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CHAPTER ONE

On Patient Werewolves & Exploding Kitsune

“Barker!” The shout cut through Maximillian Barker’s eardrum, making him jump. He hit his rickety desk with the tops of his thighs. Of course it wobbled, scattering paperwork everywhere.

“What?” he asked the ear-bud.

“Get your scrawny ass down to the parking lot.”

Max put the form he’d been frowning over down on his now messy desk. Werewolves. Why did I have to get the werewolves for processing?

“Barker, you lazy fuck, move,” the ear-bud squawked again. His boss wasn’t known for her patience.

“I’m moving. I’m moving. You lick your girlfriend’s ass with that tongue?” Max was in the hall and heading toward the parking lot. Coworkers lunged out of his way. He refused to run. Max was tall with a propensity to gangle, meaning that him moving at speed looked unstable and might cause a panic. But he did scowl. Well, scowl more than usual.

“Why? You offering to sub in, you useless waste of space?”

Speaking of useless. “What the hell you need me for, boss? You never need me.”

“You’re the only Placer we got on staff.”

Max picked up his pace. He was the only Placer on staff because no one ever needed a Placer. Not in this government-mandated paper-pushing hellhole. So if they actually did need a Placer, it was likely to be bad. Really bad.

“What’s the damage type?”

“Shifter.”

Of course it is. “Tell me more.”

 The muttering over Max’s ear-bud was embarrassed. “Not a civilian, one of ours.”

“Crap. Do we know the expected consequence?”

“Fire.”

“Oh shit.” Max began to sprint. Let everyone start panicking. He was.

* * *

“Bryan Ignacio Frederiksen the Fourth, you will get your ass down to DURPS and deal with this. I’m not asking you again. In fact, I’m not asking you at all. I’m ordering you. Do I need to use VOICE? You I know I hate doing that.”

Biff stared at his younger brother. Oh man, he’s serious. “Why me?”

Alec, the brother-in-question, glared at him.

Marvin, the brother-in-question’s boyfriend, clapped a hand over plump lips to hide his smile. “My love, I do believe your Beta is whining. Six foot four, two hundred and twenty pounds of badass werewolf, and he’s whining.”

“I hate lines.” Biff tried to convert his whine into a manly grumble.

“Of course you do, sweet-cheeks.” Marvin’s tone was all syrupy and mocking. “DURPS is worse than the DMV. But you’re the only pack member who can take it and not get riled. Alec’s got interviews. I’ve got work. And the others are, well, the others. You just stand in line, fill out the forms, sit tight, all big and menacing, and glower. Yes, honey, exactly like you are now. Good boy. Good with the practicing of the glower. Good little werewolf.”

Biff curled his top lip back and showed canines. Not at Marvin – he wasn’t that stupid. Just at the floor.

Alec quirked an eyebrow at him.

Biff instantly stopped.

Alec was a tolerant and easygoing Alpha…except when someone threatened his mate. His gorgeous, blond, charming, annoying-as-hell mate.

Marvin continued, oblivious to the wolf posturing occurring right under his nose. “You’ll be out of there in, oh, I don’t know, three hours?”

Biff swore.

Marvin and Alec laughed.

Biff tried one last desperate bid to save his morning. “Send the enforcers. They talk.”

Alec shook his head and went back to his laptop, tinkering with the formatting of his CV. “We are trying to make a good impression, brother dear. I’m not sending my enforcers to the much-vaunted Department of Unnatural Registration and Processing of Shifters. That’s asking for trouble. Next thing you know, some cat shifter gives them the side eye and they bust up the place just for shits and giggles.”

“Or cock a leg and pee in a corner.” Biff could see his brother’s point.

“Who’s peeing in Alec’s corner?” Judd wanted to know, wandering in shirtless and yawning. The enforcer smelled of sleep and the bloody remnants of last night’s hunt.

Mmm, thought Biff happily at the memory. Rabbit. California bunnies were fat, sassy, and tasty.

“You are, apparently,” said Marvin. Little punk loved to make trouble. He thought he was hilarious.

Judd could “yes and” as good as the next pack member. “Which corner?” He looked around, reaching for the top of his sweats. “Lovejoy’s been in the bathroom for an hour.”

“Wanker,” said Biff.

“More likely wanking.” Judd poured himself some coffee, splashing the counter.

“Oh my god, clean that up!” Alec threw his hands in the air. “We are guests here. Behave. All of you!”

“Tell that to the man who left sand in the bathtub,” said Lovejoy, ambling into the kitchen, hair wet, wearing a rather fetching silk kimono that barely covered him. No doubt it was their absent hostess’s robe. Biff worried for its seams.

Lovejoy never worried about anything. “That coffee I smell? Boooyah.”

Alec looked at his boyfriend. “Marvin! Really? You couldn’t rinse the sand off outside? There’s a hose for a reason.”

The merman looked faintly embarrassed. “Sorry, babe, I forgot.”

The Alpha’s attention moved quickly on. “Lovejoy, go away and put on proper clothing. You can’t just borrow a drag queen’s kimono. You’ll be hung, drawn, and quartered. And not in a nice way.”

Lovejoy leered. “I know about the hung part.”

Alec stood. He was a not very prepossessing six feet or so, lean and almost pretty rather than handsome. Nevertheless, the act of standing cowed all the other wolves in the room. Alec might not have looked it, but he was Alpha to the bone.

Lovejoy gave a snort, put his mug down, and shambled back the way he’d come.

While he was gone, Judd began to saturate Lovejoy’s coffee with sugar. Biff gave him a little headshake of disapproval but Judd pretended not to see. Well, it would be funny – Lovejoy hated sweets.

From the other room they could hear him singing. “Gonna give you the moon, baby! Gonna make you swoon, baby! Awough awoughah.”

“Oh my god,” said Alec, “I am surrounded by idiots. Light of my life, save me.” He sat and leaned against Marvin, who petted him absently. The merman was proofreading Alec’s CV.

Judd winced. “I hate country music.”

“But this is werewolf country!” yelled back Lovejoy, his werewolf hearing easily picking up Judd’s slur. “We got us a bona fide celebrity now. We owe our support.” He sang louder.

“Lovejoy,” said the calm voice of their youngest pack member, “I don’t think your singing constitutes support.”

“Exactly. Thank you.” Judd ruffled the newcomer’s hair.

Colin tried not to flinch away from the undemanding affection.

Judd instantly withdrew his hand, looking pained.

Biff, sensitive to the undercurrents of the pack, kept the topic rolling, ignoring Colin’s awkwardness. “Any louder and the locals will organize a protest.”

Judd agreed. “I think it’s safe to say no one in San Francisco likes country-western.”

Colin poured himself coffee.

Biff watched Colin from under his lashes. Alec was doing the same. They worried about him. Colin was shy about touch, and that wasn’t healthy in a werewolf. He was a small, darling boy, with a killer brain and a gentle disposition. They were both pretty sure that his brother, a top Boston enforcer, had joined their dumb little pack expressly to get Colin away from his family. As bad as Biff’s dad had been about Alec being gay, Colin’s family was worse.

Alec, however, being an Alpha, could help Colin heal in many different ways. Today, he did it by showing how much the young man was needed.

“Colin, help me with this thing? Every time I try to justify the doc, it just bongs at me. Make it stop with the bonging. Please?”

Colin, who was a bit of a computer whiz (or possibly just young enough by comparison to the other pack members to seem that way) came immediately over to see what his Alpha was complaining about.

Lovejoy came back in wearing board shorts instead of the kimono. “Eggs, guys? Or pancakes?”

“Both,” they all agreed.

Lovejoy had been a decent line cook back east and so took on breakfast detail. Everyone was on their own for lunch and they usually subsisted on takeout for dinner. But Alec believed in proper breakfasts, so Lovejoy was conscripted to prepare them.

He did it cheerfully enough, banging about the kitchen, getting out supplies.

“Thank you, Lovejoy,” said Alec, because he was also a gentleman.

Lovejoy blushed at recognition from his Alpha.

Alec muttered something about getting a schedule together to better distribute housework. They were house-sitting the San Francisco apartment on the basis of goodwill and old friendships, neither of which started with werewolves. Alec and Biff’s household ghost back home had made the arrangements. Thus, Alec was being obsessively careful with his pack’s messy tendencies. Not only did he not want to upset their hostess, a very important local drag queen, but their ghost could get vicious…even from thousands of miles away.

Biff didn’t want to remind Alec that chore distribution would have to wait until they got regular jobs and predictable schedules. Because that would remind Alec that they didn’t have either. Their situation was precarious. A pack as small as theirs was best living together, at least to start. It’d help them bond and keep the costs down. But finding a place large enough for seven guys in the Bay Area? Not easy. Besides, they weren’t even sure the local government would allow them to stay.

Bah. I suppose first step is to get us registered with DURPS. Then we can tap the local shifter forums for housing recommendations. Would help with the job hunting, too.

Lovejoy clattered bowls, scattering flour everywhere, and started singing again.

Alec glared at the flour splotches.

Then Lovejoy took a big gulp of coffee and promptly spat it out. “Holy sugar, wolfman!”

Judd rumbled his amusement at a prank well executed. Biff gave him another glare. Judd ignored him.

Alec panicked. “Really? Really! This is a nice apartment. Or it was before we came to stay. We’ve been here three days and it looks like a war zone!”

Catching his urgency, the pack settled. Lovejoy cleaned up his spill and the flour. Judd tidied the living room. Colin fussed with Alec’s CV, making it all pretty. With seven werewolves (and a merman) staying in a two-bedroom apartment, there wasn’t a lot they could do about the crowding, but no one liked the stress in their Alpha’s voice.

Lovejoy tried to lighten the mood. “What shall we do for dinner tonight?

“Colin was saying there’s this Mongolian place, supposed to be good. We could order from them?” Marvin looked to his mate for support.

Colin clicked over on Alec’s computer and called up the listing.

“Looks like it’s all noodles and dumplings,” grumbled Alec.

“Sounds like Judd’s sex life,” said Lovejoy.

“I wish,” Judd shot back.

Marvin gave an amused gurgle. Alec petted his mate fondly.

Still, Biff felt his Alpha’s anxiety in his bones – as Beta, this drove him into a state of unease. He wasn’t surprised when his brother rounded on him. Whether he realized it or not, Alec shifted focus to his Beta because concentrating on Biff was calming.

“It has to be you, bro. Please, I need you at DURPS.”

There it was. Biff could no more resist a plea from his Alpha then he could a VOICE command. Plus, much as he loved his pack, the apartment was awfully chaotic. At least this was an excuse to get out for a while.

So he nodded and typed “Department of Unnatural Registration and Processing of Shifters” into his map app. The main office of DURPS was at the Marin Civic Center. A picture of the iconic building with its circular windows, salmon archways, and round blue roof popped up.

Alec let out a sigh of gratitude at Biff’s voiceless acquiescence.

Biff loved the surge of pride this gave him. He didn’t let the smile show on his face, though. He had a grumpy-motherfucker image to maintain.

“Sunscreen,” ordered Alec. Thus annoying Biff back into genuine grumpiness. As if Biff weren’t the elder. As if Biff hadn’t been applying 100 proof sunscreen every day of his adult life like the good responsible werewolf he was. As if he didn’t roll out of bed and slather that slimy shit on.

I need a job. Best way to avoid my brother’s nagging on the regular. Which I guess means we better register our pack.

Biff picked up his helmet and left the apartment, without further comment – or breakfast.

* * *

Max approached the distraught kitsune with caution, treating her like the fox-shifting quintessence bomb that she was. The kitsune looked somewhat familiar. But Max wasn’t exactly friendly with his coworkers, and there were a lot of them at the Civic Center.

The little female was positively vibrating. She was wearing a black floaty dress, leather jacket, and ridiculously big boots. Her hair was magenta. Kitsune were powerful but usually the nicest of the shifters – easygoing, flirty. They were fox enough to go all trickster but were rarely malicious or angry. This one looked volatile.

“Name?” he muttered to his ear-bud.

“What you gonna do? Try to talk her down? Don’t be a jackass.” The tiny red flower, draped coquettishly over Max’s right ear, vibrated with his boss’s annoyance. “Just take the hit like a good little sumage. You should be excited, you so rarely get used.”

There was a definite sneer in Trickle’s voice. Like DURPS was getting its money’s worth out of Maximillian Barker at last.

Ain’t my fault I’m Placer. You still hired my sorry ass, Max wanted to protest. Max always wanted to protest, but it’d do no good. Instead he opened his smart mouth and said, “Yeah? Tell that to the stud I had in my bed last night.”

“You sick fuck, I don’t wanna know about your lunch, let alone your sex life.”

“I’m having a nice bratwurst.” Max couldn’t tell for certain, but he was pretty sure his boss was trying not to laugh.

He reached up to the little orange flower. It squeaked at him, “Barker, don’t you dare!” He pulled it off and tucked it over his shirt collar. It cracked at him angrily. He ignored it.

The kitsune looked like a sweet-faced girl of about sixteen. Operative word being looked. Any given shifter could be at least five times that and the rarer old ones…well. A kitsune this powerful had to be at least sixty.

The shifter couldn’t be more than four feet tall – but she was hovering about a foot off the ground, the air around her tinted gray and rippling. Her great big dark eyes were fixed on Max. No one else dared to approach. In fact, anyone with sense had fled the parking lot. Not good. Not good at all.

“What’s your problem, then, little fox?” Max had no doubt his voice showed his irritation, but he tried to be nice. It was first thing in the morning, way too early for quintessence meltdowns in Civic Center parking lots.

“They send a fucking sumage for me?” She said sumage in a way that made it sound even more like sewage than normal. Clearly, nice wasn’t the way to handle her.

Max stopped, slouched at little, tried not to look tall and threatening. Trickle was right. It probably wasn’t a good idea to talk to this fox. Every time Max opened his mouth these days, he pissed someone off.

The kitsune’s too-big eyes glared at him – red-rimmed and full of tears. Just great, emotional fox. This one was going to burst from heartache, not anger. Much harder to talk a woman out of heartache. Not that he was any good with women. Not his area of interest.

Max tried to sound sympathetic. “What happened? Boyfriend troubles? Tail troubles?”

“Now you’re condescending? Lowest rank, most useless of mages, and you talk down to me?”

“Just trying to lighten the mood.” Max cast a significant look at her hovering feet well above the uneven pavement. “Well, more than it already is.”

She looked down at herself and shuddered. “Fine, yes, I’m a little overwrought right now. But what good could you possibly…”

Max grumbled, “Placer.”

She was kitsune enough for a flash of sympathy. Then she shook herself. “Like I’d share my personal life with a sumage.” She continued to vibrate.

“At least you know I understand pain.” Max tried to make his expression sympathetic. The ear-bud buzzed at him, petals wiggling. He refused to drape it back on.

Then the fox shifter dropped to earth with a sigh. She slumped and sat, perching on the edge of the curb. “He’s such a shithead.”

Max could sympathize. “Honey, they all are. Now, you gonna blast me to get it out of your system or can I go back to work? I’m not your fucking confessional.”

“You asked me what happened.”

“I was trying to be a nice guy. An aberration, I assure you.”

“You’re a dick.”

“Sweetheart, all men are dicks. The only thing to do is switch teams or see if the next one is less dickish. Haven’t you learned that by now? You’re what, fifty years old or something?”

“Aw, that’s so sweet of you! More like ninety.”

Impressive. She’d be one of the first born shifters, then. Before Super Saturation, all shifters were made. “Ninety? So why’s my sorry ass giving you love advice?”

“I hate sumages.”

“Yeah, yeah, tell me something I don’t know. Imagine being in my position. Sent out to handle your drama when I got my own to deal with. Stick it to me so we can both get on with our mornings.”

“Bite me.”

“Not my type, sweetheart.”

Impasse.

She was still vibrating, the gray still rippling around her. Max could feel the quintessence tingling against his skin. His trace marks zinged with it. He opened up to take it when she did go off, baring himself wide. He could handle it. He was the only one that could. A sumage, a dud, full of vast abilities to tap quintessence, yet he could only clean up someone else’s mess.

At this juncture, it’d be better for everyone if she’d just let it out. He hadn’t had a good blast to disPlace in months. Could use the practice. It’ll hurt like hell, though. Proper civic mages swore it never hurt when it was your own source of quintessence, but Max would never get to experience that. All he got was loaded down with someone else’s. It would scrape over and under his skin like a wire hairbrush, shooting along his tracers, leaving the smell of hot chemical coolant behind and a burning itchy ache.

“Soooo, this shithead boyfriend of which you speak.” Max sat on the curb a little away from her and stretched his long legs out. He made his voice lilting. “Tell old Maximillian all about it, honey.”

“Cheated, of course. What else would he do?”

“So he cheated, who cares?”

“I care!”

“Bullshit. Few kitsune are monogamous.”

“Oh right, you self-satisfied prick, just because we tend to go poly doesn’t mean a man can’t cheat? Don’t you know anything? There are still rules. Negotiations, lists of what’s allowed and what isn’t. He did…something…that wasn’t allowed.”

Max hid a smile. “Wrong sex?”

She bared tiny perfect teeth at him. “Wrong species. Banged some nahual stud.”

Max blinked. The size difference alone! Male kitsune were usually smaller than females, while a male puma shifter could be two hundred pounds and over six foot. I mean nahuals are hard to resist, we all know that. Heh. Hard. “How on earth did that work?”

The kitsune looked smug. “We can hover, remember, you idiot? And nahual are pretty darn flexible. You know…cat shifters.”

Max waggled his eyebrows. “Yeah, that I knew.”

“Oh, but there’s more.”

Max kinda wanted to meet the boyfriend kitsune at this juncture. Oh, not for that! Yech. Just to encounter such a paragon of un-virtue.

“Another nahual?”

“Worse.”

Max blinked. What other shifter would want to bed a tiny-dicked big-eyed…?

“Bakeneko.”

“Of course.” Well, at least the small cat shifter is more compatible size-wise with a kitsune.

“Pretty, tall, long hair, legs for days.”

Max gave her an incredulous look. Conservation of mass being what it was, and most bakeneko being domestic cat shifters, they tended to be as small as kitsune.

“Okay, legs for hours. But he went to her over me!”

“So just invite them all to an orgy and have done with it. Better use of your energy than throwing all the local quintessence at my sad, lonely old face. Some of us are getting jealous here.”

She looked sullen. “It wasn’t negotiated beforehand.”

Max’s ear-bud shivered in an aggressive manner. The processing paperwork on his desk was no doubt piling up. “Look, darling, while I find your sex life fascinating, could we get on to the part where you explode so I can get back to my sorry-ass desk and shit-ass job?”

She barked out a laugh. “Isn’t this also your job?”

“Not often. I’m Placer. We aren’t needed very much except when kitsune with the reputation for burning things start hovering in parking lots.”

“Yeah, I suppose you’d only be needed for Surges otherwise. And Surges never lose control.”

“Sticks too far up their asses.”

The kitsune laughed. “Exactly. You know, you’re not half bad for a sumage.”

“I get that from the discerning types.”

“I’m Gladiola.”

“Maximillian. You can call me Max.”

Things were looking up. Cool, I might not have to…

“Gladdy! I’m sorry, but you’re being so unreasonable.” The boyfriend appeared to have arrived.

Gladiola stood and instantly began hovering again.

“How could you?” She pointed a tiny trembling hand.

Max stood as well. I’m stuck in the middle of some interspecies soap opera. Wait. Why doesn’t such a thing exist? Hollywood is totally falling down on the job. This is some golden crap.

And then she lost it.

Max knew it was coming the moment the boyfriend showed up.

The quintessence burst out of her in one violent wave. That rare type of discharge, pure energy so huge and unfettered most mages couldn’t even gather that much in order to cast it. Frankly, most shifters weren’t Alpha or ancient enough to control their own shifter natures, let alone harness excess. It took a strong kitsune to pack such a punch.

The invisible tingling blast bowled Max over, threw him backward, slamming him against the side of the closest car, surging into him. It wanted to be fire. Burned with the need.

Max slid down into total bonelessness. Fortunately, being Placer, he could take the massive hit without combusting. He spread it out and up, redirecting energy into matter as a sudden burst of…ear-buds. Or thousands of tiny flowers that looked like ear-buds. They scattered, covering the cars around him in a dusting of small orange petals.

It hurt, though. The trace lines all over Max’s body carried the quintessence as a combined burn, electric shock, and bad case of poison ivy. A mesh of pain flew through him, neck to wrists to ankles. It netted him, turning his skin inside out, shredded and scalded and itchy. It fried his poor ear-bud, turning it into shriveled brown mush.

“Shit, that hurts.” He lay, staring up at the clear blue California sky. He felt his body ought to be smoking, like that of a cartoon character. He was covered in tiny flowers. Far above, a single fluffy cloud floated, giving him the metaphorical finger.

He couldn’t move – the pain was receding but he was weaker than that kitsune boyfriend would have been once the nahual finished with him. How did that work? Well, the boyfriend is here. Maybe I’ll just ask him.

Unluckily for Max, his mouth was still operational. “So Gladdy’s boyfriend – or should I say ex-boyfriend? – that thing with the puma shifter, how’d you and he, you know…fit?”

“Ignore him. Fucking sumage has a total fascination with kitsune sex lives.” Gladiola sounded better. Calm. Controlled. Well, bully for her.

“Hey. Be nice.” Max continued to speak at the insulting cloud, unwilling to try turning his head just yet. “I’ve a fascination with everyone’s sex lives. You’re nothing special. My own is so nonexistent, I gotta get my jollies somewhere.”

“Over-share, Maximillian.” Gladiola sounded like an exasperated maiden aunt.

“Who is this guy?” The boyfriend kitsune came over and looked down at Max. Must be a novel experience for him, looking down at anyone.

Max would have stuck his hand out but he still couldn’t move. Besides, kitsune were so diminutive, did one give them a finger instead of a hand? Which finger? With this lad, if he used the middle one, it’d be taken as an invitation. Max covered a snort of laughter by introducing himself. “Maximillian Barker. Nice to meet you. Why don’t you take your lady friend off for a smoothie at the cafe? Sort this all out in a calm, controlled manner?”

“If only to get away from you?” suggested Gladiola, also coming to look down at him.

“Exactly.”

She laughed. Then bent and patted his cheek with one small hand in a totally patronizing way. “You’re all right, for a sumage. Thanks for taking the hit. Interesting choice of dispersal conversion. Pretty. I always liked scarlet pimpernels. Oop, there they go.”

With a great ricocheting whomp, the flowers all around them returned to quintessence. Just like that, they evaporated back into their preferred immaterial state.

“Next time I’ll try for gladiolas. More symbolic,” said Max, but it was just him and the cloud – the two kitsune had left. “Okay, see if I care, green carnations it shall be, henceforth.”

He heard Gladdy ask, as the two fox shifters moved away, “How’d you get here, honey?”

“Brought the bug.”

Max twisted his head to look over at a mechanical bee the size of a tricycle parked nearby. Kitsune equivalent of a bad-boy motorcycle. Gladdy should have known.

 


CHAPTER TWO

Werewolf Conundrum

Biff arrived, parked, took off his helmet, and got pelted with a hail of tiny orange vegetation. What the hell?

He looked around but couldn’t identify the cause. There were no trees around shedding buds. No random wedding party. He plucked one off. A whole flower, as if it had launched itself into the air and taken flight.

He sniffed it and sneezed. Cast quintessence. Not as bad as it could be. Not so much coolant as burnt buttery sugar.

Of course, this was the Marin Civic Center – all sorts of shifters would be here to register, pay fines, testify in court, that sort of thing. And guess what lucky schmucks keep tabs on the critters? Mages. The kind that made a werewolf sneeze. And covered a parking lot in a hail of orange flowers.

Biff wrinkled his nose and sneezed again. I hate civic mages. Stuck-up posturing pompous twits.

Then, with a whomp, the flowers vanished back into static state.

Eyes watering slightly, Biff stomped into the stunning old building. There was a sumage on security detail at the door, ready to Plug up anyone’s casting. As if a mage would be dumb enough to cast inside the Civic Center. That’d be like a perp bringing a gun to his arraignment, just plain stupid.

The Plug gave him the evil eye.

“Werewolf.”

“Mage.”

“Like I’d be holding the door for your hairy ass if I could actually cast.”

Biff sneered at him. “Oh, yeah, that’s right. Sumage.”

The man shifted to the balls of his feet. “You trying to start something?”

Biff grunted.

The man looked surprised.

Yeah, you bastard. Beta. You can’t push me into a temper. Perhaps it’s a good thing Alec sent me. Judd would have slammed the sumage’s head into the door just for looking at him wrong.

Biff found his way to the Department of Unnatural Registration and Processing of Shifters. DURPS was tucked into a far corner of the long pink building. There he passed another Plug (they sure weren’t taking any chances) and stood in line for an hour. This yielded up a numbered ticket that gave him a new line to stand in. Whoopee. Half an hour after that, he’d gotten the application forms at last. Despite the fact that Alec had already submitted them online, they also wanted hard copy. Biff ambled over to some chairs, filled out the forms, and stood in yet another line. Twenty minutes after that, he handed the pack’s residency application over to a Pincher. Pincher sumages weren’t good for much – they could only cancel out the small spells. This seemed to be what she was searching for, as all she did was touch the papers. She handed them off to someone else who actually read them. Then she told him to take a seat and wait.

So Biff sat and waited.

And waited.

* * *

Max felt the blast under his skin all morning, scraping and raw over his chest in particular. He tried to concentrate on the paperwork he was processing, because it’s weird to have your DURPS caseworker idly rubbing his pectorals at you.

One particular application was rather upsetting. Max glared at it for a long time, looking for flaws. He hated dealing with werewolves. Usually he only had to process them remotely through port authority to ship back out as quickly as possible. But this was an official werewolf pack residence request. Why is a pack petitioning to move here? And why Sausalito? Maybe I can persuade them to take West Marin instead. Olema would put them an hour away from civilization and provide major parkland for runs. They’ll be nothing but a headache in Sausalito – too close to the city. Plus, that’s where I live. Last thing I need is a pack of homophobic biker asshats hassling my neighbors.

He needed a break, it was midmorning, and the coffee kiosk was singing a siren song. Not really – of course, mermaids didn’t work land-bound jobs, even drink-related ones. No, the DURPS coffee stall was manned by a perfectly ordinary human, who passed over Max’s large latte with three pumps of vanilla syrup in silent judgment. Max grinned, unabashed. He had no proof the sugar helped with the remnant tracer itching, but he liked the excuse. It’d been too long since he’d had to Place a hit and he was feeling wobbly. Nothing like vanilla syrup to de-wobble a guy.

He saw Gladiola and her boyfriend still sitting in deep conversation nearby, clutching hands. Nice that she doesn’t have to actually do to her own job today.

She caught sight of Max and had the temerity to wave.

He raised his latte in salute and returned to his office, shaking his head.

“Barker!” His boss, in the flesh this time, stopped him.

“Ms Trickle.”

“Where’s your ear-bud?”

“Fried, ma’am, in the kitsune blowup.”

“You’re joking.”

“I never joke about blow jobs.”

“They’re designed to take a Surge.”

“Well, that one didn’t. Here.” He reached into his pocket and fished out the sad, wilted thing. It looked a bit like a dead earthworm.

“Christ. That’s awful.”

“You know, I slept with this guy once had a d—”

“I don’t want to know.”

Max grinned and sipped his latte, waiting for her to get to the point.

“You better give that to specs down in R&D. If it should have survived a Surge, they got themselves a Surge problem.” Trickle paused and gave Max a malicious simile. “They’ll want to interview you.”

Max placed a palm to his chest in a Southern-belle manner. “What, little ol’ moi? I’m just some poor sad ol’ sumage with no useful skill and no—”

“Don’t you ever shut up?”

“I do if there’s something in my mouth.” Max’s eyes gleamed. Torturing his boss was always fun. Of course, he’d probably get fired for it someday, but what other joy in life was there if she insisted on going around being all pompous? I’m turning into a lonely waspish old queen.

“Barker, those werewolves are coming in this afternoon. We’re putting them through the usual lines and paperwork and so forth but you know they’re ending up at your desk.”

“Because you love me?”

“Because I think you up against werewolves will be hilarious.”

“You couldn’t just send them to me directly? They’d be a lot less grumpy.”

“No preferential treatment, you know that.”

“Everyone is part of the bureaucracy.” Max slurped his vanilla syrup with a coffee twist.

“Even you.”

“Especially me.” Max was well aware where he sat in Civic Center hierarchy – at the very bottom.

“Pain in the ass.” Trickle walked away.

“Only when asked nicely.”

Ms Trickle flicked him off without turning back toward him.

Max drank another gulp of his latte, sighed, and headed back to his office. Annoyed werewolves incoming. Smile, Maximillian, this is going to be a glorious day.

* * *

The number of people in the waiting room made Biff twitchy. Too many other shifters. He sniffed, trying to identify them all. He’d rarely met any other types of shifters in his life. He was coming to understand how insular his upbringing had been.

Eau de wet dog and old carpet to the left. Barghest? His curiosity was piqued – he’d never met a black dog before. He moved to the next scent marker. Blubber and seaweed. That means selkie. Biff knew that smell. It’d been a seal shifter incident back in Boston that threw Marvin and Alec together. He focused idly on a tall good-looking Norse type with a bad attitude, who might be a berserker with those bloodshot eyes. Or a pothead. There was a family of cute kitsune just coming in. But who minded foxes? Although they gave both him and the black dog wary looks. Right in front of Biff stood a fantastic-looking Latino man smelling of sun-warmed fur and sardines, with a certain feline grace and cocky attitude that could only mean werecat. Nahual? Again Biff was intrigued – puma shifters were supposed to be very beautiful in either form.

Biff flinched away from that thought. I must be getting hard up if I’m lusting after a cat shifter.

He knew the Bay Area was accepting of all sorts but this was pretty amazing. So many different species in one place. He tried to be relaxed and comfortable but he couldn’t shake the creepy feeling of not pack. He shivered with that instinctual Beta sense of wanting to take responsibility for a crowd yet not actually having legitimate responsibility for that crowd. It made him hunch in on himself protectively. A big man trying to look small.

The mages didn’t help. The place reeked of coolant and ozone and melted rubber. Worse, sumages, all of them. There was the Plug at the door and the other Plug guarding the entrance to the inner sanctum, and more than a few Pinchers behind the counter. He’d never seen so many sumages in one place.

Biff didn’t like any kind of civic mage, the working ones or the sumage failures. The real ones were arrogant blowhards who looked down on shifters, but at least they only stank of quintessence when in use. They were, after all, professionals.

Sumages were a different story. A sumage’s only purpose was to diffuse a quintessence discharge. They didn’t have the same kind of control and thus disrupted quintessence at all times, in a haphazard way, simultaneously drawing it to them and not holding on to it at all. They oozed that sweet chemical scent until it tickled a wolf’s nose. Itched his eyes. And they were unpredictable – you never knew what a sumage might have an effect on. Biff had seen a Plug once step in and stop a shifter from changing forms.

That’s just creepy. Unnatural.

No wonder DURPS kept so many on staff. Government processing loved putting people on edge. Especially powerful shifters.

Speaking of which, the berserker didn’t look so good. Biff didn’t think a bear shifter could change during daylight, not without his pelt, but they were anger-triggered. And this was an aggravating environment. He wondered if the guy was an Alpha.

So, Biff sat and waited patiently, tried not to sneeze, and kept his eye on the twitchy Norse god in front of him.

It got physical way faster than Biff thought it would. Frankly, he didn’t think DURPS was as prepared as it should have been either. For quintessence attack, yes, but not for a physical confrontation.

The berserker must have taken offense to something the barghest said or did, because the dog shifter suddenly had a fist in his face. Since both were confined to human skin by the sun, it quickly became a two-man punch-and-grapple match…in the waiting line of a government department. The Plugs at the doors had no idea what to do. They were trained for mage casts and shifting forms, not macho idiots.

Biff stood up. Stretched languidly and extended his Beta power outward. Calm down. No contest here. No one’s after your territory, No one’s after your mate. Relax.

He wasn’t sure it would work. After all, he was a wolf, wrong species.

He moved in closer.

Biff was big, but nowhere near as big as the berserker. The bear shifter clocked in low for a bear, four hundred pounds and six foot seven or so. The barghest was about half that but way quicker. The two men were clinched together, almost wrestling, which would give the bear the advantage. It was a weirdly erotic, horribly violent embrace.

Biff reached up and grabbed each man by the scruff of his neck. It worked great on the pups in his old pack. Then he shook them gently, grip firm and slightly on the edge of pain.

“Be still,” he barked, and pushed at them with his Beta power. Settle.

Touch was good, touch helped. It usually did. Biff centered himself, grounded himself, shooting out calmness like a weapon. Blanketing them with it, as those little flowers had blanketed the parking lot when he arrived.

The black dog bellied up first. Not offering his neck, nothing so extreme, but sinking into the surety of Biff’s calm. Then a few moments later, the berserker followed. They were both Alphas, thank heavens. No other rank would react like that to a Beta’s touch. The two relaxed, pulled apart. Biff let go of their necks.

“Is there a problem here?” A new smell wafted in, wet mud and horse manure. The voice that came with it was sure and commanding. Bossy. Female. Very powerful.

“I don’t know,” growled Biff. “Is there?”

Both men seemed to realize what had nearly happened and went red with embarrassment. To lose control like that, in public, in a place of business. Humiliating. Especially for Alphas.

The berserker instantly apologized. The barghest only hung his head.

The woman behind the powerful voice gave Biff an interested look. She was big, wild-haired, and dressed in green. “You the werewolf application?”

Biff nodded. Kelpie? Never met a female kelpie. Horses of the water. Ain’t DURPS just full of surprises.

“You’re next, then – come with me.”

* * *

Max looked up as his latest appointment entered his office. Big man – quiet, predatory, grumpy, and diffident.

Of all things, his boss walked in after.

“Barker, you show this one some respect. He just busted up a brawl out front. I may even be moved to offer him a job.”

“Ma’am.”

The big guy sat down almost self-consciously. He was awfully muscled. Many shifters were, but this one looked like he worked at it. Max was slightly afraid for the chair. Gym bunny? Gym not-a-bunny-because-not-prey?

Ms Trickle lurked in the doorway to let off more steam. “Dude, scarlet pimpernel flowers? All over the parking lot! Really?”

“You know I can’t control the outcome.”

“What are we, celebrating the birth of bloody spring?”

“Kitsune, ma’am, whatcha expect?”

“I suppose it’s too much to ask for some flipping dignity around here?”

“Can’t get what you never had.”

“Speak for yourself, Barker. Scarlet pimpernels indeed. What are we, French fucking spies? Unbelievable.”

Max glared at his boss’s retreating back. He hated to be put in an inferior position. He was already the bottom of the pecking order. Being a sumage, the only time he had any kind of authority, especially over someone like this guy sitting in front of him, was when he was behind his desk. Max was a stepping stone, and his boss had just made him very easy to step on.

He glanced down at his paperwork. Flipping heck, the werewolves. Fine, the werewolf. Lucky me, looks like they only sent one. He glanced up at his dour companion. Guessing from the size of the man, they’d sent him the Alpha. Just great. Bring on the arrogant comments, overbearing opinions, and ridiculous charisma. I hate talking with someone more charming than me.

Strangely, his visitor didn’t instantly start ordering him around. Just slumped into the chair and looked at him, almost shyly, from behind some seriously unfair eyelashes. He was kinda adorable, which was absolutely the wrong thing to think about a werewolf. Thick brown hair, on the lighter end of things, kept short on the sides and a bit longer and messier on the top. Eyes oddly wistful behind those absurdly long lashes. Scruff of a beard, more absently forgotten about than intentionally sexy. Wide mobile mouth that looked as if it could smile but didn’t.

Screw those Alpha werewolves. Was it something in the genes? They always seemed to be hotter and meaner than other shifters. This one was like some poster child Mr Full Moon – he could barely cross his arms over his chest, both of them bulging too much. Maximillian, don’t you dare think about bulging right now.

Conscious of his instructions, however unlikely he was to obey them, Max gave what he hoped was a friendly nod and started the interview.

“Alpha? DURPS is honored.”

The big man snorted. “Not Alpha.”

Max blinked. How’s that possible? “You mean they come bigger than you?”

“It’s not always about size.”

Max couldn’t stop his own mouth, but he could keep to a mumble. “Not in the clubs I go to.”

The man only blinked at him.

Not a big talker, eh? Well, that’s fine, I talk enough for two. “And you are?”

“Bryan. Bryan Frederiksen. Beta. Most people call me Biff.”

“No fucking way.”

“It’s just a nickname.” A tiny hint of a smile peaked the corner of the werewolf’s mouth. He knew perfectly well Max wasn’t reacting to his name. Werewolves and bikers tended to go hand in hand, and they always had stupid nicknames. This stupid nickname also had the sexiest voice Max had ever had the misfortune to meet. Low and growly in an I just deep-throated your cock kind of way. Jesus H, what is going on with you, Max? Get it together.

Max was a huge flirt but he wasn’t a tramp. His mouth resided firmly in the gutter but he could usually keep his brain functioning enough to do his blasted job no matter how hot the client.

He forced himself to concentrate. Werewolves.

Max hadn’t had a lot of experience with packs, but he had met a half dozen or so when he worked portside. Bryan Fucking Frederiksen was like no Beta he’d ever met.

“Beta, my ass.” Although it did explain why hot-as-shit-Biff – God, what a horrid name – didn’t have that crazy charismatic draw that made everyone and anybody want to follow him. Not that Max wasn’t drawn to the man, but he was more Beta calm than Alpha zing. Still, Betas rarely had that kind of muscle. Betas weren’t made for battle, everyone knew that. Didn’t matter what kind of shifter, it wasn’t their role to fight or enforce but to fix and repair. This man’s appearance was just weird.

“You should meet my Alpha.”

“Yeah, I probably should.”

The big man grimaced. “It’d be best if we could handle this without him.”

“Now, that sounds like a Beta. How did you…happen?”

“That part of the interview?”

“Naw. Just curious.”

Bryan Frederiksen shrugged, looking bashful. Beautiful lashes lowered over hazel eyes.

God, he’s so cute. Stop it, Maximillian. The kind of Beta werewolf who waltzed into DURPS and busted up a brawl was going to be too complicated by half. The paperwork alone.

“All right, big, brawny, and beautiful, I see you’ve no pack name listed here?”

The large man didn’t look as offended as Max had hoped. If anything, ol’ Bryan took the address as a compliment. A little bit of red tinged his cheekbones. Max found it suddenly hard to breathe. This one plays for my team? Not possible. More likely he just wasn’t used to a compliment. So many straight men weren’t.

“Alec wants to name us after we’ve settled.”

“So, you aren’t already established?” New pack, big black mark against allowing them residency. New packs could be rough going for everyone – angry and fractious. Max made a note.

“Sort of. We splintered off an existing pack. Red Paws, near Boston.”

“Like from the Red Sox? Cute.”

The werewolf grimaced. Not happy with his previous pack? Guess that’s why they splintered.

Max looked back down at the form in front of him. “I’ve got seven names here and not much else.”

“What else do you need?”

Max rolled his eyes. “Anyone ever tell you that talking to you is like trying to screw a statue?”

“My wife. Though she didn’t put it quite like that.” Mobile mouth quirked.

Of course he has a wife. “And yet I see no female names on this list.”

“No longer got the wife.”

Max was shocked by the profound relief he felt at that precious bit of information. “So, this is it, all of your pack, just the seven? No associated spouses or girlfriends or boyfriends or children?”

The man cocked his head. “You consider non-werewolves pack members?”

“Don’t you?”

Biff frowned, giving it serious thought. “Yeah, well I guess my ma would be pack, in terms of how she was treated, but she never ran with us. You know, being a human and all.”

Was this werewolf purposefully acting slow on the uptake or was he an actual idiot? Or was he keeping secrets? Or did East Coast wolves really have a different definition of pack? Max hoped it wasn’t idiocy. Although the man across from him did seem to be slightly hypnotized. Max wasn’t accustomed to being the focus of such undivided attention. As if the next words that came out of his mouth were going to be something wonderful. Christ, this is just a government interview.

“All right, Sport.” Max leaned back. “You’re not making this easy on me. Let me lay it out for you. In this one moment, I control your future.” The horizontal and the vertical, he wanted to add. Because wasn’t that some lovely imagery? But lecturing must take precedence over flirtation, for the time being. “We don’t need or want a pack in the Bay Area. It may surprise you to learn that, in these parts, werewolves aren’t welcome. The only way for your pack to even be considered is to get through me. I know, I’m nothing more than a lousy sumage paper-pusher to you, but you gotta make nice and open up or you’re going right back across country. And I’m sure your Alpha won’t like that one bit.”

 


CHAPTER THREE

Queer & Pleasant Danger

Biff sniffed cautiously at the beautiful man across from him. No scent of adrenaline or rage. The sumage wasn’t angry. He was simply stating facts. Perhaps getting a little frustrated with Biff’s terseness. I told Alec he should send someone else. Biff cursed himself. He’d never been great with words.

His nose wrinkled.

There was that chemical coolant smell – the scent of quintessence used and corrupted, rather than shifted. It wasn’t as bad as it could be. It had a buttery, burnt-sugar overtone, like caramel and something boozy. Spiced rum? It was almost, actually, nice. Never met a sumage that smelled good before. It reminded Biff of something. Something recent. What was it? Oh yeah, the orange flowers on my head.

“You smell of parking-lot flowers.”

“Not that again. I’d like to state for the record that the Scarlet Pimpernel was a Brit who spied on the French, not the other way around.”

Biff didn’t say anything to that. He never humored nonsense with speech.

This Mr Barker was easy on the eyes to go with the yummy smell. When did I decide it was yummy? Of course, appearance was less important to a wolf than scent, but the man in Biff liked Barker’s looks plenty too. Sumages were supposed to be thin, nerdy types. This one was nearly as tall as Biff. At least, Biff thought he might be, standing up. Muscled too, but lean with it, like a runner. Loose-limbed and rangy, almost awkward, but also not. Biff could see that gawky-elbows thing was a front – there was a predator there, underneath. Barker had thick black hair, which he kept a little long out of laziness (that was Biff’s guess), not fashion. His skin was a sweet coffee color, either from a mixed-race background or too much sun. Biff’s money was on race. This being California, maybe some Latino or Pacific Islander? Barker’s eyes had a bit of a slant to them and his nose was wide. He’d a pointed chin and cheekbones for days. Biff would bet good money he couldn’t grow a beard if he tried. Thank you, universe. Why cover over any of that hotness?

Barker was also, unfortunately, disposed to be difficult. Biff had a feeling it wasn’t in this man’s nature to make anything easy on anyone, even himself. Also, he clearly had a thing against werewolves. Unsurprising in a sumage.

Biff settled back in his chair, ready for battle. Hello, Trouble, nice to meet you. “I’m not sure where to start, pretty man.”

That seemed to take some of the bluster out of the sumage. Did he blush? Hard to tell with such tan skin. Biff was as surprised by how much he wanted to make him blush. Well, this is inconvenient.

Biff knew he was gay, had known for a while now, just hadn’t done anything about it. First there was Pam, that sad awkward broken marriage dragging on and on. Then there was his homophobic father and finally his own discomfort with himself. It took Alec to change it all. Alec to finally come out. Not as gay – everyone knew from the get-go that Alec was gay. Biff had had to fight all too many battles to keep his little brother safe because of that. No, Alec had refused to come out as Alpha. And then he had. And then he found Marvin. And then he moved to California.

And Biff, as his Beta, had followed. No choice. He wanted to follow. He always wanted to follow Alec. He’d followed and looked after and fought for his brother from the moment he was born and would do so until the day he died. That was a need that would never stop – more than a need, it was Biff’s whole purpose.

Others followed Alec too. But not so fervently. Still, the presence of his new baby pack had taken Alec from natural-born Alpha in theory to actual Alpha. And had taken Biff from closet to possibilities. In California, he could be gay, too. And Beta. And all the things he’d kept bottled up while he was waiting for his Alpha to choose change.

Hot, troublesome, sumage, Mr Barker was full of possibilities, and was back to asking him something again. No, telling him something.

“Look, wolf, just talk to me. I need to know about your pack. I gotta judge its stability, whether you’ll fit in here. This is the San Francisco Bay Area. We got weirdos coming out our ears. All types, human and shifter. We don’t take well to a pack of big dudes coming in and bullying the locals. You can’t bring your East Coast biker ideas on what constitutes normal and impose them on the West Coast.”

“You’re kicking us out because we’re from the wrong coastline?”

Barker puffed out an exasperated breath and rolled his eyes. “No. I’m saying we thrive on different. You want to stay, prove you’re different. Prove you won’t be a problem.”

Biff didn’t want to out his brother, not to the government. That wasn’t right. Plus, it wasn’t any of their business.

“You writing it down?”

The sumage assessed him out of… Jesus, did Trouble have blue eyes? Dark skin, black hair, cheekbones, and now blue eyes. The world isn’t fair.

“No. Look, there’s no spot on this form for notes, just the recommendation box here. You’re either approved or you aren’t. Just convince me and you’ll be fine. I won’t tell them why.”

“I understand you don’t already have a pack in this area.”

“You understand right, but that’s not a good reason to take one on. ‘Specially not a newly minted pack. As a rule, you guys are bad news, and that’s in an area accustomed to your kind.”

“What exactly is my kind?”

“Biker. Badass. Wolf. You know.”

“Fair enough.” Biff had to admit those parts were true. Well, Alec wasn’t really a biker, but the rest of them were. Biff was rather fond of his ride, a sweet ol’ Howley with curves like a ‘50s starlet. He’d named her Marilyn.

“Look, should we just cut this short so you guys can move on?” Barker was losing his cool.

Biff bit his lip. He hadn’t meant to push things that far with his silence. He just didn’t know what to say.

Barker, on the other hand, had no such reticence. “Werewolves don’t like it here. Too much aberration. Nothing’s predictable. No one’s gonna put up with a bunch of homophobic moon-changing asshats storming through the Castro beating up any twink wearing too much glitter.”

That was the second time he’d said something along those lines. Sensitive. Was he gay?

Well, Barker did kinda look like he wanted to eat Biff with a spoon.

Biff uncrossed his arms and flexed a little. Barker’s eyes widened. Yep, they’re blue. They also dilated slightly. Biff caught a change in the man’s scent, shifting toward the salty delicious side of caramel. Arousal. Okay, if not gay, then definitely bi. And clearly likes his men with muscles. Biff could run with that. Although damn him for lusting after a sumage. How the hell could that even happen?

But he also needed to fix these accusations. Yeah, he knew werewolves didn’t have the best reputation. There was a tendency for packs to hang out in trailer parks and crash shit. Or join the military. Rednecks. Well, red mouths, really. Damn it, I’m gonna have to actually explain some shit. In detail.

Biff took a deep breath. “Fine. Shut up and lemme speak.”

* * *

Max had to encourage his own anger to stop himself from drooling. This is ludicrous. But the werewolf was so yummy. Now that Max was looking for it, Bryan had that kind of solid, stable thing that so many Betas emitted like a drug. It was wildly attractive. All of Max’s smart-mouth words, and dumb-ass actions, would never shake Bryan’s calm.

He was still way too big for a Beta. The way he flexed, the way he sat, arms crossed. Militant posture screamed enforcer. But he didn’t vibrate with that suppressed frenetic energy that most enforcers had.

No, Bryan had to be telling the truth, he was Beta, and the whole situation upset Max’s equilibrium. Alpha size, enforcer attitude, Beta calm. If Bryan was an example of this new pack, perhaps it was weird enough to fit into a San Francisco mold.

Max sat back, crossed his own arms, and waited. He wasn’t comfortable being silent, but the man clearly needed some time.

Finally, Bryan said, “It won’t be a problem with my pack.” Offering no further information at all.

“Give me more.”

“You say that to all the boys?”

“Just the ones with big dicks.” Rather than looking shocked or offended or flying into a rage, the man across from him dipped his head, lashes lowered.

Okaaaay. Max tried to slow his breathing and keep his own dick from getting hard. Well, harder. Down, boy. So he’s gay. And shy about it. Holy shit, that’s just about the sexiest thing to happen to me in years. But was this dude interested, or just newly out and easily traumatized by flirting?

I must be hard up, thinking about a werewolf in such a way. At work. “Come on, big boy, explain.”

“The size of my cock? Let’s see, it’s about eight inches—”

Max actually sputtered. Serves me right, taste of my own medicine. He held up a hand, trying desperately not to think about Bryan’s cock and taste in the same sentence. And now I have. “About the size of your pack.”

The werewolf looked pleased with himself, having thrown Max off balance. Well, he should. I totally deserved it.

“Can we keep this off the record? It’s not my business to talk about. I didn’t clear it with my Alpha.”

Max nodded.

“What’s your name?”

“You stalling?”

“No, but if I’m to trust you, it’d help a bit.”

“Maximillian Barker. Don’t you dare laugh.”

The werewolf didn’t look inclined to. If anything, he looked kinda smug, as if he’d won a prize.

“Max’ll do.”

“All right, Max.” Bryan rolled it round in his gravelly voice as if he liked the flavor.

And here I go with thinking about his mouth again.

Bryan explained at last. “Alec, my Alpha, he’s gay.”

Max blinked. Really? Never heard of such a thing.

Bryan seemed to stumble, trying to find the right words.

Max let him sweat it.

“Not that he’s shy about it. Just that it’s pack business and no one else’s. Not even pack business, really, ‘cept that Alec’s also not your standard Alpha. Not that that’s anything to do with being gay. Leastways, I don’t think so. He’s always been a bit different.” He swallowed hard. “I’m not saying this right.”

Max frowned, genuinely trying to understand. This was getting weirder by the second.

The big man took a deep breath and tried again. “He’s my little brother, see? Smart and sweet, no violence in him.” He shook himself. “All I’m saying is that we’re abnormal too. The whole pack is. We’d fit here.”

Max narrowed his eyes. “Okay, so you got a gay Alpha. And his Beta is his brother, not his lover.”

Biff winced.

“So, he’s mated?” It was a fair question. Mated Alphas were more stable. Alphas mated to a Beta were most stable of all. That evidently wasn’t an option here. Unless they had two Betas? Naw. No pack got that lucky.

Bryan nodded. “Marvin. He’s not on the list.”

“Not a werewolf?”

“Merman. That’s why we’re asking for Sausalito. It’s good placement for a pack that needs to run but also be near the ocean.”

“Wow.” Max’s mind boggled.

“I know. But Alec always did have this thing for sushi.”

“Mermen aren’t fish.”

“Now you sound like Marvin.”

Max made a note.

“You said you weren’t writing this down.” Bryan instantly leaped into nervous defense.

“I’m not. No sexual orientation or anything like that. It’s illegal to deny permits based on that kind of thing. But I am noting that your pack has a track record of interspecies acceptance. That’s a good thing. Most packs are xenophobic as well as homophobic. Neither attitude will ride with the locals here.” Max forced himself to look back at the big man. Bryan had relaxed a bit. “So, your brother, your Alpha, is mated to a merman. How’d the rest of your pack take it?”

“Alec might not look or act like most Alphas but he is Alpha. He’s easy to follow. He leads, in his absent-minded way.”

“Absent-minded?” Max felt like he was treading water in a very choppy sea. This was, without a doubt, the oddest interview he’d ever conducted. That was leaving aside the sexual tension in the room. Between a civic mage and a shapeshifter, like that could ever happen. Then again, if a gay Alpha werewolf could mate a merman, anything was flipping possible.

Bryan, poor dude, continued trying to explain, fumbling and awkward. “He’s a marine biologist. Got a wicked sharp mind. Always writing academic papers and stuff.”

“What?” Could this get any weirder?

“I’m messing this up.” The werewolf shook his head, frustrated with himself.

Max kind of wanted to leap across the desk and cuddle the massive baby. He really didn’t like talking. That’s okay, sweetheart, once we’re done here, I’ll do all the talking. Wait a second, “sweetheart”? What the hell, Maximillian?

“You’ve a gay, interspecies-mated, academic Alpha. Got it. What about you?” Please, big guy, you know that’s what I’m really interested in. Not that it mattered for the application. There was no way Max was kicking this pack out now. They were the most interesting thing to happen to him since he started working at DURPS.

Bryan blushed. “Well, that kinda explains me. I mean the muscles.”

“Sweetheart, you never have to explain muscles to me.”

Bryan blushed harder and fiddled self-consciously with the corner of a piece of paper.

Oh my god, that is so cute.

“Look, I know I surprised you with the Beta thing, but Alec doesn’t need a normal Beta. Most Betas are talkers, organizers, but Alec is already good at that, so instead I watch his back. Fight for him. You know. He’s kinda a peace-loving guy. Not that he can’t whoop some ass if needed, just he’d rather I do it.”

“Fine.” Max felt he was losing the thread again. “So, your pack doesn’t have enforcers?”

“Sure we do. Judd and Kev. I wrote them down. Judgment Day and Kevin Mangnall. See there?” He pointed to the application form.

“Judgment Day!”

“His parents probably thought it hilarious. But he’s so big no one laughs. Not to his face, anyway.”

“Bigger than you?”

“Yeah.”

“Holy fuck.”

“Yeah.”

“They gay too?” Max pressed his luck.

“I’m thinking that’s their business.”

