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Miss You

Book 9 in the Newsroom PDX series

Blood Quantum: Blood quantum simply is the amount of "Indian blood" that an individual possesses. The federal government, and specifically the Department of the Interior, issues what is called a "Certified Degree of Indian Blood," and that is a card similar to an ID card. 

— NPR’s Code Switch
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3 p.m. Sunday, May 23, 2021, Eyewitness News — Ryan Matthews was in the Portland State University student media newsroom to attend the editors meeting in person for a change. The meeting was held through Zoom, although these days many of the editors were in the newsroom all logged into the Zoom meeting — which he found funnier than it really deserved. 

The editors started with Zoom meetings during last winter’s Covid spike, when it was too dangerous for staff to come in. Before the spike ended, EWN had three dead, and all but a dozen of its staff of 100 were ill or recovering. But EWN kept operating — increased its hours to 24/7 — and kept pumping out the information their audience of the under-30-somethings needed. Public health officials credited EWN with saving hundreds of lives. Ryan was very proud to be a part of EWN. 

The staffers were vaccinated now. Will had mandated it as soon as a vaccine became available, but some things remained from the pandemic. The Zoom editor meetings were one of them. It really was convenient to have the option of attending virtually. 

And Ryan Matthews, once EIC, now faculty advisor for Eyewitness News, usually called in for a whole host of reasons — mostly because he’d received severe injuries when he and the editor-in-chief had been kidnapped in early April. And because he was lazy, he admitted. Why drive 30 minutes across the river to Portland State for an hour meeting and then drive home again, when he could just login from the comfort of his couch?

But he’d gotten a call from the EIC this morning, and it had troubled him enough to come across town, even though it was a beautiful day. He cut short an afternoon spent with his wife and son in the backyard to do it, too. He smiled. A year ago, he wouldn’t have been able to conceive of a sentence like that.

But Will Bristol was concerned about their television station manager. “Ben’s getting impossible to deal with,” he said. “Something is wrong. He’s angry. He gets caustic with the technicians who work for him. He reduced an anchor to tears last night.”

“Bianca?” Ryan had asked startled. He didn’t think anything — not even a moody Ben Waters — could make her cry on the set. He’d known her to cry, he acknowledged. But she got the job done first.

“Not Bianca. Cindy,” Will said impatiently. “Bianca just walked out on him. Literally left him standing there chewing out the anchors for something — I never did figure out what — and walked out. Blair found her on the smoking porch with a cigarette — before the newscast! Before! Not after.”

“OK,” Ryan had to admit things had been calm enough of late — at least at EWN — that he didn’t always watch the 10 p.m. show. He could always stream it the next day if he missed something. “Did the show go out on schedule?”

“Thanks to Ellison Lee and Miguel Garcia. Miguel told Ben to take a walk around the block, and he made it stick,” Will said. He sounded admiring. For good reason, Ryan thought. Will wouldn’t have been able to do it. Will was smart; he was a capable editor, and he had the support and respect of his staff. But he was not physically imposing. He was 6-foot, kind of nerdy, with brown hair that needed a haircut, and glasses that usually had fingerprints on them. Ryan thought the world of him.

But then Miguel at only 5-foot-7, dark hair, dark eyes, wasn’t physically imposing either. And he’d managed to force Ben out. That was pretty impressive. Just proved that dominance was about strength of will, not physical size. Of course, he already knew that: one of the most dominant people he knew in the party scene was a 5-foot-tall woman. He smiled then as he thought of his wife. OK, two of the most dominant people knew anywhere were 5-foot-tall women. And he’d rank Bianca in the top 10. He refocused on what his EIC was telling him.

“Ellison calmed Cindy, called Bianca and told her the coast was clear, and got one of the techs to step into Ben’s spot. Ben showed back up at 5 minutes to showtime, and they pulled it together. Red eyes and all.”

When Ryan didn’t comment, Will continued, “You need to come in and figure out what’s going on, Ryan. Nobody seems to know. Not even Corey or Bianca, and they’re his best friends. He brushes me off, says he’s fine. He is not fine.”

“OK, OK,” Ryan said soothingly. “I’ll come in before the editor’s meeting. See if I can get him to talk to me.”

