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      Quill was being carried. He groggily peeped one eye open to find himself nestled in Raj’s arms as the man strolled into the kitchen. Placing him near the heating rock, Raj fussed over Quill for a minute, making sure he was comfortable leaning against the rock wall.

      “I need to move the mattress. Need to get you in a warmer room to sleep.”

      Indigo crawled into Quill’s lap almost immediately, snuggling down to rest with soft growls. Before Quill had a chance to coo at the beast, Raj was shoving a steaming mug under his nose.

      “Sullivan told Mama you had a cold so she came by when you were sleeping. Brought her famous herbal tea. This will help you feel better.”

      “That was kind of her.” Quill sniffled and smiled up at his lover. “It really is just a cold, though. I get one around this time every year.”

      But Raj’s brows didn’t unknit, worry lining his face. “Sure, bluebird, but you just recovered from the curse. Your immune system may still be weak. I want to ensure this doesn’t get worse. Now, you sip on that while I get the new room set up. I won’t be long.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart.” Quill was still sleepy, but he dutifully drank the tea as Raj left. Brain a bit fuzzy, Quill merely petted the snail and sipped his tea as he waited. The kitchen was certainly warmer than the bedroom. He jingled his bangle bracelets happily before inspecting his new bluebird charm. It was just as beautifully detailed as the feather beside it. Just looking at it made him blush. Will I ever get used to him spoiling me like this? I hope I don’t. I don’t want to expect him to get me things. I want to always be pleasantly surprised.

      Quill vaguely wondered where in the volcano Raj was moving them when the man in question returned. He took Quill’s mug and set it aside, nodding in approval to find it empty. Flashing his warm, beautiful smile, Raj lifted Quill into his arms once again, fire snail included, and took him into the dark passageways of the volcano.

      They entered a cavern Quill had never seen before. This room seemed much smaller than their usual bedroom, but the shape was more square, the walls less rounded. The floor sloped to the left, the rock beneath uneven. There were no holes in the walls leading outside for sunlight to get in. Dozens of tea candles were set up around the mattress in the center, their soft glow giving a romantic atmosphere. The air much warmer than the kitchen area, Quill was afraid he might actually start sweating if Raj tried to load him down with blankets.

      Once Quill was settled on the bed, Raj dashed out only to return with a bucket and washcloth a moment later.

      “Let’s get you out of those tight clothes and into something more comfortable for your fever.”

      “Oh! I didn’t even realize I had one.”

      Raj twisted his lips and gave an impatient sigh. “Do you always downplay it when you’re sick?”

      “Do you always act like people will die from a cold?” Quill shot back. His body betrayed him by having a coughing spell.

      “People can die from a cold if it isn’t properly treated.” He sat beside Quill and motioned for him to lift his arms. The handsome man was gentle as he undressed him, his large hands still treating Quill as if he were quite fragile. Removing the ribbon from his wrist, he used it to tie Quill’s hair into a messy bun on his head. Quill’s eyes widened when he dipped the washcloth into the bucket full of fresh water.

      “Are you going to bathe me?”

      “You’re sweaty, gorgeous. Let’s get you cleaned up. I’ll wash your clothes and the sheets from yesterday once you’re all tucked in.” Raj mimicked lifting his chin and Quill complied, allowing Raj to carefully wash his face.

      As his lover ran the cloth over his body, Quill began to relax. He absently petted the snail beside him as he was tended to. Raj was sure to get every curve and crease, even getting between his toes and behind his ears. It was sweet and almost erotic in nature, but Raj was all business. He never lingered too long in one spot.

      Quill’s feverish mind was a jumble of thoughts and one question slipped out without him even considering it. “Did you treat your past lovers this way?”

      Raj’s hands only paused for a moment. “Well, no. The last few years have only been one-night stands, especially after I met you. I had some short relationships in the past, but they never worked out. Apparently, I’m too intense for some people.”

      “Hmm. They lost out.” Then he considered Raj’s words. “Were you fucking other people after you kicked me out?” His tone wasn’t accusatory. Quill was genuinely curious.

