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:: If there’s a wolf in the story who’s talking to his human half, inside the man’s head, and vice versa, it will look like this. ::

## If there happens to be a dragon doing the same thing—and what do you think the odds are on that, given the title?—ditto. ##

## And should the dragon words be heard aloud, and inside those human heads...here’s your clue. ## (:: Oh, yeah, and wolf, too ::)

Or maybe there’s just a wolf tattoo and a dragon painting, and there’s no head-talking at all.

You’ll have to read to find out. And as Shakespeare famously said, “Read on, Macduff, and damned be him or her who first cries, ‘Hold! I’ve read enough.’”

Unless you’re at the last line, and then it’s okay to say.
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​BEFORE THE BEGINNING
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“Next.”

The voice was loud. It had to be, to be heard in the vast cavern. However, the owners of Delphi, Ltd., were cheap bastards—or bitches, as the case was more likely to be—so the word snapped, crackled and popped from the speakers with all the vim and vigor of a 1940s radio broadcast in the middle of an electrical storm. Everyone in line knew what the word was anyway.

The supplicant sheep—a group he’d never joined—were being led to their financial shearing in orderly fashion, with line dividers of battered aluminum poles, and faded velvet ropes both literally and figuratively tacky. He learned the literal by accident, and as he wasn’t about to dirty his jeans by wiping, he decided on an alternate solution. 

“Next. Next.” The word acquired a second syllable, and a new, nasal voice to speak it.

There was movement far off at the head of the line. Two were allowed through, followed by a ripple of open space which went east to the outer barrier, U-turned to the west end, U-turned again, and after far too many repetitions there was a one-stride-long open space ahead of him.

He considered annoying those behind him by not moving until there was a three- or four-stride space. They believed with all their sheepish hearts they’d get to the front faster if they hurried to fill each space as it arrived.

None of them, though, would express their annoyance with him, not even a whining, “C’mon, man.”

Multiple factors combined to create an absence of complaint.

Height and bulk: He was by far the tallest in line, although the dwarf two rows ahead was wider. His black tee stretched tight across muscles making “guns” an inadequate description of his biceps.

More muscles, and motto: His ancient, painted-on jeans were more rips and holes than denim, faded to an almost white. A silver wolf’s head buckle adorned a black leather belt with no holding-up purpose. The screaming scarlet letters across his chest—The Oracle is Going Down!—left their viewers nervously looking around for a Fury’s retribution. The sheep didn’t know the tee and slogan were created by a competitor of the software company as part of an ad campaign several decades ago.

Expression and energy: He looked unhappy, and not at all like the song from The Producers. Unhappy on the edge of rage. Supplicants within a fair range felt, and wished they couldn’t, mage energy out-snapping, -crackling, -popping, -vimming and/or -vigoring any other mage within a hundred miles.

Result: The behinders kept their mouths shut. The forwarders who looked back, quickly turned around and did the same.

“Next. Next.”

It was inevitable. The two-syllable “nexts,” made good Brel fans think of “Au Suivant.” He and Jacques sang it as a duet once, in a tiny Belgian café filled with the requisite smoke curling blue-gray around them. He discarded the temptation to sing the song in English, mage-enhanced for volume. Comparing the cavern to a mobile army whorehouse couldn’t be considered honoring his promise to be nice, besides causing a shit-storm, a boss-reprimand and the shittiest of all possible shitty next assignments.

“Next. Next. Next. Next.”

Finally. All four assistants were working. He didn’t voice the “about fucking time” he thought, eyed the ripple of space heading his way, and timed his move for when it arrived. The behinders sighed in obvious relief, and a woman muttered, “Thank God,” without identifying which one.

The sheep undoubtedly thought the extra assistant oracles were for their benefit. A different reality was at work. Each supplicant clutched coins or currency, no credit or debit cards allowed, from Earth or any of the Worlds Beside who sent the credulous here, via the traditional trek through a dark and dangerous cave connecting the universes. Although the supplicants never knew they went to a world other than their own.

The faster prophecies spewed, the faster the line moved, and the sooner the money was in the company’s coffers. The money-changers in the temple had nothing on this group. 

“Next. Next. Next. Next.”

Starting with the first Oracle, prophecies or advice came in the vaguest possible terms, so a good or bad outcome could be blamed on misinterpretation and not faulty foresight.

“Next. Next. Next. Next.”

Ripple. Stride.

