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      Barrie shuffled along in line with his partners as they worked their way through the crush around the escalators. Despite Jonathan's fussing, they still had plenty of time to get to their conference room before their presentation started. They were early enough that the previous panel was likely going to still be going when they got there.

      Ahead of him, Amelie murmured reassuringly to Jonathan, patting his arm even though every single pat made him jerk like he was about to leap out of his skin. You'd think he was a shifter, one of the really shy ones like tigers, from the way he reacted. But no, it was just nerves.

      People, too. They'd spent a solid six months at sea with only the four of them on the ship. Captain Barnes wasn't here. He was no scientist and had said so every single day for months. That left Jonathan and Amelie to explain the science and Barrie to explain the underwater videos he'd taken of the Great Garbage Patch.

      He was pretty sure that the mundanes in their audience were going to ignore Barrie's report entirely. The shifters in the audience, on the other hand, were going to ignore Amelie and Jonathan which was equally stupid. The whole point of the Climate Change Conference was that everyone had to work together to get the climate crisis under control. Ignoring each other or dismissing each other wasn't going to help.

      They finally made it to the first of three escalators. After that, the progress was swift enough that Jonathan stopped panicking. Barrie left him to Amelie. He still wasn't sure how serious their relationship was. They'd started the trip out hating each other's guts, started fucking about halfway through and now seemed to have stopped having sex entirely. At least they weren't back to snarling at each other yet.

      "Okay," Jonathan said once they made it to the third floor and took a hard U-turn back past the tiny food court towards their assigned panel room. "Okay. We're not late. That's good. We'll be fine."

      "Yeah, we will," Barrie agreed.

      "I wish I was as calm about this as you are," Jonathan complained. He flinched away from a huge Kodiak bear shifter who sauntered by with all the unstoppablility of a glacier and the threat of an orca moving in for the kill.

      "It's just an hour-long talk," Barrie said. He grinned as they glared at him. "Guys, your paper's been published. The data's good. You've got half an hour to explain it which is nowhere near enough time. It's a quick skim over data, hit the high points and then let me babble about the stuff I saw under the water. We'll have ten minutes for 'it's not really a question, more like a comment' stupidity, and then we're done. I mean, seriously? This can't be as bad as your PHD defenses."

      Amelie glared at Barrie while resting her hand on Jonathan's wrist. She really never had gotten over the drunken conversation they'd had two months in about pod sexual dynamics, polyamory and Barrie's complete and utter disinterest in permanent relationships. How you went from 'casual sex between consenting adults is fun' to 'he's going to seduce my boyfriend away from me' Barrie would never know.

      Or maybe she just resented that Barrie was better at calming Jonathan down that she was. Jonathan nodded, eyes a little glazed as his breathing slowed. Silly of her That wasn't a poly thing. That was an extrovert versus introvert thing.

      "You're right," Jonathan said. He rubbed his face with his free hand. "You're right. It's not that big a deal. We'll be fine."

      "If you're overwhelmed, just pass the mic to Amelie," Barrie said. "She's awesome at explaining stuff."

      Jonathan beamed and nodded, catching Amelie's hand when she pulled it back with a huff at Barrie. "You really are. Much better than I am, anyway."

      And that, finally, got Amelie to calm down, too. Barrie snorted as they headed onwards to the panel room, one of the smaller ones on the side of the corridor before you got to the exhibit floor. She stopped glaring at Barrie, stopped fluttering over Jonathan, and both of them settled as they focused on each other.

      Ah, love. Such a wonderful thing to see, even if Barrie flat-out didn't understand the how's or why's of monogamous relationships. Ma would've been cooing at them and snapping pictures to share on Facebook.

      The other panel was, in fact, still going when they arrived. Barrie sighed and shrugged at Jonathan when he bit his lip and started fretting again. He would've added his reassurances to Amelie's but his phone binged with a text message.

      Then it was an email, moments later.

      Followed by a ring tone.

