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rane didn't say yes to this, though maybe that isn,t the best

choice of words. Crane doesn't say anything if he can help it.

And he wouldn't have written it out, either, scrawled proof of
consent like an exploited porn actor under duress, I agreed.to this

I swear. He stopped speaking for a reason. Writing it down defeats

the point.

But Levi is still putting him over the manager,s desk, a hand to
the back trapping him between a broken printer and the security

camera monitor, and his jeans are down to his thighs and there are

bruises under his jaw, and he can't bring himself to care about if he

agreed or not.

Behind him, Levi mumbles, "Stay down.,,

Is Levi still smoking back there? He doesn,t think so but it
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because he can't get off unless he feels sick to his stomach about

the u,hole thing.

That's how it's gone for as long as they've been together. Levi

shoving him against a wall, pushing fingers between his teeth, and

Crane taking it whether he wants to or not, because it's not as good if
he gets a choice. Levi smells like Marlboro Reds and the gun cleaner

he uses on his Mossberg 12-gauge. When he fucks, his dog tags clink

together. Crane gets the idea that Levi likes the sound of it, and

that's okav, he does too. Fine, he'll spread his legs as much as he can,

hobbled bv his jeans, whimper like a bitch in heat, reach down to

get hin-iself off. He can be a man while there's another man's cock

in his pr-issr-. if that's u.hat he wants to cali himself. Sure.

Sornething moves on the security camera, and it's not them.

Crane scans the cameras in a blur, tries to clock where he saw it
but can't. He reaches behind him to get Levi to stop, hold on, he saw

something, but Levi grabs his wrist and wrenches it behind his back.

It throws Crane off-balance. He slams cheek-first into the desk, and

his teeth cut the inside of his mouth.

"The hell you fightingfor?" Levi rasps, suddenly so close to his

ear. Still fucking him. Doesn't even break rhythm. God, that feels

good,please- "Thought you liked when it hurt."

He does. He does he does. Never mind the screen, it doesn't matter,

it can't be that important. He wants Levi to use the bruises on his

throat as a map of where to put his hand again, squeeze until his vision

goes black at the edges. Or, or he can struggle again, make a fuss, see

if Levi might call him a faggot, because there's nothing quite like a

slur to really make his cunt throb.

Unfortunately, when the monitor flickers again, he catches it.
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Crane is not the best person to greet a terrified and potentially

unwell stranger, but better him than Levi. Levi talks about putting

down defectors the same way hunters brag about bagging deer.

He drinks too much. He'd been dishonorably discharged and only

ever mentioned it to bitch about getting caught; what he did, Crane

refuses to ask, but when he comes home with blood on his shirt, it's

hard not to mull over the possibilities.

In comparison, then, Crane is the safer option. The boyish half-

androgyny of rwenty months' testosterone therapy-sparse facial

hair, yesterday's eyeliner, almost-but-not- quite fl at- chested, and

a little too feminine around the mouth-places him squarely in

the territory of not a threat, probably.It's just the dull stare and

unblinking silence that throws people off and, well. this person will
have to deal with it.

The girl is halfway across the parking lot when Crane steps out

to meet her.

She's barefoot and glassy-eyed, one tank top strap slipping off
her dirty shoulder. Hasn't showered in awhile, given the state of her

hair. The shitty fluorescent lights make it difficult to tell bruises from

shadows. She's limpingtoo. Feet are bleeding.

She walked here, then. From where? The closest town is a few

miles up the mountain, but if she was from Washville, he would've

recognized her.

She sees him and stops.

He waits a moment to see if she starts talking. She doesn,t.
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Crane takes one cautious step forward, then another. The girl in

the parking lot wavers, looking warily over her shoulder like she's

thinking of running. Nope. She made her choice. Runningwon't do

her any good.

He clicks his tongue to get her attention and holds up a bottle of

water. Ilere,the gesture says.

"\Arho-?" she says, sounding sick, like she has a head cold.

The bottle gets a shake. Come on. For you.

She blinks, then picks her way through the sharp gravel to accept

it. It takes a few tries to get the bottle open, but when she does,

,.he sucks it dou.n like she hasn't had a drop for days. When she

has to stop to s'heeze for air, she pours some onto her face. She

splutters. biinking, and aha, there she is. Wild with hunger and

confusion. Alir.e.

She starts to cry.

He'd cried too.

"Thank you," she sobs, "thank you," and Crane stands in the

dark, looking past her to the road and rubbing the scar on his u,rist,

because he can't stand to look someone in the eye.

If he'd actually gotten the guts to do it that night, to actually set the

match to something instead of shaking it out every time the flame

licked his fingers, how would it have gone?

His burning-Sophiet burning the brown-haired girl in a Forever

2l dress, the sweet female-thing that had existed in Crane,s place

for so many years-had been premeditated to a degree worthy of
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