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Dedication
















To Sarah,

who supported every one of my weird magical universes 

and has gone on to her own. 




Chapter 1


"So the rumours are true; you have come back with your tail between your legs," said a sarcastic voice behind him as Alan Piper laid his briefcase down on his new desk.





Alan settled himself into the comfortable rolling wooden chair before turning to greet his visitor. "I don't recall you having much interest in what's between my legs before, do you have something to confess?"





A look of disgust twisted Victor Etrangere's elegant features before he schooled them back to false pleasantness. "You've already got designs above your station, I see. How did you end up with Levine's office?"





"It was bequeathed to me," replied Alan flippantly. "Why, did you have designs on it yourself? It does have a rather nice view."





Victor gave glance out the window, where a couple of half-naked girls were trying to summon a water sprite in the fountain. "I shouldn't have thought it was your sort of scenery," he said in an oily tone.





"It's a very nice fountain," said Alan, deliberately obtuse as he followed Victor's gaze. He remembered his own attempts to summon a sprite for Elements I, and how he'd been glad he'd chosen the middle of the night when they refused to come near until he'd stripped off completely. They'd giggled and touched him all over with their cold hands, and then one had consented to help with his class project. The next morning, he'd awoken to tiny, cold hands on a very much recovered portion of his anatomy, and he'd never viewed elementals quite the same way since. Which was, he supposed, the point of the assignment. He turned back to Victor and asked pointedly, "Did you have a reason for dropping in?"





"Just wondering if you'd discussed the curriculum with anyone yet. You're our only Ritual Mage at the moment, which leaves a rather full schedule," he said with relish.





As though summoned, Mark Hartridge appeared behind Victor with a wicked grin on his wrinkled features. "Rubbish, he's got me to share the load with," said Mark, slapping Victor on the shoulder with unnecessary force. "Got any idea what you'd like to teach yet?" he asked Alan.





"A few. Not sex magic, obviously, though if there's a suitable candidate among the advanced students, I'm happy to take him on," replied Alan, delighting in the way Victor flinched at the pronoun.





"My own classes are full to overflowing," said Victor, taking a different tack now that Mark was here to back up the newest member of the Department of Sorcery. "I shall have to request extra tools and materials for all of them, and at least two assistants."





Mark nodded, face serious. "Magical Artisans are in high demand now that most of the old Masters are gone," he said, a tinge of sadness in his voice.





Alan's eyes flicked to the clock above the door, made by one of the school's greatest Magical Artisans, long before Alan was born. It would remind him with chimes, chirps and light displays whenever he had somewhere to be, so long as he kept his schedule up-to-date in the attuned calendar.





"A lot of talented men and women are gone now, and knowledge lost with them," said Alan bitterly. Even within the scholarly environment of Aira's oldest university, magical learning had been doled out frugally, for fear the students would surpass the Masters. "That's why I accepted the offer to teach."





"And it's why I've returned," said Mark, hand coming to rest on Alan's shoulder. "Now if you'll excuse us, I have business to discuss with Master Piper."





"Of course," said Victor darkly. He turned on his heel and left in a swirl of the absurd robes he insisted on wearing when he wasn't in the shop. Alan was pleased that they'd won this round, but he also knew this was only the first volley in what might prove to be a long siege, depending on how the other faculty reacted to having such an infamous student join their illustrious number.





"Do you know what classes are on the schedule for this year?" asked Alan, turning to Mark, mind ranging ahead to the upcoming school year. The university was sparsely populated during the summer, but soon the fall term would start and students would suffer the lack of professors. Now that the war was over, Alan expected the rosters to swell with young men and women eager to become something other than soldiers.





Mark smiled and pulled up a chair, taking a pale blue page out of Alan's already-full inbox and setting it on the blotter. "I do, and now so do you," he said. "They haven't assigned us classes yet, obviously, but this is what's needed to keep the students on track."





Alan read over the list, then blinked. "No advanced courses at all?" he asked, confused.





"I'm afraid there aren't many in ritual magic," replied Mark with a shake of his head. He got a wry look and added, "Certain specialisations within the College of Merlin are out of favour."





And there it was again, the sting of interdepartmental politics. "I take it there's plenty of Magical Artisans wanting to do Apprentice and Journeyman work?" asked Alan.





"Aren't there always?" said Mark with a shrug. "Now, I'll take both Sex Magic courses, and we'll split the advanced students by ability. As I recall, you're quite good with Runic Circles, why don't you take both of those? Then we can split the introductory level courses between us."





Alan smiled; his old Master always had known when work was the cure for what ailed him. "How about we each take a Rituals I course, and I'll do Meditation while you take Magical Materials?" He had a wicked twinkle in his eye, remembering his own first day of Meditation with Professor Hartridge up front with his cane, his lounge chair, and his grumpy declaration that old men didn't require any of that special sitting. Not to mention his tendency to fart in the middle of class just to see if it broke their concentration.





Mark laughed. "Afraid I'll stink up the room again?"





"Not so much afraid as positive," said Alan sweetly, making notes on the page. "Do you know any of the advanced students, or were they all Levine's?"





Mark peered at the list of five names, then shrugged. "We'll have to call them in for meetings, I suppose. You'd better hope the potions boys have something for me, though, or we'll have to see if you can perform with a girl after all," he said, tapping one name that had a note after it that she was hoping to become a licensed Sexual Sorceress.





"They like you better than me," said Alan with a little shudder. "Even a potion wouldn't help me, anyway. The particular limitations on my performance have been thoroughly tested, as you're perfectly well aware."





Mark laughed, and the conversation moved on to class size and room assignments, both important for a variety of reasons, the least of which was because the janitorial staff got tired of washing chalk off of the wood floors when there were perfectly good slate-floored rooms available.











Alan felt much more settled in a week later after having met or, in most cases, become reacquainted with many of his new colleagues in the College of Merlin. He'd also made sure his office was arranged and supplied. It was now decorated with items from his home and his travels, filled with books from his own library including a locked and warded case of grimoires and the tools of his trade. He stroked his fingers over the censer on his desk, the metal stained with smoke and the intricate designs worn to mere hints of their former glory; it had been his grandfather's, passed on when Alan followed in the family footsteps to Oxvard.





He scattered a pinch of calming herbs over the hot coal inside and got out a prosaic yellow notepad while he waited for his first advanced student interview. The clock had chirped at him twenty minutes ago to remind him of the appointment, and then chimed five minutes ago, when the hour had come. A rune representing the boy's name glowed above the door in increasingly alarming colours.