“You gay?” Max couldn’t help but ask.

“I’m thinking that’s my business.”

Okay, that’s good, not an outright denial.

“Would you be open to making it my business?” There goes my fucking mouth again. Oooo, that got one of those precious blushes. Ohmygod, so hot.

“You asking me out, smart-ass sumage?”

“Apparently, with your pack, weirder things have happened.”

Bryan burst out laughing. My, but that was a beautiful sound. Deep and rough and rolling, it prickled over Max’s skin and went straight for his cock.

The werewolf said, when he’d stopped laughing, “Let’s just get through this interview, okay?”

“Okay.” Well, that put me in my place. It’s probably the sumage thing. What shifter would want to spend any more time around a civic mage than he could possibly help? Especially a failure like a sumage. “So, that’s four of you. What about the other three wolves? Got yourselves an Omega?”

Bryan shook his head, looking sad. “No. And I know that doesn’t help our case. But we’re stable. I swear we are. And we’d take one in, in a heartbeat.”

So say most packs. Every pack needed a strong Alpha, and every Alpha needed a capable Beta, but Omegas brought the whole pack together. They were unity. And they were rare.

Max chuckled.

“What?” Bryan looked wary.

“Trying to imagine what kind of strange flipping Omega your lot would end up with.”

Bryan cracked a smile. It spread over his face, turning it stunning – white teeth in that facial scruff, the flash of canines from that serious mouth. Why is that so hot?

“So, the other three in your pack? Any other Alphas?” Not that a pack couldn’t contain multiple Alphas, but with the head Alpha being unique, and no Omega around, it would be difficult.

Bryan shook his head. “Just regular old wolves. Well, not regular like your prejudices tell you. They all chose to leave exactly the kind of pack you fear and move to California. So, you know…”

Max nodded, understanding it all at last. These really were Bay Area wolves. Bay Area in the same way all the other lost souls who found SF were. They were misfits. The kitsune who dated nahual, the kelpie who wanted to run a DURPS, and the gay sumage Placers with more untapped power than brains. “You’re freaks.”

Biff bristled.

“I mean that affectionately. We’re all freaks here.”

Bryan’s long lashes lowered, shy again. “Even you?”

Max wrinkled his nose. “Failed Surge.” He felt the humiliation of it like a sign over his head: here sits a man who could have been the best.

Bryan blinked at it. “You’re a Placer?”

“Yeah.”

“I’ve never met one before.” He said it like he’d been thinking that a lot recently.

“Yeah. So, you see? Freak.”

Bryan didn’t seem to know what to say to that. What was there to say? Sorry, dude, you got the raw end of the mage’s deal. All the power and no ability to access it at all. Even if you could, you’d be a fucking Surge, and what shifter wants that around?

Bryan, being a man of silence, said nothing.

Max kinda loved him for it. “Shall we get back to your application?”

Bryan nodded.

“Anything else you think I should know? This one here’s called Lovejoy Barnes – that a female werewolf?”

“Not so lucky. Just another hick name. Look man, we mean to stay under the coolant. We won’t be a bother.”

Max laughed at that and then couldn’t help but push his luck. Since there was no other reason to mention coolant but that his recent use of quintessence was bothering the werewolf’s heightened sense of smell. “Poor baby, am I making your nose twitch?”

But the man wouldn’t be baited. Of course he wouldn’t, he’s a Beta.

Instead, he seemed inclined to get some of his own back. “That’s not the smell that’s bothering me.”

“No?”

“No.”

Max didn’t want to, but his big mouth. “So, what is?”

“Your dick, leaking.”

“Holy shit, you can smell that?”

“No.” Bryan sat back, smug.

Max realized he’d been neatly trapped into admitting he was hard as nails. Well, it was true. It’d been a long time since he’d been this attracted to anyone. Bryan was wearing a high-necked T-shirt, but Max laid good odds on him being a pretty hairy dude underneath. Max was in favor of chest hair, having none of his own. Truth be told, nearly everything about this man appealed, except the werewolf part. He even liked his monosyllabic answers. Made a man wonder what kind of monosyllabic noise he made when he was screwing…or getting screwed. Great, now I really am leaking.

Max shifted in his seat.

“So, sumage, we done with this interview?”

“Yep.” Now Max was monosyllabic. Cock, stay down, stop twitching. What is going on? Max normally had pretty good control. Epic control. Over his body if not his fast fucking mouth. This was not normal. Nothing about this situation was normal.

“You gonna let us stay?”

“I am.”

“You gonna ask me again?”

“What?”

The werewolf stood. All bulging and looming and sexy as sin, leaned over, and scribbled something down on a corner of the application in front of Max. Max didn’t dare look – he was fixated on the hotness suddenly so close. First time in his life he was glad his desk was small.

“If I’m gay.”

“You gay?”

“Yep.”

“Christ, you’re a really strange werewolf pack.”

“Yep.”

Then the big man sauntered out of his office. Absolutely nothing should look that good from the back side.

Max pressed the heel of his palm down on his highly unruly dick, then shifted the application around to see what the wolf had written there. A telephone number. Thank fuck. Should have that tattooed on my hand.

Max transferred the number into his cell phone so fast, he hurt his thumbs.

* * *

Biff could not believe he’d actually done that. Admitted I was gay. Out loud. To a hot stranger. Before I told my brother. Before I told my pack. And I gave my number to the hot stranger. Who’s also a goddamn sumage. Oh, but so so hot. And I accused him of being hard for me. Like I’m actually good at flirting or something insane like that.

Biff smiled, slipping astride his Howley. Max hadn’t denied being aroused. Maximillian Barker. Biff rolled the name about on his tongue. Freak like me. He grinned into his helmet, buckling it under his chin. Werewolves didn’t really need helmets (they could survive most motorcycle accidents) but California had a helmet law and it was easier, when you basically looked human, not to constantly get pulled over. Besides, Biff liked the mystery the helmet provided.

He took off, happy. That had gone way better than he had thought it would. Plus, he might have gotten a date out of it. My first date with a guy. What am I going to do if he actually calls? Man, I hope he calls. Well, if a civic mage can get over his werewolf prejudice, I can get over my mage prejudice.

Max hadn’t smelled that bad. Not bad at all.

I think I’m going to like California.

* * *

Alec was talking to Jack, the family ghost, on the phone when Biff walked in. Biff would have crept through to the kitchen to start tea, except that Alec waved at him. It wasn’t a private call and his Alpha wished him to stay. Likely to give a report on how registration went. Damn it, what exactly am I going to tell him? Alec was tolerant, but Biff didn’t want to launch into his own gayness by waxing poetical about some hot motor-mouthed sumage pushing papers at DURPS. Biff snorted at himself. Like I wax poetical about anything.

Werewolf senses meant he could hear Jack clearly from the other end of the line. Although, to be fair, Jack was strident enough for plain old human ears.

“You’re taking care of Mana’s place? She can be such a queen about it, and I should know.” Jack’s voice was remarkably firm for a non-corporeal entity.

Alec frowned. “We’re doing our best. Do you know when she’ll be back?”

“No, dear, but I gave her your number, so she’ll text. Such a sweet little thing. She came by to see me yesterday, special. They’re doing the show here in Boston for a few nights. Anyway, how are you settling? Did you register yet?” Jack was trapped in their childhood home, much to his distress. He always lamented that if he had to haunt somewhere, couldn’t it be somewhere stylish?

“I sent Biff to DURPS.”

“Oh, but darling baby boy! He’s the worst possible representative.”

Biff raised an eyebrow at Alec.

Alec shrugged at him, saying to Jack with suspicious casualness, “Yeah, why’s that?”

“Well, dear, he looks exactly how people expect a werewolf to look. All muscled and fierce. I mean it’s lovely, of course, but he’ll give the wrong impression to the locals. The locals don’t want Biff, they want you, darling.”

Biff smiled to himself. One local wants Biff. Least, I hope he does. How long will it take him to call me, I wonder? Biff fingered his phone hopefully. Don’t be a lovesick fool, man’s still at work, for goodness’ sake – you only left him thirty minutes ago.

“He’s sitting right here, you ridiculous undead queen,” said Alec, affectionately.

“Is he, darling?” Jack’s volume increased. “Hello, Biff, my gorgeous Stud Muffin, enjoying fraternizing with the natives?”

“Yep,” said Biff.

“What was that?” Jack actually sounded genuinely shocked (as opposed to his normal simulated shock).

Alec interpreted. “He said yes. And he’s smiling.”

“What?!”

“I know. Just a bit of a smile at the corners of the mouth, but his eyes are twinkling. It’s amazing. More than I’ve seen him since Pam left. I think I better find out what happened at DURPS.”

“Wait! Alec, dah—”

Alec hung up on Jack. His cell instantly started ringing again. Alec switched it to vibrate.

“How’s he do that?” wondered Biff.

“Voice dial,” said Alec. “Jack’s pretty darn resourceful, for a ghost.”

Alec leaned forward, all that charismatic focus pointed at Biff. Made Biff want lean back and show his neck. Do whatever he asked.

“So,” said his little brother, “whatcha smiling about?”

“It went well. They’re letting us stay.”

“That all?”

“All I’m gonna say.”

Alec flopped back. “Oh my god, what is it with you and lack of communication? You do know you’re my Beta, right? You’re supposed to be all about the communication.”

Biff only quirked an eyebrow at him.

Marvin came wandering in, looking fresh from a swim and impossibly beautiful, as always. Biff hadn’t really been thinking of himself as gay long enough to formulate a type, but he was pretty sure Marvin wasn’t it. Maximillian Barker, however, was. Marvin was slim, toned, and stunning, with blond hair, cheekbones for days, and webbed fingers. And a tail in salt water, of course.

Alec utterly adored him. Lit up when the man walked into the room. Like they hadn’t just spent a week together nonstop, driving across country.

“Hey there, my lover.” Alec tilted his head back and Marvin went obligingly over to kiss him. He crouched down slightly to wrap his arms around Alec from the back of the couch.

“Hey, boyfriend. How’s tricks?”

“Biff was just telling me he got us registered to stay. We’re all official now.” He refocused on his Beta. “You told them we wanted GGNRA for our run?”

Biff shrugged. He hadn’t actually said anything about the parkland but it was on the application.

“No one else has claimed it?”

“No other wolf packs in the area at all.”

“And if there are other shifters?”

“Avoid ‘em.” Biff thought about the black dog down at registration. Do barghest go on runs?

“Okay, then.” Alec seemed happy to accept Biff’s assurances.

Marvin was looking at Biff oddly.

Biff checked the state of his clothes. For a man who spent half his time naked in the ocean, Marvin had strong ideas on apparel and what each member of the pack should wear. Biff was in a clean white T-shirt, relatively clean jeans, and motorcycle boots. He’d even rubbed the scuffs out of them. Marvin couldn’t complain, could he? Wouldn’t want to disappoint his Alpha’s mate.

“Darling,” said Marvin, still staring at Biff but obviously speaking to Alec. “Does our boy here look odd to you?”

Alec played along. “In what way, sweetie?”

“I don’t know.” The merman sniffed, although he had no discernible sense of smell. Worse than humans, merfolk. “Eau de…what could that be?” He sniffed again. “Why, is that…happiness?”

“I think Biff here had a very nice time down at DURPS.”

Marvin bounced around the couch and sat next to Alec, snuggling in against him. Alec slid one long arm about him with a casual familiarity that made Biff feel equal parts delighted and lonely.

Biff went to make the tea before he had to respond to whatever pointed questions Marvin intended to throw at him next.

He brought back three cups without having to be asked. Peppermint for Alec, because he was a putz, seaweed for Marvin, because he was a fish, and pu’erh for himself. Because I’m a real man.

“So, what happened?” pressed Marvin in a singsong way.

“Did ya meet someone?” Alec sipped his tea.

Biff struggled to keep himself from blushing. Obviously, it didn’t work.

Marvin hooted. “Oh goodie, tell Auntie Marvin all about her? Pretty?”

Biff sipped his tea.

“Oh my god, why is he so annoying?” Marvin turned big blue eyes on his mate.

Alec looked philosophical. “Life gives you the Beta you need, not the Beta you want.”

Biff’s phone buzzed with a text. He pulled it out to look at it. Unknown number, 415 area code.

Unknown Sender: I’m off work at 6. Text more then.

Biff: Max? 

Biff typed back. He was thrilled – Max must be sneaking a text in at work.

Max: You hand out your number to all the boys?

Biff: Just the hot mouthy ones.

Max: I got competition then.

Biff: You telling me there are more of you? Don’t think my ears could take it. Or my nose.

Max: You say the sweetest things. Way chattier this way, aren’t you, Muscles?

Biff: Yep.

Max: Oh no, here we go again.

“Oh my god! Look at his cute little face.” Biff registered Marvin’s cooing.

“He’s smiling again. I think there’s something wrong with him.” That was his brother, being all younger-brotherly.

“Biff, darling, whatcha doing? Who ya talking to?” Marvin moved to sit next to him and look at his phone.

Biff shielded the screen.

Biff: Gotta go.

He quickly turned the phone off. Even Colin didn’t know his passcode.

 


CHAPTER FOUR

Friday Night in the Castro

Max was a little nervous when six rolled around. Not that he hadn’t been eagerly awaiting it all day. But Bryan had ended their text exchange pretty abruptly. He worried he’d said something wrong. Or that the werewolf was having second thoughts. So as not to seem overly eager, Max waited until seven minutes past six to text again.

Max: Hey Muscles.

Muscles: Hey. Sorry I cut you off.

The werewolf’s response was gratifyingly fast. Like he’d been waiting eagerly all day as well.

Max: Something happen?

Muscles: Nosy brother-in-law.

Max: The merman?

Muscles: The nosiest. Wanted to know why I was smiling.

Max: You smile?

Muscles: On occasion.

Max: Wait. I made you smile?

Muscles: Don’t let it go to your pretty head.

Max: Which one?

Muscles: There’s my smartass sumage.

Max: Yours, huh?

Muscles: I’m not great at sharing.

Max: I don’t think we’re at that point yet.

Although Max was weirdly thrilled with the possession in those words. He’d been around a while in the Bay Area scene. He’d tried all the things: poly, open, multiples, fuck buddies. It was fine for some men, just not for him. He was all wrapped up tight in a heteronormative model. Or maybe it had something to do with his own miserable childhood. But Max didn’t see it as such a bad thing to want a man that just wanted him back and no one else. Simple as that.

Muscles: True. Haven’t even had a date. So, you wanna?

Max: Wanna what?

Max wasn’t going to make it too easy on him. He was eager but didn’t want to seem so.

Muscles: Go on a date, you dope.

Max: You’ll bring me flowers?

Muscles: Didn’t you get enough this morning? Small orange ones.

Max: Oh sweet, remind me of my failings.

Muscles: You wanna tell me what happened?

Max: Only if you’re interested in kitsune porn.

Muscles: Ew. No. Weirdo. Hold on.

There was a long pause. Max made his way to his car. His father’s Cheetah. Fancy in its day, a vintage 1970s camel beastie, all curves and chrome, mostly held together with duct tape and optimism. Max folded himself inside.

His phone buzzed again.

Muscles: Where were we?

Max: Fox porn.

Muscles: Don’t you ever stop?

Max: What fun would that be? What took you away?

Muscles: Return of the pack. Or some of them.

Max: I’m crushed. You don’t want them to know about me?

Another long pause. Max’s stomach sank. Had he pushed Bryan too far? Should he have kept stuff light?

His phone rang.

Max picked it up. “It’s because I’m Asian, isn’t it?”

That gorgeous low laugh met the comment. “No.”

“Blue eyes? Your pack is prejudiced against blue eyes.”

“Marvin has the craziest bluest eyes you ever saw, practically turquoise.”

“You notice your brother-in-law’s eyes?”

“Lesbians notice my brother-in-law’s eyes. He’s a merman. Everyone notices him.”

Max tried to stay light-hearted. “Is it because I’m a sumage?”

A pause. “Nope.” Nothing more than that.

“Promise?”

“I’m not sure how you’ll smell to them, but you’re fine with my nose.”

“Yeah?”

“Brown butter caramel.”

“That code for something?”

Another deep chuckle. “No, that’s your smell.”

“It is?”

“Yeah. Sometimes a bit of spiced rum.” The man’s voice went awfully gravelly as if he really, really did like it. Max found himself responding to the huskiness. Squirming in the confines of his dumb little car.

“You think I’ll smell that way to them?”

“Maybe. Maybe just me.”

“Why’s that?”

“Don’t know. Wouldn’t mind finding out more, though.”

Max kinda swallowed his tongue. “Yeah?” Then he remembered the silence. “So, why don’t you want me to meet them, then?”

“I’m not out.”

Max sat back with a groan. Fucky fucky fuck. First man I’ve been interested in in ages. Sex on two legs, sometimes four. Seems interested in me. May even want to actually fuck me. And he’s a closet case.

“Max?”

“That’s not good, Bryan.”

“I know.” It was possible for a big man to sound small.

“You think it’ll be a problem with your pack, with your family?”

“Pack, no. Family, definitely. Not Alec, of course, but back home. Not that they matter anymore.”

“Your dad?”

“Yeah.”

“Mine too.”

“He still around?”

Max felt himself lurch at the question.

“Max?”

“No.” He knew the ice of memory was in his tone.

Bryan, probably because he was Beta, or maybe just because he was Bryan, seemed to hear all the nuances beneath the frigidity, need and regret. “Tell me?”

“I think he was more disappointed I turned out a sumage than that I turned out gay. But he didn’t like either one.”

“Mage himself?”

“Surge.”

“Ah.” A wealth of understanding. Probably not the right understanding, but some of it. Surges’ reputation preceded them, and Max’s dad had exhibited all the very worst traits of the breed. Sumage was a disappointment to any family, like having a beautiful hen that never laid a single egg. But for a Surge’s only son to be sumage…even a werewolf understood the damage that would cause.

Max sighed. “And mom was a Sluice.” Pretty talented in her own right. “And she up and died giving birth to me.” You’re a useless waste of space and life. His dad’s voice in his head.

“Me being gay was like the after-dinner mint that made dad vomit me right out of his life.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Eh. He’s dead now.”

“Mine’s just a homophobic, bigoted asswipe.”

Max chuckled. “Just that, huh?”

“He’s still getting over Alec. I don’t know what would happen if I…”

“I won’t be pulled into the closet, Bryan. Not even if I get to share it with all those muscles of yours.”

“I’m not asking for that.”

“What are you asking for?”

“A date.” Such a wistful tone to the werewolf’s voice.

Max gave a little sigh. “Fine. But I choose where we go.”

“I’ll pick you up tomorrow at seven. Wear a leather jacket. I’ll bring an extra helmet.”

“You ride?”

“You already called me a biker.”

Max could only imagine how hot that was. And to get to slide in behind him, snuggle up against that broad back while they cruised over the Golden Gate. Max licked his lips.

“Okay wolf, I’ll bitch for you this one time.”

“Promises, promises. Text me your address.”

“Night, Bryan.”

“Night, Maximillian.”

* * *

Max didn’t text him his home address. Instead, he told him they’d meet outside the Sausalito movie theater. Biff figured it was a good idea to check out the town, given Alec wanted them to move there.

It was cute if a bit touristy.

Biff showed up early. Found a parking space easy enough, one of the reasons he preferred a motorcycle, and waited patiently for his date.

My male date. My hot as hell, sumage, male date.

Biff decided not to care about the bends in his own life and tugged his shirt self-consciously.

Marvin had made him wear it. “Biff, sweetie, you’re going out on a Friday night. You do realize that we all know you have a date? Even if you won’t tell us details, I insist that you dress up a bit. Please.”

“Although,” Lovejoy had said with a grin, “you have to also know that we’re all betting on how you’ll manage it. You do realize that on a date you’ll actually have to talk to the girl, right?”

Biff had only glared.

“Presumably he talked to Pam, at least once, long enough to ask her to marry him.” That was Kevin. Kev had no tact.

Judd body-checked him as if they were out on ice, and shook his head to quell further mention of the ex-wife. Not that Biff minded. Poor Pam, she deserved so much better than a closet case. He’d told her so, before he’d left Boston. Oh, she’d been angry. But she’d understood a lot more about them, about why they didn’t work, about why his dick didn’t work in her. It had ended better than he deserved. And she hadn’t uprooted her life any further for the man who failed her. But the pack didn’t know any of that.

“Perhaps his date will be chatty enough for the both of them,” suggested Marvin.

“Stop teasing.” That was Alec, coming to his Beta’s defense. “Just ask questions, bro. Chicks love to be asked questions, right?”

Biff arched an eyebrow at his brother.

Judd said, “Oh, perfect. Dating advice on human women from a gay werewolf. You should write a book, Alpha.”

“Very funny, like I have the time.”

“Then Colin can do it.”

“Hey, leave my brother out of it.” Kev glared at his fellow enforcer.

Colin glanced up from his computer. He was deep into some FPS video game. “I can defend myself, thanks.” Then he went back to his screen, pew pew pew.

Just to get away from the prying, Biff had allowed Marvin to march him into the other room and find him a “proper” shirt. Marvin settled on one that Lovejoy had persuaded Biff to buy. Lovejoy fancied himself a Lothario and went in for Italian casino sleaze-cheese. The shirt was a bit tight for Biff’s taste. But he’d got it because Lovejoy said he looked hot in it. Lovejoy was straight, so if it could make a straight man drool, well, it was worth the money. Not that he’d had a chance to wear it yet.

Marvin instantly zeroed in on it. “This Lovejoy’s? It looks too big.”

“Mine.”

“Yeah, who bought it for you?”

“Lovejoy.”

“Of course he did. Well, put it on, let me see.”

Biff did as he was instructed, stripping out of the clean white T-shirt – hell, it had got him the date in the first place, why mess with a good thing? – and pulling on the other shirt.

It was your standard men’s dress shirt only out of some silky, stretchy material, black and tight. Fit and fabric combined to make every single muscle pop, and it gave a hint of oil slick to the whole package.

Biff thought he looked absurd.

Marvin grinned. “Yeah. That’ll do.” He marched Biff back out to the pack.

They all hooted and whistled at him.

Biff knew he was crimson but also kind of pleased. He hoped Max liked the shirt half as much.

As he closed the door to the apartment behind him, he heard Alec say to his mate, “Don’t you think that shirt is a bit, well…”

“Gay?” Marvin finished for him. “This is San Francisco, babe, it’s expected.”

Now, however, Biff wasn’t certain. Club wear didn’t seem a thing in downtown Sausalito, not even on a Friday night. He was getting some odd looks. What was I thinking?

Max came walking down the street toward him, so Biff stopped fussing and tried to look casual, motorcycle jacket slung over his shoulder. Sausalito got cold in the evening, but werewolves ran pretty hot, so he didn’t need it yet. Plus, he wanted to see Max’s reaction to the stupid shirt. I’m such a teenage girl.

Max was wearing jeans as well, a dark-wash fashionably distressed pair, perfectly fitted, showcasing all his many assets. On top he had one of those super-tight long-sleeved shirts, the kind that had started as underwear and then made it big with skateboarders. The outfit made him look younger, or perhaps he was younger. Hard to tell with those killer genetics.

My white T-shirt would have been fine.

Only Max’s undershirt was a fancy one, with some kind of complicated graphic design. Blue, exactly the same color as his eyes. He carried a leather blazer, which Biff worried wouldn’t be enough protection. He’d have to ride carefully. Humans were fragile.

Biff watched his date approach. Stared, really. Max was surely the prettiest thing ever.

Biff stood up straight and slung his jacket over the back of the bike as Max came right up to him, crowding his space, like he’d been pulled there. Or maybe he was testing Biff’s closet.

Biff didn’t care a bean for the opinions of Sausalito’s Friday night strangers. He wrapped an arm about the sumage and yanked him full against him. Chest to chest, groin to groin, he ran his free hand down the other man’s spine, sealing them together.

“Hey.” I was right, he is almost as tall as me.

“Hey.” Max licked his lips. A self-conscious gesture that drew all Biff’s focus there. Max’s hands stroked the length of both Biff’s arms. “This shirt is sin on a stick.”

“Glad you like it.”

“Can I lick it off? It looks edible. You look edible.”

Biff didn’t answer, because that was maybe the best suggestion ever. He decided to kiss Max instead. Well, not really decided, just had to. It’d been three days since DURPS. Three days of wondering if he’d dreamed Maximillian Barker into existence. If he overestimated his smell. If he’d exaggerated their attraction, and the trouble he was in.

Nope.

He desperately needed to see if Max tasted like caramel too.

He did. Sweet, salty, and burnt-sugar quintessence.

The man melted against him, molded to him with the prettiest little whimper. He fisted Biff’s stupid shirt and opened his mouth without hesitation.

Biff ground against him and drowned in caramel and rum and heat and spice and man. Forgot they were outside a theater on a busy street. Forgot that the sun had set and his canines were growing. As if he were some pup on his first shift with no control at all.

That thought splashed him with reality.

Biff straightened and set the sumage apart from him, although he kept hold – to keep Max steady, of course, not because he needed the contact.

Max looked dazed, blinked a few times. Those tilted blue eyes returning to reality. Then he grinned, big and wide. “Interesting closet.”

Biff smiled. “I said give me a chance.”

“So far, so good. Next up is the big test.”

“Yeah?”

“Oh, yeah. I’m taking you to Castro. On a Friday night.”

* * *

Oh shit oh shit oh shit this was a really bad idea. Max clung to his date’s hand as they negotiated a sea of hot male humanity.

Bryan took to the Castro with equanimity. Staring about with wide, interested hazel eyes. He seemed shocked on occasion but not offended.

The problem was, Castro really took to Bryan. Or Biff. Or whatever.

“I think my ass has been grabbed about ten times in the last block alone,” the werewolf muttered.

“It’s the shirt.”

“Shirt’s leading men to my ass?”

Max leaned back, Bryan slid his arm firmly around him as if to offer support. Yes! “You do have a bit of a bubble butt.”

“Excuse me?”

“No need for excuses with an ass like that.” Greatly daring, Max reached down and stole a squeeze himself.

The werewolf gave him a pained expression. “Do I come off as a bottom?”

Max sputtered. “Uh, do you even know what that means?”

“I’ll have you know that I too have access to the internet.”

“So, what have you done, you know, with another dude?” Max cocked his head, interested.

Bryan tilted his chin down and lowered his lashes. Max thought that he might come to love that look. It was Bryan’s shy I don’t wanna talk about it expression.

“Okay, it can wait until we’re eating.”

The werewolf looked up, eyes bright. “Oh, good. You’re gonna feed me.”

“You thought I might starve you into submission?”

“Are we back to the bottom thing again?”

Max choked in surprise. Was Bryan teasing him? “Do you like Ethiopian?”

“Are we still talking about sexual preferences?”

“Food, Muscles.”

“Do I?”

“Let’s find out.”

The restaurant was way less crowded than the street but still afforded a reasonable view of the madness outside.

“It’s crazier than I ever dreamed.”

“Dreamed of the Castro, have you?”

“Don’t most gay men?” Bryan actually held Max’s chair out for him.

Max thought he might melt. Again. That kiss. I will not think about it. But dude! “You should see it during Pride.” He picked up the menu. “I’m assuming you like meat?”

Bryan sat and gave him a bit of a leer.

Max grinned. “You know what I mean.”

“Yep.”

Max ordered a sampler platter, one meat, one veggie, and two honey wines. Bryan didn’t seem to mind his ordering for them both. But Max didn’t think it was a submissive thing – Bryan was accustomed to accommodating a pack. There could be advantages to dating a werewolf. Especially a Beta. Sign around the neck reads: Plays well with others. Hairy chest. Kisses like a god.

Although Bryan did look at him askance, at the second part of the order. “You aren’t a…vegetarian?” He said the word like it was worse than anything else imaginable.

Max grinned. “What if I said vegan?”

Bryan stood. “This date is over. Sumage is one thing. Human is another. But vegan? I have my reputation to protect.”

Max laughed. “Relax, big guy. I just genuinely like vegetables. So will you, here. I promise. The lentils are to die for.”

Bryan sat back down looking deeply suspicious. “Lentils? Are you insane?”

The waiter came by with their honey wine.

Bryan sipped it cautiously.

“You’re probably a beer guy.” Max felt hot-eared and high-handed. What was I thinking?

“I’m a nothing guy. Alcohol doesn’t do much to a werewolf.”

“And it does too much to a mage. But this stuff’s not very strong.”

They sipped for a bit, Max wondered if things were going to get awkward. Then a large rough palm was placed on his knee, a little squeeze followed.

He smiled into his honey wine. “So, bottoming?”

Bryan snorted a bit of his drink. Glared at it as if it were at fault, and put it aside. “Honestly? No idea. Not something I think I’d like, but not ruling it out either.”

Such a sweet, basic man. Max tried not to imagine how much fun it would be to teach him. Now, these are your nerve endings. And this, big guy, is your prostate. ’Course, he might not like it. Not all men did. But it’d sure be fun to find out.

He pressed. “Have you ever done it to a woman?”

“Nope.” One of those blushes and a quick gulp of the wine to try hiding it.

Max pressed. “So, what have you done?”

“With a guy? Well, there was this pretty hot kiss, earlier this evening. Think I might be getting a grope in as we speak.” The hand on Max’s leg shifted a little upward and squeezed a little harder.

“Yeah.” Max swallowed his tongue for a second. The hand was still moving.

Bryan smiled. Max adored the little hint of those sharp canines. Aside from the muscles and being incredibly hot – animal magnetism, heh – Bryan didn’t really present as shifter. Except when he smiled and those teeth peeked out.

“So, I’m thinking you can teach me.” The werewolf rumbled it, self-consciously, but his hazel eyes held a world of hope.

“Yeah?”

“Train me up.”

Max didn’t want to let on how much he adored this suggestion. Like he could show Bryan everything, molding him into his ideal lover. Was that creepy? Or was that sexy? Either way, his dick adored the idea. As Bryan’s hand was about to discover.

“You want the old queen to teach you the ropes, youngling?”

“Naw. I want the hot mage to make me perfect for him.”

“I can’t decide if that’s totally kinky or just a Beta wolf thing.”

“Can’t it be both?”

Max sipped his wine hurriedly because Bryan’s hand had closed around his prick, and suddenly his jeans had gone from tight to way too tight. Bryan was awfully aggressive for a gay virgin. Stop. God, please, don’t stop.

“You sure aren’t shy about some stuff,” he said, when he could speak. Although he kept having to close his eyes, like a slow blink.

Bryan’s eyes were on his lips.

Max licked them. Taunting.

The werewolf shuddered and removed his hand from Max’s cock. Which felt cold and neglected in an instant. Like I’m already addicted. Max wondered if he’d ever in his life – even during his always-horny teenage years – been this attracted to anyone. It was like the werewolf filled all his empty, broken, lonely parts with liquid fire. Scary and exhilarating. And wonderful. And he’s basically only kissed me and groped me. God, I’m desperate.

Max bit his bottom lip, worried it. Watched his date’s eyes dilate until there was only a bit of hazel around the edge. Hazel that flashed yellow. Shit, do his eyes change when he’s aroused? How hot is that?

Bryan murmured, “I think you’re better at this game than I am.”

He was pulling back on their flirting. Max felt bereft but understood why – they hadn’t even eaten and already Max just wanted to take Bryan home and screw his little wolfie brains out.

He might have accidentally said that out loud.

“How fast can you eat?” Bryan wanted to know.

Max looked him full in the face and licked his lips again. “What, baby, don’t want to take things slow?”

A shrug. “Sure, if that’s what you like. I already said, you’re training me.”

“Oh, fuck. I think we should switch topics.”

The werewolf dipped his head in acquiescence. He was so fucking easygoing. Easy on the eyes. Easy to be around. Just easy. Man, I hope he stays that way all night. Mmm, training. Or with a wolf, is it taming?

Max decided to bring up an awkward subject, partly in an effort to cool them both off.

“So. Why not tell your pack?”

“About training?”

“You know what I mean.”

Bryan shrugged. “It’s not that I don’t think they’ll be cool. Because they will. And it’s not that I think Alec will get mad, like being gay was his thing and now I’m taking it from him. Because he won’t.”

“Then what?”

“I think he’ll be hurt I didn’t tell him sooner. I think the others will want to get all up in my business. Try to find out why. And for how long. Set me up on dates. Generally poke their noses in where they aren’t wanted.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because they’re goddamn werewolves. It’s what we do, sniffing round everything, nose to ass.”

“Yeah? You into that?”

Bryan’s eyes, across from him flashed yellow. No mistake this time. Max gave a tiny gasp. Okay, so that’s a hot button.

Max lowered his voice and leaned across the tiny table. “You want me to order you to lick me, don’t you?”

The big man slumped, lowered his voice, stared into his wineglass, and muttered, “Every inch.”

Breath whooshed right out of Max and he wondered if he’d ever catch it again. He wanted to pant.

“How fast can you eat, Muscles?”

“Pretty fucking fast. Even the goddamn lentils.”

 


CHAPTER FIVE

Spicy

Okay, fine, the lentils weren’t that bad. In fact they were pretty good. And the lamb was sensational. And the sour spongy-bread stuff was kind of fun. Eating with one’s hands was strange (werewolves usually spent a lot of time trying not to act like animals) but Biff could roll with it.

Biff’s arm snaked out of its own accord as they were leaving, and hauled the leaner man against his side so he could whisper in his ear, “Next time, let’s get takeout. Then I can eat it off you, instead of that weird bread.”

He felt Max smile against his cheek. “Even the lentils?”

“I’ll make patterns with them on your chest. No chest hair to get caught in, I bet.” Biff could just imagine it, that smooth expanse of coffee-colored skin.

But Max flinched. Just a little. Is he self-conscious about the lack of hair? Biff tried to reassure him. “I like the idea of you all smooth.”

“Yeah? Good thing I shaved, then.”

Biff frowned, running a thumb from those cut-glass cheekbones to that pert little chin.

“Not there, silly,” said the sumage.

Biff tried not to swallow his tongue. Definitely trouble.

“So, you’re a werewolf, right?”

Now the man sounded nervous. Where had that come from? Biff swatted away yet another hand as it went for his ass. Then he swatted at one that went for Max’s. My Trouble! “Everyone knows, werewolves aren’t real.”

Max bumped him, hip to hip. “Lemme get there. So, you’re all into smell, and touch, and taste?”

Biff didn’t get the hesitation in his date’s voice. They’d just practically crawled across the dinner table and into each other’s laps. They were booking it down the gayest street in gay-town with the express intention of avoiding all the clubs and bars so they could go somewhere private and bang each other senseless. At least he thought that’s what they were doing. Man, I hope he doesn’t have a hundred roommates, ’cause I sure can’t take him back to my place.

“I believe we already covered that.” Biff was willing to coax Max along, if that’s what he needed now.

“Sight?”

“I like looking at you. You’re sexy. You do know that, right?” He’d thought his mouthy sumage was all cocky confidence, but perhaps that was bravado. Biff’s Beta side rose. Care. Attention. Affection. What does he need?

“Yeah, but you’re mostly into the other senses, right?”

Biff frowned. Then grabbed the man’s hand and hauled him down a side alley, away from the worst of the crowds. “Is it a big bad wolf thing? Are you frightened I’ll get violent? My teeth might drop a bit and my eyes may shift, but that’s all. I’m not an actual animal. And I’m not a newly made pup.”

Max worried his lower lip.

Biff really wanted to kiss that lip right now, but this was serious. There was something else going on. There was something wrong. What had been all humming intimacy had crumbled into strained separation.

“I’ve never slept with a werewolf before.”

“The parts work the same way. I promise not to change form in the middle.”

“Don’t even joke about that.”

“What’s going on, Max?”

Max took a deep breath. “I was thinking fondly of, I don’t know, something to keep us both a little controlled and calm.”

“Restraints?” Biff wasn’t opposed to the idea, but this first time, he’d like his hands free. But if Max was worried about him controlling his wolf, he was willing to do anything to reassure him. Then again, he had nearly dropped teeth when they were kissing, so maybe a little restraint was a good idea.

“Would you?” Max looked both turned on and curious.

“Sure. But that’s not what you’re after, is it?”

“No.”

“Spit it out, Max. I’m the surly one, not you.”

Max huffed a little laugh. “I was thinking, um, blindfold?”

Biff considered. He desperately wanted to see Max naked. But if Max was uncomfortable or self-conscious?

Pam had been that way. Especially as she put on weight during the later years of their marriage. Biff knew humans were odd, as a rule, about nudity. Werewolves not so much.

“Can I lick you instead?”

Max nodded violently.

“All over?”

Max nodded again.

Enough separation. Biff grabbed and pulled him flush against his body. He nosed the side of the sumage’s neck and laved along the high neckline of that tight shirt. He smelled the brown sugar and a zing of quintessence, and instead of that awful chemical coolant, there it was – butter rum. But overlying it was something else. Cologne? Yech.

Biff bit Max softly in punishment.

Max gave another one of his glorious tiny whimpers.

Biff closed his eyes and reveled in the sensation. Max’s body against his. Max’s smell. Yummy caramel, delicious male musk, acceptable levels of quintessence, stupid cologne. He ran his hands down Max’s back, cupped that perfect ass he had been desperately trying not to ogle all evening. He delved his fingers into the cleft as much as Max’s tight jeans would allow.

“Even here?” He pressed his advantage in the negotiations. Yeah, so it was doglike. Or wolflike, but he needed to taste. He had this feeling that was where Max would be the most…Max. No fake scent like on his neck, no deodorant like under his arms, no gel like on his hair, no honey wine like in his mouth. Just Max.

Max swallowed against Biff’s tongue. “Yeah.”

Biff grazed him with the sharp edge of one tooth.

“Shower first.”

Max jerked against him, insulted.

Biff growled, drew him closer. “Not back there. You leave that be. But I want this crap off your neck, and that sharp-smelling stuff from under your arms, and what the hell are you using aftershave for? And gel. I mean really?”

Max started to laugh. “You’re the worst gay man ever.”

“You gonna take away my sight. I want smell. Your smell. Just you. Deal?”

“Oh yeah, Muscles, you got yourself a deal.”

Well damn, thought Biff as Max laughed, that was easy. The vision of their immediate future went straight to his cock. I am in so much trouble.

* * *

Max brought his werewolf home.

“You live in Sausalito?”

“I do.”

“Of course you do.”

Max took him to the massive house at the top of the hill. His father’s house. But not into it. He didn’t live there. Couldn’t live there. He let it rest with its memories, both of them abandoned, corroding, and forgotten. Because Dad would like that least of all. To just be…forgotten.

No, Max lived in a little apartment over the garage, at the front of the property. The one that had been the nanny’s when he was a boy. One disinterested European nanny after another. But he had no expressly bad memories associated with it. So, when his dad died and he still inherited – amazing that the will remained unaltered despite his being both sumage and gay – he took the apartment.

Bryan Frederiksen filled it up with his presence. The small studio space became crowded with pretty eyelashes, and muscles, and thick hair. He grounded the whole room with calm, sweet shyness.

He stood at the door a long moment, taking the darkness in.

Max didn’t turn on the lights, and wondered how good a werewolf’s night vision really was. Not that he was ashamed of the place – it was a bit messy. So was Max. But he wanted it dark. He wanted to hide. Well, keep hiding.

Max was profoundly, abjectly, pathetically grateful he’d managed to negotiate the blindfold.

Bryan was a nice dude. Clearly he was. Under all that East Coast gruffness and big-guy dourness, he was a softie. He wouldn’t stop when he saw what Max looked like under his too-tight shirt and jeans. He wouldn’t stop…but he’d want to. And his erection would flag and all that sweet, heady, golden lust and comfort would shift into awkwardness and repulsion.

Max just wanted the one time with this perfect man, this perfectly wrong werewolf. Just the once, with no fear of ruination or rejection. It was an added benefit that he might control the situation, that Bryan trusted him with a blindfold already. For their first time together. For Bryan’s first time ever. Max had no idea why, but the werewolf did trust him. Probably a Beta thing.

Max could see it in Bryan’s eyes, lust-filled, thank heavens, for it would suck if all this were one-sided. But those eyes also assessed Max for clues. Seeking insight into Max’s thoughts and feelings, the reason behind his odd request. I’ll have to be careful not to betray anything.

Max gave a funny awkward little fan of a gesture. “Welcome to my humble abode. It’s not much, but it’s home.”

“Sweet. I grew up in a double-wide, and I’m currently stuffed in a two-bedroom with seven other guys. Three of whom are bigger than me. This is paradise.”

“They come bigger than you?”

“Judd and Kev, those enforcers I told you about. And there’s Tank.”

“Of course there’s a Tank. Goes so well with Biff.” Max refused to think of Bryan as Biff. It was just wrong. “Do you have a Skulls and a Butch, too?”

Bryan’s face closed a moment at that. Then he grinned. “Did have. Other pack.”

“Ah.” That was a sensitive subject. “Do you want something to drink or eat?” Max tried to be a gracious host. He moved toward the side of the room that formed his tiny kitchen.

The wolf stalked him. “Does sumage count?”

“Uh…” Max licked his lips, struggling for a smart reply.

Bryan groaned. “You gotta stop doing that.”

“What?”

“The lips. Just makes me want to lick them instead. My tongue is jealous of your tongue.”

“You’re an idiot.”

Then they were kissing again. It was just as good as the first time.

Bryan kissed with his whole body, this force of warmth and muscles that pulled Max in, even as he pushed hips and tongue against him. Max didn’t think he’d ever been kissed, or wanted, so thoroughly. Like Bryan’s entire purpose in existing was to kiss him.

Max pulled away, panting. He needed to get naked. He needed to get Bryan naked. Soon. For that, he needed a blindfold and a shower. Although not necessarily in that order.

“Make yourself at home. I’m going to go shower, as my lover requested.”

A shy nod.

“No peeking,” said Max. He retrieved a fresh shirt – the jeans were probably fine, he hadn’t put any scent down there. Although he’d thought about it. He locked the bathroom door behind him, just to be on the safe side. Not that he didn’t trust Bryan.

Mindful of the werewolf’s sense of smell, Max washed as best he could with a fragrance-free soap – thank god I have some – and rinsed several times, trying to get all the alien scents off his body. He concentrated on everywhere, equally mindful of Bryan’s intentions toward his ass. And was struck with a momentary comic amusement of dogs always smelling each other’s butts.

Dried, he donned the fresh shirt, hoping it didn’t smell of laundry detergent. I’ll have to get all new products if we keep this up. But he couldn’t think that way. This was a one-time deal. Has to be. It’s not like I can keep blindfolding the man every night. Although Bryan might let him.

He returned to the living room, toweling his wet hair dry. Bryan hadn’t moved.

Max tossed the towel onto a chair and shoved in against him, nuzzled up to the warmth.

The big man bent his head to the side of Max’s neck and took a long breath.

“Better?”

He got a moan for that and a very hard cock pressed up against him. His own twitched in response.

“Eight inches, huh?”

A small puff of amused air met that, then a long lick up to his ear and a nibble. “Too much?”

“Guess we’ll find out. Come.”

Max led his werewolf, docile, over to his massive bed. It took up most of the apartment, but Max was six foot two and he hated tiny beds. It was his one luxury.

Max dropped Bryan’s hand and fished about in the top drawer of his dresser. Bryan watched him, with that focused intensity. Waiting, hoping.

Max found the blindfold, long disused but there. A nice high-quality leather one. There’d been a lover after his Dad died who liked to inflict pain. Who tried to add to Max’s scars. Max had let him, for a while, because he needed punishment, or thought he needed it. He’d gotten rid of the lover and the need but kept the blindfold.

He turned and held it up. “You still up for this?”

A nod. Long lashes lowered.

Max, desperate for comfort, or reassurance, asked, “Why?” Why do this for me? How could I possibly be worthy of this kind of trust?

“Because you need it.” Werewolf Beta, he gave back exactly what was required. Like it was in his nature to do so. Because it was.

Max let out a shaky breath and nodded.

Bryan rested those big hands on Max’s hips while Max slipped the blindfold over his head. As if Max were the one who needed support.

Max adjusted the two elastic straps, made sure the blindfold was seated comfortably. It was a shame to cover those beautiful hazel eyes, and Max wished so hard – so fucking hard – that he didn’t need to. He’d love to look into those eyes. Watch them dilate. Watch them turn yellow. Those eyes would look up at him through long lashes when Biff’s mouth was around his cock. Or the reverse.

“Can you see anything?” Max didn’t recognize his own voice. There was so much hesitancy.

Bryan shook his head.

Max tested. He moved in fast and nipped the other man’s strong neck. Bryan flinched in surprise. Max did it again to the other side – a slight hiss met that.

Determined to give him something, and words were his best gift or weapon, Max started to speak.

“I’m going to strip you bare now. Are you hairy, werewolf of mine? God, I hope you are. I’ve dreamed of it. I want to rub against you. Feel the prickle.”

“I object,” said Bryan, with a small smile. “My chest hair is soft. I condition it regularly.”

“Ah-ha! You are gay.”

Max leaned in and began unbuttoning that amazing shirt. “This thing is ridiculous. How on earth did you end up owning something so sexy? Doesn’t seem like your style.”

“It’s not. I wanted to wear a white T-shirt.”

“That’s sexy too, but this is unfair.”

“Lovejoy’s fault.”

“He gay too?”

“Naw. Just a poser.”

Max snorted in amusement and finally managed to peel off the shirt. Bryan wasn’t making it easy. He’d been denied his sight, but he wouldn’t stop touching. His big hands had gone from Max’s hips to his ass – they seemed pretty focused on kneading. It felt amazing. But it meant the shirt was stuck at his elbows.

Finally, Max got Bryan to stop long enough to take it off. He did have a hairy chest. And it was really soft.

Max buried his face in it. Rooted around for the small, hidden nipples. Licked them, bit one slightly.

Bryan jerked and gave a little growl of pleasure. Sensitive, huh? Good. Max licked again.

The werewolf shuddered and hissed a bit. His hands, back on Max’s ass, contracted inadvertently.

“You should get them pierced,” suggested Max.

“Werewolf,” Bryan replied.

Oh, right, Bryan’s self-healing would just push the metal out, unless it was silver, and then it’d slowly poison him. Better just nice, sensitive nipples. Max nibbled again. He inhaled deeply – Bryan smelled good too. Woodsy, outdoorsy, fresh. A bit of fur, but not wet dog or anything icky like that.

Bryan pulled Max close and nuzzled his neck again, massive hands moved from his ass to stroke his lower back, and then tugged on his shirt, pulling it up and over his head.

Max froze and held his breath.

Nothing.

Blindfold was still in place. Bryan really couldn’t see anything.

“God, your skin. It feels like silk.” Bryan’s fingers followed the divot of his spine.

Good, he can’t feel my scars.

Bryan bent and nuzzled in along Max’s pecs, arrowing in on his nipples now. Long, rough licks. He’d said he wanted to lick him all over. He wasn’t joking.

Max jerked. His nipples were also sensitive.

Bryan grumbled. “Not pierced?”

“Mage,” responded Max.

Bryan nodded. Never a good idea to have metal around a charge like that. Max didn’t say it, but he also wasn’t sure if he needed any more pain. Placing hurt enough without having his nipples on fire from superheated piercings.

Max fell back onto the bed, pulling Bryan with him and on top of him. Bryan gave him more licks, moving over and up his ribs, into his armpit. Max had a bit of hair there. The werewolf discovered it with his tongue.

It shouldn’t have been erotic, but it was. Max felt he might melt into the bed or writhe right out of it. His body was strung out between the two options, vibrating. With a man’s tongue in his armpit.

Oh well, weirder things have happened.

Bryan was clearly lost in him. In his smell. His movements were measured, cautious, savoring, but under it all, frantic. He whined.

Max could see Bryan’s cock tenting his jeans, eager, just from licking.

Suddenly, Max wanted to get at that cock more than he wanted anything else. He pushed Bryan to stand up again. Unbuckled his belt, shoved down his jeans.

“Jesus Christ, no underwear?”

“Clothing is a human thing. Why bother except to pass for—”

Max closed his hand around the werewolf’s incredibly hard prick and the man shut up mid-sentence with a squeak. A very manly squeak, but a squeak nonetheless.

He hadn’t lied back at DURPS. Nice eight inches, uncut, smooth, and bone-hard. Leaking a bit already. Max stroked him. Once, twice, watched the big, muscled man writhe under his touch, arch into his hand.

Then Max stopped and slid off the bed to fuss with Bryan’s boots, trying to figure out how to get them unzipped. He tugged off jeans and shoes and finally, finally his man was naked.

God, he was so glorious. All hard planes and muscles, soft pelt of chest hair, hairy legs too. That big prick jutting up.

Max’s mouth watered.

Without intending – he’d wanted to move slowly – he bent and lapped the beads of pre-cum. Just a taste, the flavor spiked on his tongue. Salty. But different, not like a human at all. Wild, almost spicy.

Spicy dick! he thought, mildly hysterical.

Bryan’s hands were urging him on or off, hard to tell. One was buried in his hair pressing forward, the other at his shoulder tugging back.

“Too good.” Bryan growled. “I want to last. Me first, please?”

“Well, since you ask so nicely.”

Max guided Bryan to lie fully on the bed. “Wait here.”

Then he stepped back and stripped, making quick work of his jeans.

He crawled up onto the bed. And then onto the werewolf.

Immediately Bryan’s hands were all over him, unerringly, accurately to his most sensitive spots, despite the blindfold. Max wasn’t in charge anymore.

 


CHAPTER SIX

Fizzy

Biff couldn’t hold back any longer. He’d been patient and he’d been good. But there was something about Max and this blindfold that suggested it wasn’t about control. Max didn’t want to dominate him – he just didn’t want to be seen.

Why? What happened to him?

Biff vibrated with desire. Desire to fix this broken part of his sumage. He imagined that Max was made of shards, some missing, and Biff might fit himself into all Max’s dark, empty spaces.

Denied his eyes, Biff was determined to see Max in other ways. Determined to let Max know that he was known. Biff was here and willing, despite whatever it was Max feared so badly.

Biff had a naked Maximillian Barker in his arms and he was going to take full advantage of that fact.

He twisted them both so Max was lying on his back, and Biff on his side looming over him. Then he petted him. Neck to feet. Running his hands over every inch of that soft smooth skin. Charting the muscles as if in an anatomy class. He memorized the different textures where Max’s skin thinned behind his knees or roughened over his elbows.

Max writhed. A litany of curses fell from his lips like a benediction. Biff could smell his arousal. Sharp and sweet. He could smell him now. Thank god for that shower. The scent of Max was a drug, the shifting eddies marked his body better than eyesight, forming an aromatic topographic map in Biff’s mind, high sharp points of clean sweat, low valleys of earthy musk – ripe, ready, eager. It contrasted perfectly against that soft expanse of skin. Like Biff’s nose told him stories of vast mountain ranges while his hands were all rolling tundra. Perhaps the blindfold was a good idea after all.

Max’s swear words told Biff that he was sensitive at his hip bones, perhaps a little ticklish. That he loved having his nipples pinched. That his neck was a definite hot point, but he wasn’t sure about his feet.

Biff let his hands roam, finding the hard hot velvet of cock, slightly damp at the tip. Max was circumcised, heavily veined, and eager.

Biff brushed his calloused thumb around the head, and Max’s “Christ, yes!” was almost a sob.

Biff moved farther down to Max’s taut balls, and back to the puckered skin about his hole. Biff was determined to find everything.

Max stopped talking.

So, something shuts him up.

Instead of words, he gave Biff the most exquisite series of whimpers. Biff focused in on the sounds. Adding it to his other sense maps. The blindfold made everything so intense. Or maybe that was just Max.

I have to taste.

Biff wanted to pet more. To squeeze and grope. He wondered if some day Max might lie under him, face down, while Biff massaged his back. Might squirm with relaxation and pleasure. Might let him slip a slick oiled cock against and inside, while he pressed the tense muscles of his shoulders into submission.

Biff shook his head. The fantasy is now. And now I get to lick. I bartered for it.

Biff tilted his head up, showing the sumage his blindfolded face. “What you want? Tell me.”

“You fucking tease.” Max’s voice was husky as if he’d been smoking.

“Thought talking was your thing. Can’t know if you don’t tell me.”

“Ever sucked a man’s cock before?”

“Nope.”

“Wanna try?”

“Maybe in a bit.”

“I hate you.”

Biff crawled back up that sleek body. Lay heavily upon him. Blanketed him.

Max squirmed, brushing his nipples against Biff’s chest hair. Rubbing his cock against Biff’s own. That was too damn good. Biff shifted up slightly and clamped heavy muscled thighs about the man’s eager prick.

Max whimpered and bucked.

“Be still,” Biff growled.

Then he began to lick. As he had done with his hands, he started at Max’s neck and worked his way down. He licked and nibbled all over the man’s body. Bathing him in his spit.

Mine. My Trouble.

He was affecting that scent map, the rise and fall of Max’s smells. He was turning Max’s fragrance into the scent of them. The smell of us.

Max stilled. Barely breathing. Twitching only a little. His cock still liked it. He still liked it. But it was almost as if he was balanced on a precipice.

Biff took his time. Learning this beautiful man with his mouth, all the way down to his toes. Max giggled. Then back up to end finally, gloriously, with that cock.

He swallowed him down. Fine, he tried to. And gagged a bit.

