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‘Oh!’ Reilly looked up through the shimmering water. ‘He's back again.’

Seeing this man come to the little bridge was one of the perks of living in a tiny river in the middle of a town. Reilly put up with the mild filth and occasional bit of trash he had to push onto land for a human to clean up. Of all the humans who lingered, this man was the most interesting. He was there no matter the weather, no matter how crowded, and lingered for hours. Nobody ever came to meet him; he would lean against the stone bridge longingly and look at the water. Sometimes he would smile as if he could see Reilly but that wasn't possible. Even in the old days, it wasn't safe for humans to know about undines. You never knew what could happen so Reilly did his best to remain unseen.

Reilly floated as close to the surface as possible to see all the little details of the delectable human's face; expecting the glittering brown eyes to be gazing adoringly down at him as if the undine was the most beautiful thing in the world but, tonight was different. The human's gaze was unfocused, even through the ripples of the water. One of those beautiful brown eyes was swollen and the hands usually holding up the soft curve of his chin were shaking.

Were those bruises? Did someone hurt him?

Reilly went as close to the water's surface as he dared, searching for that calm smile the human should be wearing. He shivered at the emptiness he found. He wanted to reach out but couldn’t let himself be discovered. He watched the human lean over further than was safe, his eyes closing as he tipped over the stone railing. "What are you doing?!" Reilly almost didn't recognize his own voice as he so rarely spoke. He was the last undine in these waters since the others shunned such high concentrations of humans.

This wasn't a jump and nobody was around to push him that Reilly could see. The guy just fell.

Reilly swept him up the moment his body hit the water, keeping his head up for air. The man was completely limp, not even the chilly water made him so much as twitch. Reilly slipped under the bridge and dragged the man onto the bank. He waited to see if he would stir even a little. Nothing. Not even a shiver in the cold air.

'Damn, he can't stay here. He'll freeze.' Reilly didn't trust someone to run into them while he was shifting so he did so while still in the water. He crouched beside the man and rummaged through his pockets for a wallet. He kept some clothes hidden behind a few loose bricks for land emergencies so Reilly could get the man to his bed if he could get the address. After all, Reilly was there when a lot of the area around him was still a tiny village, and could find his way around.

With the address on his ID memorized and some weather-inappropriate clothing on his back that any possible strangers would just have to accept. Reilly put the man’s arm over his shoulder and gripped the small waist, holding him close in the hopes he could share his body heat. The cold never bothered him in any form but Reilly did try to hurry for the human's sake.

A few people out this late and night did give them a glance or someone was escorting a person just as incapacitated as the human he'd rescued so, they weren't bothered. In fact, Reilly almost enjoyed having the man in his arms, to finally see the features he'd admired from afar up close; despite the injuries filling him with concern. Humans got injured all the time, they were fragile after all but this made Reilly's heart sink.

As they approached the human's home, Reilly narrowed his eyes at the noise coming from the apartment building. The shouting, the crashing... Something definitely just broke. Reilly stopped on the sidewalk and watched several figures through the windows go back and forth before one stumbled out the front door.

"The fuck are you doing on my property!" It took Reilly a moment to comprehend the filthy man screaming at him since whatever he had taken or drunk turned the entire sentence into one garbled string of syllables. "Wait, izzat Alex? Fuck, boy. Of course, you're out there gettin' fucked up instead of fuckin working. Or just gettin' fucked by that twink you're fallin' all over. Get the fuck inside already."

Now, Reilly was hardly out of touch; familiar with plenty of silly things humans called each other. Nothing about what this man said sounded funny or endearing. His clothes were filthy and everything about him stank of a low-level threat. "Sorry," Reilly had to clear his throat, not used to using so many words in a day. "This is the wrong place."

"Nah, this is the little fucker's place." The man lurched forward and now, Reilly could see the festering marks all over the man's arms when he tried to reach for them.

"No." Reilly scowled at the man, who stopped in his tracks. A sheen of ice coated the man's skin and he collapsed to the ground shivering violently. "He doesn't belong here."

When others started to call for whoever Reilly just subdued, the undine decided there were much safer places for his human to be; someplace warm and quiet to heal and be comforted from whatever left him so exhausted, he would tumble into Reilly's waters. Reilly was gone before anyone who knew that horrible man could catch sight of them.
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To keep up with the times, Reilly did have a little house outside the city just in case, within walking distance of where the river expanded before heading into the bay. He kept it reasonably up-to-date and secure since he spent so much time away from it. The waters were his true home.

The man barely grunted as Reilly moved them as fast as he could, wanting to get the human out of the cold. The door was one of the few fancy things Reilly owned, opening it with a press of his finger to the center so he wouldn't drop the poor guy.

Once they were safely inside, Reilly took the man to his bedroom and did his best to respectfully take off the soggy clothes and replace them with clean dry ones. Reilly did his best to clean and bandage the cuts but frowned at how many bruises he saw during this process.

Looking at the wallet again, Reilly finally paid attention to his name: Alex Wilton. Now that he could see Alex without the sheen of the water's surface morphing his view, his soft cheeks looked a bit sunken and his eyes sported shadows of fatigue. Reilly smoothed the dusty blonde hair from Alex's forehead, frowning at how cold the human's skin was under his fingertips. He added another blanket and laid down beside Alex on top of all the bedding to help warm him. He didn't want to be pervy with the man, just keep him warm. He could feel the rise and fall of Alex's chest, hear the soft breaths in the stillness of the night; and soon enough, Reilly slipped into dreams as well.

-
[image: ]


He'd always been a light sleeper so when Alex mumbled and started to squirm, Reilly's eyes flew open and he moved the arm that was protectively curled around Alex's waist. He instantly missed the human's warmth but did his best to give Alex some space as he woke up.

Groaning, Alex's eyes finally pried themselves open and while those chocolate-colored eyes struggled to focus, Reilly panicked. "Oh, I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to, I just-"

"It's you." Alex rasped, weakly tugging Reilly closer. "Those eyes... That beautiful blue..." Alex rolled over, flopping himself on top of Reilly and nuzzling his face into Reilly's chest. "You're really here."

"You fell into the water." Reilly stammered, "You were so cold and-"

"You're so warm." Alex did his best to wrap every limb around Reilly through all the covers around him. "I'm sorry. Let me stay just a little longer."

Before Reilly could either agree or deny him, Alex was happily clinging to him. The human sighed in bliss and Reilly tried to calm his pounding heart. "I thought you'd be," What? Scared? Confused? Reacting in any way after walking up in a strange place next to a strange man?

"I've been watching you for months." Alex lifted his head, locking eyes with the other man. "I'd know those eyes anywhere."

"How did you see me?"

"The first time, I thought I'd been hit in the head too hard. Finally ended up with a serious concussion."

Reilly stiffened at the implications. The frequent injuries, the broken expressions, the horrid man screaming in the doorway. 'I should
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