering lights. Hiedrt hung in his throat, and his stomach tightebhatlhe stood
there until he heard Brian calling to him softlgrn the bed.

Brian didn't sleep the rest of the night, but welewed when Justin drifted off only minutes aftémbing in
next to him. He hadn't meant to upset Justin, andehtainly hadn't intended to be such an asgheuiream
had him spooked.

The sun came up and some light managed to filteugh to the bed, and Brian took the opportunitiotik at
Justin unaware, ripe lips open, long lashes splayelis cheek, and golden fuzz on his chin.

He remembered the first morning he'd woken tofte, but then the eyes had been open, gazingnat hi
adoringly. He stifled a chuckle at the memory, alhbed carefully out of bed.

He had only been in the shower for a few minutesmwiie stall door opened and Justin stepped insisidair
messed, and face smudged with sleep.

"Hey," Justin muttered, his body still languid aethxed.
"We've got two hours before we can call to sebefjthave the results.”

Justin tensed immediately and his eyes went frawsly to alert within an instant. "Right. Okay. Uweg could
just go by, right? | don't want the anxiety of lipalled in; | just wanna go."

Brian pulled Justin close, slid his hands to cugtidis ass, and whispered against his cheek, "Waay®u
want."

The shower was chaste, both of them too wound fipctq or suck. So they shaved in near silencessame
quickly, and headed off toward the diner. Justimena call on his cell as they walked asking Dapghmaeet
him there. "For moral support,” he said.

Brian put his hand on Justin's shoulder and squkeeze

The diner was bustling, and Deb yelled a greetorgss the room. Justin lifted his hand and letlitdgain.
Brian nodded her direction, and she flipped him B# guessed she still wasn't over his attitudmftioe day
before.

Daphne strolled in, cheeks flushed from the catdi, dustin got out of the booth to hug her. They loel to one
another for a long time, long enough that one efgghtrons walked by, smacked Justin's ass, andilzgly
asked if he had 'seen the light'. Justin ignoreditiestion entirely, pulling Daph into the bootktrte him.

"Daphne, you look absolutely fabulous this morriigyian began. The usual banter seemed like theviegto
go.

"So do you, Brian."

"Yes, | know. It's so difficult to wake up every ming, and go out into the world knowing that yeujoing to
be the most beautiful person in it."

"Such a trial," Justin murmured, his arm over Dagfishoulder.



Deb slammed down an omelet in front of Justin, sooftee for Brian, delivered with a smile and a died
finger, then turned to Daphne, "And what can lygmt, sweetheart?"

"Umm, I'll have--"

Justin pushed his omelet over to Daphne and saitg'll have an omelet, and I'll have toast wittpgrgelly, and
a side of hash browns, please."

"Sunshine, that's no way to start the day. You neetl She caught Brian's eye , and he glared at3fee said,
"Fine. Fucking fine. Toast and hash browns. Bug thithe last day of this, do you fucking hear me?"

Justin just looked at her like she'd lost her mamt) Deb stomped off to place his order.

"l thought you loved omelets, Justin," Daphne spidking at the one he'd pawned off on her.
"Well, not anymore," Justin muttered with a darkeo

Brian rolled his eyes. "Sunshine has developedvarsin to them of late."

“Try more like a phobia."

Daphne looked confused but Justin shook his heatisa they dropped the topic. At first they sadilance, but
by the time the toast arrived, Justin had promptaphne to tell him all about her new boyfriend.

Ten minutes into a rather suspicious soundingfigtositive qualities, Daphne enthused, "He's geagtaste in
clothes! I'm not even embarrassed to take him arysyland | don't have to dress him!"

Justin glanced at her, "Are you sure he's not gay?"

She punched him, giggling, "He didn't seem gaynéagit, if you know what | mean."
"You're such a slut."

Daphne sighed. "Don't | wish."

Still, Brian shot Justin some glances and it wadeat that neither one of was convinced that thewasn't
gay.

Justin held Daphne's hand in the waiting room atctinic. Brian sat on his other side, an arm adohis
shoulders. It was unbearable how long it took témutes to pass by. Justin spent the time in silelbbeeause
opening his mouth made him feel like he might voidis entire body was trembling, despite Daphriagefrs
stroking his palm, and Brian's gentle squeezingi®&houlder.

He remembered the first time he met Daphne. THesgh kids, and he'd thought she had really cool had
liked the way she did her braids. They'd playeetogr, equal parts dolls and soldier. And then'thgsown up,
and he'd liked boys, and she'd liked boys, too.

Then there was the time they'd had sex. He thoaigbiit it more often than she might imagine thatideHe
supposed that she probably imagined he never thadigth But there were certain times, when heaklover at
her in an unguarded moment, and remember how tiigalibeen to be close to her, how her skin hadlesne
and tasted. He remembered how much he loved hestdnoved her, in those moments.

