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Silver Linings

by Ryuu Ouhi (龍王妃)

illustrated by DragonReine

There were some days where Kevin simply hated his job. Where something so horrifying, so unthinkably bad just blindsided him without sign or warning, and made him rethink his faith in humanity and wonder if he would be able to do enough good to make the world a slightly better place before they stuffed his ashes in an urn.

They got the calls minutes after the video stream went live online and the word ‘bombs’ and ‘destroy’ were said. They were already speeding out in their cruisers by the time the first explosions happened. But things escalated too quickly and the crazy bastard who claimed to be behind it had ended the whole thing with a bang that obliterated half of a school building – and himself – before they could even reach the nearest bombing site to the station. In the end, all the police could really do was help with the cleanup.

Cleanup. Hah.

As if they hadn’t spent the last ten hours scrubbing off the scorch marks and bloodstains with soap and water, instead of searching in piles of rubble and shifting chunks of concrete and twisted wires to pull out broken bodies and taking statements from hysterical witnesses and listening to the cries and moans of the injured and grieving over the piercing wail of ambulances and the screeching of megaphone-enhanced instructions.

Even the resident super-powered defender of justice was unable to reach there in time to prevent the worst of it. It wasn’t his fault – there was an actual, honest-to-God dragon rampaging in the Scottish countryside apparently (and Kevin really should get the first-hand story about that when he felt less like someone squeezed him through a noodle maker, because dragon, what the hell?), and because superheroes in the real world weren’t exactly common like they were in comics, their one hero was the only one who could deal with a nigh-invulnerable, fire-breathing reptile. He was still battling the dragon when the video started. Even when the dragon was dealt with it still took several minutes for him to fly across the East Atlantic to get back here. The bombings took less than fifteen minutes from start to finish; by the time their hero returned, there was little he could do except help put out the fires and clear away the larger pieces of rubble so it was easier for the emergency services to do their job.

“It’s almost midnight, and you’re still here?”

Jesus Christ. Kevin did not quite manage to jump out of his seat – too tired to even do that much – but his heart did bounce up to his throat before slamming back into his ribcage like a startled rabbit. He grimaced as he thumped his fist over the excessive pounding in his chest before he turned his swivel chair to glare at the being floating outside the one open window of his office. He’d hoped the fresh air would clear his head. It hadn’t helped. “Gilgamesh,” he said, in as polite a tone as he could manage, “don’t you have any world-saving to do?”

Gilgamesh met his glare with narrowed eyes. Given that said eyes were all glowing silver in iris and pupil, the effect was unnerving, if not downright frightening, to the average person. Thankfully, Kevin had a little over two years of practice with dealing with Neo-Eden’s Silver Star (as the media was so fond of calling the city’s pet superhero) that the pale gaze no longer brought the discomfited shudder he used to get when those inhuman eyes turned towards him.

“Commissioner Yang,” Gilgamesh said, his brow furrowing with something that looked like concern. “I do not know the exact daily schedule of your police, but I do not think that this is the normal hour for you to be in your office.”

“Wow, give the guy a cookie,” Kevin muttered, deciding that it wasn’t worth the bother to be even remotely civil. He already had a lot of paperwork to sort through on a daily basis and this disaster with the bombs only doubled the amount of papers he had to check, double check, sign and pass on for filing or further processing. All of that on top of a Really Bad Day only made Kevin less inclined to be patient, and dealing with a demigod from out of time that was still adjusting to the modern world and its foibles was really low on his list of fun things to do. He looked down at the papers and files scattered over his desk, and started sorting them into more organised piles, hoping that Gilgamesh took it as a hint to leave him alone.

There was the rustle of a silken cape and the faintest thump of boots’ landing lightly on cheap carpeting as Gilgamesh let himself into the office. Kevin resisted the urge to sigh. Of course, Gilgamesh didn’t pick up the hint, although Kevin suspected that the obtuse behaviour was deliberate. Ancient Mesopotamia no longer existed, but Gilgamesh still tended to behave with the arrogance of a king, following no rules or orders beyond those of his own making. Being more or less invincible and capable of punching through a building simply made it impossible to control him, despite several governments’ best efforts.

Might as well get some work done, Kevin thought. If he was actually busy instead of simply acting like it, Gilgamesh would have to leave eventually.

Trying to keep his eyes focused on reports instead of sneaking peeks at the demigod walking around in his tiny, cramped office was proving to be difficult, however. Kevin wasn’t blind, and while he had essentially quit the dating market long ago, he was just a man and couldn’t exactly stop himself from window-shopping, as it were. The purple and white bodysuit clung to every angle and plane of Gilgamesh’s muscular build, from broad shoulders to rounded ass to heavy thighs, all of it framed by the drapes of a deep blue cape that only emphasised just how freakishly tall he was. Kevin was not a small man, but being near Gilgamesh often gave him the impression that he would understand how his brother’s silly bonsai trees would feel if placed next to a great oak.

It was really unfair how even the ridiculous costume didn’t detract from Gilgamesh’s sheer physical presence and masculine beauty. If anything, it only made him more compelling. Privately – when alone in his apartment and desperately reminded that he had not been any semblance of a stable relationship for the past ten years – Kevin could furtively appreciate having to spend so much time around such a fine specimen of a man, even if it was only for work.

Right at this moment, though, Gilgamesh was only an unnecessary distraction, and Kevin cursed whatever higher powers decided that this was the best way to torment him.

“Where are your people?”

Kevin didn’t look up from the toxicology report in his hand, although he could feel the weight of Gilgamesh’s eyes on him. “I sent them home as early as I could afford to let them go. They needed to be near friends and family after the bo– after what happened today.”

“And you don’t?”

The question sounded genuinely curious, as if Gilgamesh expected an honest answer. Kevin’s lips twisted into a smirk that held no humour. “Most of my family don’t live here. Not all of us can fly to opposite sides of the world in an eyeblink, you know.” There were the expected phonecalls and emails, but beyond cursory questions to check that yes, he was alive, and yes, he was still mentally and physically intact, there was no other messages from his family. They avoided contacting the black sheep of the family whenever possible, and even the threat of bombs didn’t change that attitude.

“No loved ones at home?”

“No.” Kevin inwardly winced; it came out sounding far more snappish than he intended.

“Truly?” There was a note of surprise in that word. “No wife or children?”

Kevin snorted. “Times are different. Not everyone settles down to have a family even at my age.”

“No lover, then?”

“What is this, an interview?” Kevin raised his head and leveled a glare at Gilgamesh. “How is this any of your business, anyway?”

Gilgamesh blinked, his expression benign, almost to the point of innocence. “I am simply puzzled. You are a handsome man, with a respected place in your city and a good, kind heart. Surely you are not lacking in suitors.”

Yes, but very few are willing to stay when they realise that work will always come before them. “That is really, really none of your business,” Kevin said, trying to sound firm. He mostly succeeded.

It was very hard to appear stern when there was a steaming blush on his face, but hopefully Gilgamesh would interpret it as a sign of anger, instead of embarrassment from being called ‘handsome’. And he had turned back into a teenager without realising it, apparently. Great. He was forty-six and going gray at the temples and really too old to be so flustered by an offhand compliment, no matter how sincere it was.

Gilgamesh gave him a long, measuring look, which Kevin returned with a flat stare that, with luck, managed to hide just how unsettled he felt right at that moment. It took effort to not fidget under a gaze that made him feel like a slide being studied under a microscope.

