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        This expanded edition is dedicated to that person from my past who told me never to hold my breath.

        I’ve held my breath and exhaled a million times over, you dipshit.
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            Chapter One

          

          DALE

        

      

    

    
      Coffee has to be my saving grace on these extended shifts of mine. The smell of a fresh brew teases the cilia in both nostrils, practically hitting my bloodstream instantly. Yet I haven’t taken so much as a sip. I’ve been standing here in the lounge studying my watch, tallying how long I’ve been on call. Its analog display taunts me, reminding my overworked soul that I’ve been here for twenty hours. And because the doctor who usually relieves me in the morning is out for personal reasons, I’m stuck here another four. Hurry up java. Papa needs you!

      Finally, the beep of relief bounces from each wall of the room while I prepare my cup for some joe. In the cupboard is an exclusive jar of honey from Gellar Farms up in the town of Fruita. It’s specifically labeled, Property of Dr. Wright: KEEP YOUR PAWS OFF. But that’s me—Dr. Dale Wright, Chief of the Emergency Department at Porter Memorial Hospital, here in beautiful Lake Bruin, Colorado. A smooth helping of black gold sloshes my paper cup before I add a generous dollop of honey to the surface. Because I’ve been in caffeine withdrawals for several hours, I take a hot gulp before stirring completely.

      The cup nestles my palm as I rush from the doctor’s lounge back to my small office to finish some paperwork. It’s been so busy lately that most days I haven’t been lucky to take a piss when the urge strikes, let alone tend to the doldrums of clerical hell. Porter Memorial is a smaller medical center reliant on a staff of volunteers to do this crap. But in the height of July, normal Coloradoans spend every bit of their free time on vacations and road trips, leaving me to drown in a sea of unfiled documents.

      My phone connects to the Bluetooth speaker on a shelf behind my desk. Music might just be the only thing that helps me hang onto some shred of sanity as I begin tackling this mountain of folders. Irish rock ballads from The Script reverberate from each metal filing cabinet, soothing my nerves for the first time all shift. So long as I can hear my pager, I’ll turn up the volume just a bit more. The truth is that this has been a difficult month for me.

      Two years ago—coincidentally to this very day—I lost a young cub who stole my heart the minute I first saw him. Trevor was every bit of a son to me as he was a romantic partner. He rose from bed on a muggy July morning to set out on a jog, when he was mowed down by a negligent driver zooming twenty over the speed limit. And where was I? Here at work covering another doctor’s shift when I should have been at home keeping my boy out of harm’s way. Our love was irrevocable. I’d swore to myself that I wouldn’t seek it ever again. Instead, I distracted myself with even more work. And here in the San Juan’s, there’s plenty of it to keep an ambitious physician ensconced from heartbreak for days.

      Three songs later have left me with massive productivity, making great progress with this stack of manilla folders. But no sooner do I reach around for another, when my pager cries for attention. I pause the music from my phone at the edge of my desk, so I can stroll down the hallway to take care of Ouray County’s sick and injured. At the nurse’s station, Mandy brings me up to speed on the new patient in Bay 3.

      “He’s quite intoxicated,” she says. “Good luck on settling him down long enough to get through your assessment.”

      I grimace, knowing full well I can take it. Tonight is the supreme event when all of America dazzles the sky with explosive displays of color and fire. I’ve been dealing with drunk out-of-towners all week, so this won’t prove a challenge for me.  But humanity as a whole generally leaves a sour taste in my mouth. I chose to be a doctor—what seems to be a long time now—so that I could treat people with the level of care they deserve. Today’s lackluster healthcare industry leaves much to be desired. And I’d rather do what I can to make up for the high ratio of burned-out, gristly doctors in society.

      “And your point?” I bite back, flailing my wrist. “I can handle another inebriated patient, Mandy.”

      She passes the metal chart off to me with a sneer. “Okie dokie then.”

      My feet follow the short path to Bay 3 when I step inside, wedging through the curtain. The boy sprawled out on the slender bed seems innocent enough. He’s quite flush. But underneath his reddened flesh might just be the most beautiful soul I’ve laid eyes on since—well—Trevor Donaldson. He’s surrounded by a few kids of the same age.

      In fact, I have no clue how they were each allowed back here to begin with. The boy’s crew turns my stomach. They fit the bill of stereotypical spoiled, entitled spawn that my generation has put false hope in. If they’re truly our future, then this world is fucked on toast. But as I study the patient’s primary info listed on this clipboard, Macon D. Ford - 21 years old, my keen sense of smell detects the flowery and gentle notes embedded in his heart.

      Much like some people who can taste colors, I can smell beauty. And oh my good God this boy is two parts beautiful, two parts innocent and pure. His altered perception might not be difficult to wade through, but I might have been too quick to claim victory a minute ago. Young Mr. Ford seems to have awoken each of my senses from their deep comatose state. This will be a challenge, after all, Dale.

      “Mr. Ford,” I say, fighting the frog in my throat. “What seems to have interrupted your celebrations tonight?”

      One of his scrawny pals pipes up on his behalf, sending razors underneath my skin. “He launched a bottle rocket from his ass like a fucking loser⁠—”

      His thoughtless phrasing sends my blood to a slight boil as I hold out my palm to shut him up. Then I glance down towards Macon, meeting his timid stare. “Oh boy,” I offer empathetically. “Is this true, Macon?” I ask, reaching over to the wall for a fresh pair of gloves.

      Macon is three sheets to the wind but shrugs as if he partially understood my question. “I guess,” he giggles.

      I finish affixing my last glove while I take a seat on the round stool, scooting closer to his feet. “And how much alcohol has he consumed?” I ask, relying on one of these twerps to provide me with the necessary information.

      A skinny girl smattered with freckles and red hair speaks, causing less of an assault to my ears than his male equivalent. “Like—” she starts. “Only two shots of absinthe and maybe a single shot of Jägermeister?”

      Christ on a crumb bun!

      “Where did you kids get your hands on absinthe in these parts?” I ask curiously, peering at Macon’s chart to see a listed home address in Lebanon, Indiana. “Especially since you are not even from Colorado.”

      They shrug amongst themselves as if they’re sworn to some degree of secrecy. It’s not necessarily pertinent information, so I excuse their lack of reply. Though the scrawny dipshit cuts in again. “He’s from Lebanon but we’re from Meridian Hills,” he says, flagrantly boastful.

      “Alright everyone, I must ask you to head out to the waiting room,” I grumble, eager for them to leave. “So we can have some privacy please.”

      All four of them exit the room in a single file when I hear the mouthy one mutter under his breath. “Let’s get outta here guys, this fag’s stolen our whole night.”

      In addition to a sharpened sense of smell, my hearing is above par. I shake my head indignantly, only hoping that poor Mr. Ford hasn’t hearkened to his friend’s disrespect. “Alright Mr. Ford,” I say, encouraging him to scoot towards the edge just a bit. “Let’s have a look, shall we?”

      Macon chuckles over a slight wince as he finds a comfortable spot lying straight back. When I lift the base of his hospital gown, the nasty effects of such poor decision-making tug at my heart. If he’s the odd man out in their group of friends as I imagine him to be, then I can only assume he likely gave into some dare as a result of thwarted inhibitions. Surely a sweet boy of this caliber must have more regard to making better choices when not under the influence.

      I click my tongue kindly. “You poor fella—absinthe really?” I mutter, examining his anal region considering the fact that his injury must sting quite a lot.

      He winces once more. “Oh I know it stings My Boy—” I stammer, quickly wondering why the hell I claimed him as mine. Surely his likeness to Trevor doesn’t help matters any. Yet my conscience twitches at this seeming lack of regard for his memory.

      Macon is wasted enough that he likely didn’t understand anyway. “Ow!” He shrieks as my finger grazes the area of these near-third-degree burns.

      A nurturing tone cloaks my reply. “I know it hurts,” I admit. “I will get you fixed up, chief.”

      Mandy saunters around the curtain, hovering me from behind. “I need 5% Sulfamylon,” I instruct her. “One gram of Tylenol, parenteral Reglan, and a cold ginger ale from the lounge fridge,” I add, my thumb pointing over a shoulder. “And a banana bag.”

      “Got it,” Mandy obliges. “I can finish up for you,” she offers, appearing to make a mental note of everything I’ve listed.

      Like hell, you will! I must do it. Every urge within me insists on treating Macon myself. His benevolent spirit deserves my tender care. I won’t entertain a single thought of allowing anyone else to tend to his needs. And for some inane reason, there’s another voice screaming inside me. It proclaims that I wouldn’t be able to sleep when I get home if I hadn’t been assured of Macon finding comfort and peace tonight.

      “No—I will do it,” I affirm. “You have other patients to worry about.”

      Mandy nods astutely. She’s worked underneath me long enough to know that when I insist on doing something myself, I mean business, and everyone else better heed my instructions. She skirts away from the curtain to gather my requested medications and supplies.

      Macon squeezes his tummy, grimacing. “Doc,” he drones, green in the face. “Is there a trash can nearby?”

      No time is wasted turning around to the counter, retrieving a square pink emesis basin. No sooner do I lower it beneath his chin when he retches violently, allowing vomit to expel from his dehydrated lips. I shake my head again. It upsets me that I didn’t order Mandy to at least grab the antiemetic immediately, for Macon’s highest relief.

      “It is okay kiddo,” I mutter, patting him on the shoulders like a good daddy does.

      Damn it, Dale. I cannot be having these thoughts about a patient. Get a grip. Jesus!

      Macon’s heaving persists for a couple more minutes, leaving me to impatiently study my watch for the fact that Mandy is taking her sweet-ass time. Meanwhile, I cure the itch above my brow with a wrist. Ascertaining a deep desire within me is only rising further to the surface. Of all days when I’m reminiscing about Trevor, why does it have to be today that I detect a profound attraction to another boy?

      Several minutes surpass us when my patience finally wears thin. I must go fetch everything for myself because it’s apparent that Mandy has been sidetracked. I rise to my feet from the stool, tapping on the edge of the bed.

      “Hang tight—yeah?” I mutter quietly. “I will be right back.”

      Macon nods. “Alright,” he groans, his arms pressing firmly into his stomach.

      My frustration escalates as I hurry down the hallway towards where the medications and supplies are kept secure. I can feel tiny hairs prickling all over the surface of my skin. It’s in these precise moments when I’m in such a rage that my second nature beckons. A deep breath affords me the ability to thwart such urges to transform into my animal-like shell. Nobody here knows my big secret. Whenever my protective instincts kick into high gear, I can literally evolve into a brown bear.

      Once I’ve retrieved everything I need, I turn around to the door when it swings wide open. Mandy shoots me a passive look. Her fright might be from an unsuccessful attempt at halting my beastlike conversion. Or she’s worried that I’m about to deride her for wasting precious time because I ordered this shit fifteen minutes ago.

      She jolts, grabbing a temple with her palm. “Oh my God!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          MACON

        

      

    

    
      Hospitals really skeeve me out. It’s not that they’re dirty. Well, some are. But ever since my mom died two years ago, for some reason all I feel inside them are the remnants of death lingering about. Perhaps even in this very bed that I’m on. I’d say in, but that would imply that I’m incredibly comfortable. That I’ve just received a terrific night’s sleep. But I’m neither cozy nor rested for that matter.

      There’s a burning sting near my asshole, causing me to cringe each time I reposition myself. If I wasn’t blessed with a boney butt, then I wouldn’t know what I have in my life at all. Despite feeling like I’ve risen from a nap, I’m still drowsy.

      A doctor enters the room with a concerned look on his face. At least I’m assuming he’s been my doctor while I’ve been here. But the question remains—why am I here in the first place? I must have gotten blackout drunk again. Because I’m usually quite adept at recalling any detail that I’ve ever lived. I’d go as far as tossing out the word eidetic memory, however my brain isn’t without some shortcomings.

      “Mr. Ford,” he says, reaching up to an IV bag with a small bit of highly suspect yellow fluid. Did I already say hospitals freak me the heck out? “Have a pleasant nap—yeah?” He asks.

      My aching head wavers. “I guess,” I reply, uncertain how I truly feel. “Not too well maybe—I have a really horrible headache,” I add, rubbing a fist across my forehead.

      The doctor forms an immediate frown, something I didn’t think was possible with physicians. “That just will not do—no?” He replies with a sort of question, half assertion. “I will try something else in just a moment,” he adds. “Kiddo.”

      He’s got quite a bedside manner. I usually have a weird predisposition to doctors.

      “Maybe you can help me assemble the pieces of why I’m here?” I ask, shielding the bright light as I cover my eyes with both hands.

      “Is the light too much for you Macon?” He asks.

      I nod gently. “A bit, yeah.”

      He wastes no time hurrying towards the wall, dimming the brightness to a peaceful darkness. “Is this better My Boy—” he stammers, correcting the last couple words. “I mean is this better, Macon?”

      A sigh escapes my mouth. “So much,” I reply with relief. “Gosh thank you!”

      I can’t make heads or tails of his facial expressions now that it’s dark. Though his soothing voice certainly puts me at ease. “Anything for you,” he mutters silently to himself, though I heard him. “Do you know where you are?”

      “A hospital?” I obviously know that much, remembering that my friends are supposed to be nearby. “I’m on a cross-country camping trip with my friends.”

      “Some friends,” he grunts to himself, yet I heard that as well. “Right,” he adds. “But what state you are in at least?”

      “Uhhh—” I mumble. “Wyoming?” I question quickly but immediately withdraw the answer, swapping for another. “Colorado—this is Colorado.”

      The doctor battles a slight rustle in his voice. “How about the current president?”

      That’s easy. “Ummm, Barack Obama.”

      He clicks his tongue. “Right you are,” he replies. “That is good see, you do not seem to have any memory impairment,” he adds, sitting on what I assume is a seat with wheels by the sounds of it.

      “You are one sick little cub,” he informs me intimidatingly because the yellow solution running through my veins combined with the word ‘sick’ isn’t a boding combination.

      “I’m—” I pause. “Sick?”

      “Oh no no—not like that Macon,” he chuckles. “No, you drank—” his last word prolonging while he formulates the rest of a sentence. “I would guess at least three ounces of a very intoxicating liquor called absinthe,” he adds. “And combined it with Jägermeister no less.”

      Thank God. For crying out loud, Doc. Don’t give me a heart attack.

      “Oh geez,” I sigh. “Yeah, I just turned twenty-one recently,” I add, scratching the base of my dry nose. “So I’ve been experimenting with my friends.”

      He grunts again. “Those are not your friends, Macon.”

      Why does he insist on cutting them down to size? They might not be my best friends—that was my mom. But they’re the best ones that I have now. I’m in no position to bite the hand that feeds me at this point. He doesn’t even know me, and I don’t even know him. Why is he suddenly so inquisitive about who I choose to call a friend? He’s not my father.

      “I’m sorry—” I reply sharply. “You never formally introduced yourself,” I add, waving my arms out in front of me even though it’s almost pitch-black in here. “What did you say your name was?”

      He clears his throat, seemingly annoyed at himself for sticking his paws into my beeswax. “Oh for God’s sake,” he responds, scooting closer to the point of feeling his hand on my left breastbone. “I should have led with that information, sorry kiddo,” he adds. “I’m Dr. Dale Wright.”

      “As opposed to Dr. Dale Wrong?” I bite back jokingly to soothe his embarrassment, as I hate making people feel uncomfortable.

      The brazen tone in his reply turns me on for some reason. “Oh no, that is my cousin,” Dr. Wright chuckles.

      He isn’t without a good sense of humor, so that’s something.

      “Gotcha,” I reply. “So I drank a really bad combo of alcohol,” I add. “And I wound up in a Colorado hospital after getting drunk,” I pause for a breath. “And it hurts a lot down in my—erm—” I stammer. “My butt?”

      “You poor thing,” Dr. Wright responds gently. “Did your friends put you up to doing something so stupid as shooting fireworks from your glutes?”

      He’s right on the money. If memory serves me, Parker promised to give me twenty bucks if I laid face down in the grass, pulled my shorts down, and didn’t ask any questions. Come to think of it, what a reckless thing to do indeed. I wouldn’t have done it if I hadn’t been drinking. I raise my right hand, concealing my shame even though he can’t see me.

      “Yeah I did something stupid like that alright,” I reply coyly.

      His soothing voice replies with a certain degree of assurance. “Do not be ashamed, Macon,” he mutters, patting me on the shoulder. “We have all made mistakes under the influence of alcohol before,” he adds. “Drinking is a delicate dance—you must be vigilant with the hard stuff—” he pauses for a breath. “And know your limits.”

      “So—” I reply as he interrupts me.

      “You have quite the third-degree burn between your cheeks near the anus,” he winces. “You will be uncomfortable for at least a few weeks,” he adds. “But I want to make sure you are as comfortable as possible,” he pauses briefly. “Which reminds me kiddo, I’m going to go grab something else to attack that headache of yours.”

      This doctor is attractive, surprising me because I usually hate them with a passion. He is, however, strange as all get out. Sometimes Dr. Wright speaks in long form, and he speaks so diplomatically. I know he’s a professional. But even my primary care physician at home has the mouth of a sailor, smokes like a chimney, and speaks like a valley boy. This guy’s probably never swore a day in his life. Nor has he been within a mile radius of tobacco. And his speech reminds me of Pepé Le Pew if he were Polish or Russian—or something.

      “Wait,” I interrupt him. “Why do you talk like you’re from a different period of time?” I ask, curiously following up with a clarification. “It’s like you don’t shorten some words.”

      He grumbles to himself. “Mmmmm,” he responds. “I have been told that I have an old soul,” he adds, brushing my shoulder briskly once more.

      I start to reply, but hear Dr. Wright scooting away from the bed. All the while witnessing his shadow disappear into the black. Now that I’m alone, I can chide every irresponsible morsel within me. I’m ashamed of myself because I’ve been allowing my friends to treat me like some toy on this whole trip. Maybe Dr. Wright is actually—right. What if they really aren’t my friends, and they’re just keeping me around for their own amusement? And now I’m stuck with them on this long journey until we return to Indy in another—two freaking weeks?!?!

      The role of the social outcast has always been played by me. Ever since mom died, I’ve been seeking attention to fill the empty spot that she left behind. Perhaps I’ve been looking for an alliance in the wrong places. But they’re the only people who have helped distract me from the countless fights with my merciless father. Parker, Penny, Preston, and Patrick are basically all I have in the absence of both parents. Do true friends treat each other like this? Where are they anyway?

      After a few minutes of soaking up the pleasantness that the dark had to offer, I can now feel the new meds are working. His nurse comes into the room to prepare for my discharge. She provides several stapled pages about how to care for my wound and a written prescription for Reglan tablets which she informs me that I can fill at a town drugstore around the corner. Mandy even gave me an entire tub of the cream that Dr. Wright used. In fact, I’m no stranger to Sulfamylon.

      Back in my senior year of high school, a group of friends—not these guys whom I’d met at school in Bloomington—ended up taking me out on a late-night joyride through Hamilton County. An old friend, Hunter, passed out lighters and cans of hairspray once we stopped at Geist Reservoir.

      He exclaimed ‘Bye-Bye Firefly’ was the fun new thing being passed around Myspace. I didn’t particularly think it was a good idea because combining a combustible gas with a heat source is only borrowing trouble. And everyone else had been smoking marijuana when I’ve always steered clear of the stuff. I didn’t participate in his shenanigans. But just like this group now, I was stuck with them until we crossed back over into Boone County. The object of his ‘game’ was to aim for fireflies, extinguishing them with a fiery blaze.

      Just as Hunter poised for an attack, his arms failed to adequately track the firefly buzzing past him. Most likely because of his skewed depth perception. Not only did the flames penetrate my clothed backside, but his can of hairspray exploded. The blast sent both of us to the ground, screaming and crying at the precipice of our agony. He lost his left hand out of the ordeal. Whereas I’m nakedly accosted by a mirror daily, haunted by seven inches of scar tissue over my left shoulder blade.

      Around the crook of my arm, Mandy finishes wrapping a neon orange band of sticky gauze over a cotton pad where the IV was placed. “You’re all set mister,” she offers. “I’ll leave you to change back into your regular clothes and you can leave when you’re ready,” she adds, pointing down the hallway towards an exit.

      “Okay,” I reply, wiping my eyes with the curl of a finger. “Thanks.”

      It doesn’t take long to change into my khaki shorts and John Mellencamp shirt. However, I’ll be glad to get back to the rented cabin that Parker’s dad is paying for. The back waistline of these shorts is quite scorched. Damn it, man. This leaves me with maybe one other pair for the rest of our trip. With the cream, paper prescription, and bathroom reading materials in hand, I find myself trekking down the hallway toward the waiting room. Once the doors unfurl in front of my eyes, I’m surprised to see every chair is empty. They’ve left me stranded here?

      No sooner do I scratch the back of my scalp, when Dr. Wright hurries behind me with a shout.

      “Do not forget your phone, Macon,” he hollers inches from my ear, stopping to scan the waiting room—followed by a much more fractious grunt than earlier.

      I turn around to meet his irate stare, taking the device from his grasp. “I guess my friends left me here?”

      The nip in his voice censures my poor choice of chums, even though I’m now perceptive to this truth myself. “They are not your friends, Boy,” Dr. Wright frowns, his head oscillating from shoulder to shoulder.

      “Does Lake Bruin have many Uber drivers on the Fourth of July?” I ask, scraping every bit of frustration from my skull once more.

      The trepidation in his gaze matches my uncertainty. “Is your tummy feeling a bit better that you would be inclined to try a few bites of grub?” He asks, planting his palm on my left shoulder. “I’m about to leave as well.”

      Why on Earth a doctor whom I don’t know personally wants to see to it that I find sustenance is baffling. And he didn’t even answer my question about this town’s rideshare options. But I wouldn’t turn down a small meal and another ginger ale or 7UP.

      “I guess?” I reply cautiously, fully cognizant of my reservations about dealing with guys wearing stethoscopes. “But I need to go back to our vacation rental for a fresh pair of shorts.”

      Dr. Wright responds with a slight crack in his staid voice. “I think we can remedy that,” he assures me. “Hang tight for a few minutes and I will be right back—yeah?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          DALE

        

      

    

    
      Much like Trevor, Macon Ford is a stubborn boy. After leaving the hospital, we skirted across town to Threads & Things—an apparel shop geared towards the fashionable gentleman. He insisted on paying for a new pair of shorts, but I prevailed. He might not necessarily be my boy yet. Though I wouldn’t hear of him spending a dime replacing an article of clothing, which his shitty friend Parker should be responsible for.

      Now we’ve settled into a booth at Ruthie’s, Lake Bruin’s thriving steakhouse open since 1959. Macon sits opposite me, irritably squirming like a true young bear cub. Understandably so, given his burn is in the one spot where nobody could tolerate it. He seems to be at a total loss as if he’s concluded that his unruly brood is doing him more harm than good. By the end of this meal, I fully intend to have successfully persuaded him to ditch them. If that means I book him a flight back home, then so be it. Ideally, he’d come home with me, fueling my desire to keep his wound clean and comfortable—if for a few weeks while he heals.

      Getting to know him will soothe the ache in my own heart, which grieves for Trevor today of all days. “So kiddo,” I start, shooting him a curious look. “What do you like to eat?” I ask.

      He shrugs modestly. “I’m not real picky,” he claims, but I know every sweet boy has their certain likes and dislikes. And I won’t have him being forced to eat anything that he doesn’t like. “I’m partial to a good baked potato with all the fixings.”

      “Stellar,” I rap my knuckles on the table. “This might be the perfect place to sate that craving,” I add with a smile. “But truly order anything—getting some protein in that tummy is important as well.”

      Macon nods, seemingly in agreement with my professional advice. “Gotcha,” he replies, skimming the menu from top to bottom.

      I already know what I want. I’m a creature of habit. In the most literal sense of the phrase. Dave approaches our table to gather our drink orders. I request a glass of Moscato from St. Christopher’s Cellar in Palisade, Colorado. Macon opens his mouth to order his drink, when my daddy instincts get the best of me, thwarting his reply.

      “He will have a Pepsi with a squeezed orange wedge,” I command nicely, taking note of an immediate shift in Macon’s mood. Seriously, Dale? Only now do I realize he isn’t Trevor, who always ordered an orange in his Pepsi. I shake my head with a silent indignation. “I’m sorry, go ahead—” I add, motioning for him to order at his own volition.

      Macon peers from the menu. “Can I have a 7UP without ice?”

      Dave briefly nods before excusing himself from the table. All the while I feel like I need to apologize profusely to poor Macon for that slip-up. God damn it if he isn’t Trevor Donaldson incarnate, or some long-lost sibling at least, wrangling me with confusion.

      “I’m so sorry Macon,” I offer. “That probably seemed odd.”

      His disquieting smirk throngs my nurturing soul. “Oh that’s alright,” he admits. “You must be used to ordering for someone else?”

      You could say that again. “Yeah kind of,” I mutter. “Have you landed on a protein source, kiddo?”

      “I suppose I’ll try the bear burger,” he answers with certitude.

      My hand practically leaps across the table, knocking over our salt and pepper shakers. “Anything but that—” I counter hastily. “I mean—a nice porterhouse might be a better choice for your tummy,” I suggest. “It would not take too kindly to the fattier bear meat.”

      Macon raises an eyebrow. “Oh, I guess I didn’t think about that,” he admits. “A small sirloin?” He asks as if he needs my permission. Damn, I love this kid’s innocence.

      “That is a terrific choice,” I agree, knowing full well that if he becomes my boy, I’ll be forced to divulge my beastlike second nature. Not now, Dale. Way too early for that!

      Dave returns with our beverages. He sets my chilled glass of white wine on the table in front of me, followed by Macon’s 7UP. The sweet boy looks disappointingly at the tall glass of rising carbonation, instantly reminding me that he requested it without ice.

      I growl as nicely as I possibly can. “Dave—he asked for no ice!”

      Macon shrugs. “No no—it’s okay,” he says. “I’ll still drink it.”

      Like hell, you will, My Boy! You are prince for the night, and you will damn well get everything just as you order it. “No,” I hiss. “Please bring a 7UP without ice,” I renounce, firmly clenching a concealed fist under the table.

      Dave nods contritely. “Yes Sir,” he yields. “I’ll be right back.”

      “I’d still drink it, Dr. Wright,” Macon mumbles, seeming embarrassed that I’ve caused a commotion.

      It kills me that he doesn’t know I’m longing for him almost as quickly as I did when I first laid eyes on Trevor. This boy’s aromatic innocence is as domineering as a field of opium. I’d love to request that he call me ‘Daddy.’  But I don’t have a good enough reading to determine his readiness to be my good boy. The true cub I desire with every fiber of my being.

      “No kiddo,” I retort. “You are worthy of having everything to your liking,” I add, tapping the back of his hand with a wink. “And please call me Dale.”

      Macon tilts his head, looking away towards the entrance. “Wow,” he mutters. “Even my own dad would tell me to ‘man up and deal with it’ in this kind of instance.”

      His insight leaves a bad taste in my mouth, piquing my curiosity. “If that is not toxic masculinity at its finest, what is it?” I huff. “Are your parents a big part of your life?”

      There’s a bit of hesitation coming from the other end of this booth. Dave returns promptly with an uniced 7UP and an open order pad to write down our requests. After we’ve both ordered, Dave leaves so I can get to the bottom of who Macon Ford really is. What makes him tick. Who raised him. I want to know it all from the very beginning. Yet there’s likely more ground to cover than what the rest of this night can afford us.

      “You are awful quiet over there, kiddo,” I say, swirling my wine glass.

      Macon catches my curious gaze. “No Dale,” he replies with a shaken head. “My mom’s dead and my father’s a real bastard,” he adds, a single tear raining down his right cheek. “He’s already remarried,” he pauses for a breath. “I’d caught him on dating sites only four months after my mom died.”

      My heart aches with every word he speaks. “Is he at least supportive of you and your girlfriend—or boyfriend?” I ask tactfully, trying to zero in on if the boy is even gay. Though my senses are rarely ever wrong.

      “No Dale,” he replies, timidly wiping his tears almost embarrassingly. “He told me a few months ago that the day he would accept my choice of being gay—” he pauses for a staggered breath. “Would be the day I put him in the ground with a shovel.”

      Just as I thought. He is practically an orphan! This intel does not sit well with me at all. If there’s something I especially despise with a passion, it’s neglectful parents. Given that we’re in a public setting, I can’t climb to the other end of this damn booth to comfort him in my lap. And if I did, all bets would be on me patting his thighs while assuring him that he matters in this fucked up, hateful world.

      A grimace accents my incensed mien. “He seriously said that?”

      Macon nods. “Serious as a heart attack.”

      This just won’t do. I can’t have this sweet boy slighted by his own vile father. He could be older than me, and I still wouldn’t stand for such an affront to his dignity. Nobody deserves this. No one. Now that I can identify his dad as a real piece of shit, I wonder if his new stepmother affects any change for the better. Please tell me this boy has someone in his corner!

      “And your stepmom,” I persist. “She is nice to you—yes?”

      Macon’s poker face leaves much to be desired. “She isn’t terrible.”

      I tilt my head, grabbing his hand with every ounce of pity I can muster. “You can tell me the truth,” I assure him. “Please be honest.”

      He scowls. “Dale, she’s kind of like a ninja.”

      My expression matches his. “How is that?”

      “Well she attacks from behind like a snake in the grass,” he admits, scratching the base of his nose. It’s something he’s done a few times tonight, provoking my concern that he could have a summer cold coming on. “They came into my room the other night to tell me that she was pregnant,” he replies with a tinge of worry. “And that I needed to move out because they needed my room for the nursery.”

      I don’t find this highly suspect at all. She must be well into menopause by now. “How old is she?”

      Dave returns to the table, balancing our food in his arms. He places Macon’s steak and loaded baked potato in front of him before mine. “Anything else I can grab you fellas?”

      Both of us shake our heads when I reply kinder than I treated him minutes ago. “Not for now, thank you.”

      Macon seems thrown by the choice of dressing I requested to drizzle over my assortment of berries and leafy vegetables. “Why are you pouring all of that honey over your salad?”

      Oh you sweet little cub, just wait with me long enough to find out. I stifle a dry cough before responding. “Well,” I begin. “Honey is rich in antioxidants,” I affirm, holding out my palm. “But it is also great for the gut because it has antibacterial properties.”

      “Ohhh.” He shrugs. “We all have our something I suppose.”

      I shoot him an ardent grin. “Yes kiddo,” I reply amused. “I reckon we do.”

      As endearing as I find this sidebar about food preferences, I’m much more inclined to find out about his stepmother. “So your stepmom,” I say, stabbing a stack of greens. “How old is she?”

      Macon digs his fork straight into his steamy baked potato, counting with his fingers. “Uhhh—fifty-three maybe?”

      Another cough forces me to clutch my throat. “Macon, she’s is most likely not pregnant,” I reply with certitude. “Menopausal women stop producing eggs—and that process usually starts in their mid-forties—to sometimes but not always their mid-fifties.”

      He drops his fork, sending it to sharply clang against the floor. “So they lied to me?”

      Oh My Boy! You have been conned—duped—hoodwinked. I won’t have this. Now I absolutely must insist on getting this sweetheart out of those toxic confines. A fresh change of scenery would do him a huge favor. And I could take care of his every need. I’d be a better father figure than his own. I will be. I’m going to see his safety to the fullest extent possible.

      “Macon—My Boy—” I stammer. Damn it, Dale. He is not yours—yet. “Kiddo, I insist on helping you find a new change of scenery,” I add, stroking his arm gently. “Lake Bruin would love to be your new home.”

      His hesitation sends a few daggers to my anxious heart. I might’ve rushed the field goal on this one. “Here?” He gasps, scanning our surroundings. “What’s calling me here?”

      ME, for one! Your dignity, for two! “Maybe you would not have to decide right now,” I reply. “But would you please let me do the honor of putting you up in a hotel while your wound heals completely?” I ask, shoving a forkful of my sweet salad between both jaws.

      I chew the greens as I finish my request. “I really need to be there helping you keep it clean—after each bowel movement—up to six times a day to prevent infection,” I pause, swallowing completely before a taking sip of Moscato. “They are forcing you out anyway,” I add. “You might as well have a safe place to stay while deciding where you want to land—yes?”

      Macon ushers a bite down his hatch, chasing it with a drink of pop. “So you want me to ditch my frien—” he stammers.

      I nod intently. “Yes,” I growl. “Dump those twerps and let me keep you safe.”

      He dithers with uncertainty, appearing caught up in the whopper of a bomb that I’ve just dropped. “But I have my clothes at the cabin—and my phone charger—and iPad—and—” he replies listlessly.

      “Alright,” I respond with much esteem. “We shall finish our dinner,” I add. “Then I will get you settled before personally dealing with them to gather your belongings.”

      Macon scratches his nose again. “I don’t know,” he replies, sounding unsure about my proposal.

      I grip his wrist firmly. “Macon—stop!” I command gently. “When is the last time someone had your best interests in mind for once?”
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        * * *

      

      Approaching the other side of town leaves me performing a self-reading of my pulse. I’m already riled from learning about Macon’s crappy family life. The boy has been robbed of everything he deserves the most, just because his mom isn’t around to watch after him. It is okay, Mrs. Ford. I will keep your special guy safe. You have my absolute word on that. So long as my blood doesn’t boil any more than it is now, I shouldn’t shift in front of these young mortals. But nothing is ever promised when our bratty youth is involved.

      The irony is their vacation cabin rests down the same road from where I live. Only we’re separated by a dense thicket of scrub oak and aspen trees. I round a far bend of Aspen Drive, approaching the well-lit rental from a gravel driveway. A deep inhale affords me one last chance to cool my jets, wiping a bead of sweat from my brow. My knuckles rap against a heavy, rustic door when I spot a young person’s silhouette looming to answer—assumingly Parker himself.

      His insolent greeting spoils my previous notion that I’d be calm and collected. “Ummm—what do you want?”

      I reply nicely at first—more bees with honey. “I’m here for Macon’s belongings,” I affirm.

      Parker shrugs. “Why’s he sending you?” He asks. “He’s too much of a pussy to grab his own shit?”

      Alright you little bastard, that just about does it. I gave you one fair shot at dealing with Mr. Nice Guy.

      “No actually, you twerp,” I growl. “He is in a real bad spot because of your insistence on treating him like some dog toy,” I add, clenching my fists in the process.

      Parker huffs in my face, further cauterizing my prior politeness. “You tell ‘Bacon Macon’ that if he wants his stuff, he can come get it himself like a real man.”

      “He is a real man—you shit-bird!” I bellow.

      I better get the hell out of here before I shift. Converting in front of this dipshit would blow the essence of my human cover.

      “Fine!” I rumble loudly so that everyone in the cabin can hear me, though now I can only smell his human presence inside. “You just had to test my patience—yes?” I grunt, storming off to my black Mercedes SUV.

      In about five minutes, Parker and his clan won’t know what hit them. Well yes, they will. They will be meeting the fangs of a real beast. I pull into my driveway, shuffling back behind the house. No sooner do I step around, when I feel the millions of bristles penetrating my flesh. A rancorous roar foams from my fangs. A split-second later has me hobbling on all fours down the road. I cut through the wooded divide for easy access to their rented cabin.

      Once I reach around their retreat, I spot who I assume is Penny. Her horrified gasp alerts the three boys, about to discharge a row of large fireworks. Each of their faces are painted with genuine fear, sending them inside the back door from a wood-stained deck. Either Patrick or Preston slams the sliding glass door shut, locking its tiny lever. Like that will stop my massive strength from busting right on through, much like Holly Golightly showing up to a supreme Manhattanite shindig. Meanwhile, I make my way up the few steps, crashing the glass panels with the punch of a paw and virulent thunder.

      Parker screeches. “Holy shit you guys!” He whines. “Everyone to the van right fucking now.”

      Perfect! Make my job easier, will you?

      Just to ensure each of them shits their shorts, I savagely chase them out the front door with my gnarly teeth pointed to the ceiling. Parker wastes no time shifting the maroon Chrysler Pacifica in reverse, darting so far into the road that he almost crashes into the trunk of a century-old scrub oak. For good measure, I let out another large grumble before returning inside. There’s no telling who they’ll report their bear sighting to—or how long I have. So I quickly shift back to my human form.

      My keen sense of smell helps me identify which belongings are Macon’s, and where they’re located in the first place. Since I must stage this like a real bear intrusion, I exert my rage by trashing the place from corner to corner as I find my boy’s stuff. Not your boy yet, Dale! Also because Parker is such a nasty little shit, I should make his dad pay for some hefty damages. If this is the price that he pays for treating Macon like third-rate scum, then so be it.

      I’ve zeroed in on his scent, leading me down to the farthest bedroom from the hallway. I grab any garment that smells of his sweet flowery purity, along with a nearby phone charger. Spotting his luggage has been less of a challenge. The pride rainbow splashed across its lid is such a dead giveaway. Perhaps he’s a bit more confident in himself than I thought. As I stuff his clothes and charger inside, a photograph of a middle-aged woman falls from a top pocket.

      This must be his late mom. How adorable that he travels with a picture of her. Macon seems to have inherited all her good genes. His mother’s smile flashing the camera is almost like some tacit approval, giving me a green light to treat her son in all the right ways.

      I saunter quickly back to the living area with Macon’s suitcase hoisted at my pelvis. And just to inconvenience these kids even more, I kick the flat-screen television from its low-profile console, sending it to smithereens along the wood floors. Take that dickwad. Enjoy no TV for the rest of your time in Lake Bruin. Now I must hurry back to my car. His Royal Sweetness is waiting for me from his king suite at the local hotel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          MACON

        

      

    

    
      The bedroom in this hotel is bigger than my own at home. Or maybe it’s no longer mine. Perhaps it never even was, to begin with. Was I only some nomad passing through town, temporarily allowed to stay under my father’s roof for a couple of decades? I realize that I’m an adult and I should be out on my own. But without many resources, it’s difficult for a guy to survive the elements by himself. A palm covers my exhaustion as I bury my phone in the sheets of this bed—which is so comfortable I may never leave it. It’s certainly soft against my burning bum.

      I’ve just spent the last half hour googling what Dale mentioned at dinner. Older women who reach menopause can’t bring life into this world anymore. He’s most likely spot-on. Dad and Sharon sure outfoxed me this time. Not that it’s hard to do because I really am as naïve as I seem. Mom tried teaching me to abstain from being overly trusting of people in society. “Don’t fall victim to their chicanery,” she’d say.

      It’s in these moments of missing my confidant when I realize that I’m practically helpless. I’m only a part-time sales associate at a bougie home furnishings chain. For those rich customers who can drop twelve bucks on a single salad plate. No matter where I found myself, I wouldn’t be able to afford a week of healthy groceries, let alone my own place.

      The more that the reality of being shoved from my childhood home heckles me on this trip, the more I find an attraction to running away from the state altogether. It’s ringing abundantly clear now, that I don’t even have true friends there. And the only thing fettering my Hoosier citizenship is one final year at Indiana University.

      I’m not even sure I want to be a journalist anymore. Most days I find myself contending my emotions, to the point of curling up in the corner of my room with my iPad and guitar. What I’d really like to do is make music. Some popular TV shows picking up a track of mine and making a big splash. That would be a dream come true. Then and only then would I be able to survive living on my lonesome.

      My head is ruminating about this unusual appeal to the one type of person I haven’t trusted in years. Yet there’s something about the way Dale speaks. I find it intoxicating. Kind of like commanding my heart to beat for itself and nobody else. His encouragement to believe in myself awakens a desire from a place so foreign. And I really am always doing things for others, just to win their approval.

      Dale might be right though. Perhaps it’s time I start putting my best interests first—or letting him do it for me? Just like at dinner earlier. If he hadn’t backpedaled, the thought of another guy ordering for me has a certain pull. I may as well have tried that Pepsi with orange.

      There’s an inexplicable allure to the way he addresses me—‘Boy’ and ‘kiddo.’ I’m not entirely sure what his angle is. But if he’s trying to make some pass at me, all he’d need to call me next is ‘buddy’ and I’d be his for the taking. In the most literal sense possible, given that I’m still a virgin. Ironically, I’ve always been attracted to guys older than me. Suffice it to say, my father’s lack of influence has left me with major daddy issues.

      Dr. Dale Wright must be vying for my affection. Who else would be so magnetized to help a kid like me? As much as I hate breaking it to my conscience, this doctor has rescued me from the four people who I thought had my back. And I don’t even know him.

      A few minutes later leaves me in the bathroom, needing to void my bowels. Just clenching to go burns something awful. I lower my head into my palms for a momentary pity party. These implications of my stupidity are going to outlast my patience. The door opens out in the main sitting area a moment later, then shuts.

      No, Dale wasn’t satisfied with a basic room. He insisted on enchanting my every ache and discomfort, advising me that a bigger space would be soothing. Since he hadn’t given me the room key before leaving, I can only assume that it’s him arriving with my things.

      I forgot to shut the bathroom door, so I can hear him shout as he shuffles into the bedroom. “Macon?”

      “In the bathroom,” I holler back. “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “No no—” he replies brusquely. “I need to come help clean you.”

      Ugh, that’s right. He’s adamant about supervising my healing process too. Perhaps he isn’t a bad doctor, but rather just an overzealous one. I could have kept myself clean, but this guy’s compassion seems unrelenting. Who am I to complain though? If there is such a thing as a spontaneous miracle, he answered my need to detach from Parker and the rest. So if he wants to pacify this social awareness and pick up the tab, I’m in no position to object.

      I clear my throat. “Okay then,” I shout back, reaching for a strip of toilet paper. “I’ll be ready in a min⁠—”

      Dale appears in the doorway like an apparition, pausing me mid-sentence. “Here,” he mutters. “I can help you.”

      “I have some dignity, Dale,” I whine. “At least let me wipe myself while you look away?”

      He shakes his head almost as if I’ve just slighted his nurturing nature. “I’m not sure if you got the memo,” he drones, turning to face the wall. “But I have seen it all—and way worse than this.”

      Jesus Christ that burns! The tissue grazing my wound causes me to wince. There’s no doubt my hiss was quite audible as well. After ensuring a thorough wipe, I flush and then give Dale permission to turn back around. He grabs a clean washcloth, wetting it under the faucet.

      “Okay kiddo, turn around,” he instructs, wringing the cloth free of excessive drips.

      “Uhhh—” I stammer. “You’re not gonna wear gloves or anything?”

      He practically snickers at such a suggestion. “I will wash my hands,” he says, though as I stare above the toilet—ass crack exposed—I can hear the sound of his hands sliding into gloves anyway. “Of course, I am using them, Macon,” he adds. “You are a worry wort, My Boy,” he lets out a dry cough.