It'd taken a long time before they could cuddleimgd had almost ruined everything, but now Justas glad
they'd done it. He was glad that he'd known herwey, and that she'd known him.

Justin leaned over and whispered, "I love you, Daph
She squeezed his hand, her eyes going teary, dodked away.

"Mr. Taylor, Dr. Rosa will see you now."



It was the same nurse as last time, but withoutltvns. This time it was baby giraffes.
"Can--um, | want my friends to come, too."

The nurse shook her head. "Only one guest is atldveek with the patient, Mr. Taylor."
Justin took a deep breath, and turned to meet Bréaes.

"Are you sure?" Brian asked. "It's okay if you w&raphne."

Justin couldn't speak; he just shook his head gaalbed Brian's hand, standing up without a bacdttsvgtance
at Daph, intent on just making it through the door.

It was time to face the reaper.

Brian sat on the paper covered table, and helinJststnding between his legs. He could feel thelttaf Justin's
heart against the inside of his wrist, and he l@ddris head to the curve of Justin's neck.

The nurse, Patty, came in with her fucking hideloaisy giraffes, and Brian was tempted to demandhJagain,
but decided that now was not the time. Patty tagitid's bp, temperature, and pulse. Then she palied sheet
of paper with a list printed on it.

"Dr. Rosa wants you to answer these questions,, dkayTaylor?"

Justin nodded from his perch next to Brian, buhthepped down to stand between Brian's legs atfakay.
Sure." His voice sounded so young, and Brian wrdgp& arms around him more firmly.

"Mr. Taylor, do you have any allergies?"

"Yes. I'm allergic to...well, everything."

The nurse nodded, and made a mark. "Please naneaforour allergies.”
"Um, dogs, cats, trees, pollen, penicillin--"

"Ah, what do you use when you're sick? Sulfa drligs?

Justin nodded, then murmured, "I try not to gek.Sic

Brian swallowed hard, and kept his eyes loweretthasiurse continued.
"When was the last time you took sulfa drugs, Maylor?"

"Um, last month. They thought it might become pneaoia."

"Do you participate in anal intercourse?"

Brian felt Justin stiffen a little, but he answerédes."

"Do you generally act as the penetrated partnehepenetrator?”

Justin whispered, "It depends." He cleared hisatirand Brian could feel the heat of Justin's blukkn he
brushed his lips over Justin's neck.

"In general, the majority of the time--" Patty pnoted.
"Um, | guess I'm a bottom."

She nodded and made note. "Use recreational dRmysers? Cocaine? Heroin?"



"Poppers, some other stuff...sometimes."

Another note was scribbled down, and Brian wasrngeteady to ask just how all of this was relevahten she
asked, "And what about blood transfusions? Havehazliany in the last several years?"

Justin nodded. "Um, | had to have several, actualfew years ago when | was...hurt. Why? | déirtk | got it
from that--"

Patty waved her hand dismissively. "I think I've gwre than enough information here. I'll sendRosa on in,
okay?"

Justin started to tremble in his arms, and Bridd ham tightly. They didn't say a word, just stamdhe door.
They didn't have to wait long, even though it fidé hours.

Dr. Rosa bustled into the room, frowning down &t thedical charts in her hand. She made some oddsjoi
and then looked up from the files.

"Justin, I'm sorry you had to wait so long. | hadiald a chance to review the information. | jusieha few
comments to make and then you can go."

Justin shifted restlessly in his arms. "Wh-whatyda mean, then | can go?"

"The initial rapid saliva test came back positiae,I'm sure you figured out." Dr. Rosa smiled kindBecause
there is a legitimate concern for a false positiue to the possibility of the ELISA test being dyesensitive to
non-HIV antibodies, it is standard procedure tadseilood sample for the Western Blot, which isrdeé to be
the gold standard. False positives, as you knosvegiremely rare, but there are some situatiortsctraresult
in such an outcome."

Brian felt something shifting inside of him, likight breaking between trees.

"Strangely enough, Justin, you have many of themi@l factors for a false positive. Anal intercesican lead
to the introduction of many foreign bodies into #ystem: bacteria, fungi, as well as chemical sutrsts. This
can result in a heightened immune response, yeast$, amongst other things. In addition, indivislwath
allergies are likely to have antibodies in theisteyn that will react with the kits in some rareesaBlood
transfusions and sulfa drugs, also can correlasefadse positive."”

Brian let out a breath he didn't even realize he a@ding; the world felt startled into sharp focus
Dr. Rosa smiled. "Justin, if | ever see you in hegain because you haven't played safe, then peifonally
see kick your cute, little ass for your stupidithis is a miracle, a blessing, and you'd bettettiteas such.” She

met Brian's eyes. "You, too, Brian."