Maybe he’d give Cage a call and they could go for a run afterwards, he thought. He needed to get back into shape. And he missed Cage. They didn’t see each other as much as they used to. 

Once Cage Washington, Ryan Matthews, and Emily Andersen had been inseparable. They’d started at EWN at the same time and come up through the ranks together. But this last six months had seen changes: Ryan was a settled married man — and didn’t that make him grin; Cage and Emily were engaged. Cage was working for Oregon Public Broadcasting, and he’d start work there full-time after graduation in a few weeks. Emily was interning for the Oregonian; she was set to go full-time too. And Ryan was a graduate student at Reed College and advisor to EWN. He’d been backed into a corner and forced to agree to be advisor when John Cooper had a heart attack the second week of spring term.

As Cage said, he was perfect for the job, but also? Who else was there? Ryan grinned. He couldn’t argue with that.

Ryan let himself in the front door of the EWN building, an old university warehouse that had been remodeled a dozen years or so ago when the university wanted student media’s space in the student union building badly enough to negotiate a swap. It was white-painted brick on the outside, with a wide veranda on the ground floor with some small shops and the entrance to EWN. Advertising and the business office were on the ground floor; the newsroom was up a flight of stairs.

Ryan always felt like he was coming home when he climbed the stairs to the newsroom. In many ways he was. The building was silent right now — Sunday afternoon after all — and the lights were off. At the north end of the large room, he had an office, not one he was comfortable using yet. He still had a tendency to head to the EIC office that had once been his. In the center of the room was a combination of computer desks in pods, and a living room seating space scrounged from when Alumni Affairs upgraded a few years back. Ryan kept meaning to let Surplus know they’d be interested in a new couch or two and could they let him know when some administrator decided they needed to upgrade?

At the south end was the television studio with its big white shell to protect the news set from the glare of the east-facing windows. Ryan loved those windows: 16 feet high with arched tops, but he had to concede they weren’t practical for a television studio. 

Well there was a lot of things that weren’t completely practical about the old building, he thought amused, as he headed toward the television studio and the station manager office where Ben would be if he was in yet.

He wasn’t, which was strange in itself. Ryan looked at his watch, 3:30 p.m. Ben was usually early. Well, he’d be in soon enough. He sat down at the computer station just inside the counter and entrance gate to the newsroom where the copyeditors usually worked, and he called up the EWN website to read the latest stories. He winced. At this point in the term, writers should have their, they’re and there figured out — and most certainly the copyeditors should. 

He sighed. He’d written here, copyedited here, been the news editor and then the EIC for nearly a year and a half, and he still didn’t understand how people got into college without knowing more basic grammar than they seemed to know.

It’s a mystery, Emily used to say when she was his news editor.

He grinned. Maybe both of them would go for a run? And he sent both Cage and Emily a text.

Someone came up the stairs. Ryan looked up. Whoever it was, they were light on their feet, and he thought it might be Ben who had astonishing fighting skills, it turned out. 

Ben hesitated when he saw him. Ben was just under 6 foot tall, shorter than he was, slim but muscled. He was a member of the Yakama Nation, here majoring in Film Studies and Indigenous Studies, two highly competitive programs, and he still found time to be the station manager. Ben was 20 years old; bright, talented, driven. Ryan had hired him, and thought he was one of the best hires he’d made as editor-in-chief. He felt a bit smug even yet that he found him.

“So, did they call you in to stage an interrogation about what’s wrong with me?” Ben said sourly, as he pushed by Ryan and headed into his office. Ryan’s eyebrows raised, but he just followed him to his office.

“Is there something wrong with you?” Ryan asked as he leaned in the doorway of the small office. He was a big man, 6-foot-2, broad-shouldered, proof that gym time paid off, and Ben’s office got crowded fast when both of them were inside.

“Like a rich boy from the Heights like you would understand?” Ben said furiously.

Ryan blinked. It took him a moment to even grasp what Ben had said, and that it was him, Ryan Matthews, he was talking about.

“What the hell, Ben?” he demanded, hurt.

“Give me a break, Ryan,” Ben said. “What do you know about the pressures of money and family and heritage? You’ve had it easy. A white boy with a smile and dimple to make the girls swoon? More money than the rest of us could dream of having to smooth out life’s bumps? Just leave me the fuck alone.”

