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Chapter 1

Marcus started playing guitar at the age of twelve. His older brother had given up on his old Gibson Flying V. Marcus had picked it up one day while his brother had been out and got hooked the minute his claws met the strings. By the time he turned seventeen he'd met some friends and started a band that wrote their own music. By nineteen, a record label approached his band, very interested in their sound. They'd had no qualms about the idea of selling out, not with the van's clutch going out and half the amps living on a wing and a prayer. They'd signed on the dotted line and Guillotine put out their first album.
The timing for their style had been perfect. They were power metal, usually with a classic flair, but sometimes more thrashy. Their songs weren't so long that radios felt uncomfortable about playing them. But the label never really hid the fact that while the music was good, no great, and their guitar work artful, he, the front man, sold the albums. A handsome crossbreed, wolf and raccoon, his voice astounded and amazed. His banded wolf tail alone became iconic of Guillotine. Their tours sold well on the first album, which went gold, and by the third album they packed stadiums.
He had a dozen guitars he changed between depending on the music. At first he ran on the buzz of an entertained crowd, the glare of the lights and the feel of the instrument in his hands. Nothing else mattered but the thrill of being on stage. Years passed and their music still sold, but the stadiums started slurring together, the roads seemed endless, and music became harder to write. The gaps between albums stretched, but his band members didn't seem to mind. They'd all long since married and used the gap to be with their families, while quietly calling each other and being concerned about him.
When Guillotine signed on, he'd seen it as a dream come true. Before the release of the first album, their agents and the label had discussed the concept of image with the band. The label suggested ways to keep positive press and avoid the bad. He didn't have a girlfriend, so they cheerfully suggested he find pretty girls to hang out with because the press always loved it.
The suggestion jarred Marcus a touch, and he spoke without thinking. "But… I'm gay."
That statement brought about some chin rubbing and harrumphing. His friends knew, though they laughingly said he had to be the least gay gay man anyone would ever meet. He didn't wear his sexuality on his sleeve. Flamboyance came naturally to him and became part of the music and the scene. The style of the music demanded it anyway. The label asked him not to publicly come out for a while, until the band really took off and things got rolling.
And that had been the last of it. He'd asked once or twice about coming out, only to be roughly brushed off. He tried to conduct his private life surreptitiously, but it blew up in his face. Too well known, the long streaked hair, the black mask on a wolf's face, and the banded tail, made it nearly impossible for him to blend in in a crowd. He knew better than to try to go into a gay club because the paparazzi followed him around like a shadow. The "who was he dating" question always sold tabloids.
Eventually, after a delayed album that ended up going gold anyway and a tour that raked in more money he didn't need, he sat down with his band on their bus, not even sure where they were anymore, and made a sober request.
"I need a break. I'm tired. Are you guys interested in doing solo projects at all?"
The label had long since made enough money on them to be satisfied and the agents cheerfully shrugged about it, so Guillotine announced a break and added a few greatest-hits style tour dates under that guise. A little of the old sparkle returned on some of the old music, but it came and went. The subject of the possible retirement of Guillotine made the gossip websites and talk radio shows buzz for a while, but it quieted down.
Twelve years, the band had been touring on and off, and in the end the bus was cleaned and parked in a garage at his house, and the band retreated to their lives, leaving him alone. He kept to the house, a large old Victorian thing he'd renovated toward the start of the career. He never got to spend much time there, always touring or in the studios, and it hit him how empty the place seemed. Hell, he didn't even decorate it. He'd been there when the wooden floors had been refinished and saw the start of the bathroom and kitchen renovations, but the furniture and the wall hangings; he didn't remember picking any of them. His agent probably arranged it, but it reflected like a clean and sterile shell of his career.
At some point a security system had been put on the house, he didn't remember when that had happened either. A housekeeper came by on occasion during tours to keep the place from getting dusty, and a pool service looked after his saltwater in-ground pool. A studio had been built in the basement, all of the guitars in display cases like museum pieces, staring at him accusingly every time he went down. Gold discs hung on the walls along with framed articles and promotions, tickets and other various memorabilia.
At first the break had been marvelous. It felt so good not to be traveling anymore. He slept when he wanted to, swam in his pool, and actually cooked. Or tried to, he didn't do a great job. He caught up on some TV shows and attempted to write new songs, none of which sounded right but he made an attempt anyway. His bandmates came by to hangout and jam sometimes, and nag him about getting out of the house, and he'd laugh it off. After a few months, though, he'd roll out of bed to a house that felt quiet and oppressive no matter how loud he turned up the stereo. He didn't want to travel, but he couldn't stick around either. He owned a house that wasn't a home.
His bandmates caught on that something was wrong. They knew him as all sparkle and in everyone's face. Even as their tours wore on, he kept that persona going, the energy level high. He became muted and muffled as the break continued and they took it as a sign of distress. They wondered if he wanted to cut another album and he shook his head. They asked if he wanted to maybe do some local bar shows, old style, like when they played for fun. When that idea didn't pull Marcus out of his shell, they called his agent.

Emily listened to their concerns studiously, and had taken a day to consider the problem before driving out to his house. What to do about Marcus Midnight, real name Marcus Oakes? She wasn't just his agent; over the years she'd dealt with a lot of musicians and actors and she'd found him to be one of her most pleasant accounts. He never gave her shit or trouble. He didn't have to be bounced in and out of rehab or cause problems by blowing off tour dates or other scheduled events. She'd once asked him what he was in it for, and he'd laughed out loud. It'd been backstage before a show, he was holding a Jamba Juice cup in one hand and the old battered Flying V hung on him like a weapon. Seeing her look, he'd only grinned and drained the cup, chucked it, and walked onto the stage with his arms spread to bask in the screams of the crowd. That'd been answer enough, really.
Showing up at the house, she'd been pleased to find the place as she'd left it. Over the years she'd had it landscaped and fixed up, the outer fence redone and the gates automated. She knew the code and let herself in, leaving her car parked in the roundabout at the front of the house and climbing the porch steps, ringing the bell.
The pause became long enough, she almost turned to leave, but the door opened and Marcus stood there, surprised. He looked… threadbare, wearing worn jeans and an old hoodie, his hair back in a sloppy ponytail.
"Emily! Hi. What brings you here?"
"Can I come in?"
"Yeah, of course of course." He stepped out of the way and let her pass, head tilted a bit.
"I just wanted to check in on you. It's been, what, six months since you got back, and not a peep?" She tched in a shaming way.
"Argh." He led the way through the house, claws rattling on the wooden floors, and went into the kitchen, pouring them both mugs of coffee. "Do you mother all your clients?"
"Just the ones I worry about." She accepted the cup, sitting at the kitchen island and pondering him. "How's the break been treating you?"
"It's nice, honestly. I don't think I could stand to get back into that goddamned bus." He sighed, getting cream out of the fridge.
"Are you starting it on a regular basis at least?"
He made a face at her. "Yes, mother."
"Robert's worried about you. They all are, apparently."
"Really? Why? I'm fine."
"Cut the shit, Marcus." He shot her a look, even as he stirred cream into his coffee. "Something's wrong. And I have every resource in the world at hand, but you have to tell me what the problem is if you want it fixed."
He stayed silent for a long moment. "I really don't think you can help."
"Bullshit."

Marcus had to love Emily. She always called it the way she saw it. "God dammit, I just… Emily, I've been in the closet twelve years, okay? I never got to come out." Seeing her expression as realization dawned, he nodded. "Yeah, no shit. I'm fucking alone. This house feels empty and silent, but I can't go out. If I start trying to actually date, you know the label is going to shit itself. They're dicks, right? I know that. I've known that a long time. They don't care about us, they just want the money to roll in and they're terrified that if I suddenly step out and say 'look guys I'm gay,' sales will spike then bottom out entirely and ticket revenues will stop. I like to think my fans aren't that shallow, but the label is, and I'm still signed." He took a drink of the coffee, words choppy and angry. "And I can count the number of times I've gotten laid in the last five years on one fucking hand, and they were all fucking overseas. I don't know what I want anymore. I don't know what I like anymore. All I am is lonely and empty and I can't write music."
She sighed and sat back a bit, crossing her arms. "All right, then."
He gaped. "Is that all you can say?"
"Hardly, you've just given me a particularly difficult problem to try to solve. If it was drugs, I know rehab clinics. If it was medical, I know doctors, but…" She sighed and stood, pacing with her coffee. "This is personal, and it's important to you."
"It isn't your job to try to fucking fix this, Emily."
"Well you certainly aren't trying." She frowned. "You won't even leave the house."
"I'm too known in town. If I go anywhere, cameras are on me." He shook his head. "That's no way to meet someone. I… look, this isn't about getting laid. Yes, I want to, but if that was the only thing I could just hire someone, you know?"
"Well, the immediate solution is obvious. We get you out of here." She held up a hand when he started to protest. "Not a tour. We pack you up and send you on an extended vacation somewhere. If you give me twelve hours, I can get you an apartment at your destination and the flights set up. You got laid overseas, right? Then we send you over there. Maybe you can get away with walking down the street and not having cameras dodge your every move. It'll get you away from this."
She paused to take a sip of her coffee, studying him, smiling slightly when he seemed to be considering the idea. "The band seems to be enjoying the break, except for worrying about you. And you can take as long as you want. You can afford it, especially since you let that video game use two of your songs. The old stuff is selling again. It's not like you ever spend money."
He blinked a few times, slowly working the idea over in his head. Europe had a hell of a metal scene. Hell, he had a shirt with the phrase "I'm Big in Europe" on it, although it really didn't apply to the band. Guillotine had been more domestic, drawing most of their sales stateside. They'd toured overseas and done well, but they weren't heavy hitters there. "That… that could work." He could be normal. Maybe even play bars, as long as he kept it low-key.
"All right, good, I'll see what I can find you. I imagine you don't want to stay somewhere extravagant?"
"No, no. I like the idea of a flat."
"Well, then the question is, where do you want to go?"
That brought him up short. "I dunno…"
"Do you trust me to pick some place?"
"Oh, sure."
She set her coffee cup down and clasped his shoulders. "Tell you what, give me twenty-four hours instead of twelve. I'll get flights arranged, a furnished apartment, transport, everything set up." He grinned and nodded, drawing a smile from Emily. "That's better, a smile that isn't fake. I want you to pack, but not for a tour. Pack whatever you think you'll need for a long stay and a limited amount of music equipment, okay? Say… one small amp and two guitars."
"Okay. Thank you, Emily."
"Hey, it's my job. Buck up. Things will be better soon."
He leaned on the kitchen island and watched her leave, and stood there for several long minutes before it hit him. He was getting the hell out of town, away from the paparazzi and everything else, and going somewhere he could just exist. And well, fuck it, maybe he could get laid, actually drag someone to the place he called home instead of a quickie in a hotel and linger a while and maybe wake up happy and maybe even still holding on to the other person. It wouldn't be an extravagant life, but when had he ever had that? Okay, he'd done more than a few red carpet things, but he'd never bothered dressing any other way than how he always did, and that'd been enough for most people. He'd still have access to his money, if he needed it, and he could finally fucking relax. Who was he kidding? He'd sold himself along with his music, and he needed to find out who he was again, because the music had faded away.
Feeling a thousand pounds lighter on his feet, he wandered out the back door and stripped, diving into the pool and kicking off the bottom to surface, whipping his hair back. Things were finally changing. He just had to be patient for a little while longer.
Not that he'd ever been any good at that.

* * * *

"Dresden?!"
Emily laughed and watched him set a pair of guitar cases next to the two large roller bags in the entryway of the house. Also there was a rolling shipping case for a small amplifier. He wore Converse shoes, bootcut black jeans, and a band shirt under a red hoodie. "Did you dye your hair?"
"Uh, yeah. I went to the store and got hair dye that matches the darker streaks." He took down the ponytail and shook his hair out to show her. "I figure it'll help me blend in a little, you know?"
She nodded. "Didn't do anything about your tail though, I see?"
"Yeah, uh… my ego, and stuff."
She laughed. "All right, your flight leaves in three hours. I have you as business class but not first class."
"People look for famous folk in first class."
"Right. Do you have your passport?" When he held it up, she nodded. "Good. I talked to a colleague overseas and we got everything set up. When you get there you'll find local bank account information waiting for you." She passed over an envelope. "That's a thousand dollars, all twenties, so you have cash on you just in case."
"Oh for fuck's sake, I'm not a child," he pouted.
She ignored him. "The flat's in a decent part of town, not real high end but not slumming. I didn't want to go too far down in quality because of security concerns. It's a one-bedroom with a decent kitchen and a big living room with lots of windows. It's above a storefront."
"Seriously?"
"Oh indeed. It seemed the best idea from a soundproofing aspect, I mean you'll be playing guitar there right?"
"Yeah."
"Exactly. There will be maps of the town waiting for you as well, and a laptop set up. I expect you to keep contact with me by email, are we clear?"
"Yeah, yeah."
She smiled and shook her head. "I have a plain cargo van outside. Let's get your stuff loaded up and get you to the airport."
"Holy crap, you're sneaking me out of the country." He had to laugh.
"Damn straight I am, and if the label asks I'm denying knowing where you are."
Fifteen minutes later, the van packed and the house shut back down, Marcus buckled into the passenger seat as Emily drove away. He didn't bother to look back.

* * * *

The flights proved uneventful to the point it surprised Marcus. The band had always flown commercial first class before, so sitting alone in business class became an interesting experience. He ended up next to a lawyer of some sort, and got away with saying "I'm a musician" without much trouble, though he'd had to deny being famous. Luckily enough, no one recognized him the entire time, and he'd been able to sleep a good portion of the flight, arriving in Dresden's airport without so much as a hitch.
A driver waited for him, though they didn't seem to know anything about Marcus's past, another surprise. They'd been asked to pick Marcus up and make sure his luggage arrived. Said luggage took a while to show up, and Marcus found himself anxiously opening the two guitar cases in the airport. He looked at both the Flying V and the Stratocaster in satisfaction when he saw they were unharmed.
"You play these?" the driver asked as he loaded the back of his van taxi, both hefting the case to the amplifier.
"Yeah, I do."
"Oh, very good. My son, he does too, you know?" The driver closed up the back of the van. "You fit in good here."
"Good to know." Marcus climbed into the passenger seat.
"You know where we going?"
"Oh, uh…" He dug into his wallet for the piece of paper Emily had given him, reading off the address.
The taxi driver nodded, and off they went, leaving Marcus to stare out at the city. For the city's age, he got the idea he'd like the place. At least, he hoped he would. Either way, it had to be better than home. Marcus found himself hoping fervently hadn't made a hugely terrible mistake as the taxi pulled into a parking spot on a shop-lined street.
"That is it, yes?" The taxi driver gestured at a store front two shops ahead of them along the sidewalk.
"I have no idea."
"Then we should go find out before we unload the car."
Marcus nodded agreement and climbed out of the vehicle, standing awkwardly on the sidewalk and looking around. The sun hung low in the afternoon sky, and people milled up and down the walkway, barely giving him a second glance. A neighborhood like this in the States would have been considered an old-town district. Shops lined up, rubbing shoulders, side by side. Looking up and down the street, Marcus could see restaurants, clothing stores, and at least one bar. Feeling a bit more comfortable, he walked down the sidewalk and looked from the storefront to the printout Emily provided then at the storefront again. The Codak, a bookstore, according to the page in his hand. "I think this is it, but I'm going to go in and ask." The taxi driver nodded, and Marcus stepped into the bookstore, setting off a bell as he did. "Hello?"
A younger woman's head popped up around a shelf, the rest following as she came around the shelving unit and looked at him. A young marmot or something akin to it, he guessed, nicely dressed. "English?"
"Oh, yes please," He admitted. "I think I'm renting the flat upstairs?"
"Oh! Are you Mr Oakes?"
"Yeah, yeah I am."
"Your friend called us yesterday and got it set up. Can I see an ID so I know it's you?" He dug his passport out of a pocket and opened it to show her. "Okay. I have your keys, let me grab them."
He nodded, shoving the passport back into his pocket and following her. She went behind a register counter and came out with a set of keys, coming back around and yelling something over her shoulder in German. Someone in the back yelled in return, and she walked out of the shop. "This is your door," she remarked, unlocking a door next to the shop's main entry. It swung open to reveal a staircase.
"This is the place, yes?" The taxi driver wanted to know. "I start bringing the bags, then."
"I really hope you accept American cash," Marcus replied weakly.
"Oh, it is no trouble. I know where a currency exchange is." The taxi driver said over his shoulder, already walking back to where he parked.
"I'm Anita," the girl supplied as they walked up the wooden staircase to the apartment. "My mother owns the bookstore. She was very surprised when you rented the flat."
"I had a sudden need to get away," he replied.
Anita held up the pair of keys and pointed to one marked with a green dot of paint, using it to open the door at the top of the stairs. "Here you go."
He stepped in slowly, looking around. White and brightly lit, the flat had a sanded pine floor. Anita stood just inside the entrance, watching him walk around the place. True to the description Emily had given him, it turned out to be a very nice apartment. It was a bit of a shotgun building, with a hallway leading into the apartment, the bedroom on the left and the kitchen on the right, then the far end of the apartment being an open living space. It had been furnished, though sparsely, with a little ironwork table in the kitchen with two chairs, and a white sofa, loveseat, and rug in the seating area. Sticking his head into the bedroom, he found a dresser and a decent sized bed, pine-framed with white sheets, a white and red quilt folded on the foot of it.
"Do you like it?"
"Yeah. It's… very white, though."
"My mother says most people aren't inclined to disagree with white. You can hang things up, if you like." Anita stepped to the side, allowing the cab driver by, who was carrying both guitar cases.
"Thank you for bringing those in," Marcus said, feeling an odd sense of relief when he realized the guitars had made the full journey safely.
"It is no problem, but I will need help with the heavy case."
"Oh, yeah, sure." He looked at Anita. "Can you hold the doors?"
"Of course!"
Ten minutes later, all his luggage sat in the living room and the cab driver had been sent away. Not certain of the currency exchange rate, Marcus had just kept peeling twenties until the cab driver looked pleased. Anita handed him the keys, welcomed him to the city, and returned downstairs to the shop.
He stood there for a moment, then danced a jig before ducking into the kitchen. Sitting on the counter was a closed laptop plugged into a wall socket and a manila envelope. Tearing the envelope open and dumping it, he got a bank card, a checkbook, and a stack of papers that looked like a map. Wondering briefly how his agent had pulled this all off, he tucked the card into his wallet and opened the laptop, which came out of hibernation. Seeing a video file left on the desktop, he hit play as he went through the paperwork.
The video came into focus, revealing an older badger in a business suit. "Morning Mr. Oakes. I'm an old acquaintance of your agent. You can call me Donovan. I helped Emily set this up for you. If you have any local trouble, give me a call, my business card is in the envelope if you need me. You should have everything you requested. I had a service stock the kitchen with some basic groceries. The bookstore has wireless internet, the laptop is configured for it, and the ground line phone works. You'll find your cell phone to be useless here, I'm afraid. If you really need a cell phone, let me know and we'll work something out. Enjoy your vacation." The video cut out.
"Huh." Marcus tapped his chin with the map. "Interesting." Leaving the map on the counter, he moved his bags to the bedroom and unloaded his clothing, then dug the guitar stands out of the side pouch of one of the bags before moving back to the living room.
Now that he'd become used to it, the white didn't seem jarring anymore. Actually, with a closer look, it felt somewhat cottage-y. White plaster walls and pine floors/furniture. Cool.
He set up the guitar stands and opened the windows overlooking the street, leaning on the windowsill and looking out, tail flicking back and forth. Deciding the weather was nice, he left the windows open and went about setting up his instruments, getting them on the stands then grunting as he unlocked the transport case and got the amplifier out. Checking the acoustics of the room would be a good idea, he figured.
He tried to plug his amplifier in and ran into the first problem. He hadn't been paying attention, actually, he just went to plug it in and felt the tongs of the amplifier plug run into the socket. Blinking, he got down on his hands and knees and looked, and found himself looking at a foreign monstrosity he assumed distributed electricity.
Well, fuck.
Looking closer, the socket in the wall accepted two round prongs. He frowned, and looked at the plug on his amplifier, which had the typical heavy duty connection, two flat tabs and a round prong below and center. Cussing, he got to his feet, wondering how this hadn't even occurred to him. Other side of the goddamn planet, dumbass, of course things would be different. Pacing into the kitchen, he unplugged the laptop, the laptop making a cheerful blong noise when he did so, and found it had the appropriate connection by default. Frowning at the two round prongs on the laptop plug, he stuck it back in the wall, made sure his keys were in his pocket, and let himself out of the apartment, walking down the stairs and looping back into the bookstore.
Now that he wasn't quite as distracted, he got a better look at the place. A decent size, it served coffee as well. A few people were browsing, all glancing up when he wandered back in. Anita stood at the counter and looked at him curiously. "Is everything ok?"
"Yeah, uh…" He wandered over, rubbing the back of his neck. "I want to plug something in but the plug and the socket don't match…"
"Oh!" She laughed. "Yeah. You didn't bring a voltage adaptor?"
"No."
"This building was redone five or ten years ago. The building is on euro plugs now, you'll need to buy a converter to use… or, wait a moment…" She called across the store in German and got a reply after a moment, from an older woman. "Mother says we don't have any converters. You'll have to go buy one."
"You speak very good English."
She giggled. "Yes, I've been taking classes. I'm going to become an accountant."
"Wait, how old are you?"
"Twenty-two."
Feeling old in comparison, Marcus sighed. "All right, where could I buy one of these things?"
She pursed her lips and thought about it, tapping a pen on the register counter. "There's a store two blocks over that sells stuff for tourists, they should have them. You need to get your money changed over, though. Not everyone is going to take American money happily."
"Well, shit." He huffed. He had his bank cards and checkbook, but spending the cash first made more sense.
"There's an exchange in that area too! You can walk there. Take a left, go to the end of the street, and walk two blocks over. You'll see the store. Some of the signs are in English and French. They'll be able to point you in the direction of the currency exchange."
He nodded. "Thanks."
"Oh, don't worry about it."
He walked back out of the store and took a left, slowly ambling up the street and getting a good look around as he did. Lots of Volkswagens, he noticed, but that made sense because if he remembered right, VW was based in Germany. He had watched an episode of Top Gear about some test track they had here or something along those lines. He directed his attention to the shops as he walked. A lot of little restaurants, the street smelled of food. Some clothing stores, more like upscale boutiques. A cell phone store? And at the end of the street, a large corner pub, the smell of beer and fried fish drifting out the propped-open door, and some people sitting in an outside seating area smoking. His stomach gave up and growled, but he shook it off, looking one way then the other. Two blocks over which way? Anita hadn't said, he didn't think. He decided to stick with the theme and hung a left, keeping his walk at an amble.
There were a lot of young people in the neighborhood, and it pleased him. He went two blocks over and found a somewhat large apartment complex, obviously a late addition to the neighborhood. On the street across from the apartment building he found a pair of Laundromats, a pizza place, and another decent looking bar, but no aforementioned store. Good to know where he could do laundry. His apartment hadn't been hiding a washer and dryer anywhere that he'd noticed.
He doubled back the way he'd come, and had to grin when someone yelled "Dragonforce!" and added something that sounded positive in response to the band shirt he wore. Marcus took it as a good sign in general, passed the pub at the end of the street he lived on and went two streets over in the other direction. From the corner he could see lit signs in a shop window that were in English and French, so he cheerfully made a beeline for the store. Half an hour later he had a shopping bag with two voltage adaptor things which they assured him would work for converting American plugs to German sockets, and the remainder of his American cash—over eight hundred bucks—converted to euros.
He couldn't say why, but he felt a bit more grounded. He might be surrounded by a foreign language, but that was all right. At least here, he could be another body on the sidewalk. Still feeling hungry, he turned into the pub he'd noticed, hands in the pockets of his hoodie and bag dangling from his wrist. He beat the dinnertime rush, the place maybe half full at most, so he walked up to the bar and set his hands on the edge of it, staring at the German menu on the wall.
A bartender worked his way over and looked at him, then asked something. Marcus assumed the guy wondered, "What will you have?" Getting the feeling he needed to pick up at least a few phrases in German, he replied hopefully, "Do you speak English?"
The bartender, an older, slightly overweight bear, gave him a look that had "Goddamned tourists" written all over it before calling down the bar. A younger man switched places with him and offered Marcus a smile. "American?"
"Yes! Sorry, I kind of came here without preparing at all."
"No problem, no problem. What can I get you?"
Some back and forth discussion got him a stout of some kind and a fried fish sandwich ordered, so he sat on a barstool and leaned on the counter, contenting himself by watching the crowd and trying to get a better feeling of the neighborhood. He'd wrapped the bag around the voltage adaptors and shoved them in one hoodie pocket, they stuck out, but at least they were mostly out of the way. He saw a lot of jeans and jean shorts, band shirts, the occasional leather jacket. A lot of schmoozing and laughing, a mixed crowd of guys and girls, some still in work clothes.
He'd just noticed the empty stage on the far side of the bar when the younger bartender arrived with a basket containing his fish sandwich and a side of thick French fries. "Thanks. Do bands play here?"
"Oh, yes! Most nights we have live music."
"What kind?"
"Rock, metal, sometimes folk. There's a bulletin board over there that has the band list if you want to see."
"Thanks!"
He hung out at the bar for a while, enjoying his sandwich and fries, then hopped off the stool and wandered with his half-finished stout. A few minutes later he found the bulletin board, covered in printed off flyers advertising bands, only a few professionally done. Down one side was the bar's schedule for bands. Marcus had to smile as a wave of nostalgia poured through him, he remembered those days fondly. Playing in bars and barely breaking even, putting up flyers advertising shows, hoping and sometimes praying the van didn't break down before the next gig. Getting signed let them fix the van, then not too long after they got the bus. As far as Marcus knew, the van sat in the garage at his drummer's house.
"Oh, hey, are you American?!"
Marcus jumped and looked to the side, finding himself nearly face to face with a young orange tabby tomcat, who had a beer in one hand and a manic grin on his face. "Uh, yeah? Hi?"
"So am I!" A hand got thrust at him. "Hi! I'm backpacking Europe. Tommy!"
"Tommy? Uh, I'm Marcus." He shifted his beer to the other hand and shook the tabby's hand. "Backpacking huh?"
"Yeah. Summer break between sophomore and junior year, you know? It's been real fun. I started in England and worked my way over. Are you backpacking?"
"Oh, no, on vacation, got a little apartment." He looked toward the stage, which was getting less empty as a band started setting up. If he read the schedule right, this should be Snowflake or something like that.
"Oh, awesome. I'm just using youth hostels, it's cheap you know? And so far no one's tried to make me part of a horror movie set. What beer did you get, is it any good?"
"Some stout, it is pretty good." He conceded, taking another drink before it got warm. "I think I'm going to sit down…"
"Can I join you?"
"Why not?" He found a table where he could see the stage well and sat down heavily. "So backpacking huh?"
"Yeah, do you travel a lot?" Tommy took a long drag of his beer, an India Pale Ale, Marcus guessed.
"Yeah, but I never really lingered anywhere. You been any place good?"
"Oh, Italy and Spain had the best food. You haven't lived until you've had real Tapas and real pizza. Magnifico. I'm double majoring in business and culinary arts so I really wanted to check out regional food."
"And now you're checking out a pub?"
Tommy laughed. "And now I have a beer. Can't do research all the time."
"Ah." Marcus tilted his head when he saw a flicker of a guitar through the crowd, then laughed. "Holy shit, a Warlock?"
"What huh?" Tommy wanted to know, craning his neck.
"The guitar that guy has, it's a BC Rich Warlock. See the shape?"
Tommy cocked his head. "You a musician?"
"I play guitar and sing, yeah." He conceded.
"Does it pay well?"
"Eh, it got me here." Marcus shrugged the question off as well he could, wondering if he'd acted like this when he was a teenager and feeling very, very old for a split second. Sure, Tommy seemed nice enough but the decade of age between them seemed huge.
"I don't know anything about music."
"I don't know anything about cooking so we're even."
The tabby frowned at him, ears turning out to the sides. "How can you not know anything about cooking?"
"Hey, man, I said I travel a lot. Hotels don't have kitchens." He made a face, brushing a stray lock of hair back and watching the band set up in the background.
"Yeah, but it's cooking. Cooking is easy."
"Dude, I burn rice."
"Shameful." Tommy shook his head, setting his empty glass on the table and frowning at it.
"Want another? I can buy." Marcus offered, finally draining the last of his stout.
"Really? That'd be nice. I'm on a pretty tight budget."
"Yeah, sure. What's your poison?" He stood, picking up both empties.
"Whatever you're having is fine."
Marcus nodded and returned to the table a few minutes later, having to jockey his way through the more crowded bar, ears perking when he heard the band start sound testing and cringing at the sound of the guitar. "Assholes have that guitar out of tune." He complained when he arrived at the table, handing Tommy his beer. "I'm not sure they're going about fixing it either."
"Yeah, that sounded bad. What the hell is in your pocket?"
He snorted, looking at the boxes poking out. "Voltage adaptors. I forgot to bring any with me."
"Holy shit, did you just get here?"
"Couple hours ago, maybe."
"You must be jet lagging like crazy."
"Slept on the flight, I'm kind of used to it." He sat back down, wincing again as a bass guitar sound checked. "Gah. Okay, now I get it. This is some kind of thrash band."
"Thrash? Like, circle pit music?"
"Yeah, that's my guess, but it doesn't excuse the really, really bad tune job on those instruments." He slugged half his second stout, getting the idea he didn't want to hang around very long. "I'm not sure this is the kind of place for thrash, honestly."
"Nah, look at the crowd." Tommy gestured at the majority of the people hanging out. "Scenesters."
"Yeah, you're right." He nodded, looking around. Even for a concert crowd the style of dress seemed almost like a uniform, and was in pace with what the band on stage was wearing.
Marcus spent the remaining twenty minutes it took the band to set up bullshitting with Tommy, glad to have someone to talk to. He discovered Tommy was enjoying his trip so far, but kind of missed the States. Then again he was on his second month of the backpacking trip and had a few weeks left.
"I'm heading to France next week. With any luck I'll have enough cash to eat at some really good corner restaurants."
"Sounds like a good plan to me."
"You staying in Dresden?"
"Yeah, for a while at least."
"You'll like it here, especially since you're into music. I've seen some good bands."
Marcus nodded, then winced as the band started up, the lead singer talking into a mic then leaping into a song, much of the band gathering into the open area in front of the stage. "This is not one of them." He said over the noise, slugging the last of his beer. "Screw this noise, I'm out. Good luck with the trip."
"Thanks. See you around maybe."
"Yeah, maybe." Fighting the urge to cover his ears against the engineered discordance, he shouldered his way out of the bar and hustled down the street, ears pinned back. Thankfully as he walked the sound was left behind him, his hackles dropping back down and his step slowly relaxing. Only natural he wouldn't like every band in the universe.
Shaking his head and humming a vague melody to himself, he paced back down the street and eventually found the storefront of the bookstore, which had closed for the day. He let himself up to his apartment, turning on the lights and firing off a quick email to Emily and Donovan saying he'd arrived without issue and had started to explore the neighborhood. He told Emily she'd be damn proud of him, he'd found and bought voltage adaptors. Why hadn't she told him he'd need them, dammit? That done he toted the laptop to the sofa and sat on the rug with his back against the front of it, the computer open on the floor in front of him, poking around on his band's website. He'd taken to watching the forum there out of boredom.
He was caught off guard when he found the forum in meltdown about an article one of the members had linked. The forum had been in sour spirits anyway what with the fact that the band was on a break, and the article's author claimed to have interviewed some of the band's roadies. Long and short of it, it stuck him with the blame for the band's "temporary retirement," and he got surly the more he read through it.
"'The wind has left Marcus Midnight's sails,' says the roadie. Time will tell whether another album is forthcoming, or if this is the end of Guillotine as we know it." He read out loud and made a face at the screen. "If only you knew how right you are, asshole on the internet." Not in the mood to deal with the comments of his fans he shut the laptop and stood, reaching for the Flying V out of sheer habit and settling the strap across his shoulders, tossing his hair free of it.
He hadn't really played guitar much since returning from the last tour. He'd done some random jamming with his band members, but being three beers in and playing Iron Man didn't take much creative skill in his opinion. Just the band having silly fun. Uncoiling the long instrument cable, he jacked his guitar into the amplifier and found it out of tune, so he set about fixing it, shifting to sit partly on the edge of the windowsill of one of the open windows. The long trip must've been responsible for jostling the guitar out of tune, he took his time adjusting the sound then started randomly playing, eventually settling into some Opeth instrumentals, eyes closed and head leaned back against the window frame.








Chapter 2

The first week in Dresden was low-key but interesting. Marcus spent it exploring his immediate neighborhood and catching municipal transportation to sightsee a bit. He found a service that rented scooters and bikes to tourists and took advantage of it. He scouted a half-dozen pubs, and by the end of the week he had a stack of band flyers. After poking around on the internet and pondering the websites of garage bands, Marcus wondered if things would have gone differently for Guillotine if they'd had a MySpace or whatever when they'd started. Either way, it let him figure out what bars he wanted to be in when it came to bands he wanted to listen to.
On the eighth day in the mid-morning, he was surprised by a knock on the door. He'd just gotten out of the shower, still damp and wearing only jeans, fuzzily trying to decide if he wanted to do laundry yet. He left that train of thought for later and answered the door to find Anita there, wearing a backpack and carrying a stack of folded red and white towels.
"Mother thought you might like more towels."
"I didn't realize towels on demand came with the apartment." He chuckled and let her in.
"Well, it's furnished and she thought the few hanging in the bathroom weren't very realistic." She set the stack of towels on the counter while he grabbed and pulled a shirt on. "Can I ask you something Mr. Oakes?"
"Oh, sure."
"Mother didn't want me to ask. She says anyone who pays over on rent wants quiet, but…" She pulled her backpack around and dug a CD out of the front pouch, Guillotine's second album, and he wasn't surprised when she opened it up and pointed to the band photo on the back of the insert where he stood center. "Is that you?"
He took it, nodding. "Yeah, that's me like nine years ago." He passed it back. "I'd appreciate it if you didn't tell anyone."
"No, I won't, but…" She tilted her head at him, ears twitching.
"Why am I here?" he finished for her, combing his fingers through his wet hair to get it out of his eyes. "Extended vacation, I guess." Seeing how uncomfortable she was, he offered a weak smile. "Want me to sign it for you?"
"Oh! Thanks, I… I didn't want to ask."
He dug into his bags and came out with a silver paint pen, taking the CD case back and signing the disc and the insert. "There you go. But seriously, don't tell your friends, okay?"
"I won't, I won't!" She tucked the disc back into her bag, headed for the door, and looked back at him. "I really liked the third song on this disc."
"Oh, uh, yeah, 'Felicity.' It was one of our hits. Thanks." She nodded and left, leaving him standing there, somehow not surprised.
He spent the rest of the day fiddling with old guitar tabs and going through the music on the albums he'd written, and ended up sitting on the floor with his Flying V, stunned, staring at multiple tab sheets he had open on the laptop screen. The music he wrote peaked at the third album then started tapering off. He could hear a grungier tone come into it, the sparkle dropping out, a weird conversion from power metal to a strange hybrid black metal. Hell, he'd never noticed. He wrote music as it came to him, his band members chipped in and helped adjust, and usually the families of his band members gave them the ultimate thumbs up or thumbs down on whether to put it toward an album.
Digging into the forums of the website, he found that fans had noticed this as well, but didn't seem particularly mad about it, comparing and contrasting albums, saying there was nothing wrong with the band evolving as it went. Some wanted the return of the power metal; some were hoping to see Guillotine go full-on black metal just to see what it'd be like. Feeling like he'd had an out of body experience, he logged onto an internet messenger, surprised to see one of his other band members was awake.
He surprised the hell out of Tyler, his bassist, when he opened up a message and demanded to know why someone hadn't told him the music had changed. After some initial "What the fuck, dude? Where are you anyway?" Tyler figured out Marcus wanted, and his response was sort of what Marcus had expected.
"Dude, we thought it was on purpose."
Feeling frustrated and hungry, Marcus said goodbye and shut the computer off, returning the guitar to its stand and eating a bagel with lox before leaving the apartment and heading up the street, tail flicking back and forth as he walked. The band tonight was Breaking Day or something, as translated by Babelfish, and the male and female leads had good harmony. Marcus firmly supported more tits in the metal music industry, especially when they were attached to a particularly strong set of lungs and vocal cords.
As if proving most people appreciated tits in the music industry, in general, the bar became packed. Marcus shoved his way in and over to the bar, where he managed to spit out one of the few phrases he'd learned in German so far: Ein bier, bitte. For the type he had to give up and point at the tap he wanted, but hey, it made the older bartender glare at him a little less. Brew secured, he found a piece of wall to lean on where he could see the already set-up stage watching the crowd as he sipped his beer.
Tonight he wore his boots and a set of tailored black jeans, a black t-shirt thrown on over it. The shirt itself he'd gotten from some major retailer, hell he hadn't even bothered reading the snarky phrase on the front of it. He'd braided his hair back and found that he blended in fine with the crowd, sipping his beer. He was working his way through this bar's selection of beers: this was a double India Pale Ale. He'd just started contemplating the fact the bar might have hit fire capacity when the band came on stage. He scoped out the band members and instruments, curious. Ibanez guitars, nothing wrong with that. The lead chick was a deer, probably a crossbreed because her build was more Valkyrie than willowy, but she certainly understood how to dress. The guy was a muddled canine, the typical somewhat skinny build of most people in the industry. Instead of bothering saying hello to the crowd, they kicked into the first song immediately.
Marcus grinned and took another drink of his beer, nodding along to the music. Fast, he gave it that, damn near punk drumming on a double bass setup, a bit lighter in tone than his band but very enjoyable and high energy. The bar didn't allow circle pits or slamdancing since it wasn't large enough, but there was plenty of head banging to be seen. After the first song he stopped trying to dissect the band's style and just enjoyed it, particularly the vocals, not giving a damn that it was all in German.
Around the third song, he'd long since drained his beer, standing in his spot, arms folded, the empty mug held loosely in one hand. Most of the crowd had shoved up toward the stage, leaving some empty space around him, but he was still a little bit startled when someone joined him. He blinked and looked to the side, and a male beaver smiled. A younger guy dressed in a more punk style, some of his headfur spiked in blond and green.
"Hey," Marcus said after a moment, smiling back.
"Abend! Mochten sie eine mehr?" The beaver replied, gesturing at his empty glass.
Marcus blinked, having a guess at what the beaver said, but managing to pronounce his way around one of the other useful phrases he'd picked up in German. "Ich spreche deutch nicht."
The beaver blinked once, pausing. "You speak… English, or..?"
"Yes, English," he said hurriedly, one ear turned to the music, the other toward the beaver.
"I speak some English," the beaver said, words a bit hesitant but his expression cheerful. "Do you want another?" He gestured at the glass again.
"Oh sure." Marcus offered the empty. "Thanks." The beaver took the glass and nodded happily, working his way to the bar. Marcus stared after him, rubbing his chin thoughtfully, still nodding vaguely to the music. The beaver looked to be in his early twenties, shorter than Marcus but plenty of muscle his sturdy frame. A totally swat-worthy ass, as well. Marcus grinned and waited. The beaver reappeared and offered him another IPA. Either he'd been eying Marcus for a while or it had been a good guess.
"Thank you. I'm Marcus."
"Peter." He pronounced it Pay-tur, lingering a bit on the first syllable. "What is your… work?"
"Oh, uh, I write." He took a sip of his beer. It was a different IPA than his first one. He actually liked this one better.
"That is interesting. What is it that you write?"
"Music, of sorts." His tail wagged at the attention, not focusing as much on the band anymore. Yes, they were great, but hell, he could catch another show. Peter interested him, at least enough to pursue the conversation.
Peter nodded. "A handsome man that writes music. That is… pleasurable."
Marcus almost choked on his beer. "I think you mean enjoyable, though I might be good at things other than writing music." He grinned.
"Would you like to sit?"
"No, I can hear better standing."
"This is true." Peter nodded slowly, nibbling his lower lip. "I'm sorry if my English is… not good."
"Oh, it's good enough for someone as attractive as you." His smile turned flirty.
Peter grinned and blushed furiously, the color showing at the edges of his ears. "I do not want to be… pushy? But I was wondering if you were here with anyone tonight?"
"Oh, no. I'm here alone." Marcus's tail started wagging frantically, excited and a bit apprehensive, unable to remember if anyone had ever asked him that.
"Would you like to be here with someone?"
Marcus took a slow drink of his beer, using the pause to weigh up the situation. Okay yeah, he'd just met the guy, but Peter was cute as hell and obviously interested, and it'd been ages since he'd gotten laid. The hell with it anyway. "If you want, I could be here with you." He offered a smile.
There was a long pause, during which Peter grinned. "Would you like to be somewhere else with me?"
"That could be arranged."
"Now, or after the show?"
Marcus held up the mostly full glass. "How about after this beer?"
"Superb!" Peter clanked their glasses together. "Bottoms up, then?"
Halfway through a drink of beer, Marcus spat it out to keep from choking as he had a fit of laughter. "Oh yes, indeed."
"I say something wrong?"
"No, no! That was perfect." He downed the rest of his glass. "Absolutely perfect."

* * * *

Marcus lost his balance and rolled off the couch with a laugh, ending up sprawled on the white rug in the living room of his apartment. Temporarily too weary to do anything about it, he stayed there, panting and grinning, his tail filling the room with a dull, cheerful cadence.
Still on the couch, Peter shifted to face him, returning the grin, cooing softly in between breaths. "Are you all right?"
"Oh, I'm fucking fantastic." He giggled, rolling to sprawl on his back, enjoying the afterglow after nearly two years without. Well, one issue sort of fixed, he thought to himself. Now he just had to find someone to do this on a regular basis with while writing music and he might be set.
Peter snickered and slid off the couch, laying propped on Marcus's chest and looking down at him. "I was a little worried. You were… nervous?"
"Yeah. Just hadn't been laid in ages." He kept his grin, enjoying the feeling of someone else's body weight against him. "So I hope I was up to snuff."
"Mm." Peter settled down, giving the room a passing glance. The only light came in from the kitchen, leaving most of the living room shadowy. "Are those guitars yours?"
"Mm-hmm." He laced one arm behind his head, his other hand slowly ruffling through Peter's hair, his fingers stroking through the dyed strands. It was a little chilly in the apartment to be lying around naked, really, but he was comfortable for the time being. "I told you, I write music."
"I'm a mechanical engineer."
"Really?"
"Just graduated."
"Mm. Sounds complicated."
There was a content silence, then Peter spoke up again. "You going to be here for a while?"
"Yeah, maybe a few months."
"You want to do this again, sometime?"
"Give me an hour." He laughed and oofed when Peter elbowed his stomach. "Not kidding about that, but really, yeah I would."
"Mm. Good. So would I."

* * * *

Marcus woke up alone the next day with blurry memories of Peter waking him up and saying goodbye because he had to get to work. He'd muttered a vague "see you later" and dozed back off, and now at mid-morning he wasn't too upset about sleeping in a bit. Feeling like getting something done, he put some clothes on, rounded up his laundry and his laptop, and headed to one of the Laundromats. Once he had his dirty clothes running, he settled down with the laptop and opened up the sheet music files, pondering loosely.
Anita saying she'd liked Felicity had stuck with him. The last couple tour dates they'd done under the guise of "temporary retirement," or whatever, had been different. That sparkle thing, he guessed. On the other hand, the idea of writing some actual black metal sort of amused him. Either way, he didn't get much done, but he did finally get a melody he'd had rolling through his head the past few days down. He made a mental note to send Donovan a thank-you for preloading a music writing program to the laptop.
Afterward he toted his laundry back to the apartment and stood bemused in the hallway, looking at the couch, which remained still in a bit of disarray. Looking back, that had been sort of surreal. His few hookups while touring had been chance meetings, bumping into a gay groupie, talking very briefly then just out and saying look, man I haven't gotten any in months and months. They had been only too happy to oblige, even when he said they'd have to keep quiet about it, and it was probably only stupid luck that none of them had ever gone to the press. Oddly though, last night hadn't seemed a variation of the theme. Peter hadn't been in it to fuck fame. He'd just looked and seen a good looking guy he'd wanted to romp with.
Oddly pleased, Marcus set the laptop up and found some random music to play while he dealt with his laundry. He was folding towels when the laptop rang loudly, making him nearly jump out of his skin. Investigating, he saw a video chat prompt, so he hit the button dubiously.
"Marcus! I guess the laptop is set up right." Emily grinned through a slightly laggy video, a cup of coffee in one hand.
"Checking up on me?"
"Yeah. Your emails sounded okay, but I wanted to see it with my own eyes. How's Dresden?"
"Good, actually. There're some good bands here."
"Glad to hear. You look a bit better."
"Eh. I like it here. How's the rest of the band?"
"They're still worried about you… and they're wondering where you went. I've tried to reassure them. Tyler said you messaged him about the music style of the band changing?"
He sighed, sitting down in front of the laptop. "Yeah. I didn't even realize it."
"Does that concern you?"
"A bit."
"Have you written any new music?"
He shook his head. "Not really. If I get anything down I'll send it to you to look at."
"Hah, why? You know I'll just smile and nod until I actually hear it." She smirked. "Screw anyone hot yet?"
"Uh… heh." He smiled sheepishly.
"Good, the trip isn't for nothing. I'll keep in touch." The video cut out.
He snorted and shut the laptop before someone else decided to call him.
The rest of the afternoon passed quietly. He did the few dishes he'd used and spent the rest of it sitting on the windowsill playing guitar. Occasionally people on the street would wave at him, and he'd wave back happily. Then someone yelled his name in a voice he recognized.
"Marcus! Down here!"
He looked down and saw Peter, holding a drink carrier and a bag. "Oh, hi."
"I have coffee and sandwiches. Can I come in?"
"Sure, just a minute." He stepped away from the window, parking the Stratocaster on its stand and heading out the apartment door, leaving it hanging open and padding down his staircase to open the outer door. "This is a surprise."
"Last night, it was good." Peter grinned a bit sheepishly. "Do you like meatball subs?"
"Yeah, come on up." He took the drink holder off Peter's hands and went back up the stairs, Peter close behind him.
"You play really good guitar."
"Thank you. That was just Metallica, honestly." He waited for Peter to enter the apartment and closed the door behind them, entering the kitchen and setting the two coffees on the table there. He snuck a better look at Peter, who wore slacks and a polo shirt. "You just come from work?"
"Yeah. It is nothing special, but I am waiting to work for Volkswagen, I hope." He got the sandwiches out of the bag, handing one to Marcus. "Your writing, does it pay well?"
"It's paying for this trip." He shrugged, partially unwrapping the sub and taking a bite out of it. "This is good. Thank you."
"Oh, no problem."
There was a pause, during which Marcus had some of the coffee, pondering. "For the record? You speak very good English."
Peter grinned. "Thank you."
"I've been lucky to meet a lot of people who do, honestly. I speak like no German."
"English is important for much business. We learn it in school, here."
Marcus snorted. "In America? Yeah, they try to make us learn Spanish." He took a few more bites of his sandwich, greatly enjoying it. "None of it really stuck."
"You like our bands, though."
"I don't need to understand the lyrics to like a band." He shrugged.
Peter nodded, working on his sandwich, both standing next to the table instead of sitting down as they ate.
"This is kind of awkward, isn't it?" Marcus said with a dry laugh as he finished his sandwich. "I'm sorry. I don't know what to talk about."
Peter shook his head. "Neither do I."
Marcus paused, considering. "You know, I just put clean sheets on the bed. It'd be a shame if I was alone the first time they got used."
Peter grinned.

* * * *

And so it went for a few days. Marcus spent his days playing guitar and mostly failing to write music, and trying to figure out what bands he wanted to go see in the local bars. After Peter worked, he'd wander by, often with food. The second night Marcus threw money at him and explained tersely he had money to waste, so by all means let him pay Peter back for buying food. Peter laughed and accepted the money. Though after they'd eaten the pizza and then spent a while burning it back off, Peter stared at Marcus before asking if he was rich. Marcus tried to brush it off by saying he was running under budget for the trip.
After seven or eight days together, they hung out in a few pubs, but Marcus wearily concluded it wasn't really working. Peter was cute and well built, they had similar taste in music, and the sex was spectacular, especially now that he started to remember what he liked. But that was it. They couldn't talk for more than five minutes without running out of things to say, and Marcus was almost entirely sure being honest with Peter about who he was would make it incredibly worse. They weren't even fuck buddies because they couldn't get around the buddy part.
The only saving grace was when Peter wandered over that evening and brought it up over burgers. Peter completely agreed with him. They weren't really compatible, though they did like each other. There was just so little common ground, and their minds worked in totally different ways. Of course, after saying that he'd grinned cheekily and followed up with, "That doesn't mean I don't want to fuck you right now."
Marcus laughed and agreed with that as well, the pair tumbling back into bed for one last time and bid a fond farewell the next morning. Marcus went to the window and watched Peter head whistling to work. It surprised him, honestly, how painless that had been. He'd been kind of worried he'd get himself tangled up in something that would end up hurting him badly. So far, so good he guessed.
To take his mind off anything heavy, he set about cleaning the apartment up, going downstairs to get some coffee and borrow a vacuum cleaner from the book shop. Since Anita had figured out who he was, she always gave him a sneaky grin and free coffee, which he was all right with. Hey, they had pretty good coffee. While he skidded back and forth in socks with the vacuum on a wood floor setting, he pondered his trip. Initially, he'd just done this to get away and get laid and those goals had been met. Now what?
Well, he currently still utterly failed at writing music. He'd written down a few melodies and sniglets of lyrics, but it was all pretty abstract. He remained utterly disinterested in the idea of touring or returning home, his memories of his house made him shudder. Well, redecorating the house could come later, but of pressing concern was the total block he had with writing music. He'd always been the one to write the music for the band. His bandmates adjusted things as they jammed on his ideas, but he'd been the main creative force. If he couldn't get his ass straightened out, there wouldn't be any new albums coming out for Guillotine for a long time. He didn't feel like pulling a Guns N' Roses on his fans, threatening a new album for years and years while he failed at writing it the entire time.
But how to fix that, he wondered as he packed up the vacuum and toted it back downstairs, turning it back over to Anita and thanking her. She nodded, and thanked him for taking good care of the flat. He waved it off and padded back up the stairs, pondering the history of his band. The music change still bothered him. Was it just that his mood had slipped into the music over time? Had he dragged the tone of the music down?
That made sense he guessed; after all, what else could it be? At first he'd been absolutely in love with his career, he remembered those days when he'd walked on the stage and the roar of the crowd nearly made him need to change his pants from the glee their response made him feel. Somewhere along the way things had changed and he'd gotten lonely, and it hadn't come out in the lyrics but it had come out in the tone of the music.
"So how the fuck do I fix it?" He wondered out loud, walking over and picking up the Flying V, putting it on almost out of habit, pacing with his arms wrapped around the neck of the guitar.
He'd gotten away, he'd gotten laid, he'd reestablished just how much he loved his guitars and playing them, but now he faced a future that seemed… bleak? Well, uncertain at least. Why couldn't he write? Given that he'd done more in the last few days than he'd done in the months and months beforehand, he had a start, but…
"What now?"
Eventually, he'd have to go home. When, he wasn't sure. Hell, he probably had enough money to stay here indefinitely. He wasn't even sure anymore how much he had in the bank and invested or anything else. He'd never concerned himself with it as long as he was being paid whatever the contracts said, and his lawyer had negotiated that for him. If there was money to eat on and fill up the bus on, he'd been content.
"Okay, Marcus, cut the emo shit." He shook his head, walking into the bathroom and glaring at himself in the full-length mirror that was part of the shower door. Taking his ponytail out and shaking his hair, the dye he'd put in before coming here was starting to fade. He hadn't been brave enough to grab one of the permanent hair colors, so the lighter silvery streaks were starting to return. His coloration had always been iconic to the band; the wolf's build and the raccoon's coloring, particularly in the very bold eye mask and ringed tail. His hair had streaked too, black and the warm grey. Under his clothes, he had a white front starting at his collarbone and going down to his thighs, perhaps the only bit of wolf-style coloration on him. Even his hands showed the raccoon influence in narrower, nimbler fingers than his more canid fellows, which was a godsend to his guitar playing.
He blew out a sigh and leaned on the mirror, glaring at himself. "Cut the shit. You've been doing this twelve fucking years, you are not going to turn in to an emo fairy princess because you have writer's block. Fucking fix it, Marcus Midnight. The muse is gone, eh? Well chase the bitch down." He blinked at himself, then snorted, resting his forehead against the mirror. "Yeah, fucking right. Wonder who's playing at the bar later…"

* * * *

He didn't see Peter much after that day, though they ran into each other a few times in bars and it was always friendly. Still hunting for things to do and trying to work out why he currently had such a problem writing music, Marcus expanded his wanderings. Tourist pamphlets he grabbed informed him of a famous local opera and a boys' choir, so he dragged his ass to those, paying for good seats and getting stared at by the people in fancy dress as he sat in his battered band clothes. He found about open air concerts going on, and went to those. He visited all the local tourist attractions and rented bikes just to ride around. The days passed and he slowly built on the melody that was floating through his head, eventually getting enough of it written down that he could play about a minute's worth of music on his guitar.
It seemed… different. Dreamy. Lost.
Well, he certainly fucking understood that, but he felt a little better when he realized it was an introduction to something. Playing with bits of lyrics, he realized he was without a subject and on an impulse fired an email off to the rest of the band wanting to know how they felt about those theme CDs being put out these days by other bands. They were confused but the responses were positive with a side of "what the hell?" A response he'd gotten used to from his friends back in the States.
Right, so, a theme? What kind of theme? Feeling more frustrated now that he had an idea, he asked for and got permission to hang a whiteboard up in the apartment, and got a huge one, giving up on the computer and using the whiteboard to mark out sheet music and scribble thoughts down. He'd gone from a distressed blank slate to having flitters of ideas and burning with useless energy about it, and had no idea if it was a good thing. So he spent his days playing other peoples' music on his guitars and waiting for puzzle pieces in his head to fall into place, reluctant to send his band members the melody until he understood what it belonged to.
As the days passed, he started kicking around the idea of playing in a bar again but was reluctant to do it. He was too afraid he'd hop on stage and get outed for who he was thirty seconds into a song. Even if Guillotine wasn't big overseas, he'd seen a few of the band's shirts floating around, and Anita wanting his autograph had been enough to point out that he was known.
Eventually, on a particularly bad, sulky day, he trolled the internet looking at the schedules of the bars in his area and saw a band name pop up he hadn't noticed before. Wire and Lace? Interesting name. Instead of a picture of the band, the website just had the band's insignia, which was an instrument cable and a piece of lace making a double helix shape. They listed themselves as a metal band, but didn't list a website, though it noted one was in progress. Suitably intrigued, he changed into some better clothes and headed to the bar before they were due on stage. What the hell? With any luck they'd be good as that Breaking Day band and his funk would be lifted at least a bit.
The bartenders in the local bars had long since gotten used to the American cluttering up their establishments, and the one at this bar cheerfully drew him a beer and took his money without him having to say a word. Offering a smile to the bartender, he sat at the bar facing the stage, which had been set up for the band to come on. The bar seemed reasonably packed, either a coincidence or these guys were known. He shrugged and settled down to wait, feeling like the lamest talent scout in the universe.
Right on time, the band arrived on the stage, not coming from a back room but standing up from a table and walking over. A bear just climbed onto the stage then helped the others up. Marcus tilted his head, counting band members. Five people, but no keyboard? The reason became clear when one of the band members, a male of a species that took Marcus a bit to place. A big cat? Obscure canid? Hyena relative? Crossbreed? Fossa! Yeah, that was it, he thought. Maybe. The fossa walked up to the mic and leaned on the stand, grinning as his band members took up their instruments. Two girls, Marcus noted with mild surprise. A chick bat on drums, and a female kangaroo on bass. An Ibanez bass, he noted. The lead guitarist, a skinny red fox, had a Gibson Explorer seven string, and the bear had another Ibanez.
After a brief sound check, the lead singer mildly introduced the band then leapt into the first song and Marcus had his first holy shit moment of the night. Fast, melodic metal, more symphonic than anything else, the lead guitarist knew his shit. The lead singer grinned and nodded, tapping one foot through the intro. Two minutes. Two minutes PLUS. Damn, finally a band with long songs. When the fossa started to sing, Marcus had his second holy shit moment.
"They are good, yes?" the bartender remarked, leaning on the bar next to him and removing the empty glass from his hand, putting a full one there.
Marcus had become too distracted to really realize what had just happened and handed over money for the beer automatically. "That is a fucking opera tenor." Seeing the bartender give him a puzzled look, he settled on a nod. "Yes, they are very good." He had no idea what the hell they were singing, of course, but whatever.
Marcus spent the first two songs sitting transfixed, automatically sipping his beer and wondering if he could drag his agent to Germany. She probably wouldn't be amused, and he started trying to shake off the initial awe and start actually taking the music apart in his head. Well written, actually, and original he assumed, he didn't know enough about German music to know if they were covering something he hadn't heard.
In the middle of the third song he paused and tilted his head as the fox took a guitar solo. After a moment, he caught the bartender's eye and beckoned him over. "Do you have a pen and something to write on?" He mimed the gesture of writing on his palm at the same time and was rewarded with a ballpoint that had been stolen from somewhere else and a long blank strip of receipt paper. He turned fully away from the band and spread the strip of paper out, ears turned toward the music as he caught the melody again and wrote it out as fast as he could as he listened. He looked at it for a moment, then wrote "Yours" by that one, then wrote "Mine" underneath it and ran through the tune again in his head several times before writing out a slightly different string of notes and chords. Flip this, augment that, and… yeah. Yeah, definitely.
He shoved the pen back to the bartender and folded the piece of paper in half, shoving it in his hoodie pocket and turning on the stool to face the band again, smiling and nodding along to the music, letting himself enjoy it and hoping like hell the band stuck around after the set.
In the end, he got his wish. The band finished the forty-five minute set and took their equipment off so another band could set up, schmoozing with people then getting drinks and retreating to a table. After a few minutes of looking their way he gave up and hopped off the barstool, walking across the bar to where they sat. "Hey." The band members looked up curiously, speaking at about the same time, the bear and bat just raising glasses in greeting. "Do you guys speak English?"
That got him surprised looks, then the fox spoke up. "Yes, I do, and he does a bit." He punched the Fossa's shoulder, who shoulder-checked into it in response. "Are you American?"
"Yeah, and that is some of the most badass music I've heard in ages, and I have seen a lot of bands play here and elsewhere. Seriously if you guys don't get signed, it's a fucking sin, man."
The fox laughed. "We can dream, man. Glad you liked it." When the other band members gave the fox puzzled looks, he said something in German and they offered Marcus some grins.
"Do you guys write your own stuff or what?"
"Yeah, Bard here writes everything." The fox nodded at the fossa.
Marcus's face faulted in spite of himself, then looked at the fossa. "Your name is Bard?!"
That earned him a look. "Yeah, why?"
"Because that's fucking perfect!" He laughed and clapped. "And I have a suggestion." Before Bard could tell him to fuck off, Marcus plowed forward, digging the piece of paper out of his pocket and passing it over. "This is from the third song. I wrote down what the main guitar played and I think a few minor changes could really augment the sound. It's just a suggestion of course."
Bard blinked, looking at the thin strip of paper in his hand in the mediocre light of the bar. Scribbled out was part of the lead guitar solo, note for note, and underneath ran another chain of notes, the same piece slightly altered. The rest of the band stayed silent and looking at him, waiting for his reaction before they dealt with the intruder. He settled on some vibrant cussing and leaned over, showing it to the fox and going off in German for several minutes straight.
Marcus lifted an eyebrow at the cussing, then switched eyebrows when he realized his suggestion had started an energetic discussion between Bard and the fox at first, then the other band members interjecting as the piece of paper got passed around. After several minutes of this, they realized he was still standing there, and the fox grabbed the piece of paper and stood, stepping over to him and holding it up. "You wrote this?"
"Yeah, while I was listening to you guys. As I said, it's just a suggestion."
"Shite. Well, Bard likes it. Who the hell are you?"
He put up his hands. "Absolutely no one of consequence."
The fox slowly lifted his eyebrows. Bard had apparently caught at least part of this exchange, because he tilted his head a bit. "Really. Well, you got a name?"
"Marcus."
"Join us, Marcus, by all means."
He grinned. "Awesome."
He spent the next two hours sitting at the table with the band. Hell, he barely noticed the next band coming on. He went through a couple of beers, slowly, as they debated music in general. He found out along the way that Bard was a classically trained vocalist, having been in children's choirs when younger and had voice lessons as he got older. Vincent, the guitar-playing fox, also had some formal training. The conversation was complicated by the fact Vincent spoke extremely good English, but the rest of the band didn't. Bard seemed able to follow most of the conversation but struggled to reply, so Vincent had to translate for the rest of the band. Strangely it didn't seem to annoy anyone.
The rest of the band were Isold, the bassist, Gunther on rhythm guitar, and Estella on drums. Along the way, he figured out the group were very old friends, and the band had been playing gigs maybe a year. The lack of a website was because they were uncertain about websites such as MySpace and none of them were savvy at building websites, but they were working on a solution to that. As the night wore on, Gunther and Estella excused themselves, apparently they had work in the morning. He bid them a cheerful farewell, not sure how he felt about that privately. He'd never been in that position, but he was the first to admit he'd been very, very lucky to get signed early on.
"They don't think we're making enough money that it's safe for them to quit their jobs. And they have okay jobs, you know?" Vincent said, propping his jaw on his hand and sighing. Isold leaned on him a bit, preoccupied with a message on her cell phone. "It is not easy. I always feel like we keep them out too late."
Marcus nodded. "I understand, sort of. It can only get better."
"One could hope."
"You know a, a lot about… writing music?" Bard said, looking at Marcus.
"Yeah, I write music professionally."
Vincent stared at him. "No shite. You aren't a talent scout are you?"
He snorted and took a drink of his beer. "You wish. No, I mostly write music."
"Do you play guitar?" Bard wanted to know, assembling the sentence carefully.
"Yeah, and I can sing too. Have to know it to write it, right?"
There was a pause, during which Bard dug the slip of paper out of his pocket and looked at it. "This is… this is very good. Um…" After a hesitation he looked at Vincent and spoke in German.
Vincent blinked, then looked at Marcus. "He says he can't afford to pay you for your work."
"Oh, no! No, no, no! I don't want money!" Marcus shook his head vigorously. "It's yours to use as you see fit!"
Bard looked relieved. "Very nice of you."
"Trust me, you're quite welcome. I loved your guys' music, it's the least I can do."
Bard blushed. "I write all the music."
"No shit?"
"None at all. We pretty much let Estella just go when it comes to drums because it works out better, but he writes everything." Vincent replied, grinning.
"That's fucking amazing."
Isold stretched and yawned, then poked Vincent and said something. He sighed and nodded. "We really should be going home. We have to unload the van and such."
"Oh, that's fine! Thank you for letting me hang out with you all." Marcus stood as they did, offering a hand and shaking hands with them all. "I'm definitely going to try to catch more of your shows."
"Shite, man, you should hang out with us."
"Really?"
"Yeah, really. Where you staying?"
"There's a bookstore a few streets over called the Codak. I have a flat above it."
"Awesome, we'll see you later."
Marcus leaned on the table and watched them wander out, Bard pausing to shrug into a hoodie and offering Marcus a grin over his shoulder as he walked out. Marcus smiled back, rubbing his chin and wondering if he could talk his label into signing on a band as a favor.