A long, tense silence passed before Gilgamesh eventually shrugged and turned to look out the window. Kevin let out a breath he didn’t realise he had been holding, and slumped down in his chair, abruptly feeling even more exhausted than he was before. “Look, I have a lot of things that I need to deal with right now If you have nothing to do besides asking me stupid questions, I would appreciate it if you would kindly show yourself ou–”

“I came here to take you home.”

“Excuse me?”

“The deputy commissioner contacted me since no one was picking up the phone at your home and she said that you–”

“Maddie contacted you?”

“–are likely to be still at the police station, and that if you are then you are in no fit state to be driving home by yourself,” Gilgamesh continued, talking right over Kevin’s outraged shout. He turned his head slightly to look at him from the corner of his eye. “I am inclined to agree with her.”

It took longer than Kevin cared to admit to stop gaping at Gilgamesh. “I can take care of myself, thank you very much,” he bit out. Goddamn Maddie and her fussy mother-hen ways. “I’ve stayed at work longer than this before.”

The next thing he knew, Kevin found himself turned around with Gilgamesh leaning over him, his wrists pinned down on the arms of his chair by a pair of very large and very strong hands.

He reared back, startled, his head thumping against the back of the chair. Gilgamesh, damn the man, only leaned in closer, so unless he was willing to break a few bones struggling to get free, he was well and truly trapped.

His mouth went dry as he was suddenly aware of that only a few inches separated Gilgamesh’s face from his. That, if he wanted – dared – to, he could simply lean in and press their mouths together.

Oh God.

“You are a man of habit, Commissioner, and I know that barring urgent interruptions, you will wake up everyday at 6AM,” Gilgamesh said, his breath ghosting over Kevin’s lips, he was that close. “You spent a significant amount of time today dealing with the aftermath of the bombing with no real breaks, which means you have spent almost eighteen hours awake and under far more physical strain than the usual.” His eyes narrowed, and oh, hello, he had nice lashes, long and thick, which Kevin wouldn’t have noticed if Gilgamesh wasn’t within kissing distance. “And if what the deputy commissioner told me was correct, you will also be emotionally weary, seeing as the bombing was an act of revenge by the son of your predecessor. A man whose father was jailed for corruption because of you.”

I lost my dad because of you, Commissioner.

The memory of a pale, haunted face recorded by a blurry laptop webcam slammed into him, together with a voice that was distorted by the crackling of a cheap microphone, but carrying so much venom and malice that not even the noisy recording could muffle it.

My dad poured his heart and soul into keeping this city safe.

Now you’ll know how it feels when the city you love is taken away from you.

The guilt that had been brewing since he heard what was being said on the video threatened to overwhelm him, and he squeezed his eyes shut, but there was nothing he could do to keep it away.

“Commissioner?”

The hands on his wrists tightened. Not painfully, but it reminded him that he wasn’t alone in this room. And that this wasn’t the best place or time to have an emotional meltdown. Fuck.

Maddie was right, as she tended to be. He really doubted he could summon the energy to drive all the way home.

He sucked in, and then let out a shuddery breath, before opening his eyes and meeting the concerned ones watching him. “Let me get my coat.”

——-

Kevin had traveled by Air Gilgamesh only once before, and at that time he had been delirious from some exotic experimental-drug-turned-toxin, courtesy of a mad scientist who’d thought she could manufacture Gilgamesh’s abilities in convenient liquid form. Taking Kevin to some top-secret facility on an entirely different continent had been the only way to save him from his bones branching and literally tearing him to pieces from the inside, and Kevin couldn’t remember any of that trip.

Standing under the heavy spray of hot water raining over him, Kevin felt a twinge of regret that his mind was too fogged with guilt over the bombing to do more than vaguely appreciate that he had just spent a good couple of minutes plastered chest-to-chest with a well-built superhero as he was flown to and dropped off on the rooftop of his apartment complex.

The disturbing part was how comfortable he was. He had been held in place only by a pair of strong arms wrapped securely under his arms and around his waist, flying high up enough that he saw his breath waft out as a puff of condensation at one point, and yet he never felt more secure.

More cared for.

He sighed to himself as he viciously twisted the knob of his shower, abruptly cutting it off. Stupid. Pathetic and stupid, to lust over a man who was (to put it mildly) way out of his league and highly unlikely to return his feelings. If this was how a midlife crisis was supposed to be like, he understood why the girly magazines he knew Maddie liked to read often cautioned about how dangerous it could be.

A loud rapping sounded on the door. “Commissioner Yang? You’ve been there for far too long. Are you sure you’re all right?”

Oh, for the love of– 

Snarling, Kevin stalked over to the door and yanked it open to glare at the arrogant, stubborn, spandex-clad idiot standing outside it. “Really? Really? It’s bad enough that you had to carry me home, and now you had to check in on me like I’m some kind of–”

…Gilgamesh wasn’t wearing his suit.

Kevin blinked. Stared.

Long-sleeved, dark blue shirt that looked like it was made of silk, just tight enough to show the broadness of Gilgamesh’s shoulders and the thickness of his arms without looking restrictive, buttoned only halfway up so a good deal of bare chest was on display. Black jeans that hugged the length of Gilgamesh’s legs as if they were sprayed on. No shoes, showing long narrow feet, the dark skin contrasting sharply with the faded, pale brown of the carpeting.

Kevin gulped.

A naked Gilgamesh, he could handle. Probably not very well, but he’d imagined it often enough that it wouldn’t seem so strange. But Gilgamesh in normal clothes… that wasn’t something he was prepared for.

Gilgamesh looked… approachable. Comfortable. Devastatingly attractive, even more than when he wore his hero suit, which Keven haven’t thought possible. And without the shoes, weirdly intimate.

“Yang?” A warm hand pressed its palm on his brow.

The touch burned, a searing jolt that pulled him back to reality, reminding him that Gilgamesh was in his bedroom, while Kevin was gaping and standing naked in front of a man who had been the main subject of his mastubatory fantasies for longer than he dared to admit.

He stepped back, away from that touch, and slammed the door in Gilgamesh’s face.

He gave himself a little breathing room while he dried his hair and willed away the burning flush on his face.

Well, it could be worse, he thought as he wrapped a towel around his hips. At least you are old enough that popping an instant boner isn’t exactly a problem anymore.

Schooling an appropriately irritated expression on his face, he opened the door and stepped out, pointedly ignoring Gilgamesh as he padded over to his bed. “Did Maddie tell you to do this too?” he asked as he picked up the sweatpants he’d dropped there earlier.

Gilgamesh was silent as he struggled to put the pants on while the towel was still wrapped around him. It wasn’t a particularly difficult maneuver, but his awareness of a good-looking demigod standing just a few feet away made his fingers clumsy when they tried to tie the drawstrings. Especially when he was very well aware that Gilgamesh had been staring at him. Was still staring at him, apparently, as he turned around and found himself looking right back at Gilgamesh’s eyes.

The patrician face was blank, though, neutrally devoid of expression, and Kevin couldn’t even begin to guess at what was going through Gilgamesh’s head.

“You haven’t answered my question,” Kevin said, as the silence stretched and grew more awkward.

Gilgamesh frowned, his eyes drifting over to look around the room, breaking the staring contest. “Madeline told me to take care of you.”

Kevin inwardly groaned. One of these days, Maddie, you and I are going to sit down, and we are going to have a little talk about the difference between being a caring partner and being an interfering busybody. He spread his arms, palms facing out. “Well, I am home now, safe and sound. I’d say your work is done here.”

