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MARTIN OPENED his eyes and tried to focus on the strong jaw slightly above him, or the feel of the shoulder supporting his head, but then his eyelids got heavy again. He swayed a little, moving as the man holding him made his way through the forest.

Martin wasn’t small. He might not have been an athlete in school like his mom had wanted, but he was all long legs and pointy elbows. He was nineteen, a man, supposedly, and yet he lay curled up, bridal style, in the arms of a strong creature, who moved quickly and lightly through the woods at night without stumbling.

“This is ver’ cool,” Martin told him in a slurred whisper against the creature’s bare skin. God, his skin. Martin was shaking, shivering with cold, or he had been the last time he’d closed his eyes. But he’d woken to blissful heat and skin that felt so good against his. He didn’t even mind the freezing air now, not with his cheek on a strong, naked shoulder. “Is so cold out, you know, but you’re hot. You’re ’mazing.”

Martin frowned, then added, “Thatssogay.”

The man—the creature or being or whatever—holding him didn’t slow down or acknowledge him. Which was fine; Martin was better off being invisible. No one had seen him wander off from the campsite because they’d all been in their tents, not alone, unlike Martin. No one should have seen him stumbling through the trees either. This was the state park, not the Xu Family Preserve. Nothing was supposed to be out here but deer and fox and birds. But somehow Martin had been found and picked up and held tight against a warm, broad chest, and he liked it too much.

“’M sorry.” Martin sighed and curled his hand over thick, solid muscle, which was so... thick... and solid.

He wanted to cry, and turned his face away. “Everything is wrong with me,” he confessed, half hoping the creature would drop him and leave him to freeze in misery. He put a hand over the side of his face and mumbled into the soft, too-long sleeve of the sweatshirt he didn’t think was his. “Sorry. Fuck. Sorry.”

The absence of motion made Martin suddenly aware of the heartbeat he could feel beneath his hands. That was so real.

Beings existed, of course they did, but not in Everlasting. Everlasting had dragons; everyone knew that. Then even the dragons had left, so there shouldn’t have been anything in the woods. But there was, and it had a heartbeat, and arms with muscles like granite, and a chest with hair as soft as antler velvet.

Martin had first woken up at the base of an oak tree, dirt and moss on his cheek and in his hair, aching with the cold. His T-shirt and jeans were wet from mist, and he’d had no idea where he was or what had happened to his shoes and socks. In front of him were bare feet, attached to strong, bare legs, attached to a strong, bare everything of a figure looming in the dark.

Martin had scrambled up onto his knees and stared at a man who seemed bigger than any human ought to be. He was naked. Martin’s fingers and toes were stinging from the cold, but this guy was naked. Martin supposed the guy—the creature—belonged that way. He wasn’t cut or defined like some jock in a gym; he was powerful, like a male elk, or a bear who was wondering what the hell Martin was doing here.

The state park wasn’t supposed to have bears. But it wasn’t supposed to have creatures either, for a very good reason.

“You shouldn’t be here,” Martin had warned him. “The dragons will eat you. You should hide.”

Then he’d closed his eyes and fallen back into a mossy cradle between thick exposed roots.

Now he was here.

“You can see in the dark. That’s so cool. You’re so cool, and hot. You’re hot,” Martin informed the creature without raising his head. He wondered if the creature liked redheads and didn’t mind that Martin was useless. Of course, he might have been planning to eat Martin, but he could have done that already—and that sort of attitude was, um, intolerant. Martin wanted to be accepting so the creature wouldn’t go away.

“Where are you taking me?” He ought to be worried, but the creature smelled like fresh air in the mountains, and Martin had always liked that about camping. Fresh air, and the views, and the trees, and a chance to get away from home for a while, to be himself.

He turned to loop one arm around the creature’s neck, then leaned up to nuzzle his throat. He hadn’t seen glowing eyes like a werewolf would have, but the creature moved confidently through densely packed trees. Martin hadn’t noticed pointed ears either, to indicate any variety of elf, but he’d gotten the impression of... something, horns or maybe leaves, stuck in tangled, thick curls.

“What are you?” he wondered, without expecting an answer. The creature wasn’t a fairy either, even though he was naked, and Martin had seen his dick and scrambled to his knees in clumsy confusion, but this creature was wild and beautiful like a fairy, like a were.

Beautiful. Fuck. “Sorry,” Martin apologized once more while the creature started to walk again, and the woods moved dizzily past them. “But you’re so—” The tension in the creature was as real as his heartbeat. Martin wanted to pet it away. He swept his hand up from the creature’s shoulder to his throat, then along that square jaw. He ran the tips of his fingers across the startled, parted lips and then rested his palm over the creature’s breastbone. “Beautiful.”

The creature stopped again.

Orange light flickered, warming the air and casting shadows across the face in front of him. There were leaves in the creature’s hair. Martin reached up to pluck out each one. He let the leaves drop to the forest floor, and when they were all gone, he rubbed his thumb over the streak of dirt on the creature’s throat until the spot was clean. The creature had a thin line of blood at his collarbone, as if he’d been scratched by a thorn.

Martin ran his fingertips over it and hissed at the imagined pain, although the creature was silent. “I’m so sorry.” The blood came off, revealing smooth, untouched skin. “Oh.” Martin had forgotten most beings heal quickly. Maybe that was why the creature wasn’t cold, why his hands were so hot Martin didn’t care his sweatshirt and T-shirt had ridden up and the creature was touching his bare back.

Martin was high out of his mind and drunk on shitty beer, and he was warm when he should be freezing. “Do I know you?” he murmured, turning his head. He licked the taste of earth and salt from his lips. “Is this magic? Can I find you again if I try?”

He started to laugh at the idea that this creature would want Martin to look for him, but the sound cut off when he was lowered to his feet, then propped gently against the trunk of a tree. He peered up and saw an impossibly tall redwood. Bark dug into his back. This is real, he thought again, although everything was vague and numb except for the creature in front of him.

The strange orange light probably turned Martin’s stupid hair into a halo, but it made the creature appear sad.

“Isssokay,” Martin told him, shushing him as though he’d spoken. “Is okay. I won’t find you. You won’t want that, and, anyway, I’m not—” Gay was trapped in Martin’s throat. “You’re magic, and I’m....” The words stuck to his tongue. Clumsy, useless Martin. Sensitive, weirdo Martin.

Martin turned his head. In a clearing not very far away, he saw several tents and a campfire blazing even though no one was around. Everyone had gone inside their tents to be with their boyfriends or girlfriends. Which was the reason they had all gone camping in the first place. If only someone had told Martin.

“I don’t... I don’t have anyone,” he explained, and blinked because that hurt. “It’s ’cause I’m a loser. That’s why. You could, like, fuck me—” He moaned, startled. “I mean, they could. I could fuck them, but you don’t... you don’t date a disaster like me. I’m not... I’m not even an adult. I don’t know what I am. I’m not gay, but you’re—” He cupped the creature’s cheek, and then he felt so heavy he let his hand fall and sagged forward to rest his forehead against the creature’s chest. He wasn’t gay, because thinking about women got him hard, but when he ran his palms over the creature’s rib cage and the creature made a rough, punched-out sound of pleasure, Martin started to tremble. He must like both, like a fairy. Wasn’t that a joke, for plain Martin to be anything like a fairy?

“Could have you. You could have me,” Martin promised in a whisper. “You saved me. Please don’t take me back there.” He’d rather freeze out here than go to his tent by himself, where he could hear everyone else together. That was how he’d ended up wandering for miles, or hours, or whatever it had been, until he’d been found. “You saved me.”

The distant firelight had finally put a shine in the creature’s eyes. “You’re not a were, though.” Martin petted the not-a-were’s cheek while staring into a gaze of flickering orange and blue. He did not stare into a boy’s eyes. He did not allow himself to stare at boys at all, unless he was wasted enough, but if this were different, if this were a girl, he might lean in and wait, then lean in again.

He had to stretch up, but, fuck, that mouth was soft. He pressed a kiss to it, then eased away to catch his breath, which felt impossible. His heart was pounding. He kissed the strong jaw, the line of a throat, and then stopped to exhale heavily against a collarbone. “Beautiful.” Girls almost never believed Martin when he said that, even though they were. The creature made a noise as if Martin was hurting him.

Martin looked up. “You aren’t gonna kill me?”

He was not expecting the low, husky-voiced English words. “I’m not going to kill you.”

Martin stared up in sleepy wonder. “You let me kiss you. I’m a mess, and you let me do that. Thank you.” Maybe the creature was just a man, after all, bigger than Martin, but Martin could reach around him now and kiss him easier while on his toes.

He wondered if the kiss was sloppy, if he tasted like beer, but it felt amazing, warm and slow and already comfortable. Large hands pushed at his hips, pinning him to the tree, holding him off the ground, but he put his hands on the creature’s shoulders and dragged kisses across his mouth without concern. He tangled his fingers in wild, silky curls and pressed in a little deeper. That was allowed too. Martin got to kiss something this beautiful, got to wrap one leg around a thick thigh and to stare up at the tops of the trees as he was kissed. He groaned when the kiss ended and the creature set him down.

He wriggled his toes into the damp earth and shuddered for the hands pressing underneath his T-shirt. This was real, and Martin got to have it. “Please.” He buried his face against that bare skin and breathed in deep. “Comebacktomytentwi’me? I mean—please come back to my tent wi’me. With me. Fuck, I’m wasted.” His words kept sticking together, even when he tried to slow down. Not that it mattered.

The creature was very still.

Martin didn’t move, except to let his hands fall to his sides. “’Sokay.” He’d been rejected lots of times. He knew how it went. “You could come back to sleep with me, though. Just sleep.” He sighed, but it wasn’t too unhappy, because even lying next to this creature would be amazing. “You’re warm and safe and good.” He pressed his mouth to the creature’s shoulder in a short, innocent kiss, then shivered from his head to his toes as he was lifted up and settled comfortably against the creature’s chest again.

He was held tighter this time. “I will keep you safe,” the creature promised. He nuzzled Martin’s hair, then drew in a breath to whisper, “Please?”

It was easy to reach up and caress the creature’s cheek with the back of his hand. “You’re asking?” Martin closed his eyes. “It’s just me, you know. Jus’ me, stupid like always. You don’t have to stay wi’ me. My tent’s there.” He waved vaguely toward the tent nearest to them, then returned to stroking the side of the creature’s face. “I’ll be okay.”

“Yes,” the creature agreed, and they moved down in a way that made Martin’s stomach swoop. He realized they were on the ground, and he was curled up in the creature’s lap.