Wait.

The poetic vagueness and obscure wording usually resulted in an after-the-fact, “Oh. That’s what the oracle meant. I should have understood.” Having blamed yourself for inadequate interpretation skills, you of course tried again. And a clever marketing campaign across a widening range of Worlds Beside kept feeding new sheep into the belly of the beast. Even with the high cost of Song mages to open and close the Doors to the Worlds Beside on the designated days—a rare breed of magic workers who charged all the market would bear and pushed for more of magic—the profit margins had to be greater than ever. 

“Next. Next. Next. Next.”

Ripple. Stride.

Wait.

He knew far more about the inner workings of the oracle business than they ever wanted him to, since he’d discovered who embezzled four of their millions, tracked the embezzler across five Worlds Beside, and brought her back with most of the money. He’d made no secret of his contempt for foreseers who didn’t detect slow, systematic robbery. That, combined with his refusal to use, and pay for, their services, as many Mage Council field agents did, had not led to warm friendship with the current Oracle. She called herself Alekto, as her birth name—Penelope Jane Parmenter, of Withersby-by-the Sea, England— was not impressive enough for stationery, cards or marketing. For the mage, Chief Bitch was more accurate.

“Next. Next. Next. Next.”

Ripple. Stride.

Wait.

“Alekto” meant “unceasing,” a quality she displayed in their occasional encounters in the decades since he’d saved her corporate ass, so it took a direct order from his boss to get him there. All because the Delphi CEO said the Chief Bitch had an important prophecy she needed to personally shove up the mage’s ass. Not that his boss used those words.

If his pissed-offedness meant real pissing, the sheep would have been wading through it at least knee high. Pissed-off was aggravated by statistical nervousness. Delphic Oracles had a history of being right with a reasonable degree of regularity. The current Chief Bitch, not counting her assistants, had the highest accuracy rate in close to a millennium. 

Damned bitch.

He set his mind to dull endurance of the multiple next-ripple-stride series until he was the first of the next four. They each had a personal gatekeeper who controlled access to the open space populated by four free-standing, smallish square tents held up by magic, complete with peaked roof, a spire and a sagging pennant. If asked his never-humble opinion, they were cheap fortuneteller tents bought on sale from a bottom-of-the-barrel traveling carnival.

Gater—the silent nickname the mage assigned—held out his hand for the gift he wasn’t going to get. His eyes widened and he froze at the audacity of the mage’s solution to his sticky right hand. He spat lavishly on it, leaned forward, lifted the hem of Gater’s tacky, vaguely Greek, clearly cheap, tunic—authenticity would have been more expensive—and used the cloth and more spit to clean his hand. The figurative became literal.

The mage let the fabric fall, ignoring the temporary display of Gater’s tighty whiteys. With faux-to-the-nth degree surprise, he said, “Surely Amanda—Alexis? Alice?, well, whatever her name is—foresaw this and warned you.”

The flushed gatekeeper stood straighter, and said with as much sternness as he could muster, “The Oracle of Delphi only uses her gift to foretell the coming of big things.”

The next two events were near enough to simultaneity as to make no never mind, as Gater’s grandma would have phrased it. 

“You mean this? But it isn’t even hard yet,” the mage said, cupping his balls, his forefinger and thumb squeezing the base of the long fat bulge down his left thigh.

The gatekeeper’s eyes were already en route toward the bulge—it’s true, straight men do compare and contrast—when Gater realized what he’d said, jerked his head up. His flush turned into full-body flame. Gater recovered at least part of his dignity. “As you are too poor to afford a gift, I am authorized to waive this requirement.”

Gater pressed a fingertip to his earbud; listened, nodded. He unhooked the rope, and gestured toward the left-most tent. “Darius will help you.”

“No. Not Darius.” The mage stayed while the other three made line-space by not quite running to their designated tents.

Another inevitability. Sheep assume a pattern repeated once will repeat forever. The forward rush of the next four led to the first crashing into the mage. Expecting the collision, the mage was braced. The man in the lead wasn’t. He bounced.

A new ripple effect. As the collider fell back, he bumped the one behind him, who bumped...and so on. The mage checked the results. One supplicant down, one almost, six staggered but recovering. Not his problem. He looked at Gater again.

Gater attempted a polite threatening expression, something which said, “Move your ass or I’ll call security and they’ll move it for you, no matter how big you are.”

