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      Darcy is minding his own business, taking a walk on the beach when he comes across a bunch of boys tormenting a chameleon and threatening to pull off its tail. He stops them and puts the little guy in his pocket to bring home, just to get him out of harm’s way.

      Imagine his surprise when he gets to his apartment and lets the chameleon out and it shifts into a guy. A very naked and good looking guy about his age.

      Charma had been minding his own business, basking in the sunlight on the beach when he’d been accosted and in need of rescue. Relief and gratitude to Darcy turns into more as the two men spend the afternoon together and get to know each other.

      Their relationship will have to survive both their families, though, and that’s easier said than done. Can they find their happy ending together?
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      “I’ve heard of shifters. I have a friend or two. I just didn’t realize….” Darcy stared.

      The guy stared back at him.

      “That they could be so small,” Darcy finished.

      “I know I break physics.” The guy looked so proud, and then he leaned in slightly and added, “It’s called magic.”

      That made him chuckle because, yeah, shifters were totally magical. Because, well, shifters.

      “You’re still⁠—"

      “Naked? That would be because my clothes are back on the beach.”

      “I meant—" He waved at the guy. “—rainbowy.”

      “Oh!” The guy shook himself and the colors faded away, leaving lightly tanned skin in their wake. “Those assholes thought it would be amusing to put me on a little rainbow flag and make me turn all the colors. Joke’s on them—I love rainbows.” He did a little twirl, looking totally comfortable in his skin.

      Darcy could understand why—it was very lovely skin. “You are also still naked,” he pointed out. Not that he was complaining, though he probably shouldn’t be looking as hard as he was. But… well, he was human after all and at the moment, so was this guy.

      “Clothes back at the beach—which you’ve taken me away from.”

      “Right! Sorry.” He mentally shook himself. “I wanted to get you somewhere safe and figured home was the best option until I could look up how to take care of you.”

      “Three squares and lots of petting.” The guy winked.

      And Darcy became suddenly aware that he was already semi-hard and in danger of going full-on wood. He cleared his throat and turned away. “Let me go get you something from my closet.”

      “I’m not in the closet, honey.” The words were tinged with laughter.

      “Clothes. I mean clothes.” And he was probably going to grab them from his little dresser rather than the closet. Semantics. He opened the third drawer down, finding a pair of red shorts with strings and a T-shirt. Which just happened to be rainbow tie-dye. It made him smile—he thought his very unexpected houseguest would appreciate that.

      When he returned to the living room, he found the shifter at his window, looking out. The back view of the guy was as enticing as the front, the bubble butt in front of him doing nothing to encourage Darcy’s cock to stand down.

      Darcy cleared his throat, and the guy turned, giving him a smile when he saw the items in Darcy’s hands.

      “Oh, that looks perfect. I’ll look like an orphan but at colorful one at least.” Eyes twinkling, the guy—Darcy didn’t even know his name—took the clothes and slipped into them. He looked like he was drowning in them, but they more than covered everything up.

      “I’m Darcy, by the way.” He held out his hand.

      The guy stared for a moment, then grinned and shook. “I’m Charma—with a ch not a k.”

      Charma’s hand felt good in his, warm and smooth. And still not encouraging a downturn in his lower parts. Hell, not even the oversized clothing was making Charma any less sexy.

      “Charma with a ch pronounced like a k, eh?”

      “Yep, mom is… unique. She said it was either that or Leon. I’m glad she went with Charma.”

      “It’s cool. Suits you.”

      “Thank you.” Charma gave him a pleased little look. “And thank you for the rescue. I’m pretty sure bad things were going to happen, and I was going to have to shift back in front of a lot of people, and then more bad things were going to happen.”

      “Being out on the beach as a chameleon doesn’t seem like the most… prudent idea.”

      Charma rolled his eyes. “I was out basking in the sunshine—it’s been so damp and rainy, you know? Anyway, I guess I lost track of myself and shifted to bask even better.”