“You’re staying?” Martin smiled where the creature couldn’t see, and shifted closer. “Am I yours the way it would be with a were?” The creature made that sound again, as if he was hurt, so Martin shook his head. “That’s all right.” He didn’t really expect to be anyone’s. Not like that. “I’m a freak, you know,” he confessed, carding his fingers through chest hair. Martin was a fairy but not a fairy. The odd man out, always. “I can jus’ pretend. That I’m not. That I’m normal. Just tonight, I can be yours.”

“I will keep you safe,” the creature repeated, quietly desperate. He pulled the sweatshirt closer to Martin’s chest, then wrapped his arms around him.

“Thank you, beautiful,” Martin murmured and then went quiet, lulled by exhaustion and alcohol and the steady heartbeat under his ear. “’M sorry.” He closed his eyes.

The whisper was warm against his temple. “Go to sleep, Martin.”
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MARTIN PUT one foot in front of the other, trying to follow the white line along the side of the road. The streets down by the harbor had a lot of old streetlamps that had probably been installed just after gaslights had died out. They weren’t very bright, even without coastal fog and rain. The tiny streets and tinier houses on this side of the harbor were in the shadows of the old canneries and warehouses—not for tourists, so the city council had never gotten around to any upgrades.

Sidewalks were nonexistent in some places. Martin slipped off the edge of the pavement into the mud and melting snow and jarred his ankle as he landed. He didn’t fall, though, which was an achievement. That would have sucked. He was already shivering, his hands stinging with cold, even tucked into the pockets of his hoodie.

Maybe his jeans were wet. His feet were oddly numb, and he heard a squishing sound when he stepped back onto the road, as if his shoes and socks were soaked. That wasn’t good, but he was almost home.

Well, he was pretty sure he was.

He paused. The seventies-era apartment complex across the street was quiet, only a few lights on. That was odd for New Year’s Eve. People should be having parties. They couldn’t have all gone to bed already.

Although, Martin might have been wandering for longer than he’d thought. He risked the night air to reach into his jeans pocket for the watch he’d found at a garage sale in Stapleton. The watch was probably meant to be clipped to a lady’s sweater like a brooch, but he’d cleaned it up and fixed it, and he liked how it fit into his pocket with his phone and his keys.

Unfortunately it didn’t have a light, which meant he couldn’t see the time, even if he squinted. He put it back to get his phone instead, only to watch it fall out of his frozen fingers and land in the mud. The screen lit up when he grabbed it. The time was almost two in the morning, January 1, and Martin wasn’t exactly sure where he was.

The shit-ton of cheap wine in his blood and the clouds of weed in his lungs made him laugh out loud. He’d lived in this town his entire life, had rented a place down by the harbor for two years, and somehow, he was lost. That was really fucking funny.

Martin slipped again and stumbled a few steps off the road. His foot slid out from under him, and his ass hit the ground before he had time to shout. His mouth snapped shut, and he bit his bottom lip as his head bounced off something behind him.

He sat there for a few seconds, or maybe minutes, and stared into the dark clouds above. He could feel mist on his cheeks. Everlasting in January could never decide if it wanted rain or snow. Martin hadn’t hit the wall, or whatever was behind him, with a lot of force, but he reached for his phone in a daze. He wiped the mud from it, then stuck it back in his pocket.

His ass hurt, a dull ache he could feel even shitfaced wasted. The ground was freezing and wet, although he’d landed in a relatively dry patch, as if a car had been parked there during the brief snowfall.

Martin tugged on the zipper of his sweatshirt, as though it wasn’t already up to his neck, and licked blood from his lip. He patted his sweatshirt and got annoyed when he couldn’t find his flask. He’d rescued that flask from a secondhand store, cleaned it up, and sewn inner pockets into some of his jackets so he could take it places. He’d been thinking about learning to engrave stuff. Maybe engraving required a machine or something, and Martin was daydreaming again. Engraving was probably a useless skill to have, like everything else Martin did.

He pulled his knees up to his chest and wrapped his arms around them. Then he rested his head against the wall behind him and closed his eyes. Things got spinny like that, but it was nice, as if he was floating.

That would be cool, to fly like a fairy.

He hiccupped, then dropped forward to hide his face against his knees. Shit, his hands were cold. He’d had gloves at some point, but of course he’d lost them. Along with his coat, which he’d forgotten back at Wellie’s house when he’d been burning up on the porch swing, sitting next to Wellie’s friend from college, Monroe or something, who talked with his hands and smiled a lot and sat so close their thighs pressed together.

Martin had been tripping in the living room at midnight, so long before then, his arm around softly curving hips, his face in Kelly’s neck, and then he’d blinked and been outside in the night air. Monroe slid a joint between Martin’s lips and laughed, a friendly, warm sound, with his fingers against Martin’s mouth.

Their bodies had been close. Guys were supposed to move away. Straight guys were supposed to move away.

He hadn’t. Monroe hadn’t either, as if he’d known, because Martin had leaned close and let him touch his mouth, accepting a joint Martin could have held in his hand.

No wonder a stranger had known. No wonder Zarrin gave Martin long, curious looks when Martin’s eyes lingered where they shouldn’t.

Martin took a shuddering breath.

Monroe styled his hair and had a rope necklace with a silver charm at the end that he boasted was protection magic. He wore tight, tight jeans and said he liked to dance. He wasn’t like Joe, not one bit. He was white and didn’t have tattoos. He didn’t frown or have deep brown eyes or sigh dramatically when Martin teased him.

But Martin had let him press close anyway.

Martin missed his flask. The warmth in his skin was fading. The floating feeling was going too. A horrible sound, like crying, like sobbing, kept trying to escape him, and when he closed his mouth and bit down hard, it tore up the back of his throat.

That’s what he should do—sit here and cry. Because he wasn’t a fucking fairy. Martin had never even seen a fairy in real life, but at least they had excuses. They were beings, and they were beautiful. Martin was human, and a gawky, awkward human at that, too old not to know he shouldn’t go out at night in January and not wear a coat. Too slow to admit something so obvious a total stranger had seen it.

A wail shuddered out of him, and Martin leaned back, letting his legs slide to the dirt. Something dug into his hip, and he twisted away from the wall when he realized he had his flask after all. He must have stuck it in a back pocket.

Whiskey burned like shit, but Martin liked the blinding heat of it and swallowed enough to ease the pain in his throat. Joe was going to be mad about this. He’d find out, somehow. Then he’d look at Martin with disappointment for getting wasted so much. Joe didn’t understand.

Or he understood too well. But Joe’s mom was awesome, and Joe was beautiful like that werewolf friend of Zarrin’s had been beautiful, and Joe was actually good at things, good for things. Joe made things better, made certain people’s lives easier, made long shifts go by faster.

Made Martin’s heart beat a little quicker.

The flask tumbled out of his hands. He brought them up to cover his face.

Martin was already a loser in a small town. He couldn’t be this too, whatever it was. Joe or Holly could throw around the labels all they wanted, say spectrum, or bi, or pan, but this was Everlasting, and he was Martin Dyer, and he was already weird enough.

It couldn’t be real. He still... he still liked girls, would have messed around with Kelly tonight, no problem, if she’d wanted. He liked fucking girls. He loved breasts, and how panties looked when they were wet, and the feeling of warm laziness after fucking, before the girls left or kicked him out.

So he was imagining things. He was wasted again. But then he’d be at work and sober, and Joe would be there, stripping off his shirt in slow motion, and it was like Martin was in high school, and so hot, always so hot whenever he was in the locker room, even in the winter. Heavy and clumsy, like he was when girls passed by.

That kind of thing, that kind of liking both—or all, the way Zarrin said—that wasn’t for someplace like Everlasting. Everlasting had dragons, not fairies. Dragons and one elf, but nothing else.

Except Joe, who had magic, according to Zarrin.

Maybe that’s why Martin couldn’t pretend anymore.

He reached for his flask, although his stomach was already churning. He took a sip that burned his lip all over again. Then he closed the lid and jammed the flask into his sweatshirt pocket before putting his head against the wall. He kept his eyes closed and sighed when he began to float again. He’d stay for a little bit longer, and nothing, not the damp air or the distant sound of a car door slamming, could make him move.

“Martin?”

The voice came from almost directly above him, yet Martin hadn’t heard a single footstep.

He opened his eyes to stare at a pair of boots—exactly the sort of thing a sensible person should wear in Everlasting in January, especially if that person was a cop. Martin glanced at his own muddied, wet sneakers and laughed out loud at how ridiculous he was.

“Happy New Year, Forrester,” he said in the middle of a giggle and then looked up.

Forrester let out a long, heavy sigh, and Martin’s laugh faded. Seeing Forrester was almost sobering, because Martin was on his ass in the sludgy snow, slowly freezing to death, and now Forrester was here.

Forrester stood with his feet planted and his back to the street. The outline of him against the distant lights made Martin want to sink into the mud. If he moved his foot even a little, he could nudge Forrester’s boot—which he did, only to immediately pull back when he dirtied it.

The tan khaki of Forrester’s uniform pants appeared miraculously dry. Martin let his gaze travel slowly up over Forrester’s gun belt and his heavy coat. When he couldn’t avoid it anymore, he looked all the way up to his face.

Forrester had high cheekbones and a square jaw and a full mouth. His eyes were vividly blue, which meant he was probably white, but he wasn’t snow-pale like Martin, and he didn’t have freckles. His skin was like a browned butter or baking apples color, especially in the summer.

“I ought to arrest you,” Forrester remarked in that lazy, disinterested tone that used to rile Joe up but now just made him shake his head. Forrester’s eyes glinted for a moment, like cat’s eyes or car headlights in the dark. Then Martin blinked, and they were blue again, impossibly blue, the morning sky reflecting on the bay. “Luckily for you,” Forrester went on, as if Martin wasn’t creepily staring at him, “I’m off duty.”

Martin swung a look over to the sheriff’s department cruiser about half a block down the road and then tilted his head to stare some more at Forrester in his full deputy uniform. The thing with Forrester was, Martin had to watch him. That was a fact, although not one Martin ever told anyone. He didn’t talk about Forrester the way other people in town didn’t talk about the dragons, as though if he did, they might appear. And once Forrester was there, it was best to keep an eye on him. That was all. Forrester was... tricky.

A year ago, Martin might not have said that. Shit, a year ago Martin would not have talked about Forrester. He wouldn’t have looked at him for longer than it took to hand him his coffee, and he would have been more than fucking fine to listen to Joe snark at him without contributing.