Chapter 3

Marcus hummed to himself as he got out of the shower, content to have the smell of the pub off him. It was late, but the shower had been relaxing and settling, and he now found himself wide awake. After drying off and putting his hair up in a towel turban-style, he put on a pair of baggy sweat pants and padded back into the living room, turning the lights on and dropping the blinds so people wouldn't see him wandering around shirtless before turning his laptop on.
Still he hummed, melodic and dreamy, and after a moment realized it wasn't something he'd heard before and stepped over to the massive whiteboard, making himself some room under what he'd written out so far and pausing in front of the white expanse, humming through it again before continuing, just the lead guitar tabs at first, then making a column next to it and starting rhythm and bass lines, swaying back and forth as he did. A long opening instrumental, slower and moody but speeding up, waking up, checking in with itself. He made timing notes as he went, taking down his hair from the towel and shaking it out before stepping back and looking at the scribbled mess on the whiteboard and humming through it again before moving to sit on the floor with the laptop.
Eventually he shifted to lie on his stomach atop the white area rug, the music program open, putting the music in so the different pieces were side by side. On sheet music instead of tabs, it looked better, cleaner, a few sections clicking neatly into place. He figured he had three or four minutes of music when he rolled and grabbed the Stratocaster, plugging it in and sitting with it in his lap, playing through the lead piece and grinning when he hit the point where the speed-up started, getting to his feet and pacing a few steps back and forth as he played. By the end of what he'd written, he was practically bouncing. This was power metal again, and fuck sparkles, this was fireworks. Grinning fit to bust, he sat down and opened his email up, saving the music file and sending it to his band, typing into the subject "Work in progress title Wake Up? Lyrics don't know yet will send progress." Email sent, he stood back up and walked to the whiteboard, erasing what he'd wrote to make room for the continuation, putting the last few bars of music at the top and, and…
What came next?
He froze, going still, hands on his guitar poised to play, but the note that had been coming disappeared. He had been writing? Shit, yeah, he'd been writing, like four minutes of good stuff too. Hell, he'd sent his progress to the rest of the band. Then he'd looked at the last few bars he'd written, and suddenly he'd thought about it, and it disappeared.
Just like that.
He snarled, burying his hands into his hair, giving up and howling a few moments later, stomping back and forth, the guitar swinging as he walked. What the fuck? What the fuck had just happened? He returned the Stratocaster to its stand and crouched on his toes, bringing the file back up on the laptop and staring at it. It was really good, too. This was the start of a CD; hell, it screamed that to him, but… what came next?
Feeling sick, he managed not to throw the laptop, instead gently closing it and plugging it in next to the amplifier, shutting the amp off and then the lights before throwing himself onto the bed, covering his head with a pillow and growling. He'd just written more music than he had in well over a year, if you counted time spent on the last tour. That was progress, he guessed. It meant he wasn't totally burned out. But the there-and-gone thing disconcerted him.
He blew out a sigh and moved to curl up under the covers in the center of the bed, trying to forget about it and eventually humming through the bit of music he wrote for Wire and Lace until he fell asleep.

* * * *

Marcus slept long and hard, eventually rolling out of bed and stepping into the shower just to wet down so he could get himself in proper shape. A long grooming session followed. Once he had dried off, he thoroughly brushed out his hair and fur in an attempt to lessen his shedding around the flat. He ended up sitting naked on the end of the bed watching music videos as he brushed through his tail and French braided his hair. That done, he zipped up a pair of jeans and shrugged into a button-up shirt, toting the laptop into the kitchen and digging up something to eat. He'd gone grocery shopping a few times and ended up seriously pondering a muffin mix he'd bought. The issue of course being it was in German. After weighing up the chances of wrongly made muffins versus the embarrassment of asking someone to read it to him, he went downstairs and greeted Anita's mother Maria, who demanded he button his shirt then kindly read the directions to him.
Having bested the muffin mix and succeeded in setting up the oven, he checked his email while he waited and wasn't surprised when he saw that all his band members had replied. There was a pretty huge time difference between their locations, and the wireless chugged as it tried to download all the emails to the laptop. Robert, his rhythm guitarist, had printed the sheet music and set up a camera in the studio in his basement to record himself playing the music Marcus had laid out. At the end of the video he'd clapped his hands and pointed at the camera, "Marcus, man, record yourself playing the lead and send it back to me." Apparently Robert had spoken to Tyler, because Tyler sent a video as well and in the background he could distantly hear Robert's track as Tyler bounced around his own studio room with his bass. Jacob apparently didn't have a clue how to use the software so he wrote out the drum line by hand like he always did and scanned it all into the computer as images. Reading over them, Marcus figured he could drop it into the music program easily, but real tweaking would have to wait until they got into a studio together. Christopher, meanwhile, sent a note asking for all the videos. He had some ideas for keyboard work if Marcus didn't.
He listened to the videos of his bandmates playing the rhythm and bass lines again as he got his muffins out of the oven and shook them out of the tray onto the counter, sticking a few onto a plate for himself and waiting for them to cool while he highlighted a few sections of the music in color for later closer examination and adjustment. He wasn't feeling the writing buzz again yet, but once he'd had his muffins he carried the laptop into the living area and set it up on an arm of the couch. It took some experimenting to figure out how the video and mic settings worked, then he put the Stratocaster on and started recording. "Hey, man, here's the video you asked for. Sorry for the shit quality, this is what I got to work with."
He took a step back and played through the intro again, swaying a bit as he played through the quieter part then letting himself bounce around a little once it got to the faster bits. Once he ran out of music he walked back over to the laptop and leaned down to talk to the camera. "It needs some work but it's a good fuckin' start, yeah?" He stopped the recording and played the file back. The quality wasn't great but you could hear his guitar just fine and that's probably the part that mattered. He sent a reply-all back out with the video and updated sheet music attached, and had another muffin while staring out at the street, still wearing the guitar.

* * * *

A few days after seeing Wire and Lace in concert, Marcus woke up to someone knocking on his door. Fuzzy-minded and half awake, he rolled out of bed and put a pair of jeans on, scrubbing his eyes as he staggered to the door and opened it, expecting to find Anita or Maria. Instead, he found a familiar bear in a golf shirt, giving him a mildly surprised look. Marcus wondered if he was dreaming when the bear started talking.
"Marcus?" The bear asked, then started speaking in German, but Marcus caught the name of the pub he'd been in a few nights prior then caught "Wire and Lace" in German as well.
"Oh! Gunther?" He hazarded, shaking off and pushing his hair out of his eyes. Gunther nodded with a smile and started talking again, and Marcus's half-awake mind spun, automatically spitting the phrase out. "Ich spreche deutch nicht."
"Oh, uh." That brought Gunther up short, and after a few seconds he hazarded in a thick accent, "I don't speak English."
"Fucking hell. Just a minute." He held up a finger and retreated into the apartment, shoving his feet into his Converse and pulling a shirt on. He grabbed his keys and wallet, exiting the apartment and gesturing for Gunther to follow him as he headed downstairs. "Anita, are you here?"
"Oh hi, Mr Oakes. Who's your friend?"
"He's in a local band and he doesn't speak English. Can you translate for me?"
"Sure, sure." She turned to Gunther and greeted him happily in German, chattering for a few moments with him before Gunther started addressing Marcus again. "He says Vincent wants to take you up on hanging out and they didn't think about the language problem, it's just that he had to pick up a few things so this was convenient."
"OH! Uh, yeah, okay. Are we hanging out or jamming?"
Anita relayed this question to Gunther, who blinked and replied, "He says he thinks jamming."
"Do I need to bring a guitar?"
"Yes, and a long cable if you have one."
"Okay! Tell him to give me a few minutes. I'll be right back." He left the store and ran back up the stairs. He didn't put much thought into which guitar, putting the Flying V in its case along with the longest cable he had neatly wrapped. That done, he got his shoes tied and stepped into the bathroom. A few minutes later he carried his guitar down the stairs, his hair back in a neat ponytail and his teeth brushed.
Gunther stood outside the coffee shop with two disposable cups, one of which he offered to Marcus when he saw him. "Diese kaffe ist gut."
Marcus blinked once, and decided that probably meant what it sounded like. "Yeah, yeah it is. Thanks." He accepted the cup and followed Gunther a few storefronts down, where a little decently kept SUV sat parallel parked. Marcus shoved his guitar in the back, and away they went.
The drive took maybe twenty minutes, during which Marcus enjoyed his coffee and looking around the city more. The ride took them into a more industrial part of town, Gunther pulling into a parking lot and parking next to a truck that Vincent stood beside.
Marcus grinned cheerfully and hopped out of the SUV, getting his guitar case out of the back. "Hey, man."
"Hey! Thank you for coming."
"You forgot I don't speak German."
He blinked, then laughed and face palmed. "Oh, shite. Yeah sorry. I guess it worked out though."
"My landlords speak English so I was able to get some translation going." He walked over and joined Vincent by the truck, Gunther getting another guitar case out of the back of the SUV and joining them. "What is this place?"
Vincent started walking. "It's a bunch of practice spaces for rent. It's all soundproofed, so it is worth the money. We already unloaded the rest of the gear for the day."
"Oh! Well, I'll pay for the space today then."
Vincent looked at him in surprise. He'd apparently decided to dye his hair, because he now sported a blue Mohawk, which amused Marcus a bit.
"No, you don't have to do that."
"Sure I do. I can afford it and you invited me." He gave them a bright smile. "And Gunther was nice enough to buy me coffee."
"Well, the space is already paid for…"
"So how much is it? I'll pay you back."
Vincent shook his head, leading them through a set of doors and down a hallway. Marcus distantly heard other bands playing in the building and eventually Vincent opened a door and entered a decent sized practice space, a bit bigger than a good sized two car garage by Marcus's guess. There was already a drum set assembled as well as various amplifiers and a microphone. Isold and Estella were talking and drinking sodas, Bard was leaning over a card table typing on a laptop that was jacked into one of the walls.
"Good morning." Marcus said, going to an amp that didn't have anything plugged into it and setting his guitar case down there. Vincent started talking in a weird tone to Bard, and the other band members drifted over to join the conversation. By the time Marcus had the Flying V strap comfortably situated on his shoulders and plugged into the amplifier, they were all looking at him funny. "What?"
"You want pay for…" Bard had the frustrated look of someone misplacing words and ended up waving his arms at the room in general.
"Yeah, just for today. What's the big deal? My budget can handle it. I'm just trying to be nice."
The band grumbled to each other, then Vincent huffed and put his hands on his hips. "The space rents per month and we're not going to let you pay for that. How about you pay for lunch?"
"Oh, sure, that'll work." He nodded amiably, walking over to join them by the card table. "So is there a particular plan for today?"
"We're working on some original songs," Vincent replied, gesturing at the laptop Bard had, which had another music sheet program displayed. Bard had left it open but was currently flipping through a binder that was full of guitar tabs by the looks of it. "We have six that are really nailed down, and the rest need work. Shite, probably those first six could use work, you adjusted one of them."
"Oh. Did you bring me here for, er, insight?"
Vincent shrugged. "Why not?"
"Hah, fair enough." He debated briefly about telling them he was kind of in the midst of writer's block and decided against it, leaning back against the table, he watched the other band members. Estella had gone to her drums and was counting out some fairly abstract beats. It kind of reminded him of some of the drumming done in Dream Theater. Gunther, Vincent, and Isold picked up their guitars and were mid-discussion, which left him and Bard next to the table.
"Marcus? You want to see?" Bard asked after a moment, gesturing at the laptop screen.
"Bitte!" He smiled, shifting to look at the laptop next to Bard, both leaning on the table. This required him flipping his guitar to his back, a motion he'd gotten used to many years ago. Bard had some sheet music called up, and scrolled through it slowly as Marcus read over it. "You didn't play this in the bar, right?"
Bard nodded very slowly. "This new. Last… night?"
"Nothing wrong with that. Oh, just a second." He left the table and turned the amplifier on, adjusting it until he was satisfied then swinging the guitar back to his front side, going back to the laptop and playing part of the song as he skimmed over it. The rest of the band ceased their chatter and watched curiously. "Hmm."
"No?"
"No, that's good, but…" He dropped down and played the rhythm part, and frowned. "That's kind of discordant, unless that's what you're going for."
Bard blinked several times and looked at Vincent, who translated for him. "Oh, let me…" He dragged the laptop back over and started reworking the rhythm section.
So it went for the next several hours. They ordered out for pizza, which Marcus was fine with since he hadn't had a chance to eat breakfast. Wire and Lace hammered out some sheet music and he randomly jammed with the members, following their lead and getting to know them a little better, but mostly he hung out with Bard and Vincent just because of the language barrier.
He found out Estella and Gunther lived together. She did data entry for an insurance company, and he sold cars. Perhaps proving the thought he'd had while she was drumming on stage, she did have a bit of OCD, which wasn't a bad thing for her job or her hobby, really. Gunther meanwhile was a laid back, quiet fellow, mostly content to watch everyone else interact. Isold, Vincent, and Bard shared a two-bedroom apartment, apparently Isold and Vincent had been together for quite a while. They'd decided on the living arrangement when they'd started the band, just for money reasons. As for the band's gear, it was mostly solid, as were their cars. It was good that they were supporting themselves, but it still killed Marcus not to start throwing gobs of money at them so they could just work on their music in comfort.
They were all nice people, and either liked him or just rolled their eyes and put up with him, he wasn't sure which. Bard seemed to enjoy going over sheet music with him, though sometimes he had to hunt for words or ask Vincent for help to get his point across. Not that Marcus minded, he sort of liked watching Bard get wound up as he attempted to express himself. The other man had an oddly long lanky build, not skinny exactly, but obviously a species trait, compounded by a tail that couldn't seem to make up its mind if a wag was happy or a sign of irritation. More than once Marcus found himself just folding his arms and smiling as he watched Bard work on the sheet music or go through some of the lyrics—holy shit, that voice—and then get stared at furiously for his gaze.
Either way, by the time he'd been dropped back off at his flat, he felt he'd made some friends, and that was nice. Hell, that was amazing. He hummed to himself, checking his email and returning the Flying V to its stand, and wasn't surprised when he had a bunch of messages from his band members, including another one from Christopher wanting, somewhat pathetically, to know if there was a place in the song for keyboards.
He looked at his whiteboard, then fired off an email to Christopher requesting a few hours and he'd fix it, then picked up one of the markers and closed his eyes. The different instrumental parts of the song lined up in his head, and about thirty seconds in he saw an opening for keyboards. They'd always been his weakest instrument to write for, really, but Christopher always helped if Marcus got the general idea down. He tapped the pen against the board for several moments, then sloppily drew out some lines before starting to put notes down, humming to himself vaguely, having the keyboards fade in and out to counterpoint the rhythm guitar track. Eventually he got it caught up to the point the rest of the music had been left off and put it into the computer, laughing at himself. Shit, if progress continued like this, in another month he might even have a song.
After closing up the laptop and erasing his whiteboard, he pondered the concept of a snack then decided to go to the corner pub, get a sandwich, and see who was playing that night. Half an hour later, he was enjoying the last of his fried fish sandwich, but disappointed because the band that was supposed to be there that night failed to show.
"Yeah, they a folk band and good, but the lead singer, he has the flu," the younger bartender told him, buffing glasses peacefully in the mostly empty bar. "He call, maybe an hour ago. Well, his wife call, he so sick."
"Well, that sucks." Marcus leaned on the bar, dipping his fries in the vinegar that came with the sandwich. "Does that mean the stage is open tonight?"
"Yeah, no one else on schedule. It will be quiet night."
"Hmm." He finished his fries and licked the grease off his fingers thoughtfully. "Do you think it would be all right if I brought my guitar in and played?"
"Oh, yeah. It would be nice to have music. Are you good?"
He smiled and shrugged. "A lot of people like my stuff. I'll be back in a few minutes." He hopped off the barstool and left the bar, ambling up the street and going back into his flat. After some debate, he grabbed the Stratocaster instead of the Flying V, hanging it on his back and shoving one of the shorter instrument cables into a hoodie pocket before heading back out. Walking down the street with a guitar got him some attention, certainly, including a few questioning calls from passing cars. He just smiled and shrugged, strolling back into the bar and waving at the bartenders.
"Yeah, you go ahead," the younger bartender said, waving at the empty stage.
Marcus nodded and pulled his hood up, then stepped up onto the stage, crouching by the amplifier that had been left. It was old and well used, but seemed in good shape, so he dug the cable out of his pocket and flipped the guitar around to his front in a practiced motion, jacking the guitar in and fiddling with the settings before hopping up and sitting on the barstool that had been left on the stage, fixing the tune on the guitar. Then he started to play.
On impulse, he started going through the new song he was working on, humming the rhythm guitar part to himself as he played the melody. The quiet intro let him sort of fade the guitar work into the background of the bar. He saw the younger bartender watching curiously, still polishing and restocking glasses. The bar itself was still sparsely populated, but those hanging around also looked toward him with interest as the music started speeding up. Knowing he couldn't cut it off where the sheet music ended he forced himself to keep playing, making it up on the spot, sometimes fading it back toward the more ambient music then returning it to the more power metal tone. Eventually though the song ran itself out and he let it, before starting to play some of Opeth's mellower instrumentals.
The people in the bar filled in the tables nearest the stage. They didn't seem intent on him, but they were obviously listening. They seem to have figured out he was alone and merely taking advantage of the empty stage. He stopped worrying about it, and played for over an hour, sometimes other peoples' stuff and sometimes his stuff, before unplugging his guitar and hopping off the stage.
"You are good," the younger bartender said.
Marcus thought his name was Ivan or something like that. Either way, said bartender drew him a beer and set it on the bar. "On the house."
"Oh, thanks." He picked it up gladly and took several long swallows of it.
"That first song you played, what was it? Some people asked. I had to say I did not know."
"Oh, it's nothing in particular. I made it up."
"Oh. Well, people liked it."
That made him smile. "Good."

* * * *

The next day, Marcus had just gotten out of the shower when he heard his laptop ringing. Grumbling and knotting a towel around his waist, he went into the kitchen and opened it, hitting the button and frowning when the image of Emily came up. "There's a phone here you know."
"Yes, I know, but this is easier than calling overseas." She wore a pale blue business suit and cream shirt, clasping a cup of coffee in both hands. She looked harried as all hell, too.
"Oh, damn, did something happen? You look upset." He continued trying to get his fur dry, head tilted so his hair cascaded to one side, frowning at her image.
"Sort of. Some dicks started the internet rumor mill going late yesterday so now it's in the mainstream media today."
"What? What are they saying about Guillotine now?" They'd been in and out of the news a lot in the last twelve years; music awards, going gold, random crap, and that time someone had fallen asleep at the wheel of their Honda and driven into the side of their bus, which had been parked at a rest stop—everyone had been fine, except the Honda in question.
"Not so much about the band as about you. They know you're not home, and since no one's seen you in a while they've concluded you're in the hospital somewhere."
"What!? That is fucking ridiculous!" He sputtered, flipping his hair back and draping the towel across his shoulders.
"No shit, but the news," she finger hooked on the word news, "grabbed it and ran, and since I never told the label where you went they called me and demanded to know if I quietly shipped you to rehab, and somehow that started a double whammy rumor that's on all the radio stations that… and I swear to fucking God, I am not making this shit up… that you overdosed on prescription meds because you were depressed, ended up spending some time in one of the more private celebrity-type hospitals, and are now sitting in some sort of rehab somewhere."
He face-palmed, not able to find any words for several minutes. "Well, apparently the media thinks I'm Robert Downey, Jr."
She blinked, then snickered, taking a drink of her coffee. "Thank you for that. So, yes, that's what I've been dealing with all fucking day, all these news shows turning up at my office and calling me demanding to know what the hell is going on. They actually showed up at Robert's house to try to get a comment from him."
"Oh, God."
"Oh, it gets better. He wasn't home and his wife wasn't in the mood. She chased them off their property with a fire extinguisher."
"Go Gwennie." He'd always adored Robert's wife. She made him cookies and bought him PlayGirl magazine.
"Needless to say it made local news, especially the bit of her standing at the edge of her lawn yelling after them something like, 'and stay out, or I sic the Chihuahua on you!'" She grinned when he had a fit of laughter and clapped his hands. "All this said, you could do us all a favor and go on record denying all the crap. It might stop most of this mess."
"I'm in fucking Dresden, what am I supposed to do, call the news? Issue a press release? That'd be breaking cover, I think."
"No one's figured out who you are yet?"
"My landlords know, that's about it."
She hmmed to herself, setting the mug on her desk. "You still have an account at that video website, right, and admin rights for the band site?"
"Yeah."
"Record a video of yourself denying everything, stick it on the website. It won't satisfy everyone, but it'll at least show you're healthy and not in some high-dollar rehab center somewhere."
"Yeah, sure, I can do that." Feeling a draft, he caught the towel around his waist before it slipped the rest of the way. "After I get dressed."
She grinned. "Of course. Thanks, Marcus."
"Not a problem."
"Oh, Christopher's agent told me you guys are working on some music again. Did you get a song written?"
"Most of one, I want to try to finish the instrumentals today."
"Glad to hear it. Still enjoying yourself?"
"Oh, fuck yes. I need to tell you about this band I met, Emily! They're called Wire and Lace and they are fucking spectacular! Seriously, we need to get them signed so they can tour with us. Their guitar work is fucking art and the lead singer has this voice, just, nnghh…" He blinked and stopped when he saw her lifting an eyebrow. "What?"
"Did you just use a sex noise to explain someone's voice?"
"Uhh…"
She laughed and waved a hand. "Right, well if you like them that much they're something special. Can you get a recording of their stuff to send to me? No guarantees, mind you, especially since I don't work much overseas."
"I can try."
"Good. I'm out, have a great day." The video image froze, and a "video chat disconnected" message came up on the screen.
Once dried off and dressed, he spent some time making himself look decent, assuring his braid was well done and that he didn't look disheveled or weary. Primping complete, he pondered the apartment's layout and set the laptop up in the living area. He sat on the couch with the computer on the arm, making sure the sunlight from the windows wasn't glaring into the built-in camera. After some thought he trolled the internet for the reports and spent nearly an hour gaping at the major news sites in America, all of which had found time in their broadcast day to dither about the made up, non-story that the rumors were. Thrown around were reports of the band breaking up and him in rehab. One news ditz had the audacity to ask, "Well, they'd say if he was dead, right?"
After spending some time quietly pounding his head into the arm of the sofa, he made sure the camera setup was still good and hit the record button. "Hey. This is Marcus Midnight, the lead of Guillotine. This isn't something I normally do, but apparently some jerks decided that since I hadn't been seen lately it meant I was in rehab or something. You can consider this my official response: I am not dead, I am not hospitalized, I am not in rehab. I am on vacation. That's it. What? Because I'm famous I can't go on vacation all of a sudden?" He made a face at the camera. "No, I will not be telling you where I am. My agent knows, and she won't be telling you either. And while we're talking about this, the band isn't breaking up or retiring forever, okay? The next album is in progress, but you probably won't see it for another year or so." He rubbed his chin. "So, yeah, that's it. I'd appreciate if people quit spreading crappy rumors about my well-being. Oh, and whichever roadie told that jerkwad reporter I was depressed? Yeah, if I figure out who you are, you're totally not being allowed back on the bus. Cheers." He hit the stop recording button, pondering.
He played the video back a few times before deciding it was all right and worked on getting it uploaded. The wireless he was running off wasn't happy about it either, so he minimized that and worked on adjusting his sheet music. By the time the video was online and featured on the front page of Guillotine's website under the headline "response to those rumors," he'd ironed out the issues he'd had with his new song so far. Mostly it had been timing, and how the parts interplayed. That done, he put on some Dio and returned to the whiteboard, singing along loudly while he put the last few bars of music on one side of the board then pondered, pacing back and forth. He'd played the lead through last night. He couldn't remember exactly what he played, but he remembered it switching tones back and forth, calm then faster, and he'd liked that.
A rhythm line came to mind so he continued working that part out first, filling the board. After a minute he stared at what he had written and grabbed the Stratocaster, using the laptop to record himself and sticking the music into the program. That done, he erased the board and played the recorded rhythm track back, only this time playing lead guitar with it, building up on it bit by bit, writing it down as he figured it out.
It wasn't easy, and it didn't flow, and that pissed him off. By the time he ran the song to the conclusion he was furious and frustrated, wiping the board clean in swipes of his hand and starting anew, the pen squeaking and making percussive noises as he quickly wrote out tabs, writing all three guitar parts at the same time then writing lyrics next to it in one big block, teeth bared at the board as he scribbled. Eventually he had to turn the lights on because the sunlight coming through the windows had waned, and only then did he stop and look at what he'd written.
He'd gotten a whiteboard that was comprised of a few sections, meant for a school, really, and he covered the surface in angry, fast scrawling. Guitar tabs covered two sections, some of it lined out and adjusted in another color. The third section contained lyrics and disconnected brainstorming clouds, but there was a circled bit that read "two CD set Dreamer and Nightmare one power metal disc, one black metal disc." He vaguely remembered writing it and actually laughing when he did. In smaller text written next to that was "hey cliché, whatever, roll with it."
He picked up the Flying V and switched the jack to it, standing in front of the whiteboards and playing through the lead track he'd written out so far, and ended up bouncing around a bit on his toes as he played through it. Total black metal, though not the really harsh discordant kind. Nodding, he set the guitar back down, and spent the rest of the evening getting the music into the music program he used and emailing the files off to his band, with the remark "song Wake Up done needs lyrics, another song started, black metal titled Fall Down?"
Email sent, he rummaged and ate leftover pizza cold, leaning on the open windowsill, zoning out as he watched the cars pass by, smiling to himself.








Chapter 4

Over the next few days, he mostly kept to the flat, going down to the corner pub for dinner. He'd come to enjoy their fish sandwiches, but found out they also did a great shredded beef open face sandwich. Wondering to himself why he wasn't massively overweight by now, he pulled somewhat long hours at the whiteboard and laptop, expanding on the concept for the next album. The idea of a two disc set settled well with him, and he found it easy to separate the two, though he made sure there was some interplay between the two as he went. He listened to a lot of eighties metal and Pink Floyd when he wasn't working on his own music.
He found the instrumentals were much easier for the power metal disc. By the third day, he'd gotten a second song laid out and bits and pieces for two others. His band members were all over it too, he'd always sucked them into working on songs over the years. They recorded their pieces and sent the tracks back to him, sometimes suggesting slight revisions, most of which he cheerfully took, because they were right. Lyrics were a bit more difficult. Eventually he awoke from a deep sleep and scrawled the words to the first song out on a pad of paper next to the bed. For the black metal disc, he usually just vented his frustration with the power metal disc into it. It came in jerks, but that was all right, because when he did work on it was on a huge chunk of a song all at once.
He was feeling pretty good about it all. Sort of like his old self again. He could see a lot of the music being performed on the stage, see the crowd's response, hear them singing along, see the circle pit to Fall Down. If he could pull this off, the potential for really good shows was there. He'd never been a merchandise guy, but he was thinking the band's logo needed to be redone for the launch of the CD, or something, and he definitely wasn't going to let the label overprice the disc set. Two CDs for twenty bucks. Done. Or at least, not more than twenty-five bucks, no way. Marcus understood people hated expensive music, and hell, the band didn't need money hand over fist for this project. Most of the band members owned their houses outright… he thought maybe Tyler didn't, but Tyler had moved a few years ago. So it became mostly a question of making reasonable CD sales and paying for the tour, and letting someone else figure out the MP3 thing, as he thought in terms of albums.
In the afternoon, he checked his email and saw one from Emily. Expecting something about the disc progress, he excitedly opened it, and nearly gaped. Apparently his video had made the rounds of the media, in bits and pieces, and most people were pleased he had announced a new album and had accepted his rebuttal, but others were screaming denial. "Welcome to the age of the internet," Emily had typed, managing to sound completely disgusted through text. "Most are all right but some people think you're denying it because it's something worse than rehab. What the fuck? Thanks for doing the video though, it did help."
Baffled, he checked his band's website and poked the forums. Yeah, most of the fans were just ecstatic to be reassured and, holy shit new CD—yay, but he caught a vague undercurrent of disbelief that hit him full in the face when he went to the video site he'd used to host the video. He'd never been convinced the people who commented on there were totally sane anyway, but now folks were going full-bore conspiracy theorist, claiming he was so obviously wearing makeup and oh dear God he's dying! Feeling disgusted with the universe, he edited his comments on the video to read, "and no I don't have cancer, you dicks," before shutting the laptop, standing and pacing the flat, frustrated.
Deciding he really needed to get out, he put the Flying V in its case with a cable and went downstairs, sticking his head in the bookstore and asking Anita if she had a few minutes to help him look up a business in a phonebook. She did, since no one was ringing up right that moment, and after a few minutes of explaining, she'd been able to find the practice space he'd visited. After he spent some time pleading with her in very bad German for her amusement, she called the establishment on his behalf. Once she'd spoken to the place for a few minutes, she passed the phone over to him with a shrug.
He put it to his ear, heard a few clicks, then a puzzled familiar voice, "Hallo?"
"Bard? Hi! It's Marcus and I'm going to sound like a silly kid, but it's been a weird day. Can I come jam with you guys?"
"Marcus? Um, er," The phone rattled, and he distantly heard, "Vincent! Hilfe, bitte!"
After a moment, Vincent's voice came on. "Marcus? Seriously? How the hell did you know we'd be here?"
"Wild-ass guess." He admitted. "I guess I spoke too fast for Bard, I'm sorry."
"No, uh…" There was a pause and he could hear Bard speaking in the background. "He says he got half of it but didn't know some of the words. You want to come jam, is that it?"
"If it's okay. It's been a weird last couple days for me."
"Shite, man, that's fine! We'd love to have you back. We just didn't want to bother you, you know? We didn't know what your schedule is."
"Schedule? Hah. You going to be there awhile? I could take a taxi."
"Yeah, we'll be here. You don't want to be picked up?"
"Nah, but if you could have someone come out to the parking lot in maybe twenty-five minutes that'd be sweet."
"Sure. See you soon."

* * * *

After an uneventful taxi ride filled with chatter with a taxi driver who spoke some English though not well—"You American? You like our city?"—Marcus arrived at the practice building, the guitar case on his back and carefully balancing two drink carriers of coffee. He'd felt obligated after getting Anita to help him with calling the practice space, and what the hell, Gunther had liked the bookstore's coffee.
He was mildly surprised to find Bard waiting for him, grinning when he saw Marcus get out of the car. "Marcus! You trip was… okay?"
"Yeah, it was fine, but the way that guy talked you'd think he was here during World War Two." Marcus made a face. "Can you carry one of these?" He held out a drink carrier.
"Oh, ja! This is…" Bard took it and smelled the cups curiously. "Kaffee?"
"Yes, indeed. Lead the way."
Bard grinned again and led the way into the building, easily navigating the hallways and holding the door for Marcus. "Vincent! Marcus holte kaffee!"
"Well that was nice of you," Vincent said, coming over and relieving Marcus of the other drink holder once Marcus had taken his own cup off it, taking one of the cups and passing it to Isold. "Honestly we weren't sure you'd want to come back. Gunther thought we bored you."
"Oh, fuck, not hardly." Marcus laughed, shrugging the guitar case off and setting it down next to him. "Hell, I'll hang around as much as you'll let me. I have no problem being a third wheel. Well, sixth wheel."
Vincent snorted and took a drink of his coffee, then appraised the cup. "Gunther said that bookstore you live over had good coffee… hmm, I have to agree. You're having a weird day, huh?"
"Weird last few days; long, long story." He waved it off. "Thought it'd do me good to attempt to be social, even if my German's shit."
"Eh, we worked around it last time. And Bard got his English textbooks back out, which is awesome. He's actually been working on some big thing…"
"Marcus? I have, um, come see?"
"He's got exceptionally good timing." Marcus noted with a laugh, and Vincent waved him off with a grin, so he walked over and blinked when he saw a bunch of music handwritten on paper, spread over the table.
"Is long song."
"Yeah, no kidding." His eyes scanned over the notes, hearing the different parts in his head as he looked, nodding. "Ten minutes long?"
"Er, eight minutes…?"
"May I play through it?"
"Oh ja, bitte bitte!" Bard grinned happily.
Marcus grabbed his guitar case and got the Flying V out, settling the strap in comfortably and jacking it into the amplifier nearest the table, turning the amp to face the table and setting up the volume before walking back, playing a few chords then checking the key of the song and adjusting accordingly.
"Your guitar, how old?" Bard asked for a moment, looking at it. "Is Gibson, ja?"
"Yup, Gibson Flying V." He patted the instrument, checking the tune then adjusting a knob just slightly. It had taken a bit of a beating before he'd gotten it, and he admitted it'd taken a bit more since he started playing it years ago. The black finish was worn and scratched, and he'd gone through more strings than he could count. "It's a nineteen eighty-one."
"No shite?" Vincent asked, having wandered over wearing his Explorer hanging on his back. "I know a guy with a nineteen seventy-eight Flying V, he's been trying to sell for ages."
"No kidding?"
"Yeah, it's piss yellow though, and it needs a new pickup."
Marcus burst into laughter in spite of himself. "That sounds more like a fucked up Alpine White. They yellowed sometimes."
"The hell it is, it's piss yellow, I tell you."
"Ja, he right, I see it before," Bard said, looking up from his sheet music.
Marcus snickered. "Tell you what, if the guy you know still wants to get rid of it, I might be interested but I need to know a price." Vincent nodded, and Marcus was finally satisfied with the tune of his instrument, arranging the sheet music for visual ease then started to play.
He was immediately pleased, stepping out a foot to take a wider stance, eyes skimming over the notes as he played. It again reminded him a bit of Dream Theater, though a bit less technical. Definitely in your face, and after a few moments Vincent flipped his guitar to the front and started playing, standing next to him so he could also read the music, and Marcus heard the harmony built in. Bard watched them, hands gripping the edge of the table and biting his lower lip, looking incredibly nervous as they played. In the background Marcus heard a bass and drums pick up, but he didn't pay them much mind.
Nearly nine minutes later he trailed out the last note, and straightened back up out of the guitar-playing stoop he'd found himself in. Vincent whooped and clapped, grinning as he found his coffee cup. "You are very good, Marcus."
Marcus hmmed in reply, taking a few long drinks of his coffee then returning to the sheet music, tracing a finger over some of the middle pages, trying to decide what bothered him. It was good, but…
"Not good?" Bard asked uncertainly, watching Marcus's expression as he poured over the sheet music with a focused expression.
"Nein nein, Es ist sehr gut." Vincent said, shaking Bard by the shoulders gently and smiling at him. Bard tried to shake him off, eyes on Marcus.
"Something…" He stood back up and grabbed his guitar, playing through the latter half of the piece, then the bridge. "Hah. Found it."
"What?" Vincent asked, confused.
"Listen." He found another point in the music and played through about two minutes' worth. "Did you hear it?" Seeing the band look at him, he backed up and played half that, pausing a note. "Don't you hear it, right there?"
"I think we're all lost," Vincent replied, arms crossed. The rest of the band had drifted forward, trying to find out what was going on.
"The song's progressively building up, and right there…" He played through the notes and held the note again, "That's a launch point, but…" He continued the sheet music for a bit and shook his head. "Nothing. It doesn't get off the ground. It's a build-up with no real finish, and this song can't get away with that. It leaves you waiting."
Bard blinked a few times at him, then shoved him over and started combing over the sheet music. Instead of even trying to make his opinion known in English, he spoke in German, Vincent looking at him. "He says he was afraid it'd get too… over the top?" Vincent frowned, pondering his wording.
"Yeah, sometimes over the top is bad but sometimes it's needed and this song needs it. You're not saving anything by being reserved." He held up the V a bit. "This is a weapon and never be afraid to show your listeners its steel."
Bard bit into his knuckles, tail swiping the air, going over the disputed section again. "Just lead, or…?"
"I'm assuming it'll be an instrumental part, there." He played through it again, looking at Vincent. "Hear it now?"
Vincent frowned a bit. "I think I get what you mean. It's… waiting?"
"Yes, good word. But waiting for what, that is the question."
"You play. You show us," Bard said after a moment, staring at him.
"No, I shouldn't… this is yours, I mean…" He took a step back from the table, backing his ears. "You don't have to do anything I suggest. This is just my opinion."
Gunther rolled his eyes and said something in a droll voice, Vincent sighed and translated. "He says you're a professional and we should take your suggestions under heavy consideration."
"But it's your art," he replied weakly.
Bard shook his head and gestured. "You play."
He sighed and put his hands back to a ready position, starting where he had been, but at the point he mentioned he deviated from the sheet music, playing another minute or so of music he made up on the spot, widening his stance again and putting his head back, then carried it back into what Bard had written, following the song back to its end and fading it out. "I could probably tweak that a bit, but…"
"Fick mich," Bard replied weakly.
"That does add about a minute twenty seconds to the song, bringing you to more or less ten minutes, but that's all right. I've seen plenty of shows that were over an hour long and were only three or four songs…" He rubbed along his lower muzzle thoughtfully.
"And… we can use that?"
"Well, of course. I mean, it's nothing without the rest of it, and Bard wrote the rest. It's his piece, I just offered to help. I wouldn't dream of claiming any sort of creative license to it."
There was a long somewhat awkward silence, then Bard offered a sheet of paper. "You write it down, ja?"
"Sure." He took the sheet of paper and did so, writing it down while Bard spoke to the rest of the band.
"He says he wants to get this in the computer while the rest of us jam. That okay?" Vincent said.
"What? Go ahead, it's your show." He looked up, passing the piece of paper to Bard then collecting the spread out sheet music and putting it in order so it could be easily looked at to put into the computer.
In the end he and Bard ended up sitting on the floor, Marcus's guitar sitting in the case still plugged in, the laptop in Bard's lap. He helped transcribe the parts into the program happily, the two pouring over the music together, Bard making a lot of tweaks as they went and enjoying Marcus's approval.
"You do this for… job?" Bard asked as they finished putting the parts in.
"I just write music normally."
"You play what you write?" Bard asked hopefully.
"Well, yeah, I…" He blinked. "Oh, now?"
"Ja, bitte."
He stood and offered a hand down to Bard, who accepted it and got to his feet.
"That didn't take long." Vincent looked surprised. "Normally he agonizes for hours about it."
"Yeah, that'll happen, trust me. I'm sure he'll do that over the lyrics."
Bard sighed. "Ja. You play." He shoved at Marcus. "We play enough."
"I guess I could play something I'm working on now," he finally said, knowing that playing any old stuff would be more or less the same as holding up a sign that said "Hello, I'm the front man of Guillotine," "if you guys want to hear it?"
"Bitte, bitte," Bard insisted, and the rest of the band nodded.
He shrugged and retrieved his guitar, putting it on and adjusting the amplifier as needed. After some internal debate he jumped into Fall Down, the only of the black metal song he had finished. The band looked surprised at how hard what he played was, but he ignored them and let himself get into it, propping a foot up on the amplifier and head banging a bit as he played. He felt all the kinks were ironed out of it, and the song came hard, thrashy, and quick. He sang the lyrics also, though the guitar mostly drowned out his voice, not that he really cared, plowing through the five minute song and standing up when it ended.
They were all staring at him, and either cursed or applauded after several silent seconds. "You are really bloody good," Vincent said in a reverent tone.
"I sorta do this for a living." He shifted the guitar to his back. "That was part of a work in progress anyway."
"Didn't sound that way."
Estella said something, and Vincent glanced at her then looked back. "Estella's getting hungry but wants to jam on some other peoples' stuff before we close up shop."
"Sure. Do you need help carrying equipment, or…?"
"We leave the amps locked in but carry the instruments back out."
"All right, what's your preference for music to jam on?"

* * * *

"How long you staying in Germany?" Vincent wanted to know, standing in the back of the van and taking part of the drum kit that Marcus handed up.
"I don't know, honestly. As long as I need to."
"Need to?" He frowned, taking the next piece as it was passed along. Gunther's guitar had already been loaded, the others were shutting down and locking up the room.
"I burned out, real bad. I'm here trying to relax and get my head on straight."
"Are we…" Vincent paused, hunting for a word. "Hmm. Interfering? At all?"
"Yeah, interfering is the word. Damn, you speak good English, seriously." He passed up on of the bass drums.
"Dad travels for Volkswagen. I learned English growing up."
"To answer your question, no, you aren't interfering. Hell, I called you guys to relax. It was fun."
"Yeah, it was. You're really, really good."
He passed up a high-hat. "I've had a few more years practice than you have."
"…Wait, how old are you?"
"I'll be thirty-two in a few months."
Vincent frowned in surprise, hopping down and closing up the van. "You don't look it. I'm twenty-three, Bard's twenty-four, rest are that age too."
"Eh, thanks." He waved when he saw the others come out of the building. "I can see taxis on the road over there. I can just grab one of them so you guys don't have to go out of your way."
"If you like, they're kind of expensive though."
He shrugged. "So's gas, don't worry about it."
"Marcus," Bard said, wandering over, wearing a laptop bag, "there is… film…" Long pause, then he looked at Vincent. "What is word English for…?" He finished in German.
"Film festival." Vincent supplied around giving Isold a hug and kiss.
"Ah." Bard turned back to Marcus. "There is film festival at local… school, ja? You want come see?"
"Oh, uh, what kind of movies?"
"Evil Dead series. Bruce Campbell." Bard looked pleased, though Marcus wasn't sure if it was about the choice in films or the fact he pronounced Campbell's name well.
"Oh, sure! I love his stuff. I need to eat though."
"Ja, ja, we eat then go see." He turned and gestured. "My car."
Marcus nodded, picking up his guitar case and saluting the rest of the band members. "Catch you later." He walked with Bard across the parking lot toward a Mini Cooper, obviously older but in good shape. He was quite amused when he saw it was the British flag paint job. "Thank you for inviting me."
"They eat. They go out, um, date?" Bard unlocked his car, Marcus put his guitar in the back seat. Bard put his laptop on top of it and threw a blanket over both. "I just be… um. Bothersome? Is better go see movies."
Marcus nodded wisely, remembering quite well how he felt when all his other band members were dating and he was left sitting alone on the bus, though sometimes he was able to sneak out and scrounge up a date for the night. "I know how that feels," he replied, getting in on the passenger side and buckling in.
Bard gave him a surprised look as he started the car. "No girlfriend?" His surprise turned to confusion when Marcus bent over laughing.
Once Marcus got ahold of himself, he replied, "No, no girlfriend, Bard, I'm gay."
Bard blinked once, expression blank. "Oh." That said, he put the car in gear and started driving. "What to eat?"
"You have been working on your English haven't you?"
"Book written like… like book for DVD player," Bard replied, frustrated.
"You're doing better than I am, I speak like a dozen words in German." He snickered. "And I'm not picky. Whatever you want to eat."
There was a long pause as the little car trundled along with traffic. "You eat sushi?"
"I fucking love sushi."
"Ja. But I cannot…" He growled to himself. "Make… payment?"
"Oh. Yeah, I remember those days. I'll pay if you get us into the festival."
Bard grinned at him. "Danke."
"No problem."

* * * *

"What English for?"
Marcus looked up from his sushi rolls, and saw that Bard pointed dubiously at the chopsticks.
"Chopsticks. You don't know how to use them?" Seeing frustration, Marcus put his own down. "Well, we'll use our fingers then." That said, he picked up one of the rolls and dipped it in soy sauce.
Bard did the same, obviously feeling less awkward. "Like sushi. Chopsticks…"
"Not a fan of chopsticks?"
"Is like eating with drumsticks."
Marcus blinked at that mental image. "Touché. Do we have some time before the movies?"
Bard looked at a watch. "Ja, ja. An… hour? Ja. Hour, ten minutes."
"Good." There was a lull in the conversation, during which Marcus took a drink of his soda. Bard had gotten tea. "Um, Bard?"
"Ja?"
"Does it bother you that I'm gay?"
He shook his head. "Nein."
"You just weren't expecting it?" This earned him a nod. "Heh. Yeah, I fly under everyone's gaydar."
"But no boyfriend?"
He sighed and shook his head, dipping a sushi roll in wasabi. "No. I travel too much for work, I guess. So I'm languishing single, much like you are."
Bard made a face, then took a drink of his tea, putting pickled ginger on a piece of sushi. "Single not always bad."
"Depends how long you've been single."
That, Bard nodded to. "You usually in America?"
"Yeah, but I do travel abroad from time to time."
"What it like?"
"Same shit, different language." He smiled when Bard laughed. "Honestly, I've heard some better music in bars here than on the radio in the States, and the beer is consistently better, but other than that…" He shrugged. "I like it here."
"That is good." There was a long silence as they both worked on clearing their sushi plates. "You write music, for how long?"
"How long have I been writing music, how long have I been making a living on it?" He smiled when the other man made a go-on gesture. "I started writing my own stuff at fifteen, started doing it professionally at nineteen."
"Wow."
"Yeah, I started early. You?"
He shook his head. "Eighteen, for school work."
Marcus nearly dropped his soda glass. "Are you telling me you've gotten this good in six years?"
"Nein, nein, my training, it helped."
"Shit, in a few years you'll be kicking my ass all over the place." Seeing the look, he laughed. "Don't look dismayed. It isn't a bad thing."
"But, you are so good."
"Doesn't mean I'm the best, or that I'll be good forever. I love your stuff, and your voice kicks ass. If you usurp my throne, so be it." He shoved his plate back.
Bard blushed, but couldn't keep a grin off his face. "Danke."

* * * *

The film festival was being held by a huge local university and from what little Marcus understood of the flyers and posters, was part of several days of horror films being shown. He recognized Vincent Price's face, and saw Hammer Films as well. He'd never been big into horror movies personally, but a few of his band members were, so he'd seen quite a few of the old ones as well as the new stuff while they had been on the road.
Bard got them into the show, and Marcus bought them both sodas and popcorn. An amphitheater-style classroom had been claimed for the films, so they laughed and parked themselves at the desks toward the back, waiting for the first of the movies to start.
"Hey, did you go to…" Bard asked, waving a hand at the room.
"College? Nah, man, never went." He shook his head, enjoying his theater-butter covered popcorn as they waited for the lights to go down. "Traveling, you know?"
He tilted his head. "Does that…make you, sad?"
"No, honestly. Did you go to college?"
"Ja, for music."
"Hah, you really are classically trained, aren't you?" He smiled, watching Bard get embarrassed. The other man fascinated him now that he'd gotten the hang of his body language. That was the continual fun of having so many different kinds of people, if you met someone from a race you weren't familiar with, there was some time you had to spend getting used to things all over again. It was like a double language barrier. His first impression had been a feline/canine cross, but it was more the logical middle ground of a big cat and a lemur. Bard's tail tended to wrap around whatever he sat on, or hook up behind him, or wrap around his body. Marcus also couldn't get over Bard's fur color, aside from the faintest fleck of white peeking out of his shirt collar he may as well have been carved out of milk chocolate.
Bard gave him a funny look but was prevented from saying anything by the lights dimming down and the start of the first Evil Dead coming up on the screen. Marcus privately thanked whatever deity was in residence and turned toward the screen, taking the cover of dark to tug the edge of his shirt over the front of his pants. Son of a bitch. The last thing he needed was one of the other people nearby, let alone Bard, realizing he'd started pitching a tent. Let alone during a Bruce Campbell movie, which is what helped him calm down as he externally laughed at a lamely excellent horror flick, and internally lambasted himself. Okay, yes, fine, he was attracted to Bard, but Bard wasn't even so much as a blip on his gaydar, and Marcus wasn't willing to screw up their growing friendship. But good Lord, what he'd wanted to do to the other man right that moment…
He bit into one of his knuckles until the pain reached his brain, shook off a bit, then endeavored to watch the movie.

* * * *

There was a break between the second and third films, which was nice. Both of them managed to use the bathroom, grab bottles of water, and get back to their seats before the lights went down again.
"They all kind of same movie," Bard remarked, sitting back down.
"Yes, but with different levels of silly," Marcus replied with a grin. "Are you into horror movies?"
"Nein, I like… action? Movies." Bard frowned a bit.
"Like what?"
"Lock, Stock and Two Smoking Barrels."
Marcus rocked back in the desk, clapping his hands. "Holy shit, you're a Guy Ritchie fan?!"
"You like?" Bard grinned, leaning on the part of the desk nearest Marcus.
"Hell, yes. Did you like Snatch?"
"And the fact that you have 'replica' written down the side of your guns," Bard replied, managing to sound like a really bad Vinnie Jones.
"And the fact that I've got 'Desert Eagle point-five-oh' written down mine." Marcus grinned so hard his cheeks hurt.
"Should precipitate your balls to shrinking," they finished in unison, knocking their fists together afterward and laughing. Those nearby stared at them, some puzzled, some amused.
"Shite, ja." Bard laughed, opening his bottle of water.
"How about stuff like The Matrix?"
"Computer… animation? Do not like."
"Not a fan of special effects, huh?"
"They… ignore the plot." He took his time getting that out, being careful about the words. "And spend money on the effects. But I like Keanu Reeves."
"Whoa."
"Whoa!" Bard managed a better impression.
"Whoa."
They were still trying to one-up each other on the subject of stunned Keanu Reeves when the lights turned down a few minutes later, though it was others nearby throwing popcorn at them that rammed home the point that they needed to shut up now.

* * * *

It was past midnight when they wandered off the school grounds, finding Bard's Mini Cooper with some difficulty. Luckily, Bard had a rough idea of where Marcus lived and was able to drive him home, though he refused gas money.
"You need help with guitar?" He asked, accepting his laptop and putting it on the front seat of the car, watching Marcus haul the guitar case out of the back seat.
"Nah, man, I'm really used to it. Thanks for the great time tonight."
"Marcus?" He waited until Marcus looked in the passenger side window, which was partly rolled down. "You jam with us next week, ja?"
He grinned. "Yeah, absolutely, just come grab me whenever. Have a good night, man." He stood and went to unlock the door up his staircase, waved then padding up the stairs. He turned the lights on in the main flat, then set the guitar case next to his amplifier, walking over to the window and leaning on the windowsill. The Mini Cooper had pulled away, and was sitting at the stop sign. As he watched, the mini turned and pulled away.
Marcus groaned and leaned heavily on his folded arms, forehead coming to rest on them, fingers curling so his claws skittered on the painted wood. "God damn, Bard, give me half the chance and I will screw your brains out." Frustrated, he headed for the bathroom, taking off his shirt as he walked.
There'd been no question with Peter a few weeks prior. They'd hardly talked at all before deciding they wanted to get it on, and they barely made it into the flat before clothes started flying off. Yeah, they'd been completely incompatible in reality, but on the subject of fucking, there'd been no question. And the sad thing? That'd been the closest thing he'd had to a relationship in years. He'd had a boyfriend for a while in high school, and for the first few years touring there'd be a roadie he sort of depended on.
Ugh, Simon. There was someone he hadn't thought about in years. He shook his head, kicking out of his pants and stepping into the shower, kicking it on and adjusting the water temperature, leaning on the wall and baring his teeth at nothing. It'd been a few weeks into the first tour, he'd still been a teenager and he had been so fucking horny. He'd been the only one on the band bus, and Simon had stuck his head in and asked if he was okay. Marcus admitted being horny and Simon had said something about knowing some female groupies. Marcus said he didn't swing that way and suddenly Simon had been sucking him off. Simon and his fucking pierced tongue. They hadn't been together exactly, but Simon seemed to love kneeling before him. And for the first couple tours, he'd been a consistent roadie, and none of the other band members seemed to care that Marcus occasionally got oral in the back of the bus. Hell, he was a rock star, wasn't he supposed to get things like that sometimes?
Then Simon had gotten a real job and that outlet had been gone. At first he'd hoped to start dating, get into a real relationship, but the label still didn't want him coming out and he didn't fight for it. He probably should have, and looking back he wondered why the hell he'd just dealt with the label's bullshit and kept closeted. He'd gotten lonelier and more depressed. After Simon, Marcus just had random encounters. A few dates with a guy, during the summer, then the tabloids had ambushed the guy on his doorstep on the way to work demanding to know why he'd been having dinner with Marcus Midnight. He'd been able to brush it off by saying angrily he was a financial advisor, and had called Marcus the same day to say wearily that he couldn't be in a relationship where the press harassed him.
Marcus exhaled slowly, turning to lean his shoulders back against the shower wall, body in the spray, one hand landing on his sheath. The pointed tip of his cock was already peeking out. Hell, it had been the whole drive back to the flat, horny and elated with the level of bonding or whatever he'd done with Bard. It didn't take much, a few slow strokes and his cock was fully out and hard, resting on his stomach, twitching at the feeling of hot water hitting it. Not sure when he'd last been this worked up, he growled and wrapped a hand around himself, tilting his head back. His coloration and skinnier fingers aside, he was basically an odd colored wolf, and that was true of his anatomy.
Ok, fuck, remembering Simon and his talented mouth had derailed Marcus a bit, but Bard… hell's bells, he wanted to hear Bard's voice singing in pleasure as he fucked the hell out of him. It was easy to let his eyes lull and forget he was in the shower, and daydream about the other man, imagination more than able to strip him naked in his Marcus's eyes, visualizing Bard's lanky, muscular body bare against him. He panted raggedly, one of his fingers rubbing along the underside of his cockhead, imagining sprawling on Bard as they fucked, slow, rhythmic, Bard's tongue caressing the underside of his jaw and over his neck, the shudder of pleasure and pain that rocked him when the fossa's claws dug into his back. Hell yes, he loved it when someone scratched his back and it so very rarely happened in his life. The mewls and squeaks from the other man, the long thick tail wrapped around one of his legs.
Marcus daydreamed the other man's climax, sharp teeth digging into his shoulder, a muffled yowl as cum hit both their chests, and snarled out loud as he came in the shower, coming back to himself a few minutes later, sliding down and sitting under the water, grinding his palms into his eyes as his still-stiff, sensitive cock bobbed in midair. "Fuck. Dammit." He moaned out after a moment, one of his hands landing on the shoulder he'd visualized getting bitten, still panting.
"Not good." He sighed and tilted his head back again, shifting so his legs sprawled out on the floor of the decent-sized shower stall, trying to focus on the beat of the water on his body. "Marcus, you don't know if he's gay, straight, or what. And his band wants to hang out. Let's avoid getting a boner during a jam session, yeah?" He rubbed his eyes again, sighing.
The more he tried to relax, the more frustrated he got, eventually clambering to his feet and making a half-assed attempt at washing himself before cutting the water and shaking out vigorously, drying himself off and stuffing his legs back into his jeans. Realizing he needed to do laundry again because he'd run out of towels, he growled and stomped into the main room. The button fly of his pants still open and hair still sticking to him, Marcus turned the laptop on then frowned at his whiteboard. Bits and pieces of a black metal song were on the board, and he grabbed the much-abused marker and started writing, hand racing as he marked out guitar tabs.
The sun rising found him asleep on the rug in the living room, the laptop next to him. Awkward location or not, his sleep was deep and quiet, not even noticing when the laptop blonged to let him know his band members had emailed him back about the most recent music he'd sent them.








