


Visit the TARDIS Big Bang webgitgp(//tardisbigbang.con) to see the art fulsized and to leave
feedback for the writer and artists.

The Road to Hell

by missdeannagweetmissydee@gmail.com
Torchwood |[NG17 | Owen/lanto | 27,000 words

After an unplanned encounter with an alien plant, Owen and lanto come to an arrangement: casual sex
with no obligations. But good intentions only go so far.

Thank you very much t8antoushdor all the help with betaingAny mistakes are my own.

Art by drawyourworld hairanal6@gmail.cojrand Jjadenlore@mineforest.com



http://tardisbigbang.com/

Table of Contents

(O =T o] =1 2@ o = PSP UURRRRRPRRR 1
(04 g =T 1 (=T S 1o F PP PPP PO 7
(O 0T T (=T ol N (T PSP RP P PPPPPPPRPPPN 17
(O aT=To (=T ol o U AT PP PPPR PP 27
L0 =T o] (=T gl 1= PSPPSR 35
(O T o] (=T S DL 42
(O T o1 (=T g Y= 7= T 51
(O aT= o1 (=T o =1 {0 | o) PO EPP P PPPPPPPPPPP 60
(O aF= T o1 (=T o N[ o T O P PSP PPPR PP 65



Chapter One

Owen woke up feeling like his brain had been replaced with cotton balls. He was lying naked on the hard
floor, and he felt the bare flesh of another person lying on top of him.

Truthfully, Owen woke up like this often. Bug had no memory of going to the pub, or meeting anyone.
The last thing he remembered cleaviys taking one of the alien plants out of the boardroom and
bringing it down to the autopsy bay to study.

Once he remembered that, the rest ofciame back to himthough it was hazyike remembering a
dream Owen remembered having sdoyt it was more thedeaof sex, rather than théeel of it.

Which was fine, really, until he rememberedhio he'd had sex with: lantdzuck

He cracked open his eyes, and wineethe bright overhead light. He turned his head out of direct view
of it, and when he managed to open his eyes againpbkeddown his chest and saw lanto hugging the
lower half of his bodylanto had come in his hair.

Owen cleared his throat and testdik voice. "lanto...The name tickled in Owen's throat. He needed
some water.

lanto didn't respond, and Owen put his hand on lanto's head and pushed a little. "lanto, wake up."
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They had obviously been exposed to some sort of drugjtamds a little worryinghat lanto was still
unconsciousOwen had hated working with overdoses when he'd worked in the A&E; he sure as hell
didn't want to have to deal with aannow.How would he explain it to Gwen and Tosh?

At least with Jack gone, there wouldn't be any crude chuckles about aphrodisiacs.
Just thenJanto groaned and opened his eyétiseyes were glassy, and he looked confused.
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Ingead of answering, lanto blinked, and his eyes widened as he took in his surroundings. He looked as
miserably wasted as Owen felthichmade Owen feel a little better.

He rolled off of Owen, and Owen sat up, grabbing a leg of the autopsy table to mosstihoff the

floor. Owenmoved too fast, and a sharp pain shot through his head. He screwed his eyes shut, and
when he opened them, lanto was standing with his back to him, hands on hisanifishadred, finger
shaped marks on his arms and hips thatnadprobablyturn into bruises before the end of the day.

Owen cleared his throat. "Is that your attempt at modesty? | can still see youryamgé&know"

lanto looked over his shoulder and glared.
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"What?' Owen said'Had to say something."

lantolooked away. "I think I'd rather not talk to yourhere was a hint of a growl in lanto's voice, but it
could have been that lanto was having trouble speaking. Owen's throat and nose still burned from

inhaling the pollen or whatever the hell it was. Thaddies, and the entire autopsy bay, were covered

with the fine yellow powder.

The plant still sat on the tabl®©wen felt like shoving it off onto the floor, but he didn't feel like risking
any further contact with it just now. It was a hideous thimgeflowers were blue and thieaves were

the same shade of dark pink as ttie lanto had been wearing (which was now rumpled on the floor

with the rest of lanto's clothes Owen believed the technical name was fuchsia. He sorely wanted to see
a connectionand blame lanto for this.

Owenlooked at his watchywhich was the only thing he was weariagd blinkeduntil he could make
out the time "Fuck,"he said, "Tosh'll be in before long."

lanto lookedback over his shoulder, his eyes wide ndWhat time ist?"

"After five." It had been just before midnight when he'd brought the plant down for stNdywonder
he wassotiredt he'd been having sex for the better part of four hours, at le&sbu gonna get
dressed, or ge you just going to stand there nakéal her to come in and find you?"

"l was waiting for a little privacy)anto informed him, and the tone of his voice reminded Owen of the
ache he still felt when he moved his shoulder. At least lanto didn't have his gun on him.

Owen wasn't going to tryotreason with lanto. He crouched down and pulled his clothes out from
among lanto's. He rolled up his shirt and jeans, and held them over his crotch as he headed for the
stairs.

"I'm taking a shower," hannounced There was no reasao go into detailwhy, because it was
obvious He had dried come on his body, and he was trying to ignore the fact that some of it wasn't his.
But then,he was no worse off than lanto

Owen left lanto and went to the communal showers. The team rarely used them, except tioggua
involving lots of alien blood and goo, bliwrchwoodwas always prepared, and th&gpt little packages
of especially astringergoapandshampooon hand The packaging was emblazoned with the
Torchwood logo, and was like being in a hotel, excepte utilitarian. Thesoap made his skin rednd
his scalp itched a bibut it was worth it to get rid of any trace of lanto.

When he finished, he hesitantly went back into the main part of the Hub. He looked around, and spotted
lanto sitting at one of thevorkstations, looking at the computer screand fully dressedthankfully.
Owen made his way over.

lanto didn't look at him, but said, "I'm going to delete the CCTV footage."

"Right Good idea."



"You need toget that plant...contained. Preferably in thacinerator.This can't happen again.
Owen snorted:'You always this bossyter you have sex?"

lanto ignored him, but his hand tightened on the mouse. He pulled up the CCTV footage and chose the
appropriate starting time. Owen watched over lanto's shoulddne footage showed Owen in the
autopsy bay, inspecting the plant.

It wasn't even a job Owewantedto do. He jusgot stuck cataloguing the damn thingswasn't his
fault he'd studied biology more than the others.

On the screen, a yellow cloud startdding out of the plant, obscuring Owen's head. Owen watched
himself turn away, one arm over his nose to prevent further inhalation. To the right of the screen, lanto
came into view. He was on the stairs, and the yellow cloud reached his head beforelthenowe.

Owen stared dumbly as the footage progresdeaas hard to tell exactly when the fumbling and
coughing turned into groping and kissing. He blinked and glanced away when they started taking off
their clothes.It was like seeing amateur porn with him inThankfully, that was when lanto stopped the
footage.

"I'll just delete five hourswvorth," lanto said. "That should cover it all."
"Yeah, you do that.ll'take care of the autopsy bayQwen said as he stantl making his retreat.

He got the broom, but before sweeping up the pollen he took several samples, which he marked as
dangerous and placed out of the way. He was finishing with the floor when lanto appeared at the top of
the stairs.

"It's deleted. All far hours, plus anything else incriminating."
Owen looked up. "How deleted? Could anyone find it?"

"It's as deleted as possible. It's hard to get rid of all traces, but someone would have to be looking for it."
He paused, and said, "l can't belighé happened”

Owen frowned. "Try not to look so disgusted.”
lanto grasped the railing and chuckled humorlessly. "Right, because that's just what | wanted to do."

"Wasn't my idea of a good time, either, but it's not like having sex with me is a big disasterit'sook
Torchwood, this shit happens, right?"

"Still, after that other plant bit Tosh, I'd think you'd bere cautious. I'm going homelanto walked
off.

For a moment, Owen justared at the spot where lanto had stoc@ihen hestarted up the stairs'Wait-
-are you coming back@wen and Tosh'll be in sodn.



lanto was heading towards the cog door. $iepped, turned his head, and said, "My suit's wrinkled, |
think | have youcomein my hair, and I'nightheaded"

He continued out the door, and Oweet him leave still unsure if the question had been answered.

Owen collected the plant and carried it back upstairs to the boardroom. They hardlyapetime up
there now with all the plantsso he didn't think it would be a risk. Later, he might lobk a bitmore.
Preferably viile wearing a mask.

He laid down on the sofa, then, and driftetf to sleep He hoped he'd done a good enough job cleaning
up the evidence. Cleaning was lanto's thing, not his. But he was too tired to think about it any more

At Torchwood, having alienduced sex with a coworker was bound to happen eventualhadt

happened before, in 1967, when the entire team ended up having an orgy after eatingosiome
chocolates. And that was just one case. lamty have thought he had a claim on knowing everything
about everything that had ever happened in Torchwpbdt Owen had the medical files, and things like
pregnancy and STI tests tended to stand out. Reading about other people's sex lives entertained him
whenhe was bored and didn't have time ¢m out and have sex himself.

It wasn't like Owen had never thoughboutitt hadn't imagined himself with some attractive alien, or
one of his coworkers. He used to imagine Suael then Gwen, before that becameality.

Butlantodid not play into these fantasies all

Owen didn't wake up again until after Tosh came in. He opened his eyes and saw her sitting at her
workstation. She glanced over at him.

"l see you're awake," she said with a small smile. "I suaprised to see you here when | arrived. Did
you go home at all?"

"Uh...no, | was, um, workingou know?"

"Must've been working late."

"Yeah, well, we've all got foitch in, do our part, right?"

Tosh just cocked her head and smiled. "I think that'seatattitude to have."

Owengot up, and sluggishly moved over to his workspacebi$ted himself at his computer, and tried
to ignore the fact that lanto hadn't come back.

Gwen turned up an hour later, carrying a big bag of bagels.

"lanto called me," lse announced "He said he's not feeling well. | told him to stay home today."



Owen glanced over casually, and Tosh turned from her complerwasn't exposed to anything, was
he?' Tosh asked:Nothing that could make him sick?"

Before Owen could come wpith a lie for that, Gwerturned to him and asked'Did you see him last
night?"

"Yeah," he said, "a little. He said he didn't feel right."
"Did you ask him about itZGwen asked.

Owen stood up. "lanto was fine when | last saw hirst duittle lightheaded. If he was really sick, he
would have told you, but if you two are so concerned, call him back."

"Maybe | will," Gwen said with an air of child who had just been given a dare. She sighed before adding,
"I'm just saying, it's a shame if he's sick. Yok being a doctor, you'd have some concérn

Owen sneered at her and started for the autopsy bats Hot my problem if he's got a cold, anthink |
know this stuff a little better than you do, love."

He went down to the autopsy bay, and stood otter table as he tried to decide what to do. There were
two aliens that needed dissectingut he couldn't motivate himself to do that. He wanted to look at the
pollen samplehe'd collected, but he didn't want to do that while the others were around. Giahan
annoying habit of asking people what they were working on.

Presently, Gwen leaned over the railing with her mobile still in her hand. "I just spoke to lanto," she said.
"He said he's all right, but he's feeling a bit out of sorts. | told hirshoelld stay home."

"Fine," Owerretorted, his voice laced with annoyance

"Do you think maybe you should go over to his flat? Just in case? Tosh is worried he caught something
off from that meteor that fell last week. Alien bacteria or something like that. Maybe you should take a
blood sample or something just in case.”

"Right, 'cause I've got time to waste on that. Since when did you get all paranoid?"

"I'm not paranoid. | just think, witdack gone, we should try to take care of each other."
Gwen came down the stairs, and Owen wished he'd done a better job at dismissing her.
"Are you still upset over him shooting you? Is that it?"

"That was a month ago, and | don't let personal shit interf@ith my job. If | did, you'd notice.”

"Please," she murmuredAll last month you were letting your personal shit interfere with your job. |
know why you wanted to open the rift."

"Yeah, like you know anything about my personal shit. You're too bubyywitr own fucked up life to
notice anybody else's."



Gwendidn't respond; shgust looked at him with her eyes wide and her mouth in a small line.

"This is about working togethgrshe finally said.As a team. We don't have Jack to pull us together, so
need to do it ourselves."

Owenpatted her on the arm, and felt her retract though she'd barely moved at all. He started for the
steps. "Yolkeep on that love. Keep bringing in bagels, and'll be a goodeam.”



Chapter Two

Three hoursarlier, lantorealized he was trying to use his key upside down. He was standing outside his
flat, trying to open the door, and he barely remembered driving himself home. It was a goodt thiag)

too early for much trafficHe got the door open andlaggeredinto his flat where heturned on the

living room light. The sun wasn't completely up yet, but the newspaper had been waiting for him and he
set it on thecoffeetable.

Maybe he shouldn't have driven homeytideaving his car at the Hub and hiring a taxi had felt
unnecessary.

He hoped his head would clear after a show&nowering athe Hub had not been an optionerdidn't
care how much Owen had seen of him alremdyhat happened while they were drugged and what
happened afterward were two different things, and lamtanted to keep the distinction.

lanto stripped while the water heatetetting his already wrinkled and dusty suit lie on the floor, and
then hestepped under the spray. Taking a wadlededshower was blissful. Getting mucked up

frequently at work hadn't detracted from that pleasure. Even naiith his senses and mind dulled by
whatever alien substanddat was in his bloodstreanthe water tingled on his scalp amibwn hisback.

Hecouldn'tblame Owen. Not reallyBizarre thinggust happenedat Torchwood. Wrkingthere
practically meant signing away his digniéy.least the drug hadn't made Owen seattractive. That
would have been embarrassinge thought it had just increased their lilbidby about fivehundred
percent, which was almost as bad. It reminded him of early adolescence. He hoped he wouldn't be
waking up in wet sheets until this stuff was out of his system.

Still,it would have been easier if he hadn't enjoyedatmuch. If ihad hurt,or been unpleasanthat

would have been betteBut the only thing he remembered clearly was how great the orgasms had

been. It was the best sex of his life, and it was because of a drug, which he would never have again. And
it was with Owen.There was grave injustice in that.

Hedidn't want tothink about it.

lanto turned off the water, and stepped onto the mat outside the tab.he did so, ik vision dimmed,

and he felt blood rush to his head. He reached out, and grabbed the edge of thbgitike feeling
passedHe waited, holding on to the sink with one slippery hatodnake sure he wouldn't pass out.
Remain consciouse told himself. Remaining conscious was good. The last thing he needed was to fall
down and hit his head on the edgetbk tub.

Once he could, herent into the kedroom. He pulled on some boxeopened the toset, andchose a
cleansuit. He laid it on the bed, but then stoppéde was probably well enough to go back to work. He
probably wouldn't pass out or throw up, everhen he saw Owerstill, lanto didn't much feel like going
back to workHe knew his feelings shouldn't mattewith Jack gone, it was more important than ever
for them all to work hard. But another wave of lightheadedness made the decision for him.



Guiiltily, lanto picked up his mobile and called Gwearthe speeedial. When sle answered, he heard
the sounds of traffic and wind in the background.

"Hello," she said brightly.
"Gwen, sorry to bother you."
"Is everything all right?rfi on my way in right nowt'll only be another minute."

He cleared his throat and sat on the bed. "I'm not at the Hub, actually. | wanted to tell you | may not be
in today. I'm not feeling quite right this morning. Think | might have caught the flu."

"Oh, I'm so sorry. Are you all right, love?"

"Yeah, In justa bittired and sore | was working late last night, atich feeling a little lighheaded.l
don't think it's seriousl can come in if you need me, but if I'm sick, I'd rather not expose yoli to it.
Sometimes, it bothered him how easy it was to lie.