      “I’ve heard that a million times,” I reply.

      Initially, the cool, damp cloth causes me to jerk instinctively. But it’s actually quite soothing. His gentle hands apply just enough pressure, ensuring the area is clean so he can apply a fresh coat of medicated cream.

      “This stuff is amazing,” he says, caressing it over the affected areas. “It will have you feeling right as rain in a few weeks.”

      “Oh I know,” I respond, forgetting that he hasn’t seen my painful reminder from ‘Bye Bye Firefly.’ Hopefully I’ll never have to show him, because I’m embarrassed by today’s error in judgment as it is.

      Dale’s fingers pull away from my ass when I hear his gloves tug off each hand. “Okay chief, we are done for now,” he affirms, rinsing his hands at the sink. “But stay put for a moment,” he adds.

      He rushes back to the bedroom where I hear the sound of rustling metal objects. Now I’m a bit weirded out. I’m stuck in a hotel suite in some rural Colorado town—without access to the room key. Under the supervision of a very persistent physician—supplanting my usual bias about people in his profession. He’s just convinced me to abandon the only familiar people I have in this town. I’m pretty sure I’ve seen this horror film and it didn’t end very well for the person being held against their will. Don’t fall for his chicanery, Macon!

      I scan the bathroom, hoping that my photographic memory just skimmed over the fact that there is indeed a window in here. And though I don’t have the superhuman powers to scale down building exteriors, what other option do I have? No luck. No window. Great, this wackadoodle has me right where he wants me.

      “Umm—” I reply nervously, his presence yet again thwarting me mid-sentence.

      Dale’s smile has evolved to his usual doctor-y concern while he drapes a stethoscope over his shoulders. He activates a light on his metal tool-scope-thingy, lowering to his haunches.

      “You have been fussing with your nose and clearing your throat all night,” he says. “I just want to make sure you are not coming down sick with something.”

      For Christ’s sake, Macon. He’s not an axe-murderer after all. Come to think of it, would a psychopath go to great lengths to make his victim cozy? Maybe so. But would they care about them catching a cold or tending to their wounds? Not likely. Maybe Dale really is the empathetic influence that I need in my life. God knows I don’t get this type of treatment at home.

      “Ohhh okay,” I shrug. “I thought you were⁠—”

      His imperious concern interrupts me, asking that I open wide and stick out my tongue. He retrieves the popsicle stick thingy, pressing it against my tongue. “Say ahhh,” he requests, shining the light back to my throat.

      I oblige.

      “Well there isn’t any drainage or soreness,” he affirms with certitude, allowing me to close my mouth.

      Next, he shines his light in both ears, this time letting out a minor grunt. “Jesus kiddo,” he sighs. “You scrape your ears with nail files—no?”

      “Ummm noooo?” I reply. “I use the occasional Q-tip.”

      Dale clicks his tongue. “Yep,” he confirms. “We will be breaking that nasty habit for sure.”

      I tilt my head to meet his roasted chestnut gaze. “We will?” I ask inquiringly.

      “You are not supposed to stick anything in your ear that is smaller than your elbow,” he chides me. “You have heard this before—yes?”

      Perhaps he’s right. But there’s nothing like the feeling of a soft swab inside your ear, keeping them mucked clean like a horse stable.

      “Yes, Dr. Wright,” I reply perceptively. “I’ve heard many of those sayings before.”

      He shoots me a peculiar look through narrowed eyes, while my snark persists. “I’ve also heard the tale about the boy getting in a stranger’s car,” I choke.

      God damn it, man. You didn’t have to be rude. Dale’s grin leaves me questioning his intentions once more. Whether or not this is some smoke and mirrors act, I’m still spellbound that somebody cares about my well-being. But is it genuine?

      After soothing Dale’s concern that I’m not getting sick, we retreat to the bedroom. I’ve found my cozy spot from earlier, carefully padding my Southern hemisphere. Dale sits on one leg at the edge, twisted around so we can maintain eye contact. His hand sporadically lands on my left thigh as we converse about the bursts of color exploding the night sky out the window.

      I keep fussing with my phone. It keeps chirping every three minutes, alerting me that someone has liked one of my shared memes on Facebook. Nobody ever pays attention to my posts which matter the most—shared song lyrics or other thoughtful expressions. Yet each time I get a notification, there’s always a shade of hope that someone’s appreciated something that came from my heart.

      He points up his finger, climbing down from the bed. “That reminds me,” he says, sauntering towards the dresser in the corner. “I have your phone cord.”

      “Oh yeah thanks for grabbing my things,” I reply, honestly curious how that all went down. “How did they take the news?”

      An auspicious grin washes his visage. “Never mind about them,” he grumbles. “They will not be a problem for you again,” he adds, grunting to himself as he shuffles to the sitting area. “Not on my watch.”

      Dale returns to the bedroom with some kind of green juice, and a bottle of aspirin. “I caught Fresh Market just about to close,” he says. “They let me grab a few things for you,” he adds, twisting the aspirin lid.

      He hands me two tablets before opening the juice. “Here Kiddo,” he offers, passing me the green cocktail. “I have already replenished you with electrolytes and B vitamins,” he adds, tilting his concern-riddled head. “But this here is great in case you have the slightest hangover.”

      He’s really thought of everything, hasn’t he? Perhaps I need to give the guy more credit. Here I am complaining that I don’t get the basic attention I need from my ‘friends’ on social media. Yet there’s a kind gentleman sitting right next to me—who couldn’t be any more of a stranger—treating me like the Prince of fucking Wales.

      “You really don’t have to do all this, you know?” I affirm. “You don’t even know me.”

      Dale pats my shoulder. “Hush,” he rustles. “Take your aspirin and drink that yummy juice,” he asserts. “And let a real daddy take care of you,” he adds, tousling my hair. “Mind if I stretch out beside you?”

      “I guess so,” I reply, shrugging. “It’s your hotel room.”

      He kicks off his brown clogs to scoot up towards the headboard, extending his legs parallel to mine. A buoyant chuckle falls from his lips as he rests his head in his right palm. “No, My Boy, it is your hotel room.”

      I return the cap to my juice bottle, which tastes better than I thought was possible of something this green. “Why do you keep calling me ‘Boy’ and ‘kiddo’ like I’m not a complete stranger?” I ask under a veil of suspicion. “Is that how people talk here or something?”

      Dale grins. “No,” he replies. “I must confess something to you.”

      Oh boy, here we go. He’s a friendly serial killer. My mouth contorts while the worry lines on my forehead scrunch together. “Ooookayyy?”

      “You stole my breath the minute I saw your beautiful face at the hospital,” he says, planting his hand on my left breastbone. “I could instantly read how sweet and pure your heart is,” he adds sincerely. “And those shits you called friends treated you so disrespectfully,” he pauses for a breath. “It enraged me so much that it activated my tendency to care for young—more vulnerable boys like you.”

      So, he’s a teddy bear?! This makes better sense. Now I think I can entirely throw the notion of Dale being dangerous by the wayside. In fact, his desire to take care of me sort of lights my fire.

      “Ohh?” I reply bashfully. “I wondered if you gave all your patients this kind of attention.”

      Based on his reaction, my response seems to leave Dale teeming with amusement. “No—My Boy—that is highly unethical,” he declares, brushing his thumb across my cheek. “But you are the exception to the rule.”

      Did he really just say that?! I must be dreaming. Someone pinch me so that I can wake up in my own bed and not have to confront these uncharted waters. Bueller? Anyone at all? The room grows quiet. All that can be heard are the fireworks being shot off outside. I need to reply so I can avoid appearing like a timid puppy.

      “Uhhh—” I stammer again. “That’s nice?” I reply, realizing it most definitely sounded like a question rather than a statement.

      His eyes narrow before replying cautiously. “Does that make you uncomfortable?”

      “Well no, not particularly,” I assure him. “I’m just thrown by some rando treating me better than my own father.”

      Dale clicks his tongue. “That is precisely what I would like to be for you,” he affirms. “Macon, you deserve better,” he adds, rustling his hand through my hair once again. “Buddy—you are worth so much more than you give yourself credit for.”

      There it is. That’ll do it.

      My spine tingles from top to bottom, forcing a huge grin. “I like it when someone calls me that,” I admit, a few tears protruding from my soul. “How is it that you get it and nobody else does?”

      A harmonious spark emblazes those dark, sandy irises. Dale leans into my forehead, caressing the nape of my neck. “Because I know a good thing when I see it—Buddy.”

      This moment of simplicity might just prove to be the best thing that’s happened to me in a long time. I’m certain where this is headed and I’m also sure that I’m ill-equipped to deliver. My dating life hasn’t evolved past sharing a cup of coffee with basic small talk. Yet, I’ve likely unpacked six hours worth of therapy to the first guy who’s taken a modicum of interest in me. This doesn’t accommodate my need for structure and plans at all. How do people kiss in real life? I’ve only ever seen it in movies.

      My forehead protests joining his. Instead, another combustive display of emotions is skirting a dangerous ledge. All the while, my shoulders sway to the rhythm of my sobbing as Dale reels me into his obviously toned chest.

      “Shh, it is okay Macon,” he whispers gently. “You are all right,” he adds, his hand traveling up and down my backside.

      A moment allows me to get a grip when I raise my chin to his. Those reassuring eyes mollify my every worry. He lets out a grunt, ejecting a sweet aroma from his breath reminiscent of honey. “Can I kiss you, Buddy?”

      Unrehearsed, I swallow a large gulp of air. “I want nothing less,” I claim, arduously closing my eyes.

      I want to see inside his seemingly antiquated soul. I want to witness every second of his concern wash away my worry with a tender kiss. But there’s a forlorn doubt screaming deep inside, that I don’t deserve this attention. I’ve not done a damn thing but embarrass myself. And Dr. Wright wants to whisk me from absolute dereliction to show me a brighter horizon.

      Dale’s wet lips coddle mine with a certain gentleness as if purposely going slow for my sake. I moan in delight as my cock twitches violently. There’s a certain veracity to his demeanor that summons my inhibitions, ushering them from my plate like dinner scraps into the dog dish. He inhales a breath while the strength of his grip at the back of my neck intensifies. If this is what affection tastes like, then I want more than just a free sample. His hand travels back around to my frontside, softly patting my belly. No sooner do I stop to take a breath, when my phone rings. Now this inimitable moment has been interrupted altogether.

      A noticeable groan expels from my voice box when the device informs me who’s calling. “Speak of the devil,” I choke. “It’s my father.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Five

          

          DALE

        

      

    

    
      It’s already midmorning after my chance encounter with Macon Ford. Or is it fate? After the darling tuckered out last night, I remained close by in the hotel suite in case he needed me for anything. Thoughts of fate floundered in every nook and cranny of my brain, spreading out on the sofa to rest. The bed is solely reserved for one boy, so he has plenty of space to slumber peacefully.

      There’s a sort of pre-determined arrangement amongst the other daddies in my tribe. Each of us is destined to meet our cub at whatever point in our journey. And we’re inherently wired with the ability to detect them upon first meeting. All the guys at Crunch Cave—a gym treated as a confluence of sorts for worldwide members of Ursa Alliance International—had me believing that Trevor Donaldson was the cub intended for me.

      But after several rounds of tossing and turning, I came to a much clearer understanding. My embodiment as a daddy has similar traits to the instinctive characteristics of all the rest of my ursine brethren. Now I think it’s entirely possible that my urges from one aspect contraindicates the other. The world hadn’t stopped turning when Trevor died—it was barely getting started.

      Macon squirms in my passenger seat, as I drive us a short couple of hours away from Lake Bruin to Mesa County. He seems enamored by the allure of Colorado’s scenic views while heading North on Highway 50. It pains every muscle in my body that he’s going to be rough for a couple of weeks. At least until the skin down there has regenerated.

      While I could say that I’m happy to fetch a fresh stock of honey alone, my impulse of keeping him within eyeshot implores that he come along. I absolutely will not make myself inaccessible to the boy who needs me in more ways than one. The truth is his presence is required anyway. We won’t even be gracing the gates of Gellar Farms until Saturday at the earliest.

      I’ve booked a one-way flight for the two of us to Indianapolis. It’s wheels up at five tomorrow morning, where I’m personally escorting Macon to the dwelling which he’s being shoved from. Just thinking about the phone call last night drives a nail through my leathery flesh. Not only did it send our first tender moment into disarray, but it also brought my boy to more tears.

      The imbecility of his father and stepmother is an affront to my daddy complex. She’s not pregnant. They’re just kicking this sweet boy to the curb because his presence has become a burden. What encumbrance does Macon pose to them? He’s so innocuous that his insecurities outrank any possible bark he could engineer. My hand reaches over the center console to adjoin with his. He accepts the warm sentiment, meanwhile, I battle a memory from less than twelve hours ago.

      Macon’s young lips pressed into mine, surrendering any hangups that might have kept him from gratifying my desire to kiss him. His blameless flair enticed my tastebuds to at least savor his cock, but I’m nothing if not dignified. He had just finished releasing a whirlpool of emotion about how nobody in his life seemed to understand him when I did. I proclaimed that I wanted to be like the father he’d never been afforded a chance to appreciate. Then the son of a bitch called, bringing our moment to total collapse.

      Startled by the disruption, he shot up in bed to answer. I didn’t need to rely on my strong auditory senses to hear what the man was saying. His shouts were plenty loud enough, deriding Macon as if he was about to be grounded for a century.

      “It’s been more than a day since you were supposed to be out of here,” he shouted, his demeanor curdling every flavor of poor Macon that lingered on my tongue.

      The boy’s scruffy response proved how much power he gave his father over his life. “I’m sorry—I’m—I—” he stammered. “I’m on a camping trip in Georgia and I won’t be home for a couple more weeks.”

      “YOU’RE WHAT?!” His father screeched. “You didn’t think it was important to tell us where you were going?”

      His father’s assertion only seemed to feed some deep craving for control. He doesn’t care about this kid. If he had, his soul wouldn’t be damaged from years of oppression. And he’d be on more solid ground where his confidence is concerned, that’s for sure.

      “Dad, I’ll be back to get my things in a couple of weeks—okay?” He responded tautly.

      Macon’s father sounded like he could benefit from serious anger management classes. “If you’re not back by Friday, we’re throwing your stuff out in the yard with gas and a lit match,” his voice cracked before persisting. “And I’m gonna call the Georgia Highway Patrol to hunt your ass down if you aren’t.”

      Macon huffed. “Okay bye—” he ended the call just as quickly as he flung his device across the room.

      “Oh Buddy, you must not let that waste of space get you down,” I muttered softly, all the while battling a louder decibel.

      The boy’s sullen expression peered at me over his shoulder. “I hate him, Dale!”

      I reached for his shoulder, allowing a deep breath to replenish my air supply. “My Boy, you need to get out of Indiana,” I claimed, pinching tightly. “So far away from that man,” I affirmed, affording a Freudian Slip to the surface. “If you consider a donkey capable of being the least bit human.”

      Finally, a brief chuckle lit up his blameless mien while he laid back down, accepting my arm around his torso. “That’s actually kinda funny,” he laughed. “Thanks for that.”

      A grin returned to my own face as I shot him a wink. “Anything for you, My Boy, we are going to diminish his power once and for all,” I avowed. “Speaking of—” I paused for emphasis. “Have you given any more thought to living in Lake Bruin?”

      Macon shrugged as best his lying position could allow. “Yeah, I guess?” He replied with a hint of uncertainty, his eyes narrowing for another response. “So you’re saying you wanna adopt me even though I’m an adult?”

      “No kiddo, that is not entirely what I meant,” I replied with a snicker. “I have this deep desire to be ‘like’ a father—” I paused again. “But my attraction goes farther than the surface,” I admitted. “I want you to be My Boy that I can play with—cuddle and things like that,” I added, combing his reddish-blonde tresses. “You would want for nothing—and most of all—you would be safer under my care.”

      Macon contorted his lips. “That sounds nice and all,” he replied. “God knows it’s certainly better than staying in Indiana,” he added, a dash of indecision painting his forehead. “But what if I ended up not liking it here—or after moving in you decided you did not like me anymore—or—” he replied listlessly.

      I firmly latched onto his wrist. “Macon—stop!” I hissed, my preeminent nature activating. “I do not make half-assed decisions,” I added with absolute certitude. “I have a deep longing to love and care for you into eternity—” I stammered, realizing that eternity would be an overshot to his mortal brain.

      “But you can’t possibly know all that on the first night of meeting a stranger, Dale,” Macon countered. “That’s a bit silly don’t you think?”

      I clicked my tongue whilst my head wavered. “The only silly thing about it is if you did not make this decision for your benefit,” I replied wisely. “And if you ended up ‘not liking me anymore’ or find that you hate the clean air that Lake Bruin has to offer—I promise to set you up somewhere that would make you happy.”

      A semi-truck blares its horn as we brush past one another. Macon’s catching my gaze, having gotten lost in thoughts of our conversation last night. We’re passing through the town of Whitewater, just on the outskirts of Grand Junction.

      “Earth to Dale,” he jokes, pointing out the window. “People actually live on the edges of these cliffs like some cave?”

      “Would being in a cave freak you out, Buddy?” I respond playfully. “I take it that Indiana is pretty flat—yeah?”

      Macon nods his head. “It’s way flat compared to Colorado.”

      A few minutes later leaves Macon and I sitting down to lunch at Uncle Kev’s Place, a quaint fifties-themed diner. Hunger prevails now that we’ve checked into our hotel room down Main Street to offload luggage, and my supplies to care for Macon’s burn. His nose is inches deep into a menu, perusing the options. I will order a garden salad with my usual honey dressing and a side order of sausage patties.

      While Macon studies the menu, I ruminate on the thought that my work is cut out for me. While he will hopefully become my boy, the structure of his confidence deserves a remodel. With no thanks to his father, I must build this kiddo up from nothing. If Macon is my fated cub, he’s entirely too weak for me to impress upon—something I wasted precious time doing to Trevor.

      Our server, Tanya, offers a smile when she reaches our table. “Can I start you folks out with something to drink?”

      I glance towards Macon. “What would you like?”

      His hazel apertures meet my stare, affording me an opportunity to order for him. “He will have a Sprite without ice, and I would like your strongest black coffee,” I request politely. “Could you bring a bottle of honey as well?”

      Tanya nods pleasantly, dashing back behind the counter when my phone chirps. It’s a text from my tribe brother, Brecken, another daddy in Ursa Alliance Intl. based in Lake Bruin.

      
        
          
            
              
        You did not make it to the gym this morning? Are you gravely ill or something?

      

      

      

      

      

      I’ve completely spaced my workout. Usually, by this time on a Wednesday, I’m patting dry from a lengthy sweat-inducing session of weightlifting. Breck is always there to spot me, though it’s only to keep up appearances. Neither of us bear brothers require help since we are strong enough to lift an automobile three feet off the ground. Macon’s arrival has only temporarily thrown my workout schedule. Surely, I’ll be back at it by this time next week. I shoot Breck a quick reply as Tanya returns with our beverages.

      
        
          
            
              
        My schedule will be wonky for a bit, Breck. I think I have met my cub. I know you guys thought that was Trevor. Promise to explain it all later.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Do you guys need a few more minutes to decide?” Tanya asks, tapping her pen against an order pad with a curious look.

      “Buddy—” I present him the prospect of ordering first. “Have you settled on anything?”

      He nods. “So can I have the full stack of buttermilk pancakes, with extra butter and syrup please?”

      Tanya obliges, taking down his request before glancing in my direction. “And for you?”

      “He will also have three scrambled eggs—” I advise while Macon cuts in, petitioning my demand.

      Macon’s head wavers intently. “No—I only want the pancakes—” he counters hurriedly.

      I reach across the table to firmly grab his shapely paw. “You will eat some protein with all those carbs, My Boy,” I groan mildly, feeling the twitch of him squirming in his chair.

      “And may I have a garden salad—nix the dressing—and a side order of sausage patties?” I ask.

      “Of course,” Tanya replies cordially, “and nix the dressing,” she mumbles to herself while making note of my special instruction.

      She leaves the table, leaving me to vie with Macon’s confusion. “I really don’t like eggs all that much,” he pleads.

      “Alright Buddy,” I oblige, realizing I must be mindful of his preferences. “But you need some protein, so you can choose between bacon or sausage,” I assert. “What will it be?”

      His husky reply settles my argument. “Bacon then.”

      “You got it,” I offer with a wink, hoping this offers some middle ground. I wave at Tanya to get her attention. “We have a slight change to our order.”

      There’s so much ground to cover that I should get to the bottom of his likes and dislikes. It’s beneficial intel, so in the future, I can order for him in ways that satisfy us both. As a physician, I am adamant about giving his stomach a fine balance of nutrients. The boy needs protein to compete with all the carbohydrates he’s about to digest. So long as he eats it, I don’t care what form it comes in.

      A few minutes of discussing his palate has provided me with greater insight. He’s the typical young boy with a hefty carnivorous appetite. Not that it’s a bad thing. But if I’ll be making my mark, ensconcing half of my DNA, then I must coax for more of an omnivorous diet.

      “So is that what daddies do?” Macon asks with an air of intrigue. “Order for their—boys?”

      Macon’s curiosity stirs me into a frenzy. Is he warming up to the idea of becoming my exclusive treat? “Some like to hold all the cards in their relationship,” I answer with a nod. “But I’m more apt to ensure your satisfaction, as long as I can keep you healthy,” I add. “So I implore you to speak up about what you do and do not like.”

      Our food arrived minutes ago. My select cub’s discomfort has grown as he fidgets in his seat, further urging me to quickly wrap lunch. It’s high time that I get him back to the hotel so I can clean his wound and apply more cream. Then perhaps I’ll show Macon the Colorado National Monument. Providing my hopeful boy with a panoramic view of Mesa County from Cold Shivers Point would enthuse me to no end. Plus, Macon would get to see the other surrounding mountain ranges.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          MACON

        

      

    

    
      What a day of traveling it’s been. Dale was fixed on escorting me to gather my stuff from home. Well, what once was. It hasn’t truly been a home since two January’s ago, when the only person who mattered in my life boarded a red-eye flight to the next dimension. The nostalgia of what a house represents kept dwindling with each new shouting match I’d endure with my father. And now all that remains is a skeleton of wood, drywall, and carpeting. So, a home it is not.

      Dale is behind the wheel of a small U-Haul truck which he rented soon after we landed in Indianapolis. He’s an excellent driver, leaving me entirely grateful to have his company. I hated crossing the circle of Interstate 465 into the city, let alone driving cross-country by myself with everything in tow. Taking a giant leap to Lake Bruin isn’t without a few reservations, but I figure I have nothing to lose.

      This guy seems endearing to a fault, leaving me to doubt that I’m capable of living up to his standards. I’m not opposed to being his boy. In fact, I quite like the idea of being treated nicely for a change. But what if he asks for something that I can’t provide? Am I supposed to just wing it like a Biology test I haven’t prepared for? And what am I to do when I find myself at an impasse, after moving thirteen hundred miles away from the only place I’ve ever known?

      Dale clears his throat, pointing ahead on the stretch of road into Lebanon. “So I stay Northwest up ahead—yeah?” He asks.

      “Yep,” I confirm. “You’ll turn left after CVS.”

      His concentration breaks from the road for a moment, locking with my anxious stare. “You have been way too silent since deboarded the plane,” he says. “Are you okay, Buddy?”

      A shrug combined with a smile masks the absolute dread I feel on the inside. “Oh yeah,” I assure him. “I’ll be okay.”

      Dale’s head wavers, his focus returning to the highway. “That is not what I asked you, My Boy,” he groans softly. “How are you feeling—currently?” He adds. “Not later.”

      His persistence seems to match the zeal he’s shown me over the last few days. I don’t find it intimidating per se, but rather a bit of an unfamiliar concept. Nobody’s taken an interest in me like this. Most assuredly not someone whom I’ve only known for less than seventy-two hours.

      “Sorry,” I respond vacantly. “I won’t lie, Dale,” I add. “I’m very nervous.”

      His right hand lands on my thigh. “That is better,” he mutters. “In order to protect you, I expect the truth from you at all times,” he asserts. “Understood?”

      I force a gulp of air down my windpipes, trying to adjust to this curious dynamic. “Yes.”

      “Good boy,” he praises, patting my knee. “This helps Daddy know how to best serve your needs, that is all.”

      A few miles farther down the road leaves me even more nervous. Another reason I’m glad Dale vowed to come with me, is there’s a good chance that my father won’t act like such an asshole in front of a complete stranger. And if there’s one thing I’ve already begun adjusting to, it’s how much safer I truly feel when I’m around him. Hypothetically speaking, if things go South and blood is somehow shed all over the front room, his medical knowledge proves useful.

      On the plane, we discussed what I have planned after I’ve settled into my new home. Do I choose to finish out my last year of school online? Do I throw away three years of higher learning and thousands of dollars in student loans? Of which he reiterated, “You will want for nothing and that includes debt.” No sooner did he suggest footing the bill, when I shot down his offer entirely. When I’m unpacked, I’ll find a job somewhere around Lake Bruin to repay my debts responsibly—whether I’ve chosen to complete the fourth year or not.

      “Yep,” I point ahead. “It’s the last house on the left.”

      Surprisingly enough, my nerves are subsiding. Dale’s gusto for seeing my safety as a top priority is somewhat soothing. Perhaps we can get in and out as quickly as SEAL Team 6 obliterated Bin Laden a couple of months ago. We both jump down from the truck, when I shoot a circumspect look back at him sliding the truck keys in his pocket.

      “Maybe I should knock on the door alone?” I question more than I assert.

      Dale’s resolute disagreement couldn’t be any clearer. “Absolutely not, Macon,” he claims. “I’m going in with you.”

      Just as we approach the door, my father swings it as wide as it will go. His wrathful expression shoots arrows into my chest, displaying his deep contempt for me. “Figured that would get your attention,” he cackles. “You’ve brought reinforcement I see.”

      “Not now,” I declare, flashing him my held-up palm. “I’m just here for my stuff.”

      Dale snaps his fingers. “Go get some boxes from the truck,” he says, tossing me the keys to unlock the latch. “I will be right here,” he adds through intently narrowed eyes.

      On my trail back to the truck, I hear Dale introducing himself to my father. “Hi—Dale—and you are damn right I’m the reinforcement,” he roars. “Just let the boy get his things and he will be out of your hair soon enough.”

      My wound is burning fiercely as we find ourselves upstairs gathering everything which is most important to me.

      “Well,” I say, waving my arm much like Vanna White. “What you see is what you get.”

      The disconcerted expression on Dale’s gristly face leaves me feeling like he’s put off by my lack of organization. Shit, that’s right. What if he’s under the impression that I’m tidy?

      “Kiddo,” he responds. “This is barely larger than a closet.”

      I shrug. “Meh, it wasn’t awful,” I admit. “It’s all I’ve ever had.”

      When you’re being edged out of a cave where you’ve been hibernating for two decades, how do you choose which memories to bring—and which to forget entirely? As I rifle through my dresser, I’m left to wonder which toys of my past are going to serve me in the future. My guitar is obviously first on the list. It’s only occurring to me now that Dale missed grabbing something at the cabin when fetching my suitcase. While I don’t use it daily or anything, my iPad is a crucial part of my songwriting process. Great. Now I’m gonna need to replace it.

      Judging by my father’s snide remark about bringing backup, something tells me that I need to wrestle up everything that is most important first. Just in case we need to scram from here quickly. Dale’s phone rings as I pack my binders full of Pokémon cards. I realize the trend has faded, but there’s not a chance in Hell of me parting ways with any from my holographic collection. They hardly amount to much as a meal ticket, but nobody knows how much these bad boys will be worth in a few more years.

      Dale wraps the power cord around my Winnie-the-Pooh lamp with an enormous grin. “Surely you want to keep this little guy,” he giggles, passing it off to me.

      I peer up from a box containing my laptop and random school texts. “Honestly?” I shrug. “That old thing’s been around since I was seven,” I add. “Perhaps it’s time he gives up the ghost.”

      “How do you figure?” He replies curiously. “I find it charming that you have kept it for so long.”

      Maybe he’s right. It’s the last thing mom would touch every night after tucking me in bed as a kid. God knows there are so few material things lying around here that honor her memory. Certainly not past the shrine to Sharon’s allegedly innocent son in prison—for freaking murder. Since I’m sure I’ll likely regret tossing it out, I arrive at the decision to keep it. I instruct him to pack it in a box with my Troll figurines. Yet more collectibles I can’t seem to loosen my grip on. Dale’s phone rings a second time as I finish stacking my fifth box.

      “Excuse me a minute,” he says, stepping out into the hallway. “I will be right back.”

      I could go for a fresh application of cream right about now. But there’s no way I’m entertaining the thought of Dale sticking his hand between my ass cheeks under this roof. With a wince, I forge ahead with my packing. Yet surprisingly making decent progress. Another thing to be grateful for is the fact that my father hasn’t attempted to interrupt us even once. Sharon is out of town visiting her esteemed adult child much older than me. So he’s likely too engrossed in old episodes of Gunsmoke to give two craps about causing a fuss. Thank God for that.

      A few minutes and one bucket of sweat later, I plant my butt on the edge of my bed for a rest break. It leaves me wondering if I’m entitled to take it with me, or if it’s the property of Tim Transmeier. No, I don’t have the same last name as him. Which might be one more thing I should be grateful for. My parents weren’t married at the time I was born, so I was given her previous name by the first husband.

      Since I still have custody of the truck keys, I decide that now is as good a time as any to start loading boxes into the truck. Dale purchased twenty of them—which seems an overestimation given his surprise at the size of this bedroom. I’m likely a box or two away from completion, which sits around eleven in total. There are many things here that I’m happy to forget. No sooner do I stand, when I hear a shout emanating from downstairs. Great! Things were going so civilly.

      My father bellows throughout the whole house. Lebanon is small, so undoubtedly the whole block can hear. “You’re his butt buddy?”

      I sneak out into the hallway, extending an ear just around the corner of the stairs. Dale’s exasperation triggers a nerve within me, but I think perhaps I’ll stay up here to let him bite back in my defense. God knows that nobody else has in over two years.

      “You need to calm down, Timothy,” he growls. “I’m merely Macon’s new roommate—not that it is any of your business.”

      My father cackles. “That’s what they’re calling it these days huh?”

      “LISTEN HERE!” Dale thunders. “I doubt you give two shits,” he pauses for a breath. “But you lost the right to care about Macon when you ran off to marry the first shriveled-up floozy that would have your sorry dick—” he isn’t even finished before spouting more. “Go sit your spiteful ass down and let us finish what we came here to do—what you wanted in the first place.”

      Knowing how protective Dale is of me already, my father’s next shout is indubitably begging for trouble. “OR WHAT?”

      Radio silence joins my gut instinct, encouraging me to hurry with the last few boxes. While returning to the bedroom, I expect this battle of words to continue. But it doesn’t. All I can hear is a distinct exchange of gunfire escaping from the television. In fact, I find it strange that Dale hasn’t come back upstairs to finish helping me if he isn’t countering my father’s ignorance.

      In another minute, a loud roar bounces from every wall of the house. What the—? The very next thing to follow is a gunshot—this time authentic and harrowing. And then another volley resounds throughout the home. What’s going on down there? At this point, I’m terrified to go investigate. Surely if my father has a rifle in his arms, it’s a terrible idea to leave this bedroom. In a split second, my father’s cry of desperation sends my heart racing.

      I waste no time descending the steps to study a large brown bear hobbling out the front door. My father is sprawled out like a pretzel on the floor, while shrill gunfire persists from the television behind me. A pool of crimson soaks every fiber of carpet around his right shoulder, all the while his bloodstained shirt oozes from side to side. He can barely even whisper but pleads for my help through engorged eyes. Harried as I am, I’m in no position to attend. My medical knowledge hardly spans two seasons of Grey’s Anatomy.

      His airways are definitively obstructed. This much I know. “Call 9-1-1!” He mutters.

      All I can do is gasp. “Jesus Christ—Dad!”

      The one person who could help seems to be missing in action. I admonish my earlier thoughts about there being bloodshed in the front room, while I scan my surroundings to see where Dale could have wandered. I cheered him on by laying a few words into the guy, but I didn’t expect a wild beast to attack him. I rise off my haunches to dart out for the truck, where I’ve left my phone. Dale is rounding the corner from the side of the house once my feet hit the slab of concrete.

      “DALE!!” I scream with fright. “YOU HAVE TO HELP MY DAD!!”

      Surprisingly, my vexed plea isn’t animating him in the least. Instead, he appears rather calm. “Come here, My Boy,” he extends both arms, reeling me in. “What happened?”

      “Why are you so calm?” I cry. “My dad is on the floor surrounded by a pool of blood.”

      Dale follows me inside to take a look when he finally hurries over to help him. “Okay Buddy, call 9-1-1 now!” He orders what I’d already been on the mission for, tossing his phone at me in the process.

      He’s applying pressure to my father’s wounds, doing his best to keep him from bleeding out any more than he already has. Perhaps he’s just ill-equipped without so much as a piece of gauze. The emergency dispatcher informed me that she was sending an ambulance quickly. However, it may take a couple of minutes because it’s coming down the long stretch of pavement from Westfield.

      “Stay with me Tim,” Dale screeches, his hands unrelenting. “Where is that damn ambulance?”

      It’s at this moment that I find myself entirely grateful for Dale’s insistence about coming with me. If he hadn’t, I can’t imagine I’d have known what to do. My father is many things, but I’d never want him in harm’s way. That might make me sort of a beast.

      “Oh my God, Dale—” I gasp behind a veil of gratitude. “Thank you for being here with me,” I add, reaching for his right shoulder. “You saved his life.”

      Dale’s disquieting grunt practically reverberates over the loud TV commercial whining from behind us. His head oscillates in both directions. “Macon,” he says. “This will not change how I feel about him.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          DALE

        

      

    

    
      Macon sits opposite me at a table inside a dimly lit restaurant. We’re dining at a small outfit called Nono’s Pizzeria, down in a city called Carmel. Having never been to these Indianapolis suburbs, I must say that I prefer the peace and quiet of Lake Bruin far more. He’s all sorts of emotions tonight, leaving me culpable in more ways than one.

      My anger escalated to such a degree today, that I wasn’t afforded my usual reserve. If I hadn’t stepped around his house to convert, I’d have evolved into my bearish aspect right in front of Tim. And that would have come with more implications than injuring his father. That dickhead should be so lucky you avoided his carotid.

      Yet conversely, putting Macon’s father in the hospital is still one of the worst things I’ve done. When I am eventually tasked with revealing my deep-seated secret to Macon, he’ll surmise that the bear attack was no fluke. It makes me feel awful when all it boils down to my desire to protect him. This includes defending my boy’s dignity at all costs.

      Macon slurps from the straw of his un-iced Coke, clearing his distressed throat. “I’m surprised you wanted to come here,” he says. “You seem way too healthy to enjoy pizza.”

      I reach across the table to grab his paw. “I’m not the picture of health,” I claim. “There is a wild side to me too, ya know?”

      We’re waiting for our large double sausage and pepperoni pizza to finish baking, which isn’t finished since I just ordered a minute ago. This gives me an opportunity to circle back to our earlier conversation from last night when we discussed his plans for the future. He advised me that he’s questioning whether to finish his last year of school online or if he should pursue what he really wants. Macon alleged that the world of Journalism has taken a few left turns, becoming entirely political. It would rob any joy he would have found within the profession.

      “You do not have to finish that last year of school if there is something else you want to do,” I affirm, squeezing his hand tightly. “Daddy will adore you no matter what direction you wish to take,” I add. “If you want to make music, then I will convert my basement into a music cavern.”

      Finally a twinge of blush returns to his cheeks. “Really?” He replies. “I’d have my own studio?”

      His enthusiasm sets my insides ablaze, coating every morsel of guilt if even for a little while. “Daddies encourage their boys to shoot for the moon,” I avow. “I would not have it any other way.”

      A tear rolls down his innocent cheek. “That’s the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me,” he replies. “But I was wondering about the bedroom situation.”

      Yes, let’s discuss that indeed. I wet my whistle with a massive sip of iced tea before replying. “What are your thoughts, My Boy?”

      He squirms in his chair, well past time for another cleaning and coat of Sulfamylon. “When we go back for my boxes,” he replies with a shrug. “I don’t know if I’m allowed to bring my bed with me.”

      My head wavers indignantly. “I’m not dragging that sofa cushion with us,” I proclaim. “How about we find a larger bed once we have freshened up your bum—yes?”

      Macon contorts his mouth. “Ohh—you mean—that—erm—” he stammers awkwardly.

      “What is bothering you?” I ask, my right brow nearly stuck to the ceiling. “Remember our honesty clause?”

      He shrugs unnervingly, scratching the back of his head. “I wasn’t sure if you were expecting me to sleep in my own room or not.”

      This is a common misunderstanding between daddies and their boys. They always assume there’s some obligation to be the little spoon every single night. At least this is similar to how Trevor reacted back in the day.

      My head wavers from shoulder to shoulder. “No Buddy, that is entirely up to you,” I reply with certitude. “You have your own room four times the size of that closet back in Lebanon,” I add, rubbing the back of his hand with my thumb. “But you will always have the option of sharing my bed.”

      Macon’s diffidence strikes a chord within me. “And a bathroom of my own?” He asks as if it’s an unreasonable expectation.

      “Of course,” I assure him. “And the fun part of having your own bathroom is decorating it with whatever theme you want.”

      Our server staggers down a slender hall with a large, round pan. Steam rises from the pizza’s surface as she places it on a wire rack at the table’s end. “Can I bring you folks drink refills?”

      “That would be great—thank you!” I reply, tearing away a hot slice to serve Macon.

      Macon’s pupils expand hungrily. “That was fast.”

      My phone wails with an incoming text message. I scoop it off the table to read, prior to serving myself a slice. It’s from my brother. He is the reason I excused myself from packing back at Macon’s former dwelling.

      
        
          
            
              
        I cannot stop thinking about how jealous I am of you finding your fated boy. I’m green with envy over here. But I am chuffed to meet him next month when you are here. I will tell all the guys that destiny gave you a second chance after all.

      

      

      

      

      

      Denny is my brother by blood. But he’s also gay and another member of Ursa Alliance International. We were both converted from mortality in our forties. In 1888, just before an antidote came to light, a unique variant of diphtheria ravaged the bear population in Central Europe. One of its effects caused a heightened erotic stimulation, where a buildup of toxins would be released through the saliva glands.

      This escalated to a tenfold increase in attacks on humans, altering their DNA. Our bites rendered us immortal—and became half-beasts. This is why I lose my own control over shifting once my anger heats up beyond a certain degree. Needless to say, we have been each other’s closest support system after surpassing everyone in the family for over a century. This story is sure to be helpful when I eventually come clean with Macon. Speaking of, he’s already on his second slice of pizza. Whereas I’m sinking my fangs into a first.

      “Anything important?” He asks, wiping his chin with a napkin.

      I finish chewing before responding. “It is my brother,” I reply. “I’m guessing you have never been to London?” I add, my upturned palm nearly colliding with the glass of tea.

      “England?” He gasps. “I’ve barely traveled at all, let alone even crossed over into Canada.”

      My enthusiasm intensifies as I think about how lucky I am to be the person showing him the world. I doubt he has a passport, but as long as he’s in possession of his birth certificate and driver’s license, we can remedy that.

      “So I take it you lack a passport?” I ask, leaning over my plate for another bite.

      Macon’s eyes grow wider than melons. “I honestly don’t even know how to go about getting one,” he admits.

      “I do,” I assure him, tapping his left paw across the table. “We will need your birth certificate,” I add. “You know where it is—yes?”

      He nods. “Oh yeah,” he replies with a tinge of hesitation. “But with my dad in the hospital and Sharon out of town, we’ll have to break into his fireproof lockbox to get it.”

      “We will find a way to get it,” I reply. “Tomorrow when we go back for your boxes, we will do it before hitting the road.”

      Macon’s curiosity washes over his youthful mien. “Why?” He asks, sipping his Coke. “What’s in London anyway?”

      I wipe my mouth with a napkin, swallowing a bite. “My brother Denny who is also a doctor, and a medical conference in August.”

      After eating my human weight in carbohydrates, I hurried out to the truck for Macon’s medicated cream. My lack of time management frays the nurturing spirit inside me, as I realize Nono’s Pizzeria will offer little comfort in the burned bum department. It will undoubtedly sting me as much as him by using a coarse paper towel to clean and dry his wound. But it’s better than risking an infection and we’ve gone too long since cleaning it at the airport.

      He’s bent over the back of the toilet in this cramped restaurant bathroom. “Hold still, My Boy,” I gently grunt, his ass fidgeting inches in front of my face. “I know this rough paper towel will sting more than a cloth,” I add, caressing his right glute with a gloved finger. “But it is all we have to work with.”

      Macon groans but his reply instantly sends the soldier in my pants to stand at attention. “Just get it over with—Daddy—” he murmurs.

      Good boy, Macon. You just keep turning Daddy’s crank. I let out a dry cough, sliding the damp paper towel between both cheeks. He jerks at the slightest touch, sending my heart into a tailspin because it must still burn terribly. Given the location, his skin will take a few extra days to regenerate as opposed to if it had been on his arm.

      I tug my gloves off into the trash can beside us, all the while fighting every desire to give the boy a little bit of relief. Anything to make him forget about his discomfort. And the six inches of sunshine suspended from his groin certainly doesn’t do my erection any favors. A split-second decision causes my palm to grip it tightly as if I’m tugging a rowboat ashore. Macon grouses with a flinch, surprised by the touch.

      This moment has me questioning if I’m taking things too quickly. We have hardly exchanged a single robust kiss. Apart from petting my cub insatiably, he’s remained fully clothed in bed the last two nights. He must have been expecting this at some point, Dale.

      I fight a lump in my throat before a calm mutter escapes my lips. “Can Daddy help his boy forget about his burn if only for a minute?”

      Macon’s head turns around as far as it will go, yelping like an excited bear cub does. “Please,” he replies.

      His dick quivers rapaciously as I stroke it softly and gently. All the while his delightful cries fall from those shapely lips above the toilet’s tank. My hand twists intermittently between every few rubs, provoking his arousal beyond its finite capacity.

      “Oh Daddy—” he shrieks, surely loud enough that the few patrons outside can hear.

      My other hand slithers beneath his shirt, gently caressing the boy’s backside. “Shhh,” I utter. “There are people right outside, Boy,” I add, grumbling faintly.

      It takes no time at all for small drops of precum to jut from Macon’s slit while he bucks forward, eager for a sweet release. “Nnnngh,” he whimpers. “I’m gonna cum—Dale—” he stammers huffily.