      “You can shift without even realizing it?” Darcy had to admit that he was fascinated, not just because Charma was pretty damn hot, even when he wasn’t naked, but he didn’t know any shifters. Oh, he’d met one at some event or other, but a handshake and a how-are-you-fine-thanks-how-are-you did not constitute knowing. The community as a whole kept pretty much to themselves. Charma might be out as a gay man, but Darcy would bet his ability to shift was pretty deep in the closet. People could be such assholes.

      “Under the right conditions, yes.”

      “The right conditions?”

      “Yeah, you know, like lying in the sun on the beach with no one around, half dozing off and boom, my lizard took the shot and came out.” Charma shrugged. “It’s never been a problem before, but I’ve been on my own for a while now and don’t have access to private basking areas, among other things.” Charma’s demeanor changed for a moment, a sadness on his face.

      “Sounds like there’s a story there.”

      Waving his hand in front of him, Charma shrugged. “Let’s just say the fam was less than pleased that I’m not into girls.”

      Well, that was disappointing, Darcy would have thought a group that had to hide who they were for the most part would be more liberal toward the queer community. “They kicked you out because you’re gay?”

      “It was more they disapproved of my refusal to knock up a few females to propagate the line. I’m not making a bunch of babies that I won’t be parenting, though. If I’m going to father kids, I want to be their father, but it was made clear that would only happen if I stayed with the kids’ mother, so… no babies for me. And they didn’t kick me out, but I couldn’t take sticking around when I was treated like a pariah by everyone, family and not.” Charma gave another shrug that Darcy thought was far less casual and uncaring than Charma wanted him to believe. “So, I struck it out on my own.”

      “And it’s not going well?”

      “Well, you tell me—you’ve got a pretty small place here—I bet it’s still costing you a fortune.”

      Darcy couldn’t deny that. If the place had had more than one bedroom, he might have looked for a roommate. Hell, he was half considering it anyway if he could find someone willing to share the bedroom dorm room-style.

      “Yeah, it’s kind of pricey and this isn’t even a nice neighborhood.” It wasn’t scary bad, but it was pretty run-down. “At least it’s fairly close to the beach.” Only a few blocks. Which he’d walked with Charma in his front right pocket. Now that he knew Charma was a shifter and not an actual chameleon, it seemed… well, the guy had kind of been right next to his cock.

      Charma chuckled. “Location, location, location, right? You’re right, though, because the beach is a wonderful place to be able to go and sit, sunny or not.”

      Darcy nodded happily. “That’s it exactly. There’s something primal about it that I love. I’ve found a rocky little spot that usually doesn’t have anyone around where I can just sit and enjoy the waves and the breeze, or walk on the beach in the waves. It’s rejuvenating.”

      Head tilting, Charma considered him for a moment. “You sure you don’t have some shifter in you? Maybe a bit of turtle or shark or whale or something?”

      “Huh?”

      “Your affinity to the ocean.”

      “Not a shifter, I just love the water.” Some people did and some didn’t, right?

      “Sure.”

      They stared at each other for a few minutes, and Charma bit his lower lip. “I should probably head back to the beach and see if I can rescue my clothes.”

      “Or you could stay for lunch.” Darcy hadn’t even realized he was going to ask, the words shooting out of him unbidden at the merest suggestion that Charma might be leaving. He didn’t want to let the guy go until he had a reasonable expectation of seeing him again. He figured maybe spending a little more time together would do that.

      “I could, eh? What are you serving?”

      “You have an offer from somewhere else?”

      That made Charma laugh. “Nope. Good point. On the other hand, if all you’ve got is say canned tuna, well I’ve got American cheese and bread at home.”

      “You don’t like tuna?” He wasn’t overly fond. His mother had served tuna sandwiches for a hell of a lot of lunches back when it was a cheap choice and he’d lost his taste for it. Which was fine given the price of a small can of it these days.

      “Tuna, licorice, maple syrup, and zucchini. I’ll eat pretty much anything else.”

      “Huh.” That was a pretty short and disparate list of items.

      “So…” Charma looked at him expectantly.