Gwen clicked her tongue. "Well, don't worry about us. Take cay@urself. Can | get you anythifig?

He swallowed in guilit the concern in her voice. "Thanksut I'm fine If you need anything, don't
hesitate to call. I'm hardly on my deathbed."

"I'm sure we'll be fine. You just rest."

He said goodbye to her, and got dressed in jeans arshitt Aside from the flu partje hadn't really
lied to her. Havasvery tired and sore. He hoped he wasn't inconveniencing them by staying home, but
he needed time to process everything, and didn't feel like seeing Owen just now.

He walked barefoot into the living room and sat himselfront of the television. lanto was seldom at
home in the morning, so it was novel to watch the telly. He flipped through the channels, and when he
didn't find anything that interested him, he settled on some news and lay down with his head on the
arm o the sofa. He cla=d his eyes, and listened vaguely to something about Harold Saxon rising in the
polls

lanto opened his eyes when he heard knocking, and he realized he'd fallen asleep. He hadn't realized he
was that tired. He sighed, turned the volumeveh on the television, and got up. He looked through the
peephole, and got a distorted view of Owen's face.

lanto opened the door andsked "What are you doing here?"

Owen was standing with one hand in his pocket and the ofigainst the doorframeOwenlooked
lanto up and down, and then aimed his view over lanto's shoulder and into théaftéb. stepped to the
side to block his view.

"You told Gwen you were si¢kQwen said.



"Would you rather | told her the truth?"

Owen shifted on his feetWell, from how Gwen put it, | was thinkingou'd had a fucking reaction to
that stuff.| breathed it in, too, you know. you'resick, I'd like to know about.it

"No," lanto said, forcing a smile, "I think | already had the reaction. I'm justamdd little ightheaded.
You could have just called.

"l did call. I called your mobile three times, and you didn't answer."
lanto sighed. "I've been resting, and | left it in the other room. | didn't hear it, all right?"

Owen nodded. "Right, okay, then." He turneddanlooked like he was going to leave, but he stopped.
"Andjust so we're clearthis whole thing? didn't plan it, and | didn't like it, either. So let's pretend it
never happened."

lanto nodded. "So you'll keep quiet about it, then?"
"What, you think'm going to go around bragging about it? You're not that good a shag."

lanto rolled his eyes. "l could just see you getting pissed and bragging about it in a pub. Except, you'd
change me to a shapely blonde."

Owen scoffed. It'd take abetter imaginationthan I've goto change you into that'm going back to the
Hub.Butif you do get sick or something, let me know, yeah?

"Right."

lanto did not wait to see Owen off. He closé tloor, secured the latch, and went to make himself a
cup of tea.
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The next time lanto woke ype was in his bedThe room was dark, and herned on the side lamp so

he could se¢he clock. It was almost nine. He sat up quickly, thinking for a moment it was morning and
he was late for work. But no, it was dark. It waghttime. He remembered lying down not long after
Owen left; he'd slept all day.

The upstairs neighbor was playing some music, and that was what had woken him up. He was glad: he'd
been dreaming. It hadn't been a bad dreamot yet But he'd dreamt he was London, and those
dreams rarely turned out well.

His bladder was fylimakinghis lower belly ache. He got up to use the toilet, and once that discomfort
was gone, his stomadgiill ached from hungernt was just as well lanto felt like some fresh aignd

there was a Chinese place within walking distance. He put on his shoes, grabbed his jacket and mobile,
and went out.



lanto felt refreshed, now, and figured the rest was just what he'd neededas a cool night but thair

was still. Though it was Btcold, it was clear it spring would come before IgnHe saw several

couples walking hand in hand down the pavement, as well as groups of teenagers who laughed loudly
and were underdressed in<shirts. lanto realized it was a Saturday. Working atAwood, days held

less meaning (though, the rift seemed partial to Thursdays for some reason. He kneplafosdd to

find out why once she found the time

The woman at the takeut place smiled when lanto came lanto came here often, and the owners
had begun to recognize him. He'd started to come here when ordering Chinese for the velaem
lanto found something worthy of his support, he stuck by it.

On the way home with his lo mein, lanto watched the people around He always watched his
surroundingsas a matter of habitAnd he liked watching strangers. But now every time he lopked
imagined he might see Jack. That should have made him want to stay out all night, watching each face
that went by, but instead hguickened his pacand kept his gaze centered ahead of him, in the

direction of his home

Every day, he wondered if Jack would come back, and the disappointment was turning to dread. He
didn't like working in the tourist office anymorExpectinglacko walkthrough the doothad become
nerve-wracking.

You knew this was cominge told himselfHe'll never be backanto knew about the packed duffel bag
Jack had kept under his bed. He knew it was gone, now. He didn't blame Jack for leaving, if he'd
preparedthe event that much.

And because lanto knew, he had no right to be bothered. He should have prepared himself for that loss.
It wasn't as though losing people was a novel experience.
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"What do you think?" Gwen asked. They were standing by tigedoor, which was where they were
having their meetings now that the boardroom was taken over by the pl@u&n was holding ug
missing poster with Jack's picture on it

When nobody responded to her questid@ywencontinued:"l was thinking we could post these around
town, in case anybody's seen him."

lanto looked down at the coffee cup he was holding. There was a smdildaaing in it Tosh
murmuredin soft agreement, but Owespoke, and when he did his voice snappedwikte stretched
rubber band, tight with frustration’Nobody's seen him around. He disappeared. We all saw the
footage.”

"He was taken,"” Gwen said. "But that doesn't mean he hasn't been seen anywhere."

Owen sniffed. "Yealmight, like he's in Cardiff butasn't contacted us. Hasn't called. Nothing."
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"Maybe he can't," Toshugigested

Maybe he doesn't want tdanto wanted to say. They'd betrayed the m@here was always the
possibility he'd just decided to leave them behind. It could have been cause faatl &fwas just nicer
to think it was a coincidence, and nobody dared verbalize any other possibility.

They'd all seen the footage with the blue box. Jack was taken. Or h€lefihces were, he was far from
Cardiff by nowlanto wondered how much the bers knew about the Doctor. The Doctor had been a
big deal in LondoriThey'd shown lanto a video during orientatiaand he'd even worked briefly on a
team compiling possible sightings. It had been strange to come to Cardiff and find no mention of the
Docor at all. Not only that, but there were no files the Doctorin the archives. That was not only
strange, but verysuspicious. lanto haalwayswondered why Jackad takenall the focus off the Doctor
Now, hewas starting to see why.

He didn't share ttg with the others, though. There was a definite taboo against saying anything that
suggested Jack wouldn't be coming back.

"Look," Owen said, "you put up posters, all you're going to get is a bunch of Jack’s old shags coming
forward saying they saw himfaw months agd

"Even so," Gwenut in, "l see no harm in giving it a try. If someone has a better idea, | suggest they
share it."

"I'm stillkeeping an eye on the CCWXen I'm abl¢' Tosh said.

"I know," Gwen saidpoking at Tosh appreciative§MWe're all doing our part." She glanced accusingly at
Owen."And this is part of my contribution to the cause. If anyone wants to help me, great.”

lanto kept his head down, not wanting to get involved in this. Frankly, Oxadra point The posters
were probablya waste of timeand lanto wasery busy these days, having taken over most of the
admin work Jack left behind.

"I've already printed u@ hundred,"” Gwen said, "and | was thinking of putting some up this afternoon if
there's time. I've talked to the pokic and they've agreed to keep an eye open and let us know if they
spot him."

"Excuse me," Owen said, "is that even a good idea? Dwamethe police to know our leader's gone
and disappeared?"

Gwen looked at him and crossed her aritWell, | don't see what harm it doe§Vhat are they going to
do, exactly aside from help"

"Of course," Owen said, derisively, "cause being without a ledoesn't make us vulnerable at all.”
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lanto, who would have preferred to stay silent, cleared his theovatspoke up. Someone had to, or
Owen and Gwen might be at it all dai/m not sure I'd say the police are a threat. They certainly can't
claim any authority over us. I'd be more concerned about UNIT, but I've been keeping them at bay."

Owen looked at him"Oh, and you're the expert. You're a glorified secretary."
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lanto ignored her. "My, uh, secretarial duties include dealing with UNIT. And the police, for that matter.

Gwen sighed and shook her heddll right, listen, this $n't something to argue over. | made a small
decision. That's all."

"Because you're the boss now," Owemapped "is that it?"
"l don't see anyone else taking charge."

lanto looked at Gwen. She wekingcharge? Since when?anto had no objections to Gwdindeed,
she would have to be better than Oweat least > o6dzi Al FSt G YdzOK (22 XLISNYI y
He noticed that Tosh and Owen were looking at Gwen, too.

"That's perfect,” Owen said, walking closer to Gwen. She flinched a little whestvhaaed, but didn't
move. "You come in here, become Jack's little pet, and now he's gone you're taking his spot. That's real
nice."

Her cheeks became flushed. "I'm not taking anyone's spot," she said. "I know Jack's out there, and |
won't give up on him. & we need to remember our purpose."

Owen sneered. "Helping people, right?"

"Yes, helping people. Helping Cardiff. | don't care who's in charge, as long as we can do that. So don't
twist my motivations, Owen."

He backed off, and nobody said anything.

"All right," Gwen said, once the silengettoo heavy, "that's settledThere's just one more thing | was
going to sayRhys and | have decided to get marrfed.

Theyall looked at her. Tosh smiledvkwardly and said, CongratulationsThat's wonderful for yoll
lanto nodded. "Yes, congratulations."”
Owen nodded, and mumblesbmething that may have been congratulatory, or may have been a.curse

Gwen continued"I'm not looking for any fuss. | just thought you should know, and | wanted to make it
clear thatthis won't interfere with my workl'm not going anywheré
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lanto saw Owen quietly leave. He was tempted to follow, because there was something he needed to
talk to Owen about, but he stayed behind with Tosh to admire the ring on Gwen's fiagty.ressted
temptation to ask if the ring was insurekdg'd had to buy a new watch last month because his old one
got damaged in the fie)JdEventually, Gwen and Tosh made their way back to their workstaims,

lanto followed Owen down to the autopsy bay.

Owenwas putting on his whiteloctor'scoat, though whether he was really busy or just trying to avoid
them, lanto didn't know. He looked at lanto and said, "If you're going to yell at me for not trgidgr
to find your precious boyfriend, you're wastingwdime."

"Jack's not my boyfriend," lanto said, keeping his voice low, "and that's not what | wanted to talk to you
about."

"What is it, then?"

lanto moved closer, not for intimacy but so he could speak lower. "l realize we agreed not to talk about
what happened last week," he started.

Owen closed his eyes. "Yeah, | thought we'd put that behind us, myself."

"Right. | need to ask you a question," lanto said. "It's...awkward..."

"Just say it, all right? Some of us have more important things to do aroundhsrenake coffee.”
lanto would have replied to that comment if he didn't want to get this over with.

"Are you...clean?" he asked. "I mean, have you been tested recently?"

Owen narrowed his eyes and crossed his arms. tiYiok I'mdisease@"

"Well, | wastt trying to imply that. But you're not exactly celibate, and we didn't use anything. | think
it's a reasonable thing to ask."

"Yeah, and | bet if Jack were here and he dropped his trousers for you, you'd suck his cock without
wondering where it'd been."

The only thingthat kept him from punching Owen in the nose right th@as knowing that Gwen and
Toshwere nearbylt was to his own best interest to keep this quiet.

Owen sniffed, and turned his back.utB/eah, I'm clean. So if yohibk you've picked upnything nasty,
tell me, 'cause it goes both ways, you know."

"l wouldn't be offended if you'd askede."

"Yeah, well, I've got your medical records. I'll give you the benefit of the doubt. Now would you get out
so | can work?"
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lanto retreated, wishing hd'just snooped in Owen's records instead of bothering to ask at all. He didn't
know sometimes why he bothered trying to be kivi

He went upstairs to the tourist office, and worked on the accounting until Tosh asked if he had time to
help her in the basem# that evening.

"You know," lanto said, "you have seniority. If anyone should ¢hkege | suppose it's you."
Tosh let her hair fall over her face. "I don't think Torchwood bases much on seniority."
He shrugged:Still, you're probably the msi qualified."

"Thank you, but | don't think I'd want the job."

He wondered if she was blushing.

"Besides," she said, "anything we do right now is temporary."

They were renovating one of the unussdblevelrooms, turning it into a new boardroom. It had been
something the'd thought about for a whifle during lanto's first month at Torchwood, Tosh had talked
about wanting to redo the old one, updating the technology, but Jack had put the idea on hold. In a way
doing it now was rebellious. The boss was gone, so they were all doing what they wanted. Even Gwen,
who was trying so hard to keep things running, had begun to shamelessly surf the net during working
hours. But they were entitled to that, weren't th@y

But it was also practical. Thielystopped trying to hold meetings in the boardroom after Tosh had gotten
bitten by one of the plants. Perhaps it would have made more sense to find somewhere else for the
plants, or get rid of them entirely (Torchwood Two Heatl them delivered without any warning).

But theold boardroomwasinadequate in small ways. The screen was too small. There was too little
fortification, considering it was the meeting place in times of crisis. And lanto had to walk up and down
the stails whenever someone asked for coffeebiscuits

The new boardroom was big enough tave a counter for making coffeed cupboard for snacks. It
had a metal door that could be closed and locked from the inside. And right now, Tosh was working on
the wiring so that they could have the nicest screen and speakers they fiodld

lanto thought the old boardroom might make a nice hothouse.
"Thanks again for helping me," Tosh said.

"It's no problem We're the ones who wanted this
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Owen had no interest in theew boardroom (though he didn't seem to have iaterest in anything
these days, except getting druakd arguing, and lanto thought Gwen would have helped, lhwas
best not to overwhelm her when she was already trying to take care of them all.

lanto didn't mind. It was a nice, quiet project. Sometimes he and Tosh would talk, but more often they
worked in shared silencélow, working on it had the added bonus of meaning he didn't have to see
Owen.

The room wasn't much to look at right nevthe walls werestill grey concrete, and the bad lighting
required them tousetorches lanto was holding one now for Tosh, who was working on some wires.

"Well,” Tosh said, "I don't know how I'd find the chance to do this without some help."

lanto did his best. Head ®me experience with working in the dark sublevels, and he wasn't sure that
was a good thinglhe last electrical job he'd dom®wn here was for a cyber conversion uniosh must
have realized that.

After a while, Tosh said, "It's nice, isn't ABout Gven, | mean."
"Yes," lanto said. "l suppose she's proved it's actually possible. Mixing a personal life with Torchwood."

Tosh pausefbr a moment before continuingl suppose it depends on the people. Could you shine the
light to the left? Thank you. I'mat sure | could do it. The secretamean”

lanto leaned against the wall and rubbed his thumb over the textured grip of the torch. "It wears you
down."

She glanced up at hinbut only held his gaze for a moment before looking back déWaou and Jack
seemed to be getting along, you know, before..."

"He left," lanto finished for her.
Tosh looked down at the wires she was connecting. "It's good though, if you were."
When lanto didn't respondlosh said, "I'm sorry. | didn't mean to pry."

"You weren't," he assured her. He swallowed, and said, "You know, when he left...readiy'expect it
any more than you did Mereally hadn't. He should have.

Tosh nodded, and for a few minutes, neither of theridsmything. Finally, she sal&houd we do
something for Gwen? Some sort of engagement party?"

lanto thought for a moment. "I'm not sure she'd want anything too fancy. But | could order a small
cake."