“Safe, yes, but sound, that I am not so sure of.” Gilgamesh waved his hand at one of the bedroom walls. “Your ‘home’ is bare. Empty. Not literally,” he said, as Kevin opened his mouth to argue. “I meant that it is devoid of life. As sterile as a hospital room, with no comfort to be found. I find it hard to imagine that you could find this place even remotely restful.”

Kevin crossed his arms over his chest. “Since when did you care what my home looks like?”

“Since I am a friend and I actually do care for you, without needing your deputy’s prompting,” Gilgamesh snapped, eyes briefly flashing white, and oh, wow, that was probably the angriest Kevin had ever seen him in a long while. “Although you make it very, very hard for anyone to care for you, and I am starting to think that you are deliberately doing that.”

The accusation stung like a slap, and before Kevin became aware of it he had crossed to room and had pulled his fist back to throw a punch. A stupid act, in hindsight, given that Gilgamesh was invulnerable enough to survive being hit by a rocket-propelled grenade without showing a scratch, and throwing a punch would basically mean a broken hand for Kevin. But before the punch landed a hand had wrapped around his wrist and firmly, if gently, pushed him away.

Kevin stumbled back a few steps before he found and regained his footing – and his anger. “Okay, first of all, you are not a friend, just a superpowered freak who decided to make this city your playground, therefore making you another complication when it comes to keeping this city safe. Secondly, it doesn’t matter whether or not I make it hard for people to ‘care for me’, as you put it, because it is none of your fucking business.”

Gilgamesh snarled. Actually snarled. Bared teeth and all. “You claimed you can take care of yourself, but you constantly run yourself ragged and put yourself in harm’s way, even when it is unnecessary. That is not the act of a man who takes care of himself.”

“I have a responsibility and that is to keep this city safe! I will do what is necessary, whatever it takes, so I do not fail like I–” Kevin heard his voice turn ragged, choked, and he stopped, not sure if he could finish the sentence, not when his eyes started to sting. He pressed the heels of his hands to his eyes and just… breathed. Swallowed, felt the salty tang of unshed tears trickle down the back of his throat.

Barefoot, Gilgamesh was as silent as a cat – Kevin didn’t even realise that the other man had moved until he felt his hands’ being gently pulled down, and then a pair of arms snaked around him and dragged him into a tight hug.

“It wasn’t your fault,” Gilgamesh murmured in his ear. “You couldn’t have known that the boy would do what he did.”

“I took his father away from him,” Kevin muttered into Gilgamesh’s shoulder.

“Because his father was working with the criminals of this city and therefore a danger hiding in plain sight. A man who truly cared for his city would not have broken the laws that he was supposed to enforce. That is not the act of a man who wanted to keep his city safe.”

“I’m not so sure.” Kevin laughed, a harsh and mirthless bark. “When I made him confess to what he had been doing without letting him know he was being aired live, I knew I was upsetting a decades-old power balance. The gangs might not have decided to openly take over the city if I haven’t pulled that public stunt.”

“But you shut down those gangs, correct?”

“… Eventually.” At the cost of so many lives: cops who had died in the line of duty and the civilians caught in the crossfire.

“So you proved that there wasn’t a need to keep the gangs pacified. That they could in fact be removed, and there was no true need in letting them freely run the city as they wished.” Kevin felt lips press against his temple, and he felt his stomach flip over once he realised what that sensation was. “The boy idolised his father to the point of madness. You may have been the one that took his father away, but it was his own sick mind that drove him to justify his actions today as suitable ‘payback’. It isn’t your fault. It never was.” There was a beat of silence. “Unless you have some strange ability to drive people criminally insane, in which case I will be obligated to subdue you.”

This time the laugh that burst out of Kevin’s throat was of genuine amusement. “No, I do not have that sort of ability, thank God.” He raised his head and leaned back slightly, so he could properly look at Gilgamesh in the eye. “You know, I am starting to think that Maddie actually had nothing to do with you picking me up from my office.”

Gilgamesh raised his eyebrows. “Oh?”

Kevin smirked. Aha. “I am a damn good detective, Gilgamesh, and I also happen to know Maddie quite well, given that I have worked with her since we both graduated from the academy. I had been doing some thinking during my shower, and I just remembered that Maddie wouldn’t have contacted you, not willingly, given that she is terrified of you. Which means that while she may have actually called my house phone to check on whether I had arrived home, it was because you asked her where I was. Since I accidentally dropped and broke my cell during the cleanup, I couldn’t be contacted directly, and my home was the next best bet at that time.”

Gilgamesh didn’t say a word, but the silence alone was answer enough.

“Why did you look for me, Gilgamesh?” Kevin asked. Blunt. To the point. And he made sure that he gave Gilgamesh a look that told, without words, that he expected an honest answer.

Gilgamesh tilted his head to one side, his expression thoughtful. Cautious.

Just when Kevin think that he would be getting a non-answer, Gilgamesh sighed, muttered a phrase in a language that had been extinct for a very long time, bent his head, and set his lips to Kevin’s in a delicate kiss.

Kevin’s mind went blank.

Shock reverberated through him, and he felt every single muscle in his body freeze with it.

He wasn’t sure, but he thought the pressure on his lips wavered for the briefest of instances, before it firmed, pushed on.

Then the shock passed, and Kevin closed his eyes, raised a hand to cup Gilgamesh’s nape, fingers shifting through thick, snow-white curls, and kissed back; parted his lips and flicked his tongue against the lush, sensual mouth that he had dreamed of exploring for months.

He felt the powerful body shudder against his, felt a startled gasp against his mouth, and then it was no longer a kiss.

A large hand speared through his hair, cradling the back of his head – holding him captive – before Gilgamesh tilted their heads, angled their mouths better, and devoured him. Mouth opening over his, tongue thrusting in to explore, to caress and tangle with his.

Kevin mentally laughed, feeling weirdly giddy, and gave back as good as he got.

It’d been so long – too long – since he had ever let anyone this close, or sought anyone for sex, and Kevin realised that he had missed that, the physical closeness, more than he cared to admit. To feel another body pressed against his, a long line of heat over the front of his body as the arms that had been encircled around his waist tightened, drew them closer, surrounding him with a blatant strength that thrilled and fascinated him.

One of Kevin’s hands had fallen to grip Gilgamesh’s upper arm, and Kevin could feel the steely tension of the muscles beneath the silk, the escalating need in the subtle shifting of the hips pressed against his.

Kevin tightened his fingers in Gilgamesh’s hair and tugged, firmly pulling their mouths apart, so he could see Gilgamesh’s face, but mostly so he could speak.

“I need to tell you something,” Kevin breathed, biting back a groan as Gilgamesh, undeterred by the broken kiss, pressed his mouth to Kevin’s chin and starting nibbling along the line of his jaw. “If this is meant to be just a pity fuck, I will do my very best to throw you out the window, so help me God.”

“I have desired you since you drew your gun on me and demanded my name and origin,” Gilgamesh murmured against his skin, and Kevin felt the smile that accompanied those words. “And I was not lying when I said I cared for you.” Gilgamesh lifted his head, and there was a look of such greedy hunger on his face that Kevin felt his dick twitch at the sight of it. “Rest assured that if I have my way, this will only be the first of the many, many times I will enjoy myself with you.”

“Christ, don’t just say that,” Kevin gritted, dropping his hands down so he could wiggle them between their bodies and start undoing the buttons on that sinful silk shirt. “That is creepy and possessive and not sexy at all.”