Forrester was weird. The longer Martin looked at him, the more Martin needed a drink before he did something foolish, like ask him if saving Martin from his own messes was a habit of his.

He didn’t want to hear the answer, especially not in Forrester’s blank voice, as if Forrester really was a dumb small-town cop and not the kind of person who had managed to win Joe’s friendship. Martin knew goddamn well that was a big deal, and he had a feeling Forrester did too.

He was hiding something, and Martin wouldn’t have trusted him, except he was so tired and cold, and his legs were so heavy, and Forrester would maybe always be there to save him.

Anyway, it wasn’t like Martin didn’t understand pretending. It’d be rude to mention it when he was a liar too.

He let out a sharp laugh for that, almost as bitter as the wind as it picked up. Then the sea air cut through his thin sweatshirt and made him curl in on himself.

Forrester stood straighter instead of hunkering down, as if the cold didn’t touch him. He wasn’t wearing a hat, and the wind tousled his shiny, short chestnut curls. Martin knew they were chestnut because Zarrin had made a big deal out of asking about them and what color Martin thought they were.

Forrester moved again, as if he had to in order to avoid stepping on Martin’s foot.

The wind suddenly stopped blowing directly at Martin, which was nice, although it continued to tease Forrester’s hair.

Martin sighed, still shivering, but less dramatically. “That all you have to say to me?” he challenged, although he wasn’t sure what he meant. But hey, what the fuck? It was New Year’s, and that meant beginning the year as he meant to go on. Continuing to be a fuckup made perfect sense.

Forrester stood in the path of the wind, letting it change course and go around him. “Hello, Martin. Should I ask, or is it better that I don’t know what you’re on?” Forrester went on in a much softer voice. “And why you’re on it?”

Martin looked away. “I’m tired.” It wasn’t a real answer, and Joe would have been furious. Forrester was... well, Martin had no idea. Forrester cared or he didn’t care, or he cared but wouldn’t admit he did. Martin was hardly worth the worry, but sometimes, when he was fucked-up and about to pass out, he thought about why Forrester was like this. “It’s cold,” he added, although Forrester would know that, and Martin probably looked like a frozen redheaded rat.

Forrester raised his thick, slightly arched eyebrows. “You’ve lived here your entire life and don’t know what Everlasting is like in January?” He paused to take a breath Martin could hear over the wind. “Or do you just not give a shit?”

“Ugh.” Martin hid his face in his hands. “Stop being the smart version of you right now, okay? Stop.” Breathing hurt, and it wasn’t because of the cold. “I can’t handle it.”

A warm hand wrapped around his wrist, and Martin lifted his head to see Forrester crouching next to him. Forrester didn’t feel chilled at all. He frowned, then put his hand against Martin’s cheek. That was hotter. Martin breathed out and wondered if Forrester could feel his breath where it touched him. Forrester never seemed like a broad hulk of a person in the coffee shop, but right now he was large hands and giant thighs.

Martin had never felt so skinny and pathetic and exhausted. “Why do you torture me?”

He didn’t realize he had shut his eyes until Forrester actually sounded worried. “Martin? Martin, you need to get inside.”

Martin looked at him again, at his blue eyes and his dumb curls and the marks from glasses on his nose. He wondered how Clark Kent disguised the fact that his lenses were regular glass when people picked them up or peered through them. Then he lolled his head back against the wall and sighed. “Martin, you mess,” he told himself. “Don’t be so ridiculous. This is Superman. Clark Kent is gone.”

“Martin.” Forrester said his name urgently, then took a moment before going on, long enough for Martin to imagine Forrester was unhappy. “Do you... do you need me to call someone to come get you?”

“Who, my mom?” Martin wondered seriously, then broke out in cackling, snorting laughter that made him topple over. He wheezed into the filthy roadside snow, then abruptly went quiet. Forrester was waiting. He genuinely thought there would be an answer to that question. Martin glanced up into that concerned face. “The real you is showing again,” he whispered. “Better be careful, babe. Wouldn’t want anyone to see it.”

Whatever he expected, if he’d expected anything, it wasn’t Forrester flinching or staring at Martin with wide eyes.

The moment was charged, as if even the wind was muted, and then Forrester shook his head and leaned in closer.

“Martin.” Forrester had less of a sting than Joe. It was more like a slow burn as he announced, “You’re drunk and freezing, and you’ve been crying. Did someone hurt you?”

Martin touched his face and felt the damp at his cheeks that had not been mist or rain. “Oh no. Oh God. Oh shit.” He pushed away from Forrester and tried to get his legs under him so he could get home. Then impossibly strong arms wrapped around him, and when he turned his head, he nearly squashed his nose into Forrester’s shoulder.

Forrester didn’t even put any effort into pulling him to his feet. Martin could hear him not breathing hard as he swept Martin out of the mud. But holy hell, he was hot, like fresh coffee and the August sun. Martin rubbed his frozen nose against Forrester’s neck and rested his cheek on the warm pillow of his coat. Forrester smelled like camping trips. His arms were steady around Martin’s back, almost too much. Martin whined at him, pleading to be let go so he could fall back into the street. Forrester answered with a palm sliding up to shake the snow from his hood, and for one moment, Martin imagined that hand was on its way to his nape to urge his head up for a kiss, and he bit down hard on his lip.

Which hurt like a bastard, although it wasn’t why he whimpered. He was chest to chest with Forrester, and it felt good. Martin felt good—flushed and excited despite his shivers. How had he ever thought he was straight?

“Martin?” Forrester asked, way too hesitant for the shallow jerk he pretended to be. He was gently brushing mud from Martin’s clothes, and that, right there, was why Joe trusted him, and why Martin should never have let him get this close. “Martin?” His voice seemed deeper when Martin could feel the words in his chest. “Are you okay?”

“Am I ever?” Martin was crying, silent, wet tears that were probably all over Forrester’s neck. Martin’s snot would be next. He turned his head to put his nose somewhere safer. He could get snot on the collar of a sheriff’s uniform and not feel as bad as he would sniffling on Forrester’s skin. But he missed it. “How come it’s so cold, but you’re so warm?”

The tiny, tense moment between one of Forrester’s breaths to the next was strangely riveting. “I was in the car, with the heater on,” Forrester explained. “And I’m built for the cold, you might say.” He moved his head, but Martin refused to look up. “Do you need me to take you someplace?”

Martin only realized his hands were clenched around pieces of Forrester’s brown coat when he pulled away and saw them. He wondered if freezing to death made that okay. “No, I’m... you know, as close to fine as I’ll ever be.” The slur in the words would not convince Forrester. The crying probably wouldn’t help either. If Martin had stayed at that party, he would be warm right now, and maybe having sex with another boy, which meant he was everything Joe and Zarrin and Helene talked about with those words.

He clutched at Forrester’s coat. “I can... I can walk. My place is not... that... far?” Martin drifted into a question, because they could have been in the middle of the state park for all he knew. “I’m close, I think. Um. I was trying to walk home.”

Forrester drew his eyebrows together. “Who let you walk home in this condition?”

The arms encircling Martin vanished. Martin let out a small, startled noise before landing face-first against that spot where Forrester’s strong shoulder became Forrester’s warm neck. He flailed his hands, and then stilled and settled them against the solid bulk of Forrester’s chest. Forrester’s coat was suddenly hanging from Martin’s bony shoulders while Forrester himself was doing his best to shove Martin’s arms into the sleeves.

Martin started to shake his head, but the heat from Forrester’s body and the weight of the coat made him sigh into Forrester’s collar. “I’m sorry I’m like this.” He was never going to give up this coat, though. He was almost warm enough to stop shivering.

“I—” Forrester cut himself off, or was just shocked when Martin rubbed his cold nose over his throat again. “Focus, Martin. You have to show me where you live. If you can’t do that, then into the cruiser you go.”

“I live—” Martin raised his head sharply to glance around the dark streets. In the distance was the old elementary school, long since replaced by the bigger, nicer one in the main part of town. He waved in its direction and then to the right. “This way. After this corner. But this is the longer way. That’s why I was lost.”

“Uh-huh.” Sarcastic Forrester had returned, although he curled an arm behind Martin’s back as he turned him around, and he left it there when Martin started to list to the side.

He was right to doubt Martin. Martin pushed his face against Forrester’s shoulder. “This is something men do,” he announced and stumbled forward. “The not-straight ones.” He took several gulping breaths and kept his head down. “Probably the straight ones too, because you’re letting me. Joe says—” Forrester’s arm tightened around him, but Martin was having trouble finding the sidewalk as the two of them hobbled forward. “Joe says Everlasting isolated itself from all the other beings for the sake of the dragons. He says this town cut off contact from everything when we did that, and we’re still catching up.”

Forrester took a long time to answer. He probably was trying to figure out what the hell Martin was talking about. “That’s true. This town was owned by dragons for a long time, the kind who didn’t share.” Usually people said dragons couldn’t share, but Martin didn’t feel like correcting a Forrester who was talking to him seriously. “Other beings wouldn’t want to be around something like that.” He stopped for a moment, then tugged Martin in another direction. “Anyway, it’s cold here. So no fairies.”

“No fairies.” Martin pulled the sleeves of Forrester’s big coat down so he could hide his hands in them. That felt nice. Not as nice as sliding an arm around Forrester’s waist, but Martin wasn’t a fairy, so he wasn’t supposed to do that. “Fairies are anything, you know?” He hiccupped into Forrester’s shoulder, which was still hot, even without his coat. “They don’t care; men, women... what’s that word? Nonbinary? You know, like the pixies? That. They like everything.” Martin stopped, then swayed from Forrester’s shoulder to his chest, and shuddered when Forrester’s hand cupped the back of his neck. He could barely speak. “My mom... my mom says they corrupt humans.”

“She’s wrong.” Forrester said it like it was easy, as if he wasn’t bothered by anything.

Martin raised his head to stare at him. “Maybe it’s that the fairies are so out with it, you know? Maybe if they weren’t so obvious—” He heard himself blaming fairies he’d never met for what his mom thought about them, and closed his eyes. “She hates them, but they’re so pretty. You can’t not see what they are, and what they like, and it doesn’t change them. I think... I think the weres are like that too. They’re like... fighters.” He dropped his head and wrapped himself around Forrester as he put his face to his neck. “Like, there’s this graphic novel series about werewolf soldiers in World War II, and it’s done by a werewolf, so they say it’s accurate. And the weres don’t worry about stuff. They just want whoever smells good to them.” Martin inhaled lungfuls of Forrester, then sighed against his throat. “But no one is going to look at one of those wolves and think he’s corrupted, or weird, or call him... call him something shitty.”