"I think it'd be niceBut will it be awkward? Since Rhys can't come?"

"Well, | supposel®e can take some cake home with her."
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It would probably be the first engagement party in Torchwood history.
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Chapter Three

The cake saiflongratulations Gw.

"0Oi," Owen said, "l think that bakery ripped you off. Gwen's name is cut offeritire end of the cake is
missing."

lantowas rooting through the cupboard in the Hub's small kitchen. He turnedjlamted down at the
cake. No, | cut off the end for Gwen to take homk's hardly fair if she can't share it with her fiantfe.
you're going to standraund, do you think you could carry the plates and forks?"

Owenlet lanto give him the stack of paper plates and the packdgsastic forks, but he couldn't help
but ask,"Whyisn't Tosh helping with this? | thougtitis party was her idea."

"Shehelped pck out the cakg' lantoanswered "And it's not a party. It's just something nice for Gwen.
But then, | can see how you might not comprehend that."

"Right, because you're much more socially adept than | am."
lanto smiled. "At least you can acknowledge it.

Owen scowledvhile lanto picked up the cake and carried it out into the main Hub. Owen heard Gwen's
exclamations the sight of the cake, and decided feally didn't wantto go out there. He didn't want

to celebrate Gwen's engagemeanhe would besurprised if she were even still engaged a month from
now, and how awkward would this party seem, then?

And he couldn't think of a reason to sit by and pretend to be happy for her when she'd been so quick to
cast him aside. Oh, he couldderstandt, but he didn't have to play along nicely while she decided to
re-invest herself in her boyfriendt wasn't Owen's fault she'd had a guilty conscience.

Bu there was no way to leave without passing by the others, and he was stuck with the plates and forks.
Hewalked out of theHub's small kitcherand found the others congregatirmgoundthe sofa. The cake

was on the coffee tablegglong with some bottles of beer. Owen dropped the plates and forks on the
table,grabbed a beerand sat in the chair at his worksian nearby

"You didn't need to do this," Gwen was saying. "You really didn't. | didn't want a big deal. Really."
Tosh was sitting next to on the sofa, smilitiye wanted to do something
"You needn't have

lanto was kneeling on the floor by the coffesble, and started cutting up the remaining cake and
putting pieces on plates. He said, "It was no problere.Wdnted to.It's not every day that we have an
engagemento celebrate”
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Gwen smiled, and Owen wasn't sure if she was uncomfortable or $gtinatled. Regardless, she
accepted a piece of cake from lanto with a warm "Thank {ousure I'm not the first person to have
gotten engaged, though.

"Last time was in 1987," lanto announcéiVoman named Kit Powell, | believe."
The name soundethmiliar, and Owen thought he'd come across it before.
"Was she happy?" Gwen ask&he took a plate of cake from lanto.

Before lanto could reply, Owearcalled why it was familiar. "Wait a secont Powell? Wasn't she that
gal who gotdecapitate® | read about that when | was cataloguing the morgue a couple years'back

Gwen froze around a bite of cake, and Tosh looked at Owen with widened eyes.
"l didn't think that bit was relevant," lanto said calmly.
Gwen took a hurried drink of her beéhat's horible, though. And she had a husband?"

Tosh put her plate on the coffee table and gave Owen a disapproving look. "This conversation is getting
very morbid."

"Don't blame me, he's the one who started it," Owen said, pointing at lanto.

lanto opened his mouth to say something, but Tosh interruptiat's talk about something else." She
turned to Gwen, and askediHave you deded on a date for the wedding?"

Gwen shook her headWell, no. We were thinkingf sometime thissummer. We're lookig at different
locations. That will determine it, | 'spose. You know, with having to make resersiation

Despite Tosh's attempts, thalidn't speak much. This was probably why they didn't spend much time
socializing with each other.

Owen helped himself towo pieces of cake. He drank the rest of his beer, but didn't take another
because it was still early and he thought he might go to theaftdr this was all done

If he'd been in charge of Gwen's engagement party, that's whetwould have done in thérst place.

Gwen hugged lanto and Tosh, and thkke an afterthought, she briefly wrapped her arms around
Owen's shouldersShe took the remainder of her cake, and said goodnight. Tosh left a few minutes
after, and Owen was left at his work station Vehianto cleaned up.

It was the first time since their encounter with the plant that they'd been alone in the Hub togédher,
that was almost two weeks ago, now

"You staying latelanto asked as he stackelle crumb andfrosting-covered plates.

"No, mae, I'm out of here. I think I'll hit a pub.”
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lanto disappeared into the kitchen, and Oweumt his computer on standbyHe wagjetting his coat
when lanto came back out.

"What about you?" Owen asked. "You sticking around?"

"I might for a bitWe got a tiptoday from Gwen's poster, and I'm going to look into it, just in case."
"That sounds like a lovely way to waste your evening."

lanto blinked. "What is your problem, exactly? Why are you so against anyone trying to find Jack?"
"He buggered off and left u§Vhat? Can't you see hovafhetic it is to keep mooning after him?"

"Or, he could be hurt. I'd think you'd feel a little more obligation after how you treated him."

"How  treated him? Look, everyone else was just as willing to open the rift. That inglode's

"Yes," lantaadmitted, "but | wouldn't have shot him in the head."

Owen shook his headlYou have no right to judge me, Jones. You really, really don't. How about we talk
about you, huh? Let's talk about what a fucking hypocrite you are."

lanto put his hands on his hips and stared at Owen, the mess of plates and beer bottles apparently
forgotten."Oh, | have to hear this."

"Good, then I'll tell youwhen you're getting cakes for Gwen and telling her about all the Torchwood
employees who lived hppily ever after, what are you thinking about? Are you wishing you could have
married your cyber girlfriend? 'Cause that's the reality, inki€? boyfriend's already gotten himself
killed once, remember? Next timéhings aren't going to make themselvéght."

"Is this about Diane, still?" lanto asked. "Or are you mad that Gwen's come to her senses about you?"

Owen ignored him, and continuet&nd Jack. What were you doing? Sucking him off? Lettinguakn
you?'Cause that worked out nicely for yadidn't it? Tell me: did you start before or after he shot your
girlfriend?"

lanto was breathing heavily, and looked like he wanted to reacthbulidn't, so Owen continued.

"And then,you accuse me of being infected with venereal diseadéth whateverJack might have
exposed you to, I'm lucky you haven't given me alien hefpes

The next thing Owen knew, lanto's fist connected with his @wenstumbled backward in shock. Being
punched wasn't like in the moviedt wasn't easy to recover from, particulgiwhen it was unexpected.
Owen's jaw went numb with pain, and he blinked as he put his hand to it. He looked atvidwthad
backed up but still had his right hand in a fist.
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Owen balled up his hands and lunged at lanto, throwing a wild punch. laigpestéback, and the
punch only just connectedith the side of lanto'sibs. Owen stumbled forward, and would have fallen
over had he not corrected himself at the last moment.

"My relationships are my business. I'm not going to justify thempaia" lanto sid, pressing his hand
against where Owen had hit hiranto sounded serious, and Owen looked to make sure lanto didn't
have his gun on him.

Owen straightened up, and back away, not retreating, he told himself, but keeping safe distance.
"This is all you,lantosaid "You've been an utter bastard ever sinceklJiaft. You're jealous of Gwen'
"I'm not jealous of anyone!”

"t I'm not even trying to fight with you." He was silent for a moment, and Owen, not having anything to
say, was about to leave. But théanto asked "Is it because of what happened that night, with you and
me?"

Owen sighed. "We're not talking about that." He clicked his tongue. "And sorry, but sex with you isn't
quite enough to rock my world. You're delusional if you think | even remerhber

lanto made a small sound in his throat, and calmly went back to cleaning up. There were some paper
napkins crumpled up on the coffee table, and lanto gathered them up and put them in a nearby rubbish
bin.

"What?" Owen asked. "Do you remember it? Didi yike it, is that it?"
"And you call me delusiondl?
"You did, though. | can remember that much."

lanto would not look at him. He kept his back turned, and it reminded Owen of that morning, when
they'd woken up together in the autopsy bay.

Finally lanto stopped straightening up and ran a hand through his hair. "What do you want?" he asked.
His voice was softer and without malice, and he sounded genuinely curious.

And Owen did not know the answer tioe question.Despite everything, Owen kept his liferfpisimple

He ate, he drank, he went to the pub and drank, he had sex. It satisfied\hything he wanted tonight

he could get by going to the pub and leaving lanto behind with the cleaning, and he didn't know why he
bothered to stay here at alFightng gave him very little relief.

But lantodidn't wait for an answer. He saitlyes, you know | enjoyed it. | got off duringTibat's
enjoyingit by your standards, I'm sure. Now if you're satisfied, I'm going to finish my work and go
home."
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"You're probaly still getting off on it." Owen could see lanto’'s muscles stiffen, and he assumed he'd
managed to offend.

lanto chuckled, and looked over his shouldéjustfind it a shamehat it wasyou."

lanto turnedandsat down on the sofa. He put his handshigs knees, and kept his eyes the empty

beer bottles in front of him"Can we be decent about this?" laskedd b/ 'y ¢S 2dzad Xy 21
it?"

Owen sat down next to him, buin the other far end of the sofa

"I would really rather have hated it," lamsaid.

"Shit, t's just sex, lanto. Really, that's it." He turned, facing lanto who still would not face $aweé
got off on it. Big deal. Doesn't mean | fancy you

lanto looked at him very slowly. "We were drugged.”

"No shit we were drugged. Looknljust saying itidn't mean anythingWe could fuck right now and it
still wouldn't mean anything."

lanto chuckled, but it sounded more scared than amused. "Is that what you're suggesting?"

Actually, he hadn't beerBut he realized it would be interestinge'd liked Gwen not just because she
was attractive but because when he'd pushed, she'd pushed back. lanto did the same thing. Owen was
nothing if not good at managing these thingshwihinimalconsequence.

"What?' Owenasked"You think you're too good for it? Not pathetic enough?"

lanto just murmured in his throat and rubbed his forehead. "Right. Because I'm thérmparshagl'm
guite pathetic enough to go home with you." He leaned back, then, and closed his eyes, and Owen
thought maybe that was thers of it, and felt silly for pushinigjat all. But it was still early, and the pub
was waiting, along with plenty of ladies leuld try his luck with

But lanto said, "If we did, it wouildst be thisonce. We would never talk about it again. That'd be it." He
opened his eyes, and looked at Owen. "Maybe we should. Just to end it."

Owen swallowed. "You serious 'bout that?"
"Do llook serious?"
"Follow me home, then. I'm not doing it here agasm the floor It's bad on my back."

He got up, and walked out of the Hub without looking behind him. He got in the lift alongydrad

hand tohis still aching jaw on the ride up to theurist office. Outside, it was beginning to sprinkle, but
Owen stood casually outside his car for a minute, pretending to fiddle with his keys. lanto didn't appear.
Eventually, Owen got in his car, and after another minute of stupid waiting, he pulledaandastarted
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in the direction homeSo lanto wasn't going to call his bluff. Not surprising, rebléydidn't really
expect lanto to go through with it. He thought he'd stop home, get a snack, and go back to his pub plan.
It was still early.

But then he tanced in his mirror, and saw lanto's car pulling up behind his.
Owen was waiting outside the lift when lanto walked up next to him.
"We're doing it, then?" Oweaskedsoftly.

"You were the one who made the offer." lanto's face, reflected intteess plate around the lift button,
was impassive.

They rode silently and alone together for several seconds until they reached Owen's floor. The hallway
was thickly carpeted, and their footsteps were barely audible. Owen would not have known if lanto was
still following him if not for the second shadow along the wall.

Owen used his key, flipped on a light inside his flat,lzld the door open with his backntil lanto
stepped inside.

There was a lamp on in the far corner of the living room, and the figyletrthat Owen had just switched
on, but otherwise the flat was dark. Owen left the lights off, and walked into the living room towards the
mini bar.

"Do you mind if | hang my coat up?" lanto asked.

"Go ahead. You want a drink?"

There was the sound ofath rubbing together as lanto took his coat off. "What do you have?"
"Well, | don't really feelip to mixing anythingancy. What do you thinkabout shots?"

lanto snorted "I think it sounds like a good way for me to get pissed quickly."

"Sounds like a gabidea to me."

lanto moved to the window and looked out and down. "You've got a nice view up Neeflat"' The
rain was picking up and there were fine drops on the outside of the glass.

Owenpulled out a bottle of whiskey and poured two shots. He savadld his, and then handed one to
lanto, who took it, closed his eyes, and downed it. He wrinkled his nose, and said, "Oné& haor¢he
bedroom?"

Owen nodded, and took the empty shot glass from lanto.
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Three shots later, Owen hesitanied the way intdhe bedroomwith lanto shuffling behindHe
switched on the bdside lamp, and turned to see lanto slowly undoing his striped¥een walked over
to the nightstand, pulled a condom out of the drawer, and set it on the bed.

lanto looked down at itHe tookoff his suit jacket, and folded it over his arm. "l was never the sort for
casual sex," he said, "but I've begun to see the benefits."

Owen turned back to the drawer, and started looking for his lube. The bottle he foundlmast
empty, but it would doHe put it on the bed next to condom, and turned around to get undressed.

From behind him, lanto spoke again. "In London, everyone was shagging everyoiaelsalating
and socializing impossibléou couldn't ask someone out for coffee without everyone saying you were
moving in on your supervisor's secretary's fuck buddy."

Owen grunted in agreement while he wrestled himself out of his jeans.
"Seems easier, though," lanto said, "without the comnatrn"

"Only way to do it, you ask me," Owen said. He was glad that lanto understood and shared his
philosophy on these things. Himished getting undressed aridrned around. lanto was in his boxers,
sitting on the bed with his arms across his chestio's suit was laid across the lid of the clothes
hamper against the wall.

Owen crawled on the bed, and picked up the condom.
"How are we doing this?" lanto asked, nodding at the package in Owen's hand.
Owen sneered. "If you think I'm letting you fuck meuye nuts. Get on your stomach."

lanto rolled his eyes2"St f = & 2 dzU NB 0 S A y He turBed &n$iR fladriarid Ei@tched 2 dzi
his legs out behind himilI'm fine either way, though.rather like bottoming."

"That explains why you always act lig@u've got a stick up your arse."

Owen slid lanto'®oxers down, and he felt lanto draw in a deepiff fireath before he kickedhem off
and onto the floor.

lanto was an attractive man. Owen knéws intellectually more than sensuall@wen had never ken

drawn to men sexuallguite like he was with womenThat, he supposed, came down to brain
chemistry.The curve of lanto's back, gently muscled and covered in fine, dark hair, and the roundness of
his buttocks were not enough to make Owen hard.

But the £x could be goodespeciallyif a man was attractiveAnd thinking abouthat, whilerolling the
condom onto his hardening cock, was enough.

He pauseds he put some lube on his finger, andvinendered if he shoulevarn lanto before
continuing The only thing he could thinto saywas what he'd learneds a student when they'd told
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him he might have talo a rectal exam at some pointou're going to feel my finger now. It might be a
little cold. Tell me if you feel any discomfdihat was not whiahe wanted to be thinking about right
now.

"Right," he said, "um, I'm going to get starteiVhen Owerslid his finger inlanto gasped, and Owen
guessed it must have been a little cold. Owen straddled lanto's knees, and put his other hand in
betweenlanto's thighs lanto moaned and pushed back.