Max chuckled. “Not so easy as it seems, is it, Muscles?”

With a growl of frustration, Biff wrapped one large hand about the base and then concentrated on sucking what he could manage.

“Oh shit.”

Biff popped off to say, “I learn fast.”

Then he went back to sucking. Licking along the sides, twirling his tongue over the head, a little nibble on the shaft. Careful to keep his canines out of it. They’d dropped fully now. No doubt his eyes, under the blindfold, were completely yellow. Extreme arousal did that to a werewolf. Biff covered his teeth carefully with his lips and sucked cock some more.

Max tasted divine. Salty sweet, tangy pre-cum, a mellow yogurt flavor. Biff delved his tongue into the weeping slit. More.

Max gave a little scream. Biff squeezed the base of his cock in an iron grip.

“You’re actually going to kill me,” said Max, almost conversationally.

“I’ve only licked the one side of your body.” Biff explained as if to an oblivious child.

“Oh god.”

Biff grinned and manhandled the sumage over onto his front.

Max began writhing against the sheets, clearly getting off on the friction.

Biff slapped his ass, not too hard, but enough to sting. “Bad boy. Wait for it. You’re coming in my mouth.”

“I really hate you.”

Biff started at the back of Max’s neck and began licking him all over again. A bit more teeth this time – he could hardly help it. Max loved it. The scent of his arousal was almost overwhelming, especially when mixed with Biff’s own saliva.

Biff felt odd, floaty but tethered, anchored to Max. A shard of toffee, sharp and sweet, was being melted inside him into hot liquid caramel. The taste and smell of Max.

Biff’s own neglected cock painted Max’s legs as he worked his way down his back. Heavy with need, leaking with want. Another smell in the mix. Biff lapped at the divot of Max’s spine, the small beads of sweat there. He ran the edge of one canine along the muscles to either side. Max twitched, then stilled at the sharpness. Biff stayed focused, until he got to the prize.

One long swipe down the crack, just to see if Max would let him.

Biff had watched a lot of gay porn over the years, once he figured out what turned his crank. This was the part he wanted to try most. This was always the part he rewound and watched over. And over. It was always the rim jobs that had him spurting. He’d waited a long time for this moment.

He licked again.

Max, without protest, opened for him.

Biff buried his face in the other man’s ass. Lapping, drilling in and out with his tongue, inhaling his scent and his musk and his sour-sweet flavor. He lost all conscious technique. This was the essence of Max and it was glorious. It was absolutely everything he’d wished for.

Max stopped whimpering. He lay perfectly still as if Biff’s tongue acted as a full-body circuit breaker.

Biff would have worried Max didn’t like it, except this close, he really could smell the man’s cock dripping.

Still, it was polite to ask. “You all right there?”

“Fuuuccckkk,” said Max.

“You stopped writhing.”

“Can’t move, gonna blow. You said I couldn’t but I can’t hold it… I can’t. Please.”

“So, you like this?” Please say yes. Please say I can do this again.

“Bryan!” Max keened.

Biff couldn’t help how proud he felt at that moment. There was so much need pouring out of the beautiful man beneath him. He’d done that. He made him want so badly.

“Flip back over.”

“Oh thank fuck.” Max flipped.

Biff closed his mouth around that long, spectacular-tasting cock again. Max instantly came. He bowed up off the bed – Biff could feel him vibrating. Jets of cum flooded his mouth. Biff coughed a bit, surprised, but did his best to swallow it down.

It sparkled on his tongue, with tiny bubbles of carbonation.

“Really, Max? Fizzy jizz?”

“I see werewolves do have a heightened sense of taste. It’s a mage thing.”

“The champagne of cocks?”

“See how I spoil you?”

Biff returned to licking softly, enjoying the taste and the feel. Effervescent cum, whatcha know? Cool. Yeah, he did feel a little spoiled.

Max’s fingers carded through his hair. Then tugged, pulling him off.

“Your turn, Muscles.”

* * *

Max had never in his life had a rim job like that. Too intense. Too focused. Too much. Not enough. And exactly right all at the same time.

Fucking werewolf.

Bryan had clearly been thinking about it for a while and wanted every minute of it. Thank god, because getting rimmed was ass-down Max’s favorite. His hole twitched with need, empty. But not ready. That was a bit too much for a first date. Bryan was a bit too much. Max would have to stretch himself over a week to get there.

He lay satiated, already thinking about how to get there. Do I even have a butt plug big enough? He still tingled. He couldn’t get over the jackpot he’d hit. A man who genuinely enjoyed rimming? A man who liked to take charge but didn’t mind a blindfold? A man whose heavy, eager cock was still there, swollen and angry with neglect. While the man himself waited, patient.

Max sat up, intent on repaying the favor. Well, the blow-job favor at least.

“Let me?”

Bryan growled. Blessed boy still wore his blindfold. He would keep it on until he was told he was allowed to take it off. Max knew that now. Biff was trusting and trustworthy.

He was also self-aware. “No. I want to spray all over you. Jack me.”

“With pleasure.”

It didn’t take more than a few strokes. Clearly, Bryan had enjoyed what he was doing to Max almost as much as Max had.

Max wished he could see the werewolf’s face as he came. All of his face.

Bryan didn’t yell, he wasn’t loud. Max had a sinking feeling he himself might have screamed a bit. Instead, the big man moaned his release, spurting cum all over Max’s chest. Eventually collapsing on top of him. Only not fully. Bryan was well aware of his weight, how he was bigger than Max. A moment later, he rolled next to him, to his back.

“Someday I want to be inside you,” he said.

Max had his measure now. “So you can scent-mark me inside and out?”

“Yep.”

Max pulled out a tissue and wiped his werewolf’s spent cock gently. More tissues, to wipe himself.

“You staying?” Oh please say yes, oh please.

“Yep.”

“I should shower.” Max could feel the stickiness of sweat, and spit, and cum – despite the tissues.

“Nope.”

“You kinky fucker. You want me smelling like you.”

“I’m kinky? Who’s the one insisting on a blindfold?”

“Oh, yeah. Hold on a sec.”

Max left the bed to putter about. Shutting down the house, drawing the curtains. It was dark in his little space, tree-shrouded. Black as he could make it.

Max returned with two cups of water and then dove under the covers, drawing them up to his neck.

“Okay, you can take it off now.”

Bryan did. It was impossible to see his expression in the dark. “You gonna explain?”

“No.”

Bryan huffed at the curt answer. “Now I see how annoying that is.”

Max didn’t reply, just snuggled against him.

With a sigh, the big man rearranged them both to his satisfaction. Eventually spooning against Max’s back, massive muscled arm about his waist.

“Okay, Trouble, keep your secrets.” A possessive hand gently closed over Max’s spent cock.

Max could even fantasize that he heard the word mine grumbled in his ear.

Better enjoy it now. I won’t have any of this, come morning. He’ll run, like they all run. But what a memory I’ll have for the spank bank. And tonight, I get to sleep with a werewolf.

“Worth the wait, Muscles?”

“Every second.”

“You waited long enough.”

A growl met that and then: “I was waiting for you.”

The space between Max’s collarbones ached with that sweetness. “Glad I could be your first. Next time, you can be in charge.”

“Go to sleep, smartass.”

Max let him settle, staying silent until the bigger man’s breath evened in sleep.

“I was waiting for you too,” he whispered. Please stay. Please be the one who stays.

He got a small neck bite and then one more soothing lick over the sting as a reward.

* * *

Biff awoke to little snakes of light in an unfamiliar room. Sun struggling through dense trees and drawn curtains. A strange space. Not his. Max. Trouble. Mine.

Affection, gratitude, contentment settled over him, soporific and fine. He burrowed into the warmth of the man next to him. Wolves were tactile creatures, snugglers by nature, and he wasn’t ashamed of it. The sumage, even in his sleep, didn’t seem to mind either, giving a lazy murmur of pleasure as Biff curled against him, more contact.

Mmmmm. Skin.

He hadn’t been permitted to look last night and it struck Biff as being a fun, cheeky thing to peek this morning, while the other man still slept.

Cautiously, he levered himself up onto one elbow and with big hesitant fingers pulled backed the coverlet.

He anticipated glory. He already knew this man by touch and taste, the smooth planes and hidden crevices of him, the velvet of his cock, the pebbling of his nipples.

It wasn’t glorious.

This man. His man. His beautiful, difficult, talkative angst-ridden man was covered in scars.

Biff had never seen anything like it. A network of lines started just below his collarbones, extending down over his chest. His arms too, and, Biff was in no doubt at all, they covered his legs and back. There was no raised texture to them, they were more like spider veins, but they were definitely scars. Fresh pink and angry. Painful. Not the white lines of long-ago-healed trauma.

Biff was a medic by training. He’d seen all manner of injuries as part of the Boston EMS (emergency medical shifters) team. But nothing like this.

The scars crawled all over Max’s body, like a web, forming irregular misshapen patches of unblemished skin, no plan behind them, no pattern. These were not the stripes of punishment or intent.

It was as if Max had been dropped and fractured into a million pieces and then inexpertly glued back together.

Biff swallowed bile. Not at the sight but at the realization that last night, he had blithely run his hands all over the other man’s body in an excess of passion, he’d even used his teeth…and it must have hurt. Hurt badly.

He had been hurting Max.

Biff was staring at Max’s chest, horrified, so he didn’t notice when those impossible blue eyes opened. He only noticed when the covers were jerked up and a low, fierce voice said, “Get out.”

“Do they hurt?” The words were torn out of him.

“Get the fuck out of my house.”

His eyes. Those eyes wrecked him, pained and blue and fathomless.

Shocked, Biff had no idea what to do, how to repair this. His self-flagellation sang in his brain. Over and over, all Biff could hear was: I hurt him. I was so taken by my own pleasure that I hurt him. Every time I touched him. I hurt him. It was only me feeling anything. Of course he wants me out. I should get out. Now.

He let the sumage push him away and watched in a daze as the man leaped out of bed, wrapped in a sheet.

Yeah, both arms were scarred too, and as Max bent to gather Biff’s clothing, throwing them at him (Biff caught them reflexively), he exposed the backs of his shoulders.

I was right, scars all over.

Biff’s brain was caught in a loop. Max wasn’t even yelling at him, just trembling with rage.

Of course he’s angry, I hurt him.

“Please, Max, please just tell me if they hurt.”

But Max was caught in a loop too. “Get out! Just go. Now.”

Biff found himself backing away, not from the rage but from the hurt. Hurt he’d caused, one way or another. Physical, emotional, it was all one. Max burned with it and Biff was sunk in the immediate darkness of losing him.

Soon enough, Biff found himself naked, huddled in the driveway outside Max’s apartment, clutching his clothes to himself, wrecked and alone.

* * *

Just his luck, Alec was awake and puttering about when Biff returned to the borrowed house.

“Hey, big brother. Walk of shame? Nice night? Been a while since you spent a whole…” Alec looked up at him then, nose twitching.

“What happened?”

Then he was there, his Alpha. Strong, wiry arms were wrapped around him. Familiar smell, familiar comfort. Not that Biff deserved any comfort.

“I…” He couldn’t form the words. He just started shaking.

Alec pulled him through to the living room and sat him down on the couch, holding him tight, so tight. Biff felt like he was crumbling, like he’d taken all those scars from Max’s body and rebuilt them on himself. Now he was shaking apart along those fracture lines.

“Hey, hey.” Alec’s voice was a rumble of concern under his ear. “Okay, okay. Tell me what’s wrong.”

Biff was blanking out, his brain seized up on those awful scars, on Max’s anger. On fiercely frightened blue eyes. On a night that had been so wonderful but could have been wonderful for only him. How could I be so one-sided? How could I not know? How could I have been so self-absorbed? I thought I was making it good for him, too. How could I not have known when I touched him, he shivered in pain, not pleasure? I’m Beta, my whole function is to care. To protect. And I hurt him.

I hurt him.

“I hurt him,” he wailed into his brother’s chest.

Alec shook his head at someone. The other pack members, no doubt. Tank and Lovejoy: lumps under blankets scattered about the living room.

“No, no, not you. Never you, Biff. Wait, him? I thought you had a date. What the hell is going on?”

Silence met that.

“Bro, I know you hate to talk, but you gotta give me something to work with.”

“Scars. He’s covered in scars and I touched… I didn’t mean to… oh god, it must have hurt so badly… I can’t…” I can’t breathe. I can’t think about this. No talking!

Another form settled next to him.

Another set of arms slid around him. Thinner, still muscled, but fine as a dancer’s. Silken skin, soft, the faint scent of salt air and sea breezes.

Marvin. Alpha-mate.

Marvin felt more confident than Alec, less worried. But the merman couldn’t smell Biff’s distress and self-loathing.

Marvin’s voice was the smooth shimmer of calming seas. “Tell us what happened, baby. You were with someone, someone you like?”

Biff nodded.

“Someone you like a lot?”

Another nod. This was easier. No talking, just the darkness of his eyes tightly closed and face nuzzled in against his brother’s chest. Although I don’t deserve it, I don’t deserve the comfort. But Alec was strong, too strong, and wasn’t willing to let him go. His brother held him, tight as he could, and rocked him gently.

“A lady friend?” Marvin’s sure sweet voice.

Biff shook his head.

“Okay. A gentlemen friend?”

Biff nodded. Who cared if they knew now? Who cared if anyone knew? It’s not like it would ever happen again. I can’t be with Max – he’d never let me. I hurt him. And I don’t want anyone else. Who cares what my sexual orientation is? There’ll never be another. God, when did I become such a drama queen?

Marvin had asked another question, and now he was repeating it. “You were intimate and you think you injured him in some way?”

Another nod.

“Well, hon, it is possible if there’s not enough lube and you don’t go very slowly, but…”

Biff was shaking his head violently at that.

“Okay.” Marvin sounded thoughtful. “You didn’t get that far?”

Another nod.

Alec’s voice rumbled beneath Biff’s cheek. “He said something about scars. I believe his…” A pause while Alec wrapped his brain around the concept. “…lover had scars. Biff touched them and thinks it hurt him. Something like that.”

Marvin’s hand, rubbing circles on Biff’s back, stopped a moment, and then started up again.

“Babe,” he said to Alec, “does our boy here smell like coolant?”

“Biff, do you mind?”

Biff shook his head. Who cared if his brother learned everything? It’s not like Biff couldn’t smell what Alec and his mate did on a regular basis. There were no secrets from werewolf noses.

Alec sniffed cautiously. He hadn’t been breathing deeply before, out of respect for Biff’s privacy.

“Well, mostly he smells like sex. Man, that’s weird, smelling some other guy’s jizz on my brother.”

Biff twitched.

“No, I’m not upset, bro, just shocked.” Alec’s voice was calm and soothing. His Alpha’s scent didn’t alter. He really wasn’t upset. “A little sad you didn’t feel like you could tell us sooner. But you never tell anyone anything, so I’m not surprised there, either.” Alec spoke to his mate. “Yeah, coolant. Mage, you think?”

Marvin’s hands circled Biff’s back, coming in for another two-part hug.

I don’t deserve it. Biff’s brain sang again. I hurt him. A litany that might never stop.

“Sumage,” Marvin replied. “Biff, honey, listen to me. They all have that. Those networked scars. I don’t think they hurt. I don’t know, I’ve never asked. But I don’t think they do.”

Alec’s rumble. “How do you know anything about sumages?”

“Dated a Pincher once. Don’t get all possessive and growly, babe – you know I had a life before you. Sweet guy, actually. Remember, I don’t have your sense of smell. That part doesn’t bother me. He had these scars all over his arms. Not his hands or face or anything, just his arms. Always wore long sleeves. Sumages go around pretty covered up, no matter what the weather. Haven’t you noticed?”

Alec’s voice was only a little dismissive. “Haven’t spent a lot of time around sumages. Or civic mages, or mages in general, for that matter. They…” Under Biff’s cheek his brother shrugged. “Well, frankly, they stink. Sorry, Biff, no offense to your man.”

Not Max, thought Biff, his traitorous mind taking him back to the night before. Max was salted-caramel rum with brown-butter undertones and male musk. Biff wanted to bathe in that smell.

Marvin said, to both werewolves, “It happens when you can’t control quintessence, but you should be able to. It’s not your fault, Biff, sweetie. And it’s only his arms – you can avoid that.”

Biff finally looked up. He knew his eyes must be red-rimmed. “All over his whole body.”

“What?” Marvin’s beautiful face was a study in horror. “That’s not possible. I mean, Pinchers have scars on their arms and Plugs have them on their legs.”

Biff hid himself away again. “Placer,” he mumbled against his Alpha’s neck.

“Oh, sweetie,” Alec’s voice was soothing and a little broken. “We’ll fix this. I promise. You should SLEEP NOW.” VOICE was there, deepening his brother’s words. An Alpha’s order backed by power.

Biff did want oblivion. He needed a place where his mind stopped singing at him, over and over again. I hurt him.

So, he let the VOICE take him, and slept.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

Texting into the Void

Biff awoke sometime later, curled on the couch. Most of the pack seemed to be gone and there was only the subdued clatter of his brother and Marvin puttering about the kitchen. He smelled bacon and eggs.

Biff picked up on some of the conversation. Worry colored both their voices and they were talking about him. He felt a pang – he didn’t want to upset anyone, he wasn’t like that. Betas solved problems, they didn’t cause them.

“But he used to look at girls’ legs all the time. I mean, he was always checking out your sister.” Alec sounded so confused.

“So, maybe he’s bi. Or maybe he put up a really good front. He passes as straight awfully well. Why push your father when he didn’t have to?”

“He was married!”

“Poor lady.”

“Yeah, I suppose that explains the divorce. I did wonder.”

“I guess he’s figuring things out now.”

“With a sumage? Why not with one of our other pack members? I mean, there’s Judd and Colin and probably Tank.”

“What, like you so conveniently stuck to your own species?”

“I take your point. But I’m Alpha – everything is always done the hard way.”

“Mmmm, yes baby, always.”

“Oh stop it. You know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I do. I’m sure Biff isn’t trying to be difficult. Maybe he doesn’t have a choice.”

A sigh from Alec. “That’d be even worse.”

“We’ll figure it out, baby. We’ll make this better. We’ll take care of our boy.”

“Is he going to let us? Usually, it’s the other way around.”

Biff hated to hear the stress in his brother’s voice, but this time, he didn’t have a solution, because it was his own fault. So, he tuned them out and reached for his phone.

* * *

Max couldn’t get Bryan’s expression out of his head. What a fucking nightmare.

To wake up after such a wonderful evening to find a man he really liked – maybe even loved a little for that shy way he lowered his lashes – looking like he was going to throw up. Just from seeing my body.

I knew it. I knew it was a bad idea.

And all the idiot could say was Did they hurt? Of course they didn’t hurt. Well, they did when there was a lot of quintessence around, but the rest of the time, they were just there…hideous.

Max paced. Oh, he’d been kicked out of bed for his scars before. Gay men, regardless of species, were often just as superficial as the stereotype suggested. At least the ones Max picked up. Max might have gotten a pass in the kink scene, but he wasn’t kinky. Learned that the painful way.

Of course, Maximillian, because you have to do everything the painful way.

God, Bryan’s face.

And I chucked him out naked.

Well, he’s used to being naked. Fucking werewolf.

I was right to be worried. Be honest with yourself, Max – you thought it would be the smell that sent him away. Not the scars.

God, I need a run.

Max pulled on his gear: long-sleeved top and track pants. Even mid-summer, that’s what he ran in. Because I wouldn’t want anyone to see my scars. Leaving the mess of his apartment and his life behind, he headed out into the stupid cheerful morning.

The exercise didn’t help, for he could not stop remembering the disgust on Bryan’s face. He returned home just as gloomy, only now sweaty and exhausted.

There was a text waiting for him.

Muscles: Max, I need to know. Do they hurt?

Max ignored it and took the hottest shower he could stand. But all that did was make him feel guilty, because Bryan would hate that he’d washed the scent of them off.

Fuck him and his wicked tongue.

Max tried not to think that he didn’t smell right anymore.

He tried not to think of Bryan’s repulsed expression.

I’m doing a whole lot of not thinking.

He didn’t put on any deodorant, or cologne, or hair gel. And he loathed himself for it. And tortured himself with it.

Ping! Another text.

Muscles: Is it a sumage thing?

Max turned off his phone.

* * *

Max kept his phone off all weekend, and he wasn’t certain if he was trying to punish Bryan or himself. He half-expected the werewolf to come back in person. To chase when he received no replies. Wasn’t it a wolf’s nature to chase?

But he didn’t. Either he was so turned off he ran, or he didn’t care at all, or he was respecting Max’s boundaries. Max didn’t want to care about how hard he hoped it was the final option.

He supposed werewolves were big on territory.

He supposed he had been kind of tough on Muscles, that poor shocked boy.

He supposed he might check his phone.

But he didn’t. He let it lie, snake-like. Or, more accurately, apple-like. Gay sex temptation apple.

He tried to eat but he hadn’t any appetite. He stared out his kitchen window feeling angry and miserable. Glared at his father’s house and lived his father’s reality. Alone. The house was looking old and neglected. Like me.

How long has it been since I set foot inside? Not since he died. Ten years? Twelve?

I was so young.

Perhaps it was childish of him to live in fear of a place. It was, after all, only a building. But he’d been too hurt to make peace with any of it at the time – man, house, past. And now it was too late, period. The fear was easier than the confrontation.

Darkness fell, and Max finally turned away from that lonely, sad house to his lonely, sad apartment.

The werewolf had been inside it for all of twelve hours. But it was like he’d taken all the comfort of home with him when he left.

What’s the recovery time on a relationship? Half as long? I should’ve been over him yesterday by lunchtime. I’m such a sad sack.

If Bryan hadn't seen Max’s scars, would he have stayed the weekend? It’d be nice to find a man who looked on Max’s body and actually wanted to stay afterward. What was the werewolf like in the mornings? Was he gruff? Did he snuggle? Would he come up behind and wrap his arms around Max, nuzzling into his neck while bacon sizzled? I’m pathetic. And I have no bacon in my fridge.

The phone glared at him, silently threatening connection and hope.

Max glared back.

The sun had set and there was a full moon tonight. Bryan would be out running with his pack – it was relatively safe to pick up that phone.

Max couldn’t stop himself from reaching for it. I’m weak in the face of apples.

He turned the darn thing on.

A rush of texts. A rainfall of zinging noises.

Muscles: Please tell me.

Muscles: Max. I’m sorry.

Muscles: I didn’t know.

Max couldn’t stop reading them.

Muscles: I didn’t mean to hurt you.

Muscles: I’m so sorry.

“Well, then, you should have kept yourself from looking so disgusted.” As if that’s fair. As if me hiding it all from him and then surprising him with it is his fault. A man can’t control his natural reactions. Who wouldn’t be repulsed? They’re horrible-looking.

Time-stamped yesterday afternoon:

Muscles: I tried looking it up online. So has Colin. Colin’s good. There’s isn’t much about them.

Then yesterday evening:

Muscles: Trace lines. That right? It doesn’t say if they’re painful. Max, I hope they aren’t.

Muscles: They look painful.

Then yesterday late:

Muscles: Goodnight, Max.

Sunday morning:

Muscles: Morning. I would have done this all better, if you’d given me a chance.

Muscles: I’ll leave you be.

Muscles: Please call or text. When you’re ready.

Muscles: I’ll be here.

Muscles: If you like. I don’t want to be all stalkerish.

Muscles: I kinda thought we were good together. I’m not experienced. Maybe I was wrong.

Muscles: I didn’t mean to hurt you.

Silence.

Max scrubbed his face with his hand.

This sucked.

He switched his phone back off.

* * *

Biff usually looked forward to full-moon runs. This time, they were in a new territory, with new grounds to explore and new smells. It should have been glorious. But his nose was full of burnt-butter sweet.

This is ridiculous. One date. One night. Why am I so hung up on this guy?

It’s like Max had captured him with scent and words, until his wolf was tamed and consumed with wanting. Wanting to be near him. To please him.

It wasn’t at all like being Beta. Biff felt Alec in his bones. He needed to obey him. It was culture, and genetics, and pack. But he wanted to be close to Max. To help him. Maybe even love him a little.

So, he pushed himself to run after his brother’s wolf form with single-minded intensity.

All the Frederiksen kids were tall – five brothers and three sisters. Biff’s mom used to joke – one more for a baseball team. Most of them were bulky too, like their father. But Alec was lean and svelte, making him a rangy wolf, and terribly fast. He was also beautiful, cream-colored with striking brown and black markings. Biff was also mostly cream but dirtied and mottled with browns and grays, and much bulkier. Sometimes he looked half-bear. Trying to catch his Alpha at a full run was impossible.

Tonight, he tried anyway. Muscles screaming. Breath tearing through his chest. Blood pounding in his ears. Anything to forget.

Alec did not make it easy. He seemed determined to challenge his pack, or maybe just be difficult.

Since Alec was by far the fastest, it was a struggle for the others to keep up. Occasionally, they would all stop in a huddle of confusion, searching for a scent trail. Their Alpha would appear out of the bright moonlit night and chuff at them in amusement.

Then take off again.

Judd and Kev were disposed to get annoyed by Alec’s teasing. What else could one expect from enforcers? As wolves, Judd was massive and black with startling yellow eyes. Kev equally big, only cream-tinted auburn and gray.

Lovejoy was probably the quickest of them apart from the Alpha, being a leaner wolf, like Alec. But even he couldn’t quite catch up, although he had a keen nose and was good at picking up the Alpha’s trail.

Colin did his best to stick with the pack. But their littlest member ran because he needed the monthly outlet, not for joy. He was, in the end, an indoor type. Honey russet in color, he looked more like a large desert fox or coyote. Biff kept an eye on him until he realized that Kev, Judd, and Tank all occasionally circled back to make certain Colin stayed close. Kev out of brotherly care and Tank out of kindness (because he was a total sweetheart for all he was the biggest and meanest-looking wolf imaginable). And Judd? Who knew why Judd did what he did?

Biff was grateful. Usually, it was his job to worry about pack cohesion. The others were taking up the slack that his funk had left them in.

Look at us, he thought. Allowing a tiny measure of emotional bonding. Almost as if we were a real pack.

They found and tracked a nice plump white-tail doe, Alec bringing her down in a clean kill and presenting her to them proudly. They shared almost nicely – Judd and Kev bickered over the liver.

Biff watched them, his gaze – he hoped – caring and fraternal, but he didn’t eat. He didn’t feel like he deserved it.

* * *

Monday, Max went to work, still without turning on his phone. It’s not like he needed it for his job. Those few friends he had, he mostly communicated with over social media, the slackers.

Max knew that he wasn’t at his best, even for a Monday. Normally, the Korean great-grandmother on one side and the Japanese grandfather on the other meant he looked younger than his actual thirty. But today, that Greek grandfather – the one the family never talked about – had stuck his oar in and painted dark rings under Max’s eyes.

He got a double vanilla latte from the coffee kiosk on his way in, saluting Gladiola in an only mildly insulting way. She was sipping broth out of a shot glass – a bit early for that, but who was he to talk? Today, her hair was blonde and she had on massive fake glasses, a red beret, and a boxy T-shirt with “BOOST” written on it.

She grinned and gave him the bird. Literally. A tiny quintessence hummingbird illusion formed off her middle finger, flew at him, and buzzed his cheek. Then evaporated with a mild whomp. Nice control for a savage mage. That’s one talented kitsune.

A bird bird was a weirdly complimentary insult. Ordinarily, Max might have grinned, but he’d decided to wallow in misery, so he ignored it. They’d an all-staff meeting at nine which would have given Max reason to wallow even without a werewolf emotional crisis.

Ms Trickle was in rare form.

She started by complaining about pretty much everything and everyone on her staff. Apparently the WWE forms should not be confused with WWF anything, choice of attire notwithstanding. Despite very clear instructions, employees were still confusing the check boxes for unnatural, undead, and unwrapped immigrants. “There’s a difference, people! Trust me. Especially if you find one in your bed.”

Finally, the kelpie calmed down and handed out their assignments for the week. As if they weren’t the same every single week.

For the sumages: Pinchers on processing, Plugs on guard detail, and Max hidden away in his office where he couldn’t insult anyone important. For the civic mages: Siphons on research, Sluices on wards, sticking to the top floor as far away from the sumages as possible. Shifters to their various duties and details.

And so DURPS became once more the bulky, awkward, immeasurably annoying bureaucratic nightmare it always strove to be.

I love my job. I love my job. I hate my job. I wish I were good for anything else. I miss my werewolf. Don’t be an idiot, he’s not your werewolf. Coffee. Drink more coffee. That’ll solve everything. Paperwork, focus on the paperwork.

As a result of despondency and avoidance, Max managed to blow through most of his day’s work by lunchtime. Usually he, like everyone else, tried to draw it out. But Max needed a distraction, so he was accidentally efficient.

Unfortunately, his boss noticed.

At about 11:45 a.m., she stuck her head in.

“What are you doing, you miserable twat?”

“Ma’am?”

“You’ve had six interviews in and out already. You’re making the rest of us look bad.”

“I see. You don’t want me to be competent?”

“Why on earth would I want that? If I wanted someone actually good at this job, I would never have hired you in the first place.”

“Fair point.”

“What, no snappy comeback? What’s the matter, Mr Barker? Bad weekend turn you into a model citizen? Oh dear, did you find religion? Fall in love? Join the Boy Scouts? Die?”

Max considered. “Sort of all four, actually.”

“Go to lunch early, you sterling example of worker productivity, you. Take a long one. And don’t come back until you’ve rediscovered your slacker ways.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

So, Max went.

It being early, it wasn’t his usual lunch crowd at the kiosk. None of his particular friends. Okay, so not really friends, but other human-types with whom he exchanged banter. Probably for the best. I don’t have much banter in me today.

Max contemplated his food options. It was strange to have actual choices. Usually, he was stuck with yesterday’s sesame bagel, or savory smoothie, dried dragon fruit – let’s be clear here, no one likes dried dragon fruit, no one – or the two-hundred year egg instead of the one-hundred year one.

Unfortunately, Max wasn’t hungry.

He got a hummus box thingy with pita chips and some sad wedges of carrot and celery, because why not continue his self-inflicted torture?

He mooched over to the far corner of the eating area, to contemplate the horror of life in general and his in particular.

Why, for example, did anyone ever bother to put a pull tab on a seal? Everyone knew it’d just break off and never, ever open properly.

He contemplated the taunting bit of plastic.

It’s a torture device.

Then he hopelessly mangled it, for all the care he took. An epic failure in human ingenuity. Somehow it made everything worse.

A group of Siphons came down from the archives. Didn’t even look at him, thank heavens.

Max munched on a celery stick and questioned the universe’s decision to make celery taste like soap. Then he ate another one.

He stared out the window. The view was beautiful. The Civic Center sat on a very nice golden hill, amongst a bunch of other golden hills, with trees and all manner of annoyingly attractive vegetation. Fortunately for Max’s peace of mind, it was delightfully gloomy today. One of those typical Bay Area gray summer days that comforted locals and upset the tourists – which made locals enjoy it even more. What would Bryan make of it? New to the area. Would he know about the fog? Stop it. No werewolves.

A small presence settled into the other chair at Max’s table.

“Well, aren't you the saddest of sacks? Someone die?”

“Hello, Gladiola. How’s the love life treating you?”

“How’s the love life treating you? You’re the one who looks like a vegan at a raw meat bar.” The kitsune grinned at him. Her pointy teeth gleamed. She probably rubbed petroleum jelly into them. Gleaming teeth were considered very attractive in fox circles. Max thought about Bryan running his canines along his back muscles and shivered.

“It’s complicated,” said Max.

“No! Shocking. Not complicated? Never that.”

“You always this much of a sympathetic bitch at lunchtime?”

“Vixen, puhlease!” The fox shifter opened a yoghurt-style container of what looked exactly like cat food. She worked her pull tab beautifully, getting the seal off in one smooth motion.

There, you see? The universe sucks. Max became exponentially more morose.

Gladdy rolled her eyes as he slumped forward. “Fine. Why don’t I cheer you up with my drama?”

“What, more?”

Gladiola fluttered ridiculously long lashes at him.

Max said, rather injudiciously, “Look, I’m not up for another blast. If you’re going to go all quintessence-overwrought again, could you wait until after work, when it’s not my problem to clean up?”

“Poor Placer, did it hurt?”

“Of course it hurt. It always hurts.”

She grabbed his wrist, pushing his sleeve back. “They’re all over your body, then, the tracers?”

“Of course.”

“Sucks.”

“You said it.”

“So, about my drama?”

Max pulled his arm back and returned to choking down his disappointing hummus. “Lemme guess, the boyfriend again?”

“Oh my goodness, Maximillian, you’d think we hadn’t been together for decades! I don’t know what’s come over the boy.”

“Name?”

“Chrysanthemum.”

“Of course it is. Do go on. What has Chrysanthemum done now?” Max figured he might as well ask, she was going to tell him anyway, and anything to stop thinking about Muscles. And the silent phone in his pocket.

Gladiola used a great many words to say not very much at all, but enough for him to know that her love life was even more complicated than her boyfriend’s. The number of secondaries and partners and switches and play toys and so forth she dated over the course of one weekend would give most party planners heart palpitations.

“Don’t you find it exhausting?” he asked, after she finished giving him detailed insight into the kinks of one of her so called mashie niblicks.

“We all must entertain ourselves somehow. When you’ve been around for ninety years, gotta spice things up a bit. Did you know shifters have spicy jizz?”

Max arched his eyebrows. “Did you know mages have fizzy jizz?”

“No, really? Can I try sometime?” She gave him a big-eyed, flirtatious look.

“Are you legit trying to pick me up? ’Cause I gotta admit, babe, your lifestyle is kinda freaking me out.”

“Spoilsport. I’ve never banged a sumage before.”

“Plenty around here.”

“Yeah, but you’re the only Placer. There’s something erotic about a man who can kinda cancel me out like that.”

“Ew, just stop. I don’t swing your way by size or inclination.”

“Humans, so one-diminutional.”

“Don’t you mean one-dimensional?”

“No. I don’t.”

“Besides, we got plenty of poly humans. Check out the East Bay.”

“Oh, I know.” She gave another shiny feral smile.

They finished their respective lunches and reached that awkward point where one or the other needed to leave. Max had been told to take a long lunch, but he supposed he might walk outside and glare at some geese in the park or something.

“Have I not cheered you up at all with my ridiculousness?” asked the fox shifter.

“Oh. Is that what you’re trying to do?”

“Well, you did take a pretty big hit for me. I do appreciate that. Though don’t you dare tell anyone. Wouldn’t want to lower my standing by owing a sumage a favor.”

“My lips are sealed.”

Another expressive look from the kitsune.

“Okay, you’re right, they’re never sealed.” He copped to the truth.

Gladiola stood and tossed her empty carton into the trash, scoring a perfect three-pointer. Quintessence assist, no doubt.

“I’d say you should go out for the basketball team but…” quipped Max.

“Haw haw. Very funny. Look, Maximillian, I think you should call him.”

“Call who?”

“The young man you’re trying not to think about. The one on the phone.” She nodded to where Max had his dead phone out and was spinning it on the tabletop.

Shit. I didn’t even realize I was doing that.

“You look like a drowned trout, all sad and puffy-lipped.” Gladdy leaned forward.

“Thanks so much.”

“Either you missed a major shoe sale, or you’re in a tiff with your boyfriend. Call him, or I’ll kick your ass again.”

“Not sure I like you thinking about my ass.”

“Any man who can mess with your cocky attitude this much deserves a second chance. He can’t have done anything that bad.”

“Mind your own business, fox.”

“I never pegged you for a coward.”

“You aren’t lucky enough to peg me, period. Besides, you barely know me – we met, like, less than a week ago.”

“Everyone knows you, sumage. Placer. Smart mouth. Always the prettiest. I even know your dad was something famous and you got a chip on your shoulder wider than Mount Tam.”

“Stalker much?”

“Call the boy, Maximillian. Trust me, honey. Love’s kinda one of the things I do well. Dramatic, but well.”

She drifted away then, hovering only slightly as she walked, probably to give her a little more height and dignity on the exit.

“Fucking kitsune.”

That night, however, when Max got home, he turned on his phone.

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

Animal Instinct

Max stared down at the last in that string of text messages.

Muscles: I didn’t mean to hurt you.

They were all still there, waiting for him.

He reread the whole stream.

He tossed his phone from hand to hand. His ears got hot.

Finally, unable to resist, he typed back, fingers shaking slightly – defensive and childish.

Max: I can’t help the way they look.

Immediate response.

Muscles: Who cares how they look? Do they hurt?

Max stared at that line for a long while. What’s going on?

Max’s phone rang.

“Fuckin’ A, Bryan, you actually want to talk?”

“Max.” Bryan’s voice was gruff, raw. Apparently, he didn’t want to talk that much, because silence immediately descended.

Max thought about hanging up. Except that he did want to talk. He always wanted to talk. “Look, you idiot. It happens when you hit puberty and can’t control quintessence. All us sumages get them. Mine are so extensive because I handle so much power. Or that’s what they tell me. It’s just the way it is. Did you miss the part where I’m broken? A failed mage. Screwing up quintessence always has consequences.”

“Do they hurt, Max?”

Why was he so obsessed with that? “Only when I’m Placing a Surge, then, yeah. They hurt.”

“Please let me see you again.”

“Bryan. They aren’t going anywhere. They won’t heal. It’s how I am. Trace lines will always be there. I can’t be with someone who’s disgusted by the way I look naked.” Max’s breath hitched. “You have to know that.”

“What?!” The wolf sounded genuinely shocked.

“I saw you. I saw your face. That morning, when you woke up and looked at me.”

“That wasn’t you! That was me.”

“You’re an asshole.”

“No. Max. No! I thought, that night, when I touched you all over, not knowing they were there, that it caused you pain. I thought…they looked so raw. They looked like they hurt. I thought I hurt you!” His voice had risen. He sounded a little hysterical.

Max’s own memory of that morning hitched and shifted. “You were disgusted with yourself?” He whispered it.

“I thought I hurt you!”

The werewolf repeated it like this should make perfect sense. Max frowned. “Well, you didn’t. Not until you looked at me with that face.”

“Only face I got.”

“You know what I mean.” Max was too wound up to be pert with him.

The werewolf’s voice went slightly huskier. “Max, you’re the hottest man I’ve ever seen. I don’t care about your scars so long as you don’t suffer when I touch them. I can’t…”

A stutter while his kindhearted beastie tried to find the right words.

“I can’t stand the idea that I’d hurt you.”

“I don’t get it. Why so upset about them, then?”

Bryan sighed on the other end of the phone. “I’m a Beta. It’s… Damn it Max, why is this so difficult? I don’t know enough about you. Why didn’t you tell me about the scars? Why didn’t you tell me it was a sumage thing?”

“Why didn’t you tell me this was a Beta reaction? Why didn’t you give me insight into all the stuff I don’t know about werewolves? I can’t predict this kind of thing any more than you can. I don’t know what you don’t know, Bryan. I don’t know how you’ll react. Frankly, you behaved like all the others. Except, it seems, not for quite the same reason. Can you tell me now what to expect next?”

“You’ll let there be a next?”

Max considered. “I need to see your face to know whether to believe you.”

“You’ll let me in?”

Silence.

“I’m coming over right now. I’ll stand naked in your driveway if that’s what you want.” Bryan hung up.

Max cleaned his apartment. And looked up some online articles on Beta werewolves. And cleaned his apartment some more. And didn’t put on deodorant. He thought about it. But he didn’t.

* * *

Biff should have gotten a speeding ticket, that’s how fast he rode.

“You got here quick.” Max opened the door for him. “Where are you staying, anyway?”

“Outer Richmond. Friend of a friend’s place.” Drag queen. Ghost.

Max nodded and gestured for him to sit.

Biff didn’t want to sit, but he did it to make Max feel better. He examined his sumage from under his lashes. Taking in all the parts of this man that he’d let himself not see. Or perhaps he’d been blinded by his nose, and then he’d been blinded by….well….a blindfold.

Now Biff realized that Max’s jerky movements, the angles of him, that awkward shell, wasn’t a front. It was a defense. Max’s fast verbal volleys were flinches in disguise. The harsh beat of his flirtation, that was shame. He was ashamed of himself. This magnificent man.

“I wasn’t rejecting you, Max. I swear I wasn’t. I was just so frightened. We had this glorious thing—”

Max arched a demanding eyebrow.

Biff looked at his own hands, because they made no demands, and forced himself to continue. Max’s scars needed his words to heal. He had to try.

“Well, glorious for me, and then to realize I’d been in it alone. You’d let me do this to you rather than with you.”

A puff of a sigh and Max folded himself down into the small chair opposite. Close enough that the smell of him, the warmth, was like a benediction. But not close enough for forgiveness.

“Silly wolf. You know I enjoyed myself – you kind of swallowed that fact.”

Biff wouldn’t allow this to be made light of. Not yet. “Yeah, but the rest of the time, I was all about my need to mark you. I thought every touch or lick or…you know…” Words fled him, so he pushed back the side of his upper lip with one finger, to show the canine there. “…caused you pain.”

“No, Muscles. I liked it. I liked it all. It didn’t hurt. Quite the opposite. Okay?”

Biff risked a glance up, caught the truth in those blue eyes. Believed it because he wanted to so badly. He let relief flood his body, his blood injected with light. His eyes prickled and he was grateful Max wasn’t a werewolf, to smell the tears that lurked there.

“I take it BDSM is not in our future?”

Biff smiled, looking back at his hands. “You could wail on me if you liked. Might help me feel better. You had the blindfold. You into that?”

Max gave a dry chuckle. “No, not really. Not from either side. I don’t mind you taking control a bit, though. I’m not into those muscles purely for decoration.”

Biff was overwhelmed with the idea of holding Max down by the wrists, or with one arm across that smooth chest while he took whatever he liked. Tasted where he would.

He looked up, forgetting some of his guilt. “Yeah?” It was odd how much Max took up of Biff’s reality. Like he was more in focus than any other person.

Max laughed fully this time. “Whoa there! We can’t go spinning back into that again so quick.”

Biff glanced at the man’s lap. “You sure?”

“Won’t solve anything. And I need to know more. I need to know that won’t happen again.”

Biff nodded. A fair request. “Okay.”

Max reached across the miles that separated them and took his hand.

Biff inhaled. He’d been not scent-hounding out of respect. But touch was permission.

“You took a shower,” he said, sounding pathetic.

“I went for a run. And it’s been three days. I could hardly go to work smelling like spunk.”

“You run? Of course you do, that body.”

Max squeezed Biff’s hands, both of them in both of his.

Biff focused on the way Max’s tan fingers interlaced with his own larger, blunter, whiter ones. He noticed how the sleeves of Max’s shirt were long enough to cover his wrist bones completely. Biff moved his thumb to push the cuff back. The first of the scars started there, just after the carpal bone. Hesitantly, glancing between his thumb and Max’s face, he brushed over one angry pink line.

No flinch of pain met that. Max’s blue eyes stayed wide, intent, focused on Biff.

“Is it a Beta thing?” Max asked. “This need not to hurt?”

“Maybe. Maybe just me.”

“Yet you said you used to fight for your Alpha?”

“Still would, though now we have Judd and Kev. I don’t enjoy it. Never did. Not the way they do. It was mostly when we were kids.”

“What is it you do, Biff? I mean in society.”

Biff was oddly delighted by the banality of the question. “Medic. EMS. At least I was. I’ll need to get recertified for California.”

“Of course you’re a medic. Can you guide a healing shift?

“Yeah. For encouragement. Can’t force the shift, though.”

Max nodded. “How are you with non-pack shifters?”

Biff let him divert the conversation for now. “I’ve not much experience, but I’m trained for it.”

“Can you do a savage healing assist?”

“Yep.”

“Cool. I’ve never seen one done.”

“Still interested in quintessence, even though you can’t access it properly?”

“Well, yeah. Quintessence is kinda cool. It’s not to blame for my scars. Not really.”

“Would you tell me about them?” Biff tried not to sound too hopeful in his need to understand.

Max sighed but kept hold of Biff’s hands.

Biff carefully, cautiously ran his thumb under Max’s sleeve again, to the place behind the wrist bones where those scars began. It was a small victory that Max didn’t tug down his sleeve. He let Biff’s thumb continued its lazy exploration. He allowed a touch that started out as a question to become a caress. It doesn’t hurt him, it really doesn’t. And a reassurance.

Biff waited and hoped. He wasn’t afraid of silence and he wasn’t compelled to fill it. That was Max. Part of this contorted, fragile Max, part of what made him wonderful, and frenetic, and alive.

“Mages aren’t like werewolves. We aren’t made, we’re born. And I come from a long and pretty inglorious line of major asshole Surges.”

Biff waited for him to continue. When he didn’t, Biff felt compelled to make a correction, to ensure understanding went both ways. “We’re both.”

“Both what?”

“Werewolves are born and made. You need the gene for it, but you also need the bite. Something in the saliva, doctors say, will activate latent savage abilities and allow first shift. It’s dangerous. Not everyone survives. If you don’t have the werewolf gene, you certainly won’t, but even with it, some of us are – I don’t know – weak, I guess. No one thought Alec would make it. Not even Alec. And we have another one, Colin. Delicate. But they both survived.”

“Does it hurt, to be made wolf?”

“Every time.” Biff wanted to share this with Max. Max who claimed that his scars didn’t hurt. What had the internet called them? Trace lines.

“Every single shift?” Max cocked his head, showing the fine curve of his neck. No trace lines there.

“Yeah. All the bones in our bodies break and reform. It hurts. It’s also our survival.”

“Savage healing.”

“Exactly. We use it every time we shift.”

“Useful. Odd choice, though, to become a medic.”

Biff shrugged and tried to explain the complexity of his nature in one short sentence. “I like helping people.”

“I’d love to see what you look like as a wolf.”

Biff hung his head. He wasn’t a particularly handsome wolf. Just like he wasn’t a particularly handsome man. “You should see Alec, he’s beautiful. Or Judd. Or Lovejoy.”

“I’d rather see you. The tracers hurt me as well. But only when there’s a Surge about. I get a little twinge if there’s a Siphon or Sluice in action. Too much quintessence in the air. It’s like an ache and an itch rolled in one and crawling over and under my skin. But I’m made to Surge, so that’s what my trace lines respond to most.”

“Tell me more.”

“About the pain?”

“I’d rather not think about that.” Biff shuddered. His own skin prickled at the idea of Max hurting in a way Biff couldn’t stop, couldn’t repel, and couldn’t take on in his stead.

“Me neither. So, more about the way it works?”

“You’re born to it?”

“I was born to be a Surge and then I failed.”

“How did it happen?”

“Puberty hit, my voice dropped, and I told my dad I was gay. Then he basically blasted me with quintessence.”

Biff held his breath. He knew homophobia. He’d fought for Alec and closeted himself because of it. But what father tried to kill his son just for being gay? Okay, right, my father tried to kill Alec. But Butch is an asshole idiot.

Max continued. “Maybe it was a test. Maybe it was out of fear. Maybe it was just hate. I don’t know. My dad was complicated. Perhaps in my gayness he saw the end of his glorious line? You see, another Surge could have used quintessence to form a shield, just deflect a blast like that. So, when he hit me, I did what I’d been taught. I reached in and pulled at the quintessence to protect myself. Or I tried to.”

Max’s blue eyes were unfocused and distant. Watching a memory of himself.

“It didn’t work. It felt like a net of pain burst all around and inside me. God, it hurt. And I’m not sure if that’s because I was trying too hard, or the sheer volume of my father’s blast. Or just the tracers forming for the first time.”

Biff squeezed Max’s hand, encouraging him to continue. Trying to imagine the boy Max was, built for this one thing, and failing so spectacularly to be what was expected. To be trained and taught all his life to become a Surge, and end up sumage instead.

“Why no scars on your face or hands?”

“Or feet or cock? I don’t know. Nobody does. Something to with circulation.”

“And they only hurt when you work quintessence?” Biff had to make absolutely certain.

“Only then. It tries to split me open, like the trace lines are seams and the quintessence wants to bloat outward. Because it’s not my abilities that I’m working with, you see, it’s someone else’s already-used quintessence. My body knows it’s wrong.”

“Could I help?”

Max laughed. “You are a sweetie, aren’t you?”

Biff felt his cheeks flame. “It’s not that, it’s just I have this odd feeling like I should be able to help.”

* * *

God, he really is the most adorable thing, this big, sheepish werewolf.

“I think that’s likely just a residual emotional connection. You know, from your first time with a man and it being so good and all.”

“Yeah?” Bryan looked up through those long lashes, his hazel eyes accepting everything because Max wished it, not because he believed him. “Good?”

“Yeah. Very good.”

“You smell amazing, did you know that? You aren’t meant to. All mages are bad, coolant and chemical and flameless fire. But sumages are usually the worst, like the sweet has gone rotten.”

“Flattery will get you everywhere.” Max flinched. “But not me?”

“Naw. Brown butter and caramel, most of the time. Spiced rum occasionally. Most places.”

“Not everywhere?”

Bryan’s eyes flicked over his body, going from neck to crotch to feet and then back to crotch. “Not everywhere. Though that’s good too, in a different way. I wouldn’t mind checking, just to be sure.” His voice slipped a little lower, became a little scratchier.

“You’d not mind, huh?” Max tried to pull himself back. Something twigged him. Why do I smell good to a werewolf? That’s not normal. I usually don’t smell good to any hunting shifter. That’s why I’ve never fucked one before. “I wonder if I smell good to your whole pack.”

Bryan gave a funny little growl. “I certainly hope not. I’m not the only gay one, you know.”

“Yeah?”

“Max,” he grumbled, “we’re not solid yet. Maybe after we fuck again you can tease me.”

“Well, let’s fuck again, then. Anything to give me more teasing options.”

Bryan pounced, grabbed him, and fell back to sit on the couch once more, only now with a new and improved Max-shaped blanket sprawled atop him. He buried his face in Max’s neck. His chin was scratchy and his breath hot. Max supposed he would have to get accustomed to this. If he was lucky. The werewolf huffed him, inhaled him.

Bryan groaned. “Okay, maybe after we’ve fucked a lot, you can tease me. And then you can meet my pack.”

Max tensed up. That was basically like being told you’d be meeting the relatives. Only all Bryan’s family were large and male and turned into slavering beasts once a month.

A wide, warm palm caressed his back in slow comforting circles, easing the tension. “Pack can wait.”

Max expected Bryan to turn into the aggressor then. After all, he’d grabbed first, but the werewolf seemed content just to cuddle him. While Bryan’s cock was certainly interested in taking things further, the man himself stayed calm.

Max ground against him, trying to give him ideas. Encouragement.

Bryan’s touch remained light and gentle. Perhaps he was still afraid of causing pain.

I’m going to have to show him it’s fine.

Max didn’t mind. He could be the aggressor too. And now he knew for certain that he’d have a hard time physically damaging Bryan.

He leaned back into the support of that large hand.

The werewolf held him suspended like that, pierced by a hazel-eyed look of inquiry.

“Yes, Muscles? What do you want? Use your words.”

Bryan gave him an ironic look. “Can I see you? Would you take this off?” He plucked at the hem of Max’s shirt with his free hand.

Max frowned. But why not risk it all now, before he became too addicted to those pleading eyes? He unbuttoned the shirt cuffs. Bryan, after a moment’s hesitation, began at Max’s collar, unbuttoning down the front, his big fingers fumbling a little. When he was finished, he smoothed the shirt off Max’s shoulders, eyes following the lines of his tracers. Frowning.

“They’re faded a bit from last time.” He accused, as though angry with the reliability of his own memory.

Max nodded. Relieved that it was only a question and not something worse. “Yeah, if I didn’t disPlace a Surge for a long time, they’d eventually turn white. I work around all manner of mages, civic and savage, so they often activate a little. Keeps them…fresh. Raw-looking. I know a few sumages who took to isolation, cloistering themselves away from mages and shifters, just to avoid the pain.”

“Not you?”

“I’m no weakling to absent myself from society for a little sting here or there.” Screw ‘em all, Max always thought. I’m not going to hide like some social embarrassment. He’d stayed. Close to his father. He’d built himself a life, dating men, working a menial government job, rubbing both in his dad’s face. “Fuck ’em.”

“Ah. Of course.” The werewolf nodded, amused. He smoothed one of the lines with a finger. His eyes fixed on Max, searching for a reaction.

Max reacted, shivering at the touch. Feeling a trail of heat that had nothing to do with his trace lines.

Bryan smiled, showing a bit of canine. Max thought he saw his lover’s eyes flash yellow before the werewolf lowered his lashes and bent forward.

He licked the lines. Intent, focused. Following them over Max’s chest. He lapped at his nipples, softly with the flat of his tongue, and then rougher when Max responded with a tiny moan. He moved on down, following the lines as if they weaved a pathway. Over the muscles on Max’s stomach, the V formed by his hip bones, dipped into his belly button. Max gasped and shivered a little but mostly just watched, fascinated, as the man worshiped his scars. Like they were a road map laid out just for him.

Bryan paused finally.

Max realized then that he was clawing at Bryan’s massive shoulders, encouraging him or trying to get him to stop, Max wasn’t certain which. When Bryan paused, Max yanked him up for a kiss. Blistering with gratitude and possibly terror.