      “So… what?”

      Charma laughed, and the sound was so bright and cheery that it made Darcy smile.

      “So, what are you serving for lunch?”

      “Oh! Right. Well, I have peanut butter, spam, ramen noodles—with stuff to doctor it so they’re actually pretty good. And I also have leftover lasagna. Homemade.” He’d been at a friend’s house for a potluck dinner the other night and she’d insisted on sending him home with most of the leftovers. Something about him being the only one living alone and there not being enough of anything for two or more. He’d had home cooking for dinner the last three nights and just the lasagna was left. There’d be enough for two though, he’d bet. Especially if he put a couple pieces of bread in the toaster oven with butter and garlic on them.

      “Homemade lasagna?” Charma’s eyes went wide. “I haven’t had a homemade meal in a while…”

      “Does that mean you’re staying?”

      “I shall indeed accept your generous offer and stay for lunch.”

      He laughed, pleased that Charma wasn’t going to disappear back out of his life just yet. He really liked the guy, and they were both gay, both around the same age… not to mention they had the best meet-cute he could imagine. He shook himself and told himself to stop daydreaming. Just because he was single and looking didn’t mean that Charma was. Well, he was pretty sure the guy was single or he would have said something.

      “I’m going to put it in the microwave to warm up,” he told Charma, cutting his own thoughts off at the knees; he definitely could ramble, even if it was just in his own mind. “The lasagna, I mean. Do you like garlic bread? I thought I’d make a couple pieces to go with it. And I have Cokes or water to drink.”

      “Garlic bread is good and maybe Coke? I don’t want to take your last one.”

      “It’s okay, I have a few in the fridge.” He appreciated that Charma got it, though. There were not always Cokes in the fridge, especially if it had been a while since payday.

      He went into the little kitchenette and grabbed the lasagna out of the fridge. It was easy enough to split it into two sections and then throw the bowls into the microwave for a couple minutes. Then he grabbed a couple Cokes—score! He still had two more left in the fridge after they had these for lunch, not just one like he’d thought—and poured them into a couple glasses.

      “Can I help?” Charma asked from right behind him, making him jump. Charma’s hand came to rest on his shoulder. “Careful you don’t spill.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t realize you’d followed me.”

      “I wanted to see if I could help with anything. I mean, you are feeding me, after all. The least I can do is…” Charma waved his hands around randomly. “Oh, I don’t know. Something? Maybe?” Then he laughed. “Okay, maybe I just wanted to keep hanging out with you and that meant joining you in your postage-stamp-sized kitchen.”

      “The bigger the kitchen, the bigger the rent,” Darcy pointed out. He was lucky this was an actual room; he’d seen a lot of ‘kitchenettes’ where they meant a corner of the main room had a little fridge, camp stove and a foot of counter space with one narrow cupboard over it.

      Charma looked around and smiled. “It’s nice and cheery.”

      It was bright yellow, which had made him raise an eyebrow when he’d first seen it, but the color had grown on him, and it was cheerful.

      The microwave dinged and he hurriedly slathered two slices of bread with margarine and sprinkled some powdered garlic on them, then tossed them into the toaster oven, which he turned onto 350 to warm up the bread. Then he checked the lasagna, carefully putting his finger into the middle of one. Not only did he not burn himself, but the center was still cold. So he put them on for a couple more minutes.

      “I’ll have the one I’ve pawed at,” he promised.

      That had Charma laughing again, the sound half giggle, half bright tinkling, and it made Darcy smile. He could get used to that sound.

      Grabbing the two glasses of Coke, Charma asked, “Where are we eating?”

      “On the couch, so you can put those on the coffee table. I don’t have any sort of dining room table.” He’d thought about it when he’d first moved in but then decided it would make the space feel too crowded, and as he never had anyone over for a meal—well, almost never it seemed—he figured he didn’t need one.

      He was sad to see Charma go, which was silly because it was only into the next room and he was going to be there himself as soon as the bread and pasta had warmed up. If he wasn’t careful, he was going to be very sad when Charma actually left and that was going to happen sooner than later so he just needed to get himself in check. He wasn’t that lonely, right? He didn’t really have an answer to that question.