Forrester breathed heavily for a moment. “Martin. Martin, I—”

“Joe likes you, you know?” Martin hurried on, then tore himself away from Forrester, because Martin had been leaning on him way too much. He immediately stumbled, but Forrester steadied him. Of course he did. Martin couldn’t even laugh about it this time. He squinted into the darkness and then pointed across the street. Forrester began to lead him in that direction.

“He’s choosy about who he likes, and he trusts almost no one,” Martin rambled on, watching the steamy puffs of his breath vanish. Forrester had two hands on him, and Martin was hotter than he had been on that porch with Monroe. “But he likes you. That’s why Joe argues with you. He doesn’t like pretending, and he knows what you really are.”

“Oh yeah?” Forrester pressed a hand to the small of Martin’s back. “What am I?”

Martin let out a long, hopeless breath. “You’re very nice to lean against.”

He made it two whole wobbly steps before he realized Forrester wasn’t with him. Before he could turn around—first grabbing the pole of a stop sign to stay up—Forrester was back. He tugged Martin off the pole and curled his arm around his side. “You are not going to be happy with yourself in the morning.”

“Not happy with myself now,” Martin mumbled.

For two or three startling, dizzying moments, Martin felt as if they were both unmoving, and Forrester was leaning over him, his lips above the top of Martin’s head.

Then Martin tripped on something, his own feet probably, and Forrester snagged him by the arm and hauled him against his chest—his obscenely broad chest, which was not like that in the coffee shop. If it was, Martin would never have been able to ignore him for so long, not even if Martin smoked all the weed in the state.

“Okay. Enough.” Forrester’s voice echoed down the street, past all the houses with dark windows. “Where do you live? Is it on your ID? Do you have your license with you?” If he’d been Joe or Jessie, Martin would have told him to check his pockets and find out, but the idea strangled him. Forrester got sharper. “Martin. Tell me where you live. Now.”

Martin shuddered and blinked himself back to the reality of a narrow street in the crappy part of town, with snow and mud and the world so quiet except for the sound of the water in the bay and their strained breathing.

He pointed to the house they were closest to and then twisted around to give Forrester a triumphant grin. “Wasn’t that lost.”

Forrester was not amused. “Just freezing to death. You need a warm bed and water and sleep.” It wasn’t fair for him to get serious and give Martin glares of disappointment. His expression did not improve when he turned to study Martin’s house.

Technically the house wasn’t Martin’s. He and his friend Ty rented the tiny 1940s home. It wasn’t that bad of a house, really, and Martin had put a lot of work into it, but nothing looked its best at 2:00 a.m. on New Year’s in a thin layer of sludgy gray snow.

“Don’t judge,” Martin scolded. “I’m thinking of taking up gardening in the spring. And if the landlord says okay, I want to repaint the door. Wait—is that... that’s something else that gives it away about me, isn’t it? Fuck, I’m so tired.” He inched forward to hide his face in Forrester’s shoulder. “You’re so strong, babe. It’s like leaning against a tree.”

Forrester made a choked noise but didn’t push him off. “No porch light?”

Martin looked around long enough to glimpse his small, darkened porch. The nearest streetlamp was two houses down. “Oh. I forgot to turn it on.”

“And the heat too, I’m guessing.” Forrester was cranky when he cared about something. So was Joe. Maybe that was Martin’s type.

He huffed out a hopeless laugh into Forrester’s dumb shoulder. “I’m a mess, huh?”

His laugh died abruptly when Forrester put a hand beneath his chin to force him to look up. “Tell me you have your keys, Martin.”

He stared at Forrester’s mouth and spoke in a whisper. “I have my keys.” Then, because the actual surprise on Forrester’s face at being teased was too much, he added, “They’re in my jeans, I think.” And he licked his bottom lip.

Martin didn’t know what to feel and couldn’t think when Forrester considered him for another moment, then bent down to get in Martin’s face. “Back up,” he ordered softly, and moved forward when Martin stumbled back. “Oh, good, you’re listening,” Forrester commented, sarcastic but still soft, and Martin didn’t know where he was going, or if he was even in his yard, until Forrester said, “Step,” and Martin automatically took the single step onto his porch.

Forrester stopped just in front of it and released a sigh that had Martin curling his hands around the cuffs of Forrester’s coat. He bumped into the door, then leaned heavily against it. When Forrester finally followed him onto the porch, Martin closed his eyes for his own protection.

And when he got dizzy, he put his face to Forrester’s chest, and Forrester held him up. “We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” Martin slurred, with his mouth on Forrester’s shirt.

Forrester didn’t seem to understand him, if he heard. He swept his hands down Martin’s sides, then snuck a hand onto Martin’s stomach. He patted the front pockets of the hoodie, then sighed in resignation before dropping his hands to Martin’s ass.

Martin dragged his arms up to loop them around Forrester’s neck and hang on. “This is more than I was expecting.”

The moment of absolute stillness from Forrester was both perfect and horrible. Then he resumed patting Martin’s ass in search of his keys and went for Martin’s pockets. Martin abruptly felt heat again, in his face and someplace much, much worse. He’d never been more grateful he was too fucked-up to really get hard. This was embarrassing enough.

“Martin?” Forrester’s breath tickled, so Martin snorted. He shouldn’t ask questions when he knew goddamn well what was up—or what would’ve been.

Martin snickered and shivered and held as still as he could so Forrester could pull his keys from his pocket. Only two keys to choose from, and one was for the dirt bike Martin rarely used. Forrester stopped to peer at the keyring and at the tiny watch brooch he must have grabbed accidentally, and then he stuck the right key in the door lock with no trouble, despite the limited light.

He wrapped an arm around Martin’s bony hips and picked Martin off his feet so abruptly Martin yelped. He swung in the air for a few seconds, carried across his own threshold in a way that was going to humiliate him later, and then Forrester hit the light switch and set him down so he could close the door.

Martin extended a hand to the wall to keep himself up and stared at his place. He thought it was pretty clean. Ty worked and commuted a few days a week to the community college, so he was barely there. He left textbooks and notepads out sometimes, but that was it. Martin was fine with doing the dishes and stuff, anyway. The fewer people touching his kitchen, the better.

The living room was small, maybe too small for someone like Forrester. He put Martin’s watch and keys on the hook by the door, then slowly turned, as if he needed to take his time and see everything.

Martin glanced around for any pipes or weed in plain view. He didn’t see what would interest Forrester aside from that. The room was full of signs of Martin’s hobbies, which were pointless, as his mom often reminded him. He’d found a book on macramé at the library book sale and now had several hanging plants suspended from hooks in the ceiling by elaborately knotted yarn. The plants themselves were oversized splashes of green. In the side window, he had a few potted herbs, because Joe’s mother said he should grow his own, and Martin tried to always do what Mrs. Andres said. The black-and-white afghan on the back of the couch had taken weeks to crochet. Martin had thought about learning knitting, but the expense of all the needles and nicer yarn had stopped him. He’d dyed the curtains the same burnt red as the trees in the state park. The lampshades had been tricky, but taking the old shades off the frame and replacing them with new, brighter fabric had been worth it. He’d gotten the rugs at a yard sale and cleaned them carefully with a toothbrush to make sure all the stains were gone without damaging the material.

On the wall leading to the kitchen, a cabinet he had sanded down and varnished displayed his collection of vintage Fiestaware he got at thrift stores and garage sales. Zarrin’s earthquakes had almost cost him a few pieces.

In the corner, away from the old laptop set up as a TV, Martin had stacked some books about learning magic, but he’d never actually dared to open them, probably because magic would have been a useful thing to know how to do.

Forrester slowly shifted his attention to the kitchen, which was dark. Other than that, the short hallway led to Ty’s room, Martin’s room, and the bathroom.

Wherever Forrester lived had to be nicer than Martin’s house, with its secondhand everything. It was kind of weird that Martin didn’t know roughly where Forrester lived. Forrester had been in Everlasting his entire life, except for a few years at the state college. But he wouldn’t live in a dump like this, that was for sure.

“It’s clean at least,” Martin mumbled. “Coffee shop habits, you know?” And his mom didn’t like idle hands. “It’s not like I could afford anything better,” he added when Forrester swung around to frown at him. “I couldn’t... I couldn’t stay with my mom anymore. She, uh—anyway, Ty’s not bad. Barely ever here.”

“So this was all you?” Forrester pressed, in a voice way too soft for Martin to take standing up. He leaned against the wall. Forrester studied the room for a moment, and then his attention went to the space over Martin’s shoulder.

Martin turned his head to look at the framed sketch of the harbor in the summer, when the clear sky and the water created the most perfect shade of blue in the entire world. Then he looked into Forrester’s eyes and couldn’t breathe.

Maybe he wheezed or seemed panicked, because Forrester came nearer, glancing from Martin to the painting. Martin had no idea what Forrester liked about it, although he was starting to realize why Zarrin had given it to him.

“Christmas present from Zarrin,” Martin explained quietly. “Joe painted it,” he added uncertainly, and Forrester focused on him.

Forrester’s eyebrows were judging him. “You like Joe,” he announced, with no surprise or hesitation.

“Yeah.” Martin dropped his chin to his chest and stared at the slow rise and fall of Forrester’s chest. “He’s a good friend.” The sad confession hurt, so he rubbed his neck and then shivered at how cold his fingers were on his skin. “He’s, uh, Joe is so... you know.”

“Yes.” Forrester matched his tone, so Martin looked up. Forrester was serious. “There is a reason beings admire him.”

The sobs at the back of Martin’s throat became words. “I’m not a being.”

Forrester blinked rapidly several times. His lips parted. He probably had something sarcastic to say about how Martin obviously wasn’t a creature of magic. He frowned and leaned down insistently. “But you like him?”

Hadn’t Martin already made himself obvious by crying in the street? He crossed his arms and looked away. “So? It’s not like I’m going to steal him from Zarrin. Zarrin’s great, and he makes Joe not so... angry.” He stopped to wipe his nose on the back of his hand and to dry his cheeks with his wrist. He sucked in a shuddery breath. “And anyway, Zarrin would roast me for trying, though I wouldn’t.” He had to glance up to make sure Forrester wasn’t surprised or doubtful. “I wouldn’t,” he repeated in a slightly firmer voice. “I wouldn’t anyway, even if I wasn’t... this.”

He didn’t bother to gesture at himself, at the old hoodie, or the graphic T-shirt underneath it that he’d found at one thrift shop or another, his freckles, his splotchy skin, his bony shoulders and lanky limbs. He uncrossed his arms and buried his face in Forrester’s shoulder. “But Joe is great,” he admitted, warm again. “And I... I’m... I don’t know what I am, but I’d let him kiss me.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “Or not. Or more. I don’t... I don’t know.”