      "Oh, God, not your mother," Amelie groaned as the panel room started emptying out.

      "We're about to go in," Jonathan hissed at Barrie. "You can't have one of your rambling two-hour long phone calls with that woman right now!"

      "I agree," Barrie said as declined Ma's call and texted back 'busy—not now!' to Ma. "I completely agree."

      She texted back so fast that her thumbs must've been a blur. 'Pick up, darling' was all it said. Barrie groaned as another text, 'darling' was followed by a third 'pick up'. And then she was off into 'I'm your mother and really I don’t think it's too much to expect to have my son pick up when I call' except in absurdly abbreviated text-speech that Barrie had learned purely for survival's sake. Ma took to texting like dolphin shifters took to water, despite being fifty-nine going on thirteen.

      "What is that gibberish?" Amelie asked, peering at Barrie's phone.

      "Ma being demanding and needy again," Barrie said. "I swear, you'd think I was eight, not thirty-six, from the way she acts."

      Both Amelie and Jonathan smothered laughs at that. He'd complained to them often enough about how smothering Ma could be. He loved her. He couldn't not love her. His whole pod loved Ma. But she was overwhelming, overbearing and overly invested in Barrie's life just because she'd been his dads' surrogate.

      His phone rang again.

      "Fine," Barrie complained as he answered, much to Jonathan's horror and Amelie's dismay. "Ma. I literally have less than five minutes to talk right now. I'm about to head in to give a panel on the Garbage project."

      "Oh, it's can't be that serious, darling," Ma complained. "Surely your little friends can do it."

      "They're mundane and didn't actually swim through the patch, Ma," Barrie said. He waved the others ahead of him into the room, taking a spot at the very back out of the way of the in-coming panel listeners. "I was the only one who did that. You now have two minutes. What is it? Make it quick. I will hang up on you and then shut my phone off entirely."

      Ma huffed. "I just wanted to make sure that you were coming to the gathering up in Everett, darling. The whole pod is going to be there and we've barely even spoken to you for six solid months."

      "I was in the middle of the Pacific Ocean for six months," Barrie said, temper fraying as Jonathan craned his neck to see if Barrie was done yet. "You and the pod visited twice. I came to visit three weeks ago, Ma."

      "Well, excuse me for worrying about my little boy," Ma complained.

      "Ma, I'm out of time," Barrie said. "Last call. What do you want?"

      "Just to talk to you," Ma said and the snap this time was a truly angry snap.

      "I'll call tonight, after the conference is over for the evening," Barrie promised.

      "Oh, good," Ma said much more calmly. "You'd best get going, darling. I'll be waiting for your call later."

      She hung up, leaving Barrie half a second away from throwing his phone not just at the wall but through it. He took a deep breath, shut his phone off entirely and strode up to the front of the panel room. Jonathan peered at him. Amelie shook her head again.

      Barrie shrugged and settled into his seat.

      What could he say? They knew what Ma was like. They'd dealt with her entirely too many times over the couple of years. Barrie was still stunned that he'd managed to escape the pod long enough to get to go out to the Garbage Patch with Jonathan and Amelie. Ma had been bitterly opposed to it, no matter what Dad and Father, or Barrie for that matter, said about it.

      Barrie blew out his breath as forcefully as if he was surfing fast in in front of a big ocean ship, riding their bow wave and catching each breath whenever he could.

      No worrying about Ma. No thinking about Ma. Nothing Ma-related.

      He'd give this panel and then go see a few that he'd scoped out as interesting. The one on the rise in global temperatures sounded outright fascinating. Barrie would get dinner, then relax in his sadly tub-lacking room and watch TV while Ma babbled in his ear. It would be fine.

      One last shifter, a big one with sandy brown hair sidled in just before they closed the doors. Barrie felt nearly as rattled as the shifter looked. That wasn't good.

      "Thank you for coming," Amelie said into her microphone. "We appreciate your interest in the Garbage Patch Project. We have a slide presentation, then Barrie, our dolphin shifter, will discuss what he saw under the water. After that, we'll take a limited number of questions. Let's get started."