“Whoa,” Ryan said slowly. “I didn’t have any idea you felt any of that. That you even knew any of that. I thought we were friends, actually. But Ben, if you can’t talk to me, you need to talk to someone. I’ve never seen you angry like this. And you damn near had a revolt on the set last night. So, who can you talk to?”

Ben shook his head in disgust. “No one,” he said. “Just leave me be.”

“Could you talk to Teresa?” Ryan asked, referring to his wife. “She’s from Yakima. If you don’t think I understand because I’m too urban or something, she’s a pretty good listener.”

“The Mexican American princess? Right,” Ben said, getting even angrier. “What, you think because we’re both brown, we’ll bond? Can’t tell brown from brown? Teresa Valdez comes from one of the wealthiest families in Yakima. My dad pumps gas, and I grew up in the White Swan housing projects.”

He grabbed his jacket, and Ryan noticed the insignia on it for the first time. “Ben! That’s a Tuskegee Airman’s jacket!” he said, momentarily forgetting the argument. “That’s a priceless heirloom. How did you come to have it?”

“I didn’t steal it if that’s what you’re thinking,” Ben said, and he shoved Ryan out of the way. “Tell Will, he needs to find another station manager. I’m done. I’ve been called home.”

“What?” Ryan exclaimed. “You can’t leave school. You’ve only 10 days left in the term.”

Ben ignored him, and headed down the stairs. Will was coming up them, and Ben shoved him out of the way too. “I quit,” he said. Will bounced against the wall.

Ryan was standing open-mouthed at the top of the stairs. “What the fuck?”

“That wasn’t quite the resolution I was hoping for,” Will said, looking after his station manager — ex station manager? — with a hurt expression. 

“No shit,” Ryan said.

He looked at his phone, saw the response from Cage about heading over for a run. Sent him a text back: Find Ben and stop him. Figure out what’s going on.

He got a thumbs up in response.

Ryan looked at Will. “Tell me you’ve got an assistant station manager hired, right?”

Will just looked down the stairs after his station manager in disbelief.

Ryan went into his office — damn these glass walls, he thought, and damn whoever thought they were a good idea for a faculty advisor — and closed the door, he sat down behind the desk, and he was shaking. 

Rich boy from the Heights? He was damn close to tears. Call Teresa, he thought. Call someone. Ben’s words were triggering a flashback, and this was so not the place for one. He put his head down on his desk so that Will wouldn’t see the tears in his eyes, and gave himself over to the flashback of his adoptive father — his biological grandfather — taking him to the dungeon and ordering him to strip. He removed his tux slowly. His father, no grandfather, Ryan frowned, torn between the conflicting realities, was going to punish him because he hadn’t been properly attentive to an old friend of the family. It was a new memory, new-to-him memory anyway, Ryan realized with dread. Not one he’d ever recalled, nor a flashback he’d had before. He didn’t know what this one would entail.

Shit, shit, shit, he thought. There was an image of an older man, dressed in a tux. Ryan recognized him, and he shuddered. He’s dead now, he chanted. The Maestro is dead. So was his grandfather for that matter. But he wasn’t. They weren’t. He was right there, watching him get caned. Watching him, with that smile. And Ryan realized he was in the nude, standing there, and he couldn’t tell any longer whether he was the young Ryan or the older Ryan — which one was the rich kid from the Heights anyway?

Will had learned more about his advisor in the last six weeks than either of them were probably comfortable with. But he’d never seen him like this. He was sitting in his office — and that was unusual enough — his head buried in his arms. Will rubbed his elbow where he’d hit it against the handrail on the stairs, and knocked lightly on Ryan’s door. He didn’t respond.

Will frowned. What the hell had Ben said to him? He called Ryan’s name, still no response. Alarmed, he looked at the clock; people would be arriving here in 20 minutes, and Ryan was comatose?

He dialed Teresa. He told her what had happened. “I don’t know what to do,” he said.

“I’m on my way,” she said. “I’ll send Emily over. She can deal with him. If he says anything? See if you can get him to go upstairs to the Crow’s Nest? OK? But Will? He may not remember who you are. Don’t worry about it. Don’t argue with him. Just get him upstairs and wait for Em or me? Got that?”