      A hasty grunt wrestles at the back of my throat. “Who?” I firmly retort, realizing he probably doesn’t comprehend that I would rather he call me Daddy more often than Dale.

      “I mean—Daddy?” He corrects himself.

      My caressing hand pats him a few times. “That is my good boy,” I praise.

      Another groan followed by shallow breaths escape Macon’s mouth, while my strokes increase in strength and speed. His legs spasm, heralding me to the impending spiritual awakening his cock is about to weather. If his zeal is any indication of how long it’s been since the last orgasm, this is sure to be quite the storm.

      “Fuuuuckkkk,” he moans, his head pressed firmly into the wall. “I can’t hold it any longer.”

      Healthy, white streaks of Macon’s seed eject from his throbbing cock with the force of a steam engine. Most of his sticky assault lands directly into the toilet bowl, while an occasional pellet splatters on the seat. There’s no doubt I will be cleaning it up. Though my boy’s satisfying release is most important to me. He’s definitely your boy now, Dale.

      Macon sighs, trying to catch his breath. “I needed that so much,” he mutters.

      I pull Macon’s treble clef patterned boxers up to his waist as he turns around to face me. Those blue-green eyes are alight with admiration. This indulgence has surely allowed him to forget about his burn. At least it has washed away some of my guilt from the day. It’s not gone entirely, but his growing trust tells me that when I’m forced to confess all, he might be apt to understand my protective stance.

      “Let’s go find you a bed—yeah?” I assert, buttoning his khaki shorts before tending to the zipper.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          MACON

        

      

    

    
      He’s really pulling out all the stops to make me feel welcome. Dale wraps his arm around my shoulders in the hotel elevator as it delivers us a few stories to our room. I never imagined finding a boyfriend until I was old and grey, if at all. Most assuredly not anyone with as much of an affinity for taking care of his fellow human race. If Dr. Dale Wright is an example of nobility and gentleness, then my prejudiced beliefs about people in his profession have been incredibly rash.

      Dale scans the room key, gesturing for me to step in before he does. Our dessert dangles from his fingers as I toss my phone onto the bed. Speaking of, we’ve just come from Hamilton Promenade, an outdoor strip mall on the outskirts of Carmel. After sharing a meaty pizza at Nono’s, he ushered me across the street to Wharf Thirteen. It killed two birds with one stone because I needed to tender my immediate resignation. Then Dale vowed to buy me my very first king-sized bed, with various other bedroom flair. Well, the mattress itself came from a store next to my former employer.

      His longing to care for my every need remains a foreign concept that I’m struggling to wrap a finger around. Since mom died, I’ve fended for myself. My father would hardly provide groceries for the whole house, leaving me to forage on my own. Yet here comes Daddy Dale on his white horse, insistent upon seeking my highest satisfaction and comfort. Since I’m so attracted to him, it’s strange calling him ‘Daddy.’ But being that he’s hung the moon, I’ll call him whatever he wants.

      “I think you are due for a bath,” Dale says, his thumb striding my cheek.

      I slip off each shoe one at a time with the opposing foot. “Yeah, I’ll go take a shower,” I nod.

      Dale seems to disapprove of that option. “No,” he counters. “Let Daddy draw his boy a soothing bath.”

      I stammer. “Ermm⁠—”

      “It will be no dessert for you mister, if you disobey me,” he grunts playfully.

      “Okay,” I oblige. “If you insist.”

      Of course, I want dessert. Nobody can keep me away from chocolate-covered fruit. Especially strawberries. My only hope is that he doesn’t intend to keep me company in the bathroom. If Daddy is resolute on watching me bathe, there’s a seven-inch concern on my shoulder that I must contend with. And quickly. Though I’m cognizant of the fact that he’ll see my imperfection at some point, I wasn’t expecting it to be this soon. He’s gonna think I’m a freak.

      I scoop my phone off the bed, intent on bringing Spotify into the bathroom with me. Probably by some force of habit since I typically listen to music while showering. Come to think of it, I’m unsure how long it’s been since I’ve taken an actual bath. As I unlock my phone screen, it reminds me of two unread text messages. Dale is still in the bathroom preparing the tub, so I have precisely one or two minutes before shedding down to my revolting coat of flesh.

      
        
          
            
              
        PENNY SCOTT: I’m sorry the boys are such jackasses. Some days I even find myself wondering why I stay with Parker, if not just for his money. But I wanted to check on you and say that I care.

      

      

      

      

      

      That isn’t suspect at all. While Penny has always been nicer than the other four, she’ll never stop encouraging Parker’s antics. His fortune is too attractive. The Cartier wrapped around her finger makes that wildly evident. My puppy dog nature would usually be quick to reply, but Dale is helping me foster a new attitude. I’ll never be happy with myself until I stop seeking the approval of others who don’t express their appreciation for me. So my reply is relatively moot.

      Now onto the other text rivaling my attention—the wicked stepmother and her serpentine tongue. I’ve been waiting for this since I was forced to let her know that dad was mauled by a bear.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’ll be home in a couple of days. Will you be around? Just because your future stepsibling requires our focus, doesn’t mean we love you any less. And just because we disapprove of your lifestyle choice, doesn’t mean a parent’s love for their children suddenly stops.

      

      

      

      

      

      Whatever, Sharon. You’ll love a murderer, but somehow I’m the walking abomination? Neither she nor my dad know that I’m aware of the truth. That there’s no possibility of her being pregnant. If anything, Sharon might be falsely led to believe she’s expecting a child out of some psychosis-induced delusion. That’s one textbook diagnosis that harmonizes her eccentricities quite well. Fighting with her seems counterintuitive at this point, so my thumb is quick with a short reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        K.

      

      

      

      

      

      In one of my Psychology classes, I learned that replying to a message with ‘k’ is kind of like winning a battle. The sender doesn’t have to engage, yet they’ve claimed victory with just one letter of the alphabet. It leaves the recipient stewing, hopeful for another reply which never arrives.

      Dale shouts over the click of my locking phone screen. “Your bath is ready, My Boy!”

      Right. I’ve just spent the last two minutes confronting people’s guilt-ridden excuses, entirely forgetting about how I’ll reveal the one thing corroborating my penchant for reckless decisions. Even if I didn’t smoke pot that night, I joined them on the joyride completely of my own volition. And that implicates me all the same. After shuffling into the bathroom, I see Dale sitting on the edge of the tub with one leg propped over the other. He seems to think delivering me into momentary bliss earlier means that I’m ready to bathe in front of him.

      “You’re gonna watch me clean myself?” I ask, turning out the piercingly bright lights.

      Dale nods. “If that is all right,” he murmurs. “Daddy wants to bathe you,” he adds. “But he needs the lights to do that.”

      A combination of unmatched, incomplete words accompanies my nervous expression. “Oh—wel—erm—but—can⁠—”

      “No need to be shy, Buddy,” he drones. “I see naked bodies every day,” he assures me. “Remember?”

      Oh, I remember. I’d just rather not expose you to my anomalous existence tonight. Somehow, his gruff tone is even more captivating in the dark. But my heart isn’t falling for this particular flimflam. Not when I’m being thrown into the deep end of the embarrassment pool, without so much as a pair of floaty rings. This has nothing to do with being fully exposed in itself since his hands have already paddled that pond of lust.

      My lips smack together, attempting a sane reply. “I know,” I retort. “If you insist on staying in here, I’d be more comfortable in the dark.”

      Dale is onto me like a tiger to a gazelle. “What do you not want me to see, Macon?”

      Just get it over with, Bacon Macon. My brain stings with a memory of what Parker heckles me by. It’s not without merit, because it really does look like seared strips of breakfast meat. A sigh falls from my lips as I flick the lights back on, awakening my soul immediately.

      Dale’s hungry eyes penetrate the surface of my Earth-shattering existence. All the while slipping out of my shirt, followed by my khaki shorts and boxers. My rapt audience doesn’t flinch one bit while I cast each sock to the pile, my cock swaying with each motion in the process.

      In fact, it appears that a craving for my bare skin sends a small river of saliva down the corner of his mouth. But he still hasn’t seen the worst of it. Now I’m confronting the detriments of my humiliation, flashing a grimace with each step I take. Dale’s vehement sigh has me worried that he’s growing impatient. Certainly, the water is already icy. Simply because he’s keen enough to figure that I couldn’t tolerate anything beyond a tepid degree.

      “Don’t—say—a—word—” I moan, turning around to climb in the tub.

      I fully expect to hear a disgusted reaction, however, it would sound. Something that keeps a person from completely masking what they’re thinking. But my expectations fail miserably and I’m not certain if this is a good thing yet or not. Mostly because he still hasn’t said a damn thing. Instead, Dale rests his hand on my shoulder while I meet his concerned stare.

      His years of practicing a deadpan expression have him at an advantage this time. “You are just as gorgeous out of your clothes than in them,” he pants. “Why on Earth would you want to keep the lights off, Buddy?”

      “Oh come on,” I reply frostily. “I know what you’re really thinking, Dale.”

      Daddy Dale tilts his head, slightly indignant. “We are going to work on how you see yourself, My Boy,” he huffs. “Because I see a gorgeously naked young man,” he adds as his grip on my shoulder tightens.

      My head bows in shame. “I see myself as a freak of nature—you can be honest—” I stammer.

      The acoustics in here are impressive. “Macon—STOP!” Dale thunders, his command bouncing from one wall to the other like a symphony hall. “It is just another scar,” he adds. “Just a page in your story which Daddy will be delighted to hear only when you are good and ready.”

      He reaches for a pre-lathered washcloth, stroking it gently from left to right across my backside. Save for a few crooning splashes each time his hand dips to wring the cloth, it’s been quieter than a library for several minutes. Well, his breathing must be the loudest I’ve ever heard. He finishes wiping me from my head down to where the tidemark meets my hips. And in another moment, his heavy puffs evolve into groans.

      I glance up over my shoulder to study his gaze. Those honey-drenched irises are engulfed in an amber blaze, summoning my every desire to lean directly into his tummy. Dale lowers his head when our lips join, feeling his gentle tongue slithering its way through one of the gates to my soul. The washcloth makes a big splash as his hands slide down my arms.

      His hushed tone placates every fear I’ve felt over the last few minutes. “Daddy’s satisfied that you are all clean,” he mutters, his playful governance sending a shiver down my spine. “You have earned your dessert now,” he adds.

      My lips slaver at the prospect of our chocolate-covered strawberries. “I’ve been craving them ever since we left the shop,” I admit.

      Dale rises to his feet, extending a palm to help me climb out of the tub. “Then it was worth the wait—yes?” He jokes, reaching around for a towel to pat dry my body.

      “Thanks for not making me feel like a freak,” I whimper on our trail back out to the bed.

      He totters back towards me where I lie fully exposed, feeling the air conditioning nip at each delicate nerve on my skin. “I do not want to hear you talk like that ever again,” he asserts, removing his shirt. “Do I make myself clear?”

      I nod, full well knowing this is a trait I’ve needed to work on for a long time. “Yes.”

      Dale’s right eyelid twitches at my short reply. “Yes—what?”

      “Yes Daddy,” I amend.

      “That is my Good Boy,” he praises me, lifting his left arm. “You see this mark here?” He points at what appears to be two puncture scars of sorts.

      “Uh huh,” I nod, wincing. “How’d you get those?”

      He shakes his head. “That is not important right now,” he replies curtly. “I just wanted to show you, My Boy, that we all have scars.”

      Dale wanders to the dresser for the plastic bag with our dessert. He returns to the side of the bed, climbing up one leg at a time. “You are worthy of more esteem than you allow,” he grunts, gently pressing a dipped berry between my lips. “We will work on this together.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I rise from bed the next morning still nude. Once I’d dried after the bath, we laid on top of the bedspread talking about what it’d be like for me to live in such a new place. How I’ll adjust to living in a smaller area than Boone County. If that’s even possible. Because Lebanon itself would be a one-horse town if this were 1942. Daddy Dale assured me to take my time deciding on school. He said if I was hellbent on finding a part-time job, he’d hook me up with a gig at the drugstore in Lake Bruin through a friend named Brecken.

      But as for the clothing, he said I wasn’t allowed to wear anything until this morning. “You are gorgeous, and I want you to realize that for yourself,” were his exact words. A yawn escapes my mouth as I stretch, both feet gracing the hotel carpeting shortly after. I can hear Dale talking on his phone out in the sitting area. He must be accustomed to waking early in the morning because I don’t think I detected another body in the bed for the last two hours.

      The mirror greets me after performing my morning pee. I wash my hands, taking a gander at the echo staring back. This patchy landscape needs to be mowed down soon, as it’s been a week since I last shaved. My fingers graze the fine bristles, reminding me that I need to collect my razor from the bathroom when we load the truck. And shit, my birth certificate too. But how are we gonna break into the box to get it?

      Dale’s terse voice gets stronger as I approach him from behind. He’s already changed into the one outfit packed in his bag. He’s such a doctorly type. Besides his phone cord and toothbrush, everything else consists of medical supplies and various medications.

      “No that is not good enough,” Dale growls into his device, catching my shadow from the sunny window beside us. “You have a key and a copy of my credit card—get it done,” he adds, promptly ending his call.

      He reaches a hand up to my chin, hovering over his left shoulder. “Morning Boy,” he says. “Did you sleep well?”

      My teeth chatter for emphasis. “It got pretty chilly not being able to wear even a pair of underwear,” I admit, climbing over the sofa’s backrest to plop down next to him. “What’s for breakfast?” I ask, caressing my gurgling tummy. “I’m so hungry.”

      Dale’s assuring gaze meets mine while he strokes his fingers down my body. “I would usually order whatever you would like and have room service deliver it,” he replies. “But Daddy is going to swing you through McDonald’s this morning,” he adds, teasing my cock with his forefinger. “There is not enough time.”

      I moan ravenously for more than just a strike or two. “Well that’s okay,” I shudder. “Mmmm I can—mmm—wait until lunch or dinner—or something,” I add, all the while avoiding another show of precum.

      Dale pulls his hand away when I flail my wrist like it’s no big deal. “Uhnnnng—If we have to get busy—then we have to—” I moan again. His hand isn’t even touching me anymore, yet it still feels like it’s stroking me.

      My head wavers, shaking off the arousal. “Then we have to get busy, and I really don’t mind waiting—I do it all the⁠—”

      He grabs my wrist, interrupting me. “Macon—STOP!” He rejoinders, this time his demeanor seems out of place.

      Hey man, at least it shook you back to fucking reality. “Stop what?” I ask curiously, genuinely concerned why he’s suddenly short-tempered this morning.

      Dale tilts his head with narrowed eyes. “You will be eating some breakfast, My Boy,” he snaps. “But I want you to think about what you just did a second ago.”

      Honestly, I’m confused. All I did was admit that I could hold off on eating until later. Especially if we need to hurry back to the house and leave town quickly. My dumbfounded reaction will need to suffice in lieu of any words that I could possibly muster.

      “Your needs are important, Buddy,” he hisses. “I want you to try being firmer,” he adds, a thumb swiping my cheek. “Assertiveness is not the same thing as being an ass,” he pauses, shooting me a stable look. “You are not your father.”

      I know he’s right. I’m just used to being the timorous puppy that’s always walking on eggshells around every single person in this world. Honestly, it’s kind of second nature at this point. If he wants to help me change, then I’ll let him. But it’s not going to be like pressing the power button on a coffeemaker.

      “I’m sorry Daddy,” I reply, assuming he wants me to address him this way as a show of acknowledging his gravity. “I’ll work on it.”

      Dale replies with an instant shift in his tone. “Good good,” he says, clicking his tongue. “You better get dressed so we can hop to.”

      An hour later lands us back at the house gathering my packed boxes. I’m just about to load the last one into our U-Haul when Dale cracks open a bottle of water. He takes a large gulp before passing it off to me. I guess since we’ve kissed, there’s nothing to fear about sharing a beverage. After a refreshing swig, I lead him inside to the den where my father keeps his lockbox of important documents.

      We shuffle past the living room, down a short hallway to the sound of a box fan which is always left running. Dale props his arm against my father’s tall gun safe. “I suppose this is where he keeps his arsenal—yeah?” He questions, rubbing his collarbone with a snarl.

      “Yeah,” I reply confidently. “One of them,” I add, lowering to my haunches so I can reach under his desk for the lockbox.

      Dale’s brow ascends suspiciously. “One of them?” He emphasizes. “Christ on a crumb bun—” he pauses. “Your father sure fetishizes these death machines—no?”

      I sigh in total agreement with him. Probably second or third to making music, a passion for hating guns ranks high on my list of hobbies. Probably one more reason why my father is disappointed in me is because I didn’t meet his expectations. My arms spasm as I hoist the seemingly twenty-pound lockbox up to the top of his desk. Surely he isn’t stupid enough to keep the key in a desk drawer. My father might have grown up on a farm, but he’s not that dull.

      “I’m not seeing the key in here,” I admit, rifling through stacks of notepads and several pens.

      “Move over kiddo,” Dale grunts, playfully pushing me aside. He pulls out the shallow, center drawer to retrieve a paperclip and a pushpin.

      This is mildly amusing. His knowledge reaches further than a medical textbook. “Something tells me that you’ve done this before?” I ask, standing idly by with crossed arms.

      A couple of moments of laser focus pass by when Dale shimmies the lid open. I choke back a dry tickle in my throat, impressed as all get out.

      “They taught you that at Harvard too—or whatever?” I ask, stepping back over to reach inside the lockbox.

      Dale clears his throat, likely as parched as mine. “No smartass,” he bites back. “One of the volunteers at the hospital lost my only key to one of these,” he adds, a glint dancing around his pupil from the window behind me. “And it was Santa Cruz Academy for your information.”

      I’ve never heard of that school in my life. It must be in California, which I’ve only visited for three whole days a couple of years ago. My fingers scan through several of the documents at one time, relying on some exhumed extrasensory power. The imaginary voice instructs my finger to stop when it flicks against a bright orange envelope. Surprise—surprise. What do we have here? Behind the bright envelope, there’s a smaller one with cursive handwriting.

      
        
        MACON’S BIRTH CERTIFICATE

      

      

      “Well, this is obviously it,” I claim, wedging the envelope from the jampacked documents. I stick it in my back pocket before shutting the lid. “Shit—oh for crying out loud—” I stammer. “How are we gonna close it?”

      Dale’s shit-eating grin warms over his face. “I am not sure,” he smirks. “Harvard did not teach me how to close a lockbox that I have just broken into,” he adds, stepping back towards the desk. “Hold it shut like so.”

      I do as instructed, while he carefully slides the pushpin back into the top of the chamber. His steady hand fishes the paperclip through the keyhole, until the lock returns to its original state.

      “You’re a magician, Daddy,” I gasp, feeling a short pang in my chest because I’ve called Dale his preferred term of endearment under my actual father’s roof.

      He flashes me a look of satisfaction. “That is My Boy,” he responds, each time sending an electric pulse through my spine. I may never grow tired of his simple praises. “I have a few tricks up my sleeve,” he adds under narrow eyes, pausing for another breath. “We better get a move on—oh and leave your phone on the counter with your housekey.”

      Come again? Just when I thought I could trust the guy, here he is ordering me to surrender my only lifeline—in the event that he really is some wackadoodle. Calm down, Macon. Would he have taken it this far? As I finish battling every ruminating thought, we reach the kitchen where I heed his instruction.

      Dale told me to perform a quick manufacturer reset, just in case my father or Sharon discovered that my passcode spells O-H-S-H-I-T on the numeric keypad. As my backside rubs against the counter’s edge, the envelope with my birth certificate slips loose from the back pocket.

      “Okay let’s scram—yeah?” Dale pats my shoulder as I bend forward to scoop the envelope off the linoleum.

      Now that it’s in my grasp for a second time, some inner voice tells me to double-check that it’s my birth certificate and that it wasn’t misfiled. I’d be extremely disappointed when we go to apply for my passport, only to find a fishing license that expired a decade ago. Knowing my father, it’s entirely possible. I contend with my dry throat while unfolding the document. As expected, it is indeed a birth certificate. But my attention zeros in on an empty field where there should be text.

      Daddy Dale shoots me a circumspect look. “What is the matter, Buddy?”

      I’m absolutely speechless, engineering a single word doesn’t seem possible. This must be without a doubt the biggest feat that I’ve encountered all week. Instead, I pass the document over to him as my fingers scrape every ounce of uncertainty from the side of my scalp.

      Another gristly groan escapes his lips. “So Timothy Transmeier is not your father after all?”

      My lack of words is no match for the abundance of emotion distorting my face. I stare vacantly into Dale’s show of confusion.

      “Nobody is listed as a father at all,” Dale points out the obvious. “So who is your father?”

      I shrug, finally articulating a sentence. “I gue—guess—your guess is as good as mine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          MACON

        

      

    

    
      Time is a funny concept. I’m not certain the human brain will ever fully grasp the idea of it. And it’s not fair by any account either. Just when life seems to be going well, does it feel like a mere four days have passed. We could be enjoying a fresh glass of lemonade on a summer day only to blink and be confronted with Thanksgiving. But when things have us in the pits of despair, time lingers like the flu.

      However I digress, it’s already been a month since settling into Lake Bruin. A week ago, I started my new job at the only drugstore within a fifty-mile radius, Rudy’s Remedy. Or has it been two? Time and all that jazz.

      I rest my guitar in its stand next to a wide desk down in my music cave. Daddy Dale fashioned his basement into my very own recording studio, having practically acquired half of the necessary hardware before we even crossed the Nebraska-Colorado line. This is what that phone call was about back at the hotel, on the day we officially rendered my Hoosier status null and void. He enlisted a pair of assistants to retrieve his vehicle from the airport parking lot in Grand Junction. But to also drop a stack of virtual currency on the fanciest computer I’ve ever owned.

      The screen of my iPad clicks off before I set it aside, powering down my dual computer monitors in the process. In Indianapolis, Daddy purchased a new iPad when he bought my new phone, adding them both to his existing service plan. He thought it wiser to leave my old device behind. Making a clean break from the old life seemed prudent. It took me an hour to come down from the ledge of being bereft of a lifeline before I appreciated that logic.

      I’ve just finished a successful songwriting session this evening, working on a tune about life’s biggest surprises. Suffice it to say, this is a song about Dale showing up in my life when I precisely needed someone the most. I haven’t spoken to my father, nor Sharon for that matter. If that’s even who he is. While I did call the hospital to see if he’d been discharged, it was only to assuage my conscience.

      How does a person live twenty-one years without knowing for certain who their father is? I’d been thrown for a loop the last couple of weeks until Dale finally convinced me that it’s arbitrary to dwell on the past. He’s right. Fuck Tim and Sharon. I’m living for myself now!

      There’s a terrific combination of smells wafting from the kitchen as I ascend a stairwell leading up from the basement. Daddy’s taken an extra couple of days away from the hospital this week because we’re flying to London on Thursday. He has a medical conference, but the trip will be full of showing me the British haunts that he and his brother frequent. And apparently a special place tailored specifically for me.

      Since my wound is now healed, I’ve been given the green light for sexual pleasure by the same man who’s about to become my first time. This invigorating aroma is explained by Dale’s obsession with celebrating my virginity being lost tonight. He doesn’t need to cook me a fancy dinner first. I’d have settled for Wendy’s chili and the parking lot behind our market, The Bagged & Bountiful.

      “Macon,” Dale shouts from around the kitchen corner. “Are you washed up for supper?”

      I finish cutting through a sizeable living room, closely surpassing the square footage of my old home’s entire lower level. “Yes, it’s just me,” I holler back, nonplussed that he heard me tiptoeing from my music cavern. The man’s hearing is better than that of a fruit bat.

      His persuasively commanding visage peeks around the wall, catching my gaze. “But did you wash your grimy paws?”

      I shrug. “They’re clean, yeah.”

      Dale’s head wavers, firmly pointing down a hallway from the dining room. “Step it, mister,” he asserts. “You know germs start accumulating on clean hands after only four minutes,” he adds.

      I’ve grasped the dynamic between our Daddy-Boy relationship by now, landing on a greater understanding that he’s only a stickler about these things from a nurturing perspective. Not once has he forced me to do something I didn’t want to. That is, apart from some things where my health and safety hang in the balance. I prop the bathroom door shut behind me, not fully latching it in place. Having caught the tone out in the dining room, my stomach is quickly filling with butterflies by the minute.

      This is it, man. This is what everyone else your age did five and six years ago. Studying my nervous aspect in the mirror doesn’t soothe my anxiety one iota. But if there’s something I should be proud of—something my mom would—it’s waiting for the right guy and the right time. Thinking about tonight causes me to reminisce back when I was barely twelve. What turned out to be short but profound road trip banter, I’d brought this very topic to light.

      A dark sky surrounded us as my father’s concentration remained on the stretch of highway ahead. I’d been sprawled out in the backseat from one end to the other, napping in our Ford Taurus station wagon. My parents talked amongst themselves—something that only adults discussed like sex or money. Maybe it was politics. Given the subject matter, I figured it was as good a time as any to throw her for a loop.

      “Mom,” I blurted, curling a finger at my exhaustion.

      “What’s the matter?” She replied, glancing back from the shotgun seat.

      My innocence could’ve lit up the interstate for a whole mile. “Would it be okay with you if I never had sex?”

      For the first time, my mother didn’t know what to say. An awkward silence filled the car for at least five minutes. I might as well have asked where babies came from, or why I felt jittery around Justin in show choir. A sigh fell from my lips as I glanced up from the window to study the night sky. Determined to receive an answer, I reiterated myself.

      “So is it okay?” I asked again. “It’s really gross,” I added with a shiver, seemingly disgusted because my cousin had just exposed me to the seedy underbelly of the World Wide Web earlier that month.

      “Oh Boo,” she replied auspiciously. “If that’s what you want, then I suppose I’m fine with it,” she added. “All I could ask for if you change your mind is that you wait until you’re an adult.”

      Cool water splashes against my forehead as I gape at the glowering echo in front of me. A grin warms my soul, finishing my pre-dinner spritz because I’d forgotten all about that conversation until today. Now that everything’s about to change, I’m left to question my incompetence in the boudoirs. If I was enamored by Dale stroking me to completion back in Carmel, what does the full enchilada feel like?

      I darken the bathroom before following a narrow path back to the dining room. Dale is in an even heightened chipper mood than usual, signaling to me that he might be more excited about tonight’s agenda than I am. And since I’m in the dark about what to really expect, it’s a damn good thing that one of us knows what they’re doing. His ardent stare follows my movement as I approach the table, taking a seat in my normal spot.

      “What’s that you’re whistling?” I ask, captivated by the melodic pacing. “It sounds beautiful.”

      He shoots me a surprised look. “My talented boy—” he replies playfully. “—This household’s live in musical genius is unfamiliar with the brilliance of Tchaikovsky?”

      My throat clears before responding. “Who?”

      “The opera, kiddo,” he rejoinders. “You know like ‘Swan Lake’ or ‘The Nutcracker’ ballets?”

      I shake my head, likely displaying a bit of ignorance. “I barely know who Mozart is,” I reply. “My infatuation with music maybe only dates back to the seventies.”

      Dale sets a large, tossed salad on the table in front of me. “Mine goes back to the seventies as well,” he hums on the way back into the kitchen. “Eighteen-seventies that is.”

      My eyes narrow as I cross my arms. “You act like you were around back then,” I joke.

      On his return, Dale’s expression replies in kind. “I suppose I was in some form,” he says nonchalantly, placing a jar of honey on the table from the place we stopped when returning from Indy.

      I still can’t believe any human in their right mind would put honey on a salad. Dale slides his chair to take a seat across from me. My arms do their best to comfort the butterflies inside this tummy of mine, all the while scrutinizing the choice of dressing he’s laid out for me.

      “I really don’t want salad,” I affirm. “But the steak and baked potato look delicious.”

      His assertion begs to differ. “I want you to have at least a little salad,” Dale grunts, raising another brow. “I will not force you to drizzle honey over it,” he adds, pointing into the kitchen. “There is some of that Hidden Valley crap in the cupboard, remember?”

      My head tilts to the side with a shrug. “That’ll work,” I reply.

      Daddy rises to his feet, quickly sauntering back into the kitchen on a mission to satisfy his boy’s need for appropriate dressing. I’ll never pour honey over a salad. Yuck! It’s not that I’m opposed to trying new things. Tonight makes that wildly evident in more ways than one. Because the steak I’m slicing into isn’t beef.

      Dale told me weeks ago that he spends a few days every October in Ouray, with his compound bow. Hunting for moose keeps the freezer stocked for several months. Save for a greasy bear burger, my palate hasn’t ever favored wild game. But if I’m going to lose my virginity tonight, I might as well tread uncharted territory on the whole.

      “This should satisfy you, Your Royal Sweetness,” he affirms, placing the bottle of ranch next to my salad plate. “So how is the moose, too rare?” He asks as he returns to his chair. “I like it nice and rare.”

      My suspicions are confirmed after a minute of studying the taste. “It’s pretty gamey,” I admit, attempting to chew completely. “Kinda like trying to bite into leather,” I add with a smirk.

      Dale extends an arm across the table, his hand landing on mine. “But it is way healthier,” he mutters. “And we have had too much shit the last month as it is.”

      Watching him salivate over his bloody slab of moose reminds me of some animal that I’d find lurking through the forest right out back. In fact, this is a new look for him entirely. Is this how he’s going to appear in the throes of unbridled passion later this evening? Dale takes a generous bite behind the glow of warm flames that dance from a row of pillar candles between us.

      Another moment of wonder about tonight guides my curious chewing. I’ll finish the steak, but I hope I don’t have to eat this all the time. Nothing will ever take the place of cows, chickens, or pigs in my normal diet.

      I clear my throat before welcoming a sip of Lambrusco. “So the classical music you were whistling and humming a few minutes ago,” I start. “I’m curious to hear the real thing.”

      That garnered his attention quickly, dropping the fork to reach for his phone. “Then I must play some of ‘Swan Lake’ for you,” he insists. “Because you will love it,” he adds, fussing with his device. “We just had these new speakers installed and now I cannot get them to work.”

      A few seconds of studying his frustration with technology causes me to intervene. “Here,” I say, reaching over the table with grabby hands. “Gimme.”

      Dale appears relieved to have my technical competence around the house. If this is the bare minimum that I can offer in return for his love and affection, then I’m happy to be of use. It doesn’t take long for me to diagnose the issue his phone has with connecting to the group of Bluetooth speakers spread all over the house.

      “This should work,” I mumble, pressing the track he retrieved from a playlist titled ‘Dale’s Classical Mix.’ Enigmatic notes flourish from each speaker, matching the same cadence of Dale’s whistling from earlier. “This is great,” I admit with widened eyes. “Why have I never gotten into classical music?”

      Dale snickers rapaciously behind an impish grin. “Well we are obviously going to remedy this atrocity tonight—yes?”

      He tugs on my arm, saving me from finishing supper. “If My Boy is dissatisfied with his dinner, he can come sit on Daddy’s lap.”

      Just what you were hoping to hear, Macon. Not a minute is spared rising from my seat, taking advantage of his offer. His strong arms have held me many a night over this last month. And it’s such a welcome feeling. Being caught in his embrace is like every vile thing of this world can never touch me. No spoken word, nor harsh reality is capable of penetrating Daddy Dale’s protective forcefield.

      His lips press into mine, while a sturdy hand slides up the base of my shirt. If that’s not enough to invigorate my senses, then the sweet flavor of his tongue slithering between my teeth certainly does the trick. I’m no longer surprised that his mouth always tastes like honey, especially after the hundreds of dollars he spends on it each month. A fevered groan ejects from Dale’s husky vocal cords, as I remain here poised on his thighs like a good boy.

      “We can skip dessert entirely,” Dale mutters under the heated breath brushing against my neck. “What door does My Boy want to open?” He asks. “One or two?”

      Daddy’s impromptu game of Let’s Make a Deal affords me only a moment to decide. If I choose door number one, will he spread me wide open on this table—stuffing me like a Thanksgiving turkey? Or the latter option might be far more thrilling. Does he usher me to his bedroom—where knowing him there’s a sea of rose petals waiting—taking his sweet time gently exploring the New World like Columbus over the Atlantic?

      “Hurry up My Boy—” Dale huffs impatiently, a mind-altering odor sailing from under his shoulders. “Daddy cannot wait all night,” he adds with a pressed finger over my chin.

      “Ummm—” I stammer. “Door numero dos.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          DALE

        

      

    

    
      Each of my ursine brothers at Crunch Cave told me how I’d feel in the moments leading up to tonight’s revered event. Yet it’s not even the grandest of them all. Not when I still need to impress my mark which escorts my sweet boy into immortality. But this is sentimental in its own right, as I’m the lucky person who gets to peel back the layers of Macon’s purity like the absolute rose that he is. If I can hardly avoid drooling over these moose steaks, how will I keep from slavering to the point of whisking him over that fine threshold between humankind and beasthood?

      This last month has been a breath of fresh air. Having such younger blood back in the house rejuvenates my soul. Unlike the previous two years, I get to rise from bed and prepare a hearty meal for another person. No matter if I’m heading to work or staying home. All the while enjoying a pleasant conversation while seated at the table, instead of shoveling a bowl of muesli down my hatch over the sink.

      And now that his burn is healed, I have more plans for the two of us. Starting with an overnight trip to Orvis Hot Springs, before we fly out to London for the conference. My phone buzzes on the kitchen island behind me as I retrieve two plump potatoes from the oven. It’s a message from Brecken confirming that I’ll be at the gym tomorrow. As much as I’d like to say that I will be, the day is blocked out on my calendar entirely.

      Depending on how things go tonight, I’ve already prepared for alternate pleasurable scenarios. Should Macon’s deflowerment become the extended engagement that I’m expecting, his special moment won’t go without a long-awaited celebration. Speaking of the devil, here he comes now. My powerful nose can smell the boy from out on the other side of our living room. After peeking around the wall, I instruct him to go wash up as supper is about to be served.

      Sex with a virgin is more a marathon than it is a sprint. And I detest any guy who treats the occasion like a chore. My first time with another man certainly could’ve been a better experience. Of course, in the mid-1800s, losing one’s virginity wasn’t as hyped as it is today. When I was Macon’s age, sex was primarily a means of procreation, heavily regulated by religious organizations. The recreational shift of intercourse first boomed in my late twenties—well over a decade before I was liberated from the confines of mortality.

      Jacques was the perverted French prick who made my first time less than ordinary. My innocence was but a mere ice cream cone to his palate, quick to be devoured. And I truly believe it physically hurt worse because it ended almost as quickly as it started. Though I’m certain the mental pain trumped all other forms since he kicked me off his farm the next day—never to be seen again. I refuse to let my boy’s dignity become disregarded in such ways that mine had.

      His senses are above par. Or at least oddly enough, I have this connection with him that I didn’t with Trevor. Not once since he’s been here have I needed to summon him to dinner. If Macon isn’t my destined boy, he sure as hell could have fooled me. My mood has kept me high above the clouds all week, in anticipation of delivering him into the new world he’s never before visited. I start whistling a melody from ‘Swan Lake’ while igniting a row of pillar candles, aptly purchased from the website of my boy’s former employer. Wharf Thirteen has quite exquisite shit and I love it.

      We’re sat down to our meal where I take note of a surly expression beaming from my boy’s youthful mien. He’s not happy with the moose steak. Macon picks at it with his fork like it’s roadside carrion rotting in a sweltering heat. It pains me on the inside that he doesn’t like it, but I must give him credit for at least trying. I wipe my mouth with a cloth napkin before taking a generous drink of sweet red wine. Not only will he pick up a hankering for honey, fruits, and vegetables once he’s been made a half-beast, his fangs will be less fastidious about the flavor of meat that they most desire.

      Being the pushover that I am, I abandon my urgency for him to eat something he doesn’t like. After I’ve shed the first coat of his innocence tonight, I’ll scare up as much chili from Wendy’s as he wants if it will satisfy my boy. Among the other fast-food chains in Lake Bruin, I’ve spent a great deal of money at Wendy’s these past few weeks. This could be a far worse scenario. At least the chili flatters my Daddy complex, giving him more protein and nutrients than a greasy slice of pizza.

      Macon claims victory over my major technical difficulty. “That should do it,” he says, setting the phone back down on the table before surrendering to my primal fantasies.

      “You are just Daddy’s smart boy—yes?” I cheer him, patting my left knee.

      He grins while straddling my lap. “I suppose I serve some purpose then.”

      “Oh kiddo,” I reply in kind. “The only purpose you need to worry about serving is your own heart’s desire,” I add, swiping his cheek with my thumb. “And hopefully I’m part of that craving as well.”

      Macon moans in delight as we kiss to the accompaniment of Tchaikovsky’s final scene in Act Two of ‘Swan Lake.’ Each note thunders about the dining and living rooms while my tongue glides around the edges of his mouth, lapping every remaining drop of juice from the steak. If he can’t appreciate the floral taste of my primary delicacy, I will for the both of us.

      Second to a rare slab of moose is the zest of my boy’s opulence—about to become mine for the taking. My hand travels up and down his abdomen as he whimpers, squirming around my thighs in an effort to prepare my cock for takeoff. I’ve given Macon an ambiguous choice of starting our hopeful twenty-four-hour fuck fest here in the dining room, or a much more gradual ascension to his conceding task. He’s chosen the latter, so I don’t waste another breath undressing him from his pineapple-print Hawaiian shirt. Followed by the pair of black shorts around his waist.

      “You have chosen wisely, Buddy,” I grunt, twisting his slender canvas so I can lift him in my arms after I rise. “How does a refreshing dip sound?” I ask, hauling him through the living room.

      The sun is setting over Cimarron Range, bidding us adieu through a set of vaulted ceiling windows as we pass it by. This house gets plenty of natural light as every surrounding wall is basically a double-glazed window. That is with the exception of bedrooms and bathrooms.

      “I thought we’d never use this thing,” Macon says as I stop out at the set of dark stone steps.

      I lower him to his feet so I can shimmy out of my brown Crunch Cave shirt and khaki shorts. “You thought I would forbid you from swimming?” I ask, stepping out of the black briefs around my feet.

      “Honestly,” he replies, trailing his hands down the muscles of my bare chest. “I thought it was only for decoration or something,” he adds, his thumb pointing behind him. “It looks like paradise out here.”

      My curled fingers dig under the elastic of his blue boxers, sending them to the ground. “My Boy,” I grunt, combing his strawberry-tinged mane. “No matter what decoration we have in our house,” I pause to stare into the depths of his pure soul. “It could never hold a candle to you.”

      Macon follows my lead over to the pool, its deep emerald water sparkles under the sun’s farewell. I’m not worried about anyone seeing our bare flesh through the surrounding windows, since we’re obscured by a dense forest, lush with aspen trees. Like a papa bear would his cub, I nudge mine backward over the ledge. He yips from the drastic temperature change when I take a leap to join him.

      He swims into my arms with an air of satisfaction. “This feels so good Daddy,” he mutters, brushing the nape of my neck.

      My right hand travels down to his ass cheek, giving it a big squeeze. “I’m so glad you approve kiddo,” I whisper, leaning in to plant a kiss on his lips.

      Macon gently sways in my arms, dancing to Spotify still going strong from the dining room. If our trickling waterfall off at the side of the pool doesn’t bring my mojo alive, his enthusiastic soldier brushing with mine most definitely will. Bach’s cello rendition of Prelude in G Major bathes our ears as my arms briefly dip him for a dunk. I tug on the tacit approval between my boy’s thighs, teasing it intermittently. Our lips never part. He lets another moan escape after I clutch his cock, only relenting in order to preserve his nectar for a violent eruption later. Quality over quantity, Dale.
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        * * *

      

      After our swim, I carried a certain starving boy to my bedroom so I could continue the process of his eternal surrender. Earlier this afternoon, I primped the covers with fresh rose petals, complete with potpourri soaked in a warm leather and amber fragrance. But as my hand trails between Macon’s thighs, the only scent enchanting my soul is the virtue smelling of a musky sandalwood from his eager hole.

      Just one sniff teases my snout, forcing me to turn my chin up towards the ceiling with ecstasy-drenched eyes. The nervousness washing over Macon’s face chides my primitive urges with a reminder that I need to be gentle.

      “Is this gonna hurt?” He asks, grimacing.

      My head oscillates from one shoulder to the other. “I would not lie, My Boy,” I reply candidly. “But it is a different kind of pain,” I add. “I want you to promise that if anything makes you uncomfortable, you will tell me at once.”

      Macon timidly nods in agreement. “Okay, I promise.”

      That makes me feel better. Perhaps if my own protective nature wasn’t battling the sexual fascination coursing through my veins, I wouldn’t quite feel like I’m about to hurt the boy. I hoist his legs up, draping them over each of my shoulders.

      He’s biting his bottom lip and my cock hasn’t yet so much as crossed the boundary into no man’s land. Save for a few finger swipes to keep the area clean, this is uncharted territory. God damn it, Dale. What if it is his burn? I stop immediately at the inclination that my boy could be wincing because of his burn. But it’s healed, so I doubt that’s likely.

      “Macon,” I whirr. “Is your wound burning again?”

      I can find validation in Macon’s response. “No, it’s fine.”

      “No it is not fine,” I growl. “If you are uncomfortable, we can stop before even getting started.”

      He flinches at the mere mention of thwarting the foundation we’ve already laid down prior to this moment. “No Daddy,” he whines. “Don’t stop—I’m okay I swear.”

      My cock pulses with a thousand volts of electricity. The boy knows how to start my engines by now, and I’m certain this is a subtle form of coercion. A ferocious grumble ejects my voice box. Keep going, Dale. Finish peeling this first layer so you can see that he’s fed. That is what you really want the most.

      Another moment of self-talk cheers for me to persist. My rough hand caresses Macon’s right leg, while the other pumps my cock. Fully erect, I reach over to the nightstand for a bottle of lube, slathering it all around my dick. Followed by smoothing a liberal amount around his yearning asshole. There’s no chance I would unearth my boy drier than the Sahara.

      Once I’ve prepared the area, I slide my two primary fingers inside. He writhes atop the bed, moaning agreeably at the sensation. Another second allows my explorers to locate his delicate walnut, pressing into it firmly. Macon shivers, the element of surprise catching him off-guard. It does anyone their first time.

      The high-pitched straining of his vocal cords might shatter my windows. “Jeeeezuuuuhhhzzzz!” He yowls.

      “You like that—yeah?” I applaud, surely riling his excitement.

      Macon nods agreeably, droning from those quivering lips. “Mmm hnmm.”