Alan couldn't help but be amused when, a few minutes later yet, a young lad with a shock of red hair careened around the corner and into his office. "Sorry I'm late!" he said breathlessly, flopping into the chair Alan had arranged for him. The rune vanished with a little pop, showering down false sparks that were nearly the same shade as the boy's hair.





Alan chuckled. "Efram Hawthorne, I presume?"





Hawthorne flushed a bit redder and nodded sheepishly. "Yes, sir, sorry, sir."





"Call me Alan," he said, and poured the boy a glass of water. "You seem a bit young for advanced studies."





Efram sipped the water gratefully, then shrugged. "I never do anything on time, I guess, early for this and late for that. I'm nineteen this October."





"And so you decided on a branch of magic that often requires precise timing," said Alan, amused. "Are you bisexual or gay?"





"What?"





Alan nearly rolled his eyes. "Are you able to perform intimate rituals with a male partner or mentor?" he rephrased.





Efram's eyes got a bit wider, and a flush crept up into his cheeks. "I, ah, I'm not sure, actually. There wasn't a sex magic instructor last year, and, um, I haven't, I mean..."





"Late rather than early on this one, I take it?" asked Alan, smiling gently. "There are courses of study we can follow that will take advantage, if you're still a virgin."





"Oh, no, I, I've managed with a girl, I just, um, haven't got 'round to the other side yet," said Efram, gaze traveling over Alan's body as if of its own accord. Efram shifted in his chair, and Alan was pleased to note that at least a part of Efram found the idea worth exploring. "How would I, er, we, figure out if we can work together?"





Alan moved deliberately, uncrossing his legs and sliding his hips forward in the chair just a little, watching as Efram's eyes widened and his breathing sped up just a touch. "I suspect we'll manage," he said, then took pity on the boy and fixed his posture. "There's a few basic rites we can try, or there's always the beer test."





"Beer test, sir?"





"We go out for drink and see if we feel like a snog after," said Alan, waggling his eyebrows. "And I told you to call me Alan, unless you want to be Mr. Hawthorne for the whole of our acquaintance."





"That might interfere with the snogging," said Efram, having quickly warmed up to the idea. "Say, tonight at seven?"





Alan chuckled. "You're a fast enough mover when you want to be, I see," he said, then flipped open his schedule book. "Meet me here at seven, and we'll go find an off-campus pub for our experimentation. Just in case it doesn't take."





Efram looked briefly disappointed, but he still added hopefully, "Shall I, er, bring an overnight bag? Just in case it does?"





Alan gave Efram's trim frame a once-over, and nodded. There were perks to being a sex magic instructor, even with his unique limitations, and the immunity to being fired over bedding a student was definitely one of them. "We'll talk about your focus of study more after we've determined your ability to perform," he said, making a note in the schedule so he wouldn't forget their date.





"I'm a quick study," said Efram with a grin. He gathered himself, checked the clock and downed his water. "Thanks for everything, um, Alan."





"Likewise, Efram. I'll see you at seven, or thereabouts."





Efram did a little bob and disappeared at the same pace he'd arrived, and Alan pulled his lesson plans back out.





"Ah, the energy of youth," said a familiar voice, and Alan looked up from his notes to see Mark leaning in the doorway. "I take it you find young Efram a suitable candidate?"





Alan laughed and motioned for Mark to sit. "He's definitely eager," he said, thinking back to their conversation. "I'm happy to take him on, though if he can't perform with a man, we'll have to arrange for other tutoring in the basic sex rites at least."





"Not that there aren't plenty of other rituals for you two to do together," said Mark with an amused snort. "I believe his file said he wanted to specialise in binding magics?"





"We, erm, didn't get that far in the conversation," said Alan, cheeks reddening despite himself. "But that's right up my alley, so I'll keep him either way. How'd it go with your budding Sexual Sorceress?"





"Ah, Marie. She's a sweet girl, actually, and seems quite competent in her chosen role," he said, with a leer on his dark face that belied his kind words.





Alan laughed. "You old goat. So, she's happy to work under you, as it were?"





"She said she felt honoured that I'd come out of retirement just in time to take her on," Mark replied, waggling his eyebrows. "And I met with that Geoffrey, too, the one that wants to study ancient runic circles. He's happy to burrow in my personal library and consult me when it's needful, so I'll take him off your hands."





"That just leaves Ronald Alpheston 'the Third', though it doesn't say third what, and Jack Wellington. Why does that name sound familiar?" said Alan, looking at his notes.





"Because he's the son of that Tory bastard, John Wellington," said Mark, a tone of disgust in his voice. "I've no idea why he ended up with us, I'd heard he wanted to do Combat Magic."





"No," said a voice from the doorway, and they both looked up, Mark craning around to get a look at the slender, dark-haired boy lurking there. "My dad wants me to do Combat Magic. I want to apprentice under Master Piper for sex magic and earth bindings."





"I guess that leaves the Third to me," said Mark with a snort. "I'll be sure to waylay him for our appointment." He made a production of standing with his cane, which Alan knew was mostly unnecessary. "Such things are for the young."





"Liar," said Alan, shaking his head. "Why don't you have a seat when he's gone, Jack, and we'll talk about your studies. An Apprenticeship is more complicated than a regular advanced degree."





"At least you're a proper Master now," said Mark dryly.





Alan made shooing motions. "It's not my fault they didn't want to convene until enough of the council had died to make it a wash," he said, referring to the troubles he'd had, trying to go from Journeyman to Master during the war. He wouldn't be eligible for this, or many other jobs in his field, if he hadn't finally been awarded a Master's status.





"They were a bit busy," said Mark reproachfully, though he'd been on the forefront of Alan's supporters, lobbying for a council meeting to ratify not only Alan but several other Journeyman in a variety of magical specialties. "Lunch at noon?"





"Better make it 12:30," said Alan, tucking away his lesson plans and pulling the yellow notebook back out. "Obviously, this will take a while. Have a seat, Jack."





"See you then," said Mark, shuffling his way down the corridor at a pace that suggested either advanced old age or a desire to eavesdrop.





"Yes, Master Piper," said Jack, taking the chair Mark had vacated.





"Alan, please," he said, shaking his head. "Master Piper is only for the day I present you to the council, and you'll have to be polite and respectful to contrast the rude things they'll say about me finding a young, handsome Apprentice so quickly."





Jack turned a bit pink around the ears. "I'm sure you'll hear from my dad as well," he said, slumping a bit in the chair. "I wasn't kidding that he wanted me to do Combat, but if I'm Apprenticed to you then it won't matter if he cuts off my trust fund."





Alan raised his eyebrow. "You're intending to do an old-fashioned Apprenticeship, living in my home, serving my needs and learning from my example?" he asked dubiously; he himself had done a more modern Apprenticeship under Mark, keeping his own apartment and a part-time job to support himself. He'd learned from Mark both here and at Mark's home, and even taken a number of field trips with other students to study or renew the ancient earth bindings around Aira.