“OK,” Will said. He was getting better with crises, he’d found. If he had a plan of action? Then he just had to do the job. See the hill, take the hill, as Emily was fond of saying.

He gave Ryan 5 minutes, hoping Emily would show up. He just stood there watching the man he admired more than any other and felt helpless. This was bad. They’d been through some shit together, but this? And Teresa hadn’t even seemed surprised. 

She’s seen it before, he realized. Well, now I know why Ryan sees a counselor. He said he’d been abused as a child. He said the memory vault leaks. And this is what that looks like.

He started to go into the office, when he heard someone running up the stairs. He looked and nearly collapsed with relief when it was Emily. She was dressed in black leggings and a gray men’s T-shirt as if she’d planned to go for a run. Dark hair, blue eyes, 5-foot-9 — she was striking. Will thought she and Cage Washington made an amazing couple. She had been his news editor, and his EIC. He had faith she could deal with this. She’d dealt with Covid decimating her staff hadn’t she?

“Do you know what triggered it?” Emily asked. She’d heard about them, but she’d never seen one of Ryan’s fugues, as he called them. 

Will shook his head. “He came in early to talk to Ben,” he said. “Something’s wrong with Ben. Ben ran out, saying he quit. Ryan walked into his office, sat down, and there he is.”

“OK,” Em said. “Ryan sent Cage a text to go after Ben. So, let’s see what we can do to get Ryan out of here before you have a dozen staff milling around.”

She took a deep breath and projected calm. She opened the door. “Ryan?” she said. “I need you. Can you come up to the Crow’s Nest? I need you, sweetie.”

Ryan frowned. “Em?” he said. 

“That’s right, it’s me,” Emily said. “Can you come upstairs?”

“Sure,” he said. He got up from his chair and frowned. “What am I doing in Professor Cooper’s office anyway?”

“Got me,” Emily said, faking a laugh. “Come on, let’s go upstairs. You can sleep it off.”

“I guess,” he said. He walked toward the elevator, ignoring Will as if he didn’t even see him. 

And maybe he doesn’t, she thought with pity. 

Emily got him into the elevator, and hit the button for the third floor. She opened the elevator door to the back side, to the space they called the Crow’s Nest. It had been their hideout space once, a secret from the university. This side of the warehouse was supposed to be university storage accessed from the alley. But years ago, EWN staff, led by Ryan as a matter of fact, had created a false wall of boxes about 30 feet from the wall real wall. The university added more boxes from their side, never knowing that the boxes didn’t go all the way to the back wall.

Well they knew now — EWN had turned it into a Covid recovery ward last winter and the secret was out. Everyone kept expecting Facilities to reclaim the space, but so far, they’d been content to leave it be. 

Ryan looked around bewildered. “Em?” he said. “I’m so lost.”

“It’s OK,” she soothed. “I’ve got you.”

He nodded, and went over to the couch at one side and laid down on it, and curled up as if a small child might.

Hurry, Teresa, Emily thought worriedly. Hurry.

Teresa Valdez-Matthews put 3-year-old Rafael into his car seat and started into the city. She liked living in the Reed College neighborhood. They had a three-bedroom bungalow with a fenced backyard for Rafael to play in, things they wouldn’t have near PSU. When they’d moved in, Ryan had been a graduate student at Reed, and she was taking classes at PSU. Since Ryan did a lot of the child care — he had just the two evening seminars — it had worked. But then, he’d been asked to take over for Professor Cooper, and really, he had no choice. But now, it seemed they spent most of their time running across the river. And with just one car? Fortunately, Ryan had taken the bus earlier. He didn’t like to leave her without transportation. She was pregnant, only three months along, and it made Ryan more nervous than it did her. She grinned. Ryan hadn’t been around for Rafael’s birth, so this was his first. His nerves amused her to no end.

She was worried, though; Emily said she was able to get Ryan to go upstairs to the Crow’s Nest, but he’d laid down up there, and wouldn’t rouse. Emily was scared, but she’d take care of him. Teresa wondered what had triggered it? She’d never known him to be triggered by anything but something connected to his childhood. The EWN newsroom? That was his safe place, as she thought of it. The place he’d felt most at home.

She drove a bit faster.