      The microwave dinged again, making him jump—he really needed to get out of his own head—and he opened it up, grabbing a tea towel to take the steaming bowls out and set them on the counter. Then he checked on the bread. The margarine was melted but he bet if he put it on broil the top of it would get a little crunchy, which would be nice. So that’s what he did, and he was right, less than a minute had them nicely browned. He used the same tea towel to take out the tray and set a slice of bread on top of each bowl. Then he grabbed forks and stuck them in the bowls, too. A quick feel test proved that he wouldn’t burn his fingers if he carried the bowls into the living room, so he did, setting them down onto the coffee table next to the Cokes.

      “Ta-da! Homemade lunch!” He hadn’t made it himself, but someone had, so it was still true.

      Charma came over from where he’d been looking down at the street again and sat with him on the couch.

      “Were you looking for something?”

      “Huh?”

      Darcy jerked his head toward the window. “You keep looking out the window.”

      “Ah. No, I was just looking. Something to do. I didn’t want to startle you again so I figured I should stay out of your enormous kitchen.” There was a teasing glint in Charma’s eyes.

      He stuck his tongue out at Charma, which sort of backfired because Charma stared at it, and suddenly he was imagining all the places he could put his tongue. The moment stretched, him with his tongue sticking out, Charma staring. And it stretched some more, his prick, which had finally started behaving taking interest once again.

      Unless it was his imagination, he and Charma started leaning slightly toward each other. A horn sounded outside, loud and grating, and he yanked his tongue back into his mouth as he jumped a little. Darcy cleared his throat and grabbed the remote, turning on the TV for something to do. Oh, right, they were supposed to be having lunch. Eating was something to do. It sure was. It wasn’t what he wanted to be doing, but it was probably what he should be doing because he’d invited Charma to eat, and not to eat Charma. Maybe they could investigate that later. He didn’t have anywhere to be this afternoon. And his bedroom was pretty much clean. He thought he’d even made his bed this morning. He couldn’t quite remember even though he’d just been in there to get Charma some clothes.

      “What would you like to watch while we eat?” he asked, cutting off the rabbiting in his brain.

      “Have you got any nature shows about lizards?”

      Darcy blinked a few times. “Uh…”

      Charma laughed and waved his hand. “I’m just teasing! Most of those shows get at least some of it wrong anyway. I’m pretty easy—what do you have?”

      “A bunch of streaming services, so we can do movies or series, or whatever.”

      “Something light and fun?” Charma suggested.

      “I’ve been watching Bonding, but I’m only a couple episodes in and don’t mind restarting.” Oh fuck, that was about a dominatrix and her gay best friend, way to charge in with a show featuring kinky sex with the guy he’d known for less than half an hour. “Or there’s lots of funny movies. Shall I see what’s new on the various channels?” He started with Disney, because that felt safer than any of the others somehow.

      “Like I said, I’m pretty easy.” Charma looked at him from beneath his lashes.

      Darcy was pretty sure Charma was flirting with him. The only reason he wasn’t a hundred percent sure was because it was possible he was imagining the thing that he wanted.

      He brought up the Disney home screen and flicked through the new section. “You like Star Wars or the Marvel Universe? There’s lots of mini-series in both those worlds.” And if Charma liked either of those, they’d have something in common.

      “Yeah, I could do either of those.”

      “Cool, cool.” He clicked on the Star Wars button and scrolled through the shows available. “Shout out when there’s something you want to see.”

      “Obi-Wan Kenobi? Really? When is it set?”

      “Between the third and fourth movies.”

      “How about that one, then?”

      “Good choice.” He’d already seen it—but then he’d already seen all of them, and he didn’t mind watching again.

      He started the first episode and grabbed his bowl, sitting back on the couch. He took a forkful, and blew on it, then stuck it in his mouth. Oh good, warm but not too hot.