Chapter 5

It was past noon when Marcus finally woke up. He dragged himself up, buttoned his jeans and pulled on a hoodie, foggily shoving his feet into his Converse. A brief search found his MP3 player and a laundry bag. He hauled the dirty clothes to the Laundromat, a comb stuck into his hair, and spent his time waiting for the laundry, brushing out his hair and braiding it back into a rope braid. His mother had taught him a variety of braids when he was a teenager and he tried to change it up on a regular basis. Since he still had time to wait after that, he hung out, a guitar pick he found on his pocket flipping back and forth between his fingers.
How long was he going to stay in Germany? Well, that remained a big question. He'd already been here over a month. He'd gotten to the point he felt reasonably comfortable though he really had to pick up some German sometime soon. He felt a lot better. Less stressed out, maybe a bit more assertive. He'd managed to start a new album and his band members liked it so far. With the internet, he could stay on the other side of the planet and write the entire album, really, and only head back for the official recording.
Hell, he could move here when he wasn't touring and maintain the band fine. Did he want to do that? He just didn't know.
"You just don't want to walk away from Bard and the rest of the guys," he muttered to himself as he loaded his clean, dry laundry back into the bag and headed back to the flat. "And you like being treated as a normal guy." That was the usual double edged sword wasn't it, wanting to be famous but not be treated like you're famous?
He idly folded his laundry back at the flat, still listening to his headphones, then headed down the corner pub. The younger bartender greeted him cheerfully. "You want usual?"
"Hah. Yes." He sat down at the bar, shutting off the MP3 player and shoving it into his pocket. "I love that I've been here enough to have a usual."
"You tip good." He set a glass full of IPA on the bar for Marcus. "And you play guitar good. Is worth remembering how you take your sandwich."
He grinned and picked up the beer, passing over the money to pay for the beer and the sandwich. "Guess it's not too early to drink, eh?"
"You on vacation."
He snickered and took a long dreg off it. "Fair enough."
"See anything good? Take any good pictures?"
"I don't even own a camera." He frowned. "I guess I'm just the worst tourist ever."
The bartender laughed, then greeted a woman who came in. Marcus recognized her as the lead singer of Breaking Day, now dressed in business clothes. Didn't do much to hide the valkyrie build, though. She needed a horned helmet and a shield. She looked his way, and he saluted her with his glass cheerfully, waiting for his sandwich.
"Guten tag," she said, coming over and leaning on the bar next to him. The bartender disappeared, and returned with what looked like a schedule book.
"Guten tag. Ich spreche deutch nicht."
She blinked at him and said something to the bartender, who flipped through the schedule book and didn't bother looking up. "She say she saw you at one of her shows."
"Oh, yeah. It was very good." He grinned and gave her a thumbs up, taking another draw off his beer.
She smiled and nodded, chattering with the bartender as he wrote in the schedule book, then stood there idly pondering him while the bartender got Marcus's sandwich. He accepted the basket happily, picking it up and looking at her. "What?"
She shrugged and replied, the bartender looking up from polishing glasses. "She say you look familiar."
"You're earning yourself a pretty damn good tip." He snorted, swallowing his first bite of his sandwich, pleased with it as usual. "Familiar how?"
An exchange later, the bartender shrugged, towel in one hand snifter in the other. "She not sure."
"Ah. Well, I do like her band, if they're playing soon I'll be there."
She nodded, still looking at him with a contemplative frown, then shrugged and went on her way.
He enjoyed his late lunch, thinking about what had just happened. She must have recognized him from his music, of course, but hadn't made the connection. Shrugging, he shoved the empty basket back and left ten euro in the tip jar, leaving the pub
It was impulse that made him head for the store he'd labeled as a cell phone boutique. Sticking his head inside the store, he was pleased to see it was a Radio Shack-type store and had various electronics. An overeager teenage clerk in a polo shirt greeted him as he came fully in, and he managed to get across that he was a traveler without a camera. The clerk nodded and grinned, and half an hour later he walked out with a snazzy compact camera that could do video and stills.
That done, he wandered back to the Codak, dipping into the bookstore for some of their good coffee and greeting his landlords, who told him his rent automatically had paid up, then heading upstairs to the flat, humming. Deciding to make it an idle day and not to work on anything, he set up the laptop to stream Iron Chef and worked on figuring out the camera.
Christopher was the gadgets guy in the band and he always threw a fit when someone bought something and didn't read the manual first. Marcus, meanwhile, was the sort of guy who ignored Ikea instructions and considered building said Fnorf or whatever the shelves were called an adventure in aesthetics. Still, having shelled out four hundred euro for the little boxy thing he held, he felt obligated to at least make an attempt at figuring it out. It turned out the camera had a docking station with two cables exiting from it, one hooking to a computer, the other to an outlet. Docking the camera recharged it, nice. Also nice was the adaptor for American plugs was already in the box. Rock on. By the time the Iron Chefs were done doing horrible things to the secret ingredient in the name of cuisine, he'd gotten the camera charged enough to play around with the settings. Not a huge amount of space, but it could do probably ten or fifteen minutes of video before it ran out, and it was better than the shitty built in video camera the laptop had. And now he could take pictures to prove he hadn't hidden in his flat the entire time he was in Dresden, or record Wire and Lace so he could send something to Emily… finally.
Letting the camera finish charging, he checked his email. His band had all sent replies on what he'd written last night. So far they seemed pretty happy with the project though opinions were split on which disc of the project they preferred. Jacob had gone crazy and written drum tracks for all the songs, sending a massive number of pictures all in his sloppy excited handwriting. Robert and Tyler had sent recordings of them playing through their parts and suggested some tweaks, and Christopher had rewritten some of the keyboard for one of the songs. His label wanted to know more about the next album, he made a face and deleted the email. Emily sent him an email to let him know he was out of the news cycle finally, apparently half-naked pop starlets made for better press than aging depressed metal singers.
He tapped his fingers on the keys for a few seconds, not actually typing, just fidgeting, before opening a reply and asking Emily how much of a pain in the ass it would be to bring someone back to the States if he met a guy. Also is it hard to tour with a foreign band? He hit send before he could consider the implications of what he'd just asked, then stood and stretched out.
Early evening sunlight streamed through the windows, so he opened them up and stripped off the hoodie, leaning on the windowsill and staring out, shirtless. The weather here had been amazingly mild so far, some rain but that's it. As he looked out, he could see clouds gathering on the horizon. Checking the weather, he sighed. There was a solid week of rain and thunderstorms coming up.
Ah, well. Rain always reminded him of the movie The Crow. Inspired, he jacked in his Stratocaster and sat on the windowsill, playing songs by The Cure and watching cars go by until after dark.

* * * *

Surprisingly the weather report was accurate. It poured for several days which pissed off Marcus because he hadn't thought about bringing a coat along. Rather than buy one, he suffered with running from location to location on his immediate block, still dropping in on the nearest pub and managing to get to a grocery store, but otherwise sticking inside the flat. Not that the rain bothered him all that much, he kept all of the windows open so the sound of the storms filled the rooms, and slept the hardest he had in months. Somehow it also made him feel thoughtful and productive, and he was able to polish the songs he'd finished and finish the ones he had half-done. By the time he saw Wire and Lace again, he had two CDs half-finished and was feeling pleased with himself but absolutely stir-crazy.
What did surprise him was that Bard was the one who came and got him around lunchtime. He'd been sitting on the windowsill as usual, playing through Opeth's Drapery Falls and singing along. The neighborhood seemed used to him now; at first he'd gotten bitched at a bit but now people just glanced at him and moved on. Occasionally people would stand across the street and listen, though not during this weather. He was about halfway through the song and on one of the quieter bits when he heard Bard yell.
"Marcus! Are you busy?"
He laughed and stopped playing, looking down at Bard, who stood there in baggy black pants and a black tank top, hiding under a Hello Kitty umbrella and staring up at him. "You're kidding, right? Hell no I'm not busy. What the FUCK is with your umbrella, dude?"
"Is Hello Kitty." Bard blinked at him.
"Well, no shit, Sherlock." He stood up, parking the guitar on its stand and leaning on the windowsill, looking down. "I take it I've been invited to band practice?"
"Ja, ja."
"All right, just a minute." He trotted out of the apartment and down the stairs, sticking his head out the door. "Come in, man, I have to assemble myself."
"Danke." Bard stepped onto the dry stairwell gladly, shaking the umbrella off and leaving it on the floor there, following Marcus up the stairs. "Your… apartment? Over bookstore, ja?"
"Yeah, I'm renting it." Marcus stepped through the door, which he'd left propped open, changing shirts and pulling a zip up hoodie on over it, lacing up his boots then going to grab his guitar, this time putting the Stratocaster into its case and tucking the coiled longer cord in with it.
He worked on closing up the windows so the rain wouldn't blow in when Bard joined him in the living room, having looked at the rest of the flat. "Is nice place."
"Yeah, I really like it." He grabbed the camera off the docking station and shoved it in one of his hoodie pockets, hoping he could get a recording of them playing a song through today.
"What is this?" Bard walked over to the whiteboard, gaping at the musical brainstorm explosion that covered it.
"Oh, that's what I'm working on now. I like working on whiteboards then transferring stuff to the laptop."
Bard nodded once, humming through some of the notes written on the board. "Is… pretty. Much different from what you play for us last time."
He paused, guitar case in one hand, frowning at Bard. "Are you practicing English whenever I'm not seeing you or something?"
Bard looked sheepish. "Ja. I read old books and Vincent, he help."
"There's a noticeable difference. You've gotten much better."
"Danke." He set a finger on the board next to where Marcus had written Dreamer and Nightmare. "This is title?"
"Yeah. It's a bit cliché but I think it works. Shall we?" He smiled when Bard nodded, making sure his keys were in his pocket and shutting off the lights as they left, locking the door behind them. Bard picked up the umbrella and stepped out, gesturing for Marcus to duck under it as they walked up the street.
"Gunther keep saying we very lucky to have you." Bard said after a moment, unlocking the passenger side first and holding the umbrella over Marcus as he put the guitar case in the back and ducked into the passenger seat, then going and unlocking his side, stepping in and shaking the umbrella off before closing the door. "This weather, it sucks so very hard."
Marcus had a fit of snickers. "Yes. And Gunther strikes me as the pragmatic one of the band."
"Oh, ja. He say it lucky you not charging for time."
"Why the hell would I do that?"
Bard shrugged as he pulled away from the curb, driving down the street, the wipers flicking back and forth across the windshield. "He think, this your job but you not want money. He say, Marcus either very nice, or very stupid."
Marcus laughed, clapping his hands together. "Very pragmatic. Is he the one in the band that fixes things?"
"Ja. He say someone has to."
He nodded. In his band, it was Robert who made sure the guitars were strung and that the band ate and slept between shows. Bus broke down? Robert could get it limped to the next town. Sick band member? Robert had a stash of medication and a few doctors on speed dial. Press? Robert dealt with them so the rest of the band didn't have to. He seemed to enjoy it, really. He was usually the one who would call up radio talk shows and schmooze with the DJs, and the one who agreed to do their identification spots. To that end, though, he hated being bothered when he was at home and Gwennie backed him up on that.
It was quiet in the car for a while, or as quiet as the weather and the roads allowed, the wipers occasionally squeaking on the windshield. Marcus looked out at the rainy city so he wouldn't drool all over Bard.
"Oh! Vincent called Sven about that V."
"The piss yellow one?" Marcus blinked. "Sven? Russian?"
"Ja, he live here for long time. He collect guitars, but I guess he not fond of the V. Vincent say he may stop by to show you it."
Marcus blinked and thanked whatever gods of metal were listening that he had a habit of tucking a check into his wallet, since he constantly left his checkbook on his bed-stand, much like today. "Awesome. If it's in decent shape I may buy it."
"He say it have fucked up pickup."
"So I call Gibson." He shrugged.
Bard looked at him oddly, but evidently didn't think that was worth following up on. "I been working on old songs."
"Really?"
"Ja. Vincent wants enough songs for album someday. We have eight, now."
"Eight? That isn't bad, considering some of your songs run longer." He didn't bother adding that his forth CD was six songs long, most topping ten minutes. He didn't like putting a CD out that wasn't at least an hour long, because he personally felt really fucking gypped when he paid eighteen bucks for a disc only to find it had forty-five minutes of fucking music. Let alone forty-five minutes of censored music. Wal-Mart had long ago lost his patronage for pulling that shit.
Bard nodded, and seemed lost in thought the rest of the drive, parking close to the practice space, or as close as he could. The parking lot was crowded with vans and SUVs, apparently everyone else had decided that since the weather sucked they might as well go work on their stuff. Bard hopped out of the car with the umbrella and came around as Marcus put up his hood and got his guitar out. Bard locked up the car and paced Marcus to try to keep the umbrella over both of them.
"I'm not going to melt you know," he remarked once they were in the building, Bard shaking the umbrella out and partly folding it up.
"Wet clothes not fun." He led the way back down the maze of hallways, eventually letting them into the practice room. "Hallo."
The band looked up, all nodding. "Hey, Marcus. How do you like our cheerful weather?" Vincent asked after a moment, sitting on an amplifier with his guitar on his lap and a coiled string in one hand.
"Dude, bust a string?" Marcus hauled his case over to an amplifier they seemed to have designated for his use, opening it up and getting out the Stratocaster.
"Ja, shite happens." Vincent shook his head, working on getting the string in place and pausing when he saw Marcus's guitar. "Different guitar today?"
"I brought two with me to Germany."
"I just have this one…"
He snorted, jacking the Strat into the amplifier. "I have like a dozen I've collected over the years."
"Anything good?"
"What's your definition of good?" He offered Vincent a baffled shrug, not wanting to get into the fact that he only actually bought about half of them and the rest had been presented to him by various manufacturers. He felt the worst about the Takamine, because it was beautiful but what use did he have for an acoustic unless he was playing old music with his friends?
Vincent made an "mmm" sound in response, getting the string in place and working on tuning it with the rest of the guitar.
"Any particular plan for the day?" Marcus asked, looking around. The girls were looking at music on Bard's laptop, Gunther was watching him and Vincent, guitar hanging at his side.
"We were going to play through some stuff, maybe jam, ja?"
"Oh, hey." He dug the camera out of his pocket. "Could I coax you guys to play something today while I record? I want to send it back to a friend in the States."
Vincent blinked at him. Isold looked up and asked something, he replied in German, Gunther replied to that. "I guess we don't care."
"Awesome." He walked over and set the camera next to Bard's laptop for the time being.
"You left stickers on it." Bard snickered, looking at the camera.
"Blow me, I've only had the damn thing a few days." He made a face. "So how is this going to work?"
"You can take the lead if you want," Vincent replied.
"No, man, absolutely not. I'll play along with you, if you like, or randomly jump in but I am not taking your part."
"Okay, we try that one from last time, yes?" Bard said, coming away from the computer and grabbing a microphone, chattering to the rest of the band in German. Marcus shrugged and after a moment of thought grabbed the camera again, shifting the guitar to his side. Not having a tripod he grabbed an extra mic stand and leaned on it, watching the band set up and turning the camera on, using the stand to steady his hands and the camera as he hit record.
To his relief the band seemed to try to ignore that he was there, let alone that he was recording. After working with the band on the song the last time he'd been there, it was incredibly satisfying to hear it come together, especially once Bard started singing. It was in German so he had barely a clue what the song was about, but he didn't care, managing to only let his tail flick with the music as the song progressed. Ten or so minutes long, progressive metal, tight guitar work and some fairly technical drumming. And one hell of a good lead singer.
Marcus decided he'd get these guys signed if it killed him, and hit stop on the camera when the song ended. "Thanks for that. Danke."
"Don't worry about it. Did you like it? We've been picking at it for the last week or so," Vincent replied, popping his knuckles. Isold made a face and threw a guitar pick at him.
"It came together awesome, seriously, I'm impressed."
"The part you write, I change a little," Bard said, ears folding back.
He waved a hand. "It's your fuckin' song, I just made a suggestion."
"Yeah, but you're the professional, right?" Vincent said, cocking his head to one side.
"Oh, fucking forget that and pretend I'm just a guitarist, why don't you?" Marcus snorted, shutting off the camera and setting it down next to Bard's computer. He heard Vincent mutter something in German that sounded suspiciously like "yeah, right," and rolled his eyes. "Hold this." He handed the guitar to Bard and got out of his hoodie, while Bard awkwardly held the instrument as if it was made of glass. "Thank you." He put it back on, settling it comfortably.
Estella shrugged, still sitting at her drum set, and asked something in German. Gunther shrugged and looked to Vincent, who looked at Marcus and Bard. "She wants to know what's next."
"Why the hell are you asking me, it's your practice time?" Marcus replied.
"You want look at sheet music?" Bard asked.
"Oh hey, sure."
Bard asked the rest of the band something in German, they made whatever-style waves and clustered together, talking and looking toward Marcus and Bard.
"They're in weird fuckin' moods today." Marcus finally said, unplugging his guitar and flipping it to his back without thinking about it too much.
"Something bothering them." Bard shrugged, holding a binder. "It all hand-written, that okay?"
"Hah, you've seen how I do it." Marcus grinned, watching Bard open the binder and set it on the card table, leaning on the edge and looking down at the sheet music. "Lead and rhythm guitar?"
"Ja. I put rest in computer."
"Nothing at all wrong with that." He gently traced the notes with a claw, flipping pages slowly. Bard watched his expressions, gnawing his lower lip nervously. Behind him he heard a low but emotional conversation in German and ignored it, tapping a page. "Slower than most of the stuff I've heard you guys do."
"Is quiet song."
"Well, not necessarily quiet but certainly mellow, not that there's anything wrong with that." He turned another page, eyes scanning over the notes, able to hear the lead and rhythm in his head. Thinking Vincent needed to get a few more guitars or at least a good distortion pedal; his eyes scanned to the next page and paused. After reading through a few bars of music a few times, he huffed and frowned at Bard. "I'm starting to suspect you have a habit of holding back when you write sheet music."
"What?"
"You did it again, right here." He turned the binder toward Bard and pointed an accusing finger at the offending section of music. "You held back and left the music hanging. You need to cut that shit out."
Bard leaned down and read it, then looked at Marcus, expression slightly mystified. "It sound good."
"But it could sound better. I'm glad you work in pen, give me a pencil." Bard dug in his laptop bag and found a mechanical pencil, passing it over. Marcus tapped the eraser idly on the table a few times, reading over the offending page again then picking a spot and adding his suggestion over Bard's sheet music, writing in guitar tabs instead of sheet music, pausing every now and then to evaluate what he'd written. Bard leaned next to him, watching Marcus write and humming faintly along. After about ten minutes, he'd reworked a page and a half of sheet music to his liking, dropping the pencil and straightening up, twisting to pop his back. "That's my thoughts. I could probably tweak it a bit still, but yeah."
Bard stared at the binder, then snatched it up, turning to lean back on the table and hold the binder propped against himself, reading over the changes then over his work again. Marcus watched this, puzzled and worrying he'd overstepped his bounds, watching Bard's intent gaze and his expression flicker as he pondered. After several long silent minutes, Bard abruptly dropped the binder onto the table, grabbed the strap of Marcus's guitar, and yanked him in.
Marcus jumped, eyes going wide when Bard's mouth met his, then melted, kissing back hungrily. He heard the rest of the band go quiet and didn't care, wrapping his arms around the other man, grinning when Bard start to purr. Bard shifted his hands to Marcus's back, pushing into the embrace then laughing weakly once it had eased out, blushing.
"Well, that was unexpected," Marcus said after a moment, flustered.
"For you, maybe. About time you goddamn little girl," Vincent replied, mock-frowning at Bard, then snickering and looking at Marcus. "He wouldn't bloody shut up about you when he got home from the movies." Bard hissed at him half-assedly and stepped back from Marcus, who was mildly relieved to find out he didn't have to adjust any clothing. "And he hasn't dated in forever. By the way if you hurt him, I'll kill you."
"Arschloch." Bard pouted.
"Yeah, yeah." Marcus put his hands up. "Understood. And he hasn't dated in forever? Fuck, I can barely remember the last date I went on."
Vincent snickered, walking over and ruffling Bard's shaggy hair. "Can you keep it in your pants or will we have to reschedule practice?" he asked, voice teasing, and laughed when Bard let loose with a torrent of cusswords and shoved him away. "Here, let me see what you guys came up with." He leaned and grabbed the binder, looking over it and lifting an eyebrow. "You better write a good bass track for this or Isold is going to be so pissed off."
"Ja, ja." Bard huffed and grabbed the binder, going across the room to show the other band members the topic of conversation.
Vincent snickered, punching Marcus's shoulder. "Unexpected? Really?"
"I had no idea he was even into guys."
"Shite, man, we had no idea if you were into guys."
"I guess we're even then." He scratched his jaw. "I seem good at interrupting your guys' practice time."
"Considering the music we're getting out of it, maybe you should do so more often." He snickered. "Relax. You are welcome here."
"Nice to be welcome somewhere." He leaned back against the card table, and rather than suffer any awkward silence changed the subject. "Here's a question, what do you play if you just want to play?"
Vincent tilted his head to one side. "Not our own stuff?"
"No, man, like what do you play if you're piss drunk and are fucking around."
"You first."
Marcus smiled weakly. "Honestly? Iron Man. If I have more than a few beers Iron Man is nearly fucking inevitable."
Vincent burst into laughter, tail wagging frantically. "That is fucking hilarious."
"Okay, your turn."
"Engel by Rammstein."
"German guitarist playing German hit song? Well that isn't very original."
"Ja, like you can talk. What else?" He shifted to lean on the table next to Marcus.
"Insert any song by the Beatles here."
"Ja, everyone knows at least one Beatles tune."
"And if they know a few they can fake the rest. Your turn."
"Hot for Teacher by Van Halen."
Marcus lifted his eyebrows. "You don't seem the Van Halen type."
"It is a funny song, and Estella likes the drums at the start."
Marcus was about to open his mouth to say he could definitely see that when Bard yelped something in German, cutting both men off. Marcus looked at Bard, puzzled, and saw that Bard was gaping at him. "What?"
Bard looked at him, then back at Gunther, who sighed and pushed some buttons on some fancy-ass cell phone before holding it up so Bard could see the screen. The room was quiet except for the phone, and Marcus could very faintly hear his own music coming from the phone, a live recording by the sound of it. Bard stared hard at the phone, then looked at Marcus, back at the phone, then whimpered. "Marcus Midnight? Guillotine?"
Marcus blew out a sigh. "Yeah. That'd be me. When did you guys figure it out?"
Gunther spoke some in German, Vincent glanced at Marcus. "He kind of suspected something when you talked to us at the bar, but he Googled you after the last practice session. "Marcus Flying V" brings up your Wikipedia article. He told us, then showed a video to prove it, we never got around to telling Bard, though."
"Apparently."
"We weren't going to say anything. We thought you didn't introduce yourself so you must want to be left alone." Vincent shrugged. "It was hard for me, though. To see you come in and know who you were. I mean, holy shite, man, you're practically a god."
He snorted in spite of himself. "I'm just a guy on vacation." He looked at Bard, who had moved to sit on an amplifier and stared off into the middle distance. He didn't blame him, really, finding out who someone really was after you stuck your tongue down their throat had to be rough.
The rest of the band joined them by the table, Isold speaking up, rapid and excited, bouncing a bit on her toes, which given her race was probably normal, Marcus figured. "She wants to know why you picked us." Vincent translated. "And you need to fucking learn German!"
"Yeah, yeah. I picked you guys because you kick ass. Look, I told Bard this and I wasn't kidding, in a few years you guys could overtake Guillotine. I've heard some really shit music and some really good music in bars here, but your stuff was so good I was in shock." He paused, letting Vincent convert that to German.
Gunther spoke up, Vincent translating again. "Who is this friend you will be sending the video to?"
Marcus sighed. "My agent." Seeing the deer-in-headlights look, something between glee and shock, he held up a hand. "That doesn't mean shit okay? She usually doesn't work overseas and my label is a bowl of dicks in business suits. It could help you guys out or it may stall, but I wanted to try."
"I find myself fascinated by that description. Bowl of dicks in business suits. I'm not even quite sure it'll translate right." Vincent rubbed his chin and improvised an insult as he interpreted it back to everyone else.
"Fucking hell, that's charitable. Okay, yeah they signed me and I've made some decent money with them, but I've also been in the fucking closet for twelve years. If they were on fire, I wouldn't piss on them to put it out."
"What the fuck, dude? So what if you're gay? Judas Priest comes to mind, no one gave a damn when Halford came out."
"No one's fault but my own. I probably didn't fight hard enough with them or I should have said fuck it and come out to the cameras at some point. Guess I was too scared." He shrugged vaguely. "Not that it matters. I do plan on going to bat for you guys, but don't take it as a guarantee and spend every cent you have. This shit is complicated, you know?"
Vincent translated, and they all nodded slowly.
"I have this big fucking project I'm working on, you guys heard a little bit of it last time, but hell, Guillotine could be touring again in like a year, year and a half maybe, depending on how long it takes to actually bang the discs out. If I have my way, you guys will have something out and will tour as our opener." A wave of stunned cussing greeted his statement, all of them seeming shocked. "Your choice whether or not you actually want to, but that's my blue-sky dream right now. Of course this all depends on whether or not I get the project done."
"You did say you were… burned out?" He asked.
"Shit yeah, I burned out so bad…" He shook his head, waiting for Vincent to put this across to the others. "You guys have no idea how bad. But it's been getting better. I think playing with you has helped some."
"Inspiration is a bitch," Bard supplied in English, still sitting on the amp staring off.
"No fucking kidding." He looked over at Bard, then said in a low voice to the others, "Is, uh, is he going to be okay?"
They all looked at Bard for a moment, who was rubbing his eyes as he thought.
"Yeah, probably," Vincent said after a moment. "You might want to talk to him, later."
"That's pretty much inevitable."
They shrugged, and the few seconds of silence afterward were broken up by a cell phone ringing. Vincent dug in his pockets and flipped his phone open, stepping away and answering it. Marcus walked over and sat on an amplifier next to Bard, looking at him in concern, and getting a stunned stare in response.
"Sven is here. The guy with the piss yellow Flying V. Are you still interested?" Vincent asked, still holding the phone to his ear, looking at Marcus. "He says he actually has two Vs and brought both."
"Really? Awesome, hell yes I'm interested." He perked his ears up, and Vincent nodded, returning to his phone conversation.
"This explains why you so willing to pay for everything," Bard said, voice surprisingly calm.
"You're not going to ask how much money I have, are you? Because I don't know." He smiled when Bard gave him a look that translated to "that's retarded." "But, yeah. That's why I like paying for everything. It's not going to hurt me, and it's easier on all of you."
Bard nodded, gnawing on his lower lip. "That kiss, earlier?"
"Totally sincerely returned and I plan on doing it again later, if you'll let me."
Bard burst into slightly hysterical laughter, cupping his face and blushing hard. Marcus grinned and leaning back against the wall, shifting his guitar to a more comfortable position and contenting himself to just look at the other man for a few quiet minutes, reveling in the fact that his interest was returned.
Vincent exited the room, and returned several minutes later, leading a middle-aged rabbit carrying two battered guitar cases. The rabbit nodded in greeting, moving through the room and setting the guitar cases on the card table. "This is Sven, Marcus. He says he's been considering selling these for a while and would be happy to see a guitarist buy them instead of another collector."
"Hey, awesome." He stood up and returned his Stratocaster to its case, joining them at the table with his hands in his pockets. The rest of the band wandered in behind him, curious.
"I am sorry, my English… very bad," Sven said in a thick accent, undoing the latches on one of the cases.
"Oh, don't worry about it, my German is worse."
Vincent passed this sentiment along, and Sven laughed, opening the case and speaking. "I bought this from an acquaintance who damaged it but could not afford to repair it."
Marcus tilted his head, looking at the Flying V in the case. It might have started life white but was now a faded yellow color, which wasn't unusual from what Marcus had seen. "Can I pick it up?"
"Oh, yes, go ahead." Sven waved a hand, watching Marcus pick up the guitar. "It was used, for a few years, then locked up until my acquaintance bought it for a pittance. He abused it, I'm afraid."
"No, it isn't bad, really." He ran his hands down the instrument, frowning a bit. "One of the pickups is pretty fucked up though, but it should be repairable. nineteen seventy-eight, right?"
"Oh, yes."
"Pretty amazing that it's in this good of shape." He flipped it over, looking at the back and edges and seeing only minimal scratches in the paint. The paint was totally rubbed off the leading edge of the guitar head, but the Gibson logo remained legible. "It'll need to be fixed and restrung, but… yeah. Lovely, really."
"I have no idea why you like that design of guitar. It's ugly as sin." Vincent shook his head.
"I think Warlock guitars and their kin are ugly as sin, myself." He set the guitar gently back into the damaged case. "And my first guitar was a V. Call it nostalgia. What's in the other case?"
"That's a bit more unusual." Sven stepped around and got a key out of his pocket, unlocking the case and throwing the latches. It was a Gibson case, with a lock installed. "I picked this up in a secondhand store in England, about ten years ago. No idea what it was doing there, but again, it was for a pittance. I'm not sure they knew what it was." He shrugged and opened the case.
Marcus blinked, looking at the guitar. The first thing that registered was the color, silverburst—a fairly common V color back in the day, where the body of the guitar was black on the edges transitioning to metallic silver in the center. The paint was in spectacular shape, and his eyes moved up to look at the head when he realized there were only four knobs, and the V-Bass logo jumped out at him. "Holy shit!" He grabbed onto the edge of the table to steady himself, leaning in closer to the instrument, reading the logo again. "Oh my fucking God. This was in a second-hand store?!"
"I think you Americans call them pawn shops?" Sven asked, frowning.
"What, Marcus?" Bard asked, seeming to speak for the band at this point, all of which stared in Marcus's direction, not surprising considering his eyes were so wide they were nearly round.
"Fuck, fuck, fuck. A pawn shop find. Oh my God." He managed to contain his excitement to doing a little dance in place.
"What the hell?" Vincent asked.
Isold looked around Marcus. "Es ist ein Baß."
"Do you even play bass?" Vincent asked Marcus, skeptical.
Marcus grabbed Vincent's shirt and shook him vigorously. "They only made three hundred and seventy five of these and that was in nineteen eighty-one!" He let go and tried to calm down. "Can I pick this up?"
"Oh, yes, sure," Sven replied via Vincent, looking amused. "It is nice to see someone who respects what the instrument is."
Marcus went to his Stratocaster and relieved it of the strap, carefully standing the bass up and putting the strap on, settling it across his shoulders. He could play bass well, but he didn't have to for Guillotine. He wanted to cling to the instrument and snarl "my precious!" at anyone who tried to take it. "Can I jack this in?"
"As long as you do not break it. It is probably out of tune." Sven lifted an eyebrow.
"Oh, it's definitely out of tune. Isold, can I use your amplifier?" Marcus cradled the guitar as she led him over to her amplifier, unplugging hers and plugging him in. Some fiddling later as he barely remembered how to tune a bass right, he had it back in tune and dug a guitar pick out of one of his pockets. After a moment he leapt into the bass introduction of Domination by Symphony X. Sven and the band were all watching him, though after a moment Vincent grabbed his guitar again, looking to Marcus for cues, Gunther and Estella also returned to their instruments. Marcus stopped partway through Domination and frowned then looked at Vincent. "You familiar at all with Korn?"
"Some of their songs, we can jump in, go ahead."
He nodded, going over to where Marcus had left the mic and blowing on it. Finding it on, he happily went into Y'All Want a Single, stepping his stance out and getting into the bass rift, grinning fit to bust. He'd always liked the song anyway, sort of relating to Korn's pissed off tone considering how unhappy he'd been with the label for ages. And it had a really heavy bass line so he could test the instrument out.
After he'd played through the song, the band snickered and applauded, and he looked at Sven, cradling the guitar again. "How much are you asking? For both?"
"Well, that's a good question, really." Sven frowned.
Marcus shut off the amplifier and unplugged the guitar, walking back over to reluctantly take it off and return it to the case, removing his strap. "They are both old, but one is damaged. I was thinking maybe twenty-five hundred euro for the nineteen seventy-eight, and four thousand even for the bass, considering how good of condition it is in and that it is rare."
Marcus stared at him. "You are barking mad, sir."
Sven frowned furiously as Vincent hurried to translate everything correctly. "I did some minor investigation and I think these prices are reasonable."
"They're too fucking low." Marcus tossed his hands up.
This brought a wave of silence in the room, Sven's frown turned into something between bafflement and pleasure. "But one is damaged, and the bass isn't actually worth very much, even if it is rare."
"Ten thousand euro for both?" Marcus ignored Vincent's stammered cursing as he tried to keep up with the conversation.
"You are joking?" Sven asked very slowly.
"Don't make me offer fifteen thousand." Marcus put his hands on his hips. "Come on, you know you want the money."
"How are you going to pay?"
"I'll write you a check, you'll go to the bank and deposit it, and call Vincent to let us know the check is good." He gave Vincent an apologetic look.
"I can trust you?"
He blew out a sigh and thrust out a hand. "Hello, I'm Marcus Midnight and I front a band called Guillotine, maybe you've heard of me."
"You are fucking insane." Vincent decided, tossing his hands up and staring at Marcus.
"Guillotine? American band, yes?" Sven's eyebrows reached for the ceiling as he shook hands with Marcus. "What are you doing in Germany?"
"I'm on vacation. Now kindly sell me your guitars because you're lucky I'm not huddled in a corner with that bass, growling at anyone who comes within five feet of me."
Sven laughed and agreed to the ten thousand dollar price tag, providing he got an autograph as well. Marcus rummaged through his guitar case and came out with a concert promo from two tours back, signing it in an autograph pen he happened to find then writing a check happily. Sven thanked him, shook his hand again, and left whistling, leaving a madly grinning Marcus behind him.
"You know, here in a few hours my agent is going to be trying to call me wanting to know if some asshole stole my checkbook," he said thoughtfully after several minutes, closing up the guitar cases.
"You just dropped ten grand on two guitars," Gunther said, shaking his head.
"Pfft, this is nothing. Have you ever looked at the prices on vintage Gibson Les Pauls, or hell, the price on a Paul Reed Smith guitar?" He waved a hand vaguely. "I'm lucky, I like cheap guitars."
"I can't figure out how you're going to get these back into the States without the airlines breaking them." Vincent shook his head. "Four guitars, man? Bloody hell."
"I may just buy them airline seats in coach. Have a whole row of buckled in guitar cases, let the stewardesses make sure no one touches them and let the rest of the people in coach wonder." He shrugged. "I'm not worried about it." He saw the stares and realized what he'd just said and smiled sheepishly, rubbing the back of his head. "Wow, uh. I'm totally being an ass, aren't I?"
That got a bunch of snorts, then Estella spoke up, Vincent wearily translating. "If you're into dropping cash today how about we strike the set and go get a decent meal?"
"Yeah, sure. Why not?"








Chapter 6

"A Canadian steak house. Wonders will never cease. Are we even dressed right to be here?" Marcus wanted to know as the eccentric six were seated. Isold immediately pointed out a large wrap around booth and cajoled the hostess into seating them there, the others jockeying so Bard sat next to Marcus, not that it took much effort to do so.
"Oh, ja, tourists eat here all the time," Bard replied, sitting down and protesting when he was elbowed closer to Marcus on the booth bench.
"Okay, we all get the idea. Sheesh," Marcus said, laughing but not really complaining. "You guys been here before?"
"Not in ages," Vincent replied, automatically translating for everyone else.
"You realize if you let us, we're ordering most of a bison," Gunther said cheerfully, accepting a menu from the hostess as they were handed out.
"Meh, fuck it, go crazy. You guys are putting up with me, it's the least I can do."
"You're going to regret that." Vincent grinned. "All of us love a good steak."
"I regret nothing." He cackled. "Except maybe interrupting your practice time." Bard swatted him upside the head with a menu before anyone else could. "Hey, ow!"
"Kinky." Isold snickered.
Drinks were ordered and delivered after Marcus debated having a beer and settled on some good coffee, the others getting iced tea or soda as they discussed various entrees with each other and waited for their waiter to come back.
"Are you willing to talk about your band?" Gunther wanted to know once they'd put in their dinner orders, taking a drink of his soda.
"I'm starting to understand how a UN translator feels," Vincent moaned, sipping water.
"I'll pay you back later. Sure, I'm willing to talk about it." Marcus slouched, elbows on the table and holding his coffee mug with both hands, smiling a bit when he felt Bard's tail flick to rest between them and land on his tail in the process.
"How'd you end up signed?"
"Bah. Talent scout. We'd been together like two years, doing small establishments. Local bars, local battle of the bands, that sort of thing. Gained a decent following, burned our own CDs to sell and felt pretty happy we were able to do that. Our initial shirts were solid black with, I kid you not, the band logo spray painted on with a paint that would set into the fabric as it dried. Indie as it could get, and we sold 'em for like ten bucks, twelve with a CD. It kept gas in the van at least." He took a drink of his coffee. "I was, like, nineteen. We were pure power metal back then."
"Graffiti shirts?" Estella looked entertained. "I love it. They must have been awesome."
"Oh, yeah, they were. I kind of miss that, honestly; I have a few of them and they survive the wash a hell of a lot better than some of that silkscreened crap out there." He shrugged. "Anyway. We'd sort of gotten to a point where we were touring the other nearby states. I don't live there anymore, but I'm from Detroit, originally. Whole band was. We'd done our first really big road trip, to a big metal concert in Chicago. There were a few headline bands and a lot of local talent, sort of a weekend thing. We'd done our set and it had gone over really well. Hell, we sold all the merchandise we brought with us, believe it or not. So we're packing everything back into the van so we can go watch the other groups, and this guy in a business suit strolls up and asks if we're represented by anyone. We stare at him and say no. Turns out he's from a major label and was checking out the weekend show. And that was it. We all had agents and were signed within a week."
"Lucky fucker." Isold laughed. "No second thoughts, eh?"
"Van needed a clutch and flywheel." He shrugged, smiling when that brought a wave of understanding laughter.
"I still can't believe we're sitting here sharing a table with you." Gunther shook his head.
"Stranger things have happened, and you're all being a lot more dignified than I was when I met some other famous bands." He snorted. "As said, I'm just a guy. It's my job that's unusual."
"Bullshit." Bard suggested, taking a drink of his soda.
"Yeah, yeah."
"I have to ask, have you guys been purposefully evolving the sound of your band over time?" Estella wanted to know. "I admit I wasn't really familiar with all of your stuff, just some of the hits, but when I looked up music online the style was all over the place."
"No, not on purpose. Actually to that end, the current project in motion is a double disc set, one black metal, one power metal. Should make concerts interesting." He smiled a bit.
"How the hell do you plan on managing that?"
"Burn that bridge when we come to it." He took another drink of his coffee. "You have to understand, I'm not the responsible one in the band. I'm the artsy one."
"Oh, gee, we don't understand that at all," Gunther said, reaching over and punching Bard's shoulder. Bard pouted.
"Oddly enough my rhythm guitar guy is the responsible one in my band as well."
"It is good to be useful."
"Yeah, Robert is very useful, I'll give him that. I'm a fuckin' flake." He sat back and laughed. "Seriously. I have no idea how much money I have, dollars or euro. I have no idea how much the rent on my flat is. My agent could be ripping me off right and left, I'd never know unless I went to buy coffee and my card came up overdrawn. Hell, I can't even cook."
"You're an artist. All artists are flakes." Gunther snickered.
"How can you not cook?!" Bard wanted to know, staring at Marcus. "You mean, at all?"
"I can follow directions on a box without burning down my house…"
Bard looked taken aback.
"Where the hell am I supposed to learn to cook in a tour bus?"
"Well, yes, but… it isn't hard."
"He likes making potstickers and stuff," Vincent told Marcus. "It's pretty good, actually. He keeps the apartment clean and us fed. He's such a girl."
"Fick dich, Wichser." Bard made a face at him.
The rest of the band giggled helplessly.
"Are you guys normally like this?" Marcus grinned, setting the half-full mug on the table and propping his chin on one hand, holding the expression when Bard's tail flicked against his, heavy and muscular compared to his own length of fluff, which wagged in response to the touch.
"Yeah. We kind of toned it down when we met you. Business right?" Estella said.
"They pick on me." Bard rolled his eyes. "But it is good fun."
"Real friends can tell each other to fuck off."
This was met with cheerful agreement.
The subject of conversation wandered the rest of the meal. Estella brought up the graffiti shirts again, and Marcus laughed and agreed he'd make a few to show them, if he could get the materials together. Favorite bands and hobbies were discussed. Marcus admitted to playing a lot of video games while on the road, and the conversation wandered along that as they dug into steaks of various kinds.
"I've never eaten caribou," Marcus admitted, pondering his dish.
"Dude, you live next to Canada," Vincent said, staring at him.
"It's a big day for Marcus." Gunther snickered. "Buying guitars and eating moose."
"Is that what caribou is? Damn, how manly."
"So what's a womanly food then?" Estella wanted to know.
Marcus blinked slowly. "Tofu?"
This was greeted with laughter and some thrown cloth napkins, the evening progressing cheerfully and happily, Marcus not sure he even wanted to bother returning to the States.

* * * *

"It has been very good day."
Marcus nodded, slouched in the front seat of the Mini Cooper, arms laced behind his head. "Yeah, it has been an excellent day."
"There better place to park than the street?"
Marcus blinked, realizing that Bard had turned onto the street he lived on for the time being. "I think there's alley parking behind and then we can cut between two buildings."
Bard nodded, negotiating that and finding a parking spot behind the Codak, putting the car in park and looking at Marcus, expression uncertain in the dim evening sunlight. "You need help carrying those?"
"Yeah, if you would, I can't carry three guitars in one trip."
"Ja, sure." He shut the car off and helped unload the three cases, locking up the car. "You lead the way."
Marcus nodded, picking up two of the cases and cutting down the narrow walkway between the storefronts, stopping at the entrance and setting a case down to unlock the door. Bard picked it up cheerfully, following him up the dimly lit stairs. "Thanks for the help."
"Is not a problem." He gnawed his lower lip, watching Marcus open the second entry at the top of the stairs and follow him in.
Marcus hummed to himself, walking across the flat and setting the case he carried down next to his amplifier. Bard followed and did the same, then took a step back when Marcus looked at him. "Are you all right?"
"Ja, just…" He sighed and combed his fingers through his shaggy hair, Marcus's eyes locking onto the gesture, watching the chocolate brown strands shift through his fingers. "I still can't believe that… that you are who you are."
"I'm not any different."
"Ja. But you are Marcus Midnight."
"Heh. My real name is Marcus Oakes. Midnight is a stage name." He smiled a bit, tilting his head at Bard.
"No, I mean…" Bard paused, hunting for words, wanting to get this right. "You are famous. You are rich. You should be… should be dating famous people, and I, I kissed you. Why would you want me? I am no one."
Marcus rubbed his eyes with one hand. "Are you fucking kidding me?"
"What?"
He shook his head and stepped forward, cupping Bard's face and looking him in the eyes. "You're not no one. You're Bard. You are adorable and energetic and creative and you have a fucking gorgeous voice. I love watching you. You're fun to spend time with." He sighed when Bard gnawed his lower lip again, shaking his head. "Oh, just, come here." He drew Bard over to the white sofa, sitting him down and sitting down next to him. "You were fine with me until you knew who I really was. Does it scare you that much?"
Bard looked uncomfortable. "Before you were just… Marcus, and…"
"Oh, for fuck's sake. I'm just a guy."
"Bullshit. You're a, a fucking metal god. I'm just a guy."
He rubbed his eyes. "Fine. But fucking hell, you kissed me before you knew who I was and you want me, I know you do. And you're not alone. I've wanted you for a while now. So will you please come to terms with who I am and fucking kiss me?"
Bard blinked a few times and looked at him, then leaned closer uncertainly. Marcus closed the distance and kissed him, one hand gently settling on one of his shoulders. Unlike the kiss at the practice space, which had been hurried and passionate, this was careful and uncertain, and very gentle. Bard's eyes lulled closed slowly, a low purr rumbling in his chest as he parted his lips, meeting Marcus's tongue with his own. Marcus murmured into the embrace, tail wagging, tongue lazily tracing the fossa's teeth. Bard groaned and pressed into it, getting more bold, hands coming to rest on Marcus's legs to steady himself and murmuring softly when Marcus stroked his back.
The kiss slowly eased out, and Bard ducked his head before Marcus could dive back into it, blushing. "I, um."
"Hey. What's wrong?" Marcus nuzzled him, one of his hands trailing down the outer edge of one of Bard's arms, smiling when fur prickled under his fingertips.
"I, just… you do like me?"
He burst into laughter. "That is what I've been trying to tell you, yeah. What, sticking my tongue down your throat during practice didn't prove that to you?
Bard looked at him again, ears turned out. "I just… I like you. I don't want to, to…" He hunted for words. "You to leave angry."
Marcus rubbed his eyes and shifted one of Bard's hands to the front of his jeans, where his half-hard cock prodded against his fly cheerfully. "Anger is not the emotion I'm feeling right now." He pulled the younger man into another kiss, this one hungry and biting and passionate, leaning back against the arm of the couch and pulling Bard onto his lap. Bard squeaked into the kiss, blushing hard, one arm landing on the couch to steady himself as he returned the kiss then pushed into it, tail lashing the air and daring to keep his hand where Marcus had put it.
Marcus growled softly, arms curling around Bard's back as they kissed, biting at each other. His shower fantasy came to mind and he really hoped he could convince the fossa to stay the night. He hated how uncertain the other man was. Okay, yes, he was famous and he was rich, but he was still Marcus, still the guy who wrote music with Bard and went with him to see Evil Dead flicks. His worry got thrown out the window when Bard's light, uncertain grip turned firm, grasping him through the cloth, making him groan and twitch at the discomfort caused by being trapped in the button fly jeans. Not one to suffer alone, he clutched Bard close and carefully rolled, putting the fossa in a partly-laying position on the sofa, Bard leaning on the couch arm and Marcus leaning over him, breaking the kiss and staring down at him.
Bard mewled, panting and staring up at him, a bit disheveled and his baggy black pants straining against his cock. "It has… been a while, for me. A… year? I…" He cut off sharply when his pants got undone and a hot canid mouth wrapped around his cock, head slamming back and fingers curling in midair. "Fick mich, Marcus!"
Marcus snickered, yanking at the baggy black pants to get them out of the way, sucking hard for a moment just to hear Bard mewl again then backing off to get the other man's boxers tugged down so he could have access to everything. Marcus settled down, lying on the other half of the sofa propped up on his arms, tongue lapping down Bard's length then along his sheath and balls, grinning when Bard arched into the attention. Marcus'd had his hair back in a ponytail most of the day and Bard abruptly reached down and pulled it out, his long hair falling in a cascade, which the fossa buried his hands into. He nibbled, light and teasing, before swallowing Bard down again. He had to admit, this was different, but then he didn't know much about fossas in general other than they originated from Madagascar. He traced over it with his tongue, fondling the pointed head and two knots with his tongue, the short soft spines there almost tickling. The knots were small-ish, one about halfway down, the other toward the base, the shape flowing with them so it almost seemed decorative and artistic. Interesting, he decided, getting his pants undone and sighing in relief, cock drooling on his leg as he got into the blowjob, tail wagging.
Bard curled his fingers deeper into Marcus's long hair, tail shivering back and forth. A few seconds later Marcus opened his eyes and looked up at Bard, their gazes locking as he bobbed his head. Bard hissed in response, eyes pressing closed as Marcus's tongue coaxed him quickly to climax, yowling as he came.
Marcus didn't mind, swallowing and lapping up the remains, cleaning him with long swipes of his tongue. Bard whined and twitched, startling a bit when Marcus sat up and got them both out of their shirts, then leaned in again, nibbling one of his ears.
"Why?" Bard asked in English a few moments later.
"Wanted to," Marcus replied, kissing him very gently. "Bard? Stay the night. Bitte."

Bard blinked, lifting a hand and touching the Marcus's face, thumb tracing along the outer edge of the black eye mask. Marcus murmured softly, turning his face into the attention, tail still wagging. Now that Bard knew who Marcus was, he wasn't sure how he'd missed it. He'd never been a huge fan of Guillotine, they kind of fell on the list as "another American metal band," but he'd heard plenty of their music and seen plenty of the music videos. How the hell had he missed noticing the black butterfly eye mask on a wolf's face? Talk about one-in-a-million markings, even for a crossbreed. He smiled in spite of himself when Marcus nipped at his fingers, biting his lower lip when one was sucked on lightly. "Ja. Ja, I stay tonight."
"Hell, yes." Marcus tried to stand up off the couch, nearly falling before catching his balance and pulling Bard up into a kiss. Bard laughed, getting to his feet and returning the kiss, muttering when Marcus's insistent hard on nudged against his sheath and belly. Marcus held him close, nibbling along his jawline and murmuring when his cock was rubbed slowly. "Bed?"
The pair part walked, part staggered to the bedroom, Marcus turning off the lights in the rest of the apartment after he turned the bedroom lights on. Bard stepped out of his shoes and after a moment of uncertainty shed the rest of his clothes, crawling up on the bed. The sheets smelled reasonably clean, like laundry detergent and Marcus. Marcus meanwhile watched and drooled, getting out of the rest of his clothes and hopping onto the bed, grabbing Bard close and rolling him on top with a grin.
Bard yowled then blinked at his sudden change of position, kneeling and straddling Marcus's stomach, staring down at him. Marcus grinned up at him stupidly, tail wagging frantically, pushing up on his arms to nuzzle the fossa's chest and collar bone, nibbling along the white streak of fur there and smiling when Bard purred. He struggled to find words in English but didn't manage any, burying his fingers into Marcus's hair again and gnawing his lower lip, then smirking and dropping his tail. It wasn't prehensile, exactly, but he could move it as he liked, and he grinned when Marcus groaned softly as his cock and balls were molested by Bard's tail.
"Nnh. Not fair." He fell back onto his elbows, panting and twitching. Bard shifted forward and propped his forearms on the other man's chest, kissing him, tail still moving. Marcus let himself fall completely back, arms wrapping around Bard and dragging him down, growling when this brought his cock against the fossa's rear end, more or less on target. Bard growled back and bit into the kiss, claws just barely flexing out to prick his chest, making him shudder and rock upward as he flailed an arm toward his bedside table and found it just out of range.
Bard felt the movement and opened an eye, breaking a kiss to prop himself back up and laugh at Marcus's waving arm. "You stay." He leaned and got the drawer open, barely quirking an eyebrow when he saw an open box of condoms and a bottle of lube. Okay, the other man had screwed someone else at some point but protection had been involved so whatever. "You Americans like being, um… prepared is right word I think." He muttered the last few words to himself, grabbing both and dropping them on the bed next to them, shifting to sit back down on Marcus, molesting him with his tail some more.
"Yeah, that's the right word. And honestly I've barely had any sex the last twelve years, didn't want to finally break that dry spell and get some horrible disease."
Bard frowned, needing a few seconds to catch up with that sentence, snickering when Marcus lifted a hand and stroked over Bard's sheath gently, one finger carefully fondling the pointy cock tip that poked out again. "Twelve years? You may as well have been monk."
"Tell me about it. Mmmnn." He leaned up into the kiss that Bard gave him, eyes falling mostly closed then opening back up a bit when he heard the crinkle of foil, grunting when a condom was rolled down his length. He flopped back, letting Bard drive this round, getting a pillow under his head then resting his hands on Bard's hips.
Bard gnawed on his lower lip briefly, dealing with the condom and slicking lube over it, then abruptly rolling off. "You on top."

"You sure?" He sat up, blinking in surprise, tilting his head at how awkward Bard was.
"Ja."
Not one to argue, he rolled to his hands and knees and crawled over Bard, nibbling a line up his body, tongue lapping his half-hard cock before working up his torso. Bard squirmed, pulling Marcus into a kiss and mewling into it when the other man got lined up again, head prodding and nudging in. Marcus rumbled and broke off the kiss, making himself stop there when Bard squirmed and grabbed his shoulders. "Hey. Easy." He nuzzled and held the fossa close, thinking there was nothing at all wrong with missionary as he slowly nudged his way inside.
Bard mewled again, burying his face into one of Marcus's shoulders and panting, tail flicking up to wrap over the other man's back. Marcus murmured softly, grunting when he was buried up to the sheath, lingering there when Bard clutched at him. The younger man trembled a bit, then slowly relaxed some, purring thickly as his hands settled on Marcus's back.
"You okay?"
"Ja. I am okay." He nuzzled Marcus's shoulder, and moaned when he started moving.
Marcus growled softly, propping himself up on his elbows, nibbling a line along Bard's jawline. This was his fantasy come to life and that was amazing to him. Unable to help it, he leaned up a bit and kissed Bard again, hungry and tender, tail lashing the air. Bard returned the kiss, still purring, claws scratching Marcus's back and blinking when Marcus gasped and broke the kiss.
"S-sorry? Sharp claws, I sometimes forget…"
"Oh, hell no, never apologize for that." He dove back into the kiss and grinned when Bard clutched at him again. He closed his eyes, letting himself stop thinking, easing the embrace out to lap along Bard's collarbone, ducking his head and propping himself up to nip one of the other man's nipples. Bard panted, tilting his head back and mewling when Marcus sucked on the base of his neck.
Marcus wrapped an arm around Bard's back and rolled them back over, kissing him softly as he braced and thrust upward. Bard squeaked into the kiss, protesting the position change then trailing sharply into a yowl when it made his lover hit all the right places on one thrust. Growling, he shifted up to his knees, moving with Marcus's thrusts.
"Lack of… practice, man… not sure I'm gonna last much longer…" Marcus panted out, more than enjoying watching the fossa move, eyes raking up and down his body, trying to burn the image into his brain. This was different from his short run with Peter. That had been what he'd privately called teenage sex: fast, energetic, and sloppy. He'd enjoyed it, certainly, hell as hard up as he'd been he was happy to get anything, but he admitted it wasn't exactly memorable. Now, though… hell, he wanted to remember this forever. Okay, fine, neither of them was actually model material but watching Bard groan and arch, his muscles playing over his strange slender build and making his chocolate fur shift, was a beautiful sight to behold.
Not that his warning apparently mattered much, because a few minutes later Bard tensed and groaned, hitting a second orgasm. Marcus howled, arching up into it and let himself go.
Eventually, he carefully rolled Bard off him and staggered to the bathroom to clean up and shut the lights off. When he returned, he found the other man had burrowed under the sheets and settled in, leaving one side turned down for him. Smiling so hard it hurt, Marcus crawled into bed and pulled Bard close, happy to fall asleep next to him.

* * * *

Marcus woke up slowly, yawning and stretching out, blinking in the brightness of the bedroom. Mid-morning, by the angle of the light. He turned his head and looked at the other half of the bed, frowning when he saw it was empty then relaxing when he heard Bard in the bathroom. Pleased, he sprawled on his back and stared up at the ceiling, lacing his arms behind his head and grinning. Bard was still here and that made him extremely happy, and it struck him that this was a new feeling to have.
He was still lying like that when Bard wandered back into the room, bare ass naked and humming to himself. Seeing Marcus was awake, he grinned and flew across the room in a pounce, landing on top of Marcus on all fours and grinning down at him, tail waving in the air. "Guten morgen, Marcus."
"Morning. You seem to be in a good mood… mmmm…" He let his eyes lull closed as he returned a kiss, laughing into it when the sheets were clawed aside and moving when he was nudged. Words were forgotten by both for a while, because apparently Bard was frisky when he woke up and Marcus was only too happy to oblige, sprawling in a sloppy sideways position and taking it happily. Bard bit his chest as he finished, making him howl and shudder, coming himself when Bard's response to his howl was to bite again. Afterward, Bard rolled and nestled into him, licking his neck and purring. "Morning sex person, huh?"
"Ja. I not hurt you?"
"That was very different, but very enjoyable." He snickered, privately relieved the fossa's knots had stayed reasonably low profile. Satisfied and groggy, he held Bard close, grooming his ears then dozing for a little while, until he was harassed again.
"Hungry. Up! Is time to get up." Bard shook him, was ignored, and gnawed on his shoulder until he started laughing. "Hungry! I cook, you have stuff to cook with?"
"I have absolutely no idea." By the time he'd managed to sit up, Bard was already out of the room. "Put on some pants! There are windows facing the street!" He laughed again when Bard leaned in, grabbed his pants, and eased back out. Feeling quite happy for not being awake very long, he rolled off the bed and hit the floor, staggering to his feet and eventually locating his pants, zipping them up commando and wandering into the kitchen, rubbing his eyes.
"Marcus you need groceries." Bard dithered, standing with his hands on his hips and frowning at an open cabinet. "Not even pancake mix."
"I practically burned down my house trying to fry chicken. I'm not exactly a chef." He snickered, loading up the coffee machine with some grounds he bought from his landlords. "Make a list, I can go shopping later today so it's not a problem for a while."
"Ja, I can do that." He opened another cabinet, combing his hair out of his eyes. "You not even have basic spices."
"Dude, I'm renting the place. They were nice enough to furnish it and my agent's local friend had some service stock me with the bare basics, but…" He shrugged, getting two mugs out of a cabinet and leaning on the counter, zoning out on the smell of the coffee.
He rummaged in the fridge. "Is it too early for pasta dish?"
He looked at the clock on the microwave. "What the hell, it's nearly lunch anyway."
"You have noodles, bacon, eggs, cheese, and garlic. I make a carbonara?"
"What's a carbonara?"
Bard looked at him over the top of the fridge door for a moment, shook his head, and collected eggs, bacon, a block of cheese and a clove of garlic from the fridge. "You not have garlic powder but you have fresh garlic. That makes no sense."
"I bought it. I was going to make a spaghetti sauce and I forgot about it."
"You need babysitter." He shook his head again, finding some appropriate cookware and starting water heating up for spaghetti noodles.
"I'll have you know that I can feed and dress myself most days."
That made Bard laugh. "You get to chop garlic."
"Okay, then."
Half an hour later both were sprawled in the bright sun on the white rug in the living area, working on clearing laden plates and their second cups of coffee. Marcus felt a bit more awake, though still dopey and content, wondering if he could pack Bard in a suitcase and sneak him home. Bard, meanwhile, seemed wired, tail flicking back and forth as he ate.
"What is plan for day?" Bard wanted to know, sitting up and stretching under the sunlight.
"Plans? Hah. I have no plans, no schedule, not even a departure date at this point." He leaned on one of his elbows, sipping coffee. "What are your plans?"
"You need groceries. I know good store."
He lifted an eyebrow. "You seem concerned about this."
"You rich and famous. Should eat good food."
"I'm already getting fat, you know. Please don't help the trend."
He burst into laughter. "Marcus you are not getting fat."
"I am so getting fat." He rolled over, swatting his stomach. "I'm carrying at least ten extra pounds around with me."
Bard lifted an eyebrow, crawling over and poking his stomach. "You are not getting fat."
"Bullshit, I'm not."
"You always too skinny. This is fine." He snickered.
"Hey, I'll have you know this skinny ass sells albums… hey, stop it!" He laughed and struggled as Bard sat on him and tickled him, trying to wiggle away but unable to. "Cut it out you crazy German bastard!"
"Not until you say you not fat." He grinned, pinning his chest to the ground with one hand and tickling with the other.
"Ahhhhh stop it, can't breathe…!" He protested in reply, and was rewarded when Bard lifted both hands. "And I am so getting fat!" He ended in an admittedly girly squeal when he promptly got tickled again.
"Smart ass American." Bard snickered and stopped, shifting to sit next to him. "We shower, go shopping yes?"
He paused, lifting an eyebrow. "From friends to grocery shopping together."
Bard blinked, expression sobering. "You want me to leave? I can."
"Oh, hell no." He hauled Bard down into a hug. "If I like you any more than I do right now you run the risk of never being let out of here."
"Is that supposed to be scary?"
"I have no idea. Shower?"
"Ja."