"You ready?" Owen askedfter a few minutesTruthfully, he found this tedious, and he hoped the
whiskey had lanto relaxed.

"Yes," lanto mumbled into the pillow.
"Youstill want me tofuckyou?"
lanto lifted his fead. "Yes. Would yowegon with it?'

Owen pulled out his finger, and grabbed a tissue febboxthe nightstand to wipe it clearianto spread
his legs, and there was no resistance when Owen pushed inside.

The rain was getting heavier. The sound of thmdaops battering the plate glass window was almost
loud enough to drown out their quickened breathir@wen put one hand on the lbdeand the other on
lanto's back, andbcused on the rhythmic movement of his own hips.

"Owen," lanto said, but Owen barely dnr& and didn't answer.
"Owen,' lanto continued,'could you Owen!"

Owen paused. "What?"

"Thist " lanto shifted underneath him. "This isn't working."
"What the fuck do you mean, it's not working?"

"It's not. Would you get off me?"

Owen sighed, and pulled out. He knelt back, and lanto turned awésat up. lanto's cock was only
partially erect

"So, what?" Owen askedesturing at lanto's crotcliWe're just going to stoftauseyou can't get it up
properly?"

lanto glared at him. It's not my fault It's your techniqué.
"It's your cock. And you're not supposed to getright away You ouldn't give it a few more minutes?"

lanto propped his arm on his knee and cradled his forehead in his palm. "It wasn't going anywhere."
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He should have known bringing lanto home would be a disaster. Now he was stuck withanhHrd
lanto wasn't going to get off, Owen wondered if tmuldstill get his own needs mgat least.In this
situation, Owen thought a hand jobould only be consderate.

But lanto gghed."Look,l wasn't sayingtstopr L 2dzald G(K2dAKIXLYY GKAY1Ay3 |
changed the angle or somethinglty again?"

Owen noddedIt would be ideal to see it througtanto turned over again, this time lifting his hips
higher and spreading his legs more. Owen shuffled between his legs and tried again.

Owen quickly got back into the rhythm of ianto had put his head on the pillow and closed his eyes. His
hair was damp with sweat.

Owen kept his left hand firm on lantd'#p, digging his fingers in. He snaked his right arm around lanto's
waist to strokehiscock. It was clearly i@wen'sbest interests at this point to give lanto a damn good
lay. And Owen had never been one to leave his partners unsatisfied.

It forced Owe to multi-task, but lantogrunted in what sounded like pleasure.

Eventually, lant@ame, making a mess of himself, the sheets, and Owen's hand. Owen ignored it, and
put all his energy into finishing.

Afterward, they lay spent on the bed.

Owen's skin wasticky and damp from sweat. He didn't mind feeling filthy, except that he knew some of
the sweat was lanto's. But iveassleepy, and didn't want to hold himself up on his feet long enough for
a shower.

He got up and walked to the bathroom, leaving labéhind on the bed. He left the door open while he
disposed of the condom and washed his hands. When he returned, lanto was wiping the come off his
belly with a tissue.

Owen stretched out on the bed and glanced at the window. It was still raining, anednd thunder.
"I should go," lanto said.

Owen scoffed. "You've had four whiskies and the weather is crap. If you try and drive, you'll probably
crash within a minute, and then I'll have to tell Gwen and Tosh why you were driving away from my flat
late at right."

"Then I'll wait," lanto said, yawning, "but I'm not spending the night here. I'll wait for the rain to stop,
and I'll call a taxi."

"You do that."

There was rustling as lanto pulled the sheet over his body. Owen covered up, too, pullingeh&sh
his stomach. Now that his energy was depletid sweat cooled on Owen's skin.
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"l want to make sure you understand," lanto sailfs'just nice sometimes. Sex. The act of &kes your
mind off things'

"Yeah, | get it. You felt like getting off angok you off. Likewise, mate."
"But you need to "
"Understand. Yeah. | thinkoy're a little drunk. Go to sleep or something, or I'll kick you out."

lanto curled his arm under his head and closed his eyes. Owen turned on his side, facing away from him,
andwatched the rain come down until the pinpoints of water became too hypnotizing, and he closed his
eyes.
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Chapter Four
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had slept there was a slight indeni@ in the pillow.lanto heard indefinable noises somewhere else in

the flat. He would have preferred to have left before Owen woke up, but this was still preferable to
havingamorning TG4 SNJ OKI 4G Ay ©6SR® LYy LI yi2Qastitalhed Sy O0S =
in the movies.

It had stopped raining, but there were still raindrops on the large plate glass window that took up the
entire far wall of the room, and the sky was a murky gray that promised more rain later. That was
nothing new for Cardif

The only thing lanto was wearing was his watch. He looked at it, and saw that it waglsietyeT hat
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having a drink togethetet alone having sex.
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to get up. If he were home, he mighaivewaited another ten minutesBut he was worried that the

longer he stayed naked in bed, the more likely it would that Owen would comeilb#o& room With a

groan, lanto slid out from under the covers and stood up.
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ashamed of something like that.

lanto pulled the covers up to the pillovand then collected his clothe$Shere was a bathroom just off
the bedroom, and lanto held his clothes in front of him as he went in, closing the door behind him
before he even switched the light on.

He putthe folded up clothes on the counter next to agibf hand towels, and his shoes, with his socks

rolled up inside, on the white tiled floor. He looked at the shower, and saw that it was still wet and the

bar of soap inside was still sudsy. There was a damp towel hanging over the open glass door. Owen had
evidently been awake for a bit. lanto thought about taking a shower, hintzglthat felt too intrusive
gAUK2dz0 FalAy3a hgsSy FANEUIHendegeRio gothgfie o changdist@al I 2 Ay 3
fresh suit, anyway

Instead, hetook a piss anditen2 LJG SR (2 41 aK dzLJ Ay GKS &aAy-{® IS RAR
colored hand towels, so he tore off a decent length of toilet paper and wet it under the tap to clean his

thighs and stomach with. The wet, disintegrating paper clung to his skirherdded up picking off

pieces and flicking them off his finger into the small bin. But he was clean enough to pull his clothes back

on.

The bathroomwas nic@, dzi | aA RS FTNRY (GKS NBg 2F KIANI YR &1AYy
everything looked li& it was arranged for guests. There was not one but three folded hand towels
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beside the sink, as well as a pile of larger bath towels on a shelf by the shower. The bar of soap at the
sink looked fairly new. lanto imagined it must be easy to keep the bathnaice, since none of them at
Torchwood got to spend much time at home. Buis felt more like a hotel bathroom.

Which meant the towels and fresh soap were for the benefit of whomever Owen brought home to shag.

If lanto had suspeedthat earlier, he woldn't havebeensoreserved about using the towelat the
same time, he felt like he'd been drawn into a poshisnished spidekveb.

He took a final look the mirror, and ventured from the safety of the bathrodmfound Owen in the
kitchen, holding a jgice of toast in his mouth while hgot a glass of water from the tap. He glanced over
his shoulder when lanto came in the kitchen.

Owen took a bite of his toast and, with his mouth still full, said, "Your breakfast is there."

lanto looked at the counter,ral saw another piece of toast sitting on a thin paper plate. It was buttered
and everything.

"This is uncharacteristically pleasant of you," lanto said, picking one half of the toast up and taking a
bite.

"Niceness has got nothing to do with it. | was maka piece for myselainyway It's not apropermeal,
but it'll do."

"Well, it's better than what | usually have."
"What's that?"

lanto paused. "Nothing, really. I've usually got a package of sweets in my car, asugllifeat some on
the way to work!

Owen snorted. "As your doctor, | should lecture you on eating a healthy breakfast."

lanto leaned against the doorframe, nibbled his toast, and thought about what Gagsaid. "You're
not really my doctor."

"Okay. Next time you get banged up, I'll drixa to the A&E."

lanto rolled his eyes. "l didn't mean it like that. | wasn't talking about emergencies or work stuff. When |
think of who my doctor is, | think about who I'd go to if | had a sinus infection.”

"According to regulation, you're supposeddee me for everything. In case you've got some alien
parasite in you or something."

"Yes, I'm aware of regulationall things considered, we're not actually that good at following
regulations"”
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Owen shoved the rest of his toast in his mouth and pouredaweater in his glass. "Good thing, too,
he said, 8 voicemuffled, "cause | don't give a skihd | have better things to do with my timem still
your doctor, though."

"Hmm.Not sure | like the idea of having sex with my doctor."
Owen smiled wickedlyIt's not any worse than having sex with your boss."
lanto paused. You know that's entirely different.”

"Yeah, right, you werspeciakto him. Funny how he didn't drop you a note or anything before he
buggered off."

lanto's jaw tightened. Actually, | neant that Jack's job never required the examination of partially
naked employees. Seriously, though, I'm tired to talking about Jack with you

Owen grunted and shook his hed®ight. You almost done here? | want to get going, and I'm not
leaving you undaended in my flat."

lanto set the empty paper plate on the counter and turned towards the door. "You know, usually you
don't tell your guests that you don't trust them alone with your belongings."

Owen scoffed. "You don't have the good taste to stealafmy crap.”

"Crap being the operative word," lanto shot back as he walked out the door. Owen didn't reply, but
lanto felt him sneerin@t hisback.

He was immensely glad that they would never do this agsfter actually sleeping with Owen again, he
wasrit sure what he'd been so curious about.
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over the eventWork was not suffering, and Tosh and Gwen showed no suspicion. This must be what it
meant to have truly casual sex.

Right now, the four of them were in the SUV, going about fifteen miles over the speed limit.
G¢2aKx &2dz atAatft 320 GKIFG NBIFIRAY3IK:é DgSy FalSRo
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Owen increased the aeteration even more, though lanto would barely hanagicedit if not for the
growl of the engine and the buildings that whipped past outside the window. Atdles they were
going to crash. And if they didn't die, they'd be the joke of the police frev
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Owen slowed the SUV, but only bardbnto figured if Owen slowed down any moitemight look like
he was actually listening to Gwen. Obviously, they couldn't hiaae

When they turned a corner, lanto was thrown sideways into Tosh, even with his seatbelt on.
"Sorry," lanto mumbled, and he righted himself.
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residual energy, whicbften meant something had come through.
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had a positive effeat despite what tley hadexpectedthings had been unusually calm since Jack
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rift activity and the subsequent callvad a temporary stabilizing effect (Owen referred to iaselch)
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done was okay.

YR 2F O2dzNEST Fyeé o6SYySTALG (2 2LSyAy3I GKS NATFOE 02
the rift started spittng stuff out againThey were starting to see that, now.

Unfortunately, lanto was out of practice when it came to field w@k. they were oneperson short, so
he was hardly going to try to get out of it.
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when this stuff happened at a crowded place. Even if no one were hurt, he would have to Retcon
everyone, and clean up any slime, blood, or vomit.

Inside the restaurant, everything was in a clamor. Everyoretal&ing, and several people seemed to
be trying to get out of paying their bills.
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One of the men, whose balding headwas8hing A 1 K ag¢SI G t221SR +d KSNJ I yF
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He looked at them skeptically. lanto knew they probably Iddkey 2 G KAy 3 f A1 S & dzi K2 NA
ultimately, in times of need, people rarely questiongto they were or refused the promise of help
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supply closetThe customers are horrifiegnd | don't know what to tell themd ¢
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The manager nodded and retreated with his employees, obviously relieved to have someone else take
control of the situation.

They waited until no one was watching to draw their guns. lantoa y Qi & daAN®&thefgang S TTF SO
would even be-he had no idea how useful theyere against snakes.

Theroom appeared to bempty. The overhead light, which cast a greenish tinge on the room, left no
shadows. They stepped inside cautiously, and Tosh closed the door behind them. lanto could not help to
think howthat they were now trappedvith whatever might be in there.

"All right," Gwen said, softly. "Keep your eyes open. It's got tmlhere somewhere"

"Well, we don't know how big it is," Tosh said. "It could have escaped through the vettis, or
plumbing."

"Can you get anfurther readings?" Owen asked.
Tosh looked downtaher handheld scanner'l need to finetune it."

While Tosh did that, lanto started making his way across the room, checkingpdathtall for anything
amiss. He heard a light splash of water coming from one, and cautiously walked over to investigate

Something flashed in front of him, quicker than he could react. He fired at the toilet on reflex, and water
startedspraying up angushing across the floor. He felt a sharp gaihis shoulder, and looked down

to seewhat looked like the world's longetapeworm hanging onto his shouldesharp teeth boring

through the fabric of his suit. He backed against the wall.

"Oh, God," Gwewried out while she rushed over.
Owen turned to Tosh. "Go get my bag from the SUV. We don't know if this thing is poisonous

lanto's vision was blurring, and before he could say that yes, this thing probably was poisonous, he
slumped to the floor. The last thing he saw was Gwen and Owen kneeling over him, urging him to stay
awake.

~F ok k ko
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lanto woke up on the autopggpble. He knew he should be relievéor some reasopand hen he
remembered he could have dieBeing killed by a worm jumping outailet would be humiliating. It
would have beereven worse than being decapitated.

"You're awake, good. Now maykeven will stopacing around.”

lanto turned his head and saw Owen standing to the side of the room, scribbling on some paper. lanto
looked at his shoulder. His shirt was off, and there waside plaster on his shoulder.

"That worm thing?" Owen said. "It seems to haeene toxin that knocks out its pregtrong sedative,
basically, along with a muscle relaxdnt.

"Prey?"lanto asked, hesitantly.

"It drinks blood. Don't worry we got it off you soon enough. Wasn't easy, though. It sort of burrowed
its head inside."

lanto swallowed down bile'But it's out? All of it?"

Owen nodded'Yeahyeah, | did scans to make sure. | just need to check you over some more now that
you're awake After that, youcan go show Gwen that you're okay. She figures this was her first real
misson in charge, so hang you attacked by a phallic, toitdtvelling worm is a bit of a blow."

LIyd2 aANRFYSR FyR Ot2a8R Kia S$88a® bhKZ D2RX6KSY

"Relax. It's just part of the joy that's Torchwood. No worse than aphrodisiac plants. Aryomashould
be fine with a bit of restl am going to give you some antibiotics, which | expect you to take. And no
more saying I'm not your doctor. I'm writing this up for your file, anduldchoose to put that you wet
yourself when you passed out."

"l didn't.”

"You did. Don't worry Gwen never noticed. We all got pretty wet after you shot the toilet. You can
change yourself, though. But firstheckup and your antbiotic."

lanto groaned and sat up. He took the pill and small cup of water from Owen, and swallowed it down.
Owen checked lanto's heartbeat, and shone a light into his eyes. lanto sat still, even as he was getting
impatient.

"Are youtrying to draw this out?" lanto aske finally.
"No, I'mtrying to make sure you're fit to be walking around."

"Well, I'd like to change my clothes, and | think you're a bastard."
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Finally, Owen released him. lanto went to the employee lockers, where he kept some spare clothes, and
got changd. He had to admit that, all things considered, Owen wasn't too horrible abddidin't make
it rankle any less, though.

After he finished getting dressed, lanto went to find Gwen. She was in the main part of the Hub with
Tosh. Theyooked happy to seeiim, and Gwen came over to him.

"Are you all right?" Gwen asked.
"A little out of it,but I'll be fine, thank you."
"| feel responsible, somehow."

He smiled at her. "You're not, Gwen. It's a hazard of the job. We had no way of knowing where that
thing was,or how good it was at jumping out of small bodies of water."

Tosh, who was sitting at her workstation, turned her chair to face them. "You should have seen Gwen.
That manager had the nerve to be upset that you shot the toileti Gwen told hina thing ortwo."

