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Epilogue

Nine years later

“Crap!” I fumbled my new little phone, losing it in the tangle of hotel blankets around my waist. At my side, Royce napped on, thankfully undisturbed by my loud mouth. The circles under his eyes seemed to be fading, letting me hope the worst of his migraine was easing off. Thank goodness for better drugs.

He’d expected the bustle of busy airports and stale airplane atmospheres would trigger an episode. I’d been an optimist, but he’d been right. At least with the new meds, he almost never puked anymore. He’d said this trip to San Diego was worth a couple of hours passed out when we arrived.

I reached over with a feather-light touch to brush a strand of hair from his face. Such long hair. I suppressed a chuckle. That unruly mop showed how busy and distracted he’d been, right up to the moment we left. He hadn’t even taken time to get a haircut. Secretly, I loved long hair on him, but I bet he’d find a stylist here for a trim, maybe not to full military high and tight, but something stylishly short.

He’d look hot that way too.

From somewhere by my hip, the theme to Quicksilver Boy blared out in a thin dissonance. Fuck! I dug into the sheets and silenced the ringer, but Royce opened bleary eyes and mouthed “Heath?”

I answered my cousin’s ill-timed call. “What’s up? We just got into town two hours ago.”

The voice on the other end was unfamiliar. “Hey, are you Heath’s cousin, the EMT?”

“Yes.” Worry twisted my stomach. “Is something wrong? Is he okay?”

“He’s not hurt or anything but… this is his roommate.”

“Sebastian?”

“Yeah. He called me, but sorry, I’m gonna dump him on you.”

I touched the phone onto speaker. “Better start from the beginning.”

“He’s stoned out of his gourd.”

“Heath is?” He’d always avoided even booze, with Jase in and out of prison for possession. Heath did everything he could to distance himself from his brother. “What did he take?”

“Pretty sure it’s just pot, but he’s a bit squirrely.”

“Pretty sure?”

The roommate sighed. “He hooked up with a local girl, and I guess she wanted to get high before, um, putting out. They were making out when he started acting weird. She ditched him, and he called me in a lucid moment. He says she brought the joint with her, so it could’ve been spiked with something.”

“Is he stable? Breathing normally, no tremors, not weak?”

“He seems fine. Except he’s on a trip and needs a babysitter, and I’m due at my mom’s in an hour. We have a big family dinner and then Christmas midnight mass. I have to go.”

I glanced at Royce. He sat and swung his legs out of bed, as if there was no doubt we’d help out. I guess there wasn’t. “Okay, yeah, we can be there in twenty minutes.” We’d chosen the hotel to be close to Heath’s dorm. “Can you stick around that long?”

“I guess. Buzz the room when you get here and I’ll let you in. Two-oh-seven.”

I set the phone aside and looked up as Royce stood. “You could stay here and rest some more while I go deal with my stupid cousin.”

Royce smiled at almost full wattage. “And miss Heath-the-perfect acting stoned? Not a chance. Besides, I have you to myself for four precious days and nights. I’m not sleeping any of that time away. Get some clothes on, slow-poke.”

I didn’t ask about his head. Years ago, we’d made a deal— I didn’t nag about how he felt, and he didn’t hide his symptoms when the answer was “Like shit.”

Royce took another dose of his rescue med before we left the hotel, and he let me drive, proof that he wasn’t a hundred percent. He seemed relaxed, though, and as we topped a small rise, he rolled the car window down and stuck a hand out into the warm winter dusk, laughing at the sight of the sun setting over the ocean to the west. “Toto, I don’t think we’re in Minnesota anymore.”

“Woof.” I lowered my window too. The temperature on the dash said sixty-nine balmy degrees. “It’s not Hawaii.” I’d promised him Hawaii one day, but neither the budget nor my days off had stretched that far.

“We’ll get there eventually. Now that I’m done with my degree, I’ll have more time and more bucks.”

“Dr. Dunbar.”

“Heh. KC keeps reminding me it doesn’t really count because it’s just a PhD.”

“Bullshit. It counts.” He’d worked damned hard for those three letters. “You’re close to a revolutionary Alzheimer’s treatment—”

Royce flicked my arm. “If close means seven to ten years, yeah, the lab kicks ass. Don’t worry, I like KC keeping me humble.”

“Good, ’cause there’s no way for me to stop him.”

“Force of nature, that man.”