* * * *

"You don't buy groceries very often, do you?"
Marcus shrugged. After a lengthy shared shower, they'd seen about getting decent. Bard had brushed his hair out, so Marcus remained in the state of mellow that had put him into. "I've spent the last twelve years touring, on and off. There's not a lot of room on the bus for groceries. We tried to keep some stuff on board, like cereal, oatmeal, fruit, lunch meat. Nothing real heavy, we ate enough bad food while traveling, we didn't need to store it on board too."
"Twelve years, no real food." Bard leaned on the handlebar of the cart and rubbed his eyes. "The band, they all jealous of your life."
"Everyone is unless they know what it's actually like. It isn't easy, you know? It's fun but it's not anywhere near easy."
He was quiet, for a while, surveying the fruits and vegetables. "It is nothing like the dream, is it?"
"If you're dreaming of starfruit I'm worried about you, Bard." He smiled weakly when that got him a look. "Kidding. And it's everything like the dream, it's just you find out that the dream is actually work."
"Makes sense." Bard left Marcus at the cart, rounding up an armload of basic vegetables and carrying them back. "Carrots, celery, potatoes. Small bags, do not want anything going bad."
"Sounds like my kind of food so far."
"Squash and eggplant."
"I'm not sure I've ever eaten either."
"Sprouts and snow peas."
"What, exactly, are you going to be feeding me?"
Bard looked at his pensive expression and grinned. "You trust me?"
"Obviously." He snickered, leaning his forearms on the cart and pushing it along behind Bard, who darted around, slowly filling it halfway with what he counted as basics. "You really like cooking, don't you?"
"My mother is a cook. She showed me."
"Really? What kind of cook?"
"Oh is nothing fancy. She sous chef for Italian restaurant."
"Is that why you knew that carbon air thing?"
"Carbonara, ja." He paused, giving various cuts of beef a critical eye.
"My mom's a teacher."
"Ja?"
"Yeah. High school math."
"What your parents think of your job?"
"Tolerant before I got signed, pleased when I got signed, happy for me and maybe a bit worried these days." He shrugged. "I go back and see them, every Christmas. I paid off their house, and bought my brother and sister houses for their families. So now I just show up to visit. Never missed one Christmas. We schedule the tours around it if we have to."
"You are dutiful son." He finally decided on a cut of beef, loading some into the cart then going to ponder fish fillets, having already grabbed chicken breasts.
"No. I'm lucky, and I see no reason to be greedy about my luck."
"What does your poppa do?"
"He's a teacher too, actually. He teaches art at an elementary school. He also makes metal sculptures, mostly out of old car parts."
Bard paused, putting a wrapped package of fish in the cart. "Is Detroit where cars are made?"
"Where they used to be made, anyway."
"I see. Is statement."
"I think he just likes beating the snot out of old car parts. We done?"
"Ja."
He headed in the direction of the registers, Bard walking beside him. "What about your dad?"
"He owns coffee shop. And he does woodwork as hobby."
"How'd you get into music, then?"
"My family's neighbor, she leads a choir."
"Ohh. Your voice amazes me, you know that right?"
Bard blushed. "Is just that I trained a lot."
"Bullshit. You have an opera tenor. I told my agent about you guys and in her words I was forced to use sex noises to discuss your voice."
Bard was still blushing when they left the store, though he'd managed to find his voice again as they offloaded the bags of groceries from the cart to the back seat of the Mini Cooper. The rain started to spot down again, and Marcus tilted his face up toward it as he returned the cart to a corral-cage thing in the parking lot. Feeling infectiously happy, he strolled back across the parking lot, not caring one bit when the rain started pissing down.
"You are crazy bastard." Bard observed from inside the car, peering out at him through a cracked window.
"Aww, kitty doesn't like being wet?" He grinned when Bard hissed at him in reply. "Yeah, yeah." He shook off and got in the car. "Is there a hardware store nearby?"
"I don't know that word." Bard frowned as he started his car. "Hardware. Um."
"Oh, sorry. Yeah, I guess that wouldn't be in general vocabulary. Um, somewhere that sells spray paint and box cutters."
"OH. Sure." He signaled to exit the parking lot, blinking at Marcus. "There is raw meat in car. Why you need paint?"
"You think it can hold like ten minutes?"
"Ja but why?"
"Humor me, dammit." He made a face.
"Okay, okay. We go."

* * * *

Once they were back at the flat, Marcus helped unload the various bags to the kitchen then ran back down the stairs and ducked into the Codak. After trying to explain himself for a few moments, during which Anita scratched her head at him, he returned to the flat bearing a stack of large collapsed boxes and two cups of coffee. Deciding permission to spray paint in the alley would wait for a day when it wasn't pouring, he dropped the stack of boxes on the living room floor and took the coffee into the kitchen, passing off one of the cups.
"I don't suppose you know any hobby stores in the area?"
Bard blinked at him, taking a drink of his coffee, having arranged the kitchen to his liking. "Isold would maybe know."
"Okay, good, because we're still sort of missing the vital part of his project." Marcus picked up one of the cans of spray paint in his hand, pondering it. It'd been forever since he'd done this. "You ever make a stencil?"
After a long pause, Bard snapped his fingers and pointed at Marcus. "This have something to do with those shirts you talked about at dinner, ja?"
"Ding, ding, ding." He grinned, flipping a retracted box cutter through his fingers. "I got to thinking about it and I missed doing it. Yeah it got kind of tedious back in the day, but there's something just so street about wearing a concert shirt with a hand painted logo on it."
Bard nearly died laughing. "Just so street?"
"Yeah, man." He gave Bard a look. "Dude, I grew up in Detroit. Hell, the rest of my family still lived there until I convinced them to move to Lansing."
"No, it just… it reminds me of a song by Justice. They have video with animated shirts."
"Oh. Yeah, good song." He wandered out of the kitchen to the living room, dropping the box cutter on top of the boxes and walking to the windows, opening them up and staring out at the rain. "I like the rain but there's really only so much you can be out in it… I thought if you were going to hang out we could mess with stencil ideas, maybe write some music if we feel really motivated."
Bard joined him at the windows. "I am still wearing clothes from yesterday."
"You're welcome to head home, long as you won't hide from me." He quirked an eyebrow.
Bard gaped at him. "Nein. Why I do that?"
"Just sayin'." He looped an arm around the fossa's waist, tugging him into a half hug. "I like you, Bard. I would be very happy if you stuck around for a few more hours."
He laughed and blushed, ducking his head and leaning his forehead against Marcus's shoulder. "Ja, I planned on cooking dinner anyway."
Marcus laughed.
In the end, they spent a few hours sitting on the floor of the living room, listening to music and the pouring rain. Marcus let Bard cue up the music and was treated to a band he hadn't heard of before, Parov Stelar. Bard was new to the concept of graffiti stencils, but seemed to understand when Marcus explained the idea of negative space. He'd found some sharpies in one of his guitar cases, and they spent some time working out band logos. He was able to recreate the original one for Guillotine, the simple drawing of the instrument his band was named after cut out with the angled blade, and the band name running sideways next to it. After some experimentation, Bard was able to recreate his band's logo with the lettering above. Marcus took off his shirt and checked the size, then spread it out on the floor, cutting two sheets of cardboard to the right size.
Then it was just the matter of transferring the designs oriented like they wanted onto the actual stencil boards. At some point, they found themselves leaning on each other, and Bard dared to sneak a kiss. Marcus returned it, and they ended up having laughing, sloppy sex on the floor, Bard on his knees with his front down, hands and claws kneading at the white rug, Marcus leaning over him, both still mostly clothed. Afterward, Marcus cleaned up and Bard wandered into the kitchen to see about starting some fish marinating.
"Sex makes you hungry doesn't it?" Marcus remarked, amused. Finished cleaning up, he put their project in order then looked at his whiteboard. Certain he'd put what he wanted to into the computer, he grabbed the eraser and saw about clearing it, then grabbed the cleaner fluid he'd bought and started wiping it down.
"Ja. Or more, it makes me think of food." Bard sounded thoughtful. "But we eat early lunch. Dinner soon would be good." He poked his head out of the kitchen area. "Oh that is what that smell is."
"Sorry." He dropped the towel aside and regarded the empty whiteboard, fists on his hips. There was something refreshing about an empty whiteboard. "I think I'm going to write some music."
"Oh! Ja, ja, want to see you do so."
Marcus nodded vaguely, cueing Parov Stelar back up on the laptop and two stepping a bit back and forth in front of the board before he uncapped a pen and started drawing lines for music notes. It took him about half an hour to fill two of the boards with music, two interplayed guitar parts, but radically different styles and timing. Bard meanwhile had set up the fish and sliced thin potato rounds with some onion, coating both in olive oil and leaving them to sit on the counter in a bowl. Dinner preparations done, he watched Marcus work.
"That is very strange piece," he finally said, humming one piece then the other, unable to hear how they went together.
"Yeah, I don't know if it is gonna work, to be honest." Marcus rubbed his chin. One guitar was in a classic metal style, the other was… funk? Fusion? He could only conclude listening to Bard's music had affected him a bit.
"It is fish and chips for dinner. Is that okay?"
"You are going to make me fat." He snickered and shook his head.
Bard shook his head, looking at the lean figure Marcus cut in front of the whiteboard, his pants still undone and sagging. "You fine just how you are." When that got him laughed at, he stood and walked over, pulling Marcus in by his pants. "You perfect."
"Oh, bullshit." He giggled, kissing Bard's nose. "Thanks to you I've had more sex this year than the last few years combined."
Bard snorted and rubbed their cheeks together. "Clearly we must improve on that."
"Agreed. Though not right now. Give me another hour, huh?"
Bard laughed.

* * * *

Dinner was a baked fish dish accompanied by potatoes and onions, pan-fried in olive oil. They sat together on the couch and Bard cheerfully agreed to watch Iron Chef with Marcus, and even agreed on the fact that the Chairman was hot. Starting to feel like this was one of the best days in his life, Marcus cuddled against Bard, tail a blur almost the entire time. They were quietly making out on the couch afterward, nothing hot and heavy, just tender and nibbling, when a phone started ringing.
"Oh, sorry, sorry." Bard wiggled free and stood, digging into a pocket and taking out a cell phone and flipping it open. "Ja? Oh, hallo Vincent." There was a pause, during which Marcus could hear rapid chatter in German that was accompanied by Bard blushing brilliantly and his tail rapidly swinging back and forth. Marcus closed the laptop before Bard knocked it over with his tail by accident, sitting back and listening to Bard chatter in German for several minutes before hanging up and sighing, looking at Marcus. "I have to go."
"Aw." He held up his hands, smiling when Bard came over and laced their hands together, leaning over him. "Real life calls, huh."
"First thing he ask me is if we're done fucking yet." He made a face, then smiled when Marcus had a fit of laughter. "Ja. Business to discuss."
"I understand. It's okay."
"I will see you in few days. Can I tell them about shirts?"
"Oh, yeah. And if you'd ask if they know somewhere to buy blank shirts, I'd love it."
"Ja." He leaned down and kissed Marcus, passionate and purring when Marcus wrapped his arms around his back. "You have good night."
"Yeah." He smiled, watching the other man make sure he had everything and head out of the apartment. He stayed there, ears turning to the windows to hear the Mini Cooper head out, sprawled on the couch, content.
By the end of that day, Marcus had finished banging out the "experimental" piece and titled it Stencils, putting it in the computer and sticking it in a separate folder. Feeling a bit odd about that one, he ate some strawberries and worked on the black metal album of the project, slowly nudging it toward completion. Really, for the black metal disc he had bits and pieces of the entire album, rhythm guitar here, lead there; it was just a matter of filling it in and getting lyrics down and throwing titles on it.
Feeling contemplative as he worked by the light coming in from the street and a lamp in the corner, he wrote on the board, building on a lead guitar track. Time passed, and eventually he had everything but drums, crouching on his toes pondering the laptop as he entered it into the computer and titled it Felicity Two, emailing it to his band members before shutting down for the night.
Feeling tired yet content, he climbed into bed and stretched out on his stomach, staring at the empty space beside him before rolling into it and nestling down, happy to find the sheets still smelled like Bard, wagging his tail a bit before dozing off.








Chapter 7

Marcus woke up early, at least early for him, and rolled out of bed, pondering a shower before realizing the laundry urgently needed to be done. Sighing, he pulled on yesterday's clothes and shoved his feet into his shoes, rounding up his clothes, the towels, and stripping the bed. The walk over was low-key, the streets busy as everyone went to work, but the Laundromat was surprisingly empty. Claiming enough washers to do all the laundry at once, he sat and watched traffic go by, watching people leave the apartment building across the street and head to work or school.
By lunchtime he'd gotten his dry, clean laundry back to his flat and folded it, remade the bed, and taken a shower. Hungry at that point and realizing the day was going to be hot and humid, he threw on a pair of shorts and a t-shirt with his Converse and headed up the street to the corner pub, whistling cheerfully.
The pub had a minor lunch crowd inside it, mostly local shop keepers by the looks. The younger bartender waved cheerfully. "Hallo. You not been here for few days."
"Yeah, had some stuff to do." He sat on a barstool. "Can I get my usual?"
"Sure, sure. We have new IPA in bottles if you like."
"Yes, please." He leaned on the bar comfortably, watching his order get put in to the kitchen and his beer get poured from the bottle into the glass. At ease with life, he passed money over to pay for his order and included a tip, accepting his beer and turning to watch the bar as he drank it. A good brew, though a dry one.
"You need play here again," the bartender remarked, getting a soda for someone else in the bar. "People liked it but do not know who you are."
"I'm fine with that honestly… I don't really play bars very much."
"Well you should."
"I'll think about it."
He seemed satisfied with that answer, fetching Marcus's sandwich and fries a few moments later. Wondering in amusement if Bard would approve of this as a meal, he enjoyed it anyway, watching people straggle in from the street and bask in the air conditioning of the pub.
"Is good?"
"Yeah, different though."
The bartender nodded, putting clean glasses away from a dishwasher rack. "We changed kinds of fish. From wild caught to farmed."
"I'm down with sustainable." He combed his hair out of his eyes, and had a thought, taking another bite of his sandwich. "Is there a salon around here?"
"Salon? Um?"
"Salon. Haircut." He made a scissors gesture with one hand, gesturing at his hair.
"Oh. Oh, ja. Few blocks that way." He pondered Marcus, who thoroughly enjoyed his fries with vinegar. "You cut your hair?"
"Thinking about it. I've had it long for years and years, and I've always wanted to donate it for a cancer wig." He shrugged, finishing his fish sandwich hungrily.
"Oh. That is good cause."
He nodded in agreement, letting himself linger over the fries as he considered a cut. He'd started growing his hair out when he was ten, and it had been pretty long when he'd started the band. So really, he'd had long hair almost two decades. Currently, the longest bits were nearly to his waist… he was always bad about getting it evened out, generally only seeing a barber or stylist once a year. He dealt with his own hair. It was part of his image and always had been.
Well, things were changing. He was happy, he was writing music, he maybe had a boyfriend. Surely his image could stand up to him cutting his hair short for once. He'd probably just grow it out again anyway.
He tossed another tip into the tip jar and wandered out of the bar and back to his flat to get the video camera he'd bought. Realizing it was nearly full, he smacked himself in the face and uploaded the video of Wire and Lace to the laptop's desktop, making a note to himself to send it to Emily later. That done, he cleared the camera and turned it on, then turned it on himself, holding it up all MySpace-angle style.
"Hi, this is Marcus Midnight from Guillotine. I've decided I need some changes, so…" He reached up his free hand and shook his still-damp hair free, tilting his head so it hung off to the side. "See all this? I'm getting rid of it. Wanna watch?" He shut the camera off, shoved it in a pocket of his cargo shorts, and headed back out, whistling.
It took him about fifteen minutes to find the hair salon, strolling in and looking around. It seemed like a fairly large, upscale place, and a mouse girl with intricately dyed streaks in her long hair looked at him curiously. "Guten tag. Haben sie eine verabredung?"
"Guten tag. Ich spreche deutch nicht."
She blinked. "English?"
"Yes please."
"I speak English and a few of the stylists do too. Do you have an appointment?"
"Honestly no, I'm a walk-in."
"Well, we might be able to fit you in…" She opened an appointment book, frowning at it. "What do you need done?"
"See all this?" He reached back and dragged his long hair around. "It's coming off."
"Oh! You are going to short hair?"
"Yes. Do you do cancer wig donations?"
"We can, yes."
"Awesome! One other thing." He dug the video camera up and held it up. "I've had long hair for a long time. Can I videotape it being cut off?"
Twenty minutes later he sat in a stylist's chair in the back, smiling blissfully as his hair was blow dried and brushed out, a giggling young stylist holding the camera on him.
"There are rules for wig donation. It has to be clean and dry, and in a ponytail or a braid. Colored hair is ok, but not bleached… are these highlights?" The male stylist asked, heavily accented but understandable.
"No, they're natural, there is some old temporary dye in there though. Are you French?"
"Oh yes, originally. I travel a lot. Arrive somewhere, cut hair awhile, go somewhere else. I was in London a few months ago." The stylist, a skunk wearing a bed-head style cut, pursed his lips, running his fingers through Marcus's hair to make sure it had dried, then holding up a ruler along his back. "They need more than ten inches for it to work, and you have at least twenty-four inches here. Are you sure you want to take it all off? We could just take enough for the wig."
"Nope, all of it."
"Oh, this should be fun, then! How do you want it styled?"
"I have no idea."
"Well, what do you do for a living?"
"I write music, sing and play guitar."
The stylist managed not to freak out at the possibilities. "May I choose a style?"
"Yeah, sure."
"How do you feel about using gel?" He brushed Marcus's hair back and pulled it into a loose ponytail, then braided the ponytail. The stylist with the camera moved to watch.
"I'm pretty wash and wear but I could get used to it."
He nodded, putting a band around the end of the ponytail braid and getting a pair of scissors, other hand wrapping around the top edge of the braid and pulling it up so he could line the scissors up with the loose ponytail. "Are you ready?"
"Do it, man." He managed not to wince when he heard the scissors cut twice, then a weight fell away from him, jaw-length hair lapping forward to his face.
"There it is." The skunk came around and held up the braid, the still amused stylist turning the camera to follow it. Marcus just stared, bringing both hands up and brushing them through what was left as the stylist cheerfully bagged his hair and sealed it.
"Now, what shall we do with what's left? You could do emo or scene hair very well."
"Not feeling the emo, man."
"Scene or punk then." He picked up a different set of scissors and a comb, grinning. "Let the artist work."
Fifteen minutes later, Marcus stood from the chair and looked at himself in the mirror, amused. His hair fell asymmetrically in jagged spikes and layers. Oddly enough, he looked younger, though by how much he was uncertain. Grinning, he took the still-rolling camera from the stylist and flashed his hand in the horns at it. "Rock on." He shut the camera off and thanked the stylist before wandering up to the front desk.
It wasn't cheap, of course, but he expected that, and left adding a substantial tip on top of the price of the haircut. He also paid for an array of bottles for shampoo and styling goo of some kind. Amazed at how light and cool the shorter hair was, he went whistling back to his flat, ducking into the Codak for coffee first.
"What have you done to yourself?!" Anita demanded when she saw him.
He blinked. "Haircut?"
"Good Lord. That's different." She shook her head, making him a coffee almost automatically.
"Bad different?" He wanted to know, tilting his head and almost jarred to feel the layers of hair brush against one of his ears.
"No, just different." She pondered him, passing the cup over. "You need skinny jeans and a studded belt."
He laughed, accepting the coffee and passing her five euro. "Noted for the future. Hey, can I spray paint in the alley out back?"
"Spray paint?" She blinked. "Spray paint what? Not graffiti?"
"No, I'm going to make some shirts and the alley seems like a good place to do it. Open, lots of light. Might hang a line between the wall lamps out there. I can put some tarp up if you want."
"It should be okay, as long as the building does not get too much paint on it."
"I can deal with that. Thanks."
Once up in the flat, he toted the laptop to the kitchen table and sat down, sticking the camera on the docking station and transferring the lengthy haircut video. After some thought, he sent the video of Wire and Lace to Emily, then put the haircut video on the online video website, cheerfully reading the rest of his email while waiting for it to upload.
The band approved of Felicity Two and the work he'd done on the rest of the songs. Jacob said he was working on drums for Felicity Two, Robert said it was nice to see some themes from older discs come back and seeing them evolve. Tyler had written a new bass line he thought could be for a song on the power metal disc. Listening to it, Marcus agreed. All had recorded their parts and sent them along; Robert recording his sitting in his living room playing his guitar, his family's Chihuahua sitting happily on the couch next to him watching.
By the time he was done firing off replies, the chugging wireless internet had managed to get the haircut video online. He titled it "Marcus Midnight Gets a Haircut" and made it live on the site, then embedded it onto the main page of the band's website with the commentary of "in case you're wondering what's going on in my life, woo." That done, he sent links to his bandmates and agent, got himself a snack, and kicked back on his couch with his laptop, waiting for the internet to explode.

* * * *

And explode it did. It took less than an hour for the comments to start rolling in on both websites. Most people seemed shocked at the change. There was a whole lot of "omg what did he do?!", "omg why?!", and some "Noooo don't cut your hair!" disregarding the fact the damage was done. The forum on his band's website seemed a bit more accepting, most saying it was his hair, some complaining, some approving. Meanwhile, it was still really early in the morning in Seattle, so he sat on the floor finishing up the stencils he and Bard had started when he heard his laptop ring.
"Hey, Emily." He turned the laptop to face him better, still sitting on the floor with a box cutter.
"So I get here this morning and I'm deluged with emails, one of which was from you, the rest of which were a link to another video. What the hell brought on the sudden need for a haircut?" She peered at him.
"Hey, I think it looks good."
"The label may shit itself."
"Good." He snickered, focusing on making another cut in the cardboard. "And it's just hair, it'll grow out fast. What do you think of Wire and Lace?"
"I really hate admitting you're right about anything… but you're right. They're really, really fucking good. And they're not represented?"
"Nope. Not signed, no agents as far as I know. I've been hanging out with them on and off. They're great people." He set the box cutter aside, looking at Emily seriously through the screen. "Emily. I want to get them signed."
"I can see why. Want me to look into it?"
"Yes, please. I want to tour with them opening for us, seriously."
"You know, they're good but you've got some personal interest vested, don't you."
"The lead singer of Wire and Lace and I may or may not be screwing. I'll let you ponder that."
She laughed. "Good for you. Fun screwing or serious screwing?"
"I want to pack him in a suitcase and take him home with me," he said without really thinking about it.
She almost choked on her coffee. "Good lord. Okay, one other thing, how's the next album coming?"
"Quite well, considering."
"I've been told to tell you the label wants a single out of it."
"Fuck that. I'm sure something on one of these discs will go over well on the radio. You know I don't write to specifications."
"Speaking of that, a movie company wants to know if you'll write a song for a zombie movie."
"One of the songs I'm working on may work for that."
"Right. I'll get back to you about Wire and Lace. And really? I like your hair." She disconnected.

* * * *

The next morning was spent trying to figure out his new hair care products. Marcus found he really rather liked the smell of the shampoo and conditioner—kiwi and cream—but the styling goo defeated him. After two bad attempts he washed his hair back out and dried it off, bringing the laptop into the bathroom and watching videos about styling scene hair. Twenty minutes after that, he'd gotten his hair to look how he figured it should, and in deference to the day's heat opened up the flat and put on a pair of shorts.
Feeling good about things, he opened up the music files and cleaned the whiteboard, tackling the power metal album again. He wrote out the bass line Tyler had suggested, then started filling in the missing pieces, first rhythm, then keyboard, then lead. Lyrics didn't come immediately but that was all right, he figured, putting the music into the computer and fitting it in with the rest of the album, putting it in order then taking a mental step backward to contemplate the project.
Okay. A two disc set was a pretty massive undertaking, but he seemed to have most of both discs at this point. He didn't kid himself, they both needed a lot of work. He had maybe half a disc of full tracks, either side, and the rest still was in bits and tatters, slowly coming together. And the completed tracks probably still needed some polish and adjusting. Still, a remarkable amount of progress for the time he'd been working on it. If he kept at it, he figured he'd have the project finished in another two months, ready to record. That meant he'd written two albums in three months or so, something he'd never accomplished before.
All in all, it meant they could be touring again in less than a year, and for the first time since before his vacation, the idea of stepping back on the bus didn't fill him with angst and depression. He didn't know if he liked the idea, but he was settled with it. He was a rock star. This was his job, and his fans enjoyed it.
And he'd enjoy it so much more if he could have Bard along.
He sighed and moved to lean on the windowsill and stare out, still shirtless. He liked the idea of touring with Wire and Lace. They were more than good enough to go on the road, and he could finally have someone he could be with while traveling. Ok, he was a greedy fuck. Life went on.
Outside people ambled slowly, the day hot and humid. Marcus decided he couldn't paint until the weather broke, spray paint in the heat would be a nightmare. Clouds were gathering on the horizon, so he guessed there would be rain showers in the evening, which would probably douse the humidity.
He was still leaning there, zoning out, when he heard his name called. Perking his ears, he looked down and saw Bard on the sidewalk staring up at him. "Bard!" He bolted away from the window and grabbed his keys on the way out, vaulting the stairs and landing at the bottom to wrench the door open. "Dude. How are you?"
"Marcus? Your hair?" Bard managed after a moment, walking over with a stunned expression.
"I got it cut yesterday, do you like it?"
He nodded slowly. "Different. It frames your face. Bit of surprise though."
"Pfft, you're telling me, I don't recognize myself in the mirror." He reached out and grabbed Bard's shirt, yanking him into the staircase and kissing him.
Bard mewled then laughed, leaning back onto the door and returning it. "Missed you too, but people can see us through the door!" He said once the kiss ended.
"Well get your ass upstairs then and sorry for the lack of air conditioning." He snickered and leaned over Bard, nuzzling him.
"The bookstore has air conditioning how do you not?"
"Dude, if you can figure out how to work the controls more power to you. Now upstairs or I will totally blow you here. Pick one."
Bard blushed and laughed, heading up the staircase, speeding up when Marcus pinched his rear. "I am here to pick you up though!"
"They can wait fifteen minutes." Marcus chased him through the propped-open door, closing it behind them. "But seriously if you know how to work that set of controls, I'd love it, because I have no idea."
Bard leaned down and looked at the thermostat, frowning, then smiling when the back of his neck was licked. "This not hard."
"I don't speak German, dude. And the numbers don't make sense."
"That is because they are in Celsius." Bard replied patiently. "We are metric here, like the rest of the world except you Americans."
"I think Britain is still on the English system, or did they change over? Guess I should pay more attention while travelling." Marcus said thoughtfully.
"It is over twenty-six degrees in here, which would be okay, but it is over seventy-five percent humidity outside. I am going to set this for twenty-three but it will take hours to catch up with the flat." He pushed buttons on the digital control, murmuring when one of his ears was nibbled. "You serious about blowing me?"
"Yes, but now I'm tempted to throw you in the shower instead and talk you into assuming the position." He snickered, switching ears.
"They will know we fucked." Bard hit the go button on the control panel, nodding when he heard a compressor kick on in another part of the building.
"Pfft. You're in a band with two straight couples. What do you think they're doing quite loudly when you're not present?" He turned Bard around and kissed his nose. "If you don't want to that's fine. I'm sorry I'm a bit strung out."
Bard nibbled at Marcus's muzzle. "Why the shower?"
"Ease of cleanup afterward." He smiled, then grinned when Bard ducked out of his grip and headed for the bathroom.

* * * *

Half an hour later they were cleaned up and redressed. Marcus, pulling a t-shirt on as he walked across the apartment to close the windows, looking forward to returning to a less humid flat. "This band practice?"
"Nein. Victor and Isold, they think maybe you want to hang out at our place."
"Oh! Awesome. Should I bring a guitar?"
"Ja, sure. And the stencils if you can."
He nodded, putting the V in its case and closing it up, then grabbing the two cardboard stencils. "Sure but we can't paint today, too damn humid."
"That is what Isold say, but they just want to see them."
Marcus made sure he had his keys and wallet then cheerfully followed Bard down the stairs, making sure the doors locked behind him. "I sent my agent the video of you guys."
Bard looked at him, ears perking and tail flicking up in an alert loop. "You should probably wait until we there so you not repeat yourself."
"Hah, yeah sure."
"I feel I should ask." He said after a moment, unlocking his car and watching Marcus put the guitar on the back seat. "What is your opinion of cannabis?"
"Huh, now that's a question." He rubbed his chin, climbing into the passenger seat and buckling in as Bard buckled in. "Why?"
"Victor got some…" He paused, hunting for words. "Snow White? From a friend of his, he was talking about breaking out hookah." There was a long silence as he drove, after a few moments he looked at Marcus and saw the stunned expression. "What?"
"Is weed decriminalized here or something?" He finally asked.
"Ja, small amounts."
"Well that's it. I think I love this country. I haven't had a decent smoke since the last time a tour went into Canada. The roadies only have ditch weed and I may live in a part of the United States where lots of weed is grown, but it's still illegal you know? I have no idea who sells in Seattle."
"Your band, they all live in Seattle?"
"Yeah, we all have houses there, sort of spread around the city. I have this huge pseudo-Victorian thing." He sighed, slouching. "It's a decent town but I wouldn't want to get arrested for possession of an illegal narcotic. I may be rich and famous enough to weather it but my parents would be so pissed off at me."
Bard laughed. "Well, it is fine here."
"Glory hallelujah."

* * * *

Bard, Vincent, and Isold lived in a two bedroom apartment in what looked like to Marcus was a good part of town. Bard parked in a little parking complex that served the building and led the way, carrying the stencils for Marcus.
"Is new building. Built five years ago. Is close to the tram, too." Bard said, unlocking the back door, leading him into the building to an elevator, and hitting the button.
Marcus looked up and down the cool carpeted hallway, which like most apartment buildings he'd seen had a vaguely clean hotel feeling to it. "Seems like a nice place."
"It is. There are rules about loud music, but we have learned to work with them, you know?" He stepped into and held the elevator for Marcus.
"And Estella and Gunther have a house?"
"Ja, little house. Estella got it from grandmother. It nice but need some work."
"Nothing at all wrong with that, my house had to be totally renovated… and honestly it needs to be redecorated, which is on my to-do list. I can't stand having the gold and platinum discs up anymore."
Bard stared at him blankly as the elevator stopped and opened, stepping out after a moment. "I do not understand your problems. It is like… like giraffe telling whale its neck hurts."
Marcus was still laughing at his own asshole-ness as Bard opened an apartment door and stepped in. "Vincent, Isold?" He called, watching Marcus set the guitar down and look around.
It was nice, he admitted, and a somewhat open plan for an apartment. The kitchen, dining area and living room were all part of a rambling open space, an island denoting where the kitchen started. A hallway off to one side led to bedrooms, he figured. He heard Isold call something back in German, but what came down the hallway was a white bunny rabbit. "What the hell?"
"Oh!" Bard knelt and the rabbit bounced over to him, which he scooped up cheerfully and turned to show Marcus. "This Alice. She's mine."
"You have a pet rabbit?"
"Ja."
"Named Alice."
"Ja."
Marcus rubbed his eyes. "Wow, and I'm not even stoned yet."
"Hey, don't start without us," Vincent complained, coming into the room bearing an intricate hookah. "Isold, she decided to dye her hair and what the unholy fuck did you do to yourself?"
"I had mine cut."
"You look like fashion poster from trendy shop." He shook his head, depositing the hookah on the glass-and-steel coffee table. The apartment had hardwood floors, surprisingly, bamboo Marcus guessed. The kitchen was terra cotta tiled. Mentally Marcus scaled the rent up a bracket. There were plenty of rugs down in various stages of worn-in comfortableness, but the one in the sitting area looked like real wool, and most of the furniture tended toward a wine red, glass, and steel, which was interesting with the cream walls.
"Just missing the tight jeans?"
"You wear those enough on stage."
"Har de har. Can I take my shoes off?"
"Yes, go ahead."
Isold appeared in the entrance to the hallway, in red capri pants and a black bra, a towel draped around her shoulders and brilliant red wet-looking streaks in her hair, which had been restyled. "Marcus! Hah, you have a scene haircut too!" she said, Vincent translating for her.
"Yeah, it was an impulse thing." He left the stencils on the dining area table and his guitar next to it, shoes next to the door as he ambled to the sitting area and sat on a beanbag chair there. A LoveSac, he corrected himself, nearly bouncing off of it.
"Marcus speak to his agent about us!" Bard inserted, sitting on the couch positioned near Marcus.
"Really, anything interesting?"
"She agrees that you guys are really fucking good and is looking into the idea of getting you signed for me. As said, nothing's guaranteed… but it's a start."
"It's more than what we had," Vincent replied, shrugging as he worked to set up the hookah. "At least someone out there who's professional knows about us."
"I'm not sure it'll help." Marcus shrugged. "I don't think Emily works overseas at all. I know she knows some people locally though, so who knows."
"Do you have a vanity label?" Isold asked, curious. "I have heard of bands signing other bands under vanity labels."
"Honestly? No, I don't have one." Marcus slid off the LoveSac, stood up, kicked it, then moved to the couch next to Bard. "I haven't heard spectacular things about them. I signed with the company initially, so a vanity label would mostly be a 'hey look at me' and people look at me enough."
"Well, you're famous," Vincent said, going to the kitchen and coming back with a jug full of pale yellow fluid, filling the water jar of the hookah. "You should expect to be looked at."
"I guess so. What's that?"
"Pineapple juice and water. It's good in a hookah."
"This is new for me, honestly. I've only ever smoked blunts, and rarely that."
He shook his head a bit. "We don't smoke very often, and it's generally a group thing. Maybe once or twice a month."
"Nothing wrong with that."
Vincent asked Isold something in German, she looked at her watch, blinked, and trotted back down the hall. "She needs to rinse out her hair, but I think I'm going to go ahead and light this."
"We spend all of yesterday getting passports," Bard remarked, slouching comfortably next to Marcus. "Gunther, he said it was a good idea and he paid for all of us to do so. I even got a passport for Alice."
"You got a passport for your rabbit?" He looked at Bard, amused.
"Ja. If I go to America, I can take her with me. I checked. Would not want to leave her here with caretaker."
"Aaagh." Vincent flicked the fireplace lighter uselessly, cussed at it, then thrust it at Bard. "Would you?"
Bard stood and lit the charcoal off cheerfully. "It only has one hose, Marcus, so we have to pass."
"That's fine. I'm used to the concept of passing." He shifted, sitting cross-legged on the sofa, smiling when Bard slouched and set his head on one of his legs.
Vincent smiled a bit, sitting down with the mouthpiece handle in one hand, letting the coal work for the moment. "Heh, you two. You should have heard Gunther dithering, trying to decide if he approved."
"Approved? What the hell?" Marcus wanted to know, rubbing a hand through Bard's hair. Bard smiled a bit.
"Yes, he feels a bit… protective of Bard, I guess you'd say. He says Bard is naïve." He took a long draw off the mouthpiece and exhaled the vaguest trace of smoke. "And the rest of us agree."
"I am not." Bard protested.
"You are so. You've never been in the real world. Your past boyfriends always took advantage of you."
"Do you mind?" He demanded, sitting up and grabbing the hose, also taking a drag.
"Fuck no, Marcus needs to know this shit and I'm sure you haven't told him."
"Only thing I know is that it's been like a year since his last relationship." Marcus shrugged, reaching over and massaging his hand through Bard's shaggy hair again, watching the chocolate strands shift through his fingers.
Isold came into the room, wearing a skinny black and white striped shirt over her Capri pants, brushing out her still-wet hair, which now had asymmetrical red streaks. "You started without me," she complained, Vincent translating.
"Hasn't even been one rotation yet, sit." He gestured for her to sit, and she did, dropping down next to him with her legs tucked under herself. Alice hopped by and climbed up some books stacked as a staircase, walked over Marcus's lap, and laid down next to Bard, nose twitching.
"For what it's worth, I've never been in the real world either and I'm doing ok," Marcus remarked, accepting the hose from Bard and eying it uncertainly. "So what did Gunther end up deciding?"
"He said you seemed sincere enough so far and you were good for business."
"Bottom line kind of guy, huh?" He looked at Bard and pointed at the hose. "So, suck on it like a pipe or?"
"Yeah, hard draw."
He did so, blinked, and hacked, putting it away from himself and staring at it as he coughed. "Holy shit."
Three sets of eyes stared at him, and Isold made a gesture he recognized as "pass it, you slow-ass bastard." Apparently such gestures were universal, so he passed it back over.
"Are you all right?" Vincent asked after a moment, eyebrow up.
"I just got hit by a bus but I'm not really complaining about it. Holy shit that's quality stuff."
"Hydroponic."
"It would make more sense if you got hit by a VW bus," Bard remarked thoughtfully.
"My drummer got one of those a few years ago and restored it." Marcus laced his fingers behind his head. "We all laughed but he said he always wanted one. I think he's currently got the original band van, too."
"Actually I've been curious…" Vincent paused, then exhaled lazily. "After we knew who you were, I went and did some reading about you."
"Well, yeah, of course you fucking did dude. Finding out that not only am I a nosy asshole, I'm a rich nosy asshole? Of course you did some digging." He snickered, grinning when Bard punched his leg.
"You not asshole." He made a face at Marcus, taking the hose from Vincent.
"That is up for debate."
"Nah, you're not at an asshole, you're just blissfully disconnected from reality," Vincent replied. "You're insulated. As you said, you were never really in the real world."
"I'll go with that."
"So what I'm curious about… Guillotine has what, six albums and some live recordings out, right?"
"Yeah. We're coming up on our thirteenth year as a band and our seventh album." He accepted the hose from Bard, who'd flopped back down, Alice sitting on his stomach as he exhaled smoke rings.
"…now that is some fucking serendipity." Vincent grinned. Isold just looked like she was trying to keep up as Vincent threw translations at her when he could. "Seven and thirteen."
"Never thought about it, honestly." He took a draw off the mouthpiece and managed not to hack up his lungs this time around.
"So can I ask you a personal finance question?"
"Not sure I can answer it. I have no idea how much money I have. I don't keep track of it. I know I have a stock broker and an accountant. I don't even do my own taxes, the accountant does it." He shook his head and passed it along. "Emily helps out on that, but then I think I'm her largest account right now."
Vincent sat back and rubbed the bottom of his muzzle, trying to grapple with that. Isold asked him a question, he spoke to her for a while then returned to English. "Gunther did most of the digging for us. You have a house in Seattle."
"Yeah, four bedroom, four bathroom, finished basement, kitchen, pool, all renovated."
"And three cars, none fancy." He took a draw, still grappling.
"Well, I have the Cadillac…"
"I mean, no Ferraris, no Lamborghinis, no Bugattis or Porsches." He passed.
"Those things suck gas like a motherfucker and I already deal with a band bus."
"You have no tribute charities. You've given money here and there, a decent amount but…"
"Where are you going with this?" Bard wanted to know, turning his head to one side to take a draw off the hookah, free hand petting Alice, who had turned into a footless loaf of rabbit on his stomach.
Vincent huffed, looking at Bard. "My point is, he hasn't even got a million dollars in assets, hell it's probably not even three-quarters of a million. Yet, his net worth is in the tens of millions from what we've read. All that money and very little to show for it." He shook his head restlessly, turning back to Marcus. "I am sorry, Marcus, but I do not understand."
"Sorry, I can't help you, man." He took another draw and considered letting them finish it off. "On another topic, do you play acoustic?" He passed it back to Isold, who was now upside down on the couch, which even he had to admit, did interesting things to her breasts.
That brought Vincent up short, passing this question on to Isold before replying. "I have not played an acoustic guitar for quite some time. I had a very basic one but an angry roommate in college sold it."
"I have a Takamine in need of a good home. It was given to me by the company and I never touch it, because I prefer electric. Would you like it? It's an excellent guitar."
"Takamine? That is a very good brand, very expensive." He looked surprised. "Just acoustic?"
"Electric acoustic, a T series. I just have it behind glass at home. I said I'd pay you back for playing translator, how'd you like a free guitar?"
He looked thoughtful, frowning. "I'd love it, but I'm not sure it'd fit in with our music style."
"Oh we could use an acoustic! I could write something for it!" Bard said, levering up on his elbows and perking his ears. Alice didn't move, and Marcus massaged Bard's scalp.
"All right then, it's settled, I'll get Emily to ship it over here."
Vincent smiled uncertainly. "Thank you Marcus."
"Not a problem at all."
Time passed, the hookah gradually burning down. Eventually Bard dragged Marcus up to help him cook some food for all of them, and Isold rolled off the sofa to start a video game system up, leaving Vincent sprawled comfortably on the sofa.
"I set up some food last night. Should be enough for all of us. Isold, she does not eat meat," Bard said, voice cheerful, tail waving as he dug into the fridge and came out with some marinating meat. "You like Caribbean food?"
"I'm not sure I've ever had it."
Bard gave him a look. "Never smoked hookah, never ate Caribbean, I am starting to agree with Vincent about where the heck is your money." He came out with two pans, and got other ingredients out as well before turning back to Marcus and clapping his hands together. "You like sort of man who can fry a plantain!"
Marcus laughed.

* * * *

Marcus hummed to himself cheerfully, full and still pretty stoned, scrubbing a frying pan. Without it really being said, he was washing and Bard was drying. He liked automatic things like that.
"What are you humming?" Bard asked after a few moments, putting away dry plates.
"Oh. It's a rhythm guitar track for a song I'm working on. Trying to decide what to do with it."
Bard almost twitched, leaving the rest of the clean dishes sitting in the rack and taking off out of the room, coming back and dumping a bunch of blank sheet music and pencils on the dining room table, and then grabbing Marcus out of the kitchen. "Music now, dishes later."
Marcus laughed, grabbing a towel and drying his hands as Bard dragged him out. "Inspiration attack?"
"Ja, write it down, write it down!"
He laughed again and sat, dashing off the rhythm track excitedly on one of the sheets of paper. "There you go."
Bard read over it. "You have keyboard, ja?"
"Yeah."
Bard sat down next to him and grabbed for paper and a pencil, humming as he wrote notes down. Marcus leaned and watched, humming along, then ended up grabbing for another piece of paper, dashing off a lead guitar track, his own tones counterpointing Bard's.
Later on, Marcus would muse that was the closest he'd personally come to mind melding with someone. He threw out bits and pieces of tracks he had floating around, writing them down from memory, and Bard helped him arrange the pieces into a coherent picture. It wasn't so much finishing each other's sentences as finishing each other's bars of music, and it was equal parts freaky and awesome to him.
"You do realize you're going to get a writing credit on these tracks, right?" He asked after an indeterminable amount of time passed, looking at the stacks of paper on the table that had been arranged by song, with scribbled notes as to what instrument it was at the top.
"Nein, you don't have to do that," Bard protested, leaning on him a bit.
"It'd be unprofessional if I didn't," Marcus replied with a snicker, wrapping an arm around Bard and leaning their heads together cheerfully. Bard purred and nuzzled him, a moment of serenity settling over them until a phone rang and both nearly fell out of their chairs.
In the living room, Vincent picked up a cell phone and cheerfully chattered in German, then went silent and stood up, voice surprised. He hit a button on the cell phone and held it up in his palm on speaker phone, Isold paused her video game and moved to stand next to him, listening. Gunther's voice came distantly through the phone, and Bard shoved away from the table and vaulted the sofa, also listening.
Marcus shifted to sit sideways in the chair, not catching a word of it but assuming it was a good thing somehow by Isold's bouncing on her toes and Bard's wildly lashing tail. Several minutes later, Vincent hung up and laughed, rubbing his face. Isold hugged Bard and bounced up and down some more.
"We have a venue," Vincent said once he'd gotten a hold of himself. "There's a multi-band show going on two weekends from now. We tried to get in but it was already full, then a band dropped and we were first on the list as substitute. We've only ever played bars!"
"Holy shit, nice," Marcus said, standing and walking over to lean on the back of the sofa, mind kicking into overdrive. "How big of a venue?"
"Gunther said five thousand and that most of the tickets sold. It's some kind of weekend thing, six bands on Saturday, six bands on Sunday. We have a spot in the middle on Saturday."
"How long of a set do you get?"
"Forty-five minutes."
"Oh fuck, that's nice and doable. You have more than enough music to cover that. If you can streamline your set up and tear down, you can be on and off the stage in under an hour, and it gets your name out there more."
There was a pause as Vincent translated this sentiment and the three of them looked at each other, than at Marcus. "You want to be there?" Bard asked.
"Shit yeah. I'll roadie for you guys. I've got an ass-load of years of set up and tear down experience."
"Seems a right shame to have you just being a roadie," Vincent said, amused.
"I wouldn't want to horn in on your stage time and three guitars can be hella awkward."
"I could write something!" Bard said eagerly. "Have you come in on last song or something."
"Heh, if you like, it's your guys' band, I'm just here to help." He rubbed his chin. "Though now that I think about it…"
"What?" Vincent asked. "Gunther said we should listen to you since you've probably done this before."
"Hell yes. Ok, this is your first real venue, right?"
"Yeah, that's what I said."
"Then that is a perfect time…" He went back to the table and grabbed the stencil for Wire and Lace's emblem, holding it up. "To bring this into play."
"You think we should do shirts?" Isold wanted to know.
"Fuck yes, and if we're smart we'll get a CD knocked out too."
"We only have two weeks," Bard protested.
"And that's just enough time to get this done. Humor me?" They nodded slowly. "All right, come sit down at the table, let's talk band business here!" They did so, Marcus clearing the table and Isold getting a pitcher of juice, pouring them all one as Marcus grabbed a blank sheet of paper and a pencil. "I wished I'd had someone to help me out with this years ago, so it's only right that I help you guys out, fair enough?"
"Sure," Vincent said, sitting down.
"You've all been to professional concerts I imagine, right? With merchandise tables?"
"Yeah, the shirts are so expensive," Bard said. "I have one, cost me over twenty-five euro."
"Yeah, which is why we're going to come at this from the other side. You said the venue does five thousand and it'll be mostly full, right?"
"Yeah." Vincent nodded.
"Call it three hundred shirts."
"Holy shit," Isold said, blinking.
"And we're doing all of them."
"You're mad."
"Trust me on this. If we get some help and get an assembly line going we can knock out that many shirts in a day. Blank t-shirts of a decent weight are what, three or four euro apiece?"
"I guess so? I know someone who has a hobby store, she sells them."
"All right, so we sell each shirt for maybe eight or ten euro apiece. Does that seem reasonable?"
"So we make the money back and some profit." Vincent nodded. "That is still like a thousand euro of blank shirts."
"I'm buying. You can pay me back out of the sales if they all sell. Fair?" He received a round of nods. "And it's better to have too many than to sell out because you can box them up and have them at another venue. No big deal."
"I'd ask if you're sure hand painted shirts will sell, but it seems like the sort of thing hipsters would love." Isold snorted.
"Spot on. Now, I suggested three hundred because my first thought was to split it between two colors. Red shirts with white logos, black shirts with red logos. Front logos, blank backs, nothing simpler to turn out once you get the hang of it. If you'll let me, I can get all of this stuff set up, and I'll show you how to go about it and how to paint, and you guys can jump in."
"We'd be idiots not to let you," Vincent replied.
"So one hundred fifty red shirts, one hundred fifty black. You want mostly medium large and extra-large with a small amount of small and two-X. I'm going off past orders of Guillotine shirts and what sells out the fastest." He wrote everything out in a chart for both colors then did some math next to it. "If the shirts cost four euro apiece and you sold all of them for ten each, you'd make nearly two grand in profit." He grinned when they finally went from uncertain to smiling. "And now you see the benefit of doing this."
"And you're sure we can pull this off in two weeks."
"Got a newspaper with the weather in it?" He asked hopefully, and they eagerly produced a newspaper, turning to the forecast, Vincent reading it to him in English. "Okay, if this is right it's going to be humid as hell for another two days so we can't paint until this Friday. Humidity makes spray painting a nightmare. So I'll get the shirts tomorrow and spend the next few days doing preparation, and on Friday we knock the shirts out."
"Gunther and Estella work," Bard protested. "They will miss not being involved."
"Do they have a computer at home that can burn CDs?" Marcus wanted to know.
"Yeah, sure, Gunther is very proud of his computer," Vincent said. "He built it himself."
"Then he and Estella can knock the CDs out. You guys will be practicing this weekend, right?"
"Yeah, probably all damn weekend." Isold shook her head, smiling.
"So I get some good recording software on my laptop and record you at the practice space. The acoustics in there were all right and people will accept it's totally an indie recording. You guys pick three songs you like, record them, burn them to disc, then it's just a matter of sitting at a computer making a bunch of clones of the CD and putting labels on them. Recordable CDs are cheap and slim cases are too."
They sat there a moment, looked at each other, then looked back at Marcus.
"This… sounds doable," Vincent finally said, amazed.
"So glad you agree. Isold, can you take me to that hobby store you mentioned tomorrow? I'll get the shirts and set them up at my flat. With any luck by Friday I'll have everything ready to paint." He paused, tapping a pencil on the table. "I just realized we won't have anyone to run the booth while you guys are on stage or doing set up and tear down. You think you could find someone you trust with handling cash? I mean they'll be making change on the fly for a lot of shirts and CDs."
"We might, we can ask." Bard said after a moment, thinking.
"If you can't find anyone I may know someone, just let me know." He dropped the pencil and sat back, rubbing his hands together. "You excited yet?"
His question got chuckles that eventually turned into a wave of laughter. Vincent punched his shoulder lightly and Bard kissed his nose. Marcus felt content and elated. After all, nothing wrong with giving someone else a hand up.








Chapter 8

"Today was good day." Bard sat down on the edge of the bed, shrugging out of his shirt.
"Yeah. You sure they're okay with me crashing here?" Marcus asked, sprawling on the far side of the bed in his boxer shorts, arms laced behind his head. Isold had given him a spare unopened toothbrush, so he was comfortable and fresh of breath.
"Ja, they are fine with it. They like you." He crawled onto the bed, also clad only his boxers, and pulled the sheet up to their waists, laying down facing Marcus.
Marcus rolled to his side so they were looking at each other, reaching a hand out to gently trace his fingers along Bard's muzzle back to his cheekbone, smiling when Bard caught his hand and gnawed on the back of it gently before simply lacing their fingers together and letting their arms relax to the bed. "Do you think this could work?" He finally asked after a long moment, ears turning down.
"Ja. I think it could. We are good together."
"Yeah. We are." He smiled, tail wagging under the sheets a bit. "So. Your last boyfriend was a dick, huh?"
"He was not that bad." Bard smiled weakly.
"Hey, I can't talk. I can't honestly say 'last boyfriend.' I'm not sure I've ever really had one." He shrugged, thumb rubbing affectionately over Bard's fingers. "Well, I'll try not to be a dick. I'm a bit thoughtless at times, but I don't think I'm a dick."
"You aren't." He giggled. "I think I'm used to who you are."
"Gotten used to the idea of me being famous, eh?" He unlaced their fingers in favor of cuddling closer, nuzzling the top of Bard's head gently and draping an arm around his waist, murmuring happily when Bard wrapped his tail around them. "So, any kinks I should know about?"
Bard giggled, blushing. "Um? Morning sex and leather pants?"
"Mm. That's fair."
"Yours?"
"Shower sex and I think maybe a bit of an oral obsession, I don't know. Oh, and I like it when you scratch my back." He smiled. "Do anything horrible ever?"
"I put sugar in someone's petrol tank at school once."
"Doesn't that lift the octane out of the gasoline?"
Bard blinked, backing up to look at him. "Does it?"
They looked at each other and laughed helplessly before snuggling back down again. Alice hopped up a stack of boxes and flopped at the foot of the bed, stretching out on her stomach.
"You ever do anything bad?"
"I feed my neighbor's yorkie peanut butter all the time so it can't bark at me."
"You are just teaching it that barking means it gets peanut butter."
"Whatever; I'm sure they're wondering why their yorkie is hella fat."
Bard snorted, nestling down and tucking his muzzle into Marcus's neck, yawning. "You are godsend to the band."
"I'm glad to help. Besides, it's gotten me here hasn't it?" He pressed a kiss by one of Bard's ears, and let himself doze off.

* * * *

"Was it necessary to get up this early?" Marcus groaned, nearly falling out of the car, rubbing his eyes before looking at the storefront of the hobby store. He'd gotten used to waking up mid-morning, and instead had been drug out the door by that time. Isold had gelled his hair, which he was fine with because he'd been barely coherent even after a shower.
"I told Marie we would meet her here when the store opened!" Isold replied, Vincent still translating around his coffee. "I figure that's easiest. You know what we need, right?"
He shook off vigorously and followed everyone else, smiling when Bard caught and held his hand. "Assload of blank shirts, wire hangers, wire cutters, rope, and some tarps."
"I'm guessing all of that will make sense eventually," Vincent replied.
"Yeah, it'll make sense. I didn't buy enough paint either, I'll have to see if they have the same brand here, if not it's a trip to the hardware store."
The doors automatically opened when they approached, and Marcus was treated to the thick scent of Eucalyptus. It looked like any other store of the type, though some of the brands were unknown to him. Then again he wasn't often in hobby stores. Isold was chattering happily to a chipmunk girl he assumed was Marie. He settled on wandering the aisles, Bard trailing along with him equally incoherent, until Vincent hollered for them.
"She says that's a lot of shirts but since we're buying so many of them she can give us a bulk discount," Vincent said. They were standing next to a table that was meant for cutting cloth, and as Marcus watched Marie came up with a wheelie cart stacked with cardboard boxes, opening them up. "They're cheaper than we thought, actually. She said she has some cheap shitty ones that are barely more than a euro, but she figures we want decent quality, right?"
"If you sell shitty shirts, people will remember that." Marcus leaned on the table edge. "Better to spend more and buy quality."
"I agree. Is always a maddening thing to spend twenty euro on a shirt that goes threadbare two washes later," Bard replied.
Marie pulled a shirt out of a box and shook it out, tossing it to Marcus. He caught it and held it up, feeling the cotton between his fingers then looking at the label. "Heavy pre-shrunk cotton. Yeah, this'll work fine. How much?"
Vincent passed this on to Marie, and listened to the reply. "She says it averages out to three euro each between the sizes, and that she has enough to cover what we need."
"All right, let's start counting these out then."
Half an hour of counting and double checking later, the shirts were in bags with the rest of the supplies and Marcus ran his card through the machine and prayed to anyone or anything listening he had a high debit limit on his card, because he'd never put a new check in his wallet. Glory be, the machine accepted it. After that it was a matter of getting the ungainly bags out of the store and shoving them bodily into Bard's Mini Cooper.
"I can't believe you were willing to spend all that money on fucking blank shirts, dude." Vincent shook his head.
"You're paying me back off the profit and I'm not worried about it either way." He waved a hand. "We parting ways for the day?"
"Yeah, Isold and I are going to go do a good check over all of our equipment."
"Talk to Gunther about doing the CDs, eh?"
"Of course. See you Friday?"
"Sure. Ten in the morning maybe?"
"That would work well. See you then."
He climbed back into Bard's Mini Cooper, buckling in and slouching. "Thanks for the ride back."
"Is no problem. Besides, I so had plans for this morning and Isold ruined them all. Maybe after we carry stuff into your apartment instead?"
Marcus had a fit of laughter. "I have no idea what you're proposing but I agree to it."
"We shall play Risk then!" Bard kept a straight face for a few seconds then collapsed over the steering wheel giggling. "Sorry."
"Just for that you are being invaded later."
"It is only invasion if I didn't want you there."
"Oh baby." Marcus laughed and kept a grin the rest of the drive back to the flat.

* * * *

"This cannot be safe," Bard complained, sitting on the rug helping Marcus make several copies of the Wire and Lace band logo.
"'Buck Naked with Box Cutters' sounds like a punk band," Marcus replied thoughtfully, pondering the smoothness of his cuts. "These don't have to be perfect, by the way. People won't care too much if they've got slightly fucked up edges or whatever. Honestly when we did this the ones that sold first were the ones that had overspray."
Bard snickered. "Or country song."
Marcus grinned and went with that thought, singing happily. "Baaaby I got home late an' you threw a fit, then threw mah clothes out the windooooww…"
"Don't make me laugh, this is sharp!"
"Now I'm stark naked doin' home repair, what have I done to scorn you soooo…"
Bard set the tool down and laughed. "That not sound right at all."
"I'm just not meant for country music." He added a third finished stencil to the stack. "Of course a punk band doing that sort of thing would be 'Let's Get Naked and Fuck Some Shit Up.'"
Bard paused, looking thoughtful. "That is most music."
"Touché, touché." He paused. "What about classical?"
"That would be 'Let's Put on Powdered Wigs and Party.'"
"Aaaand now I have the concept behind Guillotine's next music video, thanks."
Bard shifted to lay on his stomach, squeaked, then rolled to find he'd laid on a guitar pick. "Your guitar picks are everywhere," he complained, tossing it at Marcus. "Don't you just use claws?"
"Depends on the song."
"I am trying to imagine you in powdered wig and ruffle-y shirt. It not working." He leaned close to the stencil, cutting out the letters carefully.
"My bassist does SCA. You know, the knights fighting at ren fairs crap. He could probably hook me up."
"I like steam punk."
"Well, maybe that'll be your first video then. Though I think Wire and Lace lends itself more to cybernetics in fancy dress." He finished transferring the design to another piece of blank cardboard cut to size, and started cutting it out. "How did you guys name the band anyway?"
"Oh, it silly."
"Dude, my band is Guillotine because we built one for a Halloween decoration once. We beheaded scarecrows with it."
"We all know each other from school. Isold and Estella were drawing a comic book together, an anime book you know?"
"A manga?"
"Ja, that. It was about a robotic maid that worked in a fancy hotel. They never finish it but they made cover art. We were talking about forming band and poster was in background, and Vincent said, 'What about Wire and Lace, like your comic?' So here we are."
"Well, I love the logo. It's got a whole level of classy above the Guillotine logos." He paused. "You don't have to help me do this you know."
"Ja, I do. You helping us with so much, Marcus. You help me with songs and you're helping us get stuff ready for this venue. We're all so nervous about it, though no one is saying. You are helping us keep grounded because you know so much."
He sighed, leaning over and kissing Bard gently. "You are paying me back a hundred fold, trust me."
"… are you helping us just because of me?"
"Oh stop. I'd have helped you guys if we were just friends. What I meant was, hanging out with you guys helped me out of my writing funk. You and me becoming a thing has been a delightfully unexpected extra."
Bard smiled and kissed Marcus shyly before returning to what he was doing.