“Oh, really?” Gilgamesh reached down and closed his hand around the outline of Kevin’s dick through his sweatpants at the same time he set his teeth to the side of Kevin’s neck and bit, making Kevin jerk and swear a blue streak. “This tells me that you think otherwise.”

“I claim temporary insanity,” Kevin panted, biting back a whimper as that hand started stroking up and down. “Had a long day and I am delirious, clearly, and oh, fuck it,” he snarled as the small buttons continued to elude his shaking fingers. Gripping dark blue silk in his hands, he yanked, heard the satisfactory pops as buttons were ripped off the shirt.

Gilgamesh laughed, and Kevin wasn’t really sure what happened, but he was suddenly flat on his back, his head spinning as he stared up at the ceiling, while he felt his pants being pulled down his legs. Super speed, right, he managed to think, right before a hot, wet, eager mouth sank right over his dick.

Kevin yelped. Gilgamesh hummed, and oh God he could feel that because the sneaky bastard had swallowed all of him. Kevin’s fingers were tangled in Gilgamesh’s hair tight enough to be painful to anyone not imbued with superpowers, his hips thrusting up and sliding his dick into Gilgamesh’s throat.

The best/worst part was that Gilgamesh was letting him fuck that throat and enjoying it, because Kevin could feel the vibrations of his moans and Gilgamesh was looking up at him with the kind of hazy determination that Kevin recognised as belonging to someone who really, really loved sucking cock. Very definitely not going to last, Kevin thought hazily as he felt his balls tightening, and then there was a thumb sliding up behind his balls to press against his perineum and that was it. Kevin was gone, coming hard enough that he swore he saw stars as he gasped and cursed and shuddered through it while Gilgamesh greedily swallowed almost every drop.

“Fuck, fuck,” Kevin hissed as he watched his dick slipping out of Gilgamesh’s mouth. He yanked at Gilgamesh’s hair, pulling him up. “Come on, come on, get up here.” Gilgamesh crawled up and over him, which thank fuck for small mercies because Kevin’s muscles had turned to jelly and he didn’t think he had the strength to pull Gilgamesh up for a hungry kiss if he had not cooperated. Kevin chased after his own taste on Gilgamesh’s tongue, pulling back briefly to lap up the stray trail of come that was trickling out a corner of that evil mouth.

He could feel Gilgamesh panting, hot breaths brushing against his cheek, and he couldn’t help the smile as he lowered his hand to close it around a very well-proportioned cock, their fingers tangling together.

“Kevin,” Gilgamesh said, and there was so much longing in that one word that Kevin had to kiss him again, and it only took a few pulls before Gilgamesh gave a muffled shout against his mouth and Kevin’s grip went slick and slippery.

As far as first times together went, that wasn’t bad at all, Kevin thought through the deeply sated fog that had started to drag him down to sleep, with Gilgamesh sprawled alongside him.

——-

Kevin woke up to the sound of Gilgamesh speaking into his phone.

He cracked an eye open and saw Gilgamesh sitting at the foot of his bed, wearing only the black jeans and speaking into the cordless handset, his voice too low for Kevin to hear the words properly. His torso was faintly damp, as was his hair, which told Kevin that someone had just made use of his shower. The sunlight streaming in through the windows shone on the lingering drops of moisture on his skin and turned the white curls into a brilliant halo, so Gilgamesh looked like a bizarrely angelic statue cast in dark bronze.

I could get used to this, Kevin thought, closing his eye again and burrowing deeper into his pillow.

And then he realised what was wrong with that vision.

His eyes snapped open,

The room was brightly lit with sunlight.

He scrambled to sit up, but a hand pressed against his chest and quite firmly pushed him down. He stared incredulously at that hand, before he raised narrowed eyes to Gilgamesh’s smirking face.

“He’s awake now,” Gilgamesh said to the phone, at a more normal tone. “Yes, he just realised how late it is, and yes, he’s glaring at me, so I believe I can say that he is indeed angry about it. Do you wish to speak with him?” Gilgamesh listened briefly to whatever the person on the other end had to say, and then laughed. “You are welcome to try.” He held the phone out to Kevin.

Kevin rolled his eyes and placed the phone against his ear. “Hello?”

“Kevin,” Madeline – Maddie – breathed, her voice relieved. “Oh, thank God. Are you okay?”

“Morning to you, Maddie,” Kevin said drily. “Why do I get the feeling that you just threatened Silver Star?”

“Kevin, you are late to work, which is something you haven’t done since, oh, at least four years ago, and when I called you he was the one that picked up your phone. How was I supposed to react to that?”

“With a little less rashness, for starters. You do realise that he’s a demigod, right?”

“You are my boss and best friend,” Maddie retorted. “I figured it was worth the risk if he did something. But since you’re alive and… well, not dead or anything, I just want to let you know that if you decide not to check in today we can cover for you. And before you argue, sir,” she said when Kevin sucked in a breath to do precisely that, “I would like to remind you that you have a whole department working for you, all of them trained to your exacting standards. The world won’t end just because you decide to take a day off.”

Kevin chewed on his lip, debated going to work anyway, then remembered that Maddie, while a head-and-a-half shorter than he was, also happened to be one of the best hand-to-hand fighters he had ever had the honour of losing to, and if she really thought it was necessary she could and would knock him out and dump him back at the front door of his apartment.

“Fine,” he sighed. “One day. After that, I am heading back.”

“Why, thank you, sir,” she snarked. “I suppose miracles do happen.”

Kevin heard Gilgamesh chuckle, and suddenly he was there, mouth opening over his and dragging him into a messy, noisy kiss that ended before Kevin could think to respond to it. “I need to check on a few things,” Gilgamesh said as he straightened. “There’s a dragon corpse that needs to be disposed of, and I don’t think the UK government knows how to deal with it effectively. I’ll come by again after I deal with that.”

Kevin blinked. “Right. Take care then.”

Gilgamesh smiled, just a tiny self-satisfactory curve of his lips, as he floated out through a window and vanished from sight.

He left the shirt on Kevin’s bed.

Kevin was staring at it, vaguely annoyed that Gilgamesh would just leave it there, when he heard a throat-clearing sound from the phone.

“…Was that sound what I think it is?”

Shit. “None of your business, Maddie.”

“…Right.” Maddie said. “Well, I suppose… congrats? Can’t say I’m surprised, seeing as you two practically have eyesex each time you look at each other–”

“Maddie!”

“Oh, come on, you know it’s true. Though I really wasn’t expecting it to get resolved so quickly, given that giant stick up your ass when it comes to relationships. Although at least now it’s a different sort of stick–”

Kevin groaned. “I hate you.”

“No, you don’t,” Maddie said, sounding far too gleeful. “But at least now I know the real reason you were late today. See you later!”

Kevin pulled back to glare at his phone before he turned it off and dropped it beside the pillow, which he then flopped back on.

After a moment, he reluctantly reached out and pulled the shirt towards him so he could bury his nose in it and breathe in the lingering traces of sweat and musk.

There were some days where Kevin simply hated his job. The pay kind of sucked and the hours were terrible and there was too much responsibility and sometimes Kevin wondered if he actually ever managed to make a difference in the world. Tomorrow would likely bring more paperwork and there was still the aftermath of the bombing to deal with, and the days after that there would have more crimes to solve, more criminals to hunt down, and he had the unique ‘privilege’ of having to monitor a nigh-uncontrollable superhero while juggling all of the other aspects of his job.

…Well. At least he could live an interesting life before he died. He supposed that was reward enough.

Feeling the cool silk slide under his cheek, Kevin allowed himself a grin.