Cage Washington was dressed for the run Ryan had suggested. He and Em had already started toward campus when he got the second text, asking Cage to go after Ben Waters. Something’s wrong, it said. 

When Cage had asked for more info, Ryan didn’t respond. Emily headed to the newsroom; Cage went to find the young station manager. 

He saw him, about halfway between EWN and the residence hall where Ben lived. 

“Ben,” he called. 

Ben didn’t slow. Cage frowned and broke into a jog, looking around to make sure there weren’t too many people out: Black man running could be a life-threatening activity. And he was a big man, 6-foot-2, broad through the shoulders. He and Ryan used to argue about who had the broader shoulders. He did, although Ryan refused to admit it. Ryan was pretty in spite of his height and shoulders; Cage? Cage was a powerful Black man, who looked like someone you wouldn’t want to get into a fight with. Cage was just fine with that. He had practiced the menace in the mirror when he was 13 as a matter-of-fact. He figured if he looked like someone you didn’t want to mess with, fewer people would mess with him. After a year covering the Black Lives Matter protests downtown, he was no longer certain that theory worked. But he wasn’t giving it up either.

“Ben!” he called again and louder. He saw the man hunch. He’d heard him, then. But Ben didn’t stop or turn around. What the hell? He wished Ryan had given him a bit more information, he thought irritably. He could try again, but if he didn’t catch Ben before he got to his room, he was SOL.

“Hey!” he called again, a bit of his irritation showing.

Ben stopped at that, and turned. “Leave me alone, Washington,” he said. “Go away.”

“To hell with that,” he said. “What’s with you?”

“I’m quitting. Going home,” he said. “So, go away.”

“No,” Cage said. “Now talk to me.” He reached out to put his hand on his friend’s arm.

Well he thought they were friends, as he ducked under the punch Ben threw. And it wasn’t a love tap either. It would have done serious damage if it connected. “What the hell,” Cage began. 

Ben did a low kick that was designed to hit the thigh and cause a deep muscle cramp — at least Cage hoped that’s where he was aiming, because otherwise? Emily would not be happy with Ben Waters, not at all. 

Cage grabbed his foot, pulled him off balance. He wanted a fight? All righty then.

They were actually evenly matched, Cage admitted 5 minutes later, in spite of his longer reach and extra 60 pounds. He’d heard the boy could fight. They weren’t kidding.

“Why didn’t you tell me you could fight like this,” Cage asked, panting a bit. “We could have done some sparring!”

“Do I look like the kind of guy who learned to fight, sparring in a gym somewhere?” Ben asked bitterly.

Cage snorted. “And you think I did? I learned to fight so I didn’t go hungry and someone else ate my lunch.”

For a moment, Cage thought he’d reached him with that, but Ben took another swing, forcing Cage to back up a bit. He was trying not to hurt the younger man; obviously that wasn’t a concern of Ben’s.

“OK, you two, break it up,” someone ordered. Cage recognized the voice — Police Chief Jorge Ramirez — but he didn’t shift his focus. Ben was in a dangerous mood, and he wouldn’t risk it.

He felt someone grab him from behind, just as he saw Ramirez grab Ben. Ben tried to shake him off and failed. Cage raised his eyebrows in respect. Ramirez had some skills too.

“I’m done,” he said to whoever was holding him. He glanced over his shoulder. Lt. Jordan Young, one of the Black officers on the campus force. “I’m good, Lieutenant. I don’t know what got into him.”

Young hesitated and then let go of him.

“Got into you both, it looked like,” he said. “If we hadn’t gotten three alarmed calls, Jorge and I would have stood and watched, sold tickets maybe.”

“Scared the kids, did we?” Cage said with a grin.

“And one old professor, who was ready to sell the popcorn,” Young said. “Said he hadn’t seen anything like it since Cassius Clay.” He tried not to laugh. 

“Cassius Clay? How old was the guy?” Cage said laughing. He’d been Muhammad Ali since the ‘60s for fuck’s sake. 

“I know, right?” Young was laughing too. 

Cage walked over to where Ramirez was trying to get Ben to talk to him. “Good luck with that, Chief,” Cage said. “Apparently he’s not in a talkative mood.”