"Yes, exactly. I mean, if I can," said Jack, eager as a puppy. "I'm willing to clean and I can cook a little, and I got an A in the one sex magic course I took before Madame Luminare took up her council seat and left the school."





"You are bisexual, I hope?" asked Alan, dubious about this whole prospect now that he realised Jack was hoping to use his apprenticeship as some sort of escape from his father's influence.





"Oh, yes, I love su- uh. Yes," said Jack, the pink creeping in over his cheeks and the bridge of his nose, making him look younger, but quite appealing nonetheless. "I was very happy when I learned you were coming back, Ma- Alan, I mean, Master Hartridge is obviously very skilled but I have to admit the idea of being yours has a lot more appeal."





He was practically fluttering his eyelashes, and Alan had to suppress the urge to roll his eyes. "Being my Apprentice," corrected Alan. "It's not like marriage or some sort of bizarre sexual slavery, Jack, I don't expect to be serviced."





Jack actually looked disappointed at that for a moment, but then he perked back up. "I'm sure you can find some use for me, as an Apprentice, I mean?"





Alan couldn't help but laugh. "I'm sure I can, but the council won't accept the arrangement for at least a term or two after we begin working together. Will your finances hold up until next year?"





Jack grinned. "Oh, yeah. I've been taking out the max every month from my trust fund, and putting it in other accounts. Dad thinks I found an expensive girlfriend or something, and so far he's looked the other way."





That was a relief, at any rate, and Alan made a few notes on his pad. "I'm going to have at least one other advanced student, and Mark may ask for my help at any time," he said, giving Jack a serious look. "Apprenticeship isn't like a relationship, there won't be any expectation that you're my one and only."





"Oh, of course not," said Jack, fidgeting again. "I'm sorry, I got too excited, I mean, I can afford to live on my own and everything if you don't want to go the old way, I just thought it would be the perfect solution for me. I guess I didn't really consider if it would be right for you."





"Well, we have a whole term to consider if it will be right for both of us," said Alan, making a few more notes. "There aren't any advanced ritual magic courses this term, but Mark and I have discussed a group study project for the five of you, to give you a full course credit. What other classes were you planning on?"





"I wanted to take a Runic Circles class, I took the basic but there's also intermediate this semester, right?" said Jack, obviously seeking approval. "And I hadn't decided about a third course."





"Well, give me a few days. Perhaps I can work up something for you to share with Efram, my other graduate student. And I'll need at least one TA this term, if not both of you, so you'll want to go wag your tail at Financial Aid until they assign you to me with no salary. Got it?"





"Efram Hawthorne is your other student?" asked Jack, his voice holding a note of something sharp under the good cheer.





Alan nodded. "Yes, most likely. We're going to have a compatibility test tonight, and if that works out we'll be deciding on his course of study this week." He paused, uncertain if he should ask, but he knew so little of the current gossip he plowed on. "Did you have a problem with him?"





Jack's eyes slid away, and Alan could see he was trying to decide how much to say. "He's very smart," said Jack, picking at a thread on the worn knee of his jeans. "Did you know he was Etrangere's protege until last year? Then suddenly he dumped Artefacts and became all focused on rituals and runes."





"Not everyone knows what they want to be at seventeen," said Alan warily. It couldn't really be deliberate, not even Alan had known he'd be here teaching this time last year, when Efram would have had his change of heart. Still, it was something to ask him about, definitely. "What about you?" he asked, changing the subject. "Why don't you tell me about the classes you've taken, and why you think you're suited to earth bindings?"





Jack launched into a long and rambling story about his educational career, and Alan took notes and watched the clock with one eye, letting the conversation wander where it would. If he was going to seriously consider having Jack in his home and, inevitably, his bed, then he owed it to them both to make the decision with as much information as possible.











"So," said Mark, settling into the familiar leather booth of the school's venerable pub, "how did it go with your starry-eyed boy?"





Alan laughed. "It went fine," he said, opening a menu, though in truth he'd learnt it by heart before his first semester had gone by, and he was fairly sure it hadn't changed in longer than he'd been alive. "He seems sincere enough, anyway, and he's got the proper background."





"Excellent," said Mark, grinning. "He was a handsome lad, too, that's got to be a bonus."





Alan was glad of the chance to think up a suitable reply while they ordered from the smirking waitress, and he handed over his menu with a smug smile of his own.





"No more so than your lovely Marie, I expect," he said. "Speaking of which, how was 'the Third'?"





Mark laughed, as he was meant to, and then sat back, looking thoughtful. "He's wanting to do moon rituals, all those timed astronomical things that neither of us was ever all that good with."





"Ah," said Alan, pulling a face to think of the endless charts and hourglasses in Mark's future. "Does he have a project already, by any chance?"





Mark shook his head. "He was supposed to work on something with Rajbandari, but then that whole group was killed during the sun ritual, and he's been adrift since."





Alan bit his lip, then shrugged. "If you need any help, we can always put our heads together, or maybe I can write off to one of the other Universities for some suggestions. I hear that's becoming more common, since the war."





"You're of an age you could get away with it, and mayhap lure us a more suitable professor here in the deal," said Mark thoughtfully. "I'll see what he comes up with on his own, but the idea has merit."





Their drinks came, a cola for Alan and stout for Mark, who strongly maintained that beer with his lunch helped to centre him for afternoon classes, even when he wasn't teaching any. "There's always the Astrologers, too, or even Astronomy," said Alan, though the harder the science in question, the less likely it was that the professors would have time to give to the sorcerers.





"What about a project for all five of them, have you looked into that yet?" asked Alan, changing the subject when Mark sank into pensive silence.





Mark cocked his head. "You mean for the graduate course credit idea you had," he said rhetorically, but Alan nodded anyway. "Well, let's see, we've got sex, sex, bindings, earth bindings, moon rites, and ancient runes, though that's pretty much pure research."





"That's quite a diverse group," said Alan thoughtfully. "What if we set Geoffrey and the Third to researching something. Wasn't there once some sort of binding rite to link the earth and moon, something about tides?"





"There's been a rite for everything at one time or another," said Mark cynically, but Alan could tell he liked the idea of making the students work for their credit. "Still, I'll drop a hint at Geoffrey and Ron -- that's the Third's name, and I suppose we ought to get used to using it -- and see if they come up with anything. You hint at your boys, as well, will you?"





"Of course," said Alan, though for tonight he was going to confine his hinting to strictly carnal pleasures, preferably of the utterly mundane sort.