Gwen touched lanto's arm. "Why don't you go home for the rest of the day?" she asked softly. "We can
manage."

"I'm fine," he said. "Reallyll just sit and do some paperwork. We're getting a backlog, and I'd rather
wade through it some." Out of the corner of his eye, lanto saw Owen coming over

"Well," Owen said;paperwork shouldn't kill you. Just don't do anything too physical.”
lanto amost asked if that excluded sex, Bibpped himself.

It was late in the afternoon, so lanto closed the tourist officel sat at the front desk to go over the
expensesheets uninterrupted. At leastith his minor injury, it was unlikely that they'd be &gk him for
coffee just now.

When Owen came up, lanto thought little of it until Owen stopped at the desk.
lanto looked up at him"You needed somethin{y?
Owen leaned on the desk. "Nah, just wanted to see how you're holding up."

"I'm feeling all right. IHink we lucked out with one of the less lethal species of alien worm. By the way,
what happened to that thing? Is it still alive?"

"Yes, actually. I've got it contained. Thought it'd be good to hang onto it in case we needed an antidote.”

"I'm glad to heawyou were thinking of my webeing." lanto said while be beginnitg put the reports
back in the file folder. He was done for the niglitis eyes couldhtake much more othe small type
and he wasn't in the mood to try to find out who had been spendiugney on eBay
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"Actually,"” Owen said, "I was wondering if you might want to swing by my place tonight."

LIyd2 t221S8SR dzLJ i KAY®d ¢KAA ol a OSNIUFAyYyf &Xdzy SELIS
'one time'means'one time."

Owen backed upigihtly. "Yeah, well, | thought I'd ask. | mean, | thought we've had some pretty good
times."

That was certainly one way to look at it.

"My shoulder's sore," lanto said. "l want to take some aspirin and go to bed. And | don't want to get in
the habit of sleping with you after | get drugged by aliens. | thinkdltke a rain check

Owen nodded. "All right, tomorrow, then?"

lanto sighed. He threaded his fingers in his hair and looked away. He finally said, "I'll consider it."
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Chapter Five

"But | don't understand," lanto said. "What exactly is so horrible about him?"

Owen sighed with frustration. "I'm justying He looks like one of those creeps you find masturbating
at bus stops."

"All right,| have never seen anyone masturbating at a bus $opnow that you've put the image in my
head,l'll neverlook at Tintin the same way again. Thank you."

All Owen had to say was, "Goodde and lanto were lying side by side on lanto's bed. Owen \&&aagt
up at the ceiling.

lanto had pulled his boxers back on after theystiwid, but Owen was still naked. Somehow, they'd
gotten to talking, ancdhow Owen wished they hadn't. lanto snorted, and Owen realized he was laughing
at him.

He turned on his sideral looked at lanto. "Look, you're the one who brought it up.”

lanto's face was almost blank, but the corners of his mouth turned up and his eyes glistened. "No, you
were, remember? You're the one wisaid thealien we brought it looks like Tintin. | haddek."

Owen turned onto his back. "Well, it's not funny, all right?
lanto hummed and moved closer. "Did | hit a sore spot?"

Owen didn't reply to that. Instead, he put Hiandon lanto's hip and said, "C'mon. | wanna have
another go before | leave."

lanto smiled and slid out of his boxeidis shoulder was still bandaged, and he moved stiffly to avoid
hurting it, but the injury was mild and hadn't hindered them.

"In the mood again alreadyPanto asked.Is it because you were picturing Tintin masturbgfh

"Shut up" Owen sat up and pulled lanto closer. lanto started to speak again, but Owen stifled him with
a kiss.

~F ik k kL

As it was, Owen didn't go home that night. He woke up at thine¢ morning, still next to lanto. He
blinked in the dark room, ancdontemplated making his exit now.

lanto turned over, and for a moment Owen thought he was waking up. But he was only shifting in his
sleep.lanto mumbled something unintelligible.

Great. lanto spoke in his sleep.

"No," lanto murmured. NoX Hrle kicked Owen in the shin, and Owen moved further away.
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"lanto," Owen said, "wake up."
LEyd2 aljdsSST SR GKS &aKSSi Ay KAa FAadaod bwdzy Xb
Owen rolled his eyes. "You're dreaming. Wake up."

lanto gasped and opened his eyes. He looked around frantically fomaemib When he seemed to
realize that he was awake, he cleared his throat and askild,a shaky voicéWhat is it?"

"You were kicking mé.was getting sick of it."

"Oh, sorry." lanto sat up and rubbed his eylds.reached over and switched on the lightm gonna go
get a drink."

lanto got up and pulled his boxers on. Owen waited until lanto left the room, and then ghibupwas
a good time to bow out. Owen pulled his clothes on and went to find lanto.

This was the first time Owen had been in lanftas. He'd been in the hall, and had dropped lanto off at
home a couple times, but he'd never had a chance to see the inside. It was disappointihigradgned
lanto living the waye was at work: stiff and buttoned up. Actually, the only interestiriggtabout the
flat was that none of the furniture matched.

lanto was sitting in the living room in his boxers, drinking a glass of water. Owen leaned on the wall.
"I think I'll head on."

lanto didn't seem to hear him. He was looking forward at the veatl he still looked a bit clammy.
Slowly, he turned his head towards Ow&Hmm? Ah, rightl'll see you at the Hub lateBorry | woke
you."

"It's all right," Owen said. "l was waking up anyway."

Owen wasn't going to talk any more about it. First of aliyasn't really his concerfilanto had had a
nightmare. Second of all, these things happened. In their line of work, it was no wonder that aliens and
missions gone wrong crept into their dreams sometimes. Whatever it waidamio shaken up, though.

Owenturned to leave. He knew when to offer some privacy. He was walking to the door when lanto
called out, "Owen?"

Owen turned, and saw lanto looking at him. "What?"
bLAd GKA&AXlFY |NNJIy3aSYSyGK LiGYa GKS aSO2yR GAYS® ¢K
"You mearare we fuck buddies now or something?"

lanto raised an eyebrow. "I wouldn't have put it in those terms, ymg"
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"If you're gonnastand there, put some gloves on and help,” Owen said. Usually, when he was dissecting
things, saying that made people go away pretty quick.

But Gwen just ignored him. "Do you know what that thing is?"

"What does ilooklike?"

"It looks like a largseasponge.”

Owen turned to get a scalpel. "And as far as | can tell, that's what it is. An alien sponge.”
Gwen looked at it. A man in Splott killed by a sponge. Is that even possible?"

Owen grinned at her. "You've been here six months, love. You've seerewgltitithan this."

Gwen shrugged.Yes, but usually it doesn't make me wonder what's in my cleaning sudpliesl the
police he died of a heart attack. Can we release the body yet? The family will vargral”

"Not yet. lwant to examine the bog more closelyTell the police we need it for another day or two."
"Right." Gwen turned to go, but stopped. Inexplicably, she said, "lanto's in the shooting range."

Owen was focused on his work. His tools were laid out, and he thought to grab a maslcpss.
"Really? Good for hirhhe said.

"I thought maybe you could work with him latér

Owen lookedup at her "Work with him on what?"

"Look, it's beera whilenow, since Jack left. The rift is not going to stop because he's not here."
"Yeah, Gwen, Idow. You want to get to your poin®ometime today would be nice.

"lanto doesn't have much experience with fieldwork, and clearly he knows he could use the practice.
Maybe you could help hinWwork with him®

Owen put down his scalpel. "He shot me, remember? Bloke knows how to use a gun. And if you're so
concerned about his abilities, why dogbuwork with him?"

She sighed'Because you have more experience. You're a better shot. I'm not blind to that,.Owen
Despite what you think,dm trying to work with you, here. If you could try to work with the rest of us,
that'd be nice"

Owen turned away to get some gloves. "When we're on a mission, I'll be a team player. Rigitsnow,
not in my job description. Lookdon't do supportiveAll right?So you can stop wasting your time."

Gwen might have left in a huff. He wasn't sure since he was still bent over the box of latex gloves.
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It had been a hard day. ToBaddetected a posible security breach on one of the computers, and had
spent all morning making sure everything was oKdnen UNIT had tried to get in touch with Jack, again,
and Owen had had to take the phone and make something up when they wouldn't accept lanto's
excues anymore. Owen had no idea how much time he'd managed to buy them. lzatter had

finished going through the expense reports, and had sent Owen a nasgjl@bout using Torchwood
credit for personal expenses. And a couple hours ago, Gwen had gatthfieom one of her old police
buddies about the odd death in Splott.

Now, Owen had to dissect the murderof@dhopefully completelydead)sponge.

Actually, he didn't mind that muclide liked to complain sometimes about the gross stuff he had to cut
open, but in fact he usually liked This part of his job interested him, as a doctde'd never regretted
going into medicine, Wt when he'd worked in the A&E he'd spenbre time examining people who
thought they were dying from indigestion and stitchinp idiots who had gotten into pub fights than
doing anything truly rewarding.

This job really was ideal. He got to study aliens,ianes always interesting or important when one of
his coworkers needed his care

But right now the careful act of disstion wasn't doing much to calm his nerves

He wished that Jack had had the good sense to officially make him seeoachmand. After Suzie's
death, it woud have been natural. After allpbody else had been nameld wasn't that Gwen didn't

have the galifications. Owen knew she was reliable and versatile, and she was a quick learner. If the
situation was truly temporary, well, it could be worse.

But Owen didn't expect Jack to ever come back at this point. Eventually, they would need a permanent
leader.They'd need to make it official, and then they'd have to deal with even more of UNIT's hounding.

He hurried through the dissection as carefully as possible. He took the samples he needed, cleaned up,
and washed his hands. He felt like his nerves werghdlyi wound spring. He needed to release it on
something, or someone.

He took off his lab coat, and went to find lanto.
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When Owen found him in the shooting range, lanto was reloading his gun. He had his goggles and ear
protection still on, and &didn't notice Owen for a moment.

It was generally a bad idea to sneak up on someone in a shooting s@@/en made sure to make
himself seen.

When lanto saw him, he uncovered his ears and asked, "What's going on?"

"Gwen says you're a crap shot and ymed my instruction."
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lanto frowned. "Gwen would not say that."

"Yeah, well, she was thinking it. What are you doing down here? Jack never train you? | would've
thought he'd want ta might've given him a chance to feel you up."

"Actually, we didn't spendhuch time on it. If I'm going to be going into the field regularly, | thought |
should practice. If you want to give me advice, fine. If you just want to belittle me, then you can go away
and wait until I'm not armed."

Owen snorted. "I'm here to help."
Owen got some goggles and ear protection, and rejoined lanto.

"Now remember," Owen said, shouting so that he could hear himself through his earplugs. "I'm only
doing this because Gwen thinks you need the practice.”

Owen stood behind lanto, and lanto raised bin to the target. He fired. The bullet hit thedt side
which wasn't great, but wasn't horrible by any means.

"Here," Owen yelled, "try changing your stance. You don't look very balanced."

lanto tried, but it became clear that Owen was going to havetich him. Oweinad meantto keep it
chasta he wasn'ta pervert like Jaclkle adjusted lanto's arms, and then moved down to his hips. He
moved his right hand up to lanto's belly, aaccidentallygrazed it over the front of lanto's trousers.

"Was thatan accident?" lanteshouted
"Yeah, it was. Don't get any ideas."

He kept his hands on lanto's hips while lanto fired off the rest of the round. Somehow, lanto managed to
be even less accurate.

After a couple more rounds, it was cleghat Owen's instructiorwasn't helping much.

"Well," Owen said once lanto was finished, "if we've proven anything, here, it's that you're even more
inept than Gwen thought you were."

"Bastard. I'd do better if you hadn't put your hand on my crotch."”

"The problem is yowant my hand on your crotchi Owen shook his head, and walked out of the
shooting range. He'd done his duty, and Gwen couldn't get on his case about it again. If she asked, he'd
tell her lanto ahopelesswhich wagprobablytrue.

Upstairs, there was a note fromw@n saying that she'd gone to sort something out with the police
regarding the sponge victim. Tosh was still downstairs in the new boardroom, where she'd been working
since the security scare had been worked out.
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Owen returned to the autopsy bay. The soohe finished his work on the sponge victim, the quicker
that case could get right out the dodDwenstarted getting his instruments out, again, anerealized
that his scissors weren't in the usual place. He growled and slammed the drawer closed.

G 5 2 u tRirk, if | sucked you offr something & BedmaRetter mood for a while ¢

Owenhad justopened another drawerand had hardly heard lanto over the clang of metal instruments.
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some sort of threat.
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scenariaright out of some bad porno, but if this was how lanto had tmkh then Owen would humor

him.

GTrue, but I'd rather improve your mood than deal with your temper any more today. It's either this or
making you some coffee, and | just cleaned the coffee machine an hodréago
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"And Tosh?"

"She's preoccupied. You want this?"
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sharply and leaned back into the open metal drawer, slamming it closed. Stupidly, he was already
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He held the edge of the counter, squeezing until the edge bit into the sensitive backs of his knuckles.
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sucking again, moving his mouth down the length.
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Seduced. That was a laugh.
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Luckily, thatwvas the last thing lanto said. If Owen hadn't wanted him to shut up, he would have argued.
Instead, he pressed his back into the edge of the counter and let lanto relieve his tdhtswas
how lanto would respond from now on, Owen thought he'd try to wind lanto up more often.

Owen closed his eyes and rode it out. When it was over, he opened them to see lanto stand up with a
sigh, dabbing his lips with a tissue. Owen tucked himself back imjedns and zipped his fly. He
recovered his breath while lanto left the autopsy bay without a word.

A few minutes later, Owen peeked upstairs to see lanto at his computer, working nonchalantly. It was
rather unnerving.
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Chapter Six

The nightmares were something lanto hadn't anticipatdd:d really thought he was past that by now.

The hardespart was thathe washappy. Orsomething close enough to it. At least, tliein't think he
was unhappySaq the intrusion of old memories was d@h much more unwelcome.

He figured out that it was worse since he'd been spending more time in the field, which was
inconvenient. The worst thing would be to appear incompetent, or lose the team's faith. He didn't want
to be relegated to the tourist officbecause he looked incapable of anything else, and he didn't want to
be another broken object from Torchwood One, like one of the boxes of worthless tech in the basement
that London had sent over years ago

But it was hard to watch Gwen narrowly miss a Wiklkite without remembering how his old coworkers
haddied. The nights he spent alone, he would stare at the ceilingramember things he'd seen, or
ponder what might happen the next time a mission went wronig.ddeams were amalgamesne night

he dreant he was at Canary Wharf again and watched Tosh die in a conversion unit.

Then, in the morning, he would be thinking of work or whether or not to invite Owen out for a drink,
andeverything that plagued him at night felt insignificant.

Just the sameore nighthe tookthe bottle of medicatiorfrom hismedicine cabinet. It was mostly full

and over six months old. After the Canary Wharf battle, Torchwood's idea of survivor counseling was to
have him talk to someone for five minutes, and theand him off vith a prescription to help him stay
relaxed He'dgotten in filled buthad only takera couple.

They were past the expiration date, now, arel joured them down the toilet.

At the Hub, he began practicing in the firing range when he could, which waseri @f$ it turned out,
Jack was actually replaceabléhey were able to fill in his duties fairly well. On the other hand, making
do with four members rather than five was still provitggbe a challenge.

But lanto was motivated now to find time to train evf times a week. The only thing that eased his
mind was assuring himself that he could back the othera/en it came down to it

After the first day, Owen mostly left him alonantowould think that he'd scared him off, except that
they still went home together some nights. But after a week, Owen starting showing up in the shooting
range again.