      Barrie settled himself to wait until Jonathan and Amelie were done with their presentation. Most of the pictures had come from his camera. He did his best not to wince at a couple of them. He'd gotten tangled in debris several times before they figured out how to attach the camera so that it wouldn't snag on random trash and drifting ghost nets.

      Honestly, if Ma was here, she'd be screaming at him for taking risks with his life. And she wouldn't be wrong. He'd nearly drowned more times than he'd ever admit, gotten tangled far too often and hurt himself badly enough twice that the bruises lasted until he was back on board with Amelie and Jonathan.

      Sometimes it was worth it. Sometimes it wasn't. Depended on his mood and how lovely-dovey they were being. They could be so awkward to be around when they were in lovers-mode. No matter how much Ma loved that sort of thing, no matter how devoted his dads were to each other, that wasn't for Barrie.

      Granted, it would've been nice to have another shifter around out there on this ship for six months. And it would be nice to have someone not from his pod to talk to. But that wasn't the same as wanting to settle down, get married and live his life chained to someone else's side.

      Sex was sex. It was fun. There was no need to tie yourself down, even if Ma was getting more and more strident about her 'getting up there in years, darling' lectures.

      If she wanted more grandbabies to spoil, all she had to do was find another couple in the pod who wanted a kid. Barrie would gladly sire them. The four he'd already sired were awesome kids, every single one of them. Their parents were terrific people, too. Grandbabies didn't require marriage. Sex didn't either.

      He was fine.

      "Please hold your questions," Jonathan said, startling Barrie out of his increasingly defensive spiral of thoughts. "Barrie, if you'd go into your observations now?"

      "Of course," Barrie said with his brightest, most gregarious grin. The whole crowd shifted forward, responding as people always did to a happy dolphin. It helped calm his thoughts, anyway, which helped him focus back on the stuff he wanted to cover. "Thanks, Jonathan, Amelie. All right. So. Jonathan and Amelie contacted my pod a couple of years ago, looking for someone who could help them in their research. I was delighted to join their team. It's been an amazing, if sometimes kind of gross, project. Let's go back to the sixth slide, Amelie."

      She flipped back through the presentation, giving Barrie just enough time to breath, brace himself and then nod at the picture of the drift net that had nearly killed him. It was a grim sight, full of dead fish and two dead turtles. Barrie turned his back on it as soon as it was up.

      "So, let's talk about the day I almost died," Barrie said.

      Every single person, Amelie and Jonathan included, gasped. He had them. Good. He couldn't contribute much to the science Amelie and Jonathan did. He wasn't a marine biologist. He didn't even have a college degree.

      What he could do was make it real for everyone in the audience, both the good and the bad. Better, as far as Barrie was concerned, it would keep his mind of Ma and his dads, and the pod. Off being lonely and relationships that he didn't have and wasn't sure he really wanted.

      Science and saving the world was way more important that finding love, anyway.
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      Alek shifted in the hard convention center chair. Two presentations so far and he'd yet to stay through a full one. Already, his heart pounded in his chest so powerfully that Alek could barely hear the people chatting around him.

      He wanted to run away.

      It was ridiculous. There was no reason for him to be afraid. Nothing here should make him this anxious. He wasn't in danger, no was paying attention to him and, other than the ridiculously uncomfortable seats, this was something he'd worked hard for.

      Alek shifted again, butt already going numb. You'd think that a convention center that catered to big events year-round would have seats that weren't torture to sit on. No. Not even close. The seats were padded with thin grey foam that had been pounded to death by thousands of butts years before Alek showed up for the climate conference.

      Nothing stank, thank goodness. At least, the facilities didn't stink. The bear shifters off on the far side of the room did stink pretty bad but that was bears for you. Nothing to do about it but endure. It was good of them to have stationed themselves in a scent zone where there were extra air purifiers, anyway.