The werewolf sighed into Max’s needs, allowing him to take. The broad muscles under Max’s frantic scrabbling hands relaxed, relieved. Silly boy, he was still worried about causing pain.

Max kissed him with encouragement then. Putting aside his own fears in an effort to allay Bryan’s. He pushed himself back and off Bryan’s lap, and stood to strip out of the rest of his clothing.

“You can follow them anywhere they lead. It won’t hurt me. I like it.” I love it and I fear it and it is way too intimate. But you need to know it doesn’t hurt me, and I need to know it doesn’t disgust you, so I’ll risk this thing. Max tried not to think about how much it opened him to this man. How much he was allowing that he’d never allowed before.

Grabbing the werewolf by the hand, he hauled him to his feet – well, pretended to – and pulled him toward the bed.

* * *

The trace lines ran everywhere. All over Max’s chest and arms, his legs and back. Biff followed them. Wondered if he might learn them, memorize them until they became a familiar pattern, like a daily commute.

They did not decorate his cock but they did network over his balls, so Biff followed them there. Lapping gently, soothing and tickling, as it turned out. Max writhed. Biff held him down with both arms over his stomach and mouthed about, exploring textures and scent, until Max’s poor neglected prick was angry and red with need.

Max was spouting a litany of foul words that finally resolved themselves into “Stop.”

Biff immediately stopped, drew back. Tense. Have I done something wrong again?

“It’s not fair that you’re the one constantly driving me crazy. My turn.”

Biff relaxed. “Okay.” He rolled over onto his back.

Max loomed over him, grinning, all tilted blue eyes and wicked cheekbones.

He didn’t lick. He gnawed and bit. He sucked up hickeys and left teeth marks. It was like Biff was his last meal, and he was bent on savoring the feast. He tested different parts of Biff’s body for sensitivity. The thin skin over his ribs and collarbones, and inside his elbows and thighs. Max clearly liked the places where Biff was blue-veined and very pale.

Biff loved it. Max was marking him in his own way. Biff was back to being filled with shards of toffee – spiky and sweet. They weren’t melting this time, just fracturing into smaller and smaller pieces so they fit into every limb and digit of his body, lodged there, sharp with desire and sticky with wanting.

Max prodded him to turn over so he could explore the back of Biff’s knees, and spend some time on his ass, not in quite the same manner as Biff had done, but with as much intent. Max nibbled and massaged, fascinated by the roundness. Biff squirmed – he wasn’t as smooth as Max. He worried about peach fuzz and… Nope, Max was definitely not opposed.

Max drew one fingernail down the indentation of Biff’s spine, which caused him to arch up involuntarily and tingle all over. He’d never thought pleasure and pain could combine so exquisitely. He wasn’t certain whether it was the sensation itself that excited him, or the smell of Max’s arousal, or the certain knowledge he would be covered in marks, memories of this moment.

Of course, they’ll be healed and gone soon. I hope they at least last long enough for me to see them later in a mirror.

Max chivvied him back over. Biff felt his stomach muscles quivering. He was floating in some strange euphoric place where his prick, near to exploding and dripping with desire, was also somehow not as important as the marking, as the tiny shafts of pain-pleasure Max was causing.

Or so he thought.

Until Max deep-throated him.

“Hell!” Biff nearly came off the bed. Nearly came down Max’s throat at the same time.

Max grinned up at him around his cock, blue eyes twinkling.

Biff collapsed. Panting. Tried to play it cool.

Max did it again, all the way to the root, then swallowed around the head so that Biff heard himself give an involuntary groan, as if protesting his own effort not to climax immediately and disgrace himself.

Fortunately, Max retracted slightly.

“Fine.” Biff panted. “I’m impressed.”

Max did it again.

“And I am going to cum if you keep that up.”

Max kept it up.

Biff did not. He came, quite possibly harder than he ever had in his life.

Max shut his blue, blue eyes in a kind of ecstasy and swallowed with a beatific expression.

Abruptly he popped off. “Holy shit, it’s, like, totally spicy!”

“Valley girl, much?” Biff grinned down at him.

“I got a hint before, but dude, that’s hot.”

“Bad?”

“No way. I’m a three-alarm chili man myself. This is mild. Delicious though, salty, sweet, and spicy. You’re better than the local taco truck.”

Biff looked nonplussed. “I am? So long as it’s not fish taco, I guess.”

“Definitely carne asada.”

“You calling me flank steak, boy?”

“Or maybe if I’m lucky, lengua.”

Biff could take the hint. He grinned. “Fine, then. Now you.” He made a move to flip them over and reverse positions, but Max crawled up his body, leaving a wet smear. “No need.”

“You came from sucking me off?” Biff’s well-milked cock tried to twitch at the very idea.

“What? You think you’re the only one in this relationship who gets off on looking after his man?”

Biff didn’t say anything, just wrapped his arms around the sumage and tugged him down to lie fully atop him. He arranged Max like a tablecloth, despite Max’s amused grumbling about being sticky and too warm. Biff stroked his hands down Max’s back and ass and thighs, as far as he could reach, pressing him down, enjoying the lean weight, inhaling his scent as if he could be absorbed. Biff didn’t say anything, but he glowed with joy, not because of the sex, although that was wonderful, but because Max had said both relationship and his man in the same sentence.

 


CHAPTER NINE

Marvin the Nosy Merman

Max woke up the next morning draped over a warm, rumbling, slightly scruffy mattress. Consequently, he knew several things all at once. He was not alone in his bed. He was happy. And he was freaked out about both.

To prevent himself from panic, he used a trick from his childhood. He analyzed each observation separately.

Part the first: not being alone. Bryan is in bed with me. Bryan is in my bed, underneath me. A werewolf. A lover. A good guy. A nice man of the furry variety.

Okay, so that leads to part the second: happiness. An odd sensation. Giddy. Bit of a knot in my throat that needs to be swallowed around. Although – that could be last night’s deep-throating. Mmmm, spicy cock. Stop that, Max. What was I thinking about before dick? Oh yeah, happiness.

Which quickly resulted in the part the third: freaking out. So, being happy freaks me out. That’s charmingly messed-up of me. Maybe what I really need is coffee.

Max eased himself off Bryan. Well, he tried to – they were rather stuck together. This was a delightful memory and kind of gross. Eventually he managed it, leaving warm peach fuzz and sexy muscles behind. He climbed out of bed and pulled on some boxers. No need to be ashamed and cover up further, Bryan had seen everything now. And how do we feel about that? Poke poke. More terror, apparently. Definitely time for coffee.

Max settled himself into the mindless ritual of caffeine, putting water to boil, mixing the different kinds of beans – Italian, French, and peaberry – grinding them, pouring the water over, pressing down slowly.

He waited until he was sipping the coffee to test his fear again. Pressing against it like a tongue against a loose tooth. Why? What’s wrong with me?

He stood looking out the kitchen window at his father’s huge, ugly, crumbling house. Max was bad at most things. He was bad at being the son his father wanted. He was bad at being the mage his family needed. He was bad at being gay: too self-conscious to be promiscuous, too much self-doubt to offer himself on the altar of love. Not that he indulged in fantasies of white picket fences and adopting unwanted shifter kids. Truth be told, Max had no notion of what he might want in a relationship, because he’d never thought to have one. He was bad at so many things, but what he sucked at the most, apparently, was being happy.

Two strong arms wound around him, and naked werewolf nuzzled into his neck. Max leaned back. This part was easy. Bryan made it easy. Why does the tickle of chest hair have to feel so glorious?

Bryan huffed the smooth skin behind his ear. The sniff turned to one of slight disgust. Then the werewolf gave a funny, pathetic sigh. “I suppose I’ll have to forgive you for being a coffee drinker.”

“Wrong smell again?”

Bryan yawned, his jaw cracking slightly. “Not really, it’s just that coffee is disgusting.”

Max gasped. “Sacrilege. Get out of my house this instant!”

“So…you have no tea?”

How did such a big gruff man manage to sound so pathetic?

“There’s probably some mint growing out in that mess I call a yard, somewhere.”

“Mint is not tea. Mint is an herb. Tea is a sacred plant grown by sumage monks in the highlands of exotic foreign lands where Vanaras dust them with dew every morning—”

“You’re a freak. That’s the most poetical you’ve ever been about anything, and it’s a pack of lies about tea.”

“Everyone is moved to poetry on some subject.”

“Your dick, for example?”

“Yeah? Gonna write it an ode?”

“I think I need some more inspiration first.”

“Say no more. Put down that swill and come back to bed.”

Max really did want to. “Can’t. Work. Must drink coffee.”

Bryan didn’t push the matter, just rested his chin on Max’s shoulder and looked out at the run-down house and the untended garden while Max sipped. It was ridiculously domestic. Max loved it. The terror returned.

Bryan rumbled, “Good bones on that place, if someone cared to fix it up.”

“Someone doesn’t.” The terror ramped all the way up.

“It’s yours?”

Max stiffened.

Bryan shifted position so he could stroke Max’s naked chest from belly to shoulder with one big hand in a gentling way, as if quieting a skittish kelpie. He murmured his understanding. “Your father’s?”

Max nodded.

“Fuck him,” said Bryan.

Max laughed. Just like that, the happiness was back, only without the terror. Max let it settle over him and attempted not to question anything for a while.

* * *

Despite the lack of tea, Biff tried to be as easygoing as possible. Frankly, this wasn’t a challenge. He was pretty laid-back most of the time, and in the morning, it was easier. In the morning, people were less demanding and his naturally taciturn nature was found to be less abrasive. He focused on fitting neatly in and around Max’s normal workday routine. When the toast popped, he was there to butter it while Max fixed himself a second cup of coffee (lots of sugar and vanilla creamer). He dressed while Max dressed, and made the bed while Max gathered his things. He made no awkward motions to linger or to do anything at all that might slow life down. Don’t be difficult, Biff. Don’t be a drag. The motto of his existence.

It took him most of that time to work up the courage to say anything important. Until, done weighing his words and finding them wanting no matter how he phrased things, he finally let them spill out regardless of the consequences.

“I know you’re busy. And I got my recertification coming and job applications to fill out. But…” He lost all steam then. Why was it so much harder to ask this man out than any woman he’d ever known? Because it matters. This matters. He matters.

The sumage, buttoning his shirt, looked up and smiled, eyes crinkling. “You want another date, Muscles?”

Man, he was pretty with those white teeth in that tan face.

“Yeah.” What Biff wanted to say was: I can’t go through that again. Please don’t push me away for another self-hating reason. Or worse, put me off for some dumb modern lifestyle. This can’t be one of those party-town one-time things. Or two-time things. This is more than that. We both know it’s more than that. It has to be more than that. I’m not in this alone. I may be new to this, but I know connection when I find it.

What he said was, “We can’t stop now.”

“We can’t?” Max looked cheeky. “Why’s that?”

Biff hunted for an equally coy answer, didn’t have any, so spoke truth. Knowing it was a risk. Knowing it might scare the sumage away. “You can’t start me out on my fabulous gay future comparing every man I meet to Maximillian Barker. Not fair on them.”

“Jesus Christ, Bryan, why you have to be so sweet?”

Gotcha. “I like it when you call me Bryan.”

“Not Muscles?”

“I like it when you call me that too, Trouble.” You can call me anything you like so long as you smile that way.

“What if I call you Habanero?” Max waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

“Only if I can use Sparkles.”

“Ew, no.”

“Seltzer?”

“Stop it.” Was Max blushing? Super hard to tell.

“Carbonation Man?” Biff pressed his advantage.

Max sputtered coffee. “Here I cum to save the day?”

“Mighty jizz is on its way?”

“With the power of fizzy dick!” Max tossed the dregs of his coffee and rinsed his mug, grabbing his keys and his briefcase. Curiously, he used an old-fashioned brown leather one, as if he were an ad man from the 1960s.

Biff grinned, holding the door for him. “I’ll stick to Trouble, shall I?”

“Sure thing, Cayenne Cock.”

They paused in the driveway next to Max’s beat-up old car and Biff’s well-maintained old bike.

“Wait,” said Biff when they would have continued their first morning ritual with a simultaneous departure.

Max tossed his briefcase into the roadster and turned. “Yeah?”

Biff pressed against him and took his hot mouth almost savagely. He inhaled butter caramel and tasted coffee, which was not so bad if it came with Max’s warm, willing tongue.

When he pulled back for a breather, Max gave him a new kind of smile. A small, shy one. His lips kiss-swollen and rosy. “So, that date?”

Biff moved to his bike, slipped astride, and kicked it into warming up. He spoke over the rumble. “I’ll pick you up Friday at seven. Dress warm – we’re going for a ride.”

“Dictatorial much?” His man was still leaning against his car, as if dazed from that kiss.

Good. I can’t be in this alone.

“You like it.” Biff clapped his helmet on his head.

The sound was muffled, but he thought he heard Max say, a little pathetically, “Not until Friday?”

He backed the bike out and sped away. His mouth hurt from smiling the whole ride home.

* * *

Friday was a ridiculously long way away.

Max leaned his elbow on his desk and glared down at the paperwork in front of him. It was only Wednesday afternoon, he’d seen Bryan yesterday morning, and yet he was pining.

Fortunately for his job security, his productivity had hit an all-time low.

“Disgusting,” said Ms Trickle, sticking her head in. “What has he done to you? You look almost happy.”

“It’ll pass.”

“It always does.”

“You want something, boss?”

“A better life?”

“You’re not fooling anyone – you adore it here. You relish the small amount of tyrannical power that you can lord over us minions. You like having mages to boss around and kitsunes to torture.”

“Too true. There’s a waiting room full of people in line and then more lines after that, each line making them madder and madder at the government and at life. And I did it all! I made them suffer. Mouah-ha-ha!” The kelpie raised both hands, claw-like, in front of her face in a melodramatic Shakespearean manner. “Meanwhile, what have you done with your life?”

“Aside from ruined it?”

“Aside from that.”

“Found me a boy.”

Ms Trickle frowned to hide her delighted smile. “As much of an asshole as you?”

“Sadly, no. He’s all nice and shit. Like, a really decent good guy.”

“Oh. My. God. You’ll break him.”

“That’s the plan.”

“Poor creature. Speaking of creatures, that werewolf you had in last week is out in the lobby waiting for you with this super hot blond dude. I mean, I don’t swing that way, but the man is beautiful.”

“Merman?”

“Of course. Said they needed to add to the pack paperwork. He moves fast.”

Max nodded, hiding his nervousness, and his thrill, and his arousal. So much for waiting until Friday. And not yet meeting the in-laws.

Wait.

In-laws?

“Oh, and you’ve attracted the interest of upstairs – there’s a new judge been asking about you. Savage court and all that entails. What have you done now, Mr Barker?”

Max went instantly and totally on guard. He hated the savage judge brigade. Old-school civic mages with more power than good sense had set up a system that allowed them to bully shifters, sumages, and savage mages. The last thing Max wanted was one of his father’s cronies looking for him.

“Well, shit, I’m sure it’s just my charming self. Everyone wants me these days.”

“You keep telling yourself that, Barker, and maybe someday someone will believe it. Now go take a gander at that merman. He sure is pretty.”

“Stop, or you’ll convince me you’re actually straight.”

“Perish the thought.”

* * *

Biff wasn’t fooling anyone, least of all Marvin, when he insisted that they must get the pack details ironed out by visiting DURPS together. However, Marvin was wildly curious to see Biff’s new man, so of course he agreed to perform the excuse. Marvin was nothing if not nosy.

Alec started his new job that morning, so he’d waved them off with a tolerant expression and a word to his mate. “Don’t torture them too much, my love.”

Marvin had kissed him with a twinkle in his remarkable aqua eyes. “Have a nice time at work, babe. Don’t let the microorganisms get you down.”

So, now Marvin was standing next to Biff, still twinkling.

Biff felt horribly self-conscious.

The merman was taking in all the impatience and chaos and anger of the processing waiting room with his usual charm. Biff, on the other hand, was anxious, and interested only in one tall, tanned, blue-eyed sumage.

As he searched in vain, Biff watched his brother’s mate out of the corner of his eye. Marvin always seemed to view the world as if it were something delightful. He’d been that way ever since he and Alec got together. Biff could only love him for it. Alec hadn’t had an easy time of it and Marvin was good to him, and good for him. Hell, he was good for the whole pack. Gave a lie to the old “stick to your species” mandate.

Then Max came sauntering in from the back offices and Biff lost the ability to think about the merman at all.

Max slid through the crowd, loose-limbed and bumbling. Biff loved the way his man’s hips moved as he walked, like there was grace and easy motion trapped in there, but only for the fucking. He was all knees and elbows, and danger and wet dreams.

“Hi” was all Biff managed to say, knowing he sounded inane.

“Well, hello, Muscles, couldn’t wait until Friday, as it turned out?”

Biff tried to stop himself from blushing. “Thought I’d better bring in proof of our pack’s good intentions. This is my brother-in-law, Marvin, Alpha-mate and merman.”

“In the flesh,” said Marvin, “or scales, if you insist.” His sharp eyes flashed back and forth between Biff and Max with pleased interest. No doubt he noted how close Max stood to Biff, and how Biff angled himself toward Max, seeking his smell.

Max shook Marvin’s webbed hand. “We don’t get many of your kind bothering to register – no need if you intend to stay offshore.”

“Welp, I’m in dry dock for the foreseeable future, in a manner of speaking.”

Biff suspected Marvin was particularly pleased about something, but he wasn’t quite sure what. Which made him nervous.

“Come on through and we’ll file the necessary paperwork.”

Max led the way. Biff followed close on his heels, breathing him in. It’d been barely twenty-four hours but he’d missed the sumage like crazy. Man, he was so delicious.

“Well,” said Marvin, “I can see what all the fuss is about.”

Glancing around to make sure it was just the three of them in the hallway, Biff pressed his hand gently to the small of Max’s back. The sumage shivered under his touch but didn’t tense up and didn’t protest. It relaxed something in Biff, contact with this man.

I’m so lost for him.

“My, but you have it bad,” whispered the overly perceptive merman behind them, softly enough so he knew Biff’s shifter hearing would pick it up but Max’s human ears would not.

Biff nodded.

They went into Max’s office and sat.

Max pulled out a short stack of paperwork and began making notes, asking Marvin pertinent questions about his family pod, ability to volunteer for water-work, and tail color. However, it became clear pretty quickly that Marvin was doing some interviewing of his own.

“So, you’re a Placer?”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“Not many of those about.”

“Sumages in general aren’t common. How long have you and the Alpha of Bryan’s pack been married?”

“We aren’t legally. Biff was just being a darling about calling me his brother-in-law. He knows I like it. Don’t you, big guy?”

Oh, so that’s what had pleased Marvin so much. Biff shrugged and gave a shy smile. “I think of you that way.” All up in pack business, you might as well be.

“Isn’t he the cutest?” Marvin asked Max.

“Yeah, he kinda is,” Max answered without hesitation.

Biff turned bright red.

“So, what’s your lineage?” Marvin pressed the sumage.

“Barker. Line of asshole Surges from Saturation on down, as you might have guessed. I’m a big old disappointing whoops.”

“Yeah, well, I’m male and gay – can’t say my pod was over the moon about me.”

Biff had never considered Marvin’s position. He’d always been too worried about Alec’s, and then his own, sexual orientation. But he supposed it was a little odd that despite a close relationship with his sister, there had been no objections when Marvin took up with a landlubber shifter of a different race, leaving his pod behind.

Max kept up his pretense of official work. “So, you’re not yet married, but you are officially mated?”

Marvin nodded. “Absolutely.”

“I’ll put down domesticated mates – it’ll do for now. But California has no Uncommon Law, so you might want to make it official for legal reasons if the pack invests in property.”

“I’m kinda waiting for him to ask me.”

Max looked up, blue eyes twinkling in a wicked way that went straight to Biff’s cock. “That how your relationship works, is it?”

Marvin grinned. “Yeah, you want details?”

Uh-oh.

Max looked intrigued. These two could be dangerous together. Neither one liked to lose a verbal battle.

Biff girded himself to speak.

Max said, “How about diagrams? And while we’re at it, when you have a fish tail, where does your junk go? I’ve always wondered.”

Marvin grinned again. “Hang about for a while and maybe you’ll find out.”

“My brother would kick your ass, Trouble,” Biff felt compelled to add. Alec was easygoing for an Alpha, but when all was said and done, he was an Alpha.

Max looked at him with a smile. “I’d like to see him try.”

Biff was wrenched by the horrible thought that if Alec ever did come after Max, Biff would be compelled to fight him. His own brother. His Alpha. Because why? Why was this sumage so important to him so suddenly? Not good. Not good. Not good.

Something in his mood translated to the others, because Marvin changed the subject. “And you, Mr Barker? Have you any family, hidden mates, wives, or husbands hanging about?”

“Nope,” said Max without blinking.

Biff finally understood what was going on. Marvin was interviewing Max for pack membership.

Oh no, did I come off as that serious about this relationship? Am I that serious about this relationship? Apparently. He shivered. Stupid mating instincts.

Fortunately, Max didn’t seem to realize this. “Well, if you’ll just sign here, we should be good. As I told your Beta last week, you’re approved for residency. We just need a pack name and, of course, a permanent address. Jobs would be a great show of good intentions as well.”

Marvin nodded. “Of course. Alec started his today.”

Max looked intrigued. “Oh, yes?”

Biff was gruff with pride for his brilliant scientist brother. “Bio department at Super Submersion.”

Max laughed, looking breathtakingly beautiful. “Right, he’s a marine biologist – I remember you saying that. With a merman mate. Makes a warped kind of sense.”

Marvin smiled at the dig.

Biff added, “Our youngest is in school.”

Max looked mildly confused.

Marvin stepped in to explain. “The youngest pack member, Colin. He’s at College of Marin for computer science. Lovejoy already has work as a cook – he’s a bit of a hustler so there’s no surprise there. Biff takes his EMS certification for California next week. Right?” Biff nodded. “The others are actively applying for jobs as well. We need a proper pack house. But we aren’t slackers, I promise.”

“And you?”

Marvin grinned. “Adjunct Coast Guard. Arranged by a local pod. You know merfolk – we always got connections.”

“Coast Guard, huh?”

“Keeps me in fins.”

A perfunctory knock came at the door and Max’s large, angry-looking boss stuck her head in.

Max looked up. “Oh, hey, Trickle. Two visits in one day? I’m honored.”

“You’re in session.”

“As you see.”

The woman looked them over, both Biff and Marvin. Biff tried not to wrinkle his nose. Marvin inclined his head in the slightly deferential way of a lesser shifter acknowledging the strength of a stronger one.

Biff considered the smell of swamp and alfalfa. He’d be tempted to ignore the idea because of her gender, but all things pointed to kelpie, and this was the Bay Area, so…

Kelpie would explain how easily she dismissed a werewolf, turning back to Max. Kelpies were big and fierce and solid – river spirits given horse form, the old legends said. They need not fear werewolves. Also, they tasted awful. “I bet it’s the merman. He’s so pretty.”

“Why, thank you,” said Marvin. “But the merman is taken. If you wanna know who has your employee’s panties in a bunch, it’s Mr Strong Silent there.”

Biff found himself the object of scrutiny. The kelpie was powerful, but she kept it pretty bottled up. He felt only a minor inclination to show his neck. She wasn’t his Alpha, so instead he crossed his arms and smiled, without teeth.

“Really? How interesting. Wouldn’t think you were Max’s type.”

Max was squirming in his too-small chair.

Oh, I see how it is. She’s teasing. Max must be trouble for her too.

Biff was wolf enough to play along. “Oh, no?” He quirked an eyebrow. “What’s his type, then?”

The kelpie pursed her lips. “Fine, you got me. No idea, man’s a fucking monk.”

Biff gave a private smile. “Not so I’d know it.”

Max looked only slightly mortified and his boss looked immeasurably pleased.

“Well, good, finally. Now, Barker, finish up here, would you? That judge wants to see you. Upstairs is getting insistent.”

Max went tense and pale.

Biff’s wolf instincts started screaming at him. Protect. Help.

But Max was already standing, shaking their hands, and dismissing them. And, curse it, he was at work.

Despite the presence of boss and brother-in-law, Biff angled around Max’s desk to press up against him. “What’s wrong? Should I stay?”

Both the kelpie and the merman were looking at him as if he had sprouted tentacles out his nostrils. Biff didn’t care – anything to fix the sudden mix of fear and disgust in Max’s face, and the acid overtones to his delicious scent.

“You can’t.” Max’s voice was low. “I’ll deal with it. I’ll see you Friday.”

“Text me later?”

Max nodded, and Biff, desperate to kiss him, moved away before he could fall into temptation. The man is at his job, damn it – this is not the time to maul him.

As he and Marvin made their way out, he couldn’t shake the feeling that Max needed him to stay, but more important, Max wanted him to stay.

“Marvin,” he said, as they pushed through the door and out into the parking lot, “what do you know about savage judges?”

* * *

Max watched Bryan leave his office and had the strangest sensation of losing a life raft. And no, it wasn’t that he wanted to climb aboard the big werewolf and ride him. Although that was certainly part of it. Some forgotten quintessence corner of him yearned for the wolf. As if, when faced with the inherent threat of an unknown mage – any judge wanting to see a sumage was by definition a threat – what he reached for was a shifter. Which was, frankly, warped.

He supposed Bryan made him feel oddly safe. But there was more to it, some instinctual belief that there was something in Bryan that could actually help Max. If it came to a fight. When it came to a fight. No doubt the man was pretty kickass as a wolf, but a fight with a judge meant quintessence, and what could a shifter do there? All Bryan had were minor savage abilities, and all that did was shift him and heal him. Sometimes helped him heal others. As being a Beta helped him calm others down. Wasn’t like he was Alpha or anything special.

Max shook his head. Sexual tension is driving me bonkers. I just need to fuck him and get this out of my system. Or have him fuck me. I’m not fussy.

And now, concentrate, judge wants you.

Max looked to his boss, wondering how much sway he had in this situation. Could he force a public meeting rather than a private audience? Not likely, he supposed. Lowly sumage meets, what… Oh, shit. “This is a Surge-level judge we’re talking about, isn’t it?”

The kelpie nodded, not looking too worried.

Max frowned and decided to try to delay the inevitable. “I’m quite busy right now – can I offer him next week?” He sounded prim.

“It’s your funeral. Here’s his assistant’s extension.”

Max called and scheduled a meeting for the following week as far away as possible, then he kept insanely busy for the next few days, totally not admitting to himself that all he really cared about was that he had a date with Bryan on Friday.

 


CHAPTER TEN

A Bad Case of Enchantment

Biff was ridiculously nervous about his Friday night date. He’d spent some time looking up what might be a romantic evening and thought he had a good plan. But he didn’t know enough about the area, or Max for that matter, to be confident. The pack had helped, and hindered, and teased, because that was what they did. It’s what made them pack.

Marvin’s report must have been reasonably favorable, because even Alec seemed excited.

“Marvin says he’s really handsome.”

Biff narrowed his eyes. “What’s Marvin doing noticing how handsome my boyfriend is?”

“Ooo,” teased Kev, “you said boyfriend.”

“Well, crap, I did. Not sure that’s right.”

Colin nudged him, looking quietly pleased. “But you want him to be?”

“Kinda.”

Lovejoy, who was heading out for work, twirled his hips (in a way no straight man had any right to) and said, “Biff’s in luuuuuuve.”

“You all suck.” Biff’s nervousness was now tenfold.

“Any man would be lucky to have you,” said Colin, staunch and loyal.

Biff looked at him gratefully. “Yeah?” He needed a confidence boost.

“Yeah. Big, strong, you clean up nice, and you don’t chatter.”

Judd looked like he objected to some part of what was going on but held his tongue. Judd had been acting odd lately, but Biff chalked it up to crowded quarters and a new location. Judd hadn’t come from their original pack. He’d been a friendly loner, living upstate, who paid his respects by occasionally joining them for a run. When he found out Alec was gay and starting a queer-werewolf West Coast revolution, he’d privately petitioned the new Alpha to join. What was said remained private, but Alec had welcomed him warmly. Biff had to admit Judd fit in remarkably well. Lately, though…

Biff gave him a funny look.

Judd grimaced in apology.

If he wasn’t so worried about his date, Biff might have followed through. As it was, he merely began searching for his phone and wallet. Never could find anything in the mess that was the living room.

“Don’t forget,” said Alec mildly, “we’re apartment hunting tomorrow.”

Biff groaned. So far, they hadn’t had much luck. The Bay Area wasn’t a great place to find a large house for a large number of large men. They weren’t particularly fussy about the house itself, just that it be big enough for each to have his own room, and within easy running distance of open space. They’d told DURPS Sausalito but that was proving outside their price range. Now that a few of them had jobs, they looked better on paper, but local prejudice ran toward werewolf-equals-frat-house means parties and destruction. Landlords were suspicious. Legally, they had to declare their species on application forms – thus, even Marvin’s charm was failing them. And their crash pad was going away soon. Manifest Destiny was returning to town, her East Coast tour over, and no doubt wanted her apartment back sans large, hairy squatters.

“Right, I’ll be back in time.”

Alec smiled at his brother. “Not too early. Have fun. I love you.”

“Love you too.”

A chorus of “aws” rose from the rest of the pack. Biff flipped them all off and, scooping up his gear, headed out to his bike.

Max was waiting for him at the end of his driveway, looking totally edible. He’d rustled up a proper motorcycle jacket this time, although it belonged in the ’80s. I suppose that’s vintage and trendy now. His long legs were hugged by thick jeans, and his torso by a cashmere sweater.

Biff pulled his helmet off but didn’t leave the bike, playing it cool.

Max seemed to approve.

“Hey, sexy.” He came over and kissed Biff hard, without any kind of reservations and with lots of tongue. It was as if he intended to map the erogenous zones of Biff’s mouth. Biff would let him chart every corner.

Max tasted of caramel, rum, and brown butter, and Biff wanted to turn off his bike, lift him over his shoulder, and go right back inside that tiny apartment. But he intended to be a goddamn gentleman tonight. Prevailing attitudes seemingly against werewolf roughhousing, Biff felt he must prove something to Max, because Max was a local.

Still, he gave in to a bone-deep urge and dug the fingers of one hand into Max’s silky hair, tilting his head to just the right angle and plundering. Only for a moment. He might be a Beta, but a certain amount of attack-and-take was nested into all werewolf nature.

Max clearly didn’t mind. He melted into Biff’s grip, giving a little whimper of pleasure. He really does like a bit of dominance. Makes some sense. No one as snarky as this man did it without hunting a reaction.

Biff relaxed back, grinning.

“What?” Max looked dazed, and mussed, and suspicious all at the same time.

“I just got it.”

“Just got what?”

“You’re a brat.”

Max laughed. “You only now figured that out?”

Biff didn’t stop smiling, seemed he couldn’t. “Mount up, Trouble – let’s go.”

Max fastened Biff’s spare helmet to his head and slid himself over the seat. He tucked in against Biff’s back, all lean warmth and hard cock. Guess he liked their kisses too. Uh-oh, thought Biff, that’s a bit distracting.

Then Max slid his hands around front to test Biff’s own aroused response to their kiss.

“Behave,” Biff growled, pulling on his own helmet.

* * *

Max was delighted that the ride was a relatively short one. Not because he was having an awful time, but because bitching on the back of a motorcycle was like intense foreplay with no climax in sight. He shouldn’t have started anything back in his driveway, although Bryan had pushed it further when he’d seized control of that kiss. Max couldn’t be faulted for getting hard. The very idea that his werewolf had a bit of a dominant streak was a total turn-on. Max loved being pushed about in the sack. And now he was forced to cling to Bryan’s broad back, cock nested against his tailbone. Anything more than a half hour’s ride and he might have died of need.

Fortunately, Bryan’s plan only took them to Muir Beach. Max was charmed – it’d been years since he visited. Too much of a tourist trap on weekends, but this evening it was peaceful, the fog having rolled in and driven all but the locals away with damp silence.

They parked the bike and strolled along. Bryan, after a moment’s hesitation, took Max’s hand in his larger one.

It was sweet.

Max hated how much he liked it. Hated how easily Bryan was quiet. How well he fit those worn jeans. His ass was a thing of beauty. And his hazel eyes were kind. He’d brought Max on a date that meant something, after Max had taken him into the Castro just to torture him for not being brave enough, or stupid enough, to be out.

Now he holds my hand like it matters. Like I matter.

I’m a jerk.

Stop hating yourself and think about his ass instead.

“You’re unusually quiet.” Bryan looked sideways at him, measured.

“Just wondering if you’re a top or if I’ll get a chance at that ass of yours.”

“That kiss worried you?”

“Naw. I liked it, obviously. But you do have a fine ass.”

The werewolf lowered his lashes. “Not as hairless as yours.”

“Mmm, I know. All peach fuzz and deliciousness.”

“You prefer to top?” Bryan didn’t sound upset about it, just curious.

“Sweet cheeks, I enjoy either way, but that ride has given me visions of all your luscious muscles spread out beneath me.”

“Damn.” Bryan gave himself a discreet adjustment.

Max laughed in delight. “We are going to have so much fun.”

“I don’t know that I’ll like it.”

“Never say I’m your first? Like, first first? No girlfriends into pegging?”

“That okay?”

Max was surprised by how okay, how weirdly possessively thrilled he was, like some crazy old-fashioned lord plundering the maidenhead of a village girl. Like he owned Bryan. Like Bryan is mine. But Muscles was looking nervous again and clearly needed reassurance. Max squeezed his hand. “I will be so gentle with you, my bruisable ripe peach.”

“Ripe? Really? Must you?”

“Shut up. You’ll be begging for it by the time I’m through.”

“Damn it, Trouble, we’re walking down a public beach. There are people around. We gotta talk about something else.”

Max grinned and left off his torture. “Fine, big guy, but we will revisit this later. What do you want to talk about?”

“I kinda love how hairless you are, so much easier to lick all over and—”

“That is not a change of subject.”

“Sorry, I was trying to ask about your ethnicity.”

“Oh. Oh? You mean in a sexy yet politically correct way?”

Bryan looked embarrassed again. “I’ve never met anyone who looked like you.”

Max laughed. “I know, I’m a freak. Asian eyes but they’re blue, skin that could pass for black in some parts of the world, taller than most, present company excluded. And I’m graceless.”

Bryan frowned. “Don’t belittle yourself. You’re the best-looking man I’ve ever met.”

Max swallowed a sudden lump of arousal, but also… What? Sentiment? Affection? “Scars and all?”

“Period. End of discussion. Hottest man ever. Stop fishing for compliments.”

Max hadn’t been. He’d been fishing for reassurance. He got it because Bryan automatically assumed that anyone who saw Max naked would want a second date. Because Bryan planned a beach walk at sunset – well, in the fog, but hey, that counted as a sunset in Marin – and held his hand like he was normal…

Max took a breath and reached for equilibrium. “Okay, so, ethnicity? I know it all. The one thing my family records is its bloodlines. There’s even a special online forum for tracking the family tree. Everyone is on there, even the sumages – especially the sumages. Family likes to know when they fail. Last I checked, I’ve got black, Asian, white, some Native American. Surges breed for quintessence ability and don’t care about anything else. It’s a fucked-up kind of egalitarianism.”

“Eugenics?”

Max tried to come up with a way to explain his family’s procreative philosophy. “Kinda, but also like Alpha-to-Alpha pack alliances. My line sought out strong Siphons and Sluices but really focused on Surges. Searched the globe for civic mages with that kind of power.”

“Why?”

“Honestly? It’s just a long-term breeding program. I assumed that the end goal was to produce the strongest Surge of them all.”

“What good is that?”

“I know, right? What can a super-strong Surge do? Blow up the planet or some shit like that? Sometimes, I think they’re shooting for the golden apple. You know, the myth and the legend.”

“Magistar?” Bryan’s surprise was genuine. There hadn’t been a new Magistar in decades. Only the oldest shifters knew anything about them, and they were closed-mouthed on the subject. Understandable. The last government attempt to create a Magistar had nearly cost them a city.

“Yeah. I know, crazy. But Dad was kinda crazy. Now you see what an epic disappointment I was.”

“But what about the other requirements?”

“I think he believed if you just bred a Magistar, everything else would follow. The mastery. The full scope of power. The familiar. The whole thing.”

“Man, that is fucked up.”

“Told you he was crazy.”

Bryan shook his head. “I always wondered how they worked.”

“Familiars? Ask a pre-Saturation shifter, if you can find one. Otherwise, who knows? The American government experimented during Iraq.”

“Of course they did.”

“They found a few ambitious Surges and attempted to get them to use cats and dogs to draw quintessence and shit like that. The records are sealed, but I happen to know that the Surges and the animals ended up all messily dead. Of course, the government had to stop – they needed Surges for the war more than they needed to source a Magistar.”

“How’d you know?”

“My father ran those tests.”

“Anyone tell you you got a fucked-up family?”

“Oh, yeah. Yours any better?”

“Mom’s all right. Jack’s cool. Jack is our household ghost.”

Max must have made a face because Bryan actually tried to explain. “Ghosts aren’t all bad. Jack used to be our neighborhood drag queen. He got us the house-sitting gig here.” He seemed to be waiting for something from Max.

“That’s all the family you have? A mom and a ghost?”

Bryan noticeably swallowed. “My brothers are thuggish, but better now they got families. My sisters are okay. Jack’s the only one who stays in touch.”

“So, why’d you leave?”

“Well, my brothers tried to beat the gay out of Alec when we were kids, until I put a stop to it. They eventually decided not to care. But my dad never stopped caring or beating.”

“Your dad an Alpha?”

“Beta, like me. But big with it, like me. It happens sometimes.”

“No wonder you stayed in the closet.”

Bryan gave him a funny look. “I kinda came out to the pack.”

Max felt his heart catch in his throat. Not that he thought Bryan’s pack would give him grief for it; obviously they were accepting, but because the words felt like some gift Bryan was handing to him – haphazardly wrapped and possibly heart-wrenching. “Yeah?”

“This pack, I mean. My pack. Well, Alec’s pack. I was pretty upset after, you know…” They were still holding hands and Bryan’s thumb moved gently up Max’s wrist under the sleeve of his sweater to caress the place where his trace lines began.

“I let it slip that you were a he and not a she.”

“How’d they take it?”

“Fine.”

“Bryan…” Max growled it.

“I like it when you call me by my real name. No one else does, you know?”

Max stopped, tugged his hand away, and glared.

Bryan sighed. “I don’t really know how they reacted. I was upset. By the time you and I made up, they’d all come to terms with it. Alec was a bit surprised, maybe betrayed, but Alec knows how hard it was with our dad. Marvin was delighted, but Marvin is always delighted when anyone goes from sea lettuce to kelp, as he puts it. The others all teased me, because they can. Haven’t told the rest of the family yet. Why bother?”

Max arched a brow.

Bryan said quickly, “I will if you want me to.”

Max couldn’t help it – he tugged Bryan in for a kiss. Lips cool and salty from the coastal air. God, he tasted so good. Max had never liked kissing as much as he did with this werewolf. It was as if there was something addictive in his saliva. This boy has heroin spit and a cayenne cock. How will I ever let him go?

“You’re a darling man, you know that?”

Bryan dipped his head and lowered his lashes in that way he had when embarrassment ate at him.

Max decided to lighten the mood. “Now, are you going to feed me? I need stamina for later.”

This time, Bryan did blush. “About that.”

“You want to wait a bit? Not into premature butt sex?”

“That’s okay with you?”

Max tried not to be thrilled by the implication that Bryan was planning ahead, not just this date but the next one, and maybe another after that.

“More than okay. It’s nice to go slowly. No one’s ever actually courted me before.”

“Good. Would you consider, maybe, seeing only me for a while?”

“Land’s sake, you asking me to go steady, honeychild?” Max fluttered his lashes and put his free hand to his heart.

Bryan hunched, self-conscious. “I know it’s old-fashioned and not really the gay lifestyle… And we are in a gay Mecca… And you have lots of options. But maybe see if you like us enough to keep me around? Unless that’s not—”

Jesus, thought Max. He’s going to be the death of me. He has no idea. I’m this broken old queer, scared and desolate, and messed over and rejected in so many ways, and he thinks he’s the one who has to beg. He thinks I’m limiting myself for him, not the other way around. Like he’d settle for scraps of my affection.

“Muscles, you know you’re gorgeous, right? It’s not me they’d be after.”

Bryan gave him a truly incredulous look. “Have you ever looked at yourself?”

Max dismissed this with a wave of his hand. “San Francisco is a nice, well-meaning, liberal sort of town, lousy with intellectuals and geeks. Sure we got gym bunnies galore, but true beefcake is slim on the ground.”

“Stop speaking code.”

Max laughed, suddenly happy again. And only slightly terrified. “I’ll explain over dinner. Where are we going?”

“There’s a pub nearby, supposed to have amazing shepherd’s pie.”

* * *

The pie was good, and the pub was nicely intimate, dark with old smoke and lost moments. About halfway through the meal, Max’s hand started stroking Biff’s knee. Then higher, up to his thigh. And then… Biff couldn’t get the bill fast enough.

Back at Max’s, the sumage had them off the motorcycle and plastered up against the stairway wall so quickly, Biff wondered if he’d somehow tapped into quintessence.

“Inside?” Biff suggested, not that he was averse to Max’s hands or his mouth, just that he wanted a great deal more of both. He nuzzled Max’s neck, breathing him in. Gorgeous boy hadn’t worn anything perfumed today, a concession to Biff’s needs. A gift. He gloried in it.

Until he caught a stinking whiff of ozone coolant, sharp with the tang of quintessence in use. Not Max. There was another mage around, a powerful civic mage, and he was casting at that very moment.

Protect him!

Biff ripped his clothing off right then and there.

“Whoa, Muscles, eager much?”

Biff didn’t notice that he tore his favorite T-shirt. He cursed the tightness of his new jeans (which he had bought only because Marvin said they made his ass look perky) and began shifting form without thinking it through. Instinct kicked in and his wolf state was stronger, faster, and better able to fight activated quintessence, coated as he would be in his own savage protection.

“And now he’s a wolf. Bryan, what the hell?”

Biff’s ears arrowed in on the rustling in the bushes. He took off round the side of the apartment, uphill, heading toward the big house. He sprinted through the undergrowth, intent as only a predator can be.

A smelly figure was standing in front of the massive old building. He had his hands up as though he were facing a dragon, not the crumbled shell of a maybe-home. The overgrown garden stopped about three feet from the house, leaving it slumped and grumpy in a patch of bare earth, as if the plants themselves were reluctant to disturb the place’s melancholy.

Biff slowed, stalking the intruder, lips drawn back, growl silenced but eager to burble forth.

It seemed he wasn’t the only defender – the house itself shivered protest. The front door appeared to be threaded with heat, a nothingness that vibrated outward, waves that were invisible except that they affected the air around them. An arc of dust motes born on the winds of energy rushed at the intruder and shattered against him. His own shield shimmered then, hugging his body, protection formed like the ripples off tarmac on a hot day, quintessence in its energy state.

Biff had no idea how this kind of thing worked. But the house was clearly…better, stronger, because the stranger swore and leaped back.

Biff crouched low and sprang at him, growling.

The man finally realized he had company.

“What the hell?” The intruder had a deep, sharp voice, with the hint of an accent. Eastern European, perhaps? Biff snapped at him.

The man smelled of pine aftershave under the coolant, the expensive kind that bankers used. Not quite sure what he should do, Biff crowded the man toward the house, trapping him between a wolf and a charged place.

Max came crashing through the overgrowth. He’d even less grace than normal, navigating a garden he’d let grow verdant with neglect.

The intruder feinted to one side, but Biff herded him back, hackles up, still growling.

“Who are you?” demanded Max.

The man was bulky and wore a too-small hoodie pulled over his head, a baseball hat under that, shadowing his eyes, and a scarf wound around his throat and mouth. The scarf was expensive-looking. The hat brim wasn’t bent and the hoodie smelled new. It was as if this guy had copied his look from a late ‘90s TV show about hoodlums.

Mr Hoodie-Banker didn’t answer Max – he just made a flipping kind of movement with his hand. The shimmer about his body moved in toward his wrists and then coalesced there, growing into a ball, activated quintessence picking up dust in the air, bits of cobweb, and confused gnats. It became a dirty, pulsing, grayish thing.

Biff stepped in front of Max, growling even louder.

Max said to him, “Don’t be ridiculous. This is the only thing I’m good for. It’s practically my purpose in life.”

The gray ball got bigger.

“Dude, only one?” Max said to their new friend and then, out the side of his mouth to Biff, “Do you think he feels inadequate with only one ball? I mean, it happens to lots of men, but it’s hard to get over.”

Biff chuffed at him in a tone he hoped conveyed This is no time for your lip, pretty man.

The point was made because Max sighed and got serious. “This is going to hurt like hell.”

Biff scooted back so they were touching – somehow, it seemed important.

The man was going to throw that thing at them, and Max was going to disPlace it, because Max was a Placer and this, this was a Surge-level civic mage in front of them.

Biff remembered the words of his old Alpha. “Savage abilities will only get you so far, pup. Not that I ever want you up against one, but if it comes to werewolf versus Surge, you run. Surges win ninety-nine percent of the time. No shame in running from those odds.”

Biff refused to run – he had Max.

At the very last moment, the Surge turned and threw that ball of gray at the door of the big house.

“Get down!” yelled Max.

Biff did as ordered, flattening himself to the ground, back legs splayed, tail pressed down. Max, next to him, balled up in the fetal position. Biff moved to curl around his mage in a heartbeat, stretching out the tip of his tail to protect as much of the sumage as he could.

The house exploded with tingling, nauseating rage. Or that’s what it felt like. The ground shook with an invisible force, and shards of gray nothingness arced up and over them, dust motes sparkling. There were no real objects mixed in, was just quintessence. Tons and tons of quintessence, fractured and vibrating about them, twisted and tumbling and destructive. Hot with unstable energy, redolent with the scent of coolant and ozone and power. Not like electricity but almost. Biff feared for the underbrush, but nothing caught fire. Although the plants, where the shards of gray touched them, were blackened as if burned. Invisible lines reverberated out from the house, leaving fractured black tracks all around on that bare earth, like the trace lines of Max’s skin.

And the hoodie mage was gone.

* * *

Max was prepared for the pain. For that sensation of skin splitting open all along his tracers.

That wasn’t what he got.

He’d been prepared for a direct hit from one mage, not an indirect from a Surge and an enchantment. He’d gotten a double-down of quintessence, two explosions at once. He struggled to Place it, to protect himself and Bryan at the same time, no way to guide reemergence, just let the quintessence sweep through him and dissipate however it could.

He wasn’t sure what he’d open his eyes to see. Except that as soon as the quintessence was finished with him, he was bound to be in a world of pain.

And this evening had started out with such a nice date.

He didn’t pass out like he expected.

He didn’t blink awake to burning agony like he expected.

Instead, he found his face being washed by a rough, wet tongue.

“What?” He opened his eyes.

Trace lines extended all around them – the enchantment had defended itself. The vegetation above him was burned black in places. The mage had definitely thrown an energy attack. But there was nothing near them. No tracers marred the earth in a foot radius around Max and Bryan. No black marks singed his wolf’s fur.

Okay, thought Max. Did I disPlace into a shield? Didn’t think that was possible. Maybe I disPlaced only the dangerous parts of both spells? Smart of me. How’d I do that? Much less quintessence to handle that way. Guess that’s why I don’t hurt like usual.

He did a careful mental check through his body.

I don’t hurt at all. That’s…odd.

The rough tongue licked his cheek again. He turned to look into a worried lupine face. Yellow eyes.

“I’m okay. More than okay. I’m oddly good. I think maybe I kinda borrowed some of your savage abilities, or your healer’s training worked with me to protect us both. I should hurt a lot more after Placing two discharges like that, but I don’t.” He gathered himself together. “Where’s our friend?”

The wolf gave a low growl.

“Gone?”

A soft chuff of agreement.

“Well. Poop.”

Another chuff.

They were still lying on the ground and the big wolf was curled close around him. He began snuffling Max in a worried fashion.

“I’m really fine. Stop. That tickles.”

Max eased himself up. Expecting more. Expecting to ache. Nothing.

He stood, gingerly. The wolf stood as well. His big yellow eyes watched Max with obvious concern.

He was a massive creature. Conservation of mass dictated that the wolf be the size of the man, and Bryan was a big dude, easily two- twenty. In wolf form, he was all muscles under a thick dirty cream coat, mottled with black, gray, and brown.

He woofed softly at Max, and leaned against his legs. His massive fan of a tail thudded gently against Max’s thigh.

“He was smart to take on the enchantment. He had to know I could Place a single cast, so he arranged it so I had to handle two instead.”

The wolf looked back and forth between him and the house, then chuffed a question.

“My dear dad’s last gift to the universe. You can see why he did it? Ye ol’ Gray Ball there isn’t the first to try for whatever Dad left inside. I doubt he’ll be the last. Thanks for the assist, by the way. Although I would have just left him to learn the truth on his own. You needn’t run to the house’s defense. It can take care of itself. Shall we?” Max turned to head back to the relative safety of his little apartment.

There was a sad, sharp crunching noise behind him, like a really crispy cracker being eaten by a man with dentures. Max turned in time to find a large, hot, naked man standing where the wolf had just been.

Max was staring or he would have missed the brief wince of pain on Bryan’s face.

I forgot, it hurts him. Every time.

Max stepped in against him, quickly. “Hi.” He threaded his fingers through the werewolf’s thick hair, so much softer in this form.

Big hands instantly went to his shoulders, rubbing up and down Max’s arms – comfort for him, or reassurance for Bryan, it was hard to tell which. But it was nice.

“Why aren’t you more concerned? You sure the house’s wards are enough?” Bryan grumbled.

“Not wards – that sucker is an enchantment. And yeah, it’s enough. Always has been. Nobody expects an enchantment. It’s like the Spanish Inquisition.”

“Sorry?”

“Python? No? Oh my god, I must give you a geek education. This is San Francisco – you can’t walk around ignorant of such things. You’ll destroy all my street cred. Anyway, my father left an enchantment over the place. Not wards. Surges pretty much suck at wards – that’s a Siphon’s game, even if wards could stay active after their mage’s death. Which they can’t. And trust me, Dad is very, very dead.”

“So, how does the enchantment still exist?”

Max wasn’t sure he wanted to explain the intricacies of bonded quintessence to a super-hot naked man who, given they’d just escaped near death, should be screwing his brains out right now.

“Sex first. Then maybe later I’ll explain the standard requirements needed to construct a lingering active quintessence state – full coven, six members, two of each civic class.”

“Combining Siphons, Sluices, and Surges?”

“Exactly. So, if any one dies, the others hold the spell in Place.”

“Remotely? Huh. And they cast one enchantment for each member of the group, like a trade?”

“Exactly. Activated upon that member’s death.”

“Right. Got it. So, what was that about sex first, then explanations?”

“You’re the one still talking.”

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Terrible Consequences of Really Good Sex

Biff worried about the enchantment. He worried that Max lived so close to a house that Surges wanted. He worried that a man powerful enough to call in a favor with five other civic mages had cast something that lingered even after his death. He worried that Max wasn’t worried.

He worried, even as Max slammed him up against the kitchen counter. There was a lingering scent of coolant in the tiny apartment. As if the Surge had come inside Max’s sacred space first. Or cast something at it.

In between kisses, Biff said, “Can you smell—”

“What the cock is cooking?” Max finished the sentence for him with a leer. Grinding eagerly against him.

Biff blinked. “What?”

“You never watched pro wrestling?”

“Because I’m a hick werewolf?”

“No, because you look like you could join in.” Max had the whole length of his hard body pressed up against Biff. It was glorious.

“Uh. Thanks?”

“Oh.” Max’s face suddenly caught on an idea, made beautiful by guilt and lust. “Would you wear spandex for me? Pretty please? And pin me down?”

He sounded like he was joking but didn’t look it, and Biff’s dick loved the idea. Not the spandex, but if one led to the other, he was game.

“Okay.”

Max, who’d been putting a concerted effort into raising hickeys on the neck of a self-healing shifter (with modest success), pulled back, mouth open in shock.

So it was Biff’s turn to push him back up against the wall near the door, lifting him off his feet.

“I like pinning,” he growled.

“Jesus fuck,” said Max, weakly.

Biff bit his neck with gentle precision. The sumage writhed against him. Losing even his obligatory swearing to moans – all his foul words swallowed by want. The needy pants of his breath ghosted over Biff’s shoulder – a caress of affirmation.

Biff wanted to lick Max’s trace lines again. To press his desire into the broken, empty places his lover ached to have filled. As if his tongue could heal all Max’s scars, even the invisible ones. But he didn’t want to rush and he didn’t want the man to think he was orally fixated (even though he was), so he touched Max instead.

He eased his lover back to standing and used long strokes up Max’s back to pull off his shirt, and down over his ass and legs to strip him of jeans and briefs.

Max responded in kind, petting with his whole hand, covering every part of Biff’s already-bare flesh, learning the rise and fall of bone and tendon. He was focused, fascinated. Seeking out the strange, sensitive places on Biff’s body, the spaces between his ribs, under his ears where jaw met neck, even sinking down on his knees to explore the backs of Biff’s calves.

“Is being hairy a werewolf thing?” Max asked, popping back up to nuzzle into Biff’s furry chest.