Ben shrugged Ramirez off. “I’m done. I filed the papers to withdraw from school, and I’m headed home. So, you don’t have to worry about me not being in a talkative mood.”

Cage frowned. “Do we need to go another round? So, you can get it out of your system and talk like a reasonable person? We’re friends, Ben! Have been for two years. And you think I’m going to just walk away? Let you leave without explanation? What the hell?”

“Why can’t you just let me be?” Ben yelled at him. “Why make this harder for me than it already is?”

That stopped Cage. For a moment at least. He looked around, orienting himself to where he was. “Come on,” he said. “We need to talk. And if you don’t want to talk? Then at least we can have round two without an audience.”

He started toward 12th Avenue. When Ben didn’t follow, he looked back at him and said. “I said, come on!”

Ben shoved his hands in the brown leather jacket he wore, and he sullenly followed Cage between the Honors College building and the residence halls. He frowned when Cage went into the parking structure; and curious where he was going, Ben caught up with him.

Cage headed down a short flight of stairs that were blocked off at the southwest corner of the structure. Ben followed. “Where is this?” he asked. “Wait? This is that homeless camp, right?”

Cage nodded. “They moved out during Covid,” he said. “It’s a forgotten space. A leftover place from when I-405 went in. I suppose it used to go somewhere. But now? It’s just here.”

‘Here’ was a cement slab about 20 feet by 40 feet, Ben thought. There was a lean-to at one end. Besides the short steps they’d used from the parking lot, there was a taller set of cement stairs that went up to the street level. Ben looked around, saw a set of risers along one side of the cement half-wall that overlooked trees below. He peered over the edge, and pulled back. 

“Whoa,” he said. “Long ways down.”

Cage nodded. He leaned against the railing on the stairs and watched him.

Ben flopped onto the risers with a sigh. “Good fight,” he said. 

Cage started laughing. And Ben reluctantly grinned.
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Chapter 2
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4 p.m. Sunday, May 23, 2021, Eyewitness News — Teresa took the elevator up to the third floor and got out at the Crow’s Nest with Rafael. She held his hand firmly, not sure what shape Ryan was in. She would have left Rafael in the newsroom with Miguel and Will if it wasn’t for the Zoom editors meeting going on. Juggling a meeting and a 3-year-old was asking too much of them, even if they had become regular babysitters.

When she saw Ryan curled up on the couch, and Emily sitting in a chair next to him, talking softly, she almost turned around and took him downstairs anyway. This was bad, she thought. What the hell happened?

Emily looked up and saw her friend. She gestured for her to stay put and came over to her. “I can’t reach him,” she said softly. “Let me take Rafael. I want to find Cage, and hopefully Ben, and pound some answers out of that young man. What the hell happened? Rafael will be fine with me. And, maybe you’ll have better luck reaching Ryan than I did.”

Teresa hesitated, then nodded. She knelt down so she was eye-to-eye with her son, and groaned. It didn’t take long into a pregnancy to make squatting an unpleasant position, she thought. “Rafael? Daddy’s asleep. So, you don’t want to wake him. Emily wants you to go help her find Cage. Will you do that?”

Rafael nodded and took Emily’s hand and smiled at her. Emily smiled back, and they walked through the corridor of boxes to the stairs by freight elevator in the back of the building. The stairs led down to the back entrance and out into the alley. Apparently, Emily knew where she was going, Teresa thought, and with another groan stood up. Nope, no more of that for a while.

She went over to her husband and sat on the couch beside him. She didn’t say anything, just rested her hand on his shoulder, the shoulder with that amazing dragon tattoo, she thought fondly. She stroked his shoulder, up to his neck, down along his biceps. “Ryan, love,” she said firmly. “Wake up now.”

He shook his head rapidly, as if that scared him.

“Ryan,” she said with more force. “Look at me.”

More head shaking. “Who am I?” she asked. “Do you trust me?”

He pulled away from her touch and tucked his head under his arm, as if protecting it. 

Teresa grimaced. What the hell had Ben said? Where had it sent Ryan? 

She’d never not been able to reach him before, she thought troubled. But then, Ryan carefully protected her from these fugues. He only undertook risky endeavors with his therapist or with.... She sighed. It was a Sunday, she couldn’t call his therapist. 