* * * *

Bard ended up hanging out the rest of the day, going with Marcus to the pub for lunch and actually approving very heartily of the fried fish sandwiches, though he admitted they probably weren't the healthiest thing in the world to eat. After eating, they wandered the neighborhood side by side not saying much, but Marcus nearly vibrated with happiness the entire time, and went so far as to tell Bard so. Bard blushed and smiled, holding his hand on the way back to the flat.
Since he had help, Marcus decided to take some initiative and sorted the shirts by color and size on the floor, and made sure there were enough copies of the logo to allow somewhat of an assembly line process. He also showed Bard how the hangers were going to be set up, with a sheet of cardboard attached to the inside of the hanger to separate the front and back of the shirt. The paint would bleed through otherwise, and the hanger let the shirts be easily moved about while drying. Bard caught on to how this was going to work quickly, and with another set of hands the project became readied. Marcus started humming again and they ended up getting out the laptop and the music from the day before, working on his songs. Bard seemed amazed to be looking at his sheet music, and eagerly poured over it with him, while they sat on the couch together.
Marcus was still working on his music when Bard got up and went to the kitchen, rattling around as he assessed ingredients. "Marcus? I think I am going to start dinner."
"It's a bit early, isn't it?" Marcus asked, looking at the clock on the laptop.
"That's on purpose. Get in here." When Marcus dubiously obeyed, Bard grinned. "I am going to teach you to throw pizza dough."
"We're making a pizza? Seriously?"
"Yep. Pesto and eggplant pizza. I've started the yeast, so we're going to make the sauce. I'm going to show you how so you can make it at home."
Marcus picked up the measuring cup that had the yeast in it, giving it a dubious eye before setting it down. "I'm a really horrible cook, you know. Seriously I tried to pan fry chicken at home and I set off the fire alarms. Which was bad because my house alarm system phoned it in."
Bard paused, getting out a cutting board. "You are joking."
"Um. No. Someone from the security company called me and two fire trucks rolled up to my house, which by then was pretty goddamn full of smoke. They had a good laugh about it and one of the firemen went out and bought me some fried chicken."
Bard rubbed his eyes. "Clearly I have work to do. So, pesto sauce."
Bard put Marcus to work preparing ingredients. The kitchen didn't have a food processor, but it did have a blender so they improvised, chopping up the ingredients before adding them into the blender slowly.
"Pine nuts? These are on Iron Chef all the time; they always burn them." Marcus frowned, pouring the measured nuts into the blender and trying not to drool. The kitchen smelled potently of basil, garlic, and cheese, and that indescribable but unmistakable scent of olive oil, tangled together with the presence of Bard.
"That's set, now we have to work on the dough. I'm making two pizzas so you can snack on them." Bard poured the yeast into a large bowl, starting to add other ingredients and talking as he did, but Marcus honestly missed it all, stepping in behind Bard and hugging him from behind, looking over his shoulder and watching. Bard noticed this and elbowed him. "You are not paying attention."
"Am so." Marcus protested. "I could probably do this if I had a recipe."
"Dough not as easy as it looks." Bard covered the bowl and pushed it aside. "Thick crust or thin crust?"
"Oh, thick."
"It need time to rise then." He reached a hand back to ruffle Marcus's gelled hair. "Now you get to cut eggplant."
"Joy."
Half an hour later, Bard separated the dough into two reasonably equal blobs of raw goo and parked them on a flour-dusted wooden cutting board. "Okay, you feel this? It is not sticky." Marcus prodded the dough experimentally and nodded. Bard got a rolling pin and with a few flips of his wrists made an eight inch circle. "You try."
Once both were rolled, Bard showed him how to hold the dough and get a toss going. Marcus quickly proved he might be a good guitarist, but he wasn't the most coordinated person in the world. Bard ended up ditching his dough on the counter so he could lunge and catch Marcus's wayward pizza. In spite of many failures, Marcus had a good laugh about it and proved he could learn. Half an hour later he was able to take rolled out dough and toss it out to a fourteen inch circle reasonably competently. It wasn't a perfect circle, but Bard declared it a success anyway and the pizzas were in the oven shortly after that.
"You're really going to teach me to cook?" Marcus asked afterward, washing the cutting boards while they waited.
"Ja, at least a few things. You not be here forever, you need to learn to cook."
He paused mid scrub, ears folding back and looking at Bard. "Honestly? I don't want to leave."
"You have to, eventually. Your fans deserve you and your music. Those discs you are writing, they are going to be amazing."
He opened his mouth to protest, and ended up closing it, returning to scrubbing. What could he say? He couldn't avoid his job… that would be greedy as hell. This vacation had been excellent, but it was just that: a vacation. Sooner or later he had to fly back to Seattle and quite literally face the music. If he was lucky, Wire and Lace would follow behind shortly, with a recording contract of their own.
If he was lucky. Either way he didn't really want to go home. He found that he was happy where he was, in this little bright white flat in Germany, with a list of pubs he liked, a band he was helping and a… boyfriend? Were he and Bard together?
Dinner was quiet, and companionable, eating at the small table and just enjoying each other's company. The pizza was really good, and Marcus was surprised to find he actually liked the eggplant. Either way the food gave him an excuse to happily stuff his face, let his mind roll on things, and just enjoy having Bard there.
After eating, Bard kissed him goodbye and left to go work on his own sheet music. Marcus sat on his couch and pondered the situation again. Just how serious was the thing with Bard? How serious was he? Were his feelings as real as they felt? Or was he just so desperate and lonely that he was grabbing, latching on to anything he could like a drowning man reaching for a life preserver?
It felt like the first one. Bard… made him happy. He loved the scent of the other man, on himself and in the flat, it was… comfortable. He loved waking up and seeing Bard beside him, or feeling him nestled close, treasured the warm serpentine feeling of Bard's tail wrapping around him. And they worked well together. He'd never been able to write music with someone before. Okay, his band members made suggestions and he took them if he thought they worked, but actual collaboration? That was new and interesting and somehow terrifying. They enjoyed the same kind of movies, were in agreement about a lot of things. He made a note to himself to buy a hookah and learn to use the damn thing. The idea of smoking while writing music with Bard seemed almost blissful. They were good in bed together as well, or at least he thought so. He loved romping with the other man, he could only hope he was up to snuff in Bard's eyes.
But could this work?
He was clueless as to that. He had seven years on Bard for starters, probably closer to eight, and being nicely immature probably didn't even the age difference out very well. Also complicating things was the fact they lived on opposite sides of the planet. Okay, he could pick up and move to Germany on a more permanent basis at basically the drop of a hat. But he would still be touring and that created a huge gap of time where he couldn't be around if things didn't work out like he wanted. That meant a long distance relationship. Did he want to inflict that on anyone? Sitting on the couch thinking about it, it seemed unfair. Marcus had to add the whole time issue, too. He'd known Bard less than a month and here he was thinking about a relationship seriously.
He sighed and tilted his head back, staring at the ceiling and growling restlessly, fingers curling so his claws flexed. He didn't like trying to seriously analyze whatever it was he and Bard had. He just wanted to be happy and not be alone anymore. Bard made him happy, and he could see himself waking up next to the other man for a long time. Was that realistic? He didn't know, and he didn't want to think about it anymore. Hell, his life had never been realistic, why start now?
He put the pizza in the fridge and emailed his band members with song progress, then stepped in the shower to get the gel out of his hair. He let himself linger there, eyes closed, smiling a bit when he remembered being in the shower with Bard. Standing behind him, Marcus had laced his arms over the other man's, their fingers intertwined, Bard's excited mewls telling him he was doing something right, their cries mildly echoing off the tiles. Groggy and uncertain, feeling no better or worse, Marcus retired to bed, determined to put the subject out of his mind.

* * * *

Marcus slept long and restlessly, startling out of sleep and writing down lyrics and thoughts fuzzily before passing back out, often with the pen still in his hand. When he finally woke up fully, it was daylight, and he more or less fell out of bed. He started the coffee pot and ate a piece of cold pizza while he checked on the status of his laundry. He decided he'd have to do it in a few days. He put some clothes on before opening the blinds in the living room, looking out at the hazy day.
He took stock of the t-shirt project. The shirts were arranged and they probably had enough stencils, but he needed to set up more hangers. They'd run out of cardboard the night before. Since he wanted to ask Anita about setting up a table in her back room to put the dry finished shirts on, he shoved his keys in his pocket and wandered down the stairs, turning into the Codak.
"Hi, Marcus!" Anita sat at one of the little tables in the bookstore, a laptop in front of her. The book store was empty, but it was early yet. "What's up?"
"Morning. I actually hoped to beg some more cardboard from you."
"Oh, I sort of anticipated that." She got up and went to the counter where her mother counted money for the morning register, coming out with another stack of collapsed boxes. "What is all this for anyway?"
"Easier to show you if you have a minute to come upstairs."
She looked at him and giggled. "Did you just wake up?"
"Eh, maybe fifteen minutes ago," he admitted. "Can you tell?"
She giggled again and nodded, speaking to her mother for a moment before walking back over to him. "Lead the way, I'm curious!"
He led her back up the stairs and into the flat, gesturing at the stacks of shirts and the stencils. "We're going to make graffiti shirts."
"Oh cool!" She picked up one of the stencils and looked at it. "You're spraying paint onto blank shirts to make a band shirt?"
"Yeah."
"I've heard of Wire and Lace. A friend of mine likes them."
"I'm giving them a hand up. Pay it forward, you know?" He smiled and shrugged. "I need the cardboard to finish setting up the paint hangers. Do you think your mother would let us set up a table in the back of the bookstore that we can put finished shirts on?"
"She should be okay with it. Can I have a shirt?"
"Yeah, actually I wanted to talk about this. There's some multi-band venue coming up a few weekends from now…"
"My friends are going, I wasn't sure about it."
"Well, we need someone to run the shirt booth and I'm willing to bet you're really good at doing change and tendering a box off the top of your head."
She blinked at him. "You want me to sell shirts?"
"If you're okay with it. We just need someone to cover the table while Wire and Lace is onstage, you'd be free the rest of the night."
She pondered him, looking at the stencils. "Can you come to Dresden on your next tour?"
He laughed. "Sure, and I'll make sure some tickets come your way."
"It's a deal! I'll even sell shirts all night so we have an even box at the end of it. How much are these going to go for?"
"We're thinking eight, maybe ten euro?"
"Ten would be easiest, from a change-making standpoint." She cocked her head thoughtfully, looking at the stacks of shirts. "Just red and black?"
"Heh, this is a metal show, the red is almost adventurous."
She looked at him. "You know what would be awesome? Tie dye."
He blinked slowly. "Tie dyed concert shirts?"
"Yeah! They'd totally stand out in a crowd. You could do dark dye colors and a white logo over it."
He tried to piece that together in his head, wandering into his kitchen and getting a cup of coffee to help clear the final sleep cobwebs out of his brain. "I'm not sure I've ever seen a tie dyed concert shirt before, but it certainly has 'indie' all over it. Can you buy tie dyed shirts? I have no idea how to do it."
"I do, and my friends do." She seemed gleeful at being part of the project. "Can I call them? We can totally go buy shirts and dye and do this today."
"Will I have to pay your friends?"
"Give them shirts!"
"And they don't know who I am, right?"
"Nope!"
"All right, give them a call." He smiled in spite of himself, watching her pull out a cell phone and make a few calls. After she'd hung up, he continued. "This will be a small number of shirts in comparison you understand, like fifty."
"Right, you want to make sure they sell. Why not make them all medium and large? Where did you get these shirts?" He got his wallet and gave her the receipt. "Oh, I know where this is! Come on, I'll drive."
He gulped down his coffee and followed her out of the apartment. Anita had an older little Volkswagen Rabbit, and drove like a freaking maniac. He just laughed and hung on, safely delivered to the same hobby store a brief while later. He was greeted by a surprised Marie who wanted to know what he forgot to buy.
"Marie is a very common name." Anita remarked, pondering the shelves of blank shirts. "I'm rather glad mother didn't name me for her."
"I'm named after a Roman emperor or something."
She paused, looking at him. "And you haven't written a song about Rome? What's wrong with you?"
"This is not Sparta." He snorted.
"That's Greece, you ninny."
"Well, then it's definitely not Sparta now is it."
She paused, looking at him. "You didn't get very good grades in geography, did you?"
"Let's just say it's lucky I'm a rock star."
She shook her head. "I am going to pick some colors and the dyes to go with them, okay?"
"Sure, I don't know anything about this."
A brief time later they stood at a register, Anita doing a second count on the shirts she'd grabbed and making sure she had enough dye, chattering with Marie in German while he pondered a display by the front windows. It was a jewelry display with an artist's name by it, mostly interesting glass beads and pendants on braided black cords. He was idly considering buying something for Robert to give to Gwennie when he went back to the States, when his eyes fell on a necklace, in the style that was trendy on and off these days, not quite a choker but one that sat at the base of the neck. It was a flat braid and had one twisty bead in the middle, and the bead slowly shifted through a rainbow of colors.
And there were two of them.
He reached out and picked them up, looking at them in his palm then retreating back to the register. "How much are these?"
"Ten euro each, I guess. She says a friend of hers makes them, does the glass beads and everything."
He nodded. "You got everything you need?"
On the way back to the flat he put one of the necklaces on, using the Rabbit's makeup mirror to see how it looked. Even with his somewhat thick fur, the rainbow bead glinted out, and the black silk cord was comfortable. Feeling like he somehow affirmed himself, he stuck the other one in his pocket and relaxed in the car.
Anita looked at him as he put the necklace on, and snickered. "Mom said of course you are gay. You are a rich man who is also tidy."
He burst into laughter.

* * * *

An hour later about half of Marcus's flat had been tarped to protect basically everything from the dye, and he'd been introduced to two of Anita's friends: a perky calico named Angelica, and a mixed canine named Didrika who had "hipster girl" written all over her in day-glow neon. They were both business students and spoke decent English, and seemed amused at the idea of making tie dye shirts en masse for a concert. Marcus warmed up the rest of the pizza in the oven for them to snack on as they worked.
"We're going subtle contrast, tone on tone," Anita told him, showing him how to tie off the shirts with rubber bands. "Your bathroom is going to be covered in drying shirts."
"Eh. As long as we don't dye the floor, I'm good." He banded the shirts and passed them along to the girls to be dyed.
"Anita has been talking about you. She says you play guitar and sit in the window a lot," Angelica said, glancing at him as she stirred dye in a wash tub.
"Yup, pretty much. What are you girls going into business for?"
"We are thinking about starting a business together," Didrika replied, putting on gloves and starting to dye a shirt. "I want to open an old-style barber shop."
"With all the vintage equipment," Angelica said excitedly. "And I thought we could also serve espresso."
"That could go over quite well in the right neighborhood," Marcus said thoughtfully. "As long as the guys holding the razors aren't drinking the espresso."
This brought a round of giggles.
"You know Wire and Lace?" Didrika asked, looking at the stencils leaning against the wall.
"Simple answer, yes. I'm trying to help them out." Seeing puzzled looks, he elaborated. "I write music professionally, so I know people and I've got experience."
"Anything we may have heard?" Angelica asked, and he shrugged. "Don't want to admit it, huh?"
He laughed. "Something like that."
"We are going to do a few different patterns okay?" Anita said. "Let's see how fast we can get this done."
Three hours later they staggered into the Laundromat, hauling bags of damp shirts. Once inside they claimed half the dryers and chucked the shirts in, setting them to run.
"This will help set the dye, and minimize drips," Anita said, stretching out. "I think we made good time, really."
"They will be sloppy." Didrika frowned. "But I guess that is okay."
"You'll get a logoed shirt as thanks," Marcus said. "And if you want, I could probably convince the band members to sign it too." This got positive responses. "We're actually planning on painting shirts tomorrow morning…"
"Aw, we have class." Angelica pouted.
"I'll be sure to leave your shirts in the Codak for Anita. Thank you for the help though, this promises to be interesting."
Didrika stopped one of the dryers and stuck her head in it. "I could be wrong but I think this is dyeing the dryer."
There was a pause, then the group laughed before splitting up and checking the other dryers, Marcus amused by the absurdity of it all.

* * * *

"Do you think he likes Berliners? Maybe we should have asked first," Bard dithered, carrying the flat cardboard boxes as he, Vincent, and Isold walked up the sidewalk to the Codak. They'd ended up parking in a nearby parking lot, just out of ease.
"Who doesn't like Berliners? I think Americans have entire chains of stores that sell them," Vincent replied, snorting. "Stop worrying so much."
"I think they call them doughnuts," Isold said thoughtfully, carrying the tray of coffee.
"That sounds right." Vincent stopped in front of the store and stared up at the second level. "The windows are closed. We should have gotten his phone number…"
As if on cue, the door to the bookstore opened and Marcus rocketed out, in jeans and a battered concert shirt, a dust mask hanging around his neck and a grin on his face. "Hi guys! What's in the boxes?"
"Berliners. Doughnuts," Bard said, chuckling when Marcus leaned over the boxes to kiss him.
"Kick ass. Ready to deal with spray paint for most of a day?" He led them through the bookstore, waving at Maria cheerfully on the way by and walking through an open door in the back, where Anita sat on a large table, stacked with shirts, including a row of tie-dyed shirts. "This is Anita. She's my landlord's daughter, and yes she knows who I am."
"Hi guys! I'm going to run your shirt booth at the show if you'll let me. I'm an accounting student and I do registers for the bookstore."
The band members blinked at each other, then at her, finding room on the table for the doughnuts and coffee. "So this is who you meant huh?" Vincent asked, looking at Marcus. "That could work well, actually, I don't think any of our friends have any experience with this sort of thing."
"What the shite?" Bard wanted to know, holding up one of the tie dyed shirts, a red shirt with a darker red spiral pattern dyed across it.
Marcus had to swallow the majority of a doughnut before being able to reply. "Oh, that was Anita's idea. We have three hundred fifty shirts now. I kind of like them actually, we'll see how they turn out with logos on them."
"I am not sure what to think," Isold finally said, pondering a dark blue shirt with a black spiral on it.
"We'll see I guess. Want to see how this is going to work?"
The Codak's back wall had had some clear space, with two wall-mounted lamps about fifteen feet apart. The space between the lamps had been tarped with the help of duct tape, and a rope had been strung between the lamps. Hanging from the rope on one of the modified hangers was a sample of the shirt, front facing out.
"This is how we did it, back in the day," Marcus said, picking up one of the stencils, which had bits of bent wire attached to the top of it. "It's not exactly fancy, but once you get rolling you can turn them out pretty fast." He hung the stencil off the rope, and it fell down in line over the shirt, measuring up more or less spot on. "We can do, say, five at a time and not overspray each other. There are ten stencils and we switch stencils to reduce paint smudge. Shirts stay on the lines a few minutes then we lift them off hanger and all and set them over there…" He gestured to a clear sunny spot where he'd dropped another tarp. "Down flat so they can dry. I have a bunch of the hangers set up and we can always rig some more. I figure after ten minutes the shirts will be dry enough to take off the hangers and we can reuse them. I'll admit it's been a long time since I've done this though."
"Yet you remembered how to do all this?" Vincent shook his head, drinking some of his coffee.
"Hey, this was how we rolled way back when." Marcus bent over and picked up a box of dust masks, thrusting it at everyone else. "Masks on if you're around the paint! I'm not going to be responsible for killing anyone. Let's get this done."
It took maybe twenty minutes for everyone to get a hang of what was going on. Isold took quickly to the spray cans, getting the hang of how heavy to put the paint on and lining up the stencils on the first try. Anita busied herself with bringing new shirts out, which Vincent got onto the hanger forms and squared up. Bard took the drying shirts down once the stencil had been lifted off and toted them over to be laid out, then took them off the hangers once the paint had dried enough, quickly learning to slide a hand between the shirt and the hanger form to make sure the cloth wasn't stuck to the cardboard before pulling the shirt off. By the time all twenty hanger forms were used, he'd pulled the shirts off the first five and returned them to Vincent to get shirts back on them.
"Not too hard," Bard said when they took a doughnut break an hour later, appraising the fifty finished shirts. "Two coats of paint, ja?"
"Yeah, how fast are they drying?" Marcus wanted to know. He was painting with Isold. She went down the line and did the first coat, and when she hit the fifth shirt he came behind and did a second coat.
"Maybe half an hour? I've been stacking up the ones that are not sticky."
"Not to sound like a wet blanket…" Anita said, swallowing a bite of doughnut. "But if we're averaging fifty shirts an hour then this is going to take us seven hours."
"So a day's work. Not bad," Marcus said. "Look at it this way, if my admittedly poor mental math is right, three hundred fifty shirts is almost two and a half thousand euro in profit. Not bad for seven hours, yeah?"
"I want a break for lunch," Isold made a face, slugging down some coffee from the Codak.
"Of course, of course. And I'll even pay for a good dinner."
"Can we do these next?" Vincent wanted to know, holding up one of the tie dyed shirts. "I'm curious to see how they turn out."
"So am I, let's do it."
In the end, weary and a bit dopey on paint fumes, they decided against going somewhere for dinner, instead wandering up the street and descending upon the pub, masks still hanging around their necks and more than a bit paint-fumy.
"You used to do this all the time?" Vincent demanded, slamming back half a mug of beer. "That is fucking insane."
"Well, as much as we needed to at least. I mean it was over a decade ago that we had to do it. I sort of miss it, really, it feels authentic somehow." Marcus shrugged, also gladly draining a sizable part of his beer. Toward the end of the day Anita had left for class, but they'd managed to finish up and strike the setup on their own, getting everything into the back of the bookstore.
"I feel silly," Bard finally said, arms folded on table and head resting on arms.
"You should have told us. The paint said non-toxic but inhaling too much of anything probably isn't good for you and the masks didn't seal that great." Marcus frowned at him.
"I will be okay."
"You better be." He leaned over and gave him a one-armed hug, smiling when Bard purred softly and looped their tails together.
"You know what? The dyed shirts do look good. I bet they'll sell," Isold said. "They will stand out great in the crowd. Metal shirts are always black, you know?"
"My drummer has a black shirt that just has the word 'BAND' in artsy letters on the front. He says he figures it covers all possible bases." Marcus snickered.
"Actually it'd be interesting to see what sells the fastest. Do you think Anita can keep track of that when she's selling the shirts?" Vincent wanted to know.
"Hah, if I know her at all, she'll be able to present it to us in chart format."
"She does seem very organized, doesn't she?" Bard said, sitting up and shaking off a bit.
"Well, she is going into accounting."
Soon their meals were delivered to the table, Marcus and Bard eating the fish, Vincent with fried chicken, and Isold enjoying a peculiar basket of fries, grilled asparagus, and grilled eggplant.
"You feeling better?" Vincent wanted to know, looking at Bard.
"Ja, I think I was just hungry," he said around the fish. "So what is next?"
"Well, I was able to download some decent recording software to my laptop last night. I should be able to interface it with the soundboard you guys have at the practice space. After that it's just a matter of picking songs and rerecording until we get tracks we like. Then Gunther gets to experience the joy of cloning however many CDs we feel like making available. Speaking of which, how much do you want to sell the CDs for?"
This got some shrugs. "It should not be more than a few euro," Isold finally said. "Perhaps ten for the shirt and two for the CD? Twelve euro for both is reasonable I think."
"I agree," Vincent said.
"So do I." Marcus frowned thoughtfully. "A hundred CDs is like twenty five bucks American or something… plus case and label… we'd make maybe fifty cents profit per CD depending on how nice the cases we buy are. I know how to fold a piece of paper into a CD sleeve if you'd rather go that way though."
"I'll let Gunther handle it, he likes going to computer stores," Vincent replied, enjoying his French fries. "Bard, can I have your vinegar?"
"Ja." Bard passed the little plastic container over and made a face when Vincent dumped it on his fries. "I do not see how you people eat fries like that."
"It's good," Marcus protested, in the process of dipping one of his fries.
"You cannot talk. I have seen you eat French fries with honey." Vincent made a face at Bard.
"Honey?" Marcus blinked and looked at Bard. "To each their own, I guess."
"I like honey on waffles," Isold said, dipping one of her asparagus sticks in a container of butter.
"That's a bit more normal, baby." Vincent snorted.
"We are all in bands. There is no normal at this table." Marcus grinned, tail wagging.
"Oh, speaking of that. Bard said he got to look at your sheet music for your next CD. You're really going for the double disc set you mentioned?" Vincent said, shoving the point of his Mohawk out of his eyes. The blue dye had started to fade, becoming purplish streaks in his red hair.
"Yeah, I've made some pretty good progress. Bard helped out. He's going to get writer's credit on some of it. Honestly, without you guys I'm not sure I'd be making the progress I am. Hanging out with you all has really helped my creativity somehow."
"Right, us all." Isold smirked at him.
"What?" Marcus blinked.
She snorted and looked at Bard, saying something in German Vincent didn't bother translating. Bard replied in German and threw a French fry at her, blushing.
"I need to learn German." Marcus shook his head and finished his sandwich.
"Yes. You do." Vincent laughed. "I am not translating that."
"My guess is she asked if I was good in bed and he declined to expand on the subject."
"Well, such subjects do usually expand," he replied wisely.
Bard nearly choked on his beer.

* * * *

"So many shirts," Bard moaned, helping Marcus carry the last armloads up from the closing Codak to the flat.
"At least they're done. I'll retrieve the rest of the stuff tomorrow." Marcus set the shirts on the small dining room table, which had become a mountain of shirts. "And I'll get them sorted by then as well. For now, I'm honestly tired of looking at them."
Bard looked at the loaded table and put his armful of shirts on the counter instead, then hugged Marcus from behind, ducking his head to tuck his muzzle between the other man's shoulder blades and curling his tail around one of Marcus's legs. Marcus smiled and laced his arms over Bard's, sighing softly.
"Marcus? Danke."
"For what?"
"You are helping the band so much and there is no reason for you to."
"Just passing it forward. I'm happy to give you all a hand up." He lifted one of Bard's hands and kissed the back of it gently, smiling when Bard started purring, heavy and lazy. "Oh hey I got you something."
"You did?"
He got out of Bard's grasp and went to his bedroom, rummaging around and finding what he was looking for, glancing at the necklace in his palm and feeling his chest tighten with worry. "Yeah, but… I dunno, I saw it and thought of you, it's nothing fancy or anything…" He stepped out of the room and found Bard waiting curiously for him. "You don't have to wear it," he finally added weakly, offering it by the braided cord.
Bard took it, holding it up to the light and blinking at the twisty rainbow bead. "A necklace? I have seen this sort, they are popular now, but the black cord is different." He turned it in his hands, looking at Marcus.
Marcus sighed and tilted his head back, pointing at the bead nestled in his fur in the hollow of his neck, feeling the tightness kick up a notch.
Bard stared at him for a moment, then lifted his hands and put the necklace on, smiling. "Ja."
Marcus grabbed him and yanked him close, exhaling hard as the tension lifted in a swoop, tucking his face into Bard's shaggy chocolate hair. "Thank you, just… thank you. You make me happy. I think I wanted something to represent that."
"Aw, Marcus." Bard hugged him tight, shifting and tugging the other man into a kiss, purring. Marcus moaned into it softly, hands gripping Bard's shirt, tail wagging.
A harsh insistent ringing noise startled them out of their reverie, Bard nearly jumped out of his skin. Marcus was confused until he recognized it. "Argh, sorry."
"Is phone?" Bard frowned at the silent phone on the wall.
"No, it's my laptop…" Marcus walked across the room and sat on the couch, opening the computer and hit the go button, waiting for the video to synch up. "Emily?"
"Hey, Marcus." Emily, wearing a nice suit as usual, sat in her office holding a bottle of water. "I tried to call you earlier but you weren't home."
"I was making shirts with Wire and Lace." He looked at Bard, who hovered a good distance away, looking uncertain. "This is my agent, Emily. Come on over, it's okay."
Emily blinked and quirked an eyebrow when another male figure leaned into view of the camera. A knowing nod showed she recognized the slender shaggy-haired fossa from the video Marcus had sent her. "You're the lead singer of Wire and Lace."
Bard gaped and sat down. "Ja, ja, I am."
"Marcus sent me a video of one of your songs. Not exactly a professional sound recording but it got the point across, the music is great and your guitarist has a pretty good presence. If you were over here, I'd represent you in a heartbeat…" She paused, then continued. "As it is, I may end up directing your band to a friend of mine." She took a drink of her water.
Bard's "deer in headlights" look of mild shock was pretty much what Marcus expected. "Would this be Donovan, the guy who left me a message on the laptop when I got here?"
"No, but it would be someone he knows. Donovan isn't an agent." She shrugged. "On the same subject, I did talk to the label about signing Wire and Lace."
"Really? Any good news?" Marcus perked up, wanting to know.
Bard sucked in a breath, ears folding back and waiting.
"They pretty much wanted to know why the hell I was soliciting for a band I wasn't representing and told me to fuck off for trying to go around their procedural rules for signing a band."
Marcus gaped. "What the fuck?"
"That was about my reply. I tried to explain the situation, and they ignored me. I pointed out I could get them signed with an agent over there, and I was informed that the rules of signing an overseas band were difficult, multinational corporation or not. I mentioned this was on your request and I got a big 'so what?'" She sighed and set her water bottle down. "I can't say I'm terribly surprised, honestly."
"This is fucking stupid! Guillotine didn't have an agent when we got signed."
"You guys were talent scouted and that was over twelve years ago, Marcus." She shook her head. "They also wanted to know if Wire and Lace spoke and sang in English and I had to admit I had no idea. Another massive check against the concept. I think they're bottom lining on American charts instead of international charts this year, I'm trying to find out what the hell is going on in that regard. According to another agent I know they've lost some ground in the American market to another label."
"This, just…" Marcus rubbed his eyes, lip curling in a snarl. "This shit won't stand, Emily, I'm serious."
"I don't like it either. Even from a corporate standpoint it's being penny wise and pound foolish. Their American bands tour overseas. When this gets out, it could stand to be a black eye to the brand."
There was a long silence, during which Bard gnawed his lower lip and looked at Marcus, who'd slouched back on the sofa, one hand over his eyes.
"I'm going to have to deal with this shit myself then, when I come back to record." He looked at Bard. "That does put a delay on your band, I'm sorry."
"No, no. You are trying. I had no idea this was so hard." Bard insisted.
"Who knows, Marcus, maybe they'll listen to you." Emily shook her head, taking a drink of her water. "In the meantime… do the members of Wire and Lace have passports?"
"Ja, we just got them," Bard replied.
"That's good. You may want to think about representation as we try to work this out with the label. I'll talk to that friend of mine. Don't worry, this isn't the end of the line, just an unexpected annoyance. I'll be in touch." Her video feed cut out.
Marcus sat there for a few seconds, then snarled. "Shit!" He slapped the laptop closed and stormed around the coffee table, hands in his hair, nearly incoherent with frustration. Fuck, fuck, fuck, he wanted to, to… he didn't even know. He couldn't turn this emotion into music, if he did it'd come out jumbled and discordant. Restless and frustrated and…
Bard's arms wrapped around his chest, the fossa's muzzle tucking between his shoulder blades again. "Marcus. It is okay." Bard spoke quietly, looping his tail around one of Marcus's legs, waiting for him to calm down.
Marcus leaned into Bard's grip, slowly lifting a hand to cover Bard's, swallowing hard. "No, it's not okay. I really wanted to get this rolling and just… just…"
"It isn't you, it's the label. Do not worry about it. It will be fine."
"I don't want you guys to have to worry about anything anymore. I remember before I got signed and yes, I miss some of the closeness to the fans, but I don't miss worrying every goddamn day about breaking even…"
Bard sighed and kept his hold on Marcus as he started to wind down. It hadn't even been anger, not exactly, but Marcus knew it bothered Bard.
"We were fine and you are helping us. If there is delay there is delay."
When Marcus nodded, Bard released him partway to turn him around and look at him studiously. "You have keys?"
"Yeah."
"We go out. You need ice cream."
Marcus blinked a few times, then burst into laughter and grabbed the other man close, his frustration dissolving with a delicious rush of glee. "That sounds like a marvelous idea. Are you driving?"








Chapter 9

"I am sorry about that stuff with Emily earlier…"
Bard shook his head, hands and nose on the glass that separated the crowds from the ice cream, pondering his options. "You were mad. It happens."
"It wasn't exactly cool, though."
"You get mad at label often?"
"I avoid dealing with them at all costs. Usually I don't have to."
"I am starting to wonder if you doing us any favor by trying to get us signed." He tutted. "What flavor do you like?"
"Dammit, we should have gone to the sushi bar and gotten green tea ice cream."
"But we are here now, what flavor?"
"French vanilla with chocolate sprinkles. As for favors, look, they're assholes but they give you money for doing what you do best."
"I am stripper giving musical lap dances."
Marcus nearly choked on his own spit, and suffered having his back pounded by another person who happened to be standing in the shop. In this case a young mother with a toddler holding onto her leg.
"I'm okay, I'm okay." He insisted once he got his wind back.
Meanwhile, Bard quietly took care of getting them ice cream cones. Marcus found himself paying for them. "And that's not how I meant it, exactly."
"Is comparison, ja? I love singing and the band, but how you say it… makes me feel dirty."
Marcus snorted, licking his ice cream cone and getting sprinkles on his tongue. "I think everyone feels dirty after dealing with a record label. What'd you get?"
"Rocky Road."
"Good choice. Where are we going now?"
"Let's just walk."
The pair left the shop and wandered slowly down the street, working on their ice cream cones. Bard shyly reached over and touched Marcus's hand. Marcus smiled and laced their fingers together.
"How you meet Emily?"
"My first agent's name was Alexander, and he retired the second year the band was signed. I guess he had some heart trouble and decided to retire to the Midwest. But he said, 'Hey, I know this agent who's up and coming,' and he introduced us. I liked Emily the moment I saw her. I need someone who can get up in my face." Marcus licked a drip off his hand, working on the ice cream for a few minutes. "Been with her ever since. She does right by me, I think. She got me a better lawyer and a good accountant. She said I'm easy to work with. I guess she has a few other accounts, but they're mostly that-guy actors."
"'That-guy' actors?"
"You know, when you're watching a movie and you see some guy, a commander or thug boss or cop, or something, and you go…"
"Hey it's that guy?" Bard finished the thought.
"Yeah."
"She seemed to like me."
"She told me she liked Wire and Lace… and I did sort of tell her we're sleeping together."
Bard gave him a mildly appalled look. "Marcus!"
"Hey, she sent me out here for being lonely and horny. It's only right she knows someone's fixing both those things for me." He snickered quietly. "Sorry."
"Baaaah." He finished off the scoop on top of the cone and worked on the ice cream inside of it. "You like her a lot."
"Emily? Yeah. I trust her." Marcus licked ice cream off his nose.
There was a long pause as they stopped on a street corner, watching traffic go by and waiting for the light.
"When do you think you're going back to record?"
"Whenever I have the albums written out I guess. They don't have to be perfect, but they have to be fully fleshed out, all songs for both discs." He huffed, taking a bite of his cone. "I'm kind of seeing it as necessary but I don't want to go."
"Is work." Bard led them across the street.
"Yes and no. I actually like recording and I love touring, it's just…" He didn't finish the sentence, instead squeezing Bard's hand a bit as he ate his ice cream.
"What bands do you like listening to?"
"Ooh, subject change." Marcus licked his fingers. "Lots of classic rock and metal. Pink Floyd. Some electronic and new age stuff, if I'm in the mood. I listen to almost everything. Honestly, I'm a musician you know, but I don't listen to a lot of other new metal because I always try to take it apart in my head. I like to relax."
"Ja, ja." Bard licked ice cream off his hand and finished his cone. "Me too. Do you like go to clubs?"
"I, uh. I don't know."
"Oh. Because you travel?"
"Yeah, I guess. I went to one once in Detroit. Feels like a long time ago." He paused, looking at a store display and staring into the middle distance. "Probably because it was a long time ago. Holy shit, Bard, I'm old."
Bard laughed, pulling Marcus into a half hug and leaning their muzzles together. "You are not old."
"Bard, I'm over thirty." He snorted, nuzzling Bard then starting to walk again. "I'm getting old."
"Oh, bah. You are very handsome, Marcus."
"So's Patrick Stewart, what's your point?" He snickered, then laughed when Bard almost melted. "Hah, a Stewart fan?"
"Shite, ja. Almost as long as I can remember. Captain Picard mrrrrr."
"A Star Trek fan, huh?"
"I do not want to admit how much time I have wasted smoking a hookah and watching Star Trek," he laughed.
"I've seen a lot of Star Trek over the years, while touring. I was always more a Star Wars kind of guy though." Marcus shrugged.
"Clearly, this means we can never fuck again." He shoulder checked into Marcus, grinning.
"Star Trek and Star Wars fans fucking. Dogs and cats living together. Mass hysteria."
After a moment, Bard poked him. "Mr Stay Puft can stay out of this."
He had a fit of glee and hugged Bard close. "So, where are we going?"
"Maybe we should start to walk back. I have to get up early for band."
"Oh, that's fine. Lead the way." They turned around and went back the way they came, walking at a slow amble, the others on the sidewalk not paying them any mind. "Bard? Danke."
"For what?"
He smiled and ruffled Bard's shaggy hair. "For being you."
"You are silly."
"Would you have me any other way?"
"Heh. Nein." Bard smiled shyly, and Marcus smiled back, at ease with the world.

* * * *

Marcus spent the rest of that night getting the shirts in order and writing out an instrumental on his whiteboard. An idea had been bouncing around in his head and he ended up restructuring the albums a bit around it. The instrumental's title was Flip the Coin, and part one of it wrapped up the power metal album, with part two kick starting the black metal album, creating a smooth transition between the two. He figured he'd make the instrumental available in full on the band's website.
On an impulse, he got his video camera and grabbed his guitar, sitting on the couch with the old Flying V. He turned the camera on and angled it so the view screen pointed up at him, focused on his hands as he played nimbly though the lead of Flip the Coin then threw the horns before stopping the recording. The video went online and was linked to his band website. Marcus hoped this would make the label shut up about wanting to know more about the CD set. Feeling like he'd gone beyond the pale for being productive, Marcus crawled into bed wearily and ended up lying awake, sprawled on his back staring at the dark ceiling.
It had been a long, drawn out day. All those shirts painted, working with the band, hanging out with Bard. Why couldn't he sleep? Soreness nibbled at his hands and arms, probably from the repetitive motion of spray painting. It felt good to lie down and zone out, but sleep clearly wasn't coming quickly.
He draped an arm over his eyes and blew out a sigh, letting his mind wander over the two CDs, breaking each down for balance and configuration. He'd kept song length reasonable and there was more than enough room to allow extended solos during concerts. The black metal disc was in a more coherent order than the power metal. He'd have to fix that. Was any of it art? He had no idea; he never really had any idea. He just wrote and let it go. He never wrote with his fans in mind, they just seemed to go with what he was doing.
He rolled to his side and stared at the clock, fidgeting with the bead on his necklace, rolling it in his fingers, feeling the twisty shape of it. What Emily had told him bothered him, though Marcus had to admit he wasn't surprised. Pissed off, yeah, he was hella pissed off. He'd wanted to rip something apart for the few seconds before Bard had stepped in and helped him calm down.
Then again, he'd found himself short on the patience needed to deal with the label recently. Maybe it was an effect of the distance. Being away from his home and the job of being Marcus Midnight had let him take several steps back and get a long look at what he'd been doing for the last twelve years. What had he been doing? He'd been making music and lots of money, bouncing around stages all over the United States and the world. He kept a smile on his face as he buckled down to the label's demands and dealt with being alone, only to have it finally come to a painful, aching peak at the end of the last tour. And now, in fucking Germany, he felt renewed and maybe a bit empowered and more like himself.
He laughed. Empowered? Oh, fuck that and the word in general, it was so politicized in meaning these days. Empowered? Next, he'd put on pink vinyl pants and a feather boa. Assertive was the word. He'd woken the fuck up and had some idea of what he needed and he wanted to bite anyone who tried to deny him that again.
And now his label stood in his way.
The last twelve years had been… interesting. Initial selling out aside, things had pretty much been smooth sailing. Three or four years in, there'd been some kind of renegotiation, and he couldn't quite remember what that had been about, just that Emily and the agents for his band members had said they'd make out better if the contract was partly rewritten. Whatever. The label had never tried to rewrite his music or simplify it. That happened to other musicians sometimes. The suits had never completely taken the band's profits, which also occurred on occasion. And they'd given Guillotine a good run of creative control over everything. The label managed to keep ticket and shirt prices in the realm of the reasonable. The only time Marcus remembered ticket sales being so high his chest had tightened—seventy-five bucks—had been for a charity event. All the proceeds had been donated for… breast cancer or something like that. It had been a few years ago, and Marcus made certain the people who bought a ticket got a shirt along with it.
The corporate types always said stuff that got to the band, muttering about raising ticket prices before tours started, but the band tried to not let that happen. Same with shirts. They also hinted that they wanted hits or whatever.
When the label wanted to jack up the price of CDs, the band informed them the minute the cost broke twenty bucks, the entire CD would go to download format for half that. They could screw themselves. So the discs stayed at twenty bucks or less.
Talking with other musicians, Marcus knew this was normal corporate bullshit. Guillotine had mostly tried to ignore it, even going so far as to issue a press release stating they would not pursue any legal action against people downloading their music, but they couldn't control the label's actions.
All this annoyance and now they refused to even speak to Emily about signing Wire and Lace? He'd definitely talk to them about it once he got back. If Wire and Lace needed money in the interim, he'd cover it. No big deal, they could pay him back once they started selling. Not that he needed to be paid back, but they'd feel better about it if he let them.
Weary, cranky, and totally unable to fall asleep, he rolled back out of bed and pulled on jeans and a t-shirt, lacing his shoes back up. He shoved his wallet and keys back in his pocket, and left the apartment. If he couldn't sleep there was no point in hanging around.
The bar on the corner was packed. A band stood on the stage, some group playing music that reminded him of Flogging Molly, so he made his way to the bar and leaned on it, waving at Ivan, the bartender. "Hey, man."
"Welcome back!" Ivan replied, working on filling mugs for other people. "Just a moment."
"No worries." He leaned on the bar, combing a hand through his hair and looking toward the stage.
"Just a beer?"
"Ja, bitte."
Ivan worked on handing drinks off to other people and tendering the money, then poured a random brew for Marcus, one of the ones on tap, setting the mug down in front of him. "They have only been on stage a few songs," he remarked, seeing Marcus looking at the band. "So you not miss much."
"Hey, that's fine." He passed over money and took a long draw of his beer. "I just couldn't sleep is all."
"Hey, that happen. You let me know if you need anything."
"Ja." He saluted with the mug of stout and made his way away from the bar, finding standing room in the back so he could watch the band and the crowd, which was halfway between dancing and a mosh pit. He was most of the way through his beer when he heard a voice he recognized.
"Marcus?"
"Peter?" He looked to the side and laughed. "Hey, dude, what are you doing here?"
"I know the band." Peter replied, laughing and punching his shoulder. "How are you?"
"Pretty okay actually."
"You find someone to fuck other than me?"
"Dude!" He nearly choked on his beer. "Yes, I sort of have a boyfriend now."
"Ja, me too." He held up a glass. "Here is to consistent sex."
"I'll drink to that." He clanked glasses with Peter. "How's luck with the job hunt?"
"I had interview." He beamed. "I think it went well."
"Fucking awesome. Hey, you know that band?"
"Ja, I went to class with their violinist."
"I will always support a band that has a non-traditional instrument." He drained the rest of his beer.
There was a pause, both watching the band, Marcus nodding along with the music. If he'd had any more energy, he'd have joined the ridiculous dancing in front of the stage, but he still felt roughly half awake.
"I am surprised you are still in Germany," Peter said, finishing his own beer. "It seems like a very long vacation."
He shrugged. "I hadn't taken one in a long time and I'm in no rush to return to work."
Peter tilted his head, then grinned and punched his shoulder again. "You jerk. You are rich, aren't you?"
"Does it really change anything if I am, dude?"
"No, I suppose it does not. You did deny it, though."
"Like you can blame me. I don't need a harem of young boys trying to gold dig off me." He rolled his eyes, claiming a table that had just emptied.
"Hah." Peter sat down with him, leaning back in the chair. "You did not have to lie to me, though."
"Trust me, I didn't like doing it. I just didn't see a better option. I thought it'd just throw everything more off-kilter than it already was." Peter shrugged and they fell into a comfortable silence. Marcus wasn't really surprised about that, after all, it'd always been a struggle trying to find something to talk about with Peter.
"Your boyfriend, does he know though?"
"Yeah, it was more him figuring it out than me just telling him."
"…I am sorry for prying. I should not be asking these things."
"Nah. I understand."
Marcus ended up sitting at the table for over two hours, eventually accepting a basket of fries and another beer from the bartender, listening to the bands that came on and thinking about things. It was only when he could barely keep his eyes open that he retreated from the bar back to his flat, and finally got some rest.

* * * *

The next few weeks passed quickly. On Sunday Bard showed up at the flat and hauled him to the practice space with his laptop. It took some experimentation to get the computer to record decent sound, but once they figured it out, Wire and Lace only took an hour to get decent recordings of the three songs they wanted burned to CD. Gunther and Estella cheerfully took on the project of cloning the disc Marcus made on the laptop. Apparently Gunther had, in fact, already bought several spindles of burnable CDs and several boxes of slim cases to deal with the task.
Marcus spent what felt like the rest of that week at the apartment that Bard, Vincent, and Isold lived in. Vincent and Isold didn't really seem to mind, hell, they always seemed amused to find him sitting on the living room floor, his laptop on the coffee table, typing away. Usually Bard would be sitting next to Marcus, or sitting on the sofa with his laptop. Sometimes they'd talk, or work on music together, sometimes it was just comfortable silence.
Which Marcus honestly didn't mind at all. He liked being able to look over the top of his screen and see Bard sprawled, working on whatever he was working on, the other man's vague humming filling the room. There was something… content about the situation. It was just so nice to be able to work on his music and not be alone while doing so. Bard seemed to enjoy it also, and they both got a lot done.
It seemed mostly to be a case of refinement for both. Marcus worked on the final assembly of his double disc set; Bard hemmed and hawed about the first CD for his group. On the second day Vincent wandered in and said his friend from Amsterdam had gotten a line on some hydroponic White Rhino, and he ended up bursting into laughter because Marcus didn't even look up from what he was doing, just produced a wallet and held it up wordlessly. Bard stuck his head out of the kitchen and gave Marcus a bemused smile before returning to sit on the sofa with a bag of caramel corn.
Even when he was younger, Marcus had never been a wake-and-bake sort of guy. Partly because he never knew where to buy the stuff and didn't want to get arrested, and he would admit he had enough motivation problems in the morning as it was. But creativity while stoned and snacking? He didn't know when he'd get a chance again, let alone with a hookah. Bard also introduced him to shisha, the flavored tobacco used in hookahs, and he found Marcus enjoyed that as well… even though he'd never touched a cigarette in his life.
"I think it's kind of the ritual of it," he finally said, blowing a cloud of cold smoke out of his nostrils as he stared at his laptop screen. He sat on the floor, leaning back against Bard, who sat on the couch behind him, looking at Marcus's sheet music. "I've never been into tobacco, let alone the flavored stuff."
"Eh, it can still give you cancer but I don't smoke it too often," Bard replied. "I know what you mean about rituals, though. It's relaxing."
"Mmmhmm." He passed the hand piece back, tilting his head back to look up at Bard. "Danke, by the way."
"For what?"
"Letting me be here. I feel like I'm cluttering up the place a bit."
He laughed. "That is silly. We are getting so much work done."
"Vincent isn't annoyed about me being here, is he? Or Isold? I've never been real good at reading people."
"They like you, Marcus, and I… think they like us." Bard took a long draw off the pipe, lazily exhaling, obviously enjoying the cold apple-flavored smoke. "Gunther, he said to me, 'Marcus will take care of you and that is a good thing.' I admit I flipped him off."
"Yeah, you're an adult and you seem more with it than I am. I can't even keep a goldfish."
"Now I have a mental image of a goldfish tank on a band bus."
"Actually we did do that for a while. It was a bright red beta, and it belonged to my drummer." He leaned his head on one of Bard's knees. "For the record? I'm happy they approve."
"So am I." He passed the pipe back, leaning forward to ponder what was on Marcus's screen. "Why are you going over that again? It is good."
"It's the first song on the first disc. I generally obsess a bit over that. First impressions, right?" He blew out a sigh. "And this is kind of a… change for the band. I feel like I'm back in control of the music."
"You weren't before?"
He shook his head, considering the pipe and deciding that as he basically didn't smoke this wasn't going to destroy him, before taking another pull and managing a decent smoke ring. "Sort of. I had no idea the tone of the music had changed. Now I'm aware of it, and I'm playing with it a bit. It's… frustrating, sometimes."
"You cannot always write one way or the other, right?"
"Right. You guys, I'd qualify as symphonic, so you have waaaaay more complicated stuff than I do."
"I… never know quite how to take a compliment from you." Bard frowned a bit, messing with Marcus's gelled hair. "You are the professional. I almost want to… deny? Is that the word? Deny it?"
"I think that's what you're aiming for, and don't bother. Trust me, I've heard a lot of dross on the radio in America and I've toured with some of it. You guys kick ass. My band may have hits, but that doesn't mean what we do is necessarily complex. You write a lot more instrument interplay and Estella's drumming is a lot more…"
"Eccentric?"
"I was going to say complicated but let's go with eccentric, sure." He passed the pipe back. "And there's nothing wrong with that at all, of course. I respect the hell out of it, it's just not what I write, you know?"
"Ja." Bard was quiet for a few minutes, watching Marcus swap between the music for the two CDs, tweaking this and that. "I find it… interesting that we are not the same style, but we can help with each other's music."
"I like it. It's like mental exercise. Your English has vastly improved by the way."
He laughed. "Well I have been getting a lot of practice."
"…I do talk a lot, don't I?" Marcus muttered, saving his progress and closing the laptop, shifting to sit next to Bard.
"It is not bad thing." He snickered, setting the pipe on the coffee table, letting the hookah burn down. "The band? They do not want to say it, but they are worried about this show."
"Well, it's the first real venue. They have every right to be worried about it. It's kind of a big deal."
"Ja, but… they are so serious about it. They say this could be start of future. I don't think any of us are sleeping well about it."
Marcus rubbed along his jaw, pondering Bard, who had put his ears back, looking uncertain and uneasy. After a few moments he sighed, catching the other man's hands. "Listen. Just… stop thinking about it that way."
"I'm not sure we can."
"That isn't what I mean. If you go into this all stressed out, thinking this is the future, we can't fuck this up, then the show is going to fall flat on its ass. Talk to them. You need to walk on that stage and have fun with it. You need to enjoy it. If you're not happy to be there, the audience is going to know it. It's okay to be scared, it's okay to be worried about the future, but it is not okay to walk onto the stage with a lead heart. Never fucking do that shit. This isn't American fuckin' Idol. You're doing this because you love it, right?"
"Ja."
"Then fuck the rest and walk out with only that thought. Fuck everything else. You are doing this because you love it. You don't need anyone to tell you you're good, you are good. Let it shine."
Bard shifted and leaned on Marcus, wrapping his arms around him and burying his face into his chest. Marcus looped his arms around Bard and held him, not bothering murmuring platitudes like "it will be okay." He'd already said what he could. Now it was just getting the band there and proving that it would be.