“Absolutely.” Royce and KC had hit it off amazingly well. We had other good friends, but there was no one like KC. Getting together with him was harder, since I’d graduated to full-fledged paramedic-hood and we didn’t work the same shifts, but a good week often ended with watching him and Royce try to one-up each other over a cold beer.

The GPS said, “Left turn onto Alemida in one hundred feet.” I followed directions and let the disembodied voice guide us to the college visitors’ parking— the lot almost empty at this hour on Christmas Eve. A campus map on my phone showed Heath’s dorm two buildings to our right.

“Come on,” I told Royce, slinging my first-aid bag over my shoulder. “Lovely night for a stroll.”

Royce nudged my arm as we crossed the quad, his eyes on the fading colors in the sky. “It’d be pitch-black by this hour back home.”

“We’re a lot further south.”

“No shit, Sherlock. The palm trees might be a clue.”

I stuck out a foot to trip him, but caught the toe of my sneaker on a cobblestone and stumbled. He grabbed my elbow with practiced reflexes. When I was upright, he slid his hand down and twined his fingers with mine. As we walked on, he swung our joined hands between us. A contented warmth flowed through me.

Heath’s roommate buzzed us into the building, as promised, and met us at their door. “Come on in. I’ve got to run.” He bounded off down the hallway, blond ponytail bobbing.

From inside the room, Heath said, “Seb? Whazzup? Where’d you go?”

I led the way in, and Royce pushed the door closed behind us. Heath stood by the window, hands on the wall, peering out. As the door clicked shut, he turned. “Hey, ’s Adric ’n Royce. What’re you doing here? Is it tomorrow?”

“Nope.” I peered up at my little cousin, who now stood two inches taller than me. Eighteen years old, six-foot-five, and— “Wait, have you grown again?” That looked like more than two inches.

He chortled. “You’re so little. You’re so short.” He patted my head. “Can I pat your head and rub my stomach?” He tried it and staggered sideways.

“Maybe you should sit on the bed,” Royce suggested. “Less far to fall.”

“I’m not falling.” Heath tipped sideways. “Oops, I might sit down.”

Royce grabbed his arm and guided him onto the bed. As I got out a pen light and stethoscope, Royce switched on a bedside light.

“No lights. The sky colors are pretty.” Heath leaned to look past me. “Oh wait, they’re gone ’cause you’re here and it’s tomorrow.”

“They’re gone because the sun has set,” I muttered. “You wish it was tomorrow. Now hush up and let me listen to your heart.”

Heath continued to babble as I did a quick physical and neuro exam. “He seems pretty stable,” I told Royce. “If that joint was spiked, it’s not affecting his vitals.”

“I’m vi-i-i-ital!” Heath warbled.

“Stop singing or I’m going to shove a thermometer up your butt,” I growled.

“Ooooh, kinky. Wait. No kinky. You’re Adric.” He covered his eyes. “No cousin kink. Hey, I see colors. Prettier than the sunset.”

I grabbed his wrists and tugged his hands down. “There are no colors.”

“Sure there are. They’re going that way.” He pointed, then pushed to his feet. “Gonna follow them. Follow the leader.” Leaping at the door, he giggled, his eyes squeezed shut.

“Oh, no, you don’t.” Royce helped me wrestle Heath away from the door handle. Between us, we got him stretched out on his bed and pulled off his shoes.

The next half hour became a workout, as Heath kept trying to hunt colors out in the wilds of suburban San Diego. We managed to keep him inside the room, and mostly on the bed, through a mixture of coaxing and grabbing, until he suddenly subsided mid-fantasy and began to snore. I let go of his arm and heaved a sigh.

“You think he’s done?” Royce asked.

“Hard to say. If there was acid on that joint, it could last a long time. If he’s just one of the unlucky few who hallucinates with pot, he should be coming down soon.”

“Agreed.” Royce swung his left arm to loosen his sore shoulder. “What happened to that cute, little nine-year-old I could carry off to bed?”

“Bovine growth hormone, I think. Or Alice’s mushroom.”

“Yeah.” He sat on the edge of the roommate’s bed. “Well, we came here partly to spend Christmas with Heath.”

“By having a nice holiday brunch, not midnight drunken wrestling.”

“Poor kid. First time getting stoned and he’s stuck with us.”

“Hey.” I bent over Royce and he tilted his face up for my kiss. “We’re pretty awesome.”

“True. He could’ve done much worse.”

Heath’s snores softened and he curled up on his side. His jeans couldn’t be comfortable, but I wasn’t going to wake him to remove them.