He didn’t succeed.

The mage turned his head right and left, stretching his neck; rolled his shoulders; shook his arms, lifted his size-thirteens—yes, there was a correlation, but a non-magical one—and planted them again in a wider stance. He was the very model of a modern major mage getting ready for battle. He was furious at being forced to be there; fed up with waiting in line when he could be out doing his job. Fed up with wondering whether the prophecy would be accurate, whether it would alter his life. He’d managed multiple centuries without oracular meddling, and if his life was not as exhilarating as he would have liked, he would go all Gloria Gaynor on the ass of anyone stupid enough to offer him sympathy or the smallest ration of shit, Minotaur, mastodon, or otherwise.

The mage inhaled a visible, deep breath...and held it.

Gater was, after all, only following orders and adhering to his script. He let the breath out, pulled the mage energies back and forced his voice into a reasonable facsimile of politeness. “I have an appointment.”

“Sir, they―”

“Not them. Her. It’ll be any second now.”

The mage looked at the dais beyond the tents. Eight steps deep enough for a kneeling supplicant, leveling off at the top of the gentle slope at cavern’s end. The upper level held a large chair, high-backed, carved, gilded, thick-cushioned. Ten feet behind were two wide, tall doors, emblazoned with the shapes worn by all Earth shifters, several from the Worlds Beside, and even the extinct shifter races—rocs, dragons, gryphons, unicorns. It all felt new, as if the construction was completed only a moment or two before he got in line. An effect aimed at him.

There were many things about the mage not at all small. Ego was one of them.

The Fanfare for the Common Man eliminated anything Gater and the mage might have said. Only the first minute, and of course the sound system for her was the best money could buy. The doors flew back as the sound clip ended. The Oracle entered.

It might have been grand, if anyone had foreseen the door placement—behind and on the same level as a high-backed chair with throne aspirations—meant she could be seen by only a few at the ends of the first two or three rows of the line. The mage noticed the oracular flicker of chagrin. She noticed him noticing. Her lips thinned to near invisibility.

Her costume was not cheap. Made with the finest fabrics, genuine, expensive jewels glittered in her hair, around her throat and wrists. One large diamond dangled from the gold chain around her fat right ankle. The problem was the outfit looked like it was created by a 1950s B-movie assistant costumer with a vague knowledge Greece was somewhere east of Hollywood. It did nothing to hide the plain, plump, quintessential English spinster. 

When she stood in front of the chair, the cavern went still, and despite the balls-to-butt crowding, everyone but the mage went to one or both knees. She posed for a moment and sat, with a brief, frigid glance in the mage’s direction.

The well-concealed microphone projected her voice throughout the cavern with utmost clarity. “Rise, my children.”

As they did, the mage brushed past Gater, double-stepping to chair level. He didn’t waste a top-of-the-line loom, just gave her his second-best. He wasn’t surprised to see he didn’t intimidate her.

She arranged her facial muscles to display the gracious Oracular smile bestowed on supplicants receiving life-changing news. The supplicants “oohed” and “ahed” with such precise timing, the mage would not have been surprised to learn there were various audience-instruction digital screens scattered about. The expression in her eyes was a bright red laser-sight dot on the mage’s chest.

He “well-fucked” in his head.

She had foreseen this moment, and the ones leading up to it. The Oracle looked at him for a moment of malice aforethought, and malice a-present thought, before opening the fake-Greek butt bag on her left hip, pulling out a narrow parchment scroll and extending it to him. 

The mage “well-fucked” again. Tradition held only the most important prophecies were prepared in the most old-fashioned of ways: handwritten on fine parchment. The supplicants must have been familiar with tradition, as the “Ohs” and “Ahs” became louder.

The mage took it, and honored his word with the minimum head-bow consistent with politeness. “Thank you.”

She raised her hand to her throat with casual grace, a fingertip making a slicing motion. The faint hum of the sound system died. For the moment, the conversation was private. “You don’t mean it, and we both know it.” 

Her expression changed to one of great benevolence for her audience and her eyes to more malevolence for the mage. “Oh, how I wish I could be there for your surprise, and see the way you look when you find out what your new, long-term job is. Oh. But I have, haven’t I? I’ve foreseen it all. In...what is it from that movie you like? Oh, yes. I saw it in ‘glorious Technicolor, breathtaking Cinemascope and stereophonic sound.’”