* * * *

"This is a good sized place," Marcus remarked, stepping out of the back of the van and pondering the building. They were parked behind the concert venue, in line with the rest of the transport vehicles. Only a few were present, but then, they were early.
"Five thousand people is pretty big," Vincent said. He'd dyed his Mohawk again, this time in yellow and black streaks, coordinating with the coloring Isold had done. "And the lead singer of Snowflake said it sold out."
"No shit?"
"Not much else going on I guess and this was pretty well promoted."
"And not expensive," Bard said, pushing equipment around in the van from secured points to where it could be easily offloaded. "Ten euro cover for a day, fifteen for both days if you bought in advance. And lots of time for the band playing, they have fans, you know?"
"I hope we're being given a table because if not this is going to get interesting," Anita said, standing by her car, which was backed up in line with the van for now. A few days earlier she'd neatly boxed up the shirts and labeled the boxes, and made some notes in her laptop about them. Now all of the product was in the back of her car waiting to be offloaded.
"Ja, they say we have a table, just one though." Bard got out of the van, standing with everyone else.
"If you can help me unload the shirts to said table, I can get it set up and ready," she replied, then continued on in German. Gunther answered and retrieved a box from his vehicle, the rattle sounding like CD cases to Marcus.
"Need my help?" Marcus wanted to know.
"Nah, man, you're coming with me and helping me figure out how we're going to deal with equipment." Vincent started walking, leaving Marcus to catch up. "This place has done this sort of thing before, but from what I'm told we're not going to be very close to the stage. I guess the first band sets up, the second band is waiting with their gear closest to the stage while giving room for the first band to offload, and we're behind the second band."
"How far of a distance are we talking, here?"
"That is what I want to know." He rooted around in a pocket and tossed Marcus a badge on a lanyard over his shoulder, Marcus caught it and put it on without giving it much of a glance.
The building felt relatively new, and looked solid as they walked. He'd been in a lot of concert halls that showed their age, but that wasn't the case here, and he was privately relieved. Vincent led the way through the building, following someone else who happened to be walking that way and eventually found someone with a shirt that Marcus figured read "staff." After some back and forth they were led to a cleared space on the approach to a stage.
"Okay, I was kind of worried about it, but I'll think we'll be fine. They have stack amplifiers so we'll mostly be moving instruments and microphones," Vincent said, looking at the space. A sign on the wall had their band name and logo on it. "Hardest part will be the drum kit but I think we can get everything set up in under ten minutes, since we won't be dragging amplifiers."
"Can I see the house amplifiers?" Marcus asked, looking toward the stage and doing some eyeballing. "Eh. Fifteen feet?"
"I was thinking six meters. I guess they don't want equipment encroaching on the stage, and I can understand. Plus, we can move closer once the second band is set up." Vincent paced down the decently wide hallway, sticking his head onto the stage then stepping onto it. The band setting up glanced his way curiously, then went back to their setup.
"Okay, that's much better, then. Nothing wrong with trying to keep things organized." Marcus wandered to the front of the stage and set his hands on his hips, looking out at the venue, which was currently well-lit and had staff puttering through it. There was a decent sized oval bar in the back and some seating, and some doorways. Leading out to another part of the building he figured, probably merchandise, bathrooms, maybe another bar for all he knew.
"Hey. Are you all right?"
Marcus started. "Yeah, I'm good. Just… memories." He stepped back and turned, investigating the amplifiers and then the instrument jack points. "Won't know for sure until I hear some music through them, but these seem like some pretty damn good house amplifiers. I can understand why they're having bands use them instead."
Vincent nodded. "I agree, but we're going to have to break out the longest instrument cables we have to get some decent movement around the stage."
"Shit. Well, every solution has a downside." He shrugged, following Vincent off the stage and back down the hallway. "You got a ball cap I can borrow?"
"Would a Guinness hat work?"
"Yeah, that'd be great. Let's get shit unloaded, man."
Half an hour later the van was fully emptied to their designated spot, and they gathered in the other part of the concert hall, watching Anita finish setting up the table. Anita had a money lockbox with change, a laptop open with an inventory she was double checking, and the shirts arranged by color and size. She displayed a selection on the table and had the rest neatly arranged in boxes.
"So, uh, I think we may need to pay her for this," Vincent finally said, agape.
"I promised to come here on the next tour and give her tickets and backstage passes," Marcus replied, Vincent's cap on backward, his hands shoved in his jean pockets.
"I took a cursory look at the other tables and I think you are the only band with colored shirts, let alone attempting the idea of tie dye." Anita said, closing the laptop and setting aside, leaning on the table. "As all six bands tonight seem to be mostly independent, this is a rather interesting study, really, from a finance point of view. Of the six, four have merchandise tables. All four have shirts, but the other three seem to have gone with silk screen, professionally done."
"You call that a cursory look?" Marcus wanted to know.
She grinned. "And everyone seems to have CDs up. I haven't taken a look at pricing because no one has signs up yet. I might be able to get extra credit in one of my classes because of this."
"Oh. Well, have fun I guess." Marcus replied.
"I should be able to handle this myself but when you're not on stage I could use a second person. I'm not sure how busy this will get or how patient people will be." She nodded when Gunther put up a hand. "That will work. When do the doors open?"
"Eh, we have an hour yet," Vincent replied after looking at a watch. "I say we do our thing yes?" He lapsed into German for a few sentences then glanced at Marcus. "We always have a beer together before we go on. We'll probably be mostly in German…"
"Hey, I'm lucky you guys are speaking to me as much as you are." He laughed. "I'll be fine."
Bidding a temporary farewell to Anita, they wandered back into the concert area and were able to hit the setting-up bartender for a round of Guinness, which mildly impressed Marcus, because in his experience anywhere that did shows always had shit beer. They claimed a table and he sat and hung out while the band chattered and debated. He could tell they were talking about the show some but some of it just seemed idle conversation. He'd ended up on the booth seat of the table, and Bard sat next to him. He ended up ignoring the chatter and relaxed with Bard, one arm around him and zoning out happily as he drank his beer.
Time passed without any of them noticing, until the volume in the building suddenly kicked up a notch, music coming onto the overheads as the crowd at the doors started filtering in. Gunther drained the last of his glass and kissed Estella on top of the head before disappearing into the crowd, off to work the booth with Anita. A few people the band apparently knew drifted by, high-fiving or fist-bumping, the chatter fast and excited.
"Okay, we are third band," Bard said, knocking his head into Marcus's to make sure he had his attention. "So when second band is on last song we all meet in back to get ready to move our gear."
"Understood." Marcus snickered, rubbing his nose. "So what now?"
"Do what you want," Vincent replied with a laugh. "We'll probably hang out here. We're odd that way, you know?"
"Well, I'm going to walk around." Marcus got to his feet and stretched, smiling when Bard also stood. "See you in the back before the gig."
"Indeed, and thanks for all the help."
"No problem."
Bard caught Marcus's hand and laced their fingers together, working their way through the crowd. "I want to listen to bands before us."
"Yeah, so do I. Is Snowflake here?"
"Ja, they open. Vincent, he is friends with them, but there is only so much I can take when a band spends all their time screaming."
Marcus laughed, pausing when they made their way to the other part of the building and observed the crowds moving through the tables, most just standing off to the sides and scoping things out first. "They were the first band I saw live here, like the day I arrived actually."
"Really?"
"Yeah, I think my first thoughts were snark about the Warlock guitar then anger at the lack of tuning the guitars had."
"I do not know why they do that. They have fans though."
"Hey, if a pair of white rappers from Detroit can put on face paint and pretend to be clowns and sell albums, who am I to judge someone else's taste in music?" He grinned, following Bard as the other man pulled them out of the walk path, heading toward their shirt table. "Besides, plenty of people think my music is mainstream dross."
"But you are so good."
"Haters gonna hate."
Bard conceded that point, then grinned and chattered at Gunther over the table, who waved them around cheerfully. Marcus was pleased to see Anita had the metal cash box and laptop out and was indeed selling shirts, or at least had sold a few so far.
"I don't even know if they know who the band is. I think they're just seeing the colors and grabbing," Anita said, looking amused. "The red shirts were a good choice."
"Yeah, nonconformists like standing out." He snickered.
"Should I be insulted?" Bard wanted to know, then got caught up in a conversation with some of the crowd, talking about the band Marcus assumed, and he smiled at how on-the-spot and almost shy Bard looked. He'd never been there, exactly, but he wasn't surprised. Bard was the artist of the group but that didn't mean he was an extrovert.
Marcus ended up leaning on the wall behind the counter, sometimes being helpful by jockeying boxes and finding the sizes and colors that Anita wanted put to the table. The shirts weren't flying off the table, but they were indeed selling, which made him happy. Otherwise, he was ignored, and he was fine with that. This wasn't about him, after all.
Snowflake came on and the crowd emptied the selling area to go watch the band. Some had the opposite philosophy and checked out the merchandise while most of the concert goers were preoccupied. Marcus rolled his eyes and stayed put, sitting on one of the boxes after a while, Bard dropping next to him.
"Sounds like a rowdy crowd," Marcus remarked, one ear turned toward the main room.
"They are thrash. Of course it is rowdy." Bard huddled a bit on the box, ears folded and hands laced behind his neck. "Is it always like this?"
Marcus looked at him, surprised by how uncomfortable Bard looked. "I guess that depends how much you interact with the crowds. The fans like it. I guess this really could just be the start, five thousand's a decent crowd but they can certainly get bigger you know?" He gaped when Bard started panting, open–mouthed, in response. "Are you okay?"
"I do not know." Bard shook his head a little, rubbing his palms against his eyes, fingers jittering, still panting.
"Shit. Anita, do you have a bottle of water?" Marcus asked, shifting to kneel in front of Bard. "Put your head between your knees."
"What?"
"You're hyperventilating. Try to focus on your breathing." He got Bard to move to a hunched over pose, one hand rubbing over his scalp. "Calm down."
"What's going on?" Anita wanted to know, producing a bottle of water as Gunther abruptly loomed over them.
"He's over-breathing, I don't know if it's straight up hyperventilation, stress or panic or what," Marcus replied, taking the bottle of water, frowning at Bard. "Dammit dude, if you're thinking about anything but slowing your breathing I am dumping this on you." His words had the desired effect. Bard shut his mouth and focused on breathing through his nose, seeming to enjoy it when Marcus continued the scalp rub. "That's a bit better."
"Dealt with this before?" Gunther asked, Anita translating for him.
"Yeah, sort of. One of my sibs is prone to panic attacks, has to do breathing exercises." He shook his head, letting Bard sit up to take a drink of water. "Okay, that's better. What's wrong?"
"I, I, I…" Bard stuttered and gave up on English, going off in German for several seconds. Marcus ended up pushing him back into the leaning over position until his breathing returned to normal.
"I barely got a word of that. Something about the crowd," Anita said, letting Gunther assist someone who was asking about the CDs for sale. "And… something about them paying attention to him?"
"Oh, shit." Marcus rubbed his eyes. "Bard, are you agoraphobic?"
"Nein." He shook his head, taking another drink of the water.
"Social anxiety? Scared of crowds?"
"Nein? I… never before."
"Okay, so I'll ask, what the hell? You knew how many people would be here."
"I think the largest bar we played held a thousand people?" Bard leaned his muzzle against the bottle of water. "I think I talk to that many before Snowflake even start?"
"I wasn't counting but it was maybe a few dozen. I think I know what you're getting at though." He waved Anita off, shifting to sit next to Bard and wrapping an arm around him. "This is stage fright, right? Or maybe performance related stress?"
"I, I don't know," Bard whimpered and leaned on him.
"Listen. This is your first large venue, and yes that can be scary, but in the end this is no different than playing a bar. These people aren't expecting miracles, they're just expecting music. That make sense?"
"Ja."
"So, you're probably used to having a small circle of fans and now you're seeing people you've never seen before and they're asking about your music and your merchandise but that's okay. If it helps you not to think about it, don't think about it." Marcus nuzzled him gently. "It will be great. You don't have to be worried about it."
"Hah. You do not know that."
"Pfft, of course I do. Twelve years in the trade has to count for something." When Bard nodded once, Marcus smiled. "So don't let it get to you. You've done this before, so what's it matter how big the crowd is? And trust me, man. For you guys, the crowds will only get bigger."
This got a weak laugh, so Marcus stayed by Bard's side, barely noticing what was going on in the other room until Gunther told them they had to head backstage.
"I guess I wasn't paying attention. I didn't even hear the second band come on," Marcus remarked, carrying a pair of mic stands so they were propped across his shoulders, his wrists resting on them, waiting patiently for the break between the bands.
"This is, um… I guess a good translation of the name would be Vicious Lamb," Vincent replied, wearing his guitar. "I think we all agree they're going to be a hard act to follow."
Marcus nodded once. "They're good and the second thrashy band in a row. That'll be the hard part, since you guys are pretty symphonic. Bit of a genre change."
"The guys in the circle pit need time to recover anyway," Isold replied.
"Yeah, she was kicking some ass in there." Vincent snickered.
There was a pause in the music, loud enough the sound of the crowd came through, making Bard jump a bit and look at Marcus. "How do you deal with hearing that all of the time?"
"I live for it, dude. That's my friggin' addiction, really. Long as people scream and yell when I step on a stage, I never actually need drugs." He smiled a bit, sheepish. "Some people say you get used to it, but I never really did, it's more a 'hell yeah' you know?"
"Safe to say we don't," Gunther drolly replied once Vincent had translated Marcus back into German.
"Well, I guess you get to learn then." He looked at Bard. "You feeling okay?"
"Ja."
"Don't pass out on stage. Trust me, it's fucking embarrassing." All eyes turned toward him and he hung his head. "I had a hundred and two degree temperature, okay?"
"You fucking idiot," Gunther said, speaking for everyone.
"You're telling me, I collapsed into an amplifier and ended up getting four stitches. The fans were very understanding and we held the show again two days later."
"How the hell are you so famous again? You're like a rolling musical train wreck." Vincent observed.
"Fuck if I know. Luck? Good timing? Nice ass?"
Bard burst into laughter.
Vicious Lamb closed their set relatively on schedule and struck down quickly, probably due to the building staff armed with clipboards, keeping track of everything. Wire and Lace offered extra hands to carry stuff to the side corridor, and the assistance was accepted. So basically a crowd of people stepped on stage and left with practically all the gear, a few people returning to unplug and wrap up instrument cables.
As soon as Vicious Lamb moved off, Wire and Lace stepped on, getting Estella's drums set up so she could start her sound test. Next was getting the guitars jacked in while Marcus and Bard quickly ran the cords for the microphones. Marcus hopped off the stage and ran to the sound booth area, taking over from the building staff and adjusting the different instruments. Eventually he was satisfied and threw the horns at the stage, where Vincent threw them back, and the band took the stage.
Marcus stayed in the sound booth, getting questioned in German before he explained he didn't speak the language. The badge around his neck got a hard stare before the staffer shrugged and sat beside him, watching him run the boards as Wire and Lace's show started. Marcus was pleased to see Bard's anxiety seemed to have passed, and the crowd appreciated and approved of the genre change.
Even from where he was sitting, Marcus could see a few tie dyed shirts in the crowd, and he grinned. At the very least they'd recoup the costs tonight, he figured, and having some stock for later shows wouldn't be a bad thing. Feeling a sense of immense satisfaction he'd maybe helped get the band this far, he slouched in the sound booth chair and enjoyed the show.
After the set closed, he killed the mics and amps and dodged back through the crowd, flashing his badge at security and hopping back on the stage to help break down the set. The band staggered off, leaning on each other and laughing, so he got a roadie from another band to help him move the drums and mic stands off. The band coming on pleaded and managed through pantomime to say they'd forgotten their guitar cables. Marcus waved a hand cheerfully and left them plugged in, wandering backstage and setting the wrapped-up mics by the drum kit.
"Oh mein gott!" Bard latched onto him, jittering. "Just, just… that was insane!"
Marcus laughed, wrapping an arm around Bard and patting his back gently with the other. "Got over your stage fright, I see."
"He's right. That was insane. That was what, four thousand people between the two floors?" Vincent replied. "I didn't even notice the balcony until I saw cell phones up there."
"Shit, I didn't notice it either. Oh, the band that just went on is using your instrument cables because apparently theirs got lost in transit."
"That fucking sucks," Isold said once Vincent translated for Marcus. "Long as we get them back I'm good with it."
"They're all tagged with Gunther's name I think, it should be fine." Marcus shifted to rub Bard's back with both hands, grinning at how hard the other man shook. "Sheesh, adrenaline much?"
"I want to fuck something through a wall then smoke for several hours straight."
Marcus's face faulted, then he burst into laughter. Vincent was forced to lean on a wall and wheeze for air, which put a minor hitch in explaining to the others what Bard had just said. "That was… surprisingly honest?"
"I… said that out loud, didn't I?" Bard said very slowly, and even in the mediocre backstage light, he blushed intensely through his fur.
"Oh my dear lord, that's adorable." Marcus cackled.
Vincent got a hold of himself enough to speak in German to the others. Isold and Estella leaned on each other, giggling, Gunther settled on slapping his own face and grumbling under his breath. Bard pouted.
"It's okay, man, I think we all forgive you." Vincent grinned.
"You are all assholes."
"Yeah, yeah." Marcus pulled Bard close again and kissed him briefly. "I'll take you up on that later, but now we have to move some equipment and see how Anita's doing." Bard nodded, still blushing, and the band went to work, having to muffle the occasional snicker.








Chapter 10

It didn't take long to get the equipment shuffled back to the van, then Wire and Lace straggled from backstage to the other room of the building. Restroom stops were had and drinks were bought, the group eventually ended up at the table, getting high fives from various parts of the crowd as they went.
"I guess you guys did a good set," Anita said when they showed up. "I have been busy as fucking hell."
"Well, you have some extra hands now so it's all good," Marcus replied, taking a long drink from a bottle of water, having decided that caffeine or alcohol would have been overkill. The others in the band seemed to agree, and were working on sports drinks they'd gotten from building staff. "How are shirt sales going?"
She held up a finger and talked to the rest of the band in German for several minutes before getting back to him in English. "Yeah, the tie dye shirts? Gone. Gone before you even took the stage. The red shirts? Gone." She waved at the mostly empty table. "We're out of medium and small black shirts, too."
"Holy fucking shit."
"I've been talking to other people. We're the cheapest shirts in the house, and we've got better quality from what everyone else is saying, and the paint has a better feel than the silkscreen I guess." She tapped at the laptop screen, Vincent fielding the table while she did. "I've been making notes. I think going with silk screening sank the other bands for cost and they had to basement bin for shirt quality, so there you go."
Marcus nodded. "Silk screening shirts in bulk isn't cheap."
"We're doing well on CDs, too. I've actually been throwing them in for free to the people who bought multiple shirts."
"Good choice, we can probably eat that cost."
"That's what I figured. All in all, we've more than covered initial supply cost and we're going to walk away with a profit to boot. Take THAT, entrepreneurship class!"
Marcus laughed. "I guess they'll have to see about doing more shirts in the future."
"Yeah, I'm thinking they can totally drop the black and go with red and tie dyes only and make out like bandits. Maybe another bright color instead of black, maybe a bright blue? People like seeing something other than black at these shows."
"They could keep the red as stock and change the other color with each show." He grinned lopsidedly. "Maybe coordinate it with Vincent's hair."
Anita was still laughing when a girl's voice rose above the chatter of the crowd.
"Marcus Midnight?!"
Marcus nearly jumped out of the skin, having to scramble to catch the water bottle he nearly dropped, and looked around. After a few seconds he saw a familiar rack standing at the table and recognized the person attached to it. The lead singer of Breaking Day, dressed for a show, leaned on the table with a somewhat unreasonably manic expression. Apparently not realizing his dismay, she plowed forward, pointing at him and saying his name again then continuing on in German. Baffled and feeling naked, he made settle-down motions with his hands, not surprised that the people standing by her were looking at him now.
"Son of a bitch!" He finally sputtered, voice lifting, more than overpowering the ambient noise. "You silly bitch, Ich spreche deutch nicht!"
That brought her up short. Wire and Lace noticed the exchange, all of them looking at Marcus and frowning, most of the people around the table shut up and also stared.
He settled on putting his hands on his hips and glaring. "What? I don't, for fuck's sake!" He said in frustration, and the crowd seemed to get the general idea.
Anita rubbed her eyes and stepped in, talking to the chick from Breaking Day for several minutes. Said chick was still more than a bit excited, Marcus leaned against the wall and crossed his arms, trying to blend in to the surface and mostly failing. "She says you looked familiar before and figured it out a few days ago. She saw some video online of a haircut? Anyway, she hoped to see you in a bar again then saw you doing setup for the band." Anita said, looking at him. Meanwhile some of the crowd around the table had shifted, but some people were hanging around, staring at him, then the chick from Breaking Day, and back at him. "What do I tell her?"
"That she's right and I am on vacation and for God's sake put a sock in it." He grumbled, turning the borrowed hat around and yanking it down.
"Why do I doubt that will work?" Anita replied, but turned back to the singer and talked for a few minutes. To her credit, the singer listened then nodded slowly, looking at him and asking a question, and surprising him when Vincent suddenly swore and stepped in, getting into one of those low frustrated sounding urgent arguments before she made a whatever gesture and left the table.
"What the hell was that about?"
"She asked why you were hauling gear for us, and I did not like her tone," Vincent replied in a somewhat prim voice. "She's the lead singer for a band called Breaking Day."
"Yeah, I saw them play in a bar. They're pretty damn good actually."
"Yeah, they are, but she is… pretentious? Just a bit. She comes from money. She does not have to worry about the bottom line." He rolled his eyes. "That is not to say she is not nice but she gets under the skin of most other bands, yes?"
"Oh, yeah, I get what you mean." He took a drink of his water and sighed when he saw a camera phone flicker in the crowd. "Do you mind?" He asked in the general direction of the camera. "I am sorry, everyone, I think this is going to get around pretty fast."
"The gossip chains are live," Anita said, counting the cash box. "So, yes, I think you should expect questions."
"Joy." He blew out a sigh and stayed where he was, but mustered a smile when Bard shifted to stand next to him. "Hey, you."
"Are you okay?"
"I feel naked, if that makes sense."
Bard nodded. "It does. Is like spy with blown cover, ja?"
"Not nearly that cool." He snickered. "And I couldn't be trusted with any cool gadgets, anyway."
Bard giggled and faked looking at some imaginary device. "Oh sweet, what does this do? Oh God, my arm, my arm. Aaauughh…" He flailed around until Marcus took the opening to tickle him, then ended up sighing when he saw another camera go off. "Is it normally like this for you?"
"Eh, yes and no. People in Seattle pretty much know I live there and most of them leave me alone. Occasionally I get people who freak out a bit and I end up signing something of theirs. Mostly I get the fucking paparazzi." He tugged Bard around in front of him, leaning his forehead against the back of Bard's neck and settling his arms around Bard's waist. "And considering I don't pander to them like some pop stars do, I don't even know why they bother."
"Are you hiding behind me?" Bard asked, leaning back against him.
"Yes." He chuckled softly, but stayed where he was, tail wagging a bit and letting himself ignore the crowd.
The night went on. They ended up staying through all the shows until the concert let out, which was fairly late. Eventually, most of the band went and watched the other shows, Marcus and Bard joining a mosh pit with Isold at one point. Breaking Day ended up being the last band in that day's lineup, and Marcus retreated back to the shirt table at that point, not feeling like getting called up on stage or something ridiculous.
The news seemed to have rippled through the audience that the lead singer of Guillotine was in attendance, but most people didn't seem very familiar with him or the band, which honestly didn't surprise him much. After all, Guillotine had never had much European clout, let alone in countries where English wasn't the main language. Hell, they were more popular in Japan than most parts of Europe. Still, some people asked questions or asked to take pictures, and he tried to be courteous about it. He ended up almost developing a routine speech. Yes, he was Marcus Midnight. He was on vacation. He was a friend of Wire and Lace and offered to help them out. They wrote their own music.
He was glad to see the night end, and Wire and Lace was obviously quite pleased. They ended up closing the shirt booth due to lack of stuff to sell. There were a handful of shirts left, and some CDs, but they were all packed to one box, the rest of the boxes folded up and toted off to the van.
"After costs and payback for the change box, I put profit at about two thousand, one hundred and eighteen euro," Anita said, looking at her laptop screen. "I'll double check everything and you can pick it up from the Codak tomorrow, okay?"
"I doubt you'll try to gyp us. What do you mean payback for the change box?" Marcus wanted to know. The other tables were shutting down around them, and Gunther had the last box of stuff.
"Mother fronted the change for the cash box, so we're taking back an equal amount. She knows where you live, and such." Anita snickered, shutting down the laptop and sticking it into a bag and hefting the cash box. "We ready?"
"Ja, as we will ever be," Bard said. "Are we still going out?"
"Isold is hungry, I think we all are," Vincent said, folding up the table and leaning it against the wall, then walking with the group as they passed through the mostly empty building, cheerfully turning their badges over to a staffer on the back door. "Marcus, Anita? You want to come with us for burgers?"
"Hell, yes!" Marcus laughed, taking off Vincent's hat and ruffling a hand through his sweaty hair.
"Danke but I need to take care of this." Anita unlocked her car and stuck the cash box under one of the seats. "I will see you tomorrow, yes?"
"Oh, ja, of course." Vincent waved her off, turning to the rest of the group. "Shall we?"

* * * *

"It was amazing day."
Marcus slouched in the passenger seat of the Mini, full of one of the best burgers he'd eaten in at least the last few years, and fresh chips to boot. "I'm glad you're feeling better, man. You scared the shit out of me when you started hyperventilating."
"Scared you? It scared me. Thank you for helping." Bard shook his head, turning down a street, winding his way through Dresden to take Marcus home. "I do not understand what happened."
"Shit happens, man, I'm just glad it didn't happen on stage."
"My career would have been over before it even started." Bard snickered softly. "Do you think show went well?"
"It was an excellent first venue. You guys made money and you got your name out like bandits, and the set went great I think." He reached over and ruffled Bard's hair.
"Stop it. I am driving," he protested. "That story, about you falling on stage, did that really happen?"
"Hah, you think I made it up? Nope." He combed through his fur on his forehead until he found the scar, then caught one of Bard's hands and set his fingers against it. "Four stitches, dude."
"Why you go on stage with fever?" Bard asked, fingers tracing the scar before returning his hand to the steering wheel.
"Stupidity, Robert would say."
There was a comfortable silence, broken up by the sounds of the road and Bard's well-maintained car.
"I stay at your place tonight?"
"I'd like that."
"Good. Because I honestly still want to fuck something through a wall."
Marcus had a fit of delighted laughter, clapping his hands together. "And I'll do?"
"In a pinch. No one else seems available…" Bard sniggered.
"Oh, hah hah. You like me, you poor bastard." He grinned, the street lights giving enough light to see the other man's sheepish expression. "Which is good because you're going to have a hard time getting rid of me."
"Knock you on head, put you out with trash." Bard stuck out his tongue.
"I don't want to go on the cart!" Marcus laughed.
"I would say you are getting better but you are already pretty damn good." Bard pulled into a parking spot behind the Codak, putting the Mini in park and shutting it off.
"Hah. I want to take that as a challenge."
They looked at each other, Marcus quirked an eyebrow, then laughed and dug his keys out of his pocket, jumping out of the Mini and running for his door. Bard laughed and followed, grinning the whole way.

* * * *

Marcus panted and fell back on the bed from where he'd ended up propped on his elbows, one arm coming to rest on his forehead. Bard flopped on top of him and gnawed gently on his collar bone and shoulder, purring, tail waving back and forth in the air.
"If you're like this after every show, I'm going to have to see about getting on some medication," Marcus finally said, laughing, looking at Bard for a moment and using his other hand to mess up Bard's sweaty hair.
"You just out of practice." Bard smiled, licking the side of his neck.
"And in a very cramped position. Would you stop using your cock to pin me to the bed?"
Bard laughed, backing off then flopping down, licking Marcus again. Marcus squirmed and sprawled, stretching out then wrapping both arms around Bard comfortably.
"I get you back in shape, don't worry."
"A fitness program I can get behind."
"Or under." Bard smiled, his muzzle resting on one of his hands. He looked at Marcus. "Like you really complaining."
"Oh, hah, no. Never. Just have mercy on the old man, huh?"
"Stop saying you are old."
Marcus paused, shifting to look back at Bard. "I am a good bit older than you though. Like, seven years."
"It not bother me. It is not that many years." He leaned forward, kissing Marcus's nose gently. "And I think we relate well to each other."
"I agree." Marcus smiled. "You're actually the first person I've ever written music with."
"I am?"
"Yeah. It's nice… but a little freaky." Marcus flicked his tongue out, licking Bard's nose and grinning when Bard made an "ick" noise and wiped it off. "We should shower before we sleep, you know."
"I am comfortable."
"Yes, but we might wake up fused with the sheets if we don't." Bard made a face and rolled off, which was the reaction Marcus had been hoping for. Bard staggered to his feet next to the bed as Marcus sat up. "Could you start the shower? I'll strip the bed."
"You are bit of a neat freak." Bard observed, making his way out of the room.
"Dude, I've spent more than several years total on a tour bus. If you're not neat, the bus turns into a dumpster in a day." He snorted, stripping the bed and dumped the sheets into the hamper, keeping an ear turned toward the bathroom. When he heard the water kick on, he headed in that direction. "Besides, there's nothing wrong with being neat."
"As long as you are not anal about it," Bard replied, stepping into the shower and standing under the water.
The shower had a fairly wide spray to wet fur efficiently, and Marcus growled softly and got into the shower. He stroked his fingers through Bard's fur, smiling at the purr it elicited.
"You can do that for next few days, please."
Marcus laughed, stepping fully into the water and pulling Bard close, nuzzling his neck then tugging on his necklace with his teeth. "I'm surprised you're really wearing this thing."
"What? I like it." Bard blinked, combing his hair out of his eyes and pondering Marcus, whose own necklace was nearly lost in his wet fur.
"It wasn't expensive, or anything," Marcus finally replied, passing Bard the fur shampoo, still working on making sure he was wet.
"Oh, you miss the point." Bard scrubbed soap through his hair, purring when Marcus took the bottle back and went to work on his back, scrubbing cheerfully. "I like it because you give it to me. And it was… sincere? You get it not because it expensive but because you like it and you think I like it. And I do."
Marcus smiled, blushing as he worked the soap down Bard's back and around to his sides, sighing when the fossa leaned back against him. "I'm glad."
Bard grinned, eyes closed against the water spray and leaning against the other man, wrapping his tail down one of Marcus's legs. "You worry too much." He murmured softly, then moaned when his rear was prodded. "You said you were tired, old man."
"Shower. You naked. Admitted quirk of mine," Marcus grumbled, hands wandering down Bard's front though the soap was long gone.
"Like you have enough sex in your life to know your quirks." He snickered.
"That's cold."
"Hey, you even told me so." Bard reached behind himself and groped Marcus, fingers moving slowly.
"Nnhh. Yeah, yeah." Marcus rolled his eyes, looping an arm around Bard and turning them so Bard could lean on a wall. Bard grinned and did so, purring louder when Marcus leaned over him and licked the back of his neck. "For the record? You gave me a damn boner when we were at that movie festival." He muttered this sheepishly, stroking a hand down the fossa's back, watching his fingers sift through the milk-chocolate fur, tracing the line of his spine then down his tail.
"You are being serious?" Bard asked after a pause, ducking his head and biting his lower lip when the tip of Marcus's cock nudged him.
"Mmhmm." He nuzzled one of Bard's ears, fiddling along the edge of it with his teeth. Marcus found himself fascinated with the other man's species, from the utterly edible fur color, to the round-tipped cat ears, to the tail that had moved to wrap around his waist.
"You are tease," Bard complained, squirming against him.
Marcus grumbled an apology, propping one hand on the wall and wrapping the other arm around Bard, rolling his hips forward slowly and groaning, hackles lifting slightly when Bard mewled and arched underneath him.
Bard's fingers curled on the tile of the shower wall, claws skittering. It only took a few thrusts before Bard yowled, twitching as the other man found the right spot and hit it. This was slower than Bard had been earlier, the elation from the show had made him over the top horny, riding Marcus then nearly railing him, eventually collapsing on top of him, weary and sated.
Marcus rumbled and moaned, licking the side of Bard's neck, hand sliding from his waist to grasp and stroke over him in time to his lazy thrusts, letting his fingers trace over the shape of the fossa's cock. They were still partly in the stream of the shower, so they were being kept warm, and he had no complaints because he loved the feel of the water in tandem with sex. He let himself lose track of time, shutting out the world and the events of the evening and the music in his head. Bard arched, growling Marcus's name when he came, and growled louder when Marcus responded by grinding against him, hard.
"Aow!" Bard protested, hissing and jerking in surprise when Marcus's knot went in. Marcus held Bard close, panting.
"S-sorry. Sorry." Marcus twitched, eyes pressed closed, managing to stay still. "Did I hurt you?"
"For moment. That is… so very weird," Bard finally said, letting his weight sag against the wall, swallowing. "Not bad, just…"
"Sorry." Marcus squeezed Bard gently, kissing the back of his neck. "I won't do it again, just… give me a few minutes."
"No, no," Bard finally said. "Just… warn me next time, yes?"
Marcus almost laughed from the sudden burst of glee, glad the other man wasn't upset with him. "Yeah, I can do that. Sure."
Fifteen minutes later, they were drying off, Bard having reassured Marcus repeatedly that he wasn't angry, just surprised. Content with that response, Marcus hurriedly dried off and slipped out of the room, remaking the bed. Bard came in a few minutes later, and they fell onto the mattress, nestling down and falling asleep.

* * * *

Marcus startled awake, blinking groggily in the sunlight then rolling onto his back, stretching out with a whine. He was vaguely sore, though not in a bad way, and considering the day before he wasn't surprised. Grumbling, he rolled to his hands and knees and stretched out again, front down and arms out ahead of him, then coming to all fours, arching his back and pushing forward, stretching one leg then the other, totally forgetting for the moment he had an audience.
Bard watched this through half-open eyes, snickering at the little whines and grumbles Marcus made during his routine. "Guten morgen. You are silly."
Marcus made a face at him and sat down, rubbing his eyes. "I'm stiff is all. Think I slept funny. Did you wake me up?"
"Nein. There is knock at door."
"What the hell man, why didn't you say something?" Marcus fell off the bed, found some pants and put them on, staggering through the apartment and managing to get his pants zipped before he opened the door.
Anita looked at him and burst into laughter, one hand on her hip, the other carrying the cash box from the night before. "I thought it would be a good idea to wait a few minutes. I woke you up didn't I?"
"Just as well, it's probably time to rise and shine. What's up?"
"I saw Bard's car here, so I decided it'd be best just to give the money to him. I already reimbursed mother the change, and I worked up a chart showing expenses and profit. Can I come in?"
"Oh, sure, sorry." He stepped back and went into the kitchen, firing up the coffee pot automatically, pausing partway through loading the machine when Bard protested violently in German and Anita laughed gleefully. "What are you doing to him?"
"I do not appreciate the peeking!" Bard called from the bedroom.
Anita, still laughing, closed the bedroom door. "You two are bloody adorable."
"Thanks. I think." He finished loading the coffee maker and hit the go button, watching her set the cash box on the table and open it. "Is that a newspaper?"
"Yeah, there's a write-up of the show in it, I thought you'd both like to see it. Well, Bard can read it to you, I guess, if he's feeling patient."
"You know, my agent would really like you," he said drolly, getting a pair of mugs out of the cabinet.
"Really, why?"
"Because you bust my balls."
"What I miss?" Bard wanted to know, walking in wearing clothes pilfered from Marcus, padding barefoot into the kitchen and jumping when he saw the cash box. From there the conversation went to German, Marcus cheerfully listening and catching a word on occasion as Bard stared at the pile of cash that had been transferred to the table, then looked at the chart while Anita explained it. Content with life, Marcus poured two mugs of coffee and passed one to Bard, then stuck his head in the fridge. Toads in a hole with cheese, he decided, going about slapping that together while the conversation went on.
"You want one?" He finally asked Anita, flipping a piece of toast in the pan.
"No, I already ate." She moved to lean on the counter, watching him pass a plate to Bard, who took it automatically, eating while reading the paper. "The article in the paper says good things about the band. Most of the bands reviewed positively though… I don't think the reviewer could bring himself to really hate on anyone. He did go so far as to discuss the level of 'art' that each band had though." She did finger quotes on the word, looking amused.
"On one hand, repetitive music does get to me. On the other hand, I think I'd slap this guy silly. Music is music, trying to gauge the level of art just makes you a pretentious prick." Marcus turned the burner off, scooping his toast out and taking a bite as he carried the pan to the sink. "Anything real interesting or just the usual boiler plate?"
"Well, the shirts were mentioned in very positive light, the band was treated well, and oh yeah, he mentions that you were there. Or at least that it's rumored you were."
Marcus froze and looked at her. "Oh, God."
"No pictures of you for what it's worth."
"I'm sure those camera phones and every social networking website on the planet will take care of that." He blew out a sigh, eating the rest of his toast. "It's just as well. Sooner or later it was going to get out, I guess I'm just happy it took this long."
"It is good review," Bard said, looking up from the paper. "And we make good money. The band will be happy."
"I'd hope so, man, because honestly that was one hell of a launch." Marcus smiled at him, amused. "I'm sure you'll get some great gigs from here on out."
"Ja, with any luck." He looked at the money pensively. "There are bills that must be paid… but if we make that much on regular basis, even every few months, we be well off."
"When you guys sign a contract I want to be there to see your face." Marcus snickered, sipping his coffee. "Thanks, Anita."
"Hey, no problem." She dug a piece of paper out of her pocket, handed it to Bard, and let herself out of the apartment.
"Is her phone and email address," Bard said, looking at it. "I think she wants to work with us in the future."
"I think she's considering it a project for college." Marcus sat across from Bard, watching him stare at the money. "It's real, you know, you can touch it."
"Just afraid I will wake up." He laughed, picking up one of the rubber-banded stacks of bills and using his thumb to ruffle the end of it.
"What are your plans for the rest of the day? Head back to the band, present them with the haul, I'm guessing."
"Ja, that is what I should do," he admitted. "You not be upset?"
"Nah, not at all. Don't forget your laundry and I want my clothes back, eventually." He smiled, laughing when Bard moved to hug him. He loaned a laundry bag for Bard's clothes from the night before, and a Ziploc bag to put the money in, which was also thrown in the laundry bag for the time being. Marcus admitted it looked suspicious, but there was no way to carry around a decent chunk of change without looking suspicious. Bard kissed him goodbye and promised to be back in a few days at the longest before heading out the door.
Marcus could only smile as he watched Bard leave, then set about cleaning up after their breakfast, leaving the clean dishes to dry in a rack then getting the rest of the way dressed. Shoes on and some quick sloppy hairstyling later, he padded down the stairs and turned to duck into the Codak, relieved when he noticed it was going to be a nice day.
"Hey, what's up?" Anita asked.
"Just here to beg the use of your vacuum," he replied cheerfully.
"Oh, sure." She trotted into the back, and returned toting the vacuum and a Swiffer mop. "Mother is so glad you are taking care of the apartment. She was worried you would trash the place."
"Bard says I'm a neat freak." He chuckled, taking both cleaning apparatus off her hands.
"Oh, some people that were at the show came in here earlier, can you believe it?"
He lifted his eyebrows. "Friends of yours?"
"Friends of friends. We talked about the band and stuff."
"Always glad to know things went over well with others. I'll bring these back in a bit."
"Oh, no hurry."
Once upstairs, Marcus managed to shut off the AC and opened the apartment back up, whistling as he went about the business of cleaning the place up. Was it absolutely needed? Not really. Mostly it was just because he shed like a motherfucker in hot weather. Clumps and fluffs of wolf fur decorated the apartment. By the time he'd cleaned the place up to a reasonable standard, he was hungry again. Passing the vacuum and mop back to Maria with a cheerful, "Danke," he exited the Codak to head down to the corner bar and got a camera to the face, quite literally.
Protesting in pain, he staggered back against the door and rubbed his nose, shaking off and focusing on what he'd run into. A mildly shocked young man stood there with an expensive looking camera that now had a nose print on the lens. After a moment of staring at Marcus, the photographer lowered the camera and dug a lens cloth out of his pocket, wiping off the lens and muttering vague apologies as he stepped out of Marcus's way.
Marcus only blinked, watching him move then continuing to walk. Thinking to himself that was perhaps the strangest thing that had happened to him during this trip, he fell into a cheerful bouncy step, meandering into the bar.
"Hallo, is good to see you again." The bartender waved from the far end, where a few people were being served drinks. "Will be with you in a moment."
"No rush." Marcus moved to the counter and took a seat. Seeing a copy of the paper, he pulled it over and flipped to the entertainment section. He could barely understand a word of it, but there were pictures and the ratings were given as numbers, so he was able to look over the article for the concert and be mildly informed, if painfully aware of his need to learn German.
"Sorry about that. They are also tourists, wanted samples of everything," Ivan said, arriving.
"Nothing wrong with that. Hell, an international pub crawl sounds like the best kind of vacation on the planet." He folded up the newspaper and set it aside, accepting a glass of beer. "Fish sandwich still on the menu?"
"Hah, yes, of course." He took the order and Marcus's money cheerfully, putting the request in then looking toward the street. "Someone is peeking in the window."
Marcus took a long draw of his beer before replying. "Young-ish guy, shaggy blond hair, otter or something, camera around his neck?"
"Actually, yes, do you know him?"
"Nope, nor do I care to."
Ivan stared at him for a moment, got a broom, and calmly walked across the bar before opening the door and bellowing something in German while giving the broom a menacing shake. He closed the door and returned to the bar, putting the cleaning utensil back, ignoring the stares of everyone.
"What the hell?" Marcus asked, trying not to laugh.
"The broom very good for dealing with pests," Ivan replied wisely. "He run. I will not ask."
He nodded. "Appreciate it, man."
"Is nothing. You are good customer."
Marcus smiled, waiting for his sandwich and trying to hard not to think about the guy with the camera. Hell, if he let this ruin his mood he'd never get any work done once he got home. But then, while he ate, there was another outburst from Ivan, yelling at someone leaning in the door with a camera. Marcus tried to ignore it, thanking Ivan for the meal and retreating to his apartment, shaking off the weirdness in a burst of music, writing and editing.
The weird fusion piece he'd written, Stencils, fell quickly into line. With some shifts in timing, it went click. It was still a very strange piece, but didn't sound so discordant, like two stereos playing different radio stations. He ended up quite fond of the song, playing the parts of it one by one, wandering through the apartment's living area as he did, head tilted back, basking in the waning evening sun, content with the world for the moment.

* * * *

Over the next few days, Marcus found the routine he'd settled into repeatedly disrupted by cameras. It may have been a vacation, but he'd still found a comfortable pattern of when to get up, when and where to eat, when to work on his music. Bard and Wire and Lace had been a more than welcome addition to it all. Hell, he couldn't think about Bard without smiling, these days.
Still, looking out the window and seeing rented vans and cars quietly lurking, and sometimes even an obvious person with a camera looking at the windows of his apartment, irritated him. This was one of the reasons he'd left the US, and with Emily's help he'd managed to do it so quietly the press hadn't followed him. And now, here he was. Under the watch of the paparazzi, again.
Anita told him the third day that he made the news. He'd been poking around online, looking to see where the pictures of him were ending up, and found, to his dismay, that he never looked incredibly bright in impromptu photography. He usually looked more like a deer in the headlights who'd just rolled out of bed. About the best picture was him leaning on his windowsill wearing his guitar. Really, hearing he'd made the local news felt like icing on the cake, because it meant more than likely, it'd get back to the news in the States.
"We've been busy all day," Anita said, handing him a cup of coffee from downstairs. "Being mentioned on the news gave us more business, for now at least."
"That's how it works." He sighed, accepting the coffee, looking toward the windows. He'd dropped the shades, for the time being. "This is one of the reasons I came here… to get away from this. I guess I'm lucky it took this long."
"You are kind of famous, you know." She looked droll. "My friends are all pissed at me for not telling them."
"I appreciate it. No offense, but college age women aren't known for having the tightest lips when it comes to gossip."
She laughed. "Okay, yes. That is true. So what are you going to do?"
"I don't know, honestly. My next CD set is pretty much written… I can't do anything else to it until I get back to my band and see how it actually sounds. I don't want to leave, but…" He sighed and rubbed his eyes.
"We will try to keep them out of the building, for what it's worth. You deserve not to be bothered at home."
He smiled. "Thanks, Anita."
"Hey, you're nice, neat, and pay the rent on time." She snickered, and headed back downstairs.
Marcus was pondering how exactly he would go about doing his laundry when he heard a familiar voice yelling his name from the street. Glad he'd left the windows open, he pulled the blinds up and leaned out, grinning when he saw Vincent. "Hey, man, I haven't seen you in a few days. One second, I'll let you in."
"Nein, go grab your keys, you're coming with me."
Blinking at how serious Vincent was, he dropped the blinds and found his keys, getting his chucks on and heading downstairs, making sure he locked up behind himself. "What's going on?"
"We will talk about it in the car, I don't trust these people." Vincent walked quickly down the street, leaving Marcus to catch up, unlocking his car and driving away as soon as Marcus was belted, doubling back and forth through the streets. "Gunther had said you'd started turning up on the celebrity paparazzi sites. We didn't think it'd affect us… but…"
"Oh, shit, are they coming after you guys?"
Vincent gave him a tense look. "There's enough pictures online of you at our shirt booth at the show that the connection was made. Bard tried to leave to visit you earlier and they ambushed him on his way out of the building."
"Oh fuck."
"He had some sort of panic attack on camera."
"Oh fuck! He hyperventilated? Like at the show?"
"He was on the ground, panting and claiming he couldn't breathe. I guess he freaked out the guys with the cameras because eventually one shoved the rest back and came forward, pulled him up and helped him limp back inside the building. Once they were inside the locked door, said paparazzi had him use his cell phone to call the apartment so we could come get him. In the guy's defense, he apologized." Vincent doubled back and forth again, then took a long look at the rear view mirror while they sat at a light. "I do not think we are being followed but they're on our building, anyway."
"Shit. I am so sorry." Marcus leaned on his knees and held his head in his hands, more than able to envision the cameras getting in Bard's face and the other man wheezing for air before dropping to his knees, gasping. "Trust me, I didn't mean to drag this shit on you guys."
"You are famous. We should have expected this, sooner or later." Vincent blew out a sigh, driving more normally now. "It's made it… interesting. We'd gotten a few phone calls about shows, but now we're getting a lot more because there's been some dots connected between you and us."
"Fuck. I didn't mean for that to happen either."
"We've tried to emphasize that you're just a friend of the band… we thought you'd be okay with that."
"That's fine. It's true, and commits to nothing."
"That is what Gunther said." He smiled a bit. "But we are worried about Bard."
"So am I, now."
The rest of the drive was spent in silence, eventually they pulled into the parking lot and parked, Vincent and Marcus making it into the building without being ambushed by cameras. Isold was waiting for them in the apartment, as was Bard, who huddled on the sofa, arms around his shins, staring off blankly.
"Bard?" Marcus finally asked, walking over.
"Marcus." Bard shifted and knelt, reaching over the back of the sofa and pulling him in, leaning his forehead into Marcus's stomach.
"Hey. I heard about what happened. You okay?" He asked, stroking a hand through Bard's hair.
"I don't know what happened," Bard finally said. "I step outside and there was a camera flash…"
"Vincent told me." Marcus hopped over the back of the couch, hugging Bard. "I'm sorry. This is my fault."
"I think it is sort of our fault they find you." Bard sighed, shifting to hug and lean on Marcus, wrapping his arms around the other man's ribcage. "Is it always like this, for you?"
"Not usually this bad, honestly." He combed a hand through Bard's hair gently, shifting the chocolate strands through his fingers. "There was some drama before I left, and my label was never told where I went, let alone the press… so that turned into some furious rumor mongering about my being in rehab or some shit."
"For some reason you mentioning rehab makes me want to break out the hookah," Vincent said from the kitchen.
"Yeah, I wouldn't argue with that," Marcus replied with a chuckle. "Your call though."
"Just shisha I think," Bard replied, not moving. "I think… I remember reading something about rumors when I look up stuff about you."
"Yeah. Apparently when you're famous, you can't just go on vacation." He shrugged. "So yeah, that rumor mill crap going on and me basically falling off the planet for what, two months or something? So now all these paparazzi assholes are like, 'holy fuck, we found Marcus Midnight, let's take a bunch of pictures and let people decide if he was in rehab or whatever.'"
"And they are looking at us because we are friends with you?"
"I guess, which is sort of a double-edged sword. I am sorry about what happened, Bard. It's my fault."
Bard squeezed him. "No. You did not control this. Not your fault, really."
Marcus opened his mouth to reply but couldn't find any other words, ending up huddled with Bard in silence, holding onto him and finding it helped. Bard seemed to calm down, eventually turning on a video game system and handing Marcus a controller. Luckily it was a fighting game, so it was easy for him to catch on, even if the game was set up to be in German.
Eventually the phone rang, and Vincent got it, speaking to Gunther, as near as Marcus could tell. Vincent stood next to a large calendar with a marker, writing on one of the days. Several of the days were circled in black, a few others in red. After several minutes, he hung up and looked at them. "We have another show."
"Holy shit, that's awesome." Marcus grinned.
"We have several in the next six weeks or so." He rubbed his chin. "I am certain it will taper off, but this is nice. We used the money from the last show to pay off a bunch of bills, so all of these will actually be revenue, you know? We will be able to save up, maybe even get some nice things."
"Rock on. Wish I could be there."
"You won't be?" Bard wanted to know pausing their game.
"It'd be a bad idea, babe," he said, shaking his head.
"I agree. He's a walking camera magnet." Vincent shook his head. "And at the risk of sounding like an asshole, you would just draw a lot of attention away from us."
"No, you're right." He sighed and waved a hand. "Not that I like the attention."
"Oh please, you said it yourself at the show, you love it."
He lifted his eyebrows. "You remember that?"
"Pfft." Vincent took a drink from a coffee mug.
"May I ask the venue sizes you have scheduled?"
"Nothing as big as the last one. A thousand, maybe two thousand for one of them. The venues seem to think we will sell tickets, and we're generally booked with another band, which is okay."
"Nothing wrong with that at all."
"The one that surprised us was this one." Vincent tapped the back of the marker on one of the circled days. "This one is in Amsterdam."
"We only ever play here so far," Bard said, seeming to be in a much better mood now. "We been all over Dresden but never done a show in another city."
"Well, hell, that's a momentous occasion then." He paused, thinking, then sighed and looked at Vincent. "I need to get my agent to send out that damn acoustic guitar for you."
"Actually, on that note…" Vincent went down the hallway and came back carrying a sheet of paper. "This is all our contact information. Addresses, phone numbers, emails. So when you go back to the States, you have them." He passed it over.
Marcus nodded, taking it and folding it up, sticking it in his wallet and digging out a tattered but legible business card. "Here's a card for my agent. Send her a copy."
"In case you lose yours?"
"Jerk. Yes."
"While you have your wallet out, here." He handed over a banker's check. "Paying you back costs for the shirts."
"Oh! You guys didn't have to do that."
"Ja, we did," Bard replied. "You said we could and we are."
"We don't want to be in debt to you," Vincent pointed out. "We owe you enough as it is, we may as well pay you back where we can."
"I guess I see the point of that." He sighed and stuck the check in his wallet, shoving it back in his pocket. "I insist I'm a normal guy."
"No, you are not." Bard hugged him.
"I guess that's a good thing?" He finally asked, looking down at Bard, baffled.
Vincent snickered, rolled his eyes, and walked around the sofa to plug another controller into the video game system.

* * * *

The paparazzi problem didn't go away. In fact, over the next several days, it got worse. He ended up staying over at Bard's place that night, and when Bard tried to take him home the next morning they practically got jumped by a small crowd of paparazzi. Bard, to his credit, didn't freak out this time, though he stuck to stony silence, plowing through them and practically running for his car, leaving Marcus to chase after him and the cameras following along.
Maria told him Anita'd given up and put a "Please no questions about Marcus Midnight" sign at the register. She admitted she wasn't sure if it helped, but at least she felt like she tried. In the meantime, Anita mentioned they were getting more business, and some of her friends wanted him to come to her college, never mind that he still didn't speak a lick of German.
The American media had caught onto the German media frenzy, and apparently responded by exporting their own paparazzi because Marcus suddenly found himself getting occasional questions from reporters in British or American accents. The first time it happened he was walking to his usual bar two days after staying over with Bard, and he was so surprised he actually stopped and listened to the question.
"Marcus Oakes? Guillotine? Why are you in Germany?"
He blinked at the guy, a high-strung looking rabbit with a camcorder. "Dude, are you from Chicago?"
"Er, well, yes?"
"What news channel sent you? Anyone in particular?"
"Um, I work for a website, it's called…"
He blew out a sigh and waved the response off. "Okay, whatever, I'm here on vacation."
"No rehab?"
"Dude, I've smoked maybe an ounce of pot in the last twelve years. I really doubt that warrants rehab. Neither does a beer with lunch." His bout of honesty seemed to catch the rabbit off guard, and Marcus grinned, ignoring the cluster of cameras clicking away a few steps behind the rabbit. "No, I was not in fucking rehab, okay, nor have I ever been. I am on fucking vacation. That's it."
"What about Wire and Lace?"
"We're friends. They're a great band. I'm helping out where I can, tour advice, you know?"
"Are you going to launch them?"
"Hello, McFly, I don't own a label." He rolled his eyes, flipped the cameras the bird, and walked away to see about getting lunch.
Later that night, his laptop rang, and he opened it to a rather weary looking Emily in casual wear. "Oh hey, what's up?"
"Are you trying to make my life harder?"
"What?"
"Since when do you say a word to the paparazzi?"
"Guess that footage went online, eh? He caught me off guard." Marcus sighed, sitting back and slouching, looking at the screen. "I guess the label's giving you crap again?"
"Yeah. They're good with the idea of you being on vacation, but they're pushing to know dates for the next album and tour. They're used to you turning this stuff out pretty goddamn fast you know, and they're seeing what you're doing as a delay."
"Well, I guess that's what it is." He sighed again. "For what it's worth, the music is as written as it's going to get until we get into the studio, which probably won't be for a month or two yet."
"When are you coming back?"
He hesitated. "Emily, can I ask you something?"
"Sure."
"I'm kind of used to these camera guys following me around on and off, but… now they're on Wire and Lace, too." He sat forward, steepling his fingers and leaning his forehead against them. "The first time they tried to ask Bard anything he ended up hyperventilating and needing help back into his apartment building."
"Not cool."
"Not at all. The thing is… the reason they're on Wire and Lace is because of me, and it doesn't feel fair. I've been sort of watching it online, and seeing what I can when I hang out with them… and it's seriously infringing on their lives. They've gotten a few shows, but…" He paused and hung his head, burying his fingers into his hair. "Emily, what do I do? They don't need this on them. Do I just… come home?"
She blinked slowly through the camera, taking a drink of her coffee. "You don't want to come back yet, I know."
"Yeah, Bard, the band…"
"Bard."
"Yeah."
"It sounds like you're hoping if you leave; the press will follow you after a few days, take pressure off your friends." She paused, pondering that the idea. "And honestly? No guarantee of that, but it's likely. You're the famous party, you're the attention getter. A few would probably still trail on Wire and Lace out of a human-interest-story perspective, 'what's happening to the band that Marcus Midnight loves,' stuff like that."
"Yeah."
"I can talk to my friend over there too, if you take some of the pressure off, he could probably leverage the rest to take a few steps back. He has friends in the media." When he nodded, she asked. "Do you want me to schedule flights back?"
"Yeah. I'll need a few days… I want to straighten some shit out, and pack. And… Emily I have four fucking guitars, one of which is rare, how am I going to fly with those?"
"Let me worry about it, just make sure they're in padlocked cases because I don't trust airlines as far as I can throw them." Seeing his face, she sighed. "Look… for what it's worth I think you're trying to be the better person, here. You've recognized that some of the circumstances of your life could be damaging their lives… and you're prepared to move to stop that. That's commendable."
"Doesn't mean I want to do it."
"I understand, Marcus. Oh. On a mildly lighter note, I got an email from a guy named Vincent who sent me a list of contact information for your friends. We've exchanged some emails, him and a guy named Gunther he translates for. Sharp tacks, these two."
"Yeah, they are." He mustered half a smile. "I still want to get them signed."
"You're going to have to take that up with Bob at the label, I'm afraid."
"Oh, will I ever. Fear my angst-ridden, horny wrath, Bob."
She nearly choked on her coffee. "Bob doesn't stand a chance. I'll call you with flight itinerary details, all right?"
"Sure. I'll be around… not like I can go anywhere."
"Buck up, it's not the end of the world." She disconnected, leaving him sitting alone in the flat.








Chapter 11

Emily got back to Marcus the next day and told him his flights were scheduled, and he could depart for home in four days' time. She hung up on him halfway through his ensuing freak out, leaving him to scramble and round up his crap. He managed to get ahold of Donovan, who helped with details such as locking guitar cases. His unopened foodstuffs were passed to Maria, who seemed to like that he didn't want to waste food.
He poured his frustration and worry into cleaning the apartment to white glove standards, trying not to think about the flight, hoping the paparazzi would fall off the planet and he could delay his return home. Of course, they didn't, and he knew it'd be irresponsible. After all, the band had work to do, much as Marcus really didn't feel like rising to the occasion.
Still, in spite of the paparazzi, he managed to see Wire and Lace again before he had to leave. Bard came and picked him up, saying they were going to dinner and Marcus would be coming with whether he liked it or not. Marcus stared at Bard, standing on the stairs leading up to the apartment, before saying sadly that he had to leave. Bard froze, eyes wide, and Marcus wordlessly hugged him close, not surprised when he could see people looming on the other side of the door, indistinct body forms.
Still, dinner managed to be a cheerful affair. Marcus explained why he had to leave, and everyone tried to brush it off before Gunther rolled his eyes and agreed with Marcus, though he also said the situation gave them some fringe benefits, as it were. Gunther and Vincent talked happily about their discussions with Emily. Marcus said he'd be dealing with the label himself when he got back to the States, but honestly, no promises on how fast that'd go.
Bard stayed over the night before Marcus left, and made him breakfast, watching Marcus do one last walk-through of the apartment, checking drawers and making sure the instrument cases were ready to fly. His possessions sat gathered in the middle of the living room. All of the sheets and towels were clean except one set he'd dumped into the hamper. He had his itinerary, though it'd be tomorrow by the time he got home.
"You have not said a word all morning," Bard finally said, setting two plates down on the kitchen table, looking at him.
He blew out a sigh, walking over and sitting down. "It's to keep from freaking out, I guess. I don't want to leave."
"Talk to me. I do not want to remember you stony and silent."
Marcus looked across the table and mustered a smile for the other man. They discussed Wire and Lace's upcoming shows while they ate, trying to shut out reality for a few more precious hours.
Donovan and Emily arranged for a van from the airport to pick Marcus up. Bard helped him carry everything downstairs and load it into the back of the van, both grunting and grumbling as they managed to get the amplifier loaded. He went to hug Bard goodbye, ignoring the cameras, but Bard just shoved him into the van and got in behind him, slamming the door shut, the pair sitting together on the middle seat of the van while the van driver drove, the ride silent.
Someone else with the airport waited with a luggage cart when they rolled up, and other travelers watched in amusement as the van was unloaded, the instrument cases lined up and appropriately tagged, followed by Marcus's bags. Feeling no less stressed because of this, Marcus roped Bard into another hug and tried not to comprehend going without the other man for who knew how long.
"The driver, he said he'd take me back to my car, free of charge," Bard said, giving Marcus a squeeze. "Had to say goodbye to you here."
Marcus nodded, holding the hug. "I'll be back."
"I'll wait."
Feeling heavy of heart, Marcus swallowed, assembling a series of words he'd never said in his life. "I love you."
"Ja. I love you, too."
Marcus managed not to howl, instead just whimpering vaguely, squeezing him tight then letting him go, mustering a vague smile. "Take care of your band. You guys will hear from me soon."
"Email me when you touch down. So I know you are okay."
Marcus nodded, making himself step away and follow the airport employee inside the terminal, throwing the horns to Bard in the place of a wave, insides a hard painful knot, breath caught in his throat. Watching his precious possessions get processed to be loaded and putting on his backpack, he looked to the poor employee with the cart. "So, how much alcohol can you legally sell me on a plane?"
On the plane, he sat in first class next to a financial advisor of some kind named Sam. Not having a reason to hide anymore, he introduced himself and admitted to his job, and signed a few autographs once the seat belt light had been turned off, people wandering up from business class and coach to talk to him. As soon as the drink cart was offered he threw money at the stewardess and told her to keep them coming, slouched blearily in the seat and talked mournfully to the people nearby, most of whom kept cell phones or cameras on him for some of it, evidently recording him so they could prove to people later that this happened.
His memories blurred as he got progressively drunk. He eventually ended up curling up in his seat, leaning on poor Sam, who suffered it grandly and treated him like an upset child. Marcus honestly didn't care, heartbroken and sad, trying to grasp the fact that he'd be alone in an empty house he hated, and that Bard was on the other side of the world from him. Eventually he passed out and slept, still and silent.
Emily waited for him in Seattle, dressed casually. He remained a bit drunk, and ended up standing there staring into the distance until she walked up to him.
"Bad flight?"
"Man if you tip the stewardesses well they will just keep bringing you booze," he replied, hiccupping once. "I think I singlehandedly wiped out their stock of Kahlua."
"That answers my question about how you're feeling, I guess." She sighed and gave him a half hug. "Come on, let's go wait for your luggage."
"I don't want to be here," he whined, letting himself get dragged by the hand through the airport. "I liked my flat. I miss Bard."
"Yeah, I know, but reality calls. You have the weekend to recover. On Monday we go talk to Bob. I want you to have your rage face on by then, okay?"
"Oh really?" He blinked at her, sitting down on one of the chairs by the proper baggage carousel.
She went and fetched a luggage cart, dragging it over. "Let's be honest. You've let the label believe you're a pushover, and they're going to try to pull the same with this unless you get up in their face and start laying down some demands. If you so much as flinch, they're going to laugh it off."
"Ouch. But I can't argue, I guess. I mean, I had no idea what was going on when you guys told me the contract got renegotiated."
Emily rolled her eyes, sitting on the end of the cart. "Yeah, before that was done, the label had claimed all rights to your music."
"Fuckers." Tired and still somewhat drunk, he couldn't put his heart into the sentiment.
The luggage started showing up on the carousel, the guitars and amplifier clustered together. Marcus hefted himself up and fetched the guitars, bringing them back to the cart and opening up the cases, checking on the condition of the instruments. Happily, all had seemed to survive the flight.
"I'm not totally surprised that you managed to pick up two more guitars while on vacation, honestly."
"Oh, I want to send Vincent my Takamine. And maybe a few others, I'm going to have to ponder what I have, really." He picked up the V-Bass and showed her. "Check it out."
"That's your rare one, right?"
"Yup, all mine." He put it back and locked the case up, fishing out the damaged, yellowed V. "Can you get ahold of Gibson for me? I want to know if they're willing to repair this on my dime. I'd rather they do it than someone else."
"I'll see what I can do."
He nodded, lining up the cases and grabbing some random guy to help lug the amplifier to the cart. He picked up his bags, loading them up then sat wearily on the end of it, trying not to think.
Emily rolled her eyes and went to the handlebar of the cart. "Pick up your legs." He did so, and she drove him out of the airport to a waiting van.

* * * *

By the time they reached Marcus's house, it was pushing eleven o'clock at night. He tiredly dragged everything inside and turned all the lights on, looking around the living room in distaste.
"I'll send an email to Wire and Lace that you're back, but you're jetlagged as hell, all right?" Emily said, looking at him. "Are… you going to be okay, Marcus?"
"Eventually. Hey, can you stop by tomorrow afternoon?"
"Oh, sure."
"And, can you bring a book of those…" He hunted for the words, making a shape with his hands. "Those paint sample things. For paint colors?"
"Oh, yeah, I know what you're talking about. I'll see if I can, yeah. Call me if you need anything." She gave him another long look, then went on her way.
Marcus dug into his bag and got out the bags of coffee he'd bought from the Codak, toting them to the kitchen and loading up the coffee pot, starting it up. That done, he put music on the stereo and stood, hands on his hips, surveying the problem.
The bones were good, but the décor demanded a change. He went into his basement and pondered the recording studio, and stuck his head into the sitting room that was down there. It'd always been full of ratty furniture and video game systems, and still was. Deciding the room would be repurposed, he went back up the stairs and put Dream Theater on the stereo, turning it up as loud as he could stand it and proceeded to strip the walls of everything.
He hated the memorabilia, the records, his career propaganda. He started two stacks, things to shift downstairs and things to get rid of somehow. Deciding he'd have an auction and donate the money, very little went into the keep pile, mostly the records and some framed tickets/newspaper clippings. It took him a while to go through the house and get everything down. Downing coffee, he dug up some boxes and started prying the frames open, shaking out the contents he wanted to get rid of, flurries of pictures and old shirts and signed crap. Why did he even have all this stuff? He didn't need this shit here.
It was one thing if you were a fan of some band and collected their memorabilia, he decided. It was completely another when you had an entire collection of your own crap. He didn't need a tribute to his own glory. The walls naked, he started going through his furniture, thankfully on plastic disks so the refurbished wooden floor didn't get scratched as he drug it around, shoving it into keep and get rid of piles. The house was too fucking dark. Who the hell had decided to paint the living room blue? Had he? The wine-red kitchen was all right, though. The furniture was quality and designer, but didn't feel like him either.
Next up was the guitar collection downstairs. He unlocked the glass displays, the Takamine and Rainsong guitars coming out and going into their cases and going upstairs, to be sent to Vincent. His beloved Flying V and Stratocaster came out of their cases and went back into the display, the V-Bass taking the place of the Takamine. The broken V stayed in its case for now, as a reminder to get it to Gibson.
Weary, he staggered up the stairs, shutting off the stereo and then the lights before wobbling up the second set of stairs to his bedroom. Groggily brushing his teeth before collapsing into bed, he found himself exhausted but unable to sleep. The sheets smelled stale and dusty, as no one had slept in it for some time. After lying there for a while, he retrieved his laptop and turned it on, finding the video of Wire and Lace, playing and listening to it until he eventually dozed off, lulled by the sound of Bard's voice.