But she could call Andrew McShane. And if he didn’t like it?

She’d call his Andrew McShane’s wife. She grinned.

She moved away from the couch so that her conversation didn’t somehow intermingle with whatever Ryan was experiencing.

She listened to the phone ring. Finally, he picked up.

“Teresa?” his deep voice said. “Is something wrong?”

Well yes, because she never called him directly unless there was, Teresa thought. To be honest he scared her. Andrew McShane, president of Portland State University. And a powerful dom in the BDSM world that she barely understood. But Ryan had been a part of that world once. And she guessed he was still, if he had a relationship with McShane. Right? It was confusing.

“Teresa?” he asked.

“Ryan is in a fugue at the Crow’s Nest, and I can’t pull him out of it. Emily got him up here and away from the newsroom, but he’s curled up and I couldn’t think of what else to do,” she said softly. “You’ve pulled him out before. I tried what you told me with his nightmares. It’s not working. I’m not strong enough.”

She took a deep breath. “Can you come?”

There was silence. And for a moment, she thought he was going to refuse, and abandon her. Abandon Ryan. Then he sighed. “I’m in my office,” he said. “I needed to.... Never mind that. But Teresa, I cannot be seen going up to the Crow’s Nest. And it’s the editors’ meeting and that noisy elevator? Everyone will know someone is there.”

He was close by! She felt such relief. “Come to the alley door,” she said. “I will meet you there.”

“All right,” he said. “Give me 10 minutes.”

She glanced at her phone for the time and went to sit by Ryan for a very long, tense 10 minutes. Then she quietly went through the box corridor, down the stairs, and let the university president in the back door. 

“Thank you,” she said quietly. 

He nodded, and followed her back toward the freight elevator. “Do you know what triggered it?” he asked. “The last place I would ever think he’d have a problem is here.”

“He said Will had asked him to come in early and deal with a personnel issue,” she explained. “Apparently, he had a talk with Ben Waters. Ben stormed out. Will came into the newsroom as Ben was leaving. He said Ryan walked over to his office, sat down and put his head on his arms. When Will asked him if he was OK, he didn’t get a response. Emily came over — they were all going for a run, she said, and Ryan asked why was he in Professor Cooper’s office. Freaked her out, but she got him up here. She couldn’t reach him either. I’ve tried too, and he just hides his head.”

McShane frowned. “And Ben? Where is he?” After last winter’s Covid crisis he felt like he knew all the players at EWN.

She shook her head. “Cage went after him. And Emily just left with Rafael to go talk to Cage and Ben, I guess. But I haven’t heard anything back. I’m sorry, sir,” she said. “I hated to call you, but I couldn’t think of anything else.”

“Of course, you should call me,” McShane said. 

McShane smiled at the serious, extremely intelligent young woman standing beside him. Ryan was a very lucky young man. He looked over at Ryan; it hurt to see him like this. Ryan, the Ryan he knew best, was a devious bastard with a half-smile and a dimple that McShane’s own wife insisted he must have practiced in front of a mirror when he was young. Smart, intuitive, devious — those were the words people used to describe him. And sexy as hell, they said that too.

But they didn’t know the demons he fought. He wouldn’t want them to know. So, he laughed and flirted, and he was a strong confident man people relied on. The whole EWN staff relied on him, especially now. Their faculty advisor who had been here for a decade was recovering from a heart attack and wouldn’t be returning. They were happy with Ryan; they trusted him, like they would no other person.

The university relied on Ryan, in ways he couldn’t articulate and was pretty sure Ryan was unaware of. Ryan had talked once about liking to know the people in power who weren’t on the org chart: the woman who OK’d computer purchases, the person who assigned students to academic advisors. Best sources on campus, he’d said.

Ryan was one of those people, McShane had realized. To start with, he was what protected EWN’s independence as student media from a power grab by an interim provost who was being manipulated by a powerful dean. He was the impetus for the soul-searching going on in the Honors College — and McShane needed to talk to him about that. 

And he was probably all that stood between him and a vote of no confidence by student government, McShane thought grimly.

Well, hell, he thought, let’s see if I can break through. He had in the past. Twice while Ryan had read his father’s diary in the safety of McShane’s home office. And once while touring his family’s home. But why here? He set that aside.