      He watched out of the corner of his eyes as Charma did the same thing, and they both settled in to eat and watch.

      And if he watched Charma more than the show—well, he’d already seen it before, hadn’t he?
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        * * *

      

      The lasagna was delicious. It definitely beat the food Charma had been eating since he’d left the family compound, and he tried to eat it slowly to enjoy it, but it was hard not to just keep shoveling it in. Even the makeshift garlic bread was nice, and it was all gone far too quickly. He washed it down with a few big swigs of his Coke before putting his bowl and glass back on the coffee table and sitting back. He drew his feet up under him and watched the show. As interesting as it was—and it was a good show—he found himself stealing glances of Darcy.

      He'd been in a bit of a panic when the assholes at the beach had been playing with him. He was pretty sure one of them had said something about tearing his tail off to see if it would grow back after they were done making him shift colors. So it had been a relief when Darcy had stepped in.

      Not expecting to be put into Darcy’s pocket, he’d frozen completely when it had happened. Which was probably for the best, if he’d shifted then, it would have been problematic. There hadn’t been any chances for him to climb out of the pocket and shift. Besides, the farther they got from the beach, the farther he was from his clothes, and he was sure to be arrested if he tried to streak back toward the beach to retrieve them.

      Now he was especially glad he’d just gone along with it. Darcy was a sweetheart and good-looking, too. Bigger than Charma himself, which he found sexy, Darcy had soft brown eyes and brown hair that was rather disheveled, like the breeze off the ocean had tousled it and Darcy hadn’t bothered taming it back. He had a nice bod, too. And he smelled good. Maybe it was a weird thing to notice, but he had been stuck in Darcy’s pocket for some time, right next to the guy’s prick, and there had been nothing to do really but breathe Darcy in.

      He hoped Darcy didn’t kick him out too soon now that he was done eating. He didn’t much want to go back to his tiny “apartment” with its mini-fridge and hot plate for a kitchen. He’d teased Darcy about his little kitchenette, but really, it was palatial compared to what he was working with.

      And, honestly, he didn’t want to go because he wanted to spend more time with Darcy.

      The episode came to an end all of a sudden, and he realized that he’d spent the last however long thinking about Darcy and how they’d met.

      “Do you want to watch another one?” Darcy asked.

      “Yes, I do,” he replied right away without even thinking about it.

      Darcy started the next episode, and while Charma wasn’t entirely lost, the truth was that he hadn’t been paying enough attention to the original episode they’d watched to be entirely sure what was going on in this one. Oh, he could figure it out well enough, but he was honestly enjoying stealing longer and longer glances at Darcy. The guy really was pretty. And sexy. Pretty sexy. He rolled his eyes at himself. He was definitely attracted because he was being a huge-assed dork inside his own head.

      Just stop it, he told himself. Just because there had been a moment back before they’d started eating when it had seemed that maybe they were going to kiss didn’t mean that Darcy was actually into him. He could have totally misread the situation. That was kind of his specialty if you believed his mom.

      Watch the damn show, he told himself. There’s plenty of pretty sexy there. Ewan McGregor was hot with a beard. He made himself stare at the television for a full minute—thirty seconds at the least.

      And then he looked back at Darcy, right into the pretty brown eyes. Caught. He was so caught. And instead of looking back at the television again, he just kept staring. Darcy kept staring, too. A tension built gradually between them. Neither of them said anything and neither of them looked away.

      He found himself leaning in, not quickly, but in slow motion so either of them could snap out of it and break the moment. But he wasn’t the only one, Darcy was moving, too. They were going to kiss. If one of them didn’t look away, it was going to happen—it was inevitable. Charma didn’t look away.

      Neither did Darcy.

      Charma leaned that last little bit—or maybe it was Darcy who did the final leaning, it really didn’t matter—and then their lips were touching. Charma almost drew back from the electric sensation that hit him. It wasn’t one of those little shocks that you sometimes got from static buildup, which was good because ow, but it was like getting hit by something unexpected. There was so much chemistry right there. It made him freeze, and Darcy had frozen too and there they were, staring into each other’s eyes, lips touching but not actually kissing like a giant pair of dorks. And Charma had no clue how to stop it—how to stop staring, how to start moving, how to make it less weird-assed. Because it was. And that had his lips twitching because they were both being ridiculous.