      That was one really good thing about this convention center. Over the last couple of years since he stopped surfing after the accident destroyed his nerve and enjoyment in the sport, Alek had learned really quick that mundane places were not set up for shifters. It wasn't just the rooms were too small and too bright. A lot of the time the air flow was terrible so scents piled up until you'd walk into a room and feel like someone'd just stabbed you in the forehead.

      Or the vents vibrated in a frequency that was too high for mundane ears but viciously painful for a shifter. And the water. God, the water in the fountains and bathrooms always stank of chemicals and left an aftertaste on Alek's tongue even when he didn't drink.

      He fidgeted again, trying to keep his movements small so as not to disturb the whispering pair of East Indian mundane women in lab coats on his right side. A quarter of the auditorium was shifters. Over the last two years, he'd spent so much time around mundanes that he could count the shifters he'd encountered on one hand.

      Not here. There were shifters all over. They showed in their scents, of course, but Alek was pretty good at picking shifters out by their movement, the way they looked around warily all the time and the general grouping.

      Pack of wolves was up front, all with sandy-brown hair and tanned skin. Southwest wolves, probably. They certainly all looked like family members rather than the formal and rigid packs you got from the East Coast. There were the bears, too, all over six and half foot tall. Maybe polar bear. Possibly Kodiak for that really huge woman but Alek had no intention of getting close enough to tell by scent.

      Kodiaks were terrifying. Both the animals and the shifters.

      Otters up on the panel, wiggling and snickering as they whispered with a coyote who might be from South America but probably from Central. Her embroidered top was way more Central American than something you'd see from the Amazon shifters.

      Mixed between the expected shifters, there were several hundred mundanes. Just normal humans living their lives and trying to save the world.

      Weird how many mundanes were here. After spending over half his life trying to get mundanes to listen about the climate issues with varying levels of seriousness, it was bizarre to see an auditorium full of people dedicated to solving the problem.

      Nice but bizarre, especially given that Alek knew that he'd be leaving this convention to go home to his parents with no job or apartment of his own. Everyone else had jobs. They had a plan for their lives. They were doing things to save the world and here Alek sat, worthless and broken and unable to figure out what to do about it.

      No. Stop that. He was getting better and he'd keep on getting better every day. He was here, wasn't he?

      The auditorium was full, too. There was a seat next to Alek. Another empty seat sat about three ahead and towards the bear shifters. A nicely pudgy older woman with purple, red and blue hair gestured to the very stern-looking Naga curled up next to and half over the empty seat. The Naga shifted to human and bowed her head, inviting mermaid-hair woman in.

      Alek was not going to have elbow room at this thing.

      No way. No how.

      He really should've shown up sooner. If he could've gotten a seat up front that would've been better, easier to hear and see the presentation, but he'd been fighting his terror of crowds so hard that he'd been late getting into the convention center and even later getting a seat.

      "Hey, this seat taken?"

      Alek jerked and stared up at the drop-dead gorgeous guy smiling way too engagingly at him. His heart actually skipped a beat as Alek's shoulders relaxed, easing the headache he'd started to develop without noticing. Wow…

      "Ah, no? I mean, sure, you can have it."

      He was a good six-foot-tall, broad shouldered with slicked back black hair that accentuated his aristocratic cheekbones and square jawline. Alek was probably a few inches taller, but man, he so didn't feel it. Nothing Alek ever did was going to end up with him that put-together and suave looking.

      "Thanks," the guy said as he settled in next to Alek. "I didn't expect to find an aisle seat open.

      "I think I was fidgeting too much for everyone else," Alek admitted. "Crowds are not my thing."

      "I don't have problems with them generally but this is a big one," the guy said as he offered a hand to Alek. "I'm Barret Bosch. Call me Barrie."

      "Ah, nice to meet you," Alek said.

      His handshake had to be the limpest, least inspiring thing on the planet. Barret Bosch. The dolphin shifter who'd presented yesterday all about how there were new biomes growing under the Great Garbage Patch. Who'd argued with his team, charismatically and realistically, for both studying the Great Garbage Patch and cleaning it of all the nets and other stuff that could strangle wildlife.