Royce smothered a yawn. I rubbed a thumb along his jaw where his evening stubble grew thick. “It’s ten at night back home and you took your meds. You should stretch out and nap. I’m sure Sebastian won’t mind.”

“I should keep you company.” A bigger yawn split his face.

“You should get some sleep.”

“You’ll wake me before midnight?”

“Of course. Wouldn’t miss our moment.”

The lack of resistance Royce put up showed how tired he was. Within five minutes, his soft breaths joined Heath’s. I checked Heath’s vital signs once more, then pulled the desk chair between him and the door and sat down. At this hour, I didn’t want to ping Mom’s phone, so I opened an email.

– Hey, Mom, Merry Christmas! We made it to San Diego with only a half hour delay. Royce did okay, a minor episode but he’s recovered now.

Mostly. I watched the slow, steady rise and fall of his chest as he slept. He hadn’t kicked the migraines the way I’d once hoped, but he didn’t let them slow him down one moment longer than necessary.

– We decided to go and see Heath early, just to touch base. Met his roommate.

Decided. Hah. But Heath was still the best of my cousins, and once he got too old for Aunt Kristi to monopolize, we’d rebuilt our relationship. I’d do a hell of a lot more for Heath than listen to him babble about colors and keep his stoned ass safe.

– The weather’s lovely and warm here. I wish you could’ve come, but I understand that Aunt Kristi needs you there.

Needs. More like wants. But Aunt Kristi’s world still revolved around Jase and he was back behind bars this year. Cody had the grandkids off at his in-laws, so Mom stepped up to keep Aunt Kristi company. Watching Aunt K take advantage of Mom’s kind heart bothered me a whole lot more than it seemed to bother her.

– We told the cat-sitter she could call you in an emergency. Thanks for offering. I hope the books I ordered for you arrived. Happy reading. We’ll FaceTime you tomorrow. Royce sends his love.

Or would, if he was awake.

– And of course, mine too. Adric

I sent the message winging its way to Mom and pulled up a mystery story to pass the time. The soft snores of two of my favorite people provided a quiet backdrop, as the last light faded from dusk to darkness. I had an engaging book to read. San Diego beat Minnesota with a mellow, warm December night. I wouldn’t have minded more chocolate, or more sex, but I could imagine far worse ways to spend Christmas Eve. I settled in to read and babysit.

Three hours later, as I checked Heath’s pulse and respirations for the nth time, his eyes popped open. He peered up at me, scrunched his lids shut for a second, then tried again. “Adric?”

“In the grouchy flesh.”

“You’re grouchy?” He rubbed his forehead. “I feel weird. Are you supposed to be here?”

“You tell me.” I waved a hand at the room. “Do you see any colors?”

“Are you giving me shit for my interior decorating? I thought you weren’t that kind of gay.”

“I’m not.” I held his head still and checked his eyes— less bloodshot, normal pupils. I picked up my stethoscope. He scoffed, but let me finish a quick exam. “Sounds fine, and you seem more coherent.”

“More coherent than what?” He spotted Royce. “Hey, what’s he doing sleeping here? Is he okay?”

“Just tired. Because someone interrupted our nap.”

“Look, whatever you’re hinting at…” Heath sat up suddenly. “Oh shit. Alicia? Sebastian? Did I call you guys?”

“You don’t remember?”

“It’s a bit of a blur.” He turned to sit on the edge of the bed, his head in his hands. “I don’t suppose Alicia’s still here?”

“If that’s the girl who gave you spiked pot, then no.”

“Was it spiked?” He frowned. “I thought it was just weed. I always get weird on it.”

“Always? Since when did you start doing pot?” It was legal, but I still glared at him. Frequent pot use is terrible for getting work done, and his scholarship was at stake.

“Relax, big coz. I practically never smoke, I just don’t turn down a good brownie on a Friday night.”

“It’s Wednesday,” I said, mostly to pull his chain. The occasional pot brownie wouldn’t hurt him.

“I know. But I had nothing to do and there was this girl…”

“Why do I get the feeling that’s going to be your mantra for the dumbest events of your life?”

“I can’t be a genius about everything.” He rubbed his temples. “Although I’m smart enough not to do that again. Woo-ee.”

Royce puffed a breath and sat up. “Hey, Heath, are you back in reality, or still chasing colors through the land of the bogs and the little people?”

“Royce? Sorry if I woke you up.”

“I was getting up soon, anyway.” He turned to me. “How’s the kid?”