      Perhaps he’s stimulated enough to truly appreciate my cock. I remove both fingers before tracing the length of his erection, giving each sensitive nerve a tease at the tip. With a grunt, my dick swirls the circumference of Macon’s ass, feeling the fresh scar tissue formed at his burn. A split second later, I carefully plunge forward. A first-timer’s hole is quite rigid, allowing an incredible experience for both men. I buck back and forth gently to start.

      “Mmmmmm ohhhhhhh awwwwwwww,” Macon whines, biting his lip as I press on.

      “My Good Boy—” I huff, shooting him a look of admiration as my inward plunging continues. “You are doing so well.”

      Macon’s eyes roll in every direction but straight ahead, giggling slightly. “This might not sound sexy,” he nickers. “But do I actually have to go to the bathroom?”

      It is a valid question, Dale. Remember your first time? It takes every ounce of gravity to keep a grin from surfacing. “No, My Boy,” I reply, petting his tummy. “The nerves down here are only making your brain think that you do,” I add, placating his confusion.

      After a couple more minutes of gentle thrusting, another whiff of the boy’s goodness throngs my nose. Perhaps it’s time to kick things up a notch. I’m honestly surprised he hasn’t came yet. We may be at this for a while. Not that I’m complaining. My strength is no match for even the mightiest of superheroes, so I could go all night.

      “You are such a good boy, Macon,” I praise. “Want a bit of turbulence on this flight—yeah?”

      He yips while both engorged pupils part his Mediterranean seas. “Pleeeassee.”

      “As you wish,” I oblige, instantly bucking faster and deeper.

      Macon’s caterwauling summons the beastly side to surface from the epicenter of my existence. There’s a tingle on my tongue, from my activated saliva glands. I could do it right here and now—change him into the shell he’s destined for. My head wavers in disapproval at such a thought. Do not do it, Dale. He’s not ready. You care about him too much. Tonight’s about him, not you.

      Perhaps my conscience is right. As much as I’d love to sate my craving for altering his DNA to match mine right here, it’s much too painful. And if I was worried about his consent to let me consume his modesty, there’s no chance in Hell that I’d be happy engineering an early conversion.

      Macon grimaces, his body bumping with my thrusts as if he’s on rocky terrain. “Nnnnnngghhh ohhhh my goddddd.”

      He’s getting close. Keep your mouth off him, Dale. NO!

      “Oh Daddy!” He moans.

      I can’t take the temptation for a second longer. In a fell swoop, I pull my dick out from Macon’s ass before lowering to my knees. His entranced stare meets mine as my head hovers over his twitching cock. Do not even think about it! The tickle of my back glands intensifies while my tongue grazes his every delicate spot, swirling around with vigor.

      “I’m gonna cummmm⁠—”

      He doesn’t even finish his declaration when thick streaks of a white release eject from his tip. A shot directly under my left eye, followed by another assault to my forehead.

      “Good boy, Macon,” I cheer him, tickling his sack for extra oomph. “You just let it all out, Buddy.”

      He huffs as if he’s practically out of breath. Which he should be. “Huuhhhhh uhhhhhhh huhhhhhh!”

      The gale force winds ushering every morsel of my little champ’s sweetness is quite strong. More thick ropes of cum lurch right past my peripheral vision. Just when I think the pulses of satisfaction are about to falter, another burst shoots straight up. His soldier’s gunfire damn near penetrates the ceiling panels, pattering into slanted mirrors above my bed.

      “You are quite the trooper,” I giggle, painting the warm seed all across his belly with my palm. “I’m fascinated by your tenacity, Boy,” I grunt ravenously.

      His cock sputters finally near an end, telling me the oil well has finally run dry. Perhaps if I get enough meaty chili in that belly, we can have another go. Macon’s flush visage warms over with zeal, silently claiming victory over his experience.

      Macon sighs cavernously. “That was amazing,” he admires, even a dry cough working its way up his pipes.

      My tongue paints his canvas, mopping pools of cum. “Here,” I grunt, hovering above his head to give him a taste. “This is some pure protein for you,” I add, my lips suck on his as he swallows.

      I lick my lips at the mere thought of him slavering over his icing. “Mmmm salty—yes?”

      He nods as I reach over for a clean hand towel on my nightstand. “It’s—erm—interesting,” he stammers.

      “I will get the rest of you wiped up,” I affirm, slapping his tummy. “Then hurry down to Wendy’s before they close.”

      Macon rolls his eyes as if every weight of the world has washed to shore, leaving him feeling light and airy. “I am pretty hungry,” he admits after tasting his sweet nectar.

      “You have worked up quite the appetite, and hardly ate any of your dinner,” I state. “Do you want anything besides a large chili?”

      Macon’s finger digs into his chin while I finish mopping up the mess left behind from his masterpiece. “Don’t bite me or anything,” he cowers playfully. “But I’d really like a large fries and some ice creammm—” he exaggerates the last syllable when I form a reticent stare. “Please, Daddy?”

      Just do it, Dale. The kid’s worth his weight in gold even if he’s eaten enough trash to last a whole century. Those puppy dog eyes get me every time. My boy earned it though. I’ll give him that.

      “Okay,” I forfeit. “I suppose you have earned it,” I add, tossing the towel into my laundry hamper. “But we have honey ice cream in the freezer.”

      He meets me in the middle. “That’s fair,” he agrees. “I’ll eat that.”

      A fifteen-minute drive to Wendy’s has me sitting in the drive-thru just before they’re due to close. Now is precisely the apposite time to become a slave of my conscience, for whatever the fuck that was just minutes ago. Come on, Dale. You almost converted the boy without so much as a warning. Had Macon not reached his climax, my fangs were at the ready to scratch that itch.

      And I’d be enraged at myself—more than I am now—for ruining the celebration of my boy’s virgin surrender.  Not to mention inflicting every morsel of pain that accompanies an impression, the direct opposite experience that I wanted him to have tonight. So if the boy wants french fries with his chili, I’ll bring him four orders of them. If he longs for a Frosty, I’ll buy him one in each flavor. Anything to help me console the guilt which I feel about damn near altering Macon’s existence way too prematurely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          MACON

        

      

    

    
      There must be a thousand birds singing sweet melodies from each tree surrounding the house. As my eyelids meet the day, I catch a glimpse of Dale staring down on me. Like a true daddy would, he loves to watch me sleep. Hell, he could film it every morning as long as it didn’t wake me. Though I have my own bedroom, I truly haven’t slept in there by myself for the better half of this month. He sweeps my front locks with the back of his mighty hand, simpering something fiercely. Dale’s such an early riser, but surely last night wore him out like it did me.

      “My Boy get a good rest,” he mutters softly.

      I nod, quickly recalling that he’d rather I be honest. “After last night?” I reply, rolling my eyes. “I feel kinda run down actually.”

      Dale snickers playfully. “Yeah,” he acknowledges. “Everyone’s first few times leave them feeling like that.”

      The truth is my whole Southern hemisphere hurts, almost like a semi-truck collided down there. I’d never come out with it though, because it’s honestly not by any fault of his own. If I had known what sex would feel like, I should have been practicing the feeling so it wouldn’t have caught me by such surprise.

      “Well I’m okay,” I admit with a shrug. “But I’m starving like nobody’s business.”

      Dale scoots away from me, climbing down from the bed one leg at a time. “I figured Your Royal Sweetness would be famished this morning,” he responds, a glimmer in his eye beaming from the rising sun. “Since he has risen, I will fix that sweet boy some breakfast.”

      I rustle the comforter from my liberated flesh, now formally a member of the pack with every other adult. “Okay let me help⁠—”

      Dale thrashes his arms to the side, gesturing for me to stay like an excited puppy. “No you will not,” he grunts. “My Boy is to stay under these covers while I make him breakfast in bed,” he adds, my attention diverting to the twitching nine inches between his thighs. “But he may use the bathroom if necessary.”

      He shuffles out towards the kitchen, whistling another classic-sounding melody. This time it matches something which played while we were in the swimming pool last night, but I can’t be sure. Daddy seems pretty keen on that ancient stuff. I definitely need to pee though, so he was right on the money. As I trot across the room towards the hallway leading into my bedroom, the thought occurs to me that I’ve never before used Dale’s bathroom.

      If he insists that I stay put in bed, surely he won’t mind sharing. I aim my stream into the toilet, covering a yawn with my free hand. Just imagining his cock thrusting inside me last night makes the pain seem worse. And to think my burn only healed a week ago.

      The sex, however, was way more pleasant than I could have ever anticipated. Being a doctor and all, he sure knows his way around a boy’s frame. I bend forward to flush the toilet as thoughts of his gentleness surface in my mind. He planned an entire ordeal as if he wanted my first time to be truly special. And when the moment arrived, he almost called it off because he thought I’d become uncomfortable. Truth is I wasn’t one bit. Quite the contrary really, it might have been the best experience I’ve ever had. Certainly greater than masturbating by myself—by leaps and bounds.

      Curiosity strikes me as I stand at the sink to wash my hands. I’m in Daddy’s bathroom. What would a boy be if he didn’t do a little snooping? My head peers around the doorframe to double-check that he won’t catch me red-handed. The coast seems to be clear, so my nosiness persists. His medicine cabinet creaks as I swing it wide open. Aside from an unopened box of toothpaste, there are a few prescription vials from Rudy’s Remedy. What I find peculiar is it’s not his name printed on the labels.

      I’m quick to shut the cabinet at the sound of Dale’s whistles and hums gradually growing louder. The reflection staring back at me leaves me even more curious than when I finished peeing. Who’s Trevor Donaldson? And where are Dale’s medications? He’s so healthy that he doesn’t have a leftover bottle of Vicodin or Nexium?

      “There you are kiddo,” he blurts, startling me well into next Wednesday. “You want a mashed banana in your pancakes—yeah?”

      Surely he didn’t see you snooping, so calm the freak down already. “Uhhh—what?” I stammer, not fully comprehending what he’s asking of me.

      Dale reiterates, tilting his head. “Do you want a banana in your pancakes?” He asks with a palm landing on my left shoulder. “Is everything okay, My Boy?”

      “I’ll be fine,” I reply hastily, remembering instantly that he hates that answer with a passion.

      He grunts, those stern amber eyes narrowing. “Honesty clause Mister,” he groans. “What is wrong?”

      “Yes Daddy—I am fine,” I reply, swallowing a gulp of air. “A banana would be fine.”

      Dale’s hand pats me softly. “Good boy,” he rejoinders. “Now back to the bed with you,” he adds, scooping me in his arms.

      He carries me back to my spot in bed, tossing the television remote on his way out to the kitchen. “How about you queue up the next episode of that show we started last night—yeah?”

      Last night after our romp, I convinced him to start watching Grey’s Anatomy. Getting him to settle down from laughing during the pilot episode was no easy task. Pulling hens' teeth would’ve certainly been far easier. As I lie here feeling the nip of air conditioning rise from a vent by the bed, I can’t help but recall the events that followed my first time.

      I’d finished my chili well before the pilot episode’s halfway point. Dale took turns feeding me french fries dipped in both chocolate and vanilla Frosty’s, something he tried for the first time after scowling at the combination for weeks. Just as the pilot neared its end, he leaned his forehead into mine with a half grin. I could tell something might have been plaguing his mind. It was only a matter of what.

      At that moment, I feared perhaps I’d done something wrong because he left for Wendy’s seeming somewhat disappointed. But that anxiety was quick and fleeting without his fractious expression to persuade my sentiments. Having the time to myself to think about what I’d experienced left me feeling every happy emotion. Forget cloud nine, I’d at least been skirting the eleventh or twelfth. And then I could make sense of why so many people say that sex is their drug. If that’s how I’m going to feel after each time, I wanted Dr. Wright to put his pen to pad, prescribing me an infinite supply.

      The memory of his awkward expression had long faded by the time Daddy arrived home with my heavily sought-after chili and fries. But our kiss between the end credits and a recap of the following episode reignited my worry. Throughout the next few episodes, touching led to tongue-swapping. Then kissing evolved into another frisk among the sheets before his hands introduced mine to the feel of his cock for the first time. Aside from milking me in the pizzeria a month ago, our intimacy has rarely gone past a smooch.

      Trevor Donaldson. I must ask who that is. Is Dale Wright some cover for a secret identity? Surely he isn’t some superhero. However, I’ve never thought to check his driver’s license. So God only knows at this point. Once I have Netflix all set to continue our binge, I scoop my phone from the nightstand to do some inquisitive digging.

      The wallpaper reminds me of a favorite moment that we’ve shared thus far. Dale has me hoisted up over his shoulders, piggybacked with a smile radiating from both of our faces. This was from the second time we ventured up into Fruita, on another mission for more of his organic honey. And I don’t quite think I can think this enough, but he spends more on that liquid gold than I would take home from Wharf Thirteen back in Indiana.

      Behind our happy souls is a small gorge adorned with a long, outstretched prehistoric rock wall on the other side. Dale said he planned on taking me up to the Colorado National Monument the day before we flew to Indiana. But his plans were thwarted by a drawn-out conference call for work.

      Within the browser, I type his name followed by + Santa Cruz Academy. Several results populate, though I’m left to wonder if Google’s finesse has missed the mark this time. As I scroll through, there doesn’t seem to be anything associated with Dr. Dale Wright. Nor does Santa Cruz Academy appear any more popular either. On the second page of the results, one particular link almost completely undermined my attention to detail.

      Tapping it takes me to a newspaper archive powered by the University of Southern California. The article is quite dated. Its graininess requires me to draw my vision closer to the screen for a closer examination. The date at the top reads—October 24, 1941. There’s a single-paragraph article highlighted in yellow.

      
        
        BUILDING OF SHUTTERED MEDICAL COLLEGE TO BE TORN DOWN

      

      

      
        
        The building at 117 Taylor Street once housing the Santa Cruz Academy of Physicians, will be dismantled before the end of the year, according to the California State Assessor’s office. As confirmed by James Nguyen, a building inspector in Twin Lakes, the structure was never properly repaired after the earthquake of 1906, rattling a major portion of Southern California. While the school has been vacant since it closed its doors in July of 1932, Nguyen advises the abandoned lot will be zoned into a residential area within the forthcoming six years.

      

      

      This school shut down seventy-three years ago. If Dale were to have graduated from this small academy, that would make him ninety or older—and he hardly looks forty-six as it is. Unless there’s another Santa Cruz Academy, I think I need to move on. Back to Google, further research reveals a few NPI registries for a Dr. Dale I. Wright. All of them hold a diploma from Northwestern University in 1994. Why would he say Santa Cruz when this is clearly in Chicago?

      At this point, I’m compelled to investigate the name on his driver’s license. Since I can still hear his melodic buoyancy all the way out in the kitchen, I should have a minute to tiptoe across the room. If his license reveals the name Trevor Donaldson, then I’m going to feel deceived. Followed by an immediate demand for answers. My phone slips onto the covers as I climb down from the bed to saunter quietly across the wood floor.

      On the surface of his dresser is a brown leather wallet. Unfurling the billfold reveals several credit cards, all with the name Dr. Dale I. Wright. Some with a middle initial and others without. And the million dollar question—who the fuck are you, Daddy? His identification shows the most pleasing DMV photograph I’ve probably ever seen. I might be biased though, since I find him attractive as all get out.

      
        
        DALE IVANOVICH WRIGHT – DL#: 97-076-1956

        DOB: 12-13-1965  HT: 6’ 1” WT: 220

      

      

      I don’t so much as examine another detail before Dale returns to the room, firmly gripping a tray of food. “What are you doing?” He huffs, that restricted gaze shoots a dagger through my flesh.

      Well shit! A limited gulp of air sinks down my pipe, leaving me with the question of whether to demand answers now or later. I’ve never done anything that warranted discipline before. So I’m uncertain if his Daddy persona would punish me for snooping as a result of my justified curiosity. Is he Dale Wright or Trevor Donaldson?

      “Uhhhhh—erm—” I stammer, wiping a cold sweat from my temple. “Who’s Trevor Donaldson?”

      The breathy sigh escapes Dale’s contorted lips and wreaks guilt. “Come eat your breakfast,” he counters. “And I can explain everything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          DALE

        

      

    

    
      This came out of nowhere, but I can’t exactly ascertain it as a total surprise. My true boy stands motionless in front of the dresser with my wallet in hand. He’s upset and for good reason. I’ve broken my own honesty clause by lying by omission—in more than one instance. Even though I’ve neglected telling him about Trevor for a specific purpose, Macon finding out at this stage still drives a stake through my heart. He’s much too weak on the inside to learn about me. And digesting each juicy detail of a new partner’s former relationship isn’t exactly a bowl of porridge.

      Macon’s trounced mien asserts his lost zeal from last night. “Are you living a secret life?” He asks through narrowed eyes.

      Oh boy, Dale. Better extinguish this fire tactfully. I rack my brain for how best to respond. He must have found something in the house with Trevor’s name on it. There’s really no other explanation for how he could know that name. I don’t take him for some psychic medium either.

      “My Boy—” I flounder. “Let’s take to the bed—yeah?”

      His suspicions are as heightened as Carl Bernstein’s in the 1970s, but follows my suggestion. I place the breakfast tray up against a pillow, joining him amongst the covers. Macon shoves his palms out as a show of apprehension.

      “Before I take your bite,” he says. “I need to know who you really are.”

      That’s fair. I owe him part of the truth right this very minute. Which I proceed to do after clearing my throat, dropping the forkful of Kodiak low-carb pancakes in the process.

      “There was a boy before you, Buddy,” I admit, briefly studying a soaring eagle out the window to my left. “That is Trevor,” I add, allowing a deep sigh to escape. “Was—he died two years ago.”

      Macon’s hazel wonders grow deep and wide. “Ohhh,” he gasps, his hand meeting those contorted lips. “I’m so sorry,” he adds. “I honestly thought you had a double life of some kind—and at this point—erm—I honestly wouldn’t have ruled out the possibility that you were a CIA agent—” he stammers briskly.

      My head wavers. “Nope,” I admit. “I promise I’m not a spy.”

      “Well,” he replies, scratching the side of his scalp. “It wouldn’t be such a bad thing, and it would explain why you’re so protective of me.”

      I laugh mildly at his assumption. “No, I’m protective of you because nobody else on God’s green Earth is,” I hiss, the thought of him being abandoned will never sit right with me. “That is the most inherent quality of a daddy.”

      Macon sighs. “Ohhh,” he responds. “I can’t complain about that by any stretch,” he adds, paying half attention to an incoming text message.

      “And the other thing daddies do is make sure their cubs grow big and strong,” I affirm, raising the fork back up to his mouth. “Who is texting you?”

      My boy leans in to accept the bite. “It’s just Brecken,” he says through a full mouth. “He’s just saying that he’ll finish training me in the pharmacy when we get back from London,” he adds, spitting cakey particles in the process.

      “Chew with your mouth closed young man,” I respond, cutting away my own bite. “You are not a farm animal.”

      His apology seems sincere. “Oh sorry.”

      “Well reply to the man,” I sneer playfully. “We cannot have Brecken left in the lurch—no?”

      I reach for my device on the nightstand while Macon thumbs his reply to my fellow ursine brother. Yet another thing that will shock him when I force that cat out of the bag. At the top of my camera roll are a few photos of Trevor and me, and a couple with just himself.

      “Oh my God those pancakes are so good,” Macon admits, satisfying my daddy complex because these are far healthier for the boy. “But you know I love all pancakes,” he adds, motioning for another bite.

      “Good,” I reply. “These have way less carbohydrates and are packed with protein,” I add, shoveling another forkful between his lips.

      While he takes a drink from his orange juice, I poise my phone between us so I can show him. “This is Trevor Donaldson,” I proclaim, all the while holding back a considerable wave of emotion.

      I still miss him, but Macon is my fated cub. And in some ways, I think perhaps Trevor delivered him right to me. Macon nods as I scroll to a selfie of Trevor and me at Millenium Park in Chicago, posing under the shiny bean.

      His head tilts to the side as if he’s in deep thought. “Daddy certainly has a type doesn’t he?” Macon chuckles. “You’re partial to twinks,” he adds with a raised brow.

      If Macon weren’t my boy, that generalization would bring my blood to a fine boil. Those labels disgust me in more ways than one. In fact, my fellow papa bears would mostly agree with me that it’s unfair to patronize a boy’s genuine beauty.

      “Not at all,” I growl. “I hate those words associated with a boy’s physique,” I add, clicking the screen off. “And technically you have more of a muscular build than Trevor did,” I add with a beat. “So that would make you a twunk.”

      My boy expels a dry cough. “Sorry Daddy,” he answers. “More pancakes please?”

      “Absolutely,” I oblige, slicing another chunk. “So that puts your worries to rest—yes?”

      He chews his cakes quickly with a nod. “It does.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Several hours later leaves the two of us checked into our room at the lodge in Orvis Hot Springs. Commonly condensed down to one word, Orvis, is a clothing-optional resort just south of Lake Bruin. I’m stripped down entirely to my glistening human flesh, preparing to go for a dip with Macon. Being naked doesn’t bother me one bit. My boy on the other hand, he’s donning a tight pair of black underwear as I hold his hand out to the communal area. And that’s okay. If I weren’t fearless at 169 years, perhaps I’d feel much the same.

      Macon’s body shivers instinctively as he gradually steps inside the pool, heated naturally by the Earth’s elements. This is the first time he’s been to a hot springs. Despite the rising steam wisping its way from the water’s surface, I’m gathering that he expects it to be cold like a swimming pool.

      “Keep going Buddy,” I urge him further into the springs. “Are you uncomfortable being around all these naked bodies?” I whisper in his ear, scanning the area to see there’s only another straight couple out here.

      His eyes do all the talking, rendering a response moot. “Kinda?” He replies, unclutching his grasp of my hand. “But you’re used to seeing naked bodies all day.”

      As we adjust to the simmer, my thoughts can’t help but stew as well. I’ve still yet to tell him I’m practically a monster, let alone that I want him to become just like me. But I think perhaps my honesty needs to be administered in small doses. If Macon suddenly becomes overwhelmed, he’s liable to run away and then he wouldn’t even be my boy. And when we reach the United Kingdom, there’s one place I will be visiting. The Ursa Alliance Intl. chapter in London is definitively on my itinerary. Since trial by fire isn’t an option, I likely won’t come clean until we return home.

      Macon finds a comfortable spot in the far corner, turning around to meet my gaze. A degree of comfort paints his eyes as I extend both arms to his shoulders, leaning my forehead into his with relief. Damn it, Dale. He really took that better than you expected.

      “Why are we staying the night in a hotel when we live twenty minutes away?” Macon asks, his hands tracing the edge of my body.

      “This is the second phase of our celebration,” I reply assuredly, brushing his cheek. “Your special moment deserves champagne and a fireworks display in your honor,” I add under the veil of my admiration. “My Boy has made me the happiest goddamn beast this side of Tennessee.”

      Macon’s youthful visage lights up like a Christmas tree. “Is there gonna be champagne and fireworks?” He answers audaciously. “Because I could get behind that.”

      I tilt my head to the left, grinning from cheek to cheek. “Champagne, yes,” I confirm. “Fireworks, no.”

      My cock twitches from his firm grip long before I can let another word escape. I want to explain how I tried convincing the Ouray County Fire Department to paint the night sky in support of his newfound glory. But my thoughts fade to black at the mere touch of his hand, all the while pushing my head back with a moan. I grab his wrist under the water while a grunt falls from my husky throat.

      Despite its allowance for nudism, his indecent touching surely violates about four resort policies. “Not here,” I growl. “This is a misconception about these places, My Boy,” I whisper, caressing his cheek. “Public sex is more than frowned upon in a place like this.”

      He releases his comfortable, gratifying seize. “Oh sorry,” he replies. “I guess I never realized that.”

      Macon’s thirst for more certainly tracks with how I felt after my first time. Once the gates of my innocence were commanded open sesame, every shred of desire within me emblazoned for another taste of a man’s dick. Forget not feeding the Mogwai’s after midnight. My virgin surrender beckoned every cock starved Gremlin to abscond the depths of my enraptured soul.

      I reel him close for a tight hug. “Never apologize for showing me affection,” I respond, brushing his backside with a palm. “When we get back to the room,” I add, briefly pushing him away to meet his stare. “You can have me to your heart’s desire.”

      My boy clears his throat as if he’s parched. He probably is since I haven’t seen him drink anything since breakfast. “This water feels so good,” he admits. “Why have I never been in a hot spring ever before?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” I shrug. “Are you thirsty?” I ask, more concerned about him dehydrating fast due to the temperate waters. “Let me go grab us some drinks at the snack bar.”

      Macon seems nonplussed. Surely he’s used to my constant worry for his health and wellbeing. And I’d be remiss if I didn’t admit I wasn’t quite thirsty as well. Much like saunas, steam rooms, and spas, hot springs cause the body to sweat at an accelerated rate. This leaves a person vulnerable to dehydrating faster, so liquids are always paramount when enjoying a naked dip in 112-degree water. I glance back at him as I ascend each step leading out of the springs. His content expression satisfies me as I approach the snack bar several yards away.

      A middle-aged woman in the buff greets me. “Hi,” she smiles. “What can I get for you?”

      I peruse the cold drink options in a cooler behind her, hovering a forefinger in front of my selection. “Two orange Powerades,” I request, noticing a bin of thick beef jerky to my right. “And two pieces of this jerky here.”

      She smiles, reaching into the bin with tongs to retrieve my strips of dehydrated beef. “Will this be cash or charged to your room?”

      My ears perk up at the faint sound of the hetero couple rising from the springs. “Yes, room twelve,” I inform her, glancing over my shoulder toward Macon.

      The male holds his spouse tightly as he spouts off at my boy. “It’s absolutely disgusting that the guy you’re naked with is basically twice your age,” he drones. “Aren’t you ashamed of yourself?”

      This will not do. No, sir! At the mere mention of disgusting, the fibers beneath my humanly flesh begged to surface. The latter statement sends me into such a rage that I must find a spot to shift. If I don’t scare that son of a bitch into next week for deriding my cub, I will have a very distraught Macon to contend with. It doesn’t matter if I were closer to his age or not, this is none of their business.

      “Excuse me a moment,” I mutter to the snack bar attendant, holding up my forefinger.

      Nobody can be seen from around the corner of this shack, so I quickly welcome each hair to protrude from my mortal-esque shell. A large roar emits from my beastly mouth as every fang points up towards the sky. Then I hobble back around to the springs from the other side of the building, closest to Macon and his bullies. No sooner do my jaws part to let out another grumble, when I’m caught off guard by a totally new side to my cub.

      Macon stands defensively in the springs, pointing his arm off to the side by the snack bar where I’m supposed to be standing. His visage is riddled with ferocity which gives me a tingle. “I don’t know you from Adam,” he bellows. “But I’m pretty sure who I choose to accompany here naked or not, is none of your goddamn business.”

      Yeah, you tell them, My Boy. Where has this side of you been hiding? Maybe you are stronger than I thought. Since the three of them are engaged in such a heated exchange, they’re unconscious to the fact that a quarter-ton bear is standing idly by. I have every intention of remaining quiet so I can see where the rest of this goes. Should Macon require my intervention, I’m only two short paces away.

      The foul man raises his voice another time. “We’re so tired of people like you flaunting your lifestyle in our faces,” he chokes. “It’s bad enough we have to put up with it⁠—”

      He doesn’t get another word in edgewise before I decide to roar like he has hell to pay for accosting my boy. Each of their faces—Macon’s included—warps to a heightened degree of fright as I hobble closer. Yeah right! You had better start running, you piece of shit. The couple flees our vicinity immediately, causing me to glance over towards the cub.

      My sweet, tenacious beast of a boy. Six shades of terror paint his face as he slowly backs away to the other side of the springs. If you only knew it was me, you would not be scared, Macon. I turn away, affording another thundering growl to bawl from my hoarse vocal cords. All the while hurrying back around the building so that I can shift back to Daddy Dale.

      Witnessing Macon’s leathery defense gives me hope after all. Perhaps there’s no reason that I couldn’t persuade him to let me leave my mark while in London. I would go to the ends of the Earth finding the most romantic setting possible. I’d ensure his highest comfort possible, to alleviate whatever temporary agony it will bring him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          MACON

        

      

    

    
      Flying hasn’t been something I’ve done very much of. As a matter of fact, I rarely left the state of Indiana even just to go up to Chicago. Let alone taking a journey across the world. Dale’s nestled comfily beside me in the business class cabin of a plane on our way to England. According to our flight attendant, Prue, we’re a little over two hours from landing at London Heathrow. I lean further back into my seat, reclining at a slight angle with music gracing my eardrums. Perhaps if I can stop thinking about last night at the hot springs, I could get a bit of rest like Daddy.

      Yesterday’s bear intrusion thwarted my intimacy altogether. What spark I found after adjusting to the warm water, quickly diminished after fearing that I’d become his lunch if he were to jump in the water after me. Dale said that I had way too much adrenaline coursing through me, causing the edgy feelings all evening. Save for a romantic Italian dinner at Marcello’s, our romance didn’t escalate beyond some kissing. Dale’s doctorly side stopping to check my pulse every half-hour just wouldn’t allow for an incredibly sexy time.

      We’re both enjoying my Spotify playlists with the help of a headphone jack splitter. He ordered this neat piece of hardware for trips like we’re on now, so we can both listen to the same sound while maintaining a quiet environment. I want to listen to my own tracks which are in progress. At the moment, however, “Pumped Up Kicks” by Foster The People is playing. And I don’t dare switch songs in the middle of another. Otherwise, Dale might wake up from what seems like a deep slumber. Sometimes he sleeps so soundly as if hibernating for a brief moment.

      Prue strolls down the aisle, handing out complimentary cookies. She approaches our row with a smile, catching my curious stare in the window seat.

      “Would you like a macadamia nut cookie?” She asks cordially. “They’re quite scrummy tonight.”

      I shrug. “Nah, I’m good.”

      She points down at Dale. “Would you like to take one for when your father wakes up?”

      The fact that she thinks Dale is my biological father is mildly amusing. I don’t quite have the fortitude to correct her. If anything may come of it, she’d possibly behave like the couple back at Orvis.

      “Sure,” I oblige, uncertain if he’d eat it when he wakes or not. “I can keep it here for him.”

      Prue passes the small paper bag in my direction, hovering over Dale’s snoring nose. I’m surprised the smell doesn’t get a rise out of the sleeping beast. Whatever has him so zonked out is doing a splendid job. Perhaps he needs the rest. Lord knows he was up half the night worried about my own health. I set the cookie on my tray off to the side, then push back into my seat once again. Now that the next song has begun playing, I get to wait another couple of minutes for another track-switching opportunity.

      Dale’s snoring briefly intensifies a minute later, before jolting awake altogether. He’s half surprised as if it takes a moment to realize where he is. When he comes to, my gaze locks with those ponds of amber.

      “Are you okay, Buddy?” He asks, reaching for the inner side of my wrist.

      “Oh yeah, I’m good,” I reply, rubbing his arm with my free hand. “You must be pretty tired.”

      He stifles a yawn. “You could say that again,” he rejoinders with an upturned brow. “But now that I’m awake, I will likely remain alert for the rest of the flight.”

      I thumb over to the storage on my phone, where I’ve saved my current work in progress. “You wanna hear what all that ruckus was about the last couple of weeks?”

      Dale’s enthusiasm couldn’t appear any more luminous than it does now. “Of course I do,” he replies vivaciously. “This will be quite a treat.”

      “Well,” I say. “It’s far from perfect and I’m quite sure that it needs a lot more work,” I add, slightly frowning. “But I couldn’t⁠—”

      Dale interrupts my yammering. “Macon—stop,” his thunder couldn’t be any lighter than a whisper given we’re on a plane. “Are you going to keep a daddy in suspense?” He adds, winking. “Just press play—yeah?”

      I click my tongue. “As you wish.”

      The song barely starts when I study his bright reaction. “You are so good on the electric guitar,” he assures me with enthusiasm. “And I like the beat too,” he adds, bopping his head to the rhythm.

      Since I’m still learning how to use the new music editing software, my confidence that it sounded pleasant to another human has remained relatively low. I’m sure it might actually suck. Surely Daddy Dale is only being his encouraging self. Would he have the guts to tell me the truth?

      I clear my throat as we finally arrive at the first verse.

      “They say things happen for a reason, and some people come and some people go. I’m not really sure of the season, but now you’ve come knocking I finally know.”

      A grin washes over his face as his bopping persists.

      “You barely knew my name and yet you still cared, just when I’d been at my low⁠—”

      “This is so good,” Dale notes. “And this is about someone I may know—yeah?”

      I giggle. “I’d like to think so.”

      He smiles wide. “Well, I think this is just terrific.”

      Prue travels back down the aisle, catching Dale after he’s woken up. “How was that cookie?”

      Dale appears confused. “What cookie?” He laughs, glowering at me from the side. “Did I have a cookie and you ate it?”

      “No no,” I pipe up, reaching for the paper sleeve. “It’s right here.”

      Our flight attendant winks. “I didn’t think he’d be bold enough to eat his father’s cookie.”

      He smirks, catching my entertained stare. No words are necessary for me to know exactly what he’s thinking.

      “I will be sure to enjoy it now,” Dale laughs, pilfering the cookie from my grasp.

      Prue totters back up the aisle to contend with another passenger who’s vying for her attention. After a couple of bites, he leans over his armrest to whisper in my ear. “I have a fun idea,” he says, his forehead glistening from a light sweat. “Do you trust me?”

      I’m oblivious to what could be ruminating in that skull of his. But yes, I trust him with my life. He’s saved it a couple of times, so where could that level of credence have possibly gone?

      A tinge less certitude cloaks my reply. “Of course I trust you,” I say, unsure of his intentions as we’re forty-thousand feet up in the air over the Atlantic Ocean.

      Dale points across the cabin. “You see that lavatory up there?”

      My attention diverts past a gentleman working on his iPad towards the slender closet. “Yeah?” I reply curiously.

      He snickers. “Very calmly,” he gestures. “Pretend that you are going to the bathroom,” he grunts mildly. “But stay in there and I will join you.”

      What the hell is up Daddy’s sleeve? No sooner do I placate my curiosity when another thought hits me smack dab in the cranium.  He’s likely about to induct me into the Mile High Club—which I’ve only ever seen in movies and television.

      “Okaaay?” I shrug, unbuckling my seatbelt to do as he said.

      Dale holds out his palm. “Cool as a cucumber—yeah?”

      I scan the cabin from over each shoulder, likely suspicious. Basically, if I were an amateur burglar breaking into the Smithsonian to swipe the Hope Diamond without so much as a spandex jumpsuit. I’m not certain I have the capacity to be cool as a cucumber when I’m about to experience another first this week.

      Prue stands back in the flight attendant’s quarters, pouring someone a stiff drink from one of those travel-sized bottles. Without fail, a sneeze ejects from both of my nostrils as I attempt to swing the lavatory door open as quietly as I can. This flight has felt like a midnight stroll through a graveyard, so her vision dashes straight up at me as I shimmy into the on-flight bathroom. Or whatever it’s called. Let’s just put it this way—it’s so cramped in here that I doubt an extra body will fit. Is this why plane toilets are so small?

      A million thoughts swim around my noggin at one time while I stand here waiting. I glance into the tiny mirror, cheering my mojo in all its grandeur. If his cock in me the night before felt amazing lying down, I can only imagine what it’ll feel like standing up. I’m sure it’s done that way because this lavatory is barely long enough for even half of me. I check my pulse one last time since last night, just to make sure Dale doesn’t need to worry about it. Other than a few nerves, it should be normal.

      Knuckles striking the other side of the door leaves me wondering if it’s him. Do I answer? What if it’s that really old pruney guy in the row ahead of us? The questions keep coming when I hear the door creak open. In no time, Dale slips inside appearing cool as a cucumber. That must be how it’s done. Damn, I need to brush up on my ninja moves.

      “Get on your knees,” he mutters, confusing the hell out of me.

      I tilt my head, surely looking bemused. “How are you gonna get to me from down there?”

      Dale’s naughty expression pierces my heart as he unzips his shorts. “I’m not this time,” he grunts lowly. “You are going to see what it tastes like.”

      My peripheral vision expands from each growing pupil. “You—erm—want me to—put—” I stammer, gesturing with my hand. “Your cock—in my mouth?”

      He presses a forefinger into my lips, shushing me. “Quiet,” he hisses. “You are going to get us busted,” he adds. “You do know that is the other half of sex—yes?” He whimpers, half impatiently.

      I click my tongue. “Yes, I’ve seen porn before,” I admit, grimacing. “I just didn’t know that was so common in reality?” I add, sounding more like a question than an actual statement.

      Dale zips his shorts back up. “Okay then,” he says. “If you are not ready, then I understand completely.”

      Now you’ve gone and upset him, Macon. “No no,” I reply quickly, grabbing his wrist before he fastens the button. “I’ll do it.”

      His instant smile screams of wonder. “There is my Good Boy,” he moans, unzipping the crotch a second time. “Just take it slow and gentle,” he instructs me, lowering both the shorts and underwear down around his ankles. “Like a sucker—a salty one—yeah?”

      I lower to my knees, swallowing a giant gulp of air. You’ve seen this in every other porn video, man. How hard can it be? You like suckers. My hand wraps around Dale’s thick cock. Of course, I’ve seen it before and compared it to mine. Fully erect, it’s only a few inches longer.

      “It is okay Buddy,” Dale encourages me. “Be lucky I got circumcised in the late eighties,” he laughs.

      The late eighties? Wouldn’t that have made him—? Oh just do it already, Macon. It’s the tip thingy and your lips wrap around it like it’s a popsicle. You like popsicles too. I clear my throat as if preparing for a long oration, slowly leaning into it. Salty sucker. Salty sucker. My lips fully wrap around Dale’s cock. It’s already throbbing, and I doubt there’s even an inch of coverage. Salty is one way to describe it, but also somewhat sweet. Is this why he consumes so much honey?

      He moans insatiably at the slightest brush of my tongue when I dive further inward. His hands land on my shoulders, tapping me gently. Maybe I’m doing something wrong? I immediately back away, looking up into his gaze.

      “Did I do something wrong?” I whine.

      Dale’s head oscillates from one shoulder to the other. “No Buddy,” he replies. “You are doing such a good job,” he adds, combing his hand through my tresses. “Keep going—it is nice—yes?”

      I nod, unsure how I really feel about it so far. Apart from a slight urge to gag, it’s not terrible. Would I be lying if I said I wanted to do this all the time? Yes, yes I would. But I’m determined to see this through. What kind of gay can’t give as good as he gets? My mouth wraps back around Dale’s thumping dick, allowing more in this time. Surely I can get used to this interesting taste. It’s not foul, though we’ve been traveling all day so it might be better if we’d just escaped a shower.

      He moans while I push my head back and forth to create extra friction. And after another moment, the cock twitches violently between my lips. His pleasure cry must be louder than my earlier apprehension, but there’s nothing I can do to shush him like he did me.

      The plane jostles, almost causing me to clench my teeth. Quick thinking prevents such a tragedy. But I know if we’re headed into some turbulence, I’d better finish the job so Dale can feel his sweet release. He never did cum the other night, so it’s anyone’s guess how long he’s been brewing this load. That’s the other thing, how is it gonna taste? I briefly pause to take a gander at his captivating stare, gleaming down on me like the angel that he is.

      “Do not fucking stop,” he grunts. “I’m almost there, Buddy.”

      His hand wraps around the back of my head to gently force his cock a little deeper than before. Although it triggers my reflex, I instantly recall an informative segment from Dr. Oz a few months back. His guest star was an Ear, Nose, and Throat specialist. He demonstrated to viewers that an increase in nasal breathing relaxes the throat nerves. Of course, it wasn’t an exposition on fellatio. But sure enough, it seems to work quite well.

      Dale bunches a patch of my hair with his fist while he huffs from here to Chinatown. I’m honestly surprised Prue hasn’t caught us in the act of our shenanigans. Don’t flight attendants check these water closets every fifteen minutes or something?

      A loud chime breaks the silence, over Daddy’s attempts to be quiet. “Hello folks, this is your captain speaking,” the male voice is heard overhead. “We’re going to have some bumps along the way as we cross over the Emerald Isle to London Heathrow,” he adds. “Please return to your seats and fasten your seatbelts.”

      Now I must hurry so Dale can arrive quickly. Listen to me. “Arrive!” Like I’m some sex professional with a jar full of colorful euphemisms. And I’ve only been a virgin for less than forty-eight hours. Trying to land this plane—so to speak—I pick up the pace after Daddy’s recent hiss. He moans while his fingers dig into the corners of my neck and shoulders.

      “Perfect, My Boy,” he praises, his head shoved back into the wall. “Just outstanding,” he grunts softly, patting me intermittently for doing a good job.

      Another thrust or two of my tongue ushers Dale’s vehemence over the finish line. He cries softly as I instinctively pull my head away. I don’t want it going straight down my throat like a garden hose. That’s nasty! Thick strands of his seed plow all over my face, forcing me to shut my eyes in a knee-jerk reaction.

      “God damn it—kiddo—” he pants, the horizontal white rain still spouting from his tip like a shaken pop bottle. “You are just Daddy’s good boy—yeah?”

      I push myself up off my knees with the help of Dale’s incredible arm strength. He reels me into an embrace, licking the corners of my mouth with his smooth tongue. While our lips form a seal, he bestows upon me my first taste of his signature flavor. If I thought his cock tasted of honey from Gellar Farms, his cum is sweet as sin.

      Our heads part when I notice a twinkle in his left eye. “Did My Boy enjoy his first dip into the honey pot?”

      I nod agreeably. “Uh huh,” I murmur. “Don’t you think we’d better get back to our seats before Prue finds us both in here?”

      “You are right,” Dale acknowledges. “I better wipe down that wall,” he adds, smirking.

      He fastens the shorts back around his waist as I catch my breath. Who knew giving a blowjob took the wind out of you? Daddy scoops a bit of his sticky assault from my face, grinning zealously.

      “Mmmm sweeter than sin—yes?” He says, pretty much freaking me out because there have been too many instances where his thoughts or words matched mine.

      I reply with another nod, caught up in this feeling that all I can seem to muster is an incomplete response. “Uh huh.”

      He uses a paper towel to finish clearing the sweet delight from all over my face. “Now go hurry back to your seat and I will be right behind you,” he nudges me out from the unlatched door.

      As I file out from the toilet, a quick glance to the side leaves me studying a pair of shiny black shoes. The man in a white button-down shirt and black tie leers back at me. For God’s sake, Macon. Is it that obvious? My embarrassment couldn’t be any louder. But I flail my arms behind me with a grimace, taking inventory of the name dangling from his lanyard—Chuck.

      “You don’t wanna go in there right now,” I say, biting my lip.