He sat down in the big chair next to the couch. “Sub,” he said firmly. “I require your obedience.”

“I’m trying,” Ryan said, his voice sounding much younger than it usually did. 

“You will look at me,” he said.

Ryan’s eyes opened, but McShane was guessing he didn’t see him at all.

“Who am I?” McShane said, following the same pattern he’d stumbled upon the first time this had happened.

Ryan frowned, he tipped his head to the side as if he was trying to figure that out.

“Sub,” he said again. “Who am I?”

Ryan said uncertainly, “Master A.? What are you doing here?”

He started to tell him, then paused. “Tell me,” he said. “Where are you?”

“In grandfather’s dungeon. Wait, how do I know that? My father’s dungeon. He is here. What are you doing here?”

He started to get up in a panic.

McShane touched his shoulder. “Sub, you are not there, you are with me. Who am I?”

“Master A.,” he replied more confidently.

“Yes,” he said, although if anyone heard that answer, he’d be out of a day job faster than he could pack. “Yes. And you are safe with me. I make you safe. Right?”

Ryan tilted his head again.

“I require an answer,” he said.

“Yes, Master A.,” Ryan said. “You make me safe.”

Some of the tension dropped from Ryan’s body. 

“Then listen to me,” McShane said. “You are in a safe place. In the Crow’s Nest. The dungeon is a memory, nothing more. You are here with me.”

He frowned.

“Sub?” McShane said. “Where are you?”

“With you, Master A.?”

“Good,” he said, with exaggerated approval. He saw it reach Ryan. Approval was important to him. As was touch. “And, where are we?”

“In the Crow’s Nest?” Ryan seemed uncertain.

“Good!” McShane said. “Now open your eyes, tell me what you see?”

Ryan flinched. But he obediently opened his eyes, looked around. Saw Teresa. Saw where he was. Saw McShane.

“Teresa?” he asked, puzzled. Then he looked at McShane.

“Sir?” he said with alarm. He sat up. “What are you doing here!”

McShane sat back and sighed with relief. And he was back. It was actually quite amazing to watch the energy that made Ryan Matthews who he was return. “Your wife had to call in the big guns,” he said dryly referring to the first time Teresa had needed him to pull Ryan out of a fugue a few months ago.

“You can’t be found here,” Ryan said. “What are you thinking?”

McShane laughed.

“I brought him up the back way,” Teresa answered, sitting down beside him on the couch. She massaged his scalp gently, and Ryan leaned into the touch. Interesting how responsive to touch he is, McShane thought. But it is authority that breaks him out of the fugues. 

“And I’ll leave the same way,” McShane said. “I was in my office when Teresa called.”

Ryan frowned. “On a Sunday?” he asked. McShane had a gorgeous office at their house. 

McShane shrugged. “So, answer me, now,” he said. “What set this one off? I would not have thought EWN could?”

Ryan’s eyes widened. “Ben!” he said and he started to get up. Teresa stopped him.

“Cage and Emily are with Ben,” she said firmly. “And Rafael,” she added. “He is not your problem.”

“But he is,” Ryan said, almost frantically, although he didn’t shake off Teresa’s hand, McShane noticed with some amusement. A man with two doms, he thought. A dom with two doms, and if that didn’t beat all.

“I said something that offended him,” he said, and frowned. “I’m not sure what. He’s angry, he has been for a while, Will said. And instead of helping the situation, I somehow made it worse, and he quit! Walked out! Knocked Will into the wall, even, and....” He shrugged. “That’s the last I remember. In real time, anyway.”

“Something he said then? What did he say that threw you back into your grandfather’s dungeon?” McShane persisted.

Ryan thought back. It really wasn’t fair when they ganged up on him, he thought a bit sourly. But what had Ben said?

“He called me a rich white boy from the Heights,” he said slowly. “And what did I know about problems that couldn’t be smoothed out with more money than all of them put together, and a smile that made girls swoon?”

“Where did he get that information?” McShane said.

Ryan shrugged. “Kevin Tighe sent out an invite for that party up there, remember? Purification rites?” The three of them grinned. Because what better purification rite for an EWN staffer than a party? And that house needed purifying. “So, he evidently knew that the Heights equals money.”
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