“Yep.” Truly, Biff didn’t know – he’d only really fraternized with his Boston pack and now this one. They were all, in general, pretty hairy, but that could easily be a result of human genetics.

“I love it.” Max nuzzled through Biff’s chest hair and nibbled at his nipples when he found them.

“You like overgrown things.”

“That a reference to your size or my yard?”

“Both.”

Max bit him harder.

Biff yipped but didn’t jerk away, shoving his groin against Max’s and crowding Max against the wall.

The sumage panted. “Right, I give you the pinning thing. Point taken.”

“You asked for it.” Biff dove in for a proper kiss, all tongue and intent, leaving them both breathless.

Max groaned. “Yes, yes, this is fun but it’d be a lot easier lying down.”

Biff ground against him again.

“Bryan!”

“You always switch to my real name when I annoy you.”

“Well, Biff is a stupid name.”

“Good thing I got another one.”

“Yeah, Mr Frederiksen?”

Biff was having none of that, thank you very much. He unpinned his lover but only so he could drop to his knees. Biff didn’t go immediately in for a blowjob – that was too cliché. Although, goodness, the sumage had a gorgeous cock.

He stroked Max, sure and firm, just once. “No trace lines here.”

“Oh, are we going there? I’ll go ahead and ask, then – what happens to your dick when you change shape?”

“Know anything about wolf anatomy?”

“No.”

“Look it up some time. It ain’t pretty.”

“Say no more.” Max was looking down at him, clearly admiring the view from above.

Biff gave him a heated look through long lashes.

“Fuck, those eyes,” said Max.

“Don’t think that’d work.”

“Ass.”

“Later.” Biff nuzzled up against Max’s cock, brushing it with the stubble of his beard. Max clearly liked that, because said cock started to leak, smearing Biff’s cheek with pre-cum.

Biff glanced up at him again. “Aw. Trouble, you giving me a facial?”

Max glared. “Must you?”

Biff was already naked, of course. I left my clothing ripped and out in the driveway somewhere. Oh, well. The price of werewolfdom was paid in ruined shirts. Which, as he tried to explain to Marvin regularly, meant he shouldn’t buy the fancy ones.

He left his man dripping and suffering and began to explore the rest of his body.

“Really? Really! I’m dying here. I thought licking was your thing. I’m calling our previous encounters false advertising.”

Does he never shut up? Biff ignored him and continued stroking and nibbling down those long legs.

Max went to jack himself.

“Don’t you dare,” Biff growled, allowing some of his own racing need to color his voice with mock anger.

Max’s cock jerked in eager response to the command and he slammed his hands back against the wall without question.

Biff continued his explorations. Even Max’s feet were gorgeous. Which was unfair. He ached to see Max’s toes curl when he kissed his ankle.

“What am I, fucking Cinderella? There’s neglected dick here.”

Biff looked up at the cock in question, which was glistening, flushed, and oh so eager. Max aimed his hips toward Biff’s mouth. Demanding brat. Above, his blue eyes gleamed and Biff realized there was a fine line between want and magic.

Biff took a deep breath to steady his own bottomless desire, the blood beating in his ears, his prick just as painfully hard as Max’s, possibly more so. Breathing was a bad idea, because with it came Max’s scent – butter, rum, musk, and need. All of it intoxicating.

Against the wall, Max’s fingers clenched and twitched.

Biff squinted at him. “Behave.”

It was awkward, but he managed to reach up and, with one hand, trapped both of Max’s wrists behind his back, pressing them between the curve of his ass and the wall. Biff used his other hand to bracket the base of the man’s leaking cock, not touching it, just applying force to Max’s pelvis so he had to stay trapped and immobile.

Max whimpered, either in annoyance or total submissive turn-on, or both.

“Stay still,” Biff growled.

“Shut up and take it?” Max recommended an alternate command.

“You capable of that?” Biff asked.

In an effort to silence him, Biff licked across the head of Max’s dick. Just the crown, delving the tip of his tongue into the slit there, the salty bitter fizziness sparkling in his mouth.

Max moaned and then snapped his mouth shut. He jerked but Biff kept his wrists firm and trapped. Biff wove the fingers of his other hand into the sumage’s pubic hair, the only hair he really had on his body, except for a bit under his arms.

Then Biff stopped, pulling all of himself back except his hands. Max was suspended on only two points of contact.

The sumage’s eyes popped open and he frowned down.

Biff looked up at him. Blinking. Innocent.

Max’s pupils dilated until the blue of his irises was a sliver around the edge of his pupil. “That’s awesome. Your eyes turn yellow.”

Biff grinned, showing that his canines had extended, not much, but enough to be not human. “Arousal.” His own voice sounding growlier than usual.

“That is crazy hot.”

“Good, because I can’t control it. Now shut up.”

Max nodded, relaxing into Biff’s grip and the cool support of the wall.

Acquiescence at last.

Biff began licking him then. He licked all his wanting into Max’s skin. Licked the wrinkles and creases of his groin, the divots of his hips, the side curve of his ass, the inside of his thighs, which were softer than everywhere else. The noises his lover made taught him pressure, guided his path, like a vocal beacon. But he wanted more. They both wanted more.

Instead of ordering him to turn around, Biff stood, keeping his firm grip on Max’s wrists and stole one more long kiss. Max melted into a puddle of silence against him.

Biff let him go and in the same movement lifted and spun him around, a sudden weightlessness after all that want and firm surety.

“Wha—” Max’s eyes flashed open.

Biff gave him the kitchen counter to lean against, to hold in desperation, the only solid option.

Max grabbed it with a grateful whimper. Biff bent him over, blanketing him with his bigger form, chest to back, cock to ass. Biff was no fool. Max called him Muscles for a reason. Frankly, it was nice to have a purpose for all his solid bulk. His size and shape generally intimidated people. Since Biff was Beta to the core, he hated that. He’d rather be liked than feared. He found Max harder to read than his pack, but the man clearly craved the solid, sure pressure of desire, and he certainly wasn’t intimidated.

Biff gave Max his weight for a long slow moment and breathed him in. Molded himself to the lanky smooth form beneath. Then he sucked up a series of marks on Max’s neck where no trace lines ran. With studied care he administered four small and one large. A special cluster just there, arranged exactly how he imagined them, for Max to admire tomorrow. Or at least, Biff hoped he would admire them. His sumage seemed to be enjoying getting them, that was certain. For one thing, he was quiet. In fact, Max barely breathed, but his hips humped forward and back, his cock trying for friction against the cabinet while his ass craved the rub of Biff’s body at his back.

Soon, Biff thought, I’m going to fuck him like this. But he’d never done that before, not even with a woman. He’d a vague idea on the logistics, but he knew pain might be involved, and that was so entirely against his nature, it complicated matters. Even Biff, too shy and too gruff, figured talking would be in order before they actually fucked. He didn’t even know if Max genuinely liked penetration, or wanted such a thing from him.

So, he kissed his way down the man’s spine and knelt behind him. This, he knew they both loved. In fact, Biff worried that he might like it too much. The taste and smell of his lover was so completely transporting, it was like a hallucinogenic drug.

He licked a long line down Max’s crack and then speared his tongue in over Max’s hole. And then, he entirely lost himself there.

He became vaguely aware of Max writhing and screaming and panting and shuddering. Of the sweat that trickled over both of them. Of his lover coming apart endlessly above him. Biff’s focus was so centered on Max’s ass that he lost even his own need to the giving of pleasure.

Eventually, overwhelmed, he pulled back slightly.

“Jesus H. Christ,” said Max, after a moment, on a long breath. “I’ve always loved rimming, but I didn’t know I could cum hands-free like that.”

“Yeah?”

“And now I have to clean my kitchen.”

“Later.”

Max turned as Biff stood.

The sumage was limp and wrung out, supporting himself back against the counter on his elbows, but his eyes were riveted on Biff’s very angry and needy cock. It was no longer happy about being forgotten.

Max recovered some control over his limbs and stepped in against Biff.

With his main purpose satisfied, Biff was willing to relinquish control.

Max seized it, body-walking him backward to the bed, pushing until Biff lay sprawled across the comforter.

“God” – his sumage seemed to have found his voice again – “I wanted that tongue to be your dick so badly.”

Biff looked up, dazed. “Yeah?”

“Not just yet.” Max crawled over him, rubbing his satisfied cock and ass against Biff’s unstated desire. “Need some time to prepare. It’s been a while and you’re, you know, hung like a beast.”

Biff blushed. He hated compliments. “Later, then.”

“You’re not upset? Oh. No, you certainly aren’t. Mmmm.”

Biff’s breath hitched and he tried to see what Max was doing with his mouth.

“I’m inexperienced. We should talk about it.”

Max looked up, blue eyes wide. “What did you just say? Talk?”

“Not now, Max!”

“There’s my gruff baby. Now, what are we going to do about this?”

Fortunately for Biff, Max was experienced. He brought every bit of that experience to bear on what he called Biff’s “fucking horse cock – what do you think you are, a kelpie?” Fortunately, the words belied the worship, and Max’s mouth was very talented – when he wasn’t speaking.

Biff’s climax came upon him suddenly, too long suppressed while he floated in the glory of Max’s taste so that his own pleasure was a surprised rush that arched him up into near convulsions.

Max drank him down, as if he liked the flavor, looking up at Biff after with a devil’s grin. “So spicy. Should put you on a burrito some time.”

Biff arched an eyebrow. “We into food? First me with the Ethiopian, and now you with the Mexican.”

“Mixing food with sex isn’t really my thing. Gets messy. But with you, Muscles, I’d try it all.”

“I don’t think it’s needed, do you?” Biff reached down to haul his lover up, pulling him to drape partly against his body. They were sticky and hot but he wanted the closeness.

Max smiled into his eyes, pleasured into supine limpness. “So, about that spandex?”

Biff yawned. “If I agree to go shopping on Haight Street, will you let me sleep?” It was said oh so casually, with a hope that Max might expressly invite him to stay the entire night. Not out of some sense of obligation but simply because he wanted Biff’s company. That way, Biff might feel less like some stray dog Max had picked up. For a night, he could pretend he was meant to be in Max’s bed, in Max’s life.

“Who said anything about sleep?”

Biff gave him a wary look. “Seriously, already?”

“What, not up for it? Big, strong werewolf like you.” Max licked his own swollen lips, ripened by too many kisses forcefully applied. Biff remembered what they’d looked like wrapped around his cock and got a tiny lurch of renewed interest.

He knew Max was teasing. The man could barely move, he was so replete. So, Biff used his cock’s fortitude for payback, rubbing his swelling length against the sumage’s smooth, trace-marked hip.

Max blinked. “Holy shit, you really can rise to the occasion.”

“I have my uses.”

Max chuckled, low and honest. “Okay, okay, we sleep. Down, boy. But first, I’m gonna clean up.”

Biff opened his mouth.

“Yes, I know. No stinky soap.”

Biff smiled and lay back. That felt enough of a concession to be an invitation. He drifted on the joy of it, aware he should get up and wipe off the kitchen cabinet door. Did cum stain wood? And wipe down himself. And collect his clothes from outside and…

* * *

That little shit left hickeys on my neck!

Max examined himself in the steamed-up bathroom mirror. Trying to put his hair in order. Trying to put his head in order. A werewolf snored softly in his bed. The biggest, hottest, best lay of his life – quiet, gruff, and easy. Easy on the eyes. Easy to be with. So casual in his acceptance of all of Max’s issues.

It’s going to be a pretty mark. Even on his darker complexion. Bryan had been so thoughtful as he gave it. So studied in his possession.

Max rubbed away the steam and leaned in to examine the shape.

Then he laughed. A paw print. Very cute. He twisted, trying to get a better angle. I think I love it. He paused, watched his own pupils blow wide in shock. I think I might be starting to love him. Great. Now I want to throw up.

He turned the sink on cold and splashed his face as if the shock of the freezing water might wipe out that last thought. He brushed his teeth and delayed as much as he could – not because he was afraid, but because he wasn’t.

Eventually, Max walked back to the perfectly designed concoction of hazel eyes, and hairy chest, and soft sure dominance that was his sleeping lover. He stood and looked down, as he might stand staring at his father’s house, and with the same fear driving him to neglect. But what had left the house run-down would break this man, for Bryan had no enchantment protecting him. He was no more the origin of Max’s pain than that stupid house, and he deserved ill treatment less.

Max owed him. For sweet dates and amazing sex and comfort and acceptance and not running. And for not caring how badly Max wanted to run. Because he did. He still did. And what Max owed Bryan wasn’t fear, or even honesty. It was trust. Hardest thing of all.

Max sighed at himself. He was cold, and a pile of warm muscles was right there, so he climbed in next to risk. The werewolf snuffled softly, turning to him as if by instinct.

Max allowed himself a strange floating comfort of this not-quite-a-stranger’s interest and lay awake next to him, thinking. And because he didn’t want to think about the comfort, he thought about the crazy amazing sex that had come before it.

He’d been an out gay man for well over a decade now, in a permissive and accepting part of the world. There were things he expected from sex. Especially with a man newly out, or a closet case – although Bryan did say that his pack now knew – expectations of hesitancy and the ordered dance of novelty. Bryan had moved to varsity level so swiftly, so sure in his needs, it left Max loopy. He’d been so willing to make use of Max – in the best possible way – dirty, beautiful, complete use.

Three times now, Max was left utterly satiated by a man with no experience. A man who took all his pleasure in giving. So that he bathed Max in his own desire, stuffed him with the liquid fire of wanting until Max was nothing but quivering free fall.

That a comparative innocent could give him such rapture was miraculous. That Max could be so taken, he might lose all of the guarded parts of himself and forget to be wary was terrifying. Combined, the two sensations left him with something that – for lack of a better word – felt like hope.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

Officially Dating

Much to Max’s delighted horror, they pretty much started dating after that. It wasn’t discussed and they never used the word boyfriend. Labels made Max nervous. He labored under so many already: mage, sumage, gay, Placer, damaged, failure. Once the label came into play, that meant telling the outside world. And then, well, then, the wolf pack would get involved and Max really wasn’t ready for that.

They talked about other things instead. Mainly sex. Then they had a lot of sex. Turned out that discussing sex all too often led to engaging in it.

Bryan was pretty much game for anything, in a startlingly open way – figuratively and literally. There were butt plugs involved. With the excuse of needing to stretch and prep, Max brought out all his toys. Bryan’s eyes gleamed even as his cheeks flamed. They tested out nipple clamps (neither was really into those) and leather cuffs (a resounding yes from Max, take it or leave it from Bryan) and moved on to more adventurous anal play (big yes from both).

“See, babe, lots of lube and everything goes smoothly.” Max explained in a slightly pompous manner he hoped would keep the big guy relaxed.

“Very cute. I see what you did there.”

“And this is how it feels.” He pushed the small plug in very gently.

“Holy shit.”

“Not a good idea to bring up shit at this exact moment.”

Bryan was panting and distracted but clearly enjoying the experience.

What Max had really learned about his new lover was that Bryan’s need not to hurt was an entirely instinctive and overriding one. To the level where Max’s trust issues had morphed into issues around responsibility. For Bryan would do pretty much anything not to hurt him (well, not to hurt him in the wrong way – he was awesome about the right way) and that included both emotionally and physically. Max felt burdened by his werewolf’s well-being, a responsibility for Bryan’s emotional confidence. For while Max might worry about trust, Bryan did not. Not because he was somehow innocent, or stupid for not being jaded, but because he would rather dive headfirst into pain, and take the consequences, than cause suffering in another. Bryan might delight in modest domination sexually, but he would let Max take the lead in all other intimacies to the detriment of himself.

Max took full advantage of Bryan’s physical trust in the form of butt plugs, dildos, prostate wands, and fingering. The werewolf was happy to do pretty much anything so long as Max did it to him first, so he knew what it felt like, so he knew what to expect, so he could do it right on Max. Not that they liked exactly the same thing. But it was a jumping-off point.

So, they dated. Both of them wanting to see each other more than on prescribed weekends, but obeying the rules of society, which dictated slow and careful, at least outside of the sack.

Over the next few weeks, Bryan got himself a job, a pretty decent one too. By tacit agreement, they always ended up back at Max’s after a date. The pack’s absent hostess was letting them stay longer in the small apartment, Manifest Destiny’s contract in New York having been extended. But there was no privacy there even if Max was ready to meet the pack.

Max became frighteningly accustomed to the werewolf’s presence in his tiny space. A space that had for so long been solitary peace but which now, on the nights when his lover wasn’t there, was made lonely by absence. Bryan’s smell lingered. A small stock of tea accumulated in one cabinet. And, yes, it was that cabinet.

“That one is mine,” Bryan insisted.

“I haven’t even given you an underwear drawer yet, and you think you can stake a claim to part of my kitchen?”

“Yep. I don’t wear underwear, and if you want proof of entitlement, I’ll bend you right back over that counter.”

“Promises, promises.”

So, Bryan did.

Max ceded him some space within – on both counts. Bryan filled the one with weird fucking tea – no, not that, now who has a dirty mind? – and lots of meaty protein bars. He stuffed Max’s home full of a comforting silence, so that when he was gone, Max yearned for stupid things. Like the smell of Bryan’s stinky brown tea, or the thump of his heart under Max’s ear when they slept.

It might have continued just like that for a while, except Max had an encounter with a judge and got very, very drunk.

* * *

Biff pulled up at the regular time on Friday night, impossibly eager to see his sumage. Due to some taunting text messages that morning, he had put in a butt plug before the ride over. This, as it turned out, was both a horrible and a fantastic idea. The movement of the bike vibrated…well…everything, which was total torture. He was so keyed up, he could hardly walk. He tried for casual as he slid off his bike and swaggered up the stairs. Okay, it was more of a weak-kneed wobble, but it was a very manly wobble.

However, the moment he opened the door, he knew something was off. Max smelled as amazing as ever, but there was something else with it, something sour and strong. Alcoholic and not the normal spiced rum of Max’s arousal. This was actual alcohol – vodka, unless his nose was very off, which it never was. There was also a faint tinge of pine, which reminded Biff of something, but he couldn’t quite remember what. Then Max distracted him by listing to one side in a manner that suggested he was near to bar-brawling with gravity and gravity would win.

Biff pushed inside, grabbed Max’s hand, and dragged him to the tiny couch.

“What’s wrong?”

Max leaned against him and said in a singsong, “Now, why would you think anything is wrong, baby? Baby wolf. Cutest wolf. Cutest cock. Have I told you recently how much I love your cock?”

Biff tried to get him to sit down next to him in a calm and platonic manner, but several dates’ worth of immediate pouncing had set precedent. The sumage was basically crawling all over him. Max’s hand had discovered the results of the plug and was massaging the bulge in Biff’s jeans, sure and firm and exactly how they both liked it.

Biff removed his lover’s hand. “That’ll wait.”

Max actually pouted.

Biff really wanted to nibble on the trembling lower lip, but he didn’t take advantage of the inebriated, no matter how adorable. “You’re drunk.”

“Yes. Yes, I am.” Max spoke with precise mock seriousness. “It was nesh-ash-aary… Nesssssh… I needed to. Can you even get drunk?”

“Yes, but it takes formaldehyde.”

“Oh…kaaay.”

“Max, sweetie, what’s wrong? What happened?”

“How’d you know I didn’t go out with friends after work like a normal pershon?”

“You don’t have friends.”

“Harsh. But true. ’Cept there’s that crazy fox girl, still won’t shut up about her love life. And I like my boss. My boss is kewel.”

“You sharing our sex stories with a kitsune?”

“We don’t got nearly enough sex stories for her. Not yet. Why you ask? You afraid I’ll go bragging about this awesome spicy horse cock of yours?” Max was now fumbling, trying to open Biff’s fly.

Biff rolled his eyes, half in exasperation, half in arousal.

Biff did not help in any way but Max kept trying to start something. Meanwhile, he talked. Being drunk seemed to make him even more loquacious than normal. “I may have said a little something to Gladdy. We’re having so much fun – you and I, not me and Gladdy, because ew – and you’re so sexy even without that cock. Not that I like the idea of you without a cock, yuck. I’m sorry to say I don’t think you’d make a very attractive woman. Although that tongue of yours could make me straight. I mean, if you were a woman, I guess your name would be Bryanna… What was I saying? Talking to Gladdy – her hair was blue today – anyway, it’s kind of like this shifter pissing contest and you, my wolfie, got something worth pissing with…as it were. So, I’ve been bragging a bit, you know, about the big delicious dick. As you do.”

“Max, why are you drunk?”

“Met that dumb judge today.”

“Oh, yes?”

“They one who’s been hounding me. Asshat.”

Long pause while Max apparently gave up on the zipper of Biff’s jeans and leaned against him instead, nuzzling his neck. “You know you smell good to me too? All manly. Not like I smell to you, I don’t think. But goooood.”

“Max, the judge?”

“Dickwad. Surge. Works upstairs. Been trying to see me for weeks. I avoided him because, you know, I figured…”

“What’d you figure?”

“That he’s one of Daddy Dearest’s cronies.”

“And?”

“I met him. And he is.” Max stopped nibbling at Biff’s neck and sighed, brushing his smooth cheek against Biff’s scruffy one, as if it were some weird abrasive comfort.

“Douche?” Biff inquired gently.

“The douchiest.”

“What’d he want from you?”

“An invitation over here.”

“Why?”

“To hash out the good old days? To get into my pants? Who the fuck knows. Scared the shit out of me, though. I don’t like them types. You know, Surges.” Max’s breath was unsteady and he almost seemed to be trembling. Fear or cold? Biff wrapped his arms around him, surrounding him in comfort and warmth.

“Max, what did your dad do to you?” Biff’s own youth, all trailer parks and screaming and fists, didn’t seem so bad compared with whatever it was about Max’s father that made him shake.

Max slumped, a gorgeous drunken mess of long limbs and old pain. “Everything.” He rubbed his nose into Biff’s shirt collar, as if he wanted to crawl in under the cotton and curl up against him, like a kitten. “Hand and heart and mind, all the places, a perfect abusive trifecta. I did see a shrink. It sucks, but I did deal with it. I’m not stupid. Well, not stupid in that way. If Daddy taught me nothing else, it was that finding a profess-sh-ional” – he stumbled over the word, then gave up and soldiered on – “and throwing money at a problem is usually an adequate solution.” He blew a raspberry. “Boy, I’m a jaded cow. Don’t go all awkward on me, okay? The past isn’t something you can fix, wolfie, but now you’ll want to fix it ’cuz that’s what you do.”

Biff sighed and leaned back so Max could drape over him like a duvet with elbows and knees. He stroked floppy silken hair back from bleary blue eyes. The man nestled into his touch. He was almost as slutty for petting as a werewolf when he forgot to be wary.

“So, this judge called you into his office at work?”

“Yeah.”

Biff started running his hands up and down Max’s back, soothing, long strokes. His lover relaxed against him. Still crazy with booze and hurt, but a little more present as Biff’s caress grounded him. Biff coaxed, gently guiding the conversation.

“He wanted to come home with you.”

“Yeah.”

“He after the house?”

“Oh. Right. Maybe. You mean like before?”

“I mean like the same man?” Now he remembered that pine smell of bankers and money. “He smelled of pine-scented aftershave, and you do too, right now.” Biff stiffened. “Did he touch you?”

“Judge and Mr Gay-Ball? Oops, Gray-Ball. Gay-Ball is totally a different thing. Dude! I should totally break the enchantment on that shit-hole and open up the house and throw a big gay ball. Daddy Dearest would roll in his grave. Except, of course, no grave. I had the fucker cremated and scattered on the ocean. I ain’t putting up with no asshole ghost.”

“So, was it the same guy?” Biff tried desperately to keep his lover on topic, but the man really was an impossible drunk. An impossibly sexy, cute-as-a-button, constantly off-topic drunk.

“I guess so. But why try again?” Max leaned back to look at him, writhing against Biff’s still-hard cock in a thoughtful manner. He was sounding a little more sober. As though discussing plots and evil purposes made it easier to cope with a judge asking questions.

“Perhaps he thinks you could get him inside.”

“I probably could.”

Biff felt himself stiffen in shock. Max thought he could break an enchantment? An enchantment that strong?

Max was frowning in thought. “I’d need a coven of sumages. Can you imagine such an absurd thing? But I bet I could do it. The other Placer would be hard to find. Except, of course, my dad died. So his part of the spell is gone. Might only need the one Placer…me.”

Biff stroked him. “That wise?”

“Frankly, I don’t think there’s anything inside there. I think old Dad was just a spiteful bastard. He put out that there was something valuable in that house and then died so that everyone would be all anxious about it, and I would be stuck dealing with turd-nubbin’ Surges trying to get inside for the rest of my life. Dad was a real charmer.”

“How’d he die, Max?”

“Cancer. Can you believe it? Strongest civic mage of his generation and…”

Silence for a long moment, then Biff said gently, still stroking Max’s back, “You want to talk about it?”

“Fuck, no. I want to ride that horse cock of yours until I forget about everything concerning my life that the vodka didn’t wash away.”

“Sure you do.” Biff didn’t shift positions and he didn’t stop petting, despite the fact that his libido thought this was a fantastic idea. Stupid butt plug.

“You aren’t gonna let me, are you?”

“Maybe later when your judgment’s not impaired.”

“Why you gotta be so chivalrous?”

“You’re already not slurring as bad as you were. Maybe in an hour or so.”

“A whole hour!” Max pressed an equally rock-hard cock against Biff’s stomach and hip, grinding in a jerky, desperate way. “You texted you’d put a plug in, so I did too. Plus, booze makes me horny.”

“You should have thought of that before you decided to get beyond the drunk of consent.”

“You’re a jerk,” Max whined, wiggling some more.

Biff grabbed Max’s hips with both big hands in an iron grip. This man may, in fact, be the death of me.

“Be still, Trouble. What else about this judge?”

Max sighed and then shifted to a more comfortable position. (Probably because of the plug, and now that Biff knew about that, his cock had started leaking in delight – nobility was getting mighty awkward. And sticky.) How much do I want to run my fingers down over his perfect ass and just jiggle it a little? Oh, shit. Stop.

Max seemed to take Biff’s insistence on staying on topic as a flashback to grade-school instruction. He recited in the singsong voice of a petulant student, “He’s the new savage court judge, Rassolnik. Surge. Came for dinner once or twice back in the day, with dear old Dad. Not from these parts. Think maybe he was in the army with Daddums way back. So, now he’s assigned to Civic Center, same as me – hooray! – and kept pestering my boss to send me up. I resisted long as I could.”

“And?”

“Well, he didn’t ask a lot about the house, but he sure asked a lot about me. If I didn’t know he was straight, I’d have thought he was interested.”

Biff tried to damp down the spike of possession. That kind of thing was ridiculous when Max clearly was totally invested in jumping his bones. It was some dumb, ingrained werewolf thing that he’d have to keep control over. “How’d you know he was straight?”

“Same way I knew you weren’t.”

“I thought I surprised you.”

“Okay, yeah, mostly you’re one big surprise. I like it, though. I was getting complacent. And lonely. Oops, shouldn’t have said that. You’ll think me desperate.”

“I think you’re perfect and you know it. Stop fishing.”

“Bryan…”

Man, why do I love it so much that he calls me by my real name?

“Yes, Maximillian?”

“How come you never say much?”

“Don’t have much to say.”

“I don’t get that.”

“Obviously.”

“Bryan?”

“Yes, Trouble?”

“I like Trouble better.”

“Than Maximillian?”

“Yeah. I never had a lover use a pet name with me. Not so as you’d notice. Never had a lover stick around, either. Why you sticking around?”

Because I’m in love with you. “Because you let me.”

“You could do so much better. Is it because I’m easy? Is it because I’m your first and you don’t know better? Is it because I feed you?”

You’ve got more family issues then any man I’ve ever met. You’re more hurt and more scared. I can’t keep my hands off you. And right now, you’re draped all over me and I’m trying like hell not to screw your brains out because that would be taking advantage and you think you’re easy?

“You’re not easy, baby. You’re difficult. Fortunately, I like a challenge.”

Max looked confused, then willful. “Do you think you might like to be permanently challenged?”

“Yep.” Biff didn’t even bother to dissemble. Like he’d bothered to look at another man since he met Max. Like Max’s scent didn’t haunt his dreams. Like he didn’t get himself off thinking about this man in his arms. Like there was another option. Except he couldn’t just up and tell the drunk mage: Look, sweetheart, I’ve been yours since the moment I licked your ass. It’s kinda a wolf thing. Not yet, anyway.

Max let out a long, shaky breath. His blue eyes were less cloudy now and his posture more rigid.

Biff took the risk. “We boyfriends, then?”

Max’s face went oddly still. “Yeah.”

“You’ll have to meet my pack.”

“Yeah.” Max looked properly horrified. “I can’t believe you want to introduce me to the in-laws.”

Biff shrugged. “It’s okay if you don’t want to.”

“No. It’s all right. It’s just that I’ve never had to deal with, well, family. None of my other lovers ever wanted to take the risk. I kinda suck at family. Obviously.”

“I think your family just kinda sucked. Pack’s not the same – it’s more like friends.”

“Except that your younger brother is your Alpha.”

“There is that.”

“Bryan.” Uh-oh, Max is getting very serious. Drunken serious, but still serious. “Boyfriend.” Mmm, that was nice. “You gotta give me some preparation before we do this.”

“Bet you say that to all the boys.”

Max grinned. “Very good.”

“I’m learning from the mouth of greatness.”

“Flatterer. Now tell me what to expect. Tell me something about your pack.”

“You gonna remember this in the morning?”

“I am so not that drunk!”

“Okay.” Biff struggled with where to begin. How could he possibly explain his crazy pack? He barely understood how they existed.

Silence.

Max sighed. “Start with Alec. How did he, well, happen?”

Biff paused. Thinking of a way to put it. He wasn’t embarrassed about his brother, although Alec was kinda geeky weird. How to explain what they were to each other?

“I knew even before he was bitten. I knew Alec was my Alpha. It’s not supposed to go that way.”

Max seemed genuinely interested. His eyes were now focused on Biff’s face. “It isn’t?”

“Werewolves never know if a pack kid will survive a bite. We’ve tried genetic testing, but it seems to be more complicated than that. Everything is when quintessence is involved.”

“Especially the savage kind.”

Biff nodded and continued. “No one should ever know what rank they’ll be when still a child. But I knew. I knew before my bite and I knew before Alec’s. So, I looked after him when we were kids. ’Cause he’s not a big guy. He’s tall and lean, like you. Pretty like you. Gay like you. I figured that’s why I was born so big, to compensate. Maybe why I’m gay too, so I’d understand.”

“You think your whole existence is built to balance your brother?”

“That’s what Beta means.”

“Here I was thinking you were built like this because it’s perfect for me.”

“Yeah?”

“Now who’s fishing. So…the rest of the pack?”

“They’re good guys. They fit well with Alec. Lemme see. You’ve met Marvin.”

“He’s pretty.”

“Very.”

“And chatty.”

“You’d know nothing about that.”

“I like him.”

“Most people do.”

“Who else?”

“Well, we got the two enforcers. Judd’s bigger than me, black guy, handsomest wolf you ever saw. I think he’s got a thing for Colin, might be why he joined the pack. He was a loner before.”

“Colin?”

“Colin Mangnall. Our littlest one. I think he had it rough at home. Not as rough as you, but bad. He doesn’t talk about it and he doesn’t like to be touched. His older brother is Kevin, our other enforcer. Also big.”

Max gave him a questioning look.

“Werewolves mostly come in size extra-large, babe. Kev’s straight. We think he joined us to get Colin out. It’s what I’d do.”

Max nodded against him. Biff took that as permission to speak more. He didn’t mind talking about his pack. Or he minded it less than talking about anything else. He was proud of their little group. They were strong, for such a small pack. They were decent guys, and different from other werewolves, and he liked that. He thought they could become a safe haven for other gay wolves. It’d be nice. Hell, I didn’t know I felt that way. I better make sure Alec is on the same page.

“Last, there’s Tank and Lovejoy. Lovejoy’s also straight. I think he came along because he wanted excitement. Didn’t fit in with Boston. He’s pretty flamboyant.”

“You sure he’s a breeder?”

Biff shrugged. “It happens. Think of Italy.”

“And the last one?”

“Tank. He’s huge, hence the name. Looks meaner than hell but is a giant softie. Not sure where he falls in the scheme of things. He came along because he wanted to, and no one’s capable of stopping him.”

Max took a small breath and said, shaky, “They nice?”

“They are.”

“Will they give me a hard time?”

“They will.”

“Christ, Bryan, you could sugarcoat it.”

“What good would that do? You’re drunk enough for truth.”

“Thanks. I think.”

Biff went in for the kill. “Speaking of, you’re gonna let me help you with your judge problem.”

“I am?”

“Boyfriend, remember?”

“Okay.”

That was easier than I expected.

Max was wiggling against him again. His breath was hot on Biff’s neck. His teeth, square white and oh so human, nibbled down and along Biff’s collarbone.

Biff smiled. “I’m still not fucking you until you’re sober.”

“Tease.”

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

Drunken Shenanigans

Max knew he was being sloppy all over Bryan. He also knew his werewolf was a rock of tolerance and patience. He’s so sweet. He’s also so hard. And I wanted to be balls deep inside him for the first time tonight. Then I had to get drunk instead.

“I think it’s time I fucked you.”

“Well, I’m certainly prepared now.” Bryan’s voice was gruff and he squirmed in clear discomfort.

Oh, yeah, butt plug. Poor baby. “Then after, maybe you could fuck me?”

“You’d like it?”

“Oh, yeah.” Max liked it both ways but he loved to be filled. With the right man, it was glorious. That stretch and pressure, and the nudge against his prostate. He had an idea that Bryan might be the right man. But he knew Bryan wouldn’t fuck him first.

Max was starting to actually sober up. The fuzziness was draining away and the urge to say absolutely everything that crossed his mind was diminishing. Like most mages, it didn’t take much alcohol to tip him over, but the effects wore off quickly.

The werewolf, still shifting his hips uncomfortably, moved the conversation on to Max’s coworkers. Max found himself saying lots of kind things about them. Which was a real shock. Guess I’m not totally sober yet.

Max interrupted his own long story about Jenny, one of the nicer Pinchers, with that thought. “I want you to know that I know that when I’m tipsy, my mouth goes in a different direction from normal. I’m nice. It’s horrible.”

Bryan rubbed his laugh into Max’s cheek. “You keep complimenting people.”

“It’s humiliating. I get all friendly and cuddly.”

“Mmm.” The werewolf didn’t seem to know what do to with him. He kept them settled on the couch while Max leaned into all that solid warmth. He clearly didn’t want to start anything until he knew Max was capable of consent. Which was sweet but frustrating. Max loved tipsy sex. I’ll have to give him permission when I’m totally sober, because oh my goodness, wouldn’t that be fun? Still, I might as well ride my inhibitions.

“You aware how hot you are, Muscles?” Max reached up and began threading his fingers through Bryan’s hair, staring deeply into the other man’s hazel eyes.

Bryan didn’t say anything to that. But then, how was that any different from normal? He did look…what? Embarrassed, disbelieving.

“No one ever told you? What about that wife of yours?”

Shame caught the tops of Bryan’s cheeks with pink slashes. “Leave Pam out of it.”

That kinda hurt. Like Bryan would protect his ex-wife over his own feelings, over his own ego.

Max drilled two fingers into the center of the man’s solid chest. “You’re crazy hot. Don’t let anyone tell you differently.”

“No one’s ever told me one way or the other.”

“See, idiots. The world is full of idiots.” Max cast his arms up in a dramatic flail.

“You’re still drunk.”

“I’m mostly just tipsy now. And since we are establishing facts here, you’re hot. See how easy that is?”

“Babe, give it a rest for a moment.” Bryan’s hands were strong against him, urging him to fold back over him, just be the blanket, float on his muscles.

Max sighed and, despite his aching need, did as his boyfriend wished.

* * *

They dozed off cuddled on the tiny couch.

Biff had no idea how they managed it but they did. He awoke so goddamn turned on he could hardly think, partly because his boyfriend (how awesome was that statement?) was awake and petting him and partly because of that torture device otherwise known as a butt plug. I must have been tired to sleep with it still inside me.

Said boyfriend was also, apparently, sober because he was making very quick work of Biff’s clothes in a non-fumbling way. Biff tilted his hips up so Max could get his jeans off easily. Groaning as that shifted the plug up against his overstimulated prostate.

The little flirt made sure to glide his fingers over Biff’s ass, dip in, and jiggle it further.

Biff nearly came off the damn couch. He nearly plain old came.

“You’re awake.” Biff gasped out the words, trying to sound casual and not needy.

“And sober.” Max’s voice was equally rough and panting, and his blue eyes were dilated but focused. “I’m going to take this thing out of you now.”

“Thank god.” The torture was finally going to end.

“And put my cock in its place.”

“Promises.”

“I’ll make it good.”

“More promises.”

Max pulled out the plug, smooth and slow, and Biff felt relieved and empty at the same time. Then, with swift sure movements, Max stood up and took off his own clothing.

Biff just lay there like a naked idiot and stared. He’d never get accustomed to how beautiful the man was. He knew Max was shy about his scars, but Biff had come to see them as more a pattern over his lover’s skin. As if Max had been climbed by silver vines, or tattooed by lightning. Biff was sad that they represented so much pain, but they weren’t a turnoff. They were just another part of Max. And man, he was so into Max. Every part of him, even the scars.

Max was now naked and determined. Biff had a feeling he was in for a world of teasing. He knew Max was worried about this being his first time, and a worried Max could keep things going for hours. Biff was pretty darn certain he couldn’t last that long.

Time to move things along.

Biff stood and walked to the bed, getting on his hands and knees, grateful that Max was all legs and would be tall enough.

The world went still for a long moment.

Then Max was on him, over him, against him. “Jesus, how you look just kneeling there waiting for me. I can’t… Fuck…”

His hands and mouth were everywhere. Biff hung his head, widened his legs and weathered the storm of touching. He shook slightly, not from fear but from anticipation. Or torture.

It sure was torture. Max wouldn’t let him do anything. “Just like that, babe, just stay like that. Let me? Please?”

And because Biff could no more resist a plea from his mouthy mage than he could an order from his Alpha, he did as requested. He stayed still and pliant on all fours.

Max touched him and kissed him and nibbled him. He slid long, well-lubed fingers inside, brushing over Biff’s prostate, first one, then two, then three, making Biff see shafts of jagged light against this eyelids (when had he closed his eyes?). He imagined that it was like the opposite of trace lines, his skin fracturing in pleasure.

Biff felt contorted by contrasts, eager and cautious, powerful and powerless, beyond the borders of himself and yet totally now, now, now. His cock twitched and wept with every stroke, every touch. I’ve turned into a goddamn faucet. He heard a needy whimpering and realized it was him. He should be ashamed, but he didn’t care. He didn’t care about anything but what Max was doing.

Until Max eased his fingers out and draped his long, perfect body over Biff, and gently, way too slowly, pressed his cock inside.

Biff basically lost it. There might have been swear words. Maybe a long, keening whine of sheer need. Max stilled instantly, afraid he’d hurt him. Biff wanted to yell at him that not only was he big and very strong, he was a goddamn shifter, who self-healed! But he had no words, so he just bucked back against Max’s invasion.

Max took that as the permission it was – thank god – and began to thrust. So slowly. Too slowly. Lighting up all those glowing fractured lines. Pressing them slowly but surely into Biff, filling him with sparks of ecstasy and so much ridiculous joy.

Some stupid tiny voice in his head kept insisting that it was just sex. But it wasn’t. It was just goddamn perfect.

Biff figured he’d started coming the moment Max’s cock first slid into him, but Max’s hand wrapping around his dick pretty much made him lose his mind. Then Max was shuddering above him. His lover’s mouth, which ought to have been spitting out a verbal excess of obscenity (it always had before) instead murmured a broken litany of adoration and praise.

I’m gonna smell like him. Oh, please.

They collapsed sideways. Max, determined, stayed inside, connected. As Biff floated back down, Max’s sentences became coherent.

“That was amazing. You’re amazing. You’re mine. We’re so good together. Never had anything like this. Like us. Didn’t know it could be that way. God, the way you feel. I can’t. God, Bryan.”

And Biff, splattered flat, gloriously satisfied, stayed quiet. Because he was always quiet. He sent his silent contentment back at Max in waves. He filled the stuttered pauses in Max’s tender chatter with one phrase only. I love you. I love you. I love you. He hoped Max could hear it, for all it came without words.

* * *

Max watched his lover sleep. Like I’m some teenage stalker. He couldn’t get over it. That kind of sex was basically impossible. And yet, there his boyfriend lay, glorious and perfect and naked and so, so good. I’m totally unable to handle wonderful. Adequate, certainly. Good, on occasion. But I don’t know what to do with wonderful, and I certainly don’t deserve it.

Max had stumbled up, taken out his own butt plug – ouch – and cleaned them both up as much as he could. Then he’d settled back to bask in the joy of it.

It occurred to him to worry about some of the things he’d revealed while drunk. Except Bryan had just trusted him in such a profound way – revealing his own dumb secrets seemed petty by comparison.

Great butt sex trumps everything. He chuckled to himself. Then more strictly: Stop worrying about it, Max. It’ll all be okay in the end. Heh, end.

He wasn’t sure when he dozed off, but he awoke to find a werewolf sliding back into bed next to him, early-morning sun sneaking in through the trees and dirty windows.

“We forgot to draw the curtains?”

Bryan grunted an affirmative and burrowed against him.

“You sore?”

Hazel eyes blinked at him, too close and myopically distorted. “Why, you wanna go again?”

“Yes,” Max answered without any hesitation. “But that’s not why I asked – I was trying to be a concerned boyfriend.”

A large, rough hand closed about Max’s morning wood. The other one wormed under him to grip his ass. “Concerned boyfriends should remember when their lovers have shifter healing. I went for a quick wolf run while you were sleeping. Besides, the deal is: I get to fuck you next.”

“Now that you know how it’s done right?”

Bryan moaned with the memory. “Exactly.”

Max felt about ten feet tall. I did that to him. Mine. “Admit it, I’m a sex god.”

“I’ll play your silly game.”

“Now?”

Bryan let go and rolled onto his back, groaning in a not-good-way. “No. I’m supposed to meet Alec for coffee in about five minutes. More house-hunting. Wanna come?”

“No.”

“Spoilsport.”

“Hey. I was up all night balls deep in your glorious ass.”

“And now you’re hung over. I choose to blame my ass and not your vodka.”

“Must be your ass, babe. Can’t drink enough vodka to get hung over.” Max felt the bile of fear rise in his stomach. And because it was early morning on the weekend and Bryan had recently sacrificed his virgin ass, Max sacrificed his sarcasm. “Look. I just need to psyche myself up before meeting your brother.”

“You keep building it up in your head, and it only becomes more insurmountable.”

“Looks who’s all fancy with the big words first thing in the morning.”

“Alec’s basically a wimp, you know?”

Fat chance. He’s a gay Alpha. That takes guts. And he loves you. Worse, you love him. You love him best in the world, I think. Shit, I hate happiness. I hate trust. I’ve got way too much to lose now. Or to have taken away from me. And Alec could do it. He could destroy me. You’d pick your brother over me. And now I’m an asshole for even thinking that.

Bryan was pulling on his clothing, such as it was. The man usually wore jeans and a T-shirt and boots and not a whole lot else. It was distracting.

Max stayed silent, let himself drift. Trying not to think about meeting his lover’s loved ones.

I could write myself into his flesh, he thought. Admiring the expanse of muscles. The perfect distribution of chest hair. Tattoo myself there. Except that he heals so easily. A man who changes his skin. What I wouldn’t give to change mine. Yet he is the steady one. I’m getting poetical. I must be hungry.

“Why are you so sure and stable? I mean, confidence is sexy, but you’re gonna give me a complex.”

Bryan didn’t answer, occupying himself with quiet preparations for departure. When he did speak again, that impossibly sexy, gravelly voice was almost accusing.

“All right, gorgeous. Here’s the deal.” He sat on the edge of the bed, sliding one big hand through Max’s messy hair. “I’ll be back at six. We’re gonna take your car and pick up a mess of pizzas, take those back to my boys. They’ll love you forever.”

“That’s all it takes, pizza?”

“Werewolves are simple creatures. Eviscerating Italian food, when you can’t get real Italians, is our idea of a good time.”

“And what else will happen? Will I be eviscerated too? I mean, I’m sure I have Italian blood in there somewhere. I’ve everything else.”

“Only your ego. They’ll tease the crap outta both of us.”

“And your brother?”

“Oh, Alec will definitely threaten your life.”

Max felt the bile rise again. Oh god oh god oh god. I don’t think I can do this.

Bryan kept railroading him. “After pizza, we’ll come back here and I’ll play mercilessly with your body for two hours and then screw you senseless until you finally shut up for a while.”

Max knew there was an unspoken end to that sentence. Until you stop criticizing yourself. Until you stop worrying. Until your father’s voice in your head is silent. Until you stop being afraid of me, and mine, and the overwhelming possibility of us.

“You gonna make me wear a butt plug while I meet your pack?”

“Would that help?”

“Probably not.”

“Then no. See you at six.”

Max let out a long, slow, shaky breath and tried not to feel bereft when Bryan stopped playing with his hair and left.

* * *

Alec was sipping a latte and looking grumpy. Biff watched through the window as one of the cafe staff checked in on his Alpha. The place was busy but everyone gravitated to Alec, trying to see to his comfort. A disgruntled Alpha caused waves of emotional perturbation in everyone. As if he’d been dropped like a pebble into the sea of petty human concerns and now all they cared about was flattening the ripples he’d caused.

Biff prepared himself for water-smoothing.

He tousled his brother’s hair without comment, noting that as soon as Alec sensed his presence, the tension in his brother’s shoulders diminished.

“Morning.” Alec’s hazel eyes looked tired. Biff worried he was neglecting his duties as Beta. The new job plus the stress of an unstable living environment and eight mouths to feed was wearing on his brother.

“I’m gonna order.” Biff got himself a latte (he didn’t much care for coffee but he liked how much milk there was in lattes) and ordered two breakfast sandwiches with extra bacon.

“You smell like jizz,” said his brother as soon as he sat.

“Would you like me to explain how it works, little boy?”

Alec gave him an assessing look. “Don’t think I flip that way.”

Biff was startled enough not to be grossed out by this insight into his brother’s sex life. “What, never?”

“I am an Alpha.”

“Oh, and taking it up the ass makes you weak or inferior? How outdated is that craptastic mindset.” Biff was furious.

Alec grinned. “You recommend it, then?”

“Yep. Now can we not talk about this? You’re my brother – it’s too damn disgusting.”

“You plan to continue?”

“Really? Really! Yes, Alec, I intend to fuck and get fucked. I happen to possess modern sensibilities about the ass as an erogenous zone. Now, do you really want details or can we drop this conversation?”

“Touchy much?”

“Touchy lots, you little shit. Stop poking at me. That’s what Max is for.”

Alec sputtered coffee on a laugh. “Still a grouch in the morning, even after a hot night. So, when do we get to meet this sex god?”

“Never, if Max has his way. Tonight, if I do.”

“Oh yeah, and who’ll win that argument?”

“Me – I traded my ass for the privilege.”

Alec snorted his foam this time. “So, does he have a brother?”

“Marvin not working out for you?”

“I was thinking of Judd or Colin.”

“Don’t play matchmaker, brother dear, it’s so not in your skill set.”

“You think not?”

Biff gave him a long look.

“Fine. You’re right. So, does this paragon of yours have any siblings?”

“Man, I hope not. I can barely handle the one.”

“Ooo, now I really gotta meet him. You can handle anyone.”

“He’s a bit broken. Go easy on him.”

Alec narrowed his eyes. He didn’t need to say what he was thinking. Biff knew. The one isn’t pack. No punches will be pulled.

Biff sighed. “Just tread with care, please. For my sake?”

“You really like him, don’t you?”

“Yeah.” A mistake, perhaps. Max called me stable and solid, all the while making me weak for him.

“Well, hell. That’s no fun.”

* * *

Max was a bundle of nerves by the time Bryan arrived to pick him up. He’d cleaned, changed the bedsheets, done the laundry, and generally occupied himself with crisis-coping activities. These ended with him staring distractedly out the kitchen window at his father’s house and not hating it for a change. Not resenting it.

Then he’d dressed in his favorite jeans, and his nicest shirt – as if I were going in for a job interview – and met Bryan in the driveway.

“Am I forgetting anything? Beer? Wine? Flank steak?”

“Ball gag?” suggested his werewolf unhelpfully.

“Oh my god, was that a comeback? Is my Muscles getting snarky? I think he is. I’m so proud.” Max wiped away an imaginary tear. “It’s like watching a wide-eyed baby take his first stumbling steps.”

“You’re intentionally turning me into an asshole?”

“And I’ll be here, every magical moment, to guide you into asshole-dom.”

“That works on so many levels.”

“See? Like that! Very good. Could be a tad more vehement, but one can’t turn out the perfect asshole too quickly.”

“Sure seems like you took a shortcut.” His werewolf left his gear strapped to his bike and folded himself into Max’s tiny car with graceful care.

“Any luck with the housing?” Max asked, as they drove to get the pizzas.

“Nope.”

“And what did you get up to today, Max? Why, thank you for asking, Bryan darling. I did some chores, biked into town, and went to the library.”

“What are you, twelve?”

Max batted his eyelashes. “No, babe, I’m your charming suburban housewife.”

Bryan snorted to hide a smile. “Where’s my dry martini, cheesy casserole, and big fat cigar, then?”

“I’ll give you a big fat cigar, honey.”

“Later, hot stuff.”

“Exactly!”

Max knew Bryan was humoring him to keep him distracted, but it worked all the way through collecting the pizza and driving into the city. Until they were pulling up outside one of those bog-standard duplexes in Outer Richmond. At that point, Max pretty much had to keep swallowing to stop himself from puking.

Bryan looked at him, clearly worried. “Oh, for goodness’ sake, you big baby. It’ll be fine.”

“I hate you.”

“Just stare at my ass as we go up the stairs.”

“Okay, I don’t hate you.”

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The Leader of the Pack

Holy shit, thought Max, taking in Bryan’s pack. The god of genetics is so unfair. They were unilaterally gorgeous, if not cut from quite the same cloth as his personal werewolf hunk. Bryan is definitely the hottest of the bunch. But still I wouldn’t kick any one of them out of bed for eating cookies… or rabbits.

It was a pretty small apartment to house eight dudes, especially when half of them were over six feet. It was also obscenely decorated. Someone had crossed a bordello from a 1940s western movie with a kabuki theater. One whole wall was a thick rainbow waterfall of feather boas and obi belts. The fireplace was filled with a spider web of fairy lights. The shelf that ran along the ceiling was lined with beautiful art-glass sex toys alternating with wigs, most of which looked to have come from the set of a Japanese historical soap opera. Everything that could have fringe did (mostly red), and everything else had tassels (mostly gold). Inside this burlesque madness, a half dozen hairy bikers nested as uncomfortably as a group of Amish playing beer pong. Although Max was pretty certain the visual of bikers in boas met the criteria of some dude’s fantasy. Bikers in Boas is probably already the name of a porno or a Vegas strip show.

“This place is insane,” he said to Bryan.

The werewolf grinned. “Manifest Destiny has very exotic taste.”

“Who?”

“Our absent but gracious drag queen hostess,” explained Marvin, coming forward to usher Max into the gilt glory.

Marvin he knew, of course. The merman was clearly bent on smoothing the waters and making certain Max felt somewhat welcome. Max stomped down on the impulse to snatch a boa and twirl. Next time.

A slight younger man moved toward him, strawberry blond and pouty-lipped, of the kind that would go down really well on a go-go stage. Max’s dirty mind aside, he had the sweet smile and the social awkwardness of a chronic gamer geek.

“You must be Colin.”

“Nice to meet you. Can I get those for you?”

Max handed him the pizzas, suspecting the boy took them as an excuse not to shake his hand. Bryan had said Colin was touch-shy. Homophobic family had messed with his head something fierce. How could anyone be nasty to such a sweet creature? God, the world sucks balls. Or to be more precise, not enough of the world sucks balls. Would be a lot easier on those of us who did, if more people got over their obsession with hating it.

On which cheerful note Max tuned into Marvin’s lilting voice. The man hustled him fully into the living room to meet the rest of the pack.

Judd and Kev were equally large, but that’s where the similarity ended. Kevin had dark auburn hair with pale skin, a big open smile, and a long-limbed smooth way of moving. Max suspected that was the way he himself was supposed to act, if he were more comfortable in his own skin. Judd was a sexy-as-sin black man, packing more muscles then Kev, with a smile less open, and the cross-armed stance of the innately suspicious.

Kevin shook Max’s hand. Judd only nodded at him.

A mercurial lean man with dark hair and blue eyes that crinkled with amusement introduced himself as Lovejoy. “Don’t mind the lugs,” he said to Max, and, turning to Biff, added, “Welp, this one is way out of your league, old man.”

Max frowned at Lovejoy’s too-tight muscle shirt and painted on jeans. “I thought you were one of the ones who wasn’t gay.”

“Doesn’t mean I can’t appreciate beauty, hot stuff.” Lovejoy waggled his eyebrows at Max.

Ah, a trickster.