* * * *

Emily's shocked gaze took in the state of the house when she showed up the next day. Marcus had showered and changed clothes, and felt mostly awake, letting her in and offering coffee. She could only stand in the doorway and stare.
"What the hell happened here?"
"I'm, uh, redecorating," he replied, a bit sheepishly.
In the bright daylight, the living room of the house looked trashed, the furniture shoved in untidy groupings. "Are you willing to make some phone calls for me so I can start getting rid of some of this crap?"
"You were busy last night," she finally said, going into the kitchen and getting herself a cup of coffee, setting the book of paint samples on the counter and looking at him seriously.
He sat down at the island across from her with his own cup.
"Any particular reason for this?"
"I always hated the band shit being here, so I'm losing all of it. Some of it's going downstairs, I'm going to redo the room down there so it's just meant for band stuff. The rest, I'm going to put up for a charity auction."
"That makes sense, actually."
"The furniture isn't me, most of it. I'd love it if you found some secondhand store that's willing to come haul it away. They don't have to know who I am, just that the furniture is mostly like new and it's free if they pick it up."
"Sure, I can find someone."
"I want the old furniture out of the basement too, if that's possible."
"I'm sure they'll manage. Did you ask your guys if they have anything they'd like to throw in for that auction?"
"Not yet. Do you know any good galleries? I'd like to get some canvas up on the wall instead of all that crap. No big name artists or anything."
She smiled, taking a drink of her coffee. "I may know a few. Want some help picking out paint colors?"
"Oh fuck, yes, I am so bad at this."
Emily laughed.
Emily spent fifteen minutes with a phone book, and found a furniture store that dealt with used wares. After some time talking to the manager they happily agreed to send a box truck out to pick up some barely used furniture for cheap, and asked if they'd like a catalog to help pick new furnishings out. She said sure, and a truck pulled up half an hour later.
Marcus debated a bit, but had the guys from the furniture store pull almost everything. The dining table and the chairs, and much of the furniture from the guest bedrooms, almost everything except the beds. Sending them on their way with a hearty thank you and guitar picks as souvenirs as one of the guys had recognized him, Marcus surveyed the empty space.
"So, feel better?" Emily wanted to know, watching him.
"Yeah. It's not home yet, but I don't hate it," he said, snickering.
"For what it's worth, I like that you're using your frustration on something productive. I had no idea you didn't like the house, you could have told me and I'd have gotten a different decorator." She got the paint sample book from the kitchen and opened it up.
"I was barely here anyway. It just was really starting to get to me, you now?" He blew out a sigh. "And eventually, I'd like Bard and the band to visit here and I want a house I'm happy with when that happens."
"That makes sense."
He paused, looking at her. "You don't have to hang around, you know. I mean I like the help but I don't want to take over your day, let alone your weekend."
"Dude, I'm not doing this because I represent you. I'm doing this because you're like the spastic brother I never had." She snorted, bonking him lightly with the sample book. "And you need some company right now, and I'm glad to help."
He smiled. "Thanks, Emily."
"Hey, it isn't a problem. So what color are we painting your house?"
"I'm a gay man with no sense of color whatsoever, so this should be funny as hell. Think the guys will come over and help if I make pizza?"
She blinked. "Maybe if you offer to buy pizza? Your record with cooking is not the greatest."
"Thank you for that resounding support." He made a face, and took the sample book.

* * * *

The rest of his band gladly came over, since they hadn't seen him in some time. Robert nixed the pizza idea in favor of coming over almost immediately bearing barbeque supplies. The other band members straggled in, one by one, offering Marcus hugs and backslaps, all quietly pleased the other man looked so much better.
"What the hell did you do to your house, dude?" Christopher wanted to know, looking around the empty rooms.
"I'm redecorating. We can sit outside, it's nice out," Marcus replied, holding up a sample book by the waning sunlight, then by the room lights. "How about we keep it blue but go a lot lighter, like a sky blue? And keep the ceiling white?"
"That could work if the blue wasn't too intense," Gwennie replied, taking the sample book from him. She'd come along with Robert, as their kids had gone to a friend's house. "It's definitely not something you want totally through the house, though."
"I bow to your knowledge of this." He scratched his head. "It's just the house seems too dark, you know?"
"I agree. Let me wander around with this, I'll tell you if I come up with something."
"Oh, hey, guys, just a second." He ran upstairs and returned with the laptop, plugging it in using the adaptor and bringing it out of hibernation. "Did Emily show you the video of this band I met?"
"She mentioned something about a German band," Robert said, standing outside the screen door, putting chicken breasts and hamburgers on Marcus's grill.
"Yeah. I want to try to get these guys signed here." He hit play on the video and full screened it. "I filmed this in a practice room so the sound quality isn't exactly the greatest."
"Holy crap, the voice on that kid," Tyler said, moving to lean on the counter and watch the video. The others joined him, watching curiously.
"They're definitely good enough to put an album out," Robert said, looking over everyone else's shoulders. "Do they only sing in German?"
"Yeah, but I don't see that as a problem." Marcus handed him a bowl of barbeque sauce and a sauce brush. "I hung out with them a lot in Dresden. Nice guys. What would you think of touring with them?"
"That would be one hell of an opening act, man," Jacob observed, rubbing his chin. "And one hell of a launch for them."
"This isn't exactly like you," Robert remarked, poking Marcus.
"Their music is excellent and I'm sort of in love with their lead singer. I'm going to help them however I can." He shrugged.
Conversation stopped as everyone looked at him, Christopher speaking first. "Dude. Seriously?"
"Uh, yeah, seriously. He and I wrote a bunch of music together. I didn't really want to come back but…" He shook his head.
"Well, fuckin' A, that's reason enough for me to support the idea of them touring with us," Robert said. "Marcus Midnight finally getting laid."
"Fuck you, dude!"
"Yeah, yeah, you know it's true."
Marcus pouted, not surprised when this got a wave of laughter. "Whatever."
"Hey, I think we're all happy for you. I mean most of us have been married for a while, about time you stopped being the band bachelor," Tyler replied, sticking ears of corn into a pot of boiling water to cook. "Kind of sucks that he's on the other side of the planet though."
"Tell me about it."
"So what's the plan, then? You have to have some kind of plan," Christopher said.
"Well, I have our double disc set as written as it's going to get. We just need to record it." Marcus blew out a sigh. "I'm going to talk to Bob on Monday. He's already given Emily shit about this once so far, so I guess I'm going to deal with him myself on this one. I haven't asked for much, he should be able to do this for me."
"And if he's a shit like usual?" Robert asked, stepping outside to check the meat.
"I dunno, I'll think of something."
"Hey, Emily and I are going to go buy paint," Gwennie said, sticking her head in the kitchen, ears perked up. "You trust our judgment?"
"Yeah, sure, nothing too dark though."
"Who were you listening to?"
"German band called Wire and Lace, Emily can fill you in. Oh, I need painting supplies too. Like, all of them."
"Sure." She ducked back out.
"Oh, another thing. I have a massive amount of band memorabilia I'm going to see about auctioning off if I can, for some charity yet to be decided. You guys have some stuff you want to throw in?"
"Oh hey, nice idea. Good publicity, too," Tyler said. "I probably have some stuff, I'll have to look."
Everyone else nodded.
"How about we donate to several charities? You know, fifty percent to one, however much to another?" Christopher suggested. "And we need at least one cancer in there."
"American Cancer Society, maybe," Jacob said. "And something for Alzheimer's?"
"Sure. And we should totally donate some of it to animals. Save the puppies and kittens." Marcus scratched an ear. "I donated my hair for cancer wigs actually."
"Hah, to no press fanfare whatsoever. We were wondering about that."
"Actually I just wanted a change and my hair was the easiest thing. I like it."
"If you put on dark eyeliner you'd look like an emo poster boy." Tyler snickered, checking on the corn.
"Fuck you guys," he pouted.
"You love us." Robert grinned. "Food in, like, five minutes."
"Corn will be done about then too," Tyler provided.
"Awesome." Robert punched Marcus's shoulder. "Welcome home, man."
"Thanks. Can't say I'm glad to be here, but…"
"Ah, young love." Robert grinned, then laughed when Marcus chased him out of the kitchen and onto the patio with a wooden cooking spoon.
Everyone left that evening, leaving Marcus alone in the house with a massive stack of painting supplies. He liked the colors Emily and Gwennie had chosen, but decided tonight was not for painting, instead tooling around on the internet, drinking coffee and gnawing on leftover corn on the cob.
Emily had apparently given Vincent and Bard his email because he had emails waiting in his inbox, Vincent just giving general band updates and Bard being poetic and sad, writing him an email in the form of on-the-spot music lyrics. Feeling pained, Marcus wrote a reply in the form of the next verse of the song, sighing. He sent an email to Vincent, asking if Bard was okay.
Hoping that wouldn't get him in some kind of relationship trouble, he poked around on the internet and found some local art galleries, writing down some addresses to check out. The emptiness of the house finally got to him and he gave up, retreating to bed.

* * * *

"Wow, for the record? I'm impressed," Emily said, looking around the living room. She wore business clothes, sharp as always, in a dark charcoal suit and pale green blouse, standing in the entryway, nodding her head.
"I just got the living room done. I need more paint. It took a lot of coats to get rid of the dark blue," Marcus replied, yanking the laces tight on his second boot and tying it, standing up and hooking his thumbs into his belt loops. He wore mid-calf leather boots from New Rock, which had flame details on the toes, fitted black jeans, and a Pink Floyd t-shirt. He'd styled his hair with some goop he'd bought the day before, the streaks in his hair coming through in the layers. "Does Bob know we're coming?"
"I told him we'd be by today, but I didn't give a time. I think surprise will work to our advantage here. I don't think he believes you're even showing up."
"Well, I don't deal with him face to face often." He walked out with Emily, locking the house up behind them, playing with his necklace. "And you did say they think I'm a pushover."
"You aren't the most assertive person in the universe, you know."
He wiggled an eyebrow, getting into the passenger seat of her car. "That's what she said."
"Really? Okay, who started things, you or Bard?"
He blinked slowly. "Uh, Bard."
"See?"
He sulked in his seat and pouted.
"Oh stop. Have some coffee. I got you some from that place you like downtown." She passed him the cup. "We've got business to deal with."
"Put on my rage face?"
"Exactly. Be ready to beat Bob's chops."
"Nah, he might like it."
Emily giggled.
The drive through Seattle was uneventful. The record label owned office space in the downtown area, overlooking Pike's Market. Marcus had always enjoyed these rides downtown, but took the occasion to pull in and think about the situation. If he didn't get this done, his chances of touring with Wire and Lace… and therefore his ability to see Bard on any consistent basis… plummeted.
That was enough for him to put on a stern expression on as they walked through the lobby and took the elevator up to the appropriate floor, Emily clicking along beside him in her heels. The receptionist on the floor the label resided on smiled when he stepped out of the elevator.
Marcus only said, "Here to talk to Bob." He kept walking, striding down the hall.
He managed to find Bob's office from memory, ignoring his admin assistant when she tried to stop him.
Marcus continued to the door, opening it and strolling in, offering Bob a smile. "Hey, Bob, I need to talk to you."
Bob, the label representative Marcus dealt with over the years, started and stared at him. A short, overweight pug who'd been in the industry for years, Marcus really only had passing contact with him. Mostly they spoke on the phone to discuss recording and touring crap.
"Marcus? Well, Emily did say you might stop by today, but I'm in a meeting right now, can it wait a bit?"
Marcus directed his attention to the other person in the room, who stood when he came in. A young woman, a cheetah with black streaks dyed into her platinum blond hair, wearing a white button down and a black schoolgirl skirt with Doc Marten boots. She looked a bit stunned.
Deciding to try to focus, he looked back to Bob. "Nope. Now. She can wait ten minutes."
"Omigod, are you Marcus Midnight?"
He glanced back to the girl and offered her a smile. "Yes, and if you like we can have coffee or something after I talk to Bob, but I really do need to speak to him alone."
Before Bob could argue, the cheetah giggled and nodded, bouncing out of the room and closing the door behind her.
"Marcus, you do realize that interrupting another client's business really isn't done," Bob said after a few moments, in the reasonable, calm voice of a principal talking to a trouble student.
"Yeah, well, I've been with this label a long time. You can deal with one fuckin' interruption." Marcus walked across the room and sat down across from him, lacing his fingers together and setting them in his lap.
"I will not be spoken to like I'm a dipshit roadie or a dime-a-dozen hack," Bob replied, voice becoming gruff.
"And I won't be spoken to like I'm your little bitch," Marcus replied, matching the tone. "I may be a dime-a-dozen hack, but I am a multi-platinum account and I make you money and don't you fucking forget it. Now, I am here to talk business, so can we get on with it?"
"Please do. It would have been nice to know about your vacation before you left, by the way."
"Yeah, I don't have to keep you apprised of everything I do when I'm not on tour." He scratched his chin. "Look, I haven't asked you for shit the last twelve years. Beyond some reasonable price controls on merchandise, Guillotine is not exactly demanding."
"True, and we have been more than accommodating to your band's needs."
Marcus scoffed. "What needs of mine have you accommodated, exactly, let alone of my band?"
"We did allow your contract to be altered as you saw fit, and we are allowing you to, as you put it, put price controls on merchandise. These are not normal benefits with our company, you understand."
"Oh please, the label has practically owned my dick the last twelve years and you're trying to draw a comparison to that?"
Bob laced his fingers together and set them on his desk, a large granite-topped relic, his expression serious. "Maintaining an image is vital to sales, you know that."
"Well, if you want that image maintained, you're going to accommodate the demand I'm about to make."
Bob narrowed his eyes. "Well, I'll happily hear it, but I can't make any guarantees about being able to go through with it."
"Then I can't make any guarantees about not being on a morning show tomorrow to discuss smoking hashish and banging this absolutely adorable guy in Dresden. Your choice, of course."
There was a long silence, during which Bob stared across the desk at Marcus, who was wearing a Mona Lisa smile as he stared back. "So what's this request?"
"There's a band in Germany called Wire and Lace. I want them signed, and I want them touring as my opening band. I'd also like them to have a CD out on the same release schedule as Guillotine's new one."
"You're not a talent scout, and we're not signing any foreign bands this year, let alone bringing them to tour the States. End of discussion."
"Bull fucking shit. This is a multinational corporation, and you have foreign bands on the label. You're doing this to be a dick, and I'm done with it. You will do this for me or I swear it, I will start some serious shit."
Bob smiled sourly. "I'm really not sure you want to bite the hand that feeds you, Marcus."
"You seem sorely confused about who makes the money in this relationship, Bob. Let's see your ass get in some tight leather pants and get on stage."
"Hah, are you serious? Without me, you'd still be in a fucking garage band, flipping burgers to make ends meet. I'm the one that makes things happen. I'm the one that makes the money by telling you to get your ass into a sound booth."
"Yes, you guys signed us, but you've had that gratitude back with interest," Marcus replied, not letting himself back down.
"You would have made absolutely dick without our help. Get your ass to the studio and do your fucking job, Marcus."
"I have a stack of gold and platinum albums that disagree with that."
"And who the fuck printed those albums?" Bob demanded. "Not you, your band, or your wishy-washy fans who like you because I get the radio stations to play your music a dozen times a goddamn day. Now get the fuck out of my office before I call security to get your fag ass removed." When Marcus just lifted an eyebrow, Bob stood and leaned on his desk, snarling. "Out! Now!"
Marcus blew out a sigh and stood. "I'm going to go take Miss New Girl out for a cup of coffee. Have a great day Bob, I'm sure you'll hear from me soon."
"Hah. Fucking weak-ass fairy princess. You don't have the spine to muscle me around, and you never have."
"Bob, I'd need the spine of Arnold Schwarzenegger to muscle you around." He flipped the bird over his shoulder and exited Bob's office, slamming the door behind himself and leaning on it.
"I take it he was less than willing to do you a favor," Emily said, eyebrows lifted.
The cheetah girl stood by the secretary's desk, both gaping. "We could hear the yelling through the door," the secretary explained.
"Omigod, are you okay?" the cheetah asked.
"That was… really bad, Marcus," the secretary said after a few minutes. "I haven't heard Bob like that in ages."
"Yeah, I seem to bring out his douchetastic side." Marcus straightened and blew out a sigh, looking to the new girl. "You are?"
"Um, Molly. My band is Mollycoddle. We're supposed to start recording in a few weeks."
He blinked. "That's… clever, actually."
"Aw, thank you."
"Well, Molly, if you're really interested in talking, I could go for a cup of coffee and a bagel, if you're willing to drive."
She looked shocked. "Really? Now?"
"Sure, but I need to talk to my agent outside."
"That's fine. I need to finish talking to Bob." She looked at the door uneasily.
"You'll be fine." He waved a hand vaguely and headed for the elevator, Emily pacing him.
Once the elevator closed, Emily snorted and looked at him. "She has absolutely no idea you're gay."
"Oh God. Really?"
"Dude, I'm really not sure she ever looked you in the eye." She laughed when Marcus blanched and checked over himself to make sure his fly was done up or whatever. "So what's the plan?"
"Bob's completely unwilling to deal, and he seems under the impression that the label has done me some massive favors along the way. I want gone, yesterday. Find me another label the band can move to. Tell them we're arriving with a double disc set ready to record. I want an equivalent contract, Wire and Lace signed, and, oh yeah, they can't care that I'm gay."
She blinked at him. "Changing labels? Are you sure about this?"
"Fuck, yes. Get me out of here."
"I'll see what I can do. Give me three days."
"Good. And keep in mind the entire band is moving, not just me. Get the lawyers on it. Fuck, hire more if you think it'll help. I want no strings left tied to these assholes."
"You got it. I always hated that asshole anyway."
"Not nearly as much as I do, you should have heard the names he called me."
She looked at him. "I did. I'd have kicked him in the balls."
"Gratuitous violence solves nothing."
"Bullshit, the man needs a beat-down."
"Then let's give him one financially." The elevator opened, and he held it for her. "Good luck with your mission." Emily saluted and stepped out, and he pushed the button again, going back up to wait for Molly to be done with Bob.

* * * *

Marcus sat with a cup of coffee and lobster bisque in a bread bowl, staring across the table in confusion at Molly, who struggled not to burst into tears and mostly failed. They'd gotten a booth at the back of the restaurant, and Marcus was kind of glad. He had to admit, this was the most dramatic response he'd personally gotten when admitting his sexual orientation.
"It's not fair," Molly finally said, drowning her sorrows in chowder. "Why are the gorgeous ones always gay? How many other gay men have I gotten off to growing up?!"
Marcus opened his mouth, shut it, and put his focus on his soup, trying furiously not to have that mental image. Really it wasn't that hard to avoid as his knowledge of female anatomy was comprised of shadowy memories from high school sex ed.
"I'm sorry, it's just…" She trailed out, taking a few more bites then looking at him. "I've never heard anything about you being gay."
"I don't know how you hadn't heard, it's not exactly the best kept secret at the label… and I guess Bob likes to call me mean names."
"I have heard him call you, um, fag, but I thought he was just being cruel."
"Well, he is, it's just that I do happen to be gay." He blew out a sigh. "Honestly I didn't know he called me that until today, though I'm not surprised."
"He was really annoyed about you cutting your hair off." She drank some of her coffee. "I think it looks good."
"Thanks." He shrugged. "And if it matters, even if I was bi, I couldn't go out with you. I'm kind of taken now… and I'm not going to break his heart if I can help it."
"Well, now I feel bad."
He shrugged. "Hey, you didn't know."
"What's he like?"
"His name is Bard, he's a singer in a German band I'm friends with. We write music together." He worked on eating the rest of his bisque, then picked up the bread bowl, gnawing on it.
Her face smoothed into a smile, unable to help it. "Okay, that's adorable."
"If you say so. So your band, what kind of music do you play?" He licked soup off his nose.
"Oh, uh. A bit like Drain STH, I guess. Alternative rock, harder than FlyLeaf."
"And you sing?"
"Yeah, and I play bass."
He lifted his eyebrows, taking another bite out of his bread bowl. "Seriously?"
"Yeah, why?"
"I was fucking sure you'd be some sort of Evanescence ripoff."
"Oh, ugh, ugh, ugh!" She shook her head vigorously, shaking her hands in front of her like she'd touched something gross. "My drummer bought that CD then ended up using it for paintball target practice."
"Hey, they did make money and have a few hits, even I'll concede that." He took another swig of his coffee.
"Yeah, sure they did. Doesn't mean I have to like it. I like having more original chords in my music than I have syllables in my name."
"One word: Disturbed."
She paused, then laughed. "Okay, okay. I'll give you that one."
"Besides, I can't talk… it could be argued my music isn't all that original. I mean, everything's been done, but my stuff has been pretty mainstream so far." Marcus sighed. "That's the game, right? If you're too complex or too long winded, your music never gets on the radio, at least in America."
"It's a balancing act, is all." She shrugged. "And it depends on the radio station, right? I think satellite radio and online radio makes things a bit easier."
"Yeah, but I dunno how much in sales you get out of that." He shrugged.
"I don't know why you say your music isn't original. I've been following you guys for years, you do good stuff."
"Thanks." He shoved his plate aside, holding his mostly empty coffee cup in both hands, watching her finish her soup. "I like to think we've done well."
She almost choked. "Oh please, you're kidding right? If however many hits is 'doing well,' I'd hate to see your standards for 'doing great.'"
"Eh, I guess I see your point."
"Any advice for someone coming into the industry?"
He hesitated. "Don't let anyone tell you what should be in your music, even the label. Try to stay true to your art. Try to make sure your merch is good. And never, ever slam the fans."
She blinked. "That's it?"
"That's really all you can do. It's hard to tell what people are going to like and if you obsess over making a hit you're going to drive yourself mad. Do what you do best, be gracious to your fans, and let it ride." He shrugged.
"Pfft, if I did what I did best on stage I'd be thrown in jail."
He lifted his eyebrows. "I'm still gay, Molly."
She laughed.

* * * *

"This is a great house," Molly said, standing next to her car and staring at Marcus's house. "It looks… kind of empty though?"
"Oh, I'm redecorating and I got rid of a bunch of furniture." Marcus dug his keys out of his pocket, walking up the front steps onto the porch. "Thanks for the ride. Want the tour?"
"Hee, sure." She closed the driver's side door of her VW Beetle, climbing the stairs and watching as he pulled a folded note off his door. "What's that?"
He read it, unlocking the door as he did. "My agent stopped by and picked up the guitars I'm sending to a friend in Germany." He stepped in and hit the alarm code so the house wouldn't think they were breaking in. "Pardon my mess."
"Oh, it's okay, my mom does interior design." She walked in and looked around, turning once and pondering the spacious mostly-empty living room. "This will be great when it's done."
"They renovated when I was on tour, and I decided I didn't like a lot of the furniture and wall colors. Luckily, that's easy to fix. I've been working on painting and I'll probably buy furniture in a few days."
"Wait, you're doing the painting?" She gaped at him.
"Well, yeah, who else would? I live alone."
"Dude, you're rich. You could hire someone and it could be done in a day."
He shrugged, walking into the kitchen and dropping his keys on the counter. "Where the fuck is the fun in that?"
"Hey, your kitchen is done at least," She said, admiring it, and looking out the patio door. "Holy crap, nice pool."
"Saltwater, and yeah, it is nice. This house is probably my only major investment, and it might eventually be worth it. Wanna see my guitars?"
She looked at him and burst into giggles. "Sorry. There's just something about how you said that. Like a twelve year old asking if you want to see his toys."
"Exactly; come on." He cheerfully opened the stairway door and bounced down the stairs into the basement. "I'm rearranging down here too, sorry."
She managed the stairs in her boots, and nearly tripped over a stack of frames, catching her balance then picking one up. "Is… this an actual gold record?"
"Oh, yeah, sorry. They used to be upstairs. I'm making that room over there into a propaganda room." He turned on more lights, gesturing. "I had a sound booth put in here, which is nice. I don't do any actual recording, but when my band is working on pieces of songs and we're sending videos back and forth it works out well."
She gingerly put the frame down, walking over and peeking in the room, then blinking when she saw him open up the display cases. "Holy shit, man, you have a lot of guitars."
"The sad thing is I only really play a few of them, mostly this Flying V." He reached out a fond hand, stroking down the neck of his worn, beloved guitar. "The Telecaster and Stratocaster get some use, too, and the others on rare occasions. I just got the V-Bass, chance buy in Germany. Doubt I'll play it on stage but I love it anyway."
"What's this one?" She stepped over, crouching to ponder the other Flying V case.
"Oh, it's a broken Flying V I bought while in Germany, I need to send it to Gibson for repairs." He stepped over and opened the case up. "Pick it up if you want."
"Aw, fucked up instruments are always sad." She picked it up and cradled it, frowning down at it. "Weird color."
"I think a smoker owned it, it should be white, honestly."
She nodded, fingering the strings then putting it back in its case. "I never could get a handle on normal guitar, honestly. Bass I do okay with, but I can't sing and play normal guitar at the same time. It's like… rub your belly pat your head."
"I can do that but I pat in circles." He laughed. "I get what you're saying. That said, it's easy to play bass but it's really hard to play bass well."
"I hear that." She sighed. "I'm honestly kind of scared about the whole recording thing now. I mean, after hearing Bob tear into you and you've been with the label twelve years…"
"Bob's a raging homophobe who seems to think I owe him something. You're young, female, and perky. You'll be fine."
She looked at him and lifted an eyebrow. "Still gay?"
He laughed. "Just because I'm gay doesn't mean I can't have an appreciation of tits. I mean, if nothing else they're fascinating from the standpoint of me not having them."
"I'm, like, an A cup. I don't think mine even count as tits." She pouted down at herself.
"Do us all a favor and don't get them done. Weird globular non-floaty tits turn everyone off, man, even gay men."
"Hey, some guys like fake tits."
He shrugged. "I'm just going off what my bandmates say. To me tits are tits, though it is weird if they don't bounce. What the hell." He saw the look. "I'm a rock star, and I never publicly came out of the closet. I've seen a lot of tits on tour." He shook his head, closing up the cases and heading back up the stairs, her following.
"Makes perfect sense." She giggled. "Hey, would you be interested in guesting on a track on my band's CD? Guitar, vocals, whatever?"
"I dunno, I'm open to the idea but I'd have to see the sheet music and hear it, you know?" He shrugged and offered a hand. "Thanks for coming to coffee with me."
"Hey, no problem. I hope to hear some new stuff from your band soon."
"Eh, in three months or so, with any luck. Have a good night." He opened the door, letting her out of the house.
"You too, Marcus."

* * * *

Once he was alone, Marcus sat down on the back patio, held his head in his hands, and reevaluated the events of the day.
Bob's utter denial of his demands didn't surprise him that much. Looking back on it, he would have been shocked if Bob had acquiesced. The name calling, in retrospect, unsettled his stomach. He'd always been able to shrug off being called rude names in connection to his orientation, but to be called that by a representative of his fucking record label?
Not that it would be his label for much longer, if he got his way. Change is good, he decided, standing and stripping out of his clothes before stepping over the edge into the pool, treading water easily before kicking into laps, taking out the day's stress in exercise, making his crawl strokes long and lazy.
Why had he even stuck with the label this long anyway, given their long history of disagreeing? Misplaced loyalty maybe, he mused, or begrudging gratitude. After all, they'd scouted his band, signed them, and launched them. Six albums in twelve years was a pretty good run. He'd talked to other artists and heard much worse accounts, anything from getting trapped in contracts to never seeing money from their hits. Some would probably consider Marcus lucky for the treatment he'd gotten.
Well, fuck that. Marcus hopped out and sat on the edge of his pool, naked and wet, tilting his head up to the sunlight. With any luck, he was trading up for something better, and he had a good feeling about the up and coming album. It had a lot of potential for the tour. He'd have to see about breaking out the old shirt design, the red "graffiti" Guillotine logo on black, and getting some new designs in circulation too. No reason to stick with the old.
Eventually he clambered out of the pool and shook off, carting his clothes inside and grabbing a towel from a rack by the door. Sloppily dried off and with the towel draped around the back of his neck—living alone had distinct advantages—he set up the laptop in the kitchen, made coffee and checked his email.
He had a variety waiting, including a note from Emily saying the two guitars were on their way to Germany and she was going through a list of possible labels to swap to. Vincent had written him back, and Marcus frowned as he skimmed over the brief note. Apparently Bard was… okay, but not the most social or creative individual lately, instead hunkering down with the hookah and Star Trek, sometimes barely saying a word all day. They'd done another show though, and Vincent admitted it had gone rather well and they were planning on making more shirts soon.
Marcus was sipping coffee and pondering how to respond when his messenger chimed at him and a chat box popped up, asking for a video feed. After a moment he recognized the email address and grinned, hitting the okay button and leaning on the counter one-armed, waiting for the video to synch up.
It did after a few seconds, showing Bard lying on his stomach on the couch, propped on his elbows, gazing at the screen. He blinked, then burst into laughter. "Marcus, are you naked?"
"I just got out of the pool, dude." He shrugged, grinning fit to burst, and took another drink of his coffee. His video feed was only sending him from the hipbones up anyway, so it wasn't like anything risqué could really be seen. "Good to see you, man, how are things?"
"Ugh." Bard propped his jaw on his hands. "Is… very quiet and lonely here, really. I miss you."
"I miss you too, baby." He sighed. "I honestly don't think I can express just how much."
Bard nodded, then looked up when a shadow loomed over him, and Vincent's head leaned into the camera feed. "Holy shite, you are naked."
Marcus laughed. "Not like you can see anything of great interest. Hi, Vincent. Emily mailed off two guitars for you."
"Hallo, and really? I do recall you mentioning you might do that. What kind of guitars?"
"Two electric acoustics, a Takamine and a Rainsong. Have fun, do what you want with them. I'm sure you'll get more use out of them than I did." He waved vaguely. "Oh, today was full of fucking drama, want to hear about it?"
"Drama? What kind of drama?" Bard asked. Alice hopped up in front of the laptop, Bard shifted her to the side so she wasn't blocking the camera.
Marcus shook his head and launched into a recap of the day, explaining the blow-by-blow with Bob and the decision to ditch the label. He watched Vincent and Bard's reactions through the camera. "So, yeah, that's where I stand now."
"Shite, man." Vincent shook his head. "You Americans are so weird about that."
"I can only theorize that Bob is either closeted or insulted a gay man has more talent than he has in his pinky finger. Your choice." He shrugged. "But the good news from this is that I'm stipulating signing you guys as a must-do to sign my band. Which means if we resign to a different label… you guys come with."
Vincent and Bard blinked.
"I don't know what to say to that," Bard said, baffled. "Thank you?"
"It feels rather like we're riding on your coattails, you know," Vincent said.
"Yeah, sorry, but it seemed the best way to deal with this shit and frankly, I doubt any label would complain. You guys are good enough to stand on your own. I look at it as you're arriving with my blessings." He shifted, removing the towel from his shoulders to tie it around his waist.
"Hah, you finally get cold?" Vincent snorted.
"When you guys come out here, I shall refrain from walking around nude, okay?" He rolled his eyes.
A phone rang off screen, and Vincent stepped away, leaving Marcus and Bard to stare at each other mournfully through the screen for a few moments before leaning back into the feed. "Marcus? I am sorry but we are supposed to go meet Gunther."
"Oh, sure. Don't let me hold you up. I'm sure I'll catch you later."
"Ja. Goodbye, Marcus," Bard whimpered. "Love you." The camera feed cut to black, Bard's account going offline.
Marcus sighed, staring at the screen. "I love you too."








Chapter 12

Robert opened his door and smiled when he saw Marcus standing there with a laptop bag and a guitar case. "Hey, man. Everyone else is here."
"Oh damn, sorry." He shook his head and stepped into Robert's house, stepping out of his shoes.
"Nah, everyone was early, you're right on time. We're going over the new CD, right?" He relieved Marcus of the guitar case, walking ahead and leading them into the basement, Marcus waving at Gwennie and the kids on the way by.
"CDs," Marcus corrected. "Yeah. I figure we can start working on final adjustments and crap."
"Two discs… That's kind of ambitious, Marcus, even for you." He shook his head in wonder as he went down the stairs.
Marcus mustered a grin. "Wait until you see the music, man."
"Hey, man, glad you could make it," Tyler said when Marcus appeared.
"Yeah, time to get rolling on this. It's a lot to record." He took the laptop out of the bag and Robert helped him connect it to a projector that served as Robert's home entertainment center. Marcus clicked through files and brought up the music program with the start of the power metal CD on it. "Now most of this you guys have seen in bits and pieces but I figure this'll let you guys take a coherent look at the project. None of this is set, so chip in as you feel the need."
"This is Wake Up, right?" Christopher wandered closer to the wall and the projected music, all of the parts were stacked on top of each other and set to scroll sideways until the end of the song. "You've changed some stuff."
"Fine tuning, mostly timing," Marcus admitted.
"I just have to say, man, this is nice," Jacob said, eyes skimming across the notes. He sat on a stool and as he read his drum line he played invisible drums automatically. "We were getting kind of draggy the last few discs, this is get up and go music."
"Yeah, this is back to power metal I think." Marcus sat down cross-legged on a sofa, the laptop in his lap, manually scrolling sideways slowly so his band could watch the music progress.
"You think there's still a market for it?" Robert asked after a moment, looking at him.
"I don't think about that shit." He shook his head. "I write what I write, you know? And if Dragonforce can sell CDs then, by God, so can we."
"Damn skippy," Jacob said.
"Just keep it scrolling, we'll pick at it the second look," Tyler said, hands in his pockets, watching the music go by. "Honestly, so far it's like all your sheet music, Marcus, real clean and not a whole lotta polish work to be done."
"I spent a lot of time refining this while in Germany. Had some help, I'll be giving some co-writing credits for some of this."
"Your boyfriend?"
"Yeah, admittedly."
"Dude, don't feel bad." Robert punched his shoulder. "Or are you just down at the mouth in general?"
"Drama shit, I'll tell you guys later."
An hour passed slowly, going through the first CD a few times over, picking at bits of the music and adjusting some things, often playing through things before doing so and after to compare the results. It felt good to be back with the band working. He missed Bard keenly, and would have loved to have him here, having input with stuff he helped write, but life went on regardless.
And his band actually liked what he'd written. They loved the return to what they considered the original sound of Guillotine, and were all willing to bet the fans would like it as well. He'd just saved that file set and opened up the second CD of files when Gwennie came down with a snack tray, followed by Emily and Marcus's two lawyers.
"Hey, what brings you here?" Marcus lifted his eyebrows.
"I needed to discuss my mission and since you're all here I figure this is as good a time as any," Emily said with a shrug.
"Mission? You have her doing hits for you now?" Robert looked amused.
"Bob. Definitely Bob. I'll help pay for it," Jacob said, pilfering a handful of chips from the snack tray.
"He wouldn't have to pay me for something I'd enjoy that much." Emily snickered, opening her bag and taking out a file. "Marcus had me look into leaving the label, actually."
"Whaaat?" The entire band looked at Marcus.
He'd saved his files and shut the laptop, sitting back and listening intently. "They won't sign Wire and Lace. Bob gave me major shit about being gay. And he called me a fag, to my face." Marcus shook his head. "Honestly, I'd had it up to here with their shit anyway so to me it was a signal that it was time to move. I had Emily start checking into alternatives."
"Which I found. Do you guys want the good news or the bad news first?"
"Let's take the bad news," Marcus said after a long moment, and the rest of the band agreed.
"For starters, you're going to have to buy your contract out. As long as you're contracted, you're bound to them. You can get out, but it is not going to be cheap," one of the lawyers, a gazelle named Thomison, who'd helped with the band's contract change in the years before, said. "I've drawn up some paperwork, and I've got numbers, but those are just base estimates. They may try to lift the price beyond that to try and railroad you into staying with the label."
"And even if you buy it out, because of contractual issues, you're going to lose the first three CDs you guys did," the other lawyer said, looking at a file of his own. "Nothing to really be done about it. You can't have another label print them, you'll never see money from them, kiss it goodbye. Now, if you perform any of the songs off those CDs live, they can't fine you, and they can't fine you for putting those songs recorded live on an album, but you'll see nothing from the original recordings."
"Fffuck." Marcus held his head in his hands. "Some of those songs are in that guitar game, what about that?"
"Well, that's another exception. Because that's a recent deal you'll continue seeing the money from that, though most of that was in a fee up front."
"Fuck. That's still future revenue. Three out of six CDs. Fuck."
"So far that's all the bad news we've found, but I'll warn you now, it's almost guaranteed the label will try some vile shit to keep you guys contracted," Emily said. "We're trying to armor up against them, but getting away clean is going to be rough."
"Shit." Marcus looked at the rest of the band, and they gazed back.
"I want the good news before I say anything," Robert said, the others nodding, deferring to Robert's sense of responsibility.
"I found a label for you guys. There were actually quite a few, but I think this will work out best." She changed pages in the file. "Marcus set some parameters for the new label, did he talk to you guys about this at all?"
"No, this is our first time hearing about this," Tyler replied.
"I didn't want to say anything until I was sure we could actually get away," Marcus replied, feeling a bit sheepish.
"Well, he wanted to be able to go about his life, and he wanted Wire and Lace signed so they can open for you. And he wanted a relatively equal contract with the new label, though actually I was able to get you a better deal." She looked at the page and snickered helplessly. "Ok, I'm not making this up, but this label is called Headbanger Duck Records."
"Headbanger… Duck?" Robert asked, blankly.
"Yeah. They have this nifty logo of a duck with a bill piercing, see?" She held up a picture of the logo. "Believe it or not, they're actually a pretty good sized label. They specialize in metal, hard rock, and grunge. And they've got a lot of bands with them now, some of which are pretty big names. Their CD production is still done by one of the big companies of course, but from what I've seen their recording studios are top notch and they've got a sterling reputation with the artists with them."
"So this isn't a label that's going to fold once we join them," Marcus stated.
"Not likely. I did a phone conference with them earlier today. I'd left an inquiry the day before, but today I actually talked to the guys running the operation. I'm pretty sure they all needed to change their shorts when I said I represented you, Marcus. They understood the call was in the strictest confidence, of course. They were online so I was able to send them the video of Wire and Lace, and they said they'd sign them in a heartbeat anyway. Turns out they do have a handful of foreign bands, not a lot but they're definitely looking to expand. They happily capitulated to your demands, Marcus."
"Well, shit."
"And when I said you guys were basically ready to record, they started falling all over themselves. About the only thing they asked for is a sit down with all of you to discuss the next album, and the timing of the release and tour. Best bit? They're a local label to Washington."
There was a long silence as the band looked at each other, then looked at Marcus.
"We've been following your lead for years, man. I think we'll keep following it and trust our luck will stay good," Jacob finally said, looking at Marcus.
"Yeah, agreed," Robert said. "Seems risky as all hell, but I'd rather take the risk so you can finally be fuckin' happy."
"Thanks, guys. Seriously, that means a lot. I know this is big." Marcus smiled and shook his head, almost not able to believe it. "All right, Emily, what happens now?"
"You can't do anything with Headbanger Duck Records until you're out of your old contract," Thomison replied. "From what we know of band finances, you'll be able to buy out your contract, but Marcus can't do it alone. It's going to take some contributions from everyone."
"Hey, that's the least we can do, but how much are we talking here?" Robert asked. "Are we talking 'drain the kid's college fund' money?"
"I think it'd be best if we all met on Monday at our office and went over it. We'll have all your agents and lawyers there. Does that work for everyone?" The band nodded. "All right, let's call it after lunch Monday. See you then."
Emily led the lawyers out, leaving the band members sitting in states of shock.

* * * *

The discussion Monday made Marcus request a bottle of antacids. They'd all crammed into a conference room, all their reps, and a gaggle of lawyers. Paperwork was distributed, numbers were crunched, personal finances gone over. His band was doing quite well, and Marcus admitted it was just a bit fascinating to see the numbers on his own account, as he'd spent the last many years barely paying attention.
Everyone in the band was well invested, though their choice in investments seemed totally random to Marcus. Jacob had invested in overseas stock exchanges. Robert had financially backed some restaurants that were doing well. Most of Marcus's money was held in long-term deposits, bonds, and "safe" stocks. Everyone had taken some hits recently because of the current rocky climate of the market, but they were still doing great.
"Well, we're not worth as much as Metallica but it's still a lot of money," Robert finally said. "So the question becomes how much of this is going to be needed to get us out of the label?"
The gaggle of people in the room couldn't be certain. They had some intelligent guesses, but in the end it all came down to how much the band would be willing to spend to get free. After some stomach aches and looking at their finances, each band member was willing to part with thirty million dollars toward the cause.
"After that we'll all start taking serious hits. When you pull finances before they're ready you take penalties," Robert said, holding his head in his hands. "Even getting that much free in short order is going to be a nightmare. My financial advisors are going to pass the fuck out when I tell them about this."
"The good news is we're going to start making money almost immediately so you can start putting some of that back." Marcus was in a similar pose, well aware this was going to wipe out years of savings for everyone but not able to see a better option.
"I'm not feeling so well right now." Christopher finally said, slouching in his chair. "What happens next?"
"Well, we can start this going tonight." One of the lawyers said. "We'll try to keep you all apprised of how the label is responding. They can't deny you the ability to buy yourselves out, but they can be dicks about it."
"I fully expect them to. As said, Bob called me 'fag' to my face. If that's any indicator, I'd say these guys will not be nice about this," Marcus replied.
There was a pause, all of the lawyers looking at Marcus.
"Really. To your face. You had to be upset about that, right?" One of the lawyers said in an odd voice, a stocky marmalade cat named Eriks if Marcus's memory served.
"Well I can't say I was happy about it," he replied, a bit bewildered. "It's not exactly professional of the man, and it's rude, and it kind of sucks you know? I mean, I am gay, but there's no reason to be an asshole about it, especially since I make his company money."
"I'm not sure this is the proper time for such a discussion," Thomison remarked to Eriks.
"Hell with that, I say you sue their asses off, Marcus."
Marcus blinked. "What? You mean after we leave?"
"Yes. Call it an argument on grounds of intentional infliction of emotional distress. It could be a few other things, and I will look into technicalities. I'm not saying you'll win a damn thing monetarily, but publicly, this would basically chum the water for the press. The label will try to make you look like the villain when you break the contract. This will turn that around on them."
Marcus blinked a few more times. "Forgive me, but you are a lawyer. Just because you think a lawsuit is a good idea doesn't mean it's a good idea."
"Actually, I'm liking this idea," Emily said thoughtfully. "After hearing Bob scream at you, I've been wanting to see his ass raked over some hot coals."
"But it's just he said, he said. We don't really have any proof, just some hearsay witnesses."
"That can be fixed." Thomison quirked an eyebrow, a sneaky smile spreading across his face. "So, do you hate Bob enough to tell him you're leaving to his face?"
Marcus blinked, thinking about the last twelve years, then grinned, looking around as his band. Seeing approval of this tactic, he spoke again. "All right, what the fuck, let's do this thing."

* * * *

"This isn't illegal or anything, is it?" Marcus asked.
Thomison shook his head, testing a microphone, then affixing it to the inner edge of Marcus's hoodie. "Can you put this in your back pocket without the cord being seen?" Marcus twisted and did so, then adjusted the hoodie and partly zipped it up. "That'll work fine. I can't see it at all."
"And you're sure this will pick him up?" Marcus shoved his hands in the pocket of the hoodie. He wore chucks, baggy black shorts, the Wire and Lace graffiti shirt he'd kept, and the hoodie. It was rather warm outside, so he figured if anyone asked he'd claim he was going to the movies afterward.
"Unless he's whispering, which from what you've said, I doubt. It's got an hour of memory so turn it on in the elevator before you step out. You understand how to turn it on?"
"Yeah, I remember. I made an actual appointment this time under the guise of wanting to discuss a fine point of one of our contracts."
"Very good. And when you walk in, what are you going to do?"
"Present him with this file, tell him it's official paperwork saying we're attempting a contract buyout and that we need a price, and let him rage."
Thomison gave him an appraising look. "Good memory."
"I'm a little on edge about this, to be honest." Marcus shook his head, picking up his coffee and taking a long drink. He was in Thomison's law office, which was maybe five minutes from the label's location. "You still dropping me off?"
"Yes, and I'll wait for you in the reception area, if you like."
"Yeah, I might need the support."
"Don't worry too much, Marcus. Just consider it the last of the bullshit you have to deal with from them. Well, beyond the actual buy out."
Marcus chuckled. "That's actually given me heartburn. I'll be glad when it's over." The lawyer nodded, so Marcus sat down and sagged in one of the expensive leather chairs in his lawyer's office, trying to zone out.
Eventually Thomison drove them to the office building and rode the elevator up with Marcus, double checking the recording device was on and making sure it was still obscured in the hoodie before they stepped out into the reception area. Marcus took the heavy file from Thomison, nodded to the receptionist, and walked down the hall to Bob's office, trying to be stoic. Just another step closer to seeing Bard again, after all.
Bob's secretary greeted him happily and told him to go right in.
Marcus did, opening the door and sticking his head in. "Hi Bob."
"Oh, hello Marcus. Your message said something about double checking contract language?" Bob sat at his desk with an eyebrow up. "I figured you'd take that up with your lawyers."
"Yeah, well, I kind of did Bob." He walked over and offered the file folder over.
"What's this?"
"We're buying our contract out. That's paperwork our lawyers have drawn up. We'd like you guys to go over it, come up with a price we can pay you and sever ties."
Bob looked at the folder, then dropped it on the desk and stared at Marcus. "You're shitting me."
"Nope."
"This has to be some kind of fucking joke."
"No, we're out of here. Just give us a price and we're gone."
Bob stared at Marcus for a few seconds, tapping his fingers on the desk. "Okay. A hundred and twenty-five million."
"Done. You'll have the money by the end of the week if not sooner."
He blanched, then laughed. "You cannot fucking be serious. You don't have that much money, dumbass, no way."
"No, but my band does and we've already come to an agreement on this. They're backing the decision all the way."
Bob crossed his arms and sat back, staring at him. "So, what, that's it? Twelve years with us and all we've done for you, and your faggot ass is leaving?"
"Yep, that's about it." He shoved his hands in the pockets of his hoodie.
"We made you, you ungrateful little shit. You really think you'll last five minutes in the fucking real world?"
"I dunno, I'd say that isn't your concern."
"This fits in perfectly with everything I've heard about you fairies, no sense of loyalty at all and dating someone else every five minutes." He snorted in disgust. "You're going to fall flat on your ass. Power metal was a fucking fad, Marcus. Without our marketing you wouldn't have sold shit." Marcus rolled his eyes and Bob snarled. "Is this a fucking joke to you? I know exactly what's going to happen, you fucking idiot, you're going to leave the label, come out of your sparkly little closet, then watch whatever the fuck you're recording not sell because no one wants to buy power metal that's sung by a fucking faggot."
"Look, dad, I really don't think my life from here on out is your business. I'm gone. I just decided to have the common courtesy to come in here and tell you myself instead of having my lawyers let you know."
"Fine, you want to leave? Get the fuck out. Get someone else to bring that check in because I never want to see your face in here again. And frankly, I look forward to seeing a 'where are they now' article about you flipping burgers to make ends meet when you aren't screwing your newest boyfriend."
"And I look forward to disappointing you." Marcus smiled sweetly and left the room, flipping Bob off over his shoulder as he walked out the door.
Once out of the building and in Thomison's car, Marcus dug the recorder out and passed it over, and watched as the lawyer played it back, rewinding and listening to it a few times before saying anything. "If this was the only time this had happened, I'd say this isn't enough to go on but you've said he's treated you like this before."
"Yeah, and I guess he calls me that to other people, too. Another singer with the label told me that."
"Hmm. Honestly, no guarantees but I'll make some inquiries. It's not exactly easy to sue someone for being an asshole, after all."
Marcus laughed. "That's fine. The way I see it, we have him on tape stating an amount… so they can't lift it later."
"Every cloud has a silver lining. Want me to take you home?"
"Ugh, yes please, I have a lot of work to do."

* * * *

Marcus and his band walked in the front doors of Headbanger Duck Records and found themselves looking around in amusement. A brightly painted woodcut of the company logo was on the wall behind a half-circle receptionist's desk, a bucket of Legos sat center in the sitting area of reception, and framed graffiti art dotted the walls in easy view range. As for the receptionist herself, she had a dyed Mohawk and earring plugs in, and wore what appeared to be secretarial garb straight out of Madmen.
"I think I like it here," Jacob said after ten seconds of silence. Christopher and Tyler were already arms deep in the Lego bin.
"What are you thinking?" Robert asked, looking at Marcus.
"First impressions? Good. I support an office that's as flaky as most artists are."
"Dude, there are dragons in here, find some knights," Tyler said, rooting around.
"It's a good thing you have sons," Christopher replied, snickering but going on a search happily.
The receptionist got off the phone and grinned at them. "Hey. Guillotine right?"
"That'd be us, yeah," Marcus replied, walking over to the desk.
"Welcome to Headbanger Duck Records. Sorry for the wait."
"Nah, I think we were enjoying looking around." He looked over at the two band members playing with building blocks, grinning in spite of himself.
"One of the owner's kids suggested that, if you'll believe it, and it's gone over spectacularly. We've got a bunch of Nerf guns on order, too, customized with our logo."
"I definitely like it here," Jacob said.
"Well, if you're all ready, I've been asked to show you to Stephen's office so he can talk to you and show you around."
"Okay. Stephen, he's one of the company owners right?" Marcus said, trying to remember what Emily had told him about the company.
"Yes, he and his sister Betty, and her husband, Antonio." She came around the desk and looked at Christopher and Tyler, who abandoned their fortress project to join the others before she started walking down the hall.
"This place is certainly different than our old label," he remarked, admiring the art as they walked down the hallway.
"Betty did most of the décor. She's of the opinion that you can't put artists in a place decorated like a law firm. So far, we've had very few complaints." She knocked on a door that had a Pink Floyd poster on it and opened it. "Stephen? Guillotine is here."
"Thanks, Laurie." A ferret in black BDU pants and a bowling shirt bounced out from behind his desk. "Welcome to Headbanger Duck guys, let me show you around!"
"You seem happy to see us," Robert observed, watching Stephen shoot like a rocket out of his office and start down the hall.
"Are you kidding? We're still all shocked as hell you guys decided to sign up with us. We've got some big names but a band of your caliber? Two Buck Chuck all around, I say. Best wine on the planet. Hell, yesterday we bought a dozen bottles of the stuff and stuck it in the cafeteria." He flipped around and started walking backward. "Okay these are all offices. Betty, Antonio and I pretty much run the operation, but we've got a bunch of managers and coordinators who help with music, merch, and tours. After you record, they'll be working with companies on that stuff for you guys. We also have a pair of graphic designers that do shirts, CD cases, banners, you name it."
"You don't farm that stuff out?" Marcus asked.
"Oh, hell no, we like having some control over it, you know?" He stopped and leaned in an office. "This is Chastity, she's one of our producers, so you might run into her when you get into the sound booth."
"Hey, guys." The skunk inside the office looked amused. "He's been excited about you coming here."
"We've noticed," Christopher replied.
"Okay, honestly, the majority of the facility is sound booths. We have locking storerooms if you want to leave gear here and we guarantee it won't be tampered with. I do want to show you the cafeteria before that though." He opened another door. "It's not staffed or anything, but there's a soft serve ice cream machine, and we know every good restaurant in town."
"Ice cream," Robert said, dumbfounded.
"Yes. And an espresso machine. Personally, I get coffee then put ice cream on top."
"How the hell do you guys afford all this?" Marcus queried.
"Oh, well. We got the building cheap because it got gutted by a fire. It cost a mint to rehab, sure, but the taxes are reasonable. What equipment isn't paid off is on a payment plan. Betty, Antonio, and I take reasonable salaries. So does everyone else here. We can afford little splurges to keep recording artists happy." He blew out a sigh, leading them through a few sets of soundproof doors and into a suite of recording studios. "The downside, of course, is we're still not that large of an operation, so I'll admit now we're still trying to figure out how we're going to drop money on tour buses for you guys."
"Well, the good news is, we own our own bus." Marcus replied. "And a matching equipment trailer. Repainting it so it's branded to you guys shouldn't be that expensive."
"That does help." He admitted.
"Dear God, no wonder you're wondering about how to afford a few buses, this shit is top of the line," Tyler said, ogling some of the recording gear. "These are excellent brands. You dropped a heavy chunk of change on this stuff."
"Better to buy well once, right?" Stephen shrugged. "Audiophiles are big fans of our music, actually. We occasionally get people not contracted with us coming and renting our studios because we're known for clarity of sound."
"Very nice." Marcus said, opening one of the booths and looking at the setup there. "So how does recording work?"
"Well, we have ten sound booths. When you want to start recording, I'd ask to know a day in advance so we can have the booths reserved for use and the proper personnel here to set everything up. Usually we're a daylight hours operation, but if you want to stay late and work on things we totally understand and we're used to it. There's a local hotel that knows us and gives good rates if you want someplace close to stay. Good twenty-four hour diner next to it, too." He looked at the band with a hopeful expression. "So what do you think?"
"This'll work great, actually."
Stephen nearly went limp. "Oh, thank God. We were so worried you'd come here and go 'hell no' and pull out of the deal."
"Hey, man, we're not assholes," Jacob replied.
"No kidding. Trust me. Just that you're willing to work with us and keep our rights to our stuff in our contract puts you miles above our last label," Marcus said, shaking his head.
"Yeah, we've heard some rumblings about that. Industry gossip, it gets around you know? The fact that you split from your label is kind of a big deal. I won't even ask how much that cost."
"Good, because it was a lot."
"Anything else you want to see?"
"I don't think so, but I totally want some ice cream."
Stephen laughed and led them back to the cafeteria. "And this is why I'm glad I had that thing put in and keep it stocked."
"Hey, we're just big kids," Marcus replied, reading a set of pictograph instructions someone had hung up next to the machine, picking up a white stoneware bowl and yanking a lever, getting a cone of ice cream to spiral into the bowl. "Oh, dude, rainbow sprinkles!"
"He's just the big kid. We're the more responsible ones," Robert told Stephen, snickering and making himself a coffee.
"Okay, I have to ask about Wire and Lace. Trust me, I'm amazed you signed them on but how is that going to work? Are they coming here to record?" Marcus wanted to know, digging happily into his ice cream. "I got an email from their lead singer saying they were talking to you guys but that was a few days ago."
"Oh, yeah. Your agent helped us out there. She had the contact information for them, and some friend of hers in Germany was able to get them agents. They're actually going to be with a foreign affiliate. All of our overseas bands are. We set them up to record in Germany. They were in the sound booth yesterday doing final tests."
"Fucking awesome, thank you so much."
"No, thank you. From what I've heard, they're excellent. The current plan is to let them get their album done and get it released. As it stands, it'll be a broad European release and a more limited American one at first, but we already have some radio stations interested in getting a copy of their album. When you guys are ready to tour, we'll bring them over, maybe a few weeks beforehand, so you get a chance to relax and practice before rolling out."
"That'll probably work excellently. Now, I did promise someone we'd do a show in Dresden…"
"Consider it on the schedule for your next tour."
Marcus blinked, then pointed his spoon at Stephen while addressing his band. "Now, see this? This whole 'whatever I say goes' thing? I'm so not used to this. It's almost creeping me out."
Stephen laughed. "Well, get used to it, because we're all willing to grovel at your feet if it means rolling in a share of the profit once you guys record."
"You're a disturbingly honest man," Robert said.
"Hey, I'm told people like me that way."
Marcus snickered, finishing his ice cream. "We'll probably start recording in a few days. I'll call you with particulars."
"Good, I'll make sure you all have my business card."
Marcus looked around and found a sink to rinse his bowl and spoon in, then found a dishwasher to stick them in. "Thank you for the ice cream."
"No problem, you guys taking off for now?"
"Yup, we'll see you later I'm sure."
"Indeed. I'll show you all out."

* * * *

The band found the aforementioned diner and piled into a booth. Ordering approximately enough food to feed a small army, they discussed what they'd seen at Headbanger Duck. This new label certainly did things differently, hell it was a total gear switch, but were they being falsely seduced by Legos and ice cream? No, the place seemed to reasonably have its act together. The equipment in the studios was good, the business had checked out financially, and their contract writing was actually very good. It just so happened the staff was eccentric as hell.
Guillotine had no problem with that. They all decided if buses were a snag for the tour, they could probably get together and invest in another one, or hell, two. Especially if the CDs had a while to sell. Wire and Lace might be able to toss some money into the cause. Marcus agreed to get their older bus into a shop and have it professionally cleaned, repainted, and gone over with a fine-tooth comb so it'd have the stamp of good health for the tour.
Full of greasy food and content with the future, the band members straggled home, almost looking forward to the hard work ahead of them.