He jerked his chin up at the silence from Forrester and curled his hands around Forrester’s shirt collar. “Oh God. Please don’t beat me up. Please don’t tell my mom, or blame Joe. Please.”

“Martin.” A hand cupped the back of his head and then smoothed over his buzzed hair. Martin gulped down a breath. Forrester swept his palm down to his nape, and it was so confusingly good that Martin quieted. Forrester spoke lightly. “Martin, most of our senior class was in love with Joe. That’s just who he is. When he’s around, you can’t ignore things you might otherwise deny. It’s caused him a lot of pain, but I’ve never blamed him for the effect he has on people, even when it hurts.”

Martin took a moment, then another, while those words circled through his mind. He sniffled, then scowled and raised his head. They were very close. “How would it hurt you?” He did not like the honesty in Forrester’s expression right now. He did not like it at all. “Most of the class?” he echoed, then grasped harder at Forrester’s shirt. “You too?”

Joe was great, but he got a dragon. He already had Zarrin, so he wasn’t allowed to have—

Martin blinked his stinging eyes so he could stare up at Forrester. Forrester who was... not straight. “You too?” he said again in a different voice, because they were chest to chest and Martin’s hands had been all over him.

He studied Forrester’s solid strength, the distracting curve of his mouth, the wave of shiny hair that kept falling over his forehead. All things Martin had seen before, but never like this. As the older ladies in the shop would say, Forrester was very well put together. Right now, in Martin’s living room, without his glasses or his hat or his coat, with his gaze sharp on Martin, he was movie-star fucking handsome.

Martin dragged a hand up to brush his fingertips over Forrester’s lips.

Forrester pulled back. “You’re drunk and high, Martin. You need to sleep.”

“But—” Martin stared intently at Forrester’s mouth. “Please? I don’t know how to.... I want, but I never....”

“Martin.” Gentle Forrester did not make sense. Rejection Martin understood, but not with someone frowning and sad while carefully propping him up so he wouldn’t fall. “You’re not going to remember anything in the morning. You never do.”

Martin shook his head violently, because as bad as he had been, he would never have done this before and forgotten about it. This wasn’t letting Forrester call him a cab and then not speaking to him the next day. This was so new he could feel the shocks in his fingertips where he’d touched Forrester’s lips.

“It is the morning!” he insisted. “It’s the New Year. And I should begin as I mean to go on.”

“Oh yeah?” Sarcastic Forrester was more familiar, but he still wasn’t distant like he was around other people who weren’t Joe, and sometimes Martin.

Martin huffed out his answer. “Yeah?”

Fear made his voice tremble and turned it into a question, but Forrester paused. He flicked a look over Martin’s face, then glanced away. His shrug was annoying. “Then try again later,” he said, easy and careless, small-town lazy-ass cop until he spoke again. “When you’re sober.”

Martin wanted to call him on his shit so bad. He wasn’t allowed to pretend he didn’t care around Martin, about Martin.

But Forrester was right, wasn’t he? In the morning, Martin would be sick but clearheaded, and he’d remember this, or enough of it, but he wouldn’t do anything about it. He probably wouldn’t even let himself be sober for long.

He closed his eyes and shut his mouth tight, which hurt, because he’d cut his lip somewhere. He was bleeding, and he was muddy and wet and probably bright red from the whiskey and the cold. Of course he’d tried to make a move looking like this, and of course he’d been rejected.

He bumped his head against the wall. That hurt too. “Such a fucking mess.”

“Are you going to throw up?” Forrester’s hands were on him again, pressed to his cheeks as if he was checking for a fever. Then the presence in front of Martin disappeared. Martin opened his eyes to see Forrester turning on the heater. “Your couch looks comfortable,” Forrester remarked, his tone halfway between the usual Forrester and this Forrester. “Better than the street, anyway. Kind of impossible to freeze to death here, if that was the plan before.”

Martin didn’t make plans. Martin made coffee, and passes at secretly not-straight cops. Or maybe it wasn’t a secret, and people in town were nicer to Forrester than they were to Joe. That didn’t seem likely, but what the hell did Martin know about anything anyway?

“I don’t feel well,” he admitted and had almost dropped to his knees before Forrester was there again to grab him. “Sorry. You keep—sorry. Sorry, I’m a mess like this. That I’m a coward and an idiot. I cried on you, and I—oh my God, I creeped on you! I—”

“Martin.” Forrester’s firm voice cut him off. “Look at me.”

Martin raised his eyes.

Forrester was level. “You’re going to sleep on the couch. But first we have to get you there. Nod if you’re with me.”

Martin nodded.

The twist of Forrester’s lips was too subtle for a smile. “Just a few feet to the couch. Come on. You’re tired, aren’t you? You’re cold?”

“Yeah.” Martin allowed himself to be led to the couch, although Forrester had carried him a few times and was pretending now he hadn’t. “Yeah, Superman,” he added and grabbed hold of Forrester’s shirt as the world shifted and he was suddenly sitting on the couch.

He tipped his head back against the cushions to stare up at a confused Forrester. Forrester did not understand lighthearted teasing. That was important. It was a shame Martin wasn’t going to do anything about it.

“Shoes off.” Forrester waited with both eyebrows raised. Martin took a moment to think about his feet, which were very, very cold now that he was focused on them. When he took too long to move, Forrester dropped down, and Martin was treated to the puzzling, amazing sight of Ian Forrester on his knees, untying his shoes for him. Forrester stripped them off, and the socks too, and then made a noise at either how cold Martin’s feet were or how damp.

He stood up and went into the kitchen. It was forever until he came back. He handed Martin a cup of water, then bent down to pat his feet dry with paper towels. It tickled, so Martin snorted into his water, but he finished it.

The cup ended up on the floor with the paper towels. Then Forrester said, “Pants too, Martin.” And Martin opened his eyes wide.

It didn’t seem right that Forrester would ask that and then sigh at him when he didn’t move. But when he reached for Martin’s belt, Martin sprang into clumsy action. Forrester made a sad sound as he took his hands away, but Martin couldn’t look at him.

He wondered what whatshisname on the porch would have thought of Martin’s extremely not-sexy boxer shorts. If he’d laugh to think that Martin had run away from him, only to end up in his underwear in front of an exasperated deputy. “Sorry,” Martin said again, staring at his skinny legs and feet, red with cold.

“Lie down.” Someday, Forrester was going to talk like that, and Martin wasn’t going to immediately do what he said.

He smooshed his face against the bottom cushion of the couch and curled up so he could fit without his feet hanging off the side. Forrester tugged the afghan down to drape it over Martin’s bare legs. Martin watched him glance down the hall, toward the bedrooms, but Forrester didn’t move in that direction. Instead he took one of the smaller rugs and placed that over Martin’s feet.

“Body heat should do the rest.” He stood there when he was done, because that was it. He had seen Martin home and made sure he wouldn’t die of frostbite or whatever. There was nothing else for him to do. He was going to leave now.

“Wait.” Martin hiccupped and pushed up a little bit to get a better view of him. “I won’t... tomorrow I’ll be scared again. I’m always scared.”

“Didn’t you stand up to a dragon once?” Forrester clucked his tongue. He bent to tug the afghan up to Martin’s waist, then adjusted the layers around Martin’s chest so Martin was surrounded by warmth.

He was torture, but he stopped when tears pricked at Martin’s eyes again. Forrester’s voice was soft. “Just a little bravery is all that’s required, Martin. Just a little at a time. That’s something it’s taken me a long time to learn. You don’t have to do everything all at once.”

“Stop, please.” Martin pulled his sore lip into his mouth, then let it go. “Just because you’re... because you like... because you might not be stra—it doesn’t mean you should take pity on me. I shouldn’t ask anyway, when I can’t... even say it. It’s just... it’s New Year’s.”

“Happy New Year, Martin.” Forrester wasn’t Forrester when he was careful and gentle and warm. He should have looked slow and bland, but he wasn’t, even if he wasn’t showing everything either. He was somewhere in between, and Martin thought, in a way he hoped he’d remember, that there had to be more to him, and if he’d let Martin see this much, maybe someday Martin would get to see the rest.

Then the radio at Forrester’s belt crackled to life, asking for his location.

Because Forrester was tricky and still on duty after all.

“You care,” Martin told him, as his feet tingled with heat and his eyelids started to get really heavy. “You give a shit, don’t you, babe?”

“Get some sleep, Martin,” Forrester told him. “And try not to hate yourself in the morning.”

Martin closed his eyes and listened to Forrester answer his radio. “Dumbass,” he added on an exhale. “I’m not worth it. I’m not even gonna remember.”

“You never do.” Forrester said the words, or Martin imagined them, and then the lights went out, and the door was shut tight.

“That’s a lie, you know,” he murmured, although Forrester was long gone. Martin’s arms and legs were heavy. He snuggled down into the pillowy comfort of Forrester’s coat until he found the scent of the wind in the trees.

He remembered. He was just a coward, and not even Forrester was weird enough to want that.
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Chapter Two
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AS IAN walked into the station, he heard his father’s words in his mind. Talk about the dragons is indiscreet. Do not name the dragons, except for Dìzhèn the Wise. Ever since Zarrin’s return, many people in Everlasting seemed to have forgotten the old unofficial rule of silence about the dragons.

Schmitty was talking with Charlene at the front desk. Ian couldn’t help but overhear their conversation. “Now that the youngest is here, the others are going to come back too.” Schmitty remembered the town superstitions but only enough not to call Zarrin by name. “Everyone’s talking about it. The other one came back, right before Christmas. Soon it will be all of them. Then what?”

Schmitty reached out to snag Ian’s arm, so Ian stopped and pushed up his glasses as he waited. He could hear his father’s voice again. Do not stand still for too long where others can see.

“Forrester, tell me you’ve heard something.” Schmitty released Ian’s elbow to grab a mug from on top of some of Charlene’s paperwork. If Charlene was on desk duty this morning, it meant Forrester was probably going to end up stuck out on the highway, in the speed trap the town council would not admit was a speed trap. They were the newest deputies, which meant they still got the shit jobs despite several years here.

“Heard something?” Ian blinked. “About what?”

Keep your head down. Give no straight answers. Never linger. Make no alliances. This is for your own good, sprout.

Schmitty didn’t roll his eyes the way Charlene did. “Zarrin,” he whispered. Schmitty was slightly older than Ian, and though he had been born in Everlasting, he’d spent several years in the city before returning here. “You’re friends with him, aren’t you?”