[image: ]
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Daring

by Komon Seiko (黄門聖子)

“Congratulations on another daring rescue,” Ken said, his voice scathing as he refused to turn around from his console to watch Gale stump back into the lab, still smoking gently.

“Thanks!” Gale said, muffled by the polycarbonate faceplate now that Ken has turned the in-suit mic off, still hopped-up on adrenaline from the fight with the… whatever-they-weres. Ken thought they’d had six heads each, or maybe eight, but there had been a lot of them in kind of a clump it had been hard to see after everybody had figured out they could fly and the news helicopters had gotten the hell out of the way. Time to stop procrastinating on upgrading the external on-suit cameras. Ken tapped away at his console for another few moments, annoyed enough to make Gale wait as he went over the last bits of news footage, annoyed all over again as the marquee “SPACEMAN SAVES THE DAY AGAIN” scrolled along the bottom of the screen under a reporter. He still owed Gale payback for getting caught by a journalist and deciding to name the armor something as stupid as that, even if the attacks that had started around seven months ago did appear to be aliens, and even if the domed helmet did maybe sort of make it look like a spaceship. Ken took another few breaths before the sound of Gale’s trying to bounce on his toes still in the suit with three busted rotors in one of his calves ground down on his nerves sufficiently to force him to turn around and actually survey the damage.

It wasn’t as bad as he’d braced for. The smooth, white, streamlined surface of the armor was scratched and scored and blacked in places, but that always happened, and he couldn’t see any irreparable structural damage. “Situation report?” he said briskly, shaking his lab coat out and standing up to come over to inspect, his hands moving over the interlocking plates. He caught a glimpse at himself briefly in the semi-reflective surface of the faceplate–tense and tired, his brown hair mussed from running his fingers through it, almost embarrassingly shorter than Gale while he was in the armor. Even with the worry lines at his eyes and mouth he still looked about sixteen, even at twenty, and he suspected he’d look still twenty when he was thirty-five or forty, which would be nice if he valued looks over credibility. Three Ph.Ds and a flame-throwing space rocket robot suit and still no tenure. Well, he hated teaching anyway–and he was shaken abruptly from his thoughts by the realization that Gale was talking.

“We won!” he said cheerfully, still trying to rock on his feet like an overexcited puppy, but he stopped when Ken kicked gently at one of his shins and frowned at the weirdly hollow sound when he connected that meant some of the greave-plates had taken a bigger denting than they looked. “But, um… I got hit a lot, I guess. Some of it feels… squished. The shoulder bit–”

“Pauldron,” Ken sighed. “It’s a suit of armor, not a LEGO set, it’s the pauldron or the gardbrace–”

“The shoulder bit,” Gale insisted, “anyway, it’s busted, I can feel it. And, um.” His voice turned almost sheepish. “Part of the helmet is broken. I mean, probably. I think.”

“I know,” Ken said, struggling to keep his face completely still. He could still hear the impressive crunch of the blow, right next to one of the mics, still see the last few flashes of video and the long, horrifying seconds when everything was black and silent and he’d only had the suit data to tell him that Gale was still alive before he’d drawn his next audible, shuddering breath. “We lost video. I was wondering why you didn’t take the helm off the second you came in the door. I did tell you to be more careful–the neck joints are delicate.”

“I know,” Gale whined, dancing in place a little as Ken’s hands moved up to feel under the plates of the helm for the now-semi-squished release catches. “I’m sorry, I’m just sweating to death in here, can you please…”

“At least they didn’t hit anything you were using,” Ken muttered, his eyes unfocused as he felt for all of the pressure points with his ungloved fingers. Metal dug painfully into his his skin and ignored it, pressing harder. “I should just leave you in there to boil slowly in your own fluids, like a sardine in a tin–” He pushed, feeling the pressurized hiss of the release valves sting his fingertips before he shifted his grip to take the domed helmet carefully away.

Gale heaved a huge sigh and Ken took a step back, looking up at him. His face was streaked with sweat, his thick, dark hair plastered down into his face, and he was laughing a little. He always looked terrifyingly delicate for the first few seconds after he took the helmet off–he was bigger and broader than Ken was, though still lean, but the suit engulfed him in a way that sometimes made him look very small and breakable, that made it difficult not to imagine what would have happened to him in a fight without the suit in the way. He was still flushed with exertion and excitement, Ken could see, his warm, brown eyes bright, but there was a scrape on his cheek and bruises already blossoming on his face. Ken reached up without thinking, getting halfway to touching a contusion at the corner of Gale’s mouth before he fumbled at the smooth surface of the helmet and had to put it down, exhaling sharply. He pointedly ignored the faint curl of Gale’s lips as he turned away, elbowing the breastplate of the suit.

“Sit down,” Ken said, knowing he sounded grumpy and not caring as Gale creaked over to the one chair in the lab that would take his weight in the suit as Ken scraped together some tools and went over to join him. Gale sighed as he eased down, just watching Ken quietly as Ken took as dignified a seat as he could manage on Gale’s knee and went to work on the shoulder of the armor.

“I don’t know why I bother,” Ken muttered, ignoring the sharpness of the torn metal as he levered a screwdriver under a dented plate and tugged.

“Hmm?” Gale said, sounding only mildly interested as he watched Ken’s face from close up and Ken endeavored to ignore how Gale was staring at him.

“Telling you to be careful,” Ken said, grunting softly with effort as he pulled the piece free and let it clatter to the floor, trying to see if he could get to the release catches now that it was out of the way and his hands getting rougher the longer he spoke. “You always say you are, and you come back with the armor shot to hell where I can see that you’d’ve lost a leg or had your arm ripped off at the shoulder or your head bashed in if you’d been hit differently, and one of these days I’m going to have to winch you up and go after your dead body with a can opener and a sledgehammer and it will be your fault–”

“I am careful!” Gale interrupted indignantly. “I know you work hard fixing it, I don’t break stuff on purpose!”

“I’m not worried about the stupid armor, you idiot!” Ken snapped, then stopped, biting his lower lip and taking a shivering breath with his screwdriver half-wedged under another stubborn piece of plating. He sat there for long seconds, his free hand curling into a fist where it was braced on the chest of the armor before he felt cool smoothness on his face and he jerked up to see Gale cupping his cheek, gloved fingers close enough to his ear that he can hear the faint whine-hum of the servos as Gale brushed the backs of them down the corner of his mouth.

“I’m sorry I scared you,” Gale said, his eyes wide and honest, stripping up all the layers of Ken’s irritation and anger just as easily as Ken took apart layers of the armor, and he didn’t stop touching Ken, sliding his fingers down to stroke lightly against his throat. Ken felt himself suck in a breath, his whole body tensing, but nothing came out when he opened his mouth. “I can be careful, promise. Look.”

And he shifted his other arm around Ken’s waist to pull him in, Ken’s legs spread wide over the thighs of the suit, feeling the cuisse-plates through his clothes as Gale leaned up and kissed him and he exhaled on a helpless sound, clinging a little. He struggled to catch his breath, but Gale’s mouth was slick and hot and his cool, heavy hands felt like they were everywhere, stripping Ken out of his lab coat and stroking over his back, and if it wasn’t for the span of them wrapping against his ribs through his shirt and the smell of oil and machinery he could have closed his eyes and imagined just Gale holding him with nothing in between them.