“Ignore him,” Marvin advised. “Lovejoy is vested in proving his own manliness by flirting with everything that moves.”

“I brought a carnivorous plant home once,” said Kev. “Lovejoy spent two hours trying to talk it up.”

“Better than that vegan chick you dated for three months.”

“Fair point.”

Marvin interrupted what looked to be a long-standing exchange between the two men and continued introductions. “The strong, silent type in the corner is Tank.”

“Of course it is,” Max said, because he had no sense of self-preservation. Tank was exactly what he expected from the name – a good two inches taller than the tallest of the pack, built like some kind of moving fortification with long brown hair. He had a scruffy, chiseled jaw and a militant mouth, offset by unexpectedly kind eyes.

“And that sulky hottie on the couch who’s too rude to stand is my boyfriend, and your boyfriend’s Alpha.” Marvin ended the tour with Max standing in front of a younger, leaner, prettier version of Bryan.

Behind him, Bryan groaned. “Marvin. Must you?”

“What?” The merman blinked his baby blues. “Too soon for boyfriend?”

Max was occupied in a stare-off with a werewolf.

Alec Frederiksen had awfully familiar hazel eyes with equally stupid-long lashes. But they were way colder than Bryan’s ever had been.

Max wondered what etiquette was. Should he show his neck? Should he sit? Should he back away slowly? Should he give in to the inclination to boa and twirl? He felt like a recalcitrant schoolboy in front of a headmaster. Fuck this shit.

Max threw himself down onto the couch right next to Alec, which forced the Alpha to swivel and face him.

“Well, hello, brother of the dude I’m fucking. How d’you do?”

“Max.” Bryan’s tone was a warning.

Continued silence from Alec.

Max addressed the pack at large. “So. Gentlemen. Do I stink to you?”

Colin took pity on him. “Actually, you don’t. I mean there’s a bit of coolant” – the others nodded – “but mostly you smell like Biff and dessert.”

“Cinnamon roll,” said Lovejoy, with conviction.

“Mixed with tiki bar,” added Kevin. “In the best possible way, of course.”

“Nice to know there’s a good kinda tiki bar.” Max nibbled his lip and reached for more sarcasm. For the first time in his life, it failed him.

Bryan sat down opposite, looking with worried eyes back and forth between his lover and his Alpha. Marvin perched on the arm of the couch nearest Bryan. Colin sat next to him. Max could sense that Kevin and Judd were behind him, within easy distance of their Alpha, should they need to protect him from the dangerous sumage. Tank and Lovejoy began putting pizza slices atop plates and passing them out. Plates, not just napkins – very civilized for werewolves.

“So, Max, can I call you Max? Tell us a little about yourself?” Marvin flopped over to lean on Bryan’s shoulder. If Alec minded his mate draping himself over his brother, he didn’t show it.

“This a job interview?” Max shot back before he could stop himself.

Next to him, the Alpha tensed, eyes narrowing slightly. He began eating his pizza in neat, careful bites crust first. Weirdo.

Max nibbled his own slice, although it was too greasy and solid in his mouth, and no matter how much he chewed before swallowing, it sat like a lump in his belly. He didn’t want to put it aside, though – it was something to do with his hands. Gave him time to think between sentences.

“Well, let me see. Born and raised here, failed breeding stock to a Surge line, Placer, sumage.” Max forced himself to continue. “Didn’t abide by the life my family had planned for me, so now I work a dumb government job because I need something to say when a bunch of werewolves start staring at me. And I thrive on a tiny amount of bureaucratic power, because the power I should have, I don’t. I know, I’m such a catch. What about you? I hear you guys are basically homeless and mostly unemployed.”

Bryan slapped his forehead with his palm and groaned.

There was a stunned silence and then Alec chuckled. “Well, we were warned you were mouthy. And defensive. I examine seawater for a living. And, strangely enough, I’m eminently employable.”

Lovejoy jumped in at that and admitted to being a line chef. “Although I really want to get into the food truck business.”

“Life goal,” acknowledged Max seriously.

Colin said he was at school studying computer science, and Marvin talked about his adjunct Coast Guard work. Judd, with a shrug, said he had a gig as a bouncer. “It ain’t a career, but it’ll do for now.”

Kevin said from behind them. “Tank and I are thinking of starting a late-night moving company. We’ll call it Packing with the Pack.”

Colin groaned. “Oh my god, you are such an idiot. Why is my brother such an idiot?”

“You got all the brains in the family,” said Judd helpfully.

Kevin didn’t miss his cue. “And I got all the beauty.”

Awkward silence descended.

Max stopped eating his pizza and looked at Bryan in desperation.

Bryan hadn’t taken any pizza and was currently occupied in some sort of staring contest with his Alpha.

Then, with a snort, Bryan stood. He offered Colin a hand up, which Colin took hesitantly. Then Bryan turned, and before Max could say anything, he’d shifted him bodily and with very little effort into Colin’s vacated spot. Bryan sat back down and threw a possessive arm about Max’s shoulders, hauling him flush against his side. All without stopping his glare at Alec.

Max felt safer, even though this put him facing the Alpha.

Marvin dove for the vacated spot, cuddling up to his mate, and Colin with a sigh took the perch position on the arm of the couch.

“What was that about?” Max didn’t like being confused by rapidly shifting body language. He wasn’t as good with that as he was with regular language.

Bryan didn’t answer.

Alec relaxed enough to smile slightly. Either from the show of alliances or from having his mate next to him.

Oh, thought Max, that’s what it was about. Beta seeing to Alpha’s needs.

Max’s new vantage point showed him Kevin grinning hugely and Judd looking like he was frowning to hide a smile. The enforcers, at least, were finding the whole situation comical.

Bryan nudged Max’s chin with one hand, so Max had to look up into his eyes. I was wrong. Bryan’s hazel is way prettier than his brother’s.

Bryan said, on a soft growl. “He’s being dickish. It’ll pass, I promise.”

“You said it wouldn’t be bad. I don’t mean to complain, Muscles, but this isn’t great.”

“Sorry, sweetheart, I didn’t think he would be this dickish.”

Alec interjected at this point. “I’m not being dickish! I’m being protective and brotherly.”

“Not your job,” objected Bryan without looking up from Max.

Is he petting my hair? Oh my god, he is, in front of his pack! Is that a good thing? Is that a sort of a claiming thing? Is it supposed to comfort me? It’s not comforting. Stop it, please. Hands full of pizza, and lacking any other option, Max turned his face into Bryan’s hand and nipped it.

Bryan’s caresses stilled.

But when Max met his eyes again, there were sparks of yellow in them. Uh-oh, I didn’t mean to start something. Quick, eat pizza! Max hopefully shoved greasy goodness at his lover. Bryan took an obliging bite, but his eyes stayed hot and yellow on Max’s face.

“Actually, Biff old man, it kind of is his job. He’s your brother,” pointed out Lovejoy.

“And your Alpha,” added Kevin, unhelpfully. “Ergo, protective and brotherly.”

“And dickish,” Lovejoy finished.

“Did you just say ergo? In conversation? Who are you and what have you done with my brother?” Colin asked, looking at Kev like he’d decided to shift forms right then and there. “You know that’s, like, Latin or something?”

“Hey. I’m edu-ma-cated.”

Bryan seemed to be trying to telepathically communicate with Max. Max wondered, in a brief moment of hysteria, if that’s what the yellow eyes meant, advanced psychic abilities. Max put his pizza aside half-eaten.

Kevin said, “Biff, that’s creepy – your eyes totally start shifting when you look at him.”

Alec’s tone was resigned. “I was noticing that too.”

Max didn’t know why, but he could feel himself blushing. Thank god his complexion was too dark to show it.

Marvin said, “I think you’ve lost, babe – why keep fighting?”

Alec grunted a reluctant affirmation.

“I think it’s romantic,” said Colin, timidly.

“Sex and romance are not always linked, pup,” growled the Alpha, although not in a mean way.

Oh, good, thought Max, yellow is just a sign of arousal, nothing more sinister.

Colin blushed, and being so pale, he pinked up beautifully.

“Hey!” objected Marvin, knocking Alec’s shoulder with his own.

Well, at least the Alpha was talking, if not to him. Alec had a low voice, not as gravelly as Bryan’s but oddly commanding. Max didn’t consider himself a submissive personality, but he had the frightening feeling that if Alec ordered him to do something, he’d instantly start doing it without thinking. He’d probably stop when his brain caught up, but it was not a comfortable feeling. Fucking Alphas.

He looked with curiosity at Colin, who seemed so very shy for a werewolf. “You’re not an Omega?”

“Nope. Just scrawny.” The boy was clearly self-deprecating out of habit. Max understood protection through words and attitude. Still, he worried he’d said something wrong, as the term Omega seemed to unsettle everyone.

Then Kevin laughed, coming forward from his guard position to join the social circle, leaving only Judd and Tank still outside of it. “Yeah. He’s a wee thing. No one expected him to survive.”

Alec said, in a gentle tone, “No one expected me to, either.”

“If survival is a matter of size, how do Omegas do it?” Max was genuinely curious, and this seemed a topic they were ready to discuss. Please, anything to stop the awkward silences.

“Omegas are born-made,” explained Bryan. As though everyone should know this and it made perfect sense.

Max squinted at him. “You mean they come out of the womb as puppies, because I’m sorry, dudes, but that’s gross.”

Alec actually laughed. “No, but they can shift early and without an Alpha’s bite.”

“Part of what makes them special,” said Tank.

“And rare,” added Colin.

The topic seemed to turn them wistful. As if the fact that they were a pack without an Omega somehow made them lacking or sad. Seemed silly. So far as Max could tell, they were an okay group of guys. Well, except Alec.

Max tried again. “So, you and Kev are brothers. And Alec and Bryan are brothers.” Max eyed Lovejoy and Tank thoughtfully.

“Ha! Bryan.” Kevin barked out a laugh. “I forgot you were a Bryan. You are so not a Bryan.”

Max objected. “Oh, I think he’s the very best sort of Bryan.”

The Bryan in question shifted uncomfortably.

“So, Lovejoy, are you and Tank related?” Max pressed, just to be a punk, because Bryan had already told him otherwise.

“No.”

Max pushed his luck. “And you’re all gay? Because I know a few clubs where…”

Lovejoy and Kev both put up their hands.

“I’m in the pussy camp.” Kevin sounded almost like he was ashamed to be straight.

Lovejoy less so. “Me too. And I do way better than old gingerbread there, I’ll have you know.”

Max evaluated the slightly sleazy-looking Lovejoy with a quirked eyebrow. “Never could understand women’s taste.”

Marvin laughed.

Judd objected from the far wall, his voice a deep rumble. “Hey, now, we don’t know you well enough to allow you to abuse Lovejoy. Not yet anyway.” He should do audiobooks, thought Max. And also, Please don’t attack me.

“Although he’s not wrong.” Now it was Colin who sported a big grin at Lovejoy’s expense.

“I do plenty fine, thank you very much,” added Kevin. “I’m just more discriminating than Lovejoy.”

Max grinned as they bickered, evaluating Tank from under his lashes. The big man seemed uncomfortable. Max raised a questioning eyebrow at Bryan.

Bryan leaned in and whispered, causing Max to shiver. “No one knows. We’re thinking probably bi, but you see how he is.”

Tank glared from his corner. “I can totally hear you, and you know that. We all can. Except maybe Marvin.”

“Hey, I’m part aquatic, not handicapped.”

Alec brought them all back around. “We’re supposed to be getting to know Bryan’s new friend here.”

“Ha! Now you’re calling him Bryan.”

“Shut up, Kevin.”

Max tried to make his eyes big and innocent – he knew their color made strangers uncomfortable.

Suddenly Alec smiled fully at him. Max actually felt his breath catch. The Alpha had the most amazing smile, open and generous, hazel eyes twinkling, his eyeteeth way more canine than human. Max felt stupid under its light, as if he would do anything to keep him smiling. Holy shit.

He blinked but the smile was still there.

Marvin reached over the divide between the two couches, across the narrow coffee table, and patted Max’s knee in a consoling manner. “I know, it’s kinda overwhelming, isn’t it?”

Max forced himself to focus on the merman, feeling Bryan shift against him in a way that might have been understanding, or discomfort, or jealousy. “Do you get used to it?”

“Nope. Alpha.”

“Jesus.”

“I know, right? Imagine dating it. Hard to keep him from getting spoiled. I just want to give him whatever he wants, like, all the time. I mean, just look at that adorable mug.”

“I’m sitting right here,” objected the Alpha in question, sounding only a little guilty and putting away the smile – thank heavens. “And you do fine. From my perspective, you seem to get what you want most of the time.”

Marvin fluttered his lashes at his mate. “That’s because I’m brilliant and you adore me.”

Bryan said, again in Max’s ear, “Now my brother will be charming. Brace yourself.”

And Alec was. Very charming. He asked Max polite, nonintrusive questions about growing up in Sausalito. About the secrets of the Bay Area. About his work with DURPS.

Max tried to be as polite and charming as he could in return. Which was totally exhausting.

Eventually, pizza finished, Bryan stood and began to steer Max toward the door.

“Leaving so soon?” trilled Marvin.

“Hell, yes. I’m surprised he didn’t run the moment he saw you lot.” Bryan handed Max his coat.

Max didn’t object – he was grateful to escape.

“I wonder, brother dear, if I might have a quiet word.” That was the Alpha, sly and oily.

Bryan looked mutinous until Alec smiled and he melted.

“Fine.”

“Oh, not with you. With Max.”

“No.” Bryan didn’t miss a beat. His arm slunk protectively over Max’s shoulders and he practically forced him out of the door.

“STAY.”

Bryan froze against Max, almost like stone. Max lurched at the sudden stillness midstride.

He turned his head, and all the others were frozen too, except Marvin, who was looking big-eyed and wringing his hands.

Alec said, in his normal voice. “I promise, I won’t damage him.”

Bryan shook himself. “Careful, Alpha. You don’t control my forgiveness.”

“Noted. Max, would you walk with me down to the beach and back?”

Max would rather Place a Surge than go for a stroll with this werewolf. He looked helplessly at Bryan.

“You’re casting me to the wolves?”

“I’m so sorry, baby, can’t resist VOICE.”

“Will you mourn me when I’m gone?”

“Forever.”

“Oh, stop it, both of you.” Alec didn’t throw on a jacket, just walked out the door and expected Max to follow. Max followed. Not because he had to. Or because Alec was Alpha. But because he was Bryan’s beloved brother, and Max owed him something for Bryan’s sake.

They strolled for a few blocks in silence.

Finally, Alec cleared his throat and said, tentatively. “I know I don’t look it, but I am Alpha.”

Yes, I heard the VOICE was what Max wanted to snap back. Instead, he evaluated Alec carefully and saw all the grace that really was power and the charm that really was charisma. Command lurked under that pretty, nerdy exterior. Every part of Alec said follow me. A werewolf yellow brick road.

“I know you’re Alpha,” said Max.

“Biff knew from the start. Did he tell you?”

Max nodded.

Alec kept going. “Funny, he knew before I did. When pack, or jocks, or homophobic assholes jumped me, he was there. Always. Pushing back. He fought them all. Fought them while I ran. Until I was old enough to fight alongside. And yet that, that fighting, it’s alien to his nature. You have to know that.”

Max nodded, realizing finally why Alec was so wary of him. Max swallowed the bitterness of self-loathing. “He doesn’t like to hurt people.”

“So, you can understand why I must tell you something.” Alec sounded so casual. “If he comes back to us again wrecked by your insecurities, I will see you ripped apart at the seams like tissue paper. And my mate will take your component parts so far out and so deep into the ocean, your ghost will neither rise nor rest and your bones will never be found – mage or not.”

“That’s fair,” Max said, because it was. “Although I would not be missed. No need to take such elaborate precautions.” I have no pack, no family to vow vengeance over my remains.

What Alec gave him next was not at all what Max expected. “Poor sumage. The world let you get lost, didn’t it?”

Compassion. Worse than threats or accusations. Max comprehended in that moment Bryan’s fierce loyalty to this man.

Max shuddered, feeling forsaken and sad. Not really for himself, but perhaps for the boy he’d once been. Before. Before he failed to be Surge and everything changed.

The Alpha continued, his mellow voice a barbed lure. “You can’t take my brother with you into the enchanted forest. Find Grandma’s house on your own.”

Max quirked a humorless smile. “You calling me Little Red Riding Hood and your brother the Big Bad Wolf? Doesn’t that mean he’s going to eat me?”

“Only if you’re lucky.”

“I don’t believe that’s how the story goes.”

“And that’s the source of your problem, isn’t it, Maximillian Barker?”

“What?”

“You’re not writing your own story, you’re living with the disappointment of failing someone else’s outline.”

Fucking Alphas.

“You want to keep my brother? Grow up.” Alec returned Max to the doorstep of their borrowed home and, like the king he was, walked regally inside.

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Enchanted Repercussions

Biff was worried. Max wasn’t talking. They drove the half hour back to Sausalito in complete silence.

I should have waited. No one was ready yet.

Biff chewed his lip. It’s just, they’re all mine to look after.

He didn’t know how to break silence – he lived there. So, instead, he crowded Max backward across the darkened interior of his tiny apartment, pushed him with sure gentleness to sprawl atop the bed, followed him down, covered him.

Max immediately twined himself around Biff, vine-like and desperate. All wanton need, lost to it in a way he’d never been before. Alec had done something to shake him. Shake his confidence in them.

“What did he say?”

Max only whimpered into Biff’s neck. His cock was hard against Biff’s hip. His face was wet against Biff’s throat.

“Max, please?”

“He warned me away, but nicely. He’s right.”

“He usually is. It’s very annoying, but not if he told you to leave me. That’s not…” Biff lost his words to the horror of it.

“No,” agreed Max, burrowing more against him, as if he wanted inside Biff’s skin. He was fierce with it. Almost as if it were Biff threatening to leave.

Biff kissed him, tasting salt and desire and guilt. Max was frightened of what he might do. Of what he could do. To Biff. To them, to the newness of this relationship. Biff decided to put a concerted effort into allaying that fear, or at least distracting him from it.

He nibbled at Max’s mouth, explored all the contours of tongue and teeth, until new desperation replaced the old. Until Max’s breath was hitched and panting and he was writhing more than clinging.

They stayed with silence after that, or at least without speech – swimming in the small noises of pleasure. Biff took his time, stripping them both, Max passive and heavy-lidded, licking his lips as Biff licked his skin.

Biff did everything that Max had done to him the night before, only longer and more. He took his time learning shapes and textures, inside and out.

When Biff found Max’s prostate with his well-lubed fingers, Max found his words. They were garbled curses of need and praise. Biff pressed them out of him. He’d never had anyone come apart beneath him like that – it was so beautiful.

Finally, Max composed a sentence. “If you don’t get that fucking horse cock inside me right the fuck now, I’m going to fucking…”

It wasn’t a particularly cohesive sentence but Biff got the gist. He slathered on lube, figuring it was better to have too much than too little. He was so hard, he suspected he’d last about five seconds but managed to surprise himself. Sinking inside Max, at last, particles of joy slid down his spine, holding him there on that pinpoint of pleasure. There was nothing separating them – they breathed together.

Max keened and arched until Biff was entirely within him. Then there was total silence. Biff wondered hysterically if by filling his sumage with his cock, he’d also filled him up with his silence. Experimentally, he withdrew.

Max stayed mute, blue eyes wide and fixed on him, like Biff was his tether to reality, like if he moved or spoke, he would snap free and drift.

Biff sank back inside him and Max’s eyes went glassy.

“Breathe, Trouble.” Biff’s own voice sounded foreign to him, rasping and raw.

Max gasped in.

Biff retreated again, then pushed back into his mate. Mate. Oh no. I can’t, but... Mine. My mate. Slowly, greedy for a perfect moment, he shifted the angle slightly, until Max closed his eyes and moaned, began chasing Biff’s dick with his ass.

There.

Another moan.

It was, without a doubt, Biff’s favorite sound in the universe. So, he moved again just right. More moans and a tiny whimper.

Biff bent Max in half so he could reach the side of his neck with his mouth, so he could suck up five hickeys in the shape of a paw mark on that one patch of skin he’d claimed as his own. All the while, he paced their lovemaking with long, slow strokes. Then, very carefully, as though forming a circle around the hickeys branding Max, Biff bit over the paw-print mark. Not too hard, just exactly enough.

Mate. Mine. Us. This. Always.

Max’s whimpering stopped and without further warning, without a shift in pace, or another noise, his neck muscles corded under Biff’s teeth and he began to climax, endless spurts.

The smell of spunk caused Biff to climax too, thrusting deep into that warm, spasming channel. Max’s ecstasy tore his own orgasm from him before he was ready, so fierce and unexpected he thought he might actually pass out. He was struck by the fantasy that they were forming a chain of cum, his own pushing into and through Max, then out Max’s dick, as if they shared even that. There was no point where he stopped and Max began – they were just one circuit of pleasure.

* * *

Max was drowning in an imaginary lake of champagne, pinpricks of aftershock lapping against him. Only Bryan’s weight, as he collapsed over him, kept Max afloat. Kept him breathing.

Their lovemaking hadn’t been mind-blowing so much as mind-imploding, and Max sank so far into himself, he forgot. Forgot Alec’s criticism, forgot his fear and self-loathing. Forgot to defend against the rush of himself. That in a state of profound release came exposure. With Bryan’s caring mouth stealing away misery.

What snuck in to occupy the void was a better version of himself. The good, confident, whole Maximillian filling the broken one up. For one moment, with this one man, he was the Max That Could Have Been. Squeezed into a new and better form, around a heart shaped like a wolf.

Max flinched away from that. Couldn’t think about it or what it meant. Returned instead to the amazing sex. The act itself was so much safer than the emotions it engendered.

So, the sex is wonderful. Now what?

Bryan lay on him, heavy but not too heavy. Careful werewolf, he was holding much of his weight with his arms. Max wished he wouldn’t. I should like to die smothered in those muscles. Max gloried in the press of Bryan’s skin, a gift of warmth and reverie.

How is this so perfect? Max knew he liked sex, but it was as if Bryan had read a list of his wants beforehand and done every single one of them in a row. Checking the boxes, one kiss at a time.

Max talked during sex because, frankly, everyone should talk during sex. It was the stupidest thing in the world to think a lover didn’t need guidance. But what had just occurred was all magical silences. He supposed he’d taken care to show Bryan everything he could by way of example the night before. Boy is a very good student. Christ on a stick. But how had he known how much I love long, slow thrusting? How did this big, inexperienced sweetheart know that sucking up marks on Max’s neck would set him against the edge, and biting him would drive him over? As a rule, Max wasn’t one for pain. Yet Bryan had layered him with sensation, like a puff pastry, so that his teeth on Max’s flesh became that first flaky bite, scattering pleasure like crumbs all over Max’s body. Leaving them both shaking.

Whoever wrote Max’s preferences had such terrible handwriting, no one before had ever read him correctly. Now this gruff, big-hearted man was the only one who could decipher the text. Who’d bothered to try.

Max pulled himself out of it. Why overthink magic? He began kissing the wide expanse of shoulder available to him. Eventually, he rolled them over, so he was draped over Bryan, so his werewolf could stop worrying about crushing him. So Max could explore in the afterglow of total satiation.

He chased the shifting textures of Bryan’s skin, licking beads of sweat, returning again and again to nuzzle his soft chest hair. When he finally made his way up to his lover’s face, it was to find that Bryan wore a half-smile of amusement.

“What?”

“Found something that shuts you up.”

“A good ass-dicking does wonders.”

“Miracles, even.”

“Oh, stop it.” A pause. Max took a deep breath. “I’ve an idea.”

“Yeah?”

“I think you guys should rent my dad’s house. Well, my house, I guess it is.”

Bryan tensed under him. “You liked my pack more than I thought.”

“Haw haw. It seems silly to leave it empty.”

“You forget? It’s enchanted so no one can go inside.”

“Details, details. I’m sure I can break it. And with a pack of wolves living inside, maybe the mages will leave me alone. You’d be doing me a favor.”

“You want to pit my pack against a bunch of Surges? Okay, you didn’t like them.”

“Honestly? No. First, I intend to figure out what the mages want from the place, and then I’ll give it to them.”

“Sure it’s not valuable or dangerous?”

Max sighed. “If it exists, it’s probably both. But I don’t feel any kind of responsibility. If whatever it is actually facilitated world domination or major political upheaval, my dad would have already used it, so it can’t be that bad. Let the Surges have it. What good does it do me? I’d rather put the house to use.”

Bryan sighed. “I can’t deny it’s appealing. Big and perfectly situated for runs, yet close to the ocean for Marvin. But why, Max? Why rent it to us?”

Because you’ll purge the place, scorch it clean of my memories. “We could work a deal – you guys fix it up, I’ll give you a break on the rent. I remember Kevin talking about construction.”

“Yeah, we could. But you could sell it, or pay to fix it up and rent it for a lot more than we can afford.”

“I don’t need the money, frankly.”

Bryan arched a brow. “Oh, no?”

“Didn’t you realize I was a poor little rich boy? I don’t really need to work, either.”

“So, you trot off to your crappy government job every day why?”

Max shrugged. Because it’s not so crappy. Because I like it. Because my coworkers are the closest thing I have to friends. Because it keeps me in touch with shifters and other sumages. Because it reminds me what I do have and what’s important about it.

Bryan snorted softly. “You offering it to us as a reward for me fucking you?”

“You gonna pay rent that way?”

“Depends. If you fuck me, does that count as a reimbursement?”

“We’ll have to define terms.” Max grinned.

Bryan’s hazel eyes turned grave. “You’re seriously offering?”

“I am. You seriously interested?”

“I’ll have to talk to Alec, but yeah, I am. Plus I hear the next-door neighbor is a hottie.”

“Aw. Muscles. Stop.” Max play-punched him. “The enchantment will have to be broken.”

“Does it let you inside?”

Max blinked, surprised. “You know, I never bothered to try. Never wanted to go back inside. Dad never made special dispensations for me when he was alive – don’t know why he’d do it when he was dead.”

“You wanna give it a go?”

“Not particularly.” Max didn’t need the memories and he did want to see the neglect.

“It’s just a house,” said his werewolf lover.

“You’re only saying that because you grew up in a trailer.”

“Hey, it was a double-wide.”

Max stood. “Come on, then, let’s see.”

“What, now?”

“Yeah. Why not?”

“Naked?”

“I think you should be in wolf form.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. I just have a feeling. You’re better protected from quintessence attack that way, right? And something about wolfie-you there last time seemed to help disperse the enchantment’s defenses.”

Bryan shrugged. “Fine.”

Which was how, about twenty minutes after the best sex of his entire life, Max found himself wearing a bathrobe and accompanied by a wolf, breaking into his own house.

Okay, not really breaking in because the door opened for him and they simply walked inside.

His wolf’s large, hairy body stuck close, pressed against him.

Unconsciously, Max rested his hand on the coarse, furry head.

He could feel it when they walked through the enchantment. It was an oppressive, cold, tingling sensation, like a bubble of carbonated air conditioning. He felt a little queasy. But that was it. His trace lines didn’t flare. It was as if the wolf took them on for him, any possible pain or discomfort. The werewolf wore trace lines with ease, like a mantle of energy. He didn’t seem to suffer under the burden, just became regal and protective. So far as the quintessence was concerned, the wolf was part of Max, and Max was part of the wolf. There was no fracturing of that unity, no burning sensation of wrongness. Max had no idea how he knew, but he understood that his trace lines didn’t flare because they didn’t need to. This was right. This was how it should be.

Together they passed through the enchantment, unmolested.

Inside the house, Bryan the wolf sneezed.

Max wasn’t certain if it was the quintessence or the dust.

The place was thick with neglect, lousy with spiders and beetles and vermin. The air was mote-heavy and the windows grime-covered so that the light crept in half-filtered and dim. It’s been how long since I’ve seen the inside? A decade? More.

Everything was as he’d left it after his father’s funeral. Untouched and encapsulated in time. Not so long ago as to be alien, but still displaced.

His wolf sneezed again.

They walked slowly through the place. Max pretended to give Bryan the grand tour.

“Given the number of pack members and privacy concerns, may I recommend converting the upstairs den and the basement below us into additional bedrooms? That way, every member would have his own room. I always thought this wall here should have much bigger windows, so you could really take advantage of the view, and a wraparound porch for barbecues in the summer. What does Monsieur think?”

Monsieur sneezed a third time and wagged his tail in a slow cautious manner.

Max continued, ignoring the heat of unshed tears in his own eyes. He remembered too much. He remembered the divots on the walls caused by his head or knee. He noticed the tiny stains on the carpet, nearly obscured by dust, that were records of his blood. He winced at the yellow on a couch where he’d vomited after his father hit him too hard in the stomach.

None of these were part of the tour.

Upstairs, Max didn’t open the doors to two of the rooms. “That one is the master bedroom, my dad’s,” he explained, without interest. “And that one was mine.” The lock was still there, thick and elaborate. The one that locked it from the outside. Turning a bedroom into a cell.

Bryan nudged against him, questioning. Tail still.

“No, I don’t think I want to see it again. Thank you.”

A sympathetic whine came from the wolf next to him.

“You know I could never live here, right? You and yours may stay, but our little trysts will continue at my place.”

A bark at that. Which Max took as affirmative.

“And so, nothing of interest. Nothing of power. A few fancy baubles. Some old books. Perhaps that is what the Surges were after. My dad was a noted collector of knowledge. You see why the enchantment confuses me? Why bother?”

It was when they went to leave the house that they realized the enchantment didn’t want to let them back out.

* * *

Biff liked being in wolf form. Once he was there, it was as comfortable as human skin. Slightly warmer with all the fur. A different set of senses, ears and nose much more sensitive, eyes slightly less so. Max still smelled delicious to him, and after their recent activities, he also smelled claimed. Mine. My mate. The man side of him had worried at being mated, but the wolf was pleased. He glowed with it. All joy and contentment, even in this alien space.

Biff wasn’t quite prepared for what enchantments felt like to a wolf. Passing through it had been bad, like whatever it was wanted his mate and was trying to get at him, but the only way to do so was through the wolf. So the wolf had fought it off with his savage abilities, pressed the cold, tingly, grasping fingertips away from both of them as they walked over the threshold.

Max had appeared unaffected, but it made the wolf shiver. It felt like the quintessence didn’t want to be enchanted. It too was trapped. Trapped in a protective energy state when it would rather be back in the gray, back to stasis. Quintessence always preferred to be potential with no fixed purpose. The enchantment felt to the wolf like it was another werewolf stuck mid shift – hurting. He didn’t like it at all.

Then his mate tried to walk out the door and the house wouldn’t let him.

“That’s unexpected.” Max pulled back. The door opened physically but something had stopped him from going through.

The wolf barked and charged, using brute force to leap that unhappy, unpleasant, invisible barrier. At the same time, he pushed outward with his savage abilities, like he was trying to shift, only shift bigger rather than human.

He slammed up against whatever it was and fell backward.

He lay a second, stunned.

“You idiot!” Max was on him, hands carefully touching him, searching out broken bones through the thickness of coarse cream fur. Mate’s touch, loving and worried.

“You okay?”

The wolf chuffed. He was fine. A little dazed, but he had a very hard head in either form. He stumbled onto four paws. Wagged his tail at his mate to provide reassurance.

He thought of changing back to human, assuming he could while inside the enchantment, but he felt safer as a wolf. He’d learned to trust those instincts early on in his adult life.

He leaned against his mate’s leg for comfort and reassurance.

Max reached down and scratched Biff’s head and caressed his ears. Then suddenly, he looked down at him. “I wonder.”

The wolf lolled his tongue out in confusion.

“Let’s try again, only this time together – you stay touching me, like you did before.”

The wolf chuffed his agreement. Together, yes. Mates.

They approached the door again.

This time, the wolf ensured continued contact with his mate, and Max’s hand stayed firm on the top of his head.

Once again, the wolf felt those tingling, questing fingers trying to crawl through him to get at his mate. Like before, he pressed at them, using his savage abilities to push them away. Although, when he thought about it, those abilities didn’t really feel like his savage power. When he used quintessence, it was usually a wild, untamed creature, like his wolf. Savage power was a shifting, restless thing, mottled and secretive, contorted by his form. This power felt heavy, deep and untapped, sure and fixed and ready. Controlled and united.

As he pressed outward, the wolf imagined parting heavy-beaded curtains made of sharp spikes. His own abilities were shy of the endeavor, hidden within his wolf. He was using that other source of quintessence to shove the enchantment away. He was accessing someone else’s abilities. A massive store of quintessence obeyed his command, choppy with disuse, neglected like the house. Waiting like the house.

Max’s mage abilities.

The wolf had no idea how he knew. He just did. It felt like Max. It felt like his mate. Quick and changeable with currents of darkness and need, passionate and resistant, hurt and hurting, hungry and afraid and eager.

The wolf petted it. Stroked it. Cherished it. Used it to push the world aside.

The enchantment parted around them, and they were through it and out.

Biff stayed a wolf. He knew exactly what Max would do if he told him what had happened. Mate. Mage. Magistar.

“Babe,” Biff would say, “I used your mage abilities and they are beautiful. Quintessence is there and it’s waiting for you. I think it’s waiting for me, too. I think it wants both of us. Together.”

Max didn’t want him in that world.

Max didn’t want himself in that world.

Max didn’t want anyone in that world.

Max had run from it forever. As he had run from that sad, abandoned house. As he had run from his father.

If Biff told him any of it, Max would run from him.

* * *

“I hate you all,” said Biff to the pack when he got home from Max’s the next morning. “You suck.”

A chorus of excuses and groans met that statement.

“I was perfectly civil,” objected Marvin.

“And Colin was sweet,” added Kevin, defending his brother, who barely looked up from his classwork.

“Colin is always sweet. But the rest of you were assholes.” Biff was not willing to cut them any slack.

“We were just ourselves!” objected Lovejoy.

“Exactly,” said Biff. He couldn’t stand to even look at his brother. When he dared a brief glance, Alec didn’t seem at all guilty. Which naturally pissed Biff off to no end. “What did you say to him, Alec?”

“Nothing he didn’t need to hear.”

“You’re a douche nozzle.”

“Poetic.”

“Seriously, though, did you have to?”

“Yeah, I did. You’re my brother – I won’t have you crushed by that prick again.”

Biff threw his hands up in the air. “Well, that prick has offered us a place to live. Big barn-like house, in Sausalito, backs up against open space, and an easy walk to the ocean. Good rent so long as we fix it up.”

Silence.

“What?” said Alec.

“Guess we didn’t scare him that much,” said Judd.

“Christ, Biff, how good are you in the sack?” wondered Lovejoy.

“Boy’s got a golden dick?” suggested Kev.

“No, idiot, he just really knows how to use the tool he was given,” said Lovejoy.

“Why, Lovejoy,” – that was Marvin – “you thinking of taking cock for a spin? Joining us on the dark side?”

Lovejoy pretended to consider. “Well, I hear butt sex is awesome.”

“There’s always pegging,” suggested Kevin.

“Oh, I know. Do you?”

Kev was wide-eyed in shock.

“No? Well, let me tell you, there’s a whole world of strap-ons to explore.” Lovejoy grinned. “I recommend it.”

Kevin was blushing now, a rare thing to see. “How did this turn into advice on my love life?”

Biff watched with amused annoyance. “In case anyone cares, I can recommend butt sex.”

“Stop!” That was Alec. “I do not need to know about your proclivities.”

“No? You certainly tried to mess with them yesterday.”

“Look, bro, I’m not having him screw you over.” A pause. “In a bad way, I mean. That guy is wrecked in the head and he’s going to break your huge, squishy heart.”

“Probably,” said Biff, “But that’s my business.”

“Not if the rest of us have to put you back together again,” objected Marvin.

Alec said loudly, “Which is why renting his house is a bad idea.”

The pack looked at one another. They were desperate. As a group, they stared at their Alpha with big, pleading eyes.

Alec sighed and sat down. Slumping. Manifest Destiny returned next week and they had nowhere to go. They’d have to split the pack at this juncture, and no one wanted that.

“Fine,” said Alec at last. “We’ll take a look at the place.”

“Ah,” said Biff, “one little hitch there. It happens to be enchanted.”

* * *

Gladdy looked at Max like he was certifiably crazy. Today, her hair was a dark brown and in a short pixie cut. She wore a vintage pillbox hat, with a navy-and-white sailor dress, and tall gray boots. Max wondered whether she did her hair with wigs or artifice. Kitsune savage mages were supposed to be master illusionists. Still, hair seemed like a waste of quintessence.

“No, really. I kinda liked his pack.”

“Probably because they don’t like you and this is the equivalent of a cat attracted to the one allergic person in the room.”

Max grinned at her. “That works. Especially with the way werewolves hate how sumages smell.”

The kitsune blinked at him.

“They’re cool dudes. They look out for each other. Nice to get some idea of what family should be, you know?”

“Why do you think I’m poly? It’s a way to build family.”

“That you then sleep with?”

“Perks!”

“That’s messed up, woman.”

“You’re one to talk. Sounds to me like you envy your boyfriend’s wolf pack.”

“Maybe a little. I never had anything like that.”

“What, like a fraternity or something? You know werewolves don’t really pick pack. Pack just kinda…happens.”

“Fair point.”

“So, you wanna sleep with your boyfriend’s pack, then?”

“Uh, no. That’s not what I was getting at. I offered to let them rent my place.”

“You have a place?”

“Big old house. I let it go to shit after my dad died. It was his. Figured they could move in and fix it up at the same time. Couple of the pack used to work in construction. They’re having a hard time finding anything big enough for all of them to rent. I think they need to stay together.”

“Your head is strange and warped.”

“It’s not where I live. It’s next door.”

A carefully plucked and shaped eyebrow arched at that.

“Besides, they haven’t moved in yet. There’s a small snag.”

“Aw, romance fading? Sex not as good as it once was?”

“Does your mind ever leave the gutter?”

“Very rarely.”

“No, nothing to do with the sex life, which is amazing, thank you very much. I highly recommend werewolves. You know all those rumors about size, stamina, and dexterity?”

Gladdy looked intrigued. “Yes?”

“All true.”

“Ooooo, all that and a picante prick? Does he have a brother?”

“Yes, actually, he does, but he’s also gay.”

“All the best ones are.”

“Some of the pack are straight. Not sure if they’re poly, though.”

“Let me at ’em – I can turn the best of ’em.”

Max looked at Gladdy thoughtfully. He supposed – objectively – she was super hot, if you were into mini-vagina.

Gladdy pressed on, clearly as fascinated by Max’s drama as she usually was with her own. “So, you were saying, there’s a snag in moving a pack of super-hot spicy-dick-wielding werewolves into your dad’s house? Do explain more, my fine, fucked-up friend. I am all ears.” With which Gladdy gave herself a set of very large fox ears perked in his direction. Now that was definitely quintessence in action.

“Sometimes,” said Max, wondering if the ears were matter or energy, “I think you spend all your time actually trying to be an anime character.”

“Max!”

“Look, the problem is the house.”

“Not livable?”

“That’s one way of putting it.”

“There’s another way?”

“It’s enchanted.”

“Of course it is.” Gladdy didn’t believe him. Max didn’t care.

“And mages keep trying to break into it. Although I think I know how to fix that little problem.” Max suddenly remembered when he was drunk, how Bryan had said he smelled like the hoodie-wearing Surge, when he’d just come from visiting the judge. Same person. Max then hit upon what he thought was a good idea. Dangerous but good. “It’s a dirty job, so…”

“Get a sumage to do it?” Gladdy finished the cliché for him.

“Not in this instance. Although at first, I did think it needed five sumages. Now I’m not so sure. Sorry, Gladdy darling, I gotta go. There’s this old friend of my father’s upstairs pretending to be a judge. I think I need to pay him a visit.”

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN

Judges and Other Issues

Judge Rassolnik was listening to country music on his computer. Really bad country music. Max was delighted – it gave him another reason to dislike the man.

Blue jeans, black fur

Everybody is a-looking at her

Small town, light beer

This wolfpack is huntin’ for deer

“Oh my god,” said Max from the doorway, “is that a country music werewolf?”

The judge looked up at him. “Lexi Blanc is the latest thing. Where you been sleeping, boy? We forgive her for being a bloody wolf.”

With those selfsame werewolves, as it happens. “I’ve thought over our conversation, Rassolnik.” Max decided that an elderly dude who tried to break into his house in a hoodie should not be dignified with the term judge.

“Have you, now?” Rassolnik’s tone was icy with dislike of either Max or his informality. The judge was a smallish, roundish, baldish man. He might once have been good-looking but had forgotten how sometime in his late teens and never bothered to look it up again. His face was all frown and no smile, and his eyes were brown and cold.

“About you wanting to visit the old place? For my dad’s sake.”

“Indeed.”

“You know it’s enchanted, right?”

“Oh, is it?”

“Don’t be coy. You tried to break in. Hope you didn’t get rid of that hoodie – some kinkster half your age is sure to bounce on your cock in titillated excitement just because of how inappropriate it looks on you.”

“No cause to be crass, boy.”

“No? Why not? Seems to me you come skulking around my house. Then when you can’t get in, you pull weight around my job and pretend to play nice with me when we both know you’re after something.”

“You’re strangely brave, aren’t you, for a sumage?”

“You met my father. Can you imagine being raised by that?”

“Poor little boy, was it awfully rough?” There was no sympathy in his tone.

“I could rescind my offer. Play nice, old man.”

Rassolnik gritted his teeth.

Max couldn’t stop himself from taunting. “I can get inside, did you know?”

The judge looked genuinely surprised. “Takes a real complex enchantment to recognize and allow in one man.”

Two men, but you don’t need that information. “Is that so?”

“Didn’t think Darius was capable of that level of complexity.”

“Strongest Surge of his generation, did you forget?”

“Strong doesn’t mean capable of complexity.”

“Now, that is an odd statement, from a Surge.” Max switched tactics. “You tell me what you want, I’ll go inside the house and bring it out to you. Then you tell everyone else who cares that it’s done. Then I can clean out the bloody place, break the enchantment, and move on with my life.”

“You believe that you can break it?”

Max looked at him, grinning. Fucking Surge, always underestimating other mages. “I’m a sumage, I work with sumages, fucking you all up is kinda what we do. Did you forget?”

“Oh. Ah. Of course. So, why not just do that right now?”

“I’d have to organize it. It’d take a coven of sumages. I hate teamwork. And I still wouldn’t know what you’re after inside.”

“You’re so much like your father.”

Max felt an unaccustomed rage burn his ears. “Ah ah ah. What did I say about playing nice?”

“Why the sudden change in attitude, boy? I know I’m not the first to try getting inside – you left that enchantment untouched for a decade. Living in your little hovel.”

“You know an awful lot about me.”

“Your father was the greatest Surge of his generation.” The judge parroted Max’s own words back at him, but it was as if it the sentence hurt his mouth, slicing the judge’s lips as they moved through. “Which makes you our greatest failure. We all had such high expectations. You were meant to be it, the perfect civic mage, the ultimate combination of genes and ability.”

“Yes, so I was told. Ended up a sumage, gay, and unwilling to procreate. Such a disappointment. Daddy dearest might have tried to spawn again, I suppose, but the radiation turned him sterile. It’s a miracle I happened at all.” Max knew his mouth twisted on the irony of that statement.

“Is that why he only had the one kid? I always wondered. Do you think the radiation made you, you know…”

“A big fat homo? I don’t think it works that way, babycakes.”

“No. Made you sumage.”

“You’d probably know more about that than I do.”

The judge shrugged. “The Barker family has always been cagey about its breeding program.”

“What did they want out of it? I always wondered. What was I meant to be? The ultimate warrior? A fucking superhero? There comes a point where it doesn’t matter how much quintessence a Surge controls, all he can do is Surge, and all that Surge can do is blow shit up. What was I meant to be, a quintessence bomb? The nuclear option?”

Rassolnik laughed, a harsh cackle, rusty with disuse. “Darius never told you?”

“No.”

“Get me inside that house and I’ll show you.”

“A bargaining chip? I already told you I’ll get you what you want. I’m done with guarding his secrets.”

“I like to have the upper hand.”

“Of course you do, you’re a Surge.”

“So, we have a deal?”

“Fine. Friday night.”

“Why wait?”

“You want in or not?”

“Friday it is.”

Max turned to stomp out, feeling oddly pleased with himself.

“Mr Barker?”

Max turned back.

“Why now, after ten years?”

“Did you know that I burned my father’s body and scattered his ashes on the ocean? So there would be no ghost.”

Rassolnik winced in sympathetic pain at such a disreputable end for a powerful man, the ultimate insult. It was considered a desecration to any mage’s body, even a sumage, that he not be allowed a chance at being undead. What Max had done was the ultimate fuck you to his father, and no doubt in direct contradiction to his dad’s last wishes. But California was a no-fault state, and inheritance was taken seriously, particularly if there was an enchantment involved. The Barkers were careful, only one heir. So, Max had got the lot despite the fact that, in a way, he had murdered his father’s second chance.

“That’s disgusting,” said the judge.

“I hope you have a good relationship with your children, Rassolnik.” Max gestured with his chin at the framed pictures of the mage and his family scattered about the office.

The man swallowed. “So?”

“So, I was thinking about what I did to prevent his ghost. And I realized, he’s still there. Still haunting me. That stupid house. That dumb enchantment. And I thought, I’m done. I’m done with him. I want him gone. I want you people gone. I want his people gone.”

“Friday.”

“Friday,” agreed Max. “Seven thirty.”

* * *

Biff lounged in the back of the EMT vehicle. He was on ride-along, in case of shifters. It was mind-numbingly dull during the daytime. Shifters were more active at night, and they comprised such a small percentage of the population that Biff’s particular set of savage skills wasn’t needed most of the time. He could help with injured humans, of course, especially if shifter strength was required. Most of the time, however, he hung out in the back of the van and contemplated life.

His phone pinged. Excellent, a distraction.

MaxTooSexyForThisPhone: Come by my place tomorrow.

Biff barked out a laugh. He must have left his phone unlocked and alone with Max at some point. The sumage had changed his contact name.

MaxTooSexyForThisPhone: I’ve got this judge.

Muscles: Not sure I’m ready for a threesome.

MaxTooSexyForThisPhone: Is possessiveness a wolf thing?

Muscles: Maybe. So, this judge? Same one you told me about when drunk, sometimes wears a hoodie?

MaxTooSexyForThisPhone: Yeah. I’m gonna give him whatever it is he’s after and spread the word so they stop bothering me. See if he lets slip how to break the enchantment. Then we can start cleaning out the place.

Muscles: Ambitious Friday night plans.

MaxTooSexyForThisPhone: You’ll be there?

Muscles: With bells on.

MaxTooSexyForThisPhone: Oh yeah, bells where? Actually, I’d prefer fur. If you don’t mind?

Muscles: I get it. You only want me for my tail.

MaxTooSexyForThisPhone: We gotta talk about this bestiality thing. It’s too weird. I demand boundaries.

Muscles: You? Boundaries?

MaxTooSexyForThisPhone: I might have typed that sentence before I thought about it.

Muscles: So you also type faster than you think?

MaxTooSexyForThisPhone: I hate you.

Muscles: I’ll be there at 7.

MaxTooSexyForThisPhone: Forget about the bells, wear a butt plug.

Muscles: In wolf form? Are you crazy? How would that even work?

MaxTooSexyForThisPhone: I’m an idiot, ignore me. I was trying to flirt. I suck.

Muscles: You suck beautifully. Why don’t YOU wear the plug?

MaxTooSexyForThisPhone: Defusing an enchantment while wearing a butt plug? Bit ambitious, even for me.

Muscles: I’m sure that’s someone’s album title.

MaxTooSexyForThisPhone: You’re a dick.

Muscles: It that a challenge?

MaxTooSexyForThisPhone: Uh oh.

Muscles: Tomorrow. Baby.

Biff spent the rest of the day smiling to himself at odd moments and totally freaking out his new coworkers. Happy werewolves were unnerving.

* * *

Friday came both too soon and not soon enough, because Max hadn’t seen Bryan all week, but he also hadn’t seen Judge Rassolnik.

Unfortunately for all concerned, it was the judge he saw first.

“I said seven-thirty. It’s not yet seven.” Max crossed his arms and glared at the portly man in his driveway.

“Thought I’d head over early.” Rassolnik’s car was a large, expensive-looking computer turd – designed by code rather than aesthetics.

“Oh, did you? Well, there are some nice coffee shops in town – why don’t you come back in forty-five minutes?”

The man only stood there, watching Max with a tiny critical smile.

Max absolutely refused to invite Rassolnik inside his apartment for any reason. And he wasn’t going near the enchantment until Bryan got there. He scraped his mind for delaying tactics.

“Couldn’t stay away from my scintillating company? Didn’t know you swung my direction, old man.”

The judge only raised his lip in a sneer. He would not be taunted into action or argument.

Max uncrossed his arms. “Fine. I’ll give you a tour of the grounds, you can tell me how you met the old bastard, or how you met your charming wife, or whatever it is that people talk about when they hate each other and still have to socialize.”

“I don’t hate you, Maximillian.” The man’s smile looked like the grin of a cadaver.

“Could have fooled me. Stay there, I’m gonna put on some boots.” Max gave a desultory glance at his impossibly overgrown yard. “And grab my machete.”

Surprisingly, the man did as he was told. But Max did not miss the air of suppressed impatience.

They toured the yard as slowly as Max could manage. The house, inside its enchanted emptiness, stood toward the front of the property. The rest of the yard was overgrown and wild right up to the collapsing fence – no longer high enough to keep out deer – that backed up against GGNRA and the Marin Headlands. Max supposed he’d have to do something about that once the werewolves moved in. They’d want access to the open space, but would they also want a nice yard? I wonder if werewolves keep out deer? I suppose I could talk to Bryan. Like we’re old married fags. Honey, would you go pee the fence line again? Pretty please? I’m worried about my roses.

Rassolnik walked next to him, a little too close. He chose his words carefully, calculated to interest but not reveal. He mentioned that he’d met Max’s father at university, but nothing more. Max wondered if they took the same quintessence control classes.

“Of course, my heritage is just as noble. Rassolniks, like Barkers, have been Surges since the Saturation.”

“You’re saying that you also come from a long line of asshats?”

“My great-great-grandfather was one of the first.” He let the pride leak out, like pus from a septic wound.

“Yeah, mine too. Well, three greats, I think. Hard to be anything beyond that, I suppose. Before that, mages didn’t exist.”

“Not as they do in modern times. No.”

Max looked at him, eyebrow arched. He was about to make a daring move, open his big mouth. It wasn’t a secret but he wanted to see the man’s face, see if he already knew. “Great-Great-Great-Grandpa Barker was there, you know? He witnessed the Super Saturation.”

No surprise, so Rassolnik knew.

“And he survived,” the judge added.

Max gestured at himself. “Obviously. He wasn’t inside the Sphere. He lived to spawn.”

“Obviously.” Rassolnik’s lip curled as he looked Max up and down.

Max shuddered. It was so long ago, but he still didn’t like to think about it. Very few did. All those deaths. And what was left? A world without. Without the Sphere of Quintessence, without airships, without the thousands who’d been traveling the Sphere the day they accidentally blew the whole thing up.

The judge looked at him, eyes sharp. “Do you regret it?”

“What’s for me to regret? It happened a hundred years ago.”

“I’ve no regrets. It gave me this.” Rassolnik made a swirling motion with his hand.

Max could feel but not quite see the quintessence collecting. His trace lines flared. He prepared to Place, in case the man decided to actually throw it at him. At the same time, he said, with forced flippancy, “Oh yeah, because that does me so much good.”

The judge shook his head and dropped his hand. The quintessence returned to its liminal state, disappeared to wherever it went in between uses. “You’re actually not very much like him, are you?”

Max felt a rush of unprecedented warmth for the man. “That may be the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

Rassolnik looked startled, then smiled like a cadaver once more. “You’ve more of your mother than Darius would have liked. You know rumor was she had kitsune blood?”

“How is that even possible?” Max wondered.

“She was very beautiful. And small.”

“You knew her?”

“I was at their wedding. A powerful alliance.”

“And yielding up such a profound disappointment.”

“Yes. You.”

A growl met that statement.

Unobserved, Max’s werewolf had made his way through the overgrowth. The speckling of the setting sun made him difficult to see, even after hearing him, until he growled again and showed huge white teeth.

“What the hell?” The judge jumped back.

Max couldn’t stifle a swell of pride and affection. Mine. My predator. My protector. My joy.

Max put out a hand, and the wolf padded to him, pressed up against him, warm and comforting. Max loved the silken softness of his ears.

“That your dog? Looks like a big wolf. I’d almost say werewolf, but I know there’re no packs in the Bay Area. One of the draws of moving here, if you ask me. I hate werewolves.”

Max looked fondly down at Bryan. “He’s got wolf in him, probably some Irish wolfhound and a bit of Samoyed. He’s protective. You met him last time you visited. Remember?”

Rassolnik looked like he wanted to throw something at the wolf. “Oh, I remember, nasty piece of work.”

“Only to trespassers. Come on. It’s probably safe to try the enchantment now.”

“Safe? Now? What does that mean?”

Max gave him an enigmatic smile. Sometimes, Bryan was right, silence was best. Let the judge stew a little. Let him think Max knew something important.