Their food arrived and the conversation wandered as conversation is wont to do, and eventually all was eaten and drunk and it was time for them to leave the warm atmosphere of the pub and venture back into the uncertain waters of the College of Merlin. Alan let himself get lost planning the beginning and intermediate Runic Circles classes, barely noticing as the hours trickled by and seven o'clock approached.




Chapter 2


"Mas- um, Alan?" said a tentative voice from the doorway.





Alan looked up from the work he'd been doing, first noticing the red glow around his clock, and then the red hair of his new student below it. "Efram, come on in. I'll be done here in just a moment, sorry, I lost track of time."





Efram shuffled in, a backpack slung over one shoulder and his confidence from earlier somewhat diminished. "That's fine, I just didn't want to be late for this," he said with a nervous, lopsided grin.





Alan smiled back, then looked down at the page, feeling his concentration slide away when he tried to focus on the lesson plans he'd begun. He shook his head and closed the folder, shuffling all his papers away in the appropriate cubbies and then closing the enchanted roll-top of his desk, sealing everything away with a word and a touch. "I'm glad to see such enthusiasm in a student," said Alan teasingly, when Efram popped back up out of his chair and hovered by the door.





He took the time to stand and stretch and grab his things, sparing a wish that he'd had the time to wash up before their evening out. Well, if things worked out, he supposed his own shower was big enough for two. "Did you drive?"





"Oh, no, I live in the dorms still," said Efram, stepping into the hallway to give Alan room to exit and set the wards, turning locks both mundane and magical with the heavy iron key.





Alan grinned and held out his arm, pocketing they key. "Well, then, I'll drive us where we're going, and make sure to stay sober enough to drive you home, should you need it," he said chivalrously, though now that he'd had another look at Efram's trim frame and half-cocky smile, he found himself hoping for more than one reason that it wouldn't be necessary until morning.





"Yes, sir," said Efram teasingly, moving up to take the arm. 





Alan walked him out to the car park, aware of eyes on them that were less than friendly as they traversed the halls and keeping his posture straight and smile casual. "Your chariot awaits," he said, using the remote to pop the locks on his car, a compact, convertible four-seater and his gift to himself when he turned Master. His previous car had been a much-repaired junker, and he was pleased to be able to show off his new toy. Alan hit the button to take the top down, and sent a curl of magic to open the doors, a set-spell he'd put in himself when he'd done the safety charms.





"Brilliant," said Efram, his face and smile glowing in the late summer twilight. "I like the racing stripes."





Alan laughed and stowed his briefcase in the boot, under the cargo netting, adding Efram's backpack when it was proffered. "I couldn't very well get racing green and then leave it plain," he replied, settling into the driver's seat and buckling his seatbelt.





"It's nice," said Efram, his voice lower as he settled into the passenger seat. His hand wandered to Alan's knee, warm and sweaty enough to catch against the corduroy. "You're nice."





"Efram, I..." Alan paused, not sure what he was going to say. This wasn't meant to be some great romance, just a test, to see if they could perform magic together that required a sexual component. Wasn't it?





He started the car, just to give himself a moment to think, then turned to look at Efram's earnest face. "I want to give it a proper try," said Efram, moving closer. "I know it's not a real date, and you're my professor and all, but it wouldn't be magic to me if it was just a drunken fumble, either."





Alan couldn't help but smile, and he leaned in and met Efram halfway for a soft, chaste kiss. "We can pretend it's a date," he said recklessly, licking his lips as if to taste Efram on them, or wash away the lingering sensation of that mobile mouth against his own.





Efram's answering smile was worth the risk, and Alan found himself grinning as they pulled out of the car park and drove off into the night.





Instead of the neighbourhood pub Alan had been planning to drag Efram to, he found himself heading to a restaurant he knew in the area, a little bistro with low lighting and cheerful waiters, and a good selection of wines. "I hope you like pasta?" he asked belatedly as the pulled into the car park.





"Of course, I mean, who doesn't love Angelino's?" said Efram, his voice just fast and nervous enough that Alan knew they both were aware of its reputation as a great place to take a date you were serious about. Or serious about getting into bed, anyway.





Alan grinned, letting just a touch of the predator into his smile as he walked around the car and opened Efram's door, offering him a hand up. "My treat," he said, the words innocent, but the implications less so.





"Um, thank you," said Efram, cheeks pink even in the last dim light of dusk. He paused awkwardly, then let Alan help him out of the car and close the door behind him. "Sorry, I'm not used to, uh, being the girl, I guess."





Alan couldn't hold the seducer persona; he laughed. "It's all right," he said, offering his arm anyway. "I'm not used to dating at all, these days."





"I'm surprised," said Efram teasingly. "I've heard a few stories about your school days."





Alan smirked and led him inside, declining to comment for the moment. Instead he got them seated, ordered a bottle of good red wine and a plate of antipasto, and made sure that they were conveniently arranged for a brushed hand or nudged foot, should dinner proceed as hoped. "So," said Alan, once the wine had arrived and the waiter gone with their orders, "what sent you running from Master Etrangere's arms and into mine?"





Efram tensed. "A little bird already told you about that, huh?" he said, voice more bitter than Alan had expected.





"Only that you had, not the details," said Alan casually, twirling his glass to watch the wine move inside. "I left the story for you to tell." Which wasn't exactly true, but seemed to be the right thing to say, anyway, since Efram relaxed and began to speak.





"Well, if you've looked at my transcripts, you know I spent my first two years here studying Magical Artefacts. I was trying to get one of the Apprenticeship slots, I mean, I don't want to be a Magical Mechanic for the rest of my life," he said, his tone full of disgust. "Anyway, I had already started my research for my Journeyman's Working -- I'm always early or late, like I said. I wanted to do something different, where the main power for the Artefact was instilled using a rite, like some of the enemy airships were powered."





Alan nodded. He'd heard that there was a budding branch of magic out there, to free Magical Artisans from the burden of powering their creations from their own personal magic during manufacture, but without the devastating environmental effects of those large Artefacts that drew almost entirely from their surroundings. "It's not a very popular idea, of course, because it wasn't ours," said Alan neutrally.





"That's an understatement," said Efram with a snort. "Master Etrangere found my notes and had a fit," said Efram with a sigh. "He tried to get me expelled for colluding with the enemy or something, but it didn't stick. There wasn't any proof I'd done anything other than some research into alternative power sources, which isn't illegal no matter where the original idea comes from."





"Ah," said Alan, nodding. "That explains the reaction, then, if he spread it around campus that you were a traitor to the crown."





Efram rolled his eyes, and took a big slug of his wine. "I still get men in suits coming by the dorm to ask me a few questions from time to time, though I suppose it's convenient that I got a single because no one will live with me."