At least, until Gale’s hands slid down and plucked delicately at the fastenings of his pants, biting on the tip of his tongue in concentration as he managed to get them open without tearing anything. Ken opened his mouth to protest, his eyes widening, but it was too late and Gale’s smooth, cool fingers were already sliding against his bare, incredibly sensitive skin and he exhaled on an embarrassing whimpering noise instead. Gale wrapped an arm around his waist and leaned in to kiss his temple, but he didn’t look away from his hand, just kept rubbing at Ken carefully, not quite curling his fingers around to stroke and not pressing too hard. Considering how much strength was packed into the machinery, even running at diminished power capacity and partly broken, Ken was pretty okay with Gale’s continuing to be just that delicate. He could feel the rougher, pressure-sensitive metal of the fingers of the glove start to warm to his skin and the thought made him writhe, barely able to go anywhere in Gale’s careful, implacable grip as he resisted the urge to chip a tooth chewing on Gale’s shoulder, biting down on his own lip to muffle the noise he made instead.

“You look good like this,” Gale said, and Ken’s eyes jerked up to find Gale watching him, his eyes warm and his thumb just rubbing slick and slow over the head of Ken’s cock, the motion delicate and repetitive enough that he didn’t have to keep watching to avoid any accidents. Ken hissed and tried to buck his hips, sucking in a breath as he just twitched in Gale’s grip, barely moving. “I mean, you look good all the time, but especially like this.”

“You’re a tease,” Ken panted and Gale just laughed, leaning in to press their foreheads together as his grip shifted from Ken’s hips to his waist and he pressed his palm down, the tips of his fingers brushing Ken’s balls as he exhaled on a soft breath. Ken made a humiliating noise and jerked his hips, rubbing into that touch and turning his head to bite at Gale’s mouth as he stroked gently, feeling all the tension and terror, the stress from being forced to sit on the sidelines and provide what little remote advice and support he could from miles away when Gale could die any second, it all wound tight inside him along with the feel of metal against his skin and Gale’s breath on his throat until he was gasping, shuddering taut in Gale’s hold.

“Go ahead,” Gale said, and Ken knew Gale was watching his face again and he tossed his head, not caring. “I want you to.” And then Gale’s thumb shifted, and a scored-rough patch of the metal brushed just under the head of Ken’s cock, and that was it, he was done, crying out and shaking apart against the metal of the breastplate as he spilled into Gale’s hand and then slumped, his cheek smushed against the shoulder of the armor and his thighs trembling slightly.

“See?” Gale said gently after a moment, shifting Ken closer with the arm around his waist and kissing his temple softly. “Gentle.”

“That’s not what I meant and you know it, you manipulative jerk,” Ken muttered, muffled a little by his cheek still mashed against the warm, smooth metal of the armor. The hot-copper engine-grease smell just under his nose pulled another shiver from him and he forced himself to sit up a little, unsteadily. “And guess who gets to clean this up?” Gale had the grace to look sheepish, if not quite apologetic. Ken sat up and readjusted his clothes before he really took a look at Gale, catching the flush on his cheeks and the faint, impatient half-squirm he was doing without really moving the suit too much. Ken’s eyes lit and he leaned in, standing between Gale’s legs and nudging them farther apart with his own knees as he leaned in to kiss Gale’s mouth, soft and slow and hot, one hand tangling in Gale’s sweat-damp hair… and the other sliding under the collar of the suit, quick and deft, pressing three fingers to the on-suit manual override and locking every joint in place. Gale froze.

“Not fair!” he said indignantly after a long, squirming pause while he figured out exactly how much he couldn’t move. Ken ignored him and reached for a screwdriver, kneeling between Gale’s legs and getting to work on disassembling as few of the tasset-plates over Gale’s hips as he could and still get to him. Gale wriggled and bucked and jerked his head for a few seconds before he slumped, panting a little and glaring.

“You’re the jerk,” he accused. “You’re the one who’s–oh.” Gale stopped talking abruptly when Ken lifted the largest plate off of Gale’s lap and pressed a hand to him through the thin layer of fabric that made up the undergarment he wore in the suit.

“Complaining?” Ken asked archly as he gathered his nerve, his cheeks flushed as he turned to lick very delicately at one of Gale’s still-slick fingers, tasting sharp metal and his own fluids just to hear Gale’s reply die in his throat on a low, hungry sound, his mouth soft against the cool surface of the gauntlet. His hands were still working, tugging Gale out of the briefs before he leaned in and closed his lips around Gale gently, his tongue curling as he sucked, his eyes fluttering shut as he just listened to the sounds Gale was making. Mostly cursing.

“M’so gonna get you for this,” Gale breathed, and Ken grinned around him as much as he could, watching the taut muscle he could see of Gale’s belly strain as he tried to jerk his hips, thrashing a little in the armor. “When I get out of here, oh god, you are in so much trouble, you won’t even know what, oh, there, don’tstopohplease–” Ken took him in deeper and dragged his eyes open to watch Gale’s flushed, sweaty face, his eyes on Gale’s teeth digging into his lip, the heat in his eyes. He sighed and hummed a soft moan, low in his throat as he moved a little faster, feeling Gale start to shake–he wasn’t the only one on edge and he sucked harder, his eyes intent. Gale sucked in a breath and tensed all at once and that was was all the warning he gave before he was sobbing softly, not holding back even a little as he strained against the armor and made an outrageous amount of noise, shuddering apart as Ken sucked him through it slowly and then drew back, looking satisfied and more than a little smug.

Ken straightened up after a minute and surveyed the suit critically, then went back to work on the shoulder, disconnecting and tugging up a few more plates until he could get to the connection ports that would allow him to plug the suit in for diagnostics. He hooked it up and tapped at the console, releasing the override and the catches on the suit all at once so Gale could get out of it.

He didn’t, for a long moment, just sat there, still panting for a few seconds before he levered himself up… and Ken could really see the bruises starting to blossom over his shoulder and up his calf, already darkening purple against his skin and overlayed with smaller scrapes and cuts and contusions in other places. He looked much smaller out of the armor, and the injuries made him look even smaller still, somehow, enough that Ken couldn’t help reaching out and touching a broad red scrape on his side, stepping in against him despite the sweat and faint smudges of engine grease.

“You shouldn’t be taking this much damage while you’re in there,” Ken said softly, his voice tense, and Gale made a low noise in return, touching Ken’s cheek.

“I’m okay, promise. And I’ll be more careful next time, okay? I’ll be fine,” Gale said, his voice soothing, which just made it worse, Ken’s temper flaring as he took a quick step back, looking up.

“I could stop,” he said suddenly. “You say that every time, that you’re going to be more careful, and it’s getting worse. I could stop fixing it, and then you wouldn’t be able to–to hurt yourself like this.” Gale looked at him, shocked, but Ken’s jaw was set, his heart pounding.

“But–but it’s yours. I mean, you’re great at it,” Gale said helplessly, looking miserable. “You love working on the suit, I know you do.”

“Not as much as I lo–” Ken started, but he cut himself off, his mouth snapping shut and a dull flush creeping up his cheeks as he just looked away, every line in his body tense and unhappy. Gale softened in response and shuffled in, pushing Ken’s hair back from his face.

“I can’t not go,” Gale said softly, touching Ken’s face and sounding almost apologetic. “Not when people are in danger. They need people to help with evacuations, and digging people out when stuff gets knocked over, and–”

“And we’d be right back where we’d started, with you charging in basically naked in the middle of a huge fight and you’d end up set on fire or stabbed to death with shrapnel or crushed under a collapsed building and just as dead,” Ken snapped. “That’s why I built you the stupid armor in the first place, to try and make sure you didn’t hurt yourself acting like a moron. It isn’t a license to be even more reckless.”