There was a book in Ian’s house that Zarrin had given him. Ian had yet to crack the spine.

Don’t trust them, not even the dragons. Dragons do not let go, not without something else to hold.

Ian stared innocently at Schmitty’s chubby brown cheeks and then briefly up into his eyes. “You think a dragon would be friends with me?”

Charlene snorted and reached for her coffee. “He does seem a little preoccupied with his barista boyfriend.”

The flash of heat through Ian’s skin stopped him, for perhaps a second too long, although Charlene wouldn’t notice. She was talking about Zarrin and Joe, Ian told himself, and shrugged without answering. Schmitty gave him a weird look but got distracted when Charlene finished her coffee and stretched to grab his. He gasped dramatically as he snatched his mug to his chest in a way that almost made Ian grin.

They exchanged a look. Then Ian headed over to the small table near the wall, where the coffee was.

“That dragon is shameless.” Charlene had flirted with Joe once. Growing up in Everlasting might have blinded her to where Joe’s interests lay, or by some magic, she had somehow managed to never hear the bullshit lies about Joe. She wasn’t oblivious. Bitter, maybe, or prejudiced, but not deluded enough to imagine she could swing Joe the other way, no matter how nice her ass was. “I’m surprised he hasn’t kidnapped Joe by now. He might as well. He’s there at Everlasting Cuppa practically every day, isn’t he?”

The question was aimed at Ian, who shrugged and added powdered creamer to coffee he wasn’t going to drink. “Is it a crime to hang around your boyfriend?” He immediately wanted to take back the words. He should have said nothing or asked if it was a crime to hang around a boyfriend.

Thankfully neither of them seemed to notice. “For a while, we were all convinced that was why you went there so much,” Charlene said with a laugh. “But you aren’t like that. Be a doll and get me a refill, will you?”

Ian came over to get her cup and dutifully poured her more coffee. She grinned warmly at him when he returned and caught his hands with hers to hold him. “Now we know he’s just a coffee snob. Aren’t you, Ian?” She directed the words at Schmitty without taking her eyes from Ian. “Look how much creamer he has to add just to drink the station coffee.”

“It’s not very good,” Schmitty remarked, giving Ian an excuse to look away. “Maybe I should visit Cuppa more too. I might make a dragon friend.”

“Didn’t your parents teach you not to talk about them?” Ian forced himself to sip the vaguely sour coffee, then jerked his head in the direction of the locker room because he had to change into his uniform. “Anyway, my shift is starting.”

They didn’t take the hint.

“What? The dragon?” Schmitty lowered his voice for all that he puffed out his chest and tried to seem bold. “I heard he dragged his boyfriend out into the streets during the New Year’s Eve fireworks and made a big deal of kissing him.”

“Begin as you mean to go on,” Ian murmured. He quickly glanced over at the others, but Charlene was turned toward Schmitty as he described the scene. She wrinkled her nose at the description of the kiss.

“So I don’t think he’s trying to hurt anyone,” Schmitty finished the story, whether or not it was true, then knocked on the wood of the desk. That gesture was supposed to drive off fairies. Most humans didn’t seem to know that. Ian twitched, and Schmitty faced him. “Although, wow, weren’t you there when the sister returned? That must have been something.”

“Oh yes, the sister.” Charlene narrowed her hazel eyes. “Is she pretty? Does she have the scales all over too? I can’t imagine that’s very attractive.”

“I remember seeing her a few times when I was a kid,” Schmitty tossed in, although he wouldn’t have seen her the way Ian had. “Yeah, she has the scales. But hers were like, golden red, not golden brown, and they are sort of under their skin. Beings are all weird, but dragons are the fucking weirdest.”

Ian tried to hide his grimace with another sip of coffee.

“Look at that face!” Schmitty pointed at him. “I swear, he’s more worried about his daily caffeine than he is about dragons.”

“Maybe there is another reason he goes to Cuppa every day.” Charlene leered at him. “Is the red dragon pretty after all? Or is it the blonde who works the afternoons?”

“The blonde” had to be Gina, since Jessie had dark hair, and Charlene was not referring to Ralphie, the owner. Ian pictured Jessie and Martin leaning on each other, giggling softly into each other’s shoulders, and he had to relax his hold on his cup.

Then he gave a practiced shrug and sidestepped Charlene’s last question. “Why would dragons care about me?”

Charlene’s expression went serious. “It’s not as if—” She glanced toward the closed door to the sheriff’s office, then dropped her voice to a whisper. “—he’s going to ever talk to them or stand up to them.”

“Never had a reason to, back when the dragons actually managed things.” Schmitty wasn’t necessarily more loyal to the sheriff. He just liked to try to consider all sides of an issue. “But, uh, he did disappear real fucking fast when that call came in about the disturbance up at Dìzhèn’s mansion.”

“Zarrin’s mansion,” Ian corrected without thinking, because they had all felt the earthquakes. They both gave him blank looks. “It’s what he said in his statement.” He trailed off there. For all many of the younger deputies were frustrated with the way the sheriff handled things, everyone avoided referring to the fact that the youngest Xu had been attacked on their watch. It was hardly their fault, with no one currently allowed on the Preserve, but everyone felt they should have done more.

As long as it didn’t involve them personally wrestling an unconscious dragon into an ambulance, or trying to calmly take notes while a tearful, naked Zarrin realized humans had hurt him for money.

Zarrin should have known about humans already. But he hadn’t grown up with them. He hadn’t heard the things they said or witnessed what they were capable of. The attack on Zarrin had been a reminder for Ian to be careful. Not every human could be Joe. Not even dragons were safe.

“You’re the only one to speak to them.” Charlene leaned forward, all her attention on Ian. He had to fight not to visibly tense up. “Not just one of them, but two. Watch yourself, Ian. He noticed, and he’s not alone. He’s never had to be sheriff while the Xu family actually gave a shit about this town, and I think he’s panicking. Then you go and talk to Zarrin Xu every day....”

Ian’s mouth was dry. Be modest. Don’t stand out. To be noticed is the end of everything.

He clenched his jaw. The others hadn’t wanted to take the call. It had come from Joe, someone this town had no right to ignore. No one had helped Joe for so long, and Everlasting owed him.

Ian had been the one to go to him when no one else would. He had walked the grounds of the Preserve and earned Zarrin’s very public friendship. He kept returning to the coffee shop when Zarrin was there, even though he knew better. He’d gotten careless, again. That was what came of wishing when a dragon was near.

The others were still watching him, so he made himself grin. “We can’t all sit on our asses all day. People would complain.”

“Right?” To his relief, Charlene cracked a smile. “Although with the dragons back, what are we even going to have to do? This town might have a growing population, but no one is going to try anything with a fire-breather right there. And it’s not like we’re encouraged to arrest the tourists.”

They all glanced to the closed door. Everlasting’s unofficial policy of letting tourists get away with everything but murder was not going to stand much longer. Tourist dollars or not, Zarrin was already nosing around in town affairs.

“I can’t afford to start late, then.” Ian kept his grin as he changed the subject and took his crappy coffee into the locker room so he could pour it down the sink before he got changed.

Kyle was at the other sink, shaving. He greeted Ian with a disinterested grunt. “Board says you’re on the trap, Forrester.”

Ian nodded, unsurprised, and went to his locker. He kept his eyes down while he buttoned up his shirt and retied his shoes, then reached for a coat out of habit. His windbreaker was there, but nothing warmer. It wouldn’t look right to go out without a coat, not in January, so he’d have to make a stop at his house, which was going to cut short his time at the coffee shop.

That was probably for the best, even if it made his pulse skip into a faster, worried rhythm. He slammed the locker door closed, then returned to the bathroom. Kyle was still at the sink, admiring his jawline.

Ian gave his hair a quick comb-through with his fingers and then adjusted the glasses he didn’t need. The glimpse of the thick, dark frames made him pause. Superman, Martin had said, and Ian had been doing his best to forget it for two days now, along with every single whispered babe.

“Who you making yourself pretty for, Forrester?” Kyle barely glanced away from his own reflection. “Finally get a date? We were starting to worry about you.”

Ian flipped him off. “Jealous?” he called as he walked out. Kyle’s sputtered objections echoed after him. Kyle said more or less the same shit every day, so it was normal to pretend he didn’t hear Kyle shouting that Ian spent too much time with that fairy lover at the coffee shop.

The detail of Joe being a dragon lover, or there being no fairies in Everlasting, never seemed to bother Kyle. The insult meant more than the facts, and luckily, there weren’t any fairies around, because those words would have hurt them. Anyway, fairies were something Ian couldn’t deal with while worried the dragons might return to Everlasting at any moment. Fairies saw the truth and had a habit of blurting it out.

Ian stopped in the conference room to see the assignments for himself and to check if anything else was going on—some stolen car notices, which they always got since Everlasting was a stop on the highway north for anyone leaving the state, but nothing else too serious. One comment, scribbled in dry-erase marker, reminded them all to mind their manners when it came to being visitors.

That was referring to the Xu family, although it would never be so direct. No one had any idea when, or if, Zarrin’s parents were coming, or what a visit from Zarrin’s parents might mean for the town. Not even Zarrin, as far as Ian could tell. Zarrin was determined, and newly powerful, but Ian wasn’t entirely willing to bet he could beat his parents in a fight, if it came to that. Not without help.

It obviously wasn’t unheard of for help to be offered. Not if Zarrin’s ancestor Dìzhèn had done what she’d done with the Preserve and then the town itself. Dragon magic was powerful, but she hadn’t tied her magic to so many miles of forest and coast and houses without aid. But none of her descendants had been her equal. None had shown any inclination to listen.

Until Zarrin. The possibility Zarrin might do exactly as he said and stay was growing more and more likely. Ian could feel it, and he thought some of the people in town could too, whether they knew it or not. Everlasting had been waiting for a dragon to return, and now one was here.

Ian was not exactly sure what that meant.

He’d almost gone to visit his father to ask, but his dad was still upset Ian chose to work for the sheriff’s department. He understood Ian’s reasoning, but that didn’t make him any less worried. If Ian told him the dragons had returned—possibly to stay—and one of them had definitely noticed Ian, he might do something drastic, like come back here.

Ian walked out of the station with his eyes on his phone, although Schmitty was gone and Charlene was taking a call. Ian didn’t have any urgent messages or missed calls, but he hadn’t expected to. That was the deal with secrets. They meant always being at a distance, and it was... it was fine. He’d accepted the way things were a long time ago.

Of course, that was before Zarrin had returned and literally shaken the town to its core.