"Victor always did know how to ruin a reputation," said Alan, thinking back, though he'd done a bit more to make himself notorious than research unpopular ideas.





"Anyway," said Efram with a sigh, sitting up. He let the rest out in one long burst of explanation. "After that it was obvious I'd never get an Apprenticeship, and I found I was still pretty fascinated with the idea of rituals, even without a machine to power with them, so I switched specialties within the college, and here I am, a year since I was exiled from Master Etrangere's loving embrace, as it were, but still suffering the aftereffects."





Alan snorted. "He'd have a bit to say about your phrasing, I expect, but that does explain things." He popped an olive into his mouth and took a moment to savour the sharp saltiness. "So now you're going to let me get my hands on you, and make of you what I will?" he asked playfully, watching as Efram sampled a bit of prosciutto.





Another swallow of wine, this time to wash down his morsel, and Efram had relaxed back into his earlier flirtatiousness. "Well," he said, stroking his fingers up the fragile stem of the glass, "you are buying me dinner."











"And then he said, 'Apprentice Piper, your Master will hear of this.' You should have seen his face when Master Hartridge popped up and said, 'Oh, trust me, I already have!'" said Alan with a laugh.





The food was long gone, and they were nearly done with the bottle of wine, though Alan had taken care not to overindulge. "Now that," said Efram with a chuckle, "is why you two are infamous."





"That's not the only reason," said Alan, stroking his fingers over the back of Efram's hand. "Are you ready to find out why I used to get angry notes from people's girlfriends after our rituals?"





"You did not!" said Efram, still laughing, though he turned his hand over and captured Alan's fingers.





"Well, okay, it was just the once," admitted Alan. "But that was a boy worth making his girlfriend angry over."





Efram cocked his head to one side. "You weren't a Master then, why not date them both?"





It was Alan's turn to flush with more than wine, and he resolved to do a small sobering spell on them both before they went home. "I, er, can't. With women, I mean."





Efram blinked. "Is it preferential, or...?"





"Well, I do prefer men, thankfully, but I have acute Hewitt's Syndrome," said Alan. "It's made my career interesting, but I never have to worry about having Neem in my system for a ritual."





Efram nodded. "I haven't taken anything like that yet, since there wasn't any sex magic offered last year. Should I start?"





Alan shook his head. "For now, no, we'll keep your system clean as well. If Master Hartridge requires help with Marie, I'll send him Jack instead, since it takes six weeks to become effective."





Efram narrowed his eyes. "That wouldn't be Jack Wellington, would it?"





"I take it you two have a history?" Alan raised an eyebrow. 





Efram shrugged, a bit too casually. "Let's just say it explains where you heard about my reputation."





"Well, he wants to become my Apprentice, and you're my other advanced student, so you two will have to work something out," said Alan, with just enough force to show he was serious before he relaxed back into his chair. "But not tonight," he added, as the waiter discreetly set the check down next to him.





Alan added his credit card to the folder without bothering to check the total, and then gave Efram the look he'd been holding inside for quite some time, running his eyes over Efram's face and chest as though they were hands, and Efram already naked and willing. "Tonight is for other things."





Efram shivered, then raised his glass. "To experimentation," he said, with a shy grin.





"To learning new things," said Alan, "about yourself, and others."





They both drained their glasses, and by the time the slip came back for Alan to sign, all thoughts of Victor, Jack or any possible future beyond the next few hours had been banished.











The cool night air rushing past was almost as good as the sobering charm for washing away the wine's artificial warmth, and Alan let his hand wander to Efram's thigh when it wasn't busy shifting, kindling a different sort of warmth. Efram spread his legs invitingly, eyes glinting out of the shadows of his face intent on Alan. "Are you really ready for this?" asked Alan, following the last long curve before his house.





Efram's hand caught his wrist and drew it upwards, from warm to hot, skating over the tense muscles to find something else had grown firm in the meantime. "What do you think?"





Alan gave him a squeeze and then had to downshift, pulling the car into his driveway. "I think you're nineteen, and we're home," he said. He turned off the car, unbuckled, and looked at Efram. "There's other magics, if you're not sure."





Efram shook his head and unbuckled his own seatbelt, leaning into Alan's space. "I'm sure, Alan, stop questioning it and take advantage instead," he said in a low, teasing voice. His mouth was cool at first when it touched Alan's, but the inside was hot, his tongue spiced with wine and nerves as it tangled with Alan's.





When the kiss came to an end, Alan was reassured enough to pop the boot and get out. "Come inside, then," he said, grabbing their things, then heading for the front door; the garage wards weren't set to allow anyone inside but Alan, so they had to go the long way.





"Not yet," said Efram with a teasing laugh.





Alan rolled his eyes and unlocked the door with a key he'd made himself out of copper and magic. The wards opened to welcome him, and he felt a tingle as they reached out for Efram. "He's a guest, and welcome here," said Alan formally. There was an earth spirit bound to his house, a compact made willingly in exchange for certain things from Alan, not the least of which was friendship.





Lights flickered to life as he stepped inside, and Alan took a moment to be grateful for the long wait for his Mastery that had given him time to lay down the sort of spells on his home that most mages took years to establish. "Tour, or shower first?" asked Alan casually, motioning Efram inside.





Efram started a little when the door swung shut behind him, but he moved readily enough into Alan's arms. "Sex first," he said, leaning up for another of those toe-curling kisses. "I am nineteen, after all."





"Shower, then sex," said Alan with a low laugh. They left their shoes and bags in the entryway, and then he led Efram through the master bedroom to the bathroom, which had both a stand-up shower floored with river stones, and wide, curved tub sunk into the floor.





"Ooh, why not a bath?" asked Efram, running his stockinged toes over the marble edge.





Alan flushed. "Ah, well, it's got a plumbing problem and I haven't had a chance to get it fixed," he explained. "I inherited the house from my grandfather last year and it's still got a few quirks."





Efram's brows knit. "But those wards..."





"I spent most of this year working on the house when I wasn't lobbying for my Mastery," said Alan with a shrug. "I wasn't a Journeyman, and I wasn't a Master, so I wasn't employable, either."





"So you had the time for the wards..."





"But not the money for a plumber, basically," said Alan.





Efram moved forward and put his hands on Alan's tie. "A shower will be just fine," he said, pulling Alan down into a kiss, "and maybe later your Apprentices can fix your plumbing."





Alan almost let it go in the heady rush of new lust, but he forced himself to pull away and ask, "Apprentices, plural?"





Efram flushed more. "Well, I was hoping, I mean, if we get along tonight and everything..."