“You could come with me,” Gale murmured, leaning in to nuzzle at Ken’s hairline, and Ken resisted the childish urge to shove him.

“You know I can’t,” Ken said, sounding bitter. “You know the A.I. I wrote for the suit isn’t good enough, you need someone working remotely for you to keep everything fully functional.”

“I dunno if I’d trust it, anyway, if it were,” Gale admitted before he just wrapped his arms around Ken and pulled him in, nuzzling into his hair. “I like knowing you’re there. Makes me feel safer.”

“I should kill your flight capability and lock up the armor the next time I catch you about to do something stupid, let you drop like a lead balloon so you can let somebody else commit some thrilling heroics for once,” Ken said, sounding thoroughly annoyed, but he was pressing his mouth softly to a bruise under Gale’s collarbone.

Gale just laughed and backed him up against the nearest mostly clear worktable. “You wouldn’t do that,” he said, plucking at the buttons of Ken’s shirt, and Ken swallowed hard.

“No,” he said, running his hands very gently down Gale’s chest. “And–and I know it’s important to you, to help people. I get that, I really do, I get that people need you, but it’s not just them, okay? I–I need–”

Gale just kissed him and pressed him back, his mouth firm and slow on Ken’s as he pulled Ken’s trousers open again and pushed them down, hitching Ken’s hips up and over the side of the worktable. Ken gave up protesting and just clung to Gale’s shoulders as he kissed back, his breath speeding up and his hands tangling almost desperately in Gale’s hair, pulling him in closer. Gale broke away after a minute, kissing softly all over Ken’s face and fumbling in a nearby toolbox. Ken tipped his head back, looking dazed and then stiffening a little as Gale fished out a small bottle of lube.

“Did you hide that in there?” he demanded, or tried to, but Gale’s mouth closed on the sensitive skin of his neck again and the force was knocked from his voice as he just clutched at Gale’s hair. He felt Gale tug one leg out of his pants and underwear, not even bothering with the other as he drew back a little farther to slick his fingers, clearly trying not to look smug.

“You’re impossible,” Ken said, hitching in a breath as he felt Gale’s fingers against him, stroking slick and pressing in.

“Yeah,” Gale said, grinning a little as he nudged his fingers deeper, stretching carefully and curling, his eyes lighting as Ken writhed and clutched at his back. “You love me anyway, though.” Ken’s eyes jerked up to his and he sucked in a sharp breath, but Gale’s briefs were already out of the way and he was pressing against him, pressing in, and Ken’s head thunked weakly back against the table as he breathed, squeezing his eyes shut tight. It felt like it took forever for Gale’s hips to slide against his but he exhaled on a shuddering noise when they did. Gale was still inside him for long seconds before he started to move, his thrusts long and slow, making Ken forget his injuries and clutch harder at his back. Gale just leaned closer, into that tighter grip, pressing slow kisses against Ken’s face and down his throat, making Ken shake a little.

“I love you too,” Gale sighed and pushed in a little harder, driving the breath from Ken’s lungs as he leaned in to press slow, wet kisses against Ken’s throat. It was a long few moments before he drew back to speak again.

“I just– I trust you,” Gale said, and Ken nearly bit him for insisting on having this conversation right now, but then Gale was kissing him again and he just sank into it, clutching at Gale’s back. “I’ll come back to you,” Gale murmured, still against Ken’s mouth, his teeth catching at Ken’s lower lip. “So trust me too, okay?”

Ken didn’t respond for long seconds, just feeling Gale move in him and breathing hard against his mouth, but eventually he drew back to nod, swallowing hard. Gale’s whole face lit up in a grin before his mouth curled at the edges and he snapped his hips and Ken cried out, arching his back helplessly. Gale moved against him slow and hard for what felt like a long time until Gale’s hand slid down and curled around his cock, making the heat running under Ken’s skin suddenly much more urgent. He bucked and squirmed, whimpering a little as he felt his body wind taut until Gale leaned in and bit at his throat, sucking hard enough to leave a mark as Ken came, pinned down and shuddering apart under Gale’s weight, feeling his body tense over and over and barely aware of the amount of noise he was making until he slumped back, gasping for air and coming back to himself just in time to watch Gale’s eyes flutter shut as he drove in one last time and went still.

They stayed like that for several seconds, Gale almost slumped on top of him before he shifted and moved back, sitting down on the nearest chair and pulling Ken down into his lap to slump there, still shivering lightly and looking dazed.

“Good,” Gale said smugly, still pressing kisses to the side of Ken’s face. “I get to keep the Spaceman suit, no more arguing and no takebacks.”

“I still hate you for calling it that,” Ken muttered by way of agreement, feeling the indignant noise Gale made against his cheek.

“It’s a great, name,” Gale said, offended. “You even said it was the ‘s’ suit before, ‘s’ for–”

“It’s armor designation sigma because you somehow managed to completely trash seventeen previous prototypes before I was finally able to build something you didn’t tear up like it was put together out of painter’s tape and tinker toys–”

“‘S’ for Spaceman, it’s great, and too bad if you don’t like it,” Gale said with finality, punctuated by a very loud series of noises from somewhere a little ways below where Ken’s ear was still pressed to his chest. “…We need dinner.”

“We need a shower, desperately, and then dinner,” Ken said firmly, starting to pick himself up and rearrange his clothes as best he can without making them more of a mess than they already were.

“Pancakes for dinner?” Gale said hopefully. “I think brave and daring heroes should get pancakes for dinner.”

“You can have pancakes for dinner,” Ken sighed, as though this was some great and terrible burden.

“If that’s the criteria, I think we both get pancakes for dinner,” Gale said firmly, and for once, Ken didn’t argue.

(mirrors http://s2b2.livejournal.com/252453.html)


The Author is Dead

by Domashita Romero (地下ロメロ)

illustrated by soltian

Sebastian knew from the moment he threw his lance that it would find its target. He felt it radiating through his bones down from the tips of his fingers as it left his grasp. Even without the blessing that the old crone had placed upon it, he knew its path was true; her spell upon it just made it shimmer as it soared through the air, humming truth before striking hard in its new home: the heart of the Bandit King.

He fell to his knees first, his arms spread wide as though he was shocked, as though he was preparing to throw his arms down in surrender. When his sword and pistol fell from his hands, though, it was because his hands had gone still. The Bandit King would only surrender in death, Sebastian knew, and that was why it had to end like this. When he slumped backward he was held from falling fully prone by the end of the lance where it had passed fully through him. He died that way, pierced to the earth with palms bare and eyes open upwards to whatever gods would take him above.

The bandits that had come with him to battle were already dispersing, cowards now that their King had fallen. Sebastian raised a hand to hold his own retinue back and walked across the space between them, along the line his lance had sailed through the air. He stopped in front of the Bandit King’s body and laid a hand on the hilt of the lance. He tightened his grip upon the lance for a moment and then released it and turned back to his men.

“Let no one take him from this spot,” he called out, voice echoing loud enough that even the retreating bandits had to hear him. “Let him be covered with vine and leaf, let the elements take him until there is nothing left, and let this lance stay buried in the earth as a reminder to those who would attempt villainy against the barony, to those who would aim to sully the pure and noble,” he closed his eyes and put a hand over his heart, thinking of the princess and how her safety now was assured, “to those who would steal and rob and sow discord and fear among an innocent populace. Let those who would do ill here see what becomes of such: righteousness will finish you, and you will be swallowed up by the land that bore you.”