I silently counted to three and sure enough, Heath said, “I’m not a kid.”

“But are you still a stoned potato?”

Heath raised his eyebrows. “Can potatoes get stoned?”

I headed a Heath-and-Royce rabbit-hole argument off at the pass. “He seems better.”

Royce checked his wrist phone. “An hour till midnight. What do you think Heath, if we take off, will you stay here in your room and get some sleep?”

Heath scrubbed a hand through his hair. “I’m starved. Can we order pizza first?”

I laughed. “Ah, eighteen and stoned. I remember it well.”

Royce pushed to his feet and moved behind me, rubbing my shoulders. “You were never stoned at eighteen. You were much too serious. Now at twenty…”

I elbowed his thigh. “That was your fault.” He’d wanted to try pot for his migraines. Sadly, the CBD and THC hadn’t helped, but we’d shared a few mellow evenings while he experimented.

“So, can we have pizza?” Heath asked.

“Do they deliver?” I waved a hand at him. “If so sure, order a couple, and you’re buying. It’s the least you can do.” Years away from the Poppa Tom’s assembly line had given me back my love of pepperoni.

“Sure. Sorry. There’s a place right off campus. They make a mint off the dorms.” Heath flicked his phone and placed the order. He apparently had a “regular” and a card on file. Whatever, his gangly frame could stand a few cheesy calories.

I stood and tugged Royce over to sit beside me on the roommate’s bed. Our celebrate-his-degree-and-Christmas holiday was supposed to be about relaxing with lots of cuddling and sex. Since I wasn’t getting sex in my cousin’s dorm room, I’d take all the cuddling I could get.

Royce hauled me in close with an arm around my shoulders. Heath eyed us, tilting his head. “You guys met when you were eighteen. How did you know… how could you tell it was more than sex? Like, you might stay together?”

We didn’t. I just hoped. No one was more shocked than me when that dream came true. “Relationship troubles?” I asked. “Something you want to tell us?”

He sighed. “There’s this girl, Emily, and I like her. A lot. But she said I was too intense and we should cool things off for a bit. She went home for the holidays, and her old boyfriend will be there.”

Royce said, “Hence the hook-up and the pot?”

Heath snorted. “Hence. I guess.”

“There are no magic rules,” Royce told him. “You have to bumble through it like the rest of us. I guess… try to be honest with yourself about your motives. Are you crazy about her, or just lonely without someone? What would you give up to be with her?”

“It’s a cliché, but you are young,” I said.

“Yeah. Eighteen-year-olds can be pretty naïve.” Royce kissed my hair.

“Nineteen-year-olds can be stupid.” I elbowed him, but not hard.

“I want what you guys have,” Heath said.

“Well, first you have to room with this totally hot guy and lust after him without hope for months…” I suggested.

Heath laughed. “So unless this dorm goes co-ed, I’m basically screwed?”

“Or not screwed. Hah. Give it time. You’ve only been out of the house, what, four months? Maybe this Emily is the girl for you, or maybe she’s just the one teaching you what you want in a girl. Like Royce said, if you stay honest with yourself, you’re still gonna make mistakes and get hurt, but they’ll be honest mistakes.”

“And communicate.” Royce squeezed me against him. “Sounds easy, feels so hard, but if I was going back in time to tell my nineteen-year-old-self one thing, I’d say ‘talk to the guy, you dipshit.’”

“And don’t take drugs from strangers,” I added, because I was the older cousin.

“I think I got that lesson down.” Heath rubbed the back of his neck and yawned. His wrist buzzed. “Oh, hey, pizza!”

I went down to meet the delivery guy myself, just in case Heath might get a flashback and wander off. We split a large sausage and mushroom and a large pepperoni, bickering over the last slices, and wiping grease off our fingers with paper towels. By the time we were done, midnight was almost upon us. Royce and I left Heath yawning, with a severe warning about possible flashbacks from hallucinogens and orders to call me, and headed out to our car.

The soft night air held a subtly-unfamiliar scent, some kind of flower overlaid by a tang of sea air. Royce took my hand and tugged me away from the parking lot. “This way.”

“What? It’s dark and I want to get back to the hotel.” We had our Christmas midnight traditions, and my appreciation for Royce’s naked body on a holiday-themed blanket had not faded one bit.

“We’ll never make it back by midnight. And I promised you a beach.”

“I’m told sex on the sand is a big mistake.”

Royce chuckled. “Then for once, we’ll hold off on the sex. Come on.” He led the way down a wide, well-lit path, overhung by short, stubby trees.