He didn't reallyhelp. He stood in the back and watched with his arms crossed, and laotd feel him
watching. It was almost more disturbing than being touched.

The only time Owen would talk was after lanto finished. He would say, "You're tensing up too much," or
"Don't freak out about your aim."

lanto would nod and start cleaning up.
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"Does the riftchooseto make this difficult?" Owen asked.

Tosh sighed. "Look on the bright side. There's less chance of someone coming across whatever came
through.Nobody wants to go through rubbish in the rdin.

At the moment, that wasn't much of a consolation.

lanto walked away from the SUV and toward the alley. He looked down at the ddohisin plastered
to the pavement He saw a page from a magazine, a foiete of a Vote Saxon poster, and a condom.
Lovely. He hoped they wouldn't need to rummage through the rubtmielmuch

Behind him, lanto heard Owen start ranting.

"Why can't the rift drop something, | don't know, in a pub? Nothing dangerous. Just aikitie @f tech
that we can go in and get, and then have a pint afterwards. Is that too much?"

lanto felt sprinkles on face, and turned around. "You guys, | think it's starting to rain again. We should
probably get moving."

"Wonderful" Owen said.
"Right," Gven said, "it'll be more efficient if we pair offinto, with me. Tosh, with Owen."

Owen waslouble-checking his gun. Without looking up, he sédi;tually,I'll go with lanto, if that's all
right."

lanto looked at Gwen and Tosh. If Gwen was surprisdumbtirered, she didn't show it. Tosh, on the
other hand, glanced over at Owen with a questioning frown.

"It really doesn't matter to me," lanto said quickly. Then, for good measure, he added, "Owen's been
helping me with my marksmanship."”

"All right," Gwen aid, "fine. It doesn't matter & long as we're agreed."

Tosh picked up her scanner. "Keep your coroms she said, looking at lanto. "I'll let you know if the
readings change."

Owen and lanto started with the alley, while Gwen and Tosh went further @radtonly late afternoon,
but everything was a bit dark with the weather, and the alley especially so. lanto had to get out his
torch.

"There's no reason you couldn't have gone with Tosh," lanto said.

43



"Like you said, what does it matter? It's not like farcing you. You could have gone with Gwen, if you
wanted to."

Maybe lanto was ovethinking things. He and Owen kept a professional distance during work for the
most part, but that didn't mean they couldn't work side by side. It would be impossible id &vat.
lanto was even willing to put some faith in Owen's motives.

There was no sign of anything suspicious in the alley, but sometimes it was hard to be sure. It was easy
when there were police reports or screaming withesses (of course, that situdsomexjuired lots of

Retcon); it was a different matter entirely when all they had to go by was a peak of rift activity and a
small energy signature. It could be anything, redly.objecthad to be a certain size before the

equipment would pik up its taces, but small things still came through. So did the occasional mundane
thing, like the crate of herring from 1967 that showed up in Bute Park one day a few months ago.

It was starting to rain harder, and lanto could feel the cool water against hiswshelg it seeped
through his hair.

Owen sighed. "There's nothing down here. Come on."

They were starting to make their way back towards the street when Gwen's voice came through lanto's
earpiece.

"We've found something," she said.
lanto pushed the buttond reply. "Right. We're on our way. Where are you at?"

Gwen and Tosh weren't far. At least Tosh's sensor had judged the location fairly accurately. They were
crouched by a gutter, looking down at something.

lanto and Owen joined them, and looked to see wihatas.

It was ametal cube There was nothing particularly distinctive about it, except thate was a small,
blinking yellow light on it that seemed to emanate from within it.

"This is definitely what's causing the readings," Tosh said.
"Do we have ay idea what it is?" Gwen asked.

It didn't look like anything lanto had seenfbee, and lanto prided himself on being familiar with most

of the tech Torchwood had salvaged over the yeBisding new tech always interested hifrhis was

the sort of thinghe'd worked on in London, and he didn't think he'd ever lose interest. There was
something hypnotizing and beautiful about this thing, something to do with how the metal looked solid
and yet the small light appeared to come franside

"I'm gonnatry and pick it up," Owen said.

Gwen looked at him. "Be careful."
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Owen slowly picked it up. When he did, the light went out and a brighter, white light illuminated the
top. After a second, it dimmed and lanto saw the hint of an image. Owen set the culveaiothe
pavement, and they all leaned in to look at it. The image was of a woman, apparently human. She had
short red hair and was sitting on a beach, smiling. It was some sort of photograph.

When nothing else happened, lanto picked the cube up. He wfrefirned it in his hands, and on the
bottom he found a small button.

He showed it to the others. "Should | push it?"

Owen shrugged. "One of us has to. Doesn't look like this thing is dangerous. thalbsmbs of the
future double as photo albunis

lanto turned the cube upright and pushed the button. There was a small hiss, and the top, which hadn't
even appeared distinct a moment ago, popped open. He pulled the lid back and looked inside.

The hollow interior of the cube was filled with ashes. lantogized them immediately, having seen
too many spare ashes from the incinerator when he burned the bodies they needn't (or couldn't) store.

"It's an urn," he said, quietly. "These are ashes. Her ashes."

Gwen leaned over from where she knelt on the pavem&e put her hands on the cube and he
released it into her grasp. "Oh my God," she said.

Perhaps it shouldn't have seemed extraordinary. It wasn't that odd to find bodies. Most common were
aliens that were unable to breathe in Earth's atmosphere, dyiimgutas after getting sucked through
the rift. Rarely, a body would come through that had clearly been killed prior to coming through the rift,
which made lanto uneasy, since what better method of disposal could there be for a murderer?

But this was differat. This was both a body and a memorial.
"How could this have come through?" Gwen asked.

"Maybe someone threw it into the rift,” Tosh suggested. Gwen looked at her, andcbéashued:
"Well, you hear about people having their ashes scattered. Maybewsssome futuristic way of doing
it."

Gwen closed the lid on the cube. "What should we do with it?"
lanto cleared his throat. "Take it back with us, | suppose. Put it in the morgue.”

It wasn't the best suggestion. In fact, it felt rather wrong. Someonedaaed about this woman, and
they were going to store what was left of her away. But the morgue was better than putting the cube in
the archives with the tech.

The rain was starting to let up, but their knees were wet from kneeling on the pavement. kmiedc
the cube, which was now shining its small yellow light again, back to the SUV.
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That night, lanto went home with Owen. He wasn't sure why, because he wasn't really in the mood for
sexat the moment AndOwen seemed to be in no rush to hetadthe bedroom, eitherHe mixed some
drinks while lanto leaned back on the sofa.

"Thanks," he said when Owen handed him a drink. He took a sip, and said, "Do you agree with Tosh?
That someone threw those ashes through the rift intentionally?"

For a secondOwen didn't answerHe was standing against the wall, with his head turned towards the
window. "If they did," he said, "they did it wrong, didn't they? You're supposed to release the ashes."

"I wouldn't know," lanto said. "I've never known anyone who wasnated." Though, Lisa's body had
been burned. But that was another thing, entirely.

"My father was," Owen said.

"I'm sorry. | didn't know."

Owen just shrugged. "Don't be. Not like | ever really knew the man."
"Oh, I'm sorry to hear that."

Owen downed tle rest of his drink and set it down on the bar with a loud clink. lanto flinched. He was
surprised it didn't break.

"Stop beinducking sorry, all rightThe man had the good sense to get out whidedould. You gotta
respect that!

lantodidn't know what to say to thatt wouldn't be right to complain about how his family had been
more or less intact, and how much harder that made things when his mam wondered why he didn't call
much. That would get him about as much sympathy as Gwewlgemn she talked about her relatively
happyrelationship.He finished his drink and rested his head against the back of the sofa, cradling the
empty glass on his thigh.

"You look knackered, mate," Owen said.
"I am," lanto admitted. "Don't know if | couldegp, though."
"Want me to wear you down some?"

lanto scoffed. "That sounds more like a threat than a propositible.'tlosed his eyes. "No, I've just had
some stuff on my mind. It's nothing."

"Thought a good shag helped with that."

"True, it does. But eveually you do have tgtopshagging, and then your mind starts functioning
again."
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lanto almost fell asleep right there. He reallgsknackered, but he didn't quite feel like going home.

"You really all right?" Owen asked eventually.
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"Right," Owen said.

"Not Lisa," lanto said. He felt badying it because it was like he was trying to minimize, Isay that
shedidn't still occupy higvery thoughtsometimes But he didn't want her hanging over him, and he
didn't wantOwen, or anyone else, to assume things about him and what kept him satakght

"After the battle,"lanto explained, "they brought me in to help identify some bodies. The ones that
weref ST 6SNEXYdziAt I GSR yR GKS@UR 06SSy> dz¥Yz o0 dz2NYy SR
thought it was possible for it to get worse."

"Shit," Owen said softly.

"Yeah. | think maybe they thought it was a mistake bringing me in, because thegapd and " he
chuckled. "They had me talk to this UNIT doctor for five minutes. She wrote me a prescription and that
was the last they had to do with me."

He opened his eyes and saw Owen watching him. "l suppose | should be over it by now, shouldn't 1?"

Owen shook his head. "Some shit you just don't forget.y®utgottamove on,or you'll go bloody
insane the next time things go to hell. | think that was Suzie's problem, if you want me to be hithest
you."

"Next time," lanto echoed. It was true; notig had happened to him that was any worse than stuff that
had happened before and would happen again. Strangely, that thought didn't terrify him as much as it
should have.

"Well," Owen said, "sometimes you get stuff like the sex plant. Makes it worftyduiask me."
lanto laughed.
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The next day, Owen didn't join him in the shooting range. Nor did he the next day, or the day after.
Eventually, lanto stopped practicing.

It was just as well. He and Tosh were nearly finished with the new boardaaihe wanted to get it
finished. All they had to do now was furnish and decorate it.

They were setting up the new table one afternoon when Gwen and Owen came down to check on the
progress. lanto was feeling rather smug: he and Tosh had done everything.

"Looks nice," Gwen said. "Don't you think, Owen?"
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Owen looked around. "Yeah, not half bad."
Tosh looked up and smiled. "Not half bad? | say pretty good considering it's been the two of us."

Gwen looked sheepish. "I kept meaning to see if there was something | could do. We've all been so busy.
You two did well on your own though, didn't you? | like the colors you chose."

Owen pointed at the pictures on the wall, and looked at lanto. "Whereldget those?"

"They're old staff photos | found in the archives," lanto replied. "l copied them and got some frames. |
thought it'd be a nice touch.”

Owen grinned. "At least you're better at decorating than you are shooting."

"I don't know. Maybe it'd benore to your liking if | put up pictures of Tintin."

Owen wrinkled his nose and turned away. Gwen looked Owen, and then at lanto. She smiled curiously.
"What's all that about?" she asked.

Before lanto could reply, Owen said, "lanto hbes some pervertethstes, if you ask me."

lanto smiled. "Nobody really asked you."

Tosh clicked her tongue. "Well, | for one would like to get this place furnished before evening."

Just for her, lanto let it go.
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"You've been avoiding me," langaid. "And you're being a bastard." He winced when Owen bit him on
the neck, as though to prove the point.

"Not avoiding you now," Owen said with a growl.

They were at Owen's flat, the first night together since they day they found the ashes. lantockalkd
up the period of absenct acoincidence, but he was too observant for that. He was glad that Owen
had broken the ice whatever it was because lanto wouldn't have.

lanto was flat on his back on Owen's bed. Hisggdle, and waistcoat were on théobr in another
room. His shoes and socks were lying on the edge of the bed, ready to fall off.

Owen sat up and started undoing lanto's belt. lanto pushed his hamdg and did it himself, pushing
off his trousers and boxers. He reached for Owen's beltdwen grabbed his wrists and pinned them
painfully to the mattress. lanto pushed against his hands, but not enough to actually free himself.
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Owen leaned in for a kiss, and lanto humored it for a second before he bit do®@mwen's lip. He was
satisfied vith the stifled gasp he heard, and he bit down until he tasted a trace of blood, when he let go
and let his head sink down on the pillow.

Owen licked his lip. "You fucking bastard." He let go of lanto's hands to work on his own belt.

The bite was the ladiit of trouble lanto feltlike giving. He wanted this, and he didn't feel like pushing
Owen so much that it turned into a brawl instead of sex. To show what he wanted, he wrapped his legs
around Owen's waist as soon as Owen was ready.

"You're such a whoreOwen said. "Your shirt's still on."
lanto wasn't sure why that made him a whore. Owen's shirt was still on, too, though unbuttoned.
"Then take it off," lanto said.

Owen started undoing lanto's shirt buttons, pulling at them so roughly that lanto thabghthread

would tear. He moved his arms when necessary so Owen could pull the shirt off, and he watched it fly
across the room when Owen threw it against the window. If someone had been outside, looking up at
the right angle at just that moment, they mighave seen it. It was hard not to feel like an exhibitionist
when surrounded by glass.

He saw Owen reach for the lube again, this time poising the bottle over his finger.
"It's okay," lanto said. "I'm good."

Owen looked at him. "Yeah?" There was someth#gsi, and a look that said Owen didn't really want
to cause him harm, but lanto decided that the lube spread over the condom was enough.

"Yeah, I'm good."

lanto put his hands on Owenigist and relaxed while Owen pushed forward. He could feel the stretch,
and he wondered for a moment if he should have agreed to more foreplay. But it didn't really hurt, and
he wanted this to happen quickly.

When Owen started moving, lanto reached un@even's shirt and pressed the tips of his fingers into
his back, pressingisnails in and down until Owen jerkeldnto's ownback hurt, but he kept his legs
clamped tightly around Owen's waist.

"Harder," lanto whispered.

This was the sort of time lantodh't mind Owen being a bastard. He didn't mind when Owen grabbed
his wrists and pinned them back onto the bed, and he didn't mind the vague insults and names that he
heard Owen mutter: "Stupid bastar¥fou'd let me do anything to you, wouldn't you?"

lantowouldn't, buthe wasn't going to say that
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When he came, he said, "I hate you sometimes."
"Likewise, mate."

That night, lanto went to sleep without cleaning up. When he woke up, his back was stiff, he was sore,
and his wrists were bruised. Owen was alregdpe. He'd left lanto there alone. lanto thought he
should nick something, just to make Owen regret it, but it wasn't worth it.

At work, Owen ignored him, and lanto spent the next week alone in his own bed.
This was what theg agreed to, after all: a siple arrangement with no obligations.

At least lanto was sleeping better. The dreams were getting less frequent agairaridgedo sleep
through most nightantil early one morning, when he got a phone call from UNIT.
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Chapter Seven

They were all stifawning when they gathered at the Hub. It wasn't even fully light out, yet.

"All right, what's going o¥' Owen asked, looking accusingly at lanto. It was lanto who had called them
allin.

lanto yawned at him, as if to say that he didn't want to be therthez. What he did say wasUNIT
wantsus in Pakistan as soon as possible."

Gwen sighed. "That's what you said. Buity? | thought we only have jurisdiction here."
Tosh yawned and crossed her arms. "dg®nly have jurisdiction here. Why isn't UNIT orsthi

"UNITison it," lanto said. "But they want us. All | was told is that there's some sort of rift activity in the
Himalayas."

"Do the Himalayas evamavea rift?" Tosh asked.

"Well," Gwen said, "we're not going until we know why. Who exactly contage@® Did they give you a
number?"