* * * *

The lawyers agreed Marcus didn't have enough grounds to sue Bob, or the label. They could stretch it if they really tried, and drag out a lawsuit the label would say was ridiculous, but where was the fun in that? Emily pointed out an easier way to use the recording to the band's benefit.
Emily issued a press release on the behalf of Marcus and the band, officially announcing they were heading for the destination of Headbanger Duck Records, citing creative differences with their former label. She also mentioned a sound recording of how an executive treated Marcus would be made available. The audio file was put on the video site, just black screen with words in parenthesis denoting who talked and when.
It didn't take long for the press release to hit the news, websites picking up on it within half an hour and the mainstream media running with it up by the afternoon. Talk shows melted down, some people aghast at the recording, others going 'well yeah, so what?' Marcus told Emily to go ahead and book some of the shows. He'd guest star, or phone it in, whatever.
Meanwhile, he found his video camera and set it up so it caught him on his new couch, his V and V-bass visible in the line of the camera's view and hit record.
"Okay, this video goes out to all the fans. Some of you might be aware of the media storm that just got touched off, so I figure I should talk to you guys directly. Yes, we are leaving our label for Headbanger Duck Records, for a lot of reasons. The old regime made attempts to control our music, they tried to charge you, the fans, obscene amounts of money for tour merch, and they're raging, unthankful dill-holes, among other things." He blew out a sigh. "So, here's where we stand on that. We're going to set up shop with Headbanger Duck and within the next few weeks, we're going to start recording our next album. It's a double disc set, probably going to cost about twenty bucks. Two full CDs, guys, how's that for awesome? The first disc is power metal, second is black metal. I'll play a bit for you before this video is over. One more thing though…" He paused. "Look, you're going to hear this on the news, so I'm just going to say it. I'm gay. For some of you, that might be old news and for some it might be enough you decide to not listen to my stuff anymore. To you, I say thank you for sticking around while you did, and thanks for your support and patronage. I understand different people have different opinions, all that." He paused, letting out a shuddery breath and finding he felt good so far.
He smiled and continued. "For what it's worth, I don't plan on being real public about any relationship I'm in, but if you see a photo of me holding my boyfriend's hand, don't be too mean, eh? For those of you who stick around, thank you. I promise there's some good stuff coming. And as a preview to that…" He leaned out of the frame, turning on his amplifier and picking up his V, then played through the first two minutes of Wake Up before shutting off the camera.
By the next day, clips of his self-recording hit the news, mostly his admittance and to some degree, his music clip. Emily showed up as he was drinking coffee and practically carried him out the door, placating him with doughnuts. He ended up on a few talk and radio shows, mostly five minute spots. Not one to talk to the press typically, Marcus tried to stay concise and calm, and answer questions. Suddenly dinnertime arrived, and Emily took him to Taco Bell by way of thank you.
"I think this might be okay." Marcus finally said, slouched in the booth.
"Considering you've had three, I was under that impression," she replied, drolly.
"No, the announcement. Coming out. I think it's going to be okay. Some people have been assholes but they're the people I figured would be anyway."
"Yeah, fuck Limbaugh."
"Not even with a stolen dick." He took a drink of his soda while she laughed. "I can't imagine this is going to calm down by tomorrow though."
"Not at all. You going to be okay?"
"Yeah. Just don't drag me out again before I've had coffee."
"Deal."

* * * *

To Marcus the next few months were a blur. He spent his time between home and the recording studios at Headbanger Duck, his band slowly working their way through the two CDs of music. Often the group recorded repeatedly until they were satisfied with the result and the two albums came together.
When he wasn't recording, he spent his time working on redecorating his house, or exchanging hasty emails with Bard, who was also busy as hell. The emails were not exactly substantive, mostly quick commentary about what was going on and "I miss you," but to Marcus it was better than nothing.
Guillotine had never been the fastest at cutting albums, and now they were recording two whole CDs instead of just one, so none of them were all that surprised when they were told Wire and Lace had finished. Apparently Wire and Lace had gotten all their songs recorded to their heart's content, and the CD would start printing and shipping the following week. Marcus was personally pleased about that, more so when he got a copy from Germany with the band's signatures on it and a letter from Bard with it.
Getting the CD in the mail overjoyed Marcus. He generally loved recording and all the crap that went with putting a CD out, but having so little contact with Bard had been bothering him. It pleased him so much to see Wire and Lace on an official CD. It was a well put together album, nine songs, seventy minutes of music, flowing nicely between the tracks. He sprawled on the ridiculously thick fluffy rug he'd bought for the living room, looking through the liner notes as he listened.
The music was what he'd come to expect of Wire and Lace. Lovely, but not over the top, symphonic metal, with long intros, great guitar work, and Bard's amazing voice. Hearing the other man singing made Marcus smile. The liner notes were thick, and not only had all the lyrics, but had translations running in English next to the original German, a nice surprise. And of course there were promotional photos mixed in, someone had professionally styled Bard for the occasion and he looked adorable. The biggest surprise, however, was on the last page of the liner notes, at the bottom printed in English.
And lastly, the band would like to thank Marcus Midnight of Guillotine for his friendship and support.
The dedication buoyed his spirits over the next few weeks, combined with the letter from Bard. It had been written almost like a journal page, in slightly-broken English, though it was obvious the other man tried hard to improve his language skills. It contained a reflection on their time together and some hopes for the future, and it made Marcus smile. He ended up folding it and sticking it in his wallet so he'd have it with him as he ran around and tried to get shit done.
Guillotine wrapped up their two CDs, and promos started going out to music reviewers and radio stations. Marcus read the reviews online, losing sleep, pacing his house at night and just hoping and praying the discs would sell. He'd put his band in a poor financial position and taken a lot of risk to change labels, and while Wire and Lace was doing quite well, he wasn't ready for Guillotine to fade into obscurity. Not yet.
He always did this when an album went out. He wrote what he felt and he'd been lucky people had liked it, but he couldn't predict what people were going to be into in any given year. He'd had some misgivings along the way. What if Bob was right and power metal had breathed its last breath? He didn't know if he could do anything else and he wouldn't sell his soul trying to change music genres. His band members tried to reassure him, as did Emily, but he was inconsolable until numbers started coming in.
And come in they did. Their fans stood by them and the record sold extremely well, even with the label change and everything else. His worry vanished and feeling fully like his old self again, Marcus put together a list of band propaganda for a charity auction. Happily, Robert took over as Marcus's knowledge of online bidding would have gotten them all swindled by a country in Africa. Still, it distracted him up until Wire and Lace's arrival in Seattle.
The two bands had been talking on and off, and Wire and Lace had decided to arrive a month before starting the tour. Fall was coming, which meant Guillotine would be travelling through the warmer states, with enough time off for Christmas that Wire and Lace could go home over the break. Either way, everyone agreed they needed time to figure out how to move two bands' worth of people, gear, and lead singers who would likely want to hook up all the time. Marcus had the suspicion everyone else had already worked that out, but no one would admit anything to him.
Wire and Lace finally arrived in Seattle and after some debate on about the best way to pick up five people and all their gear, Marcus decided to get the band bus out from its oversized car port. Emily rode along, just because she was always amazed that he could actually drive the thing.
"This thing's in good shape for being over ten years old," she remarked, watching him maneuver the streets fairly nimbly.
"Yeah, thank Robert for that. You're going to have to help me figure out where to put this thing at the airport. It's not exactly a taxi."
"Sure." She looked at him and smiled. "You look different."
"I do?"
"Yeah. It's a good thing, don't worry."
He nodded, feeling mellow, pulling into the airport a short time later and finding a bus parking spot near the appropriate terminal. "I don't think the bus can be left unattended…"
"Don't worry, I'll stay with it. Go get your boyfriend."
Marcus gave her a gleeful look, put the bus in park, and leapt out, dodging through the small crowd that stared at the tour bus. Once inside, he found the correct terminal and sat down to wait, fidgeting impatiently.
As luck would have it, he didn't have to wait long. Ten minutes later he saw a line of people wandering through the gates, and stood with a grin, moving as close as airport security would let him to watch Wire and Lace move toward him. Everyone wore backpacks or messenger bags, Bard hauled a pet carrier, and they all looked jetlagged to hell.
"Marcus!" Bard called, grinning. He set the carrier down and tossed his arms around the other man, sagging into him and purring.
"Welcome to Seattle." Marcus held him tight, burying his face into the fossa's hair then smiled at the others. "How was the flight?"
"I have seen your country on a map, but apparently one does not properly appreciate the size of the United States until you realize how long you've been flying over it." Vincent high-fived him. His Mohawk was zebra striped for the time being. "We're beat, but glad to be here. This has been a trip."
"The money coming in yet?" He let Bard go reluctantly and picked up the pet carrier, peering at Alice, who was sacked out inside.
"Ja, it is very surreal, honestly… to go into a music store and see a poster of us, and to hear us on the radio…"
They followed Marcus to a luggage carousel, all sitting down heavily and waiting for it to turn on.
"We just traveled with our guitars. Everything else got shipped."
"Makes sense, I imagine flying commercial with a drum set would be awkward." Marcus smiled when Bard leaned on him, wrapping an arm around his waist. "I brought the band bus, so we can just load everything up on it."
"For real?" Isold asked.
"Yeah. It actually got repainted a few weeks ago. Right now it's just basic black with the Headbanger Duck logo on it." He shrugged. "So the flight was okay?"
"Very, very long." Bard said, setting the carrier on the seat next to him and opening it to pet his rabbit.
"It is not a flight I would want to make on a regular basis." Gunther shook his head.
"You guys better get used to traveling though. Trust me, there's a lot of it in this business." Marcus reached over Bard to pet Alice as well and used the excuse to peck Bard's cheek, which was about the biggest public display of affection he'd allow himself. Bard snickered and blushed.
"It is not so much the traveling as much as it being all at once," Gunther replied dryly.
"Okay, that I will agree with. I spent my flight back here drunk as a skunk."
"There may have been other reasons for that." Vincent snorted.
"Yeah, yeah."
They fell silent, leaning together on the bench of seats. Isold stood up and went through a series of stretches, trying to loosen up after the long flight. Eventually the luggage carousel activated, and Marcus went and got a pair of luggage carts, dragging them over to where the band was collecting their bags.
"We maybe over packed," Estella said, gathering three large duffel bags belonging to her, looking sheepish.
"Hey, you're allowed, and it's not that big of a deal. It's why I brought the bus." Marcus helped load up the luggage carts, grinning when he saw them dive for guitar cases and unlock them. "Did they survive the flight?"
"Ja, it looks like it." Vincent blew out a sigh in relief, sitting back on his heels and pondering his guitar before locking it back up. "For the record, Bard and I translating for everyone else will get so tedious."
"Hey, we can handle it if you guys can." Marcus shrugged, watching the luggage carts get loaded. Bard set the empty carrier on top of it all, carrying Alice in his arms on a leash. "I'm not sure that's allowed by airport rules, Bard."
"They can deal."
Marcus chuckled. "Everyone have everything?"
"Yes. Let us leave here, because I wish to sleep a week," Isold said wearily.
Marcus pushed one cart and Gunther wheeled the other, heading out of the airport and over to the looming monolith of a bus.
Emily sat on the steps, various airport personnel standing by her. "I told you they were on the way out," she remarked as they straggled up. "All aboard?"
"Let me unlock the luggage compartments and we'll load everything up and be out of the way." Marcus said to the frowning airport security guard. He dug his keys out of his pocket and went down the side of the bus, opening the hatches.
"Who drove this here?" Gunther asked, loading bags onto the bus, peering at Marcus. "Did you?"
"Yeah, I did. Most of the band has the certification on their license. It's just easier, you know? We have bus drivers, but if they come down ill, someone has to take over to get us to the next tour stop. Plus we spell them from time to time so they can take a break."
"Maybe you are not as much of a flake as I thought." Gunther gave Marcus a thoughtful look as they finished unloading the carts and locked the luggage compartments.
Emily took the carts back inside and passed them to other airport patrons.
"Bullshit. I assure you I am much more of a flake than you think." Everyone laughed as they climbed aboard the bus. Marcus buckled back into the driver's seat and started the engine, giving everyone time to settle in.
"This is nice, actually," Bard said, looking around. "This is your original bus?"
"Yeah, we've tried to take good care of it," He replied over his shoulder, pulling away from the curb before relaxing in the seat.
"Your bassist Robert, he has offered to sell us this."
"Wait… what?" Marcus turned and looked at them before getting his eyes back on the road.
"No one told you?" Emily laughed, picking up Alice and making kissy noises at her.
"No one tells me jack shit."
Vincent laughed and moved to sit near Marcus, watching the other man drive. "Robert and I have been talking in emails. He figures, this bus is in good shape and you guys have taken care of it, so you guys could sell it to us for a deal and absorb the cost of a new bus."
"That… actually makes some sense. I guess I could park both at my house. I mean my neighbors already hate my car port. May as well put up a second one. Can any of you drive a bus?"
"Nein. We will need a driver."
"Well, that's something the label should be able to figure out." He pulled onto the highway for the drive home, reaching up and turning on the CB radio then picking up the handset. "Good afternoon drivers, this is Metalman and I'm rollin' in one big ass bus, any smokeys I gotta worry about? My location is…" He glanced at a mile marker and rattled it off, listening to replies as he stuck the handset to a Velcro strap on the dashboard.
"America," Gunther said after a moment in a droll voice.
"Damn straight."








Chapter 13

"This is your house?" Bard asked, staring as he stepped off the bus, setting Alice on the ground and hanging onto her leash. Alice left the hot asphalt in favor of the yard and helped herself to the landscaping.
"No, I thought we'd break into the neighbor's place. Hope you don't mind." Marcus rolled his eyes, opening the luggage compartments back up. "Let's get unloaded so you guys can relax. I did some grocery shopping, so hopefully we'll be able to rustle up some dinner later."
"You have a pool!" Estella said in a gleeful voice, hauling one of her bags to the front porch.
"Yeah, you're welcome to swim. It's a saltwater pool if it matters to you."
"Yay! Chlorine dries out my wings so badly." She bounded back and got another bag. "You do not know hell until you have a skin condition on top of OCD."
He blinked at her, then looked at Gunther. "Someone got a second wind."
"Apparently." Gunther looked resigned.
"Now, you kids will be all right without a babysitter, right?" Emily said, taking Marcus's keys and opening the front door, then stepping in and shutting off the alarm system.
"Yes, mother." He made a face, helping get everyone's luggage inside.
"Good. You guys take care of him, he's been in good shape lately and I don't need him worn out."
"Does she always treat you like this?" Vincent asked, setting the last of the bags on the porch. Isold shut the luggage compartments and joined them, carrying one of her bags and her guitar.
"Yeah, pretty much. She is the big sister I never had and frankly, never asked for."
Emily laughed and gave him a noogie. "Be good. I imagine the guys will stop by tomorrow."
"I'd be stunned if they didn't."
"Ciao." She waved and headed to her car, whistling.
"She is your agent? She's nice," Isold said, dropping her bags in the living room and dragging more luggage inside.
"Yeah, she's amazing. Welcome to my house by the way."
"You said you were redecorating?" Bard asked, looking around.
Marcus followed his gaze. The house seemed bright and sprawling, the furniture eclectic, art randomly hanging on the walls.
"Yeah, I'm much happier with it now." Marcus scooped up Alice and carried her to a corner, where a shoji screen hid a bunny litter box, setting her down in front of it so she'd know where it was, detaching the leash once done. "There's a bedroom on this floor and three upstairs. I guess I'll let you guys figure out who is where." They wandered off to explore the house, so he went into the kitchen and made coffee, smiling as he heard everyone walk around. It felt good to have the big old house filled with people, even better that it was Wire and Lace.
It felt like a weird dream come to life. He'd managed to get his friends signed, and they were going to be opening for his band, giving Wire and Lace a good American launch and his band a good opener. And Bard was here. God, how much he'd missed the other man the last few months.
"Marcus? Estella und I…" Gunther said, leaning into the kitchen and pointing down the hallway where the downstairs bedroom was.
"Oh, sure, go ahead." He waved a hand and smiled, and Gunther started moving bags into the indicated room.
"The sound booth downstairs is very nice," Bard said, coming into the room. "And all those guitars…"
"Yeah, guitar companies keep giving them to me." Marcus got some mugs out of the cabinet, offering Bard a warm smile. "Listen, uh, you can crash with me or in a room alone, whatever. Though I'd love it if you went upstairs and rolled all over my bed so it smells like you."
Bard looked at him for a moment before laughing. "You are so weird, Marcus."
"Sue me. Want some coffee?"
"Ja, sure." He moved and sat on one of the stools at the counter. "I will probably crash with you if that's okay."
"Oh, like I'd argue." He poured two cups of coffee and passed one to Bard.
"Hey, Marcus," Vincent said, wandering into the kitchen, Isold and Estella following. Estella walked past them and let herself into the backyard, cheerfully bouncing onto the patio and sticking a hand into the pool to test the water out. "The bedroom with the iron bedframe upstairs, mind if Isold and I take it?"
"Yeah, go ahead. The master bedroom's mine, the other rooms are free. Mi casa, es su casa. Just try not to break anything."
"You say that as if you are not the clumsy one." Bard looked amused, pondering his coffee mug.
"Starbucks, I ran out of the stuff from Codak a month ago."
"It will do."
"So, we have some time before we start traveling. What needs to be done?" Gunther asked, joining them.
"Well, not a lot and we have a lot of time to do it in. We need to make a final list of equipment needed and figure out how we're going to travel. Actual vehicles need to be decided soon, it's kind of hard to get a bus at the drop of a hat." He let Vincent translate that back to German, rummaging in a cabinet and finding the bag of rabbit food he had bought, pouring some in a bowl and setting it on the floor with a dish of water. "If you guys want our old bus, hey, you're welcome to it."
"We will probably take you up on it, honestly. It does not make sense to buy a brand new bus on a continent we do not live on," Gunther replied drolly, opening the fridge, amused to find it stocked. "May I?"
"Help yourself, and I guess I can agree with that train of thought. Beyond that, we should probably rent one of the local stages and do some practice runs. I usually let local schools know when we're doing that, and let people in to watch if they want. The locals are pretty nice to us." He shrugged, watching Gunther toss Estella a bottle of a fruit bat nectar drink. From what he remembered of seeing Estella eat, she actually could eat plants and meat, but he figured it was better to be on the safe side and she seemed pleased at the choice. "But really, that's less than a week of work, so hey, you guys could cut loose and do some tourist crap."
"We will see plenty of this country as we tour," Bard observed.
"Yeah, but you're here, may as well go see the Space Needle and stuff your face with seafood."
"Sounds good, but not tonight. Would you be upset if I went to lay down awhile? This time zone change, it's not very easy," Isold said, smiling tiredly.
"Hey, go ahead. I'll be around." He watched Vincent and Isold retreat upstairs with their bags, Gunther and Estella shifting outside and relaxing by the pool, Gunther passing out. Marcus and Bard stood alone in the kitchen, looking at each other.
After a moment, Bard hopped off his stool and moved around the counter, wrapping his arms around Marcus's ribcage and leaning in. "I missed you."
"I missed you, too." He returned the hug, resting his jaw on one of Bard's shoulders, tail wagging happily. "It's great to have you here. Thank you for the letter."
"We go sit?" Bard grabbed his coffee and dragged Marcus through the house into the living room, stepping out of his shoes before shuffling onto the fluffy rug. "This has all just been so crazy."
"Tell me about it. Seriously. I want to hear details." Marcus sat on the overstuffed couch and set his mug on a coffee table.
Bard placed his mug next to Marcus's and basically fell into the other man's arms, resting his cheek on Marcus's chest. Marcus grinned and hugged him close.
"We suddenly got calls out of nowhere saying we need agents because shit is about to get serious. Guy on phone got us agents he said we could trust. Then we are talking to a label and starting to record… God, Marcus, it happened so fast."
Marcus sighed, combing a hand through Bard's hair. "Everything turned out all right though?"
"It was fun, but a little bit scary. I would have liked it if you could have been there. I think your experience would have grounded us."
"For what it's worth, it's a great album man. A great album. Is it selling well?"
"Ja. All this money, Marcus. We did not know what to do with it. We were doing shows around town and suddenly, we are selling out or filling buildings to fire code. Gunther and Estella, they politely left their jobs because we have so many shows." He shook his head. "We just hope… this is not one time thing. We are trying to save up money, just in case."
"Smart thing to do. You can never tell how things are going to turn out." Marcus nuzzled one of Bard's ears. "Hopefully touring with us will get you squared away as far as savings go. Just don't be stupid and buy a bunch of expensive crap."
"Gunther tell us that, too. He say this money not going up our noses or going to supercars that always need to be fixed." He snickered. "And he told me to lay off the hookah while we were recording."
"Bit of a bossy prick, isn't he."
"He feels responsible for us." Bard shifted and looked up at Marcus, ears tilting back. "Emily sent me a copy of your album. It turned out very good."
"Yeah, it did, and considering the shit storm, it's selling good."
"We listened to that recording. We could not believe what that man called you." He squeezed Marcus a bit. "America is a strange country."
"Pfft, you don't know the half of it. I'm pretty sure a certain group of assholes is going to protest us while we're touring." He pressed a kiss to Bard's forehead. "Don't worry about it, though. It'll be great. The tour is already being set up and tickets are selling. We'll have a great time." Bard didn't reply, pulling back a bit and looking up at Marcus. "Is something wrong?"
"No." Bard lifted his head and gently, nervously kissing Marcus, sinking into it when Marcus returned the embrace.
Marcus murmured, letting his eyes drift closed, giving Bard an affectionate squeeze and smiling when the embrace eased out. It felt amazing to have the other man back in his arms and in his life.
"I missed you so very much." Bard said this softly.
"Me too, baby, me too." Marcus buried his face into Bard's hair, blowing out a sigh, more than content for the time being.

* * * *

"Are you sure you're okay with paying for this? It's really expensive, dude," Robert said, turning into the lot.
After some looking around, the band found a rather large RV lot that sold the high end stuff. They couldn't exactly buy another one from the dealer in Detroit, where their first bus had come from. Robert called and inquired about tour busses. The manager assured him if they didn't have what Guillotine wanted, they could get it within a few days.
"Especially if you want another Prevost," Robert added after a moment.
"Well, our old one treated us well." Marcus shrugged as Robert parked.
The old bus had been taken into a detail shop, where Emily spoke to Vincent and Gunther about what updates they wanted for Wire and Lace. At the very least, it was getting the band's symbol on the back.
"How are we going to manage this anyway?" Marcus asked.
"Ja. Two bands. Two busses makes sense, but Marcus and I…" Bard said, speaking from the back of Robert's car.
"Why did you come with anyway?" Marcus asked, looking over his shoulder as he unbuckled.
"I never see someone spend so much money at once."
"And I'm the weird one." He grinned and shook his head, getting out of the car. "But Bard does have a point. I'm not sure how you guys would feel about he and I sharing a bunk."
"Guess you're still on good terms, huh?" Robert looked at them, amused. Bard glommed onto Marcus as a reply, making Robert's smile break to a grin. "Right. Let me deal with the salesmen."
"Yeah, probably for the best." Marcus hugged Bard then released him, reaching down and lacing their hands together. "So what are we supposed to do?"
"Wander around. Look at the RVs. Be within ear shot so when I yell you can come discuss options. When that happens, look rich and clueless, and commit to nothing."
Marcus nodded. "So… be my normal self then?"
Robert snorted. "Yeah, pretty much." He walked to the sales building, leaving Marcus and Bard in the parking lot.
"I like him." Bard chuckled. "He cares for you very much."
Marcus smiled, squeezing Bard's hand gently. "Well, yeah. We've known each other since we were teenagers. We've been lucky that the band hasn't had a falling out, honestly, and gone the way of Pink Floyd or Metallica."
"That is a good thing," Bard paused, glancing at one of the RVs, then leaning into Marcus and looking at him before speaking in a terrible accent, "'and she's terrible partial to the periwinkle blue.'"
Marcus, caught off guard by the appropriate movie reference, laughed so hard he nearly fell over.

Robert walked across the front porch of the building, past rocking chairs and through the door. He pondered why an RV dealership would want a porch or have it covered in rocking chairs, but he figured that old people may like them.
Whatever.
As he passed through the front door he noted the waterfall on the wall behind the receptionist, who put lots of effort into ignoring him. For the largest RV dealership in five hundred miles, he was less than impressed. He glanced left and saw row upon row of loosely spaced and poorly set parts and figured he needed an RV before he needed a new sewer hose. To the right, he saw a small towable pop up trailer and figured that for the showroom. He wandered in, not really looking like he had anywhere to be, when a well-dressed, cream colored ferret wandered up.
"Hi, I'm James, is there anything I can help you with…" The salesman noted Robert's choice of clothing, a ratty tour shirt and dirty jeans, and almost recoiled. "…sir?"
Robert rolled his eyes. "I'm here for a Class A, specifically a Prevost, and a Class C vehicle, something with storage space. I'm leaving with them today, and they'll be paid for when I go. Do not bullshit me or you won't be happy."
The salesman's jaw went slightly loose and he blinked a couple times. "I'm sorry sir, but the process simply isn't that fast. We need to establish a credit rating…"
Robert looked at him blankly. "Fuck off. And while you're fucking off, find me someone that will actually help me."
James turned in a huff and stalked off, going nowhere but away. On his way out he grumbled past a female serval with a series of piercings in one ear.
She wandered over. "Hi, I'm Cindy, and I don't like James either. What can I do for you?"
He studied her for a second, noting her clothing as it was designed to be worn instead of displayed, and decided he liked her so far. "Like I told Dickhead McGurk there, I need a Class A, specifically a Prevost, and a random Class C with good storage space."
Cindy held back a snicker. "And I heard you'd be paying today? Wait, don't worry about that, if you're saying it, I'm sure you mean it. Once we find what fits your needs we'll worry about everything else."
Robert pondered her for a moment. "I like you already. Let's get down to business."

"These things look very expensive…" Bard remarked as he and Marcus weaved through the parking lot, looking around at the RVs.
"I've been in ones that have granite countertops and walnut furniture," Marcus said, pausing and stepping up into and looking around the cab. "Oh hey, this one has a separate bunk for the driver. That's awesome."
Bard nodded. "I think I will keep my Mini Cooper."
"I understand, trust me." Marcus hopped down. "I'm looking forward to this and I haven't really looked forward to a tour for a while now." He grinned. "I blame you for that."
"You're welcome?"
"Marcus! Where are you?" Robert yelled.
"Over here, man." He stepped out from between the vehicles and waved. "What's up? Who's your friend?"
"This is Cindy. She's going to sell us a bus."
He nodded. "Awesome. Show us what you got."
Cindy stood with a Blackberry at hand and one eyebrow quirked, smiling. "Rock on. I'm selling Guillotine a bus."
Marcus laughed. "Yes. Yes you are. And this cutie next to me is the lead singer of Wire and Lace. They're opening for us this tour."
"Uh-huh. Well, I think we've got what you need if you follow me." She walked across the parking lot, the three men following her. "Robert says you need a Prevost. And we've got a new one from last year's line on the lot. It basically has no miles on it, and it's clean."
"Sweeeet."
"They're fairly mobile in design so we'll be able to customize if you want it changed." She walked over and opened the bus door up. "In you go."
"Awesome." Marcus cheerfully ran up the steps and looked around. "Good lord almighty…"
"It's not the highest end, but it is a nice one." She smiled, watching Marcus sit down and bounce on one of the sofas.
Robert stuck his head in back, looking at the bathroom and the bunks. "This should suit us fine," Robert said, coming back and leaning a shoulder on one of the walls. "Okay, Marcus, in response to your question about what we're going to do about you and Bard. Well, I'm gonna be honest, we're not going to listen to you guys screwing as we drive down Interstate eighty for hours on end. No fucking way."
Bard squeaked and blushed.
Marcus just rubbed his eyes and nodded. "Yeah, I hear ya. We riding separate and getting a hotel room then?"
"Fuck, no. We're kicking you both off the busses and into your own Class C."
Marcus blinked at him blankly. "Into a what?"
"There are different rankings for recreational vehicles. This Prevost is considered a Class A," Cindy said helpfully. "I'll show you the Class C. I think you may like."
"You guys were planning this behind my back weren't you?" Marcus asked accusingly as they climbed off the bus.
"Hell, yes we were. I've been chatting back and forth with Vincent, who said you guys were like two peas in a pod and frankly, we couldn't bear to split you up." Robert chuckled as they followed Cindy across the parking lot. "You like the bus though?"
"Fuck, as if I know anything about these things. If you think it's good, I trust your judgment."
"I am confused, if we are not on bus where are we?" Bard wanted to know.
"On one of these," Cindy replied, stopping next to an RV. "We discussed a deluxe conversion van but figured you would want more space."
"It's like a live-in U-Haul truck," Marcus finally said, looking at it and blinking.
She laughed and opened the door. "Go ahead and look."
He climbed aboard dubiously, then leaned back out. "Bard? Holy shit, it's awesome and it has a decent sized bed."
"Really?" Bard climbed in and looked around, sticking his head in the bathroom and the bedroom area, then looking at Marcus. "Is like a rolling studio apartment."
"Do you think this could work for us? Instead of being on one of the busses?" He asked, sitting on one of the sofas and taking a slow look around. For its size, it was obviously pretty high end, and had a decent cooking area.
"Ja, this could work. I have never lived on one of these before though."
"You get used to it." He stood and gave Bard a hug, leaning back out and looking at Robert and Cindy. "I think I like this idea. How will we talk on the road? Cell phones?"
"Yeah, we figure the cell phone walkie feature will work for that. Just keep them all together with our gear truck like a rolling convoy."
"Where will our driver sleep?"
"We'll have room on our bus, if we end up parked at a rest stop he can come over and crash."
Marcus nodded thoughtfully, stepping off the RV. "All right, I think I'm sold. Let's go discuss money so I can write you a check."
"Awesome. Follow me." She started walking back toward the building. "Now, you do understand you won't be taking them off the lot today. We have to do some final inspections and adjust the Prevost to the configuration Robert has asked for."
"That's fine. Gives me time to figure out insurance and plates and crap," Marcus replied.
"You mean it gives Emily and me time." Robert rolled his eyes.
"Yeah, whatever."
"How much this cost?" Bard asked.
They all looked at him. "I'm guessing around half a mil," Marcus said after a moment. "Just based on other Prevosts I've seen, I don't even know what the little one costs."
Bard's eyes widened and he nodded slowly. "And you write check."
"Well, I can't pay cash. And hey, it's worth it." He looked at Cindy and made a let's-go gesture, and she led them into the building, Robert offering James the finger in passing.

* * * *

"They'll drive them from here to the detail shop where they'll get repainted. They're both getting the Headbanger Duck logo, and the Prevost will receive the Guillotine logo on the back, nothing huge and flashy though," Robert said, driving home.
Marcus sat beside Bard in the back, Bard still stunned speechless.
"Vincent wanted to put 'Bang Bus' on your RV, but I didn't figure you were up for it."
Marcus laughed. "Good lord. That's not nice."
"But it is honest. Like you can deny you two would keep us up."
"No, no I can't."
Robert smiled, looking at them in the rear view mirror. "You all right, Bard?"
"Is so much money. I am not sure I made that much in my adult life so far."
Marcus smiled, wrapping an arm around his shoulders and knocking his head against Bard's gently. "You will. Hell, you'll make that this year, easy."
Bard shook his head in wonder, enjoying the attention. "So much is changing."
"Nothing wrong with that. Hey Robert, can we hit some seafood place on the way home? I'm hungry."
Robert laughed and gave him another look in the rear view mirror. "You're always hungry. Sure. Why don't you call the guys and have them meet us?"
"Awesome, I'll start calling people."
An hour later, they shoved tables together at a favorite seafood restaurant the band had been to many times before. Emily arrived with the rest of Wire and Lace, and Tyler and Christopher straggled in on their own, Christopher's wife Mika tagging along. Jacob's daughter had a ballet recital, but he requested they destroy some oysters in his honor.
"So you agreed you and Bard needed your own ride, huh?" Tyler said, not even bothering looking at the menu.
"Yeah, it seemed easier and you were all settled to the idea anyway." Marcus snorted and shook his head.
"Your old bus is going to work for us just fine," Vincent said, pondering the menu with Isold. "You've kept it in very good condition."
'That's mostly Robert's doing."
"Can I get a beer?" Bard wanted to know. "Are any of these brands good?"
"Go ahead, you're not driving."
"Corona's good with sea food," Christopher said.
"Dude, yuck," Emily said, making a face.
"To each their own." Gunther chuckled, Vincent translating.
"I am so getting oysters," Estella said. "Are we ready to order?"
One patient waitress and some translating later, they got their drinks, the waitress looking at Bard's German driver's license somewhat dubiously. Bard's stare at his Sam Adams was equally dubious.
"So, I was thinking… we need to practice set up and tear down and work out what we'll be doing as sets. What we'll be playing as encore if need be, crap like that…" Tyler said, tearing the end of the paper cover off his straw and blowing the remainder across the table at Robert.
"Is it too much to ask that we act like adults?" Robert asked, crumbling the paper up into a ball and throwing it back at Tyler. "I agree, though. We don't want to train wreck on our first tour stop because we never worked out what's going on."
"This occurred to me, too. How about we rent a local venue for a few days? Do some fucking around there, get everything worked out?" Marcus said, stirring his soda with his straw without really thinking about it. "Hell, after we work crap out we could do a live run, put on a show some night for five bucks cover or something."
"That's cheap," Gunther said, surprised.
"Well, we won't have merch set up, and they'll have to accept there may be some fuck ups as we fine tune crap," Robert replied. "So really the five bucks is just to help cover the venue."
"Have you guys gotten drivers yet?" Mika asked Marcus. "A friend of mine is a professional driver. She may be interested."
"Is she extremely tolerant of gay guys possibly boinking in the back?" Marcus asked, interested. Bard reached over and punched his shoulder.
Mika giggled. "I'll have to ask."
"Do so."
"How are you guys liking the States so far, anyway?" Robert asked, looking around at the members of Wire and Lace.
"It has been fun, so far," Isold replied, taking a long drink from a glass of soda. "It is a bit odd staying with Marcus, but I like his pool."
"We've gotten to do a little bit of exploring around the town. It's nice, from what I've seen," Vincent said. "You hear a lot of stories, good and bad, about America… so far I haven't seen any of the bad, but we haven't gone to any tourist traps either."
"We do have a reputation for being a country of assholes," Marcus admitted.
"I think it's more the people you elect," Gunther replied.
"No politics at the dinner table," Mika said in a mom voice, and was obeyed.
"I think the tour is going to be fun. Yeah, it's going to be work and a lot of travel, but we'll get to see a lot of the country," Estella said.
"At the risk of disappointing you, it's lots of farms," Christopher said.
"And lots of cities. I'm sure it will even out."
"I agree the tour is going to be enjoyable. We didn't pack the dates together, and there's a lot of different venue sizes… a few thousand up to arenas." Marcus blew bubbles in his soda absently.
"With each passing day, I become convinced you're an overgrown child." Gunther gave Marcus a droll look.
"You hadn't figured that out?" Robert asked.
"Arenas?" Bard asked. "Like, big arenas?"
"Well, yeah…" Marcus blanched when Bard held his head in his hands. "Oh, right. It'll be okay, man. A show's a show."
"That is easy for you to say! Even before we come here, we not do a house larger than six thousand!"
"We had a show about a week before we arrived. Nice place, Breaking Day opened for us," Vincent said.
Marcus sighed and rubbed Bard's back gently with one hand until the food arrived, not entirely surprised the other man was still a little crowd shy, but hoping his fears lapsed soon, or the tour had "fun" of a different kind written all over it.

* * * *

"I am not sure I like all the jokes about us…" Bard said, his voice muffled while he pulled his shirt off. "I mean, at first it was funny, but it is getting tiresome."
"What? About our sex life? Yeah, I guess I'm starting to agree," Marcus replied, sitting on the edge of the mattress, watching Bard disrobe, still fascinated by the fact he had the other man in his room getting ready for bed. "I mean, some snark is to be expected, especially considering how long I went without getting laid, but the 'bang bus' comment was a bit over the line."
"Ja, it was." Bard hesitated, scratching his chest and looking at Marcus, who sat barefoot in his shorts. "That recreational vehicle, how much it cost?"
"Eh, something over a hundred grand for the smaller one. I don't remember exactly." He held out his hands, smiling when Bard stepped forward, lacing their hands together. "Mm, hi there."
Marcus nuzzled his chest and Bard chuckled.
"Is a lot of money."
"It'll be worth it. It's basically a place for us to live on the road… and our band mates have been nice enough to decide to give us some privacy." He planted a gentle kiss on Bard's collarbone, then sat back, keeping their hands laced together. "Bard… look, touring's different. I mean, it's living in close quarters with next to no personal space for a good amount of time. Do you think your band will be good with that? Do you think we will be?"
Bard tilted his head, looking at Marcus and thinking about it. "Ja, I think so. The band will be fine… we have known each other long time, and Estella and Isold were roommates before."
"And us?"
"You worry too much," Bard admonished, stepping back and getting the rest of the way undressed, dropping his wallet on Marcus's dresser.
"Well, I'm allowed. I've never actually been in a relationship and I'm scared shitless of messing up this one." Marcus sighed, pushing back across the bed and kicking the covers down before flopping back, one arm behind his head, the other resting on his chest.
Bard crawled up on the bed and sat next to Marcus, staring down at him. "You are not the only one scared. I do not want to lose you."
"I'm not a set of keys, babe." He returned the look, then smiled. "How about we just focus on making music and boning each other's brains out? I'm sure everything else will work itself out."
Bard gaped, then swatted Marcus with a pillow. "That is not very realistic!"
"I'm a fuckin' rock star, since when do I have to be realistic?" Marcus laughed, arms coming up to prevent swats to the face.
Bard snickered in spite of himself, leaning on his arms and looking down at Marcus. "You are silly."
"You love it. Now, get down here, you."
With four other people in the house, getting it on had become a somewhat interesting task, or at least more interesting than it already was by default. Bard's insistence that he didn't want the others hearing them was nicely weighted by Marcus not giving much of a damn. He was still so happy to have Bard in his home and in his bed that he frankly didn't care much who heard them.
Afterward, he stretched to turn off the lamp on his bed stand before relaxing limp on top of Bard, who grunted and laughed softly, wrapping his arms around Marcus's back and licking one of his ears tenderly.
"I could get used to this," Marcus muttered, jaw resting on one of Bard's shoulders. He smiled when the fossa's tail flicked around and wrapped across one of his legs.
"Marcus? After tour, you come back to Germany?" Bard wiggled then relaxed, nuzzling his face into Marcus's hair.
"Mm, probably. We'll talk about it later, hmm?" He yawned.
"Ja."
Eventually the breeze coming in from a partly open window made Marcus move and pull a sheet up to cover them, and they slept soundly, oblivious to the world outside the bedroom.

* * * *

Marcus yawned and stumbled down the stairs, tugging a shirt on as he walked. Bard was in the shower, so Marcus pulled on clothes and brushed his getting-shaggy hair out of his eyes, puttering downstairs with vague intentions of pancakes and bacon. Stepping into the kitchen, he found Gunther already there, frowning into the fridge.
"Guten morgen."
"Oh, Marcus, guten morgen," Gunther replied, smiling. "Omelets, ja?"
"Oh, that'd be nice. Are you making them?" Marcus grinned, pouring himself a mug of coffee, glad Gunther at least understood some English even if he barely spoke a lick.
"Ja. Wir haben milch keine."
Marcus blinked once and looked at him. "I caught a few words of that…"
Gunther held up an empty milk jug.
"Who put it away empty?"
Gunther shrugged, setting the milk jug on the counter then starting to assemble various omelet ingredients.
Marcus sighed and slugged down the coffee as fast as he could, finding a pad of paper and a pencil. He knew they needed laundry soap so he wrote that down, as well as milk. "Uh, do we need anything else? I can go grocery shopping."
Gunther blinked as he processed the information, and through some German and some pantomime Marcus gathered they also needed nectar drinks for Estella, and some breakfast cereal. He wrote it down and stuck it in his pocket, saying he'd be back as he shoved his feet into a set of chucks and grabbed his keys, heading out of the house for his garage. He'd have to do a major grocery run sometime soon, but for now he'd pick up the basics. Real shopping could wait until he'd eaten and woke up the rest of the way. He stood in the garage for a moment and took stock of the cars there before choosing the Cadillac, humming as he drove to the store.
He stood leaning on his grocery cart, reading labels on nectar drinks and debating whose advertising would sway him this round, when someone started talking to him.
"Hey, you're Marcus Midnight, right?"
Marcus blinked and looked down the aisle at a dog in a work uniform, who looked at him with his head tilted to the side. "Yeah, man."
"Oh, shit, I heard you lived around here!" The guy sprang forward and offered a hand, Marcus willingly went through a complicated handshake. "I bought your new album like two days ago."
"Rock on." Marcus gave up and picked a brand of drinks at random, grabbing two variety six packs for the time being.
"Can I ask you something, though?" He blinked at what Marcus was buying. "Get the pineapple and papaya ones, they're the best."
"Sure, go ahead. And thanks." Marcus grabbed a third six pack of the suggested flavor, wandering toward the milk aisle.
"You really a fag, dude?"
He stopped and looked at the dog, blinking. "Yeah. That a problem?"
"Well… I guess not? It's just kind of weird."
Marcus laughed and leaned on the cart's handlebar. "What the hell's so weird about it? It isn't like I'm the only gay rocker out there you know."
"Well, yeah, but…"
"Besides…" He set three gallons of milk in the cart. "I've gone on record saying so, why would I lie?"
The dog blinked, scratching one floppy ear. "Publicity?"
"Dude, there are easier ways to get publicity. Did you like the album at least?"
"Yeah."
"Glad to hear it."
"You're not gonna do shows in assless chaps or anything are you?"
Marcus gave the other man a droll look. "David Lee Roth beat me to that years ago."
The dog laughed. "Okay, okay. You got me. Have a good day, man."
"You too, dude." Marcus watched the dog schlep off, and rubbed his eyes with a giggle. That had been the strangest thing to happen to him in a long time.

* * * *

"You guys don't even do wardrobe when doing shows," Bard said, sitting backward in a chair and watching Marcus go through the racks. "So why are we here?"
"Well, my guys don't. I do, sort of," Marcus replied, scratching his head.
He'd gone through his concert clothing with Emily, who inspected his leather gear and insisted on retiring every pair of leather pants he owned. He'd been grief stricken and had come closer to pitching a hissy fit than he ever had. But she'd been stubborn and he'd eventually relented, so here he stood, trying to find half a dozen new pairs for this tour.
"I mean, usually it's just great pants and a skinny t-shirt or tank top. I'm not gonna break the routine, it's what the fans expect and my skinny ass sells albums so I may as well, right?"
"Argh. Now I'm thinking about what I should wear on stage." Bard groaned, rubbing his eyes.
Marcus looked at him. "Black jeans and a white button down over a white tank. Have the band sign the button down and toss it to the crowd at some point."
Bard blinked a few times, then thought about it. "Actually, that could work."
"Holy shit, I just found a leather kilt. Dare I?" Marcus held it up, checking the waist size.
"Yes. Now. You go try it on now." Bard stood and shoved Marcus toward the changing rooms.
"Okay, okay, good lord, dude!"
The store clerk, a ferret with a pageboy cut and lip piercings, laughed. "You done good, Marcus."
"At what?" He asked in the changing booth, getting out of his jeans and chucks. "Hold my wallet, dude." He tossed it over the top edge of the changing room curtain, leaving Bard scrambling to catch it.
"Picking him."
"I am right here." Bard pouted.
"That was mad luck on my part." Marcus pondered the kilt then put it on, making sure he got all the snaps done up. "I don't think I've ever worn one of these."
"All guys should at least once," the clerk replied wisely.
"I dunno if it's proper stage attire though," he replied, coming out of the changing room.
"Oh dear lord," Bard said.
"Buy it," the clerk laughed. "And it has modesty flaps. You'll be fine on stage."
"Huh, I dunno." Marcus looked at himself in the mirror, then turned and looked at himself over his shoulder, tail flicking. "I'm glad I'm skinny."
"We get those from Utilikilt. They make good stuff."
"Apparently." He pondered himself some more. "Might look good with some of my boots though." He glanced at Bard, who leaned on one of the clothing racks staring, and grinned. "Okay, fine, I'll buy it. I'll need a couple, though, if I'm going to wear them on stage."
The clerk came over and checked the size Marcus wore. "Well, I think we've got two in that size but we can order you more."
"That's fine. I'll need some pants too, though…" He returned to rummaging among the racks.
Half an hour later, he wore the kilt out of the store, having purchased four new pairs of leather pants and two kilts, two more on order. "I never know how soon I'm gonna get to a cleaner that can handle leather you know?" he remarked to Bard, wandering up the sidewalk toward his car. "I mean, I know how to care for leather, but it's hot and sweaty on stage. Sometimes a professional's touch is needed."
"Why wear leather, though?" Bard wanted to know. "Do not get me wrong, I love it. You look amazing in it. But, it is heavy and hot. You could just wear good jeans."
"Honestly? I dunno." Marcus unlocked the car. He'd decided to drive the Honda today. "You're probably right, but I always have. I would feel naked on stage if I didn't." He paused, looking at Bard. "You know what we should do? Find a head shop and buy a hookah."
Bard laughed. "That is random."
"Yeah, but I liked it, you know? And even if I just have shisha, I think it'd look nice in my living room." He climbed into the driver's seat and dug his phone out of one of the kilt pockets, searching for a local head shop on it. "And hell, maybe we can bring it on the road with us."
Bard buckled into the passenger seat, watching as Marcus found a likely address and stuck it into the nav console in the car. "That is fine with me."
"Good, because you're picking one out for me, I still barely know how they work, let alone how to pick out one of good quality." He smiled when Bard chuckled, pulling away from the curb and heading down the road.

* * * *

"Hey, Marcus, your bang bus is here!" Vincent yelled, looking out the window as the RV pulled up the drive and into the car port. Both busses were currently parked at Headbanger Duck. The label had been fine with leaving them there and understood the general lack of residential parking for a vehicle of that size, let alone two.
"Would you stop calling it that?" Marcus made a face, appearing in the doorway to the kitchen mixing a sauce reduction in the pot. Bard was cooking, and he'd ended up assisting, though it didn't really bother him.
"Ja, no kidding, it is not nice," Bard supplied from inside the kitchen.
"Well, what would you rather I call it?" Vincent wanted to know.
"I'm thinking of it as a rolling apartment, myself." Marcus returned the sauce to the stove. The kitchen smelled wonderfully of garlic, pasta, and cooking steak. Estella and Isold were in the pool in the back yard; Gunther relaxed on a chaise lounge.
"Does the paint job look all right at least?"
"It looks fine, man." Vincent shrugged, walking to join them in the kitchen, sitting down heavily at the table. "It matches the bus paint jobs, actually. How many equipment trucks do you think we'll need?"
"I figure one full sized semi-truck will probably do it unless you guys are planning on bringing your own massive amplifier rig." He shrugged, leaning back on the counter and watching Bard cook. "We have a pretty damn good amplifier setup though, and I have no problem with you guys using it. Would reduce our stage set up time too."
"Works for me, but we'll probably talk about it just to make sure." He stretched out lazily. "Next week practice, yes?"
"Yeah, and a show on Friday night, nothing fancy or anything, just a solid trial run. Currently it's a five dollar cover to get in, with the money going to some local charity. There's going to be information about our memorabilia auction there, but no real merch."
"I like this idea," Bard said, checking on the steaks in the oven. "It seems a good way to settle how a concert will run."
"Exactly. I hate doing songs in the order they're in on the CDs, and you can never tell how things will sound until you play through them you know?" He shrugged. "And it lets us argue about what old songs we are going to play. I don't like playing songs that our fans have already paid to hear, but they like it, so we do throw in an occasional oldie, or sometimes even a cover if the crowd's into it."
"I like the idea of being around long enough to have oldies." Vincent grinned, combing his Mohawk out of his eyes.
"Ugh, don't remind me, it makes me feel old." Marcus sighed. "Either way, honestly next week will be repetitive, tiring, and boring. It's a lot of practicing set up and tear down, and playing with sound setup, and nit-picky shit that needs to be right or the show will suck."
"Practice is practice. It will be fine," Bard said, setting the table. "But I admit, it is almost nice to see you worrying about it."
He blinked. "How so?"
"You always seem so laid back about all this."
"This is true, man." Vincent agreed, taking the napkins from Bard and folding them.
"Pfft, you should have seen me before you guys got here, when we were doing the label change and recording. I was a fucking wreck. I always am until I know the album is going to go over well."
"Dude." Vincent stared at him. "You're fucking Guillotine. Of course the album's going to do well."
"Doesn't mean anything. It's done all right, though. And from what I've seen, your album is kicking ass."
"We are very lucky." Bard sighed, bringing a large bowl of pasta to the table.
"Aren't we all, baby?" Marcus smiled, stepping outside to let the others know that dinner was hitting the table.








Chapter 14

Marcus wandered the length of the RV, opening cabinets and pondering storage space before sitting down on the bed in the back and thinking. The RV seemed to have good storage. They could fit a reasonable amount of provisions on here. He made a note to find a good spot for the hookah, and to make sure to bring the video games.
The vehicle had changed since he'd last seen it. The external paint job had been updated, and the internal décor had been rearranged and swapped out a bit. Still, he liked it. Their band mates were brilliant to come up with this, really. He couldn't imagine trying to manage their relationship around the two buses.
"Marcus?" Bard asked, climbing onto the RV and shutting the door behind him. He walked through and found Marcus flopped back on the bed.
"Hey. Had to come out and get another look at the thing. I think it'll be worth the money." He propped himself up on his arms, smiling. "Dinner was great, by the way."
"Danke. It is nice to cook without being under budget constraints." He stepped over and straddled Marcus's legs, grinning down at him.
"Oof. You're in a mood." Marcus smiled back, staying where he was.
"I have had to watch you in a leather kilt for half a day."
"Like you didn't enjoy it."
"So, is it a nice bed? Want to find out?"
Marcus laughed and pulled Bard down into a kiss, his hands sliding down the other man's back and landing on either side of the base of his tail. Bard pushed back against the kiss, tail flicking back and forth, tongue slipping into Marcus's mouth to trace along his teeth. Marcus moaned, grabbing and yanking at Bard's shirt. Bard grinned and rolled off, shifting to sit on the center of the bed and pull his shirt off. Marcus practically tore his own shirt off, crawling up toward Bard and licking his neck, before nuzzling downward.
"I love your fur color," Marcus muttered, nipping along the white streak on Bard's chest, smiling when the fossa's hands buried into his gelled hair.
"It is so boring, though. You have streaks and rings… I am just brown…"
"It's the shade, though." Marcus kissed the spot above Bard's belly button, staring up into his eyes, working on getting his pants undone. "It's like gourmet milk chocolate. I love it, it makes you look edible."
Bard blushed and squirmed, tail swiping back and forth on the bed, leaning on one hand, the other fidgeting with Marcus's hair. The bedding had changed since they'd seen the RV on the lot, the comforter under them was dark blue and felt new. "Flatterer."
Marcus snickered, getting Bard's pants and boxers partly off, grinning when a bottle of lube fell out of his back pocket. "Well, I'm glad one of us is prepared." He slowly lapped his tongue upward, starting at Bard's balls and trailing up to the head to suck there, humming.
"Ffffick." Bard hissed, biting his lower lip, watching Marcus hungrily. "Marcus…"
"Mmmn?" He reached a hand up to caress over Bard's front, tail wagging when his hand was caught and gnawed on. Bard moaned at the humming, hips thrusting, so he bobbed his head, letting his teeth scuff lightly. His actions made the hand in his hair tighten, then Bard started licking and molesting his fingertips in a way that made his hard cock throb under the kilt.
The younger man laughed when Marcus suddenly ceased his ministrations and almost lunged up to kiss him desperately, returning the embrace and rolling on top, using the opportunity to shuck out of his pants and boxers. Marcus didn't mind the position change, grabbing Bard's ass with both hands, whimpering when his nipples were pinched. Bard snickered, ending the kiss and kneeling over Marcus, working on getting the kilt snaps undone.
He pushed the leather down and nuzzled one of Marcus's hips. "You smell like leather."
Marcus chuckled, biting his lower lip when Bard's textured tongue teased the head of his cock, lubed fingers slipping inside Marcus moments later. "Mmm. It's a nice smell, though."
"God, ja." He pushed back up to kiss Marcus, this time gentle and tender as he rocked his hand back and forth.
Marcus moaned into the embrace, hands coming to rest on Bard's shoulders and hips starting to rock upward into the attention. After so many years of nearly nothing, his body was still getting used to this kind of attention again, so he appreciated Bard being so careful with him. They worked together so well, hell they fit together like puzzle pieces. It only took moments for him to want a hell of a lot more, dull claws scratching lightly into Bard's back. Bard took the hint, thrusting home and muffling a thick purr into Marcus's chest.
He groaned, wrapping his legs lightly around Bard's hips and pulling him up into a kiss as he started thrusting. The embrace never got hard, staying lazy and warm until it eased so he could pant, tilting his head back and not bothering to muffle his outcries. He'd long ago upgraded his opinion on Bard's anatomy from "interesting" to "amazing."
Those two knots did excellent things to him. "Ahh, God. Bard…" He panted out, hips rocking up into the other man's thrusts, eyes open just enough to watch him.
Bard smiled, groaning as he nipped Marcus's collarbone, thrusting a little faster. "Ich liebe dich…" he murmured, his tongue lapping along the base of the Marcus's neck.
Marcus blinked once, trying to figure out what that meant. Honestly, he was distracted enough he had no idea. I something or other? Fuck, he had to learn German, or at least enough to get by, because this was getting stupid. "Well… sounds good, anyway…" He finally said around his panting.
Bard's face faulted and he stopped briefly to stare at Marcus then planted his head into his chest. "Oh mein gott how can you not know what that means by now?" he asked.
"Huhn?" Marcus squirmed, looking at Bard and blinking. "Are you laughing?"
Bard rubbed his eyes with one hand, then pushed up to silence the other man with a kiss. "It means I love you, silly."
"Oh." Marcus blinked again, then laughed helplessly, leaning his forehead against Bard's. "I'm a fucking idiot, aren't I?"
"Yes sometimes, but you are my fucking idiot." He kissed Marcus on the nose gently, thrusting to punctuate his sentence.
Caught between laughing and groaning, Marcus's fingers skittered on the other man's shoulders. "Damn right."
It was sometime later when they bothered talking again, Marcus spooned up to Bard's back, both groggy and satisfied, though the interior of the RV had since gotten warm, stuffy, and a bit dim as the sun went down. "I think I like this bed," Marcus finally said with a chuckle, pressing a kiss to Bard's lifted shoulder and squeezing him tenderly.
"Ja. It is nice, which I did not expect." He purred softly, tail flicking. "Though now the sheets must be washed."
"Bah. No big deal, they're full of sizing anyway or whatever the fuck it is." He smiled, sighing happily. "You think we'll be okay on tour?"
"We will be amazing," Bard replied with conviction. "And I am thanking our friends for having you buy this thing."
"So am I. You do know they're going to point and laugh when we walk back inside the house, right?"
Bard grunted and rolled over, looking at Marcus. "Let them laugh. They are just happy for us. Or maybe jealous."
Marcus grinned and kissed him, tail wagging wildly, feeling like he'd been missing out on this all his life and glad he finally had it.

* * * *

"I thought we were going to do a big venue?"
Marcus joined Vincent on the stage, looking out over Showbox at the Market, a gorgeous old ballroom establishment that Guillotine had played at many times since they had all landed in Seattle. "Nah, we'll do plenty of arenas on tour, you know? This place has a great reputation, they like us, and it's a good size. Plus it's easy just to do a door cover here and put up information about the charity auction."
Vincent shoved his hands in his pockets and shrugged, looking around. "I see your point. It will help get Bard used to it too, he still gets stage fright."
"Yeah, no kidding. That'd be my fucking luck, decide to do a charity arena show for our practice show and Bard goes down like a ton of bricks when he steps on stage." He shook his head. "We lucked out. They're not very busy this week, so we can work on the show during the day and have the stage to ourselves on Friday. They've put out the word that we're going to be performing, and the local radio stations know as well, so we'll fill the house."
"Five buck cover? I'd hope we'd fill this, it's what a capacity of a thousand?"
"Yeah, a bit more than that, and it's all going to charity. We can afford the rent." He wandered off the stage, going to help their friends haul the gear in. The semi-truck with the equipment had actually been parked there the day before, so it was just a matter of getting it in and out of the building as needed, and the Showbox said they could leave the truck there between sessions. Marcus had to concede it was very nice of them, but maybe it was because the truck had Guillotine and Wire and Lace logos on it. With the help of a few building staff, they had all of the amplifiers in and set up in about two hours, stepping back to regard it afterward.
"You guys are still good with using our amps, right?" Robert wanted to know, taking a drink from a bottle of Gatorade.
"Ja, for now," Bard said. "For this tour, at least."
"Rock on, that'll make everything easier for this go-around. For what it's worth, we have pretty kick ass amps so it's just a matter of figuring out how you want the sound set up."
"Should we start bringing in instruments?" Isold asked, Vincent translating as usual.
"Yeah, probably, let's get cracking…"
The next few days were tedious, frustrating, and boring at times. Practicing set up and tear down and figuring out set playlists was never Marcus's favorite thing to do, but he always resigned himself to it being part of the process of putting on shows. Everyone else seemed to deal with it as well, and they had some good jams along the way… the most amusing of which was he and Vincent jamming on So What by Pink. It ended up on the internet the same day because one of the staff of the Showbox filmed them on an iPhone.
The two bands eventually ironed out a show playlist. It wasn't set in stone by any means and it was generally agreed they'd go off the crowd for some cues. Loosely it was an hour for Wire and Lace, and around two for Guillotine, with room for encores and fucking around. Guillotine decided to do a lot of the new stuff, off both discs, but put into different orders with some of their older stuff.
"I never like using a lot of the old stuff, but the fans sure like it." Marcus sighed, looking at the set list they'd finally hashed out. They were sitting around in the backstage area, on top of equipment cases. It was finally Friday, and the doors opened in less than an hour.
"I wish I had your problems," Gunther said drolly, opening a beer with his claws.
"You will someday," Robert replied. "It's just a matter of time."
"Well, we do appreciate the confidence. Especially Bard here." Vincent looked at Bard, who sat with a bottle of water looking worried.
Bard pouted, not appreciating the goading.
"Hey, don't worry. This town knows us, especially this place," Robert said, shoving his hands in his pockets. "We do this damn near like clockwork. Just go with it."
Robert was right, of course. The Showbox packed to capacity rapidly, and in the end Marcus told the house techs to bring the lights down before the scheduled curtain time, walking out on the stage under the spotlights, the old V on his back and wearing a headset mic. Once the crowd quieted down, he explained they'd be doing a rough set and to bear with them. The crowd knew the drill, and he asked them to give a warm welcome to their friends from Germany. He returned backstage and watched Wire and Lace take the stage, pride and some sense of victory making him grin so hard his face hurt.
He stayed there, through all of Wire and Lace's set, still wearing his guitar, a bottle of water dangling in one hand. He'd believed a band that sang in German could do well in the States, and from what he was seeing of the crowd, he'd been right, and that was a relief. It helped that his friends had been together long enough to know how to work a crowd, and Bard's fear seemed to give away to comfort. This was a small crowd and he knew how to do this.
Wire and Lace completed their set and left the stage with their instruments, a few of Guillotine's longtime roadies jumping in and helping break down the drum kit and clear the area for Guillotine. Bard nearly fell into Marcus's arms, trembling and raw with adrenaline and emotion, pulling Marcus into a brief, hard kiss that was gladly returned.
"I have to get on stage, man," Marcus murmured into one of Bard's ears, holding him tight then letting go, catching a guitar cable from one of the roadies and flipping the V to its proper position, jacking in.
"Ja, I know. I'll be here when you're done." Bard didn't bother saying he'd likely watch through the whole set as the house lights went down all the way. He didn't have to.
Marcus grinned and sauntered slowly onto the stage, the first notes of Wake Up rolling through the venue, shining like a rainbow in the dark.

The End
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