      Then they both started laughing. A lot. And he fell back against the couch cackling away like the giant dork idiot that he was. It was okay, though, because Darcy was laughing too and when he met the pretty brown eyes again, Darcy rolled them, and Charma figured Darcy was thinking the same damn thing he was.

      When the laughter finally faded away, Darcy gave him a grin. “So… you wanna kiss?”

      “Yes.” The word shot out of him without thought and that was probably for the best, because they were both being silly idiots, drawing this moment of the kiss out for some weird reason.

      He sat up and leaned toward Darcy again, trying hard to shut his rabbiting brain off. Darcy mirrored him and then their lips were touching again. This time when it happened, he closed his eyes and pressed harder against Darcy’s lips, letting the touching turn into kissing.

      The electricity was still there, and he just accepted it, took it in and enjoyed it, and suddenly the awkward dorkiness didn’t matter and his brain lost everything but the feeling of their lips sliding together.

      Darcy’s lips were soft and warm and mobile, moving against his own.

      He’d kissed a boy or two in his life, but nothing compared to this. He’d never felt it through his whole body like this. He didn’t understand it, but that didn’t even matter. What mattered was how amazing this simple kiss felt and how he didn’t want to stop. So he didn’t.

      It didn’t seem that Darcy wanted to stop either because he wasn’t moving away.

      Sighing happily, Charma swiped his tongue across Darcy’s lips. He tasted that silk and warmth and a hint of the acidic tang of tomatoes. There was a sweetness there too, though, something unique that he figured had to be Darcy. He licked again, a moan building up from deep inside him and, when Darcy’s lips parted for him like a door opening to a knock, the moan burst out of Charma, rushing into Darcy’s mouth.

      His tongue pushed in between Darcy’s open lips like it had a mind of its own, sweeping through the heat and sweetness of Darcy’s mouth. Everything around them faded. The noise of the TV was gone, along with the noise of the street. All he could hear was the rushing of the blood in his veins and the sound of their breathing.

      No, he most definitely did not want to stop, and he was going to keep kissing Darcy as long as Darcy would let him.

      At some point, Darcy slid a hand along his cheek, cupping his face, cradling him, and he moaned again. He wanted more. More touches. More kisses. More. He let the taste of Darcy’s mouth fill his senses, and the scent of clean male joined in, the feeling of silk against his lips and tongue adding to the magic. And he still didn’t want it to stop.

      Charma moaned and the sound was echoed by Darcy, and then their lips parted and Charma’s eyes flew open to find Darcy’s also open and staring right at him. He panted softly, exhaling over and over as he tried to catch his breath.

      Now that they weren’t kissing anymore, the world faded back into focus. He could hear traffic and voices from outside. He could hear the sound of lightsabers from the television. A soft breeze from the open window slid across his heated skin and he shivered.

      “Cold?” Darcy asked, but Charma shook his head.

      “Not really.” No, he wasn’t cold, but his skin felt so hypersensitive at the moment that even the lightest of touches from the air felt huge.

      “No? I was going to offer you a blanket and they’re all in my room…” There was a twinkle in Darcy’s eyes, a smile that went deeper than just his lips.

      “Oh. Well, in that case I might be freezing.”

      Darcy laughed, air brushing against Charma’s lips and he pushed forward again, stealing himself another kiss because fuck, these kisses were special. They were worth being kicked out of the family compound.

      This kiss ended as slowly as the first had, and this time, Darcy asked, “You want to see my bedroom?”

      “Yes, please.”

      Darcy gave him another one of those deeper-than-his-lips smiles and stood, a hand held out to Charma. He stood and twined his fingers with Darcy’s, and they went together to Darcy’s bedroom where there would be a whole lot more than just kissing happening. He hoped.
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