      This time his lover managed to look slightly uncomfortable. “I tried to. I was trying to get you out of my mind. It didn’t work. Half the time, I couldn’t even get off. You ruined me for anyone else.” He gave a sheepish smile. “What about you? Since we’re diving into past lovers here, you said you had been with others but hadn’t done penetration before. You string them along, you little minx?”

      Quill flopped back on the mattress as Raj washed his calves, one hand pushing Indigo a bit further away as the snail dozed beside him. The beast hardly seemed to notice. “Not really. I was approached a lot for sex. I had this whole reputation at the agency, what with my title. So, newbies would follow me around and some would flirt with me. Sometimes I would take them to bed, but I always ended up pushing them away. I was terrified of real relationships for quite some time. In truth, many were only looking for a fun time. They didn’t want anything serious. Just the knowledge that the Master Swordsman had gone down on them. Bragging rights, I suppose.”

      Raj’s brow furrowed. “They were just using you?”

      “It was mutual, honestly. I was lonely. The only one who cared to stick around and actually get to know me more afterwards was Vance.”

      Raj dropped the washcloth on Quill’s stomach, his eyes shooting as wide as the snail’s shell. “You fucked Vance?” He didn’t appear angry, but he was certainly surprised by this information.

      Quill pinched his lips and rolled his eyes. “No, we did not fuck. We just did some stuff. I thought he was like the others at first. But then he kind of attached himself to me. Insisted on hanging out and sparring. Eating meals and taking assignments together. He became my first friend.”

      Now Raj was scowling, blinking rapidly as he rinsed the washcloth in the bucket. “He did say he was your only friend there, but I thought he was exaggerating. You really had no other friends? People just lusted for you and dropped you like that? Even when you were younger?”

      Quill sighed and ran a finger over his lover’s forearm. “Yes. But, again, I wouldn’t let anyone get too close. Perhaps it was some kind of subconscious response from my childhood. Perhaps I was afraid that if I cared for anyone too deeply, I would lose them like I did my parents.” He gave Raj a gentle smile. “Then I met you. Instant lust, but then it became something more. You charmed me. Fascinated me. Kissing you was the first thing I ever did just for myself. The first time I ever really put myself out there. And I never regretted it.”

      He was tempted to say more. To tell Raj how much he loved him. How the handsome man had completely captured his heart. But the timing was off. No, I want to tell him once I am well. I want to be able to kiss his lips after and hold him close. Once I’m better and things have calmed down, I’ll tell him.

      Raj was giving him that slow, toothy smile that lit up his entire face. He gave Quill’s thigh a gentle squeeze of affection. Done washing, he dropped the washcloth in the bucket and grabbed a bottle sitting near the lit candles nearby. He took Quill’s left hand, kissed the gold bracelet on his wrist, and began to dump the thick liquid inside on one of his dark palms.

      “This lotion is infused with lavender. It should help you relax.”

      He proceeded to lather Quill’s hand and arm but instead of merely rubbing it in, he gave him a massage. Using his thumbs to rub with the perfect amount of pressure, Raj massaged Quill’s arms before taking his time on his neck and shoulders. He spent even more time on his feet, eliciting contented moans from Quill. But once again, Raj was all business. And damn, did he know what he was doing. Where did he learn this? His hands were magic on Quill’s body. Rolling him to his stomach, the man straddled Quill to work his muscles with his strong hands. Quill was certainly relaxing more and more with every touch.

      Once Raj seemed satisfied that Quill was properly lotioned, he clothed him only in one of his old shirts. It was the gray one that Quill liked on him. Raj’s shoulders were broader, so it was a tad too big, even now with Quill filling back out again. But it had that lovely, musky, forest scent that Quill so adored about his lover.

      Tucking a warm quilt around him, Raj kissed his temple, rinsed the washcloth again, and laid it beside him. “Blow your nose on this for now. I’ll go do the washing and make you some soup. You rest.”

      Quill smiled at his lover. The man was just too damn sweet. He snuggled in and quickly fell asleep, dreaming about those thick, warm hands on his body.
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