While lanto gave her the information, Owen walked around, trying to wake himself up more. Far above,
Myfanwy squawked. She probably wasn't ready to get up, either.

Owen realized Tosh had walked over to him.

"I'm not sure ve should trust this," she said softly. "There's no reason for them to be calling us in."
In the background, Owen heard Gwen talking on her mobile. He sighed. "Who knows?"

"What if they want Jack," sh&hispered frantically"What are we supposed to do theh

Before he could reply, Gwen hung up. They all turned to her.

"They want us because they think it has to do with Abaddon," she said. "In other words, since they know
it originated here, they think we're responsible."

lanto put his hands on his hips. "How could that be? Everything reset itself. There have been no reports
of anything too out of the ordinary."

"Wait a moment,"” Tosh said. "Did they actually mention Abaddon?"
"Yeah," Gwen said, "why?"

"We never mentioned Abaddain the report we gave UNIT. And since the rift reset itself, they would
never know about it. They would have had to have seen our internal reports.”

Owen wondered if there wasn't something to Tosh's concerns. She had a point: it was odd.
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"Could theyreally have seen the reports?" Gwen asked.

"I don't think we should get too far ahead of ourselves," lanto said, "but if they know about Abaddon,
there's no telling what else they've learned. | ¢atithey're getting annoyed that Jack's not arourithe
last thing we need i® give them an excuse to come in here and look around
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Owen sighed. "l really don't like where this is going. I'm not going to be UNIT's slave beegusgtht
have information on us."

Gwen stepped forward. "We can't do anything about it just now. We'll see what we can find out, but
maybe it's best we don't raise the issue just yet. Begidéthis does have something to do with the rift,
we should try © help."

lanto nodded. "Looks like I'll need to book a flight, then."
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man named Major Parsons, dressed in fiMITuniform, was there to pickhem up. Parsons had a

handshake that was painful and lasted several seconds, and he grinned almost constantly, regardless of
appropriateness.

After a hasty breakfast, Parsons drove them to the site, and they saw the mountain climbing equipment.
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Parsons parked the jeep. He turned and grinned at Gwen, who was sitting in the front passenger seat.
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As they got out of the jeep, Gwen'siR X G ¢ 2RI &3 (K2dAKK LQZS yS@OSNI 658,
52y Qi 6S ySSR a2YS a2NIl 2F GNIAYyAy3aK L ¢l G§OKSR |

Parsons walked around the jeep and patted Gwen on the shoulder. He pointed upward and laughed.
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Eventually, Owen started questioning that. They were able to take a helicopter part of the way up, but
were told they would need talimbthe rest of the wayEverything above them seemed like an eternity
away. Earlier, Parsons had pointed out a ledge where the reports said the activity was centered. It
KFERyYy Qi f 22 fkRhodr hiké] ntaybe. Bt if barely looked any closer now thhad two

hours ago.
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the snow, it wagvenharder and slower. Every now and then he would pause and look at the others:

Gwen had managed to get ahealthe front with Parsons; the eight other UNIT officers escorting them

were helping haul supplies and equipment; lanto kept looking wistfully down towards the ground; Tosh

was trying to climb while carrying her rift energy detector.
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They finally reached thedige during mieafternoon. Tosh scanned the area while the rest of them
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Before Owen could yell something about how unspecific that was, there was a loud noise, and Owen got
coated with a spray of flying snow. He heard the others yelling, and he turned to selyifigsh the

snow, knocked over by whatever had happenéthen he saw her sit up, he focused his attention on

the source of the disruption.
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recognizedt: it was an oversized jagk-the-box. It had been buried under the snow, but now the top
was open and a doll with a cloth body and large head was swaying back and forth on a spring.

Tosh pushed herself out of the snow and stood up. When Owen sawhér$vih KS | 41 SRXI &, 2 dz
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He would need to check her out later and make sure she was okay. Right now, Gwen and lanto were
carefully steppingloser.
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Before Owen could ask what he was talking about, Gwen moved closer and said, "Oh my God, you're
right. It does."

Upon closer inspection, they were righthe doll in the jackin-the-box looked like Jack. This realiion
didn't help any it just served to make thingmore confusing.

53



Tosh started inspecting it while the others watched. Owen was content to let her do her work. After a
few minutes, she managed to take off the side panel of the-jad¢ke-box, exposing its inner workings.
Owen couldn't see it from where he stood, but $&wv Tosh's reaction twhatever was insideHer eyes
widened, and she moved back quickly.

"It's a bomb!" she shoutedWe've got to get out of here!"
"How long do we have?" Gwen asked.
"Not long enough. We have to run!"

Owen wasn't about to doubt her urgep. He turned and ran in the opposite direction as fast as he
could, pausing only to make sure that the others were moving, too. It was hard to run; the slope was
steeper here, and it wouldnhe hard to slip in the snow. But Owen kept running until thesss a loud
boom that shook the ground and made him tumble to his knees. Something flew past in his peripheral
vision, and he looked to the side to see a large piece of painted metal, part of thimjdoekbox, lying
several feet away.

The first thing halid was look around to make sure everyone was accounted fouaimjured Gwen

and Tosh were lying in the snow, and lanto was staringhatre the jackin-the-box had been. The UNIT
peopleappeared to all be present. Thoughplosion hadn't been as bad iagould have been, it could
have killed them if Tosh hadn't warned theAnd it was good fortune that they hadn't been hit by the
debris, which now littered the mountainside. Owen saw the Jack doll's head lying several feet away.

They barely had timeotrecover when Owen heard a rumbling souHi@. looked up and sasnow
moving farther up the mountain, disturbed by the bomb.

Parsons saw it, too. "We've got an avalanche," he announced.

That's obvious, you worthless bastaf@wen thoughtbut he wagoo busy moving again to say it.
kKK

"You can't blame UNIT"

"You're the ones who led us into a trap," Gwen said, interrupting Parsons.

Parsons shook his head. "We don't know that it was a trap, yet."

Owen was standing next to Gwen, his arms crossed \ubilwatched her argue with Parsons. Gwen
never was someone to mess with. Owen had to give her thatwas fine with letting her take charge
here, as long as she gave Parsons and his people hell.

"Of course we bloody know it was," she said. "Our entire t@zms jeopardized, and that trapas
meant for us. | want to know who reportedifsupposed rift activity."
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Parsons hesitated. Owen was glad to see that, finally, he wasn't grinning anymore. "We're trying to
verify that right now," Parsons saitiVe got areport yesterday, but it's not clear where it originated or
who authored it."

"Well," Gwen said, "I want to know everything you know."

Owen shook his head and wandered back over to the UNIT tent. He was too knackered to fight right
now, and it seemed Gwewas doing an all right jolAfter the ordeal of escaping the bomb and the
avalanche, alDwenwanted was to go home and do his best to forget this ever occurred.

lanto and Tosh were in the tent, sitting on folding chairs. When Owen saw Tosh rubbingdiehe
pulled over a crate and sat down in front her.

"Still hurts?" he asked.
She smiled. "Not that bad, really. I think it just got jostled more, with all the running about.”

Her wrist was slightly swollen and a little red, but it didn't look serious. He was still feeling her wrist
when one of the UNIT officecmame inside the tent and started poking in one of the supply crates. When
he saw Owen examining Tosh's wrist, he askideverything okay?"

Owen frowned. "I don't know yet. I'll need to do someays when we get back to Cardiff."
After the man left, Tosh said, "I don't think it's that bad."

"Yeah, well, considering what we've been through today, they can afford tgisey."

"l could manufacture a limp," lanto said, "if you'd like."

Tosh playfully swatted at him with her free hand. "Don't even think about stealing my sympathy.

The tent flap opened agaimd Gwen stuck her head inside."If UNIT has any idea whatig goi here,
they're hiding it well. Let's get the hell out of here."

Owen couldn't have agreed more.
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They got Parsons to drop them off at the airport. It was eveningjtandspretty clear that they
wouldn't be getting a flight out that nighbut the sooner they had tickets, the better.

lanto went to book a flight while Owen waited with Gwen and Tosh by the door. Owen hoped it
wouldn't take long, because if they had to stay here overnight, he wanted to get to the hotel and go to
sleep.

When latto came back after only a few minutes, it seemed like a good Biginanto looked bothered.

"Did you all bring your Torchwood credit cards?" lanto asked.
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They all murmured agreement, and Gwen said, "Yes, lanto, why?"
"Uh, mine's being rejected for someason."

Owen snorted, but pulled out his wallet. "You been using the card to buy your expensive suits or
something?"

lanto didn't retort. He looked too tired for it. Instead, calmly, he said, "There's no way any of us could've
gone over the limit | keep aclose eye on the accourt's just a problemwvith my card, for some
reason."

They all walked over to desk, and Owen handed over his Aftet. a moment, the woman frowned and
handed it back.

They tried Gwen's, and then Tosh's, but both were also rejected

"All right," Gwen said, "this trip is getting very odd.

"l think we're way past that point,” Owen said.

lanto looked concernedMaybe | should try to find out if there's a British embassy
"Would that do any good?" Gwen asked.

"Well," lanto said, "pesibly. It depends."

Owen sighed. "Back up a moment, here. I'll tell you what. I'll use my personal card and buy the fucking
tickets so we can get out of here, how about that?"

"Owen's right,” Tosh said. "I'll be glad to help pay the expenses. We can nsatedor it when we get
home."

After a few minutes, it was agreed: they would all split the expenses on their personal credit cards.
Owen breathed a sigh of relief when thiyally succeeded in booking tickets.

Their flight predictablywasn't until the next day, so from the airport they went to a hotel for the night.
After working out who would pay, they got two double rooms.

The rooms were next door to each other. Owen and lanto said goodnight to Gwen and Tosh before
settling into ther own room.

Owen dozed off while he waited for lanto to finish in the shower. When he woke up, lanto was coming
out of the bathroom in his boxers.

"It's all yours," he said.

Owen didn't feel like he could stand long enough to shower, but he didn't wag to sleep like this.
He forced himself to get up and go into the still warm bathroom.
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When he finishedhe came out and fountanto lying in bed, holding something in his hands. When
Owen got closer, he saw it was a condom paeket a bottle of lube

Owen sighed and collapsed on his own bed. "It pains me to say this, but | don't know if I've got it in me
tonight.”

lanto glanced at him. "Didn't say anything about wanting to sleep with you."

"Who else is there?" He snorted.don't know if it's charmingr pathetic how you pretend you're not
desperate Or were you planning on using your hahd?

There was a pause, and Owen assumed that lanto had given up, or fallen asleep.
Then, lanto said, "Let me top you."

"Why?"

"l want to, and | think it'd be furl.think we need it tonight

Owen closed his eyelonestly, it didn't sound like a bad ide@etting off tonight would be welcome,
after everything, and maybe this way he wouldn't need to do much work.

"All right," he said.
He heard lanto get up. "ltskayif you've never done it before," lanto said.

"l already said all right!" Owen growled.Want to do it.I'm agreeing with you, here." Why did lanto
have to make everything into an argument?

He opened his eyes when he felt lanto sit down on the bed bésidelt was a single bed, but big
enough for the two of them for a short while.

"We need to be quiet," lanto said, nodding at the wall they shared with Gwen and Tosh.

Owen closed his eyes and breathed in deeply when he felt lamdoésskin on hisHe redly hadn'tdone
this before, and he wondered what it said about him that he trudteto enough to try it with.

He turned over, and he gasped when he felt lanto's finger. The feeling was strange, but not unpleasant.
After several minutes, lanto askedolystill with me?"

"Course | am."

"Glad to hear itlt'd be a bit of a blow to the confidence if you fell asleep on me. You ready?"

"Yeah."

Owen tensed briefly when he felt lanto's cock, but it wasn't bad. Once lanto was inside him, it actually
felt good.
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"Okay?" lanto asked. His voice was deep, and Owen could feel his hot breath on his cheek.
"Keep going."

It was a bit of a thrill. Owen wondered why he'd never tried it before, why he hadn't considered that
lantomight be somewhat decent at it. Maybe it helped that Owen was exhausted, and relaxing came
easily.

lanto kissed Owen's neck and shoulder. He kissed and sucked at tharskinrapped an arm around
Owen'swaist to stroke his cock. Suddenly, he stopped, and Owen felt him tense and gasp. He pulled out,
but garted stroking Oweragain.

After he came, Owen knew he should get up to clean himself off, but instead he curled his arms around
the pillow and went tosleep. He didn't feel lanto get up, and when he woke the next morning, lanto was
still squeezed next to him on the small bed.
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Owen didn't care how long the flight was, as long as they got home. When they arrived back in Cardiff,
they went straigh back to the Hub. On the way there, it waseliefto see that Cardiff appeared intact.

When they entered the Hub, Myfanwy squawked, and lanto mumbled something about getting her
more food. Tosh said she was going to check and see what had happenedeiittredit cards.

"Do you want me to look at your wrist again?" he asked her.

She was sitting at her computer. She glanced at him, and then quickly looked back at the computer
screen. "No, I'm fine. Thank you."

Gwen was on her mobile, apparently callRgys. Suddenly, she hung up and said, "We need to watch
the news Rhys just told me Harold Saxbasassassinated the American President."
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"The authorities have officially stated that Harold Saxon is dead, though they declined to release further
O02YYSyid ¢KSNB | NB NBLRNIA& GKFG [ dzOe {lE2y KI &

The news had been reporting the same facts and rumors for over an hour, but Owen couldn't pull
himself away. They'd opbeen gone for a couple day$iow could all this happen in such a shom&?

lanto and Gwen were watching the news with him, but Tosh was still at her computer, only half paying
attention to the proceedings. Finally, she pushed her dhaik and turned towards them

"Something's wrong," she said. "It looks like someone mayg haeked into our account and tampered
with it. A hold had been placed on our cards."

"How could that happen?" Gwen asked.
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"I don't know, but it doesn't stop there. Remember there was a possible security breach a while back? |
wasn't able to detect anythiopthen, and | assumed it was okay because it corresponded with the date |
uploaded gorogram, and that can create a security flag sometimes. But I'm running further tests, and it
looks like it's happened more than once. Someone's been gaining remote &zo@sprograms and

files for the last few months."

Finally, Owen tore his attention away from the news.
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run full diagnostics of everything. | shodldve caught this."

lanto stood up and walked over to her workstation. "It's not your fault."
She glanced up at him, but didn't appear convindaedact, she looked near tears.

"It must be same person who set the traBwen said. "It's the only thing thatakes sense. And this
thing with Saxon, it can't be a coincidence, can it?"

Owen didn't have an answer for that.

"I'm going to call UNIT," Gwen said. "Get some answers from tA&er. what we've been through,
they owe it to us.

But a half hour later, Gan hung up the phone without success. UNIT was dealing with it, she reported,
and they didn't want Torchwood involved.

Owen decided to read up on Harold Saxon, try to figure things out. But there was nothing suspicious
about Saxon, except that, now that @wthought about it, he seemed too good to be true. Even when
lanto joined him in his research, nothing helpful came up.

Tosh kept to herself, running diagnostics and scanning everything on the computers.
That evening, Gwen offered them a break from Saxadh the hacker.

"There's a police report,” she said. "Someone sayleaflsh stole their sports car."
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Chapter Eight

"I'd like to talk to you," Jack had said when they checked into the hotel. "My room?"

lanto had nodded, but now he had no intention of living up to his promise. His mobile was turned off,
and he was taking a back hallway, just in cakedidn't wantto run into the others, either he just
wanted to be alone with his thoughts.