A slight nod, and a melodious laugh, as if the mage had said something witty, was heard throughout the cavern. She turned her head away, an empress ending an audience, and gestured for one of her entourage. The mage ignored the approaching escorter-out, who presumably wanted him to have the total Delphic experience by going through the slow-moving, not quite butt-to-balls exit line. He took an alternate route, ignoring the gasps as he walked behind the chair, and pushed one of the less-than-grand-entrance doors open. A quick spell navigated him through the backstage byways, into the employee tunnel leading back to Earth, and exited at Grand Central. 

Once in the vast lobby, he went to an out-of-the-way spot, wrapped a “don’t look” spell around himself, leaned against the wall, and unrolled the parchment.

The only things on the sheet were three numbers, one with twelve digits, and two with two to the left and four to the right of the decimal point. 

What the fuck?
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STEVE

The damn wolf was looking at me.

I wouldn’t mind a wolf looking at me if it was, like, on the other side of some glass wall or across the wide, deep, empty moats of the habitat-things over at the Zoo. No problem.

Or outdoors, even. You know, you’re out for a stroll in your friendly neighborhood forest, walk into a clearing and whoops! there he is on the other side. Staring at you while you stand very, very still, and like Elmer says, you’re vewy vewy quiet. You watch him lick his chops a little, showing a lot of big freaking fang, while he decides if he’s gonna eat your ass or not.

I prefer my ass eaten in a different way, thank you very much.

Then he decides your ass is not worth the effort of chasing you, plops his hind legs down and sits on his ass, tilts his head and goes on staring, daring you to do something. A kind of Travis Bickle, “You lookin’ at me? You lookin’ at me? Who the fuck do you think you’re lookin’ at?” look. Which, when you think about the whole not-worth-it thing—which I never would, of course—is kind of offensive. I have a very nice ass, well worth running after. Or so I’ve been told. And who am I to disagree with thousands of admirers?

Hundreds?

Fine. Twelve and a shrug-accompanied “meh” from number thirteen?

So. Wolf-stare in the forest? No problem. I’d back quietly, safely away, and there wouldn’t be a confrontation. No one would get hurt.

Whoa.

What? 

Hurt? Confront?

Double whoa! Mild-mannered accountants don’t confront wolves in forests, even imaginary wolves. At least not ones named Steve.

Um...accountants named Steve, not wolves.

But a stare from a tattooed wolf? That wasn’t a different kettle of fish, it was a different fishing-boat-full.

I was minding my own business. Really.

Taking a walk on a gorgeous sunny day in Forest Park, along one of the trails twisting through the wooded area the southwest corner, rounding a curve, and there he was, all six-four, -five, -six, -seven-or-more of him.

My business right then was admiring the large, muscular ass dressed in low-riding, almost ass-crack-showing, faded denim short shorts, which almost didn’t cover his cheeks. And admiring the hairy, muscular legs running down and down and down to sandaled, no socks feet. I was sure once I got a good look, I’d see they were large, and long-toed, with delicious curls of hair on each and a sprinkle on the arches. It’s not like I have a foot fetish or anything. I also haven’t engaged in any long-term survey to find an answer to the age-old conundrum: Is there a cock to foot size correlation? 

And if I let my romance-novel-type gaze wander back up, past a trim waist, to  admire a tanned broad, broad back bereft of any covering—a back with a more-than-life-size, detailed tattoo of a pissed-off, but not quite snarling black wolf with golden eyes—well, who I gaze upon is nobody’s business but mine.

I defy anyone to call it cruising if all you do is stop and stare at someone blocking one of those trails, who makes your cock twitch, your ass clench and release, and a little drool leak out of the left side of your mouth. Especially when you have to stop.

It would have been rude to shove the obstacle of giant guy aside and walk on by. I am not a rude man. The polite thing for me to do was to wait until he moved on, and then admire his ass and the rest of him until we reached a point where I could reasonably pass him. Which was where the trail ended. I am a very polite man.

Besides, I couldn’t move so much meat, er, muscle, without his cooperation. He was standing with his legs apart, braced, head tilted forward as if concentrating on something important on the ground, or maybe farther along.

True, I could have tried going around him, but that would have been detrimental to my health. The branches on all those bushes on both sides of the narrow path would’ve scratched me all to hell if I tried pushing through them. Plus there were all those green leaves which could be poison ivy, oak or Yma Sumac. 

I could have opted
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