      Chuck’s right brow furls as he reaches for the handle anyway. He peeks inside with a beaming smirk. “Your secret is safe with me,” he replies audaciously. “Been there a time or two myself.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          DALE

        

      

    

    
      Our flight landed in London around seven tonight local time. What a trip it’s been, having been sucked to completion by my doting young cub. If I wanted so badly to convert him a couple of nights ago, our international flight sealed the deal entirely.

      His youthful mien stared up at me as if seeking a progress report on how well he’d been doing. After praising him, my boy returned to duty. Not even a thrash of turbulence was enough to keep him from finishing.

      Denny passes a round dish of seaweed butter in this direction, all the while my brain twitches from an earlier memory on the plane. My boy is still innocent enough to melt my pseudo-beating heart. Every ursine brother in my species of half-beasts has a heart, yes. And apart from confronting the element of fire, they’re indestructible.

      Now that I’m compelled to shift him here in the United Kingdom, I must convince Macon to give me his unmitigated permission. Which involves divulging what I really am in the first place. This isn’t going to be an easy task, but it needs to be done. I’ve learned my lesson of not impressing upon Trevor in our first year together, leaving me resolute on a far different outcome this go around. I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I’d be forced into the throes of grief for a second time. Not Macon. Not my sweet cub.

      Denny snaps his fingers inches away from my wandering attention. “Dr. Wright, there is a call parked on line two,” he drones in his long-acquired British accent, much like the intercom at work.

      It certainly worked as my concentration bounces back to Denny and His Royal Sweetness. “Nice place here—yeah?” I chime, studying our surroundings.

      The three of us sit at a table inside a swanky seafood restaurant called Shrimpy’s. We’re enjoying an appetizer of deep-fried oysters with a garlicky crème fraiche. It almost reminds me of something which Den and I would have been served in the nineteenth century along the coast of La Manche. Macon hunches over the table, appearing lost in thought. Perhaps he’s just a bit tired since this is his first flight over the Atlantic.

      Denny turns his attention to Macon. “Are you going to drink your fizzy or keep staring at it,” he chuckles, gently rapping his knuckles on the table.

      The moment his unimpressed expression graces my conscience, I realize his glass is chock full of ice. Shit!

      “He hates ice cubes in his beverages,” I growl, raising my hand to garner our server’s attention.

      Macon’s head wavers, rubbing away his exhaustion. “No it’s okay,” he murmurs. “I’ll drink it, I’m just tired is all.”

      “No,” I hiss with a raised brow. “Remember My Boy gets things to his specification—yes?”

      Eric arrives promptly with a smile. “What can I get for you?” He asks politely.

      “He ordered his pop without ice,” I affirm. “Would you please bring a new glass of Pepsi without ice?”

      Eric nods apologetically. “Of course, Sir,” he agrees, removing the iced mistake from Macon’s side of the table.

      Embarrassment now accompanies my boy’s fatigue. “I feel like I could sleep for an entire century,” he whines.

      He has my sympathies. But we must get through dinner first.

      Den clears his raspy throat. “You do look quite knackered,” he says. “We will reach my flat after supper and it is hunky dory if you crash the minute that we do.”

      Eric quickly returns with an uniced Pepsi for my boy. “I’m terribly sorry about that,” he says. “Have you mates decided what you’d like to order?”

      I shrug while Denny nods. “Probably,” I affirm, looking back at Macon with his head planted into both arms on the table. Poor fella.

      Macon’s muffled whine is almost unintelligible. “I’m not hungry.”

      While I can understand the boy is exhausted, his insolent behavior in a public establishment such as this riles me a fair amount. I glance back up towards Eric, standing at the ready with his pen. He smiles awkwardly as if to ignore a twenty-one-year-old boy acting like a little child.

      “We will have the fileted turbot with a lemon-rosemary reduction,” I assert, snapping the menu shut.

      Denny bows his head again, turning up a glass of Sancerre. “Works for me,” he says as Eric leaves us to ourselves. “I’m just chuffed to have my brother here in-the-fur after what seems like a decade.”

      A loud grunt escapes me at that minor slip-up. “Fur? You mean flesh, Den. THE BOY DOES NOT KNOW YET!” Once I finish telepathically chiding Den, my attention diverts to Macon. His head hasn’t come up for air even once since Eric returned with his drink correction.

      “Hey mister,” I gently growl. “I know you are extremely tired,” I add, clearing the huskiness from my tone. “But you are behaving rudely in front of my brother and everyone in this restaurant.”

      Macon raises his head long enough to shoot a disapproving look. “I’m not even hungry,” he claims, shrugging. “You guys eat, and I’ll just take a slight nap,” he concludes with a cavernous yawn.

      “Well tough beans, Buddy,” I hiss, tapping the table as a show of my assertion. “Daddy insists that you eat at least seven bites.”

      Den’s uneasy stare meets mine with a grimace before taking another sip. “So Macon,” he starts in a friendly tone. “Your dear old Uncle Denny has heard that you like to make music?”

      Macon nods, swirling his straw around the glass of Pepsi. “That’s right,” he replies much friendlier than a minute ago.

      There is my good boy! Where has he been the last half hour? Our conversation evolves from Macon’s musical aspirations to his new job as a pharmacy technician at Rudy’s Remedy. By the time Denny finishes digging for more information I’ve probably neglected to tell him, Eric returns to our table with the meal. This fish is quite big enough to feed three whole tables.

      Maybe not for us though. Denny and I have eaten more than thirty pounds of seafood by ourselves in one sitting before. The fact that we’re sharing this delicacy is only to keep up appearances. Macon pokes his fork at the fileted bits on a smaller plate. We haven’t eaten seafood back in Lake Bruin. So the thought hasn’t yet crossed my mind that he probably hasn’t acquired a taste for fish. In fact, I haven’t even ushered my boy down to the reservoir for a decent catch. What kind of daddy are you, Dale? Trevor had a pole in his grasp within the first week of meeting him.

      I take a generous swig of my French wine. “I’m only realizing now that you never mentioned if you like seafood or not,” I say, shoveling a bite of the flatfish between my jaws.

      My boy tilts his head with a snarl. “It’s not my favorite,” he replies earnestly. “But I’ll eat it.”

      Just wait until you are like Den and me, Boy. You will be salivating for a fresh salmon back home in no time.

      My right paw travels across the table to join his. “You may be surprised how much you will acquire the taste,” I chuckle, catching Denny’s smirk hiding behind his wine glass. “You might just prefer it over pizza or Wendy’s—no?”
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        * * *

      

      No sooner did we arrive at Denny’s apartment in Highbury, when my boy sauntered off to the guest bedroom like he hadn’t slept for days. The truth is he really hasn’t. Not since his virgin surrender. Nor last night after his brush with death, unknowingly in my own beastly presence that is. Den prepared a pitcher of vodka-infused lemonade for us to enjoy while I tucked my boy in bed.

      A cool wind bites our snouts as my brother and I sit out on his back patio, catching up on what has been a few years of in-the-fur interaction. Apart from texting or the occasional phone call, our profession hasn’t afforded either of us the opportunity to visit the other recently. He’s also a physician like me, except an ENT specialist rather than general medicine. After migrating to America in 1893, we both studied medicine under the guise of being part of the strong occupational shift.

      Back in those days, it was less medical and more homeopathic. We had our share of experiencing what performing a surgery was like, but the lack of elemental discoveries and resources left us at a disadvantage. In the late nineteenth century, a critical patient had a higher potential of dying. Unlike today with so much at our fingertips. General medicine placated my curiosity, whereas Denny explored audiology.

      Den smacks his lips, presumably from the tartness of our beverages. “Have I mentioned how happy I am for you?”

      I nod while my attention remains on a stray cat trying to scale the fence. “You have,” I reply. “Third time is the charm—yeah?”

      “Indeed,” he agrees, rustling his ice cubes in the bottom of his glass. “You did not think Mason would turn out to be quite the tosser—no?”

      Truly, the first young man that my noxious fangs craved to sink into was a waste of human flesh named Mason Miller. At the time we met, I hadn’t yet recognized that Den and I were given extra senses as a result of our conversions. We didn’t even learn of Ursa Alliance Intl. until we graduated from the physicians academy in Santa Cruz, California. Fate ceased to exist in our limited vocabulary, so neither he nor myself knew to be on the lookout for our destined cubs. I’d become enamored by the young slaughterhouse workman after administering his tetanus vaccine one day in class. Only after witnessing an inability to hold his whiskey, did I realize my future wasn’t quite set in stone.

      I laugh modestly, twirling the lemonade in my glass. “Mason—Macon—” I flounder. “Who knew destiny had such a sense of humor?”

      Denny budges in his patio chair, grabbing the pitcher. “Top you up—yes?”

      “Fill ‘er up God damn it,” I assert. “So tomorrow will be busy taking the kiddo all around the city.”

      “We will start with brekkie at Petite Chou,” he says, refilling my glass. “Then we must take the boy to Hamley’s for a proper stuffie,” he adds. “Defo Abbey Road, then that leaves the awards dinner to kick off our conference.”

      The acerbic bite of Den’s signature lemonade is cut in half with the perfect amount of honey. He’s found a reliable source up in Scotland, and it’s just as much of a staple to him as Gellar Farms is to me. I must admit though, it tastes considerably better than anything we’d find in the States.

      I clear my throat, nodding to acknowledge his plans. “All that sounds fine,” I assure him. “But you know I’m curious to visit the Ursa Alliance chapter here in London.”

      Denny clicks his tongue. “Precisely,” he replies. “But you know as well as I do that Macon cannot join us in that part of Battersea.”

      My dear older brother makes a valid point. “Indeed,” I reply, letting another cool drink slide down my pipes. “We should send him off to explore the area around Highbury on Saturday,” I add, resting my glass on the wrought iron stand beside me. “Though the conference is in the same location, he will be safe with us tomorrow night.”

      Den finishes my statement. “But we must not entertain the notion of leaving him to his own devices in South London.”

      “He’s twenty-one,” I admit. “He will be fine around the Northern Boroughs without one of us keeping him safe,” I add with a snap of my finger. “I have not told him what we are yet, Den,” I pause for emphasis. “But that itch to convert him gets stronger by the day.”

      “Have you thought of where you would like to do it?” Denny asks, fully aware that I intend on a comfortable environment for when I do steal my boy’s mortality. “What about taking him across the channel to Lourdes?” He adds with a pointed finger. “Could be quite romantic given⁠—”

      He doesn’t have a chance to finish speaking before we’re both startled by a clatter from inside the kitchen. Denny rises to his feet to investigate the noise. I can detect Macon’s smell is near, but I’m almost certain it’s due to my cock being cloaked in his scent from a few hours ago on the plane. As of right now, it’s evident that we can’t rely on my superior nose.

      Den returns outside from the back door. “My brass dustpan fell off its hook from the wall,” he claims. “That must be the crash we heard.”

      I tilt my head, furling both brows. “Likely—yeah?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          MACON

        

      

    

    
      My teeth are practically rattling because Denny’s home is too goddamn cold. Does he keep it like this year-round? What I find surprising is that he hasn’t allowed butchers to hang meat in here. Not that I’d rather be hot either. Given this is such a different environment, there’s already a certain level of anxiety and discomfort. If it’s not the horrible traffic noises keeping me from my rest, then I’m tossing and turning every couple of minutes to reach for the extra blanket that I’m used to sleeping with.

      Daddy tucked me in within the first half-hour of us settling in, imparting another air of concern among the luster on his face. That’s something that has come and gone every couple of hours since sex a couple of nights ago. It can’t be from the guilt of waiting over a month to tell me about his previous boy, Trevor Donaldson. However if there’s something about Dale that I can never land my finger on, it’s what he’s thinking.

      I cast a thin sheet while climbing down from the bed. If there’s any hope for me getting a decent sleep, warmth is paramount. And in the absence of Daddy’s body heat, I might damn near freeze to death. Neither he nor Denny are to be seen in the living room after trekking down the staircase. As I dawdle around the lower level with a curled finger under my eye, I realize they’re not even in the building altogether.

      My ears perk to the sound of a gristly throat being cleared. It sounds like it’s coming in through the kitchen from outside. I tiptoe across Denny’s cold tile floor, stopping quietly at the door which is slightly ajar. No sooner does my hand land on the knob, when I hear Denny mention something to the effect of not allowing me around a sea of batteries. What the hell? What’s an Ursa Alliance and why am I not allowed to be there?

      Their banter continues on the subject of keeping me safe. Dale mentions my age, affirming that I’m old enough to wander Northern London by myself. Why South London is seemingly off-limits remains a mystery to me. Though I’m curious enough that it will be the first thing I look up after gathering an extra blanket. My face presses up against the wall as Dale blurts out that he still hasn’t revealed to me what they are. What are they? Convert me—to what? Why do I suddenly have another pit in my stomach?

      Denny’s response does nothing to soothe my affliction. Why would Dale need to find a place to convert me? And yet again—to what? Am I yet again some toy for someone else’s entertainment? What is lords and why is that romantic? I jerk my head nervously, knocking a metal object from the wall. The racket sends my hushed, curious existence an inch up off the ground, persuading me to make a beeline for the stairs. No sooner do my feet land at the top step, when I hear a screech from the opening back door.

      No time is wasted finding a comfortable spot underneath the flimsy sheet with my phone in hand. These quick thumbs have turned to Google more this week than they have in a whole year. I search sea of batteries + South London, all the while my mind racing with thoughts of panic. Dale just said himself that he’s withheld telling me something. What are they? What does he mean? I already know they’re doctors.

      My search results seem unfruitful. The first thing populated is about some power plant. Since I can’t think of why anyone would want to visit one of those, I’ll move on with another search term. Dangers in South London. This produces a wealth of information right off the bat. According to this, South London seems to be as scary as Gary, Indiana.

      Now that I know Dale and Denny want to keep me from wandering around there by myself, I suppose I’m left with one final thing to research. What is an Ursa Alliance? If I thought my first group of results were irrelevant, these certainly take the cake. Unless Dale and his brother are covert park rangers and that’s their trade secret. My tired eyes blur while a cough surfaces from my lungs. Great! As I curse a potential cold coming on, there is one particular search result that stands apart from the rest on a third page.

      
        
        BEASTS OF THE WILD: FACT OR FOLKLORE? BY: TONY ADLER

      

      

      I tap on the link almost too quickly, unsure of its pertinence. The page it directs me to is a Google Books listing. These things usually only provide an incredibly short preview of text from a book’s interior. And almost none of the time does the excerpt relate to what a person is searching for.

      This one’s interesting, I’ll at least hand Google a gold star for effort. For some weird reason, the wrench in my stomach intensifies as I read a snapshot from the inside of this book. However, it would be great if the highlighted passage didn’t start in the middle of a sentence.

      …population was pillaged by a viral outbreak of diphtheria, ushering the afflicted to areas surrounding the mountainous regions of unincorporated Czechoslovakia. Their heightened arousal impressed a change upon their human victims…

      And that’s all the information I get from Google. Thanks for absolutely zero help, Googs. The page I’ve landed on tells me that there’s a bookstore located in a place called Angel, claiming to have a copy of this publication on their shelf. I might not understand the rabbit hole I’m about to go down, but surely stumbling upon it hasn’t been some major coincidence. Macon, your safety may very well rely on that guy’s interpretation of events.

      Out of nowhere, I hear the footsteps of mystery daddy from down the hall. He thinks I’m fast asleep, so I turn over to face the wall with closed eyes. Acting hasn’t ever been my strong suit. But if there’s a role landing me on the marquee, it’s likely going to be a young man completely oblivious to what’s going on around him. Dale’s hushed tone gives me goosebumps as he shimmies underneath the bedsheet, leaving me to feel abandoned by my own feelings. I don’t know what to think anymore.

      The warmth of his breath soothes my quickly rutting skin. “Sleep sweetly, My Boy,” he whispers low, kissing the nape of my neck.

      My imitation of Sleeping Beauty persists while thoughts keep ruminating, sending a tear to glide down towards the pillow. When my sobering eyes set on his attractive physique in July, I’d convinced myself that he was Patrick Dempsey incarnate. Then somehow I feared for my life as if he were luring me in for the kill, like a gayer version of Ted Bundy.

      Those thoughts evolved back into lust when he convinced me that I mattered. His willingness to treat me like a lucky boy empowered me to believe in myself—probably for the first time in my whole life. When he saw all of me at the hotel in Westfield, I’d grown smitten by his tolerance. Then our feral night of passion launched me into new territory, only to make me question his identity the very next day. Yet again. I trusted his alleged credible story about Trevor, accompanied by pictures of them together. Does a busy man his age even know how to use Photoshop?

      Now it’s hitting me. I’ve entirely forgotten about my research from a few days ago. The academy in Santa Cruz that he mentioned graduating from, doesn’t match up to his age. Who the hell is this guy? And why am I stuck in a foreign country when more lies are rising back to the surface? Having remembered another missing piece of the puzzle, sleep is all-consuming by this point. So I roll over to instinctively place my arms around Dale.

      I’ll take advantage of his body heat even though I’m lost in a whole ocean of worry and confusion. Truth be told, he’s all that I have in my world now. Every part of my past is now but a distant memory. And the hell of it is, despite his relentless secrecy, I still love him. Daddy’s my protector, cheerleader, and confidant.
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        * * *

      

      “You are going to love this store,” Denny affirms passionately, steering the three of us in his car. “I honestly have not lost any adoration for Hamleys one bit through the years.”

      Dale places his hand on my thigh in the backseat while his brother stops at a traffic light. He chose to sit in the back with me, versus the passenger seat. Which is throwing me off something fierce, because the British have it all sideways by driving on the wrong side of the road and all.

      I still feel uneasy about my discoveries last night. Dare I question if there even is a medical conference? Perhaps his brother is about to take me off to some remote location, and they’re going to chop me up into bits for a feast of my flesh like Jeffrey Dahmer. My earlier hunch about serial killers moving Heaven and Earth for their victims may still have some clout. Damn it. Mom would have a field day if she were alive to realize that her son has likely fallen prey to another person’s chicanery.

      “You still have no clue about the surprise stop we are making on our itinerary do you?” Dale asks, grinning from cheek to cheek.

      My head wavers. “No idea,” I reply nervously, swallowing a gulp of air.

      In no time, Denny’s car pulls into a large parking garage. Promisingly enough, both men lead me down a sidewalk with each of my hands in theirs. I’m not a child needing this level of security. But there are enough people around that if I were to shout loud enough, someone would surely rush to my defense. After a few short paces, we arrive at a long group of windows with red awnings—each reading Hamleys. I glance up into Dale’s gaze, grateful that he’s holding firm to the promise of taking me to a toy store. But is it really a toy store?

      My mordant tone couldn’t contain so much gravity in the same breath. “What’s your angle?”

      “Whatever do you mean?” Dale asks, shrugging. “We are here for you, Buddy.”

      I twist my head to glance through a window of the store before blinking back in Dale’s innocuous, but firm stare. “You mean my surprise doesn’t involve sharp objects and an abundance of pain?”

      Denny clicks his tongue, sidestepping into view. “Uncle Den wants to buy you a proper stuffie,” he affirms.

      Daddy’s rigid fingers comb through my dense thatch. I mean, Dale’s strong hand. I’m going to reserve calling him what he likes until I’m reassured for the millionth time that he isn’t a gentle psychopath. Anyway, the concerned expression dancing around his aspect only pours salt into the wound of my troubled thoughts. “You seem nervous,” he says. “Are you okay?”

      Another hard gulp of air. “Yeah—erm—I’m fine,” I stammer every bit as nervous as he claims.

      “Good good,” Denny enthusiastically interjects. “Let’s see a man about a bear—yeah?”

      They both nudge me towards the entrance, further escalating my worry. What if this store is only a front to conceal a deeper, darker secret? Is this it? Am I about to meet my maker? Another step forward has me mentally poised, ready to run away like a prison escapee. Goodbye old life. It was nice knowing you, pal. I’m now being forced to lay down new roots—off the grid—away from nurturing, sex-craved wackadoodles.

      Once inside, my awestruck lips form a gasp. The shop isn’t without its charm. And certainly not as intimidating as I imagined a minute ago. Toys and figurines of any theme imaginable line every shelf. Around the corner is an escalator providing customers with a lift to the upper levels, fostering my curiosity. If this is a sham, they’ve certainly done a bang-up job tricking me. Dale and Denny guard me from a lower step on the escalator, both static as aspen trees and emotionless.

      When we reach the upper level, Denny leads the way to a department devoted exclusively to stuffed bears. We’re already on the top floor which affords me a breath of fresh air. Perhaps I’m overly sensitive. Maybe it’s a bout of paranoia. Honestly, nobody could suspend their doubts after being lied to in small doses for over a month. Why do I hurt so much yet remain eager to neglect my suspicions at the same time? This isn’t Stockholm syndrome. I’ve learned enough from my Psych classes to make the distinction.

      Dale shuffles over to a display overflowing with bears. Each one shares the same caramel-colored fur, except for one dark brown standing out from the rest. He retrieves the model, passing it over to me with a smile.

      “What do you think about this little guy?” He asks.

      I’m only half invested in this toy excursion because there are bigger fish to fry. I tilt my head with a shrug. “Yeah,” I reply. “He’s neat.”

      He gives Denny a ruffled look while a grunt crashes against his husky throat. “I’m uncertain if the boy appreciates bears, Den,” he admits, shrugging.

      Now you’ve gone and upset him. If he is some placid sociopath, he certainly won’t be for long. God Macon, stop thinking the worst. You’ve made it this long today, perhaps a little positivity wouldn’t—kill you?

      “No—Daddy—I—erm—” I stammer, scratching the side of my scalp. “I actually like it.”

      That should placate him. Not because it’s ugly or anything. I quite like bears. That is, the stuffed variety. My line in the sand is clearly drawn between real and fake. If I have to see another live one again, it’ll be too soon. But to be completely honest, any zeal I had about this trip is spent. If they haven’t killed me yet, my anxious tummy most definitely will.

      “That is the spirit, old sport,” Denny says, placing his hand on my right shoulder. It’s just as strong as Dale’s. “Let’s go pay for the little guy—yeah?”

      The three of us make our way through the top level, boarding another escalator. This time we’re returning to the main floor. Dale places his hand on my opposing shoulder, seeming less upset now that I’m showing an appreciation for my new companion.

      “What are you going to name him?” He asks from behind me.

      I tilt my head on the escalator trip down. “I don’t know,” I reply honestly. “I’ve always liked the name Thomas,” I add, steadying myself with the railing. “So possibly that.”

      Even after winning a slight battle with Dale, his brother follows through with the persistence to pay for Thomas. Daddy and I stand back behind Denny at the register, discussing food options to tide me over until tonight’s big awards dinner.

      “You did not eat much at breakfast,” he mentions. “And you hardly ate last night either,” he adds, feeling my forehead as if I’m sick. “Better not be coming down ill, My Boy,” he hugs me with a kiss on the forehead.

      Another twenty-minute drive back across the city lands us at the real mystery stop of our trip. In fact, I feel a bit lousy having forgotten about this place after falling victim to my new stress. This next sight, however, is iconic for any musician. May they be aspiring like me or someone as legendary as The Beatles themselves, this spot has held a certain sentiment within the music industry since 1969.

      Dale takes my hand as the three of us hurry down a sidewalk on Grove End Road, intersecting with the famed Abbey Road. I’m clueless as to how. But for some reason, my anxiety lessens as we approach the popular junction. Perhaps this is a degree of gratitude, for if it weren’t for Daddy Dale, I might not have ever been privileged to visit this landmark in person. Without him, my experience would be limited to a late-night virtual jaunt across the pond fueled entirely by a bag of barbeque chips and Google Earth.

      “You know where this leads—yes?” Dale looks over, catching the surprising fascination in my gaze. “This was the first thing Den thought of when I mentioned your tender spot for music.”

      I nod while the glint bouncing from a shiny coin near the curb’s ledge steals my attention. “It’s very exciting,” I reply genuinely, attempting to kneel over so I can swipe the free change. In the process, a rude oncoming driver slams on his horn as he quickly passes by.

      My jerk reaction to the discord sends Dale’s protective instincts into play immediately. He tugs on my right arm, allowing me to fall gently into his embrace. Those gilded oceans look relieved that I wasn’t just accosted by a reckless driver. I’m not certain what he’s thinking, but that’s what I’d guess if I had to take a wild stab.

      Denny snorts, stopping in his tracks a pace or two ahead of us. “Be careful Macon,” he says with a grimace. “We Brits can sometimes be a cursory lot.”

      Up ahead at the site, Dale asks his brother to snap a photo of us in the crossing. We stop midway as he lifts me up over his shoulders, tickling me furiously in the process to garner an authentic smile. It’s emphatically effective. Especially so because I wouldn’t be standing here today, if not for his dedication to change a complete stranger’s life for the better. Which now teeters my confused heart back into oblivion.

      I must find the answers at that bookstore tomorrow. Man, you’ve gotta be overthinking this whole thing. Daddy’s an innocent Schnauzer with the protective guile of a papa grizzly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          DALE

        

      

    

    
      Macon hasn’t acted his normal self all day. And he’s the kind of boy who isn’t often vocal about his issues, so it’s going to take a lot of digging in order to investigate the matter. I glance over at his youthful but nervous mien in the chair to my right. We’re now at an inaugural awards banquet, kicking off our Intercontinental League of Physicians conference. A sigh finds its way from my nostrils as I toss a paw over to my boy’s lap, hopefully bringing him some relief.

      “Are you all right?” I ask, a glint at the corner of his hazel apertures dances from a hanging chandelier above us.

      His reply is so powerless, it wouldn’t even convince Forrest Gump. “I’m fine,” he responds vacantly.

      He might be far stronger on the surface nowadays. Which is what I need most from him in order to make my impression. But I hoped to have made a little bit more progress on the inside. And maybe this is as good as it will get for him, who knows? What I am certain of, is my determination to fuck the truth straight out of him when we leave this awards banquet. Perhaps he needs another release?

      “Do you see that long table over there?” I ask, pointing off to the furthest wall as Macon nods. “You have hardly eaten at all today, and they will be serving supper much too late,” I add, tapping his thigh. “How about you go fetch some crudités for you and Daddy—yes?”

      Despite his dismal air tonight, there’s something to be said about my boy’s compliance. When I ask something of him, he obeys me like the good cub that he is. Macon rises to his feet and glances over his shoulder with a raised brow.

      “Anything particular you want?” He asks, scratching his head.

      I nod. “Asparagus spears, if they have them,” I request. “I will give you bonus points if you can scare up any form of dipping sauce with honey.”

      He shuffles across the dimly lit room while my attention turns to Denny and one of our longtime allies within the coalition. Hailing from North of Lake Bruin in Denver, Dr. Kellie Rae is responsible for introducing me to the Intercontinental Physicians League first. Only after spending a year on the emergency medicine panel, did I refer Denny to join the council of ENT specialists.

      “Did you fellas catch my write-up last month in the North American Journal?” She asks, tipping a glass of Chablis to her lips.

      Den and I both shrug. “I am unsure if I have,” I reply. “What was the subject?”

      She smacks her lips proudly. “A new substrate found to counteract insulin resistance.”

      Impressive, but no I don’t remember that article. If I haven’t been zeroed in on Macon’s needs, I’ve been lost in a sea of unfiled documents and patients at the hospital. “I have not,” I reply, pointing up an index finger. “It is however at the top of my reading materials at home.”

      No sooner does Dr. Rae finish explaining her latest discovery when Macon returns to our table, balancing two plates. “Who would’ve thought they’d actually have honey over there,” he laughs, a seeming shift in attitude from just a couple of minutes ago. “But they did.”

      “That is a good boy,” I praise his efforts while he scoots his chair back to the table. “Macon,” I add, pointing past Denny to my left. “This is Dr. Kellie Rae.”

      Dr. Rae smiles amiably. “Hello,” she replies, nodding in his direction.

      “Dr. Rae,” I introduce. “This is my—” my words falter, having totally forgotten how I introduced Trevor to associates in the past.

      It’s extremely rare for anybody to grasp a relationship where there’s a significant age difference. Let alone their ability to comprehend the dynamic between a daddy and his boy. She stares blankly in my direction as I sit here tongue-tied.

      “Dr. Wright, are you okay?” She asks, snapping her fingers. “Or are you having a ministroke?”

      I grunt softly. “No no,” I reply. “I just forgot about leaving something back at Denny’s flat,” I add, clearing my throat. “This is my friend—Macon Ford.”

      Dr. Rae nods again. “Pleased to meet you, Macon.”

      After the wildly awkward introduction, everyone at our table jolts at the shriek of jarring microphone feedback coming from the stage. Our host clears her throat politely. Dr. Viviana Hollingshead welcomes everybody to London from all around the globe.

      “We’ve quite the packed agenda tonight,” she affirms, glancing down at a notecard. “Before we all dive into our plates prepared by Piccadilly Brothers Catering,” she adds, waving for a gentleman to rise from the front row of tables. “Dr. Samuel Holliday will be presenting our first award for Innovation in Medical Science this past year.”

      I highly doubt I’m receiving any sort of commendation tonight. These awards are usually determined by a group of popular doctors who delight in the scrutiny of everyone within the medical community as a whole. Not to mention the fact that they’re rigged. A good physician could have tirelessly devoted themselves to finding a way of thwarting cirrhosis. But unless they belong to this exclusive club of arbiters, kissing ass and sucking dick, their efforts will go unrecognized.

      A few minutes later, we’re presented with dinner by a catering staff. There are a few awards left to be given out after everyone has eaten. Macon has been hushed all night as well, piquing my daddy complex to the max. He picks at his Wagyu steak, cutting slits into the trim of fat as if he’s uninterested. Just when I thought his mood had turned a corner.

      I lean closer to whisper low, hellbent on getting a reading from my boy. “What is the matter?” I ask, digging my paw into the crook between his neck and shoulder. “You love steak,” I add. “This is the granddaddy of all meat, kiddo.”

      Macon’s head bounces between each shoulder. “It’s not the food,” he claims. “I’m not real keen on doctors and I’m stuck in an entire ocean of them.”

      “You like me, though,” I cough. “And you are taking to Denny pretty well—no?”

      This can’t be why he’s been acting peculiarly all day. His daddy is right here to protect him in a giant room full of doctors. If that’s his concern, he knows that I’d tackle anyone in his defense if they gave him so much as a side-eye.

      I pat his shoulder before scooping my fork back off the plate. “Let’s talk when we get back to Denny’s pad—yeah?”

      If by talking you mean coercion, then sure. The poor boy probably needs to cum a river and then he will be right as rain. That is likely all it is, Dale. You have not given him a chance to jut even a drop since Tuesday night.

      Denny receives a text as we’re about to finish our meal. “Bloody hell,” he drones. “I’m being summoned to the hospital.”

      My fingers rap lightly against the table. “Go then,” I say. “Macon and I can take a black cab from here,” I add, pushing my plate away. “Is the door code 3-2-5-3?”

      He nods, confirming that’s correct. “Right—off I go then,” he grunts, sauntering quickly towards the exit.

      I’m suspicious of the glow on Kellie’s youthful face. She knows something that I don’t and it’s killing me. “Out with it, Kel,” I chide. “What am I not privy to?”

      She shoots a stare in return with a simple shrug. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she bites back.

      Dr. Hollingshead grumbles through the microphone, garnering everyone’s attention. “What a delicious dinner,” she extols, lightly clapping. “Everyone give a round of applause for Beau Kingsley at Piccadilly Brothers for outdoing themselves this evening.”

      I join everyone in their admiration for a good meal, as I must admit it’s definitely warranted. Macon whispers into my ear that he’s headed to the restroom when our host introduces my brother to present the award for Best Quality of Care. Dr. Rae darts her eyes back towards me while my boy hurries to take care of business.

      This catches me by surprise. Den neglected to mention he was presenting an award this evening. Only in this moment do I surmise why he got so riled to be called away. The chatter all around the room grows in the absence of Denny gracing the stage. Several minutes later of confusion and misunderstanding warrants Dr. Hollingshead’s presence to reemerge from the edge of the platform.

      Viviana clutches her undoubtedly expensive diamond necklace. “It seems that Dr. Dennis Wright has been summoned to an acute matter,” she says, tearing into a glistening silver envelope. “It’s with great honor that I present the award for Best Quality of Care to—” she adds, sliding out the notecard. “Dr. Dale Wright at Porter Memorial Hospital in Lake Bruin, Colorado.”

      You are kidding me? I actually won something? Since Macon hasn’t returned from the little boy’s room, my surprise goes unnoticed by those who matter the most to me. Alas, I advance to the stage to accept my plaque. I’m actually quite stunned. Aside from Macon’s pure heart, I haven’t won a damn thing in over a century. The award is a bronze world map with an embossed stethoscope extending from one end to the other. Underneath it is an inscription—Dr. Dale Wright, MD / Lake Bruin, Colorado.

      I scan the entire room, identifying many of my fellow panel members and colleagues within the federation. My eyes stop when they shift to our table where only two other people sit. Dr. Rae and her husband, Frank. Everyone staring in my direction has me at a loss. But the fact that my boy hasn’t yet returned heckles me even more. I contend with a lump in my throat before engineering an unprepared speech.

      “I’m so grateful for each of you—” I affirm, but it’s not the whole truth. Some of these doctors don’t represent the medical profession in an especially high esteem. “This catches me by total surprise,” I add, raising the award above my shoulders akin to an actor at The Oscars. “But certainly not accepted in vain—thank you—and good evening.”

      The next award is announced as Macon finally returns from the bathroom. I slide him one of my petit fours as he takes his seat. We’ll be leaving soon, so I can finally get to the bottom of his malaise. I’m not psychic, but his affect has become my pain all day. Though his spirits seem to have switched back with a smattering grin warming his face after returning.

      “Here,” I smile. “This is a traditional French dessert,” I add, winking. “Small but satisfying,” I pause briefly. “We will be going soon.”

      Everyone starts the process of rising from their seats a few minutes later. Banter returns to normal, livening the room just like at dinner. Apart from the Rae’s—whom of which I tendered a warm farewell—there’s nobody else keeping Macon and me here. I wedge Macon’s arm closely as he and I step out to the curb from Battersea Power Station, hailing a black cab in the process. There’s zero doubt that I would ensure his safety tonight—or any other—provided that this area can be rough on the most mundane of occasions.
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        * * *

      

      We arrived back in Highbury a little over a half-hour ago, after what seemed like a roller coaster of a taxi ride. Not due to erratic driving, no. More or less Macon’s mood. I’m convinced there might be something catawampus with his brain chemistry. I’ve never specialized in the arena of psychiatric medicine, but if I had to put a finger on my suspicions, the boy could be experiencing some kind of bipolar disorder. Which if I have any hopes to convert him, could pose a problem. I can’t have my cub shifting rashly from one minute to the next.

      I haven’t taken a sharp turn in conversation since leaving the banquet. He admired my award in the cab and even hugged me tightly with a gentle whisper in my ear of how proud he was. Beyond a light kiss, my boy’s vein has felt a hundred miles away. Sure, he’s on the bed cuddled up against the warmth of my bare chest now. But I’d be remiss if I didn’t admit that his thoughts wouldn’t even be located by a GPS device.

      My hand travels up and down Macon’s left arm, heating him up from the friction. Bears enjoy a cool environment, but his blood doesn’t match that of mine and Den’s yet. Licking the nape of his neck sends my mojo into a fit of fury. Hopefully, I can get his senses to come alive enough that he’ll let my cock persuade his compliance with our honesty clause.

      The touch of my palm over Macon’s crotch ushers a moan to wallow from his vocal cords. There you are, my little cub. You just let Daddy soothe all your troubles away. He writhes atop the sheets as if I’ve just unleashed the beast that’s soon going to be inside him. Or at least I hope so. After a few tender kisses trailing down from his chin, he reaches for his phone on the nightstand.

      “Music would be nice,” he mutters, tapping over to the Spotify app.

      Macon places his phone beside him before those youthful lips rise back to mine. I’ve heard this song a million times, being that John Mayer is one of my favorite contemporary musicians. The opening bars to “Gravity” reverberate between the four walls of Denny’s guest bedroom. All the while my boy slips out of his sleep shirt. While sexy in tone, I question whether he chose this song for some deeper, subliminal reason. My keen sense of hearing can multitask, and John’s lyrics seem to cry of an internal struggle.

      What is he trying to tell you, Dale? You must tactfully dig for answers now, or else you will be unsuccessful at convincing him to let you inflict even an ounce of pain for the promise of immortality.

      His hand snakes around my neck while an ambiguous grin peppers his face. I burrow my fingers under the elastic of his boxers as Macon whimpers again.

      “You want my cock—no?” I suggest naughtily.

      Macon offers his consent with a nod, meanwhile, my fingers clutch the excitable dick he’s been blessed with. “Mmmmm hmmmmm,” he moans, yet his tone is two degrees less convincing.

      This feels off. The boy is not behaving like he did on Tuesday night. Something is massively wrong, Dale.

      I grunt inexorably. “Are you sure, Buddy?”

      He nods again, falling backward into his pillow with a shudder. Okay then. Perhaps he really is eager. That quivering mouth pacifies my protective instincts, urging me to straddle his legs. Macon’s fingers trace my biceps while my tongue hovers over the twitching dick, further teasing the olfactory nerves within. My boy’s pure scent from his virgin surrender might have long absconded, but an oaky aroma has endured.

      My tongue swirls around his beating tip as I catch the boy’s gaze, seeking final approval. Macon’s head wriggles around the pillow as I slide a hand up his naked abdomen.

      He bites his bottom lip. “Mmmmm,” he drones.

      Both trembling hands sink into my shoulders, imploring further stimulation. A few bobs of my head seem to excite him further, as he laments with a hiss. After a couple of minutes, I sneak two fingers through his hole. Macon jitters at the touch, ushering a wave of arousal through my own spine. A moment later, he jerks towards the wall, catching me off-guard. No sooner do my fingers escape his ass, when a loud cry mantles the pleasure I thought he’d been feeling.

      What is going on? Like holy shit, Buddy. I must admit that this has never happened to me before. My fingers aren’t just healing instruments, they’re fucking majestic. You have hurt your cub, Dale. Are you happy now? Macon’s sobs persist while I linger between him, spreadeagle past my hips.

      For the first time in forever, I’m at a loss for how best to respond. And the only thing I’m feeling is anger towards myself for the agony I’ve plunged poor Macon to experience. God damn it, Dale. You have gone and royally fucked this night completely. But how? His routed visage nearly breaks the dam which contains every emotion I’ve withheld for over a century.

      “Oh my God—Buddy—I did not mean to hurt you—I promise,” I whimper through a creaky voice. “I’m so sorry,” I murmur, nestling up to his backside so I can hold him in my arms.

      Macon pushes me away with a maudlin grimace. “Please just leave me alone—Dale,” he grumbles, scooting towards his side of the queen-sized bed. “I need my own space tonight,” he adds, mopping both paws at those ensanguined eyes. He wrenches a pillow under his arms, trotting across the room.

      A whimper—what would usually be a bark—falls from my lips. “Where are you going?”

      He glowers back at me over his left shoulder. “I’m gonna sleep on the couch downstairs.”

      “Like hell you are,” I groan. “If you need your space tonight, that is fine,” I add, ushering every ounce of my humanly shell off the bed. “I respect that completely—but you deserve to stay in this bed—not me—God damn it—” I stammer, halfway distraught.

      My timid cub hobbles back to the bed as I commandeer a pillow. I halt halfway out of the room to catch his distressing stare. “You know I love you so much—yes?” I assure him. “You can talk to me about anything, and I will be right downstairs if you wish to do so.”

      You did not do anything wrong. But if it is not my fault, why does it hurt so much? I haven’t felt such profound emotions like this since losing Trevor. And even then, it’s a rare occasion that my inhibitions fail me to this extent. A raspy grumble grapples at the back of my throat as I shuffle down each rung to the living room. Denny’s spare pillow doesn’t escape my grasp long enough to land on a sofa cushion.

      A moment later, I feel every ounce of rage penetrating my humanly flesh. Tendrils of feathers explode in mid-air by the force of my angry claws ripping the pillow to shreds. Fuck this feeling bullshit! GRRRRRR!!! And I am clueless as to what I did wrong! Denny’s front door whispers, catching my attention as it swings open. He steps one foot inside, locking his stare with mine. An echo of a quarter-ton bear bounces off the glass pane of the door.

      He doesn’t need to say a damn word because our intrinsic method of communication has been activated. Instead, he whimpers alongside my beastly stir of emotions. “What in the bloody hell is going on here?” He gasps. “This is a shambles.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          MACON

        

      

    

    
      London is way bigger than I ever imagined. I can see why there’s a need for such advanced security in a place like this. Not that I’m scared, because that’s silly. Dale’s right—my age grants me a certain level of responsibility for taking care of myself. All that to say, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit a small bit of intimidation wandering around this place without my strong daddy to keep me safe. Ugh. That’s right—freaking Daddy Dale. The pit in my gut hasn’t healed. If anything, it’s only accrued into an even bigger pain.

      All I can think about at the current moment is this morning’s breakfast awkwardness. Dale shot me weird looks in between his glances up from The Guardian newspaper for sips of coffee. I could tell he wanted to speak up several times, but the only sounds he made were groans and grunts from his husky throat. My arms press into the gnawing sensations, attempting to find some relief. According to Apple Maps, I must veer right, down Chapel Market.

      My attention to detail zeros in on a lengthy row of shop signs, seemingly stretching into infinity. Perhaps while I’m here, I can find some food to sate my hunger. That’s the other thing from breakfast earlier. I’d been so distraught, that I might have only taken a total of two bites from the ginormous cinnamon rolls Denny fetched from his local bakery.

      I dodge hordes of people, trampling the sidewalk along this long cluster of stores. One particular logo stands out among the rest of the signs. Thank God for those delightful golden arches today of all days. My mouth waters at the thought of savoring a double Quarter Pounder right about now. And because it’s been a shit couple of days, possibly even three orders of fries. Fuck the consequences! If I don’t fit on the plane ride home, they can just shove my fat ass in the underbelly.

      But the bedeviling sensation in my tummy won’t go away with food alone. Nope. McDonald’s will need to wait until I’ve purchased that book. To my advantage, it appears the store is parallel to me stopped in my tracks along the sidewalk. Partially concealed by a vendor tent is a shop sign that reads—Madame Sylvia’s Bookery & Tarot Readings. An impetuous elderly man brushes shoulders with me as I step across the path toward the door I need.

      He boos with contempt over his shoulder. “Watch it!”

      “Sorry,” I counter, grimacing at my nervousness.