Brian felt Justin turn to jelly in his arms, aneéthstart shaking hard. He looked at Dr. Rosa, anddte had
melted into sympathy. "Il just leave you two adomow."

Brian managed to slide off of the table, and turstid around, holding him as he fell apart.

Justin didn't know how long they held each othdofeehe got himself together enough to blow hisenarsd
splash water on his face. He was so relieved halidn't even feel stupid for crying, and basedhenwetness
of Brian's eyes, he wasn't the only one feelingwetielmed by the reprieve.

Fuck, he didn't know what he'd done to be so lubkyy he'd escaped death twice now, but he'd ddaryyat
all to make it worth it to whatever or whoever Hetlit happen.

He grabbed Brian's hand and pulled him up. "We havell Daph; she's gotta be freaking out."

As he opened the door, he felt Brian tug on his, amd he turned around to face him. Deep, hazel stgeed
into his own, Brian's mouth was slack, and emospitled out of him. "Justin--"



Then silence.
Justin kissed him, softly on the mouth, then theett) pulled back to say, "I know. Let's go tell bap."
Daphne's eyes filled with tears as soon as he ojptheedoor to the waiting area, and Justin realthatishe

could tell that he'd been crying. He smiled hugahd shook his head. She ran over to him, andretdttim in
a hug as he whispered to her, "No, no, no...Dafsnégative. It's okay."

Brian watched Justin with Daphne, and held backking behind them as they left the clinic.

They dropped in at the diner where the patronsatstyithought that Justin had just told Debbie #tet'd won
the fucking lottery. She danced around whoopind, sareaming for someone to bring out a slice offgie
everyone to celebrate. Luckily for her there wenby dive other people in the place at the time, amd of them
were Michael and Hunter.

Hunter hugged Justin, slapped him on the backsait] "How can someone so ugly be so fucking lutky?

Justin laughed, and then turned to hug MichaehrBsimiled when Justin reached into his pocket amdéd
Mikey the silver medallion. "It worked, Michael. @hk you for giving it to me."

Michael grinned, accepted the medallion back, arghjed Justin again. Brian actually fought a lumpis
throat when Michael turned to Hunter and pressedadallion into his hand, starting in on the sifryhy it
was such good luck.

The door chimed and Brian was the only one who séleim notice. He turned around to see Ethan Galg, b
genius, standing in the doorway watching the cononoBrian watched as Ethan's face broke into a&hungile.

"You're okay!" Ethan shouted, dropping his violase, and running to hug Justin.

Justin hugged him back, and they swayed togethex fooment before Ethan pulled away, grinning ihustin's
face. "Thank God, Jus. Thank fucking God."

Justin was smiling too, eyes mere slits with thredoof it. "I'm fine. I'm fine." Then as thoughpoove it, he
hugged Ethan tightly, grunting, "I'm fine."

Brian felt Daphne's eyes on him, but he didn't lbekway. He waited until Ethan had been released had
gathered his coffee to-go and his violin. He waitetil Justin was distracted, and until the chimetee door
had already rung, then he turned on his heelsatmivied Ethan.

"Hey!" He yelled after the dark retreating form.

Ethan stopped, turned around, and Brian took scehgtd in the look of fear that passed over hiefdtiey,
I'm just glad Justin is okay. | love him, but | kme¢hat he's with you. So, um, back off."

Brian scoffed. "You think | have any concern abitwait? Then you don't know me and you don't know. timm
just coming to tell you--" Brian drew up close,spad the back of Ethan's neck, and leaned dowhigper in
his ear. "If | ever see your skinny ass againmdlke you wish you'd been born a nice little githvpigtails."
"Jealousy is a very unattractive trait."

Brian clenched Ethan's neck harder. "Who said amytabout jealousy? Maybe | just don't fucking likau."
With that he turned his back on Ethan Gold, andnivas all surprised to see gold hair glintinglie sun. Justin

stood just outside the diner, watching closely.vidng up close, Brian drew him into a hug, buries hose in
Justin's hair and breathed.

Epilogue:



Brian stared out the window smoking. It had beeenty-four hours since Justin's reprieve, and invbeh
fucking and sucking him, Brian had come to one hlbsa@onclusion. His love was dangerous. Everyasid h
ever loved was the worse for it. The first perseridved had suffered for it. His mother took thartrof his
father's wrath, let him hit her so that Brian woutde hurt. His dad-- Brian snorted. He'd manageuk a
disappointment to his dear old dad before he was éwcking born, and he'd remained a disappointmstilt
the day his father died. And when he'd tried to @ribuy his dad's love, it'd always ended badly, lagid
always gone crawling to Mikey.