Alan shook his head and laughed, pulling Efram close. "You're going to be the death of me, and I'm not even old enough to be saying that."





It was Efram's turn for a wicked tease as he loosened Alan's tie. "I'll be the little death," he said, licking at Alan's throat, "over and over and over again."





"I," said Alan, hands busy with Efram's clothing, "am not nineteen, so don't get your hopes up."





Efram chuckled and sank to his knees, taking the tie with him. "I'll try to be very inspirational," he said, nuzzling at Alan's crotch. He inhaled deeply, rubbing his cheek along the length of Alan's erection. "Smells good." He looked up, eyes wide and greener than Alan remembered. "I didn't know if I'd like it."





"I'm glad you do," said Alan, stroking his hands through Efram's wiry red hair and over one cheekbone.





Efram took that for encouragement and started in on Alan's trousers, while Alan pulled up his shirt and began to unbutton it from the bottom. "I thought about this all afternoon, you know," said Efram, face pressed into Alan's open fly.





"G-good thoughts?" stammered Alan. Efram's breath was warm and his willingness was as intoxicating as the wine had been, making it all seem as new to Alan as it was to Efram, if only briefly.





"Mm-hm," said Efram, nodding. His hands stroked down Alan's legs, taking his trousers with them. Alan dropped his shirt and stepped out of his trousers, gasping when Efram mouthed his length through the thin cotton of his boxers.





Alan pulled his head gently away, manfully ignoring the adorable pout he got in response. "I want to see you, too," he said, taking a step back and nearly tripping over his own clothing.





The laughter that followed seemed to clear something out of the air, and Efram stood up with a grin and a kiss. "I suppose that's fair," he said.





Alan grinned right back and bent down to retrieve his clothing, emptying his pockets into the dish he kept on the counter, then dumping everything in the hamper, including his socks. When he turned back, Efram was holding his own clothing in a bundle in front of his crotch, cheeks flushed and smile just a bit shy, not a stitch left on him.





Alan swallowed and really looked at him, the body that was lean and compact with just that slight unfinished quality that said more surely than the rest that he was still a teenager. "You're lovely," said Alan, stripping out of his own boxers and tossing them in the hamper, gesturing for Efram to do the same with his own clothing. It took all of Alan's willpower not to cover up as Efram had, but to let his cock bounce in the open air, hard and ready, undeniable evidence of his own enthusiasm for the rest of the evening.





Efram swallowed and stepped up, extracting his trousers from the pile and putting the rest in the hamper. "Can I put my stuff with yours?" he asked, eyes firmly fixed below Alan's waistline.





Alan suddenly knew what girls felt like when men talked to their breasts, and he reached out and tipped Efram's chin up until their eyes met. "Yes, you may," he said, then stole a kiss for good measure.





Efram put his own things in the dish until it was nearly overflowing with phones, wallets, keys and luck-charms, change and scraps of paper mingling in a way that Alan found disturbingly homey. He'd never lived with a lover, hadn't lived with anyone since he became an adult, and the sight of someone else's things mixed in with his own started an unfamiliar longing in him that he forcefully shoved away.





As soon as they were both naked and the hamper lid closed, Alan pushed Efram up against the counter for a real kiss, hot and greedy, their naked bodies pressed together, Efram's cock against his thigh and his pressed into Efram's cobbled stomach. "I'm not your professor tonight, Efram," he said, both a reminder for the moment and a warning that tomorrow, he would have to resume that role. "You have permission to have me."





Efram groaned and kissed him, rocking up into his thigh, the head of his cock leaving slick trails in the coarse hairs. "I thought you were going to h-have me," he said, his voice betraying his nervousness.





Alan chuckled; he was big enough, tall if not broad, that a lot of men assumed that he'd always want the dominant role. "Is that what you really want?" Alan asked, rocking up against Efram's body, encouraging him to lose himself in lust.





"W-want you, ohgod, however... Please," gasped Efram, coherence finally lost as he gave in and rubbed himself off against Alan's thigh in earnest. He threw his head back and Alan took advantage of the opportunity to nibble at his throat, tasting the creamy skin, imagining that the freckles added some subtle spice to the mix. He coaxed Efram toward the edge, his leg firmly pressed forward against Efram's length. Alan's hands ran over Efram's smaller body, up the sides to find and tease the peaked nipples and the sparse, crisp hairs surrounding them, then skating his fingers down over the fluttering stomach while his mouth moved along one collarbone, seeking the places that got the best reactions.





When Alan's fingers slipped over his hipbones, and Alan's tongue dipped into the hollow of his throat, it was too much and Efram came undone. He cried out and shuddered, clinging to Alan's shoulders and spurting lush fluid over Alan's hip and thigh again and again, until he was spent. "You," he said between panted breaths, "god, you..."





"Now we both need a shower," said Alan smugly. He ran his fingers through the streaks of come on his own skin and licked, tasting the fresh, clean bitterness of Efram's release.





Efram laughed breathlessly and kissed him. "Now we both need a shower," he agreed, staying slumped against the counter when Alan stepped away to start the water running. "What, um," he asked, shyness reasserting itself now that the pleasure had begun to ebb, "what was the point of that?"





Alan chuckled and turned back, looking at Efram all splayed against the marble, cock toppled against his red-furred balls, body streaked with come and sweat, face flushed and chest heaving as he tried to catch his breath. "You're nineteen," Alan said with a smirk. "I'm not."





Efram laughed. "Now we're more even, I guess," he said, taking Alan's hand when it was offered and allowing himself to be led under the gentle rain of the shower. They held each other like that for long minutes, kissing and touching, learning one another with less urgency now, letting the water rinse away nerves and sweat, come and cares alike.





"Did you really mean it?" asked Efram, once they'd moved apart enough for Alan to start washing him with gentle hands.





"Mean what?" asked Alan absently, down on his knees as he rubbed lather over Efram's legs and feet.





Efram lifted his legs one at a time obediently, grabbing onto the bar on the wall when he found the footing slippery. "That you'd let me, um, have you."





Alan smiled and looked up, face open and eyes full of kindness. "Of course," he said, letting his fingertips glide up Efram's legs as he stood. "A sex mage doesn't always have the luxury of choosing his role, and I find it equally satisfying to give as take."





"Oh," said Efram, swallowing and then accepting the kiss that Alan offered. "You'll show me how?"





Alan nodded. "I'll show you how," he agreed, hands still moving over Efram's skin, washing as they talked with soothing motions, the scent of spices rising up like comfort, warm and familiar. "And if you don't wear me out too much, maybe I can have you, afterward."





