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      Rain dripped down Manu's nose, curling under the tip to puddle on his upper lip. He licked the latest drop off without stopping his slow trudge. A car whooshed by him, spraying mud and water across the sidewalk to splatter against his thigh. Again.

      If he'd brought an umbrella. A hat. Jacket with a hood. Any of those would made this whole walk of shame less irritating. But, of course, he'd left everything sensible at home because there was no way that Kapua would flake out on him.

      Again.

      Should've learned the last time he had to walk three miles home from one of those stupid parties Kapua was always dragging him off to. Only bright spot was that his pants, muddy and soaked though they were, had reflective panels.

      He wouldn't get run over tonight. Probably.

      Rain battered down around him, shattering on the sidewalk and splashing in the puddles where fallen leaves had filled the drains. Another car flew by, spraying more muddy water. Manu didn't flinch from it as it drenched him in ice. No point. He was so wet that it wouldn't make a bit of difference.

      Another car, slower this time, drove closer, then slowed. It stopped next to Manu, the window slowly going down in an electric hum.

      Okay, huh. A way for the night to get even worse. Manu hadn't expected that.

      He stiffened until a big black guy switched on the cab light and peered across the passenger seat at him. Nice face, full lips that looked bitten up and dry, but he was clean, well-dressed in a suit and loosened tie. And his eyes were full of nothing but worry for Manu.

      "Hey, man, you need a ride?" the guy asked.

      "I'm almost home," Manu said even though he really, seriously wasn't. "Thanks, though."

      "You sure?" the guy asked with a frown at the road. No, at his radio. "Dude, there's reports of some sort of stalker with a weapon on the loose or something. Just up the road in this area. Cops got called to a party a mile or so from here. Not a good night to be out and about."

      "Uh."

      Fucking Kapua. Manu should've dragged his ass out…

      "That's… not good," Manu said. "I mean, wait. Why aren't you worried it's me?"

      "Because they say he has a car?" the guy said, blinking at Manu as if that was the strangest question in the world to ask. "Flashy red thing with a jacked-up engine."

      Fucking Kapua!

      "I… don't have a car," Manu said in leu of anything sensible.

      "Yeah, exactly," the guy said. "Look, it's cool. I can take you close to home, drop you off. I got a rain coat you can sit on if you're worried about the seat. It's just not safe out here tonight."

      Manu grimaced but nodded. Didn't look like the guy was going to give and anyone else would've already said yes. Took just a minute for the guy to spread out his raincoat, nice pricey one that would actually keep rain off, over the seat. Manu settled into the seat and shut the door, dripping everywhere but trying to confine it to his seat.

      "Thanks," Manu said as the guy headed up the road again at a perfectly on-the-dot speed. "Friend of mine ditched me at a party so I was walking home. Should've brought a hat or something."

      "Yeah, definitely," the guy said with a wry little smile at Manu. "You're sopping, man. Where'm I taking you?"

      Manu considered it for a moment.

      Logic said he should head home but with Kapua apparently on a tear, home wasn't a good place to be. And if Kapua really was wanted by the cops, that apartment was not a great place to be anyway. Manu should go home-home but no way was he going back to his parents. That left crashing on Kai's couch. At least Kai was close and he'd given Manu one of the keys and said anything he needed to crash away from Kapua it was fine.

      So, Manu shrugged. "Turn onto Mukilteo Drive. I'm crashing with a friend in one of the big complexes near the high school."

      The guy nodded but the worried frown was back. A fretter, great. At least with the cab light off, there was little chance of the guy having a good look at Manu. And, between the mud and water, he didn't look much like his normal self anyway.

      Though why Manu would be worried about a complete stranger outing him to his parents, Manu didn't know. Habit, probably. Didn't seem like that bad of a guy, if a bit ridiculous about helping complete strangers who could kill him or something.

      "I'm Ekene," the guy said after they turned into Mukilteo Drive and began the slow twenty mile an hour crawl down it's winding path along the Mukilteo cliffs.

      "Manu."

      "So, against my better judgement," Ekene said with a little glance sideways at Manu, "I'm asking. Why were you walking in the rain in the middle of the night in nothing but a T-shirt and some flashy pants?"

      "Went to a party," Manu said with a dripping shrug, "realized it wasn't my scene, like, at all, and then decided to hoof it home when my friend flaked out on me. Again. He's a jerk. Not doing that again."

      Ekene snorted a laugh. "Okay, that's better than I was expecting."

      "Do not want to know what you thought I was doing," Manu said. He held up his hands and whoa, the fingernails were blue in the light of a passing streetlamp. "Nope. Not interested. Not going there."

      Ekene laughed for real, a good deep laugh that filled the car with warmth. "Probably for the best. Which one am I heading for again?"

      Manu pointed the way, which wasn't hard. Mukilteo Drive went right past the place but once they pulled in, Ekene stopping his car right in front of Kai's place, Manu froze. Kai's parents' truck was there. His very homophobic, very judgmental, very prone to lectures and beatings parents. All the lights were still on even though it was way late for Kai to be up.

      "Well, fuck."

      "Problem?" Ekene asked with enough worry that Manu frowned at him.

      "Why do you care?" Manu asked. "You don't know me."

      "You're already dripping on my car, man," Ekene said with a sort of embarrassed look. No way to tell if he blushed in this light but man, Manu was pretty sure his cheeks were hot from the way Ekene's shoulders hunched and his fingers clenched on the steering wheel. "I mean, I made the offer to get you home safe and if there's a problem, well, that's a problem for me."

      "Do-gooder," Manu muttered only to laugh in spite of himself when Ekene groaned and thumped his forehead against the steering wheel. "Oh, serious do-gooder, huh? You often rescue people this way?"

      "Not really," Ekene grumbled but there was no heat to it. "I mean, yeah, but not like this. More like giving someone a twenty when I see them panhandling or donating to shelters and things. I just. It's raining and you were walking with no coat or anything. It got to me."

      Manu raised an eyebrow while considering what to do next. Home was still out. He didn't have any friends close other than Kai and Kapua. More questions.

      "Been there?" Manu asked, not really believing it could be so.

      "…Yeah," Ekene said after a long enough pause that Manu frowned at him. "I have. Not since I was really young but yes. I have. Not just out in the rain but stuck with an abusive asshole controlling my life and no way out other than taking a blind-stupid chance. It worked out for me. I. I try to help where I can when I see someone who's in the same sort of bind."

      There was something about the way Ekene said it that raised the soggy hair on the back of Manu's neck. This was not just bad parents and bad lover territory. Ekene's fingers were so tight on the steering wheel that it creaked. For a second his eyes flashed like a dog's in the darkness of the car, lit by the headlights of a passing cop car.

      Patrolling cops. Yeah, Kapua really had fucked up this time. Sure, the cops always patrolled this neighborhood. All the big apartment complexes pulled in the crazies and the hand-to-mouth-ers. Made for more crime.
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