Ah, yes, Mikey. Brian's love had brought him nothlsut pain, too. If he was honest with himselfcbeld
admit that over the years his love had wounded &Btho the core, teaching him that the people Mithkaved
most, would never really want him. And that wag jhe beginning of a long, disgusting list of walgat Brian's
love had damaged Michael. But he didn't want tokfdbout that. Michael was digging his way out, nath
Ben and Hunter; he was on his way to something gaod Brian didn't know if he could actually doktjt he'd
sworn to himself that if his love got in the wayMichael's happiness with his family, that he'gpsievay
forever and for good. Michael deserved to be fifd@rm.

Then along came Justin. And he'd tried not to &@réim, but Justin was so pushy, so insistent. fidw thing
he'd known, he was living with the kid, taking hionschool for God's sake, then paying for his stiben
watching him walk out, and letting him go, becassmeone else would love him better, would love tight.
Brian wanted him to have that. And if Justin didygt that from that Ethan kid, then he'd get itrfreomeone
else.

Brian had never realized that it would hurt thadligao let someone go. He hadn't understood just fao under
his skin Justin had gotten, because at first itfefidike a total system failure when Justin heff.IBrian went a
little crazy for awhile, but he'd managed to gabgether, swearing to never fall in love again.

He'd felt so stupid when he realized that he'd n&alken out of it, that maybe he never would. Amlden Justin
had wanted to come back, Brian wondered if it via@sright thing to do, but something told him thastih was
his one shot, his do-or-die, and if he couldn'ttd®mw, then he never would. So he gave it a tgsgiving it a
try, and he thought he'd done pretty well. But, nafter all the drama, he knew that Justin wouldenéave
been in that position, would never have been wittag, if Brian had never loved him.

He knew it was a twisted sort of thinking, but iade sense to him. His love wasn't good for anyané,Justin
deserved better. Just because he was Brian's anegldidn't mean that Brian was his, and he deddretter
than what

Brian had to offer.

"What are you brooding about?"

Brian jumped, surprised by Justin's breath agdiissback, and arms wrapping around his waist. Hleesl
impatiently to get across the point that he waserased at being startled.

"Let me guess, you're thinking about how many déffeé ways you want to fuck me."

Brian shrugged. Justin slid around him, palms mgmver his skin as he moved, and frowned up intaris
face. Justin didn't say anything more, just gazddm, reading his face, studying his eyes, andingatsod
knows what observations, then checking them wishniéntal copy of the Brian Kinney Manual, tryingdecide
how to proceed.

"You were lucky," Brian said.

"Yeah," Justin agreed.

"|--" Brian cleared his throat. "I don't think | ald live with myself if this happened again. S¢hihk you
should leave."

"Leave leave?"
"Yes."

Justin half-laughed, then realized he was seritibat the fuck are you talking about?"



Brian could hear the underlying note of panic im ¥mice. "l can't do this again. | want you to ledv

"Christ, Brian! Is this because--" Justin's lipssted, and his voice went gravelly "--because yonkt I'm--
because of what | did with Ethan?"

Brian knew if he kept talking that he'd lose. Justiways won when he let himself talk, but theyeveoth
mostly naked, and kicking Justin bodily out wouldre ideal. And he didn't really want to do it;weanted to
take Justin back to bed. Fuck, his resolve wasdl{reveakening, and he had to get Justin to leaaguse it
wasn't safe for him here.

"Get out."

"What makes you think | would leave? Because yddime so? Puh-lease. We've done this before. Krdbe
work. Remember?" Justin pushed him a little. "And ¥now what? Fuck you! Fuck you for doing thisie
after everything else I've been through! You mofiueking asshole!"

Brian felt himself shutting down. He closed his gyand tried to decide what to say, what wouldheething
that would kill all the love Justin had for him, itake it easier on him to leave.

"You're a fucking martyr-complexed shithead, angbifi think for a single fucking second, that I'mkiag out
of here just because you've somehow convinced gburat this whole thing was your fault, then ydon't
know me at all!"

Justin's eyes were always an unholy blue when lsepigaed; Brian couldn't look away from them, flagh
back to the last time Justin had called him orshig flaying him open with a kiss. With just a feangry words
Justin made his fears seem ridiculous, like hisefathrowing open the closet door and turning enligiht, "See,
Brian, no fucking monsters. Now sleep, you littfegt $

"l don't know what kind of egotistical fairytalesyve been fucking weaving for yourself, but let assure you,
Brian, I'm not going to buy into them, so fuckingp the martyr act. Or, better yet, let's get asrthang you on
it, and be fucking done with it!"

Brian closed his eyes, and pretty Justin smilingimt from the wall filled his mind.

Justin must have recognized that he'd won, bedaai$elt Justin's hand on his arm, and let himselfbided to
the bed. Justin pushed him down, and climbed it teelxim. Brian lay flat on his back, listeningasstin
settled in, curling against Brian's side.

He didn't know if it was the Justin-on-the-wall,tbe real Justin who whispered, "Now sleep, ydlelghit.
Daphne's coming over for brunch tomorrow."

THE END