      It'd been a brilliant presentation. What Alek had been able to listen to, anyway. He'd heard after the fact that a lot of the people in the audience tore Barrie into shreds for daring to suggest that they allow any of the garbage patch to remain even if it was creating an oasis of life in the middle of a so-called aquatic desert.

      Alek had made it about twenty minutes into the presentation when a panic attack hit. He'd dodged out and missed the rest. Having sat at the very back, just like today, he hadn't really seen Barrie clearly.

      Holy shit.

      He should've sat way closer. Alek might've been able to sit tight longer with a face like that to stare at.

      "You are?" Barrie asked.

      When he smiled one side went a lot higher than the other in a kind of sly look that made Alek's heart skip a beat. His eyes wrinkled more than Alek would've expected. He looked maybe thirty at first glance but that smile pushed his age up to forty, maybe forty-five.

      "Um, Aleleke Knaggs," Alek replied. "You probably haven't heard of me."

      "No, no, I have!" Barrie said with sudden delight that took his expression from sly into joyful. "You took the US Open in Huntington's Beach two years ago. That was an amazing show, even from my point of view."

      Alek stared at him, the nerves that always sent him running out of big presentations like this soothing in the face of Barrie's delight. "You know surfing?"

      "I do support under the water," Barrie said. He grimaced. "Well, my pod does. Did. We've all kind of dropped out since the accident. I've been going farther afield lately but yeah, I was there. Dolphin shifter, you know. Pods like doing life-saving and support work for things like that."

      Up on the stage, the announcer started introducing everyone on the panel. This one was all about the rising temperatures and how they were affecting global ice packs. Alek had been grimly determined to sit though as much as he possibly could before his nerves got the better of him.

      Somehow it wasn't so hard to sit there and listen to the introductions with Barrie at his side and no, he definitely wasn't going to think about that. Not now, anyway.

      "You are a shifter, right?" Barrie murmured into Alek's ear.

      "Oh, um, yeah," Alek replied low enough that it shouldn't annoy the East Indian women next to him. He blushed at the curious look from Barrie. "Siberian Tiger. My parents emigrated to the US to escape the hunting and persecution in Siberia. Still don't know why they chose Southern California but they did. It's always been too warm. That's why I got into surfing. Well, that plus getting to play in the water, you know?"

      Barrie opened his mouth, scent going vaguely surprised for a moment. Then he shut it and nodded slowly.

      "Crowds are not your friend, are they?" Barrie asked.

      "No, not really," Alek agreed. "But this matters. All of it matters. The world's in danger. We have to do something about it."

      Barrie's smile went all the way to his dark eyes. Seriously, no one should look that good. It just wasn't fair to Alek's heart. Or, you know, other parts of his anatomy that shouldn't be acting up in a place like this.

      "It really is," Barrie agreed. "I just wish people wouldn't knee-jerk. We need to do things, yes, but acting without thinking isn't good."

      "Still think some specific big corporations need to be dealt with," Alek murmured as the presentation up front got going.

      Barrie snickered and nodded. There was just a hint of chitter to his laugh, not enough to really nail that he was a dolphin shifter if you didn't know. It was clear when you did. Alek wouldn't have pegged it yesterday but now he could hardly avoid noticing it.

      He found himself leaning against Barrie's shoulder as the presentation progressed. The East Indian women scribbled notes and whispered to each other in Urdu. Their comments had more to do with complaints about the bears' scent and comments about how cute Barrie and Alek looked than with the presentation.

      The second half? Alek ignored it. Outright. Nope. Not going there.

      First half?

      Yeah.

      The air purifiers were failing the task when faced with four bear shifters who were clearly more than a little hot under the collar about some of the comments a mundane on the panel was making about 'more study', 'act with forethought' and 'more planning needed'. Every single suggestion that the other panelists came up with was shot down immediately with one of those three. A couple of times with all three.