Outside the station entrance, Ian stopped to turn his face to the sky. The wind slipped through his hair, destroying his attempts to civilize his curls. He put his phone away, then lowered his hands to his sides, palms out. The sun was hidden but present, offering light but no warmth. The wind was from the north, bitter and cutting, damp with sea spray. The birds were flying inland, as if a storm was coming, but he didn’t feel one. Perhaps it would be a heavy rain.

The highway wouldn’t flood, but there would be accidents. Any speeders pulled over today would have earned their tickets.

Seagulls cawed above him, shouting at the crows landing on gutters across the street to observe him. Ian observed them in return, because it was always good to keep an eye on crows, although they were more trustworthy than humans. He took a long, deep breath of fresh air, then slowly released it.

He was tired, exhaustion in his bones that should have dropped him to the street the same way it had taken Martin. He strengthened himself with another breath, because people would notice if he walked to the beach or the park in his uniform and knelt down to dig his hands into the dirt. The air was crisp, almost sparkling with the energy of a storm, despite how Ian strangely couldn’t feel the storm itself.

He turned toward Old Main St., deciding to grab his coffee before he got a car and headed out to the trap, like a small-town cop in no rush. A few crows watched, unoffended when he pretended not to notice them.

Ian kept his attention on the streets and the people he passed. Artwork he now recognized as Joe’s was on sale in the window of one of the shops. Some places still had their white lights up from Christmas. Everyone was wearing what looked like new scarves and hats and coats, probably presents. The rain had melted the thin bit of snow, but everything remained gray, except for people’s clothes, the black of the crow feathers, and Ian’s khaki uniform.

He’d forgotten about his coat. He was going to get stares and questions without one. So, when he came to a stop outside of Everlasting Cuppa, he shivered dramatically. He would do that again if Zarrin was inside, because Zarrin would notice.

It wasn’t fair. The thought, although childish, filled Ian with resentment. Nature had balance but not fairness. Fairness was a human idea, a myth as much as dragons were once thought to be. But Ian wanted it to be real, just this once.

He should have been allowed to have this one thing for himself. He had kept his head down. He had stayed silent and taken care of all the trees and the bay and the fierce breezes, the rocks and the streams and the birds in the sky. And they had prospered, even with no dragon to dig its claws into the earth and feed it strength, offer it protection.

Ian had added one more secret to his collection of them, and he should have been allowed to keep it. Instead the dragon had seen. Which meant Ian should stay away.

The loud caw from a roof across the street made him twist around. Seven crows were watching him, fluttery and restless. The same excitement zipped through Ian’s veins, icy cold and then hot. His stomach flipped. His throat tightened. For a moment, he was almost like any human in love and nervous as he got closer to the object of his affections. Then the crows chattered encouragement at him, and Ian was anything but human.

Crows, like dragons, didn’t understand, so he didn’t try to explain it to them. He pulled the door open and took a long, deep breath before he stepped inside the coffee shop.

The murmur of voices from the other room was steady. Maybe the locals—tied to the land whether they knew it or not—sensed the oncoming rain as well and were treating themselves to hot chocolates. There were almost too many voices, and all of them so much louder than the rustle of leaves or the scratch of tiny paws in the dirt. Ian focused on tuning them out, on not going tense when the door closed behind him.

He had gone to college in the city, spent entire shifts trapped inside the sheriff’s station behind a small desk. Controlling his anxiety at being indoors was reflex now, and in this one place, it was always a bit easier than anywhere else. In here, he had something to take his mind off the wall between him and the outside world.

He stepped to the side of the doorway to consider the counter and briefly heard his father’s voice again. Take what pleasures you can, sprout.

Martin had his back to the door as he fussed with a whipped-cream dispenser. It released a small spray that startled him, judging from how he froze. Then his shoulders started to shake with laughter that only got worse when a smiling Joe chucked a towel at his face.

For all Joe’s handsome features and attractive body, Ian barely glanced at him. Martin ran the towel over his short hair, then tucked it into his apron. His skin was flushed with heat or embarrassment, but he didn’t stop laughing, not for one moment. He was wearing a ridiculously oversized green cardigan, probably over a graphic T-shirt with some bizarre slogan on it. The sweater hung loose over his shoulders and had been pushed up to his elbows to show his surprisingly sturdy forearms.

The skin was pale and sometimes pink, and always dotted with freckles, although now it was also speckled with whipped cream. He brought his arm up to his mouth to lick that off, and Joe said something about health code violations that made Martin snicker. When he angled his body toward Joe to answer, Ian could see the splatters of whipped cream on his cheeks and next to his wide mouth.

His misery from the other night was gone. Ian might miss the version of Martin willing to cling to him and bury his face in his neck, but he liked smiling and warm Martin more. He didn’t even mind—much—that Joe was the one who got to enjoy the sight.

Ian kept his eyes on Martin for one more moment, then got in line so no one would find it odd that he wasn’t moving.

Ian got the same thing every time, but he pretended to stare at the menu while Joe took someone’s order, and Martin went over to pour coffee into a paper cup, still licking cream from the corner of his mouth. His brown eyes sparkled. Martin had a sweetness that had surprised Ian the first time he’d noticed it, shining through the dark and a haze of marijuana and alcohol.

In a small town, only a handful of years apart, he’d always been vaguely aware of Martin, more for the shock of red hair than anything else. Although Martin kept his hair buzzed close to his scalp now, as if trying to escape attention.

Keep your head down, Ian recited to himself and looked away as Martin turned around. You can never let them be close. They won’t understand. Ian’s father had been very specific. His mother less so. She followed the ocean currents, as much as Ian’s father followed the rivers.

From the corner of his eye, Ian watched Martin stiffen up, his face filling with a blaze of color.

Ian’s heart thundered with sudden, overwhelming force. He stopped breathing, terrified, painfully certain for one second that Martin had remembered everything and he was going to say something. Martin knew Ian wasn’t human. Martin knew Ian wasn’t straight. Martin knew Ian was in love with him. Whether those were fears or buried hopes, Ian couldn’t tell anymore. Every lesson drummed into him slipped away like sand in the tide at the idea that Martin knew and wanted him.

Then Martin mumbled something to Joe that Joe didn’t seem to catch, because Joe turned in surprise when Martin bolted to the back of the shop.

Ian stumbled to the side. His eyes stung. The air smelled of coffee beans and milk and human bodies. The fire in the fireplace crackled too loudly.

Martin remembered, Ian realized, but not everything. Martin remembered, and he wished he didn’t. Ian had never anticipated that. Maybe he’d never let himself.

The first time he had found a mostly incoherent Martin, stoned and in pain and alone, Martin had never acknowledged the rescue. Ian had assumed he didn’t remember. And then, later, when Ian had indulged his need to protect by interfering with difficult customers in the coffee shop, or distracting Martin as Joe had slowly fallen in love with Zarrin, or calling cabs to take an inebriated Martin home, Martin had never seemed to notice. Ian had been delusional to think he’d be safe forever.

He didn’t know which was worse, that Martin might have scraped together every memory of every inhuman thing Ian had done, that he had remembered the partial confession to liking men, or that Martin had for once recognized the way Ian looked at him. Whichever it was, Martin had responded by running away.

Ian didn’t move. He’d let himself get used to being greeted by name, and argued with, and known. Holding Martin had made him forget.

He watched Joe finish helping the person Martin had abandoned and then notice Ian standing there. Thankfully, Ian didn’t have to summon a smile for Joe; that was one of the nicer things about knowing him. He did anyway, a vague, distant smile that immediately brought a scowl to Joe’s handsome face.

“Forrester.”

“Joe.” Ian continued to smile. Joe continued to be pissed about it, too pissed to notice Ian’s voice was hoarse. “I’d like a large coffee, with an espresso shot, please. The dark roast. With room for cream. And”—the only thing about his order he ever changed was an occasional snack—“the granola with the golden raisins.”

“You get the same coffee every day,” Joe said flatly. “Just to get rid of you, I ought to have it waiting. In fact....” He trailed off there, with a brief, puzzled glance behind him. What he meant was that normally, Martin would have had Ian’s drink ready to go the second he saw him in line.

“No Zarrin today?” Ian wondered politely and didn’t think Joe noticed the strain. “Bloom off the rose already?”

“All those years in high school you never said a word, and now I can’t make you shut up.” Joe got him his coffee and granola, then leaned against the counter. “Since when do you ask me about my—about Zarrin?”

Joe tripping up over calling someone his boyfriend would normally have been enough to make Ian’s smile real. But not today.

Martin was afraid of him.

Humans won’t understand, he heard his father say again, and the words were so much clearer now, although he could never have expected that he’d allow a little human who hated him to splinter his heart again and again.

Ian shrugged easily, as though he wasn’t straining for any sound at all from the back. “He didn’t happen to say anything about—” It gave away too much to pry openly about the affairs of the dragons, so he changed his question. “—a storm coming?” Ian took his coffee and left his change as a tip. “The birds are flying in,” he added, in explanation. Locals knew to watch the seabirds for signs of inclement weather. Nothing unusual about it, except Ian was close enough to both of them to know Zarrin felt the same connection to the land that Dìzhèn must have.

“He hasn’t been in yet this morning,” Joe answered slowly. His frown was still there, but Joe’s frowns didn’t always mean what people thought they did.

Ian nodded and picked up his granola. This was the point where he moved on, unless there was a conversation worth joining. But he had to stop at home to grab a coat, and Martin was gone, so he had no reason to stay.

He took a step, then glanced toward the doorway to the back of the shop.

“It doesn’t take that long to wash off whipped cream, Martin!” Joe called out, in what he probably thought was a cranky tone but which was more worried than anything else, at least to Ian and anyone else who knew him. He must have seen something Ian hadn’t, panic on Martin’s face probably. Possibly disgust.

Ian needed to get outside, to the fresh, salty air. He had to get home.

He kept staring at the door to the back, and then Joe turned and saw him.

Ian tore his gaze away and used his sealed cup of granola to push up his glasses. “Martin had a rough New Year’s, from what I heard.” He tried not to lie as much as possible. He had enough distance from people, no need to add to it.

Joe’s frown became, admittedly, quite intense. “He went to a party. Jessie told me. Martin... didn’t mention it. Huh.”

Martin hadn’t said anything about a party to Ian either, or whatever had spurred him to leave it and walk home alone. He imagined Martin and his friends drinking together, kissing messily at midnight, then shook his head. “I wouldn’t know about that.”

“What do you know about?” Joe crossed his arms. “Knock it off, Forrester. You brought this up. You had a reason.”