After John Hart lef they had the mess of trying to avoid themselves until time caught up with itself.
was a good thing that Tosh had gotten the hold taken off the Torchwood account, because Jack was
inclined to have them stay ihis fancy hotel for the nighttanto woud have been fine with going back

to his flatt after all, it wasn't like there was actually a risk of him running into himselfisidering he'd
spent all nightrying not to get killed by Jack's ex.

But if Jack wanted to pay for a nice hotel, well, tecaltycit was Jack's money.

lanto finally reached his destinatiorthe hotel bar.He neededh good drink. He sat at the bar and
ordered a whiskey, and it was only after a minute that he noticed Tosh sitting on the other side of the
bar, nursing a drink of heawn. He hadn't noticed her at first in the dim lighie stood up andnoved
closer to her, mostlpecause he didn't want tappear rude She looked at him, and glanced away.

"Are you hiding out, too?" lanto asked.

"I don't know that I'd call it that. There was some wariness in her voice that he couldn't quite interpret,
but he knew she was stressed, with everything that had happehleéy all were.
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explanatons for us. It's the same as before. | don't mean that in a bad way, Tosh. | just don't want to talk

to him tonight if he's just going to make things more confusing."

Tosh nodded. "know." She finished her drink, and pushed the glass aside. "I thin& gibing to bed."

Before she could get up, he said, "You've been quiet ever since we left Pakistan. Is everything okay?"

"Fine," she said. "I'm just tired. Maybe Owen's awake, if you want to talk to someone. You seem to be
friendly with him."

Hefelt a rush of warmthin his head. "l wasn't aware tolerating him made us friends."

She pursed her lipgnd wouldn't meet his eyesThe walls were very thin that night in Pakistan," she
said. "You should probably think of thosensin the future,if you want tobe discreet."

He stared down at his drink. His first inclination was to deny ititoattwould only be insulting; Tosh
would know he was lyingHe wished he could simply admit it without shame, butasashamed. He
could feel his heartbeat in his ears.

"l didn't think you could hear," he sagbftly.
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"l wasn'ttrying to listen" Her voice was accusing, biting. "Don't war§wen was asleep. She didn't
hear anything."

"Well, that's a small consolatiohook,L. QY a2 NNE ®h | S g ay Ungforaatdy. ¢ KI i K:
He just felt like he'd done something wrong.

"Do you everike him?" Tosh asked&he sounded disgusted, and her tone bit at him like acid.

"He's a bastard,lanto answered;but | think he has good intentions. It isn't like I'm in a plecgidge.”

He turned on his stool to face Tosh, and he saw that she was looking down at her empty glass. "It's just
an arrangement,” he said. "We're not togetheramything like that. Sometimes it's hard goimgme

alone with everything in my heatt's hard when you can't share what you do."

She turned and faced him. Her eyes glistened and she kept her hands tightly clamped together. "You
think | don't know that?" shasked "Do youhonestlythink it's just you who feels that way?"

He knew it was true,ral she didn't need to explain to him how she knew. He hadn't forgotten Mary, or
the things Tosh had told him when he'd put together the report. And lanto could guess why she was
upset now. He was good at observing the others, and he'd seen how she likedkovith Owen and

be close to him.

It wouldn't have done any good to tell her what he was thinkihgt he couldn't steal Owen from her
when Owen wasn't heris the first placeNor did he tell her that Owen wasn't worth What he did say
was, "I mearit, that it's just an arrangemenOwen's complicated. | don't know if he's capable of
making a connection. If yaeally need tdknow, sex with him is nothing more than mutual
masturbation."

She stared at him, looking vaguely horrified for a momeéefae getting up "l don't want to talk about
thisanymore. It's your businesd only thought I'd mention it. I'm going to go get some rest."

lanto continued to sit at the bar after she left. He ordered another drink, and ¥ient up to his room,
where he spnt the rest of the night awake and alone.
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A couple days later, when lanto came in to work in the morning, there was a note on the tourist office
desk, along with a donut in a bag.

The note saidt'm sorry. It's none of my business. You deserve to be happy.

lanto folded the note and set it aside, amhe ate the donut. Even though it was a nice gesture, he wasn't
sure it was necessarklewanted to go tell Tosh that Owatidn't make him happy, but he really wanted
the topic to die.
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At least with Jack back, there were other concedagk was back in contrdlJanto could call it that
Jack looked lost around the Hutow. That morning, when he called a meeting, he started going
upstairs until they reminded him that the boardroomdhbeen moved.

It didn't help that Jack's first order was that there would be no more investigation into Harold Saxon or
what happened in the Himalayas. Jack sat at the head of the table while they gaped at him.

Gwen was the only one who argued. "Somethivas going on," she said. "We need to know what it
was."

"No," Jack said, coldly, "you really don't. It's over and d&weglad'
Gwen opened her mouth, apparently about to say something more, but stopped.

They were all careful around Jack. lanto wantededappy that he was back, but it was too clear that
something was wrong. lanto found himself going to Gwen with forms that needed signing, not just out
of habit but because Jack spent the afternoon sitting at his desk and staring at the far wallftaia®
though in a trance.

At lunch, when they were out of Jack's earshot, Owen said what lanto didn't want to admit: "Jack's not
right."

"It's worse today," Gwenagreed
She was rightlanto could recognize delayed trauma.

The only time Jack left hisfife that afternoon was to look at the plants in the hothouse. The others
joined him, and lanto and Tosh stood back while Owen and Gwen pointed everything out to Jack. lanto
looked sideways at Tosh; they hadn't spoken about her note or what had happenkéabine hotel,

but she showed no signs of being upset with him. lanto's thoughts were interrupted by Jack's voice.

"Oh, | recognizghis," Jack said.

lanto craned his neck to see what Jack was looking at it. It was the aphrodisiac plant. It didnitileok g
the same as it had a few months ago; the flowers had shriveled up and fallen off. lanto hoped that
meant it wouldn't be producing any more pollen for a while.

"What is it?" Gwen asked.

"It's called a Mdh plant."Jacksmiled. "It's very unique. Itsgfien actually acts as an aphrodisiac. On

some planets, it's formulateihto pills and serums and sold, but every year you get people going out to
where it grows in the wild. The pollen comes out in thick bursts, and you can see these yellow clouds in
the air. Breathe in enough and you'll have sex for days."

Day® lanto thought. He and Owen had been lucky. It was a good thing they only had one plant. He
looked at Owen and raised an eyebrow. Owen looked back at him, and then down at the plant.
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Jack was stiimiling at the plant when Gwen asked, "Isn't this dangerous to have?"

"Oh, t'll be fine," Jack said. "Once it starts flowering, you've just gotta stay away unless you're ready for
anything."He chuckled.

"It had flowers when we got it," Gwen said. "I doremember there being pollen."

"There was," Owen said quickifHere was a bunch on the floor one morning when | camigjirst
swept it up.”

That seemed to satisfy everyone. Seeing the plant seemed to have cheered Jack up some, and lanto
wondered whathisexperience with it was.

They went back downstairs, and lanto went back to his workstation. He saw Jack go past and take up his
spot in his office again.
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The room was dark, and lantould hear sirens through the open window. Jack had opened it, saying he
wanted fresh airThey were in lanto's flat, lying side by side on the bed.

lanto was still surprised that theyattuallygone on a date. When Jack had asked, lanto hadn't regarded

it as a serious offer. But tonight they'd seen a movie and gone to dinner. It had been nice, but strange. It
had been a long time since lanto had been on a date, and he wasn't sure he was that sort of person
anymore or ever would be again

When ithad beome clearthat Jack wanted to come up to his flat with him, lanto had said, "I'm not
having sex with you tonight."

"I know," Jack had said. "That's fine."

They hadn't even touched each other. They'd just taken off their shoes andoiaidl. It seemed Jack
simply didn't want to be alone. lanto couldn't begrudge thadte had no idea what had happened to
Jack while he was away. He wouldn't make Jack suffer for his own uncertainties.

Now, Jack asked, "Was everything really okay while gaag?"

lanto thought about how to answer that. "Yes," he saldhink we did well. It was only a few months,
though"

"A few months," Jack echoed.
"Was it longer for you?"
"Yeah," Jack said, chuckling humorlessly. "It was longer."

For a moment, lanto judistened to the silence. Now that the sirens were gone, all he could hear was
the breezeand Jack's breathing, which seemed to blend together
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"Are you ever going to tell us what happened?"

Jack didn't answer. lanto closed his eyes and mentally cursesetiiand JackDid Jack think he was
blind? That he honestly saw no connection between the hacking, the Himalayas, Harold Saxon, and
Jack? lanto could live for now not knowing what the connection was, but he hated Jack for not sharing.

But that was Jackanto had known what he was getting into. He was just tired of being hurt.
"We were in danger," lantoontinued "If we were still in danger, you'd tell us, wouldn't you?"
"Yes," Jack said, immediately. "I would."

That would have to be good enough. He lcbdeal with Jack's secreti§ he had to But he didn't want to
keep his own.

"I'm sleeping with someone," lanto said.

There was a pause, and then Jack asked, "Anyone | kno®8?" RA Ry Qi &2dzyR 02 i KSNBRZX
"No. | think | might be ending it sootiough."

"You don't need to on my account."

lanto could have laughed. "Don't worry; | won't."

They didn't speak anymore. lanteoved his hand over until it brushed against Jack's, and he closed his
eyes.
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Chapter Nine

Owen was leaning in the doorframe, looking at lanto with hdalded eyesHe'd tried calling lanto
twice without getting an answer, and now that he had several drinks in him, he'd worked up the courage
to simplycomeon over.He was in the mood for a ctontation.

"What is it?" lanto asked. He washis pyjamas.
"You're not going to invite me in? So much for beangpod, polite butlet’ Owen slurred.
"It's almost midnight, and you're drunk. What do you want?"

Owen snorted, and eased his way into tted.flantostepped aside, but not until Owen pushed against
him. "I tried calling; you weren't answering your phone. You aren't too big on answering your phone
these days, are you?"

lanto hadn't answered any calls or seen Owen outside of work since thdagktfrom the Himalayas.
At first, Owen had indulged himJack's return had thrown them all off. But it had been too long, and
Owen wasn't going to let lanto slip away quietly.

"Did you drive here?lantoasked.

"Why? You think I'm too impaired? I'touched"

"Are you going to tell me why you're here?"

Instead of answering, Owen leaned forwanad kissed himlanto barely returned it before pulling away.
"I'm calling you a cab," lanto said.

"Not going to invite me to stay?"

"Not tonight, no. | wanta get some sleep, and | can't do that if you're vomitipghowever many drinks
you've had.

Owen scoffedandleaned against the wall. "Why haven't you answered my calls? You're avoiding me."
"I've had a lot on my mind, lately."
"l can tell when I'm beingiven the pisff," Owen growled. "I want to knowhy."

lanto put his hands on his hips and looked down at the floor. "I think maybe we shouldn't do this for a
while. I'd like to take a break."

Owen shook his head. He'd known this was coming. Of coars®, Was too cowardly to say it in the
first place. "It's Jack, isn't it? You're fucking him again."
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lanto glared at him. "I'm not, actually, but it's none of your busin¥ssi're not my jealous boyfriend, so
stop acting like it.

Owen ignored him. "Youwlow Jack doesn't give a shit about you, right? That's how Jack is. He makes
you feel real important for about two minutes. Doesn't mean you are."

"You know what? You know nothing about me and JAok. it doesn't matter anywaypsdrop it. I've
already said'm not sleeping with him." lanto sighed and ran a hand through his hair. When he spoke
again, his voice was calmer. "I've been thinking a lot. In Pakistan, you said | was desperate."

"Yeah, well, don't know if | meant it."
"Well, I'm not desperate. That's why | think it's better for both of us if we take a break."

Owen walked closer to him, getting in his space until lanto backed against the wall. "You're a bastard,
you know that, Jones?" He shook his head, and turned awae,"You want to be done, we're done!

You won't have to screen your fucking phone calls anymore, ‘cause I'm done. You're not even that good
a shag. You want to know why | wouldn't suck you off? It's 'cause you've got a small cock. | was
embarrassed for yoll.

lanto swallowed:You're being ridiculous. There's nothing wrong with it."
"I'm only telling you the truth."

lanto scoffed. "No, you're not. You're drunk and you can't think of anything intelligent to say. Just get
out. Wait by the street. I'll call yoaicab so you don't kill yourself."

Owenturned away "Don't bother. | walked here, I'll walk back."

He walked out the door, letting it slam behind him, probably waking up several of the neighbors. He
didn't look back.
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Owen thought that the one ting all relationships have in common is that they all end in loss. Owen was
more attuned to what he'd lost than what he'd had. Even his memories of Katie, though great, were dull
compared to the grief he still felt at times. And now, even though partrafwould have killed to have

had Diane for longer, another, colder part thought that it had been best that thelgadrcomequickly.

Losing lanto was no great loss. It took a little more effort to get someone into his bed, but there was
nothing spectaculaabout lanto that should have made his absence in Owen'’s life noticeable.

They worked togther, and they managed to laugh with each otlhdren the team went out for drinks
at the pub.Eventually, the awkwardness cleared.

Still, Owen thought about him, sontienes. Occasionally, he wished lanto had meant it when he said it
was only a break. But Owen had known all along that there was no such thing as a break.

66



Sometimes, he really hated lanto, and he longed for an excuse to hit him or ruin his day with a cruel
remark. But even that faded.

Mostly, there was nothing. Even the plant died, eventually.

It was late, and the Hub was empty. Everyone had gone home after seeing Martha off, but Owen
returned. He was glad Martha was gone. He liked her, but itombswith her departure that he felt he
could get his role back. He needed to be the Torchwood medicagfaivas the only thing he had left.

He hadn't adjusted to the absence of his breath and heartbeat. Occasionally, when he realized he wasn't
breathing,he would panic and try unsuccessfully to inhaldelitlike drowning.

Owenwent down to the autopsy bay. He knew Martha had moved some things around, and he wanted
to get things in order. There was nothing else to do with his tiamel after a couple ha's of lying
sleepless in bed, he needed something to occupy his.time

There was a small noise, and Owen turned around to see lanto standing on the steps, watching him.
"Thought you'd gone home," Owen said.

"I'm on my wayout now."

"Right, you were with &k, huh?"

lanto continued down the steps. "He's asleep. | was finishing some work. Are you okay?"

“I'm dead."

He thought he saw lanto roll his ey&®bviously. | meant aside from that."

Owen leaned against the counter. "There is nothing else."

lanto put his hands in his pockets and looked at the floor. "I'm sorry."

"Nothing you could have done about it."
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eventually, when things cooled down. We never, dldl we?"

"It's been months. I've gotten over it."

Now that lanto was closer, Owen could make oigtflace in the dim light. lantoisyes were glistening
and his brow was tensed.
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"l know," lanto said. "But I'm sorrymiade it sound like it was somethiygu'd done.lt wasn't.L X L
wasn't comfortable with myself. | don't know that what we did was healthy. | think, when you work
here, it's best to be able to sleep alone."

"Well, if you get hurt now, it'll be by him, not me."
He saw lanto swallow. "I justanted to apologize. | never got the chance."

"Yeah, anyway, you're probably right. It was a disaster waiting to happetfinButt going anywhere,
you know. I'm ganaremember this big confession of yours."

lanto smiled softly. "l wanted you to know."
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a corpse, not dloodypriest.”

Instead of answering, lanto kissed him briefly on the lips.

If it was meant to be a goodbye, it was a good one. lanto didihenention if Owen's lips were cold.
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