Efram laughed a little nervously, and pulled Alan close. He paused a moment to bury his face against Alan's chest, emphasising the difference in their heights, ages, stations. "Maybe I'd like that," he said, standing up straight, tilting his chin up for another kiss, which Alan gladly gave.





"I'd make sure of it," said Alan with a leer.





They both laughed that time, more freely now that it was a proper joke between them, and then Efram took the flannel and started washing Alan, and soon enough they were both clean and rinsed, and the hot water was threatening to run out.





"You're going to need a bigger water heater, with two Apprentices," said Efram teasingly, stepping out to get towels while Alan shut off the water and made sure everything was in order, no soap left on the floor to trip them or caps left open in their haste to keep the threads of touch going.





"I don't know that this house would hold the two of you while you're still at war with one another," said Alan, shaking his head. His grandfather had been a wizard, so there was a workshop, but he'd also been a loner, and the extra rooms were given over to books and storage and the endless collection of magical paraphernalia, not to guests. Alan stepped out and into Efram's arms, and a towel warmed with a touch of Efram's magic. "But I don't want to think about that right now," said Alan, allowing himself to be wrapped up in the embrace.





"Neither do I," said Efram, turning their conversation to kisses.





Alan accepted the change readily, walking them out into the bedroom still damp, only to misjudge the distance and end up sprawled on the bed in a tangle of towels, limbs and laughter. "That'll teach me to try to be smooth," said Alan, sitting up and drying off his hair, then Efram's for good measure.





"It got me where I wanted to be," said Efram, leaning in to lick a few stray droplets off of Alan's shoulder.





Alan chuckled and looked up at the pillows, which were about a foot above where their heads had ended up. He spread his legs and tilted his hips invitingly and said, "Not all the way there."





Efram moaned and melted against him, hard again in the way of youth, as he had been in the shower. They shared a kiss filled with passion and promise, wriggling their way up the bed as they did. Alan spared a moment to try to remember when he'd last changed the sheets, whether he had lube and condoms handy and what else they'd need, but his concentration kept sliding away when Efram's body would brush against him, hip to hip, thigh to thigh, chest to chest. He found himself nestled in the pillows with Efram on top of him, the towels long gone and their skin damp and warm as they slid together, undulating slowly this time instead of the frantic movements of earlier.





Efram's cock slid against his own, hard and hot, and all Alan could think about was how it would feel inside him, the size and shape of it filling him after so long empty. He hadn't participated in many rituals in the past year, nor had he dated, but it wasn't until this moment that he truly felt the lack. He leaned up and whispered into Efram's ear, "I want you inside me," his voice low and hungry, almost a growl.





Efram moaned and pulled back, nodding. "God, I want that, too, I... There's stuff I have to do first, right?"





Alan chuckled and kissed him. "Yeah, there's stuff we need to do first," he said, taking strength in his role as teacher of a sort. He slid out from under Efram's warmth and fumbled through the nightstand, finding the things he needed. When he turned back, Efram's shyness had returned and he was sitting on top of the covers, arms wrapped around his knees. "Don't worry, I'll show you," said Alan gently, rubbing his shoulder.





Efram smiled gratefully, then explained, "Sorry, I'm just... I guess I feel like this is my only chance, and if I mess it up, you won't want me again."





Alan shook his head, a wry grin on his features. "I can assure you that's not the case," he said, rubbing Efram's shoulder. "I know what I like already, after all. This is about finding out what you like, although I can already tell you like men at least a little," he added teasingly.





Efram laughed, and allowed Alan to coax him between the sheets, and back between his legs. "Get your fingers slick," said Alan, "then put them in me, one finger only at first, until I tell you it's okay to do two."





"Got it," said Efram, and Alan wondered if he'd ever been this earnest about anything himself, sex or otherwise. Efram's finger was cool as it slid back behind his balls, searching for the opening hiding in the shadows, and it drew a gasp from Alan as the tip skated over the sensitive flesh. "Just push my way inside?"





"Yeah," said Alan, canting his hips upward to give Efram a better angle. "Push gently, but firmly. One should go in no problem, ohh," he trailed off into a moan as Efram found his centre and slid inside, the whole finger in one long glide that stole Alan's breath away.





"Fuck, you're tight," said Efram, his voice husky with need. He seemed to find this, at least, familiar, and his hand began to move, thrusting in and out with enough skill to draw embarrassing whimpers from Alan's lips. "So sexy," said Efram, and then he bent down unexpectedly, nuzzling against the base of Alan's erection as though to remind himself that this was different, new.





"Two, please, t-two," said Alan when he could, barely managing to string the words together as Efram's mouth moved over his stomach and chest in a series of kisses that went from nearly chaste to open-mouthed and wet, as his confidence grew.





"I love the taste of you," said Efram, a note of wonder in his voice, as though he hadn't expected to like any of this, not really. He slid a second finger into Alan alongside the first, and Alan let himself melt into the twin pleasures enough to relax his entrance, though not enough to let himself come yet.





He was saving that for the next part. "Want, now, want you," said Alan, nearly losing it when Efram started to suckle at his nipples.





Efram looked up, eyes hazel in the darkness, and pulled reluctantly away from Alan's chest. His fingers, too, were taken away, and Alan heard the crinkle of plastic, smelled the sharp, subtle scent of latex. "I need to slick my cock, too, right?" asked Efram, his voice a low growl, all traces of the shy boy gone now. Hearing the obscene words from lips that had seemed so young only added fuel to the fire burning low in Alan's belly.





"Use lots," said Alan, spreading his knees a little wider, lifting them up until just his toes were on the surface of the bed. He wanted to grab them, fold himself in half, but a part of him was still in enough control not to want to expose himself quite that way this first time. Instead he reached out and caught a curl of Efram's hair, tugging gently until Efram bent down for a kiss, hands still busy between their bodies, knuckles brushing against Alan's cock.





Alan gasped, and those slick fingers wrapped around him once, stroking the lubricant along his length before delving back downward, finding his entrance. "Tell me if I do it wrong," said Efram, his tone making the words seem less like doubt and more like a naughty tease, as though he was sure of the right way, now that they'd come this far. His cock was blunt as Efram fitted it to Alan's entrance, and Alan pressed upward, inviting, asking with his body for what they both wanted.





They traded sighs as Efram slid home, less smooth than his fingers had been, but bigger and hotter, so much better. "I think you've got it," said Alan, the humour escaping while he still had the breath for it.





"It's so hot," said Efram, voice holding the same fine tension that ran through his whole body. "Tight."





"Move," advised Alan, letting his head fall back against the pillows and giving his hips a little wiggle of encouragement.