I followed, because I would always follow when Royce asked me to. “I hope you know where you’re going.”

“I asked Heath while you were in the bathroom and checked the campus map online.” He turned off the paved path to a rougher dirt track. “This way.” Tapping his wrist, he activated the flashlight app on his phone, and raised his arm to light our way.

The path wound past a few bushes, then opened up. The sea air grew stronger, and I heard a slow, rolling shhhh, shhhh. “Hey, waves.”

“Yeah. Over here.” A few yards further on, the dirt track ended at a cluster of boulders. Beyond them, the land dropped off sharply to a beach twenty feet below. A bright moon shed a broken reflection across the rolling waves, silvering the line of foam as each breaker rolled in on the sand.

Royce sat on a big boulder and pulled me down beside him. “I’m told there’s a route to climb down the sandstone cliffs, but I don’t think we should try free climbing in the dark.”

“No kidding. This is fine.” I leaned on his shoulder, staring out across the water. Royce turned off his app, and the soft dark closed in, lit only by the shining moon. An arch of star-filled sky met the distant waves at the horizon. “That’s the Pacific Ocean.” Way to state the obvious.

“I promised to show you more of the world
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Chapter 1


He felt it happening, an instant too late. By now, he was sickeningly familiar with the feeling as the ligaments in his knee failed to hold, getting ready to spill him on his ass. Only this time his damned leg was giving out as he took the first step down a flight of stairs.

Shit!

He grabbed for a rail, realized there was none, and knew he was going to land hard. He slid, jolted at the painful crunch as his tailbone hit, and then the back of his head met the concrete.

Jesus! For a long moment there was nothing but flashes of light and a ringing in his ears. He would have begged it to stop, if he’d thought it would help. Eventually, his vision cleared a little and he realized he was looking up into a pair of concerned eyes. Really pretty eyes, the hazel that mixes gray and green and gold, framed by long auburn lashes.

Great. He’d managed to fall flat on his ass right in front of that gorgeous, tall redhead from his class. The one with the nice, um, assets. Way to go, Ryan. Great first impression. Except his vision was still clearing, and those pretty eyes were bracketed by laugh lines and the eyebrows were thick, and okay, so not the tall, gorgeous redhead. The man bending over him had to be in his late thirties, tanned and craggy-featured. His mouth was moving, and Ryan strained to make out the words through that damned ringing.

“…and I’ll get some help, okay?” There was a hand on his shoulder, pinning him down. “Don’t move.”

When the face receded, Ryan made a grab and caught hold of fabric. A sleeve. “Wait. I’m okay. Just give me a second. I’m fine.”

The man leaned closer. “You don’t look fine.”

“Rang my bell a little.” More literally than he’d imagined, but the ringing was easing off. He tried to sit up and was pinned in place by that firm hand.

“You should hold still and let a doctor look at you.”

“I’m fine.” Bad enough that he’d left his cane at home, hoping not to start med school as the old guy with the cane. He would be damned if he’d start it as the guy who left halfway through the first day in an ambulance. He’d manage. It was just pain. God knew he could handle pain. “I’m going to sit up. I’ll go slow.”

“Um, okay.” The hand left his shoulder, but slid behind his back to help him ease up.

The guy was strong. Ryan barely made an effort and he was sitting. And wow, the world was tilting. He held as still as possible and waited for it to pass. “See, I’m good. I don’t need a doctor.”

The man kneeling beside him offered a wry grin. “There’s lots of them around. You should take advantage.”

Meet your professors up close and personal. No thanks. “Yeah, I don’t think so. I just need a minute. You don’t have to wait.”

“I don’t mind.” The man sat, clasping his arms around his knees, and watched closely.

“I’ll get up in a minute,” Ryan said. He hoped. When the knee gave out like that, it was sometimes really stubborn about going back to work. He looked around, and spotted his backpack beside him. At least it wasn’t underneath him. He pulled it close and opened it to check his electronics for cracks, giving himself another moment to recover.

He was at the bottom of three steps leading from a back door out of Carlson Hall. The spot was pretty secluded, screened by bushes, so maybe his smooth move hadn’t had much of an audience. This door evidently didn’t get a lot of use. He’d figured it would cut a few yards out of his trek to Physiology class, and save his leg a bit, to come out this way. Talk about a plan that backfired.

Still, so far he hadn’t drawn a crowd. He’d be all right if he could just get up. And then walk to class. Here goes nothing.