      Alek's shoulders tightened as the Kodiak woman started growling. Her hands were in fists already. She got up and paced at the back of the room. Alek, along with pretty much every other shifter in the place, paid attention. A lot of attention.

      "She's about to blow," Barrie whispered to Alek.

      "Yep."

      "You want to get out of here?" Barrie asked entirely seriously. "This is going nowhere with that asshat up there."

      Before Alek could reply, the Kodiak woman strode towards the front. Barrie grabbed Alek's wrist and pulled him right out of the seat. They were out the door and into the relatively empty hallway before the Kodiak woman could start bellowing. Her shouts echoed through the doors easily. Pretty much everything she said was an obscenity.

      "Thanks," Alek said.

      He headed straight towards the balcony that overlooked the convention center's atrium. On the sixth floor, you had a terrific view of the three floors below. The atrium was mostly concrete and glass but the designer had put in trees and palms that were one hundred percent not native to the Puget Sound. They were doing good, though, and they did a great job of muffling people's voices so that you got reverberation, not distinct conversations, from the atrium floor.

      "I'll… just be back here," Barrie said. He backed off, a little pale, leaving Alek leaning over the railing and breathing easier for it.

      "Heights?" Alek asked.

      "Yeah," Barrie said with a rueful laugh and a shrug as if he was embarrassed by it but trying not to show it. "Dolphins aren't exactly climbers, you know."

      Alek snickered. "Nah, that's tigers. This is… way better. I mean, I've always been a bit skittish and all. It's a tiger thing. We're really not social at all. But."

      "Yeah," Barrie agreed.

      His sigh was sad. Knowing. Not pushy like some people were, mostly mundanes, when Alek said things like that. Alek frowned at Barrie.

      "You know what happened?" Alek asked.

      "I was there," Barrie said, blinking several times at Alek. "I told you. My pod and I did support at surfing tournaments. We were under the water to try and keep people safe, keep them from drowning. You know. Jet skis on the surface, dolphins under the water. Safer that way."

      "Oh."

      The emphasis Barrie put on 'try' said pretty much all he needed to about how Barrie'd reacted to two people dying in front of him and another being permanently paralyzed in a rogue wave. Alek hummed thoughtfully. Where Alek had stopped surfing almost entirely, moving into legal attempts to deal with the climate crisis, apparently Barrie had gone into scientific research that took him way out to sea.

      An accident like that, with a whole crowd traumatized, would change your perspective on everything. And had. Still was. Alek looked out over the atrium with a sad little smile. If it weren't a three-quarters mundane convention, he would've shifted and flopped on the balcony's thick concrete railing. As it was?

      "You want to go get something to eat?" Alek asked.

      Barrie started. Alek wasn't sure what he'd been staring at but he looked startled that Alek had spoken. It took a moment before those dark eyes went from blank incomprehension into delighted agreement.

      "Absolutely," Barrie said. "If you don't mind the rain, there's a great place down on the waterfront. Shifter friendly, big open windows, and probably pretty much abandoned at this time of day. It is a bit of a walk, though."

      Alek grinned. "Away from here and walking in the rain is fine. Somewhere quiet that's shifter friendly? I'll walk through fire for that."

      "Heh, nope, just a quick dash through Pike's Place Market," Barrie said. He paused; head cocked to the side. "Actually, we could miss the Market and go down the University Street stairs. That would avoid most of Pike's craziness."

      "I'm all in for avoiding that," Alek said. "Lead the way."

      Barrie bounced like an excited kid. It was such an amusing look for a man who looked serious and polished. One moment, sex god. The next, delighted little boy getting a new toy. Alek found his shoulders relaxing as Barrie headed towards the escalators down to the atrium with a bounce in this step. This certainly wasn't how he expected this panel to go.

      This was way, way better than what Alek expected.

      He eyed Barrie's ass and then blushed when Barrie grinned back at him.

      Way better.
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