      It’s eerily dark in the bookstore. To the extent of leaving me questioning how anyone can find what they’re looking for in here. The strong scent of patchouli incense could probably be smelled from a kilometer away if they’d keep their door open for even twenty minutes. It’s definitely patchouli because it’s my most disliked aroma from stocking candles at Wharf Thirteen. An old woman greets me as I approach the counter she’s hunched over, reading a book while dipping a cookie in her cup of coffee. Or probably tea since this is Britain.

      She hums along to some melody I’m unfamiliar with. Her voice is inviting, I’ll give her that. But the unkempt grey hair and blackened teeth have me wondering if coming in alone was such a terrific idea. Despite my only method of currency being the Mastercard Dale insists that I keep in my wallet, it’s not like I could’ve asked him to come along on this excursion. “Hey Daddy, I’m onto your secret identity and headed down to some sketchy bookstore. Would you come with me while I dig into that dirt to protect me in case I encounter an old crone?” Yeah, that sounds particularly stupid.

      The lady flashes her possibly poisonous fangs in my direction. “Ello young lad,” she says, setting her book open-faced down. “What are you looking for sweetheart?”

      As much as I’d love to, fleeing seems counterintuitive to my mission. I fuss with the frog in my throat, swallowing a gulp of air. “I’m erm—looking for a specific book—” I stammer, thumbing through my camera roll to the screenshot of that Google Books listing. “It’s called ‘BEASTS OF THE WILD: FACT OR FOLKLORE?’” I add, clicking the screen off.

      She digs a forefinger into her chin, arduously recalling her memory. “Ah yes!” She exclaims. “And who did you say the author was again?” She asks, her left eyelid drooping much more than the other.

      “I didn’t, sorry,” I reply, retrieving the screengrab another time. “Uhh—Tony Adler?”

      The woman dethrones herself from a stool to shuffle around the counter. “Come along now,” she waves, escorting me down a narrow path even dimmer than the entry. “What would you say to a tarot reading today?” She asks, reaching for a cord that illuminates a decent portion of the bookshelves.

      I never thought I’d be so thankful for Thomas Edison’s brainpower like I am right now. My head wavers as I cure the itch under my nostrils, either from the dust or overwhelming incense—likely both. “No thanks,” I click my tongue. “All I need is this book.”

      She reaches above her head, scanning a finger across the spines of each book. However appreciative I am of the positive customer service, her stony whistle isn’t serving my nervous gut any favors. A loud hacking cough rises from those raspy lungs. Yeah, lady! If you didn’t insist on burning the metric volume of Big Ben in patchouli, perhaps you and I both could breathe a little easier.

      “Here’s the bugger,” she mumbles, sliding a book from between two others. “This is it,” she says, passing it off to me with a tilted head. “Anything else I can help you find?”

      “No thank you,” I reply, fighting the urge to cough. If I don’t get out of this musty bat cave soon, I might worry about needing a tetanus or rabies vaccine—or both for that matter.

      She hobbles back to the front in the same fashion as Quasi-freaking-modo, humming the melody from earlier. When we reach her post, I hand her Dale’s credit card. To my chagrin, she points to a sign in front of her cashbox.

      
        
        ALL SALES ARE FINAL.

        CASH ONLY, PLEASE.

        THANK YOU FOR YOUR BUSINESS—MR. WONG’S CHINESE EMPORIUM.

      

      

      Surely this lady didn’t get her branding expertise from a Cracker Jack box. I contend with every shred of courtesy to abstain from laughing. All the while digging through my billfold, remembering that Denny snuck me some British currency before he and Dale left for the conference. “Here’s my Oyster card and a hundred quid, kiddo,” he winked. “Buy whatever fancies you.” I grit my teeth, fishing my back pocket for a fifty-pound banknote.

      “Here you go,” I grin, sliding the money on the counter.

      Now she’s pointing to another sign, causing further embarrassment. Yet it doesn’t go without another chuckle, this time rolling right off my tongue.

      
        
        WELCOME TO BOB’S YOUR UNCLE SCHNITZEL

        NOTES OVER £20 WILL NOT BE ACCEPTED.

        THANKS FOR YOUR COOPERATION.

      

      

      Well, this certainly hasn’t been the easy transaction I’d been hoping for. Perhaps I can cross the alley to McDonald’s, order my food, and pay with Denny’s funds. Then I’d return to pay for the book. I raise my index finger with a grimace.

      “Can you hang onto this for a minute?” I ask hastily, pointing towards the door. “I’ll break this down and be right back.”

      She nods. “Sure sweetheart,” she replies. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      In a rarity, McDonald’s isn’t busy at all. I can’t stress how happy this makes me because I’m about to expel my guts all over the place from nerves. If that disgusting bookstore didn’t wreak, I’d have browsed the pages of my book right then and there. It only took one or two minutes to place my order. And after four more, they’re already about to hand it to me at the end of the counter. Now this is fast food. Every franchise in America needs to follow its British counterpart’s example.

      I crinkle the paper sack shut, stepping back inside to deal with whom I expect to be Madame Sylvia herself. I’ve feared my life enough these past couple of days, so I don’t want to add the risk of contracting leptospirosis to that list. Listen to you, man. You’ve learned so much from Dale in a short period of time.

      Sylvia hacks up another lung. “I would’ve taken your banknote,” she admits, accepting my smaller denomination. “But as you see here,” she adds, removing the money tray. “I barely have enough to provide you with change.”

      Now I feel like a major asshole for every mean thought I’ve had today. To Sylvia’s right is a tip jar for her tarot readings. Even emptier than her cash drawer. She passes my change over the counter when I raise my open palms, contesting it.

      “I don’t need the change,” I shrug, digging into my billfold for the rest of my change from McDonald’s. “In fact, you probably need the rest of this more than me.”

      I slip every banknote into her tip jar as if I had allowed her to perform a reading. I’m not in the right frame of mind to see what’s in my stars or whatever. And I don’t even really have the time. Well, I do. But if I don’t shove this double Quarter Pounder down my throat and scan through the book, I’ll keel over from nerves and hunger both.

      Sylvia’s cusps produce a single tear. “Oh bless you, little lad,” she murmurs. “May your spirit guides keep you safe from the den of fire.”

      What the hell? Whatever she meant by ‘den of fire’ has wrangled my mind as I sit back inside McDonald’s. There’s not really any other place to sit down outside Chapel Market. But at least I can refill my Coke as many times as I want here. I take a giant bite from my greasy burger, flipping the hardcover open. The graphic is almost too generic. A grey background with some mysterious silhouette of a horned beastly beastly-looking figure.

      A carbonated slurp of pop rushes down my pipes while I cross-reference the page number from that basically useless excerpt on Google Books. Flipping to the physical location, I realize it’s at the top of a page in Chapter Seven. Not that I really expected it to have been a picture book. However, some kind of illustration would provide a little bit of appeal to content such as this. And after thumbing through the previous chapter about Bigfoot, I’m left to wonder if it’s been published for no other reason than a good laugh. I’m surprised the first chapter wasn’t about Nessie the Loch Ness monster. I clear my throat, examining the paragraph closely.

      The central European bear population was pillaged by a viral outbreak of diphtheria, ushering the afflicted to areas surrounding the mountainous regions of unincorporated Czechoslovakia. Their heightened arousal impressed a change upon their human victims, rendering them immortal.

      The complete paragraph ushers a wave of hamburger grease back up my esophagus. Fucking bears. This instantly sends me back to my memory from two nights ago.

      My ear planted gently against the back door inside Denny’s kitchen. He and Dale were talking amongst each other out on the patio. Dale’s husky throat cleared before speaking, “All that sounds fine, but you know I’m curious to visit the Ursa Alliance chapter here in London.”

      Denny remarked something to the effect of how I’m not allowed in that part of London, near some sea of batteries. After Dale replied how I’d be safe with them at the dinner last night, Denny mentioned they couldn’t allow me to wander South London by myself.

      After worrying about the dangers of the city’s Southern portion, I could hear Dale snap his fingers. “I have not told him what we are yet, Den—but that itch to convert him gets stronger by the day.”

      My attention jostles me out of a fluster by the loud chirp of an incoming text. It’s from Dale, being that he’s the only person remaining in my life. I take a deep breath after nearly blasting inches into the air, between getting lost in this book and my thoughts. My eyes don’t have a chance to start reading his novel-length diatribe when the device wooshes with another grey text bubble.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m giving you some space, but I would be lying if I said that I’m not terribly concerned. You are my boy, Macon. And I love you more than you may realize right now. It pains me greatly to know that I have hurt you in some way, but I am unsure how. That in itself has been killing me all damn morning, kiddo. Whatever is troubling you, we will get through it together… XOXO?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Oh and the convention has paused for lunch, so we have stepped out to meet some friends for a bit. Please call or text me back. Even if just to placate my worry about you wandering a foreign country by your lonesome.

      

      

      

      

      

      If that won’t bring me to more tears, I don’t know what would. He says he loves me, cares about me, but he’s a monster. He’s a—bear? Just the notion that my lover isn’t considered a human perplexes, worries, and angers me all in the same breath. Wait, Macon. Wait just a fucking minute, man. Dale was the bear that scared off those people at the hot springs? Dale was the bear that attacked your alleged father which landed him in the hospital? After another sip of Coke, I battle the other thoughts plaguing my mind. How is this even possible? This seems like the perfect kind of plot for a movie. Most assuredly not real life.

      I comb the recesses of my brain a second time, recalling their conversation from out on the patio. He mentioned wanting to visit the Ursa Alliance while he was here. And his text just now mentions visiting friends. Only in this moment does the major proverbial lightbulb go off, persuading my quick fingers back to another Google search. They quickly hammer away at the keyboard—What does Ursa mean? The very first result populates a Wikipedia answer.

      Ursa is a Latin word meaning bear. Derivatives of this word are Ursine or Ursini.

      Although I suck at advanced math, I know good and well that two plus two equals four. He and Denny must be visiting other ‘friends’ of their kind. Other bears. Around that place Denny mentioned wasn’t safe for me to go near. Well if Dale thinks he’s gonna skirt by without knowing that I know everything that I do, he has another thing coming. There’s a woman passing my table, wielding a lunch tray. I wave her down with a slight shout.

      “Excuse me miss?” I blurt, catching the brunette’s attention.

      She glances over her shoulder. “Sorry,” she replies, not surprisingly because everyone here seems to apologize for practically existing. “Were you talking to me?”

      I nod. “Yes ma’am,” I affirm. “Do you know where I might find the sea of batteries?”

      The lady shoots me a gauche look as if I have two heads. “I’ve no clue what you’re talking about mate,” she rejoinders with a shrug.

      Another urge to search Google consumes me as the woman turns around in her seat, gently shouting back. “Do you mean Battersea?”

      Shit, yeah Macon that’s probably it. I nod quickly. “Uh huh,” I affirm. “That might be it.”

      She points out the window. “That’s clear on the other end in South London,” she claims. “You’re on the wrong side of the city—dearie.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m on the tube, as a Londoner off to my right is referring to it on her phone call. My determination to investigate the Ursa Alliance meeting spot in Battersea perseveres. Denny never explained to me what the Oyster card did when he gave it to me. At first, I honestly thought it was some kind of a credit card only used here in England. I might well be an incredibly stupid boy after all.

      My thoughts aren’t totally off-base. I’ve fallen in love with something that’s not technically a human. The real-life byproduct of everything swarming bookshelves and movie theaters right now. Of which, if I have to see Bella Swan’s painstaking affect on another billboard again today, it’ll be way too damn soon.

      If I thought I was a damaged mess last night, today leaves me in such a desiccated chaos, that kids in US History will be learning about it in the near future. The back of my head plows into the subway window as a deep sigh flows from both nostrils. Dale’s text message from minutes ago haunts me behind closed eyes. “I love you more than you may realize right now.” “Has been killing me all damn morning.” Somehow I beg to differ. I don’t doubt his love. This urgency to take care of me is wildly evident. How can something kill him if he’s—immortal?

      Someone touches my shoulder, urging me to pry open my tired eyes. “Budge up, mate.”

      I tilt my head. “Come again?”

      The guy close to my age hoots again. “Scoot the bloody fuck over so I can sit down.”

      Jesus. Don’t take that attitude with me right now. You don’t wanna cross me—MATE. I rise to my feet, immediately grabbing the bar overhead to refrain from lurching forward. Carefully, I wobble over to the other side where there’s an empty corner to stand. This disrespectful little shit is skinnier than I am. Despite the moderate summer heat outside, he’s wearing sweatpants and a puffer jacket. Try as I might get lost in the song “Stereo Hearts” by Gym Class Heroes, the kid’s unyielding eye contact has me tensed up even more.

      A loud ding followed by a stern male voice is heard throughout the train. “Mind the gap,” he says, succeeded by a kinder female tone, “The next stop is Tooting Broadway station.”

      This doesn’t sound like any area I’ve been expecting. I retrieve the transit map from my back pocket, unfurling the incredibly folded paper in front of passengers adjacent to me. My index finger pans the route heading South, now escalating my panic that I’ve missed the stop at Battersea Park.

      “Excuse me, mister?” I hunch over, garnering the attention of a kinder-looking gentleman. “Did I miss the stop at Battersea Park?”

      His jubilant expression feels slightly condescending. “You’ve missed it by about twenty minutes,” he affirms. “Must’ve been lost in all that grime, haven’t you?”

      I’m sure I’ll never grasp the British vernacular. I vaguely know that ‘bloody’ is a nicer way of saying ‘fuck.’ Every other term pretty much whizzes right past my daft understanding.

      I grimace, all the while swallowing a hard gulp of air. “Thank you,” I nod.

      About a minute later, the rail comes to a slow halt. I follow a lady stepping off onto the platform, where she unconsciously provides my tour up the stairs and out from the station. Blinding sun rays summon a hand to raise above my brows while I scan the surroundings. Up ahead, there’s a statue of a man labeled—Edward VII.

      Now you’re lost, dude. “Shit!” I curse aloud, noting that scrawny dickhead from the rail in my peripheral vision. He’s not alone either. There are two other menacing boys with him. Fully intent on not drawing attention to myself, I stride up the sidewalk whilst lowering the volume of my music. Taylor Swift’s “Enchanted” will have to soothe me later when I’ve lost this brood of creeps. How are you gonna lose them on their own turf, man? You don’t know your ass from a hole in the ground right now.

      Despite veining off onto a less busy street down from the Underground station, they’re still following me. Assert yourself, Macon. You’re stronger than you think. With that thought, I turn right around to face my stalkers.

      “I don’t want any trouble,” I plead, shoving a palm out from my torso. “If it’s money you want,” I add, gritting my teeth. “I have some American money you can have.”

      The rude kid approaches me in a flashy sort of way, grabbing the bill of his hat. “Oh we’ll take your money, mate,” he cackles ominously. “But not without⁠—”

      He stretches an arm toward my shoulder, giving me a push backward. That’s it. Punch him, man. Out of what I’d guess to be instinct, I raise my free hand to throw a punch. He spits blood as my newfound lethal weapon collides with his jowl. Judging by his reaction, that might have been a bit impulsive of me. Now all three of them are red in the face, flashing their uncompromising aspects.

      “Now you’ve asked for it,” my rail stalker bellows.

      Frightened by their grit, I take off down the road as each of them follows behind me. Dale. God damn it. Call him. He’ll find you. Without giving it another thought, I dial Daddy to the rescue from my list of recent calls. I don’t even allow him the courtesy of answering when the line stops trilling.

      “I need your helllp,” I shriek breathily. “I’m—I—” my words falter from panic. “They’re chasing me—” I muster, glancing back to see that the three boys are closer than I once thought.

      My rail stalker presses me flat against a brick wall, gripping my neck in a chokehold. He spits in my face with a nasty scowl, meanwhile the phone breaks from my grasp. Shit. Dale!

      “We don’t take too lightly to your kind,” another kid shouts, joining his fellow hoodlum from behind.

      Only in this moment do I realize what’s painted a target on my back. Or I should say, chest. I’m wearing a black t-shirt with a rainbow border surrounding the phrase—I just can’t think straight. Well, this certainly was unexpected. I try to wriggle free from his hold on me, but my lungs are robbed of enough oxygen that I’m about to pass out. Another split second and deep gasp later usher my vision to a black void.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          DALE

        

      

    

    
      Despite wondering all morning what has Macon knotted up like a pretzel, my nurturing nature has come up short. Denny mentioned last night over a bottle of Johnnie Walker Gold, that my boy couldn’t possibly be upset with me. “It is a struggle all on his own, D.” Though convincing my heart of that is a ruthless battle. A war this daddy cannot win. Even after giving it my all.

      Only a couple of days ago, I had every hope of coming clean with myself. Garnering the cub’s sanction to pilot him into immortality has been on my mind ever since landing at London Heathrow. Now that he’s in such discord, that plan seems shortsighted. If I can’t summon his oceanic wonders to look me square-on longer than a glance, asking him to feel just a momentary pain for the promise of perpetual life is impossible.

      Den and I are sitting at the London chapter of Ursa Alliance International, waiting for our British ursinis to arrive. A few minutes ago, I sent my cub two messages. According to the screen which I haven’t shut off since then, precisely seventeen. But who’s counting? Damn it, Dale. You are going to worry yourself into an ulcer. Which honestly, that’s okay. Part of the benefits of our bear-shifting DNA is miraculous wound healing. Though I digress. Super sad Macon, super sucks.

      “We have the advantage today,” Denny remarks, scratching the nape of his neck. “Not dealing with an abundance of traffic is quite convenient.”

      I tilt my head in agreement, not blinking once from the messages to Macon. “You are right,” I nod. “Just downstairs makes a big difference for once.”

      The Ursa Alliance Intl. London chapter is in a concealed basement-level room at the Battersea Power Station. Only a quick jaunt downstairs from our medical convention. A moment later, we hear beeps from an electronic keypad on the other side of the door. Followed by the arrival of two fur-kins—as Den likes to call our non-blood family in his rich English accent. Our smallest member in the British chapter, Gunther Klein, and his partner, Kenton Graham, approach us as we rise to greet them.

      Kent’s resigned tone reminds me of a passive sloth. Ironic for the seven-foot beast that he is. “Dale and Denny,” he says, shaking my hand. “Long time no see.”

      Gunther finishes greeting Denny, then swaps with his fated daddy to give me a big pat on the waist. “How you been old chum?” He asks, grinning ear to ear. “Kent and I were just talking about visiting Colorado soon.”

      Kent and Gunther found each other during a harsh blizzard in 1904. At the time, Kent was an agriculture dealer making his way through Switzerland on business, when his travel was thwarted by a massive snowstorm. That’s when his eyes feasted on a sprightly, Gunther, the son of an innkeeper. As determined by destiny, their spark ignited long before the hearth turned to ash.

      I nod whilst my ears perk at the door swinging open for a second time. “You must come to stay with me and my—” I stammer, growling at myself for almost mentioning Macon. The certainty that he’ll be sticking around in my life is quite low. “I have plenty of room for the both of you,” I pacify the awkward pause vaguely.

      In walks another pair of fur-kins, Bartholomew Cohen and Kamryn Cunningham. Their bond intensified after Bart’s attraction to the younger Chicagoan blossomed in his hospital wing. An eternal bite was the only way to secure fate, rescuing Kamryn from the tight grip of pneumonia.

      Kent advances to the front of the meeting space, coarsely clearing his throat. “Now that everyone is here—besides Anthony and Ryan of course—we can get on with it,” he affirms. “And what a treat it is to be graced with Dr. Dale Medvedev’s presence today.”

      For a third time, the door swings open. A man I’ve never met strides in proudly, taking the chair to my left. Each brother in the room shifts their attention onto him, every snout sniffing him out in the process. It checks out. He’s ursine alright. He must be because there isn’t any explanation of how he’d know the passcode. However, the security clearance instructions for each chapter are listed on the Ursa Alliance Intl. members portal.

      He waves to everyone brazenly. “Hello,” he hollers. “I am Chuck from the Manhattan chapter,” he adds, a paw scratching his abdomen. “I thought I would come to introduce myself on my off-time from work.”

      As it turns out, Chuck is from the Roosevelt bloodline. Yes, an illegitimate child of the Twenty-Sixth President of the United States, Theodore Roosevelt. Born from a previous affair, Chuck lived most of his life out of the public eye. He advised us that he was bitten at forty years old in Italy circa 1917, but hasn’t gone into specifics as Kamryn has interrupted him.

      “Where the bloody hell is that sod, Anthony, anyway?” Kamryn blurts.

      

      “I have it on good authority that Ryan convinced his daddy to retreat down in The Maldives,” Kent replies with a shaken snout. “I’m not the least bit jealous that they are baking to a fine crisp, are you?”

      Everyone except my rapacious older brother laughs insatiably. On the other hand, I find it amusing because we bears prefer a cooler environment.

      Denny’s growl might have just been heard on the top floor of Battersea. “I could give two shits about that wanker,” he says, referring to Anthony.

      For some reason, Den clashes paws with Anthony more often than not. Everyone else in the room appears to take my brother’s opinion with a grain of salt. I don’t have anything against the guy since I’m not forced to engage with everyone here like he does. Anthony and Ryan are among the youngest members within all of Ursa Alliance Intl. He met his cub back at an Irish pub in 1999. Or was it 2000 technically? Either way, Anthony was on a writer’s excursion in Ireland during the end of the world—when everyone thought Y2K would bring famine to all of civilization.

      The meeting skips over Chuck finishing his introduction, flowing to a matter of higher importance. Worsening smog conditions all around London aren’t something we ever need to worry about in the mountain ranges of Colorado. Not with lush greens and dense forests all around Macon and I. Well maybe not Macon here soon. Denny offers me a side glance as I raise the cell phone from my lap. I haven’t heard the woosh of Macon’s reply yet, but I couldn’t very well hear anything over the loud banter of six other guttural voices. Not a peep.

      God damn it. Why are you not talking to me? I’m uncertain if it’s the protective instincts getting hung up in my heart, or if my boy is actually skirting the ledge of real danger. Without a doubt, he likely wouldn’t answer if I stepped out to call him.

      “Turn the blasted thing off already,” he mumbles in my ear. “He is probably just busy spending the money I gave him.”

      My right brow raises. “Why did you give him money?” I ask. “He has one of my Mastercards on him at all times.”

      Denny shrugs. “I told him to buy something that caught his fancy,” he confesses, seemingly apologetic. “I will not do that again if it crosses some boundary,” he adds, shaking his snout. “I guess I thought I would scratch that itch of spoiling a cub in the absence of my own.”

      I raise my paw to his left shoulder. “It is fine,” I assure him. “You did not cross anything, and I’m not sure how much longer he is going to be my boy,” I add, contending with my broken heart.

      No sooner do I lay my phone back onto a thigh, when the screen lights up. Macon! I let it ring for a couple of seconds before answering, pretending that I hadn’t been cemented to my device.

      I almost thunder through the microphone upon answering, but his flustered tone interrupts me. “Ma—” my response falters, garnering everyone’s attention from the meeting.

      Macon’s cry for help sends a shiver down my spine. “I need your helllp,” he moans, sounding winded. “I’m—I—” he adds. I can’t make out much else because it’s quite muffled, then the line crackles. “They—chasing me⁠—”

      Son of a bitch. My boy needs me. The call disconnects after a few unintelligible grumbles, instantly sending me to my feet. My cry for help echoes between each wall. “My boy is in trouble!” I shout. “I need your help.”

      Every ursini brethren leaps from their chairs as Kent paces towards me.

      Denny’s alarmed gaze locks with mine, all the while I think about checking the GPS app to locate Macon. My eyes narrow, examining the map which zooms in closer to his red pin. “Greaves Place?”

      Gunther moans. “Cor blimey,” he gasps. “What is he doing down in bloody Tooting?”

      Denny’s head wavers insistently. “I specifically told him not to wander below the roundabout at Tower Bridge and Old Kent Roads,” he hisses. “Righty-o everyone,” he adds, waving towards the door. “Kamryn and Gunther, you blokes will fit in my Mercedes with Dale and me,” he barks, clearing his throat. “Bart, Kent and Chuck, you follow behind us.”

      I shove my phone into the pocket of my blazer, intent on rescuing my boy from the trouble that has found him. No time is wasted piling into Denny’s car as I study the map just to make sure the pin hasn’t budged. As expected, Greaves Place is still swallowed by the opaque blue circle.

      “He is still in the same spot,” I announce. Meanwhile, Den’s focus remains on the expressway, passing an onslaught of pubs and taverns.

      Every ounce of worry within me has surfaced by this point. If I don’t rush to his aid in time, I’ll never be able to live with myself. This cannot be another repeat of Trevor Donaldson. I refuse to let that happen to me for a second time. And if it does, forget about a third. I’ll give up on fate altogether. The fact that he called me seems promising, but I won’t count my chickens before they hatch. My boy only called me because Den and I are the only people he can rely on for thousands of miles.

      My brother’s persistence to breach traffic laws mollifies the unease razing my insides. He’s just as concerned for Macon’s welfare as I am. “Maybe another five minutes,” he informs me, landing his paw on my right leg. “If this sodding arsehole will shake a bloody leg already.”

      I can hear Gunther’s gnashing of teeth from the backseat. At only four feet tall in human form, he’s small but mighty. “Just what I needed today mate,” he says. “Slogging around a few Tooting chavs.”

      The car’s tires screech to a halt, ushering the four of us to unfurl onto the pavement. Denny pulled straight ahead in the vicinity of Macon’s dropped pin, next to a closed auto shop on Greaves Place. Bart and the other two arrive a moment later, dispersing from a cherry-red BMW. My boy is nowhere to be found as I scan our surroundings, despite standing precisely in the location where the map says he is.

      His scent teases every cilia inside my nose, telling me Macon is at least nearby. “Let’s split up,” I assert, pointing down the alley. “He is around here somewhere because I can smell him.”

      Denny opens his mouth to speak when I spot Macon’s phone on the ground across the alley, up next to the backside of a brick building. “That is his phone,” I thunder, quickly hobbling towards it. “But where the fuck is he, Den?”

      I lower to my haunches, studying his shattered phone screen. The grit of my protective disposition is determined to find him, now intent on sniffing every square foot of this alley until I do. An abundance of anger towards whoever has my cub at the brink of danger riles me, summoning every hair beneath my humanly flesh to the surface. Soon after, my extended ursine family does the same as we hobble down the alleyway. Words aren’t required at this point. Our shared genetic component allows us to communicate telepathically.

      “This way guys, he is down here I can smell him even stronger,” I ensconce within the six of them.

      Denny follows closely behind me as I lead the pack further down Greaves Place, which for all intents and purposes is just as gritty as a Chicago back alley the more that it snakes South. Macon’s scent grows with each step and every thud of my heart. A moment later has my ears sticking out from each side of this backstreet, the stifled cries of my cub screaming for help.

      “We are getting closer fellas. I can hear him. He is just down this way I can practically taste him.”

      Thank God there aren’t any people nearby. Otherwise, this mission would be far more difficult, risking our covers being blown, tranquilized—or both. And as soon as I arrive at this conclusion, there are three young boys scurrying towards us. Their fright cannot match up to each intimidating beast staggering in their direction. I don’t get a good reading from either hoodlum, so I can tell they’re up to no good. Conversely, my snout detects a hint more of Macon on one of them.

      My fangs slaver with a ferocious growl as I approach him, sending another message to my brethren.

      “Take care of these boys, I must keep searching for Macon.”

      Gunther’s eager reply assures me that these three boys will be sorry they laid a hand on Macon. “You got it, boss. Go tend to your cub.”

      Kent, Bart, Kamryn, and Chuck join him in cornering the boys while Denny hobbles breathily alongside me. While still faint, Macon’s pleas for help grow louder than only moments ago. In addition to my cub’s woodsy aroma, each of us detects the smell of a looming smoke. When we round the corner, our suspicion is confirmed by the presence of flames nearing the end of our path.

      The blaze roars thunderously from a swung-open metal door and surrounding broken windows. A cluster of air conditioning units emit several sparks, adjacent to the back entrance of this building when we come to a slow halt.

      Why does it have to be fire? I shoot Denny’s beastly form a disconcerting look as he nudges his snout into my side.

      “You will be all right. Your boy needs you,” he assures me.

      It takes a moment for me to gather my bearings before rushing through the doorway, feeling dozens of singing bristles in the process. Macon is off to the far left with his arms tied around a support column. His panicked visage eats a whole right through me. But a spark in his eyes seem more relieved to be seeing a bear than I’d have expected. This isn’t the degree of fright he displayed on Wednesday at Orvis, when he saw me in beast form.

      He squirms around, trying to flop his arms free. Despite being secured by rope, his strength impresses me. There’s no time to spare, so now is the moment I’ll be outing myself. Oh Macon, please do not be frightened, My Boy. I hope after a long explanation later that you will be able to forgive me for keeping this from you. I thrash my head upwards to the smoldering ceiling, lowering it with a deep breath to study Macon’s gaze. Every fiber of my coat disappears underneath my humanly flesh. Meanwhile, the boy watches me shift from beast to man right before his very eyes.

      Denny yells internally from out in the alley. “Hurry up in there!”

      I remove the rag stuffed in my cub’s mouth, shooting him a comforting stare. “Macon,” I grunt, reaching down to free him from the tied rope. “I will explain later,” I add, battling with these hoodlum’s impressive knotwork. “We must get you out of here first.”

      Macon gasps for air, undoubtedly choking from smoke inhalation. “It’s ooo—it’s okay,” he stammers, another deep cough expelling his lungs. “I know what you are,” he gasps for more air as I scoop him up into my arms.

      He wraps both of his paws around my neck as I rush out from the roaring blaze. Denny has shifted back to his human likeness, pointing off to the side.

      “We must get away from this tinderbox,” Denny drones.

      I lay Macon’s body flat on the ground at the other side of this alley, breathing fresh oxygen into his lungs. If I don’t expel as much of the combined carbon monoxide and carbon dioxide from them, they could smother him. A few of my gusty exhales revive his vigor, causing him to cough up what little bit of smoke he’s consumed. Now breathing clearer, his palm meets the side of my cheek.

      “I love you more than you imagine too,” he mutters, a reflective speck of the blazing fire dancing at the corner of his hazel wonders. “You’ve just saved my life.”

      I click my tongue, primarily relieved that he’s safe. “You mean again—yeah?” I wink, soothed that he reaffirmed his love for me. “What is it with you and fires and explosive agents, kiddo?”

      Macon grimaces. “My God,” he moans. “You’re right⁠—”

      My nurturing disposition interjects him. “We must get you to the hospital so your lungs can finish clearing.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          DALE

        

      

    

    
      Macon is nestled comfortably in my arms on Denny’s guest bed. Thankfully he passed the hospital’s smoke inhalation assessment with flying colors. An occasional cough will surface, but nothing deafening. His spirits have been a complete one-eighty from last night. This morning for that matter as well. Though the silent car ride once we left the hospital hadn’t gone without its suspense.

      My cub’s lack of shock when I shifted right in front of him caught me off guard. While he’d wriggled around the pole until I broke him loose, my transformation didn’t seem to cause even a flinch. Though the only reassurance I needed of his understanding, was his public display of affection in Denny’s car. Unabashedly I might add. Maybe he will take this way better than you anticipated, Dale.

      Macon slides over on the bed, his determined stare penetrating mine. “So we definitely need to talk,” he murmurs.

      I know what about. I swallow a painstaking gulp of air, all the while grimacing. It’s obvious that Watergate has been exposed today, but I still have some explaining to do. He slides off the bed, unzipping his small shoulder bag. A circumspect expression cloaks his face as he climbs back up to my bare chest, concealing the item he retrieved.

      He strikes a hardbound book against my abdomen reasonably forcefully, then cowers with a wince. “I’m sorry,” he moans after a half cough surfaces. “I guess I don’t know why I did that.”

      “It is okay, My Boy,” I reply, grinning. “You cannot hurt me if that is what you are worried about,” I add, pointing to my chest. “Do it again.”

      Macon’s face contorts in a show of apprehension. “You really don’t feel any pain at all?” He asks, followed by a short silence.

      He grits his teeth whilst plowing a fist into my stomach. I don’t move a muscle. “Macon, the only thing capable of hurting is my heart,” I affirm, sliding the book off onto the side of the bed. “And now that you know what I am, I fear that you will be breaking it soon when we get back to Colorado.”

      Apart from Macon’s cavernous sigh, a long quiet pause follows my reply. He just said earlier that he loved you more than you could imagine. Why would he confirm his love if he was planning on running out on you? You have given him everything for a new life, and you are about to seal it into eternity. Well, maybe. Once my thoughts finish ruminating, he paints his fingertips down my abs.

      “I wouldn’t say that,” he says. “It hurt finding out that you kept another secret from me,” he concludes, nuzzling his chin into my left breastbone.

      I click my tongue. “Macon, I needed to be tactful about how I told you,” I counter. “It is not like I could just blatantly divulge such a thing,” I add, lobbing both paws in the air. “And follow up with an ‘I am not a crook’ or some threat to your personal safety.”

      Macon winces. “No, but you put Tim in the hospital,” he lets out another short cough. I owe him another apology for the Tim ordeal. “And that has me wondering how rash your anger can get, or if that would happen to me God forbid,” he adds, stifling a yawn.

      “No Macon,” I reply. “That would never happen,” I avow. “But your father—or whoever the hell he is—was insulting your dignity and I could not have any of that,” I add, lowering my lips to kiss his forehead. “Nobody hurts my cub and gets away with it.”

      My boy wraps his left arm around me for a tight hug. “Well I suppose you owe me your ‘coming of bear’ story,” he says insistently. “And if I nod off asleep,” he adds, halting yet another yawn. “I want you to wake me, so I don’t miss a single detail.”

      I reposition myself, finding a comfortable spot against the headboard. “Okay,” I nod, planting another kiss amongst his strawberry blonde tresses. “Do you want the raw and unedited version or⁠—”

      He interrupts me. “Every bloody detail,” he reiterates, closing both eyelids.

      Perhaps Den has rubbed off on him with that language. My hand travels up and down his backside, all the while engineering how to start this bedtime story. Do I start from the very beginning by telling him where I was born? He said ‘everything’ Dale. So out with it already. A sigh flows from my snout, burrowing it in his thick mane.

      Once upon a time in a land called Minsk, Russia, there were two boys. Ivan Ivanov Medvedev II and Ivan Ivanov Medvedev III. Their parents lacked originality, so their mother chose to adopt their father’s complete name. Ivan II engineered the plan to find creative names so they could tell each other apart, leading him to call his younger sibling, Dale. And Dale referred to his older brother as Denny. Denny and Dale were the best of friends—and still are to this day. Siding with France during the Crimean War, their parents relocated to the city of Toulouse, where Dale and Denny finished growing into young men.

      Macon cuts in. “Wait,” he hisses, raising his stare to meet mine, confusion washing every facet of his mien. “So your real last name is Medvedev and not Wright?”

      I nod. “Yes,” I affirm. “Now do you want this story or not—no?”

      “Sorry, yes go on,” he replies, brushing his locks against my chest.

      The day came for Dale and Denny to venture out on their own. So they journeyed on a three-day jaunt to Lourdes, where they busied themselves helping on farms or laboring a hand wherever necessary. Both brothers found their footing in the late 1800’s banking system as money lenders. Then a few years later, Dale and Denny planned a fun hike over the Pyrenees mountains. This was a trip that would bring about a major change in their lives.

      On the second day of their expedition, these brothers encountered a vicious bear. This ursine beast’s weight amassed to a quarter ton. It hobbled quickly toward Dale and Denny as they attempted to flee for their safety. But the incongruent terrain disagreed, faltering their steps as they tumbled over one another.

      The beast razed its hefty claws as its fangs sank into both men. Once at Denny’s waist and a second time on the inner side of Dale’s arm. A sort of effect washed over the bear, its hind legs weakened sending it to fall on its tail with closed eyes and a whimper. This afforded the brothers time to escape if they could.

      Denny said to Dale, “Just lie still and play dead, he is bound to run off.”

      “But it hurts so much, Denny, like hell am I sticking around to be eaten alive,” Dale shrieked behind a grimace.

      Dale mustered all his strength to rise before helping his brother up off the ground. He hobbled several feet away with Denny’s arm around his neck. As they found themselves deeper into the woods than they anticipated, a deeper pain cloaked every muscle inside Dale’s body. After about two minutes of paralyzing agony, Denny pointed at his brother with a gasp. Dale felt a million hairs piercing every pore of his skin. He cried aloud, roaring up at a stormy sky. Another moment later, Denny took the same form.

      Dale tried to speak but only grunts and growls escaped a set of sharp teeth. Denny’s voice grew inside his mind with a cry of struggle. He could not speak either. Dale’s curiosity piqued, wondering if he would be able to read Denny’s thoughts in the absence of a human voice. Dale asked inaudibly, “What is mother’s name?” His brother wrung his girthy neck with a groan. “Mila,” Denny’s voice tolled again.

      They spent two whole days in their new fur coats, relying on the nearby reservoir for food and drink. Their coats might have disappeared, but their new palates remained intact. A couple of months passed on, and with each new day, so did their hunger for something that fish, deer, fruit, and vegetables would never gratify. Both Dale and Denny being the morally adept men they were, would not entertain the notion of hunting just any guiltless human being.

      Macon squirms uncomfortably, his grip on my torso tightening. A mellow cough wallows his pipes as I lower my head to soothe him with another gentle kiss.

      “Please don’t tell me you eat humans,” he drones.

      I pat his backside, shushing him softly. “Shhh shhh shhhh.”

      Denny approached Dale one day, wielding a rolled newspaper behind his back. “I have found the answer, my brother,” he hooted, drooling at the mouth as he unraveled the newest volume of La Gazette.

      Curious about his brother’s proposal, Dale learned of Denny’s idea to skip across La Manche—known as The English Channel—to hunt down a self-identified madman linked to a group of killings coined ‘the Whitechapel Murders.’ A boat ride later in mid-November left both flesh-hungry half-beasts crushing the pavements of Great Britain, looking for a notorious surgeon signing letters by the moniker, Jack the Ripper.

      Eager to nab the monster, the police made both brothers privy to clues. Dale and Denny picked up the killer’s scent from many signed letters that he sent during his demented mind game. This entrenched aroma fueled a weeklong pursuit for the man all over East London.

      Finally, their noses traced him to a desolate back alley of Stratford. Dale trounced the coldblooded predator with his razorlike talons, while Denny convinced the young prostitute—whose name later surfaced as Hilda Davies—to turn away and never look back.

      Dale’s smart thinking prevailed, warning his brother not to bite into their victim until he bled to death. It was bad enough that they themselves were turned into beasts, they didn’t want to give a psychopath any extra clout to terrorize another soul ever again.

      Macon’s temperate gasp leaves me concerned, pushing himself up away from my chest with narrowed eyes.  “So you do eat people?”

      A loud sigh escapes me, all the while brushing my boy’s front bristles. “We did,” I reply earnestly, nodding. “But only that one time,” I affirm. “I can assure you that it never happened again.”

      “Ohhh,” he replies, lowering his exhausted eyes. “So Daddy’s kind of a badass superhero after all huh?”

      Hearing that last remark gives me a modest pleasure. I can’t wait to tell Denny that my cub thinks we’re superheroes, let alone ‘badasses’ to boot. My coarse voice box is about parched from story time, so I inhale a deep breath whilst formulating how to finish things out.

      Five years passed by, leaving Dale and Denny to question how they wanted to live out the rest of their days. The developing changes within the field of medicine appealed to them, sending both brothers to the land of the free so they could pursue careers as physicians. When they realized that neither of them appeared to show a sign of aging, Denny set out on a mission to investigate the consequences of their bear attack.

      His journey involved lots of written correspondence with other people in the world. And plenty of trust that their secrets were hidden from prying eyes. This is when Denny uncovered a newly formed association of other half-beasts like him and his brother. The Ursa Alliance originally founded by a cobbler in Brisbane, Australia, quickly grew into the International society that it is today.

      Only after a decade of new discoveries, did Ursa Alliance members learn that their bites rang in a new reality. Immortality supplanted their previous existences, rendering them virtually indestructible. That is with one exception, the element of fire can end things just as quickly as their half-beast conversion. All this is to be given credit to a rampant variant of diphtheria altering a portion of the Central European bear population.

      After decades of research, Ursa Alliance members exhumed yet another discovery. Each of them were predestined to find a cub of their own. And the connection is felt immediately upon them crossing paths with one another. It took nearly a century for Dale to learn who his fated cub was. But he spotted him one day in his emergency room—his tender bum seared by a firework. Now Dale is hoping against all hope, that this young boy will choose to belong to the hallowed association. With his daddy impressing a new, everlasting life upon him.

      My throat clears softly because it’s possible Macon is asleep. In which case, I’ll need to find another way to ask him for his paw in eternity. Certainly, if he zonked out long before the part about Ursa Alliance International, he hadn’t heard a single word of story time’s conclusion. Gently, I scoop Macon’s peaceful body under my arm to set him up against a comfortable pillow. I scoot off my side of the bed so I can find a beverage downstairs. No sooner do I feel the coolness of hardwood gracing my soles, when an object plunges to the top of my right foot. It’s the book that Macon retrieved from his bag. I bend forward to pick it up, quickly studying the cover.

      BEASTS OF THE WILD: FACT OR FOLKLORE?

      BY: TONY ADLER

      Surely this can’t be the Anthony Adler who belongs to Ursa Alliance International. The Anthony Adler who wasn’t present at today’s meeting. Curious, I crack the hardcover open before taking note of the author’s photograph on the inner sleeve of the dust jacket. It is indeed the same Anthony Adler. He has exposed our entire tribe of ursine brethren to the world? Oh, wait until Denny sees this. He is going to come unglued.

      Downstairs, my brother is captivated by a crossword puzzle, sipping a Woodchuck cider. As much as I don’t want to disturb a bear when he’s in the middle of his mental health routines, this issue with Anthony seems dire. Denny hears me at the bottom step but presses on with the tip of his pencil. I saunter into the kitchen for a cider of my own, undeniably well-deserved after telling my boy the whole story. Then I retreat to the front room, taking a seat in a leather recliner adjacent to the sofa.

      Only after jotting down another answer, does he lock with my stare. “What is the matter?”

      I shrug petulantly. “Hmmm,” I reply, lurching the book into his lap. “You tell me.”

      “Oh by the way,” Denny answers. “I have been meaning to tell you something,” he adds with a grin, examining the book’s cover.

      “Do tell, brother,” I respond, raising the brown bottle to my lips. “But after we address this situation—yeah?”

      When he opens the inside flap, his beam evolves quickly into a nasty scowl. “No!” He gasps, his gaze emblazoned with disgust. “This bloody fucking tosser has lost the plot.”