The house was as before, enchantment unchanged for all it had let Max and his wolf visit last week. With a cheeky grin, Max put his hand to Bryan’s furry head and simply walked in and through the door. His wolf stuck close, tensed as they crossed the threshold. Woozy tingling overtook Max. He wondered if Bryan felt it too. Max let the wolf’s presence comfort and soothe, as if Max were a confused compass needle and Bryan his true north.

“Well? Come on, then.” Max looked back at the judge, knowing he was being a cheeky asshole.

Rassolnik swallowed and approached. He didn’t even get as a far as the threshold. The enchantment did something to him as he tried to cross the point where the earth became bare.

It was difficult to tell what – an electric shock, an exacerbated version of the tingle-nausea, something else? Whatever it was caused the man to stumble back, swearing.

“You little turd.” He reacted as expected, curling one hand, collecting quintessence and activating it to energy – intending to hurl and to harm.

Max laughed. “You think that will fare any better than last time? Like my father wouldn’t prepare for a Surge attack. That’s all he cared about. That’s all he would prepare for.” He crossed his arms and looked at the judge from his fortified position. “You got any other bright ideas?”

Rassolnik frowned at him. “Have you tried to Place it?”

“No.”

“But you thought about it.”

Max shrugged. “I figure it’d take two Plugs, two Pinchers, and two Placers to take it down. Or maybe just one Placer – after all, Dad is dead.”

“To counterbalance the dispersal. That’s a good idea.”

“Don’t strain something praising a sumage.”

“So, why haven’t you done it?”

“That’s a lot to ask of my coworkers. It hurts, remember.”

“As a savage judge, I could order them to do it.”

“I don’t think DURPS is about to authorize the destruction of an inherited enchantment just because you want inside.”

“So, let me in, then. I’ll get what I came for, tell you what you want to know, and then it won’t be an issue.”

Max looked at Bryan. The wolf shook his head, slowly. He could read Max’s intent and he didn’t think it was a good idea.

Max said, “I am so tired of this being my problem. Of my father coming back to haunt me. I thought I put him to rest permanently.”

The werewolf sighed.

Max wasn’t sure if it would work, but he and Bryan moved back outside the enchantment together. There he shuddered but grabbed Rassolnik by the hand, a fat, cold, meaty thing, and tugged him after. He kept contact through the tingle, his other hand firmly gripping his wolf’s furry ruff.

There was a strange bubbly popping sensation, as if they were pulling a cork from a bottle of champagne, and then all three were inside the enchantment. Max dropped Rassolnik’s hand and quickly backed away.

The nausea clearly had a greater effect on the judge. He folded to his knees just over the threshold and dry-heaved.

“Don’t you dare! I’ll make you clean it up,” threatened Max.

The man managed to keep it down. He sat back on his heels and took a few deep breaths. Standing at last, he glanced around. “It looks exactly the same as when I was last here, when your father was alive.”

Max glared at the stunning opulence of the late ‘80s on display. “I know, hideous, isn’t it? I must speak to my interior decorator.”

The judge didn’t respond. His expression had turned covetous and faintly crazed.

“So,” said Max in a singsong tone, “where is the thing?”

Rassolnik, trancelike, led Max into the study, one of the front rooms, just off the entranceway. It had been Max’s father’s domain, a place that Max saw but only during discipline. Was there a safe I never knew about? That’d be very like dear old Dad.

No. Not that.

The judge was approaching a small marble pedestal in the far corner of the room. Max knew it well – it was partly hidden behind his dad’s favorite wingback chair.

On top of the pedestal was a lead box, and on top of that was an urn with a long-dead plant inside. The judge lifted off the plant. His movements were jerky with purpose, and he no longer tried for avuncular small talk.

Rassolnik pressed the hidden button, and Max watched without surprise as the lead box folded itself away in an eerie articulated manner to reveal a leaded glass display case underneath.

That’s why the plant was there, after all. It’s not as if his father was a profound horticulturalist. The plant was a canary in a coal mine. For inside that case was an innocent-looking circular book that was not at all innocent.

Max frowned and crossed his arms, backing away slowly. “You want my father’s Saturation Codex? But why? That one is irradiated. There are plenty of copies around that won’t make you sick.”

Next to him, the wolf tensed. Bryan’s nostrils flared as if he could smell the radiation. Or perhaps the box leaked some other scent beyond human capacities. Max supposed the codex might reek of quintessence, more coolant than anything else, ever. It was infused with the stuff in an irradiated form, kept outside of liminal, active yet still neither energy nor matter, just toxic.

Max explained for the benefit of his werewolf. “That’s my several-times-great-grandfather’s personal copy. He witnessed Super Saturation. Caught some of the radiation too, as well as gaining a fully activated quintessence ability. He was on the front lines as an observer. The very first Surge Barker. The family was so proud.”

Rassolnik ignored this. The judge was scrabbling at the glass box ineffectually, his hands shaking as he fumbled about the base, trying to figure out how to detach the box and carry the codex away safely. The leaded glass container was bolted to the pedestal, which was in turn fastened to the floor.

Which made Max understand at last what was happening. “You want my ancestor’s notes, the ones in the margins. Did he see something important?”

Rassolnik continued to ignore Max, getting more and more frantic.

“Does this have to do with the Order?” Max wondered.

The judge visibly flinched.

Max’s wolf growled his confusion.

“Secret society,” Max explained, wondering if the judge thought him crazy since he kept explaining things to his dog. “Dad told me about it. Before I failed, of course. The Order was made up of quintessence scientists. My premier ancestor was there to observe the war, and when they bombed the beacon, he noted the consequences.”

Rassolnik said, absently, “He was there to observe the beacon, not the war.”

Max sighed, “You’re never going to get it out like that. You have to break the glass and risk exposure or leave it be. Or come back later with a bulldozer or something, after we start tearing apart the place. Take the whole pedestal then.”

“We?” The judge looked up.

“Oh, did I not tell you? I’m renting this house to a pack of werewolves. Father hated them too, just like you do. And I so love irony. This here is one of them – say hi, honey.”

And with that, he gave Bryan a nudge. His wolf charged.

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Bangs & Whimpers

Biff was following the conversation in a loose kind of way. He was an American werewolf, after all. Before World War I, werewolves had been outlawed in the US – after Super Saturation, they’d been integrated slowly. He’d no heritage or pack history to call upon. None of his pack were Old Ones. Not that he knew of, anyway.

But Biff did know the history of Super Saturation. Everyone did. Of how the world before had existed – quintessence trapped as a Sphere high above, people traveling within it in massive airships. Of how the British had floated mines inside this Sphere of Quintessence, trying to restrict German supplies and stop air travel during the Great War. And how one fateful accident, one exploded beacon, sparked a chain reaction and those mines destroyed the Sphere utterly. A whole world structured around Sphere-bound airships, gone forever. The entire planet had changed in one burning, raging shift. Thousands killed. Everyone traveling within the Sphere that day had died.

And quintessence was set free.

All this went through Biff’s mind as he charged the mage.

Rassolnik’s scream was gratifyingly terrified. Apparently, this man really didn’t like werewolves. Didn’t like them in a “killed my mother in front of me” kind of way. His eyes were wide and made vacant by some horrific memory, and he stank of pine and fear and coolant.

Hackles up, teeth exposed, Biff herded the trembling mage away from the pedestal and Max into the opposite corner of the room. The wolf didn’t want this stinky man near his mate or his mate’s funny round book. Rassolnik tried to flee – the wolf snapped at his heels and growled menacingly, keeping him penned.

The wolf settled into a guarding crouch, coiled and ready, his back to Max but his ears swiveled.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” Max said. Biff heard him shift the wingback chair out of his way. No doubt he was looking down at the small round book under the thick glass.

The judge prepared a Surge, ready to cast it at Max over Biff’s head.

Max must have looked up and noticed because he said, “Really? In here? You’ve no idea how the enchantment will react. Even if it lets you cast, you think I can’t Place that? Don’t be an idiot.”

Movement again, and then his mate’s delicious smell as he crouched down and whispered in Biff’s ear. “Distract him. I’m going to break the glass and take pictures with my phone. Give me five minutes. Then we let him have it.”

The wolf didn’t like this idea at all. His mate would be exposed to radiation. Biff was prepared to savage-heal Max, but he wasn’t sure how well it would work on a sumage. Healing used quintessence, and by his very nature Max dispersed the stuff. I suppose I can run him to the hospital if I must. But too much radiation means death no matter what, even to a werewolf, and Max is a fragile human.

Rassolnik’s eyes nearly popped out of his head at the sight of Max cuddling up to a werewolf. His terror was still freezing him in place, but soon it would drive him from paralysis to desperate action. Biff flashed his teeth and growled again, trying to keep the judge numb with fear a little longer.

Max continued his hasty whispering. “I won’t touch it. There’s a lead page-turner for exactly this reason. Dad used to consult the darn thing regularly. Probably why he died young.”

Biff nudged him. This did not alleviate his concern.

“I’ll be careful.”

With a sigh, the wolf yipped and charged the judge. He reared up for the attack, blotting out the man’s field of vision and then forcing him sideways out the study’s open door and into the entranceway.

Rassolnik stumbled and crashed against a hall table, knocking it over. The glass bowl on top fell and shattered.

Redecorating already, Biff thought. The wolf figured his mate would be pleased. His mate didn’t like this house or its contents.

Rassolnik seemed unable to decide whether to fight or flee. He whirled to face Biff while still backing away from him. “What is a werewolf doing working with a sumage?”

Biff growled and charged again.

Rassolnik let out a high scream, then threw his hands up to protect his face.

The wolf grabbed his forearm. In an insistent toothy grip, he began to part force, part drag the now-kicking and screaming mage down the hall, intent on nothing more than keeping him away from Max.

Several pictures were knocked askew and then slid down the wall, frames cracking and splitting. A large mirror fell and shattered.

Five minutes, my mate said.

Funnily enough, it’s pretty easy to distract a mage for five minutes, if you’re a two-hundred-pound wolf without a care for his surroundings. Destruction raged. Redecoration, the wolf reminded himself.

Rassolnik tried to cast a Surge, but the wolf tightened his teeth around the man’s arm, drawing blood. He made his intent very clear. I will snap off your hand if I have to. Surges had the advantage against werewolves up to a point, and that point was close physical contact.

Another table fell over. They were in the kitchen now. They crashed into a hutch full of china and it fell with a truly tremendous crash. Biff maintained his teeth’s grip on the man’s arm throughout.

Max’s voice rang out just after the hubbub.

“Darling? What are you doing? Stop playing with your food. Come along now, time for us to go.”

Biff let go of the mage and raced back to the study. Max was kneeling precariously on the seat of the wingback chair, leaning over the back and using the lead page turner to flip through the codex. He’d put his phone away but clearly wanted Rassolnik to witness him reading.

Max, you idiot! Now is not the time for you to shove crap in this man’s face.

Rassolnik skittered in then, bleeding and blustering. “I can bring charges, you know, against that monster. Shifters are under my jurisdiction, they’re…”

Max flipped a page of the codex with his lead stick, oh so casually. “You know these notes are gonna give you trouble. They’re in code.”

“Can you read it?” Rassolnik’s attention was refocused and his tone became more combative and less screechy.

Biff couldn’t hold himself in check anymore – he needed to speak to stop his mate, so he shifted form. “Max, don’t—”

Biff was a little surprised. He’d suspected that he might not be able to shift under an enchantment. Since he had, there must be available quintessence around them, which meant Rassolnik could Surge and Max could Place.

Rassolnik spat at naked Biff. “I’ll see you in jail for this. Attacking a judge, molesting a superior human, indecent exposure, fraternization with a sumage.”

Is that even a thing? wondered Biff, even as he charged the man again, intent on stopping him before he could Surge. The judge didn’t seem as scared of him in human form – he started to pull quintessence. Fortunately, Biff was a great deal physically stronger and faster than the judge. He whipped around the man, wrapping one arm across his neck from behind to limit his breathing and using the other to lock Rassolnik’s arms behind his back.

Max glanced at them briefly, then continued flippantly, apparently determined to dig his own grave. “Is that really necessary?”

“Unless you feel like Placing while you read. If I can shift here, there’s enough for him to cast.”

Max frowned. “Behave, Rassolnik.”

The judge sputtered under Biff’s stranglehold but stopped attempting to Surge.

Max answered the question Rassolnik had asked before Biff shifted. “I learned to read family code before I learned English or Japanese.”

Biff was impressed enough to say, “You read Japanese?”

“Let go of me, you disgusting creature,” wheezed Rassolnik, kicking at Biff’s shins.

Max smiled. “And German. I’m a regular old Rosetta Stone, darling.”

Biff figured they were in for it now. I’m probably going to have to kill this judge, and I do hate killing people. It’s so messy. Might as well try to find out what’s going on, though. “So, why does he want it?” He squeezed tighter and lifted Rassolnik off the floor, shaking him slightly in punctuation.

Max frowned, clearly frustrated, and flipped another page. “I don’t know. Like I said, old Grampity Gramps was at Saturation, with the Order, as a neutral observer or some such crap. It’s possible he predicted the beacon explosion.”

Max continued reading, frowning. “Oh, shit.”

“What?” Inside Biff’s arms, Rassolnik collapsed with a groan. Either from lack of air or from realization that Max had figured it out.

“Forgive us the sins of our forefathers.” Max looked up from the codex and stared at the judge. His blue eyes were full of rage. “The Order knew.”

Biff shifted his grip on the judge, preparing to leap for his mate and protect him if necessary. “Knew what, baby?”

“They knew the beacon would set off the mines. They knew the destruction of the Sphere was likely. This notation here?” Max tapped the codex with his page-turner. “It’s like he was excited about it.”

Biff felt his breath shorten and his skin go clammy.

“He wanted it.” Max turned shocked eyes to his werewolf. “They all did.”

Biff tugged his own gaze away to stare at the judge’s face so close to his own. He was near purple from constricted breathing but his gaze was fierce and defiant.

Max said, “This codex isn’t a thing you want to use, it’s a thing you want to hide.”

* * *

Max felt sick, the bile rising, queasier then he had been while passing through the enchantment. For one hysterical moment, he thought he might vomit, right on the couch, in the same spot as when he was ten and his father kicked him in the stomach.

“Let him go, Bryan.”

Bryan lifted his eyebrows.

“I can Place whatever he throws, but I think he’s done for now.”

His werewolf didn’t look pleased but did as requested. Instantly moving across the room so he was close to Max, within touching distance. Yes. Max agreed with that. That felt right.

Rassolnik coughed a few times and stood up, shaking and furious and glaring at Bryan. But he did not move his hands to call quintessence into a Surge.

Max glared at him. “I come from a long and glorious line of right bastards, but this really takes it, doesn’t it?” He turned to Bryan. Wanting something. Absolution. Or perhaps condemnation.

His werewolf was all sympathy.

How dare he not be horrified? How does a man escape a family sin like this? I guess it’s good I won’t have children, because I dare not pass on this level of douchebaggery.

“Do you know what he did? My illustrious ancestor and his little Order buddies? The first ones? Those first civic mages?”

The werewolf shook his head. Bryan’s hazel eyes were fixed on Max’s face. As if they might hold Max secure, hold him tethered to a spinning rock.

A rock that had once had a Sphere of Quintessence.

A Sphere that had been blown open by stupid men with too many weapons. That destroyed airships and scorched humanity the world over. That released quintessence onto the world and changed the fabric of life.

“Do you know what they did?”

The judge said, “Don’t.”

Bryan spoke, softly, anchoring Max with his eyes. “What did they do, baby?”

“Nothing. Nothing at all. They wanted it. They let it happen. They encouraged it. All those people died, for this!” Max made a disgusted, shaky gesture at himself. Trying to encompass it all, the breeding program, and the fucked-up power, and the pain of his trace lines, and the misery of his existence.

Max jerked free of his reliance on Bryan’s kind eyes and turned on Rassolnik. “And you call werewolves monsters. My greatest grandfather whatever-the-fuck sat back and watched the world burn, for personal gain. Is there anything more disgusting? How many families were involved in the Order? Yours too, I take it? A dozen others, perhaps? And this is what you want out of my father’s house? You want this to die with history? That our ancestors allowed mass murder?”

“Yes, we want it to die. And now you have to die too. You couldn’t have just let me have the codex? You had to read it.”

Max narrowed his eyes at the man. Rassolnik might be a Surge, but Max had a werewolf on his side, and somehow that seemed enough.

Bryan’s eyes were shimmering into yellow and his teeth had elongated, as if he wanted to shift back to wolf form. That too felt right. Max jumped off the chair and moved to him, rested a hand on his lover’s arm, nodded his head. Bryan shifted forms under his touch. First, savage particles coalesced about his werewolf as invisible tingles of quintessence – to Max these felt irregular and wild, but not hostile. His tracers didn’t spark. It was almost…nice, like bathing in soda. Second, Bryan’s flesh went weirdly liquid under Max’s hand, not wet, just liquid. And then his fingers were resting on the furry shoulder of a mottled cream-colored wolf.

Max kept talking – he hadn’t yet got everything he needed out of the judge yet. “You promised me you’d show me what my father was after. Why he made me.”

“I don’t need to show you anything. I can tell you. Fourth mage type, of course. Isn’t that what we’re all after? Magistar. Full control of quintessence. Everyone’s dream. I’ve four children and every one of them a civic mage – one is even a Surge. But no Magistar. At least I didn’t breed any duds.”

“I figured as much. You really think that’s how Magistars are made, by breeding Surges? Like some weird kind of civic super mage?” Max threaded his fingers deeper into thick, coarse fur. Didn’t care how much he loved it. Hated how much he needed it.

“You have a better idea?”

“Study a Magistar? Oh wait, you can’t. They won’t let you near and they don’t need to play nice, do they? Must drive you nuts, that.”

Rassolnik’s face flushed with rage and he hurled a Surge at Max. It was quickly formed and vibrated with energy. Max braced himself to burn, but it just snuffed out against him with a loud crack. There was no pain, not even the slight tingling of inactive quintessence. It was almost like he’d absorbed it into himself harmlessly. It didn’t feel like he’d made a shield. Not that Max would know that feeling, but his father had described the cast to him. And he certainly hadn’t Placed it.

Beneath his hand, the wolf shuddered once, as though Bryan felt it. But he didn’t stumble or fall or howl in pain as an unprotected werewolf might when hit by a Surge.

Weird. “How often can you cast, Rassolnik? Because I’m a Placer and it may hurt, but I can disPlace every single one.” There was no point in revealing the curious goings-on of his abilities. It’s probably the enchantment messing with me.

The judge practically panted in anger. Surges rarely had their will thwarted when power was in play. “You useless piece of sewage. Your daddy should have put you down like a dog the moment he realized what you were.”

Rassolnik cast again. This time, he shifted quintessence into matter. A hail of glass shards flew at Max and Bryan. Max reached to Place them, to turn them to some other form of quintessence before they could slice him and his wolf into ribbons.

But once again, he didn’t need to. An invisible barrier formed around them both, similar to the enchanted barrier around the house. The glass fractured against it into powder and evaporated with a whomp, back to static quintessence.

Too weird.

The judge was staring at them, goggle-eyed. “How? I’ve never seen a Placer work like that before.”

“That’s because—” Max started to say it even as he came to the realization of his new reality. He snapped his mouth shut. If he said it, it’d be out there. Truth unwanted. No way to take it back.

He also knew Bryan had likely guessed already. Had held his tongue, because that’s what he was best at.

Max succumbed to the horror of it all at once. He stumbled under the certainty that in growing up and breaking free, becoming as much of a disappointment as he could, he’d somehow turned into exactly what everyone wanted. His own nightmare.

Max turned and fled from the room without further comment.

The wolf stuck close to his side, as if they were one unit. Bryan was there to touch as they crossed the enchantment, back out into the yard. Quick tingles and a little nausea. Easier than it should be for anyone, let alone a sumage and a werewolf. Except we aren’t either anymore. Or we’re both and yet more. Or less.

“Wait!” yelled the judge from where he had stopped at the threshold, the invisible barrier trapping him inside. “You can’t just leave me here!”

Max turned. “Why not? You’re getting what you want. The codex is in there, with you.”

“But how do I get out?”

“Ah, so you know the enchantment works both ways?”

“Of course I do! I was the second Surge involved in its formation!”

“Were you, now?”

Next to him, Bryan shifted back to human form, the brief moment of pain on his face quickly hidden. Max adored how unselfconscious he was about his nudity. But then again, if you look like that naked, why not flaunt it?

“I could kill him for you,” suggested the werewolf casually.

“Aw, now, honey, I know that’s not your style. You’re not a murderer.”

“Tell that to the deer I ate last night.”

“Really? Raw? Yech.”

“So says the man who scarfed down carpaccio on our last date.”

“Point taken. Still, no killing judges, baby.”

Bryan grinned and crossed his arms. “Fine. I could get Judd or Kevin to kill him.”

“Aw, you say the nicest things.” Max was wondering what to do at this juncture.

“Pack’s here for ya.”

“I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

“Takeout?” Bryan played happily along.

“Thai or Vietnamese?”

“Ooo, I could murder a bánh mì.”

“Right, murder sandwiches first, murder judges later.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Bryan grabbed Max’s hand in what was likely a show of solidarity, but which felt like a disgustingly romantic gesture, and a noose around Max’s neck.

* * *

There was something wrong with his mate.

Well, something more than normally wrong.

They’d left the judge to stew, trapped inside the enchantment with an irradiated codex. Since his Surge powers still worked, no doubt he would simply destroy the thing. Presuming that didn’t release more radiation. Either way, staying alive was now his problem.

“I suppose we’ll have to get a Geiger counter in there before we can move in.” Biff tried to keep the mood light as they ate their sandwiches. Funny how light now included conversations about Geiger counters. How’d my relationship get so complicated so quickly?

“Bet that’s not standard in rental agreements,” Max quipped back readily enough.

At least he’s not gone quiet.

Nevertheless, it was clear his lover was thinking unpleasant thoughts.

Biff cleaned up the mess from their sandwiches and washed his hands. Max remained seated on the tiny couch, brow furrowed.

“You’re thinking so hard, it hurts my head.” Biff put the kettle on a burner and came back to sit.

“What happened in there, Muscles?”

“You dragged me inside this enchantment, with a judge, and a codex, and…”

“No, you dope, I followed that part. I mean what happened with us, and quintessence, and those Surges he cast at us? I certainly didn’t Place those hits. It was something totally different. It felt easy and comfortable.”

Biff bit his lip. He didn’t want to say what he believed. He was terrified of Max’s reaction.

Max glared. “Of course. You clam up.”

Biff lied. He didn’t want to, but he did. “Maybe it’s something about my savage healing and your latent mage abilities. They seem to jibe.”

“Jibe? Jibe! What the fuck, Bryan, like they’re partying down together? You saying they like each other? What kind of magic-woo bullshit are you spouting?”

“You got a better explanation?” Oh please, don’t figure it out. Oh please, give me a little more time with you.

Max winced and Biff pretended not to notice.

“No. But I got a feeling there’s some internet research in my future.”

Biff made his voice nice and plaintive. “Could we have sex first?”

“Oh thank god. Sometimes he has a good idea.”

* * *

Max could tell Bryan was intentionally distracting him with sex. But he knew his werewolf well enough now to realize that he did it because he thought Max would be hurt, or sad, or disappointed. Max was all three. But he also wanted to be distracted. Anything not to think about the future. So, he followed his man’s wishes and jumped his bones instead.

Although that’s a bit of a lie. It wasn’t exactly bone-jumping. He made Bryan lie, still as he could, naked and whimpering under his touch. He pressed him softly into the mattress, face down, Bryan burying his head in the pillows. Max explored all those glorious muscles with his lips and his hands. He trailed slicked fingertips down and inside, slow and gentle. He opened Bryan up with careful hope, the last he had to give. He slid up, against, and in, keeping everything smooth and sure and…final.

Neither of them spoke. Because both of them knew that what Max refused to accept would drive them apart. So, Max drove instead into his lover, his werewolf, his familiar, in an effort to deny, for a little longer, that he was exactly what his father had made him. Max would rather be lonely than powerful. Max would rather be sumage than Magistar.

So, he fucked Bryan with secret gentleness, no fire, only silk. He leaned to the side on one arm and one leg, not even allowing Bryan the glory of his full weight. Instead, he kept Bryan pinned with movement, rolls and undulations, long deep strokes that wrung him out, perfect and transient. They floated together. Until Bryan’s breath hitched on a cry and he shuddered. Max dropped a soft kiss to one shoulder blade, like a benediction, and crested too. Anointing his lover with sex, and then semen, and then absence.

Max rolled to his back, lying sticky and satisfied, next to his werewolf but not touching him. Afraid he might split open at the slightest contact, fruit ripe and rotting, too much for his skin to contain.

An urgent series of texts on Bryan’s phone came as a welcome distraction.

Bryan shifted and stood, unsteady, to search the pile of clothing he’d left on the doorstep. He stared at the screen, face blank. Then he shut his eyes, nodded to himself.

“I have to go. Pack needs me.”

Max was silent. He could not bear to meet his werewolf’s kind hazel eyes. They would be too full of understanding. Bryan would accept even Max’s rejection, because that too was in his nature.

After he’d gone, Max lay for a long time. He lay staring up at the ceiling and thinking about all the choices he had not made that led him here. Thinking about what he might have done differently were he some other, stronger, happier man. Wondering whether free will was as much a fantasy as love with a werewolf. But he was himself, and so he must Place even this future away, dissipate it into nothingness. Because of his past.

* * *

Biff was grateful, for the first time since they started dating, to leave Max behind. He was less grateful for leaving him in silence. For once, all the things he’d not said weighed him down. Although, to be fair, the things Max hadn’t said were worse. For all Max’s loving touches and tender need, the quiet had burdened them both. Each of them knew, or guessed, and neither understood except that everything was different now, and Max refused to accept change not of his own making.

Biff waited for his motorcycle to warm up and glanced back down at the string of distressed texts from his brother.

Manifest Destiny had returned to town.

He pocketed his phone, mounted his bike, and split the Friday-night traffic back into the city.

By the time he pulled up, the rest of the pack was already there.

Biff climbed up the stairs to the front door without much interest, most of him still buzzing with the absence of Max. He felt spaced-out, floating and lost.

He opened the door to find his pack assembled in a stilted state of awkward shock. The apartment that had been their home for a month now felt different. They had been, if not comfortable, at least familiar (ironic use of that word) with the space. Now it was entirely not theirs, some other creature’s den.

“Oh, good. Biff, this is our hostess, Manifest Destiny.” Alec’s eyes were warm and grateful but his tone was cautious, and he smelled stressed.

Biff approached with the intent of being charming. He was good at conveying welcome without words. One of his Beta skills. But then he caught a whiff of the drag queen in question and his mouth fell open and stayed that way.

Manifest Destiny smelled like something old and wild – an ancient artifact of immense power. She was also the most beautiful thing Biff had ever seen. Slender, leggy, probably about five feet tall but wearing impressive platform pumps. She had on opaque nylons, a leather schoolgirl skirt, a dark turtleneck top, and expensive-looking silver jewelry. Her long black hair was caught to one side in a messy braid, and her impeccable makeup managed to look both effortless and yet hint at geisha. No one should look so perfect just arriving from the airport.

“Uh, hello.” Biff stumbled over the words. Trying to process. There was something otherworldly about her. He sniffed again and resisted the urge to show his throat. Shifter of some kind? Old One, perhaps?

He made an educated guess based on ethnicity and size. “Madame Kitsune?”

A tinkling laugh – she looked to Alec. “You said he had the best nose of the pack.” She turned back to Biff. He basked under her regard. “Usually, I prefer Mistress, but I don’t think you swing my direction.” She gave Lovejoy a sideways look. The werewolf might be in human form, but his proverbial tongue was hanging out. Biff idly wondered how Lovejoy felt about dominance. Or cock, for that matter. He’d no doubt Manifest Destiny wielded both with wicked skill.

The kitsune evaluated Biff up and down. “Aren’t you handsome?” She sniffed. “And don’t you smell weird?”

“I do?” Biff suppressed an odd spike of shame at disappointing her.

“Very interesting. Candy coolant with a burnt-sugar core. Come with me, Stud Muffin – we must have us a chat.”

Biff fought the urge to immediately follow and gave a desperate look to his pack. They all just stared at him in surprise. Although Lovejoy was glaring.

Alec attempted to mediate while avoiding Alpha confrontation, for there was no doubt Manifest Destiny was an Alpha. “Are you hungry, Ms Destiny? You just arrived back. Should we order food? Pack our belongings? Get out of your hair?”

Manifest Destiny narrowed her eyes at him. “Let me sort this out first.”

“Biff needs sorting?” Alec’s voice went hard. He was still Alpha. He would recognize the kitsune’s power but clearly felt no urge to bow or follow her. He’d been polite because they were in her den; now he was defending his pack mate. Biff fairly glowed with pride.

She snorted. “I’ll be gentle, Alpha. No need to bristle. You just stay here, boys. Biff, is it? Come.”

Alec nodded at him that it was okay, but he didn’t look happy about it.

Lacking any other recourse, Biff followed her obediently back out the front door. He left his helmet behind.

She strolled down the sidewalk as if it were a Paris runway. Then paused and gestured him forward, linking her arm with his. With Biff in his motorcycle leathers and Manifest Destiny looking like she’d come off a fashion shoot, he thought they must make a striking couple. He found this idea oddly pleasant, which, given his sexual preferences, was out of character. He thought of Max and his heart hurt.

As soon as they were well out of shifter earshot and assured none of the pack followed, she said, “Your pack knows you’re mated?”

“Strong term, that.”

“Well, fine. Your pack knows you’re a Magistar’s familiar?”

“Ah. Well.”

“Do you know you’re a Magistar’s familiar?”

“I’d recently guessed as much.”

“Not very chatty, are you?” She looked at him out of eyes so dark, they were almost black – fierce, unafraid, immortal eyes.

“It’s a common complaint.” Biff trembled under that look but felt no need to play nice where Max was concerned. What business is it of hers?

“Shall we start this again?”

“If we must.”

“Hello, my name is Manifest Destiny. At least it is in this time and place. Most of my friends call me Mana. I think, as you’re likely to be one half of the most powerful practicing mages in this area, I should like to be your friend, Bryan Frederiksen.”

“Okay.”

The kitsune puffed out a breath. “Oh, for goodness’ sake.”

Bryan was still processing the truth of something he’d only guessed, now stated so boldly. Familiar. So, he said instead, “Nine tails? Old One?”

“Yes and yes. You smelled that, too?”

“No. It’s more that we just lived in your den for a month and never guessed you were shifter, let alone kitsune. That kind of hiding is learned the hard way.”

“Ah. Of course. You post-Saturation babies don’t have it beaten into your blood.”

Biff inclined his head.

“How long have you been a Magistar’s familiar, werewolf?”

Biff frowned. “Can’t quite say. An hour or so, I suppose. Though it might have started sooner.”

Mana seemed to prefer an expression of mild disgust. One that suggested she objected to your face, your fashion choices, and possibly your existence. But for one brief moment her resting bitch face shifted into surprised-gerbil face.

“You’ve no real idea what’s happened, do you?”

Biff shrugged, trying not to look as frightened as he felt. “Nope.”

“Explain.”

“One moment I’m dating this sumage.”

“Placer?”

“Yep. Next moment, I’m all wrapped up in Surges, and enchantments, and shifting both easily.”

“When you’re touching and in wolf form.”

“What?”

“Everything works perfectly with quintessence, so long as your wolf and your mage are physically touching.”

“Ah.”

Mana puffed out her cheeks. “You two need field training. I must make some calls.”

“Uh.”

“Spit it out, Motor Mouth.”

“I’m not sure he’ll see me again.”

“What?”

“He’d rather die than be a Magistar.”

“What? Why?”

“Because it’s what everyone wanted him to be.”

Mana looked at him out of that impossibly beautiful face. “That’s because it’s what everyone wants to be!”

“Not in this instance.”

“Look, Beta, this is not exactly my idea of a stellar homecoming. I mean, a pack of hot men in my house is one thing—”

“I should tell you that our new housing has fallen through too, because of this.”

“That’s not important. What’s important is that the last thing I want to deal with right now is a reluctant Magistar. A new Magistar can’t be left untended. So, here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to go after this sumage of yours. Right now.”

“All of us?”

“Yes. All. I’ve a feeling we’re going to need an entire pack.”

“I should warn you, there’s an enchanted house, irradiated codex, and pissed-off Surge-level judge there as well.”

“Boy. When you don’t talk, you really don’t talk.”

“You got leathers?”

“For every occasion. Do I look like an amateur?”

“There’s a fender bender that direction – we’d better take the bikes.”

“I’ve my own crotch rocket, but I didn’t hook her to the trickle charger, so I’ll have to bitch.”

Biff gave her a look. “I’m sure Lovejoy would love that.”

Her militant expression softened slightly. “He is a pretty one.”

“And available.”

No reaction, but she turned them back toward the apartment and picked up the pace. “Trying to distract me, Beta? You’ve no intention of explaining the judge or the codex or the enchantment or the Magistar, do you?”

Biff gave her a contemplative look. “Doesn’t nine tails mean wisdom?”

“But not omniscience.” She whipped out a small burner phone. “Now shut up, you – I’ve a favor to call in.”

Biff was grateful someone had finally told him to do something he was actually really good at.

 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

Deus Ex Drag Queen

There was something about Manifest Destiny that encouraged even Alec, who didn’t like to follow anyone, to follow her. Biff supposed it was charisma. Or age. Or beauty. Or the deadly combination of all three. Of course, Alec kicked up a fuss and griped about it. Alpha wolves didn’t take to being ordered around by foxes, no matter how many tails.

Thus it was that, in a remarkably short space of time, half a pack of werewolves was suited up and riding into Friday traffic. Only half, because Alec refused to let Marvin come into unknown danger, Judd had to get to work, and Colin had some sort of frat party to attend.

“Young people need to get down with their bad selves,” said Alec, looking at their youngest pack member with approval.

Colin rolled his eyes at his Alpha. “What are you, eighty?”

Kevin came to Sausalito – since Alec was going into danger, one of the enforcers must accompany him. Tank came out of curiosity. And Lovejoy already would do pretty much anything Manifest Destiny wanted.

Biff wished he were anywhere but headed back to Max. The timing was crap. It was too soon for Max to have accepted anything – that’s assuming he ever would. Throwing a bossy kitsune drag queen at him wasn’t going to improve matters.

Frankly, Biff wasn’t ready either for the inevitable confrontation. He was still feeling odd and floaty, a sensation he couldn’t shake since their farewell lovemaking earlier. He supposed it was likely a mix of pheromones and shock.

During the half-hour ride through the city, back over the bridge, and down the cliff edge, Biff’s brain hummed with This is wrong, this is wrong, thisiswrong, thisiswrongthisiswrong!

But it still happened.

If Max was surprised to find Biff on his doorstep a mere hour and a half after he left it, he didn’t show it. He barely flinched at the addition of pack and beautiful Asian woman. Biff guessed that Max was also still floating. His blue eyes were glazed and red-rimmed.

This is us ending. What is it they say? Not with a bang but with a whimper. Well, we did both. Banging and whimpering. Overachievers.

Biff turned away from Max to meet his brother’s sympathetic gaze. “This is not a good idea, Alpha.” Help me.

Mana weaved through the werewolves and shoved Biff out of the way (okay, he moved aside) to glare at Max.

“We must talk.”

Max looked at Biff, eyebrow quirked.

Biff said, “Maximillian Barker, this is Manifest Destiny. She wants to tell us something important.”

“Come again?”

Mana looked down her nose at him. “Only if you ask nicely.”

Max clocked her then. Perhaps there was too much catty gay boy in the tone. Biff could see realization register on his lover’s face. And then be dismissed as unimportant.

Mana didn’t like that: being known or being ignored.

Max said to Biff, “I already got a pissed-off judge I don’t know what to do with, and you bring me a tetchy drag queen?”

“Drag queen might know what to do with the judge.” Biff kept his tone light.

“Welcome to San Fran-fucking-cisco.” Max pushed the door wide, inviting them all in.

His place smelled strongly of sex, but the pack was too cowed and confused to embarrass Biff with a running commentary on his prowess.

Between them, Alec, Tank, Lovejoy, and Kevin took up the whole apartment. In an effort to be somewhat accommodating, Tank crammed himself into the tiny kitchenette and started making tea. Something to cope with the tension, Biff supposed.

“Are all werewolves freaky about tea?” Max wondered.

“Biff started it.” Kev went to sit on the bed, wrinkled his nose at it, and then leaned against the bedside table instead.

Mana sat on the tiny couch, pulling Biff to sit next to her, and stared pointedly at the chair opposite until Max sat there.

Lovejoy, who had no shame, sat on the couch arm, and Alec, looking highly uncomfortable, stayed at the door, stiff and unsure, his helmet still half on the top of his head, like some weird version of a guard at Buckingham Palace.

* * *

Max tried not to look at Bryan, but his gaze kept getting dragged back to him. His werewolf looked odd – spacey and withdrawn. He doesn’t want to be here any more than I want him here. This is against his will. Alec is making him. Or she is. What kind of power does she have?

Alec spoke from the doorway. “Manifest Destiny here is our hostess. Or has been, in absentia. And she’s a kitsune.” The Alpha werewolf’s eyes, so much like Bryan’s, kept turning to his brother in worry and confusion. As though Bryan could somehow explain everything.

“An Old One. Nine tails.” Bryan added information without looking at Max. His voice, always soft and growly, was almost nonexistent. Yet Max felt it shiver over his skin, the pain in that low whisper spiking through him as if on trace lines.

Alec continued, “She wanted to see you and Biff immediately because… Actually, I’ve no idea why.”

The redheaded enforcer added, “None of us know what’s going on.”

Manifest Destiny gave a long sigh.

Max didn’t like her. Too old. Too cocky. Too precise. Her beauty was weaponized.

Everyone looked at the drag queen hopefully. Except Max, who pretty much dreaded whatever it was she was about to say.

I don’t want it voiced. Speaking it makes it real.

“Did you know you’d mated the Beta here?”

That was not, exactly, what he expected. “Is this a shotgun wedding?”

Bryan winced.

“Oh, I get it,” said Manifest Destiny. “You’re a jerk.”

“Sweetheart, you thought you were the only queen bitch in the Bay Area?” Max was having none of that. He didn’t care how old she was, no one out-sassed him in his own home.

She rolled her eyes. “We got us a little problem, Sparky. Your boy here stinks of you, in a good way. There’s only one time a shifter smells good bathed in a mage’s quintessence. I know, ’cause I’ve sniffed it before. Not often, but I have.”

Max winced and said it before she could. He wasn’t going to let her have the advantage. “When he’s a familiar.” My big mouth.

The werewolves all gasped.

Bryan hung his head, as if somehow he were at fault.

God no, baby, it’s me! It’s all my doing. Or my family’s. I’m so sorry. How many more lives will they destroy? Don’t you see that’s why I can’t do this? The very idea of the damage my heritage could do…through me.

“Give the boy a prize.” Manifest Destiny sounded smug.

“What?” Alec was not pleased. He whipped the helmet off his head and looked like he wanted to throw it at Max. “You made my Beta – my brother – your pet?”

Bryan leapt instantly to Max’s defense. “It’s not like that, you moron.”

Max wished he wouldn’t. He deserved the condemnation.

Alec went fierce. “Oh, no? What’s it like, then, Bryan? Why don’t you explain, to your pack, because I sure don’t have any idea what’s going on. Isn’t he a sumage?”

“No.” That was the drag queen again. Her voice was calm. “He’s a Magistar.”

Max visibly flinched. “No. I’m not.”

“Oh, yes, you are.”

“Magistars require familiars to function.”

“Exactly, and Bryan here—”

“No.” Max interrupted her. “I don’t have to accept it. And I can do that by not accepting him. We stay apart, then nothing works, and nothing happens.”

Alec was vibrating with anger. “You’re rejecting my brother? Again?”

Bryan’s big, open face was carefully blank. “Alpha. Stop. I thought you were offended by the idea that I’m his familiar. Now you want it?”

Max ached for him.

“Actually, I thought he was your boyfriend.” The Alpha turned to glare at Max. “We talked about this. I warned you.” He was almost growling and his canines were showing.

Max felt that frisson of fear that comes out of the monkey brain. Predator. Run. Like the idiot he was, Max shook his head and ignored the teeth. Instead, he tried to make them all understand – but mostly Bryan. “I can’t. We can’t. It’s not possible.”

Manifest Destiny jumped back in. “Why not?”

Max, unsurprising, felt himself go on the defensive. “Like sleeping with your familiar is normal for a Magistar?”

“Actually, it is. How many Magistars do you know?”

“None.”

“So. Familiars are always shifters, carefully guarded secret.”

“It doesn’t matter.” Max knew his tone was desperate, broken. “I can’t be that thing.” I can’t have my relationship colored by my father’s avarice. By my family’s sins. The deaths of all those people haunting me as we fuck. I can’t do that to him and I won’t do it to me.

The drag queen cocked her head. “This is about something more than the relationship. Which I assure you is perfectly natural. Well, supernatural. In fact, in my experience, most Magistar pairings also display same-sex tendencies. Not that there are enough of them for a legitimate sample size.” She tapped her full lips with one perfectly manicured fingernail. “No, you actually don’t want the power. You’d rather be what? A sumage? It’s not exactly a glorious life.”

“I like my life, thank you very much,” Max found himself lying. Well, I liked it when Bryan was in it, for a little while. When he was just my boyfriend. When I wasn’t using him to tame quintessence. Using him. Like a tool. Like. Oh god— His face prickled in horror.

“Did I damage him? When we were casting together? I guess that’s what we were doing. Casting. When I used him as a familiar, did it shorten his lifespan? I know shifters are supposed to live long. Sumages don’t.” Max found himself looking at Bryan. “Oh god, baby, does it hurt? Did I hurt you?” A strange parroting of Bryan’s own text messages from a long time ago. When I rejected him the first time.

Bryan looked like he wanted to cry. He cleared his throat, voice still husky. “I’m fine.”

Manifest Destiny looked back and forth between them. “Familiars aren’t damaged that way. Not that we know of. The first Magistar pairings showed up – when? The 1920s? Those that haven’t died by design are still alive. It’s possible it actually works the other way around. After all, sumages tend to die young. Could be Bryan here loans you some of his extended lifespan. That’s assuming post-Saturation-born werewolves are still long-lived. This is a brave new world. Who knows what any of you young ones are in for? It’s only been a hundred years.”

“Only?”

“Darling, I’m pushing six hundred. You are all mere mayflies to me.”

Max tried to distract her. “Six hundred years? Learn anything?”

“Eyeliner technology has come a long way.”

Max let himself wobble forth a smile. There was no point in explaining his denial. A creature that old would be divorced from human emotion. Her moral compass focused on otherworldly concerns. She would see life in constantly shifting shades of gray, all ethics and mathematics. And, apparently, makeup. Her perception was that Max had been granted power and should use it.

“Magistar power is not a new kind of eyeliner.”

“Certainly not – that would be far more exciting.”

Max tried to frame it so she would understand. “I cannot face what it would make me into.”

“You seem like a decent sort. A bit high-strung and emotional. But nothing that won’t improve with age.”

“You don’t know my family.”

Manifest Destiny laughed at that. “They’re probably Surges. They usually are. And assholes. What does that matter here? Are you like them?”

“Fuck, no.”

“There you have it.”

Max went silent. She would never understand.

Bryan tried to explain. Defending the very man in the process of rejecting him. “He’s afraid he’ll become them. Become his father.”

Max shuddered. Spare me his sympathy. I’d rather he hated me.

Manifest Destiny frowned. “Power doesn’t corrupt, you know. You have to start out rotten.”

“Exactly.”

She understood at last. “You don’t trust yourself.”

Max nodded. Afraid his misery was evident.

She puffed out her cheeks, then stood. “Well, that is a problem. Come with me. I require a demonstration.”

Max wanted to protest. He didn’t need to show them what he could do. Plus, he couldn’t bear to touch Bryan again, not when there were no caresses to follow.

Manifest Destiny anticipated his objection. “I must understand the scope of your abilities to know the solution. We might as well deal with that other problem someone mentioned at the same time. An enchanted judge?”

Max sighed. Manifest Destiny indeed.

* * *

Biff wasn’t sure what made Max acquiesce. He couldn’t possibly smell Mana’s power, nor did he have shifter nature to recognize her Alpha persuasion. So, he must have picked up on something else. A directness of gaze and firmness of step that suggested a lifetime spent conquering. Mana would always come out on top, even against Judge Rassolnik or DURPS. Even against Max.

So, they made their way out to the enchantment. His pack at their back. His friends were looking less confused and more upset. Biff wasn’t sure if that was general overprotection, or the idea that they now, all unwittingly, shared their Beta with a mage.

The kitsune looked the enchantment over. Biff could see she was trying not to be impressed. “This is very prettily done.”

The judge was standing in the doorway, sweating slightly. Biff hoped it wasn’t radiation poisoning.

Rassolnik glared at Mana. “Who’s this bitch?”

“Vixen, please, darling. I know I’m hanging out with a pack of wolves, but really.”

The judge grimaced. “Kitsune? What good is a kitsune? The world is lousy with kitsune these days.”

Everyone ignored Rassolnik and looked at the kitsune in question.

“So,” said Max, “how do we take down the enchantment?”

“Hold on, let me make a call.”

Out came Mana’s burner phone again. “Ayesha? Yes. So, we’ve got a house enchantment, set by a full coven, one dead, beautifully balanced. I’ve a pairing with me, too.” A pause. “Yes? I’ll ask.” She looked at Biff. “Can you two pass through it together?”

Biff nodded.

“They can.” A pause while the woman on the other end of the line chatted away. “Are you sure? That doesn’t sound pleasant.”

Mana looked up again, this time at Max. “She says you should just stand within the enchantment and bleed it off. She says you need to peel it back like layers of an onion, each civic mage’s contribution, one at a time. It may feel funny, she says.”

“Who’s she?” wondered Max.

Mana waved the phone. “Oh, you know, just a Magistar.”

Judge Rassolnik heard that and gasped.

Max gave a little sigh. “We could just go in, pull Rassolnik out, and leave the enchantment as is.”

Mana said, the plea awkward when voiced by an Alpha, “I’d really like to see if you can take it down. If you don’t mind. Ayesha would like to know, too.”

“And if we can’t?”

“She’ll have to get here all that much sooner. You’ll need a lot more work to make you safe.” She looked at Max intently. “Apart or together. Whatever you decide. You still need to be in control. It’s your choice, of course, but…”

Max nodded.

Biff said, trying to put strength into his voice, “It feels weird and tingly to be inside the enchantment. Is there something we can do to avoid that?”

Mana looked at him like he was something smeared on her boot. “Ayesha, the wolf is whining.”

Bryan glared. He’d never discussed with Max whether his trace lines flared under enchantment, but he thought they might, and he wanted to keep him from hurting.

“She says it’s like getting your sea legs, floating quintessence. You’ll adapt or learn to ignore it or barf.”

“Charming,” said Max. At Biff’s confused look, he said, “It makes me feel queasy.”

Mana looked between the two of them. “Well? Go on, boys. Ayesha will stay on the line, just in case.”

“Her advice is invaluable, I’m sure,” quipped Max.

Biff went to him. Skin prickling. Wanting so badly to be close.

Max swallowed and then held out his hand. “Last time?”

Biff said nothing. Then there would be nothing to unsay. Quickly, he stripped and shifted, then he moved to nudge against his mate’s leg. Max wound his hand into the fur on the top of Bryan’s head.

Together, they walked into the enchantment, stopping on the bare patch of earth just in front of the judge.

* * *

Max tried to relax into the tingling. He tried to let it wash over and inside him. He wasn’t quite sure what to do, so he put his faith in the wolf at his side.

He let his senses open, as they did before he Placed some other mage’s cast. This was, after all, someone else’s cast originally, just anchored and set by many.

He began to feel swirls of quintessence around him, activated as energy. They beat against the enchantment, resisting it. They wanted to be static again. They wanted to be free.

Somehow, he felt Bryan there too, a firm, solid presence within the eddies of power. The wolf was pushing them away, making a hole in which they both stood.

“Babe,” said Max, falling into the pet name without intent, “stop pushing it off us. Let me take a better look.”

The wolf whined in disagreement and pawed at the bare earth.

“I’ll be fine.”

He chuffed and then sighed. He stopped resisting.

Max figured that Bryan was using his own shifter abilities, like a savage healing reversed outward, augmented by Max’s own aptitude for quintessence. That’s likely how he built the shield against Rassolnik’s earlier attack, too. It’s instinct. He uses instinct. But Max had training. Long-forgotten, decades-old, civic training to be a Surge, but still training. His father’s voice in his head. Fists beating it into him by rote.

Quintessence is there. It’s all around you, all the time. It’s air and light and sound and scent, but only the possibility of those things. You have to tell it what it should be. You must be firm with it, son.

Without Bryan pushing it away, the enchantment rested on them both, inside and against. So far as it was concerned, they became part of the landscape.

Max ignored the tingling of activated energy and looked at it through his seventh sense. He saw it in his head like a tent of amorphous light, particle and energy at the same time. He examined it. To him it appeared iridescent with threads of five colors mixed across it, like oil on a puddle. The dominant one was gray and it reached down, coiling about the judge in the doorway. That was the Surge cast. Then there were webs of blue and green, which netted the spell down, keeping it from drifting away. Those would be the Sluices. Lastly, there were tiny pinpoints of yellow and orange, which sparked all about the ground, tracing over the barren earth, the Siphon power-couplers. They tied the spell not to Place but to time, an infinite loop of supply in a very small dose, keeping the enchantment alive.

It would be easiest, Max felt, to break those pinpoints. Then the enchantment would simply stop working, although it might take a while to fade away. Or he could cut the threads of Sluice and let it drift up into the air like a large soap bubble. Or he could bleed it dry of the bulk of its power, like the Placer he once had been.

It was no onion to peel layer by layer. He need not dismantle each part – any one component was a weak link.

He chose the Surge because it was the root of his father, to be dug up and destroyed, like a rotten tree stump. Because it was connected to the judge, and Max needed Rassolnik to see its destruction.

Max reached forward with his free arm, understanding for the first time why Surges insisted on making movements with their hands. He’d always thought it affected, like Italians talking. But it helped him concentrate when he motioned with his fingers.

When Max the Sumage Placed a spell, he let it hit him and then shifted it, from matter to energy, from energy to matter. He forced quintessence from one state to another. The enchantment was energy, so he thought to Place it into matter, a bucket of slime to land on Rassolnik’s head. Not that he’d ever had that level of control over the outcome.

But it wasn’t necessary.

This time, Bryan was there. This solid, comforting understanding presence. His familiar. In that moment, Max realized how it worked.

He could pull the energy through his wolf, using him like a conduit. Bryan’s savage abilities, his innate shifter nature, would smooth it, converting it back to static quintessence. It would be like purifying water through limestone.

“Are you ready?” he asked his familiar. “I don’t know if it will hurt.”

The wolf snorted. He might as well have said, “I’m a werewolf. I’m used to pain.”

Max reach out and grabbed with his seventh sense, tugging at the swirling gray that only he could see. The wolf tensed under Max’s hand, ears twitching.

A crack reverberated through the headlands and down the cliffs through the streets of Sausalito to the ocean shore. It was a vast shattering noise, like the biggest cracker in all the world splitting asunder. The earth shook, enough to be thought an earthquake in the papers the next morning, but not so much as to make any native Californian flinch.

The enchantment was gone.

Bryan shifted form and collapsed.

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN

In Which No One Is Coping

Biff thought he would faint.

But he didn’t.

He thought Max might comfort him.

But he didn’t.

He felt alone, abandoned and powerful.

So. This is what it’s like to be a mage. To change the world around you with intent and will.

It was Alec who rushed over to him. His brother’s arms were sure and warm around him. Alec would take care of everything. His Alpha’s scent in his nose soothed and reassured.

Except Biff wanted it to be rum and burnt sugar, caramel and sweet. And it wasn’t. It was woods and sea, laboratory chemicals and warm fresh fur. Biff wanted the arms to be covered in scars, but they weren’t. They were wiry and strong and unblemished. Biff wanted shards of toffee melting inside him. He wanted…

He wanted and he couldn’t have.

He heard, as if from a distance, Mana confronting a very angry judge.

They spoke of radiation. DURPS would come check the house. Judge Rassolnik thought he’d managed to destroy the codex entirely, but best to be sure. I hope Max gets his phone looked at. I hope Max gets himself looked at. They spoke of prosecution. No, Magistars were not in Rassolnik’s jurisdiction. How did Mana know that? She just did. Would he like to speak to Magistar Ayesha? Oh, he knew that name, did he? Seattle’s most powerful mage. No, he would not? Good.

Biff registered that the judge was leaving.

He registered Lovejoy, Tank, and Kevin hovering close to him, near Alec. Concern radiated off all his pack mates.

And he registered Max, standing apart from it all, still turned toward the house. A house that was now nothing more than an old, abandoned home, unloved, unwelcoming, broken. Max stared at it, pensive and motionless.