Silence hung in the air after he spoke, not even the birds willing to sing against him. Sebastian looked at the Bandit King, at how pale his face was now. He took the medal from his chest, the one he bore from when he still served in the Baron’s army, before he’d shown himself a traitor. Sebastian looked at it in his hand, saw it to be old and tarnished. “It could have been different for you,” he said, and shook his head sadly. “It could have been so different.” He held the medal tight in his palm, feeling its proud symbols press into his flesh, and turned on his heel to begin the journey home.

The Bandit King remained, blue eyes staring upward, unblinking forever more.

Robin let out a slow breath and stared at his laptop screen. “Well, that’s that,” he said to his empty apartment.

“…Shit,” he said, some five minutes of staring later, and made himself hit ‘save.’

—

Robin had left more crumbs of cinnamon scone on his napkin picking at it than he’d managed to get into his mouth, not even to speak of those that scattered his lap and the front of his shirt. So he was a mess, so what, what else was new? He was just fitting in with the rest of the scenery. The mild hump he had in his upper vertebrae was just something he’d developed to be like all the other creatures who lived in this Starbucks, curled over their laptops and snarling like animals over outlets as they “worked from home.”

He wasn’t working, though. Or really, he’d done his work, the real work that paid his rent and paid for his scones, sent off all his emails about websites and wireframes and all of the tedious bullshit that was technically his career. Now it was just him and his hunch and his laptop and his crumbs and the document he didn’t want to open. GET_OVER_IT.TXT sat directly in the center of his desktop. It was a working title.

Robin had let it sit for a week, a weird, restless week where he’d filled the usual time he devoted to writing to the equally useless hobbies of reading internet comments and masturbating. One of those left him with more to show for it than the other. GET_OVER_IT.TXT could be argued as one very long and very intricate act of self-abuse, a hundred thousand words of splatter after twenty years of being a complete wanker. Or maybe it was brilliant. Maybe it would be the one. He’d only know if he opened the damn thing.

He let his cursor hover over the file for a few seconds before taking his hands away from the computer, gathering up his napkin, folding it into a little paper taco, and dumping crumbs into his mouth like the proud grown adult man he was.

“You’re in public,” John said as his shadow fell over Robin’s table. “This is a public place of business.”

“I know,” Robin said through his mouth full of cinnamon detritus. “I’m a paying customer and this is one of the least gross things I’ve seen people do in here.”

John pulled out the other chair at the table and sat down, swinging one of his legs up to rest his ankle on his knee. Argyle socks. What a showoff. “Well, at least you’re out of the house,” he said.

He’d known John since college, back in the terrors of the early nineties when they’d both had regrettable hair and even more regrettable pants. John possessed the only photographic evidence that Robin had ever been in possession of or known how to use glow sticks, and for that reason they were locked in a death pact of friendship until the end. “I am,” Robin said, and brushed the remaining crumbs off his shirt to fall on his lap, and then on his lap onto the floor. “I showered, too.”

“Impressive,” John said. He had the kind of job that involved leaving the house and going to a place and being there for at least a third of the day, and sometimes he could get a little high and mighty about that. It was the kind of thing that drove a man to wearing argyle socks. Orange ones, fucker. But he’d come bother Robin in his Third Space while on his lunch break once a week or so, just to keep him properly socialized. “So, how is it?”

“Nnng,” Robin said. “It’s finished. It’s definitely finished. It remains finished.” He wadded up his napkin and threw it at his laptop, and then moved it off of the keyboard a few seconds later.

“Any good?” John asked. One of the things that had allowed the two of them to maintain a twenty-year friendship was how John had never read more than two paragraphs of anything Robin had written. He’d listen to ideas and summaries and be enough of a soundboard to let him know if something sounded idiotic, but his promise was that he would read Robin’s work as soon as he got something published. And, well.

“I think it is,” Robin said. “At some point my nuts will descend and I’ll look at it and I’ll edit it and I’ll try to get someone to buy it. I think this might be the one, really.” He sighed. “And if it isn’t, you know, at least I did the thing.”

“Yeah, the thing,” John said. “My condolences.”

Robin rolled his eyes and considered flipping him off, but there was sincerity in his voice, really. John may have never read a word, but he’d spent so many years listening to Robin get drunk and talk about his baby, his favorite, his albatross, Aubrey the Bandit King. He’d dreamed the bastard up somewhere around the time he was seventeen and hadn’t been able to let him go since.

“I gave him a good end,” he said. “I mean, yeah, I had to make him the villain, but that was fun, in its own way. But, you know… dramatic! Final! Spear in the ground, nail in the coffin. His story is over. I can do something else now.”

“Nothing was really stopping you before,” John said, and Robin gave him the icy eyes. “Right, right, what do I know, I don’t write.”

He’d started writing as a kid not out of any dreams to become the Great American Novelist of anything; he just had stories in him that he wanted to get out. Somewhere in the years between then and now, he still had the damn stories, but now that he was on the back end of his life, it was beyond time to do something with them. Even his parents had stopped asking about his writing more than ten years ago. Even if it was just to himself, he had to prove something, and if that involved growing the hell up and not writing about bandits and witches and evil barons anymore, that was just what he had to do. So what if it took some symbolic murder of someone precious to him? It was beyond past time.

Robin sighed again and John got up from the table. “I’ll buy you a coffee.” Robin mumbled a little thank you and poked his laptop again, twirling his finger around on the trackpad to make the cursor circle GET_OVER_IT.TXT. He could just delete it and all the backups. That’d be a way to cut the cord. Not one that would work, but it would be a way.

He hadn’t managed a click when he heard the barista call out, “Quad venti latte for There There Robin!” He paused for a moment and repeated, “There There Robin!”

John came back to the table with his massive coffee and Robin flipped him the bird. He burned his tongue a little and felt less sorry for himself. “Reread the damn thing, do your edits, and then I’ll help you get someone to look at it. Buy it. Whatever. I’ll make some calls.”

“Calls?” Robin said. If John had connections in the publishing industry this was an ass of a time to bring it up.

John shrugged. “You call enough people and eventually someone’s going to know someone who knows someone. And it’ll give you a break from having to do it yourself.”

Robin let out a sigh into the tiny opening of his coffee cup. That was the most spirit-breaking part. “Thanks,” he said. “Really.”

He and John managed to talk about things other than his own self-pity over completely fictional people for a while before he had to return to his normal human job, leaving him alone again with his hunched back. He finished off the last dregs of his coffee. It really did say ‘THERE THERE ROBIN’ in Sharpie on the side of the cup.

He clicked on the file.

—

He liked John’s girlfriend Lita for a lot of reasons. She was fun to be around, she made John a very happy man, she’d been happy and gracious opening their home to Robin after his divorce, and, because she was a lovely and giving woman with a doctor with a lovely and giving prescribing hand, she totally hooked Robin up with ample amounts of Ambien. He didn’t take it all the time, but he was a guy who drank enough coffee and was pursued by enough furies that sometimes he needed a little white pill and a polite glass of whiskey to get his eyes to shut at night.

The editing process was not good for sleep, and a lack of sleep was not good for the editing process. Robin spent the days nearly tugging all of his hair out or pitching his computer out of the window, and by the end of working on it even a good hearty round of whacking off couldn’t get him to stop thinking about JUST_DO_IT.TXT (the working title had changed), all the things that were wrong with it, all the things that were wrong with him, and all the things that were wrong with the decisions he was making in his creative life long enough to get any sleep. Dr. Lita and Dr. James Beam had to get him there, no matter how weird the dreams that came after might be.
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