      My head shudders from one shoulder to the other. “His actions have serious implications on the entire Ursa Alliance, Den,” I proclaim, taking another swig. “I believe we shall convene the order to put him on trial.”

      In the history of Ursa Alliance International, we’ve only court-martialed a member of our expansive tribe three other times. Every single one of them ended in an unequivocal death by fire. So Tony, he’s about to pay the ultimate penalty for what is considered a mortal sin in the half-beast community.

      Denny hurls the book across his living room, huffing in a fit of fury. “Sodding naff prat,” he screeches. “The knobhead is dead from the neck up if he thinks he will get away with this quite rightly!”

      “Shhhhh,” I whisper. “You will wake my boy,” I add with another sip rushing down my pipes.

      Grimacing, he lowers his tone. “Right, sorry,” he replies, cooling his temper. “So I think I have found my fated cub.”

      The leftover cider in my mouth expels like a broken fire hydrant. “What?!?!” I reply, my jaw dropping to the floor.

      My proud brother’s cheeks turn pink as a carnation. “Yeah,” he confirms, scratching the nape of his neck. “Last night when I was called down to the hospital.”

      His news warms me on the inside. I know finding Trevor made him feel out in the dark because it seemed like destiny would never hurry up. Then in the two years leading up to Macon, we assured each other that we would plan our lives without the promise of ever meeting our pre-determined mates. Now that Denny thinks he’s found the one, we can go on living with our cubs. What if Macon were to become good friends with him? That would be swell.

      “Wonderful, D,” I cheer him on. “Just wonderful.”

      Den tosses his pencil and crossword onto the coffee table, all the while reaching for his cider. “His name is Myles with a ‘Y’ and my good God—D—” he stammers breathily. “He is absolutely precious it chuffs me to bits,” he adds, staring amorously into his bottle.

      I dig a forefinger into my chin inquisitively. “Why were you the doctor paged?”

      His luminous visage turns back towards me. “They needed an ENT fluent in sign language.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          MACON

        

      

    

    
      If there’s one thing on this planet I can’t tolerate, it’s pain. Hearing Dale’s story last night has had me a bit on edge all day. In this moment, all I can do as I shut the medicine cabinet is study the tense expression on my face. Dale’s ability to transform into a bear is now less of a worry to me. After being reassured that he’d never let anything happen to me, in particular.

      They’re back at their medical conference today, affording me the last several hours to stew over everything. The fact that he’s been alive for over a century has me curious as to just how long exactly. Crimean War? That’s definitely not something I had to learn in school. But if ole Googs has been anything for me this past week, it’s incredibly convenient. Perhaps I’ll put my research finger back to use when I sit down for lunch in a minute. If I’m gonna become like him, I’d basically see the end of the world.

      Another thing has plagued my mind today. When he and Denny had to expend their ‘power,’ they used it for the good of humanity. Jack the freaking Ripper. Huh. I only vaguely know about that monster from an episode of Criminal Minds which mom forbade me from watching when I was like seventeen. I disobeyed her every Wednesday night, sneaking out into the living room after she’d gone to bed. She had a fucking right to worry. Without fail, the show would give me a lasting nightmare several times a week. Major shivers scatter my spine. If he ends up ‘converting’ me, I’m gonna have to eat a human being?

      There is, however, a concept that might answer an earlier question I’ve previously wondered. If he and I were destined to be together, it might explain why he seems to know what I’m thinking on occasion. But how could that be? Wouldn’t he have known when you were questioning his motives basically from the get-go? Perhaps this is something I’ll be asking Dale when they return from the conference, as it’s certainly the one question Google could never answer.

      A lingering fear of pain stings every nerve I have, as I hurry downstairs to my pot of boiling spaghetti noodles. When is he gonna do it? Do I disappoint Daddy Dale by rejecting his proposal of sorts? If I don’t let him—bite me—then that means I’d eventually die. And he’d be lonely all over again. I love Dale way too much to do that.

      But if I can hardly survive having my wisdom teeth pulled, there’s zero doubt I couldn’t endure the few minutes of paralyzing agony that he describes it to be. Surely I can’t impose a favor on his doctorly side. “I know you wanna bite me and all, but would you be a pal and inject me with a few hundred milligrams of Dilaudid first?”

      This spaghetti looks delicious. I’m not the best cook, but I can get crafty with a jar of pasta sauce and some noodles. Denny eats much like Dale does. Everything makes sense now, provided that they’re the exact same creation. I set my plate down on the kitchen table to hobble over for a beverage from his fridge. I’m sure he won’t object to sharing one of his hard apple ciders. Twirling my fork in the heap of noodles gives me a chance to search Google—When was the Crimean War?

      Before the results can finish loading, my device rings in with a call. The 317 area code is Indianapolis, which consequently could be any number of people. Surely it’s not Tim or Sharon because they don’t have my new number. I clear my throat before answering.

      My greeting is every bit as curious as it’s supposed to sound. “Hello?”

      “Macon?” The female voice asks.

      Fucking hell! How did Sharon get my number? You should’ve gone with your gut, man. An awkward silence is thwarted by Sharon’s fake ass tears. She’s nothing if not a Grade-A sociopath.

      “What do you want?” I hiss, rolling my eyes with a shaken head. I almost have half a mind to hang up. As I heard Denny say the other night, “fuck that twat.” But now I’m curious how they got my new number. Not a single person back in Indiana has it. “How did you get my number?”

      Her sobbing persists, but this is one book that I don’t need any illustrations for. “Your father went down to Hamilton Promenade and talked to your old boss,” she admits remorselessly, slipping right off her tongue like butter inside a baked potato.

      I’ll have to call Brian and have a word with him about my privacy. I clear my throat, far beyond annoyed at this point. “What do you want, Sharon?”

      She shrieks so loud that I’d be willing to bet the guards at Buckingham Palace heard it plain as day. “Your father died on Tuesday from—from—” she stammers almost unintelligibly. “From a wreck,” she adds, blowing her witchy nose. “A rebar went through the windshield—an—and—right through his skull between both eyeeessss—” she concludes, a bigger mess than a moment ago.

      Jesus. I’m actually speechless. I’ve been wondering for quite a while what would do him in. But I never imagined it would be so gruesome. This leaves me with an uncertain feeling. I’m not happy something happened to him. I’m not a monster. But you might be a beast soon, man. Toughen up already. On the other hand, Tim wasn’t a nice guy. He hardly acknowledged my presence as a whole. So am I terribly sad? Not entirely, no.

      Sharon’s squalling persists with intervals of pauses. “Are you still there?” She asks. “Hello, Macon, did the call drop?”

      Do it, man. Do it. Press that red bar! Since I ignored my gut instincts a couple of minutes ago, now would be the perfect opportunity to listen. However, there’s a part of me that feels like hanging up abruptly would be a disservice to my own self. Fuck Sharon and her feelings, I need to close this chapter with one final goodbye.

      The cracks in my voice don’t reflect how I truly feel. “I’m incredibly sorry for your loss, Sharon,” I offer. “But I’ve moved on with my life and have people in it who genuinely care about me,” I add, curing the itch in my opposing ear. “I wish you all the best—but I have to go now—bye-bye.”

      While the call has ended, my feelings haven’t. And frankly, I don’t know why there’s a single tear rolling down my cheek. Tim Transmeier was a hateful person. If Hitler were still alive, they’d have been old drinking buddies. But my feelings? My heart? It’s pounding and I don’t have a good explanation of why.

      I scoot away from the table, now completely disinterested in eating my spaghetti. Lying down on the sofa has a certain pull, ushering my urge to shuffle into Denny’s living room for a nap. A few minutes on the sofa and I’ll be right as rain—as Dale would say. Then I can finish eating lunch.
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        * * *

      

      “Macon!” I hear Dale’s groans as I roll over. “My Boy, you all right?” He asks, a circumspect look warms his face while I wipe away the remnants of my nap.

      I cover a yawn as if my sleep wasn’t fruitful. “Maybe,” I admit, shrugging. “I honestly don’t know,” I add, reaching my arms around his torso. “I got a call from Sharon this afternoon.”

      Dale practically leaps off the couch. “Come again?” He growls, now I know where he gets that trait. “What did she wa—,” he stammers red in the face. “How in the hell did she even get your Colorado number?”

      A sigh escapes my mouth. “My dad died on Tuesday,” I admit, another tear raining down my face. “And I don’t know how I feel about it!” I yowl, my body trembling in Daddy Dale’s embrace.

      Dale clicks his tongue. “Oh kiddo,” he murmurs, caressing my backside with his palm. “I think this is a normal reaction,” he adds, holding my shoulders away so our stares lock with each other. “That man told you ‘the day he accepted you would be when you put him in the ground with a shovel’ and—” he pauses for a breath. “You will be all right, My Boy,” he murmurs. “Just all right—yeah?”

      I lean back in for another big squeeze. “You’re right,” I reply with a couple of sniffles. “I told her I was sorry for her loss and then hung up.”

      The cadence of his pats against my back seems to pick up at the very mention of hanging up on Sharon. Perhaps it even thrills him to know that I stood my ground. Like he said a month or so ago. “when the past calls, it is always best to send it to voicemail.”

      Dale grunts modestly. “I am so proud of you,” he praises me. “Do you know that?” He adds, nudging me back into the sofa cushions. The glint in his honeyed stare beams radiantly into my soul. “What can Daddy do?”

      I wipe away the sniffles with my wrist. “Well,” I sigh. “I could go for a big juicy steak and some ice cream.”

      His nurturing spirit prevails, scooping me in his arms with a wink. “You deserve all that and more, My Boy,” he grins before a brief kiss. “And why not dessert before dinner—no?”

      Dale borrowed Denny’s car to whisk me across London. We’re at a quaint little dessert shop, La Dulce Vita, serving authentic Italian gelato. He sits opposite me at a small round table, raising spoonsful of rose petal gelato to my lips. Meanwhile, I nurse a cup containing something called an Affogato.

      “I have some questions,” I say, accepting another bite. “How old are you exactly?”

      He grins, bowing his head as if it’s impolite to ask a half-beast his true age. “Are we really having this conversation here?” He whispers.

      I nod intently. “Why not?” I reply with a shrug. “Nobody here would know what we’re talking about.”

      Dale grunts, clearing his husky throat. “Technically I’m forty-six—” he winces uneasily.

      “And how long have you been—this way?” I ask tactfully.

      A gust of wind exits those nostrils. “A hundred-twenty-three years.”

      Damn. I’m gonna look like this for the rest of—forever? “And if you,” I follow up with air quotes. “Convert me,” I add, lowering my hand to grip his. “I’m gonna look this young—permanently?”

      He nods. “So you did hear the ending to my bedtime story—yeah?” He replies, caressing my hand with his thumb. “And you want to go through with it?”

      A sigh stalls my reply as I look away, listening to an employee cussing out her ancient cash register. I’m not committing one hundred percent to the idea just yet. It’s a huge decision. And I’m still not ecstatic about the pain it’s going to cause. Just ask him, man. Say you want painkillers or to tell the banker, ‘No Deal.’

      Dale’s patience endures my hesitation as I glance back at his glistening face. “I love you,” I admit truthfully, squeezing his hand. “You know I do, and I wanna make you every bit as happy as you’ve made me,” I add, taking a sip of my espresso poured over gelato. “But I’m gonna need some freaking Dilaudid or Morphine—something—anything to mask the pain I would feel.”

      He swallows so hard that I can hear the gulp his throat makes. “Oh, My Boy,” he rejoinders. “It would give me no greater comfort to give you something for the pain,” he whispers low. “Any kind of opiate would interact with the—toxin—that I would be giving off,” he adds, patting my hand. “My impression would be thwarted.”

      Fuck, dude. That’s not at all what you were expecting him to say. I shake my head with a grimace. All the while imagining every ounce of torture that I’ll experience. Two or three minutes of paralyzing agony seems like it would pass quickly. But I’m willing to bet minutes would feel like hours. “I don’t know if I ca⁠—”

      Dale hastily follows up with an interruption. “Caveat,” he says, tilting his head. “I will make you as comfortable as possible,” he adds, leaning forward with a soft kiss on my forehead. “You have my staunch guarantee on that—yeah?”

      It seems like the painkiller ordeal affects him. He takes great strides to see that I’m comfortable in any situation. There’s no doubt about his willingness to ensure that I feel as little pain as possible after his fangs pierce my flesh.

      There are other questions I’ve yet to ask him. But in the interest of getting onto dinner, I’ll save them for another time. As it is, I feel like he’s the genie in a bottle and I’ve exceeded my number of wishes. I rise to my feet, rubbing my belly in hunger.

      I wink so as to cloak my uncertainty. “How about that steak, Daddy?”

      Back in the car, Dale located some swanky steakhouse with a five fork rating on Raddish-ing Restaur-haunts. Since it’s up North in Muswell Hill, we have a few minutes to discuss lighter matters. Well, I thought so anyway. His first question as we pass Regent’s Park is nothing short of heavy.

      He lands his left palm on my thigh, gently rubbing the inside of it. “If you do let me make my mark,” he groans, likely as aroused as I am right now. “Where would you like to ring in the new Macon?”

      “I don’t know,” I reply indecisively. “What’s Lourdes like?”

      Dale chuckles, his eyes briefly catching my stare. “You surely would not have to choose the same place it happened to us,” he says. “Would you rather be by some beautiful body of water?”

      “If I’m gonna be like you,” I respond intently. “Then I wanna do it in France.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty One

          

          MACON

        

      

    

    
      It’s been four days since we left London. But we’ve yet to return home. Most boys would be thrilled to get back to their lives. Asses planted in front of video games or scrolling endlessly in a catalog of television and movie streaming options. Hell, they might even kiss their native ground after what had been a turbulent first journey in a foreign land. The truth is I’m neither of those boys. And I’m no stranger to unfamiliar territory either. Not since the Fourth of July. So in hindsight, London seems to have been nothing more than a cakewalk.

      There’s a quote from T.S. Eliot’s ‘Four Quartets’ that goes—“Home is where one starts from.” As I lie here staring at the setting sun from a small window, I’m reminded of this quote from an English 310 class two years ago. Eliot’s poem goes on to talk about the consequentiality of life, possibly engraining one’s future in the past—but more importantly the present. Now while ruminating on the pain of everlasting life, I’m left to question two things. Did Eliot have fate’s number on speed dial? And did he know that I, Macon David Ford, would be bestowed the distinct privilege of finding a home in Ivan ‘Dale’ Ivanov Medvedev-Wright’s heart for all of eternity?

      Daddy Dale has bundled me in his arms across the English Channel to France. I’ve given him the green light to make his mark—impression—whatever. So long as I didn’t have to take another breath to question my decision after the fact. Putting my unwavering trust in him feels right. It’s only proven to be the best decision that I’ve made in all my life. Despite the roller coaster I boarded to get to this moment.

      He’s taken it upon himself to prepare a cabin rental here in Lourdes, for what he refers to as my ‘eternal surrender.’ That’s waxing poetic if I didn’t know any better. We stopped in the city of Pau, so Daddy could obtain an entire list of supplies for tonight. By list, I mean as long as my right arm. “His Royal Sweetness deserves for this to go smoother than ours did,” he said. Everything Dale purchased is for my highest comfort. That is, all but a single thing for pain. Grinning and bearing it has never been my forte, but there’s a first for everything. Don’t I know that over these last couple of weeks?

      Speaking of Saint—Doctor—Dale—Ivan—whomever, he shuffles into the bedroom with his usual soothing energy. There’s a tray of assorted meats and cheeses, chips and guacamole, and an ice cream sundae. Yes, yes it is strange that we found guacamole—but couldn’t find a single Coca-Cola within fifty kilometers of Pau. As it turns out, Central Europe is facing a pop shortage, leaving me stuck with a generic soda. I can’t blame his effort though. He’s really moved mountains to make this event happen. Superseding the night when I handed him my virginity.

      “Enjoy your snacks,” he says, painting my dense hair with his fingers. “I want you to eat all you want tonight, because these things will lose their luster by tomorrow.”

      I inhale a gust of wind, eyeing each savory bite that Daddy has sat before me. “I don’t think you’ll be throwing much of this in the garbage,” I admit, already stuffing pieces of Swiss cheese and summer sausage down my hatch.

      Dale’s twinkle sets my insides on fire as he shuffles out of the room. “Good good,” he says over his shoulder. “I need you big and strong—yeah?”

      He leaves me to my appetizers and the iPad resting between my legs. I’ve been assigned the task of finding an alternative name for when I land a big recording contract. However grim, there’s a caveat to everlasting life. I’ll only be able to make hay while the sun shines for a handful of years before my interminable, youthful appearance would become highly suspect. This is why Dale is ‘Dr. Wright’ for only about six more years, pressing us to move from Lake Bruin to another region of the world. Precisely by that same time, my prime as a famous musician will be near its end.

      I raise my hand up to the corner of my mouth, shouting out to Dale. “Would it be okay if I chose Wright as my stage name?”

      Nothing in the history of our bond has summoned him quicker. “Is that something you are considering?” He asks brightly, emerging through the doorway with a grin. “My Boy, I would love nothing more than for you to choose it.”

      Dale takes a seat on the side of the bed, softly painting my leg as I moan. God damn his touch will never get old, will it? “Well, I just think of this thing as sort of like a marriage,” I admit, halting his caresses with my firm grip and a stare. “If I’ll be sharing forever with you in your arms, then of course I want to take your name,” I add, licking the corner of my mouth. “And all the others to follow.”

      His thumb smooths my cheek. “Macon Wright has a nice ring to it—yeah?” He groans, seemingly impatient or horny—probably both.

      At least I know I am. I’m not thrilled to jump to sex. Then that means our moment of bliss will be succeeded by an excruciating misery beyond anything imaginable. I take a large gulp of my generic pop, smiling back into Dale’s adoring gaze. This millionth reminder of tonight’s physical consequences renders me speechless. As much as I want to skip over the torture, spring never comes without a rainstorm.

      “You better eat more of your appetizers,” he asserts. “Dinner is almost ready.”

      Dale returns to the kitchen, leaving me back to the confines of my thoughts. Get it together, man. You got this. Forever is quite the reward. What’s a few minutes but hardly two hundred seconds? I grab another wedge of salami and cheese, thumbing over to my songwriting tab on the iPad. My escort into evermore is finishing dinner—an extra cheesy pizza—so I have time to get lost in my lyrics. Though traveling across the pond with a bulky guitar wasn’t an option, it’s entirely possible for me to jot down some thoughts without the aid of a single string.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dinner seemed to last no longer than five or six minutes. Sitting across the table from Daddy’s drooling fangs has ushered another wave of insecurity. This feels just like the anxiety leading up to when I had my wisdom teeth removed. When I thought about it the other day, I shuddered about how it’ll be a million times worse. My hand scoots across the table, latching onto Dale’s wrist with a grimace.

      “I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared,” I admit sincerely. “I’ve been thinking about it nonstop for the last week, and I need your reassurance,” I add, followed by stuffing a few french fries into my mouth.

      There’s an air of benevolence mixed in with his zeal, soothing my worry by only a little bit. “You are going to have so much dopamine rushing through you, kiddo,” he replies, gently caressing my arm. “I will make sure of that,” he adds with a wink.

      I tilt my head. “I don’t wanna sound like some weakling,” I reply, my spine shivering intensely. “And what does dopamine have to do with it?”

      Dale’s lips contort as he glances off to the other side of the cabin. “Remember how you felt the other night?” He asks, a subtle grin surfacing.

      “Erm—how could I forget a thing like that—yeah—” I stammer, scratching the back of my scalp.

      His eyes narrow, all the while those ravenous honeypots grow wider than oranges. “I will fuck you into such ecstasy—” he pauses to lick his lips. “That your brain will be tricked into forgetting about the pain altogether.”

      Ay dios fucking mio. His hungry reassurance made me spill out a few drops of precum. I’m wearing lounge shorts, so I can only feel the wet sensation in my boxers. It’s certainly not the fact that he’s shirtless, because he’s hardly worn clothes at all this past week. I only vaguely recall learning about dopamine in Psychology class. From what I can remember, it was lumped into the same section as other hormones and neurotransmitters. But if Dr. Wright says I won’t feel anything, then I should buy what he’s selling.

      “Is My Boy ready for dessert?” Daddy asks, rising to his feet.

      I don’t think I could eat another bite if he forced it down my throat. “There’s more?” I groan.

      “Of course there is,” he replies, clearing my plate of remaining pizza crusts. “Your Royal Sweetness thought Daddy would forget the most important part of the meal—no?”

      Dale paces over to the fridge, removing a powder-blue box. My one-off attempt to be funny sounds a bit expectant. “Lourdes has a Tiffany’s?”

      “No smartass,” he glowers down at me, placing the box inches away to reveal what’s inside. “This is actually dessert.”

      I don’t remember seeing this on our shopping excursion. He must have snuck off to town while I rested up for tonight’s premiere event. As he lifts the lid, I take note of a cheesecake thicker than I’ve ever seen in my life.

      His wink is undeniably persuasive. “One last slice of Heaven as a full-fledged human—yes?”

      Cheesecake delayed the inevitable by another ten minutes. Dale clears our dessert plates at the sink while every butterfly in my tummy flutters even more than earlier. He turns around, sending his shorts straight to the floor. With him, it’s the whole package that lights my fuse. The nine inches between his thighs is like gasoline poured on top of that raging fire. Daddy shuffles across the kitchen, scooping me in his arms.

      Pride strikes his face. “It is time My Cub,” he mutters softly. “I promise this will be easier on you than it was for me back in the day.”

      I swallow another gulp of air halfway into the bedroom. My cock twitches vehemently as I’m carefully laid above the covers. Dale turns around to connect his phone to a small Bluetooth speaker we picked up a couple of days ago. A mellow tune starts washing away the worry I’ve had about this moment. Meanwhile, a single flick of a remote illumes dozens of LED candles. It’s already half dark outside, so they set the mood quite well.

      “This is from Handel’s opera, Berenice d’Eggitto,” he mutters low, removing my shirt in the process. “And no,” he adds, now sliding off my shorts. “I was not alive in the baroque era if that is what you were wondering,” he grunts playfully.

      His attempt at making me chuckle—combined with the ambiance—starts placating my lasting fear. Dale topples over me with a slick tongue gliding up my neck. It slides over mine as our lips form a wet seal. I feel his hand snake between our chests, inching down to tease my erection. This stirs every fiber of my being, and he hasn’t even put a single thing inside me yet. Will he take his time or is this now a race?

      A gentle moan falls from my mouth. “Oh God damn,” I wail.

      “You cannot come yet,” he grunts assertively. “You must wait until I give you permission this time.”

      It’s dark enough that I can barely make out his facial expression. Yet light enough that a cluster of flickering electronic candles dance around his pupils. Dale’s rapt palm leaves me questioning where exactly the finish line is drawn between my ephemeral existence and the next. If he makes me hold out too much longer, I might starve of oxygen long before his eternal puncture. Who knew the baroque musical era could be so fucking sexy?

      The sound of our lips sucking with each other bounces between the four walls of timber surrounding us. His hand hasn’t eased up around my cock one iota. In fact, the vigor has only increased as he grinds his waist into mine. Daddy’s tongue finds its way down to my left nipple, licking it gently. I shudder in pure delight as he nibbles on it ever so slightly. His grunting deepens into momentary huffs before alternating sides.

      Dale’s praises conflict with my self-control, the concealed temperament to stave off an early climax. “You are being such a good boy,” he mutters breathily. “Your cock is behaving in Daddy’s paw quite well.”

      Tears fill the wells of my soul as I shudder again. “Ahhhh nnnggg,” I bite my bottom lip, feeling lightning strike the tip of my dick.

      Dale slows the speed of his hand down to basically nothing, ushering a wave of disappointment back down into my sack. Fuck. Not yet? I let out a raging grumble in protest of this injustice.

      “Keep going God damn it,” I whine. “Puhhhleeaassseeee?”

      “Tsk tsk tsk,” he clicks his tongue rapaciously. “The first lesson a boy will learn is that of self-control,” he adds, his warm honey breath crashing against my tear-filled eyes. “Papa Bear needs to be sure his cub can hold back an impulsive claw.”

      More blazing hot kisses fill several minutes before Dale grips both of my nipples for a second time. He pinches them something fierce, forcing a yelp to propel from the depths of my soul. If only I could see his face, perhaps the rest of my jitters would disappear.

      “Daddy,” I whimper. “Can I have the lights on please?”

      Dale’s fingers stop fiddling with my sack instantly, grunting mildly. “Is Your Royal Sweetness uncomfortable?”

      I grimace even though he can’t see it yet. “It feels amazing,” I admit. “I’d just be more soothed if I could see you when you—erm—do it I guess?” I stammer, scratching my head.

      The heat of his panting against my neck continues to excite my cock, despite his relented grasp. “Of course, if that will put you at more ease,” he mutters, licking my collarbone with a huff.

      He slides down my body, shuffling quickly to the wall where there’s a control panel to dim the lights at any desired brightness. A muted orange glow emits from the bulbs, when I hear Dale’s soothing voice out of eyeshot.

      “Is this better, my sweet boy?”

      “Uh huh,” I moan, waving for him to climb back on top of me.

      Dale returns to the bed, mounting my nakedness for another go. “Now where were we?” He whispers, his gaze narrowly shooting amber flecks into mine. “Oh right,” he adds, dipping low for another impassioned kiss.

      Truth be told, the dim light is a huge improvement. I’m sure he thought I’d feel much less in the dark. But remembering one more thing from Psychology class, the absence of vision makes all the other senses grow stronger.

      “This is so much better,” I moan, lassoing my arms around his neck. “Now I want you to fuck me already,” I growl, displaying a little more certitude.

      Dale’s eyes grow wide with admiration for a brief moment. “My Cub has such a roar on him already,” he mutters, teasing my abdomen with his tongue on its way down to my sack.

      His tongue teases it while one hand returns to stroking my pulsing dick. He spits into my eager hole, sliding a finger inside. I gasp at the slightest sensation of it inching deeper.

      “Mmmmmm uuuhhhhhhhh,” I whimper, grabbing a pillow to cover my moans.

      “What have we got here?” he grunts, smoothing the tip of my dick with a thumb. “You still need to hold it in,” he asserts, huffing with a second finger joining his first. “I have not granted you permission to cum just yet.”

      His extra digit combined with the mere talk of cumming makes me want to explode right here and now. Both fingers rub straight up against my pleasure spot—prostate or whatever—sending every primal urge to the surface.

      “God damn it,” I murmur back into the pillow. “Fuck me already.”

      Dale’s hushed assurance is magnetizing. “Shh shh shhh,” he whispers softly. “This is no race, My Boy,” he mutters with another fierce pressure up into the sweet place.

      After a few minutes of stimulation, he rises to his feet. The zeal warming his aspect tells me that we’re almost at the point of no return. With a fell swoop, he inserts his fully loaded cock up into my ass. Thrust after thrust, it creeps further than the last.

      As much as I want to get lost in his loving stare, my eyes refuse to stay open. I delightfully wince, gritting my teeth. “Harder please,” I cry out for more. “Fucking harder and deeper.”

      “Your wish is my command,” he bellows, kicking things into high gear.

      Dale strokes my cock like he’s churning butter. And every plunge of his stone-cold dick summons each gratifying spirit from the outskirts of my soul. The pain is minimal compared to my propensity for spilling throngs of white lava straight into his chest.

      “Unnnnn uhhhhh—damn—ohhh,” I stammer breathily. “I’m gonna⁠—”

      He slaps my dick six ways from Sunday, all the while thundering in an impassioned rage. “NOT YET LITTLE BEAR!”

      Like hell ‘not yet!’ I bite my lip so hard that the taste of blood seeps onto my tongue. From his hand milking my days-long brew to him mining for gold at the force of a jackhammer, there’s no possible way I can hold back any longer.

      I wail so loudly that the townspeople seven kilometers away might hear my cries. “God fucking damn it, Daddy,” I moan, deeply panting. “Huhhhhhhh!”

      Dale’s face grows four shades of grizzly, bucking fast and deep. A trail of saliva descends from his jowls while an insatiable grunt bellows from his husky throat. He pushes his nose up towards the cabin’s ceiling. “JUST,” he stabs deeper. “A BIT,” another jab warranting his own whimper. “LONGER!”

      Fuck oh fuck fuck fuck fuuuuuckk. “I’m cumming!” I screech. “Huhhhhh uhhhhhhhh ffuuuuuuucck.”

      His momentum endures while an assault of my sweet release ejects at the speed of sound. It shoots in every which way, landing on Dale’s chest. A fair amount even shoots up past his shoulders. The relentless streams don’t cease as I cry into the pillow with his vigorous plunges. But a moment passes when I feel him slide straight out of my ass.

      He huffs with a loud whimper when I feel his warm seed scattering like a hailstorm into my abdomen. This is it, Macon. At any moment you’re gonna be crying for your mommy and there’s no going back. I’d like to say that I could feel something—anything at all. But I can’t. Not right⁠—

      “Uhh nnnnnn uhhhhh,” I moan.

      That’s fucking it. He’s doing it, isn’t he? I thought I’d be able to watch this, but apparently, I was dead wrong. This pillow doesn’t raise even an inch from my face, all the while I feel a piercing sting that buzzes under my left arm. The prickly sensation travels through my breastbone, straight into my heart. Of which is galloping at the rate of a dozen wild stallions, like they’re emerging from the thickets of Lake Bruin.

      A ravishing jolt commandeers my torso seconds later, sending my pillow on a flight across the room. I stare up at the ceiling, trying to count each wooden panel. Anything to distract my mind from the searing tingle which is crawling through every vein. Dale stares lovingly down into my entirely landlocked gaze. I can feel his fingers painting through my hair, but barely. My neck twitches in another moment, causing my head to batter sideways.

      My skin feels toughened, much like a piece of leather left out to soak in a summer rain. Millions of pinpricks penetrate each square inch of my body, when a vicious roar escapes this set of mighty lungs. The stinging subsides. Dale’s toxin seems to have now surrendered its hold on me. I roll over on the mattress, causing the lower legs of the bed to give out completely with a loud snap. Another first for me, I’m on all fours. Daddy Dale’s humanly shell leaps off the now broken bed, transforming right before me.

      “That’s it? It’s done?” I think to myself when I hear my papa bear’s voice respond inaudibly.

      “Yes, My Cub,” his head bows to the floor. “You did such a good job. I’m proud of you.”

      Dale’s beastly form leads me down the hallway to the sitting area. He uses his claws to slide the vertical pane of glass open, ushering me outside. We descend the back porch, hobbling side by side towards a large lake. A reflection of the crescent moon dances peacefully among the water’s rippling surface. All the while a group of frogs croak their sweet melodies as I approach the shore. When I offer my papa bear a side glance, he lowers his head to the ground as if to tell me to sit for a spell. My hind legs ease, allowing me to fall back on what feels like a button tail. Dale responds in kind, reaching his left paw around my backside. Huffing mildly, I lean my head over to his.

      He grunts softly before I hear his tender voice once more. “Welcome to forever, my sweet cub.”
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      Life is a colossal wonder, always taking me to new places—figuratively and literally—I could never fathom. From the warehouse fire Dale and Denny rescued me from, on my first-ever trip abroad, to Daddy’s mighty fangs that sank deep into my flesh. It’s all a boundless gift that I shall never take for granted, deeply rooted in the crux of my existence. My new existence. Immortality?

      Back in Lake Bruin, my reflection echoes from a full-length mirror in our bedroom. As my fingers graze the scars of what became the site of an injected life-altering toxin, I can’t help but wonder where I’d be today had I not met Dale on a camping trip. That same camping excursion I took with those college shitheads from a life I don’t belong to anymore. Those incorrigible pigs who lived vicariously through their dares on basically my life. Should I ever come across them again—within their lifetime—I’d like to see their faces when I turn into my bearish form on the drop of a dime. Justice at its finest!

      The aromas of animal meat searing in a pan waft through the entire house, captivating my nostrils which have been amplified as a result of my ursine conversion. The prospect of eating moose is now a reality I’ve contended with over the last couple of months. What once tasted of leather and charcoal has become a delicacy I couldn’t imagine ever going without. Caveat, there is one penultimate craving I’ve acquired since Dale escorted me into evermore. Human.

      Flossing my jowls with Parker, Preston, and Patrick’s flesh seems more than enticing, which could be the justice that I seek. Yet, as I finish dressing into a clean shirt for dinner, Daddy stumbles into the bedroom with a syringe of some clandestine medication that’s been keeping my deep-seated longing at bay.

      “You know the drill,” he grunts with a wink. “Let’s see those beautiful cheeks.”

      No longer the young and bashful boy, I lower my pants before leaning forward with both hands pressed into the mirror. One of the newest traits that’s taken some getting used to is no physical pain receptors. And during the period of being perpetually frozen in my new beast form in France, Daddy took me on a quest of endurance training around the Pyrenees mountains. I stumbled over rocks and logs, we tumbled across lush thickets simply playing around, and not once did I feel so much as a pinprick. This needle? Give me a thousand!

      Dale lowers to his haunches, smoothing my right ass cheek in a circular motion. After a slight pinch, I feel the rush of caroursinium coursing through the permanent strictures that keep my eternal heart beating. It’s a special substance founded by scientists in our secret URSA Alliance, staving off the craving all of us new converts possess until we find an appropriate victim at the right time and place.

      “Mmmm,” Daddy grunts more, salivating at the corner of his mouth. “My cub seeks a little relief I see.”

      I moan ravenously. “Yes please.”

      Without skipping a beat, Dale’s hand slides in between both of my thighs. The sensation of his roughened hand scraping against my sac is more than a tease—it’s the sentinel of a happy ending as if I needed one more. Well, I can always use more.

      “Oh Daddy, that feels so nice,” I shudder through quivering lips. “Harder—faster—” I exclaim.

      The force of his strokes could only be described as a hundred pistons firing in rapid succession. Except, however, the steam is a copious stream of white bliss and about three thousand milligrams of dopamine. At least for those of us in the ursine community, an orgasm means more than just a euphoric release. It’s the penultimate in activating the toxin responsible for converting a human into half-beasts like us. Lucky me, I don’t have to worry about submitting myself to that two minutes of pure fucking torture ever again.

      “You are such a good little cub,” Dale snickers. “Will you cum for Daddy?”

      Through the reflection of the mirror, my gaze shifts to see him kneeling between my legs. His mouth, slick and rhythmic all in the same breath, swirls my hardened cock with fervor. The slippery sounds bounce from one end of the room to another as I push my head back in a significant moment of adulation.

      “Yes, faster Daddy—faster!”

      As requested, the cadence of his bobbing head moves quickly and flighty. He enjoys sucking my dick as much as a fat kid to an ice cream cone. And I couldn’t have asked for any more of a skilled participant in this race for sweet oblivion. After all, he’s almost two centuries my junior. The feeling in my loins is quite sensational, ostensibly on the verge of total rancor. Then Dale pulls away for a breath of fresh air, teasing my pent-up orgasm.

      “Hurry up, my cub,” he growls. “Our guests are almost here.”

      Another moan from my lips. “Mmmmmm, yes Daddy,” I whimper. “Finish the job already!”

      Another gristle at the back of Dale's throat could probably be heard from Mars. “As you wish, little bear,” he huffs. “You are raring to go tonight.”

      His mouth returns to its joyful duty, nearing the end of a mission to extract every drop of cum that’s been brewing for the last eight hours. Yet one more thing we all have in common in the half-beast community—raging libidos. Mere months ago, a naive and innocent version of me laid back in this very room, surrendering his virginity to the very man he never imagined was destined for him. And now, here I am leaning up into the dressing mirror letting the master of my heart suck me to completion as if this is no major deal at all.

      Moments later, I feel a jut of gooey goodness jut from my honeypot. Correction, Daddy Dale’s honeypot. And as expected, the back of his throat steals my breath with vigor. My cock thuds at the speed of sound, feeling a dozen ropes of cub nectar descend from the furrows of my deepest desire.

      Dale seems happy. “Mmmm,” he murmurs. “Good cub, good cub indeed,” he adds, wiping both corners of his jowls with a look of admiration.

      Not a second passes us by when he rises back to his feet, fervently turning me around to lean his mouth close to mine. Having been an ursine convert for a couple of months now, my sweet release indeed tastes like warm honey fresh from the hive on a July afternoon. That’s saying quite a lot for an icier November night such as this.

      His smile is the only seal of approval I need, yet he drones on anyway. “You are Daddy’s special cub,” he moans. “I love you Macon David Wright.”

      Swallowing my taste of perfection, I offer him a wink in return. “For however much longer we’ll be a ‘Wright,’ that is—which is how long again?”

      Daddy helps finish dressing me, lifting my pants back to waist level. “A few years at least—yeah?” He winks back through the mirror, curling his lips at the sight of me around his warm embrace. “My identity is safe in Lake Bruin for another six years or so.”

      My reply couldn’t be laced with any more curiosity. The idea that we’ll be bouncing from continent to continent every fifteen or twenty years seems like an illusion. As if I could wake up from some dream in a matter of moments, reversing time back to July 4th. Yet, this is my new reality in 2011. I’m truly going to live forever, outlasting the best musicians of our time like John Mayer, Prince, and even Taylor Swift.

      “Where next to, Daddy?” I ask, letting in a soothing breath.

      Dale’s paws turn my head as I catch a glimpse of his serious gaze. “I will leave this next choice up to you, little bear.”

      Deciding where to spend the next fraction of eternity catches me off guard. “Ummm, Hawaii?” I propose, tilting my head inquisitively. “Wanna spend some time in paradise?”

      He chuckles, tilting his head in like fashion. “Does a bear shit in the woods—no?”
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            Chapter One

          

          MYLES

        

      

    

    
      Webster defines the noun ‘freak’ as one that is markedly unusual or abnormal. Such as a person or animal having a physical oddity and appearing in a circus sideshow, a sexual deviate, or a person who uses an illicit drug. If someone were to continue scanning their finger down the page, it’d also consider ‘freak’ a hippie, an ardent enthusiast, or a person who is obsessed with another thing, living or inanimate.

      Despite being called a bloody freak for years now, I’m neither a carny nor do I have some peculiar sexual fantasy. And since the only drug I can afford right now is coffee, illegal substances are definitely out of the question. They’re not really my jam anyhow. I am, however, abnormal. This I know. But a freak, I most definitely am not. Fuck those wankers, who needs them quite rightly?

      To that end, I know some things in my life must change. As I sit down here at my workstation, thronging both palms into the sides of my head, I can admit that I’m an anomalous breed. Peter leans up against the desk on my left, crossing his arms with a wavering head. All the while clicking his tongue, chiding every shred of dignity that I’ve tried to keep intact for over a year. Ever since he died in a tragic train derailment in Belgium.

      Yes, that’s right. Peter Kensington does not exist here in the physical world any longer. He is, however, living rent-free in my head. And for the last week especially, the fucker hasn’t budged up one bloody bit. I feel like I must rewind things and explain my situation. Because this is defo abnormal. That is, for anyone who doesn’t suffer from Schizoaffective Disorder.

      I push myself away from the discord of digital bloat smattered across each three computer screens to refresh my coffee cup. An ever-present fatigue commandeers my eyes, as I rub them with a curled finger on the trail into my kitchen. Bloody Pete follows from behind like a puppy with attachment issues.

      “You really ought to switch to decaf,” he jeers, now leaning up against the refrigerator door.

      In my fucking way because I need to retrieve the half & half.

      “Bugger off,” I hiss back at him. “If it weren’t for you keeping me awake every sodding night this week, I wouldn’t need to consume this much coffee in the first place.”

      The vision of my deceased partner vanishes once I reach for the fridge handle. He hasn’t gone entirely. No. That’s wishful thinking at its finest. He is, however, in the corner of my breakfast nook, cackling at my choice of beverages. I haven’t gotten so much as forty winks in what seems like decades. If it weren’t for my hallucinations, I’d probably be suffering insomnia by way of some manic episode anyway. The nearly empty carton of creamer fuels my compulsion to keep lists. For every bloody thing under the sun. This time, it just so happens to be a list of groceries I’m running low on.

      On the side of the fridge is a slender page as long as my right arm, where I’m about to add one more fucking thing some poor sod will have to lug up four flights of stairs to my door. The stupid lift in this antiquated building has been broken for nearly six months now. One would think the owner would care to keep his property accessible. No. All that tosser’s interested in is lining his coffer with the hard-earned quid of his tenants. Without so much as extending the simple courtesy of switching out a lightbulb in the hallways.

      A long, cavernous breath exits my nostrils, as I finish adding half & half to my list of pertinent food items. All the while, a tear of desperation fleets itself from the furrows of my soul. Of all times to be experiencing the symptoms of my condition, why does it have to be now when I’m in the middle of one monster of a work project? I can barely focus on brushing my teeth, let alone keep a steady eye on a single line of code.

      Calm the bloody fuck down, mate. You’ve got to concentrate now.

      “You realize this work project is gonna take at least an extra two weeks,” Pete heckles, following me back to my desk. “Just go take a kip,” he mocks me. “It’ll still be there when you get up.”

      The scream that lurches from my existence couldn’t be fueled by any more of an exhausted, overworked rage. “GO AWAY!!” I yell so loudly that my elderly neighbor most assuredly gets a jolt from the whomp of my crashing ceramic mug against the drywall. “FUCK OFF!! YOU’RE NOT REALLY THE MAN I LOVED!!”

      My body goes limp, filled with immense sadness all over again. For the umpteenth time this week at least. I drop to my knees in the center of the living room, overcome with emotion and so much tiredness that I probably couldn’t sleep even if I took an entire bottle of my trazodone. Which I won’t, obviously. I’m a smarter bloke than anyone’s ever cared to take me for.

      Carpet fibers itch my grimy face as I lie here, kicking and screaming at abso-bloody-lutely nothing at all. It’s not Peter. Despite how much I miss my for all intents and purposes, Daddy, I’ll never be reunited with his real spirit until I leave this place for real. When it’s my time of course. Which will be the first time I’ve left my flat in three years. That’s the other thing people would be interested—or not—to know about me. In addition to my status on the Autism spectrum and being graced with the pleasantries of Schizophrenia’s younger bipolar sister, I’m what my shrink calls an agoraphobic. This fucked up world is a dangerous place entirely.

      I roll over, flat on my back, staring straight up. A spectral of light dances from the ceiling towards one wall and another. It’s that sod Michael, in a flat parallel to mine across the street with his annoying disco ball. Of course, the world goes spinning madly on in Peter’s absence. Michael is hosting one of his many parties, leaving me to wonder where I’d be if I weren’t afraid of stepping a single foot outside my door. Everyone besides Myles Xavier Turner has a bloody social life.