Efram didn't have to be told twice, and he slid out and back in with excruciating slowness at first, each thrust an experiment of sorts, testing the angle and speed, and the things it did to Alan. It didn't take long for him to find what he was looking for, that place inside that set off sparks like a magic of its own, pure pleasure that made Alan cry out, and then again and again as Efram began to thrust in earnest now.





Language was the first to go, words half-spoken or lost entirely as the cries spilled from Alan's mouth. Efram reached between them to capture Alan's cock, his other hand braced against the back of one of Alan's thighs, folding him practically in half so that all Alan could do was writhe and make embarrassing noises, clutching at the sheets and Efram's shoulders with equal fervour.





It didn't take long for the pleasure to overwhelm Alan; with no rite or chant to distract him, his control frayed embarrassingly quickly. He gave one last cry and shuddered, orgasm rushing in from fingers and toes and flooding out through his cock in stuttering pleasure, wetting his stomach with hot seed and sending a flood of unchecked power into the wards beneath his bed.





"Fuck, what, ohgod," said Efram, thrusts growing erratic and fast, short and sharp with no concern for finesse, only for the rising tide of need that Alan could feel in Efram now that his senses had been opened by his own magic. The energy was there within him, waiting to be channeled, and Alan took a few deep breaths to keep it from breaking him apart again, knowing it would flood him with more power and not wanting to spend himself completely on this one union.





"Magic," he said, watching Efram's face suffused with pleasure. "It's power," Alan explained, though he knew he'd have to explain again, once Efram was of a mind to listen.





It didn't take much longer for the energies inside Efram to overwhelm him, and he moaned and went still as the magic and pleasure pulsed out of him and into Alan. Alan did as he'd been trained and channeled the magic up through his body, along his chakras and out the top, to join his own swirling energies in the wards beneath the bed, a circle of runes and charms he'd created just for this purpose. He folded himself nearly in half to claim a kiss from Efram's damp, panting mouth, whimpering when their bodies parted and Efram lay atop him, sated.





"So," said Alan, after a few moments to catch their breath and no small number of kisses as well, "do you think you'd like to do that again?"





Efram laughed, the sound joyous and open. "Yeah," he said, nuzzling at Alan's jaw. "I think I'd like to try it from your end, too."





Alan grinned. "I think that can be arranged," he said, though the words ended in a yawn. "After a nap, perhaps."





"Definitely a nap," said Efram, snuggling up and then making a face. "Er, in a second," he clarified, slipping out of the bed to clean up and dispose of the condom. He returned with a warm, wet cloth and cleaned Alan as well, laughing when Alan tossed the cloth on top of the towels and pulled him in for more kisses.





"You're going to be an excellent Apprentice, I'm sure," said Alan with another, wider yawn. "You didn't even ask me to get the washcloth."





Efram chuckled. "I'm smarter than I look," he said.





"You'd have to be," teased Alan, though he softened it with a kiss. He let the languor suffusing his veins draw him down into sleep, feeling quite satisfied on several levels, not the least of which was the simple satisfaction of having someone to hold as he slept.




Chapter 3


Whether it was the wine, the nerves or the act itself, they were both tired enough to sleep until dawn. Alan awoke warm and slightly clammy, with his arms still full of snuffling boy. Efram was sprawled across Alan and the bed, one leg sticking out of the covers altogether and the other tangled with Alan's, hand loosely gripping Alan's wrist and the other shoved up under the pillows to hold him like a big teddy bear.



Alan grinned, and kissed his hair, and tried not to feel like he was robbing the cradle. Instead, he felt the need to brush his teeth and use the bathroom, and he attempted to wriggle out of Efram's clinging embrace. Efram made a noise of protest and snuggled closer, pressing his face into Alan's chest and tugging Alan's arm down around his body. "Ssh," said Alan, nuzzling him and taking in the scent of him, sweet and a little sweaty, spiced with the lingering musk of their lovemaking. "I'll be back, promise."



"Won't," said Efram, clinging tighter, his whole body growing tense.



Alan's brows knit with worry, and he gently shook Efram. "Efram, Efram, wake up."



"No, stay," said Efram, though his voice was losing the thickness of sleep. His eyes blinked open and he went still, then he looked up into Alan's face. "Um. Hi?"



Alan chuckled and kissed his forehead. "Good morning," he said, taking the opportunity to free his wrist from Efram's grip and stroke his back and shoulder. "Let me up and I'll make you breakfast?"



Efram flushed and smiled that little-boy smile, all abashed with an undertone of wickedness. "What if I want you for breakfast?"



"I'll still make you brush your teeth," said Alan.



Efram laughed and let him up, rolling over and stretching, lean body glowing in the sunlight that filtered through the swirling stained-glass windows. Alan paused to admire him before going to take care of business, coming out thoroughly brushed, sketchily washed and feeling quite a bit more inclined toward Efram's suggestion. "Your turn," said Alan with a chuckle, curling up next to him in the bed and cuddling into his warmth. "Your bag's by the door, you can grab a robe if you're shy."



"Naah," said Efram, rolling out of bed and putting on a show of stretching again. "With a body like this, why be shy?"



Alan was still shaking his head when Efram left, and he allowed himself his own catlike wallow in the bed, stealing the warm spot and then stretching out in the varicoloured sunbeam turning his white sheets green, blue and rose as well as pale gold. Efram blew him a kiss on his way to the bathroom, and emerged a few minutes later with all signs of his sleeping distress erased, and his body already starting to show enthusiasm for another round.



"You certainly are flattering to my ego," said Alan with a chuckle, cupping his hand under Efram's length when he got close enough, caressing him lightly with palm and fingers while Efram climbed into bed.



"It's not flattery," said Efram, leaning in for a minty-fresh kiss. "I just want you."



Alan moaned at that, such a bald, brash statement between them, but one with the ring of truth. "How do you want me?" he asked, stealing another kiss before Efram could answer.



"Inside me," said Efram with a blush.



Alan felt a warm curl of affection alongside the lust that sprang up at the suggestion, that Efram trusted him enough, wanted him enough to offer. "I'd ask if you're sure," said Alan, pulling him down into the warmth of his arms, until they were tangled as close as when they'd awakened, "but I don't want you to change your mind."



Efram laughed and rolled them over so Alan was on top. "I've been waiting all night for this," he said with a smirk, though a shadow passed over his eyes that told Alan that he remembered something of what had happened earlier.



"Good," was all Alan said, running his hands over Efram's body while he had the chance, thinking how small he seemed, how fragile when Alan was on top like this, compared to the strength he'd had last night, of position and surety both.



They shared more kisses, Alan warming him up slowly, taking their time now that morning had come and only this last part of the question was left wanting an answer. The sun moved slowly across their bodies, light and colour
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