Ian looked at him in honest surprise for a full three seconds. Joe seemed equally taken aback, as if he hadn’t expected Ian to give himself away.

But then someone opened the door behind him, the bell tinkling, and the blast of chilly air let Ian sigh. “Cold night, New Year’s,” he remarked, calm and disinterested again. “Freezing, for a while there. Not a good night to pass out in the street, not that there ever is.”

“Shit. Martin.” Joe glanced toward the back, then at Ian. “I don’t—” he started to say, then stopped, probably remembering he wasn’t in the habit of confiding in Ian if he could help it.

Ian cleared his throat, considered the pastry counter. “It’s none of my business, obviously, but maybe his circle of friends could be better. They don’t seem to be taking care of him.” If Martin did know, then perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad if he told Joe. Joe would tell Zarrin, but that might be inevitable. Either way, Martin had to talk to someone, and that was never going to be Ian. “If anything,” Ian added, voice going rough again, “Martin seems to be avoiding his friends.”

“I’m his—” Joe stumbled over friend as much as boyfriend. But he’d get used to it, in time. Ian was glad about that too. Joe needed more friends, for all the times he hadn’t had any.

But not Ian. “Well, as I said, it’s not my business.”

Joe leaned forward furiously before Ian could turn away. “Why do I feel like you want it to be your business, Forrester?”

Joe’s eyes were brilliant when he was fierce. He was off-the-charts pretty, and braver than most people. He was exactly the type foolish, dreamy boys fall for.

Ian met his stare, angry enough to be reckless for one moment, and when Joe’s eyes widened, Ian moved on, in a way calculated to get Joe embarrassed and defensive. “I have no idea why you’d think that. Have a good day, Joe. Say hi to the boyfriend for me. Heard your New Year’s was a good one.”

He headed to the table full of a selection of sugar and milk, then set his cup down so he could stir in some low-fat. His hand was shaking, but Joe was too far away to see. He quickly put on a lid so he could get back outside.

The crows had grown in number. Humans should never feed wild birds. But this was one rule, at least, that did not apply to someone who could reason with them. Ian emptied the granola over the sidewalk and walked away while crows swooped down for their feast, cawing their thanks. Other than that, he did not acknowledge them.

He drank his coffee in a few punishingly hot gulps. The milk hadn’t cooled it much. But he hadn’t really tasted it anyway. It was not about the coffee for him any more than it had been for Zarrin.

Ian had been there the moment Zarrin had first walked into the coffee shop and seen Joe. Even though Ian had only ever heard passed-down legends of Dìzhèn, he’d known what he had been witnessing. He’d known things were going to change. But he hadn’t expected this, and he had no lessons to draw on to tell him what to do.

There were different types of beings, more than even humans knew, because humans only cared about the pretty ones, the powerful ones. Dragons and fairies to love them, werewolves and trolls to fight for them, elves to help them. Everything else stayed out of sight, out of trouble.

There always had to be distance, Ian reminded himself. But he was tired. He was so tired, and Martin had never run away from him before.

He stopped at the corner and tipped his head up to the sky, but the sea air was cold and only told him what he already knew. Something was coming, and Ian was going to have to figure it out alone.

––––––––
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“WHAT THE HELL WAS THAT?” Joe demanded the second Martin returned, which was about a minute after Forrester left the shop. Not that Martin had been peering around the doorway to watch him or anything. Martin’s face burned with his anxious flush, and his heart was going a mile a minute. No way he was going to fool Joe, but he went up to the register anyway and helped Mrs. Gavel choose between a slice of carrot cake—new to the menu—or her usual cookie.

Surprising no one, she got her cookie and took it to her seat, and then Martin had no reason to avoid Joe anymore. Joe’s question was fair. Martin had ditched Joe with no warning. He just... thought he’d be okay with seeing Forrester again. After all, Forrester didn’t expect him to remember, so Martin could have pretended he didn’t, like the last times. Although New Year’s Eve was not a blur. Martin had a stunningly clear memory of almost everything, and what he didn’t recall in perfect detail, he could guess at, knowing himself.

Monroe—who must have put his number into Martin’s phone although Martin didn’t recall any of it—had texted him on New Year’s Day, wondering where Martin had run off to and if he was all right.

Martin kind of wanted to die of embarrassment, and that wasn’t even the worst thing he’d done that night. No, that would be telling Forrester things he hadn’t told anyone else, admitting to Forrester he had a crush on Joe, hanging all over Forrester and begging Forrester to kiss him.

He had no actual proof he’d begged Forrester to kiss him, but he kept thinking he had, which meant he must have done something. No one had this level of guilt for not kissing someone. Or not almost kissing someone. Whatever. And no one completely innocent would see Forrester standing in line and immediately think of Forrester’s hands slipping down over his ass to draw him forward, or how easy it would be to put his mouth to Forrester’s throat.

“Oh my God. Oh my God.” Martin closed his eyes and dropped to knock his forehead against the counter. “I’m an idiot.”

Martin must have tried to kiss Forrester. Their faces had been close, and Martin had been wasted, and Forrester had a mouth. Like, Forrester had a really nice mouth, and Martin had a distinct memory of touching it.

He’d molested a cop. Worse, he’d molested Forrester. This was what happened when people repressed part of themselves, or whatever. They dirty-touched the nearest hot person they found. Not that Forrester was hot. Forrester could not be hot. It was one thing to have a crush on Joe, who was so good, and also pretty much universally desired. And it was sort of, kind of, a thing that Martin had wanted Monroe to touch him more and then do things to him. Martin could even admit, in a wail in his own mind, that male bodies had distracted him as much as female ones in high school, so much so he’d done anything to avoid letting his attention linger on them. But if he thought Forrester was hot....

Martin went still as a stone. Did he think Forrester was hot? Oh God. That was just too much for one ten-minute interval. That was too much for an entire day.

Joe’s hand on his shoulder startled him from thoughts of Forrester’s chest in that uniform and how Forrester never buttoned up his shirt all the way. Did he need everyone to see the tendons of his neck and the edge of his collarbone? And since when were collarbones something Martin even noticed? If he liked men, shouldn’t he be looking at asses and dicks?

“Martin, breathe!” Joe barked, sounding panicked, and Martin raised his head and sucked in a loud, gasping breath at the same time.

Helene was on the other side of the counter, gaping at them. “Are you okay? Martin, you’re almost purple.”

Martin hated his fucking reactive pale skin so much sometimes. His face was like a mood ring. “I’m fine,” he lied. “When is Jessie getting here?”

In a few hours, which he already knew. But the question made Joe frown. “Do not get high at work.”

Helene coughed. “I heard nothing. My usual, please. Whenever you can.”

Martin turned to do it and stumbled over Joe’s feet even though he’d known Joe was behind him. He made it to the espresso machine—in one piece but probably still purple—and successfully made a cappuccino while Joe and Helene discussed the weather, of all things. That was probably out of consideration for him.

But then Joe had to go and say, “Forrester says the birds are flying in,” and Martin dropped the pitcher of milk he’d just steamed and splashed hot milk across the counter. He shot Joe and Helene a quick smile and threw a towel on the mess before he reached for the finished cappuccino.

“I’ve got it.” Joe took it from him, carefully but forcefully, and handed it to Helene before he spoke again. “Maybe you should take a break, Martin.”

“Are you being gentle with me?” Martin asked in disbelief, then realized that, yes, Joe was being considerate with him. Joe, who usually expressed concern with glares at asshole customers and by handing Martin coffees he hadn’t asked for. The last person to be this nice to Martin when Martin didn’t deserve it was, well, Forrester, and yes, now Martin’s hands were obviously shaking. “I’m going to go sit down,” he told both of them and then walked into the back and stood there.

Which was what he’d done the whole time Forrester had been in the coffee shop. He was such an idiot. Forrester wouldn’t care that Martin had been a dumbass. Forrester didn’t care about Martin.

The thought, something Martin often told himself, sounded as empty and full of shit as it always had. But, just like every other time, Martin wasn’t in the mood to hear it. He was just, unfortunately, sober.

A surge of embarrassment had hit Martin, which was the reason he’d run out of the room, but that was over now, so he was fine. The next time Forrester came in, Martin would be calm, and Forrester would do his distant but tricky thing and probably never mention it anyway.

Martin took a step, then another, and sank down onto the chair by the back door underneath the employees’ hanging coats and scarves. He stared up at the ceiling, and when that gave him no peace, he dropped his chin to look at the floor. He found no peace there either, but he was starting to feel kinship with scummy floor mats.

What kind of useless dumbass lived over twenty years without letting himself think these things about himself? What kind of terrible, shitty person would let Forrester think he didn’t remember when he did, when what stood out most was that Forrester hadn’t hated Martin for any of it?

“Okay.” Joe interrupted Martin’s tangling thoughts. Joe stood in the doorway, his arms crossed and his eyes narrowed. “What’s bothering you?”

“Why couldn’t Forrester stay a dick?” Martin wondered, with a truly pathetic sigh.

“It’s not even noon. How can you be high already?” Joe took a step into the room. “Martin, you aren’t, are you? Because then... then I have to consider what Forrester told me—”

“What?” Martin screeched, then forced his voice to a more normal volume. “What did he tell you?”

Joe’s frown went from concerned to confused, as if Martin’s intense interest in the subject had surprised him. “That you could have frozen to death on New Year’s Eve.” He paused there and apparently didn’t care for the guilty way Martin tensed. “So that was true? What did you do? Wander off from a party and then pass out in the street? Dammit, Martin.”

Martin hunched his shoulders so high they were almost up to his ears. “I’m an idiot, I get it.”

“No, you’re not an idiot. That’s what makes this so frustrating!” Joe’s voice rose, then fell. He pulled his hair free, then retied it with short, agitated movements. “You’re... you were nice to me before people thought they had to be nice to me because of Zarrin. You were one of the only ones. Please don’t pass out in the street anymore.”

Martin ran a hand over his head and felt so warm his toes tingled. He couldn’t meet Joe’s eyes. A few months ago, words like that would have had him pink-faced and smiling dopily at Joe for hours. Crushes were the worst.

“Yeah, well, it’s easy to be nice to you.” Martin twitched a little and so did Joe, and then Joe shook his head.

“Is there... is something the matter with your friends?” Joe glanced behind him, either checking on the counter or uncomfortable with this sort of personal conversation. Joe was bad at things like this. Martin wasn’t great at them either, but compared to Joe, he was practically a grandmaster. “Or, with you? You, um, have been a little distant lately. And I know Zarrin can be, well—”
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