Max was always moving, his mouth at the very least. It frightened Biff that he stood so still. When he did move, it was only his gaze. Impossible blue glanced over the pack, skinning them, shifting them into something lesser. The look in his lover’s eyes. It was like watching Max rip out his own heart. Even as Biff’s lay flayed before him.

Biff shook off his pack’s concern, stood, and on shaky legs walked to his mate. His only option was words, and he was so bad at those. Here I am, dependent on my weakest weapon when in greatest need.

He said the only thing he could think of that was strong enough to make this stop. To make Max think.

“I love you.” Biff hurled the truth. A dare. A challenge.

“Go away, Bryan.”

“You could choose it. To be with me. To be a Magistar.”

“I can’t do that to you. And I won’t be that person.

“I don’t think either of us has another option.”

“There is always another option. Opt out. I can’t let you sacrifice yourself for me. God, I’m such a melodramatic asshole. It feels like slavery for both of us. I would be bound to expectations and you would be bound to me forever.”

I already am. You’re my mate, for god’s sake, Biff thought, but what he said was, “That’s bullshit, Max.”

* * *

Max shook his head. Of course Bryan wouldn’t make it easy, and here they were, surrounded by spectators. He glared at the pack, hackles up and radiating concern. And Manifest Destiny. The judge, fortunately, was gone.

He turned back to his lover. “Come along, let’s talk in private and get all adult about this.”

“Oh.” Bryan arched an eyebrow. “You experimenting with maturity?”

“Cute.” Max glared at the others. “We’re going inside for a bit. I promise no damage.”

“Except internal.” Bryan’s tone was cutting.

My, but this werewolf of mine can get bitter. Wait, not my wolf. Gotta stop thinking like that.

“Leave the DOOR OPEN,” said Alec, as if they were teenagers. His tone was all Alpha and his glare was all acid. The words rumbled out, hitting too many notes at once, not human.

Bryan straightened and looked different, obedient. So did all the others, like Alec’s order went directly to the pack’s backbone.

I could grow to hate VOICE command.

They made their way to Max’s garage apartment in silence. The place felt, Max thought, shabby.

Bryan left the door open, as ordered. Unashamed and unconcerned by his nudity.

They stood staring at one another. Arm’s length apart, separated by a whole world.

Bryan sighed, shoulders slumped. “I can’t change your mind and I can’t give you faith in yourself.”

Oddly, Max was crushed. What did I expect? Him to want me enough to fight for me? I wouldn’t let him win.

“You’re just going to walk away?” Max felt like he was dry-heaving out the words.

Bryan charged and slammed up against him, two hundred pounds of beefcake and need and tension. His eyes had gone to yellow but not with lust. He held Max on his toes, pressed to the wall. He forced out words through gritted teeth. “I would stay here with you forever. I would be everything to you. Anything you needed. Lover. Mate. Familiar. Husband. Moral compass. Guide. Conduit. What I would be wouldn’t matter. Because I’d have you.”

Max started to cry. Big, fat, uncontrolled tears like a small, scared little boy. He didn’t try to escape Bryan’s hold or his intensity. He’d earned it. “I’m so sorry. I’m not strong enough. I’m not good enough to take power and still be worthy of love. Of you.”

Bryan’s face contorted and he let Max go.

Weak-limbed and weak-hearted, Max collapsed back and tried to stop his stupid harsh crying.

“No, Max. It’s worse. You aren’t whole.”

Max nodded. Gulping.

Bryan turned and swore. He looked like he wanted to punch something.

Instead, he shifted form, right there in Max’s living room. He became once more a huge mottled cream-colored wolf, made beautiful by conviction. Seconds later, he was out the open door and running into the night.

Max wished he had another self to escape into. He slid down the wall. Reached out a hand to touch the place where his wolf had stood. And hated himself.

* * *

The wolf let himself be released. One last time giving Max what he needed at the expense of his own heart. And then he ran. He ran from that decision, although it had not been his to make.

I can change and heal and fight and none of that works for this. None of that helps. My mate with his fractured skin and me with my fractured heart. He’s accustomed to the pain. I’m not sure how I survive this. Not sure I want to.

As much as Max resisted all of it, every part of Magistar and familiar, it had felt right. The wolf loved the idea of being Max’s familiar. But his opinion on the subject had never been asked.

I’ve waited a lifetime to be his. Without him, I’m adrift.

He ran into the evening fog of the headlands. He ran into a future where there was no Max. No mate. He had no idea why he ran. Perhaps his lupine instincts thought if he ran long enough and far enough, he could escape the pain.

He ran until the breath was harsh in his chest and his tongue lolled. He stopped, far out on the edge of a cliff, and stared at the choppy cold of the Pacific Ocean. He imagined Marvin’s people far beneath the waves, blanketed by watery stillness. It seemed a nice, restful place to be.

But he wasn’t Max. He didn’t think it right to cop out on his life, on his responsibilities. So, because he was a good wolf, a good man, and a good Beta, he turned and trotted back toward the city. Toward his pack.

He used the bicycle side of the Golden Gate Bridge to cross into San Francisco, because he wasn’t sure how pedestrians would react to a massive wolf trying to politely work his way back into civilization.

* * *

Max holed up for the entire weekend. He didn’t leave his apartment – in fact, he barely moved from his bed. It smelled of stale sex and wolf and joy.

When Monday came around, he couldn’t face that, either. Besides, his DURPS coworkers would probably smell the change on him anyway. It’s not like he really needed the money. And he couldn’t face the judge.

So he called in sick.

He called in sick on Tuesday, too.

And Wednesday.

Thursday, he got himself out of bed and tried to get dressed. That didn’t work. So he pulled on his running gear. He forced himself out the front door to run the hills for a while. Which made him think of Bryan changing his form in order to escape the mess Max had made of their relationship. Which made him run harder and faster. Like he was trying to catch up to a wolf days gone.

He kept running, out of the town and onto the trails, up the steepest hills he could find. Resenting the down side as too easy. Throat burning and legs pumping. Until he had to stop and throw up. Although there was nothing in his stomach.

At a loss, he turned around and ran back. Shaking. Stumbling. Miserable.

Friday morning, he called in to DURPS and quit his job.

* * *

Biff made it through the week in a kind of zombie state. It allowed him to ignore the worried looks of his pack and their continued stress over their living situation.

Manifest Destiny let them stay but clearly wasn’t pleased about it. With her at home, Alec and Marvin moved to the office so Colin and Kevin had to bunk down with the rest of the pack in the living room. It was simply too crowded. Lovejoy took on mostly night shifts to get out of the way. Colin spent as many evenings as he could at a friend’s frat house. Which worried everyone, as he really needed to be with pack. Tank and Judd occasionally took to open space in wolf form, sleeping outdoors in fur.

Marvin looked less cheerful than normal.

Alec was tense.

Biff didn’t much care about any of it.

Manifest Destiny said she would look into house-sitting options for them. There had to be someone going away who wouldn’t mind a pack in residence. At least she could guarantee that the place would be kept safe. Biff let her do his job, because he wasn’t motivated to do much of anything. He’d started out a pretty silent guy, but now the most anyone could get out of him was a grunt.

Without Max, nothing smelled right, nothing fit easily. The world was lackluster, and the shape that Biff used to fill in it was skewed and malformed.

The pack seemed to understand this and let him be. They determined which grunts meant yes, which meant no, and that silence meant he didn’t care. Mostly, he didn’t care.

The only one to try getting anything out of him at all was Manifest Destiny.

She trapped him in the kitchen Friday afternoon when, miraculously, no one else was around.

She wasn’t in drag. So, not Manifest Destiny, just Mana. And Biff supposed she was a he at the moment. Without makeup, Mana was still stunning, but in an androgynous way, all high cheekbones and perfect full lips. There was something about him that still telegraphed female, though, even without the trappings. Confused, Biff spoke for the first time in days, voice cracking.

“Do you prefer to be thought of as female or male?”

“It has to be one or the other?”

Biff shrugged.

“The young ones have all sorts of pronouns these days. Nonbinary and flexible. One of those might work.”

Biff narrowed his eyes. “But you seem female. You smell female.”

Mana smiled, a full genuine smile. “Yes. Only with a cock. She is fine.”

“Okay.” If Mana didn’t mind, he’d stick with what his brain and nose told him.

Quiet descended and they puttered about the kitchen together in companionable silence. Mana seemed to be dampening her nature somehow, not so abrasive and commanding. Or perhaps that was coming from him, part of this numbness. Either way, Biff didn’t feel the need to get out of her way, avoid her direct notice. It gave him the ability to pry.

“Would you change, if you could?” Biff asked, curiosity breaking his lethargy.

“There is no answer to that. I self-heal, just like you. So, there is only acceptance and the courage in it. I suppose I should be transgender, under modern parlance. But I like drag queen. It suits me. I like the fabric roughness of drag, and the royalty of queen. It’s a nice change to have the luxury of choosing one’s own semantics, if not one’s own situation. Would you change being gay if you could? Being werewolf?”

Biff considered the nature of courage. He shook his head.

“Being a familiar? Being mated?”

He grunted. Was there enough courage for that?

“You’re depressing everyone, Stud Muffin.”

Grunt.

Mana plopped a blender onto the counter and began tossing cut fruit and spinach leaves into it. “So, go be with your mage.”

Grunt the negative.

“So what? We all hate being unwanted.”

Grunt the affirmative.

“I love having conversations with you – they’re so absorbing and intellectual.”

Silence.

Mana added juice, protein powder, and plain yoghurt. She blitzed it for a while.

Biff made himself a fresh cup of tea.

Once the sound stopped, the kitsune poured out a glass and offered it to Biff. Biff shook his head, appalled at the very idea.

“No need for a man drinking pu’erh to make such a face. At least this doesn’t taste like a recently excavated peat-bog creature.” Mana leaned against the counter, sipping her green madness. “Explain him to me, handsome. Your Max. Using words. I know English is an imprecise language, but it’s eaten away at all the others and it’s what we tend to use round these parts. Go on, you can do it. Why would that boy give it all up, including you?”

Biff felt the burden of understanding forcing his lips to open. “Max has daddy issues.”

“You think?”

“His was a real piece of work.”

“So was mine. So, no doubt, was yours, or Alec wouldn’t have had to move his pack across the country.”

Biff inclined his head in acknowledgement.

Mana sighed, looking angry and pensive. Well, she always looked angry, so Biff guessed this was her philosophical face.

“Abuse?” she asked, at last.

Biff grunted affirmative.

“Physical and mental?”

Another yes grunt.

“Because of his sumage state or his sexuality?”

Biff looked down. “Both. So cut him some slack.”

“Look, child. I understand you are recently…not straight. We, the weird and the sideways folk, have always walked the line of rejection. It’s what makes us visionaries. We who are pushed away, to the edge, can see beyond the borders of reality. We frighten the privileged with our possibilities.”

Bryan watched the ancient shifter before him struggle to explain a lesson of several lifetimes. “Like quintessence,” he said, trying to understand.

“Exactly. We exist in a liminal state. Your Max is one of us. One of the lost and ignored.”

Biff gave her a look. You don’t need to tell me. “Yet you grant him so little compassion.”

Mana finished her green drink, looking both guilty and frustrated. “It’s just…” She sighed. “How can he turn away from something that could do so much good? We are never handed power! We have always had to fight for it, tooth and nail, fang and claw. How dare he? How else do we make up for chronic disenfranchisement except to seize those rare gifts when they are offered?”

Biff paused to wonder at this woman trapped for hundreds of years in a man’s body. What kind of life she must have led through the ages. Her Alpha nature under siege by her own identity. Of course, Max’s rejecting Magistar would sit like a stone in her craw.

Biff didn’t want to be put in the position of defending the mate who’d rejected him, but he couldn’t stand for anyone to think so ill of Max. “He’s afraid of turning into his father.”

“Aren’t we all?”

Biff felt a sad small smile creep over his face. “No. You’re probably afraid of turning into your mother.”

“Very cute.”

Biff scrabbled to explain. “He refuses to be what’s expected of him. It’s an attempt at vengeance.”

“For what?”

“His own existence.”

“And what about you, Stud Muffin?” Mana rinsed her empty glass and came to stand next to him, shoulder to shoulder. Well, shoulder to rib, as she was a great deal shorter.

Biff found it easier to talk when she wasn’t staring at him. “No one expected anything of me.”

“Do you seek vengeance for that?”

“No. I only wanted love.” He shrugged. “Almost the same thing.”

The kitsune smiled. He caught it out of the corner of his eye. “Is there a poet hidden in all that gruffness?”

Biff snorted. “Now you’re just being rude.” He paused, inhaling her power and tilting his head to examine the improbable beauty of a woman who couldn’t be. “And you, Mana, what do you want?”

“The impossible.”

“Ah. You want love too, then?”

“Cheeky young fucker, aren’t you?” But she nudged his side in a companionable way, which felt like, if not friendship, at least understanding.

Mana said, by way of explanation, “Did you know, before Super-Saturation, when quintessence was confined to the Sphere, and mages only existed in nascent form, that Victorian scientists called the possibility of power excess soul? Quintessence was different then. Rarer, harder to find, more confined. They called it aether.”

“Your point?”

“It could be argued that a Magistar and his familiar share a soul. If you subscribed to the old ways. That’s what makes it so unusual and so rare. How many mages, do you think, would be willing to share their souls with another? Not exactly part of the personality profile.”

“Well, ours happened by accident.”

“No, I don’t think it did.”

“And he is unwilling.”

“Perhaps that’s the key. He must be made to understand that in rejecting your half of his soul, he is acting just like them. It is in not becoming a Magistar that he is like his father. Because Magistar is something no Surge could ever be. Magistars must share power. That very idea is an anathema to a Surge.”

Biff only grunted. As if Max could be made to do anything, least of all understand.

* * *

Friday afternoon, Gladiola and Ms Trickle visited Max in his lair. This was unexpected on many levels, not the least of which being he’d no idea that either one knew where he lived.

“What?” he said, opening the door a crack. He might have left it closed and sulked, but he was tired of everything, including his own company. He’d barely eaten. He wanted to complain to someone.

And Gladiola held two paper cups.

“I suppose you got this address from my DURPS employee forms? I’m sure that’s illegal.”

The little kitsune wiggled one of the cups at him. “I come bearing stupid coffee drink thingy with too much sugar. You know you want it.”

“What flavor?” asked Max suspiciously.

“Vanilla, of course.”

He opened the door just enough to snatch the latte out of her tiny hand. “Gimme.”

“Well, hello, sunshine!” His former boss pushed the door wide. She was kelpie and very strong – he didn’t bother to protest.

Both women barged in.

“This place is a dump,” pronounced Ms Trickle.

“It’s exactly what I imagined.” Gladiola looked around with fox-bright eyes. “Although it does stink. Stale sex with wolf overtones, old sweat and despondency. Charming.” She began circling the apartment, opening every window as wide as it would go. Then she started stripping the bed.

“I take it he dumped your sorry ass?” Max’s ex-boss ensconced herself on the couch, taking up most of it. She was sipping something that smelled of fish and lawn clippings. Probably clam juice with wheatgrass. There was no accounting for kelpie taste buds – odd things happened when horses went swimming.

Max wrapped himself in a blanket with great dignity and slumped opposite her in the chair, clutching his drink. “No, actually, I dumped him.”

Gladdy paused and glanced over. Her hair was lavender today and she wore a fedora, a purple gingham dress, and big boots. “You’re such an idiot.”

“I know.” Max took bitter slurps of his too-sweet drink. It hit him hard in the teeth and then punched his gut as it went down. It was the first thing he’d put into his body besides water and crackers in days. He set the cup down and glared at it.

“You look like you’ve been dragged ass-backwards through a swamp. I mean, really bad. Do you need a hospital?” Trickle seemed legitimately worried.

“I just haven’t eaten much.”

“You’re an idiot.” Gladiola repeated, finishing with the sheets. “Laundry?”

“Downstairs in the garage, but you don’t need to—”

“Yes, I do. Back in a tick.” She disappeared outside, leaving Max alone with Ms Trickle.

“Why’d you quit, Max?” she asked. “Broken heart I understand. But you could just eat up your sick and vacation days. I’d hold your job for you. You suck at it, of course. But I’ve gotten accustomed to having your sorry ass around. We all have.”

“You know I don’t really need a job, right? Never did.”

“Oh?” She looked around his tiny apartment. It wasn’t bad. Max fancied it was rather tastefully decorated. Modern. Although messy at the moment. It didn’t scream money. It screamed cheap Scandinavian furniture store.

Max shrugged – he needn’t justify his inheritance to this woman. He didn’t owe her anything.

“Max. Explain what happened.”

“Judge Rassolnik didn’t say anything?”

“I don’t even know the man. Except yesterday, the moment I process your resignation, he comes and tracks me down. Hands me a Geiger counter and tells me to check on you in an official capacity, whatever that means.”

Max nodded. “Okay.”

“Max!”

“We had a bit of a go at each other, over at my dad’s house. The big one, back there.” He waved a listless hand. “There might be radiation involved. You probably should check it. For the sake of the neighborhood or whatever.” He pointed to where his phone sat, untouched and uncharged, near the door. “And that.”

“So, your resignation has to do with official DURPS business?”

“Rassolnik thinks so.”

“Are you being forced to cover up for someone? Is this political?”

“Christ, I hope not.”

“Max, you’re a pain in my ass.”

“I know,” said Max.

“A sentiment shared by many, I’m sure.” Gladdy returned to add her opinion.

Max flipped her off.

The kitsune went into his kitchen, clearly intending to cook something. The kitchen was more her size than his.

She rummaged about in the fridge and then levitated herself to look in the cupboards, finally emerging with a can of chicken noodle soup. “I understand this is what humans use for heartbreak.”

“You hang out with a ton of humans – you should know the drill.” Ms Trickle tried to be supportive.

Gladdy looked at her, worried. “But you’re married to one, aren’t you? Will this stuff work?” She wiggled the can of soup.

“On Max? When has Max acted like a normal human?”

“He has the physiology, doesn’t he? Isn’t chicken soup a prescriptive?”

“I thought that was for colds? Or chills? Or chilblains? Or something. Max hasn’t caught any of those things. Except perhaps the something.”

“Shut up, both of you,” said the Max in question.

Gladdy fumbled around, finding a can opener, plopped the soup into a bowl, and then blasted it in the microwave. She clearly had some level of acumen.

She passed the tepid mess to Max with such a look of accomplishment, he could do nothing but attempt to eat a few mouthfuls. It was awful, still partly congealed and metallic-tasting, but his stomach growled and he supposed it was simply too melodramatic to starve himself to death over something entirely his own fault.

The two women sat and watched him eat.

They stayed a bit longer, but Max told them nothing more and insisted he wouldn’t return to his job. Trickle checked his phone with her Geiger counter. Nothing. Then she promised to go through the house as well. Max told her it was unlocked and that he didn’t care. They left him, both still worried.

He couldn’t watch them through the kitchen window. He didn’t want to look at that house one second more than he had to.

Max dumped the rest of the soup and didn’t hear them drive away. He went to bed, although it was just past noon, only to fall into a funny half-lucid state. Floating there, in between, he saw all the trace lines on his body shift and reform into paw prints.

 


CHAPTER TWENTY

Something Familiar This Way Cums

Biff thought of writing Max a letter. Was that too old-fashioned? They’d been apart for over a week. But he was no better with written words than he was with spoken ones. All Biff’s skill was in his touch – the way he curved his arms and the solid reassurance of his body. Without the option of physical affection, he couldn’t communicate properly.

Alec and the other wolves remained pretty clearly upset about this second rejection. As Biff was a core member of the pack, Max’s behavior had morphed into a rejection of them. Their collective hurt. Biff wasn’t sure if he should be honored that they were trying to share his pain, or insulted that they’d made his love life into their suffering.

Then Biff walked in, on an evening close to full moon, when emotions tended to ride high, on an amorphous plot to don fur and terrorize Max.

“We don’t have to hurt him much,” Kev pointed out.

“Just show him our general disappointment.” Judd’s arms were crossed over his massive chest. “With teeth.”

Alec was nodding.

Only Colin and Marvin looked uncomfortable.

“Babe, I don’t think that’s a great idea.” Marvin nibbled at his lower lip.

Colin noticed Biff lurking in the doorway. “Uh, guys?”

“We don’t have to do any real damage,” said Lovejoy.

Biff ambled into the living room. It was a messy chaos of blankets and angry werewolves.

He gave a grunt of inquiry.

Kevin looked guilty. “We aren’t going to kill him or anything serious. Promise.”

“Just a mild maiming,” growled Judd.

“Uh, guys!” That was Colin again, seeing something in Biff’s expression that the others, hyped up with the scent of a possible hunt, chose to ignore.

Without really thinking, Biff took up position in front of the door and began to methodically strip. Once naked, he shifted form and just stood there, four legs braced for impact, teeth bared, growling.

“What is he doing?” Lovejoy asked.

Alec looked like he wanted to cry. “Defending his mate. He won’t let any one of us run tonight if he thinks we might go after Max.”

Tank, who’d been ignoring the whole conversation in favor of a book, looked up in concern. Judd and Kevin were big, and the two of them could take out Biff easy. But it’d be rough and brutal. If pure muscle mass was needed, and gentle insistence required over actual fighting, it’d be Tank’s job. He was kind of like their backup Beta.

“Oh. My. God. He so isn’t worth it!” That was Kevin. The enforcer threw his arms up in exasperation and flopped back onto one of the bed piles. But he didn’t shift and he didn’t show any inclination to try to follow through on his threats. Neither did any of the others.

Judd and Lovejoy began looking less angry and more thoughtful.

The wolf relaxed back onto his haunches. Still in the doorway, still with his teeth bared.

Colin said, “Look, this isn’t helping. You guys need to swear off Max.”

Alec growled. “But he hurt our pack mate.”

“Yeah, but you shouldn’t take that personally, babes.” That was Marvin, who didn’t think like a wolf.

“He hurt my brother!” Alec practically spat it out. “Who’s always looked after me.”

Marvin stood and walked to stand next to Biff. He had just enough self-preservation not to try and touch him, and not to try for the door. Not yet.

Biff tensed.

Marvin turned and leaned against the wall, as if they were on the same side. He glared at his mate. “Darling, this is not about you.”

“I’m trying to be a loyal friend and sibling and Alpha.” Alec looked frustrated and confused and angry. And young. His control was in flux.

Why’s that? wondered the wolf idly. Why isn’t his Beta taking care of him?

“You can’t solve this.” Marvin glared at the pack, his angelic features fierce. “This is for Max and Biff to fix. Or not fix. I might not be a werewolf, but I know something about family. Our role is to be here for Biff, okay? Do what we can as support. He’s looked after us long enough, it’s our turn to look after him. Even if that means doing nothing.”

Judd gave a funny sigh and side-eyed Alec. “None of us know how to be Beta.”

Marvin shook his head and rolled his eyes. “Like any of you are normal in your roles.”

It was Kevin, surprisingly, who crawled toward Biff, belly down. “Okay, we won’t go after him, not for any reason. We promise.”

The wolf looked to Judd. The other enforcer, the other protector of the pack. The big black man met his yellow gaze for a long moment, then nodded a curt agreement and tilted his head back to show his neck.

Colin came over and, shocking everyone, put a tentative hand to Biff’s furry head. Not a caress, just a comfort. “You know I wouldn’t.”

The wolf knew.

Lovejoy shrugged. “Whatever, man, it’s your mess.”

Tank looked back and forth between Biff and Alec, face twisted. “I won’t disobey an order from my Alpha and I can’t avoid VOICE.”

Alec gave a sigh. “Fine. Max is off the hunting list. But that judge is still fair game.”

“Not a good idea,” said Marvin, whose childhood in a merfolk pod had left him sensitive to local politics.

Tank advised, cautiously, “You better leave him with some kind of win, Alpha-mate.”

The merman snorted. “Fine. Bloody werewolves.”

Alec came and knelt next to the wolf, putting long, wiry arms around his brother’s massive furry chest. “I’m sorry, I’ve never been without you before. This week, you’ve been here but absent. Turns out I’m a sucky Alpha without you as Beta. Would you try to come back to us?”

It reminded Biff of those early days, before Alec turned eighteen and took the bite. When Biff was a werewolf and Alec was not. Alec used to hold him, on full moon, when the change was forced and he still cried at the newness of the pain. A skinny, nerdy thirteen-year-old, determined to comfort his big brother. Alec would have already been scared. Knowing that was his future. Knowing he would not survive the bite – until he unexpectedly had. And yet he’d faced up to it every month, to be there, to hold Biff as he writhed.

No wonder he’s Alpha.

Biff relaxed finally, his wolf acknowledging that his mate was safe, at least from his own pack. His Alpha. I have neglected him too.

Sensing this acceptance, the others crowded around, each one touching Biff. Like they were taking a vow over his furry head. Solidarity. Affection. They were there for him, they loved him.

Unfortunately, it wasn’t enough.

I’ll have to learn to let it be enough.

“All right, boys, too much sentiment,” said Alec at last, letting Biff go. “Shall we?”

Biff stayed in wolf form. The others moved away to strip and join him for a run. Except Marvin, of course, who said something about catching the latest episode of Top Shifter Scotland. Marvin was fond of kilts.

Biff didn’t notice that while his brother had promised that the pack would leave Max alone, he hadn’t said anything about avoiding the man himself.

* * *

Max wasn’t sure what made him do it. He supposed it was many things. The constant reoccurring dream of his trace lines becoming paw prints. Wolf prints, all over his body pressing into his flesh as they might be pressed into mud. A general sensation of listlessness, of needing to feel something, even pain. Boredom. Restitution.

So, when he finally left his apartment, it was to visit a tattoo parlor.

Ask and the internet shall provide. He drove farther than he liked to a highly rated one, because he wasn’t a total idiot. It took longer than he thought it would and hurt more. By the time they finished, it was rush hour, and Max was grumpy. So, he took himself off to see a stupid action movie, and when he got home, it was dark and late and Alec Frederiksen was sitting on his front steps, naked, looking sad and fierce.

Max got out of his car slowly, dreading everything about the situation. Although he was grateful for the bandage over his new tattoo. No need to explain that. His visitor could likely smell fresh blood and ink, but he didn’t want Alec to see the reason. Max reached up to touch the sore spot on his neck, a reassurance he was sure would become nervous habit if he weren’t careful. He’d wanted it where Bryan always marked him. Sucking up a pattern, a memory of pleasure for Max to admire when they were apart. He forced his hand down and approached the Alpha.

Alec stood. “Well, I was going to rip into you, but you look worse than he does.”

Max stopped, stared up at the night sky, and willed the man to go away. But he remained there, in the flesh, angry but with eyes like Bryan’s – kind and concerned.

“Biff has us, I suppose. You don’t have anyone.”

Max blinked at him. Couldn’t argue with truth.

Alec scooted over and gestured magnanimously. “Go on, then, let me in.”

Max couldn’t decide whether he was happy or disappointed that Alec apparently wasn’t there to kill him. Keeping his face impassive and his breathing steady, Max marched past the werewolf, up the stairs, and unlocked his door. He waved the Alpha inside with an exaggerated hand. Then went, found a robe, and threw it at him.

Max had left the windows all open despite a cold night and the risk of burglary. Sausalito wasn’t exactly a hotbed of crime, and he’d grown to loathe the smell of his own despair.

Alec made a beeline for the kitchen. There he began to brew a pot of coffee. Max contemplated elevating him to sainthood.

“Well, someone cleaned.”

Max closed the door but stayed standing. It felt safer. “That a criticism?”

The Alpha shrugged. “Might as well start small. I’m going to criticize what you do with your whole life next.”

“Can I have some coffee first?”

Alec puttered about, manning Max’s percolator with dexterity.

Max was impressed. Coffee machines, in his experience, were designed to make delicious smells and appealing bubbly noises, and frustrate you first thing in the morning to the point of murder. Someone else’s quirky coffee machine? That could inspire genocide.

Yet Alec handled Max’s with aplomb. It was both annoying and insightful. Alec is as good with my coffee machine as his brother is with my cock. I shouldn’t go there. Quite apart from being mildly incestuous, I just compared my dick to a percolator. Christ, I’m messed up.

Alec, blessedly ignorant of Max’s inner monologue, eventually ended up with two cups of very black coffee, one of which he drank in apparent pleasure – the other he handed to Max.

Max sipped and flinched. “Have you no taste buds?”

“I work in a lab. That’s one step removed from a hospital. Adding anything to coffee just slows down the process of getting it inside me.”

“Dude, I hope you don’t approach sex the way you approach coffee, or poor Marvin.” Max doctored his with plenty of sugar, milk, and a dash of cinnamon. “Does coffee even work on wolves?”

“No idea. But I like to pretend it does and no one has told me otherwise. The placebo effect is a wonderful thing.”

“Fucking scientists.” Max went and sat on his couch. He didn’t offer the chair to Alec, but the Alpha sat in it anyway.

He stared at Max.

“What?”

“You’re hard to make out.” His eyes were too familiar.

Max forced a grin and willfully misinterpreted. “You’re thinking Indonesian or something? I’m a mix. Japanese, black, Korean, varying shades of European.”

Alec rolled his eyes. “Thank you for thinking I’m a superficial skid, but I was referring to your attitude, not your appearance.”

“I won’t change my mind.”

“I didn’t think you would.”

“So, why are you here?”

“He protected you, you know? We would have come hunting you. I would have come after you. But he wouldn’t let us.”

Max felt as if a trapdoor closed in his throat, cold and hard. He whispered around it. “That sounds like him.”

“He’s miserable without you. Barely says anything.”

“To be fair, he didn’t say much before.”

“Exactly. Not a whole lot to lose. But noticeable.”

Silence while they sipped their coffee. Max worked on opening the trapdoor on sounding normal. On acting normal. Like he could remember what normal was.

Alec cocked his head. “Your eye bags have eye bags. And your clothes are hanging off you.”

Max shrugged.

“Do you know why we moved here? Why I brought the pack across the country.”

“Your boyfriend? The merman?”

“In part. And acceptance. A part of the world where we could figure out what we are as a pack, since there is no handy role model for nerdy gay Alphas, big muscled Betas, or cross-species dating. Not to mention Judd and Colin and whatever the heck Tank is.”

“And Kevin and Lovejoy.”

“Those weirdos could pass for normal werewolf if they tried hard enough. Well, maybe not Lovejoy. The point I’m trying to make is, this is the part of the world where we’re allowed to do that. Be weird.”

“Yeah.”

“So, if you wanted to rewrite what it means to be Magistar, that’s an option too.”

Max grimaced. He didn’t even like hearing the word.

“Are you scared of what you could do, or what you could become, or something else?” Alec was Alpha enough to press his advantage.

Max examined himself. “I don’t think I am scared.”

“Then what is it?”

“Bryan said it best – I’m not whole. There’s not enough of me to give to him or to it.”

“Oh?” said Alec, and then, sadly, “Oh. I understand. It’s the responsibility that gets to you.”

Max gave a funny huff of a sigh. Sharp, like he’d had the air punched out of him. Of course Alec would understand. “How long did you resist being Alpha?”

“Years.” Alec twisted the mug in his hand. “Too many years. Years while Biff protected me, and Colin suffered that bastard, and Kevin tried to protect him, and Lovejoy downplayed his light, and Tank hid in the background, and Judd was horribly, utterly alone. Years, while the pack I didn’t even know was my responsibility waited for me and buckled under the pain of it.”

“Will it take me years to come around?” Max was desperate for insight. What he was really asking, of course, was if Bryan would wait for him. Will Bryan want me back? If I figure this out. If I accept myself. If I accept power. If I change my mind. Even as his own brain sang a litany of a reply to each: I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.

Alec evaluated him. “If ever.”

Max was raw with denial. Smart enough to see his own spiraling, but not smart enough to fix it. “I was never taught how. No one gave me the tools.”

Alec grimaced and put down his mug with precise care on the tiny coffee table. “Our father was a Beta wolf – did Biff tell you?”

Max tried to remember if he had. Was it important?

Alec sighed. “No one gives us the tools, Max. That’s the point. At least, I always thought it was. We’re supposed to figure out power on our own. I’m Alpha because the world needs my kind of Alpha, now, in this moment. You’re Magistar – whether you accept it or not, you are – because the world needs you to be that. You and my brother, together.”

“How ennobling. Doesn’t that make me the most special fucking snowflake? You telling me that you believe in fate?”

“Don’t you?” Alec didn’t flinch.

“No. I believe in prostate wands.”

“Those are good too.” Alec rolled with it and then grinned. “Preparation and planning? Is that what you’re saying? Is that the real reason you won’t accept this change? You weren’t ready for it? You’re…how old, Max? Thirty? And you spent most of your life resigned to the fact that you weren’t even the mage your father wanted you to be, let alone the Magistar he groomed you to become.”

“You got all that from prostate wand?”

Alec smiled stiffly, no canines. “It’s like a tarot deck. You can tell a lot about a man from his toy collection.”

“You’re one strange, screwed-up kind of Alpha werewolf.”

“My point exactly.”

“Look, dude, I wasn’t even the man my father wanted me to be.”

“And you can’t let that go? Just stop caring about it?”

Max frowned. “I’m neither good enough nor strong enough.”

“Oh, I see.” Alec stood, nodding. “Now, that’s a voice I do know. My father’s voice sounded exactly the same coming out of my mouth.”

He took the two empty coffee cups to Max’s tiny sink and washed them, placing them carefully on the sideboard.

He paused before letting himself out. “My brother loves you, which means you’re worth it.” His eyes glossed over, looking inward, pensive. “Sometimes, someone else’s faith is good enough.” It wasn’t clear if he was thinking about his slim blond mate with the sea blue eyes, or his brother, or his pack, or all of them. Max felt a spike of sympathy for this Alpha, younger than himself, burdened with the responsibility for so many.

“But then you run the risk of letting him down. Letting them all down.” Max spoke to the man’s introspection.

Alec’s hazel eyes focused on him once more. “Better than not trying. Better than not having them at all. Aren’t you tired of being alone?”

* * *

Alec left.

Max stayed awake long into the night. Probably the coffee. Although not. All his previous lethargic despondency seemed to have turned into nervous restlessness.

He stared out his kitchen window until the dawn began to break, gray and slow. His father’s house wavered into being, crouched in the overgrowth. Always there.

Max decided to go for a run.

Some small remaining intelligent part of his brain told him that exercise might help. So, he pulled on his gear and grabbed his phone – which he’d finally decided to charge – and headed out into the new day, only to find that his feet took him not away from his property, but back onto it, toward that house.

It didn’t look any different without the enchantment. The barren earth around it was slightly less barren, a few brave bugs and fallen leaves scattered across the ground now. But the house…

It was just a massive sad old thing, held up by the broken remnants of some other man’s ambition. The paint was peeling, the windows grimy, the gutter falling off one side. In the insipid light of dawn, it was all dust motes and desolation.

Max followed his nervousness inside. The door creaked. He wandered, touching things, trying to pick at his pain as if it were a scab. But it wasn’t there. It had somehow healed over, flesh made new again. While he wasn’t looking. While he was bathing in the spit and fur of a man who was perfect for him.

There were other memories now – of Bryan beside him, of Bryan’s profile in the dim light, of Bryan leaping to protect him, of his hand holding Max’s – big and sure.

In his father’s old sitting room, the pillar that once supported a leaded box was scorched. The marble top singed black and smoky, a crack splitting it down the center.

Ms Trickle had slapped some kind of official-looking pink notice to the wingback chair in front of it:

INSPECTED

it said at the top, and below that a bunch of fine print, dates and such, and the at the bottom in big red letters:

PASSED

Max grabbed the awful chair, dragged it through the house, and out the front door. He threw it, with all his might, at the barrenness. It didn’t go far, but it made a satisfying crash, and fell over when it landed.

Which was wonderful.

So Max went back inside and dragged the old side table through. A drifting rage made him strong. Then he tried to muscle the couch out. The one with the vomit stain on it.

But that was too much for one person. Even a really angry one.

So, he stopped, panting, and leaned against the awful couch’s back, and took out his phone, and texted Bryan.

Max: Cleaning house. Wanna help?

Twenty minutes later, the purr of a motorcycle engine was in his driveway, and a large gruff form with tired hazel eyes came in through the front door of his father’s house.

“Help me move this couch?” said Max, voice croaking.

“Okay.” Bryan lifted the other side. Easy for him with all those muscles and shifter strength.

Together, in silence, they cleaned out the study and the living room, moving objects and furniture outside, piece by piece. When they started on the hallway, Bryan paused, pulled out his phone, and sent of a series of texts.

Max, realizing it was Sunday, sent off a few his own.

One by one, rumble by rumble, the rest of Bryan’s pack showed up and got to work. Efficiently. Quietly. Without question. Except Lovejoy and Kevin, who were never quiet, so Alec sent them to sort stuff outside.

“Burn it all,” said Max.

But the very idea horrified Alec, who was thrifty. He insisted most of it could be donated, if not sold. So, Colin worked some kind of technological magic with his phone and a white bed sheet. He took pictures of the things Lovejoy thought were worth something. They made piles of the rest, some for dumping and some for donation.

“Fine,” said Max, “But I get to burn the couch.”

Alec would have protested further, but Bryan came up quietly, put a hand on his brother’s arm, and shook his head.

Colin said he’d found an LBGTQ community center in San Francisco who’d take the valuable pieces for an upcoming charity auction.

Max grinned. “My father would spin in his grave. If I hadn’t ensured he didn’t get one.”

“Does that mean Max likes the idea?” Lovejoy asked Bryan.

“He loves it.” Bryan’s voice was warm and his presence comforting.

Then Ms Trickle showed up, with her wife, who turned out to be a chef of some tattooed variety. They’d stopped at the farmer’s market for pastries and snacks. Which were very welcome. Max realized he was hungry. Lovejoy made a big pot of coffee and some tea in Max’s apartment, and they took a break to eat. The werewolves talked quietly. Ms Trickle introduced herself and her wife, Pepper, said they’d brought a pickup so they could do the dump runs.

Max still didn’t feel like he’d much to say. So he said a lot of thank-yous and nothing else. He stayed close to Bryan and basked in his silence. Bryan stayed close to him and stayed silent. For now, it was enough.

Then Gladdy arrived. Max wasn’t quite certain why he’d bothered to text her, except that he knew she wouldn’t want to be left out. She brought her boyfriend and a handful of other lovers, who all began puttering about, collecting books and trinkets and sorting through them. They were bubbly, teasing, and chatty. The mood of somber efficiency lifted.

Together, they all worked to empty the house. To rid it of everything, all parts of Max’s past.

It was exactly right.

Max and Bryan barely said two words to each other, but they always ended up cleaning the same room. Sometimes, Max would touch the back of his werewolf’s neck. Mine. My man. My mate. My familiar.

He tried to like the words and not fear them.

Once, Bryan caressed his cheek, above the bandage on his neck, with a question in his eyes.

Max shook his head and said, “Later,” but in a nice way.

Max let himself be okay with the companionable silence. Bathed in it. Let himself notice things – the play of Bryan’s shoulder blades under his tight T-shirt. The way the dust caught in his lashes and reflected the light. The slow glances he snuck in Max’s direction, not needy but savoring, as if Max’s presence were some exotic fruit out of which Bryan sampled visual bites, the flavor bursting over him. It was odd to bring someone so much joy with his mere presence.

By the end of the day, the house was empty. Ms Trickle returned from the last dump run and loaded up the expensive stuff for the youth center in the city.

They’d had pizza for lunch, and burgers for dinner, and Max was still hungry. He took that as a good sign. And Bryan was still with him, close and comforting, which he took as an even better sign.

Everyone was dusty and satisfied with themselves in that way that comes from having tackled a monumental cleaning project successfully. One by one, the werewolves roared off, even Alec, who gave Max a nod. Max felt oddly humbled by his trust.

Ms Trickle stopped before she left, looked at Bryan, who stood in the doorway, taking up most of it with his bulk.

“He your mate?”

Max nodded to the tattooed cook, who was leaning out the window of the truck. “She yours?”

“Still an asshole.”

“Yep.”

“You coming back to work?”

“Nope.”

“Got something better to do with your life?”

“Yep.”

“Good.” She nodded, satisfied. “Don’t be a stranger.”

“Got a feeling I’ll be visiting the Civic Center more often then I wish.”

“Like that, is it?”

“I think there might be paperwork.”

“You always were trouble.”

“You’ve no idea. Thanks for today.”

She nodded, turned, and walked away. She paused to look back and give him the finger before climbing into the passenger side of the battered pickup. Max grinned – he’d never have thought Ms Trickle the type to let anyone else drive.

Gladdy and her crew piled into what incongruously appeared to be a 1990s minivan. They tooted happily and puttered off.

Max said to Bryan, “She invited us to a barbecue in a few weeks.”

“Wanna go?”

“Fuck, no, but it might be fun.”

“Might be.” Bryan came to stand next to him.

They were alone now, with an empty house and a few piles of stuff that Colin had labeled with the names of people coming by to collect. Max had told him to handle it himself and keep the money for his trouble. To which Colin stuck his nose in the air and said he would take a commission and donate the rest to the LBGTQ center. He’d promised to return at ten tomorrow morning because he didn’t have classes, and money was money.

Also left behind: one old blue couch.

It was one of those antique ones, with more wood than upholstery. Unfamiliar in that way furniture gets when it’s moved out of the place it always lived. It looked worn and pathetic and more stained than Max remembered. So stained, in fact, that he no longer knew which stain was that stain and which one was the ice cream soda from his seventh birthday.

A large, warm hand surrounded his. “So. Wanna destroy a couch, Trouble?”

“You’re so gangster.”

“Bit of a waste of our immense and glorious power, I suppose.” Biff’s voice was rusty and even growlier than usual.

“That couch,” said Max in all seriousness, “deserves what’s coming to it.”

“And it’s the thought that counts?”

“I see what you did there. Because, you know, with only the power of our minds!”

Bryan’s hand squeezed his. “Now you sound like a cartoon character.”

They’d put it off long enough. Max appreciated Bryan trying to make it all easier for him.

“Let’s do this thing. Strip for me, Muscles.” Max continued with the cartoon theme. Terrified.

Bryan chuckled and stripped. Max admired his graceful movements and complete lack of embarrassment. The werewolf stood a few seconds longer than he needed to, eyes returning Max’s regard – hot and welcoming. Then those eyes bled to yellow and he shifted. His body made that sad wet crunching noise but his yellow eyes showed no pain, only forgiveness.

Max touched the soft fur of his wolf’s ear – a caress of gratitude. Then he moved to press firmly on the top of Bryan’s head, where his fur was short and coarse. Reaching through and with his familiar, Max felt for quintessence. It was there, all around him, different from the enchantment, more eager and willing. He took it, shifted it, turned it from nothing into energy, and from energy into white-hot flame, and let it loose. The quintessence struck the couch, and the couch caught fire with a great roar of delight. The crack of quintessence returning to its liminal state was hidden under the crackle of flames and heat.

Bryan shifted back to human but didn’t reach for his clothes. Max was fine with that decision.

They stood, hand in hand, watching the couch burn until nothing was left but ash and small bits of wood and metal springs – coiled and mangled and gone.

Max said, still not looking at Bryan, “Shower?”

“Yep.”

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

Magistar

Biff was good at waiting. He’d hovered on a knife edge of balance the entire day, but Max allowed him to be there, and to help, and seemed to take comfort in his presence. Which was enough. More, really, than he expected.

He’d held his breath at the perfection of it, when Max’s hand gripped his, and they were standing together. He was Max’s familiar. He was Max’s. It was easy, and good, and so very right.

That stupid couch was gone. That stupid house was clean and free.

Max seemed…better. His steps back to the apartment were tired but light. He kept hold of Biff’s hand, and Biff thought he might die from the pure joy of it.

They showered together, kissing open-mouthed and whole-bodied, bone-tired but bone-hard. They slid against one another under the spray, slippery and silken, fumbling like they were both new to this. Rediscovering each other’s noises, and smells, and tongues, until they were panting in an ecstasy of exhausted relief.

Biff let the beauty of it wash over him like the water, now gone cold. He did not worry that the silence still bubbled around them. Silence had held them, warm and sure, all day long. If Max wanted silence, Biff could bask in it. It was, after all, his safe place.

Max led him to the bed, pushed him in, and climbed in after.

Only then did Biff risk speech. “You’ve been awful quiet.”

“I’m testing it out, seeing how it fits.”

“And?”

“Doesn’t really suit me.”

“No. I thought not.”

“Good look on you, though.”

Biff tried not to be thrilled by that statement.

Max nudged him insistently, reshaping how Biff lay to his exacting standards, and then curled against him. “This is okay for now. We can talk later. Sleep.”

Biff let himself fall into slumber, Max’s breath against his shoulder, each warm puff scented with reverie.

* * *

Max lay awake in the quiet dark. Staring blindly into the peace until he realized there was no quiet, not really. The night held the shush of wind through trees, the occasional rush of a car. Beyond that was the relentless sway of the ocean. And there, near him, were the breath and the heartbeat of his mate. This must be the place Bryan visited in all his silent moments. Calm. Loving.

Max felt as if, for a long time, some part of him had been out of alignment – with himself, with the past, with the world. Bryan shifted it back into line. Not straight, of course, just bent in conjunction with reality. I shouldn’t be surprised – he is both a medic and a shifter.

Because he was Max, and never satisfied, he broke the easy quiet. “You still awake?”

The werewolf grunted at him in a sleepy manner that said he wasn’t but would do what was necessary.

“Why did you come when I texted?”

Bryan rolled to his back, snaked an arm about Max, pulling him against his side. Max let out a shaky breath and rested his head on the werewolf's chest.

Instead of answering, Bryan asked a question of his own. Brave boy. “What changed your mind?”

Max shrugged. “Your brother, maybe. He came and talked to me.”

“What about?” A grumble of sibling disgust.

“Responsibility. Duty, I guess, in a roundabout way. Fathers. Dumb decisions.”

“Sounds productive.” Bryan began to rub Max’s back with one big, glorious hand.

“In the end, it hurt worse to give it up, to give you up, than the possibility of failure. Which for me is saying a lot. So, I figured…fuck it.”

“Okay,” said his werewolf, clearly struggling to comprehend. Max supposed Bryan might never really understand – he was a caregiver by nature. He’d shouldered his responsibilities as Beta without even viewing them as a burden. He’d treat becoming a familiar exactly the same way.

Is that the secret? Max wondered. To not see Magistar as a responsibility at all but just what I am now?

Bryan said, almost too softly to hear, “Tell me, Max. Please?”

Max knew exactly what Bryan needed. But those three words stuck in his throat. Too corny. Cheap by the very virtue that they were only words. His mouth was so full of his own wanting that it choked him. He feared the stupid might spill out first and ruin everything.

Finally, he said, “Talking is usually so much harder for you. But I find, with this…I find…”

Bryan shrugged. “Feelings come easier to me. I know what you are to me.”

“If I asked, would you tell me why? Not show me, tell me.”

“Do you need that?” Bryan shifted under his cheek, uncomfortable with the idea, not their position in the bed.

“Yes.” Max nuzzled into that soft chest hair, listening to the brush of it against his chin. Taking comfort and giving it as he felt Bryan relax under the instinctive caress.

“Then I’d try. But I won’t be good at it.”

“Please. Tell me. Why?”

Bryan spoke, voice hesitant and shaking in the darkness. He was careful about his words, as if they were small, sharp fragments of glass to be picked up and disposed of with caution.

“Because you smell like caramel. Because you fizz on my tongue. Because all your angles are beautiful and you’ve no idea. Because you tilt your chin up when you mock me and lower your gaze when you’re pushed too far but you can’t stop the one from turning into the other. Because you stand too close and it could be a challenge to me, or a test of yourself, or just because you can’t resist my warmth. So I’m always left with fear and hope in equal measure. Because you speak before you think, but you think too much, and sometimes you stop and my world shakes with possibility. Because when I’m with you, there is always more, more, more. So much, it’s overwhelming and not enough at the same time. It’s like running and shifting and running again from perfection to pain to power to pleasure, and I could no more stop loving you than I could stop becoming a wolf. And sometimes, I wonder if this even is love or just a new state of being. As if I have a before-Max, and werewolf, and after-Max. As if a gene for being yours got turned on. And maybe I’d turn it off if I could, but this is me now. I’m yours. Why fight it just for what the world thinks we should be? I’d rather fight the world.”

“Okay,” said Max. “Okay.” His face was wet. He buried himself further into Bryan’s chest hair, the little strands sticking to his damp skin.

“Can I stop explaining now?” The deep voice was a plaintive rumble under his ear.

“Yes.”

“You believe me?”

“I do.” So much he had been given. So many more words, so awkward from a man who already had what he needed. For all Max’s imperfections had already reshaped themselves into paw prints. And Max, who spoke so much nonsense so very often, was silent when faced with the risk that was truth unsaid.

“I’m afraid.” A small truth first.

“Of the responsibility of me loving you? Max, it’s too late. You don’t control that, anyway. You never did.”

Max nodded. “You’re an asshole.”

“Yes, but I’m your asshole.”

Could there be a gayer way of putting it?

“We’ll be okay, Max. I’ll be okay,” said his werewolf. His familiar. His love.

* * *

Biff lifted Max up over him. Max’s breath caught. He sure does like to be manhandled, this prickly, awkward man of mine.

He kissed at Max’s salt-damp eyes. Awed by the faultless flaws of Maximillian Barker, who had allowed himself, miraculously, to be loved. And to love.

Perhaps I don’t need him to say it. He’ll come around eventually.

Every part of Max had been fractured, waiting for Biff. Not so that Biff should repair him – only Max could do that for himself. But a werewolf, who knew all about breaking and reforming, could hold Max while he mended. That was all Max really needed, an unwavering strength. Belief. And all Biff required in return was to be needed. The gift of Max’s imperfections, wrapped in all that imperfect skin.

So he said it instead, the thing he’d been waiting to hear, in case Max thought it was special too. In case Max needed it as a gift.

“I love you.”

Max replied with “You could look under the bandage, if you wanted.”

Biff had been curious. They’d both been careful with it in the shower. He was medic enough to take precautions with any wound, especially one he knew nothing about.

He pulled the gauze carefully off Max’s neck. Underneath was a tattoo, raw and new. A wolf’s paw print.

“What does it mean?”

“I love you, too.”

Something burst over Biff at that, joy and gratitude in equal measure. Incandescence. He folded against his lover, profoundly relieved. I guess I did need to hear it. He nuzzled in near the mark, inhaling Max’s scent, absorbing all of it, absorbing his existence.

“Bryan?”

He murmured a nonsense response. Okay, then, guess I’m Bryan from here on out.

“I’m starving.”

Bryan laughed. “Me too. Want me to cook us something?”

“You can cook? I have landed a prize.”

“I can open packages and put things in microwaves.”

“That’s my big, strong boy. There’s mac and cheese in the freezer.”

Bryan left him and rummaged about, returning a few beeps later with a hot plastic tray of cheesy goodness and two forks.

They ate in silence.

Bryan watched the movement of Max’s throat as he swallowed, shifting the skin under the paw print there. “We’ll need to be trained. You know. This Magistar stuff.”

“Yep,” said Max. “I figured we’d ask your drag queen friend. She seems to know things. And people. And your pack should move into the house. It does need to be fixed up, though. Are they up for it?”

“Love me, love my pack?”

“I wouldn’t go that far. But someone should get some use out of that shit-hole.”

“Alec decided on a pack name.”

“Well?” Max looked interested, even if it wouldn’t be him entering it into the DURPS system anymore.

“San Andreas Shifters.”

“Cute. You moving in here with me, when they move in there?” Max said it so casually, as if it were already decided.

Bryan was thrilled. “If you’ll have me.”

“We’ll have to talk about this tea situation. And I won’t have your brother ruining my coffee again, either.”

Bryan felt the laugh bubble out of him. “We’ll be a great Magistar pairing, you know that?”

Max snorted. “I don’t know about you, Muscles, but I intend to shake them up a bit.”

“I never doubted you for a moment.”

“No, you didn’t, did you?”

“Finished?” Without waiting for an answer, Bryan took the tray and the forks to the sink.

Then he climbed back into the bed with his mate and began kissing him. Starting just under the new paw-print tattoo and following the trace lines all over Max’s body. Until the mage was melting under him, and Bryan wasn’t certain where his kisses stopped and Max’s body began. His lips tingled, and his mind drifted, and his heart shifted and ran, with Max, together. Bryan found that words of love came easier for both of them then, mixed with the noises of passion at which they were both already so accomplished.

Around them, quintessence waited, willing, ready. It was used to waiting – it had waited a long time. And magic came in many forms.

 


Author’s Note

Thank you so much for picking up The Sumage Solution. I hope you had as much fun reading it as I did writing it. If you would like more from the San Andreas Shifters, please say so in a review at the retailer where you purchased this book. I’m grateful for the time you take to do so.

Even more welcome are donations to your local LBGTQ centers (time, attention, money, whatever you can give). Mine is the San Francisco LGBT Center, find them at sfcenter.org or @SFLGBTCenter on Twitter. Yes, that’s the one Colin donates to in the story. We all spread magic in our own ways, and everyone needs a pack to come home to.

I have a silly gossipy newsletter called the Monthly Chirrup, I promise: no spam, no fowl. (Well, maybe a little fowl.)

If you’re not inclined to chirrup, you can follow me on

Twitter @gailcarriger

Facebook
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