      I’m not going to get any quality work done without coming off this ledge. But on a Friday night, Dr. Adams will be as unreachable as David Cameron. This means at precisely half past eight, I must confront the detriments of arriving at a decision. Do I suffer in silence like I’ve done for the last eighteen grueling months? Or do I submit myself to the terrors which stand to threaten my existence beyond Ornan Road, to seek help at the hospital?

      Peter reappears from my sofa across the room. Well, that is, my brain’s fucked up manifestation of him.  “Some fresh air would do you good, don’t you think?”

      I shoot him a contentious look. “Are you mad?” I ask, boldfaced. “I’m not about to walk out that bloody door,” I add, glancing at the clock on my wall which now reads fifteen of eight.

      I have no sense of time when I’m like this.

      When I look back towards the couch, he’s already diminished. For how the fuck long will he stay gone this time? It’s certainly not getting any brighter outside. So if I have any hopes of coming off this bout of psychosis, I’ll need to trek ten minutes down to the Royal Free Hospital. Especially before the whole of England is swallowed by darkness, summoning more danger as the minutes progress.

      I power my computer down, paying close attention to saving every bit of progress thus far. There’s no way I could afford to spend any extra time tracing over the five hundred lines of code I’ve written just today. Not when this project is due in a week. I’m an independent software developer for a select few institutions and companies. At least that’s what keeps me fed. As I stand from my chair, an open envelope catches the fabric of my shirt, fluttering to the floor.

      Jesus. That’s right. I shake my head at a low balance notice from Geldenhoff Bank. It’s one more reminder of how stressful life has become for me this last month in particular. With rent due in a few weeks, I’m absolutely oblivious to how I’ll afford it. Peter’s life insurance money is drying quicker than a coat of latex-based paint.

      And this work project isn’t going to pay a single ten pence until I’ve submitted a prototype of the mobile app to some dickweed at an organization called Ursa Alliance International. For the first time in a while, I actually had to sign a non-disclosure agreement. From what I’ve seen, there’s some shady shit happening behind the scenes of their website. Honestly, it feels like some heinous worldwide mafia posing as an import-export business. As long as it doesn’t affect me personally, I don’t give a toss what puts food on the table.

      In the bedroom, slipping on shoes seems like such a foreign concept. For any other person, this is done at least once daily. But since I’m the abnormal type, I’ve spent three years barely donning socks or an occasional house slipper. I’m hardly at the peak of my game, about to do what I’m hoping is the right thing. But if my real Daddy were here, he’d be personally seeing to it that I went safely and securely. Now since he isn’t, this is a problem all on my own.

      Well, that’s something. The shoes aren’t terribly snug. Out in the front room, I must contend with every demon wrangling my brain, just to swing the door wider than a shoulder’s width as if I were retrieving a fresh delivery of groceries.

      I can do this. Sauntering towards the door has my heart racing like I’m about to climb behind the wheel of a racecar. Only less thrilling. And highly unlikely since I’ve been scared of driving my entire natural-born life. A single hand doesn’t so much as land firmly on the knob when I feel a twinge in my gut. The personal demon whispering sweet nothings, convincing me that I’m a defunct human being.

      I can’t do this. What are you doing, mate? You’re not going out there. You’re⁠—

      My ideation of Peter returns in this most inopportune time. “You’re scared of your bloody shadow, Myles,” he chides me. “You won’t last thirty seconds out in the real world before crying for Daddy.”

      A loud grunt projects from my throat. “Bugger off, will ya?” I sneer. “In order to shoo you from my life, it’s paramount that I get treated.”

      I got this. Just focus on your breaths, mate. It’s as simple as chewing a piece of steak. Another careful breath and I’ve cracked the door open. Not bad. Not bad at all. I have this.

      “You’re gonna fall flat on your arse, kid,” Peter boos.

      I turn my head, glowering back at him over a shoulder. “Shut the fuck up, you don’t know me.”

      He cackles. “I know everything about you,” a grin washes his face. “I’m a product of your consciousness,” he adds, relocating to the hallway as I swing my door shut. “I have access to parts of your brain that even you don’t.”

      Well, that must be saying something. If I didn’t know any better, I’d almost think that I’m even inferior to products of my own imagination. Maybe I am the bloody freak everyone’s been calling me for years? To my lack of dismay, he’s still standing in the hallway as I ensure my door is locked securely for a fourth time. As if my departure from a place I haven’t left in three years will invite the nefarious lot of London to my flat while I’m away.

      Things are still going steady ten feet down the narrow path. Except a loud wail of an infant on the other side of a neighboring door. Our lift was operational the last time I stood in this spot. Now I’m forced to deal with the elements of a dark stairwell. Possibly even attacked by a pod of body snatchers. I really need to stop watching horror films.

      Descending each step amidst a sea of black is basically like wandering through a cave without a flashlight. Except I must pay close attention to my footing, so I don’t fall flat on my arse like Peter suggested I would only moments ago. But with a bit of luck, I’m about to confront my next obstacle. The door in our building’s common area. I don’t even come down here to grab my mail. Mrs. Byrne, the old bird next door brings it up for me.

      Another deep breath. I’m doing swell so far. Daddy would’ve been chuffed about this progress. Most definitely not my imagination’s more devious image of him, that’s for sure. I shuffle both feet onto the sidewalk from my building’s door, all the while dodging a craggy neighbor, Mr. Hughes who lives directly below me.

      “Watch it, boy,” he chokes, flicking a half-smoked fag over his shoulder.

      “Sorry,” I shrug, already about to crack under the pressure of my impending demise.

      It’s surprisingly peaceful out here on a Friday night, with an incredibly brisk wind rustling between the tresses of my hair. Now halfway around the block, I can feel my anxiety easing if just a little bit. Though a loud emergency siren blares past me, as soon as I finish patting myself on the back for this tremendous achievement. The assault sends both palms straight up to each ear as I stand motionless, grimacing.

      I can’t do this after all. I’m going back home. I’ll deal with Peter in my own way. Speaking of, where is he? Is he gone? I haven’t seen him since before the stairwell. In this moment, I find myself cheering on the fact that possibly the apparition of my conscious is flat-bound, and cannot hurt me if I’m outside. But the thought of a decent night’s sleep entices me, so I’m going to seek some aid at the hospital anyway. Though now, I’ll be keeping the whole ‘fake Pete’ situation private. I don’t want to wind up on some psychiatric hold if I’m not a danger to myself or others. And you’ve been there once or twice before, mate. Don’t even lie to yourself and say that you haven’t.

      It took me a few moments to gather my bearings from the ambulance siren. But I find myself trudging up a pathway straight for the doors at Royal Free’s emergency department. Sleep is too important if I have any hope of finishing this mobile app on time and being compensated. One more step inside officially grants me safety from the elements. Nothing can hurt me in here. It’s all good.
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        * * *

      

      Despite telling the nurse that I’m autistic with mental health issues, sitting here on a bed in a bay all to myself still isn’t without its challenges. The lights are so bright, that my organs might burn to a fine crisp. Meanwhile, there’s an old sod across the hall hacking up his last lung. Probably about to impart his germs on me. In fact, I could catch the black plague just by exposing myself to the noxious environment of a hospital. I haven’t breathed in anything but the stagnant air of my flat in over eleven hundred days. Surely I’m practically immunocompromised or something by now.

      When Peter died last year, his family called me every name in the book for not showing to the funeral. I’d been stricken with so much grief of losing him. Combining my fears of the outside world didn’t bode well for staying poised without losing my utter shit all over the church. Reliving the terror all over again causes me to lower my head into each palm. We’d just marked our love with a civil partnership certificate six months prior. Suffice it to say, our honeymoon barely concluded by the time he was taken away.

      Bloody hell, Myles. Keep it together. You’re just knackered. Surely a good night’s sleep will leave me right as rain. Of course, no sooner do I begin putting all my hope in more than forty winks, when a loud clang in the bay next to mine flounders through the hallway. Followed by the shrill screams of some nasty-sounding chap, likely dangerous enough to snack on somebody’s delectable flesh.

      I’d better fucking get out of here. As I scan the room, I’m left to ponder my best possible escape route. I’ve been waiting for a doctor to come talk with me for well over half an hour by this point. So sticking around here alone doesn’t seem ideal. Another crash of metal objects being thrashed around the bugger’s bay next door sends me dashing from mine, heading straight past a nurses station into a closet.

      A dark, musty-smelling cubby which if the bloke with a black lung didn’t contract some incurable disease, I’m surely exposing myself to MRSA or some nasty shit in here. I don’t know where to reach for a light, but the blitz of fluorescence out in the emergency department provides this level of shade some appeal. With my back carefully up against the wall, I slide sideways until I’m completely out of the sliver of light peering through a crack underneath the shut door. And without fail, about to topple sideways. Immediately fearing for my life with the shock of what is likely only a heavy box of chemicals, but could also be brimming with any sort of dangerous critter anxious to bite me if provoked.

      This is not how I wanted to spend the weekend. Every muscle trembles as I slide down the wall feeling slightly familiar to that of painted cinderblock. All the while hoping I’m about to find a seat in a safe spot amidst this dank closet. My quivering spine jerks back and forth, as a frightened moan slips through the crack in my voice. Hmmmmm mmmmmm. This isn’t good. I shouldn’t have come here. Why the bloody fuck did I leave the flat? It’s not safe here. It’s never safe outside.

      Amid this internal plight, my head lowers back into both palms as each elbow is pressed firmly into the scrunched-up knees which squash my abdominal muscles. Not a second more passes by, when I hear the voice of a certain familiar bastard. He’s muttering from what sounds like mere inches from my left shoulder.

      My imagination’s version of a far more impudent Peter Kensington whispers,  “Did you miss me, mate?”

      The shouts which propel from my lungs hardly catch me by surprise anymore—defo not after this last week. “SOD THE FUCK OFF! LEAVE ME THE BLOODY FUCK ALONE!” I yell back into the void of black.

      My quaking essence is now riled to the extreme, where the crown of my head collides with cinderblock each time it bobs to the motion of my fright. Tears well at the cusps of both eyes, desperate to chase off my private monster from every inch of consciousness. This was a giant mistake. I just need to get back home. How in the bloody hell am I gonna do that?

      No sooner do I fare an attempt to plan my course, when I hear a rustling of someone’s meddling paw on the door handle. No time is wasted before a gale of brightness illuminates this closet, with the sway of its door being forced wide open. The mild chaff of an older bloke instantly soothes my soul, catching me off guard because I trust very few people. Especially strangers.

      His sentiment is endearing, yet strong enough to abscond every fear looming inside me. “Are you okay, my lad?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          DENNY

        

      

    

    
      Having family in town is always a joyous occasion. Despite talking with him via text or phone on a frequent basis, I haven’t seen my brother in literal years. We’re both busy doctors. So we don’t get to physically visit one another often enough, given he lives in America. Jumping across the pond isn’t always a possibility for me. Not with my patient roster. We find ourselves behind a table at an awards dinner for a worldwide physician’s conference we’re both part of, waiting for meals to be served. Of course, I’m interrupted by a page from the hospital, on the one night that I’m supposed to present a special commendation for my doting brother, Dale.

      I retrieve my phone from the inner pocket of my suit jacket to study what’s about to summon me from this supreme occasion.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dr. Wright, we require your assistance in the emergency department. It’s not an ENT case. I can’t locate a sign language interpreter tonight for the patient in Bay 7.

      

      

      

      

      

      A gristly groan surfaces in my throat as I lean closer towards Dale on my right. “Bloody hell,” I announce. “I am being summoned to the hospital.”

      Dale raps his fingers against the table. “Go then,” he says. “Macon and I can take a black cab from here.”

      When I rise to my feet, he confirms the security code to my flat is still the same. A peevish twinge throngs throughout my core as I hurry towards the upper-level escalators of Battersea Power Station. Literally minutes from now, I’m supposed to be displaying Dale’s award for Best Quality of Care. On the trip down, I’m reminded of how well-earned this award is. Things are going so well for him as of late. His career in Colorado. And now he has found the boy destiny had planned for him. Lucky bloke!

      I’m less jealous of my brother than I am incredibly happy for him. A couple of years ago, he lost his young partner due to a tragic accident. But somehow, fate still persevered, and his old spirit was polished by a young lad named Macon. Being asked by the council to give him this award meant the world to me.

      Forty minutes later and I’m back in London Proper, about to turn into my designated parking space at The Royal Free Hospital in Camden. Despite wishing I’d have been closer to answering the page, this is an extraordinary circumstance in general. My colleagues knew I’d be busy tonight, but I care too much about our patients to be riled. When I started out as a physician many, many moons ago, I practiced general medicine and surgery. Only after becoming an audiologist, did I narrow my interests into the field of Ear, Nose, and Throat specialties. All this is to say that my fluency in sign language proves useful from time to time.

      Shuffling quickly down a narrow hall of the emergency department, I glance over my shoulder to see a slender boy in the bay off to my left. His scent is reminiscent of a ripened peach I’d find in Dale’s neck of the woods. Much like some people can identify a certain hue by its distinctive aroma, I can smell a person’s genuine splendor in its purest forms. And oh my good God, this lad’s essence is enchanting. To my discontent, he’s not the patient requiring my versatile communication skills.

      Pulling my attention away from him is a task entirely on its own as I continue towards Bay 7. Get it together, Dennis. I advance through the entry of my intended patient, ducking through a pastel privacy curtain. After getting brought up to speed with the patient’s history and issue which brings them in tonight, I offer my keen hands as liaison between her and Dr. Wilson. But this is such an incredible challenge as I can’t for the life of me stop thinking about the striking young cuss in Bay 5.

      Loud clangs from out in the walkway reverberate between each wall in here. Someone is losing their utter shit out there. As it turns out, I’ll be sticking around for a couple of hours because the middle-aged woman is being sent off for scans. After explaining the procedure to her, I saunter back towards the nurse’s desk to document my presence on her chart.

      When I’m finished glossing over the details of tonight’s aid, I peer my head around the corner to catch another glimpse of the boy who’s trying to steal my affection. And he doesn’t even know what agony he’s giving my lonely heart.

      While Dale and I are both gay, we’re definitively the Daddy type. Always have been. Our attraction to the young adult male form is basically entrenched in our genetic makeup. My brother has had more luck than I have in the romance arena. But my life hasn’t gone without a certain degree of intimacy, albeit quite limited considering my generational advantage.

      The absence of my young chap catches me by total surprise. It’s a busy night, so surely he hasn’t already been discharged. Now I must rely on my keen sense of smell to locate this princely human. I suppose I should divulge this now. I’m not your run-of-the-mill homosapien. Quite the contrary, actually. Mine and Dale’s existence evolved from primate to ursine in the late 1800s after enduring a bear attack that stood to alter our lives forever.

      Perhaps I’ll save my story for a later moment, and provide the cliff notes for now. The toxic bite rendered him and me immortal. For the last 123 years, we could shift into a brown bear for means of protection and survival. Now utilizing my activated sniffer, I follow the trail of this fledgling’s scent down the hallway. What the bloody hell is he doing in the storage closet? He’s shouting at the top of his lungs before a curious grumble attacks my gut. I slowly turn the door handle, ushering in a large column of light amidst a void of black. The lad sits bunched up with his elbows pressed into both knees, as his head rocks back and forth from his palms and the wall of cinderblock.

      Desperate moans eject from his lips like a miniature whimper of a bear cub missing his papa. Do not worry young chap, I will be your Daddy. I find it mildly ironic that there’s some instant pull to this guy. However, destiny couldn’t be any more a foreign concept if you asked me. Is this my fated cub? The nurturing aspect of my nature steps forth to understand exactly what has him so upset.

      “Are you okay, my lad?” I ask gently.

      He is not your lad, Dennis. This is just your unction to care for a younger bloke rising to the surface because Dale brought his with him.

      The stridence in his youthful mien catches my attention, meanwhile, each of his muscles spasms in what seems to be involuntary. He can hardly stop trembling long enough to engineer a two-word response.

      “Ye—yeah,” he drones. “Just fine.”

      Like hell you are, my lad. I’m going to find out what’s troubling him, even if it pains me. Yet, pain is something that doesn’t come easily for Dale or me.

      “You do not look fine,” I offer, stepping closer to him as he flinches away from my extended paw. “What has you troubled, young man?”

      He looks away, almost as if embarrassed to be seen having a tizzy in front of somebody else. “You wouldn’t understand,” he replies, a sniffle escaping him.

      “Try me,” I counter, lowering to my haunches. “My name is Dr. Wright,” I offer kindly. “And who might you be, my lad?”

      An awkward silence pervades this storage closet, urging me into a game of twenty questions. Only moments later, laughter echoes from down the hall, sending both this lad’s hands straight to his ears. He is sensitive to sound? I use both paws to push myself back up, so I can shut the door for some silence.

      Though hushed, now we’re unable to see one another. I reach forward to the center of the closet, grasping the pull cord that illuminates our surroundings. He jerks instantly at the immediate change in brightness, fussing both palms from his ears to cover those sprightly eyes. And he is averse to light as well, Den. Bloody fuck, mate. What have you gotten yourself into?

      In order to bring him a sense of calm, I tug on the cord once more to summon another shroud of black to the closet. His sniffling persists even if I can’t see every tremble escape that troubled soul of his. I lower my eager tail to the floor, crossing both legs in the process. He twitches when I gently reach over to land a palm on his knee. Alright then, touching is a no-go also, Dennis.

      “What is your name, little one?” I ask politely.

      His words quiver through a crackly voice. “Miles,” he responds, an audible gulp of air rushing down his pipes. “With a ‘Y’ instead.”

      A bit of warmth cloaks my reply. “It is nice to meet you, Myles with a ‘Y’ instead.”

      “What are you doing here?” He asks blankly.

      “I could ask the same from you,” I retort. “I work here.”

      Another generous sniffle escapes his nose, leaving me ill-equipped to soothe his discomfort. Finally, the thought occurs to me that I have something he could use. I retrieve the silky brown pocket square from my suit jacket, carefully passing it over.

      “Here, mate,” I say. “Use this to blow your snout.”

      His fingers graze mine, as he feels for the fabric to accept my offer for some reprieve. “Thanks, Dr. Wright.”

      I have a feeling we’re gonna become great mates in the very least, so perhaps I should wade through the formalities and insist he call me Daddy. I mean, no. He can call you by your first name. He might not be your lad.

      “Please call me Denny,” I claim. “That is what my best mates call me,” I add, scratching the nape of my neck. “It is much more casual than Dennis.”

      “Okay, Denny,” he replies, blowing a gust of wind into my pocket square. “So I meant why you’re in the closet.”

      “Like I said,” I reply quickly. “What is Myles doing in the closet?” I add. “A bit dodgy in here—yeah?”

      Myles huffs. “I like it in here more than out there.”

      “Are you a vampire?” I joke, hoping to get a rise out of him. “A werewolf—no?”

      “Nope,” he replies. “Just in a bit of a sticky wicket at the moment.”

      I would say so. Why was he yelling? And to whom? Another curious groan rises from my abdomen. “What were you yelling at just earlier?”

      A hue of ambiguity paints his response. “Nothing really,” he snivels once more, blowing yet again into the square.

      His hesitation encourages my deep desire to care for him. Clearly, he’s unwell. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be in the one place intended for healing and relief. If I had to wager a guess, I might consider he’s experiencing some form of psychological turmoil. In a usual instance, humans don’t shout at absolutely nothing. Is he hallucinating from some type of substance? Liquor? Drugs?

      “Have you been drinking, Myles?” I ask, a husky grunt floundering about the room. “What can I do for you?”

      “I doubt there’s anything anyone can do for me,” he gripes. “I’ve been having problems sleeping for a good week.”

      Insomnia-induced psychosis is a sticky wicket indeed. Poor lad. As a bearish human, mostly the former, I don’t require all the sleep this fella does. In fact, I could probably go a few days without so much as a kip. It’s pertinent that I entice Myles back to his emergency bay. Surely it won’t be long for Dr. Wilson to assess his needs and treat him. If only I still worked in emergency medicine, I’d personally see to it that he receives the best of care here at Royal Free. But you still can, Dennis. You are the department chief of Otolaryngology.

      “Can I help you back to your emergency bed?” I ask. “I have some pull around here, so I am quite certain there is something I can do for you.”

      Myles winces loudly. “Is that dangerous bloke still next door?”

      “I imagine so,” I reply assuredly. “If you would feel safer, I can have you moved to the other side of the emergency department.”

      “You’d do that for me?” He asks, seeming shocked that someone is giving him even an ounce of consideration. Why do I get the sinking feeling that this lad is accustomed to being neglected?

      A gentler grunt grazes the back of my throat as I rise from a seated position. “Of course I would,” I offer. “I take great pride in my profession, little lad.”

      “Hmmm,” he mumbles to himself, apparently attempting to stand by the sounds of his feet scraping against the concrete. “That’d be nice,” he adds.

      “Alright then,” I say. “Let’s find you a new spot—yeah?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          MYLES

        

      

    

    
      Such a nice bloke, that doctor. I have a certain trust issue with people as of late. Most people like me who never leave the house, usually do. In the time that my condition has kept me confined, I haven’t needed too much medical care where I required visiting a hospital or surgery. If I got sick, Peter used his connections to offer me the pleasures of doctors who make house calls. Even Dr. Adams comes to the flat, instead of me going to his psychiatric office.

      Dr. Wright—or I guess I should say, Denny—has really pulled some strings here at Royal Free. The air conditioning can be heard blowing through a vent above my bed, here in a room upstairs. Not as comfortable as my own at home. But I shouldn’t complain about the potential for sleep, should I? He insisted on me staying overnight so I could catch a decent sleep. Even going as far as claiming that he’d come to check in on me when he was finished assisting a patient downstairs. I have no bloody fucking clue as to why. We couldn’t be any more strangers to each other.

      Speaking of. My ideation of Peter hasn’t budged up one smidge. Down in the storage closet, it took every bit of strength to keep from breaking a sweat, responding to his pestering insistence that I’m going mad. Maybe I am going off the deep end. I’m just about broke, so my paranoia and hallucinations are bound to become more pronounced as the weeks get on.

      “You’re every bit a povvos by this point, mate,” fake Peter whines. “If you don’t step on it and finish the prototype, your starving arse will be out on the streets before long.”

      My seething rage couldn’t be any more obvious. I can’t wait for whatever drug the doctor ordered to whisk me off into the sunset for at least a solid eight hours. I’d probably become a stone-cold killer for ten if I had my way. Since the nurse just left, it should have me counting sheep in no time. Though incredibly difficult, I’m trying to avoid responding to my hallucinatory manifestation. If the real Peter Kensington were here, he’d be soothing me. Not ridiculing me.

      “Don’t ignore me, Myles,” pseudo Peter heckles. “That’s not nice.”

      Ugghhh. “Shut up!” I scream so loud that I’m almost certain the nurses down the hall will think of me as looney.

      My phone has a four-percent battery. So scrolling through the endless feed of my Facebook seems less of a waste since it’s going to die soon anyway. I don’t have many mates in my personal life. Most of the people connected with my social media are mainly for business networking purposes. I wouldn’t truly know what to do with myself if someone genuinely cared for me. Let alone called me their best mate. That was Peter. The real one, that is. In fact, I’ve had problems trusting bipedal mammals ever since danger wrecked me three years ago.

      By the looks of it, Sarah Shetterly is in Dubai. Her smile radiates straight into the camera lens, posing in front of the brightest sandy beach I’ve ever seen. We’ve been acquaintances since primary school but never did grow terribly close. For most people, getting jel about witnessing others on their elaborate excursions around the world is quite easy. But since I’m not most people, nor am I ordinary, I can be chuffed for them.

      Deep inside, I’m actually just thankful that I wasn’t subjected to the potential terrors that come with traveling. I mean, there’s a certain danger in crossing the street. Crossing the English Channel would be the definition of stupid for a chap like me. If I’m being completely honest, traveling isn’t something I did much of before the throes of agoraphobia swallowed my soul. As fake Pete put it so eloquently a couple of minutes ago, I’ve already been exposed to the life of a true povvos sod.

      Until I met Peter, I was as skint as they could come. Growing up, bouncing from one foster home to another became the theme of my upbringing. Literally, Peter is the first person I ever had an opportunity to call ‘Daddy.’ Even if it wasn’t in the same context as a real parental unit. I suppose now is as good a time as any to explain since I’ve opened that particular can of tuna.

      I never knew my parents. Being abandoned at birth has left me trudging the whole of England with a giant void in my heart. Pretty much every six months to a year, my soul needed to acclimate to new surroundings. The foster system is no match for a kid on the Autism spectrum. Let alone one who would only years later find out they’d be suffering from something like Schizoaffective Disorder. Or maybe my lack of a home life contributed to the problems I face today?

      The telly is on low, keeping my mind distracted from a major annoyance appearing then vanishing all in the same breath. However, my mind cannot concentrate on anything fruitful with how incredibly knackered I really feel. My phone battery is displaying its five billionth critically low alert, so I toss it aside on the overbed table next to me. No sooner do my eyes shut, when I hear heavy footsteps skittering across the floor.

      “Oh I will let you get your rest, my lad,” Dr. Wright stammers, as if he misspoke.

      Why does he keep calling me ‘his lad’ when he doesn’t even know me?

      “It’s fine,” I reply, opening both eyes to see him setting a takeaway container on my overbed table. “What’s that?”

      He grunts perspicaciously. “I thought you might be peckish this evening,” he replies, placing a hand on my right shoulder. “It is not anything fancy,” he adds, tilting his head to the side. “But perhaps you should try eating something before catching forty winks—yeah?”

      This guy talks weirdly. I’m not averse to anyone with a peculiar manner of speaking or anything. It’s just incredibly odd that his eloquence takes a longer form, instead of using contractions and landing the plane much sooner.

      “Where are you from, Dr. Wright—erm—I mean Denny?” I stammer, scratching my itchy temple.

      Denny shoots me a confused look. “What do you mean?” He replies. “I am from London, Highbury to be quite precise.”

      My head wavers. “No no, I meant where you were born,” I clarify, reaching out to open the lid of his thoughtful gesture. It’s been ages since I’ve had a nice and greasy chip. “You talk like you’re from a different world or something.”

      He nods. “Oh I see what you are talking about,” he replies, taking a seat in the bedside chair. “You could say I have sort of an old soul,” he adds. “I was born in Russia, but technically grew up in the countryside of France.”

      “Ahhh,” I reply, noshing a fingerful of chips probably rudely. “So French people don’t believe in using contractions or anything, huh?”

      Denny giggles. “Do not worry about it, my lad,” he offers, brushing the back of his hand across my cheek.

      Though incredibly strange, I’m not put off by this human display of compassion. It’s been a bloody long time since I’ve hugged anyone, let alone felt another person’s touch beyond Dr. Adam’s teaching me a tapping technique. But this curious attraction to Denny has me feeling strange. I trust absolutely nobody. Yet I wouldn’t mind getting lost in his seemingly strong embrace, never to surrender my grasp.

      Ugh. Fucking fake Pete. He’s back, of course, propped up against the windows with his arms crossed. “You’d better bloody not be over me yet,” he boos, scathing each crevice of my brain.

      Of course, I’m not over losing the real version of him. How long is a person supposed to grieve their late partner? Two years? Three? Forever? Incredibly peeved, I shake my head indignantly at fake Peter’s return. Meanwhile, Denny scans the room as if he can also see my synthetic five-foot-eight wanker in the corner.

      “Are you seeing anyone now?” He asks concerningly. “You must be absolutely shattered, little bear.”

      “So you’ve already seen my medical records or something, huh?” I reply, interested to know if he’s really spent the last several minutes researching my file. It’s surely thicker than the Oxford dictionary.

      Denny shakes his beautifully preserved face. For being old as he suggests, he’s kept quite the youthful appearance. I wouldn’t guess any younger than forty-five quite rightly. “No I have not looked,” he replies assuredly. “You are not my patient, so it is not my business, my lad,” he adds, grimacing for having acted as he spoke out of turn yet again.

      I’ll be your little lad, Dr. Wright. Take me back to my flat and have your way with me. Another persistent head shake ensues in my muddled brain. I can’t be having such thoughts about someone I don’t even know. Especially not when there’s a picture of Peter anywhere a person would look in the flat. However, I probably shouldn’t have opened my fat trap and admitted that my medical charts are riddled with insight into a more twisted past. Now he’s gonna think I’m a sodding lunatic and suggest that I be escorted to Canterbury Asylum for a lobotomy or shock treatment.

      I nod. “Ohhh,” I reply, squishing a juicy hamburger between my hands. “You wouldn’t find anything anyway,” I add, clenching my jaws around the delicious fare.

      “So I have shared where I am from,” Denny responds. “Where does Myles call home?”

      I chew quickly, paying attention to not spit crumbs of ground beef from my lips as I speak. “Well, I guess that depends on which one you want to know about.”

      Bloody shit, mate. That makes no sense whatsoever.

      “What do you mean?” He asks, narrowing his eyes.

      A generous swallow affords me exactly one moment to think of how best to reply. “Ummm—I grew up in the foster system,” I admit. “So I guess I consider the whole of London home to some extent.”

      Concern dampens Denny’s response. “You poor thing, Myles,” he says. “So you have really been under the muddler—yeah?”

      I nod again. “Yes indeed,” I admit earnestly. “I don’t even know who my real parents are,” I add, shoveling another few chips between my teeth. “And none of the foster parents were too keen in my life where I considered keeping in touch with any of them.”

      I’m flabbergasted as to why I’m telling this chap my whole life history. It’s not like he’s about to escort me into evermore and we live happily ever after. As a matter of fact, this burger is probably his deed of wishing me well. After I’ve fallen asleep—which my eyes are growing heavy by the minute—we’ll get on. Never to see each other again.

      But if I must be honest, it’s nice having this human interaction with someone outside of the usual Dr. Adams or Mrs. Byrne. And he couldn’t be any more of a gentle teddy bear. Certainly better than the dickweed leaning back against the window, who’s been staring straight into the furrows of my soul for the last several minutes.

      “You poor chap, Myles,” Denny’s head oscillating from shoulder to shoulder. “I would have never let you go had I fostered you,” he adds, turning his head to roll both eyes. I can still see it at this angle.

      “It’s fine,” I flail my wrist before latching back to my burger, all the while falling prey to my day’s long exhaustion. “But if I must be frank,” I add. “I’m about to pass out.”

      “I can imagine you are quite drowsy,” he offers, patting my shoulder. “I will let you catch up on your sleep,” he adds, rising to his feet. “Would it be all right if I checked in on you tomorrow?”

      Would it be all right? I don’t have a single person in my life to show any concern about my well-being.

      “Sure, that’s fine,” I shrug. “But if I get a good sleep, I’ll likely be returning home in the morning.”

      Denny winks down at my fatigued, vulnerable spirit. “Right then,” he replies. “You best hit the sack.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          DENNY

        

      

    

    
      What a bloody day it’s been indeed. Saturdays for me are usually lowkey. Food shopping in the morning. A quick excursion up to Scotland for a fresh stock of honey if necessary. Then typically I find myself settled amidst the sofa cushions. This evening has me processing the turn of events this week. From kicking off our medical conference, the sole reason Dale is here, to scanning the streets for his cub in distress. After rescuing the lad from a burning warehouse, such a long story that I have no time to discuss, I’m finally sitting comfortably in the front room.

      A Woodchuck hard cider remains on the coffee table as I put my pencil to use, deciding on eleven letters to describe a sedentary state with low metabolic activity. Hmmm. If only I were a normal bear, perhaps I would benefit from a decent hibernation. Just as I’m about to fill in the blanks, Dale descends my staircase. He doesn’t speak a word, but I can feel he’s quite incensed. There’s one extra form of communication among our ursine brethren, which humans could never comprehend. Bear telepathy.

      This next clue might be a stumper, though my mind is only half invested in tonight’s puzzle. The one thing that I can’t seem to stop thinking about is the beautiful fucking lad in all his grandeur, Myles Turner. While my concentration has been commandeered by his youthful spirit, I should text Dr. Burton to check in on the young cub. Or whatever. He will be your cub, Dennis. Shooting a quick line to my fellow physician leaves my concerned heart in a tizzy.

      
        
          
            
              
        How is Myles doing tonight? Has he risen at all?

      

      

      

      

      

      Dr. Burton ordered a stronger sedative because the lad was absolutely shattered. Apparently, he went an entire week without sleep, so our goal for him this weekend is to catch up on his long-overdue rest. As unethical as I know it would be to retrieve his medical history, my curiosity is certainly piqued. No matter what he insinuated by me knowing what’s in his charts, I’m sure it can be worked out. Does he have a past of hallucinations?

      Another thing that puts me in a tizzy is Myles’ upbringing. Abso-bloody-lutely no consistency or stability whatsoever. If he does have a history of mental health, it’s quite apparent what helped contributed to it. So help me God, if I ever find the wankers who abandoned him at birth, I might have a hard time taming the beast. That’s perhaps one of the most pronounced components of our ursine DNA. When our anger is provoked for basically any good reason, our fur comes alive like bloody Frankenstein.

      Dale returns from the kitchen with his own hard cider, sitting in the chair adjacent to my sofa. Of course, I’ve asked him why he’s upset. Whereupon my brother huffs, tossing a hardcover book at me.

      “Oh by the way,” I respond, retrieving the book in my grasp. “I have been meaning to tell you something,” I add, grinning.

      A quick glance at the book leaves me feeling uneasy.  Its ugly cover has a horned shadow beast with a mysterious title—“BEASTS OF THE WILD: FACT OR FOLKLORE?” BY: TONY ADLER.

      Wait a tic. This could not be our fellow ursini, Anthony Adler, could it? Our population of half-beasts comprises a secret worldwide society called Ursa Alliance International. In order to stay in communication with all our brethren, everyone is registered within this federation of bear shifters. In fact, Dale and I were at our London chapter, which so happens to be in the basement level of Battersea Power Station. And our meeting was cut short by the afternoon-long trek across the city to rescue Macon.

      The two Londoners absent at today’s meetup were Anthony and his cub, but due to travel-related matters. No sooner do I slide the cover open to reveal a picture of the author, when I’m graced with the unpleasant biography photo of precisely the Anthony Adler of our group. Why else would Dale be so riled? According to the inside copyright page, this book was published fifteen years ago, totally explaining the lack of an appealing cover design.

      “No!” I gasp. “This bloody fucking tosser has lost the plot.”

      Dale’s reply resonates with my immediate reaction. “His actions have serious implications on the entire Ursa Alliance, Den,” he affirms. “I believe we shall convene the order to put him on trial.”

      That’s precisely what we should do. I cannot believe this plonker thinks it is okay to write a book that exposes the entire identity of us as half-human-half-bears. If this book wound up in the wrong hands, the lot of our secret society would literally have to take cover in a cave for the rest of eternity. The consequences Dale suggests is not unfamiliar among our federation. When a fellow ursine brother commits an act such as this, we’ve had to rally together and lay down some order. Trial by fire.

      We immortal half-beasts aren’t completely immune to demise. The element of fire is superior to all of us in the ursine community. Where humans utilize such punishments as imprisonment, we convene a special council and hold a trial. This panel determines if the offending Ursa Alliance member should be decimated by a pit of flames, or if they’re worthy of a second chance. Often, the few other times we’ve resorted to this, the accused is burnt to a pile of ash.

      Seeing the minger on this book’s dustjacket twists my gut to bits. It abso-bloody-lutely infuriates me that he’s used his stature as a writer to divulge a world full of secrets that we’ve kept concealed for over a century. The only person we’re ever allowed to reveal our identity and clandestine culture to is our fated cub which destiny has predetermined for us.

      I throw the book across my front room, hollering at the top of my lungs. Dale admonishes my temper, as he doesn’t want his boy to wake after the hellish day he’s just experienced. I can only imagine we’ve been made privy to Anthony’s book of tosh as a result of Macon’s curiosity. Just a couple of nights ago, Dale advised me that he hadn’t yet told him what we were. So the little bugger must’ve caught on quickly and investigated all he could straight away.

      To lighten the mood, I allow a deep breath to cleanse my lungs. “So I think I have found my fated cub,” I proclaim.

      Dale spits the current sip of cider which almost made it down his throat. “What?!?!” He asks, his jaw dropping as low as the floor.

      I nod, blushing. “Yeah,” I confirm, a paw scratching an itch on my neck. “Last night when I was called down to the hospital.”

      Speaking of divulging truths, if Myles really is my destined boy, I’m going to be tasked with telling him exactly what I am. I can only assume this is the same level of anxiety that held my younger brother over the coals for over a month. What all did he say? Dale remains flabbergasted in his chair as I sit here pondering the consequences of our truth. I’m certain he wound up providing Macon with the unabridged version of how we came to be just moments ago.

      Dale rises from his seat, seeming chuffed to bits for me. He slips his arm around my shoulders, giving me a big squeeze. “Maybe our boys can become the best of friends like you and I, brother.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I find myself preparing a spot of tea this Sunday evening, as Dale and Macon have left a one bearish Denny Wright home alone to fend for himself. While a bit shambles, from continuing the medical conference to handling his fated cub’s crisis, I’m still chuffed to no end. A kettle on my stove will be whistling in no time, yet the sound emanating throughout the kitchen is from my phone. I release the materials for my bacon butty before reading the message from Dr. Burton.

      
        
          
            
              
        Myles has risen. I’m keeping him one more night at your suggestion, just to monitor the lingering effects of the midazolam dose I gave Friday evening. Especially provided the lad’s history of mental health.

      

      

      

      

      

      This message confirms my suspicions that Myles has a far more complex past than I would’ve ever guessed. But he’s awake and that’s a good thing. Now I’ll need to summon a black cab in order to go pop my snout in for a spell. No time is wasted turning the stove off, so I can slip on a light jumper while the cab comes.

      It dawns on me as we reach midtown that the medication he’s been given for sleep will have some lingering effects. Not only physically, but mentally as well. Midazolam is a strong sedative generally used procedurally. But sometimes, it’s given in instances where a patient has been deprived of sleep for several days. What’s not a surprise is the fact that my little cub hibernated for the lot of these past forty-eight hours. Poor little bugger. He is not my lad yet but will be after bouncing back from the midazolam.

      A gaggle of nurses gives me an indifferent look as I hobble my tail over to a computer. Of course, they’re gossiping about my jumper from Bear Pride in Brighton. Who are they to judge me? Yet at the same time, my colleagues hardly know I’m gay. Let alone that I’m physically a bear in the half-beast sort of way. Of which, I fully intend on keeping it under wraps.

      Scrolling through the computer system has me scanning Myles’ medical records with a watchful eye. It doesn’t take long for me to stumble upon everything he’s probably been embarrassed to tell me. Understandably so, because I wouldn’t be keen on sharing this with a basic stranger either. Whether or not they subtly expressed wanting a nice shag or not.

      Schizoaffective Disorder, Agoraphobia, Autism Spectrum Disorder. Christ on a crumb bun! This poor lad has quite the afflictions constantly haranguing his pretty little head.

      This is all the information I need to see. It’s enough to stew on for hours, quite rightly. As I scamper myself towards Myles’ room, all I can seem to think about is how he’s managed to get on all these years. He’s absolutely bloody mad and it’s not his fault in the least. How am I gonna expect to convert him and have a half-beast on my hands with bipolar tendencies? I can’t have him biting humans at his potential fangs’ whimsy.

      I rap my knuckles against the door to his room, peeking my head through the open sliver. “Knock, knock little bear,” I greet him.

      “Ello,” Myles replies, rubbing his eyes. “Who are you?”

      Just as I expected. I’m going to have to reintroduce myself all over again because the drug has inflicted the lad with a temporary sort of amnesia.

      “I am Dr. Wright,” I offer, tottering over to his bedside. “I found you in the storage closet downstairs on Friday night,” I add, feeling his forehead to make sure he’s at least a normal temperature. These physician and daddy instincts are quite strong right now. “But I insist that you call me Denny.”

      “You did?” He asks, curiously catching my stare. “Was I mumbling a bit of rubbish for no apparent reason?”

      My head bounces from one shoulder to the other. “You were,” I admit. “But it is okay, my young lad,” I add, gently rubbing his shoulder. “You were one knackered little bugger, so I understand more than you would figure.”

      “I’m still quite shattered,” he says, stifling a yawn. “But I sure did have me a nice kip.”

      “A kip?” I retort jokingly. “Lad, you have been asleep for almost forty-eight hours.”

      Myles’ eyes grow to the size of grapefruits. “Bloody hell, mate,” he gasps. “I must get on then,” he shrieks, scrambling himself out of bed. “I gotta get home straight away—I have a project to finish—and bills to pay—and my fucking hell—” he stammers.

      “Quiet, lad,” I shout gently, hoping it sounds less grizzly than it seems. “All you need to do right now is catch another forty winks times about ten.”

      He shakes his worried visage, frantically searching for something he’s fond of. Likely his phone, which he finds underneath a stack of napkins from the takeaway I brought him on Friday evening. Come to think of it, I’d be willing to bet he hasn’t eaten a bite since then.

      “Myles?” I ask gently. “Perhaps you should get one more decent night of sleep before tackling the world—yeah?”

      The young lad looks discerningly as if shooting a dagger straight to my nearly indestructible heart. “I’ve so much to do,” he drones. “And this sodding place creeps me out to no end.”

      Another fractious grunt expels from my throat. Now that my daddy instincts are activated, I insist on making him comfortable. If Myles is out of his element here at Royal Free, perhaps I can oversee him at his flat. And part of that is ensuring the little bugger keeps a full tummy at all times.

      “Alright,” I wave my arms in surrender. “I will take you home,” I add, sauntering towards him on the other side of the bed. “But I insist that you let me feed you and ensure that you have a proper bath.”

      His head turns back towards me as I approach from behind. “Are you bloody mad?” He sneers. “I don’t know you from a hole in the ground.”

      No sooner does Myles finish biting back with such hesitancy, when he raises an arm to his forehead as if he’s about to faint. Of course, I’m quick to catch the beautiful chap in my arms before he has a chance to plunge towards the floor.

      “Oh for fuck’s sake,” he snarls. “You probably just kept me from splitting my bonce wide open.”

      A sigh of relief placates my soul. “See little bear?” I reply assuredly. “Clearly you need a bloke to look after you for your own safety,” I add, clicking my tongue emphatically.

      “Well you’re easy on the eyes,” Myles grins. “I suppose it wouldn’t be a terrible inconvenience,” he adds, pointing up his forefinger. “But you’re dead from the neck up if you think you’re staying the night.”

      I shake my persistent, ever-protective head. “Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it—yeah?”
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