He closed the pack and slid the strap over his arm, rolled to his hands and knees and pushed up carefully, mainly using his right leg. A strong hand under his elbow steadied him.

“What did you do to your foot?” The man’s hip was close to his own, bracing him as he swayed. “Is it sprained?”

“No. God, no.” He tried a laugh. “I have a trick knee is all. It gives out on me sometimes. It just takes a minute to get better. I’ll be fine now, thank you. You can get back to…” Class? Work? The guy looked too old to be a med student, but he wasn’t dressed like support staff. He’d indicated he wasn’t a doctor. A really laid-back professor? Ryan shifted his weight onto his left leg, and felt the knee give. Nope, not walking yet.

Those fingers still held his elbow in a secure grip. The man leaned closer, and Ryan felt a gentle touch across the back of his head. “You’re bleeding.” The guy showed him a smear of red on callused fingertips.

“Shit!” Ryan looked at his watch. Ten minutes to get to class. “I don’t have time for this.” He pulled his arm free and staggered a step. He didn’t fall on his ass again. But that was about all that could be said for it.

“Did you have a cane or something? For your knee?”

“Left it at home.” Ryan bit off the words. Yeah, that’d been stupid. But he’d been much better lately, and he got tired of the looks and the questions. This was what he got for underestimating the amount of walking between classes, and the dearth of elevators. And the stupid pride that made you quit looking for one and climb the stairs twice, because your classmates were doing it.

“Okay,” the guy said. “Look, just stand there for a minute. Can you do that?”

As Ryan watched him, yeah, standing there because right now that was about all he could do, the man went over to a backpack on the ground. He reached in and pulled out, of all things, a short pruning saw. Ten feet away, a big maple tree spread its branches out over the grass. The guy walked over to it and, cool as you please, began cutting off a branch.

“Wait,” Ryan called, “I don’t think…” The branch hit the ground, and the guy gave him a grin.

He brought the stick over, flipped it, and grounded the butt at Ryan’s feet. “Up to wrist level okay?”

“Um…”

The saw flashed, short sharp strokes, and then the twiggy end fell away, leaving a thick cane with a serviceable bend as a handle. The lunatic with the saw held the improvised cane out. “Here.”

“Thanks,” Ryan said automatically. He took it, leaned his weight, and yeah, that was better.

The guy was still grinning at him. “Don’t worry.” His voice was an amused rumble. “You won’t get arrested by the campus cops. Trimming that dead branch was on my to-do list anyway. This just means I got to it sooner.” He held out a hand. “John Barrett. I’m the head groundskeeper.”

And not a lunatic. Ryan was surprised at his relief. “Ryan Ward. Med school, first year.”

The guy’s grip was firm and dry, rough and callused. “Great first day, huh?”

“Peachy.”

“Hang on one second. I’ve got something for your head.” Barrett went over and rummaged in his pack. He came up with a disinfectant wipe in a foil pouch, and passed it over. Ryan must have looked bemused, because the older man smiled. “I have kids. You get used to carrying those around. Now they’re useful to get the pine sap off my hands.”

“Thanks.” Ryan reached up, awkwardly swiping at the back of his head, hunting for the sore spot.

After a minute, Barrett said, “Here, let me.” He took the wipe from Ryan’s fingers and stepped behind him. The guy’s touch was gentle. Ryan closed his eyes for a moment, as careful fingers parted his hair, dabbing at his tender scalp.

“Just a small cut. Doesn’t look like it’s going to bleed much more, but you’re going to have one hell of a bruise. Are you sure you don’t want to see a doctor? You might have a concussion.”

“Nope.” Ryan propped his eyelids back open and reached for a casual smile. “I’ve taken a whack or two in my day, and I know what a concussion feels like. This is just a pain in the…head. Thanks again. I imagine patching up students isn’t in your job description.”

“That’s something I like about this job. I make my own job description.” Barrett folded the red-smeared wipe into the foil, and stuck it in his pocket. “So if you’re really going to walk to class, I’m going to tag along, just to make sure you don’t fall over on the way. Okay?”

Not like Ryan could stop him. He took a careful step, then another. With the help of the cane, he could manage it. It wasn’t fun, his head and leg and ass all screamed at him, and tonight would be bad, but for now he could still walk. Physiology class was in Smythe Hall. He could gimp that far. He pulled in a steady a breath. Make it so…

***


Read Ryan and John’s story in The Rebuilding Year, available wherever ebooks are sold.
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